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A Viv Fraser Mystery




Chapter One

It was the first hot day of August and Festival revellers filled the streets. Viv Fraser blew out a long breath before slamming the Rav’s door – an illegal parking space in King’s Stables Road was better than none. Irritated, she wove her way through crowds milling around the cobbled heart of Edinburgh’s Old Town.

She mumbled curses to herself at the sight of white awnings stretching as far as the eye could see. How much council tax did she pay for unknown traders to set up stalls on her parking spaces for a month? Distracted, she cut straight through a group of tourists huddled round a map then raised her hands by way of an apology. She didn’t comprehend their language but it ceased for a moment before resuming as if only a breeze had disturbed them. She stepped off the pavement to avoid a cluster of men staggering out of the Black Bull. Two of them, arms round each other’s shoulders, fell to their knees red faced, laughing and completely uninhibited. Nervous of the kind of laughter that preceded vomit or collapse, Viv skipped ahead but had to dodge another drunken man stumbling backward into the road. The drunk was narrowly missed by a cyclist who swerved and gesticulated by ripping out his ear-buds and holding them up as if they were good enough reason for his cycling the wrong way up a one-way street. No bell either, Viv noticed. Since medieval times drovers had brought their animals here to fatten for sale before blowing their gains on whisky. It felt as if things hadn’t changed.

The pavement outside each pub and café was crammed with tables and chairs. Creative publicans had installed plastic shrubs to mark their boundaries – occupation being nine tenths of the law. Viv glanced in through the door of Bella’s bistro and waved to her friend who squeezed on tiptoe between seated customers. With her hands full Bella could only raise her eyebrows and grin in response. Viv knew that the Festival caused bedlam but was vital to keep businesses going through fallow months. Right now the street was an international melting pot, but come September the battle to fill tables would commence.

Viv edged into Mo’s mini-market to pick up supplies. She’d left that morning on an empty stomach because the cupboards were bare. Most days she could rely on clients to offer sustenance, even home baking, but today not a muffin or scone had been in sight. She lifted a pack of espresso and a bottle of gold top milk: the bread shelf was empty. She grabbed a box of oatcakes then decided she’d bake bread and added a bag of flour. She was a trier.

As she stood in the queue to pay, a tall man stretched his head round to look at her and said, ‘Do I know you?’

His accent was typical of Edinburgh, a city colonised by those who’d gone to one of its many public schools.

Viv, startled by his proximity, stepped away. ‘I don’t think so.’

‘Yes, yes I do. You used to cut my hair.’

Viv stared at him. A flicker of recognition came to her but she was certain she’d never cut his hair. If she’d fingered round someone’s neck and ears, been close enough to count the open pores on their nose, she never forgot. Cutting hair was intimate. ‘I used to work in the West End. Maybe that’s it?’

He looked doubtful. Disappointed. ‘Oh. Well, maybe. I’ve seen you in Bella’s.’

‘Now that is a possibility. You must be local.’

‘How so?’

‘Only locals call it Bella’s. That’s not the name above the door.’

‘Right enough.’ He reached his hand out and said. ‘Angus. Gus to my friends.’

She swapped the grocery basket to her other arm and shook his large calloused hand. ‘Viv. I live in the West Bow. You?’

‘Two doors up. Top floor. The one with the tiny roof garden. You’ve maybe seen it from the other side of the main road.’

‘Oh, my God. Really? Wow. I’m so jealous. Have you been there long?’

‘A few years.’

It was her turn to look doubtful. If he’d lived there that long surely she’d have noticed him before now.

As if reading her thoughts he said, ‘I’ve been away a lot.’

Mo coughed from behind the counter; it was Viv’s turn to pay. ‘You make a good pair,’ he nodded. ‘Look, he’s addicted to chocolate digestives as well.’

Viv checked to see what Gus was carrying. ‘Alas, no good, I’m an exclusively milk chocolate woman.’

Gus interrupted. ‘I’m easy. I can eat either.’

Viv laughed. No one was that easy but his piercing blue eyes intrigued her. ‘What is it you do up there in your garret?’

‘I’m a writer.’

She laughed again. ‘You and everyone else I meet these days. What sort of things do you write?’ What kind of writing caused such rough hands?

‘Biographies.’

‘Plural? So you’ve written more than one?’

He flushed. ‘Getting on for six.’

Viv was impressed. ‘Anyone I might know?’

‘I ghost. A few politicians. No one that would interest you, I don’t suppose.’

‘Well that’s a leap from not knowing my name to knowing my politics.’

‘Oh I didn’t mean it as a . . .’

She waved her hand. ‘It’s fine. I’m teasing.’ She felt colour rising up her neck. What the heck was going on? She packed her groceries into her rucksack and squeezed past him to get to the door. ‘Nice to meet you.’

He paid for his biscuits and followed right behind her. ‘Don’t suppose you’d fancy a coffee sometime?’

Her flush deepened. She wasn’t usually the bashful type but she was bordering on it now. ‘Sure. That would be great.’ She walked off.

He called after her. ‘When? You should come up and see my roof terrace.’

She stopped, turned and laughed. ‘I thought you were going to say puppies. But the terrace is just as much of a carrot. I’d love to.’ She swung her rucksack off her shoulder and rummaged around in the side pocket. ‘Here.’ She handed him a card with her email address on it.

He grinned, exposing a set of slightly crooked white teeth, offset by his tan. It couldn’t be Scottish. And those cool blue eyes? He probably soaked them in a solution overnight.

‘How about now?’

She hesitated, grotty after a day of cutting hair. But he was nodding, eager with anticipation. She relented. ‘Okay, just a quick visit.’


Chapter Two

They reached his building and he led the way to the top floor of the close. Paint flaked from the walls, rubbish bags and boxes full of Heineken empties occupied threadbare doormats and each door had many names taped to it. She felt grateful for the sedate neighbours that she had in her own stair.

‘Sorry about the mess,’ he said. ‘A transient student population doesn’t make for a loyal stair committee.’

She laughed. ‘I struck lucky. In our building there are only a couple of flats that change hands, and almost always to post grads or visiting fellows. Although we’ve had our moments.’

His home couldn’t have been more different from hers. With blond wooden floors and flush doors, steel and leather furniture with white curtains, it was all too minimalist for her. They did, however, share a love of books. She ran her fingers along shelf after shelf crammed with titles from history of art to engineering, cooking to container gardening. She could have spent the rest of the day scanning them. She said. ‘Eclectic . . .’

‘Thanks. I sometimes think it’s an illness. I can never say no to a book. Come on, it’s up here.’

She followed him into a small sitting room. ‘But it’s not an illness you’d want to cure?’

‘No.’

He pressed the heel of his hand against the wall and an invisible panel clicked open. They stepped into a steep, narrow staircase that wound up towards the roof through an open glass hatch. They emerged onto a wooden platform.

She blinked, adjusting to the bright sunlight. ‘Oh, my God. This is fabulous. Unbelievable. And not so tiny.’

The terrace shared much of the view that she had from her windows in the West Bow, the magnificent towers of George Heriot’s School and the Old Royal Infirmary both significant architectural landmarks. Her own building was further up the hill and had the full panorama of the Pentlands, but this flat had the bonus view of the castle perched on its volcanic rock, transcending the chaos of the street. To the north, the tenements on Johnston Terrace defied Newtonian logic and looked as if they might slide down into the gardens at any moment. ‘Do you have a garden as well?’

‘Yes.’ He pointed to some neat grassy terraces. ‘It’s not much to look at, but it’s somewhere else to sit away from the crowds at this time of year.’

‘I’m so envious. There is nowhere to sit out in the Bow. I genuinely have stared up at this place and fantasised about having one on my roof.’

A small gazebo, painted a National Trust shade of green, sat at the back corner of the decking. A few large pots with energetic plants spilling over their tops surrounded its entrance. He pushed the door inwards. ‘Here, take a seat and I’ll go and put some coffee on.’

She stepped inside and the noise of bustle from the Grassmarket below abated. Two white basket-weave chairs and a matching table with coffee stains and crumbs took up a third of the floor space. A newspaper rack crammed with old copies of The Guardian sat to the side of one of the chairs. She wouldn’t have tagged him as a Guardian reader – FT if anything. Nice to be wrong. She plonked herself down on one of the chairs. With windows on all sides it was like an aquarium. Viv wasn’t big on acquisitions but this definitely brought out her green-eyed monster.

After a few minutes of planning one of these for her own patch of roof, a tray appeared through the hatch and she went out to help him. But he had the process down to a fine art and was already lifting it back up from the decking. ‘No worries, I do this every day.’

‘I can’t believe how fabulous this is. Who built it?’

‘I did.’

‘No way! Really! Oh my God.’ She flushed, cringing at the sound of a Hollywood bimbo coming out of her mouth. What was she up to?

He grinned. Her enthusiasm infectious.

She stood inside the gazebo and made a turn of 360 degrees. ‘It’s perfect. I thought my place was good because of the views but you have the whole . . .’ She didn’t know what to say. So she sat down and looked at him. ‘How the hell did you do it? I mean how did you get all the material up those stairs?’

‘Same way you’d eat an elephant. One bite at a time.’

Viv laughed. She’d rarely heard anyone else use the phrase. She loved it – it was a good way to slow people down. Now that they were inside she sensed that the space was more suited to one person. She imagined him sitting with his laptop on his knees, long legs stretched out, or feet perched up on the extra chair. What a great place to work. The smell of coffee floated round the confined space. He’d brought a plate of digestives, both milk and dark chocolate.

He handed her a demi-tasse. ‘Milk and sugar?’

‘No thanks.’ She examined the tiny cup. ‘Posh wee cup.’ She sipped the strong velvety brew and made noises of appreciation. ‘So what are you working on at the moment? Or does a ghost have to keep it entirely to himself?’

He nodded. ‘Afraid so. First Ministers hate their public to think they can’t write their own stuff.’

She almost choked on her coffee. ‘I see.’

He handed her a paper napkin. ‘Everything all right?’

She nodded as she dabbed her mouth. ‘I’m fine, thanks. But how does it work? I’m guessing you tape an interview where they tell you everything that they want people to know, but nothing of importance?’

‘That’s about the size of it. Anything that I write that they don’t like is taken out, so it’s not worth straying. They even line up interviews with “friends” and family for me. So everyone’s primed. Although occasionally, just occasionally, someone blurts out a nugget that’s worth knowing but can’t go into the book.’ He smiled.

Intrigued, she continued. ‘So you have stacks of notes on famous people that could destroy their reputations?’

‘I have to sign a clause.’

She thought as much. ‘But what if they're stolen?’

He stared at her, his eyebrows knitting. ‘Now where might this be going?’

Viv, realising that she’d shifted into interrogation mode, shook her head. ‘Oh, ignore me. I’m a nosey sod.’

‘So what is it that you do?’

‘I am a hairdresser . . . But I’ve absolutely never cut that hair.’ She pointed at his head.

He looked puzzled, as if the hairdressing question had been a ruse that had backfired. ‘Okay, okay. So where do you work?’

‘I’m independent. But I do other things as well.’ This was her least favourite conversation and frustration had crept into her tone.

‘Such as?’

‘Well, I’ve written the odd column for a newspaper.’

He stopped short with his cup almost to his lips and nodded. ‘Well, that’s unusual.’

She couldn’t be bothered justifying her existence. Time to take her leave. She nodded and swigged the remains of her coffee. ‘Thanks for that. I’ve got loads to do.’ She gestured at the cup. ‘Delicious.’

‘Good. You’ll come again.’ It was a question disguised as a statement.

‘I might. But only since you had milk chocolate digestives.’

‘But you didn’t have one.’

‘No, I didn’t. But it was nice of you to make the effort.’

As he stood up he said. ‘Do you know Sal Chapman?’

‘Yes . . . I did . . . I mean I do. I bought the flat from her.’

He thrust his hands deep into his pockets and hunched his shoulders. ‘She came to see this place when I was building it.’

It had been a while since she’d thought about Sal’s previous life. Now her mind skipped into overdrive, trying to make sense of what his relationship with Sal could be. How well had he known her? How long had they been friends? What should she now make of the ‘coincidence’ of him stopping her? Wary, she walked back over to the hatch.

‘Go down backwards. It’s safer.’

She swung round and descended in seconds. Her rucksack wasn’t where she’d left it. She glanced round as he stepped into the room.

‘Oh, I put your bag into the fridge since there was milk in it.’

How domestic. Had he gone through it? Was she paranoid? Yes, she was. She rolled her shoulders.

‘It was good to meet you.’ He said it tentatively, as if he sensed he’d lost her.

‘Yes. Likewise.’ Then she heard a strange voice, sounding bizarrely like her own, saying, ‘We must do it again sometime.’

‘Great, I’d like that.’

His hallway was cramped and she didn’t want to get trapped in it with him. She made for the door, opened it and in one smooth move was on the landing swinging her rucksack over her shoulder.


Chapter Three

Viv lived just above the curve of the West Bow, at the lower end of Victoria Street. As soon as the heavy outside door clicked behind her, quiet descended and she sighed, relishing sanctuary in the midst of chaos. She took the stairs at her usual pace, two at a time, reaching the top floor slightly out of breath, and unlocked her door. Her landline was ringing. Few people used it and since she’d seen her sister earlier, she’d lay money on it being her mum. She missed the call but her mother’s number registered in the display. Within seconds the light on the answering machine began blinking. She pressed Play.

Her mum’s voice said, ‘I’ve just spoken to Amanda.’

Viv braced herself for what was coming next, but was surprised when her mum sighed and said, ‘Oh, never mind. I’m going to a tea dance so you’ll not get me in.’

The clatter of her mum unravelling the cord on her phone before resting it on its cradle took up another minute of tape. Viv smiled. Her mum was no shrinking violet, but she was averse to technology, and especially suspicious of the telephone.

She stripped off to have a shower. The downside of being a hairdresser were tiny bits of newly cut hair that got stuck everywhere. She’d once spent forever trying to remove a shard embedded in her nipple. Adjusting the water temperature she stood, allowing a cool stream to rinse her working day down the drain. She towelled her hair then pulled on joggers and an over-sized tee shirt. Not yet adept at making bread, she measured ingredients into a bowl and kneaded them as if she was in a gestalt session. She covered the bowl with a linen tea towel and sighed with satisfaction, but as she rinsed her hands she wondered what Angus’ ulterior motive could be.

Once armed with a proper sized cup of industrial strength coffee she booted up her laptop. As she waited for it to come to life she glanced round her sitting room, reflecting on what it said about her. It might be described as anti-minimalist, since although tiny, it was decorated in a way that would have been a comfort to the Victorian Holmes and Watson. A large Chesterfield covered by a deep red velvet throw took up almost one wall. Embossed French wallpaper, terracotta on terracotta, provided a lush background for numerous paintings and prints in gilt or black frames. A huge oak desk sat to the right of a window that faced south onto the spectacular view that she shared with Angus.

She Googled ‘Angus Buchanan’ since that was the name on his buzzer. He was a Fettesian, which accounted for his clipped accent, a journalist for The Independent and he’d travelled a lot, which accounted for the tan. No sign of a partner, either in the flat or online, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have one.

She groaned as her inbox pinged and pinged, filling with message after message. As her finger hovered over the delete key the door buzzer sounded. She was tempted to ignore it – she’d already taken in deliveries for a couple of neighbours this week – but whoever it was persisted and she stomped up the hall and pressed the button on the entry system. ‘Yes?’

A familiar voice shouted, ‘You letting me in or what?’

She released the catch, allowing Mac in, and nipped through to the kitchen to put the kettle back on. He arrived at her door a few seconds later breathless, but leant against the doorjamb pretending not to be.

‘Here, I haven’t seen you in a while.’ She held out the cup of coffee.

‘Ah, you’re a mind reader.’

She pointed to a high cupboard. ‘Sugar’s in there.’

Marcus Marconi, known to his close friends as Mac for reasons that we know and others just guessed at, rubbed a hand over his flat belly. ‘No extra calories for me.’

Viv snorted and shook her head. ‘What would possess you to police your food?’

‘Well, since you mention it, I’m going on an outward-bound weekend.’

Viv grinned. ‘You’re taking the piss.’

He shook his head. ‘It’ll be fantastic. Team building.’

‘Now I know you’re kidding. You. Outward-bound. What have you been on?’

‘That’s why I’m here.’

The mock serene look on his face made Viv guarded. ‘No. No way. Absolutely no way.’ She backed up the hall into the sitting room.

‘I haven’t even asked you yet.’

She studied his face. ‘You don’t need to. I can tell by that look.’

‘What look?’

‘That look.’ She pointed at his face. ‘The look that’s saying, how the hell am I going to persuade her that it’ll be fantastic when I’m lying my pants off.’

‘At least let me tell you about it.’

She held up her hands. ‘No. No. And triple no. There is nothing you could say or do to persuade me.’

‘What if it was an order?’

‘I’d tell you to go f . . . ‘

‘Okay, I get it.’ He held up his free hand. ‘Great coffee by the way.’

‘Don’t even go there with the smooth operator routine.’

‘How do you stand living here at this time of year? It’s like the United Nation’s end of year party out there.’

‘I’m warning you. I won’t be bought with smarmy comments.’

He held up his cup. ‘Any more where this came from?’

‘Sure. I’ll get it. How you doing anyway? Heard from Ruddy recently?’ She threw this over her shoulder as she went back to the kitchen for his refill.

‘You know you shouldn’t call him that. But now you mention him . . .’

‘Shit,’ she whispered to herself. She should have kept her mouth shut.

'He asked me to recruit you for this weekend.’

She handed him his cup, trying to work out whether he was serious. If he were, that was a game changer. Suddenly the room was stifling and she tugged open the window to let in some air, but the noise of a piper warming up made her push it shut again. She loved the pipes but they sounded like an animal in pain until they were in full flow.

‘So what are you saying?’

‘Beats me why he’s so keen on you coming along but I’m only following orders.’

She tossed a cushion at him. ‘Liar! You hate following orders.’ This wasn’t exactly true but it allowed her to vent.

He dodged the cushion, managing to keep the coffee inside his mug. Mac was the head of a police unit called the National Task Force (NTF), which seemed to have an opaque remit that included responding to terrorist threats, whatever that happened to mean. Viv was their go-to-girl when they needed help with unorthodox cyber stuff. She wasn’t really part of the official team. But having informal status suited both her and them. Being ordered around wasn’t her kind of thing. It was unusual for Mac to pull rank with her. She was intrigued.

She felt herself relaxing so she stiffened her shoulders in an attempt to bolster her psyche against its own curiosity. ‘Sorry Mac, as much as I’d like to help you out, no can do.’

He went to speak but she held up her hands. ‘Don’t. Please.’ As soon as ‘please’ was out she wished she hadn’t said it. It was a sign of weakness but it was too late.

Mac placed his cup on a coaster on a large metal chest that doubled as a side table. He squared the edge of the coaster with the edge of the chest. ‘Okay. Your call.’

Why would he say that? Viv got the feeling this wasn’t going to be his last attempt at persuasion but she replied, ‘Yes, it is my call.’

‘Great coffee. No one else I know can make coffee that . . .’

She cut him off with a shake of her head. ‘Okay, okay, are we done here?’ She nodded towards the door.

He shrugged and headed back down the hall. ‘If you change your mind . . . it’s in the interest of National Security.’

She raised her eyebrows. ‘Do me a favour . . .’

Once she’d closed the door behind him she stood with her back against it. What was he up to? Viv had done outward-bound stuff at school and with the OTC at university. She’d found it hard going although nowhere like as tough as the course that Ruddy had forced her to complete before he’d let her loose on any job for the service. She could think of nothing worse than spending a weekend with a group of office staff forced to push their physical limits. The real challenges were psychological. Everything was in the mind.

A memory surfaced of that last outward-bound weekend. She’d returned to find that Dawn, her then partner, had gone off with a younger model – a much younger model. Viv had collapsed, too exhausted to do anything, until Dawn’s hysterical phone calls in the middle of the night, crying with shame and regret, had worn her down – and she’d taken her back. It hadn’t been Dawn’s first betrayal, but it had been her last.

Surprised and cheered by how little this recollection now disturbed her, she pushed herself off the door and headed through to resume deleting emails. She was meeting Ellie, a friend who had been working in the Netherlands for the last three years. They had a lot to catch up on.


Chapter Four

What was Mac up to? Making a fuss about a weekend away wasn’t his style. She considered what his next move might be. If Ruddy had requested she go with him, Mac would find a way.

The evening was still warm but that could change in a heartbeat, so she chose layers, a tee shirt beneath a shirt with a pullover and a jacket round her shoulders.

Neither Ellie nor Viv had had much luck in the relationship department. Ellie only dated married men, a sure sign of her commitment phobia, but also a reason for her never to judge Viv. As soon as a man edged towards leaving his wife or hinted for her to move in, Ellie donned her super Nikes and took off.

Viv’s relationships hadn’t been much to recommend her, but so far she had avoided the married. Since Dawn’s death she had had the odd fling, but nothing serious enough to frighten her – until Sal. Tonight the plan was to have a good gossip with Ellie over a pizza and a few Peronis.

She punched back her dough and said, ‘Prove it!’ Then scrubbed her hands again, before slipping into the kit she’d laid out on the bed. They were starting off in Carwash on the Mound, which was an easy walk from the flat. She nipped her cheeks, messed up her hair and headed out, pulling the street door firmly behind her, then rechecking that it was secure – Friday nights carried the high risk of a passing drunk availing him or herself of a place to rest or worse. She crossed the road and walked up Victoria Street. At the steps leading to Victoria Terrace a young woman struggling to bump a baby in a pushchair blocked the way. Viv took hold of the bottom of the pushchair and in seconds they’d carried it to the top. The woman looked exhausted but grateful and opened her mouth to say thanks. Viv waved a hand at her. ‘No worries.’ She peeked at the baby. ‘Cutie.’ Then carried on to the Upper Bow.

The Old Town was a maze of higgledy-piggledy closes and vennels. Locals could scurry between high tenements and arches and cut twenty minutes off a journey. Thus it was for Viv. She’d no sooner stepped onto the High Street, also known as the Royal Mile, than a few more steps would take her through Lady Stairs Close onto the Mound, right to the door of the pub. It was a short safe journey in daylight, not so much after dark.

Viv squeezed through a throng of drinkers outside the pub, their pints held aloft, when someone called her name, ‘Vivian.’ Instinctively she turned and spotted a hand beckoning to her from inside a dark blue saloon parked at the kerb. She cursed and wandered over.

‘No one calls me Vivian except my mother. And even then I’d have to have done something badly wrong.’

Ruddy smiled from the passenger seat. ‘I hear you’re too busy to join the circus.’

She leant against the car roof and grinned. ‘You heard wrong then.’

Ruddy’s eyebrows appeared to move independently of the rest of his face. His complexion, the kind associated with a bottle of scotch before breakfast, was entirely natural. In the genes with a dash of Scotland’s extreme weather.

‘It’s not that I’m too busy. It’s that I don’t need another, “She’ll be Wearing Pink Pyjamas” moment any time soon.’

He frowned. ‘Ah! So that’s it . . . Marconi needs you there. It’s the NTF. We have a mole.’ His tone was determined as he checked the immaculate fingernails on his solid freckled hands. He raised his eyebrows again and pursed his lips. This time not so much in a question as, refusal was not an option.

Viv looked skyward and blew out a breath. ‘Why me?’

‘You already know that.’

‘So what sort of digging do you want?’

‘Whatever it takes.’

She bit the inside of her cheek. ‘When is it?’

‘Leaving tomorrow at 9.30am from Fettes.’

‘No can do. I’ve got a wedding . . .’

‘You can sort that. We’re relying on you, Viv. I know you won’t disappoint.’ The glint never left his eye.

The car window rose as the saloon pulled away from the pavement. Viv stood and watched as Ruddy’s driver steered seamlessly into the flow of traffic heading down towards Princes Street. Ruddy’s power over her was of her own making: she wanted to please him. He reminded her of her father. He wasn’t physically like him but rather everything her father stood for. She turned and saw Ellie standing at the pub door, looking well, not as skinny as she often was.

‘Hi you. I see you’re still into that undercover malarkey.’

Viv didn’t rise.

Ellie nudged her arm. ‘C’mon, what was all that about?’

‘Oh, nothing.’

They hugged, but Ellie pressed her. ‘Didn’t look like nothing to me.’

Viv grinned, ‘I see you’re still on the demon fags.’

Ellie lifted her hand and stuck a mock cigarette under Viv’s nose. ‘No longer the real thing. Looks good though, eh? What d’you think?’

It was convincing. ‘Brilliant. I’d never have been able to tell. Well at least not until you kept smoking the same fag with the same amount of ash teetering perilously close to dropping onto your new trousers.’

They hugged again. ‘Great to see you, Viv, but come on who was that?’

Ellie, a lawyer in The Hague, at the Court of Human Rights, was as sharp as a tack. She’d never let Viv off the hook.

Viv linked her arm through Ellie’s and said, ‘C’mon, let’s get a drink and I’ll fill you in.’

The bar was heaving but Viv managed to catch the eye of a barman who gave her the thumbs up.

Ellie pointed to a couple folding up their street guide. ‘Guess where I’m heading.’ And off she went, pressing past bodies to get to the table. The couple were in no rush and Viv watched as Ellie hovered conspicuously. Discretion was not her forte. It didn’t need to be.

Eventually the barman nodded. ‘Right, what’ll it be?’

By the time Viv made it to the table she’d lost at least a third from both pints. ‘Half measures at this rate.’ They clinked glasses and gulped their cool beers.

Viv was first to come up for air. ‘So I’m guessing you’ll never let it rest until I tell you, so here’s what you want to know. The man in the car with the red hair and the ruddy complexion is the all-but-invisible-boss of someone that I’ve done the occasional job for.’

‘I’m guessing you’re not talking about cutting hair?’

Viv shook her head. ‘Not exactly, but I did meet up with Mac . . . actually you probably remember him, Marcus Marconi. Used to live in the Grove. Four older sisters.’

Ellie screwed up her eyes. ‘The Catholics?’

Viv shook her head. ‘Crikey Ells, is that the only thing you remember about them?’

‘I never really knew them.’

‘Well never mind. Mac, that’s what he was called in primary school. I met up with him on a hairdressing job. We’d also clashed at uni so it was good to catch up.’

Ellie nudged her arm. ‘So what’s he like then, this Mac?’

‘It’s nothing like that.’ Viv raised her eyes. ‘You’ve got a one-track mind. You know I’ve done a bit of cyber stuff?’ She hesitated, waiting for a wisecrack from Ellie.

‘So that’s what you call it now, is it? In my world we still call it illegal intrusion, or simply hacking. Which is what you also used to call it if my memory serves me correctly.’

‘Oh piss off. You know what it means. Anyway, Mac dropped by earlier and asked me to go on an outward-bound course – allegedly to bond with other members of the department. Actually I don’t mean “other” because I’m not officially a member of the department.’

‘What department is it?’

Viv looked around. ‘It doesn’t matter. I’m not in any department. I just help out now and again.’

It was Ellie’s turn to roll her eyes. ‘Give me some credit, Viv. I haven’t been on the game in The Hague.’

Viv nodded but hesitated again. Signing the Official Secrets Act wasn’t something she had done lightly. But it occurred to her that Ellie might also have signed it. She decided that the NTF itself was no secret. ‘Fair enough. It’s called the NTF, National Task Force.’

Ellie seemed to know what Viv was talking about and nodded. ‘Yes I remember something about the time it took for them to choose a name for it.’ She sniggered. ‘Bureaucrats – you gotta love them. The Hague’s hoatching with them. That’s why I’m back.’ She gestured with her hand for Viv to continue.

Viv took another gulp of her pint. ‘I’ve got to make a decision asap. I told Mac that I wasn’t up for it, but he’s been out-ranked. Otherwise I wouldn’t have had that wee visit.’ She pointed out to the street. ‘Oh, never mind that. What’s brought you back?’

Ellie wasn’t ready to be distracted by her own story. ‘If I know you there’s no way you’ll pass up a bit of action. What else would you be doing this weekend?’

Viv wrapped her hands round her glass and brought it up to cool her forehead.

Ellie continued. ‘Exactly. Nowt. I can already see how bored you are. Look at you. Slumped or what? Not to mention the look on your face. Get yourself into the zone, girl. You’ll only mope for the weekend if you don’t go.’

‘I’m doing hair for a wedding!’ Her tone sounded more defensive than she intended.

Ellie changed tack and launched into what she’d been up to, giving Viv a blow by blow account of the latest married man who, as Viv had already guessed, was threatening to leave his wife. Viv and Ellie had known each other since their early teens and lived within spitting distance of each other but gone to different schools and universities. Viv often thought that that was probably what had kept them together. Ellie, a couple of years younger than Viv, did law at Glasgow then a post grad on international law at Durham, while Viv went to Edinburgh to read anthropology, before a post grad in psychotherapy, which led nicely onto her doctorate on Sigmund Freud. Viv, a late developer, had spent her weekends in a salon washing and sweeping hair, while Ellie had been an impressive athlete who’d played for the east of Scotland hockey team, although was unable to beat Viv in a sprint.

They finished their pints and wandered down the Mound, stopping occasionally to listen to a street performance. Eventually, after trawling along George Street, being knocked back by every eatery, they secured the last table in Pizza Express on Queensferry Street. They chatted about their families, spending too much time on their sisters, and Viv managed to wheedle the real story of Ellie’s latest man friend, who had got too close for Ellie’s comfort and been given the heave. They laughed and laughed at the inevitability of their circumstances, so familiar with each other that they barely needed to finish their sentences. Weird to think that in the passage of three years neither had done anything that was a surprise to the other. Perhaps that was the definition of friendship.

Ellie kept stifling yawns and soon Viv shouted above the racket, ‘Look why don’t we call it a night? You’re knackered, we can catch up properly when the Festival’s over.’

Ellie gestured for the bill. ‘This is on me.’

Viv started to argue but Ellie held up her hand, ‘No point. You did it last time.’

‘Fair enough. It’s good to have you back, Ells.’

They strolled up Queensferry Street and waited among queues of tourists on Shandwick Place, then bear-hugged as Ellie’s bus approached. Viv wandered home via King’s Stables Road, her mind full of questions about the outward-bound weekend. Why her? What was really at stake? Whatever it was had to be significant. Mac wouldn’t pull the ‘National Security’ number without good reason. Or would he?

As she turned into the West Bow she spotted the saloon from earlier. She sauntered over to it and the window lowered. Ruddy smiled at her. ‘Slight change of plan. Get in.’

She checked inside the car. Only Ruddy and his driver. She opened the back door and slipped in. ‘So what’s this about?’

‘You’ll see.’ He handed her a folder. Inside there were photographs of boats. Some splendid cruisers, some sailing boats. ‘Taking me on a cruise?’

His eyebrows twitched.

The car pulled away from the kerb and drove towards the West Port. She flicked through the folder. At the end there were two gruesome pictures of a severed forearm, both showing the same tattoo but from different angles.

She screwed up her face. ‘Extreme way to lose your tats.’ She stared at him. ‘Still not sure what any of this has to do with me.’

They had reached Corstorphine Road, the main route to the west of Edinburgh. ‘Where are we off to?’

Ruddy smiled. ‘Patience, Vivian.’

The driver glanced in the rear view mirror and smiled. They turned onto the old Turnhouse road and stopped at the gates of an airfield. With a few words from the driver to a uniformed man in a small sentry box the barrier rose and they drove through. They parked on a strip of tarmac secured by a fence, twenty feet high topped with a round of rip wire. Ruddy got out and made his way to her side but she’d already jumped out. The blades of a nearby chopper began to turn.

She swung round and stared at Ruddy then pointed. ‘Is that for us?’

He nodded. She tried but failed to stifle a grin. Excitement brimmed into every area of her body. ‘I haven’t been on one of these since OTC.’

He nodded.

She shook her head. ‘Silly me. You already know that.’ Her words tailed off as the blades gathered momentum and the chug chug chug became too much to compete with. Once on board they were both given a headset and goggles.

Ruddy confidently put on his headset and raised his voice above the engines. ‘Welcome to Special Services.’

Her belly was knitting socks. This was more Hollywood than Edinburgh. Once she was strapped in with her own headset on the chopper took off. She felt as if she’d won the lottery for free rides at the fun fair. If this was what Special Services meant, she was in. Trying to keep her wits about her she glanced down at the fields and the ribbon of the M8. It was not yet dark enough for drivers to have their headlights on, but the twinkle of sidelights made an impressive snake far into the distance. They were definitely travelling west. At some point the chopper scudded round on a more northerly trajectory. Light pollution receded and they raced through valleys where mountains rose above them on either side and lochs glistened below. Eventually they made it to the coast. The sun dipped close to the horizon. Her jumper wasn’t adequate for this 2,000 feet high adventure. She hauled on her jacket.

Ruddy must have noticed her shiver and rooted around behind his seat and pulled out a blanket. Nice touch. She wrapped it over her knees and tucked her hands inside. They circled over a small bay where there were three boats, all lit up; the largest of them a white and silver gin palace. The other two most likely fishing boats.

The pilot spoke into his microphone. ‘You can use the infra-red now. Put your goggles on.’

She was intrigued at how clear the stars were before it was completely dark. She put the goggles on and immediately the world beneath her changed. She could actually see the skeletons in shades of green of everyone on board the vessels.

She couldn’t help herself grinning. Amazed that she was circling around in a chopper and that she was using military tech as if she were one of the boys. ‘Wow! These things are excellent. Couldn’t they be used in medical diagnosis?’

Ruddy ignored her question. ‘The cruiser. What do you see on the cruiser?’

There were four people above deck and two, maybe three, lying below deck. ‘I can see people lying below deck.’

Ruddy nodded. His head swivelled and he pointed to one of the fishing boats.

Same thing. Four above and perhaps three below. The magnification was terrific.

Viv laughed. ‘If these were any stronger I could see their Adam’s apples moving.’

Ruddy said, ‘You think fishermen bring crew aboard to take a sleep?’ He coughed and pointed again.

She followed the line of his finger. There was a faint trail of heat beneath the water. Not skeletons but definitely a line, or transmission, something showing up with pockets of green, making a connection between the gin palace and the fishing boat. These goggles were amazing and she briefly wondered if Special Services would miss a set.

‘We know that there’s a ring using this area of coastline. We’re just not sure what they’re bringing in.’

She was fascinated. ‘People. D’you think it’s people?’

He shrugged. ‘We’re hoping you’ll find us a few more clues.’

She hauled the goggles off. Her eyes took a minute to adjust. ‘Me?’

He nodded. ‘Killing two birds with one stone.’

‘They must know that you’re on to them. This chopper isn’t exactly discreet.’

‘They’re pretty cocky. Don’t seem to think they’re at risk.’ He pointed to a couple of buildings on the shore. ‘That’s your destination tomorrow.’

She pulled the goggles back on and made out five people sitting round a table. In the gloaming the landscape was vague but she spotted a herd of deer and grinned again at the weird movement of their entire frames. Perfectly designed. She turned her head to face the boats again. One of the fishing boats was moving out to open sea.

She nudged Ruddy and nodded.

He shouted. ‘They’ll have to be efficient sailors to get to the other side of the Old Hag. She’s taken down far bigger boats than that.’ He tapped the pilot on the shoulder and made an upward spiral gesture. The chopper immediately rose and banked, turning back in the direction they’d come. She reopened and scanned the folder with the photographs in it. The tattoos were very specific, botanically accurate. Must have been done by a steady hand. By the time they were parallel with the M8 again headlights were on full. The sky was as clear as it had been in the west, but she couldn’t make out nearly so many stars here. The same driver was waiting for them when they touched down.

Ruddy said as they got back into the car, ‘We think that the west coast stuff is probably drugs, vodka, maybe even mock designer labels, but that’s not all they’re up to. It’s as if that stuff is a decoy.’

She swallowed and buckled up. ‘You thinking trafficking?’

He shrugged. ‘Who knows? But we suspect ties to an extremist cell.’

‘That doesn’t make sense. Are they extreme nationalists? . . . Why would they bring in foreigners? Surely they want to get rid of them?’

He shook his head. ‘Or . . .? Wakey, wakey, Viv. Take a guess at what they’d do with them. This is all unconfirmed but we’re hoping something might turn up at the centre.’

‘What exactly am I supposed to do on this dreaded outward-bound weekend?’

He grinned. ‘Do what you’re best at.’

She thought of what she’d done for him in the recent past. Her most fruitful results came from cyber snooping. She was about to say that the west coast of Scotland was hardly a cyber hot spot when she remembered how well equipped even nomads in the furthest reaches of the Gobi desert were. ‘Okay. I’ll do what I can.’

He gave a nod. ‘I thought you would. Like father, like daughter.’

Surprised by this she said, ‘Did you know him?’

‘Yes.’

She stuttered. ‘We . . . well what did you know about him?’

‘Nothing that you probably couldn’t guess. He was committed to justice and . . .’ He gave the slightest shake of his head.

‘And?’

‘Best we stick to the present.’

‘What is that supposed to mean?’

She could see that he wasn’t going to be drawn.

They dropped her on the West Bow and she stood on the pavement staring at the saloon gliding slowly up towards George IV Bridge. What was she getting herself into? How had Ruddy known her dad? Her dad had been an ordinary detective, or so she believed.

She put her key into the outer door of her building and turned to wave, but the car was already gone. She even wondered for a moment if she’d dreamt the expedition. In the flat she was greeted by the smell of fresh dough. She stuck it into the oven and while waiting for it to bake packed a few things into a rucksack. The hair she was doing in the morning was a favour for a client and not the client themselves, so she didn’t feel too bad when she changed the time of her arrival. Besides, brides-to-be never slept the night before the big day. The loaf hadn’t risen and felt like an oversized brick. Baking clearly wasn’t her strong point, but she still went to bed with the smell of fresh bread lulling her into a sense that all was well.


Chapter Five

Viv was an exceptional time-keeper and arrived with two minutes to spare at the home of the bride’s mother. As she rang the bell she heard a screech coming from upstairs. She took a deep breath and released it slowly. This could be fun. The mother of the bride swung the door open and with a dramatic flourish bade Viv enter, while the screeches continued from above.

The mother said, ‘This way. We thought it would be useful for you to have a mirror and lots of space. We’ve put you in here.’ She opened the door to a large bedroom with wall-to-wall mirrored wardrobes. The wedding gown was hanging on a high window catch blocking out the light. Next to it hung a row of small puffy bridesmaid’s dresses in lilac. Fortunately Viv had only agreed to sort out the bride’s hair. The bridesmaids were being taken care of by their parents.

After about five minutes, with Viv becoming increasingly tetchy, the bride waltzed in. Her swollen eyes and veined cheeks would take a miracle to calm before the ceremony. Not Viv’s problem. They’d had a trial run for the hair the week before and Viv set to. Mother brought in a bottle of champagne and poured a glass for her daughter. She offered Viv one but she refused; she would need to be alert for the rest of the day. Mother and daughter couldn’t have cared less. They gulped it down as if it was water. If she needed this much alcohol to get married perhaps there were questions to be asked. Viv noticed that the bride was wearing a bra and ankle socks.

‘I wonder if it might be an idea to take off your bra and socks.’

The girl looked sideways at her.

‘Your dress is strapless. All you’ll see are bra marks. Ditto the socks. I’d lose them and not have deep tracks for the photographs.’

The bride swung round and shrieked at her mother, ‘You should have told me. If these marks spoil my photographs . . .’

Her mother, obviously used to being spoken to in this way, just about turned with her glass in her hand and left the room without a reply. Viv continued without missing a beat and, once she was finished, silently packed up her kit and retreated to the front door, where Mother smiled and said, ‘I’ll send you a cheque.’

Viv nodded, relieved to escape the asylum. When she reached the Rav a woman had double parked, blocking her in. Viv drummed on the steering wheel as she waited for three young children to be strapped in and given whatever toys they needed to keep them quiet. By the time she got going time was tight.

An architectural carbuncle built for function, Police HQ at Fettes hadn’t improved with time. As if crime didn’t happen at weekends, its large car park was almost empty and Viv pulled into a space opposite the minibus. She hauled her rucksack from the boot of the Rav and swung it over her shoulder. It was 9.25am, and there were people already on the bus. She saw Mac and one other man, storing luggage in a hold at the side.

Viv coughed.

Mac didn’t look up but said, ‘Nice you could make it, Dr Fraser.’

Either he was seriously pissed off or he was an excellent actor. He stood and held out his hand. Viv slipped her rucksack off her shoulder and handed it to him. She tried to make eye contact but he turned away and shoved her sack into the hold. She guessed this was part of the deal and stepped inside the bus. There were fourteen seats but only four aboard so far, a great ratio of people to seats. Lynx deodorant made a big impression as she passed the three blokes sitting nearest the front, although the cheese and onion crisps one of them was scoffing added to the cocktail.

Her heart sank when she recognised Gordon, a cyber analyst she had worked with before, who immediately said, ‘Ah, if it isn’t our very own Bletchley girl.’ His tone more facetious than she remembered it.

At the mention of this name the others looked up from their various technologies and in turn introduced themselves. ‘Hi, I’m Archie.’ His mouth still full of crisps.

And with a wave, ‘I’m David, Davie.’

And a nod from, ‘Robert, Robbie,’ who was now busy checking the tachograph at the side of the driver’s seat.

The only female aboard mumbled something incomprehensible before returning to scrolling through her phone.

Viv slipped onto the long seat at the back and stretched her legs into the aisle. She placed her jacket on one side and her ipod on the other, her territorial imperative showing no signs of diminishing. From this position she could keep her eye on the horizon and check out her companions – not a decent haircut amongst them. No one had used their full name, and consequently they sounded like a bunch of cocktail waiters. She was the only person who’d been graced with a last name and it wasn’t her own. She glared at Gordon, wondering what he was up to and why he had introduced her in that way. She wasn’t yet sure what any of their jobs were – even Mac’s, if she thought about it hard enough. But they all worked together in some capacity for the NTF cyber unit.

Mac came aboard and handed out folders. ‘Right. Read these and sign at the bottom of the last page.’

Viv glanced at the first page, decided she wasn’t signing anything and closed the folder, then slipped it beneath her butt.

Mac saw her and frowned a warning.

It was too early in the morning to start toeing the line but she sighed and retrieved the folder. Since when did the police start giving out welcome packs? She rubbed a hand across her face and through her hair. The woman glanced at her and smiled. Viv shook her head and raised her eyes skyward in a what-the-fuck gesture.

Robbie fired up the engine but Gordon said, ‘Wait!’ and rushed off the bus and back into the building. Five minutes later he sauntered back and took his seat without apology.

Robbie glanced at Mac, who nodded. They were off with only seven on board. Time for reading was over for Viv. She leaned her head against the window, but caught a reflection of Archie gnawing on his fingernails. She shuddered and closed her eyes, wondering what he was so worried about. For the first twenty minutes she visualised the route along the Queensferry Road, out towards the Forth Bridges then the turn off towards Bo’ness. Once they reached the M9 she settled down properly with a fleece behind her head. There was an hour of motorway ahead and other than the Kelpies and Stirling castle, which she’d had an eyeful of recently, there was too much flat green land to look at. Once they were onto the Callander road and into the Trossachs the scenery would be more dramatic.

She dozed until their first stop at the Green Welly Cafe, about two hours from the outskirts of Edinburgh. The bus began to empty. The female bumped into Archie and shot him a schoolgirl death stare as if it had been his fault.

He said, ‘Sorry, Frances.’ Then skipped in front of her to join the others as they headed inside the building. Mac was chatting to the driver outside the bus and as much as she wanted to ask Mac a few questions she didn’t feel it was right to interrupt them. Besides, she was getting the hang of his silent treatment. Mac took off into the building, but Robbie just stretched and cracked his knuckles at the door of the bus. No opportunity for her to snoop around the others’ stuff.

One by one they returned to the bus, except Gordon. Eventually, just as Mac was about to go to look for him, he wandered out reading a newspaper. Not in any hurry.

Mac said, ‘Move it, Gordon.’ But all Gordon did was slowly fold his paper.

On the next leg of the journey Viv remained alert. To work in the NTF they’d all have been to Tulliallan for training, but she wondered how they would fare this weekend. Gordon was carrying a little too much weight and Archie moved as if he was in pain. Being a cyber geek still meant you were a police officer, although looking at a screen all day did nothing for physical fitness.

Davie, sitting next to Gordon, started singing, ‘Nellie the Elephant Packed her Trunk’. There was an outburst of laughter as they realised he was tipping the wink at John Le Carré, who had called MI5 ‘the circus’ before they adopted it as their own. They all joined in for a couple of choruses before the song fizzled out and they bowed heads again to the church of technology.

The first opportunity Viv saw to chat she engaged Archie, then Davie joined them. She learnt that both were ‘listeners’ in the cyber side of policing. Archie said he’d studied law, not gone into the family firm of solicitors but bummed around the Far East before doing a post graduate course on software development, for which he found he had a flair. Davie on the other hand had been a computer geek ever since he’d set fire to his dad’s shed while making some sort of electronic device when he was eleven. Safe to say that although he was a geek he reckoned he was a creative geek. They told her that Gordon had actually been a cop, on the beat, but had done in-house training in computing and worked his way through the ranks. Gordon himself occasionally chipped in to the conversation but only to add a sarcastic comment. Frances kept her head down reading her book.

The road to the isles now meandered through a stunning landscape where Munroes stretched their compulsory 3,000 feet above lochs that glistened like mirrors. Still dark water reflected gnarled, lichen-covered trees stunted and battered by the prevailing wind. Ancient people had made their homes on crannogs in the middle of these lochs. Secret causeways beneath the waterline were the only way to reach them, and were known only to a privileged few. There was all manner of speculation about why people had chosen to build homes in such inhospitable places. Damp sites with plagues of midgies – insects that descended to fight a battle more fierce than any human could provoke. Archaeologists had found evidence of domestic habitation, which put paid to the notion that they were ritual sites. Clay cooking pots, even a round of cheese had been preserved by the peaty waters of the loch, and the telltale charcoal of fires meant habitation over a significant time. If this lot on the bus thought they were in for a tough weekend they should at least be grateful that Goretex had been invented. Winter days with howling winds and driving rain weighed down by woollen plaid couldn’t have been much fun for the early settlers in this part of the Highlands.

Frances, who was in the seat in front and opposite glanced up from her book and turned to Viv. What was it with overly blue eyes? She reprimanded herself for being cynical. Then nodded and said, ‘Good book?’

‘Not bad.’ She exposed the cover of a thriller. ‘Passing the time really. So what do you think this weekend will be like?’

‘Have you been on an outward-bound course before?’ Viv asked.

Frances shook her head. ‘No. I’ve done some of the stuff we’ll be expected to do, I mean we’ve all been to Tulliallan right? Seems a bit of an indulgence if you ask me.’

Viv snorted. The weekend would be many things but indulgent wasn’t how she’d imagined it. ‘How much time did you spend at Tulliallan?’

‘The usual. Initiation training then the odd top up. Not counting our health check, they fairly put us through our paces this year. You? What is it that you do?’

‘I did some stuff at uni.’ Suitably vague.

‘Yes, but what are you doing here this weekend?’

Viv looked right and left, then in a low voice said, ‘There’s some funny business at this centre. I’m just an extra pair of eyes.’ The bus screeched to a halt then reversed. Robbie had missed the turn-off.

Eventually the minibus bumped onto a track and began a slow descent over rough ground. The view out to sea took in Islay and Jura, but a bleak landscape stretched for miles on either side of the track. Acre upon acre of heather and bracken, with the occasional rock breaking the surface, looked benign. Everywhere seemed benign when the sun shone.

The bus rocked and jerked for about a mile before it slowed and changed to a lower gear for an even steeper descent, until it shuddered to a halt outside a large wooden building with a moss covered roof. Viv glanced back to where they’d come from but couldn’t see anything except heather. They were hidden in a dip. A crescent of white sand nestled beneath steep cliffs in the distance. Off to the left lay an open sided shed with outdoor equipment stored in racks. Moss was obviously the in thing, since the shed roof also blended into the landscape like the accommodation block.

Canoes and kayaks in bright colours were stacked in racks one above the other, and the back wall was hung with yellow safety vests. Viv guessed they would be using those.

Everyone piled off the bus and stretched. The first yawn went round like a Mexican wave, missing Viv and the female with the thriller. Either they were too distracted, or both sociopaths. Viv’s rucksack was last on so first off. She walked toward the building but turned briefly to check what Mac was up to. She stared transfixed when she caught Archie running his hand down Gordon’s back. It was over in a second but she didn’t imagine it. Mac was on his knees with his head stuck in the hold so she continued.

A person with the most incredible head of reddish-blond dreadlocks, wearing khaki shorts, a navy polo shirt and a ring in her nose stood just outside the door holding a clipboard with a list pinned to it. She allocated Viv a room named Jura, and directed her to it. The tiny room had two single beds and an en suite shower with wc. Not the Ritz but not roughing it either. Hurrah to no communal washing. She stared out of the window. The view out to sea was spectacular. The surface of a horseshoe shaped bay with rocks circling its edges shimmered beneath the high sun. She recognised nothing from her trip the night before. Everything had looked entirely alien from the air and behind those goggles. No sign of any boats. Good time of day to swim.

She imagined they’d be split into groups to do domestic duties like making dinner. She lay on one of the beds checking it for comfort – perfectly good. The ceiling had a hairline crack right across the middle as if defining the boundary between the beds. It suited her to have her space clarified. What was she expected to do this weekend? One task for Ruddy with such a vague remit that what were her chances of succeeding? Slim, she thought. Bosses could shift their goal-posts, so unless she was absolutely clear what they were after she was bound to fail. And for Mac the NTF had perceived a mole, someone they believed posed a threat to ‘National Security’, and they’d tasked her with rooting them out. She felt her belly clench at the notion of failing in such easy tasks. Surely she was skilled enough to prise details out of the others. People always gave more away than they thought, especially if they were trying to conceal something. If she couldn’t discover anything suspect over the weekend she’d have to find a way to check out their consoles at Fettes – with or without Mac’s permission. She needed them to talk about themselves, and fortunately most people loved to do that, given the right circumstances. But first she’d have to snoop around. There had to be an office of sorts somewhere. With this thought she sighed and relaxed.

She was adjusting her pillow when the door opened and Frances came in. Viv grinned. ‘Not too shabby. Don’t even have to pad down the hall for a pee.’ She nodded to the door of the shower room.

Frances blew out a breath and tossed her pack onto the bed opposite. ‘Could be worse, I suppose.’

‘What did you expect? Butler service?’

The woman raised her eyes and shook her head. ‘No, but I can think of better things to be doing this weekend.’

‘Couldn’t we all? But our country calls.’ Viv was being facetious but could see that thriller woman wasn’t sure how to take her. ‘Chill, I’m kidding!’

The woman flopped onto the edge of her bed and began to pull things from her pack. Viv wasn’t one for unpacking and decided to leave her to it and have a nose around instead.

Once she’d got the layout of the building, noting that the office had no lock on it, she headed out the front door.

Mac shouted, ‘Oi, Viv! Where do you think you’re off to?’ His voice more stern than he needed to be.

‘Just thought I’d have a wander. Maybe a swim.’

‘You’ll get your swim soon enough. For now keep your eyes and ears peeled for Frances.’

An old-fashioned bell rang, the kind used in primary schools to call children in from playtime. Viv immediately revisited the memory of disappointment at returning to lessons. The woman with the bell, the same woman who had allocated their rooms, stood in the doorway looking as if she was relishing the task. Intrigued, she stared at the woman’s piercings, and consigned them to the realm of self-harm, ditto her dreadlocks. The idea of not washing her hair every day, having a good scrub of her scalp, freaked her out. She’d once had someone come to her who wanted rid of dreadlocks. No easy task cutting hair that had been matted for years. And the stench that rose when hot water hit the hair and scalp was as noxious as damp farmyard animals. Scalps are living breathing skins and don’t like confinement any more than other bits of the body. Some people did manage to sponge their heads regularly but it was no substitute for a good lathered up scrub.

Mac nodded and said, ‘Game on.’ He looked at Viv for confirmation.

She glared at him.

They went indoors to a large, long room with a wall of windows facing the sea, and a refectory table with benches on either side. A wood burner at the far end of the room would have been more welcoming if it had been lit, but instead it sat like a black mark against a stonewall. The outside of the building was clad in wood but it appeared as if an older stone property had been there first and the centre had grown up around it. A low door at the far end of the room, near the fire, led to the kitchen. A large wooden dresser, home to mugs and glasses, took up a chunk of wall. Right next to the dresser sat a large electric urn and a selection of herbal teas in boxes. The smell of the place reminded her of Henderson’s vegetarian restaurant on Hanover Street, with sea dampness added to the mix.

Mac coughed and took charge. ‘You’ll all have read the info in the folders that I gave you on the bus. Those make clear the objectives of the weekend.’

There was a loud grumble of dissent.

‘It’s not as difficult as you think. But it’s good for us to do some team building, to be forced out of comfort zones.’ He pointed as he spoke. ‘The first task for you all is to swim over to that small peninsula. It’s cut off at high tide so you’ll become isolated.’

They all groaned.

He continued. ‘It’s not far. You’ll spend the night foraging for food and water. And Viv here is writing a piece for Police Scotland magazine, so you might want to keep in her good books.’

Noisy objections from the group rose and Viv eyeballed Mac. He didn’t flinch. No smirk. Complete deadpan. This was all news to her but there was no getting out of it and she knew it. They all knew it.

‘Shit,’ she whispered to herself. ‘Boy, will he pay for this.’

Mac continued. ‘Before you organise yourself for the trip I’d like you to pair up with a buddy.’ Now he did stare at Viv. ‘You may as well choose your roommate. The point is . . .’ Groans from the group continued until Mac put up his hands. ‘Calm down! You know there’s no way out of any of this so buckle up for the ride and enjoy pushing yourself to your limits.’

Viv shook her head. She couldn’t believe it was Mac speaking. He sounded as if he’d swallowed a motivational manual. She looked around for Frances, who hadn’t appeared yet. She glanced at Mac and raised her eyebrows.

He also looked around and approached the woman with the dreadlocks. ‘Can I use that bell you had earlier?’

She went into another room and returned with the bell. He took the bell and rang it again. Still Frances didn’t appear. If she was upstairs, Viv wondered how safe her things were. Might her roommate be going through her kit? Viv had nothing to hide that wasn’t on her person, although in her rucksack she had a little survival box with waterproof matches in it. It would be a pity if those went missing now that they were going swimming.

Mac said, ‘Viv, could you check the room? Let’s see what she’s up to.’

When Viv opened the door of the room she grinned. Frances was lying on the bed with her eyes closed and ear-buds in, oblivious to the bell outside or Viv’s entry. She touched her leg. Frances kicked out, missing Viv’s knee by a hair’s breadth.

‘What the f . . .’ She hauled the ear-buds out.

Viv headed back out the door gesturing with her thumb. ‘Downstairs. Roll call.’

Mac eyeballed Frances, but said to the whole group, ‘I shouldn’t need to remind you that you’re here on a team building exercise. No man is an island and all that.’

Frances whispered to Viv, ‘What’s happening?’

Viv pointed to the bay. ‘That’s what’s happening. We’re swimming over there and spending the night.’

‘No way.’ Shock written all over her face.

Viv snorted. ‘Yes way.’

‘Any questions?’ Mac said.

Gordon said, ‘Back here for a fry-up in the morning, then?’

Mac said, ‘No such luck. You’ll route march over the island, find canoes that were left earlier, you’re lucky the weather’s fine, but don’t dally because there’s a storm forecast for tomorrow.’

Gordon said, ‘Since when have you known a forecast to be right?’

‘I’m just letting you know what’s possible.’

Viv was about to wander back upstairs to collect her things, but made a detour to the kitchen to see if she could find large bin bags. She’d like to get to the other side with some spare dry clothes. Gordon obviously had the same idea and had found them already.

‘Every man for himself, eh, Viv?’

It was too early in the weekend to get het up about gender-biased language, so she just accepted the roll of bags and pulled a few off.

As she turned to leave he said, ‘What’s this about then? Why are you really here?’

She feigned ignorance and shrugged.

‘You think I’m buying that?’ He held up crossed fingers. ‘You and Marconi are like two peas in a pod.’

She wasn’t sure where he was coming from since Mac was his team leader, his boss in other words. Viv wasn’t even staff. Asking him what he meant would only lead to further questions, so she laughed and said, ‘Nobody’s ever called me a pea before but I’ll take that as a compliment.’

He followed her out of the kitchen then hesitated before turning towards the men’s corridor, leaving her to go upstairs and retrieve her stuff.

The Goretex rucksack she’d brought was a serious bit of kit, but for a night in the open she’d need something warm. She hauled out spare trousers, socks and underwear and left them on the bed. This made little difference to the weight. Everything was essential, especially the sealed box of survival things that included the waterproof matches. She’d found them in an outdoor shop in Callander, the only useful thing to come out of her last visit. She had a ball of string, a midge net, probably more important than any of the other stuff. No point in taking tissues but she’d keep the tiny first aid kit as a just-in-case. It was only for one night after all.


Chapter Six

On her way to the shore Viv caught the others huddled in a conversation that hushed as she drew close. She continued towards a rocky edge on the shore and stripped down to her swimsuit. Gordon and Archie began kicking about in the shallows further to her right. With her rucksack on her shoulders and her boots tied in a bag she tiptoed across the rocks and peered into the water. There was no way to tell how deep it was. Even in August the seas around Scotland were unforgiving. She slipped off the edge. When her toes touched the surface she caught her breath and a painful chill ran up her limbs reaching her breasts before her feet touched the bottom. No going back. She struck out.

The sea was calm and from the shore she reckoned it would take fifteen minutes, but that was only a guess. Now that she was in the water it seemed much further. This was the first test of mind over matter. If she were in the pool at Warrender baths she’d swim hard for thirty minutes without stopping and think nothing of it. The business of not being able to touch the bottom or make it to the side was the challenging bit. Best not to over-think and keep moving.

She’d had a look at a Harvey map before setting off and hoped that the beach on the other side was pebbled, but she had no way of knowing if there was a rocky shelf to negotiate before she got that far. She kept up a steady rhythm and besides one large jellyfish, which she spotted in time to swim around, the sea was clean and invigorating. It would have been a whole lot easier without the rucksack but the option of wearing every item was not a wise one.

She thought she heard someone call out, but decided it was a trick of her mind. Then a head bobbed up in front of her but immediately disappeared. She was gently bumped from below the water. She gasped, her imagination working over time. There were basking sharks on the west coast and although they wouldn’t attack they were huge creatures, up to fifty feet long. She swallowed again and put more power into her strokes. The creature bobbed up again then swam beneath her and surfaced with its head only a couple of feet in front. It made eye contact. She was face to face with a seal. It seemed to want to play, and as much as Viv was relieved and delighted to see the animal close up, she wasn’t in a position to oblige. The rucksack was cumbersome; she couldn’t hang about. It continued to swim beneath her, round her, ducking and diving and nudging her with its nose. It was unbelievable, a once in a lifetime experience. The seal, possibly disappointed in her, disappeared as quickly as it had arrived.

Her sights fell on the far shore. Even on a hot day in Scotland the sea temperature was never going to be much above fourteen degrees. Cold bore deep into her bones.

She picked up her pace. Numb thighs were a bad sign. Before long she sensed the water getting warmer, which either meant it was shallower or she had the beginnings of hypothermia. She pushed on until it was easier to walk than to swim, then dragged herself without dignity onto a silver pebbled beach. Puffing and shivering she shook the water off as best she could then foraged in a bin bag from her pack for a fleece. All the while looking out to sea.

With the fleece on she rubbed her arms and hopped around vigorously before putting the rest of her kit on. Essential to keep moving. Although it was the last thing she felt like doing, she forced herself to run up over the pebbles onto a stretch of machair, where she star jumped and ran on the spot. She took off at a sprint for as far as she could, a couple of hundred metres, before turning and repeating it. What were the chances of swimming with a seal? If the rest of the weekend turned into a disaster, she’d always have that memory to treasure. There was no sign of her little friend on the horizon and she began to wonder if she had imagined it.

She was about to give up her exercise when she saw Gordon and Archie lying collapsed just beyond the waterline. Breathless, she jogged over to check that they were okay. They had made their lives more difficult by swimming with tee shirts on: human skin was designed to repel water – fabric was not. Archie rolled onto his side and vomited. Served him right for snacking on rubbish on the minibus. Gordon made it onto his knees and tried to calm his breathing.

‘Look, guys, I know it’s the last thing that you feel like doing, but it’s worth keeping moving. Once the chitters set in . . .’

Gordon glared at her and through gasps said, ‘Since when did you become our designated super-hero?’

Viv shrugged and walked back to where she’d left her rucksack. She slung it over her shoulder and made her way inland. The only sound above her own breathing was a pair of curlews having a domestic in the distance. So far only three of the seven who’d been on the bus had made it. Not a great turnout. Perhaps the others resisted setting off. Viv, a deferred gratification woman, always kept the best ’til last.

The land away from the shore was as it had been on either side of the track back at the centre. Heather, bracken with boulders peeking through, was paradise for ticks. She checked that her trousers were well tucked into her socks then continued to stride out, looking for somewhere to light a fire. After a short time someone shouted her name. She turned and saw Gordon waving at her from the beach. She hesitated, sighed, and ran back towards him. He was gesticulating wildly towards the sea. Her gaze followed his and she saw Frances’ head dip below the surface.

Instinctively she dropped her pack and ran, tearing off her kit as she went. When she reached the water’s edge, and while struggling to remove her boots, she glared at Gordon. ‘Why aren’t you going in? Don’t just stand there, you arsehole.’

Frances’ arms were raised above her head, flailing about thirty metres from the shore. Then her head sank again. Viv’s limbs were still recovering from her own swim, but there was nothing else for it. In her hardest front crawl she swam out to where Frances had been. She dived and swam around; it wasn’t too deep but was murky since the sand had been disturbed. She surfaced, gasped for air and dived again. This time she saw her and tried to grab her by the arms but Frances kicked out in panic. Winded, Viv began to sink down and down into the murky water. When her feet bumped onto the sea floor she pushed off propelling herself back to the surface. She gasped and spluttered. No sign of Frances. Viv’s strength was waning but she took another huge breath then dived again. This time she swam beneath Frances and shoved her towards the surface. Frances gasped, and punched and kicked, then suddenly went limp. Viv, seriously close to her limit, finally managed to grip Frances’ chin and, holding her head above the water as best she could, swam towards the shore. With each laborious stroke she questioned her sanity for attempting this when she was already spent. Twice she went under, but some primal survival instinct asserted itself and she managed to reach the shallows. The final act of hauling Frances’ dead weight away from the water’s edge forced her to collapse. Gordon and Archie pulled Frances further up the beach while Viv lay fighting for her breath. Once it steadied she got to her knees and crawled to Frances’ side and checked her pulse. Nothing. Gordon and Archie stood in silence, shivering like lemmings. Clearly neither had been in the Boy Scouts.

Eventually Gordon said without any conviction, ‘Is there anything I can do?’

Viv, too distracted to reply, set about CPR. She’d never done CPR on a real body. Compressing the chest to the rhythm of the Bee Gee’s Staying Alive was all very well but what had happened to mouth to mouth? Was she right in thinking it was no longer recommended? During her second go at pumping Frances’ chest the woman’s eyes flickered and she spluttered, spewing out seawater and coughing herself into action.

Viv collapsed onto the pebbles and stared in disbelief at the sky. A breeze tickled the goose-bumps on her arms so she rolled onto her knees, stood up, and dragged herself back to where she’d discarded her kit. For the second time in ten minutes she wiped salty water from her limbs then pulled on her clothes, remembering to tuck her trousers back into her socks. She retrieved another bin liner from her sack and went to where Frances was lying in a foetal position. Viv wrapped the bag round her and huddled down beside her to keep her warm.

Viv, seething at the lack of initiative from Archie and Gordon, said, ‘Right guys, you asked if there was anything you could do, well now’s your chance. Either build a fire or take over here. She needs as much body warmth round her as we can give her. After that little episode we’ve got to stop hypothermia setting in.’

Both men looked at each other, then Archie hunkered down and lay awkwardly along Frances’ back.

Gordon got down and backed himself as best he could onto her front. A tricky operation with her knees curled up. ‘Cosy or what?’ he said, embarrassment evident in his tone.

The fact was that they would all benefit from more warmth. ‘I’ll go find somewhere to light a fire. Once I’ve got that going I’ll come back and get you. Mean time keep huddled,’ she ordered.

She heard Gordon make a sarcastic comment but let it go. She couldn’t think what the hell had got into him. What had prevented him from trying to save Frances? And what was with all the sarcasm? There was no need for him to take against her. They had worked together on a couple of things and although they were not buddies there weren’t enemies either.

Terrain that looked benign from the bunkhouse had dips and troughs every few feet. Such hard going. Viv scanned the horizon, hoping to find a big boulder for shelter. There were plenty of them, but finding one with a large indent on the side away from the prevailing wind was tricky. Eventually she discovered one and dumped her sack before making her way back to the beach to gather driftwood. There wasn’t much around so she supplemented what she had with stalks of heather and moss. It took about twenty minutes to get the fire going and another ten until she was confident that it wouldn’t go out as soon as she left it unattended.

She jogged back to the beach and nodded to Gordon and Archie. They both rolled away from Frances and sat waiting as if for their next order. Viv hadn’t planned on leading but someone had to take the initiative.

‘Get going then. Help her over to the fire then gather as much rubbish, wood, rope, anything that’ll burn, from along the coast line.’

Frances stood up and snapped, ‘Thank you. I’ll manage.’ She was wobbly on her feet but Viv shrugged. No one could force her to have help. The two men took off in opposite directions along the pebbles.

What would Mac think? Why hadn’t either of them gone back in to rescue Frances? She’d find out soon enough, but meantime they’d have to find food. She was beginning to feel lightheaded but studied the horizon and saw another head swimming steadily across the bay. Perhaps competence was on its way.

The sun was still high. A breeze wasn’t making much impact on the temperature, which suited them while they were damp from their swim. One of the fabulous things about Scotland were the endless summer nights. And as long as the sun shone they were safe from the mayhem of midgies. Her midge net could be used for fishing rather than protection.

Further round the bay, over a rocky outcrop, she found a series of pools with seaweed gathering at the edges. Viv nibbled a sliver and screwed up her nose. She stood and scanned the horizon. There was little chance of catching fish so she bent back down to the seaweed. Should she gather for herself or for the collective? ‘Should’ was super-ego shit, but she collected more than enough. There had been no mention of being self-sufficient and one reference to ‘no man is an island’, so she was covered.

From a high point she identified Jura by its Paps. The area was famous for its ragged inhospitable coastline and impossible currents. The Gulf of Corryvreckan between Islay and Scarba, was home to Scotland’s strongest whirlpool, and played havoc with the tides. What was it that Ruddy had called it? Viv took in a long breath of fresh sea air and felt her townie genes begin to twitch. What the hell was she doing here, foraging around a shoreline picking up kelp that tasted of old wet socks? She countered this by convincing herself that since it was only for one night she could go without until the morning. Gordon’s comment to Mac about a fry-up came to mind. Nevertheless the pile of seaweed would do someone if they were desperate. She noticed limpets sticking to the edge of a rock and knelt to prise one off. Even with her knife it was too much like hard work for so little gain. If the others wanted them she would point the way. While she was down on her hunkers she wondered exactly what Ruddy was hoping she’d find. But if he knew that she wouldn’t be here. If Frances was up to no good she was now indebted to Viv. You wouldn’t hurt someone who’d saved your life, or would you?

When Viv arrived back at the fireside she was surprised to see Mac. Frances was still gripping onto the black bin bag, legs and arms crossed, uncomfortable with Mac’s proximity, or was it his questions? Tension occupied the metre between them.

Mac glanced up. ‘Ah, the heroine approaches. Frances has just been telling me that she got cramp.’

This was news to Viv, but that was as good an explanation for Frances going under as any. Viv held up the straggly seaweed. ‘Hungry anyone?’

Frances turned away and put her hand over her mouth as if she might gag.

Mac grinned. ‘I might have known you’d be the Bear Grylls on the team. Thanks but not for me.’ He shot Viv a look that she couldn’t quite make out.

She furrowed her brows in a question. But he shook his head and turned to Frances. ‘You think you’ll be okay to do the overnight?’

Viv nudged at the fire and was about to answer, but realised he was talking to Frances.

Frances shrugged. ‘I suppose so. Although I don’t know what the fuck we need to be here for in the first place.’

‘Don’t you?’ He stood up, casting a shadow over Frances and the fire. ‘Canoes are being delivered in the morning. You’re expected to make your own way back to the centre tomorrow.’

Viv said. ‘In time for afternoon tea . . .? Where do we pick up the canoes?’

He raised his eyebrows. ‘You’ll find them.’

This sounded ominous. But since they weren’t here for a jolly, any equipment that might help them would have to be fought for. Sleeping under the stars in August was no real hardship, so there must be another catch lined up. In the meantime she built the fire up, hoping the others would arrive back laden with stuff to burn. Mac surely wouldn’t stay, but she didn’t ask.

He wandered off.

Viv said to Frances, ‘You really going to be okay? That was quite a display you put on there.’

Frances’ eyes filled. ‘I’ll be okay. The whole thing is only for two days. Surely we can all make it through two fucking days.’

This was rich, coming from someone who almost didn’t make it through the first challenge. Cramp was unbearable on dry land. Viv had seen Olympic swimmers, blokes in the Corps, brought to tears by it. At sea the consequences were a lot more terrifying. Maybe Frances had some kind of death wish.

‘Well, if you need food I spotted limpets on the rocks over there. Or I’m sure that seaweed is delicious.’ She grinned and nodded to the pile, which she’d tossed onto the boulder.


Chapter Seven

The chatter of voices rolled over the heather, growing closer and closer. Archie, Gordon and Davie approached with arms full of driftwood.

Viv jumped up. ‘Wow. Great job, guys. All we need to do now is to get our voices into shape for a campfire singsong.’

Davie sang a perfect round of ‘Kookaburra’ and they all laughed. Even Frances smiled.

Archie plonked himself close to the fire and opened his rucksack. ‘Dinner!’ He held up small tins of fish, a selection that would have done Sainsbury proud.

‘I thought the idea was we’d fish for our dinner or at least forage,’ Davie said. ‘But I suppose you’ve been foraging at the supermarket?’ He nudged Archie. ‘I’ll have the mackerel if it’s going begging.’

Archie handed round the tins. Who would refuse the gift of dinner?

Viv settled on a rock opposite him. ‘No wonder you were knackered when you landed on the beach. What the hell else have you got in that sack?’

He grinned and pulled out small tins of Guinness and a few miniature bottles of Macallan.

‘For God’s sake.’ Viv shook her head but was no less grateful for the fact that she didn’t need to use her midge net to catch her supper. ‘You’ve forgotten the silver.’

He sank his hand back into the sack and everyone roared. But he only pulled out his Swiss army knife. Viv had brought a Gerber: total alpha female, with pliers, wire cutters and screwdrivers. What she thought she’d be doing with these in the wilderness she’d no idea. Perhaps she’d over-estimated. However, if she did need to break into a high security facility any time this weekend she was prepared.

Archie said, ‘This do?’

They all laughed again when each one in turn produced a similar knife. Viv kept the Gerber under wraps, reassured that the others had planned ahead.

Viv skipped the Guinness but was grateful for a small tin of smoked mussels. The others made juvenile comments about how much easier they were to eat from a tin than from their shells slathered in butter and garlic. The sun slowly dropped towards the horizon. Viv pointed to clouds in the distance – a mackerel sky.

Every group has its unique life, so if they were going with the forming-norming-storming-performing-ending routine, she guessed they were ‘norming’. Gordon and Archie had a go at the seaweed but spat it out. Viv smiled. At least they gave it a go. It defo wasn’t her thing. Slimy she didn’t do.

Davie said, ‘Okay, who’s got any ghost stories?’

They looked from one to another. Davie had one or two up his sleeve, otherwise he wouldn’t have asked. Sure enough. ‘Right. Once upon a time . . .’

He spoke slowly in a lowered tone that drew everyone in. It wasn’t dark but behind the boulder the sun had disappeared from sight and they’d all gathered closely round the fire to hear Davie’s tale. At one point Viv saw Frances nod off, but she woke up when her head dropped. She must be exhausted. Davie knew how to tell a story, no matter how shallow the plot. He had them hanging on his every word. The punch line was like a damp squib, but the journey had been worth it and they applauded, asking for more.

It could be a long night. Viv banked up the fire and said, ‘I’m going to put my head down, try and get some kip.’

Gordon said, ‘Tired out after so much super hero action? I thought you’d be keeping an eye on us for lover boy.’

Viv saw the others looking bemused. Best policy was to ignore him, but she was slightly surprised that no one came to her defence, not even Frances. Ungrateful sod. Viv took another bin bag from her rucksack and wrapped it round her shoulders. She laid her head on one of her boots, but yanked it away deciding that a clod of moss was more comfy. She pulled her boots back on and curled up with her hand resting on the moss. Although Davie started another story, one by one the group followed Viv’s lead, organising themselves for sleep, or at least rest. For the adrenals to recover from a day’s activity, the body needed to be horizontal. Even if you don’t sleep your system gains equilibrium. That was probably as much as they could hope for tonight. Although the sun had gone completely the sky was light and she stared up at a vast starry canopy. It could be a cold night, but if the payoff was good settled weather tomorrow, it would be worth it. Counting stars was much the same as counting sheep.

She must have dozed, because she woke with someone whispering right next to her head. The menacing tone took a few seconds to sink in, but she caught, ‘Don’t move or make a sound.’

She felt warm breath on her ear as Frances promised to stick whatever sharp object she was holding against Viv’s carotid artery. Viv opened her mouth to speak, but was rewarded with a sharp prick on her neck. Frances beckoned her to get up and she complied. Frances held her arm in a vice-like grip, showing no sign of her earlier fatigue. The two women stumbled over rocky heather surrounding the fire, neither speaking until they were some distance from the others.

Frances spoke. ‘You didn’t think I was stupid enough to believe you wanted me alive. You were pulling me under. You tried to stop me from breathing. But I fought back. I came back.’ She shook Viv’s arm violently to add credibility to her words.

It took a couple of seconds for Viv to realise that Frances was describing accurately what had happened but her interpretation of why she had done it was seriously off. Frances thought that Viv had tried to kill her. ‘No you’ve got it wrong . . .’

Frances tightened her grip. ‘Shut it. There’s no way you’re going to get rid of me. You’re the one who’s having an accident.’

Viv’s mind was birling. How the hell was she to reason with this kind of craziness? She remained quiet.

‘That’s not going to work either. Don’t think I wasn’t paying attention in the psych classes. I’ve known other bitches like you. Cool, distant, always seeking attention. I’ve seen how Marconi looks at you. Don’t take me for a fool.’

Viv went to speak. ‘But . . .’

‘I said shut it! Now you just follow me and we’ll be at the cliffs in no time.’

Cliffs. Shit. Viv hadn’t reckoned on the cliffs. The rock around the bay was basalt. Cliffs would be unforgiving. She halted and yanked her arm out of Frances’ hold. But Frances had other ideas and somehow gripped onto Viv’s pocket.

Then the oddest thing happened. One minute Frances was as forceful as a Musketeer, the next she collapsed to the ground taking Viv with her. It was like a comedy sketch. Viv landed on top of Frances’ now limp body. She was out cold and in the process had released her grip on Viv’s pocket. Viv rolled away and got to her feet. Frances lay limp, but still breathing. Viv shook her and slapped Frances’ face. It didn’t make any impression. She loosened the zip of Frances’ jacket and saw an insulin pen hanging round her neck. ‘Shit!’ She’d never administered insulin to anyone and wasn’t sure whether now was the right time. She held back, reciting the motto, ‘When in doubt do nowt’. Instead she rooted around in her own pockets to see if she had any old chewing gum or Tic-tacs. The only thing she came up with was half an oatcake. Worth a try. She shoved a piece into Frances’ mouth and held it shut. Not very sympathetic, but first aid wasn’t, it was practical.

There wasn’t much more she could do with Frances, other than try and get her back to the camp. But first she had to find the weapon that had pricked her neck. Luckily she soon spotted a small silver toothpick glinting inches from Frances’ hand. Viv pocketed it, then holding her beneath the arms tried dragging her, but she kept stumbling. It still wasn’t entirely dark but shadows on the land were difficult to read in the half-light. Viv hoisted her up and pulled her arm around her shoulder. She was no lightweight but it was easier than hauling her backwards. Ten metres from the fire she stopped, astonished that despite all her huffing and puffing none of the others had stirred. Finally she laid Frances back onto her sleeping bag, checked her pulse and her eyes. Her pulse seemed normal and her eyes had stopped rolling. The oatcake was dissolving.


Chapter Eight

Viv rubbed her face and raked her hands through her hair. What was going on? Only a few hours ago she’d saved Frances’ life. Why would she turn that into a conspiracy theory? Viv wasn’t trying to kill her. Did she think that someone was, or was she just in need of medication? Whatever the answer she shouldn’t be on this course. Why hadn’t she told Mac about this? All medication had to be declared in this job. Something like diabetes could be managed but they’d have to know about it. Viv banked up the dwindling embers and lay back in her spot with her hands behind her head. Too many unanswered questions swirling in her head. No chance of sleeping now.

In the distance the call of a pair of oystercatchers pierced the silence. She drew in a long slow breath. There was no doubt about her proximity to the sea; the air was heavy with smells that just wouldn’t occur in town. Archie turned onto his back and began to snore, a comic snore. She tried to visualise which funny man it reminded her of and opted for Stan Laurel. She rose onto her elbows to watch his long intake of breath and his whistling out breath – maybe more Deputy Dawg than Laurel but so funny.

Then she must have dozed again, because she surfaced to the smell of coffee brewing.

Archie grinned at her as she roused. ‘Got all your gourmet needs here.’

She smiled and rubbed her hair. Archie was looking rough. His dark shadow didn’t do much for him, unlike Gordon who looked a lot less officious with patches of growth on his chin. Although the coffee smelled good, Viv couldn’t function without first brushing her teeth. It wasn’t until she stood up and stretched that she noticed Frances had gone.

‘Anyone seen Frances?’

Archie nodded to the other side of the boulder. ‘She went that-a-way.’

Viv took off in the direction he’d pointed and didn’t have to go far before she spotted her squatting in a dip. Viv turned her back and got on with her own tooth regime. Frances nodded as she passed Viv, as if nothing had happened in the night. She was pale and rubbing her upper arms.

Viv shook her head. ‘What? You not even going to remark on your little performance last night?’

Frances stopped and shot Viv a confused look. ‘I don’t . . .’ She clenched and unclenched her fists. ‘Did I do something in the night?’

Viv snorted. ‘What? You don’t remember?’

Frances looked genuinely alarmed. ‘Okay. So I’m guessing from that look that I did something, but since I’ve no clue what, you’ll have to enlighten me.’

Viv stared at her. ‘Are you for real? You have no memory of waking me in the night?’

‘Nope. None at all.’ She scuffed her boot on a boulder. ‘But it wouldn’t be the first time I’d done something weird in my sleep.’

Viv thought about this. But didn’t believe that Frances could have been so active without being aware of it. ‘Sleep walking?’

‘I know it sounds mad, but yes.’

Viv shook her head in disbelief and brought out the toothpick from her pocket. ‘Recognise this?’

Frances’ eyes widened. ‘Shit! What did I do?’

Viv slipped the pick back into her jacket. ‘You can have it back when we get home.’ She headed back to the fire.

‘If there’s any of that coffee left I’d love some.’

Archie handed her a steaming paper cup. ‘I’ve already put dried milk and sugar in it.’

Viv screwed up her face. ‘Yuck.’

‘You’ll thank me for it when we’re canoeing round that headland.’

Gordon yawned, stretched, then cracked his neck from side to side. ‘Everyone sleep like babies?’

Davie stirred. ‘Babies? Who said babies?’

Archie tossed a packet at him. ‘Here, use these.’

Davie held up a pack of baby wipes. ‘The smell of these makes me gag.’

Archie replied. ‘Yeah, well, the smell of you makes us gag. Get using.’

Gordon, Archie and Frances sniggered. Viv stood with her hands wrapped round the cup of coffee. Who were these guys? None of them seemed likely to cause the NTF any difficulties beyond wearing too much deodorant. Besides, what hardened criminal carries baby wipes?

Once they’d packed up their gear Viv pulled the fire apart. ‘Don’t think we’ll be back. Can’t wait to find the canoes and get across that bay for a hot shower.’ She started off over the heather towards the other side of the peninsula. If Mac meant them to paddle around it he’d have left the canoes in the most inaccessible position, otherwise what challenge would they have had? During the night Frances had talked about cliffs. Had that been her imagination or were there actually cliffs on this part of the peninsula? She took a quick look at her map but decided all she had to do was follow the shoreline and she’d eventually find them. If only she’d paid more attention in geography classes.

Walking was hard going. At times she had to lift her knees almost to waist height to clear the heather. Once she made it to the machair, she stopped. Relieved, she dropped her backpack, laid her hands on her hips and caught her breath. She stared out to sea. It was cool but a low mist was clearing revealing a pale blue sky. If it continued like this it could get hot. The others began to catch up, each one more out of breath than the last. But it was best to keep moving. She had to admit that despite her allergy to wide open spaces it was unbelievably beautiful. Islay and Jura dominated the view and she felt an odd pull over the sea. The coastline became rockier and the land began to rise so that the path was higher and further from the sea.

Archie appeared at her side. ‘Not want to slow down and enjoy the view?’

‘Sure. But I’m worried that if we don’t get round the headland before too long the sun will be up and we’ll all get frazzled.’

He nodded. ‘I hadn’t thought of that. I suppose you’re right.’

Gordon, dripping with sweat, lumbered up, ‘How much further d’you think we’ll have to walk before we find the canoes?’ He glared at Viv.

She shrugged. ‘Hang on, I’ll just consult my crystal ball and let you know.’

He continued, ‘It’s not as if you’re not in on all of this.’

Viv turned to face him. ‘Look, I don’t know where you’re getting your conspiracy theories, but they are so far off the mark as to be laughable. I’m as much in the dark about this as the rest of you, so ease up on the speculation.’

He snorted. ‘Give me some credit. You’re in Marconi’s pocket.’

Viv stopped and turned to him with her hands still on her hips. ‘What is it with you?’ She shook her head and reminded herself not to rise. ‘Let’s get our maps out and find the least hospitable spot on this coastline and see if we can’t get hold of these canoes.’

She knelt on the ground and spread out her map. Gordon stood above her shadowing the map. Viv waited. Sighed and waited. ‘For fuck sake Gordon, grow up. Either get down here and . . .’

‘Now, now, Viv. Don’t you go losing it.’ Archie and Davie had made up on them. Archie kneeled beside Viv and swept his huge hand over the map, pinning down the corners. ‘Move it, Gordon, we can’t see a sodding thing. You’re shadowing the map.’

Gordon stepped away.

Viv poked her finger at a spot on the map. There. A cave at the bottom of a cliff. ‘I bet that’s where they are. It’s still quite a walk so we better get a move on.’

Archie said to Gordon, ‘Better forget your fantasy of having a fry-up for brunch. We’ll be lucky if we get to that cave before midday. Then the work begins.’ He rubbed his hands together, sounding as excited as a kid.

Archie set the pace, with the others following. Viv was so grateful for the mercy of good weather, the sun shining, no wind, only the sounds of the sea, the odd gull or oystercatcher. Viv stared directly at the sun and blinked then sneezed, sneezed again and then again. The weather could so easily have been miserable.

‘So what would you have been doing if you hadn’t had to come on this little ad-ven-ture?’ Archie stretched out the last word, sounding slightly camp.

‘Work probably. I’m a hairdresser and Saturdays are busy days, so I’d have seen clients all day yesterday, and today I’d have gone for a run or for a swim. Got that covered.’ She smiled at him. ‘What about you?’

‘Hairdresser? And I don’t think.’

She sighed. ‘Oh God, you’re not one of those, I-have-to-have-people-in-neat-boxes-types?’

‘There’s no way. Why would they invite a hairdresser on one of these courses?’

‘Because this hairdresser likes to poke her nose into other people’s business.’ She’d said more than she ought. ‘Never mind that, what about what you do on the weekends?’

He looked suspicious but responded. ‘I’d have watched sport with the boys, then seen my folks.’

Viv shot him a quizzical glance.

He leapt to his own defence. ‘What? Saturdays are for the boys and Sundays are for my mum and dad, brother and his family. We always have a traditional Sunday lunch together.’

Viv was genuinely surprised. ‘Really? Every Sunday?’

He laughed awkwardly. ‘What’s wrong with that?’

‘Nothing’s wrong with it. It’s just that I haven’t heard of anyone doing that kind of routine for years. I mean, even as a teenager I’d have found an excuse not to go.’

‘I suppose my parents let us know early on that it wasn’t a option to miss it.’ He hesitated. ‘I like it. It’s a ritual. Keeps us together. And my mum’s a great cook.’ He patted his belly. ‘Preparing me for my own family life.’

‘You sure you like it? Sounds like you’re super-ego led.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

Viv grinned and shook her head. ‘It means that you’re still toeing a line that childhood authority figures laid down for you. At some point most of us snip off those apron strings and go it alone. Which means, if you wanted, say, to watch porn in your boxers all day on a Sunday and not go to the family lunch, you’d feel okay about it.’

He snorted. ‘You saying I’m still a kid?’

She pushed him gently. ‘Sure you are.’

A shadow crossed his face, then self-consciously he pasted on a smile and nodded. ‘Probably some truth in that. But aren’t we all?’

Archie was a big guy. But he didn’t strike her as a gentle giant, in fact she’d caught an edge to his voice, not menacing but on the way there. Why so defensive? Viv guessed he’d played rugby so asked him. ‘What sort of sport are you keen on?’ Safer ground.

He said. ‘Rugby of course, but almost any.’

His build, accent and demeanour said it all. ‘Did you play?’

‘Yep, for the Accies at county level. Had to have surgery so didn’t make the Scottish first team.’

She heard his sadness. ‘That’s tough.’

‘Yeah. Shit happens.’ Now she knew he was joking.


Chapter Nine

Davie caught up with them. ‘What do you reckon, Viv? An hour still to go?’

She shrugged. ‘Ask Archie. He probably has a better sense of distances than I do. I just saw that the cave was two fingers width away.’

Archie interrupted. ‘I guess we’ll be there in an hour if we keep up this pace.’

Davie was already panting. ‘Crikey. I’ll need a sleep before I get into a canoe.’

‘You’ll be fine. Although we don’t know what the ground will be like. We might all be abseiling off a cliff. With any luck we can scramble down to the shore. Wait and see.’

Davie rummaged around in his rucksack and pulled out a small plastic pack, the sort that might contain tomato sauce or mayo. He ripped the top of it and sucked it clean. ‘Energy bar in a pouch.’ But didn’t offer anything to the others.

He was prepared even if they were only one night away from civilisation. She reflected on what Archie had said about his weekends and how different a childhood could be, based on what your dad did for a living, if you had one. Her dad always worked weekends. Shifts weren’t kind to family life. She could hardly remember a Christmas or New Year when her dad was around. A dad who was a detective had its romance but not at meal times.

Viv wasn’t hungry. The coffee with the powdered milk and sugar was still swilling around in her belly. ‘Archie, you were right about that coffee this morning. How much sugar did you put in it?’

‘Builder’s formula: milk ’n’ two.’

Viv shuddered – the thought of two scoops of white sugar was even worse than the idea of powder that had never met a cow in its life. But it had kept her going.

After about twenty minutes hiking, Viv stopped and removed her fleece. The mist had cleared and the heat of the sun intensified. Gordon and Archie also peeled off their tops, momentarily exposing slices of the grey-white skin peculiar to Scottish men with indoor jobs. Archie had a long fine scar running down the centre of his torso. Perhaps his injury hadn’t been a torn ligament as she’d imagined. Although both guys could do with a bit of sun they kept their tee shirts on. Both wore Rohan type trousers with plenty of zips and pockets, and hiking boots that were beyond the spec needed on this trip. But who was to know how easy they’d be having it?

Davie wasn’t as tall as Archie and Gordon but had a cyclist’s build, slender and sinewy. He puffed along at her side wearing a lightweight grey jacket, the kind he’d wear to the office, white trainers and a dark blue tee shirt. His rucksack looked more capable of an Everest adventure than a weekend in Scotland. Apart from his weather beaten face he didn’t strike her as the outdoor type.

‘So Davie, what would you be doing this weekend if you weren’t with us?’

‘Work. Definitely work.’

‘So no big family lunch on Sundays for you then?’

‘No, until recently there’s just been my dad and me, but he’s about to marry a woman who is younger than me and who doesn’t know whether she should flirt with me, or him. So lunches aren’t exactly fun.’

‘You must love your work, though.’

A spark of excitement flickered in his eyes. ‘Love it. Have always tinkered with machines and electronics. Now I get paid for it.’

‘Really always? When was your first foray into computing?’

‘Well it wasn’t so much computing. I’d build bits of electrical equipment in my dad’s shed.’ He giggled. ‘Until I blew it up.’ He wiped sweat from the tip of his nose with the back of his hand. ‘Crikey, the woman next door called the cops. Nothing that exciting had ever happened in our street before. Can you imagine, a council estate in Dunfermline with police cars blocking each end of our street, an ambulance, the bomb squad van.’ He giggled again. ‘God, was I kept in. “Grounded” as people over here call it.’

Viv laughed. ‘Oh we got “kept in” as well. But how old were you when you posed a threat to the neighbourhood?’

‘Eleven. Maybe twelve. First year at secondary school.’

Viv shook her head. ‘Your mum?’

‘She died four years back.’

Viv didn’t pursue this. ‘But going into work every weekend, d’you never get bored?’

He looked around as if checking for the boss. ‘I don’t spend every minute working. But what I discover on computers is my life.’

Archie interrupted. ‘He hates sport. Have you ever met a man who hates sport? Well you’re looking at one.’ He pointed to Davie.

‘It’s no crime.’ Viv defended him.

But Davie said, ‘Oh no, it is, Viv. At school I almost got killed for not liking football.’

‘Quite bloody right.’ Gordon said, catching them up and making his first contribution to the conversation. ‘Sport’s about building allies and I bet Davie hasn’t got any mates to draw on – if he’d played football or even just supported a team he would have.’ He glanced at Archie. ‘And at a push that goes for rugby as well, although they’re more likely to be pansies.’

Viv couldn’t believe she was hearing this. ‘What’s with the political correctness by-pass?’

Gordon snorted. ‘Can’t be arsed with all that crap.’

‘It’s not crap. It’s essential. People with prejudices . . . bigots have to be put right.’ Viv felt the heat rising up her neck and across her cheeks.

‘Yeah, so they’re free to have their voices heard and I’m not?’

‘Not if your voice is talking bullshit.’

‘Who decides? You? Since when did you become the PC police?’

This was dangerous territory for Viv, who was inches from telling him to go fuck himself but expected he’d love that. It would add fuel to his fire. How the hell did he ever get a job at the NTF? Was he taking the piss?

Davie said with a grin, ‘Well, I’m quite happy with my own company. While you lot have “mates”, he did air quotes, ‘whether you want them or not. You stick together like Velcro. At Watsons it was pathetic.’

‘Watsons!’ Viv and Archie said in unison.

Davie grinned again. ‘What are you lot like? Just because I lived on a council estate in Dunfermline doesn’t mean I didn’t have access to private school. I travelled through to Edinburgh on the train every day. Love that rail bridge as if I’d built it myself.’

Viv was astonished, although his accent did have shades of Edinburgh south. Archie, on the other hand, was posher, more nasal, less clipped, difficult to describe, but definitely different. She’d guess that Gordon was either a Royal High boy or maybe a Herioter. She’d find out soon enough.


Chapter Ten

Frances straggled behind, stopping every now and then to take a photograph. How the phone had survived the swim she had no idea. Viv had left her tech, nervous of getting it wet. Frances looked much better now; her colour had returned and her eyes were bright. She must have sorted out her medication. How weird to sleep walk without knowledge of what you’d been doing. There was a famous historical case of somnambulism in Edinburgh, where a man killed his wife with a meat cleaver and got away with it because he was asleep. Nice work if you could get it. She smiled. Also been studies where sleepers were filmed walking around their homes, their gardens, eating stuff from their fridges and freezers, then when awake denied the whole thing only to be shown the film footage. One woman had even gone out to the local shop and they had it on their CCTV. So much for ‘know thyself’. We’ve all got bits of ourselves that are buried, not always a bad thing, but in the main it’s surely better to root them out and befriend them.

‘Come on, Frances, catch up.’ Viv called over her shoulder. The testosterone around her was becoming claustrophobic.

They waited and Frances caught up. She raised her phone to photograph the group but Archie shouted, ‘Oi, you don’t have my permission to do that.’

The rest of them looked surprised. It wasn’t as if they were naked or in a compromising situation. What could he possibly object to? Viv hated having her photograph taken, but couldn’t be bothered arguing about one snap.

Davie said, ‘Chill. She’s not going to post it on Facebook or anything.’ Even his tone was more of a command than a casual observation. Were they all photo-phobic?

Archie said, ‘Could you delete that please?’

Frances shrugged. ‘No problem.’ She turned her phone towards him and deleted it. ‘Better?’

‘Thank you.’

They marched on in silence until Davie said, ‘Look.’ And pointed out to sea.

They stopped and stared at the calm water. Nothing.

‘What are you staring at?’ said Viv.

‘Shhhh!’

Then a seal bobbed its head above the water only a few metres from the shore. Viv wondered if it was the same one. She started singing the Skye Boat Song. The others stared at her as if she’d lost the plot. The seal began to duck and dive and then bobbed its head up again and stared back at them. Viv was thrilled and sang the next verse. It did the same routine then stopped again to stare at them. Davie, Gordon and Frances wandered ahead, still watching the seal.

Archie laughed, a deep bellowing sound. The seal disappeared.

Viv nudged him. ‘See what you’ve done.’

‘I didn’t mean to.’ He playfully pushed her back. ‘Hey maybe we could get a drink sometime?’

Viv couldn’t take her eyes off the horizon but smiled. ‘Maybe.’

They stood for another few minutes, Archie a little too close for comfort, but the seal didn’t reappear.

‘You spoiled its fun.’ Viv said, disappointed.

Frances dropped back. ‘Look.’ She passed her phone to Viv.

There it was, a video of the seal playing before her eyes. ‘That’s fantastic. Could you send me that?’

‘Sure. No worries. I’ll get your email address before we leave.’

They continued along the edge of the cliffs, Viv’s eyes peeled on the water, in the hope that the seal had followed. No luck.

Eventually they stopped and she laid the map flat on the ground again, checking for specific contours and landmarks. By her calculations they should be almost directly above the cave. She lay flat on the ground and stretched over the cliff edge. There were a couple of options on how to get down. There was a chimney that they could climb down, but further on they might more easily scramble to the shore. They walked on.

Gordon stopped and sat on the edge, draping himself over. He scrambled down sideways, making light of the descent. ‘No probs. We’ll be down . . .’

Half way down, about thirty-five feet from the bottom, he had to turn around. He lost his footing and grabbed at the rock, just managing to secure himself. Still unable to see where to place his feet, he froze. He was stuck. Amazed at how quickly his confidence evaporated, Viv checked the cliff further on for a way that she could join him. She’d tried free climbing in her youth but much preferred using a rope. Without that option she carefully slipped over the edge.

By the time she reached him he was soaking with perspiration, his fingertips white, as if he’d become rooted to the rock. Viv climbed to where she could get a good hold about a metre to his right. He was teetering with one of his large booted feet on a tiny ledge.

‘If you move your right foot a short distance further to the right you’ll be fine.’

He glared at her. Sweat dripped off the end of his nose. She could smell his panic. It wasn’t a difficult move at all, but he’d entered that zone where everything was distorted.

She scanned the rock assessing the safest way to get below him. Free climbing was precarious even at ten feet from the ground and they were much higher than that. She gripped a fissure and stretched her foot down until it settled on a fine ridge, but as she tested it with her weight it gave and she lost her grip. By sheer fluke her fingers held her weight until her foot found a crack, which prevented her from coming off. She took a long breath and slowly but steadily managed to climb below him until she was a few feet from the shore. His right leg was shaking uncontrollably. ‘Look, you’ll have to trust me on this. Just stretch your right leg out to the right and you’ll feel a large ledge. If nothing else it’ll give your leg a rest.’ Adrenaline was a wonderful thing if you wanted to sprint or do the high jump. But when you’re convinced you will fall to your death, unless you’re super efficient at mind over matter, adrenaline was not your friend.

Gordon stretched his shaking leg and almost got to the ledge but pulled back. ‘Fuck!’ His fingers were gripping too tightly to a large fissure. No point in telling him to relax them, it would make matters worse.

‘You were almost there. Next time just another few inches and you’ll do it.’

He stretched again. The silence from the others above spoke volumes. He managed to place his foot. Putting his weight on the ledge meant he could shake out his arms one at a time. If he continued to move to his right there was an easy way to the shore. Viv waited until he was confident enough to make eye contact with her.

She nodded. ‘If you continue right, there’s a huge crack that you can get your feet and hands into.’ Viv knew that if need be he could make a fist and hang off the damn thing, but she could see he was in no mood for theatrical moves.

He blew out another long breath then glanced toward the crack she’d described. ‘Thanks. I think I can manage the rest of the way.’

She continued to down climb onto the pebbly beach and watched as slowly and deliberately he made his way to meet her. It wasn’t graceful but he made it.

He brushed himself off as if he’d got dust on his trousers. ‘Thanks.’

She could see that this had cost him, so she just nodded and called up to the others. ‘Just follow the root down this crack, don’t get creative, and it’ll be a piece of cake.’

Gordon raised his eyebrows.

‘Well it was, wasn’t it?’

He stood back from the cliff and shaded his eyes. ‘It does look like a piece of cake from here but when you’re up there . . .’

‘I know everything’s out of proportion. Let’s see if we can find the cave.’

They set off to the right along the shore. There were a couple of possibilities. Viv crouched on the ground and guarding her eyes from the sunlight, squinted into the darkness. She could make out shapes that might be canoes. ‘This could be it.’ She sighed, surprised that they’d been set such a feeble challenge. ‘Not much of a challenge, is it?’ She turned to look at Gordon who by the horror on his face clearly thought he’d had plenty to challenge him for one day.

The others joined them, Frances first then Davie and Archie.

Archie said, ‘This is a piece of cake, Viv. D’you think they’ve got some belter waiting for us round the bay?’

‘No idea. Let’s do one thing at a time. Who wants to crawl inside and push the canoes out?’

Davie volunteered and he and Archie hunkered down beneath the gloomy entrance and adjusting their eyes to the cool dark interior, edged their way inside. Archie, although bent double, caught his hair on the rough damp roof. Davie was on his knees, his slight wiry frame making light of crawling over the slimy rocky floor. The depth of the cave was difficult to gauge but it didn’t matter since the canoes were only a few metres beyond the entrance. They pushed them one at a time out into the sunlight, where the others waited, eager to pull them onto the beach. Each canoe contained a double paddle and a lifejacket.


***




The last canoe was the furthest in and sat at an odd angle.

Archie gasped. ‘Wait! What . . .’ His voice echoed around the low chamber.

Viv hunkered down and flicked her pocket torch on. ‘What is it?’

Archie pointed to a boot sticking out at the back of the last canoe.

‘Oh my God.’ Moving as quickly as she could, Viv crawled her way to the body. She checked her pulse. It was the dread-locked woman from the centre. She was alive but her skin was ice cold. There were no signs of blood but she had a dark purple swelling on her forehead. They had to get her out of the wet cave. ‘How are we going to move her?’

Archie backed out, allowing Davie and Viv access.

Viv said, ‘Davie, quickly, take hold of her feet. We have to get her out of here.’

Archie said, ‘But what if something’s broken?’

Viv stopped. ‘I think we need to get her out. She’s freezing. It’s a risk . . . What do you guys think?’

They all nodded unhelpfully.

‘What does that mean? Shall we move her or leave her here until we can get the coast guard or someone from the centre?’

Davie said, ‘I say we move her.’

A general nodding of heads. Davie crawled to the woman’s feet and Viv struggled to get her own arms fixed beneath the shoulders.

Without ceremony they heaved the woman inch by heavy inch to the front of the cave. Once they had her in full sunlight Viv took her pulse again. She hauled a fleece from her sack and wrapped it round the woman’s torso, saying, ‘Frances. Is your phone working?’

‘Nope. It’s out of battery.’ She looked sheepish. ‘I should be able to send an emergency text.’

‘Send an SOS to Mac.’

‘Who?’

Viv sighed. ‘Marconi. Tell him to get back round here as soon as.’

The bump on the woman’s head looked much worse in the sunlight. It looked like there could be internal bleeding. Not sure what to do next, Viv checked her pulse yet again. It was still weak. Her icy skin wasn’t helped by her damp clothes. How long had she been there? When had the canoes been dropped off? Viv tried to remember the sequence of things. She chewed her lip. It would take too long for Mac to get to them.

‘I wonder if we should just try to get her back to the centre by canoe?’

The others looked down at the woman, then at Viv.

Archie said. ‘I think it’s worth waiting for Marconi. She might have other injuries and we’ve no idea how long it’s going to take us to get back.’

Gordon nodded. ‘I’m with Archie on that.’

Viv replied, ‘Yeah, I get that. But every minute that we waste here she’s getting weaker.’

Frances said, ‘The text hasn’t even gone yet. There’s no telling how long it could take. It could sit on some server. I say we get her into a canoe and get moving.’

A couple of the canoes were designed for two people.

Davie chewed at the inside of his cheek. ‘I say we get going.’

Viv nodded. ‘Any volunteers?’

Archie looked around and since no one else was offering he shrugged. ‘Okay, I’ll take her, but someone else will have to take my rucksack. The canoe isn’t big enough to take that as well.’

Davie said, ‘Pass it over here. I can manage it, my sack’s pathetic.’

‘Settled,’ Viv said to no one in particular.

Archie had serious upper body muscle, but after his reaction to the swim Viv wondered about his endurance. The Corryvreckan must surely influence the currents in this bay and would make the paddle back hard going. Viv and Davie lifted the woman, no lightweight, into the canoe, while Archie held it steady in the water. Easier said than done.

‘Frances, could you send Mac an update? Delete the last text if you can.’

‘No can do. But I’ll send an update and hope he gets it before he acts on the first one.’

Viv and Davie pushed Archie off from the shore, then grabbed their own canoes. Frances hauled hers away from the water’s edge and stepped into it. Viv, Davie and Gordon followed – Davie opted for the other large craft. Perfect conditions. No wind, a high sun, every canoeist’s dream. Frances quickly paddled out to the front, with Gordon then Davie following. Davie overtook Gordon and paddled alongside Frances. Viv was keen to stay with Archie but held back until they were in clear water before she came alongside him. ‘You okay?’

‘Sure. What could be nicer than this? I mean chances of me charming a woman to come to sea with me are pretty remote. But she’s not making a fuss.’ He chuckled. ‘Best kind of woma . . .’ Catching Viv’s raised eyebrows he changed course, ‘I mean . . .’

‘I know what you mean and it’s probably better if you don’t go that route. You done this kind of stuff before? I know you said you’d played rugby but this?’ She glanced around her. The coastline from the water was magnificent. It gave a whole new perspective to the landscape. She spied another couple of places where it would have been easier to descend, but hey ho they were fine now.

Archie said, ‘I did a bit of sailing in my youth but it wasn’t really my thing. I like contact sport.’

She nodded. What was it about big burly men and rough and tumble? Were they hanging onto their youth? Continuing behaviour that was sanctioned in the playground? She could think of nothing worse than a scrum.

Archie said, ‘Wonder how the family lunch will be today? They’ll be delighted to have the golden boy to themselves. Taking on the family firm, married his school sweetheart, now got an heir and a spare. Perfect, fucking perfect.’ He glanced at Viv and gave a slight grin as if he’d just noticed that she was his audience.

Viv looked away in the hope that he’d continue.

He did. ‘You know I’ve never done anything right. Well, not as far as they’re concerned. The bro. He’s toed their every line. Usually in families the prodigal son, you know the one who pisses off, does his own thing, then returns, is greeted with open arms and a large slice of the inheritance? Not my parents. They’ve rewarded him for being dull. Really, he’s allowed them to manipulate him. He’s even been forced to take my father’s place in the ar . . .’ Suddenly he stopped. Said too much. He laughed. And in a much lighter tone continued, ‘Families, eh, you’ve got to love them.’

Viv was intrigued. Surely his father was too old to be in the army? How was she going to tempt him to finish his sentence? She said, ‘I have a sister who seems to be doing a similar kind of thing. She’s married and has produced the first grandchild.’ Amanda had toed as few lines as Viv, but he didn’t need to know that.

‘Why is that?’ Archie said. ‘Is it not a child’s desire to forge their own way? Stray from the family line?’

Viv hadn’t noticed that he was doing any of that if he was still pitching up every Sunday for lunch. So what else had he been up to that had made him unpopular?

‘D’you get on with your brother and his family?’

‘To an extent, although they seem to think I’m judging them for being goodie-two-shoes, which of course I am. Even their kids are perfect.’ He sniggered. ‘Bound to come apart at the seams sometime, eh?’

‘Bound to. Perfection is a myth in my book.’

He stared at her. ‘You strike me as pretty perfect.’

‘Me? You’ve got to be kidding.’ She shook her head. ‘What do your dad and brother have in common that you couldn’t care less about?’

He hesitated.

She continued, ‘You see, my sis has a life dominated by fashion. You know – must have the latest high-end superficial crap.’ They paddled on at a gentle pace.

He laughed. ‘Doesn’t every woman?’

‘You’re on very shaky ground, mate. And need to get out more. Find yourself some different women. Amanda, my sister, she’d never be seen dead without the latest label. Me? Couldn’t give a toss.’ This wasn’t entirely true.

‘You look pretty good.’

‘Piss off. I wasn’t fishing for compliments. I’m just saying there are women who have other things that interest them. So what about your dad and your brother?’

‘Well, they have the law for a kick off. Then there are all the societies that go with that. Like the Spec.’

Viv said, ‘What’s that?’

‘A debating society for fogies.’

She nodded, remembering that Spec was short for Speculative Society, a society that had recently been in the press. They used rooms in Edinburgh University’s Old College, rooms that hadn’t changed since R.L. Stevenson had graced them. But the university powers were trying to get rid of them. The difficulty was that the Spec had owned the site since before the University was built and the rooms were theirs in perpetuity. They’d originally exchanged their own building, allowing it to be demolished and a new quad, now the ‘old quad’, to be built on their site. So the land belonged to them and the University could do nothing about that. And since many of their members were lawyers, the Uni was on a hiding to nothing. If the Spec moved it would be because the members had voted to, not because some outsider told them what to do.

‘So you’re not a fan of the Spec, then?’

‘Don’t know. Never been invited.’ He couldn’t keep the edge from his tone. ‘Nor do I get invited to dinners for the High Constables, and definitely not the Archers.’

Viv had a vision of Ambridge but swept it aside knowing that this could be important. ‘Wow, so your dad’s an Archer?’

‘Sure. As will my brother be . . . oh never mind them. Who wants to protect the Queen anyway?’

An odd thing for someone to say who had signed up to do exactly that.

Viv shot him a quizzical glance. ‘Well we all would if it came down to it, right?’

He raised his eyebrows. ‘I suppose. But surely it would depend on the stakes?’

‘Yeah. Yeah. I guess.’ This was not Viv’s understanding of the forms she’d signed for Ruddy.

‘Just wait ’til I have my own kids . . .’ He stopped and turned toward the rasping sound of an engine crossing the bay.

It grew louder and louder until a huge gin palace, possibly the one she’d seen from the chopper with Ruddy, passed by at top speed causing a wake that tested their ability to remain in their canoes. All five of them yelled out in response.

Archie bellowed, ‘Whoa!’ His canoe banked and took in a wave.

They steadied again and Viv regained Archie’s side. ‘You both okay?’

‘Yes. But she’ll be really soaking now.’

They were going at a fair pace so Viv couldn’t ask him to crank it up further. But said, ‘This pace okay for you?’

‘I’m fine.’ His voice a tad high for that.

Viv glanced inshore. They were a good, three, maybe four hundred metres from the craggy edge. ‘We could go ashore for a rest, or stop here for a bit.’

‘I’m fine.’ He sounded irritated, his tone still a fraction high.

‘Well, let me know if you’re flagging.’

They continued round towards the end of the peninsula, seabirds skimming over the water and a slight wake from a boat too far away to see, enough only to disturb their paddles slightly.


Chapter Eleven

At the furthest point they made their way back along the coast of the inner sound. Viv heard another engine. She squinted into the horizon and saw a rib racing towards them. The tone of its engine changed as it slowed about fifty metres short of their canoes.

Mac shouted, ‘What’s happened?’

Frances shouted back. ‘We found the woman from the centre. She’s unconscious.’ The skipper of the rib manoeuvred the craft alongside them as their canoes bobbed precariously close to each other.

Mac turned to Viv. ‘So where was she?’

‘In the cave with the canoes. She’s had a nasty bump to the head. There’s no blood but the swelling on her forehead is serious. She’s still unconscious. And maybe hypothermic, but I’ve no idea if she has any other injuries.’

As if the woman had heard, her eyelids began to flutter.

Archie said, ‘She’s coming to.’

Mac spoke to the skipper. ‘Let’s get a harness on her.’

Mac and the skipper began the precarious task of putting a series of straps beneath her and attached to a hoist on the rib, before removing her from Archie’s canoe. No mean feat.

Before the final hoist Mac said, ‘The rest of you keep going. We’ve got this covered now.’

Gordon looked skyward and shook his head. Davie shrugged. Frances looked disappointed that she wasn’t getting to see the hoist on the rib in action, but paddled off with Gordon and Davie tailing her. She called over her shoulder. ‘Last one home’s a rotten egg!’

The effect was immediate. Both Davie and Gordon began paddling furiously. The rest of them laughed. Even Mac raised an eyebrow at how easily men became boys. It took a few attempts to lift the woman, whose name turned out to be Becky, and as soon as they had her secured they gunned the engine and turned the rib towards the centre.

Archie said, ‘Well, I’m glad that’s done. She’s not my type. Hate dreads and I don’t get all that piercing.’

Viv didn’t either but shook her head. It wasn’t a singles weekend. The sea did strange things to sounds and Archie’s voice was amplified. How odd.

The sun was hot, but Viv’s hands were numb after so long on the water. Once on their way she shot Archie an enquiring glance. She just wasn’t getting the measure of him. The more info he gave about himself the more conflicted she was. What kind of man was he really? He yo-yoed between one state and another without warning. If he wasn’t a patriot what was he doing in this job? Were he and Gordon mates? There was something going on with him that she just couldn’t get to grips with. Maybe she’d get a bit more info on the next leg of the journey.

Once the rib was well on its way Viv followed Archie’s canoe, but could see that he was pulling ahead of her and she had to work hard to keep up with him. Was he responding to Frances’ challenge? Worried about being regarded as a rotten egg? Viv decided to slow down and take in her surroundings and the birds. She thought she saw a puffin but it moved so quickly she could have imagined it. Cormorants and gulls dived around a tiny inlet, their screeches piercing the clean still air. They were feeding, but on what she had no idea. As she drew closer they rose and scattered then returned to bomb into the sea.

She paddled along, finding a steady rhythm and enjoying the sun on her face although she still couldn’t feel her hands. The others were now like dots on her horizon, occasionally being lost from sight, when a wave carried them out of view. She stepped up her pace and within a few minutes she was closing the gap.

Davie held back so that she could make up. ‘Come on, you. We’re supposed to be a team.’

He had obviously been in a canoe before, since he turned and reversed it effortlessly – a skill that Viv hadn’t mastered.

She said, ‘I just thought, I’ll probably never be in a canoe on this coast ever again, so I’d better make the most of it. Well, at least now the injured are off our hands.’

‘It is amazing, isn’t it? I didn’t think I’d remember how to use one of these.’ He gestured to the canoe. ‘But all that outdoor education at school is coming back to me. I bet I could roll it.’

Viv hoped he wouldn’t, because if he failed she’d have to rescue him. ‘Going to wait ’til we’re nearer base. Then I won’t have to get wet. I mean wetter. I can’t feel my hands any more.’

‘Me either. But it’s still beautiful. So much for preferring being in the office. I’m having a great time. Amazing what you learn about folk when you have to do things that you don’t normally. Like you, who’d have thought that building a fire would come so naturally to you. The rest of us just stood gaping. At home with the flick of a switch we’ve got heat, light whatever we need. It surely can’t last.’

He was enthusiastic and Viv was keen to hear his chat. ‘Not worried about being a rotten egg, then?’

‘No way. One of the bonuses of not being a rugger bugger, or a football lad. There’s little that anyone could throw at me that would be an offence, “rotten egg” is the least of my worries.’

‘I can’t imagine you having worries.’

‘We all have something to worry about. Makes you get up in the morning, doesn’t it?’

They paddled on at a gentle pace, spoiling the stillness with their chatter. Viv wondered how far their voices travelled. Did the sound make it to land?

‘So, Davie, what exactly would keep you awake at night or make you get up in the morning?’

‘Solving the latest cyber attack.’

A reminder, if she needed it, of why they did what they did. Who among them was trying to sabotage this work? She had to keep her wits about her. No conversation was benign. ‘Not missing hours of Candy Crush then?’

‘No, I’ve never really got into gaming.’

‘How about hacking? I bet that’s another thing.’

He looked at her blankly. ‘Hacking?’

‘Come on. My life wouldn’t be worth living if I couldn’t trespass into worlds I shouldn’t.’

He looked shocked. ‘I could report you.’

‘Be my guest. I think that’s why they ask me in. They know I’ll poke around and they don’t want your reputations to be sullied, whereas mine already is. They pass the buck to an outsider anytime it suits them.’

‘You really think that?’

She nodded. ‘Indeed I do.’

He laughed. ‘I might have had a peek at the odd thing. Nothing serious. No porn.’

She hadn’t considered that. But now she did. Yes, she thought, I bet you have.

The computers in the office were swept too regularly for it to be worth doing anything really bad. But Mac had once called her in on a case where kiddy porn was involved. So anything could happen.

‘So you and Mac an item them?’

She almost tipped into the sea. ‘No. Who the hell told you that? No way.’ She heard her own protest and realised it was a touch too adamant. ‘Not that he isn’t a good man and all that, but no. Who told you?’

He gestured ahead. ‘Gordon. I just thought there must be some truth in it. No smoke without fire and all that.’

‘No smoke and definitely no fire, this time.’ She smiled at him. ‘You got a partner?’

He hesitated. ‘Not really. Nothing that I’d tell anyone about.’

‘Fair enough.’

He lowered his voice, enough for her to just catch. ‘Too scared to wish.’

Viv felt her heartstrings being played and didn’t respond. They were almost back to where they’d originally swum ashore. Now all they had to do was paddle across the bay and they were home if not dry. She recalled what Archie had said, about a ‘belter’ waiting for them sometime. Maybe they’d bypassed the ‘belter’ since they’d rescued Becky. Although she agreed with Archie that the tasks so far had been light on risk. Maybe the purpose of getting them together was simply so that Viv could elicit information in an informal setting. Surely that wasn’t all that Mac expected?

Frances and Gordon had taken off over the bay but Archie waited for her and Davie to catch up.

Archie said, ‘By the way, I was kidding about that Queen and country thing.’

‘Sure, no worries,’ Viv replied, wondering why it should be playing on his conscience.

Davie said, ‘Have I missed something?’

‘No,’ Archie said quickly. ‘Viv and I were having a conversation about life. So nothing major.’

Viv, seeing Davie’s surprise, said, ‘We’ve both got siblings that are a pain in the arse. You, not having any, won’t have that issue.’

Davie smiled. Appeased. ‘No, you’re right there. Being an only child has its complications, though.’

Viv wondered what those might be, beyond his stepmother making a play for him.


Chapter Twelve

They headed back across the bay. Halfway over, Viv slowed and screwed up her eyes. ‘Do you see what I see?’ she whispered.

Archie and Davie slowed and stared in the same direction as her.

Archie said. ‘I think I might. Is it that little black head?’

She nodded. ‘Yes. Is it the seal?’

She paddled slowly towards what looked like a seal’s head, but it didn’t move. It was a buoy. But what was the use of a black buoy? Viv trailed her hand through the water and touched the top of it. It was the size of a football. She tried to push it with her hand but whatever it was attached to was pretty secure.

Davie said, ‘How weird. A black buoy is about as much use as a . . . chocolate teapot.’

Viv smiled. ‘If you’re gonna use a cliché at least pick a newer one than that.’

‘Ouch!’

Viv shook her head. ‘It’s not exactly designed to draw attention, so I wonder what it’s for?’

The other two circled the buoy and each touched and patted it, trying to work out its purpose.

Archie said, ‘It might have something to do with lobster pots, or maybe it glows in the dark. It has got to be here for some reason. We can ask at the lodge when we get back.’

Viv thought lobster pots was a good idea, then Davie said, ‘It could be marking a change of boundary or a rock hidden beneath the surface.’

Also good ideas, but she had a niggling suspicion that it wasn’t to do with either of their suggestions. Surely if a fisherman was marking his pots he’d want them to be as obvious as possible.

Both Archie and Davie were looking overly pink and she wondered if she would be as burnt as them, although so far she didn’t feel any discomfort. ‘Come on, let’s keep moving. I’ve built up an appetite.’

They continued paddling, with the sun beating down on their heads. A breeze was getting up and the sea had a slight swell. As they reached the rocky shoreline the others were standing around with hands on hips, waiting to greet them.

Frances said, ‘Joint rotten eggs.’

Viv snorted. ‘Not too worried by that, but Archie might be.’

‘Am I biffo,’ Archie replied, as snippily as he could manage.

Davie shook his head. ‘I’m happy to claim the rotten egg title. I’ve been called so much worse, it’s almost a compliment.’

Viv plonked herself down after struggling with her canoe up the pebbly beach. She turned and saw Davie do the same. He had been more of a team player than the others. Although she conceded that Archie’s providing food for everyone was a big deal. Davie’s canoe caught on a big boulder so she jumped up and pushed it out of his way, at which point he also collapsed and lay back on the beach. ‘That’s the hardest work I’ve done all day.’

Viv pointed to the horizon. ‘The day is not over. Check that out.’

Archie said, ‘Where the hell did that come from?’

A curtain of dense, dark rain clouds had gathered out at sea and was moving in their direction.

‘We’re going to get pissed on big time,’ Davie said. ‘Let’s go.’

Without the help of the others Viv and Davie took an end each of their canoes and lifted them up to the shed, where a bearded man with a polo shirt bearing the same motif as Becky had had on hers, said, ‘Thanks, guys. I’ll hose them down before we stack them.’

They grabbed their rucksacks and walked back to the front door of the centre.

Viv said, ‘Christ, I can hardly move I’m so stiff. Who’d have thought a couple of hours in a wee boat could be so demanding?’

Davie smiled and stretched his arms above his head. ‘Know what you mean.’

Viv, Davie, Archie, Frances and a member of staff, who hadn’t introduced himself, stood inside the refectory and watched as the storm approached. Gordon sat at the table, scowling as if he’d had bad news. When the wall of water hit land, hail began to fall in balls the size of Pan Drops. The room, that minutes before had been bright and welcoming, was transformed into a damp gloomy hole not unlike the cave they’d pulled Becky from. Then rain and darkness fell as if someone had turned a hose on and switched the lights off. Someone did put the lights on, but no sooner had the group sounded their approval, with a collective ‘ah that’s better’ than the lights flickered, then flickered again.

The member of staff laughed. ‘Looks as if we’ll lose power. Nothing unusual out here. Dodgy generator.’

Viv said, ‘What does that mean?’

‘It means there’ll be no hot showers and a creative dinner.’

Viv scampered toward the stairs and took them two at a time. She’d rather have half a hot shower than nothing at all. Salt was drying all over her skin and she felt like clawing it off. It was almost as bad as tiny shards of newly cut hair sticking into her pores. She ran the shower as she pulled off her kit. Standing beneath the hot stream she relished the sensation of salt and sand, wherever that had come from, dissolving and running down the drain. She even managed to shampoo her hair. She stepped out of the shower and, as if on cue, the lights went out. She fist-pumped the air. Job done. Monsoon style rain continued beating against the window as she pulled on clean underwear, trousers, a tee-shirt and a fleece.

There was no sign of Mac so she assumed that he’d gone off with Becky to the nearest clinic. Had Becky simply bumped her head or was there more to it? She lay on her bed and looked out at the sky, which was getting heavier by the minute. She didn’t mind if the electricity was off, she was clean. For the first time since she’d arrived, her thoughts turned to Robbie Ritchie the minibus driver, who hadn’t made it across the bay. Where was he? And why hadn’t he turned up? She couldn’t imagine an adult in the NTF not being able to swim. And that was the only reason she could think of for Mac letting him off the hook. She could be wrong. Her belly rumbled. If they had to do tasks in their pairs she’d now get the chance to speak to Frances. What kind of person hides an illness like diabetes? No one had had a second thought about taking the food from Archie. He must have known that doling out food would afford him a few favours. Why did he need favours?

Should she head down stairs or lie here relishing the solitude of the room? It wouldn’t be long before Frances would take up her space. She lay a bit longer. What Archie said about ‘Queen and country’ kept coming into her mind. The NTF were taking a chance if they had a republican in their midst. You didn’t have to declare yourself as a royalist but they wouldn’t employ anyone actively anti-monarchy. Let it go. She knew that the best way to reason was to let her thoughts have space. She closed her eyes. It didn’t take long for her to fall into a deep sleep. It wasn’t until the door squeaked and Frances crept into the room, flashing the walls with the beam of her head torch, that she stirred. With the room no longer in total darkness and the sound of rain still beating hard against the window Viv sat up instinctively, raising her arm to protect her eyes against the glare of the beam.

She snapped, ‘Oi! Get that off!’

Frances immediately turned her head away and fiddled with the torch. ‘It’s supposed to have three settings, but it’s stuck. She ripped it off and tossed it over to Viv. ‘See if you can get it onto another setting.’

Viv had her own torch, which she set on the windowsill, with its beam splaying up over the stark white surface. ‘No sign of any electricity coming back on, then?’

‘Nope. Candles all round downstairs. Looks romantic and they’ve lit the wood-burner. Apparently it’ll boil a kettle on the top. Dinner’s not far away. We drew straws. You either had to cook or tidy up. You got tidying up. The cooks didn’t have to do much.’

Viv shrugged. ‘Fair enough. What time is it anyway?’

‘Seven. Well five to. Wish I’d had a shower. I can hardly stand to be in the same room as myself.’ She sniffed her armpit to make her point.

Viv grinned. ‘I couldn’t stand the grime. I would’ve had to get it off even if there hadn’t been hot water.’

‘I’ve had enough water to last me a lifetime . . . Thanks, by the way.’

Viv screwed up her eyebrows.

‘For saving me in the bay.’

Viv nodded. ‘No worries.’

‘I’m actually a pretty good swimmer. But I was so cold. I could feel the cramp, ever so slight to begin with, but it was too late for me to go back. I had to keep going. Fucking agony. You ever had it?’

‘Sure. Strangely only ever when I’ve been in bed. Or maybe once when I was running in a relay race for the school. That made me really popular.’ She snorted.

Frances went into the bathroom. ‘I’ll just get a wash – army bath at best.’ She shrugged.

Viv said, ‘I’m going to join the others.’ A lie. Frances was already closing the door.


Chapter Thirteen

Did Mac have evidence that Frances was the mole? Was it just a hunch? It would be unlike him to go on hearsay, but not impossible if he’d heard enough. If Frances was sneaking about the office trying to hide her diabetes, getting tetchy when she needed insulin, Viv could see that she’d become an object of interest at the very least, but why so unpopular? Nobody likes a sneak, but what about the others? Who was most likely to have a grudge against the NTF? Viv glanced at Frances’ things lying on her bed. She hesitated, then lifted the head torch. Frances’ phone was on the bed. She nudged it and it sprang into life. ‘Shit.’ The sound of water running and splashing continued, so she decided it was safe to scroll through the messages. The splashing stopped. Viv flipped the phone over and tiptoed from the room.

She stood outside the door and counted to ten before bursting back in as Frances came out of the toilet rubbing herself with a towel. ‘Managed to get that torch onto a different beam. Not brilliant but not quite as Gestapo-like.’

‘Great. Thanks.’

When Viv entered the refectory the others were sitting at the long wooden table. Candles flickered in quirky ceramic holders in the middle. If she didn’t know better she could imagine they’d just ordered dinner and were waiting for their drinks and a basket of bread to arrive. The wood-burner was ablaze and the walls ran with condensation. A smell akin to sweaty socks hung in the air. The rain had more than dampened the environment. She glanced at Gordon and wondered why he was staring into space like a man doomed.

Her face felt hot but her inner temperature was definitely lower. Davie waved her over and tapped the bench at his side. She stepped over it and sat down. Archie, Gordon and Davie’s usually pale faces were crimson from exposure to the sun. Gordon had white marks where his wraparound sunglasses had been. The others’ eyes were swollen and half closed. None of them looked as if they’d moved from the room since they got back, the skin on their faces still bearing traces of salt. Yet they were all wearing fleeces. A large empty Strathmore bottle stood in front of Archie and each of them had a glass with water in it.

‘We dry?’ she said.

‘Fucking temperance house this,’ Gordon said.

She bristled. His defensive tone was irritating. She wondered if he was always like this. The one time she’d met him at Fettes he had been. What was really going on with him? Fear is our biggest drive but what was he so scared of? She’d have thought that after the climbing debacle he’d feel relieved that they were on the home straight.

‘Want a drink?’ Davie asked, tipping the dregs of the Strathmore into a spare glass and handing it to her. He shook the bottle to emphasise that it was absolutely empty.

The gesture reminded her of a boy she’d been at primary school with. Jimmy Robinson used to do that same thing with the little bottle of milk they each got each day at playtime. He’d been unconvinced that he had finished it so quickly. Jimmy’s family were so hard up and he relied on the milk, every drop counted. She wished she’d realised that at the time, since he was constantly teased for not being a sharer. Whatever he had he scoffed the lot, not because he was particularly greedy, but because he was starving, under-nourished. She looked across at Davie and wondered what it was like for him to be a bursary boy at a school where most pupils had rich parents. He was a survivor.

‘Cheers!’ She raised her glass and chinked it with Davie. Archie joined in but Gordon didn’t move.

‘I’m not smelling great aromas from the kitchen. Does that mean we’re on bread and cheese?’

‘You’ll be fucking lucky.’ Gordon, obviously not in the mood for speculation, barked. ‘Cheese. Don’t make me laugh. Apparently we’re vegans for the night. Alfalfa and mung beans with . . .’ Whatever he had in mind he couldn’t remember what it was called. He snapped his fingers. Then he said. ‘Nut fucking roast.’

‘But that would have to be cooked and we’d have had a whiff of it by now.’

Gordon didn’t want to hear this. ‘Christ.’ He thumbed in the direction that the member of staff had gone. ‘As he said, it’s not unusual.’

Archie sighed. ‘You know what, Gordon. We’re here now and there’s not much we can do about it. So why don’t you . . .’

Gordon interrupted him. ‘Why don’t I what?’ His glare made Archie smirk, which didn’t help matters.

‘What the fuck have you got to laugh about?’ Then he spat, ‘Pansy.’

Viv snorted in disbelief. Was she in a boy’s public school? ‘Pansy? Who in God’s name says that these days?’

‘Who rattled your fucking cage, Miss Prefect?’

‘I think you’ve got the wrong gal. Prefect me? I don’t think so.’

Davie said, ‘Okay, guys. We’ll all be happier once we’ve had some food. Vegan or otherwise.’

Gordon stretched over the table and jabbed his finger at Davie’s chest, almost touching it. Then through gritted teeth said, ‘And you can shut the fuck up.’

Davie leaned back out of reach of the offending finger, almost overbalancing onto the flagstone floor. Viv caught him and helped him back upright.

Archie tried to push Gordon back onto his seat, but got an elbow in the face for his efforts. If only Viv could have filmed the whole scene. She watched wide-eyed as the situation escalated into a brawl. Archie leant over the top of Gordon with his arm pulled back, hand balled into a fist, ready to plant it on Gordon’s face, when the man who’d told them about the generator walked out of the kitchen carrying a tray laden with food. He grinned, ‘Bit early for show time. No?’

Archie stalled with his arm in mid-air. Gordon was about to roll off the end of the bench but managed to grip onto the rough wall behind him.

The staff man laughed. ‘You’ve done well. The hackles usually rise way before now. This nosh should help.’ He placed the tray at the end of the table and pushed it into the middle. ‘Help yourselves.’

It occurred to her that withholding food might be intentional. People become total divas and dragons when they’re hungry. Being here was forcing them into detox. No red wine, no coffee that she could see, not even real tea. They were all in the deprivation zone. Including her. Clever move if it was part of the plan. Although there was no way they could have planned the storm. Nature’s revenge.

There was enough food to feed a dozen people, but now they were hesitant to tuck in. Viv was the first to head over to a stack of shelves where crockery and cutlery were in orderly piles. ‘Anyone want a plate or cutlery?’

Davie and Archie raised their hands. Davie said, ‘Me thanks.’

Gordon remained sullen. But once Viv and the others started to eat he got up and helped himself to what he needed. Sharing food was an ally-building exercise, but she didn’t see Gordon thawing any time soon. If they hadn’t been told that the food was vegan, they’d never have known. Everything was delicious. Frances joined them, her hair still wet, and squeezed in next to Gordon, chivvying him to budge along the bench. He shifted silently and Frances gave Viv a questioning look across the table.

Viv shook her head. ‘This food is so good. Who prepared it?’

Frances raised her hand and elbowed Gordon at the same time. ‘We were supposed to but they let us off the hook because the electricity’s off. It wouldn’t have been this creative if we had.’

There were different kinds of dense wholemeal and seeded breads, oatcakes, and other sorts of crackers. Hummus, tapenades and other bean-rich dips sat alongside a curd, which although not dairy you’d never have known had Gordon not told them. There were, as Gordon had predicted, mung beans and alfalfa, thick slices of beef tomatoes and cucumber, celery sticks and a dish of artichoke hearts. The rhythm of gratitude rose and fell, rose and fell as they each got a taste of something more delicious than the last. Viv watched them eat. It was telling. The tension in the room dropped with each mouthful consumed.

A deep rumble of thunder ran directly overhead, then seconds later a stunning fork of lightning lit up the bay and the room. The windows streamed with water – no sign that the rain would let up. This torrent hadn’t been mentioned in the forecast. Scots were wired to anticipate changeable weather, so she was prepared for rain and wind, but this was something else.

The man from the kitchen came through bearing another tray with large catering flasks on it. ‘Hot water? Teas, or infusions? Whatever floats your boat.’

He must have seen all manner of behaviour in this place, and wasn’t in the slightest bit fazed by catching Archie about to throw a punch at Gordon’s head.

Frances bottom-shuffled along the bench to Viv. ‘You get the feeling we interrupted something?’ She grinned.

Viv sensed Frances beginning to relax as they neared the last leg of their weekend. ‘You okay after . . .?’ Not sure how to put it she left the blank for Frances to fill.

‘My insulin levels are influenced by all sorts of things including temperature. The hot journey in the bus followed by the cold water had me yo-yoing. Fine now, hopefully. I should have known better.’ Although she was smiling she didn’t sound entirely convinced.

Viv stood to get herself a mug from the shelf. This time she raised it in a gesture to Frances, who shook her head. Viv didn’t offer the others – she’d done enough mothering for now. There were coffee substitutes on offer, but she wasn’t keen. She filled her mug with hot water and dunked in a peppermint tea-bag. Then, with hands wrapped round the mug, she tuned into the chatter around the table. Gordon was still nursing his wrath, his jaw set like a Bash Street Kid who hadn’t got his own way. Was he pissed off that he’d needed Viv’s help? A high achiever in the office was bound to feel humiliated needing help in the outdoors. What was this outing really about? Had Mac already made up his mind about who the mole was? How come he had gone off with Becky? Why not let one of her colleagues take her? Actually Viv didn’t know for sure that that was where he’d gone. Better stop crystal balling.

The tension round the table began to rise again when Frances said, ‘So, Gordon, what’s wrong with your face? It’s been tripping you all day.’

He glared at her. ‘What’s it to you? You’ve not exactly been the life and soul of the team. Almost getting yourself killed out there.’ He thrust his chin toward the windows.

Frances sighed. ‘At least I was gracious in defeat. Have you even thanked Viv for rescuing you off that cliff?’

Viv wasn’t looking for thanks, but was interested in how he’d react. She glanced at him.

His jaw tightened and his eyes bore through her. ‘She didn’t need to interfere. She should have left well alone. But no, she goes sticking her nose in where she thinks she has expertise. She’s a fucking mole.’

Interesting choice of description. Should she defend herself ?

Just as she opened her mouth to respond, Archie beat her to it. ‘What an ungrateful bastard. What is your problem?’

And there they went again. Gordon jumped up at the same time as Archie. Toppling the bench that they’d been sitting on. They began pushing each other back and forth until Gordon stumbled back onto the table with the crockery on it and the man from the kitchen came to the rescue. ‘Take it outside, guys. If you need to vent, here’s not the place.’ He pointed to the door and the torrential rain beyond. Neither seemed too keen to continue. Gordon stomped off towards the men’s quarters. His parting shot, ‘I’m not listening to this wankery.’

Viv couldn’t contain herself and bursting out laughing, spilling her tea in the process. The others also managed to see the funny side, although Archie was peeved.

‘Wankery. What a terrific word. Never heard that before. Love it. I bet it’ll make it to the OED.’ She snorted, shook her head and went to get a cloth to clean up her spill.

She scanned their faces, looking for anything that might give away a desire to taunt Gordon or to goad one of the others into doing it for them. But no, they all seemed passive, in the circumstances. Was that the nature of the cyber-beast? Were they at their most passionate discovering algorithms? She wouldn’t be in the hacking game if she wasn’t interested in people’s behaviour.

She said, ‘Thanks for trying, Archie. But I wasn’t looking for gratitude. Just glad he didn’t go head over tit or we’d have been in real trouble. One body was enough to bring home pillion. We should all be thanking you. You did the work. How are your arms after canoeing for two?’

Archie stretched his arms over his head. ‘Not bad so far. Tomorrow will be the test.’

Those who had drinks raised their mugs. ‘Well done, Archie,’ they chimed in mock posh accents.

He grinned as if he’d won the cup. No notion that he was being sent up. He was a loveable big laddie. Viv wondered about his romantic life. Not that it was any concern of hers. No sign of a girlfriend, seeing his folks every weekend, big praise for Mummy’s cooking, what did that add up to? Don’t make leaps, she thought she said to herself, but Davie said, ‘What was that, Viv?’

‘Oh, nothing. Just thinking out loud.’

Archie intoned, ‘Succedere incipiet regnare.’

They all turned to stare at him. Candlelight flickered over his large red face. His strong, square jaw made him look more like a medieval knight than a twenty-first century cyber analyst. Viv thought it must be the way his hair had flattened along his forehead, as if he’d just taken a helmet off.

Davie said, ‘My Latin’s a bit rusty. You’ll have to help me out.’

Archie grinned, clearly dying to inform them. ‘“To succeed is to reign”. Family motto.’

Was he boasting or just informing, as if it was still a novelty to him? Viv suddenly saw him in a different light. How many families at her school had had mottos beyond “eat yer dinner, or there’s nae puddin”? And why was he telling them about it? He must have known he’d sound like a toff. Or did he want them to believe that he was? In Viv’s world real top-drawer didn’t need to boast, just oozed privilege from their core.

Before she realised, she had said, ‘Now why would you say that? Are you referring to your tussle with Gordon or your success in bringing back a damsel in distress?’

He missed a beat before regaining his composure, but not before it registered with Viv that that had simply been a bubble of false bonhomie. He opened his mouth to continue, but his eyes flicked towards the door and he turned. They all turned.


Chapter Fourteen

Mac stood in the doorway, dripping onto the flagstones. He scanned the room. ‘Too late for food, I expect?’

Within seconds three of them were scrambling to their feet and moving toward the shelves to find crockery for him.

Viv’s eyes widened. ‘I’m sure DI Marconi can get himself whatever he needs. No brownie points for sucking up to the leader.’

Frances said, ‘No, but I might get rewarded in heaven.’

Viv shook her head. ‘Planning ahead, Frances? Everyone likes a planner.’ She shifted along the bench to make space for Mac, who shrugged off his wet jacket and hung it by its hood on the top of the kitchen door. He gripped the window ledge and proceeded to tussle with his waterproof trousers.

Viv said, ‘Need a hand getting those off? Sit here, since we’re all coming to the rescue.’

He sat and Viv pulled his wet trousers off by their hems and laid them over the back of one of a pair of wooden chairs placed to face the plate glass window and the view of the bay. Binoculars lay on the sill. It struck her that they’d probably had a voyeur all day.

‘Cheers,’ Mac said. Rivulets of water ran down the sides of his face until he rubbed his hands up and over it into his hair. ‘Good day, then?’

Davie spoke first. ‘Interesting. Not sure we’ve bonded in the way that we were expected to.’

Mac picked up his wet kit and wandered into the kitchen. ‘Must get these into the drying room. Who said you were expected to bond?’ He disappeared for a few minutes, returning without his kit. Then he said to Davie, ‘Well?’

Davie shook his head. ‘ I just thought . . .’

Frances said, ‘I’ve had a better day today than yesterday. No complaints here.’

Archie asked, ‘What’s happened to . . .?’

He snapped his fingers.

Viv said, ‘Becky?’

He continued, ‘Yes, Becky. She okay?’

‘Not sure yet. They were worried about her temperature. She’d been lying for hours in the dampness.’ Mac said, ‘That bump on the head was pretty suspicious. It’s not as if that was her first time in the cave . . . I mean what was she up to?’

Viv interrupted. ‘Now, now, she was doing her best.’

‘She might well have been, but say you guys hadn’t found the cave and she was out there for another night. She’d have been even more in the shit than she is already.’

‘You’d have sent someone out to find her, though, wouldn’t you?’

He shrugged. ‘Doubt it. We’d have thought that she was still waiting for you guys to pitch up. There was no reason for us to think that she’d be hurt. Hypothermia is a killer, make no mistake.’ He shot a glance at Frances. ‘There’s nothing more that we can do. Although I wouldn’t mind having a look inside that cave.’

There was something irritated in his tone and Viv said. ‘Do you believe her story?’

He hesitated and sighed. ‘No reason yet to believe otherwise.’

‘That’ll be a no then,’ Viv countered.

‘No that’ll be a, we have snippets of a story which we, as yet, have no reason not to believe.’

‘But?’

He didn’t respond.

Viv could tell he was holding something back. After her helicopter trip she had more reason to be suspicious than Mac. Since Ruddy had subtly implied to keep her recce to herself, she kept her mouth shut.

‘Right, mind if I tuck into what’s left?’

‘No, no, go ahead,’ was the collective reply.

The room stank of garlic, which was fine when fresh, but Viv dreaded to think what it would be like seeping out of pores the next morning.

‘Where’s Gordon? Already thrown in the towel?’

Frances said, ‘Eh, he’s gone to bed. I think.’

This got Mac’s attention. ‘You only think? Or he has gone to bed?’

Viv said, ‘No idea. He stormed off earlier. But he was going in the direction of the men’s quarters and we’ve not seen him passing.’ She checked with the others. ‘He’d have to pass us to get out? There’s no way out the back. Anyway, who in their right mind would go out in this?’

As she spoke she stared out at the torrential rain and blackness and wondered if Gordon was in his right mind – whatever that might mean. Another rumble of thunder directly above made her think it was worth checking. ‘Anyone want to volunteer to go see that the beast is in his lair?’

‘Why am I getting the sense that all is not well with Gordon?’ Mac said, between bites of bread. Maintaining a persuasive picture of calm.

Davie prised himself out from the bench and said, ‘I’ll check.’ Off he headed to look for Gordon.

Mac glanced at Viv, then at Archie, who had become captivated by his empty mug. ‘Care to fill me in?’

Archie sought out Viv’s eyes, but she shook her head. ‘I’ve got nothing to say. Floor’s all yours.’

Archie remained silent.

Mac said, ‘If there’s anything to report now’s the time . . . No one will be going far. We couldn’t get the minibus down the track. A culvert at the top has collapsed and the water is pouring like a river right down to the shore. Unbelievable. I’ve never seen a flash flood. Could easily have swept the bus into the peat bog. Robbie has taken himself to the nearest village to see if there’s anything we can do to get the culvert fixed. Meantime. Snakes and Ladders or Charades?’

Viv sighed. ‘Shit. I don’t think this lot will be too keen on the Snakes and Ladders idea and I’m guessing Charades have already been happening.’

Mac said, ‘Tell me more.’

‘You’ll find out for yourself.’

‘But I’d like you to tell me.’

Archie stared at Viv, as if willing her not to speak.

Mac turned to Archie. ‘You want to fill me in?’

Archie stood up and climbed out from behind the table. ‘Knackered. Could do with a early night.’

‘Ah, Glen, how have they been behaving?’ Mac said.

The man that had provided the food had come in and now had a name. ‘Oh, no worse than any other group. It hasn’t helped not having power. Here. I’ve brought replacement candles and if anyone wants a hot water bottle . . .’

Viv laughed. ‘Scotland. The only country in the world that has hot water bottles on the menu all year round. I’ll have one.’

Glen pointed to a cupboard. ‘Bottles are in there. I’ve filled up all the flasks. Watch yourself – it’s boiling.’

Viv was about to go and fetch a bottle when a look from Mac made her stop.

He said, ‘You’ll not be needing one quite yet.’

She sat herself down on the opposite bench and said briskly, ‘Right. What’s all this really about?’

‘You know, Viv, I thought I had it covered, but the incident with Becky doesn’t smell like the kind of incident that she thinly described. There’s something that doesn’t add up. How many times do you think she’s been in that cave and never bumped her head?’

Viv shrugged and raised her eyebrows. ‘Plenty, I guess.’

‘You got it. How did you get on with the troops?’

‘Well, I managed to piss two of them off big-time. Frances seems to have thawed but Gordon is a touchy sod. Oh and Archie said something that might be nothing . . .’

‘Spill.’

‘Well, he said something about not dying for Queen and country. I thought that was an odd thing for someone who’d signed the OSA, a declaration that he’d do exactly that. But what was more interesting was the fact that he was nervous that he’d said it, and immediately started to back pedal. Could be nothing.’

‘We managed to sweep all of their consoles back at Fettes. None of them look as if we have anything to worry about. I can’t help thinking that we should have had you in on the sweep instead of sussing them out here when they’re out of their comfort zone.’

‘Now you tell me. Now that I’ve made enemies. I’ve got the feeling that Frances is putting on a fabulous act, and Archie swings between being gentlemanly and a bruiser. He and Gordon have had a couple of scraps. But he’s got to be doing some serious acting too. I can’t believe the amount of bad faith . . . oh forget it.’ She batted her hand to brush the vision away.

‘And Davie?’

‘He’s had a voyage of discovery this weekend. Seems to have enjoyed being pushed physically and he could fairly handle a canoe. Surprised himself, since he’d not been in one since he was at school.’

‘So what happened with Frances?’

‘Well, you already know that.’

‘Humour me.’

‘She got into trouble crossing the bay and I brought her to shore.’

‘Yep, I got that. Nothing more?’

‘No. Nothing more.’ Viv was convinced that whoever the mole might be it wasn’t Frances. Mac had probably based his suspicions on her surreptitious behaviour in the office. Sneaking off to inject herself with insulin was no crime. He had nothing, no reason to suspect she was up to anything else that Viv knew of. Since they’d arrived the ‘incidents’ with Frances had both been insulin-related, and as far as Viv was concerned that was Frances’ secret to tell. Although it was in her interest to tell it sooner rather than later.

‘Look, Mac, unless you’ve got something on her that you’re not willing to share with me I’d say you’re wide of the mark. Sure she has issues but they don’t run to worrying anyone about National Security.’ She snorted. ‘I fucking hate that phrase. It is so meaningless, a generalisation designed to scare people. No evidence equals “National Security”.’

He raised his eyebrows. ‘It’s not a joke, Viv. There’s chatter. There’s something in the offing and our job is to intervene. Stop it from becoming a bigger threat.’

‘In that case you’ll have to let me have access to their consoles.’

‘I told you they’d been swept.’

‘Yes but you didn’t say by whom or how creatively.’ She nudged his arm and winked. ‘You need someone unorthodox to take a peek. Go on, you know you want me to.’

He sighed. ‘You’ve no idea of the ear-bending I’m getting. When we get back we’ll go straight into HQ.’

She smiled. ‘Now you’re talking. You mean the real HQ, not Fettes?’ She was definitely warming to the idea of snooping around in cyber-space. There was nothing more exciting than breaking into places that were thought to be unreachable. ‘Can you get me clearance or are we under the wire?’

His eyes almost popped out of his head. ‘You are going nowhere near that HQ. And as for clearance! You’re kidding, right?’

‘Okay. Okay. Keep your shirt on.’ She grinned and punched his upper arm. ‘Things are looking more like my kind of thing all of a sudden. I’ve had quite enough babysitting for one weekend.’ She was about to tell him about Gordon’s cliff scare when he walked in. A look of disgust swept over his face as if he’d witnessed some kind of atrocity and not two colleagues sitting chatting in the candlelight.

Viv asked, ‘How are you doing?’

Mac was Gordon’s boss and Viv watched as he tempered his response. ‘Fine, thanks to you. You’ve no doubt filled him in.’ He nodded in Mac’s direction. Borderline insolence. Unlike Viv, Mac was a team player, but he was no lightweight. Viv waited for his reaction.

‘She hasn’t said a word about the weekend apart from the bit when Frances almost killed herself. But I already knew about that. So how about you? You get on okay?’

Viv imagined Gordon flushing, but his face was so sunburned it was difficult to tell. He turned his back to them and filled a mug with water from the flask. He stirred the teabag as if it were a work of art. Eventually he raised his head and glanced at Mac. ‘I didn’t enjoy it much if that’s what you’re asking. I hate swimming, I hate climbing, and I’m not a big fan of canoeing. So all in all it’s been a bit of a nightmare for me.’ He poked his own chest. ‘Me. I’m a dry land creature.’

Viv thought he was certainly right about the ‘creature’ bit. He’d been a proper pain in the butt.

Mac said, ‘You don’t get any sense that you’ve stretched yourself, then?’

‘No I fu . . .’

Viv’s eyes widened. He was seriously pushing his luck. Insubordination was a sackable offence in the NTF, and just because they were away from the office didn’t mean the hierarchy evaporated.

He didn’t finish that particular line. ‘I don’t feel stretched. It’s just been wet and a waste of everyone’s time. The sooner we get back to the city the better. In fact, any idea when that might be?’

‘Well, there is the small matter of the minibus not being able to get down the track until we find someone who can do a temporary repair on the culvert. In the morning, if the rain’s gone off we’ll either find a way of fixing it ourselves or we’ll walk out and catch the bus at the main road.’

Gordon bit his lip, physically and metaphorically. He sighed, shook his head, and left the room.


Chapter Fifteen

Mac turned to Viv. ‘He’s behaving out of character. Although I’ve never seen him away from the office . . . oh no, that’s a lie, I played football with him once. I didn’t make it to the post match booze up, so I haven’t seen him socially. But he’s usually an affable bloke.’

Viv replied, ‘He was helpful when Sal and I had to . . . well you know about that. I mean he was peeved that I could go places that he couldn’t, well at least not in work time. But he let me use his console to . . .’

Mac interrupted by putting up his hand. ‘Best I don’t know.’

‘You think we’ll get home tomorrow?’

‘Don’t see why not, although the track was dodgy. Huge stretches where it’s been washed into the ditch. It wasn’t hard going for me because I was walking down hill. But you lot marching up hill in the morning after so much exercise today . . . I’m not so sure.’

‘You laying down another gauntlet?’

‘No. I’m just saying that there might not be a track left.’

‘On that jolly note I’m going to hit the hay.’ Viv stood and mock saluted him. She gathered up the remaining food and took it to the kitchen. Archie’s bulk loomed before the open fridge. He stared into the dark hole, bare apart from a couple of half empty jars of pickle in the door. Everything else in the room looked soft with candlelight flickering over it. The work surfaces, pots and pans, the deep Belfast sink could all have been part of a movie set.

‘Still peckish?’

He hadn’t heard her come in and looked guilty.

She handed him the tray. ‘Here there’s some bread and stuff left. Tuck in.’

He screwed up his face. ‘If we ever get out of here I’m having steak tartare for two.’

Viv laughed. ‘Did you hear what Mac was saying about the track?’

He shook his head. ‘No, why? What’s happening?’

Viv wasn’t convinced. ‘He doesn’t think we’ll get the bus down or whether we’ll be able to make it to the road. The rain has washed sections of the track into the ditch.’

‘Christ, that’s all we need. I think he underestimates our desire to get out of this place. I’ll be walking come what may.’

Viv thought, we’ll see. ‘Night.’

‘Night.’


Chapter Sixteen

Viv woke the next morning with the sun streaming through the bedroom window. She looked across at Frances tangled in her duvet, only her hair visible. Viv pulled back her own quilt and slipped over to the window. The bay was a more tranquil sight than she could have imagined after the drama of the storm. Wall-to-wall blue sky, the sea like glass, and barely a ripple as tiny waves crept onto the shore. Dark brown seaweed was banked up on the pebbles, evidence that she hadn’t simply dreamt the wild weather. Where had it all come from? She was glad it hadn’t been floating beneath the waves as she swam across the bay, nor when they’d paddled back. She pulled on her kit and squeezed silently out of the room.

She wasn’t the first up. Glen was sitting on one of the wooden chairs, with binoculars up to his eyes.

‘Hope I’m not eating into your precious time?’

‘No, you’re all right. I’m waiting for the urn to heat up. I don’t trust it on its own. I’d rather be out there.’ He pointed to the beach. He handed her the binoculars. ‘Take a look at that.’ He grinned. ‘Go on, go down to the beach and check out what our seals are up to this morning. They love the calm after a storm.’

She wandered down to the shore, taking up a position on a large boulder. She stood in the cool still air staring out into the bay. She caught sight of two seals ducking and diving over each other. She grinned, transfixed at how at home they were in their watery environment. It was like watching ballet. Occasionally both heads would rise and they would stare at each other before continuing their dance. She drew in a long breath and released it slowly, as if allowing herself a guilty pleasure, and relished the silent sea air for the first time this weekend. Eventually the seals swam further out to sea, getting smaller and smaller as Viv watched.

She turned her sights inland. The weather had ravaged the track as Mac had said. To her left near the shore a pile of rubble and sand had washed down leaving huge gouges where the track had been. It wasn’t only the culvert that would stop the minibus getting here.

‘Hi.’

She turned to see Mac standing in the doorway wearing a tee shirt adorned with a faded figure in an impossible yoga posture, and light coloured trousers with pockets everywhere. ‘I can hardly believe we’re in the same place. I see what you mean about the track. No vehicle will be going up that for a while.’

‘You’d be amazed how quickly they’ll fix it with the right machine. Coffee?’ He held up a mug and handed it to her.

‘Ta.’ She sniffed the steaming mug. ‘Is this real?’

He nodded. ‘Secret stash.’

‘Excellent. It’s unbelievably beautiful when it’s like this. Blue sky as far as the eye can see. Seals in the bay.’ She nodded in the direction of where they’d been. ‘Mind you a weekend’s plenty.’

Mac laughed. ‘I’m grateful that you came.’

‘What, even if it was a total waste of time?’

‘But you wouldn’t have got to see the seals. They have to be worth it.’

‘Maybe. If I had another day I’d be able to do a bit more digging. Meal times are always revealing. Although I haven’t enjoyed being Gordon’s scapegoat.’

‘What exactly has he been up to?’ He laid his mug on the ground and performed the most amazing salute to the sun.

Viv’s jaw dropped. ‘Since when did you start doing yoga?’

‘Six months. Got to get these muscles in shape.’

She shook her head. She’d never seen Mac anything other than super-fit. Perhaps there was a woman involved. She was about to ask but couldn’t. She continued. ‘Gordon’s just lost the plot. His ego’s punctured. I can’t think that it’s anything more than that. And since I came to the rescue for Frances and then him, he’s tarred me as a smart arse. Ungrateful shit. He also thinks that you and I,’ she pointed in disbelief, ‘are an item, but he’s been saying that since the get go. I’ve tried to put him right but he’s persistent and it’s definitely affected the others.’

‘How?’

‘They’re doubtful.’

He nodded. ‘He doth protest too much. I think he’s jealous.’

‘Spare me. No way.’

He finished a few more stretches as Viv looked on, incredulous that he’d become so supple in just six months. ‘The power’s back on so there should be a hearty breakfast. I heard Archie in the kitchen last night foraging for leftovers.’

‘You mean when I took the stuff from the table into the kitchen or later?’

‘No, I mean during the night.’

‘How did you know it was him?’

‘I watched him slink along the corridor. He stopped at the other bedroom doors and listened before tiptoeing downstairs.’

‘I’m impressed, Sherlock. Had the weather calmed by then?’

‘Yes. The rain was much lighter and the wind had died down. Why d’you ask?’

She laid her coffee on a rock, lifted the binoculars and scanned the bay. When she spotted what she was looking for she handed them to Mac. She stood behind him and pointed. ‘See if you can see what I see.’

It took him a few minutes to focus but he said, ‘The only thing that I can see is a little black head.’

She nodded. ‘It’s a buoy. Now what is the purpose of that? Surely a buoy is only useful if it’s highly visible. It’s supposed to be a marker for some kind of hazard below the surface is it not?’

‘Yes, makes sense. But where are you going with this?’

‘Not sure. When we canoed back I spotted it and went to see what it was. It’s secured to something incredibly tightly.’

‘You thinking it could be a drop point?’

‘Exactly.’ She hesitated, not wanting to mention her trip with Ruddy. Then continued. ‘I know I’m making a leap from someone with a bump on the head, but it’s got me wondering.’ She grinned at him. ‘I’ve been reading too many smugglers tales. Well, drug trafficking thrillers if I’m honest.’

‘Wow, Viv, I could say you should get out more but you might be onto something . . . what led you from Archie stuffing his face in the kitchen to smuggling?’

‘I had a vision of him in the pitch dark flashing a torch at someone out to sea, like a baddie in an old black and white movie. Not Whisky Galore, more Margaret Rutherford to the rescue.’ She laughed at the look of doubt on his face. ‘Okay. I can see it’s a stretch, but to my mind the point of a black buoy can only be as a pick-up. It’s got to be a marker for someone with its exact GPS. It’s no good to the uninitiated.’ She shrugged. ‘It could be for a lobster pot. But I’m not getting that Thermidor sensation in my belly. Besides we should give fishermen more credit. I’m sure their buoys are bright pink or orange.’

Mac stared at the buoy. ‘Unless, as you say, there’s an obstacle out there you’ve got to wonder why it’s there at all. Come on, let’s get some breakfast.’

‘Wait!’ She grabbed hold of his arm. ‘Look, Mac, I’m sorry.’

He looked confused. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, I’ve failed this weekend. I haven’t delivered.’

‘You don’t know that yet. Besides I see things differently to you. That’s why we make a team. Come on, let’s eat.’

‘No, let’s check out that buoy.’

His eyes moved along the beach to the shed. Hers followed. She could see where this was going, and they both took off at the same moment.

‘I’ll get my ears chewed off if this doesn’t turn out to be anything.’

She grinned. ‘Nothing ventured and all that.’

They had to untie the rib and roll it down to the water’s edge. She had no idea how it worked, but Mac seemed to know what he was doing. Once they’d pushed it away from the shore he dropped the engine into the water and pulled the starter cord. Nothing. He tried again. Nothing. She stared back towards the bunkhouse to see if anyone was watching. They didn’t seem to be. As he tried one more time she ran to the back of the shed and searched until she found a can of petrol. She held it up and Mac nodded, gesturing for her to bring it. Five minutes later they were motoring out to sea and circling the buoy.

‘You know we might as well hang for a sheep as a lamb. Let’s check out the cave.’

He hesitated. ‘Okay, it’ll take us twenty minutes to get there. Hope we’ve got enough petrol.’

He gunned the engine and the rib sped round the point. Viv’s hair whipped out behind her and a fine salt spray covered her face. She scanned the horizon for any other boats. Nothing. Odd, since it was a beautiful day for cruising. They pulled up on a short section of pebbly beach and tied the rib to a rock. It bobbed and bumped until its wake calmed and they felt safe to leave it. Mac hunkered down and went in first. Viv followed. She pointed to where Becky had been lying. It hadn’t occurred to her to check this as a crime scene, but that’s exactly what Mac seemed to be doing.

‘There won’t be much chance of finding footprints since at least three sets and a few hands and knees have been over the space since Becky was here. People always leave evidence. No crime scene is completely clean however careful the criminal is. Is that what you’re thinking?’

He nodded. ‘Difficult not to jump to some kind of conclusion. A well trained outdoor teacher bumps her head in a low-ish cave. Unbelievable, don’t you think?’

‘Yes. I see what you’re saying.’ Viv crawled further into the cave and picked up a couple of damp cigarette butts. ‘You think Becky’s a smoker? These haven’t been here long.’ She held them to her nose. The smell was vaguely familiar. She had smoked once but never properly got the hang of it. Her dad, however, never had his pipe out of his mouth, so she knew that the smell was foreign. It reminded her of Balkan Sobranie, one of her dad’s favourites but difficult to come by.

Mac pulled out a plastic bag from one of the pockets on the side of his trousers, and handed it to her.

She smiled. ‘Always carry evidence bags with you?’

‘You never know when they’ll come in handy. Anything else down there?’

‘Not that I can see. Wish we had a torch.’

A beam of light flitted over the area she was searching. She shook her head in disbelief. ‘Did you know we were going to come here or are you always uber prepared for breakfast?’

He grinned. ‘I’m a cop. Never leave home without one.’

‘I’m not seeing anything else. Pretty careless of someone to leave these if they had anything to do with Becky’s crack on the head. I mean we’re not talking sophisticated crime, are we?’

‘Nope. But sometimes people just get lazy or complacent. Depends how far up or down the chain they are.’

This made sense to Viv. A relief that Mac thought the same thing. Had he already been briefed on the illegal goings on in the area? If so why had Ruddy asked, implied, she keep quiet? Perhaps he didn’t mean Mac, just the others.

‘Let’s get going. I definitely want to check out that buoy now.’

She lifted her face to the sun as soon as she exited the cave. ‘Wow, it really is cold in there. I wouldn’t want to lie on that damp floor, especially not if I was unconscious.’

Mac didn’t respond, just untied the rib and jumped on. He held out his hand but she ignored it and swung herself over the side, landing with an ungainly thud. Mac shook his head.

He cut the engine as they pulled alongside the small black buoy. Viv grabbed it and tried to rotate it with both hands. Nothing happened. Mac pulled on some latex gloves and his hands stuck to the wet buoy like Velcro. She steadied the rib with the steering wheel as best she could as Mac continued to jostle, pull and push at the buoy. Nothing appeared to be happening. But one last serious yank caused a huge splash behind them and made them both topple to the floor. Mac caught the wheel and helped her to her knees. They stared wide-eyed at a large silver pod shaped like a horse’s head floating in the water about twenty metres from the boat.

‘Well lookie here.’ Mac grinned. ‘What d’you reckon is contained in that?’

She shielded her eyes to get a better look at it. ‘Holy shit! Someone has a sense of humour. Different sort of mule from the usual sort.’

Mac sniggered. ‘You’re quick. I hadn’t thought of that.’

‘What should we do with it?’

‘Try and get it to shore. Pass me that, would you?’ He pointed to a bright orange rope coiled beneath a shallow bench.

She handed him the sodden end and watched as he made a lasso. Impressed, she tried to gauge exactly what he was doing, since she hadn’t paid much attention in knotting class at Girl Guides. His first attempt to snare it was way wide. He tried again and again until eventually on the fourteenth time the loop slipped over the head.

Viv punched the air and cheered.

Mac looked towards the shore. ‘Keep it down. If this has anything to do with them,’ he nodded to the bunkhouse, ‘they’ll be ready to run. Although the track will make life difficult for anyone trying to get to the road.’ He chuckled. ‘And no one’s going anywhere in the rib.’ He struggled but managed to slowly pull the horse’s head toward the boat. ‘It’s heavy. I think we’ll have to drag it behind us.’

‘Why, what did you think we’d do with it?’

‘We should bring it aboard.’

‘What if it contains . . . explosives . . .?’

He blew out a breath. ‘What exactly have you been reading?’

As they approached the shore two members of staff stood with their hands on hips.

‘Welcoming committee,’ Mac said to Viv, who was hanging onto the horse’s head as if her life depended on it.

Glen, who’d given Viv the binoculars earlier, said, ‘So what have we got?’

Mac said, ‘Not sure, but whatever it is probably isn’t legal. We’ll have to get the local guys round here.’

A look passed between Glen and his colleague before he replied. ‘Shouldn’t we take a look at it first?’

Mac snorted. ‘We won’t be taking a look at anything until your local guys get here.’

Viv jumped ashore and said, ‘I’ll go and ring them. You’ll need the muscle to get it up the beach.’

Mac frowned but she took off back to the bunkhouse. She rang the local station then had a quick snoop at the office computer. Keen to find out what qualifications were required to become an outward-bound instructor, and how long Becky had worked there, it didn’t take long to locate a few emails with the info she needed.

By the time she returned to the beach the rib was back onto its trolley and the sound of an engine could be heard in the distance before they saw a boat race round the bay.

Glen said, ‘Boys in blue have an alternative mode of transport. Must’ve heard that the drive’s out of commission.’

Mac explained who he was but the local sergeant wasn’t impressed and demanded to see his ID.

Mac showed him it. ‘Look we’ve no idea what’s inside . . .’

The sergeant interrupted him and in a sarcastic tone asked, ‘Where exactly did you find this, Sir?’

Mac pointed out to sea. ‘There’s a black buoy out there. We hit it on our way back. Then this thing appeared and we thought we’d better bring it back.’

The sergeant shook his head. ‘You had no business moving it . . . Sir.’ He ordered his constable to take hold of the rope attached to the silver horse’s head then tied it to the police rib.

‘We’ll be wanting to speak to you, Sir, so don’t go far.’

‘We’re going back to Edinburgh today.’

The sergeant began to protest, but Mac raised his hand to stop him.

‘I said we’re going back to Edinburgh. You’ve got my name, you’ll find me at Fettes HQ after 5 pm today.’

Without as much as a glance back the two local cops turned and took off back across to where they’d come from. Viv, Mac and the two members of staff stood speechless on the beach until the police rib rounded the northern peninsula.

Glen said, ‘Well, that’ll be that, then.’

Viv shrugged and glanced at Mac with knitted eyebrows.

Mac shook his head. ‘I’m guessing they’ve got some idea what’s inside. I wouldn’t be surprised if we’d . . .’

‘We’d what?’ Viv glared at him.

‘I’ll find out later. Meantime let’s eat.’ He strode up the beach but turned and waited at the threshold for her to join him.

It was frustrating not knowing how much to share with Mac, but she decided to keep quiet. The smell of cooking soon had her salivating. The sounds of pipes humming and floorboards creaking above were signs the others were up and about. She hoped moods had improved after last night’s debacle.

She said, ‘I wonder what would have happened if I hadn’t come? I mean, I know it was about info gathering but if I hadn’t pitched up would one of the others have rescued Frances? Or what? They are all really unfit. Aren’t police meant to be fit? And Gordon, would he have managed to . . . oh never mind. I’ve not managed to do what you asked.’

‘I’m sure you have more in that head of yours than you’re making out . . . we’d never have taken a look at that cave again if you hadn’t shown me the black buoy. Pretty good call I’d say . . .’

‘I notice you didn’t give them the butts.’

He shot her a what-do-I-care look, and before he could continue Frances appeared. ‘Hey. Everyone sleep okay?’

Viv and Mac nodded.

Frances threw them a humorous wide-eyed look that questioned their sleeping arrangements.

‘You were in quite a tangle when I came up,’ said Viv, ‘and I don’t think you moved much in the night.’

Frances rubbed her hands together. ‘Looking forward to getting back. Hot date.’

‘Anyone we know?’ Viv said.

She hesitated. ‘Doubt it. Only been out a couple of times. Nice guy.’

To describe a hot date as ‘nice’ wasn’t a great start, but Viv continued, ‘Where is he taking you?’

Frances grinned like the proverbial cat that got the cream ‘It’s a surprise, but I’m hoping the Timber Yard.’

Viv nodded. ‘Nice!’ Her sarcasm lost on Frances who was no doubt already planning her outfit.

Mac had a look on his face that said he wasn’t getting involved.

Viv pushed. ‘Come on, tell, who is the lucky guy?’

Frances, not to be drawn, tapped the side of her nose and wandered off to the kitchen.

This made Viv think that he could after all be somebody they knew, otherwise why the big secret? She didn’t push any further.

Mac had been right about the breakfast. Everything that you could imagine going into a real Scottish fry-up was available, only without meat. Mock bacon, beans, hash browns, mushrooms, tomatoes, veggie sausages, lashings of toast – obviously made by the staff and not the cooking group.

Viv sat opposite Mac and they tucked in. Only noises of appreciation disturbed the quiet in the room.

Gordon pitched up but brooded in silence.

Frances returned from the kitchen with a modest plateful and sat next to Mac. She said, ‘Saving myself for tonight.’

Viv was mortified at the amount she had on her plate versus what Frances had on hers, but it didn’t stop her from eating it. She was making up for two days of meagre pickings.

Gordon didn’t sit with them and instead headed for the door with his breakfast.

Viv glanced at Mac who shrugged in response. ‘He’s a grown-up. He’ll work it out.’

Frances said. ‘What? What are you talking about?’

Viv smiled at Frances’ complete lack of observation and marvelled at how she became a cyber analyst at all. They were joined by Davie who brought with him a blast of coconut. His freshly shaven face was shiny with moisturiser, so much so that it might slide off. He was pumped up for another day of activity. His shorts, tee shirt and sandals looked as if he’d just cut their labels off.

‘You do realise we’re going home today, Davie?’ Viv said.

‘Yes. But since I’d bought some kit to come here I thought I might as well get some wear out of it.’

His face and arms were bright red from yesterday’s sun but everywhere else was an unhealthy bluish shade of grey. His thin legs seemed insubstantial, although he must be relatively fit since he cycled to and from work every day. He was solid around the waist and he stooped. A ‘scribe’s posture’, so called from days when men sat hunched all day in poor light painstakingly writing or copying manuscripts. Davie, a modern version, did the same hours leaning over his computer. Viv wondered if it was also to do with not wanting to stand tall. She’d come across tall guys who never straightened up so that they didn’t transcend the crowd. She glanced at Mac; he looked taller. His posture had improved. It must be the yoga. All she knew about it was the idea of an invisible thread, secured to the top of the head, and from this thread the whole body hung in the posture that it was designed to. She shifted on the bench, rolled her shoulders back and down and immediately felt the space in her diaphragm where her lungs should move unobstructed.

Mac said. ‘Better?’

She screwed up her face. ‘What? Are you the posture police?’

He shook his head. ‘You were the one making the effort to change your position. Looks much better.’

‘Piss off. I was fine the way I was.’ She did feel better but he didn’t need to know that. ‘What time are we walking out?’

‘Soon as.’ Mac said between bites. ‘We’ll have to walk up hill with over the knee heather all the way. Still, it’ll help work off this grub.’

‘We,’ Viv pointed to the others who, between words, were deep into their large cooked breakfasts, ‘have already got a few calories to make up for never mind work off. You sure the bus will be at the top of the track?’

‘I’m sure. I have to be back in Fettes by 5 pm.’

‘Well, if you have to be back then it’s a sure thing.’

‘Easy with the sarc. You don’t want to hang around here any longer than you need to, so why don’t you get going and pack.’

‘I don’t have to pack. I didn’t really unpack.’

That wasn’t entirely true because she had left her phone and a few dry clothes out, but she travelled light and was pretty much ready to leave.

Archie wandered into the room yawning and scratching his exposed belly. He looked rough, lips swollen and cracked from too much sun and his unshaven face bright red – could just as easily have been from a boozy night.

Mac said to Archie, ‘You had better get a bend on if you want breakfast before we leave. Ten minutes at the front door.’

‘Shit. What’s the hurry now?’

Viv smiled and took her plate and mug to the kitchen before heading to her room.


Chapter Seventeen

Mac was already waiting when she came out.

She gazed at the sea. ‘There won’t be any of that when we get back. Edinburgh will still be heaving with Festival crowds, the stench of beer and cooked onions spilling out from air conditioning units. Oh Joy!’

‘Nice image. You could always stay on here. See what’s going on with that buoy.’

She shoved him. ‘I don’t think so. Whatever it is won’t be our business as soon as we get up that hill. Unless he’s involved.’ She nodded indoors to where Archie was still guzzling breakfast. ‘Sometimes I think we’ve become too paranoid. I mean, we always see a potential crime before anything else. And that buoy could actually be completely innocent yet we’re off down the criminal route.’

‘That’s why we’re good at what we do, Viv. Suspicion isn’t a bad thing.’

Her mind wandered back to Dawn. If only she’d been more suspicious, or willing to follow the intuition that she’d actively ignored. ‘Should we get going?’ She pointed to the steep brae, a serious scramble to start their journey to the road.

‘Yes. We’ll just give the rest a minute.’

Once the others joined them they set off, Mac marching up front with Viv, Archie and Frances close on their heels, and Davie and Gordon lagging behind.

Viv said, ‘So what happened to Robbie?’

‘I said he could help at this side.’

‘Dare I ask why?’

‘First up he couldn’t swim. And second he’s had stuff going on at home.’

‘None of which he knew before we left?’

‘What can I say, Viv? Some people lie their way into jobs . . . He’s a great analyst.’

‘What will happen to him?’

He stared at her with incomprehension. ‘Happen to him? It’s not school. Nothing will happen to him. They all came of their own accord.’ He pointed his thumb at those behind.

‘Like fuck they . . . we did.’

‘Ah, well, apart from you.’ He grinned.

The ground was rough and their breathing laboured. Mac’s strides were so long that Viv had to trot to keep up. She was grateful for a breeze that kept her hair off her face. She wished she’d tied it up but couldn’t now be bothered faffing around for a band in her sack.

Archie caught up. ‘Looking forward to getting back to the big city then, Viv?’

‘Sure. You can get too much fresh air. It can’t be good for you.’

Archie said, ‘But you’re a natural. Swimming, canoeing, rock climbing, a veritable all rounder.’

There was an edge to his voice, an indication that perhaps he wasn’t really impressed. Mac obviously caught the tone as well. He glanced at Archie, who was puffing along to keep up. ‘So she’s done well this weekend? Who would you say comes second?’

Not expecting this Archie said, ‘Oh, I’m not sure. But not Gordon. He’s been an arse. Davie’s been on form.’

‘Not putting yourself in the running then?’

‘God no. I thought I’d die swimming over that bay. I’m so unfit.’

Although he’d vomited when he’d finished the swim, Viv didn’t believe he was as unfit as he was making out. ‘What will you do when you get home?’

‘Eat. Then eat a bit more and probably a bit more still.’

Viv said, ‘That breakfast we had was enough to feed an army on the hoof. You can’t grumble about feeling hungry now.’

‘It’s psychological. Unless it’s meat it doesn’t count.’

‘Christ, Archie, it must be difficult being a carnivore. I bet if you hadn’t been told that there wasn’t any meat you’d have been perfectly happy. I’m stuffed.’

Archie screwed up his eyes. ‘And by the way, why would you be interested in what I’m doing when I get back? Or care about my eating habits?’ He glared at her.

Mac chipped in. ‘I’m interested, though. Because the meat thing is something I’ve been toying with the last few months. My yoga teacher says our digestion, our inner health, is better if we eat vegetarian. But bacon butties get me every time, even those flaccid efforts that sit for hours under lights in the canteen. Can’t pass them by.’

Viv said, ‘Neither of you have enough will power. Pathetic.’ She strode on ahead. She wanted to prove her point. Mac caught her up, but Archie stayed behind with the others.

She said, ‘Something has riled him and I don’t think it’s just food deprivation.’


Chapter Eighteen

One by one they made it back to the road, where the mini-bus waited. Gordon and Frances came last, and in no hurry. They clambered aboard, taking the seats that they’d had on the journey there. Such territorial creatures, it was more than simply habit. The mood had shifted, lighter now that the end was in sight. The chat turned to what they were doing when they returned. Frances, eyes glued to her phone, appeared to be checking out her ‘hot date’. Viv caught a glimpse of a photograph of a man. It was difficult to see what exactly the attraction was, since he was huddled in a scarf that covered his mouth and had a tight woolly hat pulled down to his eyebrows, but Frances was excited. Davie was wound up like a tight spring, dying to get back into the office. Gordon was also keen to get back to work, but not before having a hot bath to rid himself of the smells of the sea. Archie didn’t say much but stared out of the window, occasionally adjusting his rucksack, which was doubling as a pillow. He grimaced every time he moved. She guessed he must be stiff from the exertion of the weekend.

Viv remained alert. She still had work to do.

They stopped for a comfort break at the Green Welly again. Viv wasn’t desperate so stayed put. Archie got up but did a comical double take between Viv and his rucksack before reluctantly deciding to leave it. Viv, inevitably suspicious, wondered what might be in it that he was concerned about. As soon as everyone was out of sight she took a quick peek. She slid the zip along, releasing the smell of worn clothes with sweaty deodorant clinging to them. She rifled around, found nothing suspect and closed it. The large side pockets had lots of slips of paper, receipts all from the same place, Coral, so he was a betting man. Multiple used Irish lottery tickets – no winners – a business card for an Italian restaurant on Leith Walk, an empty packet that used to contain Tic-Tacs. Nothing that Viv could see he’d need to protect. But his hesitation had indicated otherwise. There was another pocket along the top, but it only contained toiletries, too many for one weekend, but that wasn’t a punishable offence. She headed off the bus just as the driver returned. Better use the facilities after all.

She arrived back before the others and wondered how to get more info from them before they reached Edinburgh. It was a tall order but she’d have to try. Once they were on the road again she said to the whole bus, ‘So did any of us learn anything this weekend?’

Gordon shot back, ‘What the fuck is it to you?’

Frances replied, ‘Nice, Gordon. I see the weekend’s improved your manners. I learned that I can’t swim as well as I thought.’ She stared and mouthed ‘thank you’ to Viv. ‘But also that veggie food can be delicious if you take time to prepare it. Which is never going to happen in my flat – I like sausages too much and my flatmate is a good cook. I’d have to battle with the gourmet smells she produces. What about you guys?’ She nodded to Archie and Davie.

Davie said, ‘I suppose I thought I was a landlubber, but I really enjoyed being in that canoe. My school experiences had obviously been contaminated by horrible boys who never . . .’ He looked out of the window and continued. ‘It helped that the weather was fair. I’d like to have another go. Oh and I learned that it doesn’t help to judge people.’

Viv couldn’t stop herself and said, ‘What do you mean?’

He hesitated. ‘Well, I thought Frances was a bit of a twit taking on the swim. Putting someone else in danger. Having to be rescued.’

Viv could see Frances’ colour rise and she was about to interrupt when Viv knitted her eyebrows in Frances’ direction, enough to prevent her butting in.

Davie continued. ‘But then I got to thinking about what I would have done. Any one of us could have got cramp, or just over tired. But I also thought that Frances recovered really well and didn’t let that spoil the weekend for the rest of us. I mean she could have used that to become the centre of attention but she didn’t.’ He looked around him, and realising how attentive the rest of them were, he shrugged.

‘Bravo, Davie! I agree,’ Viv said.

Gordon ostentatiously turned his back when Viv spoke – a brazen attempt at silencing her. It worked. She wondered how the others would react.

Archie said, ‘You must have learned a lot, Gordon. We both collapsed after that swim and couldn’t have rescued Frances if our lives had depended on it.’

Gordon stared out of the window nursing his angst.

Archie continued, ‘If Viv hadn’t . . .’

Gordon spun round. ‘Miss fucking goodie two shoes there,’ he stabbed his finger in Viv’s direction, ‘should mind her own fucking business.’

‘Oh yeah, and leave you to fall off the cliff?’ Archie goaded.

There was something going on between them that Viv had ascribed to lack of meat and caffeine. Perhaps she’d missed the mark.

Archie said, ‘Honestly, Gordon, if you were a grown up you’d be grateful that she was there. Or would you rather have broken your neck? Or that Frances had drowned? Which she could have if Viv hadn’t jumped in.’

Gordon responded. ‘Are you quite finished arse licking the boss’s pet?’

At this Mac, who had clearly decided to stay focused on the road and not interfere, raised his head but didn’t say anything.

However small his gesture, it didn’t go unnoticed. In turn the others shifted in their seats as if suddenly remembering this was still work. Silence fell and the journey was completed without further comment.

The minibus made good time and pulled into Fettes just before 4 pm. They’d only had the one break at the Green Welly and now everyone stretched like waking caged animals. Viv bent over to help pull bags from the hold, but stopped in her tracks when she caught a glimpse of Sal at the other side of the car park. A woman that Viv didn’t know was rubbing a proprietorial hand up and down Sal’s arm and Sal was laughing in a way that Viv would describe as coquettish. Viv’s colour rose as she became aware that not only was she staring but she had halted in an awkward mid-crouch.

Mac’s voice broke her concentration. ‘Right, Doc, grab this.’ He threw her a bag, which distracted her for a moment. Sal hadn’t registered them. The woman, taller than Sal, an Emma Watson look-a-like, elfin, stunning with short fair hair, tanned skin. She wore torn jeans and a pale blue tee shirt. She leaned in and kissed Sal on the cheek, then skipped off and jumped into a silver BMW Cabriolet parked a few cars up from Sal’s Golf.

Viv glanced away, trying to look busy. Sal got into her car and drove off, oblivious to her audience.

Viv turned to Mac. ‘Did you know?’

Mac stared. ‘Whatever I say is going to be the wrong thing, so cut me some slack. I could see there was something in the air but I didn’t know what exactly.’

‘You could have said.’

‘What could I say? “Oh, Viv, there’s something going on with Sal”, to which you’d have replied, “And your point is?”, or words to that effect. Besides it’s only been a couple of weeks.’

Viv swung her rucksack over her shoulder and headed towards her car. The others called cheerio but she just waved her hand and kept walking.

Irrational though it was, she wasn’t ready for anyone else to have Sal, especially someone as beautiful as the woman she’d just seen. She was just about to turn on the Rav’s engine when she heard someone call her name. Ruddy’s driver stood on the steps at the entrance to the building and began walking towards her. Mac was already making his way over and they fell into step.

‘Seems you’ve made a little impact over there on the west. He wants to see you both.’

She glanced toward Mac. Their eyes met briefly and they both began to speak at the same moment.

‘No, no, you first,’ Mac said with no small measure of sarcasm.

‘No, no, after you.’

The driver raised his eyebrows. ‘He’s in session room four.’

Peevishly, Viv took off into the building, but halted abruptly as she realised she had no clue where room four was. Mac caught up and gestured for her to follow him.

Room four was in a section of the basement where Viv had never been. Ruddy greeted them with, ‘Okay, okay, so I didn’t want either of you to know what the other knew for good reason. If I’d told you both what I suspected was going on over there it would have been your only focus and Mac had other fish to fry. Good job done, though. I’ve heard from the local constabulary over on the west coast. They’re waiting for an explosives expert to show up.’

Now Viv and Mac did stare at each other. She blurted, ‘Explosives expert? What . . ?’

Mac rubbed his hands across his face. ‘Shit. I really jumped the gun. I assumed drugs. Never gave anything else any real consideration. Thanks to Viv we didn’t pull the container aboard.’

Ruddy nodded. ‘I’ll let you know when we receive information about what’s inside. Oh and they did find a microchip GPS on it, so whatever it turns out to be is being monitored from somewhere, which also means the owners know that it’s no longer where it should be.’ He grinned and nodded at Viv. ‘How did you find it?’

‘Just lucky to spot the black buoy. A black buoy isn’t much use for making anything obvious.’

‘Good job. Oh and we’ll need whatever you got on the woman who bumped her head. I assume you did get something?’

Viv nodded and sensing Mac’s discomfort said, ‘Mac sent me to ring the local guys so . . .’

‘Don’t need details on how you’re covering his arse.’ Ruddy nodded again, this time a ‘that’ll be all’ nod.

But as they walked away he said, ‘By the way there’s been more chatter on the Queen.’

Mac raised his eyebrows. ‘I’ll get right on it.’

As they made their way back to reception Mac said, ‘So there was a mission from on high.’

She nodded. He sighed, but seemed satisfied with that as an answer, and she turned back to the Rav. ‘Cheerio. No doubt speak soon.’


Chapter Nineteen

Viv arrived back in the West Bow earlier than she’d anticipated, but still couldn’t shift the vision of that affection between Sal and her new friend. She needed a distraction. She checked her email. One from Mac said, ‘You need to come back to HQ.’ Yeah, sure, HQ could wait. She rang Ellie. ‘Hey you, how’re you doing? How’s about we have that night out?’ Ellie hadn’t met Sal, but Viv had hinted to her about their affair.

‘Sure. When were you thinking?’

‘Tonight. Like in a couple of hours or so?’ Viv’s voice was too high. Forced joviality.

‘You okay?’

‘Never been better . . . I’ll fill you in when we meet up.’

‘It’s Monday night, a school night.’

This was code for no-can-do-I’ve-got-work-next-day.

Viv pressed. ‘How come you’ve got a job so quickly?’

‘Just helping a friend out. I suppose . . .’

‘Excellent! That’s settled then. I’ll meet you in Copa Cabana at half seven.’

Ellie sighed. ‘Copa what?’

‘Cabana. It’s at the top of Leith Walk near the cinema. Come to think of it we could see a movie.’

‘Look, Viv, I’ll pass on the movie but happy to hear what’s on your mind.’

Viv put down the receiver and caught up with her other messages. She replied to clients, apologising for her delay, and deleted most of the others. ‘Thank the Lord for cutting hair.’ She blew out a breath and reminded herself that seeing hair clients was what kept her grounded. She shook her head, still unable to shift that image of Sal. The more she thought about the scene in the car park the more she thought there was something familiar about the new friend.

She tossed her grubby clothes from the weekend in the washing machine and looked for something to wear. If they went to the movies it didn’t matter what she put on so long as she was comfy.

Viv wandered up Victoria Street through a stream of tourists, skipped over George IV Bridge, and took a right onto the Royal Mile. She’d put on a pair of cream cord jodhpurs and a black linen shirt, and slung a jacket over her shoulders, but a nippy wind had got up and she pulled the jacket on. Everything she needed was in her pockets.

Ellie greeted her with a huge hug. ‘Soooo good to see you properly. We going on a bender?’

Having cooled off, both metaphorically and physically, on the walk down, Viv was less desperate to get hammered. She grinned. ‘Not exactly, but the idea of sitting brooding wasn’t on the cards.’

‘I’ve never known you to brood, well not for long.’

Viv hugged her again and rubbed her arms. ‘Oh, I can do brooding. But I’ll be fine. Good to see you too, though. You look less stressed than on Friday.’

‘I’d just got off the plane . . . well almost. It’s so nice to see my folks.’

‘How are they doing?’

‘My dad’s as he ever was, cheery, definitely getting old, though. God! Talk about slow.’ She shook her head. ‘It’s doing my mum’s head in – she’s still energetic. Got a real shocker though, she’s stopped dying her hair. Looks much better. Less Cruella De Ville. She’s completely white. It suits her skin much better.’

Viv nodded. ‘I encourage women to avoid harsh dark shades unless they’re willing to wear a ton of make-up. As we age everything gets paler – hair and skin. Dark tints are counter-intuitive. There’s nothing worse than white regrowth and black ends. How many badgers does the world really need?’

Ellie let go a belly laugh. ‘My mum’s too vain to let roots show for long but I know what you mean. How’s your mum?’

‘Chuffed to have a grandson. Mand’s secured her position at the top of the favourites list. Not that I was ever in the running. But James is a wee cutie. Now, he could make me properly broody.’

‘No way.’

Viv nudged Ellie’s elbow. ‘Just kidding. But he is a cracker. Let’s order a drink.’

There was a card with a list of cocktails on the table. ‘Fancy one of these?’

Ellie nodded. ‘Why not? Let’s have a look.’

Viv already knew what she was having, and once Ellie decided she headed off to the bar. As she waited for the barman to give up his conversation with two athletic youths at the far end of the bar she thought she saw a familiar form. She stood up on the brass footrest to get a better look, but she’d missed him. If it was who she thought it was, what was he doing in here?

She ordered two strawberry daiquiris and while the barman gave them his meticulous attention she hoisted herself onto the bar again to check whether she’d been seeing things. If it was Archie, he had made a quick exit or had disappeared into the back corridor where the loos were. She took the cocktails over to the table and said to Ellie, ‘I’ll just be a minute. Got to check something out.’

Ellie was about to object but flipped her hand at Viv to take off.

Loos for all genders were in the same internal corridor at the back of the pub. With no access to natural light, the pub owners had over compensated with bright LEDs: harsh after the soft tones in the bar. There was no one in the corridor, but as Viv passed the door to the men’s a guy came out, revealing a brief view of Archie up against the sinks with a young man leaning on his chest. The door swung shut. But the shock on Archie’s face had left Viv in no doubt that he hadn’t wanted to be seen. She waited, and within a few seconds the young man came storming out and shot Viv a filthy glare. She waited. No sign of Archie. She waited. Still no sign. She pushed the door and there he stood rubbing his hands over his face. Distressed or frustrated? He obviously hadn’t been home, since he was wearing the same clothes as on the mini-bus. She said, ‘You okay?’

‘Sure. What the hell are you doing here?’

She smiled. ‘I could ask you the same question. But since we’re both here it’s probably safe to say that our reasons are sympathetic.’

His shoulders eased. ‘I don’t get it. I thought you and Mac were an item.’

‘You shouldn’t listen to propaganda. Besides why would it matter if we were? There would be nothing to stop me from drinking in here.’

He snorted. ‘No, but you’d be labelled a fag hag.’ He raised his eyebrows. ‘Or maybe you can . . .’ he rocked his hand back and forth, ‘eeksy peeksy?’

She laughed. ‘You learn that from your mum?’

He nodded and smiled.

‘Me too. It must have been a generational get out clause. I’m not one for labels. As soon as someone pops me into a box I spring right back out.’

He rubbed his hands roughly over his face again. ‘I don’t want anyone to know.’

‘Fair enough. But why would you . . .?’ She brushed the question away. ‘The police have a great gay . . .’

He shot her a don’t-even-go-there look. ‘This had better not go in your article. Or was that just a cover?’

She raised her hands. ‘It’s okay, your secret’s safe with me. I sure as hell hadn’t guessed.’ She turned to go.

‘Can I really trust you?’ His eyes screwed up and jutted his chin out. ‘You seem pretty pally with the bosses.’

She snorted. ‘I’m not any more pally with them than with you. Work it out for yourself.’

‘Why was Gordon so adamant that you and Mac were an item?’

‘You’d have to ask him that. But I’m guessing his ego was bruised at not managing the swim very well, then he topped that by having a wobbly on the cliff. Gordon’s okay. He’ll be fine when he’s back in his comfort zone.’

‘But he was already pissed off with you on the bus. What was that about?’

She shrugged, gave him a small wave, and returned to the bar. Ellie was sitting with two men who’d obviously decided she needed company.

As Viv approached Ellie smiled. ‘See, told you I was with someone. But thanks for looking out for me.’

They got up and looked Viv up and down. ‘Nice. Been together long?’

Viv was about to put them straight, but Ellie said coyly, ‘Not long enough.’

The men laughed and went over to the bar.

‘What the heck?’

Ellie replied, ‘I was only taking the piss. Relax. It’d be like sleeping with my sister.’

Viv raised her eyebrows. ‘That bad, eh?’

Ellie punched her upper arm. ‘You! So, what’s got you hopping back and forth to the loo? Still got that hand-washing thing?

‘Piss off! I don’t do compulsive washing.’

‘No? The ways you have of dealing with stress have always been odd.’

‘Not that odd.’

‘Not how I remember you. As a teenager you wouldn’t go anywhere without a polybag and pockets full of tissues. What was that about?’ She sipped her drink and continued. ‘Get more than you bargained for on that job?’

Viv was alarmed by Ellie’s observations. It hadn’t occurred to her that showering had become pathological, a symptom. Well not so as anyone would notice. And she did remember the tissue phase. She’d just swapped one neurosis for another, then another.

Since Ellie had seen Ruddy’s car pull away outside the pub, she said, ‘You mean the car outside the . . .?’

Ellie nodded enthusiastically.

‘Oh, that. No, that was fine. But when I got back I saw Sal in the car park at Fettes with her . . . I’m not sure what to call her, girlfriend I suppose, too new to be partner.’

Ellie nodded. ‘Okay. I get that you weren’t ready to commit after that debacle with Dawn. But every time Sal asked you to make a plan you had an excuse not to. A woman can get bored waiting.’

‘I know, I know. It was just odd seeing her, that’s all. I don’t know who the new girl is or what she does, but she’s good looking.’

Ellie raised her eyebrows. ‘And your point is?’

‘Just saying. You know on the way here I was thinking how difficult it is to shift stuff. Even Dawn still lurks in the recesses of my head, waiting for the next opportunity to trip me up. It’s like having a tiny stone in my shoe. There’s no getting away from her. Speaking about it makes me feel stupid.’ She gave a huge sigh and stared out of the plate glass windows onto the street. ‘I hated that I loved her so much. I’ll self-destruct if I don’t get it out.’ She rubbed her heart with her knuckles. ‘She’s still right here like a log that I can’t shift . . .’

Ellie stretched over the table and rubbed Viv’s arm. ‘You’ll get through it, Viv. You know you’re probably revisiting other stuff. Stuff about your dad as well. And if you’re not ready, then you’re not ready. You’ll just have to wait. It will come right . . . I’m amazed, though, since she treated you so badly. You’d think it might be easier to move on.’

‘That’s just it. Couples who have the most fractious times seem to take longer to . . . it’s as if arguing was their sport . . . Just because she wasn’t the most honest of partners didn’t stop me from falling head over heels. I mean the fact that she was reticent made her a challenge. I’m not blaming her. I just need to find a way to stop her from leading me from the grave.’

Ellie nodded earnestly and Viv laughed. ‘Stop that, you look like a nodding dog on the back shelf of a car.’

Ellie shook her head. ‘Self-deception is the new black.’

Viv laughed again.

Ellie continued. ‘Listen, talking about self-deception, how about Dawn’s brother-in-law? What’s happened to him?’

‘It’s not been to court yet. My lawyer assures me he’ll do time. I’m not convinced.’

Ellie gasped. ‘The sod had better. Who’s representing him?’

Viv snorted. ‘Oh, he’s got good Counsel. Elliot.’

Ellie shook her head knowingly. ‘Yeah. He’s a ticker.’

‘For sure, and he’s not got many ticks, if any, in the debit column. Still, I’ve got to do something about this Dawn stuff, or at least stop beating myself up about being such a poor judge of character – even my frickin’ dreams are haunted by her.’ She rubbed her hands over her face and up into her hair. ‘It’s weird, though. I always dream that things were much better than they were. It’s like I harbour a fantasy that I was wrong. Maybe I was. Maybe things weren’t as bad as I made them out to be.’

‘How can you think that, Viv? She was a proper bitch. She had women in every port, kept you dangling with false promises.’

‘I suppose that’s what’s difficult.’

‘What bit of it?’

‘The bit where I was naive enough to hope; to want the bad stuff to be a figment of my over active imagination. But I was also arrogant enough to believe I’d be able to win her over.’

Ellie shook her head. ‘You can’t believe that. She was a monster to you in the end.’

‘It could be the money. It could be that she entrusted me with everything.’

‘She didn’t entrust you. She encumbered you. Dumped a whole load of family politics in the form of land and trusts right in your lap. Don’t start rubbing out her wicked intentions. She had no good intentions and you know it.’

‘Yeah, you’re right, but I still don’t know what to do with it all. Although I think I had a breakthrough at the weekend, a moment when I did think about her without feeling pain.’

‘Great! It’s the beginning of the end. You don’t have to do anything. Just let it sit there until you feel an urge to buy an estate in the Highlands.’

They giggled at the notion of Viv moving to the country. Both had been brought up on the streets of Longstone, a suburb of Edinburgh, and were suspicious of soft ground beneath their boots.

Viv stretched. ‘Sorry to dump on you. I guess seeing Sal with someone brought all the shit back. Let’s get another drink.’

Ellie laughed. ‘I think I owe you. My shout. Same again?’

Viv nodded and grinned as Ellie slipped out of the booth and sashayed across to the bar. The men she’d been speaking to parted and let her in. The Copa had had a short but mixed history. The man who’d taken over in the last year had made some changes. Before, it had been a gay men’s bar with the odd women’s night as a gesture. Now it was completely mixed, with a club in the basement that attracted straight and gay because of the new DJ. The stairway to the basement was cordoned off with a thick red rope capped at each end with heavy brass hooks, as if it were a country house and the owners’ apartments were below ground. The loos were the measure of any pub for Viv, and she was impressed with what they’d done here, otherwise she wouldn’t have come back – well at least not as a patron.

When Ellie returned she said, ‘Those guys recommend Spy. You know – the film with Melissa McCarthy? They said we’d pee our pants it’s so funny.’ She began checking her phone for a screening next door.

‘Oh all right, I could handle that. How about you?’

‘Sure. Not had a belly laugh for a while. But here, we’ve got these to drink first.’

Viv accepted the fresh glass of strawberry daiquiri and sipped. ‘Mmm. He’s particularly good at these.’ She nodded to the barman. ‘Do you need something to eat?’

‘Nah. This has enough calories for one night. Besides a bucket of popcorn will keep us going.’

Viv almost gagged at the idea of popcorn and wondered if she could sit through a whole film with the smell of it right next to her. She’d soon find out.

They chatted for another half an hour then moved next door to the cinema. In all the time they’d been blethering Viv hadn’t seen Archie leave, and wondered if he’d used an emergency exit. Even if he’d been having sex back there it wouldn’t have taken that long.

‘Give me another two minutes.’ She wandered back to the corridor with the loos. No sign of Archie. She pushed open the Gents. No sign. She went back to the bar and said to the barman, ‘Is there another way out?’

He hesitated. ‘Sure. You want to use it?’

‘No, I just wondered. Thanks. Your daiquiris were ace.’

‘Cheers. Any time.’


Chapter Twenty

Viv was in luck, since there was a long queue for the popcorn, and Ellie was too impatient to wait in it. The film was an excellent antidote. By the time Spy was over they were both aching with laughter and happy to head home. They sauntered arm in arm up to the top of Leith Walk where at the first bus stop on Princes Street Ellie caught the bus to her parents’. Viv jogged over the Waverley Bridge, up Market Street and took the steep steps leading to St Giles’ Street. There were even more people out and about now than there had been earlier. Festival fever. What a relief to close the door of her building, and rest against it for a moment before taking the stairs two at a time to her flat.

Inside, she noticed a piece of paper that had jammed in the brushes of the letterbox – unusual since every flat had its own pigeonhole in the passage at the bottom of the stairs. All it said was, ‘I didn’t mean to offend you. It wasn’t what you think,’ signed A, with a doodle of a smiley face. Interesting but which A was it from? She guessed Angus, since he was closest, and knew where she lived, but what did he mean?

Her brain was unsettled and she found herself Googling Angus again. For a millisecond she felt a twinge of guilt at trespassing into his life, but it passed. There were lots of entries. His career was ‘illustrious’. She was annoyed that she hadn’t heard of him. With so much to read she tucked one foot beneath her butt and scrolled. One photograph, of him in an embrace with a female, caught her eye. The caption read, ‘Angus Buchanan with Samantha Jones’.

Jones was the woman she’d seen with Sal. Well, well. Did Angus know about Jones’ relationship with Sal? And if he did, was that his motivation for speaking to her?

Now that Viv knew who Sal’s girlfriend was, she turned her attention to finding out everything she could about her. Viv said out loud, ‘Sam Jones. Sam Jones.’ Why did she think she knew the name? She laughed. She’d been in a meeting recently with Mac, Sal and Red and someone remarked on how like a sheep dog trial it sounded. She laughed again. They could easily add a Sam to their pack. Although in Viv’s world, to shorten someone’s name or call them by a nickname was likely a sign of affection. She wasn’t sure if Samantha would qualify. Viv was almost falling off her seat with tiredness, before she stopped scanning the info on Sal’s new love interest, who’d had a significant number of public love interests herself, all men. Viv was suspicious. It wasn’t that a woman couldn’t change her preferences, but it was odd that Samantha had left a string of good-lookers in her wake. Or was it? Samantha had attended an all-girl, Catholic school, which had its consequences for a girl’s sexuality. Nymphomania became common, as did the inability to look a man in the eye let alone get between the sheets with one. Samantha’s behaviour with Sal had struck Viv as overtly ‘out’, yet there was no evidence of this in her public history. Viv rubbed her hands over her face. What could that mean? Wanting the world to know who you were in love with was one thing, but being all over someone like a rash was just in bad taste surely? ‘Christ, listen to yourself.’

She closed the laptop lid and took the computer to bed. With no intention of sleeping, she began a new search for Archie. With the number of old articles about his rugby prowess, he’d obviously been going places before the accident, but one particularly caught her attention. A photograph of a group of guys looking the worse for a hard game, with their filthy strips and knees, swollen eyes, and mouths still wearing gum-shields. Archie was at one end, clinging round the shoulders of a much smaller stockier player. The look in Archie’s eyes wasn’t euphoric like the rest of them – he appeared distracted, screwing up his eyes, seeking out something or someone beyond the camera.

Apart from rugby there wasn’t much else to go on, so, as a shot in the dark, she scanned the police’s gay web pages and was surprised to find an image of Archie taken during a charity walk – so much for not wanting anyone to know. Still, none of what she’d read added up to much. In fact, the more she read about him the less she knew.

She quickly flicked through Festival flyers but saw nothing of interest, unless she planned to attend a knife-swallowing show tomorrow. Time for sleep.


Chapter Twenty One

Viv’s first client, Marjory Cook, was a part-time GP who lived life at 100 miles an hour. Her Victorian terraced house in a cul-de-sac in Newington looked as if it was stuck in the land that time forgot, complete with Virginia creeper climbing up the walls. Drainpipes, windows and doors painted in a foreboding dark green. Inside, although more Parker Knoll than Philippe Starck, it was tidy, every item functional, without consideration for style or coordination. As she approached the gate a downstairs curtain twitched – Marjory ready and waiting. She didn’t even have to ring the bell, but braced herself for the smell of cats. Marjory opened the door and ushered her into the kitchen, checking her watch as she walked. Viv, a stickler for punctuality, didn’t dally with any of her clients. Her hair days were tightly scheduled, with routes between clients meticulously worked out in advance. The festivals made driving slower, but rarely interfered with Viv’s work.

‘Hello, Viv. Glad you’re on time. I’ve got something else on in forty minutes.’

‘No problem.’ Viv quickly moved to the spot in the kitchen that she always used to set up her floor cover. She plugged in her dryer, selected the scissors she would use, pulled out an unforgiving heavy Ergol chair that could do with a cushion and, placing it in the centre of her cutting mat, she indicated to Marjory to take a seat. Marjory was prepared. He wiry fair hair was damp from an earlier wash.

Viv swept a gown round her narrow angular shoulders and clasped it loosely at the nape of her neck. Marjory hated the sensation of anything near her throat. Viv sprayed her hair with water from a small misting bottle. ‘Now, what are we doing with you today?’

Marjory seemed agitated, but Viv put this down to the tight time slot.

‘I’d just like it trimmed. The usual, really. If only I could get a little bit more height on the crown.’

‘I’ll see what I can do.’

Viv snipped in silence, until she noticed Marjory’s shoulders tighten and a tear escape down the pale skin of her papery cheek. She batted the tear away with the back of her hand. Viv continued, hoping that Marjory would get herself together. No such luck. Marjory suddenly curled forward in the chair and pushed her fists into her eyes. She cried, proper crying, silently into her knees with shoulders heaving. Viv had never seen Marjory in anything other than super-efficient mode, and although she realised that everyone was bound to crash sometime she wouldn’t have expected her to let it happen when anyone else was around.

Viv filled the kettle. No intention of making anything, just to give Marjory space to do whatever she needed to do. Viv was used to clients crying. People underestimate the intimacy of having their hair cut. Having someone right inside your personal space, making gentle physical contact with you was rare and could trigger an emotional flood.

As the kettle came to the boil Marjory sat upright, pulled a handkerchief from a pocket and said, ‘Sorry. Okay now. Can we continue?’

Viv raised her eyebrows, but not within sight of Marjory. She continued cutting into the layers on the crown in the hope that undercutting would support the longer lengths and give her the height that she wanted. Viv knew that Marjory’s hair regime was minimal and if she wanted height on the crown she’d actually have to use a hairdryer now and again. Unlikely, Viv thought, but at least she’d covered all bases.

As she began the blow-dry Marjory was back to her usual tense self. Her blotchy face and a handkerchief being tortured between her hands were the remaining signs of her distress. If she had wanted to talk to Viv about what was going on she would have. Viv tidied up her things while Marjory went off to write a cheque. As Viv was leaving she gently touched Marjory’s shoulder. Big mistake. Her eyes filled again and she retreated so quickly that she caught Viv’s kit bag in the front door. Experiences like this reminded Viv that everyone was carrying a history that no one else knew, and the more swan like the exterior the more they were paddling like fury beneath the surface. Marjory was an unusual woman, because despite being a regular and long-term client their relationship had remained formal. Marjory’s husband, on the other hand, was an open, sometimes too open, academic – his wife’s polar opposite. It took all sorts to make a nation, and she wondered what was going on for Marjory. She tossed her kit into the back of the Rav and glanced back at the sad exterior of the house.

Her next client was the antithesis of all that was wrong in the world. Jinty lived in Royal Terrace, a few doors away from the ferocious Edinburgh Bridge Club. On days that they were playing it was impossible to park, but today Viv had sailed into a space right outside Jinty’s front door. Jinty greeted Viv with a warm hug and a couple of air kisses, and already had coffee on the go. It was always a joy to see her. She had good things to say about everyone and had a fabulous head of hair that was one of Viv’s best advertisements.

‘How are you, girl?’ Jinty asked, as she turned down the gas on a pan of warming milk and pulled out a jar of homemade biscuits from an overhead cupboard in one continuous sweeping gesture.

‘Great. Just been on the west coast.’

‘That’s not like you. I see you as an urban animal.’

‘Oh, I am, but this was a work thing. Got the chance to swim with a seal.’

Jinty swung round. ‘What a seal seal with flippers and . . .what else do seals have?’

They laughed, neither knowing quite how to describe a seal.

‘Help yourself.’ Jinty pushed forward the jar of biscuits. ‘Made them yesterday. Ginger cookies. Not bad for a first attempt. Posh do on at Holyrood tonight. Queenie and all. No idea why we’re invited but hey ho, no hardship since it’s a hop, skip and jump from here.’

‘What’s the occasion?’

‘Something to do with the Archers’ centenary. I’ve probably got that entirely wrong. But we’ve been summoned and the jewels are out.’ She snorted. ‘Well the mockeroos are out.’

It was Viv’s turn to laugh. She was sure that Jinty had jewellery enough to please a gathering of royals, but she was happy to wear paste.

‘So what’s happening to your hair?’

‘Exactly as you did last time, and the time before, and the time before that. Do you know, I even get stopped in Waitrose? People, well women usually, although I have had comments from men, ask who does my hair. It gives me great pleasure to say that you are unavailable until someone dies. Itching powder, that’s all I want off.’

Viv laughed again. ‘You know this is money for old rope.’

‘If my husband hears you calling me old rope he’ll agree with you and adopt it as his own. Let’s go up.’

Viv drained her coffee and they took the stairs to Jinty’s bedroom on the first floor. The paintings on the way up were a stunning mix of Victorian portraits and landscapes. One portrait of a young boy had such detail on his necktie that Viv gazed at it every time she passed. In the bedroom Jinty had an outfit lying on the bed. Still wrapped in a moth protector. Viv could only see the exquisite embroidery on the hem.

‘Can I have a quick glance at the . . .’ She nodded to the bag.

Jinty hauled off the cover to expose a cream silk jacket, the sort of thing Viv imagined Nehru could have worn. Crewel work, tiny raised fronds of foliage with small flowers clinging to it as if their petals might at any minute close, glimmered on pale golden silk.

‘It’s old. A family thing. Had it tailored to fit. Think they’ve made a decent job of it. Designed, of course, to be worn in candlelight. It shall positively sing in the royal dining-room tonight.’

‘What will you wear with it? I mean do you have to have a skirt or trousers beneath?’

Jinty pulled out a pair of cream silk palazzo pants. ‘They don’t match, but in a dim light what does it matter?’

This was one of the things that Viv loved about Jinty. She could wear a paper bag and look fabulous with the natty turn-up of a collar or knot of a scarf.

‘Come on then, let’s get that itching powder off.’

The unspoken aspect of Viv’s job was to keep the secrets of her clients. Many of them knew each other and had come to her through personal recommendations, which made this more difficult than it sounded. Jinty was Viv’s number one fan and had sent her lots of clients, some Viv wished she hadn’t, but others who Viv enjoyed almost as much as she did Jinty. Once her hair was completed and payment made, Viv skipped back to the car.

Her next client was five minutes’ drive from Royal Terrace, and she was tempted, since she had a parking space, to walk. But the weight of her kit banging against her calf in the heat of the sun made her think otherwise. Easter Road was fast becoming the bohemian end of town with its lovely wide streets where there were no parking restrictions. This was fine most of the year, but in August, with so many visitors looking for free parking for the duration of their stay, this area was manna from heaven. Viv sympathised with the residents. She cursed as she circled for a parking space. When she eventually found one she still had to walk a fair distance to reach Annabelle’s flat. She rang the doorbell. No answer. Not good. No sounds from inside. She rang the bell again. Same, nothing but the chime echoing in the hallway. This had happened before, but Annabelle had eventually appeared, flushed from her basement studio, having lost track of the time. Not today, though. Viv took out her phone and rang her number, hearing it loud and clear on the other side of the door. No one made any attempt to pick up. The answering machine kicked in. Viv left a message saying she hoped everything was okay and would she ring her back. She called her next client, and in a rare stroke of luck he was in his office and could see her early. She made her way back to the car and drove to York Place. The client, a solicitor, had parking at the back of the office, which she had permission to use if there was space. There was.

When she entered, Carol, his snippy receptionist, smiled an unconvincing smile and said, ‘Take a seat. I don’t have you in the diary for another forty-five minutes.’

Viv was about to speak when Carol lifted her phone and stabbed at the unsuspecting buttons.

‘The hairdresser is here. Would you like me to get her coffee?’

He must have said ‘send her through’ because Carol, evidence of anger crawling up her neck, gestured with a jerk of her head for Viv to go in. What was it with receptionists? They were the first greeting point for the firm, were supposed to put people at ease. She behaved like a eunuch, sleeping on the floor outside his door.

Viv smiled. ‘Hey, Gerry. Thanks for changing the time.’ She set up her floor mat and plugged in her drier.

Gerry brought a chair over and tried to secure the gown. ‘Oops. You’ll have to do this.’ Viv took it from him, and once he was seated she wrapped him and the chair beneath it.

He said, ‘This suits me really well. I’ve got tickets for a show later, but I’ve a notion to go and sit on George Street with a large latte and watch the world go by.’

‘Sounds good to me. Does Carol know you’re on your way to . . .’

He grinned. ‘No, she bloody well does not. I’m sure she’s getting worse. Anyone would think that our citadel was worth storming.’

Viv sprayed his hair with water and began cutting. ‘Why don’t you send her for some training?’

‘Oh God. You should hear the fuss. “If I’m not good enough etc etc.” The stuff of high drama. She only has two years before she retires. I swear she’s got a genetic predisposition to torture.’ He snorted. ‘But today I’m off to play hookie and she doesn’t know.’

Gerry wasn’t the only client who was afraid of his secretary. Was it because receptionists had so much information stored in their heads that it wasn’t worth the hassle of trying to replace them? Two years seemed an awful long time to put up with someone who was beyond a pain in the neck. His hair took Viv twenty minutes to cut and less than five minutes to dry. Gerry was one of a few men who were phobic about going to a salon, and he frequently asked what he would do if anything happened to Viv. Her response was always the same. Why worry about something you have no control over? If only she could put her own rhetoric into practice. The huge office had windows facing onto York Place. The firm had amalgamated and another name had been added to the inscription on the window. To Viv’s eye, the calligraphy had been done by an artist determined to show the inferiority of the original; the result a modern colour combination that did nothing to enhance the old discreet names. Ferguson, Smith and now Cameron. The ‘Cameron’ brash, like Walter Scott’s idea of tartan against the subtle plaid of an old clan.

‘New partner?’ Viv nodded at the window.

He drew in a deep breath. ‘Needs must. We apparently should have an in house matrimonial solicitor.’ He huffed.

‘Surely that means an anti-matrimonial solicitor?’

He laughed. ‘You’re right. I’m not impressed. We’ve been conveyancing solicitors since the beginning and never had to contend with too much strife. Now we’re dealing with warring parties who once shared the same bed. It’s obscene.’

Gerry was a bachelor. Not, as is often the case, a euphemism for a gay man in the closet, but a real live bachelor with old school values, braces, cufflinks and an embossed pinkie ring – style. Viv imagined him wearing a bowler hat until the ridicule became too frequent to bear.


Chapter Twenty Two

The following morning Viv decided to start the day with a run. As she was leaving the building she received a text from Ruddy. She locked up, jogged up Victoria Street and turned left towards the Mound. As she reached the junction with the Lawnmarket she looked right toward St Giles’ High Kirk. A metal barrier was set up along the edge of the pavement holding a crowd of people behind it. All eyes were peeled on the doors of the Kirk, which dominated Parliament Square. She stopped and said to a woman holding her phone aloft, ‘What’s going on?’

The woman replied in a Texan accent. ‘Queen Elizabeth. We’ve never seen the Queen.’ She grinned.

Viv stepped behind her and waited.

The sun shone and the expanse of cobbles immediately outside the Kirk’s doors glistened from an earlier downpour. The air was fresh and tourists were in high spirits. A row of black saloons waited, their engines idling, their drivers capped and gloved, ready to move at the slightest nod from a soberly dressed official with an ear-wire, legs apart and hands clasped behind his back.

Viv had watched a clip with the Queen and the First Minister on the late news last night. They’d been snipping some ribbon or other, the Queen sacrificing days away from her beloved Balmoral.

Within the huge edifice of St Giles’, the Queen and her Knights of the Thistle had a private chapel. Becoming a KT was an honour bestowed on a select few who liked that sort of thing. For this visit High Court judges, a number of High Constables and the Royal Company of Archers. They had not been called out for any other occasion this year. If the Queen was actually under threat these would be the last men who would be able to protect her. The Constables and Archers made up an army of about 100 men, many of them too old and too overweight to fit into their eighteenth-century style uniforms. Viv stared at them and felt a giggle rising, as it occurred to her that clothes used for the preservation of rank, could, over time, have the opposite effect. This lot had become like caricatures.

There were so many people behind the barrier that they were squashed against the shop fronts of the Royal Mile.

Viv looked up to the roof of the building behind her on the corner of George IV Bridge and spotted two marksmen. So she did have real protection. People began to clap and cheer. Viv spotted a tiny figure dressed in lilac exit the church’s vast double doors flanked by men in stiff, dark green uniforms, none of whom looked fit enough to make it to the next bus stop never mind defend their monarch. Their hats, with great slim feathers extending up into the air, and ornate longbows were assurance of the ceremonial nature of the job. She spotted Jinty’s husband looking very upright and uncomfortable, but in true military fashion they marched her to her waiting car, not her usual one with the glass bubble on the top, but a black saloon with dark tinted windows that was bound to belong to Edinburgh council. No walkabout today then.

Just as Her Majesty was stepping into the car a skinny youth broke ranks from the crowd and charged into the line of Archers. There was a collective intake of breath as one of the most elderly Archers was hurled to the ground. It all happened in seconds. Two other Archers rushed to his aid. A strange look passed between them as they half-heartedly tried to lift him. He roughly brushed them aside. Meanwhile the door of the saloon closed and the vehicle was driven off in a swift orderly manner, with the Queen safely inside, leaving her Archers trying to keep a grip on the offender. The watching crowd let go of their breath as soon as the Queen was safe, but the Archers seemed unsure of who was more important, their ancient colleague still kneeling on the ground, cocooned in his uniform, or the skinny young man being swung round by one of their number who had had the wit to grab his tee shirt. The young man wriggled efficiently out of it and bolted into the crowd, swerving as people tried to grab him. No shots were fired from the rooftops.

She thought she saw him turn left into a close, so pushed through the crowd and raced towards St Giles’ Street, a dead-end for cars but with steps leading onto Market Street. If the young man had taken any of the closes on the left side of the High Street he’d end up in Cockburn Street and Viv might have a chance to cut him off. Knowing Edinburgh’s Old Town, full of nooks and crannies, increased her chance of success.

She was breathing hard when she turned into the bottom of Cockburn Street and crashed head on into the tee shirtless young man. He side-stepped her but she stuck out her foot and sent him head over heals. She was on top of him in a second. He was around the same height as her, both of them slender and fit, so it was an equal fight. She managed to pin one of his arms to the ground with her knee and forced the other arm behind his back. Purplish bruises on his upper arms and old yellowing bruises on his back looked as if he’d been held by force before. Just as she pulled out her phone, a plainclothes security guy came puffing down Warriston Close. He looked right and left before settling an astonished look on Viv sitting astride the young man on the pavement. He ran to them and cuffed the man before even opening his mouth to Viv. Passers-by stopped and pointed their phones. Viv turned her back to them.

‘How did you know to do that?’

She caught her breath and shook out her limbs. ‘Watching crime on telly.’

She stood with her hands on her hips, still with her back to the increasing crowd, and watched the security guy, or whatever the royal household’s minders were called these days, haul the man to his feet. He spoke into a tiny mouthpiece. ‘Assailant apprehended. Request backup vehicle on Cockburn Street.’

Viv was intrigued by the formality of his language. ‘So what happens now?’

‘We will need a statement from you, Madam.’

Viv walked away a few paces, took out her phone and rang Mac. ‘Hi. You’ll never believe it.’

Mac interrupted her. ‘Try me. You’ve just witnessed an attack on the Queen?’

‘Yes, but if it was an attack it was pretty ineffectual. I’d say it was more like a decoy. What has been running along your ticker tape?’

‘Two minutes ago it came over the wire that a young man had attacked the Queen.’

‘I saw it. He didn’t actually attack her. He ran at the Archers but didn’t get to touch her or anything so that doesn’t constitute an . . .’

‘Whatever, Viv. What are you doing?’

‘I apprehended the guy.’

She could hear him almost choke at the other end of the line.

‘What the fu . . . You mean you chased him?’

‘What else was I supposed to do? Did you think I’d just spectate? Look I’m not sure what to tell them. Should I keep quiet about our stuff or will they already know?’

‘Some of them will know but who is with you? And listen, what were you doing there?’

‘I was out for a run. Hang on, you speak to him. It’ll make life easier.’

Viv turned and strode back to the cop who, with his hand protecting the man’s head, was guiding him into the back of an unmarked car. Now that Viv could see him clearly he was definitely more boy than man; looked about sixteen maybe seventeen years old. One thing that struck Viv about him was the absence of tats.

Once the door of the car was closed she said to the security man. ‘What’s your name?’

He bristled, his jaw tightening. ‘I am the one asking the questions?’

She handed him her phone. It would be difficult to explain what her role was since she wasn’t clear what it was herself.

He took the phone and looked at it before putting it to his ear. Mac must have said who he was and asked for his name. ‘Parker. I was going to take him to St Leonards . . . okay . . . okay. We’ll bring him.’ He stared at Viv as he spoke to Mac. ‘Fettes it is.’ He handed Viv back her phone. ‘You have to come along for the ride.’

She’d thought this would be the case and she followed him to another unmarked car with a driver. He opened the back door but she took a seat in the front and watched Parker raise his eyebrows.

‘I get car sick.’

‘And your point is?’

‘I’m not on a power trip. I genuinely can’t sit in the back.’

He put his hands up and got in behind her. The driver, a young man with the beginnings of a beard, smirked. Viv smiled then turned round in her seat. Parker was good looking, despite a nose that had clearly been broken, clean shaven, greenish brown eyes, kind of rugged but unassuming. His thick coarse curls had been cut so short that they had no way of expressing themselves other than through his wayward hairline. Viv guessed he’d have to have it cut every three weeks to keep it contained. ‘I wonder if someone got his tee shirt?’

‘That’s what we’re about to find out.’

A voice from the radio cut in from the other car. ‘Arrived at HQ. Shall I wait or hand him over? There’s a welcoming committee.’

Parker leaned forward and pressed a release button. ‘If it’s DCI Marconi hand him over. No one else.’

They were only a few minutes behind the other car and as they swung into Fettes’ car park Viv spotted the young man being ‘unloaded’ at the far end of the building. She was intrigued to see what happened next and walked towards them.

Parker called out, ‘Excuse me, Madam, that’s a restricted zone.’

She gestured to the end of the building. ‘I thought I’d take a look over there.’

He shook his head. ‘Please follow me.’

She shrugged. If she wanted to see down there she’d find a way.

She nodded to Billy at reception and he grinned, giving rise to a grunt from Parker.

‘Who are you? And why is he reacting to you as if you’re the tooth fairy?’

‘Maybe I am. All you have to do is believe.’ And over her shoulder as she walked in the direction of the downstairs interview rooms, she threw, ‘I did catch your criminal, after all.’

He quickly stepped in front of her and opened the door to let her through.

‘Thank you. I’m a big fan of gentlemanly conduct.’

Their steps echoed on shiny grey vinyl tiles as they walked down a barren greenish corridor. The public were not permitted down here unless they were cuffed.

They met Marconi coming toward them. He shook Parker’s hand and said, ‘He’s being processed. Good work, Viv. I’m sure that wasn’t coincidence.’

‘You know how I feel about coincidence.’

He nodded. ‘Still, it’ll be interesting to find out what he thought he was up to. I can’t imagine he doesn’t realise how grave it is to attack HM. Probably thought it’d be a laugh. Well, he’s just about to find out about the sense of humour failure the royal household is having about this. Not to mention the Archers and the High Constables.’

‘Christ, Mac, they are a total farce. There’s no way that lot should be given duties, even ceremonial. In fact delete that unless completely static. They need to do a clean sweep and recruit a whole new army under forty.’ She snorted.

‘For God’s sake. The Archers are equivalent to the Beefeaters at the Tower of London. They’re not meant to really guard the Queen. They’re decorative.’

Parker stood in silence, until Viv realised he thought they were talking about his lot.

‘I’m talking about the coffin dodgers with the dark green uniforms and the guys in the toppers. Not . . .’

Parker interrupted her. ‘I get it. What I don’t get is how you got the heads up on a possible threat.’

Mac jumped in. ‘Viv’s one of us. If she was in on it she was for good reason. She doesn’t need to justify herself.’

‘Look do I really need to be here?’

‘Yes,’ The two men said in unison.

She sighed and stared at Mac, trying to size up how much to say in front of Parker.

He nodded his understanding and said, ‘Coffee? She won’t function without caffeine.’

Parker spotted it. ‘I get it. I’ll go and see how he’s settling in while you two have your little tête-à-tête.’

Parker walked off toward his colleagues and Mac said, ‘ So how come you were in the right place at the right, or was it wrong, time?’

The fact that he was asking the question meant that he doubted that it was simply a coincidence. ‘Luck.’ She shrugged and turned at the sound of a door opening further down the corridor. Sal stepped out and stopped in her tracks. She looked as if she was weighing up her options. She closed the door gently behind her and waved an acknowledgement but walked off in the opposite direction.

Viv stood with her mouth open. She looked at Mac, then back at the end of the corridor where the door that Sal had exited was still creaking on its hinges. ‘What the hell . . .’

Mac shook his head. ‘I’m not getting involved. I’m only interested in how you knew that something was happening at St Giles’.’

His eyes urged her, but she didn’t bite. If Ruddy hadn’t involved Mac it was also for good reason, and until Viv found out what that was she’d keep her mouth shut. ‘Honestly. I was on my way to . . .’

Her hesitation was all Mac needed. ‘Fair enough. No point in my wasting time trying to prise it out of you. But you’ll still have to describe what happened for the tape. Come on.’

She grudgingly followed him until they entered an interview room, where he left her with a DS who took her statement. Viv knew the form and estimated that if she played the game she would be on her way in thirty minutes. Sure enough the DS was efficient and obviously recognised Viv as part of Marconi’s inner circle.

It wasn’t until Viv was back in the car park that she remembered she was on the hoof. She walked briskly into Comely Bank and turned left toward the busy shopping area of Stockbridge, a village within the city, which valued its autonomy. Good coffee houses and charity shops heaved with middle-class bohemians who either lived in a nearby district called ‘The Colonies’, or were camping with friends for the festivals. She perused the shelves of the Oxfam bookshop, always a must, then, seduced by a waft of real caffeine, retired to a café to luxuriate in an espresso and read her purchase.

Viv slipped her fleece over the back of the first vacant chair and scanned the room. The tables by the windows were full. This was as close as she could get to a view. She wondered what was unique about Stockbridge. There were many hamlets within Edinburgh. The Grassmarket, Bruntsfield and the Shore also had their own identities, but she was pushed to tease out exactly what they were. Eventually she decided it was the people. It could only be the people who frequented the shops, bars and cafés. ‘Suits’ didn’t make it as far as these villages unless they were walking through them on their way to somewhere else. George Street was for them, with their leather shoes that made feet look much longer than they actually were.

The West Bow relied on a population of tourists, students and staff from the university and the art college, and at the weekends, hen and stag parties – more evident at night than during the day. She glanced round as the waitress brought her espresso. Most people were reading something, palmtops, even the odd book or newspaper. This made her smile. Trees were not out of danger yet. At the Oxfam bookshop she had picked up a second-hand copy of Darwin’s Worms; she’d lent her first copy to someone and never got it back. Phillips was her go-to non-fiction writer and she had to drag herself away from his tantalising prose. As he says, ‘We are always relaxing in the killing fields’, a reference to nature, and the beauty of what we see as only being a fragment of the whole picture. For nature to flourish things must die. He was so on the money about that. She closed the book and went to pay her bill. The walk home would only take twenty minutes, as long as she didn’t get distracted.

She’d barely gone ten paces when she caught a glimpse of Sal’s familiar and unique upright walk. Viv stared as Sal tried and failed to compete with other pedestrians on the pavement. She was clearly in a hurry, but couldn’t get moving for window shoppers. Eventually she skipped onto the road, round a parked car and back onto a gap on the pavement. Viv considered calling out to her but didn’t, and was relieved that she hadn’t when she saw why Sal was in such a rush. Just before the bridge over the Water of Leith Viv spotted the female from the car park. She scooped Sal up in an unequivocal embrace before they marched off along Henderson Row, arms round each other’s waists.

Viv felt a lump rising in her throat. She swallowed, tucked her book and bookmarks into the waistband of her Ron Hills and jogged up Frederick Street, over George and Princes Streets then up the Mound, easier to navigate than the Playfair Steps. ‘You’d better get used to it’ was what she kept telling herself. She wished she had taken the time to do a bit more research on the new woman. There was definitely something familiar about her. But there again, in Edinburgh lots of people looked familiar.

As she closed the door of the flat, her mobile rang. She looked at the display – it was Mac. ‘Hi . . .’

‘Where are you?’

‘At home. Why?

‘He’s escaped.’

‘No way! How the hell did that happen?’

‘Trying to find that out. But it was Parker’s men who were looking after him.’

‘Shit!’

‘Hitting the fan as we speak.’ They were cut off.

She continued pulling off her trainers hopping down the hallway into the sitting-room, and slumping onto the couch flicked on the television, as if that would somehow explain what Mac had reported. How on earth could a young man escape from police custody so quickly? It had to be an inside job. She rang Mac back. ‘Hi. It has to be someone on the inside. CCTV?’

‘Yes. We’ve thought of that.’ His tone irritated.

‘Don’t get at me, matey. I wasn’t the one who lost him.’

She heard him sigh. ‘We’ve got footage of two figures in hoodies. They knew the lay-out of the building. I’ll let you know when we find them. Oh and Viv, I’ll get you to take a look at the NTF consoles after all. How soon could you get back here?’

She sighed and checked her clock. ‘Within the hour.’

‘I’ve arranged an emergency meeting. This is definitely an emergency.’

She was about to answer but he was already gone. She pictured the chaos at Fettes and chewed on her lip. Would now be the best time to check their computers? She knew a way of doing it from her sitting room, but there were other things she could find more easily if she were in situ.

She packed a few bits and pieces, including an entry card, and headed for the Rav. She wondered if HQ suffered from SAD; it was so dull and uninspiring. She continued past the car park and stopped on the side road outside Fettes’ College. The more discreet she was the better. She hoped there were no smokers lurking at the entrance, although since the ban they shouldn’t be anywhere within the building or grounds. Still, good to see one or two who’d ignored the memo. Once inside she acknowledged the duty sergeant on reception again and headed down to the basement. There were people in the corridors but she hoped the cyber-hub, as they were supposed to call it, was empty.

She slid the card into the entry slot and the door hissed open. There was a plan for an iris recognition system but the software still had to be fully loaded with the identities of users. She guessed that by the time they got round to putting it in something equally morbid would have been designed to take its place. How odd that all staff’s unique eyeballs were on a database somewhere. Viv stood for a minute, visualising where each of the analysts sat. Mac’s meetings were notoriously quick. So she set to work. Her main task was to find what personal stuff they were doing from their work consoles. If they had wisdom they’d be doing very little beyond the occasional game of solitaire in their breaks, but most analysts liked a bit of risk.

Viv settled at the first console, which was where Frances worked. The hum of too much electricity coursing round the room was not the most reassuring sound. She could tell a lot from the way people organised their desks, and worried more about those who were uber-tidy than those who were shambolic. The doodles on a pad at the side of her computer were fascinating. Lips, lots of lips; full, thin, coloured in, not coloured in. Telling. She noticed that there were a few who’d ignored the no-wet-substances-at-your-desk rule and there were one or two mugs, half-full of coffee, defiantly in sight of anyone who cared to complain. No bad thing, she thought.

Frances’ computer sprang into life as soon as she nudged the mouse. Viv scrolled through the history, clicking here and there to clarify a site. Frances played in work time, she ordered stuff online and was a fan of Lara Croft, making it easier to build her profile. Her spending habits were erratic. Recently she’d been on a cosmetics spree. Viv would never have been able to tell from the weekend away. Her concern about cellulite was costing her dearly, although there was no evidence of her having any. Viv whistled at one purchase for face cream costing over £100, which made Viv’s own beauty regime look like a pauper’s. Frances hadn’t struck Viv as a girlie girl who would spend her hard earned on miracle cures, but she’d bought a box of hair crayons and that wasn’t a sign of sanity. Her reading habits were no surprise: a thriller binger. Once she found an author she liked she bought the canon. Viv could empathise with that; she was partial to binge reading herself. Apart from clearly having trouble with her drains, since she’d bought multiple packs of an industrial cleaner, Viv couldn’t find anything untoward – although the Amazon algorithms must have gone awol, since they were targeting her for babies’ nappies. Weird.

Finally she checked deleted emails, feeling slightly bad that she might now work out whom Frances was dating. Viv uncovered emails from a dating agency, one with recommendations for how to behave on a first date. She became engrossed in details like whom they should tell where, when and with whom they were going. She laughed at the ‘no bed on first date’ rule. After a bit more digging she discovered the most recent date. It had been set up in the last month. She hacked into the man’s details. He wasn’t familiar and although quite pleasant to look at he wouldn’t have floated Viv’s boat – his hobbies included curling – ‘What’s that about?’ she said aloud before realising she was the only one listening and the hum of electricity still the only other noise. He worked in ‘horticulture’, suitably vague, which could mean anything from working on the tills at a garden centre to clambering round the Himalayas collecting plants. Frances’ frequent activity on the site justified her expenses in the body makeover department.

The next console was Davie’s. She smiled. His mug, half full of cold milky coffee and with the words ‘Don’t Mess With The Best’ printed on both sides, sat at the side of his keyboard. ‘Good man,’ she muttered. Then wondered who had bought him the mug. No one would buy that for themself. Did Davie have someone in his life that thought he was ‘the Best’? Could be an old mug, although it didn’t look over used. His desk was just the right degree of shambolic. He probably knew where every item was, so she had to be careful not to shuffle them. He was a pen chewer. Since returning from the west coast he’d wasted no time in joining a couple of chat rooms for canoeists, and his buying history indicated that he was serious about taking it up as a hobby; he had ordered a dry-suit. All in work time. His unopened emails were endless. She had scrolled herself into a kind of trance when a telephone rang and she almost leapt out of her skin. The phone, on another desk, rang and rang and rang until she shouted at it, ‘No one’s in!’ and it stopped. She wiped her hands on her thighs and blew out a breath. Her heart rate now higher than when she’d arrived.

The consoles were all at the same level, on a continuous desktop. No drawers, only the large stationery cabinet at the back of the room. No one could secretly stash a bottle of Bell’s for the odd tipple.

Satisfied that Davie’s station didn’t have anything incriminating, she moved on to Gordon’s. Too tidy. No mug, not a chewed pen in sight, and ordered piles of paper. So much for a paperless office. Already Viv could feel her judgement shift into overdrive. What kind of person was Gordon, really? Viv believed that stress and/or alcohol didn’t bring out the worst in someone, but magnified characteristics they already had. Gordon’s sarcasm began on the bus, so had he been stressed about the weekend before the start? Having his flak directed towards her had not been much fun. All groups need a scapegoat, but he had got into it early and without any good reason that Viv could discern. Still there must be a reason. What was he afraid of? A safe enough assumption since fear was our greatest motivator.

Gordon was big on music. His buying history was mainly downloads from iTunes. Surprisingly folksy stuff, even the Corries. Viv also sympathised with him about a few of his emails from his sister, who was giving him grief for not seeing enough of her kids. What was it with siblings? They want to get on with their own lives, but as soon as that life includes kids they want everyone else to share them. His buying history included super cleaner for alloy wheels, seat covers for inside the car. Must be for those pesky nieces and nephews. She laughed. Then on hearing a noise at the door she jumped up and went into the kitchen, hoping that the person entering wasn’t Gordon or his nearest neighbours.

It was Mac who stuck his head through the door.

‘Christ, Mac. I almost lost my skin. What are you up to?’ She laid her hand on her heart acknowledging its extra effort.

‘Just thought I’d give you the heads up. We’ll be done in about ten minutes.’

‘You said . . .’

‘Too bad. You’ve got ten minutes tops.’ And he disappeared.

Stop getting too involved in what people are buying, girl, and get the job done. There was one item that caught her eye from Gordon’s recent Amazon purchases, a blow-up double bed. She wondered if he was having guests. She quickly moved on to Archie’s console. His was another story. No Amazon account. Who in the world today didn’t have an Amazon account? This was the first strange thing. Next were the emails from an online gambling consortium, not quite of the knee-capping variety, but close enough. She found other emails with details of debts he’d run up. Not good. Could this explain the absence of an Amazon account? She clicked on a few keys and whispered, ‘Bingo.’ His credit rating was so far into the negative as to scare even her. No wonder he’d relaxed at the weekend. No one could touch him while he was in the wilds with a bunch of cops. There was one conversation in his emails which Viv thought worth tracking. From it she worked out that there was another email account with a further conversation. She dug deeper. Nothing. Archie, judging by the mess on his desk, wasn’t remotely meticulous so there was a chance that he’d made a mistake somewhere and left a trail on which she would discover the account she was looking for. Nothing. She tried another tack. She checked the time on the screen. They’d be back in the next couple of minutes. She persisted. Still nothing. She heard voices and made a few clicks that would disguise what she’d been looking at. The screen was still live. Nothing she could do about that.

The door hissed open and Gordon and Archie entered, with Gordon holding onto Archie’s arms. The conversation they’d been having outside the door came to an abrupt halt. Gordon screwed up his eyes. Viv bumped the desk she was leaning on and the other consoles also sprang into life.

Gordon kept his eyes on her then glanced around the room as if looking for someone else. ‘What are you doing here?’ His tone unwelcoming, but she was getting used to that.

Archie took a seat at his computer. Viv hoped that she hadn’t left a sweaty handprint on his mouse. He didn’t touch the mouse but shifted a few bits of paper round his desk. Viv thought he was trying to look efficient.

Gordon sat at his place and turned to Viv. ‘Cat got your tongue?’

‘It seems I’ve to join you on some work. I’m meeting . . .’

‘The blue-eyed boy. Yeah, teacher’s pet. I told you, Arch.’

Viv wondered what he’d told Archie and whether ‘Arch’ meant they were pals.

The door hissed open again and Mac joined them. ‘Ah, Viv . . .’

‘I told them I was joining them on some work. So now you can let us all in on your secret.’

Mac, a smooth operator, said, ‘Well I need to have a quick word with someone first. Leave it with me.’ He retreated from the room, leaving Viv with Gordon and Archie.

Viv said, ‘What have you been working on that he could mean?’

Gordon grunted back, ‘There’s nothing going on that he needs to bring you in for. Nothing we can’t handle.’

‘Well, Mac seems to think otherwise. And if not Mac, someone higher up, or else I wouldn’t be here.’

‘You shouldn’t be here anyway. You should be back behind a hairdryer doing what it is you do best.’

‘Really? Is that your beef? You’ve got a thing about me being a hairdresser?’ She snorted. ‘Crawl out from beneath your rock. There are people in the world who . . .’

Archie interrupted her. ‘You don’t have to justify yourself to him. And you,’ he pointed at Gordon, ‘back off.’

Viv was interested in the way Gordon reacted to this. He coloured, but turned to his screen and began to tap on his keys. The stuff that Viv had been looking at on their consoles could be traced; they were cyber analysts after all, but they’d have to suspect and want to look.

She made for the door. ‘I’ll check with Mac . . .’

‘Yeah, why don’t you do that?’ Gordon blasted at her retreating back.

The door hissed closed behind her and she took the stairs two at a time. She reached the reception desk and asked the sergeant to page DCI Marconi, but Mac appeared and she said, ‘That was close. But one or two things turned up that might be worth looking at.’

Mac’s mobile rang. He walked towards the outside doors and spoke to the caller. ‘Okay.’ He cut the call and turned to Viv. ‘I think they’ve got a lead on Houdini. Walk with me to the car and you can fill me in. I’ve to check what Parker’s lot are up to.’

‘Sure. I’ll come along for the ride.’

He hesitated. Looked at her through screwed-up eyes and nodded. Then walked towards his car. ‘Only if you keep your mouth shut.’

‘You know me. Silent as a lamb.’ She skipped to keep up.

‘I mean it, Viv. Not a word.’

She drew her fingers over her lips like a zip.

‘I’m serious.’

‘Well, if you’re that serious why don’t you tell me about it?’

‘It’s National Secure . . .’

She flinched and yanked the car door open.

‘Okay, the attempt on the Queen’s life is the most determined we’ve had for a while. You do know we get them regularly? Well, not me personally, but the Met get them often and when she’s up here we get them, fewer but still some. I have to work out how “real” they are . . . since you’re involved, by whatever means you got here.’ He stared across at her but she didn’t bite. ‘This particular threat came to light at a different level, I mean the top. You sure it was just a coincidence that you were on the Royal Mile?’ He raised his eyebrows.

‘How many times do I hear that our “National Security” is at risk? Either I’ve signed the OSA or I haven’t.’

‘As you well know, there are different levels of security risk. A threat to the Queen is the highest. There are only a handful of us who have access to that kind of information.’

They stopped at traffic lights.

She turned in her seat. ‘You think? When are you guys going to get the hang of the net being like a giant teabag. There’s stuff leaking through to anyone who cares to listen at the right keyhole.’

He was quiet for a minute. ‘Sure. And that’s why we’ve got the cyber team.’

‘Yes. Yes, it is. But if someone on our cyber team is pushing information or doesn’t choose to pay attention at the right moment . . .’ She left her concerns hovering between them.

They pulled up outside a terrace of Georgian houses on London Street, at the lower end of the New Town.

Mac gestured for her to come. Viv had expected there to be a big police presence, but there was no one around. She followed him to a gate in a row of ornate railings and took the stairs down to the basement behind him. There were thin voiles over the first window, preventing them from seeing in. At the next window the shutters were closed. Viv lifted the letterbox in the door and peered in. Bare floorboards, walls painted in pale mushroom with patches on the walls where paintings or mirrors had once hung.

‘Why are we here? And who does it belong to?’

He surprised her. ‘It’s Archie’s flat.’

‘Wow! Really? Not at all what I’d expect.’

‘No. Me neither.’

She could see a single corridor with two doors off the right hand side and two off the left and one at the far end facing the front door – all closed.

‘Does he actually live here?’

‘Good question. It’s the address we have for him.’

‘It looks empty. Unlived in. Although there’s no junk mail lying behind the door, so someone’s been in.’

‘It’s a pity we can’t get in.’

She stood with her hands on her hips and shook her head. He couldn’t ask her to go in but she sensed he wanted her to.

‘Now or later?’

‘I’ve no idea what you mean. Let’s go.’

They got back into the car, drove up Broughton Street and turned right into Barony Place. This was more like what Viv was expecting. There were three police cars, one with its blue light circling on the top, always a give-away.

Mac headed over towards Parker. ‘Found him?’

‘Not sure. There’s a scared young man inside, but I can’t be sure it’s our guy.’

‘Why not?’

‘This one isn’t speaking English.’ He shrugged.

Although he hadn’t said much, the young man had spoken perfect English without a hint of an accent.

Viv had clients who were bilingual. One second they’d be chatting to her in English about the latest theory of thermodynamics, then the phone would ring and they’d slip seamlessly into fluent Greek, Italian or French. It was possible.

‘We’re not keen to bash the door in if we can talk him out. He must have something to hide if he won’t let us in.’

Viv snorted. ‘You’re kidding me. If you had half a dozen men turn up at your door trying to bang it down wouldn’t you want to hide?’

‘No, I wouldn’t.’

Viv shook her head. ‘Well that shows a singular lack of . . .’

Mac nudged her.

‘Okay. What’s your next move?’

‘Negotiator is on her way.’

Just as he spoke a shiny BMW turned into the street and Sal’s lithe new girlfriend stepped out.

‘This is Jones now.’ Parker nodded toward the car.

Viv’s belly clenched. The woman looked shocked, her eyes widening. Having momentarily lost her composure, she turned to Mac and Parker, straightening her posture and offering her hand to all three. She was older than she looked from a distance, but there was no denying her outstanding bone structure. Her cropped blonde hair was meticulously messy, each strand placed to look as if she’d just rubbed it with a towel. Viv saw it for the labour intensive artwork that it was. She wore a navy trouser suit with a pale blue tee-shirt underneath, and black patent loafers. Not dressed for trouble, but professional.

‘I’m guessing he’s inside,’ with the hint of a west coast accent. She buttoned her jacket but missed a hole.

Viv instinctively pointed at the woman’s navel. ‘You’ve . . .’

Flustered, Jones rebuttoned her jacket and curtly nodded her thanks.

Parker said, ‘If you’re done with the fashion parade, this way.’ He took off towards the building, with Jones keeping up with his stride. ‘How many languages do you speak?’

Jones smiled. ‘Enough, usually.’

Viv and Mac stayed back and watched as they entered the stair.

‘Is he on the ground floor?’

Mac nodded. ‘Yes. At the back.’

‘Any way out?’

‘Yes. Into a courtyard that’s shared with properties on London Street and Dublin Street.’

‘So why aren’t officers posted on those streets?’

He stared at her. ‘Because he’s still in the building.’ He walked over to one of the cars sitting at the kerb and spoke to the driver through the open window. ‘Make sure that all streets adjacent are covered.’

He turned back to Viv. ‘Satisfied?’

‘It’s so basic that people forget. If it’s him he had the balls to slip out of Fettes.’ Viv shuffled her feet on the cobbled road. ‘There’s nothing for me to do here. I’ll take a stroll and come back in . . .’ she checked her watch, ‘twenty minutes?’

Mac sighed, ‘Is there any point in me objecting?’

‘No siree.’

Viv wandered back down Broughton Street and along London Street. Have lock picks will enter. She slipped down the steps to Archie’s flat and knocked on the door. The sound echoed down the hallway. She went back up the steps and checked the street. Only a couple coming from Drummond Place on the opposite side – nothing to worry about. She returned and began picking. It took a few minutes before she heard the reassuring click she needed, then she was inside. No matter how many times people were warned about the insufficiency of Yale locks they were too lazy to have them changed. By Viv’s standards it was almost their fault if they were broken into.

She was assaulted by stale air that had had no place to escape to. The wooden floor in the hall was old oak, its varnish worn at the thresholds. She pushed open a door at the far end and entered the bathroom, small and windowless with all essentials present. It smelled of mould. The greenish black edge on the bottom of the shower curtain was the probable culprit. A mirrored cupboard above the sink was stuffed with items. Bottles and tubs of different antiseptics, bandages, boxes of plasters in all sizes, boxes of Neurofen, scissors, an eyebath, razors, Tylenol painkillers – interesting since they were not available in the UK. An out-of-date pack of Prozac prescribed to Archie, a large tube of KY, half full, and most incongruously a packet of tan coloured tights. Such a significant cache of first aid struck Viv as odd. Why so much stuff to take care of minor ailments?

The next room, painted a warm oriental red, had been a sitting room but all that remained was an old television cable, a typical Scottish ‘press’ with shelves and a yellowing newspaper. She checked the date. Not as old as it looked. She flicked through the pages, checking for anything that might have caused Archie to keep it. Nothing obvious, but she folded it and slipped it inside her jacket. There were a number of dents in the oatmeal coloured carpet. Signs of a couch, two chairs and slight indents where a coffee table must have been.

Her eyes adjusted to the gloom but she wondered how anyone could live without natural light. She flicked a light switch – nothing. In the next room a double, dark green blow-up mattress lay in the space where a bed should have been. Interesting considering the blow-up mattress in this very colour on Gordon’s Amazon history. The bed had been slept in. Four pillows and a duvet all looked as if they could do with a wash. Two glasses sat on the floor, one at either side of the bed – could mean that he was too lazy to roll over to the other side for a drink, or he kept company. A condom packet sticking out from beneath the mattress confirmed the latter. A modern wooden kitchen chair was laden with tee shirts, jeans and boxers. A small gap in the shutters let in a sliver of daylight. How could a man in his early thirties with no dependents, from a ‘good’ family and with a decent job get himself into this state? She sidled through to the kitchen. Wooden wall and base units were there but no whites, only three gaps where a fridge, freezer and washing machine had once been. She decided she’d seen enough, but patted her jacket to check that the newspaper was secure. She’d look at it properly later. The place was a man cave, a place where Archie retreated to when he needed to hole up. But that didn’t make sense, since there was no food and no way of storing it if he had it. Was it simply a safe place to have sex? And what was with all the first aid?

She stopped on the way back up Broughton Street, bought coffees, then joined Mac who was sitting in his car with the door open. ‘Here.’ She handed him a cup. ‘How is she doing?’

He wrapped his hands round the cup and nodded his gratitude. ‘The person who reported him thought he was foreign but he “speaks” English with an accent.’

‘So who is he?’

‘Not sure but it won’t be long before he comes out. She’s managed to talk him into coming to the station.’

Viv raised her eyebrows. ‘So did you know that this was what she did?’

‘Yes.’

‘And you didn’t think to tell me.’

‘No. What would be the point? I genuinely didn’t know that she and Sal were becoming an item.’

‘So is that what they are now?’

He sighed. ‘You’d have to ask them. All I know is she’s good at what she does. And this might not be the last time you encounter her, so get used to it.’

Viv had already thought of this but didn’t care to hear it. At least not from Mac. ‘Cheers, buddy.’

‘The work you’re doing is so far removed from hers I wouldn’t get wound up about it. But there are times, like now, that she comes in useful.’

Parker exited the building with a young man at his side. Jones was walking behind them. The young man wasn’t cuffed or being held and he got into the car of his own accord. Viv recognised him. He was the young guy who Archie had been with in the loos at Copa Cabana.

She was conscious that Mac would have to know, but wondered if she could invent a scenario that wouldn’t give Archie’s secret away.

Mac caught her look of recognition. ‘You know him?’

‘Eh, no. No, I don’t, but I have seen him. I saw him on Leith Walk a few nights ago. He was coming out of a bar.’

Mac shook his head. ‘D’you think my head zips up the back? I can see you making this up as you go along. But if you are keeping something back there must be a reason. So just when you’re ready, Viv.’

She hesitated. ‘There’s nothing more to tell. I saw him leaving a bar on Leith Walk.’

‘And the bar would be?’

She hesitated again. ‘Copa Cabana.’

‘You still hanging out there?’

An accusation? ‘Yes! And what of it?’

He put his hands up. ‘Keep your shirt on. What night was it? Was he with someone?’

‘He was alone but in a hurry. He looked distressed.’

‘Now that wasn’t too difficult, was it? Leverage, Viv, that’s all we need. A bit of leverage.’

Parker approached them. ‘Apparently he’s not foreign – speaks something called,’ he checked his note pad, ‘“The Doric”.’

Viv laughed. ‘For God’s sake. Who called this in? The Doric is one of our own dialects. Someone thought he was what?’

‘Polish.’ Parker smiled.

‘So did you really need a mediator who speaks five languages to talk someone from Aberdeenshire out of his flat? Mad or what?’

Mac replied. ‘Too late now. All done.’

Viv got into Mac’s car. When the engine turned over he hit play on the CD.

She heard a few beats then he switched it off. Viv, intrigued, put it back on. The most beautiful Latin chanting filled the car. She looked at him. ‘You’ve got secrets.’

‘Once an altar boy, always an altar boy.’

Religion played such a small part in her adult life that she’d forgotten that as children they’d both been indoctrinated in different ways: Mac to mass three or four times a week, and she to the Band of Hope once a week. At least all she’d had to do was sing. Mac and his sisters would have had to kneel a lot. The music made the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end. There was something hypnotic about pure voices repeating phrases in a dead language. ‘What is this?’

‘Taizé. It calms me down.’

It was calming her down, but he stretched over and turned it off, leaving the crackling ghosts of the police radio emerging from a mist of insufficient band waves.

They followed Parker back to Fettes, with Samantha Jones behind in her shiny BMW. Mediators like Jones were self-employed and often did their job in conjunction with another one. It was pretty rare to be called in by the courts, police or prisons to negotiate a situation, which if it escalated could begin a media frenzy. So far this was a good result, but it wouldn’t give anyone full-time employment. What else did Jones do?

Viv and Mac sipped their coffees, with the police radio hissing in the background. Eventually Viv said, ‘There wasn’t much inside – a green blow-up mattress, a couple of glasses, a packet of condoms, no electricity.’

‘So what do you make of that?’

‘Well, the mattress is interesting because Gordon bought that very same one from Amazon in the last couple of months. And Archie had no Amazon history. Who do you know that doesn’t have an Amazon history?’

He shrugged.

‘Exactly. Everyone we know has one. So if they don’t, why don’t they?’

‘First guess would be that he’s making a political statement, or maybe his credit rating is poor.’

‘I think it’s the latter. I’m guessing Archie has a wee problem with addiction. I found receipts from Coral in his rucksack, and a stack of Irish lotto tickets. At the time it didn’t strike me as a big deal, but now, from the way he’s living, it looks as if he’s got himself into a bit of bother.’ She raised her voice, ‘Moneylenders, maybe? Loan sharks aren’t exactly gentlemanly if you’re not paying up. Might lead a man to go into hiding, or do something stupid to save his skin. As for the Queen, I can’t imagine him being involved. What would be his motivation?’ Before he could answer she switched the radio off. ‘Phew. That crackling drives me nuts.’

Mac reached over and switched it back on. ‘It might well drive you nuts but it has to stay on. Now what about his motivation? What questions do we need to ask? What would make you take to gambling? And if he has got it that badly, how much debt is he in?’

A voice said from the radio, ‘DCI Marconi, we haven’t managed to contain news of the attack. Someone has leaked that there’s been a citizen’s arrest.’

Mac shook his head. ‘You’re going to be famous. If it has come across our wires then it will be all over the media.’

‘Shit! But they don’t know my name.’

‘I wouldn’t be too sure about that. Where were we with Archie?’

She nibbled the inside of her cheek. ‘That flat was so sad. I don’t get it. According to him he’s a family guy. Goes every weekend to Sunday lunch with the whole team.’

Mac’s eyebrows knitted. ‘Well, that’s odd but not . . .’

‘You’d think the family would help him out.’

‘Maybe they don’t know. Or maybe they’ve helped him out too many times before. These are things we need to find out.’

‘I wonder if I should take a look at the other members of his family? He has a brother who sounds like the golden boy. You know, the one who has followed the book of family expectations – gone into the family firm, wife, kids, that sort of thing. Archie on the other hand hasn’t exactly toed the line. Do I do this with your permission or what?’

She waited as he thought this through. ‘Any time you like, Mac.’

Her phone beeped and a text on the screen said that she had a meeting in forty minutes. ‘You’ll have to get moving. Something’s come up.’

He glanced at her. ‘Something that you’re not going to tell me about?’

She didn’t answer him, but picked at a nail. ‘My car is on the back road. Could you drop me there?’

He pulled up next to the Rav and said, ‘Be discreet.’

She shook her head. ‘Have you ever known me to be otherwise?’ She got out of Mac’s car.

‘Oh and by the way, you don’t fancy joining me for a yoga class tonight?’

This was totally out of left field. ‘Why on earth . . .’

‘Because it’s at Dance Base, a stone’s throw . . .’

‘I know where Dance Base is . . . I’ll come and watch.’

‘No spectators. Just bring baggy clothes, or tiny shorts and a crop top.’ He raised his eyebrows.

‘Fuck off. Now I know you’re kidding. What time?’

‘Seven. That’s my girl.’

‘If I was still inside that car you’d be for it.’ She laughed, shook her head and pressed the fob to unlock her own car.


Chapter Twenty Three

She drove back through Stockbridge until she reached Dundas Street, from where it was a direct route south to the Mound then over and on to George IV Bridge. She parked the car in a resident’s space at the top of Victoria Street then jogged the remaining couple of hundred metres back along to the museum on Chambers Street. She missed the fish pools that used to be in the great entrance hall. Her dad used to bring her here when she was a kid to throw pennies into the water. She’d make a wish while the poor fish were being poisoned. She made her way through several cavernous halls to the bird section, a small round room with stuffed seabirds from around the world. Simon was hovering, reading or pretending to read the detail card on one of the exhibits, his hands clasped behind his back.

She coughed. He didn’t lift his head to acknowledge her.

‘Did you know that the Egretta alba was hunted almost to extinction in the nineteenth century? Feathers for women’s hats.’

This was an appalling fact and she was about to ask for details, but remembered her limited time. ‘Thanks for the natural history lesson, but if we could just cut to the chase?’

He straightened and winced. She knew he would. Simon was as formal as anyone she’d ever met. The kind of dogmatic man who hated Americanisms, one of Ruddy’s recruits whom she’d worked with before. He constantly checked that his shirt cuffs had the correct amount of exposure from his jacket sleeves. His accent was too English, which had led her to believe it probably wasn’t his first language – and she’d been right. He wasn’t a bad soul, but had seriously outdated ideas about women in the hierarchy, viz, women should be excluded from it entirely. Ruddy had explained otherwise, but Simon was still reluctant to trust her.

She caught a whiff of lavender aftershave. ‘You do realise that that stuff leaves an evidence trail.’ She flicked the end of her nose.

He clearly had no idea what she was on about and said, ‘You’ll have to enlighten me.’

‘Aftershave. It’s a no no on duty.’

He flushed and she suddenly realised that he must have worn it to impress someone.

‘I’ll remember that in future.’

She said, ‘There are times when it’s useful as part of a disguise.’

He flinched again. It wasn’t her intention to make him quite so uncomfortable, but he’d obviously not read the manual about leaving as little evidence behind as possible, including scent.

He changed the subject. ‘I’ve been sent to remind you to tread lightly on the Queen’s attacker.’

‘But that’s ridiculous. I’ve no authority on that case . . . Oh, I see. Have I to find him?’

Simon gave an almost imperceptible nod.

‘Was that a yes?’

He nodded properly this time.

‘D’you know why I’ve been asked to do this?’

He looked at his feet.

‘Okay . . . do I have to guess? Does he have diplomatic immunity? Is he a minor? Is he the son of someone important?’

At this he gave another slight nod.

‘Well, this is fun, Si.’ He also hated having his name shortened, she noted. ‘I’m tasked with finding the young man and what then? Does . . . Control want to see him or do I hand him over?’

‘We’ll see him first.’ He pulled at his elegant double cuffs again.

She smiled. At least her pathological showering habit was entirely private.

‘Oh, and . . . goes without saying that it’s to be asap.’

She smiled. ‘When is it ever anything else?’

‘And if you need help you’ve to call me in.’

‘Why thank you, Sir Galahad. I’ll bear that in mind. Is there anything else that I should know?’

‘No. Only to tread lightly . . . Actually there is something. There’s talk of involvement in a cell.’

This last, seemingly casual comment was the nub of their conversation. She raised her hand in a mock salute then retraced her steps through the atrium. Light flooded in from each of the numerous galleries above; she had to admire Victorian ingenuity.

On the walk back she thought about why the boy, or young man, might receive special treatment. Even if he was the son of someone important no one was above the law. Viv had a contact, invaluable when she needed political info. That was as good a place to start as any. She scrolled through her phone, found his number and sent him a text.

It should be easy to find info about the young attacker; everyone had a cyber footprint of sorts.


Chapter Twenty Four

By the end of the day Viv’s shoulders were up round her ears. She’d failed to actually find the attacker, but she had narrowed down the options. Mac sent her a text saying he was waiting for her outside Dance Base.

She texted him back saying she had no intention of joining him. She rolled her shoulders back and forward. Then, realising that taking an hour out to do some serious stretching would do her good, she texted him again saying she was on her way.

As she jogged round the corner from the West Bow into the Grassmarket she bumped straight into Angus.

‘Whoa! Viv! You in a hurry?’

‘Angus! Sorry. My head was elsewhere. Are you okay?’

‘Yeah, yeah. Just on my way to a class.’

She ran her hand through her hair. ‘Not at Dance Base?’

He grinned. ‘Yes, the very place. Is that where you’re going?’

‘As it happens I am. I’m meeting a colleague.’

Together they walked towards the studio.

Angus said, ‘You’re not going to pilates, are you?’

‘No, yoga. Thought I’d give it a try.’

Mac was waiting in the doorway. ‘Hi. Come on, we’re late.’

Angus waved and said, ‘Enjoy your class.’ He hesitated. ‘Fancy a bite to eat after it?’

She looked at Mac, then at Angus. ‘Sure. That’d be great. See you where?’

They said in unison, ‘Bella’s.’ And both laughed.

Mac looked from one to the other as if unsure of what he was witnessing. But as they walked into the gym he mimicked, ‘Bella’s, hee, hee, hee!’

Viv slapped him on the back, but was distracted by the number of people already limbering up on mats. By the end of the hour’s session Viv thought she would die. She lay on the floor with no idea how she was still breathing. Sweat poured off her forehead and down the sides of her face. She thought she was fit, but being fit and being supple were different animals. Supple, she was not. Holding, then jumping between tricky postures was a combo that required both.

Mac looked equally worked up, sweating as much as her, but not quite as exhausted. ‘You ready for your delicious dinner then?’ he asked with a grin.

The thought of anything other than standing beneath a long shower was abhorrent to her. ‘No way could I eat.’ She managed this between gulps of air with her hands on her knees. They were both wiping themselves down with towels when Angus emerged from his class. No sweat.

His eyes widened when he caught sight of Viv leaning against the wall, swigging from a bottle of water that Mac had given her.

‘No can do on dinner.’ She said. ‘I’m not up for anything unless it involves copious amounts of warm water.’

Angus grinned. ‘I can sort that.’

She shook her head. ‘Not a chance. I mean solo. I had no idea I was in for such torture.’

Mac stepped forward and put his hand out. ‘Since the doc here isn’t about to introduce us anytime soon, I’m Mac.’

Angus returned the handshake. ‘Angus. Most people call me Gus. So are you a hairdresser as well?’

Viv sprayed out the mouthful of water that she was about to swallow.

Mac replied, ‘Not exactly. But we do work together sometimes.’

Viv said, ‘Look, maybe when I’ve cooled down we could grab a pizza. It’s not as if we’ve miles to go to get food.’

Gus nodded enthusiastically. ‘Sure. I can live with that. How about I see you at Gennaro’s in about an hour?’

She looked at her watch. ‘That sounds doable. You fancy pizza?’ She glanced at Mac.

He automatically glanced at Gus. ‘Eh, no. I’ve got stuff to do.’

Viv grabbed the towels that they’d been using and tossed them into a basket at the other end of the room. She moved as if she’d been in a rugby scrum – grumbling with every step.

Mac said, ‘Come three times a week like me and you’ll be as bendy as . . .’

‘As what? Why do I need to be bendy at all?’

A look passed between Mac and Gus, who both raised their eyebrows.

She shook her head. ‘WTF are you like? Come on, Gus, let’s get going.’ They waved to Mac as they turned back into the street.

She was so knackered that when Gus offered her his arm she took it. ‘Yoga is really good for you, but if you’d like something a little gentler come to pilates. It’s still a good work out but not as mad as what you’ve been through.’

‘Oh, I enjoyed it. I’m just disappointed with my own fitness. I run and swim, so thought I had fitness covered. Clearly not. It’ll give me something to think about.’

When they reached the bottom of his stair he said, ‘You could just come up. I’ve been to Valvona’s today.’ Valvona and Crolla’s was Edinburgh’s premier Italian deli. Cost an arm and a leg but nothing ever went to waste. She hesitated. She didn’t smell her best. Why did she think that she needed to smell nice? She flushed. ‘Actually I really couldn’t sit through food without a shower.’

‘What if I told you I had a surprise up stairs?’

‘I’d think you were a bit creepy . . .’

He looked genuinely injured.

‘I mean if you have a surprise for me that would mean that you’d been meaning to bump into me and that this wasn’t fortuitous but designed.’

‘Oh God. I get it. No the surprise is . . .’

She put her hand up to his mouth to stop him. ‘No, don’t tell me. I’d like it to be a surprise.’

‘Okay. Now I’m confused. Would you like to accompany me upstairs and I can show you what I mean?’

She sighed. ‘I stink.’

He laughed. ‘I love women who smell as they are supposed to.’

‘Yeah. That would be fine if we’d been running for our lives through the bush but . . .’

It was his turn to put a hand up to her mouth. His rough fingertips unintentionally brushed her lips and she flinched.

‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to . . .’

Seeing how penitent he looked she said, ‘Okay. Let’s do this.’

She took her time on the stairs behind him so that he was well inside the flat by the time she reached the top. She heard water running and felt panic rising at the thought of being naked with anyone. He came towards her and led her into a room that was bigger than the sitting room that she’d seen on her previous visit. From floor to ceiling the room was covered in tiny mosaic tiles. Running water was coming from behind a curved tiled wall in the far corner of the room.

She couldn’t believe that anyone would dedicate a room this size to washing. Her own bathroom was quarter of the size.

She had to raise her voice above the power of the water. ‘D’you have a washing fetish?’

‘Not exactly. I spent a bit of time in Turkey and thought they had a good perspective on bathing rituals. Here it’s perfunctory.’

In her own regime, as frequent as it was, she didn’t often languish. She could smell lavender and was reminded of her meeting with Simon at the museum. As the room filled with steam she felt her anxiety rising. She ought to be getting on with searching for the young man. Then Gus handed her a huge fluffy towel, the kind you only get in a hotel at someone else’s expense.

Then to her surprise he backed out of the door and said, ‘Enjoy! I’ll get food together.’

She liked his style even if it was hedonistic. She told herself off for allowing the Presbyterian demons to spoil the moment. Then she stripped off and stood beneath the most amazing rain shower with lights above that changed colour as the power came and went. And the water was definitely perfumed. There must be some sort of filter in the giant showerhead. When she was ready to get out she peered round the edge of the curved wall just in case he had thought of joining her. He hadn’t. Was she disappointed? No, but he was gaining Brownie points by the second. She lifted a towelling gown hanging on the back of the door, held it to her nose and caught notes of lemon – shaving soap or cologne. She rubbed her hair then slipped into the gown. He was nowhere to be found in the rooms on that floor. Treading carefully she made her way into the kitchen. There were letter magnets on the fridge arranged into a question. Odd. The words, “does she know?”. Her belly tightened. Who was “she”? A newspaper lying on the worktop was open at an article about the Queen’s visit. Why wouldn’t he be interested in the news? She closed her eyes, calmed her breath then took the narrow stairs to find him in the gazebo. Sunlight bounced off a crystal hanging on a thread in one of the windows, casting a rainbow over a tray with all sorts of delicious goodies on it. It made the small space enchanting.

‘Well, that was amazing. You must have really loved Turkey to go to so much effort.’

‘I like DIY.’

‘What? You did all that yourself?’

He nodded. ‘I took my time. But when you’re a writer there are huge swathes of time when you’re waiting to hear from editors or readers. So I like to keep occupied by doing stuff like that.’

‘Well the next time you need a wee project just nip over to the West Bow.’

He raised his eyebrows and she flushed.

‘Here, take a seat.’

‘I hope you don’t mind my stealing your gown.’

‘Not at all. Makes you look more approachable.’

Surprised, she said, ‘Do I come across as unapproachable?’

He laughed. ‘Well it’s not so much that. It’s your forty-metre intimacy zone. Look, but don’t touch.’

She was more shocked. ‘God. Do I really give that impression?’

He handed her a plate. ‘Come on, help yourself.’

He had slices of sourdough bread on a board. Small colourful ceramic bowls containing olives and tiny sweet chillies stuffed with goat’s cheese. A platter decorated with a dark blue and gold middle-eastern pattern held a selection of Parma ham, prosciutto and cheeses.

She hesitated, still unsettled by the idea that she was unapproachable. She knew men that she wouldn’t let within a five-mile radius never mind forty metres, but hoped Gus wasn’t one of them. That her defences had shot up with the mention of Sal was understandable to her but perhaps not to him.

Leisurely he put bread and a few olives on his own plate. ‘I seem to offend you easily and my intention couldn’t be further from that.’

She stared at him. Tall, tanned and rugged was what she saw, but she sensed that he was another of those swans, paddling like fury to maintain his calm façade. Gently she lifted a slice of bread and to her utter dismay felt herself welling up. He was such a gentleman in the literal sense of the word. He’d touched a nerve. She swallowed and tried to look anywhere but at him. He put his plate down and turned her head up to him. A tear dared to escape and she batted it into oblivion.

‘I’ve no idea what’s going on.’

She said, ‘I think you’ve hit something raw with that unapproachable thing. I’d be sorry if you saw me like that.’ When she turned to look at him his eyes were also full.

‘Oh, my God. I’m so sorry. What have I said.’ It wasn’t a question.

He rubbed his hands over his face then laughed. ‘What the heck’s going on?’

She edged closer to him and wiped his face with the back of her hand. ‘What a pair we are. That was such a lovely thing you did.’

His brows knitted.

‘The shower. It was so unexpected.’

He shook his head. ‘It’s been a while since I’ve . . .’

She sat back in her chair and let go of a long breath. ‘Let’s start again. How about you tell me about yourself.’

He copied her, breathing slowly. ‘Okay. I will if you will.’

‘Deal.’

‘I’ve only been writing for civvies for about seven years. Before that I was in the army.’

This made sense of the stuff that she’d found online.

‘I spent quite a bit of time in the Stans and in Turkey, as you’ve already gathered.’ He gestured towards his wet room. ‘After that I needed time to, how shall I put it, heal, recover? Doesn’t really cover it. I have difficulty sleeping. Fixing up the bathroom, especially those tiny mosaics, was a good way to keep me occupied in the middle of the night. Tiling is a silent occupation.’

She tucked her bare feet beneath her and nibbled on her bread. She was tempted to get a bottle of red wine sitting on an old blanket-box behind his chair but she didn’t want to stop his flow.

‘I’ve had treatment. I mean I’ve seen people, experts who helped as much as they could. But I find keeping busy with things that require complete concentration works best. How about you?’

‘I’ve had more therapy than you could shake a stick at and I’m still crazier than a bag of ferrets.’

They laughed. He lifted his plate. ‘That’s good to know. I’d like to free some of those ferrets.’

‘Be careful what you wish for . . . Sadly I’m the only one who can set them free.’

‘Fair enough.’ He nodded his understanding.

She didn’t abdicate her own responsibilities. She didn’t expect anyone else to sort her. At times this was admirable, but to allow someone to help occasionally was something to aspire to. He’d already pierced through a barrier with the shower routine. ‘What made you offer me a shower? I mean you have to admit it’s a bit of a weird thing to do.’

A worried look crossed his face.

‘Nice weird,’ she continued.

He suddenly remembered the wine. ‘Shit! Wine. I’m not a huge drinker and I forget.’ He poured, they chinked glasses and he returned to his seat. ‘Apropos the shower, I suppose it’s that business of doing for others as you’d have done unto yourself.’

‘So you’d like someone to run you a hot shower . . .’

‘Well that or . . . oh I don’t know. If someone did I imagine I’d get worried.’

‘Worried about what?’

‘Well, that they’d want to be intimate.’

This was interesting, since intimacy had certainly crossed her mind. ‘So, does that mean that you don’t do intimacy or . . .?’

‘Oh God, yes. It’s just that since I can’t sleep I haven’t been able to live with anyone.’ He stared at her as if weighing up whether or not to continue. ‘I scream occasionally.’

‘PTSD?’

‘Yes. Seems to be a coverall.’

She shifted in her seat.

‘Are you getting cold out here?’

‘No. Well, yes. A wee bit. It’s just my feet.’

He hurried inside and returned with a pair of woolly socks. He knelt on the floor. She unwrapped her legs. He held her foot in his warm hand. ‘You are freezing.’ He pulled on the socks one at a time. Then returned to his seat. If tension could be sliced, Sabatier were in business. The heat rose by more than a few degrees. He dipped his bread into the dish with olives in it. ‘There’s balsamic at the bottom. Dig in.’

She did as he suggested and for the next ten minutes they ate and admired the food. Then out of nowhere he pushed the table forward and put a cushion from his chair onto the floor. He didn’t ask but she followed suit. So there they were both on the floor without chair arms protecting their personal fortresses. He topped up her glass and they drank in silence.

She laid her glass on the floor and in a move more assured than she felt she straddled him. Then she placed the palm of her hand on his heart and stared straight into his eyes. ‘Is this okay?’

His eyes avoided her, flitting right and left. She drew his head into her.

He whispered, ‘What a dork I am.’ He cleared his throat. ‘By the way, I haven’t been this nervous before. There must be something in the water.’ He kissed her neck. Then gently worked his way up until he found her mouth. He was tentative. In fact, were it not for his stubbly jaw, she might have imagined she was being kissed by a woman. She kissed him back. Tender at first but building. Then, breathless, she pulled back.

He looked shocked. ‘What is it? Are you okay?’

‘I was just checking that you were okay.’ They laughed.

‘I can see how this is going to work.’

He pushed her hair back from her eyes. She pulled his hand to her mouth and kissed his fingertips. He closed his eyes. She studied the creases and contours of his face, the tiny white fissures where he’d been squinting in the sun, his eyebrows bleached blonde on the surface, a strong chin with full lips. She bent forward and kissed them. Then she leaned back, took both of his hands in hers and held them. She smiled, got to her feet and said, ‘Wait here.’

She slipped downstairs to the bathroom. She ran the hot bath tap and the room filled with steam. Once the temperature was right she climbed back up to the roof terrace where he was still sitting on the floor sipping his wine. ‘Come with me.’

He raised his eyebrows but followed her downstairs. He laughed when she led him into the bathroom.

‘I couldn’t find any bubbles.’

‘They’re next door.’ He pointed to the wall. He pressed a panel and a door that she would never have known was there clicked open. Three steep narrow steps led down to his bedroom. The flat was like a Tardis.

He returned with a small bottle of shower gel. ‘This should do.’ He handed it to her.

She ran the tap again, pouring the mixture into the flow. Then turned to him and rubbed her hands up and down his arms before gently undoing his shirt buttons then unzipping his jeans. After that awkward moment of him unsteadily kicking off the jeans, he stood in his boxers. She held him, running her hands up and down his taut back. She wondered if he was this tense because of his vulnerability or his pilates. She pulled back. ‘Right, in you go.’ She returned to the gazebo. She piled the food, wine and glasses onto a tray and brought it down to the sitting room. She knocked lightly on the bathroom door and entered.

He was lying with a halo of bubbles round his head. ‘This is so good. It’s a pity not to share it.’

She let the gown drop to the floor and stepped in behind him, wrapping her legs round his waist. Brushing her lips against his ear she whispered, ‘Don’t suppose we can have the power on?’

‘Not supposed to be a good idea when there are bubbles in the water. But I’ve never tried it.’ He pressed a button on the rim and jets kicked in. The bubbles expanded and expanded until they could hardly see the other side of the tub.

She squealed, ‘Oh, my God. It’s going to fill the room.’

They laughed as he tried to find the switch to stop the jets. Eventually he found it and silence resumed.

A real sponge and a loofah sat on a shelf behind the tub. She reached for the sponge, soaked it and poured water over his head and back. She’d not had a bath with anyone for ages and was amazed that they’d made it this far.

He said, ‘What had you planned for tonight?’

This punctured her reverie, since she was supposed to be finding ‘Houdini’. ‘I’m supposed to be working. In fact.’ She drew herself up and reached for the towel she’d used earlier.

‘Oh shit! I shouldn’t have asked. You surely don’t have to work. Can’t it wait?’

She turned and seeing the disappointment on his face kneeled on the step of the tub and wiped hair off his forehead. She kissed him on the mouth. ‘I’m not going far.’

‘But I don’t want you to go anywhere. I want you to stay right here.’ He pointed to the tub.

He made to get out but she laid a hand on his shoulder. ‘Stay. It’s a waste to get out so soon. How about we make a plan?’

The relief on his face was sweet. ‘Okay. Dinner proper . . . or actually I’m having a few people round on the last night of the Festival for the fireworks. Would you come to that?’

‘Let’s see how dinner goes before you risk introducing me to your friends.’

He nodded. ‘Sure. Tomorrow?’

‘Sounds perfect.’

He bit on his lip and stared at her as she pulled on the jogging pants and tee shirt she’d left in a heap on the floor. She scrunched her underwear into a ball, hoping he wouldn’t notice.

She kissed him, then left, skipping downstairs like a young Giselle as yet unaware of any danger, until she recalled the magnets.


Chapter Twenty Five

Being in his flat was like being in a personal spa, so hitting the busy street was a reality check. And with that she reminded herself of how easily her hormones could get the better of her.

Back in her own flat she settled at her desk waiting for her laptop to boot up. The name the young attacker had given to the police was Roderick Howarth. She thought if he’d made that up it wasn’t very creative. He could at least have gone for Roger Rabbit or something. Roderick Howarth sounded real. She Googled it and found a few Facebook entries and eventually one story not on Roderick’s own page, but by following a number of tags to other people’s pages. Many a trail led to nothing of consequence, but this one tweaked a memory of a news story about a Roderick Howarth, the son of an MSP. Roderick had been caught swigging vodka in the kitchen at Bute House, the home of the First Minister for Scotland. The First Minister’s son’s school-leaving party had got out of hand – she’d found some lousy, jumpy footage on YouTube. Technology, you’ve got to love it. She rubbed her hands together. Suddenly life was more interesting.

She emailed Mac, hoping he’d be back in the office, and asked him to forward the CCTV footage with the attacker being brought into and leaving Fettes, and anything they had from Cockburn Street. There was bound to be a camera there, but was it even working?

He responded almost immediately. ‘Dinner not a success, then?’ He had attached three different files and a huge laughing emoticon.

She didn’t rise to his jibe about dinner, but played the footage over and over. A person’s gait was like their DNA, peculiar to them. If you tried to change your walk, it was obvious. The time frame that Mac had sent from the Cockburn Street coverage didn’t go back far enough. Roderick must have got to the High Street somehow, and that was what she should be looking at. She emailed him again with another request.

He replied by ringing her mobile, ‘I’ve already been through the footage. We have him wandering up the High Street from the Canongate with about fifteen minutes to spare before the Queen exited the High Kirk. What’s on your mind?’

‘What else have we got from earlier than that? Just wondered if we could follow him backwards. Find out where his journey started.’

‘We have an address for him in . . . ’ She heard him flicking paper over. ‘Royal Terrace. A basement.’

‘What is it with guys who want to live underground? Troglodytes! I don’t know how they survive without daylight.’

‘Not everyone has the luxury of . . .’

She interrupted him. ‘Yeah, yeah. I get it. I was just thinking out loud. Could you send me anything else you’ve got?’

‘We’re on it, Viv. You don’t have to . . .’

She interrupted him again. ‘You know me. I’m a nosey sod. Humour me.’

He sighed. ‘How come you’re not with lover boy?’

‘Too conscientious.’

‘I guess that’s a “mind your own business” answer?’

‘You’re a good guesser. Send me the stuff if you get a minute.’

Mac was super-efficient and another email arrived within fifteen minutes.

On that footage she managed to trace Roderick exiting a café near the old Tolbooth. The quality of the film was poor but something made her continue to watch the café door. Two minutes after Roderick’s exit, a man she’d swear was Archie, his build and his funny little limp, wearing a hoodie, exited and followed Roderick up the Royal Mile. What were they up to? Archie turned left onto the North Bridge. She needed more CCTV footage from there. She was pushing her luck but risked it and sent another email to Mac. This time there was no reply so she used other means to find the footage, but the bootleg was worse quality than the last one. As she’d anticipated, Archie turned into Chambers Street and made his way to George IV Bridge. She had to work pretty hard to get access to the next section of footage but she caught up with him at the entrance to Ondine, chewing his nails. Not a good look. He didn’t stay there for long. He sloped up to the High Street, and this is where she got really interested, because she saw herself in a frame crossing Bank Street and standing beside the statue of David Hume while Archie, who had failed to notice her, loitered outside the Woollen Mill, which was less than thirty feet behind her. How could he have missed her?

She went back to the original footage to see the view from the east. Frustrated by the poor quality, she screwed up her eyes and drew closer to the screen until she could make him out. Still chewing his nails; not exactly a picture of confidence. But standing a few feet behind Archie was a man that she had also seen recently. She sat forward and rubbed her palms down her trousers. What the hell was he doing there? She zoomed in on his face. Was she seeing things? Was it actually him? ‘Shit!’ She hacked back into the dating site where she’d seen him but couldn’t find his record. She tried Frances’ emails again. Bingo. She needed details of times and places where they’d met to build his profile, and she needed access to more CCTV footage. She rang Mac but his mobile went to voice mail. She emailed him instead. He didn’t respond. She twiddled a pen on her desk then chewed the end of it, trying to decide how urgent this new info was. There was no way this man’s appearance at the scene was a coincidence. She had a number for Ruddy but it was only to be used ‘if-and-when’. Was this an, ‘if-and-when’ time? She tried Mac’s mobile again. Still voice mail. His landline was a last resort.

He picked up, out of breath. ‘Marconi!’ he barked.

‘I think I’ve found something. But I need more CCTV coverage.’

‘Christ, Viv, I’m already pushing my luck giving you access to what you’ve got.’

‘You want results? Get me more CCTV.’

‘What exactly have you found?’

‘I tracked Archie through the footage up the Canongate, North Bridge, back along George IV Bridge to the Lawnmarket. But there’s another guy worth checking out – he’s standing a few feet behind Archie. He’s dating Frances. He was the mystery man that she wouldn’t tell us about in case we knew him. Well, I don’t know him, but it seems odd to me that he’d turn up in this video.

‘Got it. I’ll have to go back into the office to view this. Give me twenty minutes. In fact why don’t you join me? It would be easier than me sending huge files through to you.’

She guessed that what he meant was that he’d get his balls chewed off if anyone found out he’d passed them onto her and he didn’t want to risk any more. ‘Okay. I might take a bit longer than twenty minutes. See you as soon as I can.’

Still stiff after the yoga, she thought the only way to loosen up was to keep moving. She pulled on her trainers and clipped on a bum-bag containing her essentials. Once on the West Bow she decided to take a detour. From the Royal Mile she turned left onto the North Bridge. It took this far to find her rhythm but once she had she could have continued for miles. At the junction with Princes Street she ran down to the roundabout at Picardy Place then down Broughton Street and along London Street.

She stopped and leaned against the railings above Archie’s flat. A thin shaft of light peeked out between the shutters. She wiped her face on her tee shirt. Should she or shouldn’t she? Stupid to even ask the question. She descended the steps and knocked on the door. Footsteps padded up the hall and the door swung back. Roderick stood wide-eyed and tried to slam the door. She was quick and jammed her foot in the threshold.

He said, ‘I’m not letting you in.’

‘Of course not,’ she said as she forced the door open and pushed past him into the hall.

‘You can’t do this,’ he said, as he staggered back against the wall.

Since she knew the layout of the flat she went directly to the sitting room. ‘Offer me a seat.’

He snorted. ‘Who the hell are you? And what are you doing pushing your way in?’

Before she could answer there was noise down the hall.

‘What’s g . . .?’ Archie entered, wearing the same hoodie as Roderick.

She smirked. ‘Hello. I thought I’d drop by.’

Archie shook his head. ‘But how did you get in?’

‘Easy.’ She glanced towards the door.

Archie turned to see Roderick standing with his hands in the pockets of his jeans, who said sulkily, ‘She was persuasive.’

Archie looked at Viv. ‘So what do you want?’

‘I’ve no idea, but first I’d like to hear your side of things.’

He stared at her. ‘What things, what do you mean?’

‘I mean what part have you played in the whole charade?’

Archie clenched and unclenched his fists. ‘I don’t have anything to tell.’ He stepped into her space. ‘What charade?’

She wasn’t in the slightest intimidated but said, ‘Don’t come any closer. You already know that I’m fitter than you. And I don’t think Roderick here is keen to get anymore GBH on his record than he already has. Let’s start with whose idea it was to attack the Queen.’

Roderick and Archie looked from one to the other, the shock on their faces like a comedy duo.

Archie stuttered, ‘No way. No way did we attack the Queen. We attacked my dad . . . shit. Shit!’ He ran his hands roughly through his hair, leaving it standing at odd angles to his head. ‘Oh, my God. It wasn’t like that.’ Beads of sweat stood proud on his forehead. He swiped them with the back of his hand. ‘My father is an Archer. We, I just wanted to humiliate him. He’s done it to me often enough. I thought it would pay him back.’

‘So Roderick pushed him over?

‘No. It went wrong. I told Rod that my dad would be in the right hand flank third from the front as they were coming out of the High Kirk. They all have their positions, but for some reason on that day Major General Cornwallis had swapped positions with my dad. Roderick wasn’t to know – he’d only ever seen a photograph and it wasn’t a recent one.’

‘I don’t need to point out how this looks, given the other stuff.’

‘What other stuff?’

Viv shook her head. Was he really this naive or was he taking the piss?

‘The stuff I found on your computer, not to mention that you’re harbouring a criminal.’

He looked genuinely confused. ‘I’ve no idea what you’re on about.’ Ignoring the bit about the criminal. ‘There’s nothing on my computer that shouldn’t be there.’

She raised her eyebrows then glanced at Roderick, who looked away.

Archie noticed the exchange. ‘Rod, what’s on my computer that shouldn’t be there?’

Both Viv and Archie stared at him in expectation. He didn’t speak. He stared at his foot as he scuffed it over the carpet. ‘Would you believe me if I said I didn’t know?’

Archie replied, ‘If you didn’t know then you didn’t know. But someone does. So if not you . . .? It would have to be someone with access to the cyber hub.’

He turned to Viv who said, ‘I agree. Who among your work buddies would want to set you up?’

Archie rubbed his hands over his face. ‘None of them. I mean why would they? I haven’t hurt any of them . . .’ A questioning look flitted across his face.

‘What? What did you just think of then?’

Archie shook his head. ‘Nothing. It was nothing.’

‘No, it wasn’t nothing, otherwise you wouldn’t have looked the way you did. Now what crossed your mind?’

‘I’m embarrassed to say.’

Viv let go of a sigh. ‘Come on, Archie. Don’t be shy.’

‘Well, Frances asked me to go out with her.’ He laughed. ‘There’s no way that she’d do anything nasty just because I wouldn’t go on a date with her. Anyway it was ages ago.’

Viv thought she wouldn’t be too sure about that and instinctively rubbed her neck where the spike of the toothpick had pricked her carotid artery. ‘How long ago?’

‘A couple of months back.’

Viv’s mind slipped into overdrive. If Frances had had a thing for Archie, it hadn’t surfaced on the weekend away. She’d ignored him, even been rude to him. Was there malice in their lack of communication? Frances had been off her game after Viv rescued her from the sea. Why hadn’t Archie gone in to help her? Or Gordon for that matter?

‘D’you think she’s ever asked Gordon out?’

‘How would I know? She’s desperate but not that desperate.’ He snorted. ‘I really don’t believe she’d put my career at risk.’

Viv raised her eyebrows. ‘No, you’ve done that all by yourself. Have you any idea how much . . . oh never mind. If you don’t know then you shouldn’t be in the job. You’re supposed to be hyper aware of “National Security”. She made the sign of parenthesis. ‘Why would you do such a stupid thing?’

He looked sheepish. ‘It was a bet.’

Suddenly the grubby carpet was the most interesting thing in the room to both Archie and Roderick.

Archie continued. ‘It was only a way for me to get back at him, my dad. I’m so sick of being maligned. Everything, and I mean everything, I do is wrong. I just thought it wouldn’t do him any harm to be humiliated for a change. He thinks he’s so perfect. Every one around him has to live up to his expectations. I’m sick of it. I know it sounds juvenile but . . .’

He sounded convincing. Viv had known families who had driven their children to suicide because of their draconian attitudes to sexuality, using humiliation as a way of trying to control them. But Archie had more that he wanted to hide than his sexuality: his gambling wasn’t anything to be proud of.

Archie stood up to his full height and ostentatiously cracked his knuckles. ‘I’m sure you don’t have to tell Marconi any of this.’

‘I’m not working for Marconi.’

At first he seemed to relax, but realising that if she wasn’t working for Marconi it must be someone higher up the ladder, he tensed.

She inclined her head in confirmation.

‘I’m sure you could find a way . . . It was all a big ruse to get back at my family . . . nothing to do with the Queen.’

‘Even if I believed that, I’ve got to report . . .’

Archie and Roderick flashed a look between them.

‘Don’t even think about making this any worse for yourselves that you already have. I mean at the moment you’re probably looking at getting your knuckles rapped.’ She looked from one to the other again, sensing that they were weighing up their next move. She took a step towards the door. Roderick moved forward.

She smiled, ‘You already know that I’m capable of taking you down.’ She was bluffing because although she could manage them one at a time, two at once would be a test. Archie sighed. But she saw Roderick tense and his weight shift onto the balls of his feet. He sprang at her but she raised her knee and caught him full in the groin. He crumpled as he hit the carpet. Archie got down to his knees and glared up at Viv as if it was her fault.

She shook her head. ‘What? You think I’d let him take me down without protecting myself? Spare me. He’ll not die.’

Roderick rolled over onto his side, gasping for air.

Archie said, ‘You didn’t need to hurt him so badly.’

She shook her head again. ‘You’re mad. You think I’m doing this for kicks? The pair of you should think seriously about handing yourself in. Explain exactly what you’ve told me and I genuinely think you’ll get off with a warning.’

‘Hah! You think?’

She paused. ‘I suppose springing a prisoner from the cells will have to come with more than a slap on the wrists. You’ll probably lose your job . . . and who knows what.’

Archie lifted Roderick’s head and cradled it in his arms. It was so touching that Viv had to turn her back. The picture she had built up of Archie now seemed way off the mark. His reaction to Roderick writhing in pain was the reaction of a man in love. No wonder he was making such stupid decisions. Love was as close to madness as most people got, but could Archie be so naive?


***




She jogged from London Road to Fettes, then sprinted the last couple of hundred metres to the front steps where she caught her breath, bowed over with her hands on her knees. The car park was pretty quiet but she spotted Mac’s immaculate Audi and smiled at how much care he took over his cars. Her Rav went through a carwash once a month if it was lucky, but the interior was like an office without the benefit of domestic staff. She headed straight to reception. The person behind the desk wasn’t familiar so she gave her name and asked for DCI Marconi. She’d barely sidled over to the window to shake out her limbs a bit more when Mac tapped her arm and gestured with his head to follow him.

‘Are you sure you need to do this?’

‘No. I’ve just got something tickling at the back of my mind. You know a bit like an earworm only without the benefit of music.’

Mac shook his head. ‘I guess. Right over here.’ He pulled another chair over to his side of the desk and pointed to his own oversized leather seat. ‘You take that since you seem to know where you want to navigate. Talk me through it as you go.’

She glared at him. ‘You sure? I thought the whole point in having me snoop around was because you guys want to keep your noses squeaky clean.’

‘How much stuff have you found that we would have to have a warrant for?’

She smiled and raised her eyebrows. ‘Really?’

‘Oh, just get on with it.’

She tapped on the keys, scrolling through CCTV footage that was definitely clearer than any she’d managed to retrieve. ‘Wow. What a relief to see images that I can actually make out.’

He raised his hand. ‘You can definitely keep that stuff to yourself.’

Mac’s hands looked as if they belonged to a concert pianist and not the large super-fit cop sitting beside her. When she reached the section of film with Martin Martin standing behind her on the Royal Mile she was convinced she could see something inside his jacket which, if Mac would have the film enhanced, could turn out to be a weapon.

‘Look here.’ She pointed to Martin. There’s no way he isn’t carrying. And he’s as nervous as . . .’

Mac leaned over and she caught a hint of his lemony smell. She sat back so that he could get closer to the screen. ‘I can see that he has something. But it’s a leap from . . . he might have sandwiches wrapped in tinfoil.’

She shook her head. ‘Aye! Sure thing, Detective. You going to get that checked?’

He nodded. ‘Sure thing, sarky.’ He nudged her elbow. ‘Right. What else do you need to see?’ He wandered across his office to a coffee machine and gestured with a cup.

‘No, thanks. I could kill a glass of water, though.’

Viv knew there was a water cooler at the end of his corridor, but more importantly, how long it would take him to get there and back. He glanced round the room as if checking that whatever was lying about was okay to leave where it was. He stepped out of the door and as soon as he did she took out her phone and photographed the first page of a file lying on his desk. She took a shot of the second page, and decided she was pushing her luck so tucked her phone back into her sock. She was scrolling through more footage when Mac returned with two plastic cups brimming with chilled water. She gulped the first one down then took her time with the next.

‘I wonder . . . are you tracking Roderick’s phone?’

He hesitated.

‘Well, if you’re not may I suggest . . .’

‘Different laws apply. He’s not . . .’ Mac stopped and tapped his fingers on his lips. ‘Hang on. I think I can make that happen.’

Viv shook her head. ‘For fuck sake. Shouldn’t that have been the first thing to do?’

‘Watch it. We’re not as incompetent as you think. We do, however, have to work within the law. Until we have a clear, unequivocal version of what happened outside St Giles’ we couldn’t make a charge of terrorism stick. But now and since his escape I think . . . well never mind what I think.’

She had no such concerns and could find her own way to track him now that she had photographs of his file, containing his phone number and address. She pushed the seat back from the desk and stretched her arms above her head. ‘That yoga just about killed me.’

‘And that would be exactly why you need it. I take it lover boy . . .’

‘Don’t even go there. He’s not my lover boy and . . . never mind. I’m going home to a hot shower and a good night’s sleep.’

He yawned. ‘Me too. Want a lift?’

‘Oh, that would be so good. I’m totally bushed.’


Chapter Twenty Six

Before hitting the hay for the night she slumped at her desk and groaned as she read an automated email reminder that she was meeting Josie, a friend from Paris, at the Book Festival the next morning. That had completely dropped off her radar. Should she reply? She didn’t and went to bed.

By morning she was rested and emailed Josie back. ‘See you at the signing tent at 11 am.’

This left her plenty of time for research. First up she posted a message on one of her hacking groups – she’d read a stream not so long ago discussing the ins and outs of tracking. While waiting for replies she made toast and coffee and listened to the news on the radio. The sun was streaming in through her sitting-room window. She licked the hot butter running down her chin and her fingers and mused at how tourists might be lulled into a false sense that Edinburgh was a sunshine capital. And, if the headlines were to be believed, the city was crimeless so long as the Festival was on. With her laptop and a cup of coffee she settled on the couch and revisited the Facebook pages she’d been to before. The police had not been diligent enough in removing all the information about the illicit party at Bute House. What she was accessing on social media sites was evidence that they hadn’t followed the video trail to its conclusion and consequently she found a ton of stuff on Roderick and those he hung out with in cyberspace, including more video footage of the actual party.

She didn’t recognise many of the faces but it wouldn’t take long to pair them up with Face Book accounts if they’d been tagged. There was a theme emerging in the some of the posts that got her attention. One in particular, a group calling themselves ‘The Neo-Jacobites’, appeared to be extreme right-wing nationalists.

Their beliefs were further to the right of Genghis Khan’s. Then she spotted it. The motif of a triangle with a thistle inside it and two swords crossed – she’d seen this before and didn’t like the implication. The severed limbs in the photographs that Ruddy had given her both had this motif tattooed on them. And had Martin Martin’s jacket not also had it on? She couldn’t be absolutely sure. She shuddered. This was ugly. She checked the clock. Now this stuff would have to wait until later in the day.

By the time she’d dodged her way through the Grassmarket and along King’s Stables Road she only had a couple of minutes to spare when she reached the pedestrian crossing that fed into Charlotte Square gardens. It was like walking through the door of the wardrobe into book Narnia. Viv felt immediately at home, knowing that everyone inside the perimeter fence was there for the same reason – to celebrate books and reading. Josie wasn’t difficult to spot. Tall, broad, with her hair cut to a centimetre from her scalp and tinted cyclamen, she was a beacon. Viv tiptoed up behind her and tapped her shoulder. They hugged and hugged with Josie lifting Viv off the ground. Then, as if just remembering her, Josie introduced Viv to Suzanna, her new friend, who apart from the cyclamen tint, was a dead ringer for Josie.

Suzanna stuck out her hand. ‘Good to meet you, Viv. I hear lots about you.’

‘Oh dear. Never a good thing. Good to meet you as well. We should get going? Have you spotted which queue is ours?’

Josie pointed to a small group milling around outside a tent at the back. ‘We’re going in there. It’s a workshop.’

‘Okay. What does that mean?’

‘It means that you’re going to be confined with us for an hour and a half, Viv. There’ll be a max of thirty people and we’ll be discussing Samuel Beckett.’ She grinned. ‘You’ll love it.’

Viv didn’t know squat about Beckett and imagined that Josie was keen to go because since she’d moved to Paris all things from her home in Ireland had become exotic. It turned out to be a fabulous session, with one inevitable Edinburgh worthy who believed she knew more about the subject than the guy tutoring. Josie was less keen on hearing her views and Viv could see her becoming wound up by it. It was all part of the deal in Viv’s view, although she did wonder what possessed someone to buy a ticket and come along with no intention of learning. After the session the three had lunch at Jamie’s on George Street, where Josie spent the whole time shredding the poor interloper from the Book Fest. They parted trying to fit in another gig before Josie returned to Paris, but it wasn’t likely given Viv’s commitments.

On her way back to the West Bow Viv wandered through the National Gallery. Not in search of a Velasquez or Ramsay, but the first free loo. There were so many people with their necks cricked staring up at the walls she imagined everyone with a migraine by the end of the day. Eventually she found what she was looking for but had to join a snake of women with the same purpose. As with counting sheep on a sleepless night she’d learned a couple of visualisations to take her mind off peeing. But it was the same business as how not to think of an elephant. You had to think of one before you could discard the image. That’s why when parents say things like, ‘Don’t put your finger in that socket’, their toddler’s finger reaches for the socket before the parent screams the next order. The image of lying on a beach in the Seychelles helped for a short time until a light wave broke on the shore, then she was in real trouble.

She rubbed her hands beneath the drier, cursing its design. Were they always fixed to the wall by men who never washed their hands after going to the loo? If they did they’d understand why the height of the drier matters. Too high and the water rushes down your wrists and forearms onto your cuffs, too low and water drips onto your new Louboutins. Not that Viv was a fan of anyone who’d made shoes that continued the tradition of foot binding. So with damp sleeves she returned to the gallery and sloped through to the back. As a child she’d visited here with the school. She recalled the sense of reverie, the silence. Her teacher’s forefinger glued to her lips in a constant reminder of hush. It felt smaller now, but no less awesome. The notion of quietly contemplating art was a thing of the past. The galleries buzzed with conversation and guards loudly clearing their throats to prevent transgressive selfies. For Viv this was a local haunt, but today it was a tourist fest. She exited into a different kind of fest, where entertainers jostled for space to perform samples of their shows. Keeping audiences rapt was no easy job. Competition was cut-throat and the temptation to move from one act to another was overwhelming. Viv squeezed along the flagstone path leading to the Playfair Steps. Traders selling felt hats to silver jewellery beneath covered stalls took up more than half of the pavement. Once at the top of the steps she dodged over the road in front of a bus, the driver giving her a blast on his horn before she reached the other side. She waved, imagining how pissed off he must be, then continued to make her way towards the West Bow on the quickest route she could.

When she reached the Lawnmarket, the upper section of the Royal Mile, she took a right and stood in the exact position where Frances’ beau had stood on the day of the attack. She glanced at the doorway to the Woollen Mill then up at the roofs. There was no way that the security guys who’d been up there wouldn’t have been aware of Martin. She’d have to find a way of speaking to them, but how? She guessed they’d be wherever the Queen was. Where might they hang out when off duty? She knew a woman who’d know. She took out her phone and scrolled.

So much for a quiet night in. George IV Bridge was packed with posh coaches parked for the evening while their passengers sat, chilled to the bone, on the Castle esplanade watching the Military Tattoo. It was tricky to get from one end of the bridge to the other but she made it to Forrest Road without killing anyone. Sandy Bell’s, a famous folksie pub that sold excellent beer, was within spitting distance of an MOD training hall. She now pushed vainly at the door. Then she tried again and it opened a few inches.

A man holding up his pint said, ‘What’s the password?’

She replied, ‘John Brown’s b . . .’ but before she had finished the door swung open and half a dozen men whose body language wasn’t without menace surrounded her. Using both palms she tried to push the one closest, close enough to smell his beery breath, but he was solid and didn’t budge.

He said, ‘Was that meant to be a joke?’

Two of the others jostled closer and she felt heat rising up her neck. Claustrophobia. ‘Back off, guys. We’re probably on the same team.’

One of them said. ‘I doubt that.’

The others laughed. But not because it was funny. They stood in this formation for too long for comfort, with Viv sensing it was a test that she’d have to pass before she’d get to the next level. She locked eyes with the beery-breathed man and held the stare until his mouth showed a hint of a smile.

He stood back and said, ‘What can we do for you?’

Viv said, ‘I need help?’

They laughed in unison. Then one of them said, ‘I’m sure we’d be up for that.’

Raucous laughter again.

Viv sighed. ‘For fuck sake, this could be a matter of national security.’ The words stuck in her throat. She almost gagged at the irony of using them for her own gain. No matter. It got their attention.

Beery breath said, ‘How might that be of interest to you?’

‘I work for the NTF.’

He raised his eyebrows and made a gesture to the others, and without further question they backed off and continued drinking. Three of them were on pints of orange juice. The other three looked as if they had the real thing, but given the seriousness of their duties she guessed it was probably non-alcoholic beer.

Viv glanced round the room and seeing no one that looked civilian guessed it had been taken over for military personnel.

He pointed to a seat at the back. They made their way through bulky bodies in tee shirts with graphics that strained to make sense over taut pecs and thick necks.

He said, ‘This had better not be some kind of joke.’ He nodded to the collection of guys they’d left behind. ‘They’re not keen on jokers.’

She launched in. ‘The other day when Her Majesty was at the High Kirk there was a man standing in a doorway on the Royal Mile. I think he had something in mind. I could be wrong but from the footage . . .’

He held up his hand. ‘You got any ID? Why would I speak to you about my job? If indeed . . .’

She didn’t let him finish, but raked around in her pocket and showed him her NTF card. The photograph was poor but he nodded his acceptance. ‘From the way he stood I think he was carrying.’

The guy snorted. ‘We’re not in some kind of US crime drama where the Marshal is a broad.’ He faked an American accent.

Viv sighed a fuck-off sigh and shook her head, but continued. ‘I think he didn’t take action because he was beaten to it by the young guy running at the Archers’ line-up.’

‘You had a ringside seat by the sounds of it. Why?’

She didn’t answer. ‘I didn’t see him on the day but have checked out the CCTV footage and I’m almost sure . . . ‘

He interrupted her. ‘Well, that’s where I become uninterested. See that “I’m almost sure”? That means no info from our side until you’re absolutely sure.’ He took a draw of his pint and Viv sensed she’d lost him. Still, at least she’d made contact.

She got up to leave.

He said, ‘You got any contact details?’

She dug back into a pocket and retrieved a card with her email address on it and handed it to him. ‘We’re on the same side, for God’s sake. Spare me the histrionics.’

Once back onto Forrest Road she ran her hands down the sides of her trousers. Then rolled her shoulders to avert the headache creeping up her neck. Must be testosterone overload. As she reached the end of the street she turned and looked back just in time to see someone step back into the doorway of Sandy Bell’s. She rubbed her eyes. Tired. Was she imagining things? She continued down Candlemaker Row but stopped halfway and spun round. She wasn’t imagining it, one of the heavies from the pub was following her. She should have expected nothing less.

He came straight up to her and stopped. One of the guys who’d been on orange juice.

‘Been sent to watch over me?’ Bravado, being the lesser part of valour.

To his credit he nodded. ‘Only seeing you home. Hope it’s not far.’

She gestured to the back of her building. ‘Barely a stone’s throw.’ She pointed. ‘See that top floor window.’ They both stopped in the middle of the pavement.

He nodded.

‘That’s where I live. West Bow, top floor. Fraser on the buzzer. There, now does that save you the trouble?’

‘Not really. I still have to see you home.’

She shrugged. No skin off her back.

Less than five minutes later they reached her door. She said, as she put her key in the lock, ‘This is me then. Thanks for your company.’ She closed the door behind her but stood for a few seconds and thought about what he would do. If she’d been told to follow someone home and had completed the task she’d retrace her steps. She opened the outside door again and looked right and left. He was propped against the wall to her left with one finger in his ear and the other hand holding his mobile phone. She closed the door and waited.

She texted Mac and asked him to send her more CCTV footage. If she could trace Frances’ friend’s journey to the Royal Mile it could help. But in the meantime she rooted around in the junk mail in her pigeon-hole. She had an idea and stuck her head back out of the door. No sign of her companion. She jogged back up to George IV Bridge, turned right towards Chambers Street. At the end of Chambers Street she made a right onto South Bridge. Up on the left she found that increasingly rare breed, an internet café.

Under a pseudonym she created an account for the dating agency that Frances used. Logged in and found Martin Martin’s page. With a few more details she Googled him and eventually found a photograph of him with a group from the Royal Botanical Gardens, but not before being sidetracked by an earlier Martin Martin. An eighteenth-century tacksman whose tour of the Western Isles preceded Boswell and Johnston’s. Fascinating, but it would have to wait. She printed off the photograph, then as an afterthought sent him a message. Enjoying how easy it was to adopt a disguise. Her next step, a trip to the Botanics, would have to wait ’til morning.

At home she checked to see if Mac had sent the CCTV footage. He had, along with a snippy message. ‘I can guess what you’re up to but I’d prefer you let me in on it.’

She replied, ‘So far only following a hunch. Will get back to you when I’ve been through the lovely new footage you’ve lovingly sent me!’ She could almost hear him shout obscenities at his screen on the other side of town.

The latest footage was jumpy and grainy. She swore in frustration at having to go back and forth, back and forth. ‘Is this the best the digi age can come up with?’ Eventually, through piecing one set of footage together with another, she managed to trace his route all the way back down the Royal Mile to where the road divided. He entered the screen from the Abbeymount side of the Palace. There was no way that she could ask Mac for even more footage so she’d have to find an alternative way.

By the time she headed to bed her eyes were so strained she could hardly see. It took a while to find sleep but when it came she was dead. From this unconsciousness she was sure she heard a doorbell ringing. Was it part of a dream? Her psyche having a laugh? It turned out to be reality and she almost exploded out of bed. Hearing Mac’s voice through the entry system did nothing to smooth her ruffled state. She was tempted to tell him where to go, her finger paused over the release button.

‘C’mon, Viv, you know you’re going to in the end so you might as well press it now.’

He wasn’t helping his cause. She shouted, ‘Fuck off. It’s the middle of the night.’

‘Ah well, that depends on which continent you’re on.’

‘Did you hear me?’

‘I heard you. Now let me in. I’ve got news.’

She pressed the button and strode back to her bedroom for an over-sized pullover.

He entered tentatively as if expecting her to throw something at him. If only she’d thought of it she would have.

‘Coffee?’ he asked.

She raised her eyebrows. ‘Don’t push your luck.’

They went into the sitting room, where Viv realised she had stuff on her desk that she didn’t want him to see.

‘We had a call from the Holyrood household. They’ve had an intruder. Only as far as the garden but still, game enough to get himself over the boundary wall, which is no mean feat.’

‘Is that all? Surely that could have waited until morning. I need my beauty sleep.’

‘Been burning the midnight oil?’

‘No, I haven’t. Just staring at a screen for too damn long. Did anyone see who it was? I mean did they get close enough to identify that it was male?’

‘Yes. There are cameras all over the palace grounds. We’ll find him. But what have you got? I know you well. There’s no way you’d have given up a cyber chase halfway through. Spill.’ He glanced at her desk.

She stepped proprietorially in front of it. ‘Not a chance, buddy.’

‘C’mon, what have you got to hide?’

She weighed up the pros and cons of telling him now rather than later. She pulled out the photograph of Frances’ beau and handed it to him.

He screwed up his eyes. ‘Is this the guy from the footage?’

She nodded. ‘Sure is. His name’s Martin Martin. He’s Frances’ new boyfriend. You know – the one she wouldn’t tell us about.’

‘How did you . . .?’ He waved the question away. ‘Was this on her computer?’

‘No. I found it on . . . well, less said about that the better. I think he’s used Frances as a way of getting details on the Queen’s movements. If you think about it, her engagements for these couple of days were relatively last minute, only known by a few privileged souls and her inside team . . . You think the guy who broke into the garden at Holyrood knew HM was in residence? Does she sleep with the light on?’ She sniggered at his disdainful expression. ‘Just sayin’, some people can’t sleep without. And talking of sleep, are we done?’

‘Not yet. Tell me exactly what you found in the cyber hub. You haven’t given me any detail.’ He tried to make eye contact with her.

She looked at her feet. ‘I told you there wasn’t much to find.’ She glanced up. He wasn’t stupid and ultimately she’d be safer if he knew what her plans were.

Her procrastination was obvious and he said, ‘Well, what did you find that might be interesting? There’s something you’re not saying. Spit it out.’

‘Apart from the fact that I’m sure Martin is the guy standing behind Archie on the CCTV footage. He has his hand . . . actually it’ll be easier if I show you.’ She took her laptop over to the ottoman and found the footage she wanted. ‘There.’ She pointed to the screen. Mac stepped closer then perched on the edge of the couch. She knelt beside him.

He zoomed in, which made the image even more grainy. ‘I’ll get someone to enhance this.’

‘I think he’s holding something inside his jacket. Look at his right hand.’

‘We need to see more clearly. It’s too poor to tell. He could be scratching an itch.’

‘Sure.’ She shook her head. ‘I think I know what he does.’ She edged in and found the dating website, and brought up his details. ‘Seems to have trained in horticulture at the Botanics. I wonder if he was the guy in the Palace gardens?’ Thinking out loud.

‘We’ll soon find out . . . Surely Frances knows the score?’ He sighed, rubbed his elegant fingers over his face. ‘Christ sake. She knows she . . .’

‘What? That she shouldn’t have a life? I found this.’ She pointed to the photograph of the man with a group of colleagues from the Royal Botanical Garden. ‘I thought I’d go and check them out. See if they know where he is now.’

‘And when were you going to let me in on this little nugget?’

She shrugged. ‘It might be a red herring. I’d have let you know when I found him.’

‘This is serious, Viv.’

‘Who’s laughing?’

‘What else have you been up to? And don’t give me that look.’

‘I’ve been and spoken to the marksmen who were on the roof.’

‘For fuck sake! How did you find them?’

‘I have my ways.’ She grinned, but he wasn’t buying it. ‘Okay. You know that you’re not the only person who asks me to do the odd job.’

He conceded but still looked peeved. ‘You might keep me in the loop.’

‘If you’re meant to be in the loop then you’ll be in the loop. It’s not worth my telling you. Ditto if you give me work you wouldn’t want me blabbing to anyone one else, especially not another branch of SIS.’

‘Thank you, that’s all I needed to know.’

She gave a little bow. ‘Now can I get some sleep?’

He moved towards the door. ‘You all right otherwise?’

‘Never better.’

He batted her response into oblivion.


Chapter Twenty Seven

The following morning Viv had clients to visit, but had her sights set on checking out the Botanics later in the day. The sky was overcast, but so long as the rain stayed away the streets would still be heaving with tourists. With her usual slice of hot buttered toast and a cup of coffee she scanned her emails.

Angus had sent a reminder about his having friends round for drinks and the fireworks to mark the end of the Festival. She didn’t really have an excuse not to go and was keen to see him again, although she wasn’t sure about meeting his chums. She sent a brief reply, saying she’d do her best to get there. Good to keep her options open.

Edinburgh was a small place when it came to who knew whom. Rosie Hacket, Viv’s first client, was a known gossip, a freelance graphic designer, with lots of work from the National Galleries’ book department. However, her main occupation was networking and she never missed a single private view in town. Viv would be exhausted by the time she’d heard about her social exploits. Rosie had an Oxbridge radar. Everyone she’d met had ‘double firsts’ from Oxford or Cambridge or was sleeping with Prince Andrew. Access to such information made Viv nervous, since in the past she’d been blamed for passing on private information, which she hadn’t, but it took a bit of convincing as to who the real source had been. Rosie lived in a lovely colony house off Pilrig. It was one of Edinburgh’s hidden gems. Easy parking in a quiet street a stone’s throw from the main artery of Leith Walk.

Rosie answered the door with a handset pinned to her ear. She gestured for Viv to come in as she continued her conversation. Viv was used to this. Rosie’s inferiority complex made it easy for her to invent superiors. She said ‘absolutely’ so many times it made Viv giggle. Rosie might design beautiful book jackets but she didn’t edit her speech.

Eventually she tucked the phone back onto its charger and held up two fingers. ‘Two minutes. Promise it’ll take me two minutes.’ Off she bounded upstairs to have a shower, leaving Viv in the tiny kitchen to set up.

She was more than two minutes, but it gave Viv time to read the Scotsman lying on the worktop.

Rosie returned, rubbing her blonde hair to within an inch of its life.

Viv gestured to Rosie. ‘You’d better leave me some.’

‘Oh God, sorry. Habit.’

‘What are we doing today?’

‘Not much. It’s going through a good phase. And I’m wearing it up more . . . out tonight though, so got to look glam.’

Viv raised her eyebrows. Rosie never looked anything else. Even now first thing in the morning she had on clothes that Viv might choose for a wedding. ‘Anywhere nice?’

Rosie had already moved somewhere else in her head and looked quizzically at Viv as she sat down, and was wrapped in a cutting gown. ‘Oh! Yes, there’s a drinks party at the Parliament. Everyone’s going. Since Her Maj is in town I think folks will attend, thinking she’ll be there. But there’s no way.’ She tapped the side of her nose. ‘Even if she is their closest neighbour.’ She snorted. Then in a rare flourish of interest she said, ‘You out tonight, Viv?’

Astonished ,Viv hesitated and her chance was lost.

Rosie continued, ‘You know I’ve bought the most divine top from . . . oh, never mind. I’ll show it to you when we’re done. The First Minister will be there. I’ve not met her yet.’ She said this as if at some time the whole population would get to meet Scotland’s leader.

Viv said, ‘I hear she’s . . .’

Rosie interrupted, ‘A pain in the arse.’

Viv sighed. ‘Well, no actually . . . How’s the book design world?’ Better not to be drawn into that particular conversation. Alas, no luck.

‘Actually, I’ve been approached to do the jacket of her biography. Not that I imagine she wrote it.’

Another subject Viv had to keep her lips firmly zipped about.

‘If you could just bend your head forward slightly.’ Scissors to the rescue.

‘Apparently the Duke of Atholl will be there, though. Damn nerve. South African shop keeper.’

Rosie was vague about her own background, although it wasn’t grand – she’d gone to Napier University, still regarded by the literati as a ‘poly’, and hated to talk about it. She never asked Viv anything about her time at Edinburgh University. Viv had heard that Rosie’s dad was in insurance, but they’d never had that conversation either. As long as the ball was in Rosie’s court the chat went swimmingly.

‘You know the director is getting a divorce?’

Worried that she might unwittingly know who the ‘director’ was, Viv changed the subject. ‘Any chance that you’ll get to see the fireworks?’

‘If the party goes on long enough we’ll be able to see it from the roof. Doubtful, though. The forecast is for cloud.’

Viv took out her hairdryer and was about to plug it in.

‘Oh, actually I think I’ll put it up. So you won’t have to use that.’ She pointed at the dryer as if it was a weapon.

‘Fair enough.’ Viv twisted the damp hair up into a chignon and pulled out a few strands round the front. Rosie was pretty. Pale skin, pale blue eyes and a heart-shaped face, but there was something unattractive about her. Job done, Viv wandered back to the Rav, knowing it wasn’t just the gossip that put people off Rosie.

What would life be without variety? Her next client, a pharmacist and musician, was as shy as Rosie was not. Viv parked in Thirlestane Lane at the rear of his Marchmont shop and banged on the staff entrance. Brian stuck his head out as if checking for the enemy and looked right and left before inviting her in. She smiled. It was what he did. He self-consciously stroked the top and sides of his head, his thin dark hair as precious to him as the golden locks of a princess. He was so convinced of their imminent extinction. Yet, if Brian had been about to lose the lot she’d have recognised the change in his follicles, and it would have gone by now – but there was no persuading him. He was a minimum-conversation, no-nonsense client, and it took less time to cut his hair than it ever took to find a parking spot. She noticed that he was shy but vain, since his appointments coincided with his orchestral events. He played the clarinet and once had invited Viv to a charity concert. Each member of the orchestra had been told to bring ten guests while Brian only brought Viv. The others were amazed that he had found anyone at all.

Today he was flustered and began by blurting out, ‘Member of staff off sick. Not good for business. Meant to have all the answers at our fingertips.’

This she thought was code for ‘As quick as you can’. And so she set to. ‘Concert tonight?’

‘Yes, five-night run for the Festival. Too many unnecessary rehearsals.’

‘Shall I just do what . . .’

‘Absolutely. No change.’

She felt a giggle rising and coughed to head it off. ‘How are your audiences? The Mound is . . .’

‘Good enough. We’ll cover the hall rental.’

She knew she was pushing her luck but she said, ‘What’s the programme?’

‘Crowd pleasers. Mozart, Albinoni’s Pachelbel. You know, nothing too testing.’

‘The clarinet concerto?’ He shuddered and she almost sliced the top off his ear. ‘Everything all right?’

‘Someone walking over my grave.’

This was out of character – the scientist in him wouldn’t normally think in those terms. She wondered what else was going on but didn’t ask. He wouldn’t allow her to use the hairdryer, in case the staff next door heard it, so she was through within fifteen minutes. She brushed him down, disposed of the hair in a bin outside the back door, accepted the cheque, which, as always, he’d written in advance, and with his next appointment in the diary, she was on her way. As she swung her kit bag into the car she remembered how generous he’d been when she’d needed info about drug cocktails and their effect on different body types. He’d sent her a link to a forum he was on which debated that very subject. She liked him, he was a ‘ladder down’ kind of guy.

Next stop the Botanics. The new entrance and shop had seriously boosted the number of visitors to the gardens and today was no exception. She dumped the car on Inverleith Place and jogged back to the front gates. What felt like a million yummy mummies with four-wheel drive push chairs were blocking the entrance. She couldn’t work out whether they were going in or coming out, but eventually she managed to squeeze by them and find the information desk. A young woman, whom Viv guessed was probably a student working the summer break, smiled and said, ‘Can I help you, madam?’

Viv drew out the photograph and passed it over the desk. ‘Just wondering if you recognise any of the guys in this photograph.’

The woman stared at the photograph for a few seconds. Then pointed. ‘This man works in the glasshouses. Not sure what his name is, but . . .’

Viv watched the woman’s eyes dance away to the left over her shoulder. Viv turned and saw the man that the woman had identified. He walked straight towards them. Viv nodded her thanks to the woman and went to meet him. ‘Hi there. I wonder if you can help me? Does this man work here?’

The man took the photograph and nodded. ‘Yes, he did two summers.’ He gestured to the woman behind the desk. ‘Same sort of thing as she’s doing. Filling in when permanent staff are on holiday. Could be trimming edges or working the till.’

‘D’you remember his name? And where he moved on to?’

‘I’m sure his name was Mark or Michael . . . no, wait, Marty. Yes, Marty. He was planning on going back up north. Trying to get full-time work at Inverewe Gardens. Lucky man if he managed.’

Viv nodded and said, ‘Thanks, that’s really helpful.’

‘What’s he done?’

Viv shrugged. ‘Not sure yet. Got any idea what he might have done?’

‘He was a live wire when he had a drink in him. During working hours you hardly knew he was here, he was so quiet. Always wandering about with headphones on. Big Corries fan.’ He patted his chest. ‘I’m a big Corries fan myself, but that was as much as we had in common.’

Something in his eyes made Viv think they’d had more in common than he was letting on, but she let it go. ‘Thanks again.’


Chapter Twenty Eight

Viv laid her hand against the outside door of Angus’s building and to her surprise it opened. She closed it behind her and ran up the stairs. The door to his flat was ajar. She knocked but received no answer so stepped inside.

Angus was standing with a bottle in one hand and a glass in the other. He grinned the most exceptional grin. If she needed persuading about his enthusiasm, that was it right there in that smile. He put his arm around her shoulder, careful not to get wine on her. He whispered in her ear, ‘You’ve no idea how happy I am to see you.’

She kissed him, catching the side of his mouth. A voice she recognised called her name. She turned. ‘Hello. I didn’t expect to see you here?’

The First Minister replied, ‘I could say the same thing. Good to see you, though. I’m glad I made an effort with my hair.’

Angus stared from one woman to the other. ‘Well, I take it you two know each other.’

‘Viv knows more about me than any other single human being. Whatever you do don’t ask her for any quotes for the book.’ She looked over her shoulder and lowered her voice. ‘Actually if you did she wouldn’t tell you anything. Viv is the soul of discretion.’

‘She sure is.’ Angus stared at Viv as she glanced around the room avoiding his eyes.

‘I’m going up to the terrace. See you up there with a drink in your hand instead of your scissors.’ The First Minister disappeared up to the roof.

Angus stood with his mouth wide open.

‘Catching flies?’

‘You never said.’

‘As she said, “soul of discretion”.’ She play-punched his arm then kissed him on the mouth, since he didn’t have a free hand to punch her back. ‘What does a woman have to do to get a drink around here?’

He handed her his glass and filled it. ‘I guess there are going to be many more surprises.’

She nodded. ‘I hope so, don’t you?’

He grinned. ‘So, you going to give me the scoop on our FM?’

‘Not a chance. But if you play your cards right I might scrub your back again.’

‘I’ll settle for that. Come on, let’s go up, there are nibbles and lots more people I’d like to introduce you to. You’ll probably know them better than I do.’

It was good to see the FM in jeans and a jersey. Viv couldn’t imagine why she wore hideous immobilising heels and the tight dresses that she did. It surely wasn’t in the rule book. The FM beckoned her and Angus over. Viv thought of Rosie, desperate to meet her, yet willing to badmouth her despite not having done so.

The FM said, ‘This is Gordon.’

In unison Viv and Angus spoke then laughed. Angus said, ‘You first.’

So Viv said, ‘Glad to meet you.’

And Angus said, ‘Delighted you could come.’

After acknowledging admiration of the roof terrace Angus excused himself to make sure the loudspeakers were working and that they’d hear the music for the fireworks. It was getting close to time and it would be a shame not to hear the concert broadcast on the radio.

He gestured with his head for Viv to follow him.

‘I thought you wanted to introduce me to your friends?’

He laughed, ‘A ruse, my dear, a ruse. I’m sure you saw it for what it was?’ He dumped the bottle and pulled her hand to squeeze next to him in a position where they’d get the best view. Rosie had been right – it was cloudy and an east wind had got up, but at least it was dry. He engulfed her to stop her from shivering. Felt good. For the next forty minutes there was nothing to do but stare skyward and listen to the booms and bangs, oohs and ahs from everyone on the roof. She wasn’t keen on huge displays of fireworks since the amount of money that was spent could keep an animal shelter going for a few years. Still, the up side of these was that after the last bang there would be a mass exodus of tourists, signalling Edinburgh’s return to business as usual. She had felt Angus tense when the first bang went off, but he held her tight and relaxed into it. He wasn’t being a very good host and as soon as the concert music finished his chums began to thin out. He didn’t seem to mind.

‘There’s someone inside I’d love you to meet. Follow me.’

They descended the stairs and went into his study, where there were stuffed bookcases, a huge oak desk, with a large iMac and all surfaces shambolic with papers. There were two shabby wing-backed chairs. One occupied by an elderly man with a book open on his lap and spectacles low on his nose. ‘Dad, this is Viv. The woman I told you about.’

He started to get up but Angus said, ‘She’ll not be worried if you stay put.’

Viv stepped forward and offered him her hand. He took it in both of his and looked straight at her, as if examining every blemish on her face.

‘How do you do, young lady? It is very nice to meet you. I hope Angus will bring you to the house so that we can become better acquainted.’ Very posh and very formal.

Not at all what she’d imagined. Not that she’d given his parents much thought. A man in tweeds and an army tie shouldn’t be completely out of left field, even if a tad over-dressed for the occasion. She guessed this was a uniform for him. Then it occurred to her that he’d probably spent his life in uniform. That would account for the accent. Marbles abounded.

Viv glanced up at Angus, then over to the desk. His untidiness reassuring. Among the papers her eye caught a familiar face. She edged closer. Her shoulders tensed. It was Sal. She couldn’t see the whole thing, but the photograph was definitely an image of Sal. She swallowed. What was going on?

‘She’s a busy woman, Dad. But I’ll try and persuade her.’

The old man nodded and pushed ill-fitting specs back up his nose.

Angus guided her through to the kitchen. ‘Thank you. I said I’d introduce you. He’s been on his own for too long. Too much time to worry about his children. You might like the house though. It’s less than an hour’s drive away. It’s thoroughly eccentric. Freezing cold and damp but eccentric.’

She considered her reply. ‘I’m not much of a country girl. Too green. Makes me queasy.’

He looked disappointed. ‘I see you as an outdoorsy type.’

‘Don’t be fooled. I’m not really a type at all. But pavements suit me.’

He removed his arm from round her shoulder and shrugged. ‘Let’s introduce you to some of the stragglers.’

‘Actually I need to get going. Work.’

He nodded. Uncertain. ‘Oookay. Does that mean that we might catch up later? Or will you be washing your hair?’

She laughed. ‘I’m always washing my hair. But no, since we’re sticking with the hairdressing analogies, it wasn’t a total brush-off. I do have work to do.’

He rubbed her back. She tingled on her short trip home, but not in a good way.


Chapter Twenty Nine

Viv sat at her desk and wrote a list of things to do, prioritising the tracking guys she’d messaged earlier. Lists were a good way of allowing the knotted chaos inside her head to untangle. Martin Martin emerged as the next priority. She Googled him again and with every new snippet of his life, was struck by how odd his profile was. He’d make a good subject for Myers Briggs. He had a Facebook page but didn’t post anything. The few photographs that were on it were only there because he’d been tagged in someone else’s post. Still her search kicked up some detail from his past that she hadn’t expected. Another photograph posted a year ago, taken outside the glasshouses at Edinburgh’s Botanic Garden, reassured her that he was indeed employed in the horticultural world. She stared at his image. He didn’t seem to be engaged with the group, standing slightly apart and looking away from the camera. Camera shy? What would she do without social media? Time to call it a night.

After an early coffee the following morning she returned to her desk, dissatisfied at seeing Martin only in photographs, and decided that serious measures had to be taken to locate him. She smirked at the screen as she discovered details of his latest home address. Nowhere near Inverewe. Within an hour she sat in the Rav outside Martin’s flat in Iona Street hoping to catch a glimpse of him. It was early and she anticipated him heading out to work, but had no way of knowing whether he’d already left and she was edgy. Could she be sure of finding the right guy from such poor visuals? Yet surely if she saw him in the flesh she’d be able to confirm it was definitely the same person. Conan Doyle had triggered an interest in footprints, but now forensics were much more sophisticated and the recent discovery of a person’s ‘gait cycle’, their unique walk, had become as reliable as DNA. It exposed things about a person that the uninitiated wouldn’t notice. She hoped she had his walk imprinted on her memory from tracking him on the CCTV footage.

The radio was on but she kept switching between channels. Eventually someone came out of the stair door. She sat bolt upright and put her mini-binoculars up to check if it was Martin. It wasn’t. She sighed. Patience wasn’t her friend. She picked and worried at a thread on her jeans before realising she’d made a hole. Again the stair door opened, but this time a woman with a buggy and a toddler by her side backed out and took off towards the main road. Finally, a few minutes after the eight o’clock news, Martin appeared, wheeling a bicycle. That scuppered her intentions to analyse his walk. He looked right and left as if deciding which route to take, then threw his leg over the bar, clipped on his helmet and cycled towards Leith Walk. She started up and followed him, almost losing him at the junction where he dodged into the middle of the road. She waited an age before filing out into the traffic. He took a right by Pilrig church, which made following him easier. There was nowhere for him to go until he reached the junction with Bonnington Road, where he turned left onto Broughton Road and continued toward Stockbridge. At the end of Hamilton Place he finally stopped, dismounted and parked the bike against a streetlight, and crossed the road to a café. Minutes later he appeared with a cup of something, and she wondered how he would negotiate the drink with getting back onto the bike to continue his journey. But he didn’t get back onto the bike. He walked over to a bench in the square in front of Saunders Street and sat sipping his drink. She was parked on a yellow line facing west with her fingers crossed, hoping that wherever he was going next would be in the same direction. A traffic warden, edging ever closer to where she sat, forced her to make a decision. But just at that moment Martin was joined on the bench. Frances. Now this was interesting. She had to move or get a ticket. She drove up the first left on Leslie Place, round into Dean Terrace and dumped the car. She ran back to the bridge over the Water of Leith.

Martin and Frances sat side-by-side chatting, he with his drink and she playing footsy with the gravel. Their body language flirtatious; playful but not overly so. They chatted for ten minutes before Frances stood up and they kissed – pretty chaste. Viv crouched behind a four-wheel drive until Frances passed. Martin didn’t make a move for another five minutes. He tossed his cup into a bin and went back for his bike. But instead of mounting, he walked the bike up the steep hill of Gloucester Mews onto Wemyss Place, then right on to Queen Street. She kept well back until, to her astonishment, he entered through the back gate of Bute House. What was he doing in there? She had been in to cut the FM’s hair so many times and never once encountered him. What were the chances of that? That didn’t mean he wasn’t employed there. She thought through the possibilities. There was a small space, not big enough to be called a terrace, with pots and a bit of box hedging but surely not enough to warrant a gardener. What to do next? Should she return and rescue her car before it got towed? Or brazen it out and go into Bute House? She crossed the road and sidled in through the parking area. She could feign a change of appointment with the FM. She knew the security staff, so that wouldn’t be a problem. From the garden there was an entrance through the basement. One long corridor with many rooms off it led to a door at the end. On the south side of that was a stairway leading to the home of the most powerful woman in Scotland. A lead-lined door required a certain kind of pass card. She stood at the wall watching Martin secure his bike and clip his helmet to the handlebars. He rubbed his hair and ran his hands through it a few times, moulding it into style. The act of a vain man and not what she’d expected. He opened a pannier on the back of the bike and took out a card on a ribbon. He swiped the door and pushed it open while placing the card over his head to hang round his neck. Once he was out of sight she leaned against the wall and imagined what jobs he might do within Bute House. Just because he’d trained in horticulture didn’t mean that’s what he did now. In fact, it was a complete shot in the dark that she’d caught him leaving home to go to any job at all. Good work so far and the day had just begun. She jogged back to the car, which had a ticket stuck to the windscreen.


Chapter Thirty

She drove back to the Grassmarket, and feeling peckish, nipped into Bella’s. She flicked through The Guardian as she waited for her espresso and an almond croissant, then rocked back on her chair. Connections were beginning to stack up. Archie knew Roderick, Roderick was familiar with Bute House, Martin knew Bute House and was dating Frances who worked with Archie. So far the only crime that had been committed was the pushing over of an ancient Archer, a Queen’s bodyguard. Intent to harm the monarch would result in more than a slap on the wrist but would be difficult to prove with what they had at the moment. Treason carried a life sentence. The up side was he could no longer be hanged, drawn and quartered.

Bella appeared with her coffee. ‘You’re looking distracted. Everything okay?’

‘Sure. Looking forward to this, though.’ She sipped the espresso and ripped off a piece of the croissant.

The door to Bella’s opened and Gus walked in. She wiped her mouth with her napkin and smiled as he approached. She gestured to him to take a seat. ‘You in for breakfast?’

‘Well, now that I’m here I could join you. I saw you from the road and wondered if you’d mind company.’ He was tentative.

‘I’m glad to see you.’

He frowned. ‘Probably not as glad as I am to see you.’

She sensed a question in there. ‘Don’t you believe it!’ She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. ‘I am delighted that we are finally having breakfast together – although this isn’t how I’d imagined it.’

Now he smiled. ‘The fact that you’ve imagined it is very heartening.’

Bella came to the table with a flat white and laid it in front of him. He looked up. ‘That’s service for you. Thanks. Can I have one of those as well?’ He pointed to the croissant.

‘No can do. That’s the last one. I’ve got . . .’

Viv interrupted. ‘We’ll share this.’

He started to object.

‘It’s huge. I can’t eat the whole thing.’ Which was a lie. She regularly scoffed one of these in the middle of her morning. She regarded it as a healthy carbs fix.

Bella disappeared and returned with an ordinary croissant and a jar of almond paste. ‘This might work as a substitute.’

He grinned. ‘Women! So resourceful.’

Viv’s mobile rang and on spotting Mac’s number she excused herself from the table. Outside on the pavement she listened as he brought her up to speed on recent developments.

‘Ruddy’s filled me in on Roderick. We’ve to go cautiously to avoid a media circus. Same old same old. As if we don’t know what we’re doing. I expect I’m getting the heads up so’s to keep you in check.’

‘What a nerve. The only reason he brings me in is to do the unorthodox stuff that you guys aren’t supposed to touch. So I don’t need looking after, I need more slack.’

‘No need to get snippy – we’re on the same team.’

‘I don’t give a shit that Roderick’s father is an MSP.’

‘Exactly! I rest my case. Keep calm and keep me posted on your every move.’

‘Yeah, yeah. Like that’s ever going to happen. Cheerio.’ She smiled through the window at the concern on Gus’s face.

Four girls teetering on platforms more suitable for the North Sea, wearing pelmets exposing ample thighs, staggered towards her. They giggled as they passed and she grimaced at their toxic wake, ducking so as not to inhale spray from armour-like hair-dos and a cocktail of cheap scents. She couldn’t work out if they were returning from, or starting early for, a night out. She shook her head and grinned as she wandered back into Bella’s.

‘Everything all right?’

‘Yes. Completely normal. Don’t you love living at the centre of the universe?’ She waved to Bella who came to the table with a fresh cappuccino without Viv having to order it. Too much espresso and she’d be jangling. ‘Mind-reader. Thanks, Bella.’ She blew over the top of the cup, separating the froth from the coffee. ‘Mmmm. I’m so looking forward to this.’

‘Thanks for being so tolerant with my dad. As I’m sure you could tell he’s old school. Keen to see me settle.’

‘And you?’

‘Not so much. I’m not a great catch.’ He tapped his temple. ‘Too messed up.’

‘There’s no such thing as sanity – only versions of madness that have become socially acceptable.’

He smiled. ‘No, really. No one could sleep in the same bed as me and get out alive.’

‘Wow. Are you boasting?’

He laughed. ‘I wish. No, I get night terrors. Kick out probably; even punch out. Who’d want to be on the receiving end of that?’

She thought of Frances, who had no recollection of her behaviour in the night. ‘Do you know it’s happening? I mean when it’s happening or afterwards if you fall back to sleep would you remember what you’d done?’

‘I have so far. Crikey, it would be terrible if I didn’t. I hope there isn’t some poor . . . Well best not to go there. This is pushing my luck, but I wondered if you would come and visit the old house. You’d have to wear your thermals even though it’s August.’

Her belly clenched. What was he really asking her to do? He already knew she was a body and soul townie. ‘When did you have in mind? I’ve got a job on that means I can’t go anywhere at the moment but . . .’

He shook his head. ‘No. No, it’s fine. It’s not right of me to ask.’

‘No, it’s fine to ask. But I’ve got to finish what I’ve started.’

He nodded. ‘I suppose. There’s not much that I can’t do so long as there’s wifi.’

‘Let me see how I get on. It might be that I get it wrapped up within a couple of days, then it’d be no problem.’ She sounded unconvincing even to her own ears.

‘How long have you known the FM?’

‘Since way before she had titles.’

‘She sounded so familiar with you. It made me think of all the things in a woman’s life that it wouldn’t occur to me to ask about.’

Viv raised her eyebrows in a question.

‘Well it hadn’t occurred to me ask her who cut her hair or who she goes to for beauty treatments. But those are the people in a person’s life who get to know them intimately.’

She nodded. ‘Can’t deny that. But we also have an unwritten contract that we wouldn’t share that info. I mean how long would my clients keep using me if I gossiped? Not long I’ll tell you. Edinburgh is a village. I’d soon be unemployed. Ditto when I write for . . . oh never mind.’

‘No, go on, I’d love to hear this. I thought you said you were a hairdresser.’

‘I am, but as I said before I do . . .’

‘Yes, I’m getting it. But . . .whatever that other stuff is that you’re doing I’d love to hear about it.’

‘There’s not much to tell. I occasionally write things for a newspaper under a pseudonym. And I do a bit of, let’s call it research, for the police.’ She laughed at the look on his face. ‘Don’t look so surprised. There’s no such thing as a stereotype. You should know that. There’s always more to people than you think, and the more people try to put others into boxes the more they’ll find them squealing to get out. Tidy people are a myth. People can look tidy, but their lives, their psyches, rarely are, and if they appear that way it’s by design and you’ve got to ask what they’re covering up. You know – swans and all that.’

His eyebrows knitted.

‘Swans look beautiful on the surface but are paddling like fury beneath.’

He nodded. ‘So how come you know so much about people? Can’t just be hairdressing.’

‘It could be hairdressing, but I did a degree in anthropology, and you might as well know that I also have a PhD.’

His face was a picture of doubt. He sat back in his chair. ‘So that’s why Mac called you doc?’

She grinned. ‘That’s what he calls me when he’s pissed off with me, but yes if he did call me “doc” that would be why.’

He rubbed his hands across his face then broke into a smile. ‘This is a learning curve. You’re too brainy for me. I’m a simple soldier cum biographer. I mean I’m not much of a thinker.’

‘Now I know you’re lying.’

‘No, I’m not.’

‘But that’s what I mean. You are presenting a stereotype that isn’t true. It’s what people have come to expect, but it simply isn’t true. Convenient maybe, but true not so much!’

Bella slipped a saucer with the bill on it across the table. They both grabbed at it. She won.

They walked back up the Grassmarket and she reached up and kissed him on the cheek. ‘I’ll let you know when this job is done.’

‘Or let me know if there’s anything I can do to help.’

She nodded and continued on up the West Bow.


Chapter Thirty One

She returned to the flat and immediately booted up her laptop. YouTube had come up with the video of the MSP’s son drinking vodka in the kitchen at Bute House. Someone took that video, so there were others there on that night up to similar high jinks. If she found them she’d probably find Roderick again. First she scoured his social media pages and followed leads to friends from the same school he’d been to. The original video was filmed during a school leaving party so they might now be spread a bit wider geographically. The FM’s son had been coerced into hosting it since his was the only house big enough to accommodate so many.

Eventually she found one young man who hadn’t deleted his photographs. The inside of Bute House was too grand not to be recognised. They’d even taken a group photograph sitting on the staircase in the public entrance, with each boy holding a bottle of beer up and cheering for the camera. No video of this, though. She wondered if they had all just been mucking about or had the video been taken intentionally to embarrass the FM? If they’d wanted to really embarrass her they’d surely have caught her own son doing something naughty. But they hadn’t; they’d filmed the son of an MSP.

She sat back in her chair and tried to think herself into what the mood on a night out with a crowd of young guys might be like. Perhaps exultation at being released from school uniform? Or at the prospect of leaving home? What about girls? Fear of girls? After all, they’d spent their school days exclusively in the company of boys. It was an interesting choice to have a party, marking a rite of passage, without girls. Didn’t they want a night with girls, and if not, why not? Best not to jump to conclusions. What else could this mean? She continued scanning the photographs. From what she could see they weren’t particularly bad. No one was snorting coke off the FM’s desk with a fifty-pound note. If the worst thing they’d done was swigging vodka in the kitchen, the FM had gotten off lightly. Not much of a story and yet it had been splashed over the front pages of national newspapers. A slack weekend for the press? Or more to the story than she’d picked up? The slightest slur with a politician was game on. The FM had gone away for a night and hadn’t expected or given her permission for the party but, if the stories had any foundation, her son had been bullied into letting his mates in with their booze. What had started as a few beers had grown legs when the media got hold of the video. No smoke without fire. Was the video given to them by the photographer? Or had it gone viral on YouTube? Something else to check.

Where did Martin Martin fit in with any of this? He knew Bute House, he’d dated Frances, he was on the CCTV footage with his hand tucked into his jacket. It wasn’t much to go on unless they found something which proved he intended to shoot the Queen. Archie had taken responsibility for the attack on the old Archer, with a reluctant Roderick. Roderick and Archie were more than friends. Did Roderick and Martin know each other? She rubbed her hands over her face, too many connections swirling round her head. She settled down to a session with Facebook. First she relocated the page with the photographs and wrote down all the other places in Edinburgh he’d ‘liked’ and matched those with others who’d been at the party. She checked those ‘liked’ pages with the ones on Martin Martin’s page. A laborious task, which took an age, but paid off. It couldn’t be coincidence that the Turkish café on the shore at Leith Docks came up again and again. She sat back and stretched, then jumped up. Time for another outing.

The phone rang. She stared at the number on the display. It was Jules, the editor of a newspaper she wrote the occasional column for. It had been a while since she’d heard from her. ‘Hi, Jules. Long time no hear.’

‘You know the form, Viv. Internet’s a bogie. No one needs a pen and paper any more.’

Viv chuckled. She hadn’t heard that saying in ages. ‘It’s okay, I’m not fishing for work.’

‘No, I hear you’re busy doing a job for Marconi.’

‘Well, you heard wrong. I’m busy cutting hair as usual.’

‘You’d give me a heads up if you got wind of anything?’

‘You wish. Besides since when did you need actual facts? From what I’ve read recently information comes more embellished than it used to.’

‘You’ve no idea how difficult it is to get folks to pick up a newspaper, even if it has an outrageous headline or tits on the front page . . .’

Viv smiled. Jules was never one to mince her words. ‘Don’t even go there.’

‘Oh, it’s fine for anyone selling a car to go there, but not for me trying to sell local news.’

‘Spare me your histrionics. Life’s a bitch and all that. Now surely that isn’t the only thing you rang for?’

‘No, we’re needing help on features and you’re my first call.’

Viv was pretty far down Jules’ list of freelancers. She laughed again. ‘Sure. When were you thinking about?’

‘Staff problems. A maternity cover coming up. Could become permanent if she goes gooey on me.’

‘I’m not interested in anything permanent, so no need to dangle that myth in front of me. I might be able to do a couple of features though, but not straightaway.’

‘You can’t be that busy with hair.’

Viv could almost hear Jules grin. She must have got hold of some snippet that was worrying at her, and she’d not let it go until she got what she’d called for. But there was no way that Viv could give her anything new about the Queen’s attack. Was there another mole or was it the same person giving details from the NTF?

‘Look, Jules, when you’ve got specific dates send me an email and I’ll see what I can do.’

‘Sure you don’t have anything to share with me?’

With the sound of an intake of breath Viv visualised Jules at her desk drawing in a lungful of nicotine, not a care for the non-smoking law.

‘You know me. Not the sharing type.’

‘It’s not what I’ve heard. You and Buchanan the biographer . . .’

Viv shook her head. So it was the FM Jules was interested in and not the Queen after all. ‘Bye, Jules. I’ll let you know.’ Too late, she was speaking to the dead tone.

Viv glared at the handset. Nothing in this town was sacred. She sighed. Then a message pinged into her inbox. One of the guys from the ‘Hacker Cracker’ site had come up with a code to track Roderick’s phone. It took her a few minutes to install but once completed she was ready to follow him wherever he was heading.

She packed her rucksack then made for the loo. She locked up and took the stairs two at a time. The screen on her phone had a map showing a flashing red dot following what she prayed was Roderick on the move with his phone. The dot was moving too quickly for him to be walking or running so she assumed he must be on a bicycle or in a car. When the red dot began to speed along a straight trajectory she realised he was on the old railway track and the only way he’d be going that speed was on a bike. It wouldn’t take him long to reach the Turkish café, if that’s where he was going. Fingers crossed.

Heavy traffic meant much drumming on the steering wheel, but once she made it onto Inverleith Row and turned right onto Ferry Road it was a clear run. She kept an eye on the flashing red dot until it came to rest. She reversed into a parking space and got out. With her phone in her palm it was easy to trace the actual building where the flashing dot had ceased to move at speed. It was the Turkish café. He would recognise her if he caught sight of her so she made her way back to the car, which at fifty metres from the café gave her an excellent view of the door and a row of bikes chained to the railing on the opposite side of the road. All she had to do was wait and see who else turned up or came out.

Leith had had a makeover in the last decades. Old bonded warehouses had been transformed into chic flats, and corner shops had become delis. Pubs and restaurants occupied sites which had previously harboured sailors and prostitutes. Not so long ago a woman wouldn’t have dared walk the streets here unless she was for sale, and those women were always at risk. She wondered where they were now. Her phone vibrated. ‘Hi.’ It was Mac.

‘Where are you?’

She hesitated. ‘Em, I’m in Leith.’

‘And what would you be doing there? You sound cagey.’

So far she hadn’t let on to Mac that Roderick had been in Archie’s flat or that there was a connection between Roderick and Martin. ‘I’m near the Turkish café on the docks. I’ve traced Roderick’s phone. I haven’t laid my eyes on him yet so maybe someone else has his phone, but I’m hoping he’s there. I just want to see who he’s meeting.’

‘You and me both. I’m on my way.’

‘No, wait! There’s no need to come here. I’ve got this covered. It’s not as if I have to do anything other than watch . . . I’ll report to you what I see.’

‘Sure, Viv. We’ve enhanced that section of film with Martin Martin that you pointed out and although we can’t be absolutely sure we believe there’s a high risk that he was carrying something metal.’

‘But even if he was I’ve only made the connection between Roderick and this Neo-Jacobite group . . .’

‘We wondered if you would get there.’

‘What do you mean you wondered if . . .?’

‘Hang onto your hat. Nobody is keeping anything from you – we just couldn’t be sure and there are some things that it’s best we don’t get caught snooping around in.’

She interrupted him. ‘No, but it’s fine if I get caught and hung out to dry for it.’

He didn’t rise.

She continued. ‘Oh, never mind – you don’t need to come . . . hang on.’ The door to the café opened and a group began walking towards her car. She swung round in her seat and kept her head down, pretending to search in her rucksack as Roderick, Martin and another man walked right past the car in animated conversation.

‘Shit. He’s on the move with Martin and another guy.’ Her brain went into overdrive. ‘I know it’s a leap but the third guy has an arm missing.’ She took the risk and said, ‘Ruddy showed me photographs of severed limbs with tats on them that look a lot like a motif that I came across again on these guys’ Facebook pages. I’ll need to move and follow them on foot. They’ve just turned into a one-way street.’ She grabbed her rucksack and with the phone pinned to her ear, set off at a safe distance behind the three men.

Mac said, ‘Are you sure?’

‘About what?’

‘The tattoo?’

‘Well, I’d need to see those photographs again, but it seems too much of a coincidence that both of the limbs had the same tat that turned up on the Facebook page of . . .’

‘Spit it out. What else?’

She was conscious of not getting too close to the threesome, but had to make sure she wouldn’t lose them.

‘I may have spotted the motif on a jacket that Martin was wearing. It was from a newspaper cutting. A grainy photograph of him with colleagues from the Botanics. I’m almost sure he had the shield with the thistle and the swords but he had like a name badge over it so I could only make out the edges of it.’

She heard him heave a huge sigh. ‘And you were going to tell me this when?’

‘I’m still not sure how they all connect but it seems more than bizarre that Roderick and Martin are meeting with some geezer who is missing his arm, wouldn’t you say?’

‘Does the guy with the arm missing have a beard?’

‘No. He’s tall, reddish brown hair over his collar, reddish complexion – probably a boozer. He’s wearing a khaki shirt with one sleeve tucked in on its self, jeans and trainers. Apart from the missing arm he looks innocuous. I mean he wouldn’t stand out in a crowd if it wasn’t for the arm. Martin is carrying a cycling helmet and wearing a pale blue Lycra top and skinny jeans. Roderick is wearing . . .why am I telling you this?’

‘Because you know that whatever they are up to Roderick has to be brought in. I’ve got a car on its way.’

‘But if he’s part of something bigger isn’t he more useful out and about? If you have him in for questions . . .?’

He interrupted her. ‘It’s the law, Viv. He absconded and he’s at large – not out on a jolly.’

‘I get that. But he could still be more useful out here, even for the day? Hang on.’ A set of car sidelights blinked and all three men stopped and got into a vintage Nissan Bluebird. She stepped into a doorway and took a photograph on her phone of the registration number. Once they moved off she reported the number to Mac and raced back to the Rav.

‘Be careful, Viv.’

‘I’m in my car, Mac. I’m not about to jump out in front of them.’

‘I know you. The guy with his arm missing is no gentle giant, not the kind of man who cares about gender.’

She heard the clunk of Mac’s car door and the engine start up. It wasn’t difficult for her to catch up with the Bluebird, since it was queuing in the lane to turn right off Constitution Street towards Leith Walk. ‘I’ve got them in my sights. They look as if they’re heading up the Walk towards town. I’ll keep following until you join me. The traffic’s dense, so I’d have to try hard to lose them.’ It suddenly occurred to her that they might be on their way to Martin Martin’s flat. Sure enough. They took a left onto his street, parked and got out. She doubleparked behind a delivery van. ‘They’ve stopped on Iona Street. This is where Martin has a flat.’

‘Stay on the line.’ A serious warning tone, unlike his usual self.

She flicked the mobile onto speaker. ‘They’re not going to his flat, they’ve gone into a pub. I wonder . . .’

‘No wondering. Stay put. I’ll be ten minutes, tops. There should be a patrol car there any second now. Bye.’

The van driver in front of her closed his back doors, jumped into his cab and indicated to pull into the traffic. She was so busy watching the van that she almost missed the armless man come out of the pub and walk in her direction. She lifted her phone again and put it to her ear keeping her head tilted down until he passed. He passed by but went round the back of her Rav, stepped up to the driver’s door and yanked it open.

He glared at her. ‘Out!’

She hesitated.

‘Get the fuck out!’ He grabbed her arm and began to haul her from the car.

She glanced around to seek help but there wasn’t anyone on foot. She kicked out at his groin but he jumped back. Before she knew what was happening he had her by the hair and pulled her head clear of the car.

‘What the fuck are you up to? You’ve been tailing us from the docks. Now, who are you working for and what do you want?’

‘Let go of my hair, fuckwit,’ she fired back, in no doubt that her words would be inflammatory.

He gripped her hair tighter. She squealed. Only having one hand didn’t inhibit him. Now that she was up close to him she could see how worn his face was. His nose was a map of thread veins, and his eyes showed that his liver had worked overtime. Still, however hard his body had been taxed his grip was plenty strong enough and he was determined to hold on.

‘I repeat. What the fuck do you want?’

She swallowed. Disgusted by his sour breath. Through gritted teeth she said, ‘Not you, so let go of my hair, you shit!’

He screwed the hair tighter. She squealed again and punched out at his gut. It was hopeless. There wasn’t enough space for her to pull her arm back and land a decent blow. He had trapped her between the car seat and the door. She kicked out at his shin and connected. He swore and twisted her hair so tight that she thought she felt the roots snap.

‘Bastard. I couldn’t give a toss about you.’

‘So who are you giving a toss about? You’re not following my wheels for nowt.’

‘Wheels? More like a pram you’ve got there with two . . .’

He pushed his body against her, then brought his knee up in a ferocious blow to her groin. It might not have done the damage that it would have to a man, but she doubled over. She remained bent for a few seconds then whipped her head up and connected with his chin. She heard something crack.

‘Bitch! You’ll regret that.’ He bundled her back inside the car, pushing her over the handbrake and gear stick, clambering in clumsily. Then he pulled the door closed and released her hair. He clicked the locks. She rubbed her scalp and fingered a handful of hair that fell onto her shoulder, no longer attached. Incensed, she punched out at the side of his head, but he now had an open flick knife pointed at her thigh.

‘Who the hell are you?’ she said.

He brandished the knife close to her face. His gums were bleeding. ‘Never mind who I am. What are you doing tailing me?’

‘I told you I couldn’t care less about you.’

‘So if it’s not me it must be Martin.’

She didn’t answer.

He drew the knife up to her neck. ‘Don’t think this is for decoration.’ He suddenly jerked around to check out the back seat, as if expecting someone or something to be there.

A patrol car drove past on the other side of the road. Sweat trickled down her sides. The knife reminded her of a barber’s cutthroat razor. Its edges paper thin and sharp. One silly move could slice an artery. She took a deep breath.

But as if he sensed she was building up to move, he sneered, ‘I wouldn’t if I were you.’ He brought the knife up to her cheek. The sun caught it and it glinted dramatically.

She took another long breath, glanced in the rear view mirror and saw two police officers walking along the pavement towards the Rav. They were chatting then suddenly stopped and one of them spoke into a little microphone on the edge of his uniform. He began looking around. To her dismay they about turned and walked back the way they’d come. She bit her lip.

‘Aye. You can bite your lip all you want. But you’re no going anywhere until you tell me who you are and why you’ve been tailing me.’

‘Christ! Listen to yourself. You’re like a broken record.’

He shook his head. ‘You’ve got balls.’ He raised the knife and with a tiny flick nicked her cheek. Blood trickled down her face. ‘Your face could be destroyed in a second with this.’ He turned the knife from side to side, staring at it with admiration.

She wiped the warm blood with the back of her hand, catching it before it dripped onto her shirt. Where the hell had the cops gone? She glanced again in the rear view mirror. No sign of their returning. She persisted. ‘What’s your name?’

He snorted. ‘What, we becoming fucking mates now?’

She shook her head. ‘My name’s Julia. I work as a PI. One of Martin’s exes has paid me to . . . ‘

‘Don’t make me laugh. You think I zip up the back?’

‘No. But if you don’t believe me you should ask him.’ She nodded towards the door of the pub where Martin Martin had appeared with helmet in hand and was looking right and left.

Martin shifted from foot to foot. He hadn’t spotted them inside the car. Both Viv and her captor watched as he ran his hands through his hair. He was definitely edgy, his head moving from side to side. He glanced back into the pub, then turned left and marched off in the direction of his flat at the other end of the street.

Her captor screwed up his eyes and held them on Martin’s back until he disappeared into his building. Then he twisted round to face her. ‘No way of checking that now,’ still brandishing the knife.

Viv was in no doubt that having one arm didn’t make him less of an opponent. His upper body was toned and his grip had been vice-like, but she had to get out of the car before he really lost patience and used the knife to greater effect. She stretched her arm down to the floor as if about to pick something up.

‘Don’t fucking try . . .’

Too late, she balled her fist, flicked her wrist backward into his face, and with all her strength and agility pushed the release button on the door and stumbled out. He dropped the knife but grabbed at her shirt. The sound of linen tearing gave her the impetus to give one almighty yank and she was free. He scrambled over the passenger seat but she was already too far away for him to catch her. She ran and ran until she reached Leith Walk. Mac had said ten minutes tops. Where the hell was he? Glancing back there was no sign of anyone following – if he’d any sense he’d have taken himself in the opposite direction. She was about to continue up the Walk when a patrol car raced round the corner. She ran onto the road as if she was going to jump in front of it. It screeched to a halt.

‘Were you sent by DCI Marconi?’

The female driver nodded. ‘What happened to you?’

‘Never mind, I’m fine, but I think Roderick Howarth is in that pub.’ She gestured along the street. As she pointed she saw Roderick and the one-armed guy getting into the Bluebird. ‘Quick. They’re getting into that car.’

The patrol car shot off and managed to cut in front of the Bluebird. Both men jumped out and ran in different directions. Roderick towards her. He spotted her and dodged round a car and into the middle of the road. She followed, causing a four by four to do an emergency stop. The man inside shouted at her as she waved an apology and bolted after Roderick. He made the mistake of glancing back and bumped into a large delivery man carrying a box which he let fall. The van man stumbled and took Roderick down with him.

As she caught up he lay on the ground in submission and smiled at her. ‘We’ve got to stop meeting like this.’

She couldn’t help but smile back. She grabbed his hand, noticing that her own hands were covered in blood. She pulled him to his feet. He squeezed her hand then released the tension as if he might take off. She pushed one arm up behind his back. ‘Now don’t make me hurt you.’

He relaxed. ‘I don’t think you . . .’

Another police car turned and parked across the middle of road, blocking traffic from entering.

Roderick whispered. ‘Shit.’

She said. ‘You didn’t think I’d come alone?’

He shook his head. At the far end of the road she saw another couple of police cars block the way and the officers got out and ran towards Martin Martin’s building.

Roderick laughed. ‘They’ve got the wrong address.’

She knew if it was Martin they were after then they had the right address. Another police car arrived. Buses, they were just like buses. More officers joined the others outside Martin’s flat. They had earpieces and were obviously listening to orders. The four of them left the door to the flat and walked toward the pub. But before they reached it the door burst open and a group of men, she counted seven, ran at the officers screaming a chant that she couldn’t make out.

‘You know what they’re saying?’

Roderick shrugged. ‘It’s “freedom”, in Gaelic.’

‘For God’s sake, do they think they’re in a Mel Gibson movie?’

He bristled. ‘You’ve . . .’ He didn’t get the chance to finish.

Mac appeared with another officer who smartly snapped a set of handcuffs onto Roderick’s wrists.

Viv grinned.

Mac started at the sight of her. ‘What happened to you?’

She’d forgotten that she had a bloody face and put her equally bloody hand up to wipe it again. It was dry. She left it alone. Viv turned to Roderick as he was ushered to a patrol car. ‘What’s your friend’s name?’

He grinned. ‘Which one?’

The bravado of youth. She pointed to the man who’d nicked her face with the knife. ‘Him.’

Mac shouted back as he jogged away toward the dispersing men. ‘Don’t worry. We know who he is.’

Roderick was bundled into the back of the car. Viv stared at the men that the officers had rounded up and recognised one from a photograph on Facebook. What the heck were they all up to? She wandered back to the Rav and grabbed her phone and her rucksack.

She read a text message from Ruddy. ‘You can stand down. Mac and his cavalry will sort out the rest.’

There were a lot of officers around now, as if they’d been expecting more trouble than they’d got. A van arrived and the men who’d been rounded up were put into the back and driven off.

Mac came back to speak to her. ‘Don’t know how much we’ll get from this lot but it’ll take some playing.’

‘What do you mean? I’m still in the dark.’

‘The Neo-Jacobites that you discovered on Roderick’s pal’s Facebook page, well most of these guys are recruits. They’ve set up a network of “extreme nationalists”, pretty underground until now. Not worried about who they hurt, be it the Queen or the FM.’

‘Really? They don’t see any difference between them?’

‘Nope. Neither the Queen nor the FM sees the world their way and neither panders to their extreme right-wing views about Scots’ superiority. Oh, and the fact both targets are women adds some serious tension to the mix.’

‘Have you actually got a real threat?’

‘Yes. There’d be no point in picking them up if we hadn’t.’ He grinned. ‘If you hadn’t spotted Martin Martin on that CCTV footage we might have missed him. But you did and when we started looking into who he was the Marine Force got touchy. He’s been under their surveillance since he sent map coordinates of remote bays around the coast to an email account they’ve been worried about. Oh and his pal, the guy missing part of his arm, is the brain behind it. He’s a pal of Becky from the outdoor centre. Too many nice coincidences, don’t you think?’ He wasn’t expecting an answer and continued. ‘We don’t yet know what part she plays but we’re hoping she’s an innocent who was in the wrong place at the wrong time. You didn’t get your trip in the helicopter for nothing, Viv. The boats you saw were dealing. Only now we know what they were bringing in.’

She rolled her bloody hand. She held it with her other hand to stem the flow.

Mac looked around then shook his head.

‘No way! You can’t just leave it like that . . . I bet it’s guns. Was it? Were they bringing in guns? And those fancy fags from the cave?’

He shook his head again. ‘You’re totally wasted on cutting hair.’

‘Why don’t I feel flattered by that? . . . Surely the Queen and the FM are safe now, though?’

He shook his head. ‘No one can ever be completely safe. Those nutcases,’ he nodded to where the police van had been, ‘are the tip of the iceberg. An attack on either the Queen or the First Minister is what they have planned. To get rid of either would be a coup.’

‘So, wait a minute, let me get this straight. They’re actually willing to kill the Queen or the FM in the name of nationalism?’

He nodded. ‘Sure. It’s not any kind of nationalism that you or I would recognise. It’s fascism with a blue and white face.’

‘You mean a shield emboldened by a thistle and a couple of swords . . . What about the boats on the coast?’

‘They’re not in our jurisdiction, but I think we helped discover not only what they were bringing in but where they were coming from.’

She raised her eyebrows in a question. ‘The fag ends?’

‘Baltic.’

She blew out a long breath, frustrated but understanding that he wouldn’t give any more away. ‘So the weekend away was worth it?’

‘In so far as it helped you make the connection between Frances and Martin. We’ve known for a while that someone was leaking titbits about the First Minister’s itinerary. Wherever she’s been on duty or off she’s had a few of these unsavouries pitching up and heckling. Then she had a meeting with the Queen this week, which was rescheduled at the last minute and still they turned up at Waverley station. Their presence has become consistent with more of them in the last few weeks. It just felt as if they had gained confidence and momentum. Something had changed. Thank God you recognised Martin on the CCTV.’

‘What’ll happen to Frances?’

‘Not sure yet. But she’ll be charged. Never work for us again.’

She glanced up at the sky. ‘You see that’s my problem. Because there is no “us” any more, is there? You’re all tied together like a knotted ball of wool. Is that deliberate?’

He sighed. ‘Too many questions for now. I have to get back. I’ll catch you later.’

She touched her cheek.

He hesitated. ‘You okay?’

She nodded. ‘Sure. Just need to get cleaned up.’

Mac still didn’t move. ‘You want to go over what happened?’

Whenever he used that voice she welled up. She swallowed and shook her head. Another car pulled up. Simon got out, and as routine demanded, pulled at his shirt cuffs as he approached. She smiled. We all have nervous tics. He headed for Mac. They shook hands. A flicker of alarm passed over Simon as he noticed her face.

She wiped her cheek, smearing the dried blood and opening the wound. She gave them both a brief nod and slipped into her Rav, pulling the door shut. She caught a whiff of her assailant’s odour and instinctively put the window down. She switched on the engine and gripped the steering wheel. Her legs began to shake, so she took a few long, slow breaths. That didn’t improve them. What she needed most was to run. But the Rav would be no good to her double parked in Leith. She switched the radio on, turned up the volume and drove back to the West Bow on adrenaline.


Chapter Thirty Two

Her legs didn’t stop trembling until after she ran full pelt from the parking space and up the stairs to her flat. Adrenaline must have somewhere to go. Inside she stripped off, dumping each item in a pile at the bathroom door, and stepped into a warm shower. As water powered from the showerhead she flinched and cursed as it reopened the gashes on her cheek and hand. She stared at the pool of pale pink water gathering in the shower base. Getting dried was tricky. Who’d have imagined that such small cuts could produce so much blood? She stared at her face in the mirror. He had caught her twice, once on the cheekbone the other, just below, was not so deep.

It took ages to fiddle around patching herself up with butterfly plasters but eventually she stemmed the blood flow. Defo not looking her best. Time for tea. With the kettle on she stood with her back to the worktop, soothed by the familiarity of its gentle bubbling. What intelligence did Mac have that he wasn’t telling? Would those guys really have had a pop at the Queen or the FM? Surely their best chance of getting what they wanted was a First Minister whose sympathy and energy went into making Scotland independent? Clasping a mug of hot tea she made her way into the sitting room and plonked herself on the couch. She flicked on the TV. BBC News 24 had nothing running on the skirmish in Leith; no surprises there. She searched for the Scottish news – not the right time. She switched off, unsure why she was still in the habit of flicking on the TV when the internet was the place to find anything and everything. But she found nothing there either. Too early or too sensitive?

With her mug on the floor and feet tucked beneath her on the couch, she pulled the throw over her shoulders. Maybe if she closed her eyes for a few minutes she’d feel better.

She was woken by loud bangs. Gunshots? She sat bolt upright on the edge of the couch, and rubbed her eyes remembering that fireworks mark the start of the Tattoo. It was getting dark and she was peckish. She groped for the remote again and flicked the TV on but still didn’t find any coverage. Her muscles objected to every movement and the only thing she could muster the energy to do was crawl to bed and sleep, but her mobile vibrated in her jacket pocket still on the heap outside the bathroom. She was in no mood to chat but the vibration persisted. She couldn’t stand it. She staggered up the hall and checked the screen. She tensed, thought about ignoring it, but didn’t, ‘Hi Angus, how are you?’ She hadn’t given him her mobile number.

He said, ‘Fancy meeting up for that dinner?’

‘Frankly, no. I’ve had a day and a half.’ She gently prodded her raw face, proud of her assertiveness.

He was hesitant but persisted, ‘I could cook for you.’

She raised her eyes to the ceiling and heaved a sigh, ‘Thanks, but no-can-do.’ She was about to say, ‘some other time’ but realised there wouldn’t be another time. She wasn’t only tired. She didn’t trust him. The photograph of Sal on his desk stuck in her mind like a grain of gravel in her shoe. She said, ‘I have to go.’

‘Is that a substitute for “I’m washing my hair”?’

Her hesitation was all he needed.

‘Ah. Okay. Probably see you around.’

‘Look, there’s someone else trying to get through. Bye . . .’

Astonished and wary Viv said, ‘Sal, good to hear you. Has Mac been in touch?’

‘No Viv, he hasn’t. What happened this morning is all over Fettes. Are you all right?’

‘I’m looking like shit, but I’ll heal. How about you, you okay?’

A long silence, then, ‘I miss you. Is there anything I can do to help?’

Viv stalled, ‘Well I’m sure some of your famous macaroni and cheese wouldn’t go amiss.’

Sal didn’t answer immediately.

Viv said, ‘No don’t worry, I was only . . .’

‘No, no, I’d love to. It’s just I’m amazed, glad you’d let me help.’

‘A woman will go a long way for a decent mac and cheese.’ She almost heard Sal smile.

‘Don’t move. I’m on my way.’

 

Less than an hour later the buzzer sounded. Her belly contracted, she rubbed the roots of her hair as she answered.

It was Mac’s voice. ‘Hey, Viv it’s me. I won’t stay long but I thought . . .’

She released the catch and leaned on the doorframe until he appeared. Like her, Mac always ran up the stairs. He arrived breathing hard but nowhere near collapse.

‘Sal’s on her way. I think I nicked her parking space.’ He grinned. ‘Nothing like a gooseberry to spoil a wee cosy tete-a-tete.’

She shook her head again, ‘You’re nuts. She’s only going to make me dinner. Nothing sophisticated enough for you mind.’

He winked and leapt back before her fist connected with his upper arm. ‘I’m just surprised that she’s . . .’

‘You and me both. I’m dying to hear what’s happened to Sam.’

The buzzer sounded again and Viv released the door downstairs. They waited as Sal’s footsteps clip-clopped up to meet them. She dropped two bags of groceries and leaned against the bannister. ‘Wine, we all need wine,’ she panted.

Mac lifted the bags and took them into Viv’s kitchen. Sal stretched her hand up to touch Viv’s cheek. ‘Does it hurt?’

‘Stings.’ She held Sal’s hand and kissed her fingers.

Mac clattered around opening cupboards, ‘Where are the glasses?’

They smiled and went down the hall to help. When they were all comfortable in the sitting room, with wine and nibbles, Mac said, ‘I know you think you didn’t gather much intel on the west coast Viv, but you did. These thugs have been running rings round the Marine Police. And Frances, our mole, I’m amazed at how naïve she’s been, how naïve I’ve been. Gullible isn’t the word. I must have been blind.’

Viv opened her mouth to speak but Mac raised his hand. ‘No let me finish, I have to take some of the responsibility for this . . . So, Frances goes on a dating site, not wise in her position, but not illegal. Starts seeing some guy whom she allegedly had no idea was angling to meet her for the sole purpose of info gathering. She doesn’t believe she was giving anything away that wasn’t in the public domain. But she’s wrong. The guys in the cyber hub were the only ones who knew that the Queen’s meeting with the FM was changed at the last minute. Not even sure it had filtered through to their aides. That wasn’t reported so she’s either unbelievably stupid or she thinks we are. I’m inclined to think it’s the latter. And don’t get me started on Archie . . . it’s curtains for him.’

Sal went to speak, but Mac shot her a look so she lifted a few crisps and sat back on the couch and let him continue.

‘Finding and following Martin Martin was the stroke of genius. We’d have taken a while to connect him to Roderick, and joining the dots between him and this bunch of thugs on the coast was a long shot but . . . look what happened when you took the punt. Who’d have thought that a tat on a severed arm would lead us, well you, to the downfall of such a powerful ring? I’m talking about guys from Eastern Europe and South America who, we knew were connected but . . . Viv it’s a really big deal what you’ve done.’

‘Okay, okay I get it . . . Is there a way out for Archie?’

‘Not a chance. Pain in the arse though, losing two listeners in one week . . . Impressive string of events Doc.’

‘Glad to be of service, but can we ease up with the praise? Right now I’m starving.’

Sal stood and wandered out to the kitchen. ‘I can take a hint.’

Viv said, ‘No stay.’

But Sal called back, ‘I’ve already heard it.’

Mac shook his head. ‘You’ll be offered promotion. You want my job? I’ve seriously slipped up on this.’

Viv laughed, ‘Don’t be an arse. If you hadn’t given me the footage I’d never have . . . ’

He interrupted her, ‘You have to learn to take credit. I know you’re not interested in money. But prestige, the next challenge?’

Sal shouted from the kitchen, ‘No! No more challenges.’

Viv and Mac stared at each other, and shrugged surprised by Sal’s vehemence.

Sal stuck her head round the door and pointed a cheese grater at Viv, ‘You’ve had quite enough adventure for now. Please, promise you’ll stay safe for a while?’

‘I never knowingly put myself in danger. I’ve had a . . . scuffle today but I was never really in . . .’

Mac snorted, ‘That is total bull and you know it. That cutthroat could have severed an artery or anything. Don’t tell porkies. You were in danger. Your attacker, is a total sociopath, no badges from the Mother Theresa Foundation for him any time soon. If you knew what he’s been doing with young women.’

Viv held up her hand, ‘Okay. I get it. But I can’t take any more details. Let’s eat.’

Mac stood, stretched then laid his hands on his hips, ‘Good job Viv, really good job. I have to get back to Fettes to process things, so I’ll leave you two to it.’ He raised his eyebrows then grinned. Both Viv and Sal shook their heads in disbelief as he nipped out into the stairwell. They stood on the landing and listened to him chortling all the way to the bottom.

‘He’s right Viv, it is a big deal to have bust up that ring. It’s been a huge thorn in the side of Strathclyde and Lothian. I know. I know we’re not supposed to call them that any more, but both forces have been plagued by illegal drug running, guns appearing on the streets, and women, well girls . . . Just think, maybe you could have a holiday?’

‘Is that an invitation?’

Sal flushed, ‘Could be.’

‘And Sam?’

‘Let’s eat then we can talk.’

Sal opened a delicious bottle of Barolo.

After they’d eaten they lounged with legs stretched out on the ottoman.

Sal swirled wine in the base of her glass, ‘We were duped.’ She laughed, ‘Deception is the new black.’

Viv screwed up her eyes and shifted to face Sal. ‘Deception is the old black.’

Sal nodded. ‘You’re right. Sam wasn’t interested in me any more than Angus was in you.’

This made Viv sit up. ‘What d’you mean? What does Angus have to do with . . .’ She refilled their glasses then tucked her feet beneath her on the couch. ‘So there’s a connection between Angus and Sam?’

Sal nodded, ‘Yes. Let’s say they’ve worked together and . . .’

‘Were they together together?’

Sal nodded again. ‘You could say that, although she said he was doing all the running. I wouldn’t trust her as far as I could spit. They’ve played us . . . I saw her emails.’

Viv raised her eyebrows, ‘What, you just happened to see them?’

‘Well, not exactly. But she became weird when you were around. Overtly physical, always asking questions about you. I’m not a forensic psychologist for nothing. Best way to get to know someone is to check their communications and since I was never invited to her flat I checked her phone . . . I should have known.’ She held up her hands in defeat, ‘but at least I found out what they were up to.’

‘So let me get this straight, Angus was coming on to me as a way of making Sam jealous? And she was doing the same with you to make him jealous? How absurd is that?’

‘Takes all sorts. But I’m telling you we’ve been played like fiddles. So, I say you and I call the next tune.’

Viv snorted, ‘I’m not looking for a new band . . .’

Sal edged over to her on the couch and dropped a light kiss onto her lips. ‘Me neither.’

 

THE END




Who is She?

 

A Viv Fraser Mystery




Chapter One

Wednesday

 

The flat was hot and stuffy. Her mum belonged to that post-war generation who really did believe that cleanliness was next to godliness and that fresh air was the cure for everything, but today the cocktail of chemicals in the guise of violets and spring flowers had nowhere to escape to. Viv glanced around at the windows, all secured. Very unlike her mum. Fair enough. Edinburgh was known for its formidable east wind and today it was on the wrong side of biting, but still, the flat could do with a serious airing.

‘Mum. Did you hear me? I think he’s probably the same guy and you’ve just forgotten.’

Her mum sat in her usual chair picking at the edges of her nails. ‘No. I have not forgotten. The man that usually cleans the windows is bald and this one had a full head of hair. So unless I’m losing my marbles it was a different man.’

Viv, who uncharitably thought the latter was entirely possible, said, ‘Okay. What do you want me to do?’

Her mum paused and screwed up her eyes as if dredging her memory. She shook her head and blew out a breath. ‘No. It won’t come. But just you watch your back.’

Viv’s eyebrows reached for her hairline. ‘Right. I’ll get away now. I’m sure Mand will be here later with James.’

Her mum’s face transformed from exasperation to adoration in a single motion. Viv marvelled at how many muscles it took to do that and how lovely her mum looked when she was happy. She rubbed her mum’s arm and went to the door, stopped and glanced back. ‘D’you want me to put the TV on or open a window?’ As if the two were connected.

Her mum shook her head, and said, ‘I’m perfectly capable . . . You just mind your back.’

‘Sure mum, see you later.’

‘Sure. How much later?’

Ah, not so out of sorts as to forget the customary dig. Amanda, Viv’s sister, was the golden girl, the regular visitor. And now with James she was more popular than ever. Viv buttoned up her jacket and wrapped her scarf round her neck as she approached her car. She stopped abruptly and hissed through gritted teeth at the sight of a white illegal-to-park-here sticker plastered over the driver’s section of the windscreen. ‘Shit! Shit! Shit!’ It wasn’t the first time the warden of her mum’s sheltered accommodation had been overzealous. She knew Viv’s car, but when she was idle, which she seemed to be too often, she took pleasure in making life difficult for others. Not an ideal trait for a carer. Viv started scraping it off but the adhesive was solid and it took a few swipes with the screen wash before she’d cleared enough of the windscreen to see to drive.

‘Bitch!’ she mouthed at the warden, who was standing with arms crossed glaring out of the window of her own flat. Viv wondered about this vindictive streak and how it translated into the lives of the residents. One of these days she’d report her.

It took fifteen minutes to drive home to the West Bow. What did her mum mean with all that ‘mind your back’ stuff? She was many things, but a conspiracy theorist wasn’t one of them. And why no TV today? Viv couldn’t remember the last time she’d been in her mum’s flat when the TV was off. Also she never had the windows closed. The merits of fresh air had been drummed into them as kids although the cleaning smells that Viv remembered from childhood were Lysol and polish, almond polish. She made a mental note to have a conversation with Mand about it, but it would have to wait until she was in the right mood. Tricky to gauge.

She checked her mailbox in the front passage of the stair. Nothing but junk. Viv bolted upstairs two at a time, arriving at her door slightly out of breath. Her doormat was pitched up against the wall and the landing was damp. She remembered it was Wednesday, the day that the stair cleaners came, when it suited them. What was going on today? Even her stairwell smelled of disinfectant. If only she’d remembered she’d have stayed away. Her key was poised over the lock when Ronnie from next door poked his head out, as usual avoiding eye contact with her.

He said, ‘Eh Viv, you’ve had a visitor.’

‘Really?’ She wasn’t expecting anyone and few people knew her home address.

‘Yes, a man. Tall, handsome stranger, I suppose you’d say.’ He bit the inside of his cheek.

She was intrigued. ‘Did he say who he was or what he wanted?’

‘No. I was just getting my coat on when I heard your letter box . . . snap shut, and I wondered who would walk all the way up those stairs when there’s a place for post in the entrance hall . . . I was on my way out, not being nosy.’

Viv shook her head. Ronnie was the perfect neighbour. She hardly knew he was there, but at times like this he was a valuable ally. ‘What did he look like?’

Ronnie glanced over his shoulder as if to check that no one could hear him and lowered his voice. ‘I probably shouldn’t say this but he looked Germanic, Teutonic. He made me think of Wagner.’ This was as fluent as she’d heard him in a long while. Conversations were not his thing. His speech impediment held him back with strangers, but perhaps he was becoming more at ease with her.

The description wasn’t of anyone familiar to her but she smiled at the idea of Ronnie being a fan of Wagner. She’d never heard music from his flat that indicated a passion for anything other than modern jazz. She unlocked her door and glanced behind it. Nothing there. ‘How odd. I don’t know anyone particularly tall. Was he blonde?’

Ronnie nodded, ‘But not flaxen.’

This also made Viv smile, ‘And handsome? Nope, definitely not anyone that would come to my flat. Thanks for letting me know.’

They both stepped over their own thresholds. Viv’s interest piqued by the idea of a stranger, as Ronnie said, coming all the way up to her door when he’d have found out that she wasn’t at home by buzzing from down at street level. Did he want to leave something but was interrupted by Ronnie? Maybe he was at the wrong door, or just wanted to see exactly where she lived. Well, if he wanted to speak to her badly he’d turn up again.

The light on Viv’s answering machine flashed. She hit the play button and sat down at her desk waiting for the message. The sound of Jinty’s husky voice immediately improved her mood.

‘Hi, Viv. I know you don’t really do this kind of thing but I wondered as a complete one off, I mean complete one off, you might squeeze in an extra trim? We have a composer staying and he hasn’t had time to have his hair cut before his performance tomorrow night, and I thought since you were coming here anyway you might blah blah. You know the form. Ring me.’ Her voice lowered to just above a whisper as if she was worried about being heard, ‘Wouldn’t matter two hoots if you can’t do it. I mean really, who goes on tour and forgets to have their hair cut?’ Her voice returned to its original formality. ‘Completely understand. Looking forward.’

Viv nibbled her lip. She knew Jinty well and there was more to this message than the words suggested. What was she trying to tell her? Also it was a long message for Jinty, who hated speaking to machines almost as much as Viv did. Equally unusual for her to ask a favour, so there must be something going on. Viv rubbed her hands together then checked her diary. She couldn’t refuse Jinty anything unless it was impossible. She glanced at her laptop then quickly tapped out an email replying to Jinty.

She had a pile of things to do but couldn’t concentrate to do anything that mattered. Sal’s flight wasn’t until 6pm but she had to be at the airport by 4.30 at the latest, which meant leaving the West Bow at 3.30. She put a washing in the machine, went to the loo, stacked the crockery from the draining board away in cupboards. She flinched when the phone rang, and gave herself a telling-off. By the time she reached the sitting-room the light on the answering machine was already blinking. She pressed the play button. The sound of a telephone handset hitting against its cradle and her mum cursing to herself at the other end before hanging up was all she heard. What could she want? Viv had only just seen her. She called her back. No answer. She tried Amanda’s number but it went straight to voicemail. Her mum was no idle chatterer so only used the telephone if she had something important to say. She was about to pick up her bag and head back to her mum’s flat when her mobile vibrated. Her sister.

‘Mand, how is mum? She just tried to ring here but obviously got bored untangling the cord of her phone. I’m going online right now to buy her a cordless phone.’

‘That’s a waste of money. You know she hates the telephone. Nothing will make her leave a message unless it’s an absolute emergency. But never mind that. How was she when you were here earlier? I’ve come down to the lobby to ring you.’

Viv didn’t want to say exactly how she’d been, since Mand loved a drama and would blow the slightest thing out of proportion. ‘She was fine. Why?’

‘She keeps telling me to mind my back.’

The sound of heavy traffic, then a siren at Mand’s end, made it impossible for their conversation to continue. Viv shuffled papers on her desk until it passed.

‘I can’t think what’s riled her. She said the same to me. But, Mand, you know she’s getting a bit forgetful.’

Mand sighed. ‘Oh you always say that. She’s fine. Did she tell you about the window cleaner?’

Viv raised her eyebrows. ‘Yes she did mention that.’

‘She’s right, Viv. I’ve just checked with the warden and the window cleaner isn’t due for another month. Whoever it was, was casing the joint.’

This had already crossed Viv’s mind but she still didn’t want Mand to go off on one. ‘There must be . . . actually let’s leave it. If they were after something in mum’s flat they’ll return. Now that we know we can make sure the warden keeps a closer eye.’

‘Well that’s just it, the warden did see him and has CCTV of the car he came in. You’ll have to go and see her. She’ll show you what she’s got. She just brushed me off with ‘too busy.’.’

The idea of having to speak to the woman, who’d already cost her an extra fifteen minutes scraping white gloopy paper off her windscreen this morning, wasn’t on the cards anytime soon, but she said, ‘Sure I can do that.’

As if Mand had caught something in Viv’s tone she said, ‘You won’t do it, will you. This is another thing that I’ll have to take on. James . . .’

Viv interrupted her, ‘I said I’d do it.’

Mand, a mistress of emotional blackmail, had had such a different relationship with their mother that Viv sometimes wondered if they were sisters at all. Family photograph albums contained impressive evidence that they were, but they even looked so different it seemed impossible.

‘In fact I’m on my way. I’ll keep you posted.’

‘You always say that and never do.’

This wasn’t true but the usual chain of events when it was to do with their mum went something like, Mand asked Viv to do something, Viv thought Mand was overreacting but got worn down enough to take action anyway, Mand would keep phoning and leaving messages to see if Viv had followed through, and on one of those calls Viv would fill her in, so the need to ring her back to fill her in didn’t occur, because Mand always interrupted the sequence and got her information before Viv had had time to think it through. This often meant that Viv either withheld a load of info, or just spilled whatever she had and let Mand do what she did best, go off on one.

Viv decided to jog back to her mum’s to fill in some of the anxious time before picking up Sal. That way she’d avoid being wound up by the over-zealous warden sticking another of those notices on her windscreen again. She trotted down through the Grassmarket, along King’s Stables Road to the West End then round Rutland Square so that she was off the main traffic route. Only took twenty minutes and she chastised herself for not going on foot more frequently. She pressed the bell for deliveries and the warden answered the intercom, clearly flummoxed to hear Viv’s voice, since there was no car to alert her.

The door clicked open and Viv stepped into the foyer.

The warden waddled towards her, tight lipped and officious.

Viv didn’t give her any preamble, just said, ‘I’d like to see the CCTV footage for yesterday and the day before.’ No explanation, just a request.

‘Oh, I can’t give you access to that. It would have to be cleared by . . .’

Viv put the flat of her hand up. ‘Now, my mum has had a threatening encounter and I, as her immediate family, have a right to look at . . .’

It was the warden’s turn to interrupt. ‘I don’t have the authority to do that.’

‘Perhaps not, but with one phone call, which we are just about to . . .’

She took out her phone and glared at the warden in expectation of her giving up a number. She was not compliant but made a gesture for Viv to follow her to the office. Once there she rummaged through papers and drawers until she realised that Viv was going nowhere, and pressed a single digit on the landline on her desk.

Viv sighed and reminded herself that when people revelled in tiny victories it indicated their actual insecurity. But that didn’t justify inappropriate behaviour. You just had to look at the legacy of Hitler or Stalin to witness what insecure people were capable of. Viv was convinced that her mum was unhappy with the way she was treated by this woman but she had too little proof. Once or twice recently when Viv had said she’d ‘get the warden onto it’ her mum had made excuses so that Viv wouldn’t take action. Viv’s mum was no shrinking violet yet this warden had some sort of power over her. Viv glanced round the small tidy room. A box of tissues disguised under a satin and lace cover crouched on the window sill, a bookcase with a few ‘how to’ books sat beneath a framed certificate on the wall stating that the woman had ‘attended’ a course on communication with the elderly. The warden caught her reading it and glared. The place smelled of mock lavender, definitely more chemical than organic and barely masking another stale smell, which Viv recognised as over-full vacuum cleaner.

The call took two minutes. The warden conceded and turned her computer screen round so that Viv could view it. A few clicks later she watched the film that Mand had talked about. There definitely was a man going directly up a ladder to her mum’s first floor windows. Why would he do that if he was there to do the whole building? Surely he’d start at the top and work down? She stared at the paltry attempt he’d made at cleaning the window. There was more looking in than cleaning. What was he up to? Viv zoomed in to look for a logo on his clothing but she couldn’t see anything. The company that the housing association employed had to wear uniforms.

The warden said, ‘He’s definitely not one of the usual men. They’re all vetted and I haven’t seen him before. Also, they’re not allowed to work without uniforms and ID cards.’ There was a knock at the office door. A resident wanted help to open the clothes drier. Reluctantly the warden went with the woman, which left Viv free to download the footage onto a USB stick. It was possible that she’d find the man on another database but not one that she would access easily from a public network computer.

She left the office without saying goodbye and nipped upstairs to her mum’s flat. There was no answer when she knocked. She went back downstairs to the public rooms and through a window in the top of the door she saw her mum with a group of men and women concentrating on a watercolour class. Best leave her to it. She jogged home.


Chapter Two

Viv scraped the mould off a block of cheddar and put slivers of the remains on top of oatcakes. She bit into the first one and spat it out. Mouldy cheese was one thing but soft oatcakes, no way. Coffee with sugar would keep her going.

There wasn’t much time before she had to pick up Sal and take her to the airport. A strange sensation began to curdle in her stomach. Better find a distraction. The new software she’d recently installed would help in the task she was about to begin. People were visible. It wasn’t only China who had sophisticated surveillance. There were cameras and tech all around us gathering data to be used or stored in the event that someone or something needed to be traced. She believed that even the cameras used to deter speeding on motorways were constantly collecting data: registration numbers, the frequency of travel, the times of travel, and more importantly facial recognition of drivers. Big brother was much bigger and more far reaching than he’d ever been, but where there was information there was a desire to access it either by legal, or in her case not so legal means. She wasn’t doing any harm just taking a peek. So she entered her new office space, a small cupboard built into the eaves of her flat. With no window to distract her, she had placed a large desk directly against a wall and bought three large monitors each with a different operating system. She closed the door behind her and settled down. In the safety of her tech-womb she toured cyberspaces that most people would never believe existed, never mind believe that she could access them. The film that she’d acquired from the warden was, as most of them were, grainy, but that wasn’t difficult to remedy. Before installing her new software she’d have had to rely on Mac, or sneaking behind the firewall of the NTF services. She smiled. Her own super software was working a treat. The man who’d pretended to be her mum’s window cleaner had a unique, not to mention convenient, identifying scar above his right eye but even without that she’d have been able to identify him. She ran his face through another system and soon found a name and his police record. He was a petty criminal, with a long history of theft, shoplifting, breaking and entering, mainly small retailers. She snorted. He’d been done once for nicking dozens of boxes of bubbly off a lorry before they’d made it to the supermarket. Nothing sophisticated, but from what she could make out he always had intelligence in advance. Possible connections to a gang or syndicate? No violence recorded didn’t mean he hadn’t used it, just that he hadn’t been caught. Criminals were bright, creative people not to be underestimated. She’d known a few who’d given themselves up for a petty crime in the interest of something much greater going undiscovered. Her speculations helped to create a clearer picture, not always a bad thing. She laughed when people claimed, ‘What you see is what you get.’ Total BS. People were rarely what they let you see. Mostly they were the sum of what they were hiding. Freud was no slouch. She shifted in her chair and cracked her neck; she’d found out enough to dig in other avenues but now it was time to face the music with Sal.

 

Sal had convinced herself that a sabbatical in the USA was exactly what her career needed and that New York wasn’t that far away. Besides, there were direct flights now from Edinburgh, so no excuses not to see each other. But the fact that Sal was going at all was the problem. Or was it her solution? They’d had the ‘living together’ chat and it hadn’t ended well. The next thing that Viv knew Sal had applied and been accepted to do a year’s exchange to NYU. Viv wasn’t at all keen on the idea but preferred it to the live-in situation that Sal was pushing for. What was wrong with her? She didn’t want to be with anyone other than Sal. That much she’d worked out after seeing Sal with someone else. A feeling of dread haunted her. The thought of not having Sal’s company daily caused her gut to clench. Added to this emotional broth was the fact that she hated goodbyes. It took a certain kind of maturity to handle them and she wasn’t there yet.

She arrived at Sal’s tiny lower flat in the Stockbridge colonies and hovered at the gate to a postage-stamp-sized lawn reserved entirely for a Mollie the Collie emergency. It was a joke to call the space a garden, since garden presupposed a place to take pleasure in. Not so here – a wood store and two bins inhabited the single line of four paving slabs where previous residents might have parked a deck chair. Since there was no bark of acknowledgement, she assumed that Sal had arranged for Moll to stay with Brian up in Doune. Sal swung back the door before Viv had the chance to knock. No surprise there, since Sal was efficient and no doubt watching for Viv’s arrival from the window.

‘Ready?’ Viv asked, not feeling in the slightest bit ready herself.

Sal nodded, ‘Can you give me a hand with this?’

She stepped aside to reveal a huge bright yellow suitcase that could be seen from the moon. Viv grabbed hold of its handle and pulled it out onto the path. Viv waited at the gate while Sal retreated inside closing shutters and tending to whatever locking up and switching off had to be done before a long trip abroad. Viv swallowed hard as she pictured Sal meeting a whole department of new colleagues. Would she come back? Would she get sucked in by the American dream? Was there still such a thing? She hoped not.

Sal stepped out and closed the door, locked it with three different keys then remembered something else to do. Viv trundled the monster suitcase behind her towards the Rav, illegally parked on Glenogle Road. The Stockbridge Colonies was one of the most desirable areas of the city. Only a stone’s throw from good pubs, shops and eateries, but the most enviable thing was the Victorian swimming baths right on the door step. She heaved the case into the back of the car and turned to watch Sal trying to organise another three bags. A rucksack kept slipping off her shoulder onto another bag looped over her arm. Another small but smart looking rucksack wouldn’t stay on her other shoulder. How would she manage them all at the other end?

‘What the hell are you carrying all that for?’

Sal shot her a don’t-even-go-there glare as she stopped again to rearrange the ensemble.

Viv travelled lightly in the knowledge that people all over the world wore tee shirts and pants and brushed their teeth. No matter where she went she could purchase anything that she’d need, and if she couldn’t nobody died. She took hold of the heaviest rucksack and strode to the Rav where she’d left the tailgate open. Sal threw the remaining bags in and jumped into the passenger side. They drove off in silence. Viv felt sick. She swallowed and tried to slow her breath. ‘When’s your first trip home?’ It was out before she realised.

Sal snapped. ‘God Viv, I’ve not even left yet.’

Viv bit back a jibe, and kept her eyes on the road. She chewed her lip as they drove round the back of the Botanic Gardens.

Sal said, ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean . . .’ Silent tears rolled down her cheeks. She swiped them with the back of her hand then fumbled about in a pocket for a handkerchief. ‘I knew this was a bad idea . . . I’ve forgotten tissues.’

Viv, relieved that she’d managed to contain her tears, pointed to the glove compartment. ‘There’s a box in there. Help yourself.’

Everyone has different ways of dealing with tension in relationships. These two wanted to be together for the long term, but Viv had this giant obstacle about living together. Sal wasn’t a quitter, but at some level thought that a bit of distance might be a good thing, otherwise she wouldn’t be on her way to the USA. She was clear about what she wanted. But after Dawn, Viv was scared and Sal knew it. Having an ex who’d treated her like an out of date fashion accessory meant Viv’s defences were impenetrable. She’d given Dawn her heart and soul then been spat out like stale chewing gum. She could never let that happen again. It didn’t seem to matter that she knew Sal was completely different; once bitten and all that.

Sal glanced across at her. ‘I am sorry. I mean now isn’t the time to be bitter. We are still together.’ This sounded like a question.

Viv snorted, ‘Yeah, with a large body of water between us.’

‘I’ll be home every couple of months. It’s not as if they’ve given me a green card or anything. There’s no chance of it becoming permanent. You do know that, don’t you?’

‘You doth protest too much methinks.’ Viv kept her eyes firmly on the road ahead. Why would she mention a ‘green card’?

Sal drew in a deep breath. ‘We’ve been over this. You know it’s an exchange sabbatical. One year. The prof from NYU won’t want to spend the rest of her life at Central.’

Viv interrupted her. ‘That’s an odd way to think of it. It doesn’t matter what she wants. It matters what you want. It matters how tied up in the American dream of profiling you become. No point in hypothesising about what some professor that you’ve never met might or might not want.’ Her tone had risen out of her comfort zone. She told herself to quit while she was ahead. This was not the way to say goodbye.

Sal blew her nose. Viv admired the volume produced by such a petite woman. She welled up again. The driver of the car in front delayed his reaction to the traffic lights and Viv hit the horn. He threw her a rude gesture then stalled.

‘For fuck sake!’

Sal stretched across and put her hand over Viv’s. ‘It’s okay. We’ll get there.’

An ambiguous statement when so much was at stake. How possible was it to sustain a relationship over such a distance? The whole idea of them having two roofs in Edinburgh drove Sal to distraction. They both knew that they could live on their own happily enough and Sal had suggested she’d like lots of weekends in the country which meant space was available if and when they needed it. Viv could take or leave the countryside but understood that Sal wanted a grown-up relationship, the kind where she came home in the evening and discussed her day over a glass of wine and a bowl of pasta, put her feet up and watched a bit of TV before going to bed with the person she loved. But understanding this, and at times even being drawn to the idea, it was still a step too far.

And now Sal was on her way to a new university with the FBI’s new forensic profiling library and new colleagues. Way too much temptation. Viv’s insides flipped. The slip-road to the airport was nose-to-tail with traffic and they sat in silence as the queue inched forward. It was as if they were being taunted by an external force, compelling them to confront whatever needed confronting – and yet they each shifted in their seats in silence. Their silence wasn’t nothing; it was the weight of a particular something that sat like Sisyphus’s rock between them. Neither believed in letting things lie, so before they reached the terminal Viv exhaled a long, loaded sigh. She couldn’t pinpoint exactly what she felt but it was somewhere between frustration, exasperation and bloody mindedness. How could two women, known for their exceptional communication skills, not address what might happen next?

The traffic began to move enough for Viv to change up into third gear. It was agony. ‘I suppose we have to just suck it and see.’

Sal turned to face her. ‘Oookay. Odd choice of analogy though.’

They pulled into a space in the short-term car park and Viv jumped out and went to fetch a trolley. The sooner the inevitable was over the better. She returned, hauled Sal’s giant case from the boot, and lifted it onto the trolley. Sal stood rooted to the spot swiping tears from her cheeks. Viv abandoned the bags and scooped Sal up into a tight embrace and spoke into her hair. ‘We’ll be fine. Just don’t forget about me.’

Sal withdrew. ‘How could you even say that?’

‘Coz I don’t know what else to say. We both know that you wouldn’t be doing this if it wasn’t for me.’

‘Don’t flatter yourself. I’m dying to get into this new job.’

‘That, I suppose, is what I’m scared of. I’m scared that you’ll love it and not come back.’

Sal stroked Viv’s cheek. ‘Now who’s being daft? Of course I’m coming back. What would Moll do without me?’

The mention of Mollie had them both clinging to each other. Sal probably found it as difficult to leave the dog behind as she did Viv, but it didn’t feel like that now. An airport security announcement brought them both back to the practicalities of getting Sal checked in and through to departures. With her arm around Sal’s shoulder Viv wheeled the trolley towards the departures entrance. No mean feat with so many people bustling about and bollards to negotiate.

The queue for Sal’s flight was snaking round its cordons. People, like the walking dead, slowly pushed their bags forward.

Suddenly Sal said, ‘What am I doing?’

Viv looked at Sal to see if she’d changed her mind. But Sal was digging around in her rucksack.

She pulled out her ticket and flapped it in front of Viv, ‘Business class. They paid for business class. We’re in the wrong queue. Over there.’ She pointed to a desk where a woman sat idle. ‘That’s where we should be.’

There were lots of people behind them now and they had a problem getting beneath the cordon to access the other desk. Only then did the penny drop and Viv realised how prestigious the post was that Sal was going to. She was being totally selfish by not embracing this as a big deal for Sal. She should be excited for her, not behaving like a spoiled child.

‘Look Sal, this is a great chance for you. I could come and visit.’

Sal’s look of alarmed disbelief confirmed just how badly behaved she’d been.

Viv rubbed her hands over her face, ‘No, really. How smart are you getting to fly business class? No cattle in sight for you.’

Sal handed her ticket to the woman and turned to Viv. ‘Nice that you’re getting the hang of it.’ She smiled and turned back to answer security questions about her luggage. Viv hovered and warmed to the idea of joining Sal in New York. A vision of a loft apartment with bare brick walls and endless space began to take shape.

‘Send me pics of your accommodation.’

Sal nodded, still distracted by the process of her luggage being checked straight through to New York even though she was going to be at Heathrow for a couple of hours before the transatlantic hop.

‘I’d have to fly cattle from Edinburgh direct.’

Sal didn’t make eye contact. Viv needed to go through the necessary thought process in her own time.

‘Yeah. I think that’s doable. If you’ve got the space.’

Sal hooked her arm into Viv’s, ‘Oh, I think if I was sleeping in a hermit’s cell I’d make space for you.’

By the time they stepped onto the escalator there were smiles on both of their faces.


Chapter Three

The drive home was a whole lot easier and Viv’s shoulders were returning to their rightful position. In her head she planned when she could shift her clients to take time off. No point in going all that way just for the weekend.

Before she got back to the flat she received a text from Mac, ‘Dinner at B’s?’

She didn’t answer until she was on her way upstairs. She sent a question back. ‘Why? What are you up to?’

‘Nothing. Just wanted to run something by you.’

‘Nothing’ was always something with Mac. She put the kettle on and checked her emails before answering. ‘Okay. I’ve got stuff to do, so not late.’

The stuff she had to do could be done at any time, but it was best done while she was fresh, and that no longer applied in the middle of the night.

Mac replied, ‘7pm?’

She agreed, glancing at the time; only an hour to go. She was starving but knew if she went down the chocolate digestive route she’d take the edge off Bella’s delicious dish of the day. She went back into her cubbyhole study and ran through more info on the petty thief. Nothing like trawling the net to lose track of time. Next time she looked up it was time to be at Bella’s.

‘Hi,’ she said, panting after her sprint to the bistro.

Mac stood and pulled out the chair opposite him. Old manners were so seductive. ‘She’s got your fav on.’ He nodded to the specials board. ‘Venison casserole. Good weather for a hearty stew.’

She laughed, ‘What the heck are you on? You sound like a TV chef.’

Bella arrived with menus but they both opted for the special and their usual beers.

Viv smiled, ‘How’s it going, Bella?’

‘Not too bad. Apart from this Baltic weather. It keeps people in their sitting rooms bonding with the remote control.’

Viv laughed. An image of her mum popped into her head.

Mac said, ‘Our gain. No need to give us small portions.’

Bella snorted, ‘You’ve never had a small portion from me yet.’

Viv interrupted, ‘No he hasn’t but I have. Gender biased portions Bella, not PC.’

Bella shook her head and wandered off with their order.

‘So what do you really want?’

Mac grinned, ‘No point in bull shitting you is there?’

She shook her head, ‘Nope.’

‘It’s unofficial.’

She interrupted him, ‘When is it ever anything else with you guys?’

‘You remember the sweep of the cyber analyst’s consoles that you did?’

‘Yes. It wasn’t that long ago.’

‘Well, we have another console that we’d like checked.’

Bella arrived with a basket of sourdough bread and a small bowl of pale yellow Italian butter. They tucked in without hesitation, confident that everything Bella served was tip-top.

‘Oh, I could live on this.’ Viv held up a slice of bread slathered with butter.

Bella called over her shoulder, ‘Luckily you don’t have to. There’s more food on its way.’

‘So, this console, who does it belong to?’

‘Ah, well that’s the thing.’

Viv leaned in, ‘Top brass got found out at last?’

Mac leaned back. ‘Was that a guess?’

She laughed, ‘Kind of. But when you want me on board it’s always a job that no one in-house would or should touch. So how high does it go?’

He raised his eyebrows, swallowed, then wiped his mouth with a napkin. ‘Oh, you know, the seat next to God.’

Bella appeared with two piping hot dishes of casserole with mash on the side. ‘Take your time. The plates are blistering hot. Don’t want health and safety on my case.’

It took them a few minutes to divvy out the mash but once they’d had their first taste and agreed its merits Viv said, ‘Who has already seen the console?’

Mac hesitated. ‘Well, Gordon, but . . .’

‘I can imagine what Gordon’s “but” is. I take it he didn’t find what you thought he’d find?’

‘No, he didn’t. But I’m sure there’s something more on there than he . . .’

‘Was willing to say or just couldn’t find?’

‘I think he genuinely didn’t find it. You on the other hand . . .’

‘Gordon’s lazy. Or scared. Which do you think it is?’

‘Not sure. That’s why I think you’d dig a bit deeper. You’re not scared or lazy.’

‘Don’t think seducing me with kind words will work.’

He pointed his fork at her, ‘Ah, but it does. You are one sucker for kind words and especially today . . .’

He knew that Sal had left this afternoon.

‘You’re a mercenary sod. Using my emotional weakness to . . . get me to work for you.’

‘So was that a yes?’

She finished a mouthful and nodded, ‘Sure. Information is currency. The more data I have the more swollen my virtual account gets.’

‘I knew you’d be fascinated. Unlike most folk you’d never be seduced by dosh. It’s always about the knowledge.’

‘Knowledge has always been more valuable than money, but I don’t need to tell you that.’

They continued eating in relative silence, each of them making Neanderthal noises of appreciation.

Finally, Bella cleared the table, and said, ‘I’ve got vanilla pannetone. Interested?’

Viv said, ‘Is the Pope a Catholic?’

‘I think the current one is.’

Mac held up his finger. ‘I’m in.’

‘Coffees?’

‘The usual,’ Mac said, without asking Viv.

She said, ‘So when do you want me to take a look?’

He shifted in his seat.

She laughed, ‘You guys are always chasing your tail. I take it you need it yesterday?’

He sighed, ‘So can you come to Fettes with me after this?’

‘God, Mac, you’re such a charmer. A girl could get ideas.’

‘Maybe, but not a girl like you. Are you in or not?’

‘Sure am.’

They finished dinner and Mac went to pick up the bill. She beat him to it and scooped it up. No you don’t. Fifty fifty. You’ll get my invoice all in good time.’

‘I was being friendly.’

‘No such thing as a free lunch, or dinner. God, I hardly remember which meal I’ve just eaten I was so hangry.’

As they reached the street Mac said, ‘So how was it with Sal?’

‘Oh, as you’d expect.’ Now wasn’t the time for her to revisit her heart. ‘I’ll take my own car in case you decide you’re doing an all-nighter.’

The car park at Fettes was quiet, but that was no surprise since it was no longer HQ for the whole of Lothian and Borders. She waved to the duty sergeant on reception, but Mac bypassed the formal signing in process and rapidly led her to the floor below, as if he didn’t want people to see her.

‘This is clandestine.’

‘I’ve had permission to get you in “with as little disturbance as possible”. The powers that be don’t want feathers ruffled.’

‘You mean beyond the ones that have been already?’

Mac used his security card to access a room and the door hissed aside. ‘The info we’ve got is enough to hang him, I mean metaphorically.’

‘Yeah I got that, we’ve not been hanging for a while now.’ She shook her head. ‘Sometimes I think you’ve got no idea who I am. And by the way how come you still don’t have iris recognition on that door? How long has it been?’

He shrugged. ‘The door still opens with a card.’

She rummaged in her bag and pulled out three similar cards. ‘Like these you mean.’

He tried to grab them. ‘How did you get those?’

She jumped out of reach. ‘Oh no you don’t. I worked hard for these. Besides I’m not here under false pretences.’

‘You wouldn’t be here if I didn’t know how valuable . . .’

‘Piss off with the flattery and show me the console.’

Mac took her to the back of the room where a row of grey desks had been assembled to spread out an assortment of evidence. Sheets of printed pages in clear bags, a rubber, pencil, and pens each in its own bag. She stretched out to lift one.

‘Best not to touch. You never know when your prints will be used against you.’ He pulled out two pairs of latex gloves. ‘Here.’

The many layers of suspicion within the service were as sticky as a stack of pancakes with maple syrup.

‘Is this what you want me to look at?’ She pointed at a screen.

He nodded and rolled a chair across from another console. She sat and began tapping on the keyboard.

He rolled another chair over. ‘You won’t be able to get in without the pass . . .’

‘Oh paleeeze.’

He hovered as she continued to tap and the screen went black before suddenly becoming covered in thousands of characters. She scrolled and scrolled until she spotted something. ‘See that?’ She pointed to the screen. ‘You want me to explore that. I think Gordon was scared and if I was in house I’d probably have done the same. I mean lied. There’s no way that he didn’t spot that.’

‘Why do you say that?’

‘Because that row of numbers on the end means . . .’

Mac glanced around as if there was someone else in the room. There wasn’t.

She said, ‘What? There’s always someone listening. I’m surprised you don’t all have a corn plaster over your cameras and cotton wool over the mics. Simple solutions.’

‘So what exactly does that mean?’

‘It means communication with an outside source.’

‘Outside where?’

‘If I said go to Europe and travel east.’

‘We thought that was it but we couldn’t be absolutely sure. Is there only one entry?’

‘So far, but that one entry takes you off this server. Shall we take a look?’

He glanced around him again. ‘I’m nervous of . . .’

She laughed, ‘You don’t say. I’ll send you this Url and you can decide if it’s enough and if not you can take a look at the other stuff. Got a spare USB stick?’

He handed her one. ‘No, just do it. We’re running out of time.’

She stared at him, ‘I take it the “we” you mean isn’t us?’ She pointed to herself then back to him.

‘No, you’re right. It’s bigger than the two in the room.’

‘How big?’

‘Pretty big.’

She continued to search and download information. ‘You shouldn’t ever ask your in-house guys to do this kind of stuff. They just feel trapped between a rock and a hard place. I mean if they find something, it means they weren’t vigilant the first time round. Also, if whoever this console belongs to gets off, they’ve got some poor cyber analyst to come after. Either way it has to be someone neutral-ish.’ She grinned, ‘Like me.’

‘No one is neutral.’

‘No, they are not, but I’m not worried about losing my nine to five. Oh and another thing, once you’re ahead in this game you have to keep at it and I’m not sure your guys do. Too easy to become complacent when you know there’s a pension coming. Me, well, I’m just a hungry, nosey sod. Here,’ she handed him the USB. ‘Now that does contain enough to hang them.’

‘You make it look so simple, but it’s not.’

‘It is simple once your eyes have been trained to spot anomalies. It’s like a wallpaper pattern. If you stare at it you see all sorts of shapes repeating but if one of those rolls hasn’t been hung straight and you get an overlap or a kink, you can’t unnotice it. Just like that on a page of encrypted info.’

He shook his head. ‘I appreciate you’re trying to give me the idiot’s guide but there’s more to it.’

She shrugged, ‘Have it your own way, babe. You usually do. Now if we’re done entrapping your colleague I’ve got other work to do.’ She put her hand on his arm. ‘Hope it works out. I’m confident you’re on the side of the angels.’

She walked to the door and put one of her cards up to the sensor; it hissed open. Mac rubbed his hands over his face. ‘You are the limit. But thanks, I really do appreciate your help.’

‘Invoice will arrive in your inbox before you can say . . .’

He interrupted her, ‘Actually . . .’

She got the message, ‘Okay, cash invoice next time we meet?’

He nodded and held up the USB. ‘This is the icing on the cake if we need it. Hopefully he’ll go voluntarily without any noise. We’ll see.’


Chapter Four

Thursday

 

Viv huffed and puffed as she scrapped a thick layer of ice off the Rav’s windscreen. Not the start she needed on a busy hair morning. She’d forgotten her gloves and had to blow warmth back into her hands. Nothing worse than a cold car – apart from all the things that were worse. It took ten minutes to drive down through the Canongate and round the back of Abbey Hill to reach Jinty’s house on Regent’s Terrace. She hadn’t heard back from her and wasn’t feeling inspired by the idea of fitting in a new head of hair. Once she’d parked and put a ticket inside the car she grabbed her kit from the boot and walked over an expanse of cobbled road to the grand Georgian townhouse. She rang the bell, listening to it peal through the cavernous hallway while appreciating her distorted image in a highly polished, brass lion’s-head knocker.

She stamped her feet on a giant coir mat to prevent her toes from freezing up. Jinty opened the door and said in a pitch that was even lower than usual, ‘Hi Viv, soooo lovely to see you.’ This was normal, but the look on her face didn’t match her words, and she was shaking her head with her eyebrows knitting together. No mean feat. Viv tried to work out what the message was as Jinty took hold of her sleeve and guided her in.

Jinty whispered, ‘I’ve told him you are too busy to do it.’

Confused, Viv said, ‘Did you get my email?’

Jinty nodded furiously, ‘Yes.’ Then raising her voice. ‘That’s no problem. We completely understand. He’ll look fine. It just needs a good wash and blow dry and I’ll help with that before he leaves.’

Jinty swept upstairs with her forefinger to her lips and beckoned Viv to follow. Once inside Jinty’s bedroom with the door closed firmly behind them Jinty dropped her shoulders and said, ‘He’s too weird. Too weird.’ She pointed to the room below indicating where he was. ‘I’m convinced he has an ulterior motive for meeting you. At first I could see what he meant about his hair but then he said something that didn’t make sense. As if seeing you was part of a plan. He doesn’t make eye contact and he’s been too inquisitive about your life. I mean you are a very interesting woman, no one believes that more than me, but why would he want to know about a hairdresser in a city that he’s never been in before. Tell me that’s not odd.’

This certainly grabbed Viv’s attention. ‘Why would he do that? I don’t know any composers and where was it you said he was from?’

‘He’s from Berlin.’

‘No, I definitely don’t know anyone from Berlin.’ She thought of Ronnie and his Wagnerian description of her visitor. ‘What does he look like?’

‘Oh, he’s a handsome devil, but there’s something not quite right about him, and I’m not sharing you with anyone who doesn’t deserve you. Now let’s get this,’ she held a few strands of her hair aloft, ‘sorted. I have to look half decent for the concert.’

‘Okay. But is he tall and blond and handsome?’

‘Yes, he is. Was that a guess?’

‘You don’t happen to have a photograph of him, do you?’

‘Sure. I have a flyer for the concert. I don’t care how famous he is; he doesn’t deserve you . . . I’m surprised you haven’t heard of him. His name is Kurt Hahn. I’ll get that flyer for you.’ She moved towards the door.

‘No. Let’s get it when I’m on my way out.’

Jinty looked concerned, ‘Why do you want to see him?’

‘It could be nothing, but I’ve had a visitor to my flat. I wasn’t there, but my neighbour told me that there’d been a tall blond man at the door. You know me, not one for coincidences.’

‘Why on earth would he come to your flat? And how would he know where you live?’

‘Good questions.’

Viv set up her hairdressing kit and made a start on Jinty’s hair. She was one of Viv’s best adverts. She even looked glamorous when she was gardening. The cut was easy but the blow-dry would have to survive a tsunami. Jinty was an Edinburgh society hostess, whose parties were the talk of the town. Viv had had so many people who’d tried to ingratiate themselves with Jinty via her; anything to wangle an invitation. Viv did everything possible to avoid them.

Once she’d switched the drier off they continued their conversation. Not that the drier usually stopped them but because he was somewhere in the house it seemed prudent to keep their voices down, impossible over 2,000 revs a minute.

Jinty said, ‘I had thought of having a few people in to celebrate, but I’m glad that I didn’t. He’s leaving early tomorrow, thank goodness. When will I ever learn? People ask me to do them favours and you know how difficult it is to say no.’

‘So, you don’t really know him?’

‘No. Never set my eyes on him before. Just got an email from a London friend begging me to put up this wonderfully talented, rising star . . . he’s terribly abrupt . . . and why would he seek you out?’

Viv racked her brain for anyone that she might have bumped into and not remembered but shook her head – she wasn’t the type to let a tall handsome German slip her mind. Once Jinty’s hair was sprayed within an inch of its life they made their way back down stairs. Jinty slipped into the kitchen, leaving Viv in the hallway, then returned with the flyer. Just as she handed it to Viv a door adjacent to the kitchen, which Viv knew to be the snug, opened and Kurt Hahn stepped out, filling the space between the two women.

Jinty, a consummate diplomat, said, ‘Ah, Kurt, this is Vivian Fraser.’

He offered Viv his hand and they shook briefly, ‘Very good to meet you, Miss Fraser.’

Jinty said, ‘Oh, it’s Doctor, actually.’

A look of confusion crossed his face but he recovered, ‘Apologies. Doctor Fraser.’ Formal. Too formal, with a nervous tic under his right eye.

‘No need, everyone calls me Viv.’

He made a slight gesture with his head to one side as if he was expecting her to continue, but she was silent.

Jinty said, ‘Viv’s terribly busy.’ And she hustled her towards the door. ‘Speak soon,’ was all she said as she ushered Viv out onto the front steps, obviously in a flap.

As Viv walked over the road towards the Rav she heard Jinty squeal and come running after her, ‘I forgot to pay you. Here. Let’s have coffee. I’ll ring you.’ She handed Viv a cheque, rubbed her forearm and bounded back inside. The whole experience was totally surreal. Ronnie was right; he was handsome, but what the devil could he want with her? She started up the Rav’s engine and looked at the flyer. She’d check with Ronnie that it was the same guy. She already knew the answer to that, but best be sure.

It was unlike Jinty not to have coffee on the go and now Viv was slipping into caffeine deprivation. She started the Rav and glanced back at the house, wondering if Jinty was scared. She was a good judge of character, you can’t entertain so many people and not become an anthropologist, but her performance today was off. Viv’s phone vibrated. An incoming text from Sal read, ‘Arrived in snowstorm. Landed after third attempt’ with a tearful emoji. Oh God, Sal hated flying and was particularly terrified of landings. Thank God she was safe now.

Viv’s next client, an archivist at the National Library, had her hair cut during her lunch break, down in one of the miles and miles of stacks. Illicit visits to the nooks and crannies, places the public would never see, was a perk of Viv’s job. She’d been doing this one for a couple of years. In the same tiny spot surrounded by narrow corridors with floor to ceiling shelves of ancient boxed documents. Miles of knowledge stored underground made her palms damp with anticipation. She’d spent many a long day upstairs in the National’s special collections department wearing white cotton gloves, reading first edition books on Freud. She imagined some poor sod walking and walking these stacks then having to climb a ladder in search of an obscure tome. There had been times when she’d waited half an hour, more, for a book to be delivered to her. She reminded herself to pay more attention to what was actually in the stacks where she’d be cutting hair today.

Melanie, a small elfin-faced woman, with a habit of changing her hair colour as regularly as her socks, pushed open the emergency door of the basement, the staff access from the Cowgate, and ushered Viv into their usual space, barely two metres square. Today Melanie’s hair was pale blue. Her outfit an array of clashing reds and violets finished with a pair of rainbow DMs. Viv quickly laid out her sheet on the floor and positioned a folding chair that Melanie brought out from a cupboard where stationery was stored. Melanie was tetchy, which was nothing new; she was always concerned that they’d be caught by her boss. Viv wasn’t sure what the result of being caught would be, but she didn’t imagine it would incur quite the wrath that Melanie thought it would. The process only took twenty minutes, with Melanie dismissing the idea of a blow dry as too noisy, and terrified that hot air might set off the sensitive alarm system, in place for the security of the manuscripts. As Melanie rummaged around in her huge tapestry bag for money to pay, Viv scanned the shelves for catalogue identification marks on boxes. If she could remember what the first few letters were, she’d be able to go into the online catalogue and find out what the boxes contained. Appalled that she hadn’t asked about their contents until now she said, ‘Don’t you ever tire of running these corridors for other people?’

Melanie’s forehead creased. ‘I don’t know what you mean. I love my job. I love that all this knowledge is available to anyone – anyone who wants access to it. It’s one of the greatest collections that exists and it’s growing every day.’

Viv, infected by Melanie’s passion, said, ‘So what’s in these?’ She patted the shelf nearest to her and immediately released the musty smell of old paper.

Melanie stepped forward and glanced at the identifying tape on the front of the box. ‘These contain estate maps. Not terribly interesting unless you’re into old houses that were requisitioned during the Second World War.’

Viv was not particularly interested, but she knew a woman who would be. Sal’s place in the country had been requisitioned. Sal had pointed out a row of old, now disused, telegraph poles that had been erected on the estate by the army. Melanie was right, this vast library was evidence of the democratisation of knowledge. Joe Blogs could walk in the front door, get himself a reader’s ticket and access anything in the archives. Amazing.

As she was leaving Melanie said, ‘Would you like a proper tour?’

It hadn’t occurred to Viv that that would be possible but she said, ‘I’d love one. When?’

‘I can arrange it with my boss. I’ll email you with some dates. It’ll take a couple of hours. So best do it at the end of a working day.’

‘Great. Look forward to that.’

Once an academic always an academic. Anything to do with books and knowledge got her fired up. At times like this she regretted not taking a full-time teaching post, but she had had her hair clients to think about. They’d stuck with her through thick and thin and she hadn’t wanted to let them down. Besides she was as addicted to cutting their hair as they were to having her cut it. A full-time lectureship may have made life simpler but simple had never been her thing.

Her next client was in the Grassmarket, an antique dealer with a passion for miniature portraits. What new acquisitions might he have today? She pushed her hair back from her eyes and smiled. He was always going to find an undiscovered Rembrandt but so far, no luck. She pressed the buzzer for his flat. No answer. She pressed again. Still no answer. She took out her phone and rang his number. It went straight to voicemail. She left a message then wandered back towards her own flat, stopping to have a look at the knitwear in the window of Bill Baber’s.


Chapter Five

As she approached her building she was surprised to see Mand with one foot hovering on the step outside the front door.

‘Is everything all right?’ Her first thought was that something had happened to their mum.

Mand, dressed in cream skinny jeans, a cream down jacket and cream ankle boots, pushed off the step to make space for Viv to open up, and shrugged, ‘I’m not sure.’ She tucked an imaginary hair behind her ear with beautifully manicured, pale pink nails.

‘What do you mean you’re not sure? Mum’s either all right or she’s not.’

‘I think mum’s okay but . . . let’s go inside.’

Viv unlocked the door and they made their way up to Viv’s flat. It was the first time that Mand had visited and Viv hoped she’d left it in a fit state. Mand’s house was an immaculate minimalist space where little evidence of life was to be found outside of a cupboard door. James, Viv’s nephew, would no sooner stop playing with a toy than it was picked up and put back in its rightful place. White carpets and shiny objets d’art were not the ideal play things for a toddler and yet Mand didn’t seem able to give them up. Mand stepped over the threshold and looked around but said nothing. Nothing in words. Viv dropped her rucksack in the hall and went straight into the kitchen to put the kettle on.

‘Coffee?’

Mand followed, ‘How long have you been here now?’

‘Couple of years. Not counting. But what’s up? It’s not like you to venture over to the dark side.’

Mand bristled. She was every bit the New Town woman, preferring wide streets and invisible neighbours. The Old Town was crammed with people coming and going, pubs spilling over and restaurants leaking the smells of exotic ingredients. Mand wouldn’t live here if someone paid her to, but it was what Viv loved about it.

Mand said, ‘I don’t know if I’m overreacting.’

Viv couldn’t stop herself from raising her eyebrows. Mand was the mistress of overreaction.

Mand continued, ‘I’ve just been at mum’s – James is at play group – and I found her going through that box of old photographs.’

Viv opened her eyes wide in mock surprise and turned her hand round and round for Mand to continue.

‘Well, I went to the loo and when I went back into the sitting-room she was stashing a piece of paper back into a compartment in the box that I didn’t even know existed. A tiny edge of it was still visible, but she shut the box quickly as if she didn’t want me to see it. I wonder if we should take a look at whatever it is? Also she’s edgy. When I arrived the door was double locked. She never locks her door.’

‘You do know that that could be a symptom of something else?’

Mand sighed, ‘You got that wrong last time, and I don’t believe it this time. She’s spooked by something.’

They had a running argument about whether their mum had the beginnings of dementia. The last time it had come up Mand had taken her to see the GP, but it turned out that her confusion was caused by a UTI and there was nothing wrong with her cognitive ability. Viv conceded that she’d got it wrong, but it didn’t mean that was the case now.

Viv said, ‘What do you want me to do?’

‘Well, one of us has to take a look.’

Viv handed Mand a cup of black coffee and they went down the hall to the sitting-room.

Mand glanced around and crossed to the window. Viv loved the view and waited to hear Mand’s reaction.

‘Nice view. Noisy though.’

Viv smiled, ‘Yeah it is. Comforting.’

Mand said, ‘Well, will you take a look or shall I? I don’t want you to think I’m snooping for no reason.’

This was the best side of Mand. She was honest to her core.

She sat on the edge of the ottoman and took in all of Viv’s paintings and prints. ‘D’you have help to clean this place?’

‘No. I blitz it every now and then but you wouldn’t want to eat your dinner off my floors any time soon.’

Mand shook her head. ‘You think you’ve got me taped but you haven’t. My OCD is what’s kept me sane.’

Viv almost choked on her coffee at the irony. She knew what Mand meant, though. The ritual of perfect placement and tidying had its benefits and without that Mand would be even more uptight. Everyone found ways to survive and Viv wasn’t immune from the odd moment of crazy realignment herself. Not so long ago, in Bella’s bistro with Mac, one of the prints on the wall was sitting at an odd angle and the whole time that Mac was speaking she was distracted by it. Eventually he’d asked her what was wrong. She got up and adjusted the print, then gave him her full attention.

‘Why don’t we both do it?’

Mand looked surprised. ‘Okay. When?’

Viv checked the time on her computer. ‘We could go now, but she’ll guess something’s up.’

‘She’s out. A bus trip with the women from the . . . I saw the bus arrive.’

Neither of them knew what to call the place their mum lived in. It wasn’t a care home and it wasn’t sheltered accommodation. It was a hybrid: independent living with a bit of help if you needed it. Viv had settled on ‘the Pound’, since it was the name for the home that cats and dogs were taken when they were unwanted. No nursing care in their mum’s place though; that much they’d made explicit. If she was away on a day trip, now would be a good time to check out the box. Without another word they put their cups in the kitchen and headed out to the street.

‘My car is over here.’ Mand gestured to her Lexus on Victoria Street.

‘How did you manage to get that? I rarely get a space close to . . .’

Mand grinned, ‘So living here is not all good?’

‘I don’t think it’ll kill me to walk a few metres to my car. But when I’ve got a bag of kit or groceries it’s a drag, I’ll give you that.’

They jumped into Mand’s car and drove to Haymarket. The car smelled new, but only because it was valeted so regularly. Mand’s ex was always looking for ways to win her back by dangling goodies, like the car, as carrots. The car was posh admittedly, but not exactly child friendly; then there was said valet service and some serious financial support, including private nursery. Viv had to give her sis credit for not taking him back, although she still enjoyed company perks that benefited James. None of this would have happened if Doug hadn’t been discovered attempting to squirrel finances offshore. She glanced over at Mand, a good-looking woman who Viv guessed wouldn’t be on her own forever.

Viv said, ‘Did the warden go with them?’

‘How would I know? I didn’t see her earlier.’

‘Fingers crossed she has, or, even better, she’s gone to live with an ancient aunt in New Zealand.’

‘Have you got a problem with her?’

‘Yes. Why? Have you not? She drives me nuts with her officious smugness. She’s unkind and mum’s scared of her. Why would that be?’

‘D’you think she’s threatened her?’

‘I don’t know. But mum’s never exactly been worried about speaking her mind until this new warden arrived. Now when I say we should speak to her about something, take the central heating for starters, mum won’t let me. It is as if she is scared of upsetting her. Getting the heating sorted is the warden’s job. So now mum lives in a bikini state.’

‘I’d noticed it was warm, but hadn’t thought that mum was uncomfortable.’

‘Oh, she’s not. She lives in a tee shirt and baggy linen trews. She doesn’t even bother to put socks on.’

Mand went to push another imaginary stray hair off her face and mistakenly scratched her head dislodging another hair from its tight bun. ‘You’re right. Why didn’t I notice that?’

‘You’ve been distracted with James and it’s probably suited you to have a warm environment for him.’

‘Yeah, but not so warm as to have mum sitting in her summer clothes in the middle of winter.’

They pulled up on the opposite side of their mum’s building to where Viv would have parked, a legal space at the back away from the peering eyes of the warden.

‘Do you always park here?’

Mand nodded. ‘I use the back door.’ She dangled a set of keys.

Viv had keys somewhere but it wouldn’t occur to her to go into her mum’s home if she wasn’t there. Although, happy to make an exception now.

The flat always seemed much smaller when the sisters were in it together. They sidled round each other in search of the box, a familiar item, because it had housed the family photograph collection since before they were born: a brown mock crocodile skin square box about eighteen inches by eighteen inches by eighteen inches. Not easy to conceal but their mum had managed to force it beneath her bed and cover it with a bag of crocheted blankets.

‘Mand. Can you lift up the bed while I try and pull this out? How the hell she managed to get it under here is anyone’s guess.’

‘Here, let me help.’

With a bit of tugging Viv managed to free it, but a corner of it caught on the old bedsprings and ripped. ‘Shit. We’ll have to fix that before we put it back.’

‘That the royal we?’

Viv shook her head. ‘Let’s see what’s inside.’

Viv opened the box and riffled through the photographs. Seeing images of her dad tugged at her heart.

Mand said, ‘Give it here. If you stop to look at every picture she’ll be back and we won’t have the paper.’ Mand ran her hand round the inside of the box but couldn’t feel anything suspect. She slid her manicured fingernails round the top and caught a fine invisible pocket, which she prised apart. ‘There’s no way we’d have found this when . . .’

Best not to finish a sentence that implied their mum’s demise.

She pulled out the sheet of paper. Yellowed with age and with a stamp across the original address declaring it, ‘Top Secret’.

Mand glanced at Viv. ‘What the . . .’

‘It must be something to do with dad.’

‘But it’s got mum’s name on it, not dad’s.’

Viv took the document and read what she could, since some of the words were blacked out. It didn’t make sense. She handed it back to Mand and put her hand into the pouch inside the box. At the bottom she felt something else. She slipped out a receipt stapled to a small sepia photograph of a woman. Her hairstyle looked sixties, maybe early seventies. Their parents never had disposable income in their entire lives so what the heck was her mum doing with a receipt for £450,000? They sat on the floor of their mum’s bedroom and tried to make sense of what they were handling.

‘Why so secretive about this? Why keep it tucked away where no one, not even we could find it? I mean if you hadn’t interrupted her . . . It’s weird.’ Viv took out her phone and was about to take a photograph when there was a light knock at the door.

Mand put her finger to her lips and shook her head. It was as if they were back in childhood caught doing something illicit by one of their parents. They both put a hand over their mouth; a rare glimpse of a past that they’d lost sight of. The person knocking shuffled by and they each let their breath go.

‘Shit. D’you think you should take a photograph? She sure as hell doesn’t want us to see any of this.’ Mand ran her hand over the yellow document. The receipt wasn’t that old. There was a date obscured by a crease where a corner had been folded over in storage. Viv took a few photographs with her phone and they tucked the papers back into the box.

Mand said, ‘What will we do about that little tear? She’ll notice it.’

‘Only if she has reason to take it out again. We’ll risk it. She’ll notice if it’s been mended as well. You know what she’s like; never misses a trick.’

They nodded their agreement and Mand held up the bed as Viv pushed the box back under so as not to damage it any further. They left the same way they’d come in. Once back in the car Viv took out her phone and stared at the documents. Magnifying the receipt made it easier to see the date. It was only five years old. They drove back to the West Bow. Mand had to pick up James but they agreed to speak later. Viv took the stairs two at a time and spent the next couple of hours searching sites where there was a chance she’d find out who the woman in the photograph was. It was slow work and eventually, after being up too many blind alleys, she interrupted the search to answer the call of her belly rumbling in protest. She stumbled out of her new ‘office’, rubbed her eyes as if she’d surfaced from underground, and went in search of her phone.

There was a message from Mac reminding her about yoga; he must have been too distracted last night. He reminded her weekly and occasionally she went. She checked the time. If she got a bend on she’d make it. She drank a large glass of water to fill her up then jogged down the Grassmarket to Dance Base where she spotted Mac chatting to a woman at the entrance. She held back. The woman was fawning, throwing her head back and laughing too loudly at something he said. Mac shrank back when she touched his arm. Viv intervened.

‘Hi, I got your message.’

Mac, visibly relieved, said, ‘Great!’ He greeted her with a hug and a kiss. ‘This is Viv,’ he said to the woman, whose face crumpled. She recovered enough to be polite, ‘Hi. Nice to meet you. I’m Olivia.’

Mac said, ‘Shall we?’ and ushered Viv by the small of her back into the studio. Olivia’s phone rang and she pointed to it. Mac waved and he and Viv continued to the class.

‘So?’

‘So what?’

‘So what was that about?’

‘I am forever in your debt. She comes to this class and one of the others and asks me each week if I’ll join her for dinner. Running out of excuses. But now that you’re here . . .’

Viv scratched her head. ‘Not heard of the words: I’m not interested?’

‘Who’d say that? It would be cruel. I’ve managed to get away with work commitments so far, but now you’re here we can have dinner.’

‘How d’you know I’m not committed?’

‘I don’t, but every time you’ve come to the class it’s been because you wanted company to eat. Call me a detective if you like. ‘

She play punched him but he swerved out of reach.

‘Told you! Dinner?’

‘You bet. In fact we could skip the class and go straight to Bella’s.’

‘No chance. You have to earn your treats.’

‘Don’t even go there with the bubble gum psych.’

The teacher began the first stretches and Viv glared at Mac, who smirked then looked the other way.

Ashtanga was such a ferocious work-out that a shower was essential after it. On their way to the changing area she said, ‘Really ought to shower.’

He threw her a towel, ‘Here, use this.’

They met out front ten minutes later. No sign of Olivia.

Bella’s was busy, but she cleared a table by the window and left them with menus and the specials board. Ravenous now, Viv wanted everything on the board.

‘I’ll have the same as last night.’

Mac said, ‘Sounds good. I’ll have the same.’

Bella returned and said, ‘Lucky, that’s the last of it.’

‘Still got mash?’

Bella said, ‘Still got some buttery mash.’

‘Silly me.’ Viv rubbed her hands together.

When she was this hungry she couldn’t think straight. Bella brought them their usual beers and a basket of bread and they tucked in.

After a few bites Viv said, ‘That’s much better. So how useful was that info?’

He glared at her.

She batted her hand, ‘Okay, let’s not talk about that. So what’s really going on with Olivia?’

He nodded as he finished a mouthful, ‘Oh, she’s a rescuer. Stalking me for weeks. But I’m fine; your timing couldn’t have been better. Another woman around is perfect. She’ll stop trying to save me now . . . but never mind that. I’m guessing you’ve got something on your mind.’

‘No, I haven’t.’

He pointed with his fork over the table, ‘Exactly! No one is that defensive for nothing.’

‘What do you mean defensive?’ She couldn’t help noticing the shrill sound that came out of her mouth.

‘So what’s up?’

Bella arrived with their mains. ‘Right, I’ll leave you two to it then.’ She grinned. Bella had told Viv that eventually she and Mac would see what everyone around them had seen forever; that they should be an item. Viv wasn’t completely averse to the idea, but somehow the timing had never been right. Either one or other was usually involved with someone else, although his record was pretty abysmal. Which was saying something next to Viv.

‘By the way we must stop meeting like this. Folk’ll talk. I mean more than they do already.’ She grinned. ‘I should have mentioned this last night but I’ve had time to do a bit more digging today and well . . . Let me run this by you. Yesterday I had a strange visitor. And so did my mum.’

‘Okay. So that’s two strange visitors or the same strange visitor to both? And what’s strange about them?’

She hesitated. ‘Different visitors to each. Strange, though. Both my mum and I have had visits but not in any traditional way. My guy came to visit when I was out.’

‘He didn’t get in surely?’

‘No, he didn’t get in, but Ronnie thought he heard him put something through my letterbox. He hadn’t, so he must have been peering into the flat. So that’s the first oddity. The second is that I think the guy is a famous composer pianist who is staying with a client of mine. He asked if I’d do his hair.’

Mac raised his eyebrows.

‘Yeah right. It didn’t happen, but I did meet him. I bumped into him when I was on my way out after doing this woman’s hair.’ She sniffed. ‘I’m lucky my clients are pretty protective. She said he’d been asking too many questions about me, so she told him I was too busy to cut his hair. I’ve never met him before, but I wondered if I’d somehow rattled his cage inadvertently.’

‘Interesting. And your mum?’

‘My mum has her windows cleaned by the same man twice a year and a guy turned up unannounced, not claiming to be the window cleaner, just demonstrating it. He faffed about at her windows as if he was doing a recce, then took off. The usual guy has to do all of the windows in the Pound. This guy wasn’t interested in anyone else.’

Mac laughed. ‘You know you shouldn’t call it that. One day . . .’

She held her hand up, ‘I know, I know. Odd, though, to have two peeping toms in one week.’

They continued to munch through their food. ‘Oh wow, this is so good.’

‘So how’re you doing now that Sal’s gone?’

‘Oh God, poor Sal. I realised at the airport what a complete arse I’d been. It’s such a fantastic opportunity for her . . .’

‘But you’ll miss her.’

She nodded and avoided eye contact, ‘Course I will. Just have to keep busy. And I’ll go out to visit.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes, “really”! Why do you say it like that?’

He shook his head. ‘No reason. But ok, what about this stranger, did you get a photograph of him?’

She raised her eyes. ‘You think I’m a total amateur. Of course I got a photograph.’ She dug into her pocket and handed over the flyer. ‘He obviously doesn’t look quite as good as that in real life. They’ve given him a good air brushing, but he is handsome in a Germanic kind of way.’ She laughed. Ronnie was absolutely right in his description.

Mac stared at the flyer, ‘Are you sensing a puzzle? Too many wee bits and pieces going on in a short time?’

‘Oh, it gets better. Mand turned up at my flat.’ She grinned as she watched it sink in. ‘Yes, that’s right, Mand, my sister, at my flat. I never thought I’d see the day. Anyway she pitched up concerned about our mum.’

‘The window cleaner again?’

‘No, well I’m not sure about that, but she’d seen my mum hiding something and couldn’t work out why she would. Upshot is that we went to my mum’s and found the paper she was hiding and it . . .’ She took out her phone and scrolled until she found the image of the document and handed it to Mac. She loved the way that Mac’s face told so many stories – surprise, amazement, intrigue, then a call to action sort of look. No poker wins for him.

‘So this is fascinating. What do you know about your mum’s past that might include her having dealings with the secret services?’

‘Well, that’s just it. I can’t believe it. There was nothing about our childhood that would make me think she was involved with anything other than secretarial work. But when I think about it now I suppose that’s exactly how she’d want it to look. If she was she must have been fantastic at her job. Should I just ask her outright?’

‘You could, but she’ll be old school. They took their Official Secrets Act way more seriously than today’s spies.’

Viv snorted, ‘Spy! She wasn’t a spy.’

Mac raised his eyebrows, ‘Naive or what? You think that that kind of letter was sent out to anyone?’

Viv shook her head, ‘How weird is this? But there’s more . . . hidden in the same compartment, she had this.’ She scrolled through her phone again and handed it back to Mac with the photograph on the screen. ‘No idea who she is, and check out the amount on that receipt. There’s no way my mum or dad ever had money like that and yet there it is in black and white. Too weird.’

Mac said, ‘You mentioned you’d done a bit of digging?’

She nodded. ‘Of course. So far all I’ve got is the guy who’s not a window cleaner but a petty thief. It seems odd that he’s targeting my mum. Out of all the people living in the Pound she is the least likely to have dosh stashed away. So, I’m seeing a connection between the thief and these documents. Also, she had locked herself in. Why would she do that?’ Viv stretched, then wiped her mouth with her napkin. ‘There will be a connection, but I’m not sure what kind of a hornet’s nest I’ll be poking . . . Shit, imagine if she was, as you say, a spy.’

‘I bet the more you mull over your childhood the more possible my hypothesis becomes. She’ll have been on courses and you’ll have stayed with your Grannie, or someone will have stayed with you, sleepovers with pals, anything to keep family life normal.’

‘We did do sleepovers with pals, but it was rare for her to be away. I’m not saying it didn’t happen; just can’t remember it being a thing. My dad was always working, always working. I’ll ask Mand. She has completely different memories to me. Between us we’ll patch a picture together and if that fails I’ll ask my mum.’

Mac said, ‘The fact that you do what you do must have come from somewhere.’ He stared at the photograph on her phone. He magnified it. ‘Look.’

She leaned over. ‘What?’

‘See that curve? That’s a Nissen hut. I don’t think the photograph is as old as WW2. I could be wrong but most MOD facilities were supposed to be decommissioned soon after the war. Those that were left were used up until . . . wait, actually there are still a couple in existence now but they’re not in military use.’

She screwed up her eyes, ‘I wonder who took the photograph?’

He sighed, ‘There’s a question for your mum.’

She raised her eyebrows and said, ‘Where are these camps? In fact let’s see that photograph.’ She enlarged it and saw what he meant. I remember seeing huts like that when we were children on our caravan holidays at Findhorn.’

He nodded. ‘They’re still there. I think only used as storage by the local farmer.’

‘Coincidence?’

‘What?’

‘That we had holidays in a place with Nissen huts?’

‘That might be pushing it but it’s worth being curious about. Vis a vis your mum as a spy you’ve got to wonder where your own nosiness comes from surely? I mean I’ve never met anyone more inquisitive than you and that’s saying something.’

Bella arrived to clear their plates and offered coffee. It was getting late but Viv ordered a double espresso knowing that she had a lot to do when she got home.

Mac said, ‘Expecting a long night?’

‘You know me too well.’

‘I might be able to help.’

She tried not to look too interested. ‘By doing what?’

‘By renewing your access to the NTF data base.’

She fingered a stray crumb on the table.

He snorted, ‘Oh, I see, you’ve already found a way round that.’ He sighed, ‘What am I to do to keep my system safe?’

‘Employ me to build your walls. The thing is that by the time you guys have your super safe systems in place we on the dark side have already poked holes in them. You’ve got your finger in a very large dyke.’ She sniggered, ‘We’ll always be ahead of the game. Oh, and if you think I’m one of a rare breed think again.’

‘I know you’re not but it seems stupid to be running round in circles trying to keep people like you out. Futile use of people power and . . .’ He shook his head. ‘What would your solution be?’

‘Now why would I tell you that without a contract?’

‘And I thought we were mates.’

‘We are but you ask too much . . . If you ever need a hair cut let me know.’

Bella arrived with the coffees, ‘You working an all-nighter?’

Mac laughed, ‘See, it’s not exactly rocket science. Even Bella’s got your measure.’

Viv shook her head, ‘Look you two, I’m on my way to a rave and ’til I get my recreationals . . .’

Mac scraped his chair back and made for the gents. ‘Not hearing this, no way.’

Bella and Viv laughed, ‘I knew that would get him. He’s a by-the-book kind of bloke.’

Bella said, ‘And you know how to wind him up big time.’

‘Goes with the territory.’ She sipped her espresso then stirred some sugar into it. ‘This’ll blow my head off.’

Bella grinned, ‘I thought that was the point.’

Mac returned, glanced from one woman to the other and shook his head. ‘It’s a conspiracy.’ He sipped his flat white and did the same as Viv, stirring in a spoonful of sugar. ‘So what is your next move?’

‘I’ll find out a bit more about the petty thief, Jimmy Taylor. He might be working for someone else.’

Mac nodded. ‘If you do need anything give me a shout.’

She smiled and leaned across to rub his hand. ‘You are very patient and gracious with me. Thank you, it’s much appreciated.’

He laughed, ‘Patronising sod!’

She swigged the remains of her coffee. ‘You done? I’d better get back to research.’

He wiped his mouth and gestured to Bella for the bill. ‘Been an interesting week.’

She leaned forward onto the table, ‘Anything more that would interest me?’

He matched her move. ‘You’re already interested.’

‘Spill then.’

‘Well, it’ll hit the headlines tomorrow that someone on high is for the chop.’

She smirked, ‘What will the headline say?’

‘“Police Commissioner retires after health scare”, or some other platitude.’

‘Was the stick helpful? He surely knows that the additional info would be inadmissible.’

He glanced around, ‘Sure he knows. But imagine the slur. You’ll work out from the article. Read between those lines.’

‘Be like that then. Let’s get going.’

Mac wandered over to his car and Viv started back the way she’d come. ‘I’ve eaten too much.’

He laughed, ‘You’ll work it off with all that brain power. By the way if you’re worried about your fitness, you could come with me on Sunday. I’m doing a 5K for charity.’

She stopped, ‘You are kidding?’

‘No. You’d love it. A good run in the countryside. Think of all that fresh air.’

‘It would kill me. Not the run, the fresh air. What charity?’

‘You can choose. I’m raising for a local food bank.’

‘I’ll think about it and let you know.’

‘So is that a “no” then?’

‘Piss off. I said I’d think about it.’ She grinned, waved and walked on.


Chapter Six

She brushed her teeth, changed into pjs, then settled into her cubbyhole and booted up her secondary screens. Jimmy Taylor and Kurt Hahn weren’t the only people she wanted to know about. Although patience wasn’t her greatest virtue she did have it if she was hooked by something. In the interest of deferred gratification she made a start on stuff she knew she couldn’t access easily.

First up, the petty criminal turned window cleaner. From what she could see he really was petty. He’d never ventured beyond theft from supermarkets and a few break-ins where he definitely knew the people were away. Why would he stick his neck out for someone else? Money. Always follow the money. She found his Facebook profile and tracked a few leads but nothing interesting came up. He was a Hibernian supporter, and a good many of his posts were to do with footie. She checked his photographs. Sad. Not much in the way of family. Then she spotted an image of Jimmy in a box at Easter Road with a few Edinburgh worthies. She enlarged the shot. Jimmy was standing off to the side with his hands behind his back. Looking as if he was on duty of some kind. He wasn’t big enough to be in the muscle department but he was definitely not just one of the group. She recognised another of the men as a serious patron of the club and of the Catholic Church. What the hell was Jimmy doing there? Usually he’d be on the terraces like most punters.

She wrote a few notes and copied the photograph to her laptop. She glanced up from the screen, pleased with her new room. The ceiling was so close to her head that she’d have to consider another name for it. It was smaller than a broom cupboard and had no natural light. Sulkery. It could be her sulkery. If Dickens could have a growlery she could have a sulkery. She shook her head. Sulkery or not she’d better keep her head down.

Kurt Hahn was much more interesting. No sign of a partner. Making a name for himself in the USA. Done a few tours in the UK but the press hadn’t been very complimentary: ‘We hate a plink plonker masquerading as a proper pianist.’ She whispered, ‘Serves him right for not researching his audiences.’ Choosing a whole programme of uber modern pieces wasn’t ever going to go down well, unless people were buying into the emperor’s new clothes. She jotted down things that were slightly odd.

Eventually, just when she was about to call it a day she found a gem; a newspaper article that had gone viral about Kurt having a punch-up with a man in the foyer of a concert hall in Berlin. The journalist speculated at the end of the piece that the other man may have been Kurt’s brother. Interesting. What causes two brothers to fight? Is a different question from, what causes two brothers to fight in such a public space, the prestigious environment of a concert hall? Was one brother trying to humiliate the other?

She rubbed her eyes and checked the time: 1.30am. Better hit the hay. Her mobile pinged a message coming in. It was Sal’s number. She read the text. ‘Have had a message from Brian, Mollie not well. Worried sick.’ She replied, ‘I’ll find out in the morning and go up. Are you ok otherwise?’ The phone rang.

Sal said, ‘Oh, thank God you’re still awake. It’s not like Brian to send me a message. He must be really worried. The vet has taken blood samples but we’ll not know the results until tomorrow.’

‘Don’t fret. If Moll’s been to the vet that’s the best Brian can do. I’ll ring him in the morning and go up if necessary.’

Sal sobbed, ‘I should be with her.’

‘She’s used to you being away. If Brian’s busy I can look after her.’ The words were out before she’d really thought it through. Moll would hate being in the city.

‘Oh, would you? I’ll be able to sleep if I know someone is with her round the clock.’

Viv hadn’t said round the clock, but would do what she could. ‘How are you otherwise?’

‘It’s so different . . . And I’m shattered from the flight. I’ll settle in, I suppose.’

Not sounding at all like the Sal that she knew and loved. ‘Look I’m just dabbling around in research. I can do that anywhere. Maybe I could stay at the cottage for a couple of nights?’

Sal’s relief was audible, ‘Really? But you hate the country side.’

‘It’d be taking a hit for the team.’

Sal laughed.

Viv, relieved, said, ‘She’ll be fine. Brian and I will make sure of that. You try and concentrate on the job or they’ll think they’ve hired a dud.’

Viv’s brain was working nineteen to the dozen sorting the logistics of a couple of nights in Doune, the back of beyond.

Sal said, ‘I am not a dud.’

‘No one said you were. I said . . .’

‘I know, I know. I’m just touchy. I will have to concentrate on work. They’ve already assigned me to a project.’

‘Interesting.’

‘Yes, but not for now. I’ll speak to you tomorrow if I get the chance.’

‘I won’t get up there until lunch time, but I will catch Brian first thing.’

They rang off and Viv rubbed her hands roughly over her face. If she went to the cottage she’d only have her laptop for work. She reminded herself that until a couple of weeks ago she’d worked perfectly well with ‘only’ a laptop. Defo time for some shut-eye. In bed she tossed and turned, kicked off the duvet, retrieved the duvet, got up to pee, had a glass of water. Eventually, slept like the dead.


Chapter Seven

Friday

 

A dream just before she’d woken up remained with her as she chewed on a slice of toast. She’d texted Brian and was waiting for a reply, but images from the dream kept reappearing. She’d been with Dawn and Mollie on Lothian Road waiting for a bus or a taxi. She couldn’t remember which. It was a warm summer day and all was good with her and Dawn. Somehow, as is the case with dreams, Fortnum and Mason’s was at the bottom of the road and she decided to leave Dawn and go shopping. She was in such a good mood as she sauntered in through the front atrium of the shop and took the very narrow escalator to the first floor. She passed through a huge café where lots of people were having posh afternoon tea, their plate racks stacked with goodies. She exited through large glass doors onto a balcony where people were sunbathing. She became aware that she was naked, but wasn’t too worried other than about being too pale.

After a few minutes meandering along the balcony, with other naked people lying sunbathing but not interested in her, she returned to the shop and took the escalator to the next floor. At the top a box of smart olive oils prevented her from getting off and an assistant had to come to her aid to remove the box. She then took the escalator back to the ground floor and out onto Lothian Road again, where the mood was decidedly different. With no sign of Dawn or the dog she felt her belly tighten.

This was exactly as it had been with Dawn. One minute all beautiful in the garden, the next black clouds racing over and all hell let loose. Now as she swallowed her toast she realised how much fear had been invested in that relationship and how different, how loving it was with Sal. Her mobile vibrated on the worktop; it was Brian’s number.

‘Hi Brian, how is she?’

‘She’s still with the vet. They kept her overnight because she was so dehydrated. They think it could be some kind of toxin. She’s been licking her paws a lot so I asked if it could be salt that’s been spread on our lane. We don’t usually get it, but someone has been out in the last few days and spread a load of it over the bridge and up the lane towards the castle. The vet’s not sure yet. Apparently some councils put anti-freeze in their road salt. That wouldn’t be good.’

This was the most she’d ever heard Brian speak.

‘Sal is worried.’

‘Yeah, I know. She knows I’ve got a family funeral and will have to go to it.’

‘Okay. I’ll come up.’

‘You could wait until I hear from the vet again. Actually there’s another caller trying to get through.’

He cut the call and she waited.

Her mobile vibrated almost immediately. ‘That was them, she’s getting out. I’ve to pick her up as soon as. She’s to be kept quiet and . . .’

He sounded stressed.

Viv interrupted, ‘I’ve got a few things to do this morning, but I’ll come up after that. I can work from the cottage.’

‘Well, if it’s no bother?’

She smiled, ‘No, it’s no bother. See you later. Oh, by the way, is the heating on at the . . .’

‘Of course. Doctor Chapman keeps it on round the clock.’

‘Right. See you later.’

The cottage was beautiful, comfortable and cosy so it wouldn’t really be a hardship to be there, apart from the silence. Who could live without sirens? She checked her emails and answered a couple that were urgent. One from Jinty who said, ‘Phew! Concert went well, or wellish, and he’s left for London.’

Jinty must have been pretty worked up about him and his questioning her to be this relieved to see the back of him. Better factor in another conversation with her about exactly what he wanted to know. Jinty wasn’t flighty. She was grounded, and if she was worried there must have been good reason. She sent a quick email back trying to fix a time for coffee. No immediate reply meant she’d missed her window. Jinty was a slacker in the social media department; only checked and compiled emails once a day.

Viv had clients to see, a husband and wife team to cut, before she could take off to Doune. She threw essentials into a bag: seven pairs of pants and her toothbrush, a couple of tees and spare trousers, socks, and finally her laptop and a specific note pad.

She was going to the north-west of Edinburgh. She could park in one of the wide leafy streets for a maximum of an hour. She’d have to be quick, but Joseph and Marie, not as biblical as they sounded, were always ready when she arrived. Both worked from home and were relaxed about taking twenty minutes out to have a haircut. Just as she expected Joseph opened the door and invited her in. His hair dripped onto a towel wrapped round his shoulders. He led her to the kitchen and she set up. The house was full of interesting bits of modern art, more at the crafty end than fine, but always interesting. A bowl with an iridescent bluish glaze sat on the kitchen table burgeoning with tangerines still with their leaves attached. Dragon’s heads, or were they gargoyles, rose up from its base their tongues lolling. Joseph and Marie both worked in graphic design. Viv was never sure exactly what that meant, but they were switched on about any exhibitions that were worth seeing.

Joseph sat. ‘Marie will be ready in a minute.’

Viv noticed a flyer for the Kurt Hahn concert on the worktop, ‘Did you go to hear him?’ She gestured with her head towards the flyer.

‘Yes, we did. Interesting.’

Viv smiled, ‘Interesting, as in not very?’

Joseph nodded, ‘Not our kind of thing in the end. Recommended by a friend who is usually on the money with his recommendations, but not so with the pianist. He seemed tense all the way through. You’ve got to expect a performer to be tense for a few minutes until they get into their stride, but he was rigid all the time. At the end he scanned the audience and the exits as if he was expecting to be . . . oh I don’t know. Anyway, how are you Viv? I’m guessing you didn’t attend.’

‘No, but I met him with another client and as you say he was tense.’

Joseph’s hair was short and dark, his hairline beginning to recede, and with flecks of grey at the temples, but he was a striking looking man who could get away with any cut. Marie joined them and put the kettle on.

‘Coffee?’

Viv glanced up, ‘Not for me, thanks. Already buzzing.’

‘Joe?’

‘Sure, I’ll have some.’

Marie, tall with golden hair and a clear pale complexion looked like a Celtic goddess. Everything about her was slender; her hips, legs, fingers looked as if they might break at any moment. Viv wondered what their children would be like. Not that there was any sign of them having children. But sometimes there was just too much beauty and nature kicked it into touch with the next generation.

Marie said, ‘I heard you mention the concert. Did you go?’

‘No, sadly I didn’t.’

‘Oh, not sadly at all. If we hadn’t been with a friend we’d have left at half time.’

‘We would not. We’d have given him the benefit of the doubt.’

Marie glared at her husband. ‘Well you might not have but I would. It was the most ghastly performance we’ve been to in a long time. Even Ricky was disappointed.’

‘Ricky is always disappointed.’

Marie handed him a mug of coffee.

He gripped it but it was too hot to hold and he laid it on the table. Marie lifted it and put a coaster underneath.

The tension in the kitchen rose a notch, but Joe didn’t say anything. Once the drier was on all opportunity for chatter was gone. Viv finished off his hair with a touch of pomade.

Joseph said, ‘Thanks, Viv. Looks great, as ever.’ Then sloped off into his office with his mug of coffee.

Marie sat down lightly on the vacant chair. ‘Right, time for a change. What do you think?’

Viv had been through this so many times with Marie that she smiled and said, ‘Okay, how about graduation round the front?’

‘How will that be when I put it up?’

‘Should be fine, but you’ll probably have the odd tendril fall loose.’ She knew this would clinch the no-change deal.

‘Oh, I hate having bits falling onto my face. Let’s just stick with what we’ve got, only a bit shorter.’

‘How much is a bit?’

Marie held her finger and thumb about a centimetre apart. ‘That much.’

So less than Viv would take off normally. ‘Okay, no problem.’ She wrapped a gown round Marie’s shoulders and continued to section off the back. Viv could divide her clients into compliant and non-compliant. Marie was the latter, so when Viv tried to gently push her head to one side to get tension on the hair before cutting it Marie resisted. After two or three attempts Viv said, ‘Could you just put your head slightly to the right?’ Still resistant. Didn’t make for an accurate cut but what could Viv do? Doing the best job she could in the circumstances. She said, ‘So did you know anything about Kurt Hahn before the concert?’

‘Only that he was an amazing pianist who rarely comes to Scotland. In fact, I’m not sure it wasn’t his first time playing here. Never again.’ She said it with emphasis. ‘Never again would I sit through that racket.’

Viv laughed, ‘Interesting what some people think of as music.’

‘I’m telling you it was as if he was being tortured. Who’d have known that a piano could produce such horrid sounds.’ Marie shook her head in disgust. ‘Anyway, what’s new with you, Viv?’

‘Oh, just ticking along. Managing to get most people fitted in before the Christmas break. Are you here or away?’

‘Supposed to be going to my family. Big grumbles about that though. Joseph says we always go to mine, but it isn’t true.’

Viv wasn’t keen to be drawn into a domestic so changed the subject. ‘Off to Milan in the spring again?’

Marie brightened, ‘Yes. Can’t wait.’

‘What exactly is it you do there?’

‘Oh, it’s just a chance for techies to get together and share what’s new.’

Viv liked the sound of that. ‘D’you have to be invited?’

‘God no, anyone can go. The more creative the better.’

Viv finger-dried Marie’s golden tresses, since the hairdryer made them frizz, then was on her way with her fee already transferred directly into her account.

Next stop her mum’s, which was only five minutes away. She parked where she always parked, trotted to the door and pressed the buzzer to her mum’s flat. No answer. She tried again, still no answer. She walked round the side of the building to where Mand had parked and looked up at her mum’s windows. Curtains still drawn. This was completely out of character. Her mum was an up, showered and dressed with breakfast before 8am kind of woman. She returned to the front door and someone was leaving, so she slipped into the building and ran up to the first floor and rapped on the door. She heard a noise inside and said, ‘Mum, it’s Viv.’

There was movement and a bit of a kerfuffle before her mum eventually unlocked the door and held it open.

‘What the heck?’

Her mum’s clothes drying horse was lying on the floor partially propped against the entrance to the bathroom.

‘What’s that doing there?’

Her mum folded the three sections into one and put it in the bathroom. ‘I just thought it would keep the door jammed shut.’

‘But why do you need it jammed shut?’

Her mum turned away and shrugged, then sighed, ‘Oh I think someone’s tried the door at night. I know you think I’m being paranoid but . . .’

‘No, I don’t think you’re being paranoid at all. I’ll ask to see the CCTV.’

‘No, don’t do that. I don’t want to draw attention to myself. And I don’t want whoever it is to know that you know.’

This was mad. ‘But if you’re unsafe of course we’d have to know. You moved into this ghastly place to be safe, to get away from the horrid neighbour who kept bugging you. There’s no point moving from the frying pan . . .’

Her mum interrupted her, ‘I know. I just think this needs careful handling.’

‘And what exactly is “this”?’

The older woman sank onto her small two-seater couch and picked at her nails. ‘I can handle this, Viv. There’s no need for you to get involved.’

‘Yeah sure, you might have got away with that a decade ago but not now. Tell me what’s going on.’

A buzzer rang and her mum’s forehead crumpled in concern.

‘I’ll get it.’ Viv pressed the button to hear the caller. It was Mand. ‘Hi, in you come.’

‘It’s Mand, you can relax. I’ll stick the kettle on and you can tell us both.’

‘I’ve nothing to tell. But there’s shortbread in the tin.’

Viv shook her head as Mand walked in the door carrying James and two huge bags, ‘essentials’ for a toddler. It seemed he needed more for one day out than Viv would need for a month away.

Mand dumped the bags and handed James to her mum.

Viv said, ‘Mum was just about to tell me what’s been going on.’

‘So, Jamesie, how was play group?’ Their mum shoogled James on her knee, clearly determined to avoid eye contact. Whatever the conversation had been before it was now over. The phone rang and she flinched, almost losing the boy off her lap. Mand leapt to the rescue but her mum recovered and got James in hand. She didn’t answer the phone. It rang and rang and rang. She continued to shoogle James and blether about nothing of consequence. Viv and Mand stared at each other in disbelief. As soon as it stopped ringing Viv checked the number of the last caller. Number withheld. Could have been a sales call but Viv wasn’t convinced. Viv’s own mobile vibrated, and she checked the number. It was Mac.

‘Hi, how are you?’

‘Fine. Just wanted to let you know that a man’s body was found in the canal this morning.’

‘I’m guessing they weren’t in swimming or part of a rowing team?’

‘No, inevitable dog walker spotted something beneath the ice. If she hadn’t been scrabbling at the side of the bank trying to reach her dog’s ball it might have been days before he was found. What would we do without dog walkers?’

‘How did he die?’

‘Not certain yet but he doesn’t look bonnie and not just because he’s a bit bloated. Looks as if he’s had an argument with a car and the car won. But don’t quote me on that. PM will take a couple of days. There’s been a spate of unexplained deaths. Thought you’d like to know though it’ll be on the news this morning. He looks like your guy Jimmy, although difficult to be sure. Odd don’t you think, that you were just talking about him and he turns up dead?’

‘Shit! Whereabout on the canal?’

‘Wester Hailes. Not his patch. He’s a Leither. Did you say you would do that run with me?’

‘No, I did not, so don’t push your luck. Thanks for the heads up.’

Mand had made tea and brought shortbread while Viv was on her phone. The house was stifling as usual and she loosened her scarf and jacket. How did her mum stand it?

Mand shot Viv a quizzical look, ‘Anything that I might like to know?’

Viv glanced at the elderly woman sitting there in her beige summer lights and tried to comprehend the possibility of her having been some kind of operative. Looking at her now, she’d lost weight but looked fit, her forearms sinewy, fingers long and strong, not gnarled like many women of her age. But Viv didn’t think that she could run fast even if she needed to. How would she know though? She only ever saw her mum indoors these days. In that moment she had the craziest idea. ‘How about we all have a bit of quality time away?’

Mand looked shocked. ‘Away away? You, me, mum and James away?’

Viv nodded, ‘Sure. You, James, mum and I. Just for the weekend. What do you say mum?’

‘I say you must be mad. I’m not going anywhere. You three go, though. I’ll be fine.’

This was not part of Viv’s plan, but she’d like to find a way of convincing her mum that it was just a jolly and not an escape.

Their mum continued to chat to James until eventually the sisters realised that there was no way that she was going to speak about whatever was going on.

Viv let go of a huge sigh, ‘Right, well, if you’re not interested in some family bonding I’m off. Sal’s dog is ill and I said I’d look after her.’

‘Really. Where’s Sal?’

Mand knew little of Viv’s life so she was intrigued by the question, which pre-supposed there had been a conversation between Mand and someone else, perhaps their mum, about Viv’s love life. ‘She’s in the States.’ Suitably vague.

Mand pressed, ‘For work or play?’

‘Work.’

‘Does she still have her place near Dunblane?’

‘Doune,’ Viv corrected automatically, then could have kicked herself for being so specific. ‘Right, I’ll be off. You’ve got my mobile if you need me.’

Before leaving the building she made a visit to the warden’s office. There was a note on the door reminding people of her office hours and ONLY in an emergency was she to be disturbed outside of those times. Viv reckoned this was emergency enough and rang the buzzer at the side of the door. No answer. She tried again. Nothing. Viv cursed. What did she get paid for?

The journey to Doune took fifty minutes. She waved at each speed camera as she sailed by over the limit. As she turned into the lane leading to Sal’s cottage, she dropped her shoulders and cracked her head from side to side. She felt sluggish. Time to up her fitness regime. Babysitting for a dog would be the least demanding thing she’d done in ages; plenty of free time to jog around the estate. Poor Molly did at least stand up to greet her as she entered the cottage, but soon returned to the comfort of her basket by the Aga. Brian had left a note on the table with sachets of stuff to put in her water bowl to rehydrate her. No exercise for a couple of days, and small amounts of food often rather than a large amount at once. ‘I can do that, Moll. You and I are going to be just fine.’ The dog banged her tail on the floor at the side of her bed. At least she was trying to be enthusiastic.

Viv set up her laptop in the conservatory where Brian had laid the wood burning stove ready to be lit. She wandered back to the kitchen area and put the kettle on. She hadn’t got the hang of the Aga, which took up a huge amount of space, but was delighted when it was on since it became the beating heart of the house. Sal was convinced that once you’d had an Aga there was no going back to an ordinary cooker, but that didn’t stop her from having a sort of Baby Belling type oven and hotplate as well.

‘So here we are Moll, just the two of us.’

The dog licked Viv’s fingers but didn’t venture far from her bed.

Viv reread her instructions and imagined Brian would be round as soon as he got back from the funeral. Sal kept a fully stocked larder and her freezer could feed the five thousand. Quite the opposite of Viv, who ate out most of the time and whose cupboard was always bare. It was weird being in Sal’s home without Sal there. Viv opened and closed cupboards as if she might find her hiding in one of them. By the time she’d made tea her computer was booted up and she emailed Sal to say that she’d arrived and Moll seemed to be on the mend. It didn’t take long for the dog to come through and lie across Viv’s feet as she clicked away at the keys. Must be where Sal worked.

When Viv next lifted her head, the light was beginning to fade. She’d promised herself she’d run at least a couple of miles before dark. It took more will power than it should have to move the dog from her comfy position, but needs must and Moll went back to her cosy spot by the Aga when Viv went upstairs with her bag to change. She warmed up in the hallway with a few stretches then ran round the field directly outside the cottage. It was called the River Park for obvious reasons. Two sides were flanked by rivers: the Ardoch, more of a burn unless it was in spate when it turned into a torrent, the other the Teith, a major tributary of the Forth and a serious salmon river that locals didn’t want known about for fear of it becoming as over-fished as the Spey. It took her a few minutes to get into her stride but once she found it she ran on and on. There was a good loop that took her almost to Dunblane where she could return along an old railway line, a dog walker’s paradise and consequently she had to keep a close watch where she was treading. In less than forty minutes she was running back along the lane and over the humpbacked bridge before turning in through the estate gates and up the drive.

She heard Moll bark as she approached. Odd she hadn’t barked when she’d arrived earlier. Maybe she’d heard some other country noise or was seeing off an imaginary foe. But not so; there was another car parked in the drive. Viv could only see a small section of its boot but she’d swear it was Mand’s Lexus. It was. Mand, her mum and James, asleep in the back of the car, sat waiting. WTF?

Viv gaped in the window and Mand got out, ‘Hi sis, I managed to persuade mum that we needed a break together.’ She winked at Viv.

Viv stood with her hands on her hips trying to get her breath back. She wiped her face on her tee shirt, ‘Excellent. Come on in. Oh, and best not let James near the dog.’

‘He’s asleep. But anyway he’ll be fine with her.’

‘He might well be fine with her but she’s not well and I’d rather she wasn’t stressed.’

Let the tension begin.


Chapter Eight

Viv pushed back the front door and stood aside to let Mand carry in a waking James with their mum following.

Their mum said, ‘Got your way after all.’ Nice greeting. ‘I hope there’s plenty of space for us. I like my own space.’

Viv shook her head and blew out a huge breath, regretting her suggestion without having thought through the logistics. How had Mand known where to come? Where would she find the bed linen? There were beds for all. Mand could have a few cushions on the floor for James if need be. As it turned out Mand had brought everything but the kitchen sink, including a blow-up mattress for James. Suddenly the house felt tiny. The clutter in the hallway had to be dispersed to bedrooms and James’s kit spread between the bathroom downstairs and the one upstairs. Viv had to let Sal know that her house had been taken over by the Frasers. She ran the tap and drank a long cold glass of water, then clicked the kettle on.

Mand said, ‘You do know that the point of an Aga is that it does everything, including boiling the kettle?’ She glanced around the kitchen and when she spotted it she filled the proper kettle and set it to boil on the hotplate, switching off the other one at the wall. Viv sensed that now was not the time to start to fight over a kettle, but also knew that the weekend ahead wouldn’t be a picnic.

Her mum, determined to remain independent, wouldn’t let Viv carry any of her bags, especially not the large and heavy-looking tapestry one up to the spare room at the back of the house. It was a lovely room but was chilly since there hadn’t been any heating on. Viv crawled behind the curtain and found the thermostat for the radiator. ‘I’d have had all this sorted if I’d known you were coming.’ Luckily the beds were made up, but Viv left her mum to settle in and went in search of towels for everyone. What had she done? Would she get any work done now? Better not fret about it yet; they’d only been there five minutes.

Once she’d set the towels in each room she went down to the kitchen where Mand had made a pot of tea and was crouched down on the floor with a mug in one hand and Moll’s belly occupying the other. A tender sight that made Viv well up. Was it because the dog was so trusting? Had she lost sight so much of Mand that she only saw the bitter bits?

Mand said, ‘She’s a sweetie. I bet she’s missing her mummy.’

This had occurred to Viv, but hearing someone else saying it made it more real. Maybe the dog’s sickness was in her heart and not in her body. It was entirely possible.

‘I know it’s getting late but I bet you haven’t eaten. I could make pasta for supper.’ She opened the fridge, pulled out a block of parmesan and checked the sell-by date on it. It was fine. There was tagliatelle and a couple of tins of tomatoes. That would do. Sal had a vast selection of dried herbs, none of which Viv would have used had she not had company. She refilled the kettle and set it on the hotplate.

Mand smiled.

‘I’m a fast learner.’

‘I’ve no doubt you are, but it’s a first for you doing anything that I’d recommend.’

‘That’s bollocks. I’m happy to take advice.’

‘Yes, I’m sure that’s true, but not from me you’re not. But let’s not fight about it. I’m just glad to see you conserving energy.’

Viv hauled down a large pot from a hook above the Aga and searched for a grater.

Mand saw it first and held onto it. ‘Here, let me.’ She took the parmesan over to the table and grated it into a bowl. Viv chopped up a clove of garlic that she found in the fridge door and opened the tins of tomatoes. Their mum joined them in the kitchen.

‘Nice to see you two at work together.’

Viv and Mand looked at each other, then at their mum.

Viv said, ‘And your point is?’

‘Well, every time you come to me you’re at loggerheads. So all I’m saying is that it’s nice to see you doing something together peacefully. When you were young you were always protective of each other.’ She stared out of the window into a dense velvety blackness. ‘This is a lovely home. Private, secluded, safe.’

Viv was intrigued by her mum’s observations. Were those things her priorities now? It was true that Sal’s cottage was homely, but so was Viv’s flat. Not that her mum had visited it. She tried to recall the last time the three of them had stayed under the same roof and couldn’t think of a single time since their dad had died. Wow. This would be an interesting weekend.

Viv banked up the woodburning stove and they ate a passable dinner. Moll seemed brighter with company and had eaten a little bit of her food. She was also drinking water with the sachets from the vet. So far so good. After they had eaten they went into the conservatory and Viv drew the curtains to make it cosier. She shut down her laptop so that they couldn’t accuse her of ‘always working’, their most frequent war cry.

‘So, mum, how about you give us a clue as to what’s going on?’

Her mum stared at her, ‘However hard you try to wheedle it out of me, this is not my story to tell.’

‘Maybe not, but is it your secret?’

Her mum inclined her head as if conceding the point to Viv. ‘What I can say is that it all began a long time ago and it’s about time it was put to bed. When I’ve figured it out I’ll let you know. In the meantime tell Sal thanks for letting us stay in her beautiful home.’

While their mum was speaking, Mand stared at her feet.

Viv didn’t give up easily. ‘Don’t you think there’s some merit in getting help. For starters, Mand and I are fitter than you.’

Her mum swept her hand in the air, ‘You don’t know anything, Vivian.’

The ‘Vivian’ was not a good sign, only used on high days and holidays or if she was out of favour.

‘No matter what you think we are fitter than you.’

‘You think?’ Her mum set her mug on a side table, lay down on the floor and proceeded to do ten powerful push-ups without any sign of exertion.

Mand joined her mum on the floor and Viv shook her head but did the same, and the three women proceeded to do push-ups until each of them had had enough. Viv did manage a few more than she thought she would, but there was nothing like a bit of competition from a parent to spur her on. In the end they lay side by side breathing hard until their mum stood up and started doing star jumps.

‘Okay, okay, I think we get the picture. You’ve been practising, which is cheating.’

‘It’s not about practice, Vivian, it’s a way of life.’

‘I don’t remember you doing anything like that when we were growing up.’

‘No, you wouldn’t. You went to bed or I went to work.’ The slightest of smiles crept across her face as if a fond memory was awakened.

‘You want to fill us in on that job?’

Their mum’s face changed rapidly into a scowl. ‘You know exactly what I did.’

It was Mand’s turn to question. ‘No, we don’t.’ She stared at Viv for confirmation.

Viv said, ‘No, we don’t. So what exactly was it you did?’ If her mum had been an operative she’d be able to lie flawlessly to most people, but perhaps her family would prove to be an exception.

‘I worked as a secretary in the Civil Service. I was lucky. Women before me had to give up work when they had children and some before that had to give up work altogether when they got married. I got in just . . .’

‘So what exactly did you do as a secretary?’

There was the slightest of falters, ‘I did the most dull, menial typing and . . .’ Again her face changed as if another fond memory had been awakened. ‘I had a good boss.’

‘Ah, so who was that?’ She had to get some detail. Her mum certainly wasn’t working out the rota for the bin men.

‘Oh, I can’t remember his name now.’

Her first blatant lie.

‘Okay. But you must remember where you worked.’

‘Yes, yes. I worked in Government House at the east end of Princes Street.’

This sounded too vague, but Viv could easily find out.

‘Which department?’

‘You’re pushing your luck, lady. I think I’ll have an early night.’

Viv had been thinking the same thing since the push-ups. There was always tomorrow.

As their mum left the room, Mand gave Viv the thumbs up. ‘Well done. If she’s that uncomfortable talking about it she must have something to hide. Get your laptop booted, we have research to do.’

Viv hadn’t seen Mand this excited for ages. She opened the laptop and Googled ‘Government House Edinburgh’. The only thing close was a Governor’s House on Calton Hill, but nothing close to Government House. The Governor’s House had been part of the Old Calton Jail at the back of St Andrew’s House, which definitely was a Scottish Government building. If they kept staff records that went back twenty-five or thirty years there was no way they’d be digitised. Viv could foresee a visit to their archives. Research was such a wonderful cover, and she still had her ID cards for the press.

She glanced at Mand, who was chewing the inside of her cheek. ‘You know what? I bet if you worked there you’d call it something different to what the public called it . . . If I find anything, what department should I try?’

‘I don’t know. With all this cloak and dagger stuff why not just try intelligence.’ She snorted. ‘By the way before you came along I spent a lot of time with grannie, much more than you ever did.’

Viv paused her search, surprised to hear this. She’d imagined their childhoods with much the same rhythm, but obviously not. She turned back to the screen, but tapped her chin instead of the keys. If their mum had been attached to intelligence they would have used an innocuous name, but each one she tried came up blank. She’d definitely have to visit.

Mand said, ‘It’s pretty hard to believe that she was involved in anything . . . you know like espionage.’

Viv shrugged, ‘I can’t imagine her having enough time. I mean we never felt deprived of her company. She was never away, well not for long.’

Mand interrupted, ‘She did go away for a couple of trips that lasted . . . oh I don’t know maybe a week. We were farmed out to grannie or friends. I think one time you were at Guide camp.’

‘Guide camp? Shit! I’d well and truly buried that memory. I hated it. I cried to come home on the first night but they wouldn’t let me. Oh, and they thought that by telling us ghost stories that would make it better. Total nuts. Wonder what happened to them. Sisters, weren’t they?’

Mand grinned, ‘Yeah, but not the kind of sisters we are.’ She laughed. ‘Great euphemism.’

‘Oh my God, of course. They looked nothing like each other. Well, well, I missed that one.’

Mand said, ‘I’m tired. I think I’ll go snuggle up with James.’

‘Sure, I’ve got a couple of . . .’

Mand brushed away the details of her sister’s existence. ‘Sure, Viv. Sleep well.’

Once Mand had gone upstairs Viv emailed Sal to let her know that her house had now been inundated by the Fraser clan.


Chapter Nine

Saturday

 

When Viv appeared in the morning Mand and James were on the couch watching something on TV and their mum was sitting at the kitchen table with her hands wrapped round a mug of coffee.

She nodded to a pot on the Aga. ‘Plenty left.’ She pushed her chair back as if she was getting up to do it for Viv.

‘It’s fine. Sit where you are, I can get it myself. Would you like a top-up?’

Her mum put a hand over the top of her mug. ‘No thanks, I’m buzzing already.’

Viv had no idea what her mum had for breakfast these days, but was surprised by the strength of the coffee. Her mobile phone vibrated. She checked the caller ID. It was Mac.

‘Hi, Mac, what can I do for you?’

‘Just checking that you’re up for the race on Sunday?’

Viv had no recollection of agreeing to the race, but knew that was how Mac worked.

He said, ‘It’s for a good cause.’

‘How far is it?’

‘You can do 5K, 10K, or 13K. C’mon, it’ll be fun.’

‘Since when was running uphill fun?’

‘Ah, so you do remember. I’ll pick you up at nine. The start’s at nine-thirty.’

‘Where is it? You do know that I’m at Sal’s.’

‘Thought you might be. All the more reason to do the race; it’s across the Braes of Doune. Five-minute drive from Sal’s.’

‘What the hell? Nothing to lose. See you there at nine, no need to pick us up. Oh and by the way my mum and sister are here.’

‘Great. The more the merrier; they can come along to support us. There’ll be a catering tent for them to hang out in.’

‘Not sure that my mum’s in a hanging out sort of mood; she did twenty press-ups last night.’

‘Wow! Then she can join us on the run.’

Viv laughed, but thought it was always a possibility. ‘I’ll ask her.’

‘You serious?’

‘Yes. Why not? She and Mand are in better shape than I am at the moment.’

‘Excellent! Family outing. See you then.’

She walked out to the hallway and lowered her voice, ‘Wait, Mac, I’ve got a favour to ask.’

‘Sure. Shoot.’

‘How would I get access to staff records of St Andrew’s House?’

He hesitated, ‘Current or past?’

‘Past.’

‘How far back?’

‘Not sure. Say between twenty and thirty years ago.’

‘You think your mum was a spy then?’ He laughed. ‘I think they’re held in a storage facility. I can find out before you go off on a wild goose chase. Or worse, break through a firewall unnecessarily.’

‘You know me too well. If you get anything before tomorrow give me a call, otherwise see you there at nine.’

She went back into the kitchen where her mum was doing a crossword.

‘Keeping the old grey matter active, mum?’

‘Ssh. Damn! I almost had it. No wonder I enjoy living alone.’

Viv stuck a couple of slices of bread into the toaster but Mand, who’d come to fill up her coffee mug, retrieved them from the toaster, put them in a wire rack, then put it on the hotplate. ‘Saving energy, Viv. I’m guessing the toaster is there for emergencies, like when the Aga runs out of oil.’

‘Happy to learn the art of the Aga. I’ve never been able to get my head round it.’

‘Their mum said, ‘Wonderful big things. The heart of the home.’

Mand and Viv looked at each other, confused. Viv said, ‘Have you ever had an Aga?’

There mum said, ‘Not personally, but I’ve had to cook on one.’

‘And when was this?’

‘Curiosity killed the cat, Vivian.’

Mand shrugged. ‘I don’t remember anyone we know having one.’

‘No, you wouldn’t.’ Their mum never once lifted her head from the crossword.

This weekend might turn out to be one of the most informative times that they’d had as a family.

‘Did Dad know how to work one?’

She sat with her pencil poised. ‘I don’t think so. If only he was here you could ask him.’

This was the first time that Viv’s mum had sounded regretful about their dad’s death.

‘You must miss him, mum.’

‘I do. But regret is a big investment. It’s a good lesson, girls. Don’t live a life that will earn you regrets. There’s nothing to be done about them. Your dad and I had no regrets.’

This sounded more like a threat than a confession.

‘Now that dad isn’t around can you tell us what his job really was?’

She shook her head. ‘He did his duty and was very brave. That’s all you need to know.’

Like hell Viv thought, but she’d better tread carefully or she’d get nothing.

‘But what was his duty? We . . .’ she pointed at herself and then at Mand, ‘thought he was a policeman. That’s what we’d always been told.’

‘He was a policeman. A special policeman. Remind me to show you some photographs I’ve got.’

‘Where are they?’

Their mum had gone back to her crossword, but with an air of distraction said, ‘Oh upstairs. I didn’t like to leave them at home.’

Both Viv and Mand stood with eyes wide open. ‘So is now a good time?’

‘Have your toast and I’ll show you.’

Mand had turned the toast over before it incinerated. Viv tried not to show her excitement but it was tricky with Mand giving the thumbs up behind their mum’s back.

Viv was eager, but didn’t want to rush things, so she said, ‘Look, I’ll go into the village and get fresh supplies, then we’ll have food for the rest of the weekend and won’t have to pilfer from Sal’s larder.’

‘Sounds good,’ her mum said. ‘Could you get me a newspaper?’

‘Sure. The Times?’

‘Yes, thanks.’

‘Still reading about the old propaganda machine?’ Her mum ignored her. ‘What about you Mand, do you and James need anything specific?’

‘I think I brought enough to see him through, but if they have . . . och it’s fine if you’re buying fresh veg I can make stuff with that.’

She glanced at Moll who was on the sofa in the conservatory with her chin resting on the arm, staring out of the window. ‘You okay, Moll?’ The dog was off the sofa in a beat and by Viv’s side. Viv rubbed her ears and went in search of her lead. Unlike Sal she never took the dog for a walk without the lead on. Too nervous that Moll’d take off and she’d not get her back. The dog, clearly back to normal, spun round and round with excitement, so that Viv couldn’t get the lead on her. ‘Sit still.’ Made no difference. Eventually Viv stroked her back, plonked her rear end on the floor and looped the lead over her head. ‘Right, let’s go.’

Moll trotted by her side as if being on a tether was normal to her. It was a crisp morning with blue sky and a thin layer of frost everywhere. The short walk to the village was charming. The lane flanked by specimen trees, a humpbacked bridge with the sound of the burn gurgling below it, the smell of organic matter mulching by the edges of gravel, everything contrary to her life in the city. She nodded to people she’d never met and replied when they bid her ‘Good morning’. A man in a thick lumberjack shirt was petting Moll when she came out of the post office, a shop that sold everything. It was a good morning.

The main street in Doune supplied what she needed so she returned laden with food and essentials, the dog trotting by her side. She took a deep breath and got an inclination of what it was that Sal loved about living there. Sal was addicted to it. The rhythm was gentle, people in less of a hurry, and most of life’s essentials could be found within a hundred paces of the house. What was not to like?

When she pushed open the door of the cottage, warmth and the smell of coffee made her imagine that maybe she could get used to country living. She’d always been averse to too much green. And maybe that was it – at this time of year the place was a lot less green. She dumped the bags on the kitchen table and began to unpack them. No sign of her mum, Mand or James. She heard water running upstairs so someone was in the shower. Note to self, don’t run the cold tap or they’ll get scalded. The fridge began to bulge with food, a much healthier sight than hers ever did at home. Eventually her mum appeared with the tapestry bag that she hadn’t allowed Viv to carry upstairs for her.

Viv was itching to see what was inside, but they couldn’t begin without Mand.

‘Amanda hasn’t come back yet?’

‘Don’t think so. There’s been no sign of her.’

‘She said she’d take James out, give him some fresh air and exercise to tire him out.’

‘Poor wee soul, he’s barely up.’

‘Oh, he’s been awake since five-thirty. He’ll need a rest.’

Viv flipped the switch on the kettle then remembered to use the Aga. Her mum noticed and said, ‘It’ll become second nature.’

Viv wanted to ask how she knew if she’d only used one a couple of times, but zipped her lips. She handed the newspaper to her mum who immediately turned to the Obituaries. ‘Someone you know died?’

She closed the paper and withdrew to the conservatory. ‘That nose of yours will get you into trouble, Vivian.’

‘How long have they been out?’

‘They left more or less at the same time as you.’

‘So what, about forty-five minutes, an hour?’

Her mum nodded, ‘I suppose. Why?’

‘No reason. Just it’s freezing out there. I can’t imagine what would take all this time.’

‘If they’re not back in half an hour you can go and find them. They won’t have gone far.’

‘The riverbank is slippery. They could have had an accident.’

‘Much as you think Mand isn’t as switched on as you I think you’ll find since James came along her priorities have changed.’

Half an hour passed and Viv who was now doubly tetchy put her boots on and a lead on Moll.

‘Be back soon. I’m going to walk the riverbank downstream. I’ll come back here before I try anywhere else.’

Her mum gave her a curt nod. ‘Okay. Is there a bell or a whistle?’

Viv started looking in the hall cupboard and the drawers of a cabinet. Her mum came through. ‘I’ll do that, you go down the river.’

Her mum not as relaxed as she’d been pretending to be. Moll, delighted to be on her second walk of the day, wagged her back end as if it would fall off. The riverbank was littered with mulching leaves, broken twigs and branches. The river, not as high as she’d seen it before, was still flowing at a fair pace. She watched a plastic juice bottle racing by, swept in spirals as it went. There was no sign or sound of Mand or James. After twenty minutes she returned via the Chapel Wood. There was plenty of light through the trees, nothing overgrown and the ground a carpet of dead leaves. If they were there she’d definitely be able to spot them. The crack of her footsteps onto twigs and bracken was the only thing interrupting the quiet. Moll went off sniffing madly towards a hollow. A roe deer broke cover and Viv almost had heart failure. It was out of sight so fast that she could hardly believe it had been there. ‘Well done, Moll.’ She tried to stroke the dog’s head but Moll’s nose was busy on the ground. Mand and James couldn’t have been this way otherwise the deer wouldn’t have settled. She arrived back at the house. She could see her mum inside the conservatory, standing with her arms crossed, her eyes scanning the fields.

Viv took off in the opposite direction, towards the village. As she approached the humpbacked bridge Moll began to strain at the lead. She was trying to get over the wall which led to the water. Viv hauled her back but leaned over the parapet and shouted, ‘Amanda!’

She heard a reply, and scrambled over the wall and down the embankment. Mand and James were huddled at the edge of the archway beneath the bridge.

‘What the hell?’

Mand tried to stand up but couldn’t manage with James in her arms. Viv took hold of James and Mand was able to get to her feet.

‘What are you doing down here?’

‘Let’s save it ’til we get back.’

Viv put James on her shoulders and helped Mand hobble up the bank. It was so slippery that they all fell down. Viv said, ‘I’ll take James up and come back for you.’

‘No, no, don’t leave him on his own.’

‘Okay. Give me your hand. I’ll edge up on my backside and pull you up.’

After a few minutes they made it to the top. All they had to do was scale the wall to get back onto the road. But the drop on this side was higher than from the road, so Mand had to stand on Viv’s back to make it, then Viv handed James up to her as she sat on the wall. Moll managed the leap and Viv followed. Just a few metres away a tree had come down and was lying near enough to the wall to be used as a step. On the road they looked at each other. Mand’s cream trousers and jacket were filthy. James wasn’t too bad but had lost his hat. Viv was covered in mossy mud on all sides. They traipsed back to the cottage in loaded silence.

‘We’re back!’ Viv shouted as she pushed open the front door. No answer. She deposited James on the rug in the hall and called out again, ‘Mum, we’re back.’ No answer. ‘Shit! Surely she hasn’t gone out looking for you.’

Mand stripped off her outdoor kit then did the same with James.

‘What happened? How come you were . . .’

Mand held up her hand, ‘Mum’ll want to hear as well so let’s wait until she appears.’

They both stared at each other at exactly the same moment, then Mand shouted, ‘Mum! Oh shit!’

Viv said, ‘She can’t have gone out. I’ve already been down the river looking for you.’

Mand said, ‘I walked towards the village so that James could see the castle and so we wouldn’t get dirty. Total joke. Look at us.’

‘I don’t need to. I need to find mum.’

Viv went to the back door and found it slightly ajar. There’s no way her mum would leave the door open in this weather. She shouted into the garden, ‘Mum!’ No answer. She went back inside and grabbed her coat and boots. ‘She can’t have gone far. She’s not dressed for being out in this weather. For God’s sake, what is wrong with you people?’

Mand said, ‘What the f . . .?’ She glanced at James. ‘She wouldn’t go out without telling us unless it was an emergency.’

Reluctantly, ‘I suppose, but she’s behaving as if she’s forty again and as much as people say seventy’s the new fifty I’m not so sure . . .’ She scratched her head. ‘Why? What happened that you were under the bridge?’

‘There was someone following us.’

Viv let go of a huge sigh, ‘How do you know?’

‘Well, we went along the lane to the castle and I happened to look back, and there was a man behind us. He looked away as if he was lighting a cigarette, but it just didn’t look right. I told myself the same as you would, that I was being stupid, over-reacting. But when we’d had enough of the castle I saw him hovering in the car park, and when we were leaving he was behind us again.’ She lifted James off the rug and pushed his hair back off his face. ‘He was definitely following us and he didn’t make a very good job of being discreet.’ She ran a hand through James’ hair again. He flinched and moaned. ‘Sorry, sorry, sorry. Mummy didn’t mean to be so rough.’

‘Okay. You stay here and lock all the doors. I’ll do another recce with Moll since she was the one to smell you guys on the other side of the wall. If mum comes back lock yourselves in. We’ve no idea who this crank is.’

Viv took off along the riverbank again and soon came across her mum walking towards her. No jacket and no outdoor shoes, one side of her trousers and her arm covered in mud. She was breathing hard but her colour was good and her eyes sparkling.

Viv opened her mouth to sound off, but her mum put a hand up to stop her.

‘I’ll explain back at the house.’

‘You’re damn right. You two are a complete liability. For God’s sake we’ve only been together for a night. You shouldn’t have left the house.’

Her mum marched ahead and nodded her agreement. ‘But sometimes plans don’t work out the way you thought they would, right?’

Viv banged on the door and Mand unlocked it and let them in. Their mum gave her an apologetic look, but Mand shook her head. ‘What the hell were you thinking going out dressed like that?’

‘I didn’t mean to, but there was a man at the window so I went into the garden to ask what he wanted and he took off. I followed. He must be mad. He waded across the river. Did you see how high it was?’

‘I don’t care how high the river was, I care that you were stupid enough to go chasing a strange man. Look at you, you’re not in any fit state to go out. It’s freezing out there.’

Their mum shuddered. ‘I might take a hot bath.’

‘I’ll get you a blanket until you stop shivering and you will tell us what the hell is going on. And how did they find us up here in the middle of nowhere?’

‘They must have been watching my flat and followed us here. It’s not rocket science.’

Viv’s blood began to simmer. She bit down on her lip, ‘Okay, stop right there. Who are “they’”?’

‘I honestly don’t know. But can probably find out.’

‘Well, that’s progress.’ She nodded to Mand, ‘You tell her what happened to you.’

Mand said, ‘I was followed.’ She glanced at Viv. ‘I’m not making this up.’

Viv replied, ‘No one thinks you are. Just tell us exactly what happened.’

‘I took James to see the castle and on the way I saw a guy. He looked odd, as if he had stopped abruptly and turned away. Then I saw him do the same sort of thing in the car park at the castle. I felt nervous because James wouldn’t stand still and kept wriggling away from me and trotting off. I can keep up with him but sometimes he bolts into spaces that I can’t reach. I decided to give him a high shoulder and walk back. The guy was definitely behind us. So I shimmied over the wall and hid. That’s when you found me.’ She nodded at Viv.

‘Describe him to mum. Maybe it was the same guy that she was chasing. Let’s hope so, otherwise it means we’re dealing with two.’

‘Tall, heavy build, reddish blonde hair, smoker, leather jacket, black jeans or trousers.’

‘No specific identifying features?’

Mand said, ‘No. I didn’t get that close.’

Their mum interrupted. ‘I did. He has old acne scars and it sounds like the same guy. God knows how he didn’t get swept away in the burn. But he didn’t and he ran back up the opposite bank towards the village.’

‘Did you recognise him, mum?’

Her mum hesitated. ‘No. I don’t think I did.’

‘What do you mean you don’t think you did? Either you did or you didn’t.’

‘No, then no I didn’t.’

Viv, a super-recogniser, wasn’t convinced but didn’t push it. ‘How did he get here without passing me on the lane? There’s no way unless he went behind the castle farm, which is a quagmire.’ She was thinking aloud. ‘So what does he want, mum?’

Their mum gave a huge sigh. ‘Oh, it could be a couple of reasons, but the top of the list, if I’m right, he thinks I’ve got something that belongs to him.’

Viv couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Not one reason but two for her mum, in her dotage, to be pursued . . . She continued, ‘And do you have something that belongs to him?’

‘No. But he’ll never believe me. Let’s have a hot drink.’

Viv put the electric kettle on and when the others opened their mouths she put her hand up. ‘I’m doing things my way and that includes the boiling of water. No buts.’

‘Such a waste . . .’

Viv feigned uninterest. ‘Once we’ve got drinks and whatever else you need to keep your butt in a chair for the next however long it takes, you can go through the stuff you brought, and fill us in on the details that we need to know. So get comfy, we’re in for the long haul.’

Her mum stood up and still wrapped in a blanket went upstairs. After twenty minutes she returned in dry clothes and clinging onto the tapestry bag. She laid it on the floor in front of the sofa. James was immediately interested, but she drew it away from him and hoisted it onto her lap. She pulled out a box, slightly smaller than the one Viv and Mand had found beneath her bed, and a few large brown paper envelopes with old stamps on them but in good shape. She’d obviously treasured them. They hadn’t been torn open; they’d been opened neatly using a knife or a letter opener. Mand held James on her lap and Viv sensed his frustration at not being allowed to play around on the floor. He was a strong little boy who wasn’t easily deterred. Once he’d wriggled out of Mand’s grasp he was happy and placed himself on the floor next to Moll and stroked her back.

The older woman gradually drew out papers from the box and photographs from the envelopes. Viv spotted a large photograph of her mum wearing a suit that could have been a parachute suit or a boiler suit of some kind. Whatever it was it was a coverall that emphasised her youth and her tiny waist. A woman also in military issue clothes stood at her side; they were both smoking cigarettes. She’d never imagined her mum like this, or in this kind of kit. All the pictures that were on display at home she was in a frock or twinset with a skirt. There were a couple of family pictures at the beach where everyone was wearing a swimsuit. Both her parents were in good shape and used to have swimming competitions and races along the wet sand when the tide was out. The more Viv thought of these things the more she realised that perhaps not all parents were as fiercely competitive with each other. The black and white image of her mum with the stranger was part of a life that she and Mand hadn’t had access to.

The clothes of the woman in the photograph Viv had seen before since it hadn’t changed much and was definitely military prison issue. Judging by her mum’s modestly bee-hived hair the photograph had been taken in the late sixties, maybe early seventies. Their body language was not unfriendly, so who was the stranger and what was her mum doing with her? There were other papers, which her mum returned to the box without letting them see.

‘What’s up with those?’ Viv gestured towards the box. ‘Can’t we get a look at those?’

Her mum stared at her. ‘I’m not ready to let you see them.’

‘So why did you bring them?’

‘Because I don’t want anyone to get their hands on them and for now that includes you.’

‘I don’t get why you need to be so secretive about things that happened a long time ago.’

‘Don’t you?’ Again she stared at Viv.

Viv looked away.

‘So you do know, but have one rule for you and another for me.’

Mand, who’d been looking through the photographs, stopped and glanced from one to the other. ‘What’s between you two? Sometimes I think you’re more like enemies than family.’

Her mum answered, ‘We’re perhaps too alike.’

Viv snorted, ‘I don’t think so.’

Mand shook her head. ‘That I think proves mum’s point. You’re just as stubborn or should I say determined as she is. You might as well get over it, Viv.’

What could be worse than your sister telling you how like your mum you are, when all your adult life you’ve done everything to oppose her and be like your dad? Viv slipped off the sofa onto the floor and joined James in stroking Moll, who rolled onto her back and enjoyed the attention. The dog was so at ease with James and he with her she wondered if Mand had given him a talk about how to behave with her. If not he was a natural, so sensitive and gentle she hadn’t imagined him capable of it. She idly lifted up an envelope and pulled some photographs from inside. Tears immediately welled up at the black and white images of her dad, clearly taken just before the explosion. She couldn’t bear to see them and put them back.

Her mum said, ‘There’ll be a right time for this and now is not it.’ She scooped up most of the pictures and slipped them back where they’d been. She knew exactly which envelope each went into, and which belonged in the box and which didn’t. There was definitely an order to all of this, and her mum had been its custodian for long enough to know it by heart. Viv didn’t know the full story of her dad’s death; she and Mand had been ‘protected’ from the details and told he’d died in the line of duty. She’d found out dribs and drabs about what her dad had done, but not the full extent of his work. Ruddy, from the NTF, had let slip that he’d worked with him, so Viv understood that he’d probably operated in intelligence at some point, but knew none of the details. Shit, did she actually come from a family of spies, as Mac had jokingly implied? Her belly clenched whenever she thought about seeking her dad’s files. At one level she wanted the truth but at another she was still too raw to hear it. Seeing those photographs was proof of just how raw. She consoled herself; as her mum said, there would come a day.

Her mum’s story, on the other hand, was more immediate. She was the person with a stalker. For someone to make the effort to follow her from Edinburgh to Doune they must imagine that whatever they wanted they thought she had with her.

Mand got James togged up and took him and Moll into the garden. ‘Won’t be long. I’ll get us some proper fresh country air. It’s stuffy in here.’

Viv watched from inside the conservatory as they wandered round exhausted flowerbeds. The dog set her snout to the ground and sniffed a million scents unavailable to humans. Mand crouched down and hugged James. She pointed to a Robin sitting on the branch of an Acer. James stood staring, his gloved thumb in his mouth, entranced by the sight of the tiny bird so close to him. Viv grabbed her phone and took a photograph then checked that she’d captured the moment before going in search of her laptop. She’d had two cups of coffee before she heard James squeal. She bolted back to the window but relaxed to see that all was well. It’s a fine line between a fun squeal and one full of fear. Mand held James under his arms and was swinging him back and forth. He was almost hysterical with excitement. She was amazed at how finely attuned humans were without even knowing it. Mand clambered back in the door and began to peel off their layers of clothes and boots. Everything was a game for James’s benefit and he chortled in response. It was such a joyful sight that Viv swallowed her emotion. People were constantly changing. No one stayed the same not even in death.

The light faded early and they spent the evening by the woodburner. Mand had James’s entertainment down to a fine art. She allowed him short bursts on an iPad topped up by games and a singing competition, which he deemed Grannie to be the best since he asked her to sing the same song over and over again. Eventually exhaustion got the better of him and he lay beside Moll and dropped off to sleep. Another photo op.


Chapter Ten

Sunday

 

It was eight-thirty in the morning. Moll had picked up and was almost back to her old self. Viv was alerted to someone or something outside when the dog started running back and forth to the front door. It must be Mac approaching. He was early, but like Viv that was his preference. Viv pulled back the curtain in the bedroom and saw Brian’s 4x4 in the drive. She nipped downstairs and after unravelling herself from the dog opened the door.

‘Hi, Brian, come in.’

‘No, you’re all right. I just wanted to check that you were still here. And I see Moll’s lookin’ much better.’ He scratched the dog’s ears, as she nuzzled into his legs.

Viv felt a wave of something like guilt about her and her family muscling in on Sal’s territory. She hadn’t heard back from her so she didn’t know if Sal was up to speed about what was going on back home. ‘I’ve emailed Sal. She knows that we’re all here.’ She didn’t know, but the lie fell lightly from her lips.

‘Aye, she’ll no mind. If you need me to do anything with Moll just geez a shout.’ After kneeling to pet Moll he turned and went back to his pickup, which he had to reverse all the way down the drive since Viv and Mand’s cars took up the whole width. Moll stood panting as he drove out of sight. Viv ruffled her ears. ‘It’s okay babe, you’ve got us. All females together.’

Clearly the dog understood the sentiment of her gesture because she trotted inside with Viv and settled into her basket. Viv hadn’t noticed her mum standing at the Aga stirring a pot.

‘Morning! What are you up to?’

‘I thought I’d make porridge for the troops. If we’re going to run up hills we’ll need sustenance.’

Viv shook her head, ‘You are kidding about us all going up the hill?’

Her mum frowned, ‘Why would I kid about that?’

‘Because you’re in your . . .’ The look her mum shot her was enough to stop her finishing her sentence.

‘You weren’t about to be ageist, were you?’

‘No. No. I’ll just go and get changed into my gear.’

‘Wait! Actually I have something else to do this morning so I won’t join you on the hill, but I’ll be at the finishing line when you reach it.’

Viv was wary. ‘Okay, so do we get to know what you’re planning instead?’

‘I’m going to church.’

Viv shook her head. She could see that her mum was hoping for a reaction. ‘So what’s made you find God all of a sudden?’

‘Oh, I haven’t, but it’s a good place to catch up with old friends.’

Viv shook her head. ‘Mum, what the hell are you up to?’

‘I told you, nothing that I can’t handle myself.’

‘But you didn’t handle Mand and James being followed, so it’s obvious that you can’t do it alone. Whatever it is you need help.’

‘Okay. I didn’t think they would take action so quickly.’

‘Right! Enough with the “I’m a heroine” shit. We are all involved now. Who was the man in the photographs and is there any chance that he could still be alive?’

Her mum hurled round. ‘No, there’s no way he’s alive and that’s likely to be the problem, well part of it.’

‘Great, so we’re getting somewhere. And the other parts of the problem?’

She noticed the moment when her mother decided not to say anything more. ‘Go and get Amanda. She’ll need to eat if she’s going to run.’

Viv ran her hands over her face and up into her hair, which she could have ripped out with frustration.

She took the stairs two at a time and knocked on Mand’s door. It was difficult not to smile on hearing James giggling on the other side.

Mand said, ‘Come on in. We’re having fun getting dressed. James doesn’t want to wear this.’ She held up a sweater with one or other superhero on it. ‘I only brought a couple of jerseys so he’ll have to wear it sometime. Meantime he wants this one on.’ Mand lifted him up and turned him round to show his lilac sweater with unicorns on it.

‘Look at you, Jamesie. What a great jersey! I wish I had one.’

Mand raised her eyebrows. ‘Thanks!’ Sarcasm was her strong suit.

‘You know that mum was planning on doing the run? Well, seems she’s got something else on.’

‘Really? We’ve already had Moll out for a walk. James is an early riser, as is mum, and she said she was going to give it a go.’

‘Well, no need to worry since she’s changed her mind.’

‘For goodness sake, Viv, she’s an adult. Whatever she wants to do we can’t stop her. If you keep making a fuss it will only make her more determined. So chill and let’s go and get some porridge. Remember she used to say it would stick to our ribs and make us strong.’

Viv recalled another event that involved porridge but she said, ‘I’ll get my kit on.’

We think we know our families and they think they know us, but we don’t and they don’t. People have selected highlights from the years that they were under the same roof; nothing more. Most of our adult lives are spent away from our families, and what we hang onto is the early stuff, not the continually-becoming-someone-different stuff. Viv had made her mind up about Mand long ago, and was now getting the sense that she was off the mark. She’d never have believed that Mand, with her immaculate hair, manicured nails and glamour regime, would enjoy the outdoors.. As for their mum, WTF? She’d boxed her mum up as if she was on a downhill spiral and was wrong about that too.

The porridge smelled amazing, unlike it should. ‘This is delicious, mum. What have you done to it?’

‘Sal had a tin of Carnation milk and molasses in the cupboard. I thought that’ll put hairs on their chests.’

Viv spluttered her porridge out and Mand ran for a piece of kitchen roll for her and to wipe up the mess she’d fired off her own spoon. The notion that the three of them would aspire to having hairs on their chests was too much for that time of the day. Their mum seemed to have grown in confidence. Had they infantilised her, tucking her away in the Pound? After all it wasn’t regarded as God’s waiting room for nothing. Looking at the woman standing by the Aga now, erect and strong-limbed, how could they have thought the Pound was a good thing?

James was enjoying his porridge and looked a picture of delight in his unicorn jumper.

Mand spotted her sister staring at James. ‘He’s a determined wee thing.’

‘Not a bad thing. Besides, you must have packed the jumper in the first place.’

‘You think. We’d never get out of the house without it. It’s one of his security blankets. I made sure there was more than one.’

The difficulties of only having one security blanket wouldn’t have occurred to Viv. But what a smart move to have multiples. She’d seen pleas on social media for the return of a favourite this or that bunny, dog, teddy and imagined the chaos of the household until it was returned.

Once they’d had breakfast their mum returned to her room and Viv in a lowered tone said, ‘I think you should follow her to church and see what she’s up to. I’m guessing she’s meeting someone.’

‘Why me? I thought I’d give the run a try.’

‘Well, how about we both follow her to church and once she’s in we can head off to the run. It shouldn’t take long to do 5K.’

Mand’s face was a picture. ‘I haven’t run for ages. I’ll probably end up walking it.’

‘That’s all right as long as one of us is there to meet her coming out of church. We’ll have just under an hour. She said she’d be at the finish line but she can’t be. Even she wouldn’t have the balls to walk out of a service before it finished.’

‘I’m not so sure. Did you notice how confident she seemed at breakfast?’

Viv nodded. ‘I sure did. Whatever she’s on I’d love some.’

‘Me too.’

‘We’d better get a move on if we’re to be ready as soon as she comes down.’

Mand held up a large rucksack. ‘This is what we need.’

‘Wow. We’ll only be away for a couple of hours at most.’

‘Every eventuality.’

They heard the door of the bedroom upstairs close and Mand put her thumbs up. ‘Game on!’

Viv laughed, ‘You’re enjoying this, aren’t you!’

‘Better than sitting at home with Thomas the Tank or a box set.’

Viv hadn’t really thought about the rhythm of Mand’s life. More often than not they just rubbed each other up the wrong way.

They decided to walk into the village and were surprised to see signs for the ‘Fun Run’ as soon as they reached the main street. There was no one around so however well advertised it had been it wasn’t going to be busy.

‘I think we must be early,’ Mand said as she pushed James in a buggy capable of an Everest ascent. Baby and toddler acquisitions could be quite good fun if it included kit like that. They walked past the Catholic Church whose car park was full and continued along the main street.

Half way along their mum stopped and pointed. ‘You guys go that way. Follow the arrows. I’ll see you at the end.’

Viv said, ‘I thought we might be finished before the service so we’ll come and meet you.’

Alarm briefly flitted over their mum’s face, but she said, ‘Sure. You’re probably right.’

‘Which church are you going to?’

‘Ah, good question. It’s the Piscie at the end of the village. Take a left at the cross.’

How did she know this? As far as Viv knew she’d never been to Doune. But after the last couple of days, what could she believe about her mum’s past?

They parted company and Viv shooed Mand towards the street their mum had pointed to. ‘You head on up and I’ll follow her. If she does actually go to church I’ll be back with you in a few minutes.’

‘And if she doesn’t?’

‘We’ll cross that bridge . . .’

She hesitated for a moment, but then complied, so Viv retraced her steps and caught up with Mand in the park where tents and stalls had been erected for registration and a crèche. There were dozens of people milling about shaking out their limbs, checking their Fitbits or sorting their vests. James began to girn as he was taken into the crèche. Viv scanned the pitch and spotted Mac chatting to an official. There were serious athletes as well as locals, who’d obviously joined up for fun since they were in costumes of various superheroes and heroines.

She turned to Mand. ‘God only knows what mum’s up to. As you say she’s an adult. But she’s not as young as she was, even if she can beat us at push-ups.’

Mac called, ‘Viv’ and waved them over. He shook Mand’s hand. ‘Hi, we probably last met in the street when we were kids.’ He handed them vests. ‘I’ve registered your names. Where’s your mum?’

‘Change of plan. She’s found God this morning.’

Mac raised his eyebrows. ‘Old school.’

‘What d’you mean?’

‘Meetings in churches. Churches were known as the office because they were so often used as drop points.’

Viv shook her head, ‘She’s not exactly Mata frickin’ Hari.’

‘Don’t you believe it. C’mon, we’re almost off. Pretend you’re doing some stretches or they won’t let you run. We’re only in for the 5K. Walk in the park.’ He winked, did a perfect salute to the sun and touched his toes effortlessly. Viv concentrated on her hamstrings. Mand copied them both.

The elite runners lined up at the front and the gun went off. It was a slow start because of a narrow funnel before the track opened onto a rough, hard, uneven surface. It was turning into a beautiful bright morning and the air was crisp and fresh. With their breath visible ahead of them they started up a steep incline at a gentle trot chatting effortlessly as they went. There was a dense wood to the left, and open views down to the village on their right. At the quarter way post Mac upped his pace. He and Mand, both competitive, took off but Viv wanted to save herself for a sprint finish. She was trailing behind by about 30 metres when another runner came from behind and pushed her. She flew forward onto the ground. ‘Ouch! What the fu . . .?’ His foot stamped on her calf. ‘You bastard!’

The attacker ran on the spot, waving a few runners past. As soon as they were alone he offered Viv a hand to pull her up. She brushed it away. ‘Fuck off. What do you think you’re playing at?’

He grabbed her by the hair and pulled her up wrapping a huge rough hand over her mouth. He began hauling her backwards into the wood. She punched and kicked, managing once to connect with his face, but he was too strong for more. He was as big as Mac, maybe even broader. Within the next few seconds he’d slapped tape over her mouth and tied her hands behind her back. She managed to get to her feet but the branches of the trees were low and there was very little space to manoeuvre. She tried to head butt him and kicked like a mad woman but she couldn’t put her full force behind it since her leg was in agony and she couldn’t get completely upright.

Eventually, through gritted teeth, he whispered right into her ear, ‘There’s no point fighting. Keep your strength for later.’ A slight accent, English not his first language.

What did he mean ‘later’? What she’d thought was a two-minute fracas was turning into a proper abduction.

Alarm bells began clanging in her head. No one goes for a run carrying gaffer tape and string. This was planned. She tried to turn her head to see him, but he forced her forward. ‘You’re coming with me.’ He pushed her from behind again and she stumbled through the undergrowth. It was steep and heavily mulched with a thick bed of pine needles, which made the climb slow and excruciating.

He didn’t speak again until they emerged at the top of the treeline. ‘No one will hear us here.’ A German accent was easily decipherable now, with his tone at normal level. ‘Keep moving. We don’t have too far to go.’ He kept a grip of her wrists from behind and steered her in the direction he wanted to go. She racked her brain for who he was and what the hell he wanted. How was she to get away when she could hardly put weight on her leg? She stopped suddenly, leaned forward and punched her fists back up into his rib cage. He staggered back winded, but recovered and chased after her as she hobbled over the deep heather. Great place for sheep and deer, but for humans to run, not so much. He rugby tackled her and they both fell to the ground. She kicked and struggled but with only one good leg her options were restricted. She managed to roll on top of him but the only thing she could do was try to head butt him again, and this time she connected in all the right places. He screamed and pushed her over. She scrambled to her feet and tried to kick him but lost her balance. She crawled away from him and got up again. No matter the pain she had to run. She didn’t get far. He tackled her again. This time his full weight pinned her to the ground and he spoke into her ear, ‘Don’t do that again.’ The menace in his voice didn’t worry her, it just made her angry. The smell of his blood gave her some satisfaction. He gripped her wrists and steered her to just before the edge of the wood, where they descended through the trees. They reached a narrow track with such a steep icy camber that it was difficult to stay upright. He pushed her on. On the opposite side of the track was an apocalyptic landscape of recently felled pines, barren and stubbly with remnants of trunks sticking up, as if an atomic bomb had gone off. He pushed her to the left and then right onto another rough path flanked with gorse bushes. A black pick-up truck had been reversed in. The sound of a PA system echoed in the distance. The runners would be crossing the finish line and Mac and Mand would surely be wondering where the hell she was.

Her mind went into overdrive at the job they would have to find her if she didn’t leave enough evidence behind for them to discover. The German pushed her hard and she allowed herself to fall over onto the gorse, snapping a few small branches on her way down. He hauled her up and jabbed her in the back. He would so regret this when she got her hands untied. She dug a deep footprint into a soft area of earth. A few hundred yards on she spotted a mast, probably a mobile phone tower, badly disguised as a tree, but a few metres ahead of it there was a door into what looked like a water tower. It made sense to her that there would be a water collection tank at this height but why would he be interested in it? Her belly began to lurch. If he intended to shove her inside, she’d be a goner in no time. Although the sun was up the temperature still hadn’t gone above freezing. She could see his breath in the air. She panicked, yanking her hands free of his grip, and spun round to knee him in the groin but this time he was ready for her and he kicked out at her sore leg. She squealed and squirmed as she hit the ground. As she rolled around on the decking he prised open the iron door and dragged her inside.

To her astonishment it wasn’t a water tank at all, but some kind of reinforced concrete bunker, with a path leading down and down into the hill. He banged the door shut and they were engulfed in darkness. She tried to keep her wits about her, paying attention to the smell of dampness and counting her steps to give her an idea of how far she was going. After a while the gradient flattened out and he flipped a switch. Lights flickered on, illuminating the way ahead. The corridor reeled out until eventually they came to another huge reinforced steel door painted in army issue green. It was slightly ajar. She imagined he’d been there already to prepare the way. He shoved her through the gap before struggling to push it closed even with the full weight of his back on it. She winced at it scraping on the concrete, worse than nails on a blackboard. They were now in another corridor, this time with lots of doors off it on either side. Holy shit! From the notices on the doors they had to be in a disused Cold War bunker, ‘Dry store’, ‘Boiler 1’, ‘Cold store’, ‘Sanatorium’, ‘Operations’, which may or may not have been of the medical variety. The next door sent a chill up her spine with its yellow skull and crossbones sign and ‘Decontamination’ written in red letters. He kept pushing her forward until they came to a door marked ‘Bunks’. Inside, rows of narrow iron bed frames, with wooden planks where a mattress could be placed, lined either side of walls that had once been whitewashed. Poor lighting made everything grey. It was a massive underground complex of buildings where a chosen few would have come to survive a nuclear attack, designed to keep people safe for weeks, even months. Her mind flitted from one scenario to another. Finding her here would push Mac’s limits.

He closed the door of the bunkroom and ripped the gaffer tape off her mouth. She wanted to yelp but wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.

‘What the fuck do you want with me?’

He shoved her onto a bed. She landed with a thud, her heart pounding with adrenalin. If he thought she’d be an easy lay he was badly mistaken. But to her relief he didn’t start to fumble with her joggers or his own jeans. If he wanted to kill her he needn’t have gone to all the trouble of hauling her through the woods and bringing her underground. He’d had lots of opportunity before now, so he must have something else in mind.

‘You have something that belongs to me.’

She didn’t answer straightaway. Her face crumpled in thought, but she shook her head. ‘Nope. I’ve no idea what you mean.’

Viv had had a situation in the recent past where someone believed she had something which belonged to them and it had been a difficult fight. At first she’d thought he might be right, but it turned out that he was as unworthy of the inheritance as she was. She sighed, ‘Is this about Dawn?’

The look of confusion that passed over his face made her sure it wasn’t.

‘Okay, tell me what it is you want.’

‘I, we, want what is rightfully ours.’

‘I know that you think I’ve got special powers and can guess what you’re on about, but trust me I don’t. It would help if you took me through it from the beginning.’

He plonked himself down on the bed opposite, took out a handkerchief and wiped his face. She noticed a slight twitch above his right eye and remembered seeing the same thing on someone recently. The pianist. This man was not the pianist, but they were both German. Could there be a connection? Could a twitch be hereditary? She had nothing to lose, ‘Are you related to Kurt Hahn?’

Wrong question.

‘Ah, so you do know what I want.’

‘No, I don’t.’

‘Then how would you know of my connection to Kurt?’

‘It was a wild guess.’

He snorted. ‘You don’t strike me as the wild guess type.’

‘Well stick around, you’ll soon find out how much guessing I can do.’

‘I’m not sticking around as you say, but you are not going anywhere for a while.’

‘What is this about? What do you think I have belonging to you?’

‘Money.’

‘Ah, it’s always about money. But I don’t have your money.’

‘You might not have it now, but you will when your mother dies.’

Major alarm bells rang at the mention of her mum. ‘So, I’m guessing it’s a significant amount of money, otherwise why would you go to this extent to get it back? Not sure why you assumed I’ll inherit.’ She was about to say everything her mum owned would go to James but stopped herself. The less he knew of James and Mand the better.

He smirked, ‘It is a substantial sum.’

‘Do you know that she actually has it?’ She thought of the receipt squirrelled away in the secret compartment of her mum’s box.

He nodded. ‘And since we’re both guessing, you also know and are playing a game with me. Let’s see how you enjoy the game of being locked in here for . . .’ He stood and pushed her back onto the hard boards on the bed. He punched her with his full force on the side of the head and she went out cold.


Chapter Eleven

She came round in darkness, frozen and stiff, no feeling in her arms since both her hands were tied above her head to the bed frame. Her temple thumped and her eyes were blurred, but she was alone in the silence. How long had she been unconscious? Would he be back? It was dark, but it would be anyway since the lights were out and there was no natural light. She drew in a breath and thought the smell of his blood lingered. Maybe she had some on her. She moved her legs, pulling her knees up towards her chest. Best keep still, her bladder objected. Interesting that he hadn’t tied them to the other end of the bed. He was confident that she wouldn’t find a way to release her hands. He was right. The tethers were cutting into her wrists and when she moved the pain was excruciating. The more she moved the more damage she did. She felt blood trickle down her arm. This was bad news. She should lie still and think of a strategy. Mac and Mand would already be looking for her. It was just a matter of time. What time was it? She had a mobile tucked into her pants but she’d switched it to silent for the run. Besides there was no way she could access it. She cursed. Not that that would do any good, but it released some tension. She tried rubbing her wrists up and down the iron bedstead, every movement agonising. She could use her blood as a lubricant, but only when it was flowing. Biting on her lip she continued slow movements up and down the post. It was rough with rust or peeling paint, but to break the ties she would have to commit to a long process. The metallic smell of her blood made her conscious that there were no other smells.

Suddenly she heard a noise. She stopped moving her arms. Silence. She lay holding her breath, then she heard it again, the scraping of the huge door. It wouldn’t be long before he came in. It seemed an age until the door to the bunkroom was pushed open. She immediately became aware of a rank stench. Then the lights sprang on. She gasped. But the thing in the doorway screamed. She blinked and blinked as if she was clearing a nightmare from her vision. The apparition before her couldn’t be human. It had a mass of matted hair that gave a whole new meaning to dreadlocks, and layers of clothing and ropes tied round its waist and round its ankles. It wore boots that were far too big and it was filthy everywhere. The face looked charred but was probably ingrained with dirt and weather. It had put its hands up to cover its mouth and the black fingernails were long and curling. It started to back out of the door.

‘No, wait!’ she shouted.

It continued to retreat.

‘Please. Don’t go. Don’t leave me.’

But she heard it continue to shuffle away from the door.

She called out again, ‘Please. I can’t hurt you.’

Either it had stopped or it was too far away for her to hear its movement.

‘Shit! Shit! Shit!’

She glanced around the room and back up at her wrists. What a mess. There was blood everywhere now but the tethers had loosened off slightly. If she kept at it eventually one of them would give. Slow and patient movements would win the day so she began again, holding back tears of frustration as she did. Again she thought she heard shuffling and the apparition stuck its head round the door. This time she made no eye contact and didn’t speak. Whoever they were they must be familiar with this place and until now probably believed that they had it to themselves. She risked glancing up. It raised its hands to its face again and turned away.

She said, ‘I’m sorry. I’m sorry to be here.’

It fidgeted with the string at its waist. Then shook its head.

‘If you help me to free my hands I’ll get out of your way . . .’

Its agitation increased when she spoke. She took a deep breath and continued working her wrists on the iron bedstead and ignored the person. What would have had to happen to someone, for them to become like that? She knew she was dealing with a serious mental condition, but was there a way for her to communicate without freaking it out? Her freedom was in both their interests. It occurred to her that there might not be much time. Her attacker could return at any minute then what? This poor human being could also be in danger.

‘Who are you?’ a croaky but female voice asked.

Viv’s belly contracted. The way she handled this could make or break her release. ‘My name is Viv. I was running in the race and someone attacked me and brought me here. Can you help me?’ She kept her voice low and steady although her nerves were in danger of betraying her.

‘I can’t help you. But I wish you weren’t here. This is my place. No one comes here.’

‘I’m sorry . . .’

This immediately sent the woman into a state of agitation again. She started moaning, a low painful rumble, almost a growl, that went straight to Viv’s heart. She’d heard it once before and had hoped she’d never hear the like of it again. An undercover job had gone badly wrong and she’d ended up trapped in a container along with a group of women who were intended for sale. One had a daughter who was ill and both were claustrophobic. The mother had made this same noise as she’d rocked her child back and forth, waiting for death. The woman in the room with her now smelled of filth, but mainly of fear.

‘I’m injured. He stamped on my leg so that I couldn’t run.’

The woman stopped moaning, but turned her face to the opposite wall. Viv had no way of knowing how old she was. All she could tell was that she had a hoarse, but not coarse, Scottish accent, she wasn’t very tall and she had pale blue eyes that flitted here, there and everywhere.

‘Please.’

The woman turned round and took a small step nearer, but wouldn’t make eye contact. Viv didn’t say anything more. She waited as tiny step by tiny step the woman came closer. She made a darting movement inside the layers of her clothes, if that’s what you could call them, and to Viv’s astonishment came forward with an old Swiss army knife. Viv’s wide -eyed look scared her and she took a step back.

Viv took a breath and let it out really slowly. The woman stepped closer again. Then in a couple of quick steps she rushed to Viv’s wrist and sliced through the tether. She did the same at the other side then held the knife aloft, pointing it at Viv.

Viv’s arms collapsed in agony. She tried to shake them out but the cold had rendered them immobile. She swung her legs off the bed. ‘Thank you.’

She wasn’t sure if her injured leg would carry her but she was determined to try. She crossed the room to the door in a few excruciating unstable strides and went out. She dragged herself up the corridor like a troglodyte until she reached the blast door, which was slightly ajar, and squeezed around it. The long corridor ahead felt steeper than it had on the way in but she reached the exit and emerged blinking into dark, cool, fresh air. As she reached the rough path with the gorse on either side she heard the drone of an engine. She slipped into the wood at the other side of the track and wound her way downhill where she could see the lights of the village. The truck passed by but she didn’t try to see who the driver was. She just needed to find her way home. Only fifty metres on she heard a movement behind her. She froze and turned as Molly appeared through the undergrowth and started circling her legs and jumping up at her. She barked but Viv got onto the ground with her and held her muzzle to silence her. Tears sprang to her eyes as she rubbed the dog’s ears. More than relieved to see her. Mac and Mand must be out on the hill looking for her. She sat with the dog until the engine noise vanished. Then she hobbled to her feet and continued the descent.

She heard Mac’s voice calling on the dog and felt safe to call back, ‘Over here! I’ve got Moll.’

Within a couple of minutes Mac came into sight. He raced to her and held her in a bear hug. He spoke into her hair, ‘What . . .’

She pulled away. ‘Not here.’

‘Christ, Viv, I thought I’d lost you.’ He choked.

She held him again. Both tried to disguise tears of relief. ‘I’ll be okay but my leg is in a bad way.’

He scooped her up and carried her down the track, Molly jumping and circling with excitement all the way. His Audi was parked on the other side of the park, where all trace of the running event and PA system had disappeared. He managed to carry her all the way.

Once inside the car he noticed the blood on her arms and the mess her wrists were in, ‘My God, what the hell happened out there?’

‘Let’s get home. Where’s Mand?’

He shook his head, ‘What a day. Home.’

It only took a couple of minutes to get to the cottage. The porch light was on and with a few of the rooms also lit up it looked cosy and homely. He came round to her side of the car, intending to carry her in, but she shooed him away. ‘I’ll be fine now. Don’t fuss.’

‘Oh, there’s going to be fussing.’

She picked up something in his tone. ‘What kind of fussing?’

He opened the front door and ushered her in.


Chapter Twelve

Mand rushed over and hugged her. ‘My God, what happened to you?’

Viv, overwhelmed by Mand’s emotional response, said, ‘I’d love to get cleaned up a bit before I . . . Where’s mum?’

Mand shot a look at Mac.

‘Where is she?’

Mac said, ‘She didn’t come back from church.’

‘Who have you contacted?’

‘I’ve put out an alert, a description with the local force, but we can’t confirm her as a missing person until twenty-four hours have passed.’

Viv opened her mouth to object, then decided against. ‘Ten minutes.’ She hobbled upstairs and ran the shower.

Mand said, ‘Well, that went well.’

Mac said, ‘Better than I expected, but now she’s got thinking time we should prepare for war.’

Mand shook her head, ‘Is she really that bad?’

Mac looked confused. ‘She’s not at all bad. In fact, she’s the best we have.’

It was Mand’s turn to look confused. ‘What do you mean “the best we have”? It sounds as if she’s working for you.’

He shrugged. Viv’s secrets were not his to tell. ‘Let’s just say she’s an extraordinary woman.’

‘I can’t get my head round any of this cloak and dagger shit. A couple of days ago I had a sister who was a brainy hairdresser and a mum in a retirement home. We are, were, a dysfunctional family who ticked along. If the chips were ever really down we could rely on one another, but now, I’ve no idea who they are or where I stand.’

The sound of the shower pumping water stopped. Mand put the kettle on the Aga. A few minutes later Viv appeared wearing a long baggy tee shirt and carrying a first aid box. She plonked herself down on a chair at the kitchen table and opened the box. Sal hadn’t held back. Anything could be fixed by its contents. Mac sat beside her and checked her wrists. Now that they were clean he could see how deeply she’d been cut.

‘Ouch! These should be stitched.’ He rifled around in the box and found butterflies in a selection of sizes. ‘These will do as a temporary measure.’ He was gentle and dextrous and in no time her wrists were bandaged. Then he turned his attention to her leg. Her knee was grazed, gravel still obvious in it. He set about removing bits with tweezers. She wasn’t brave about this and had to look elsewhere as he poked and prodded. Her calf was badly swollen but she could move it in every direction he asked her to. ‘I don’t think it’s broken, do you?’

‘No. But it’s bloody painful to put weight on it.’

He put a dressing on her knee and lashings of arnica gel on her calf and shin. ‘Let’s get a look at your head.’

‘My head’s fine . . . thank you.’ She hobbled back upstairs and returned wearing joggers and thick socks. ‘Now let’s talk about mum.’

‘We’ll get to that, but first I’d like to hear exactly what happened up that hill.’

His face told her that she wasn’t getting any info until she spilled her story.

‘Okay. Just before the bend after the steep quarter-way mark a man came up behind me and shoved me to the ground. At first I thought it was an overzealous runner trying to get past but he wasn’t. Once I was on the ground he waited until a gap in the runners and he stamped on my leg then dragged me into the wood.’ She closed her eyes, ‘Christ, it sounds so dramatic. Anyway, he managed to get my hands tethered behind my back, which made it easy for him to push, and at times drag me up through the forest. Long story short . . .’

‘No! Not short. I’d prefer the whole story.’ He was wearing his stern I’m-having-no-nonsense face.

She sighed and continued. ‘Okay. We reached the end of the wood which was pretty high up on the Braes. Probably at the same latitude as your place.’

‘Nice detail, but go on and keep on track. All this could be important if we’re going to find your mum.’

‘We had a few scuffles but he overwhelmed me with his weight.’ She flushed. Embarrassed.

‘Don’t worry about that. You managed to outsmart him, otherwise you wouldn’t be here.’

‘I didn’t. He took me to an old bunker. Massive place underground. He tied me to a rusty iron bunk. Thus the welts.’ She lifted her wrists. ‘He punched me in the side of the head. And I went out.’

Mand gasped and fought back tears. ‘I can’t cope. What if someone is doing the same thing with mum?’

Mac said, ‘Let’s hear what Viv has to say first, then we’ll get to your mum.’

Viv swallowed, then continued. ‘When I came round the place was in darkness and he had gone. But the weirdest, and I mean weirdest thing happened.’

Mac nodded to urge her on.

‘A woman, not like any woman I’ve seen before came into the bunker. She obviously uses it as her shelter, because she screamed and screamed when she saw me. She’s not well, but after a while I persuaded her to cut me free. We should find her; she needs help. She was terrified.’

‘She might well need help, but she was doing all right until you interrupted her day and will probably live to see another in the bunker.’

‘The rest you know. I got out and into the wood. I heard a truck going up the track and thought it might be him returning. I hid and that’s when Moll found me. I was worried when she barked that if it was him he might hear her and come looking. Irrational. Even if it had been him he wouldn’t necessarily have heard her bark and certainly wouldn’t have thought it was because of me. I wasn’t thinking straight.’ She covered her face with her hands, but winced when she caught the side of her head.

Moll came out from her bed and curled up on top of her feet.

‘Now what are we going to do about mum?’

‘I’ll get the local guys to search the bunker. They’re supposed to be locked up, inaccessible.’

‘So you knew it was there.’

‘All government officials know it’s there.’

‘But you’re not . . .’

He shook his head. ‘Need to know only.’

‘Don’t scare that poor woman. If that’s her only place to sleep in the cold . . .’

‘I’m on it, Viv.’ He wandered off with his mobile phone pinned to his ear.

Mand put a mug of coffee down in front of her sister. ‘Here, drink this.’

‘Thanks. How’s James?’

‘He’s finally gone off to sleep. Probably not for long though, too much excitement.’

Viv checked the clock. Then walked through to the conservatory and leafed through a magazine rack. She pulled out a local monthly publication about village news. On the back page she read the times of each of the local church services. If she was quick she’d catch the rector after Evensong. She grabbed her car key and was half way into her jacket when Mac came in from the porch and saw her getting ready to go out. ‘Where are you off to?’

‘Church. There’s an Evensong about to finish. I’ll ask the rector about mum. Can’t sit here doing nothing. Coming?’

Mand said, ‘What about me?’

‘You’ve got James to look after. I don’t expect we’ll be very long and if we are more than, say half an hour, I’ll phone you.’

Mand didn’t look happy but seemed resigned to stay put. Mac and Viv left.

Mac said, ‘I’ll drive. You save that leg while you can.’

She didn’t argue and hoisted herself into the Audi.

They drove to the small but perfectly formed church and waited. Soon the doors opened and the congregation began to spill out. When it seemed as if everyone had gone they went inside. Viv saw the rector disappear through a small heavy wooden door. She wandered up the aisle and knocked on the door, which was duly opened by the woman in the midst of her de-robing.

‘Sorry to trouble you, but we’re looking for my mum.’

The rector held the door wide open and smiled. ‘Well, she’s not in here.’

‘No, I didn’t think she would be. She was here this morning and didn’t come home.’ It occurred to her that her mum could still be in the building. ‘Is there another door?’

She pointed to a curtain and pulled it back to expose a narrow wooden door. ‘The loo is in there and it also has a door leading outside.’

Viv went through to the loo and out the other door into the garden and the car park. No sign of her mum.

The rector had followed. ‘There was a woman here who left before Eucharist.’

Viv asked, ‘Was she wearing a camel coloured coat?’

The rector shrugged, ‘I couldn’t say for sure. But she was with someone.’

Mac joined them. ‘Can you describe them?’

The rector drew herself up and breathed out a sigh. ‘Am I about to get someone into trouble?’

‘No, no, but she could be in danger.’

‘What kind of danger?’

Viv shook her head. ‘We’re not sure. There’s been someone following her.’

Mac said, ‘You never said.’

‘Who was she with? Male or female?’

‘Male. They looked as if they knew each other but I could be wrong. The only reason I noticed was they were both strangers to the congregation.’

‘Shit!’ Viv glanced at the rector who shrugged again and said, ‘I don’t think I can give you any more help.’

‘Wait, what time was the Eucharist?’

The rector glanced at her watch, a habitual gesture. ‘At ten twenty.’

‘So the last sighting of her was . . . eight hours ago. She’s been on the move for more than eight hours.’

‘Viv, she could be anywhere.’

She said, ‘This is so out of character.’

Mac said, ‘But is it? Is it out of character now that you know that she’s had a different life to the one you thought she’d had?’

‘How the hell would I know? She’s become a loose cannon. We should go home and check through her things.’

Mac stood with his hands on his hips and stared at her.

‘What?’ Viv said, irritably. ‘Basics. We’ve got to start with basics. If she’s not come home then we’ll think of plan B. But what did he look like?’ she called to the rector’s retreating back.

The rector turned. ‘Tweeds, ruddy complexion, smiling eyes.’

Viv looked at Mac and screwed up her eyes. ‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking?’

‘Could be Ruddy?’

‘What the hell? That would be confusing, weird even. I mean she doesn’t know him.’

Mac said, ‘You don’t know that. You’ve no idea what connections she’s had or still has. If she wasn’t your mum you’d be thinking totally differently.’

‘You’re right. I have to try to see this as some woman with a past . . . C’mon, let’s get back and check the house.’

They drove back to be greeted by an excitable Moll twirling like a Dervish in the hallway.

Mand said, ‘I have to have a shower. Can you listen out for James?’

Viv was distracted so Mac replied, ‘Sure, go for it.’

Mand nodded gratefully.

Mac took his phone out and began texting,

Viv noticed. ‘What are you doing?’

‘I’m sending the big boss a message.’

She said, ‘D’you think he knows her?’

He shrugged, ‘Only one way to find out.’

‘She must have a phone. There’s no way that she arranged this before we came because she didn’t know she was coming until Mand persuaded her.’

Mac raised his eyebrows. ‘You think?’

‘Will you stop doing that?’

‘Well, you’ll have to do better, ’cause you’re not thinking straight. So let’s start from the beginning. Or at least from what information we’ve got.’

Viv sighed. ‘Right. She has a visitor in the shape of a window cleaner who turns out not to be a window cleaner but a petty thief. Mand sees her hiding a paper in a box with a secret compartment so we go and check it out. We discover the paper is a document marked top secret and there’s a receipt stapled to a photograph. We don’t know who the man is, but as you pointed out there was some kind of old military facility in the background. Mand was followed.’

‘What here, since she came to the village?’

Viv nodded, ‘It gets worse. The man, well we think it was the same man, then came into the garden and mum spotted him and went out to ask him what he wanted. He took off and so did she. Tried to catch him but he waded over the river. Thankfully she didn’t and I found her on her way back.’

‘Wow. So things are stacking up.’

‘Then she showed us a bag that she’d brought with her. She didn’t think it was safe at her flat. In fact it should be upstairs.’

Viv went up to find the tapestry bag. It wasn’t there. How could that be? Her mum hadn’t taken it with her to church. Had she been back to collect it? Viv checked beneath the bed, in the wardrobe, then noticed a hatch in the ceiling. No way! She started to pull the chest of drawers away from the wall.

Mac stuck his head round the door. ‘What on earth are you . . .’

‘What does it look like? I can’t find the bag and she didn’t take it with her. She pointed to the hatch and started to haul herself onto the dresser.

She said, ‘Lift me up and I’ll be able to grab it.’

Mac stepped forward, lifted her off the drawers and dumped her on the bed. ‘I don’t think so.’ He stood on the drawers and sure enough when he pushed open the hatch the bag was there. He hauled it out.

She said, ‘My God, this is like some mad country house mystery. How the hell did she get it up there?’

Mac stared at her and nodded at the chest sitting in the middle of the floor. ‘No prizes!’ He shoved it back to where it had been. ‘Let’s have a look. There’s bound to be something in there that’ll help.’

They sat side by side on the bed. It had been made with military precision; her mum would do nothing less if she were at home. They carefully pulled envelopes and papers from the bag. Mac slipped the photographs of her dad out of their envelope but didn’t say anything. She kept her eyes fixed on the documents her mother had been saving for another time. Each yellowed sheet was marked with the same ‘Top Secret’ stamp as the one they’d found in the box back in Edinburgh. ‘Interesting that she’s separated these from the one in the box at home. In fact, surely it’s here. It was well hidden so it is important to her.’

Mac glanced at Viv’s pile. ‘D’you think she’s keeping those for posterity? I mean they must be of great sentimental value. And probably not of any consequence to anyone else apart from for her.’

Viv handed each one to him after she’d glanced over it. They were all addressed to her mum but had words blacked out. Only one was addressed to her dad. ‘D’you think she was trying to hide this one? You know, place it somewhere so obvious that no one would find it?’

‘Could be. Let’s have a look.’

She passed it over. The date on it was 1989. The documents addressed to her mum were mostly dated in the late nineteen seventies, before Mand and Viv were born.

Mand stepped into the room, rubbing her hair with a towel. ‘What are you doing?’

‘As you see. We’re trying to find something that will help us to find her.’

‘But she hasn’t been away for long. She’s probably having a dinner somewhere and we’re getting totally worked up over nothing. And you’re prying into her private papers. She said she wasn’t going to show us those.’

Mac nudged Viv’s arm. ‘Look at this.’ He handed her one of the sheets of paper addressed to her mum.

It read: ‘You are summoned to attend Special Training School 24, Group A, at Arisaig in September and October where you will receive intensive instruction in fieldcraft, night and daylight navigation, weapons and demolition. Etcetera.’

The date at the top of the letter was barely visible. She thought it could be August 1971 but it was too faded.

Mac said, ‘Believe me now?’

Viv fingered the side of her head and glanced at Mand whose eyes were welling up and said, ‘Okay we’ll just put everything back for now.’

Mand’s voice was soft, ‘The damage is done. But she could walk in the door any minute and you’d have to explain what you’re up to.’

‘Look, Mand, we’re not “up to” anything other than trying to make sure she isn’t hurt. I’d love her to walk in the door right now, but my gut tells me she isn’t going to. She’s up to something and probably out of her depth.’

Viv packed everything into the bag and with Mac’s help dragged the chest of drawers back over to where he could reach the hatch. Mac jumped up and lifted the bag back into position.

Viv said firmly, ‘If she doesn’t turn up by morning we’ll go out and look for her. Someone is bound to have noticed her. She’s a stranger in a small village. Meantime I’ll contact . . .’ she glanced at Mac, ‘You haven’t heard back?’

He said, ‘No, nothing. And we don’t actually know that it was him with her. Lots of people could answer to that description, especially in the countryside. Let’s get food and discuss a strategy for tomorrow.’

They traipsed downstairs. Mand looked vulnerable with limp damp hair and no makeup. James stirred and she went to see him. Was he aware of the rising tension around him?

Mac set about preparing food. He was an exceptional cook. His Italian heritage came to the fore in the kitchen. Mand appeared with a whimpering James pinned to her hip. A sleepy wee boy caught in the middle of a family drama. They sat round the kitchen table and ate, then discussed what should happen next. Viv was all for setting out on foot but the other two protested.

Mac said, ‘Does she have a mobile phone?’

Viv shrugged. ‘I think she must have, but I’ve never seen it. She organised the meeting in the church while she was here and the only way she could do that would be on a mobile. But I’m surprised that Mand and I didn’t see or hear her using it.’

‘You might be underestimating her. If she has a plan she could be leading you two a merry dance.’

The sisters were about to protest in unison but Mac raised his hand. ‘She has had a life that you know nothing about. From that letter I showed you I think she’s been a well-trained operative and you are blind to her skills because she’s your mum. C’mon, Viv, imagine if she was anyone else. What would you do?’

‘If she was anyone else I wouldn’t be this worried. And the key word in that last sentence is “been”, past tense, a previous life. She’s seventy, for God’s sake.’

‘My point exactly. Your concern is getting in the way of your reason.’

‘If you say that once more I’ll . . .’ She heaved a sigh, ‘ . . . How much CCTV do you think Doune has?’

‘Enough. And if you concentrate you’ll recall from your own training . . .’

Viv glared at him. Mand had no clue about Viv’s training. But now that he mentioned it Mand said, ‘Well? What training is that?’

‘Nothing that you need to know about.’

‘Not unless it puts me or James in danger.’

‘It won’t.’ Viv was lying; it already had once before and there were no guarantees that it wouldn’t again. Although she’d go to any lengths to prevent it. Already people, whoever these people were, had shown up not worried about being visible. They knew too much about her and her family. She reached for her laptop.

‘What are you going to do?’

‘I’m going to check the CCTV situation.’

Mac said, ‘D’you mind if I have a shower and pretend that I know nothing about what you’re up to?’

‘Go ahead. D’you know where to find a towel?’

He nodded and glanced at Mand. ‘You okay?’

‘What are my choices?’

‘Your sis is pretty switched on in the computer department.’

‘You don’t say.’

‘Oh and by the way, we can’t exclude the idea that your mum could be shacked up in a hotel room getting some action with an old flame.’ He grinned, but on watching their looks of revulsion, and both reaching for a missile, he took off upstairs.

Viv said, ‘Sod! That image once seen can never be unseen. He’s disgusting. How could he?’

Mand said, ‘I don’t know about you, but I’m not getting the hang of this. In my head, as I said earlier, our mum’s a retired secretary who settled into sheltered accommodation to be entertained in her retirement. She isn’t someone who’d go bouncing around . . . the countryside.’

‘Don’t pay any attention to him. He’s just winding me up. By the way how did you persuade her to come?’

‘I had a vague idea where Sal lived and for some reason knew the name of the house. When I told mum that seemed to clinch the deal. In the end she was quite keen to come to Perthshire. Now that I think of it she might have said she was fond of Perthshire.’

‘That could be important. Can you remember exactly what she said?’

Mand rubbed her hands over her face and into her hair in the same way that Viv often did. It was a habit they’d inherited from their mum. ‘Yes, she did say she was fond of Perthshire. It didn’t occur to me to ask if she’d been before. If you’d been staying somewhere else I wonder if she’d have stayed at home?’

‘So maybe there’s a reason, a specific reason for her to come here.’

Viv grabbed her laptop and went upstairs. She’d have to take another look at those old documents.

Mac stepped out of the bathroom with one towel wrapped round his waist and another in his hand rubbing his hair.

Viv averted her eyes. He was in terrific shape. She said, ‘I need time out.’ She shut her bedroom door and lay prone on the bed. The emotional toll of spending time with the family was beginning to chalk up and what was Mac thinking walking about out there almost naked? She read a return text from Ruddy. He was out of the country unable to help and clearly not the man that her mum had just met, unless he was lying.

She sent a text to Sal. She checked the time. Sal’s day would just be starting. No such thing as a weekend off with the FBI. She hoped she’d hear back immediately, but nothing happened. She guessed texts and emails were monitored but still she ought to have heard something by now even if they had been delayed on some data collection server for Homeland Security. She was under no illusion that Sal’s communication would be vetted.

The other possibility, that she didn’t want to entertain, was that Sal was too busy enjoying her new job to respond. She booted up her laptop. There had to be a way of checking the CCTV. After a few blind alleys she did manage to hack into the right system, but the broadband kept cutting out and buffering. If her mum wanted to take risks who was she to prevent her? Mand was right; she was an adult. However, she did want to find out what the heck was going on and that meant taking another look inside her room. Her mum having a mobile seemed inevitable but ran counter to her phobia of telephones and any communication over the wire.

She must have fallen asleep and woke with a start. She was cold and stiff again, but she was safe. The bedroom lamp was still on and her laptop lay at her side. She checked the time, two-thirty, middle of the night. She switched the lamp off, pulled the duvet over her and tried to settle back to sleep. Her head flooded with images of that poor woman. What had happened to her? How did she survive in freezing temperatures? The locals must know her or at least have seen her. She felt sick at the thought of the German finding her, but Mac said he was on it. She’d have to trust him for now.


Chapter Thirteen

Monday

 

At breakfast the following morning Mand and James were eating porridge and Mac was hovering over the Aga waiting for bread to toast. He said, ‘Sleep okay?’

‘Not bad. How come you’re here so early?’ She didn’t wait for an answer. ‘I’m worried about that woman. Hello, wee James.’ She rubbed the top of his head.

Mac said, ‘Don’t be worried. Social services know her. She’s with them now. Apparently every few months they take her in and clean her up, but she always goes back out to wander. Can’t stand other people.’

‘And mum, anything?’

‘Nothing. But they think they have a partial registration number of a pick-up that was up there last night.’

‘So you’ve spoken to them already this morning?’

He touched the side of his nose, ‘You don’t know the extent of my powers.’

She snorted. In that kind of mood, she’d get very little sense from him. Better let him eat. She poured herself a coffee from the pot and slouched into a chair at the table. Her arms ached, her head thumped and her leg was throbbing. ‘My only consolation is that I don’t think he, or they, want to kill her. There’d be no point when they want something they believe she has. They need her alive.’

‘What exactly did he say to you?’

‘He said that he wanted money back that belongs to him. He believes that mum has it and that we’ll inherit it . . .’

She left that hanging for a minute. ‘So maybe . . .’

Mand said, ‘No, don’t say that. That would mean he intends to . . .’ She stifled whatever she was going to say next and buried her face in James’ hair.

Mac said, ‘They are searching for the pick-up. Soon as we get positive . . . ‘

Viv interrupted, ‘He surely can’t have gone far. He won’t go away unless he gets what he came for. And for that he needs mum or us. Can we access the bunker?’

Mac nodded, ‘Yes. Most of the rooms will be locked, but I’ll do my best to get keys.’

‘How did he know about the bunker? Could that just have been chance? Or does he have a connection?’

She thought of the photographs with military huts in the background. ‘Think Viv, think,’ she whispered.

‘If we get those photographs out again we can have them enhanced. See if anything more shows up that might identify where they were taken and who the man was.’

Viv pushed her chair back, but Mac stopped her.

‘Breakfast first.’

‘God, you’re so bossy.’

Mand shook her head, ‘You two should get a room. You’re like a . . .’

Viv said, ‘Spare me. Don’t even go there.’

Mac smiled, ‘It’s a love hate thing, but mostly . . .’

Mand said, ‘I’m not daft. There’s very little hate going on in this room.’

Mac put a rack of toast on the table and handed Viv a plate.

Mand smiled, ‘I rest my case.’

Viv said, ‘By the way what do you think the “Etcetera” at the end of that letter meant?’

Mac shrugged, ‘Not sure, but I know a man who will.’

‘We should go through all her correspondence again. See what she was actually being called to do. Something’s bound to come to light.’

Mand shook her head. ‘I’m not happy. I feel bad about going through her personal papers.’.

‘Even if it means they could save a life?’

‘Don’t you think you’re being melodramatic?’

‘No, I don’t. If you don’t want to be around when we do this that’s fine.’

‘I have to go back to Edinburgh anyway. James has an appointment with the nurse.’

Viv gave her a questioning look, but she didn’t elaborate. ‘Fair enough. But you’ll come back here after it?’

Mand shrugged, ‘I wasn’t planning to.’

Mac said, ‘Probably best to keep you all under one roof. Makes it easier to look out for you.’

Mand didn’t answer, just pushed her chair back and took James upstairs. ‘I’ll go get him ready.’

Once she was out of earshot Viv said, ‘D’you think it’s safe for her to go?’

‘How would I know? But I’d like to see you try and stop her. I’ll call in her registration number; get someone on her tail.’

‘Thanks. As soon as she goes we’ll get that bag down and go through it line by line.’

‘I thought you’d want to go back to the bunker. The forecast is for snow later.’

‘Okay, bunker first, papers after. Sound like a plan?’

‘Sure.’

The drive back up the hill, past the wood and parking where the pick-up had been didn’t have much of an effect on her. Mac handed her plastic gloves and bootees. She hunkered down to check the tyre tread marks, scouring the ground around to see if anything had been left behind, but because it had been so cold the ground was rock hard and indentations were minimal. The descent into the bunker, now a crime scene, along the concrete corridor made her belly contract and her mouth dry up. She wondered how he’d reacted when he realised she’d escaped. Then it occurred to her that he might not know. He might have left her there to rot. It wasn’t safe to assume that pick-up that she heard last night had been him. There were a couple of farms up on the Braes; it could have been someone going to them.

She said, ‘He might not know that I’ve managed to escape. Wherever he is now he might be imagining me freezing to death down here.’

Mac nodded. ‘We should try and question your woman. The guys who picked her up said she was in no state for anything but a bath and a good meal.’

‘We could try but I don’t think we’d get much out of her. She was definitely a woman of few words.’

‘Worth a go, though.’

‘Sure. What should we do first, the papers or find the woman? You think she’ll still be with social services?’

He shrugged. ‘They’d have no way of keeping her against her will. I’ll make a call.’

They reached the room where Viv had been kept. Mac pushed the door open with one fingertip, careful not to touch anything. Her attacker’s prints would be everywhere; he hadn’t worn gloves. She felt her anger rise and pushed it away with long slow breaths. She thought of where her mum might be. Could he have dealt with Viv then found her mum? If he hadn’t mentioned that her mum had money belonging to him she’d have believed that the two incidents could be separate. But he had, so the connection was real.

Viv wandered out of the bunkroom, and tried the next door. It was locked. She tried the next and the next until the fifth door opened. From the smell coming from inside she knew that the woman had been in there. Plastic bags filled with plastic bags covered all available floor space, a couple of huge duvets with filthy covers and a load of blankets, some woollen, some fleece, lay over in one corner. A mark on the concrete floor indicated where a hot pot had been laid down. She must have had a camping stove or some way of heating food and water. Viv sighed, concerned about the desperation of the woman. To choose to live like this the poor creature had to believe there were no other possibilities. Living down there was like living in a cave but without the threat of wild animals. Then Viv’s presence had terrified her, threatened her safe space. She rubbed her eyes to rid herself of the vision of the woman screaming.

Mac came in behind her. ‘Wow. Not exactly homely.’

Viv said, ‘Can we get her proper help?’

‘Only if she wants it. It’s the old story; you can lead a horse to water and all that. Come on, let’s get back to the house and go through the papers.’

‘She saved my life.’

‘You think I’d have given up?’

She stared at him. ‘No, I don’t suppose you would have.’ She took his arm and they made their way outside, both blinking to adjust their eyes to the daylight.

Back at the cottage Mand’s car had gone, but there was another in its place. Mac parked and Ruddy extricated himself from the passenger seat of the dark saloon.

Mac said, ‘To what do we owe this pleasure? It must be serious to bring you here at this hour of the day.’

Ruddy replied, ‘You know the form. Family first.’

Viv cracked, ‘I didn’t think I qualified as family.’

Ruddy stared at her.

Something in his look. She might be family, but her mum had put in more time.

Mac filled the silence. ‘Let’s go inside.’

She put the kettle on.

Ruddy gestured at her wrists. ‘Painful?’

Mac responded, ‘He made sure she was well secured.’

Ruddy slowly nodded his head.

Viv said quickly, ‘Mac, can you make coffee and I’ll go up and get the bag?’

‘Eh, I don’t think so. How about you stick to coffee making and I’ll get the bag?’ It wasn’t really a question.

Mac returned and hoisted the bag onto the kitchen table.

Ruddy raised his eyebrows. ‘She a hoarder?’

Mac nodded, ‘Not too much, but enough to be interesting.’ He pulled papers and photographs from the bag.

Ruddy stiffened and stared at the large picture with Viv’s mum and the woman in prison issue uniform. He tapped it with the tip of his thick forefinger. ‘Cul . . .’

Viv put mugs of coffee on the table. ‘What’s that?’

His head gave an almost imperceptible shake, but he said, ‘Not far.’

She persisted, ‘What is it?’

Ruddy said, ‘Oh was, all sorts of things. A POW camp mainly disused after World War 2.’

‘Mainly, but not entirely?’

He shrugged. ‘As soon as one war was over another began. Civilians thought that everything was finished, closed down, after VE day, but it wasn’t like that at all. A whole new threat had emerged.’

Viv and Mac waited for him to continue, but he didn’t.

Mac said, ‘The Cold War?’

Ruddy nodded. ‘It took until the late fifties for camps like Culty to have their World War 2 ordnance decommissioned and then it was only because there were accidents. A child killed; a man and his son blown up. Only one survived but he lost an arm. Piles of ammo all over the country, and nowhere to put it. There seemed no point in keeping bullets, grenades and the like, since a completely different kind of danger was looming. Every nation wanted the latest tech. No one cared what happened to a few hundred boxes of grenades. What damage could they do compared to the H-bomb?’

‘What does any of this have to do with my mum?’

He scratched his head. ‘I’m not sure yet, but she contacted us about five years ago. She’d never done that before so we paid attention.’

‘Okay.’ Viv rubbed her face in frustration. ‘Who’s “we” and to what did you pay attention?’

Ruddy looked at her full in the face. ‘It shouldn’t have become a thing. We’d sorted it. But now I’m not so sure.’

‘This “thing”, could it endanger her life?’

Ruddy said, ‘Let’s talk about what happened to you first.’

Viv sighed, but knew he wouldn’t take no for an answer. ‘I was attacked up on the hill and dragged to a bunker.’

He raised his eyebrows and glanced at Mac, but nodded at Viv to continue.

‘So the guy who grabbed me tied me to a bunk and left me unconscious. Luckily for me a woman came and cut me loose. The man has a German accent and a twitch beneath his right eye. It reminded me of another German I met only this week. A pianist who had been asking questions about me. He also had a twitch in the same place. Family tic; do families have tics? I don’t know, but it seemed too much of a coincidence. Anyway, my attacker thinks that my mum has money, a substantial amount of money that belongs to him, or he believes is rightly his. And clearly he’s making an effort to get it back. My only consolation is that he knows he’ll only get it back soon if she’s alive. She doesn’t have it. I know she doesn’t.’

Mac said, ‘How can you be sure?’

‘Because I’ve seen the receipt.’

She went to the tapestry bag and rooted around. ‘It seems odd that she’d leave it in Edinburgh and bring the rest of this stuff with her. It’s got to be in here somewhere.’

‘She’s a wise woman, Viv. If she left it she’ll have had reason to.’

She pointed to the photograph lying on the table in front of Ruddy. ‘Who is she? What’s her connection to the two Germans?’

‘Their mother probably, but without checking her file I can’t say for sure.’

‘And my mum’s connection to her?’

Ruddy began to flick his nails.

Mac said, ‘There’ll be some clue in here.’ He took out more papers and began to leaf through them. ‘Viv, you take these and see what you come up with.’

Ruddy pushed his chair back from the table. ‘I’ll leave you to it. I might be able to find a number somewhere.’

‘What kind of number?’ Viv was curious.

‘A mission number. There could be more than one. I’ll keep you posted and you do the same. You’ve both got my emergency line.’

Viv and Mac nodded as Ruddy walked to the door. He paused. ‘I don’t think she’ll be in any danger. She knows what to do.’

Viv said quietly, ‘I wish I were so confident.’

Ruddy sounded quite kindly. ‘You should give her some credit.’

Viv snorted, ‘For what? I’d no idea until this week that I had a spy for a mother.’

He said, ‘Mac, have you got a minute?’ They closed the door quietly as they went out.

When Mac returned Viv asked, ‘What was that about?’

‘Oh nothing, there’s stuff going on at HQ.’

‘Is it to do with your boss who “left”?’

‘God, no. Once you’ve gone you’ve gone. His department had already started cleaning up before he cleared his desk.’

‘So what is it?’

‘The NTF have always been guests at Fettes. Now Police Scotland want more input from us to their other departments.’

‘And there’s a problem with that kind of sharing caring stuff.’ She smiled. ‘You can bluff it. Give them a little bit of this and a little bit of that to keep them happy.’

He shook his head. ‘Don’t know why you don’t run my department.’

‘Never mind that boring office shit. Tell me you don’t think all this is weird, I mean really weird. He,’ she pointed to the door as if Ruddy were still there, ‘doesn’t need to be involved in a family drama.’

‘Like the boss said, once in the “family” always in the “family”.’

‘Oh, for fuck sake, you sound like a character from a 1960s thriller.’

They sat in silence as they read through the papers. Viv made notes and sighed a lot. Her mum had been flown to Berlin and back in a single day more than once. What was she doing there? Why her? Her mum must have been chosen for a reason. She handed a sheet to Mac. ‘Why do you think they wanted her for this one? From what I can make out most of her trips were on UK soil.’

His eyes flitted across the document. ‘The date on this is obscure. I bet if we can get it under an x-ray we’ll find the exact date. Unless of course this is the mission that Ruddy was talking about. He’ll get back to us as soon as he finds out but meantime why don’t you and I take a look . . .’

His phone rang and he checked the screen. ‘I’ll take this.’ He wandered out to the porch.

She wondered if it was just a privacy habit, or if he thought he got a better signal out of doors. Her own phone buzzed; the arrival of a text from an unknown number. She hoped it would be Sal. It wasn’t. She stared in horror at a video of her mum holding up a copy of the Scotsman. Her hands were tied in front of her and she spoke slowly, directly to the camera. Viv opened up her laptop and clicked on her email. She had to view this on a bigger screen.

Her mum’s voice sounded strong, ‘Listen carefully, Vivian. I want you to transfer some money. There’s an account book in my bureau. Both you and Mand are named on it so can access the money. Please transfer £500,000 to a sports bag in used ten pound notes . . . one swallow doesn’t . . .’ The recording was terminated.

When Mac came in, her eyes were glued to the screen. She gestured with her hand to him to come quickly. She wanted to make sure that her mum hadn’t been hurt. She replayed it. The video was shaky but she couldn’t see any sign that there had been violence. If you were going to have your hands tied, having them in front of you was an easier option than above the head. She touched her own wrists, still tender, and reminded herself that the way her mum looked was staged for the video.

‘We have to get this enhanced. I mean I can do it but not to the same degree that your digi guys can. It would help if we could see a bit more of the background. It looks a lot like the bunker, although the lighting’s definitely brighter and the chair, look at the edge of the chair back, it’s more modern than anything . . . She can’t be up there . . .’

Mac said, ‘It’s a big facility. It isn’t impossible.’

‘But I thought you’d had it searched?’

‘I asked the local guys to do it, but they probably have no idea just how extensive the place is. One room leads to another and another. It’s a maze. I’ll get on to them again. But that call I had, they think they’ve spotted the pick-up on a back road to Braco.’

‘So no other sightings in the village here?’ She gestured with her hand toward the Braes. ‘I’ll have to go to Edinburgh and get the account book.’

‘Ring Mand and get her to pick it up. But there’s no way you should make a transfer. Let me send that video on to the right person before we do anything else. I’ll send a copy to the boss. He might notice something.’

‘Oh my God, I can’t think straight. What is wrong with me?’ She marched off and rang Mand. No answer. She left a message on her voicemail. ‘What now? I’d like to go back up to the bunker and have a proper look. Were they all built to the same spec?’

‘There were different grades. Some were built for use for longer periods. There are lots and lots of them. In fact if I remember correctly, one within every fifteen-mile radius over Scotland.’

‘Wow! That’s a lot of concrete.’

‘Some are small radio facilities. There are only half a dozen of the civil . . .’

‘Civil what? You don’t have to hold anything back from me. I’ve also signed the OSA remember . . . Let’s look at a map.’ She got her laptop. ‘You said Braco was the last sighting of the pick-up?’

He shook his head. ‘Not that kind of map. There are maps still under wraps with the facilities marked on.’

She clicked on the keys and found another map as he described. ‘This kind of thing, from the Royal Ordnance Corps?’

‘Well, since it’s in the public domain it won’t be accurate. I’m talking about secret MOD maps.’

‘Are you saying that these maps,’ she pointed to the screen, ‘have misinformation on them?’

He nodded, ‘Yep. Don’t imagine fake news is a recent development. The Cecils were masters of it in the sixteenth century. I’m amazed that people believe anything that they read or hear in the news. It’s all propaganda.’

She shot him a quizzical look.

‘Do you know that recently an archaeologist applied to dig an area, because he’d “checked” the maps and believed it was MOD free, but it wasn’t. Think about it, Viv, it wasn’t in our interests to have accurate maps out there for these facilities.’

‘But someone knows the actual positions?’

He nodded.

She checked Google Maps again and traced her finger from Doune to Braco. It wasn’t far at all. ‘He must have somewhere to stay. Maybe he’s using the pick-up or the bunker.’ She was thinking out loud.

Mac hesitated. ‘I’ve . . .’

She caught something anxious in his tone, ‘What? Got to be somewhere?’

She didn’t expect him to say yes, but he did.

‘I should be . . .’

She snapped, ‘Don’t let me keep you back.’

‘I’ve been trying to cancel stuff, but I can’t get hold of one person.’

‘And you have a secretary, why?’

‘He’s already tried. For God’s sake, Viv, cut me some slack. I’m helping, but there are . . .’

‘Don’t bother. I’ll head up the hill. If that place is as big as you say it’ll take time to check out the whole place. You do your stuff and get back to me when you can. I appreciate what you’ve done.’

He ran his hands through his hair and let go of a breath, ‘Oh piss off. I have a conference call that involves half a dozen agencies and since it was me who set it up I thought it was only manners to speak to them myself to rearrange. I’m trying but . . . Oh, never mind. Let’s get going.’

Her head thumped and her wrists were still sore, but at least the swelling on her leg had gone down. She was grateful that he was driving. She wasn’t big on being driven, but she could just about cope with Mac at the wheel. As forecast, the sky looked heavy with the threat of snow. She shivered on the way to the car, and a nippy breeze caught her hair. The Audi’s heater was almost as efficient as the Rav’s and before they reached the turn-off in the village that would take them up to the Braes, the car was toasty warm.

‘You think he’d kill her if he doesn’t get what he wants?’

‘I don’t know. His motivation seems to be about the £500,000. But he could have weapons and if he’s angry, well you know what he’s capable of. That thump to your head wasn’t exactly the act of a gentleman.’

‘If he has weapons why didn’t he use them on me? I didn’t get any sense that he’d had special training. You know, like he had any strategy. He was just using brute force . . .’

‘For God’s sake, Viv, you don’t have to feel bad about him overpowering you. It’s happened to the best of us.’

‘Yeah, sure. When were you last overpowered?’

He drummed on the steering wheel with his long elegant fingers. ‘Eighteen months ago.’

She was shocked. He’d never said anything. But why would he if it was part of his job? Her work for him was unofficial she supposed, although she got paid handsomely for it. ‘You never said.’

‘There’s a lot you don’t know about me. As there’s a lot about you I don’t know. It’s how this game works.’

‘What game?’

He shook his head in frustration, then switched on his MP3. Mozart blasted from the speakers. Was he silencing her? The music was fine but she got tetchy in his immaculate car. It smelled of polish and something . . . lemony vinegary. When the hell did he get time to clean it? He certainly wasn’t the type to have it valeted. There’s no way he’d leave his precious wheels with strangers. Maybe the NTF had its own valet service, like Mand’s ex’s company. She assumed the NTF tracked their employees. But Mand’s car, could it be bugged? She should keep her mind on the next move instead of going down the route of uber suspicion.

Mac parked and they walked alongside the gorse bushes to the first door of the bunker. It was padlocked. Mac patted his jacket pockets.

She said, ‘No worries,’ and rooted around in her bag before she found a set of picks.

He shook his head. ‘You are utterly incorrigible.’ He turned and stared up at the phone mast. ‘You think this thing gives off harmful rays?’

She prodded around with the padlock and it clicked open. ‘Yes. I absolutely do. We’re being permeated by all sorts of rays all day every day, and some are harmful and others benign.’ She glanced up at the mast, ‘That thing. Just imagine what it is capable of. Can’t be benign. Bouncing info off satellites thousands of miles away and vice versa. It’d be a no brainer to think that’s safe. Come on, let’s get away from the deadly rays.’

They slipped through the door into the dark, cold corridor. Viv used her phone to give them some light. When they reached the blast door it proved hard to shift, even with two of them. The local police must have tried to shut it tight but hadn’t managed entirely.

Mac said, ‘He probably planned your abduction in advance. There’s no way he’d be able to lever this open without a crowbar. Although someone must have left it open wide enough for your woman to get inside. She didn’t strike me as particularly tough.’

‘Oh, I wouldn’t bank on that. Sleeping rough is no life for sissies. And she carries . . .’

‘What does she carry?’

‘Nothing.’

‘One of these days you’re going to realise that I’m not the enemy. We’re both singing from the same hymn-sheet.’

She snorted, ‘You and your Hail Marys.’

He released a long, slow sigh. They reached the bunkroom and he switched the lights on. They flickered as if they were about to go out. ‘You should try it some time. A few Hail Marys wouldn’t do you any harm.’ His voice echoed round the room. ‘Can’t imagine what it would be like here in a real emergency.’

She shot him a look.

‘I meant being in here long term.’

‘I see you’ve taken your sensitivity meds this morning.’

‘I just mean . . . oh forget it.’

‘Trust me I’m trying to, but the throbbing head, aching wrists and swollen leg are a minor distraction. Oh, and I wonder where I got those?’

He shook his head, ‘I didn’t mean . . . God, touchy or what? Let’s take a look further along. See if we can get into any of the other rooms.’

The room where the woman had left stuff was as it had been. There was a chance that she’d return to retrieve things or maybe take up residence again. Although Viv imagined that once a sanctuary had had an intruder the woman would move on. They moved around checking as many rooms as they could get into. Easy to tell if a room had not been accessed recently since the dust build-up at the base of the door was undisturbed. After about half an hour of checking doors they realised that there was nothing more they could do.

As they hit daylight Viv’s phone vibrated. ‘Hi, Mand. Did you get it?’

‘Yes.’ She sounded stroppy. ‘But it’s not all I got.’

‘Are you okay?’

‘I’m fine, but she knew where she was sending us. The bureau is always locked, but only last week when we visited James was crawling about on the floor and pulled a key from beneath the bureau. She had stuck it there deliberately with Sellotape, but was furious when she found him sitting with it in his mouth. I don’t think she was in the slightest bit worried about James. It was the key. Anyway, I knew where to look for it and with the account book was a bundle of letters tied up with red ribbon.’

‘Have you got them?’

‘Yes. It doesn’t feel right, but yes I have and I’m on my way back. Have you heard . . .’

‘Yes. He sent a video. You’ll see it when you get here.’

‘Right. Is there anything else I can do while I’m down here?’

Viv thought of how few clothes she’d packed but said, ‘No. Just get yourselves back safe and sound.’

Mac said, ‘Is she all right?’

‘Yes. She’s just a much better person than I am. I have no qualms about reading people’s mail but she really does. She’s bringing a bundle of letters.’

‘Interesting. Meantime I’ll try and locate a proper map of the bunkers nearest here. Best be methodical.’ He made a call and then they returned to the cottage. Moll danced round Viv’s legs and Viv, getting the message, put a lead on her and said, ‘I’ll take her round the River Park. Ten minutes tops.’

The ground was hard and rough, but it was great to be out and away from people. Didn’t matter how much she liked someone she couldn’t be cooped up with them without losing the will to live. Even a ten-minute walk could make her human again. She mulled over the conversation with Ruddy. There was no doubt now that her mum had worked in intelligence, she’d have to accept that, but what exactly had she done? Ruddy was younger than her mum so probably wouldn’t have worked with her, but he knew of her. And what was that about ‘them’ having ‘sorted it’; what exactly had they needed to sort? Why did the woman in the photograph give my mum lots of money? Nothing added up. If her attacker and his piano-playing brother were her sons, why hadn’t she left her money to them? What had they done to deserve exclusion from their inheritance? Maybe Germans had a different attitude to inheritance. She mustn’t assume that every country had the same bizarre system as the UK.

Moll ran ahead, her muzzle shifting from side to side, drawing in whatever smells were there. Once Viv reached the Teith she sat on a log that had been hewn into a rough bench for fishermen. She drank in the cold crisp air. This kind of day, with a clear blue sky, was a precious thing in a Scottish winter. Dark peaty water raced by and ducks landed against the flow before drifting back downstream without a care in the world. Moll became restless and pulled at her lead. They continued along the riverbank, Viv trying to rid herself of the frustration born of impotence. She was a woman of action and while thinking was a good thing, she couldn’t stand this business of going over and over the same things and reaching the same conclusion unless it led to action.

Her mum had obviously worked for British Intelligence. She’d been on ‘missions’ abroad and at home, and on one or more of these missions she’d encountered the woman in the photograph. For some reason the woman had left Viv’s mum a wodge of cash, which her son, Viv’s attacker, believed belonged to him. Now what about the brother? Did he believe the same? Was he asking questions about Viv so that he and his brother could get closer to their inheritance? Maybe one brother didn’t know what the other was doing. She remembered the newspaper article about the skirmish at a concert hall in Berlin. Hadn’t that been the pianist with his brother? Worth checking. Her phone vibrated. It was Mac wondering where she was.

‘Sorry, I’ll turn back.’ She tugged on Moll’s lead and pulled her to take a different route home. She’d been longer than she’d planned, but felt better for untangling some of the mash in her head. She slipped off her coat inside the porch. Mac had his phone pinned to his ear as a car arrived. She opened the door to Mand with James and his endless bags of kit.

Mand dumped most of the stuff on the floor in the hallway, but gestured with her head for Viv to follow. They went into the kitchen and Mand sat James on the floor then pulled out a bundle of letters from her handbag, their yellowing paper bound by a red ribbon; an indication that they were not recent.

‘You can read these if you want. I don’t think it’s right. They’re probably private from dad to mum. And this is the account book.’

Viv glanced at the top envelope. It had an internal services postmark. Mand was probably right. It would be a breach of privacy to go through them. ‘Let’s have coffee and food. We can decide what to do with the account book. I’ll let you see the video he sent.’

Viv pulled out her phone and played the thirty seconds of video. Mand started to cry. Viv rubbed her back. ‘He hasn’t hurt her and he has tied her hands in front of her, which means she’s not in serious discomfort.’

‘How can you say that? She’s being held by some nut job, God knows where. She’ll be freezing. You know she dresses for the tropics because of the Pound. Thin trousers and a tee shirt in these temperatures.’

‘She has a coat on.’

Mand spun round. ‘You think that’s enough? It’s minus four out there today. She’ll die of hypothermia.’

‘Someone was here earlier. He said we shouldn’t underestimate her. She’s been well trained.’

‘She might well have been but that was years ago. Now she’s an old woman.’

‘I wouldn’t let her hear you say that. She’d have your guts for garters.’

Mand snorted, ‘I haven’t heard that saying for a long time. Didn’t grannie used to say that?’

Viv nodded, ‘She did, and she meant it. Now let’s get some coffee. You did a good job finding the account book. As for these,’ she patted the pile of letters, ‘we’ll make a decision later.’

Mac joined them, ‘Ruddy . . . shit, I must stop calling him that. The boss said that she’s used a couple of code words.’

Viv spun round. ‘Really?’

‘Yep, if an agent uses “please” it means that they believe they’re safe. So if she thinks she’s safe he probably doesn’t have a weapon, like a gun that could discharge by accident or a knife . . . We’ll have to trust her, Viv.’

A loaded silence expanded between them. Then she said, ‘What else did she say. I mean what was that “one swallow” stuff?’

‘In old speak a swallow was a female operative sent into the field to seduce information out of someone.’

‘There’s no way my mum would do that. No way.’ She shook her head trying to rid herself of an uncomfortable image. ‘Shit. This is horrible.’

Mac said, ‘Look, seduction takes different forms. It’s not necessarily sexual. She could entice information out of him without . . .’

‘No, don’t even say that out loud. It’s my mum we’re talking about.’ She rubbed her face viciously then squealed as she caught the sore side of her head. ‘What else did Ruddy say?’

He hesitated, ‘Nothing really; that was it.’

‘Why do I get the feeling that that’s not quite true?’

‘Because you’re a mistress of suspicion.’

She chewed on her lip and went back to making coffee.

Mac flicked through the bundle of letters. ‘I don’t think they can be from your dad.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because they’ve all come from the same place and your dad worked all over. If they were from him the postmarks would differ.’

‘But I thought the service had internal postmarks.’

‘They do, but there’s a number to indicate which station they’ve come through. These are all from the same one.’

Mand said, ‘I don’t know what any of that means.’

Viv said, ‘She knew that whoever went for the account book would find these letters. She knows that we’ll have them. Maybe sending us for the book was a sign. Maybe there’s something in the letters that will help us to find her.’

Mand said, ‘You’re just determined to read them. They are private. Even if they’re not from dad.’

‘But if they’re not from dad then . . .’

‘Then what? She was having an affair with someone?’

‘I don’t know, but if we read at least one it will give us some idea.’

Mand stomped off into the conservatory with James on her hip. Mac had lit the wood-burning stove earlier and between that and the Aga the place was toasty warm. The look on Mac’s face was one she’d seen before. He was holding something back from her but his face gave him away. No poker for Mac.

‘What? What is going on with you?’

‘I’ve already said, if this wasn’t about your mum you’d handle it differently.’

‘Of course I would. Wouldn’t anyone? She’s my mother. This isn’t some stranger that I have no emotional tie to.’

Her phone buzzed. She took off to answer it.

‘Viv? I have a message from Kurt Hahn,’ Jinty said, at the other end of a poor connection.

Viv put a finger up to her ear to block out Mand’s chatter with James. ‘Jinty? What does he want?’

‘He told me to say that you shouldn’t do anything and definitely not give him any money.’ Jinty sounded confused.

‘Can I contact Mr Hahn?’

‘Yes. But he’s rehearsing, then playing today and tomorrow, so his phone will be off most of the time. You can send him an email. I’m forwarding his address to you right now. I didn’t want to give out any of your details. It’s all very cryptic. Are you okay?’

‘It’s a long story and I’m sorry that you’ve been drawn into it.’

‘No probs, Viv, as long as you’re okay . . . You know Andrew would help if you needed him to.’

‘That’s really kind, but I think we’ll be fine.’ She didn’t sound convincing. ‘Although, if things aren’t fine I might take you up on that offer.’

Her email pinged with the arrival of Jinty’s message. ‘Thanks. That email has arrived. I’ll fill you in on your next hair date.’

‘Looking forward.’

Viv turned back into the kitchen. ‘New development. Nut job’s brother wants to give us advice.’

Mac screwed up his forehead. ‘The pianist brother?’

She nodded. ‘Yes, he said we’ve not to give him any money. I’ll try and speak to him just now.’

She got hold of her laptop and sent a message from an account that she kept specifically for this kind of use. She didn’t imagine becoming chums with Mr Hahn any time soon.

‘Sounded as if he’s warning you about his brother. I mean if they were in this together he wouldn’t have said that.’

‘Jinty said that he’s rehearsing and playing concerts over the next couple of days, which would also make me think he’s not involved, but that could just be his cover story. Convenient to say you’d be wrapped up. He could be anywhere. We don’t have to trust him. He hasn’t given us grounds to.’

‘Has he given you grounds not to, though?’

‘Only that he was data harvesting.’ She mimed quote marks.

Mac laughed. ‘You mean asking for your number?’

‘No, I mean he was grilling Jinty about me. She was worried so didn’t tell him anything. But he already knew where I lived, otherwise he wouldn’t have paid me a visit.’

‘Are you absolutely sure it was him?’

‘I don’t know too many tall blond Germanic-looking men, but no I’m not absolutely sure.’

‘Okay, so what have we got on him apart from him asking questions about you?’

‘He’s a concert pianist, plays plink plonky sort of stuff so has limited appeal, but seems to get bookings if what Jinty said is true. He was off to London to continue his tour. We can easily find out about that.’

She Googled his name and up came a list of dates for concerts in the south and south west. ‘Looks as if he is on tour, but let’s not be too hasty in making him a good guy.’

‘What did you ask him in the email?’

‘What he wants. Why is he giving us advice instead of stopping his brother from . . . whatever?’

‘You think he can control his brother any more than you can control Mand?’ He nodded in the direction of the conservatory.

‘No, I suppose not, but I want . . . ‘ She rubbed her face, wincing as she caught the bruise on the side of her head. ‘Oh God, I just want my mum to be okay.’

He stepped closer to her and laid his hand on her back, ‘Well, I’ve got some real map references, so why don’t we take action on those and leave the pianist ’til later?’

‘I thought you were busy with stuff?’

‘I am busy with stuff,’ he drew out the word in the same sarcastic way she had. ‘But that stuff doesn’t matter to me as much as this stuff does, so are we going or aren’t we?’

She nodded and slipped her jacket back on. ‘Mand, could you feed Moll at five if we’re not back? We should be, but just in case.’

Mand snapped back, ‘Are you sure you trust me to?’

Moll trotted out from her bed and nuzzled Viv’s hand. Viv sighed and bent down to rub the dog’s ears. ‘Come on, Mand, this is difficult for everyone. Make sure you all stay safe and locked up.’

‘Why? D’you think he’ll come here again?’

‘I’ve no idea what he’ll do. He’s a loose cannon and we don’t want to make this whole debacle easier for him. Sal has a collection of DVDs in that cupboard. Check them out. You and James could watch The Sound of Music or something.’

‘Don’t worry about us, we’ll keep ourselves occupied.’

Viv and Mac headed to his car, but before they got in Viv ran back for her laptop. She returned, jumped in and pulled the seatbelt over her shoulder. ‘Actually I’d like to do a bit more digging about this brother. We don’t even know his name. I need a Wifi hotspot. Sal’s keeps giving up.’

‘Okay, I’ve got something to check out anyway.’

‘And what would that be?’

‘There’s a joint churches’ meeting in the hall next to the post office. Someone just might have noticed your mum with her secret friend at the service. You know what small communities are like. Everyone knows everyone and everything.’

She screwed up her eyes at him. She wasn’t convinced, but said, ‘Okay. Drop me at the café on the main street. I’d like at least an hour.’

‘Fine.’

The café was busy, but there was a small table by a radiator so she plonked herself down. A waitress handed her a menu.

‘Actually, I’d just like a flat white, if you do them?’

‘Sure. I’ll get that for you.’

The Wifi code was on the specials’ blackboard. She logged on and began to dig. Her first port of call was Kurt Hahn’s Facebook page. Both his profile and his professional page were up to date, which was good since it meant he was a regular participant or someone was on his behalf. The downside was she had a ton of irrelevant stuff to scroll through before she eventually found what she was looking for – press coverage of the fight he’d had in the foyer of the concert hall in Berlin. It speculated that the other man had been Kurt’s brother. She should have followed up on this earlier. She cursed herself for being off form. Not any more though. Her hackles were up and she was determined to know all there was to know about the Hahns. By sheer luck, when she Googled Kurt Hahn another Hahn, first name Kristian, came up, also with a Facebook page. His privacy settings were more difficult to infiltrate. She could see immediately why the brothers might fight. Kurt showed all the signs of being a liberal European, Kristian . . . not so much. His interests were so far to the right he was off the page. Why the hell hadn’t she done this sooner?

She scrolled through endless posts that confirmed Kristian’s political leanings as anti-European. There were a few photographs of him with other men. Neither brother had posted anything to do with relationships and there were no photographs of women on Kristian’s pages. The females on Kurt’s pages were of him with fans or sponsors. She’d psyched herself up for swastikas, but there were none. The AfD were a new far right party who claimed to be on the side of Germany’s youth. Kristian was a supporter, but hadn’t been posting politically active stuff for a couple of years. Every political post was dated to 2015. He’d obviously been on a roll then, but it had subsided or gone underground. The latter would be more worrying.

She found an email address, illegally; needs must. She hacked in and was searching before her flat white arrived. ‘Thanks.’

‘Can I get you anything else?’

‘No thanks, I’m fine for now.’

It was amazing what you could tell about someone’s life by tying their conversations to their buying history. Kristian wasn’t a big spender on luxury goods, but he was fond of online gambling. That could do a lot of damage to a man’s already depleted bank account. She discovered an email spat between the brothers that took place just before the fight in the foyer. It always seemed to be about money. Kristian accusing Kurt of having loads of money and not helping him out of a fix. Kurt denying that he had such funds and why should he rescue him again. A familiar family story. There was no sign that Kristian had been in the military or the police, but he certainly believed in his own right to superiority. A more recent spat showed the brothers having yet another conversation about money. She sat back and sipped her coffee. Kurt was obviously fed up trying to placate his brother. Every angle Kurt took to reason with him was met with an immature, ‘you always say that’ or ‘you never do this’. Kristian didn’t take responsibility for anything; he liked to blame. She scrolled through the email history in search of a clue as to what was happening five or more years ago, but the account didn’t go back that far. However, she did find an early email to someone who had copied in another email address, which Kristian reminded him was out of use – no such thing as deleted. She began another search. This bit of her work was time-consuming but nine times out of ten fruitful. Bingo, she struck gold.

Their mother died. Still no love lost, but the beginning of another fight about money. Kurt assuring Kristian that it would all come right in the end. Kristian not believing a word of it and right in his assertions, as it turned out. Neither son was mentioned in her will, at least not as a beneficiary. That must have been painful. From Kurt’s tone it was as if he hadn’t expected anything. Maybe he’d had a conversation with her when she’d made her intentions clear. Speculation, speculation, speculation. The bottom line was, they each got zilch but Kristian was the only one to appear shocked. So either Kurt already knew the contents of the will or didn’t care. There could be many reasons for not caring, so it wasn’t safe to assume he had enough money of his own not to have to worry. Kristian had set his sights on a windfall and was up to his eyes in debts that he couldn’t clear. A picture was building of Kristian as a man in serious trouble. Had he gone to a loan shark? Was his life in danger? It would seem from his aggression that he was desperate. That £500,000 would go a long way to alleviate most troubles.

The door to the café swung open and Mac strode in and sank into the seat opposite her. ‘You done?’

She said, ‘You need coffee?’

He shrugged, ‘Yes. You want another?’

The waitress arrived with a menu but he shook his head. ‘Just coffees. Same again?’

Viv nodded.

He said, ‘Another two of those thanks.’

The waitress walked off and he said, ‘How are you getting on? Find anything?’

‘Just confirmation of Kristian’s dire financial state. Got a problem with the gee- gees.’

Mac laughed, ‘I’ve not heard that for a while. Real gee-gees or online?’

‘Both. He has a few direct debits to online gambling sites and a couple of turf accounts. Once a gambler you lose your sense of discretion. I think he’d bet on a spider race if he got the chance.’

‘Well, d’you want to hear what I’ve got?’

She tutted, ‘See you and your withholding, Freud would have a field day. So who was he?’

‘He’s got a cottage on the north side of the village. Name’s Cochrane, Colonel Cochrane.’

Viv raised her eyebrows, ‘Shall we go and see him?’

‘Why not? But let’s get coffee down us first.’

The waitress arrived with two steaming cups and placed them on the table.

‘Actually, I’ll have a slice of that ginger tray-bake, thanks.’ He gestured to Viv.

‘No, I’m fine. I’ll just have a wee sliver of yours.’

He shook his head. ‘I thought you might.’

The sky was overcast, heavy with rain or more likely snow, since the temperature was still below freezing. They drove out of the village, following directions that Mac had gleaned from one of the congregation. A long bumpy track wound its way up into the hills. Hailstones began to bounce off the windscreen and within seconds the track ahead was white. Mac sat forward, but the wipers made very little difference to the visibility. He slowed to a crawl, but the hail became thicker, each piece the size of a small gobstopper. The noise of it battering against the roof drowned out all possibility of continuing a conversation. A few smaller tracks led off to wooden sheds and buildings. One looked like a rundown stable or hay store, but it was difficult to tell. Eventually they reached a fork and Mac crawled along the right-hand lane. They continued on an even bumpier track, with a camber so steep the car began to lean at a forty-five-degree angle. Mac just avoided ending in the ditch and no more. The hail turned to snowflakes.

Mac resumed the conversation. ‘Might be better to turn back. I’ve no idea what terrain we’re in for up ahead.’

Viv scanned the sky, still heavy in every direction as far as the eye could see. ‘We’ll have to go on to find somewhere to turn. There’s no way we can do it along this stretch. How does anyone do this drive every day? It’s got to knacker the undercarriage of any car.’

Mac pointed. ‘That helps.’ An old long-based Land Rover sitting alongside a stone farmhouse came into view. The house was too big to be called a cottage, but it wasn’t grand. A bank of trees, rapidly turning white, shielded it from the west wind and a lawn of sorts ran round the whole place. The front door opened as they parked.

‘I wondered how long it would take you to show up. Come on in.’ The man’s Scottish public-school accent was clipped and clear. ‘Here, take a seat through in the kitchen where it’s warm.’

They made their way to a spacious but gloomy room, where a collie and a lab stirred from a large raised bed at the end of an ancient Aga. An Aga was obviously a prerequisite for living in the wilds. She knew people in the city who had them as fashion accessories, like a Louis Vuitton bag. Completely unnecessary in houses with cavity-wall insulation and central heating, but here it was probably the only source of heat. That their host was wearing a rough tweed jacket, a jumper and a flannel shirt with a cravat was telling. Also the dogs had no sooner had a sniff than they retreated to their bed adjacent to the warming oven. The man urged her to take a seat, which she did reluctantly, since the Aga seemed to have little impact on most of the room.

He brushed his hand over a scar on the side of his face. ‘Tea?’

Mac said, ‘No, no thanks, we’ve just had coffee.’

Cochrane said, ‘Well, I’m guessing he came for her then?’

Mac said, ‘Yes. So she knew he would?’

He nodded. ‘Has she told you anything?’

Viv shook her head. ‘No, but we’ve had a video from him demanding money.’

‘She said he’d be after the cash. Can’t blame him really. I mean he had no idea why his mother would cut him out of her will. And to find out it went to a complete stranger. Well, she wasn’t a stranger to your mum, but in his eyes she was. She knew there’d be trouble; thought it would come sooner than this.’

Viv said, ‘I think he’s desperate now. Maybe before he was able to tick along, but not now.’

‘Do you know this for sure?’

Viv nodded.

‘She’s been digging,’ Mac said. ‘Nothing is sacred if Viv’s on the case.’

‘Like mother like daughter then.’

‘I wish people wouldn’t compare me to her.’

‘You should be proud to have a mother like her.’

His defensive tone was unexpected. Who the hell did he think he was to make judgements about her and her mother? Had he been more than an old friend to her mum? Lives were complicated sequences of events; nothing went in a straight line unless you were dead. She was doubtful of so many things about her mum, her work, her relationships, but most of all how her dad had fitted into it all. On the surface their marriage had looked solid. Was there reason to doubt that?

‘Greta. That was her name. I mean probably not her real name but her cover. She and your mum . . .’

Viv urged, ‘What? They what?’

His eyes bored into hers. ‘They respected each other. They both knew they had a job to do. They both believed in fighting for their own countries. They knew that whatever they’d been sent to do was in the interest of their own national security.’

Viv groaned, ‘Oh God, not that old rubbish.’

He didn’t flinch or raise his voice. ‘I get the feeling you don’t feel the same way about your country.’

Viv shot back, ‘Don’t you judge me. I’m willing to go a long way for this country, but only with specifics. Not interested in huge generalisations like our “national security”. I want to know exactly what she was doing. I want to know exactly what I’m getting into when . . . shit! We don’t have to talk about me; we have to find her.’

Mac said, ‘So she was expecting one of the sons to turn up at some point? Did they contest the will?’

‘It was messy at the time, but it was dealt with. Your mother didn’t want the money. She made sure the community got it.’

‘Now you’ve lost me. She handed the whole lot over to a community? Where? Berlin? Some small town in Germany?’

He shook his head. ‘No, a small town not a million miles from here.’

Viv stood with her mouth open. Mac put his finger under her chin. ‘You look like a guppy.’

She brushed him away and said, ‘Surely not Doune?’

‘No, not Doune.’

She blew out a breath. ‘So where? You obviously know about it.’

He flashed a look at Mac, ‘The money’s been invested. It’s no longer anything to do with Trude.’

Viv bristled at the sound of her mum’s name. No one called her Trude but her dad. She thought about the letters and the account book, which clearly had nothing in it. ‘What can you tell us that might help us to find her?’

As if he’d made a decision that Viv was on the right side of the angels he rolled his shoulders and said, ‘Greta was kept in protective custody near Comrie. If she told her sons about that well . . . maybe . . .’

Mac said, ‘Thanks, we’ll get a look at Cultybraggan.’ He gestured for Viv to leave.

Once in the car she yelled, ‘For fuck sake, anyone would think we were the enemy! You’d think they’d just want her to be safe, but no they just want to cover their backs.’

Daylight was fading as they edged their way out of the house’s drive onto the track, now a couple of inches deep in snow which was still pouring down.

Mac was sombre. ‘You’re not being fair. They signed the OSA and took that very seriously. Even when someone’s life is in danger they won’t give anything away, regardless of who’s asking. Old school.’

‘That’s bullshit and you know it. I have clearance. I know how this works and if one of your own is in danger . . . Oh, never mind, why am I telling you what you already know? Stop feeding me BS and let’s go over to this . . . Culty . . .’

‘Cultybraggan. It’s a huge camp about fifteen miles from here.’

‘And you didn’t think to mention this before?’

‘I did think of it, but it’s occupied, so I thought it unlikely. In fact it’s been bought by . . .’ he hesitated, ‘the community.’

‘Christ, Mac, what the . . . Let’s take a look.’

Mac switched his radio on and caught the end of a weather forecast: ‘Snow drifting on minor roads will not be cleared by ploughs until much later tonight.’ He glanced at Viv. ‘We have to drive across a high route to get to the camp. It’s not wise. This thing doesn’t have snow tyres on it yet.’

Viv shook her head. ‘The Rav has all-weather tyres. Let’s go back and get it.’

It was impossible to see where the ditch started and the road ended. Snow swirled and blew, looking beautiful, but a real nuisance when you were trying to get anywhere. Gradually, inch by inch, they crawled their way back to the main road in the village, which hadn’t seen a plough yet. This was definitely the kind of powdery alpine snow that would compact, and if it froze there’d be trouble getting up and down the lane to Sal’s cottage. He stopped the car at the entrance to the estate. ‘We can leave this here. If I take it any further and we get stuck we might not get yours out.’

They both jumped out, huddled their collars up to their chins and walked the rest of the way. Molly barked as they approached and Mand came to the window.

She swung the door open. ‘Wow, this is a real change. James is captivated. It’s the first time he’s seen snow. I didn’t bring a snowsuit for him to go out in.’

Viv said, ‘We never had snowsuits. We had woollen gloves and only came home when we were totally soaking and had chilblains.’

Mand said, ‘That was then; this is now.’

Viv said, ‘I’d feel better if you stayed indoors anyway. Mac and I are going to check out another place, a camp, if we can get to it.’

‘Don’t you go taking unnecessary risks. It’s bad enough having mum in danger.’

Mac nipped to the loo so as to avoid the crossfire. When he returned Viv was standing by the door with her car key in her hand and her rucksack over her shoulder.

She patted the side of the sack. ‘Everything we could ever need is inside this.’ She threw the key to Mac. ‘Best if you drive.’

He caught the key and said, ‘Honoured indeed.’

‘Lock everything up when we leave. It’s not worth taking any chances.’


Chapter Fourteen

The Rav had traction so they would be safe to drive in most conditions.

‘We should go the long way round, via Crieff. I don’t fancy our chances over the moor. There’s a sheer drop on the south side that not even the Rav could cope with.’

Viv said, ‘Okay, if you say so. You know the area better than me. I’d rather we got there in one piece.’

The motorway had been gritted but was already down to one lane. The snow was blowing from the east and building up really quickly. They didn’t have to be on the motorway for long and within five minutes Mac pointed to a sign. ‘We go off here.’

The slip road was even more dodgy, but he slowed and continued through the village of Greenloaning. Nothing green about it today. The windscreen wipers were going nineteen to the dozen and he was only just managing to see the road.

‘God, the snow takes over so quickly. No road markings; no sign of the pavement. The only good thing about it is movement of anything will leave prints.’

Mac was sombre. ‘We can’t be sure she’s at Cultybraggan. There are a few other derelict camps on the Carse. He could have taken her to any of them. Culty is the only one that’s still being used. I’d be surprised if he took her there. People would notice his movements and ask questions.’

‘He could easily make up a story, an excuse for being there. Research usually covers it.’

Mac nodded. ‘He doesn’t strike me as the type to get involved with explanations. He’d planned your attack, but the bunker on the route for the run was probably a lucky coincidence.’

The snow continued to pelt against the windscreen. He was down to twenty miles an hour. ‘This is tricky. I didn’t see a forecast for a whiteout, did you?’

He shook his head, ‘“The possibility of a few flurries” of snow was how they put it. Although they always say something different for the “high ground”, whatever that means. This,’ he gestured ahead, ‘doesn’t strike me as particularly high, but what do I know? You’re the mountaineer.’

‘Bull. Why do people confuse climbers with mountaineers? They’re not the same breed. As a climber I’d rather be airlifted into the bottom of a climb and airlifted back out from the top. A mountaineer would enjoy all the struggle of getting there over rough terrain, doing the walk or climb, abbing off and walking back out. Not for me, matey.’

The snow was driving across the fields and building up against the fence. They had to slow to a crawl, since it obscured where the road ended and the verge began. Viv sat forward with her eyes next to the glass, but it made no difference. Mac dipped the headlights which helped, but there was no let-up. It was beautiful.

‘D’you want to stop or turn around? This is precarious.’

‘I’ll keep on for a few minutes. We’re not far from Crieff now. Glad I brought this’ He tapped the screen of the sat nav.

‘Good luck trusting one of those.’

Within minutes Crieff came into view and as soon as they were sheltered on each side by buildings, the road edges became visible and the going easier. It was like travelling through a ghost town, the good people of Perthshire heeding the latest local warnings to stay off the roads. Even if she’d heard warnings Viv couldn’t have remained at home waiting. She was like a cat on hot bricks, her head flicking from side to side, checking for signs of a black pick-up truck. He could be anywhere; the last sighting was so long ago and God knows how many black pick-ups were out there. Mac had the blower on full blast to stop the inside of the windows from steaming up but it was still difficult to see clearly with snow pelting down. Wherever the German had her mum she hoped there was some form of heating. Mac’s phone rang and he switched it on to speaker.

Ruddy’s voice made her pay attention.

‘We’ve got some info back on the video. The sound guys say that it was made underground. They can tell from the amount of echo or the absence thereof that it was made where there are soft furnishings. Probably a carpet on the floor and maybe wall hangings. Your best bet in the area is Cultybraggan. Keep me posted.’ He hung up.

‘That’s good news. I thought it was a shot in the dark.’

‘I was just thinking about how cold she’ll be. Carpets would make a small difference.’

‘If there are carpets it’s because someone has invested in it. That could also mean heating that works and loos. Remember he needs amenities as well.’

They reached a road sign almost covered by snow but with the ‘Com’ still discernible.

Mac said, ‘About eight miles to go. Not easy miles, but we should be fine.’

Viv, aware of doubt in his voice, ‘This is the safest way, isn’t it?’

‘Yes. Like I said, the road over the moor would’ve been madness. If it gets too bad she’ll let us know.’ He pointed again to the sat nav.

Viv shook her head. ‘I’m amazed that you’d rely on that at all.’

Mac grinned. ‘Don’t knock it. She’s got me out of a few fixes.’

‘I’d have thought your sense of direction was pretty good.’

‘Why thank you; compliment accepted.’

She tutted, ‘You can’t be in your position and not have a great sense of direction. It was one of my tests.’

‘What tests?’

She slid round in her seat and stared at him, ‘You know fine well what tests.’

‘I don’t. I’ve no idea what you’re on about unless you’ve been through the . . . was it at Tulliallan?’

‘No, although I have been to Tully.’

‘So you’ve been on the “special” training course?’

‘Maybe you’re not supposed to know what training I’ve had.’

He sighed, ‘All I need to know is that Ruddy, as you so fondly call him, seems to trust you and in this game that’s 99 per cent of the trick.’

She snorted, ‘You think? I get the trust thing but . . .’

‘No, there are no buts. If he didn’t trust you it wouldn’t matter how good you were at the old hacking and info gathering, he couldn’t afford to have you on board. Now this thing with your mum . . .’

‘What? What thing with my mum? What difference does that make?’

‘Well, he already let you know that he knew your dad, and now you know that he also knows your mum.’

‘God, you make it sound like nepotism. Like I only get work cos they know my folks. I totally hate that.’

He shook his head, ‘Christ, Viv, no matter how well he knew your family, if you were not the right person for the job he wouldn’t entertain you, so shut up with the nepotism crap. You’re working on your own merit, end of.’

She chewed the inside of her cheek. ‘I’m pretty freaked out to think about her as a spy. Maybe there’s been some mistake and she really was a secretary.’

Mac laughed, ‘You’re brilliant at making up stories to fit your needs.’

‘Then I’m no different from anyone else.’

‘Except you are totally different from most people and that’s why you get to go on “special” training and whatever else he’s had you do without me knowing about it. It’s only in this one case, because it’s your mum, that you can’t separate your emotional attachment . . .’

She interrupted him, ‘I don’t ever see any benefit in trying to separate emotion from reason. It’s not possible. All you do is privilege one over the other, but neither goes away and in my world it’s always better to remain aware of both equally. D’you remember at uni when that professor of philosophy went ape shit because he thought he was being accused of not being objective?’

He said, ‘Yeah, I think I do remember something about that.’

‘Well, he only went ape shit because he valued, and I mean overvalued, reason and undervalued emotion. He was determined to be a man of the “Enlightenment”. He just didn’t get that things had moved on. God, he was nuts. Still saw women as overly emotional. I think he was “retired”, thank God. Total dinosaur.’

‘Well now that’s him sorted, we should be approaching Cultybraggan.’ He glanced at the sat nav screen and pointed again. ‘It’s in here somewhere.’

The rooftops of Comrie were just visible on the right. Mac drove away from the town and on across a flat plain, the snow driving from the east. As they began to climb into an area of trees with a sharp bend off to the right Mac spotted an MOD sign.

He pointed, ‘There. That’s where we’re going. Trust the sat nav now?’

She didn’t answer, but stared at rows and rows of strange rounded huts covered in snow that made the place look like a scene from Disney. They reached the narrow entrance where a sentry box stood forlorn and a rusted barrier was up, so they drove straight ahead.

Viv pointed to the road. ‘One set of fresh tyre tracks either going in or coming out.’

Mac followed the tracks rapidly being eliminated by a fresh layer of snow. They reached a large building like an aircraft hangar with sliding doors. A tiny gap in the side let light out. Someone was here. Two fabulous shepherd’s huts, their wheelbases packed with snow, were parked to the side. The smaller of the two had steps at one end. Viv thought it would make an amazing travelling office. The other hut, twice the size, had steps up at the side and smoke coming from a small metal chimney on the roof. Mac stopped the Rav and they fastened up to their chins and jumped out. Heads down they ran towards the gap in the hangar doors from where the sound of some sort of music drifted out. The pair could see another couple of shepherds’ huts in the process of construction, and not yet on wheelbases. They stamped their feet to knock the snow off and to get the attention of anyone there.

A woman wearing dungarees, a thick jumper, heavy soled boots and a hat with flaps that covered her ears came from behind one of the huts holding a plane for working the wood.

‘Hi. What can I do for you?’ She tucked a stray hair into her hat with a grubby hand encased in a fingerless glove.

Mac said, ‘We’re looking for a man with a black pick-up.’

She nodded. ‘I don’t know who was driving it, but there has been one here.’

Viv said, ‘Has been? Does that mean he’s gone?’

‘I couldn’t say. I only saw the truck once and it was late into the night.’

‘Where was that exactly?’

‘It drove towards the bunker. Assumed it must be the new owner or something.’

Mac said, ‘Where is the bunker?’

The woman walked to the door and pointed. ‘See that fence? There’s an entrance about a hundred metres along. It’s chained with a padlock.’

Viv said, ‘Thank you, that’s great.’

They got back into the Rav and drove towards a twelve-foot high fence with a roll of razor wire at the top. Not clear whether they were on tarmac or not Mac edged the Rav along the fence until they reached the entrance. No tracks here. Not a good sign. The door sat within a discreet alcove. There was no evidence of a chain, so Viv scraped back some snow on the ground and uncovered it lying near the entrance. She examined the links. Bolt cutters had been used to sever them, so not the owner with a key who’d been in the middle of the night. Mac pulled at the door but it wouldn’t budge. Viv got behind him and gave it her best shot as well. Nothing doing, but there were marks on the ground so it had been moved recently. Like the blast door on the other bunker this one weighed a ton and there was no way they would shift it without a crowbar.

Viv said, ‘Let’s ask her if she has anything we could borrow.’

They jumped back into the Rav and spun back round to the hangar.

The woman came to meet them. ‘Any luck?’

‘Not yet. You don’t have a crowbar handy?’

She creased her eyebrows.

Mac said, ‘We’re with the police.’ He produced his ID.

She hesitated, but gave a curt nod. ‘I’ll get it.’ She strode over to the far side of the hangar where all manner of tools were hanging on hooks. She brought back a long metal bar with a thin edge at one end. ‘This do?’

‘Perfect,’ Viv said. ‘We’ll bring it back when we’re done.’

This time they managed to lever the door and scrape it towards them far enough to squeeze inside. In its early days the now-damaged seal on the inside would have prevented them doing this. They walked down a long corridor with the torch on Viv’s phone lighting the way, until they reached the next blast door.

‘God, they weren’t taking any chances with the doors, were they.’

‘That was the point. Those privileged enough to get inside were safe and nothing was supposed to get to them.’

Viv was scornful. ‘You think it would have worked? I mean in the event of an actual nuke how long would it take for the earth out there,’ she pointed to where they entered ‘to be safe enough to live off again?’ She blew out a long breath, the idea incomprehensible to her. ‘Madness. Total madness.’

Mac said, ‘I bet he’s a man of routine. Worth going straight to the bunkroom where he kept you.’

Unlike the Doune bunker there was no light switch for the corridor but the floors were carpeted and the walls looked as if they’d been newly painted white. Mac led the way past doors on either side with signs indicating what each was used for. Laundry, Boiler room, Water processing, Studio, and eventually they came to a room marked ‘Male bunks’. He pulled the door open and stepped inside, immediately putting out his arm to stop Viv coming any further. ‘Wait.’

Viv muscled round him and caught her breath. He grabbed her arm but she pulled free, whimpering, ‘No.’

On one of the bunks in the farthest corner someone lay on their back, a blanket covering them completely. Viv rushed forward and lifted the blanket to reveal the head. ‘Bastard! What a bastard!’ She yelled as she yanked the blanket clear of a blow-up doll. ‘He’s playing games now.’

Mac rubbed his long fingers over her back. ‘Let’s check for any minute thing that he’s left behind.’ He took out his own phone and used the torch to search the floor. It was a large carpeted room with sixteen bunks, each with a small locker by its side. The temperature was above what it was out of doors, but not comfortable in the least.

Viv crawled over the floor on her hands and knees and eventually held up a sliver of red polythene between her fingernails. ‘Think he’s been eating a Kit-Kat. We’ll have to hope that he’s the caring sharing type.’

Mac handed her an evidence bag. ‘You never know what we’ll need in the end. Stick it in there. It could have a partial on it.’

Mr Hahn was tidy and nothing else came up in the rest of the room. They made their way to a door marked ‘Showers’. One of the cubicles was still damp and Viv checked the plug for hair and discovered some too pale to be his.

‘This is encouraging. Could be mum’s.’

Mac handed her another evidence bag. She carefully placed the hair inside and handed both bags back. He tucked them into an inside pocket and wandered off.

Viv said, ‘Where are you going? It’s clear they’re not here.’

‘Just let’s take a look and see if they’ve used a kitchen. They have to eat and it’s more anonymous to shop in a supermarket than to buy a takeaway. He can’t be that careful.’

They discovered a room that reminded Viv of the dinner hall at primary school. A huge room with long Formica tables and benches either side. A large hatch at one end of the room opened onto an industrial sized kitchen with wall to wall stainless steel work tops, sinks, ovens and hobs. Nothing looked as if it had been touched since it was built. There was evidence of inactivity. Even though the building was supposed to be hermetically sealed dust had gathered along the entrances to rooms which told them that no one had crossed the threshold for a long time. Another huge room had boxes of equipment piled high. Everything completely out of date. Analogue tape decks, fax machines, computer screens all now museum pieces. A smaller radio room set up with recording gear, even microphones in situ, felt like a weird snapshot in time.

‘Come on, let’s get going. She’s not here. He has her somewhere and the longer we waste here the further away he could get. We need to find them. Did you bring a map with the other military facilities with you?’

Mac tapped the screen of his phone. ‘Got them downloaded on here. No signal in here, though. Let’s go.’

Snow had already built up against the outside door and it took both of their strength to push it open. Mac managed to lever it shut with the crowbar before they drove back to the hangar to return it. No sign of the woman, so they propped it up against the wall where she’d kept it. Mac found the map on his phone and pointed to two places that were options for Hahn. He drove back out of the camp toward Crieff at a snail’s pace. Driving snow was banked higher up against the fence, forcing the road down to one lane and even that side was filling up fast.

Viv said, ‘Do you think we could call in some favours?’

Mac turned to look at her. ‘Who owes you?’

She swore silently. ‘Oh, I don’t know, but surely we can get help.’

He didn’t answer and sat as far forward in his seat as he could.

She said, ‘This is mad, isn’t it. We need a helicopter with heat detection.’

Mac snorted, ‘You’re kidding me. Nothing is getting off the ground in this weather.’

She bit the inside of her cheek. He was right of course, but she didn’t want to hear it. There had to be a way of finding them. It should be child’s play. By the time they reached Crieff the whole place was a winter wonderland. No longer evidence of pavements, Hansel and Gretel cottages, and cars sitting in drives with at least a foot of snow on top. Every shop and pub was closed. Lights in every house made them look inviting. Viv felt like a voyeur, peering in through open curtains, watching families staring at screens. A weird silence, dense and impenetrable, had descended with the thick snow and it seemed as if everyone had battened down the hatches, prepared to wait it out. At the other side of Crieff a snowplough passed and Mac decided that the best thing to do was follow it towards the motorway. Their only hope of getting anywhere was on the motorway and even then they’d be lucky if it was being cleared regularly enough to be anything more than one lane.

‘We’re at the mercy of the weather, Viv. I know you don’t want to hear this, but I think we should head home until this goes off. The worst case scenario would be us getting stuck up some country lane.’ He grinned. ‘Or maybe not so bad . . .’

She play-punched his arm. ‘In your dreams. I hate to admit it, but you’re probably right. Christ, it’s impossible to see anything on either side of us. If we weren’t behind him,’ she pointed to the snowplough, ‘we’d be up the creek. Okay, let’s head back. See if we can find anything that would help work out his next move.’ She rubbed her face and flinched again as she caught the bruise on the side of her head. ‘This shouldn’t be this difficult.’

‘Sometimes it just is what it is.’

‘Oh, wise words, master.’

‘Sarcasm’ll get you everywhere.’

She glanced at him and reminded herself how good it was to have him around. Her leg ached, as did her head. It would be uncomfortable for her to drive even if the weather was clear, never mind in this blizzard. By the time they reached the motorway Mac was able to increase his speed to thirty miles an hour. The slip road was closed and they had to continue to the next turn-off then head towards Dunblane to get home.

‘God, will we ever get out if we go back to the cottage?’

Mac glanced at her. ‘It hasn’t been this heavy for years, but we’ve got more sophisticated gear these days, so the main roads will be kept clear.’

‘Even the Rav is struggling in this. I wonder if there’s a garage in the village with snow chains?’

‘You must be kidding. Even if they had them they’ll be long gone by now. The tyres on this are good. It’s just too deep in the drifts to risk getting stuck.’

Viv’s phone vibrated and another email arrived from Hahn. A row of smiley emojis with tears pouring from their eyes. No other words but another video attached. She passed it to Mac. ‘It’s too small to see it properly on that screen. Can’t we trace his phone?’

Mac said, ‘We’ll be back in five minutes and be able to view it better. I will call in a favour. See if we can trace it.’

‘I can do it, but the software I need is in Edinburgh.’

‘I’ll see what I can wangle.’

Doune was picture perfect, draped in white; the Catholic Church, perched up on the left, looked like a scene from a Christmas card.

Mac said, ‘I think we’ll leave the Rav at the end of the lane.’

‘I wouldn’t worry about the Rav’s performance.’

‘I’m not. I just don’t want to block Mand in.’

Viv clocked a dark blue car with its engine labouring parked outside the gift shop.

They jumped out and trudged through the snow, which was easing slightly, towards the cottage. A single set of footprints preceded them all the way to the front door. As they approached, Ruddy stepped out from the porch and Moll started barking.

Ruddy said, ‘She wouldn’t let me in. Glad you’ve arrived sooner rather than later. Every time I stamped my feet to keep warm the dog went mad. Besides there’s only so much stamping a man can do.’

Viv tapped at the door and shouted, ‘Mand. Time to open up.’

Seconds later her sister appeared with James on her hip and undid the locks. ‘Better safe than sorry,’ Viv said, for the benefit of both Ruddy and Mand. Everyone took off their jackets and after she’d made a fuss of Moll who was birling round and round with excitement Viv took the wet stuff through to the back porch, its under-floor heating specifically for drying outdoor kit.

Mand looked uncomfortable. ‘I didn’t know . . .’

Viv shook her head, ‘It’s fine.’

Mand said, ‘Kettle’s on. What shall I make?’

Ruddy shivered. ‘Anything hot that I can wrap my hands around.’ Mand flushed pink and looked away.

Viv put a finger in the air. ‘I think Sal has hot chocolate.’ She raked around in the larder and held a tin of Green and Blacks aloft. ‘The very stuff.’ She stroked James’s hair. He leaned his head against his mum’s shoulder, the two looking like a Victorian painting idealising motherhood. The reality was a sleepy wee boy with a thumb in his mouth easing the pain of teething.

Ruddy coughed. ‘Time for a different approach.’

Viv turned round. ‘Thank God. We need his mobile traced.’ She stopped spooning chocolate powder into mugs and showed him the new video on her laptop. ‘He wants to play now.’

‘What makes you think that?’

Mac said, ‘He’d definitely been at Cultybraggan. Obviously thinks he’s being funny and left behind a blow-up doll underneath a blanket.’

Mand looked at Viv. ‘Oh God, that’s horrible.’ She went over to her and laid a hand on her arm. ‘Vivi, that must have . . .’

Viv nodded. ‘It was. But it probably means she’s still alive. We have to believe she’s alive . . . Let’s concentrate on the maps and hope he hasn’t left the area.’

They huddled round Viv’s laptop as they played and replayed his latest video of Viv’s mum. Different grubby brick background and the sound was much harsher, but she was alive and holding up another newspaper. Her message, ‘Instead of making a transfer could you put the money into a holdall, used ten pound notes.’

Ruddy said, ‘Send it straight to me and I’ll have it enhanced asap, that way we should be able to trace the phone. But tracing it is only useful if he’s kept it. The last video he sent we couldn’t trace. He’s probably cleverer than we’re giving him credit for.’

‘What about a helicopter with heat sensors?’

Ruddy looked at her. ‘I’ve thought of that, but we can’t go up in this weather. The forecast is for it to stop by morning. But that still means a whole lot of snow and if it freezes they won’t fly either.’

‘But mountain rescue fly in all weathers.’

He nodded. ‘If we had evidence that she was injured . . .’

‘We don’t have evidence that she’s not. She doesn’t get to move. He might have broken her legs for all you know.’

‘She doesn’t look as if she’s in pain. She’s a pro, Viv. She knows what to do. She’ll wait it out. Wear him down.’

‘We can’t assume she has the energy to wear him down. He’s a strong man who was able to pull one over on me.’ Her voice was desperate. She knew that there was protocol to follow if technical intervention was required, but she couldn’t bear the sight of her mum staring blandly at the camera. ‘It’s odd that he hasn’t given a deadline, is it not?’

Mac said, ‘He’s probably convinced either by his own delusions or by your mum’s wiles that he will actually receive the money. If he doubted it he’d be more aggressive.’

‘You’d think he’d just want to get hold of the money and get out.’

Viv caught a look passing between Mac and Ruddy.

‘What? What’s with the look?

Ruddy said, ‘It depends on what he knows about your mum and . . .’

‘And?’

‘And her relationship with his own mother.’

‘What are you not telling me?’

Ruddy glanced at Mac, ‘Greta was in love with your mother. Some might say obsessed.’

Viv rubbed her face hard. ‘But how did that happen? How did they know each other?’

Ruddy cleared his throat. ‘Your mother was assigned to Greta’s case. She was kind to her. Greta misinterpreted the signs. She must have. Your mother did her job exceptionally well. Have you heard of the term “swallow”?’

Viv screwed up her eyes. ‘Yes. Mac mentioned, it’s an old term for a female agent who . . . oh my God. My mum?’ She rubbed her face again. ‘Could this get any worse? So she was employed to seduce Greta.’ She could barely get the name out. ‘And then what?’

Ruddy said, ‘Then things changed. There was someone that we needed to bring home and we’d got as much out of Greta as we were going to, so she was swapped.’

Mand gasped and shook her head.

Viv was no slouch on the Cold War, but she was having a difficult time getting her head round her mum’s involvement in this cloak and dagger stuff – her mum seducing a woman, a spy, from another country in order to pump information out of her. She looked at Mac. ‘Christ, Mac, try and imagine if this had been your mum. It just seems too outlandish. So improbable . . . and yet the more you tell me, the more . . .’

Mand said, ‘It can’t be true. Mum would never do that. She’s always been . . .’

Viv and Mand stared at each other.

Viv said, ‘I’m guessing you know this because you’ve read her files?’

Ruddy nodded. ‘I wouldn’t just make it up.’

Viv snorted, ‘Oh please . . . if it was in your interest you’d have no problem making anything up. You’d tell us she was the tooth fairy if you thought you’d get away with it.’

Ruddy shook his head and glared at her. ‘No, I certainly wouldn’t. Your mother is a loyal colleague.’

‘But she’s not any more, is she. She’s retired.’

‘You don’t get it, Viv. Once in the “family” . . .’

She interrupted him, ‘I know, “always in the ‘Family’”.’

Mand said, ‘What exactly is it that you do for them?’ She gestured with her head to Ruddy and Mac, her face contorted with confusion.

Ruddy stared at Viv and made a tiny movement with his head.

She said to Mand, ‘Not much, and nothing that you need to know about.’

‘You’ve said that before. Surely I deserve some idea.’

With perfect timing Mac’s phone rang and he strolled off to answer it. The moment passed and Mand made for the stairs, stroking James’s head.

Ruddy said, ‘You’re doing a good job. We’ll find them. But no one is going anywhere in this weather.’

Viv was about to object when he continued, ‘I’ve got some film footage for you to go through.’

She was going to object again, but he put his hand up. ‘It’s CCTV footage from farmers in the area.’

She said, ‘Since when did farmers have cameras in their yards?’

‘Since a spate of agri thefts. Machines, tractors and for one guy a whole flock of sheep. Lifted in the night. So now lots of them have CCTV, some of it hooked up to police. Not all of it very good quality, but if you see anything that’s useful we’ll have it enhanced if need be. That should keep you busy for a bit.’

She wasn’t convinced and walked over to the window to check what was going on with the snow. It was nowhere near as heavy, but still fluttering down. ‘It’s not so bad out there.’ She turned and he handed her a USB stick.

‘Get a look at that. He thinks he’s invisible, but he’s not. It might save you going up another blind alley.’

It made sense, but she still didn’t want to stay put. He didn’t move and kept his eyes on her. It wasn’t an order, but she knew she was on the edge of being insubordinate. She sighed, ‘Okay. I’ll do it.’

‘Good decision.’

Mac came back and stood with his hands on his hips. Ruddy tipped his head slightly to one side, questioningly.

Mac said, ‘There’s a situation at Fettes.’

Ruddy raised his wayward brows. ‘What kind of situation?’

Mac glanced from Ruddy to Viv.

She said, ‘For fuck sake! What is wrong with you guys?’

‘The officer that we thought was going quietly has changed his mind. He’s turned up at HQ armed.’

Ruddy said quickly, ‘My driver is waiting on Main Street. Let’s go.’ He turned at the door. ‘I know you’ll be meticulous with the CCTV, I wouldn’t expect anything less.’

Mac looked at her. ‘Don’t try anything. This incident at HQ might be over before we get there. I’ll be back as soon as.’ He stepped out into the silent night and closed the door.

Molly skirted round Viv’s legs and nosed her hand, demanding attention. Viv kneeled down, snuggled into her neck and rubbed her ears. ‘Poor baby, you could do with some TLC. Come.’ She patted her thigh and Moll trotted at her side into the conservatory, where Viv stuck the USB in. She patted the couch and Moll hesitated, but jumped up and curled in beside her, pushing her head between Viv’s stomach and the laptop.

‘Oh, it’s like that, is it?’

Moll didn’t shift, so Viv stroked her head then got down to her search. The footage went back five days. That was a lot of footage. She knew 99.9 per cent of it would be mind-numbingly dull, but that was the nature of the work, for the 0.1per cent that could be gold. Fingers crossed. After the first few minutes of searching she had a whole new view of what farmers did. She had no idea that they were up and out in what was the middle of the night for the rest of the country. Good grief, four am was no time in the winter to have to get out of a cosy bed day after day to feed your cows, but these farmers did. They were also still working at ten and eleven o’clock at night, checking livestock or whatever else needed locking up. She guessed that since the thefts the rhythm of their days would be spoiled by the tension of not knowing whether your herd would still be there in the morning. Eventually, as she was losing the will to live, she spotted a black pick-up, too shiny to be a farm vehicle. She stopped the tape and enlarged the frame. There were two people in the front and one of them was not her mum. She went back online to check Kurt Hahn’s concert dates and saw that they had been cancelled. ‘Shit! So they are in it together.’ She wrote down the time and exact frame the pick-up appeared in then rubbed her face before continuing the minute by minute search. The next time the vehicle showed up was earlier that afternoon. It seemed that she and Mac had missed him on the back road to Crieff. She needed more footage closer to the camp. She heard James crying upstairs, but kept her head down and began a new search. She didn’t hear Mand approaching until she spoke.

‘I made a veggie bake earlier. You must be starving.’

Viv wanted to get on with what she was doing, but knew her sister was swallowing her pride. ‘Okay, great.’ She snapped the laptop shut and wandered behind Mand to the kitchen.

‘No news of Sal?’ Mand asked.

Viv shook her head, ‘Only the first day she arrived. I guess they’re getting their money’s worth.’

‘What exactly is it she does?’

Viv shrugged. ‘Good question. Sometimes it beats me. She does psychological profiling, but seems to have other strings to her bow. She helped to design facial recognition software and now she’s hanging out with FBI for a “sabbatical”.’

‘D’you think she’ll be all right with us being here for so long?’

‘Of course. You couldn’t find a more generous woman. In fact, she’d be offended if we didn’t, so we’re totally covered.’

Mand pulled out the bake from the Aga, and as soon as the smell hit Viv she realised just how hungry she was. ‘Smells fantastic, what’s in it?’

‘Oh, this and that. Courgettes, aubergines, onions, tomatoes and a few herby things that I found in the larder.’

‘Is James asleep?’

Mand nodded. ‘Poor wee chap is out of his routine.’

It hadn’t occurred to Viv that her sister now lived by a toddler’s routine, but why wouldn’t she?

They sat opposite each other and ate in silence for the first few bites, then Mand said, ‘She is strong. I know she is, but I still think all of this will push her to, or beyond her limits.’

Viv said, ‘It is so weird, you know, thinking that you’ve had one kind of mum, then finding out she wasn’t that person at all. The thing is I’ve always thought she was a great mum. We were disciplined and guided, fed well. I’ve got good family memories of holidays, family gatherings with you, mum and dad and grannie. There was nothing odd about it. No whispers in the street or from our pals’ parents at the school gate. She’s brilliant to have juggled all that without us feeling deprived of her.’

‘Dad was the one I wanted more of, but I don’t know many people who, if they’d had a dad like ours, wouldn’t say the same thing.’

Viv pointed at her plate with her fork. ‘Where did you learn to cook like this? It’s delicious.’ She couldn’t make eye contact with Mand for fear of welling up. They’d never talked about their dad. The family, what was left of them, had a tacit agreement not to go there, but one day they’d have to. Viv was conscious of how much the pain of losing her dad affected her every day, especially how it influenced the special jobs that Ruddy provided her with. At some level her determination to bring others to justice meant she would gain justice for what happened to him. At another level she knew that this wasn’t true at all, but was consoled by the lie. They finished their food.

Mand said, ‘I feel useless. I can’t do anything. I’ve got to be with James.’

‘Of course you do. No one expects you to go out hunting for her. Just think how delighted she’ll be when she gets home and sees James’ glorious wee face.’

‘You think she’ll come home?’

Viv nodded. ‘Yes I do. I can’t pretend I’m not worried about what state she’ll be in, but his trick with the doll makes me think he’s not a killer. He’s a desperate man and they are unpredictable, but he knows that without her alive there’s no deal with the dosh. His only chance of seeing it is if she is returned alive.’ She screwed up her eyes. ‘Actually it’s odd that he hasn’t given us a drop point. Maybe now that the weather is bad he’ll change his mind about prolonging the game. Fingers crossed, but don’t you worry about not being able to help. I’m telling you that nosh was brilliant. When I’m wound up I forget to eat.’

She stood, lifted both their empty plates and took them to the dishwasher and stacked them inside. ‘I’ll carry on looking at the CCTV footage. There’s more than one person in the pick-up and I don’t think it’s mum.’

‘Does that make mum’s chances of escaping more difficult?’

Viv shrugged. ‘No idea whether the brothers are in this together or not. Best case scenario would be that the pianist is trying to reason with his brother.’ This sounded weak and she knew it. ‘We’ll see.’

She went back to her laptop and continued her search. Each camera had its own file and it was a laborious task scanning through them. Occasionally she’d get another false alarm, but by the final file she’d only had that one sighting. The strath that ran between Dunblane and Perth was huge and was divided into large agricultural units, mostly pasture for sheep, cattle or both.

From the view on Google Maps most farms had massive sheds, no doubt to house their livestock in bad weather, like now. It wasn’t outwith the bounds of reason that he could be using one of them, but it was unlikely since the farmers were active. Then she homed in on one farm that looked derelict. She’d been so focused on the military buildings she’d overlooked the fact that any building would do. She scratched her head, irritated with herself for not thinking about this sooner. The last file on the USB came from a camera directed on a farm track that edged a spruce plantation. It was like watching slow TV as snow blew and swirled then eventually built up along the edge of the plantation. Finally she rubbed her eyes then started as a set of headlights came into frame. She slowed the film right down and stared as a black pick-up edged along the track. It stopped and Kristian Hahn got out. What the heck was he doing? She could only see the top of his head as he faced the trees. He must be taking a leak. She couldn’t help herself snorting, imagining the irony of his body parts freezing off in the process. He jumped back inside and drove on. She couldn’t make out who was in the truck and cursed that she hadn’t got the software to properly enhance it. She thought of sending it back to Ruddy then remembered he had his own issue to deal with. What the hell. She’d send it anyway. Surely he had a PA who could do it? She did have somewhere else she could pack it off to, but decided that the most important thing was that she now had a date, time and sighting of at least one Hahn. She checked the weather forecast. The heaviest snow was over, but the threat of it freezing was high, meaning that driving anywhere but the main roads would continue to be difficult. On the up side if she did find his tyre tracks there was less chance of anyone else having been over them. Worth a look.

She went upstairs and tapped gently on Mand’s bedroom door. ‘Mand, I need to go out for a bit. Could you lock up again?’

Mand opened the door and put her finger to her lip. ‘He’s not yet sound asleep.’ She walked to the top of the stairs. ‘Where are you going? I don’t want you to do anything stupid.’

Viv bristled, but knew what she meant. ‘I’m not planning to do anything stupid, but I’ve found a track where he was. I think it’s worth checking.’ She looked at her watch. ‘I’m going to go off my head if I just hang about here all night.’

‘Yeah, you might, but I’ll go off mine knowing that you are out there on your own in the pitch dark. You’ll just have to stick it out until Mac gets back.’

Viv was about to object, but the look on Mand’s face told her there was no arguing. She bit the inside of her lip and nodded. ‘I’ll go over the tapes again in case I’ve missed something. You head off to bed. It’s been a long day.’

‘You think I came up the Clyde in a banana boat? There’s no way I’m going to sleep until you do. So how about you go to bed. If it’s been a long day for me it’s been even longer for you . . . You’re doing your best, Viv. You don’t have to be superwoman.’

Aware of her irritation rising Viv said, ‘Okay, I’ll wait for Mac to get back.’

Mand shook her head. ‘You’re such a bad liar. I can see from your face that you have no intention of waiting for Mac. You’re just palming me off with a story so that I’ll hit the hay and you can sneak off and do your thing. I don’t want to lose two people I . . .’ she choked back the words and retreated to her bedroom.

Viv’s phone vibrated. Surprised to see Sal’s number she rushed down to the conservatory so that her conversation wouldn’t wake James.

‘Sal! How the hell are you? I’ve been dying for you to ring.’ This wasn’t quite true but close enough.

The voice that spoke wasn’t Sal’s, but another woman’s. ‘Oh, I pressed the wrong number by mistake.’ The call ended and Viv was left with echoes of an American accent lingering in her ears. Why was someone else using Sal’s phone? Who was she? She pressed to return the call, but it went straight to voice mail. What was going on? Exasperated she rubbed her hands through her hair. The last thing she needed was to worry about Sal, but at least she could be thankful for the small mercy that the bump on her head was no longer as tender. She dumped herself onto the couch with her laptop and revisited the CCTV. She couldn’t concentrate and went back over each frame two or three times before finding a rhythm. Her phone vibrated again. This time it was Mac’s number.

‘Hi. Have you sorted out the . . .’

He interrupted her, ‘He shot himself.’

Viv gasped, ‘My God, so what happens now?’

‘Damage limitation. It all took place inside Fettes, but that’s a double-edged sword. Whatever way we release this to the press they’ll have a field day. We’ll be here for at least another hour then I’ll get back up the road.’

‘Will you come straight here?’

‘I wasn’t planning on that. I need to get some shut-eye. Why, what have you found?’

She gave him the info about Hahn’s last sighting on the CCTV and said, ‘I think it’s worth taking a look. There won’t be much, if any traffic along that track.’

He interrupted, ‘Look, let me get a couple of hours’ sleep and then we’ll both take a look.’

She was itching to get going, but this was as good as she was going to get. ‘Okay. What time will I set my alarm for?’

‘Six.’

She drew in a breath, about to object, but he continued.

‘Just in case I get stuck here longer than I think I will.’

It made sense, but still, if it was his mum . . . he’d probably do exactly the same thing.

She said, ‘Fine.’

‘Viv, even at six it’ll be pitch dark.’

‘I know, but what if it snows again. We’ll lose any tracks that . . .’ She was on a hiding to nothing. ‘Okay, okay. Here at six then.’ She wanted to add ‘sharp’, but Mac was as much a stickler for punctuality as she was.

‘Right you are.’

She shook her head. That was the kind of thing her mum would have said.


Chapter Fifteen

Tuesday

 

True to form Mac’s 4x4 approached at one minute to six. Viv had been out for a short run with Moll who’d objected to being woken at such an ungodly hour, but once she was out had embraced the snow like a puppy. The ground was frozen and it was hard to break through the skin of ice that had formed over the powdery snow, but she’d needed at least fifteen minutes across the river park to release her trapped adrenaline. Feeling refreshed she made porridge and coffee, expecting that Mac wouldn’t have had breakfast. An extra ten minutes wouldn’t matter now.

Molly greeted him at the door like a long-awaited friend, which Viv realised he probably was. She beckoned him through to the kitchen, pointing above, ‘Mand and James haven’t stirred yet.’

He said, ‘Not many do at this hour.’

She placed two bowls of porridge on the table and poured out mugs of steaming coffee. ‘Here, fortify yourself. I bet you haven’t eaten.’

‘Nope.’ He rubbed his hands across his face. ‘What a night. Got three hours in the end. This looks great.’ He drew a chair up and they ate in silence.

Eventually he murmured, ‘I understand why this is a national dish.’

‘Mum used to tell us it would put hairs on our chest. Imagine, as if two daughters would want that.’

Viv put the empty bowls and mugs in the dishwasher and they both kitted up. ‘It’s Baltic out there.’

‘I know. My cottage is almost a thousand feet above sea level. Colder than here.’

‘It’s not a competition. I was just saying so that you’d wrap up.’

‘Why thank you for your concern.’

‘Sarc will get you everywhere. C’mon, let’s find my mum.’

‘It’s odd that he hasn’t sent a drop-off time.’

‘Agreed, but I don’t think he’s in this alone. The CCTV showed two males in the front of the truck and I checked Kurt’s concerts again. They’d been cancelled. Facebook is a wonderful thing when people are aggrieved.’ She grinned. ‘There’s no way to keep that kind of thing quiet these days. He thinks we’re amateurs. First rule of conflict, “Know thine enemy”. He hasn’t done his homework.’

‘Don’t tempt fate.’

They walked into the village ankle deep in snow, to where they’d left the Rav. The main roads where clear and Doune was shrouded in that silence that only comes with snow. Once in the car Viv showed Mac on a road map the position where the last sighting of Hahn had been. It only took them ten minutes on the motorway to reach the turn-off but at the top of the slip road the surface remained untouched by a plough and they had to slow to a crawl again. Compacted tracks had turned into an ice rink. Even the Rav struggled to stay in a straight line.

Mac stayed in as high a gear as he could, but the wheels spun and they veered off the centre of the road towards the ditch. Viv covered her eyes, unable to believe that the weather could hamper their progress this early in the search. Mac managed to steer into the skid and they remained on the hard surface.

‘Phew. Well done. I’m never sure what to do, but instinctively always hit the brake.’ Her phone vibrated. ‘Early bird.’ She fished around in her jacket pocket and hauled it out. Sal’s number again. Before she answered it stopped vibrating. Odd. She tucked it back into her jacket. She’d deal with Sal later. For now they had to keep on the look-out for landmarks that would give access to the track at the back of the spruce plantation. It had looked as if there were two options on the map. One through a farmyard, round a field then onto what must be a track otherwise he wouldn’t have driven it.

She glanced at Mac. ‘It might not be a track at all. I’ve just assumed it was because he was on it. But a pick-up has much higher clearance even than the Rav.’

‘Only one way to find out. But we’ve got to locate the farm first. Then worry about whether there’s a track or not.’

They drove along a straight stretch lined with high, but mixed planting, branches heavy with snow caught in the headlights. ‘These mono-plantations only have a thirty- or forty-year cycle. Forests marked on this map may no longer be here.’

He slowed to stop. ‘Look at this.’ He pointed to a long straight road. ‘Roman. Still there to this day. Don’t look at features that man can interfere with. Roads can change but are less likely to. Streams and rivers, crossing points usually chosen because it’s the point of least resistance, easiest or narrowest.’ He drove on.

‘I’m not daft. I was just saying about the mono-plantations because they’re planted specifically to be harvested.’

Mac said, ‘Here, what about this place?’

On the right the plantation ended and a field edged with post and rail fencing came into view. The headlights flickered over a wooden stable with a Shetland pony munching on a net full of hay hanging outside its door. A turn-off at the end of the field led towards a farm.

‘This is it.’ Viv looked at the map, then at Mac. ‘What will we say if the farmer is about?’

‘We’ll tell him the truth. We’re looking for a black pick-up.’

‘That’s lame. And by the way the farmer could be a woman.’ He ignored the jibe and she continued, ‘You any idea how many black pick-ups were rented or sold in the last three months?’

‘No, but I get the feeling I will soon.’

‘Plenty. Most of them Nissans, like the one we’re after.’ Her phone vibrated again. She hesitated. If it was Sal’s number she wouldn’t answer anyway. It wasn’t; it was a text message. ‘Time to deliver the money’, she held it up for Mac to see. ‘It was sent yesterday. It’s been sitting on a server somewhere. He sent it at nine-thirty last night. What shall we do? There’s an address. Gloagburn café at ten-thirty am.’

Mac shrugged, ‘Never heard of it, have you?’ She shook her head.

He continued, ‘Besides we don’t have the money. Maybe we can call his bluff.’

‘I’ve got a sports bag in the boot. Got some stinky running kit in there but . . .’

‘You think we should about turn? Get some dosh and see if he’ll bite?’

‘The bank doesn’t open until nine-thirty and by the time we do that . . . oh God. Let’s think this through. We can probably come up with enough money to make it look like £500,000.’

Mac said, ‘I’ve got an idea.’ He pulled into the farm entrance and took out his phone. ‘He’s not going to thank me for ringing at this hour but needs must.’ He let the number ring and ring then just as he was about to cut the call a voice bellowed out from the speaker. Mac held the phone away from his ear and grinned. ‘Viv’s had another message from our kidnapper.’

It was disturbing to hear him called that, but it’s exactly what he was.

Mac continued, ‘He’s sent us a drop-off place and time. I thought we could get the bank to issue the amount in recalled ten pound notes. That way they’d be of no value if he did manage to take off.’

Viv couldn’t hear the rest of the conversation from the other end, but Mac made noises of acceptance and it sounded as if his idea was possible, with a couple of calls by Ruddy to the right people. Finally Mac said, ‘We can get to Dunblane in . . .’

Ruddy obviously interrupted, wasn’t concerned that Mac could get to a bank and agreed to make the calls.

‘So what now?’

She said, ‘We might as well take a look since we’ve come this far.’

‘Okay, your call.’

They drove through the large farmyard where there was evidence of lots of vehicle movement. On the left a dark green modern shed housed cattle. They were already feeding, their heads protruding through metal rails and munching from a trough that was almost full. The farmer must have been around very recently, but there was no sign of anyone now. Viv opened her window, but rapidly shut it again. ‘Wow, what a stink. I suppose you get used to it when you’ve got it day in day out.’

Mac grinned. ‘A country girl you are not.’

‘Well, that should be no surprise to you who’ve known me for . . . ever. Always loved the feeling of tarmac beneath my feet. Never been a fan of anything squelchy.’

He raised his eyebrows. She play-punched his upper arm. ‘You!’

A modern farmhouse, with lights on in the downstairs rooms, stood at the furthest point on the yard away from the road. The roof of the two-storey villa was topped with photovoltaic panels, its plain white pebbledash exterior a sign that it was built for purpose not aesthetics. A flat area to one side with a sagging washing line seemed to confirm this.

Mac said, ‘Always an early start for these guys. Unsung heroes. I mean where would we all be without them? I wouldn’t make a habit of getting up at five or six in the morning. And I don’t even need to ask if you would?’

‘There.’ She pointed, ‘There’s a gap between those small barns.’

Mac drove the Rav towards it. Another vehicle had already been there. He turned his wheels to drive through but noticed, in the rearview mirror, the door to the house open and a man come out tucking his trousers into boots and shrugging into a jacket. He marched towards them, scowling like the proverbial grumpy Farmer Jack as he pulled on a cap.

‘What do you think you’re up to?’ he growled at them.

Mac didn’t waste any time and pulled out his ID. He lowered his window and held it up.

‘That’s all well and good, but doesn’t explain why you’re here.’

Mac said, ‘We’re looking for a black pick-up.’

The man stepped back slightly, ‘Why? What’s he done?’

‘It’s complicated, but if you’ve seen him where would we find him?’

The farmer pointed to the house. ‘He’s in his bed. No chance of him being up before daylight.’

‘I think we’re talking at cross purposes.’

‘My boy drives a black pick-up.’

‘Nissan?’ Viv asked.

The farmer didn’t look at her. ‘No, his is a Mitsubishi.’

‘So, have you seen another pick-up around?’

The farmer removed his cap and scratched his head. ‘Can’t say I have.’

‘Not heard anything in the night?’ Viv said.

Again he replied to Mac. ‘Well, that’s a different question. I have heard someone in the night, but they didn’t stop in the yard; they went along behind the wood.’

Viv again. ‘Did you follow them?’

‘No.’ He turned and gestured with his head. ‘There’s a way out about a mile further on. There’s a development of houses on the old military site. There’s nothing to steal between me and the building site. There used to be pheasant in the pen at the end of the wood but not now.’

Mac said, ‘You mind if we take a look then?’

‘On you go. There hasn’t been anyone at the development for weeks. Think they’ve run out of cash.’ He gave a hint of a smile, as if he was relaxing.

They were about to go on their way and his son was in the clear, so why wouldn’t he relax?

The Rav had no difficulty on snow that hadn’t been compacted and they bumped their way along the side of the wood. Viv pointed to a spot ahead. ‘Here. I think this is where he got out to take a leak.’

Sure enough, a luminous patch of yellow as yet not re-covered by snow. There was nothing else to see until a little further on they spotted an area where the lower branches of the trees had been removed and stacked into A-shaped hides. Presumably this was the pheasant pen. At the end of the wood they were in open countryside, with unsullied white fields on either side but no sign of a development. Another half mile on and the top of an industrial cement mixer came into view, followed by the ubiquitous blue panels of unfinished buildings sitting in a dip that couldn’t be seen from the farm. Right in the middle of the development stood a concrete wartime pill box. The side facing them was covered in black graffiti. Mac glanced at Viv who was chewing her lip. Once they reached the site they could see where the tracks had stopped. There were multiple footprints on both sides of the ruts, so two people had got out. The driver had walked round and then back. The activity was confusing; prints over prints over prints. Not easy to decipher. But the tyre tracks then continued.

Viv hissed, ‘Shit!’

‘We still have a track to follow.’

‘Yes, but they’ve been here then gone . . . somewhere else.’

They jumped out of the Rav and walked to the entrance. A rusty metal door easy to open, another corridor with water dripping in through the roof, so not as well built as the other bunkers. Viv switched on her phone torch and they continued inside. It was a smaller space but still with rooms marked Radio control room, Boiler room, Dry store and Toilet, off to one side.

‘So this was for radio communication, not for saving the great and the good of a community?’

‘It doesn’t feel as if they actually spent any time here.’

‘They couldn’t. Must just have done a recce and decided it was too wet . . . We can but hope.’

‘Imagine if you were him. You’d no more want to spend your nights in a freezing bunker than fly to the moon. I wonder if he’s ended up using the pick-up?’

She shrugged. ‘It’s possible, but maybe too cosy. Let’s get to Dunblane and gather the cash. We’ve got a date to keep.’

‘There’s no guarantee that the bank will do it.’

‘Don’t underestimate Ruddy.’

‘I don’t, but there’ll be all sorts of legal loopholes to get through, and probably a JP involved. All takes time.’

Viv’s belly contracted. ‘Ruddy will make it happen.’

Mac glanced at her. ‘You do know he’s human, right?’

She ignored him. Since Ruddy had known both of her parents they were definitely ‘family’ to him. He’d pull out every stop possible to make it happen. She had to believe that. The development’s exit was on a narrow B road, but within a quarter of a mile they were on to an A route which was only four miles from the motorway.

Mac had to do a dodgy right turn across the motorway but at that time of the day there was still very little traffic. The snow was both a godsend and a hassle. The ploughs had been out and cleared both lanes so the journey back was effortless. Doune was still and quiet but with a few more lights on in houses.

Molly barked as they walked to the front door.

‘That’ll be Mand and James awake now.’

She had no need to worry; they were already up and sitting at the kitchen table.

Mand looked questioningly at Viv.

Viv shook her head. ‘No luck.’

Mac’s phone rang and he did as he always did and took it outside.

When he returned he said, ‘Let’s get another look at those videos.’

Viv said, ‘Why? Who was that?’

‘One of the tech guys I sent them to. He has a theory.’

‘Well, let’s hear it then.’

‘He thinks that the videos were made at the same time and that the newspapers are fake.’

‘Shit! I should go with my instinct. When I saw them I got a funny feeling in my gut, but just didn’t pay attention to it.’

She ran the videos again. Between the two there was barely forty-five seconds of footage. The first was slightly longer than the second. ‘He could have just moved her from one room to another, or out into the corridor. Bastard!’

‘The second bit sounds different, but it could just be down to the absence of carpet on the floor.’

Viv checked the Scotsman’s website for the headlines of the days he’d posted. Both were different from the real front pages. She pulled at her hair and yelled. James flinched and his lip trembled. ‘Oh, I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to scare . . .’

Mand glared at her, scooped James up and shushed him back to peace.

‘So where does that leave us? If the videos were taken on the first day, Sunday, then we haven’t seen her for two whole days.’

Mac’s phone rang again.

Viv paced round the kitchen trying to make sense of why he would do that. To take two videos at the same time was premeditating something, but what? What had he planned? And had he done whatever he wanted to?

Mac returned. ‘You’ll never believe this.’

‘Try me.’

‘He’s left the country. Got on a flight to Berlin at six-thirty this morning.’

‘How can he? How can that be?’

The timing was unbelievably tight.

‘Who was that?’

‘The boss, Ruddy. He’d put out an alert at Scottish airports. The pick-up was returned and . . . doesn’t matter about the how, but he’ll be questioned at the other end by German police.’

‘D’you think he came with a return flight expecting to be here for three or four days? Totally unbelievable. What has he done with her?’

‘The pick-up is being impounded, so at least we’ve got that before it’s been cleaned. There’ll be evidence inside. Always a trace of something.’ He walked into the conservatory and stared out. ‘I don’t know why, but I don’t think he’s . . .’

‘Don’t say it. It’s like tempting fate. So what about that café? That was just an additional wild goose chase. We should go now. He might have dumped her there.’

Mac already had a map up on his phone, looking at the route between where they’d been this morning already and the café, and how long it was from the café to the airport. ‘It’s possible. Look.’ He traced the route with his finger as Viv tracked it.

‘Okay, let’s get back out there. We still don’t know what we’ll find. Mand, I’m sorry I yelled. Is he okay?’

Mand said, ‘He’s fine. Life’s pretty quiet with only two of us. Take care out there. This guy’s a trickster.’

Mac drove back the same way they’d just been. ‘Wondering about the brother.’

‘Me too. I wonder if he turned up to help or to . . . oh, God knows. This is mad. His return home means one of two things. Either he got what he came for or he didn’t. I have to hope that he didn’t and that she’s okay.’

‘It hasn’t occurred to you . . .’

‘Most things have occurred to me, but I can’t bear to think of them.’

Once off the motorway the road hadn’t been cleared, so their journey to the café was pretty hairy on compacted snow. Dawn was edging its way up across the eastern horizon, but there were still few vehicles about. There were half a dozen cars in the car park and the place was lit up like a beacon. A sign on the door said ‘Closed’, so they knocked on the glass. Music on inside was evidence of life.

Mac knocked harder. ‘Wait here, I’ll go round the back.’

Within seconds someone approached the door from inside and let her in. Mac was in the kitchen already, questioning the cook.

He was nodding as Viv approached. ‘What time was this?’

‘Oh, we’ve only been in for an hour and a half. She was at the door when we arrived.’

The smell of fried onions and home baking intermingled, and the cook wiped her brow with the back of her hand.

Mac continued, ‘And you say she made a phone call?’

The cook nodded. ‘Yes. Said her battery had gone flat and could she use the phone, and she did.’

‘Then what?’

‘Someone came to pick her up.’

Viv said, ‘What was he like?’

‘Not sure, didn’t see.’

Mac said, ‘Driving an old Land Rover?’

‘I didn’t see . . . she was in a bit of a mess.’

Viv drew in breath. ‘D’you mean she was hurt or just grubby?’

‘Oh, she was hurt. But wouldn’t hear of us helping.’

Viv marched back out to the Rav, but had to wait a few minutes before Mac came out.

‘Find out anything more?’

‘Not really. But why . . .’ He left the question hanging.

‘Only one way to find out. Let’s go speak to the Colonel.’

The route back to Doune was busier now and the sun was up. Snow already showed signs of melting, car tracks were turning to slush, and a salty shower from lorries sprayed over the windscreen. The track up to the Colonel’s house was even more precarious than last time; it was as if the camber had been designed by a slalom expert. The Rav slid this way and that on hard snow. No luck on the melting here. By some fluke Mac managed to keep them out of the ditch. They backed into his drive blocking in the Colonel’s car. Mac jumped out, went to the Land Rover and laid his hand on the bonnet; warm.

The Colonel came to the door and said, ‘Any luck yet?’

This was not what Viv wanted to hear. ‘We were hoping you’d be able to tell us.’

His brows knitted in confusion. ‘I haven’t heard from her. What makes you think I would have?’

Viv glared at him. Was he telling the truth or just a fabulous liar?

Mac said, ‘Been out already this morning?’

The Colonel nodded. ‘Of course. I’ve been to the village for my newspaper.’ He beckoned them in. Same routine as last time, with the dogs hugging their beds by the Aga until they absolutely had to get up and greet the new arrivals. A few sniffs and they retreated. Viv could understand why. She could see her breath ahead of her in the kitchen. If this was the heart of the home she’d hate to think what the rest of the house felt like. The Times was open on the table. At the obits page she noticed. What was it with old people and obituaries? Desperate to be the last man standing? She checked the date. He was telling the truth.

Her mind reeled at the possibilities of who else her mum would ring. As the obituaries pages would testify, her circle of friends had diminished.

A strange sensation in her belly made her spin round to Mac. ‘I think I’ve got it.’ She strode outside and made a call. ‘Is she with you?’

Ruddy answered in the affirmative. ‘She doesn’t want to be seen.’

‘But she’s my mum.’

‘I know that, but she probably rang me because she didn’t want to alarm you.’

‘Christ, it’s way too late for that. What the hell has been going on? This has nothing to do with money, does it?’

‘We’ll talk about it soon enough, but for now she’s safe and in good hands.’

‘Whose hands?’

He sighed. ‘I promised I wouldn’t tell you where she was, so I have to keep that promise. But she’s seen a doctor and . . .’

‘But we have a right to know.’

He said, ‘All in good time. You’ll get the full story in good time.’

Viv stomped back inside and gestured to Mac with her head. ‘Let’s go.’

Mac came out behind her and started up the Rav’s engine, ‘Okay, spill.’

‘She’s with Ruddy. This whole thing has been a total wild fucking goose chase and some. He won’t tell me anything yet, but she’s in a bad way. I think she’s been taken to hospital. What have I missed? This is about something that we don’t know about. Have we been pawns?’

Mac said, ‘It’s unlikely. But if we have been it’ll have been for good reason.’

‘Not all reasons are good enough reasons. Look at the state Mand’s been in. Look at me. I’ve been a wreck. Oh, my God, it had better be good.’

‘Or what? You’ll just have to swallow it, Viv. If she went to Ruddy my guess would be that she’s got information for him.’

‘D’you think this whole thing has been about information gathering? What could he have that is so important to us? By us I mean the UK.’ She chewed on the inside of her cheek and was silent for the rest of the journey.

Mac pulled up outside the village shop. ‘I think we need milk.’ He slammed the door and she watched as he sauntered along the pavement.

Whatever Ruddy needed, he’d taken a huge risk using her mum. So to take that kind of risk would mean something to do with the dreaded National Security. She racked her brain, trawling its depths for something in Kristian’s background. Her mind hooked the image of the flag on his Facebook profile. But what about his debt? Maybe it had nothing to do with debt, but something to do with politics. Mac appeared with milk, a bag of floury rolls, and a pack of bacon.

‘Thought we could use some sustenance. Been a while since breakfast.’ He grinned. ‘Good result, no?’

She couldn’t work out whether he was talking about potential bacon rolls or the fact that her mum was safe.

She scratched her head. ‘I think I’ve been barking up the wrong tree.’

He interrupted her, ‘Whatever tree you’ve been barking up you’ve done it because you believed it was the right one. You weren’t doing it for the good of your health.’

‘I think it might be to do with politics. He had a photograph of a flag on his Facebook profile. Far right, fascist shit. Why didn’t I do more with that?’

‘Because in the video she asked for money. How could you have known? I didn’t know. I was with you on the money thing.’

They risked driving the Rav right up to the door. No longer worried about a quick getaway.

Mand opened up. ‘Still no sign of her?’ She ran her hands roughly into her hair and turned back into the cottage.

Viv said, ‘She’s safe.’

Mand spun round. ‘How do you know?’

Viv plonked herself into a chair in the conservatory. ‘I spoke to the man she’s with.’

‘What man? She’s with that nut job.’

Viv stood and went to her sister, and for the first time in years hugged her. At first Mand was rigid, but Viv held on tight and Mand relaxed. Tears streamed down her face, which she swiped off with her sleeve. She said, ‘Where is she? How come . . .’

‘The only thing I know at the moment is that she’s safe and in good hands.’ Viv glanced at Mac for confirmation.

He nodded. ‘We’ll get the full story later. But the “nut job”, as you say, has left the country and your mum contacted our boss who picked her up and has taken her to get . . .’

Viv shook her head to stop him from saying anything more.

‘Bacon roll anyone?’

The sisters stared at him, then glanced at each other. Viv said, ‘She’ll be all right now.’

Mand said, ‘Are you sure?’

‘As sure as I can be. Let’s make coffee. Where’s James?’

‘Asleep. He’s exhausted.’

‘He’s not the only one. Boy, has she got some explaining to do.’

Mac whistled as he pottered around the Aga. ‘I wouldn’t bank on that. I’ve told you, she’s old school.’

‘If I hear one more thing about “old school”, I think I’ll kill someone. I want to see her and I want to see her right now. What does she think she’s up to going to Ruddy and not us? She must know how worried we all are. One phone call. One sodding phone call would have been all it took.’

Mac said, ‘Don’t kid yourself. If she’d made one call to you there’s no way you’d have let her off the hook. She called the boss because it was the wisest move. He’ll have either brought in a doctor or taken her to our clinic.’

‘What clinic? When I’ve been injured I’ve never been taken to “our clinic”. Where is it?’

He continued frying bacon.

She thought of yelling, but with James upstairs asleep decided against. ‘Can you take me to her?’

‘No. Not unless she asks for visitors.’

‘Why wouldn’t she want to see us?’

‘Think about it, Viv. She must be bruised or looks a mess and doesn’t want to alarm you.’

‘Enough with the “alarm me” shit. Trust me I’m alarmed. As alarmed as I could be that my mum choses to ring a stranger over me.’

‘He’s not exactly a stranger. When you . . .’

‘Don’t even think about saying calm down.’

He held up his hands in defence. ‘Don’t blame the messenger.’

‘You’re not the bloody messenger. You’re supposed to be my friend.’

Mand said, ‘Enough you two. It’s like listening to an old married couple arguing.’

‘He wishes!’ Viv grabbed the dog’s lead and went to the door. ‘Come Moll, walkies.’ She almost slammed the door but again remembered James just in time.

She waded about fifty feet across the field, hampered by snow a foot deep. She stopped. Moll couldn’t run because of the weight and size of snowballs gathering between her front legs. Viv stood and stared at Doune Castle, looming over the Ardoch burn, its magnificent curtain wall covered in scaffolding, an attempt to rescue the ancient structure from decay. How does anything survive? Moll sat at her feet and pawed her leg.

‘Okay, let’s go back.’ She lifted the dog and carried her like a baby to the back door of the cottage, where Sal had a hosepipe for the very purpose of rinsing off the dog. Viv turned the tap but nothing came. Brian must have switched it off for the winter. She lifted the dog into the porch and tried to free her of the balls of ice. With soothing words one by one she picked off the balls and threw them back outside, until eventually Moll was back to normal. She towel dried her, all the time speaking to her as if she could understand.


Chapter Sixteen

‘Right, I’m off to Edinburgh. No reason for us to stay here now.’

Mand and Mac sat at the kitchen table and munched into bacon rolls, ignoring Viv’s snippy protestation.

Getting the message she went upstairs as quietly as possible and began to throw things into her rucksack. She pulled the duvet back and was about to strip it from the bed, but instead crawled under, and with her knees tucked into a foetal position she closed her eyes and allowed sleep to come. A tap on the door woke her with a start. She swung her legs over the side of the bed and rubbed her eyes. ‘Come in.’

Mac stuck his head round the door. ‘I’ve had a call. We can go and see her.’

‘Right, I need to have a shower to wake myself up. Give me five.’

When she appeared in the kitchen it had been cleaned and Mand and James had their coats on ready to go.

Mand said, ‘We’re all packed. I’ve got mum’s things in the car and I’ll go straight to her flat.’

Viv, astonished at how much had been achieved while she slept, rubbed Mand’s arm. ‘Thanks for doing that.’ She glanced around the immaculate kitchen. No evidence of all the activity of the previous few days.

‘I’ve left the beds for you to deal with.’

‘Sure, I’ll be back to see Moll later. In fact I’ll just ring Brian. Let him know we’re decanting back to Edinburgh.’

She took off and made the call.

Mac said, ‘No children allowed where we’re going. In fact no civilians.’ He glanced at Mand, who frowned but said nothing.

Viv said, ‘I thought she was in a hospital. I mean like the Western General or something.’

He shook his head. ‘No, she is in a clinic. You’ll see when we get there. D’you want to go in one car? I’ll leave the Audi here if you like.’

She hesitated. ‘Okay. Let’s get an update on the roads and weather.’

‘I’ve already checked. Main roads are clear. No more snow forecast. Icy conditions coming, but not until tonight.’

‘OK, let’s get going then.’

Once they reached Edinburgh Viv drove back the same route she’d used for Fettes, but continued towards the Botanical Gardens and beyond to Dundas Street. Mac directed her to turn onto Northumberland Street, then up a lane heading south. She stopped outside what looked like a typical mews property, with a garage door at ground level and a suite of rooms above. Mac jumped out and rang a buzzer at the side of the building. The garage door opened automatically and he jumped back into the Rav.

She drove in and Mac opened his window then said, ‘Switch the engine off.’ He pressed a series of buttons on a panel and they began to move. Viv couldn’t help herself from smiling.

‘What the hell is this?’

‘It’s a lift taking us down to the lower level.’

He grinned. He enjoyed showing her new places. They reached their destination with the slightest of bumps. Another door opened and Mac gestured for her to drive out into a huge underground car park. Rows of dark coloured cars filled most of it. She backed into a space furthest away from the only door she could see. Mac sauntered to the door and laid a card against the sensor. It hissed aside and she followed him through. He knew his way around, so he’d clearly already been here before. She realised you would need special clearance to get in here. This was no concrete bunker built in a rush for dignitaries of the Cold War. It was built with state of the art materials, more like a corporate building. After a short, wide corridor Mac used his card again to open another door. She guessed top grade bullet-proof opaque glass and steel.

‘This place is amazing. We must be walking beneath Abercrombie Place and . . .’

‘Yeah, you guessed it. Queen Street Gardens.’

‘Bloody hell. It’s massive.’

He turned and grinned at her. ‘Love it when I’m able to surprise you.’

‘Well, you’ve succeeded. Look at me, how surprised am I? Totally. But is this where the clinic is?’

He nodded. ‘It’s only one part of the complex ,but yes it’s where people from all over the country . . .’

She interrupted him. ‘By people do you mean agents?’

‘Yes, but there are also people who work in Intel who are not. So many different things to do these days. Anyway, there are always a few of us who need medical attention somewhere out of the public glare. Too difficult to explain if we were taken to an ordinary hospital.’

This made complete sense to her, but she’d been hurt a couple of times, needed the odd stitch or check-up, and never been brought here. ‘How come I never made it here?’

‘The public always saw or got wind of your involvement. If you’d been brought here too many questions would have been asked about your whereabouts. Your treatment in a public hospital kept this place under wraps. There’s always someone following up on details. No one,’ he glared at her ‘and I mean no one can know about this place.’ He gestured with his hands expansively.

‘Spare me the histrionics.’

Finally they reached another entrance which took them into a space like a proper hospital reception. Polished tiled floors and the smell of antiseptic and cleanliness confirmed that they’d swapped one kind of officialdom for another.

Mac walked toward the desk holding up his card, which Viv thought unnecessary since they couldn’t have got this far without one. A tall woman, with her hair scraped back into a ponytail, wearing scrubs, stood behind a high counter. She pointed to a door. ‘They’re expecting you.’

Mac knocked then pushed the door open. Viv’s mum sat on a bed. Ruddy and a woman with a clipboard stood either side of her. They all looked round as Viv and Mac entered. Viv got a flicker of recognition from the woman, but couldn’t remember where she’d seen her before.

Viv went to her mum, but an almost imperceptible movement of her eyes stopped Viv from hugging her. How quickly and subtly we receive these signals. Her mum took her hand and said, ‘None of this was meant to hurt you.’

Viv, horrified, felt tears prick her eyes. This was no place for an emotional reunion. She squeezed her mum’s hand and turned to Ruddy. ‘Is there an explanation?’

He said, ‘Always, but not usually what you want to hear.’

‘Try me.’

The woman stepped forward and introduced herself as Dr Arbuthnott. ‘Your mum’s had a bit of a knock, but she’ll survive.’

‘What kind of “bit of a knock”?’

‘Mainly bruising. Probably a cracked rib.’

‘How come only probably? Surely an x-ray will show you?’

‘She has an old injury and we can’t tell whether the hairline fracture is new or not.’

‘So you’re saying she’s had a cracked rib before?’

The doctor turned to Ruddy as if checking what more she could say.

He gave a tiny shake of his head. ‘I’ll take it from here.’

The doctor walked toward the door, but stopped right next to Viv. ‘She’s fine. I wouldn’t mind being in that kind of shape now, never mind when I reach her age.’ She touched Viv’s arm and whispered, ‘CC’s.’ A current ran between them and they stepped apart.

Viv said, ‘What a strange place this is. How can people work without daylight?’

Her mum smiled and stretched her hand to Viv. ‘That’s my girl.’

Ruddy said, ‘She can go home, but’ll need meals on wheels for a bit.’

Her mum protested. ‘I will not. I’m perfectly capable of putting something in the oven. I concede that I wouldn’t mind a hand with some shopping though.’

Viv shook her head. ‘Mand’s already on it.’

Mac looked at Viv. ‘Don’t know why you’re shaking your head. You’d do exactly the same. Won’t let anyone help you.’

Viv began to protest, but he held up his hand, ‘Don’t pretend . . .’

She interrupted, ‘I’ve let you help me. More than anyone else I know you’ve come to my rescue.’ Mac had always been there for her; she mustn’t take him for granted.

The door clicked closed as the doctor left.

Mac said to Ruddy, ‘Is this about politics?’

‘Everything is about politics, sometimes with a large P, sometimes with a small one. This episode was in danger of becoming the larger variety. But thanks to Trude we’ve got the information we needed and it’s already been passed to . . .’

‘And will we ever know who that is?’ Viv said, staring at Ruddy.

He shrugged. ‘You know the score. The fewer people who share information the safer it stays.’

Viv’s mum stood up. ‘Come on, Vivian, I’d like to get home. I’ve got a bridge four tonight that I don’t want to miss.’

Viv raised her eyebrows, She had no idea her mum played bridge. ‘When did that start?’

‘Oh, my first week in the Pound.’ She shot Viv a knowing look.

Viv, slightly rattled to hear her mum calling it that, smiled and went to open the door.

Mac got there ahead of her. ‘Nice work, Mrs Fraser.’

‘Oh Marcus, you can call me Trude.’

He said, ‘I wouldn’t dream of it, ma’am.’

As they passed through reception on the way back to the car, the doctor was hovering. She stepped forward and handed Viv a card. ‘If you need anything.’

Viv took it instinctively and glanced at what was written on it – very little other than a name and a mobile number.

She tucked it into her jacket. ‘Thanks, but hopefully she’ll be fine now.’

Viv caught Mac and her mum smiling at each other.

‘Something funny?’

Neither answered.

As they exited onto the lane at the back of Northumberland Street, Viv wondered at nosey neighbours who might question the goings in and out of this innocuous garage door. If she lived with a view of it she’d definitely have investigated it. She drove her mum back to her flat where Mand and James were waiting. Still no emotional reunion.

Viv said, ‘I’ll leave you to settle in, get a cup of tea with Mand.’

Her mum said, ‘Come by tomorrow when James is at soft-play.’

Mand said, ‘Ten ’til eleven-thirty.’

‘Fine. See you then.’

As she and Mac walked toward the Rav he said, ‘Are you guys for real? If my mum had been through such an ordeal we’d be all over her . . .’

‘Aye, you hot blooded Italians cannae keep it to yersels.’ She tapped his arm. ‘Different strokes for different folks.’

‘But you must feel like hugging her, surely?’

‘It’s not our way. However much one of us feels like it, it’s not encouraged.’

He blew out a long breath. ‘My God, in our family we almost kill each other with physical contact.’

‘Can’t be good for you.’ She laughed. ‘For your information, I did want to hug her, but she wouldn’t have it. What was it you said about “old school”?’ She glanced over at him in the passenger seat. ‘Back to Doune?’

He said, ‘Why not? Might as well get this thing wrapped up.’

‘You know what I’ve learned from this?’

‘No, tell me.’

‘That I’ve got two mums; one who used to tell me that if I didn’t pull my socks up I’d never play for Scotland, and the other who calls me Vivian in public and wouldn’t let me touch her with a barge pole unless she was drowning. We are talking weird.’

‘I never knew you played for Scotland.’

‘I didn’t. I literally wouldn’t pull my socks up to full length or wear elastics to keep them in place, so I was dropped from the team. A sorry tale, but by that time I had other things on my mind.’

‘Like what? What could be more important than playing for your country?’

She grinned at him. ‘Oh God, use your imagination, I was eighteen.’

‘How odd that I had no idea about any of that.’

‘Look, if I know so little about my own mum, why should you know stuff about my teen years. You were with the big boys strutting your stuff.’

He snorted, ‘You’re confusing me with someone else. I’m a Marconi remember. Didn’t make it into any of the strutting clubs. Longstone was such a divisive place.’

‘Places can’t be divisive, only people do that. Who kept you out? Anyone in particular?’

‘Ironically, the Kellys. Nothing like a convert to light the evangelical torch. Mrs Kelly joined the Wee Frees. All things Catholic became the devil for her and boy did she massage that hatred into the boys.’

‘Wow, I didn’t know any of that was going on. So you see how much we don’t know about each other, or those we thought we knew?’

‘What d’you think she’ll tell you tomorrow?’

‘Who knows, but whatever it is will be a sanitised version of the truth. Pinch of salt and all that.’ She shook her head. ‘Did these last few days actually happen? Or did I dream it?’

He rubbed her arm. ‘Oh, it was for real all right, you’ve even got the bruises to prove it.’

She sighed, ‘What a marathon.’

‘Imagine what life would have been like if you’d known what she was.’

‘We probably wouldn’t have believed it anyway. We’d have still told people she was a secretary. Come to think of it I don’t think I ever told anyone that anyway. No one asked, not that I remember. Not convinced that my memory is up to much. I mean if I don’t . . . if she had a broken rib how come we didn’t know about that?’

‘Might have been before you were born. She did have a life before you and Mand.’

She snorted, ‘Yeah, we were late to her party . . . Just not getting my head round it. Maybe tomorrow will make a difference . . . but I doubt it. By the way did you ever get your own back on the Kellys?’

He laughed. ‘Not me, but my sisters. They were, still are, supreme at humiliation. I’d never have dared do what they did.’

‘Don’t stop there, tell me.’

He shook his head. ‘It’s a punishable offence now.’

‘Aw, please tell me.’

‘No way. They’re my team. A man never lets his team down.’

‘I thought I was on your team.’

‘You are, but a different one. Team Marconi . . .’

The nostalgia in his voice was comforting. Everyone needed people who would watch their back no matter what. Mac was probably as solid in himself as he was because of his family. She felt a stab of envy. She’d always thought of herself as having a good family, a good childhood, but maybe it had just been good enough. She needn’t complain. So many people had a lot more to grumble about than not getting hugs.


Chapter Seventeen

Eventually back at the West Bow Viv had crawled into bed hoping that sleep would come. What she couldn’t get her head around most was that her mum had, until the last week, behaved as if she was on a downhill trajectory; as if she was becoming a doddery old woman. Had that been an act or had that been Viv’s interpretation of her life? They didn’t see each other very often and when they did it was more often than not fractious. Maybe it was like that because Viv had made assumptions that riled her mum, or because they were too alike. No way. What about all those movies that she stared at? John Wayne for God’s sake, who watched his films? She lay in bed and stared as the glow of car headlights scanned her walls. Her dad had watched any kind of action movie, so her mum probably watched them out of nostalgia, a way of staying connected to him. She punched her pillow into shape and tucked the duvet round her feet. Why were relationships more complicated than they looked, especially family ones? She’d made reasonable assumptions about her mum based on her behaviour. It had been a long time since they’d gone anywhere together. They didn’t go out for lunch or on day trips. Mand was always doing stuff with her, even more since James came along. It was as if when she went to live in the Pound she’d given up. And why had she moved there anyway? Had she felt unsafe where she’d been? If so why? Was it to do with the work she’d been doing? The more Viv thought about all this the more distant her mum seemed. What had it cost her to have a double, perhaps triple life? She mused on her own situation. Having Sal, someone who worked in the same line of work, in her life eased the complication of having to hide what she was doing, although there were still some things they wouldn’t talk to each other about. Had her mum and dad lived like that? Wow! The world was topsy-turvy. How could her family story have been so off the mark? The answer was of course because that was how her parents had wanted it. Normal, they wanted their kids to have as normal a life as possible, and the only way to do that was to build and maintain a narrative of ordinariness.

 

Wednesday

 

When sleep came it was fitful. She rose early and went out for a run. It was good to get out before she had to dodge the school kids on the streets. The Meadows had a few joggers and since the sun was making an effort to come through there were many ‘good mornings’ as they passed on their laps. She was a clockwise woman but there were those who were more comfortable with the opposite. Even in the most basic things folk were different. She smiled and increased her pace; it was okay to be different. How dull was sameness? Maybe she didn’t need to know about her mum. Maybe it was best for her to go to her grave with those stories. After all they were her memories to keep.

When she arrived at the Pound Mand’s car was already parked at the back door, so she pulled in behind it. Her mum answered the buzzer and the door clicked open. The warden was chatting to another resident and glanced at Viv, almost smiling before she realised who it was. Viv nodded and took the stairs. Her mum’s door was ajar.

‘Tea?’ her mum said.

She’d have preferred coffee but said, ‘Great.’

Mand shot her a look that she couldn’t work out. Then she shrugged and Viv got the I’ve-no-idea-what’s-going-on-here message.

Their mum brought a tray through with mugs, a pot of tea and a plate of plain digestives. ‘Right, I suppose you want me to tell you all about my life in the service? Well, that’s not going to happen. But what I will tell you is that during my time,’ she poured out the tea and handed them each a mug, ‘I had to look after an agent from another service. She for some reason left me a legacy in her will.’

Viv snorted. ‘A bit of a . . .’

Her mum shot her a look. ‘Do you want my story or not?’

Viv nodded and her mum continued, ‘She left a large sum of money and a letter of wishes. In that letter she said that in the event of my death before the estate was wound up, the money was to go to the community. By this I assumed she meant the community that surrounded the camp that she was held in . . . where we were based. Locals were kind. They brought prisoners gifts of food, books, hand-knitted socks. So that’s what I did. I created a trust for the community. They know best what they need. I had no idea she had sons. Otherwise . . .’ she stared out of the window. ‘Actually since she didn’t change her will in their favour I’m guessing she had reason not to. So perhaps I’d have done exactly the same thing. And given Kristian and Kurt’s recent behaviour she probably did have good reason. As for the other stuff for the service, I signed . . .’

Viv interrupted her, ‘The Official Secrets Act.’

Her mum nodded. ‘Exactly. And until I die it stays in here.’ She tapped her temple. ‘Disappointing for you two. I mean getting a little information is so tantalising, but you didn’t get it from me and nor will you.’

Mand passed Viv the plate of digestives but she said, ‘No thanks. I’ll get something on my way home.’

Her mum said, ‘Ever the independent.’

Viv grunted, ‘Well, that’s rich coming from you.’

Her mum stood at the window, straight-backed, almost elegant, or was it dignified? The way that she perceived her mum had changed, it had had to. The person she’d encountered in the last while bore no relation to the film-watching couch potato that she’d thought her mum had become.

She smiled at Mand. ‘What do you think, sis?’

Mand sat with her mug in hand and was about to dip a digestive into it before stopping and laying it back on the plate, ‘Well I’m sorry we’re not getting to hear about your exploits, mum. I mean you are our mum.’

‘And that’s how I’d like it to stay. I don’t need to be made into a superhero, because I’m not. I’ve always been your mum, the same mum whose home baking wasn’t up to scratch for the school fair, but who won the egg and spoon race every year.’ She sipped her tea, a smile creeping at the edges of her lips.

Viv had forgotten about school sports days, but now remembered that the other mums had talked about trying to beat her. They never had. How selective memories were. If she were to go through the family photograph albums now, knowing what little she did, she’d probably notice different things. She’d hatch a plan with Mand so that they could do it together. This episode was like finding out she’d had a long-lost brother or sister, a Sliding Doors moment, which left too many what ifs.

She laid her hands on her thighs and pushed herself up. ‘If we’re not getting the lowdown I’ve got things to do. How about you, Mand?’ She glanced at her sister and saw her in a different light as well.

Mand raised her mug. ‘I’ll finish up here, but we’ll speak later.’

Viv walked to her mum’s side and felt her tense. She rubbed her upper arm. ‘You’ve always been our superhero, Official Secrets Act or not.’

Her mum sighed, ‘I wish your dad was here to see how grown up you both are.’

Viv turned and glanced at Mand who was wiping her cheek. ‘Right I’ll be off then.’ She patted Mand’s shoulder on the way to the door, but didn’t look back.

She sprinted from the Grassmarket to the flat and took the stair two at a time. Her laptop was asleep but only took seconds to come to life. Her inbox pinged with message after message from Sal, as if they’d been in a holding cell for days. Good news, Sal was dying to hear her voice. She could do better than a phone call, so she Googled flights to New York. Sure enough, new direct flights to New York were available from Edinburgh. She might as well do it sooner rather than later. She clicked on the ‘Buy Now’ icon.

Viv grinned as she opened the fridge door. Not much of a selection but no point in stocking up now that she was going away. She threw open the sitting-room window and gazed at the hills in the distance. Time to find out what Sal was really up to.
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Chapter One

The plane touched down in the dreariest weather imaginable but Viv let out a huge sigh of pleasure. There was nothing like being back on Scottish tarmac. She grinned and felt like clicking her heels together in a no-place-like-home moment.

At baggage reclaim, a tall, heavy man yawned and it repeated along the line of travellers like a Mexican wave. This early in the morning theirs was the only transatlantic arrival and it didn’t take long for the bell to ring and the carousel to chug round disgorging vast pieces of luggage. Viv grabbed her rucksack with one hand, tossed it over her shoulder and headed straight through customs. First one out gets the taxi but before she reached the exit a man in an airport security uniform approached her and said, ‘Are you doctor Fraser?’

She put her hand up to her mouth to stifle another yawn. ‘Who’s asking?’

He gestured to the side with his head. ‘I have a call for you.’

She fell into step with him. ‘Why would you have a call for me?’

She reached into a side pocket in her sack and took out her mobile. She’d switched it off before boarding and hadn’t had any intention of putting it back on until she’d been home and had some sleep. Reluctantly she followed the man to an office and accepted the handset that he offered her.

‘Hello.’

A familiar voice said, ‘Hi Viv. There’s a passenger on the flight you just arrived on that we’d like you to keep an eye on. I’ve sent a photograph; airport security will give it to you.’

She tried to interrupt him but he, Ruddy, a seasoned negotiator, said, ‘Welcome home. Keep me posted.’

‘Fine, any clues?’ Dead tone.

She shook her head and handed the receiver back to the man in uniform then rubbed her eyes. A printer nearby spat out an A5 sheet, which he passed to her. She looked at the face and knew she had seen him on the flight but the idea of tailing someone so early in the day made her heart sink.

The man from airport security said, ‘I can take you back to baggage reclaim through this way.’

The hall was now bustling and she approached the carousel as if she’d just come through the door leading from the runway. There were still a few pieces of luggage circling round followed by about a dozen sets of very smart golf bags. The man from the photograph was part of the group of golfers. Tall, tanned, well dressed in a golfer’s sort of way, but he looked exhausted. He, and his buddies, hauled clubs off the carousel and dumped them onto a trolley. She kept her back to them and faffed around with her phone; it beeped and beeped as texts from Ruddy and Mac arrived in her inbox. The golfers took off and she followed.

As ever, there was that one guy, the morning person, who was the life and soul of the party. The others did a sterling job of ignoring him but she had to give him credit for tenacity. They were all dressed in chinos in a variety of colours; v-neck sleeveless sweaters in pastels and short sleeved shirts which, judging by the way they were rooting around in their golf bags for something warmer, they regretted. They began to don navy jackets with a logo on them and she edged closer so that she could see what it was. Once out through customs again the airport was busy. She was amazed at how many people were queueing for the red-eye. Edinburgh to London four or five days a week had to lead to an early grave. How many survived beyond fifty? Her man being part of such a large group wasn’t difficult to tail but when a minibus bearing the same logo as their jackets pulled up at the kerb, she knew she was in trouble.

Her mobile rang. She switched it to vibrate before jumping the queue for a taxi, ignoring the snippy comment from a guy in a pinstriped suit whose manners failed to live up to his attire. Perhaps he’d never had manners to begin with. Tempted to tell the driver to follow that car she said, ‘See that minibus? Don’t let it out of your sight.’

The driver shook his head. ‘This isnae the movies, hen. I’ve got tae keep within the speed limit.’

‘Imagine you’re on your way home and a big juicy steak awaits you.’

‘Aye right! What planet are you oan? There’s mair chance o’ me flyin tae the moon.’

He didn’t keep to the speed limit any more than the minibus driver did. They took the Glasgow road away from the city towards Newbridge, but before they reached the big roundabout they turned off to Ratho. Viv knew this road was narrow and wiggled, and she hoped she’d remember to hang on to her stomach when they reached the humpback bridge over the canal. She guessed where they were heading but didn’t want to risk slowing the driver down in case she’d got it wrong.

She hadn’t. They followed the minibus all the way up the well-manicured driveway of Dalmahoy Golf and Country Club where it pulled up outside the grand Georgian hotel and the guys spilled out onto the gravel to be met by wives or partners. Golf bags and suitcases were safely stored in the boots of expensive cars. This was followed by a session of backslapping and vigorous handshakes.

Her driver said, ‘Whaes been unfaithful then?’

‘The one that’s getting into the blue Beamer.’

‘Ah, I see he’s the only one who hasnae got a bonnie lass tae greet him. Mibbe he’s no the ful shullin. Ye’d think drivin a smart car like that he’d hae a bit mair upstairs.’ He pointed repeatedly to his temple.

Viv grinned, enjoying his reasoning. ‘You could be right there. Anyway, if you’re up for it we’ll have to keep up with him on his own now.’

‘It’s aw one tae me. So long as ye can foot the bill.’

Viv sat back and relished the melody of her native language. At school she’d been reprimanded for not speaking properly when she used the vernacular. At home and on the streets it was fine, but in the classroom it was regarded as gutter language. Then at university, with so many students from around the world, she’d made an effort to slow her speech down and enunciate clearly, but she’d also realised that people thought you were thick if you spoke in dialect. Thank God for changed days. Now there was nothing she enjoyed so much as hearing a broad Scot’s accent. Even though she’d only been away for ten days she was warmed by how reassuring it was to come home to it. This was probably an over-reaction in the light of Sal’s easy adoption of an American drawl. She bristled at the thought of it. Why had Sal been so insecure, so desperate to fit in? People the world over loved the Scots tongue.

They followed the Beamer back onto the Calder Road then east toward the city centre. They hadn’t gone far when it turned off onto Wester Hailes Road. Viv sat forward praying that she wouldn’t need to take action anytime soon. He continued south until he reached the Gillespie crossroads where he carried on into Colinton. He was in no hurry.

The driver said, ‘Nae sizzlin steak waitin fur him hen.’

Viv laughed. ‘Doesn’t seem like it does it?’

‘A hope he’s worth aw this bother. I wouldnae gie ‘im hoose room.’

Viv had to agree. He was what you’d call classically good looking, but there was something insipid about him. It might be the golfing get-up. She wondered why grown men thought they needed to dress in ice cream parlour colours to chase a ball round a course. She quickly dismissed this thought since if Ruddy believed he was worth following he was bound to be the opposite of insipid. He turned into Spylaw Bank Road, a cul-de-sac too difficult for the taxi to follow without being spotted.

‘Just wait here.’

‘Ahm no goan anywhere unless you say so hen.’ He glanced at the meter and then smirked in the rear view mirror. This was money for old rope. Viv jumped out of the taxi and trotted down the road that had cars parked on either side. The golfer had turned into a driveway and was now unlocking the house door.’

She rang Ruddy and gave him the address. ‘What now?’

‘That’s fine. We thought he’d go somewhere else first. I’ll get someone to take over now. You can stand down.’

Viv snorted. ‘What the hell? Anyone could have done this.’

‘Yeah, they could have if we’d known he was going straight home. That wasn’t our intel. You know the form.’

She jogged back to the taxi and gave the driver her address.

The West Bow was such a lovely sight. Traders were gearing up for Christmas and window displays were at their best, way too early, but cheerful. Fancy streetlights were already in place but not yet officially turned on. She thanked the driver and asked for his card.

‘Here.’ Along with his card and her receipt he offered her a parting tip, ‘Ma advice, I wouldnae gee him anither thought. A bonnie lass like you can dae much better than that meely moothed smoothie.’

She smiled as he drove off and left her standing on the Bow. If only her life were as black and white as that.


Chapter Two

Viv Fraser slept like the dead until the sound of her landline’s shrill ring shocked her awake. She pulled back the duvet and padded through to the sitting room, her new policy of not having a phone in the bedroom now in doubt. Just as she reached the handset it stopped ringing. ‘Shit!’ She rubbed her hands over her face and through her hair, which stuck out in every direction - the downside of going to bed with it wet. No matter. It was only one of the many good things about living alone: no one could see her and pass comment. The number in the phone’s digital readout was familiar.

She redialled. ‘What can possibly be so important that you’d need to ring me this early in the morning?’

‘I’m on my way round.’

‘No way. I’ve just rolled out of bed. Whatever it is can wait.’

‘No it can’t. See you in three minutes.’

She glared at the phone as if it was solely responsible for the dial tone.

She went to the bathroom to pee and brush her teeth. Mac was pushing his luck muscling in on her weekend.

The buzzer sounded and she let him in on the ground floor. If he bolted it would take him two minutes tops to reach her landing. She left the door ajar and went to fill the kettle.

He tapped gently on the door. ‘Hi, is it safe to come in?’

‘Don’t push it, matey! I feel as if I just got off a flight from the US.’

‘How could you? You’ve slept round the clock.’

She snorted, ‘Yeah sure.’

He said, ‘You have, honestly. Check your mobile.’

She glanced at him to gauge whether he was taking the piss but sensed that he wasn’t and stomped off to get her mobile, which was switched off inside her jacket pocket. She scrolled through her emails. ‘Holy shit! How the hell did that happen?’

Mac came to her side. ‘I’ve been trying to reach you forever. Been round twice ringing the doorbell, phoning, emailing - nothing. I thought you must have gone elsewhere, but I met Ronnie and he said he’d heard you come back and not leave again. He’s pretty reliable so I persisted.’

She put her hand up, ‘It’s okay, I believe you. I’ve lost a whole day. I’m so groggy, I must have caught a bug on the flight.’ She shook her head in utter disbelief. ‘For God’s sake. I’ve got hair clients to contact and a stack of things I said I’d do for Sal before . . .’

‘That’s why I’ve been trying to get hold of you. Sal’s . . .’

His tone made her spin round and stare at him. ‘What? What is it?’

‘She’s had an accident.’

She lifted her hand to her throat. ‘What kind of accident?’

‘I’ll tell you if you give me a chance.’

‘Is she okay?’

His hesitation was enough.

‘What kind of accident?’

‘We don’t have the particulars yet but it’s not good.’

‘What do you mean “not good”?’

She stood leaning against the worktop, now with her arms firmly linked across her chest. ‘But she’s going to be all right?’

He placed his hands on his hips. ‘There’s no easy way to say this. She’s been shot.’

She drew in a breath, ‘No. You’re kidding me?’ The look on his face told her otherwise. Tears sprang to her eyes. ‘She said they wouldn’t let her go on anything active.’

‘This was a lone shooter outside in the car park.’

‘No way. Quantico’s a veritable Fort Knox.’

He shook his head. ‘Yes, it’s supposed to be, but it happened at a fast food drive-thru on site.’

‘I’ll get dressed.’

‘There’s nothing you can do Viv.’

‘Like hell.’ She took off and left him in the kitchen, her mind spinning with fear and frustration.

When she joined him in the sitting room he’d made coffee and handed her a mug. She took it but immediately put it on the desk and booted up her laptop. As it warmed up she handed him a USB. ‘This is why you’ve really come. To make sure I got what you needed.’

‘Don’t, Viv. We didn’t have any doubt you’d get what you went for.’

She interrupted him, ‘I went to see Sal. I just so happened to be in a position to help you guys out.’

It was Mac’s turn to put up his hands and he nodded towards her laptop screen. ‘Okay, okay. Check CNN. They seemed to be the only station who were covering the story.’

‘When did it happen?’

‘The night that you left.’

She scratched at her scalp. ‘I can’t have slept round the clock. I’ve never done that in my life. More than forty-eight hours have passed. That’s the most crucial time.’

He nodded. ‘They’re all over it, Viv. We’re talking best teams in the FBI . . . What happened over there? I mean, in that text you sent me, it didn’t sound as if things were going to plan.’

She slumped on the chair by her desk elbows on her knees. ‘I knew that something wasn’t right when I arrived. She was tetchy. I guessed it was that thing of leading a double life. She’d started speaking differently. Weird, totally weird. I mean who does that unless you’re a teenager trying to fit in?’

‘You do know she was on duty for us.’

‘Oh, I got that, but something else was going on.’ She glanced at him. ‘She had no clue though what I was after. I mean I didn’t let her know.’

‘No. That would have been counter-productive. We needed you to make sure that she hadn’t been seduced by . . .’

‘Oh, she’d definitely been seduced. It took a couple of days before she remembered who she was dealing with. First day I thought she’d had some kind of lobotomy. She was hiding something. My best guess, she actually had been seduced by someone in the biblical sense, someone in her department, not just by the work. Then she sort of relaxed and was like the old Sal again until the day before I was leaving I sensed her angst returning. When I asked her about it she didn’t want to go there. You know what she’s like. She’s stubborn . . .’

He smiled. ‘Well you’d know about that.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Come on, Viv, if anyone’s stubborn it’s not Sal.’

‘What are you implying? You think it was me who was anxious?’

‘It’s not rocket science but it doesn’t matter now. What matters is that we find out exactly what’s happened and whether her cover had been compromised.’

‘You mean whether they’ve found out that she was on a mission for you guys?’

‘I wouldn’t exactly call it a mission but yes. It would be bad if they find out that she was . . .’

‘A mole working for the British.’

‘God, Viv, you make it sound as if . . .’

‘As if she was a mole working for the British?’ You must have realised how vulnerable she would be.’

He nodded. ‘She was actually invited to be there. We just asked her to keep us posted.’

‘Yeah, with what? You know how loyal she is. She’d take risks.’

‘She might have taken one risk too many. We don’t know yet if this really was an accident, that she was caught in some kind of cross fire, or if they were after her and others were . . .’

‘Shit! How many?’

‘Only two casualties and Sal.’

She snorted again. ‘“Only”, for God’s sake. A life is a life.’

‘They’re not dead yet!’

‘Wow. Are we having this conversation? I mean, it’s a terrible day if we’re reduced to this kind of attitude over a shooting. I don’t like it. I don’t think in terms of casualties. I think in terms of people who have families like me. Flesh and blood not numbers.’

She rubbed her face again. She was being unfair and she knew it. He would be just as affected as her. He looked sheepish but didn’t speak. He folded his fingers round the USB in his palm. ‘Thanks for this. Come with me to the office and we can go through it.’

‘I’ve already been through it.’ She stood up and went out of the room returning a few seconds later with another USB. ‘I think, for what it’s worth, that this is much more interesting. Everyone was suspicious. You can’t be in the FBI if you’re not, it’s their job, but one was much more antsy than the others at my being around so I checked out her console.’

Mac scratched his head. ‘And how . . .’ He shook his head. ‘Shit Viv. Talk about Sal taking risks.’

‘Oh there’s no way that she knew, but,’ she nodded toward the new USB, ‘I found all that remotely. You’ll defo find stuff of interest on it.’ She shook her head. ‘It’s kind of a game of I’m watching them watching me watching them. No one is trusted at any level. They’re worse than the Russians.’

Mac nodded but she could tell he was bemused.

‘At least Russians understand that everything is propaganda. The Americas still have a fantasy of truth and honour and all that bull.’ She shook her head. ‘Slow learners.’

‘Not too different here.’

She blew out a breath. ‘Ain’t that the truth. When are we going to learn?’

He ignored the question. ‘Come on let’s get down to the office. I’ve managed to get some CCTV footage sent over.’

‘Look, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t shoot the messenger. It’s just that . . .’

He shrugged. ‘It’s okay.’

It wasn’t, but she couldn’t think what to do to make it right. ‘Let me send an email out before we go. I’ve got clients to appease. They’re champing for haircuts.’


Chapter Three

On the journey to Fettes Viv stared at her phone and swiped furiously at the screen. Eventually as they were pulling into the car park she said, ‘Yep, I knew I had it somewhere.’ She held her screen up in front of Mac. ‘That woman is the one I was suspicious of. It’s her stuff that’s on the other USB. My plan was to dig a bit deeper.’

‘I’d watch which sites you visit. They’ll be expecting activity from . . .’

She interrupted him. ‘Go on spell it out, h-a-c-k-e-r-s. It’s easy.’ She shook her head. ‘You lot will never get the hang of the fact that we can get in and out without trace.’

‘That’s a lie. You say there’s always a trail. A way to trace any activity.’

She sighed. ‘Changes more often than even your socks. Look.’ She put her screen up again.’

He glanced at it. ‘What am I supposed to be looking at?’

She glanced back at the screen. ‘Oops, here.’ She passed it back. ‘See her. She’s definitely dodgy.’

‘I can’t really make her out.’

Viv expanded the image. ‘Maybe we can have it enhanced when we get in.’

‘If it’s relevant.’

‘Shit Mac, I wouldn’t be showing it to you if I didn’t think it was relevant. Trust me. She is dodgy.’

‘You sure it’s not just your green-eyed monster surfacing?’

She rubbed at an invisible mark on the window. ‘Actually, good point but no it isn’t and that’s probably why I’ve been feeling low. I lov . . .’ She heaved a sigh. ‘See I can’t even say it.’

‘Say what?’

‘I was going to say I love Sal to bits. But if you really love someone you don’t love them to bits you just love them full stop. It’s much harder to say it without the “to bits” at the end. You should try it sometime.’

‘Sadly I don’t have that kind of relationship.’

‘I know, and isn’t it about time?’

They pulled into his parking space at Fettes HQ.

He shot her a don’t-even-go-there look and they trotted up the steps to the main door. The first person she met inside was DC Nicholson. ‘Hi Red, how’re you doing?’

‘Long time no see Doc.’ Red nodded to Marconi and continued. ‘What brings you to HQ?’ She clearly hadn’t heard about Sal.

Marconi interrupted, ‘No time to chat now. You two can have a cosy catch-up later.’

Viv and Red raised their eyebrows in a get-him response.

Viv said, ‘Maybe get a coffee before I head home?’

‘No can do Doc, just heading out. Another time. Let’s get that beer you owe me.’

Viv waved before she and Mac took the stairs to the basement. Mac used his swipe card. The doors hissed apart and they entered. Two or three heads shot up but quickly returned to their consoles. She could have sliced the atmosphere with a knife. What was going on? Mac wasn’t the kind of boss who instilled fear and loathing in his staff but something had them on edge. Got to be the news about Sal’s incident. They all knew her.

Mac led the way to the back of the office. Pale grey walls without any windows made for a sullen space. A long trestle table with three large computer screens was a new, temporary addition. As they sat down two people turned and glanced towards them.

Mac didn’t even look but said slightly too sharply, ‘Nothing to see here.’

Their heads returned to what they’d been doing. This room was the reserve of cyber analysts, listeners mainly, but who knew exactly what they were up to? The two who’d turned round slipped their noise-cancelling earphones back on and stared at their screens. Cyber chatter was incessant twenty-four-seven.

Viv nudged Mac’s arm. ‘You okay?’ she mouthed.

He didn’t answer just moved the mouse and the console sprang to life. A few clicks later, both wearing earphones, they stared frame-by-frame at grainy footage of a car park in Virginia.

It wasn’t long before Viv sighed and ripped her earphones off. ‘You’ve got to have a way of improving this. It’s appalling.’ She hadn’t yet seen Sal but her mouth was dry and she rubbed her palms down her trouser legs.

Mac continued to stare at the screen, then he pointed. ‘Here.’ There was a flash from the top right of the frame. ‘See that?’

She nodded. ‘Yes. That wasn’t from someone in the car park.’

He rewound the footage and they stared at it again and again.

Viv said, ‘That flash definitely came from beyond the car park and not from street level. Maybe second or third floor of that building.’ She prodded the screen. ‘Up there.’

Mac blew out a breath. ‘They are reporting it as a drive-by shooting?’

‘Which can only mean they believe it’s an inside job that they’d like to cover up. We need better footage. Where is Sal’s vehicle?’

He pointed at the screen again. ‘There.’ A black sedan sat with its tail-lights illuminated. ‘Can you go back?’

‘Not by much.’

They both watched as the sedan pulled into the parking space and a woman, not Sal, got out and walked towards the hatch as if she was going to order food. Then four or five shots were fired and she fell to the ground. People started running and hiding behind cars. The window of the sedan was shattered. There was no sign of Sal anywhere but Mac was sure it was her inside the car.

‘Are you absolutely sure she was in the car?’

‘Of course she was in the car. Why would they lie about her being injured?’

Viv scratched her head. ‘I feel sick. But I can’t believe it was Sal inside that sedan. I mean she’d never sit and let someone get her food. She’d have got out and gone to the hatch as well. She’s too much of a control freak about what she eats to trust someone to get exactly what she wanted. Can we find out what,’ she pointed to the woman lying on the ground, on the screen, ‘she was ordering? That might give us a clue what was going on.’

‘Doubt it. We’d have to be there.’

Viv nodded. ‘What are we waiting for then?’

‘I’ve already thought of that. We’d have no . . . ’

‘Spare me the jurisdiction shit. If they are holding back information it’s for a reason and they’re not going to tell us what it is unless we go and make them.’

‘You know we can’t make them.’

‘Well I know that you can’t but I’d like to have a word with the woman I showed you the photograph of. Trust me. She is totally dodgy.’ Viv ran her hand through her hair. ‘I think we’re on our way to Virginia.’

‘Don’t do anything hasty.’

‘That’s the royal we and as far as I remember I don’t come under that.’

He raised his eyebrows. ‘You might want to meet with . . .’

Before Mac could finish, the unit doors hissed open and Ruddy came striding towards them. The others in the room must have received some secret sign because they were up and moving towards the exit before Viv could think straight.

Ruddy nodded at them both then pulled out a chair on rollers and indicated for them to do the same. Viv plonked herself down like a belligerent teenager.

‘I guess you’ve seen the footage,’ Ruddy said. ‘There’s a bigger story here than a drive-by. That’s obvious, but what we can do about it is less so.’

Viv opened her mouth to speak but he continued, ‘I can imagine how you must feel.’

‘No you can’t. If Sal is lying in a hospital bed with no one.’ She swallowed and rubbed her face hard daring her eyes to betray her.

Ruddy went on, ‘She’s got more personnel looking out for her now than you could imagine. Our guys from the embassy are on it.’

Viv understood this to be code for MI6 were now in the frame, which meant the National Task Force – NTF - wouldn’t get a look in. But it still meant that Sal would be surrounded by strangers.

‘If you go out there it could jeopardise their investigation.’

‘By “it” you mean me?’

‘I knew you’d get it, Viv. We’re just as worked up about it as you.’

She shook her head, ‘Oh, I don’t think so.’

‘Okay. But what I need to know is that you won’t do anything that could prevent justice being done.’

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘Yes, you do. So for the moment the NTF and associates,’ he stared at her as he emphasised ‘associates’, ‘do the hardest job of all, nothing. Clear? We do absolutely nothing.’

‘And if they don’t get results?’

‘We’ll worry about that then.’ He stood up and blew out a breath, a sure sign that he too was more affected than he would let on. After all if he lost a member of his team he’d take the rap, and have to cope with team morale. Everybody liked Sal. She was smart, funny and easy to work with which made her behaviour in the US all the more difficult to understand.

Ruddy started for the door but turned. ‘You do understand, Viv, don’t you?’

‘I understand . . . Oh, by the way what happened to the golfer?’

He blinked a few times as if trying to recall what she meant. ‘Ah, the golfer. Drug squad are now on it.’ He continued to the doors without looking back.

Mac sat back down at the console and clicked onto the CCTV footage. ‘I’m guessing I wasn’t party to the “golfer”?’

‘Damp squib! He asked me to follow a guy who was on my flight back. I don’t know anything more about it but if he’s saying it has moved along it probably has.’

Viv stood behind him and stared at the screen, willing it to give up its secrets. They were both sure that the flash from the gunfire was definitely not from street level. She rubbed her hands over her face and through her hair. ‘What story would they have put out if an American had been shot on their turf?’

Mac rolled his chair back. ‘Something similar, I’d guess. Come on, I’ll drive you home.’

She pushed her hair off her forehead again and cricked her neck from side to side. ‘Sure. I still can’t believe I slept for more than twenty-four hours. Are you sure the clocks didn’t stop?’

‘You wish. Come on. Are you hungry?’

She hesitated. ‘Not really but I could probably eat. Bella’s?’

‘Bella’s it is.’

It was too early for lunch but as soon as they opened the door into the bistro the smell of her best dark roast coffee worked its magic. Bella approached with menus and they both went to speak at the same time.

‘After you,’ Mac insisted.

‘No, no. After you.’

Bella sighed. ‘How about I bring your usual?’

They nodded. ‘Great.’

Two espressos and fresh almond croissants arrived before Viv could even rearrange the condiments on the table.

Mac smirked when she pulled back her hand as their coffees were placed before them. ‘Service is so good that your anxieties don’t get their fix.’

She heaped sugar into the cup, stirred, licked the spoon then pointed it at him. ‘I can’t imagine what you’re on about.’ She then squared off the sugar bowl, the salt and pepper and brushed away a few grains of something that she couldn’t abide to be on the table, even though she’d dropped them there.

Mac said, ‘So, Doc, what’s your plan?’

‘How do you know I have one?’

‘For God’s sake look at you, you’re like a tightly coiled spring. Besides if I was you, I’d already have booked a flight to Virginia. And I’m guessing that that’s what you were looking up in the car on the way here.’

‘Ten out of ten. I have to go via Dublin to get there by tomorrow night. Probably a better option than going through Heathrow.’

He bit into a croissant and wiped his mouth with a napkin. ‘Don’t suppose there’s any way I could talk you into waiting, is there?’

She slowly shook her head and kept chewing.

‘In that case you’d better count me in.’ He took another bite of his croissant.

She stopped her coffee cup midway to her mouth. ‘You serious?’

He grinned and nodded. ‘Never more so.’

She whipped out her phone and began to type. Nobody died if his or her hair was a fraction too long.


Chapter Four

They had a longer stopover in Dublin than they’d hoped for but it was worth it to go directly to Virginia instead of via New York. Eventually their plane taxied out to the runway and she braced herself for takeoff. Once they’d reached their cruising height she released the sides of the seat and her knuckles returned to their normal colour.

Mac had shown his credentials at the desk and they’d been upgraded to business class for a reasonable fee.

They were directed upstairs in the 747 and when she found their places her eyes almost popped out. ‘This is defo the way to travel. On my last flight my knees banged on the seat in front all the way over the Atlantic. The guy in the seat shot me daggers every time he got up to the loo or to stretch his legs. Arse.’

Mac shook his head. ‘They wouldn’t have upgraded us unless there were free spaces which they’d been unable to sell at full price. Don’t go thinking that I was wielding my power, because I don’t have any.’

‘Whatever!’ She stretched her legs and sighed. ‘Oh, I could get used to this.’

Their individual seats extended to become narrow beds. Cabin crew arrived with the offer of champagne or soft. They both opted for soft.

Viv shook her head. ‘Another time we’ll bring straws and indulge in a whole bottle.’

‘Sure. Anything you say.’

They were also offered a pillow, a duvet and a mattress topper type of thing. Viv accepted everything they brought including a goodie bag. She unzipped it and pulled out the contents: velvet eye-pads, socks and slippers, earplugs, a toothbrush, toothpaste and moisturiser. She held up the socks. ‘Really?’

‘God, Viv, it’s like travelling with a toddler.’

Another passenger smiled at their exchange and sipped on his glass of bubbly.

She snorted, ‘You ain’t seen nothin’. Just wait ‘til they bring round the food.’

He pulled on his eye mask and laid his head back. Not a chance of sleep with her next to him. She had her laptop out and her fingers danced over the keys searching for information on Quantico that Mac would disapprove of. Tough. He’d already demonstrated willingness to stray from the ‘book’ by coming with her. But just as that thought occurred to her she wondered if Ruddy had protested too much, and that this had been his intention all along? It made sense. He would want to be able to deny anything that they did. ‘I take it we’re meant to be here?’

Mac stirred, ‘I don’t know what you mean.’ But he lifted his mask and winked at her before pulling it back on.

‘You are a total bastard. You know that, don’t you.’

He nodded and feigned slumber.

She blew out a huge breath. ‘One of these days . . .’


Chapter Five

After eating, sleeping and avoiding the temptation of alcohol, they touched down in Dulles ready for work. With only hand luggage, (there was nothing that they’d need that couldn’t be bought in the US) they were through at the customs gate before anyone else.

They approached the desk with their passports at the ready, but were intercepted by two men in dark blue suits.

‘DCI Marconi and Doctor Fraser. We’ve been expecting you.’

Viv shot a glance at Mac. He shrugged in a don’t-ask-me gesture. The taller of the two stepped forward and put out his hand.

They all shook and the taller man introduced himself. ‘Agent Joseph Freeland and this is my colleague, Agent Charlie Juliani. Welcome to Virginia. Surprised it took you so long.’

Mac shook his head at Viv and said, ‘We over-slept.’

Freeland laughed and said, ‘I forget about the English sense of humour.’

Viv couldn’t stop herself. ‘Oh we Scots forget about it all the time.’

He didn’t get it but knew something was amiss. Mac, opting for the role of ‘good cop’ said, ‘Long flight.’

Freeland said, ‘Follow me. We’ve a car outside.’

Viv said, ‘Don’t we need to go through passport control?’

He turned and pointed to the queue now snaking way back beyond the cordons. ‘You can if you like.’

She hesitated and touched Mac’s arm. He said, ‘I bet these guys know what they’re doing. It should be fine.’

Viv wasn’t convinced but followed them out of the hall, leaving behind the noise of beeping machines and the anxious voices of folk high on the adrenalin of being somewhere new, strange, unknown. For others, excitement was off the scale. There were so many people about. The super-sized airport was like so many things in the US. Outside, bright sunlight and piercing blue as far as the eye could see made the sky look too big and at odds with the occasion. Metal, glass and mirrors dazzled and although it was air-con cold it would be easy to believe that they’d arrived in the middle of summer.

Freeland, a big guy with a formidable air of authority, spread his arms wide and forced a gap in the sea of bodies on the pavement allowing them access to the back door of a dark blue Toyota saloon. Within seconds they were pulling away from the kerbside into the flow of traffic.

Viv said, ‘So were you expecting us in a good way?’

Mac rolled his eyes.

Juliani said, ‘We’d have done exactly the same as you guys if one of ours had been killed.’

Viv’s stomach lurched and her colour drained. She stiffened and gripped the front edge of the seat.

Mac put a hand on top of hers and held tight. She stared straight ahead.

‘Where are we heading?’ Mac kept his voice steady. ‘It’s just that we could probably do with freshening up.’

Freeland answered, ‘We thought you’d want to go directly to the morgue.’ They’d obviously missed the sensitivity memo.

Mac said, ‘Okay.’ He squeezed Viv’s hand. As silent tears rolled down her cheeks, she made no attempt to brush them away but continued to stare ahead, her desire to get out of the car and run barely in check.

Freeland must have caught a glimpse of her in the rear-view mirror. He coughed, ‘We’re sorry for your loss Ma’am.’

Mac interrupted, ‘We had organised a hire car.’ He cleared his throat, stifling his own distress.

Why hadn’t they been kept in the loop by the team back home? Had Ruddy known that Sal hadn’t made it, or had it been kept from him too? Could she have died while they were in the air? Seemed too convenient.

Freeland said, ‘Yeah, we figured that. Don’t worry we’ll look after you.’

Mac looked into the rear-view mirror at Freeland’s eyes, and, like the tone of his voice, they indicated that he did want to look after them. Juliani kept his eyes on the road.

There were two major traffic snags. Each held them up for a few long minutes. Juliani’s thick fingers drumming on the steering wheel did nothing to ease the tension inside the car. Freeland kept up a commentary, pointing out landmarks and making polite conversation about the USA. You couldn’t be an agent and not a patriot. No different from the UK, but most Brits wore their patriotism rather more lightly. Freeland even had a handkerchief sticking out of his suit jacket pocket with stars and stripes on it. To give him the benefit of the doubt, it may have been military issue.

It took over an hour before they drove up to a barrier where Freeland handed the Marine in fatigues his lanyard ID. He was given the nod and they drove on through what felt like a small town. Viv didn’t recognise anything. This wasn’t where she’d been with Sal. They pulled up outside an anonymous building, no signage to state what they were about to enter. Juliani jumped out of the car and opened her door. He didn’t salute her but she thought he might. The building had loads of windows on the ground floor. It reminded her that old fortified buildings in Scotland wouldn’t have had windows on the ground floor since it made a point of weakness. She bit down hard on her lip then licked the tiny pinhead of blood. Keeping her head down she followed the others into the building. What did it matter about sodding windows?

Juliani held open the door as they entered a wide area with a marble floor and two sweeping staircases ahead of them. Heels echoed on the floor surface, and bright lights buzzed around her. She was in sensory overload. Even her hearing seemed acute. She was sensing everything as though she was in hyper fight-flight mode. Mac took her hand. She didn’t resist as he led her behind the two agents towards a door into a long wide corridor with what seemed like hundreds of doors off either side. It felt clinical, like a hospital - more psychiatric than medical. Everyone was on a mission, moving quickly between A and B with the weight of the world on their shoulders, or maybe it was a chip. At some level she knew she wasn’t doing her job. She wouldn’t miss a trick normally but her brain had chosen otherwise.

Freeland stopped and pointed to two doors. ‘You can freshen up in there.’

Mac squeezed Viv’s hand.

She said, ‘Actually I’d rather just carry on.’ She didn’t want to put off what was coming next any longer than she had to.

They continued through the throng of people and noise until Freeland pushed open a double swing door to yet another corridor. The temperature dropped and the smell of formaldehyde became stronger. Definitely approaching the morgue.

She and Mac stood behind a glass partition while Freeland went into the next room. A trolley stood beneath a bright light. She swallowed and Mac gently squeezed her hand again. Freeland pulled back the white sheet. Viv swallowed to catch a sob and raised her free hand to her mouth. Mac draped his arm over her shoulder and pulled her close. It looked nothing like the Sal she’d left behind. The absence of life made her skin waxy and face oddly peaceful. Sal was never peaceful. She was too full of questioning, curiosity; she had zest for everything that life could throw at her.

‘Can I go in beside her?’

Juliani said, ‘Yes Ma’am, follow me.’

Freeland and Juliani stood back and let Viv and Mac stand either side of the trolley. They each took one of Sal’s hands. Viv stared at the hand – how could this be? How could this happen? How could this beautiful, intelligent woman die? She had so much to contribute to the world; everything she did was enriching. It just wasn’t right. Viv felt tears rising. As if Mac sensed it he came round to her side of the trolley and placed his hand on her arm. She glanced at him; his eyes brimmed and she remembered that she wasn’t the only one hurting. There were times when Mac needed looking after. She took his hand and squeezed it.

He pressed his eyes with his finger and thumb. ‘Let’s go. Time to find out what happened here.’

The two agents walked ahead in silence and led them back to the car. They drove for another five minutes to a building which had all the official signage you could wish for. Embossed stars and stripes, huge eagles with their wings spread wide, and exemplary US military uniforms on the door. Finally they entered a smallish room with plush dark gold carpet and panelled walls. It smelled of polish and efficiency. Two other men in the secret service uniform of dark blue suits, crisp white shirts and the shiniest shoes imaginable, were already there to shake their hands, but not share their names.

The one who took the lead said, ‘We’re guessing you’d like to find out who, why, where and how?’

Mac nodded. ‘We sure would.’

‘Well, we’ve already apprehended the shooter.’

Both Viv and Mac sighed. Viv opened her mouth to speak but the man said, ‘We had to put out a story. We do actually have the shooter. It’s gonna be hard to believe but this was the work of a jealous lover. Doctor Chapman sadly got between two agents who’d been having a domestic dispute. There’s nothing complicated about how it happened but we can show you where and how if you don’t feel satisfied with our explanation.’

Mac said, ‘It’s not to do with satisfaction. We’ll never have that. But if one of yours had died you’d want the details, you’d want to see the crime scene and you’d want to be sure that justice was being done.’

All four agents nodded.

Viv took out her telephone and scrolled. Mac looked confused but then the penny dropped. Viv held up the photograph of the woman that she’d been calling ‘dodgy’. ‘Is this the shooter?’

They each stepped closer to the phone. The leader nodded, ‘Yes that looks like her. But how . . .’

‘Call it intuition.’ She slipped the phone back into her pocket and rubbed her face. After a brief outline of how the woman had signed out a particular type of ordnance, then carried out the shooting in a public place, and what was likely to happen to her, Freeland and Juliani headed for the door and gestured for Viv and Mac to follow.

It was weird to see the actual place that they’d been scouring on grainy black and white footage. In bright daylight it seemed benign. The hatch into the fast-food outlet was closed and a cordon was still preventing anyone from entering the car park. They looked round but the place had been cleaned up with military thoroughness. Mac stared back across to the building from where the shots had been fired.

Freeland said, ‘We can take you over there if you like. She had a clear view but would have had to know her partner’s habits to be sure of . . .’

Viv interrupted, ‘Let’s go. I’d like to see for myself.’

They all got back in the Toyota and drove what seemed like a very convoluted route, to get to a building that was relatively close. The row of retail outlets on the ground floor was well maintained as was the stairwell to the offices above. The office that they entered was out of use and their footsteps sounded hollow on a tiled floor. There was nothing to indicate that anything untoward had happened there except a black mark, probably rubber from the sole of the shooter’s boot as she knelt down by the window. Viv felt sick, empty and impotent but had no way of expressing herself except through anger and frustration. So far she was managing to keep a lid on it. She clenched and unclenched her fists, bit on her lip and swallowed back sobs that threatened to tip out. Mac was doing a similar thing with his fists and she watched as he slipped them into his trouser pockets. She copied him but gripped the lining of her pocket so hard she thought it would tear. Was there really nothing they could do?

Freeland coughed. ‘If you’ve seen what you need to see we’ll take you on to wherever you’d like to go.’

She knew that he was just the messenger but she couldn’t answer him and couldn’t look either of the agents in the eye.

Mac laid his hand on her arm, familiar, warm and intent on keeping her lid firmly in place and in so doing keeping his own frustration in check.

He nodded to Freeland and they walked in silence toward the stairwell and back to the car.

‘I think the airport is our next destination.’ Mac looked to her for confirmation. She sighed and nodded her consent.

Neither of them slept much on the return flight. There were too many things to discuss and too much unsaid. They went over and over different possible scenarios but the one that made the most sense was that Sal had literally been caught in the crossfire of a domestic fight. Viv vowed to go through the shooter’s social media to find out as much as she could, but since the FBI already had the agent in custody there was no way she’d get access to the woman herself.


Chapter Six

Viv arrived at the West Bow and could barely drag herself upstairs never mind run up them two at a time. Once inside she unplugged the phone, switched off her mobile and slid into bed. Curled up beneath her duvet an image of Sal the way she’d been at the airport on the day she was leaving for the USA filled her head. They’d managed to avoid a completely acrimonious parting but they both knew they were teetering on the edge of a break up. Their calls had become infrequent and Viv’s visit to Quantico, the FBI’s super training facility, had been less than satisfactory. Some relationships relied on place for security. Take them out of that comfort zone and they were all over the place. With Dawn, she’d had the most disastrous holidays. Dawn relied on people recognising her in public, which happened frequently in Edinburgh and even in Glasgow but take her out of Scotland and she was as anonymous as Viv. Dawn had hated that she enjoyed or even needed the recognition, but couldn’t help herself from fawning over anyone who spotted her as a celeb. Sal was nothing like that but none the less she’d been uncomfortable to have Viv around in Virginia. It had something to do with establishing herself, building the trust of the people she was working with, and having someone from her other life, pulled her in too many directions for comfort. Viv recalled walking the corridors in Quantico, their shoes squeaking in unison on the tiled polished floor. They’d whispered into the unnaturally quiet space aware that behind the heavy doors all manner of information gathering was happening.

Viv wept for what they wouldn’t now be able to mend. She wept for the beautiful woman that Sal had been and the loss of all the energy and love and intelligence that she wouldn’t experience ever again. She was angry with the FBI for not taking care of her. She was angry at Sal for becoming attached to someone else so quickly. She was desolate but also frustrated with herself for feeling anger, an emotion that prevented her from being resourceful. Why hadn’t she fought more fiercely for her to stay at home? Alternating between tears of frustration and heartbreak and back again sleep was unlikely to come. How could it be? How could a jealous girlfriend end the life of someone as precious as Sal? There couldn’t have been grounds for it. Under no circumstance could it be justified. Would the killer go to prison? What did the FBI do with their own when they disobeyed the rules?

She didn’t feel murderous. She wanted justice but a life for a life wasn’t her thing. There were other ways to lose a life without killing. She got out of bed to go to the loo and finally sleep crept up on her. When she woke she wept then slept, a pattern that continued for a few days. Going over and over in her head the way that someone would need to feel to want to kill another person. At times she became numb. At other times the weight in her heart was unbearable. Tears poured then dried up then poured again. She understood this was part of the process and that all too soon it would pass and she’d function again. Why Sal? Why someone as good as Sal? Eventually she got to asking what would Sal want her to do and she realised that Sal’s main concern would be her dog, Mollie.

After a long hot shower she dressed. She’d not eaten since she arrived home and her jeans were loose. She threw things into a bag and headed out to find the Rav. Self-pity was okay for a little while but now she needed action. In Doune she’d have access to all of Sal’s correspondence and she’d see what was happening with Mollie. Traffic was horrendous and it took thirty minutes to make it to the Gyle. Once she was onto the motorway she put her foot to the floor and made up for lost time. The cottage was in darkness and there was no barking. Mollie must be with Brian; why wouldn’t she be? She suddenly doubted that she’d done the right thing. Brian was the best person to look after Mollie. Somewhere on her phone she had his number. She scrolled and found it.

He answered on the first ring. ‘I’ve been expecting you to ring. Want me to bring her round now?’

‘No. She’s probably settled in with you for the night. Be good to see her in the morning though.’

‘No worries. I’ll bring her early.’


***




Viv opened up the cottage and walked into the dark hallway. Every house had its own smell and Sal’s place was no different. She was a fan of scented candles and a tinge of citrus hung in the air. She flipped on the light and closed the door. The silence felt loaded. She dropped her bag, went into the kitchen and laid her hand on the Aga. Warm but it wouldn’t boil a kettle. She bent down, found the switch and turned it up to full. Sal did it when she’d been away for a few nights. She leaned against lukewarm ovens and scanned the room. Had Sal ever thought she might never see this place again? She was a planner but also an optimist. The room was immaculate. She had a vague recollection that Sal was hoping to get someone in to help keep the place clean while she was gone but couldn’t remember if it had actually happened. Knowing Sal it would have. She hadn’t thought this through. She opened the door where the coffee was kept. There was an unopened bag of espresso. Nothing in the fridge. No matter, food could wait until morning. The wood basket in the conservatory was full and the stove already laid; all she had to do was find matches. Easy. Two boxes within an arm’s stretch of the stove. It took a few minutes to get going but when it did she curled up on the couch and visualised Sal over by the Aga pottering and looking back at her with such affection. A smile worth a million dollars.

She woke with a crick in her neck and the stove almost out. She threw a few more logs on and turned the airflow up. She went up to Sal’s office. Everything was in its place and turned off. She crawled beneath the desk and plugged everything back in; the hum of electricity reassuringly filled the room. It didn’t take long to get into Sal’s desktop. It felt odd, definitely trespassing. She listened as if Sal might tiptoe up the stairs at any moment and catch her. If only. What she’d give to see her again, to say how sorry she was. Could they have made it work? Probably not; if you had to force it to work there was something off anyway. Maybe she needed to work on her expectation management - perfection was a myth.

She clicked into Sal’s personal email account and read their final correspondence. It was way more normal than she remembered it. Grief and hurt had made her demonise herself. Made her think she could have been kinder or just more understanding but it wasn’t bad at all. She had been kind, reasonable, even a tad too empathetic. Maybe that was what Sal was reacting against. She wasn’t daft. Her world was about profiling, sussing people out. She must have had Viv’s profile down to a T.

She heaved a sigh, rubbed a hand over her face and through her hair. ‘Get a grip. This is what you need to do to stay sane and to find out what was happening in Virginia.’

She spent a few hours recultivating contacts on the dark web. People who’d made it their mission to access the most guarded sites, including the military, since it was more fun for them - the more difficult the access the more rewarding the breach. These really were people who could get in and out without detection. They could leave behind worms and viruses that would gather info in their absence. She wasn’t bad at hacking but knew nothing compared to guys who spent their days and nights devising software that pushed the boundaries of web surveillance and data gathering.

One contact replied that they would see what they could do. Code for - don’t bug me, I’m on it. There wasn’t much more she could do until they got back to her, so she concentrated on the FBI agent’s social media and email accounts.

She was able to piece a story together of what had happened between the two agents. Their break-up did coincide with Sal’s arrival but there were signs of it going off the rails in the months before. Both had been doing more and more socialising on their own. There were no photographs of the family gatherings, which there had been before. So something had been amiss, then Sal appeared. By the time Sal had given the agent her personal email address it was obvious that they’d already been having a conversation elsewhere that Viv needed to find. Would they have risked communication about social stuff on their official military account? Sal surely wasn’t that naive? She knew that everything was under surveillance.

The more she read the more she chewed her lip. Sal seemed to have fallen hook, line and sinker for this woman. Could it have been an act? If it was an act, a way of being accepted, of gaining trust and access to information, it was totally convincing. She couldn’t work out what she felt. She swung between resentment and hurt and back again. Maybe Mac was right. Maybe she should just accept that it was a domestic and the FBI had got it right. She couldn’t. She had to know if the relationship was real. The more she dug the more she believed it was. When she discovered a conversation that indicated, not explicitly, that they’d slept together she knew that it was real. Sal was no Mata Hari.


Chapter Seven

Viv woke up and for an instant was alarmed by the stillness. However many nights she’d spend in the country she would never get used to the absence of traffic. She tried to move her legs and couldn’t. For a minute she thought she could be paralysed then remembered that Mollie was sound asleep over her lower legs. Brian had arrived at an ungodly hour to drop the dog off. She and Mollie had gone straight upstairs, with no objections from the dog, who leapt onto the bed before she could pull the duvet back.

She rolled onto her side, disturbing the dog who stirred, but showed no sign of getting off the bed. Viv reached down and stroked her ear. Mollie pushed her way up the bed and nuzzled into Viv’s hand, demanding more attention.

‘Good girl.’ She welled up. The dog missed Sal just as much as Viv, maybe more. They were in Sal’s spare room. It hadn’t felt right sleeping in the bed that she and Sal had used. She stared at the ceiling. It had taken a while for the USA to release Sal’s body and transport her home but today was the day of her memorial service. It was all about survival. Mollie was an essential part of that. She clicked her fingers and Mollie jumped off the bed. They both padded to the bathroom where Mollie remained as close as Velcro, even lay on Viv’s feet while she sat on the loo. Viv was in no mood to ask the dog to do otherwise. It was reassuring to have her warmth and affection. Mutual exploitation. Once she’d brushed her teeth she slung on a dressing gown and took Mollie down the drive. A dry crisp morning with only the noise of geese flying overhead, and no one was about to see her in her jammies. They returned to the cottage and she put the kettle on the Aga and leaned her bottom against it while waiting for it to boil. Mollie pawed Viv’s shin, reminding her it was feeding time. She went in search of food and poured it into Mollie’s bowl. No change in the dog’s appetite.

Viv had promised to make sure Mrs Chapman, Sal’s mum, was picked up from her care home. From what Viv understood, Sal’s mum might not remember who Sal was, but it was deemed the right thing to do to bring her to the service. Right for whom? Viv had no idea. She thought it cruel to put someone through an emotional day when they couldn’t remember why they were there.

With an industrial strength coffee cupped between her hands she wandered through to the conservatory and stared out over the River park. She just had to get through today. No one would expect anything more from her. The doorbell rang and Mollie began to bark. A friendly bark as if she already knew who was on the other side. Viv swung the door back and Mac stood on the porch.

‘You okay?’

‘Do I look okay?’

‘If I answer truthfully will it help?’

She tossed him a facetious grin. ‘You’re a wise man. Coffee?’

‘Sure. I thought there’d be some on the go. Listen I know this is probably not the time.’

She interrupted him, ‘And yet, I hear a “but” hovering on your lips.’

‘It’s just that I might have some work for you.’

She shook her head. ‘I don’t know whether to take that as a compliment or not. You obviously know me well enough to think that if you offer me investigative work it will make me feel better, or is it that it will keep me from obsessing the American’s case?’

‘The first. I was approached by my neighbour.’

She stared at him. His eyes, dark rings round them, told their own story. He didn’t really have neighbours up the hill. She was already intrigued. ‘Up here or down in Edinburgh?’

‘Here. I was out running on the braes and bumped into the landowner. He was also out running. He usually just nods and keeps going but he flagged me down and said he’d heard I had something to do with security. I said that was right and he asked if I knew of anyone who might be able to help him.’

‘He was hoping for your help though, not mine. What is he needing help with?’

‘Missing person. Right up your street. I said I’d let him know asap.’

She scratched her chin. Mollie brushed up against her leg then plonked herself on Viv’s feet. ‘I think Moll likes my company. Maybe staying up here for a bit wouldn’t be the worst idea. Let me think about it.’

‘I could take Mollie out while you get dressed.’

‘Subtle you are not. Besides she’s had her first outing. Why don’t you just take a seat and enjoy the coffee and the view then we can both take her. It’ll take me five minutes to get sorted.’

‘Okay, deal.’


Chapter Eight

As they walked over the River park Mac broached the subject of Sal’s memorial service, and whether Viv was really up to looking after Sal’s mum.

‘I have a feeling that she won’t come. I don’t know why but I think when I try to get her into the car it will be too frightening for her. She doesn’t know me and even if her carer comes with her she hasn’t been out of the home for . . . oh God knows how long. But the consensus seems to be that she should at least get the chance to refuse.’

‘Fair enough. Want me to come with you?’

‘What, you think that would scare her less?’

‘It might. She has met me.’

‘She’s met me too but she won’t remember either of us. I mean she didn’t even remember Sal the last few times she visited.’ She swallowed hard but her eyes filled. She swiped them before they had a chance to misbehave.

They walked as far as the cedar tree on the hill and stared north over an impressive vista that took in a number of the southern Munros and Ben Ledi. ‘Makes me feel insignificant when I look at this.’ She gestured with her arm.

Mac said, ‘We’re all significant to someone or something. Everything is relative. I know our world is poorer without Sal, but we still have each other.’

She glanced at him but he continued to stare at the view. They were both too upset to talk properly about Sal but she knew what he meant about them still having each other. He knew that her response to Sal’s death was complicated by them falling out in the week before it happened. Viv had thought that they needed cooling off time but in reality it was more than that. Things were just not working but neither of them knew how to end it. Viv swallowed again, unable to believe that she’d never see her now. Never was incomprehensible. As a way of changing the subject she said, ‘So, what’s this landowner like? And does he have a name?’

‘He seems okay. I don’t hear bad things about him. He’s quite a gentle soul. More into conservation than killing. No shooting on the estate. Protects the raptors. Can’t be all bad if he does that. He doesn’t strike me as particularly hardy. His name is Sholto Percy. Well that’s how I know him. He’s Lord Auchenban or something like that, but local people call him Sholto. He went to the village school.’

‘What? Right through primary and secondary with a name like Sholto?’ She snorted in disbelief. ‘Wow, that takes guts.’

He laughed, ‘No. Only primary. He went to the usual finishing school for toffs. Eton no less.’

‘Why would you think I’d want to work for him?’

‘Because you’re a justice warrior.’

She gently shoved him. ‘And you’re a bullshit primo.’

They walked back to the cottage in familiar silence, her shoulders hunched and her jacket pulled up tightly round her neck against an enemy that wasn’t present.

When Viv arrived at the care home the manager said, ‘Mrs Chapman’s having a bad day. She had an unsettled night and should probably be kept in bed.’

Viv’s relief must have been visible.

The manager said, ‘Sometimes the less they know the better.’

She’d taken the Rav back to the cottage and gone on to the church on foot knowing that escape would be easier. Mac was at the door to greet her.

A very kind and decent humanist took the service and people shared their memories of love and laughter. Viv learned a lot about Sal that she’d never have guessed but now that she knew it helped fill in some gaps. A good few grand accolades, and earnest tears made the service complete. After all if a person isn’t at their best when they’ve died when would they be? Viv kept it together until they retreated to the village hotel for tea and sandwiches when she was able to flee to the loo where she locked herself in a toilet cubicle to weep.

Sal would have hated all the reminiscence. She wasn’t one for bigging up her life. It was what it was, and yet, she was organised. Even had had a letter of wishes in the event that something happened to her, which stated: a small service in the village church and tea and sandwiches in the hotel opposite. Viv pushed her hair off her face. Sal was more contrary than she’d given her credit for. She came out of the cubicle to a woman standing by the basin rinsing her hands. She nodded at Viv who nodded in return then splashed water on her face.

The woman hovered. ‘I am Mollie’s vet. You must be Viv Fraser.’

Viv grabbed a paper towel and caught the drips on her chin with it. How did she know who Viv was and how come Mollie had her own vet? Surely when Viv had taken her she’d just been seen by whoever was on duty? The woman didn’t seem in any rush, so Viv stuck out her hand and said, ‘Yes. I’m Viv. How did you know?’

‘Oh, Sal talked about you.’

Viv couldn’t imagine a scenario where that might happen. Chatting to the vet about a lover? Sal just wouldn’t do that unless she had good reason to. Had Sal and the vet had a thing? ‘How long did you know Sal?’

‘It’s a small village. Also, I knew her at university. Human psychology had some classes which overlapped with animal psychology.’

She’d beautifully avoided the question. Viv had read Jeffrey Masson’s work on dog behaviour, a disenchanted psychoanalyst who’d found refuge in dogs when Freud had become a disappointment. So she knew there were overlaps but Edinburgh was a traditionalist rats-and-stats psychology department and she’d be hugely surprised if they’d embraced too many overlaps between animals and humans. Masson definitely wasn’t a traditionalist.

Viv stepped towards the door. ‘Sorry to meet you in these circumstances. Oh I didn’t get your name.’

‘Mhairi Lyell. She, Sal, was a good woman . . . How is Moll?’

‘I think she’s confused. But she seems consoled by being allowed to sleep on my bed with me.’

The woman smiled a smile that completely transformed her face. Unsure that there was anything more to say, Viv opened the door and went back through the hotel to find Mac.

She tapped his arm as he chatted to a man whose beer belly indicated that he was comforted by the pint he was gripping.

She whispered, ‘It’s time for me to leave. Moll will be champing to get out.’

Mac said cheerio to the man and turned to Viv, ‘Already using the dog as a cover for your social inadequacies.’

Viv considered this. ‘Bit of both probably. I’ve had enough of banalities and I think Moll would be grateful to have company.’

‘Are you keeping her?’

Viv hadn’t got that far in her plans for what to do next. ‘I don’t know. The city isn’t as much fun for her as it is here. She’s used to big skies and big spaces right on her doorstep. The West Bow is too far from a green space for emergencies.’

‘You talking yourself out of it? I’m sure Brian would take her in a heartbeat. She won’t be short of suitors. I’d have her. She’s a fabulous dog.’

Viv welled up. ‘Whatever happens it has to be what’s best for Moll. So, right now I’m off.’

‘Want company?’

She shook her head, ‘I’ve got Moll.’ She made for the door.

He called after her. ‘I’ll ring you later.’


***




Rain lashed and the wind whipped and whistled down the main street. Viv was becoming familiar with the traders, and one, sheltering in his doorway said, ‘Hellish day.’

She nodded her agreement. It couldn’t be more ‘hellish’. She continued towards the end of the road before turning into the lane where the wind was wilder and she tucked her head and shoulders down and marched on. Mollie bounded round her legs when she opened the front door. It had been a while since anyone had greeted Viv with such enthusiasm and it struck her that that would only change if she did. She dropped to her knees and played with the dog’s gloriously soft ears. Relieved to have affection without feeling she’d demanded it, she wandered into the kitchen with the dog trotting behind her and took out a dog chew. Mollie immediately sat upright with her nose reaching skyward and waited until Viv handed it to her before bolting through to the conservatory to lie on the rug and devour it. How easy it was to please a dog. Viv warmed to the idea of having this kind of greeting and company on a regular basis. What would it mean for her life in real terms if she had a dog? How had Sal worked it out? Sal had Brian. Could she find a Brian who would look after Mollie at the drop of a hat? Her hair clients would love it. Loads of them had dogs of their own. But what about her other work? Ruddy already had a couple of things lined up for her. If they were surveillance jobs it wouldn’t be fair to Mollie.

The landline rang. She let it go to answering machine assuming it could only be for Sal until a voice said her name. She picked up, ‘Hello . . . Yes this is Dr Viv Fraser . . . not today. Tomorrow is possible but what’s so important that it needs attention now? I mean we’ve only just had her memorial service.’ She heaved a sigh. ‘Okay. Here at the cottage. 10am.’ She replaced the receiver and went into the conservatory to join Mollie. Rain continued to lash against the windows but the wood-burner still had some life in it from earlier in the day. She threw a few more logs on and switched the air vent to fully open. It soon caught and began to roar. It wasn’t that cold but she needed warmth and Mollie was still too busy with her chew.

She mulled over the events of the service, relieved that Sal’s mum hadn’t come after all. Many people had turned up that Viv didn’t know, and who was that woman in the loo? Were she and Sal more than friends? It didn’t matter now but it was intriguing. What would she have done these last few weeks without Mac? He must feel Sal’s loss as much as her. Why did Sal’s solicitor want to see her right now? Sal was an organised person but it was too soon for officious stuff.

Viv reached for the TV remote and flicked it on. She surfed until she found a cookery programme. Not usually her kind of thing but just the mindless creativity that she could cope with. She settled on the couch and within seconds Mollie had joined her, curling up and nudging her back against Viv’s thigh.

Her mobile vibrated, she checked the screen, a text from her sister Amanda. ‘Hope U R Ok.’ She replied with a sad emoji.

True to his word Mac also rang. ‘I’m just heading up the hill; do you need anything? I could drop it off on my way home.’

With the phone in her hand she wandered over to the fridge. It wasn’t bare. ‘I’m fine actually. There’s food here that needs eating up.’ Into the silence that followed she said, ‘I’ll keep Moll. She could do with some consistent TLC and I’m just the person to do that at the moment.’

‘Key phrase in that is, “at the moment”. A dog isn’t just . . .’

‘For Christmas, I know but I’ll find a way to work round it.’ As if the dog knew that she was the subject of their conversation she trotted over to Viv and plonked herself on her feet. Viv closed the fridge door and crouched down to pet the dog. ‘It’s a good decision. I need her as much as she needs me.’

‘Ah, now that’s a grown-up statement. How about I join you for breakfast?’

‘Sure but you’ll have to be away by 10am. Sal’s solicitor is coming here to go over things.’

‘Wow! Isn’t it a bit soon?’

‘My thoughts entirely but he was insistent. Come at half eight and I’ll make us something . . .’

Mac said, ‘Just leave the cooking until I get there.’

‘Oh you. I can do a fry-up without any problem.’

He laughed. ‘You think? Try and get some sleep. See you in the morning.’

‘Okay. And by the way, thanks for looking after . . .’

‘You don’t have to thank me. She was my friend and so are you.’

‘I know and that’s why it must be just as hard for you.’

‘Okay. Thank you for saying so. See you in the morning.’

It was as difficult for Mac to receive praise and thanks as it was for her. It had to be a working-class thing. She returned to the couch with Mollie and didn’t move again until she woke up with the dog snoring peacefully on her arm, which had lost all feeling. The cookery programme had long since finished. She turned off the TV and began to switch off lights before remembering that Mollie would have to go out before they headed for bed. Viv sighed. ‘Come on, then,’ she said to the dog.

Sleep didn’t come easily. Twice she heard noises that had to be investigated and Mollie was none too pleased to have to accompany her downstairs to check that everything was secured. The dog’s look implied that Viv hadn’t quite got the hang of the fact that strange noises were a dog’s job and they were much more efficient at it than humans could ever be.


***




When morning came the rain and wind had eased off and her run through the river park with Mollie boosted her energy. She was showered and dressed when Mac arrived carrying a paper bag, which he handed to her. ‘Fresh sourdough.’

She was a big fan of sourdough and she hugged him briefly before switching on the kettle.

‘Are you doing anything tomorrow night?’

She turned to look at him, ‘Depends.’

‘On what?’

‘On why you want to know.’

‘Well you know that guy I mentioned, the landowner?’

‘Sholto Percy?’

‘The very one. You are amazing to have remembered his name.’

‘Flattery will get you nowhere.’

‘Ah but it will because now you’re more intrigued than you were before. He’s invited me to go to drinks. Having a few people in.’ He grinned, ‘Happens all the time in the country.’

‘People in town have drinks parties.’

‘Indeed they do but in the country the invitations are . . .’

She interrupted him, ‘Don’t say they always have a purpose, because it’s the same in town. No one ever invites me to drinks unless they want something - apart from Jinty. I’m guessing Lord Auchenban is exactly the same. What do you reckon he’s after? And is it the first time he’s asked you?’

‘I’m not sure what he’s after but he’s getting married soon and perhaps he thought his wife-to-be should get to know some of the locals . . . or, and this is way more likely, he’s intrigued that I’m a cop. Either way it would be good if you’d come with me. And yes, it is the first time he’s asked.’

‘Okay.’

He blinked. ‘What? As in, “okay” you’ll come without any persuasion?’

She bit into a slice of buttered sourdough and nodded. ‘Only because you very sweetly went out of your way to get my favourite bread.’ She pointed her half-eaten slice of bread at him. ‘Condition. We stay for half an hour tops.’

He lifted a cup of coffee that she gestured to with her head. ‘Cheers. We don’t have to stay that long.’

‘You know me well. What are you up to today?’

‘I’ve a meeting in Edinburgh but I’ll be . . .’

‘I’ll make food if you like.’

‘Great idea in the abstract but what if I bring pizza or something back here?’

‘You do realise I’ll never get good at cooking if you don’t encourage me to practise.’

‘I know but you’ve had a tough few weeks and . . .’

‘So have you. I do appreciate you looking out for me but you have to look out for yourself too.’

‘Point taken. So what kind of pizza would you like?’

She shook her head. ‘Quattro stagioni with extra artichoke.’

‘Good choice.’

‘So this meeting in Edinburgh got anything to do with Sal?’

He nodded, ‘Yes. I’ll be able to tell you more when I get back but I’m guessing it’s a “back off” warning from another security service.’

‘Want me to find out . . . ‘

He raised his hand. ‘That won’t be necessary. Besides I thought you said Sal’s solicitor was coming at 10am.’

‘He is. I really think it’s too early for him to have anything to say especially to me. I mean we were not exactly bosom buddies in the last couple of months.’

‘I think you’ve lost sight that she was trying to get into character. She had a job to do and knew that she might have to get under the skin of someone over there.’

She stared at him. ‘But that wasn’t what Sal was about.’

He raised his eyebrows. ‘If that memorial service was anything to go by I don’t think any of us really knew what Sal was about.’

‘Are you saying that the sabbatical was a set-up?’

‘Could have been.’

‘But who?’ She scratched her hands through her hair. ‘I’m not quite getting this. That would make it a kind of double bluff. They, the FBI, set up a position and stick it under her nose in the hope that she bites. She does. Then your lot see another opportunity to use her as a pawn in God knows what. But the FBI know, or hoped, that that’s what would happen so . . .’

‘Triple bluff.’

She choked back a sob, ‘Okay. So she died for what exactly?’

He rubbed her upper arm. ‘I’ll hopefully know better by the end of the day.’

She wiped her eyes. ‘What could possibly be worth dying for?’

‘She kne . . .’

‘Don’t give me that, “she knew what the risks were”, bullshit.’ She felt another sob rising and swallowed hard. ‘I can’t believe she’s dead. I mean only a few weeks ago we were arguing about . . .’

‘Don’t. Don’t go over and over it. You’ve almost wrung yourself out trying to retrace anything that you said or she said that you missed. Someone, most likely that angry lover in the bureau, wanted her out of the way. We’re on it. They’re on it.’

She wandered out of the kitchen through to the conservatory and stared over the parkland. ‘Sal loved that view. It would never have worked. I love the city. See all that.’ She swept her hand in a semicircle. ‘It’s too green and moist and fresh. I don’t know what to do with so much space.’

‘It’s not so bad. You might get used to it.’

She glanced round at him, ‘What do you mean?’

‘Nothing, just that the country is a great place to unwind.’

She knew by his tone that he was testing the water. ‘Okay, so you don’t know me well at all. If I’m not pounding tarmac everyday I have withdrawal symptoms. The fact that in the country you never, and I mean never, need to look for a parking space. What’s that about? It should be a problem to park a car. That way you appreciate all the more when a space is free.’

‘Well while you worry about not spending enough time fretting over a parking space I’m heading into Edinburgh. See you later with the quattro stagioni.’

The door clicked behind him and she sat on the edge of the couch. She couldn’t name what it was she felt. Too many conflicting sensations competed for attention. Maybe she’d back out of dinner. Mac would understand. But Mac could do with support too. She heard a car pull up and thought it must be Mac returning to tell her something but it was the postie. He dumped a pile of mail on the porch and reversed down the drive at a speed that wasn’t safe for him or anyone coming the other way. Viv retrieved the mail and set it on the kitchen table. She began to check through it; of course none of it would be for her. She was about to discard it when she noticed an envelope with Sal’s writing on it, an official US government stamp and addressed to Dr V Fraser. It had clearly been tampered with. They had no shame, all mail was obviously inspected.

She ripped it open and checked the date. She grabbed her phone and checked the calendar. It had been written on the day before Viv was due to come home to Scotland. It said,

Dear Viv, I’m not sure where I’ll be by the time you read this but I want you to know that I love you and although my behaviour when you visited left a lot to be desired, it was all in the name of duty. When I come home I’ll explain more clearly but none of it was your fault. I was goading you in the interest of authenticity. I need my new colleagues to believe in me and . . .

Tears streamed down Viv’s cheeks as she remembered how Sal had been. It was as if she’d had a really bad bout of PMS and everything was freaking her out. There’s a shedload of bonuses being into women, but understanding PMS had to be in the top ten. Viv had thought about challenging her, but assumed it would soon pass.

At 10am the doorbell rang and Viv didn’t move. She sat fixed to her seat in the conservatory as Mollie barked her way to the door. Was this meeting really necessary? The bell rang again and reluctantly she pushed herself off the couch and went to the door. The person on the other side wasn’t at all what she’d expected. She’d spoken to a man, so not unreasonably, had anticipated a man. But now a dark-haired young woman in a dark navy suit, with heels that must surely immobilise her, stood tensely on the porch.

She stretched out a hand and introduced herself. ‘Tanya Stevenson. Mr Arbuthnott is unwell and sent me in his place.’

Viv, holding Mollie from going out, pulled back the door and gestured for the solicitor to enter. ‘We can sit in the kitchen, it’s warmest there.’ She pointed to where they were going and the woman teetered ahead. What was she thinking of wearing shoes that would give her a back injury? Pushing down her judgement Viv pulled out a chair for the woman then took a seat opposite. It was no bad thing to have a solid pitch pine boundary between them. The woman extricated a folder from an oversized shoulder bag and set it on the table.

‘Do you have any idea why I am here?’

‘Good question, but no. No, I don’t have any idea and frankly I think it’s too soon for anyone to be poking around in Sal’s life when . . .’ She swallowed. This was not the time to sob.

The solicitor had the good grace to close the folder. ‘I can see why you think it’s too soon but we are acting at Dr Chapman’s request.’

‘How can that be? I know she was organised and all that but she can’t have known she was . . .’ She sighed and put her hands up to cover her mouth. She wasn’t the type to pray but she felt like it. ‘I’m sorry - this is difficult.’

‘If you can give me twenty minutes of your time you’ll understand why I’m here so soon.’

Viv nodded and the woman continued. True to her word within twenty minutes she was wrapping up her folder and preparing to leave. Viv was feeling dumbstruck.

‘You don’t have to take any action. Dr Chapman had everything placed in trusts so that all you’d have to do was make a decision about whether you wanted to use the cottage. Her main concern was Mollie.’

On hearing her name the dog jumped off the couch in the conservatory and trotted through to the kitchen. She nuzzled into Viv’s thigh. ‘I think there’s no question about who is going to look after Moll. She’ll stay with me.’

The woman gave a curt nod accompanied by a brief smile.

Viv said, ‘What are my options if I don’t want to accept her wishes?’

‘There isn’t a plan B yet but I’m sure Mr Arbuthnott will find an answer. Would you like me to ask him?’

‘Yes. Yes I would. Thank you.’

When the door clicked shut Viv put her back against it and slid down to the floor. Mollie pushed her muzzle under her elbow and lay down with her chin on Viv’s knee.

Viv blew out a huge breath. ‘What are we going to do?’ They stayed like that until eventually she rubbed the dog’s ears then jumped to her feet. ‘Right, this feeling sorry for myself isn’t working. Time to get down to some serious work, take action. Action! Action! Action!’

Mollie leapt up and circled as if she was in for another walk but Viv had other ideas. She took the stairs two at a time and grabbed her laptop. Better to keep busy and now was as good a time as any to snoop online about Lord Sholto or Auchenban or whatever else he called himself. He could live to regret this. The first things that came up were the ‘civic duties’ expected of a landowner in a small community. Opening the gala, giving prizes to the allotment group winners, the kinds of things that Viv thought had gone out with the floppy disk, but not so. Local newspapers covered every movement he made around the village, or so they thought. She had ways of getting behind the scenes and had no reluctance to pry where others couldn’t.

She discovered that he was a member of a private group of boys, now men in theory, who’d been anti-sport at school. He’d been part of the dramatic society and had been on a committee for organising trips abroad to see European fine art. A world apart from her own school experience at Forrester High, although to give her teachers credit she had built up plenty of stamina going gorge walking, rock climbing and the odd canoeing trip. Florence and Venice were off the curriculum. It was as if he’d organised the Grand Tour for the 21st century. It seemed that in some ways, although geographically their school trips had been worlds apart, psychologically they were all hotbeds of friendships. Friendships that differed from those you might build at the school dance, or with folk that lived near you. A stronger bond was created when you’d been seen and accepted at your most vulnerable. This appeared to be the case with Sholto and his buddies from the arts and dramatic groups. What happened on those trips to cause that to happen? Had he stuck his neck out for someone, or the group, or maybe put himself at risk? He was certainly held in high esteem for something and they all had titles so it wasn’t social deference.

She stopped for coffee at lunchtime and let Mollie into the garden for a minute, but was interested to find out more about this man who had become something of an enigma. She spent the afternoon trawling articles and social media for anyone he’d been friends with. You never knew what tiny piece of information was going to matter so it was all worth checking. Occasionally she made a note of a name or venue so that she could pick up the trail once she’d done with each page. At home she’d have multiple screens and windows open but here she was down to one which made for laborious research. Once she’d seen enough of Sholto, his family and his chums she went back to Sal’s study and rebooted her computer but Mollie whimpered and Viv was shocked to see that it was already dark outside.

‘Shit! I’m so sorry. Let’s get you out before you burst.’

The sky had cleared and she could see her breath ahead of her. A sliver of a moon crept up over the woods illuminating the path towards the old chapel. With the river on her right and the woods on her left she jogged with the dog on an extending lead, aware that having Mollie with her was a bonus. Two sets of eyes were better than one and the dog’s senses were on hyper alert at all times unlike someone who became distracted by memories or what had to be done tomorrow Mollie was totally in the moment. Viv was beginning to appreciate how much she’d learn from spending time with Mollie. How much energy could be conserved if only she wasn’t worrying about the immediate past or future? Mollie suddenly pulled and tried to take off. A deer got up from behind a patch of brambles and trotted up the steep bank and into the wood. Viv’s heart pounded. She had a pretty acute sense of smell but couldn’t compete with Mollie. Maybe there would be a way to train the dog to help her make better use of her own senses. When they reached the chapel they about turned and retraced their steps along the bank and over the river park towards the cottage. The cattle had been taken off during a really wet weekend and left deep hoof prints now freezing into narrow holes. Her eyes adjusted to the darkness. Only the moon illuminated the path now that it was clear of the tops of the trees. The ground was precariously uneven but she needed the jog. As she reached the stile on the garden fence Mac’s car pulled into the drive.

‘Perfect timing,’ she called out.

He raised a huge box covered with what looked like a giant tinfoil pillow. ‘Dinner is served.’

‘God I’m starving.’ She stroked Mollie’s ears, ‘You must be too. Come on let’s get you fed.’

‘You take a torch with you when you go out at night?’

She shook her head. ‘I’ve got my phone. It has a beam which lets me see to unlock the door but it doesn’t stretch far. Why? You worried about me?’

‘Always. I’m always worried about you.’

She stopped in mid flow of putting food down for the dog. ‘You’re not serious are you?’

He pottered around getting plates from the cupboard and cutlery from the drawer. ‘I am serious. There’s never a day that I don’t think about you and your safety.’

‘Wow! You should get out more.’

‘I would if you’d come with me.’

‘God Mac, not that old nugget. Pulling a Nigel-nae-pals on me.’

‘No, just haven’t found anyone whose company I prefer.’

She walked over to him. ‘Are you serious?’

He stopped unwrapping the pizza, ‘Sadly, yes. Let’s eat before you have a panic attack.’ He continued pulling out the pizza and laid slices on plates.

She was silenced.


***




The following morning she woke up feeling rested and ready to get stuck in to Sal’s correspondence. The meeting with the solicitor could be put to one side. As the woman had said, she didn’t need to make any decisions at the moment. In fact now would be the worst time to do anything. Mac’s revelation that he worried about her was a shock but there was also not much she could do about that apart from prove to him that she could look after herself. Maybe she should think about doing weights. She stretched, Mollie sighed at being pushed off her legs. ‘Come on. Let’s get moving.’

The dog trotted beside her to the bathroom then bolted down to the front door. A quick trip down the front drive and back before breakfast was all she had time for. Today was a day for digging into Sal’s secrets. Everyone had secrets but did she want to know what Sal’s were? Only one way to find out. In the first couple of hours she’d reinforced her view that she hadn’t known Sal as well as she thought she had. Sal had been working on so many different projects, not just for police in the UK but from Sweden, Turkey, and even one in Australia. Profiling seemed to be a skill that could be expanded cross-culturally. That said, the case from Australia had involved a man who had begun his criminal life in the UK but continued it across Europe before finding his way to Sydney. He was now serving the rest of his life behind bars thanks to Sal’s work.

Mollie stirred just as the doorbell rang and interrupted her concentration. She sighed and went down to answer it. Brian was on the doorstep out of breath.

His words tumbled out. ‘There are two official looking guys in a dark blue saloon trying to find you. They drove into the back drive and wandered about the lodge and were on their way to the old house when I caught up with them. They asked where to find you. I said here, but that they’d have to drive back into the village to find it. I’ll make myself scarce before they arrive but thought I’d give you a heads-up. They’ve got American accents.’

She raised her eyebrows and shrugged. ‘Thanks.’ She craned her neck as she heard the rumble of tyres on gravel at the bottom of the drive.’

Brian took off round the back of the cottage and over the paddock, out of sight.

The car pulled up and she reopened the door wide and stepped onto the porch, Mollie at her heels.

‘Hello, what can I do for you?’

‘Are you Dr Viv Fraser?’

‘I am. Who wants to know?’

‘We’re from the US consulate. We’ve been asked to deliver this. Do you have any ID?’

‘I could say the same to you.’

He pulled out a lanyard with his name, Brad Blewitt. A photograph of him and the address of the consulate in Edinburgh on it. She nipped inside and brought out her Fettes pass. ‘This do?’ They both checked it and nodded.

Both men were taller than six feet but the one closer to seven feet handed her an envelope. The official FBI logo on the front was a bit of a give-away.

She smiled. ‘I don’t suppose they could have put it in the post?’

The same man shook his head. ‘My orders were to see that it made it to your hands and your hands only.’

‘Well, thank you. Do they expect a reply?’

‘My job is just to make sure you got it.’

They got back into the car and reversed out the way they came. There was a place to turn beyond where the Rav was parked but they were already backing out before she thought to show them.

Inside she slipped the kettle onto the Aga and found a knife to slice open the envelope. It was dated that morning and it felt as if the ink had barely dried. She read slowly then reread it. They were tracking every action on Sal’s accounts and knew that she was on the inside. If she didn’t back off it would be deemed a cyber crime and she’d be hauled over the FBI version of hot coals. She grinned. That could be interesting. She returned to the study, switched off Sal’s desktop and went back down and made coffee. She typed Brad Blewitt into her laptop. He was exactly what his lanyard claimed: security to the consulate, although photographs indicated that he spent more one-on-one time looking out for the principal officer. The FBI must be hoping for some action from those accounts to secure their case otherwise they could have crashed them and saved themselves the trouble of sending her an actual paper message.

Sal still had a whole load of correspondence in real files that she could go through, so that’s what she turned to. Sal had three wooden filing cabinets that were locked. The keys had to be somewhere close by so she riffled about in the desk until she found them. She wondered what it must be like to be so organised but dismissed the thought since even within her own chaos there was order that only she knew.

It was heart-breaking reading through someone’s life when you knew they wouldn’t return to resume what they’d so painstakingly invested in. The person who benefited most from Sal’s care was Viv. Electricity bills were filed in order with treasury tags. Same for bank accounts and estate accounts. A glance through these made her realise how much Sal had been involved in the day-to-day running of things. She’d assumed that Sal must have let the trust deal with things but she hadn’t. She had the last word even down to whether they had barbed wire on their fencing or not. Not, was Sal’s decision. She wouldn’t allow chemicals to be used for weed killing but instead bought a fierce machine like a dragon that burnt them. What a revelation it all was. Could she become interested in this kind of stuff? Maybe in time but it wouldn’t happen overnight. She discovered the invoices for Mrs Chapman’s care home. Eye watering but all paid. Machinery was a major outgoing. She’d had no idea that Sal was doing all of this stuff as well as being an international profiler. Maybe the contrast was what worked for her, in the same way if Viv had too much investigation she craved hairdressing. One thing balanced the other.

The room was stuffy and she needed fresh air. Moll, delighted as ever at the prospect of a walk, birled and sprinted to the door. Viv clipped a lead onto her collar and they walked up the original drive and round the tower of the old house. She pulled her collar up round her chin to protect herself from light rain being blown in waves by the wind. She heard the guttural thrust of an engine starting and dying then starting up again. When she rounded the base of the tower she spotted Brian beneath a shelter with a lawnmower up on a ramp.

‘So this is what you get up to?’

‘One of many things to do in a day here.’

‘How do you keep track of what needs done?’

‘I’ve got a year planner marked with the jobs to do each month but everything relies on the weather. Because it’s been so wet it’s harder to do tree work. So I come indoors.’

‘Not exactly indoors is it?’

He wiped his hands on a rag and switched the engine off. ‘No, but at least it’s dry. If you want to see the planner it’s no bother. Sal organised it a few years back. It’s a godsend.’

‘Maybe some time. At the moment I’ve . . .’

He nodded. ‘Aye. There’s a lot to take in. But when you’re ready let me know. I got a letter from her solicitor. They said you’d be taking over.’

Her eyes almost popped out, ‘I don’t know what I’m going to do. She’s organised things so that whatever happens you’ll continue as you have been.’

‘She and I had a meeting once a week to go over what’s on the calendar. If there’s anything I can help you with just let me know.’

Viv looked at him. ‘I’m sure if you carry on the way you are we’ll both find a way through this.’

She tugged at the lead and raised her hand to wave. Mollie bolted ahead and made for the stile into the paddock. It was rickety, one more thing to think about having fixed. As she walked a deep sadness seeped into every muscle in her body. The sheer waste of such an amazing person was unfathomable. She understood why Sal had left things the way she had since she didn’t seem to have anyone else to leave it to but she didn’t want to live in the country and felt coerced, frustrated by the extent of Sal’s will. She had to find a way of not getting dragged into being someone she was not. This was Sal’s life not hers.

Light was fading and out in the open field the wind swirled the rain around. She wasn’t up for getting completely soaked so they headed back. The cottage was warm and comfortable. Too comfortable. It wasn’t right. In the US they’d even fought over Christmas. They both always worked at Christmas so why they’d found it worth arguing over was anyone’s guess. In her heart she knew that she and Sal wouldn’t have worked things out. Two strong women, too independent for their own good - nothing was going to change that. She felt ashamed at being named as the beneficiary of all this.

She returned to Sal’s files, opening one of the other cabinets. Sal knew that Viv would be the person to go through these documents so she’d never have left anything behind that she didn’t want found. Or would she? Her phone pinged with a text from Mac. ‘Hope you’re ready, I’m on my way.’

‘Shit!’ She’d forgotten about the drinks party.


Chapter Nine

When Mac arrived she was already on the porch waiting for him. She jumped into the Audi and they took off through the village towards the distillery. Not far after turning off the main route they took a right through a pillared entrance with a turreted gatehouse lit up like a miniature fairy castle. The drive was an impressive mile, or more, with estate fencing lining either side. Mature specimen trees were caught intermittently in the headlights as they drove through the parkland.

‘Impressive amount of space to have around your house. Sheep; you think they have to have sheep to cut the grass?’

Mac said, ‘Rare breeds. Something interesting to look at.’

‘Talking of rare breeds, do you know anything about Sal’s wishes?’

‘Not much. Just that she thought you were the woman for the job. She thought you’d make wise decisions. Also she doesn’t have any family apart from her mum. I’m guessing she’ll have sorted out her mum’s needs.’

‘I don’t want the hassle. If you knew what I had to go through with Dawn’s family you’d understand that when someone leaves you all their worldly goods it’s a burden. I don’t need or want worldly goods. I never even owned a flat until Sal very generously sold me the West Bow. It’s more than I need.’

‘You could give it to the National Trust or something.’

She sighed. ‘It’s not that easy. Wow!’ The house came into view. A large circular area in front was already full of parked cars. ‘It’s amazing. How old is it?’

‘Not as old as it looks. The bits that look like a castle are Edwardian but I think there’s a really old core to the house that you can only see when you’re inside.’

They approached the front door and it swung open before they had to ring the bell. A young man in dark trousers and a white shirt took Mac’s coat. Viv said she’d rather keep her jacket on.

Mac said, ‘You’ll have to wait for me if you’re planning an early escape. We should have a code.’

‘Yeah, like “We’re out of here”.’

Mac smiled and put his hand in the small of her back. ‘This way. Follow the noise.’

‘I’d much rather snoop around.’

‘Oh, I expect you’ll make time for that after you’ve had a drink.’

A waitress dressed in the same kit as the man at the door approached them balancing a drinks tray. The young woman’s make-up was perfect, eyebrows applied as if she’d prepared for a photo-shoot. Mac took soft and she took a glass of fizz and nodded her thanks. Within seconds a tall broad man, dressed in Ralph Lauren, edged through the gathering and shook Mac’s hand. He turned to Viv. ‘You must be Viv. Sholto. I’m so sorry to hear about Sal. She was one helluva lady.’

This was completely unexpected and threw Viv off balance. ‘Thank you. She was indeed an amazing woman.’ Sal would never have appreciated being called a lady. It was no compliment in her eyes, just a way for society to divvy up the classes. Women of the working class were never regarded as ladies. Ladies were defined by what they didn’t do rather than what they did. They didn’t run in the corridor, they didn’t sit with their knees apart, they didn’t speak their minds but instead said what people wanted them to say, didn’t ruffle any feathers. No, Sal wouldn’t have risen to Sholto’s outdated, but probably well intentioned, comment. People don’t know what to say to the bereaved so filled the gaps with platitudes. Viv had done it herself many a time but now just wanted to go home, discard her armour and crumple on the couch with Mollie. She glanced at Mac who was staring at her. She questioned why with her eyebrows.

He said, ‘So, Sholto, what is it that you think we can do for you?’

Viv was impressed. No beating about the bush for Mac.

Sholto glanced around him to check for anyone who might overhear what he was about to say. Just as he said, ‘I think . . .’ a tall woman with strawberry blonde hair swept up into a knot, with tendrils immaculately freed from their tether and framing a heart-shaped face, came breezing over and took his arm. ‘Sholt I’d like you to come and meet . . .’

She dragged him away before they heard who was so important that he had to meet them at that precise moment.

Viv turned to Mac. ‘You think that’s our cue for a retreat?’

Mac shrugged. ‘You can wait in the car if you like. I’d better do a round of the room and maybe get a feel for his nearest and dearest. I mean if that was her, the soon-to-be wife, her manners weren’t exactly polished.’

‘Okay, I’ll hang about. Try and meet his family.’

‘Actually. If you are going to stay why don’t you find out more about her family? We can get two lots of info for the price of one.’

She glanced at a clock on the mantelpiece. ‘See you back here in twenty minutes.’

Mac also glanced at the clock. ‘Is it a test?’

‘Of course, you just set it.’

‘Deal.’

And with that he wove through the crowd. The waitress returned and asked Viv if she’d like a top-up. Viv shook her head and raised her half-full glass, ‘No, thanks. I’m still all right. I’m new to the area. Do you know Sholto’s girlfriend’s name?’

The young woman blushed, ‘Pamela Hamilton.’

Viv raised her eyebrows in a question. If the waitress was local they’d definitely have had a nickname for the girlfriend and she’d lay bets on ‘Pam the Ham’.

‘Ah, you mean Pam the Ham?’

The waitress’s eyes almost popped out. ‘I thought you weren’t local.’

‘I’m not. But who wouldn’t call someone with that name “Pam the Ham”? I mean . . .’

The waitress blushed again. ‘She’s older than me but my brothers and sisters were at primary with her. She was quite . . .’ She gestured with the hand holding the bottle.

‘Ah so she had what was once called puppy fat?’

The girl’s face turned a deeper red. ‘I’d better get this served.’

‘Just before you go, are Pamela’s family here?’

The waitress nodded towards the window where a man in his thirties was in conversation with an older couple. ‘Those three are all Hamiltons: brother, dad and stepmother.’

‘Great. Thanks.’

Viv squeezed through a couple of other pairs who were polite enough to move to let her pass but not to ask if she was okay. Locals keeping themselves to themselves, and the Hamiltons clearly keeping it within the family. As she drew closer the son suddenly uncrossed his arms and planted his feet wider than shoulder width. Ready for attack or defence?

The stepmother was speaking through slightly gritted teeth. ‘It had to be done.’

Dripping sarcasm, the son replied, ‘Really?’ dripping sarcasm.

And right on cue the father said, ‘Don’t you take that tone with . . .’

He dropped his voice so Viv couldn’t pick up the name. One reliable way to find out. She backed into the stepmother and as she’d hoped the woman spilled her drink.

‘Oh God, I’m so sorry. I’m . . .’

The woman looked as if she was about to give Viv a rollicking but then her face changed, ‘Oh, don’t worry, dear, you’re the woman who has . . .’

The son coughed to interrupt her, took her glass and said, ‘I’ll get you another drink, Brenda.’

The father put out his hand, ‘Hello, I’m Hugo Hamilton and this is my wife Brianna.’

Viv’s face must have registered confusion.

Mr Hamilton tightened his jaw and said, ‘Brenda’s an in joke.’

Brianna bristled, indicating that she wasn’t getting too many laughs from it.

‘What a lovely house this is,’ Viv said, hoping for a way into a conversation.

Hugo said, ‘Yes, I think Pamela will want to make a few changes to the décor. But it does have potential.’

The house had a mix of old and new, one or two lamps on the camp side of Liberace. Vases of Strelitzia and Eryngium set in architectural displays on every surface showed attention to detail that even Mac, with his love of large chandeliers, couldn’t compete with.

Viv said, ‘It certainly packs a punch.’

Brianna flinched. ‘It’s slightly over the top for Doune don’t you think?’

Viv shuddered knowing the question for what it was: a way to coerce someone into an agreement that they didn’t want to make since it would deny social convention to disagree. Viv said, ‘Oh, I can see it has some merit. It’s quite fun, no?’

Right back at you. In no mood for games she said, ‘Sholto seems like a nice man.’

A warning look passed from husband to wife who said, ‘Maybe too nice for his own good.’

The husband said, ‘Bree. I don’t think, sorry I didn’t catch your name.’

‘Viv, it’s Viv Fraser.’

The son reappeared with a glass of bubbly and handed it to his stepmother. He then put out his hand. ‘Hugo.’

Viv shook his hand. Not very creative with their names. Two Hugos and a Pamela. She wondered if the first Mrs Hamilton had been Pamela too.

Hugo junior said, ‘So how do you know Sholto?’ Oblivious to the previous conversation.

‘Oh I don’t really. My partner is over there. He’s obviously got chatting about something interesting. He lives on the Braes.’

Hugo junior’s face turned to an expression of concern. ‘Is he a tenant?’

‘No. No he isn’t.’

A brief look of relief passed over his face, and he said, ‘So how long has he known Sholto?’

‘Oh not long, although I couldn’t be sure. I expect you’ve all known him all his life?’

Hugo senior, ‘Yes, yes. Our families grew up together. Inevitable. Inevitable.’

Viv said, ‘Sorry? What was inevitable?’

‘That he and Pammy would end up together.’

Hugo junior snapped, ‘Only inevitable because you made it thus. Pammy would have been just as . . .’

Hugo senior, ‘That’s enough Hugo. I’m sure Viv doesn’t want to hear our domestic history.’

Oh, but she does. She was already building the family politics into something useful. Why did children, whatever age they were, feel threatened by stepmothers? And vice versa. When money or property were in the frame it seemed unavoidable. What was it that Hugo junior believed wasn’t inevitable? What else could Pamela have been happy doing or becoming? Just as Viv was about to ask this question a man dressed in tweed bustled into the space and to the relief of Mr and Mrs Hamilton the conversation turned to the amount of money the wind farm had generated that month. Time to make a move to leave.

Viv raised her glass, said cheers to them all and slipped into the crowd making her way to where she’d last spotted Mac. He was still in conversation with a group of three so she caught the waiter and asked where the loo was. The country house loo was often where the real family portraits were. Photographs of generations all Blu-Taked onto boards and hung up for the inner world to see, until nights like these when they were made available to all and sundry. This loo was grander than others she had been in. No sign of the usual horsey or doggy tack. A double marble basin with shiny brass taps, white linen curtains thick enough to hold back the Armada and a beautiful art deco lamp. It reminded her of an old theatre dressing room. Inside the actual loo cubicle she found what she knew she would - pinned to each wall, the ubiquitous panels of family snaps. She had to use the torch on her phone to get a proper look at them but they made for interesting research.

Lots of early prints of what must have been Sholto with his parents, Sholto looking very unhappy on a pony, which would account for the absence of tack around now. A happy carefree young Sholto with a little cherubic girl who must be Pamela on a pony and another small boy featured in many. In a photograph of his year at Eton, Sholto looked utterly miserable. Stern and lacklustre. It was like staring at someone’s evolution in pictures. Photographs of him and Pamela as teenagers were equally carefree. Viv wondered where the girl had been packed off to, to ‘finish’ her education. She’d probably have a social media presence with her old school.

Viv heard the outer door being tried, so quickly took photographs of any pictures that she thought might be useful. She flushed the loo, washed her hands in the lovely marble basin and then opened the outer door to come face to face with Pamela.

‘Hello, I don’t think we’ve met, I’m Pamela Hamilton.’

Viv was about to put out her hand but instinct told her this wasn’t Pamela’s form. ‘Hi. Viv Fraser. I’m a friend of Marcus.’

Pamela’s brow furrowed, then as if she worked it out, ‘Ah, do you mean the detective?’

‘Yes.’

‘Ah, in that case you are also a detective.’

‘Well, no actually, that’s not how I would describe myself . . .’ Viv wondered how best she should describe herself but was rescued by Sholto and Mac approaching. Pamela put on her best hostess’s face and said, ‘Excuse me, I must nip in here.’

Sholto said, ‘Follow me.’

And they duly trotted behind him down the corridor where there were rooms with dog beds and bowls. They shot past those and continued into the heart of the house eventually coming to the bottom of a grand staircase.

Sholto glanced upstairs. ‘Yes I think it’s worth going to my study. No one will bother us there.’

The room was small with a neat desk, always a worry, and a couple of big chairs at either side of a fireplace. Sholto indicated for them to take a seat. She and Mac did as invited and Sholto perched on the edge of his desk. ‘This is a delicate subject for me and I’m sure I can be guaranteed your discretion.’

Not a question, a statement of fact. His innate sense of entitlement not something he’d question. Of course he could command their confidence. He was who he was. Their silence must have caught him off guard because he said, ‘Well can I rely on your discretion?’

Mac said, ‘It depends on what you’d like us to be discreet about. If you murdered someone or committed any crime then . . .’

Sholto blew out a breath. ‘Sure I get that. Okay. I have a friend who has gone missing and I’d like you to find him. I last heard from him six days ago and I’m going out of my wits with worry about where he is.’

Viv immediately caught the meaning of this last statement but Mac didn’t and said, ‘But surely if he’s an adult he could have just taken himself off for a break or gone away for work?’

Sholto ran his hands through his hair. ‘No, you don’t get it.’

Viv interrupted, ‘No, but I do. So he’s rather more than a friend?’

Sholto’s shoulders slumped. ‘Of course he is. We are in contact lots of times every day. This isn’t the kind of thing he’d do. Look.’ He pulled out his phone and brought up a text message. ‘This was our last correspondence. Those are not the words of someone who is about to take off.’

The text said, ‘See you at the club. I’ll order a bottle of bubbly to celebrate.’

Sholto had texted back in the affirmative, ‘Yes please, can’t wait.’

Mac said, ‘So what’s with the drinks to celebrate your engagement to Pamela Hamilton?’

‘Pammy and I have been friends since the beginning of time. She knows we could never be husband and wife in a traditional sense. Besides she has her own life.’ He stressed the word ‘life’.

Viv said, ‘What does that mean? Are we talking about a charade for the sake of your families?’

Sholto ran his hands through his hair again. ‘I suppose that’s how outsiders will see it. But Pammy and I do love each other, just not in the biblical sense.’

Viv had seen how territorial Pamela had been in hustling Sholto away to meet someone. Maybe she was an exceptional actor, but Viv sensed that Sholto was perhaps blinded by his own needs and hadn’t grasped Pamela’s real devotion.

Mac said, ‘What’s at stake if the marriage doesn’t go ahead?’

Sholto snorted, ‘Originally there wasn’t going to be a marriage. An engagement was just to keep Pammy happy. She wants her family off her back. She’s sick of the pressure for us to get hitched.’

Viv said, ‘I’m guessing that her parents don’t know about your . . .’ Unsure how to end her question she continued, ‘If they’ve known you all your life, don’t you think they will have guessed?’

He looked shocked and rearranged his posture on the desk. ‘Of course they don’t know. Why would they? All of my . . . other life is in Edinburgh. I have a small mews flat there and my club.’

Mac said, ‘Just because you want it, doesn’t make it thus. But never mind that for now. What information can you give us about your friend?’

‘His name is David, David Fitzroy. He’s a lawyer in Edinburgh. We met at the club.’

‘Which is where?’

‘Oh, the Arts Club in the West End.’

Mac said, ‘And the firm he works for? Where he lives? His family?’

‘He’s a junior partner with Fitzroy and Maclean. His office is in Stafford Street. He lives in a flat in Grosvenor Crescent. His family are in Kirkcaldy but he doesn’t see them.’

Mac made notes on his phone. ‘You can’t be sure that he hasn’t just gone off for a break?’

Sholto’s head snapped up. ‘Of course I can. He just wouldn’t take off without telling me.’ He stretched over his desk and lifted a set of keys. Here, these are for his flat and mine.’

Mac took the bunch. ‘So you’d like us to check both of the flats?’

Viv said, ‘Surely you could do that yourself?’

His eyes welled up. ‘I’m scared.’

‘Of what?’ Viv and Mac said in unison. Mac nodded for her to continue. She said, ‘What is there to be scared of? I mean are you in danger? Was he in danger? Have you got something else you ought to let us know?’

‘I don’t know yet. It’s just a feeling. Things said.’

‘By whom?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. Every time I go over certain conversations I think there’s more to them. An underlying meaning that I didn’t quite grasp at the time and now don’t know if I’m being paranoid or if there really was something in the innuendo.’

Mac shook the keys. ‘This could be a wild goose chase but we’ll take a look.’

‘I’ll pay.’

Mac said, ‘Viv is a private investigator. She has her own rates and you can discuss them with her.’

Viv handed him a card. ‘Take a look at my new website. It’s self-explanatory. Mac can make a start on a missing person report.’

Sholto interrupted, ‘Does it have to be official?’

‘Why wouldn’t you want it to be official? If he is, as you say missing, then surely you’d like all the resources available?’

Sholto interrupted again, ‘I would, but it’s messy. I . . .’

‘What is it that you are not telling us?’

‘The press have been sniffing around.’

Mac said, ‘And your point is?’

‘They are like baying dogs wherever I go. And if I’m not with Pamela they scream all sorts of speculative nonsense at me.’

Viv raised her eyebrows out of range of his eyes but so that Mac could see. ‘I wouldn’t worry about the press - they’ll soon find someone else to hound.’

Sholto shook his head. ‘You think?’

They all made their way back downstairs where a large glamorous older woman in a wheelchair waited to speak to Sholto. She reached out a gnarled bejewelled hand and theatrically grasped her son. ‘Darling! Where have you been? Everyone’s looking for you?’

There was no evidence of anyone looking for him. The reception seemed to be in full swing, with even more noise coming from the gathering than there had been before. Alcohol loosening tongues. Viv wondered if it was worth having another round of the room but couldn’t face it.

Sholto said, ‘Let me introduce you to Moth.’ He coughed, ‘My mother the Countess of Menteith.’

The woman stretched her hand toward Mac as if she expected him to kiss it. He gave it a brief shake before stepping aside and leaving space for Viv to do the same. The handshake wasn’t from a frail person. There was more to ‘Moth’ than met the eye. Sholto didn’t tell her who they were or why they were there, only said their first names, to which his mother raised her eyebrows as if appalled by his informality. Before anything more was said the countess wheeled herself towards a door, which led to a corridor that mirrored the one that they been down with Sholto. Viv wondered if they lived in separate wings of the house. A house that size certainly lent itself to distance but that didn’t always mean privacy. Once she was out of sight Sholto, who’d been holding his shoulders up round his ears, dropped them and said, ‘I can’t trust anyone.’

‘What, not even your mum?’ Viv grimaced. ‘Surely she’d want the best for you?’

‘Ah, that’s where most people go wrong. In families like ours it’s all about the dynasty. The estate must remain intact come what may. Bloody nightmare.’ He rubbed his hands through his hair. ‘Anyway too much information for one meeting, don’t you think?’

Viv bristled. ‘We can never have enough info if you really want our help. Take a look at my details and let me know if you agree my terms.’ She was chilly towards him. Not a fan of the cavalier attitudes of the rich. Maybe he could find another discreet detective to do his work.

Mac said, ‘Meantime, I’ll file a missing person report.’

Sholto nodded, although he didn’t look convinced that he’d done the right thing.

Once back inside the car Mac said, ‘I love my mum.’

Viv burst out laughing. ‘I know. Imagine that being your source of warmth and affection. She made my mum look like Huggie Bear.’

They laughed until they’d almost reached the end of the drive when Viv shouted, ‘Watch out!’ A young child in a red coat, caught in the headlights, bolted across the ribbon of tarmac into the bushes. ‘Did you see her?’

‘Yes. What is she doing out here in the dark?’ Mac pulled up and they ran back to see if she was okay but couldn’t locate her. A scrabble into the shrubbery revealed her and a woman crouched in a huddle. The woman’s face was swollen and bloodied. She gripped onto a sleeping baby in her arms. Viv touched Mac’s arm. He moved aside. The woman’s eyes were flicking from side to side as if she was expecting to see someone else, someone she was terrified of.

Viv said, ‘Let me help you up.’ She stretched out her hand but the woman shrank back, then struggled to her feet. ‘I’ll manage. I have to get to the main road.’

Mac said, ‘We can take you. Come on, let’s get you into the car.’

The woman glanced from Mac to Viv and back again as if weighing up the risk of getting into a car with total strangers. She nodded. ‘Okay.’ The little girl held onto her mum’s coat and they followed Mac to the car. Viv helped them into the back and they took off towards the village. All the time the woman was looking behind to check that no one had seen them.

Viv said, ‘We can take you to wherever you need to go.’

The little girl said, ‘Daddy hit mummy. And we’re going to my auntie’s.’

‘So where does your auntie live then?’

The girl looked at her mum then said, ‘Near a castle.’

Viv said, ‘Ah but there are lots of castles in Scotland so which one is it?’

The mother said, ‘Doune. She lives in Doune, on Castle Road.’

Mac said, ‘No problem we can take you there. We’re on our way to Doune anyway.’

Viv glanced in the rear-view mirror and saw the extent of the damage to the woman’s face. Viv clenched her jaw. There was something very wrong with the contrast between the woman and the grandeur of the house all lit up like a fairy tale castle behind her.

‘You might need a couple of stitches at the side of that eye.’

Tears began to roll down the little girl’s cheeks. Her mum hugged her tight and reassured her. ‘It’ll be okay when we get to Auntie Joan’s. She knows how to sort these things. She’s a nurse, remember.’

The little girl wiped her face with her sleeve. ‘Like the last time?’

God love them. There was nothing that could be hidden from a child.

The mother said pointedly, ‘Yes, Lisa. Like the last time.’ She caught Viv’s eye in the mirror and held her gaze. Viv put her hand against her gut as it clenched at the idea of the woman going back. She hadn’t known many women who’d been abused by partners, but those that she had always managed to convince themselves that if it hadn’t been for something that they’d said or done or not said or not done then their otherwise loving partner wouldn’t have lashed out. And that’s why so many of them go back, that, and not having anywhere else to go, or no money to keep the children. It was only a few minutes’ drive but the woman kept looking behind.

Viv became more agitated. ‘Will your sister definitely be there?’

The woman shook her head. ‘I don’t know her shifts. If she isn’t at home . . .’

‘You can come with me. I have a place just on the other side of the Ardoch Burn. You can stay there until she gets back.’

The little girl said, ‘Can we Mummy? Please, can we?’

The mother said, ‘Well see if Auntie Joan’s in first then we’ll decide.’ As Mac turned into Castle Road the woman slid down in the back and pulled the children with her. ‘Oh God. Don’t stop, please don’t. His Land Rover’s there, he must be about.’

Mac didn’t even falter. He kept moving smoothly as if he had intended to go left into the street that used to lead to the vet’s surgery.

‘How did he get here without you seeing him?’

‘There are different ways to get out of the estate. In the Land Rover he can use any one, even the one that relies on him crossing a ford.’

Mac parked in the now disused car park, switched the engine off and turned in his seat. ‘You might as well know, I’m a police officer and I think that it’s worth reporting that.’ He nodded to her now crusting bloodied face. ‘We can help.’

The woman’s eyes welled up. She looked at Viv. ‘I’ll come with you for now until my sister comes home.’

Viv nodded to the little girl. ‘Well, Lisa, it looks as if we are going on an adventure.’

They waited for a few more minutes then, with the woman and her children crouched down in the back again, they drove past her sister’s house, which had one light on in a downstairs room. No one was about but the Land Rover was still there.

Viv said, ‘He must be around somewhere.’

The woman said, ‘He’ll have gone to the pub. He’ll be back, and in a worse state than he already is.’

‘Maybe it’s better for you to stay overnight with me. There’s space. You can contact whoever you need to and let them know you’re in a safe place.’

‘Why would you do that?’

Viv shook her head. ‘The question should be, why would I not do that? Heavens you’ve got two young children, a sore face, it’s cold and dark out there and I’ve got a spare room you can use.’

When Mac turned into the drive of Sal’s cottage the woman said, ‘My granddad used to work here. In fact he and my grannie stayed in this very house.’ She spoke to Lisa. ‘Remember I showed you photographs of Gramps?’

Lisa hesitated then with a flash of recognition said, ‘Look Mummy, the steps for getting on a horse are there.’

Viv turned to the girl, ‘Well done. I don’t have a horse but if I did I’d be able to get onto it with those.’

Lisa said, ‘I can ride but I don’t need steps to mount.’

‘Wow, so you can just swing up and over.’

She nodded shyly and snuggled into her mother.

Sal would approve. Viv swallowed and said, ‘Okay let’s get you inside.’

Mollie greeted them. No one was fazed by the dog and she quickly retreated to her bed beside the Aga.

Viv showed the woman upstairs to the other spare room. A small space for an adult and two children but warm and clean. ‘Bathroom’s across the passage. I’ll leave towels in there.’

The woman said, ‘Hopefully I can get hold of my sister and we won’t need to bother you for long.’

‘It’s no bother. I’ll sleep better knowing that you’re all safe and not skulking around some wood in the freezing cold.’ Sal would have approved, probably done the same thing.

The woman nodded. ‘Thanks. It’s good of you . . .’

Viv shook a hand at her. ‘Think of it as doing me a favour. I genuinely wouldn’t have slept.’

She retreated to the kitchen where Mac stood with his back to the Aga and Mollie at his feet. He shrugged. ‘If she doesn’t report him there’s not much the authorities can do.’

‘I know. But it is always complicated in their minds.’

‘People always say that, but there’s nothing complicated about someone socking you in the face. That’s assault full stop.’

She grabbed the kettle, filled it at the sink and nudged him to the side so that she could put it on the hotplate. ‘I’ll fill a couple of hot water bottles. They could use some comfort. I wonder if they’re hungry.’

‘She’s proud. I think it’s difficult for her to accept your hospitality. But even some juice and toast would be nice for Lisa.’

Viv rummaged about in the larder and found a bottle of cordial. ‘You think this will do?’ She handed it to Mac.

‘Looks fine. Not sure kids these days drink anything that isn’t fizzy but it’s worth a try.’

Viv pottered about making hot buttered toast, a pot of tea, and juice for Lisa. Then took it upstairs. She tapped on the bedroom door and the woman said, ‘Come in.’ She was still sitting on the bed with her coat on and the two children huddled next to her. Her bloodied face was streaked with tear tracks.

‘I’ve brought you some tea and toast. I’ll just leave it over here.’ She laid it on top of the chest of drawers. ‘Is there anything I can do? DCI Marconi could have your husband . . .’

The woman shook her head. ‘Tea’s fine, thanks.’

Viv went back to the kitchen. ‘I don’t think she will report him. I was about to suggest that you could have him picked up but she wasn’t happy about it.’

‘Maybe by the morning or when she gets to her sister’s. When the sister sees that face she’ll probably persuade her to do something. Let’s hope anyway. Look, I’ll leave you all to it but if you need anything you know where to get me.’

He left, closing the door silently behind him. Viv immediately felt desolate, but instead of going after him, she gave herself a talking-to. ‘Do something practical.’ She began by going round all the windows and doors checking that they were locked, which they were since she had already been through this routine the night before.

She flicked the TV on and stood staring at the screen. She flicked if off again. Although she longed for another voice in the room it wasn’t just any voice. It had to be Sal’s. She planted herself on the couch and glanced round at Sal’s lovely things. Paintings of local landscapes, photographs of Mollie, nothing cluttered but not minimalist either. Sal was good at creating comfort zones. Even her tiny office upstairs was a soothing space. It struck Viv that she’d have to go through that office. In fact why hadn’t the NTF been to claim her desktop? Was that an oversight or were they hoping that Viv would access it first? No point in disappointing anyone so she let Mollie out into the garden before they both took the stairs to the study.

There was a dog bed beneath the desk and Mollie was in it before Viv needed to ask. Sal was a clever woman and Viv wondered how long it would take her to find a way into her computer files. She thought of all the people and things that mattered to Sal. In the end a combination of names was the answer. She heard the door to the spare room open and close and the bathroom door do the same. Relieved that they were making use of what they needed she turned her attention back to the screen and began a search for anything that might help identify why Sal’s shooter had gone to such extremes.

There were plenty of unopened emails in her personal account but not many in her NTF inbox. Viv was keen to find the correspondence that Sal had had with FBI before her trip. Before she’d been ‘invited’ to have a sabbatical there had to be conversations that led to the invitation. There had to be explanations of what they thought she could gain or what they would gain if she accepted. It took much longer than she thought it would but she did find them. Encrypted mail was still accessible if you knew how. Once she’d found a way in there was lots to read and by the time she had finished she could hardly keep her eyes open. She’d learned to keep blinking while reading from a screen but there was no substitute for a break. She leaned back on the chair and stretched her arms above her head, then cracked her neck from side to side. God she felt stiff and unfit. She made a note to self to begin a new regime tomorrow.

She switched everything off and padded up the passage to the room where she and Mollie had been sleeping. There wasn’t a peep from the other spare room.


Chapter Ten

Viv woke when Mollie jumped off the bed and began to sniff at the bedroom door. The bathroom door in the passage closed and Viv sat bolt upright until she remembered that she had guests. She glanced at the clock. It was 6.30 and still pitch dark outside. She got out of bed and pulled on a big jersey and thick socks and padded down stairs. Mollie went to sniff at the other bedroom door but came when Viv beckoned her. It was too early to go out and too early for breakfast. Too early for anything. Who actually wakes at this ungodly hour? If she was in Edinburgh she’d see headlights and hear traffic noise to remind her that there were lots of people awake at this time of day. The world began its prep long before she ever contemplated throwing back the duvet, but in the countryside the evidence was harder to come by. That said when she pulled back the curtains in the conservatory she saw a spinning orange light moving slowly across the horizon, a sign that a local farmer’s day was well under way. Out of habit she put the kettle on and rummaged around in the fridge. She pulled out things that she thought they’d need for breakfast then she laid the table. The baby cried. There was something reassuring about hearing it since it hadn’t made a squeak since they’d picked them up. A few minutes later Lisa appeared with her skin looking all shiny and wet hair pushed back off her face. So much beauty in one so young.

Viv said, ‘Well good morning Lisa. Did you sleep in that new bedroom?’

Lisa nodded. ‘Mummy said I’ve to come and help you.’

‘Okay. How about having a look in that cupboard? Bring out anything that you’d like for breakfast or maybe something that your Mummy would like?’

Lisa walked to the cupboard and stood staring up at the shelves.

‘If there’s anything you can’t reach you can pull a chair over and stand on it or ask me and I’ll reach it for you.’

Lisa stretched up and brought down a box of porridge oats and handed it to Viv. ‘I think that’s what we have.’

‘Do you think Mummy will have that too?’

She nodded. ‘Mostly she eats what we leave.’

Just then her mum appeared holding the baby, looking a whole lot better than she had the night before. Not so much blood but bruising and a gash that definitely would need a stitch or two. ‘I hope you don’t mind but my sister is on her way round to pick us up.’

Viv felt a stab of disappointment. ‘Oh, okay. Will you have breakfast?’

The woman hesitated and glanced at the table with its place mats and knives and spoons laid out. She said, ‘A cup of tea or coffee would be lovely as long as it’s no bother.’

The kettle was already boiling on the Aga and Viv whipped it off and put teabags into the pot and filled it. ‘What will Lisa have?’ She said to the little girl who was already sitting at the table.

‘She likes milky tea.’

Viv said, ‘I’ve got porridge if you’d like some. I was going to make it for myself.’

Lisa said, ‘Yes please.’

Her mum said, ‘Well, as long as it’s not a bother.’

‘No bother at all.’ And Viv set about making a pot of porridge as well. As she stirred she smiled at the thought that this was about as domestic as she got.

They sat down to the porridge and about half way through Mollie began to bark. A bark that indicated a stranger.

‘That’ll be Joan.’ The woman rose, and with the baby’s head resting on her shoulder she went to the door. ‘Is it all right if I invite her in?’

‘Of course. I’ll top up the teapot.’

Viv thought she recognised Joan and wondered if she’d been at Sal’s memorial service or if she’d just seen her passing in the street. Viv stepped forward and shook her hand. ‘Viv Fraser. Come and have a cup of tea.’

Joan wasn’t for niceties and said, ‘No thanks I’ll skip tea if you don’t mind. I need to get that face seen to. I didn’t bring my bag. We’ll have to do it at the house.’

Fear registered on the woman’s face, but her sister said, ‘Dinnae worry. I heard in the shop this morning, he got picked up on his way home. Drunk driving. He’ll lose his job now. Naebody wants a gamekeeper that cannae drive. He was the worse fur wear.’

‘What do you mean? The worse fur wear.’

‘He’d been shouting his mouth off in the pub about you and yer backchat. I think a couple of the boys got him sorted.’

Viv smiled at the notion of him being ‘sorted’ in the Scots way. Was there such a thing as a Doune kiss?

The mother walked round the table, laid her hand on Lisa’s head and stroked her. ‘Where is he now?’

‘In the cells in Stirling. He’ll no be driving anywhere fur the time bein’.’

Viv wondered if Mac had put out a call. She’d find out later.

‘The first place he’ll come is to yours.’

‘Aye and ye ken what reception he’ll get if he does.’ Joan suddenly looked around the kitchen. ‘Nice job. Ma Tam worked on the electrics. Maybe it’s better if ye stay here for now? I can go an get my bag and fix that face o’ yours.’

Viv watched as conflict flitted over the face of the woman with the baby in her arms still stroking her daughter’s head.

‘It’s not a problem for you to stay here,’ Viv said.

The woman shook her head, ‘No. We’ll have to face the music sometime. Might as well be sooner rather than later. I’ll get our coats and we’ll come with you Joan.’

Within ten minutes Viv was standing alone in the kitchen facing the same desolate feeling she’d had when Mac left the night before. The only person who might fill the space was Sal and that would never happen again. She swiped her cheeks to keep tears at bay, there was too much to do to keep giving in to them.

Her phone rang. She said, ‘Hi, they’ve just left. Did you put out a call?’ She smiled when he said yes. Mac was such an honourable person. Where had he got such a strong moral compass? She’d done everything possible to skew the one her parents had drummed into her but not Mac. He stayed on the right side of the track.

‘Why don’t you come to Edinburgh? We could take a look at Sholto’s friend’s flat. It’ll keep you occupied.’

She glanced round at Moll, who lay with her snout sitting on the edge of her bed, ears pricked at the very mention of action. ‘Not sure that I want to work for a toff. Besides Mollie wouldn’t like it.’

‘You do realise that Brian was hoping to have her?’

‘No. I had no idea. Why wouldn’t he say something?’

‘You’re the boss, or at least the boss’s partner, which amounts to the same thing in his world.’

“Shit! Now I really don’t know what to do.’ As if sensing tension the dog walked over to her and rubbed herself round her legs. Viv stroked her ears. Soothed by their sensation, ‘I’ll ring Brian and ask him what he thinks. I’d love her with me but whatever happens it has to be for the dog and not me.’

‘Good call. But I’ll believe it when I see it.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘People have dogs for their own comfort, for emotional support, for exercise, for whatever and they’ll say it’s for the dog’s benefit but it isn’t.’

At some level she knew he was right. ‘I’ll ring you back.’

As soon as she’d cut her call to Mac she found Brian’s number and rang him; it went to voicemail. ‘Damn.’

She went back upstairs and stripped the bed that the guests had slept in. She took the one hand towel that they had used and stuck it all in the washing machine. Just as she was about to put it on the doorbell rang. Mollie jumped, barked and circled. Her excitement was clear so Viv wasn’t surprised to see Brian on the doorstep. ‘Hi, I missed your call but was over in the walled garden.’ He gestured with his arm. ‘Quicker to walk down than . . . well is there something I can help with?’

‘I was wondering if you might look after Moll?’

His face said everything that she needed to know and when Brian patted the side of his thigh the dog bolted to his side and sat at his heel.

‘Impressive. You might have to give me a few lessons.’

‘Oh, it’s easy. Be kind to them and you’ll never have a more loyal friend.’

Viv’s eyes welled up. She turned away. ‘I’ll get you her lead and food.’

‘No need. I’ve got everything at the lodge. She’ll be fine. Won’t you, girl?’ He rubbed her head and Viv had to cough to cover the sob rising in her throat. ‘It’ll just be for one night.’

‘Aye. No problem. As long as you like.’ He turned to walk away but stopped. ‘By the way. It’s not my business but have you had a look at the sanctuary?’

She had no idea what he meant, ‘No, what is the sanctuary?’

‘Follow me.’ He walked round the side of the house and through the gate into the back garden. There was a high hedge at the far end of the garden which Brian disappeared through. On the other side a steep slope led to the river but about a third of the way down it a small hexagonal structure sat on a platform with decking surrounding it.

‘The sanctuary. Sal, Dr Chapman, wanted it built when she was in the USA. She said you’d need a room of your own.’

She swallowed and swallowed to keep the lump down. ‘Did you build it?’

He nodded. His pride suppressed but still evident. He dug into his pocket and handed her a key.

‘I had no idea there was even space to do this.’

‘It was easy enough to build the platform. It’s got a good strong steel base. I put the decking over it so that it’ll weather and become part of the landscape.’

‘It’s beautiful. It looks like something out of Harry Potter.’

He laughed. ‘When she asked me to do it she said to think of Sherlock Holmes or Harry Potter. So I’ve got that bit right. Wait ‘til you see inside.’

He pushed the door open. ‘I was finishing the electrics earlier.’

‘Wow. It has power?’

‘Sure, she said you’d want to work here.’

She stepped inside. The smell of cedar filled her nostrils. Two of its six sides were plate glass windows with benches that faced down stream through a wooded glade. Clever, because there was still the big sky view that she needed. He’d built in a desk onto two walls with shelves above it.

‘She said you’d have books and your computers.’

‘It’s fabulous. A perfect place for anyone to work.’

‘Not just anyone. Sal said . . .’

She turned away and rubbed her hands over her face. He seemed to understand and didn’t continue.

‘I’ll leave you to it then. Come Moll.’

As he headed out and back up the slope she said, ‘It’ll definitely just be the one night.’ She dug her hands into her pockets, her words more defensive than she meant them to be. ‘I’ll ring you when I’m on my way back.’ She stood and pressed a fist to her chest as he and Mollie trotted together up into the front garden and through the gate, the dog inches from Brian’s leg and staring up at him the whole way. That’s what devotion looked like.

She glanced round the room. It was perfect. This was also what devotion looked like. She ran her hand across the desk. Could she work here now . . . ? She had to get to Edinburgh so she locked up and retreated to the cottage. Sal had had plans. Plans that Viv hadn’t been party to. She felt ungrateful and frustrated that she had so badly misread the signs. She shoved her laptop into her rucksack and tossed it into the Rav. Fifty minutes would see her on the outskirts of Edinburgh and at Fettes within the hour. As Arthur’s Seat came into view her shoulders dropped – she was almost home.


Chapter Eleven

Mac ran down the front steps of Fettes and met her as she pulled her rucksack from the front seat.

‘Hi, I’ve got a lightish load today and thought I’d come with you to see what secrets the flat has to share.’

‘Yeah sure. You just want to keep an eye on me. Trust me Mac. I’m a doctor.’

‘But you’re a fragile doctor, so why don’t we just take your car?’

She threw her sack back into the car and he jumped into the passenger seat. She glanced over at him. ‘You don’t need to worry about me. I’ve had shit happen a few times in my life and know I’ll survive.’

‘I know, but life isn’t only about survival - it’s about being kind and making it better for people that you care about, so why don’t you cut me some slack and let me help you?’ He signed inverted commas when he mentioned the h-word.

She wasn’t the most likely person to accept help. It felt weak or at the very least needy. It was a way of letting people in, and a way of giving people ammunition that they could use against her.

She started up the Rav and said, ‘What’s the address?’

‘Calton Terrace Mews. Number 313. Auspicious or what?’

She frowned. ‘What, you going all superstitious on me? Nice address, though. Do you know it?’

‘Nope. Not ever been there.’

‘One of Edinburgh’s hidden gems. Ultimate des res.’ She glanced at him. He was definitely one of life’s good guys. Could she learn to trust him? Properly trust him?

He said, ‘What are we waiting for then?’

They drove east toward Inverleith Road, then made a right up into Canonmills and on to Broughton Street where they got snarled up in road works. Another ten minutes and they were pulling into the mews.

Mac whistled. ‘I see what you mean. This is pretty fab.’

‘By the way I’m not convinced I want to work for this guy.’

‘Call it a convenient distraction with some cash attached.’

‘He hasn’t got back to me to agree my terms yet.’

‘Terms have never stopped you before. Come on. Let’s have a nosey.’

She shook her head. ‘Incorrigible. That’s what you are. If I do this we’ve got to do something about that wife beater.’

‘What, you think he isn’t getting country justice?’

‘Whatever he’s getting it won’t be the life of fear that she and the kids now have ahead of them. She’ll never know a relaxed day or night and God knows what wee Lisa will do with those images. Bastard.’

He squeezed her arm. ‘Having access to the estate might be useful.’

She got his meaning and nodded.

They dumped the Rav at one side of the courtyard and strolled over to find the flat, which actually turned out to be a house on top of a double garage.

‘What I’d give for a garage. I must have shortened my life by at least 50 per cent looking for a parking space at the West Bow.’

Mac rang the bell then knocked on the door with its heavy brass knocker. Nothing. He tried again. Nothing.

Viv bent down and looked through the letterbox. ‘Wow. Check this out.’

Mac also bent down and peered in. ‘They’ve certainly invested in the place.’ He held up the keys and shook them. ‘Shall we?’ He handed her a pair of latex gloves. ‘Better safe than sorry.’

Gloved up, Mac opened the door and stepped onto a huge flagstone. There were letters neatly propped up against the wall, a sign that someone had already been in.

She said, ‘Has Sholto been in recently? Did he say?’

Mac shook his head. ‘He hasn’t been down since David went missing.’

A narrow glass staircase led up to the first floor but a short corridor to the right of the front door had two doors leading off it.

He said, ‘I’ll take the ground floor.’

She nodded and headed up the stairs. Weird to be able to stand on glass without slipping, and to be able to see directly below her. It messed with the brain. The staircase ended in the centre of a huge open plan space. Black highly polished kitchen units along the left wall reflected the light and books from the other side of the room. A large Belfast sink with what looked like solid dark grey marble worktops on either side of it took up four metres at the far end. A smart coffee maker and a Kitchen Aid sat neatly side by side. Three large sash and case windows faced onto the courtyard and flooded the room with light. The other wall with floor to ceiling bookcases filled with rows of old books seemed incongruous amidst this ultra modern design. The house felt warm. She knelt down and touched the wooden floor. The under-floor heating was on. She undid her jacket and began to poke about in drawers. A glass dining table that could seat six at a push gleamed, not a fingerprint anywhere. Same applied to the kitchen units. Had their cleaner been in and efficiently wiped all the surfaces? There was definitely a hint of lavender in the air.

Mac shouted, ‘Come down and take a look at this.’

She hesitated, glanced at a large mahogany desk with an iMac on it, but took the stairs to see what he’d found.

‘What do you see in here?’

She looked around a small but beautifully decorated bedroom. Classical. Nothing like upstairs. The bed had a large carved headboard, more Louis XIV than Philippe Starck, which defined the room. Mac pointed his thumb at the ceiling adorned with mirrored tiles. ‘Cute!’

‘Now, now. It might not be to your taste but . . . ah. I see it now.’

The central light, a sphere made of overlapping glass spokes, had the tiniest edge of an envelope sticking out of it.

‘You lift me up and I’ll grab it.’

Mac took hold of her just above the knees and lifted her as if she was weightless. She pulled the envelope free and handed it to him. It had ‘Sholto’ handwritten with real pen and ink.

‘Stylish or what?’

Mac nodded. ‘We do have permission from Sholto to come and look but not to open his mail. We’ll have to take it back to him and see what it says.’

Viv sighed. ‘It was put up there for a reason. So, why would someone do that? And you’d do that knowing that only someone lying on that bed would see it. We only caught it because we’re searching for anything odd. I think we should open it. We can always seal it again. Come on. Let’s put the kettle on.’

Mac shook his head. ‘See you. It’s like being with a naughty child. There’s no way we are opening this.’ He slid the envelope inside his jacket pocket.

‘Spoilsport! There’s a desk upstairs I’d like to take a look at before we go.’

She headed back up and nudged the mouse on the desk. Nothing happened. Everything had been shut down. She pulled open a large drawer. It had an assortment of business cards from gardeners, plumbers and other people whose details had at least been saved from the trash. A couple of receipts, probably too old to be of consequence but she photographed them anyway. A stash of biros, Pritt sticks and assorted stationery stuff took up the most space. She felt around at the back of the drawer but there was nothing trapped. She moved onto the next one. It was full of spectacle cases. She checked inside. Each one had a different frame, obviously one for every occasion. There was no laptop to be seen. No phone, no iPad. If Sholto’s man had been taken by force it was unlikely they’d let him pack his tech so where were they? Maybe he didn’t have any. Yeah, and which world was he living in?

Mac whistled again as he reached the top of the stairs. ‘Definitely a des res as you say. What do you reckon it’s worth?’

‘I’d guess around 400K, maybe more. When both bedrooms have en suite it’s more desirable. How the other half live.’

‘You could have one of these.’

‘I suppose. I must say the garage thing could swing it, but it’s not for sale and we’re not here as buyers.’

He stood with his knuckles perched on his hips. ‘There’s something not right. Is it the lavender? Everywhere is spotless. Too spotless.’

‘Yeah, but inside those drawers tell a different tale, although I’d be really worried if they were tidy. I’ve just got to take a look at the computer and then we’re done.’

She pressed the switch at the back of the screen and waited for it to come to life. Mac sighed and looked as if he was about to object.

‘Don’t watch if you’re that bothered.’

‘I’m not. I just think we are all doomed when it is so easy to gain access to our most personal info.’

‘You do know that it’s not called the information revolution for nothing?’ She continued clicking on the keyboard. ‘Bingo!’

‘No way! How could you possibly get in that quickly.’

She tapped the side of her nose. ‘You don’t want to know.’

Mac continued round the room checking inside kitchen cupboards, pulling out drawers and looking inside the fridge. ‘Old Mother Hubbard or what?’

‘I’d guess they eat out a lot.’

‘Or they’re starving. Although they do have pasta and tins of tomatoes so they’re prepared for the end of the world.’

‘How’s their stash of loo roll? That’s how you tell someone who is really prepared. I mean people can live without lots of things but loo roll isn’t one of them.’

Mac shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Depends if you have a bidet or not.’

She snorted. ‘You still need loo roll and this conversation has taken a wrong turn. Look check this out.’

Mac stepped up behind her and she scrolled down the screen. ‘Rude emails to Sholto from the soon-to-be wife.’

They suddenly both raised their heads and cocked their ears. There was a noise from downstairs that sounded like someone turning a key in the door. They waited in silence. The front door opened but didn’t close. Footsteps sounded on the bottom stair then whoever it was about turned and bolted out of the front door. They chased, and caught sight of a man disappearing round the corner and heading towards the Calton Hill observatory. Mac raced after him. Viv returned to the computer. No point in both of them getting exhausted. Now that she had the email address she’d be able to access it from home. That way she’d not get stressed about Mac standing over her with his rule-book attitude.

He returned within a few minutes his trousers wet and muddy down one side.

‘What happened to you?’

‘I went my length. Leather soles. There were too many people milling about up there. He disappeared.’ He held up a set of keys. ‘He forgot to take these. Look at this odd silver key ring.’

Mac held it aloft. ‘You recognise this?’ An eight-pointed cross inside a shield dangled from his hand.

‘Think it could be the insignia of the Knights of Malta but I’m not sure.’ She raised her eyebrows.

He shook his head. ‘What? It doesn’t have to be of any significance. The guy I’ve just chased could be their cleaner.’

‘Interesting that he would run, though. If he’s their cleaner he’d feel he had more right to be here than anyone.’

‘He might have been scared.’

‘He might. But there could be another reason for him taking off and leaving the key in the door.’

‘I bet he’s already regretting it. We’ll keep hold of them and return them to Sholto. He’ll recognise them if the guy is the cleaner or a friend. He needn’t be staff. He could just be a mate with high anxiety. Curious, though.’

She switched off the computer and scanned the room to make sure they were leaving it as they found it. Then Mac locked up and they went back to the car. They were just about to get in when someone shouted to them from across the courtyard.

‘Eh, hello. Are you friends of Sholto and David?’ A slim tanned man in his fifties wearing dark blue heavy linen trousers and a pale blue linen shirt walked towards them. His leather slippers, embossed with the same eight-pointed cross as the key ring, flip-flopped over the cobbled surface. Mac and Viv glanced at each other with raised eyebrows.

‘I’ve been away but usually expect to see them when I return. We play in a bridge four. I’ve tried the door and both of their mobile phones but to no avail.’

Mac stepped round from the open door of the Rav. ‘Yes we are friends. You sound as if you know them well.’

‘Yes, well it’s difficult to find a bridge four these days.’

Mac smiled. ‘We’ll let Sholto know that you were asking after him.’

The wind whipped at the man’s beautifully cut white hair and he ran his hand through it in a vain attempt to tame it. ‘That would be kind. We’re dying to get a date in the diary.’ He turned and walked toward his house.

Viv coughed. ‘Should we say who was asking after him?’

He turned and touched his forehead. ‘Oh, of course. Antonio.’

They got into the car and belted up. ‘So no significance with the Knights of Malta then?’

Mac grinned. ‘Keeping an open mind. Your suspicious gene is off the scale.’

‘We always say there’s no such thing as coincidence. Trust me, I’m a doctor - two eight-pointed crosses within the space of five minutes and you have to call me suspicious. I mean I don’t remember ever seeing so much insignia in my life before this morning. What are they? Or should I say who are they?’

She started up the car and set off.

‘The Ancient Order of the Knights of Malta, as far as I know. They’re a group of people who do good works, fund raising. I think my dad knew about them.’

‘Is that a euphemism for his being one of them or do you really mean he just knew about them?’

‘I’m not absolutely sure. I think he could have been one.’

She laughed. ‘Wow! How weird are we? Thinking that we’ve had ordinary childhoods with ordinary working-class parents and it turns out that I’ve got a spy in my family and you’ve got a member of some secret society. What else are we going to uncover? Now I’m dying to know more about them.’

‘Be careful what you wish for. But they’re not in the slightest secret.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Well, there aren’t that many of them left, but don’t be fooled by their numbers. Their members include some of the most powerful people in the world not least the current Holy Father.’

‘Shit! You mean the Pope?’

He ran his hands through his hair. ‘I wonder what the hell we’re getting into here. That man, Antonio, has probably been watching the house all morning. He must have seen the other chap running off. So what’s the connection apart from their obvious passion for heraldry?’

‘Want to check David’s flat?’

He glanced at his watch. ‘Why not? Might as well see what it has to offer.’

‘Maybe it’ll have a temple shrine with child sacrifices on it.’

‘Don’t even go there. I’m not kidding. This could turn out to be more challenging that Sholto’s boyfriend heading off for a bit of R’n’R without telling him.’

‘Oh, good. So I’m not the only suspicious body in the car then?’

Mac’s phone vibrated and he checked the screen. ‘Trouble.’ He put the call onto speaker-phone. ‘Hi Marconi here. I’ve got Viv in the car with me.’

‘Right. Where are you?’

‘Just at the top of Leith.’

‘Great. Head round to CC. You as well, Viv. We have a situation.’

She glanced at Mac and smirked, then rubbed her palms together. ‘Excellent. On our way.’

Mac looked at her in alarm. ‘I prefer my drivers to keep both hands on the wheel.’


Chapter Twelve

This was only Viv’s second visit to Command Centre. The first was to collect her mother. And on that occasion she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. They drove round into Northumberland Street Lane and, as before, entered through a garage door. Once into the underground car park they exited the car to be met by Ruddy as he bustled towards them and immediately drew Viv to him by the elbow. This was uncharacteristic of him. He was a completely hands-off kind of guy. He guided them through a set of doors, which only opened on Ruddy’s second attempt with his fingerprint. The buzz of high voltage electricity coursed above them. Lights underground seemed noisier than those above or maybe it was her sudden awareness of how claustrophobic the space was. She imagined the amount of earth, rock and no doubt water that pressed down on the roof. She swallowed and rubbed her palms down her trousers. Now was not the time to panic.

They rushed along grey-blue carpeted corridors and took a set of steep stairs further into the bowels of the building. Eventually, Ruddy pushed open the door to a large room. They entered and the door clicked shut behind them. He gestured to a large table with twelve chairs round it. There were photographs scattered over its surface at one end. Viv was intrigued. In one, a man, wearing the scarlet robes of a cardinal, was lying ominously spreadeagled on a flagstone floor. Something about the scene, his robes, troubled her. She squinted at them but couldn’t think what it was that wasn’t right. The way he lay was odd. She tried to imagine what he’d need to have done to end up with his arms straight above his head. What had he been doing? His robe was buckled round his shins. Also, there seemed to be a black robe beneath the other one. How many robes does one man need?

She broke into the loaded silence, ‘Is he dead or what?’

Ruddy raised his eyebrows. ‘Dead obviously otherwise we wouldn’t be interested. These are for our eyes only.’

Yeah, sure. There was no way that someone as high profile as a cardinal could die and it not hit the front pages. She scrutinised one of the prints. ‘So, I take it he is dead by someone else’s hand?’

‘We think so. But because it looks that way doesn’t make it thus.’ Ruddy shuffled through the prints and pushed one over towards them.

Mac lifted it. ‘I think I recognise him. He looks like a guy that did time for fraud. Found God inside. He’s been making waves. I could be wrong.’

Ruddy said, ‘Interesting. In what way, and for whom has he been making waves?’

Mac scratched his head. ‘It’s only hearsay, but I occasionally get nobbled at the Hibs matches by a group of Edinburgh businessmen. They’re big supporters of the faith. I’ve heard the occasional criticism, which is unusual. There’s still so much power in a robe, no matter what the colour.’ He tapped the photograph with his forefinger. ‘If I’m right he was involved with the . . .’

Viv interrupted him, ‘The Knights of Malta?’

Ruddy raised his unruly eyebrows and turned his freckled hand indicating he wanted to hear more.

Mac nodded. ‘We’ve been asked to look, informally, into a missing person and this very morning we’ve had two encounters with the Knights of Malta. One only a key-ring with their insignia, the other a man wearing slippers emblazoned with their shield. But what is he doing wearing that robe?’ He lowered his voice. ‘There are no Scottish cardinals now.’ Mac tapped the print again. ‘Maybe I’ve got it wrong. Is there a gathering that we should know about?’

Ruddy didn’t answer but Viv said, ‘We were just saying that to see two eight-pointed crosses in one morning couldn’t be a coincidence. And now a cardinal is dead which is a lot different from the headline that a parish priest is dead. Sad but true. Where is he?’ She pointed to the photograph that Mac had placed back on the table. ‘Is it St Jude’s Cathedral?’

Mac looked at her. ‘Have you been there?’

‘Yes. For a funeral once. The place is unbelievable though. I recognise the floor. I did a lot of looking around while . . . never mind, not relevant.’

Ruddy said, ‘Is this going to be a problem for you, Marconi?’

Mac looked startled. ‘No. Why would it? It’s probably helpful that I’ve got a few contacts and since they’ve seen me at the football they’ll make assumptions.’

Viv snorted. ‘It’s surely not like that any more? I mean the sectarian divide between football teams?’

Ruddy said, ‘How naïve. A dead cardinal should be enough to convince you otherwise.’

‘Point taken. But what can we do here?’

‘You can take his laptop for starters. And when I say take I don’t mean you’re going anywhere with it.’ He pointed to a table on the far side of the room where a man was already working on it.

‘It would be good if I didn’t have to trawl through other people’s blind alleys.’

‘Harry! You can hand over to Dr Fraser now.’

Harry stepped away from the laptop and glanced at Viv. He probably had as many ‘alternative skills’ in cyber analysis as she had but he had a contract. She, without those kinds of constraints, could delve deeper into places that would otherwise require legal permissions. Harry shot another glance at her before leaving the room. She couldn’t work out whether his look was hostile or just mildly belligerent.

Ruddy, head of the operations for good reason, said, ‘Don’t worry about him, there’s plenty of other stuff for him to go through, not least the desktops from the cathedral offices. The tech guys took a whole morning to strip the offices. The cathedral have a number of staff, and one new appointment that I believe was problematic. The fact that we’ve been called in at all is pretty amazing. The Church usually keep as much under wraps as possible but a cleaner found him and couldn’t find the duty priest so she called the police who called us.’

Viv said, ‘I bet there are already a few selfies online.’

‘Well, it’s your job to prevent that. So get started.’

‘I need caffeine.’

Ruddy said, ‘Mac, show her where to get supplies, and she’ll need signing in. Then start to check out the rumblings of Edinburgh’s business establishment and see if there are connections between them and your missing person. Too many eight-pointed crosses involved in this already.’

Mac screwed up his eyes.

Viv said, ‘Is that what he’s gripping in his hand?’

Mac took the photograph again, ‘Okay. What is it that he’s holding? I can only see a tiny edge of it.’

Ruddy took out a clear plastic evidence bag from his jacket pocket. ‘This.’ He handed the bag to Mac.

Viv said, ‘God, there must have been a job lot.’

Mac stood up and stared at the same eight-pointed cross inside the bag. ‘And we’re off!’ His phone vibrated as he went towards the door. He checked the screen and furrowed his brow. ‘What the actual?’

Ruddy said, ‘No calls. In fact, could you turn your mobiles off and I don’t just mean silent, then leave them at reception.’

Mac stared at him in disbelief then turned to Viv and shrugged.

Ruddy said, ‘The fewer people who can trace your whereabouts the better.’

Viv threw her phone to Mac who caught it and said, ‘Back in a bit. I’ll get those forms for you to sign.’

Being asked to give up their phones meant that Ruddy was worried about them being traced to Command Control, or HQ1 as it was often referred to. What on earth was going on? She settled down at the table with the laptop and began to scroll.

Mac returned and looked over her shoulder. He laid a form on the table beside her.

‘I hope you’re not planning on standing there for long?’

He pulled up a chair. ‘Right. So we know that Edinburgh doesn’t actually have a cardinal, in fact Scotland doesn’t have one any more.’

‘No. The brotherhood are too busy fiddling with choirboys to do their actual job. Although I’m sure they convince themselves that since their job is the cure of souls that all sorts of behaviours are justified. Bastards.’

‘No. What I mean is if a visit from a cardinal from Rome was happening I’d have heard about it. Or likewise if someone Scottish had been made a cardinal we’d all have heard about it.’

‘How come? You’re not exactly devout.’

‘No, but my mum wouldn’t let that kind of nugget pass us by. She’d have been preparing for his arrival since the announcement and bending our ears about the gift of the Holy Father etc, etc. Not to mention bleating at us about not being seen at mass.’

‘But your mum doesn’t go to the cathedral.’

He snorted. ‘You’ve no idea how important it is for Catholics to have a cardinal in their midst. He’s only one step down from the Pope. So in my mum’s eyes he’s just short of God. Besides it would have been all over The Tablet. It would be a huge deal.’

‘Okay, okay I get it. So what are you saying? Are you saying he’s here unofficially, or maybe he’s just a geezer in fancy dress.’

A look passed over Mac’s face. He leapt up and went back to the table but Ruddy was already stashing the photographs into an envelope.

‘Can I check something?’

Ruddy handed over the envelope. ‘Bring them to my office when you’re done with them but they don’t leave the building in any form.’ He shot a don’t-even-think-about-it look at Viv. She grinned back.

‘I mean it. They are sensitive.’

Mac stared at the print of the body on the floor. ‘I think Viv has something.’

Ruddy stopped on his way out. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean if we could get more detail on this robe we’d be able to tell if it’s real or not.’

Viv strolled over to where they were both leaning over the table staring at the photograph of the man lying on the marble floor. She pointed. ‘Check out those buttons. Plastic by the way. You think reps of the Holy Father are wearing plastic buttons?’ This must have been what she’d picked up as odd.

They both stared at her. Mac said, ‘How come in any world would you notice that?’

‘If something is tailored it would have covered buttons.’ They continued to look at her blankly. ‘It’s no secret how pedantic the Vatican are about their clothes. People have written PhDs on it, “Spiritual Cross Dressing in the Church” was a particular favourite of mine. Cardinals wear the haute couture of the religious world: silk stockings, brocade capes, fabulous hats not to mention the jewellery. They are not wearing cheap Poundland buttons, they are wearing top-drawer kit and those buttons,’ she stabbed a finger at the image, ‘are not.’

Ruddy scratched his head. ‘Okay. So what does that mean for us?’

Viv said, ‘I’m guessing we’ve got someone dressed up as a cardinal and someone has killed him either thinking he was a real one or because he was kidding on that he was one. Either way he’s got to be an imposter. Unless he’s got a cheap and cheerful robe for travelling.’

Mac shook his head. ‘It’s even more important to the Church that people see how grand they are when they travel. The other thing is where is his entourage? No self-respecting cardinal travels alone, which makes the idea of an imposter more convincing.’

Ruddy nodded and rotated his shoulders. ‘An imposter would make our life easier.’ He let go of a breath and headed out the doors. ‘Carry on checking that laptop, though. We’ve still got a corpse on our hands.’

Viv whispered to Mac, ‘By the way, what was that face for when you got the text earlier?’

‘God knows. I’ll follow it up when we get out of here. How long do you think you’ll need on that?’ He nodded at the laptop.

‘No idea. Depends how juicy it gets.’

‘You are incorrigible. I’ll come back in a couple of hours.’

She interrupted him, ‘What about my coffee?’ She mimed hanging herself. ‘If I don’t get caffeine soon God knows what’ll happen.’

‘I’ll bring you some.’

‘I need chocolate as well.’

‘Demanding or what? I’ll see what I can do.’

To his credit he returned within minutes with coffee and Twixes. ‘All I could find.’

‘Perfect. Ta. See you later.’

Before he was out of the door she had her head down, trawling through an email correspondence. The email address belonged to ‘Judas Iscariot’. Someone in the Church had a sense of humour.

The laptop was relatively new, with only a month of search history to look through. It was enough, though, to give up a few telling links. Grindr and Fierce and Foxy were the two that featured most. So was it likely that the user was a gay gambler? Not a great combo in the life of a priest but probably more common than people thought. She started on the Grindr account. Nothing untoward that she could see, more a voyeur than participant. Fierce and Foxy on the other hand had been blocked. He’d reached his spending limit and been desperately trying to get back in. His attempts were into double figures. Poor sod. The place she’d find most info was social media assuming he’d had accounts. Would she find a Facebook account for Judas Iscariot? Only one way to find out. She glanced round the room, everyone busy. She downloaded what she needed to continue work at home then went in search of Mac.

‘Are we still going to take a look at David’s flat? I’ve had enough of being underground.’

‘Okay. A quick scan. See what the flat has to offer.’

They pulled up in Grosvenor Crescent, a beautiful early Victorian sweep of town houses now mostly divided into flats. Mature private gardens set them apart from another Crescent mirroring them on the opposite side. Within easy walking distance of the West End and the financial district off Lothian Road it was now populated by white-collar execs, immaculate four by fours not exactly testimony to their offroad predilections. They circled but couldn’t get legally parked so dumped the Rav on a yellow line. Worth the risk, since they were both fatigued from lack of daylight. David’s flat was nothing like Sholto’s mews. A large sitting room still had its original cornicing but was otherwise modernised to within an inch of its life. Clean lines, white walls and charcoal accessories with a wall of bookshelves, mainly with titles on the law although he obviously had a penchant for thrillers since there was a whole section dedicated to them. She smiled at these since they were what relieved the room of complete austerity. There was a faint smell of cleaning fluid but she discovered that it was coming from a loo that had recently been doused with some sort of mock pine concoction. Apart from that there was little to see. No computer, not many clothes in the closet or drawers. He wasn’t spending much time here. The mews was probably where they were living and David’s place had become an annexe or place to store what he wasn’t using.

‘I wonder if the person you chased earlier had keys for here?’

Mac took out the set that had been left in the door of Sholto’s place and tested them on the front door. ‘Yes. So maybe the guy does come in and clean for both of them.’

‘They ought to tell him to stop using that poison that he’s putting into the water system. It reeks.’

Mac shook his head. ‘I’m not getting a sense that David is spending nights here. I mean check that bed.’

She slipped into the bedroom. ‘I can see what you mean. But he does live more simply than Sholto ever could. I mean there’s nothing in here that shouts “old money”. But you’re right everything here, and you’ve got to admit there’s not much, doesn’t seem to be getting used.’

An en suite shower room had had the same pine treatment as the other loo off the hallway. ‘I’m thinking that the mews is where they hang out and this has become unloved. There’s not even a TV. Who doesn’t have a telly?’

‘Tons of people don’t have TVs now. They watch everything on an iPad or iPhone. Keep up, Viv. I bet you watch more on Netflix . . .’

‘Actually I do use it but I’m more of a news junkie and I need a telly for that. Unless I want real news, then I have sources.’ She smirked. He wanted to know this kind of stuff but wasn’t officially meant to know it.

He sat on a dark grey tweed sofa that faced the window to the back of the flat. ‘Not much of a view. I wonder if he did once have a TV over there.’ He pointed. ‘Makes sense of having the sofa in this position.’

‘Hard to get any sense of him as a man in his own right. I got them as a couple earlier but here there’s not much personality coming through. I wonder what his office is like? There’s nothing to say he worked from home. Even a laptop needs cables. That desk should have clutter. It’s too clean.’ She pulled out the only drawer. ‘I think he’s moved out. This place is probably being kept as back-up. That’s what I’d do.’

‘Of course you would. Can’t imagine you completely committing to anyone.’

She sighed, ‘Just haven’t found the right person.’

‘Sure. As if there is such a thing.’ He stood with his hands on his hips surveying the sitting room again. ‘It’s a nice place. Probably worth a bob or two. I think I like this guy.’

‘Funny you should say that. I get that feeling too. But I’ll let you know once I’ve had a better look at his personal stuff.’

‘What, you want to go back to the mews?’

‘No. I’ll poke about online. Are we done here?’

‘I think so. Did you check the en suite for a cupboard?’

‘Yes. Zip. Not even an emergency razor.’

‘Fair enough. Let’s head.’


Chapter Thirteen

They drove back to Fettes. Mac took a terse call on the way. Both exhausted by looking at computer screens and the absence of natural light had killed off their energy. David’s place had done nothing to raise their hopes.

As they pulled into the car park Viv said, ‘Well, are you going to tell me or not?’

Mac knitted his brows. ‘What are you on about?’

She could tell from his tone that he knew exactly what she was on about but was trying to avoid telling her.

‘You know I’ll bug you until you tell me. It’s not as if you don’t wear your emotions on your sleeve. In fact you wear them all over when it’s something big so spill the beans.’

He sighed, as if weighing up the consequences of letting her in on whatever was troubling him. If it was to do with work, he’d have no issue keeping it to himself. Her guess was that it was personal.

‘If I tell you you’ve got to keep it to yourself.’

She crossed her heart. ‘Guide’s honour.’

He snorted. ‘Not exactly the model Girl Guide, were you?’

‘I’ll have you know I’ve even got my toymaker badge. Okay, so it was just to keep me quiet but I’ve still got it somewhere.’

‘You were supposed to sew it onto your uniform. That’s what I mean about you not being ideal.’

‘Sure. But if you think that all this talk about Girl Guides is going to get you off the hook then you’re sadly mistaken. Come on, get it off your chest. You know you want to.’ She play-punched his arm.

He glanced at her. ‘Remember Fiona?’

It had been a while since Mac had entertained a woman friend and Fiona, if she had the correct woman, had been a control freak of the highest order. ‘Are you talking about Mrs Squeaks when she walks she’s so anal?’

He snorted. ‘She wasn’t that bad. But yes. She’s had a child.’

Viv spun round in her seat. ‘No way! And she’s claiming . . . ‘

He nodded. ‘She wouldn’t have told me but the boy is in need of a donor.’

‘Oh my God. Are you sure it’s yours?’

‘How could I know that? She says that I was the only one it could have been.’

‘And you believe her?’

He shrugged. ‘Even if he isn’t mine, if I could help with a donation, I’d still want to do it.’

‘Honourable or what?’

‘But it does throw a rather large and heavy spanner in my works if he is mine. I can’t even begin to think about what happens next. She’s desperate, though, so I’ve got to do something.’

‘Well well, daddy Marcus.’

It was his turn to return the play-punch. ‘Don’t laugh. It’s not funny. Can you imagine what my mum will say? There are all sorts of implications.’

They sat in Mac’s allocated space and he rubbed his face with both hands. ‘Holy shit.’

‘Abso-fucking-lutely. Just when you think life is going all peachy for you the Holy Father strikes and you’re doing the school run, the maths homework, and you’re having daily contact with a woman that you sighed with relief at the prospect of never seeing again. Best make sure he is yours before you start with the parenting malarkey.’

‘God, Viv, you’re all heart. Fiona’s really struggling, otherwise she’d never have made contact.’

‘And that would be my other point. Do you really want to be involved with someone who would have kept the fact that you’d become a father a secret?’

‘You know, for an intelligent woman you sometimes say the most ridiculous things. I wouldn’t have known, would I.’

‘Well, not until she needed you for something else. What does she want you to donate?’

‘I’m not sure yet. Could be bone marrow. I’m going to meet her now.’

Mac stepped out of the car and walked round to her window.

She said, ‘Are you coming back to Doune tonight or are you staying in town?’

‘I haven’t decided. I’ve got food in Doune but nothing in the flat here. Least of my worries, don’t you think?’

‘Don’t, you sound like one of my ex-clients. Ring me if you are coming to Doune. I’m dying to get back to see Moll. Take care Mac, you’re a soft touch.’


Chapter Fourteen

When she drove over the humpback bridge and entered through the gates to the estate she felt her heartbeat slow and her shoulders release. She’d never have believed that she could relax in the countryside but the thought of a long walk with the dog certainly did it for her. She’d phoned ahead and asked Brian if he could drop Mollie off, so she was expecting a warm welcome. She heard her barking as soon as she got out of the car and felt an unusual sensation on her face as she grinned a proper heartfelt grin.

Mollie bolted out of the door and ran round her legs desperate to jump up but resisting with all that she had. Viv knelt down and snuggled into her neck. The smell of dog was so reassuring. She dumped her rucksack then clipped a lead onto Mollie’s collar. With the sound of the river burbling she drew in a long breath of clean country air and watched Mollie in pursuit of invisible foes, her nose never lifting off the bank. Viv recalled the photographs of the dead man lying on the cathedral floor. Who dresses up as a cardinal and why? Fun? Fraud? Revenge? Money? Love? Requited? Unrequited? That left lots of options open but she mustn’t forget the eight-pointed cross in his hand. Surely that was a blatant message if ever there was one. They weren’t dealing with anyone too sophisticated.

She walked as far as the chapel then took a route back through the woods. An earthy smell of damp rotting wood underfoot reminded her of the many conversations she’d had with Sal who was a huge fan of getting her hands into the earth or walking on grass in her bare feet. Viv hadn’t got the hang of any of that, in fact she’d thought Sal slightly unhinged when she’d tried to get Viv to do the same. Viv was a strictly shoes-on kind of woman. Any notion of wandering around out of doors in bare feet was for muesli-belters. Who knew what could be lurking down there? She breached the edge of the wood, took in the view of Ben Ledi, and let go of a huge breath. Now that was something worth experiencing.


***




Once back inside she booted up her laptop and began a new search. She’d discovered a few different options for sneaking behind cyber walls and, although the Catholic Church had gone to more expense than the Pentagon to secure their communications, it shouldn’t take too long to get inside. When doing her PhD she’d become a member of the Vatican Library, not at first an essential source but it had turned out to be invaluable when she got to researching wounded healers. Everyone was wounded in one way or another but some scars were more visible than others. Priests and therapists often wore their scars like invisible cloaks.

She had an idea of the kind of system to expect, but the damn thing had been upgraded. Not an insurmountable problem just a touch more time consuming. The tougher the system the more fun it was to break, or if not break at least become a voyeur.

Mac was right, there wasn’t any notice anywhere of a cardinal visit to Scotland, if the Vatican diary of events was to be believed. When a cardinal was going out and about it was almost as big a deal as if the Holy Father himself was going on a visit. The security planning and detail must cost the faithful an arm and a leg. All the more reason to think that the dead man in St Jude’s was an imposter. Poor sod. But if he was just a punter out on the lash in fancy dress how did he end up in the cathedral? It was hard to tell from a few photographs but it didn’t look messy. There hadn’t been much blood and the set-up on the altar looked undisturbed. Maybe he’d been killed elsewhere and there was another actual crime scene. There hadn’t been anything said about how he died but she’d presumed the injury to his head was what caused his death.

She rang Mac. ‘Hey, do we know exactly how our mock cardinal died? Was it the blow to the head? And if so was the weapon found?’

‘I’m on my way back to Doune. Let’s get dinner and go over it.’

‘Sure. What did Fiona want?’

‘Blood.’

‘Metaphorical or real?’

‘Real. Not difficult. See you in an hour or so. I’ll bring food.’

She smiled. He knew if he wanted decent food he’d have to supply it. She turned her head back to the screen. The killing had to be planned. So who was the guy in the red frock? Was he a real member of the clergy after all? She checked St Jude’s own website and scrolled through the list of priests, nuns, deacons and auxiliary staff. The dead chap looked like their newest recruit, a priest who’d come to Edinburgh after working on the social media staff for the Vatican no less, James O’Brien aka Judas Iscariot. With a little help from Google she discovered that before he’d been ‘called’, he’d worked as a stockbroker in the financial sector in Glasgow: also not a good combo for a gambling addict. Why did he give it up? There had to be something sinister going on to give up a high earning position for the lowly lifestyle of a parish priest. Also, how and why did Father James get into that outfit?

She did another Google search on the company he’d been with in Glasgow and up came a load of stories about them going to the wall. Receivers eventually moved in when all potential buy-outs failed. Was there the possibility that his death was business related and nothing to do with the Church, apart from its theatricality? His shoes were well worn, highly polished posh leather, ironically rather too Church’s or Loake’s for the budget of a priest and at odds with the polyester of the robe. Gammarelli, the Vatican’s tailors would be horrified by such inferior quality. Something definitely weird going on. She read on. He’d ruffled a number of feathers but that was quite some time in the past. Would someone hold a grudge for ten years then kill him? Of course they could but it depended on how their lives had been affected and how unhinged they were. Crime was never simple. It didn’t sit outside a social or economic situation; it was always right at the centre of someone’s world. Whether they’d intended it to be that way or not, that’s what happened. Even if they didn’t get caught for the crime it would be with them every single day. Maybe the sociopath was an exception to this but she wasn’t convinced. There was only one photograph of him with a woman. Nothing that looked like family; no parents, brothers or sisters. Being gay was an issue for a priest, so if he was he’d have gone to great lengths to hide it. She leaned back, ran her hands through her hair and thought herself back into the cathedral. He was a big man, so it wouldn’t have been easy to manoeuvre his body into the robe. It would have taken time and the building was open to the public, so also a high risk strategy. If someone else put the robe on him they had to have done it elsewhere. Was he robed and then bumped on the head? The photographs only gave up so much information. She filed that question for Mac when he pitched up.


***




The following day she had hair clients. Pressure to get back to them was increasing exponentially. She missed them. Who among them might have connections to Edinburgh’s Catholic royalty? She made a call but there wasn’t any answer. She didn’t leave a message. She leafed through her paper diary. Got to be someone in there whose connections she could exploit. There was one woman with many connections, but she was unlikely to help, such was her devotion. Worth sending an email; that way she’d have the option of refusing. Sal’s death had thrown her and Mac together. Dinner almost every night was as good a way as any to catch-up but it was weird, and, delicious though it was, she wasn’t used to actually eating a proper meal at the end of every day. She was more of an eat-all-she-could at Bella’s when she was hungry, kind of person. Then she’d go days on oatcakes and not much else. If she was going to spend more time in the country she’d have to find another way of having her food needs met, and be careful not to slip into habits with Mac that would be difficult to get out of. She countered this with the notion that Mac would soon get bored with the current inequality of cooking, although he had said it was therapeutic since she always did the washing-up.

She emailed another couple of hair clients. As Viv waited for their replies Mollie whimpered and trotted to the study door. She heard tyres on the gravel outside. They both went down to open the door. Mac stood in the porch with a familiar bag of groceries under one arm and a file of papers in the other.

‘I come bearing info and food.’

‘Great combo. Want a hand?’

He handed her the file. ‘That’s more your kinda thing than what’s in here. It might go some way to answering the shooter’s motive.’

She took the file and began to leaf through it. Each page was marked with a red ‘Secret’ stamp. She smiled. He’d get his arse kicked if anyone found out he’d copied these and brought them out of the office. She rubbed his arm. ‘You’re a good man. On the right side of the angels.’

‘Tell that to my mother. She thinks otherwise.’

He dumped the groceries on the worktop.

‘What’s for dinner?’

‘Aubergine Parmigiano.’

She raised her eyebrows.

‘You got a problem with that?’

‘God, no. Sounds fab. But we carry on like this I’ll be the size of a house.’

He shook his head. ‘Trust me. The amount of energy you expend there’s no chance. You could power your own electricity.’

She ignored this and laid the file on the kitchen table while Mac made a fuss of Mollie.


Chapter Fifteen

Viv pressed the buzzer and within seconds the catch was released to let her in. Lesley McKenna was waiting in her hall and pointed to a door on the left, ‘He’s in there. Go ahead. He loves your visits. You must let me know what your secret is.’

She smiled, knocked on the door and entered before being invited to.

‘Ah, Viv. Always a joy.’ Michael McKenna stood and came round from behind his desk. He lifted his hand to his head. ‘Do I need your attention or what?’

‘I think you do. But as ever it’s not so much the hair on your head that’s desperate.’

He batted away the implication. ‘Don’t you go bringing my nose and ear hair into an open conversation.’

She ran her finger over her lips. ‘Discretion is the better part of valour, or is it?’

‘That’s what I like about you. Always challenging the ordinary. The things that most people take for granted.’

‘I don’t know what you’re after but whatever it is I’m unlikely to give it to you for flattery alone.’

He laughed. ‘Coffee?’

‘No, thanks. I think I’m already persona non grata with Lesley and if you make her get coffee for us she’ll be apoplectic.’

‘She’s just bored and trying to find ways of getting me to do stuff. Here let me shift this chair.’

Viv spread out her tarp and he lifted a heavy chair onto it. Once wrapped in the gown he said, ‘I’m guessing you shunted me up the list for a reason, so you’d better spill before the hairdryer goes on.’

He had a glorious mane of dark wavy hair but a high crest of recession on his forehead. She combed it back.

‘Still got some left at the top there?’

He always asked this. His sensitivity to losing it never wavered and she was used to answering with tact. ‘Hasn’t changed in a decade. If it was going to go it would have gone by now. I think you’re safe.’

‘You just humour me. Come on tell me what’s troubling you.’

She cleared her throat. ‘Well this might be a bit of a touchy subject, but I was wondering if you had any inside info on the hierarchy at the cathedral?’

He roared with laughter. ‘Good God, Viv, what are you getting into this time?’

‘Nothing that I can’t handle, but I thought with you being . . .’

‘An ex-priest an all that.’ He laughed again and she wondered what it must have been like to have confession with him. One of the things about confession was that, like psychoanalysis, you didn’t get to look into the eyes of your listener so you couldn’t take any social cues from their body language. She imagined sitting in a booth behind a screen trying to work out what mood he might be in before bearing her soul. Michael was certainly a good listener, but there was more to him than that, otherwise he would never have given up his vocation.

‘I hope you know me well enough to believe I wouldn’t exploit you.’

He interrupted her. ‘Yes, I do know you well enough, but only in one context . . . So if I do know about the cathedral . . .’

Her pulse accelerated, but she didn’t interrupt him.

‘I would want to know what you might be doing with the information.’

‘Fair enough. I’ve been asked to investigate a missing person, and in the course of that investigation I’ve come across an abundance of eight-pointed crosses.’

‘Ah. In that case the best person to speak to would be . . .’

Just as he was about to give her a name there was a tap at the door. Viv gritted her teeth.

Lesley tucked her head round the door. ‘I was wondering if you’d like me to make coffee?’

‘I told you she was bored. If I’d dared to ask her for coffee she’d have gone all huffy. But now that she’s asked would you like some . . . We’ve had a recent consignment from Vienna. Best Turkish. I wouldn’t refuse if I were you.’

Viv nodded. ‘Sure, I’d love some. Thanks, Lesley.’

‘Milk and two I suppose?’

‘Black for me.’

‘Usual for me.’ He raised his eyebrows as his wife left. ‘Don’t know what we’ve done to deserve that, but never look a gift horse and all that.’

‘You were saying who I ought to speak to.’

‘Yes, although I don’t recall using the word “ought”.’ He grinned.

She lifted her scissors and demonstrated their action. ‘If I were you I’d remember who in this room has command of the sharp blades.’

He grinned. ‘His name is Daniel and he’s a deacon. Very keen on the Maltese Cross. Are you going to tell me what’s happened or shall I have to wait and read about it in the press?’

‘How did you guess? I could be back to pick your brain a bit more, but for now I’ll have a go at speaking to Daniel.’

She continued to cut his hair and after a few minutes their coffee arrived. Lesley’s wide grin lit up the room as she entered, her countenance transformed. Viv marvelled at the complete contrast of her face with a simple smile. It also made her think about the difference that a smile could make to a person’s identity. The dead man from St Jude’s had died with a grimace imprinted on his face. No sign of bliss or peace in evidence for him. If she saw a photograph of him in a police mug shot or a holiday snap of him having fun at the beach could she be sure he was the same person? Yes, probably for her, but not for many people. Her test results in the super recogniser exam were 98 per cent. Only 0.5 per cent of people who took the test got above half-marks. Lesley laid the coffee on a side table and said, ‘How are you, Viv?’

There was something accusatory in her tone that made Viv wary. ‘I’m fine. Spinning plates but that’s the way I seem to survive.’

Lesley stroked her husband’s shoulder. Definitely an ownership gesture that had Viv confused. Did Lesley think that she had designs on Michael? How stupid would that be since she’d known him for years and that had never crossed her radar? He was more like a father figure; although not quite old enough for the role, that’s how she’d describe him. Lesley left the room again but not before looking at Viv with her eyes screwed up.

‘Is Lesley okay?’ she said, as she lifted one of the cups of coffee and handed it to him.

‘I’m not sure. She sees things where there is nothing to see.’

‘But why now? I’ve known you for God knows how long and it wouldn’t occur to me.’

He gave a great belly laugh, ‘Just you say it as it is, why don’t you.’

She flushed. ‘Well she must be imagining . . .’

‘It’s not you. It’s me. She has trust issues.’

‘Does she have reason not to trust you?’

He hesitated. ‘No. Not really.’

‘Bullshit. She either does or she doesn’t. Does she?’

‘Well there has been a minor indiscretion.’

Viv was shocked. She’d always thought of him as a paragon of virtue. Tears pricked her eyes. She turned away to prevent him from seeing her disappointment. Why on earth would it matter to her? She started the hairdryer. She could be out of there in five minutes.

She sensed his eyes on her as she wound up the flex on the dryer then stored her scissors in their leather pouch.

‘I never claimed to be an angel. In fact, as soon as I gave up the priesthood I realised what a lie I had been living. I was just as flawed, more flawed than anyone whose confession I’d heard. That’s the problem you see. We were expected to be beyond human and that just set us up for failure. If you’ve got a line of enquiry that concerns the Church you know you should be following the money and if that’s a dead end, follow the sex. It’ll be one or the other.’

She was no longer in the mood to take counsel from him but she nodded and took out her phone. ‘You want to make another date?’ She couldn’t look at him.

‘I think you’d better come to terms with my fall first. Email me when you do. I’d miss seeing you if you decided to give me up but it has to be your call.’

A message pinged into her inbox. She slipped her phone back into her pocket. ‘I’ll see myself out. And if you could tell Lesley I appreciated the coffee.’

‘But you didn’t have it.’

She shook her head and quietly let herself out. Being regarded as a threat had been a hazard in the past, but she’d had no idea that that’s what was going on between those two. If he’d been playing away from home it was no wonder Lesley had doubts about other women that he saw behind closed doors. Once she arrived back at the car she slammed the door and shouted, ‘Bastard! How could he do that to her?’ She thumped the steering wheel and wondered which ‘her’ she really meant. Her disappointment was palpable. She’d believed in him, had expectations of him. Were they unrealistic? No. They were based on their conversations. She understood that he’d left the priesthood because he’d met Lesley and decided she was worth the sacrifice. But maybe philandering was a pattern for him.

Viv pressed in a number. She’d emailed before but not had a response. Shaz Stevenson was a four-times-a-year client, nervous as a church mouse but utterly devout. ‘Hi Viv, I noticed that you’d called but didn’t leave a message. We don’t have a booking so it made me wonder.’

‘No, we don’t have a booking, but d’you think we might have a chat?’

‘Sounds ominous. When people want to chat they usually want to break up or . . .’

‘No break ups I promise. Coffee?’

‘Sure. When did you have in mind?’

‘Right now would do me. How about you?’

Viv could hear traffic in the background, so there was a chance that Shaz was already out and about. A siren sounded and Viv could hear the same sound. ‘You must be close to where I am. That’s the same siren.’

Just then someone tapped Viv’s shoulder. She spun round. It was Shaz.

‘I can guess what you want to ask me. Edinburgh’s telepathic. You know that I’m involved in a charity that has just lost one of its most efficient fund raisers?’

Viv’s ears pricked up, ‘Are we talking about the man killed in the cathedral?’

Shaz nodded. ‘He’ll be missed.’

Viv pointed to a café on the street opposite. ‘Shall we?’

They crossed the road. Relieved to shut out the traffic noise, Viv went to the counter and ordered two flat whites.

She’d known Shaz long enough to remember how she took her coffee, but maybe not long enough to know exactly how committed she was to her charity work. They sat at a table by the window and made small talk until the coffee arrived.

‘So, who would want him dead? And why make such a public spectacle of him?’

‘Charities are strange organisations. People want them to make money, they want to give people credit for helping them, but not too much.’

‘Was our corpse seeking more attention than they wanted to give him?’

‘He was good at getting other people to join us.’

‘Just so I’m clear, who exactly is “us”?’

‘The Knights of Malta. I thought you knew. I run the youth section. There’s a ball every year and it’s good to get all ages to the same event. The whole thing is about money. We are all trying to make money for Catholic good works. James was good at recruiting people who were willing to part with or at least get rid of cash.’

‘You mean . . .?’

‘Oh no. Nothing illegal if that’s what you were going to ask. Just people have excess and they make informed choices about who or what they give to. James was great at talking a good game and got us huge amounts of funding.’

‘So you don’t know of anyone who would want him dead?’

‘No. Absolutely not and certainly not any one of the Knights.’

They chatted about some of the ‘good works’ then parted swearing coffee or lunch soon as poss. Never going to happen but a good way to end their meeting.

Viv decided that she needed to gather a few things from the West Bow so made her way to the Grassmarket. The traffic was a nightmare and by the time she’d circled for the third time she was ripping her hair out. In the end she dumped the car on a yellow line and jogged up the cobbled street, dodging pedestrians. Outside the flat a crowd of guys were up to high jinks. Ragging each other spilling their beer from plastic pint containers. One guy turned too quickly and swilled his drink over her. She jumped back but it still caught her trousers and her boots.

‘Sorry Ginger. No harm done eh?’

‘I’m no Ginger and you’ve messed up my boots.’

She pushed through them to get to her door but the guy who’d spilled his drink was having none of it and pulled at her arm.

She spun round and said, ‘Let go.’

He tightened his grip. ‘What are you going do about it?’

She planted a Glasgow kiss dead centre of his nose.

He screamed, ‘You bitch!’ Again he started to grab at her. Blood already running down his face.

His mates grabbed him and pulled him away before he touched her a second time.

She, more shocked than he was, slipped inside her door and slammed it. She stood in the passage leaning against the wall listening to them trying to calm him down. She calmed her own breathing, waiting until their voices began to fade as they moved downhill towards the Grassmarket. She put her hand up to her face and felt a swelling rising on her forehead. What the hell had possessed her to do that to him? In a split second it was over but he would have a sore face for a while and she would have the mother of all bruises, maybe even a black eye. ‘Shit!’ She took the stairs two at a time and reached her landing in less time than usual. She pushed the door open against a pile of mail. Ronnie must have brought it up from the passage. She plonked herself on the couch and put her head in her hands. So was this how things would play out? She wasn’t prone to outbursts of violence or aggression: was this how she would recover?

She touched the swelling rising above her eyes. ‘Shit!’ She got up and went to the ice-box in the fridge, grabbed a packet of frozen peas and laid them on the bump. He asked for it. He shouldn’t have touched her. She was defending herself. She was incensed and someone had to cop it. He was the poor sod at the wrong end of her fraying temper. Too late to do anything about it. So with her one free hand she opened a few bills, statements and a couple of journals and threw them into a bag. Ronnie had rescued her mail before when she’d been away. He was the one resident who cared that the passage was kept clean and tidy. Thank God for Ronnie.

She considered taking her new screens up to Doune, but she couldn’t be bothered to carry them all the way back to the Rav. They’d have to wait until another day, another parking place closer to the flat. She pressed the play button on her answering machine; two messages from her mum and one from Amanda. She ought not to neglect them. She’d promised herself to spend more time with them after the debacle with her mum, but true to form nothing had happened since. She glanced at her face in the bathroom mirror. Oh my God! What a mess. Both of her eyes were beginning to bruise. What had possessed her? That was it; she must have been momentarily possessed. If only he hadn’t touched her she wouldn’t have reacted.

The peas were beginning to defrost so she stuck them inside another poly bag, marked it, ‘used for headache’ and tucked them back into the ice-box. She fished out a tube of arnica from the bathroom cabinet and slathered it onto the bump and round her eyes. Worth a try. Her head was thumping. She found an old baseball cap, drew her hair into a pony and slipped the cap on. If she kept the peak down low no one would notice. She snorted. Who was she kidding? Mac would be on it as soon as. Once she’d gathered the few things she needed she headed back down to the Rav. No sign of the group of guys or a ticket on her windscreen. She whispered to herself, ‘There is a God and she’s on my side . . . for now.’


Chapter Sixteen

Just over an hour later she was back in the conservatory in Doune with her laptop on a cushion and Mollie nuzzled into her thigh. She’d sent Sholto an email asking if he would allow her access to his email accounts. Manners maketh not the hacker, but since he was paying her she thought she’d give him second refusal – she’d already viewed one of his accounts at the mews. He replied with the usual reservations. ‘Was it really necessary to trawl through his private conversations?’ Of course it was if he wanted results. Once into his personal account she found her way into Pamela’s as well. Buy one get one free. Pamela’s messages were much more interesting since she had a history of arguing and being indiscreet which probably meant she didn’t know about Sholto’s other accounts that he wasn’t giving up. She’d find them.

In a conversation between Pamela and her stepmother it became apparent that there was a serious family feud. By the sounds of it, the issue had been simmering, possibly for years. They were at loggerheads over Pamela’s lack of contribution to the running of the equine part of the estate, which had originally been her idea. She’d obviously got distracted by something or someone else and had stepped back from the day-to-day shovelling of shit and brushing of manes leaving most of the work to her stepmother, whose love of horses was running thin. Now, what was the distraction that took Pamela away from the stables for days on end - and that she and her stepmother were carefully not naming?

Viv rubbed her eyes back into life then continued to scroll. She was close to giving up and having a walk but she spotted an email sent to Pamela by an account familiar to her, the Vatican Library. Now that was intriguing. Her Italian was rusty to non-existent so she tried Google translate. This email was obviously part of a conversation which had a significant history since the librarian kept saying, ‘further to . . .’, and quoting another correspondence which may or may not have been in emails. Viv scrolled and scrolled, unable to find the earliest one. Then she discovered another email account belonging to Pamela. Once into that account, the Vatican conversation became clearer. Pamela had requested a search into land charters from before the Reformation. ‘Fuck sake!’ Talk about the past being in the present. This was actual archaeology. Pamela’s query was to do with something called a Sasine. According to Google, a Sasine was an ancient way of passing land or resources from one person to another and involved clods of earth and/or boulders.

She said to the screen, ‘You’ve got to give it to the Scots for their ingenuity.’ Passing a handful of earth from one person to another had been legally binding.

Viv’s mobile rang. She tutted but grabbed hold of it and read the screen. It was Mac. ‘Hi, I’m in the middle of something interesting. Can I ring you back?’

‘Would it be interesting to me as well?’

She sighed. ‘It might be.’

‘Just might or actually would?’

‘Okay, it actually, definitely would be of interest to you but you won’t want to know how I got the info so don’t ask.’ She heard him running his hands over his face, a face that sounded in need of a serious shave. ‘You okay?’

‘Peachy. I’m in a traffic jam but as soon as it starts moving I’ll be with you in twenty minutes.’

‘I haven’t got anything that’s worth coming here for. Well nothing that I can’t tell you on the phone in two minutes.’

‘Got to go we’ve started moving.’ He cut the call.

She returned to the screen. There were a couple of pathways she wanted to follow but it was a bore to keep switching between one window and the other. Mac must read Italian; he spoke it fluently.

She rubbed Mollie’s ears. ‘Your pal is on his way. We’d better get the kettle on.’ She put her laptop on the couch, moved a very reluctant dog off her thigh and hobbled over to the Aga. She’d been sitting in the same position far too long. How could the dog go from totally static to bouncing around in one slick move? Whatever the dog was on she’d love some of it.

When Mac arrived Mollie raced to the door and jumped up at the handle. Viv pulled it open and watched, not without some green-eyed monster sitting on her shoulder, as Mollie leapt all over him like a rash.

‘What the hell?’

She put a hand up. ‘Don’t ask.’

‘What do you mean, don’t ask. Have you seen your face?’

‘If you hadn’t noticed I actually wear this face, so I do feel what is going on. It was an accident.’

‘What kind of accident?’

‘I said don’t ask. You wouldn’t want to know the answer, so best not to keep pushing.’

‘But you’ve got two black eyes. Not one but two which would lead me to think you’d given someone the head.’

She didn’t look up when he said this.

‘Ah, so I’m right. What did they do to deserve it?’

‘Just let’s drop it. I might have over-reacted but it didn’t feel like it at the time.’

He sighed and handed her a bag of groceries. ‘I would have taken these up the hill and forgotten about them.’

‘Yeah, sure. When did you ever forget about food?’

She took the bag and unpacked it on the kitchen table, ‘Oh man. Have I got some juice for you.’

He pulled out a chair and flopped onto it. ‘Thank God for that.’

‘Not God exactly, but as close as you could get to him.’

He screwed up his eyes. ‘What have you been up to?’

‘I’ve got into a conversation that Pamela, Pamela the fiancé of our newest client, has been having with the Vatican.’

‘How the hell did you get into that?’

‘What did I tell you on the phone? Don’t ask.’

He shook his head and stood up. ‘Okay if I put the kettle on?’

‘Too late. Just boiled. Coffee is.’ She pointed to the cupboard and then the draining board. Everything you ever needed right before you.’

‘Tell me about the conversation then.’

She laughed. ‘Did you know that in ancient times if you were handed a clod of earth by a landowner, then that meant you had certain rights on that land. Sasines, they were called Sasines before there were written legal documents. But look I need your help. How’s your Italian these days?’

Mac’s father was Italian and at home they used to speak it all the time but now she wasn’t sure.

‘At home with my mum and sisters we still do anger and frustration better in Italian than in Scots.’ He poured water over coffee grains and wafted the aroma up towards his face. ‘See that? It makes me feel almost human again. And by the way you forget that I read law. I know all about Sasines.’

She sensed he was raising his game for her benefit. ‘Why such a shit day?’

‘Powers that be don’t want feathers ruffled.’

‘Fuck ‘em. They never do. You’d think we were paying to keep the corporate peace rather than find the dickheads who exploit their power by giving dosh to community projects or buying football teams to create pitiful smokescreens for their laundering.’

Mac sipped his coffee. ‘Why don’t you just say it like it is?’ He grinned. ‘You’re right, but it doesn’t help me. Let’s get a look at the Vatican emails then.’

She grabbed her laptop and put it on the kitchen table. She pulled a chair closer to his and pointed at the screen. ‘Look.’ In bold letters it read, The Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana. ‘Bit of a giveaway I’d say. I mean who among us is in communication with the Vatican? But look, it goes on and on and on. I’m bored switching between the email and Google translate so maybe you could give me a précis?’

He began reading. The silence in the room was only interrupted by the tick of an old clock that Sal wouldn’t give up. Even Mollie had snuggled into her bed by the Aga. He scrolled and read then scrolled some more. Viv sipped her coffee trying to look patient. She started playing with crumbs on the table, circling them, rounding them up like the enemy. If Mac had done that to her while she was working she’d have had a hissy fit but he didn’t even notice.

Eventually he stretched. ‘You’re right this is juicy. She’s convinced that there was an ancient charter given to her estate, not to her family but the family before them, that is supposed to give them the fishing rights.’

Viv snorted, ‘Fishing rights! What the actual? Who gets their knickers in a twist about a few fish?’

‘Only a townie would be that naive. Salmon fishing in Scotland is a multi-million-pound industry. People pay huge, and I mean huge amounts of money to fish the Tay, the Spey and a whole lot of others. This could make or break a landowner.’

‘But why would she be trying to get the rights to something that she was just about to get the rights to through marriage?’

‘Good question. We’ll need to do a bit more digging.’

‘How come these ancient old charters are still binding?’

‘It’s called the law, Doc. Without it there’d be chaos.’

‘There’s chaos anyway.’

He nodded. ‘Yep, there is, but nothing like the chaos there would be without legally binding documents. You already know that but for some reason you think that this,’ he pointed at the screen, ‘is not important. To anyone who lives in the countryside it is. The fishing industry employs thousands of people. Hotel staff, gillies, it spills into the whisky trade etc etc. Don’t imagine people wouldn’t kill for a slice of all of that.’

‘What, you think these emails about fishing rights could be connected to our mock cardinal? And our mis-pers?’

In unison they said, ‘There’s no such thing as coincidence.’

She stood and checked the groceries that had arrived with Mac. ‘What was your plan for this little lot?’

‘What, you can’t guess from the ingredients?

She sighed. ‘Okay, I’m guessing carbonara, but I don’t see why you’d need eggs for that.’

He smiled. ‘That’s what I love about you. There’s no excess. No frippery.’

‘Don’t you go believing that what you see is what you get ‘cause that’s total bull.’

‘Proper carbonara always has eggs. That’s what makes it silky and creamy.’

‘Easy! You sound like a porn star.’

He shook his head and rolled up his sleeves. ‘Let the art begin.’

‘Get over yourself. You’re making spaghetti.’

He snorted, ‘Just you wait.’

‘It’s not the first time you’ve made my dinner, remember. I’ve had exposure to your culinary delights before.’

‘Ah, but never the carbonara.’

She laughed and turned her attention back to the screen. ‘I’ll stick to where my strength lies.’

So as he chopped and whipped she scrutinised the Vatican Library archive. It was totally moreish to have access to every text that could affect the Catholic Church. They’d always known that knowledge was power and consequently kept every scrap of parchment, vellum and paper that might be used at some time in the future to influence, retain or gain power. She could imagine the most incredible stuff stacked in special air-conditioned vaults; she’d even found some original works of Aristotle and Copernicus. But spending time perusing those was for another visit. The search into charters didn’t bring up anything so they must be catalogued elsewhere.

Now if you were a priest squirrelling documents that you’d only want a particular family to discover, where might you put them? She sent Sholto another request, this time to actually search the family papers. Someone somewhere knew about these ‘rights’, although the nerve of anyone who thought they could own a river was beyond comprehension. What was that Buddhist saying about never dipping your toes in the same river twice?

The smell of braising garlic coming from the Aga made her salivate. Mac had a genius touch when it came to cooking Italian. ‘You definitely know that the way to a woman’s heart is through her belly, don’t you.’

‘You hungry now?’

‘Hungry? I could chew your arm off now that I’ve had a whiff of that sauce.’

‘Ten minutes while the spaghetti cooks.’

She turned to look at him and took comfort watching him in the zone. He would say that their spending more time together was by default rather than design but she wouldn’t agree. Grief was very peculiar and every individual reacted differently to it. She stared at his back. How was he really doing? He had known Sal longer than she had, had worked with her on a daily basis. How did that compare to the relationship she’d had with Sal? Two independent women, intent on keeping their identities separate, yet sharing a bed and intimacy had made that separation tricky. Tears pricked her eyes and a weight took up residence where her heart should be. She recalled the way they’d parted. Talk about frosty and jagged, both indicators of deep feelings but also signs that each was determined to remain their own person.

She wiped her eyes but flinched at the pain across her forehead. Her laptop pinged. Sholto’s reply. She could go through the family papers but he’d have to be with her. Some were fragile and were kept in the safe. ‘Got permission to go through the lord’s archive. That should be fun.’

‘You okay?’

She sniffed. ‘Yeah. Just get caught out sometimes when I least expect it.’

He laid his hand on her shoulder. ‘Same here. The office seems too empty without her. I might only have passed her in the corridor once or twice a day but knowing that she was there . . .’

She stood and rubbed his upper arms. ‘I’m sorry I’m not more help. I’m shit at this kind of thing. A shit friend really.’

He turned to the stove. ‘Get us a couple of plates out. This will help fill a hole.’

‘Yeah, if you can’t beat them feed them. I’ve no issue with that.’

For a few minutes they sat gorging on delicious carbonara. Mollie made an occasional whimper, and nuzzled her damp nose against Viv’s thigh. ‘Not for dogs; too much garlic for dogs.’ She stood and reached into a cupboard for a dog chew. Mollie twirled and sat, then took off into the conservatory as soon as she had it in her jaws.

‘Easily pleased. I wish I could take a leaf out of her book.’

‘What, walk with your nose to the ground taking in the scents of a thousand dog poos?’

She gently patted his back. ‘You know what I mean. Keeping life simple.’

‘You don’t know whether her life is simple or not.’

‘Okay, okay, I concede. I can’t read her mind, but I don’t think she frets at quite the same levels about the small stuff that I do.’

He nodded, his mouth full of spaghetti. ‘As I said, you don’t know that.’

‘Piss off and eat your dinner. What do you think I’ll find in the family papers?’

‘No idea. I wonder how far back they go? Catholic families had to hide everything. Scottish Catholics copped the full brutality of the Reformation. All we hear about is the dissolution of the English monasteries but it was equally brutal up here. I’d guess, though, that most families sent their precious papers to the Vatican for safe keeping. I might join you if you’ll let me.’

‘Of course. But I want no comments about my maverick ways.’

‘Moi?’

‘Don’t give me “moi?” when I start taking photographs of documents, I don’t want you breathing impatiently at my back.’

‘I wouldn’t do that.’ He laughed. ‘Well, not much.’

She shook her head and polished off the last of her carbonara. ‘Oh my God, that was out of this world. You defo have a chef’s touch.’

‘Praise indeed. Now when are you planning to make a start on those family papers?’

‘I have another hair day in Edinburgh tomorrow but I can be back up here by about five. If I go then I’ll be able to give Sholto a couple of hours of boredom before he retreats for dinner. Then I’ll have them to myself. Unless you tag along then we’ll have them to ourselves. But remember no sighing or tutting at my research techniques or I’ll send you packing. By the way, I wonder if Pamela discovered that the Auchenban papers were in the Vatican? That would make sense of her conversation with the librarian.’

He shrugged. ‘Seeing anyone interesting tomorrow?’

‘Kind of. I have another client who’s been involved in lots of charity work. Not with the Knights of Malta but I bet most charities are competitors. There’s only so much disposable cash around and people have to choose. Could be interesting. But otherwise I’m seeing a couple of tricky women who’ll need gentle handling.’ She grabbed their plates and stacked them in the dishwasher. Both of them yawned. ‘Time for an early night.’

‘I’ll wash the pots before I head.’

‘No, you’re all right I’ll do that. It’ll give me thinking time.’

He laughed. ‘You’re never not thinking.’

‘I know, but there are different kinds of thoughts, some more applied than others.’

‘I’m not even going to ask.’

‘Good. That means I won’t be distracted trying to explain something to you when my brain could be better engaged elsewhere.’

He stood and stretched, his shirt freeing itself from his trousers and exposing tight abs and his Jacobs-Ladder. She glanced away. Don’t even go there.

He lifted his jacket from the back of the chair, ‘Right I’ll get going.’

Mollie saw this as a sign for going out and began to circle her way to the door. Mac stared at Viv. ‘Shall I do the honours?’

‘Let’s both do it. We could probably do with some fresh air.’

She slipped her boots on and clipped a lead onto Mollie. ‘Okay, you win.’

When they’d first met up again after uni, Mac had been sniffy about her hairdressing business until he realised just how many contacts she had because of it. He was gradually getting the hang of her potential to reach people that he didn’t have access to. Ruddy, on the other hand, had seen the benefits of her networking right from the get go. What neither could get their heads around was how committed she was to confidentiality. Without it she wouldn’t have trust, and distrust could knock her out of business in a heartbeat.


Chapter Seventeen

Maisie Ross was fond of a change and Viv had been the right hairdresser to provide this for her. She opened the door dressed in a kimono and silk slippers; her bright reddish pink hair wet and straggly dripped onto her shoulders.

‘Oh boy, do I need you. Come in, come in.’ She glanced out onto her landing as if someone might be listening in, ‘I’ve just put a colour on it and I’ve no idea how it’s turned out.’

Viv could see that it was on the pinkish side of red but that shouldn’t be an issue for Maisie whose cosmetic regime could turn on a sixpence. Her round face with gorgeous chubby cheeks could woo anyone regardless of the colour of her hair.

Viv walked behind Maisie into the kitchen, and began to set up. Maisie flipped the switch on the kettle and it began to boil as if it had already been on.

‘Coffee?’

‘Why not?’

‘You on black or white today? Shit! What the heck have you . . .’ This was the first time she’d actually looked at Viv since her arrival.

‘Don’t ask. White with sugar if that’s okay.’

‘Not anyone I have to report or kill on your behalf then?’

Viv smiled. ‘You are a darling for saying that. But I think he’s probably worse off than I am. Might even have broken his nose.’

‘Bravo. I’m sure you wouldn’t have done anything that he didn’t deserve.’

Viv lifted a chair from the table and put it square on her mat. ‘I’m not sure about that but it’s done now.’

Maisie made a pot of coffee and pulled milk from the fridge and sugar from a cupboard and left them on the worktop. She sat on the chair and Viv swirled a gown round her shoulders.

Maisie said, ‘I almost asked if you’d had cosmetic surgery.’ She laughed. ‘Remind me never to get on your bad side.’ She chuckled. ‘I love a woman who can defend herself.’

Viv unfolded her tool-roll and began to comb through Maisie’s hair. As it dried it became more luminous. ‘So what are we doing today?’ Knowing that she would not hear the words ‘The usual’ she waited expectantly for what was to come.

‘I’m thinking of going short, choppy, scrunchy or maybe not. Maybe I’ll wear it up.’

‘Keeping your options open won’t be a bad thing. There’s a lot of hair to come off if you go short and choppy. Although you’d look great with it short.’

‘Well that doesn’t help, does it Viv? Let’s take a couple of inches off and I’ll wear it up. Got some whacky clips that I haven’t had the chance to flaunt.’

‘So how’s work?’

‘Nightmare as usual. There was a Scottish sale recently and loads of people who would normally support us were buying up Fergussons, and what’s her name that does the kids from Glasgow?’

‘Joan Eardley?’

‘Yeah, that’s her.’

‘I’d be tempted myself. I love her stuff.’

Maisie said, ‘Don’t you start. Anyway where would you get the dosh to spend on art?’

Viv combed her hair, sectioned it and smiled. Her hair clients had no idea of her finances, why would they?

‘One day. But who are the people who buy art but usually give to your charity?’

‘I can’t tell you that. It’s confidential. Well until they talk about it in the newspapers then . . . Google it. There’s nothing you can’t find on Google. Actually, I can tell you this since it has already gone to press. We had one big donation from Fitzroy and Maclean.’

Viv pricked up her ears. That was the firm that Sholto’s lover worked for. Why would they choose to donate to ‘Lourdes’, the enemy charity of the Knights of Malta? Could this be why David was missing?’

The internet had given her the chance to become someone she’d never have imagined she would and that wasn’t about to stop anytime soon.


Chapter Eighteen

By the time she was on her way back to Doune she was irritable and hungry. A couple of oatcakes and a walk over the park with Mollie was all it took to revive her. She was about to set off for the Hall when an email arrived from Ruddy. She’d no sooner read the email than her phone rang. It was him.

‘I know you’re concerned with the priest at the moment but there’s something I’d like to speak to you about. Are you in Doune?’

‘Sure am. I take it you want me in Edinburgh?’

‘No, actually, I’m in training in the west and if you could come here I’d be able to brief you properly.’

It wasn’t in Ruddy’s nature to brief people properly or otherwise. He wouldn’t be asking unless they’d been trained enough to be trusted.

‘I was planning a night in the archives. Where are you?’

He snorted. ‘I’ll pick you up at the Green Welly. How soon could you get there?

‘An hour, maybe less. No tourists at this time of day.’

‘Okay. See you then.’

She emailed Sholto and told him she wasn’t going to make it until the next day. She rang Brian and asked if could look in on Mollie. Then equipped with a few more oatcakes and an apple she drove up to meet Ruddy, a man who had some enigmatic power over her that she was disinclined to fight. She’d worked out it was partly to do with his relationship to her dad and maybe his sense of duty, but beyond that she’d been intrigued by the jobs he’d asked her to do. Freud would have had a field day with it.

The road was empty and it was an easy drive to Tyndrum, but she was hoping that the trip was worth putting off a night in Sholto’s archive for. A few minutes sitting in the car park and an old long-based Land Rover pulled up next to her and Ruddy gestured for her to join him.

She went to his window. ‘What will I need?’

‘You got gym kit?’

She nodded, went back to her boot and pulled out a bag containing a tee, joggers and trainers. She gave it a cursory sniff before returning to the passenger seat next to him. ‘Bit cloak and dagger, is it not?’

‘You feeling fit?’

‘Not especially. I’ve had a busy day.’

‘I’m sure you’ll raise your game.’

‘Where are we going?’

He smiled. ‘You’ll see. You’re in for a special test. Although by the look of your face you’ve had one recently.’

She ignored his comment and said, ‘No way I need any kind of test at this time of day. Why now?’

‘Because it’s exactly at times like this that you’ll need to dig deep and the powers that be are cracking down on us using consultants who don’t meet the fitness requirement of Special Services.’

She sighed. “I’ve already done a ton of your crazy spy craft, listening skills, decoding intensives and I’m fit enough.’

‘You think there won’t be times when you need to brush off fatigue and get out of a fix? The kind of demands you’ll meet in this job require a level of fitness that you have to maintain daily. I know that you’re . . .’

‘If you’re thinking of pulling the grieving card, don’t even go there. I don’t need excuses. I’ll do what I can.’

They took the road toward Oban but after about fifteen minutes they turned onto an unmarked road on the right. To begin with it looked like any other forestry track leading into a mono-plantation but it didn’t. After a few hundred yards the track became tarmac, wide enough for a couple of lorries to pass. Further on the road twisted round a tight dogleg to the right where an expansive drive with a circular lawn in the centre sat in front of a huge brooding house. They drove beneath an archway between two tall round towers into a courtyard.

‘Welcome to Camp 16.’

Her eyes scanned the imposing buildings. There was nothing attractive about them. She guessed they were Edwardian or late Victorian. Because someone had way too much money to lavish on architecture didn’t mean they had taste. It was like an architectural Woolworth’s pick’n’mix, a bit of Scottish baronial, a bit of mock Georgian, a bit of mock medieval. Solid but hideous.

Ruddy pointed to a heavy oak door. ‘Head in there. I’ll meet you in the gym.’

She changed and went in search of the gym. When she found it she noted that all the equipment was top of the range. Everyone there was wearing khaki. Was this the Special Services’ version of the naughty step? She’d read about a place where rogue agents had to be ‘debriefed’ to make them more acceptable in the field. Sometimes it worked, other times not so much. There were some pretty heavy lifters in the room. Talk about punching above your weight. She was beginning to get the idea of what Ruddy had said. She was fit but she didn’t have pecs that could be punched a dozen times without impact. The very idea made her belly contract. She warmed up with a few stretches. Being self-conscious wasted energy, so she ignored the competition with their deep breaths and excessive exhaling and continued. By the time Ruddy appeared she was plenty warm enough.

He nodded to a couple of sets of high bars. They took a set each and began. Each pulled up and released, pulled up and released, pulled up and released. She’d lost count how many pull-ups she’d done and had no intention of stopping whilst Ruddy, her competitor, was still looking fresh. At first no one in the gym had paid them any heed, but by the time they edged close to fifty a crowd began to draw closer. Her sense was that they were willing Ruddy, who was almost twice her age, to keep going and show the newbie what the ‘special test’ actually meant. In the end Ruddy’s telephone had given out a shrill ringtone and he’d jumped off the bar and marched towards the exit. The disappointed crowd clapped nonetheless. Viv dropped to the floor. A female threw her a towel. She almost didn’t catch it, and could barely lift it to wipe her face. After that amount of strain, she could swear her muscles were crystallising. She’d heard of it but never believed it. Now she understood. She shook and shook her wrists keeping them at a distance from her body. Everyone in the room returned to their own workout. Some, inspired by what they’d seen Ruddy achieve, upped their game; others less in need of affirmation, continued at their own steady pace.

She sank onto a bench and grabbed a bottle of water from her pack. After a few sips she poured the rest over her head. A slow clap echoed from across the room. She glanced up to see the woman who’d given her the towel.

‘Better to drink it.’

Viv was in no mood to chat but was grateful for the use of the towel. So instead of answering she lifted the bottle and emptied the dregs onto her head before taking another bottle from her pack and glugging it back. The brew of testosterone laced with deodorant in the room was overwhelming and although the shower room wouldn’t be much better it was on the way to fresher air. As she passed the woman she nodded, ‘Thanks. Appreciate the gesture.’ She handed the towel back and left the room.

Ruddy was at the far end of a narrow corridor where the changing rooms with shower blocks were. He beckoned to her to come. She used her tee shirt to catch some of the water that was running down her neck and made toward him. His body language and tone indicated a tense conversation with a superior. He finished the call and said, ‘Sorry about that. Bad form to leave a test but . . .’

She shrugged. ‘No worries.’

‘Now that’s where you’re wrong. We’ve got worries a plenty. Are you in?’

‘What, without knowing anything about . . . ‘

He walked away.

‘What? You can’t expect . . .’

‘Oh, but I do. What do you think this is about?’ He gestured with a sweep of his arm.

She put her hands on her hips and nodded. ‘Okay, I’m in.’

He hesitated by the exit then gave a curt nod. ‘I’ll meet you in the refectory once you’ve cleaned up.’

The shower released a stream of only lukewarm water. She pumped out enough generic shampoo from a dispenser on the wall to do her hair. These washing facilities weren’t designed for glamour, merely for efficiency. Adrenalin still coursed through her arms and upper body and she wondered if she’d actually damaged her biceps. She dried off then fished out a small jar of tiger balm from her pack and massaged it into her upper arms. The burn felt good, but would it address the problem?

Signs directed her to the refectory on the far side of a closed courtyard of gloomy grey stone buildings three levels high. Three wings had a pillared walkway linking their ground floors. The final side had a high-gated archway with a cobbled exit. The only obvious way in or out. The refectory, a long room with oak panelled walls was nothing grand; more like a religious institution. Not quite Presbyterian in style since, although there were no carvings or statues. There was one embellishment, a single crucifix at the far end. Viv wondered if it was only still there because it had been too high to remove. The food prep area was tucked away in an annexe, more galley than catering kitchen.

As she walked towards it, Ruddy came out holding a tray with two mugs of coffee and two bacon rolls. ‘No posh cuisine here. Hearty. Just what you’d expect.’ He glanced at her.

Everything that she said or did was for the record. He knew that, she knew that, so neither needed to play games. Yet every time she was in his company she felt as if that’s exactly what they were doing. He took a seat at a long table with benches on either side. Above the door that she’d just come through hung a huge painting of a military man in a swanky uniform, with a ton of bling on both of his shoulders. She didn’t recognise the uniform, so it was probably only for formal occasions, like having this portrait painted. She sat opposite Ruddy and they each took up their rolls and didn’t speak until half way through them. He wiped his mouth with a paper napkin, a delicate action for his thick fingers, and said, ‘You heard the call.’

She kept munching but nodded. She swallowed. ‘Sounded like a big deal.’ She took another bite.

‘They’re not sure if we’re the right outfit for the task.’

‘Tell them to fu . . .’

He shook his head. ‘That’s what they are hoping we’ll say. I’d like us to tackle it. I’d like them to know that we’re more than just a cyber unit with back-up for the odd . . .’

‘Excuse me for being inquisitive, but who exactly are “they”?’

She didn’t expect an answer and she wasn’t disappointed. He smiled, his face lit up and his eyes came alive with the prospect of a challenge. Everyone in this unit, at this training facility, was up for a challenge or they wouldn’t be there. She glanced around. A couple of men in fatigues sitting at another long table with benches on either side, were tucking into similar food to her and Ruddy. Rolls and coffee eaten off trays - her mum would be horrified. Then she recalled that her mother might well have sat at these very tables eating similar food. The apple hadn’t fallen far from the tree.

Ruddy said, ‘Penny for them?’

‘Oh, nothing really. Just wondering if my mum had been here.’

He nodded. ‘Sure. This place has been on the go since 1940. Anyone who has done Special Services’ work will have passed through here at some time. You’ve done most of the training now. You’re no longer a rookie. All you have to do is keep proving that it was worth it when you use it in the field.’

‘And this new job?’

‘It’s a long game. But your listening skills and unorthodox interest in the web will be helpful up to a point. Your physical fitness needs a bit of work. I’d like to know you’re ready for anything, anytime. Besides that’s one less box-ticking exercise I’ve got to do.’

She choked on a mouthful of coffee, ‘There’s nothing wrong with my fitness. You saw what I did in there.’ She pointed in the direction of the gym block. ‘Shit. I mean how much more fit do I need to be?’

‘Oh, you’re fit right enough, but I’d like you to be able to run with a pack on, over rough terrain. Not the Meadows. We’re talking about deep bogs, rivers, heather, deer tracks, big hills. Wet, I can guarantee it’ll be wet. That’s why this place is so special. Landscape is everything.’

She didn’t relish the idea of freezing on a wet hillside but was compelled to nod her head in acceptance. Could she really do it? Would he let her if he didn’t have confidence in her? Or was he desperate? At the beginning of this spiral into self-doubt she put the brakes on her thoughts. Of course she’d be able to do it even if she didn’t yet know what it was. They parted in the Green Welly car park with his assurance that he’d be in touch - might not be soon but at least he’d ticked his box.


Chapter Nineteen

The following morning she could hardly lift her arms to wash her hair in the shower. Would her biceps ever recover? When she arrived at the Hall Sholto answered the door himself. He stomped off ahead of her but gestured with his hand for her to follow. They retraced the steps they had taken on the night of the drinks party but then took a different route upstairs. He opened a door onto a large library. One window was draped with heavy velvet curtains that shaded much of the room and protected the books from sun damage. He walked over to a bookcase on the left side of the room and slipped his hand in between two tomes. A panel clicked open and he gestured again for her to follow him through. She raised her eyebrows. Inside, it was ordered like the stacks of the National Library but in miniature. She smiled. The musty scent of old documents was one of her favourite smells.

‘Wow! So this is where the real family secrets are kept?’

He nodded. ‘I’m sure the locals know there’s an inner room in the house but I don’t think they know where to find it.’

She continued to scan the room. At five metres square and about five metres high there were enough documents in here to keep any archivist busy for a while. Wide shallow drawers with labels of their contents covered one wall. Stepladders fastened to a rail meant she could push herself round the room gaining access to the top drawers and shelves. Easy.

‘So is it lead lined?’

‘I think so. It’s part of the old house. Probably used to hide the priest back in the day, then turned into a store for things that my forebears believed were precious.’

‘Does that mean you don’t think they’re precious?’

‘No, it’s not that. It’s just that times have changed. The old hierarchy has disappeared.’

She snorted. ‘You sure about that?’

‘Okay. There’s still a hierarchy but there’s a lot less doffing of caps.’

‘Thank God for that.’

He nodded. ‘I’m with you. We have some pretty good schemes here collaborating with other agencies and farmers. There’s no more of that thing where the landowner can call the shots or indeed pull the trigger when it suits him.’ He sighed. ‘People still have to get to know you as an individual. And if not they make assumptions about you based on their beliefs about the past.’

How many people had he run into who had made assumptions about him? Everything, even the smallest gripe, could become disproportionate to a person holding or cultivating a grudge.

Opposite the wall with the drawers, shelves held black metal boxes also marked with a short list of their contents.

‘This could take a while, so if you want to get on with something else I’ll be happy to make a start.’

He hesitated, ‘Er.’ His eyes flitted about the room as if he was trying to work out how much of it he was prepared to trust her with. His shoulders slumped. ‘I’ve no idea how much of this stuff matters now. It’s a bit of a drag being the custodian.’

‘If you’re looking for sympathy you’re looking at the wrong woman. I could live my life in a room like this and never get bored.’

He ran a hand through his hair leaving it standing at an odd angle. ‘Fair enough. Right. I’ll leave you to it and come back in an hour or so.’

She’d hardly make a dent in this in a month never mind and hour, but she nodded her agreement and said, ‘Sure, that would be great.’ She pulled the first metal box from the shelf, groaning at the pain in her biceps, and read the list of contents. Her telephone’s camera would be a godsend in the next hour or two. She flipped open the first box and released the unmistakable waft of old organic documents. The one on the top had a broken wax seal, which made it easy for her to unfold. It was written in legal jargon and from what she could make out recorded land auctions in which farmers had to bid to get use of the pasture. How bad was that? It meant that a family couldn’t plan beyond one year because they weren’t assured of grazing. It also meant that it pitted one local man against another.

She closed the box and lifted another down, groaning less but still in agony, and read the list. It contained more of the same, but she knew from experience that things frequently were misfiled and she’d have to go through each one thoroughly.

Sholto returned, breathless, wild-eyed and with his hair even more on end than before. ‘You’ll need to go. We’ll have to find a way out.’

‘What’s going on? Has something happened?’

‘The press are here. They’ve surrounded the house.’

She snorted, ‘Why would they?’

He rubbed his hands through his hair again. ‘I’ve called off the wedding. It’s a story.’

‘Surely got to be a slow news day if they want to run a story on a cancelled wedding?’

He stared at her. ‘Not everyday an earl cancels his wedding for his male lover.’

‘Oh, my God. How did they get that story?’

‘Well, they haven’t got that bit yet, but someone somewhere obviously wants to dig and they are all over the grounds. Even a TV crew.’

She folded the document she was holding and placed it back into the metal box. ‘Shit, surely there’s an old escape route? You know, one of those underground corridors where your forebears brought in their mistresses and contraband?’

She was half kidding but his eyes suddenly widened. ‘Crikey! We have. You’re a genius. I’m not sure if we’ll be able to get out of the other end of it. There’s a deep bank of gorse and brambles growing over the exit, and it’s also pretty low and narrow in places. Come with me.’

They went back into the library, closing the secret room behind them, and retreated through the corridors that they came along before. Back on the ground floor he pushed open the door of the loo where she’d found the family photographs. He pulled back the tatty Persian rug and exposed a large hatch. A depression at one end where a metal ring used to be was empty.

‘There used to be a way of opening this but the ring rusted. No one imagined it would ever be used again.’

The depression was thick with dust so hadn’t been opened any time recently. He tried to get his fingers beneath the edge of the hatch but it wouldn’t budge. She got to her knees and tried with her own thin fingers but it wasn’t going anywhere.

‘There has to be some sort of bar, or lever.’

He held his forehead. ‘There is. What was I thinking?’ He stepped into the cubicle and at the back where the pipes looked as if they’d been boxed in he pulled open a panel and retrieved a metal crowbar.

‘Bloody hell, you’d think your ancestors could have been a bit more creative with their escape procedure.’ He didn’t bite. She said, ‘Look, before we go crawling into oblivion at least let me go and check how many journos are out there. Maybe I could go out and distract them while you go out another door?’ She rubbed her palms down her thighs and swallowed. She stared at the hatch, imagining what it covered, and took a deep breath. Could she do it? She put her hands over her mouth and breathed into them.

He shook his head. ‘No, don’t. Let’s stick together.’

She glanced at the hatch. ‘D’you think the Catholics were really in so much danger?’

He screwed up his eyes. ‘Are you kidding me? So many died. We’ve no idea how scary their lives must have been.’

She was rapidly getting the idea, but going down into a tunnel, what was she thinking of suggesting it in the first place?

Between them they levered the hatch open with the crow- bar and exposed a deep dark hole with a rusty metal ladder attached to the wall leading down. The stench was abysmal.

She gazed into the pit. ‘Shit. When was the last time anyone was down there?’

‘Pammy and I were caught playing hide and seek as children. So it’s been a while.’

They clambered down the steps into the dark, damp, cramped space. She pulled out her phone and activated the flashlight. ‘My God, how far are we from the exit? It really stinks.’ She’d experienced a similar smell and it wasn’t good.

Sholto had to bend almost double and she crouched, flashing the light into the darkness. The walls were covered in dark green slime. No end in sight and no way to lever themselves along.

‘It’s a fair distance. It comes out near the fishing hut by the river. We’ll have to crawl part of the way.’

‘Is it worth it? Can’t you just go and speak to the press? If you think they’ve already had a lead on why you’ve cancelled the wedding it might be worth coming clean. They’ll get the story in the end.’ Visions of women trapped in a metal container flashed before her. She worked to steady her breath. Now was not the time to have a full-blown panic attack.

She was already speaking to his back as he hunkered along with the determination of a man being hunted.

It was filthy, wet and it really did stink. Rotting organic matter had built up on the floor and they squelched their way along the barrel-vaulted, stone-lined corridor. The back-breaking man-hours it must have taken to build it reminded her of just how wealthy Sholto’s family had been. None of this had been made with modern machinery. It took picks, shovels and sweat to create it. Tool marks were everywhere as proof. They moved in single file but at times even with the indented passing places it became so cramped that she struggled to get her flashlight round his bulk to illuminate the passage.

He said, ‘Let me have your phone.’

‘No. Let me go ahead.’ She wasn’t giving up her phone to anyone. Especially now that she had so many photographs of his family’s documents on it. Another shallow indent in the wall allowed her to squeeze past him and continue. The further into the passage they got the more intense the smell became. She had smelled this kind of rot before. Decaying flesh was quite distinctive. She gagged and put a hand up to her mouth. ‘Look, you stay, let me go ahead.’

She stopped. ‘There’s something blocking the way.’ She was sure she knew what it was before they reached it but the man’s head caught in her torch beam and Sholto’s scream confirmed her worst fears. He pushed past her. She’d heard many a scream before but nothing like his.

He fell to his knees like a wounded animal and cradled the bloodied, crushed head of a man. ‘Oh, God. Oh God, who could do this to you?’

Viv scanned the walls with her torch but had no way of knowing how far they were from the river opening. How did a body get there? Was he brought or had he crawled to hide from someone? The roof of the tunnel dripped incessantly. Any evidence marks on the ground would be spoiled. There were drag marks at the sides and at her first check she noted two sets of footprints. She felt sick and rubbed her palms down her trousers. They were destroying a crime scene.

‘Sholto. We need to go back the way we came and phone the police. There’s no way the story of a cancelled wedding will . . .’

‘I can’t leave him.’ He sobbed, ‘How could anyone do this? He broke down again. ‘Go. I’m not leaving him.’

‘Are you sure you’ll be all right?’

He didn’t answer so she edged her way back, shuffling as quickly as she could along the passage. By the time she scrambled up the stepladder and into the loo she was filthy and retching. She splashed her face with cold water and washed her hands before making a call to Mac.

‘Hi, I’m with Auchenban. I think we’ve found David.’

‘You just think or you have?’

‘By Auchenban’s reaction it had to be David. But he didn’t say.’

‘Is he all right?’

‘No, I should have said we’ve found a body.’

‘Where?’

She sighed. ‘This is going to sound mad but hear me out. Sholto and I were escaping from the press down an ancient old passageway. I could smell something bad a long way before we reached him but I thought it might have been an animal. It’s definitely a crime scene. The exit to the passage comes out near the fishing hut. Do you have any idea where that is?’

‘Yes, I’m just phoning it in. Give me a minute.’

She could hear him talking to someone then he said to her, ‘Why the need to escape?’

‘He’s called off the wedding and the press got hold of it.’

‘Quiet news day or what?’

‘Exactly what I said. I mean who actually gives a?’

‘Well someone does, otherwise David would still be alive.’

She kneaded her biceps then blew out a breath. ‘I’m going to go back to see Sholto. He’s distraught. And why wouldn’t he be.’

‘There’s a team on their way from Stirling. I’ll be up in forty minutes.’

She heard the sound of his Audi starting up and him wrestling to fix his phone into its cradle.

‘Right. That’s me on the road. If we’re lucky we’ll get DCI Coulson. She’s totally on the money. You know the form, try and keep him from spoiling any evidence. See ya.’

He cut the call and she made her way back to the hatch. She was about to descend but decided to check to see if anyone else was in the house. On the back corridor she found the kitchen where the back door was ajar. She walked toward it but a woman bustled in, red-faced and swearing under her breath.

She started when she spotted Viv. ‘Who the hell are you?’

‘I’m a friend of Lord Auchenban. I need you to . . .’

‘I don’t take orders from anyone but Auchenban so save yer breath.’

‘There’s been an incident and the police are on their way.’

The woman paled. ‘Is he all right?’

The words were hardly out when a bell in the corner of the kitchen rang.

‘Is that the front door?’

The woman nodded. ‘I’ll get it.’

Viv followed her along the corridor and into the front hallway. The light from glass panels on either side of the door was shaded by dark uniforms. The woman glanced back at Viv. ‘What kind of incident?’

Viv shook her head. ‘Let’s just open the door shall we?’

A familiar fair-haired woman in a neat navy suit stood on the flagstone porch surrounded by uniforms. She flashed her badge. ‘DCI Coulson.’ Viv knew her from another incident that she and Mac were drawn into a few months back at Port of Menteith. Viv stepped forward and put her hand out.

‘Viv Fraser.’ They shook hands.

The DCI said, ‘Yes, Dr Fraser, we’ve met.’

Viv nodded. ‘That was before you had promotion. Congratulations by the way.’ She gestured. ‘It’s this way.’ She strode off toward the loo and the hatch.

As they walked Coulson said, ‘How come you are here?’

‘I was doing some research in the family archive.’

Coulson drew herself up and said, ‘I’m sorry about Sal.’

Viv flinched. ‘Thank you. How did you know her?’

‘She was always really helpful to us. Central doesn’t get the same resources as the big urban centres. Always enthusiastic to get a call and give us her thoughts. So many times when we couldn’t afford to pay for a profiler she just did the work and never asked for payment. She was good at her job. We had the odd pint together.’ The woman’s voice cracked and she swallowed. Obviously upset and upset at being upset.

Viv shook her head. ‘Yeah, she was great at her job and sociable.’ She didn’t recognise her own voice.

They reached the hatch and Coulson said, ‘What the hell? Is this the crime scene?’

‘I don’t think so. This tunnel leads to the riverbank. I think the body was dragged in from the other end of the passage. There was no sign of anyone having been on this side. The hatch was covered in dust that hadn’t been disturbed. The body has blocked the passageway. You’ll see what I mean when we get there.’

Coulson wasn’t as tall as Viv and made quick progress down the tunnel. Her torch beam stretched a long way ahead compared to the one on Viv’s phone.

‘I can smell it. Did you?’

Viv was distracted. How had Sal managed to have such a social life without her knowing; first the vet and now the local constabulary? She said, ‘I did, but wasn’t sure if it was human or another animal. Could’ve been a fox or a badger or something. I certainly knew there was rotting flesh somewhere.’

Coulson approached Sholto as if she was approaching an injured animal. ‘Mr Auchenban, we’ve come to help. To find out what’s happened here.’ However injured he was or whoever he was she wouldn’t doff a cap for no man.

Cradling the man’s head as if it was a baby. He whispered, ‘There’s not much anyone can do to help him now.’

‘No, but we can find out how this happened. We’ll need your help. How will we find the entrance or the other end of the passage?’

‘By the fishing hut. If someone brought him here they’d have had to hack back the gorse and brambles. It should be obvious.’

Coulson glanced at Viv. ‘Could you go and tell the guys.’

Viv nodded, and scrambled back along the tunnel to the hatch. The stench of death and fear was overwhelming.

The uniforms were still on the porch so she said, ‘DCI Coulson said to check for the entrance by the fishing hut. Does anyone know where that might be?’

One of the men raised his arm. ‘I know where it is.’

Two of them were off before she needed to say anything else.

She went back to the kitchen to find the housekeeper. Or whatever her title was. The woman stood with her hands on her hips. ‘So what the hell is going on?’

‘I’m not sure I can say at the moment but you’ll find out soon enough. Did you see the press here earlier?’

‘Aye. One of them was trying the back door. That’s why I got such a fright when you were in the kitchen when I got back from giving him what for. Where’s Sholto?’

She’d called him Auchenban before. Was this a sign that she was more familiar with him? Maybe she’d known him as a child? She was as defended as a fort.

‘How long have you known him?’

‘All of his life. Although, he’s only fourteen years younger than me. I used to babysit him. Where is he?’ Her voice quivered.

‘He’s here. He was trying to get away from the press.’

‘Is he all right?’

‘He’s upset.’ Under-statement of the century. ‘But he’ll be okay.’ She had no idea what she was saying. How could he be okay after what he’d seen?

The woman looked older than her years and as if the bottle had played a significant role in her life.

Viv went to the kitchen window. There was one man with a camera standing beyond the garden wall having a cigarette, looking bored. ‘We’ll have to do what we can to keep the press at bay, but they’ll get their story sooner or later. Do you know where the rest of the family are?’

‘They took off this morning. They’ve gone north. They’ve another place. They wanted to get away.’

‘From what?’

‘From their son. From the humiliation.’ She could barely keep the disgust from her tone. ‘He’s always been a sensitive boy. They chose to ignore that.’

They were interrupted by footsteps out in the corridor.

Mac stuck his head round the door. Viv could have hugged him but instead introduced him to the housekeeper. She hadn’t been aware of feeling tense but with Mac’s arrival she rolled her shoulders and heaved a sigh.

‘Mrs Smith.’ He shook her hand. ‘DCI Marconi. I am a friend of Lord Auchenban.’

‘I know who you are. It was me suggested he ask for your help. I’d heard there was a detective living nearby.’

This came as a surprise to Mac and Viv. Mac said, ‘Thank you for suggesting me.’

‘I knew there was something going on. I knew he needed help outside the family.’ From the way she said this they knew what she was implying.

‘Did the family know that he was going to speak to me?’

‘I think Miss Hamilton had her suspicions. But never said. His mother knows him well but won’t admit . . .’ She bit off whatever words she was going to use. ‘Anyway he’s a decent man. Respectful and kind.’

‘He’s going to need a friendly face.’

Viv said, ‘Do you know David?’

Mrs Smith turned away to the sink and was diverted by invisible specks of something on the worktop. ‘Yes. He is also a very kind man.’

Viv and Mac looked at each other. ‘We’ll be back shortly but whatever you do don’t be tempted to let the press in.’

‘Hell would freeze over before I’d . . .’ Her sentence tailed off and she stifled a sob.

Viv gestured for Mac to follow her. When they reached the hatch Sholto followed by DCI Coulson were coming up the steps and clambering into the cramped space of the loo. He looked wrecked. Eyes and nose red and his clothes filthy from kneeling in the sludge at the bottom of the passage. He walked towards the stairs. ‘I’ll be in my room.’

Viv mouthed, ‘D’you think he’s safe to be by himself?’

Coulson shrugged. ‘Are his family around?’

Viv shook her head. ‘Apparently they’ve gone “north”. They have another place. The housekeeper said that because he’d called the wedding off they were humiliated and wanted to put some distance between him and themselves. Nice supportive types. The housekeeper has known him all his life. I’ll get her to take him some sweet tea.’ She left the other two together.

Mac said, ‘Can I go down and take a look?’

‘Sure. But I’d rather you were booted and suited. The fewer bits of DNA we have to eliminate the better.’

‘I didn’t see any SOCOs.’

‘I’m hoping they’ve taken their lead from my guys at the door. They should be going into the passage from the other end. Viv said there was no evidence of interference or anything disturbed at this end.’

‘She’s usually on the money. Time to go down to the river.’

Coulson glanced at the door. ‘Yes. I was just about to ask you the same thing. Shall we wait on Viv?’

‘She’ll catch us up. No way she’d miss out on the action. Congratulations on your promotion, by the way. You enjoying being at a desk more?’

‘Yeah, said no detective ever.’

They laughed. ‘I know, I sometimes wonder why they promote us at all. None of us joined the force to sit at a desk. I mean being here is way below our pay grade and yet here we are.’

‘It’s in the blood. And that wasn’t intended as a pun. My dad was in the force.’

‘Same for Viv.’

‘Yeah, I heard he was something of a legend. D’you think she follows in his footsteps?’

‘Talking of footsteps.’

Viv jogged alongside of them. ‘Mrs Smith’s on the case. I take it we’re going to the other end of the tunnel?’

‘DCI Coulson was just saying she’d heard your dad was a legend.’

‘It’s weird to hear that. If he’d been someone else’s dad I’d have thought he was, but since he was mine we just thought of him as Dad - same old attitude to him as to anyone who kept us from going out late or to sleepovers. Do anything to have him back complaining that my music was too loud now, though.’

Coulson was nodding as if she knew exactly what Viv was on about. Maybe she’d also lost her dad before his time. The sight of a uniform beckoning to them from the edge of a cordon of blue and white tape forced them to step up their pace.

The PC lifted the tape to allow Coulson through but she stopped and said, ‘We’ll all need suits and boots.’

They were each handed a set and clambered into them before stooping beneath the tape and heading to a gap in the gorse. The bushes had been cut back with a chainsaw, exposing white ragged edges like a set of jaggy teeth. Two SOCOs were on their knees doing a finger search of the ground at the entrance to the tunnel. Viv set off to the other side of the cordon. A few sets of recent tyre marks were evident on the riverbank. They all looked as if they’d been made by the same vehicle but she couldn’t be sure. She spotted the fishing hut, a small stone-built structure with a corrugated roof. Nothing fancy, no windows on the sides that she could see so the door must face directly onto the water’s edge. She wandered along and circled it to discover there wasn’t a door at all only an opening. Inside, a stone bench ran the length of the back wall, and that was as far as the comforts went but at least it provided shelter. It was clean and the roof didn’t leak. Nothing much lying around to indicate when it had last been used. She pulled on a pair of latex gloves and crouched down at the doorway. A tiny metal eyelet, silver on one side and dark green on the other poked out of the mud. It could be from anything, it was a fishing hut after all. She slipped it into an inside pocket along with a small plastic vaping vial that lay closer to the edge of the water. Measly pickings. She moved over to where the tyre tracks had turned back inland away from the river.

A PC came over. ‘Can I ask what you’re doing?’

‘Ask away. I’m just wondering where those tracks lead but I’m guessing your boss will be on it.’

He said, ‘She is that. I saw you lift something off the ground over there.’

Viv took the vaping vial and the eyelet out of her pocket and handed them to him. ‘Not much to be going on with.’

‘Not much use to us now that they’ll have picked up stuff from inside your pocket.’

She pulled out the pocket to show him a plastic liner. ‘It’s clean. I have worked on stuff like this before.’

Mac shouted, ‘Viv. Over here.’

‘I’d better go. But you’re right to call me out on that.’

The guy flushed and put the two items into a small evidence bag.

‘By the way, where does that lead to?’ She pointed to where the tracks disappeared.

‘Into the wood, then under the old railway line. Starts getting a bit wet after that since there’s a burn runs off the hill and meets the river over that way.’ He pointed.

‘Thanks.’ Worth a look later but now she went to see what Mac wanted.

‘It’s quite a long way to where David is so whoever pulled him in must be pretty beefy.’

‘I take it we can’t go in?’ She hunkered down to see if she had a view into the passage from behind the cordon. Too many bodies milling around.

He said, ‘No, not until they finish taking samples, photographs and they get him out.’

‘Can’t be that many people know about this entrance . . . I think I might go back to the house and see if Sholto will let me spend a bit more time on the archive.’

‘D’you think that’s wise?’

‘It might be the distraction he needs. If I tell him it could help us find whoever did this.’

‘You think it will?’

‘No idea. But every little helps and I’d rather go through things before the rest of the family find their way back to interfere.’

‘Okay. I’ll stick around here with Coulson. What you doing for dinner?’

She grinned and shook her head. ‘The usual.’

He rubbed his hands over his chin. ‘How about going to the Coach and Horses? I’ll see if Coulson wants to join us.’

‘Fine. See you in a bit.’

She slipped off the suit, gloves and boots and placed them in an evidence bag. A PC said, ‘I’ll need your name and . . .’

Coulson shouted, ‘She’s one of ours. Put Doctor Fraser and Fettes on it and we’ll be covered.’

Viv waved her thanks and retraced her steps to the house. In the hallway the housekeeper was pacing, clearly distressed and ready to pounce on the first person who might give her some answers.

‘What is going on? What can you tell me? He’s not stopped crying. He’s like a baby. I don’t know how to console him.’

‘Best let him get it out. Most of us only have so many tears then something else kicks in. Look, I could murder a cup of tea and maybe if we take him one I’ll persuade him to join me.’ She winced at her stupid choice of word but the woman didn’t seem to notice, just nodded and took off.

The best thing was to keep her occupied, even if it was only making tea. Viv took the back stairs up to where she’d been in Sholto’s study. She knocked but got no answer so sneaked inside. He was sitting at his desk, head in his hands, shoulders still heaving. Would anyone ever love her enough to react like this? It was painful to see a grown man so uncontrollably broken. What would Pammy think? Where was she? Could she have done this? Surely not if those joyful childhood photographs could be believed.

The telephone on his desk rang. He ignored it. Whoever was on the line was persistent but he still didn’t answer it. It rang off. Silence settled into the room. He looked up and flinched, startled to see her.

He rubbed his face. ‘How long have you been there?’

‘Not long, but long enough to realise . . .’ She didn’t finish her sentence. There were many questions to be asked and it was imprudent to make assumptions about his innocence based on his tears. She’d seen this amount of distress displayed by someone who turned out to be guilty. Tears of guilt can be just as wet as tears of grief or joy. ‘Would you like me to call Pamela?’

His head shot round. Eyes bulging. He shook his head. ‘God, no. She’ll know soon enough. I don’t want her to see me like this. I don’t want anyone to see me like this.’ And with that he began to weep again. This time tears streamed silently down his face. Efforts to stem them with his knuckles were fruitless. He folded his hands across his chest embracing himself with his upper arms. ‘What will I do?’

She wasn’t sure how to answer. Her own methods for survival left a lot to be desired, and were not to be recommended for others. She kept on the move and bottled up as much as possible. Seeing him she felt a pang of guilt at not demonstrating this level of distress at Sal’s death. A sharp pain in her ribs reminded her that not all distress was outward. ‘Perhaps the best thing to do is something practical.’

‘Like what?’

There was a gentle knock on the door and Mrs Smith came in with a tray. ‘Tea. And there’s a miniature of brandy there if you think it might help.’

‘Thanks, Smithie.’

As she left she said, ‘I’ll come back in a bit for the tray.’

The woman’s fondness for Sholto was written all over her face. Viv recalled that there wasn’t that much difference in their ages and yet she was definitely a nanny figure.

‘I can’t imagine life without him. Smithie gets it. She’s always known and always been my ally.’

Viv nodded. ‘Thank goodness for that. But what about Pamela.’

‘Oh, Pammy’s also in my camp but in a different way. She’s there because it suits her own life style. Smithie’s just been an incredibly good friend.’

‘Does she live in?’

‘No, she lives in a cottage on the estate. Mind you she might as well sleep here. She’s here when I wake up and sometimes still here when I go to bed.’

‘Even now that you’re an adult?’

‘Yes. I’ve told her it’s unnecessary but she won’t have it.’

‘She must like it here otherwise she’d find excuses not to.’

The notion of someone finding excuses not to be at work seemed alien to him and his eyebrows knitted. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I know many people who, with the slightest excuse or even without one at all would avoid being at work. So you’re lucky that she’s loyal. Look, if it’s okay with you, I’d like to have a little more time in the archive.’

‘Sure. Do what you like.’

‘DCI Coulson will no doubt be in to speak to you once they’ve . . . well I’ll head back to the archive.’

Back amongst the records she hauled boxes onto the floor. Peeled off her jacket and rolled up her sleeves. Time to get down to business without the threat of anyone bothering her. In one of the boxes there was another metal box. Not very deep, but locked. There’s nothing like a lock to get a researcher’s curiosity fired. She searched for a key but couldn’t find one in the larger box. She searched in other boxes but still no sign of a key, only other smaller boxes, which were also locked. There had to be a bunch of keys somewhere.

She sat with her back against the shelves and let her eyes roam the room. If she were hiding a set of keys where would she put them? She climbed up the ladder and swept her hands round the backs of the shelves. Nothing. She went out of the door into the library and did the same sweep of the shelves where Sholto had first unlatched the secret panel. Nothing. She was thinking about searching through the desk drawers when she spotted a thick book that, although it was part of a set, was shinier and didn’t look like leather. Her instincts were right. She retrieved the book which turned out not to be a book at all but a container. Inside, a row of keys hung on small individual hooks. She took the book and returned to the inner room. Time to try each of the locked boxes with the keys. She was like a child in a sweetie shop. Nobody locked boxes unless they contained something precious, and she didn’t mean jewels, she meant things that might one day be useful. None of the keys fitted. Time for drastic measures. Her own picks were intended for most modern locks but there was one heavy enough to try on this. The clunk an old lock makes when it is released is such a sweet sound. In one of the boxes all of the documents had Vatican seals. This was more like it. She folded her jacket and placed it beneath her butt preparing for a long session of reading Latin text.

It took a while. She was fascinated by everything that she read. Lots of old Sasines deeds, charters and documents setting out who had rights to what. All very odd. Had they never heard of Chief Seattle’s Manifesto? Finally she found a letter from the Vatican, written in a Latinate Scots. It felt like fabric and the ink had turned a bloody brownish colour, but it was legible and probably all she needed for now. She photographed it and stacked the boxes back on the shelves. Once she’d closed up she made her way back to Sholto’s study.

Hovering at the door she heard voices from inside and decided to keep going toward the kitchen. Mrs Smith was standing at the deep sink wearing a pinny and peeling carrots, the radio on low in the background. The scene could have been from almost any time in the post-war period.

Mrs Smith didn’t turn round but said, ‘Well what do you make of it all?’

Viv said, ‘I don’t know. He’s distraught, though, that much is clear.’

‘He wouldn’t hurt a fly. Even spiders get a second chance, released outside. That’s what irritates his mother about him. She says he’s “too soft”.’ She shook her head. ‘What kind of mother wants a son who is hard? “Toughen up”, has been her war cry since he was three years old. Imagine what that can do to a boy.’

Viv wondered what exactly it could do. It could certainly make a man bitter, maybe even twisted. Could it make him into a killer? What could he possibly gain, apart from heartache, at David’s death? Maybe he believed he deserved heartache. Maybe it was the other way round and he believed he didn’t deserve happiness. The look of shock on his face when he saw the body couldn’t have been an act. He was utterly horrified, devastated. No she didn’t believe Sholto was the killer, but she wasn’t the person who had to rule him out, that was Coulson’s job.

‘Is DCI Coulson with Sholto?’

Mrs Smith nodded. ‘Not that she’ll get much out of him. The last time I saw him like this was when one of the gamekeepers reversed over his dog. Poor lad was inconsolable for weeks.’

Was Mrs Smith’s picture of Sholto a realistic one? Or were her spectacles a little too rose-tinted?

That said, the way she’d felt when she saw the black mark on the floor of that car park in the US, the idea that Sal’s killer had been present in that space, had made her blood run cold. The fact that she felt impotent to take action hadn’t helped. Getting her teeth back into the email accounts of Sholto and Pamela was her next move. There had to be something in them that could give her a lead. Ancient fishing charters aside she had an instinctive itch that the green-eyed monster was lurking around somewhere.

‘If Sholto asks, I’ll be at my friend’s cottage. I can be back here in a matter of minutes if he’s up to talking.’

‘I suspect he’ll have had enough of talking if that detective manages to get him going. But I’ll tell him if he asks.’

Viv left and made her way back to the sanity of the cottage. Within minutes the doorbell rang. Brian stood with Mollie at his heel.

The dog circled Viv’s legs and bounded into the kitchen. ‘I expect she’ll be hungry.’

Brian smiled. ‘Not starving. But she will eat something if you put it down for her.’

‘Thanks for rescuing her. Well me really.’

‘No bother. As you can tell she’s used to me, and the other dog. They rub along just fine.’

There was an awkward moment then Viv said, ‘How did Sal . . .’

He set off down the drive, waving a hand as he went. ‘We’ll work something out. But don’t worry. Dr Chapman, Sal, was fair. We’ve been well looked after.’

She made a mental note-to-self that she must ask Sal’s solicitor how that sort of thing worked. It hadn’t occurred to her that Sal would have had all that kind of thing in order as well. She slipped a lead onto Mollie’s collar and they headed out over the River park. It was late and although her belly alerted her to the fact that she’d had nothing all day, fresh air and a walk would order her thoughts. She reached the chapel and was about to walk up through the woods when she heard Mac’s voice calling her. She turned and saw him trotting towards her.

‘Hi. Thought I’d find you out here.’

She wasn’t ecstatic to see him but said, ‘Hi, finished at the Hall? And no Coach and Horses then?’

‘No, Coulson’s up to her eyes. Lucky if she gets a bag of crisps. But I wondered if you’d had any luck in the archive?’

‘Nothing much. One letter that might be helpful about the fishing. I need to follow up a couple of things to see if it’s really as significant as you think.’

‘Want to show it to me?’

She shrugged. ‘If you like. But it really is only relevant if it ties in the name of . . .’

He interrupted her. ‘Where was it?’

‘Not where it ought to have been. Hidden in a file of miscellaneous stuff. But I don’t think it’s miscellaneous. I think it was put there so that it wouldn’t be found. The other things in the file were much more modern. Let’s head back. I’ll show it to you.’

‘You didn’t take it out of the archive.’

She stopped and spun round. ‘No. I did not take it from the archive, but I did take a photograph of it. As I’ve said before if you don’t like my . . .’

‘Okay, okay. I get it. What’s rattled your cage anyway?’

‘Hunger! You should have guessed.’

‘I wouldn’t dare. Almost as bad as suggesting PMT.’

She spun round again.

‘See, that’s exactly what I mean.’

They walked the rest of the way to the cottage in silence with Mollie ahead of them. She kept stopping and looking back as if sensing that something was wrong. Viv made for the cupboard where Mollie’s food was kept and poured it into her bowl then set it on the floor. The dog waited until Viv said to take it before tucking in. Mac opened a large bag of crisps and handed them to her. She knew she shouldn’t but that didn’t stop her. She needed salt and these just hit the spot. He handed her a bottle of cider and a glass. ‘Here. With any luck that’ll make you human again.’

She swigged the cool drink from the glass. ‘You think? It’ll take more than one bottle.’

‘Pretty horrific sight.’

She couldn’t make eye contact with him. But nodded. The walk had been a way of reframing the day and that included dealing with the brutal image of the battered-in skull of David Fitzroy. A seemingly innocent man caught up in what might turn out to be a family feud. Then there was the image of Sholto’s reaction. His cry was like nothing she’d heard before.

‘Who stands to gain from David’s death?’

Mac was surprised by the question. ‘Oh, I’ve no idea. It hadn’t occurred to me that he’d have that much worth having.’

‘Well, that’s a leap. But no, I mean who benefits from his death, not necessarily in financial terms but who’d like him out of their way?’

‘The list is growing. Sholto’s mother won’t lose any sleep over his death. Pamela - I’m not so sure about her. Pamela’s family might have seen him as an obstacle to the union. Sholto can’t be ruled out.’

‘Oh God, if you’d heard his reaction.’

Mac’s face showed all the doubt she needed reminding of.

‘I know, I know. Even though he reacted badly it could have been reality striking home and not . . .’

‘What do you think of Mrs Smith?’

‘I think she’s Sholto’s closest ally. Seems as if she’s been looking out for him all of his life.’

‘How come aristos always have someone like that who feels sorry for them?’

‘I think she genuinely cares about him. Unlike his mother, who sounds like a nightmare. Think of your worst parenting skills and triple that.’

Her phone rang. She grinned and showed the screen to Mac. ‘It’s been a while since she’s wanted something from me. ‘Hi Jules, long time no hear.’

‘Yeah, yeah, Viv, enough with the niceties. You heard anything about an earl who’s jilted his fiancée?’

Viv raised her eyebrows at Mac. ‘Now why would you think that?’

‘I remembered you saying once that you were heading up to that neck of the woods to cosy up to Sal Chapman. You there now?’

Viv walked to the hallway. ‘No. I’m in Edinburgh.’ An easy lie.

‘Pity. Be good to get a scoop on what he’s up to. There are rumours.’

‘There are always rumours. If I hear anything I’ll let you know.’

‘Sure you will.’

Sarcasm was Jules’ speciality but Viv was used to it. She shook her head as she wandered back to the kitchen listening to the dailling tone.

‘So that means that every paper has it. She’s bound to know about his lover. It won’t stay under wraps if Jules has her claws into it.’

Mac scratched his head. ‘Someone’s leaking info. Money is so seductive.’ He ran his hands over his face. ‘Sometimes it would be nice if people were kinder.’

‘By kinder d’you mean keeping their mouths shut?’

‘Well, that’s never a good option in our world.’

She raised her eyebrows again. ‘Our world now, is it?’

‘Has been for a while now and you know it.’

She shrugged. ‘I was thinking earlier about Sholto’s reaction and how . . .’

‘How what?’

‘How I can’t imagine anyone ever reacting to my death like that.’

‘Wow. How poor is your self-image? Lots of people would be devastated if anything happened to you. As for their reactions, most of us are unique when it comes to displaying our emotions.’

She nodded. ‘Yeah, I get that. But the rawness of his reaction was visceral. My body suppresses those reactions. Or maybe I’m just not capable of them. I mean . . .’

‘If you’re talking about Sal, that could take both of us a while to process. I just feel angry at the moment. I guess that’ll change and I bet privately you’ve done a bit of weeping.’

She stared at him. He wouldn’t make eye contact. He was probably a private weeper as well. Two of a kind. ‘Here.’ She showed him the screen of her phone. It was time for him to see the letter that she’d thought most important in the Hall’s archive. ‘Well?’

He expanded the image with his elegant fingers, reminding her that he played the piano. ‘Do you still play?’

His brow furrowed. ‘Sorry? I didn’t catch that.’

‘Do you still play the piano?’

He continued to stare at the screen. ‘God, Yes. I’d be insane without it. But this is amazing. It implies that somewhere in the Hall there’s a document with the family’s ancient title deeds and Sasines or whatever they were called once they were written down.’ He continued reading. She pulled out a seat beside him and tried to read but it was the same old Latinate Scots script.

He undid his shirt sleeves and rolled up the cuffs. ‘It says that the documents were believed to be lost at sea. I mean we’re talking about documents from before the sixteen sixties. Have you any idea how amazing that would be?’

‘No, none, but I’d like you to tell me rather than keep it to yourself.’

‘If you’d paid attention in your history lessons.’

‘I didn’t take history lessons. Anyway all we were taught was about the Romans. So are you going to fill me in or what?’

‘Remember Oliver Cromwell? Well, he was no fool. He came to Scotland and immobilised her by taking all the legal documents to the Tower of London. I mean everything, so that nothing of any consequence could be changed in Scotland without his knowing about it. When King Charles II was restored he allowed the documents to return to Scotland but they were sent by ship.’

‘Oh, don’t tell me they were lost at sea.’

‘Exactly.’

‘No way. I was kidding. Everything?’

‘Well, here’s the rub. There were so many documents it took two ships. One of the ships, if my memory serves me, I think it was called the Elizabeth of Burntisland. It went down off the coast of Northumberland.’ He poked at the screen. ‘This letter implies that at least one of the hogsheads . . .’

‘Wait a minute. What has a hogshead got to do with anything?’

‘Not an actual hog’s head. A hogshead was the name given to a wooden barrel. They transported the rolled-up parchments in them. This says that one of the eighty-five hogsheads was rescued. How the hell anyone did that is a mystery.’ He looked round at her. ‘You do realise what this could mean?’

‘You keep asking me questions that I don’t know the answer to. Just tell me.’

He pushed his chair back. ‘This needs coffee.’

‘You sit and carry on deciphering what that letter says. I’ll make the coffee.’

As she pottered behind him he read out snippets of the letter. ‘Shit! If this is true Sholto is a lucky man.’

‘I wouldn’t suggest that to him at the moment.’

‘It says a bosun on the ship had formerly been a priest, but no one would have wanted to own up to being Catholic at that time, let alone a priest. Anyway he stole or if we’re being generous, procured one of the hogsheads. Oh here’s an interesting bit. He just happened to be related to the Percys, so no coincidence there.’

She laid a mug of coffee in front of him along with a packet of chocolate digestives. ‘Right. So we’ve got an ex-priest on board the ship that’s going down. He has his eye on a single hogshead with his family papers in it. How does he survive along with a barrel of wet parchment?’

‘No idea. But the ship went down relatively close to the shore so he could have swum or been rescued by locals. Whatever happened the documents were taken to the Vatican but this says there’s proof that copies exist somewhere in the house for safekeeping.’

‘But the house that stands at the moment is Victorian, Edwardian even. So anything from that time would have been lost in the demolition of the original house.’

‘Ah, but that’s the thing. The old house is still there in the centre of the new one. You’ve already discovered one passage.’

‘Yes, and the archive is in a secret room. There’s bound to be more. We’ll have to find out from Sholto.’

‘I don’t think he’s going to be interested in anything historical for a while. Might be worth doing a bit more digging in the archive.’

‘I’ve been through the boxes. That . . .’ she pointed to the screen, ‘was the only thing that stood out. There are tons of old documents but that one has an ancient Vatican seal on it, which is why I took the photograph. But now that you mention a priest rescuing the papers from a sinking ship I’m even more intrigued.’ She blew over the top of her mug. ‘Imagine being from a family that could trace its lineage back so far. I bet I couldn’t get beyond great-great grand parents. How many greats do you think Sholto can go back?’

He laughed, ‘Thirteen, I believe.’

‘How would you know that?’

‘There’s a little booklet on the estate and its family history. I bought it ages ago from the information centre in the village. I remember it being thirteen because I thought it was unlucky.’

‘Maybe. Maybe not. But it’s a helluva long time ago. How can it be . . .’

‘You’ve already asked that. It’s the law, and the law is what keeps the fabric of society, communities together and it doesn’t matter how far back it goes; if it’s in writing it’s legal.’

She screwed up her face. ‘Doesn’t seem right. Things that were written when society was feudal, unbelievably hierarchical not to mention totally patriarchal, just seems wrong.’

‘That might well be what it feels like, but that’s of no consequence if it was written down.’

‘Okay, I’ll have another go in the archive but if there’s no luck we’ll have to think of other places in the house. There can’t be that many safe places to hide parchments. We could make a list of potential hot spots then I’ll ask Mrs Smith if I can take a look around. She and I are like this.’ She crossed her fingers to show him exactly how close they were.

‘You are kidding me right?’

‘Well I think she’s warmed to me since I’ve been sympathetic to her darling Sholto.’

‘Actually that reminds me. The people close to Sholto who might have wanted David dead are also finite. We could make a list of them too.’

‘Coulson will have already done that. No point in us doing doublers. Let’s stick to the Knights of Malta, and the parchment, see how they tie in with David’s death.’

‘I’ve been thinking about that. The priest in Edinburgh with the mock cardinal’s outfit had to be set up. There wasn’t enough blood at the scene for him to have been killed there. So wherever he was killed he was probably also manoeuvred into that frock. It has to be about humiliating him for some reason. If we find that we’ll be on our way to his killer.’

‘D’you think the eight-pointed cross was just overkill? Or a sign? I snooped around the cathedral’s website and a few emails came up from the Knights of Malta. But at a guess, we’d be hard pushed not to find correspondence from them in most Catholic cathedrals. They have got a wealthy and generous following.’

‘You want to grab something to eat in the village? If we’re quick we’ll still get fish and chips at the Coach and Horses.’ His phone rang. He stood and strolled through to the hall.

As he went she said, ‘Want me to ring ahead?’

He shook his head then took the call.

He returned. ‘Well, we don’t have any more work to do on the cardinal.’

‘Why is that?’

‘Because he definitely isn’t one. They don’t need us on a plain old murder.’

‘But what about the cross?’

‘The boss said he’s handing it over. Not our concern.’

‘I suppose we’re not short of things to occupy us, but I think the key-ring, the cross on that guys slippers and then a dead body holding the same thing is too much for me to dismiss.’

He shrugged. ‘I’m hungry.’ He swung his jacket off the back of the chair. ‘Come on. We could do with a walk and we can take Mollie with us; she’s allowed in the bar.’ Mac was much better at compartmentalising than she was, and once she’d started something it was difficult for her to let it go, but she had to learn to get better at that. Ruddy had warned her that there would be times when they didn’t get the results they’d hoped for. She had to find ways of totting things up to experience. No information or research was wasted. If you didn’t get to use it immediately you would always have it locked into your memory for it to surface when you next needed it.


***




The main street was dead, nobody walking about, no traffic, it was unnatural. Edinburgh was becoming like other metropolitan centres that were open twenty-four-seven, with people in the streets at all times. What were people doing here? When Mac pushed open the door of the pub the few drinkers at the bar fell silent and stared at the strangers daring to cross the threshold.

The woman behind the bar smiled. ‘You looking for food?’

Mac nodded. ‘Nothing fancy but yeah, if that’s possible.’

‘I’ll check with the chef.’

She returned. ‘Yes, take a seat and I’ll get you menus.’

When she brought them she stroked Mollie’s head. ‘She’s cute. Dr Chapman’s dog is it?’

Mac said, ‘Yes.’

Viv looked down at the dog but said, ‘Is she familiar with the Coach and Horses?’ Trying to be upbeat but instead sounding desperate.

‘Aye, Dr Chapman was a regular. Quite a fan of the quiz.’

This was news to Mac and Viv.

Mac said, ‘I bet she was a winner.’

‘Aye, she was that. Davie there . . .’ she pointed to a tall man covered in impressive tattoos at the bar. ‘He was always on her team.’

Viv stared at him. She thought she recognised him from the memorial service. She was surprised when he raised his glass to her. She gave the slightest nod back then focused on Mollie.

Mac ordered fish and chips for two, a half of Guinness for himself and a cider for her.

She whispered, ‘Thanks. I feel like I’ve got horns. I had no idea how involved Sal was with the community up here. I assumed she just slept here, walked the dog and went to work. How could I have got her so badly wrong?’

‘People change when someone comes into their life. She wouldn’t do the same things with you that she did on her own.’

‘But how do you know she was on her own? Two women have already approached me specifically to say they knew her. Even Coulson appears to have been a pal of Sal.’

Mac clinked his glass against hers. ‘What would she have wanted us to do?’

She swallowed. ‘That’s just it. I didn’t know her well enough to say. Did you know she was having a workroom built for me?’

‘No. Where?’

‘At the end of the garden behind where the high hedge is.’

‘But that’s a really steep slope down to the river bank.’

‘Exactly. She had Brian build it into the bank. It’s embarrassing. I had no idea what her plans were but she certainly had them and didn’t consult me.’

‘Never look a gift horse and all that.’

‘But it isn’t right. The house, the land, the workroom, it’s overwhelming. I’m a pretty simple person. I don’t have extravagant, complicated needs.’

He snorted. ‘Maybe not material needs but no one would ever say that you’re not complicated.’

‘I’m not. I’m weirded out by the thought of all this stuff.’

‘Well, all I can say is I knew her. She lived a good life. Too short, but good. She’d want us to carry on doing our work, solving crimes. Bringing people to justice. And for you to enjoy what’s here. You don’t have to make any decisions right now. Just live with it for a bit then decide.’

Their food arrived and kept them quiet for the next few minutes.

The woman from the bar brought them another two drinks. ‘They’re fae Davie.’

They both raised their glasses to him then continued to eat. The silence now more awkward than it had been but food adequately filling the gap. Before they’d finished eating the sound on the TV was put up and a football commentator’s voice filled the room. A few more people came into the bar obviously for the purpose of watching the game. There was something about watching a match in a group that far outstripped watching on your lonesome at home. Shouting at the screen took on a whole new meaning in public.

As they walked back along the main street Mac said, ‘Look around, this is your new stomping ground. An hour from Edinburgh, but a new world. I love it.’

‘You think I’ll get used to strangers buying me drinks in a country pub?’

He nodded. ‘Yes, the important thing is to let them. He now feels like he’s your ally. Which, in a small way he is. He’s just paying his respects to Sal. You’ll probably never see him again unless you start going to the pub quiz.’

She snorted.

‘Don’t knock it ‘til you’ve tried it. I rarely get time to go but when I do it’s fun, a way to get to know folk . . . I bet that gamekeeper was a regular in there. Too long a walk for him now since he’s lost his licence.’

For a moment she had to think who he meant, but when she remembered. ‘Arse. Hope she doesn’t go back. Too many women can’t find a way out.’

‘I’ve got people on the look-out for him. He doesn’t seem to be moving from the Hamilton estate. I think she’s safe.’

‘Safe, but homeless. Poor kids always caught in the crossfire.’

They took Mollie for a trot round the River park then Mac took off to his cottage up the hill. She was hyped and decided to have another session with Pamela’s emails and social media.


Chapter Twenty

She slept like the dead. Mollie had started off lying at her feet but had worked her way up the bed until they were lying back to back, Mollie with the biggest portion of the bed. Viv swung her arm over the dog’s back and stroked her belly. The dog edged onto her back and stretched, seeming not to have a care in the world. As soon as Viv pulled back the duvet and swung her legs over the bed the dog was up and birling. The great thing about dogs, they were all or nothing in a heartbeat.

Once Viv had brushed her teeth she pulled on joggers and a tee, then took off at a slow and steady pace along the river and through the woods. Paths carved into the hillside by deer made the woods possible but she still had a bit of ducking and diving to do to avoid getting caught up in low branches. With every step damp organic soil discharged a blast of decaying leaves. Old disused pheasant feeders lay here and there toppled by fallen branches or pushed by kids who’d come to make a gang hut. The occasional discarded plastic bottle with a ubiquitous Irn Bru label the giveaway of youths. At the top of the hill she cleared the trees and jogged on the spot. The clouds parted to reveal the view of Ben Ledi. No wonder the ancients were in awe of the landscape. It couldn’t be this majestic for no reason. Mollie circled her legs. Time to return up the back drive and loop to the cottage over the quarry park. She was becoming familiar with the names of the fields since Sal had an estate map up on the bathroom wall. When she sat on the throne there was no way to avoid it. Everyone needs reading matter.

Her search the night before had given her another avenue to check. Once showered and with coffee coursing her veins she was in the mood for action. Mollie on the other hand had already curled up in her bed content to go back to sleep.

‘It’s a dog’s life.’

Mollie’s eyebrows moved but the rest of her did not. Viv crouched and stroked her soft coat. ‘I think this thing with you and I might just work.’

The dog nudged her head onto Viv’s hand, demanding another stroke. Viv conceded then stood and stretched. ‘As much as I’d like to stay here all day and commune with you there’s work to be done.’

She threw her rucksack into the Rav and drove through the village then onto the back road that circumnavigated the Percy property. She slowed at the entrance gates to the Hall but didn’t go through them. She carried on following the boundary wall for a couple of miles until she came to another set of grand gates on the opposite side of the road. The Hamilton estate also had beautiful parkland with specimen trees hemmed in by new wooden post and rail fencing. Horses in brightly coloured blankets grazed. She didn’t know one end of a horse from the other but that hadn’t deterred her penchant for equestrian clothes. She glanced at what she was wearing and acknowledged that she’d definitely feel at home in an equine yard, if the kit was all that was required.

The Rav’s tyres crunched over newly raked gravel and stopped outside the house, a large classical building more pleasing in proportions than the Hall. Wide stone steps led up to a portico with pillars. She rang the bell and waited. Seconds later footsteps echoed behind the wooden door. When it swung back she was surprised to see Hugo. No staff.

The look on his face implied that he was as surprised to see her as she to see him.

‘Ah, Miss . . .’

She stuck out her hand. ‘Doctor Fraser. Viv. We met at Sholto’s the other night.’

‘Ah, yes the detective’s partner.’ The hint of condescension in his tone didn’t endear him to her.

‘I wondered if I might have a word with Pamela?’

‘You might but she isn’t here. You’ll probably find her at the stables. She’s there more hours of the day than is good for her.’

Viv must have conveyed the right amount of intrigue because he continued.

‘She spends more time with those horses than she’d ever spend with humans. With the exception of . . .’ He waved his hand dismissively. ‘She’s pissing our inheritance into the wind with her extravagance.’ He put his hands into his pockets and stretched his back. ‘Do you know that the cost of giving a horse a manicure is eighty quid? Eighty quid, once a month for only one horse and that’s with a discount for multiples. At the last count she had more than a dozen. She “rescues” them.’

Viv was about to say there were worse things to spend money on when the look on his face changed as if day had turned to night.

‘The feed bill is astronomical . . .’

She’d obviously caught him at a bad moment. ‘Shall I head over there?’

He drew in a huge breath and straightened himself up. ‘If she isn’t there she’ll have gone to see Sholto, but the horses come first.’

‘Thanks for your time.’ He closed the door and she trotted down the steps and into the Rav. Was he over-sharing? Sibling rivalry took all forms. Hugo was clearly worried about the family dosh being depleted. She glanced toward the stables whose footprint was almost as big as the house’s. He wasn’t about to hit the poverty line any time soon. She drove to the entrance to the stables, left the Rav outside and wandered in through an archway that opened onto a cobbled courtyard. Half a dozen stalls had horses heads draped over the door with nets filled with feed dangling on the outside. In the far corner a solid wooden door stood ajar. She headed in that direction but not before stopping to stroke the nose of a beautiful black horse with a small diamond of white just below its eyes. It wasn’t interested. Food was all it had on its mind.

She tapped on the door. ‘Hello! Hi, anyone around?’ She pushed the door and stepped into a large stone-floored room with a couple of large desks stacked with paperwork. Calendars surrounded by coloured rosettes hung on the walls. Straw and the smell of horses clung to everything; blankets, tack, brushes and anything else to improve the life of equine companions. Hugo was right; the horsey world was not for the poor. There were windows facing away from the courtyard onto the surrounding fields. She spotted the edge of a Land Rover that looked familiar. She had to stretch to check the bumper and sure enough there was the same sticker that she’d noticed on the bumper of the Land Rover belonging to or driven by the gamekeeper. Mac said he’d lost his licence but that didn’t apply on private land. He could still be driving around.

She had a look at a couple of papers on one of the desks. Eye-watering amounts going out for vet’s bills. Invoices for feed equally eye-watering. If Hugo thought the farrier’s bill was bad he should take a look at these. She nudged the desk and the computer screen exploded into life. A photograph of Pamela with a man, could be the gamekeeper, with his arm on her shoulder and a horse, maybe the one she’d just tried to commune with, filled the screen. The massive, beautiful, glossy beast stared straight into the camera lens. No wonder feed bills were high. She was stretching to get to the mouse when she heard a noise behind her.

She spun round just as a man was about to hit her with a spade. She dodged the blow, which cracked the side of the desk and sent paperwork and stationery scattering across the floor.

He raised the spade again. ‘Who the hell are you? And what do you think you’re doing poking around in here?’

She positioned herself behind the desk. ‘My name is Viv Fraser and I’ve come to see Pamela.’

‘You mean Lady Hamilton.’

Viv said, ‘Lord Percy has employed me.’ She stared at his swarthy face. His broad shoulders, thick neck and calloused fingers, signs he’d never worked a day indoors in his life.

He interrupted her, ‘Ah, I know who you are. You have no business in here.’ He stepped to the side of the desk as if he was coming for her again. She kept moving out of his reach. But he shoved the desk and tried to pin her to the wall. She reached into her pocket.

‘Don’t try phoning anyone.’

Phoning was not what she had in mind but now that he’d mentioned it, she put pressure on the emergency fast dial key with the heel of her hand. Fingers crossed.

‘Don’t you think you’re over-reacting?’

He lunged at her again with the spade raised. She parried and managed to dodge another blow. She glanced around and grabbed a piece of tack, a heavy leather strap with a brass buckle on it. Thank God the place was a shambles. She swung it and clipped the side of his face.

He squealed. Then through gritted teeth, he yelled, ‘You bitch.’

‘Bitch. I’ll show you bitch.’ She rocked onto the balls of her feet her adrenalin pumping. She swung the tack again but this time he used the spade to deflect it. He moved behind the desk. She copied what he’d done and shoved it. She kept shoving until he stumbled and dropped the spade. The clatter of metal hitting the flagstone floors echoed in the room. She raced round the desk and kicked the spade out of his reach. But he jumped to his feet and grabbed her hair. He yanked her head back, pulled the tack from her grip and tried to force it round her neck. She took out her Gerber, no point in carrying it if she didn’t use it, and hammered its screwdriver into his inner thigh. The noise of his scream should have alerted the whole neighbourhood. He stumbled and dropped the tack. Blood spurted from his wound and covered his hands as he tried to stem the flow. She bolted for the door, across the courtyard and ran for the Rav. She jumped in, turned the key but it stalled. She took a breath and glanced back. He staggered out of the archway, a shotgun in one hand his other putting pressure on the wound. With his good arm he let off two shots but each went wide of the car. The Rav kicked into life; she floored it and sped over an area of rough stony ground. The car bounced and jostled over ancient tree roots until the tyres hit the gravel on the drive. Her heart thumping, her foot still to the floor. She could see him in the rear-view mirror dropping the gun and falling to his knees. She’d intended to hit his femoral artery and managed a bullseye. When she reached the gates to the main road she pulled over and rang Mac. No answer. She rang Coulson who answered on the second ring.

‘What can I do for you, Doctor Fraser?’

She took a deep breath. ‘I think I might know who killed David.’

Coulson hesitated then answered, ‘And who might that be?’

‘The gamekeeper. He just attacked me when I went to see Pamela. I had a few questions…’

‘What kind of attack?’

‘If you send someone to the stable block of her home you’ll soon see what happened. He’ll say he thought I was a burglar but it’s bull. I was waiting to see if . . .’

‘Save it. Where are you now? Are you safe?’

The concern in Coulson’s voice was too much.

She swallowed and swallowed again. Then in a voice that didn’t sound like her own she said, ‘I’m okay. I made it out to the front gates.’ She waggled her hands to stop them trembling. ‘I’m a bit shaken.’ Mistress of under-statement.

‘Someone is on their way over. Don’t move.’

‘He shot at me. People could be in danger. Don’t let anyone go in without . . .’

‘I didn’t intend to. Don’t move. I’ll come myself.’

Viv could hear an engine start up and Coulson click her phone onto its stand.

‘Is Pamela with Sholto?’

‘I think she might be. I’ve been back at the river tracing those tyre tracks. We think they belong to the gamekeeper’s Land Rover, if indeed it belongs to him and not the estate.’

‘There’s one at the stables now. He’s mad. And bleeding.’

‘We’ll worry about that. You stay put.’

They cut the connection and she laid her head against the steering wheel. Her arms had other plans. Their trembling was so overpowering she opened the Rav door and slipped her legs out. Not ready to risk being far from the car she shook out her arms and jogged on the spot. Within five minutes Coulson pulled up followed by two other cars.

‘Where is he?’

Viv stepped to the gates and pointed to where the drive forked. Keep left. He has a shotgun and an injured artery.’

Coulson nodded. ‘I’ll get a constable to stay with you.’

‘I’m fine. I’ll head home. But he had no hesitation trying to kill me first with a spade and then the gun. He’s a nut job who beats his wife. I should have aimed slightly higher.’

‘I didn’t hear that last bit. How long have you been here?’

‘Long enough. I have to get home and check something.’

‘Okay. I’ll come by later.’

Viv jumped back into the Rav and drove home. Mollie greeted her as if she’d been away for weeks. She knelt on the floor and buried her head in the dog’s neck. Her phone rang. She wiped her face and checked the screen. ‘Hi Mac, You’ve probably heard about my run-in with the gamekeeper.’

‘I haven’t actually. What happened? Are you okay?’

‘I went to speak to Pamela but she wasn’t around. I was in the stable office when he came in. He came at me with a spade.’ She heard him take in a breath and slowly release it. ‘I managed to get away but he took a couple of shots at me.’

‘What, gunshots?’

‘Yep. He missed but Coulson will find the cartridges. I managed to injure him.’

‘What did you do?’

‘I used my Gerber on his thigh. Should’ve taken his dick off.’

‘I’m on my way to a meeting but are you okay on your own?’

‘Sure. Coulson said she’d drop by when she’s done. I hope the bastard bleeds out. He’s crazy for Lady Hamilton and ticked me off for calling her Pamela. I’m guessing she’s happy to string him along. I wouldn’t be surprised if he killed David on her behalf or thinking it would gain her favour. Whatever. He’s a loose cannon and the sooner he’s incarcerated the better. I keep thinking about Lisa and her mum and the bruise and blood on her face. What kind of coward does that to someone? And in front of their own kids? Assault is assault. I don’t give a fuck about that behind closed doors shit. People cannot do what they like. Not in my book.’ She blew out a breath. ‘Sorry. I’m ranting. But he and men like him make my blood boil. I’m going to check some photographs and go back through Pamela’s emails. There’s a bumper sticker from a feed company on the Land Rover and I spotted an email conversation from an account that’s probably an anagram of that company name.’

‘How did you spot that?

‘How could I not?’

‘Blimey, you’re good at this kind of thing.’

‘I’m so in the infants at this game. There are gazillions of people out there who think I’m a total lightweight. So go easy on bigging me up.’

‘No point in . . . I’ll be up later. I’ll bring food. Are you sure you’re okay?’

‘Fine. See you then.’

She took her laptop upstairs to Sal’s study and airdropped some of the photographs she’d taken in Sholto’s loo onto Sal’s desktop to see them on the big screen. The boy in the photographs always with Pamela and Sholto had grown up and become their gamekeeper. Christ, it was like a Lawrence novel gone wrong. Would he really still call her Lady Hamilton? What century was he living in? Old habits do die hard, but still.

The email address that had caught her eye on the bumper sticker was an anagram of ‘Feeds ‘n’ Seeds’. Too many ees not to be a giveaway. Not the work of a genius. She scrolled through their correspondence, lots of it dull horsey stuff. Gamekeeper was obviously a euphemism for many things in the countryside. He did all things equine as well as rearing pheasants. There was no sign of killing, or culling as they preferred to call it, on the Percy estate. She found the occasional suggestion of a meeting either they’d had or planned. There was definitely more to their relationship than employee and boss. There was something about his fondness for Pamela that made her pity him. He couldn’t see that he was being played. Pamela was clever at getting what she wanted. Her correspondence with Sholto was different, bordering on needy. With the gamekeeper, she dominated.

Viv’s phone pinged with a text from her sister suggesting a family brunch at the weekend. She switched her phone to silent. And returned to the screen. Was this guy a killer? Now that she’d calmed down she realised there was no way that he’d have missed her if he had wanted to hit her. He was a gamekeeper; shooting was his job. He’d deliberately shot wide, which was enough to keep her scared. Would he have the motivation to kill David? Was keeping Pamela sweet a good enough reason?

She was surrounded by bookshelves groaning with works on psychology that Sal had used for profiling. Now was a good time to make use of them. As was often the case when she was researching she found something that took her attention but wasn’t necessarily of use in the current investigation. Blind alleys were part of the deal and knowledge was always useful at some point. Eventually she found a section on domestic violence. The perpetrators had nothing in common. It took place in households across the social and economic spectrum. There was plenty of evidence of domestic violence turning from the odd punch to rape and murder, but it was uncommon for the person committing this crime to take their vengeance outside the home. It was easy to be brutal behind closed doors. Cowards.

Mollie stood and went to the study door and barked. A few seconds later the doorbell rang. She glanced out of the window but could only see a dark saloon in the drive behind the Rav. Must be Coulson. She ran downstairs and opened the door. Sure enough, it was.

‘Come in. I’ll stick the kettle on. Did you get him?’

‘Yes, he’s on his way to hospital. Lost a lot of blood. He came without any fuss.’

‘Yes, I was just thinking that with his job if he’d really wanted to kill me he could easily have done it. He shot wide deliberately, but was determined to scare me off.’

‘I haven’t questioned him yet. I’ll get to that once he’s been stitched up. He might need blood.’

Viv didn’t look at her. ‘I had to protect myself. It was self-defence.’

Coulson sighed. ‘What a bloody mess it all is.’ She took an evidence bag out of her pocket. ‘This was found in David’s jacket.’ She handed it to Viv.

‘My God, how many more of these are going to turn up?’ She took the bag and looked at it beneath a stronger light. It contained another eight-pointed cross but Viv was struck by the colour of part of the shield. ‘I don’t know if I’m imagining it but I think that the other Knights of Malta insignia have much richer red embossing. The thing is I’ve only seen photographs of them but this one and the one Mac and I found on a key-ring in Sholto’s town house have a paler . . .’ Just as she was about to say the colour she realised the connection.

‘What? What were you going to say?’

‘Well I’m wondering if the paler shade of red is closer to pink, which is probably significant. It could be a . . . I’d need to speak to Sholto again.’

‘What’s your connection?’

‘It’s just a theory, but I’m wondering if these men, all gay, have had their own eight-pointed cross designed as a way to identify their Catholicism and their sexuality. Wait here.’ She bolted up stairs and brought back her laptop. ‘Look, there’s a dating App for guys to meet guys and these . . .’ She lifted the evidence bag and again tried to get a better look at the cross. ‘Don’t suppose I can take a closer look?’

‘No. It might have prints on it and I don’t want any contamination. So you think this is a way for gay Catholic men to advertise themselves?’

‘Could be. If they want to stick to a particular audience it would be a kind of coded, safe way to do it. You know for insiders.’

Coulson sniffed. She wasn’t buying it. Viv pulled up images of the Knights of Malta insignia on her laptop. ‘See, it’s the same shape and detail but the colour on this one is weaker.’ She pointed at the screen. ‘These are ruby red. I know it’s a long shot but it’s worth thinking about. I’ll ask Mac if he can get clearer photographs of the others. I wonder if it belonged to David or if someone planted it on him?’

Coulson shrugged. ‘I guess we’ll know as soon as it’s checked for prints and DNA . . . You seem to have recovered.’

She shrugged. ‘Keeping busy. Being rational. Work’s always a good distraction. I’ll get myself over to Sholto, see if he’ll speak to me about that cross. Is Pamela still there?’

‘No. He didn’t want to see her. She kept trying. Hanging about. But he wouldn’t see her.’

‘And you think that’s strange?’

Coulson nodded slowly. ‘I don’t know what the hell is going on between them. He cancels the wedding. You’d think she’d be kicking off about that but she doesn’t seem that bothered. Not like most jilted brides, who’d be in meltdown.’ She shook her head. ‘At least the press have moved on for the time being. Anyway. I just wanted to see you were okay. I’ll get back to base. Make sure you get Mac to send me copies of those photographs. How many are there by the way?’

‘That’s the fourth so far.’

Coulson knitted her brows. ‘Tell me about them.’

Since Ruddy had told her and Mac to keep quiet about the death in the cathedral she said, ‘Best ask Mac.’

Coulson didn’t push. ‘Right, I’ll get going then.’ But she hesitated and glanced round the room. ‘She’d made it really homely.’

Viv nodded. ‘She did. My flat in Edinburgh is homely but not like this place. She’s thought of everything.’

Coulson made for the door. ‘Keep me posted if you find anything else.’

‘Sure will, and thanks for dropping by.’

She waited until Coulson had backed down the drive, then returned to Sal’s study. She emailed Sholto, but knew it was a long shot. Better to see him face to face - harder for him to deny her hunch about the pink cross. Okay, it wasn’t as pink as the triangle but certainly on its way. Her phone rang. It was Mac.

‘Hi, I’m just checking in. I hear the gamekeeper’s in custody.’

‘He is. I’m fine. Been busy. Discovered that the colours on the eight-pointed cross are not quite the same as the original and it struck me that it might be a pink version.’

‘Pink as in pink pound or pink triangle?’

‘Exactly. If that is the case the connection between the Cathedral killing and David can’t be in doubt. I’m just taking a look at an App that gay guys use to see if I can find any with the cross in it. It could be on a tee shirt or like that guy’s slippers. It’s just a guess.’

‘Funny you should say that, because the guy in the cathedral was an old flame of David’s from law school. Coincidences adding up by the second.’

‘How long ago was he killed, I mean do we have an exact time of death? One might have killed the other. I’d say David had been in the tunnel for over a week. He was ripe. I don’t know if I’m making this up, but do you have access on your phone to the photographs of the dead priest? I think I saw fine scratches on his hands. Fine scars just healing.’

‘What are you getting at?’

‘Well, I noticed similar fine scars on Brian’s arms the other day. He’d been strimming and cutting back brambles. If our mock cardinal had been cutting back brambles and gorse at the entrance to the tunnel that would explain the fine scabs on his hands.’

‘So who killed the killer?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe it was suicide.’

‘What, he whacked his own head with a candle stick?’

‘It’s not impossible. I know it sounds mad, but I’m just thinking out loud. I’ve no idea. If you asked me this morning I’d have put money on the gamekeeper as David’s killer but now I’m not so sure. I think if he’d wanted me dead it wouldn’t have been a problem. Since he works for both estates there’s a chance that the Hamiltons don’t have the same views on conservation and kindness as the Percys. A gamekeeper has probably shot all his life. There’s no way he’d have been that wide of the mark, even one-handed. So I’m thinking he just wanted rid of me. Didn’t want me poking around in his or Pamela’s stuff. Extreme I know.’ She ran her hand through her hair. ‘I think I need a walk. That’ll clear my head. What are you working on?’

‘Nothing that you need to know about yet.’

‘Ah, but there’s a chance that I will later?’

‘You any plans to come to Edinburgh?’

‘I’m going to speak to Sholto again. See if he denies or confirms the existence of the pink eight-pointed cross. I’ll give you a buzz later. I’d love to get a look at David’s laptop. My ways and means are diminished from here. I might find a way but . . . ’

‘I’ll see what I can do.’

‘Thanks.’

She went down to the hallway and pulled on her boots. Mollie birled around at the idea of a walk. Eventually Viv managed to fix a lead onto her collar and they took off across the river park.

She started ordering her thoughts from the beginning. Sholto’s party, the request for her to look into a mis-pers, the flats in Edinburgh, the dead priest. The body in the Cathedral had definitely been killed somewhere else. There was no blood and he did have a bump to his head, which may or may not have been done by the candlestick on the altar. She had a vision of the woman who had found the priest in St Jude’s, the one who’d called the police. Usually women who worked within the Catholic Church saw their position as a privilege and did anything to protect themselves and those around them. She hadn’t, why? She had called in the police; was that a knee-jerk reaction to the death or what? There could be a less benign reason. As Viv strode over the river park she tried to picture this person. She had no idea what she looked like but was inclined to think of her as beyond retirement years, devout, but maybe she actually worked in the Cathedral for money. Maybe she had a grudge, or maybe she really was an innocent who found the body? Plenty of questions to revisit. If as Mac said, the dead priest, James O’Brien, was a former lover of David’s, he had to be a suspect as well as a victim if David’s death occurred before James’s. Need to concentrate on a timeline and find out more about the woman who found James’s body.


***




There had been a shower of rain while she’d been online and the grass soaked the bottoms of her trousers. Mollie was in seventh heaven, her nose so close to the ground she almost made a furrow in the grass as she walked. Viv realised that she was becoming familiar with slight changes in the landscape. A sycamore tree on the opposite bank had, at some point, probably been hit by lightning and lost its foliage at the top. The actual river banks were shored up by giant boulders and she wondered how long they had been like that and how many men it had taken to get them into place. The countryside didn’t just happen to be as we see it; it had been interfered with by men for centuries. Boundaries have always been important and everywhere she walked had been part of someone’s design. Rivers and their banks were the old highways, routes to significant settlements and religious centres. That’s where money and employment was. Hadn’t changed. Once she’d reached the chapel she looped back up through the woods to her favourite tree. The view of Ben Ledi was different every time but just as magnificent. What she needed to do was write a list of all possible scenarios and start eliminating. Why did post mortems take so long? It was never like that in the movies. She checked her phone. Great signal. She rang Sholto; it went straight to voicemail. She sent him a text and then an email. Covering all bases. Nothing would prevent her from asking about the pink cross. Her next step was to drop off Mollie then to pitch up at the Hall.


Chapter Twenty-One

Mrs Smith answered and held the door open for her to go in. Good start.

‘He’s not been seeing any one but he might see you. I’ll go and check.’

Viv hovered around in the hallway and studied the paintings and the vast fireplaces on either side of the entrance. The times she’d been before hadn’t given her a chance to stop and have a good look around. The paintings may have been catholic in taste but not in representation. Large Scottish landscapes, and small but multiple portraits. Two beauties, of lurchers obviously loved by the family, and possibly the artist since they were so affectionately painted. Footsteps from the passage made her turn. It was Pamela. Almost unrecognisable from the night of the drinks party, she was wearing grubby dungarees and had a scarf tied round her hair like a WWII mechanic. She looked stunning.

‘Are you trying to see Sholt?’

Viv nodded. ‘Yes, but . . .’

Mrs Smith appeared at the top of the stair and beckoned her up.

‘Looks as if I’m in luck.’

‘I’m sorry about the upset at the stables.’

Viv, half way up the stairs, turned. ‘He’s got some serious anger issues.’

Pamela looked at her feet. ‘He is over-protective at times.’

Viv snorted, ‘Oh I think he’s a bit more damaging than “over-protective”. You must know his wife.’

Pamela looked genuinely confused. ‘I know who she is, but they’ve always lived on the Percy’s estate. I haven’t had reason to . . .’ She stopped as if she knew she was getting into deep water.

‘You were childhood friends, you, Sholto and?’

‘Richard. His name’s Richard.’

‘So he must have courted her before they married, then they had children. Are you saying, in a small community like this, you weren’t aware of what was going on between them?’

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘You’ll have heard the saying, “What hurts the victim most is not the cruelty of the oppressor but the silence of the bystander”. Think about it.’

Viv stared her down then continued upstairs two at a time.

Mrs Smith tapped on the study door and pushed it open. An extremely dishevelled Sholto sat behind his desk. His hair was sticking out at odd angles and dark rings under his eyes were testimony to sleepless nights. He gestured for her to come in and take a seat.

Mrs Smith retreated but as she left said, ‘I’ll get coffee.’

‘I wanted to ask you about the Knights of Malta insignia, the eight-pointed cross. Am I right in thinking that you and some of your friends have your very own version?’

He nodded. ‘Yes. It has made life easier for lots of gay men who also want to keep their faith.’

‘Nice touch to make it pink.’

‘We didn’t really think it through for very long. It just kind of happened. And then it became a thing.’ He leaned forward on the desk, pulled his laptop closer and began to type. He turned it round so that she could see the screen.

‘There’s nothing sinister about it. And there are probably lots of men who don’t use it but at least those who do feel safe. There’s only one manufacturer that . . .’ He stopped and knitted his brows. ‘Do you think David’s death had something to do with the Knights of Malta?’

‘You know that they found a cross in his pocket?’

‘No, I didn’t. But why would that be an issue? We all have one.’

‘It might not be. It just struck me as odd because another pink eight-pointed cross turned up in a case that we’ve been working on and we’re not fond of coincidences like that. I’m just poking around. There may not be a connection but it’s unlikely.’

He pointed at the screen. ‘Look this is how it works. You upload your profile to this site and when people are scrolling, it’s a bit like Facebook. There’s an area that you can say what films, books and groups you like. We put a photograph of the pink cross there. Although some guys just wear a badge on their tees or have something in the background of their photograph. There’s nothing to it. You think David was killed because of it?’

‘I’ve no idea. As I say, just poking around.’

‘Did you find anything more in the archive?’

‘Yes. A document from the 1660s which legitimises your land and fishing rights. Somewhere in this house there’s a copy. Well hidden. I’m not sure why you would need it now that we’ve got photographs of the original from the Vatican, but maybe one day when you’ve got less on your mind it would be worth searching for it.’

‘But we already have those and there are copies in the Vatican.’

She nodded. ‘Yes. But why have the Hamiltons been trying to claim them?’

He looked confused, ‘Pammy asked me about the fishing years ago, but she knows that we’re legit.’

Viv stood. ‘I wouldn’t be so sure about the rest of the family. Be careful.’

‘What do you mean? Do you think I am also in danger?’

‘I think that people will do damage with the smallest excuse and still feel justified. Oh, I don’t know, maybe David’s death is enough of a shock for them to back off.’

‘Back off from what?’

‘You mentioned the Vatican. I found email correspondence between Pamela and the librarian at the Vatican.’

He pulled himself up in his chair and ran his hands over his face. ‘I may be “sensitive” but she knows I’m not stupid. Why would she pursue something that she knows is a waste of time? Our family already won that case. I mean, in 1909 the Hamiltons took the Percys to the House of Lords to claim their fishing rights back, but they never had them in the first place. The case took years, cost the Hamiltons lots of money but was settled in our favour. Why would she want to poke that old dud?’

‘I’ve no idea. You’d have to ask her or her family. But in the meantime thanks for showing me that website and making that clearer. I think DCI Coulson will be grateful for any help she can get.’

As she made her way to the top of the stairs she met Mrs Smith coming up with a tray.

‘You not staying for coffee?’

‘No. But thank you. I’m sure he’ll appreciate one.’

As soon as she got back to the cottage she began a new online mission. Mrs Smith must know almost everything about the Percys. She was at the house twenty-four-seven and yet it was as if she didn’t exist, was kind of invisible. That very invisibility was niggling her. The woman who discovered the priest in the Cathedral was also kind of invisible. Like Mrs Smith, she had access to a repository of secrets. How did they use that power, the power of invisibility, to their advantage? Being overlooked definitely had its advantages. Viv’s bias had had her imagining an old woman in black, kowtowing to the clergy but she could be completely wrong. On the Cathedral website she ran through the photographs of staff again. There was a link to support staff but she’d never heard of cleaners being called that before so it was a long shot.

As she was reading she received a text from Ruddy. He’d been quiet for a while. ‘There’s been a development.’

Was he talking about the job he’d mentioned, the one she wasn’t yet fit enough for? Or was he on about the dead priest? She texted him back asking what it was. A few minutes passed and her phone pinged again. His message said, ‘Looks as if the priest committed suicide.’

‘Wow!’ She shook her head and began to imagine herself in the shoes of the cleaner. Going about her work then coming across a dead priest in the cathedral. What would be the first thing she’d do? She’d look for help? But she didn’t find help so called the police. What exactly had she found?

Her phone rang, and it was Ruddy. ‘The blow to the head was post-mortem. That’s why there was so little blood. Looks like he overdosed in one of the pews. We found an area which had been washed down, only there was cocaine trapped in the piping of the cushion. We’re putting pressure on the lab for a quick turn around on the tox report.’

‘Wow. So you think the cleaner found him dead, cleaned up his mess, then tried to make it look like a murder?’

‘That’s what we are checking now.’

‘My God. That’s loyalty for you.’ If a priest committed suicide that would be a mortal sin, not to mention humiliating for the bishop and the rest of the team. She must have wanted to save them from that.

What will happen to her?’

‘Not much. Obstruction, wasting police time, lying. Trying to ensure someone gets into heaven would be a difficult one to prosecute.’

‘What’s her name?’

‘Marie O’Hanlon.’

‘You know I was just trying to find her on their website. I had a vision of a wee old woman dressed in black.’

‘You couldn’t be more wrong. She’s in her late thirties, lithe and obviously sent to test the clergy.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘It means she’s a looker who isn’t worried about flaunting it inside a sacred place.’

She snorted, ‘You don’t think a whole bunch of grown men wearing frocks is flaunting it then?’

‘You know what I mean.’

‘I do. One set of rules for women and another for guys in frocks’ She sighed. ‘Oh, another time. I was with Sholto earlier and I’m now thinking about how his housekeeper knows everything about them and yet no one suspects her of anything, unless they want a cup of tea. It wouldn’t have been impossible for her to kill David. Seems her main purpose is looking after Sholto. If he had gone off with either Pamela or David she’d have been left with the mother. I’m appalled by my own unconscious bias. Anyway it puts her in the frame too.’

‘O’Hanlon is being questioned. And I wouldn’t worry, Coulson will have had a good go at Mrs Smith.’

‘By the way, what did the post-mortem report say those fine scratches on the priests hands were? Maybe he killed David then killed himself?’ She didn’t wait for an answer. ‘I think I’ll take a more thorough look at his social media.’

‘Why? You got a hunch?’

She hesitated. ‘Not really. I just don’t get a sense of him and I would like to. Give me an hour and I’ll get back to you.’

‘There’s a backlog at the mortuary and I’m tied up with meetings for a while. I’ll let you know what we get on the scratches.’

‘By the way, I wish Mac and I had had a look at the actual scene in the cathedral. Too difficult to really get a feel for a place, without being on the ground. Someone ought to have smelled that cleaning fluid straightaway.’

‘Oh, the whole place was gleaming. She’d made sure that it didn’t stand out.’

‘I’ve got a nose like a bloodhound. If only I’d been there. There’s no way I’d have missed it.’

‘No doubt, but we’re on it now. Meantime, keep up that fitness regime. You never know when you’ll get the call.’

She shook her head as he hung up. If she did get the ‘call’ they’d have to take her as she was. In her opinion she was plenty fit enough. She clicked on the mouse and began scrolling. Father James wasn’t quite ringing true. It didn’t take long for her to find out why. He’d been pressuring David to get his firm to change their minds about their charity funding for the next three years. Fitzroy and Maclean had chosen to place their sponsorship with Lourdes, which meant the Knights of Malta would have to wait in line for the next application. O’Brien wasn’t too chuffed about that. The language in his emails to David started off as reasonable and friendly but in the end he resorted to ugly, personal and threatening stuff. Was it the behaviour of a scared man? Could be. But what was he scared of? And did he kill for it?

She rang Mac. ‘You heard about the loyal cleaner?’

‘Yep. Hope there’s one around for me when I need them.’

‘D’you think our priest could have killed David then killed himself? I found some emails that link them. Not recent, but a link is a link. So I followed a few leads and discovered another email conversation between them that got pretty nasty.’

‘Were they actually lovers or just friends from uni?’

‘Looks like they had history beyond friendship. Young and naïve, before uni. Both attended a camp for potential seminarians. Neither signed up for it but they were both sent home for misconduct. Poor sods. Totally unnatural for them to keep it in their pants but that’s what was expected of them. No wonder so many go off the rails.’

‘Rather open-minded of you. I’d have thought you’d like a lot more of them to keep it in their pants.’

She screwed up her eyes. ‘Oh, for sure, any kiddie fiddler. But consenting adults. It seems to me a safer option to keep them satisfied. Anyway never mind that. Looks as if the contact more recently was threatening. O’Brien was hoping to get David to influence the partners at Fitzroy and Maclean to change their minds and support the Knights of Malta charity rather than Lourdes, which they went with in the end. David wouldn’t comply. Eventually told him where to go. They say “follow the money” and it looks as if they, whoever they are, got it right. Although it wouldn’t be the first time a scorned lover made it impossible for their ex to have anyone else. You know that thing of, if I’m not having you, no one else is? Women are killed daily at the hands of husbands or partners who control everything about them, including their future. He was a big guy who could easily have fought with David and dragged him into that tunnel to place the blame firmly at the Percys’ door. A crime of passion makes almost as much sense as following the money. In fact it needn’t be either or, but both. The scratches on O’Brien could have come from clearing all the gorse and brambles at the entrance to the tunnel. My big query is what were they doing out here in the country? It would have been easier for them to meet in Edinburgh.’

Mac said, ‘Good question. By the way, have you heard back from Ruddy?’

‘Yes, he phoned earlier. Keeps telling me to get fit.’

‘Me too. I wouldn’t worry about it. He’s had a memo telling him to make sure all operatives are on top form. Don’t take it personally. Even I’ve been called to . . .’

‘Ah, the secret camp on the west coast would be my best guess.’ She laughed. ‘Look I’m going to send all this stuff about O’Brien I’ve found on social media over to Coulson. I’m sure she’ll put it to good use. I wonder if Sholto knew about O’Brien.’

‘You don’t have any reason to go back to see him. He’ll know soon enough when Coulson gathers and confirms all her evidence. Remember he’s one of your neighbours now.’

‘He’s a client first. But you’re wrong, I do have a reason to go back. Besides I can think of worse things than spending the rest of my days in his library.’

‘We done?’

‘Ouch! That sounded final.’

‘It did rather. I didn’t mean it to come out like that. I meant we’re done with the job, the mock cardinal and David. You think you’ve wrapped him up?’

She sighed. ‘No. I’m not positive. It’s my best hunch so far but I’ve been down a few blind alleys already so I wouldn’t put money on it yet. Coulson would need DNA from the tunnel scene. I wish we’d been allowed to go and see the cathedral, I’m sure one of us would have noticed an over-powering smell of cleaning fluid and we’d have been done a lot sooner. Speak later.’

Viv decided another visit to see the scene by the river would help get some perspective. When she arrived she parked the Rav at the edge of a wooded area by the river and took off at a pace along the track towards the fishing hut. As she approached, the smell of cigarette smoke wafted out of the hut. She stuck her head round the end of the wall. Mrs Smith was sitting on the bench all wrapped up in a down coat, scarf, gloves and the long leather boots that wealthy hunting fishing shooting people wear.

‘Hi there.’

‘Hello. I thought one of these days you’d come back. I come every day. Lovely peaceful place to have a fag and contemplate.’

Viv gestured that she’d take a seat. ‘D’you mind?’

‘By all means. You’ve been kind to Auchenban unlike some. I hoped I’d bump into you somewhere quiet.’

‘You care to tell me more?’

‘Ricky, the gamekeeper, isn’t the man you’re looking for.’

‘Then who is?’

‘The clue is right in front of you.’

Viv stared at the ground. A few stubs lay on the damp earth at the doorway. She went to pick them up.

‘No, not those. Right ahead.’

‘You mean the river?’

Mrs Smith nodded and took a huge draw of her cigarette. ‘The Hamiltons couldn’t care less about fishing. Hugo’s got his sights on something far larger.’

‘But what could be far larger than fishing? I believe the income is huge.’

Mrs Smith smiled. ‘Hydro power. I think you’ll find there’s some folks will go to great lengths to . . .’ She brushed at something on her lip.

‘But the rights to the river are owned by Sholto. D’you think he’d give those up in favour of hydro power?’

She shook her head. ‘No. No, Auchenban has no desire to exploit the estate any more than the family already have. The Hamiltons on the other hand . . .’

Viv recalled Hugo’s concern about his sister frittering away his inheritance on horses. Why hadn’t she paid more attention to him? ‘So Hugo would like to start a hydro-scheme and he needs Sholto’s permission to do it?’

‘Well. He needs access from this river.’ She pointed to the torrent rushing by. ‘To a burn, a tributary that has its head at the top of the glen. I heard him trying to persuade David to speak to Sholto on his behalf. David was loyal. There was no way he’d try to persuade Sholto about something that was going to cause so much damage. Archimedes screws in a salmon tributary.’ She snorted. ‘No, Hugo doesn’t care a jot about fishing.’

‘When was this and were they talking on the phone? D’you think he’d kill for his hydro power?’

Mrs Smith looked straight at her, unflinching and nodded. ‘Hugo’s desperate. I heard him set up a meeting. He was going to show David the site and the plans. The call was over a fortnight ago.’

‘What do you have against him. Hugo, I mean?’

‘David was the best thing that had happened to Sholto. He put a spring in his step and a permanent grin on his face. It was a relief to see him happy.’

‘Could Hugo have had someone else kill David?’ She was thinking of the crazy gamekeeper.

Mrs Smith stubbed out her butt and as if she’d read Viv’s thoughts said, ‘I wouldn’t trust Ricky as far as I could spit. As for Hugo he’s unhappy. Was relying on a project that would turn round the finances of their estate.’

‘But they’ve got smart new fencing and so many horses. There has to be money coming from somewhere.’

‘Nope. That work has all been done on good will.’

‘So the Hamiltons were also desperate that the wedding would take place so that they’d have a share of the Percy estate.’

She nodded.

‘Have you mentioned any of this to anyone else?’

She shook her head. ‘I liked that you didn’t judge him. Not for being a toff or for being gay. I think he trusts you. He’ll need all the friends he can get. The family are horrible to him.’

‘Well, thank God he has you.’

Mrs Smith wrapped her arms around her body and rubbed her upper arms. ‘I won’t be around forever.’

‘But you’re almost the same age as him.’

‘I’m not well.’

Viv stared at her. ‘Let’s walk back to the house. You look chilled.’

They walked in silence until the house came into view. ‘He’s been like my wee brother. Can’t shake the feeling that he isn’t tough enough for the job that he’s been granted.’

‘He’s lucky to have you. And I appreciate you talking to me.’

Mrs Smith nodded and went round to the back of the house. Viv jogged down the drive and along the main road to find the Rav.


Chapter Twenty-Two

At the cottage she raced upstairs and dug back into Pamela Hamilton’s social media accounts. It didn’t take long to find a link to Hugo and she was off. What a lesson in social blindness. She’d been so side-tracked by David’s death being about fishing rights or a crime of passion that she hadn’t given Hugo a thought.

An email pinged into her inbox. It looked official, from Police Scotland. ‘Shit!’ Must be about her part in the injury of the gamekeeper. No way Coulson could avoid a report since he’d been taken to hospital. But when she opened it it was only an ‘official’ invitation to the NTF Christmas party. She released a breath. That could wait although it did have an RSVP.

An email address in Pamela’s correspondence led her to Hugo and to a company he’d approached to carry out a survey of the Dochie Burn, wherever that was. He wanted to know how many drops they could blast into the riverbed and there was also mention of Archimedes screws. Even she gasped at the idea of those in a river that was a salmon tributary. In the past poachers used charges to blast fish out of rivers but it was rare now since there were so few fish. She searched and searched and couldn’t find anything to connect Hugo to David.

She rang Coulson. ‘Hi. I’m looking into some correspondence belonging to Hugo Hamilton junior.’

Coulson interrupted her. ‘Strange you should say that. We’ve had results back from the lab on those tyre tracks. They belong to an estate vehicle but not the gamekeeper’s.’

‘Let me guess. Hugo has his very own Land Rover?’

‘You got it. But we also got some DNA off that vial that you pocketed.’

She drew in a breath. Mrs Smith couldn’t be involved in David’s death. ‘So, are you going to tell me or what?’

‘The Hamiltons’ stepmother has been trying to kick a twenty a day habit. Not many folks using Murray Mint vaping fluid. We’re wondering if . . .’

‘I’ll bet she was keen on the idea of the hydro scheme.’

‘How did you know about that?’

‘Just found something in an email.’

‘We’ve got forensics going over Hugo junior’s Land Rover at the moment and Mrs Hamilton the second is co-operating with our questions. If you find anything else that might help us let me know.’

‘Will do.’

Viv scrolled and found another set of emails between Pamela and her brother. Pamela was a spoiled brat but she wasn’t interested in Hugo’s hydro project and told him so in no uncertain terms. What exactly was his real motivation to kill David? Not being able to coerce him into persuading Sholto to give them the river rights, albeit on a tributary, was a good enough reason for anger since it meant the potential loss of serious money. But to kill someone for that, how did that even come about? Did he lure David out to look at the site, to see the way the scheme would work? If he had where was David’s car?

She rang Coulson again. ‘By the way I was wondering if anyone had found David’s car, assuming he had one?’

‘I’ve got the registration in the system but no one has found it yet. I’m thinking that it can’t be far and may even be somewhere on one of the estates. Sholto said there’s an ancient wood store at the base of a mono-plantation on the Braes. I’ve got guys checking there now. So much for the Knights of Malta theory. Looking like good old greed.’

‘In some ways that’s a relief. At least there won’t be a torrent of headlines making gays into bogie-men.’

‘We’re not quite there yet but Hugo and his stepmum are looking and behaving like trapped animals. I’ll let you know. Wait, there’s a call on the other line.’

Viv listened to muffled tones until Coulson came back on the line. ‘They’ve found the car. That’ll be another job for forensics.’

Viv could hear the hope in her voice. ‘Good luck.’

‘Thanks. We always need a good dose of that to get a conviction. Especially with the gentry. They’ve always got connections.’

She went downstairs, pulled on her boots and a jacket and walked down the lane. She took a right up the old drive towards the tower house and skirted the gardens. Brian’s house was on the other side of the field at the back of the house, next to the entrance to the new drive. She approached the lodge and tapped on the front door. Dogs barked and Brian came round from the side of the house.

He looked confused.

‘Hi. I thought I’d save you the bother of bringing Mollie back.’

‘It’s no bother. I’ll fetch her and a lead.’

It hadn’t occurred to her to bring one and she still wasn’t sure that Mollie wouldn’t run off without one. ‘Thanks. I forgot.’

‘No bother.’

Mollie went bananas when she saw her. Viv knelt on the ground and tried to contain her with a cuddle but she jumped and twirled before Viv could pin her down.

Brian said, ‘I think you’ve got a friend for life now.’

Viv eyes brimmed, so she kept her head snuggled into Mollie’s neck. ‘Fine by me. She’s the perfect companion. I’ll square . . .’

‘There’s no need for you to do that, it’s all covered.’

Viv kept petting the dog. ‘I don’t know how that is but I’ll take your word for it.’

She took Mollie off down the drive and waved her hand sensing that Brian was watching them go. A good walk was exactly what she needed to get her ducks in a row. It gave her space to plan what, if anything, she wanted to do next. She missed her hair clients and would be relieved to get back into a rhythm. Mollie raced ahead until she reached the end of the extension lead then ran back and circled Viv’s legs. What a joyful sight. One day she’d be confident enough to let her off knowing that she’d come back on command but not yet. On her way back to the cottage her mobile vibrated.

‘Hey Mac. How are you doing?’

‘I’m fine. Have you replied to the invitation from Police Scotland?’

‘No. It didn’t occur to me that there was a rush.’

‘You have to reply before the end of the week, otherwise they’ll assume you don’t want to go.’

‘Well, that’s fine. Since I have no intention of going.’

‘Don’t be so hasty. It wouldn’t be a bad thing for your career.’

‘My career is just fine thank you.’

‘No, you don’t get it. We’re all getting grief about budget cuts, and using outside consultants will be the first thing to pull back on. I’d keep your bonnie face in the picture if I were you.’ He changed his voice. ‘Come along with me and I’ll show you a good time.’

She laughed. ‘You sound like Groucho Marx. Let me think about it. Are you coming to Doune tonight?’

‘Sadly not. I’m meeting Fiona.’

She felt a pang of disappointment. ‘Be careful. I don’t trust her.’

He laughed. ‘You don’t trust anyone. I can look after myself.’

‘Fine. Speak soon.’

It was normal at the end of a case, to feel a bit down. No longer having the adrenalin of the hunt to push her through the day. She’d survive but there was more to life than survival.


Chapter Twenty-Three

‘I don’t know what possessed me to agree to this. I won’t know anyone and I can’t be arsed with drunks never mind drunk cops.’

‘Was there a Mrs Scrooge? Cause that’s exactly who you’re sounding like. Of course you’ll know people. It’s not as if you’ve never been in the office. You’ll recognise the teams once we get there.’

She picked at a piece of loose skin at the edge of a nail then flinched.

‘What are you up to? There’s no need to be nervous. I’m going to look after you.’

‘I don’t need looking after . . . but don’t you go wandering off leaving me on my tod.’

‘Would I?’

‘Yes. You would. Will Red be there?’

‘No. She’s not in the NTF. Why? You got a wee thing going for her?’

She punched his arm. ‘No. I don’t, but at least she’s familiar and she owes me, so she’s kind to me.’

Mac drove into a parking space on George Street. ‘By the way you look great. Loving the dress.’

‘Can’t wait to get home and take it off. I feel like a Christmas cracker. All wrapped up but worthless inside.’

Mac came round to her side of the car and took her hands. ‘Look at me.’

She wouldn’t make eye contact.

He tugged her hands. ‘Go on, look at me.’

She glanced up.

‘Now, do I look like the enemy to you?’

She shook her head and sighed. ‘Of course you don’t. It’s just that I’m crap at small talk.’

He kept hold of her hand as they crossed the road and ambled into the entrance hall of the Assembly Rooms.

Viv glanced around. Lots of men in black tie and women in fancy frocks stood in line to hand their coats to staff. Mac took her coat from her shoulders and headed over to put it into the cloakroom. He returned with two tickets. ‘Here, take your ticket in case you need to escape. Although you’ll not get far without your own wheels.’

‘You forget. I can jog home from here in five minutes. Well maybe ten in these shoes.’ Black patent pumps were not her usual footwear but she could still move in them.

They took a carpeted staircase to the next floor where one vast room was set up with tables for dinner and the room adjoining was prepared for dancing. Her stomach clenched. ‘I don’t know why you put up with me. I’m such a pain in the arse when it come to social things.’

‘Oh, it’s not just when there’s a social thing. We’ll need to find a way of getting you to chill. You do realise that it’s an honour that you’ve been invited?’

‘I did kind of wonder when the invitation came in. Why would I get an invite? It’s never happened before.’

‘Someone somewhere on high is acknowledging the value of your work. I’m guessing Ruddy had a hand in it. Talk of the devil.’ He nodded at Ruddy squeezing through the crowd to reach them.

In unison they said, ‘Sir.’

The men nodded to each other.

Ruddy said to Viv, ‘You look ravishing. Hope you’re looking forward to a good dinner and a thrash around the floor..’

She couldn’t help but smile at a vision of him thrashing around the ballroom in his tartan trews and his dark green velvet jacket.

‘Let’s find the table plan, shall we?’

By some stroke of luck, or some sneaky manipulating by Ruddy, they were all on the same table. Viv sat between the only two men she admired, and would trust with her life. She glanced at one, then the other, and let that sink in. At the same moment they both reached for her napkin. Mac won and laid it across her lap. She grinned. Ruddy poured her a glass of water before filling his own and Mac’s glass. This could actually turn out to be a fun night.

Ruddy said, ‘I hear Hugo Hamilton has been taken into custody. Coulson said you were an asset.’

She raised her eyebrows. ‘Kind of her to mention it. But I didn’t exactly pip anyone to the post. I should have thought of him earlier. Thank God for the Mrs Smiths of the world.’

Mac said, ‘She’s being modest . . . her digging is always way faster than anyone else’s. And let’s face it speed is everything these days. Just accept the credit and let’s have fun.’

The catering was efficient and the dancing raucous. By the time they’d finished the Dashing White Sergeant, an eightsome reel and the Gay Gordons. Strip the Willow was a shambles. Spirits were high and she was tipsy. Not a word she’d use to describe anyone let alone herself. But she was and she couldn’t think of a better word for the state of her.

She and Mac returned to their table and flopped into their seats. ‘You surely can’t be bothered to drive all the way back to Doune tonight, can you?’

‘Don’t have to if you don’t want to. I can drop you at the West Bow and I’ll stay at Learmonth.’

‘You have a spare room. I could sleep there.’

He hesitated.

‘It’s fine. I’m happy to go to the West Bow.’

‘I was just trying to remember what state the place is in. I think the spare room is made up but there’s nothing to eat for the morning. No milk or bread, nada.’

‘Forget I even mentioned it.’

‘No. I’d like you to come and stay.’

The ceilidh band stopped, and a DJ stepped in and said in a crooning voice, ‘Let’s take this action down a beat or two.’

Then the first bar of, ‘More than Words’ started. She said, ‘Oh, I love this song.’

He tugged her hand. ‘Are ye dancin’?’

She grinned, ‘Are ye askin’?’

Ruddy raised his eyebrows as they passed him on the way back to the ballroom. No one else was on the floor.

‘Well this is embarrassing.’

‘No it isn’t. You’ll forget about that when . . .’ He twirled her round and they danced. Not quite cheek to cheek but close. She loved the way he smelled. Always notes of lemon in whatever soap or shampoo he used. He was right. As soon as they began to sway she rested her head on his shoulder and relished the heat of his hands on her lower back. Angst drained from her. When the music stopped a few people clapped and they wandered back to their seats.

Mac said, ‘Let’s go.’

‘Go where?’

‘My place.’

‘But you said . . .’

‘Never mind what I said. Let’s go.’ He stretched out his hand, she took it and he pulled her to her feet.

Once they were out onto the street the wind chill hit them and they darted for the car.

It took until they were almost at Mac’s flat before the Audi thawed. He took them along the lane at the back of the flat and parked in his garage.

As she got out of the car she said, ‘I so envy this. Imagine being able to park at the bottom of your garden every time you come home. I’m sure my life is shorter with the frustration of circling for a space.’

Inside the flat was warm.

‘Want something to drink?’ He took her coat and hung it on a stand.

‘No. I’m fine, thanks.’

‘Yeah, sure, you don’t sound fine. Follow me.’

He took the stairs down to the floor below. This was where his bedroom and a huge kitchen diner were, both with double doors onto the garden. The grass and flowerbeds were lit up by trails of LED lights. A dwarf cherry tree also had them wrapped around its branches.

‘Looks seasonal, very domestic.’

‘Did you mean to say “pretty”?’ He pulled off his bow tie and hung his jacket over the back of a chair then kicked off his shoes. ‘Heaven. Women don’t have a monopoly on sore feet. Lesson, never wear new shoes to do Strip the Willow.’

She felt herself flush and put her hand up to her throat and nodded to the garden. ‘It does look pretty. What is wrong with me? When I’m with you I never say the right thing. I revert to sarcasm to conceal my awkwardness.’

He went into a cupboard and took out a huge towel and tossed it to her. ‘Here, you’ll need this. Spare room is where it was last time. I put the heating on from the car so the water might not be that hot yet.’

‘Thanks. It’ll be a relief to get out of this frock.’

He checked in the fridge then in a large store cupboard. ‘I’ll defo need to nip out in the morning and get supplies.’

‘Don’t on my account. We can go to Bella’s for breakfast.’

‘Okay. I’ll see you in the morning.’ He strolled off to his room and left her standing in the kitchen.

She took the stairs back to the first floor and the spare room, kicked off her pumps, then unzipped her dress. It dropped to the floor and she stepped out if it. She released a huge sigh then slipped beneath the cool cotton duvet. She tossed and turned until eventually she got up and pulled back the curtain. A fox made its way across the grass into the undergrowth. It wasn’t a big fox, but its beautiful rich auburn coat made it stand out from those she’d seen in the countryside. Must be to do with the time of year. She returned to bed and lay staring up at the ceiling. Minutes passed as a clock on the bedside cabinet tick-tocked, as if mocking her. She wondered if Mac was asleep.

She got up again, wrapped the duvet round her shoulders and wandered down to the kitchen. One of Mac’s cats rubbed up against her bare leg. Every house had its own creaks and bumps. Mac’s had fewer than most, but the fridge hummed and the digital read-out on the oven gave enough light for her to see where she was going. She opened the door to his bedroom and stood watching him sleep. He looked like a man without much on his mind or a man without conscience. Neither was true.

She moved to the edge of the bed and he immediately woke up. From deep sleep to high alert in a second.

‘What?’

‘I can’t sleep. I thought you might still be awake.’

He patted the duvet beside him. What’s up?’

She sat on the edge of the bed and put her head in her hands. ‘I feel desperate that I didn’t do enough for Sal.’

‘But what do you think you could have done?’

‘I don’t know. But it wasn’t enough. To let the FBI take over and resolve it wasn’t right.’

‘There’s no way they’d have let us interfere when one of their own was guilty.’

‘At a rational level I know that. But my heart says something else. I don’t usually do guilt but that’s what I think is going on.’

He rubbed his hands roughly over his face. The scuffing sound of two days growth reminded her that she was interrupting his precious weekend.

‘I’m sorry I shouldn’t have bothered you.’ She stood up and went to the door.

‘You know it’s no bother . . . I miss her too. It’ll take time.’

She nodded. ‘But what about Doune? What the hell am I going to do about all of that?’

‘I don’t know but you don’t have to make any decisions about it until you’re ready. She knew you. She knew that it would be in safe hands if she left it in your care. Don’t worry about it. Take your time. I’m always around to help if you get overwhelmed.’

‘You won’t always be. That worries me. I’m so used to doing everything on my own but I’m out of my depth. I’m not sure I want to any more. I want to be able to let someone in. I thought that person would be Sal.’

He yawned and put his hand to his mouth. ‘Sorry. It’s just that . . .’

‘You’re knackered and it’s the middle of the night. Thanks for not blowing me off.’

She went out and drew the door closed behind her. Right now he was a total rock for her. This was unfamiliar ground. Being so out of her comfort zone was not a place she ever wanted to be. He was right - she didn’t have to make any decisions now. She’d feel more in control in the morning when she had sobered up so she returned to bed and counted sheep jumping off the abattoir lorry back into the freedom of the hill.


Chapter Twenty-Four

She pushed open the door to Bella’s. James, her nephew, tottered over to meet her calling her ‘Vivi’. He stopped short when he noticed Mollie. Viv led the dog round to her right side and scooped James into a hug. ‘Hello handsome. You remember Mollie. Once we’ve had lunch we can go for a walk and you can hold the lead.’

He returned to the table where his mum and grandma were already reading menus. Viv pulled out a chair opposite them; no one stood, no one hugged but affection was in the air.

Viv’s mum said, ‘You look rested.’

Viv wasn’t sure what that meant but she nodded. ‘I am. How about you two?’

Without being asked, Mollie slipped beneath the table and curled up. This was her second visit to Bella’s. First time she’d benefited from a large chunk of fillet steak that someone had ordered then couldn’t eat. No hardship for her to return.

‘Mac might show up. I mentioned we were having a family gathering and said he could join us if he had nothing on.’ The bell on Bella’s door tinkled and Mac strode over.

‘Talk of the devil.’

Both Amanda and her mum rose and greeted him with hugs and kisses on both cheeks. He rubbed Viv’s arm and sat down beside her.

‘So, Mrs Fraser, has Viv filled you in on her latest shenanigans?’

‘Call me Trudy. Mrs Fraser makes me sound like a headmistress. But no, she hasn’t yet. I’m all ears, Vivian.’

Viv nudged Mac under table with her knee. ‘Let’s order first, shall we?’

She hadn’t had much of an appetite the day before, but the smell of fresh bread and garlic cooking changed that. Viv turned round to check the Specials blackboard and shot Mac a death stare. She had no intention of sharing her recent work with her family and he knew better than to make the suggestion. He was yanking her chain. But why? Her mother looked slightly smug. Did she already know what had happened? Amanda didn’t need to know.

Bella approached with her pad and pencil. ‘Ready to order?’

In unison Viv and Mac said, ‘I’ll have the special brunch.’

Mrs Fraser glanced at them. ‘Same for me.’

Amanda said, ‘I’ll have the smoked salmon with scrambled eggs. Could I have it divided into two dishes? One for James.’

‘No problem. Be right back.’

Bella brought a bottle of Prosecco and poured it into flutes.

To Viv’s surprise, her mum lifted her glass and said, ‘To Sal!’

They raised their glasses and Viv glanced at Mac, his eyes full as they toasted the short life of their friend.

 

The End
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