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Prologue: Legal Visit
HMP Grampian, Peterhead. Monday 8 January 2029
Officer Gail Stoddart had worked in the prison at Peterhead for fifteen years, since it opened, and before that for eleven in the old one up the road, which had held the worst men in Scotland for a hundred and twenty years and was a museum now, where you could pay fourteen pounds to stand in a cell and have your photograph taken, and she had learned in twenty-six years that there were two kinds of men who got a legal visit on a Monday in January: the ones who thought it was good news and the ones who knew it was not.
Danny Gowans was neither. She had noticed that about him in the five years he had been on her hall. He did not think anything was news.
She found him in the education block at ten past ten, at a table by the window in the classroom where they did the Open University, on his own, with a book open in front of him that he was not reading. A textbook. Geology. The window looked out over the wall and the car park and a field to the sea, which was grey and white and very big that morning, with a wind coming in off it that you could hear in the frame.
He looked up when she came in. Twenty-three, twenty-four on the Thursday. Tall and thin and pale in the grey prison sweatshirt, with his hair cut very short and a face that had been nineteen when he came in and was not now, and was not anything else yet either. He had a habit of looking at whoever came into a room as if he were waiting for them to tell him what he had done.
‘Gowans,’ said Gail Stoddart. ‘Legal visit. Half eleven.’
He looked at her.
‘I’ve no’ got a legal visit.’
‘You have now. Your solicitor phoned on Friday. From Aberdeen. Mr Murison.’ She looked at the book on the table. ‘He’s coming up the road this morning. He asked for an hour.’
Danny Gowans did not say anything. He looked at the book in front of him, at a diagram of a cliff with the rocks in it coloured in layers, grey and brown and red, the oldest at the bottom.
‘Murison,’ he said. ‘It’s no’ my appeal. My appeal was in 2025. They refused it.’ He turned a page without looking at it. ‘He’s no’ been to see me since 2025. He sends a Christmas card.’
‘Well, he’s coming today.’
‘What for?’
‘I don’t know, son. They don’t tell me.’ She did know. Not what. That it was something. The governor’s office had phoned the hall on Friday afternoon to make sure Gowans would be available on Monday, which they never did for an ordinary legal visit, and the officer who had taken the call had said the governor’s secretary sounded funny. Gail had not told him that. It was not her job to tell him that.
He looked at the window. At the sea.
‘Is it my gran?’ he said.
She stopped.
His gran had died in 2026. In the August. Gail had been the one to tell him, in the office on the hall with the door shut, at nine in the morning, with the chaplain beside her. A heart attack in the house in Torry, in her chair, in front of the television. He had not been allowed to go to the funeral; the request had gone in and been refused, the way it was for a murder in his first five years unless the governor said otherwise, and the governor had not. He had watched it on a laptop in the chaplain’s office, a stream from a church in Torry with forty people in it. Gail had sat with him. He had not cried. He had watched every minute of it with his hands flat on the table, and at the end he had said thank you, miss, and gone back to his cell, and she had heard him through the door that night, and had not gone in.
‘No,’ she said. ‘Son. It’s not your gran. Your gran’s…’ She stopped. ‘It’s not that.’
‘I know she’s dead,’ said Danny Gowans. ‘I meant, is it something about her. The house. Her stuff.’ He looked at the book. ‘The council took the house back. My auntie got her stuff. There’s nothing left.’ He was quiet for a moment. ‘I thought maybe it was about her stuff.’
‘I don’t know what it’s about.’
He nodded slowly. He closed the book.
‘Half eleven,’ he said.
‘Half eleven. I’ll come and get you.’
* * *
She came and got him at twenty past. He was still at the table by the window with the closed book in front of him, looking at the sea. He had not moved, the teacher said; he had sat there for an hour and ten minutes looking out of the window, and when she asked if he wanted to do some work he said no thanks, miss, I’m waiting.
They walked through to the legal visits room together, along the corridors and through the gates, Gail unlocking and locking each one behind them, and he walked beside her the way he always did, a half step behind, with his hands at his sides, not talking. At the last gate before the visits block she stopped, with her key in the lock, and looked at him.
‘Danny.’
He looked at her. She had never called him Danny. In five years.
‘Whatever it is,’ said Gail Stoddart. ‘In there. Just listen to it. All of it. Don’t say anything till he’s finished.’ She turned the key. ‘That’s all. Just listen.’
He looked at her.
‘It’s bad,’ he said. ‘Isn’t it.’
‘I don’t know what it is,’ said Gail. ‘I’m telling you to listen. That’s all I’m telling you.’
She opened the gate.
* * *
The legal visits room was a small square room with a table and three chairs and a window of reinforced glass onto a corridor, and a man nearer sixty than fifty was sitting at the table in a dark suit with a briefcase open in front of him and a thick file, and he stood up when they came in. A big soft man with damp hands and grey hair, Mr Murison from Aberdeen, who had been on the duty list the night Danny Gowans was arrested in March 2024 and had been his solicitor ever since, and had lost his trial and lost his appeal and sent him a Christmas card every year.
He looked at his client. Gail, at the door, saw his face. She had seen a great many solicitors’ faces in that room in fifteen years, and she knew the faces that brought bad news, and the faces that brought nothing, and she had never seen this one.
‘Danny,’ said Mr Murison. ‘Sit down, son. Please.’
Danny Gowans sat down.
Gail Stoddart went out and closed the door and stood in the corridor outside, by the reinforced glass, where she was required to stand, where she could see and not hear. She did not look in. She looked at the wall opposite, at a poster about the Samaritans.
After twenty minutes she looked in.
Mr Murison was talking. He had papers spread out on the table, and he was pointing at one of them, and talking, slowly, and Danny Gowans was sitting across from him with his hands flat on the table, the way he had sat watching his gran’s funeral on a laptop, very still, looking at the paper.
After forty minutes she looked in again.
Mr Murison had stopped talking. He was sitting back in his chair with his hands folded on his stomach. Danny Gowans was sitting exactly as he had been, with his hands flat on the table, looking at the paper. He had not moved.
Then, while she watched, he took his hands off the table and put them over his face.
He did not make any sound that she could hear through the glass. He sat with his hands over his face, very still, and Mr Murison sat across from him and did not touch him and did not say anything, and the two of them stayed like that for a long time, a big soft man in a dark suit and a thin pale one in a grey sweatshirt, in a small square room in a prison on the coast at Peterhead, with the wind coming in off the sea and rattling a window somewhere down the corridor.
Gail Stoddart looked away. She looked at the poster about the Samaritans.
She did not know what it was. She found out at four o’clock, from the governor’s secretary, who told her in the corridor outside the office, very quietly, because it would be in the papers in the morning and she thought the officer on his hall should know first.
The Scottish Criminal Cases Review Commission had referred Daniel Gowans’s conviction for murder to the High Court. On the ground that evidence which should have been disclosed to the defence before his trial in 2024 had not been, and that a miscarriage of justice may have occurred.
Gail went back to the hall at half past four and walked past his cell, where the door was open for association, and looked in. He was sitting on his bed with his back against the wall and his knees up and the geology book open on his knees, not reading it, looking at the wall opposite, and he looked up when her shadow crossed the door, and she stopped.
‘Miss,’ said Danny Gowans.
‘Son.’
He looked at her. His face was the face she had known for five years, nineteen and not nineteen, waiting to be told what he had done.
‘Somebody had a thing,’ he said. ‘All this time. A polis. Wrote it down. In 2024. Kept it in a drawer.’ His voice did not change. ‘Mr Murison says he gave it in. Two years ago. By himself. Nobody made him.’
Gail did not say anything.
‘Five years, miss,’ said Danny Gowans. ‘And my gran.’ He looked down at the book on his knees, at the diagram of a cliff with the rocks in it coloured in layers, the oldest at the bottom. ‘She’d have wanted to know.’
He closed the book.
Gail Stoddart stood in the doorway of his cell for a while longer. Then she said, ‘I’ll get you a tea,’ because it was the only thing she could think of, and went to get him one, and when she came back he had put the book on the shelf and was lying on his bed with his face to the wall, and she put the tea on the floor by the bed, and went out, and pulled the door to, not shut, to, and left it.
Part One: Locus
January to April 2029
Chapter One: Academy Street
The text came up on the screen in the interview room at Burnett Road at twenty to twelve on the Saturday morning, on the young woman’s own phone, which she had unlocked and turned round and pushed across the table to MacRae without being asked, and he read it, and did not touch the phone.
02:11 Leah he wouldnt stop. i said no like 3 times. said no and he kept going. im out im walking. dont tell anyone. pls come get me
And under it, at 02.12:
academy st. by the taxis. pls
And under that, from Leah, at 02.13:
omg coming now. stay there. are you hurt
And from Amber, at 02.14, nothing. And at 02.19:
im ok. im not ok. just come
MacRae read it twice. Then he looked up at the young woman across the table, twenty-two, small and dark, in a hoodie that was too big for her and leggings and trainers, with her hair scraped back and her face scrubbed and swollen round the eyes, who had walked into the front office at Burnett Road at eleven o’clock with her friend and said to the man behind the glass, I need to report a rape, in a voice that carried across the whole waiting area, and then sat down and burst into tears, and had stopped, and had not cried since.
‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘For showing me.’
‘Is it enough?’ said Amber Tannahill.
He had been asked that by eleven people in a room with a window on the Law in Dundee, about things thirty and forty years before. He had never been asked it by somebody nine hours after.
‘It is evidence,’ he said. ‘That is what I can tell you. It is important evidence. You sent it eleven minutes after you say you left. To your friend. And your friend came.’ He did not touch the phone. ‘I am going to ask you, later, not now, to let us take a copy of everything on this phone from last night. Not today if you do not want. I want you to know why. It is because a message like this, sent so soon, can help the law believe you. It did not use to be able to. It can now.’
She looked at him across the table.
‘It didn’t use to?’
‘No,’ said MacRae. ‘The law changed. A few years ago. The judges changed it.’
* * *
He had been in Inverness for four weeks. Back from Dundee, back in the building on Burnett Road where he had stood in a corridor in March 2025 with a man in a three-piece suit called Fergus Gunn, and been told that every word was true and nothing could be done with it. A DI now, in the public protection unit, Highland and Islands, a desk on the second floor with a window on the car park and the Longman industrial estate and the firth beyond it, and a final written warning on his file that had ten months left to run, and a team of six who had known him since before Glasgow and called him sir in a way that meant they were still deciding.
He had been in the building at eleven on a Saturday because he was always in the building on a Saturday. The duty DS had phoned him at five past. Sir, there’s a lassie at the front counter. Rape. Last night. She’s… she’s got a name. You’ll want to know the name.
He had come down the stairs and seen her through the glass of the front office, sitting under a poster about a missing hillwalker from Aviemore, with her friend’s arm round her, a tall fair girl in a puffer jacket, and the duty DS had told him the name in the stairwell, very quietly, and MacRae had stood on the stairs for a moment with his hand on the rail.
Brebner.
* * *
He did not take her statement himself. He did not take statements from complainers in cases like this any more; the law had moved on and so had the service, and there was a woman detective constable on his team called Shelley Lochore, from the sexual offences liaison side, who had done four years of it and was better at it than he would ever be, and who came in at half past eleven in her own clothes because it was her day off and sat down in the soft interview room with the sofa and the box of tissues and said Amber, I’m Shelley, I’m going to be with you the whole way through, every bit of it, whatever you decide, and MacRae watched Amber Tannahill look at her and decide something, and went out.
The interview would be recorded. Video, sound, the whole of it, in the soft room with the sofa. That was the law now, too. A visually recorded interview, taken as soon as it could be, by a trained officer, which could be played to a jury months later as the complainer’s evidence in chief, so that she would never have to tell it again in a courtroom. If the case went that far. If she wanted it to.
He had read about it in Dundee, in a briefing note, and seen it done twice. He had thought, both times, about a young woman under a tartan blanket on a settee in Dennistoun on a November morning in 2023, and a detective inspector sitting on the coffee table in front of her saying I believe you, hen, with himself by the door, and a courtroom a year later, and those words read out to fifteen people in a flat voice from a notebook.
Shelley Lochore did not say I believe you. He had trained with her once, on a course at Tulliallan, and he knew she would not. She would say I’m listening. Tell me what happened. Take as long as you need. And she would write nothing, because the camera would, and she would let the young woman talk.
He went to find the friend.
* * *
Leah Gloag was twenty-three and worked in a nail bar on Church Street, and she was sitting in the front office with Amber’s puffer jacket on her knee, because Amber had taken it off to go into the soft room and handed it to her without a word, and she was holding it the way, MacRae thought, you would hold something somebody had asked you to keep safe and not told you why.
He took her into a room and sat her down and got her a tea and asked her what had happened last night, from the beginning, everything she saw and heard, in her own words.
She had been at the shinty club dinner. Her brother played for the club; the dinner was the big one, the end of the season, in the function suite of a hotel on the river, a Brebner hotel, the family owned half the hotels in the Highlands and sponsored the club and always had, and the Brebners always came, the father and the sons, and paid for the bar after midnight. Leah had brought Amber as her plus one. Amber did not know anybody. Amber worked reception at a different hotel, a chain one by the station, and did not know the shinty crowd at all, and had said she would come for an hour and ended up staying till the end, because it was a laugh, because people were nice to her.
Blair Brebner had been nice to her. Leah said that with no expression at all.
He was the younger son. Thirty-one. Good-looking in the way that money is good-looking, Leah said, and then said sorry, that’s not evidence, is it, and MacRae said say what you saw, and she said he was all over her. Not in a bad way. In a charming way. Getting her drinks. Making her laugh. Introducing her to his dad. And at about one, when the dinner was finishing, a crowd of them had gone back to his flat, on Ness Bank, a five-minute walk along the river, for a drink, eight or nine of them, and Leah had gone too, and Amber, and after about twenty minutes Leah had wanted to go home, because she was working at nine, and Amber had said I’ll stay for one more, I’ll get a taxi, and Leah had looked at her and said you sure?, and Amber had said aye, he’s nice, it’s fine.
‘And you left.’
‘I left.’ Leah held the puffer jacket. ‘I left her there. With him and three of his pals. And I walked home along the river. And I was in my bed at quarter to two.’ She stopped. ‘And at eleven minutes past two my phone went.’
She told him. The text. Reading it in bed. He wouldnt stop. Getting dressed in the dark and phoning a taxi and getting into it in her pyjama bottoms and a jumper and going to Academy Street, to the taxi rank outside the shopping centre, which was where Amber had said, and finding her.
‘Tell me what you saw,’ said MacRae. ‘When you found her. Exactly.’
Leah looked at him.
‘She was sitting on the kerb,’ she said. ‘By the taxi rank. At half two. In her dress. No jacket; she’d left her jacket. It was January. It was minus two.’ Her voice did not change. ‘She was shaking. Not cold shaking. The other kind. Her whole body. And she had her arms round her knees and she was rocking. And when I got out of the taxi she looked up and saw me and she made a noise.’ She stopped. ‘I can’t describe the noise. I’ve never heard anybody make it. It was like… like a dog when you stand on its foot. And she stood up and she grabbed me and she wouldn’t let go.’
MacRae wrote it down. Exactly. He did not write it in brackets. It was not a thought. It was a thing seen.
‘Did she say anything?’
‘She kept saying I said no. Over and over. Into my jacket. I said no, Leah, I said no, I said no. And then she said, he held my wrists.’ Leah put her hand over her mouth, and took it away. ‘And then she said don’t tell anyone. And I said I won’t. And I took her home to mine in the taxi and she sat on my bathroom floor till seven in the morning with the shower running and wouldn’t get in it.’
‘Did she get in it?’
Leah looked at him.
‘No,’ she said. ‘I wouldn’t let her. I’d read about it. You’re not meant to. Before the police.’ She held the puffer jacket tighter. ‘I sat with her on the floor and I said you’re not getting in that shower, Amber, not till you’ve been to the police. And she said I’m not going to the police, it’s a Brebner, nobody’ll believe me. And I said I believe you. And at ten o’clock she said okay.’
MacRae did not say anything for a moment.
I believe you. From a friend. On a bathroom floor. Not from a police officer on a sofa.
He wrote it down.
* * *
At four o’clock, when the interview was finished, two hours and forty minutes on video, and Shelley Lochore came out of the soft room and stood in the corridor and leaned against the wall with her eyes closed for a moment before she said anything, MacRae waited.
‘She’s very clear,’ said Shelley Lochore at last. ‘Very clear. The order of it. What she said, what he said. The wrists. The three times she said no.’ She opened her eyes. ‘She’s going to be a very good witness, sir. And she’s going to be destroyed by it.’
‘She will not have to go to court,’ said MacRae. ‘If she does not want. The interview is her evidence.’
‘Her evidence in chief.’ Shelley looked at him. ‘And then some KC from Edinburgh cross-examines her on commission. In a room. With a camera. For a day. About how much she’d had to drink and why she stayed when her pal went home and what she was wearing and why she didn’t get a taxi.’ She pushed herself off the wall. ‘It’s better than a courtroom. It’s still a day of that. With Blair Brebner’s family’s money paying for the KC.’
MacRae looked at her.
‘You know them?’
‘Everybody in Inverness knows them, sir.’ Shelley Lochore looked down the corridor towards the front office, where Amber Tannahill was sitting with Leah Gloag’s arm round her and her puffer jacket back on, waiting for somebody to tell her what happened next. ‘My dad worked for them. Twelve years. Head porter at the Station Hotel before they sold it.’ She was quiet. ‘They’re decent employers. Everybody says so. They sponsor the shinty and the Highland games and the children’s hospice. Blair’s the one who runs the charity golf day.’ She looked at MacRae. ‘I’m telling you because you’ll hear it from everybody else. And because I’ll still do this properly. I want you to know that too.’
‘I know you will.’
‘You don’t know me, sir.’
‘No,’ said MacRae. ‘But you told me. Without being asked. Before anybody else could.’ He looked at the front office. ‘That is how I know.’
Shelley Lochore looked at him. Then she nodded, once, and went back to Amber.
* * *
At six o’clock, in his office on the second floor with the window on the car park and the firth going dark beyond it, MacRae opened a fresh pad and wrote the date at the top, and under it, What do I know? What do I think?
Under know he wrote: A.T., 22. Shinty club dinner, Brebner hotel. Ness Bank flat, B. Brebner, 31. Left about 02.00. Text to L. Gloag 02.11: ‘he wouldnt stop. i said no like 3 times.’ L.G. found her 02.30 Academy St taxi rank, sitting on kerb, shaking, ‘I said no’, ‘he held my wrists’. Did not shower. VRI 2 hrs 40.
Under think he sat with the pen in his hand.
He thought about Shannon Hamill. He had been by the door in Dennistoun in 2023, saying nothing. He had been in court three on the Saltmarket in September 2024, at the back, by the door, when a jury of fifteen said not proven, by a majority. He had watched her walk out into the rain past the photographers. He had a beer mat in his wallet still, that he had been told to bin, with a date on it in Corr’s handwriting.
He thought: the same kind of case. A young woman, a man with a name, drink, a flat after a night out, I said no, and a friend at the other end of a phone. Five years on. And a text eleven minutes after, which the law, since 2023, could use, and which a jury could be told, by a judge, was capable of corroborating what she said.
He wrote, in square brackets, small: [I believe her. I am not going to say so to anybody.]
He looked at it. Then, because he had learned it from a detective inspector who had given up smoking for a month and from a Fiscal who wrote everything down, he added a second line.
[not my job. check it. check all of it.]
He closed the pad.
Chapter Two: Stair
The call came at twenty past ten on a Saturday morning in March, while Tolmie was standing in the queue at the fishmonger’s on Dumbarton Road with a carrier bag of messages in one hand and her phone in the other, and she put the bag down on the floor between her feet and listened, and said yes and where and who’s the SIO, and picked the bag up again, and walked out of the queue without buying the haddock.
‘Paisley,’ she said to nobody, on the pavement.
She drove. She had a car now, a small grey one, second hand, bought the summer before because she had spent half a year on trains to and from Dundee and decided she was not going to do it again. It still smelled of the man who had owned it before, a smell of mints and dog. She put the messages in the boot and drove out along the Clyde in the grey light with the radio off, over the Squinty Bridge and out the M8 past the airport, and came off at the St James interchange and into Paisley by the back way, past the old mills and the abbey, and found the street without the satnav because she had been in Paisley three times on homicides in five years and knew where the police tape would be before she saw it.
It was a sandstone tenement, three storeys, red stone gone black, on a street of the same, with a close door painted green and a door entry panel with six buttons and six names, two of them handwritten on masking tape. There was a police van and two cars and the blue and white tape across the pavement, and a uniformed constable with a clipboard, and a small crowd of the kind there always was, women with their arms folded and a man with a dog and two boys on bikes, all of them looking at the green door as if it might do something.
She gave her name to the constable. He wrote it down and the time.
‘Fiscal,’ he said, to somebody behind him, and a woman in a white paper suit came down the close and pulled her hood back.
‘DS Kate Jamieson,’ she said. ‘You’ll be Ms Tolmie. The DI’s inside. He said to bring you straight through, if you want to see him in situ.’ She had a Greenock voice and a face that had been up since six. ‘It’s not nice.’
‘They never are.’
‘No,’ said Kate Jamieson. ‘But some of them are worse at ten in the morning.’
* * *
Tolmie put on the suit and the overshoes and the gloves in the back of the van, and followed Jamieson into the close.
It was a wally close, the old kind, with green and cream tiles to shoulder height and a stone stair going up at the back, worn into dips at the centre of every step by a hundred and twenty years of feet. It smelled of bleach and damp and, under that, something else. There were two doors on the ground floor, one on each side of the close, facing each other across six feet of tiled floor. The one on the left had a brass nameplate, SMAIL, and was shut. The one on the right had no nameplate and a small black doorbell camera screwed to the frame at head height, and it was open, and the light was on inside, and the stepping plates went in over the threshold.
DI Graham Torrance came out to meet her in the hall of the flat. He was fifty or so, tall and stooped, in a paper suit that did not fit him, with half-moon glasses pushed up on his forehead and a West of Scotland voice so quiet she had to lean in to hear it.
‘Niamh Tolmie,’ he said. ‘I’ve heard about you.’
‘People say that.’
‘They do.’ He did not smile. ‘Desmond Pollock. Des. Sixty-one. Lived alone. Retired, or out of work, depends who you ask. Found by his sister at a quarter past nine. She comes on a Saturday with his messages. Door was on the latch. He’s in the living room.’ He looked at her over the glasses. ‘Head. Several blows. A lot of blood. Pathologist’s on her way from Glasgow. No weapon we’ve found. Nothing obvious missing. He’d been dead some hours.’
‘Can I see?’
‘That’s why you’re here.’
She went to the living room door, and stood on the plate, and looked.
She looked for as long as she needed to, which was not long, and which was long enough. A small room with a gas fire and a big television and a reclining chair, and a man in the space between the chair and the fire, on his side, in a vest and joggers, with one arm under him. A sideboard with photographs on it. A stereo, an old one, with two big speakers on the floor at either end of the wall. The blood. A can of lager, on its side, by the chair, that had not spilled much.
She did not write anything. She would write it later, in the car, from memory, because she had learned that what she remembered of a room in the car was what mattered about it, and what she wrote standing in it was what anybody would have written.
‘The stereo,’ she said.
‘Aye,’ said Torrance. ‘The stereo.’ He took her back into the hall. ‘You’ll want to see the camera.’
* * *
They sat in the back of the van with the doors shut, and Torrance held his phone between them and played it.
The doorbell camera was Pollock’s own. His sister had the app on her phone; she had bought it for him at Christmas, she had told Jamieson, because he was nervous, because of the man upstairs. It recorded when something moved in front of it and kept the clips for thirty days. Jamieson had gone through them on the sister’s phone at half past nine with the sister crying beside her, and found three from the night before.
The first was at 23.41.
The picture was wide and curved at the edges, looking out across the close at the Smail door, with the bottom of the stair at the left edge and the close door at the right. Black and white, night vision, grainy. A man came down the stair, fast, in a T-shirt and shorts and bare feet: tall, heavy-shouldered, with a shaved head. He came straight to the camera, so close that his face filled it, swollen and grey, and then he stepped back and hammered on the door with the side of his fist, four times, and the sound came out of the phone, flat and loud, and under it, faint, from inside the flat, music. A bass line. Something with a beat.
‘Des!’ The man’s voice was hoarse. ‘Des! It’s quarter to twelve! I’m on at five! Des!’
He hammered again. He tried the handle; his hand came into the bottom of the picture, a big hand, and took hold of the handle and shook it, and let go.
‘Turn it down,’ said the man. He was not shouting now. He was talking to the door, close to it, his forehead almost on the wood. ‘Turn it down or I swear to God I’ll put you through that wall. I swear to God, Des. One of these nights.’
He stood there. The music went on. Then it stopped. Not turned down: stopped.
The man stood for a moment longer. Then he turned and went back up the stair, and the clip ended.
Torrance stopped it.
‘Paul Kinnell,’ he said. ‘First floor, right. Directly above. Thirty-eight. Bus driver. Lives alone. Been at war with the deceased about the noise since the Christmas before last. Complaints to the council, the housing association, us. We’ve been out twice.’ He looked at her over his glasses. ‘That’s him threatening to put him through the wall nine hours before his sister finds him with his head stoved in.’
‘Where’s Kinnell now?’
‘Driving a bus.’ Torrance did not smile. ‘He signed on at the depot at four forty this morning. We know because I phoned them. He’s on the 9 out to the Royal Alexandra and back. He’s due in for his break at half twelve. Two of mine are waiting for him.’
‘He went to work.’
‘He went to work.’
Tolmie said nothing for a moment.
‘The other two clips,’ she said.
Torrance played the second. 00.52. The close, empty, and something at the very right edge of the picture, at the close door: a movement, a shape, a shoulder in a dark jacket, a hand, and then gone. Two seconds. The camera had caught it at the limit of its field and lost it.
‘Somebody coming in,’ said Tolmie. ‘Or going out.’
‘Or the door moving in the wind and a shadow. The tech will tell us.’ He played the third. 03.57. The close, empty. A light coming on, from above, on the stair. A pause. The light going off. Nothing else. ‘That’ll be the stair light. It’s on a sensor. Somebody on the first floor landing.’ He put the phone down. ‘Four o’clock. Kinnell gets up for his shift. Leaves at twenty past. Doesn’t come down past the camera, though, because he goes out the back. There’s a back door to the green, with a path to the lane. The neighbours all use it; it’s nearer the bus stop.’ He took his glasses off and rubbed his eyes. ‘So we don’t have him leaving. We don’t have anybody leaving.’
‘And the one at 00.52?’
‘Fourteen people a night walk past a close door in Paisley.’
‘They don’t usually come in.’
Torrance looked at her.
‘No,’ he said. ‘They don’t.’
* * *
The pathologist came at eleven, a small brisk woman from Glasgow called Dr Hogarth, who went into the living room and came out forty minutes later and stood on the pavement in her paper suit drinking tea from a flask and said what pathologists always said at a locus, which was that she would know more tomorrow. Several blows, she said. At least four. A heavy object with an edge, not a hammer, she did not think, something broader. He had been dead between six and ten hours, which put it between about one and five, and she would not be pressed on it, and she would not be pressed on it tomorrow either.
‘Defensive injuries?’ said Tolmie.
‘One hand. The left. Bruised across the back of the knuckles.’ Dr Hogarth drank her tea. ‘He put an arm up.’
‘Facing whoever it was.’
‘Possibly. Or turning. I’ll tell you tomorrow.’ She looked at Tolmie with a kind of sympathy. ‘You’ll be wanting a time.’
‘I’ll be wanting what you can say.’
‘Between one and five,’ said Dr Hogarth. ‘That is what I can say. If anybody in a courtroom gets me to say more than that, they’ll have done it by being cleverer than me, and I’d like to see them try.’
* * *
She went to see the neighbour at half past twelve, while Torrance was on the phone to the depot.
Mrs Ina Smail was seventy-nine and had lived in the flat on the left of the close since 1971, when her husband was alive and the stair had been all families, and she sat in her armchair by her own gas fire with a cardigan round her shoulders and a cup of tea she had made for herself and not for anybody else, and looked at Tolmie with small bright eyes, and said she had already told the lassie detective everything.
‘I know,’ said Tolmie. ‘I’d like to hear it too. In your own words. I’m not police. I’m the Fiscal.’
‘I know what a Fiscal is.’ Mrs Smail drank her tea. ‘My man was on a jury in 1983. Up the High Court. He never said a word about it, not to me, not to anybody, not till the day he died. I asked him once. He said Ina, I took an oath.’ She put the cup down. ‘What do you want to know?’
‘Last night. What you heard. From when you went to bed.’
‘I go to my bed at eleven. I’m not sleeping by then. I lie and I listen to the radio, the wee one, with the earpiece.’ She touched her ear. ‘And Des’s music started up about half eleven. It does, a Friday. He’s got that big thing in there, with the speakers on the floor, and it comes up through the floor to Paul, not to me, I’m across the way, I hear it through the wall, but it’s Paul it goes to. Paul’s on his earlies this month. Up at four. And at quarter to twelve, Paul came down.’
‘How do you know it was Paul?’
Mrs Smail looked at her.
‘Because it’s Paul,’ she said. ‘I’ve heard him on that stair every day for nine years. He’s a big lad. He comes down like a horse. Bang, bang, bang. And then he battered Des’s door, the way he does, and shouted, the way he does. And Des turned it off. And Paul went back up.’ She shook her head. ‘Every Friday. Every Friday since the Christmas before last. It’s not nice. Paul’s a nice lad, he’s a nice lad, he gets my messages in the snow, but he’s at the end of himself with Des, and so is everybody. Des was not a nice man. I’m sorry, but he wasn’t. I’m sorry he’s dead. He wasn’t a nice man.’
‘And after Paul went back up?’
‘It was quiet.’ Mrs Smail looked at the gas fire. ‘It was quiet a long time. I must have dozed off. And then I woke up, and the radio was on the news, the one o’clock news, so it was about one, and I heard the close door.’
‘The front door. Onto the street.’
‘The front door. It’s heavy, it’s got a closer on it, it goes whump. I heard it go. And I heard feet. In the close.’ She put her hand flat on the arm of her chair. ‘Light feet. Quick. Not Paul’s.’
Tolmie did not write anything.
‘Is that what you heard,’ she said, ‘or what you think?’
Mrs Smail looked at her with her small bright eyes.
‘Hen,’ she said. ‘I’ve lived in this close fifty-eight year. I know every foot on that stair. I know Paul’s and I know Mr Coyne’s on the top and I know the student lassies’ and I know the postie’s. And I know Des’s, because he drags the left one, since his accident.’ She put her cup down. ‘They were light. They were quick. They came in the front door, which none of us use at night, because the back’s nearer the bus and the shop. And they didn’t go up the stair. I’d have heard them on the stair. They stopped in the close.’ She looked at the wall between her flat and Pollock’s. ‘And then I heard Des’s door.’
‘Open or shut?’
‘I don’t know. A door. His door. It’s got a sound, the lock’s stiff, it clicks.’ She was quiet for a moment. ‘And then I must have gone back to sleep. Because the next thing I knew it was the morning and his sister was screaming.’
‘Did you hear anything else? Between the door and the morning?’
‘No.’ Mrs Smail looked at her hands. ‘And that’s what I can’t… I didn’t hear anything. If something was happening in there, I didn’t hear it. I was asleep with the radio in my ear. Fifty-eight years in this close and I was asleep.’ She looked up. ‘Paul didn’t do this. I’ll tell you that for nothing and I’ll tell it to the judge. Paul goes to his bed after he’s battered the door and he gets up at four and he goes out the back. I hear him go out the back every morning. I heard him this morning. Twenty past four, out the back, quiet, like always. He’s quiet in the mornings, Paul, because of me. He knows I’m a light sleeper.’ She looked at Tolmie. ‘A man that’s just done that doesn’t go out quiet the back way so as not to wake an old woman.’
Tolmie said nothing.
She did not think Mrs Smail was right about that. She had prosecuted men who had done worse and then gone out quietly and bought rolls. She did not say so.
‘Thank you, Mrs Smail,’ she said. ‘I’m going to write down what you’ve told me. In your words. And somebody will come back and go over it again, and maybe again after that. They’re not trying to catch you out. They’re making sure.’
‘I know what they’re doing.’ Mrs Smail picked up her tea. ‘My man was on a jury.’
* * *
They arrested Paul Kinnell at twenty-five to one, on the forecourt of the bus depot, when he climbed down from the cab of the 9 for his break with his lunch box in his hand. Torrance phoned her at a quarter to one, while she was sitting in her small grey car outside the tenement writing up Mrs Smail.
‘He didn’t run,’ said Torrance. ‘He didn’t say anything. He asked if he could phone his supervisor so somebody could take the bus. Then he asked what it was about.’ A pause. ‘My DC told him. He sat down on the kerb. On the forecourt. Just sat down. My DC says he went white as a sheet.’
‘Did he say anything?’
‘He said Des? Twice. Like a question. And then he said I never.’ Torrance’s voice was very quiet. ‘That’s all. He’s on his way to Govan. He’s asked for a solicitor. He’ll go no comment, they always go no comment.’ Another pause. ‘I’ll be honest with you, Ms Tolmie. I’ve got a threat on camera and a feud as long as your arm and his DNA will be all over that door, because he battered it every Friday for fifteen months. I’ve got no weapon, no blood on him that I can see, and a man who went to work.’
‘And a figure at the close door at 00.52.’
‘And a figure at the close door at 00.52.’ He breathed out. ‘What did the old lady say?’
Tolmie looked at what she had written. Two pages, in her small square hand, in Ina Smail’s words, with the square brackets in the margin where she had put her own.
Light feet. Quick. Not Paul’s.
And in the margin, in brackets: [she is sure. she is 79 and was asleep with the radio on and woke for the one o’clock news. both of those are true.]
‘She said it wasn’t him,’ said Tolmie.
‘They always do. The neighbours. The ones that like them.’
‘She said it was light feet in the close at one o’clock,’ said Tolmie. ‘In the front door, which nobody uses at night. And then his door.’ She looked out of the windscreen at the green close door with the blue and white tape across it, and the women with their arms folded, and the man with the dog. ‘That’s what she heard. What she thinks is that it wasn’t Paul. I’ve got them both written down. They’re not the same thing.’
Torrance did not say anything for a while.
‘Right,’ he said at last. ‘I’ll get the camera to the tech. The 00.52.’
‘Thank you.’
‘Don’t thank me. I’m going to charge him tonight, Ms Tolmie. Unless something happens between now and then. You know I am.’
‘I know you are,’ said Tolmie. ‘It’s your job.’
She rang off.
She sat in the car with the notebook open on her knee, and then she turned to a fresh page, and wrote the date at the top, and under it, HMA v. Kinnell, because that was what it was going to be, by the morning, whether she liked it or not.
Then she started the car and drove back to Partick, and went to the fishmonger’s on Dumbarton Road, which was shutting, and bought the last piece of haddock, and took it home, and did not eat it.
Thank You For Reading
That is the end of this sample of Clean. Thank you for reading.
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