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Prologue

For a long time, there had been blackness and the blackness had no form or shape. But then a soft and cloudy greyness had seeped in around the edges of the black, and soon, the images had come and these had moved forward very fast, like the pages of a child’s flip book. At first he could not catch any, or distinguish between them, but gradually their movement had slowed and he had made out faces, and parts of bodies – a hand, a thumb, the back of a neck. Hair. The images had begun to pulse, and balloon in and out, like a beating heart, the faces had swirled together, mingled then separated, and once or twice they had leered at him, or laughed silently out of mouths full of broken teeth. He had tried to back away from them or lift his arm to shield his eyes, but he was stiff, his arm heavy and cold, like a joint of meat taken out of the freezer. He did not know how to move it.

The faces had split into fragments and begun to spin uncontrollably, and he had been looking down into a vortex.

A flash of light. Inside the light, millions of glittering, sharp pinpoints. Another flash. The pinpoints had dissolved.

Simon Serrailler opened his eyes.

It was surprising how quickly things had fallen into place.

‘What day is it?’

‘Thursday. It’s twenty past five.’ The nurse turned from adjusting the drip to look at him.

‘When did I come round?’

‘Yesterday morning.’

‘Wednesday.’

‘You’re doing very well. How do you feel?’

‘I’m not sure.’

‘Any pain?’

He considered. He moved his head and saw a rectangle of pale sky. The roof of a building, with a ledge around it. Nothing seemed to hurt at all though there was a strange heaviness in his left arm and neck. The rest of his body felt slightly detached. But that wasn’t pain. He remembered pain.

‘I think I’m fine.’

‘That’s good. You’re doing very well,’ she said again, as if she had to convince him.

‘Am I? I don’t know.’

‘Do you know where you are?’

‘Not sure. Maybe a hospital?’

‘Full marks. You’re in Charing Cross ITU and I’m Sister Bonnington. Megan.’

‘The nearest hospital isn’t Charing Cross … it’s … I can’t remember.’

‘You’re in west London.’

He let the words sink in and he knew perfectly well what they meant. He knew where west London was, he’d been a DC somewhere in west London.

‘Do you remember anything that happened?’

He had a flash. The body parts. The hand. The thumb. The mouth of decayed, broken teeth. It went.

‘I don’t think I do.’

‘Doesn’t matter. That’s perfectly normal. Don’t start beating your brains to remember anything.’

‘Not sure I’ve got any brains.’

She smiled. ‘I think you have. Let me sort out your pillows, make you a bit more comfortable. Can you sit up?’

He had no idea how he might begin to do such a thing, but she seemed to lift him and prop him forwards on her arm, plump his pillows, adjust his bedcover and rest him back, without apparent effort. He realised that he had tubes and wires attached to him, leading to machines and monitors and drips, and that his left arm was in some sort of hoist. He looked at it. Bandages, a long sleeve of bandages, up to his shoulder and beyond.

‘Is that painful?’

‘No. It’s sort of – nothing.’

‘Numb?’

‘Not exactly. Just … I can’t explain.’

‘Not to worry. The consultant will be in to see you at some point this evening.’

‘Who is he?’

‘Mr Flint. And Dr Lo is the senior registrar. He’s been looking after you these last couple of days, but we’re a team.’

‘I have a team?’

‘You do indeed, Simon. Is it OK to call you Simon? We always ask, you know, but you haven’t been in any state to answer. What do you prefer? Mr Serrailler? Superintendent? Chief Superintendent?’

‘God no. Simon’s fine.’

The door opened slightly.

‘Here’s a visitor, so I’ll leave you. The buzzer’s there, by your right hand. Press if you need anything.’

‘Hey, you.’ Cat bent over and kissed his cheek. ‘You’re awake again.’

‘When wasn’t I?’

‘Most of the last three weeks.’

‘Three weeks? Until when?’

‘Yesterday. You remember me being here?’

He tried to sort out the confusion of images in his head. ‘I don’t … no.’

He saw his sister’s fleeting look of concern which she masked quickly.

‘I’m told the consultant is coming in soon. Did you know I had a “team” of my own? Are you on it?’

She smiled.

‘Did you bring me grapes?’

‘No. But you don’t really want grapes, do you?’

‘I want to know what happened and why I’m here. Talk to me.’

‘Listen, Si, you have to know everything but I’m not the one to tell you the whole story, because I wasn’t there. Kieron’s coming down again tomorrow, and if they think you’re ready to hear, he’ll tell you.’

‘The Chief’s been here?’

‘Of course he has. He brought me down the day it happened, and he’s been in a few times since, whenever he could make it, and I’ve kept him briefed every day.’

‘You have? Why you?’

‘Because I’ve been here most days and I talk to the medics so I can translate their jargon for him.’

‘No, I meant … I don’t understand how you even know him.’

‘He’s been a rock, Si … when there wasn’t anyone else looking out for me.’

‘Ah.’

‘Ah nothing.’

He tried to read her expression but he couldn’t concentrate on that because he was aware of a pain in his left arm, which was getting worse by the second, in waves which crashed over his arm onto his chest and up and down his body, pincers and gashes of pain.

‘Si?’

‘Jesus.’ He looked at all the bandages and the hoist that kept the arm up. If it had been in flames he would not have been surprised. It felt like that.

Cat was on her feet. ‘It’s OK. I’ll sort it … hold on.’

She did not return for an hour. A night. The rest of his life. He was wrapped in pain and pain was all he was aware of. He heard himself cry out so loudly he was afraid they would come and punish him. The faces. The blackness was no longer simple dark, no longer soft-edged, it was scarlet in the centre and the centre was spreading out and out.

‘God …’

’It’s all right. Someone’s coming.’ Cat was holding his right hand tightly. She was touching his face and then wiping the tears from it, but he didn’t feel shame or embarrassment, he felt nothing beyond the pain.

‘Let’s get this sorted out now.’ A man this time, looming over the bed.

‘Hold on.’

He couldn’t hold on but there was no escape route. He lay convulsed with pain. Cat was wiping the sweat from his forehead with a damp cloth. Angry. She was angry too. Why was everybody angry with him?

A swirl of activity, people coming into the room, people leaning over him.

‘Here you go, Simon … any second now.’

And the infinitely gentle easing away of pain, so that his body relaxed, his head felt cool, his arm seemed to have disappeared.

‘That’s it. You should have pressed the bell. You should have said –’

‘No,’ he heard Cat say, and he recognised her tone though it was one she used rarely. ‘No, it has nothing to do with him, it’s to do with everyone else. There’s a meds regime, and it has to be stuck to or this happens. And it took me far too long to find someone who knew anything at all about him and his case, and then get them to come – and don’t, please, tell me it was shift changeover.‘

‘It was shift changeover. I’m sorry.’

‘Christ’s sake.’ The man. He was young and bearded and his eyes were full of concern, compassion and anger.

‘Simon, I’m Dr Lo. Tan. I know you but this is the first time you’ve been awake to see me. Is the pain easier?’

It was like lying on a bed of down. He felt nothing but gentleness and ease. He smiled beatifically at everyone in the room.

He knew that he had slept again and then floated on air and finally on water, but the hands of the clock on the wall opposite his bed went slowly backwards so that he lost all sense of time and even of day. It was light, then it was dark and still he floated.

‘It’s Friday,’ someone said.

He surfaced.

There were two of them, and Cat was there as well. He was propped up and drops of silvery rain slid down the windowpanes.

‘Friday.’

‘We’d like to talk you through what we plan to do, if you feel up to it?’

He recognised the younger doctor but not the older one with very little hair and small round spectacles.

‘I’m Mr Flint, Greg Flint. I’m an orthopaedic trauma consultant.’

‘Is this a conference?’

‘More or less. I’m glad Dr Deerbon is here actually … if you’re OK with that? I’ll try to be clear but she’ll be able to translate our jargon for you if I’m not and you can ask her anything you need to. I filled her in briefly while you were still away with the fairies.’

‘I’m here now.’

‘And I apologise that you were left in so much pain – shouldn’t have happened and it won’t happen again. How is it now?’

‘Numb. If you mean my arm.’

‘And the rest of you?’

‘Fine, I think. I’ve had some bad headaches.’

‘I’m not surprised – you had a terrific blow. I’m amazed your skull wasn’t fractured.’

He frowned. Blow? Skull? What? He looked at Cat.

‘It’s OK,’ she said. ‘You can’t remember. It’s normal. It’ll come back. Or maybe not but there’s no brain damage, your scans were fine.‘

’I had scans? The things that have been happening …’

‘We’re not worried about your head or the rest of your injuries, they’re mending nicely. If it weren’t for the arm you’d be out of here.’

Simon felt his mind clearing. ‘So … what exactly happened to my arm?’

’Essentially, it was mangled in the bin machinery.’

Bin? Bin machinery? But he nodded.

‘We did what we could at the time, but we’ve had to wait to see exactly what’s salvageable. You need to go for another scan and when we look at that things should be clearer – these injuries do settle down. I want to be able to save your arm, Simon, and having looked at the last scan, I’m pretty sure I can, though until I actually get you on the table we won’t be certain. Even then, sometimes things look good and then halfway through there’s a problem. But I don’t anticipate that. I never anticipate problems.’

‘When you say “save” my arm …’

‘Yes.’

‘You mean it’ll be as good as new?’

‘That does depend. I’d hope we can get 80 per cent or possibly even 90 per cent restored function – time and a lot of physio will tell. It’s unlikely to be 100 per cent.’

‘Right.’

‘Physio is absolutely crucial and your never failing to do the exercises, not even once. I’ll do all I can and so will everyone else, but after that it will be down to you.’

‘That doesn’t worry me. It was the thought of losing the arm.’

‘I’m confident. But we’ll get that scan and when I’ve seen it I can plan. They’ll have to take off the bandages but we’ll get you down straight away and then you’ll have a new dressing. They’ve been doing that every day anyway.’

He remembered suddenly. They had given him so much painkiller he hadn’t felt anything and she had said, ‘Don’t look at it, that’s my advice. Turn your head. Injuries always start to hurt when you look at them.’

He had turned his head. But everything had been numb.

‘After the scan, how long before you operate?’

‘If it all looks OK, probably Monday morning. I need to clear my list. This sort of reconstruction takes a while.’

It took seven hours, or so they told him, but seven hours which had meant nothing, and now he was back underwater, floating, blissful. His life passed quietly by.

The door opened and he saw a man in dark chinos, pale blue sweatshirt. Dark wavy hair. He thought of his own blond hair and realised that he hadn’t needed to push it back from where it always flopped over his forehead for some time. What time? Maybe for years.

‘Where’s my hair?’ he said, to the man with so much of it.

‘They had to shave it off to do the repairs, I think. Don’t worry, it’s growing back.’ The man had taken the chair beside his bed. Simon knew him. Knew him fairly well.

‘Hi,’ he said, to give himself time.

‘Cat sends her love and she’s glad things are looking good but she had to cover for a colleague – there wasn’t anybody else apparently. She’ll be here tomorrow.’

So the man knew Cat.

‘I wish my bloody brain would get its mojo back. Sick of thinking through cotton wool.’

‘That’s the drugs.’

So he knew about those too.

The bolt shot backwards and the door fell open. ‘Chief …’ Simon said. He ought to sit up but his body was covered in lead weights.

Kieron Bright smiled. ‘Me,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry, that’s the drugs as well. How do you feel?’

’Weird. Listen, they haven’t told me much. What happened?’

For the next half-hour, Kieron told him. Serrailler thought he was sparing him some of the detail, perhaps only for the time being, but the broad outline of what had happened to him was clear, and as the Chief spoke, now and then a glimmer of something came and went on the horizon of his mind. He remembered but he did not quite remember, and yet it seemed familiar, it made some sort of sense.

‘I can’t tell you much about your injuries but the docs have done that.’

‘Not really.’

‘They have told you – you probably didn’t take it all in, which is understandable.’ He leaned back in the chair, arms folded. In casual clothes, the Chief looked younger, but that was usually the case. Gold braid lent gravitas and with gravitas came age. He was only four years older than Simon.

‘Thanks for coming down here.’

‘I’ve been before but you were out of it. It’s good to see you now. We were worried.’

‘I’m invincible.’

‘So it would seem. Your sister wasn’t so sure.’ He crossed one leg over the other, then recrossed them. Simon was aware of some sort of tension about him, or else an anxiety – he couldn’t tell, even though the mists that had swirled around his brain were clearing again. And his arm was hurting.

‘I’ve taken her out a couple of times.’

‘Cat?’

‘Cat. Hope that’s all right with you.’

Simon laughed. ‘Nothing to do with me – her life’s her own affair.’

‘You’re close though.’

‘Yes … we always have been. Strange – you’d have expected it to be me and Ivo but it never was. He was always the odd one out. Ivo’s quite different.’

‘Cat says the same.’

So, they had talked in that way, which Cat rarely did. She had never been an especially private person about herself, her marriage, career, children, doings, but about the three of them she was, and so was he, come to that. He didn’t know about Ivo. Australia had beckoned for Ivo even before he had qualified as a doctor, and the moment he had, it had claimed him permanently. He had never been back.

When Kieron had left, and before the next lot of painkillers kicked in, he had a lucid interlude in which to think, about the man, as Chief Constable and therefore his own boss, and also as someone in a relationship – whatever that turned out to be – with his sister.

He turned the thought round, looking at every side carefully, the idea of the two of them together was like a globe he was holding.

Nothing looked wrong. Nothing worried him.

‘How’s it feeling?’ The brisk, unsmiling sister. Unsmiling but not unfeeling, he thought, but she wasn’t going to be caught out in any display of sympathy. A bit like him.

‘Actually, even when the meds need topping up, it isn’t so bad – a hell of a lot better than before.’

‘Good.’

‘When can I see it?’

‘Mr Flint will decide. Perhaps tomorrow.’

‘When will I be able to start using it again? No – forget that. “Mr Flint will decide.” But, dear dear Sister, couldn’t you be Mr Flint, just for now?’ He raised an eyebrow. She threw the used syringe in the sharps bin, peeled off her latex gloves, threw those away too. On the way out of the room, she said, ‘Don’t push your luck.’

Simon thought she might just have been smiling.

The following morning she was holding his right arm and another nurse was pushing his drip stand as he took his first walk, slow steps down the hospital corridor. His legs felt uncertain, as if they were waiting to be told how to move forward, one and then the other, but by the time they reached the junction with another corridor, it had fallen into place.

‘I can go on.’

‘What was it I said?’

‘Don’t push your luck?’

‘So don’t. But that was very good and you can have another jaunt later.’

Simon felt as pleased as a child with ticks all over his homework.

Two more walks down the corridors and speeding up. Walking felt normal again. All the bruising and contusions he had noted on his body, legs, right arm, were fading and healing well. He saw in the mirror that his hair had now grown back over most of the scarring and stitches on the front of his head. Would they shave it again when they took them out? Would they take them out? He meant to ask but the nurses had gone. He felt suddenly exhausted, then very cold. There was so little in the way of bedding. He needed a duvet but hospitals did not have duvets.

‘Supper.’

The tray with the tin lid on top of the plate. A side dish of what looked like tinned fruit salad and custard. The young man lifted the lid with a flourish and the smell of cauliflower wafted up. Cauliflower. A slab of quiche. Three small potatoes.

‘I don’t think I’m hungry actually. Could you take it away?’

He smiled and said, ‘You must try now.’ Polish? Romanian? ‘Eating is right. Not eat not get well. OK?’

And he swung out of the door. The trolley wheels screeched on the corridor floor and the tin lids rattled on the dishes.

He could not eat. He could not have swallowed anything, though he drank the glass of water and tried to lean over to the jug on his side table and pour another. But he couldn’t reach.

He was so hot he felt ill. He felt ill from the smell of the food and the heat and a headache and the throbbing in his left arm.

After a long time of lying still, feeling increasingly worse, wondering if someone would come, wondering what to do with his food tray, wondering, in the end, where he was and why, he noticed something on the bedcover. He was confused by what it was but he reached out his hand and found that there was a button that he could press.

‘Altos, you’re still not together. I know it’s tricky, but once more please.’

It was tricky. They had been rehearsing the John Tavener piece for a month and they were barely getting to grips with it. The altos were struggling. Cat was struggling. The Mozart Requiem, which the St Michael’s Singers were performing in the same concert, was smooth sailing by comparison.

‘It’s no harder than the Britten we did at Christmas – now come on, focus.’

‘It’s way harder,’ Cat’s next-door neighbour in the altos muttered. ‘Honestly, we’re not the London Philharmonic Choir.’

‘No, Nancy – we are aiming to be even better. Right, back to page four please.’

Andrew Browning, the conductor, was a hard taskmaster, far more exacting than his predecessor. He was becoming known in the ranks of singers as Browning the Cruel.

‘One two three AND …’

Cat’s phone vibrated in her pocket. She ignored it. It continued to vibrate every few minutes and she continued to ignore it. If Sam had forgotten his front door key yet again he could wait in the garden shed.

They hit a rich singing seam and suddenly things clicked into place. Perhaps Tavener was possible after all.

They broke for drinks and Cat checked her phone. Sam’s name flashed up on the screen. No, she thought, one time too many, Sambo, this will now teach you to remember your key. She pictured him, huddled in the shed, waiting for her to get home.

‘Cat, someone wants you.’

She looked up. Sam was not in the garden shed, he was walking down the hall towards her and his face told her that this was not about a lost key.

‘How did you get here?’

‘Kieron. I could only think of him because you weren’t answering. You’ve got to come, the car’s waiting.’

‘What car? What for?’

‘Simon. The hospital rang. Mum – hurry up.’

Kieron was not like her husband, Chris, in more ways than she could count, but in two, and the two mattered greatly to her, they were the same. Chris had been calm and unflappable. So was Kieron – probably more so. She realised the second similarity on the way home very late that night. Kieron did not ask her how she was feeling, did not try to put a good face on what had happened, did not once say, about Simon, ‘Well, at least he …’ He sat beside her in the back of the car, he held her hand, and he said nothing until she did. They travelled swiftly and smoothly, but there was no race to get to Simon now. It had happened. They had arrived in time to see him being wheeled out of theatre and back to his room. Coming out behind him, still in his scrubs, the surgeon had beckoned them to follow him into an empty bay. He and Kieron stood, Cat sat in the one chair.

‘I’m afraid I couldn’t wait for you to get here. Time is crucial – the infection in his arm was spreading fast and if I hadn’t got to it he would probably have died of sepsis. It was bad.’

‘So you had to amputate.’

‘I had no choice. It is absolutely maddening because I was pretty sure I’d saved the arm. It took a long time but it worked. Things went my way and it was looking better than I’d dared hope.’

‘Then this.’

‘Sepsis is always a risk, no matter how careful we are.’

‘I often tell people that as far as infections are concerned, they’re safer out of hospital than in it.’

The surgeon shrugged. He looked exhausted, his face grey, dark circles beneath his eyes. It was well past midnight.

‘You can go in and see him briefly but he probably won’t be aware you’re there.’

‘But he will be all right?’ It was the first time Kieron had spoken.

‘Yes. The source of infection has gone and he’s being pumped full of the strongest antibiotics we have, the ones we use sparingly. His temperature’s down. Yes, he’ll be fine. Not sure when I can let him out of ITU but there’s no reason why he shouldn’t be ready to go home in a couple of weeks. Then it all starts.’

‘Physio?’

‘Yes, but mainly fitting up for a prosthesis. They’ll want to get going as soon as it’s safe. I’m referring him to the best specialist unit.’ He stood up. ‘Tomorrow,’ he said. ‘I’m bushed.’

After he had left, they stayed together in silence for several minutes. The theatre area was quiet. Only emergency surgery went on at this time of night and for now there was none. Hospitals were so rarely still like this. Kieron put out his hand. ‘Listen, you’ll want to see him but not tonight, when he won’t have come round. I’ve phoned in to tell them I have to be off tomorrow but they’ll ring me if something urgent blows up. So I suggest I try and find us a hotel, we go there and get a drink and hopefully at least a sandwich, and come back first thing in the morning. And’ – he put his hand on hers – ‘no strings. Two rooms.’

‘I wasn’t –’

‘I know. Nor was I. Come on, nothing you can do tonight and you need sleep.’

The chain hotel was a mile away. It was clean, comfortable, they had rooms, they had a bar that was still open. Cat felt as if she were swimming rather than walking on solid ground as she followed Kieron to a table. She had put her feelings about Simon in a reserved space of her mind which doctors kept for just this purpose. When you could not deal with something shocking and distressing immediately, you learned early on to park it. But not to bury it. That way, stored-up problems began to fester.

Kieron had brought over two large whiskies and a jug of water. Late-night food was available until two. He had ordered omelettes.

‘OK?’

Cat shook her head. ‘I’m all right. I can deal with it. But you have to answer one question, Kieron. It’s the most important thing after “will he live?”.’

‘I’m pretty sure I know that question.’

‘All right.’

‘Presuming Simon is otherwise fine but he has a prosthetic arm, can he still be in the police force?’

She searched his face and could see nothing there.

‘Of course he can. Absolutely. It goes without saying and especially in CID. He could still be uniform, for that matter, but there would be more adjustments and a few restrictions. In CID, not at all.’

‘And that’s the truth?’

‘It will be my call, once the medics have had their say and Simon tells me he wants to stay. He might not.’

‘Oh he will. What else would he do?’

‘Does he draw with his left hand?’

‘No, he’s right-handed. But however good he is – and he is good – he couldn’t do that alone. He’s a cop. It’s what has made him who he is, for the last twenty-odd years.’

‘He’ll still be a cop.’

Their food came and Cat ate hers and finished her drink while she could keep her eyes open.

‘I need to deal with a few things. You go to bed. We can have breakfast before we go in to see him, then I’ll have to head back to Lafferton.’

‘Thank you,’ she said, and her eyes filled with tears that she was not expecting. ‘I couldn’t have got through this without you.’

‘Of course you could. I’m just glad you haven’t had to.’ He reached out his hand and she took it for a second, before using her last fragments of energy to get up to her room and bed.

Kieron finished his whisky and sat on, thinking about a Detective Chief Superintendent who had been through mental and emotional as well as extreme physical trauma, and who now had to face a slow, difficult journey to what recovery there could be. He was aware of major advances in prosthetics, of bionic arms that could be fitted up in such a way that they fulfilled orders directly from the brain, to perform tasks almost as well as a natural one. He knew that Serrailler would be at minimal disadvantage in terms of the job. He would be able to use a computer and drive a car as well as be on top of all the aspects of the work which would not be affected at all – interviewing, going over casework, meeting with colleagues, briefing a team.

But he was aware, as he had to be, that Simon was not a straightforward man. He was a fine detective but he had personal issues, perhaps ones he would never resolve, and although in the past they had no impact on his work, they might surface now, when he was at his most helpless, and cause problems. It was impossible to know. All he himself could do was watch and wait, give whatever help and support he could and have neither too many nor too few expectations. He could also make the rest of the Lafferton team aware of the importance of their doing the same.

The bar was empty. He finished the last splash of Scotch, with a lot of water and got up. He hoped Cat was able to sleep.

Cat. She was a strong, resilient, capable woman, a conscientious doctor, a loving single parent. But he had realised early on that she was vulnerable, not only through her children, but through her brother. She knew Simon as well as anyone – better, probably, than he knew himself. She would understand completely how this trauma would affect him, and not in the obvious ways. Physically, he would cope. But there was a great deal more to his recovery than some rehabilitation and physiotherapy. Serrailler would need everyone’s help, and above all, he would need Cat and she would give him whatever he asked for and more.

What concerned and preoccupied Kieron, as he crossed the hotel lobby towards the lifts, was whether that meant she would have anything left over, from her brother and her children, for anyone else.

He woke just after six o’clock and could not get back to sleep. The room was comfortable enough but overheated and the windows were sealed. He went out. The streets around the hotel were as dull as the streets of any area bordering on an industrial estate and a motorway. Kieron would have run, which always made boring places less boring simply because you did not have time to take them in, but he had to make do with fast walking because he had not brought any sports gear. He walked for forty minutes, around concrete and metal office blocks, storage warehouses, wholesale units, the car parks which were already starting to fill up. A mile to the right he saw the flat roof of the hospital. He turned back.

Cat was still not up, so he got coffee and checked his phone. No messages. He waited another half-hour, reading the papers, before calling the station. His PA was in but had nothing for him either. He felt oddly restless, as if he should be on the spot to get things started, no matter what they were. He called the duty sergeant.

‘Nothing to report, Chief. Couple of RTAs on the other side of the county and all dealt with. One reported breaking and entering but false alarm.’

‘Quiet night everywhere then.’

‘Pretty much. Just one report, and it’s probably nothing. Lafferton. Someone made a bonfire by the old warehouses along the canal. The fire was made like you would do one for Guy Fawkes Night – wood offcuts, sticks, a couple of dead branches. Paper. Wigwam shape. There was a bicycle tyre on top and then they’d poured over half a can of varnish. It was the smell that alerted everyone, quite a few people called in – that and the thick black smoke. Fire brigade got it out in no time and sorted it, but it was peculiar. Who’d take the trouble?’

‘Some lunatic. But no damage?’

‘Not even close to overhanging bushes.’

‘If that’s the worst of the night’s revels, we can’t complain.’

As he finished talking, Cat walked in.

‘Breakfast. You should eat,’ Kieron said. The strain of the previous day shadowed her face.

‘Can we go straight to the hospital?’

He made her have coffee but she stood up to drink it. A quarter of an hour later, they were in Simon’s room.

He was sitting up, drips and lines everywhere, the machines beeping steadily. He was pale, seemed thinner in the face, but he was drinking from a plastic beaker through a straw.

‘One-armed bandit,’ he said. It didn’t sound like a joke.

‘I’ll leave you two for a bit, get a coffee.’

But Serrailler held up his hand.

‘I know what you’ve come to say. Let me hear it.’ He sounded weary.

‘What am I going to say? You tell me.’

Cat looked from one to the other, as if they were two small boys and she had somehow caught them quarrelling when they should be supporting one another.

‘Si …’

‘It’s OK. I just need him to spit it out, then he can go.’

It was partly the drugs, partly pain talking, but she knew him, she knew his pride and his fury and knew that, as ever, he would rather have the worst hit him full on and at once.

Kieron sighed, and went to stand close to the bed. He put out his hand and touched Simon’s shoulder with one finger, lightly.

‘Listen,’ he said. ‘You’ve a lot ahead of you. I don’t know the half of it and I don’t suppose you do either, not yet. But however long it takes, you’re coming back. DCS, full-time, as soon as they sign you off. No question, because you’re too valuable and there won’t be any restrictions on what you do. Do you understand me?’

Simon looked at him for a long moment, then nodded.

‘Nothing else to say then. Focus on getting well.’

‘Chief.’ There was the slightest twitch at the corner of his mouth.

Kieron nodded and went to find the canteen.

Cat smiled. Kieron had got the full measure of her brother. It mattered, and from more than one perspective.

She sat down beside the bed. ‘That was a real bugger,’ she said, ‘the worst luck. They can do the best but infection’s always a risk.’

‘It’s done.’

‘Do you want me to go through it with you or would you rather leave it to them? You probably should. They’re the experts.’

‘You’re not my doctor, you’re my sister. Let’s stick to that.’

‘Fine. End of. But you do know –’

‘– that you’re here for me if I change my mind? Yes, I do know. Thanks. There is one thing though – will I stay here or will they ship me home … or what?’

‘I don’t know, but the chances are they’ll discharge you from here once they’re sure the infection is under control. The antibiotics they’re giving you are pretty powerful and you’ll be taking them for a couple of weeks, but as tablets, so if the surgeon’s happy otherwise you won’t need to be filling up a bed. But you can’t be sent home.’

‘Why not?’

‘You’re resourceful, Si, but you’ve been through the mill. Being by yourself in the flat straight away won’t be an option. The best thing will be for you to come to us. I won’t make you stay an hour longer than necessary but I want to be sure you’re well before you go home.’

‘Yes, Doctor.’

Cat felt a mixture of relief and worry. Immediate agreement to whatever she proposed about anything to do with him was not what she would ever expect.

‘Tell me honestly … how do you feel? I don’t mean pain, discomfort … all that, I mean … Si, you’ve lost your arm. Don’t dismiss the effect of that on you … your mood, your temper, the way you’re normally so at ease in your own body. Don’t bottle it.’

He stared ahead of him and she could read nothing from his expression. Beyond the room, the usual hospital noises. She had loved her training years working in them but she had never wanted to have a hospital career and felt even more now that she had made the right decision. Patients came and went within days, sometimes hours, there was little chance to get to know them and none to follow them up. She was a people doctor. Neither surgery nor anaesthetics had held any charms for her, partly because of the lack of an ongoing relationship with the patients.

‘I won’t know how I’m going to deal with this until I find out what I’ll end up with,’ Simon said. ‘And what I’ll be able to do. Thank God it’s my left arm is all I can say now. Will you pour me some water?’

As she put the glass into his hand, he looked her in the eyes.

‘I’ll tell you one thing though.’

He held her with his look as he drank slowly. Cat waited, sensing that something important was coming, not wanting to push him, or embarrass him into staying silent. They talked often and sometimes he told her things, very occasionally gave out rare snippets and hints about himself, his feelings, but she was always conscious of the deeply private inner core of him which she would never be allowed to access. She had learned to respect it.

He gave her the empty glass, but as he did so, took her hand for a moment.

‘You should marry the Chief,’ he said.


One

The last time Serrailler had come to the island, he had dropped down from the sky in a small plane. This time he approached by sea, on the regular ferry which brought him, a couple of other foot passengers and crates of supplies.

Taransay was mole-brown streaked with gold in the sunlight. He had forgotten how small the only village was, a huddle of low-built grey-stone houses facing the water. Behind them, the road out was a pale line for a mile before becoming a track that wound up and around and away over the hill, where there were isolated cottages and a couple of farms. Otherwise, this was empty wild land. A few buildings sheltered in the sandy bays had been turned into holiday lets but once September had gone, they were empty and the islanders closed in for another winter.

He sat on the deck. The sky was soft with cloud, but for once, there was only a breeze not a wind. If you wanted the exhilaration of gales, and to be brushed aside by their force, Taransay, with its neighbouring islands, was the place to come.

As they rode the slight swell coming in to harbour, he had a strange sense of re-entering his old life, as if then he had been another man. It was nearly six years ago and might have been six hundred. He had been young. He had been fit, hale, whole, but he was not whole now, though the physical effects of having lost a flesh-and-bone arm and gained a prosthetic one had been far easier to cope with than the psychological ones. He was haunted by the loss of his limb. He dreamed almost every night that it was still firmly part of him. He felt diminished even while he was gaining in strength and dexterity and getting used to finding new ways to do old things.

Seagulls formed a noisy, voracious pack following the boat as it turned in and began to nudge its way to safe berth alongside the quay. Simon stood up and stretched and then looked.

One tall man. One only slightly less tall woman. And one small boy. They stood together. The men from the stores and the pub would be down to start unloading, once the Bright Lass had tied up and the gangplank had gone down, to let off the passengers.

Simon wanted to leap onto the quay. He also wanted to turn his back and hide below deck until the ferry was ready for the return trip.

Douglas had spotted him. Kirsty was waving. The small boy stood, hands in the pockets of his shorts. Looking.

Douglas was first, reaching for Simon’s holdall and slapping him on the back. Whatever had happened between them in the past was indeed past, and when Kirsty took him in a close hug, it was natural, it was heartfelt, but most of all, it was friendly, and gave no hint of what had been between them several years earlier. And it did not appear to trouble Douglas a jot.

‘This is Robbie.’

The small boy had mud-coloured hair, seal-grey eyes and a strong look of his father. He put out his hand and Simon shook it solemnly, aware of the boy’s close scrutiny.

‘Can I see your bionic arm?’ he said.

‘Robbie! What was the last thing I told you before we left the house?’

‘Not to ask him about his bionic arm, I know, but it’s too exciting.’

‘I’ll show you. Only not now.’

‘Why not now?’

‘Because my arm and I are exhausted after a very long journey by a car, two trains and a ferry.’

‘OK.’ Robbie climbed into the back seat of the Land Rover. ‘Only you will show me tomorrow, won’t you, when your bionic arm has had a wee rest? You promise?’

‘I do.’

Robbie buckled his seat belt with a small smile.

‘If it suits you to come and have tea with us, I’ll take you to your place later,’ Douglas said, turning the old Landy onto the track that climbed steeply uphill. ‘Or would you rather drop your things there first?’

‘He wouldn’t rather do that, he would much rather come to our house now.’

‘Robbie, you mind yourself.’

‘He’s right though. I’d like that first.’

The boy had not taken his eyes off him. He gazed at Simon’s left arm and hand, resting on the seat between them.

‘Look any different to you?’ Douglas asked, gesturing to the landscape.

‘Has it looked any different for a thousand years?’

‘Oh aye – a thousand years ago there were more people than sheep and crofts to match.’

‘It’s exactly the same as when I was last here.’

‘You haven’t seen our house yet.’

But the house, too, looked the same – from the front, a low, cream-washed bungalow with a field around it and the hills behind. Douglas had lived here alone then. But when they got out of the car and walked round, Simon saw an extension, with a dormer above, tucked into the back of the house overlooking the sea.

‘We finally finished it last month. You know how it goes up here.’

‘See that? Look, Mr Simon, up there – that’s MY window. To MY own room.’

‘Wow, Robbie, what a lookout! You could spot smugglers and spies as well as birds and seals.’

Robbie’s grey eyes widened. ‘Smugglers?’

‘You’ll need a good pair of binoculars of course.’

‘Och, I’ve got those.’

‘And a telescope would be handy.’

The boy frowned. ‘I’ll have to ask about that. Anyway, it’s a good plan. If you like, you could be my assistant.’

‘Ah, Robbie, if only – but you need someone regular and I have to go back in a couple of weeks. I wouldn’t be much use to you.’

‘Still, while you’re here. We could –’

‘You could go and change your shoes and wash your hands before tea, that’s what you could do, Robbie Boyd. Away … go.’

Douglas was shifting a bag of gravel which had been left outside the door.

‘You’ve a fine boy there, Kirsty.’

She smiled. ‘Aye. And there’s another one coming in the spring, but we haven’t told him yet. He’ll have to be well prepared – he likes to rule the roost here, does our Robbie.’

Simon walked behind her into the house. Kirsty. She hadn’t changed. She was still the tall, friendly, careless young woman he had first known six years earlier, had a brief fling with, and taken Douglas’s crack on the jaw for his pains. Yet she wasn’t. She was a wife, a mother, an energetic member of the small community, all of whom relied on one another, especially through the long hard winters. She was no longer so fancy-free and careless, though she was still friendly, still had wild hair.

He did not wish that he had taken her from Douglas for good. Life on Taransay all year round was not for him and the smallness and inward-looking habits of the island would drive him crazy. He wished them well and was glad they were bringing up their family here, the place needed all the young blood it could get. But he envied them too. Home. Each other. Little Robbie. Another child soon. A steady, settled life.

He pulled off his boots before going into Kirsty’s snug new kitchen, with the sea beyond the window and the range sending out a comforting warmth. Even when the sun shone on Taransay stoves and wood fires were needed.

‘I’m sitting next to you, Mr Simon.’

‘Yes, Master Robbie and you mind your table manners and no cheeky questions or you’ll be away to your bed.’

‘Can you hold the fork with your bionic hand?’

‘Robbie …’

‘No, it’s fine, Kirsty. Yes, I can – I can do a lot of amazing things with this one, but in a few months I’m getting an even more amazing one and then I’ll be able to sew on buttons and scratch behind my ears.’

The prosthesis was as comfortable as it could be for now. He had had months of physiotherapy, and there would be more, plus lessons in how to use the state-of-the-art new one. In time, he would be fully accustomed to it, he had been told. It would be almost as familiar, and use of it as instinctive, as his right arm. Almost. He had been told something else. ‘It isn’t all about the mechanics of your limb,’ Alex, the physio, had said. ‘Or even about your brain training itself to cope with all the small differences between your own arm and this – which it will. It’s about mental attitude. Acceptance.’

‘Positive thinking?’

‘More a case of no negative thinking. It’ll come, Simon.’

And he knew that the process had begun. Physically, it had begun well. The psychological challenge was harder, as Alex had known it would be. He had worked with enough returning military, armless, legless, and all combinations thereof.

‘The body is willing. It’s far easier to work on than the mind, which often isn’t. And that’s not my area of expertise.’

He had been more than willing to work with Alex for as many hours as were needed. He had trained, pushed himself, been surprised by his own progress. But when it came to his mental attitude, he had resisted appointments with counsellors from within the police force, and from the rehabilitation team, though he knew he was wrong.

They ate grilled fish from that day’s catch, chips, and beans from Kirsty’s thriving vegetable garden. Fresh produce was hard to come by on the islands unless you grew your own – and growing your own was not easy, with a short summer, a difficult soil, and a more or less permanent wind off the sea.

Robbie grew very quiet, once the apple crumble had been eaten and the Orkney cheese and oatcakes attacked. He slid down a little in his chair and did not move.

‘Right, young man, I know your tricks. If you stay still you’ll become invisible. Ten minutes more. Simon, would you have a cup of coffee and a dram?’

The ten minutes passed, and Kirsty pointed at her son. Without a word, he got down and came round for a last, fascinating look at Simon’s limb.

‘Tell you what, Robbie. After school’s out tomorrow, why don’t you come over to see me and then I’ll show it to you properly and how it works – the lot? It’s good you should understand.’

The boy hesitated, then, instead of the handshake, gave Simon a hug, his touch as brief and light as a cat’s, and shot away to bed.


Two

Early the following morning, and still cramped and stale after the long journey, Simon set off across the island, climbing the single-track road that led to the hill more or less in the middle. From there, the road descended again, and, because few lived on this side of Taransay, it was stony and narrow, untended.

After four miles of steady tramping, he began to climb again towards the cliffs above the wilder sea. Looking down, he could see a long sandy bay. Gannets and kittiwakes clung to the rock face, occasionally soaring up and plunging back to their ledges again. Ahead, there was only the sea, which, on this side, was never calm, never quiet. The great rollers piled in one after another, foaming in a long white line onto the shore. He could not have heard himself speak above the crashing of the sea and the racket of the birds. But there was no one to speak to.

He sat on an outcrop and looked for a long time. The sky was milky, the air fresh but not cold. And there was a wind. Always a wind here.

He did not know if it was the most beautiful place he had ever visited – perhaps not. But it was closest to his heart now. He loved the solitude, the wildness, the constant shifting of clouds and sea and coarse grass, the rise and fall of the birds. The way it absorbed yet remained quite indifferent to his presence.

The other
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