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Chapter 1






The blood is dark. It surrounds and
changes the patchwork of lichen on the rock, slipping down through
cracks and fissures, seeking a return to the earth. The knife is
sticky in his hand. He lets it drop to the ground. At his feet, the
dead man’s eyes are blank and open to the sky, all malice and
vengeance gone.

What now? What price for taking a life?
Even if the alternative was to lose your own? Even if there was
never a choice, no other way? A mocking seabird flies overhead, its
wanton cries echoing through him. And he knows. The price will be
everything he has.






Joe Galbraith struggled to rise from the
dream, but it kept pulling him back. The body. The blood. The
price. When would it end? A beating noise, repetitive and strong,
filled his head. He clung to it until the dream let him go.

Rain. On the window above his bed. He
turned over and opened his eyes. Four thirty a.m. He’d be worth
nothing if he didn’t get back to sleep, at least for a couple of
hours. But the man in his dream, the man he’d killed, was
determined to keep him awake.

Not that he had killed anyone. The
dream had distorted reality, so that Joe held the knife and used it
on Stephen MacLaren, instead of the other way around. Was it regret
that sculpted the dream? Did Joe wish he had killed Stephen?

No, though he’d have done anything at the
time to save his sister. But as he and Stephen had fought on the
rugged shore in Harris last year, Joe was stabbed, leaving him with
a scar that itched whenever he remembered, and frequent haunting
dreams in which the story played out a little differently each
time.

Would the dreams end if Stephen’s body was
found? He was last seen jumping into the sea. Surely his remains
must come ashore eventually. And maybe then the dreams would
stop.

*

Five hours later, DS Joe Galbraith yawned
as he took a call from his boss. A smell coming from a storage
unit; surely that was something for uniform? Aye, it was, DI Black
agreed, but he’d be very grateful if Joe would just take a quick
look.

When he’d transferred to the new Major
Investigation Team, Joe had imagined something a little more
challenging than checking up on smelly storage units. On the other
side of the room, DC Jimmy Jackson was slouched over his desk, his
clothes dishevelled and his hair lank and greasy. ‘Jackson, you
seen Roberts?’

No response. That was nothing new.

‘Jackson?’

He sighed, looked up and put his hand on
his chin. ‘Eh… dunno…is he tall, dark hair, skinny long legs, a bit
like a stick-insect?’

‘Very funny. Have you
seen him today?’

‘Nuh.’

Joe would have liked to have taken someone
with him, but when the choice was Jimmy Jackson or going it alone,
there was no choice.






The smell was in unit 36, Duncan MacPhee
told Joe. It had started two days ago, and if there wasn’t
something dead in there, he’d eat his broomstick putter. That
explained it. MacPhee was a golfing pal of DI Black.

There was something dead all right; a
whole barrel of something dead. MacPhee and Joe backed off, but the
smell followed them. Joe picked up a stick and advanced on the
barrel, his arm over his nose. He poked the lid off.

MacPhee gagged. ‘Holy mackerel.’

Joe peered closer. ‘Herring,
actually.’

‘There could be a body
in there.’

Joe nodded. ‘Let me know if you find
anyone.’ He backed out and pulled the door closed.

MacPhee’s wee sharp chin was jutting out.
‘What are you going to do about it?’

‘Sweet Fanny Adams.
There’s no law against curing herring in a storage unit, no matter
how badly it’s done.’

‘Clause 63 of the
contract: no perishable food products.’

‘Aye, your contract.
It’s not a police matter.’

‘No?’ A rush of colour
surged from MacPhee’s neck to his cheeks. Flecks of spittle waited
at the corners of his mouth, and Joe moved to the side, just in
time. ‘That’s not very good. Thought you were here to keep law and
order, see that people don’t overstep the mark. That is what I call
stepping well and truly over the mark.’

Joe shook his head. ‘You really think I’ve
got nothing better to do than chase up some numpty for breaching
clause 63 of your contract? I’ve wasted enough time.’

‘Suit yourself.’ He
wiped the spittle away, rubbing the back of his hand against his
crumpled trousers. ‘I’ll maybe phone Brian Black again, see what
he’s got to say about it.’

‘You do that.’ Golfing
chum or not, Joe knew his boss wouldn’t expect him to take this any
further.

*

The youth looked familiar but Joe couldn’t
place him, as he sprinted past the car. He was wearing a black
puffer jacket, gleaming white trainers, and drop-crotch jeans. Not
easy to run in them, but he was making a good effort. As Joe waited
for the lights to change, he watched the youth in the mirror. Still
running, a glance over his shoulder, starting to cross the road,
and jumping back as a jeep just missed him. The vehicle pulled up
behind Joe, and the driver opened his window and shouted abuse. Joe
wondered. Had he had dealings with the boy before? Maybe he should
turn and go after him.

But something was happening up ahead.
Someone screaming. Someone crying. People gathering. Lights
changing and cars going nowhere. At times like these Joe wished
he’d stuck to being a joiner. He’d have turned the car and driven
away without another thought. He’d have read about it later in the
newspapers and wondered what Inverness was coming to. He’d have
talked about it on the job, speculated with his workmates about who
had done it and why. And then he’d have forgotten about it.

But he’d become a policeman, which meant
he had to investigate. And it meant he’d keep seeing the body over
and over in his head, whenever he closed his eyes. And he’d have
that smell of blood and the subtle hint of gun smoke stuck in his
nose for days. And that sinking feeling, wondering how long it was
going to take to find out who did it, how many more might die while
they tried to figure it out, and when the hell he would next get a
day off.

*

DC Nigel Roberts was not happy. He’d come
back from a union meeting and been sent straight out with Jimmy
Jackson to a sneak theft in the Crown. An old dear, went upstairs
to hoover. Came down and found the back door burst open and her TV,
purse and laptop gone. Jackson had been a sarcastic pig. Why
weren’t her laptop and purse out of sight, instead of sitting on a
table in the living room? And why did she need a laptop anyway?
Online gambling?

The old dear had been fit for him. Skype
was much easier than bush telegraph when it came to contacting her
family in Australia, she’d said. Jackson looked puzzled. He
probably didn’t even know what Skype was.

While Jackson was dusting the kitchen for
prints, the old dear told Roberts to take a seat in the living
room. ‘Is he your superior?’

Roberts winked. ‘What do you think?’

She laughed. ‘Coffee?’

‘Yes please.’

There was a shout from the kitchen. ‘Milk
and two sugars.’

She rolled her eyes. ‘Don’t remember
offering him anything. Chocolate biscuit?’

Roberts nodded.

Proper coffee and a couple of decent
biscuits. If only they were all like that. She’d never see the
goods again, but hopefully her insurance would pay out. Roberts
tried to let her down gently.

She shook her head. ‘Don’t worry about me.
The laptop was playing up. I was thinking of getting rid of it for
a tablet. iPad Air 2, maybe. Fingerprint recognition – no need to
bother with a passcode. Weighs less than half a kilo. What do you
think, son?’

Roberts hadn’t a clue. He might try and
give Joe Galbraith the impression he was a technical whizz kid, but
it wasn’t hard to impress Joe. There would be no fooling this old
bird.

‘And see that FaceTime?
Far better than Skype. My grandkids in Sydney have their own
iPhones. I’ll just contact them direct. Bypass the scowling parents
sitting like stooges in front of the family PC. I’ve been thinking
about it for ages – this has given me the shove I needed. Every
cloud, son; every cloud. And speaking of clouds, plenty of space on
the iCloud for the photos and music.’

Roberts smiled, and kept quiet. She looked
at her watch and nodded towards the kitchen. ‘Himself’s taking his
time. If he’d hurry up, I could get a taxi to Argos. There’s a
cracking deal on a 42 inch Wi-Fi enabled smart Sony. I saw it in
Which? You can even talk to the thing. Tell it what films you want
to watch and it’ll come up with a list.’

Roberts smiled. ‘Aye? I shout at mine all
the time, but it’s not that obliging. You’ll need to get the door
fixed before you go anywhere. And definitely before you bring any
new technology into the house.’

‘Aye, son; you’re right.
I’ll get hold of a joiner when you leave.’

Roberts thought of Joe Galbraith. He used
to be a joiner. He’d probably offer to repair the door in his own
time. He was a bit of a softy, though he hid it well. Roberts’
phone rang. It was Joe Galbraith.






The old dear smiled when Roberts ended the
call. ‘That fair brightened you up. What is it? A gun battle down
the High Street?’

She wasn’t far off the mark, only it
wasn’t down the High Street.

***

 




Chapter 2






As she passed through the women’s clothing
in Debenhams, Sharon MacRae saw herself in the mirror and smiled.
What was it her mother used to say about a pig’s ear and a silk
purse? Or was it a sow’s ear? Whatever it was, turns out the old
cow was wrong. You could do it, if you had money. You could do
anything with enough money. Should she worry where the money was
coming from? Aye, right. She was doing nothing wrong. Someone had
fallen for her. Someone rich. Why would she worry about that?

A smiling sales assistant approached. ‘Can
I help?’

‘No, just looking.’ But
why not? Just because she’d never asked for help before, it didn’t
mean she couldn’t now. ‘Eh…aye, you can help, please. I was looking
for one of those bras, the ones that push you up.’ She pushed her
hands further down in her pockets, just to stop herself from
showing the girl what she meant. She waited for the shop
assistant’s scorn. It must be coming. In fact, was that not the
bird that had caught her in the home department two years ago, with
a frying pan up her jumper? The frying pan had pushed her boobs up,
all right. And made a hell of a mark on the side of the assistant’s
face. She peered closer. No mark on the girl’s face, and she was
still smiling, waiting to help.

Sharon left with three bras. She wore one
of them, the pink balcony bra with black edging, and she felt
fabulous. In M&S, she checked the recipe from the Tesco
magazine. Spinach, ricotta, fresh pasta and crème fraiche. A year
ago, she wouldn’t have set foot in M&S, and she certainly
wouldn’t have got excited over finding organic spinach.

She decided to stop by Linda’s for a quick
cookery lesson, if her friend was home. Linda was a cook on an oil
rig, and there had been a time when her schedule was imprinted on
Sharon’s brain. She’d count the days until her friend came home, so
she could tap her for a tenner.

Linda was home. They hadn’t seen each
other for a while. She looked Sharon up and down. ‘Looking good,
Shar. Your hair’s gorgeous.’

Sharon smiled. ‘Cheers.’

‘And check the teeth. Is
that crowns?’

‘Bridges.’

‘Must be going well with
Christopher.’

‘Not bad, Lind; not bad
at all.’

They drank coffee while Linda talked
Sharon through the recipe.

‘Thanks, Linda. You’re a
pal. When are you away again?’

‘Next week.’ She dipped
a biscuit in her coffee. ‘How are the boys doing?’

‘Sound. Liam’s a wee
darling, and Ryan’s still a big gobby shite.’

‘No change there,
then.’

As Sharon walked down Grant Street, she
wondered if it was time to ask the Council for a move. Kinmylies,
maybe. Dalneigh? Raigmore? Not that any of these areas were
perfect, but there was no escaping the stigma of living ‘down the
Ferry’. It didn’t seem to have put Christopher off, but still.
Maybe it was time for a change.

But how would Ryan feel about a move? Liam
would be fine no matter where they went. Nine years old and still
talking about being a copper. He wouldn’t mind, as long as he was
with his mum. But Ryan was different. He scared Sharon sometimes.
That look, as if he might be thinking of hitting her. Maybe she was
mistaken. Maybe it was the memory of her brother battering her
mother that time, before they took him away. A memory that had
scarred her and scared her and fucked her right up. Ryan wouldn’t
do that; he wouldn’t. Maybe she’d best just stay where she was.

*

She had no idea she was being watched. Too
busy gloating over her hair and her new teeth, her designer gear
and her shopping bags. Smug bitch. Did she really think any of that
cosmetic shit could change what she was? First time he’d seen her,
about a year ago, she was such a mess. No way did he think she’d
ever be a threat to him, that she’d take what was his. Look at her,
thinking she was something special, as she walked down to the
Ferry. Down the fucking Ferry? Bitch. If he had his way, she’d be
six feet under, along with everyone else that had crossed him.

But he couldn’t stick around here. The
town would be crawling with cops by now. As he drove away, he
smiled. He might not be able to bury her yet, but the shit was
about to hit the fan in her smug little world. Big style.

*

Life might be looking up, but Sharon
didn’t half miss her fags. It wasn’t the same drinking coffee and
watching TV without a proper fag. Christopher had bought her a
fancy e-cigarette, but it didn’t really hit the spot. It stopped
Ryan nicking her fags, though; that was one plus.

As she sat down with a coffee and the
remote control, she heard a key in the door; Ryan must be home
early. She winced as the door slammed and the walls shook. And
again when he slammed his bedroom door. Why was he always so noisy
and aggressive and bloody annoying? And why wasn’t he at school? At
least when she’d skived off school, she hadn’t the barefaced cheek
to come home. She used to hang out in the park or down the canal.
Not that her mother would have given a shit whether she went to
school or not; she just wouldn’t have wanted Sharon around any
longer than absolutely necessary, cramping her style.

Style? Aye, right. Scared one of her paedo
boyfriends might fancy trying his hand with Sharon or her sister.
It didn’t work, did it? Not when you left said paedos to babysit so
you could go out with your mates. Old bitch. If Sharon ever came
across her again, she’d kill her.

Her hands shaking, Sharon rummaged in her
bag for the e-cig. What she wouldn’t give for a good lungful of
carcinogenic compounds and toxins, a healthy dose of formaldehyde,
ammonia and arsenic. They couldn’t be that bad for you, could they?
Arsenic? Christopher was probably making it up. Gullible cow, she’d
taken his word for it. She could look it up on her new pink Acer
netbook, if she wasn’t a) terrified of the damn thing, and b)
terrified he’d check what she’d been looking at, and hammer
her.

Sharon’s mood plummeted. A rich boyfriend
didn’t change anything. She would always be a useless junkie, and
he would never be anything but a man. Nothing good had ever come
from a man that showed interest in her. He needed his head
examined, and so did she. Just ‘cos he’d never hit her, it didn’t
mean a thing. Maybe he was reeling her in, just like her dead
husband, Peter MacRae, had done. Treating her like a princess until
she was hooked. Then it would start.

This was no use. She had to do something
to change her way of thinking. Nip to the shop for fags and a
half-bottle? It was tempting. Nah; she’d try the abdominal
breathing exercises Christopher had taught her when she started
reducing her methadone. She lay on the couch, one hand on her
chest, the other on her belly. As she inhaled, she imagined her
diaphragm contracting and her lungs stretching. She was getting
better at this; her chest hadn’t risen at all. She held her breath,
then she tightened her tummy muscles, forcing the air out through
pursed lips. Three or four times, and her mind was quieter, her
body relaxing into the sofa. This shit worked.

Or it might have, if the living-room door
hadn’t opened with a kick that almost took it off its hinges.
Sharon sat up, her head spinning as the calm evaporated. Ryan
dashed past with a pile of clothes in his arms, heading for the
kitchen.

‘What are you
doing?’

No answer. Ignorant wee shit.

‘I said, what the fuck
are you doing?’

Nothing.

She counted to forty, before she went
through to the kitchen. The air was thick with the scent of lotus
flower and jasmine, and Ryan was standing watching his clothes
immersing and turning darker in the washing machine, a look of
sheer terror on his face.

‘Ryan, what is it?
What’s wrong?’

He often ignored her, but not like this,
like he didn’t even know she was there. She wanted to touch him, to
hold him. She reached out a timid hand. A thump stopped her. And
another.

It was his new trainers, thumping round in
the washing machine. And was that his jeans and his new jacket?
She’d lived with his father long enough to know what this meant.
‘Get to the shower.’

And still he stood there, watching his
circling clothes. She shoved him as hard as she could. ‘In the
shower. Go.’

He went. There was something white under
the table. A sock, with a splatter of small red specks down one
side. The phone was shaking in her hand. ‘Christopher, I need you.
Now.’

***

 




Chapter 3






The victim had looked quite serene for
someone who’d taken a bullet through the chest. Probably hadn’t a
clue it was coming. He’d been shot in the back, through the car
seat. Maybe he’d been chatting about something pleasant, completely
unaware that his back-seat passenger was about to cut the
conversation in the most drastic of ways.

Joe was back at the station now, a map of
Inverness spread out on the table. Had the sprinting youth been in
the car with the murder victim? The timing was right. The victim’s
car had been stopped on Kenneth Street near Central School, heading
towards Tomnahurich Street. The driver of the next car that came
along hadn’t seen anyone leave the abandoned car. When he came up
behind it, the front passenger door and the door behind the driver
were open. He’d signalled, pulled out, glanced to his left to give
the driver a glare for stopping in such a stupid place. And freaked
out.

He’d swerved onto the pavement, embedding
his car in a wall, as an oncoming car crunched into his passenger
side. The road was well and truly blocked. Minutes later, Joe was
on the scene. When he’d called in the incident, he’d mentioned the
boy and the direction in which he was running. A patrol car had a
look, but no luck. Joe checked his watch. Almost two hours had
passed; plenty of time to destroy any evidence.

But was the boy the shooter? If he’d been
in the back seat behind the driver, surely he’d have been on the
other side of the road when he bolted past Joe, several cars
further back, just before the lights at the top of Fairfield
Road.

Though he hadn’t seen the boy’s face, Joe
was certain he knew him: the build, the way he ran, the hair. The
more he tried to think, the cloudier his head became. The lack of
sleep wasn’t helping. On cue, he felt his scar start to itch.
Bloody Stephen MacLaren.

But wait. There was something, a vague
shadow flitting through Joe’s head. He tried to grasp it, but it
evaded him. Something about Stephen MacLaren and the youth. A
connection. A slim one.

Instead of trying to follow the shadow, he
traced his finger down Kenneth Street. The guys in the patrol car
had concentrated on Dalneigh and the Carse. Joe looked for routes
on the other side of Kenneth Street. The boy could have gone down
Celt Street or Wells Street and along the riverside to Grant
Street. There were any number of streets and lanes he could have
taken to stay off the main roads. And from Grant Street? Did he
cross the Black Bridge towards the town, or turn left towards the
Ferry?

The scar was itching again. No surprise.
Stephen MacLaren had murdered Moira Jacobs down the Ferry last
year. That was where it all began. And MacLaren had befriended
Moira Jacobs’ neighbour, Sharon MacRae, to get access to his
victim.

Sharon MacRae. Joe smiled. Of course. Much
as he’d have liked to challenge Sharon’s son, Ryan, as soon as
possible, Joe knew he couldn’t go near him. Not after being at the
scene. The possibility of cross-contamination would give Ryan’s
lawyer a field day, if it ever came to that.

*

Sharon wanted to hammer Ryan. Cocky wee
shit, eyeballing the Filth like an American gangster, just like his
father would have done.

‘What the fuck’s he
doing here?’ Ryan looked Roberts up and down, then he smirked at
Jackson. ‘And who’s that ugly numpty?’

Sharon saw rage in the older policeman’s
eyes. If she wasn’t here, he wouldn’t think twice about hitting
Ryan. Roberts smiled. ‘Come to see you, Ryan. Me and Detective
Constable Jackson. What you been up to today?’

‘Nice of you to show an
interest. This and that. Nothing much.’

‘Why are you not at
school?’

Sharon wanted to give him an alibi, tell
them he was sick or something, but she’d never been good at lying,
so she kept her mouth shut.

‘Wasn’t feeling well, so
I came home.’

Roberts nodded. ‘Is that what you were
wearing today?’

Ryan glanced down at his white t-shirt and
black trackie bottoms. ‘Looks like it.’

‘So you weren’t down on
Kenneth Street a couple of hours ago, in white trainers,
drop-crotch jeans and a puffer jacket?’

Sharon could have sworn there was a hint
of fear in her son’s eyes. Just for a moment. A blink and it was
gone. She’d probably imagined it. She knew she hadn’t.

The thumping grew louder. Sharon and Ryan
both glanced at the kitchen door. The officers ran. Roberts banged
on the washing machine. ‘Stop this thing. Now!’

Sharon hadn’t a clue how to stop it. It
was brand new, all flashing lights and annoying jingles. When the
cycle was finished, it played Schubert’s ‘Trout’. Why play a tune?
What was wrong with a beep or a blinking red light?

‘Where’s the
plug?’

She had no idea. Christopher had had it
installed while she was out. She came home to find her thirty year
old third-hand Hotpoint gone, and this shining streamlined Samsung
in its place.

Roberts lunged at three switches on the
wall. The first two put the oven and the fridge off. The third
stopped the washing machine, with a whining reluctance and a sad
little tune.

Jackson crouched before the machine.
‘Looks like a puffer jacket, jeans and trainers to me. Son, you’re
nicked, and so is this monstrosity’.

*

‘You?’ Jackson’s face was contorted into a
sneer. ‘Sitting in while we question Ryan? I don’t think so. For
all we know, it was you that put the washing on, trying to destroy
evidence.’

Sharon shook her head. ‘But Ryan’s told
you it was him. And the boys don’t have a social worker now. I’m
clean. I have been for ages.’

‘Aye, as clean as your
son’s clothes. Might look all right on the surface, but go any
deeper and it’s all there, all the shite of the day, just waiting
to come out. Shame your fancy new machine doesn’t have a DNA
removal cycle, a special programme for dealers, pimps and general
scum.’

Sharon’s fear turned to rage. She pointed
at Jackson. ‘Who the fuck are you calling scum?’

As Jackson laughed, Roberts stepped
between them. He frowned at Sharon. ‘I really don’t want to have to
arrest you, but I will if you don’t calm down.’

Jackson shook his head. ‘Mental
bitch.’

*

Sharon was glad it was Galbraith that
questioned her at the station. He seemed to believe her when she
said she hadn’t put the washing on. The female cop that accompanied
him wasn’t quite so accepting. How many fourteen year old boys knew
how to work a washing machine?

Sharon shrugged. ‘Just the ones with a
retard for a mother. I hadn’t a clue how to use it. He read the
book and showed me. He often puts his own washing on.’

‘And where does someone
on benefits get a top of the range machine like that?’

Sharon hesitated. She didn’t want them
knowing anything about Christopher. ‘Eh…a friend.’

‘What kind of friends
buy – ’

Galbraith stopped her. ‘Sharon, Ryan was
in school first thing this morning, but he didn’t come back after
the morning break. He’s been taking a lot of time off lately, and
showing up the next day with a note from you.’

Shit. What was Ryan up to? ‘He goes off
every morning and tells me he’s going to school. What can I do if
he leaves during the day?’

The woman screwed up her wee red face.
‘It’s your job to see that he goes to school and stays there. Not a
lot to ask, is it? Not as if you’re working yourself.’

Stuck up bitch. Bet she didn’t have any
kids. Sharon didn’t say what she was thinking. If it wasn’t for
Roberts, she’d have gone for Jackson earlier, and she’d be in
custody now too. She told them Ryan had gone to school as usual.
She didn’t know what he was wearing; she’d been in the bathroom
when he left. He went early, probably to avoid having to walk Liam
to school. She didn’t know who he’d been hanging about with. His
best mate was Sean Anderson, but there were others at school. ‘He
doesn’t tell me much, but I know he’d never have anything to do
with a shooting, with a murder. You must have got it wrong.’

The female cop sneered. ‘You’re the one
that’s been getting it wrong, for the last fourteen years.’

Sharon didn’t know how to answer that. The
bitch was probably right. ‘Can I wait for Ryan?’

The officer laughed. ‘Your concern is so
touching.’

Galbraith frowned at his colleague, then
he smiled at Sharon. ‘There’s no point waiting. I don’t think
Ryan’s going anywhere any time soon. We’ll call you if there’s any
change.’






Sharon crossed to the petrol station and
bought a bottle of water. Time was, she wouldn’t have paid for
water. Even this stuff in plastic bottles wasn’t good for her,
Christopher said, but it was better than a fizzy drink. She’d a bit
of a thirst after last night. They’d been out for a meal and a few
drinks, and she’d overdone the wine. It was the happiness that did
it. Aye, right. Happy, sad, excited, down – was there a state of
mind that didn’t make her want to drink? But she had been happy,
and it wasn’t just the money Christopher had given her; it was
knowing that someone liked her enough to want to spend time with
her, to listen and learn about her. He wanted to know her favourite
colour, favourite singer, favourite designer, favourite vegetable.
No one else had ever given a shit about whether she had a favourite
anything.

He’d come straight away when she’d phoned
him earlier. He hadn’t asked any questions and he hadn’t seen Ryan.
He just listened to Sharon, then he put the sock in a plastic
sandwich bag, as if he was a scene of crime officer. Stuffed it in
his pocket and said he’d take care of it. She’d rung him again from
the station, and he’d offered to arrange and pay for a solicitor
for Ryan. The best. She didn’t ask how he knew the best criminal
solicitors.

Christopher came across as a decent guy.
His father had died two years earlier and he’d inherited money.
He’d moved up from London, bought property in Inverness and started
a letting business called Brent Properties. It all seemed on the
level, but really? No decent guy was going to fancy her. Decent or
not, she didn’t want to lose him.

Please, please, please. Not now. If she
repeated it often enough, maybe he wouldn’t finish with her.

***

 




Chapter 4






The shooting victim was Gordon Sutherland,
a local SNP councillor, DI Black told the officers gathered for the
briefing. Married with two grown up kids, he’d left the council
offices about an hour before he was found dead. He’d been expected
at a constituency meeting that afternoon. His wife, Roz Sutherland,
was at the opening of an art exhibition at a gallery near Beauly
when her husband was killed. She’d been interviewed by DI Black and
Joe Galbraith. She wasn’t being considered a suspect for now. Door
to door enquiries were ongoing, but there was nothing of interest
so far. The post mortem would take place in the morning.

Roberts updated them on Ryan MacRae. He
couldn’t remember where he’d been after leaving school. Just
wandering about. Nowhere near Kenneth Street, of course, and DS
Galbraith could really do with a trip to Specsavers. That got
Roberts a laugh.

Ryan had no alibi. A partial print on the
inside handle of the front passenger door of the victim’s car might
be a match for his thumbprint, but it wasn’t conclusive. The
contents of the washing machine had gone for analysis. One black
puffer jacket, a black sweat-shirt, white t-shirt, a pair of
drop-crotch jeans, boxer shorts, white trainers and one white sock.
They had turned Sharon MacRae’s flat upside down, but there was no
sign of the other sock.

Ryan was still in custody. It was unusual
to keep a child of fourteen in a cell at the police station, but
the severity of the crime and Ryan’s likely association with
criminals gave the police the authority they needed. The situation
had to be reviewed every few hours, and Social Work was closely
involved. The other alternative was a secure unit, but there were
none in the Highlands. Hopefully they’d get something from Ryan’s
mobile phone and his clothes. If they didn’t get anything, Ryan
would walk. For now.

As Joe left the briefing and headed for
the canteen, he wondered about Ryan. Chances were he’d inherited
more than a surname from his late father. He fitted a profile that
had been mapped out for him long before he was old enough to talk.
Dysfunctional family. Mother an addict. Abusive drug-dealing
father, that he probably now idolised. He’d been referred to the
Children’s Reporter before for his behaviour. And yet, his little
brother seemed so different. Liam was cheerful and friendly. And
Sharon was okay; she’d had her problems, but she’d never been in
trouble with the police.

Who knew? One thing Joe did know was that
he wouldn’t be seeing Carla tonight.

*

PC Carla MacKenzie was at her third call
in as many hours. Another shop in Nairn targeted by a group of
shop-lifters. Her colleague was taking a statement from the manager
when Carla saw herself in the mirror. Thank God for the hat. She
couldn’t remember when she’d last washed her hair. It was hard to
distinguish one morning from another. Nausea, aching, greyness. So
tired, the thought of even turning the shower on made her want to
crawl back into bed. She’d forced herself into the shower each
morning, but a quick scrub was as much as she’d managed this week,
followed by a dusting of dry shampoo.

She was supposed to be seeing Joe later.
The very thought was exhausting. Another shower. A hair wash.
Attempt at cheeriness. Something more. No way. Maybe she’d call it
off, crawl into bed as soon as she got home. She glanced in the
mirror again, and saw her face turning grey. Her eyes looked so
dull, and were her cheeks starting to sink? She heard her colleague
say her name. And then the grey in her head turned to black.






Carla dreamed of a North Uist summer.
Walking with her father down the track towards the beach. She
wanted to run ahead. She wanted to pluck the dancing poppies that
peeped out of the whispering crops, take them home to her aunt. She
wanted to chase the rabbits that bolted this way and that,
everywhere she looked. But she couldn’t. To do that, she would have
to let go of her father’s hand. She couldn’t.

When they reached the tickling marram
grass, he let go of her hand. For a moment there was panic in her
heart, and then he lifted her. She felt his body sink with each
step into the soft sand. ‘Do your legs not get scratched,
Daddy?’

He didn’t answer. He was gazing through
the gap, to a sea as blue as the stone in her mother’s ring. The
water was bright with diamonds that danced on the shifting ocean
like fairy lights.

On the summit of the dune, he put her
down. They held hands and ran down the slope to the stretching
white sands, right to the edge of the sea. She giggled as the foamy
water tickled her toes. A strand of seaweed tried to get her. It
would have dragged her in if she hadn’t jumped. It would have taken
her all the way to America.

‘Daddy, the seaweed’s
not getting me.’

There was no answer. She turned and he was
gone. The lonely sands stretched all around her.






Her head was as light as air, her body
like stone. There were people surrounding her, but she couldn’t
make out their features. Maybe they weren’t real; just shadows,
dancing and mumbling, caressing her arm with the lightest of touch,
then the sharpest of pricks. Something looming closer, a brilliant
white light searing into her eyes and forcing them to close. Her
body getting lighter, rising, floating. The sky over the beach a
deep turquoise. Her dad is hiding. He must be, just on the other
side of the dunes.

*

Joe had just started on the Gordon
Sutherland report when the custody officer at Nairn called. Carla
was in Accident and Emergency at Raigmore Hospital. Joe phoned the
hospital and was told there was no point in coming up to see her.
She was drifting in and out of consciousness, and they were doing
tests. Had she been ill recently? Could she be pregnant? His throat
constricting with something that felt like fear, but could have
been shame, Joe told the nurse he hadn’t seen Carla for a week. She
hadn’t felt well at the weekend. He’d offered to go round, but
she’d said she was too tired; she was going to bed. He didn’t tell
the nurse he’d offered to join her there. Nice try, Carla had said,
her voice weary. He’d wondered then if she’d had enough of him. It
was only a matter of time; he knew that. But then she’d suggested
doing something tonight – she was sure she’d be better by then.

Pregnant? No way. She’d have told him.
Just ‘cos they didn’t see each other as often as they’d have liked,
she’d have told him. The nurse asked about her next of kin. They
wouldn’t do that if it wasn’t serious, would they? He told her
Carla’s mother lived in South Carolina. She had no siblings and no
other close family. That made him the first point of contact.
They’d call him as soon as they had any news.

*

Carla scrambled up the sand dunes,
shouting for her father. At the top, she scanned the view. Across
the machair, there were tiny houses in a ragged row. The white one
was her aunt and uncle’s, between the tallest and the smallest.
Maybe her dad had gone back. But why would he leave her here all
alone?

There were voices. Insistent annoying
voices. Making her head sore. Carla, they said; Carla, wake up.

No way. She couldn’t leave the beach
without her dad. What if she never found him again? And suddenly,
he was there, standing on the track, smiling. ‘Go. They’re waiting
for you.’

‘But I want to stay with
you.’

‘I’ll be here. Come and
find me.’

‘But, Daddy; I can’t go
on my own. I’m too wee.’

He was shaking his head. Blowing a kiss.
Fading.






‘Carla.’ A harsh voice. The smell of cheap
body spray and antiseptic. Two uneven rows of yellow teeth.

‘Daddy…’

The nurse’s words made little sense to
Carla. She couldn’t grasp them. Something about her blood cell
count. She just wanted to sleep. But that wasn’t going to happen.
Clanging metal. Shrieking nurses. Gossiping patients. It was
torture. Exhaustion was pouring over her in waves, but every time
she dropped off, some bugger would start again. She opened her eyes
and the curtains round the bed were closed. Maybe they thought that
was enough to keep the noise out.

Her eyes were open when the curtains shook
and shifted. And he was there. Not her dad, but someone just as
solid and sure. And just as loved. Joe’s face was as grey as the
face she’d glimpsed earlier in the mirror, his blue eyes worried
and his forehead frowning.

Her hand in his felt so good, until the
dizziness came. He pushed her hair back from her damp forehead and
wiped her face with a soft towel. He smiled and kissed her hand.
‘You gave me a fright.’

‘Now you know how it
feels.’ Her voice was weak and croaky. ‘Same hospital
too.’

Joe smiled and moved his hand towards his
scar. She’d sat by his bed in Raigmore last year, waiting for him
to come round. It was the first time she’d met his parents, as they
dotted back and fore between him and his sister, Lucy, who was
recovering from pneumonia after jumping into the sea to escape
Stephen MacLaren.

‘Will I phone your
mum?’

Carla shook her head. ‘I’ll do it later.
Listen, there’s someone else you could call for me. I don’t have
his number in my mobile phone. It’s in my address book at home, in
the drawer in the hall table. It’s my cousin in North Uist: Ronald
MacKenzie.’

‘No problem. I might be
quite late home though. Do they know what it is yet?’

Carla shook her head. She saw him glance
at his watch. ‘Go.’

‘I don’t have
to.’

‘You do. I
understand.’

***

 




Chapter 5






Roz Sutherland put the phone down and
waited. She got about five seconds silence before it rang again.
When would it stop? Would she ever get a chance to mourn her
husband in peace? ‘Councillor Davis. Thank you for calling; I
appreciate it. No, I don’t know what happened; I’ve been told very
little. I don’t think the police know much. It’s very early days.
Yes. A shooting. Yes. Kenneth Street. No, I don’t know who was with
him.’

The same questions. The same answers. The
same comments. Over and over. She left the phone off the hook after
the call. The kids knew to call her mobile. They’d both be home
tomorrow with their partners. She was glad they were in
relationships. It was much easier for her to cope with their
grief.

But how and when was she going to cope
with her own grief? She made a pot of tea and reached for two mugs.
As she put one back, she realised she’d never pour him another cup
of tea. Never. It was so hard to take in. How could he be here this
morning, drinking his tea, irritating her by dropping crumbs of
toast on the floor, and then just be gone? He’d looked so peaceful
when she’d identified him. No sign on his face of the violence that
had taken him.

As her lips had brushed his waxen cheek,
she’d tried to remember if she’d kissed him goodbye that morning.
Thirty years of marriage. Had they kissed every morning? She really
didn’t know. And she bet he wouldn’t have known either.

She sat in the conservatory and watched
the sky darken. As she gazed into the gloom, she wondered if she
might just sleep here, on the sagging sofa. She couldn’t imagine
going up to bed alone. How often had she wished for the bed to
herself, for a night’s sleep uninterrupted by his snoring and
restlessness? It hadn’t happened often during their marriage.

She put the mug of tea on the floor and
wrapped her arms around herself. She didn’t want to cry. If she
started now, she might never stop, and that wouldn’t do. She could
keep the tears at bay, but not the questions. A shooting? The irony
wasn’t lost on her. He’d been the most vocal of the local
councillors when the story broke about armed police attending
routine calls. In Inverness? It had really shaken him.

And who had he been with today? And what
was he doing? She tried to remember what he’d said in the morning
about his day ahead. Was she going senile or had she just stopped
listening? He’d taken early retirement from his job as an English
teacher ten years ago. His father had died shortly before that, his
mother years earlier. No one had been more surprised than Gordon to
find out just how wealthy his elderly parents had been. They didn’t
give away much in their lifetime, but they left enough to pay off
the mortgage and see the kids through university. And quite a bit
more. Roz had been worried about him giving up work, and becoming a
councillor. They’d manage, he’d always said, and she’d taken his
word for it. Was that wise? She had friends that wouldn’t trust a
man to put the bin out, far less take control of everything. And it
was everything. Well, everything that mattered. She’d had her say
on holidays and children and where they would live, but she’d taken
nothing to do with their finances. She’d earned a little over the
years as an art therapist, and spent it all.

There was no support in the old sofa, and
Roz’s back started to protest. She didn’t expect to sleep, but she
might as well lie in a comfortable bed. She checked her phone.
Nothing from the kids. How would they cope with this violent
intrusion into their steady lives? They’d always been so sheltered.
Inverness might be the capital of the Highlands, but it wasn’t
exactly crime central. They’d lived in Glasgow for a while when the
kids were young, but Gordon had hated it. He’d said he never felt
safe there, not like he did in Inverness. Safe?

She reached for the cup of tea, and felt
her hand brush against something soft. His slippers. How often had
she told him not to leave them under a chair or the table, in the
bathroom or the garden shed? If he was out, they should be in the
porch waiting for his return. Simple.

She left his slippers, and took the cup
through to the kitchen. As she passed the front door, she saw a
long white envelope on the mat. The first written condolences, no
doubt.

There were no condolences in the envelope.
Just a photograph. One that would keep Roz awake all night.

*

Joe wanted to stay in Carla’s flat and lie
in her king-size bed, enfolded in the softness of her tasteful
Egyptian cotton bedding, breathing in her fragrance. Pervert.

Back in his own cottage in Nairn’s
Fishertown, he wondered if it was too late to phone the cousin that
Carla had never mentioned before. He knew her grandparents had come
from North Uist, but he’d never known her to be in touch with
anyone there. Maybe he’d leave it until tomorrow. Fit it in
somewhere during the day. Aye, right. He’d forget all about it,
until he visited Carla and saw the disappointment in her eyes.

Joe wanted to tell this Ronald MacKenzie
that he and Carla were more than just colleagues; they were a
couple, and had been for ages. So why did he feel like a dry
characterless cop breaking bad news?

‘Tell her…tell her I’m
here,’ Ronald said.

I think she knows where you are, Joe
thought.

‘I’m here, whenever she
needs me.’

Joe felt like an arse.

As soon as he put the phone down, it rang.
It was his sister, Lucy. She was studying law and doing a placement
at a law centre in Inverness. Joe had meant to call in to see her
at their parents’ home after work, but that was before the
shooting. Lucy sounded tired. She wasn’t sure if social welfare law
was for her. She’d had a hard day and the only positive thing was
that their parents were in Lanzarote and she had the house to
herself.

She asked him how his day was. Not good,
he told her. A fatal shooting and a girlfriend in hospital. That
really cheered her up.

*

On North Uist, Ronald MacKenzie pulled the
barn door over and turned to the sea. The sun had almost set. It
would be another good day tomorrow. Overhead, a crow was harassing
a falcon. It always made him smile to watch the brave clumsy crow
attack the sleek bird that could kill it with so little effort. The
falcon gave in, as if it really couldn’t be bothered with the
hassle. Ronald watched it fly towards the west. Maybe over on the
Committee Road it would find its prey, with no interference from
the crows.

His thoughts were with Carla as he sank
into the old chair in the kitchen, a muddy trail of footsteps
leading from the back door to the chair. When had he last forgotten
to leave his boots at the door? Taking them off had become as
natural to him as taking his clothes off before bed. But when had
he last had to worry about anyone else? Carla was the last of the
line, ten years younger than him, and he hadn’t seen her since her
father’s funeral.

Who was Joe Galbraith? Was he a colleague
or something more? Sounded like something more. Carla hadn’t
mentioned him, but then her calls were short. Regular enough, but
never very detailed. All she wanted to hear about was the croft or
the weather or the beach. She should come and see for herself, he’d
told her often enough. One day, she kept saying; one day she’d come
home.

As he rinsed his mug, he saw Will’s
shambling figure down at the shore. The tide was out. He must be
searching for cockles or winkles. Both, probably. And seaweed. Was
that what he lived on? Sometimes Ronald left food near Will’s
caravan. A few carrots and potatoes, and a piece of meat
occasionally. Nothing much. He’d get a wave as thanks, and that was
enough.

His tea made, Ronald buttered himself a
scone and sat by the stove. On cue, a wet black nose poked out from
under the chair. He ate the scone slowly, and the nose waited. He
laughed as her head appeared, mouth open. The last bit of scone was
always Bessie’s.

***

 




Chapter 6






Christopher lay awake until he was certain
Sharon was sleeping. He eased himself away from her and out of the
bed, careful to ensure that his left leg took his weight. He
reached to the chair for his stick. Ah, he’d left the passion
killer downstairs. Seemed the best place for it at the time. Maybe
he should rethink the layout of his home, change the downstairs
study to a bedroom. He probably shouldn’t have bought a house on
two levels, but he was reluctant to give in to his injured leg.
These were things you expected to consider when you reached seventy
or eighty, not before you turned forty.

As he tackled the stairs in the dark, he
remembered Dr Griffiths’ warnings. There were things he should
never do, and going downstairs without his stick was one of them.
Doing it in the dark was another. He made it in one piece.

As he waited for his laptop to start, he
considered getting a new one. This was taking longer every day. He
could have used his phone, but he found it easier to type on the
laptop. There was an email waiting for him, as he knew there would
be. It had been sent at 10:30pm, as usual. Did Todd sit and wait
for 10:30 before he pressed ‘send’?






Mate, how’s the leg now?
Hope it’s better. I did that bit of business for you, so no need to
worry about it. Strange day. Good to get things sorted
out.

Can you believe it’ll
soon be ten years? It’s mental. Don’t know where the time has gone.
We have to do something special.

Sleep well. Yours
always. T






Christopher’s shoulders felt heavy as he
typed his reply.






Cheers for that, mate.
Leg much better now. Nothing new. Heading off to bed. Will be in
touch. C






It was half twelve. Todd wouldn’t like
that. Two hours was a long time to wait for a reply. And the reply
was too short. Too impersonal. There was a time when Christopher
would have sat for ages trying to think of something suitable to
say. Anything to appease Todd. Now it felt like a burden he could
do without.

*

Unbelievable. Two hours waiting for a
reply, and that was all Chris could manage. Who did he think he
was? He was really taking the piss now. Heading off to bed? He’d
been in bed for two and a half hours with that fucking tart. Their
nonsense on the couch before they went upstairs had nearly turned
Todd’s stomach. All that fuss about a new bra. And those kind of
contortions were not good for Chris’s leg. Then, when they stood
up, still wrapped around each other like a couple of mating stick
insects, the clumsy tart knocked against the DAB radio, turning it
the wrong way round. All he could see then was the wall. He could
still hear them, though. Made him shudder.

Bastard. After all he’d done for him
today, not to mention over the last ten years. And Chris hadn’t
even bothered to acknowledge that. It was the tart. Wasn’t like
that before she came along. He could count on a response to his
email within minutes then. What was going on? As far as he knew,
and he was certain he knew everything that went on in Chris’s
house, she’d never been there before today, far less stayed
over.

He wasn’t having this. No fucking way. He
slammed down the lid of the laptop. Someone was going to pay.

***
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