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Gambit (n): an act or remark that is calculated to gain an advantage, especially at the outset of a situation.

Oxford English Dictionary

While the Scotch Game can be one of the slower games and can lead to very unexciting matches, the Scotch Gambit takes it to the other extreme as both sides have the opportunity to give up material early on in exchange for a non-material, yet crucial, advantage.

If you play this opening it’s always important to know how to respond to your opponent’s moves because one misstep and you will find yourself very behind.

The Chess Website

The perfect detective story cannot be written.

‘Twelve Notes on the Mystery Story’

RAYMOND CHANDLER






Prologue

He really believed it was a madcap game. A joke. A dare, played out between old friends. Why would anyone imagine otherwise? Writing twisted scenarios didn’t mean he believed they happened in the real world. Strangers on a Train had the brilliant premise of two unconnected people swapping murders, but he didn’t believe anybody would be daft enough to try it for real. Not even a card-carrying psychopath like the character in Highsmith’s novel.

It had genuinely never crossed his mind that his best friend would actually commit a murder solely to demonstrate that the perfect crime was possible, and that he was capable of committing it. Not until he had to deal with the revelation that there was now a dead body in his garage.
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April 2020

Detective Chief Inspector Karen Pirie tucked her hands into the pockets of her down jacket. Even silk-lined leather gloves weren’t enough to keep out a night wind that was whipping straight across from the Urals to this Edinburgh rooftop. It had been three weeks since lockdown began, but the novelty of street stillness hadn’t worn off. Looking down across the New Town and beyond from this height, nothing was stirring. It was like the zombie apocalypse without the zombies.

Light and movement caught the corner of her eye, and she turned her head in time to spot a liveried police car slowing for a set of lights. Down by Canonmills, she reckoned. She checked her phone. Three minutes after midnight. It was officially tomorrow. Technically, she could go for her daily walk now.

She let herself back into the sunroom. She didn’t want to think about how a previous owner had managed to obtain planning permission for the roof garden in a conservation area of Georgian buildings. It wasn’t her problem; this wasn’t her flat. Its owner, her – what was he? Karen baulked at thinking of Hamish Mackenzie as her boyfriend. You didn’t have boyfriends in your thirties. ‘Lover’ always sounded wrong to her. It suggested the only thing that mattered was the sex, and while there was no denying she enjoyed that, their relationship encompassed much more. To a cop, ‘partner’ had a whole different set of resonances. And even if she stripped that out of the equation, ‘partner’ implied a much more serious commitment than Karen believed she’d made to Hamish. And ‘significant other’ was downright embarrassing. There simply wasn’t a word for what Hamish was to her.

Except that right now, she supposed he was technically her landlord, even though she wasn’t paying him rent. When the COVID-19 lockdown had been announced, he’d persuaded Karen to move into his flat. ‘I need you to take care of the place,’ he’d said, after announcing he was heading back to his working croft in the Highlands. One of his two shepherds had decided to move to Lairg to spend lockdown with his girlfriend, leaving the croft perilously shorthanded. And no sooner had Hamish returned than he’d bought Duggie Brewster’s struggling gin still and started making hand sanitiser, committing himself even further to Wester Ross.

He’d turned on the charm. ‘You’d be doing me a favour – forwarding the post and making the place look occupied. I can’t help being anxious about being burgled. It’s not like your flat, where the whole block’s festooned with CCTV.’ There was no denying his place was more spacious than her waterside apartment in Leith, and closer to her Historic Cases Unit office in Gayfield Square. What had clinched the deal was Detective Sergeant Daisy Mortimer’s swift acceptance of Karen’s impetuous suggestion they could lock down together. That would never have worked in the confines of her own flat. But Hamish’s place was a different story. They wouldn’t be living on top of each other, thanks to two bedrooms, a study, a living room big enough to house a dining table as well as a sofa and armchairs, a spacious kitchen, two bathrooms and a roof terrace, complete with a garden room.

She’d made the uncharacteristic offer of sharing her space at the end of their first case together. Daisy had been seconded to the HCU from the Major Incident Team in Fife; they’d worked well together and Karen had persuaded her boss to expand the HCU to include her. Daisy had been living alone in a cramped flat in Glenrothes, isolated on the other side of the Forth; in the moment, Karen had thought being in lockdown together was a good idea. It would, she thought, make working together much easier and it’d prevent the two of them from slipping into bad ways. When it came to junk food and eating chocolate ice cream straight from the tub, they could keep each other honest. Or keep each other company.

Three weeks in, she wasn’t so sure it had been one of her better ideas.

She made her way down the spiral staircase into the flat. Daisy was curled up in a comfortable tweed armchair, headphones on, absorbed in yet another bloody Netflix box set. She glanced away from the screen and hit pause on the remote. ‘You OK?’ she asked, peeling off one headphone. ‘Get you anything?’

Karen shook her head. ‘I’m away out. I’m going to walk down to my flat. Just to check everything’s OK.’

Daisy frowned. ‘Will that not take you more than an hour? To walk there and back?’

‘Yeah. Technically, I should stay there till after midnight before I come back.’

Daisy’s frown deepened. ‘I bet nobody would notice if you walked back during daylight hours today.’

‘Maybe not, but I am a polis. I’d know I was breaking the rules. More to the point, you’d know and you’re a polis.’ Karen grinned. ‘One hour’s outdoor exercise a day, that’s the limit. I’m not about to give you blackmail material. I’ll see you in about twenty-five hours.’

It was the absence of noise that she found most unsettling. Even in this side street sandwiched between Leith Walk and Broughton Street, the perpetual sound of traffic had been the background hum to her night walks. Now, the silence was only broken every ten minutes or so by the engine of a car or bus. Then the quiet descended again like a suffocating blanket. It unnerved her, so she’d taken to self-improvement. Headphones in, she was learning Gaelic. Not out of a sentimental nationalism but because some of the locals living near Hamish’s croft spoke it among themselves and she hated to miss out on anything. Besides, she wanted to know what they really thought of her.

Karen cut through a narrow vennel and emerged on Leith Walk. Not another human in sight. A grey cat materialised from a basement, sinuously weaving through the railings. She made a soft clicking noise and the cat approached, rubbing against her leg. She’d never had much time for cats, but these days, contact with anything with a pulse felt obligatory.

Karen bent down and scratched the cat’s head between its ears. It tired before she did and strolled nonchalantly into what would have been the path of a car or a van or a bus in what already felt like the olden days. She sighed and made off at a good pace down Leith Walk. Past the library, past the shuttered shops and deserted bars, not a creature stirring. She passed the side street where her wingman, DC Jason ‘The Mint’ Murray, was locked down with his hairdresser fiancée. She wondered how they were doing. Jason would be playing FIFA on his games console; she was less certain how Eilidh would pass the long days.

Another fifteen minutes and Karen was on Western Harbour Breakwater, repeating, ‘Is toil leam buntàta agus sgadan,’ under her breath, wondering whether she’d ever have to insist she liked potatoes and herring. She let herself into her flat, pulled out her earphones and felt her shoulders settle. This was her domain. It wasn’t that Daisy or Hamish were difficult to be around. It was simply that, like the cat on Leith Walk, she liked company on her terms. She crossed the living room and opened the patio doors leading to the balcony. The night wind made her cheeks tingle in seconds.

In the years she’d been living on the edge of the Firth of Forth, she’d grown accustomed to the night-time light show. Ribbons of red from tail lights and pools of white from headlamps mapping the road network on both sides of the wide estuary. Dots of yellow appearing and disappearing as people moved around their houses on the way to bed, or off to a night shift. Now, three weeks into lockdown, the only constants were the warning beacons on the three bridges that spanned the narrows between North and South Queensferry.

There were still the lighthouses, of course, sending their messages to the boats that weren’t there. A childhood rhyme ran round her head:


Inchgarvie, Mickery, Colm, Inchkeith,

Cramond, Fidra, Lamb, Craigleith;

Then round the Bass to Isle of May,

And past the Carr to St Andrew’s Bay.



Back when she’d learned that, there hadn’t been the brilliant orange flare of the Mossmorran gas cracking plant, an occasional warning of a different kind, its glow sometimes so bright that people miles away called the emergency services to report Fife on fire. But tonight, Mossmorran was nothing more than a tall smudge obliterating a column of stars.

Karen stood in the teeth of the wind for as long as she could bear it, then went back inside. Ten minutes later she was tucked up in bed, reading an old Marian Keyes novel. It was a struggle to grow tired enough to sleep. She missed her work. Running the Historic Cases Unit had always been demanding. That and her night walks, when the rhythm of her feet helped her thoughts to surface, were usually enough to wear her down. But right now, both of these occupations were beyond her reach. There was no active cold case to occupy them; they’d cleared two complicated investigations just before lockdown had started and they’d not had time to develop a new one. All they had were boxes of files of potential cases waiting for them to dig deep and find a loose thread to pull. And it hadn’t yet occurred to anyone in senior management to draft them in to one of the thankless lockdown roles. Or maybe it had, and they’d decided the HCU team weren’t the best option when it came to breaking up illicit gatherings. Either way, right now she was languishing for the lack of something meaningful to investigate, and it didn’t suit her. Was she really one of those people who had no life outside the job?

It was a thought that shamed her.
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The stadium erupted in cheers as Barcelona’s star striker slotted home another cracking goal. Jason Murray, La Liga’s leading scorer, ran back to the centre spot, bouncing up and down on the sofa every step of the way. ‘Yaaas,’ he shouted, punching the air with the hand that held the game controller.

His fiancée barely glanced up from her phone screen. Jason scoring yet another virtual goal was infinitely less interesting than her Instagram feed. It was good to have the time to keep abreast of what the stylists she rated were posting in lockdown, but frustrating not to be able to try out their recommendations in the salon. There was a limit to what she could do with her own hair, never mind Jason’s. His ginger hair had a lovely texture, it was true, but there just wasn’t enough of it for the exercise of true creativity.

Jason paused the game and leaned into Eilidh. ‘Fancy a brew?’

‘You drink too much coffee.’

‘That’s what comes from working with KP.’ He stood up, tossing the controller to one side. ‘Anyway, I’ve only had one this morning so far. You sure I can’t tempt you?’

Eilidh looked up and gave him an adoring smile. ‘Not with a cup of coffee.’

He chuckled and made for the tiny kitchenette. A penetrating chirping stopped him in his tracks. He frowned. ‘Who’s that?’ He stretched across the back of the sofa for his vibrating phone.

‘You’re the detective, Jase. Only one way to find out,’ Eilidh said.

Jason frowned. ‘Unknown number’ usually meant somebody trying to scam him or sell him something he didn’t want. But Karen had drummed into him that, as a polis, he should always answer his phone. ‘You never know when that unknown caller could be the one that breaks a case.’ So far, that had never happened. But this might be the day. ‘Hello?’

Never give anything away to the unknown caller. Another lesson from the boss.

‘Is that Jason Murray? DC Murray?’ It was a woman’s voice. Vaguely familiar but he couldn’t put a name to it.

‘Aye, that’s right. Who is this?’

‘It’s Meera Reddy. From the National Library?’

At once, Jason was alert. Thanks to the boss, he’d learned the library’s extensive resources could be invaluable in cold case investigations. Along the way, he’d found an unexpected ally in Meera, whose fondness for true crime podcasts had made her happy to forge a bond with a real live polis. She never seemed to mind how much she had to explain to Jason, who was grateful for her indulgence. He knew he was slow off the mark, but not so slow that he didn’t pick up on the exasperation he often provoked. ‘Hey, Meera. Great to hear from you. How are you doing?’

‘Ach, you know? Stuck at home by myself and talking to the telly. How about you?’

‘Not so bad. I’m in the flat with my fiancée, Eilidh, so at least I’ve got company.’ He hesitated. ‘Is there something I can do for you?’

‘I don’t know. Are you still on the Historic Cases Unit?’

‘I am. Not that we’re getting much done right now. With lockdown, and all that. The boss says we better not go into the office in case they get us putting on uniforms and chasing down folk breaking the lockdown rules,’ he scoffed.

‘I-I’m maybe wasting your time, I don’t know.’

‘That’s one thing nobody’s short of right now. What’s the matter?’

‘Well … ’ Meera’s voice tailed off. ‘It’s something from work. I’m probably getting it all out of proportion.’

‘Are you going in to work, then?’

‘No, no. This was something I stumbled on before we were sent home for lockdown. It’s been playing on my mind. I tried to convince myself I was imagining things, but the more I’ve thought about it since, the more it’s got me worried.’

And she did sound worried. ‘OK,’ Jason said slowly. ‘Why don’t you run it past me? I’m in no hurry. Take your time, and start from the beginning.’

‘Are you sure? I don’t want to waste your time.’

‘You’ve helped me out often enough. And what else would I be doing?’ He caught Eilidh’s eye-roll in his peripheral vision and pulled a face at her. He reached up to the top shelf for his notebook and pen and sat down at the dining table in the window. ‘Fire away.’

‘I’ve moved jobs since the last time we spoke,’ Meera began. ‘I’m working in the archives now. It’s a bit different.’

‘How? What do you do there?’

‘I’m in the section that deals with new acquisitions. Basically, when important people either die or decide it’s time to sort out their paperwork, they box it up and send it to us. So if you’re a writer, or a politician or a scientist or anybody that might have done something interesting to researchers in the future, we get sent it.’

‘That’s a thing?’ Already Jason felt out of his depth. ‘What? They leave you their letters and that? Their private stuff?’

‘It varies. Like, some writers just donate their early drafts. But some folk? It’s like a massive info dump. Electricity bills, VAT receipts, bank statements, invoices from their plumbers, love letters to other people’s wives … You name it, we get it.’

‘Why?’

‘Because somebody in the future might want to write about them. A biography or a PhD or something.’

‘Jeez.’ Sometimes Jason felt overwhelmed by the burden of what he didn’t know. ‘So what do you do with all this stuff?’

‘My job is to catalogue it. I go through the boxes and list what’s in them. Then one of the trained archivists sorts them out. Arranges them, matches up items that go together. Tries to make sense of them, I suppose.’

Jason scratched his head with the end of his pen. ‘You must have to work your way through some right crap.’

‘Actually, what I’ve had so far has been pretty interesting. I’ve mostly avoided the shopping-list level of stuff.’ She hesitated, then, in a rush, ‘Have you ever heard of a writer called Jake Stein?’

The name sounded familiar but Jason had never been much of a reader. He had a vague notion that he’d seen his mum reading one of Jake Stein’s books. Which gave him a clue. ‘Is he a crime writer?’

That perked Meera up. ‘Yeah, that’s right. One of the pioneers of the so-called Tartan Noir school. He was a bestseller for years and then there was some sort of scandal. I don’t know the details – for obvious reasons he didn’t keep any of the newspaper clippings about that. Anyway, his career took a real dip, then last year he died very suddenly from a cerebral haemorrhage. And we got the papers.’ She stopped abruptly.

‘And what? You think there was something suspicious about the way he died?’

‘No, no, I don’t know anything about that. No, this is something completely different. It’s an unpublished manuscript. Well, the start of one anyway. It’s only eleven chapters and a synopsis. It’s called The Vanishing of Laurel Oliver.’ She paused.

He wondered if that was supposed to mean something to him. Only, it didn’t. ‘OK. And something about this bothered you?’

A nervous laugh. ‘Honestly, Jason, the more I tell you, the more stupid I feel.’

‘Meera, you’re one of the least stupid people I’ve ever met.’ He cast a quick glance at Eilidh, who was looking more interested now. ‘If you’re feeling bothered, I’m guessing there’s something to be bothered about.’

She cleared her throat. ‘Does the name Lara Hardie mean anything to you?’

Now they were firmly on Jason’s territory. There were very few cases of unsolved homicides in Scotland. Sometimes as few as one a year. The Historic Cases Unit reviewed them all regularly, alongside serious sexual assaults and disappearances in suspicious circumstances where there was no concrete evidence of foul play. So Lara Hardie’s name was firmly on Jason’s radar. An Edinburgh University student, she had vanished into thin air a year before. There were no grounds for suspecting she’d committed suicide, nothing to suggest she’d chosen to disappear. She’d simply been there one day and gone the next. There had been a week-long manhunt around the street where she lived. Every rubbish skip, every bit of shrubbery, every garden shed, every obscure wee vennel had been combed by police and volunteers. Her parents and her sister had done a TV appeal where everybody cried. All the other students on her university course had faced questioning by police and interrogation by social media. Ill-informed speculation had ranged from Lara drowning in Duddingston Loch, the best part of three miles away, to having been abducted by aliens. ‘I know who you’re talking about,’ he said. He had a strange feeling in his stomach.

‘This book – it’s full of echoes of Lara Hardie’s story. Plus the victim’s got the same medical condition. It’s really creepy. But this is a crime novel. And even though it’s unfinished, it’s got a kind of solution.’
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For once, Karen had slept well. She’d made porridge with some dried fruit and a carton of coconut water, in the absence of milk. The ingredients came courtesy of Hamish, who disdained traditional methods of making porridge in favour of store cupboard extravaganzas. It was usually grounds for mockery on Karen’s part but that morning she was grateful.

The wind had dropped and the sun was shining, turning the Firth of Forth from gunmetal grey to picture postcard blue. She understood that lockdown was perilous for many people’s mental health, but for her, it felt almost like a blessing. The usual pressure from on high for results was absent; the only detective work being conducted was on live cases, and even then, the constraints of social distancing were mostly being observed. These days, her perpetual nemesis ACC Ann Markie had more important things on her mind than making Karen’s life more difficult.

Not that she was skiving. She might have grown up in a household with little regard for the Church of Scotland, but nevertheless the Protestant work ethic was ingrained in her. Not having Markie chittering in her ear like a monkey on her back had given Karen the opportunity to take a more leisurely, granular approach to some of the intractable cold cases in her files. It felt like a luxury to be able to re-examine old cases with the closest possible attention.

She’d barely started on a comparison between two stabbings, one in Dundee and the other in Kilmarnock, when the familiar tomtom alert of a FaceTime call interrupted her search for common factors. ‘Hamish,’ she muttered, arranging her face into a welcoming look before she accepted the call. He loomed into sight, grinning, golden hair tumbled round his face in an unfamiliar style.

‘Morning, Karen. I finished taking the feed round the sheep and I thought I’d give you a quick call before I head down to the still. What are you up to?’

‘Digging into a couple of knife attacks from three years ago,’ she said.

‘You can’t leave it alone, can you?’ Affectionate, not critical.

‘Keeps me out of trouble when you’re not here to do that. What have you done to your hair?’

He gave a little shrug, pushing the curls back from his forehead. ‘You like it? I’ve been doing a lot more work with the livestock since Donny buggered off at the start of lockdown and I was fed up with it getting in the way, so Teegan got the scissors out. And I thought, while you’re at it, why not lighten it a bit?’

Karen felt a tug of something she didn’t want to examine. ‘A woman of many talents, Teegan,’ she said. For fuck’s sake, surely she wasn’t feeling insecure over a twenty-something teuchter who’d never been further south than Inverness? ‘She’s done a good job, you look about six months younger.’

‘I don’t think she’ll be giving Eilidh anything to worry about any time soon,’ he chuckled. ‘But it does what I needed.’

‘The colour suits you. Though it does make your beard look more gingery. So how’s life on the farm? Any cases of the COVID up your way yet?’

He shook his head. ‘Not that I’ve heard. People are being careful, though. Shona Macleod is turning out Harris Tweed face masks with the offcuts from the tailoring business, so we’re all sweating like beasts whenever we go into the village shop.’ He peered into the screen. ‘Hey, you’re in your place.’

‘Yeah, I walked down during the night.’

‘Is that even legal?’

‘We’re allowed to check on unoccupied properties as long as we don’t come into contact with anyone outside our bubble. And there’s nobody here to come into contact with, so I reckon I’m technically within the rules.’

‘So you left Daisy in the flat alone?’ He seemed faintly cross though she couldn’t imagine why that might be.

‘She’s not a teenager, Hamish. She’s not going to trash the place.’

‘Come on, Karen, I never suggested she would. I guess it’s that I don’t know her too well.’

Sometimes, when he was annoyed, his American teenage self slipped the leash of his cultivated Scottish present, she thought. ‘So, what? You’re worried she’s going to read your secret diaries? Examine your bank statements?’

‘No, but—’

‘Why would you imagine she’d be interested in you anyway? If anybody’s got anything to fear from her prying eyes, it’s me. And I trust the lassie.’ Karen grinned at him.

He held his hands up, palms facing her, in a gesture of concession. ‘I’m sorry, I was out of order.’ He tutted. ‘I hate FaceTime. There’s no nuance. I’m never sure when you’re taking the piss.’

‘Just assume I usually am,’ she said, trying for a tease. She hated it when things became scratchy between them; this separation had seemed to make that happen more often. He began to speak, but she was distracted by her phone. ‘Sorry, it’s work, I have to take this,’ she said, guiltily glad of the intrusion. ‘Talk soon, handsome.’ She blew him a kiss and cut the connection.

‘Jason, what’s up?’ Karen said, switching straight into professional mode.

‘Hi, boss. Sorry to bother you, but I’ve just had a funny phone call.’

‘What kind of funny?’

‘This is going to sound really weird.’

Karen smothered a sigh. One day the Mint might learn how to get to the point. ‘Let me be the judge of that. What’s happened?’

‘Meera Reddy phoned—’

‘Your National Library contact?’

‘Aye.’

‘Have they not been sent home?’

‘Yeah, but this goes back to something before lockdown. She’s been transferred to archives. You remember Lara Hardie?’

‘Of course. You’d have to have been living under a stone when she disappeared not to know about her. I reviewed the papers when they passed it over to us before Christmas. What’s Lara Hardie got to do with the National Library archives?’

‘Meera found something. She thinks it’s like a blueprint or a kind of explanation for what happened to Lara Hardie.’

Karen straightened up. ‘What? Jason, go right back to the beginning and tell me exactly what Meera said.’ She listened patiently while he stumbled through an outline of what Meera had told him. It begged more questions than it answered, inevitably. Jason was getting better at interviewing witnesses, there was no doubting that. But the one thing Karen couldn’t teach him was an instinct for the key questions.

‘You say this manuscript of Meera’s mentions the victim suffering from epilepsy?’ she asked.

‘Not just any old epilepsy, boss. Drop attacks. It’s a thing. I googled it. It’s like all your muscles kind of drop out for a few seconds. You just collapse like somebody cut the strings. It’s over almost before anybody knows it’s happening, apparently. Mostly you totally recover in seconds and it’s only dangerous if you hurt yourself falling, or bang into something on the way down. Its proper name is Atonic Seizure. It’s what Lara Hardie suffered from. Remember how the internet true crime detectives fixed on it, convinced she’d collapsed outside her front door and been huckled into some passing maniac’s car?’

As if she could forget the hysteria of the mob. ‘I remember. And there were the fuckwits who wanted to drag the Union Canal. As if Lara Hardie could’ve walked more than a mile down to the canal basin without being spotted by a living soul or a CCTV camera, then just happened to have a seizure while nobody was looking.’

‘Aye, right. Well, the lassie in this book, the lassie that disappears, she suffers from the drop attacks too. It’s not like it’s that common.’ He drew breath, then said, ‘So what do you think, boss? Is Meera imagining things or what?’

‘Meera’s a smart lassie, right?’

Jason gave a strangled laugh. ‘She’s a helluva lot smarter than me. I know that’s not saying much—’

‘Stop fishing. Do we know who her boss is?’

‘Bethan Carmichael,’ he said, sounding pleased with himself. ‘I got her phone number. I’ll ping it to you.’

‘OK, Jason. Nice work. What I need you to do now is to write up your conversation with Meera. Every cough and spit.’

‘Are we going to dig into it now?’ He couldn’t hide the excitement in his voice. After the bungled investigation that had led to him breaking his leg, ACC Markie had wanted to move him to a desk job. That would surely have doused the enthusiasm that was one of the reasons Karen had fought so hard to keep him on her team.

‘Leave it with me,’ she said. ‘I need to figure out how we deal with this without breaking lockdown rules.’

He laughed. ‘That would be something, eh? Senior polis breaking the lockdown law.’

On that wry note, Karen ended the conversation. She experienced a low buzz of adrenaline that she hadn’t felt since they’d been sent home three weeks before, when she’d instructed Jason and Daisy to pack up all the physical files for unsolved murders and suspicious disappearances and move them to Hamish’s flat. For the first time, it seemed possible that they had a genuine new lead to follow.

Karen pulled her laptop towards her and started typing up a skeleton of what Jason had told her. Now wasn’t the time for detail; now was the time to form a plan of action.

It didn’t take her long to outline the next steps on this particular journey. She’d been working cold cases for long enough to know the basic shape of an inquiry that delved into histories that some people wanted to stay buried. Exhumation was a skill she’d developed long ago.

She needed to get her hands on a copy of the manuscript in question, which would mean sweet-talking Meera’s boss. Then she’d have to read the manuscript and refresh herself with the case papers to see whether the plot of the novel mapped on to the reality to any significant degree. Then maybe – and it was a big maybe – they might start to unravel what had happened to Lara Hardie.

Ideally, she’d like Daisy to go through the rest of Jake Stein’s archive to see whether anything else might connect with Lara Hardie. Further down the line, Jason, who provoked the maternal instinct in so many women, could talk again to Lara’s mother, her sister and her friends in the light of what they might uncover now. But access would be the big stumbling block, she feared.

Time to pick someone else’s brains. DCI Jimmy Hutton had been on her ‘favourites’ list since her late partner Phil Parhatka had been his bagman. After Phil had died, Jimmy and Karen had become a support group of two, meeting regularly to work through their loss and to sample the myriad gins that had appeared out of nowhere to flood the market. The impossibility of meeting over a glass or two was already something she missed keenly. Not because of the alcohol but because of the conversation.

Now, he answered his phone on the second ring. ‘Listen, Karen,’ he began without preamble. ‘Do you think it would work if we met up on the Zoom for a drink and a blether?’

‘It’d be a bit weird. Let’s see how long this goes on for. See how desperate we get,’ she chuckled.

‘Right enough. So I’m guessing this isn’t a social call? What can I do for you?’

‘I’ve read all the memos and the briefings from on high about how we go about things in this weird new state of affairs. But I’ll be honest, with me not being a front-line officer, it kind of went in one ear and out the other. So I don’t really have a sense of how the policing is working on the ground. What happens when you need to talk to witnesses? Or get access to evidence?’

‘Are you tidying up loose ends? Or have you managed to find a new case to work?’ He sounded incredulous.

‘Might have.’ She tried to sound nonchalant. ‘We were looking at old cases, but there’s an outside chance we’ve got a fresh lead on a misper that’s barely cold. Might be something and nothing but I need to check it out. And nobody seems to know how long this lockdown’s going to last.’

‘I should have known. Doing a jigsaw and watching box sets isn’t your kind of thing. Well, we’ve been told that the beat goes on. There’s no free pass for the villains or the toerags. We still go out and arrest folk, in their homes if we have to. But we’ve got to wear masks and use hand sanitisers and keep our distance. We’re taking patrol cars with us to bring them in because they’ve got the Perspex screens between the front seats and the back. If we can get them into an interview room, we have to keep two metres distance.’

Karen snorted. ‘That sounds totally impractical.’

‘It’s a nightmare, is what it is. You know what the neds are like – “I’ve got the COVID, I’m going to cough my germs on you, ya cunt.” So we’re doing our best. With witness statements, if they’ve got a computer or a smartphone, we’re trying to do them on screen. Otherwise, it’s kind of take your life in your hands.’ He sighed. ‘We’re all going to get it.’

‘It’s scary,’ she acknowledged. ‘Nobody knows what’s coming at us down the line. Is this going to be the one that sees us off? Like the asteroid and the dinosaurs? Or is it just going to be a jacked-up version of the flu?’

‘Your guess is as good as mine. All we can do is drink gin and try to do our jobs. Have you got plenty masks and hand sanitisers?’

She groaned. ‘Even the gin might be under threat, Jimmy. You’re not going to believe Hamish’s latest. He’s taken over a wee still in the village and he’s making heather hand sanitiser instead of gin.’ Jimmy said nothing. ‘And since he’s had to close the coffee shops here in Edinburgh, he’s talking about using his baristas to do home deliveries of the stuff.’

‘He never misses a chance.’ Jimmy’s voice was flat. She knew he was comparing Hamish to Phil. The dead man would come out on top; the dead always did. ‘So what’s this new lead you’re chasing?’

‘I’ll tell you if it comes to anything. It might be the deranged fantasy of a lockdown mind,’ she said wryly.

‘Plenty of that about. I don’t even know why we’re bothering, to be honest. The backlog in the courts was already horrendous. This is just going to make things way worse. They’re already talking about more than two years between the offence and the court appearance.’

‘That’s a helluva long time for victims and their families to wait for justice. And I can just see the defence advocates rubbing their hands in glee.’ She assumed a posh accent. ‘ “So, Mrs McPhee, do you really expect the court to believe you can recall the events of a drunken night three years ago with such accuracy?” There’s going to be a lot of free passes down the line.’

Jimmy sighed. ‘No kidding. But we just have to press on. Let me know if there’s anything I can help with.’

‘Will do.’ She ended the call, already running through her options. For the first time since COVID had curtailed their lives, Karen felt invigorated. Maybe it wasn’t such a bad thing to be so committed to her job. That was a damn sight better than having nothing more than the next Scandi crime drama to fire her up in lockdown.
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The one advantage of lockdown was that, apart from their daily hour of exercise, everyone was exactly where they were supposed to be. Not only that – already they welcomed anything that broke the monotony. So she wasn’t surprised when Bethan Carmichael answered her mobile on the second ring. Karen introduced herself and hastily added that there was nothing to be worried about.

The head of Archive Services didn’t seem reassured. ‘You’ll appreciate, I’m responsible for a great deal of valuable material,’ she said sternly. ‘So you’ll forgive me if I find a call from a senior police officer unsettling.’

Karen smiled. She knew that, though it wasn’t visible, it injected warmth into her voice. ‘As far as I’m aware, your archive is intact. It’s not under threat.’

‘So why are you calling?’ No thaw so far.

‘One of my team has had dealings with one of your colleagues. They’ve become pals, I suppose you’d say. Anyway—’

‘Which one of my colleagues?’ Sharpness in the tone now.

‘Meera Reddy. She’s been very helpful in our inquiries in the past, before she joined the archive team.’ Karen paused but nothing came back. ‘She called DC Murray from my unit this morning because something’s been preying on her mind. Something she came across before lockdown.’

‘Something in the archive?’ Now she had Bethan Carmichael’s attention. ‘And she came to you with this? Without consulting me?’

‘If she’s right, it’s a police matter.’ Without waiting for a response, Karen ploughed on and outlined what the Mint had told her.

‘Extraordinary,’ Carmichael said. ‘I understand now why you called me. It seems unlikely that there’s any connection between the manuscript and the disappearance of this young woman, but I suppose you have to take it seriously. Just in case.’

‘As you say, just in case. The first thing I need to do is to see this manuscript for myself.’ Karen let the request hang in the air.

‘I understand. And in normal circumstances, I’d be happy to let you do just that.’ Carmichael spoke slowly. ‘But as I’m sure you’re aware, the library is closed just now. The staff have been sent home. The only presence on our estate right now are security staff.’

Karen rolled her shoulders as if preparing for battle. ‘A photocopy would do at this point. Can Meera not go in and do that?’

‘If anyone is going in, it will be me,’ she said flatly. ‘That way I know the guidelines are not being breached.’

‘It’s a police investigation, Bethan.’ Dropping into the librarian’s first name to make it clear who was top banana in this conversation. ‘We are allowed to breach the terms of the lockdown rules if there’s no other way to pursue it. I’d be happy to do it myself, except that I don’t have a clue where to find the papers in question. I could come with you if you’re concerned about being reported in breach?’

‘I don’t understand what the urgency is here. Surely this can wait till the lockdown is lifted? The archive isn’t going anywhere. It’s not as if anything you can do at this stage will affect this young woman’s fate.’ She sounded cross.

Karen stood up and walked to the window, taking a deep breath on the way. ‘We’ve no idea when lockdown will be lifted, Bethan. Right now, all we’re seeing is rising numbers of infections, rising numbers of deaths. People not allowed to visit their loved ones in care homes or hospitals. We don’t know when we’ll have a vaccine, or even if we’ll get one. None of us likes living with that uncertainty. So imagine how it is for Lara Hardie’s family. They’ve been living with uncertainty for a year now. Uncertainty and fear. They don’t know what happened to their daughter, their sister. They don’t even know whether she’s alive or dead. And if she’s alive, that’s another argument against wasting time.’ She paused and let her words sink in.

‘It’s my job to find answers to their questions,’ she continued, her voice softening as she gazed out over the sea. ‘Chances are, it won’t be an answer that brings them anything other than more grief. But at least they’ll know what happened to their lassie. That’s why, in my job, every day counts, Bethan. That’s why I don’t want to hang about till somebody decides it’s safe for us all to come out of our houses again.’

‘Oh, fuck,’ Daisy Mortimer sighed. The boss’s number was on the phone screen and she couldn’t refuse the call. She spread her arms in a frustrated shrug. ‘I’ve got to take this, I’ll message you later.’ She ended FaceTime on her laptop and accepted Karen’s call. ‘Hi,’ she said brightly. ‘Did you forget something?’

‘No. Something’s come up. I’ll explain when I get back. Those files we brought back from the office – can you pull the Lara Hardie case and call up the online details too?’

Daisy swung her legs off the sofa and sat up. ‘Sure. Are you heading back now?’ I thought you weren’t coming back till past midnight?’

‘Yeah, well, things have changed.’ Karen chuckled. ‘You sound panicked. Are you having a party?’

Was her boss psychic? ‘No, just surprised.’

‘I’ll be with you inside the hour. It’s police business, Daisy, not a whim.’ The line went dead. Daisy cursed under her breath. She’d thought she had the flat to herself for the whole day. She’d had plans. Plans that involved someone else. Not in person, but certainly in the flesh. She opened WhatsApp on her phone and started typing.


Sorry. I know I said I had all day, and I know we had plans but it turns out I have to work. Gutted! xxx



The reply came within seconds.


Shit happens. Don’t worry, I’m not going to go off you. Having to wait makes it all the sweeter.♥



That was a relief, at least. Bloody KP Nuts, though. Why couldn’t she stick to the arrangements? Sharing with Karen was generally pretty straightforward, and Daisy loved working on the cold cases team with her and the Mint. But when she’d agreed to moving in, what she hadn’t bargained on had been starting a new relationship two days before lockdown. That was hard enough without having to dodge around someone so unpredictable. At least their bedrooms were at opposite ends of the flat. But every now and again, Daisy would have liked to have an encounter outside the hours of darkness.

She went through to Hamish Mackenzie’s spare room, its luxury a sharp contrast with her own flat. Daisy had stretched her finances to the limit to buy her place; when it came to furnishing it, she’d had to settle for an IKEA bed and sofa, with everything else coming from the monthly house clearance auction in Cowdenbeath. Staying here felt a bit like living in a hotel and the novelty had worn off.

Daisy gave herself a mental shake. Karen was mostly good company, and it was better than being stuck on her own with only the walls to talk to, like most of her friends. And there was no getting away from the fascination of poring over other officers’ old files, looking for possible cracks in the surface. Now it sounded like they had something fresh to get their teeth into.

But still … There was no time for a shower, so she settled for a swipe of deodorant and a tumble of her hair. Ruefully, she pulled a T-shirt over her bra, and a pair of joggers over the sexy black pants she’d chosen for the expected day’s fun.

She remembered the Lara Hardie disappearance. She’d still been working in Fife, recently promoted to sergeant and eager to prove herself. She’d watched the TV coverage, ashamed to admit to herself that she’d wished Lara had vanished from Fife so she could have worked the case. Daisy was only a few years older than the missing young woman; she remembered how it had felt to be on the brink of emerging from university into the real world of work; that exhilarating mixture of fear and desire. What could have derailed Lara’s life so thoroughly? It was hard not to believe that the student had been abducted. That she was dead. Daisy wondered what set of choices had taken Lara to the terrible convergence of her path and that of a killer? Was it simply a matter of being in the wrong place at the wrong time? Or did it run deeper than that? And what had Karen found that might answer those questions? It was, now she thought about it, a more exciting prospect than a digital date.

The HCU files they’d removed were in Hamish’s office, a small room lined with filing cabinets, a utilitarian pine desk housing a Mac and a second monitor. The cardboard boxes of files were piled three high and two deep along the other wall, leaving only a narrow passage between door and desk. With a sigh, Daisy started. ‘It’ll be the last box in the last row,’ she muttered. ‘Bound to be.’

She was thrilled to be proved wrong. Second box in the second row was the jackpot. Daisy hauled it through to the living room, then rewarded herself with a couple of slices of sourdough toast dripping with butter. She was halfway through the second slice when Karen walked in.

Karen grinned. ‘Don’t drip butter on the files,’ she said as she took off her jacket and slung it over a chair.

‘What’s happened?’ Daisy wiped her fingers with a piece of kitchen towel and put her plate down. ‘Are we properly back in business?’

‘Maybe.’

‘How come?’

Daisy perched on the edge of the sofa as Karen filled her in on what Jason had learned. ‘That’s weird,’ she said. ‘I mean, I know crime writers sometimes use real cases to kick-start their books, but they don’t usually map on to the reality that accurately.’

‘We don’t know yet how close the manuscript is. And it’s only part of the story. If I’m honest, I doubt it’s as much of a match as Meera seems to think. But at least we can take another pass at it. Who knows? Reading the book might shake a few ideas loose.’

‘So are we going to get our hands on the original?’

Karen gave a short bark of laughter. ‘No chance.’ She assumed a portentous accent. ‘The National Library of Scotland are the custodians of the unpublished manuscripts of one of Scotland’s most significant crime writers of his generation. It would be inappropriate to let The Vanishing of Laurel Oliver out of their custody.’

Daisy giggled. ‘Right enough. We might drip butter on it.’ Or worse, she thought with a smirk. ‘What’s the plan, then?’

‘Bethan Carmichael is going to scan it and send a digital copy to me. I’ve asked her to send me a photocopy as well, just in case there are any annotations that don’t come through clearly. She reckoned she can get it done by close of play tomorrow. So in the meantime, what I think we should do is work our way through the case papers and the online stuff.’ She pulled a face. ‘It’ll be good to have something specific to focus on. I don’t know about you, but some days it gets to bedtime and I’ve got no bloody idea what I’ve done to pass the hours.’

‘I know, it’s like my brain’s turned to mush. Is that a secret COVID symptom?’

Karen groaned. ‘I hope not. Here’s how we do this. I’ll read a statement or a report, then pass it to you, then you do the same. We both make notes as we go, then at the end, we compare what we’ve written. We’ll probably duplicate a lot of the queries, but we’ll also both come up with different takes on specific things. Does that make sense?’

Daisy had never worked an HCU case from the start and she was surprised at Karen’s style. ‘I guess. It’s not an approach I’ve come across before.’ Her expression was dubious.

‘It’s one of the luxuries of cold cases. When you’re working a live case, time’s your enemy. You don’t have the opportunity to process things at such a granular level. And with the best will in the world, inevitably stuff gets overlooked or missed. It’s nobody’s fault. But we’re the last chance saloon, so we owe it to the victims to give it all the attention we can muster.’

‘That makes sense.’

‘So you make us both a coffee while I get started.’ Karen was already reaching for the first folder in the box.

‘I’ll open the shortbread as well.’ At the start of lockdown, they’d unearthed a box containing dozens of packets of souvenir shortbread at the back of the pantry. Karen had joked that Hamish would have forgotten the existence of anything so unhealthy. Daisy had made it her mission to work her way through it as an act of kindness. Forensically unravelling a cold case was the perfect opportunity to make real inroads.

‘Careful with the crumbs,’ Karen said absently, Lara Hardie already her focus. ‘We’ll never hear the last of it if we have to hand over the case papers to the Fiscal Depute with shortbread between the pages.’

Daisy wished she could share her boss’s optimism about the ultimate fate of the file. But still, she’d give it her best shot, even if it was interfering with her first chance at a love life in months. She jumped up with genuine enthusiasm. ‘Right you are, boss. If anyone can nail this, we can.’
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They were at the bottom of the file box when the call came through the following afternoon. Bethan Carmichael had found her mojo lurking somewhere by the photocopier. ‘DCI Pirie? I made two copies of the manuscript and I’ve put the scanned text on a memory stick. I’ll hand them over to you personally. I don’t trust internet security.’ She gave Karen directions to the back entrance of the library, off the Cowgate. ‘How long will it take you to get here?’

Karen consulted her mental map of the city. ‘I can be there in twenty minutes.’

‘I’ll wait for you outside. It’s a nice afternoon, I’ll enjoy the air.’

Karen left Daisy reading. The late afternoon sun dazzled her as she emerged from the tenement and she was glad to turn south up the steep hill of Broughton Street. It felt eerily still, pavements that usually bustled with shoppers almost empty. Those who were out and about gave each other a wide berth, even stepping into the gutter to avoid coming too close to anyone else. The bars and restaurants were shuttered; only the wholefood grocers, deemed an essential food shop, was open, a sign on the door limiting the number of customers to two at a time. The stream of traffic that usually stuttered up the hill was absent too. Karen counted only three cars, two going up and one down. She had no idea how all the wee shops and restaurants that dotted the streets around Hamish’s flat would survive the shutdown. A lot of them wouldn’t, she suspected.

Picardy Place, usually jammed in all directions because of the perennial roadworks, felt abandoned. Karen hurried across, up Leith Street to the point where the city became three-dimensional. Centuries of building wherever foundations could be set down – even when that place was a street already – had created a complex warren of streets that coexisted at different levels. The National Library’s back door was approached via the Cowgate, a road that crossed beneath George IV Bridge three storeys below the front door of the building. It inevitably reminded Karen of an Escher drawing. She wasn’t given to fancies, but she remembered that Hamish had once confessed that he’d wondered whether there were lost librarians wandering its aisles like the Flying Dutchman. She’d had to google that, and she had to admit to herself that it wasn’t such a daft idea.

She turned into the vennel leading to the rear entrance of the library. It looked far too innocuous to house millions of books and maps, assorted bits of paper and the set of that electrifying play, The Cheviot, The Stag and the Black, Black Oil. Though she seemed to remember reading somewhere that particular two-metre-high pop-up book was on loan to the V&A in Dundee. Either way, nobody was going to be consulting it now.

A woman she took to be Bethan Carmichael was sitting on a polypropylene chair by the closed door. She was immersed in a paperback, a canvas tote bag leaning against one of the slender metal legs of the chair. A curtain of long dark hair obscured her face. Karen’s trainers made no sound as she approached and she was almost upon the woman before some instinct made her look up. Startled, she jumped to her feet, the legs of the chair screeching as she pushed it back. ‘God, you nearly gave me a heart attack!’ She clamped the hand that held the book to her chest. ‘Are you DCI Pirie?’

Karen registered the book title. Around the World in 80 Trees; appropriate enough for someone whose job depended upon the death of trees. She held out her ID. ‘That’s me. Bethan Carmichael, I presume?’ She looked more like a model for a high-end clothes store. Sahara, or Oska, maybe. Unstructured linen, loose trousers, a jacket like a French labourer’s. Her face was all planes and angles; not exactly attractive, but striking, Karen thought.

Carmichael bent to pick up the tote bag and hesitated. ‘I’ve done what you asked,’ she said. ‘But if you think this is going anywhere, I should warn you that there are two whole archive boxes that date from roughly the same period. There are all sorts of scribbles on pieces of paper, some of them possibly related to this material. You may find that you need to go through them with a fine-tooth comb. If so, we’ll have to make special arrangements.’

‘What sort of special arrangements? Why can’t we just take them away? Or have them copied?’

Carmichael rolled her eyes. ‘Because they’ve not been catalogued and assessed by a fully qualified archivist. We’ve only had Jake Stein’s papers for a few months. We’ve not had time to fully prepare the archive. If you did want to go down that road, I’d have to arrange for one of your people to be given access to a room and locked in while they were reading through the material. I’m really not sure even that would be lawful.’ As with so many in these terrified times, her fear had translated itself to hostility.

Karen shrugged. ‘In spite of the pandemic, we’re still supposed to serve and protect. And that means carrying out investigations. This particular inquiry might be a cold case, but if Lara Hardie was murdered, there’s somebody out there who’s killed at least once and might well do so again. It becomes a public protection issue, Bethan. If there’s a can to be carried, I’ll cheerfully do that. But we’ll burn that bridge if we come to it. In the meantime, let us look at what you’ve got for us and we’ll take it from there.’ She held out her hand and Carmichael reluctantly handed over the bag.

‘Let me know how you get on,’ she said.

Karen dipped her head in acknowledgement. ‘When I can. Thanks for this.’ She turned to walk away, then swung back as a thought occurred to her. ‘Who delivered this material to you?’

‘It was part of Jake Stein’s estate,’ she replied. ‘It came from the lawyers who were handling the probate. I think they’d consulted Stein’s ex-wife; there were probably considerations of privacy and Stein’s own conditions to be met.’

‘So someone could have weeded out material they didn’t want anyone else to see?’

‘It’s always a possibility. An ex-wife might well pull letters or notes that showed her in an unfavourable light.’

Karen tutted. ‘Great. Oh well, we’ll have to make the best of what we’ve got.’ She walked off, wishing she could head to the nearest café and dive into the text. But the nearest café, ironically one of Hamish’s Perk chain, was closed, its baristas repurposed as delivery boys. She increased her pace as she pushed on up and over the ridge of the Canongate, hardly able to contain her impatience. In the meantime, she could set Jason to work.

He answered his phone with a cheerful, ‘Hi, boss. So, was Meera right? Are we cooking with gas?’

‘Too early to say, Jason. Daisy and I are going to wade through the manuscript and that will give us a better idea.’

‘Oh. Right.’ He sounded disappointed.

‘In the meantime, I’ve got a job for you.’

‘Oh. Right.’ This time, he resembled a dog that’s been shown the treat.

‘I want you to get online and research Jake Stein. There’ll be a lot of interviews and probably YouTube videos. Plus you’ll need to dig down deep into the socials – Faceplant, Twatter, Slapchat—’

‘That’s not what they’re called, boss.’

Karen rolled her eyes. ‘I want a full timeline of the man’s life and career. See how much you can get for a briefing, OK?’

‘How are we going to do a briefing?’

‘It’ll have to be on the Zoom,’ she sighed. ‘So you’ll need to get up in time to comb your hair.’ She ended the call and forged on. Maybe this was something and nothing. But that was often the case with leads on cold cases. With a little digging in the right place, the unpromising could reveal a hidden path through the thicket of information. And when it came to finding the right place to dig, Karen Pirie was definitely more bloodhound than box-ticker.

That didn’t mean she was optimistic that they’d been handed a revelation that would open the Lara Hardie case like a can-opener. Chances were, this would turn out to be nothing more than a couple of coincidences. But that would also be OK. Karen could run it as if it were the real thing, making it a training and team-building exercise for Jason and Daisy. That was just what they needed. The one case where Daisy had been seconded to the HCU hadn’t told Karen enough about her skills and her practices. And Jason needed reassurance that the arrival of a new team member one rank up from him wasn’t a threat to his standing with Karen. Walking through this odd situation might prove the perfect piece of serendipity.

Either way, it wouldn’t hurt. And it would be more fun than a thousand-piece jigsaw.
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The Lara Hardie case file contained few surprises, Daisy thought. There was a familiar pattern to this kind of disappearance. The initial report, from friends or family; the excluding of the trifecta of usual reasons – running away for love; ditto for escape; depression leading to suicide. Then the attempt to fill in the hours leading to the vanishing, the door-to-door, the questioning of anyone who knew the misper well. Then the absurd false leads thrown out by the internet and seized on by the conspiracy theorists. It wasn’t easy to disappear without trace these days. Not with CCTV and digital footprints. But Lara had managed it. She’d left the flat she shared with two other students one Monday evening almost a year ago, saying she was going to the library. She never arrived.

She wasn’t in a relationship. Her studies were going well. She wasn’t the life and soul of the party, but she wasn’t someone who provoked antagonism. There was no obvious reason for her to leave her life. One of the flatmates had said she thought Lara had an air of suppressed excitement that didn’t fit with a trip to the library.

There was one distinctive element to this particular disappearance. Lara had suffered since childhood with atonic epileptic seizures. Every few months, she’d experience a moment where all her muscles stopped working. If she was standing or walking, she’d hit the deck. If she was sitting down, she’d slump forward. The last time it had happened, she’d been sitting at a desk in the library and her head had smacked into it with such force she’d ended up with a goose egg on her forehead. But suffering such damage had been rare. Usually, Lara recovered fully almost instantaneously, often not even realising she’d had an episode. She made no fuss about her ailment. She took regular medication; the only deprivation she’d ever commented on to her flatmates was she could neither drive nor cycle.

The media, both news and social, speculated that she’d experienced a seizure that had allowed a passing predator to exploit her illness. No matter how often medical experts expressed frustration at this misrepresentation of her illness, the inaccuracies persisted.

There had been a search, of course. Police dogs, volunteers, the usual. Nothing had turned up. There were some printouts from online news outlets, ranging from WHERE IS PRETTY BLONDE LARA? to EDINBURGH STUDENT GOES MISSING. Always the same, Daisy thought. Blonde white lassie = screaming headlines. Anybody else = a few paragraphs. Nevertheless, it hadn’t made any difference. Lara had slid out of sight without a trace.

Finally, the TV appeal. Lara’s mum and dad were joined by her elder sister, stoic at first, then tearful. Have you seen Lara … if you’re keeping Lara … Lara, we love you … Lara come home. Heartbreaking, but this time, as was usually the case, fruitless. Unless you counted the dozens of time-wasting ‘sightings’.

Daisy was close to the end of the Lara Hardie case file when Karen burst through the door, out of breath from hurrying up three flights of stairs. Daisy pushed her notes to one side and stood up expectantly. ‘Did you get it?’

Karen waved the bag, triumphant as a successful bargain hunter at the sales. ‘I did.’ She moved the empty file box to the floor and spread out her spoils. Two disappointingly scant piles of paper and a memory stick. ‘I managed to keep my hands off all the way home.’ She sounded pleased with herself, and Daisy couldn’t blame her. She’d have squatted in the nearest doorway and stolen a quick look if it had been her.

Daisy approached and they each picked up a set of photocopies. ‘Tell me we get to read it now,’ she said.

‘No reason to hold back,’ Karen said, moving to one of the comfortable armchairs that flanked the fireplace. She tucked a pencil behind her ear and began to read.




THE VANISHING OF
LAUREL OLIVER



PART ONE

Prologue

He really believed it was a madcap game. A joke. A dare, played out between old friends. Why would anyone imagine otherwise? Writing twisted scenarios didn’t mean he believed they happened in the real world. Strangers on a Train had the brilliant premise of two unconnected people swapping murders, but he didn’t believe anybody would be daft enough to try it for real. Not even a card-carrying psychopath like the character in Highsmith’s novel.

It had genuinely never crossed his mind that his best friend would actually commit a murder solely to demonstrate that the perfect crime was possible, and that he was capable of committing it. Not until he had to deal with the revelation that there was now a dead body in his garage.

1

Jamie Cobain and Rob Thomas had met in a curry house in Perth. The one in Scotland, not Australia. They were both there for the crime writing festival the city had hosted for the previous decade. Jamie had never quite worked out why Perth ended up as the venue for the festival. As far as he knew, its only real claim to criminal fame was the maximum security prison celebrated in song by the late Dundee bard Michael Marra in his ‘Letter from Perth’. Other than that, the only reason he could think of for choosing Perth was that it was well served by the motorway network, and by direct trains from Edinburgh and Glasgow. And there was the sleeper to and from London, which was always a consideration when it came to persuading the metropolitans to reach escape velocity from their orbital motorway.

Rob had appeared on the last panel of the Saturday afternoon on the thorny subject of Mad or Bad: Dangerous to Know. Alongside a criminal barrister, a former priest and an escaped wife and mother (her words, not Rob’s), he’d explained his views on why people do the terrible things his imagination conjured up. There were a couple of hundred in the audience, several of whom had queued up afterwards to have their books signed. The other authors sloped off before Rob had finished, leaving him at a loose end. He was relatively new to the festival scene; the book he was promoting was only his second, and he hadn’t managed to establish any friendships yet that went beyond an occasional drink in the hotel bar.

He ambled back from the theatre, aiming for nonchalance, and arrived at the hotel just as a group of guys were heading out. Half a dozen of them, early thirties to mid-fifties, full of good-natured swagger and nonsense, the way men get when they’re let loose from their pedestrian lives and feel the need to prove themselves. He recognised most of them as fellow writers but the only one he could actually put a name to was Jamie Cobain. In his early forties, he already had a career to envy. More than a dozen books published, three or four major awards, bestseller status at home and abroad. Rumour had it that his series detective was in development for TV, starring one of the craggy-faced, piercing-eyed heart-throbs of the moment.

Jamie Cobain caught sight of Rob and stopped in mid-stride. ‘It’s Rob, right?’ He turned to the others and said, ‘Guys, this is Rob Thomas. You know? Dereliction. Shortlisted for the Golden Thistle.’

A general rumble of acknowledgement, recognition, greetings. ‘Hi,’ Rob said, gripped by the shyness he always felt when confronted by a bunch of strangers.

‘We’re going for a curry, Rob.’

‘And a few sherbets,’ one of the others chipped in.

‘Are you spoken for, or do you want to join us?’ Jamie Cobain again.

Rob swallowed. ‘That’d be great, thanks.’ He tacked on to the edge of the crew and they hustled down the street, past the concrete monolith of Police Scotland, ending up in a time-warped Indian restaurant. Paper tablecloths, flock wallpaper, a list of different curries each with the option of chicken, lamb, beef or prawn. They could have been anywhere from Plymouth to Pitlochry, Rob thought. But definitely not the Punjab.

Not that it mattered. They were there for the beer and the chat. The curry was an incidental. Rob found himself sitting next to Jamie, surprised to be engaged in lively conversation with his new acquaintance. The table talk was mostly publishing gossip, lurid tales of bad behaviour among the crime writing community, gossip about who had fallen out with editor or agent, unlikely speculation about who might be shagging whom. A lot of laughter and anecdotage. But every now and then it would splinter into separate conversations. During one of those, Rob and Jamie discovered they lived not far from each other; Rob in his tiny flat in Leith, Jamie in the large detached house that his authorial success had brought him.

More to the point, they shared a common passion for chess. They’d both learned to play as schoolboys, Jamie at one of those Edinburgh private schools that trains its pupils to sound English, Rob at the local comprehensive in Dundee. But they’d both played at county level. Jamie was the elder by five years, otherwise they might have faced each other across the board as acned teenagers with bad haircuts. ‘Come round sometime, we’ll have a game,’ Jamie offered warmly as the waiter cleared the dishes and the writers ordered another round.

Rob didn’t think he meant it. He thought it was the kind of throwaway line that fills a space in the conversation. When they all staggered back to the hotel, genial and fuzzy with drink, Jamie was immediately swallowed up in a bigger crowd that included his agent and his editor.
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