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			1

			When I opened the door a cold blast from the world outside froze the moisture on my face and I still hadn’t found my shoes.

			‘Mr Hunter?’

			‘That would be me.’

			‘Just out of the shower, I take it.’  

			This woman was very observant.

			‘Alison Ogilvie.’

				She was neatly turned out with the slight whiff of class I had learned to detect but was never completely at ease with. A money thing, really. She had it and it showed in her clothes. Nothing ostentatious but quality, nonetheless.

			Running fingers through my hair, I led her upstairs to the flat. If first impressions matter as much as they say I already had a problem. Only one chair had nothing on it, no books or papers. She brushed some dog hairs off it and sat down. Then she opened her tooled leather messenger bag, a high-end piece attractive to a thief in its own right regardless of the contents. 

			‘I have your card.’

			She’d found it in the supermarket with cards from everyone else looking for business: electricians, plumbers, gardeners (no job too small) and a dog-grooming outfit happy to make bold claims.

			‘You look surprised.’

			I was. I’d only handed them in the day before to Asda, Sainsbury’s and Waitrose, where Alison Ogilvie had found it. Alison was the upmarket type. When she bought a duck she liked to know its little webbed feet had known water before its final journey to the shelf.

			She looked round the room, perching on the edge of her chair as if sinking into it would risk contamination. Which was always possible since I no longer tidied up as well as I used to before my wife disappeared. I hadn’t been prepared for such a quick response. I hadn’t been prepared for any response at all, but there she was, a stranger sitting in my living room, a potential client.

			‘How can I help?’

			‘My husband’s cheating on me.’

			I was sorry to hear that but not inspired by the prospect of checking it out.

			‘He spends too much time away from home, much more than he needs to, and things have cooled considerably despite an outward show of affection. Acting isn’t his strong point. His heart isn’t in it anymore. Hasn’t been for some time.’

			Alan Ogilvie was chief financial officer for an international drinks company. He’d worked his way up, in a subsidiary at first, but was now established at head office. Well and good, but as she explained all this my visitor was strangely calm.

			‘If you don’t mind me saying, Mrs Ogilvie, you don’t seem too upset.’

			She wasn’t, not any longer. But I had to understand they had been partners in more ways than one. In the early years she’d supported him while he completed his qualifications. And that wasn’t all. As he grappled his way up the greasy pole, she’d hosted social gatherings which were terminally tedious to her but vital to his career. Or so he had said at the time.

			‘I take it there’s money involved.’

			‘Isn’t there always? Over the years I’ve invested a lot in that man, in us.’

			‘You’re a professional person yourself?’

			‘A chartered accountant.’

			I heard these words with a sinking feeling. Further meetings with this woman, if there were any, might well involve scrutiny of her husband’s accounts, both declared and concealed, and mind-numbing hours poring over spreadsheets. If he was salting money away to fund his encounters with other women it would be possible to prove it. Perhaps he was paying for a love nest somewhere or maybe they slummed it in cheap hotels. Either way, unless he paid cash, there would be a trail. But I had nothing to worry about. Alison Ogilvie was better equipped to investigate such things than I was. She had something else in mind.

			‘Your shoes are under the table.’

			Did I detect the hint of a smile? I thought I did, but fished them out anyway, put them on and felt better for it. 

			‘You don’t wear slip-ons, I see.’

			According to an article in Cosmopolitan, men who wore slip-ons were less trustworthy than those who used laces. News to me, but many things were. 

			‘Mrs Ogilvie, if you already know your husband’s cheating you don’t need me to prove it.’

			‘I want details, Mr Hunter, chapter and verse. I don’t need to know how young the new model is, just how much he’s spending on her. How much of our money?’

			I got the point. She no longer cared about him or his love-life but she had no intention of paying for it. I offered her tea or coffee, both of which she declined. There were things she wanted to know. Like my track-record in bringing cases to a successful conclusion. 

			‘I have no track-record, Mrs Ogilvie, I only posted the cards yesterday. You would be my first case.’

			‘So you have no experience.’ I could tell from her tone she was disappointed, but she was not above turning it to her advantage. ‘I assume this will be reflected in your fee.’

			‘Number-crunching only takes us so far in this life, Mrs Ogilvie, don’t you think?’ Not the best remark I could have made to an accountant, but she didn’t seem to mind. ‘Paying less would be small consolation if I failed to deliver.’

			Fine as far as it went, but the lady countered without missing a beat.

			‘The same could be said of paying more.’

			Another angle this woman had covered: better to level with her from the outset.

			‘I should probably put my cards on the table.’

			She smiled again, and this time there was no doubt about it.

			‘Why not? You seem to have put them everywhere else.’

			Until recently I’d been a detective with the police. I knew the ropes. Yet when I told her that, she would want to know why I’d gone out on my own. Had I left under a cloud or was it an amicable parting of the ways? But there was no way I was going to explain that last one to someone I’d just met. 

			‘I was a detective for five years.’

			Just months ago I’d been dealing with a drunken row between friends over a game of dominos. Take away the alcohol and no one would have died, but one of them did – in hospital of wounds to the head. His death had been as pointless as his life. 

			‘How depressing. That sort of thing must get to you over time, wear you down.’

			‘It does.’

			‘And that’s why you left.’

			‘Not really. My reasons were more personal.’

			She looked at me inquiringly, hoping for more, but for now that was all she was going to get; though given the parlous state of affairs with her husband I didn’t expect her to take anything on trust.

			‘You can always check my credentials.’

			She gave me a quizzical look. Did I think she was born yesterday?

			‘I intend to.’

			Though her hair was impeccable, she patted it down anyway, as if a draught had wafted through the window from the convent across the road and ruffled a strand or two. Some people have black hair, of course, but I wondered about hers. There was just a hint of metal in the way the light reflected from it, probably down to her shampoo or conditioner. Or dye. Could it be that my unexpected guest dyed her hair?

			She opened her bag and removed a folder from one of its compartments. The criminal might know where you live but the bureaucrat has you filed, potentially much more damaging. The lady was getting down to business.

			‘All you need to know by way of background, I think. The thing is, Mr Hunter, time is of the essence. He can move money at the click of a mouse. I need to nail him now before he realises I’m onto him.’

			I started leafing through the documents. A mistake. Apparently, its contents were homework, reading for later consumption. The paperwork could wait.

			‘He tells me he has to be in Dublin this weekend. He’s given me an address and a phone number, a serviced apartment, city centre.’

			‘Dublin?’

			‘Imbibe is incorporated in Ireland. Saves a fortune on corporation tax. They run a small office there. A token gesture, really. Anyway,’ she said, tired of telling me things I would find out for myself in the file, ‘I want you to check if he actually goes there.’

			‘You want me to go to Dublin.’

			‘I’ll cover your expenses – provided you have the appropriate receipts and don’t overstep the mark.’ I took this to mean flying cattle class and overnighting in a cheap hotel. ‘Assuming you take this on and we agree a fee, how much would you propose to charge for a job like this? Have you a rate card?’

			The truth was I had yet to figure it out. 

			‘Forty pounds an hour?’

			She looked at me as if I had a screw loose and against her better judgment ventured a little further into my life. ‘You mentioned tea, I believe.’

			‘I did.’

			‘Now would be a good time. I think we should talk.’
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			On the short flight to Dublin I leafed through a copy Psychology Today, which promised to reveal why we sometimes act against our better judgement. Something I was doing now, watching two stewards selling drinks and snacks from trolleys. They were neatly turned out in their airline liveries and selling, according to Alison Ogilvie, was exactly what I should be doing but in a more professional manner.

			I remembered with embarrassment spending too long in the kitchen when she came. I usually drank from a tea-stained mug, currently in the sink with a couple of spoons. Tracking down clean cups and saucers took time. So did opening the biscuit tin to round up the few remaining chocolate digestives and bourbon creams. By the time I made it back to the living room the lady was in motion and well into the grand tour. Perhaps I should charge for that? Seeing her at full length I registered her suit, something I would surely have noticed before if she hadn’t been wearing a coat when she arrived. She looked good in it, if a little severe, though the black was softened somewhat by the white blouse underneath. Black and white. No shades of grey for Mrs Ogilvie.

			She stopped at a photograph of Susan in full outdoor gear, complete with mountain bike and Ben, our border collie, a foot of tongue hanging out and panting like a steam locomotive.

			‘Your wife?’

			‘Susan.’

			To kill further discussion of this difficult subject I came right out with it. ‘She left me eight months ago.’

			‘I’m sorry to hear that.’ 

			I’d been sorry too, verging on the distraught, but now I wasn’t so sure.

			I put the tray down on the coffee table and was about to pour her tea when I realised I hadn’t made it yet. This wasn’t going well.

			‘Builder’s brew or herbal?’ Susan only drank herbal tea, something to do with caffeine and blood pressure. ‘I have peppermint or green tea with jasmine.’

			I expected her to say something mildly sarcastic like Good for you, but she plumped for the green. When I came back with it, and after the briefest of pauses, she started putting me on the spot. Politely, but that was what she was doing.

			‘When I asked what you charged you seemed to pluck a figure from the air.’

			There was no point denying it, but I’d only posted my cards the day before and hadn’t expected such a rapid reply.

			‘You weren’t prepared.’

			‘True.’

			She asked a few more questions, all of which made me realise that from her point of view I wasn’t starting a business, I was playing at it. 

			‘In my time as an accountant I’ve dealt with a quite few ventures, several of which have gone to the wall through lack of forward planning.’

			‘And you think that’s where I’m headed.’

			‘As things stand. I suggest we meet again when you come back from Ireland. Review progress. In the light of the outcome I may have suggestions to make.’

			I had no idea what she meant by that, but I’d have to leave before I could return.

			As I made my way through Terminal 2, I knew that Alison Ogilvie, who should be nothing more to me than a client, had unsettled me. A formidable woman with a brain like a laser was fine, but she was training it on me and plainly wasn’t happy with what she found. So the best I could do right now was make a success of what she was paying me for. 

			I tracked down its departure point in the concourse and took the next shuttle to the Premier Inn. Bound to be cheaper than the Radisson, I thought, chalking up a brownie point from the off.

			The girl at the Welcome Desk was astonished to learn that I hadn’t booked a room online. Everything was online now, she assured me with a smile. A neat way of freezing out the visually impaired, I pointed out, to an evident lack of concern. But she was able to fix me up and so I found myself entering a room on level two and dropping my overnight bag on the bed. 

			I detected the reassuring smell of disinfectant. The room had been cleaned, or sprayed to give that impression. I spread the Ogilvie file on the desk and leafed through it again. Alison had provided two photographs of her husband, both holiday shots which could have been clearer. No doubt she had wedding photographs too, but those weren’t included. She’d probably torn them up.

			I copied both photographs to my phone then dropped in on Imbibe’s corporate website where, under the Our Team tab, I found an excellent image of the man and copied that too. Since I’d never met him, I had to be sure he wouldn’t pass unrecognised. If he did, my journey was in vain. Alan Ogilvie didn’t look duplicitous, but few people do. He had clear blue eyes and reddish blond hair, which would surely narrow the field. He was helping me already. 

			The apartments on Grafton Street were central and no doubt correspondingly expensive. I walked slowly past the entrance a couple of times, but there was no future in that so I entered and tried my luck. A concierge was on duty and beyond him a waiting area for visitors to the privileged few. The artwork on the walls was commercial, less art than graphic design. Some brochures were in evidence, by the look of them from Discover Ireland.

			‘Good evening, sir.’

			The name on his badge was Brendan, surname not provided.

			‘Yes,’ I said, ‘Douglas Hunter for Alan Ogilvie, Imbibe International. He’s due here this evening.’

			‘Feel free to take a seat in our waiting area, sir, though I should perhaps tell you that guests are not allowed above the ground floor unless in the company of residents.’

			A sensible policy with which I had no problem.

			‘But you could let him know I’m here?’

			Such a simple plan. Concierge phones the apartment. If Ogilvie replies, that’s it, he’s in the building. But the concierge refuses to do it.

			‘Here at reception we only call our guests in the event of an emergency. But you’ll have your friend’s number, Mr Hunter. By all means phone him yourself.’

				Brendan plainly regarded himself as the Keeper of the Gate. His attitude was getting to me, as was his habit of making his pronouncements without ever meeting my eye. Did he really think it was acceptable to stare at his screen while talking to a visitor? But the party line was clear. The apartments were havens of rest for their occupants, who were entitled to expect protection from riffraff like me. Which meant I could hang around a bit longer and hope my target turned up. But after half an hour cooling my heels in the waiting area I cut my losses and left. Brendan clocked my departure but didn’t look up.

				The nearest café wasn’t directly opposite the apartments but gave a reasonable line of sight to the entrance if you perched on one of the bar stools by the counter along the window. I don’t normally go for burgers but did on this occasion, backing it up with hot chocolate – a poor choice of evening meal, not improved by the background aroma of hot plate frying. The music didn’t help much either. A girl sat down nearby and started messaging at miraculous speed. It always amazed me what girls with dyed hair and distressed jeans could do with their thumbs. Youth was passing me by. As for the high gloss lipstick, I’d never gone for it myself. One of Susan’s virtues was facing the world without war paint. Presumably she was still doing exactly that on top of a mountain somewhere with the new man in her life. 

			It was nearly midnight when I returned to my room and washed off the dirt of the day. I switched the TV on, mute, rolling news, and stretched out on the bed. Not just any bed –Hypnos, the most comfortable bed in the world. At which point I noticed an ache in the lumbar region. It was down to the bar stool in the café. I always missed the support of a chair back. Too bad I hadn’t stuck with the strengthening exercises Susan had given me, both of which involved lying on the floor and assuming strange positions with stranger names. 

			‘For God’s sake, Douglas,’ she would shout, ‘surely you can hold it longer than that!’

			The exercises helped, though her motive had less to do with my well-being than the vain hope of improving my performance between the sheets. I still remembered her throwaway reference to pelvic thrusts as if they didn’t matter much. But they did to her.

			Then, whether I liked it or not, my thoughts returned to Brendan, who must have got to me more than I realised. What was his problem? I thought I knew. He had elevated himself by association to the same status as the residents, though in fact he was merely a servant, a flunky, and a low-paid one at that. Brendan was a bottom feeder who imagined he swam with the big fish. Pathetic, really. But it had taken him only seconds to mark my card, probably based on my clothing, which I had to admit wasn’t entirely appropriate to the class of person he rubbed shoulders with every day. My jacket, for example. It was warm and it was practical, with useful pockets for phone, camera and notepad. But all of that counted for nothing because of what it lacked, an expensive designer label. 

			And so I fell asleep harbouring resentment against this youth and got up for breakfast resolved to sort him out. But the breakfast was excellent, I made sure of that; plenty of oats and nothing fried. And the sun was shining, both on Dublin and on me, because Brendan wasn’t on duty. Ruby was, and Ruby had no illusions whatsoever. She had no side, as they say; if memory serves, something to do with billiards or bowls. I took to her at once.

			‘Mr Ogilvie.’

			‘That’s correct, Mr Alan Ogilvie.’

			‘We’re not supposed to phone.’

			‘I know that, Ruby, but a large sum of money is at stake here. We’re talking six figures at least.’

			I could almost hear the cogs whirring as she worked out how best to help me.

			‘There is something I could do.’

			The apartment doors were secured with cards. From her terminal at reception, Ruby could tell which doors had been opened and when. She was willing to take a look. Which she did and shook her head. She tried again with the same result. Ogilvie had booked the room alright but hadn’t entered it once and neither had anyone else. So she didn’t intend to phone. What would be the point?

			‘Actually, when I say Mr Ogilvie booked a room, that’s not strictly true.’ I didn’t ask her to explain; she wasn’t going to leave this one hanging. ‘Imbibe have two apartments on permanent lease.’

			‘So all they have to do is let you know who’s using them and when.’

			‘Exactly.’

			I’d just made it back to the street when my phone rang. 

			‘How’s it going?’

			Alison. She really wanted to know.

			The thoroughfare was so noisy I sought the sanctuary of a side-street and called her back. She was on tenterhooks, wanting to have her suspicions confirmed and, by the way, yesterday wasn’t soon enough. She hadn’t told me what it was but she had a plan, no doubt the financial equivalent of cutting her errant husband off at the knees.

				‘He wasn’t there yesterday and he isn’t here today.’

				‘You’re sure?’

				I was, and there was something I wanted her to do; hang up and call him. Ask him how he was doing, how was he finding the apartment? She would catch him in a lie.

				I found a doorway and watched life pass me by. Which was fine at first, fewer tourists, more real people, but as the minutes added up I began to wonder what was taking her so long. Delegating a job is all very well, but when you do it you lose control and I had always found loss of control frustrating. Finally, after twenty long minutes cooling my heels, she called me back.

				‘You’re not going to believe this.’

				Why would she think that? I’d seen enough errant behaviour in my time.

				‘He says he’s in the apartment right now, even as we speak, getting ready for a meeting at head office.’

			And that was it, job done. Alan Ogilvie was lying in his teeth, I could go back home. But when I did the journey proved more eventful than expected. At the check-in desk I was approached by a member of the Garda Síochána, who invited me to accompany him to a nearby office. 

			‘Excuse the delay, Mr Hunter, I’ll try to keep it brief. With any luck you’ll still catch your plane.’

			‘What’s the problem?’

			A woman had been found dead of a heroin overdose in the Grafton Street Apartments. Preliminary results suggested that the overdose had not been self-inflicted. I had shown considerable interest in the apartments over the last two days. I was in the frame.

			‘Adrienne Delaney. Know her?

			‘No.’

			‘She was only twenty-three.’

			‘I’m sorry to hear that.’

			A receptionist at the apartments felt I’d been acting suspiciously and passed my name to the investigating officers, who duly found me on CCTV both at reception and on Grafton Street. It had to be Brendan.

			‘Acting suspiciously?’

			‘Hanging around a lot, hoping to contact someone who wasn’t actually staying there.’

			Leafing through my documents he suddenly found me a person of interest.

			‘You were a police officer.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Where were you based?’

			‘Edinburgh.’

			‘Lovely city.’ He rose to leave the room. ‘Excuse me a moment.’

			He was off to the nearest phone to check me out.
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			There were two messages on my answering machine when I got back. A Mr Albert Logan wanted to hire me but wouldn’t say why over the phone. My second client. Things were looking up, though what they were seeing wasn’t so clear. And Alison Ogilvie was anxious to meet at the earliest opportunity, this time at her place. I showered before returning her call. She was a woman in a hurry, but after my ordeal by aircraft I couldn’t face her without freshening up. 

			Her “place” was a terraced house on two floors topped by an impressive masonry balustrade, a prime piece of real estate overlooking Royal Terrace Gardens. It hadn’t come cheap and I began to realise how high the stakes would be if the couple split up. She showed me into a large, high-ceilinged room complete with elaborate cornice, heavy chandeliers, hardwood panelling and several pictures, some of them portraits in contemporary style. One was of husband and wife in happier times. Mr Ogilvie, in a beige cashmere cardigan with horn buttons, was resting his elbow on the mantelpiece, a King Charles spaniel at his feet. Mrs Ogilvie was looking at him intently. What was she seeing? She seemed to be sizing him up, something the painter had surely got right. She sized everyone up. She certainly noticed me studying the painting. 

			‘We have never had a dog; the artist added it at Alan’s request.’ 

			He’d seen dogs at the National Portrait Gallery looking up adoringly at their masters. Alan wanted unconditional love, not realising what a burden that could be. 

			We sat on a leather-covered sofa and I wondered, for a split second, if she was about to make a move on me. Her flowing silk Kimono may have contributed to this notion. It was black, a colour she seemed to favour, with contrasting hand painted flowers in red and pink.  It called to mind the robe of a superior call-girl, a thought I kept to myself. Quite fetching in its way. 

			‘Well, Mr Hunter,’ she said, producing a spiral notebook and pen which, as the old police reports would have it, had been secreted about her person. 

			‘How was your flight?’ 

			She wanted to know everything, so I told her everything. She wanted receipts, I handed them over. If she felt I had missed something out she asked me to supply it. She wrote everything down. As far as I could tell no detail was too small. From my perspective, it was less a question and answer session than a grilling. Mrs Ogilvie had missed her calling. In another life she would quickly have risen through the ranks of MI5. 

			‘This meeting of his was pure invention, then.’ 

			‘Presumably to cover his tracks.’ 

			‘So where was he? How do we find out?’ 

			Some questions aren’t worth asking. No doubt he was with a woman he met at work or a corporate social event. Yes, it mattered that they met but it didn’t matter where. 

			‘Mrs Ogilvie, proving he wasn’t in Dublin was straightforward. Discovering where he actually was, that would be something else again. It could take hours, days, and still end in failure.’ 

			She didn’t like the sound of that and tried another tack. 

			‘He’ll be back tonight, so he says.’ She looked a little hesitant but came out with it anyway. ‘Is there any way we could bug him somehow, track his movements?’ 

			She was plainly uncomfortable with this suggestion but made it anyway. 

			‘There are several, but is this really a route you want to go down?’ 

			‘You don’t think I should?’ 

			There were obvious dangers. Tracking can become obsessive, leading to an unhealthy interest in knowing the subject’s every movement from brain to bowel. And even if that didn’t happen there had to be a definable gain. In this case what would it be? 

			‘I believe we can establish a pattern of deceit which will confirm my belief that separation from this man is the only rational option. It would also strengthen my hand in negotiating the settlement.’ 

			It could hardly be clearer than that. The lady knew exactly what she wanted and why. 

			Alan Ogilvie drove a silver Alfa Romeo Giulietta, it was parked on the street outside. Fine, I would return that evening, attach a tracking device, follow his movements on my phone and tell her where he went. 

			‘Couldn’t you do it now?’ 

			‘I don’t have a tracker in my back pocket, Mrs Ogilvie.’ 

			‘Of course not, no, how stupid of me.’ 

			But she liked the idea so much she asked me if we couldn’t track the man as well as well as the machine. 

			‘We could do that, yes.’ 

			She gave me a long, appraising look and took another small step into my life. 

			‘I think if we’re going to start bugging people together we should be on first name terms, don’t you? In any case,’ she added, looking out the window to the wide world outside, still there despite her problems, ‘I do believe I’m getting tired of defining myself in terms of someone else. The Ogilvie bit is an irrelevant add-on now, a demeaning stamp of ownership.’ 

			She wasn’t telling me this because I didn’t know it already. She was saying, I think, that her family name, Eadie, was who she really was and she intended to revert to it.

			‘How do we do it?’ 

			She was perched on the edge of the sofa now, eager to get going. 

			‘There are several trackers, all pretty good. I use Gumshoe, you could try that, but I suggest you clock up some practice before attempting to track your husband.’ 

			‘And how do you propose I do that?’ 

			‘Track me. I’m not likely to complain if I detect it, the app’s on my phone already. Download it to yours, create an account and Bob’s your uncle.’

			I brought up the download page on her phone and handed it back to her.

			‘Douglas, really, I’m not convinced this is such a good idea. I don’t know how these things work but if they’re any use at all I’d be intruding into your private life. I’d know when you were meeting your girlfriend and where. That sort of thing. I’m sure you know what I mean.’ 

			This was suspiciously vague for a woman of such precision. Taken together with her used of my first name, her lack of clarity betrayed an ulterior intent but I could live with that and told her what she wanted to know. 

			‘I don’t have a girlfriend.’ 

			She seemed pleased to hear this, the question was why. Either she had designs on me, which didn’t seem likely, or she wanted me all to herself as a business partner. Then another problem struck her. 

			‘This tracking business, is it legal?’ 

			‘Who cares?’ 

			She was more easily shocked then than she is now; quite endearing, really. 

			‘You do, I would have thought. An ex policeman!’ 

			‘Sorry, but thinking like that is a luxury we can’t afford.  If he can cheat, so can you.’ 

			I’d never heard Alison laugh before but she laughed now. Perhaps beneath the business-like exterior there was a suppressed anarchic side. I liked to think so. In any case, the outermost layer of the social onion had just been stripped away and neither of us was crying. 

			I watched as she started to download Gumshoe, then she stopped.  Money was involved. ‘Which version, free or paid?’ 

			‘Pro. The free version has ads popping up all the time.’ 

			I looked round her palatial front room hoping she’d get the message, a woman with crystal chandeliers could easily afford the professional version, and sat in silence as she signed up for the service.

			‘It seems to know your email address.’ 

			‘So now you can read my mail.’ 

			‘Good grief.’ She sounded horrified but she was loving it. ‘Anything else?’ 

			There definitely was. 

			‘It could access photographs taken by your husband on his phone.’ 

			‘Seriously?’ 

			She was clearly hoping for compromising shots of the love-rat entangled with his fancy woman clad only in incriminating black silk lingerie, basques or a thong. But we hadn’t got to that point yet and it suddenly occurred to her to wonder what compromising pictures might be stored on the phone she had access to right now. Mine. 

			‘Are you sure you want to go ahead with this, Douglas?’ 

			A good question, but apart from several shots of Ben there wasn’t much on it. If I wanted photographs I used a camera. 

			‘That seems to be it, then,’ she said brightly, ‘I have you bugged.’ 

			Five minutes later we were ready to roll. 

			‘OK, good, so I’m going to take a walk somewhere local, not far, and when I come back you’re going to tell me where I’ve been.’ 

			I nipped smartly down the steps of Alison’s impressive front entrance and strolled past the Crowne Plaza Hotel, soon to be her home for a couple of nights though we didn’t know that yet. Following the street to the end I took a sharp right turn along Regent Terrace, thinking about what I hadn’t seen in her grand reception room: no signs of children, no family photographs of any sort. Probably just as well if the couple was splitting up.

			I walked past the concrete bollards protecting the US Consulate from unwelcome attention and stood there for a moment or two giving Alison time to establish where I was. Not to mention the NSA. My ugly mug might even now be tying up their facial recognition software. Who is this guy? Why is he hanging around so long? What’s his game? 

			When I returned to Alison’s house I found her on her feet, pacing round the room in a state of excitement. I’d hardly poked my nose through the door when she was telling me I’d been to the consulate. 

			‘I could see you on the map. I could actually follow you walking along. It’s incredible! How does it work?’ 

			But she didn’t really care how it worked, any more than she cared how her television worked when she was watching it. 

			‘I can’t wait to try this on Alan!’ 

			‘You may have to.’ 

			She looked disappointed, which was understandable but couldn’t be helped. 

			‘Why?’ 

			She led me through to her kitchen, a gleaming high-tech affair with an extensive ventilation system masquerading as an oven hood and an impressive espresso machine with areas of red enamel and stainless steel, one of the largest I had seen outside an Italian restaurant. 

			‘Espresso, latte, cappuccino?’ 

			‘Whatever you’re having will be fine with me.’ 

			While she was brewing up I went to the window. It looked out onto the grounds and, beyond that, the slopes of Calton Hill. She handed me a mug and we parked ourselves at the kitchen table. The window was actually a door giving onto a flight of wooden steps leading down to the garden. An odd layout. If you wanted to take that route you would have to move the table and chairs, an arrangement which didn’t smack of Alison’s usual efficiency. On the other hand, an intruder contemplating that way in wouldn’t fancy his chances. 

			The window faced south, though in November there was little warmth in the light.  I liked sitting there with her. There was a feeling of fellowship about it, for me a rare experience. 

			‘So tell me, why would I wait? If I can track you, I can surely track him.’ 

			I reminded her that my phone already had Gumshoe on it. Would Alan’s? I didn’t think so. Subterfuge would be called for, maybe even sleight of hand. She’d have to relieve him of his mobile, load the app and return it without being noticed. 

			‘I could do that. I mean, for God’s sake Douglas, he has frequent showers and even the occasional bath. It’s not waterproof. He never takes it with him when he goes.’ 

			‘OK, he leaves it on the table and you pick it up. What if it’s off?’ 

			‘I wake it up.’ But suddenly this didn’t seem so simple.  ‘Ah, hang on a sec, he uses a pin code.’ 

			‘You don’t happen to know what it is?’ 

			‘I think it’s the same one he uses for his credit card.’ 

			She didn’t know that either, though she thought it was probably his year of birth. Well maybe it was, but only if he’d been incredibly careless, and how likely was that if he was playing away from home? Her best bet was to keep a close eye on him and dive right in there the second he left his phone unattended. It might take a day or two, a week, a month, but one time she’d get lucky and one time was all it took. 

			‘You’ll have to hide it from him, of course.’ 

			‘The phone?’ 

			‘The app. I’ll show you how.’ 

			My tone was too dismissive, a mistake. 

			‘Condescension won’t cut it with me, Douglas. I have degrees and diplomas.’ 

			That was me told and, anyway, she’d had enough of that from Alan. 

			‘So is there anything else or is that it for now?’ 

			Alison was starting to tire but that was too bad. I still had to tell her about the death of Adrienne Delaney and my interview at Dublin airport. Her first reaction was just what you’d expect of a civilized person. 

			‘Oh dear, that’s so sad.’ 

			Her second reaction was more interesting. 

			‘You don’t think Alan had anything to do with it, do you?’ 

			Did she hope he had or hope he hadn’t? It was hard to tell. Divorcing a murder suspect would be easier than waving goodbye to an unblemished citizen. But since I’d just spent two days and some of her money proving that Ogilvie hadn’t entered the apartment where Adrienne had died, it didn’t seem likely that he had been involved. Deception was one thing, murder something else. 

			4

			Mr Logan asked me to visit him at 6pm in his place of work, a large warehouse on an industrial estate near Longstone, the sort of area sometimes described as godless – to the despair of the faithful who know that God is everywhere. Acres of concrete paving were losing their fight with dandelions and grass. The warehouse itself reminded me somewhat of IKEA, the storage area we all go through on our journey through life to the final checkout: shelf after shelf soaring up to the roof, groaning with packaged goods large and small. His office was a partitioned-off area in the far corner from the entrance where he could keep an eye on his staff through a large plate glass window.

			‘We’re in logistics here as you can probably see.’

			I had figured as much from the trucks outside with Logan Logistics all over them.

			‘Theft?’

			‘In a way, but not the type you’re probably thinking of.’

			His warehouse manager was taking time off work, far too much time. He’d been off for nearly six months. Mr Logan had been obliged to keep him on full pay. Though this would shortly drop to half it was really bugging him. During those months he had to pay someone else to do his manager’s work, pay two people to do one job. Clearly outrageous.

			‘It’s outrageous, Mr Hunter, absolutely outrageous!’

			‘On the face of it, Mr Logan, this sounds more like a job for a lawyer.’

			‘If my suspicions are correct, that’s where it will end up. But I’ll need ammunition first.’

			‘You think he’s chancing his arm.’

			‘He’s chancing his whole bloody body!’

			‘But surely, Mr Logan, he can’t be off work so long without medical certificates.’

			Mr Logan looked pained and cast pious eyes to heaven, which didn’t help him at all.

			‘You could paper the wall with his certificates, Mr Hunter, but that doesn’t mean a thing. Wasters like him always have a tame medic in tow.’

			‘Or he’s pulling a fast one on the doc as well.’

			‘Could be, I suppose.’ 

			Though he admitted this was possible I could tell he preferred the conspiracy theory.

			‘So what’s his problem?’

			‘Stress. Stress! Can you believe that! Working here!’

			I could, but kept that to myself. Mr Logan was clearly a driven man who liked to drive everyone else. The work was there and had to be done. Illness wasn’t an option. This was a first impression, but I trusted first impressions; they saved time and energy thinking things out. You could think for a week and still come to the wrong conclusion.

			‘Where did you leave your car?’

			‘In the yard.’

			He was largely bald, his head glistening under a fine sweat. I had no idea why, his office wasn’t well heated. Looking round I realised it wasn’t heated at all, even in November. Perhaps he was afflicted with subcutaneous fat under the scalp. He checked a wall-mounted screen split into four segments each with its own camera feed. 

			‘That old grey Saab 900? Looks a bit clapped out if you don’t mind me saying.’

			I didn’t mind at all, but in case he held it against me I moved to reassure him.

			‘It’s ideal for surveillance, Mr Logan. Doesn’t stand out. Comes close to being invisible.’

			‘Right, well I have details of this guy for you, name, address, phone number and so on. Keep an eye on him. I want to know what he does all day. If he scratches his nose I want to know. If he’s out there living it up, I want to know. I’ll need incriminating photographs. Videos. Anything that nails the bastard! Any problem with that?’

			None, except that his details didn’t include a picture of the man. I had no idea what he looked like.

			‘Good point, Mr Hunter. A bit remiss of me there.’

			He yanked opened a desk drawer with unnecessary force, no doubt a sign of the strain he was under, and fished out a copy of the in-house magazine; not a quality production but full of photographs of the staff at pub quizzes, karaoke nights and the like.

			‘A couple of shots of him in there. James Murphy. Doesn’t look dodgy but he is.’

			We agreed terms in what I supposed was a brisk, business-like manner. My last impression as I left was how shiny Mr Logan’s trousers were as he rose to shake on the deal. Perhaps they were sweating as well.

			I went home for a quick bite to eat, then headed out into the night to bug Alan Ogilvie’s car under cover of darkness. The dodgy Mr Murphy could wait till tomorrow. And when I arrived at Royal Terrace it was still there, parked on the opposite side of the road from his house, a silver Giulietta.  I walked slowly along the pavement checking the front windows. A light was on in an upstairs room, one of the bedrooms, and the ground floor reception room was lit. But as far as I could see it was empty.

			There were no buildings on the other side of the road, which helped a lot. No groups of guests leaving the hotel, no embroidered Ukrainians singing outside the Community Centre. But as I bent down “to attend to my shoelaces” I became aware of a succession of dog walkers. And the dogs kept finding reasons to stop. I couldn’t see what those reasons were, or smell them either, but it was taking the average walker far too long to make it along the footpath. I was often guilty of this myself whenever I was out with Ben. He followed invisible and winding paths with his nose, concentrating so intently he didn’t hear me when I called. And where was my lovely Ben now? I knew he’d be safe but that wasn’t the point.  Susan had no right to take him. He was all I had left.

			Alan Ogilvie’s vehicle had several aluminium panels, so finding a place to attach a magnetic tracker was challenging. Not in itself, but because it took longer than I would have liked to find a safe location, and the longer it took the more likely it was that someone would notice a strange man acting suspiciously and call it in. So when I straightened up and started to walk off it was with a strong feeling of relief. Acting on impulse, I crossed the road and sauntered past the Ogilvie residence heading west towards the church. The main reception room was still lit, but impressive as the chandeliers were, not very well. A grand room but not a welcoming one. So where were the Ogilvies? Probably to the rear of the house in the kitchen.

			I already knew that the residents of Royal Terrace had access to a large private park behind their houses and as I walked on I found one of the gates. It was locked, of course, only the residents had keys. But it was easy enough to climb, and once on the other side the absence of streetlights made life easier than it had been on the terrace. There was still the occasional dog walker, but they probably assumed that if I was in the garden I must have a key. I would have thought the same.

			The residents’ gardens were separated by a wall from the park, each one having its own door, also locked. The place was a locksmith’s paradise. And following the line of the wall lay the footpath I was walking along, bordered on the far side by a steep slope with mature trees which had now shed all their leaves. I strolled along the path, stopped opposite the Ogilvies’ garden and clambered up the slope through the leaf-covered grass till I could see over the wall into their kitchen, much easier now than in summer when the trees were in full leaf. As it was, my view was relatively clear and, sure enough, there they were, the Ogilvies, husband and wife. He was sitting at the window, glass in hand, and she was working at one of kitchen counters, presumably preparing food. Though he was looking out they might have been conversing. There was no way of telling. 

			Leaning against a tree trunk for steadiness, I fished a spyglass from my jacket pocket. Dreamt up by a movie marketing person for the Bourne series it was really a toy. But it worked. I had found it remarkably useful several times now; small enough to fit in a pocket but easily focused on the subject, in this case the husband.  A mobile phone clamped to his ear, he was clearly talking but not to his wife. Maybe it was a business call, or perhaps he was conversing in code with his new woman. Yes, that arrangement will be fine, look forward to meeting you then. Maybe, maybe not. Suddenly I regretted not taking up that once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to go on a lip-reading course when I had the chance. I should have realised what a useful skill it would be.

			Observing the Ogilvies from my vantage point and knowing what I did, I couldn’t help but feel they were going through the motions as so many of us do – speaking to each other but keeping their thoughts to themselves. This may work for some but it wasn’t working for them. Just as it hadn’t worked for Susan and I, a problem she had solved by leaving without a word of warning and taking her thoughts with her. And her clothes. And her sports gear. And Ben. But unlike Alan Ogilvie, I hadn’t been cheating. So why had she walked out? Had she had found someone else, or had she realised we were incompatible in a way that couldn’t be remedied without her partner of six years having a personality transplant? Or both of the above. Perhaps she knew for sure I wasn’t doing it for her when she met a man who did.

			Alan Ogilvie rose from the table still attached to his phone, and left the room with a grand gesture of the arm the party at the other end couldn’t see; not the best example of effective communication I had come across in my career. As soon as he had gone, Alison loaded a plate with what looked suspiciously like rabbit food – lettuce, tomato, spring onion – and sat down at the table he had just left. The Ogilvies were leading consecutive lives, a lifestyle choice the main virtue of which was the reduction of friction. And it was but a short step from that to something more effective, a complete parting of the ways where friction would no longer be possible.

			But it was dark, it was cold, and after ten minutes I had seen enough. I had this couple sussed, or so I liked to think. But if I was so smart, what was I doing leaning against a tree on a bleak winter hillside spying on others with no one to go home to myself? I consoled myself with the thought that it is easier to understand the lives of others than our own. I had a spyglass, well and good, I could turn it on other people but I couldn’t turn it on myself. I put it back in my pocket and left.
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			James Murphy lived with his wife and children in a detached house in Blackhall, a quiet area of the city I seldom visited. The house had lawns front and back, coach lamps on either side of the front door and metal wind chimes making their small contribution to the noise of the neighbourhood. So little of the original roof was left I assumed that the upper floor had been built into it at a later stage, giving the house a top-heavy feel. According to some, building up or out is cheaper than buying a bigger house. If that was true it would never concern me. Money was needed either way.

			I parked on the opposite side of the road, arriving just in time to see Murphy’s wife leave for work taking two young children to school with her on the way. Her husband wasn’t visible from my vantage point in the street outside and didn’t appear till noon. When he finally drew back the curtains to greet the day he was still in his pyjamas. Given the hour that didn’t impress me much. Up and at ‘em, James! Shake a leg!

			Half an hour later he left the house on foot wearing tired jeans and a Superdry jacket emblazoned with oriental characters. From his casual wear I assumed this was a brief outing to a local store and stayed put. No point tailing him to a shop and back again; I’d learn nothing and risk being spotted.  After fifteen minutes or so he came back with morning rolls, a pint of milk and a newspaper. And he was smoking, which wasn’t the case when he left, so he’d probably bought cigarettes as well. 

			Already I was siding with his boss. If work was stressing him out he’d found a solution – a life of indolence funded by his wife and Logan Logistics. What did he do all day? I hoped to find out, but by that time I’d been in the car for nearly four hours and was starting to stiffen up. Since I badly needed a toilet break as well, I gave up on him for the day and drove back home. After all, what was the man doing in that house but slobbing out, and what did he need the newspaper for anyway? Racing tips, probably. And so I had him figured. He probably did the lottery every week. The next time I checked on Gentleman Jim would be the following afternoon, by which time even a lie-a-bed like him would up and about.

			I raided the fridge, poured myself a grape juice and slapped some egg mayonnaise filler onto a slice of bread. My first task was to transfer several photographs of Mr Murphy to my laptop, where I would file them and correct for poor exposure if need be. I had just noticed that Murphy was inclined to fat in the gut when the doorbell rang. I don’t know why I assumed it was Alison, but I opened the door to find my nemesis on the doorstep, DS Maureen MacNeil. What had I done to deserve this? I thought our parting of the ways had been terminal.

			‘Maureen.’

			‘Douglas.’

			‘What can I do for you?’

			‘Let me in and I’ll tell you.’

			Letting her in sounded easy and it was, the simple act of standing aside and ushering her up the stairs. But I was reluctant to do it, having the feeling that once she set foot in my house it would be invaded by a malevolent force. I was still swaying in the breeze when my neighbour arrived with a briefcase and an armful of folders; Patricia Henderson, lawyer to the poor and needy, who occupied the ground floor with a man I took to be her husband. But as she walked in Maureen followed her. 

			‘Nice hallway, like the tiles.’ 

			Maureen was taken with the original Victorian floor, still intact after all these years. And they were very nice, but I didn’t need her to tell me that.

			‘Speak to you later, Douglas,’ Patricia said with a smile. It had to be about the blocked drain. We were jointly responsible and I wasn’t going to argue with a lawyer.

			As Alison had done before her, Maureen sat on the least cluttered chair. I hadn’t invited her to sit down but a small thing like that wasn’t going to put her off. She was as unprepossessing as ever. What an actress might have laboured for an hour to achieve with makeup Maureen accomplished without effort. I don’t doubt she washed her hair as often as anyone else but it remained lank, greasy and uninspiring. She’d probably suffered from acne as a child though there was no sign of it now. 

			She glanced round the room before coming to the point.

			‘Two things, one of them not so pleasant. Danny Arthur. We have him on the slab. You knew him, I didn’t.’ 

			Danny had been found in the Old Calton Burial Ground, taken out by a lethal combination of burst, booze and hypothermia. So now he was history too. She wanted me to identify the body. Head shops had a lot to answer for.

			‘I’m sorry to hear that. OK. Of course. When?’

			‘Cowgate Mortuary, tomorrow, ten o’clock. I’ll be there to assist.’

			‘He was a nice guy.’

			‘I’m sure.’ 

			Which being translated meant she didn’t give a damn. From her point of view, the Dannies of this world were totally inadequate, a complete waste of space. Putting them down would save everyone a lot of trouble, and that included them.

			‘He had no family?’

			‘None that we can trace.’

			‘You mentioned two things.’

			‘The church next door, we need to keep an eye on it.’

			‘Right.’

			‘Covertly.’

			‘OK, and why do I need to know that?’

			‘Your house overlooks the rear entrance.’

			It soon became clear that she wasn’t making it up just to annoy me. On the other hand, with what she had on me I couldn’t safely refuse to help her out.  I led her to the rooms facing the back of the church, the kitchen and the bathroom, which didn’t stop her looking into the bedroom on her way past. And she couldn’t resist it.

			‘So this is where it all happened before she upped sticks and left.’

			She was looking at the bed but it didn’t affect me much now.

			‘If it pleases you to think so.’ 

			Where had that come from? Even to me it sounded quaint.

			But by then Maureen was more interested in the bathroom. Because of the frosted glass windows any surveillance from there would be very much easier to conceal.

			‘You want to post officers in my bathroom!’

			‘Not often. Only as and when the situation demands.’

			‘Great, and what if I want to use it? I do go from time to time, you know.’

			‘I can imagine,’ she said, in a tone of some distaste. ‘In that case we would leave you to it. We’re not oppressive, you know, not to an esteemed former colleague such as you.’

			She couldn’t help herself, the acid just seemed to flow. One fine day she’d be taken out by internal corrosion. Too bad. There had to be a human being in there somewhere even if Maureen didn’t want to find her. She went over to the window and checked out the frame. 

			‘We could drill through this. Discreetly, of course.’

			‘Of course.’

			Her gaze wandered to the medicine chest.

			‘I hope you have air freshener in there. Sorry, but I have to ask. There’s a limit to how much malodour our serving officers can take.’

			The church had fallen into disrepair, it hadn’t been used for years. I didn’t doubt for a moment that Maureen had a good reason for wanting to keep it under observation, though for now she refused to say what it was. When she could tell me anything, she would. This came so close to cooperation I wondered if she was losing her touch, but promises easily made are just as easily forgotten. A call came through, she was needed elsewhere. She gathered up her things and left. Standing on the doorstep she moved to reassure me, completely out of character.

			‘I’m not out to get you, Douglas.’ And why was saying this? Because she knew there was nothing left to get. ‘I’ll be in touch.’

				When I’d filed the only two photographs of James Murphy worth keeping, I went online to see what I could discover about the building next door. If Maureen wouldn’t give me the lowdown maybe the internet would. And it did. It had once been a Presbyterian Church, but services had ceased long before Susan and I moved in. It had been sold back in ‘82 to the Arab Social League. They had ambitious plans for the place but lacked the money to carry them out. And it got worse. The building had fallen into disrepair because the League couldn’t afford to maintain it.

			Now what do some people do in a situation like this, back to the church wall financially speaking? They set a fire in the vestry, blow on it, fan it, encourage it to spread to other parts of the building, then claim on the insurance. And sure enough, it was badly damaged by fire in 2001. So now the building next to where I lived, once a church, was on the Buildings at Risk Register. 

			I was amazed at what I was learning. How could it be that a police detective had lived next door to all this for years and known nothing about it? Had I no curiosity at all? As for Maureen’s interest in it, the fire may have been suspicious but that was back in 2001 so her concern lay elsewhere. I guessed the Arab connection lay behind it. Was an extremist cell holed up there with RPGs, assault rifles and explosives, or had they set up presses in the basement to churn out counterfeit ten-pound notes and bring the economy crashing round our ears? 

			I disconnected the camera from my laptop, put it in my jacket pocket and left the building; better to look round for myself before the heavy mob took over with their gear and spotted me doing it. The light wasn’t great for photography, but good enough to document what I saw. I walked through the gate leading to the rear of the building and noticed it at once, a heavily fortified door. The galvanised hinges didn’t look strong but the locks were. The bulkhead light above the door was protected but basic and didn’t come on when I approached. The alarm looked recent and might detect intrusion. 

			I followed the path to the far side of the building, visible from the main road but only just, and saw two windows, both heavily fortified by metal grilles. A gas supply pipe, recently installed, looked remarkably shiny and new, very much at variance with the damp, moss-covered walls. I took a couple of shots, but as was I walking back to the rear of the building my phone rang. It was Alison and she was excited.

			‘You’re not going to believe this. We need to meet. Tomorrow lunchtime good for you?’

			‘Your place or mine?’

			But the lady had another venue in mind.

			‘Neither.’
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			The following morning was marked by a continuous, penetrating drizzle fitting for a trip to the mortuary. MacNeil led me to the room where the body of the late Danny Arthur was laid out. He had died a sad and pointless death but not a violent one, with the result that he looked at peace with the world and with himself, maybe for the first time in years. Knowing Danny, I was sure his death was unintentional and that the fatal accident inquiry would come to the same conclusion. My father had loved to remind me that life is not a rehearsal, something he proved for himself when he was pole-axed by a stroke. Well, for Danny the performance was over, the audience small, the applause non-existent.

			What leads us to turn to noxious substances to get through the day, the week, the month, the year? We all do it to a degree. Most of the people I know drink coffee and quite a lot of it. Then there are the drinkers and smokers. The fact that alcohol is legal offers no protection to those of us with a weakness for the bottle. Ask anyone taking up a bed in the alcohol unit where booze has got them, invite them to look round the ward. Maureen herself, detective sergeant of this parish, was given to drinking with the lads when the opportunity arose and could, as the saying goes, drink most of them under the table. Why she would want to be under the table in the first place was beyond me, but it seemed to boost her credibility with her male colleagues, which may have been part of it. As a non-drinker this had always been a problem for me. The perception was that I didn’t fit in, and there was some truth in that. I saw no attraction in ending up rat-faced, hammered, wasted, plastered, paralytic, or any of the several other expressions commonly used to describe being drunk.

			But looking at Danny with his pale face and dark brown hair, just a little cherubic, I was seeing a man who couldn’t face the day without a crutch and had chosen the wrong one. Maybe Maureen was feeling some sympathy for him too, but true to her hard-woman image she would never admit it.

			‘Another wasted life,’ was all she said, and who could argue with that. ‘Social Work will handle the funeral. They’ll be in touch.’

			Alison had chosen the café at the Gallery of Modern Art; she seemed to think it would be suitable for the discussion she wanted to have. She went for soup. I would have done the same, but with a history of spilling it on my shirt I went for a baked potato instead. Being a venue frequented by the middle class, the side-salad included rocket. I couldn’t see the attraction. 

			The circular table we sat at was big enough for a family and would have been wasted on us but for the papers she produced from her messenger bag and spread out over it.

			‘Well, Douglas, tell me, what were you doing at the mortuary this morning?’ I was caught off guard for a moment till I remembered my old friend Gumshoe. ‘Come to that,’ she went on, ‘what were you doing for four hours – four hours! – at Blackhall yesterday?’

			I began to tell her but she stopped me mid flow.

				‘I don’t really need to know, I’m just letting you see how well I can track you.’

				She was sorry to hear about Danny, but sorrow only goes so far for someone you’ve never met.

				‘I have news.’

				To judge from her heightened colour the news excited her.

				‘I’ve done it, I’ve installed the program on his phone!’

			‘And concealed it.’

			‘Of course, what do you take me for!’ Suddenly she’d been doing it all her life. ‘He left it on the kitchen table when he went for a shower and I was in there like a shot. Nothing to it!’ 

			She took her mobile from a phone-shaped pocket in her bag – they think of everything these days – woke it up and showed me his present location on the map.

			‘He’s in Aberdeen, which is where he said he would be.’

			I checked my phone; his car was in the same city.

			‘OK, Alison, you’re doing well,’

			‘Very well, I would have thought.’

			The lady was taking on a new lease of life, but having your feet on the ground never hurts.

			‘So far so good, but we still have a couple more angles to cover here.’

			‘And what might those be, exactly?’ 

			I could tell from her tone, suddenly frosty, that she wasn’t best pleased. But that couldn’t be helped. What was Gumshoe really telling her? It was telling her where her husband’s phone was, not where her husband was. They might not be in the same place. For example, he might have left it in his hotel room so no one could track his movements when he left. Alison heard me out but wasn’t convinced. A high-flying executive like him would have to be contactable. She was probably right, but to keep her grounded I faced her with another possibility. 

			‘Have you considered that your husband might have two phones?’

			The colour drained from her cheeks. Her daring might have been in vain. After all her risk-taking she might be no further forward. It really was too much.

			‘Why would he have two phones?’ But the answer was obvious. ‘How do I find out?’

			‘Search. Search his clothes, his briefcase, his desk. Anywhere he might conceal it. Look absolutely everywhere, no matter how ludicrous it seems. Search under the sink, rummage through the garden shed. And make sure you examine the car. He might leave it there as a matter of course rather than bringing it into the house where you might see it. Check the glove compartment, look under the seats, anywhere at all he could hide a mobile phone.’

			Clearly troubled, she toyed with her carrot and coriander and chewed on a slice of bread; wholemeal no doubt and probably stone ground as well. I made a weak attempt to kick-start the conversation.

			‘I knew a drug dealer once, he kept his second phone in the dog kennel.’

			‘In case you haven’t noticed, Douglas, we don’t have a dog.’

			I knew the feeling but I sensed no regret. Alison was not a dog person. Then she had a light bulb moment of the sort we would all prefer to forget.

			‘I could always call it and listen for the ringtone!’

			Was she really saying this?

			‘Great idea, Alison – if you had the number.’

			We sat in silence for a little longer concentrating on our food. Then, to my relief, she snapped out of it. Alison was back.

			‘Right, so I search along the lines you suggest. Meanwhile, I keep tabs on him via the phone we know about and you confirm my findings by tracking his car.’

			‘Sounds good to me.’

			She patted her lips with her napkin and did her best to hold my gaze. Her eyes were nothing to write home about, dark blue turning to grey, but her steady gaze could be unnerving. Didn’t normal people blink more often that this? 

			‘There’s something else I want to discuss if it’s alright with you.’

			She took off her coat and draped it over one of the empty chairs, a woman warming to her task. And then it became clear what some of her documents were.

			‘You used a taxi in Dublin on four occasions but I have only have one receipt. Why is that?’

			‘You’re only going to cover the one you have paper for?’

			‘No, Douglas, I intend to pay them all, but the question is how much?’

			‘Ah, yes, I kept a running total somewhere.’

			Good as that was to know, she asked me to consider that not every client would take my word for it and that the Revenue wouldn’t accept my running totals for anything. If I kept this up over a fiscal year my claim for expenses would be minimal.

			‘Good point.’

			I knew how lame that sounded but hoped it might buy me some respite. Wrong again.

			‘Given your charging structure, though “structure” is too strong a word, I’ve completed a series of income and expenditure projections for a twelve-month period based on the most pessimistic to the most optimistic assumptions.’

			‘I see.’

			‘The expenditure part needs firming up. I don’t yet have access to your outgoings: mortgage, council tax, energy, transport, telecommunications. So I’ve estimated those on a best guess basis. But we can firm that up.’

			‘We can?’

			‘Yes, but I have to tell you, Douglas, that even on the most optimistic assumptions the outlook is far from rosy. Frankly, if you go on as you are I don’t see how your business can survive.’

			As if they’d heard the good news and thought it funny, a group of women at a neighbouring table broke out into a deafening gale of laughter. I could see no escape short of leaving the café entirely. 

			‘Why did you choose this place?’

			‘I find it an excellent venue for reflection and discussion. No music. Not a note. Pretty exceptional these days, I think you’ll agree.’

			‘When you can hear yourself think.’

			‘Don’t let the girls get to you, Douglas, filter them out.’

			Easier said than done. Individually, I’m sure they were responsible citizens, but together they degenerated into a bunch of airheads having what is sometimes described as a good time and making sure everyone knew it. How long does it take balloons to deflate? I longed for a pin or a cigar, but I don’t smoke.

			‘I’ve made some notes towards a business plan. I’d be happy to run them past you, with one proviso.’

			‘Which is?’

			‘I take over your accounts.’

			Was this a welcome offer? I wasn’t sure. There was a repressed energy about Alison and it was looking for a home. First the accounts then the world or, failing that, yours truly.

			‘But Alison, you’re a professional. That would just add to my costs.’

			‘Two things. You’re clearly incapable of doing them yourself so you’d have to pay someone anyway. It might as well be me. Secondly, I’m willing do it without a fee as a partner in the business.’

			I probably looked as stunned as I felt, so Alison kindly gave me a moment or two to catch up with what she had said.

			‘What makes you think I need a partner in the business?’

			She’d already worked that out.

			‘For a start, your administrative skills are non-existent. To put it bluntly, you don’t really know what you’re doing.’ I was about to argue the point but she wasn’t finished. ‘But your greatest weakness is that you’re only one man. I have listed the disadvantages of this.’

			And she had, on a sheet of paper she pushed in my direction. If I undertook a job and fell ill I might not be able to finish it on time. I might not be able to finish it at all. More clients might approach me than I could handle by myself. If twenty-four-hour surveillance were required I couldn’t cover it on my own; even I had to sleep. Also, it was sometimes necessary to monitor two entrances to a building. With the best will in the world I couldn’t be in two places at once. Last on her list were the locations I couldn’t monitor at all, notably ladies’ restrooms. Only a woman could safely do that. 

			When she finished her soup I asked if she wanted coffee. A good decision. Being in the slow lunchtime queue gave me much needed time to think. There were other accountants out there but none of them lining up to do my accounts for free. This was an offer unique to Alison. As for the other items on her list, all of them were fair points but partnership might be a step too far. She was clearly excited by the cloak and dagger side of things, sneaking software onto her husband’s phone and tracking his movements. I guessed that her life as an accountant was safe but unexciting. Maybe her marriage had made up for that while it lasted but now she was looking to compensate by transforming herself into a private investigator. And she might have it in her, but it took more than one bugged phone to demonstrate that.

			When I returned with the coffees she was talking to a friend. She had known Lydia since high school and had some catching up to do. When Lydia departed with a cheery wave of her umbrella, Alison turned to me with the full on look I was getting to know. She patted a thick folder on the table beside her and put the finishing touch to her proposal.

			‘You don’t have to decide right now, Douglas. However, if you take up my offer I shall hand all this over, gratis, free and for nothing.’

			For a brief second I wondered if she’d tracked down Susan, my amazingly missing wife, but if I couldn’t do it, and I was in the force at the time, there was no way she could.

			I looked at it warily. ‘What is it?’

			‘A blueprint for future success.’
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			Sitting in my car near James Murphy’s house that afternoon I kept thinking back to my lunchtime encounter with Alison. We’d parted on good terms in the gallery car park, where she surprised me with an air kiss before getting into her car. Perhaps it was the first in a progression from air to flesh. Time would tell. She needed a lifeline and I was it. 

				I’d been sitting for an hour keeping a close eye on absolutely nothing when someone approached from behind and tapped on the window. 

				‘Hi.’

				‘Hello, what can I do for you?’

				He wasn’t the slimmest man I’d ever seen and why was he wearing sunglasses? Mid-November wasn’t exactly bright. I cranked the window down.

				‘You’re from the social security, right? Well it was me.’

				‘What was?’

				‘The fraud hotline. Shopped him. That lazy bastard across the road. I know it’s him you’re watching. I’ve been observing you from my front room. You were here yesterday as well.’

				If he’d been watching me he’d probably been watching Murphy too, so I invited him to join me in the car.

				‘Saab 900. Double wishbone suspension. Can’t beat it, right?’

				‘You certainly can’t,’ I agreed, though I had no idea what he was talking about.

				He held out a large hand. ‘Tomasz Blaszkiewicz.’ 

				Ever the detective, I thought my new contact might be Polish.

			‘Glad to meet you, Mr Blaszkiewicz. I take it you’re referring to James Murphy?’

			He was referring to Murphy alright. They’d been friends for several years but not any longer. They’d belonged to the same fishing club but fallen out when Murphy refused to come up with the subscription.

			‘One pound a week, I ask you Mr. . .’

			‘Hunter.’

			‘I ask you, who can’t come up with a pound once a week in this day and age?’

			There were times when Danny Arthur couldn’t have, but I kept that to myself. As for Murphy, though he hadn’t been at work for six months he was still on full pay and his wife worked, so what was the problem?  

			‘He’s a tight-fisted bastard, always wanting something for nothing. And as for this stress thing, don’t make me laugh. It’s total crap. Nothing wrong with him a swift kick up the arse wouldn’t fix.’

			I had to admire Mr Blaszkiewicz’s command of English. But while his diagnosis was probably correct he wasn’t a qualified medical practitioner and stress had been an astute choice of condition on Murphy’s part. A whole battery of blood tests, urine tests, X rays, MRI scans and the like couldn’t put the lie to his claim, a problem faced by his own doctor, who pretty much had to take his word that the symptoms were as his patient described them. If he said he had trouble sleeping, the doctor might prescribe sleeping pills; if he claimed anxiety was holding him back, then his doctor might prescribe Trazodone or some such. What the doctor had no way of knowing was whether his patient was actually taking these medications. Which he certainly wasn’t if he was making the whole thing up.

			‘I work there too, you know.’

			‘Logan?’

			‘Mechanic. We have many vehicles. A large fleet.’

			‘So, Mr Blaszkiewicz, I’m intrigued. How did you know it was stress?’

			He scratched his nose reflectively. ‘Word gets around, Mr Hunter.’

			Clearly it did, but it shouldn’t have. Medical information was confidential.

			‘We keep a notebook.’

			He didn’t have it with him so he invited me into his house, the nerve centre of his surveillance operation, the famous front room. From which, I had to admit, he had an excellent view of Murphy’s house. To my delight, he also had lace curtains, a full set. It’s amazing who can come to your aid when you least expect it, on this occasion a burly, curtain-twitching Polish mechanic. As I looked round the room I was struck by the amazing number of china knick-knacks covering every available surface – angels, birds, animals, ladies with fans and several characters from Disney. I assumed that Mrs Blaszkiewicz, when she wasn’t adding to the notebook, attacked them every day with a feather duster. They were spotless.

			He handed me the book. ‘Keep it. We won’t need it now you’re on the case.’

			Back in the car with its new-found double-wishbone suspension, I kept a weather eye on Murphy’s front door while leafing through the book. My suspicion had been correct, Murphy seldom appeared before noon. I also learned that he went on the razzle two evenings a week: on Tuesdays he took part in a pub quiz and on Thursdays played competitive darts. Mr Blaszkiewicz didn’t say what Murphy was competing for but my guess was money, drink or both. I noted that the venue, a public house on the Seafield side of Leith, was nowhere near his home in Blackhall and even further from Logan Logistics. Murphy was taking care not to be seen by anyone who might know him. And today was Thursday, today was darts.

			Knowing now where I would spend the evening, I took the afternoon off. I hadn’t laid in supplies for two weeks; boring, but it had to be done. And I couldn’t help wondering when I came back why I’d bought chocolate éclairs and a pack of French fancies. Perhaps I was expecting someone. Who could that possibly be?  It sure as hell wasn’t DS MacNeil. Yet I didn’t like either of these goodies very much, so at some level, subconsciously, I must have thought Alison might be tempted.

			The Black Bull was easy to find, in Salamander Street not far from a car wash. It wouldn’t be fair to say it was a pub of the old school – sawdust on the floor and battered metal cuspidors round the skirting boards – but it was old-fashioned in its ethos and its almost entirely male clientele. The biggest change over the last many years had been the smoking ban, with customers constantly nipping out to the entrance for a drag. So the air inside was greatly improved, and would have been more so if the bar’s beer-filled customers had stopped breathing out. On the other hand, I saw no sign that women were discouraged, though the only woman on the premises was behind the bar. A brunette whose hair was turning grey, she had seen better days and didn’t care to disguise it.

			‘What’s your poison, love?’

			Coffee wasn’t available. I went for apple juice, not because I’d signed the temperance pledge but because I didn’t enjoy drinking alcohol. In any case, I needed a clear head. No point keeping an eye on James Murphy if I was seeing double. One of him was enough to be going on with.

			‘You don’t have anything to eat, do you?’

			She looked behind the bar. God knows why, she had to know what little there was without checking. 

			‘Crisps and peanuts.’

			A gastro pub it was not. ‘That’s it?’

			A game was already underway when Murphy arrived. A serious player, at public house level at least, he came with his own set of feathers and was greeted like a long-lost brother by the men assembled at the boards. After ordering the obligatory pint his darts were soon flying. So what would happen if these weekly sessions of his were cited against him at a tribunal? He would probably argue that beer relaxed him, taking the tension out of his throwing arm – which wouldn’t be necessary if there was no tension in that arm in the first place. For tension read stress. Simple. And even if he didn’t think of this defence himself his solicitor probably would. So his weekly sessions at the dartboard had to be part of a larger picture, the picture of man relaxing as other men did and no more stressed than anyone else. 

			As the evening wore on I started on my second apple juice and wondered how much more I could take. For reasons not clear to me, the assembled players would egg each other on from time to time and burst into raucous cheers at unexpected moments. As they became more excited the cheers increased in volume, backs were slapped, rounds ordered, and beer downed in quantity. From my stool at the bar, I watched the barmaid skilfully playing along with an old man pretending to flirt. But though I sometimes felt like it I wasn’t an old man yet.

			‘So how’s life treating you, son?’

			Thirty-five but looking older, I hadn’t been called ‘son’ for years, but the barmaid was a survivor, a woman who had graduated intact from the university of life.

			‘Fine. Thanks for asking.’

			‘On your own tonight?’

			‘I’m on my own every night.’

			She smiled sympathetically as she wiped down the bar counter, but she had no intention of helping me with my problem. She had a life of her own. Rows of spirit bottles, all upside down, hung behind her, scattering reflected light. And the young man on the stool next to mine seemed as interested in them as he was in the large flat screen set fixed to the wall on a bracket-mounted shelf. A game show was in progress. Like the presenter, he couldn’t care less who won.

			I addressed myself again to the central problem: what would be conclusive proof that Murphy wasn’t genuinely stressed? The answer lay with the medication he had certainly been prescribed. If Murphy wasn’t popping his anti-stress meds it was because he didn’t need them. If I could gain entry one weekday afternoon when he was out and his wife was at work I could establish this once and for all. Provided he let them pile up and didn’t throw them straight in the bin. There was only one way to find out, but I’d need a lookout, someone to alert me if Murphy was coming back. And there I had two choices: Tomasz Blaszkiewicz, mechanic, or Alison Ogilvie, née Eadie, accountant and woman of character. My thoughts were drowned out by loud and protracted cheering. Someone had won a game and the loser, lucky man, had to buy the next round. Though Murphy was a loser by profession the bill didn’t fall to him.

			‘Tough, Andy,’ he shouted, grinning from ear to ear, ‘make mine a Deuchars.’

			I’d seen enough and heard too much. With a defeated wave to the barmaid I headed for bracing reality, the cold night air. I had observed the players in action for two hours and the question was insistent. Where was the intelligence? I knew at once what the answer was. I texted Alison and she replied with alarming rapidity, almost as if she had a phone in her hand waiting for my text. TOMORROW. 11.30. YOUR PLACE. And then it hit me. Her phone had been in her hand, the lady was still following my movements. You had to admire her persistence. I knew I was taking a chance but I didn’t have much to lose. There were ways this woman could help me and I trusted her. I didn’t know why, but I could live with that if she could.
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			The twenty first of November was a Friday, which meant I could forget about checking Murphy’s house for the next three days. The morning was out, he didn’t rise till noon, and the school week ended at one o’clock; his children would be home in the afternoon. If anything, the weekend was worse. The whole family would be there and their movements unpredictable. So I rose from my bed in the reasonable expectation of a more relaxing day.

				My breakfast bowl of oat flakes and prunes was a combination recommended by the absent Susan as good for the system. It would keep me regular, she said, and she should know. She’d studied dietary requirements for athletes and outdoor types. She probably had a certificate to prove it, adding to the many others she’d acquired over the years: snowboarding up glaciers, abseiling down church steeples, mountain biking up flights of stairs in tower blocks scheduled for demolition. Susan was, without doubt, a stand-out strand in the many-coloured tapestry of life.

				Thinking wry thoughts didn’t help much, though perhaps I was beginning to achieve some necessary distance from the woman I was still tied to, on paper at least. The doorbell ringing didn’t help much either.

				‘Douglas Hunter?’

				‘Yes.’

			There were two of them in dark blue dungarees, their white van parked outside and two large toolboxes on the doorstep, one of them so heavy it came with wheels.

				‘We’re here for the installation.’ He attempted a smile. ‘Have drills, will travel.’

				To my surprise his colleague had a dog with him, a Schnauzer.

				‘Mind if I bring him in?’

				‘Can’t you leave him in the van?’

				Not really. Whenever he was left alone, Klaus assumed his two-legged friend would never come back and howled till he did. I found this hard to believe.

				‘He must have noticed by now that you always come back.’

				‘You would think so, wouldn’t you. But your neighbours aren’t going to like it if I leave him in the van. Worse than a car alarm going off.’

				‘More to the point,’ his colleague pointed out, ‘the last thing we need to do is draw attention to ourselves. This is supposed to be a covert operation.’

				Once through the door, Klaus galloped up the stairs as if he owned the place. I found him sniffing round the kitchen where Ben’s basket and bowls used to be. Could he really smell traces of a dog who hadn’t been on the premises for eight months? It seemed he could.

				‘DS MacNeil mentioned the bathroom.’

				We discussed at length how to make the installation as discreet as possible with minimal impact on the decor. They had a full kit of cordless drills with assorted bits: masonry, metal and wood. They even had grommets to give the impression, totally false, that the cable sneaking through the window frame somehow belonged to the house. 

				‘I take it you have Wi-Fi.’

				They proposed to pick up the signal from their newly-installed spy cam at their base back at the station. If my security wasn’t good enough they’d beef it up.

				‘Free of charge, of course. Won’t cost you a penny.’

				Why would it, I was doing them a favour letting them in at all. But surely anyone watching the output from this camera twenty-four hours a day would be bored out of his mind.

				‘What are you going to do, take it in turns watching the rear of a disused church?’

				‘Not our problem, mate, we just install the stuff.’

				According to the man in charge there was more than one possible solution: a motion-sensor trigger, automatic time lapse, recording the lot then reviewing it at speed. 

			‘The decision’s up to the boss.’

			‘DS MacNeil?’

			‘You’ve had your run-ins with her, I hear.’

			‘You could say that.’

			When they stopped talking they worked well. They wanted access to the loft, which was fine by me although it was shared with Patricia on the ground floor. Not a problem, they assured me, minimal intrusion. I could tell they were impressed by the retractable loft ladder. It had been installed by Susan, who wanted to store some of her gear up there, hike tents, skis and so on, but I didn’t mind taking the credit. And before I knew it the boss was up there with his LED headlight shouting instructions to his sidekick in the bathroom while Klaus wagged what was left of his tail like fury at the foot of ladder. He wanted up there, no doubt about it, but we don’t all get what we want. The cable run was as neat as they could make it and I didn’t ask what happened to it when it reached the loft. 

			The team gathered in the kitchen looking quite pleased with themselves. I was putting some water out for Klaus when I noticed his owner rushing upstairs from the van with a small handheld vacuum cleaner. All he was missing was a dustpan and brush. I had to admire their professional approach, they’d obviously done this before and had it down to a fine art. 

			Five minutes later he joined me in the kitchen with a phone.

			‘OK, Mr Hunter, we’re picking up your Wi-Fi alright, but we need the password. If you could write it down for me exactly as it is, lower case, upper case, symbols, you know the form.’ 

			He handed me a small notebook open at a blank page. I had intended to change the password but hadn’t got round to it; now it was returning to haunt me. I wrote down Susan’s name and handed it over. 

			He scratched his head in what I took to be a gesture of doubt. 

			‘That’s not so strong. I don’t want to alarm you or anything but actual words are weak. There are programs out there that sniff them out in milliseconds. And,’ he said, in case I wasn’t getting the message, ‘there isn’t a symbol in sight.’ He started scribbling in his notebook. ‘Girlfriend, I take it, wife, that sort of thing?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Well, alright, but it needs to be a whole lot stronger.’

			He tore a page out of his notebook and handed me a long list of letters, numbers and symbols. ‘There’s no way you’ll remember this of course. On the other hand, you don’t want locked out of your own system, so my advice would be to hide it somewhere after you’ve changed your password.’

			‘They always tell you not to do that.’

			‘But you’ve got to wonder how practical that is.’

			When they were finished they phoned MacNeil, who arrived within ten minutes, cast an eye round the place and nodded.

			‘Thanks guys.’

			‘The woman from del Monte says yes.’

			‘Bugger off, Albert.’

			Turning her attention to me, she continued in her usual brusque manner.

			‘Any sign of unusual activity we’ll be round here at once.’

			‘Fine, but I may not be at home.’

			‘That’s why we’ll need a set of keys.’

			In which case she could enter my house day or night, regardless of what I might be doing at the time. I might be in the bath or the shower. Or the bed. She could let herself in regardless of who might be with me at the time. No harm hoping. 

			‘That’s not going to happen.’

			She moved round the kitchen table the better to get in my face.

			‘You’d be well advised to reconsider.’

			It didn’t take long. Even when their operation was over and she gave me the keys back I had no way of knowing whether or not she had copies. If she ran true to form she would have. 

			‘As I say, it’s not going to happen.’ 

			‘Why, what are you going to do, wheel out your tame lawyer again?’ She was referring to Patricia, who’d represented me when MacNeil had threatened to charge me with contravention of the data regulations. ‘Didn’t exactly help you last time, did she!’

			Well, I hadn’t ended up in court, so I would say she helped a lot.

			Realising things were getting heavy the men made a sharp exit, as did Klaus. Dogs can be trained to detect anything from banknotes to cancer, but Klaus needed no training to detect Maureen MacNeil. Or maybe he was just taking his lead from the installers.

			‘You realise we may have to keep potential terrorists under observation before moving in. And you know better than most that we have to be able to do that without being seen. We’re talking national security here, Douglas, public safety!’

			All of that was true but no reason to hand her my keys.

			‘So use a van.’

			‘For fuck’s sake, Douglas, get over yourself! It’s not as if I want to be here in the small hours. I mean,’ she added, looking round the kitchen and ending up with me, ‘who would come here if they could help it?’ And then, as she frequently did, she went for the jugular. ‘Your wife certainly didn’t.’

			At that moment, in the first of many helpful interventions, Alison Ogilvie walked into the kitchen, laid some folders on the table, peeled off a stylish woollen coat and draped it over the back of a chair.

			‘The door was open so I just came right up,’ she said brightly, giving MacNeil a smile she didn’t deserve and me a light pat on the arm. Her arrival stopped MacNeil in her tracks. I considered introducing them to each other, but the less MacNeil knew the better. Unfortunately, Alison introduced herself.

			‘Alison Eadie,’ she said, offering MacNeil her hand.

			‘Maureen MacNeil, sometime colleague of our friend here.’

			She indicated with a deft swivel of the eyes that she wanted me to show her out, and as soon as we reached the doorstep she continued the attack.

			‘Didn’t take you long.’

			‘It’s not like that.’

			‘Yeah, right.’

			‘She’s my accountant.’

			One of the many things Maureen MacNeil was good at was a look of utter disbelief.

			‘You have to make money to need one of those, like enough to cover the fees.’

			She was right of course but agreeing wouldn’t have helped.

			‘By the way, she could give you a year or two. You do realise that.’

			‘As I say. . .’

			‘It’s not like that, yes, I heard you the first time. You want to be a toy boy that’s up to you. But think again about the keys or I may have to do your thinking for you.’

			Back in the kitchen, Alison was already making herself at home. I accepted her offer of some of my coffee then she got down to business.

			‘You really have to separate your personal and business activities. For example, all your calls, texts, messages, and emails go to the same phone, so you can’t claim your contract as a business expense when you’re using it for personal purposes as well. You need two phones and the sooner the better, one for your business and one for Douglas Hunter.’

			‘That could get confusing.’

			‘Only if you let it.’

			Next, I should designate one room in the house as an office. A business required a working environment with all that entailed: heating, lighting, furniture, filing. She would estimate the costs of equipping and running that office and claim them as a business expense. 

			‘By the way, that woman, MacNeil, I thought I detected a bit of an edge there. You might not feel able to tell me though, I understand that.’

			My first instinct was to keep it to myself until I realised that sharing would come as a relief.

			‘None of this is out there.’ 

			‘Not in the public domain.’

			‘Exactly.’

			She raised her mug to her lips, thought better of it and laid it back on the table. 

			‘I could only find instant.’

			‘That’s all I have right now.’

			It was all I had then, too. I’d came home one afternoon eight months ago, made myself a coffee and sat at this very table to review a case file. But after a while I felt something was wrong. I went to the bedroom and checked the wardrobe. Susan’s clothes were gone. The same was true of the drawers. Most of her stuff was missing from the bathroom too. This wasn’t unheard of. Her work often took her away from home, but she always told me in advance when she would be away, where she was going and for how long.

			‘Her work?’

			‘As an outdoor instructor.’

			I opened my laptop and brought up Susan’s Facebook page. There she was, two pictures of the girl in action: halfway up a cliff with ice pick and crampons, and skiing down a steep slope in Austria, off piste no doubt. Bronzed and athletic. And with the pictures a chronological list of her experience and another of her qualifications. The page hadn’t been updated for several months but that wasn’t unusual. She had always considered it for business only and never thought of telling the world what she was having for breakfast. Four of her colleagues were listed too, and one of them, Frank, was equally bronzed and even more muscled. 

			‘It must have come as a shock.’

			‘It did.’

			I’d gone back to the kitchen to look for a note but she hadn’t left one. What struck me most at the time was my complete stupidity. I’d been sitting there in the kitchen for close to an hour and hadn’t noticed both Ben’s bowls were gone, and his basket. And I called myself a detective!

			‘You haven’t heard from her since?’ 

			‘Not a call, email, postcard or letter. Absolutely nothing.’

			Susan was observing complete radio silence. I had phoned round her friends, her sister, and even her mother, who hadn’t rated me from the start, but no one admitted knowing anything. Yet after a week, not one of these people had reported her missing, which told me all I needed to know. They weren’t worried because they knew where she was.

			‘So you asked that woman to look into it.’

			‘Telling her I’d been dumped by my wife would have made her day, so no.’

			‘What did you do, then? You had to do something.’

			‘I used certain avenues open to me as a policeman.’

			‘Certain avenues?’

			‘I had colleagues in the Grampian area check Aviemore and the Lecht to see if she was there. That was fine, I could get away with that. But when I drew a blank there I accessed databases, which I shouldn’t have done except in connection with police business. I didn’t know it at the time, but our IT people monitor usage. They noticed what I was doing and told my boss.’ 

			‘MacNeil.’ 

			‘We both knew what I’d done wasn’t legal. She had me cold. Resign or she would report me.’ 

			‘She wanted rid of you.’

			‘She had done for over a year. Thought I was too friendly.’

			‘With whom, your fellow officers?’

			‘Suspects, informants, witnesses. Anyone, really.’

			‘And were you?’

			‘I don’t think so. They opened up a lot more to me than they did to her.’ 

			‘Couldn’t you have fought it?’

			‘My lawyer advised against it. I’d have ended up in court, lost, and left with a criminal record. She negotiated with MacNeil on my behalf and secured certain safeguards. She was concerned that even if I resigned MacNeil would charge me regardless. She was capable of it.’

			My visitor looked distracted, her eye on a far horizon. Susan may have made herself scarce permanently, but Alison’s husband was building up a record of small disappearances which was almost as damaging. She would have been sympathetic anyway, but the problem with her own relationship made her more so and caused her to scale back her full-frontal assault on my business practices. Rather than pursue me about the remaining “major issues” on her list, she left me her folder of notes, urging me to read and inwardly digest the contents over the next day or so. As had happened before with the file on her husband, I felt she was setting me homework intending to test me later.

			‘I almost forgot,’ she said as she rose to leave, ‘there’s a cheque in the folder for the work you’ve done so far.’ According to her, my liquidity wasn’t so great I could afford to wait for payment. ‘Create an invoice to match it. There’s a template in the folder.’

			I hadn’t been expecting payment till the job was finished so I thanked her, though I couldn’t help wondering if this was also a test. Unless I paid her cheque into the separate business account I was yet to set up I would fail this one too. 

			‘Where do you keep your receipts?’

			‘A shoe box on top of the wardrobe.’

			She shook her head; I left everything to be desired.

			‘That will have to change.’

			‘By the way,’ she said, as she rose to leave wrapping her coat around her, ‘I take it you’ve been following the news.’

			According to the Irish Independent, Adrienne Delaney was found in a room rented by Imbibe. While we both knew that Alan Ogilvie had nothing to do with her death the Gardaí, according to a source “close to the investigation”, suspected that one of his colleagues had. 

			‘The Irish Independent?’

			‘It’s out there, Douglas, all you have to do is look.’
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			Why do we have sleepless nights? One reason surely is that, like it or not, our brains keep thinking their thoughts and give us no peace. In the small hours of Saturday morning this process forced me into consciousness with a negative critique of my plan to sneak into Murphy’s house, locate the medications he wasn’t using and photograph them. It was high risk. Even with Alison keeping watch outside I might not make it out of the house in time if anyone arrived unexpectedly. Worse, it was a high risk not worth taking. Any photographs I took would give Mr Logan the evidence he needed alright, but he couldn’t confront his employee with them because they’d been obtained illegally. What had I been thinking about when I came up with such a crazy idea? Perhaps I’d been influenced by crime shows on television where the PI is adept at picking the locks of doors, filing cabinets and safes, and leaving with the evidence as silently as he had entered.

				Wakened by these unwelcome thoughts at three thirty in the morning, what was left of my brain wandered far and wide. Even at that time on a one-way street the occasional car drove by, leaving a moving L-shaped pattern of light on the wall and ceiling. A group of partygoers wandered past, talking nonsense loudly. One threw an empty bottle into the grounds of the church to an audible crack of broken glass. Was it possible that DS MacNeil would be alerted by the surveillance team and appear on the scene with a taser and handcuffs? If so, that might be the most to come of their efforts. And for some reason the Sisters of Mercy entered my head as well, all deep in the untroubled sleep of the righteous, powered by nothing stronger than herbal tea and Ovaltine. Did they retire in their headgear or were they allowed to remove it at night? I might pop across the road and ask some time. They would probably to tell me. And if my business failed and I couldn’t keep up payments on the house, who knows, they might seat me at a table with my fellow unfortunates and put food on my plate. 

			I slipped in and out of sleep for the next few hours and rose exhausted at six. Since leaving the force I had seldom got up so early but this time, after a restless night, luck was on my side. The morning was grey, overcast and cold. Not great, but I had no commitments: no Jim Murphy to worry about, no Alan Ogilvie. I was free as a bird, though as we all know the much-vaunted freedom of birds is an illusion; they have their daily grind like the rest of us. I had just finished shaving when my phone rang. It was 7 o’clock. Tomasz Blaszkiewicz, in possession of my card, had noticed activity in the Murphy household. Murphy was up and about, unusual at so early in the morning. Not only that, he was neatly dressed. As Mr Blaszkiewicz put it, either something was up or something was going down, he wasn’t sure of the correct expression. I thanked him for the tip-off and drove to Blackhall, easier on a Saturday morning than a weekday. 

			As I sat in the car, I noticed a curtain drawn aside and a large fist appear for a moment in Mr Blaszkiewicz’ window. He was giving me the thumbs up. Not everyone has a thumb the size of a cudgel but Mr Blaszkiewicz was a contender. I could only hope he wasn’t given to violence. Shortly afterwards Murphy left his house, got into a Micra parked in the driveway, reversed onto the street and drove off. I followed him at a discreet distance, hoping he wasn’t going to Oban or Inverness. I didn’t want to lose him because I ran out of fuel. I’d never live it down. I made a mental note; always be tanked up and ready to go. In deference to Alison I made another; always keep the receipt and, if need be, iron it before handing it over.

			Murphy led me to a part of town I seldom visited. At first, I thought he was heading for Danderhall, on the southern outskirts, but his destination proved to be Thistle Timber and Building Supplies and parking nearby was so tricky I ended up some way from the entrance. I took several photographs of him entering, mainly to establish the date and time. After an hour or so, when my target still hadn’t come out, I began to wonder if there was a second exit to the rear, but there wasn’t, not according to Google Maps. I couldn’t risk going in to find out what he was doing; the last thing I needed was Murphy recognising me, I might need to be on his tail for some time yet. So if Alison was serious here was a chance to find out. In case her husband was around I texted her.  When she called me straight back I assumed he was elsewhere. 

			‘Guess what, I’ve just had a visitor.’

			A man had arrived on her doorstep, well turned out but anxious to talk with her husband. He’d tried to contact him and failed. It was a matter of some urgency. 

			‘And who was this man, did he say?’

			‘No, but I’d seen him before. Desmond Shaughnessy. He’s on the board of Imbibe, a director.’

			‘He could be the guy the Irish police are after.’

			‘He could. It wouldn’t surprise me for a moment.’

			‘What did he want?’

			‘Wouldn’t say. Anyway, more to the point, what do you want?’

			I started to explain where I was but she cut me short. She already knew. Half an hour later she drew up behind me in her understated Mini three-door hatch. She said it was “absolute black”, in line with her husband’s character. Since it was a twenty-minute drive at most from her home, there had been a short cosmetic delay. I got out and she lowered her window.

			‘How can I help?’

			Alan was going to a work-related event in the Borders, or so he said. So she was at a loose end, and anyway we were in this together now. Oh, and by the way, what had I been doing there so long? I was surprised to learn that the lady was still following my every move, but it suited me down to the ground that she could go into the yard for me and suss things out. 

			‘They’re heavily into wood supplies and you, Mrs Ogilvie, are thinking of buying a pergola. So nose round a bit, see what you can see. And make sure his car’s still there.’

			She corrected me at once. ‘As of this week I am Alison Eadie.’

			She said it firmly, there was no going back. 

			I described Murphy’s car, which didn’t take long, and told her the registration number.

			‘I’ll play it by ear,’ she assured me, striding off without a care in the world like the true professional she might one day become. She was wearing her snug woollen coat again, but this time with matching hat and scarf, an artful mix of pastel shades. Straight from Ragamuffin, she later assured me, nothing but the best. And I had to admit she did look like the sort of woman who might want a pergola, though maybe not in November. But perfection is impossible and they probably had examples in the yard.

			It wasn’t longer than ten minutes but it felt like it. She left the depot clutching a brochure or two, crossed the road and joined me in my car.

			‘Well,’ she said, full of the joys of success, ‘you’re not going to believe this.’

			‘Unless you tell me I won’t have the chance.’

			‘He works there. I saw him in the yard dealing with customers.’

			This made sense. It explained why he had gone in so early and was still there two hours later. What it didn’t explain was how he got the job in the first place, given his current employment history and the fact that Mr Logan would only have written a reference in Murphy’s own blood.

			‘You know, Douglas, and I hope you don’t mind me saying this, but for a detective you’re something of an innocent abroad.’

			MacNeil had often said this too, so if such dissimilar people had come to the same conclusion there was probably something in it. 

			‘Suppose you’re an employer with a particularly troublesome employee on your books, someone who’s been giving you the run-around for months, and you discover he’s applied for a job somewhere else?’

			‘You write him a glowing reference to get rid of him.’

			‘Exactly.’

			‘But Alison, that’s dishonest.’

			‘Of course it is, but it happens all the time.’

			‘According to your husband.’

			‘Not just him.’

			‘And if it all came out surely you could be sued for, I don’t know, wilful misrepresentation.’

			‘I wouldn’t know, I’m not a lawyer, but believe me. . .’

			‘It happens. Yes, I get it.’

			‘So what do we do now?’

			We took it in turns to wait till Murphy came out. Alison visited local stores, such as H&M and Next, though as far as I could see she didn’t buy anything, while I read The Laughing Policeman in a local Caffè Nero (first break) and Costa Coffee (second). Knowing the depot shut at five we were both on hand at ten minutes to and, sure enough, we got usable shots of Murphy walking to his car and more of him behind the wheel as he left. He’d spent an entire day at Thistle and there could only be one explanation for that. I would contact Mr Logan on Monday morning and face him with the facts.

			‘And an itemised invoice.’

			I groaned inwardly. ‘That as well.’

			Back home after a long and boring day, I had a shower, more as form of hot water massage than an exercise in hygiene. Adjusting the head to a concentrated jet, I played it on my neck and lower back. Small comforts add up, a thought I couldn’t share with Alison in case she took out her calculator. Or perhaps I might, in the fullness of time, replace my water therapy with the soothing action of her hands and relaxing essential oils. Susan swore by ylang ylang and had thoughtfully left some behind.

			I had a supply of meals for one in the fridge and removed a king prawn linguine I had bought in a moment of madness. In my mind’s eye, if nowhere else, king prawns lived out their lives near sewage outlets and weren’t fit for consumption. But of late my diet had been too restricted, something I could easily have changed by learning to cook. But there were too many cooks already, most of them on television. They ground, stewed, grilled and simmered for half an hour or so, held up steaming plates to the camera and smiled. But what was the point when you could neither smell nor taste the results? Were we supposed to take it on trust that these dishes of theirs were delicious just because they looked that way or their celebrity guests said so? The lack of interest in evidence was astonishing. It wouldn’t do in court.

			Having disposed of the king prawns I made a coffee and sat down with Alison’s notes. But I didn’t feel like it and was grateful to the doorbell. An ex colleague had come round on spec to see how I was doing, John Banks, so I made him coffee too and gave him a choice of chocolate éclairs or French fancies. They hadn’t been touched since I bought them.

			‘Well, John, how’s life treating you?’

			Reasonably well, it seemed, since MacNeil had passed him over as my replacement and left him in peace. According to her, hard work wasn’t enough, backbone was a sine qua non. To support her argument that John didn’t have it she’d reminded him of his six-year engagement to Evelyn, a nice enough girl though over-inclined to religious observance.

			‘She actually called me an invertebrate.’

			It turned that sine qua non was a polite translation of what MacNeil had said at the time. And by the way, she’d demanded to know, pushing fifty and losing his hair, how much chance did he imagine he had?

			‘You’re well out of it.’

			I didn’t ask who was well into it in case he told me.

			I was beginning to relax in the modest glow of congenial company when John went to the bathroom. He noticed two things at once, a soaking towel with a duck pattern in the middle of the floor and a cable which hadn’t been there before. I apologised for the towel and told him about the cable, assuming he would know about the church. He didn’t, but was interested in the surveillance gear, a subject he knew more about than I did.

			‘You’re looking worried. Is there something I should know?’

			‘Where do you want me to start?’

			According to John, MacNeil harboured an irrational hatred of me, but I knew that already.  So why did I assume that the surveillance equipment was solely trained on the church. After all, it was in my bathroom. At the risk of stating the obvious, he reminded me I had just had a shower. He was noising me up in the mistaken belief it was funny.

			‘For all we know, MacNeil’s been ogling your privates. Maybe taken pictures for her scrapbook, posted a video on YouTube.’

			‘I don’t think so, somehow.’

			‘Neither do I, but you have to admit I had you going for a moment. Mind if I take a look in the loft?’

			The retractable ladder had seldom seen so much action. I offered him a torch.

			He raked around for a minute or two before shouting down.

			‘They’re taking their power from up here.’ 

			That made sense. Electric sockets weren’t permitted in bathrooms so it had to come from somewhere else.

			‘Seriously though,’ he said, when he came down, ‘I do have concerns about this Wi-Fi business. Their camera signal goes directly to your hub. For that to work they need your password.’

			‘I realise that. They were upfront about it.’

			‘Good for them, but now that they have it they can monitor all your traffic, every last bit. All your emails, all your bank transactions, everything. Knowing MacNeil as you do, is that really what you want?’

			I could solve that by changing the password, but the moment I did they’d lose their signal. They’d be round in flash with their toolboxes, dogs and handheld vacuum cleaners. It didn’t bear thinking about.

			‘So what do I do?’

			‘Use your phone with the Wi-Fi off till this is over. If you’re really worried, camp in a café with your laptop when you’re working. I take it they came with ladders.’

			‘They had a set on their roof-rack.’

			‘Let’s take a gander.’

			We walked round to the side of the house, looked up at the bathroom window and saw it at once, what looked like a nesting box attached to the window frame. We both knew what it contained.

			‘What happens if birds take a shine to it?’

			John laughed. ‘Then bird shit will hit the fan.’

			With any luck, it would hit MacNeil as well.
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			Mr Logan was anxious to see me, very anxious to judge from several texts and voicemail notifications queuing up for my attention. He made time for me first thing on Monday morning, making clear how honoured I was to have access to him at all at the start of the working week.

				‘We’ve nailed the bastard, I take it.’

				We had. I showed him the photographs to prove it.

				‘What I don’t understand, Mr Logan, is how he got the job without a reference.’

				‘I don’t get that either.’ He didn’t look in the least bit sheepish, so I assumed he hadn’t endorsed the said bastard to get rid of him. ‘It might just be holiday cover, not worth their while checking him out. Or maybe. . .’ He was already beginning to sweat in the solar panel department, ‘Or maybe he approached my deputy, Mr Jenkins. I’ll ask him. Either way, he’s dead meat.’

				For no good reason I felt embarrassed wrapping the good news in an invoice, but I would have to get used to billing people for hours put in, work done. Very different from having a salary arrive in my account every month without any effort on my part. The days of wine and roses were over.

				I was heading back from the concrete wastes when Alison phoned looking for a reply as soon as possible. It was urgent. I pulled into a residents’ parking bay, checked for wardens and returned her call. Alan hadn’t come back. Much as he played fast and loose, he’d never spent a night away from home without letting her know beforehand. Something was wrong. The most direct route to her house took me through the city centre, a congested area best avoided – too many buses, trams, one way streets and restricted lanes – but the slightly raised pitch of her voice suggested anxiety, something I hadn’t heard in her before. 

			When I arrived, she let me in at once and led me straight to the kitchen and the welcoming smell of fresh toast. Against my better judgement I joined her in a chamomile tea. Apart from the fact that herbal teas reminded me of Susan, I wasn’t convinced this particular infusion promoted inner peace, tranquillity, or any other of its supposed benefits. The stylish kimono was gone, in its place a towelling dressing gown with alternate blue and white horizontal stripes which reminded me of toothpaste – not a reaction the stylish Alison would have liked. But no one can be stylish all the time and some of us never approach this condition at all. 

			I was looking out over the garden, remembering my time leaning against a tree in the dark. They had both been in the kitchen then, leading what seemed to me consecutive lives in the space they shared. But where was he now, the errant husband?

			‘This phone thing, this app,’ she said, ‘it isn’t working. He isn’t showing up at all.’

			He might have found and removed it, but the more likely explanation was that his phone was off or the battery flat.

			‘So where’s his car, that should tell us?’

			A quick check traced it to the car park of Traquair House, and looking over the log it had been there for two days without moving.

			‘That rings a bell. He mentioned something about a microbrewery, but I wasn’t really paying attention.’

			A search confirmed that there was indeed a brewery at Traquair, but why would the CFO of an international drinks company visit such a tiny operation? Perhaps to meet a friend in the trade or conduct a fact-finding visit. Alison thought she knew.

			‘I’ve noticed a growing trend for large drinks groups to buy up small craft beer companies.’

			‘You have?’

			‘I keep my eye on the financial pages.’

			‘More exciting than politics.’

			Alison had the ability which I lacked (and I tried it in front of a mirror) to raise one eyebrow without raising the other. Not for the first time, she gave me a sceptical look which suggested I wasn’t in touch with the real world. 

			‘You’re a nice enough man Douglas, but really, where have you been? Economics is politics.’

			That would explain why I didn’t like it. Nothing turned me off more than listening to two politicians drawing opposite conclusions from the same set of figures. 

			‘Toast?’

				To set her mind at rest we decided the best course of action was also the most direct; we would drive to Traquair and investigate. While she was in the bathroom getting ready, I took a quick look in the marital bedroom. The wardrobe was one of those his/hers jobs, and while hers was better stocked there was enough on his side to suggest he hadn’t intended to be away for long. His underwear drawer was full and he had so many socks I wondered if he changed them twice a day. 

				Ready to face the world she appeared, neatly attired, in a charcoal grey trouser suit and I detected something new, the faint whiff of perfume. I had recently read a memoir in which the detective, now retired, claimed to have deduced the presence of a particular woman from the scent she left on the pillow of the murdered man, a skill I lacked. I assumed, because it suited me, that Alison’s fragrance was as expensive as it was discreet and heavily advertised in the run-up to Christmas in glossy ads featuring overdone French voice-overs worthy of Pepe le Pew.

			And she’d worked on her hair. I guessed she had used a powerful gel or mousse – even a lacquer, if such a product existed. The wind might be blowing out there but not one strand would give way.  As always she was light on makeup and stones – no necklace, no earrings or bangles – though her wedding and engagement rings were still in place, shining brightly against the facts. Before we left I nipped into the bathroom: I had no intention of being caught short on the way. And there, too, I could see no sign of a prepared departure. Some of Alan’s toiletries were neatly arranged on two wall-mounted glass shelves, aftershave, deodorant, the usual things. She caught me as I came out.

				‘He’s had Botox, you know. I didn’t tell you that.’

				Her theory was simple. He wouldn’t have done that on her account, he had her already. He was trying to impress someone else. Perhaps she was right, but it might just have been vanity pure and simple. Since I’d never met him I had no way of knowing.

				Both our cars were on the street outside but Alison felt her Mini, a BMW after all, was more in keeping with a classy destination such as Traquair House and wouldn’t attract attention. I grabbed my road atlas from the back seat of my clapped-out Saab and slid in beside her.  

			‘You’re a bit behind the times, if you don’t mind me saying.’

			‘An atlas can’t break down. It can’t lose its connection either.’ 

			But that didn’t stop her entering our destination in her satnav, which had the unsettling habit of giving her directions while she was driving. Nor did it stop her quizzing me about my progress with the tasks she’d set me, the action plan, as she called it. Well, I’d downloaded application forms from three different banks with a view to opening a dedicated business account but had yet to figure out which would be best, so what might have been a relaxing drive in open country turned into a question and answer session all the way through Peebles to sunny, downtown Innerleithen. As we drove through the impressive gate and parked on the drive outside the House, she turned to me and suggested that she take over my financial affairs entirely.

			‘It’s not that you couldn’t do it for yourself, Douglas, I don’t doubt that for a moment.’

			‘But I lack the application.’

			‘I was going to say you don’t have the motivation, but I suppose one leads to the other. If you’re not motivated to do something you won’t apply yourself to it.’ She opened her door and shot me an end of discussion look. ‘It’s an offer. Reject it by all means, but not out of male pride.’

			‘You’re not trying to cut my balls off here.’

			I had caught her in the act of opening her door and was rewarded with a wry smile.

			‘That’s not what this is about.’

			And for all I knew she might find a use for them later.

				We had arrived and my first reaction was disappointment. I had expected my foot to hit gravel three inches thick and feel the satisfactory crunch under foot as I walked towards the house. Tarmac had not been in the picture. There was a fair representation of 4x4 vehicles favoured by the hunting, shooting and fishing set, and locals who couldn’t rely on country roads being cleared of snow before they died of starvation. We walked past a Range Rover built like a tank with a National Trust for Scotland sticker in the rear window, and beyond that there it was, Alan Ogilvie’s Giulietta, a silver gleam in the winter sun. 

			‘Too bad we can’t take a peek inside.’

			‘Want a bet?’

			Alison had come with a spare set of keys in her coat pocket. On the face it, this was a small thing, but I hadn’t thought of it and she had. She was an asset, no doubt about it.

			We searched Alan’s car, looking for any clue as to what he was up to, and found a folder with notes on the brewery and its ales. Scribbled on the cover was a name and number, Gill Wheeler. Alison hadn’t heard of her. There was no sign of the missing man’s mobile phone in the glove compartment, boot or under the seats. Nor was it any of the pockets of his Jeff Banks overcoat, an expensive looking garment complete with a lining which Alison said was sateen. We were so preoccupied we didn’t hear her approach, a member of staff who had spotted us from the house. The missing gravel would have alerted us at once.

			‘Excuse me, can I help?’

			Translated from the polite, she wanted to know what we thought we were doing rummaging through the car of one of her guests. I was about to explain but Alison held up a pre-emptive hand.

			‘We’re concerned about Mr Alan Ogilvie. He was expected home last night but now we find his car here in your car park and he isn’t answering his phone.’

			‘And you are?’

			‘His wife, Alison Ogilvie.’ She indicated the car. ‘As you can see, we’ve come with a spare set of keys.’

			We followed her up the steps into the House and on to the office, where we hoped to find out more.

			‘I’m sure you are who you say you are, Mrs Ogilvie, but before we go any further I will need a more definite form of identification than a set of keys.’

			‘Of course.’

			Since our trip hadn’t called for Alison’s trademark messenger bag, she fished a slim leather wallet from her coat pocket. Pink, bearing a stylish black cat with remarkably large white eyes, it came as a surprise. I hadn’t marked her card as the girly, frivolous type. With an unsettling ability to read my mind she answered this unspoken point at once.

			‘A present.’

			For a small wallet it had an amazing number of compartments, some with clips, others with zips. During some irritated opening and closing several coins fell to the floor – no pressure, Alison. She finally produced two credit cards, one of them platinum which, I guessed, might not survive the breakup of her marriage.

			The receptionist looked them over and was reassured.

			‘Thank you, Mrs Ogilvie, that’s most helpful.’

			Her records showed that Alan Ogilvie had booked in over Saturday night with the usual fifty percent deposit and should have paid the remainder on Sunday morning when checking out. She had no idea where he was. Alison suggested the worst-case scenario; he was still in his room felled by a heart attack, a do not disturb sign on the handle. But this could not be the explanation. Room service had checked the room this morning. It was empty.

			‘Were any of his belongings there?’

			‘Clothes, toiletries?’

			‘Do you mind if we take a look?’

			He’d been staying in the White Room, also on the ground floor. 

			‘Not at all. I’m Catriona, by the way.’

			Catriona took us to the White Room, let us in, and stayed with us as we looked round. Her solid brass bedside lights were safe with us but she had something else on her mind.

			‘It may seem indelicate to bring this up under the circumstances, but a honeymoon couple has booked this room tomorrow.’

			‘You want us to remove my husband’s belongings and settle up.’

			Catriona blushed but yes, that would be much appreciated.

			We packed Alan’s belongings into the case they had come in. Where the garment had a pocket Alison searched it. If he had used the drawers in either of the bedside tables there was no sign of it. She looked for shoes under the large, canopied bed, and also for the earring often mislaid in films by the other woman. But there were no shoes and no earring. As far as we could see he hadn’t even brought slippers.

			Back in the office, Alison settled Alan’s bill and I had his case to take to the car. Catriona was sympathetic.

			‘He probably met up with a friend, perhaps the man who was looking for him yesterday. I’m sure he’ll show up soon.’

			‘Ah,’ Alison said, showing a welcome ability to think on her feet, ‘that would be Mr Shaughnessy, an Irish gentleman.’

			‘That’s correct, a work colleague he said. Anyway, if you want to hang on a bit longer you’re welcome to wait in the lower drawing room. I’d be happy to bring you tea or coffee.’

			We decided to give the lower drawing room a miss. The immediate decision for us was whether to take Alan’s car or leave him to call a cab if and when he returned. On balance, we thought it better to take it and drove off in convoy, Alison leading the way in her Mini. She knew a place in Peebles. Looking at the back of her car as it disappeared up the road I hoped this didn’t set a precedent.

			We parked a few yards apart in the High Street. The restaurant was up a stair, a window table was available – we detectives like to keep an eye on proceedings – and settled down as much for discussion as food and drink.

			‘I didn’t find a single sign,’ she said, tucking into bread while waiting for her soup, ‘that anyone else had been in that room.’

			‘By anyone else I take it you mean a woman.’

			‘Yes.’

			Neither had I, but apart from his few belongings there was little sign that he had been in it either. There were several other buildings in the grounds, but if he’d dozed off in the brewery or collapsed in the maze someone would surely have noticed by now. Finding the wallpaper behind her strangely disturbing, something to do with the strobing effect brought on by its grid of narrow vertical lines, I asked her if she’d mind swapping seats. She agreed without asking why. She was preoccupied, still showing the desire she had from the start to follow her husband’s every move. 

			‘What’s he playing at, Douglas, where the hell is he?’

			I had no idea, but he hadn’t used his car. The likelihood was that someone he knew had picked him up. The question was who, and where had they gone?
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			Thistle Court was an old building in the city centre surrounded by newer ones, most of which were taller and all of them of less interest to the eye. My contact, Colin Cameron, worked there. His brass plate was one of several at the front door. Albion Assurance was an old-established company, he told me, founded in Bristol in 1867. The office furniture was in keeping with the building, not a flat pack involved, but the lights were not. What was the point in illuminating the ceiling? As far as I could see no one worked at ceiling height. I liked his brass desk light though. Avoiding the modern variety with halogen bulbs and spring-loaded joints with a life of their own, he’d gone for antique brass, though I suspected the green shade was melamine. But you can’t win them all. Maybe you can’t win any. He indicated a coat stand in the corner of the room; his thick nap coat was already on it.

				‘Another cold one, alright.’

				Mr Cameron was an older gentleman who wore a three-piece suit. His jacket was hanging from the back of a captain’s chair, giving me an eye-full of his waistcoat, finished with a deep burgundy satin on the front. A man of substance.

				‘Thanks for coming so quickly, Mr Hunter. Where did you manage to park, it isn’t easy round here?’

				‘I walked.’

				‘From Lauriston Gardens? That’s quite a way.’ The fact that it seemed so to him was a sign of the times, a modest distance I had covered in twenty minutes. ‘I must be getting old.’

				He was. The little hair he had left was a fading chestnut brown and whatever he kept in the bags under his eyes wasn’t improving his appearance either.

				‘Allow me to cut to the chase.’

				‘By all means.’

				‘The case I am about to offer you is in the nature of a trial. If everything goes well, others are likely to follow.’

				One of his clients was suspected of fraud but clever enough not to be blatant about it. He’d reported a burglary, the police had attended, checked his story and given him an incident number.  They’d asked him for a list of the missing items and he had provided one. What they had no way of knowing was whether the list was accurate. Armed with his number, the client had called in to report the theft and request a claim form. In fact, he had asked for two on the grounds that form filling was not his strong point. He often made mistakes. Already I had something in common with the suspect. Mr Cameron tapped his silver propelling pencil on the green leather inlay of his desk. He was just a little full of himself, a small official in a big office.

				‘Now you may not be aware of this, Mr Hunter, but when claimants call, we insurers use voice analysis software to flag up potential fraud.’ I was aware of it but feigned ignorance. The more pleased with himself he felt, the more likely it was that he would hire me. It wasn’t so much that I was manipulating him, more that I was helping him manipulate himself. And so the small man, in the effort to keep afloat, greases the wheels of commerce. ‘Oh yes, and very sophisticated it is. In this case, though, the result was inconclusive so we double-checked with CUE.’

				According to the Claims and Underwriting Exchange this man had made two previous claims, at carefully separated intervals, the second for losses by theft incurred on a holiday to the Seychelles. There was doubt about this claim too but the company had eventually paid up.

				‘The thing is, Mr Hunter, we believe that on this occasion he has added one or two significant things to his list. He’s not stupid. They’re items he genuinely owned so he has receipts. But there is a distinct possibility,’ he added, with a slight pause for dramatic effect, ‘there is a distinct possibility that this man is cleaning up twice.’

				Metaphors are all very well but replacing a specific reference with a comparison opens the door to misunderstanding. 

			‘Cleaning up?’

			‘Selling the items in question and claiming for them. It has happened before and will no doubt happen again.’

			‘Human nature being what it is.’

			Mr Cameron beamed with pleasure, believing we were of like mind. People would lie and cheat at the first opportunity, and if an opportunity didn’t present itself they would create one. Years of experience had led him to this view.

			‘Exactly!’

			He opened a desk drawer and removed a manila folder with a claim number in his own neat hand on the top right-hand corner.

			‘We think he may have over-reached himself this time. What do you make of this?’

			He handed me a photocopied specification for a camera.

			‘A Leica R6 Platinum?’

			‘Special edition. I hadn’t heard of it either, but it seems to be very rare and for that reason alone worth a considerable sum to a collector. The interesting thing, though, is its appearance. Instantly recognisable, wouldn’t you say? In a shop window, for example, or an online posting.’

			The R6 was a highly specified manual SLR, but the front was finished in a black and beige pattern unlike any camera I’d seen before. Mr Cameron was right. The R6 stood out from the crowd.

			‘So what I would like you to do for us, Mr Hunter, is track this camera down.’

			Even if Mr Cameron was right there was no guarantee of success, but I assured him I would check the many second-hand outlets in the city and comb through online sites such as Ebay and Coconut. 

			‘And we must also cover the classified sections of the many photography magazines out there; they carry ads from specialist dealers. All will require checking out.’ I felt there was something he was holding back and so it turned out. ‘You realise this could be a delicate business, Mr Hunter. You may find the camera in Money Machine or some such, but that would avail you nothing if the manager refused to reveal who had sold it to him. We would provide you with credentials, of course, but even so. . .’

			It was immediately clear why he had contacted me; if I couldn’t crack this problem myself my police contacts would do it for me.

			‘As for remuneration, we are prepared to offer you £100 per hour. In this case the question of expenses does not arise.’

			I tried to conceal my amazement. Alison had told me that my present going rate was too low to be viable, but we had yet to agree an appropriate figure. To have someone double it without effort on my part was an unlooked-for bonus which, I hoped, would earn me further brownie points or even a gold star. 

			‘If you can prove fraud in this case, I would be prepared to give you 10% of the value of the claim since we would be saving the remaining 90%.’ He looked at me inquiringly. ‘I trust that will be satisfactory?’

			I had only hit the street for five minutes when my phone rang. It must have cost her great effort but Alison didn’t tell me where I’d just been, though she obviously knew. She’d waited till I was on the move again before calling. Coincidence? I didn’t think so.

			‘I’m nearly on top of your paperwork now but I could do with your help. Just a couple of wrinkles but we’re definitely getting there. Any chance you could come round?’

			‘Now?’

			With Alison it was always now, so I planned a route to her mansion taking me past a second-hand camera shop on the way. Much good it did me. The business had folded, presenting dust-covered windows to the world. But Alison’s had not. Her kitchen table was covered in documents, including detailed notes in her own neat hand from the lady to herself. To these I added the folder concerning my fraud suspect, Mr Iain Davidson. 

			She was excited but trying hard not to show it. With success just within her grasp she didn’t want to blow it by alarming me. She needn’t have worried. All I felt now was relief that a person of competence would take the burden of business from me and let me get on with the work. Like everyone else I had read stories of managers shafting their pop-star clients by siphoning off their money and salting it away in offshore accounts or blowing it on property, foreign holidays, cosmetic surgery and sex. And no doubt such people existed. But Alison wasn’t like that. Even if she had been she would surely have targeted someone with significant sums to syphon off, not a deadbeat like me with barely two coins to rub together. 

			Without asking what I wanted she boiled a kettle, filled two mugs with water, dipped a tea bag into the first, stirred it, then transferred it to the second with an elegant flick of a fork.  Perhaps, in the light of her impending separation, she had started to count the pennies. Or maybe she did it out of respect for the environment. 

			She was concerned about my house. It was jointly owned with Susan, but she did not appear to be contributing to the mortgage, council tax and so on. Which was obviously true, but why would she when she wasn’t living there any longer?

			‘Really, Douglas, that’s beside the point. She can’t shuffle off her responsibilities simply by exiting the scene.’

			But that’s exactly what she had done. I could hardly shake her down for her share of the bills if I didn’t know where she was. On the other hand, Alison was delighted with the deal I had cut with Mr Cameron.

			‘To be honest, I didn’t think you had it in you, not to go out and double your hourly rate. I’m impressed. Really!’

			She was less impressed when I tried to add icing to the cake by telling her about the additional 10%. I hadn’t asked how much the man was claiming so I hadn’t a clue what 10% of it was worth.

			‘Never mind, you’re getting there. We’ll have a business head on your shoulders yet.’

			I wasn’t sure I liked the sound of this but it soon became academic. At that point the doorbell rang and everything changed.

			‘Excuse me, won’t be a moment.’

			When she opened the front door a cold draft made it to the kitchen. I heard her lead someone into the front room. After what must have been two minutes at most she called for me to join her and I found myself confronted by Detective Sergeant Maureen MacNeil.

				‘Ah,’ she said, when I walked in, as if she had caught us hard at it on the rug. The fact that Alison was still in her dressing gown may have added to that impression, and she may have had little or nothing on under it, but there was no reason why she should have. She was in her own home.

				‘I have just informed Mrs Ogilvie that we have found someone we believe to be her husband.’

				Alison was of pale complexion in the first place but looked even paler now. In reaction to the shock, blood had drained from her face. If I remembered my biology correctly, her vital organs needed it more. And she was trembling. 	

			‘I have just asked Mrs Ogilvie if she might feel able to formally identify the body.’

				Alison sat down heavily on one of the leather armchairs. 

				‘If you could just give me a minute.’

				She wanted a moment to compose herself and that was how MacNeil took it.

				‘Of course, Mrs Ogilvie, no one would expect you to do this straight away. We can arrange a time suitable to you – this afternoon perhaps, or tomorrow morning.’

				I went back to the kitchen for her tea and handed it to her. A cup of tea is supposed to help us cope with everything from the loss of false teeth to the shock news that your husband has just been found dead.

				‘How did it happen?’

				‘We’re not sure yet, Mrs Ogilvie, and it may take us some time to find out.’

				An interesting reply which, if true, meant there was no evidence of a violent death.

				‘We found your husband in a place called The Bothy, near Peebles. Do you know it, by any chance?’

				‘He didn’t come home on Sunday night. I’d no idea where he was.’

				‘Till now.’

				‘Yes.’

			The doorbell rang again and I answered it this time. MacNeil’s new sidekick was on the doorstep, a man I’d heard about but never met. He was overly polite because he didn’t know me. 

			‘DC Robertson, sir, Police Scotland.’	

			He was slipping something into his coat pocket, possibly a mobile phone, but I couldn’t be sure. At first glance he was younger than I was and looked a good deal stronger, though MacNeil would doubtless have said that wouldn’t be difficult.  I led him to the front room, wondering if she’d started to undermine him yet. If not, his time would come.

			MacNeil nodded to him as he entered, before continuing.

			‘We’re treating your husband’s death as suspicious, Mrs Ogilvie. Which doesn’t mean that we suspect anything untoward at this stage, only that we are unsure how he died. We really are very sorry to bring you this news.’

			Alison took a small sip from her mug, just enough to wet her lips.

				‘I see no point in putting this off,’ she said, looking through the window to the bleak, leafless trees on the other side of the road. ‘If it has to be done, the sooner the better.’

				This was in line with her philosophy, which derived from sound business principles. Never put off till tomorrow what you can do today. But though it was perfectly commendable and certainly efficient, it gave the unfortunate impression that she operated by logic alone even in matters of the heart. There was more to her than that, but even to me she sometimes came across as calculating, albeit in the literal sense – not the best impression to give an investigating officer when your husband has just been found dead.

				‘Shall we say three o’clock this afternoon then, at the Cowgate mortuary? Douglas here knows the way only too well and may be available to accompany you.’

				And that would be the case because, in her mind, I was clearly in a relationship with Alison Ogilvie, and also since I’d left the force I’d nothing better to do with my time. 

			Alison was looking for confirmation, she wanted my support.

				‘Douglas?’

			‘Of course.’

			As I showed the officers out, DC Robertson held out his hand. He had a strong grip.

			‘Hector Robertson. Sorry, I didn’t realise who you were.’

			MacNeil was unimpressed. ‘And now that you know you’re better off?’

			‘I wouldn’t say that,’ he said, ‘but knowledge is power, right?’

			As they got into their car and drove off I remembered what I’d seen when he arrived. It wasn’t a phone he’d been slipping into his pocket. I rushed to the Alfa Romeo, knelt on the pavement and searched near the rear wheel arch. The tracker was gone. Knowledge was power alright. This wasn’t good.  
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			Our attendance at the mortuary passed off as well as such a visit could. DS MacNeil behaved impeccably, expressing concern for Alison’s state of mind with practised ease, going so far as to touch her lightly on the elbow as evidence of sympathy. Touching, yes, she got that. And when Alison had identified her husband she managed to avoid the “sorrow for your loss” line, instead expressing her deep regret. I couldn’t have done any better. She knew the meanings of the words if not the feelings which went with them. I noticed DC Robertson in the background and dismissed any idea of challenging him about the car tracker. It wasn’t the time or the place and nothing would have been achieved by it anyway.

				Watching Alison looking at her husband I was troubled by thoughts of the homespun philosophy variety.  It had always seemed to me that the difference between life and death was the thinnest of veils, easily pulled aside, shredded or torn. Even in death Alan Ogilvie was a good-looking man. He still had most of his hair, receding just a little at the temples. And he still had all his parts yet suddenly, though we didn’t yet know why, none of them worked any longer. And I knew, which Alison did not, that a short way up High School Wynd, was a rear entrance to the mortuary with a wood-finished overhang. And under that overhang rough sleepers bedded down for the night. I couldn’t help thinking of a conveyor belt; the homeless, still living, lining up at the back of the building before making their way inside as bodies, just a bit stiffer than they had been before after a night on the concrete. I even considered the elderly lingering on among us. They might not be into texting, messaging and so on, but while they were still breathing in and out most of them were every bit as alive as the young. Less lively, no doubt, but every bit as alive. None of us knows the day or the hour, but the old can make a better stab at it than most; they know they don’t have long.

				I drove Alison back to her house. Despite the cold air we brought in with us she opted for alcohol. Gin and tonic. Since she drank very rarely, I assumed she was using it to relax. Alcohol as stress relief. She kept her glasses in the front room: wine glasses, shot glasses, flutes, in an alcove finished with leaded glass doors. But sitting in that room the only warmth came from the drink. The chandeliers looked impressively ornate, but by the time light made it through the crystal it was cold and weak. Sitting in a cheerless room didn’t do it for me. Neither did the gin. I’d never liked the smell of it, let alone the taste. 

				‘Should you contact your family?’

				In a word, no. She was reluctant to contact her parents. Despite a lack of Spanish they had retired three years before to a villa in Alicante and showed no inclination to return. The sun shone on their retirement, but surely we need more than that? We must have a mind of winter if we are not to live out our lives in a meaningless warm glow. A cold wind blows, all we have to do is feel it. Not that I said any of this to Alison; she had just lost her husband. 

				‘I could phone Zoe I suppose, but not yet.’

				Her sister eked out a bare existence in Orkney, painting local landscapes on plywood and selling them in any outlet that would take them. She had a husband, three children and two dogs. For her, coming down would be difficult to arrange, time-consuming and expensive.

				‘I’d pay her fares, of course, but I don’t have a clue when the funeral might be.’

				Neither did I, but it could be some time, maybe weeks, before the body was released.

				‘I can’t have her here for that length of time, it would drive me to drink.’

				From where I was sitting, watching her take the occasional light sip, that didn’t seem likely. She could cope with her sister well enough, provided they were in different locations. Her heart was in the right place, she meant well, but she lived in a constant state of confusion. The fact that she referred to her chaos as “creative” didn’t mean it actually was.

				‘The last time she brought the dogs! What are lurchers anyway? What are they for?’

				She would contact her sister just in time for the funeral, no sooner. As for her parents, she would leave them to fry in the local olive oil since that’s what they seemed to want. I asked her if she would like me to stay for a while, keep her company in her time of trouble. She thanked me and nodded. 

				‘If you wouldn’t mind.’

				I tried to imagine what she was thinking and failed. Her life with Alan had once been good, so perhaps she was thinking of better times. Or maybe she was nursing an inner wrath, regarding his death as the ultimate desertion. Far-fetched? I had no idea and didn’t feel I could ask. In any case, there was nothing to be done till the cause of death was established. MacNeil might have her suspicions, she usually did, but she would have to wait for the pathologist’s report and, anyway, whatever the cause, Alison had nothing to do with it. Unless she’d hired a hit man and was using me for cover. Looking at her pale, drawn face I rejected this at once. She was probably going over in her mind how Alan might have died, was it natural causes or something more sinister, and wondering whether anyone else had been with him at the time. Specifically, whether another woman had been there at the time.

				Finding that Alison was not in a talkative mood, I asked her if she wanted anything else, which she did not, so I suggested I might work for a while in the kitchen using her laptop. I’d be there if she wanted me.

				‘On the insurance case?’

				‘Yes.’

				‘Good idea.’ 

				I put the kettle on to make myself something hot and woke up her machine. It wanted a password, so I popped my head round the living room door to ask her what it was. She was standing at the window, absently looking out at the tree-lined pavement opposite. A man was walking along it, his dog sporting a small quilted jacket in the blue and yellow colours of the Ukraine. Or Sweden. I was astonished to see that on top of the usual pooper scooper he was equipped with toilet roll as well. What some people did for their pets didn’t bear thinking about. But when she turned back into the room I saw tears streaming down her face. She wasn’t happy. Why would she be?

				‘I can come back later.’

				‘Don’t be silly, no need for that. People cry.’

				That was only too true, but what it achieved was something else.

				‘I need your password.’

			She’d changed it a couple of weeks before. “Cheating Bastard”, she told me, with an uppercase C and B. It worked but it would have to change. If the laptop was examined for any reason, that wouldn’t look good.

			She dabbed her eyes with a sterile tissue. ‘Sorry about this, I really must pull myself together. He may have been once but he isn’t worth it now.’

			Tracking down a camera was a job which wouldn’t do itself whether or not I was in the best state of mind, and though I started with good intentions I soon ran into snags. eBay and Coconut were easy to check but neither listed a Leica R6. And there were far too many photography magazines out there for my liking, well over thirty. A few I could safely discount, but not many. Glamour Monthly was clearly aimed at those into female flesh, the camera just an excuse to get up close and personal. At the other end of the spectrum, What Digital Camera wouldn’t carry listings for an old analogue job like the R6 where absolutely nothing was automated. Users of an R6 had to know what they were doing, and for most those days were long gone. Like your average detective they hadn’t a clue.

			As I wandered from one site to another my mind kept returning to Alan Ogilvie. Robertson had the tracker so MacNeil had it too. And they would want to know, as well they might, who had put it there. For them, that wouldn’t be hard to work out. And then there was the car itself. It hadn’t driven home on its own. The tracker log would tell them where it had been and the helpful receptionist at Traquair, the fair Catriona, would tell them who had collected it. What would happen then? The finger of suspicion would point to Alison and by association to me.  As the lady herself had observed on one occasion in connection with the business, we were in it together, and “it” was becoming a tricky place to be.

			‘Douglas?’

			I was glad of an excuse to stop work and join her in the front room.

			‘I’ve been wondering what we could have for tea. I’m sure I could rustle something up. You are staying a little longer?’

			That evening I learned that though Alison had many talents cooking wasn’t one of them. She stood at her hob cracking eggs into a frying pan over a low gas, but when she went to her fridge and opened the door she encountered a problem. 

			‘Bugger, no mushrooms!’

			And there was no ham either, though she was certain she’d bought some. She transferred her eggs to a pan, added milk and butter and started whisking. What had started out as an omelette ended up as lumpy scrambled eggs.

			‘Hope you don’t mind.’

			‘Fine by me.’

			But as I cleared her papers from the table and made for the cutlery drawer I saw that she was crying again and I didn’t know how to handle it. A sympathetic hug can easily be misconstrued, an attempt to take advantage at a time of weakness. Consolation is a word subverted by sexual predators and jaded cynics alike, yet true consolation is good.

			‘Are you alright, Alison, is there anything I can do?’

			She was dabbing her eyes again, this time with a sheet of kitchen roll.

			‘Just be here for me, Douglas. That will do for now.’

			By “here”, she meant available at the end of the phone ready to help if needed. In case of emergency, break glass. She wasn’t referring to her spare bedroom, where I’d noticed a pair of pyjamas neatly laid out on the bed, washed and ironed for the occasional visiting vagrant such as myself. Or just not tidied away yet.

			‘You only have to call, you know that, any time of the day or night.’

			She smiled weakly and hugged me out of gratitude.

			‘Thank you, Douglas. I can’t tell you how much that means to me.’

			She could have if she’d tried; people give up too easily. As for the hug, it was good while it lasted.

			I drove home preoccupied with Alison and her state of mind, a strong person reduced to fragility by the pressure of events outwith her control. I had no doubt this period would pass. But as I turned into the street I saw something unusual going on. The main door was open. My neighbour Patricia was standing on the doorstep in her dressing gown arguing with DS MacNeil while DC Robertson was off-loading ladders from the roof rack of a van.

			‘Not before time,’ MacNeil said as I joined them, ‘where the hell have you been?’

			‘Good evening to you too, Maureen. As to where I’ve been, that’s none of your business.’

			‘Our friend DS MacNeil is demanding access to your flat.’

			Patricia could have let her in, we’d exchanged spare keys, but MacNeil had come without a warrant. In any case, the ladies had history. While defending me during my dismissal from the force, MacNeil had accused her of being a bleeding-heart liberal, a damaging phrase imported from the Land of the Free. She had also accused her of being “wishy-washy”, whatever that meant, and Patricia had not forgotten any it. I don’t care for that woman, she’d remarked at the time, she is not a civilized person. Since she wasn’t cultured either there wasn’t much left to be said for her.

			Robertson leant his ladders against the side of the van; he was all set to go.

			Patricia was still in combative mood. ‘I don’t know what you’re doing here in the first place.’

			The signal from the spy cam outside my bathroom window had failed. Inspection of the box from ground level indicated a degree of damage which had to be deliberate. The camera had been attacked. 

			‘It would help a lot if we could access it from your bathroom. We could use ladders, but that would be harder.’

			I led my guests upstairs and let them in. Patricia came too. She seemed to think I needed protection and perhaps she was right. But four of us assembled in the bathroom left little in the way of elbow room and she soon retreated to the landing.

			Robertson moved a chair to the window, climbed onto it and lowered the upper half. He leaned out with a flashlight and checked the installation.

			‘I’ll need a cross head screwdriver, preferably magnetic.’

			MacNeil wasn’t amused. ‘Are you talking to me?’

			‘I was hoping Douglas might have one. Save me going back to the van.’

			I had two and one matched the screw heads well enough to use. When he managed to wrestle the box inside, the damage was obvious and the camera wasn’t in much better shape. The lens had taken a direct hit. 

			‘Let me see that.’

			MacNeil looked it over as Robertson stepped down from the chair.

			‘This was done with an airgun.’

			Hector agreed. ‘Kids.’

			‘Probably.’

			‘Kids!’ Patricia had come back in from the landing. ‘You told me,’ she said to MacNeil, ‘that you had to get into this flat as a matter of national security. Now you’re saying it’s kids!’

			MacNeil was flustered but came up with the best evasion she could.

			‘Either that, or someone trying to give that impression. We can’t take anything for granted with these people.’

			‘What people?’

			Robertson tried to rescue the situation, no easy task.

			‘Unfortunately, Miss Henderson, we’re not at liberty to say.’

			‘How very convenient. And it’s Mrs, by the way. Feel free to amend my file.’

			By this time MacNeil’s sole interest was escaping the scene.

			‘Sorry about the disturbance but we had to follow this up.’ She turned to me. ‘Our team will come tomorrow to reinstall. As long as you leave the end of cable outside the window they won’t need access to the flat. Correct, DC Robertson?’

			‘Absolutely. They can do it from the outside with ladders.’

			Which was true, but not with the ladders they’d arrived with; they’d been stolen from their resting place by the side of the van. According to Patricia, in the act of closing the main door when the theft was discovered, words were exchanged. MacNeil wasn’t pleased. Too bad. If the spy cam had been working the theft might have been recorded, but if it had been working the ladders wouldn’t have been there in the first place. Life is full of such petty irritations. We must learn to live with them.
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			Over the next few weeks I was asked more than once, indirectly by Robertson and directly by DS MacNeil, if I ever stayed the night with Alison Ogilvie. Behind this question was the strange assumption that if a man and woman stayed the night in the same house they must have had sex. We could, of course, have had sex on a leopard skin rug in the early evening with a feather duster and a selection of flavoured condoms, after which I could have gone home exhausted for a well-earned night’s rest in my own bed. Staying the night was not, and never had been, a prerequisite for sex. More serious was the assumption that a man and a woman with opportunity, privacy and a bed at their disposal had to be hard at it. I told MacNeil it was none of her business; the subject was off limits.

			If she really was as cynical as she made out it was possible her private life was a disaster area, either that or non-existent. This was a subject which had often come up at work when I was still in the force. Since no one had any knowledge of a boyfriend or husband, it was assumed that MacNeil was a lesbian, though that was not the word they used. The fact there wasn’t a shred of evidence to support this conclusion didn’t put them off; they were detectives, after all. And I wasn’t much better. All I had to go on was instinct, which suggested that MacNeil was a thwarted heterosexual with no outlet for her feelings. Her treatment of male colleagues might be a sign that she had been badly let down by a man and all men were guilty by extension. But it might also have resulted from discrimination, real or perceived, against a female officer. 

			The morning following MacNeil’s late-night visit a postcard arrived from Chamonix. The text was brief; Sorry. Hope you’re well. Writing her name had been too much trouble so Susan had signed off with S. As a first communication after an absence of eight months it didn’t impress me. I looked closely at the frank. It had taken over a week for the card to arrive, so if Susan had been there at all she might not be there now. And Susan had friends. She might have given it to one of them to post from France while she was nearer home in Ardnamurchan or the Grampians. She had, after all, been remarkably successful in covering her tracks up till now. And was I really expected to believe that she had gone to Chamonix with a border collie? It didn’t make sense. I pinned the card to the kitchen cork board knowing there was little I could do apart from using it as target practice for the darts Jim Murphy had and I didn’t.

			Sitting at my kitchen table I searched the web for second-hand outlets where Davidson might have sold his Leica R6. When I’d identified them all, I listed them in the form of a tour. I intended to visit each one and was filled with joy at the prospect. I knew very well that if Davidson was as smart as Mr Cameron believed, he would have gone to Glasgow or Dundee and sold his camera there. But I had to start somewhere and Edinburgh was the place. Armed with my list and Mr Cameron’s letter on headed paper accrediting me as a representative of Albion Assurance, I set off on what turned out to be a fruitless journey, stopping for a coffee and sandwich halfway through in St Andrews Square Gardens. I wondered if Alison was still tracking my movements, but I doubted it. Too much on her mind.  I completed my tour in the afternoon, ordered a takeaway pizza, and phoned her that evening to see how she was. She sounded flat but told me she was still alive. Well, that was good to know. Did she want me to come round? She didn’t. She’d manage.

			The following morning, Friday, I was on the point of leaving for the nearest café with free Wi-Fi when the doorbell rang. DC Robertson was on the doorstep and I noticed which I hadn’t before, that he was somewhat red of complexion. Perhaps he enjoyed the outdoor life, or the bottle. 

			‘Hector!’ 

			‘Hi. We have a problem.’

			MacNeil was presently at Alison’s house. She wanted to interview her in connection with the death of her husband. Alison had agreed to answer her questions but only if I was there, a condition which had ramped up MacNeil’s interest in the nature of our relationship.  

			I wondered why a detective sergeant was the officer in charge and Robertson knew. Though he was still nominally in charge her boss, DI Maitland, had bigger fish to fry and had delegated it to her. From his point of view it was not an important case. 

			DC Robertson drove us to Royal Terrace and parked across the road from the house, which meant that I would have to walk back home. Not that I minded, but Robertson was unconcerned.

			‘Keep you fit.’

			MacNeil and Alison were in the front room, Alison at one end of her sofa and MacNeil on an armchair. I had the impression that they had been silent for some time. The air was frostier inside than out. And MacNeil, though she nodded to me when we entered, was too formal for my liking.

			‘Thank you for agreeing to come, Mr Hunter. We appreciate your assistance in this matter.’

			I joined Alison on the sofa, I was there for support, and MacNeil cut to the chase.

			‘I have explained to Mrs Ogilvie that she is entitled to legal representation at any time. As of now she has declined but has requested your presence and I have agreed to that. We realise the strain Mrs Ogilvie must be under as it is.’

			Considerations of that nature didn’t usually concern her, but at a time like this she had to go through the motions. DC Robertson, a stocky man, fully occupied a chair near the window, his notebook out to record the discussion.

			‘So firstly, Mrs Ogilvie, we now have the cause of death and you have every right to know what it is.  Your husband died of asphyxiation.’

			Alison looked astonished.

			‘But there wasn’t a single mark on his neck. How can that be?’

			‘You may be thinking of a ligature of some sort, Mrs Ogilvie, but in this case asphyxiation was caused by the presence of a plastic bag over your husband’s head, hence the lack of marks in the area of the neck.’

			Alison was shocked. ‘So you’re saying he was murdered?’

			‘Not at all. We can’t exclude that possibility, but it doesn’t seem likely.’

			‘So what are you suggesting? I don’t understand.’ 

			‘We think he may have placed it there himself.’

			‘That’s ridiculous. Why on earth would he do that?’

			Alison had already changed out of her nightwear when MacNeil arrived, though into clothes so casual she might have left them in a black bin bag outside a charity shop and no one would have thought anything of it. These it seemed, were the clothes she slobbed around in when no one else was there to see her, baggy jogging pants and washed-out top. Her normal poise had deserted her and she was troubled by what she had heard. 

			‘Why would anyone do that?’ 

			MacNeil looked at me and gave a helpless shrug, before explaining to Alison that there were two possible reasons. The first was suicide.

			‘Can you think of any reason why your husband might have wanted to take his own life?’

			Robertson chipped in, leaving MacNeil to study Alison’s reaction.

			‘Had he shown signs of depression in recent weeks, behaved in an unusual manner?’

			‘To be frank, I haven’t seen much of him lately. He was going on more business trips than usual. At least, that’s what he said they were.’

			‘You didn’t believe him.’

			‘Let’s just say I had my suspicions and leave it at that.’

			‘I would like to, believe me, but I have to ask – did you have any reason to think another woman was involved?’

			‘I had no evidence of that, no.’

			‘But you thought it was possible.’

			‘It had crossed my mind.’

			MacNeil glanced over to Robertson to ensure he was keeping up.

				‘OK, good, now I mentioned a moment ago that there were two possible explanations and there’s no easy way to say this. Your husband may have been indulging in auterotic hypoxia.’

				Alison looked stunned and MacNeil turned to me. 

				‘This might be better coming from you, as a friend.’

				So I had my uses after all. I explained as well as I could that some people, some men, sought erotic pleasure from starving the brain of oxygen for brief periods. I didn’t tell her that quite a few of these unfortunates got it wrong and died by mistake. For them the price of pleasure was death. And I certainly didn’t tell her that many of these men, when found, had pornographic magazines in their possession and, very frequently, a hand down their trousers, underpants or pyjamas which, prior to death, had been hard at work in the pointless search for gratification. 

				Alison heard me out but looked at me with such distaste I began to feel I was guilty of the activity myself. I realised later that her disgust was directed at the act rather than me, but that wasn’t how it felt at the time. She was deeply disturbed by what she was hearing.

				‘We will not discuss this any further.’

				Since I had now done her dirty work for her, MacNeil was happy to take over again.

			‘I realise how upsetting this must be, Mrs Ogilvie, but if we are to establish how your husband died we may have to discuss it further. Another question, if I may – have you ever visited The Bothy, it’s at Borrowdale House near Peebles.’

			‘I’m afraid not. Until now I’d never heard of it.’

			‘OK, good. It would help us a lot if we could examine your husband’s room and his car. We’d be looking for anything at all which might shed light on what has happened here. And in case you’re wondering, I haven’t come armed with a warrant. I’m simply requesting your permission. You don’t have to give it.’

			MacNeil was right about that, but it would look bad if she refused, like pointing the finger of suspicion at herself.

			‘Alan isn’t a teenager, he doesn’t have a room. We share a bedroom upstairs.’ She indicated her domain with a weak wave of the arm. ‘We share the whole house.’

			DC Robertson looked up from his notebook.

			‘It would help us if we could examine the bedroom and the bathroom. We might well find nothing but at least we’d have looked.’

			Alison glanced at me and I nodded. MacNeil clocked that of course, but so what? Alison had nothing to hide.

			‘I have no problem with that.’ She rose, walked out of the room to the hall table and came back with a set of keys. ‘His car’s outside, it’s an Alfa Romeo.’

			They knew that already but thanked her anyway. MacNeil went upstairs to search the bedroom while DC Robertson went out to the car. One place he wouldn’t be searching was underneath the bodywork, he’d done that already. And one thing he wouldn’t find was the file with the woman’s name written on it which Ogilvie had left on the back seat. We’d brought it in when we returned from Traquair, but where had we put it? I asked Alison, as quietly as I could. For reasons best known to herself she had put it in a drawer in the kitchen along with paperwork relating to her mortgage, bank accounts and utility bills. 

			Despite the carpeted floor we could hear MacNeil moving about in the bedroom. I could imagine her excitement as she slid open the wardrobe doors to search his side then hers, checked his sock drawer, turned over his underwear and opened shoeboxes to see what was really in them. Pornography perhaps? Battery-powered aids to sexual gratification? Plastic bags? The invasion of privacy was one of her greatest joys, rummaging around those parts of their lives people liked to keep to themselves. And if she was interested in the husband, she would be every bit as interested in Alison, gimlet eyes on the lookout for clues as to what she was really like. She’d sniff out her lingerie for any sign that, despite her strait-laced appearance, she was really a deviant or, failing that, a swinger. Another thing she’d be looking out for, knowing her, was prophylactics. Here was a married woman with no children. On hygiene grounds alone she must have a way of keeping those pesky bodily fluids from coming together and causing trouble down the line. Condoms, anyone, vaginal rings, a spare coil perhaps?

			I could tell when she moved to the bathroom by the hard sound her shoes made on the laminate floor. But if she was checking to see if anything of mine was there, like a toothbrush with my name on it, she was doomed to disappointment.

			When our gathering reconvened in the front room it was evident MacNeil had failed to turn up anything significant and Robertson likewise. But MacNeil was holding a laptop and it wasn’t Alison’s, which had taken up permanent residence on the kitchen table without paying rent. Alison told her what she wanted to know. Yes, it was her husband’s and if it had a password she didn’t know what it was. She had no objection to MacNeil taking it with her to have it checked out with the proviso that any commercially sensitive information it might contain remained secure.

			‘That’s very helpful, Mrs Ogilvie, we really are grateful, especially under these tragic circumstances.’ MacNeil had been doing well up till then but had just struck a false note: the woman had no feeling for the tragic sense of life. To her, the book of that title was closed. ‘Before we go, I have one final request. And of course, you don’t have to agree to it. There is a possibility, and I put it no higher, that a woman was present at the scene when your husband died. It would help us a lot if we could eliminate you as that woman.’

			‘You want to take my fingerprints.’

			‘And a DNA sample. You may wish to consult with Mr Hunter on this. We’d be happy to leave the room if you want to talk it over.’ 

			But what Alison wanted was get the whole thing over with and watch the officers’ backs as they walked through her door. She’d had enough. So she agreed. Robertson took her fingerprints; MacNeil took her swab and bagged it. 

			‘I can’t thank you enough for your cooperation, Mrs Ogilvie,’ MacNeil said as she put on her coat, ‘we appreciate it very much. If anything else occurs to you, or if there is any way we can help, don’t hesitate to call. You have my number.’

			I saw them to the door as they left.

			‘Drive you back?’

			‘Thanks, Hector, but I think I’ll stay on for a while.’

			MacNeil turned round on the bottom step, a knowing smile on her face.

			‘To console the lady, no doubt.’

			When I went back in Alison had moved to the kitchen and opened several cabinet doors. She looked distracted, and who wouldn’t in her situation? 

			‘I’m sure I have chamomile tea in here somewhere.’

			She believed it would help her relax but its absence was stressing her out. She’d used the last bag. I sat her down at the table and made her an Earl Grey. I had never seen the point of bergamot oil though some, including the second Earl himself, considered it an improvement. So that was alright. She held the mug tightly in both hands as if her life depended on it. 

			‘Thanks.’

			‘No problem.’

			‘That woman MacNeil.’

			She didn’t trust her. It was nothing specific, nothing she could put her finger on, though she would have been influenced by my past history with the woman. 

			‘All that sympathy stuff, she was putting it on. I sensed hostility there, resentment.’ She took a discreet sip of tea. ‘It might just be my imagination, of course.’

			I didn’t think so. If MacNeil resented anything it was Alison’s affluent lifestyle and the social status it implied. My friendship made matters worse. I looked out the kitchen window into the dark trees of the garden. Maybe MacNeil was standing there, where I had been not so long ago, nursing night-vision goggles and a grudge against the world. Not likely, but not impossible either.

			‘I think I might need a lawyer.’

			‘It may not come to that. I don’t see why it should.’ 

			‘Yes you do.’

			My neighbour on the ground floor was a lawyer, but she dealt with family matters: wills, trust funds, conveyancing. I would have trusted Patricia with my life savings but she had no experience of criminal law. This wasn’t what Alison wanted to hear.

			‘She must have studied it for her degree.’

			‘I studied philosophy for mine.’

			‘And that doesn’t make you a philosopher, that’s what you’re saying.’

			‘Gave up at the meaning of meaning.’

			We sat in silence for a while, toying with our teas and thinking our thoughts, then she came up with an idea.

			‘I know someone.’

			‘A friend?’

			‘From university. She’s a bit single-minded, though.’

			Louise Galbraith wasn’t a friend exactly, she wasn’t a friendly person. Career-oriented, she had life exactly how she wanted it, no children of her own but two nieces kindly provided by her sister. She saw them from time to time, took them out on occasion, gave them presents and patted them on the head. But she could opt out at will and often did. The pleasures of parenthood without the responsibilities, an arrangement which suited her down to the ground graced by her very expensive shoes.

			‘She has a mind like a razor.’

			I took this to mean she was sharp, which was good but not enough.

			‘Criminal experience?’

			‘In the past. She moved into corporate law two years ago. I have her number somewhere.’

			Louise had followed the money. From Alison’s account she was not a cuddly person, but if things went pear-shaped that would be what we needed, a lawyer who took no prisoners.

			14

			The following morning I wasted more time online where, despite what they say, the answers to all things cannot be found. I had already conducted a physical tour of second-hand outlets in the city to no avail. I had visited the classified sections of more photography magazines than I cared to remember and trawled through the online auction sites I knew of. Perhaps there were others on the dark web, but I didn’t know how to access them. A cursory read through Iain Davidson’s file persuaded me that he wouldn’t either. As fraudsters went, he was low tech and small time at that.

				Having no idea how to proceed troubled me less because of the case itself than the fact that Mr Cameron had suggested success in this one would lead to further work. If I could unlock the door what treasure might lie behind it? By which I meant the modest sums of money Alison assured me I needed to bring in on a regular basis. And she would know, she had the spreadsheets to prove it.

				I decided to clear my head by taking a stroll through the cold winter wind of the Meadows only to meet Patricia coming in as I left. As always, she was pleased to see me, but this time was armed with a quotation for clearing our mutual drain with a powered snake. A powered snake? She didn’t know either, but it was just what the Drain Doctor ordered. We would split the cost. Since I knew the job had to be done, I agreed without asking what half of the bill would be. It wouldn’t help to know. Perhaps Alison could sneak it in as a business expense. 

				I had made it as far as the tennis courts, beginning to enjoy the sensation of cold air blowing in one ear and exiting from the other with cobwebs. If it carried on like this I might start thinking clearly again, but my phone rang.  The manager of the Money Machine on the South Bridge had just been contacted by a colleague in Glasgow who had bought an R6 three weeks ago. If I wanted to go through and check it out he would withdraw it till Monday, after which he would offer it for sale again. My basic business cards would not have won a marketing award but leaving them at the second-hand outlets I’d visited had paid off. I headed home for my bag and updated Alison by phone on the way.  To my surprise, she decided to join me.

				The station was busy, the carriage busier, but we managed to find seats together, stow our coats and sit back. I hadn’t made this trip for a year or two so even the off-peak tickets seemed steep to me, though Alison didn’t turn a hair.  I assumed she’d come along to take her mind off more distressing matters, but she also wanted to talk and this was as good a way as any. Before getting down to work she arranged to lunch with a friend who worked in the Merchant City. Two for the price of one.

			‘Café Gandolfi, don’t you know,’ she said with an exaggerated motion of the wrist as she ended the call. She was taking herself off. Café Gandolfi had a ring to it and she was going there. I didn’t ask about her friend, preferring to imagine that they’d played lacrosse together with severed heads in their boarding school days. 

			‘Did you go to boarding school, Alison?’

			‘No, do I give that impression?’

			She did. She also gave the impression of being a driven woman. Why else would she have brought her messenger bag full of files concerning the business. This was not to be a fun trip, more of an opportunity to further sort out a business partner with no avenue of escape.

			‘You haven’t bought another phone yet.’

			‘No.’

			‘Maybe you could pick one up second hand in this shop you’re going to.’

			The branch of the Money Machine was just off George Square, a smart choice for a man coming to Glasgow to sell something. A short walk from Queen Street station and there it was, no messing about. 

			The manager led me past a queue of would-be sellers to the back office, though it looked more like a workshop with a large selection of electrical gear, cables and chargers on shelves and tables.

			‘Jim Gallacher. Joe said you might come. I need to check your ID. Nothing personal.’

			I showed him my business card and the letter of accreditation from Mr Cameron.

			‘You used to be with the police, right?’

			‘Not a problem, I hope.’

			‘Not at all.’

			He indicated a rickety folding chair.

			‘Before we go any further, Mr Hunter, we need to be clear that I can’t let the R6 out of the shop. The customer owned the camera so he had every right to sell it. We bought it in good faith.’

			‘You’ll have no argument with me there, Mr Gallacher. My sole interest lies in establishing who the seller was.’

			He pushed a pile of chargers to one side and sat down at a computer.

			‘This won’t take a moment. Yes, so the customer was a Mr Iain Davidson. He’d never used us before but he seemed to know the score, came with ID and proof of address. He actually had his passport with him.’

			‘Coming to Glasgow he probably thought he’d need it.’

			‘Who knows. More to the point, we have the page with his photo ID on file.’

			I could hardly believe my luck. A few hours before I was stymied, now the case was falling into my lap.

			‘He even brought proof of purchase, though we don’t require that.’

			‘And you have copies of all this?’

			‘Except for the receipt.’

			‘I take it he gave an Edinburgh address.’

			‘That’s right. It happens sometimes. Perth as well. Aberdeen once.’ 

			Mr Gallacher offered to copy everything he had to my email address. To satisfy Mr Cameron I asked if I could take photographs of the camera and he was happy to produce it from what at first seemed a strangely large gadget bag. Face to face with the famous R6 at last I was less impressed than I’d expected. Its colour scheme was distinctive, but apart from that it had the look of other SLRs of the pre-digital age. It wasn’t especially large and seemed quite light. I didn’t doubt for a moment it was engineered to an exceptional standard but that was not evident to the eye. 

			‘Do you want shots of the lenses as well?’

			There had been a reference to accompanying lenses in Mr Cameron’s paperwork but no detail to go with it – a surprising omission, I thought, as Mr Gallacher produced four lenses one after another. Including the standard lens already on the camera that made five in all.

			‘They have to be R mounts for this camera, of course.’

			The manager of a second-hand outlet had to know such things. I did not.

			‘Of course.’ 

			Ranging from wide angle to telephoto, the lens collection was worth at least as much as the camera, probably more. Casting a narrow eye towards the bag I asked Mr Gallacher if anything else was in it. After a moment or two rummaging around we were able to list a cable release, seven filters and a flash unit. 

			‘For us, as buyers, these things don’t add anything to the value. The lenses yes, this stuff no. That’s just how it is, I’m afraid.’

			I was on the point of leaving when something else occurred to me.

			‘You have security cameras in here.’

			‘I’ll trawl through the footage, but it might take a while to get back to you on that.’

			With any luck Davidson would be on video actually doing the deed. What a coup that would be! Mr Cameron would be beside himself with joy. Having met him, I couldn’t imagine him being beside anyone else.

			I thanked Mr Gallacher for his assistance, threaded my way past the lengthening queue of hopeful sellers fallen on hard times, and paused to look at the selection of musical instruments in the window – trumpets, trombones, saxophones, clarinets, flutes. I had always wanted to play an instrument but like many others had done nothing about it. And now it was too late. You had to start young if you were serious about it, something to do with establishing neural pathways.

			I hit the fresh air with time on my hands and strolled down to the Buchanan Galleries, a mixture of retail chain outlets and higher end one-offs from Millie’s Cookies to fashion’s best kept secret. Sitting down for a moment at the John Lewis espresso stall, a small oasis on the concourse, I reviewed the pictures. The fluorescent lighting hadn’t been flattering but I had the pictures I needed; they couldn’t be clearer, the elusive R6 and lenses. 

			The capacity we have to filter out background noise always amazes me. As I examined the shots, I was oblivious to the shoppers streaming past. MacNeil herself might have looked over my shoulder and I wouldn’t have noticed. But this wonderful state of focus didn’t last long. I began to wonder who Alison was meeting. I’d assumed it was a woman, but perhaps it was a man. Alison was growing on me by the day and I wasn’t sure I liked the idea. But if she was meeting a man the death of her husband might have come as a welcome relief. Freedom at last! She might even be implicated in some way, though I couldn’t imagine how. This was the first time I doubted Alison and it would be the last. Since I knew where they were meeting, the obvious course of action was to check them out. Discreetly, without being seen. I had nothing better to do. 

			But that didn’t prove easy. Café Gandolfi was a short walk away and its windows looked out onto the street. But their height from the ground meant that the casual passer-by couldn’t see who was sitting at the tables. Even crossing the street to the other side didn’t help. So the only thing for it was to go in, made easier by an entrance hall with a decorated glass window giving on to the café floor. And there they were, at a table beside the back wall, Alison and her friend. 

			Watching them, I was overtaken by an unexpected feeling of sadness, melancholy even. It seemed I would always be on the outside looking in – at Alison’s life and everything else as well. For that was what detectives did and I was well suited to the role. Susan had left for a reason. Perhaps she felt I was more of an observer than a participant and that was not what she wanted. She was, after all, a woman of action. Then again, she might have found someone else, and so might Alison. Women did that from time to time.

			I moved into the doorway for a clearer view but was met by a member of staff coming downstairs from the bar.

			‘Good morning, sir, can I help you?’

			If Alison was surprised she didn’t show it. Cool as ever, she waved me over and introduced me: Alastair Anderson, of Anderson Interiors, the sales half of a husband and wife interior design company for which she did the accounts. 

			‘I’m the boring part, I’m afraid,’ Alastair said, ‘Fiona supplies the flair.’

			He was well turned out, tweed suit, wool coat on one of the two vacant chairs. Anderson Interiors was making money and Alison was counting it. She smiled and waved me into a chair.

			‘I was at school with Fiona.’

			I had no idea what school that was but liked to think it was St Ermintrude Ladies College or some such. But she was pleased to see me. I was interrupting nothing, and as the talk progressed I detected not a hint of sexual frisson between them. It was all above board and, for that matter, all above the waist. Alistair picked up a spreadsheet and gave it some air.

			‘Alison tells me we’re doing well.’

			‘But?’

			‘We’re turning people away. We could take on more work if we hired more staff. Expand or die.’

			Alison protested. ‘You make it sound like a waistline. I have never said that, not once.’

			‘You’ve come close. The thing is,’ Alastair said, turning to me, ‘I don’t mind casting my bread on the waters and watching it sink or float, but I wouldn’t be comfortable being responsible for other people. Wages, national insurance, company pension plans – I need that stuff like a hole in the head.’

			Alison sighed. ‘I would look after the admin for you, Alastair, you know that.’

			‘And if the business goes belly up and they end up back on the street, who would be dealing with that? Or one of them gets pregnant and leaves me in the lurch for six months. Or I have to let one go and end up on the wrong end of an industrial tribunal. Not for me, I’m afraid. I don’t need any of that.’

			Alison sighed; they’d clearly had this conversation before.  She had a habit of trying to mould life to her way of thinking which, of course, meant moulding other people – something they might not welcome. I had come to the view that resistance was futile, Alastair had not.

			‘For heaven’s sake, Alastair, all you see is the downside. Think of the advantages, or is that asking too much?’

			‘Yes.’

			When my coffee arrived I made to move my chair, which proved difficult because of its weight. Real wood and unusually solid. For the first time I took a close look at my surroundings. This was furniture beautifully designed and made to last. Though I didn’t know it at the time it had lasted thirty years already and now outlived its maker. 

			I had a strong desire to run my hand over the table. That was the thing about tables and chairs. No words, no misunderstanding. The wood was beautiful and the wood just was. Unless you subscribed to the view of certain philosophers who would have us believe that it isn’t there at all unless we perceive it. Shut your eyes and it is gone. Pouf! Die and the universe dies with you. Very clever, no doubt, but not very helpful to your average private eye who, as the name suggests, has to see things to do the job at all.

			I felt a draught on my face. Alison was using her menu as a fan, aware that my mind had wandered again.

			‘Hello . . . Douglas . . . anyone in?’

			‘Sorry.’

			‘So how did it go at the shop?’

			Alastair listened intently as I answered her questions. Although I was gate-crashing their meeting he seemed strangely keen to have me stay. I didn’t know why, but I could guess. As long as I was taking the strain he didn’t have to.

			15

			Winter arrived on the first day of December. It brought trouble with it, though I failed to foresee that at the time. I visited Mr Cameron in his elegant office that morning to submit my report and with it my invoice, I was learning fast, and as a courtesy to him switched off my phone. The fact that I didn’t want to be interrupted had something to do with it too.

			Mr Cameron showed signs of excitement out of all proportion to the seriousness of the case. I was beginning to wonder if the suspect, Davidson, was having an affair with his wife. If he had a wife. Hard to imagine with someone who left every pen and propelling pencil in perfect alignment.

				‘I gather you have something to report.’

				I opened my laptop and showed him the documents Mr Gallacher had sent me, together with my photographs of the camera and lenses. He examined them closely, as well he might. 

				‘I couldn’t have hoped for more, Mr Hunter. Quite frankly, I don’t know how you did it but you have certainly earned your corn on this one. You have comfortably exceeded all expectations.’ 

				Praise was a new experience for me and it brought with it an uncomfortable sense of unreality. I wasn’t sure I liked it. My eyes wandered to his desk furniture, complete with inkwell and roller.

				‘Impressive, aren’t they. You may be wondering about the roller.’

				I wasn’t, but there was no stopping him.

				‘In days gone by we insurers used real ink. The custom was to place blotting paper on the document then roll it to ensure the copy was completely dry. And I know what you’re thinking,’ fortunate, since I didn’t know myself, ‘you’re thinking that we in the industry make free with the profits from our excessive premiums. And I can see how you might think that, but these items, which have all the appearance of jade to the undiscriminating eye, are in fact composed of green soapstone. Very much cheaper, as I’m sure you know.’

				‘That’s very reassuring, Mr Cameron, I must say.’

				‘I shall enter your invoice into our system this morning and you may expect payment within thirty days, as per our terms and conditions. For your part, be so good as to copy these documents to me.’ And then came what appeared to be an afterthought, though it was probably in his mind all along.  ’If I may ask, Mr Hunter, do you carry insurance yourself?’

				I like to think I catch on reasonably well. What he was giving with one hand he hoped to take back with the other. ‘It’s just that I’ve known people in your position, self-employed, and most of them doing fine, until they fall ill and can’t keep bringing in the money. Then the mortgage arrears build up, as do the utilities, until eventually they stop opening those brown manila envelopes. . . I’m sure you get the picture.’ I must have looked unconvinced, so he stepped up the ante. ‘And in your line of work, without belabouring the point, you will doubtless rub shoulders with undesirable elements, some of them no strangers to violence. I can only imagine how stressful that must be.’ 

				I left Thistle Court with the assurance that further work would follow but also with marketing material from Mr Cameron extolling the virtues of income protection cover for the self-employed, the words We are leaders in the field still ringing in my ears.

				In the nearest café, with the relaxing prospect of reading a daily paper with a warm cup of coffee, I made the mistake of switching my phone back on before I’d read a column or taken more than a sip. Several notifications came through at once, three missed calls from Alison and one from John Banks. I phoned Alison, only to get her voicemail. Banks responded at once, though in a conspiratorial whisper I found hard to make out over the music from the café speakers. 

				‘You didn’t hear this from me.’

				‘I’m hardly hearing it at all!’

				‘I wouldn’t go home right now if I were you.  Robertson’s waiting to take you in. MacNeil’s already got the Ogilvie woman at the station. The plan was to interview you at the same time, separately. The old routine.’

				‘What about?’

				‘Call me simple, Douglas, but I would guess the death of Alan Ogilvie?’

				Not going home was all very well but I had to go somewhere. Staying in a café all day wasn’t a solution. I was pondering my options when a call came through from an unknown number.

				‘Good morning, Mr Hunter. We haven’t met. My name is Louise Galbraith. Alison is currently being interviewed under caution by a DS MacNeil. I believe you know her.’

			‘Only too well.’ 

			‘I would like the three of us to meet in a neutral venue an hour from now. Do you know the Dovecot Gallery?’ 

			Ms Galbraith was unwilling to say more over the phone, though I couldn’t help but feel her caution was excessive. It wasn’t as if we were planning a heist.

			‘Are you sure you’ll be finished by then?’

			‘Oh yes. The woman hasn’t a leg to stand on.’

			‘With all due respect Ms Galbraith, that hasn’t stopped her standing on it in the past.’

			The Dovecot Gallery was a hotbed of tapestry makers, a subject I knew nothing about. It didn’t seem the sort of place police officers would be interested in, though in the not too distant past it had been. Louise was all ears. 

			‘What do you mean?’ 

			Thieves had broken in and removed their safe to a golf club car park, where they’d opened it at their leisure with power tools and oxyacetylene cutting gear. She looked at Alison in amazement.

			‘Did you know about this?’ 

			But it came as news to Alison as well. Louise turned in her chair, looking round for evidence – smashed doors, broken glass, balaclavas, jemmies – who knows what she expected to see weeks after the event.

			‘Why didn’t I hear about this?’ She sounded put out. She was entitled to hear everything. She kept her ear to the ground.

			‘The same happened to the café up the road.’

			‘They stole two safes!’

			‘They stole eight in different parts of the city.’

			‘Are you winding me up?’

			‘The police thought it better not to publicise it. God knows why.’

			Louise was looking daggers at me, as if I had been responsible for the embargo.

			‘What God knows doesn’t come into it, Mr Hunter. The public have a right to know.’

			‘Not if that might impede an ongoing investigation.’

			‘Utter bilge and you know it!’

			Now the woman was telling me what I knew; we might not get on. Her red hair was held together by a battery of metal grips but what took my eye was her sweatshirt, also red. It bore an uncompromising message: SEE YOU IN COURT. She probably had it printed to order and she’d certainly worn it this morning as a warning to DS MacNeil. 

			‘Anyway, down to business.’

			Louise produced a notebook from her coat pocket and opened it. Just for an instant, I wondered if she had noted Alison’s interview in Arabic or Hebrew, but it turned out she was proficient in shorthand, a vanishing skill in these days of portable voice recorders. Over my third coffee of the day I heard her out, admiring her accomplishment and noting her freckles. No doubt they would multiply in the summer months, but I had the impression she wouldn’t care if they did. Susan was always well kitted out in an après ski sort of way, Alison was a stylish dresser though discreet with it, but Louise, in her duffel coat and message-bearing sweatshirt, had no interest in style at all. So how had it gone?

			MacNeil suspected Alison of withholding information concerning the death of her husband. She had some grounds for this, all of it circumstantial. Analysis of Ogilvie’s phone by their IT people showed that she had been tracking his movements. They had also found software designed to conceal the tracking application. In short, someone had gone to great lengths to ensure Alan Ogilvie wouldn’t find it and she believed that someone was Alison herself or someone acting on her behalf. 

			A tracking device had also been found on his car. The log showed that the vehicle had been parked at Traquair and been driven back to the Ogilvie residence. But not by Alan Ogilvie, who was dead at the time. Staff at Traquair had identified Alison and myself as having collected the car and settled his bill. In sum, MacNeil could show that Alison had been keeping a close eye on her husband’s movements for some time. With a passable imitation of MacNeil in acid vein, Louise referred to her notes.

			‘In the light of all this are we really expected to believe you didn’t know your husband was in The Bothy at the time of his death?’

			‘I told her I knew nothing about it,’ Alison said, ‘but she didn’t believe me.’ 

			‘What you actually said was Yes,’ Louise revealed, ‘then she hit us with the big one.’

			‘And what would that be?’

			‘A Waitrose bag was found at the scene with Alison’s fingerprints on it.’

			‘Not to mention my DNA.’

			I hadn’t known this and it sounded bad.

			‘What a bastard that man was!’

			Alison was upset. I thought I knew why but I was wrong.

			‘Remember when I tried to cook us an omelette but couldn’t find mushrooms or ham?’

			I remembered it well, probably a narrow escape.

			‘He’d actually raided my fridge to keep him going during his love-in with whoever it was, the other woman. The cheek of it!’

			‘And you’d bought the stuff in Waitrose.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Which is how the bag ended up in The Bothy,’ Louise pointed out, ‘nothing to do with Alison at all.’

			‘Do you have still have the receipt?’

			‘I don’t think so, but it will show up on my credit card bill.’

			‘That’s all very well, but the real question,’ Louise said, ‘is whether Alison’s fingerprints or DNA were found anywhere else at the scene.’

			‘Which they obviously weren’t,’ Alison said, fixing me with one of her full and frank looks, daring me to disbelieve her.

			Louise turned to me as a fellow professional, though in matters of law I was not. 

			‘Alison was interviewed under caution but she hasn’t been charged with anything.’

			‘So MacNeil didn’t have to disclose.’

			‘No, but if she had further physical evidence she’d have used it. We can safely assume none was found. Now,’ she added, ‘we have to talk about your role in all this, Mr Hunter. They’ll want to interview you. They’d have done so already had they known where you were.’

			That raised an interesting point. When they had Alison at the station they also had her phone, and her phone knew where I was. 

			‘Did MacNeil ask for your mobile?’

			Louise answered for her. ‘She did, but I told her where to get off.’ 

			Alison had already afforded her every possible assistance. She’d allowed her to search her house and her husband’s car. She had also allowed her to remove for examination a laptop belonging to her husband, none of which she was obliged to do. In any case, Alison required her phone both for personal and business reasons. Her client had no intention of handing that over too.

			‘That’s what you told her.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘She’ll love you alright.’

			‘Irony leads to misunderstanding, Mr Hunter. Saying the opposite of what you mean is best avoided, especially in a legal context.’

			Alison spoke before I could answer. 

			‘In any case, my phone has a banking app on it.’

			Louise was beginning to find her friend hard going.

			‘For heaven’s sake, Alison, MacNeil may be a problem but not because she wants to drain your account.’ She looked at me for confirmation.

			‘Definitely not. I take it you know your client was tracking me as well.’

			Louise looked at Alison in amazement. ‘And why were you doing that?’

			‘Practice, dear. You may find it hard to believe, but I’d never done anything like this before.’

			‘Fair enough, I can understand that.’ She turned to me. ‘But when Alison had the hang of it you deleted the software from your phone.’

			I hadn’t got round to it. It amused me to think of Alison following my movements.

			‘My God, it gets worse. Would you two hardened professionals kindly switch off your phones and would you, Mr Hunter, remove the tracking software from yours before you do so. I’m sure you know how to do that.’ 

			Alison, normally so calm, was showing signs of distress. ‘I should remove it too.’

			‘No, they already know it’s there. It would look as though you were trying to cover your tracks. It’s too late for that now.’

			Some movement in the café distracted me for a moment, a discussion in the queue concerning the menu. The existential agony of choice. The clientele seemed a mixture of business and arty types, but I was no longer sure I could tell the difference in these heady times when art was business too. Though maybe it always had been.

			‘Now Mr Hunter, let’s get down to brass tacks if you don’t mind.’

			Louise knew that Alison and I had nothing to do with Alan Ogilvie’s death and also that we knew nothing about it. But there was always the possibility that MacNeil, out of animus or because she actually believed it, would claim that we had been acting in concert. If that were to happen, she couldn’t represent us both. She hoped I understood that.

			‘Acting in concert?’

			‘She mentioned you several times and with some edge, I thought. A noticeable tension in the muscles of the jaw.’

			Alison was becoming increasingly restive.

			‘As I told you at the police station, Louise, Douglas was helping me keep tabs on Alan. That’s the extent of it. That’s all.’

			‘But what you didn’t tell me, Alison dear, was that your friend Douglas was interviewed by the Irish police in connection with the murder of a young girl. And what was he doing in Dublin at the time? Tailing your husband!’

			Louise stated this as if the death of Adrienne Delaney was Alison’s fault and piled on the pressure. ‘And now you’re actually going into business with this man!’

			She was referring to me now as if I wasn’t there, something she hoped to bring about.

			‘Yes.’

			‘You’ll be doing his books, no doubt.’ Alison nodded. ‘Well you’ve got to know how that will look to MacNeil. One thing leads to another. The scarlet accountant. From spreadsheets to bedsheets.’

			‘Louise, really, how can you even say a thing like that!’

			Her outrage may have been genuine but Alison was blushing a little. Louise had hit a nerve.

			‘I’m simply playing devil’s advocate, and if I may say so,’ she added, casting an eye over me, ‘Mr Hunter here is neither old enough nor ugly enough to render that possibility totally out of the question.’

			Well, that was good to know; nothing like faint praise to boost the self-esteem.

			Louise wiped her mouth with her napkin and stood up. She had a meeting to attend.

			‘I’ll have to leave you to it. Give you two a chance to get your story straight before they round up Mr Hunter. It’s better I don’t hear that conversation.’

			This was probably an attempt at legal humour, though it was hard to tell from her tone. But I noticed that when she left Alison began to relax. 

			‘She can be a bit full on but she’s an excellent lawyer.’

			I didn’t doubt that for a moment, excellent tending to cut-throat.

			We sat in silence for a while till Alison came up with something entirely unexpected.

			‘By the way, Mr Hunter, I have a bone to pick with you.’

			At her request I had sent her several files, all relating to financial matters, or so I had thought at the time. 

			‘Severed heads? St Ermintrude’s?’ 

			I’d copied my journal to her as well, a mistake easily avoided if I’d saved it to a different folder.

			‘I have come to think of you as a colleague, possibly even a friend. Now I’m not so sure. You seem to consider me a cartoon figure, someone fit for lampooning. What have I ever done to deserve treatment like that?’

			The answer was nothing at all or, more accurately, she had simply been herself and suffered from my tendency to stereotype which, when all was said and done, saved time and energy thinking things out and provided some harmless pleasure along the way.

			‘There is no point, none at all, in saving time and energy if you come to the wrong conclusion. And by the way, have you stopped to consider how unfortunate that is in a detective – coming to the wrong conclusion? As for harmless pleasure, well, I have to take issue with that.’

			‘I can see why, and I can’t tell you how sorry I am, but I challenge you to deny that you haven’t had your own thoughts about me.’ 

				‘Of course, but I didn’t write them down and I didn’t invade your inbox with them either. I’ve kept them where they belong – to myself. Oh, and I would say they were very much closer to the mark than yours. For your information, not that you have any right to know, I did not attend a private school and I have never played lacrosse. I have only played games under protest and even then nothing more brutal than netball.’

				Owing to lack of exercise over the years Alison’s lung capacity left much to be desired, obliging her to stop when she ran out of breath. But after some more coffee she returned to the attack. I could hardly blame her.

				‘This couldn’t have come at a worse time for me and it will take some repairing. If we can’t trust each other we might as well forget it.’ This was true, but though I trusted her completely, saying so would have sounded lame, an attempt to rescue myself by making up to her. ‘Anyway,’ she said rising to her feet, ‘my ticket’s about to expire and I’m in enough trouble with the law as it is.’

				She left with a flourish, throwing the end of her scarf round her neck in a gesture of dismissal. It was only after she’d gone that I realised the ladies had left me to settle the bill, a small piece of paper in a little glass jar marked 5. Which left me wondering why, in the month of December, that well-known lawyer, Louise Galbraith, had ordered a Victorian lemonade. 

				Still unsettled by my argument with Alison, I wandered out of the café into an exhibition. The hall was spacious and dimly lit, except where the pictures were hung. The atmosphere was calming, almost devotional. Just what I needed right now. The works of Park Young Choi were large and impressive. A few were in three dimensions, casting shadows on the walls, but most suggested depth while being confined to two. I found myself wondering why it was that I preferred the illusion of depth to depth itself. What was wrong with me? Maybe I found reality hard to take; which is why I liked to improve on it as I had done with Alison. Or maybe, when you came right down to it, I just wasn’t serious enough. Looked at clearly, people and their antics tended to the comic. Human life was a joke, as I was to discover the hard way the following day.
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			The visit to the gallery had an unintended consequence; by comparison my flat was visually uninspiring. There were some photographs on flat surfaces, but fewer than there had been when framed shots of Susan had adorned the shelves and tabletops. Not wanting to be reminded of her absence at every turn, they had graduated from lying face down to being neatly stacked in the wardrobe under a pile of old underpants. 

			As I wandered from room to room in a state of visual dissatisfaction I realised that, with one exception, there was nothing on the walls either. The one exception was a calendar in the kitchen, each month showing the portrait of a woman reading. The present month, December, featured the picture of a lady studying her morning paper at the breakfast table, and very comely she appeared to be seen from behind. It pleased me to think she was the artist’s wife, still in residence and adding warmth to the household. In contrast to my impoverished room, she was surrounded by objects including a large potted plant. Now there was an idea. Why hadn’t I thought of that?

			But excellent though it was, one calendar couldn’t make up for the many blank walls everywhere else. I was in the bathroom considering how best to rise above visual poverty without breaking the bank when I heard noises outside. I couldn’t see a thing, not in the dark through frosted glass. I grabbed my jacket, hit the street and walked past an unmarked white van towards the church. Its engine was running, a man on a mobile phone behind the wheel. I was halfway down the incline to the rear door of the church when I was stopped by a plainclothes officer who demanded to know who I was. Since I’d left in a hurry I had no ID. He wasn’t inclined to believe me till DC Robertson came out of the building.

				‘It’s alright Mr Broady, he’s one of us.’

				Even Robertson, a man above suspicion, had his work cut out convincing him.

				‘He may be one of us, but he isn’t in the loop so how did he get here so quickly?’

			‘He lives next door. That camera up there, the one that alerted us, it’s attached to his wall.’ 

			Broady looked up at the camera, it’s metal casing reflecting what little light there was so far from the nearest streetlight.

			‘A bit obvious, isn’t it?’

			‘Concealment didn’t work. We tried it.’

			Broady stepped back. ‘Sorry, but I had to be sure. Matthew Broady, NCA.’  

			We shook hands. ‘So really, whether we like it or not, you’re part of the team. I take it you’ve signed the Act.’ 

			I assumed he didn’t like it at all, hence his reference to the Official Secrets Act.

			‘Some years ago, yes.’

			I had never set eyes on the man before, but I had the impression he was a specialist of some sort. Even in the dark, his double-breasted coat looked a cut above my jacket, but what impressed me most was his hair; very thick and not a sign of recession at the temples. I couldn’t have said the same at his age, which I put at twenty-seven or thereabouts. He was eight years younger than I was, better looking and more successful. But no one has it all. When all else failed I had the consolations of philosophy to keep me warm in bed at night.

			‘Good. So where are we at?’ I thought he was asking Hector Robertson till he answered his own question. ‘That metal grille is strong, they obviously got through it with bolt cutters.’

			We entered the interior past the grille, largely intact but now hanging off the rear door it was supposed to protect. I stayed with DC Robertson. I hadn’t brought a torch.

			‘No electricity?’

			‘No one to pay the bill.’

			‘So the alarm’s useless.’

			‘Can’t work without juice.’

			After half an hour examining every corridor, room and cupboard, we convened in the rear doorway.

			‘Right, DC Robertson, what do you make of it?’

			We’d found mattresses, sheets and blankets, a pillow which looked as though it had been used as toilet paper, pieces of flat cardboard, and several newspapers, few of them recent. A pile of human excrement was lying on the floor beside a toilet. Someone was making a point.

			‘So you think we’re dealing with dossers.’

			‘Rough sleepers, Mr Broady, yes I do.’

			Robertson was a good man but so regular he had a tendency to political correctness. Broady wasn’t impressed with his reasoning either.

			‘Rough sleepers with bolt cutters, how likely is that?’ He turned his attention to me. ‘Mr Hunter, since you’re here?’

			‘It could be that entry was affected by metal thieves. Cutters would be tools of the trade to them and they’d have no reason to make good the damage when they left.’

			‘Then dossers took advantage of their handiwork and moved in. That’s your hypothesis, I take it?’

			‘It’s a possible explanation.’

			‘But it could also be that whoever was here wanted to give us that impression. I mean, come on, empty bottles of Buckfast. You don’t mean to tell me dossers drink that stuff!’

			‘Actually, they do. Just check Old Infirmary Lane any morning of the week before the street cleaners get there.’

			According to Robertson, the steps of the lane were littered with Buckfast bottles, not all of them empty and some of them broken. Given the price of a bottle, this was surprising but true. Not in receipt of social security payments themselves, the monks of Buckfast Abbey were coining it in from those who were.

			‘You have intimate knowledge of these people.’

			‘More than I would like.’

			‘Well here’s what’s going to happen. We’re going to leave this place exactly as we found it but keep it under observation. Which, if you don’t mind me saying, would make a pleasant change.’

			There was something bothering him, he wasn’t a happy man. 

			‘There has been activity here but your camera hasn’t picked it up. Either that, or what it picked up hasn’t been acted on. I have reason to believe it was the latter.’

			‘It was down for sixteen hours, attacked by vandals.’

			‘When was that?’

			‘November 26.’

			‘Some of the papers in there are older than that.’

			‘Which doesn’t mean they were brought here the day they came out.’

			‘So they just happened to have access to a pile of old newspapers.’

				‘Why not? They find this place open and bring their gear, including the papers. Excellent insulation as we know.’

				Broady found this explanation so unlikely he ignored it and turned back to Robertson.

				‘I suggest you make enquiries among those dosser friends of yours. Find out if any of them having been using this place and, if so, when. We’ll have to sharpen up our act. There’s something going on here and we need to know what it is. Feel free to bring Mr Hunter up to speed. In the meantime, let’s get your colleague on the job.’ 

				He walked back to his car and DC Robertson contacted the man in the van, a dog handler whose name I forget. The dog’s name was Robbie, a golden retriever trained to sniff out explosives however well concealed.  Even if they’d been there in the last few weeks then removed, Robbie would detect the traces. The handler clearly loved his dog.

				‘We’ll let you know, won’t we boy?’

				Robbie’s tail said yes. Robbie’s whole body said yes. Watching them together reminded me of Ben and how much I missed him.  

			When they disappeared into the building, I asked DC Robertson if he wanted to come up for coffee. I wasn’t feeling sociable so much as wanting to find out what he knew. He realised that but came up anyway.

				‘This coffee’s vile by the way.’ It was, but it was all I had. 

				He looked round the kitchen, paying more attention than he had when he’d been here last with MacNeil.

				‘Pretty Spartan, this place.’

			I’d just been thinking the same so I couldn’t complain.

				‘So where is she, the dragon lady?’

				‘Off duty. But I know where she was at the weekend.’

				‘Spill.’

			‘On a course.’

				‘How to get the best out of people.’ 

				Robertson smiled wryly. ‘Our staff are our greatest resource.’ He said it in a tone which suggested he was quoting from a policy document, and maybe he was. He was so conscientious he probably read them. ‘According to her she’s already on top of that. No, this was in her own time. Purely personal. In Liège.’

				‘Liège?’

				‘A lace-making course.’

				I choked on my coffee; this wasn’t the Maureen MacNeil we knew and loved.

				‘You’re having me on.’

				‘No.’

				‘She’d never tell you a thing like that, it would ruin her hard woman image.’

				‘She didn’t.’

			‘Broady told you.’

			‘He let it slip, accidentally on purpose.’

			‘About this Broady guy.’

			‘He may not be the tallest man on the block but he seems to be on his game. National Crime Agency.’

			Broady had reason to believe that DS MacNeil, whatever her talents in other directions, was not a suitable person to lead a surveillance operation. He’d said so to her boss, DI Maitland.

			Good for him, I thought, though unlike the rest of us he could take her on and live. 

			‘What reason did he give?’

			‘Lack of attention to procedure. For example. . .’  

			Robertson kept me hanging by taking another mouthful of the coffee he hated so much.

			‘I’m all ears.’

			The spy cam sent a text alert whenever it detected an event. It had sent one to MacNeil when the break-in occurred, but she’d deleted it unread. 

			‘It sent her a second alert, probably when the rough sleepers moved in. She deleted that one too. To be fair, along with many others.’

			‘Oh dear,’ I said, not meaning it for a moment, ‘that doesn’t look good.’

			‘It wouldn’t have mattered but the alerts were sent only to her.’

			‘She always wants total control.’    

			‘Ah,’ Robertson said, looking thoughtfully out the window into the dark, ‘you would know. Well she doesn’t have it now. After Broady’s complaint, plus the fact she was going to Belgium for three days, DI Maitland insisted all alerts were sent to him.’

			‘Why not you?’

			‘Too low down the food chain, though not too low to watch that bloody monitor several hours a week.’

			‘Exciting.’

			‘Worse than watching paint dry, though I saw a pigeon once.’

			I was beginning to think, like Broady, that something wasn’t quite right. Something was eluding us

			‘Just out of interest, Hector, since you know them so well, where are your rough sleepers now? Why weren’t any of them in the building?’

			He had no idea. Their absence puzzled him. If they’d moved on they’d have taken their gear, but they’d left a lot behind. 

			‘Maybe they had to move out in a hurry. Maybe they were threatened.’

			His mobile vibrated in his pocket. Robbie had completed a preliminary check and come up with nothing. They’d keep on looking, but in the handler’s opinion there were no explosives in the building and there hadn’t been any for the last several weeks at least. The building was clean.

			‘Does Broady have a theory?’

			‘He does, but he’s keeping it to himself for now.’

				‘The Arab angle?’

				‘Could be. The ownership of the building is murky to say the least.’

				‘So, really, we’re in the dark.’

				Robertson smiled, something he rarely did.

				‘Aren’t we always?’

				He rose to leave then sat down again, a man in two minds.

				‘I shouldn’t be telling you this.’

				He had my attention at once; inside information was invaluable to an independent operator like me.

				‘But you’re going to anyway.’

				‘We had another call from the Irish police on Friday.’

				Adrienne Delaney had been found in an apartment rented by Imbibe, an apartment next to the one Alan Ogilvie was supposed to be staying in that same night. And now they had a suspect, Desmond Fintan Shaughnessy, a fellow member of the board. He’d been accused of assaulting a prostitute two years before but the charges had been dropped because someone had given him an alibi. 

			‘These corporate guys stick together.’ 

			‘Well Ogilvie can’t cover for him this time.’ 

			‘No, and MacNeil knows why.’	

			‘Because Alison bumped him off at The Bothy.’ 

			‘Nearly there but not quite.’ 

			Robertson looked at me intently, wanting more. 

			‘Alison bumped him off with assistance from me.’ 

			He nodded. I was catching up fast. 

			‘She intends to question you tomorrow.’

			‘With a Taser.’

			He looked at me grimly. 

			‘I’ll pick you up between eight and nine.’
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			I rose early the next day to prepare for Robertson’s arrival. Feeling the need to be on top of my game I chewed my way through some muesli and whiled away breakfast reading through various drafts, all inadequate, of an intended letter of apology to Alison. After my disaster with the file sent to her in error, they were all on paper and couldn’t fall into enemy hands however careless I was at the keyboard. Not that I considered Alison an enemy, though she might now feel that way about me. 

			In the cold light of a winter’s morning phrases such as I can only offer you my heart-felt apology or I can’t tell you how sorry I am didn’t cut it, though the second came closer to the truth. If challenged, I would have to admit that my sorrow was more about being found out than having written what I had in the first place. If she hadn’t seen it we wouldn’t have a problem. On the other hand, my pathetic little notes read like attempts to avoid dealing with the fallout face to face, which was the only way to do it; especially with a woman like Alison, who was direct tending to brusque and would not be easily mollified. I had to make my peace with her and soon. Two people at loggerheads cannot easily combine against a third. As things stood we were playing into MacNeil’s hands.

			Wishing I had a shredder, I tore my notes into small pieces and put them in the pedal bin. What to do now? Expecting Robertson any minute, I checked him out online. As far as social media went he kept a low profile. There was no account in his name though he did get a couple of mentions. According to his brother’s Facebook page, Hector’s rendition of the Lament for the Children had gone down well at the Mod.  So the unassuming Hector was an excellent piper. Good for him, I thought, hoping MacNeil wouldn’t give him any grief on this account. Which she would if she ever found out.

				He arrived at eight thirty with an apologetic look and a request that I accompany him to St Leonard’s Police Station. 

				‘She hoped to talk to you yesterday, but you know that already.’

				‘What about?’

				‘I’ll leave her to explain, if you don’t mind.’

				Since he’d dropped a heavy hint the night before, I didn’t mind at all. 

				‘You play the pipes.’

				‘So they say.’

				And that was that. When we arrived, I passed through the unattractive brick exterior and would have passed through the unattractive MacNeil as well given half a chance. Her hair seemed less lank and oily than usual, an illusion she had created by reducing its length. Her stylist had done a good job; her appearance was much improved. 

			She didn’t leave me cooling my heels. It wouldn’t have worked and, anyway, she couldn’t wait to get going.

				‘Take a seat, Mr Hunter.’

				‘Why, thank you, Maureen.’

				The interview room wasn’t inspiring, but unlike some it wasn’t depressing either, perhaps a reflection of the fact the station was more recent than most. And so I found myself once again facing DS Maureen MacNeil across the table, taking me back to the not so distant past when I had been questioned by the same lovely lady regarding unauthorised database searches in my quest for the absent Susan. On that occasion she had me cold, but not now. 

			She slapped a photograph in front of me with unnecessary force. 

			‘Recognize this man?’

			‘No.’

			‘Sure? Look again.’

			A man in his forties, clean shaven but with the follicles showing through as a jaw shadow, it had the appearance of a publicity shot, perhaps from a company website or annual report.

			‘Sorry.’

			‘You might want to think about that.’

			‘I have.’

			Withdrawing the photograph, she returned to the attack.

			‘You were avoiding us yesterday.’

				‘I was going about my lawful business.’

				‘How lawful your business is remains to be seen. You may wish legal representation.’

				‘Why? Are you accusing me of something?’

				‘Probably. That neighbour of yours, for example, the solicitor, Patricia Henderson. You might like her to hold your hand.’

				‘I always like it when women hold my hand.’

				‘My goodness, DC Robertson, do you hear that? The man’s a latter-day Lothario.’

				‘So it would appear.’

				DC Robertson was an understated man, giving out little in the way of clues as to what he was thinking. I guessed this admirable trait was most pronounced in the presence of MacNeil, but I had no way of knowing for sure.

				‘As you will be aware we have already interviewed your “friend” Alison Ogilvie in connection with the circumstances surrounding the death of her husband. We need to clarify your role in this business. Have you any objection to this interview being recorded?’

				‘With one proviso, none at all.’

			‘The proviso being?’

			‘That if I’m charged with anything my legal representative gets a copy.’

				MacNeil agreed to this, albeit with a knowing shake of the head, and started recording. I was a sad case.

				‘Mrs Ogilvie hired you to investigate the movements of her husband.’

				‘That’s correct.’

				‘In the course of your investigation you placed a tracker device on his car.’

				‘I did.’

				‘You also loaded Gumshoe onto the late Mr Ogilvie’s mobile phone and hid its presence using Pouf masking software.’

				‘Wrong on both counts.’

				‘We found the software on his phone.’

				‘Fine, but I didn’t put it there.’

				‘I see. So that leaves us with Mrs Ogilvie herself, who obviously lacks the knowledge required to do it.’

				‘It’s not for me to say who that leaves you with.’

				‘Returning to the car for a moment, you do not deny that you and Mrs Ogilvie drove the vehicle back from Traquair to the Ogilvie residence.’

				‘I don’t deny that.’

				‘Good. So although you knew where his car was, we are expected to believe that you had no idea where he was.’

			‘The first we knew where he’d been was when you arrived at the Ogilvie residence and told us.’ 

			‘Oh come on, Mr Hunter, how likely is that?’

			‘I really can’t say, I’m not strong on probabilities.’

			‘Unlike your friend, Mrs Ogilvie.’

			I let that pass. If an accountant was good at anything it would be numbers.

			‘I take it you realise how this looks.’

			There is usually a difference between how things look and how they actually are, but raising that with MacNeil wasn’t a good idea.

				‘The fact remains we’d no idea where he was. He’d probably switched off his phone. Either that or the battery was flat. You found the phone at the scene so you already know which it was.’

			MacNeil turned to DC Robertson, including him in, reminding me it was two against one.

			‘We don’t reveal details of ongoing investigations to suspects, do we DC Robertson?’

			‘We most certainly do not.’

			Pleased that Robertson was playing straight man so well, she returned her attention to me.

			‘Mrs Ogilvie has admitted a degree of suspicion towards her husband centring on another woman and that was the reason she hired you. Can you confirm that?’

				‘I can.’

				‘Now I ask you to cast your mind back a few days. The first time I met Mrs Ogilvie she claimed her name was Eadie. You will remember that, you were there at the time.’

				I nodded, but she required a spoken answer for the record.

				‘Yes, I remember that.’

				‘And what does that suggest to you?’

				It suggested to me that she that she wanted nothing more to do with the man who was cheating on her, and that included his name.

				‘Right, well it suggests a bit more than that to me. It suggests that Mrs Ogilvie was already thinking in terms of returning to her life as it was before she married, and what better way to achieve that than by disposing of her husband?’

				This was an astonishing leap. As far as I knew, there was no evidence of foul play surrounding Alan Ogilvie’s death, something I would follow up discreetly through the good offices of John Banks or Hector Robertson.

				‘You told Mrs Ogilvie there was no evidence of foul play.’

				‘We may be revisiting that.’

				‘Are you serious?’

				‘Yes.’

				‘OK, well a better solution to her problem would be walking away from the man or divorcing him.’

				‘But neither of these things took place and is hardly likely to now.’

				‘We can agree on that.’

				I contemplated defending Alison, but that would simply have reinforced MacNeil’s belief that we were close. As it turned out she had other fish to fry, her creativity knew no bounds, and her sudden change of tack threw me, as it was intended to.

				‘Where is your wife?’

				‘What do you mean?’

				‘Come now, Mr Hunter, I didn’t use a single hard word. You know perfectly well what I mean. Please answer the question.’

				‘I have no idea where my wife is. I wish I did.’

				‘You haven’t heard from her lately?’

			I was about to agree when I remembered the cursory card.

			‘Apart from a postcard from Chamonix.’

			‘You don’t sound convinced.’

			I wasn’t and told her why.

			‘So really, when we come right down to it, you don’t know whether your wife is alive or dead.’

				Trying to figure out where MacNeil’s wayward brain was taking her, I was slow to respond.

			‘Please answer the question, Mr Hunter.’

			‘You didn’t ask a question, Maureen.’  

			Without stating what she was doing, MacNeil stopped the recording.

			‘Let’s get this straight, Hunter, as far as you’re concerned I’m Detective Sergeant MacNeil and that’s how you will refer to me during this interview. Secondly, you pathetic piece of shit, you will treat any statement I make as requiring a reply.’

			DC Robertson’s phone rang and he rose apologetically. MacNeil wasn’t impressed.

			‘That bloody thing should be off.’

			‘Sorry, boss, but this may be important.’

			‘So take it somewhere else. Fuck off and don’t bother coming back!’

			Robertson looked relieved to make his escape, which left me alone with MacNeil in one of her darker moods. 

			‘You always were a complete and utter wanker, you know that? You never took crime seriously. You,’ she said, levelling an index finger at me rather too close to my face, ‘behaved like a fucking social worker from start to finish.’ 

			There could be no worse insult than that and she had accused me of it several times before. Social workers were the scum of the earth, always coming up with excuses for the undesirable elements we rounded up, cautioned, charged, or took to the mental hospital for assessment. As she withdrew her hand from my face, I noticed she hadn’t painted her nails. If she had, they would have been black.

			Fixing me with her best hostile glare she resumed the recording.

			‘So, Mr Hunter, for the record, when did you first meet Alison Ogilvie?’

			‘I can’t remember exactly; the second week of November?’

			‘You’re sure it wasn’t several months before that?’

			‘I am. Anyway, I don’t see why you need to know when I first met her.’

			You never know what you’re going to find. You open the door to learn that the old man has died three years before, his spectacles still on his nose, a final demand on the floor; you clamber into the neighbouring cubicle to discover the girl with filthy fingernails has overdosed in the act of shooting up, the syringe still in her arm; you lift the stone to reveal the solitary wet-skinned creature beneath. It doesn’t care for light. It doesn’t like you to observe its moves.

			MacNeil had reason to believe that Alison and I had met earlier than I was willing to admit. She further believed we had a powerful reason to conceal it. Alison’s husband was dead, my wife was missing, and these two facts were connected. Somewhere down the line there had been a deal. Alison would dispose of Susan, I would dispose of Alan, and then we’d be free to live together, shagging at will on the large hand-woven rug in her front room, on the sealed beech wood of her kitchen table, even on her bed if we ran out of better ideas. And all of that on Alan Ogilvie’s money, which the scheming Alison would inherit and I would share.

			Even by her standards this was a stretch; there no evidence to support it. Either she thought her theory was possible, in which case her anger had unhinged her, or she knew it was hokum but intended to use it against me anyway by way of harassment. 

			‘You can’t believe this.’

			‘What I believe isn’t up for discussion, Mr Hunter. There is a possible conspiracy here and I am obliged to investigate it.’

			‘We first met in the second week of November.’

			‘And you can prove that.’

			‘I don’t have to. If you think we met earlier than that it’s up to you to prove it.’

			She knew this was true but there was no way she was going to admit it.

			‘And by the way, the same goes for my wife. If you think I bumped off Susan, or Alison did it for me, show me the evidence. A body would be a start.’

			A ragged edge of nail was annoying her on the middle finger of her right hand, which she worked at unconsciously with the thumb of the same hand as she tried to back me into a corner, her nervous energy a measure of her motivation.

			‘You’re so good at coming across as the quiet reasonable type, aren’t you, Mr Hunter. So I have an offer for you. Why don’t we help you locate your wife? How does that sound? If she’s still in the land of the living you’ll go for it, right?’ 

			‘When I asked for your help at the time you didn’t give it, so I shifted for myself and it cost me my job.’

			‘You broke the law.’

			‘I was desperate to find her, surely you can see that?’

			‘Or that was the impression you wanted to give.’

			‘A heavy price to pay for giving an impression.’

			As interviews went, this one was turning into a standoff. It was going nowhere.

			‘And what about Ben, I suppose you think we bumped him off as well?’

			MacNeil smiled grimly. I had made a mistake at last.

			‘I knew it!’

			‘Knew what?’

			‘You have just provided me with motivation, even a plodder like you must realise that.’

			‘I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.’

			 ‘Your wife had a lover!’

			I smiled back. I tried to do it sweetly, but without a mirror I had no idea if I brought it off. 

			‘But Maureen, come on, you can’t possibly mean that.’

			‘Give me one good reason why not.’

			‘Ben’s a border collie.’

			She stood up, stopped the recording and punched me. It wasn’t a slap, as women are credited with in films and TV dramas, it was a clenched fist punch. She didn’t like me. Since we’d first worked together she’d wanted something from me and hadn’t got it. There wasn’t a doctor on the premises, but Hector Robertson was qualified in first aid. When summoned to the room he patched me up without saying a word. He told me later what Maureen had said by way of explanation: I’ve always hated that man, he never needed me for anything.

			18

			It can happen that welcome events occur at unwelcome moments. The day following my bizarre interview with MacNeil, I intended to walk to Alison’s house and stand, dripping icicles on her doorstep, like a stray dog hoping to be taken in. Once through the door she would offer me a hot drink, she was a civilised person, and as the drink warmed me, I would warm her with well-chosen words of apology. As a strategy it could hardly fail; whatever happened later we needed to support each other now. The only problem was how to respond if she asked for an assurance that I would stop referring to her in the modest notes I made for myself each day. I had no intention of doing that; she was part of my life. She probably thought she belonged to herself, but in fact she belonged to everyone who knew her. I could always agree to a request to desist but carry on as before. Provided I avoided another stupid mistake she’d be none the wiser; what she didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her. 

			As I considered this, my phone rang. It was not, as I half expected, another case from Albion Assurance. A Mr Davies had found my minimal online presence and wanted to consult me as a matter of urgency. Could he come round? Of course he could, once he knew where.

			‘Selwyn Davies.’ He held out a hand, which I shook. ‘I like your site; you’re not one to make inflated claims.’

			He took off his hat and laid it on the arm of a chair.

			‘I have never played the trumpet.’

			Having agreed that I was admirably modest and self-effacing we got to the point.

			‘It’s my daughter, Angharad, first year university. She’s moved in with some friends, an HMO in Marchmont. Nice people, as far as I can see. Noisy but nice.’

			‘So the problem lies elsewhere.’

			‘She’s taken up with an unsavoury character. Don’t know if you’ve come across him in your time with the police. Andy York.’

			Mr Davies had followed his daughter a couple of times. The problem was she knew what he looked like. But she didn’t know what I looked like, hence his visit.

			‘You want me to check him out.’

			‘I want you to eliminate him entirely, but I realise we can’t always get what we want. I take it you still have contacts in the force.’

			I had contacts alright, though one of them had gone over to the dark side. John Banks would help, provided it didn’t get him into trouble. Hector Robertson might help too. I was still getting a handle on him but first impressions were promising. 

			‘I’ll tell you what I know.’

			He’d followed his daughter to the Leith end of Ferry Road, where he had his only sighting. He’d taken several pictures of York, though since he had to avoid being seen they could have been clearer. Still, I got the idea. York was tall, heavily tattooed in the upper arm, sported an earring on the left lobe, possibly on the right as well, smoked a lot and rolled his own. And we all knew what he included with the tobacco. He was wearing too little for the time of year but didn’t seem to feel it.

				‘So what I would like you to do, Mr Hunter, is dig up as much dirt on this character as you can. When you’ve done that we can form a community of view on how to proceed.’

				A community of view! What was I dealing with here, a lay preacher?

				‘Within the limits of the law.’

				‘Of course.’

				He looked round the room, which he hadn’t bothered to do before. It wasn’t an inspiring sight but it was clean.

				‘I don’t doubt you have a tidy mind, Mr Hunter.’ 

			He didn’t sound convinced. Too bad. My domestic environment was not an analogue of my mental process. It was also none of his business. But even as I defended myself against the implied attack I heard the absent Alison, her breath hot in my ear. You seem to forget, Douglas, that your living room is your office now and that is how it should appear. The absent Alison had a point. 

			‘What time frame are we talking here, Mr Davies?’

			The sooner the better. The longer it takes the more she’ll become entangled with this lowlife, a risk I’m not prepared to run. I take it you can start immediately.’

			He asked for my terms and conditions which, thanks to Albion Assurance, were now one hundred pounds an hour plus verifiable expenses.

			‘Where do I sign?’

			He was surprised to find I didn’t want him to sign anything, something I played to my advantage.

			‘I don’t need a signature, Mr Davies. I’ve never had anyone welsh on me yet.’

			The implication was that I had a long history of successful cases. Unfortunately, I’d used the word “welsh” to a gentleman called Selwyn Davies, not my smartest move. As names go, they didn’t get much Welsher than that. But he had other things on his mind.

			He handed me a business card with mobile number, landline and email address, together with photographs of his daughter, a dark-haired girl overly made up. Mr Davies was a French polisher and antique furniture restorer with a workshop in Spey Street Lane. I could see why a man like that might not be impressed by my living room.

			‘You’ll be starting straight away.’

			I assured him that was the case, though it was already too late in the day. Some people think that junkies lie in beds, baths, doorways, park benches, skips and sundry other places till noon at least, rising with the later lark to reach for a bottle or a usable syringe. Some of them do, but in my experience, many rise early and make for the nearest pharmacy, which was where I expected to pick up Andy York the following morning.

			When Mr Davies left, I sat in the bathroom for a while leafing through yesterday’s paper, though my mind wasn’t on it. I had read somewhere that reading on the toilet could lead to haemorrhoids further down the line but I couldn’t shake the habit. There seemed to be some trouble in the Middle East, nothing new there, and Tsar Vladimir was pretending that he had nothing to do with the problems in the Ukraine. Nothing new there either. I couldn’t do anything about these things, but I could do something about my strained relations with Alison, and the sooner the better. Putting it off wasn’t an option. I spruced myself up and risked looking in the mirror to check I’d done a reasonable job. The mirror didn’t like what it saw but it didn’t crack either. I donned my jacket and set off.

			I enjoyed walking through the clear December air to Royal Terrace but, unusually, the walk did nothing to clarify my thoughts. By the time I reached Alison’s doorstep my only hope was playing it by ear. It didn’t work.

			‘Good morning, Douglas, an unexpected pleasure. Do come in.’ I detected a sarcastic tone and what little confidence I had that my visit would be productive vanished without trace when I found Louise Galbraith already occupying an armchair in the front room. The bag she had with her was more of a bucket than a handbag and was bulging at the seams with gloves, scarves, several folders and possibly a frying pan as well. What she did not appear to have was a laptop, tablet, smartphone or other connected device. Either she wasn’t into technology or she had no intention of being hacked. Louise was strictly a pen and paper person, and if her tongue wasn’t up to the job she was capable of cutting you to ribbons with the paper.

			‘What can we do for you, Mr Hunter?’ 

			I registered the “we” at once. Two against one; I hadn’t a chance. Since there was no way I would apologise before a hostile audience I gave up the idea and instead provided a detailed account of my tussle with MacNeil.  

			Louise was astonished. ‘She said what!’

			‘MacNeil believes we conspired to bump off our respective partners.’ Louise and Alison exchanged looks. Alison was normally impassive but a raised eyebrow gave her away. She was surprised. ‘She thinks we first met a lot earlier than we actually did and planned the whole thing together.’

			Louise laid her notebook on the coffee table with one hand, and with the action of a joiner slipped her pencil behind her ear with the other. Ladylike she was not. 

			‘Well, Mr Hunter, she’s on a hiding to nothing there, but as I told you the last time we met, if there was any suggestion of you and Alison acting in concert I couldn’t represent you.’

			‘I understand that.’

			My phone rang; a number I didn’t recognise. Another client, perhaps?

			‘Excuse me, ladies, I should take this.’

			I left the room and walked into the kitchen to take the call. To my surprise, it was John Banks. 

				‘Sorry about the cloak and dagger. I bought one of these cheap PAYG phones. It’s not smart but it works.’

				‘Why would you do that?’

				In her effort to show that Alison and I had been in contact long before we admitted, MacNeil had requested call logs from our respective phone companies.  So, really, he had no choice. Using his new handset he could keep in touch without being identified.

				‘Add this number to your contact list by all means but call Fred.’

				‘Fred?’

				‘Why not? Good as anything else. Anyway, you wanted information about Andy York.’

			York was a user, possibly a dealer as well. He had been in the past. Last week he’d been caught with a stash of stolen copper pipe intended for resale. Unfortunately, his accomplice had connections and the pair were let off with a caution. They should have been charged.

			As he spoke, I was conscious of low voices in the living room, low but intense. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but I knew that Alison and Louise were discussing how to deal with my unexpected arrival. When I re-joined them, I soon found out how the land lay. If they’d offered me a coffee in the first place they’d have taken it back.

				‘You should understand, Mr Hunter, that I may have to attack you to defend my client.’

				Alison clearly felt this was too full on. ‘Only as a last resort.’

				Louise continued her frontal assault regardless. 

			‘You’ll need legal representation. There are several people I can suggest, all excellent. Meantime, I have recommended to Alison that all cooperation with you cease with respect to your proposed business partnership. It would give the wrong impression entirely.’

			‘Just for the time being.’ 

			The emollient tone again; Alison wasn’t lost to me yet.

			‘This is simply a coping strategy, Mr Hunter. It isn’t personal.’

			But it was. Neither Alison nor I had anything to do with the death or disappearance of our respective partners, so there could be no evidence against us and no reason to behave as if there were. That would give the wrong impression too. Behave as normal, that was the way to go, but Louise was having none of it.

			‘You must understand that I have to put my client first. That’s a given.’

			‘Right.’

			‘I believe I detect a sceptical note. Well, we can agree that the police have no hard evidence against you, but as things stand they can adduce circumstantial evidence suggesting otherwise. And there is another factor to consider.’

			‘I thought there might be.’

			‘Alison informs me that you left the police force under something of a cloud, which may well predispose them against you. I wouldn’t want my client to be disadvantaged by that.’  She stopped for a moment and gave Alison a reassuring smile before turning back to me. ‘Far be it from me to advise your legal team, Mr Hunter, but the single best defence for you would be the production of your wife.’

			As a statement of the blindingly obvious this would have been hard to beat.

			‘Wow, I hadn’t thought of that! What do you charge per hour?’

			I left the room and made for the front door, closely followed by Alison.

			‘She’s just being protective. She’s not as bad as she seems.’

			I had to agree – she was worse.

			As I strode off towards Leith Walk, Alison stood in her doorway and called after me; but for her innate sense of decorum she would probably have shouted. She wouldn’t let me down. Well that remained to be seen. I acknowledged her assurance with a wave of the hand but without looking round, a gesture which might equally have been taken as goodbye now and forever. Let her stew, I thought to myself. Childish I know, but it felt good at the time. 

			By the time I got home I’d calmed down a bit, but the day wasn’t done with me yet. Behind the garden railing, a border collie lay on the lawn secured by his lead. I opened the gate and walked in. Ben greeted me with a weak wave of the tail. He seemed to have aged since I’d seen him last. The note attached to his collar told me why: I have the pica. Help me.

			Normally a vigorous animal, Ben made heavy going of the stairs. I took a blanket from the airing cupboard, doubled it up and spread it on the kitchen floor where his basket used to be. He was glad to lie down. Whatever pica was, I hadn’t heard of it. While Ben lapped some water from a cereal bowl, I looked it up and learned that dogs with this condition eat things which do them no good such as stones, coins and socks. How stupid was that! What were they thinking? Maybe humans got pica as well and went for people-things such as recreational drugs, alcohol and tobacco. Light bulbs, even – whatever turned them on.

			When Ben had rested up a bit I scratched him behind the ears and explained the situation; like it or not we’d have to drive out to Loanhead. Some people have a grid in their cars, separating their dogs from the driver while the vehicle is in motion – a sound idea that Susan and I had failed to act on. I had happy memories of Ben invading my space in the past but there was no danger of that now. He lay panting on his blanket on the back seat with his tongue hanging out and no inclination to move.

			While we sat in the waiting room other dogs showed an interest but got nothing back, not so much as a sniff. 

			‘So you think it’s pica?’ the vet asked, pressing his fingers into Ben’s guts.

			‘My wife does.’

			‘Ah, the lovely Susan, how’s she doing these days?’

			How she was doing was stealing our dog then dumping him back on me when the going got tough, but I could hardly tell him that.

			‘You have insurance, as I remember.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Just as well.’

			‘There’s a definite obstruction here and it isn’t soft. We’ll have to go in there and have a look round. But the thing is, Mr Hunter, there may be serious damage by now and Ben’s let me see,’ checking his notes, ‘getting on for eleven.’ He smiled down at Ben on the table. ‘Isn’t that right, old boy? OK, so make sure reception have your current mobile number. I’ll get onto it this afternoon. He’ll be in overnight, so I’ll phone you with an update when I have something definite to report.’

			It was only when I reached the car park that it occurred to me to look again at the writing on the note. It was printed entirely in capitals. It told me nothing. How careful could one woman be? And then it struck me; the surveillance camera on the outside wall might have caught whoever brought Ben back. It might actually have an image of Susan proving she was alive and well, exactly what Louise Galbraith said I needed. It was time to call my new friend, Fred.

			19

			Early the following morning I drove to Ferry Road and parked opposite the pharmacy, a small branch of Boots. For environmental reasons, not to mention saving money, I should have switched the engine off, but it was too cold to do without heat.  I was getting soft. A queue of junkies and their dogs began to form shortly before opening, most of them for their daily dose of methadone. The dogs looked in better shape than their owners and very much better than Ben. I crossed the road and entered the shop, scanning the shelves for what I was pretending to want. My eye was taken by their selection of hot water bottles, tempting to those of us who didn’t care for electric blankets.

			York was in the methadone queue, masked from the general public by a partition so that users could swallow their fix in private. We knew what they were doing but we didn’t need to see it. The edge taken off, he moved to the general counter, where he was recognised at once.

			‘Are you still on Pulmicort, Mr York, or have you gone back to Asmanex?’

				‘Back on the Asmanex.’

				The assistant consulted a screen and nodded. 

				‘OK, have it for you in a moment.’

				I left before he did, sat in the car and looked up Asmanex. York was on an inhaled steroid, so he had a lung problem. Chronic asthma, perhaps. As he left the pharmacy he bumped into a mate with a Staffordshire bull terrier and fell into a vigorous hail-fellow-well-met routine, tiring to watch and more tiring to hear. I had the impression they were keeping each other at a distance through an over-energetic display of friendship. This pair had history. When the fake bonding session ended, I followed him on foot to a house I knew from the past. Occupied by down-and-outs, sad cases, and people fallen on hard times, their rents were paid by benefits. The owner was onto a good thing – guaranteed income for little outlay. When an occupant died or moved on, the room was quickly filled by another referred from the Access Point. All you needed was enough money to buy the house in the first place. So now I knew where Andy York lived, what he was on, and what he’d been up to lately. Not bad in less than twenty-four hours.

				About to leave for home, a characteristic ping alerted me to a new text message. John Banks (aka Fred) had discovered that MacNeil had delegated the task of checking output from the surveillance camera to HR. Since Human Resources weren’t doing it, HR had to be Hector Robertson, who’d already told me how boring it was. In a second text Fred told me he hoped to check the footage via one of the installers. He’d get back to me soon. 

				A car on Ferry Road may not be the best place to think but it worked for me. What were the factors here? The first was the camera’s angle of view. If it was wide enough, it would take in the pavement and part of the road. That wouldn’t provide close-ups of suspects entering the church, but it might pick up the registration numbers of any vehicle they used. The second was direction of approach. If whoever delivered Ben had accessed the garden from the Meadows end of the street, they wouldn’t appear on the footage at all. But if they’d approached from Lauriston Place, walking down the street past the church, and if the angle of view was wide enough, then they would show up. Too many “ifs” to expect a positive outcome. 

				Thinking this out took time and texting an acknowledgement to Fred took longer. When it came to texting I was all thumbs. But delay played into my hands. I was on the point of driving off when Andy York left the building with a female in tow and the female – a heavily pierced young girl – was not Angharad Davies. Not content with being together they made what looked like a vigorous attempt to breed before they even made it the garden gate. People could be so flexible. Where did one end and the other begin? 

			I took a succession of shots confident that steam would rise from several, and more so from Mr Davies when he saw them. I also assumed that when his daughter discovered her boyfriend was two-timing her that would be the end of it. But I knew from experience that this might turn out to be a foolish assumption because it failed to take into account the stupidity people were capable of under the sway of an irrational emotion. Consoling myself with this cheerful thought, I decided to visit Mr Davies at his place of work and cheer him up too.

			Spey Street Lane was narrow, with limited room for manoeuvre and even more limited space to park. The workshop of Davies and Associates was next to a car repair shop, which added to the problem with a variety of vehicles in a disorderly queue for attention, including an original VW Beetle and an early Mini of the motorised tin can variety. When I managed to squeeze my tired old Saab 900 next to Mr Davies’ van, the mechanic appeared from the interior, took one look at it and assumed I needed his assistance. He might have been right but that wasn’t why I was there.

			‘A while since I’ve seen one of those,’ I said, indicating the Mini.

			‘Aren’t you the lucky one.’ He handed me a card. ‘Any problem, you know where I am. Competitive rates.’ He held a hand behind his ear. ‘Work calls. Have to love you and leave you.’

			 That’s what Susan had done; I’d had enough of that.

			The Davies workshop had an impressive array of tools on the wall and several pieces of furniture in for repair. He was working on a chair but spotted me at once, put down a heavy-duty staple gun and greeted me like a long-lost friend.

			‘You have news.’

			I told him what I knew, explained that I had the photographs to prove it, though I hadn’t downloaded them to my laptop yet.

			‘But you have them on your camera.’

			Despite the smallness of the screen he insisted on checking them out. Disgusted by what he saw, he was nevertheless pleased to see it.

			‘This is just what I need. She can’t argue with evidence like this.’

			True, but she could ignore it, not something which occurred to him at the time.

			‘Send these to me as email attachments, Mr Hunter, the sooner the better. And don’t forget to invoice me, I’ll settle up straight away.’

			I looked round the workshop, tables and chairs everywhere and a large chest of drawers. 

			‘How many associates do you have?’

			‘Just one, but he sounds better in the plural.’ He indicated the chest of drawers. ‘That job there, for example, right now he’s stabilising the carcass, or he would be if he was here. When he’s finished that he’ll replace the runners. All grist to the mill, jobs like that. Keeps us ticking over.’

			I had the impression that Davies and Associates were ticking over very nicely, and probably better than some of the vehicles next door. They had skills I didn’t begin to understand and could charge for them accordingly. I went over to the chest and ran my hand over the top; good, but not as good as the wood in the Gandolfi.

			I had finished downloading the compromising shots of Andy York and sending them on when the vet phoned. It was just after lunch. He sounded serious. I should call in that afternoon, which I did. 

			‘The thing is, Mr Hunter, Ben’s been swallowing gravel and gravel has sharp edges. I’ve removed it, but the large intestine really needs re-sectioned. That’s major at his age. I’ve been here before; the outlook isn’t good.’

			I asked him what he would advise, though the implication of what he was saying was obvious.

			‘Even if he recovered, he’s not going to be the Ben he was before. Collies are nothing if not energetic. He’d be a shadow of his former self.’

			‘So you think we should call it a day?’

			‘I’m afraid I do, yes.’

			He took me through to the recovery room. Ben was lying in a cage, the door wide open; he was in no state to make a dash for it. He looked up at me with watery eyes which, rightly or wrongly, I took to be sad. He was still alive but the spark was gone.

			‘You don’t need to decide right now, take time, think it over.’

			But I’d been here before too and I knew the score. The question was what was best for Ben, not any feeling of loss, regret or guilt I might suffer at doing the best thing for him. Those irrational feelings again, complicating what should be simple, what actually was simple looked at clearly.

			I reached into the cage and scratched Ben behind the ear, a gesture he had come to expect, but he barely reacted. His quality of life would be minimal.

			‘OK.’

			This was a terse reaction not giving the vet enough to go on.

			‘We put him to sleep.’

			‘We do,’ I said, hoping that when the time came someone would do the same for me. Out of the blue I was troubled by a thought and followed it through anyway.

			‘This may seem a strange question, but do you have any of the gravel Ben swallowed?’

			‘I’m not sure. Probably, yes. Excuse me a moment and I’ll have a look.’

			The moment didn’t last long. He came back with a clear polythene bag containing several pieces of gravel. He’d fished them out of a bin.

			‘From your garden, I take it.’

			‘Actually, no, I was wondering where he found them.’

			In a television series I could think of, the detective would hand the gravel to a bespectacled geek in forensics, who would come back the next day with the news that the gravel was of a type only to be found on the lower slopes of a specific outdoor pursuits centre in the Austrian Tyrol. I would have tracked her down. But this was not a television series, I had no official status, and any analysis I asked for would cost me. 

			Ben died peacefully on a table in the vet’s surgery, my hand on his head and my words in his ear. And after that came another decision. Ben wasn’t a small dog. Although I had access to a garden it was shared. In any case, the ground was rock hard at this time of year and, as the vet pointed out, burial in a garden was not recommended; something to do with possible contamination of the water table. I opted for incineration, the ashes being given to me in a casket. But at the end of a harrowing hour I felt vicious about Susan landing the pain on me the way she had. It wasn’t the first time but it would be the last.

			As I drew up on the convent side there she was, the new woman in my life; Alison sitting on the steps in a black winter outfit I hadn’t seen before. Two strays in as many days; this couldn’t go on!

			‘I know I shouldn’t have come here. Louise would kill me if she knew.’

			‘Louise will kill you anyway. Have you been here long?’

			‘Half an hour.’

			Patricia had offered to take her in while she waited. When she declined, she’d brought her a mug of hot chocolate against the cold. It was hard to believe Louise Galbraith and Patricia Henderson were members of the same profession.

			‘You should come in.’

			Books had migrated to the chair she had sat in before so she laid them on the floor.

			‘I didn’t take kindly to what you wrote about me, St Ermintrude’s and all that, but on reflection it could be that I was taking myself too seriously. We can’t afford to fall out over this right now. I came round to apologise. I should have phoned first.’

			‘So should I, but Louise said not to contact you.’

			A ping alerted to an incoming email from John Banks. The header read, ‘The best they can do’. There wasn’t a word of text.

			‘Important?’

			‘I hope so, but I’m not holding my breath.’

			The attached stills showed a person in casual sports gear carrying a dog. The jogging top had a hood and the hood was up. At the edge of the camera’s field of view the resolution left a lot to be desired, but it looked more like a woman than a man.  I explained about Ben and showed Alison the images.

			‘Oh dear, Douglas, you could have done without this.’

			Had Susan brought Ben back herself or had someone done her dirty work for her? There was no way to tell from the pictures. I was no further forward.

			As Alison left she gave me a brief consoling hug, her gloved hands flapping behind my back like blackbirds at a funeral. In truth, we had resolved nothing. What we had now was a workable truce, our issues not dealt with because something else had come up which allowed us to evade them. I was reminded of my dealings with Susan. Perhaps if we had talked things through. But I didn’t like to do that, never had. In any case even now, and though I could guess, I had no real idea what we should have been talking about. Observing others is easy, observing ourselves something else.
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			We met that evening in the Royal Oak for what John called a stock-taking exercise. The bar was already crowded so we went to the basement and parked ourselves at a table by the wall. I was feeling generous.

				‘This one’s on me.’

			‘Tax deductible?’

				Not for the first time, I noticed a quizzical expression on the face of the bartender when I asked for an apple juice. I deployed the usual lie.

				‘Driving.’ 

			The reply reassured her; I was not signed up to the no-alcohol moral minority. I might be socially responsible or even, at a stretch, play the guitar.

				‘Here we are then, John.’ I planted a pint on the coaster beside him.

				He gave me a hard look as I sat down. This was a serious business, not a game. As far as our working relationship was concerned his name was Fred and that was what I should call him.

				‘It’s like playing an instrument,’ he said, pointing upwards to the ground floor bar where the action was. ‘Getting into a good habit at the outset is much easier than getting out of a bad one later. You’ve haven’t reached the age of thirty-five without learning that. My name is Fred. Internalize it, make it second nature. Then you’ll get it right without having to think about it.’ 

				He smiled broadly, as if he’d just summarised the wisdom of the ages or swallowed his first mouthful of ale. 

				‘The point is, Douglas, we’re in a public place. Who knows who might clock us? Not to mention the CCTV.’ 

			I found it hard to imagine Maureen MacNeil, that well-known technophobe, sitting in her living room closely observing everyone who entered and left the Royal Oak but John was taking no chances. 

			‘Walls have ears as they say, better safe than sorry.’

				There was a brief pause while he checked out the other customers, all of whom looked innocuous to me. But they would, wouldn’t they.

				‘So, where are we with this?’

				For a moment, I felt in the presence of a male Alison intent on reviewing progress as measured by outcomes. I answered his questions as well as I could, and as I rehearsed the position he took notes on a sheet of paper pulled from a worn polythene bag.

				‘Well,’ he said, after five minutes scribbling, crossing out and correcting, ‘the big question here is how your better half has managed to stay under the radar for several months on the trot and what we’re going to do about it. How do we proceed?’

				I hadn’t a clue. Rubbing together my few thoughts on the subject wouldn’t have generated a spark let alone started a fire.

				‘She needs money, everyone does, so she takes it out of a hole in the wall or over a bank counter. If we had a joint account, I could see from that where and when she does it. But,’ I reminded him, ‘she has her own account and she went paperless a year ago.’

				‘In preparation for her departure.’

				‘Probably.’

				‘You don’t like to think that.’

				The thought that Susan might have planned to leave me so far ahead of the event was unsettling to say the least. If John was right we’d spent a year living a lie. What was the price of an endearment now, what did words amount to?

				‘Anyway, the upshot is you don’t have access to her account.’

				‘That’s what lost me my job, if you remember, trying to track her by the back door.’

				‘You didn’t hear me say this,’ he said, ‘lowering his voice to a low whisper, ‘but what if I knew someone who could do it for you?’

				Despite the risks he was taking on my behalf, John was helping me out because he was into cloak and dagger. As a boy, he’d probably toyed with lemon juice and disappearing ink; when he was supposed to be asleep he’d been reading spy books under the duvet with a flashlight. In other respects his life might be dull. I suspected it was. Since his marriage plans had fallen through the highpoint of his week was listening to music in the pub when his shift allowed it.  Nothing wrong with that as far as it went, but it didn’t go very far. 

				‘What do you mean?’

				‘Are you interested or not?’

				I nodded, not knowing where it might lead, and he produced his new PAYG phone from the bag, extricating it from his travelling wardrobe of woollen gloves and scarf.

				‘Hi, David, yes, I’m with him now. You know where. He’s up for it.’

				John made for the nearest table with a spare chair.

				‘Is this one free?’

				The man was a joker. ‘For a small charge.’

				He carried it over and placed it between us.

				‘Who are we expecting?’

				‘Rest your soul in patience, Douglas, all will be revealed.’

				As I rested my soul, I heard the warning sounds of instruments being tuned upstairs; the fun was about to begin, the live music. I could cope with instruments perfectly well, but people would insist on singing and songs used words. Words in the air drowned out words in the head. They always won.

				Ten minutes and two songs later we were joined by John’s contact. Slightly below average height, his worn trousers and jersey could have served as urban camouflage. If that was the intention it was ruined by his coat, a black patent leather affair just a little too long. It gave him a theatrical air which was clearly intentional. Adding to the effect was the black leather bush hat, which he removed with a flourish and planted in the middle of the table. It protected his head against the rigours of the night and gave him a certain air in keeping with the image he had of himself. He probably wore it in bed.

				In the act of pulling out his chair and sitting down, he extended his hand.

				‘David Wyness.’

				John was loving it. ‘From the far north.’

			‘And proud of it!’

				Wyness hailed from Thurso, which was fine by me, but accidents of birth are not to be confused with accomplishments. While I waited in the queue to order his whisky, John brought David up to speed about my problem with MacNeil.

				‘You wife is hiding and you want to know where.’

				‘Yes.’

				‘Because the police believe you bumped her off.’

				‘That’s about the size of it.’

				‘OK, we can do this.’

				‘How?’

				‘You don’t want to know.’

				‘Yes I do.’

				‘Tough.’

				The less I knew about his working methods the better; then, if he was caught, I wouldn’t go down with him. This was nonsense, of course. Who would he be tracking Susan for but me? However, if he could pull it off. . .

				‘Oh, and by the way, I take it you also want the low-down on the scumbag she’s shacked up with?’

				John, a decent man, tried to be diplomatic. ‘If there is one.’ 

				‘Oh, come on John, let’s get real. It’s a woman we’re talking about here!’

				It seemed Mr Wyness might have had adverse experiences with the opposite sex and now knew my wife better than I did. 

				‘I don’t believe you’ve met her.’

				‘True, Douglas, but we know how she treated you. Speaks volumes.’

				I suppose it did, but I had no real idea what the volumes might contain, and since I hadn’t known this meeting would take place I hadn’t come with all the information Wyness required.

				‘John has a burner phone? Do you?’

				I’d bought one with my groceries and left it charging in the kitchen.

				‘Good. Use it for everything you don’t want traced, including all calls to me and our friend here.’

				He wrote down his number and gave it to me. 

				‘Send the information direct to me, as much as you can, but don’t bother with her social media accounts, I can figure those out for myself. Does she have a nickname?’

				‘Sexy Sue.’

				‘For God’s sake, that’s all we need,’ Wyness was easily appalled, ‘another scarlet woman! Anyway, hear from you soon.’

				He rose to leave, his raincoat trailing after him to the foot of the stairs.

				‘Well,’ said John.

				‘What’s this guy’s background?’

				‘According to him, financial dealing on a large scale.’

				‘You don’t believe him.’

				‘I do, but I think he exaggerates. He makes his money online.’

			‘How?’

			‘He mentioned spread betting, but the truth is I don’t really know. Not my area.’

			John had come across him a year before in connection with a fraud case; he’d assisted the police with the cybercrime aspect of it. He dived into his bag again and extracted a dog-eared business card. According to the man himself Wyness was “totally wired”, “a cybernaut”, and “sometime consultant to the police”.

			‘He’s trusted.’

			‘Seems to be.’

			‘So, Fred,’ I said, with undue emphasis on his new nom de guerre, ‘he didn’t mention a word about what he would charge. Strange that, don’t you think?’

			‘Ah, right, I believe I can shed some light on that.’

			John had let slip the fact that technology wasn’t my strong suit, at which point Wyness had decided to become my IT associate, and for IT read hacking – into secure databases, CCTV networks, anything involving the free movement of electrons. To establish his credentials this first job would be on the house. I’d be so grateful to find out where Susan was I’d sign him up on the spot.

			‘He told you that!’

			‘Not in so many words, but reading between the lines. . .’

			It made sense, but did I want to associate with a dubious fellow like Wyness? Perhaps, if it would get me off the hook. But caution would be needed. People who projected a strong self-image were not to be trusted. They didn’t know who they really were. 

			John and I knew who we really were, though it didn’t do us much good. We parted on the windswept pavement and went our separate ways, John to his bachelor pad near Tollcross and I to what now amounted to the same thing, my wife-less, dog-less, love-less apartment in Lauriston Gardens. And in this sombre vein, as I sat at the kitchen table catching up with the news, I realised I was relying on a stranger to advance my case when what I should be doing was shifting for myself.

			I only had one lead with Alan Ogilvie so that was the one to follow. I took out the folder MacNeil knew nothing about and looked at the name he’d written on the cover. Gill Wheeler might be a purely professional contact, but she might be more than that, and there was her name and number in Ogilvie’s own hand. I had nothing to lose by contacting her and that’s what I decided to do, but only when I’d settled on my approach. Hello, you don’t know me but, or Good evening, Ms Wheeler, I have your number in connection with. . . Yes, Douglas, in connection with what?

			I ignored John’s worries about my traffic being compromised and searched for the lady online. There were more Gill Wheelers out there than I realised, but sifting through them one stood out, a microbiologist and a highly qualified one at that. Her website featured a photograph and detailed her professional interests. Ms Wheeler was a petite blond who, when the photograph was taken, preferred her hair short; quite different from Alison, who was well set up and whose dark brown hair tended to the black. Maybe that was it, maybe Alan preferred variety in his life, dark one day, fair the next. But I was letting my imagination run away with me. Gill Wheeler could well have been an entirely professional contact. A self-employed microbiologist, her website was not a vanity project. She had worked for a variety of companies and several had provided testimonials, quotations from which appeared to spiral down like autumn leaves from the top of the page. It was beautifully done.

			What did this lady not get up to in a brewery, I wondered, as I read a summary of her skills?  Her knowledge of yeasts was wide-ranging, as was her ability to run analyses of beer samples including ph, alcohol, sodium, and iron. What stopped me in my tracks, though, was that Ms Wheeler was a proponent of lean six sigma and had published two papers on it in brewing industry magazines. Since lean six sigma meant nothing to me, I felt obliged to bone up on the subject. A big mistake. Knowing your target is all very well, but sometimes ignorance is better for the mental health. After reading up on it for half an hour a dentist could have taken a tooth out and I wouldn’t have noticed. But as my grandfather used to remark, it takes all types and we have to get used to that. The keyword was efficiency, all I needed to know.

			I unplugged my burner phone from the socket in favour of the kettle and entered Gill Wheeler’s number. Expecting to be fobbed off with voicemail, I was surprised to get straight through.

			‘Wheeler.’

			‘You don’t know me, Ms Wheeler, and I apologise for the intrusion. My name is Douglas Hunter, I’m looking into the death of Alan Ogilvie. I already know it was an accident.’

			I didn’t tell her I was a friend of Alison; if Gill was “the other woman” she’d have ended the call on the spot.

			‘I don’t know you from Adam, Mr Hunter. Why would I talk to you about anything?’

			This was a good question. I had two ways of dealing with it; further explanation, provided she didn’t cut me off mid flow, or acting on the assumption she was somehow involved and lean on her.

			‘Ms Wheeler, as of now, the police have no knowledge of your connection to Mr Ogilvie. I do, and it’s in his own handwriting. It might save a lot of trouble for all concerned if we could talk about this face to face.’

			There was a long pause while she considered my suggestion.

			‘I live in North Berwick.’

			‘OK.’

			‘Meet you in Why Not, tomorrow, twelve noon. Prepare to prove you are who you say you are. If you don’t you’ll be wasting your time.’

			The line went dead. Until she sussed me out, Gill Wheeler was playing hard ball. As for wasting my time, it would contravene the principles of lean six sigma so we couldn’t have that.
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			I could have gone by bus, but the car needed a run on the open road to charge the battery before the onset of snow, strangely delayed. I left it in the park opposite the optometrist. Though that building had been gone for several years it was still standing in my head, the dilapidated eyesore it had become. Already I was starting to live in a past, where not everything had been better.

			I had never visited Why Not, but there it was on the High Street with a board on the pavement advertising the café; which was in the building somewhere, artfully concealed behind the various stalls selling soap, fish, glassware, knitwear, bags, quality fruit, vegetables and cold cuts. When I made it through to the back there she was, Gill Wheeler, already into a bowl of tomato and basil.

			‘Ms Wheeler.’

			‘Yes.’

			I dropped my jacket on a chair, went to the counter and ordered a coffee and sandwich. I had the impression she was sizing me up as I waited, but that would tell her nothing. As it turned out, the lady had a combative streak.

			‘So,’ she said, spreading butter on her bread, ‘you’re a private detective. That means you have a client.’

			When she took a bite, I noted the neat semicircle it left. Her teeth were unusually small. Even her ivories were petite. I wouldn’t want to be the dentist going in there with a drill; no room to move.

			‘You would think so, wouldn’t you, but in this case I’m working for myself.’

			She put down her spoon and attempted to freeze me with an ice-maiden look. She didn’t do too badly either.

			‘Let’s drop the pretence shall we, Mr Hunter? Your client is Alison Ogilvie. You’re hoping to take the heat off her by pointing the finger at me.’

			We weren’t getting off to a good start. I could rescue the situation by taking her into my confidence or lean on her just a bit more. Or both. She’d only agreed to meet because I’d leaned on her in the first place.

			‘If you’re willing to listen, I’ll explain.’

			Her expression didn’t betray much so I outlined the situation as clearly as I could.

				‘The police think Alison Ogilvie murdered your wife.’

				‘Only one of them, and she’s off her trolley.’

				‘They also believe you were involved in Alan Ogilvie’s death.’

				‘They have circumstantial evidence pointing that way, but it doesn’t amount to a row of beans. And they have nothing physical at all, for the very good reason that we weren’t there at the time.’

			‘I see.’

			She produced a mobile phone from her bag and laid it on the table.

			‘I have an app on this. I ask a question, it analyses the answer and tells me whether you’re lying or not.’

			I wondered if Albion Assurance had caught up with this development; Mr Cameron would love it.

			‘My answer would still be the same.’

			It was as well she’d started her soup before I arrived; it was rapidly cooling in the bowl.

				‘As you know, I found a folder on the back seat of Alan Ogilvie’s car. Your name and number were on the front in his handwriting.’

				‘You’re a handwriting expert now.’

				‘His wife identified it.’

				‘I only have your word for that.’

				‘For the handwriting, yes, but I phoned you last night. Where do you think I got your number? And there’s something else.’

				‘I thought there might be.’

				‘Four sets of DNA were found at the scene. One was Ogilvie’s, one was Alison’s, but only on a bag he’d brought with him from their house. The third belonged to a cleaner. At the moment they don’t know who the fourth person was, but they wouldn’t, would they? You’re not in the database yet.’

				‘Before we go any further, I need to know where this might lead.’

			‘Well, we can talk it through and work out together how best to keep any damage to a minimum.’

			‘And how would you propose to do that?’

			I hadn’t the faintest idea, not until I heard what she had to say. A group of ladies in talkative mood parked themselves at a neighbouring table. The subject of the day was the rumoured benefit of refined coconut oil to the frying pan and human health, well worth tuning out. It sounded like the latest in a long line of miracle cures.

			‘Giving them information but not the source.’

			‘And if I decline this generous offer?’

			‘I give your name to the police and leave them to it.’

			Her phone rang, conveniently for her I thought, but it couldn’t have been prearranged.

			‘Wheeler. . . I see. . . I checked the levels three days ago, they were fine then. . . OK, I’m with someone right now. . . no, nothing important. . . I’ll be with you by three. Bye.’

			If matters of life and death weren’t important to this woman, what was?

			‘You’re in demand.’

			‘So it seems.’

			Gill Wheeler had problem. She might be able to shed some light on Alan Ogilvie but didn’t want anything she said to go any further. And why would she? Since it was clear from what I’d said that the accusations against Alison and me wouldn’t stick, her testimony wasn’t needed to get us off the hook. Which was correct, but it would get us off it sooner. I tried to reassure her.

			‘The best I can do? I won’t breathe a word of what you tell me to the police unless and until I’m in serious danger of going down.’

			‘Which according to you won’t happen.’

			‘It won’t.’

			Spoon in hand, Ms Wheeler stared at her soup as if the answer was in there somewhere and all she had to do was stir it about till she found it. Then she looked up; she had come to a decision.

			‘If I speak to you now, it’s on the clear understanding that you don’t make a record of anything I say.’

			I stood up and spread my arms.

			‘If you think I’m wired for sound feel free to pat me down.’

			She looked at me and wasn’t impressed by what she saw, something I was learning to get used to.

			‘I think I shall forego that dubious pleasure, thank you very much. But if you’re thinking of recording this conversation on your phone, forget it.’

			I retrieved my phone from my jacket pocket, switched it off and laid it on the table beside hers.

			‘Snap!’

			‘Very funny. And if you’re tempted to tell the police what I’m about to tell you I shall simply deny it.’

			She started hesitantly, not sure she was doing the right thing confiding in a man she’d just met.

			‘You have to understand I’m self-employed.’

			And from that quiet beginning it all came out. Imbibe International had been investigating local breweries with a view to buying one or more. None of these craft breweries was big enough to employ a microbiologist full time, but several made use of her expertise for quality control purposes. The scout for Imbibe was Alan Ogilvie. At first he’d been the soul of discretion, especially when others were present, but on their third or fourth meeting his tone had changed. He made it clear he was interested and pointed out to her what she knew already, that she wasn’t wearing a ring. 

			It soon became what she described as a two-pronged attack. He was in a position to offer her more work than she was getting now; obviously true, since he represented a large company. But beneath it all was a threat. If Imbibe bought local breweries they might dispense with her services; after all, they had microbiologists of their own. And guess what? The ultimate decision would be his.

			‘It felt as though he held my future in his hands.’

			‘And he wanted the rest of you in his hands as well.’

			Yes, though that was only true in the unusual sense that Ogilvie meant it, a sense which he softened her up for over two evening meals. She still remembered some of the things he’d said. You studied chemistry, you know your oxygen. What was that supposed to mean? Too little can be better than too much. She hadn’t a clue what he was talking about, which forced him into the open, his reluctance to come clean overcome by his need for gratification.

			‘You can affect that puzzled look as much as you like, Mr Hunter, but we both know what this is about. I really don’t need to go into detail.’

			‘Not about the technicalities, no.’

			Eventually, she had agreed to go with him to his preferred location, The Bothy. They’d been there three times in all, the last proving fatal. Ogilvie was in it for the rewards but he was also aware of the dangers. He needed someone to keep an eye on him, to intervene if anything went wrong.

			‘And that was all he wanted,’ I asked, ‘he didn’t want sex?’

			Looking at this attractive woman I found it hard to believe, but when I said as much she blushed.

			‘Well, this is delicate to say the least. The first time he wanted me to hold him while the procedure was underway.’

			‘Hold him?’

				‘For God’s sake, you have to know what I mean! He wanted me to give him a hand job while the bag was over his head. I wasn’t up for it and he didn’t ask again. I hope that’s clear enough for you.’ And having got that out of her system she moved seamlessly from the specific to the general. ‘There’s no getting away from it; men are disgusting!’

				Being a man, I felt included in that judgement but didn’t waste time contesting it; there was something I needed to know.

				‘What I don’t understand is how did he die if you were there keeping an eye on him?’

				She looked at her phone, picked it up and put it down again.

			‘These things cause so much trouble, don’t they? A call came through from a man I was dating. We were going through a bad patch at the time.’

				‘Because of your evening meals with Ogilvie.’

				‘That was part of it, yes.’

			And suddenly it all became clear. He didn’t trust her because of Ogilvie, but she didn’t trust him either, which would explain the truth app on her phone. How did our ancestors manage without such things, how did we make it through to the present hi-tech times?

			‘Anyway, I remember saying to Alan that I had to take the call, it was important. But it was private, I didn’t want him to hear it. Actually, I couldn’t have handled it if anyone else had been listening. So I went outside for a bit of privacy.’

				‘And when you came back he was dead.’

				‘Yes.’

				‘That was unlucky to say the least.’

				‘The way I see it, as he began to lose consciousness he was well into his hard-on so he didn’t remove the bag in time. When he finally tried, his desperate attempts to inhale pulled the polythene even tighter over his mouth.’

			‘Sounds likely.’

			‘It is. There are quite a few documented cases of this happening.’

			‘Ah.’

			‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

			‘How do you know about the documented cases?’

			She looked at me as if was a complete idiot. Which I can be, but not this time.

			‘I looked them up.’

			‘Online.’

			‘Obviously.’

			‘Well, I’m sure you know more than you did before, but in looking up these cases you’ve implicated yourself.’

			‘I fail to see how.’

			‘Your search record will show an interest in erotic asphyxiation. That, plus your DNA, will link you to the death of Alan Ogilvie.’

			She looked appalled. ‘I hadn’t thought of that.’

			‘You wouldn’t. You’re not a criminal.’

			‘You believe me, then.’

			‘Yes.’ 

			‘I won’t be accused of murdering Alan Ogilvie.’

			‘I don’t see how you could be. There was no evidence of violence, force, or any form of restraint.’

			I knew as I said this that the same applied to me and expected her point that out, instead of which she looked relieved. She’d survived explaining an embarrassing episode in her life to a stranger and persuaded him that the death of Alan Ogilvie had been an accident.

			‘Well, if I can convince an ex police officer I must be doing something right.’

			‘You looked me up as well?’

			‘Of course I did. You’d have done the same. You phoned me out of the blue. I wasn’t going to meet you without checking you out.’

			‘In that case your search record will show a third connection to the case.’

			‘You!’ She was catching on quickly. ‘I’ve had about enough of this. It seems a girl can’t scratch her nose these days without incriminating herself!’

			I shared her concern, but she was right; that was how things were.

			‘There are ways round it if you know them.’

			‘And you’re going to tell me what they are.’

			‘If you like.’

			She pushed her soup plate aside and looked round the café as if to establish that no one else had been listening.

			‘Oh my God! Oh no!’

			‘What’s wrong?’

			‘Gladys. She lives not far from me in Quadrant. The woman has a nose like a can opener.’

			I took this to mean she was inquisitive, and though Gill turned away in an effort to avoid detection, she failed. Gladys the can opener appeared beside us in a blaze of bling and a heavy haze of fragrance. Some people like to leave their mark while they have the chance; tomorrow may be too late. 

			‘Why Gillian, I thought it was you. How are you doing? It’s been too long, it really has. Drop by tomorrow afternoon? Anne’s coming round, and Dilys. We could make a party of it.’

			It wasn’t clear how serious she was since she turned her attention to me without waiting for an answer.

			‘And this would be the young man you’ve keep keeping under wraps these last few months.’

			She said it as if she didn’t believe it and I wouldn’t have either. The beautifully turned out Gillian Wheeler wouldn’t have entertained a rough and unformed individual like me.

			‘I haven’t been keeping him under anything, Gladys, and in case you’re wondering that includes sheets. Mr Hunter is a business contact pure and simple.’

			‘I see.’

			She held out a hand as if I was meant to kiss it, but I’d no idea where her hand had been and shook it instead. An interruption was the last thing I needed, so I excused myself and escaped to the toilets at the back of the building. There was artwork on the wall but I paid it scant attention; there was something bothering me about Ms Wheeler’s story, something I needed to clarify.

			When I left the toilet Gladys had taken my seat. She was in full flow, so I checked out some of the merchandise till she finished.  Christmas presents, anyone? When she finally rose to leave, she made her way out through the central island of stalls and I sidled back to the table on the other side. I don’t think she saw me but didn’t care if she did.

			‘Hard going?’

			‘You could say that. She’s not backward about coming forward, that one. We only met two years ago and now she knows more about me than I do.’

			‘But her heart’s in the right place.’

			‘Actually, yes, it is, but don’t tell her I said so.’ 

			She eyed the scarf I’d bought, pulled it out of its paper bag and held it up for inspection. Its mixture of blues and greens had, to my eye, an attractive watercolour effect.  

			‘Batik?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Very nice. A present for Alison?’

			She had it in one; Gillian Wheeler was sharp. 

			‘So, are we done here? I have to be somewhere by three.’

			‘There’s just one thing I’d like to clarify, if that’s OK with you.’

			‘Shoot.’

			When Gillian had come into the room from taking her call she’d found Alan dead. But how did she know that? Just as important, what attempt had she made to revive him?

				‘Well, he looked dead, he wasn’t moving.’

			‘That’s it?’ 

			‘I tried his wrist for a pulse and couldn’t find one. In my experience, people who’re alive have a pulse.’

				‘But for all you knew his heart might have stopped beating seconds before you found him. It might have been possible to bring him round.’

				‘You’re right. But you have to understand I’d never been in a situation like that. I panicked. I didn’t handle it well.’

				‘So it’s possible that if you’d intervened, Alan Ogilvie might still be in the land of the living.’

				‘He might, but I doubt it.’ She sighed. ‘Anyway, there’s nothing I can do about it now. It’s easy for you to criticize from a safe distance. You might not have done any better.’

			She was sufficiently on the back foot to turn defence into attack. What was I to make of this? Gillian Wheeler appeared to me a professional, highly competent person and a cool customer to boot. She might have panicked, but I doubted it.  Ogilvie had not been treating her well and had complicated her love-life while he was at it. His death would have made her life a lot easier, as it had till I’d phoned her.  

			By now she was checking her watch, giving the impression of someone eager to be off. I had no problem with that, but there was one last thing I wanted to know.

			‘That app you were telling me about.’

			‘Made it up. And by the way, I don’t expect any further contact with you, Mr Hunter. I’ve told you all I know. And as I say, if you report any of this to the police I shall simply deny it.’

			This was an empty threat. She could deny it all she liked, but if I handed the folder with her name and number on it she would be implicated at once. Together with her recent searches she had little or nothing by way of wriggle room. But, and there is always a but, if I handed the folder over now MacNeil would accuse me of withholding evidence, and in this case she would be right. 

			I remained at the table for a minute or two after she left. Thanks to Gladys I’d only eaten half my sandwich. Gillian Wheeler had not attempted to resuscitate Alan Ogilvie partly because it didn’t suit her to do so but also because she couldn’t have done it without leaving physical evidence of her involvement, not least on the polythene bag, and she wasn’t about to do that. But I couldn’t prove any of this and neither could anyone else.

			I was in two minds how to proceed, and that is never good. My instinct was to talk it over with Alison – in the teeth of Louise Galbraith’s warning not to contact her. I thought it could be done discreetly, but that was not how it turned out.
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			I wanted to call Alison the next morning but an irrational reluctance held me back. I was reluctant to clean the flat too, but dust on the playing surfaces and cooking stains on the kitchen floor had to be tackled sometime. The skirting boards could wait, though as Alison had pointed out by way of a hint, these modest rooms were now the public face of my new business – oh, and I should also bear in mind that a client might be caught short and need to use the toilet. 

			Alison swore by bleach, antibacterial sprays and scented air fresheners and advised me to follow her lead. She was so strong on these products I wondered how she could contemplate something as unhygienic as sexual congress. But one thing I have learned in my few years on the planet is that we all embody contradictions with apparent ease. That way, we can carry on living our lives without being hamstrung by principles, those few of us who have any left.

			Why do we clean at all, what’s the point? You clean one week and before you know it you have to clean again the week after. You might as well not have bothered. As for where the dust comes from in the first place, I’d read that much of it was particles of sloughed off skin – epithelials, as we say in the trade. Perhaps, but I found it hard to believe I was shedding so much. So when the battery died on the vacuum cleaner, without warning as always, I put it on charge and left the house with relief. Technology had given me the perfect excuse, the rest of the housework could wait. 

			I made the short walk to the Twa Thin Laddies and relaxed with caffeine and newspapers, switching off my phone for some well-earned peace and quiet. Since I could do nothing to alleviate suffering and misery in Hong Kong, Manila or Burundi, I devoted what little attention I had left to human interest stories which showed, as always, that there is nothing some people will not do in the pointless pursuit of celebrity. But when I activated my phone on the way out all hell broke loose. Alison had tried repeatedly to contact me. It’s me, AGAIN! Where are you? I had no idea how urgent it was, I had to come round at once. 

			She opened the door in an unusually dishevelled state and looked up and down the street to ensure no one had seen me arrive.

			‘You have to help me, Douglas, I don’t know where else to turn. Something’s happened.’

			Following a trail of blood on her expensive carpet and Oregon Pine banister, she practically pushed me upstairs. A man was lying on the bathroom floor. Judging by the blood on the laminate he’d bled to death. I recognised him at once from the mug shot MacNeil had shown me. The bloodless pallor of his face was accentuated even more by the powerful growth of dark stubble round the jaw. He hadn’t shaved for days. This was the man DC Robertson had told me about, Desmond Fintan Shaughnessy.

			‘What the hell’s he doing in your house?’

			‘How should I know, I found him here when I came home. And don’t shout at me, Douglas, it doesn’t help.’

			The medicine cabinet had been opened, its contents thrown across the floor by her intruder frantically searching for a bandage. When he couldn’t find one, he’d tried to staunch the bleeding with towels and failed. There was blood all over the place. 

			‘Have you been in there, Alison?’

			‘No.’

			‘Good, keep it that way.’

			‘He’s dead, I take it.’

			I nodded. ‘How did he get in?’

			She led me downstairs to the kitchen. Shaughnessy had broken the French windows and managed to push the table and chairs far enough back to force his way in. There was no sign of a brick or stone but his coat was lying bunched up on the floor. There wasn’t much blood on it because, as far as I could tell, he’d rolled it round his fist to smash the window. So far so good, but the rest was conjecture.

			‘Carry on, Douglas, you’re obviously on a roll.’

			Her sarcasm was a sign of the strain she was under. 

			‘The thing is, Alison, when you break a window pieces of broken glass are held in position by the frame, putty or whatever. They’re often large, jagged and hard to remove.’

			‘You would know.’

			‘I would.’

			The way I saw it, the hole he’d made wasn’t large enough to climb through. In his desperation to get in he’d abandoned the coat to remove large shards of glass and that was when it happened. He got careless. Shaughnessy was a man on the run resorting to desperate measures; he’d severed an artery just above the wrist and bled to death. 

			‘I can’t believe this! It’s so unfair! Why has he done this to me?’

			We needed to talk in a room Shaughnessy hadn’t entered, the reception room to the front of the house. She confirmed my suspicion at once.

			‘He’s the man who came here a few days ago looking for Alan.’

			‘How well do you know him?’

			‘Only to look at, really. He’s on the board, a director. I’ve seen him at the occasional function. Not for some time, though.’

			‘The Irish police are after him.’

			‘They think he killed that girl?’

			I didn’t know for sure but it was likely. He’d probably overstepped the mark with Adrienne Delaney. When she resisted, he’d silenced her with an overdose in the Grafton Street Apartments. Now he was looking to Alan Ogilvie for an alibi. And why did he think Ogilvie would agree to that? Probably because he knew about his perverse sexual habit and would threaten to go public if he refused. 

			‘But Alan was dead.’

			‘Shaughnessy clearly didn’t know that.’

			Alison poured us both a gin and against my better judgement I joined her. She looked distracted, which was understandable. Her brain wasn’t in gear yet.

			‘We’ll have to dispose of the body somewhere.’

			‘I didn’t hear you say that.’

			‘Somewhere they won’t find it for a long time.’

			‘Right, and when they do they’ll wonder where all the blood has gone, because most of it is here.’

			‘Yes, but Douglas, come on, we can clean it up.’

			She had to understand that no amount of her bleach and antibacterial sprays would remove all traces of it, no matter how hard we tried. 

			‘That’s not really an option.’

			‘It has to be. If we phone the police that dreadful MacNeil woman will be all over us again.’

			‘That can’t be helped.’

			‘Easy for you to say that, my fingerprints will be all over the place!’

			Judging from this remark, Alison was still in shock.

			‘They would be, you live here.’

			‘I suppose.’

			‘And Alison. . .’

			‘Yes?’

			‘When you’ve done nothing wrong you shouldn’t act as if you have.’

			She rose to go back to the kitchen so I stopped her. Fingerprints were one thing; leaving footprints in Shaughnessy’s blood was something else, her own home or not.

			MacNeil and Robertson arrived within ten minutes of my call and contacted SOCO at once. Expressions can be hard to read, but while Robertson looked concerned MacNeil betrayed a grim pleasure in Alison’s house of horrors before taking statements from us both.

			‘So, Mrs Ogilvie, you came home and found this man dead on your bathroom floor.’

			‘I told you that, yes.’

			‘And you’ve no idea who he is.’

			‘I didn’t say that. Douglas?’

			‘She didn’t say that.’

			‘So you do know who he is.’

			‘He’s on the board of my husband’s company, Imbibe.’

			‘And he couldn’t ring the bell like anyone else.’

			‘He probably did but I wasn’t in at the time. I told you that already.’

			Getting nowhere fast MacNeil changed tack.

			‘Well for the time being, Mrs Ogilvie, we’re treating this house as a crime scene so you’ll have to move out for a day or two. There are several hotels nearby, but if you’re really desperate you could always shack up with your friend here – though some would say he’s a bit on the young side for you.’

			Alison didn’t have much gin left her glass but what little she had she threw at MacNeil.

			‘Assaulting a police officer, did you see that DC Robertson?’

			But Robertson, seeing how things were going, had made a sharp exit and hadn’t seen a thing. The man would go far in the force.
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			We assembled on the street at ten thirty on the evening of December 5, 2014. Unlike everyone else who turned out I could have chosen not to be there, but I wanted to know what was going on in the building next door. If it was stacked with nerve gas, I’d grab Patricia and retreat till it was safe to return. I could safely leave it to God to look after the nuns. It was bitterly cold on the street and probably not much warmer in the church.

				‘Well, Hunter,’ DI Maitland remarked, as if I was still one of his officers, ‘how’s life treating you these days? I hear you’ve branched out on your own. Must talk to you about that sometime.’

			Close to retirement age, he was thinking of going private too, though unlike me he’d have a pension to rely on and a sizeable tax-free lump sum to set himself up. But who said life was fair? Not me, and certainly not Alison Ogilvie.

			‘When we go in, you stay here till we give you the nod. Don’t want you taken out in a hail of small arms fire.’

			‘Especially by your own men.’

			‘Aye, right enough.’ He cast an eye heavenwards. ‘Fine night for it, though, wouldn’t you say?’

			Maitland had grown up on a farm and often spoke as if he was appraising livestock at the Perth bull sales. But he fooled no one with his twig-in-the-ear, rustic routine. He knew what he was doing.

			‘Sorry to hear about that Shaughnessy business, by the way. Must have come as a shock to Mrs Ogilvie.’ He looked up towards my bathroom window as if she might be up there observing the scene. ‘Staying with you for the time being?’

			‘Crowne Plaza.’

			‘Just along the road from her house.’

			‘That’s Right.’

			He nodded approvingly. ‘Makes sense.’

			Looking round I saw Hector Robertson standing a few yards away talking with MacNeil. She was keeping an eye on me while pretending not to. What was I saying to her boss? Were we talking about her? And the best of it was she couldn’t ask him afterwards. For the time being her star was on the wane; something Maitland would have noticed when he’d looked up at the night sky, unusually clear in the cold night air. This was not good news for a woman with paranoid tendencies, but she’d have to get used to it. 

			During a memorable quiz night in the Joseph Pearce, Maitland had suggested it might be possible to delegate so much work he’d have nothing left to do himself. And over the years he’d tried his best to prove it, but his presence tonight suggested that this operation was well above a junior officer’s pay grade. MacNeil was being side-lined by her boss. 

			A few yards down the road Broady was briefing three officers armed, airport style, with MP5 sub-machine guns. I had no firearms training myself and an instinctive aversion to weapons of any kind – with the possible exception of the brain, which I tried to exercise from time to time, though not with great success. My aim left much to be desired. Three more officers drew up in a van and joined them. He talked briefly to the woman in charge. According to the back of her jacket she was with the border force. The NCA was working with them, as they often did.

			The team coalesced near the rear entrance, the grille still intact but hanging off its hinges. 

			‘Right, so the armed men go in hard and fast, don’t give them time to draw breath never mind guns, and the rest of us follow as soon as we get the all clear. The front doors are covered, but they’re massive anyway and locked and bolted. The side windows are heavily barred, you’ll have seen that for yourselves. So if they make a break for it it’s going to be right here.’

			‘Broady?’

			‘We believe there are several people in there. They may be down-and-outs but our intelligence suggests otherwise. The camera went down three hours ago and it wasn’t an accident.’

			‘Airgun again?’ 

			‘Not this time, Hunter. Paintball. Very effective. And the shooter was wearing a balaclava.’

			‘OK, no point talking ourselves to death here,’ Maitland said, hoping to climb into a warm bed with Mrs Maitland sooner rather than later, ‘let’s go.’

			The armed officers detached their torches from their clamps, pushed the door open and went in, not hard and fast, but slowly, carefully and silently. But they encountered no problem entering the building, no furniture piled up behind the door, no booby traps, nothing. After five minutes pacing up and down and checking his watch, Maitland got the call.

			A group of thirteen people were held in the body of the kirk under the guns of the armed officers. Several were shivering. They looked tired, cold and miserable. Lanterns were brought in and set up on stands, the best that could be done in a large building with no power. The border force people separated out the detainees and talked to them one by one, a process which took so long the rest of us settled down on pews and let them get on with it. The last order of service, covered in dust, was still on display from years before. 

			‘A motley crew by the look of them.’ 

			With this stock phrase Maitland summed up the men and women we had rounded up. MacNeil got a little closer than I would have liked, but I could hardly tell her to clear off. 

			‘And still the bodies mount up. You and the Ogilvie woman believe in making your mark alright. Shaughnessy now. Who’ll be next?’

			I gave her a friendly smile. ‘That would be you, Maureen.’

			Since I wasn’t rising to her first line of attack she tried another.

			‘You didn’t know all this was going on under your nose, of course.’

			‘No, and unlike you I read my alerts.’

			She was furious. This was something I wasn’t supposed to know. 

			‘Robertson!’

			But deep in conversation with Maitland he didn’t hear her. Or worse, felt in a strong enough position to ignore her. I noticed she was wearing winter boots, supple leather numbers which would have been at home in the local stables. 

			‘I see your boots have zips up the inside leg.’

			‘What of it?’

			‘Oh, nothing really, I just assumed you’d be lacing them up.’

			She picked up the reference to her Belgian trip at once, something else I wasn’t supposed to know about.

			‘Just so you realise, Hunter, the net’s closing in.’

			‘Yes, but who is it closing in on, Maureen?’

			MacNeil was a woman who made the occasional big mistake but very few small ones, and she made a small one now.

			‘What do you mean by that?’

			She shouldn’t have asked, but since she had I made up a suitably unsettling reply.

			‘I overheard Maitland a while back talking to that Broady guy. According to him, and I quote, your jacket’s on a shoogly nail.’

			She looked on the point of taking me out with a karate chop to the throat, but I was saved by an officer from the border force reporting back. It was the same old story. None of the people we’d detained spoke English, or so they made out, and none of them had paperwork to indicate who they were or where they came from.

			‘Illegals.’

			‘Without a doubt.’     

			‘The question is,’ Maitland said, looking at Broady, ‘are any of them more than that, terrorists pretending to be refugees? We need to separate the sheep from the goats.’

			‘Eleven of them are illegals pure and simple, two of them are not.’

				MacNeil was astonished. ‘So what are the other two, Islamic extremists with suicide vests?’

				‘I don’t think so.’

				‘Right,’ Maitland said, ‘so what does your intelligence suggest?’

				Maitland dwelled slightly too long on “intelligence”, calling it into question without saying so. Even in a gloomy, unheated church hall in the middle of winter I was warming to the man.

				‘OK,’ Broady said, ‘here’s the thing.’

				A concerted attempt was being made to evade UK border controls. A shadowy group with vans were picking up would-be immigrants in the north of France, shipping them from Cherbourg to Rosslare, and then from Dublin to the UK by way of Holyhead. Once in Wales, they were distributed to a variety of locations within the UK.

				Maitland drew the obvious conclusion. ‘People smugglers.’

				MacNeil looked genuinely disgusted. ‘Scum. The lowest of the low.’

				‘That’s what we thought at first.’

				‘At first! What do you think now?’

				Broady had reason to believe that, yes, we were dealing with people smugglers, but they weren’t in it for the money. Their motivation was quite different.

				‘Have you heard of the Anarchist Alliance?’ 

			We’d heard of anarchists of course, but not the Alliance. The whole thing was a contradiction in terms. How could any self-respecting anarchist take part in a joint endeavour? They doubtless had a constitution and standing orders. The way things were they’d probably applied for charitable status and a community development grant as well.

			‘We’re dealing with politically motivated people here who don’t recognise the authority of the state in any shape or form. As they see it, we have no right to operate border controls. In fact, we have no right to borders. Borders are imaginary lines on the map. Their sole interest lies in subverting the system. The furthest they go is covering their costs. As far as we can see, they don’t make a penny out of it.’

				MacNeil didn’t like what she was hearing. ‘Well, that’s all right then.’

				‘So you think two of these anarchists are here right now and the rest of these people,’ Maitland said, including them all in one expansive wave of the arm, ‘are illegals pure and simple?’

				‘I do,’ Broady replied, ‘but here’s the thing.’

				He wasn’t free to divulge everything he knew but repeated his belief that of the thirteen we had detained, two were members of the Alliance. The question was which two. But according to MacNeil that was the wrong question.

				‘Why two? Why not three, five, or the whole bloody lot?’

				Two balaclavas had been found stuffed under a pew, the only physical evidence he had. But they’d done what anyone in their position would do, merged with the crowd. And since they’d been helping these people, not screwing them in the traditional manner, no one would give them up.

			‘Even in the dark I can tell that some of these folk are a bit on the black side.’

			This intervention from Maitland was supposed to be helpful. Of the thirteen, nine were men and four women. For reasons particular to himself, he assumed that women couldn’t possibly be anarchists because women cooked, made beds, ironed and, in his experience, sang hymns and psalms as well, none of which activities sat well with anarchy.

			‘So the way I see it. . .’

			Thanks to the portable lighting rigs Maitland saw it reasonably well. He assumed that the six black men in the group came from Somalia or Eritrea, countries in such a mess anarchists were surplus to requirements. Since he’d already discounted the women, that left the three white males as prime suspects.

			‘OK.’ Though he concealed it well, Broady was surprised by this analysis. In its own eccentric way it was as good a starting point as any. ‘You may be right.’

			‘Of course I am. Stands to reason. So here’s what we do. We ship the illegals to the detention centre and the white males to the nick. Excuse me a moment.’ A call had come through; an officer had located the van a few streets away. ‘Great, but don’t touch anything, Hugh. We’ll get prints from the wheel. That’ll nail one of the bastards at least.’

			‘If he wasn’t wearing gloves.’

			‘Thanks for that intervention, Robertson. Very helpful.’ 

			One of Maitland’s white males, seeing us look too long in his direction, guessed we had him in our sights and made a break for it.

			The armed officers raised their weapons.

			‘Stop or we shoot!’

			‘No!’ Maitland wasn’t having that. ‘For fuck’s sake, guys!’

			The runner might not understand the order. If so, shooting him could prove fatal not just for him but for the officer in command, who wouldn’t survive the adverse publicity with his rank intact. In any case, discharging firearms on consecrated ground was unthinkable. In some respects DI Maitland still lived in the past, not such a bad place to be. But MacNeil did not.

			As the suspect raced through the hall towards the corridor, she emerged from the shadows and tripped him with an outstretched, well-oiled leather boot. He fell awkwardly, gashing his forehead on a flagstone. Robertson staunched the blood with a handkerchief, not a recognised medical procedure but it worked.

			‘My God.’ Maitland was impressed by MacNeil’s quick reactions. ‘She’s a one-woman rapid reaction force, that one. I wouldn’t want to meet her on a dark night.’

			In the light of the street lamps it was evident that the individuals we’d detained were plainly and drably attired. Browns and blacks were everywhere, not an orange, yellow or red to be seen. These were people who didn’t want to draw more attention to themselves than they had to. They were exhausted and apprehensive. 

			The armed officers drove off in a paddy wagon with the three suspects; the border force officers shepherded the others into a van. The rest of us, the night’s work over, exchanged some parting observations on the pavement.

			‘So tell me, do you know the names of any of these anarchist types?’

			Broady knew the name of one, but since he didn’t have a mug shot to match he couldn’t be sure we’d arrested him. Fair enough, but Maitland continued to pump him for any information he might have. Back to the wall, Broady let him have it.

			‘As you know, DI Maitland, I can’t divulge classified information. But let’s just say that for me it was the shit that swung it.’

			‘Right.’ Maitland was used to imaginative theories but this was a new one on him. ‘You may need to elaborate on that for those of us who haven’t been to Oxford and Cambridge.’

			‘At this time of night?’

			‘Why not?’

			It was close to midnight as we stood on the pavement outside the church and listened to Broady explain what he meant. On a previous visit we had found human excrement piled beside a lavatory pan. Yes? We agreed this had been the case. 

			‘OK gentlemen, so what does that tell us?’

			‘The toilet wasn’t working.’

			‘Very good, DC Robertson, but it was. I should know. I pulled the chain.’

			‘Like you’re pulling ours now.’ 

			‘I wouldn’t dream of it, DS MacNeil. I want to live longer.’

			He’d seen her in action and noted how well she directed her violence.

			So what was his theory? To him it was obvious. Anyone dropping his load on the floor two feet from a functioning toilet was expressing an outright rejection of social norms. To all intents and purposes, the pile of crap was the closest the man could get to an anarchist manifesto made material.

			‘Without, as it were, putting pen to paper.’

			Maitland smiled. ‘And I believe we all know, Mr Broady, exactly what he’d be doing with paper.’
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			I slept late the following morning, unusual for me; perhaps a reaction to the heavy scene of the night before. I hadn’t set an alarm but the doorbell had the same unwelcome effect. Patricia was standing outside, her face a study in concern.

			‘I hope I didn’t wake you, Douglas,’ she said, noting my worn Black Watch dressing gown. ‘Something’s come up.’

			Slipping on jeans and a jacket, I followed her downstairs and out to the garden. A workman, complete with high vis yellow jacket and metal toe-caps showing through his boots, had plotted the path taken by the pipe and discovered that the drain had collapsed. Unfortunately, that wasn’t all he had discovered.

			‘You’re a policeman, then.’

			‘Until recently, yes.’

			He looked doubtfully at my slippers, no way for a policeman to turn out, but Patricia was a lawyer so on balance he believed it.

			‘Well, we have a problem here, mate. I may have to refer this up.’ I took this to mean up the chain of command rather than a direct line to the Deity. ‘You should take a look at this.’

			Seeking the route taken by the pipe, he’d dug a trench in the area he would normally expect to find it. And he had, but in the course of his digging he’d also unearthed several bones.

			‘It’s probably just a cat,’ Patricia said, living in hope that the job, started at last, wouldn’t stretch through the festive period.

			‘They’re too big for that, love.’

			Looking into the trench I had to agree.

			‘A dog then?’

			‘Maybe, maybe not. They look human to me. And we could be in deep shit if we keep on digging and then find out we’re dealing with human remains.’

			Patricia looked at me pleadingly. Surely there was some way round this?

			‘Douglas?’

			What with Broady and his theory, I had the unpleasant feeling that excrement was dogging me every step of the way and the trick was not to let any stick to my shoe.

			‘He’s right, I’m afraid. We need to call in an expert. A pathologist will soon sort this out.’

			‘I worked on a road one time. . .’ 

			In an earlier life our man had been here before, as a builder of roads and constructor of culverts. The discovery of Roman period artefacts and bones had set his project back by six months pending a painstaking dig by the local university archaeology department. 

			‘Professor Loening, as I recall.’

			Patricia heard him out ashen faced. ‘Oh dear, this doesn’t bode well at all.’

			On no sound basis whatever, I assured her that our case was entirely different and would soon be cleared up, though I couldn’t help wondering if St Catherine’s had once owned this ground and laid dearly departed sisters there to rest. They liked to keep their bodies close to home, these nuns, in sure and certain expectation of the resurrection to come. And if they didn’t, they should have. On the other hand, there was no sign of headstones so it wasn’t likely.

			‘Really, don’t worry. We’ll soon sort this out.’

			Using the phone they knew about, I rang DC Robertson and asked him to arrange for a pathologist to visit us as soon as possible.

			The workman clapped me on the shoulder, something you couldn’t fail to notice; for a moment I felt like a fence post driven by a mallet six more inches into the ground.

			‘You did the right thing there, pal, no other way.’ He turned to Patricia. ‘You have my number, Mrs Henderson. Give me a bell the minute you have the all-clear. I’ll get right on it again, you have my word on that.’

			Before we left the scene, Patricia directed my gaze upwards towards the spy cam high on the wall near my bathroom window. She wasn’t happy and the reason was obvious. The son of anarchy in the balaclava had missed the spy cam several times before finally scoring a direct hit; the wall was spattered with black paint.

			‘This must be down to your colleagues, Douglas. Not the paint but cleaning it up. If their camera hadn’t been there in the first place it wouldn’t have happened.’

			‘Your husband has ladders.’ She nodded. ‘OK,’ I said, ‘you won’t get a better offer today; I’ll clean it up tomorrow.’

			The workman graced us with a parting observation. 

			‘If that’s what I think it is there’ll be no lasting damage. We’re talking paintballs here, emulsion. Forget the ladders, leave it to the rain. A few weeks down the line your wall will be as good as new.’

			Patricia didn’t say anything but I could tell from her expression she didn’t want to wait a few weeks. Her in-laws were coming; what would they make of it? As we went back in she noticed the postman had called. Three official-looking A4 envelopes were lying on her hall carpet. 

			‘This one’s for you, Douglas. The legal look, he must have thought it was for me.’

			I opened the envelope as I made my way upstairs and the moment I saw what was in it turned round and ran back down again. She opened the door at once.

			‘That was quick.’

			‘Sorry, but we need to talk.’ It wasn’t strictly true. I needed to talk, Patricia did not. ‘Can you spare me ten minutes?’

			We sat down in her front room. Even by my standards it was untidy: potted plants all over the place and one of her husband’s bikes leaning against a wall. Though it was not yet the twenty-fifth of December her Christmas cactus was in full bloom – from which I inferred, as a detective, that the theologians might be slightly late with JC’s date of birth.

			Patricia saw me eyeing the bike. 

			‘A problem with the gear change. He’s taken his other one to Glen Affric. Don’t ask.’ Good advice and I took it. ‘Right, so what have we here?’

			What we had here was a letter from Arbuthnot, Pringle and Butt LLP. A Mr Robert Moffat, acting on behalf of his client Susan Alexandra Hunter (née Marr) wanted something, namely half the value of the house. I found it hard to take.

			‘Can she just bugger off without a word of explanation then shaft me like this?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Alright, but is she entitled to half the value of the house?’

			‘If you own the property jointly then she is. The fact that you’re the injured party doesn’t come into it. I can see why you’re upset, it must seem unfair, but there it is.’

			It seemed unfair alright. ‘We own it jointly.’

			‘In that case, your options are limited.’

			Patricia was on home ground here and gave it to me straight. 

			Whatever I did, I should start with an independent valuation. On the basis of that I could buy Susan out at half the market value. If she didn’t like the valuation she could always commission one of her own and we could split the difference.

			‘Suppose the agreed figure is £200,000. . .’

			‘I take £100,000 from my wallet and hand it to her. I get it.’

			As a man who’d lost his job a few months back and was now scratching a living as a private detective there was no way I could raise such a sum. 

			‘In which case, I’m sorry to say, your only option is selling up and splitting the profit down the middle.’

			Looking at Patricia as she said this I realised, when it moved, that one of the cushions on her armchair was a cat.

			‘Good morning, Thomas,’ she said, gently stroking the top of his head, ‘aren’t you lucky. Cats don’t have problems like this.’

			He was the lucky one, alright. No money problems and friendly scratches thrown in as part of the package. Thomas was in clover. Thomas had it made.

			‘So Patricia, I get all that, but is there any leeway here, any room for negotiation?’

			She believed there was, but only when it came to timescale.

			‘I’ll write to Mr Moffat acknowledging receipt of his letter and take it from there. I’m sure we can agree a period of six months, maybe longer. They can’t expect you to come up with a large sum of money by the end of next week.’

			We were silent for a moment or two, inwardly digesting this new development.

			‘You can safely leave this to me, Douglas, I hope you know that. And I’m speaking as a friend, not a lawyer. You deal with the bones and the paintball stains, I’ll handle this.’ 

			Soothing words, which helped a bit, though not as much as what she said next. 

			‘Oh, and Douglas, I was meaning to say that I do understand how aggrieved you must feel, but in the heat of the moment you may be in danger of overlooking the bigger picture.’

			And what might that be; life was miserable now but I’d get my reward in heaven? 

			‘Mr Moffat could hardly be taking instructions from your wife if she were dead. This letter,’ she said, waving the offending document, ‘means that you now have something you can cite to show that Susan is still alive, and it comes from a respected member of the legal profession.’

			Patricia’s hair wasn’t blonde, but it wasn’t far off. As I looked at her it seemed to glow like a light bulb just switched on. A halo. She was right. I’d been distraught when Susan upped sticks and left without a word of explanation. And now here she was, kicking me out of my own home to pay for a life of joy unbridled with whatever muscle-bound hunk she’d hitched her wagon to next. I was so full of righteous indignation I’d failed to register the deeper significance of the lawyer’s letter. And so emotion makes fools of us all. 

			‘He’s hardly likely to reveal where she’s living.’

			‘No, but he would have to admit, if questioned, that she’s alive and well.’

			When Patricia’s husband called, her phone responded with Rumpole of the Bailey; not the most arresting ringtone I’d ever heard but relevant. I thanked her and left.

			Two hours later I was running my newly charged vacuum cleaner round the flat with no enthusiasm at all when the doorbell rang again. Half expecting a pathologist with full travelling gear, I opened the door to a lad from City Cycle Couriers keen to have me sign for a legal-looking envelope, the second of the day. What was it this time, I wondered, the sequestration of my current account, the seizure of any remaining dog food?  

			‘If you could just sign here, sir.’

			It occurred to me then for the first time, that in confirming evidence of delivery we also provide evidence of exactly where we are at a specific date and time. So when MacNeil hacked into the IT system of City Cycle Couriers she would have access to that information. In this case, with a headcam on the courier’s helmet, she might even obtain visual confirmation.  Just as well she was incapable of doing it. Technology in the wrong hands is bad news.

			I shut the door on the courier with relief, his eye-catching black and yellow Lycra called to mind an outsize hornet and the usual variety was bad enough. I switched off the cleaner and opened the envelope. It contained a handwritten note from Alison, someone I had last seen the day before, distraught in her blood-soaked apartment. In her usual manner, she came straight to the point.

			 

			Dear Douglas

			I can’t take much more of this. I’m totally fed up living from a suitcase in a hotel. I’m past caring what Louise says, I’m missing our meetings. I’ll be in John Lewis at half past two, the restaurant, fourth floor. The lunchtime lot should be thinning out by then. I realise you may be working on a new case by now but I hope you can come. I’ve never felt so desperate. The caffeine’s on me!

			Your friend in good times and bad

			Alison 

			 

			In the space of a few hours two very different women had professed to be my friend, so it wasn’t all bad and Alison was already there when I arrived. She’d booked a table with her coat, gloves and bag but kept her hat on. Perhaps she’d forgotten to take it off or maybe she used it to keep her hair in place against the ravages of the ventilation system. She gave me a hug and helped me off with my jacket. The hug cheered me up, there was feeling in it.

			‘What’ll it be – coffee, tea, hot chocolate, a Danish or two?’

			She refused to let me join her in the queue, You really must learn to relax, and as I waited, I realised how outnumbered I was by women in this place. There were quite a few I thought of as ladies, past the first flush of youth, in some cases well past it, but beautifully turned out. From the little I overheard they were sorting out the problems of the world writ small in straying family members and wayward friends. A credit to the nation. 

			There were also a few John Banks referred to as yummy mummies, though some of them interrogated their smartphones with such intensity they didn’t seem yummy to me. A quick survey of the metalwork on their ring-fingers revealed that several were sufficiently behind the times to have married – a wise precaution which would stand them in good stead when it came to dividing the matrimonial assets. Marrying is one thing, staying that way another.

			‘So,’ Alison said, sliding a tray onto the table so artfully not a drop was spilled. She’d treated herself to a hot chocolate topped with cream and marshmallows. ‘I know,’ she said, seeing me check it out, ‘won’t do my figure much good.’

			‘Your figure’s fine.’

			This was probably what she wanted to hear but not why I said it. I sometimes saw models in magazines and they did me no good at all. What was the point of a painted beanpole? A man needed more to get round. Alison had flesh on the bone in a womanly way. Alison was attractive. Pale of complexion, I would have noticed at once if she’d blushed at the compliment, but she didn’t.

			‘Why thank you, kind sir.’ I thanked her too, for the coffee and cinnamon swirl, then we got down to business. ‘Any further run-ins with that awful MacNeil woman?’ 

			‘As recently as last night.’

			I told her about the events of the previous evening. As far as I could see through her hair and her hat, she was all ears.

			‘So who were they, these people – illegal immigrants?’

			‘Most of them, yes.’

			‘And what about the others?’

				I wasn’t sure I could safely tell Alison about the Anarchist Alliance; I’d signed the Act. She noticed my hesitation.

				‘Problem?’

				I explained my predicament with classified information and then, on impulse, told her everything I knew. I had little left to lose. If our conversation was being recorded, too bad.

				‘All of that is between you, me and the gatepost.’

				‘My lips are sealed.’ She accompanied this assurance with a zipping movement of her hand across her mouth. ‘But really, it’s amazing. I can hardly believe all that was going on in the building next door to you.’ She was particularly struck by the Alliance. ‘I have never understood ideologically motivated people. They cause most of the trouble in the world. That and money.’

				She was referring to Hitler, Stalin, Chairman Mao and George W Bush, and was well into demolishing them one by one when, as sometimes happened with her, she ran out of breath and gave me a way back in.

				‘There’s something else you should know.’  

				I have always found it difficult to confront people with upsetting information, my usual way out being to dilute it or suppress it completely. The last thing I wanted to do was describe her husband’s death as Gill Wheeler told it. But in this case, as the saying goes, the truth would set her free. Any attempt to implicate her in the death of her husband, or me for that matter, wouldn’t stand up any longer.

			‘So you talked to this Wheeler woman on Friday afternoon and it didn’t occur to you that I might want to hear what she had to say for myself?’ 

			‘It occurred to me alright, but if you remember a certain Louise Galbraith warned me off.’

			‘That’s true, I suppose. But what would possess a self-respecting woman to go along with a thing like that, I don’t understand it.’

			‘Left to herself, I don’t think she would have. She wasn’t that way inclined.’

			‘So what did he do, hold a gun to her head?’ 

			‘Not literally, no, but there was a degree of coercion.’

			I explained that too and she didn’t like what she heard.

			‘Threatened her livelihood, that’s nice.  To think I married that man. How could I fail to notice what a bastard he was?’

			‘Don’t beat yourself up, Alison. People lead secret lives, they’re expert at concealment.’

			‘You don’t.’ 

			That was me written off, too dull and boring to qualify for a secret life.

			‘As far as I know,’ she added, teasing me with her smile. But the moment didn’t last long.

			‘I have the sense you’re shielding me from the unsavoury side of all this. Your account sounds sanitised to me so I’m going to put it to you straight. Did this Wheeler woman perform a sexual act on my husband?’ She sensed my reluctance to tell her and went for the jugular. ‘I’m talking hand relief here, Douglas. Did she masturbate my husband while his head was in that bag?’

			What good the knowledge would do her was beyond me, but she needed to know the worst.

			‘By her account she didn’t.’

			‘And you believe her.’

			‘Yes.’

			Mug in hand she considered this for a moment, acquiring a small moustache of cream in the process. It caught my eye and she noticed.

			‘The perils of hot chocolate.’

			She wiped her mouth with a napkin and it was gone. If only shaving was so easy.

			‘We have to face facts in this life, don’t you think? No point pretending things haven’t happened if they have. We both have reason to know that, wouldn’t you say?’

			In this adult and grown-up spirit, I told her about the lawyer’s letter and she was duly offended on my behalf. 

			‘The bare-faced cheek of it! Don’t give an inch till she summons up the common decency to discuss this face to face.’

			Alison’s instinct was to fight Susan tooth and nail. I explained that, legally, I didn’t have a case.

			‘I’ve never heard the like!’

			But on reflection she realised she had. A friend had gone down the same route, taking her errant husband for every penny he had. And the popular press frequently ran stories about wives pursuing ex-husbands through the courts, men who had salted money away in an offshore account in the new woman’s name.

			‘Not that you’re in that category, of course. I’m not suggesting that for a moment.’ She smiled and laid a sympathetic hand on top of mine.  ’You have no money to salt away in the first place.’

			The lunchtime crowd had thinned out but the restaurant was as noisy as ever. We looked round at the other customers. There was no indication that any of them had the slightest interest in us. Why would they? 

			‘Louise would be furious if she knew we were meeting like this.’

			Alison smiled. ‘I won’t tell her if you don’t. Actually, I had an ulterior motive meeting here. You must have noticed the curtains in the kitchen.’ 

			Of course I had, they were stained with blood.  

			‘I like to let the light in so I never draw them, even at night. Who would waste their time looking in?’ I could think of someone who had, but she didn’t need to know that. ‘Anyway, the thing is. . .’

			Where the folds faced outwards, the sun had bleached the colour out over the years. She’d lived with it long enough, they had to be replaced, and now she had the perfect excuse. Alison was in full displacement mode.

			‘I’m planning to take my mind off things in the textile department. Might find something I like.’

			That was how she explained it, but this was less about curtains than regaining control of her life. And after the curtains, Christmas shopping, something I had yet to think about. Apart from the scarf I’d bought her at Why Not, I had nothing.

			‘Care to join me?’

			We gathered our belongings and headed for the escalator. It seemed quite natural when she took my arm, as if we’d been married for years. Which we had been, though not to each other. But she was cheerful again and hadn’t mentioned Shaughnessey once.
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			Patricia’s husband had ladders. He’d had ladders before but they were stolen from the back garden. How did the bastards even know they were there? He’d asked anyone who would listen, which didn’t include the police, who declined to attend for something so minor. But his anger was really directed at himself for being careless and at his wife for not letting him store them in the house. So now, cyclist that he was, he’d secured his replacement set to the garden railings with two Kryptonite bicycle locks, one at each end. Good for him, but the fact they were secure wasn’t much use if the keys couldn’t be found. It took Patricia half an hour and a testy call to Glen Affric before she emerged from the drying cupboard, still in her dressing gown, like Aphrodite rising from the towels.

				‘What possessed the man to hide them in the laundry!’

			‘He probably thought a burglar wouldn’t find them there.’ 

			‘If a burglar was in here at all, ladders would be the least of our problems.’

			The ladders were telescopic and the spy cam high enough from the ground to need all three sections extended, so they flexed a bit as I climbed heavenwards with a bucket of water and a sponge. I felt like a crewman on a clipper climbing the rigging in a stiff breeze. I hoped the steady, light rain would help me in my efforts to wash out the stains, but the paintballs had spread after their initial impact. As I worked, water dripping from the sponge down my arm and into my sleeve, I noticed that the pointing needed attention – something I hoped would be less evident to Patricia from ground level.

			I was heartily sick of the job by the time the pathologist arrived and gave me an excuse to come down. 

			‘Hi, Pamela.’

			‘Hi, yourself.’

			It didn’t take her long to conclude that the bones belonged to a dog, a large one but still a dog. Whoever had buried it there hadn’t been troubled as I had by thoughts of contaminating the water table.

			‘Breed?’

			‘For Christ’s sake, Douglas, I’m not a miracle worker!’

			‘Don’t you need the skull to be sure?’

			‘It’ll be down there somewhere but no, in this case I don’t.’

			In a display of pathological humour, Pamela suggested I keep digging after she left. When I found the animal’s skull at the business end of my spade, I could use it as a candle-holder. After I’d cleaned it, of course. 

			Patricia was delighted to learn work could proceed as planned. I wasted a further hour on the wall but it wasn’t enough; some of the paint had sunk too far into the surface. Looking up at my handiwork, Patricia conceded that I’d made a considerable improvement but recommended the use of a steam cleaner to finish it off. A good idea perhaps, but I didn’t have one and neither did she.

			It was early afternoon when the call came through to my burner phone. David Wyness believed he’d cracked it and asked me to drop by. I detected a subdued excitement in his voice. He was pleased with himself. And by the way, I was privileged. He only gave out his address on a need-to-know basis; to those and such as those, whatever that meant.

			He lived in a top floor flat on Leith Street. On my way up four flights of dimly lit stairs I concluded that this location was not for the elderly and infirm.  As a concession to the postal service, Wyness had taped a small piece of card under the bell with the letters DW in red ink. 

			‘Ah, there you are.’ It was good to know he was so observant. ‘Took your time.’

			‘I walked.’

			‘Good God, do people still do that?’

			As I hung my jacket on the coat rack, I noticed heavy security on the inside of the door; what looked like a five-lever mortice lock and case-hardened steel bolts top and bottom. According to him, security was his watchword.

			‘You can’t be too careful these days.’

			He ushered me into his living room. Because it was under the roof, the ceiling sloped downwards towards the outside wall and the claustrophobic feeling wasn’t helped by what he had in it. The room was crammed with computer gear, including three large screens, all of them active.

			‘My command HQ.’ He was clearly proud of it. ‘These two track movements in the market, and that’s in real time. I use two platforms and stay logged on to both.’

			I glanced at the nearest one and saw a chart constantly being refreshed.

			‘What are these green and red rectangle things?’

			I had an idea, but in my experience people like Wyness, who know they are superior to the rest of us, more readily come up with what we want when that feeling is reinforced. 

			‘Ah, right, what you’re looking at there is movements in currency pairings represented by candles. That’s what we call them in the trade. Green means going up, red means going down.’

			‘I see.’

			‘Candles were dreamt up by Japanese rice merchants in the sixteen hundreds. Not many people know that.’

			‘You’ll be telling me they have wicks next.’  

			‘They do.’

			He stopped for a moment to savour the smell of stale tobacco smoke, which hung heavy on the air after what I assumed was an all-night trading session.

			‘I trade on the Forex market.’

			‘Right.’

			‘So essentially I bet on whether one currency will appreciate or depreciate against another. In this case,’ pointing to the screen farthest to his left, ‘I’m betting that the Thai Baht will appreciate against the Canadian Loonie.’

			‘Why would you think it would?’

			‘Technical analysis, Douglas. As the saying goes, the trend is your friend.’

			‘And your friend never lets you down.’

			‘I have the odd setback but on average I gross about two thousand a month, and here’s the beauty of it – without setting foot from the house!’

			As far as I could see, Wyness was making money at the expense of his body, too high a price to pay. There was evidence of a spare tyre even though his t-shirt was large enough to disguise it. Here was a man who set great store by his brain, neglecting the body it lived in.

			‘But that’s not why we’re here.’

			He indicated a seat near the third screen, open at the home page of a browser, sat down heavily on a nearby chair with castors and rolled over to join me.

			‘I’ve tracked her down.’ He was pleased with himself but he had reason to be.  ’Your better half is currently resident in the land of the free, the United States of America. Specifically, at Heavenly Mountain, Lake Tahoe, a winter sports destination. She’s earning her crust as a tutor on children’s skiing and snowboarding courses.’ 

			With a deft movement of his mouse he brought up a mug shot of the stranger who was still my wife, one of the course leaders. She looked annoyingly cheerful, though that would be expected in a promo shot. Course leaders are nothing if not energetic, enthusiastic, excited and tiring.

			‘This is amazing, David, how did you do it?’

			‘I could pretend it was difficult, but it wasn’t.’

			Susan had a Facebook account. She’d stopped updating her page two months before leaving me, but Wyness noted the names of several friends on her dormant account and checked each of them out. Three of them were also friends of a certain nayMarr9. Susan had made the mistake of setting up a new account.

			‘Apart from being a total waste of time, the social media are the last thing you need if you want to disappear.’

			And there she was alright, the same two pictures of Susan in action, still looking bronzed and athletic. This wasn’t laziness on her part, she had very few action shots to choose from. Taking pictures of yourself in action isn’t easy even if you want to and she’d never been that way inclined.

			‘For a person who wanted to drop off the radar she made another mistake, a big one.’

			‘And you’re going to tell me what it was.’

			‘She left you, right, I assume to strike out on her own.’ 

			‘We can agree on that.’

			‘And who was she before she made the mistake of marrying you.’ 

			This was not well put but he made no attempt to water it down. 

			‘What are you getting at?’

			‘What was her name?’

			Wyness was several steps ahead of me here but the penny finally dropped.

			‘Marr!’ 

			To wipe our married life from the record, Susan had reverted to her family surname. Hunter, née Marr, had become nayMarr.

			‘She really shouldn’t have included her family name in her new ID. The upper case M wasn’t a smart move either.’

			‘She wouldn’t be thinking like that.’

			‘Of course not. Normal people don’t.’

			As I checked out nayMarr9, I was struck again by the stale smell of the room, and it wasn’t just cigarette smoke. To prevent light reflecting from his screens Wyness kept the curtains drawn. He never opened the windows either; too much traffic noise and noxious emissions wafting up from the street below. So despite the four flights of stairs, the feeling of oxygen deprivation was not solely due to altitude. 

			The heat didn’t help either. His two oil-filled radiators filled the room with a heat so dry it parched the nasal membranes, yet he seemed happy enough with his working conditions, sitting in front of his screens with jogging bottoms below the waist and t-shirt above, according to which Schrödinger’s cat was alive. Until you looked at the back, which claimed that Schrödinger’s cat was also dead. Very deep, very quantum. That Schrödinger guy had a lot to answer for. 

			‘Want to know who she’s shacked up with?’

			‘You know that as well?’

			‘I’ve a pretty good idea.’

			Whoever it was would be well endowed: biceps, pecs, quads – and thews too, no doubt. So thanks a bundle, David, but I really didn’t want to know.

			‘How long has she been over there, can you tell?’

			‘I would say four months, give or take a week or two.’

			Which left me with a question. She’d taken Ben, but not to the States. Why would she take him at all just to leave him with someone else? To let me know that now I was really on my own? Whoever she’d left him with had brought the old boy back when the going got tough. I suspected her mother, who hadn’t liked me from the start, but it could have been her sister. There was no way of knowing.

			‘You’ve done well here.’ 

			‘As I said before, this one’s on the house; my credentials in action, so to speak. I’ve taken screenshots in case this stuff is taken down. I’ll email you those and the relevant URLs, then you can stick it to MacNeil big time. Love to see her face when you do it.’

			Wyness moved seamlessly into a short verbal essay in which he pointed out that with every passing week crime was moving from the physical world to the virtual. Why risk raiding a bank when you could sneak in through the back door via the internet and siphon off millions with a mouse from the comfort of your own home? So if, like me, you were in the crime-fighting game, you had to adapt to the new reality. If I couldn’t handle this side of it myself, I had to hire someone who could. Like him, for example. As far as it went, his analysis was persuasive, though it didn’t take account of the male propensity for violence, an urge which couldn’t be met through cybercrime alone.

			‘Ah, right, well what you’re forgetting, my friend, is video games.’ I was forgetting them because I’d never played them; life was short enough. ‘Plenty of opportunity there to unleash your violent impulses. Take the latest version of Serrated Edge.’ His face lit up at the prospect of gaming joy. ‘If you have the time, I could give you a demo right now.’

			I declined his offer, but his argument was compelling. By the time I left we’d agreed that if I needed cyber support with any future case, he would be my first port of call.

			‘Excellent. I don’t suppose you could provide a quotable quote, an endorsement I could use on my website? Anonymity assured and all that.’

			‘I’d have to work on the wording.’

			Still at his third screen, he brought up several I could choose from off the shelf. Wyness was ahead of the game and way ahead of me.

			‘If you’re happy with one of those.’

			I was happy with two and he selected the second. When I had a problem with internet security and detection the team at Wyness Cyber Solutions came up trumps. They solved my problem in less than twenty-four hours. And that wasn’t all. If there was such a thing as service with an electronic smile, Wyness was claiming it.

			‘The team?’

			‘Clients like to feel they’re dealing with an organization, Douglas, something you should bear in mind as a one-horse operation yourself.’ He tore his gaze from the screen for a moment and looked at me, the first direct eye contact since I’d entered his dark domain. ‘I checked your site. Douglas Hunter doesn’t cut it.’

			‘What do you suggest?’

			‘Hunter Associates, something along those lines. You wouldn’t be lying. You have that accountant of yours, the Ogilvie woman, and you can claim me as a consultant.’

			‘Alison has her hands full at the moment.’

			‘Dead bodies. Yes, I heard. But my sources are clear she had nothing to do with it. She’ll be back in circulation tomorrow or the day after.’

			He only had one source, John Banks, but was happy to claim more. Wyness wasn’t above inflation when it came to promoting himself, but he had skills I lacked and might prove useful to a digitally challenged individual like me. 

			On the walk back home through the increasingly dark streets of central Edinburgh, I made two decisions.  I would run the Wyness approach to the business past Alison and see what she thought. But the second surprised me, rising as it did from the depths. Though now I had proof that Susan was alive and well, I would not share this evidence with MacNeil. She could think what she liked. It was enough to know I had a cast iron defence if I needed one. 

			Watching skaters on the St Andrews Square ice rink, I felt more relaxed than I had done for months, even when they collided and fell. Susan had moved on and I was free to do the same. When I began to stiffen up in the gathering cold, I walked to Waverley Station and called Alison from the anonymity of a public call box. Thanks to Gill Wheeler, we already knew she was in the clear. Now I could tell her that I was too.
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			I woke on Monday the eighth of December with a greater feeling of wellbeing than I had known for several months. Slowly recovering from the shock of Susan’s abrupt departure from my life, I had finally found out where she was and what she was doing. The woman who had been my wife was alive and well, and probably happy too. Whatever the rights and wrongs of the matter, no one would start tearing up the floorboards looking for her body. 

			And I was moving on too. I had the beginnings of a career as a private detective and a formidable partner in Alison, who would help me run it on sound business lines. If I played my cards right, she might even rustle up the occasional plate of scrambled eggs on toast, in that palace of hers when they let her back into it. In her dressing gown. For breakfast, perhaps, though I wasn’t clear on that yet. And in David Wyness I had an IT expert I could call on, though a bit of a loose cannon capable of going off when least expected. 

				These positive feelings lasted till the doorbell rang.  But DC Robertson was a reasonable man, he didn’t ring till there was a reasonable chance that I was up and fully clothed. I probably looked surprised when I saw him on the doorstep.

				‘Sorry about this, Douglas, the boss wants to talk to you at the station.’

				‘Why?’

				‘She didn’t tell me.’

				I had the impression she didn’t tell him much and didn’t press the point. As usual, he spoke very little when driving and didn’t look at me at all. Here was a man who concentrated on the road ahead. His future in the force was assured.

				When we walked into the station he handed me over to MacNeil, who took me straight past the desk to an interview room. I already knew which side of the table to sit at.

				‘Tea, coffee? We might be here for a while.’

				When she came back with tea in a polystyrene mug, I saw she’d added milk because she knew I didn’t like it. What would she do next, blast me with heavy metal? 

				‘Well, Douglas, that fancy woman of yours has a wonderful knack of collecting bodies, but that last one really takes the biscuit. Blood all over the place, never seen anything like it.’

				‘You noticed.’

				‘We noticed, alright.’

			‘When’s she getting back in?’

			‘No time soon if I have anything to do with it.’

			‘You don’t like her.’

			‘Between you, me and the gatepost, Douglas, she’s a stuck-up bitch – as you would know, having stuck her up. It won’t last, though, you’re not in her league.’

			‘Your loving kindness shines through with every word.’

			She reached across to the recorder and switched it on.

			‘OK, Mr Hunter, it is my intention to interview you this morning on suspicion of the murder of your wife. Given the gravity of the charge I strongly recommend that you have legal representation. There’s the Legal Aid list, of course, but you may prefer a solicitor of your own. In that event, feel free to make a call.’

				She gave me ten minutes to think about it, which was easy. Patricia didn’t handle this type of case, Louise Galbraith did. If she wouldn’t help me, she’d know someone who would. Alison relieved me greatly by picking up at once and let me explain the situation without interruption. 

				‘Really, Douglas, the woman’s deranged. Give me five, I’ll get back to you.’

				When she did, the news was so good I could hardly believe it.

				‘Louise has agreed to come down, she’ll be there within the hour.’

				‘What about this conflict of interest business?’

				‘Thanks to the Wheeler woman, she tells me I don’t have a problem now. You clearly do so she’s agreed to represent you. Reluctantly, but she’s agreed.’

			‘She doesn’t like me.’

				‘She’s doing it for me, not you. She thinks you’re after my money.’

				And the day had started so well. 

				‘That’s nice.’

				‘Don’t let it get to you, Douglas, we both know you’re not. You’ll win her round.’

				I had no intention of winning anyone round, least of all a woman with such a low opinion of me. Taken aback, I was silent a little too long.

			‘Douglas? You couldn’t have anyone better. Hang on till she arrives. Say nothing till then.’

			I was loath to do it but agreed. What choice did I have, a solicitor from the SLAB list, who might be excellent but might not, or a no-nonsense, cut-throat advocate who took no prisoners? Only then did it occur to me to wonder how much she charged and where the money would come from. Going into debt was a real possibility.

			MacNeil had just re-entered the room when my phone rang. It was Alison.

			‘It would help to know where you are.’

			Not for the first time in my dealings with Alison I felt like an idiot. MacNeil couldn’t resist a condescending smile.

			‘Yes Mr Hunter, telling your solicitor where you are is always a good move. So unless there are any more corpses you’d like to tell me about I’ll leave you to it till she arrives.’

			Even by her standards MacNeil was soberly dressed, a dull brown jersey and dark slacks, her hair finished off, in more ways than one, with a battery of Kirby grips. Metal Maureen.

			She assumed Patricia Henderson was on the case since she’d defended me against her a few months before. And she was happy in the knowledge; Patricia had no criminal law experience. She’d classified her at the time as another interfering do-gooder ill-equipped to deal with the realities of the street. Well-intentioned people got up her nose big time, and probably got up other places as well.

			But as the minutes ticked by, MacNeil popped back into the room at ever more frequent intervals.

			‘How long does it take to come from Tollcross!’

			‘She’s not coming from Tollcross.’

			‘Well if she’s not here within the hour you may have to call a list solicitor. I hope she realises that.’

			And she was on the point of insisting on it when Louise Galbraith swept into the station demanding access to her client.

			‘If you could step this way,’ MacNeil said, leading Louise into the room. She looked pointedly at her watch. ‘We’re a bit behind time here.’

				Louise stopped in her tracks, the tassels of her Nepalese hat flying forward with the shock.

				‘I beg your pardon?’

			‘We’ve been here over an hour already, Ms Galbraith.’

			‘Have you, indeed. Well it might interest you to know that we cannot put a stopwatch on justice. Further to that, I have a right to a private meeting with my client before the interview proceeds and I intend to exercise that right.’

			MacNeil conceded the point and agreed to leave us alone for half an hour. As she shut the door, Louise asked if the room was wired for sound. I thought she was joking, though it was hard to be sure with a woman whose wit was so dead pan. She peeled off her thick winter coat and removed her ethnic head gear. She was plainly feeling cold; her nose was almost as red as her hair. 

			‘I was talked into this.’

			‘You don’t want to be here, I know. For the record, I’m not after her money.’

			She pointed to the recording machine. ‘Is that thing on?’

			‘Not at the moment.’

			‘Too bad.’

			‘OK, Louise, I’ll put it in writing if you like, how about that? I’m not after her money!’

			I may have been after her body, though I wasn’t sure about that. If we were going anywhere it was at glacial speed and given our recent history of deaths and disappearances that was as it should be.

			‘If she takes my advice, her money will be untouchable by anyone other than herself till they nail her into her box. But that’s not why we’re here.’ She produced her shorthand notebook, laid it on the table then, out of the blue, stood up and put her coat back on.

			‘Is there any heating in this place?’

			She looked round the room, located a central heating radiator and interrogated it closely. ‘This thing’s stone cold. That’ll be the cut-backs they’re always on about.’

			Returning to the table she fished a woollen glove out of each coat pocket. They were ethnic too, and for some reason the fingers stopped at the second knuckle. Not so snug but easier to write with them on.

			‘Where were we? Ah yes, we still don’t know what you’re accused of.’

			When I told her she made the first of many notes then was rude enough to ask if I was guilty as charged.

			‘Are you serious?’

			‘I’m always serious. Serious,’ she added, with a grim smile, ‘is my middle name.’

			‘Right, well you might like to know that Susan’s alive and well.’

			‘Go on.’

			Since Saturday, for the first time in months, I knew exactly where she was. Though Louise was pleased to hear this she seemed more interested in the lawyer’s letter. And I suddenly realised why; she thought I might tap Alison for half the value of the house to keep the roof over my head. But because of the situation we were in she didn’t pursue it.

			‘Well, quite frankly Mr Hunter, this whole thing is ludicrous, you shouldn’t be here at all. Shall we invite the Wicked Witch of the West back in and have done?’

			‘Sounds like a plan.’

			MacNeil came in with Robertson, switched the recorder back on and went through the usual formalities before moving on to the meat. Her case was simple. My wife had disappeared and Alison’s husband was dead, as was one of his associates recently found on her bathroom floor. There was evidence, which she summarised, to show my involvement in the circumstances surrounding the death of Alison Ogilvie’s husband. At an earlier interview, I had admitted as much. We were involved with each other, at the very least as business partners. Probably more. The death of Susan cleared the way for us as a couple. 

			As she ran this unlikely scenario past us, MacNeil showed signs of excitement bordering on the euphoric; she had me where she wanted me at last. But I’d heard it all before, so why the excitement now? It didn’t make sense.

			When she finally drew to a close, Louise looked her in the eye. If I’d done the same I might have noticed it sooner. The fluorescent lighting wasn’t wonderful, but it lit up the room well enough for Louise to spot what was going on at once.

			‘That’s a very interesting story, DS MacNeil, very colourful, but in my day the custom was to ask the suspect questions.’

			MacNeil flushed at the oversight; she would soon put that right.

			‘Mr Hunter, did you murder your wife, Susan Hunter, née Marr, on or about the month of April 2014?’

			‘I did not.’

			‘Did you conspire with another party, namely Mrs Alison Ogilvie of Royal Terrace, Edinburgh, to murder your wife Susan Hunter?’

			‘I did not.’

			‘You continue to deny it.’

			‘I do.’

			‘In that case, is it your contention that your wife is still alive?’

			‘It is.’

			‘Yet you can’t provide a shred of evidence to back that up.’

			‘What makes you think that?’

			MacNeil rewarded me with a superior smile. ‘The fact that you haven’t.’

			I was about to respond when Louise stopped me.

			‘As I’m sure you’re aware, DS MacNeil, it’s up to you to prove that Susan Hunter is dead, it is not the job of my client to disprove it.’

			The two were going head to head, and it was slowly dawning on MacNeil that Louise Galbraith’s shambolic manner disguised her ability. Louise had got one past her.

			‘Very well, that point made, my client has received a letter from Arbuthnot, Pringle and Butt acting on behalf of his wife, who is demanding half the value of the house they currently own in joint names.’

			‘So the letter is not in her own hand?’

			‘The letter is signed by Mr Robert Moffat, the solicitor acting on her behalf.’

			MacNeil was relieved. ‘Not conclusive, then. May I have sight of this document?’

			Louise looked my way with raised eyebrow. I nodded my agreement.

			‘You may, by applying to Mr Hunter’s family solicitor, Patricia Henderson, whom I believe you know.’

			But MacNeil, chasing her line of thought like a ferret down a rabbit hole, refused to let go.

			‘I’m sure you can see the problem I have with this. Did Mr Moffat take instructions in person from Mrs Hunter?’

			I had no idea but it didn’t seem likely. Separated by a distance of several thousand miles, the most “in person” she could have been was by video link. 

			‘And this letter is all you have?’

			‘Far from it. My client now knows where his wife is and what she is currently doing.’

			MacNeil looked daggers at me, as if knowing the whereabouts of my wife was a crime in its own right.

			‘Is this the case, Mr Hunter?’

			‘It is.’

			‘And how long have you been sitting on this information?’

			In the unlikely event I was telling the truth MacNeil was shifting her focus; if she failed to get me on one charge she’d get me on another. Withholding evidence would fit the bill.

			‘Since yesterday afternoon.’

			‘Well, OK, but so far, Mr Hunter, all I’m hearing is bare assertion, nothing more.’

			I told her everything I knew about Susan and her new job at Lake Tahoe and watched as she handed Robertson her phone to check out my story, a low-grade task she felt to be beneath her. Susan’s course leader page was his first port of call, closely followed by the Facebook page of nayMarr9. MacNeil studied them for a moment or two and wasn’t persuaded.

			‘These photographs could easily pre-date your wife’s disappearance.’

			‘They do.’

			‘So where does that leave us, exactly? You, or someone acting on your behalf, could have knocked up these web pages in half an hour.’

			I couldn’t have done it at all but, if asked, those nice people at the Heavenly Mountain resort would confirm my information.

			‘If I might interject here, DS MacNeil, my client has offered two new pieces of evidence to show that his wife is alive and well. You, on the other hand, have simply rehearsed accusations you have put to my client before. If you have nothing new this interview is over.’

			Faced with this ultimatum, MacNeil revealed her hand. She had rested on her suspicions till now but new information had come to light, hence my presence here this morning. And whatever this new information was it had her going.

			‘My client is entitled to know what this new information is.’

			MacNeil agreed. ‘That goes without saying, Ms Galbraith.’ She looked down at the notes before her on the desk. ‘On Saturday December 6th, a contractor engaged in drainage work discovered bones in your back garden. Would you care to comment?’

			I had never seen her happier, but as she ran this past us DC Robertson looked increasingly alarmed. He tried to chip in but MacNeil silenced him with an imperious wave of the hand. He rose to excuse himself, an important message had just come in. He indicated his phone, but it looked like a pretext to me. He couldn’t wait to get out of the room.

			Louise was glaring at me now, more daggers for Douglas. Come to think of it, Daggers for Douglas had a ring to it. I resolved to write the book one day.

			In the light of this new information she asked to speak to me alone. The bones had come as news to her and they shouldn’t have done. MacNeil wasn’t happy either but stopped the recording and left us for five minutes, three of which we didn’t need. 

			‘Bones? Are we serious? You didn’t think this was worth telling me about!’

			Alright, I hadn’t mentioned the bones, but why would I? They belonged to a dog now departed the scene, a family pet no doubt, buried with full canine honours in years gone by. His bowl would be unearthed in due course, and his collar. 

			‘And a pathologist attended.’

			‘Pamela Anderson. She assured me they belonged to a dog and left us to it. And by the way, Ms Galbraith, I’ve attended a few murder scenes in my time and if those were human remains buried a few months ago there would still have been flesh on the bone. But there wasn’t a trace. Stripped clean. They’d been in the ground for years.’

			‘Not much good for soup then.’

			Her black humour suggested that Louise was reassured by what I’d told her, but she was thinking more aggressively than that, planning her counter-attack.

			‘We can use this, you know. MacNeil has seriously overplayed her hand. We could almost say she’s dug a hole for herself.’

			I thought I detected a smile. Two examples of graveyard wit in thirty seconds; the woman had a sly sense of humour after all.

			MacNeil came back, desperate to carry on where she’d left off.

			‘About the bones, then, Mr Hunter.’

			I sighed, as if reluctant to confirm it. ‘Your information is correct.’

			‘I also understand that a pathologist attended the scene. I’m sure you’ll agree that this raises my enquiry to an entirely new level.’

			‘My client accepts the first of your statements but not the second.’

			‘Fine, Ms Galbraith, but I need to hear it from him.’

			‘A pathologist attended the scene, yes.’

			She had me by the throat, she was loving it.

			‘And you and I both know whose bones they were.’

			‘You certainly do, though I think I should point out. . .’

			But the opportunity to point out anything was denied by the sudden entrance of DI Maitland and DC Robertson. Maitland, normally a calm man, was looking unusually hot under the collar. He was also doing his best to look formal and official, something he wasn’t good at. He’d drawn himself up to his full five foot ten and done his best to pull his stomach in.

			‘I must ask you to suspend this interview, DS MacNeil; stop the recording and step outside for a moment.’

			Louise and I exchanged glances; what was going on? Owing to Maitland’s raised voice in the corridor outside we soon found out.

			‘DC Robertson tells me you’ve brought up the bones found in Hunter’s garden.’

			We couldn’t make out MacNeil’s reply but inferred it from Maitland’s response.

			‘The pathologist’s report isn’t late, Detective Sergeant, she isn’t writing one. If she wrote a report on every dead dog, cat, parrot or goldfish that came her way she’d never get to the end of a working week!’

			MacNeil said something else but, again, we couldn’t hear her clearly.

			‘Of course you couldn’t get through to her, she’s on three days well-earned leave. What the devil were you doing confronting Hunter with these bones when you’d no idea whether they were animal or human, let alone those of his wife? And before you answer that you might like to know it was Hunter himself who alerted us to them in the first place.’

			Louise glared at me again, I’d forgotten to mention that too. She shook her head and rose to put on her coat. ‘We’re leaving. These people haven’t a clue what they’re doing.’

			When we left the room for the corridor, Maitland was still in full flow.

			‘It’s no use blaming him,’ he shouted, indicating DC Robertson, ‘he did the right thing bringing this to me. You’re making a complete fool of yourself. What are you on?’

			When we made it to the street, Louise asked if I would join her in her car for a minute. She hadn’t been doing nothing when Alison called, she didn’t have long, nonetheless there were a few points she wanted to go over. 

			I don’t know what I was expecting of this high-powered lawyer – a Beamer, a Rolls, a Lexus – but it was an all-electric Smart car. I was finding Louise Galbraith as hard to read as she was finding me. She stretched behind my seat, dropped her bag in the back then gave me the benefit of her thinking.

			‘In my opinion, which I won’t be charging for, you have strong grounds for a harassment suit here. If their case was plumbing, they’d be up to their necks in water.’

			‘I couldn’t afford it.’

			‘Nonsense.’ That was me told.  ‘Some lawyers would happily take it on a no win, no fee basis. I’ll give you names, if you like.’

			Louise had her good points, but she also tended to think it was all about money.

			‘Louise, I’m setting up in this city as a private detective. How long do you think I’d last if I sued the police? They would make my life impossible.’

			‘They’re doing that already.’

			But they weren’t. They’d included me in the church operation. They didn’t have to, but they had. Robertson was always reasonable and John Banks actively helpful.

			‘Maitland isn’t, Robertson isn’t, John Banks isn’t. It’s just MacNeil.’

			‘Yes, about MacNeil.’ Alison had filled her in about my previous history with MacNeil, but that wasn’t what interested Louise. ‘You must have noticed, Douglas.’

			What I noticed was Louise addressing me by my first name. This was a first and represented a softening.

			‘Noticed what?’

			‘She’s a user.’

			‘She’s a police officer!’

			‘Police officers are people like the rest of us, they have weaknesses. And if I may say so, you’re a fine one to talk. Your departure from the force is a case in point. All the signs are there, I’m afraid: the excitement, the overconfidence, the aggression, the poor judgement, the paranoia.’

			As the windows of her little car steamed up, I mulled this over. Louise Galbraith had a case and he she hadn’t finished making it.

			‘And you had to notice her pupils, how dilated they were. Come on, man, you’re the detective here!’ 

			Now that she mentioned it, I’d noticed that too but failed to draw the obvious conclusion. Louise looked at me intently, waiting for me to face it. Just a few minutes before, DI Maitland had asked MacNeil what she was on. It was just his way of putting it but MacNeil had flinched. She had known, which Maitland did not, that she was indeed on something. 

			‘Admit it, I’m right.’

			‘She wouldn’t be so stupid.’

			‘Detective Sergeant MacNeil has just interviewed you under the influence of cocaine. We have them on the back foot here. I shall insist on a chemical strip test. Together with our copy of the recording we’ll have them cold. Oh, good God, the recording!’

			She left the car and ran back into the station. Because of Maitland’s intervention she’d forgotten to ask for it.

			27

			Louise reported back to Alison before I got round to it myself, provoking an excited call with relief and recrimination in equal measure. She wanted a first-hand account from me, that was the least she was entitled to expect, but she was out of town all day with a client. How about a working lunch at my place tomorrow? I apologised for my tardiness and agreed at once. Finding a space in my diary was easy, far easier than finding the diary itself. Both John Banks and David Wyness had advised against an electronic version on security grounds and I had taken their advice, not having the technical savvy to know whether I was dealing with a wise precaution or groundless fear.

				My supplies were running so low I resorted to instant porridge for lunch, supplemented with prunes to keep me regular. I was sifting through it for the last stone when DC Robertson phoned. He wanted to know if I was in, which seemed pretty obvious since he’d called my landline. 

				‘Tried your mobile but it was off.’

				I’d switched it off during my grilling by MacNeil and forgotten to switch it back on. My burner phone was charging but he didn’t know I had one.

				‘DI Maitland wants a chat.’

				‘Hector, give me a break, I’m not long back from the station.’

				‘No, Douglas, at your place if that’s alright. Two o’clock. Does that work for you?’

				‘Should I have a lawyer present?’

				‘I can see where you’re coming from but I don’t think so, Maitland’s not like that.’

				I often met people who claimed to know where I was coming from but not one of them had the faintest idea where I was going, which would have been more helpful since I’d no idea myself.

				The great man would arrive in less than an hour, not long. I tidied up the kitchen, with special reference to the table, dashed out for milk and custard creams, and by quarter to two I was ready for The Arrival. What I wasn’t expecting was that Maitland would come with a bottle of Highland Park and a Selkirk bannock. I ushered him upstairs, took his coat and hung it on the coat rack. Maitland was shorter than I was, but when we were sitting together my height advantage disappeared. Sitting is a great leveller.

				‘You probably don’t drink at lunchtime.’

				I could have told him I didn’t drink at all but had no intention of flushing his peace-offering down the pan.

				‘Tea, coffee?’

				‘I’m fine.’

				He wanted to get straight down to it, probably because he had a meeting at three; the higher up the ladder, the more your time is consumed by committees.

				‘I’ll come straight to the point, Douglas. I have a serious problem on my hands. Your lawyer, quite a character, by the way, has levelled a serious accusation against Detective Sergeant MacNeil and I’m sorry to say she was right. DS MacNeil has tested positive for cocaine. Actually, she admitted using before the test. I’ve suspended her till further notice and Robertson is acting sergeant for the time being. What do you make of him, by the way?’

			‘He plays the pipes.’

			‘OK, you don’t want to be drawn, fair enough.’

			‘Not at all, he’s a good bloke. I like him.’

			Maitland nodded, but he wasn’t really thinking about Robertson.

			‘The thing is, Douglas, ever since that Galbraith woman left I’ve been studying MacNeil’s files on Alan Ogilvie and the disappearance of your wife. It’s perfectly obvious that your wife is alive and well so we can leave her to one side.’ This sounded like a good idea to me, the best place to leave her. ‘As for Alan Ogilvie, I don’t know what to make of that, though it’s clear from the autopsy that he topped himself by accident.’ He looked at me intently. ‘But the evidence suggests someone else was there at the time, a woman, so what I’m struggling to understand is why she didn’t prevent it.’

			‘The evidence will also tell you the woman wasn’t Alison Ogilvie.’

			‘It does. As of this morning she’s neither a witness nor a suspect. But I’m wondering,’ he added, sneaking up on the subject, ‘if you have any thoughts on the matter yourself.’

			This was a discussion I’d hoped to avoid since I’d told Gillian Wheeler I’d do everything I could to keep her out of it.

			‘Only if it’s off the record.’

			This wasn’t what Maitland hoped to hear. If I had information which would help him close the file, he wanted it. If he had reason to believe I was withholding information he could have applied the thumb screws, legally speaking, till I spilled. But he wasn’t going to do that, not with a harassment suit hanging over him, not to mention the serious problem of his coked-up detective sergeant. If that came out, how many of the cases she’d worked on would be up for review? The damage would be massive. And his superiors would want to know why he’d failed to notice what was going on under his nose. As would the media when the story came out. The downside of delegation was staring him in the face and it wasn’t a pleasant sight.

			‘Under the circumstances, I can go along with that.’

			‘In which case I’ll tell you a story, what happened as I see it.’

			He listened carefully, encouraging me with a nod from time to time.

			‘It would interest me to know how you found this woman when we didn’t, but I think I should draw a line under that,’ he added, ‘file under ADD.’

			This was a new one on me. ‘ADD?’

			Maitland not only had his own management system, he had his own filing system as well.

			‘Another dead duck. Oh, and by the way, the same goes for that Irish bloke Mrs Ogilvie found in her bathroom. Shaughnessy. A nasty piece of work. The pathologist assures me his death was accidental, albeit with a wrinkle.’

			‘A wrinkle?’

			‘He’d taken several aspirin in the days before he died, tooth abscess, bled out more easily than he would have done otherwise. Anyway,’ he said, ‘I think we should turn our attention to something more pressing. That lawyer of yours goes at it like a terrier; still feel her canines in my ankle.’

			Maitland offered me a deal. I could sue the police for harassment, and off the record he admitted I had a case. But if I did, I might hit the buffers when it came to MacNeil’s mental state. The woman was clearly unstable and who could reasonably have known the extent of that – apart from her doctor, who had been bound by confidentiality to keep it to himself. Secondly, no formal decision had ever been made that I should be pursued for anything, let alone in such a relentless fashion. On the other hand, if it came to court, and even if I lost, the publicity would be damaging, and Police Scotland had enough problems on that score as it was.

			‘So what I propose,’ he said, coming to the point at last, ‘is that you drop any legal action that Galbraith woman might have in mind and we, for our part, will reciprocate.’

			‘How?’ 

			‘For a start, we’ll do nothing to impede you in your new career as a private investigator. On the contrary, we’ll actively assist you where we can. Within the limits of the law of, course, while interpreting those limits as broadly as possible. We may even be in a position,’ he added as a clincher, ‘to offer you an ex gratia payment by way of apology, so long as such a payment – and I’ve been told to emphasise this – so long as such a payment is not regarded as an admission of liability.’ He paused for a moment and looked round the kitchen out into the hall, something he had not done since he arrived. ‘A bit bare this place, wouldn’t you say?’

			This could have been a casual observation, but I was dealing with Maitland. He was pointing out in his roundabout way that an ex gratia payment could usefully be employed in improving my environment.

			‘You’ll want to take advice on this, of course, but it would help to know your initial take on my proposal.’

			I needed the hassle of suing the police and the hostility that would provoke like a hole in the head. It would drag on for months, maybe years, and reduce me to a state of permanent tension. But I did not weaken my bargaining position by telling him that.

			‘What are we talking here, a hundred pounds?’

			‘Hardly, Douglas, let’s be reasonable. I can’t talk sums yet, still to clear it with our legal people, but a ballpark figure would be several thousand. And by the way, on the question of money, we may be able to put work your way from time to time, as a consultant, for example.’

			He hadn’t thought it out yet, but he was working on it.  But it went without saying that the deal on the table was contingent on my good self not informing the print or electronic media. Or even one of those bloggers he kept hearing about. 

			‘That Plodcast bloke! I mean, for God’s sake, what’s the world coming to? He’s just posted shots of his handcuffs for the BDSM community!’ He snorted dismissively. ‘Community, my arse!’

			I nodded gravely. Like him, I had no idea what the world was coming to, though the outlook wasn’t good.

			‘I’ll talk it over with Louise, but as things stand and if the payment is reasonable my instinct is to go for it.’

			‘Excellent!’ He bounced a heavy hand off the table. ‘And bear in mind that you’re the boss in that relationship, the lawyer takes instructions from the client, not the other way about.’

			He surprised me by leaping to his feet, opening the bottle he’d just given me, raiding my draining board for glasses and pouring us each a whisky. Quickly adding water from the cold tap, he set them down on the table. He plainly regarded it as a done deal which he intended to seal with a celebratory drink. I thought he’d move on to the bannock next but he exercised unexpected restraint, which was just as well. He’d once been thinner than he was now. It was only after he left that I realised I’d forgotten to mention the spy cam, still attached to my wall and keeping a beady eye on proceedings. But as long as it wasn’t keeping an eye on me it didn’t matter much.

			After a leisurely coffee at the Elephant House, I was strolling to the nearest grocery store when David Wyness phoned in a state of high excitement. 

			‘We have a job! Meet me in Bar None at four, tell you about it then.’

			He rang off before I’d agreed, a fact I’d face him with when we met. 

			Bar None was halfway down Leith Walk, something I didn’t know till I looked it up; Wyness hadn’t told where it was. A typical bog-standard public house, it was neither themed nor gastro. The usual impressive array of spirits lined the back wall, and a selection of beers; on draught at the bar, bottles in fridges with glass doors. I noticed a dartboard in one corner and a large wall-mounted flat screen TV tuned to a news channel with the sound turned down. According to a couple of posters Monday was their quiz night, an attempt to boost trade on the lightest evening of the week. The event was led by ‘our genial host, Quizmaster Gavin McQuarrie’. And there he was, beaming from ear to ear with a sheaf of cards in his hand and a mic in the other. If he was as tiring as he was cheerful the night would be well worth avoiding. As for the mic, the bar wasn’t so large he needed one. It was a prop, showing everyone he was the man in charge.

			Wyness was there when I arrived, saw me before I saw him, jumped up and led me to a table in the corner.

			‘I’ve taken the liberty,’ he said, indicating a pint of beer. 

			First Maitland now him. Everyone had got out of bed this morning with the fixed intention of drowning me in booze.

			‘Never mix the grain and the grape,’ I replied, quoting a favourite line of my father’s.

			‘Eh? What the hell are you on about?’

			I explained that I’d just been knocking back whisky with my old buddy, DI Maitland, greatly exaggerating both the friendship and the quantity consumed. He was duly taken aback.

			‘At lunchtime, surely not!’ He was clearly enjoying his mock outrage. ‘I must admit I didn’t think you had it in you.’

			‘I didn’t before but I do now.’

			‘Come again?’

			‘The whisky.’

			As the penny dropped I saw him size me up.

			‘You’re certainly firing on both cylinders today.’

			‘I like to think I have more than two.’

			‘Most men like to think that and all of them are wrong. For cylinders read testicles, Douglas. Balls!’

			On that ribald note, he took a swig from his glass and invited me to look round.

			‘See that barmaid?’ I did. ‘Big ones or what!’

			The barmaid wasn’t middle-aged but not far off it. Her blonde hair was out of a tube or a bottle, something she was proud of since she made sure a line of dark brown hair was clearly visible along the parting. Wyness didn’t approve of this but I did. Women wore makeup expecting it to be seen and what was hair dye but a variety of makeup. Not concealing the fact gave an impression of openness, honesty. Unfortunately, that was exactly what was in question with this lady. So it could be argued that she was setting out to give a false impression. And so we over-interpret what we see. As for Wyness’ comment about her big ones, they certainly were, and she was wearing an unusually low-cut, white embroidered top to ensure her customers, mostly male, got an eyeful.

			‘You’ve got to wonder why she’s doing that.’

			‘It’s traditional. Think of the Oktoberfest, barmaids from Munich to Mull getting hernias ferrying steins all night in large marquees.’ 

			That’s what I said but I didn’t believe it, and neither did Wyness.

			‘We’re not in Bavaria now and that’s not why she’s doing it.’

			The owner suspected that June was siphoning money out of the takings. To test this theory, he’d asked her to stand in at another pub for a week. To avoid arousing her suspicion he’d came up with a reason; staff should have a working knowledge of all four of their venues, hence the occasional rotation. And it succeeded. In the week concerned, takings at Bar None had risen while those at The Bricklayers Arms had gone down. But though this was a strong indication it didn’t constitute proof so he’d contacted Wyness, sometimes to be seen inside the pub drinking and often in the doorway smoking.

			‘Right, so let’s be clear about this, Douglas, she’s using her assets as a distraction, and a very effective tactic it is too. Her customers can’t take their eyes off her knockers, and that includes me by the way, so they don’t spot what she’s doing with their money. It’s simple. It works.’

			‘What is she doing with their money?’

			‘Ah, glad you asked that. There are several possibilities, and that’s where we come in. Here’s the deal.’

			We would attack the problem on two fronts. Wyness would install discreet video surveillance focusing on the till. Meanwhile, I would pose as a mystery shopper, sometimes paying cash, sometimes using plastic. The video would show what became of my payments. 

			‘Between us we can crack it, and the camera won’t be distracted by her jugs even though,’ he added, thoughtfully, ‘it’ll be looking right down her cleavage when she’s ringing up. So what do you think?’

			He was hoping to post seductive clips on the internet; that’s what I thought, but I didn’t say so in case I put an idea in his head which wasn’t there already.

			‘It may not be legal, having a camera on her without her knowledge.’

			‘I think you’ll find that’s a grey area, Douglas. If you’re referring to the Data Protection Act, everyone breaks it.’

			‘That’s hardly a defence.’

			He agreed, but he’d tried to cover the bases.

			‘It’s alright, provided it’s in her contract of employment. If it is, she agreed to it when she accepted the job.’

			‘And is it in her contract of employment?’

			‘Haven’t found out yet, the owner’s going to get back to me on that one. But if it isn’t he’ll amend it.’

			‘He can’t do that retrospectively. June would have to sign off on the revised version.’

			‘You’re right, she would, but people like her don’t read the small print. He’ll get it past her no trouble at all.’

			I was beginning to realise that my new associate was an optimist by nature. Things would always come good in the end whether they did or not. In any case, the thought of propping up a bar as a mystery shopper for several hours didn’t appeal to me one bit. Wyness had mistaken me for a drinker so I tried to wriggle out of it. He sensed my reluctance and tried another tack to overcome it.

			‘I can see you wouldn’t want to be stuck in a bar for a couple of hours on your own, but you could always bring that accountant friend of yours for company.’

			‘Alison?’

			‘Yes.’

			The prospect had its attractions, but I wasn’t convinced Alison would be comfortable in a down-market bar. And there was an alternative.

			‘We could make this a whole lot simpler, you know.’

			‘How?’

			‘Install your video surveillance and tell her it’s there. No grey area then and she won’t steal on camera. Problem solved.’

			Wyness was appalled; if it wasn’t covert it wasn’t worth doing. And there was more.

			‘They don’t just want to stop her Douglas, they want to catch her with her sticky fingers in the till and show her the door to a fanfare of trumpets and drums.’

			‘Name and shame.’

			‘Wow, got it in one. You catch on fast!’ 
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			Wyness was buoyed by our new job opportunity, which he regarded as the first of many once news of our success spread in the trade. And if it didn’t spread by itself, he would broadcast if far and wide through social media. The only downside, as far as he was concerned, was that he couldn’t install covert video surveillance while the bar was open for business. On top of that, staff  were at work half an hour before the bar opened and an hour after it shut, so he was obliged to complete the installation in the early hours of Wednesday morning, a challenge for someone who seldom rose before noon. 

				I was due to meet Alison for lunch at my place, we had a lot to discuss, when it occurred to me to suggest a change of venue. How would she like to slum it in a downmarket drinking den pursuant to our joint enterprise, our work as a private detectives? I thought she’d turn me down flat but she agreed at once. She arrived a little late, trouble parking her car; not a problem I had with my feet.  As I rose from my chair to greet her, she surprised me with an embrace so warm I thought she was going to kiss me as well. She’d been through a tough time lately, none of it down to her, and was looking for support.

				‘Douglas, so much has happened!’

				She wouldn’t let me buy her a drink, we were equal partners, and joined me with a gin and tonic.

				‘They’re letting me move back in tomorrow.’

			Used to MacNeil’s attitude, I was surprised to hear that, but Maitland had suspended her, taking the decision out of her hands. He’d also filled in some of the background. Shaughnessy was linked to a string of violent assaults on prostitutes in several European cities culminating in the death of Adrienne Delaney in Dublin. His movements matched exactly the dates of the attacks. His wife in Connemara hadn’t a clue her husband was a psychopath or, as Alison would have it, a typical male. 

			‘So Maitland says he was on the run, looking for a place to lie low till the heat died down. Nothing to do with me at all. I can’t begin to tell you how relieved I am.’

			Lacking the words to do it she took my hand instead. 

			‘I couldn’t have done it without you.’

			Looking back on it now, I think we were both feeling just a little less alone in the world. Events had brought us together and events might keep us that way.

			‘By the way, this DI Maitland of yours isn’t too bad.’    

			‘How do you mean?’

			‘I could hardly ask Mrs Carneiro to clean up all that blood, could I?’

			It hadn’t occurred to me before but Alison, operating as she did at a certain social level, bought in help with the cleaning. She assured me that Mrs Carneiro was an absolute gem, a treasure. For Alison’s sake I hoped she was legal as well; she had enough problems as it was.

			‘He gave me a couple of names, firms who’d handle a professional deep clean.’

			‘Discretion guaranteed.’

			‘Exactly.’

			She fished some ice from her glass; the barman had added too much.

				‘Louise told me about your interview; astonishing, I could hardly believe it.’

				I couldn’t either, not really. MacNeil had always been hostile, which I liked to think was irrational, but the cocaine was something else.

				‘Perhaps she was using from the start, maybe that’s why she took against you in the first place. I’ve read that paranoia is one of the symptoms.’

				This was possible but I doubted it. She didn’t like me for reasons I understood better now than I had in the past. I’ve always hated that man, he never needed me for anything.  

				‘Louise tells me you have an excellent chance of winning a harassment suit now. Maybe the proceeds could help with your wife’s share of the house.’

			‘We need to talk about that.’

			I told her about the deal Maitland had left on the table with the empty whisky glasses. She listened attentively but she was worried; the wily detective inspector was trying to get one past me.

			‘I’m not a goalkeeper, Alison.’

			‘You’re not a lawyer either. Neither am I. Run this by Louise before you decide what to do, that would be my advice.’

			I agreed to do that, though I was sure Louise would consider me a spineless idiot if I accepted Maitland’s offer. In the event, when we met to discuss it the following week, she was more understanding than I’d expected but had one major concern. 

			‘So the deal is conditional on you not approaching the media,’ she said, in her impressive office of much glass and many mirrored surfaces. ‘If the media get hold of the story, the deal’s off.’ 

			I agreed this was the case. 

			‘Right, so what happens if they get hold of it from some other source? You stand to lose your ex gratia payment not to mention a complete withdrawal of cooperation because, from their perspective,’ she added, to ram home the point, ‘where could the leak have come from but you? Who else would know MacNeil was a user?’

			‘They would.’

			‘Exactly.  But as this agreement stands they could penalise you for a failing of their own, and not for the first time. There wouldn’t be any point asking a journalist where the story came from, they never reveal their sources, so you wouldn’t be able to prove the police themselves were the source of the leak, not you. You’d be up a gum tree without a paddle.’

			Despite the comic image, this was a serious problem which Louise offered to deal with on my behalf. Nothing had changed, she hadn’t warmed to me one bit, but as she put it herself, she had grown to accept my bona fides. You don’t need to like a person to trust him. I wasn’t trying to shaft her friend, the woman I was lunching with here in the Bar None.

			‘One other thing, Alison, and this is big; Maitland won’t be investigating the death of your husband any further. He’s satisfied it was accidental. He also accepts you knew nothing about it.’

			‘Yes, he told me that.’

			Alison nursed her drink for a moment or two then rose to take off her coat.

			‘It’s remarkably warm in here.’

			‘It is.’

			‘So I take it Alan’s body will be released for burial now.’ She sighed heavily, a sign of the strain she’d been under, a strain she usually kept to herself. ‘It would be good to get the whole thing done with; it’s been hanging over me for so long now. That’s how it feels, at least.’

			If the funeral could be arranged before Christmas, the New Year really would be a new beginning. That would be good.

			‘The men at those tables near the door, not one of them is smoking but the smell of cigarette smoke coming off them is absolutely disgusting. Smoke really clings to your clothes, I’m glad I gave it up.’ I must have looked astonished. She was too neat and tidy to smoke, there wasn’t a single ashtray in her house. ‘It must be eight years since my last one. You must have noticed my lungs could be better than they are; it was the obvious thing to do.’

			And being obvious, she did it. No question of a battle against addiction, just a simple command decision. One day she smoked, the next day she gave up. And if she’d given up eight years ago, that would be when she was thirty-four or thereabouts. I put her age at forty-two, seven years older than me. But the lady was already moving on. 

			‘So about this job.’

			She gave the bar the once-over as I explained the problem with June and how Wyness proposed to deal with it, omitting only his theory concerning her use of natural assets as a distraction. Even if Wyness was right, Alison wouldn’t have taken kindly to it. When I finished, she rose to her feet again. She was hungry; did I want anything? I rose to go with her, but she pushed me back to my chair with a ringless left hand to the shoulder. As far as metalwork went, the past was already behind her. 

			‘Not this time, Douglas.’

			Her timing was bad, or so I thought. She joined a queue of workmen waiting at the bar for food and drink, several with hard hats and luminous yellow jackets. I hadn’t noticed a building site but there had to be one nearby. To my eye, the impeccably attired Alison looked out of place in this company, but she was carrying it off with confidence so it didn’t matter. Incongruous, moi? Don’t be ridiculous! 

			The generous June wasn’t on duty but two male bartenders were, the one who served Alison with a style all of his own, hair slicked back with engine oil and elasticated sleeve bands keeping his cuffs out of the beer. Roberto was younger than his style suggested. Roberto was retro. Fair enough. We all have to be something if only by default.

			Alison, waiting patiently to order, turned to me and winked. I realised then that she’d deliberately waited for a queue to join, giving her time to see the system in operation.  But she wasn’t impressed by the food on offer.

			‘Crisps, peanuts, white bread sandwiches. I ask you!’ She’d ordered toasties because it was cold outside, not the best of reasons. That old favourite, ham and cheese. ‘He’ll give me a shout when they’re ready. Perhaps you could collect?’

			‘So what do you make of it?’

			They had two tills but were only using one, she assumed the other was awaiting repair. It looked to her like a standard touch-screen model, lockable, with staff logging on to use it. There was the usual cash drawer.  

			‘A café I deal with in Glasgow has one very like it, can’t remember the make: Sharp maybe, Toshiba.’

			‘So if this June woman’s skimming how’s she doing it? I don’t get it.’

			I responded to a shout of Toasties! and returned to the table with what looked very like two platefuls of melting fat. 

			‘Ugh! Anyway, Douglas,’ she said, sinking her teeth into one regardless, ‘to answer your question.’  But she kept me waiting; her mouth needed the attention of a napkin and so did mine, though unlike her I wasn’t ruining my lipstick.

			‘Well, for example, she might be charging drinks at the normal price but ringing them up at happy hour prices. That’s been known.’

			‘So she would pocket the difference.’

			‘Exactly. Or she might charge the customer the correct price then void the sale and pocket the full amount.’ 

			She outlined several other scams most of which I didn’t understand. There seemed to be quite a few.

			‘Oh there are, believe me.’

			‘How do you know all this, Alison?’

			‘I think we’re forgetting I count several bars and restaurants among my clients.’ Alison could count all right, and what an advantage that was for a partnership like ours. ‘When they feel there’s a discrepancy with no obvious explanation they often ask me to look into it.’

			‘What I don’t get is where she puts the money, how her customers don’t notice her doing it.’

			‘Probably in the cash drawer till the end of her shift. Presumably your friend’s video footage will tell us, but really, we don’t need to know that to put a stop to it.’

			‘That’s what I said, but the owner wants to nail her.’

			‘Why? What’s the point?’

			‘He’s Lithuanian.’

			She ignored my weak attempt at humour.

			‘In my opinion there are better ways.’

			‘Such as telling her a camera has been installed.’

			‘Not what I had in mind but yes, sounds like a good idea to me.’

			‘Wyness already suggested that but Mr Laukaitis isn’t up for it, he wants to confront her with the evidence. He wants to kill her future in the trade. He probably wants to kill her as well.’

			Alison checked my expression to ensure I wasn’t serious; she’d heard about criminals from eastern Europe getting away with murder by tying the police in knots with several foreign languages. 

			‘Well, as I say, there are better ways.’

			Fine, but I couldn’t think of any. ‘Such as?’

			Enthusiasm is a wonderful thing, much to be admired in a person, though I was soon to draw a line at Alison’s in-depth knowledge of point of sales systems in general and cash registers in particular. She was, and is, a walking compendium of financial systems.

			‘If Mr Laukaitis wants to know what’s going on all he needs to do is ask the register. Hourly X reports will give him a breakdown. Oh, and if there’s a NO SALE button he should get rid of it, or at the very least only allow staff to use it with the manager’s approval.’

			She probably saw my eyes glazing over and cut her explanation short. ‘I could show him all this if he doesn’t know it already.’

			‘All part of the service.’

			She smiled. ‘At our regular hourly rate. Tell me something, Douglas, why did Susan leave? Do you know? You don’t seem so bad.’

			Her abrupt change of tack caught me off guard. If she’d inched towards the subject I’d have seen it coming and had my defence in place.

			Susan’s work had taken her away from home several weeks at a time. She was forever leading parties up mountains, down glaciers, skiing, snowboarding, abseiling. you name it. And if she wasn’t doing that she was up a ravine or down a gully working towards a new certificate or renewing an existing one before it expired. The last before she left was an advanced diploma in white-water rafting. You could paper a wall with her qualifications but to me it seemed totally over the top. Where would the cavemen have been if they’d needed qualifications for everything? We wouldn’t be here today.

			She heard me out and deftly segued into what interested her most.

			‘A very physical person, then.’

			‘Yes.’

			Alison had the useful though annoying knack of putting her finger right on it. 

			‘We’re talking sex here, I take it.’

			We were. We definitely were. And then it all came out in an inchoate and unconsidered manner. 

			Susan would come home after a three-week absence and was no sooner through the door than she wanted it. Alright, she hadn’t had it for three weeks, or so she would have us believe, but to me it seemed like another form of exercise, actually more of a physical release. 

			‘You know sometimes when you’ve been out for a while, you’re on your way home and you suddenly realise you really need the toilet. The minute you’ve shut the front door behind you, that’s where you head. And what a relief it is!’

			‘She was using you as a toilet!’

			‘That’s how it felt.’

			‘And you resented that.’

			‘I didn’t like it.’

			‘She was demanding.’

			She was, though it was more the mechanical form it took which troubled me. As she never tired of saying, she had needs, which was obviously true. And if I wasn’t meeting them. . .

			‘And in the nature of her occupation she’d encounter a succession of physical types when you weren’t around.’

			‘She would.’

			‘And that back trouble you told me about, the lumbar region.’

			That hadn’t helped, nor had her regime of exercises to strengthen the muscles, though it might have if I’d persevered with it.

			Alison chewed this over for a moment or two, better than chewing her toastie, and reflected it back to herself.

			‘Alan was constantly meeting glamorous types, usually when he was away from home at conferences, seminars and so on, staying in high class hotels. Did you two get married in church?’

			‘Registry office.’

			‘No vows under the eye of God, then.’

			‘Not for us, no.’

			‘We got married in church.’ Of course she had, and we all make mistakes. ‘But vows count for nothing these days. If people really believed God was present at the ceremony more of them would honour their commitments.’

			This was possible, but human nature being what it was I doubted it.

			‘Alison, we’ll get over this, you know.’

			‘Yes.’ She said it with obvious determination. ‘We certainly will.’

			A burst of strident laughter interrupted her from the next table. Alison wasn’t amused. If looks could kill those young men would be dead.

			‘Really, these people have no idea how to behave!’

			Her next words were directed at me.

			‘Your phone’s ringing.’

			She did well hearing it against the ever increasing noise of other customers, most of them young and doing their best to stand out from the crowd. I put my bag on the table and took my phone out. Wrong one. I took another out. Still the wrong one. It was John Banks on my burner phone wondering how I was doing. Alison took a long, dyspeptic look at my growing collection.

			‘For heaven’s sake, Douglas, what on earth are you doing with three mobile phones?’

			‘You told me I needed a separate phone for the business so I took your advice, then Wyness insisted I had a burner phone so I could contact John Banks and himself anonymously. Pay as you go, no contract, and definitely not smart.’

			She was offended. ‘I don’t seem to have that number.’

			‘You don’t. Wyness assumed MacNeil would access your call log, in which case she’d have found the number on it. I couldn’t risk that, not while she was still on our case. I was thinking of you.’

			She was mollified, but only up to a point.

			‘Well, it’s frankly ridiculous, we’ll have to rationalise the situation. You can’t go on like this.’

			She was right. She usually was. She touched my arm in a gesture of sympathy, and I knew she wasn’t thinking of phones.

			‘Thank you for telling me, I know it wasn’t easy.’   
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			On my way home I stopped at a pound shop and stocked up on the various household sundries I’d run out of over the previous few weeks: bleach, cream cleaners, light bulbs. But detergent for a washing machine couldn’t be had for a pound, forcing me into a supermarket where an irritating voice exhorted to me to live well for less, a good trick if you can bring it off. Passing the vegetable shelves, I was overcome by a desire for healthy foods – cauliflower, swede, cabbage, grapefruit – I’d been short on these things for months. My body was telling me it needed them, though I’d no idea how it knew. And I wasn’t alone in that. How did the elephants of Mt Elgon know their local water supply was so short of salt they mined for it deep in a cave where they couldn’t see a thing? Come to that, how did they know where to find it? Asking them wasn’t an option. Maybe this unexpected urge was a last echo of the absent Susan, a woman who’d always been strong on the virtues of a balanced diet.

			In the domestic appliance section I shelled out for a pressure cooker, setting off the electronic tag on my way out. The security guard, a foreign gentleman of brown countenance and neat black moustache, escorted me back to the sales counter as other customers looked on. As the Times of India might have put it, he’d nabbed the miscreant. The assistant assured him she’d removed the tag, which she had. But when the guard looked more closely, to an accompaniment of carols designed to annoy those of other faiths or none, he found a second. Very tricky.

			‘You have your receipt, sir?’

			I removed it from my pocket and watched as he checked it out.

			‘This seems to be in order.’

			‘It doesn’t seem to be, it actually is.’

			If I fell on hard times, increasingly likely given the threat to the roof over my head, I might grow a moustache and apply for a job like his. At least it would keep the wolf from the door.

			According to Susan, pressure was the way to go if you wanted to avoid losing essential nutrients to water through boiling. Sitting at the kitchen table I read through the user manual till I was sure of it. An explosion so near to the church would probably result in a visit from Broady and his NCA colleagues, the last thing I wanted. The Boston bombers had used pressure cookers, so details of any purchase would now be passed for vetting to MI5 or the NCA. A flight of fancy no doubt, but most of us have them. Feeling unusually domestic, I washed the cauliflower and cut up the half I intend to cook. It would take only four minutes so I’d use less gas. Yes, the cooker was paying for itself already! And so we rationalise a decision already made whether it’s the right one or not. I’d caught myself at it before. 

			My plan was simple; cauliflower and cheese sauce lightly garnished with a few strips of bacon. But despite my best efforts with the grater, I made a mess of the sauce; it tasted cheesy enough but was full of lumps. My attempt to solve the problem by pouring it through a sieve reduced it by half. As I ate my simple meal my thoughts turned to Alison. As far as I could see she was little better at cooking than I was. As partnerships went, this was a serious weakness. Maybe we could sign up for a cookery course in the New Year. Nothing ambitious, just covering the basics. A joint activity would not only be useful it would promote pair bonding, an intrusive thought which called to mind gannets on a far-flung rock getting close and personal with those sharp beaks of theirs. OK, scrub that, not such a good idea.  Maybe in an age when everything is available ready prepared, an idiot like me could buy a cheese sauce in a sachet endorsed by a TV chef.

			I was still thinking about Alison when Wyness phoned. He’d been thinking about her too.

			‘That fancy woman of yours, I think I caught her on camera at the bar this morning. A bit on the classy side for you, I’d have thought.’

			The ample June had clocked on at three and would be there till the bar closed. He suggested we convene in his flat the following afternoon, he’d have hours of footage by then and Alison, with her accountancy background, might spot things he wouldn’t. Such as the fact that he was a total prat, though he wouldn’t be thinking of that. 

			‘So if you could ask her and get back to me.’ Then he added in a fake upper-class accent, ‘I’ll lay on griddle scones.’ The way he said it, scones rhymed with bones. Painful.

			When I phoned her with his suggestion, I expected her to turn it down flat. I warned her he was a heavy smoker but that didn’t work either. So I accepted her offer of a lift and at three the following afternoon we convened at the Wyness Command HQ. As expected, the stairs proved challenging. Alison was breathing heavily when we made it to the top and leaned on me for a minute with her arm round my shoulder to catch her breath. Which was how Wyness found us when he opened the door. His suspicions were confirmed.

			‘Thought it was you two,’ he said, as he ushered us in. 

			Alison didn’t catch the knowing wink.

			He’d made some attempt to prepare for his visitor, tidying the room by collecting his junk and dumping it in a corner. He’d even tried to mask the smell of cigarette smoke with an air freshener. The aerosol was still on the table; Scents of Summer. He’d probably ordered it online. I doubt he bought anything in a shop if he could help it. If the internet went down he’d starve in his lonely garret. But adding more chemicals to his stale and airless room made matters worse; what he needed was ventilation. Air. But just as we seldom need what we want, we rarely want what we need.

			Alison cast an eye over his battery of screens. ‘This is very impressive, Mr Wyness, I must say.’

			His face glowed with pleasure as he took her coat and steered her away from the two monitors displaying streaming prices towards the screen he’d used to confront me with Susan’s new life at Heavenly Mountain.

			‘Careful with this one, Alison,’ he said, guiding her onto a chair. ‘Castors.’  

			She rolled herself forward and back and inch or two and smiled a little too sweetly.

			‘I believe I can handle it.’

			‘Tea, coffee, something just a tad stronger?’

			She declined his offer. I would have too but he didn’t extend it to me. Suddenly I wasn’t there.

			‘Later, maybe? Anyway, I can let you see what I have.’

			He’d done a good job, providing a clear view from above of the register and the cash drawer. It also provided a clear view of June’s ample bosom, which sometimes concealed what she was up to with her hands. I was reminded of a fat golfer prevented by his paunch from addressing the ball.

			‘As you can see, the lady’s well endowed.’

			‘Yes, your angle of view makes that very evident. If it’s OK with you I’d just like to

			watch this for a while.’

			‘Of course, take all the time you need. Douglas?’

			He led me through to the kitchen, which wasn’t a pretty sight. The sink was full of dirty dishes, cutlery and mugs. There were empty bottles everywhere. The smell of beer hung on the air, in part because he’d emptied the dregs into the sink and hadn’t bothered to wash them away. The remains of a sandwich was lying on a disposable plate, its edges in a classic death curl. At some point in the last week a bag of sugar had lost some of its contents to the worktop and he’d left it there for the mice. Thoughtful man. I hadn’t seen any yet but I knew they were there, their little whiskers quivering behind the skirting boards.

			‘So,’ he said, when he’d shut the door, ‘you’ve done well for yourself, quite a looker. A bit long in the tooth, but you can’t win them all.’

			Coming from someone who didn’t win any this was a joke, but I’d met men like Wyness before. The more you denied it the more persistent they became. The trick was to give them nothing. With no attempt at transition he changed the subject to June.

			‘She’s up to something alright, but I can’t figure out how she does it. One thing I can tell you, though, she doesn’t slip banknotes down her bra.’

			I was sure he could confirm that, sitting in his darkened room hour after hour, eyes never leaving the spot. Then he changed the subject again.

			‘So you’ve seen the back of MacNeil.’

			‘Probably.’

			‘I scanned his worktops for any sign of the griddle scones he’d promised, but all I could see was a packet of tea cakes, which he opened and slid onto a chipped plate. It was strange that a person who would spend a fortune on the latest technology lived dangerously hand to mouth in other respects. Hardware has its place, but you have to be in a fit state to use it. Hygiene matters. 

			‘She knows her stuff, alright.’ He was back to Alison again, though all he knew on that score was that she was an accountant. ‘A lot of endorsements on LinkedIn. Not so many for you, though.’

			‘I don’t have an account.’

			‘Exactly my point. The punters need to know you’re out there, Douglas, you have to spread yourself about,’ he added, making me sound like butter. ‘As of now,’ suddenly turning serious, ‘you’ve next to no public profile. I could do an SEO job on your website – once you’ve updated it to include Alison and me.’

			‘The team.’

			‘You’re nothing without one.’ 

			Wyness rambled on for a while, telling me in detail what I should be doing and how I should be doing it. Come to that, maybe I lacked the necessary knowledge. I should probably devolve the online thing to him. And while the offer was tempting, I didn’t trust him not to go over the top. He was capable of including a mugshot over the line “have gun will travel”, or silhouette images of deerstalker hats, Meerschaum pipes and magnifying glasses. Give him a ball and he’d hit it out of court.

			A quiet knock at the door and Alison came in holding a notebook. We’d been about half an hour. 

			‘Excuse the intrusion, gentlemen, but I have a result.’

			This, she told us, wasn’t down to her forensic accounting skills. Our suspect was bold as brass, syphoning off money with reckless abandon and in far too large amounts, as if her hands were invisible and no one else could count.

			‘She probably started in a small way and when no one noticed gradually got bolder.’

			‘So where does she put the money?’

			‘The cash drawer. She removes it shortly before the end of her shift and slips it into her handbag.’

			‘But her shift lasted nine hours, that’s several hours in.’

			Wyness was put out that Alison hadn’t viewed all his footage.

			‘I wasn’t going to wade through all that, I’ve still got shopping to do.’

			‘Bravissimo,’ he suggested helpfully, ‘Pepperberry?’

			Our hi-tech friend liked to ogle windows in Multrees Walk, or maybe he did it by webcam. He seemed to believe that Alison was rolling in money and liked to blow it in top end lingerie outlets. But that was not how she came across to anyone taking the time to look. He was strong on technology but weak on people, yet when you come right down to it people were what detection was all about.

			‘Oh dear, Mr Wyness, no, I was thinking more of the craft fair in St Andrews Square.’

			Sensing an edge beneath her overly polite delivery, Wyness extricated himself in short order.

			‘So you cut to the chase.’

			‘I did.’ She tore a sheet from her spiral notebook and handed it to him. ‘The first three times are instances where she’s pulling a fast one. Reference to the register report will confirm that.’

			‘And the fourth?’

			‘The fourth shows her taking cash from the drawer and slipping it into her bag. It’s unequivocal. The woman’s a thief.’

			Wyness smiled. ‘This is excellent, Alison, very useful.’

			‘Glad to be of help.’

			‘The way I see it the problem is cash. No cash, no theft. Problem solved.’

			Wyness went to the sink and washed out three mugs by pouring water into each, swilling it round for a second and pouring it out again. Alison, always fastidious, looked at him with distaste, pointed to her watch and mouthed the words ‘time to go’.

			‘I’m sorry we can’t stay longer, Mr Wyness. Douglas has recruited me to help with his Christmas shopping.’ This came as news to me but seemed a better get-out than any I could come up with. ‘It’s been an interesting experience, though,’ she added, ‘seeing what can be done with technical know-how such as yours. I wouldn’t have believed it.’

			Beaming from ear to ear, Wyness put his mugs back on the counter. 

			‘Good of you to say so. It takes some application, of course, attention to detail.’

			‘I’m sure it does. If I might just say,’ she added, approaching the worktop and taking a peek into his mugs, ‘it might be advisable to steep these in bleach for an hour before thoroughly washing them out.’

			Still on a high from Alison’s praise he agreed to take her advice, provided he had a bottle of bleach under the sink.

			Safely back on the street, we walked to the nearest café and compared notes.

			‘It’s odd, isn’t it. That man will be keenly aware of bugs on the internet, but he’s totally unconcerned about their equivalent in real life. His kitchen’s a health hazard. I shudder to think what his toilet’s like. As for the air in that room!’

			She’d ordered a coffee and bought a bottle of water, but was going for the water every time in a vain attempt to flush smoke and grime from her tubes.

			‘Did you check his other screens?’

			‘Currency pairings. He trades. Want my take on that, Douglas?’

			I didn’t really matter whether I wanted it or not, I was going to get it. According to Alison, Wyness was a parasite. She had nothing against capitalists, real ones who invested their money in businesses, though she drew the line at alcohol, tobacco and weapons. But people like Wyness invested in nothing; all they did was bet on currency movements. Sometimes they won, sometimes they lost, but either way they contributed nothing, either to the economy or to society at large. 

			‘Absolutely nothing! Sitting up there in his smoke-filled room playing the currency market. It’s gambling, pure and simple. He’s masturbating with electrons. It’s disgusting.’

			‘He claims to make money out of it.’

			‘Maybe he does. But did you catch that throwaway remark about getting ridding of cash.’

			‘Impossible, surely?’

			‘Not next week perhaps, but we’re heading in that direction. And the further down that road we go the more we’re in the hands of people like him. The world of virtual money.’

			I made the mistake of suggesting that was unlikely, but she wasn’t having it. The takings in your average café were already two thirds plastic, one third cash. Did I realise that? Though in a downmarket venue such as the Bar None cash would hold out longer. 

			‘You’ve clearly given this some thought.’

			‘I have, and so should you.’

			And it wasn’t just the Wynesses of this world we had to worry about. It was getting to the point where the very use of cash was arousing suspicion. Where had it come from? Was it the result of criminal activity? The move to plastic suited the powers that be. Every payment left a trail, every transaction could be traced. And, she added, the authorities had complete control over it. They could freeze your account just like that, but they couldn’t freeze the money under your mattress.

			‘They’ll be outlawing mattresses next.’

			She looked at me disapprovingly. ‘This isn’t a laughing matter, Douglas.’

			We sat together for a while, watching the young and not so young plugged into the café’s many electrical sockets, surfing the world on its free Wi-Fi.

			‘I like working with you, Douglas.’

			And I liked working with her, but the unspoken half of this statement was that she didn’t like working with Wyness. Yet if she was right about the way things were going the services of Wyness, or someone very like him, would be ever more necessary. We’d have to get used to that, learn to accommodate to it. Adapt or die.

			‘I know it sounded like an escape line, but I wasn’t joking about the craft fair. Like to join me, young man?’

			It sounded good to me. Now I had something I didn’t have before, somewhere to go and someone to go there with.
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			I wasted the following morning drafting and redrafting content for the modest website of Hunter Associates. Improving the wording of OUR SERVICES didn’t present many challenges, except where it came to the cybercrime section, a subject I knew nothing about. But when I progressed to OUR TEAM, I was really up against it. I thought I had a reasonable handle on Alison’s accounting skills, but when I tried to summarise them on paper I couldn’t convince myself, let alone anyone else. As my old chemistry teacher used to say before he poisoned his wife, if you can’t explain it to someone else you don’t understand it yourself. As for Wyness and his banks of monitors, a wasted half hour resulted in vague phrases such as “cutting edge software” and “advanced analytic techniques”.

			I sent my draft wording to Alison by email, and the same to Wyness, who replied at once. Ordure! Crap! Shite! So he wasn’t impressed. But he promised a version of his own before close of play that day. He couldn’t do it straight away, he was meeting Algis Laukaitis in half an hour and expected a handsome pay-off in banknotes and beer. Did I want to be present at the kill? I did not. 

			Whatever bold claims Wyness made for himself would have to be watered down, but like most of our troubles ignoring it wasn’t an option. This one wouldn’t go away, it would have to be faced. Alison was another matter. I still had warm memories of our visit to the craft fair, which we reached by late afternoon after we’d set the world to rights in the café. Wandering from stall to stall was good, doing it arm in arm was better. Where was it leading? I hadn’t the faintest idea but expected to find out if I lived long enough. Then John Banks called me on my burner phone, still playing safe. It came as a welcome relief since the several bits of paper on the table were all telling me that PR wasn’t my thing. Whatever it required I didn’t have it.

			‘Have you heard?’

			Unless he told me what he was talking about how would I know?

			‘It’s MacNeil, she’s been badly beaten up.’

			A member of the public had phoned in to report a disturbance in Viewcraig Gardens. When the police arrived, they found what was left of their now-suspended colleague awaiting collection beside communal recycling bins and called the paramedics at once. This was the right thing to do. MacNeil had three broken ribs, two broken teeth and extensive bruising about the face. She was bleeding so heavily from a scalp wound she required thirteen stitches and sixteen head staples in A&E. Her incoherence when answering questions could have been due to the severity of the attack, though the officers attending also suspected substance abuse. Most people, when asked, know who they are. The attack sounded horrifying.

			‘My God, when was this?’

			‘Round about nine last night. Not late. They think it was something to do with drugs.’

			‘They surely don’t think she was dealing.’

			‘No, but she’s using, they’re sure of that.’

			Well that wasn’t much of a leap, she’d already tested positive for coke at the station.

			‘A dispute over payment, maybe?’

			‘Maybe, which reminds me.’

			Not a thing had been found on her, no bag, no phone, nothing in her pockets. Any personal possessions she might have had were missing.

			‘So it could have been robbery, pure and simple.’

			‘I suppose.’

			Banks didn’t think so. Once you have reputation as a user it’s hard to shake off: any attack is drug-related, any anxiety, any volatility, any lapse of memory. Anything and everything is laid at the door of narcotics. It’s efficient that way, it saves further thought. But MacNeil wasn’t popular on the street and that was down to her attitude. She might have brought it on herself.

			‘She’s in the ERI as we speak.’

			‘Which ward?’

			‘Haven’t a clue.’ He wondered why I was asking.  ‘You’re not thinking of visiting? For Christ’s sake, the woman was out to shaft you!’

			I phoned Alison to bring her up to date, only to find that she was closeted with Maitland; under the guise of returning her husband’s laptop he was being as emollient was possible, something he liked to refer to as oiling the wheels. He hoped to head off any hostile action on her part, especially if it involved the law. Where that was concerned, he had enough on his hands with our legal representative, the razor-sharp redhead Galbraith. When my call came through the discussion was moving on to the return of her husband’s body for burial. She’d let me know the upshot later.

			‘Good to hear from you, Douglas.’

			I set off for the ERI at three, planning to arrive halfway through visiting hour. The route I chose looked good on the planner, but what the map didn’t show was an outbreak of sleeping policemen lying in wait for my double wishbone suspension. I was so shaken up when I drew into the car park I felt in need of treatment myself to replace loosened fillings.

			Whatever the difference may be between a shopping mall and a modern hospital it’s difficult to spot when you enter the wide, main concourse with its hair salons, newsagents, florists, coffee shops and other retail outlets, though the passing traffic of the lame, halt, elderly and infirm do give a clue. I assumed that MacNeil would have been transferred from A&E to a ward long before and this was the case. But establishing which one took a while and when I located it, I was intercepted by a nurse who wanted to know who I had come to see. I knew she wouldn’t divulge the current medical assessment unless I was family, so I became MacNeil’s brother Michael, concerned to find out how she was. I noticed the nurse, a helpful person but not from these isles, checking to see what I’d brought. She wished that someone would come with a nightie and change of clothes; the ones she’d been wearing were heavily blood-stained and wouldn’t do at all.

			‘Like the accent. Where are you from?’

			‘The Czech Republic. About your sister’s clothes. . .’

			‘Sorry, I should have thought of that. I’ll drop by her flat and pick some up. When is she being discharged?’

			‘This is yet to be decided. You can come back tonight. She will need something warm, I think.’

			I thought so too and heard her out as she brought me up to speed before approaching the bed. MacNeil was in pain from her broken ribs so I wasn’t to make her laugh. Not a problem, I’d never managed that once in the several years we’d worked together. As far as medical procedures went the patient was a living example of a humour bypass. There was nothing they could do about her ribs, they would heal by themselves over time. Six weeks maybe. She held up her hands in a gesture of helplessness; they couldn’t put them in plaster like other broken bones. But the main damage was to her head, she didn’t know if I’d heard. As far as they could tell, someone had been using it as a football. But a head was not a football. Nurse Novotná was a serious-minded person so I had to agree.

			‘A head is more useful than that.’

			She looked at me disapprovingly. ‘This is not funny.’

			MacNeil had been four hours in A&E. They’d cleaned her up as best they could, but I was not to be shocked by her appearance. The matted blood in her hair gave them so much trouble they’d cut quite a lot of it off. She had bald patches now, but the shorn locks would grow back. She also showed signs of concussion, which was not surprising. The consultant wanted to keep her under observation for another day at least, though in his opinion there would be no permanent damage.

			‘But he is just a man, he cannot tell the future.’

			‘Has she had any visitors?’

			‘A policeman came this morning and asked her questions. She told him to go away, she was weak and confused. A chaplain came too. She was rude to him. She used bad words.’ 

			That sounded like MacNeil alright, but when Nurse Novotná pulled aside the curtain and led me to the bedside, and though she had prepared me well, I was shaken by the various shades of black, purple and red about her face and head, and by her swollen eyes. Someone had done a job on her alright.

			‘You have a visitor.’

			Spotting my direction of travel the nurse was firm. ‘You will not sit on the bed.’

			I sat on the armchair beside it, one of those hospital numbers designed to withstand 

			repeated attack by incontinence. MacNeil seemed asleep. Had she heard the nurse? I soon found out.

			‘Whoever you are, fuck off.’

			‘Still your usual charming self.’

			She opened her less swollen eye. ‘Oh God, this is all I need. What the hell are you doing here?’ 

			She probably thought I’d come to gloat, but the feeling behind it was common humanity, probably wasted on this particular patient, though we always live in hope that things will change. She looked away from me towards her bedside cabinet, not a work of art but more attractive to her than I was. If she wanted water she was in luck, a plastic water jug and mug, but there wasn’t a single card, a single flower, a single chocolate, a single grape. If Maureen had any friends, there was no evidence of it. The name of the nurse responsible for her care was displayed on the wall above her bed. Zuzana. Nurse Novotná could clearly be depended on to cover the angles.

			Maureen showed signs of discomfort and made a weak attempt to haul herself higher on her pillow. When I tried to help she told me to fuck off again, so I persisted. She wasn’t strong enough to fend me off. She was helpless, the last thing she ever wanted to be. A sharp intake of breath showed her broken ribs causing her severe until pain until she achieved her new position and stopped moving.

			‘Water?’

			She nodded. Saying yes was a step too far.

			‘Who did it, do you know?’

			I didn’t expect a reply but I got one. ‘That bitch Alice and a couple of her lowlife friends from the scheme.’

			Alice was a well-known dealer with a track record of evading conviction through lack of evidence. But where other officers failed MacNeil succeeded by planting heroin in her car. Illegal, but it worked. The threats Alice made at the time were loud and long, but nothing had happened for three years, not till she got out of prison and not until last night. Alice had contacts. She knew MacNeil was suspended. She also knew why. Because MacNeil had let them down, her fellow officers would think she had it coming. They’d look into the assault but not too hard.

			‘Did you give him her name, the officer who was here?’

			‘What good would that do, fix my ribs, pay for my dental work? They’re a complete load of wankers. Couldn’t fight their way out of a wet paper bag.’ Though she looked awful and was clearly in pain, the same fighting attitude still shone through. ‘Just like you.’

			‘The nurse tells me you need a change of clothes. Anyone who could bring them in for you?’

			‘No.’

			‘The ones you came in are badly bloodstained, you really need a change.’

			‘You’re my fashion advisor now, always thought you were bent. That’s why your wife left you.’

			I could have denied it but what was the point. She was being nasty for the sake of it, getting it out of her system.

			‘Right, if you know why she left me, why did you claim I bumped her off.’

			She had no reply to that so she answered my previous question.

			‘One floor up. Mr Johnson. We exchanged keys just in case. He’s a suspicious bastard, though’, rich coming from her, ‘he’ll want to know you’re straight up. Like straight up your own arse.’

			When she ran out of insults she finally told me her address, a tenement block in Roseburn. There was no else she could turn to. 

			‘I’ll feed the cat if you like.’

			‘I don’t have a fucking cat. What the fuck would I do with a cat?’

			Something else I’d learned.

			‘Water the plants?’

			‘Sod off.’ Then she remembered something. ‘Actually, Douglas, there’s a plant in my living room, an orchid.’

			I was surprised to hear that, almost as much as her calling me Douglas. She wanted something.

			‘Orchids are tricky.’

			‘Not this one, it’s fake.’ I could only imagine the effort it took not to add ‘like you’. 

			‘I won’t need to water it then.’

			‘If you lift it out of its pot you’ll find something underneath. Not a lot, just enough to keep me going.’

			‘No way, Maureen. I’m not bringing coke into a hospital.’

			‘No one would know.’

			This was a ludicrous claim; if they caught her using everyone would know. What would she do then, pin it on the chaplain? I was her only visitor. If I was caught supplying, I could kiss my new career goodbye. I wouldn’t risk it for my best friend let alone Maureen MacNeil.

			‘Out of the question. No way.’

			‘You always were a goody fucking two shoes. But you’re forgetting something.’

			‘What’s that?’

			‘I could make life very difficult for you.’

			This was an empty threat and she knew it.  Too much time has passed since I raided police databases in a failed attempt track down Susan. They’d want to know why she’d sat on this information so long. If I had to, I’d tell them. 

			‘Anyway, I have friends in high places now.’

			‘That bastard Maitland. All chums together are we? That’s the man who had me do most of his work then dropped me right in it.’

			‘You dropped yourself right in it, left him no choice. Anyway, I have something on him.’

			‘What?’

			‘Not what, Maureen, who. You and your crazy attempt to fit me up.’

			After a moment’s sullen silence, she changed tack.

			‘That bitch stole my phone, you know. Your number’s on it. Expect a call.’ 

			Another idle threat, her phone was pin-code protected. 

			She felt it coming and tried to stop it by gripping her nose, but the sneeze came regardless, raxed her intercostal muscles and hurt her badly.

			‘Fuck!’

			As I was leaving I was intercepted by Nurse Novotná.

			‘Your sister is a very rude woman. I wouldn’t speak to my brother like that. I wouldn’t speak to anyone like that.’

			‘You are a caring person.’

			‘I am also a polite person.’

			The stairwell of MacNeil’s tenement was probably dingy at the best of times and more so now with one of the stair-lights out. I passed her door on the first floor and went up to Mr Johnstone on the second. 

			‘And you are?’ 

			MacNeil was right, he was suspicious by nature, and looked more so as he tried to check me out from under his bushy eyebrows. I explained why I was darkening his door.

			‘You expect me to fall for this rigmarole?’

			I gave him a piece of paper with MacNeil’s ward number on it. 

			‘Phone the ward and see for yourself.’

			He was about to do it but decided he’d rather save the cost of a call.

			‘They’ll keep me hanging on for ages. You know what these places are like.’

			‘Only too well.’

			As I opened MacNeil’s door, I noticed the background on her nameplate, the MacNeil tartan. Who’d have thought it? A slight concession to sentiment or, failing that, tradition.

			Since I might never have the opportunity again, I checked the place out. Her living room had two armchairs, a threadbare sofa and an antique television in the corner, an old cathode ray job. Catch your programmes by gas. Her two handsets were sitting side by side on the coffee table as if they were trying to breed: one for the set, the other for the set top box. And there was the artificial orchid, an exotic pink-leaved bloom concealing its owner’s stash. 

			She’d sanded the floor at some point and graced it with a synthetic Chinese rug. Machine washable no doubt, if you had a large enough machine. Her bedroom was a different story, with a desk, gaming console and monitor. A cursory glance turned up Call of Duty, Assassin’s Creed and Black Ops 3. MacNeil was into virtual violence, though that didn’t reduce her aggressive streak in real life. For all I knew it reinforced it. Numerous doctoral theses had probably addressed this question and come to opposing conclusions.

			Maybe this was where Maureen caught her TV programmes too. It was certainly where she kept her clothes, in what looked like a self-assembled wardrobe with three drawers for smalls on the right-hand side.  I reached for the suitcase on top, hoping to use it for her change of clothes. It was full, so I fell back on a bin bag from the kitchen. Not ideal, but it would do. MacNeil had several pairs of jeans, distressed by wear rather than fashion. I selected one and put it in the bag. From her wide range of shirts I chose two, and did the same with pants and socks. Her underwear wasn’t top of the range, a sign of her good sense. If she wanted a bra, that was her tough luck, I couldn’t find one anywhere. Perhaps she never used them. The word “underwired” crossed my mind but I had no idea why. There was no sign of a nightie either, which didn’t come as a surprise. Maureen didn’t come over as a nightdress person. I assumed she slept in the several old sweatshirts lying crumpled in the third drawer. A jersey, jacket and shoes completed the ensemble and made the bag so full I went back to the kitchen for another.

			When I was ready to leave I took a last look round. If MacNeil had been male they’d call her place a bachelor flat, though even bachelors would have had the occasional family photograph somewhere on display. And then I thought of the bathroom. I needed to use it anyway but should have thought of checking her medicine cabinet. The woman was a user, after all. What would I find in there? Nothing damaging: painkillers, throat lozenges and sleeping tablets. There was no evidence of recreational drugs, though now I knew why, and the same was true of the kitchen. A cursory glance in her fridge revealed a selection of ready meals. Microwave Maureen. She led a lonely life. 

			As I drove back to the hospital something else occurred to me; I hadn’t seen the slightest sign of lace. I didn’t believe for a minute that Maureen had been on a lacemaking course in Liège. I was so sure of this I refused to hand over her clothes till she admitted it.

			‘Tell anyone else and you’re dead,’ she said, ‘I was at a gaming convention.’

			I wondered if she shared an interest in Serrated Edge with David Wyness; maybe they pitted their wits against each other online without knowing it.

			‘Where?’

			‘Aberystwyth.’

			So leaving aside the death threat, what was I left with? Maureen MacNeil had confided in me. Nothing major, but every little counts. This was an advance, a first small step in the right direction to nowhere.

			31

			Alan Ogilvie’s funeral was scheduled for the eighteenth of December. Since he had never expressed any religious sentiment, even by mistake, Alison opted for cremation rather than burial. She duly notified all who would want to know and many who would not, including work colleagues she found in his address book. She had little idea how popular or otherwise he had been at Imbibe International so she was, as she put it herself, going out on a limb here, but some of them would certainly attend if only to observe good form. 

			We met at her house to go over the details, two of which troubled her a lot. The first was the eulogy. Since everyone knew how her husband had died and had a good idea what he’d been up to at the time, portraying the man as whiter than the driven snow wouldn’t wash. For obvious reasons she couldn’t face this task herself, but they hadn’t been churchgoers, so no minister was on hand to do it for her. 

			‘I may have an idea. I know a reverend who takes funerals for down-and-outs on occasion.’

			‘What are you suggesting? Alan was many things but a gentleman of the streets he was not!’

			Gentleman of the streets, I liked that. I’d come across many in the course of my work. Not one had the competence to be a serious criminal. Some of them stole to feed their habit and many drank themselves legless in the futile quest for oblivion, but not one had departed the scene from anything so artificial as autoerotic asphyxiation.

			‘What’s his name, this reverend of yours?’

			‘It’s a she. Grace Calder.’

			‘I don’t see how it would work, she’s never met Alan once.’

			‘If she agrees to do it, she’ll come round and talk to you, ask you questions about him, get an impression of the man. What would be really useful would be stories, anecdotes to show us what he was like.’

			‘When he didn’t have a bag over his head.’

			The manner of his death still rankled, as it would, but hopefully this would pass with time.

			‘She sings well too. She has a lovely voice.’

			I may have been too enthusiastic about this.

			‘I’m beginning to think you fancy the woman, Douglas.’

			Did I detect a jealous note? There was no harm hoping.

			I steered the conversation back to Alan’s taste in music. What did he sing in the bath or the shower? What were his favourite songs? We were in Alison’s front room when I asked her this. I would have been happier in the kitchen, but she seemed to feel the high-ceilinged public room with its weighty chandeliers and elaborate cornice was more appropriate for the planning of something so formal as a funeral. She’d dispensed with the usual mugs in favour of bone china cups and saucers, so something along these lines was going on. But she hadn’t got round to attacking her hair with styling mousse or gel so it looked softer, more attractive. 

			‘Favourite songs? I haven’t the faintest idea. Excuse me a moment.’ She went upstairs to the bedroom and came back down with Alan’s MP3 player. ‘You might be able to tell from this. I’m sure I have headphones somewhere.’

			I started searching through the menus. Apparently Imbibe had a monthly newsletter available to download as a podcast, doubtless a riveting listen. In addition to a back catalogue of those he had a long list of recordings designed to improve his Swedish. Taken together with his selection of ABBA tracks I began to wonder if the late Alan Ogilvie had been cavorting with a Swedish masseuse. Or maybe he was simply planning a business trip to the microbreweries of Stockholm and Gothenburg. I preferred the first explanation, which was altogether more colourful. I resolved to keep a weather eye open for an attractive woman of blond persuasion with a faint aura of essential oils discreetly attending the proceedings from the back of the chapel. No one else would know who she was but I’d have a good idea.

			‘Anything useful?’

			‘The Winner Takes It All?’

			‘Not in good taste, Douglas, I’m afraid. Not for a funeral.’

			Another possibility entered my mind unbidden. Coming Up For Air fitted the bill in a bizarre sort of way, though I wasn’t so insensitive as to suggest it.

			And then there was the question of photographs. A photobook of some sort would be a good idea, she’d seen it done and liked it, but couldn’t face the task of going through their albums and making a selection. She’d keep encountering him smiling for the camera and wouldn’t know from one shot to the next what the lying bastard had really been up to at the time.

			I headed home with several folders of prints and a thumb drive containing more recent shots of the happy couple which Alison couldn’t bear to look at. I went through the whole shebang at the kitchen table and made a selection, the best I could do. Alan through the Ages. But Alison had something Alan appeared to lack. A family. A second trawl through the photographs failed to turn up a single picture of Alan with his mother and father, Alan with a brother or sister. I called Alison and she told me why. He’d grown up in a series of foster homes and had no contact he could remember with his biological parents. There was no suggestion of abuse either physical or emotional but stability matters, she told me solemnly, stability promotes attachment. She went further; maybe if he’d had stability he wouldn’t have turned out so badly. There had to be an explanation for his errant behaviour even though she couldn’t possibly know what it was. 

			All I could find from the best days of his life were two school photographs, each against an artificial background, and he wasn’t smiling in those. At the local photo shop, Hazel helped me digitise these prints from earlier years. I thanked her profusely. I might need her help again. In any case, thanking her was good for both of us. At that time I didn’t have scanner, an omission Alison has since made good. Call it a Christmas present, Douglas. From her point of view, a present, like a person, was no good unless it was useful. 

			Unaccustomed to a task of this sort, I spent several frustrating hours compiling a photo book online, then sent a link to Alison for comment, pointing out that with the exception of the school shots and two of his graduation I’d been unable to attach a caption to any of them. Her reply surprised me. I wasn’t to worry. As long as they were broadly chronological people would get the idea. She still couldn’t bring herself to look at the man. 

			After several hours looking at him myself, I was none the wiser. His clear blue eyes stood out in many of the pictures, as did his reddish blond hair. But was that ready smile of his, so much in evidence in the later shots, that of a genial man or a barracuda? I had no idea. And as with photographs, so it is in life; there are actors out there who can fool us all. Alan Ogilvie had been one of them, leading his secret life in hotel rooms and rented cottages. Alison, on the other hand, was sparing with her smiles, but when she smiled she meant it. 

			Grace Calder agreed to contact Alison the following day. When they met, Alison took to her at once. She’s so natural, Douglas, I can hardly believe she’s a minister of religion! They spent an hour together, again in the formal front room. When Grace had built up a picture of the late Mr Ogilvie, she suggested a number of songs Alison could choose from, all appropriate but none overtly religious.  There was one I liked a lot. She even offered to sing it on the day. Alison had taken her up on her offer provided there was no guitar, an instrument she felt would be as much in place at a funeral as a hair in a bowl of soup.

			The same evening a report appeared on the local news. Early that morning a woman had been found taped to a bench in George V Park. She was naked and her hair had been shaved off, definitely from her head and possibly from other places as well. She was in the early stages of hypothermia but was expected to make a full recovery. Her identity had yet to be established but the word THEIF was spray-painted across her chest in large red letters. Spelling was not the Lithuanian’s strongpoint. At the same time, and though the mainstream media didn’t report it, photographs of the victim were posted on social media. They were far from flattering and this time her name was attached. Which reminded me that we can never be sure of the consequences of our actions. We’d checked out June for our client in good faith but look at her now. And why not? Everyone else was.

			Alison and I phoned each other several times over the next few days, but on the Tuesday of the following week her tone changed. Her sister had arrived with her three children and two lurchers in tow. Alison was appalled.

			‘If that good-for-nothing husband of hers wasn’t coming the least he could have done was look after the children and these revolting dogs. She’s turning the place into a menagerie!’

			I thought she might be exaggerating till a loud outbreak of shouting and barking convinced me otherwise.

			‘For heaven’s sake, Zoe!’

			I could just make out Zoe apologizing in the background, something to do with the joys of family life. Alison went upstairs to her room in the hope of hearing me at the other end.

			‘I don’t know how much longer I can put up with this, Douglas.’

			‘How long are they staying?’

			Till the funeral at the very least, but Zoe was threatening to stay on for Christmas to make sure her sister didn’t fall victim to depression “at this otherwise festive time of year”.

			‘Can you believe it! Nothing could more calculated to depress me than Zoe staying on with her foul-smelling hounds and those feral children of hers.’ 

			My suspicions were confirmed. ‘You don’t like children, then.’

			I may have been looking ahead when I said this, hoping for guidance on Alison’s view on such things as biological clocks. I needn’t have worried. When hers stopped she wouldn’t want to wind it up again.

			‘Don’t get me wrong, Douglas, I like children perfectly well – as long they as they’re other people’s and keep well out of my way. You ought to hear the din down there, they’re rampaging, totally out of control.’ They’d already broken a vase and spilled blackcurrant yogurt on the Afghan rug. ‘No one should live like that. No one!’    

			When the day finally came the weather was drab and dreary but not particularly cold for a morning in December, though you wouldn’t have guessed that from the overcoats, scarves, gloves, hats and earmuffs lining up to enter the chapel. The many mature trees in the grounds, so attractive in summer and autumn, hadn’t a leaf left between them and looked suitably gaunt for the occasion. 

			In my capacity as the only usher, I’d arrived early. Most of those attending had come in cars, public transport being out of the question for this class of mourner. The approach roads inside the grounds were full of metal. To judge by the cars left on verges, the previous departed had been more popular than Alan Ogilvie, though a cynic might say that wouldn’t be difficult.

			I made sure that everyone entering had a copy of the order of service, fortunately brief, and noticed them check out the coffin from a safe distance as they took their seats, ready to roll on its final journey to the furnace below. As far as I could see, none of Alan’s various foster parents had come to see him off. They’d missed the notice in the local press. Understandable. Only the elderly check notices like that to see who they’ve outlasted.

			Alison’s parents hadn’t thought it worthwhile to make the trip from Alicante, especially for a pervert like Alan Ogilvie, a man they’d never approved of anyway. Which was fine with Alison, who’d already written them off as selfish beyond repair. ‘Some old people are like that,’ she said at the time, ‘I hope it doesn’t happen to me.’ The family was confined to Alison, her sister, and her three delightful children. Zoe knew they’d be restless unless she kept them occupied, so they each came along with a tablet. And Zoe was right, the games kept them occupied. But they included a range of zany noises and her attempts to turn the volume down to a reverential level provoked howls of resistance. On the plus side, she’d left the dogs in Alison’s back garden; they could look after themselves till she came back and howl if they liked.

			Alison wanted me to join her in the front row for moral support, but since I wasn’t a member of the family Zoe persuaded her that this wouldn’t be appropriate. And people might talk, had she thought of that? It said a lot for Alison that she had and didn’t care one bit.

			The turnout from Imbibe was less than expected, “the suits” as Alison called them, not wishing to be associated, even in death, with someone so dubious as Alan Ogilvie. I looked in vain for any hint of Alan’s other life, Gill Wheeler, for example, or a blonde resembling a Swedish masseuse. They were all lying low. But at the last moment Maitland joined me with a handshake and a nod. ‘Aye,’ he said, looking at the coffin, ‘if that’s the evidence this is the last we’ll see of it.’ It was intended as a joke to put me at my ease. ‘I hear you visited Maureen.’ I nodded. ‘That was a charitable thing to do under the circumstances. We’ll make a Christian of you yet.’

			Some people just couldn’t help it. They lived in hope. Hope got them out of bed in the morning and tucked them in at night. Hope kept them warm in the small hours, saving the expense of an electric blanket.

			The ceremony passed off as well as could be expected, though skirting the manner of Alan Ogilvie’s death kept everything that was said at one remove from reality. It wasn’t generally known, Grace told us, that Alan had looked after the investments of two charitable trusts without taking a penny in return. Neither it was, and good for him, but a sour taste remained and that couldn’t be helped. I watched from the side-lines as Alison graciously shook hands with the mourners as they filed out, accepting their few kind words. What else could she do? It was an ordeal she handled well. 

			Circulating among the guests, she survived the reception, graciously accepting the consolations of homespun philosophy, going through the verbal motions as best she could and allowing the guests to be distracted by Zoe’s children, the first useful function they’d performed since they’d arrived. 

			Apart from a solitary text I didn’t hear from her the following day. Thanks. Short and to the point. But the day after she called me in a state of agitation.

			‘Are you in?’ I was. ‘Please stay there. I’ll be right round.’

			Tense and drawn, she arrived on my doorstep with a waxed cotton overnight bag. She had just seen off her husband, but she was reconciled to that. The root of her problem was her sister’s refusal to accept that what she desperately needed now was a period of peace and quiet where nothing was expected of her, no response of any sort required.

			‘I’m really sorry about this, Douglas, but I can’t take any more.’

			Out of concern for her sister’s fragile state of mind, Zoe had decided not just to remain for Christmas, which was bad enough, but to extend her stay to the New Year as well. Alison dumped her case on the kitchen floor and her coat on a chair.

			‘I could just about put up with her, but not the children and the dogs. It’s too much.’

			So she’d asked her to leave, which led to a furious argument. Alison had never liked her, not really, and as for the children it was obvious to anyone who cared to look that she couldn’t stand the sight of them. When Alison replied that it was more the sound of them she couldn’t stand, things turned nasty.

			‘She actually called me a cold, uncaring bitch. In my own home!’

			I was reminded of a line in a film, one of only two I could remember: emotion has no temperature.

			‘So you left.’

			‘Yes, and I’m not going back till she’s gone.’

			‘You told her that.’

			‘I did.’

			‘Let’s hope she switches off the lights on her way out.’

			At that point the cold, uncaring bitch started crying so I hugged her. The idea was to offer comfort, support, succour. Something along those lines. I hadn’t thought it out, any more than I’d thought out what it might lead to.

			She didn’t mean to take advantage. ‘I could sleep on the couch.’

			So could I, but I didn’t intend to; it was two feet shorter than I was. When Susan had bought our bed she’d gone for the narrowest double she could find. It saved on space, she said, and brought us closer together. And it might have done if she’d been there more often. As it did when Alison and I ended up in it that night.

			Because neither of us smoked, we couldn’t lie there watching post-coital smoke spiral towards the ceiling as happens in films. So we spoke.

			‘Well, that wasn’t so good, was it.’

			It hadn’t been, but unlike Alison I saw no need to say it. After a suitable pause she continued. ‘We’ll have to work on it, Douglas.’

			‘It’s not compulsory.’

			‘Of course not, but if we’re going anywhere here it would be a good idea, don’t you think?’

			Unless it resulted from work it was not to be taken seriously, but my instincts told me she was what I needed, someone to keep me on the straight and narrow when my mind started wandering, as it often did. Alison was strong on focus. Focus is important, Douglas. So what else could I say? In any case, she’d come with a toothbrush and stylish cotton pyjamas which, I noticed with amazement, were neatly ironed.  She’d also come with spray-on taming water, no doubt intended for her hair but possibly for me as well. I eyed it warily.

			‘Work on it, yes, sounds like an idea to me.’

			‘And an enjoyable one.’

			She rewarded me with a smile. She had a plan and I was part of it. Which was fine as I didn’t have one myself. Though I did have two voicemail messages and three texts, all to my business number. Business was picking up and that couldn’t be bad. 

			She snuggled up in a homely manner as if we’d shared a bed for years, drumming her fingers lightly on my chest.

			‘I couldn’t help noticing you don’t have an ironing board.’

			She was right. I didn’t have an iron either, but that was about to change. 
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