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Prologue


October 1985


The north-easter came tearing through the night across the Irish Sea. Thundering waves lashed the cliffs, launching themselves as walls of water thirty, forty feet high round the Mull of Galloway, the exposed southernmost tip of Scotland. In this hell of howling wind and roaring water, the air was thick with salt spray and blinding squalls of rain.


High above on the headland, from the solid bulk of the great white lighthouse, the lantern’s beams stabbed at the encompassing darkness as it revolved, revolved, revolved slowly and steadily through the night.


And far below, in the boiling waves, something tumbled over and over as the breakers rolled it towards the cliffs.


 


As the light of an uneasy dawn lit the sky with streaks of fiery gold and dull, angry red, the man in the lightroom below the lantern switched off the huge light, yawned and stretched.


It had been a wild, wild night, but with it being near enough November now you had to expect it. The lighthouse had stood against many a worse storm than that in its hundred and fifty years, and John Fairlie never minded the solitary night shift. He was a quiet, dreamy man, fond of his own company, happy to watch the dramas played out by the elements from his crow’s-nest position, making the records and checks in his own unhurried time, reading a bit. Poetry – that was his favourite. You could think about poetry, after.


The wind had dropped to an unnatural calm though there was still an angry sea, with a greasy sheen to the surface and a heavy swell. John opened the little door giving access to the platform around the base of the lantern, white trellis-work cast-iron, and climbed out.


It had been hot and stuffy in the cramped office below the light. The shock of the chilly air made him gasp, but he welcomed its freshness, taking deep, hungry breaths. There was nothing better than this: high up in the clear air, the world to yourself apart from the seabirds wheeling below you with their raucous cries. Kittiwakes they were mostly, this morning, as well as the usual herring gulls. He liked watching the birds, particularly the gannets, when they were doing their death drops with wings folded, but they wouldn’t be fishing in a sea like this. There were no puffins this morning either, to whirr on their busy way like so many clockwork toys.


John looked down through the mesh of the platform – you couldn’t afford to suffer from vertigo in this trade – and saw smoke beginning to curl from the chimney of one of the assistant keepers’ cottages across the courtyard. He’d be relieved shortly.


He had turned to go back inside when it caught his eye. Just to the north of the lighthouse, a small stack of rock reared up, needles of sand-coloured stone, with a half-submerged flat surface between its base and the face of the cliff. There was something lying on it, some dark mass, but with gold strands that rippled in the waves that were washing over it. John stared, shading his eyes.


 


‘Oh is it weed, or fish, or floating hair –


A tress o’ golden hair, o’drownèd maiden’s hair . . .’


 


The words came to his mind and his stomach lurched. Fumbling the catch on the door, he went back in to fetch the powerful binoculars kept in the office. His hands were shaking as he came back out and focused them.


He left without even shutting the door, half-falling down the ladders before he reached the spiral staircase, then taking the hundred-odd steps at breakneck speed, even though he knew that there was no need to hurry for the sake of the girl who lay dead on the rocks below.
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‘Well, I think we could confidently state this has been a complete disaster, DI Fleming.’


Standing under the impressive portico of the Glasgow High Court of the Justiciary, the woman who spoke was wearing a fake fur coat, wrapped tightly about her against the keen March wind. She was tall and bulky, with the thick pale skin, full red lips and dark blonde tresses of a Tamara de Tempicka model, but at the moment those lips were pursed in disapproval and her pencilled brows were drawn together above slightly protuberant blue eyes.


The woman coming out behind her through the revolving doors was tall too, but with a long-legged, athletic build. In contrast to the other woman’s exotic pallor, she had a fresh complexion and she was not pretty, nor even handsome, but she had an interesting, intelligent face, clear hazel eyes and a humorous mouth. Today, though, her expression was grim.


DS MacNee, a small man wearing a black leather jacket, white T-shirt, jeans and trainers, emerged to line up beside her in a pose suggesting this was not the first street fight he’d found himself engaged in. Both officers wore identical expressions of angry humiliation.


‘I can only apologize, Ms Milne,’ Fleming forced through her gritted teeth. ‘I should have checked.’


‘Yes, you should.’ The acting Procurator Fiscal’s tone was icy. ‘That colossal waste of time and money will have to be explained.’


‘I understand that.’ Fleming did, too, and she wasn’t looking forward to the process.


‘I shall be talking to Superintendent Bailey about an enquiry. I am extremely—’


She broke off. The door was revolving again and the sound of laughter and loud, cheerful voices assailed them. A couple of photographers, sitting on a broad low wall beside some unhappy-looking shrubs, suddenly moved forward, raising their cameras.


‘Here’s them coming now,’ MacNee said unnecessarily, and without discussion the three of them headed for the car park opposite, to avoid the exultant villain who, after months of intensive police work and meticulously assembled evidence, had been told there was no case to answer and was even now emerging triumphant, immune from prosecution on these charges at least, and ready to go back to his interrupted life of crime.


 


‘See lawyers?’ MacNee said bitterly in his strong Glasgow accent. ‘Of all the sleekit sods—’


‘Only doing his job,’ Fleming said, driving through the city traffic. ‘Being smooth and cunning’s what they’re paid for.’


‘And who does the paying?’ MacNee returned to a long-held grievance. ‘You and me, that’s who, and all the decent folk who’d rather not have their houses broken into and their cars nicked. Just so some bugger can come up with a daft technical objection that gets the man off.


‘Anyway, his lordship had only to look at that bastard’s brief to know he was guilty, no need for a trial. The day that one’s defending an innocent man’ll be the day the Rangers and Celtic get together to form a social club.’


‘It was my fault, though, Tam – I can’t get away from it.’ In a gesture of frustration, Fleming ran her hand through her crisp chestnut crop, greying a little at the sides now. ‘I was fair away with having got the man to make that unguarded admission – last piece in the jigsaw! Never occurred to me to check Hatton’s procedure.’


‘He’ll be sick as a parrot too. He’s a decent lad, even if he is English.’


‘Well, there’s a compliment, coming from you!’ Fleming said. DS Hatton was indeed a decent lad, and the collaboration between the Galloway and Cumbria police, nailing a criminal with an extensive stolen cars practice on both sides of the Solway, had been a triumph. They’d picked him up on the Galloway Constabulary’s patch, but somehow no one noticed that Hatton, as the arresting officer, had used the English caution on Scottish territory, which invalidated any evidence procured in later questioning. No one, that is, except MacNee’s ‘sleekit sod’ who had, with a smirk of triumph, produced the objection in court this morning and got the case dismissed.


‘It’s bad enough losing this one, but the kicker is that Sheila Milne’s been waiting like a cat at a mouse hole for me to get it wrong. Now . . .’ Fleming groaned. ‘The woman wants to jerk us around, that’s the problem. Always quoting Statute 17 (3) to point out that the Procurator Fiscal is the investigator, while the police are nothing more than her agents, and now she can claim I’m not fit to operate except under close direction.’


‘Today she’d a face like a dropped meat pie when it didn’t go her way. They’re saying she’s like that about everything – the depute PFs are all muttering. And there’s rumours about her taking a strange interest in some of the minor cases that wouldn’t usually come her way. Like prominent citizens’ speeding tickets, for instance . . .’


Fleming looked at him sharply. ‘Tam, what are you saying?’


‘Me? I’m saying nothing. Only that it’s the Fiscal’s decision whether to prosecute or not. And she’s had a big extension put on to her house.’


‘Are they suggesting she’s doing favours? That’s serious stuff.’


‘Oh, no one’s daft enough to come right out and say anything. Just mutterings, like I said. They’re all hoping Duncan Mackay recovers and comes back.’


‘He’s not far off retirement. I think we’re stuck with her. And of course the Super will go doolally about the headlines.’


MacNee nodded in sympathy, then opened his mouth to speak.


‘Tam,’ Fleming cut in, ‘if you’re going to quote Burns at me, or tell me I never died a winter yet, I swear I’ll do you a mischief.’


Wisely, he shut his mouth again and in gloomy silence they took the long road south to Kirkluce.


 


It was no surprise, when DI Fleming reached her fourth-floor office in the Galloway Constabulary Headquarters in the market town of Kirkluce, to find a message waiting for her from Superintendent Donald Bailey, requesting an urgent meeting.


She grimaced. Sheila Milne had obviously got to him already. Mobile phones had their uses, but all too often it only meant trouble came your way faster.


Fleming had never relished deskwork, but it looked positively tempting compared to having her head pulled off by Bailey. She might as well get it over with – do the penitent bit, suffer his recriminations and hope the storm would blow itself out before there was significant damage to life or property – but it wasn’t a fun way to spend quarter of an hour. When she reached his office and heard a crisp ‘Come!’ her stomach gave a nervous lurch.


To Fleming’s surprise, she was greeted with, ‘There you are, Marjory! Good. Now, what are we going to do about all this?’


She could read the signs of displeasure – furrows in his brow going right up into his bald head, plump cheeks flushed, down-turned mouth – but apparently she wasn’t the target. She had barely sat down before he began his tirade.


‘That woman is simply, totally and utterly impossible! I have never heard such impertinence in my life. She spoke to me in a tone that – that – what’s that phrase? “Would be offensive if the Almighty God used it to a black beetle!” Who does she think she is? Oh, I’ll have to see the Chief Constable about this – though of course he’s in the States for a fortnight.


‘She had the gall to suggest this was an incompetent Force – and on what grounds, pray? That an advocate who specializes in finding loopholes had found one – as if cases didn’t go off because of technical failures by the PF’s office every week! Then she’d the nerve to rant about a waste of money, and demand an investigation! I pointed out this would only waste more money and I certainly wouldn’t authorize it, since the reason was plain as a pikestaff – an unfortunate mistake.’


‘I’m very sorry, Donald. There’s no excuse. An elementary error.’


‘I won’t deny it’s most unfortunate, but these things happen,’ he said with uncharacteristic magnanimity, explained as he continued heatedly, ‘To be honest, what concerns me more is the Fiscal’s general attitude. Naturally we must comply with all lawful instructions, but Mackay always had the grace to acknowledge expertise. I haven’t directly crossed swords with her until now, but you have had unwarranted interference, haven’t you?’


As she agreed that working with the Fiscal was no bed of roses, Fleming breathed a grateful prayer for the Law of Unintended Consequences. Sheila Milne losing it today had given Fleming useful protection against the woman’s hostility, dating back to a murder case over which they’d disagreed, when Milne had been proved wrong.


‘So,’ Bailey was saying, ‘what can we do about it, Marjory?’


‘Tam MacNee’s got suggestions, but I don’t think any of them are legal, or even in some cases physically possible. Short of that, I’m not sure that there’s much. Comply with definite instructions, but keep reports as general as possible, while we do what’s needed, I suppose.’


‘Good, good. That’s what we need – a strategy.’ He sat back in his chair, propping his fingers together in a pyramid over his paunch. ‘In a sense, she’s even threatening the position of the CC and I can tell you now that he won’t like it at all. Questions may have to be asked at a higher level, with the Lord Advocate, perhaps. Though of course, today’s problems weaken our position. She’s been trying to get her foot in the door – this gives her a chance.’


‘Yes. And the headlines tomorrow may not be exactly friendly,’ Fleming warned. Bailey was inclined to panic about adverse press coverage.


His frown returned. ‘I have to say that worries me. A bad press can do us a lot of harm.’


‘Perhaps you could issue a statement regretting that a mere technicality should ruin months of painstaking police work, pointing out that despite this setback we will vigorously pursue further investigations to ensure justice is done in the end. The press always like that – how the courts are too soft and more interested in the rights of the criminal than the rights of ordinary decent working families.’


Bailey was impressed. ‘Excellent, Marjory! I’ll get the press officer to draft it right away.’


‘Fingers crossed. And I can only apologize again.’ She got up. ‘I’d better go and tackle my desk—’


Bailey shifted in his seat. ‘Actually, there’s something else I have to talk to you about.’


‘Oh – fine.’ She sat down again, then realized Bailey was looking distinctly uncomfortable.


‘Ms Milne’s parting shot was to remind me of government policy on cold cases, and she’d obviously been trawling the records. There is only one unsolved murder on our books and she wants it reviewed. Nineteen eighty-five – before you joined the Force, Marjory. A girl found in the sea, down at the Mull of Galloway.’


‘Yes,’ Fleming said slowly. ‘I remember something about that, but only very vaguely.’


‘I am hoping you will take this on. I’ve called the CC and he agrees we should check it out ourselves. We don’t want to wait until there’s a demand for an external review – reflects badly on our efficiency.


‘The thing is, I was in charge and your late father was involved. I’m afraid his behaviour led to a formal reprimand, and it may make difficult reading for you.’


‘I see.’ She was taken aback. Her relationship with Sergeant Angus Laird had never been easy, but she had always believed he had an unblemished record as a straightforward, if distinctly old-fashioned policeman. Nineteen eighty-five – she would have been twenty-four, still living at home, doing a series of unsatisfying jobs. But she’d never heard of a problem at work; she wondered if even Janet, her mother, knew. She realized Bailey was waiting for her to speak.


‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I was just – surprised. Yes, of course, if you want me to review it I’ll treat it like any other professional commitment.’


He relaxed a little. ‘I knew I could count on you. This way, we’re seen to be running our own ship and – well, it’s in the family, isn’t it?’


Thinking about her father, Fleming hadn’t considered how embarrassing this was for Bailey too. An unsolved murder case is a professional failure for the Senior Investigating Officer, and to have someone else check on you, trying to pinpoint mistakes you might have made, perhaps even finding the answer you hadn’t found, must be an uncomfortable thought.


It wouldn’t be comfortable for her either. She’d have to put him on the spot, quite possibly find fault . . . Not exactly the best position to be in with your boss. A nasty suspicion took hold of her. ‘In the family?’ Was he, and was the CC, expecting her merely to rubberstamp his decisions?


As delicately as she could, she suggested someone from outside. ‘They would find it easier to see things clearly. I might find it hard to be totally objective—’


‘No, no!’ he cried. ‘I have confidence in you as the best officer I know. And we want the best possible job.’


She hadn’t thought it would work. ‘Thank you for the compliment,’ she said with a sickly smile.


Bailey beamed. ‘Well deserved. And naturally, you must grill me on what I did. I don’t expect any favours. And if you succeed where I failed, I shall be delighted.’


Perhaps he even thought he meant it, but human nature being what it is, he wouldn’t be delighted in the least. He had to be hoping she too would find the case insoluble. Fleming’s heart sank further. ‘I can only do my best,’ she said hollowly.


‘Good enough for me. I’ll arrange for the material to be sent to you, and you can have whatever back-up you need, of course.’


Fleming left with a sense of foreboding. The classic no-win situation: success would mean her superintendent being humiliated; failure would give Sheila Milne ammunition for the vendetta she seemed determined to pursue.


The connection with her father, too: the more she thought about it, the more uncomfortable she felt, as if she were being drawn into disloyalty. And she had, too, an uneasy, superstitious feeling about digging up events from long ago. You never knew what ghosts would emerge from the grave of the past.


 


Marjory Fleming headed out of Kirkluce on her way home to the farm owned by her husband Bill, and his parents and grandparents before him. Farming wasn’t an easy life these days – if it ever had been – and the catastrophe of foot-and-mouth, scare stories about BSE in sheep and the flood of ever-changing European directives had made the last few years particularly stressful, but even so her heart always lifted when she turned up the farm track.


Mains of Craigie was looking particularly appealing today. It sat on rising ground, looking out to soft green Galloway hills, and with the brisk March wind the daffodils that straggled up by the farm track were dancing with an enthusiasm to inspire Wordsworth to a positive frenzy of poetic rapture. The sky was clear, with fluffy clouds whipping past, and on the hill opposite were half-grown lambs, still at the playful stage, playing King of the Castle on a tussock. As Marjory parked the car in the yard and got out she could hear loud triumphant cackling coming from the old orchard below the house, where one of her hens had obviously laid an egg.


Smiling, she went to look down at them, the cares of a bruising day slipping away. Just watching them, plump and confident, strutting and scratching around in the rough grass, and hearing their comfortable sounds always put things into perspective.


She hadn’t worked late tonight, so Bill would probably still be out around the farm. The kids should be home, unless Cammie had one of his rugby training sessions. It would be nice if they could all have supper together – it didn’t happen as often as it should.


Supper was something to look forward to these days. Karolina Cisek, whose husband Rafael worked for Bill on the farm, had transformed Marjory’s life, not only by helping with laundry and cleaning. She also provided delicious meals from the small catering company she had managed to set up, despite three-year-old Janek whose mission in life seemed to be to run his mother ragged. With her quiet, even shy appearance – soft fair hair, blue-grey eyes and dimples in her pink cheeks – you could never guess she would be so dynamic. She was fluent in English now, though her husband still struggled and they always spoke Polish at home. Marjory suspected Rafael wasn’t altogether happy with his wife’s new career, but no doubt the money was welcome.


Her mother’s little car was parked in the yard, she was pleased to see. She was worried about Janet Laird, who had coped well with her husband’s distressing decline, but since his death eighteen months ago had been . . . It was hard to define exactly what, since Janet was still her gentle, cheerful self, and her face was rounded and plump once more. But she was, Marjory sensed, diminished in some way, as if in losing Angus she had lost part of herself too.


It was hard to know what to do, since enquiries invariably met with a smiling ‘Och, I’m fine,’ to which you could hardly say, ‘No, you’re not,’ without evidence to back it up. All Marjory could do was hold a watching brief and keep her mother involved in family life, without letting her do too much and wear herself out. She’d always felt guilty about taking advantage of Janet’s uncomplaining readiness to provide childcare and supplement Marjory’s own lack of culinary skills. Now the children were older and Karolina was doing most of the housekeeping, Marjory could make sure Janet was free to enjoy her friends and her garden instead of servicing the demands of the Flemings.


Taking off her shoes in the mud room, she could hear Cat chattering away in the kitchen. She sounded cheerful and excited and Marjory smiled. At sixteen, Cat had suddenly shaken off the worst of her teenage rebellion; she’d got very good marks in her Standard Grades last year and was working hard towards Highers, hoping to become a vet. She was even stepping out with a nice lad with ambitions to be a doctor, and Bill and Marjory were beginning tentatively to hope that, allowing for occasional lapses, the worst was probably over.


Cammie, at fourteen almost as tall as his father, had reached the spotty, hairy, grunting stage. He had dark hair and eyes like his mother’s, but his looks weren’t improved by bruises and the occasional black eye, and his nose was no longer the shape God had intended. Not that he cared; rugby and his training were still the most important things in his life, ruling out the drink-drugs-girls problems most parents with teenage boys worried about. He seemed set for a professional playing career with the farm to come back to later, and since he couldn’t actually have forgotten how to talk, communication would no doubt be re-established in a year or two. He was good around the farm anyway, and conversation wasn’t a necessity when you were heaving bales or dipping sheep.


Cat and Janet were alone in the kitchen, mugs of tea and a plate of flapjacks in front of them. The Tin, a family institution, was open on the table, with a chocolate cake, shortbread, a fruit loaf and some more of the flapjacks inside. It was battered now by years of service, but Janet still regularly filled it up to bring to the farm and take back empty.


Marjory came in and bent to give Janet a hug. Was it just her imagination, or had her mother got smaller this last year or two?


‘Had a good day, pet?’ Janet asked, as she had done since her daughter was coming home from Primary One. ‘I’ll just make you a cup of tea.’


‘No, no, Mum,’ Marjory protested. ‘You sit down. I’ll get it myself.’


Cat, unfolding her long legs, stood up. ‘Stop bickering, you two. Mum, sit down and I’ll make some tea. You want another cup, Gran?’


Marjory and Janet exchanged smiles, doing as they were told. As Cat lifted the lid of the Aga and pulled across the kettle, she said over her shoulder, ‘Did you hear about the filming, Mum?’


‘Filming? No.’


‘I was just telling Gran. You know Playfair’s Patch?’


‘Know it, yes,’ Marjory said, ‘but don’t ask me to watch it. Playfair’s a superintendent, allegedly, and does house-to-house enquiries. Try asking Donald Bailey to go out knocking on doors and see what answer you get!’


Cat brought back the teapot and put it on the table. ‘Oh, Mum, get with it! It’s a crime series, OK? It’s not a documentary. Bet if they filmed what you do all day it’d be so boring no one would watch it.’


‘You have a point there. Sometimes I can hardly bear to watch it myself.’ Marjory took a flapjack.


‘The thing is, they’re coming to shoot an episode over in the South Rhins next week. Isn’t that totally wicked?’ Cat’s eyes were sparkling.


‘I thought Playfair’s Patch was in Glasgow,’ Marjory objected.


‘Well – yeah. So? It’ll look good and you could kind of think it might be somewhere in Strathclyde. Anyway,’ Cat went on as her mother seemed ready to argue, ‘the thing is, Karolina’s going to ask you for a few days off – she’s got a Polish friend in catering in Glasgow and heard they needed extra help in the canteen. They’re wanting school kids as extras too, so I said how cool it would be if I could get in on it, and she goes, “Well, my friend knows the director – he’ll mention you.” Wouldn’t that be fantastic? I phoned Anna and we could go together – it would be, like, amazing!’


Cat and Anna seemed to do most things together these days, but that was fine. Anna was a great improvement on some of Cat’s earlier chums – pretty, clever and nice too.


‘Sounds fun. But what’s Karolina going to do with Janek?’


‘I could baby-sit for her—’ Janet began, but her daughter interrupted, shaking her head.


‘It’s so like you to offer, and granted, Janek’s an engaging little scamp, but you’ve no idea what a handful a lively three-year-old can be.’


‘Calling Janek lively is like saying it’s a bit blowy during a hurricane,’ Cat put in. ‘I’m always wiped out after baby-sitting, even though he’s mostly asleep. No, she’s parking him in a nursery – worth the money, she said, because it could really boost her catering company. That’ll be brilliant, won’t it?’


Marjory agreed, as enthusiastically as she could. It wasn’t impressive that her first thought had been to wonder about its effect on her domestic life, when this would indeed be a wonderful opportunity for Karolina.


Cat didn’t notice, but Janet was quick to pick up reservation in her tone. ‘Don’t worry about the house, dearie. I can easily come up and keep things running for you, now I’ve no one to think of but myself.’


‘Of course not!’ Marjory exclaimed. ‘I wouldn’t take advantage of you like that. You do enough – visiting at the old people’s home, all the baking for those constant coffee mornings and church fairs. You were exhausted after the Lifeboat fundraiser last week when I came to see you.’


‘Well, I’d been on my feet the whole day,’ Janet protested, but her daughter went on.


‘Anyway, Karolina’s doing fine at the moment and it may take some time to get major clients. But Cat – next week, did you say? You’ve got school.’


‘Yeah, but it’s a complete doss just now. It’s only a week till the end of term, it’s just revision and we’ve covered the syllabus already. I’ll work in the evenings, I swear.’


Marjory looked at her daughter doubtfully. She was quite eye-catching, blonde and slim with long legs and pretty blue eyes, and if they needed an attractive teenager she would certainly fit the profile. ‘You’ll have to ask the Head. If he agrees, I won’t object.’


Cat came over to fling her arms round her mother’s neck. ‘Thanks, Mum. I’m sure the Heidie will say it’s OK. He’s almost human – says it’s good to broaden our experience.’


‘Who’s the star, anyway?’ Marjory asked idly. ‘I remember seeing him – quite good-looking, fortyish.’


‘Marcus Lindsay. And his sidekick’s Jaki Johnston. He’s meant to be sort of posh, and she’s not. It said in Heat they’re an item.’


‘Marcus Lindsay!’ Janet said. ‘Now, I know something about him – what is it, now? Give me a wee minute . . .’ She frowned, then her brow cleared. ‘That’s right! It’s not his real name – not the Lindsay bit. He’s Marcus Lazansky – Lindsay was his mother’s name, and I suppose he’d need something easier for folk to remember. His father was a Czech, Ladislav Lazansky – he was a fighter pilot. Stayed on after the war.’


Janet gave a little sigh. ‘Laddie Lazansky! My, he was handsome – a charmer, too! We’d coffee mornings then too, raising funds for poor folks in Middle Europe, and he’d always be there. So dashing – I mind him wearing a blue cravat, just the colour of his eyes . . .’


‘Gran! You’ve gone quite pink!’ Cat teased.


Janet laughed softly. ‘Oh, I was young once! And I’d an eye for a braw lad – I chose your grandfather, after all, and a fine-looking man he always was.’


Her eyes had misted, and Marjory said hastily, ‘Was Laddie a suitor too, Mum?’


‘Oh dearie me, no!’ Janet seemed shocked at the suggestion. ‘I was only a wee smout then, younger than you, Cat. Anyway, he’d a wife in Czechoslovakia, though I doubt he ever went back there. Got a divorce and married that Flora Lindsay – county family, with an estate up near Dumfries, but then he was meant to be the same kind back where he came from. They’d a grand house over Ardhill way.


‘They’re both dead now – I mind his mother died last year – but Marcus still has the house, though I doubt he’s ever there. He’d be about your age, Marjory, I would jalouse, but they sent him away to school in the south so you’d never have met him.’


‘Is there anyone in Galloway you don’t know about?’ Marjory said, amused. ‘You put our official records to shame.’


She considered asking Janet about the unsolved murder, but she was reluctant to spoil this pleasant family time. Anyway, she could hear the roar of quad bikes arriving, then Bill talking to Cammie and the boy’s familiar grunt in reply. They’d be wanting their supper soon.


‘You’ll stay for supper, Mum, won’t you?’ she said to Janet.


‘That would be nice, pet. Now, what can I do? Peel potatoes—’


‘No, no need. I’ve a wonderful casserole with some unpronounceable Polish name in the freezer, and it only needs rice. You can talk to your son-in-law while I go up and change.’


‘That’ll be lovely,’ Janet said, but, Marjory thought, her voice sounded a bit flat again. Talking about Angus must have brought it all back.
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The fire in the basket grate of the Adams-style fireplace was burning low and it was a cold night. In spite of the central heating, the room felt suddenly chilly, and with an anxious glance at his companion Marcus Lindsay went to fetch logs from a huge wicker basket.


Even here in his own house there was an air of theatricality about him, as if he were following a stage direction: ‘Cross to stage left, fetch logs and place on fire.’ He was above medium height, though not tall; he was slim and well-built, with a face marked by strong eyebrows and a square chin. It was too irregular for classical good looks, but his very blue eyes, in contrast to his dark hair, were striking. They had an attractive way of crinkling at the corners, too, when he smiled as he did now, picking out a couple of peat sods to add to the flames beginning to lick round the logs.


‘I’m probably committing an eco-crime by burning peat, but I just love the smell, don’t you?’


‘Après nous le déluge, darling,’ the woman said in the husky voice with a slight break in it which had made her famous. She held up the crystal brandy balloon she was holding in a toast and finished what was left in it. A moonstone ring on the third finger of her left hand sparkled in the light from the Chinese lamp on a side table.


Sylvia Lascelles was much older than Marcus, well into her seventies, and she was no longer the beauty she once had been. But good bones age well: she still had fine grey-violet eyes, and her thick white hair was swept up in a loose knot on her head. She was wearing black jersey Jean Muir, but the hand holding the glass was gnarled, and though she was sitting in a high-backed Jacobean armchair, a wheelchair stood waiting and she had a black cane with a heavy silver knob at her side.


‘Another one?’ Marcus suggested, going to the butler’s tray where the drinks were, carrying his own glass.


She shook her head. ‘Shouldn’t even have had this one. Quarrels with my medication but I couldn’t resist. Find me some bloody sparkling water, darling, and I can pretend it’s champagne.’


Pulling a sympathetic face, he brought it to her. ‘Here’s to old loves,’ she said, in her usual toast, then added with a touch of bitterness, ‘and to charity.’


‘Sylvia! If that means what I think it does—’


‘Oh, sweetheart, forgive?’ She held out her hand in what was still a graceful movement. She had great power to charm; he took it and kissed it.


‘I’m such a self-pitying old bag,’ she went on. ‘I keep opening Vogue and seeing women my age like sodding Jane Fonda, all air-brushed and cut to shape, talking about being seventy years young.


‘It’s a real bitch, I tell you, when your body lets you down. Oh, there’s no gratitude – the money I lavished on it, boring mud-wraps, massages, spas, hours on the beastly treadmill . . .’ She turned it into a joke, aware perhaps that old people talking about their ailments is the ultimate turn-off.


He smiled with her, then said seriously, ‘Look, let’s knock the charity thing on the head, right now. This part’s made for you. Asking you to do it was a no-brainer. When I said I thought I could persuade you, the director went crazy. It’ll probably double our audience – a rare appearance by the fabulous Sylvia Lascelles.’


‘Flatterer! But it’s dear of you to have thought of me. And to have a few days down here with you, in this heavenly place, with all its memories of darling Laddie—’


She turned the ring on her finger, her eyes going to the photograph on the mantelpiece, a photograph of a man with the romantic looks of a Thirties film star. His son’s looks were much less striking, but there was a strong resemblance.


Marcus shifted uncomfortably in his chair. He had adored his father’s mistress since the day when, aged sixteen, he had met her at lunch at the Ritz. She was sophisticated, glamorous and at the height of her fame, with a couple of wildly successful films and some acclaimed stage roles to her credit. The coup de foudre when Laddie had met her through a Czech director friend was by then a permanent relationship; childless herself, Sylvia had given Marcus the maternal warmth and open affection his awkward mother never showed.


Flora Lazansky had more in common with her dogs and horses than with her only son. Marcus made a dinner-party anecdote out of her kissing her black Labrador more often than him, but it had hurt nonetheless. His memories of home were fairly bleak, and since his father probably felt he took second place to his wife’s favourite hunter, Marcus couldn’t blame him for his infidelity.


Laddie was a passionate man. He adored Sylvia, but there could never be a divorce, because when he married Flora he had fallen in love – with the house she was given when they married, a dower house for the Kendallon estate.


Tulach House had an unexpected style in this exposed area where low, solid houses huddled against cruel winds from the Irish Sea. Built just outside the village of Ardhill at the same time as Edinburgh’s New Town, Tulach had an aristocratic disdain for the elements: the view from its huge sash windows was incomparable, though the draughts, too, were in a class of their own. But the perfectly proportioned rooms almost compensated for having to wear thick sweaters for ten months of the year, given a good summer, or more, if not.


Flora took it for granted, but Laddie was impassioned about it. He was a displaced person; Tulach gave him the dignity he had lost.


The ‘memories’ Sylvia mentioned could only be of times when Flora was away judging horse trials or visiting a friend. Marcus could understand his father wanting to bring Sylvia to this house which so perfectly matched her in elegance, but he still felt uncomfortable about it.


Now Sylvia was looking round the drawing room, which probably hadn’t changed for a hundred years. Perhaps the glazed cotton loose covers and interlined curtains had been replaced, if not recently, but the worn Persian rugs and the antique furniture, showing the patina of age through a fine layer of dust, certainly hadn’t.


‘It’s not entirely you, sweetie, is it? How long since poor Flora died? More than a year? You can’t feel obliged to keep it like this. Proper heating would make such a difference – and there’s a divine man does the most brilliant modern country house interiors—’


Marcus was shaking his head. ‘Sylvia, do you have the faintest idea what the upkeep costs are? TV actors aren’t paid like movie stars, you know, and anyway I’m hardly here, except for the odd weekend. The fee for filming this episode here will keep me going meantime, but I’d sell it tomorrow if it wasn’t that Papa loved it so much.’


‘Oh, no! You couldn’t, you couldn’t!’ Sylvia protested. ‘There must be some money – what happened about Laddie’s ancestral acres in Czechoslovakia? He was always talking about reclaiming them one day.’


Marcus pulled a face. ‘To be honest, I’m not sure how extensive they were, except in his mind, and anyway, talking was as far as it got. I wouldn’t fancy the hassle and the aggro. And even if I had the money, I’m not sure I’d want to change this room. I rather like it.’


Sylvia had been a little too obvious in her desire to expunge the influence of her old rival. That would be victory of a sort, and Marcus felt a strangely stubborn loyalty to his dead mother. He got to his feet. ‘Time we all got our beauty sleep. Will you be – all right?’


He looked at her a little anxiously, imagining embarrassing personal needs, but she was quick to reassure him. ‘Darling, the room was converted for Laddie when the stairs got too much for him, so it’s perfect. And I’ll have such sweet dreams. Be an angel and help me into my chair, then open doors, if you would, and I’ll be fine.’


Marcus saw her to her room. ‘You’ll smell coffee brewing at around eight-thirty, but don’t hurry. Jaki’s going to come down later.’


‘Super! I’m absolutely longing to meet her,’ she said, with such dramatic enthusiasm that he knew she was disappointed at not having him to herself.


He bent to kiss her goodnight. ‘Sleep well,’ he said, then went back to the drawing room to put a guard on the fire. He switched the lights off, drew back the fraying curtains and opened the French windows which gave on to the terrace at the back. There were weeds growing through the stones and it was slippery with moss. He stepped out cautiously.


The night seemed to close around him. It was cool and clear: the sky was velvety black but studded with millions of stars, very close and very bright. You barely saw the stars in the cities, but here the only light pollution was from the stabbing beam of the lighthouse down on the Mull. He felt dizzy with the miracle of those wheeling galaxies.


He stood for a few moments, then sighed and went back inside. Locking up, he thought about Sylvia and Jaki and he found himself wondering if this weekend visit, before the rest of the team arrived, had been quite such a good idea after all.


 


As Tam MacNee and the other Warlocks from the Cutty Sark repaired to the bar of the Cross Keys in Ardhill to celebrate their darts victory over the local side, Tam thought how strange it was not to have the air thick with the familiar smell of smoke. He wasn’t sure he liked this new ruling by the Holyrood Samizdat; his wife Bunty had made him give up the weed a while back, but somehow clean air and a bar seemed sort of unnatural.


The Cross Keys was full and there was a kind of edgy atmosphere, with Norrie the barman watching nervously to see whether he’d be called on to enforce the ban. When Tam had arrived with the team, Norrie had greeted him with special enthusiasm, but Tam’s response was brief: ‘I’m off duty, pal. You’re on your own.’


Of course, you were never quite off duty. Even as Tam joined in the crack, he was looking across the bar at a group of men who’d come in together and weren’t speaking English.


The Polish invasion had reached Kirkluce and the general reaction locally was favourable. These were skilled men, not afraid of hard work, who turned up when expected, didn’t take tea-breaks every half-hour and didn’t pad their bills.


There was resentment in some quarters, though. It threatened the local tradesmen – oh, indeed it did! Used to saying, ‘I could maybe fit you in at the end of next month, Mr MacNee, and I can make it six hundred quid if you pay cash,’ it was natural enough they’d take exception to having their nice little racket spoiled.


It was harder to see why the native layabouts should resent jobs they weren’t prepared to do being done by someone else, but they did. Tam could see a ripple of reaction from some local youths, bunched around the bar, as the Poles arrived.


There was one older man among them, but the others were in their twenties and compared to the home-grown variety mainly looked clean-cut and wholesome. One had an earring and slightly long hair, but as far as Tam could see none of them had tattoos – one of his particular bugbears. Ardhill’s own neds – well, the less said about how they looked, the better.


There were four or five of them and up till now they’d been leaving the bar to smoke meekly enough, forming a raucous group outside, but the noise level was rising and from experience Tam reckoned one or other of them would try it on before long. It was cold out there, they were out to enjoy their Friday night and they were getting lairy.


Tam took a closer look as they all trooped back inside again. There was only one he knew: Kevin Docherty, skinny, in his early twenties, with a shaven head and a dotted line tattooed round his throat – a joke, presumably, though the man was tempting fate. He was bad news, Docherty, convicted of assault and only recently out on early release – something else Tam didn’t approve of.


He’d said he was off duty, but it didn’t work like that. DS MacNee was replacing Tam already. He wouldn’t trust Docherty as far as the bowl of peanuts at the end of the bar. The assault had involved a knife; he’d be surprised if the man wasn’t carrying one, and from the way they were all nudging one another and laughing, trouble was brewing.


As one of the Poles picked up his pint from the bar, Docherty gave him a dunt so that it slopped on his jeans. MacNee saw anger in the man’s face, then he tightened his lips, shrugged and moved away.


There was a burst of laughter. Docherty said something to his mates, then to cries of ‘Go for it, Kev!’ he ostentatiously got out a pack of cigarettes, took one out and lit up.


The barman saw him immediately. With a pleading glance at MacNee, he said, ‘Come on, Kev. You know it’s against the law now. Put it out, like a good lad.’


Docherty’s unpleasant grin bared a snaggle of uneven teeth. ‘Gonnae make me, then? You and whose army? Come on, lads, get out the fags. If we’re all at it, what does he do?’


Emboldened, several more lit up. A hush fell as the drinkers watched the confrontation, and Docherty raised his voice. ‘It’s a daft law – we can get it changed. Come on, they can’t arrest us all. What’s wrong with you – feart?’


The reaction was unpromising. There was a mutter of disapproval, a few bolder spirits grinned, but the call to the barricades fell flat.


Disappointed, Docherty pushed forward to confront the Poles. ‘Come on! You smoke – I’ve seen you!’ Confronted by a wall of stony faces, he began swearing at them, then, getting no reaction, deliberately blew smoke directly into the face of a tall young man with dark hair and fierce eyes that were almost black.


‘Enough,’ he said. ‘Outside.’


A gratified smile crossed Docherty’s face. ‘Oh aye,’ he said. ‘Outside.’ With a jerk of his head he summoned his henchmen. ‘Come on, fellas.’


With great reluctance, MacNee came round from the farther side of the bar. ‘That’s enough. Cool it, lads.’


Docherty looked at him in disgust. ‘Oh, God – MacNee. What the hell are you doing here?’


‘Never you mind. I’m here, that’s all. And if you’re asking about armies, it’s me and the whole majesty of the law, the same that locked you up last time. You’ll maybe remember what happens if you get it wrong, Kev – you’re back inside before you can say, “I’m sorry, DS MacNee, it was just my wee joke.”


‘Norrie, I’m sure you’ve still got an ashtray somewhere. Mr Docherty and his friends had briefly forgotten, and they’re just going to put their cigarettes out, like the law-abiding gentlemen they are.’ MacNee smiled his menacing gap-tooth grin.


Norrie, looking terrified, obliged. No one else moved until the young Pole stepped forward. He had clearly failed to follow this: he was high on adrenalin and righteous wrath, and all he saw was someone stopping him getting his revenge. Taking MacNee by the shoulders – he was more than six inches taller – he swung him out of the way.


‘You – no! Me and him.’ He gestured at Docherty.


There had been a sharp intake of breath around the pub. Startled himself, MacNee turned belligerently.


‘Watch it, laddie. I’m the polis.’ Then, as it didn’t seem to register, he added a foreign word he thought he’d heard used in films, ‘Politzie.’


The young man went white. ‘Policje? Sorry, so sorry. Not know . . .’ He backed away.


MacNee nodded. ‘OK. You weren’t to know. Just relax, all right?’


‘Sure, sure. OK, OK.’ He tried to disappear among his friends, who were by now visibly uneasy. One after another, they put their glasses down and left. A ragged cheer went up from Docherty and his mates.


MacNee turned sharply. ‘Now, Kev, let’s talk about you. Threatening behaviour with racial overtones? Let me tell you this. I was chatting to one of the fiscals the other day, and he was saying he could drop a complaint of rape easier than racial harassment. Did you enjoy the jail, Kev? One foot out of line, you’re back there.


‘Oh, look, here’s Norrie with an ashtray. What do we do when we see an ashtray? Oh, well done, Kev.’


 


With her coat buttoned up against the wind, the tall, gaunt woman, a basket over her arm, walked through Ardhill on Saturday morning. The village was little more than ribbon development: small houses huddled on either side, a guest house at one end, a pub at the other, a couple of small shops, a general store and a bakery. There weren’t many bakers around now, and it always did a good trade.


She had been to the store already, but she still had to go to the bakery: Jean Grant always came up here from the farm to shop because she liked real bread, not the rubbish in plastic bags, and her son liked their Scotch pies for his dinner.


There were two women ahead of her, an older woman she knew and a younger one, in her forties perhaps, with blonde hair. Jean eyed her disapprovingly. The blonde hair had come out of a bottle, no doubt about that, and she was wearing those jeans they all wore nowadays, showing up her middle-aged bulges. She’d have been better wearing a decent skirt, at her age.


‘Hi, Mrs Grant,’ the girl behind the counter greeted her, and the older woman being served turned. ‘Hello, Jean! Wee bit chilly today, isn’t it?’


Jean inclined her head. ‘Morning,’ she said. She never indulged in idle conversation, but she wasn’t above listening to it, and the girl’s voice was excited as she went on with what she’d been saying.


‘They’ll be filming round here four days next week. And Marcus Lindsay came in himself, buying bread.’


‘Marcus Lindsay!’ the blonde woman chipped in. ‘Goodness – haven’t seen him for ages. Does he come often?’


‘Don’t think so,’ the girl said. ‘I’ve seen him a couple of times before, but I think he stays in Glasgow. He’s at the big house for a week anyway, he said. And there’s some film star staying with him, someone said – she’s old, can’t remember her name . . .’


‘Sylvia Lascelles,’ the older woman supplied. ‘I heard that along the street. I mind her fine. She was in For Ever – my hankie was soaking wet when I came out after. Haven’t heard of her for years.’


The blonde woman had seen the film too. They embarked on an enjoyable gossip.


Jean Grant was frowning, a light of calculation in her eyes. She listened a little longer, but as the conversation centred on the film star, she moved forward. ‘If you wouldn’t mind. Some of us have work to do.’


The assistant flushed. ‘Sorry, Mrs Grant. What was it you were wanting?’


 


Her bread and pies added to her basket, Jean Grant returned to the elderly Vauxhall parked further down the street and drove off, through Port Logan and Kirkmaiden and along the single-track road signposted to the Mull of Galloway, then over a cattle grid. A little further on, she turned up the track to Balnakenny.


She looked around for her son, but there was no sign of him in his tractor or out among the cattle grazing on either side of the track. He wasn’t around the yard either; she looked at her watch, pursing her lips as she got out of the car, and went into the farmhouse.


Stuart Grant was lounging in a wooden chair by the kitchen fire. He’d been reading a magazine; she could see it inadequately hidden behind a cushion.


‘What are you doing, in at this time?’ Jean challenged him.


‘Just taking my break,’ he said, a defensive whine in his voice. ‘Took it later than usual.’


‘Well, you’ve no time to waste, sitting here. I’ve told you the dykes that are needing attention, and you’ve never got round to it.’


‘All right, all right.’ Stuart got to his feet and went towards the door.


‘Listen,’ she said. ‘That Marcus Lazansky – Lindsay, he’s calling himself now – he’s back here. Staying for a week.’


Stuart stopped. Without turning round, he said, ‘Is he?’


‘Yes. What are you going to do?’


‘Who said I was going to do anything?’


His mother glared at him. ‘Your sister—’ she began.


‘Don’t start!’ His voice was ragged with anger. He gestured towards a table where a large photograph of a girl with long blonde hair stood, flanked by two candles that were never lit. ‘You didn’t help, at the time.’


‘How dare you!’ Jean’s eyes flashed fury. ‘Your sister’s death ruined my life, and I’ve never forgotten who was to blame, even if you have.’


He looked as if he might reply, then shrugged. ‘We know what we know,’ he said. ‘And I heard what you said.’


He went out, leaving her glaring after him. Then she got out a duster and a can of pine-scented Pledge to polish the table. She picked up the picture, rubbed the glass, and stood looking at it for a long time.


 


Jaki Johnston was in a bad mood by the time she reached Tulach House. She’d got up at an hour she’d barely known existed on a Saturday morning, driven for what seemed like years, and even so she was late for lunch. She should have called Marcus, but she was so pissed off she’d decided he could sweat it out and switched off her phone.


The way Marcus talked, she’d thought this was something really special, and she’d even got some cool stuff to wear. She’d seen country-house weekends in films, and actually meeting Sylvia Lascelles – well, that was special in itself for a girl who’d grown up in social housing in Wishaw.


Jaki was feeling quite nervous. The woman was a legend, after all. The whole team was excited about her being in this episode, but only Jaki would have the chance to get to know her properly before filming started.


But this – this plain, boring house, no turrets or anything, out in the sticks with an overgrown garden and windows needing painted? What a let-down! She’d thought there’d be a town – well, not exactly a town, she wasn’t stupid, but a cute village with craft shops and a decent restaurant for eating out. Marcus had told her he hadn’t any proper help and she couldn’t see him cooking. But this Ardhill place was the ass-end of space. What did they do round here? Eat grass?


Her pretty, glossy lips were dropping at the corners as she parked her bright red Ka. She was small and slight, with neat, pert features, big brown eyes and a creamy complexion; her dark hair, cut in a feathery gamine style, had a henna shine. The wind ruffled it and she shivered. The outfit that had looked great in Zara wasn’t suited to this climate and her stiletto-heeled ankle boots would be ruined by the time she’d crossed the weedy gravel to the front door.


Where was Marcus, anyway? She scowled, dragging her cases from the boot. He should be looking out for her, worrying in case she was lying in a ditch somewhere.


It wasn’t a good sign. Just lately she’d sensed a slight cooling-off, which gave her a little flutter of panic. She wasn’t absolutely sure she was still in love with him, but he was her security in the cut-throat game which was her profession.


Jaki was remarkably realistic. She was talented, but so were plenty of other pretty girls, and she hadn’t yet won the viewers’ hearts to the point where she was fireproof. While she was Marcus’s squeeze, she could be pretty sure she wouldn’t be written out.


That made her sound a hard, calculating bitch – well, perhaps she was, in a way, but she genuinely had fancied Marcus rotten. He was the dream answer to an internet WLTM ad: BHM, GSOH, NM – and who wouldn’t like to meet a not married, big handsome male with a good sense of humour, and a bit of fame chucked in for extras? And he didn’t fancy himself even more than you did and play the big star. He was a honey, and she’d had a crush on him right from the start, never thinking he’d look at her twice. But in the long intervals between takes they’d talked a lot, and she made him laugh, then one thing led to another.


For someone over forty, he was pretty cool, but she had to admit they hadn’t much in common. His idea of a great night out was something heavy at the theatre, then a restaurant where the waiters winced if you clinked a glass accidentally, and the only time she’d taken him clubbing had been a disaster. ‘How can you stand the smell?’ he’d demanded, wrinkling his nose. ‘All these sweaty bodies! And the noise . . .’


So she hadn’t tried again. Jaki did her clubbing when he was otherwise engaged, but she was always careful. Marcus was showbiz news, in Scotland at least, and no rotten stringer was going to catch her draped around some other guy and write an item he’d see sooner or later. She’d no illusions about ‘for ever’ – and she knew he didn’t either – but she was in no hurry to move on.


Though as she rang the bell and crossed the cavernous vestibule to open the front door, the thought crossed her mind that if spending much time in this dump was a condition of the relationship, she might be ready to move on sooner rather than later.


 


‘Darling, could I possibly have some more Badoit?’ Sylvia Lascelles was being saintly about the delay to lunch, but subtly so that it was hardly noticeable how saintly she was being.


Marcus, who had refilled his own glass with wine more than once, leaped to oblige. ‘I’m sorry, Sylvia. I can’t think what’s keeping Jaki. I tried ringing, but she’s switched off.’


‘Very sensible, when she’s driving,’ Sylvia said sweetly. ‘Don’t worry. I’m happy just sitting here and looking out at that divine view.’


The conservatory at the back of Tulach House had an elevated position, making it possible to look out on one side to the Irish Sea and on the other to Luce Bay. The sun was shining but a strong wind was seeking out the gaps around the window panes where the putty had perished.


Sylvia, a veteran of Tulach weekends, had come armed with a soft blue-grey cashmere throw – by some happy coincidence, almost exactly the colour of her eyes. Marcus was wearing a thick-knit navy Guernsey sweater and even so his hands were red with cold. He was further away from the radiator than she was.


The sound of a clanging bell brought him to his feet, relief showing in his face, though Sylvia judged, clinically, that this had more to do with the delay to lunch than with loving anxiety.


‘Great! That’ll be Jaki. I’ll introduce her, and check that the food – not just food, M & S food –’ he parodied the advertisement, ‘hasn’t been reduced to a crisp.’


Sylvia sighed as he left. This tedious girl, butting in on her idyllic weekend in Laddie’s glorious house with her darling Marcus! She didn’t think the relationship sounded serious, though, and she’d just caught the faintest hint that he regretted asking Jaki down early. She’d seen the girl on the box and she wasn’t Marcus’s type at all – a common little floozie, Laddie would have called her. His son might well find his impression of her changed now she was here at Tulach, still so much infused with Laddie’s personality.
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