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  Wednesday, 19 July


  She had no idea how long she had been walking, though such light as there was had begun fading into an ominous twilight. Her flimsy trainers, caked with mud, were squelching and she had lost count of the number of times she had slipped and almost fallen. There was a bloody bruise on her ankle and a deep graze on one hand where she had clutched at a boulder to save herself.


  But Beth was unaware of her injuries, unaware of anything, really, except the depth of her wretchedness. She’d always hated rain, ever since that dreadful night two years ago. That dreadful night . . .


  The garden had looked strange and unearthly in the cold blue light from the street lamps. The trees were dripping and there were wet leaves on the path, slippery under her hurrying feet. And the trees dripped, dripped, dripped, on and on through the horror of her dreams afterwards. Oh, she hated rain.


  Now the downpour that had drenched her hair and soaked right through her inadequate parka seemed as much a part of her as the tears she had shed.


  The rocky track, starting at the cove, where a few cottages huddled into the shelter of the low cliff behind, led right round the headland, then circled back, following the rising ground to the top of the bluff itself, from which a precipitous path dropped down to the cove again. The viewpoint there had often been Beth’s refuge, a place where no one could come upon you unawares, where sitting on the old wooden bench, you could be alone with the sky and the sea, and look out to the limitless horizon, dreaming of freedom from the cage of your circumstances. That had been Lee’s promise to her – freedom.


  Today, as she walked following the line of the coast, there was no horizon. Sullen sea and leaden sky merged in an indeterminate, lightless grey. The colour of despair.


  She had been angry when she left the tiny house. ‘Red angry’, she called it: when rage possessed her so that she could hardly think, or breathe, even. She had yelled at him so much that her throat still hurt.


  She wasn’t angry now, though. The relentless pounding of the rain had doused the spark of fury and the greyness had seeped through her, through the pores in her skin, through into the core of her being.


  The path had begun to rise sharply and she realised with a sense of shock that she was almost back at the bluff above the cove, a circuit of several miles, and the surge of adrenaline that had driven her to this fierce, pointless activity was long gone. She must have been walking for hours: her leg muscles were starting to twitch and she was breathless with exertion and stress. It was almost completely dark now too; the street lights outside the cottages had come on.


  Suddenly she was very, very tired. Too tired to scramble down the path to the cove. Too tired to deal with what awaited her below. Later, she would have to. Just not yet.


  The bench, ‘her’ bench, stood only yards from the edge, where a ramshackle fence with sagging wires and a weathered, barely legible notice warned against intrusion on to the eroding ground. Not even pausing to brush off the water collected on the seat, she sat down heavily and put her head in her hands. The hiss of the rain and the low moaning of the sea below seemed almost a cry from her own spirit.


  It was cold, though, now that she’d stopped moving. The rain was heavier than ever, coming down in silver rods to flay her defenceless body. It would soon be too dark to see her way down. She would be forced to go back—


  The noise assaulted her without warning, the air round about her reverberating with a sound like a clap of thunder directly overhead. But it went on and on, not overhead but beneath her feet. The ground was shaking, shifting, and the terrifying groaning grew and grew.


  Screaming, she leaped up and fled back the way she had come, in a stumbling run, until the ground felt stable under her feet once more. She turned and saw that the bench where a moment earlier she had been sitting was slipping away from her, faster and faster, until it disappeared, along with the edge of the cliff, in a final apocalyptic roar.


   


  ‘What’s she like, then?’ The woman who spoke was perching on the edge of a table in the CID room in the Galloway Constabulary Headquarters in Kirkluce. She was in her late thirties, neat and competent-looking, with a no-nonsense bob and make-up that suggested that when she expended time and thought, it wasn’t on her appearance. Her grey trousers and wrap-top were smart but unobtrusive.


  There were only three of them in the room. A demonstration was taking place outside the council offices to protest about the summer floods which had devastated houses in several areas, and the officers not on crowd control had gone along to hold a watching brief.


  She had addressed DS Tam MacNee, but he didn’t reply immediately. His swarthy, acne-pitted face took on a jaundiced look; he sucked in air through the gap between his front teeth, then said briefly, ‘Just don’t mess her about. That’s all.’


  ‘Big Marge,’ DC Kim Kershaw persisted, reflecting on the nickname commonly in use for DI Marjory Fleming. ‘Hunky with it, is she?’


  MacNee rose to his full five foot seven – well, six and a bit, but when it came to MacNee, no one was counting. Not out loud, anyway.


  ‘She’s all right. And as of tomorrow she’s back as my superior officer as well as yours. So keep a civil tongue in your head.’


  He picked up the black leather jacket hanging on the back of his chair and shrugged himself into it, then with his hands stuck into his jeans pockets went out, leaving an awkward silence behind him. Kershaw looked after him uncomfortably.


  DS Andy Macdonald, who was in his early thirties, tall, dark, with a buzz cut and an instinct for self-preservation, had wisely kept out of it. He took pity on her now. ‘It’s like the Cheshire Cat’s grin. The atmosphere lingers long after Tam’s left the room. You’ll get used to it.’


  ‘Can’t get it right with him, can I? Oh, probably I will get used to him, or he’ll have to get used to me. One or the other, or preferably both. We don’t have to like each other – this is a place of work, not a dating agency.’


  She saw that Macdonald’s brown eyes were looking at her doubtfully. ‘Oh, I don’t mean I want to cause trouble, just the opposite. I want a good professional relationship, but with him it doesn’t seem to work. I daresay we’ll rub along. “Yes, Sarge,” when it’s an order – I can manage that. But for God’s sake tell me what I need to know before I go putting my size sixes in it again. Pals, are they, him and the boss?’


  Macdonald hesitated. ‘It’s a bit complicated. They go back a long way. He was her sarge when she was a rookie, but he never wanted promotion to a job that would mean more time at his desk. Not exactly a details man, our Tam. They work together pretty closely – worked together,’ he corrected himself. ‘She’s clever – brilliant at reading the evidence – and he’s got seriously good gut reactions. Great combination. But the suspension . . .’ He sighed. ‘Let’s put it this way. He was on the side of the authorities. He thought she got it wrong. Big time.’


  ‘Someone died, didn’t they?’


  ‘Someone died. Let’s leave it at that. It was a misjudgement and media politics were involved. We all get our calls wrong sometimes and it’s over now. If the tribunal’s decision had gone the other way, I’d have handed in my badge.’


  ‘Seriously?’ Kershaw raised a deeply sceptical eyebrow.


  Macdonald met her look squarely. ‘I’m not kidding. Oh, not as some sort of loyalist support. I just wouldn’t trust them. If it was her today, it could be me tomorrow.


  ‘She was the first woman in Galloway to make promotion to DI, and if there were people who thought that was a man’s job, they don’t think it now. She’s honest and she’s fair-minded, and she’s a good officer. She’ll back you to the hilt unless she thinks you’re not trying.’


  Kershaw pulled a face. ‘Very touching, Sarge. Has she got the place bugged, then?’


  ‘Too smart. She’s not interested in what we say about her behind her back. She’s clever enough to know that’s a good safety valve. Watch what you say to her face, though.’


  ‘Thanks, Andy. That’s useful. I always like to have a dossier on the boss. But to go back to the original question – what’s she like, Big Marge?’


  Macdonald grinned. ‘Oh, like Tam said, don’t mess.’


   


  Darkness was thick about Beth and it was still raining, though less heavily now. There was no track to follow, only miles of rough grass and moorland, and she was struggling through heather and stumbling over hidden rocks. Then boggy ground would suck at her feet until she thought she would be dragged down, down, down, and though there was no one to hear her, she screamed out loud as she fought herself free.


  It was the dark of the moon, and with the heavy cloud cover there wasn’t even a star showing through. Screwing up her eyes to make out what lay ahead in the murk, Beth sometimes wasn’t sure she was going in the right direction. Her only guide was the sound of the sea – keeping it to her left meant that she had to be heading back along the peninsula and sooner or later would strike the road – but it was hard to make herself take the risk of going close enough to the edge to hear it.


  After the landslip, it had all gone deathly quiet. Beth had listened for sounds of distress and heard none, but she had been too scared to go near enough to look down. She knew what she’d see, anyway – the cottages obliterated under tons of earth and rocks. She had reluctantly lived for a month in the one she’d inherited from her grandmother and there were three others in the little row: one empty, one belonging to a woman she’d taken care to avoid and one a holiday let. At least there was no need to consider Lee, but she’d seen a young couple there this week, with their baby – oh dear God, the baby! Bile rose in her throat and she retched, feeling acid burn her gullet. The baby, and the rain . . .


  Then it had been London rain, though, just dreary, persistent, depressing. It was her night off and she’d been going out with a friend to have a few drinks, cheer themselves up. Only she wasn’t, because they’d changed their plans and she was stuck in the house, angry and resentful and not feeling patient. It would all have been different if they hadn’t gone out . . .


  Beth jerked her mind away from that obsessive thought, which ran on a loop in her brain, only needing the slightest trigger to set it running. Her present situation was bad enough without dredging up the past.


  She had fumbled for her mobile phone, in the pocket of her parka with her purse and a comb – all she had left in the world now, presumably – in the hope that up here on the headland she might pick up a signal, but it was obstinately dead. There was nothing to do but stumble on.


  Every movement was painful now. She was black and blue all over from her frequent falls. Once, when she had blundered across a grouse, which had whirred up into her face with an unearthly cry, she’d thought she would die of fright. Her tired muscles were screaming for relief, but if she lay down and fell asleep here in this rain, she would die of exposure. She had reason to know that, all too well.


  There would be no rescue parties setting out unless she summoned them herself. She was the only one who knew what had happened there at the end of the road, which led nowhere, except to Rosscarron Cottages.


  Beth heard the dogs barking before she saw the keeper’s house. They had heard her first, obviously, and were working themselves up into a state. Fear seized her: she wasn’t used to country life and she had no idea whether they were caged or running free – or even whether their master would come out with a shotgun to defend his isolated homestead against strangers appearing out of the darkness.


  Even so, she headed towards the sound and saw a square of light appear, as if floating on the darkness. Another light came on immediately below it. A moment later one was switched on outside too, revealing a house, some outbuildings and, as a door opened, a man with a shotgun. The dogs’ barking rose to a frenzy and he switched on a torch, its rays probing the darkness.


  Beth stopped, her heart pounding. But what was the alternative? To stagger on blindly to certain death, once her legs literally couldn’t carry her any more and she collapsed? Plucking up her courage, she screamed at the top of her voice, ‘Help! Help!’


  Somehow, he heard her above the din. She could see his surprise. He swung the torch until the beam found her and she stood exposed and helpless. Then, to her intense relief, she saw him break his gun and come towards her with a halting gait.


  ‘Quiet!’ he snapped at the dogs, and, as obedient silence fell, shouted, ‘Who’s there? What’s wrong?’


  Sobbing with thankfulness, she blundered across the last few yards towards a five-bar gate, opened it and fell on her knees.


  He hurried across to her, looking shaken. ‘What the hell are you doing here? I could’ve killed you, for God’s sake! Thought it was the fox after the chickens again. Well, I suppose you’d better come inside.’


  She didn’t notice the grudging response. He helped her to her feet and, stumbling and sobbing, she crossed the yard past the gundogs to Keeper’s Cottage.


  From their runs, two spaniels and a black lab watched, then, the entertainment over, went back into their kennels.


   


  ‘The phone’s dead. The lines must be down.’ Maidie Buchan, her dark, wiry hair tousled from sleep, came back into the kitchen.


  It was a gloomy room with a small window covered by thin faded curtains that barely met. An elderly Calor gas cooker stood in one corner, and the only storage was provided by a press and by cupboards under a Formica sink unit. A range on the end wall was cold and dead, and the plastic chairs round the kitchen table, also blue Formica, were unmatched, as if they had been picked up in sales here and there. It was immaculately, almost painfully clean, though, with patches scrubbed away on the old vinyl floor. On one of the shelves on the back wall there was a display of cheap, bright glass ornaments and plates in cheerful colours.


  Maidie was in her thirties, thin and tired-looking, wrapped in a tartan wool dressing gown that had seen better days. She cast an anxious glance at her husband as she broke the news.


  ‘That’s all we need!’ he snarled, looking unenthusiastically at the crumpled figure sitting slumped over the kitchen table. ‘Where do we go from here? The woman’s not making sense.’


  Alick Buchan was almost twenty years older than his wife. An accident with his gun during his time with the army in Northern Ireland had left him with a limp and confirmation of his earlier conviction that the world was against him.


  ‘She’s in shock. She’s freezing cold too.’


  Maidie went to put an arm round her unexpected guest. Her hands were rough and work-hardened, but her touch and her voice were gentle. ‘Look, I know you’re shattered, but you’re needing out of those clothes before you catch your death. I’ve switched on the immersion and there should be enough hot water for a bath. If you come through the house, I’ll get you some clothes and a towel.’


  She managed to coax the girl to her feet, though Beth was moving like an old woman and needed Maidie’s support to cross the kitchen. ‘She’ll want a cup of tea when we get back,’ she said to her husband. ‘Can you put on the kettle?’


  Alick grunted, then complied with a bad grace. It wasn’t his job to go making cups of tea for strangers in the middle of the night when a working man should be in his bed. A landslide, the lassie had said, and her name, Beth Brown, but what with the way she was carrying on, and her teeth chattering, he hadn’t been able to make out anything more.


  Maybe the emergency services were dealing with it already, but with the lines down and this area being a dead spot for mobile phones, they couldn’t find out. He could only hope Maidie would get Beth sorted so she could tell them what had happened. She was very young – not much past twenty, by the looks of her – so it was all just hysterical nonsense, probably, and then he could get back to his bed. He yawned, went to a cupboard and took out a bottle of whisky and a glass.


  When the women returned, Beth was wearing a thick pair of flannelette pyjamas with a woolly sweater over the top, and sheepskin slippers. She had a little colour in her cheeks, and at least the violent shivering had stopped. She sat down at the table again and began rubbing her hair with a towel, rather ineffectually, as if she weren’t quite sure what she was doing. Her hair was very dark, in contrast to her fair skin, and she had a rather heavy face, with light blue eyes. He noticed that there was something strange about them, though he couldn’t quite work out what it was.


  Maidie was looking almost as pale as Beth. ‘She managed to tell me. It’s the Rosscarron Cottages, Alick. You know there’s a wee sort of cliff up behind them? She was up there and saw half of it fall on the top of them. She was only feet away when the ground just disappeared.’


  This wasn’t what he had hoped to hear. ‘Anyone there at the time?’


  ‘She doesn’t know. She says her partner’s away, but there’s a woman lives in one of the other cottages, and maybe a young couple on holiday with a baby. Alick, you’ll need to get over there, see what’s going on.’


  ‘Why does this sort of thing always happen to me?’ he grumbled. ‘Oh, all right, all right. I’ll have to go up and change.’ He was wearing a Barber jacket and wellington boots over his pyjamas; he threw back the rest of the whisky in his glass and went upstairs.


  Maidie made tea, then, after listening anxiously to check that he wasn’t coming back, poured a slug of whisky into each mug. It would do Beth good to talk, and in her experience a drop of the craitur had considerable power to loosen tongues.


  ‘I was scared, so scared,’ Beth was saying when Alick returned fully dressed. ‘I didn’t know what to do. I just walked and walked. I couldn’t see where I was going.’


  His eye lit on the bottle of whisky, standing where he had left it, and unsuspecting, he returned it to the cupboard.


  ‘Don’t know when I’ll be back,’ he said. ‘I’ll maybe need to go to the big house, but I’d better check it out before I disturb Himself in the middle of the night.’


  Maidie agreed. Gillis Crozier, her husband’s boss, had quite an intimidating presence at the best of times and you wouldn’t want to get him out of his bed for anything less than a full-scale emergency.


  Alick went outside. The rain had stopped, though the clouds were still heavy overhead and he reckoned it wouldn’t be long before it started again. He jumped into the elderly jeep and turned the key in the ignition.


  It coughed, sputtered and stopped. He tried again. And again. He grabbed a rag, jumped out and dried everything he could think of. Then, swearing, he tried it again. And again . . .


  Quarter of an hour later Alick came back into the kitchen. ‘It’s waterlogged. Can’t get the bloody thing started at all. I’ve pushed it under cover in the barn – see how it is by morning.’


  Maidie looked at him in dismay. ‘So what do we do now?’


  ‘What the hell do you expect me to do? Grope my way two miles along to Rosscarron House in the dark? And then another two to the cottages, maybe, and tunnel through the landfall with my bare hands? They could have the lines fixed by morning and then the people who’re paid to do it can sort it out, instead of me. I’m away to get some sleep, that’s what I’m doing.’ He walked out.


  ‘Beth—’ Maidie turned to speak to the girl, to find that she had fallen asleep across the table. Maidie sighed, then shook her gently.


  Beth came to with a start. ‘What . . . ? Where . . . ?’


  ‘You’re all right,’ Maidie soothed her. ‘There’s a sofa in Alick’s office you can sleep on tonight, and we’ll sort things out in the morning.’


   


  Thursday, 20 July


  The hens might be birdbrains, but they knew enough to keep out of the rain, taking it as usual as a personal insult. The mash in the trough was a persuasive argument, but even so they emerged from the henhouse with muted, discontented mutterings. Even Gordon, the rooster, was too dispirited to make much of a job of hailing the morning. He was a downtrodden creature anyway: since his predecessor, Tony, had sinisterly disappeared leaving only a ring of feathers, the alpha hen, Cherie, had bullied him unmercifully.


  Had there ever been a worse July? Marjory Fleming watched them, her tall figure huddled into a hooded oilskin jacket, but even so her hair, chestnut brown with the odd streak of grey, was soaking wet. Usually her chookies had an instantly soothing effect, but this morning their low spirits seemed to be infectious.


  She should be feeling elated, instead of having a knot of nerves in the pit of her stomach. The tribunal yesterday had reinstated her, with immediate effect, and today she would be back at the job she loved. She had been totally cleared of the charge of racism, but there was a reprimand now on a record that before had contained only commendations. It would, she kept telling herself, feel just as it had before once she was back, but somehow she wasn’t altogether convinced.


  What had changed was her confidence in herself. Vanity had led her into a disastrous mistake, and in future when it was a judgement call – as in her work it so often was – there would be a small voice inside whispering, ‘Are you sure?’


  For the first weeks of her suspension, Marjory had kept herself busy. She had returned to a fitness regime, which had slipped badly of late, and then begun a relentless programme of purging neglected cupboards and tackling overdue decorating projects, which had left her family begging for mercy. She had been thinking, though, in terms of weeks, not months: her superintendent, Donald Bailey, had assured her that the chief constable would pull strings to get her back on duty as soon as possible – and perhaps he had. Sometimes officers were suspended for years.


  But as a month had slipped into two and her projects were completed, the pointlessness of her daily life began to weigh her down. She had set up an efficient domestic support system, geared to her hectic working life, and it had left her with nothing to do. Marjory had always felt there weren’t enough hours in the day; now she couldn’t believe how slowly the hands of the clock crept round.


  As each interminable day crawled past, she doubted herself more and more. She’d always accepted light-heartedly that as a homemaker she was a failure, but if she was no good as a police officer either . . .


  Worried, bored and quite desperately unhappy, she became short-tempered. Her long-suffering husband Bill took to spending more time than usual on his work around the farm; she was snappish with her children, Catriona and Cameron. After having her head bitten off when she offered sympathy, Cat had withdrawn, and Cammie, who still had not quite forgiven Marjory for not being a mother first, last and all the time, had reverted to grunting as a means of communication. It was something he did rather well – international standard certainly, and possibly even world class.


  Eventually, it seemed futile to make the usual early start to her day. It only meant more hours to fill, and Bill could easily let the hens out and make his own breakfast – he always complained that Marjory’s porridge was lumpy anyway. She had slept later and later, yet felt exhausted all the time. Her fitness programme lapsed; she just hadn’t the energy for it, but she resisted with scorn Bill’s suggestion that she should see a doctor. There was absolutely nothing wrong with her. It was just that she had been working flat out for years and a rest was exactly what she needed.


  Her brittle defensiveness only shattered when Cammie, in a clumsy effort to help, dropped a casserole, which shattered on the floor. She heard her own voice screaming at him, saw his white, miserable face and burst into tears.


  She couldn’t stop. She was entirely unaware of Cat and Cammie exchanging stricken glances and sliding out of the room. It seemed quite a long time later, when she had sobbed herself to a standstill, that she heard Bill’s voice saying quietly, ‘Finished?’


  Marjory looked up blearily. He was holding out a handkerchief and she took it, shamefacedly mopping her eyes.


  ‘You needed that,’ Bill said calmly. ‘You need a drink too. Come on.’


  ‘Cammie . . .’ she said, as she got to her feet.


  ‘Never mind Cammie for the moment. He’s OK; you’re not.’


  Marjory allowed him to lead her through to the sitting room which had seen so many of their long conversations over the years. She sat down in her shabby armchair and Meg the collie, who had followed them through, came to press herself against her mistress’s legs in silent sympathy.


  Stroking the silky head, she laughed shakily. ‘I’m sorry about that, Bill. I don’t know what came over me.’


  Bill brought her a heavy crystal glass with a generous slug of Bladnoch, the local single malt.


  ‘I know,’ he said. ‘Been there, done that. You’re starting to get depressed.’


  She glanced up. She remembered the foot-and-mouth epidemic, when the killing squads had wiped out his healthy sheep as a precaution; the wound, clearly, still hadn’t quite healed.


  Yet somehow his understanding annoyed her. ‘Of course I’m depressed. In my position if I wasn’t depressed, I’d have failed to understand the situation.’


  ‘Yes, I know, love. But when you start not wanting to get out of bed, and bursting into tears over nothing, you can’t pretend you’re just being logical.’


  Feeling crosser than ever about having the rug pulled from under her, Marjory muttered rebelliously, ‘Maybe I can.’


  Bill had a smile lurking at the corners of his mouth. ‘Getting annoyed about nothing at all – that’s another symptom.’


  ‘Oh, you!’ She glared at him, then picked up a cushion and hurled it. He caught it effortlessly, trying not to laugh.


  Her own laughter was close to tears, and her lip wobbled. ‘Don’t laugh at me, Bill.’


  He came across to her. ‘Move up,’ he said, and squeezed into the chair beside her, putting his arms round her and dropping a kiss on her forehead. ‘I’m not laughing at you. I’m trying to make you laugh with me. Nothing better for getting things in perspective. But I’m serious – go on like this and you’ll spiral down into real depression, where you can’t see the sun even when it’s shining in the sky. I know what you’re doing. You’re telling yourself a story that isn’t true – that somehow without your work, you’re nothing – and sooner or later you’ll start to believe it and fall apart.’


  Majory’s voice was muffled as she snuggled into his shoulder. ‘It’s pretty much true, though, isn’t it? I’m hopeless at my other role.’


  ‘As a farmer’s wife, you mean? This farmer’s perfectly satisfied. I didn’t marry you to get a housekeeper – and that’s a mercy.’


  He was trying to make her laugh again and she managed a watery smile, sitting up and twisting round to face him.


  ‘But, Bill, I’ve no idea how long this will go on. Some people can be on ‘‘gardening leave’’ for years – and I don’t like gardening. I’ve got to do something.’


  Bill got up, stretched his cramped arm and fetched the Bladnoch to refill their glasses, then sat down in his own chair opposite.


  ‘You have to make it something you’ve got to do. Set yourself a target and stick to it. What is there you’re interested in but never had time to do – yoga, flower-arranging?’


  Majory gave him a quelling look, but she was thinking. ‘They sent me on a short psychology course last year. That was fascin­ating. Maybe I might pursue that, get a reading list. View it as professional development . . .’


  The next morning she had got up with a sense of purpose, and though the worries and frustration certainly remained, her programme of study meant that she felt in control of her life once more. The fitness regime had been reinstated and her household, finding her recognisable again as the woman they knew, had breathed a collective sigh of relief.


  And then yesterday the tribunal had cleared her name. Now all she had to do, she told herself firmly as she checked for eggs and collected up the pails, was to get on with the job and live down the humiliation. And rebuild her bridges with Tam MacNee, who apart from the most stiff and formal expressions of regret, had been a stranger to her over these interminable four months.


  She felt another nervous twinge in her stomach as she squelched back to the farmhouse.


  2


  Alick Buchan was making no attempt to hurry his breakfast. He supped his porridge and drank his tea with maddening deliberation, while his wife, casting anxious looks but saying nothing, bustled about him as if her own busyness might nudge him into action.


  Beth Brown, aching in every limb and feeling now the bruises and cuts she had been too shocked to notice last night, sat gripping her mug of tea so tightly that her knuckles showed white. Her brown hair straggled round her pale face, and her eyes were red-rimmed and puffy. Her fitful sleep had been punctuated by hideous dreams: she was in prison again; now she was standing in the dock; the court was rising; the judge had terrible flashing eyes; then the roof fell and she was buried alive under tons of earth . . . She had forced herself awake at last and, too afraid to go back to sleep, had sat up shivering in the cold, grey dawn.


  It was barely light outside even now, with a leaden sky. When she had heard sounds of movement, Beth had dragged herself to her feet and got dressed in the jeans and sweater she’d found lying on a chair beside her. The jeans were a bit tight, but she could get into them if she left the waist fastening undone. She sipped at the tea as if even swallowing was an effort.


  Eventually, able to bear it no longer, Maidie said to her husband, ‘Why don’t you try and start the jeep while I make your toast? You’ll have to go – the phone’s still out, and dear knows when they’ll get it mended.’


  Grudgingly, Alick got to his feet and went outside. Maidie peered out of the rain-streaked kitchen window, reporting on his progress. ‘He’s shut the bonnet now. Oh, and wiped his hands on the back of his jeans. That’s good. Oily marks to get out in the next wash.’


  Just as she spoke there was a loud wail from upstairs. Maidie pulled a face. ‘That’s Calum. I’ll have to get to him before he wakes up Gran. Can you make the toast for Alick, Beth? If it’s ready for him, he maybe won’t sit down again.’


  Stiffly, Beth got up. It hurt to move, but if there was something she could do to be useful, she didn’t mind the pain. It had been all too clear last night that, however kind Maidie might be, Beth was an unwarranted intrusion as far as Alick was concerned. A small spark of anger flickered; she didn’t want to be here, any more than he wanted to have her. It wouldn’t cost him much to pretend to be civilised about it.


  As she toasted the bread under the grill of the old cooker, she heard the engine of the jeep catch and then start running smoothly. It stopped and started again a couple of times without a problem, and glancing out of the window she saw Alick jumping down and hurrying across the yard to the house, his hair flattened to his head by the teeming rain.


  As he opened the back door, he saw Beth alone and stopped.


  ‘Maidie not here?’


  ‘Your son was crying. She said you’d to have some toast. Here – I’ve buttered it.’


  He took the plate from her without thanks, dug his knife into a pot of raspberry jam and spread both slices thickly. ‘I’ll take them with me. Might as well get on with it, if I have to.’


  Beth’s parka was drying on the old-fashioned pulley overhead. She went to pull it down, but Alick frowned.


  ‘You’re not coming with me,’ he said flatly. Then he paused. ‘Unless you want to be dropped off somewhere. With family, maybe?’


  Beth could hear the hope of getting rid of her in his voice. ‘No,’ she said coolly. ‘I’ve no one. Just the cottage. I thought maybe the police would want to speak to me.’


  Disappointed, Alick was dismissive. ‘What can you tell them they can’t see for themselves? And the emergency services won’t want people like you getting in the way.’


  Beth nodded with apparent submission. She’d learned that trick long ago.


  ‘A night out with a friend? Oh, that’s all right, then. You can go another time – have an extra night off. Not this week, though – we’ve a lot on. Next week, probably. All right?’


  She’d agreed, because it was the best-paid job she’d ever had and the result of saying no could be losing it, even though she was at the end of her tether after a difficult day and the promised extra night would never materialise.


  Alick seemed satisfied with her practised response. He was on his way out when his wife appeared with a small child on her hip. He looked about eighteen months old, curly-haired and with big, dark eyes, and he was grizzling quietly.


  Alick, his mouth full of toast and with the other slice in his hand, said thickly, ‘I’ll call in and tell Himself what’s happened – maybe the phones are all right there. We’ll sort her out later.’ He jerked his head ungraciously at Beth and left.


  Perhaps to cover her embarrassment, Maidie went to get a tissue to wipe her son’s tears and his runny nose. ‘I think he’s getting another cold. He was a right little b yesterday and no doubt he’s planning—’


  A peremptory voice interrupted her, from upstairs somewhere. ‘Maidie! Maidie! Where are you? What’s going on?’


  ‘Oh damn! It’s wakened Gran. I’d hoped for another hour’s peace.’ Maidie sighed. ‘I’d better go to her.’


  ‘Leave Calum with me,’ Beth said quickly. ‘I’ll look after him.’


  Maidie hesitated. ‘He’s not very good with strangers, but. . . .’


  Beth held out her arms, smiling, and to his mother’s surprise the toddler stopped crying and after taking a long, appraising glance, reached out to her. Beth gathered him to her hungrily.


  ‘You’re a lovely boy, aren’t you, pet?’ she said. ‘And no one could be happy with a horrible cold, could they?’


  She spotted a small chest of toys in a corner of the kitchen and went to pick up a toy car. ‘Look, Calum – it’s going to run along here and run along and—Oops, crash! It’s fallen off.’


  The toddler gave a gurgle of amusement. As Maidie watched, smiling, another shout of ‘Maidie! Did you hear me?’ came from upstairs.


  She sighed again. ‘I’ll have to go to her.’ Then she paused at the door. ‘You’re awfully good with children, aren’t you?’


  ‘I’ve always loved kids.’


  And as Maidie disappeared upstairs, the phrase echoed in Beth’s head like the slam of an iron door.


  It was another hot day in the airless London summer and the sun was streaming through the great windows. The atmosphere was damp with the breath and the sweat of spectators packed into the public seats. In the crowded press box, hacks with notepads sat scribbling, scribbling.


  There had been some dull technical stuff from a defence witness and a somnolent hush had fallen. Despite the chilling majesty of the Old Bailey courtroom, she had felt heavy-eyed herself. Below her on a ledge, a bluebottle on its back spun round and round, buzzing and buzzing in a frenzy of helplessness. She knew just how it felt.


  When the next witness was called, the atmosphere changed as if a breeze had blown through. Suddenly there was a hum of talk and the reporters were sitting up.


  Her grandmother looked very tiny as she took her place in the witness stand, thin and frail, but with her pain-racked body fiercely erect and her chin tilted. Her flame-red hair looked almost like a flag of defiance.


  But compared to the loud, confident tones of the barrister, her soft Scottish voice sounded hesitant as she said, ‘But she’s always loved the bairns.’


   


  ‘I can’t tell you how good it is to have you back, Marjory.’


  There was no mistaking Superintendent Donald Bailey’s sincerity. Even his bald pate was rippling as he gave her a beaming smile. ‘We had a couple of shocking substitutes wished on us – shocking.’ His plump face clouded as he detailed a few of the inadequacies of Fleming’s temporary replacements. ‘But we have to put all that behind us now.’


  ‘Absolutely, Donald.’ There would be no one happier to put it all behind her than DI Fleming herself. But she suspected Bailey, whose inadequacies when he was an inspector she had exposed in her most recent case, was no longer as supportive of her as he had once been; her suspicions were confirmed as he went on.


  ‘There’s something I have to say to you, though – not official, you understand, just a word to the wise. For your own sake, Marjory, be very careful for the next bit. There were mutterings in high places about the adverse publicity all this generated. So cover your back – everything by the book, all “i”s dotted, “t”s crossed. Keep your head down, that’s my advice.’


  She had worked that out for herself, but it didn’t feel good to have it spelled out. ‘Thanks for the warning, Donald,’ she said, a little stiffly. ‘I certainly intend to.’


  ‘Of course you do!’ His voice was slightly too hearty. ‘Excellent, excellent. The matter’s closed now as far as I’m concerned. Now, to business . . .’


  There was a considerable backlog, both operational and administrative, for Bailey to go through with her. Fleming’s head was spinning by the time he shuffled the papers together on his desk and said, ‘That about covers it.’


  Fleming flipped shut her notebook, keen to get going. She wouldn’t be out of here before midnight, by the looks of things.


  ‘Thanks, Donald. That’s been enormously helpful. Anything else?’


  ‘Our most immediate problem at the moment is the flooding. There was a demonstration yesterday afternoon – you heard about it?’


  Fleming nodded. ‘There’s a lot of sympathy in the town. It’s all in places where houses should never have been built. For instance, the Carron – I can remember myself seeing flooding at the mouth there years ago, so why the council allowed the project to go ahead without proper flood defences being in place . . .’


  Bailey snorted. ‘Absolutely ridiculous! They’ve been talking about defences for years and done nothing about it – there should never have been planning permission. And after all this rain, every river and burn is in spate, of course. I can tell you, Mr Crozier isn’t a popular man at the moment.’


  Gillis Crozier was a local lad who had done well out of the pop music he had been promoting since the late seventies in London, then a few years ago had reappeared to buy Rosscarron House, a former shooting lodge on the Rosscarron headland, as a second home. He had a finger in a lot of pies, though, and this latest property venture, right on his own doorstep, looked to have been ill judged.


  ‘And of course,’ Bailey went on, ‘this pop festival has been a flashpoint too.’


  Fleming smiled. ‘I’ve two teenagers planning to go. They seem to see a three-day mudbath as a pleasurable activity, though I suppose for Cammie, as a rugby player, mud’s more or less his natural element. I’d have thought Cat might have been more delicate about it, but apparently someone called Joshua who’s coming from the States is not to be missed. With a band called Destruction – big in retro disco, she tells me.’


  Bailey looked pained. ‘If you say so. But the point is, we have two problems. The householders there who are flooded out were upset already over “the invasion of the Great Unwashed”, to quote the gentleman who insisted on seeing me personally to complain.’


  ‘It’s bringing much-needed casual work to the locality,’ Fleming pointed out. ‘Ushering, catering, rubbish collection – these events are good business. And the shops will get a boost too.’


  ‘Yes, yes,’ Bailey said tetchily, ‘that’s all well and good. But there are a couple of problems it’s thrown up and I’d like you to look into them as a matter of urgency. In the first place, Crozier’s filed a complaint about vandalism. Cables that were laid out last week to be connected have disappeared – massively expensive, it seems. Then yesterday he saw that someone had written in weedkiller in the camping field, “No raves here.” Or, to be strictly accurate, since the wet weather had made the weedkiller spread, what it actually said was, “No Daves here,” but you get the gist.’


  Fleming couldn’t suppress a choke of laughter. Bailey looked surprised, then grinned himself. Sometimes, if only sometimes, the humour showed, which leavened his pomposity.


  ‘Oh, I suppose . . . But really, Marjory, it isn’t funny. Crozier is quite worked up about it, and he’s worried about what they might do, with a lot of high-voltage equipment coming in.


  ‘The other problem is the report from Traffic about that bridge over to the headland.’


  Fleming shook her head. ‘Haven’t been there for years. I can’t remember what it’s like.’


  ‘It was only built for the shooting estate. You’re talking about hundreds arriving over the next few days – indeed, a handful of them have apparently arrived already. The Carron’s high, of course, and Donaldson, the new man in Traffic . . . Well, between these four walls, Marjory, I think he’s a bit of a fusspot. He’s saying he’s not sure about the bridge with that level of traffic.’


  Fleming was startled. ‘But surely to get insurance they must have done a proper risk assessment?’


  ‘Of course. So this is a complete bolt from the blue.’ Bailey’s expression indicated that in a properly ordered society this sort of upset would not happen. ‘So what I want you to do is go out and see Crozier, try to get a handle on the vandalism and make your own assessment of the bridge. I can’t bear to think of the trouble it’s going to cause if it has to be cancelled – all those disappointed fans with nowhere to stay and nothing to do.’ He shuddered.


  ‘Right,’ Fleming said, getting up quickly before he could think of anything else to add to her workload.


  As she went to the door, Bailey said, ‘We really don’t want to encourage Donaldson to be overcautious. If we all went down that route, we’d end up afraid to get out of bed in the morning.’


  The obvious implication was that real chaps laughed at Danger, snapping their fingers in her face. Fleming felt rather differently, aware that her precious children, along with the precious children of hundreds of other parents, would be crossing this dubious bridge. She decided to go and talk to Donaldson before she left.


  Before that, she had to go to the CID room and see her officers for the morning briefing. The team she liked to work with most closely was depleted: Tansy Kerr had resigned and gone off on a belated gap year while she thought about her future, so that left Andy Macdonald, Ewan Campbell and Tam MacNee.


  Oh, yes. Tam MacNee. The knot of nerves in her stomach, which had dissipated slightly while she talked to Bailey, gave another twinge.


   


  Music with a heavy beat was, as always, playing when Alick Buchan opened the door to Gillis Crozier’s office, having been kept waiting in the kitchen by the Filipino who always came up from London with Crozier, and in Buchan’s eyes looked down on the peasants who were outdoor staff.


  The office had stark white décor, furnished in the minimalist style with a lot of glass and steel, which quarrelled with the original Victorian features. Buchan always felt uncomfortable in this room and it wasn’t entirely due to the way his boss affected him.


  ‘The Rosscarron Cottages?’ Crozier, unshaven and showing signs of having dressed hastily, looked stunned as he was told what had happened. He was a big, powerfully built man running a little to fat, with dark hair gone grey, and a long face seamed with lines, which gave him a saturnine appearance. ‘That – that was where my parents stayed, where I grew up! Who’s living there now?’


  ‘Kind of hard to tell. The girl was in shock. She says there’s a woman stays in one and maybe a couple and their baby in a holiday let.’


  ‘No time to waste, then. Let’s get things moving.’ He went over to his desk, picked up the handset, listened, then frowned. ‘It’s out – no Internet either, then. OK, you get down there and check it out, Alick. I’ll send someone into Kirkcudbright to alert the police and rescue services. Then I’ll be right behind you.’


  ‘Yes, sir.’ Buchan went out, resentfully experiencing the slight easing of tension he always felt on leaving. He’d no reason for it: Crozier was a good employer, paying a fair wage and not making unreasonable demands – even ready to say thanks for a job well done. But Buchan liked to think he tugged his forelock to no one, yet somehow here he was doing it: ‘Yes, sir. No, sir. Three bags full, sir!’


  They’d been in the army together, though the other man had gained a commission. Crozier hadn’t had any more advantages than Buchan had himself, growing up in the Rosscarron Cottages out there at the end of ‘the road to nowhere’, as the locals called it. Maybe it wouldn’t be so galling if he’d relied on privilege to get him where he was now, rolling in money – though Buchan had resented the toffee-nosed bastards who’d had it all handed to them on a plate too.


  Up here on the headland, the bruise-coloured clouds seemed to wrap him like a shawl. With the wipers going at double speed, Buchan pressed on down the narrow road, which ran for a mile across bleak, featureless moorland, ducking into a passing place as a large silver Mercedes drove up towards him. Oh, he knew his place! But there’d be some fun when people started arriving for the festival.


  Lower down, the visibility was better, but all he could see was drifts of rain sweeping in from the sea, below on the left there, a sheet of gun-metal grey. On that side, a smaller road – barely more than a tarmac track – led down a slope, then along the river to where the flooded houses had so mistakenly been built. Straight ahead was the Carron itself.


  The bridge that crossed it was a wide, sturdy structure set on wooden struts embedded in concrete piers with elaborate wrought-iron railings and a tarmac surface laid across the wood and metal of the bridge itself. It was a version of the bridges built on estates all across Scotland by Victorians for their posh shooting parties and the lorry loads of slaughtered birds being ferried south.


  With steeper, shelving banks here topped by low bushes, the river was contained and the bridge was still well above even its present high level, but even so Buchan cast an anxious glance at it as he drove across. The flood water was gushing angrily along, frothing and bubbling, with small rafts of branches and debris collecting round the base of the piers.


  Standing water splashed around the wheels of the jeep as he drove the mile and a bit from the bridge down the other side of the river to connect with the road running along the shore of the Solway Firth – the road to nowhere, which finished at the Rosscarron Cottages. Near its mouth, the river had overflowed its banks, but it was much worse on the far side, where the smart houses with their sea views were awash, the cars parked outside engulfed in water and mud. They’d have to shell out a fine premium for their insurance next year! But then, they could afford it, jammy beggars.


  From here, it was less than a mile or so to the cottages and his foot unconsciously slackened on the accelerator. There was no telling what he’d find: people distressed, injured, dead, even. He’d had experience of that serving with the army, but at least there you always had back-up. He kept glancing in the rear-view mirror, hoping to see Crozier’s huge black Discovery, but the road behind him remained obstinately empty.


  Buchan turned a corner into the short straight before the cottages and found himself suddenly feet away from a wall of earth, rocks and rubble. He swore, slamming on his brakes, and brought the jeep to a shuddering standstill, its nose into soft earth.


  His first thought was to back up and inspect the damage, mercifully slight, his second to go back and warn his boss before the Discovery came barrelling into the back of his jeep – Crozier was famous for his lack of respect for local road conditions.


  The landslip was blocking the road and the foreshore, right down into the sea. He listened, but all he could hear was the sound of the waves and the steady hissing of the rain, not voices or screams or anything. A good sign or a bad sign? He wasn’t sure, but anyway, here was the boss now. He flagged him down, pleased that the responsibility for dealing with this was his no longer.


   


  ‘Welcome back, ma’am!’


  When DI Fleming arrived for the morning briefing, DS Andy Macdonald came forward to shake her hand and there was a smattering of applause.


  Fleming coloured. It was kind of him, but it made the moment of getting back to business as usual more difficult. ‘Thanks. Glad you’re pleased to see me,’ she said, then went on briskly, ‘I only hope the mood lasts once I’ve finished tasking you.’


  She went through a list of reports she wanted and the priorities for the day, then, after the meeting, dealt with individual queries. Perhaps she was being oversensitive in noticing that Tam MacNee had positioned himself on the outer edge of the group, but she worked her way towards him anyway.


  ‘Tam! Good to see you.’


  He took her outstretched hand, not quite meeting her eyes. ‘Boss.’


  ‘How’s Bunty?’ she persisted. ‘Haven’t seen her for a while.’


  His eyes flickered as she mentioned his wife. Then he said flatly, ‘She’s fine.’


  Fleming nodded and turned away, feeling chilled. A woman she didn’t recognise was standing patiently, waiting to speak to her – Tansy Kerr’s replacement, presumably. She came forward as Fleming looked towards her.


  ‘DC Kim Kershaw, ma’am.’


  Fleming looked at her appraisingly. Neat, competent-looking, smartly dressed in neutrals – quite a change from Tansy Kerr, whose style had been adventurous, to say the very least. She realised that she herself was being given a similarly cool, measuring look. Interesting. She smiled.


  ‘Are you fairly new here?’ How she hated needing to ask that question!


  ‘A month, ma’am. I’ve been in the CID for a couple of weeks now, so I’m still finding my feet. I was a detective in Glasgow before, but I asked for a transfer.’


  She didn’t have a Glasgow accent – east coast, from the sound of it – but Fleming said lightly, ‘You and DS MacNee will have a lot in common, then.’


  There was a fractional pause, before Kershaw said, ‘Absolutely,’ with such total lack of emphasis that she might just as well have said, ‘You have to be joking!’


  It would have been more tactful to ignore that, but Fleming was inclined to believe that in many situations tact was an overrated virtue. ‘You don’t share Tam’s enthusiasm for Glasgow?’


  Kershaw clearly shared her views on tact. She said, with some force, ‘No. I don’t. And the place my daughter was at in inner-city Glasgow was a disaster.’


  ‘What age is she?’


  ‘Nine.’ Kershaw’s lips twitched in a half-smile, though Fleming thought it looked as if she didn’t smile readily.


  ‘Settled in all right?’


  ‘Brilliantly!’ This time the smile was wholehearted. ‘Debbie’s a different child already.’


  ‘That’s good. Now, we ought to have a talk. Come up to my office – in half an hour, say?’


  As Fleming moved away, she heard a guffaw and turning her head saw MacNee in conversation with one of the brasher young detectives, about whom she’d had some doubts before her suspension. From the direction of their eyes, and the swift looking away as they saw she had noticed, it was clear the joke had been about Kershaw.


  She could imagine MacNee resenting the slighting of his beloved Glasgow, which he’d left only at the insistence of his wife, who came from Dumfries, but this was totally unacceptable. She took it head on.


  ‘MacNee, I’d like to see you. My office, ten minutes, all right?’


  It was an order, not a question. MacNee said, ‘Boss,’ again.


  After she left, there was a brief silence, then the hum of artificial conversation. MacNee, his colour heightened, busied himself at a desk, then exactly nine minutes later went out.


  As the door shut behind him, a voice said, ‘Stand back from the windows. They might come in at any moment.’


   


  Anger had carried Fleming out of the room and along the corridor, but as she climbed the stairs, it began to change to concern. That was utterly unlike Tam. What the hell was wrong with him?


  She let herself into her office on the fourth floor of the Galloway Constabulary Headquarters and went to the window. She had always like the outlook over the roofs of the canny market town of Kirkluce, out through the canopy of leaves on the plane trees along the High Street. Those leaves were sodden today, flattened and dripping from the ceaseless rain. She turned away.


  Once as familiar to her as a second skin, her office felt strange. If she had been an imaginative woman, she reflected, she might almost have felt it was hostile, as if it had resented its violation by strangers. It was lucky she wasn’t an imaginative woman.


  She sat down at the desk which, apart from the pile in the in-tray, was most unfamiliarly tidy. She’d more to do than consider the psychology of inanimate objects when there were animate objects needing urgent consideration. There were two problems – Tam’s attitude to her and his attitude to the new detective.


  MacNee had thought Fleming’s suspension was justified. He wasn’t wrong: much of her own agony over the past months had arisen from her knowing that it was. But surely by now . . .


  She couldn’t afford to feel hurt. They weren’t in the playground now, best friends falling out. This was a professional relationship with her most effective officer, and it was her job to make it work. They had a shared past and a dedication to the job, which she believed to have bred a certain loyalty – and growing up in one of the rougher areas of Glasgow had left Tam with a positively tribal sense of being true to your pals, overdeveloped, even.


  Was that it, right there? Had his reaction to her been guilt, not hostility? Did he assume she would despise him for having, as he would see it, gone over to the enemy? Perhaps she was overanalysing, with her recent reading in psychology making her look for deeper meanings where none existed. But it would fit.


  The problem with Kershaw was more immediate. According to Bailey, things had slipped during Fleming’s absence and it certainly looked as if they had. This was, quite simply, a disciplinary matter, and before she started understanding Tam, she had to knock him back into line. She wasn’t looking forward to it, though.


  MacNee’s body language was expressing deep discomfort as he came in. His head was lowered, and when he looked towards her, it was at an angle so that their eyes could not connect.


  Fleming had no intention of making it easier for him. She didn’t ask him to sit down and, after a brief acknowledgement, allowed a pause to develop until she saw him shift from foot to foot.


  ‘I presume you know what this is about.’ Her tone was cold.


  ‘Sorry,’ he said, addressing the remark to the surface of her desk. ‘I made a stupid joke, that’s all.’


  ‘I’ll go along with the first part of that last statement. I want you to think about the second part.’


  He didn’t speak, and nor did she. At last MacNee burst out, ‘I know I shouldn’t have done that. It just gets to me, the way she goes on about Glasgow – always rubbishing it. And anyway . . .’


  ‘And what?’ She waited, but when he said nothing, went on, ‘Not a very professional way to behave – not even a very adult way to behave, really. And from the way she spoke when I made that remark about you having a lot in common, I don’t think it’s an isolated incident, is it?’


  MacNee studied the floor.


  ‘Let me spell it out. You’re a senior officer. That’s harassment, if she chose to pursue it. But let’s not be technical, let’s be blunt. It’s just plain bullying. For heaven’s sake! You’re not a bully, Tam – you’ve always been the one who stood up for the underdog. What the hell’s wrong with you?’


  Fleming saw the shaft go home. MacNee rubbed his hand down his face. ‘Sorry. I didn’t think about it – she’s well able to stand up for herself, and . . . It’s just . . . Things have been difficult lately. Sorry, like I said.’


  ‘Sit down, Tam.’ Her voice had changed. ‘What’s the problem?’


  He sat down, but all he said was, ‘Oh, just this and that. I’ll sort it out, and you won’t have to warn me again.’


  She could see that he wasn’t going to confide. She tried not to think that before, if he had a problem, he’d share it with her. It might not even be true, but it still hurt.


  ‘Right. I accept your assurance and I’m sure Kershaw will accept your apology when you make it to her.’


  MacNee nodded and got up. ‘Is that it?’


  Fleming sighed. ‘No, sit down again. I want to clear the air. I’ll freely admit I was hurt that you didn’t contact me these last months, but I can understand that you thought I’d brought it on myself.’


  For the first time he met her eyes. ‘Yes. I’ve always stood by my friends, but . . .’


  So her instinct had been right. ‘You’re a very loyal person, Tam, but loyalty doesn’t mean saying wrong’s right, and I was wrong. I know that. I got what I deserved. We don’t disagree. I didn’t expect anything from you except perhaps sympathy. We all make mistakes—’


  He interrupted eagerly. ‘Oh, you’d my sympathy, all right. Bunty wanted me to go and see you, but I couldn’t lie and say you were right. I thought you’d be disappointed, angry, even—’


  Now Fleming cut him short. ‘Enough said – let’s move on from there. We’ve a job to do, and what I want more than anything else is to be able to get on with it as usual. All right?’


  ‘Sure,’ MacNee said, though the response was almost offhand and he still seemed subdued as he left.


  Perhaps she’d forced the pace. But the sooner she could put those miserable months behind her, reset the clock to where it had been . . .


  Studying psychology was a mixed blessing. It made you realise that you couldn’t set back the clock, that experience shaped you, and that both she and Tam – and all their colleagues – were to varying degrees different now.


  Even so, you could choose not to look back. There was plenty in her own past that Fleming had no wish to remember and she’d found ignoring it was as good a way of managing the present as any.


  She would, she decided, arrange that he came with her to see Crozier. It was a long drive and maybe in the course of it some of the awkwardness would disappear.


   


  Crozier gunned the motor boat along the line of the coast. It had taken him only moments to realise the impracticality of clambering over the landslip, and shouting proved pointless too, with the wall of soft earth and rubble deadening the sound. His boat, kept moored at the mouth of the Carron for rough fishing, was close by, and he had Buchan and a couple of other estate workers with him. They’d brought spades in case digging was needed, and a couple of hatchets too. You never knew what you were going to find.


  He took a deep drag on his cigarette. His was a complicated history where the Rosscarron Cottages were concerned, and revisiting it was painful.


  Unbidden, a picture came to his mind of his younger self, halfway up the cliff that had now fallen: aged ten, perhaps, with more ambition than skill, stuck and terrified, with his handhold crumbling. If it hadn’t been for Kenna – a bit older, neat and agile, a better climber than he would ever be – he’d have fallen to his death. He could almost see the red flame of her hair as she appeared below him, hear her contemptuous voice saying, ‘Move your foot to the right, you gomeril – there’s a rock ledge.’


  Kenna . . . His throat tightened. She was all he remembered of his teen years: the ecstasy, the pain and ultimately the despair. Then life had happened to them both elsewhere, until—


  He scowled. He didn’t want to go back to the cottages. He’d even taken to heading out in the opposite direction in the boat when he left the moorings, to avoid coming this way. But she was dead now; his parents, dead too, had long since sold up and he had no more connection with this place.


  They were starting to run through mud in the sea, a dirty red-brown stain spreading out as far as the eye could see. In a moment, when the boat rounded the curve, they’d be looking at what had happened. No one said anything, but Crozier could sense the tension matching his own. He took a last drag on his cigarette and threw it into the water, where it died with a tiny hiss.


  There was the bay. Crozier caught his breath. They all did. There was a gaping, jagged scar in the bluff behind, and below was devastation.


  The neat terrace of two-up-two-downs, built of red sandstone, had taken the full impact of the landslide. Number 1 Rosscarron Cottages – the one that had long ago belonged to his parents – was almost completely buried. Number 2, next door, had been engulfed in the torrent of earth and water that had swept through the house, forcing its front door open and half off its hinges, and there was a gaping hole in its roof. The two nearest the end of the road, numbers 3 and 4, were less badly affected, though there were a couple of smashed windows and the mud had invaded the ground floor, then spread out, sticky and smelly, a foot deep, across the road and the shore in front of them.


  At the sound of the boat’s engine, a young man appeared from number 4, shouting and waving his arms frantically. He was dishevelled and filthy with mud, and he had a bloody bruise on one side of his face.


  ‘Thank God someone’s come!’ he exclaimed, as the boat was beached and the men got out, moving gingerly to keep their footing. ‘We couldn’t phone for help or – or do anything!’


  He was, Crozier realised, very young – hardly more than a boy, with his prominent Adam’s apple bobbing up and down in his distress. Behind him a slight, fair-haired girl appeared, carrying a sleeping baby; she was sobbing.


  ‘I was so scared!’ she wailed. ‘I thought the mud would just come higher and higher, and all the lights went and it was that dark . . .’


  She reminded him of his own daughter. Crozier went over and put a reassuring arm round her. ‘It’s all right. Everything’s all right now.’ He looked at the boy. ‘Any casualties?’


  ‘Just Jan – she’s the lady who was next door to us – but we took her in with us last night. I think she’s broken her leg.’


  Crozier turned to look at the two most damaged cottages. ‘No one in there?’


  ‘That one’s empty.’ He pointed to the buried house and shuddered. ‘Just as well. There’s a couple has the other one, and I went over last night after it happened. Couldn’t get in and it was too dark to see much, but I shouted and there was no reply. Jan said she thought they’d gone out.’


  Crozier jerked his head at Buchan. ‘Better make sure.’


  The man plodded off through the mud as Crozier said, ‘I’ll come and speak to the lady. We’ve sent someone to alert the emergency services, so they’ll be here before long to get you out. Did you have a car?’


  The lad pointed to the heap of earth. ‘That was the parking area. The cars are under all that.’ Whatever was there wasn’t going to be recognisable as a car when they got it out.


  ‘Hope everyone was insured,’ Crozier was saying when he realised that Buchan had come back and was standing looking at him meaningfully. Oh God! Since Ballymena, even the thought of a dead body turned him queasy.


  ‘You go back in,’ he urged the young pair. ‘Look out what you need to take with you. I’ll see you in a minute.’


  As they walked across to their cottage, the other men, quick to pick up the significance, stood as if frozen in a live tableau. Once the couple were safely inside, Crozier walked towards number 2.


  Through the damaged door he could see the stairs, and daylight above, where a huge stone had come through the roof. But Buchan was mutely indicating the left-hand window, surprisingly still intact, and with a gesture Crozier indicated that he should check out whatever was in there.


  The inner door was wedged by mud. Buchan had to fetch a hatchet, and with a few blows broke through it and disappeared inside. Probably they didn’t all hold their breath until he came out again, but it felt as if they did.


  Buchan reappeared and limped over to him. ‘There’s a body. Man lying under rubble in the sitting room, bad head injury.’


  ‘Definitely dead?’


  Buchan gave a sour grimace. ‘Oh, aye. Definitely dead.’


  3


  Kim Kershaw arranged her face in an expression of intelligent interest as DI Fleming explained her general philosophy of policing in the community. There was nothing wrong with it: good, standard ethical stuff that she’d heard often enough before, but she’d had bosses who talked the talk quite eloquently while their gait in walking the walk was uneven to say the least. She didn’t have a trusting nature – not now – and what she’d seen of both the police and the criminal fraternity had only deepened her cynicism.


  Fleming’s hazel eyes were penetrating, though, and Kershaw was careful not to let these thoughts register on her face. She answered the questions Fleming posed about her professional life fully, about her personal life briefly: she was divorced; she had one child; she was renting a perfectly satisfactory ground-floor flat in Newton Stewart.


  Despite sex-discrimination rules, she had suffered interrogation in the past about her childcare arrangements, but this time, when she didn’t elaborate on her circumstances, Fleming didn’t probe. Kershaw did catch a look on the inspector’s face, though, which suggested that this reticence might have been filed away as interesting information.


  Fleming was winding up the meeting now. ‘Sorry I can’t give you longer, Kim, but as you can imagine, I’m up to my eyes this morning. Looking forward to working with you, though.’


  While you’d never describe Big Marge as good-looking, her smile lit up her face in a very engaging way and Kershaw found herself smiling back.


  ‘Thanks, boss. I’ll do my best.’


  ‘Good. That’s all from my point of view. Any questions?’


  Kershaw had been hoping for an opportunity. ‘Not a question, ma’am, but may I say something?’


  ‘Of course.’


  The tone was cordial enough, but she sensed that the other woman was on her guard. She took a deep breath.


  ‘DS MacNee has just apologised to me. I appreciate your concern for me as a newcomer, but I don’t need you to fight my battles. I’m perfectly able to deal with him myself and it won’t help to have an awkward relationship made worse by him getting grief from you.’


  There was a pause, during which Kershaw remembered Andy Macdonald’s warning and began to wish she’d taken it to heart.


  Then Fleming said calmly, ‘I admire your capacity to be direct – and I don’t mean that in a sarcastic way. I’m all for straight talking. On the other hand, I don’t think you quite appreciate what I was doing. Your relationship with MacNee is your own business. You’ll have to sort things out between you. My business is the good discipline of my officers. A divided team is an ineffective team, and I don’t tolerate any behaviour that affects our standards of professionalism. My intervention was on that basis. Do you understand now?’


  Wrong-footed, Kershaw muttered that she did.


  ‘Good. I’m sure you’ll be a valuable addition. Thanks, Kim.’


  Kershaw left, reflecting on the interview. There had been no aggression, no animosity; Fleming had merely been as blunt as she had been herself in spelling out her position. Why, then, did she feel like saying, ‘Phew!’ as she shut the door behind her?


   


  ‘And this blue one on top. Now, what shall we do? Oh dear, over it goes!’


  Beth Brown laughed as the toddler gleefully knocked the tower of bricks to the floor.


  ‘Do it again? Here we are – green one, red one . . .’


  From her seat in the corner of her son’s sitting room next to the mottled brown thirties fireplace, Ina McClintock Buchan watched Beth like a spider assessing the potential of an unfamiliar species of fly.


  A lifelong habit of discontent had etched itself on Ina’s features, producing eyes narrowed by suspicion and harsh lines between her brows. Even when she smiled, usually in triumph at some barb that had found its mark, there was still a sour downturn to her thin-lipped mouth.


  Now she said, ‘You’ll be wanting away, to get back to your family, no doubt.’


  Beth, placing a yellow brick on top of the green and the red, didn’t look up. ‘Not really.’


  Ina frowned. ‘ “Not really”? What kind of answer is that?’


  Beth gave her a sidelong look, then shrugged.


  The thin lips tightened. ‘If that’s your idea of manners, it’s no wonder if your family don’t want anything to do with you.’


  Goaded, the girl retorted, ‘I never said that! I’ve none to go to, that’s all.’


  ‘Funny thing, that – no family,’ Ina mused artlessly.


  ‘I’m an only child and my mother’s dead, all right?’ Beth snapped. ‘If it’s any of your business.’


  ‘What about your partner, then? Maidie said you’d a partner – apparently that’s what you call it these days when you’re a bidie-in.’


  ‘He’s – he’s away.’


  Beth was biting her lip and she put the brick in her hand on to the tower so clumsily that it collapsed. Calum crowed and clapped his hands.


  ‘Away where?’ Ina persisted. ‘You’ll be wanting to let him know what’s happened before he sees it on the telly and gets a fright.’


  ‘Well, I can’t, can I? Phone’s not working.’


  With malevolent glee, Ina heard real anger there. The girl was glaring at her, and there was something curious about her eyes. What was it, now?


  As Beth looked away to say something to the child, Ina realised there was a gap between the bottom of the iris and the lower lid. It made her eyes look as round as marbles and oddly staring.


  ‘Funny eyes you’ve got. Not natural, that, is it?’ Ina was saying when the door opened and her daughter-in-law came in with mugs and a plate of biscuits on a tray.


  ‘For goodness’ sake, Gran, you can’t go saying things like that!’ Maidie protested. ‘Beth, don’t pay any attention. You’ve got very pretty eyes – lovely colour, and quite unusual with your dark hair.’


  Ina pursed her lips in annoyance. Maidie’s unrelenting cheerfulness and imperviousness to insult had always been a source of frustration.


  ‘I’ll say what I like and you’ll not stop me,’ she said, but the moment had passed. Her victim was on her feet, persuading Calum to help put the bricks in the box before he got his juice.


  ‘Good boy, Calum! Now sit down nicely so you don’t spill.’ Beth scooped up the child with practised ease and settled him beside her on the sofa.


  ‘You’re an absolute godsend!’ Maidie handed Beth a mug. ‘I’ve got a dozen things done this morning that I haven’t had time to do for weeks, and there’s a cake in the oven for tea. That’ll be nice, won’t it, Gran?’


  Gran’s face indicated merely irritation at this attempt at good cheer, and Maidie went on, ‘Calum’s been a wee angel for you, Beth. I barely recognise him! You must have worked with children – or have you young brothers and sisters?’


  It was an innocent remark. So why should Beth’s face have gone scarlet? Ina wondered. Something odd there. ‘She’s an only child,’ Ina put in – purely in a spirit of helpfulness, of course.


  ‘I’ve – I’ve never worked with children,’ Beth stammered. ‘I – I did other things.’


  It was so clearly untrue that Maidie in her turn became flustered. ‘Sorry, I – I didn’t mean to pry.’


  ‘She’s lying, obviously,’ Ina said in a conversational tone. ‘What’s she lying for?’


  Beth jumped to her feet, startling the toddler, who bawled in fright. She went to the door and wrenched it open.


  ‘I’m going out.’


  ‘Beth, it’s pouring!’ Maidie protested in distress. ‘There’s no need—’


  The girl turned in the doorway. ‘Oh, yes, there is. I’m leaving before I do something I’ll regret to that evil old bat!’


  The door slammed behind her.


  ‘Well! Nice manners, I don’t think!’ Ina tittered.


  For once provoked beyond bearing, Maidie picked up the sobbing Calum and carried him out, saying over her shoulder, ‘She’s absolutely right. I should have called you that more often, instead of just thinking it.’


  The door was slammed again, leaving Ina McClintock Buchan alone, with an unpleasant smirk of satisfaction on her face.


   


  Beth felt sick, sick and frightened as she half-ran past the kennels. They hadn’t believed her; she’d never been a good liar.


  ‘You were angry, weren’t you, when you had to give up your evening out?’


  The man in the wig hadn’t moved his eyes off her face since the questioning began. She felt as if he had flayed away the skin, as if now he was paring the flesh off her bones.


  She hesitated. ‘I said I didn’t mind.’


  She knew it sounded feeble. He let a pause develop. Then, ‘You said you didn’t mind.’ He gave the word intense significance. ‘Said it. But you didn’t mean it, did you?’


  And she hadn’t known how to reply.


  What was going to happen now? She didn’t dare to think.


   


  ‘The super’s right – Donaldson is a bit of an old woman,’ Fleming said, as she drove towards Kirkcudbright with MacNee. ‘But that isn’t to say he hasn’t got a point. After all, the Carron’s burst its banks already and this rain’s showing no sign of letting up. The bridge was still clear when he checked it yesterday, but the level wasn’t falling. And apart altogether from the question of the strain on the bridge with the river in spate, you have to consider that you could have hundreds of fans stranded if it rises any more. There’d be absolutely no way of getting them off the headland that wouldn’t involve helicopters or a flotilla of boats, and I’m not sure how much of the Dunkirk spirit survives in Kirkcudbright.’


  MacNee grunted. ‘Good excuse to cancel the whole thing. A lot less hassle – traffic control, undercover drugs surveillance . . .’


  Fleming gave him a look of exasperation. She’d been prepared for awkwardness, ready to work towards their old easy relationship, but he was just being bloody-minded. ‘For heaven’s sake, Tam, we were all young once! At least I certainly was, and I’m prepared to give you the benefit of the doubt.’


  ‘If it’s cancelled, we’ll still get the morons arriving anyway, just ettling to cause trouble.’ MacNee was determinedly morose. ‘Damned if we do, damned if we don’t.’


  ‘You’re a right little ray of sunshine today, aren’t you? Maybe the rain will stop and the river will go down.’


  She had hoped he might respond in kind, but MacNee only pointed through the windscreen where, beyond the frenetic wiper activity, all that could be seen were banks of purple-grey cloud.


  For Fleming, patience had never been one of the easier virtues. Be like that, she thought and, switching to professional mode, said, ‘Anyway, do you have any background on Gillis Crozier?’


  MacNee shrugged. ‘Not a lot. He comes and goes to London. We’ve certainly not got anything on file. I took a wee look after I’d a call from my pal Sheughie in the Glasgow Force a while back, saying the name Rosscarron had come up and asking if one of the big boys on his patch was hanging round here.’


  Fleming raised her brows. ‘And was he?’


  ‘If he was, he wasn’t selling tickets. But there’s maybe more to Crozier than meets the eye. Suddenly he’s in the building trade – makes you wonder . . .’


  ‘Indeed it does. And this new pop festival too – it’s pretty low key, and he can’t be expecting to make big money from it. But that’s another perfect way to launder cash, with all the casual payments. Let’s put some feelers out. We’ve a few CHISes around who might know something, haven’t we?’


  ‘If we’re allowed to speak to them any more, with all these new regulations,’ MacNee said with some bitterness. ‘In the old days I could have picked my pub, bought one of the grasses a wee quiet bevvy and found out everything I needed to know.’
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