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      This novel is dedicated to Donnie, with love.
      

   
      
      

      
      We cannot change yesterday.

      
      We can only make the most of today,
 and look forward with hope toward tomorrow.

      
      Inscription at the entrance to St Margaret’s Chapel,
 HMI Cornton Vale Prison, Stirling

      
      Inspiring bold John Barleycorn!
 What dangers thou canst make us scorn!
 Wi’ tippenny, we fear nae evil;

      
      Wi’ usquebae, we’ll face the devil!

      
      From ‘Tam O’ Shanter’ by Robert Burns
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      PROLOGUE

      
      When the car rounded the corner of the road, she gasped. Up until now the cliffs on either side had masked the skyline so she
         was shocked by the streak of orange like a gash across the horizon in front of her, bleeding from the blackness. It took all
         her concentration to keep the vehicle from veering towards the sheer wall of rock on her left. A quick glance showed how near
         she’d come to clipping the kerb and she shuddered as the wheel turned under her grip. The slimy walls glowed with sudden reflected
         light; she’d been close enough to see tiny plant fronds uncurling from the cracks that ran up and down the cliff side.
      

      
      It was better to slow down a little, let the fright of that panicked swerve subside before she dared take another look.

      
      A huge sigh rose from her chest and she felt the tears prick under the sore places of her eyelids, which she’d rubbed constantly
         during the drive north. The reassuring hum of the engine and the straight road ahead gave her courage to turn her head a fraction.
      

      
      Now she could make out dim hills, darker shapes against the ink-blue sky with its burgeoning shafts of dawnlight a beacon
         of hope.
      

      
      Mornings had never felt like this before.

      
      Here was a new day beginning and with it the excitement of a million possibilities. It was like the first day of creation,
         newly-minted, given to her as a gift. All the other mornings of her life seemed to have begun with despair.
      

      
      Her fingers were numb from gripping the steering wheel so tightly and she flexed first one hand then the other, slowing the
         car down so she could take peeks at the sky and the water. There was no artificial light here, just cat’s eyes reflecting
         the full beam as she tried to keep to her side of the narrow road. Few vehicles had been travelling south on the opposite
         lane and her car seemed the only one taking this night-time route away from the city, so she gave a start when the lorry’s
         shape appeared in the rear-view mirror. It rumbled behind her and she slowed down to let it pass. There was a swish of tyres
         and then the flanks of the lorry passed her by like a looming grey shadow. She watched it move away from her, then it cut back into the left lane after a decent interval. The sudden flash of the lorry’s hazard warning lights thanked
         her for allowing it to overtake. She opened her eyes wide in surprise; when last had she been shown such courtesy? That it
         should be here in this lonely place and from an unseen stranger was surely a good omen. She must be on the right road.
      

      
      Now the sky was lightening even more and pale grey clouds merged into the yellow patches above the horizon’s rim.

      
      A bird flew past, slowly winging its way inland, making her suddenly aware that there was life outside this cocoon of engine
         noise and road and gears. Just up ahead there was a black and white pole indicating a parking place, and she drove in and
         stopped.
      

      
      She gave a half-turn to the ignition and rolled the window down, letting in a rush of cold air, then breathed deeply, closing
         her eyes for a moment against the gusts of wind. It was quiet but not silent. The first sound she heard was the lapping of
         water against the edge of the shore, like a living creature trying to break free from the deep masses that threatened to hold
         it back. She listened, mesmerised, then heard another sound, a peeping bird somewhere out of sight in the bushes, then an
         answering call further ahead. Straining her eyes did not help; the birds were invisible in this early light. The cool air
         chilled her skin and set her sneezing. A quick rummage in her jacket pocket found only used and still-sodden paper hankies so she sniffled instead, then rolled the
         window back up. There had been no time to look for her driving gloves before the journey so she tucked her fingers up into
         her sleeves to warm them, the way she’d done as a child.
      

      
      A memory of her mother suddenly came back to her. It had been one of the days when she’d been brought home from school. The
         day had started out badly at home with a sore throat and difficulty eating her porridge, then became worse when no one had
         taken her seriously and she’d been forced out, to make the cold walk down to the bus stop. The shivers had begun as she’d
         sat wedged between a man in a big overcoat and a woman with sharp elbows; the only seats left on the bus were the bench seats
         facing the exit. Each time the doors of the bus had sighed open she’d been exposed to the cold air and had felt trickles of
         sweat against her flesh.
      

      
      Later her mother had fetched her home with cuddles that she knew were born of remorse. She’d tucked her hands into Mum’s coat
         pockets then, sitting on her knee as the bus trundled back out of the city.
      

      
      Now Mum was long gone and her own children were simply memories of what might have been.

      
      On the brightening horizon she could make out the colours on the distant hills, tweedy browns and greens with darker patches that told of clefts where waterfalls might run. She glanced at the fuel gauge. It was nearly empty.
         It was not a road she knew well but there must be a filling station at the next village. A signpost not far back had indicated
         it was only sixteen miles away. Then what? a little voice asked. She had no answer, just the knowledge that she had taken the only way she could. A bed and breakfast
         place, probably, once she had travelled further north. And it would be wise to take out more money from a cash machine if
         she could find one. After that she’d have to think about the long-term future. But not yet, not just yet.
      

      
      Turning on the ignition, she released the hand-brake and let the car roll back on to the road. The fresh air had woken up
         something inside her, a feeling that had become lost through all those months and years. How long had she been recoiling from
         that voice and those hands? Trying to avoid the blows and the weight of fear that had smothered so much of the woman she used
         to be. Now she felt like a girl again, a young, wild thing, free of any responsibilities with the whole world still to savour.
      

      
      It was not yet tomorrow so there were still some hours before she needed to make her plans. So far, escape had been sufficient.
         What was behind her could be dealt with in time. His body would still be lying where she had let it fall. The blood would
         have congealed by now, and rigor would have stiffened his limbs. She had left no traces to tell a story, of that she was certain;
         nor were there any friends or family to come around enquiring about her. Perhaps there would be a call from the club in a
         few days, or maybe the smell of a decomposing body would alert a passing stranger. And if she should be found? If tomorrow brought questions and blame, then what would she do?
      

      
      There was no easy answer. It was something she would think about later. Once the sun was high in the sky and the road had
         taken her into the wilderness. She yawned suddenly then felt her chest relax, her hands lighter on the steering wheel as the
         road disappeared under the twin beams. Shadows all around still shrouded the world.
      

      
      Everything would be fine. It was not yet tomorrow, after all.

   
      
      CHAPTER 1

      
      The man trained his binoculars on the bird, his heart soaring with the sea eagle as its white tail feathers came into view,
         huge wings hardly moving, floating upon unseen currents of air. He watched the eagle fly into the distant haze until it was
         a mere speck, and then let his glasses fall with a sigh of pleasure. What a sight to see on their last day!
      

      
      They’d decided to picnic in the Great Glen, making the most of the fine weather that had blessed their three-week holiday
         in Mull, and Lorimer had been scanning the skies hopefully all afternoon. Now he had that sighting and it was a treasured
         memory he could take back with him to the city.
      

      
      ‘How many pairs are nesting this year? Did that fellow say?’ Maggie asked him, her hand resting lightly on her husband’s arm. Her gaze still followed that dot on the clouds, imagining the bird seeking some prey to take
         to its growing chicks.
      

      
      ‘Gordon? He reckoned they had five pairs out at Torloisk this year. But nobody said anything about sea eagles over this way.
         Golden eagles, yes, but not these boys,’ Lorimer replied, looking down at Maggie’s earnest expression with a smile. ‘Anyway,
         how about some food? I’m starving.’
      

      
      Maggie wrenched her gaze away, thoughts of eagles fading as she looked down at their unopened hamper. It had been a good idea
         bringing it with them on holiday, especially to a self-catering cottage. Mary Grant had left the basics to start them off,
         but the old lady knew they’d want to stock up with local produce and so had left a list of suppliers from Craignure to Tobermory
         and beyond. It had been fun buying eggs and fresh vegetables from farms that were off the beaten track, finding other places
         of interest like the ancient stone broch while they were at it. Secretly Maggie suspected that was exactly what the old lady
         had in mind when she’d left the names and locations of out-of-the-way farms and crofts. But the main town on the island, Tobermory,
         had been the real treasure trove for picnics. Now Maggie unwrapped some rolls and handed one to her husband.
      

      
      Lorimer leaned back against the grassy hillock and sighed. ‘What a day. Imagine seeing that before we go home!’
      

      
      Maggie, her mouth full of spicy chicken, nodded in agreement. It had been the perfect last day. Even the midges had left them
         alone for some reason: maybe it was that small wind stirring the bog cotton and bringing a scent of myrtle wafting towards
         them.
      

      
      ‘Happy?’

      
      She swallowed and smiled, nodding again. It had been a wonderful holiday, just the two of them exploring Mull together from
         their base at the cottage. They’d been content to live without the intrusion of radio, television or even newspapers; a real
         escape from the world outside. Even the West Coast weather had been kind, with almost no rain save an occasional nightly shower
         that had sprinkled the grass and kept it green. Tomorrow they’d pack up and catch the ferry from Fishnish then drive the long
         way round, making the most of their journey home. But for now they could bask in the sweetness of the Mull air, banishing
         any thoughts of returning to work.
      

      
      Lorimer lay back against the soft, rabbit-cropped grass and closed his eyes. It had taken the Detective Chief Inspector days
         to unwind, to forget that last, protracted murder case and now he was perfectly at peace with his world and his wife. In a
         matter of minutes his head tilted sideways and he began to snore softly.
      

      
      Looking down at him, Maggie felt a tenderness that she had almost forgotten. How she loved this man! Yet there was an ache, a longing that sometimes surfaced. She thought
         again of that sea eagle carrying food to its chicks. That would never be her lot in life, she told herself. As a school teacher,
         Maggie had plenty of contact with kids and she was glad to leave some of them at the three-thirty bell. But there were others she’d have taken home in a minute, satisfying an empty space that
         she sometimes acknowledged to herself.
      

      
      Maggie let her gaze wander over the hills and the ribbon of single-track road winding below them. They were so lucky to have
         had such a time here. What was she doing becoming wistful at what she couldn’t have, when she should be grateful for all that
         life had given to her, she scolded herself. Then she looked back at her sleeping husband. He’d been such fun to be with these
         last three weeks. It was a shame it was coming to an end, but maybe there wouldn’t be too much going on back in the world
         of Strathclyde Police. Or was that too much to hope for? After all, crime never seemed to take a holiday.
      

      
      The cottage door closed with its now-familiar creak and Lorimer turned the key in the lock. Putting it carefully behind a
         lichen-covered stone where Mary Grant would find it, he picked up the final bag and strode towards the car where Maggie was
         busy sorting things into the boot. He took a last look at the whitewashed cottage and beyond: the gardens ran all the way down to the boat
         shed then petered out in clumps of reeds and small pools down by the shoreline. He and Maggie had scrambled over thrift-strewn
         rocks, stopping sometimes to look for seals out in the curving bay or listen to the seabirds’ raucous delight as they dived
         for fish. Once, Maggie had whistled at a lone black head, coaxing it to swim nearer to shore, and it had, curious to find
         the source of her music. They’d been rewarded with a woofing bark then the seal had turned over lazily and disappeared beneath
         the dark blue water.
      

      
      Lorimer took a last look at the Morvern hills basking in the sunshine across the Sound of Mull, a patchwork of yellows and
         greens that Maggie had tried to capture in watercolours. These three weeks had rejuvenated him, made him forget any evil that
         stalked the city streets. Under canopies of late night skies he had held Maggie close and gazed in wonder at the myriad stars
         and planets scattered across the heavens. Was there some hand at work in all of that? he’d wondered. On such nights it was
         not hard to believe in an almighty creator. They’d basked in the silence of the place, though by day it was full of bird-song,
         mainly the different species of warblers whose ubiquitous dun colouring made them nigh on impossible to identify without binoculars.
         And sheep, he reminded himself with a grin as a lone black face skittered along the cottage road, a panic-stricken baah emanating from deep within its throat. He was feeling fitter and leaner; every day they’d walked or climbed, every night
         he’d slept soundly, no anxious dreams disturbing his rest.
      

      
      As they rounded the corner away from the bay, Lorimer heard Maggie give a small sigh. Taking her hand in his, he squeezed
         it gently.
      

      
      ‘Maybe we could come back here next year?’ he suggested and smiled as she grinned in pleasure at the thought.

      
      A queue of traffic was waiting by the pier when they arrived. The ferry was usually right on schedule, they’d been warned,
         and space on this small craft was restricted.
      

      
      ‘What’s up?’ Maggie nudged her husband and nodded towards a uniformed officer who was walking slowly down the line of cars,
         noting something on his clipboard.
      

      
      ‘Maybe he’s looking for that rainbow trout you guddled from the burn!’ Lorimer joked. Maggie had tried catching fish with
         her bare hands after they had spent one interesting night staring out at the bay as silent poachers laid their illegal splash-nets
         at the mouth of the burn. They’d watched, entranced, at the pantomime being played out under a full, silvery moon. Mary Grant had hinted at such goings-on, telling how the local policeman always had a good sea trout for his dinner:
         a sort of reward for turning a blind eye. The fishing rights to the bay were quietly ignored by many of the locals, she’d
         told them. ‘Better they get them than the seals!’ she’d insisted.
      

      
      Curious in spite of himself, Lorimer opened the car door and walked towards the policeman.

      
      ‘What’s up?’ he asked, recognising the man as PC Gordon Urquhart, one of the team from the Royal Society for the Protection
         of Birds’ Eagle Watch. They had been privileged to stay in a hide with the man for a whole morning, watching as an adult bird
         fed its growing chicks.
      

      
      ‘Ach, there’s been a report of some egg snatchers in the area. We’ve got their registration details but we have to check all
         cars coming on and off the island,’ he explained. ‘Not quite in your league, Chief Inspector,’ the man grinned, recognising
         Lorimer.
      

      
      Lorimer was about to reply but the familiar sound of Gordon’s two-way radio made the policeman step away from him. He watched
         the other man’s expression deepen; this was surely some business that far outweighed egg thieves?
      

      
      As the island cop turned back in Lorimer’s direction he was met with a pair of questioning blue eyes.

      
      ‘We’ve got some real trouble on our hands now!’ he groaned. ‘Got to pick up a woman coming off the next ferry,’ he explained.
      

      
      ‘Not an egg stealer, then?’

      
      ‘No,’ Gordon replied then stared at Lorimer as if seeing him properly for the first time. ‘More in your line, sir.’ He turned
         away and nodded at the car ferry making its way from Loch Aline.
      

      
      ‘Looks like she’s killed her husband.’

      
      There was a dull thud as the metal hull of the boat made contact with the pier. Lorimer saw the ferry-men heave in the massive
         ropes, securing them to bollards on shore, then watched as one by one the cars made their tentative way down the metal ramp
         and on to the island. Urquhart stepped up to each one and smiled at the driver, his clipboard at the ready. Lorimer scanned
         every vehicle to see which one belonged to the murder suspect. He didn’t have long to wait. A second officer appeared from
         the crowds and ushered a woman out of a dark green Ford then took her place at the driver’s seat while Urquhart led her away.
      

      
      As they passed him, the DCI caught a glimpse of shoulder-length blonde hair and a pale, haunted face. Perhaps it was his intent
         stare that drew her gaze but for a second the woman looked up and met his eyes before she disappeared into the waiting police
         car. But in that single glance he could see such suffering that he stepped back into the shadows. What was the story behind this face? He’d probably never know.
      

      
      Lorimer turned to see Maggie waving frantically at him to come back to the car.

      
      ‘Just in time!’ Maggie scolded, as the line of cars moved off towards the ferry. ‘What kept you anyway?’

      
      ‘Oh, nothing,’ Lorimer said. His curiosity was still unsatisfied but something stopped him confiding this incident to Maggie.
         It was unfair to burden his wife with anything that smacked of work, he told himself; if it was a murder case she’d see it
         in the papers soon enough.
      

      
      Janis Faulkner sat staring at the floor. The cup of tea they had brought for her had long gone cold. Her stomach growled,
         reminding her that she hadn’t eaten anything for hours, but the very thought of food made her feel sick. All these questions
         about Nicko! When had she last seen her husband? What was she doing up here on Mull? Did she have a solicitor? Only this last question had drawn any response from the woman and that was an open-mouthed ‘Oh!’ of surprise as if the enormity
         of her situation had only just dawned upon her. Now she sat slumped over the formica-topped table in Craignure Police Station,
         her eyes fixed on something that only she could see.
      

      
      The woman shivered despite the stuffiness of the room. It had been madness to think she could find a way to escape. Every port in Scotland must have been on the lookout for
         her car once they’d found Nicko’s body, even here on this island where she’d thought to find some kind of sanctuary. What
         could she say? How could she tell them what had really happened? And, anyway, who was going to believe her?
      

   
      
      CHAPTER 2


      
      FOOTBALL STAR FOUND DEAD

      
         Police are today making inquiries into the sudden death of Nicko Faulkner, the new Kelvin mid-fielder, after Faulkner was
               found stabbed to death in his home in Glasgow early yesterday morning. The footballer, who had recently signed a contract
               with Kelvin FC, had been in the city during the last few weeks for pre-season training. Kelvin’s new boss, Ron Clark, said,
               ‘It is a terrible blow for the club as well as to Nicko’s fans. Our condolences go to his loved ones.’ Nicko was a well known
               player at Sunderland before his transfer to Kelvin. His had been a rags to riches tale: with no family to support him, Nicko
               had to struggle on his own as a youth footballer, but his skills soon earned him the respect of the English league clubs. He will probably be
               best remembered for his performance for England in the 2006 World Cup that earned him an England cap. Several Kelvin FC scarves
               and bunches of flowers were left today outside the club’s gate as a mark of respect.

         A woman is said to be helping police with their inquiries.

         Tom Cairns, Gazette

      

      
      Lorimer folded the Sunday paper. So that was one part of the story. He looked thoughtful. Perhaps the other part was waiting
         for him down at police headquarters. As the phone rang out, some sixth sense told Lorimer that this last day of his holiday
         was going to be cut short.
      

      
      ‘Lorimer?’ He listened as the familiar nasal twang of his boss set his teeth on edge. The superintendent was telling him exactly
         what he didn’t want to hear; his presence was required at the Division. Yesterday would have been preferable, Mitchison grumbled,
         but now would just have to suffice. Officers were being deployed at the anti-war riots that had broken out in Edinburgh and
         Glasgow. And now he had this case on his hands. As his grip on the phone tightened, Lorimer wished the man would just tell him to shift his backside and get over there. It would have been easier than having
         to listen to his polished vowels and thinly disguised contempt. He hung up, biting his lip. Maggie wouldn’t be too pleased.
         But as he thought about his swift return to the job, Lorimer realised that there was a quickening inside him that was not
         annoyance at all, but rather anticipation. Just what was he going to find out about Nicko Faulkner’s murder?
      

      
      ‘See you later!’ His voice echoed along the sunlit hallway as Maggie heard her husband leave. With a sigh she contemplated
         the rest of the day; it stretched ahead like an empty canvas for her to colour as she chose. Well, she thought wryly, there
         was always another load of washing to put out on the line. The warm July weather still held and she had already pegged out
         their holiday bed linen. Maybe it would be dry for ironing by now? There was plenty to fill the hours till Bill returned home,
         whenever that might be. The prospect of a half-finished paperback and a lazy lie on the sun lounger was a more tempting prospect,
         she thought to herself as she grinned and sauntered out into the back garden.
      

      
      Maggie felt the sheets; they were dry, right enough. She unpegged and folded them, and dumped them into the laundry basket.
         Just as she bent over to pick it up, a flash of something orange moved in the shrubbery. Maggie froze. Was it a fox? The garden, unkempt at the best of times, had become wildly overgrown
         in their absence. Could the creature, whatever it was, be lurking in some den of its own making? She remained motionless,
         eyes fixed on the spot where she’d seen the animal. Had it been her overactive imagination? Had the weeks of training binoculars
         on island wildlife made her think that every movement in the long grass was a wild animal?
      

      
      The strain of holding the basket full of washing proved too much and Maggie let it sink into the uncut lawn with a groan.
         At that moment the animal shot out from under a trailing buddleia and bolted straight into the house.
      

      
      It was a ginger cat. With a sigh of relief that was tinged with annoyance, Maggie followed the intruder indoors. Goodness
         knows what mess it might make. She dumped the laundry on to the nearest worktop. There was no sign of the cat.
      

      
      ‘Here, puss. Here pussy pussy,’ she called softly. Then, as if bidden by her voice, the animal emerged from behind the dining-room
         door.
      

      
      It padded lightly towards her, regarding her with what Maggie could only later describe as a smile on its ginger face. The
         cat came right up, rubbing its head against her legs. The feel of its soft fur on her skin made her crouch down, instinctively
         returning the gesture by scratching behind the creature’s ears. A low growl of pleasure emanated from the cat’s throat, then it began to purr.
      

      
      ‘Hey, where did you come from, fellow?’ she asked, smoothing the animal’s coat. It moved away with a little cry as Maggie’s
         fingers touched a lump on its back. ‘Someone hurt you, pet?’ Maggie whispered. The cat returned to her side as she spoke,
         eyeing her thoughtfully. ‘Would a wee drink of milk make you feel better?’ She stood up slowly, half expecting the cat to
         bolt out of the kitchen but instead it followed her to the fridge where it sat, gazing longingly.
      

      
      Maggie watched, bemused, as the cat lapped daintily from the saucer then looked up expectantly when the dish was clean.

      
      ‘You are hungry, aren’t you?’ Maggie said. The animal gave a clear meow, as if it understood what she meant. Green eyes followed
         her to the larder and watched as she pulled a tin of tuna from the top shelf.
      

      
      ‘Fancy this, then?’

      
      The cat kept a small distance while Maggie filled the saucer but as soon as she stepped aside, its head was over the food,
         eating hungrily.
      

      
      Again the dish was wiped clean so Maggie refilled it and waited until the cat had finished the whole tin. He stretched, sat
         down in a spot of sunlight and began to lick his amber fur as if this was something he performed every day in the Lorimers’
         kitchen.
      

      
      Watching him, Maggie wondered. Had he been coming into the garden in their absence? Was he a stray? And what on earth had happened to his poor sore back? Maggie knew
         most of the neighbouring moggies by sight but this fellow was a stranger to her. Maybe the local vet could help? But as it
         was Sunday that would have to wait until tomorrow. Meanwhile, she’d stick to her plan and fetch out the sun lounger and her
         paperback.
      

      
      There was something infinitely sensual about lying under the parasol, a sleeping cat nestled into the crook of her arm. It
         was a sensation she could happily live with. Perhaps the cat was a stray and needed a good home, a little voice suggested.
         Maggie smiled. She wouldn’t mind. And besides, there was little she could do until tomorrow. Surely Bill wouldn’t begrudge
         her the cat’s company for one night? It probably belonged to someone nearby, anyway, and would make its own way home before
         the day was over. The thought of the animal wandering off again troubled her and she knew with a pang that some indefinable
         bond had been created between them. In the space of a few hours Maggie Lorimer had fallen under a spell and was now bewitched
         by the little creature. Her hand stroked the soft ginger fur and the cat stretched in its sleep, one languid paw coming to
         rest on Maggie’s arm.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER 3

      
      The dust motes swirled round, captured in the one beam of light that filtered through a gap in the blinds. Behind him an insect
         buzzed drowsily against the window, seeking to escape from the confines of the room. Listening to its feeble struggles, Lorimer
         felt some empathy for the tiny creature. At that moment he would have given a great deal to walk out into the warm air of
         the city streets. Before him on the videoscreen were pictures of the deceased, not happy snaps at all. The scene-of-crime
         photographer had managed to convey each and every aspect of the man’s death, from the bread knife sticking out of his chest
         cavity to the open-mouthed grimace portraying that final scream of agony. Close-ups of blood spatters surrounded the main
         pictures, adding graphically to the image.
      

      
      ‘It was hot,’ Mitchison commented, somewhat unnecessarily, releasing the stills and letting the film pan in on the body. The
         black patches around the wound showed a moving mass of flies. Lorimer could almost smell the scent of corruption and was glad
         for once that he had not been first on the scene. But now Mitchison’s peremptory call had stolen the final day of Lorimer’s
         break and he had to be brought up to speed if he were to take charge of this case.
      

      
      ‘We’ve got the woman in custody and she’ll appear in court in the morning,’ the superintendent began, ‘but there are some
         problems.’
      

      
      Lorimer raised his eyebrows.

      
      ‘She says she didn’t do it, of course, despite the fact she drove all the way up to the Hebrides …’ Mitchison’s drawl tailed
         off.
      

      
      ‘So, the problems are...?’

      
      ‘We need to have some forensic evidence to connect her to the crime. There’s been nothing on her person and we couldn’t find
         anything else in the house. Either she was extremely forensically aware and managed to remove any traces of blood from the
         scene, or she’s telling us the truth.’
      

      
      Lorimer, fixing his gaze on the images of a man who had bled to death, wondered what had provoked the attack. ‘What’s your
         own opinion, sir?’
      

      
      Mitchison frowned. ‘She certainly had the means to do it. There was a huge rack of knives on one of those magnetic strips. It was one of these that was the murder weapon. No prints, I’m afraid. No residual traces, either.
         And the door was locked. There was no sign of a forced entry.’
      

      
      ‘Just circumstantial evidence, then?’

      
      Mitchison nodded and screwed up his eyes in the half-light, then blinked. He’d probably been working through the night, Lorimer
         realised.
      

      
      Method, means and opportunity, a familiar voice intoned in Lorimer’s head. It had been old George’s mantra. A wave of nostalgia for his former boss washed
         over him just then. Weary or not, George would never have delegated a case like this. He’d have ferreted away at it, looking
         for something more than the obvious. Though a runaway wife was a fairly obvious place to begin, Lorimer had to admit to himself.
         The method was straightforward enough and, despite his level of athleticism, the victim might have been taken by complete
         surprise. His expression alone was testament to that theory. She’d had the means easily to hand. And the opportunity? Who
         could say? Knife attacks were usually random affairs undertaken in a moment of frenzy.
      

      
      ‘What d’you reckon, then? A domestic gone wrong?’

      
      The super made a face. ‘Janis Faulkner’s saying nothing. No plea for mitigating circumstances. Just a persistent refusal to
         admit she’d had anything to do with her husband’s death.’
      

      
      ‘Anything else suspicious?’
      

      
      Mitchison paused for a moment then looked past Lorimer. ‘What would I call it? A strange absence of grief, I suppose.’

      
      Lorimer gave a non-committal shrug. You couldn’t charge the woman for failing to mourn her dead husband, but still … His thoughts
         wandered for a moment to the sight of Janis Faulkner’s face as she’d glanced up at him on Fishnish pier. Had she been showing
         remorse? That haunted look had stayed with him since he’d seen her yesterday.
      

      
      ‘What do we know about her own movements before she scarpered?’

      
      ‘Says she was down at the gym. We’ve checked and her signing in and out times tally with her story. But as for simply setting
         off afterwards and not returning home first, well that was fairly unlikely, don’t you think? A few rounds on an exercise bike
         then she suddenly decides to leave her husband. It doesn’t make sense.’
      

      
      ‘So she’ll be charged?’

      
      ‘Yes, first thing tomorrow. There’s not another shred of evidence to show anyone else was in the house. I don’t care what
         Janis Faulkner claims; she did it, all right.’
      

      
      Lorimer looked at his boss. The vehemence in Mitchison’s tone surprised him. Or was it simply that he was afraid Lorimer would
         see things in a different light, take away his prime suspect and cause problems? There was a past between these two senior officers that had never been
         adequately resolved. Mitchison had been promoted to superintendent when everyone’s expectations had been on Lorimer stepping
         into his old boss’s shoes, but it was their different attitudes to police work that had been the real cause of friction between
         them. Mitchison did everything by the rule book, creating masses of paperwork for everyone, while his DCI preferred a more
         hands-on approach. Lorimer remained silent. He was being officially designated as SIO and unless something new emerged, Janis
         Faulkner’s guilt or otherwise remained a matter for the jury.
      

      
      ‘Her solicitor is bound to ask for bail to be granted, pending a full investigation. We’ll see what happens in court tomorrow,
         but I have my doubts.’ Mitchison passed over the case file. ‘Don’t expect you’ll have too much bother with this one.’
      

      
      Famous last words, Lorimer told himself as Mitchison left the room. Whether it was that quirk of fate placing him at the scene of her arrest
         on Mull or the victim’s high profile, the DCI had a strong feeling that this case was going to be anything but straightforward.
      

      
      The woman had been brought back from Mull and placed in the police cells for one more night until she could be brought to court and officially charged with Nicko Faulkner’s murder. Lorimer waited outside as the duty officer
         unlocked the cell and stood aside. The first thing he noticed was the smell. It wafted towards him, a mixture of stale sweat
         and something more pungent that he recognised as menstrual blood. He’d smelt it before from women banged up over long weekends
         without any facilities to shower or change their clothes. Janis Faulkner was sitting in a corner of the bunk, feet together,
         head down and clutching her stomach. A movement as the cell door was opening made him realise she had looked up for a split
         second but now her expression was hidden under that curtain of damp hair.
      

      
      ‘Anyone thought to give her some paracetamol?’ he asked the uniformed officer.

      
      ‘Hasn’t asked for it,’ the man shrugged. ‘What’s she want it for anyway?’

      
      ‘Just go and get some,’ Lorimer told him, ‘and a drink of cold water.’ He let the man close the cell door behind them and
         stood waiting for the woman to look his way.
      

      
      ‘Feeling bad?’ he asked, as if she were an old acquaintance and not a stranger who was also his prisoner. He heard the sigh
         first, then Janis raised her head and looked at him. There was a brightness in her eyes that spoke of unshed tears. Her little
         nod and a flicker of recognition were all Lorimer needed to know he’d begun to win her confidence.
      

      
      The door clanged open and the uniform strode in, proffering a tumbler of water and a strip of foil containing two painkillers.
         Both men watched as she unwrapped them, her fingers shaking as she clutched the glass and tilted back her head, then swallowed.
      

      
      ‘Thanks,’ she said, her voice hoarse. But it was to Lorimer that she spoke, to Lorimer that she handed back the empty tumbler.

      
      ‘You’ll have been told that we have to keep you here till tomorrow?’ he asked quietly, a hint of apology in his voice. She
         nodded again, but her head had drooped once more and Lorimer sensed she was withdrawing into herself, just as Mitchison had
         described. ‘You can talk to me if you want to,’ he told her. There was no response at all this time and as the minutes ticked
         past he realised that there was little point in trying any longer.
      

      
      As he turned to leave, the silence inside that cell was redolent of misery.

      
      ‘Hi, anybody home?’ Lorimer shut the door behind him. As if in answer, a questioning meow came from somewhere near his feet
         and he looked down to see a ginger cat regarding him with interest.
      

      
      ‘Maggie! There’s a cat in the—’

      
      ‘I know, I know. It’s okay. He’s just staying over for a bit.’ Maggie was there, smiling at him from the kitchen doorway,
         one eyebrow arched in amusement.
      

      
      ‘He? Who does he belong to?’ Lorimer was already hunkering down to the cat’s own level. A tentative outstretched hand was met
         with a furry rubbing against his fingers and the beginnings of a purr. As he began to stroke the soft pelt, the cat reared
         up slightly, butting its head on Lorimer’s knee.
      

      
      ‘Friendly enough, I’ll say that for him. Where did it come from?’

      
      ‘Ah.’ Maggie came into the room and perched sideways on a chair, swinging her bare tanned legs. ‘Now that’s a good question,
         Chief Inspector,’ she began pertly. ‘Don’t actually know yet. He just appeared in the garden and he’s been with me all afternoon.’
      

      
      ‘It must belong to somebody, surely? I mean, look at the coat, it’s in good condition.’

      
      ‘He was really hungry, though. You should’ve seen the way he wolfed down a whole tin of tuna. Must have been starving, eh,
         boy?’ Maggie slipped off the chair and knelt down beside them. At the sound of her voice the cat turned its attentions from
         Lorimer and began rubbing the side of its face on Maggie’s ankles.
      

      
      ‘Well, seems he knows which side his bread’s buttered on,’ Lorimer muttered.

      
      The cat shifted suddenly and sat, looking at him with green, unwavering eyes. It’s waiting for me to make the next move, Lorimer thought, recognising a tactic he often employed himself. He was aware of Maggie keeping very still, holding her breath. The ginger cat continued
         to stare at him, its front paws neatly together. A sigh came from Lorimer’s chest, breaking the spell, and he reached out
         and picked up the animal, cuddling it closely. Burying his face into the warm fur, he felt the thrum of purrs reverberate
         into his chest.
      

      
      ‘Looks like we’ve got an overnight guest, then,’ he murmured and looked up to catch Maggie’s grin. You’re as big a softy as me, her look seemed to say.
      

      
      ‘I’ll phone the local vet tomorrow, see if anyone’s lost him. You never know, he might be microchipped.’

      
      ‘And if nobody claims him?’ Lorimer’s question hung in the air.

      
      ‘Well, I thought …’ Maggie’s eyes were on him, beseeching. ‘We can’t send him to a cat rescue place. Imagine being banged
         up in this weather.’
      

      
      Lorimer had a vision of Janis Faulkner’s face. She was incarcerated now on this hot July evening and Lorimer had a sudden
         urge to release her back into the wilds of Mull to wherever she had been going. As if aware of the change in his mood, the
         cat slipped out of his arms and strolled towards the kitchen and the open back door.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER 4

      
      Staying still had its advantages. If she did try to change position then the numbness in her limbs would wear off and she might
         remember what it felt like to be alive. That moment by the lochside, when the fresh morning breeze had wakened something inside
         her, seemed to be from a different age now, not a mere couple of days ago. She’d travelled up to Oban with a renewed sense
         of purpose; Lachie had said to come up any time. Why not? she’d asked herself. It would have given her a little respite, time
         to lick her wounds. Her mouth curled into a sardonic smile. Some wounds never healed. A little sigh escaped her and one leg
         moved as if of its own volition.
      

      
      The springs of the other bed creaked, only inches from her face, and Janis froze. What if the woman were to wake up and try to engage her in conversation again? She might be
         a plant, for all Janis knew. Okay, her imagination was working overtime but she had reason enough to be paranoid. Running
         away from it all hadn’t been the answer; it had only delayed the inevitable. Now silence seemed to be her only option. Silence
         here and now in this cell where the only sound was of another person’s breathing; silence before all of their questions. She’d
         learned a long time ago to switch off her emotions. Nicko had been an unwitting teacher, not beating her into submission so
         much as driving her out of the place where everything hurt. It was a trick she could manage whenever things became too much,
         slipping into that other place where no voices could reach her, no eyes force her to face what she had chosen not to face
         ever again. They’d all tried already; a female solicitor they’d dug up from somewhere – a whey-faced woman with untidy hair
         escaping from a failed attempt at a French pleat – the police who had pressed her with questions for hours and now these prison
         officers with concern in their eyes and bunches of keys inside their pockets.
      

      
      Janis sighed, remembering. They had looked at her with suspicion as if she was some sort of threat. Not to them, but to herself.
         She had seen the exchanged glances, heard the concern in the nurse’s voice as she asked her, ‘Are you feeling suicidal? Do you feel you might hurt yourself?’ She wanted to say she was feeling
         just fine, thank you, never better, but as Janis lay there in the darkened cell, she knew that was a lie.
      

      
      A rasping noise alerted her to the viewing hatch being lifted and she could imagine one eye pressed up against it, checking
         to see that she was all right. Holding her breath, Janis waited until the square flap was shut once more. They were watching
         her, waiting for her to make a mistake. But she wouldn’t do that, she couldn’t.
      

      
      She’d endured the humiliation of being stripped and searched but the journey here had been the worst bit, Janis decided, remembering
         how she’d sat with knees bent in that dog box. At least they’d taken off the handcuffs once she was in the van, the bus, whatever
         it was. She couldn’t remember these details. And then there was that other girl travelling with her, talking all the time.
         Desperate for Janis to answer her back, the girl had rambled on about how the system worked. Janis had pretended to ignore her fellow prisoner, aware of the officer listening to the girl’s voice going on and
         on. But, as they’d been taken out from the prison transporter, she’d heard a whisper at her back, ‘Dinna laugh or they’ll think ye’re on drugs. Dinna cry or they’ll think ye’re a psycho.’
      

      
      The young girl’s words stayed with her now, like a mantra: dinna laugh, dinna cry ...
      

      
      ‘Janis Faulkner? Not a lot from background reports, I’m afraid.’ The voice on the telephone sounded slightly apologetic. ‘No
         criminal record. Very little to go on if her lawyer is looking to plead temporary insanity. But we have been keeping her under
         observation.’
      

      
      Detective Chief Inspector Lorimer shook his head. There was something about the woman that troubled him. A plain old fashioned
         admission of guilt tempered with a good enough reason for her actions was what he was really after, but this strange refusal
         to speak did smack of something deeper. Was it more than simple shock at seeing a person fall dead at her feet? It was as
         if she’d reneged on any kind of human communication, the mental health nurse had told him. Maybe she was genuinely unbalanced,
         but she had driven away, she had taken money out of an ATM as if there had been some calculation in her thoughts and actions.
         Her psychological assessments were expected later this week. Now, having obtained the necessary permission from the Procurator
         Fiscal, he was going to drive out to the prison in Stirling to see her once again.
      

      
      Cornton Vale women’s prison had suffered badly at the hands of the press. A spate of suicides several years back had given the tabloids the opportunity to rubbish the institution and yet there had been several innovative and
         far-sighted changes over the years. But the institution itself continued to be a target for any adverse comments, with some
         liberal thinkers even suggesting that a women’s prison was not a requirement of any civilised society. They hadn’t seen the
         inmates, thought Lorimer. Many of them were in thrall to drugs, had been since late childhood, following a pattern that had
         become too well established within family circles. Half a century before they’d have been taught to knit at their mammy’s
         knee, now it was a different sort of needle that took their attention and for some of them the prison was the only place where
         they could actually come off drugs. The staff included some pretty special people as he knew from his visits; it took a strong
         heart to cope with the variety of humankind that came and went.
      

      
      Set in a housing estate on the outskirts of Stirling, one could be forgiven for thinking that this HMI establishment was in
         fact a continuation of the rows of white, pebble-dashed terraces. Lorimer parked the Lexus and walked back towards the main
         entrance, ready for the necessary measures that always accompanied such visits.
      

      
      Janis Faulkner was waiting for him in a little room adjacent to the reception.

      
      ‘Janis, this is Detective Chief Inspector Lorimer. He’s the senior investigating officer in your husband’s case.’ The female
         prison officer made the introductions, her voice gentle, reminding Lorimer of that tone reserved for the bereaved, the grieving,
         but Janis Faulkner did not look as if it was grief that troubled her. That tense face was closed against something else, Lorimer
         thought. The female officer sat in a corner, her duty to ensure that the prisoner remained safe from this policeman and his
         questions. Admittedly, it was pretty unusual for the senior investigating officer in a case to actually visit the prison,
         but Lorimer felt they saw him as an interloper. That was not how he wanted Janis Faulkner to see him, though why he was so
         bothered about her opinion he wasn’t entirely certain.
      

      
      ‘Janis?’ he began, bending his head to see beneath the woman’s fringe of fine, blonde hair. It reminded him of a child’s hair
         and he wanted to touch it, to sweep it from her brow and take that heart-shaped face in his hands and tell her that everything
         was all right. But years of experience made him resist such impulses, knowing that they came from sheer pity.
      

      
      She sat staring at the floor, her hands clasped together, unmoving. If there was an expression on that pale face it was impossible
         to read.
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