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            PROLOGUE

            November 2024

         

         At this dead hour of the morning, the lorry park was deserted. It was a bitterly cold night, with rain falling that had an edge of snow, and under the sickly yellow lighting the great lorries and tarpaulined trailers were dark and bulky as huddled beasts.

         It had gone well so far for the predators. With practised skill they had disabled the alarm, opened one rear door and stealthily accessed the refrigerated interior; boxes of lobsters, langoustines and scallops that would never now reach their French destination were piling up already in the white van.

         In the driver’s seat the young man, his thin, sensitive face contorted in anxiety, was drumming on the steering wheel, muttering, ‘Hurry, hurry, hurry,’ under his breath. He didn’t do this from choice; it had started as a favour to an old friend who’d suffer if manpower for an operation wasn’t delivered.

         Callan couldn’t deny the money was welcome. As a 8sous chef in a smart Glasgow restaurant he was paid a pittance for an unfeasible number of working hours; the owner liked to describe the job as an apprenticeship that would lead to Michelin stars and a glittering celebrity career, making temporary poverty worthwhile.

         Admittedly, his predecessors in the job hadn’t been notably successful but he had a romantic soul and he’d fallen in love with the craft, seduced at first by a simple physical pleasure in the smell of sizzling onions or grated lemons; as he began to appreciate the more subtle scents and tastes – fresh herbs, grated truffle, brown butter – and relish the mental challenge of enhancing them, it became a passion.

         The work was punishing, the failures painful, but he was picking up the necessary skills – assessing the cooking of a steak by touch alone, knowing precisely when to add a squeeze of lemon to bring out flavour, or to finish a sauce with cold butter for gloss.

         But not long after he’d got the job, six months ago, they’d come calling, as he’d been afraid they would, knowing he’d never be brave enough to refuse. Anyway, there’d always been a lot of ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’ in catering and prime seafood delivered at surprisingly low prices was seldom questioned provided Chef could claim he had no idea what happened at the back door.

         As a result, a thriving industry had developed, intercepting the goods in transit. His friend had put the old Robin Hood gloss on it – ‘You’re only taking from the rich bastards’ – but Callan still squirmed; how often had his mum said, ‘You’re better than that’? And he certainly wasn’t going to tell his girlfriend about it because she was definitely better 9than that, much better. She was a few years older than he was, clever, classy, with her own little catering business; she’d covered for Chef’s holiday once and somehow they’d become an item. She was the most wonderful thing that had ever happened to him; he’d have infinitely preferred not to lie to her but if he’d told the truth it would be over.

         They’d held the threat of telling her over him too when he’d tried to refuse – not his friend, but the bosses. He’d been scared and had given in, so here he was chewing his lip and twitching as Gav and Paddy carried out more refrigerated cartons, desperate for the moment when the van was full and they could leave. He had the engine running ready, his foot poised over the accelerator.

         Perhaps it was the icy cold that made Gav, inside the lorry, fumble the pile he was passing down to Paddy. He made a clumsy movement to save it.

         And the lorry started rocking. With a startled cry, Paddy ran for the van as Gav dropped the boxes and scrambled to the ground but a man with a great black beard had jumped down from the driver’s cab – a bear of a man, an angry man, roaring his rage. He was sprinting to cut off Gav’s escape.

         Before Callan’s horrified eyes, a gun appeared in Gav’s hands. They’d never run into trouble before and though he’d guessed they might carry a weapon, ‘just for protection’, he hadn’t allowed himself to believe people like Gav and Paddy, good lads both, would use it. Now Gav was pointing it directly at the driver, his hand trembling; he was short and slight and would be no match for his furious assailant. Callan could hear him yelling something, presumably warning the man to back off.10

         He didn’t. He launched himself at Gav, there was a loud bang and he fell to the ground.

         Just like that. Surely Callan’s whole precious, beautiful world couldn’t disintegrate about him in only ten seconds? Numb with shock, he took a moment to respond to the screamed ‘Hit it!’ as Gav flung himself into the van.

         Now there was movement everywhere as other drivers, asleep in their cabs, were wakened by the shouting and the shot. The white van screamed out of the lorry park and gained the motorway as the first of the police cars, with blue lights and sirens, sped past on the other side, heading north.

         They were intercepted on the outskirts of Glasgow. The false plates on the van had been flagged up from CCTV at the site of another lorry raid; they were doomed.

         As Callan, shaky and sick with fear, sat in the cell waiting to be charged, he began to realise that he was guilty of an even worse crime than driving a getaway car – cowardice. And he would pay for it with his life.

         February 2025

         She was waiting, just waiting. Since the first frantic flurry when she’d been spun like a pinball from one place to another, waiting was all she had done in this nondescript flat, in this nondescript street, in a nondescript Scottish town near Glasgow. And she’d be wise to stay nondescript too, if she wanted to survive.

         She hadn’t the energy to do more than stare out of the window at the pewter-grey sky. The sullen rain that had been falling all morning onto the grey pavements was soaking dark patches into the grey rendering on the 11tenement building opposite, and from the greyish-beige of the walls, curtains and chairs in the sitting room of the flat there emanated a sort of miasma of despair.

         A bit like grief, really, once you realised that all the frantic sobbing in the world wasn’t going to change anything and that all you were left with was a bleak, sunless reality.

         In the unutterable horror of the aftermath she had spilt out to the police every scrap of information she had, information that would have to be disclosed to the defence when the trial eventually called. They had played fair, giving her stark warnings about the risks and the consequences but she had gritted her teeth and gone on out of – what? A need to offer mitigation for Callan’s crime, by way of expiation for her part in the tragedy? Or just an old-fashioned thirst for revenge on those responsible? Oh, certainly that! She was angry – beyond angry. Anyway, she had stood firm, even when the horror had started.

         They knew who she was, of course, and where she lived. After the night when she’d come home to find a black car parked outside her flat and lights on where no lights should be and had fled, the police machine had swept into action with supreme efficiency. She was their star witness and she was precious: they put her in a safe place where they could guard her while they wiped out her past.

         She didn’t mind the thought of walking away. She was an only child; her parents were dead; she was by nature a bit of a loner who got by with a number of pleasant acquaintances rather than friends.

         The months she and Callan had spent together seemed, looking back, to exist in glorious technicolour compared 12to the restrained black and white of her previous existence. And the life her handler had in mind for her wouldn’t even be that – just more grey. The woman from the National Crime Agency who had been working on the back story they would be helping her to set up was coming this afternoon to start sorting out the details.

         She hadn’t realised how exhaustive the process would be. There were endless forms to fill as she cancelled bank account, gym membership, car insurance, various subscriptions and everything else that could connect her to her past, and then more forms to apply for reinstatement of the essentials, right down to a new National Insurance number. She’d never appreciated how documented her life was.

         Then she was subjected to psychiatric assessments, counselling, endless questions – did they really need to know about her political opinions and her sexual orientation? – as slowly, inexorably, Janet MacNeish faded to a pale ghost of herself, like a photograph exposed to strong light.

         Today when Christine came they would be talking about her future. Christine knew her most intimate details, but Janet wasn’t even permitted to know her surname, which made for an uncomfortable balance of power. Not that she was aggressive; she was merely supremely confident, a bustling woman with neatly cropped grey hair and a professionally friendly manner.

         Janet knew what she would suggest. She probably had already selected the town, well away from Glasgow, where what was left of Janet by then could vanish into decent obscurity.13

         When she offered her coffee, Christine said, as she always did, ‘Thank you, dear, milk and one sugar – though I know I shouldn’t! Now, I know you’ve had to be very patient, but we’ve been working hard and I’m pleased to say we’ve got just the right thing for you lined up. We thought you’d be safer out of Scotland meantime anyway, and this is a flat much like yours in Glasgow, not far from the centre of Manchester. It’s easy to be anonymous there, and with your cookery skills finding work’s no problem.’

         ‘Yes,’ Janet agreed.

         There’d been a bit of a tussle earlier over what to call herself. She’d always hated Janet – a prissy, buttoned-up sort of name – though it was possibly unreasonable to feel that with a more interesting name she might have had a more exciting life. She’d written the odd article for cookery magazines under a nom de plume but the connections were slight enough not to pose any threat, and she was determined to retain that tiny part of her old self.

         Christine wasn’t impressed. ‘It’s a memorable name, Susanna,’ she pointed out. ‘What you want is a name that doesn’t draw attention to itself – like Ann Smith, say.’

         ‘I’m sorry, Christine,’ Janet said firmly. ‘I have to live with it for the rest of my life, and this is my choice. Susanna Bruce.’

         Christine never took rejection well. By way of a rearguard action, she said, ‘Anyway, why this particular one? It’s not your mother’s maiden name, is it? That would be entirely unsuitable – it’s quite easy to find that out—’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Or one that anyone could connect with you?’

         ‘No,’ she said again.14

         Christine looked at her narrowly, but then sighed. ‘Well, as you said, it’s your choice.’

         Janet had won that battle but she’d seen that Christine, a very experienced operator, had been suspicious and realised she’d have to do better when it came to the bigger lies she was planning to tell later.

         Now Christine said, opening her briefcase, ‘I’ve got pictures here for you. It’s in Manchester, very nice, everything very practical and up to date.’

         As she handed them over, Janet took a deep breath. ‘I’m very grateful for your efforts but this isn’t what I want.’

         Christine looked shocked. ‘But it’s perfect for you, dear! You’ll be able to do what you do now, find another gym, make new friends, set up in catering …’

         ‘The thing is, I don’t want a city. I’ve always meant to move to the country one day, and this is the ideal opportunity.’

         ‘That’s a dangerous idea. Make no mistake, they’ll be out looking for you and in a small place, a newcomer would be obvious. Yes, Manchester’s a city but there’s plenty of countryside round about, and parks and things—’

         ‘I know where I want to go – a small place up on the north-west coast. There are internet workers fleeing city life all over the Highlands now so it wouldn’t be seen as at all unusual.’

         ‘Somewhere you know? Somewhere you have some connection with?’ Christine was positively quivering with anxiety. ‘No, certainly not! You’d stick out like a sore thumb and it’s far too close to Glasgow anyway – you’d be signing your death warrant! There’s no way we can allow that.’

         Janet didn’t exactly have a death wish but the threat 15didn’t bother her as once it would have. She said calmly, even as she lied through her teeth, ‘There’s no connection, beyond having been there on holiday as a child and it’s the most beautiful place I ever saw. I don’t know anyone who lives there but I know it’s easy to get to know people in a wee place. Strangers suddenly appearing would, like you said, stick out like a sore thumb, and I’d be able to see them coming. If they were asking questions about me, someone would tell me, but in Manchester they could be next door and I wouldn’t know – and you’ve warned me yourself that they could come for me anywhere.’

         Christine went on shaking her head and giving half a dozen different versions of the word ‘no’, until Janet said, again with perfect calm, ‘If I need to withdraw myself from protection, I shall.’

         It worked, of course. She was the main pillar propping up the prosecution case and they needed her alive and able to testify. Now she had set her terms, the accommodation became available.

         It was, as she had demanded, in the little township of Ardelour in Wester Ross, normally let to tourists but now hers on a six-month extendable lease. Christine had been scathing about it.

         ‘There’s nothing to do up there. You can’t live on a view, and you’ll get tired of it and we’ll have to go through it all again. Still, it’s your decision, but I think you’re … going to regret it.’

         The telling pause suggested she had only just stopped herself saying the unprofessional word ‘mad’.

         
             

         

         16There were occasions in those early winter days when she found herself thinking of that conversation, like the days when the great storms hurled themselves across the Atlantic with screaming winds that wrapped themselves round the little house beside the moor above Ardelour, rocking it to its ancient foundations, and the days when she would wake up to a sea of white mist and a world so profoundly silent that she could believe she had gone deaf, and then there were crying days when there was nothing to distract her from her thoughts of what she had lost.

         But she had come for a reason. Callan had said to her once about Ardelour, in that soft Highland voice that made everything sound like poetry, ‘Sometimes you just look and look, hardly able to breathe because it’s so beautiful.’

         ‘Breathtaking, you might almost say,’ she’d replied, teasing him.

         He’d smiled. ‘Oh, I know people say that. But there – it really is.’

         He loved his birthplace, clearly, but he’d vetoed a suggested visit. When she’d asked him why, he’d actually shuddered and said, ‘It’s not—’ then hesitated before offering, ‘wholesome.’

         A strange word, she’d thought then. Gaelic was his first language and she’d wondered if he was thinking of some Gaelic word that had translated oddly into English.

         He’d gone on, ‘That’s all behind me – right? Let’s talk about now, when I’ve got the woman I love, and the job I love, and about how I’m going to show you that I can make you an omelette that really is, for the very first time, the perfect omelette.’ It had been his current obsession.

         She’d often thought about that reaction. He was such 17a gentle soul; was there a history of bullying, abuse, even, that had left him traumatised? Even after months together all she knew was that his parents had left Ardelour and gone to live near his sister in Canada. His past was a book he’d not only firmly closed but padlocked away like a teenaged girl’s journal, as if he was afraid opening it might release some demon within.

         Even when it reached the desperate stage, he still wouldn’t give her the little gold key. He was shattered, not eating, not sleeping; he admitted it was all linked to Ardelour but when she’d tried to tease out what that meant, all he would say was that he’d made ‘bad choices’. He was prepared to shop Gav, who’d used the gun, but with stubborn loyalty he wouldn’t tell her anything about the ‘friend’ whose involvement in crime had drawn him in.

         The policewoman who had brought the envelope with her name on it, found after Callan took a lethal overdose, had handed it over stiffly, suggesting without enthusiasm that she should stay with Janet while she read it.

         She refused the offer with numbed lips then collapsed onto a chair as if she’d been pole-axed. Shock had left her dry-eyed so that she could read that he was so sorry, but he couldn’t take any more.

         
            Prison – you know what they do to you if you’re not a hard man. And I grassed so I’ve got real enemies now too. I’m not waiting for them to come for me. I was never good enough for you and I’ve dragged you down into the dirt. I’ve lied to you, and I can’t face seeing how much you must despise me. Have the life you deserve. My love’s yours for ever, though you’ll maybe not want it now.

         

         18She still suffered the pain from that dagger-thrust. She’d known about his lies already because of their disastrous effect and it had made no difference to her love; her heart had ached for Callan in his lonely agony of fear.

         In the bleakness of grief and helplessness, only the red flame of her anger felt real. The one thing that mattered was to find out how it had come about and who the ‘friend’ with Callan’s blood on his hands was. It was then she’d taken the decision that meant she was here in Ardelour, and here she would stay until she had. She still wasn’t sure what she would do then. She wasn’t sure at all.

         The rental’s living room had a big modern window looking out over Loch Torridon and she’d begun an evening habit of watching the changing weather, rain, sun or storm – often all three in the course of a few hours – with a glass of wine and a book of poetry, though often it went unread. Mostly she sat thinking – agonising, really.

         Guilt shadowed her like an over-faithful dog. Callan had come in that night distraught that a man had died – ‘A man with a wife and kids, maybe’ – because of what he’d been part of. If she’d known then his assurance that this had been a one-off wasn’t true, would she still have taken the principled attitude and urged him to help the police with whatever information he had?

         She’d been so sure that, with a blameless record and a good lawyer to do bit of plea-bargaining, it would result in not much more than a slap on the wrist – as well as a conscience that would let him sleep at night, which he hadn’t been doing. He’d been in the habit of turning to her for advice and he’d been persuaded. A man had died, after all.19

         She’d been unpardonably naive. Ignorant of his record for petty crime as a teenager, and the number of times he’d actually driven the getaway car, she’d given him advice that had proved – yes, quite literally fatal. Conventional morality was all very well, but how did it weigh in the scales of justice compared to a young man’s life? Her views had changed, and it was a particular irony that her own belief in truth and justice had resulted in her having to live a lie for the rest of her life.

         Tonight, after one of the rare glorious days, the sun was sinking into a golden sea as darkness gathered. The loch was millpond-calm, its creamy waves seeming almost too lazy to break on the shore, and in the distance the Torridon mountain peaks were hazy blue, shading towards a purplish-grey: a symphony of colours.

         He hadn’t lied about that, at least, she thought with a small, bitter smile. It was so beautiful it was almost painful. The village was pretty too, with cottages and houses scattered as if at random up behind the little street that hugged the shore. It seemed idyllic to the tourists who came and fantasised about a life in Arcadia.

         Yet this was the place, she was now convinced, that had so damaged her lovely, sensitive Callan. He’d been weak, perhaps, but that wasn’t a crime – more a disability.

         With the law’s delays, it would be some time before the case called in the High Court in Glasgow. However much she might want to stay withdrawn and nurse her pain, she couldn’t afford to do that for much longer. The civilised glass of wine had already shown a tendency to be not one, but two – or even, sometimes, many more than that.

         Apart from anything else, she had a living to earn; the 20money from selling her Glasgow flat wouldn’t last for ever. She didn’t doubt she could set up something – catering for the Airbnb tourists, maybe, and doing freezer meals that she might persuade the local store to stock during the winter. She’d presumably be cooking lasagne and chilli rather than the veal scaloppine al limone that was popular for directors’ lunches, but maybe in time she could introduce speciality items for her own satisfaction.

         The best thing about it was that it would help her get to know people, first for her own safety and then as a way to find out more about this ‘unwholesome’ place. And it boosted her morale to know that while they might be looking for her, they didn’t know she would be quietly stalking them.

         April 2025

         The police came to whisk her away at last to give her evidence in court, picking her up in a discreet grey car before dawn and bringing her back at midnight days later. It wasn’t likely anyone would be stumbling around the moors behind Ardelour in the darkness, but even so she was grateful they’d taken every precaution as, by police request, Janet MacNeish made positively her last appearance.

         She’d known how tough the questioning would be as her evidence was challenged, but she hadn’t realised how personal it would be allowed to get. She was still feeling bruised, as if the ruthless attacks on her integrity, her memory, her morals and her motives had been physical punches. She’d managed to stay calm and clear but her 21head and her back ached from the tension of holding herself together and as she was driven back she was so stiff she wondered how she would manage to get out of the car.

         The jury had retired to consider its verdict over the weekend. The inspector who’d supported her throughout promised her he’d call her whenever it came in, warning her that they might well think that evidence of reported speech, however truthful, was unsatisfactory, and not to take it personally if they acquitted Gavin Thomson.

         Whatever he said, an acquittal would still feel like a personal slap in the face and when the phone rang at last her hand was shaking as she picked it up.

         ‘Guilty,’ the inspector said, ‘and largely thanks to you. You’re a brave woman – I only hope you feel it’s worth it. Goodbye, Janet MacNeish.’

         As she set the phone down, she realised this was the last time anyone would call her by the so-familiar name. Stripped of it, she felt oddly disembodied, as if she had become a wraith.

         But she’d done what she’d promised; now she must be brave enough to make the new life work. With a sigh and a little shudder, she fetched a glass of wine and sat down in the chair by the window, picking up the book she had left there. It fell open at a poem by the first-century Chinese poet Li Bai.

         
            
               The birds have vanished from the sky 

               And as the last cloud fades away,

               We sit together, the mountain and I 

               Until only the mountain remains.
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            CHAPTER ONE

            April 2025

         

         Catriona Fleming was standing in the atrium of the Glasgow High Court with her leader in the trial that had just finished – David Mackintosh, a senior advocate rumoured to be on the point of taking silk.

         She’d been gratified to be brought in as his junior; her appearances so far had been mainly in the Edinburgh courts so it was good to widen her experience. Best of all, they’d won their case.

         ‘A pleasing outcome,’ he said with satisfaction. ‘Good job, Cat. You unearthed that deposition for me just in time. His Honour was getting a bit tetchy.’

         ‘Bit of a stress moment, I have to admit,’ she said, laughing. ‘Just glad it worked out.’

         ‘I owe you a drink for that before we get the train back to Edinburgh,’ he said but she shook her head.

         ‘Thanks, David, but I’m getting a lift back from Kelso. He’d a meeting here today and then heard the jury was 23about to come back in a case he’d an interest in. He’s sticking around for the verdict.’

         ‘Back to work, then? Keeping all right?’

         ‘He’s only just been passed fit but he’s fine, thanks. This is something that happened a while ago – murder linked to a raid on a food lorry. It was all a bit of a tragedy with a sidekick killing himself after being charged as well.’

         ‘I remember that case – made the headlines at the time. Was Kelso involved?’

         ‘Not directly – just giving evidence about the Serious Rural Crime Squad’s take on the general freight theft problem at that time, I think.’

         ‘Come up with new angles for robbing the honest citizens all the time, don’t they? Still, I suppose if they didn’t, we’d go out of business,’ David said. ‘I’ll leave you to it, then, Cat. And like I said – a good job. I’ll be back in touch. Best to Kelso.’

         Cat smiled her thanks then sat down on a bench to wait, glowing at the pat on the back. She’d enjoyed working with him, and that was definitely a nod that he’d put more work her way. It might even be noticed by other senior advocates who might be looking for a junior – all useful stuff.

         Unconsciously, she twiddled the emerald-cut aquamarine on her left hand, starting to think about the wedding plans that were never far from her mind at the moment. Betsy, Kelso’s six-year-old niece, was obsessively drawing brides’ and bridesmaids’ dresses that leant heavily on white meringue for their inspiration, but Cat was very much aware that this would not be Kelso’s first wedding and was determined to keep it simple.24

         They both had friends and family who’d want to come to wish them well, though. They would all have to be wined and dined, however informally, which meant she’d have to set up a packed programme for the next visit to Kirkluce to include seeing the caterers, the minister, the photographer and the florist. Kelso had insisted that he’d be perfectly happy with whatever arrangements she made and that there was no need for his opinion, but there wasn’t a chance he was getting out of it.

         Her brother, Cameron, and sister-in-law, Annelise, had offered to host it at Mains of Craigie, and Cat herself had tried to offload responsibility for the arrangements onto her mother but Marjory Fleming, notorious for her lack of domesticity, was having none of it.

         ‘I’m happy to do the grunt work like dealing with the people getting the big barn into shape for the reception, but when it comes to choices and style, you and Kelso are on your own. I’m not sure we have the same tastes at all – I’ve never forgotten that all-black bedroom you insisted on having.’

         ‘And you’ve never let me forget it either! For crying out loud, Mum, I was only ten at the time,’ she protested. ‘We like the same sort of things now.’

         But she hadn’t got anywhere with that, so they both – ‘both’ she had said firmly to her reluctant fiancé – would be heading down there for a weekend for the jigsaw of appointments she’d designed.

         The light caught her ring as she moved her hand and she looked down on it with a fond smile. Kelso had worked hard enough at his physio to be able to present it to her in traditional style on the Praia do Sancho beach 25in Brazil, the local stone echoing the colours of a summer sea. It had been wonderful, but when friends had said it must have been hard for her to come back to real life, she couldn’t agree. Ordinary life with Kelso back to his old self after the high drama of his serious injury and the long, gruelling recovery was all she could want.

         There he was now, walking briskly down the corridor from the courtrooms and beckoning to her. As she got up and hurried after him she could see there was a trickle of chattering people emerging from the court behind him.

         ‘I just wanted to get away before his supporters appeared,’ he said on the way to the car park.

         ‘So how did it go?’ she asked as they set off at pace.

         ‘Fine, for what it was. He’ll be going down for a good stretch, but the trouble is he’s a nothing, just a stupid greedy little ned. We didn’t get anywhere near the organisation behind the raid and even if he’d been one of the bosses, if you take one out half a dozen others move in to occupy the space you’ve created.

         ‘This one was unusual in that the driver was killed. Normally they’re pretty careful to avoid that sort of thing. It’s become much the same as shoplifting when it comes to prosecutions – as long as there’s no violence they’ll only get a fine they write off as a business expense.’

         ‘We’ve been talking about it around the courts,’ Cat said. ‘We’re always instructed to say they’re doing it because of the cost-of-living crisis, though if I’m honest the cases I’ve dealt with have been more about greed than need.’

         ‘The freight theft gangs are highly professional now and they know all the rules about the length of drivers’ shifts 26and research the places they like to stop. There’s been a particular Scottish problem over the last bit with the high-value luxury goods like whisky and seafood that have to be transported from the producers down via Inverness. The companies have been trying to vary the schedules but it’s getting increasingly difficult – there are paid spies all over the area who provide tip-offs and a gang is called in. ‘They actually seem to be developing hubs in rural areas where there’s almost no policing now. You can understand how it happens – there’s a lot of poverty, not many jobs going, and if you’re on benefits any little side-hustle is welcome.’

         ‘They probably see themselves as edgy modern-day highwaymen,’ Cat said thoughtfully. ‘Life on benefits is dreary and defying the law probably adds a bit of excitement.’

         ‘And how did David Mackintosh’s law-defying client get on today?’

         Cat beamed. ‘Oh, we won. But what do you mean, law-defying? I can’t imagine how you could possibly think that. Not at all – it was just an accusation of fraud that apparently had merely been a misunderstanding, which David managed to explain to the court’s satisfaction. His client was very pleased and David was pleased with me too. I got a definite hint that he might use me again.’

         ‘It probably only means more work for us to do later – no, don’t hit me! I’m pleased you did so well. I think we should celebrate – there’s a jazz night at the pub tonight.’

         ‘Sounds good to me.’ As they turned onto the motorway, Cat said, ‘Did they say much about the poor guy who killed himself?’27

         ‘Only as it related to the evidence of his girlfriend. That was what nailed the killer, but I’m a bit haunted by her. She was allowed to give evidence from behind a screen, but she didn’t sound the usual ned’s girlfriend type. She was certainly taking her life in her hands by agreeing to stand up in court. They’ll have taken a contract out on her already so I guess she’s been in police protection ever since it happened.’

         ‘What will that mean – a new identity?’

         ‘Yes, being cut off from everything and everyone relating to your past life – and knowing there are people who’ll be looking for you who could find you without warning at any time.’

         Cat shuddered. ‘What a dreadful punishment for doing the right thing! We’ve a big problem getting witnesses to testify even at a level when it’s only going to mean a bit of aggro. I can’t imagine what it must be like to be cut off from your family and friends for ever – bleak beyond belief.’

         ‘She’s certainly a very brave woman.’

         ‘Or else,’ Cat said, ‘just have been very, very angry about what happened and looking for revenge.’

         
             

         

         Despite having the shadow of the court case looming over her, Anna Bruce had been busy in the intervening months – Anna now, not Susanna. She’d sort of believed that her dull name was responsible for her unadventurous spirit, but disappointingly, the new name didn’t seem to have made any difference and she was still the same: practical, sensible, down-to-earth. Bruce was all right – a good Scots name – but though Susanna had been fine as a pen name, in 28real life it made her feel much as she had when her mother had forced her small unwilling self into a frilly party dress.

         Her first practical steps had been to get the hygiene certificate for her kitchen and buy a chest freezer and chiller to install in the shed in the garden. She’d established her supply chain: a mixture of online orders from Tesco along with farms and local businesses that she’d sussed out for wonderful produce, especially smoked fish and venison and fresh seafood.

         Advertising on the community noticeboards was free and orders started coming in remarkably quickly. There were a few small villages around the Torridon area that each had its own little shop selling basic provisions and frozen goods and there was a popular café too that needed constant supplies of home baking. Somewhat to her surprise, she’d even had a steady trickle of orders for catered meals; with six Munros in the area, groups often rented an Airbnb for a climbing weekend and there were second homes with regular family gatherings too, from time to time. If there was someone at the big house on the Ardelour estate she often got an order for an evening meal; indeed, there were bookings in her diary already for parties in August for the shooting.

         The trickle threatened to turn into a flood after Easter and once she knew the trial date she’d had to be ruthless about keeping her diary clear, telling disappointed clients she was off on holiday. She’d been nervous that the trial would overrun, but having been delivered back the previous afternoon she found herself now with the luxury of a full day to prepare for the lunch order she was to deliver the following morning.29

         Anna finished her coffee then started to set out her mise en place, ticking off the items in her notebook. It was always a soothing activity, needing concentration that stopped her mind from whirring in its usual pointless circles and it had been her coping mechanism over these difficult months.

         Tomorrow’s order was for a family party. They wanted a seafood platter to start with; that would mean a trip to the smokehouse she favoured, and a visit first thing next morning to the fishery on the shores of Loch Shieldaig, up along the Applecross road. She’d found it surprising that it was so difficult to buy langoustines and lobsters in the area where they were brought out of the water, but the bulk of their catch went off live to Spain, and she was lucky to have a contact locally who’d let her buy on the doorstep.

         She decided to make a start with the lemon cheesecake that had been requested as one of the desserts. She went to the chiller for the three lemons that had come with the order delivered the previous day, then stopped in dismay. Unnoticed mould had started on one of them and then spread to the second. And you couldn’t get the serious citrus hit the cheesecake required with one measly lemon.

         Fresh produce was always a bit of a hit-and-miss affair when it came to the local shop. Some lemons would be ordered, certainly, but whether there would be any left depended entirely on demand. A vivid picture sprang to mind of the teeming shelves of the Waitrose just round the corner from her Glasgow flat and she bit her lip.

         She didn’t want to squander her precious extra prep day on a trawl for lemons and she certainly didn’t want to have to drive to the Co-op in Kyle of Lochalsh, but the 30client, though loyal, was fussy and she’d take it badly if she didn’t have her favourite dessert. Still, she might strike it lucky and anyway, the sooner it was done the better. She could drive on to the smokehouse afterwards.

         Anna checked through the rest of the menu to make sure that everything else was in order and that the grapes for the chicken and grape salad hadn’t suffered the same fate as the lemons, then went out to her second-hand Volvo hatchback, sturdy enough for Highland weather and, with the back seat down, roomy enough to take trays and boxes for deliveries.

         There was a brisk breeze coming off the sea but at least it wasn’t raining. The village was deserted apart from a man and a woman wandering around aimlessly. When she parked on Shore Street, the man, wearing walking boots and a cagoule, crossed the road towards her.

         The opening up of the tourist season had made her nervous and an unknown man approaching her was enough to make her tense up; this one looked harmless enough, but how could you tell?

         As she got out of the car, he called, ‘Excuse me, do you know when the café opens?’

         She answered politely but without encouraging warmth, ‘It should be open by now.’

         ‘Well, it isn’t,’ he said. ‘Will it be open later?’

         ‘I don’t know.’ She crossed the road and walked along to the shop.

         ‘It’s closed too,’ he called after her with what almost sounded like triumph in his voice.

         Ignoring him, Anna tried the door for herself, but he was certainly right; the shop was closed, and the café had 31a blunt notice, CLOSED, on the door. Frowning, she walked further along to the pub. It wouldn’t be open yet, of course, but usually there would be someone working there that she could ask. Today there were no lights on inside, and when she cupped her hand and peered in the window, there was no sign of activity. This was definitely odd.

         As she got back into her car, she heard the man saying to the woman, ‘That’s the trouble with the teuchters. Too lazy to get themselves out of bed in the morning.’

         At least she could go to the smokehouse, then work out what to do – phoning the other small shops she dealt with to find out which of them had lemons in stock would probably be best. But as she drove off she was puzzled. Why would everything be shut on a normal working day?

         Shona Macintyre would be able to tell her. She had a house beyond the Ardelour peninsula, up the Applecross road, with a smokehouse alongside. She’d inherited the business from her father, having come back as a single mum with one son, now in his twenties. The hot and cold smoked salmon and sea trout were common fare in the smokehouses around, but Shona stocked smoked duck and venison too, and even smoked cheeses, and ordered in the venison sausages for one of Anna’s most popular dishes. As a result of that, Shona had become the closest thing to a friend that she dared to allow herself.

         But the smokehouse was shut. She could smell the wonderful peaty smell, but there was no one around tending the racks. She rang the house doorbell, but there was no answer and she went unhappily back to the car. What could have happened while she was away? Oh, 32there were other smokehouses and of course she could drive around and pull together the ingredients she needed, but this was a bleak illustration of her biggest problem: there was no one she could ask.

         As she had said to Christine all that time ago, in a wee place it was easy to get to know everyone and now she pretty much did, at least by sight. The weather always gave you something to talk about for a minute as you passed in the street and from a security point of view she could be confident that, as she’d said, if anyone came asking questions about her, she’d hear about it, and in the down season strangers did indeed stick out like a sore thumb. But what she, a city girl, hadn’t appreciated was how hard it would be to get included in the life of this close-knit community.

         She regularly had pleasant chats with her clients, but the grapevine of local gossip, more efficient even than the internet, didn’t reach her because she was just an incomer – and from observation, still would be in fifty years’ time. She sometimes felt she was living behind a pane of plate-glass, unable either to reach out or bring anyone in.

         How could she? Friendships arise from shared experiences, but there are rules for growing them successfully, as in any other human activity. ‘Where did you come from?’ is an obvious opening gambit that slides easily into, ‘Oh yes, I went there once – do you know the so-and-sos?’ and the carefully constructed lies that formed her back story wouldn’t lend themselves to detailed examination. Though she’d been prepared to lose her past, she hadn’t quite appreciated the extent to which she’d compromised her future.

         The dispiriting thing was that she was no nearer to 33finding the key to unlock Callan’s past. She could look with a darkly suspicious eye at young men around his age like Brodie Campbell and Jago Innes but she couldn’t ask direct questions without putting herself in deadly danger; she knew no more now than she had when she came in January, and she was beginning to dread that she never would. And what other purpose did she have in life? Anna had told herself she’d feel better once the case was over but now she was feeling lower than ever as she drove away.

         Fortunately the little store in Torridon had a recent delivery of lemons and the smokehouse nearby could provide what she needed. She drove back along the coast, turning off onto the single-track road that ran between great rocks looming on either side and along the narrow neck leading to the Ardelour peninsula, then through the village and up to the cottage beside the track to a farmer’s field just below the moorland.

         As she got out and slammed the car door, a grouse whirred up, startled, giving its alarm cry, ‘Go back, go back!’

         For a moment she stood, watching its flight. Then her lip twisted and with an audible sigh she walked into the house.

         
             

         

         John Wilson was in the shed his wife liked to call the studio and he referred to privately as The Doghouse. Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture was blaring out at full volume and he was working on a canvas propped on an easel, his palette loaded with shades of orange, red and black. With a broad brush, he was slashing at it with strong, warring strokes that felt good, as if giving way to artistic rage might purge his need to give way to ill-judged fury.34

         At the sound of footsteps on the path outside, he froze, then moving quickly he grabbed a sheet, threw it over the painting and swung his stool so that he was facing the trestle table on the back wall where watercolour paints were laid out, as well as a small half-finished painting of the view from Ardelour over Loch Torridon to Beinn Alligin and Liathach. It was very pretty and he looked at it with loathing as he took up his brush.

         He didn’t turn his head as the door opened but he could feel someone standing behind him. Then to his astonishment, his eyes were covered by a woman’s hands and he caught the musky scent of her perfume.

         She was laughing as he turned around. ‘Zoe! What the hell are you doing here?’

         ‘I just got bored on my own and I couldn’t think what else to do.’

         ‘I thought you were Mairead – she could be back any minute.’

         ‘Oh, turn that row off – I can’t hear myself think. She won’t,’ she said firmly. ‘Not for a good while. I saw her driving through, heading along for the wake. Jago’s gone too.’

         ‘So you didn’t go to the crem?’

         She shook her head. ‘Depresses me, that kind of thing. Right, come on. Where is it, then?’

         John watched her move about the shed: slender, olive-skinned, with thickly lashed brown eyes outlined with winged flicks. She had curly brown hair rioting round her elfin face, and tattoos and piercings as well – disfiguring, he would once have said, but she was still the sexiest woman he had ever seen.35

         He was twenty years older than she was, he reckoned, though she was evasive about her age, and he sometimes thought she’d seduced him as some sort of in-joke that he didn’t quite get, but he was happy to go along with it for as long as it lasted. He worried about Jago sometimes, but perhaps he didn’t mind. Mairead, on the other hand …

         ‘What do you mean, where is it?’ he blustered.

         ‘Oh, for God’s sake, Jo-Jo, don’t waste your booze-laden breath – ah, here it is! Famous Grouse – that’s a cut above your usual rot-gut. Mairead have a fit of generosity?’

         ‘Doesn’t know the meaning of the word,’ he said with some bitterness. ‘No, got a cheque from a gallery in Glasgow who actually sold one of my oils – the stuff I ought to be doing.’

         ‘That’s not what she would say.’ As she spoke she was hunting through the untidy shelves, cluttered with prepared canvases and tubs of brushes and paint-spattered palettes as well as odd bits and pieces that didn’t have anywhere else to go apart from on the floor like a lot of other stuff, before emerging triumphant with a smeary small tumbler. ‘Why the hell don’t you have any decent glasses?’

         ‘Because Mairead would wonder why I needed them,’ he said, taking out his own similar one from under the table while Zoe washed hers at the sink, then poured for them both.

         She sat down on the daybed John used when he came home drunk and wanted to avoid his wife, and he eyed her with some nervousness. ‘I don’t know when she might be back—’ he began, and she laughed again, that irresistible throaty laugh.36

         ‘Don’t worry, I have no designs on your body today. No way do I want to lose my nice wee job in the café – Mairead and I are getting on great.’

         Zoe got up restlessly and went over to lift the cloth covering the easel and assessed the painting, head on one side. ‘Feeling as bad as that, huh?’

         ‘She drives me mad. This is going well – got a bit of energy to it, but oh no, I’m not to be allowed the time for serious art by she-who-holds-the-purse-strings. I’m not saying I’m Picasso, but I could produce good stuff for the galleries if I didn’t have her screaming at me to drop it and get on with chocolate-box painting by numbers.’

         ‘They sell well, though – fifty quid a time and we sold three at the weekend. There’s only two left in stock so you’d better fire up the production line. And if you think just covering the easel with a cloth and sitting at the table will fool Mairead, it won’t. The place stinks of oil paint and you’ve got it all over your fingers too.’

         She finished her drink, then her slim hand with its blue acrylic nails and the start of the climbing vine tattoo that spiralled up her arm, leading the eye across to a heart in the hollow at the base of her throat, turned his head towards her to give him a lingering kiss. ‘Just something on account,’ she said. ‘I’d better leave you to it.’

         She left John feeling dizzy, as she so often did. At least she’d be off the premises before Mairead came back, but why had she come? She never had before. ‘Just got bored,’ she’d said, and it sort of rang true. It possibly explained their relationship, if he was just faute de mieux.

         He should be feeling elated about the oil that he’d sold, but it had only spelt out to him how his artistic potential 37had been crushed out of him by living here, where there was none of the energy of a buzzing artistic scene that would have raised him to being the great artist he knew, just knew, he could have been; the sense of failure and bitterness ran deep. It was all about money – or rather the lack of it.

         Of course, he’d known that as a young, struggling artist you had to expect to be poor, but he did like the finer things in life and when on a painting trip up here he’d met Mairead, he’d told himself he could paint anywhere and allowed himself to be seduced away from artistic poverty. Not that she was ever exactly a siren, but she was good in bed and a great cook; best of all, she had utterly believed in his talent and was happy to support him on her income from the café so he would have all the time he needed to produce the paintings that would change everything. That belief was long gone, and with the pandemic and the cost-of-living crisis, things had been hard for a long time. Oh, he did have his finger in one or two little ventures, but his only official contribution to living expenses came from the watercolours and the series of art courses he ran in the village hall – for one of which Zoe, to his amazement, had signed up.

         She had a natural talent, but it was obvious that she was only playing at it – and with him, probably. It hadn’t been long before she was staying behind to help him clear up and one thing had led to another.

         He looked at his watch. Mairead wouldn’t be long now so he’d better sit down like a naughty schoolboy and finish that watercolour. If he was able to take it through to his wife before she came to chase it up, she wouldn’t smell the 38oils and start another of their debilitating rows.

         John took a step back to look at the painting before he covered it up again, and winced. He was kidding himself – that was an indulgence, not a painting. He needed space to breathe and to think, and there wasn’t a lot of that when you were a prisoner in a dismal shed from which you could only escape by walking along the passage beside the café and shop that was the ground floor of their house, under the eye of a woman who had missed her vocation as a prison guard.

         He took up a palette knife and in a spasm of pure rage turned it on its edge to slash again and again through the canvas.
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            CHAPTER TWO

         

         Everything always stops from respect when there is a funeral in these small communities. If the end of a life well-lived is being celebrated, it brings everyone together and it won’t be long before the wake becomes a sort of party and sooner or later someone will say what a pity it is that the deceased couldn’t be there to enjoy it too.

         This one wasn’t like that. The service at the crematorium in Inverness had been well-attended but a lot of people had drifted off afterwards and hadn’t come back to the house. What could you say that hadn’t been said before – and no doubt would have to be said again?

         Mairead Wilson stayed to speak to the boy’s mother, who was looking as if she didn’t know where she was, but as Mairead reached her she tried to smile.

         ‘You were always so good to Donnie. And he wasn’t the only one – look at that lot over there.’ She gestured to group of young men. ‘Nice lads, really, you know.’

         Mairead nodded, moving on to allow someone else 40to take her place, ready to leave as soon as she decently could. Too many memories, too much guilt … far too much guilt. Her throat tightened.

         ‘Something in the water that makes them do that, is it?’ another woman had murmured bleakly and Mairead had nodded, with a strained smile.

         And that was Brodie Campbell now, just putting in an appearance, his manner somehow suggesting that he was bestowing his presence. Mairead eyed him narrowly as he went over to a couple of young men, engaging them in a conversation that had them shifting a little uneasily. He liked to see himself as the Big Man, the embodiment of the law, being gamekeeper for the big estate – the law as he defined it, more commonly known as physical assault.

         She’d known him as a child. She’d known all the bairns who hung around the café on the way home from school and she’d usually been good for a biscuit or maybe even a wee slice of cake, but she drew the line at Brodie, a bully and a two-faced cheat even then. She knew some of the stuff he was into later and he’d done well for himself – people who had no scruples usually did.

         He didn’t stay long. On his way out he had given her a cold, unsmiling nod and she couldn’t suppress a shudder, feeling angry that he was able to affect her that way.

         It was mainly the family that was left now, along with the two men Brodie had spoken to – two of ‘her laddies’ who’d come to show respect to a mate, but who lacked the social skills to extract themselves. She made her way over to them and they greeted her with sheepish smiles.

         They were in their twenties now. Fergus Matheson had admittedly had a bit of a false start but he was back on the 41right track now and was still the bright-faced fellow he’d always been; Craig Lothian, though … Her heart sank as she saw his pallor and dull eyes. Lacking kids of her own, she’d mothered them and it was like a stab in the heart. What a terrible world it was now for the young – but what had she done to improve it?

         ‘Hello, lads. I’m away home now. You coming?’ she said, and they followed in her wake like obedient ducklings.

         Which left Jago Innes, who had no conscience and would linger until they stopped serving the drink. Her lips tightened as she glanced at him, with his chain necklaces and pierced eyebrow and his arms tattooed so that he looked part human, part lizard. He claimed to be a Traveller, but it had been obvious from the start when he parked his mobile home on a patch of waste ground just above the shore that he was no such thing – one of those New Agers, more like, who always made claims of spirituality but still seemed to get involved in dirty stuff – very dirty, in some cases. He certainly hadn’t travelled far; his family had lived up around Torridon and there’d been no shortage of money, at least before his hippie parents had started running through it.

         He’d made the site an eyesore, with motorbikes coming for repair and failed engine parts left scattered round about in the overgrown grass. The mobile home itself, decorated with fairy-lights and dangling crystals, looked out of place in its surroundings and even walking past you were assailed by a smell that his partner might claim was joss sticks, but Mairead’s head didn’t button up the back.

         She couldn’t quite place his girlfriend. With her colouring, Zoe Cooper might well be of Irish Traveller stock but 42she’d never volunteered any personal information and nowadays you didn’t like to ask. It was only recently that Mairead had taken her on to replace the woman who’d been waitressing for her for years but had been tempted away to take a job in one of the hotels. She wouldn’t have trusted Jago within a mile of her till and she’d been very doubtful, but with the wages being offered there was only one applicant.

         Zoe, though, had surprised her; she very effectively managed the tables and the shop and the seventeen-year-old schoolgirl who helped out, leaving Mairead free to cook her popular light lunches and teas and even give her time for business stuff. She was a bit inclined to take off at short notice but she was otherwise reliable and could be left to deal with the takings and close up the café so that if Mairead had to be away, she needn’t shut the place and lose money.

         That mattered. Times had been so hard and the debts had mounted during the bad years of lockdowns and the cost-of-living crisis so that the business had teetered on the verge of going under. Shore House, her family home, was part of herself; if she lost it, she’d feel crippled and vulnerable, like a snail that had lost its shell. She’d set up the café to be able to keep it when her parents died and she’d been proud of the way that it had prospered until Covid hit like a bludgeon to the back of the head. She wouldn’t submit; bloody but unbowed, she had flogged her guts out, not caring what she did, grabbing as if she was crazy at anything that would bring in the cash to keep it afloat. And they’d pulled through – no thanks to the useless slob she’d saddled herself with.43

         Mairead sometimes asked herself, plaintively, how she could have been so blind to his faults. Compared to the locals, fishermen and farmworkers mainly, he’d seemed kind of glamorous then, floating in from the city as a visiting artist with a vision, destined for great things and, poor fool, she’d been young enough to be dazzled. She couldn’t deny that he’d been good-looking then too – still was, she supposed, in a raddled sort of way, though the ponytail that had looked a bit raffish when he was younger now was grey and, in her opinion, frankly sad.

         He’d moved in with her and for the first years of their marriage, with him doing nothing except producing paintings that rarely sold, money had been too tight to think of having bairns, and by the time they might have, she’d realised how fundamentally idle he was, and how delusional. The only paintings that had ever been commercially successful had been the little landscapes that sold to tourists, and persuading him to do the artwork he so blatantly thought beneath him took up time she could ill spare. She’d acquired a man-child instead of the kids she could have had. The boys who drifted off once the begging-for-cakes years stopped were a very limited substitute – though they came back soon enough when they were in trouble. She’d have divorced John long ago if she hadn’t known he’d ruthlessly take her to the cleaners and all that she’d worked for so tirelessly would crash in ruins about her.

         As she drove back to Ardelour, her mind was on the demands of the day. It had been a sacrifice to close for the morning since it was just after the Easter break when there were more tourists around and she could hope to make 44enough to see her through the long tough winter months, so she’d have to open up this afternoon. With a variety of homemade cakes always displayed on the counter on stands with glass domes, it had become a destination café for people all around the area and it was important not to disappoint them.

         Keeping up supplies had always been a challenge, but it was easier now that she’d been able to rely on Anna Bruce, a caterer who for some odd reason had moved here recently. She’d been away on holiday, though, and now Mairead had to hope she’d got back and would deliver as promised tomorrow. The last frozen coffee and walnut cake had been taken out of the freezer yesterday and though there was still a fruitcake, she’d probably be as well to whip up a Victoria sponge ready for the afternoon opening. Anyway, it would take her mind off what had just been happening. The coincidence had left her feeling sick and she really couldn’t afford to think about it any more.
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