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For Stewart Bain: Orcadian, reader and friend.





Prologue

ARCHIE STOUT SCREAMED INTO THE STORM. His voice was as loud and echoing as a foghorn, but the noise of the wind blew the words away, scattered them like spindrift over the water. Incoherent and pointless. The person they were aimed at couldn’t have heard them anyway. The torchlight had already disappeared, swallowed up by the midwinter darkness, and Archie was alone.

He was Orcadian, a Westray man born and raised. He loved a good gale, the power and the drama of it, and there was a trace of childish pleasure in his fury now. An exhilaration. He loved a good argument too, especially when he knew he was in the right.

That moment passed. He was dressed for the weather, but there was no joy in standing here, ancient bones and rocks under his feet, when the Pierowall Hotel bar was waiting for him, and his friends had been expecting him an hour ago. He imagined the warmth of the fire and the laughter when he arrived, soaking, his hair sleeked to his head and his beard still dripping. Their words: ‘Where have you been, man? What the hell have you been doing out in this kind of weather?’

There was still that problem that had been troubling him all day. Archie wasn’t sure how that could best be dealt with. It wasn’t something to discuss with Vaila, certainly. If his father had still been alive, he might have known the right thing to do. For the island and the family.

Then it came to Archie that he could talk to Jimmy Perez. Jimmy was his oldest and closest friend, a relative of a kind. Jimmy was a wise man. He could tell what other folk were thinking and feeling. Archie would phone him first thing in the morning. That decision made, it felt as if a weight had been lifted from him, and he shone his torch away from the sea and towards the path to his car.

The light coming his way almost seemed like a reflection of his own torchlight at first, wavering through the gloom. Archie stood where he was, curious, waiting for it to reach him. He saw a figure appear before him, shapeless, wrapped in a waterproof that reached to the boots. Anonymous until Archie shone his torch into the face.

‘Ah,’ he said. ‘So it’s you.’




Chapter One

WILLOW LOVED GETTING TO THE ISLANDS by ferry, even now with a baby in her belly, and a four-year-old to care for, and the boat already late because of the earlier storm. Winter in Orkney stirred her like no other season. It was the exhilaration of wild, windy days and the chance of exploring the islands’ secrets alone for a while, until the tourists came again. Digging in. Rooting herself and her family in this place. Because she and her man, Jimmy Perez, had already decided that they would never leave here.

She’d treated herself to a Magnus Lounge pass, and sat on one of the comfortable sofas, with James lying sleeping on her lap, staring out at the darkness and then at the approaching lights of home, thinking that if she weren’t pregnant, she’d be raising a glass of Highland Park malt whisky to this place and her life here. She’d been south to visit an elderly relative in Aberdeen while she could still travel, and now she was glad to be coming home again. The child was due in six weeks’ time. She’d be giving birth to a winter baby and that thrilled her too.

The lounge was almost empty. There weren’t many visitors at this time of year, and most of the locals were in their cabins. She’d never been seasick, and James seemed to have inherited her resistance to the affliction. The boat would move on to Shetland once they’d stopped in Kirkwall. Shetland would always be special to her – Jimmy Perez had been born in Fair Isle, the southernmost island in the group, and Shetland was where they’d met – but gentler, more fertile Orkney was the home they’d made together.

It was midnight when they arrived. She carried the child, still sleeping, to the car deck and strapped him into his seat, then drove out with the handful of other vehicles onto the dock, with its shadowy industrial buildings, out of Kirkwall and into the country.

She’d been expecting Perez to be up, waiting for her, the fire still lit. She’d texted when they’d come close to shore and phone signal had been restored. There’d been no response, but Jimmy was as taciturn in text as he was in speech. There were lights in the downstairs windows of the old manse when she drove up. She could see them seeping through gaps in the curtains that had been drawn against the cold. But when she let herself in, she could tell at once that the house had been empty for a while, although there were still embers in the grate and the heating had been left on. If he’d been in, Jimmy would have heard the car pulling up outside and come into the hall to greet them, reaching out for his son, insisting that he be the person to put James to bed. His adopted fourteen-year-old daughter, Cassie, was part of the family too, of course, but she was in Shetland for the school holidays, staying with Duncan, her birth father and Celia his partner. Over Christmas, it would just be the three of them. And the child waiting to be born.

Now, Willow climbed the stairs and put James to bed. He’d already been changed into his pyjamas. She wasn’t anxious about Jimmy’s absence. It would be a work matter. He’d always cared too much about work, and now she was on maternity leave, he was more conscientious than he’d ever been. His patch included Shetland and Orkney and he was often pulled away. Perez had married when he was young, but the marriage hadn’t lasted. His wife couldn’t cope with the time and energy he’d given to his work. She’d called him ‘emotionally incontinent’, and it was true that all his sympathy seemed to be channelled towards the victims, the relatives and even the perpetrators of crime. Sometimes Willow wondered how he had anything left to give to his family. But she was passionate about her work too, and she understood.

She pushed the kettle onto the hotplate of the Rayburn to make tea, before seeing the note in Jimmy’s handwriting propped on the kitchen table.

Archie Stout is missing and Vaila is frantic. I’ve managed to get a boat to Westray. I’ll phone in the morning. So sorry. I miss you and love you.

She didn’t try to phone him. He’d be busy and anyway there’d probably be no signal. She wondered how he’d managed to get to Westray. It got dark so early at this time of year, and the weather had been so wild, though the wind was dropping now. Perhaps the lifeboat crew had taken Jimmy over there. It was possible that Archie had been out in his little creel boat and got into difficulties. He was a farmer more than a fisherman. The storm had come on suddenly, and its ferocity hadn’t been forecast. There was a niggle of anxiety at the back of her mind, but she knew it was pointless to guess what might have happened and tried to close it down. She’d taken up with Jimmy Perez knowing who he was, and she’d been determined not to try to change him.

Besides, she understood his desperate attempt to get to the island of Westray. Archie Stout was a friend. The closest friend he had in Orkney. Perhaps his closest friend ever. They were relatives of a kind. A grandfather, or a great-grandfather, or uncle had moved to Orkney from Fair Isle, and Archie had spent many of his holidays on the Perez croft. Archie farmed on the island of Westray, living in Nistaben with his wife and two boys, and now the families were close too.

Willow drank her tea and went to bed. It was too late to phone Archie’s wife, Vaila, and in any case the man was probably safe at home. They might well be sitting in the farm kitchen eating a late supper, drinking in celebration at his return. He was a sociable man, a grand fiddle player. He liked a party, and any excuse would do. Willow was tired.

She woke in the morning to the quiet. No wind at all. It was still dark and there was no sound from James in the next room. She wondered for an instant what could have woken her and realized it was the humming of her phone. She’d switched it to silent, but she was a light sleeper and the buzzing had penetrated her sleep.

She reached for it before it stopped, saw it was from Perez, and allowed the relief to swirl round her stomach. Until then, she hadn’t realized that she’d woken with a sense of anxiety. There’d been a troubling dream, perhaps, though she couldn’t remember the detail.

‘Hello. You still in Westray with Archie and Vaila?’ The image she’d conjured the night before of the three of them drinking into the early hours, Archie playing his tunes, returned to her.

Then she realized that Perez was gasping and could hardly speak. It was as if he was struggling for breath.

‘Jimmy! What is it?’

‘It’s Archie.’ The words seemed to be forced out of his mouth. ‘He’s dead.’

‘How?’ She might be on maternity leave, but she was a detective. Not quite Jimmy’s boss, and with a wider brief, covering all the Scottish islands, but still with an instinct to be in charge. Her brain was already firing with the procedures that would have to be followed.

There was a long pause. ‘It looks like murder.’ Another pause. ‘It must be murder.’

‘Is there a doctor on the island who can certify death?’

‘Oh, he’s certainly dead.’ Jimmy was sobbing now. He was no longer holding it together. That excess of emotion again.

‘But you know the procedure, Jimmy. You know how it has to work.’

‘Sure. Yes, there’s a doctor.’

‘Where was he found?’ Now, Willow had the bedside light on and had found her notepad and a pencil.

‘On the Links of Noltland, just inland from Grobust beach. Close to the old archaeological dig.’

‘Any sign of cause of death?’

‘Blunt force trauma to the head. The weapon is still next to the body.’

‘We’ll get Dr Grieve from Aberdeen onto the next plane. You’ll make sure nobody else can get into the site.’

‘Of course.’ His voice was already calmer.

‘Who found the body?’

‘Me,’ he said, almost in a whisper. ‘It was me.’




Chapter Two

IT WAS COLD, THE FIRST FROST of the winter, shocking after an autumn of mild, windy days, and after the previous night’s storm. Jimmy Perez stood on a narrow dune, keeping guard over his friend’s body. When it was properly light, he’d have a view of the long beach. There was a footpath where dog-walkers came, a bench looking out to the sea. He’d asked Vaila’s mother to stay with Archie’s wife and bairns and was glad to be here alone until colleagues arrived from Orkney mainland on the early ferry into Westray. He looked north into the first light of dawn, everything shadowy and blurred, and not quite real. There was still a pale moon.

The fact of Archie’s death wasn’t real either. The man had always been very much alive, even larger than life, a risk-taker, fearless as a boy, leading the quiet Jimmy into mischief and adventure that he’d never have had the guts to face on his own. Perez had loved him for that. Perhaps it was Archie who’d given him the courage to move south to Aberdeen to join the police service, and Archie who’d pulled him back to the Northern Isles when his first marriage had failed. They’d been opposite in every way. Perez had inherited the dark looks of his Spanish ancestors and Archie was Viking through and through. Sandy-haired and icy-eyed, impulsive and quick to laughter and to anger. Tamed by Vaila, his childhood sweetheart, but not entirely. There’d still been an edge of danger to him.

Archie had been overjoyed when Perez had told him he was bringing his family to Orkney. He’d wrapped Jimmy in his arms and repeated over and over again: ‘What splendid news! Just splendid! The old team together again.’ The j in ‘just’ pronounced ch in the Orcadian way.

He’d helped them to find their new home in Harray, unloaded boxes and bags and drunk to their health. Archie was one reason why Perez had decided he never wanted to move again.

Perez looked at his phone to check the time. The ferry from Kirkwall would be arriving soon. It was a roll-on, roll-off and the officers would have a car with them. When they got here, he’d have to drive back to Nistaben and face Vaila. After he’d been dropped off at Rapness pier by the lifeboat crew, Perez had called in at the farm and asked to borrow a car. Westray was a big island, three times bigger than his original home of Fair Isle, and he’d known he’d need transport. He dreaded meeting Vaila this morning. She would be full of questions, and he knew that he had no answers to give.

He’d spoken to Willow. She’d manage matters with her usual quiet efficiency. He was overcome suddenly with a wave of gratitude for the woman who always had his back. She might look like a hippy with her long tangle of hair and charity shop clothes, but she was the best detective he knew. The best woman, wise and totally reliable. His woman. Despite his grief, he smiled at his good fortune.

He heard them before he saw them: Phil Bain and Ellie Shearer. Ellie was older, apparently happy to be in uniform and to stay a sergeant, policing their patch. Solid and sensible. She’d grown up in the north of England, had come to Orkney on holiday, fallen for an Orcadian and never returned. Phil was new and raw and innocent, and still looked like the student he’d recently been. He’d gone south to Teesside to do the policing course at the university there, but the pull of the islands had been too strong, and he’d returned. Their words were indistinct, but Perez could make out the tone, a mix of shock and excitement. They might have been aware of Archie as a musician and farmer, but they wouldn’t have known him well.

It was properly light now. The pair were walking down the path from the golf course, following Perez’s instructions, taking the route he’d used when he’d found Archie. They’d left their vehicle in the golf club car park. It always made Willow chuckle that Westray was sufficiently wealthy to have a golf club. There was a driveable track from the village, but Perez wanted to keep that clear in case of tyre marks. The rain of the previous night had left it a boggy quagmire though and he wasn’t hopeful that they’d find much of use. Now he called out to his colleagues to stay where they were. He didn’t want them stumbling over the body. Then he moved down the slope to greet them, only aware of how chilled he’d become as he started moving. He circled a good distance from the locus and joined them.

‘I’m sorry, Jimmy.’ Ellie spoke first. ‘I know you were good mates.’ She looked towards the body. It lay between patches of heavy black plastic, which was held down by dead tyres. ‘What’s this place? Some kind of dump?’

‘It was an archaeological dig. When they’d finished on it, they covered it for any other team that might want to come back to excavate again.’

Perez remembered one summer when the diggers were on the island. He’d been staying at Nistaben with Archie and his parents. He and Archie had been young then – eight or nine – and the students had seemed exciting, creatures from a different world. The archaeologists had been staying in a holiday rental owned by Archie’s parents. It was close to Nistaben Farm, and the team had held parties on the beach that went on late into the night. Perez and Archie had peered out of their bedroom window to see the dancing shapes in the firelight, to hear the strains of music.

‘Will you wait here,’ Perez said, ‘while I go and talk to Archie’s widow? I’ll need you to keep an eye on things until the pathologist arrives. Willow has arranged for Doc Grieve to come in on the early plane, and I’m hoping he’ll have the crime scene team with him too.’

‘Is he still working? I thought he’d retired.’

‘Nah, he can’t keep away.’ Perez wasn’t sure why the forensic pathologist was back in post, but he was glad he’d be dealing with someone whose respect for the dead and their relatives only matched his skill.

Nistaben was solid and squat, built against the weather, but substantial, surrounded by byres and outbuildings. Orcadians were real farmers, not subsistence crofters. The place had been in the Stout family for generations, and for Perez it had become almost a second home. He took off his boots in the porch and padded into the kitchen in stockinged feet. He didn’t knock. That would have felt odd, yet he was here officially, so perhaps he should have done. There would be senior officers from Glasgow arriving to take over the case, but until that happened, he was in charge of the investigation, and he’d have to walk the tightrope between friend and cop. An ambiguous role wasn’t unusual in these small island communities, but he’d find it tricky.

Vaila and her mother were sitting at the table. There was a pot of tea and two mugs, but he couldn’t see that they’d been used.

He sat with them. ‘Where are the boys?’

‘Upstairs.’ Vaila looked up at him. ‘They don’t know yet. I couldn’t find the words to tell them. They know that their father’s missing, but not the full horror. I thought I could give them a couple of hours more of not knowing.’

‘They haven’t had their breakfast and they’ll be starving. Why don’t I take them to my house to feed them?’ Evelyn, Vaila’s mother, had been crying, but she hadn’t fallen apart. She came from a generation to whom the experience of sudden death wasn’t so unusual. Her elderly relatives might have died in a storm at sea or through untreated illness when the islands were more isolated. ‘You can chat to Jimmy and then come over and we can explain to them together. You might have more to tell them then.’

Vaila nodded as if the movement took all her effort. Her mother went off to round up the boys. Perez heard subdued voices, the clatter of feet on the stairs, then suddenly the house was quiet again, apart from the pull of the tide on the shingle outside. A constant background.

‘Is it true, Jimmy? He’s really dead?’

‘Aye.’ Perez paused for a beat. ‘He’s been murdered, Vaila. Not an accident. He had a violent blow to the head. The weapon’s still there.’

He nearly added: And such a strange weapon. But this wasn’t the time. He had to remind himself that Vaila was a potential suspect. He tried to gauge what she was thinking, but she only seemed lost and numb.

‘There’ll be an investigation,’ he said. ‘Questions.’

‘But who would want to kill Archie?’

He looked across the table at her. ‘I thought you might have more idea than me.’ Because Archie had made enemies almost as easily as he made friends. Nothing that lasted very long. He never held a grudge. But he’d been known to lash out. With fists and words. Not so much recently though. Not since he’d settled down with Vaila.

She didn’t reply immediately. Instead, she stood up to make more tea. The inevitable compulsory hospitality of island women. Perez didn’t try to stop her, and besides, just in that moment, he longed for tea, hot and strong. She set the pot on the table, and he poured it out into one of the unused mugs.

‘Honestly,’ she said. ‘I have no idea at all. He’s been a bit calmer lately. And everyone here knows him. Even the new islanders, the folk who’ve come in more recently. If he were to lose his temper, they’d just laugh at him and tell him to cool down.’

Perez thought that was right. ‘Tell me everything about yesterday. I know we went through it all when I got here last night. But the detail is more important now. You do understand?’

‘Not really. I can’t take it in. It’s like a nightmare or a gruesome fairy tale.’ She looked up at him. She was slight and dark. As a young woman she’d always looked older than she really was, but she hadn’t changed at all in nearly twenty years. She’d look the same at sixty. There were Fair Isle relatives who were just like her. ‘And I’m so very tired.’

He wondered how he’d respond to any other wife of a murder victim, a man with a temper. He’d be kind, of course, but he’d press her for answers.

‘I’m sorry. We have to do this now. You’ll start to forget as time passes. Or you’ll make things up, without realizing, jumping to conclusions and turning them into facts. Then it will become a story.’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I see. And perhaps best to do it now while the shock makes things unreal. Before it starts to hurt too much.’

He put his phone on the table. ‘I’ll record the conversation, because I’m in shock too. I might get things wrong. Is that okay?’ A long pause. ‘I loved him.’

She looked up, shocked by the words. ‘Of course. You know what you’re doing, Jimmy.’

‘Yesterday. It was an ordinary day?’

‘Sure. The boys were off school for the Christmas holidays, and I let them sleep in. Usually, we have them up to help on the farm when they’re home. But you know how it is, the last week of term, all treats and parties and the bairns getting more and more wound up. They might be older now – Lawrie’s almost a man and Iain started in the hostel in Kirkwall for school in September – but they still get excited for Christmas.’

He nodded.

‘It was already windy, and the forecast was for a storm, so straight after breakfast, Archie went out to feed the beasts in the byre and then check that everything was all tied down and secure before the wind started. He came back in for coffee.’ A pause. ‘He’d already been out to meet the morning ferry from Kirkwall.’

‘And that was normal. All as you’d expect?’

Vaila paused for a moment, and he thought how seriously she was taking this. She was running the events of the previous day in her head, like a film.

‘It took him a bit longer than I’d expected to come in for coffee. I was just going to go out to see what was holding him up. In case he needed a hand with anything. But then he walked in.’ A pause. ‘He was putting his phone in his jacket pocket when he came through the door. It seemed that he’d been taking a call.’

‘Did you ask him about it?’

She shook her head, and he sensed a moment of awkwardness, but thought this wasn’t the time to push it. They’d be able to trace the call.

‘How did he seem?’

‘I’m not sure.’ She hesitated, choosing her words carefully. ‘Maybe a bit unsettled. Restless. The wind always got to him like that. It was like the kids. Have you noticed them in the playground when it’s windy? They become kind of frisky. Wild. Like the kye when they’re let out in the spring after being in the byre all winter.’

‘And that was Archie yesterday morning. A bit wild?’

‘Aye,’ she said. ‘Maybe.’ There was a sudden smile. ‘But no more than usual! You knew him, Jimmy.’

He nodded. ‘And then what happened?’

‘We had coffee together here. The boys were up by then and they had their breakfast.’ A pause. ‘But maybe you don’t need to know stuff like this.’

‘I do! You’re doing fine.’

‘I went out then. I help with the old folks’ club, and it was their Christmas lunch in the Pierowall Hotel. I left Archie doing paperwork in his office and Lawrie was chilling, playing some computer game he’s obsessed with. Iain had arranged to spend the afternoon with a pal in the village – Fiona the teacher’s boy – so I dropped him off there.’

‘What time did you get home?’

‘It was three o’clock by the time we’d cleared up.’

‘You came straight home?’

Vaila shook her head. ‘Our Christmas decorations were looking a bit tired, and I dropped in to Lizza and picked up some new baubles there. She has lovely new ones in the shop.’ For a moment, it seemed, Vaila had forgotten Archie’s death, and a bonny Christmas tree was all that mattered to her. ‘We talked for a while. You know how Lizza loves to chat. Then I picked up Iain from his friend’s house and there was a bit more talk there.’

Perez nodded.

Vaila was still speaking. ‘When I got home, I’d expected Archie still to be here with Lawrie, but there was no sign of him, and his car had gone. I’d left soup for their lunch, and that had been eaten. There were two bowls on the draining board and a whole loaf demolished.’ A pause. ‘Lawrie was still in his room. He’d never leave his computer if you let him.’ She gave a little smile. ‘We were hoping he’d find a nice lassie, someone to spend his time with, but he’s so shy. I called him down and asked where Archie was, and he just said he’d gone out. You know fifteen-year-olds. Not the most communicative.’

‘Archie hadn’t told him where he was going?’

‘Lawrie said not, but he might well have done. Boys that age, they don’t really listen when adults talk to them. They seem wrapped up in a dream world of their own.’

‘That’s true enough.’ He had no experience of teenage boys, other than having been one himself, but he wanted to reassure her somehow, and to encourage her to continue speaking. ‘But that wasn’t the last you saw of Archie?’

‘No! He was in for dinner. He was later than I’d expected, and it was already dark. I was starting to worry – the wind was really fierce by then. He said he’d been delivering wood. He took down a long fence last week and cut up the posts and bagged them. There was more than we need here and some of the old folk are grateful for it. This close to Christmas, wherever he went he was invited in for tea and homebakes.’ She hesitated. ‘Or a dram.’

‘He was drunk when he got home?’

‘Not stupid drunk,’ she said, ‘but he’d been drinking. This time of year, you know how it is.’

He nodded. He knew how it was. And he knew how Archie had been: never one to refuse a dram. ‘Would you be able to give me a list of everyone he visited?’

‘Of course.’ She turned away from him for a moment and he thought these details were bringing her man’s death home to her. But it was hard to tell and when she faced him again, her face was still stony and unmoving. ‘We had an early supper, all of us together around the table. It was Iain’s first term away at the hostel in Kirkwall, and it’s been good to get him home for a few weeks, at least.’

Most of the Westray kids boarded during the week in Kirkwall once they’d been through the junior high in Pierowall. It had been the same for Perez growing up in Fair Isle and moving out to the Anderson High in Lerwick, though he’d had to leave home even earlier, at eleven. It was a rite of transition that some children found more difficult than others.

‘How’s he been doing?’

‘He seems fine. And thanks to you and to Willow for keeping an eye on him.’

They’d had the boy out for tea in Harray a few times and taken him to see a film and some music. Iain was a great musician, something of a show-off. A little young for his age. ‘It was nothing. He’s a lovely boy.’

‘Aye well, Lawrie’s the quiet one, but Iain can be a bit wild.’ Perez knew in different circumstances she might have added: Just like his father with an affectionate smile. Now she was very close to tears.

‘How was Archie at the meal? Did you notice anything unusual about him?’

There was a moment of silence broken by the sound of a small plane circling over the island. If Dr Grieve had managed to catch the early flight from Aberdeen into Orkney mainland, he’d be on it. Ellie would know to meet it from the airstrip.

‘Archie was restless,’ Vaila said. ‘But he’d been like that all day. It was the wind and being nearly Christmas. He was like a bairn about Christmas. He loved every minute of the preparations. With the weather as it was, I’d thought we’d stay in, leave the boys to their gaming and watch a film of our own in front of the fire, maybe share a bottle of wine. A bit of adult time.’

‘But he decided to go out again?’

‘Yeah, he said he’d arranged to meet some of the boys in the Pierowall bar, but he’d not be more than an hour or two. His mind was made up. I didn’t like the thought of him driving home after more drinking, but you know how it is in the smaller isles, Jimmy, with no police stationed here any more.’ There was the quick flash of a smile, a glimpse of the old Vaila.

‘Was there a row? Because he’d rather be drinking with his pals than staying in with you and the boys?’

‘No!’ She looked at him, horrified. ‘What are you thinking, Jimmy? That I followed him out to wherever he was going, and I killed him? Leaving me a widow and my children without a father. Do you really think me capable of that?’

Perez looked away. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I told you that there’d be questions.’ A pause. ‘I hate having to ask them. You do know that?’

She gave a little nod, but he couldn’t be sure that she really understood.

‘Go on. What happened then?’

‘Once I’d cleared up the supper things, I was a bit restless too. Of course, the boys are old enough to leave now, so I thought I’d go and meet him in the bar. I could have one drink with them and drive him home.’

And make sure he didn’t get silly drunk and stay out all night, Perez thought. Or end up driving into a dyke. He said nothing and waited for her to continue.

‘But he wasn’t there.’ Now Vaila was struggling to hold things together. She stuck to the facts, her voice flat and cold. ‘His friends had been expecting him, but he hadn’t arrived.’

‘Where was his car?’

‘I didn’t notice when I first got there. When I looked later, I saw it was parked in Pierowall, close to the hotel. Nobody in the bar had seen him. I tried his mobile, but reception can be tricky, so I phoned everywhere he might be. Annie and Bill at the hotel helped and between us we called all the houses on the island in the end. That took quite a while. And then I phoned you.’

Perez knew what had happened after that. He’d left a note for Willow and banked up the fire, and arrived in to Westray on the lifeboat after the storm had reached its peak. The cox had seen it as a practice run but had just dropped him off at the Rapness pier and scurried back to Orkney mainland. Vaila had met him, waiting outside the car despite the weather. She’d been wearing a bright yellow oilskin that reached the top of her wellington boots, standing just under one of the street lamps at the pier, downlit, crazy with anxiety.

‘The whole island has been out looking, Jimmy, but it’s as if he’s disappeared into thin air.’

He hadn’t known what to say, or how to reassure her. ‘It’s a huge island,’ he’d said in the end. ‘Just at the north end, there are lots of places he might be sheltering.’

The wind had dropped quite suddenly, magically, as they were standing on the quayside. The cold front from the north-west had moved through, and the clouds had parted suddenly and dramatically to give sight of the moon. Perez had seen the sweep of the white beach and the cottage where the students had partied all those years ago. Everything sharp and clean after the rain, monochrome like a moody black-and-white photo.

He’d told Vaila to go home to stay with the boys. ‘Archie might come back after all, with some tale of adventure, and you need to be there for him. I’ll join the search.’

He’d travelled at random then, through the strange landscape, as much to escape Vaila’s panic, the fraught tension she generated like sparks, as in any hope of finding Archie. He’d started off in Pierowall, where Archie’s car had been left, and followed the footpath until he’d reached Grobust Bay. The sky was completely clear now and filled with stars, the moon huge and not quite full. He’d stopped for a minute, admiring its beauty despite himself, and had looked inland towards the old dig site to see Archie, lying on the plastic, a pale shadowy shape in the sea of black, caught in the soft light. Beside the shape a square stone, almost exactly rectangular, quarried. Not much bigger than a modern house brick, but obviously not some random rock lifted from the beach.

He’d run towards Archie, stumbling over the uneven ground, with a mixture of fear and relief, hoping to see some sign of life. Then, horrified because the man was clearly dead, he’d looked more closely at the stone in the torchlight. He saw the markings, exact spirals, picked not chiselled. He’d seen the stone before in the Westray heritage centre. A Neolithic find, one of a pair. This was one of the Westray story stones.




Chapter Three

AFTER THAT FIRST ALMOST-INTERVIEW WITH VAILA, Perez drove back to the golf course car park and walked to the locus. It wasn’t a long walk from Pierowall, Westray’s biggest settlement, to Grobust, but in the storm why hadn’t Archie taken his car? Suddenly, Perez had an image in his head of Archie, strong, marching across Ward Hill on Fair Isle, impervious as he was dive-bombed by bonxies. That had been after a mutual relative’s funeral, a woman Archie had cared for. The man had always walked when he was troubled. He’d said it helped him to clear his head. It occurred to Perez that no other investigating officer would know that or understand it. After all, despite their friendship, perhaps he was the right person to be working this case.

A skein of greylag geese flew overhead and landed in the flat field behind him. In the distance he saw the ruins of Noltland Castle, romantic, the stuff of adventure stories. As he’d expected, Dr Grieve was crouching beside the body. This adventure was Gothic too, but far too close to home.

‘You’re back then, Doc? You’ve had more retirement bashes than I’ve had arrests.’ Perez was keeping it light. Not wanting the pathologist to know how closely involved he’d been with the man, how deeply the death had hit him.

The words were muffled by his crime suit mask, but the doctor must have heard them. He just pretended that he hadn’t, and Perez continued: ‘I hoped it would be you.’

‘There’s nobody else, Jimmy.’ He paused. ‘This is a strange kind of do. Where would anyone get a stone with all that fancy carving?’

Perez could answer that question at least. ‘From the heritage centre. It’s known as the Westray story stone, one of a pair.’ He made a sweeping gesture with his arm. ‘This land has been extensively excavated by archaeologists, and once, it was part of a Neolithic settlement.’ A pause. ‘That suggests planning, doesn’t it? If there was an argument, leading to a fight, you’d grab the nearest thing to hand. You wouldn’t wait to steal an ancient stone from the island museum.’

‘Maybe.’ Grieve was unwilling to commit himself to anything beyond the body. ‘But I’d say he was killed here. This is the crime scene. The body wasn’t moved any distance.’ Another pause. ‘There aren’t many rocks in the immediate vicinity that would cause that kind of damage. Besides, look at the blood.’

Perez thought that was even more reason to suggest that the crime had been planned, but the whole death was mystifying. Archie had been a huge personality, given to occasional outbreaks of temper, but here on Westray he was truly loved. He’d gone out of his way to help people – the afternoon of his death he’d been delivering firewood. Here, they’d forgive him anything for the warmth of his smile and his generosity. It occurred to Perez then that he should check who else had been staying on the island. This might not be peak tourist season, but the Pierowall Hotel had rooms. Islanders might have guests with them too: friends and family visiting for the holidays. Though the island had a population of five hundred and it wouldn’t be easy to check out all the visitors, the thought that Archie could have been killed by an outsider was strangely reassuring.

‘I don’t suppose you can give me anything approaching a time of death.’

The pathologist straightened. ‘By now, you should know better than to ask me that.’ He returned to his work.

Phil and Ellie were standing some distance away, listening and watching.

‘How’s the victim’s wife?’ Ellie asked. ‘Vaila, is it?’

‘Just about holding it together. She’s gone to her mother’s place to tell her teenage sons that their father is dead.’ Perez paused, wondering if Vaila had told the boys yet, how that was going. ‘Can you look after them all when she gets home? She’s in shock now, but this doesn’t look like the work of an islander to me. If it had been in the bar, some fight that had got out of hand, I might have been able to understand it. But not this. This is theatrical. Odd.’

‘And only incomers are odd?’

He gave a little laugh. ‘I don’t think of you as an incomer.’

‘All the same . . .’

‘You’re right, of course. I’ll make an effort to keep an open mind.’

‘Well, you’re an incomer yourself! Fair Isle might be close enough as the crow flies, and there are connections, I know, but Shetlanders and Orcadians are a different kind of breed.’

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I suppose they are.’ The trite saying was that Orcadians were farmers with a boat, and Shetlanders were fishermen with a croft. It held some truth. Orkney was less bleak, more wooded, more fertile. Rounder and softer, despite some dramatic cliffs. Willow said that the landscape here was less macho than Shetland and Perez thought she was right. If islands could be gendered, Orkney would be feminine.

‘You want me to find out from Vaila if Archie had any contact this week with visitors?’

‘Aye.’ Perez laughed again more awkwardly. ‘Something like that.’

Perez drove to the hotel. Archie’s car was still parked there and Perez thought that was something else he should do. The crime scene team were due in on the lunchtime ferry, and he’d need to keep it uncontaminated until they arrived. He suspected it wouldn’t be locked – only visitors locked their cars here – and he was tempted to have a thorough look inside. Instead, he used gloves to take the keys from the ignition and clicked it shut. It was the best he could do until the team could take over.

The hotel looked out over the water. It was welcoming in the low winter sunlight, and there was a fire in the bar inside. He realized how hungry he was; he’d not had a meal the night before and it wouldn’t have been right eating in front of Vaila. The landlord was preparing for any lunchtime customers and recognized him.

‘What a terrible business this is, Jimmy!’

Naturally, everyone on the island would know of Archie’s death by now. ‘Can you do me a strong coffee and a bacon sandwich?’

‘Of course I can. Anything you need, just say.’ Bill was a new islander. He’d arrived originally from Belfast and there was still the accent to set him apart. He’d been running the hotel with his Orcadian wife for thirty years, but the awareness of difference was there, all the same. ‘Annie will sort you out.’ Annie was his wife, a quiet, nimble woman, who kept things running smoothly in the background. She’d looked middle-aged when she was twenty, and now, approaching her sixties, she didn’t look any different. Bill was a joker. He could have the whole bar in fits, smooth over any tension by turning it into laughter. Despite the difference in ages, he and Archie had been close friends.

‘This was Archie’s second home,’ Bill said now. ‘I can’t imagine the place without him.’

‘You were expecting him in last night?’

‘His pals were expecting him, sure enough.’

‘They were surprised when he didn’t turn up?’ Perez was distracted briefly by the smell of bacon frying from the kitchen beyond the bar. Annie MacBride was working her magic.

‘I don’t know if there was a definite arrangement, but aye, there was some comment at his not being here.’ A pause. ‘They thought Vaila was cracking the whip. There’s a lot to do this close to Christmas if you have a family.’

‘And then Vaila turned up looking for him?’

‘Yes, she braved the storm and drove down the road to collect him. At first, we thought she was getting her own back for all the times she’d stayed at home with the bairns, that she’d left him in the house with the lads and was in the bar for a bit of craic herself.’ A pause. ‘There was a kind of cheer when she came in. Ironic, you know.’

Perez nodded. He could picture the scene.

‘Then it turned out she’d been expecting him here.’ Bill looked out at Perez. He was a big man, with shaggy white hair. His large head always reminded Perez of an animal. Maybe an old English sheepdog. ‘At first there was no panic. We thought he’d be in one of the houses drinking, keeping one of the old boys company on a wild, winter night. It was the sort of thing he might do. He was a kind man.’

‘He was.’

And I loved him, Perez thought again.

‘But Vaila had seemed certain that he’d be here,’ MacBride went on. ‘She said he’d been out visiting in the afternoon. So she used her mobile to get in touch with all their friends, and we got on the landline to go through the Westray directory to speak to everyone else on the island and nobody had seen him.’

‘How did Vaila seem when she arrived in the bar?’ Perez hated asking the question. ‘Did she look as if she’d spent any time out in the gale?’

Bill looked at him sharply. ‘No! Nothing like that. A bit damp maybe, but it was raining so hard that she’d get wet just running from the car.’

There was an awkward silence before Perez asked the next question. ‘Do you have any guests staying?’

‘Not many just now. A middle-aged couple who met here in Westray and are celebrating some kind of anniversary. The Johnsons. He’s a professor, a bit of a celebrity because he’s appeared on the telly. An expert in the history of the island, apparently. He brought a film crew in a while ago. We were hoping they’d stay here, but they were in and out in a day. She’s something arty. And Godfrey Lansdown, who’s an elderly guy, a regular. A kind of naturalist writing a book about the island.’ A pause. ‘We’re expecting more visitors in tomorrow and the day after. Mostly folk who used to live here or relatives of islanders. Will that be okay, Jimmy?’

Perez nodded. ‘There’ll still be areas cordoned off, but I don’t see why not.’

‘I’d hate to turn customers away. This time of year, we’re grateful for all the business we can get.’

‘Where are your guests now?’

Bill shrugged. ‘They all went out straight after breakfast. The prof and his wife were getting the ferry to Papay, I think. Godfrey said he wanted to make the most of the light for a walk.’

‘Did they know Archie’s dead?’

‘They knew he was missing last night. They all went out this morning before the news came through that you’d found the body.’

They’ll know by now, Perez thought. Even on Papay the news will be out. Papa Westray was a small island with a great community spirit, linked to Westray by ferry and history.

‘I’ll need the full names and contacts of your visitors.’

Bill paused and then nodded. ‘Of course. But I’m not sure how well they’d have known Archie, apart from meeting him in here. Why would they want to have killed him?’ There was a hopeful edge to the question. It seemed to Perez that Bill too would much rather one of the ferry-loupers was the killer than an islander.

Annie appeared before Perez could reply. She looked grey and tired. Nobody had managed much sleep the night before. She set a plate with the sandwich and a mug of coffee in front of Perez.

‘This is a terrible business, Jimmy. You’ll clear it up soon.’ She looked out at the room decorated with a tree and lights and strings of paper lanterns. He knew what she was saying: Clear it up by Christmas. Please bring things back to normal by then.

It hadn’t quite been a question and he didn’t answer. He wasn’t one for giving false promises.

‘Why don’t you get a coffee for yourselves? I’d like to talk to you both before folk start coming in. I need to know who was here last night. When people left.’ He paused, wondering how much of Archie’s death he should give away, then he thought that news would get out soon enough and he needed information more than secrecy.

Annie sat beside him without bothering to get herself a drink. Bill came out from the bar and took a seat next to her.

‘I’m interested in the story stones,’ he said. ‘They’re kept in the heritage centre, aren’t they?’

‘Aye. Apparently, the prof is an expert. He went in to look at them when he first arrived. We arranged for the centre to be open for him.’ She shot him a look across the table but didn’t ask why he wanted to know. Maybe listening to other folk’s tales in the bar had made her incurious.

‘Would you mind having a look this morning? See if they’re both still there.’

‘Sure.’ Still, she didn’t ask why he wanted to know, but she had a question of her own.

‘When did Archie die?’

Jimmy knew what Doc Grieve would say. ‘Vaila last saw him after having had supper with the boys. I found him at nearly seven o’clock this morning. So between those times. It’s not like in the films. Impossible to be more precise.’

‘It could have been anyone then?’ Annie sounded distraught.

Perez nodded. ‘But maybe more likely soon after he left Nistaben. Otherwise, surely, he’d have turned up here where everyone was expecting him.’ Nistaben was at the other end of the island, close to the Rapness ferry terminal, but no more than fifteen minutes’ drive away.

His car is here though. So what does that mean?

Bill shot a glance at Annie.

‘What?’ Perez said. ‘You think he might have been somewhere else?’

‘He was always a ladies’ man. You know that, Jimmy.’

‘Aye, when he was younger. Not now!’

Silence.

‘Tell me.’

‘There’s a young Englishwoman who’s renting Quoybrae, the big house just out of Pierowall. She makes jewellery from silver and sea glass. Bonny stuff. Sells it in Kirkwall but mostly online. Rumours are he’s fallen for her.’

‘Were his feelings reciprocated?’ Perez knew better than to ask if the rumours were true. Bill wouldn’t have spoken about them otherwise. Besides, Archie had a history of making a fool of himself over women.

‘Not at first,’ Annie said. ‘But I had a feeling she was warming to him.’

‘Tell me about her.’

‘Her name is Rosalie Greeman. She’s in her thirties. She arrived in the late spring, and we thought she’d just be here for a couple of months while the weather was good, and the nights were light. You know what it’s like, Jimmy. These arty folk fall for the dream but they can’t cope with the dark days and the lack of facilities.’

‘Is she single?’

Annie nodded. ‘It seems so. She doesn’t speak much of her life before she came to the island, but there are stories of course. I heard that her man died young. An accident or illness maybe. There was a lot of sympathy for her.’

Perez nodded. He could understand that. He’d lost Fran, the love of his life, when he was a relatively young man too. After his divorce, he thought he’d never get close to another woman, and then one snowy midwinter he’d met and fallen head over heels with Fran, a single mother. She’d left him Cassie, her child. A gift and a responsibility.

Annie was still speaking. ‘But then people’s attitude changed a bit when they thought she was having an affair with Archie.’ A pause. ‘I hoped that the rumours wouldn’t chase her away.’

Perez hadn’t heard any of these rumours. Westray was quite a different place from Orkney mainland and news didn’t always travel. Archie wouldn’t have mentioned it. He thought Perez was strait-laced and would have known that he’d disapprove.

‘But Rosalie’s staying through the winter?’

‘Aye. It seems she’ll make this her permanent home. She’s become a part of island life now: she helps out with art classes at the school, trained to join the fire crew and takes her turn up to the airstrip with the fender when the planes are due in. In the summer she volunteered in the heritage centre.’

‘She’s liked?’

This time the answer came immediately: ‘Yes, generally.’ A pause. ‘Perhaps I was more worried that Archie would have chased her away, rather than the gossip of Westray folk.’

‘He was making a nuisance of himself?’

‘Not exactly a nuisance, but he was kind of flirty. At first, I thought there was no harm in it if he was making her feel good about herself. In the last month or two, I’ve wondered if there might be something more serious between them.’ Annie looked up at Perez. ‘A couple of times he was seen coming out of her house, when he had no real reason to be there.’ She shrugged. ‘It could have been nothing, but you know how people talk.’

Perez knew. ‘Vaila must have been aware of the gossip.’

‘This is Westray, Jimmy. There are things we don’t speak of to the people concerned, but we’re all aware of the gossip.’

‘Was Miss Greeman in here last night?’

They shook their heads in unison, sad, it seemed, that they couldn’t provide the woman with any kind of alibi.

‘Can you give me a list of everyone who was in last night?’

‘Of course.’

There were six of them. Most of the names were familiar to Perez. He’d met them in here on his visits to Archie and Vaila. He’d eaten meals in many of the houses and listened to their music. Perez made a note of the names, finished his sandwich and coffee and stood up.

‘I might need a room for the night. Have you got one free?’

‘Sure. There’s a lovely double and I’ll reserve that for you. And a couple of singles in case Phil and Ellie need to stay over.’

Perez nodded his thanks and walked outside.




Chapter Four

PEREZ MADE HIS WAY BACK TO Nistaben. It was seven miles away, and he drove slowly through the fertile farmland, still frosty in the shade of walls and houses. He wasn’t looking forward to this. He parked outside the byre and heard the cows moving inside as he made his way to the house. He paused there for a moment and looked in through the window at Vaila and Ellie. It was only early afternoon, but already the sun was low in the sky and the women were caught in a deep red glow. They were both sitting at the kitchen table. Vaila must be back from her parents’ house and Ellie had joined her as he’d asked. He supposed Phil Bain was still with the pathologist, helping. Or getting in the way.

There was more tea in the pot on the table in front of the window. He thought they’d all be swimming in the stuff by the end of the day. Perez wondered suddenly, with a sharp longing, if he’d get home to Orkney mainland that night to see Willow and his son. Probably not. It was just as well he’d booked himself into the hotel. There might be press turning up once word of the murder got out. They’d see a killing on a remote island where nobody bothered locking their doors as a great story. Especially just before Christmas. It would be like one of those old-fashioned mystery stories set between the wars. He pulled out his phone, planning to call his woman, but Ellie glanced up, saw him and waved. He slipped the phone back into his pocket and went inside.

Vaila had been crying. The initial shock seemed to have passed and the grieving had begun. Perez felt a stab of sympathy and had to remind himself again that she wasn’t a friend and a bereaved wife now, but a potential suspect. If Archie had been playing away with the arty Englishwoman at Quoybrae, Vaila had motive as well as opportunity. He couldn’t believe that she’d killed her husband, but he had to train his thoughts to consider the possibility.

He sat beside Ellie at the table, then wished he’d chosen a different seat. This felt too much like an interview, with Vaila sitting opposite to them.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I have more questions.’

Vaila didn’t respond directly. ‘Is Archie still there?’ she asked. ‘Behind Grobust beach at the old dig site?’

Perez nodded. ‘Dr Grieve, the pathologist, is with him.’

‘Can I see him? I still can’t quite believe he’s dead.’

‘Not there,’ Perez said. ‘It’s a crime scene. We have to be careful about contamination. You understand. But when he’s in Kirkwall. Before he goes south to Aberdeen for the post-mortem. I’m sure we can arrange something then.’ He thought Grieve would be open to that. He was the most compassionate medic Perez knew. He’d said once that his patient wasn’t the body on the table, but the grieving relative, and that his door was always open to them.

He thought she might protest, insist on driving off and walking along the beach to see Archie at his last resting place in Westray, but she seemed overwhelmed by a kind of lethargy. ‘So,’ she said. ‘What questions do you have for me now?’ He sensed a bitterness in her voice and wondered if she’d guessed what was coming.

‘There have been rumours,’ Perez said, ‘about Archie’s relationship with a woman on the island. Rosalie Greeman.’

‘You know Orkney.’ Her face was grey with exhaustion. ‘There are always rumours.’

‘Sometimes, they have some basis in truth.’

‘You knew Archie too. He was given to wild infatuations.’

That word again, Perez thought. Wild. That surely was the best word to describe Archie. He said nothing and waited for her to continue.

‘I knew it would pass,’ she said.

‘Did you talk to him about the woman?’

She shook her head. ‘He would have lied. I could tolerate his flings, but not the lies.’

‘I didn’t know,’ Perez said, ‘that Archie had flings.’ Then he wondered if that was true. There had been times when the two of them had met for a drink in Kirkwall, and Archie had been high, not with drink or drugs, but some kind of excitement that had made him talk too much and laugh too much
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