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      This book is dedicated to Ann and Les, with my love.

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      
        This is the bird that never flew

        This is the tree that never grew

        This is the bell that never rang

        This is the fish that never swam

        
          Legend of the Glasgow coat of arms
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      The sgian dubh (Gaelic for ‘black dagger’) is a sharp knife about six inches in length. Traditionally worn in the right kilt sock with the handle showing, it was once a blade concealed in the armpit out of sight of any potential enemy. The hilt was often embellished with a rare jewel, a practical means of carrying wealth secreted in a Highlander’s apparel. The black (dubh) referred to the black bog oak from which the handle was usually made, as well as the blackness of evil intent.

      Nowadays it is worn as part of a full Highland dress, often at Burns suppers, where it is used to cut open the traditional haggis.

       

      Although the setting of this book is the Commonwealth Games, all the characters and events connected to them are fictional.
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August 2013

      The early-morning sun filtered through tall pine trees, warming patches of grass that were still green and lush, encouraging some rabbits to come out and feed. Cobwebs sparkled against the dark green bushes, momentarily transformed as their dewdrops were caught in rays of sunlight. Somewhere, hidden beneath the protective shrubbery, a moulting blackbird whistled quietly. It was not yet time to emerge; flight feathers were still to grow back and the bird sensed that it was easy meat for any predators wheeling high above the treetops.

      Outside the perimeters of this wood the ground sloped away to a valley full of long tawny grasses and creamy meadowsweet, its scent wafting upwards as the night’s dampness evaporated in a faint swirl of mist. A path that was regularly tramped by backpackers to test their stamina against the rigours of the West Highland Way wound around the edge of the field, disappearing into the darkening depths of the forest. But there was no human presence to be seen, no solitary figure beginning a hopeful route that would end in the Scottish Highlands.

      As the sun rose higher, a trio of buzzards flew above the pines, catching the thermals, their mews faint in the still cold air. The rabbits beneath the trees cropped and hopped, heads down, ears twitching as clouds of midges began to dance against beams of light slanting between the trees. And, as though a clarion call to this new August morning was necessary, a robin opened his throat and trilled, a joyous song that resounded through the woodlands.

      There was nothing to signify imminent disaster, no sudden silence presaging a momentous event.

      The earth shook with a boom as the bomb exploded, splitting tree trunks and throwing every living creature skywards, a malevolent cloud billowing above the wood, casting debris hundreds of yards away.

      The noise of the explosion was over in seconds, but the damage would last for decades. Fallen trees lay in shattered heaps, their pale flesh ripped open and exposed, while flames licked hungrily at any dry patches of foliage.

      And tossed aside, its tiny beak still open, the robin lay motionless on the narrow pathway, all but one of its fires extinguished for ever.
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      Detective Superintendent William Lorimer woke with a start. For a few moments he was uncertain where he was: shouldn’t the light be coming from the window beyond the foot of their bed? Realisation crept in as he blinked away the last dregs of sleep, turning his head to see the sun streaming in through the big window to his left: he was home again, back in Glasgow. The clock on Maggie’s bedside table registered six thirty. This time tomorrow he would be back at work, preparing for the first meeting of the day, but for now he could bask in the knowledge that it was Sunday morning and the day was theirs to spend as they liked.

      Lorimer slipped his hand on to the empty space beside him. It was still warm. No doubt Maggie had gone downstairs to feed Chancer, their ginger tomcat, and would return to snuggle in beside him soon. Closing his eyes again, he yawned, stretched, then turned on to his side, feeling the ache in his legs from that last climb up Ben Mhor.

      It wasn’t hard in this half-awake, half-asleep state to conjure up the memories of these last two weeks in Mull. They had sat often enough outside the cottage door on the old moss-covered bench, mugs of coffee clutched in their hands, staring out across Fishnish Bay and the Sound of Mull to the mainland hills of Loch Aline, the scent of bog myrtle filling the air. A patch of brightness seemed to shine on those distant hills: shadows chasing sunlight, or a freshly cut wheat field glowing under the August skies. They’d watched countless yachts scudding up the Sound, racing towards the port of Tobermory, colourful spinnakers ballooning, catching the wind to speed them on their way.

      Most days they had seen the buzzards, heard them mewing overhead, and Lorimer had listened to the melodies from the smaller birds, training his high-definition binoculars on the least little movement, too often foiled by the plentiful foliage. Reed warblers were there, he knew, and willow warblers too, but telling them apart took an expert eye. And of course there had been the sea eagles, Mull’s celebrated birds of prey, that attracted twitchers and bird lovers from all parts of the world. They had been on their way to Calgary Bay when one had soared, skimming the treetops, causing them to stop the car and get out as quickly as they could to watch it. No need for binoculars that day; the huge bird was flying so low that Lorimer had felt he could almost reach out and touch it, the awesome silence so complete that he imagined the whispering wind ruffling its tail feathers.

      ‘Cup of tea?’

      Maggie was standing there by the bed, a tray in her hands with two mugs.

      Lorimer sat up slowly. ‘Thanks. Almost asleep again,’ he murmured apologetically, reaching out for the tea and already regretting the wakefulness that dispelled his vision of green hills and quiet sandy bays where the blue waters stretched as far as the eye could see.

      ‘Any thoughts on what you’d like to do today?’ he asked as Maggie slid in beside him.

      ‘Well I’ve just stuck on a load of washing and we’ll need to get a pile of groceries, but that shouldn’t take all day. What had you in mind?’

      Lorimer opened his mouth to reply, but the peremptory ring of the telephone made him close it again in a thin line of disappointment as he reached for the handset at his side of the bed. Behind his back he heard Maggie’s sigh of resignation. A phone call this early on a Sunday morning meant only one thing: chances were she’d be grocery shopping alone.

      Anyone watching the detective superintendent at that moment would have seen the expression in his blue eyes harden, the knuckles clutching the handset whiten as he listened to the voice on the other end of the line.

      ‘Why me?’ he said at last, then stifled a sigh and nodded as the answer came.

      ‘Right.’ He rose from his sitting position on the edge of the bed, listened some more, nodding again before clicking the off button.

      ‘No time for breakfast?’ Maggie’s voice held just a hint of wistfulness tempered by long years of being left alone at home while he rushed to the scene of some crime or other. ‘What is it this time? A sudden death?’

      Lorimer looked at her and opened his mouth as if to reveal the substance of the short conversation that had just taken place, then closed it again.

      ‘Need to get a move on. Don’t know when I’ll be in.’

      Maggie followed him with her eyes as he dressed hurriedly, pulling fresh linen from the chest of drawers and a clean shirt from his side of the wardrobe. This was something else she was used to: not being told what was going on, especially at the start of a new case. Later, perhaps much later when they were in bed once more, he might tell her what had happened. Or not. The details of his work could be guaranteed to rob sleep from the most innocent of minds, and Maggie also knew better than to ask idle questions.

      In less than five minutes he was washed, dressed, out the door and heading towards the Lexus, a bottle of water clutched in his hand, leaving Maggie Lorimer to contemplate the day ahead.

       

      The journey to Drymen was punctuated by several vain attempts to clear the fly-strewn windscreen, the wipers’ blades leaving smears across Lorimer’s vision. There were two options on the route to take: he could either drive straight down the Boulevard and through Balloch, or cut off at Clydebank and head past Milngavie, taking the twisting road across the moors. As the roundabout approached, Lorimer turned the big car to face the uphill slope to Hardgate village. It would be the slower option, but, he reminded himself, this was still supposed to be his holiday, so he might as well enjoy the drive. Had it not been for the thought of what awaited him, it might have been a perfect morning.

      As he left the city behind, Lorimer noticed the sheep grazing on the flanks of the hillsides. The lambs were bigger now, their mothers trimmer creatures since the annual shearing. For a moment he recalled the sound of hundreds of animals baaing, and the shepherd’s high-pitched whistle as the sheepdogs rounded them up on the hillside above the cottage in Mull, white bodies running, running, running towards Corry Farm, where the sheep pens and the shearers awaited them.

      When the car approached a distinctive stand of tall conifers, their graceful fronds arranged in scalloped skirts of green, Lorimer lifted his head in expectation. Queen’s View, it was called, and as he turned the corner, the rolling landscape emerged in all its regal splendour. To his left, Stockiemuir was purple with heather, the bracken changing to the colour of a grouse’s wing; ahead, the mountains peaked against a sky of perfect blue, stirring the desire to climb them once again. One day soon, he promised himself, nodding to the bens on his right as the car took the twisting slope through the glens and down towards the wooded dells below.

      Even The Cobbler could be seen in the clear air, its anvil peak emerging for an instant between trees and hills as he drove on. It was on mornings like this that he asked himself just what he was doing. Why did he spend his life rushing to the aftermath of someone else’s destruction? On such a morning he should be toting a rucksack and heading for one of the Munros that were still beckoning to be discovered, not speeding along at the beck and call of his paymasters. But a different sense of duty had been instilled into him long since, and Detective Superintendent Lorimer could only breathe a light sigh of regret as he passed the entrance to the village of Drymen and headed towards the scene of crime.

       

      It was worse than he could ever have imagined.

      Even from the roadside, where a line of police cars was parked, Lorimer could see the devastation. Plumes of smoke and flames still rose from the heaps of broken trees, and as he emerged from the Lexus, his skin was immediately touched by flakes of ash drifting in the air. The smell of burning wood was overpowering, and he could hear the occasional crackle and hiss of fire beneath the whooshing sound from the firemen’s hoses as arcs of water were trained into the heart of the inferno. His eyes took in the gap in the hedge where the fire engines had broken through to reach the narrow walkers’ path, and the tyre marks on the verge. It would be replanted, no doubt, but the burning trees would leave a scar that would take far longer to heal.

      ‘Detective Superintendent Lorimer? Martin Pinder.’ The uniformed chief inspector was suddenly at his side, hand outstretched. Lorimer took it, feeling the firm once up and down as the officer motioned them to turn away from the direction of the cinders. ‘Sorry to call you out, but as I said, we needed someone to front this. And your name came up.’

      ‘But isn’t this a local matter?’ Lorimer asked. ‘We’re in the district of Stirling, surely?’

      Pinder shook his head. ‘It’s bigger than you might imagine,’ he began. Walking Lorimer a few paces away from the line of cars, he dropped his voice. ‘And there is intelligence to suggest that it may have a much wider remit.’

      ‘Oh?’ Lorimer was suddenly curious. The telephone call had mentioned an explosion, the immediate need for a senior officer from Police Scotland and a request to keep the lid on things, but nothing more.

      ‘You said intelligence.’ He frowned. ‘You mean Special Branch?’

      Pinder nodded. ‘I’ve been charged with giving you this information, sir. And doubtless your counter terrorism unit will already be involved.’ He licked his lips, hesitating, and Lorimer could see the anxiety in the man’s grey eyes.

      ‘We are given to believe that this is just a trial run.’ Pinder motioned to the fire behind them.

      ‘A trial run,’ Lorimer said slowly. ‘A trial run for what?’

      Pinder gave a sigh and raised his eyebrows.

      ‘The Glasgow Commonwealth Games.’

      Lorimer looked at the man in disbelief, but Pinder’s face was all seriousness.

      ‘That’s almost a year away. Why do they think…?’

      ‘Haven’t been told that. Someone further up the chain of command will know.’ Pinder shrugged. ‘Perhaps you’ll be told once you liaise with Counter Terrorism.’

      Lorimer turned to take in the scene of the explosion once more, seeing for the first time the enormous area of burning countryside and trying to transfer it in his mind’s eye to the newly built village and arenas in Glasgow’s East End. He blinked suddenly at the very notion of carnage on such a vast scale.

      ‘We can’t let it happen,’ Pinder said quietly, watching the tall man’s face.

      Lorimer gazed across the fields to the line of rounded hills that were the Campsies. Glasgow lay beyond, snug in the Clyde valley; on this Sunday morning its citizens remained oblivious to the danger posed by whatever fanatic had ruined this bit of tranquil landscape. He had asked why the local cops hadn’t taken this one on, and now he understood: the threat to next year’s Commonwealth Games was something too big for that. And since the various police forces in Scotland had merged into one national force, Detective Superintendent William Lorimer might be called to any part of the country.

      ‘The press will want statements,’ Pinder said, breaking into Lorimer’s thoughts. ‘It’s still an ongoing investigation. Don’t we just love that phrase!’ He gave a short, hard laugh. ‘And there is no loss of life, so we can try for a positive slant on that, at least.’

      ‘They’ll speculate,’ Lorimer told him. ‘You know that’s what they do.’

      Pinder touched the detective superintendent’s arm, nodding towards the figures milling around on the fringes of the fire. ‘Apart from you and me, there is not a single person here who has been told about the background to this event. So unless the press leap to that conclusion by dint of their own imagination, any leak can only come from us.’

      When Lorimer turned to face him, the uniformed officer was struck by the taller man’s penetrating blue gaze. For a long moment they stared at one another, until Pinder looked away, feeling a sense of discomfort mixed with the certainty that he would follow this man wherever he might lead.

      Wouldn’t like to be across the table from him in an interview room, he was to tell his wife later that day. But there on that lonely stretch of country road, Martin Pinder had an inkling why it was that the powers on high had called on Detective Superintendent William Lorimer to oversee this particular incident.

       

      He was no stranger to the big hall in Pitt Street, once Strathclyde Police Headquarters; it was the place he had briefly hung his hat when heading up the former Serious Crime Squad. Nor was he unused to sitting at this very table, peering down at the crowd of newspaper reporters thronging the hall. It was scarcely midday, and yet here they all were, eager for a statement from the man whose face had often graced their broadsheets as they reported on the various crimes to blot their fair city.

      The statement had been prepared by himself and Martin Pinder, sitting in the Lexus at the scene of the explosion. To minimise the incident would give rise to the notion that something was being hidden, and that was a path they didn’t want any inquisitive journalist to go down. On the other hand, seeing a senior officer like Lorimer might rouse their curiosity further. In the end, they had decided to express outrage at the idiocy of whoever had planted the bomb and emphasise the sheer luck that nobody had been hurt.

      ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ Lorimer began, pausing as the babble of voices hushed and every pair of eyes turned towards him. ‘This morning around five a.m. there was a large explosion in a wood close to the village of Drymen. Firefighters were immediately called to the scene and have extinguished the ensuing blaze.’ He looked up, scanning the upturned faces, wondering at the thoughts buzzing inside their heads. ‘We are grateful that, despite the proximity to the West Highland Way, there was no loss of life, but it is with regret that I have to announce that this section of the famous walk has been closed until the damage to the woodland has been cleared. There is an ongoing inquiry into the exact nature of the explosion, but at present we are working on the assumption that it was caused by some sort of home-made device.’

      He stopped for a moment to let the murmuring break out. Plant the idea of daft wee laddies messing about in the woods, Pinder had suggested. A prank that went wrong. Lorimer had raised his eyebrows at that, but so far it seemed to be working.

      ‘The main road should be accessible later today and diversion signs have been put in place until then. If you have been listening, you will know that the radio stations are issuing regular bulletins to that effect,’ Lorimer told them, managing a smile.

      He folded his hands and nodded, the signal for a forest of hands to be raised.

      ‘Any sign that it’s terrorist activity?’

      Right off, the question he had expected.

      Lorimer’s smile broadened. ‘It has all the hallmarks of a home-made bomb,’ he reiterated. ‘Something that anyone could get off the internet.’

      ‘You think it was done by kids?’ someone else demanded.

      ‘There were no witnesses to whoever planted the explosive device,’ Lorimer said, adopting a bored tone, as though he had explained this several times already. ‘So we cannot rule out any particular age group.’

      ‘But it might have been?’ the same voice persisted.

      ‘It would be entirely wrong for me to point a finger at the young people in the community,’ Lorimer said blandly, knowing full well that they were scribbling down that very thing as he uttered the words, and mentally apologising to any computer-geeky schoolboys in Drymen.

      ‘How much damage has been done?’ one female reporter wanted to know. Lorimer told them, giving as many statistics as would satisfy a readership hungry for facts.

      What he did not tell them was the way the clouds of ash had settled on his hair, the whiff of burning birds and animals discernible through the acrid smell carried on the morning breeze. Nor did he describe the scar on the hillside, a mass of blackened tree trunks instead of the once graceful outline of pines fringing pale skies to the west. And there was certainly no mention of any further threat to the good citizens of Stirlingshire or their near neighbours in the city of Glasgow.
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      The letter, when it came, had the typewritten address of the Stewart Street police office rather than his home on the south side of Glasgow. Lorimer picked up the long, bulky envelope, curious about the handwritten word Personal on the top left-hand corner. He tore it open with the sharp metal letter-opener given to him by an ex-SAS soldier turned crime writer, its twisted shaft crafted in the man’s own workshop. Lorimer’s face expressed resignation at what was probably just another missive full of political invective against the police in general: it was one of the several things that a detective superintendent with his public profile had to endure. But the envelope’s thickness both intrigued him and made him cautious as he felt along its length for any device that it might contain.

      The letterhead bore a familiar crest and Lorimer smiled to himself as he skimmed the covering letter, immediately banishing any suspicious thoughts. There were several pages, not clipped together, giving details of the other invitees, the hotel and a route map to get there, probably shoved into every invitation regardless of the recipient’s proximity to the venue. Sitting back in his chair, Lorimer read the letter again. A school reunion. To take place next spring. Would he like to attend? The policeman’s first instinct was to bin the whole lot. As if he’d have the time for something as inane as that! But as he continued to read to the end, a small frown appeared between his blue eyes.

      Vivien Gilmartin. The surname was unfamiliar, but Vivien…? Could it be the same person he had known all those years ago? Turning to the pages of names, Lorimer’s eyes scanned the list. There it was, Vivien Gilmartin, née Fox!

      For a moment he let the papers slip on to the desk, his eyes seeing beyond the four walls of the Stewart Street office to a place and time that seemed to rush back at him with an intensity that took his breath away.

      Vivien. Foxy, they’d called her, not only because of the obvious surname but for her mass of glorious red hair.

      He’d slipped his teenage fingers through those tresses in his first fumbling attempts at sex, believing himself to be in love. And tall, lanky William Lorimer and his red-haired girl had listened over and over to the words of cheesy pop songs and his mother’s ancient collection of vinyl as though they had been penned just for them.

      It had been the summer before his final year at Glenwood High school, a time of waiting for exam results, walking through the park on hot dusty days, dreaming about the future. He was going to become a famous art historian. Travel the world, maybe. Vivien would be somewhere in his plans, a vague figure but one he was sure of back then, in that idyllic time of carefree youth when everything was possible.

      Her own plans had involved the theatre. That was something he could not fail to recall. And when she told him that RADA had accepted her and she was leaving Glasgow for faraway London, he had felt nothing short of betrayal. How could she abandon him? Why not take up the offer of a place at the Royal Scottish Academy of Music and Drama, as it was then known? He was destined for Glasgow University; they could be together!

      Alone in his bedroom he had indulged his sorrows in the words of an Incredible String Band song, wallowing in its poignancy. At the time it had seemed so apt. Now, many years on, he hardly remembered the lyrics; something about first love, young love: wasn’t that right? What came after that? He had forgotten much of the rest except the lines referring to a girl’s long red hair that had fallen on to the boy’s face during their first kiss. Was that a real memory?

      The telephone ringing on his desk brought Lorimer back to the present, and as he picked up the handset, the contents of the letter were pushed to one side.

      Moments later he hung up again with a sigh. This was the day when the new alarm system was to be installed, and the engineer would require access to his office in half an hour. Minimum disruption, they’d all been told, but he doubted that. Still, the security of Police Scotland had to be maintained and upgraded to meet these new national standards.

      Lorimer looked again at the papers lying on his desk, memories of the people he used to know swirling in his brain. He’d never kept up with the old gang, eschewing Friends Reunited and Facebook, preferring the caution of anonymity given his chosen profession. And now, as if the years had been peeled away, he had this burning curiosity to know what had become of them. What has become of Foxy? a little voice teased him.

      It had all been so long ago, that summer he wanted to forget and the terrible months that had followed. He’d been in the art studio in late September when the head teacher had drawn him into the upstairs corridor with the news about his mother’s death. A brain aneurysm, something sudden and unforeseen.

      As the son of aged parents, Lorimer had never known his mother as a quick and graceful woman, the person so many of her friends had described at Helen Lorimer’s funeral. Dad had died when he was just a wee lad, the sixty-a-day habit ruining his lungs, cutting off his life far too early, leaving his teacher wife to struggle on as best she could. And so, at eighteen, the tall young man who would become a detective in the city of Glasgow had grown up fast, leaving behind all his dreams, which included a red-haired girl and their cosmopolitan future together.

      There was a slip at the foot of the page for current home address and dietary requirements, plus a box to tick if he decided to go to the reunion. It was the work of a minute to fill it in and stuff it into the ready-stamped envelope addressed to Mrs Vivien Gilmartin. For a moment he paused, the return letter in his hand. Then, with a careless flick, he sent it spinning to his out-tray, turning his attention to the report on the Drymen explosion.

      He would likely hear nothing more about the bombing incident after today. Once the report was sent to Special Branch, his part in the sorry affair was over. And there were plenty of other crimes in this city to capture his attention, Lorimer told himself, tapping out the words on his keyboard.

      Life would continue as before, the threat of a mad bomber something to be filed away under August 2013. The detective superintendent felt no undue premonition of disaster, neither to his city nor to himself.

      What William Lorimer could not know on that August morning was that several malignant forces were already at work, insidiously preparing to wreak havoc in the very fabric of his life.
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      Peter Alexander MacGregor scrolled down the page to read the final instructions. Everything seemed to be accounted for: the fares were paid, the passports up to date, accommodation taken care of. All he had to do was remember to get Joanne to pack his kilt carefully in layers of tissue paper and they would be off. He sat back, suddenly feeling every one of his sixty-eight years. Too much working in the garden yesterday, he told himself, knuckles kneading the base of his spine; he’d been overzealous clearing the winter debris from the paths after the gale that had swept up the coast. Peter heaved a sigh, looking round the old wood-panelled study. He’d be glad when the winter was over and he could sit in the garden enjoying a fine spring day, listening to the bell birds annoying his chooks. From the window he could see the wind blowing leaves high into the air, hear the rain rattling against the pane, a loud reminder that their Antipodean winter was reluctant to let go. He sighed again and closed his eyes, trying to imagine what it might be like in Scotland right now. It was seven p.m. here in Melbourne, so it was still early in the morning back there. And still summertime.

      The trip was months away, but even now Peter felt a frisson of excitement at the thought of travelling through the old country. To attend the MacGregor Gathering was one of his life’s ambitions, but to do so in a year when the Scottish government was having a Homecoming, the city of Stirling celebrated seven hundred years since Bannockburn and Glasgow was hosting the Commonwealth Games… well, it all seemed too good to be true. He sat forward and blinked at the screen again, then scrolled back up, anxious not to have missed any small detail before he finalised the whole thing. That they had never met his host shouldn’t matter; the man was another MacGregor after all, and the Scots were famous for their hospitality.

      As his finger hovered above the send button that would signal his acceptance, Peter MacGregor felt a sudden sense of unease. What if something went wrong? What if either he or Joanne fell ill during the months away? What if his neighbour forgot to water the plants?

      ‘Cup of coffee, darling?’ Joanne was at his shoulder, smiling down on the page, her face lighting up when she saw what he was about to do.

      He couldn’t disappoint her, wouldn’t wipe away that expression of delight for anything.

      ‘Sure thing. Just be a minute.’

      And as his finger pressed the send button, that small action sealed a fate that neither of them could possibly have imagined.
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April 2014

      ‘“April is the cruellest month, breeding lilacs out of the dead land”,’ Maggie quoted. ‘Why does T. S. Eliot say it is the cruellest month?’ she asked the class of fourteen Sixth Years, who were all looking at her intently.

      One hand shot up and Maggie struggled to hide a smile. Imogen Spinks reminded her so much of Hermione, the swotty character from Harry Potter, even down to the mass of mousy curls cascading down her back.

      ‘Anyone?’ Maggie offered, giving the rest of them time to answer.

      ‘Yes, Imogen,’ she said at last, to a quiet undertone of groans from some of the others. She swept a cross look at the class, as if to say you had your chance too.

      ‘He thinks that the growth of lilacs is an irony after the carnage and death of the Great War,’ Imogen said. ‘Ironic things can be cruel,’ the girl added thoughtfully.

      ‘What is it with him and lilacs?’ Jeremy Graham’s grumble issued from the back of the classroom, making the other students turn round.

      ‘How d’you mean?’ Sarah Gillespie asked, flicking the black hair out of her heavily mascaraed eyes.

      ‘Well he’s always on about lilacs, isn’t he? That wumman who had lilacs in her room, twisting them in her fingers?’

      ‘Bet that made a right mess on the carpet,’ Janice Gallagher suggested, provoking some mild laughter from the girls.

      ‘Our lilac tree isn’t usually out till May,’ Kenny McAlpine said. ‘So he’s got that wrong, hasn’t he?’

      ‘The south of England is at least six weeks ahead of us,’ Imogen said pointedly, giving the boy a withering look. ‘And to suggest that anything Eliot wrote was wrong shows just how little you know about him!’

      Maggie hushed the protests that followed the girl’s remark. Imogen, who was the first of Maggie Lorimer’s pupils to have been accepted for the University of Cambridge, could be a real pain in the neck, but she was very well read and certainly knew her stuff. Just like Hermione, a small voice teased, forcing the teacher to smile even as she tried to bring the lesson back to order.

      ‘Eliot was an extremely well-educated man,’ Maggie agreed. ‘Erudite, one might say.’

      ‘Do we write that one down?’ Sarah asked. ‘And look it up?’

      Maggie nodded, but already the pupils (with the exception of the already erudite Imogen) were consulting dictionaries and writing down the definition. It might be old-fashioned, but she had schooled them all to look up words they had never used before and write them in a notebook, insisting that a wider vocabulary was a huge asset to them all. It had taken a while since the beginning of the academic year, but now finding dictionary definitions and using new words had become second nature to them. And from the eager way they pored over the dictionaries, Maggie knew they actually enjoyed it.

      Jeremy’s hand was up first and the boy did not wait for Maggie to acknowledge him.

      ‘“Having or showing knowledge or learning”,’ he quoted.

      ‘Sounds like Imogen,’ someone said, and sniggered. ‘Specially the showing bit.’

      Imogen’s face reddened as Maggie glared at the giggling girls. That might be true, but there was no need to embarrass her in front of the class.

      ‘Right, let’s see how much knowledge and learning you lot are capable of,’ she said. ‘I want to be certain that you have all studied The Wasteland thoroughly by next term. I’ve set an exam question for you to work on over the holidays, so that’s why we’ve spent time discussing this poem in class. Okay?’

      Nods and sighs from the pupils were drowned out by the sharp drilling of the period bell, and Maggie watched as these fourteen young men and women shoved books and files back into their bags, rising to leave for their next class.

      Imogen was the last to leave and she turned to speak to her English teacher.

      ‘It doesn’t bother me, you know,’ she said. ‘Once I’m at university, I probably won’t see any of them ever again.’ Then, with a rare smile that made the girl almost pretty, she shrugged and walked out of Maggie’s classroom, closing the door behind her.

      ‘Ah, the confidence of youth!’ Maggie said quietly to herself. ‘Best of luck when you get to Cambridge, Imogen.’

      There was one period to go before the final bell of the day, which would signal the end of term, and Maggie had no class on her timetable. She had the option of packing up and leaving her classroom now, something that the head teacher had said was reasonable given the amount of work the staff took home anyway. But she would be spending long enough alone this evening as it was. Tonight was the night that Bill was going to this school reunion, something he had been a bit quiet about. Maggie guessed he wasn’t really looking forward to seeing what had happened to mates from more than twenty years ago. She would sit here until school was over for the afternoon and wait for the car park to clear before heading off across the city. The evenings were so much lighter now and it was a pleasure being able to sit by the kitchen window and watch the birds feeding in their garden, Chancer the cat safely tucked on her lap.

      Maggie drew the small blue poetry book towards her and opened its well-thumbed pages. April is the cruellest month, she read again. Then, looking out of the classroom window as a seagull soared past, she recalled what Imogen Spinks had said: ironic things can be cruel. Maggie shivered suddenly. She was married to a man whose life revolved around crimes where cruelties often occurred. But somehow she doubted he would ever voice such a thing at tonight’s school reunion.

       

      There were lilac trees blossoming in the gardens of the small market town that the lorry rattled through on its way back to the motorway. The stop outside this village, far from the prying eyes of any CCTV cameras, had been necessary, but the driver was glad to be back on the road again, his cargo safely stowed.

      Don’t think of them as human beings, the big man had scoffed. See them in terms of the wad of cash you get every time you bring them in. And he had tried to, he really had, thought Gerry. But the look in the young woman’s eyes as he had bundled her back into that stifling narrow space had given him pause. It had been a look that had reminded him that she was more than mere cargo to be collected from the docks and delivered up to Scotland.

      Gerry remembered the banging behind his cab, a faint sound soon drowned out by the noise of the lorry’s engine. He’d warned the girl during the toilet stop, taken her arm and clutched it so tightly that she had yelped in pain. He hadn’t wanted to touch her, let alone hurt her, but the risk of discovery was too great a threat and so his fingers had left pale marks as he had released her black skin from his grasp. Then, that look. Those great solemn eyes had regarded him with an expression of utter fearfulness; no woman had ever looked at Gerry Collins like that before. He would be glad when the long journey north was over and he had delivered her to the big man.

      The roof of the lorry brushed the trees overhanging the street, scattering the sweet-scented blossoms on to the pavement to be trodden underfoot or blown away in the chill April wind.
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      Everything was so much smaller than William Lorimer had remembered; even the playground where he had kicked a ball around every day with his mates seemed cramped, though perhaps that was due in part to the flat-roofed single-storey structure hemming in the space, a sorry-looking building that was clearly meant as temporary accommodation for the growing numbers of students. How many boots had kicked the wooden strip around that classroom door? Lorimer thought, looking at the patches of bare concrete exposed below the torn and battered fascia.

      For a moment the tall detective hesitated, wondering if even now it wasn’t too late to change his mind. Would it really matter if he turned back and left an empty place at the dining room table?

      ‘My God! Big Bill Lorimer! How’re you doing, pal?’

      Lorimer blinked as the voice behind him became the figure of a short, thickset man whose suntanned face was beaming up at him. Someone who knew him, recognised him, and from whose expression it was evident that some recognition should be returned.

      ‘It’s me,’ the man said. ‘Stuart Clark! Don’t tell me I’ve changed that much, big man?’

      Lorimer took the outstretched hand, grasping it firmly, the years falling away as his old school friend’s face became familiar once more.

      ‘Stu! Good grief! Hardly recognised you! Where have you been all this time?’

      They fell into step and approached the main door together as Stuart’s wide smile brought back memories of the class joker who had been everybody’s mate.

      ‘Emigrated after my first marriage broke up. Out in Brisbane now. Got my own business and doing quite well.’ Stu grinned, his teeth white against the tanned skin. ‘How about you?’

      ‘Did you come back just for the reunion?’ Lorimer replied, sidestepping the question.

      ‘Yes and no.’ Stuart’s smile faded a little. ‘Needed to see my daughter. We keep in touch fairly regularly but I only get over here once a year so thought I’d kill two birds with one stone.’

      ‘Looks like we’re being herded into the main hall first,’ Lorimer said, pointing to an arrow beneath the printed sign CLASS REUNION as they stood outside what had once been the school office.

      ‘Hey! Is that Stu Clark! My God! Long time no see, how are you?’

      Both men turned at once.

      ‘Eddie? Eddie Miller? Good Lord, you havenae changed a bit, not like some of us!’ Stuart joked, patting his own ample stomach.

      Lorimer shook hands with the new arrival and gave a perfunctory smile. If Eddie Miller hadn’t changed much, then perhaps it was down to his athletic prowess. Miller the Miler, they used to call him, Lorimer recalled. The lean man who stood regarding them both quizzically had the look of someone who was uncomfortable wearing a shirt and tie, and Lorimer guessed that his normal garb was still some form of tracksuit.

      ‘Let me guess,’ Stuart said at once. ‘You’re a PE teacher.’

      ‘Right first time,’ Eddie murmured, though he looked less than happy to admit to the fact. ‘I work here as a matter of fact,’ he added reluctantly.

      ‘No getting out of tonight’s celebrations then, eh?’ Stuart nudged the man with his elbow and laughed again.

      They had reached a short flight of stairs at the end of a corridor, and as the three men approached an archway that led to the main school hall, the noise of raised voices told them that most of their fellow classmates had already arrived.

      ‘Crikey, bit of a crowd! Didn’t think that many would turn up!’ Stuart exclaimed, rubbing his hands together as though ready and eager to join the fray. Below them in the centre of the hall several circular tables were set out for dinner, flanked by two long refectory-style tables laden with drinks, the laughter and loud voices suggesting that many old friends were already reuniting over a bottle or two.

      ‘It’s the whole year group,’ Eddie explained. ‘Not just our class. I’ll leave you for a minute if you don’t mind,’ he apologised. ‘Need to help behind the scenes.’ He nodded at them and headed towards the far end of the hall. Lorimer’s eyes followed him until he reached a red-haired woman holding a clipboard.

      As Eddie spoke to her, she turned to look straight at them and Lorimer felt a strange sort of tug somewhere in his chest.

      ‘Look who it is!’ Stuart grinned, digging Lorimer in the ribs. ‘Your old flame, Foxy Lady.’ He looked up at him as if trying to gauge a reaction, but the years of maintaining a bland countenance in the interview room allowed the detective superintendent to conceal the turmoil of his feelings.

      Instead he merely nodded and then turned to a board beside them displaying the seating plan for the evening.

      ‘Let’s see where we are, eh? Maybe they’ve put us together?’

      But as they peered at the A4 sheets of printed names, Stuart Clark gave a snort of disappointment.

      ‘Goodness’ sake! All in alphabetical order. You’d think they’d have more imagination than that!’

      It was true, thought Lorimer as he found his own place at table two, the G–L group. But the Vivien Fox he remembered had never lacked an imaginative spark, and he saw to his amusement that her name was at the top of the same list.

       

      The next few minutes passed in a blur of handshakes and cries of ‘Lorimer!’ as he entered the hall and mingled with several men and women who seemed pleased to see him after a space of more than twenty years. Then, drinks in hand, they were called to attention by the clinking of a knife against the rim of a glass and all eyes turned to see Eddie Miller standing behind a lectern at the front of the hall.

      ‘Friends, former classmates, distinguished guests or otherwise…’ A small ripple of polite laughter followed his deliberate pause.

      ‘Welcome back to Glenwood High School, though in truth some of us have hardly left the old place!’

      There was a slight murmur amongst a few of the crowd, and Lorimer noticed a woman raising her eyebrows in surprise at something her neighbour was telling her as they looked at Eddie.

      ‘As you may know, I am now principal teacher of PE at Glenwood, and it gives me immense pleasure to co-host this reunion and to see so many of you here tonight.’

      Lorimer watched as Eddie nodded towards the slim red-haired woman, who acknowledged his words with the tiniest tilt of her head.

      The rest of the speech was lost to him as Lorimer gazed at her, taking in the trim figure and the familiar flame-coloured hair, shorter now than it had been back then but just as luxuriant. In profile Vivien Gilmartin was even more striking looking than she had been as a teenager; the years had added some gravitas to her face. And were there other changes? Weren’t those cheekbones sharper? And the fingers clasping the stem of her glass: weren’t they just a little thinner than the ones that had clasped his own as they’d strolled hand in hand through the summer meadows?

      Eddie’s speech ended with a ripple of applause, the signal for everyone to take their places at the tables as dinner was about to be served. There were handshakes and exchanges of feigned surprise as men and women caught sight of their place cards and began talking to their neighbours. As far as he could make out, there were more women than men present, but someone had gone to the bother of trying to slot the guests into the conventional man, woman, man, woman arrangement. For some reason Lorimer felt irked by this. Why not just let friends sit where they liked? After all, the whole point of the evening was to reunite people, wasn’t it? Then, as he looked at the name on the place setting beside his own, he began to wonder.

      From the whispers around him and the glances of the women, Lorimer knew that Vivien was coming towards their table before he actually turned to see her.

      ‘So you came,’ a husky voice whispered in his ear. ‘I wondered if you would.’

      Lorimer rose from his seat to greet her, an innate courtesy that his late father had always said marked a man out as a gentleman, but the woman whose skirts swished as she sat down on his left waved this away.

      For a moment they looked at one another, appraising the changes that had made the boy into a man, the girl into a very lovely woman. That wicked smile he remembered was more subtle now, the merest hint of mischief in those green eyes. And there was no denying that time had given Vivien Fox a dignity in her forties that had been lacking in the impetuous teenager. What did she see in him? Lorimer wondered as they spread napkins across their knees and made small talk with the people on their other side. Did she see the lines around his eyes, the way that years of chasing criminals had given a more sombre cast to his countenance? There were quite a few of the men at adjacent tables whose heads were either shaved or thinning on top; he’d been luckier, he thought, running a hand through his thick dark hair as he glanced over the platinum-blonde coiffure of the woman on his right. He had seen from the place card that her name was Janice, but try as he might he simply could not remember any girl from his schooldays in this matronly lady.

      ‘You’re looking well,’ Vivien said, suddenly turning to him, a glass held aloft. ‘Cheers,’ she murmured, offering the rim. ‘To us,’ she said, glancing at him.

      As he touched the wine glass with his own, Lorimer knew that her whispered words were just for him.

      ‘To old times,’ he replied, momentarily confused by the warmth of her glance.

      ‘And what did you do after you left school?’ Janice asked loudly, her face turned up to Lorimer’s.

      ‘University for a bit,’ he replied. ‘Then I joined the police.’

      ‘I knew that!’ a woman opposite said triumphantly, her bosom swelling inside a too tight black dress. ‘I’ve seen your picture in the papers. And you’ve been on the telly. Crimewatch, wasn’t it?’

      He forced a smile and nodded, wondering if this had been a mistake after all. He could barely remember these women’s names, let alone their faces.

      ‘Weren’t you involved in that football club?’ someone else asked. ‘The one where that referee got shot?’

      ‘That’s right.’

      ‘And that woman —’

      ‘I think William is here to see old friends, not to be quizzed on his night off,’ Vivien said smoothly. She had not raised her voice in the slightest, but it held the sort of tone that made other people sit up a littler straighter, take notice of her words. It was, in short, a voice that contained authority, and Lorimer began to wonder just how Vivien Fox had spent the last twenty years.

      He breathed a silent sigh of relief as the conversation turned to the other men and women around the table, their polite exchanges supplying nuggets of information that could be shared later with absent spouses.

      ‘And what about you?’ he asked softly. ‘Did you ever achieve that dream of becoming an actress?’

      There was a sadness in her eyes as she smiled at him, the slightest shake of her head signifying that no, that dream remained unfulfilled.

      ‘But why?’ His brow furrowed. ‘You were so focused on the whole thing back then…’

      One shoulder was raised in a shrug, but the red-haired woman seemed disinclined to offer any sort of explanation.

      The frown remained. She’d been so adamant that the life of the stage was for her. And she had been so talented, good enough to be accepted by RADA, for goodness’ sake. The notion that Vivien had abandoned him needlessly made Lorimer feel like that disappointed boy once more. She should have achieved fame and fortune, a tiny voice insisted. Hadn’t she made a sacrifice to take up that course? Shouldn’t they have stayed together?

      For a moment it was as if a darkness had clouded his mind, then she smiled again and Lorimer remembered who he was, and where: a senior police officer, a happily married police officer, at a simple school reunion.

      The night drove on in a whirl of conversation and laughter. Several of the men and women became tipsy, some getting up to dance around the fringes of the tables as the disco got under way and the music changed from quiet background melodies to the more raucous sounds from their youth.

      ‘Hard to talk above all of this noise,’ Vivien said, leaning in towards him. ‘Fancy a walk outside?’

      Lorimer glanced around at the others on their table, clearly engrossed in different conversations. Their own exchanges had skirted around work and family life (no, she had never had children either, Vivien had told him), but there was a strange wistfulness in some of her glances. It was as if there was more to be said; things that she wanted to tell him privately. And his detective’s curiosity was aroused.

      As Lorimer hesitated, he saw her rise from her place at the table, one eyebrow arched in amusement at his indecision.

      ‘Come on, then,’ she said, and began to walk across the hall.

      It was only polite to follow, Lorimer told himself. There was nothing wrong with her request to have a quiet chat, was there? And yet as he passed Stu Clark’s table and saw the man’s eyebrows raised and that mocking grin, he knew what his old friend must be thinking.

      Vivien had stopped by a row of pegs that was their cloakroom for the evening and Lorimer watched as she pulled on a dark green coat, wrapping it around her slim body then flicking her hair out from the collar.

      There were several people around the doorway, smokers who had left the hall behind for a cigarette, but none of them commented on the well-dressed woman and the tall policeman stepping out into the chill of the April night.

      They walked on in silence, past the darkened windows of classrooms and around a corner of the main building until they reached the playground. As they approached the scarred metal benches, Vivien looked back at him enquiringly.

      ‘Remember…?’ she began, a small smile on her lips as she took her old place on the bench. And of course he did remember. All those hours after school when they had sat here putting the world to rights, the whole of the playground quiet at last except for the occasional cleaner passing by or the janitor who never seemed to notice them there at all.

      She had crossed her legs and one foot was jigging up and down, Lorimer noticed, a sure sign of agitation.

      Then he was sitting beside her, hands folded under his chin, wondering what it was that she wanted to tell him.

      ‘Did you ever wonder about me at all?’ Vivien began, staring out at the darkness beyond the school buildings, deliberately avoiding his glance. ‘Ever think that first love was the sweetest?’

      ‘Sometimes,’ Lorimer admitted. ‘But things changed after my mum died.’ He shrugged. ‘And there were lots of other things in my life.’

      ‘Like your wife?’ She looked his way for a moment and he nodded.

      ‘Yes,’ he said slowly. ‘I’ve been lucky. And you?’

      Vivien looked away again as she answered. ‘Charles is marvellous,’ she said. ‘The sort of person you only meet once in a lifetime.’

      Lorimer’s brow furrowed for a moment. Was he imagining a tinge of bitterness in her voice? And was that sudden shivering simply from the cold night air?

      Vivien drew out a packet of cigarettes from her handbag and offered them to Lorimer, who shook his head. He watched as she lit a cigarette with a slim silver lighter then inhaled deeply, closing her eyes in a moment of relief as the nicotine hit her bloodstream. Neither of them had smoked back then, his father’s early death having made the young William Lorimer determined not to acquire the habit. Watching as she flicked the ash from her cigarette, he saw a different Vivien, someone subtly sophisticated, a woman who was probably more at home in one of the many chichi bars and restaurants that London had to offer. With her husband, Charles.

      ‘Charles Gilmartin,’ Lorimer said suddenly. ‘Of course! I didn’t realise that’s who you were married to! He’s the famous theatre director, isn’t he?’

      Vivien smiled her familiar foxy smile.

      ‘The very one,’ she said. ‘My husband, the famous director.’

      ‘Then why…?’ Lorimer frowned as the question came unbidden to his lips.

      ‘Why aren’t I an equally famous actress?’ She shrugged. ‘Didn’t happen for me, did it?’

      Lorimer shook his head.

      ‘Too much competition,’ she said lightly.

      ‘But you still worked in the theatre?’

      ‘As Charles’s personal assistant.’ Vivien turned her head away, blowing a pale line of smoke through the dark night air.

      ‘And that was enough to satisfy you?’ The words were out before he could stop them. It was none of his business, his wiser self reminded him. Yet once upon a time Foxy’s career had been all he could think about.

      ‘Charles has big plans,’ Vivien said, turning to smile at him. ‘There’s a theatre group arriving from Africa this summer. Doing a UK tour. Taking in the Edinburgh Festival. He’s bankrolling the whole thing,’ she said.

      Her speech was clipped, a hard edge to her voice as she spoke. Did she realise just how much he gleaned from the human voice? Or were her words meant to convey a sense of pride in her husband? Somehow he doubted that. Years of experience listening to people made the detective realise that there was something in Gilmartin’s venture causing his wife some pain.

      ‘Charles thinks he may be mentioned in the next Honours List,’ Vivien added, a brittle smile on her face.

      ‘A knighthood?’

      She nodded and dropped her cigarette, grinding it beneath the toe of her black patent shoe. ‘He’s putting so much behind this whole thing.’ She shrugged. ‘Bound to be noticed in all the right places.’

      Lorimer grinned back at her. ‘That would make you Lady Gilmartin, then,’ he chuckled. ‘Lady Foxy,’ he added, catching her eye.

      For a long moment neither of them spoke.

      Vivien lifted her hand and traced a finger down the left side of his face. Was this an invitation for him to bend across and kiss her?

      Then she sighed, gave her head a slight shake and turned away to gather up her handbag.

      ‘Better get back in,’ she said softly. ‘Smoking break is over.’

      The hall was filled with flashing lights from the noisy disco, with dancers gyrating in the confined space making progress back to their table difficult and conversation impossible.

      A quick glance at his watch told the detective that he had stayed long enough. Time to go home, he told himself, time to put this evening firmly in the past where it belonged.

      ‘I’d better go,’ he said, leaning over so that Vivien could hear him.

      She nodded silently and there was an expression of sadness in her eyes as she looked up at him.

      ‘If we do make the Edinburgh Festival, perhaps you would like to come,’ she said. ‘Bring your wife?’

      ‘Of course,’ he replied. ‘Maggie loves the theatre as it happens.’

      ‘Do you have a card? I could email you and let you know when the dates are all arranged.’

      Lorimer fished out one of his business cards from the top pocket of his jacket and handed it to her.

      ‘Detective Superintendent William Lorimer,’ Vivien read. She looked up and smiled. ‘Suits you,’ she said. ‘Well done.’

      He smiled back, then reached down to flick a lock of her flame-coloured hair ‘Bye bye, Lady Foxy.’

      Once outside again, Lorimer gulped the chill night air as he headed for the taxi rank. It hadn’t been too bad, he told himself. He had met up with a few old pals, shaken hands with men and women who were now complete strangers and whetted his curiosity over Foxy.

      As the taxi took him the short journey home, the detective replayed their conversation in his head. She wasn’t really happy, he told himself. London and all its glitz and glamour had been less of a dream than the young Vivien Fox had planned. And there was something else: the way she had spoken about her husband had made him wonder if she had found contentment in her marriage the way he had with Maggie.

      As the lights of his house loomed closer, Lorimer experienced a rush of gratitude for the life he had. Inside, Maggie would be asleep, warm and waiting for him, Chancer curled up on his side of the bed, no doubt. He paid the driver and walked up the driveway, listening to the taxi’s engine grow quieter as it passed out of the street and headed back towards the city. He thought of Stu Clark and his Australian suntan, a daughter left behind in Scotland after a failed marriage; Eddie still at Glenwood; and Vivien, her fate wrapped up with the famous impresario.

      If the school reunion had taught him anything at all, it was that he wouldn’t change his life for any one of theirs, Lorimer told himself as the key turned in the lock.
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