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        And slowly we go down. And slowly we go down.

        
          ‘In the Snack-bar’ by Edwin Morgan
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One hot day in August

      He had to die. That had never been a matter for debate. The body at their feet was bleeding copiously from the stab wounds that had been inflicted. A young man’s life snuffed out, but hey, they were used to things like that by now. Weren’t they?

      It had happened quickly at the end, the drug dealer shambling towards them down that hallway, eyes glazed as he’d tried to focus on who was banging on the door of the tenement flat, a look of surprise turning to shock as the first blow had made him sprawl on the carpet. After that it had been easy. Knowing just where to make that fatal cut, letting out the warm blood. Not so easy dragging his thin wasted body into the bathroom. And it could be weeks till anyone came looking for him.

      It was also a warning to the others. Loose talk could bring everything crashing around their ears.

      The two figures emerged from the dark close mouth into the daylight of one of Glasgow’s busiest thoroughfares, soon merging into the crowds.

      Nobody glancing at either of their faces would ever guess that they had just killed a man.
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      ‘You’re early.’ 

      The old woman’s dark eyes narrowed as I entered the room, staring up at my navy blue uniform. Was there suspicion in those clouded eyes? Or was she simply trying to decide if this stranger standing in her bedroom was bringing the pain-killing relief she had craved through another long night? 

      ‘Ready for your meds, darling?’ I asked, my laconic shrug and wide smile putting her at ease. ‘Give you a bit of peace, eh?’ I chuckled, inviting her to share in my little joke. She’d soon be at peace all right, enough to last for all eternity. 

      But the patient in the bed did not return my smile and for a split second I wondered if she could possibly have guessed my real intentions. 

      I put down the bag I’d been carrying and lifted out the plastic box containing the medication. Her eyes followed every movement as I unwrapped the sterile syringe and filled it with the contents of the phial. Surely she must be desperate for the release from her constant pain? If she’d had any choice in the fate that I was about to administer, wouldn’t she see me as some sort of angel of mercy? My smile never wavered as I pulled up the sleeve of her nightdress, preparing a patch of wrinkled flesh with an antiseptic wipe. 

      Her head turned away as the needle pierced her arm, a reluctance to see what was happening. Then, as though she knew that sleep was about to follow, her eyelids drooped, her chest rising and falling in one huge sigh. 

      I sat back and waited, watching the faint movement, a gentle rhythm that would soon give way to one final struggle as she gasped for breath. I would continue to sit in this room where the curtains were rarely drawn back until after ten in the morning. Other hands than hers were required for such small acts nowadays; hands like mine, clasped loosely together on my lap as I watched the woman sleeping. 

      It had been easy enough to gain access. A simple matter to turn the key in the lock, the click hardly discernible. It would be returned later, shiny and clean, no traces on its yellow brass to identify me. Anyone happening to look at the figure who had walked into the house would have seen the navy blue jacket, standard uniform for most community nurses these days. It was expected that the old lady at number thirty-three would have someone coming to look after her, though perhaps not at this early hour of a September morning. 

      It would not be long now. I amused myself by imagining the contents of the used syringe travelling through these knotted veins on a journey that would end in the chambers of her heart. A sigh, a rattle, then it would be over. There was no need to stay until the end but something always kept me there, as though this final vigil was a thing that ought to be shared. I’d never had a word from any patient, no whispered ‘thank you’, no look of gratitude from eyes worn out with too much suffering. I’d have hated it if an eyelid had ever flickered; there was an inner need to have these moments of peace when the patient drifted away, mouth slackening, blood cooling as death came with its chill hands to carry them off. 

      All over this city there were silent, seated watchers just like me, waiting for their loved ones to pass over. But the difference between us was that these patients were not my close relatives, never people known intimately, even though I might have smiled at them and called them darling. 

      For a few minutes I turned away and yawned, stretching my arms behind my head, eyes closed for a moment, drifting into a half sleep, musing about Quiet Release… When I jolted awake, blinking to stare at the patient, it was only to notice that there was no visible movement from the bed. 

      I clenched my fists in a sudden spasm of annoyance. She’d cheated me, the old bitch! It must have happened in those few seconds when sleep had dimmed my senses – the old woman had stolen away. Aye, death might be a process, the organs shutting down, the body cooling until rigor stiffened it, but there was something exciting about being there for that final intake of breath. And I’d missed it. 

      For one angry moment I was tempted to grab hold of her frail old body and shake it. But the urge passed, leaving me standing beside the bed, fists unclenching as I stooped to pick up the bag from the floor. It was only as I turned to leave that I gave her one last look. 

      ‘Goodnight, then, darling,’ I crooned, putting two fingers to my lips and blowing a kiss in the direction of the bed. 
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      For everybody else it was just a day like any other day.

      Kirsty had almost passed the mirror when she took a step back, momentarily puzzled by the stranger whose frown so resembled her own.

      It was, she thought, like seeing herself naked.

      That quick glance each morning had seen a figure clad in the uniform of Police Scotland, PC Kirsty Wilson often pausing to adjust her hat, a piece of kit that she disliked intensely.

      This morning was different. Today was a new beginning, a step away from the routine she had enjoyed as a uniformed officer in Glasgow into the heady atmosphere of CID. In truth, since joining the police, Kirsty had always hoped to emulate her father, Detective Inspector Alistair Wilson, who was now on the point of retiring after thirty years of service. There would be a brief few weeks while father and daughter worked together as colleagues in the divisional headquarters at Stewart Street, something that was rarely allowed to happen within the force and was only being permitted because the DI would be leaving in early October.

      Kirsty started to frown back at the girl whose reflection was caught in the long mirror in the hallway of her flat, then gave a laugh instead, her mouth curving in the grin that came more naturally to her. It was a face that had lost its former chubbiness after her spell of basic training and regular attendance at the gym. Anyone looking at the police officer would have noticed high cheekbones and a pale complexion, with dark, almost black hair – the young woman’s features being typical of the ancient Celtic blood that ran in her veins.

      Kirsty smoothed down the jacket of her new trouser suit, feeling the slenderness of her waist with satisfaction. Gone were the days of scoffing her own home baking and curling up with a mug of full-fat hot chocolate in front of the television, though in truth she still enjoyed pottering in the kitchen and turning out some delicious cakes, especially for her boyfriend, James, whose stick-thin frame never seemed to change, however many calories he consumed. James had sat up poring over his textbooks well into the night, his dissertation for this final honours year proving to be more of a task than he had anticipated. Kirsty would not wake him but simply slip out and greet this new phase of her professional life alone.

      ‘Good morning, Detective Constable Wilson,’ she whispered, savouring the name for a brief moment, acknowledging the thrill of excitement that she felt inside.

      What would they make of her? It would be extra hard, given that her father’s reputation preceded her own. She’d have to prove to them all that she had deserved this step into CID. Giving the girl in the mirror a desultory wave of her hand, Kirsty picked up the shoulder bag lying by the front door, turned the key in the lock and stepped out of the flat, careful to close the heavy door behind her as quietly as possible.

      It was the sort of morning that suited new beginnings, she thought, pausing by the kerb at Barrington Drive to breathe in the cool early morning air. Few people were about at this time in the morning yet there was always the sound of traffic coming from Woodlands Road on one side and Great Western Road on the other. An arrow-shaped leaf from the row of cherry trees fluttered down at her feet, a harbinger of the swirling flight of autumn foliage that would spread all over the roads and pavements come the next storm. Kirsty resisted the urge to pick it up and put it into her pocket, something she had always done as a child. The first leaf of autumn, Kirsty, she could recall her grandmother telling her. It’s the sign of a new season beginning.

      Grandmother Wilson had been right about that long after her voice had ceased to be heard this side of eternity. September was a month when Kirsty had made new starts in both university and police college. She loved this time of year when early morning mists appeared, bringing a chill to the air and robins whistling in the shrubbery. Although these were harbingers of the cold Scottish winters ahead, there was something about the transition from long bright days to the darker months that gave Kirsty a sense of renewed vigour after the lazy days of summer. Whenever the trees in the park turned from dusty greens into the autumn tints of yellow and gold, fond memories came back to her of crunching through drifts of leaves on her way to primary school and hunting for conkers.

      It seemed a long time since she had come to the city, Kirsty thought, heading towards the path that would take her to Kelvingrove underground station. The flat in the quiet street that she shared with James was far handier for work and university than the one she had lived in when they had first met. That had been one of comparative luxury, the owner a Swedish girl whose wealthy father had indulged his daughter by purchasing a duplex apartment near Anniesland Cross. The time spent there had changed the course of Kirsty’s life in more ways than one.

      She thrust the thoughts of Anniesland aside, concentrating instead on what she had been told to expect this morning. An induction into CID, becoming assigned to a mentor whom she may or may not have met in the past and, best of all, a short meeting with the man who had inspired her to join up in the first place, Detective Superintendent William Lorimer.

      As Kirsty Wilson made her way out of the fresh early morning light and into the depths of the subway with its familiar smoky smell, she had no inkling just what else might lie ahead.

      For everyone else, it was just an ordinary day.

      For the woman heading to Stewart Street police station it was destined to bring unspeakable horror and a dilemma greater than any she had yet faced in her young life.
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      Sarah sniffed the air, wondering why it felt so different. She had worked in the gardens of HMP Cornton Vale in fresh air for most of the summer, but here, outside the prison gates, there was a scent of something smoky that reminded Sarah of her childhood. Bonfires and piles of leaves, dressing up for Halloween, misty mornings…

      It had been a misty morning the day she had left for work, the day that everything had gone wrong in her life, she remembered, shivering as she waited for the taxi that was supposed to come and meet her in the car park. She pulled up the collar of her thin coat, the same coat she had worn to come in here all those months ago. Feeling in the pocket, Sarah found a crumpled tissue. It was the cold air, she told herself, blowing her nose and sniffling again. That was all. So why were her eyes filling up with tears, making the view of the houses nearby all blurry? She should be happy, ecstatic even. She was out, after all. Wasn’t that what she had dreamed of every blessed night as she’d lain down in that narrow bed, trying to sleep, desperate to blot out all the images that had haunted her?

      The sound of a diesel engine made her look up as a silver car slowly wound its way into the visitors’ car park. Sarah stepped forward, knowing that this was a moment she had secretly dreaded. The car was coming to take her away from the place where she had been safe from the world outside.

      ‘Taxi for Wilding?’

      The driver had rolled down his window and was regarding her with an appraising look in his eye. Did he think she was on the game like so many of her fellow inmates? Sarah clenched her teeth, realising that this was the first of many tests she was going to have to face. She reached out a hand to open the rear passenger door, trying not to return the driver’s stare. He might be used to picking up ex-cons here on this very spot for all she knew.

      ‘Railway station?’

      Sarah nodded. It would be all right. She was only going to be alone with this man for a short while then she would feel the freedom of being an anonymous person amongst hundreds of other commuters travelling from Stirling into the city of Glasgow.

      She did not look back as the car swung away from the prison, nor did she glance across the bridge where the Wallace Monument rose from the mist like an admonishing finger.
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      Stewart Street police station was hidden amongst a huddle of high-rise flats, office blocks and the nearby fire station, its chequered sign only visible as Kirsty Wilson turned the corner of the street. Memories of her first visit here when she had been giving a witness statement in a murder inquiry came flooding back. She shivered suddenly, remembering. Yet there were good memories too: her stint here in uniform in the run-up to the Glasgow Commonwealth Games had given her plenty of experience. But today the building seemed more daunting, somehow. This was where she would spend the next few months in CID and so she must begin to see the place through different eyes, ones that had become used to seeing the citizens of Glasgow in all shapes and forms.

      Her eyes sought out the old Volvo estate car lined up in the car park at the rear entrance to the police station. With a smile and a nod, Kirsty acknowledged the presence of her dad. He would be inside the building, waiting to see if she were arriving, perhaps even looking out for her at this very moment. The thought made her look up, but there was no face at an upper window watching for her arrival. She pushed open the door and entered the waiting area, glancing to her right just in case anyone was seated, watching for the moment when they were summoned inside to speak to one of the officers. But the curved row of brown faux-leather seats was empty, the floor slick and damp from the cleaner’s early morning work, a faint whiff of something that vaguely resembled pine lingering in the air.

      She was about to open the swing doors when a thick-set man in a short-sleeved uniform shirt came to the window of the front desk.

      ‘Can I help you?’ His voice was a growl, his bushy eyebrows drawn down as though ready to admonish Kirsty.

      ‘Ah… It’s me. Detective Constable Wilson,’ Kirsty said. ‘My first day here in CID,’ she added, trying not to look as uncertain as she felt.

      The eyebrows rose and the grim mouth turned up in a smile, transforming the man’s face in an instant.

      ‘Och, Alistair’s girl! Come away in, lass. Haven’t seen you in a while. Didn’t recognise you out of uniform.’ He grinned.

      Kirsty heard the faint sound of a buzzer and the automatic doors in front of her swung open.

      Taking a deep breath, she stepped inside, walking around to the door where the uniformed officer stood, regarding her with interest.

      ‘First day with CID, aye, you’ll be wanting to go upstairs to see Detective Sergeant Murdoch.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Len Murdoch,’ the officer replied. ‘He’s your mentor. Did Alistair not say?’

      It was Kirsty’s turn to raise her eyebrows. ‘No,’ she replied, inwardly asking herself why her father had omitted to give her this snippet of information. After all, he’d been ready enough with other sorts of advice: listen to everything that you’re told; keep a written record of every single action that you undertake; never contradict your superior officers… the list seemed to have gone on and on, stuff that had echoes of the weeks spent at Tulliallan, that turreted mansion across the other side of the Kincardine Bridge that was home to the Scottish Police Training College.

      Kirsty frowned for a moment: who was DS Murdoch? The name meant nothing to her. Perhaps that was why her dad had not mentioned her mentor. Was this Murdoch new to Stewart Street himself?

      ‘You know your way about here, don’t you? Along the corridor, up the stairs and you’ll find the muster room past the interview rooms.’ He nodded upwards. ‘It’s been a busy kind of night, by all accounts.’

      ‘Oh?’ Kirsty stopped and gave him an enquiring look but the officer simply grinned at her.

      ‘You’ll find out soon enough,’ he replied, raising one bushy eyebrow. ‘Aye, Alistair, come down to see this young lady?’

      Kirsty turned to see her father hurrying towards them, his black jacket zipped up. In an instant she was enveloped in a hug. At his side was a young woman whom Kirsty remembered seeing on her last visit to Stewart Street, a detective constable, she thought, struggling to recall the officer’s name.

      ‘Sorry I can’t stick around, m’dear, going out on a job.’ Alistair shook his head and gave Kirsty’s arm a reassuring pat. ‘They’re all upstairs. Busy morning,’ he added, echoing the police sergeant. ‘Oh, and Lorimer’s off today. Family funeral.’ He bent to give her a peck on her cheek. ‘Best of luck.’ He grinned, then they were gone, out to where the old Volvo was parked, two detectives in a hurry to be somewhere else.

       

      As Kirsty opened the door to the muster room she could see several men and a few women gathered together and facing the far end of the room where an older man in a dark chalk-striped suit stood, talking to them. As Kirsty moved to join the crowd of officers, she observed his bullet-shaped head, its cropped grey hair giving him a distinctly military appearance. Was this DS Murdoch? A quick glance around brought a few smiles of recognition from the men and women who knew her as Alistair Wilson’s daughter, amongst them DC Jean Fairlie who gave her a grin and a thumbs up. But the man at the front was a complete stranger to Kirsty. At the sight of the new arrival, the man stopped what he was saying, waving her in with a flick of his hand, making several of the other officers turn and stare.

      The man cleared his throat noisily. ‘As I was saying,’ he began, the gruff tone not trying to hide its note of sarcasm, causing Kirsty to blush to the roots of her hair. ‘It’s imperative that we catch the buggers before they have a chance to get any further from the city. Traffic have given us up-to-the minute CCTV information that suggests they’re still within the Glasgow area.’ The man paused and stared out over the assembled officers as though assessing them. For a moment his gaze rested on Kirsty and a faint smile played about his mouth, a smile, the girl noticed, that did not reach that pair of hard grey eyes.

      Kirsty continued to listen, catching up on the news about a break-in at Paton’s, a city-centre jeweller’s shop, something that commanded the attention of the CID officers gathered in this room. As she listened, Kirsty pieced the story together. Armed robbers had burst into the premises during the hours of darkness, cutting through the steel shutters and smashing the windows even as the burglar alarm had been set off. Kirsty looked at the pictures on the screen behind the man in charge, images of running figures captured on CCTV cameras. Dark, masked men carrying the proceeds of their crime in what looked like sports bags, they fled out of sight, probably to a waiting car down a side lane.

      ‘DS Murdoch, sir, do we have any intelligence on other similar raids?’ a voice asked.

      Kirsty looked at the detective sergeant who was standing, arms crossed, chin tilted upwards as though assessing the officer posing the question. So this was DS Murdoch, her mentor for the foreseeable future.

      ‘Nothing like it in Glasgow recently. A few raids down in the Nottingham area but can’t say they were quite like this one. Buggers actually thought things out before they busted the shop.’

      There was a ripple of laughter in the room but Murdoch’s face displayed not a scrap of humour, his mouth a thin sour line as if the robbery was a personal affront and not just a part of his job. She felt a momentary qualm as she watched the detective sergeant’s eyes wander over the room then lock on her own. There was nothing malicious about the weary sigh and the raised eyebrows but it made Kirsty feel certain that having a new DC to mentor was the last thing this man desired on a busy Monday morning.

      Several actions were handed out and the officers dispersed to their desks, leaving Kirsty stranded in the middle of the room with the bullet-headed DS staring at her.

      ‘Okay, Wilson, come with me,’ he said at last. ‘Might as well learn on the job. You can drive, I take it?’

      ‘Yes, sir,’ Kirsty replied, lengthening her stride to keep up with Murdoch. She bit back the temptation to add that she had recently passed her advanced driving test with flying colours. Murdoch obviously hadn’t taken the time to read her appraisal from her previous division and the knowledge of this irked Kirsty. Why hadn’t her dad told her this was the man who would be her mentor? Was there something about Murdoch that he wanted her to find out for herself? The thoughts chased each other around her head as she followed him out into the car park at the back of the building.

      ‘Here.’ Murdoch turned abruptly and chucked a bunch of keys towards her. They flew through the air and Kirsty caught them with one hand, making Murdoch raise his eyebrows in the first gesture of approval that he had shown since her arrival. As she slid into the Honda Civic and adjusted the seat, Kirsty suppressed the desire to smile. This was where she felt most at home, driving around the streets of Glasgow.

      ‘Where to, sir?’ she asked, glancing at Murdoch who had opened a file and was reading from a paper he held in his hand.

      ‘Scene of crime, of course,’ he replied in a withering tone. ‘Where else d’you think we’d be heading?’

       

      There was the usual blue and white tape surrounding the front of the jeweller’s shop when Kirsty pulled up beside the scene of the robbery.

      ‘Keys,’ Murdoch said, the first words that he had uttered since leaving Stewart Street, and Kirsty handed them over.

      She watched as he opened the boot and rummaged in a large black bag, something that she recognised as a scene of crime manager’s kitbag.

      ‘Here.’ He tossed a bag containing a forensic kit at Kirsty. ‘One size fits all,’ he said, a fleeting smile on his face. He looked at Kirsty’s low-heeled court shoes with a frown. ‘Don’t tear the overshoes, for God’s sake, will you.’

      Kirsty struggled into the thin garb, feeling suddenly self- conscious. Every scene of crime demanded the same care and attention to detail nowadays. The least bit of contamination that an officer might bring to a locus could endanger the entire investigation. Every contact leaves a trace, the mantra that was Locard’s principle had been dinned into the raw recruits at police college. A sneeze in the wrong place might result in an officer’s own DNA messing up a particular area and so the wearing of full oversuits and masks was mandatory.

      She followed him carefully as Murdoch stopped to examine the torn edges of the shuttering. ‘Need to find out what did this,’ he muttered, a gloved hand lifting the broken metal strut.

      ‘Sorry?’ Kirsty asked.

      ‘We need to find out what sort of power tools they used to cut these shutters,’ Murdoch said in a laboured manner, as if he were talking to a simpleton. ‘Christ! Where do they get you lot from these days?’ he sneered, rising to his feet and heading past the uniformed officer who was standing in the entrance to the shop.

      Kirsty felt her face flame as he curled his lip at her. This was not a good beginning. Watch and learn, a little voice told her. You’ll not be with him for ever. And somehow the voice reminded her of her old friend, Detective Superintendent Lorimer, the man she had known for most of her life, something that immediately made her feel better.

      She followed Murdoch into the premises, past the uniformed police officer who was shuffling her feet to avoid the pile of broken glass that littered the dark blue carpet.

      Kirsty looked around to see if there were any scene of crime officers already in the jeweller’s shop but the place seemed deserted.

      ‘Is it just us, sir?’ she asked.

      Murdoch turned with a crooked grin. ‘Worried I might try it on with you, Wilson?’ he asked, his voice thick with derision.

      ‘No, I —’

      ‘The SOCOs are on their way,’ he sighed. ‘As crime scene manager I have to be here first to determine exactly how this investigation should proceed.’

      ‘The owners…?’

      ‘Are on their way to Stewart Street to have a nice cup of tea and talk to the officers there,’ he replied. ‘Need to get them back later to check the stock, see exactly what’s missing.’ Then he folded his arms and looked Kirsty up and down. ‘How about getting me a coffee and a bacon roll from across the road,’ he said, jerking his head in the direction of a greasy spoon that bore the dubious name Snax Attax on a white board above the double frontage.

      But I’ve just kitted up, Kirsty wanted to protest, then her better self uttered, ‘Yes, sir,’ in her meekest voice.

      As she stepped aside to remove the oversuit and shoes, Kirsty watched Murdoch out of the corner of her eye. The crime scene manager had strolled into a corner of the shop and was examining trays of watches that had been thrown on to the floor. As she folded the white clothing, she saw Murdoch drag the huge black bag that contained his crime scene gear and set it at his feet, partly blocking her view.

      The man was crouched down on his hunkers, gloved hands running slowly across the tray. Was he making some sort of a mental inventory? Kirsty wondered as she turned to leave.

      It was over so quickly that she hardly saw it happening. One moment Murdoch’s hand was hovering above the watches, the next he was slipping something into the bag at his feet.

      I didn’t see that, was Kirsty’s first thought as she hurried from the jeweller’s shop, pausing to thrust her forensic suit into the Honda. He couldn’t have done that, could he? Yet, as she crossed the road to the café, one hand fumbling for her purse, a cold feeling in the pit of her stomach told her that her eyes had not deceived her. She had seen her mentor, Detective Sergeant Murdoch, putting one of the watches into his crime scene bag.

      The smell of rancid bacon and hot pies wafted out of the café as Kirsty opened the door, suddenly making her feel sick. Heart thumping, she waited in a small queue of early morning workers, glancing back across the road at the shop.

      There was no way of seeing Murdoch from here, just the officer standing outside and the Honda parked by the kerb. Had she really seen her senior officer stealing a watch? Was it something he had done to test her, perhaps? Would he expect his new DC to bring up the subject?

      Oh, sir, by the way, did you steal one of those expensive-looking watches? Was that what he thought she would ask?

      Kirsty blinked and tried to recall the moment when Murdoch had picked up the watch. Had she really seen that? Or, she began to wonder, had it been a trick of the light? And her overactive imagination?

      ‘Aye, hen, whit’re ye wantin?’ A woman in a white mob cap leaned forwards across the counter, shaking Kirsty out of her reverie.

      ‘Oh, er, a bacon roll and a coffee, please,’ she said.

      ‘Whit kinda coffee?’ The woman heaved a sigh, arms folded across her ample bosom.

      Kirsty’s mouth fell open. She hadn’t even asked Murdoch how he liked his coffee.

      ‘Um, white, please,’ she decided. ‘And can I have a sachet of sugar?’ Then, biting her lip she added, ‘Make that two coffees, would you? One black and one white,’ she said. She’d take whichever one Murdoch refused, she thought, desperate not to get into his bad books and even more terrified that he had known she was watching him.

      The scene of crime officers were sitting in the van, pulling on their oversuits, when Kirsty crossed the road for a second time. A sense of relief washed over her as she unlocked the Honda and set down the cardboard tray on the passenger seat. She would not be on her own with Murdoch for the rest of the morning, Kirsty thought, clambering back into her white protective clothing. And, she told herself, what she had seen would be pushed to the back of her mind until such time as she could decide what she ought to do.
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      As he glanced in the rear-view mirror, Detective Superintendent William Lorimer smiled. There was not another car in sight. He slowed down as the Lexus took the bend, eyes on the unfolding panorama of mountains etched against this clear September sky. Queen’s View, it was called, but any discerning traveller could heave a sigh of pleasure at the regal vista that spread itself before him. A momentary glimpse of Loch Lomond shining between the hills, then it was gone, the ribbon of road taking the detective superintendent downhill once more.

      The landscape was changing with the seasons, he noticed; it was as if the very earth was preparing itself for winter with its coat of bracken curling into brown fronds and grasses dried yellow after the summer’s heat. Swathes of willowherb lined the banks, their feathery seed heads soft and white after the vermillion that had stained the late summer hedgerows. Skeletons of Queen Anne’s lace towered above, grey and dry now, their umbels picked clean by foraging birds. Soon the light would wane as the equinox balanced night and day and he would find himself travelling to and from work in the darkness for many months to come.

      ‘I never tire of this place,’ Maggie sighed as they left Stockiemuir behind.

      ‘Need to come back for a climb one of these days,’ Lorimer agreed. ‘Some weekend,’ he suggested.

      His wife smiled and nodded, still gazing at the passing landscape. It was a rare occasion for them both to be away from their respective jobs in the city. Maggie’s school had allowed her a day’s leave of absence to attend the funeral of her old Uncle Robert, Lorimer wangling time off from his own caseload of work. It was just a pity that it had coincided with young Kirsty’s first day at Stewart Street, he thought. Still, she’d be there for long enough and he would see her tomorrow.

      As they travelled on through the Stirlingshire countryside, Lorimer glanced at his wife. More than twenty years of marriage had dealt kindly with the woman by his side, her fine features and dark hair belying her age. Yet those years had not been without heartache, the loss of children robbing them of a longed-for family. Perhaps that was one of the things that had kept them close together, Lorimer mused; they’d had each other to cling to when life had dealt each harsh blow. And Maggie had endured the lot of a policeman’s wife, putting up with his long hours and frequent absences with a patience that never ceased to amaze him.

      ‘Last of that generation,’ Maggie sighed, breaking into her husband’s thoughts. ‘End of an era, I suppose.’

      ‘Aye,’ Lorimer agreed, but said no more. It was hard to be sad on a day like this when the sun shone down from a clear blue sky on to the burnished trees, an autumn fire of scarlet and gold arching overhead. Maggie’s Uncle Robert had been Alice Findlay’s only brother and now that last link with his late mother-in-law would be gone. He thought about Alice for a moment, remembering her smile. They had rarely seen Alice’s elder brother, a farmer who lived more than an hour north of Glasgow, except at weddings and funerals. And now it was time to bid the old man farewell.

      ‘You’ve got cousins, though, they’ll all be there, won’t they?’

      ‘Mm.’ Maggie nodded in reply. ‘I expect so. Haven’t really kept in touch.’

      ‘Two boys, right?’

      ‘Well, hardly boys now. David must be my age at least and Patrick a couple of years younger,’ she mused, settling back and watching as the landscape unfolded before them.

       

      The wind had freshened by the time Lorimer and Maggie left the crematorium and made their way back to the line of waiting cars. Leaves skittered along a narrow pavement, a fine cloud of dust following their progress. It had been a short service with many empty spaces in the small chapel, so many of Uncle Robert’s friends and family already awaiting him on the other side, as the minister had told the small congregation. It had been a life well lived, according to the eulogy; Robert Imrie had been a man of the soil, a man close to the pattern of life dictated by the seasons, and the policeman found himself regretting that he had not really known his wife’s uncle.

      Lorimer had shaken hands with a dark-suited man whose face he scarcely remembered from Alice Findlay’s own funeral: Uncle Robert’s son Patrick, one of Maggie’s cousins.

      ‘Sorry for your loss,’ he had murmured, words that had come to his lips so often in the progress of murder cases when he’d had to talk to members of the victim’s family. And Patrick Imrie had nodded in reply. ‘Thanks for coming,’ he’d said, darting a glance at his cousin Maggie’s husband as if reminding himself that Lorimer was someone important in Police Scotland.

      ‘Where did he say the hotel was?’ Maggie asked, fastening her seat belt.

      ‘Middle of the town,’ Lorimer replied. ‘Up towards the castle. Used to be Stirling Royal Academy before it was changed to a hotel. You’ll feel right at home.’

      Maggie gave a short laugh. ‘Typical. Away from that lot for a day and where do I end up?’

      Lorimer smiled back, knowing that she wasn’t serious. If ever anyone loved their job it was Mrs Lorimer. And the kids loved her back, that much was evident from the way she spoke about them. Teaching English was a genuine vocation for his wife and she never tired of finding different ways to open up the glories of literature to her pupils.

      ‘Funny David wasn’t there,’ she remarked. ‘I would have thought he would have been by Patrick’s side after the service.’

      ‘Maybe someone has to stay and see to the farm,’ Lorimer suggested.

      The hotel was located up a steep narrow street and, as he drove through a stone archway, Lorimer had the impression from the old building that he was travelling back in time. The stories these cobbles could tell…

      The interior of the hotel was modern and warm, though part of the building’s past still remained in the gilded names on the doors: Latin Room, Geography Room.

      ‘The Imrie family is up in the Headmaster’s Study,’ the girl behind the reception desk told them. ‘That’s up at the top of the stairs,’ she added with a sympathetic smile, glancing at their black clothes.

      Maggie and Lorimer began climbing a curving staircase then she stopped suddenly. ‘Look at that view!’ she gasped, and Lorimer looked out of a small window set into the thick white wall to see a vista over the Stirlingshire countryside, the rooftops of nearby buildings hazy as the sun cast its rays through the clouds.

      There were a few black-suited people gathered in the room next to the bar when he and Maggie arrived to be greeted by a waiter proffering a tray of complimentary drinks. Lorimer chose orange juice, mindful of the need to drive back to Glasgow, and Maggie did the same.

      ‘I better speak to Patrick,’ she murmured.

      Lorimer followed his wife to where her cousin stood, whisky glass in hand. Patrick Imrie had the look of a country farmer. Lorimer guessed that his ruddy cheeks and stocky frame were more at home in tweeds and a flat cap than the formal black suit.

      Maggie took her cousin’s hand in hers.

      ‘And David? Could he not be here today?’ she asked kindly.

      Patrick Imrie shook his head, his eyes narrowing. ‘You didn’t know about David, then?’ he asked.

      ‘No, what’s wrong?’ Maggie frowned.

      ‘Took a stroke a couple of years back,’ Patrick sighed. ‘He’s in a nursing home in Glasgow now. Can’t speak much, can’t get about.’ He shrugged.

      ‘How awful,’ Maggie exclaimed. ‘The poor fellow!’

      ‘Aye, well.’ Patrick paused to take a slug of whisky. ‘It’s us that’ll be poor soon enough,’ he remarked. ‘Cost of the nursing home’s just about crippling us. Was a time when we could just sell a beast to pay for an emergency. Now…?’ He shrugged again. ‘Farm’ll have to be sold off before next spring,’ he added sourly.

      ‘Oh, no, that’s terrible!’ Maggie said, a sympathetic hand touching her cousin’s arm. ‘What will you do? Where will you go?’

      ‘Ach, that’s what I asked my father time and time again when he insisted that David be put into that place. Costs more than a thousand pounds a week,’ he said, glancing up at Lorimer as if to gauge his reaction. ‘We can’t sustain that sort of expense for much longer. We’ll have to move somewhere else. Hope the council can rehouse us. Unless…’

      ‘Unless?’ Lorimer asked.

      ‘Well, he doesn’t keep well, you know,’ Patrick said, lowering his voice. ‘David, I mean. A sudden turn for the worse and he could be away.’ The farmer’s eyes widened as he nodded. ‘Could happen any time.’

      Maggie said nothing, then, as an older couple made their way to greet Patrick Imrie, she and Lorimer walked slowly through to the main room where a buffet had been prepared.

      ‘Goodness,’ she said softly, once they were out of earshot. ‘I didn’t know about cousin David. Oh dear. I’ve been sending Christmas cards and wondering why we’d not heard back from him. Poor Uncle Robert!’

      ‘Aye, and poor Patrick. What a state of affairs to be in,’ Lorimer murmured, picking up a couple of triangular sandwiches and a sausage roll.

      ‘Well,’ a woman’s voice broke into their conversation, ‘it would be a God’s blessing if poor David would just slip away in his sleep. Save us all a lot of grief!’

      Maggie opened her mouth to reply but a nudge from her husband made her close her mouth again and glance up at him as the woman strode away, her black felt hat bobbing on top of a thatch of red curls.

      ‘Isn’t that Patrick’s wife?’ he whispered. ‘She was by his side at the front of the crematorium.’

      ‘I couldn’t see,’ Maggie admitted. ‘Guess your height lets you notice something like that. Anyway,’ she lowered her voice even more, ‘she’s Patrick’s second wife. First one left him not long after they were married. We weren’t invited to the second wedding. Probably a quiet affair in Stirling Registrar’s Office, or we would have been.’

      ‘I suppose your Uncle Robert left the farm to Patrick?’

      Maggie shook her head. ‘That’s where you’d be wrong,’ she said. ‘I remember Mum telling me that the farm was to be left equally between the two boys. I guess that’s why Patrick has to sell David’s share to fund his nursing home.’

      ‘No wonder she’s in a state, then,’ Lorimer murmured, licking flakes of pastry from his fingers. ‘Can’t be a nice prospect to lose your livelihood and your home all in one go.’

      ‘I wonder whereabouts in Glasgow he is,’ Maggie pondered as they sat down at a circular table next to some farmers who were deep in discussion about the prices at Stirling Market. ‘David, I mean. Shall we find out and pay him a visit? If he’s as bad as Patrick makes out we may never have another chance.’

      Lorimer bit his lip. He wanted to return as soon as possible to the city and pick up the threads of his working week, but he could see his wife’s point of view.

      ‘Okay, so long as it isn’t miles out of our way,’ he agreed. ‘Let’s get the details from Patrick and give the place a call to see if it’s okay to visit, shall we?’
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      Abbey Nursing Home was not very far from the city, close to Bearsden and near enough to the Strathblane Road to make the journey a reasonable one for members of the Imrie family. As the sign came into sight, Lorimer slowed down to see the rooftop of a long, low building set off the road, screened from view by a high beech hedge that was beginning to turn to its autumn gold.

      ‘This looks nice,’ Maggie murmured as they drew up into the bays marked out for cars to one side of the nursing home. And it did, Lorimer mentally agreed, his eyes roaming over the façade, noting the clever extensions either side of what may have originally been a country cottage, the whitewashed walls helping to blend the old with the new. A quick glance showed that there was a further addition at the back, then a glimpse of green grass and more trees casting their shadows over that part of the grounds.

      There was a security keypad and a bell push set into the thick stone wall of the entrance, a heavy glass-panelled door beyond.

      It did not take more than a few seconds before a figure appeared and opened it, a kindly face beaming at them.

      ‘Mr and Mrs Lorimer? I’m Mrs Abbott,’ she said, offering her hand to them. ‘Do come in.’

      ‘Mrs Abbott?’ Maggie gave a puzzled frown.

      The woman smiled at them as she led them through to a bright lounge where three of the patients were sitting in wheelchairs and watching television. ‘Yes, the nursing home is named after my husband and I. There are no abbeys anywhere near here,’ she laughed. ‘And as our name is Abbott we thought it a good idea to name our nursing home after ourselves.’

      Maggie returned the woman’s smile. ‘You’re a nurse, then?’

      ‘That’s right. A retired nurse, although I do in fact have a lot to do with the patients here. Used to work in the old Stirling Royal before much of it closed down.’ She made a face. ‘My husband is in the building trade, or should I say was. He helps run this place now. Let me show you where your cousin’s room is,’ she added, leading them through another door and along a corridor, its walls painted canary yellow. White gauzy curtains graced every window they passed as they walked along behind her, light streaming in.

      ‘The original building was a domestic dwelling house?’ Lorimer asked as they turned a corner and came at last to the back of the building and another passage that gave on to several rooms.

      ‘That’s right. We were given permission to change its use into a business.’ Mrs Abbott nodded. ‘There are twenty beds here, all full, and we have a waiting list as long’s your arm,’ she said, raising her eyebrows. ‘Victims of our own success, I fear. You’d be amazed how many people need round-the-clock care,’ she added. ‘And not everyone can cope with a severely disabled relative.’ She lowered her voice. ‘Stroke victims like your cousin need a special sort of care. And that’s part of my own nursing background.’

      She stopped outside a door that was slightly ajar. ‘This is your cousin’s room,’ she told Maggie. The woman hesitated for a moment. ‘He may not know who you are,’ she began. ‘He finds it difficult to process any new information and will probably not remember that you were even here.’ Her face looked from Maggie to Lorimer with a rueful expression. ‘I’m sorry, but that’s just the way he is. Mr Imrie gets the best medical attention every day and we do everything that we can to make him comfortable and as happy as a man with his condition can be,’ she explained.

      There was a pause. But, thought Lorimer. He could almost hear the word and the unspoken explanation: but he will never be better, never walk again, never smell the new-mown hay or hear the noise of the combine harvester trundling over his fields.

      ‘We understand,’ he said gently.

      David was asleep, his head turned towards the glass doors that overlooked the side of the property with a view across the fields and hills. Lorimer nodded to himself. A thoughtful touch, to let this former man of the soil be as close to nature as he still could. The nursing home and its staff rose in his estimation as he looked around the well-furnished room.

      ‘It’s nice,’ he whispered. ‘Good quality stuff,’ he added, nodding towards the curtains that were swept back from the French windows.

      ‘Sanderson,’ Maggie told him. ‘No expense spared here,’ she added with a sigh.

      Then, as though becoming conscious of the people in his room, David Imrie gave a moan and opened his eyes.

       

      ‘Oh, I wish I’d not persuaded you to take me there,’ Maggie exclaimed as they set off once more for home. Lorimer glanced at her as she searched through her handbag for a clean handkerchief to blow her nose. There was absolutely nothing wrong with the nursing home, nor of the care her cousin appeared to be receiving. And yet it had been upsetting to see a person like that, someone of his own age, with white hair and the grey complexion of a much older man. One gnarled hand had lain on top of the counterpane, shrivelled and gaunt, a hand that was unable to reach for a cup or even to clasp another’s hand in greeting. Vacant eyes had looked their way, slivers of drool spilling from his open mouth. Maggie had taken tissues from her bag and wiped them away, her natural instinct to help a fellow human being.

      What was behind those eyes? How much intelligence was left after the episode that had damaged David Imrie’s brain? As he drove towards the motorway, Lorimer said a silent prayer of thanks for his own good health, something he took for granted day after day.
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      Glasgow.

      Sarah heaved a huge sigh as the train passed through the darkness of a tunnel. What was she going to find there after all this time away? It was where everything had gone wrong and yet there were still good memories associated with the city, memories that lingered like the aftertaste of a sweet wine.

      Pete was gone. Her parents didn’t want to know her any more, so why had she decided to come back? It had been home for all of her twenty-six years, she supposed, unless she counted the time spent at Her Majesty’s pleasure. Anyway, Sarah told herself, zipping up her jacket, it was a question that could wait until she decided whether she was going to stick around here or move on.

      The suddenness of light flooding into the railway carriage almost made Sarah gasp. As the train slowed down at platform three in Queen Street station, the girl glanced at the people beside her, gathering up their laptop bags and raincoats, ready to face whatever was taking them into Scotland’s largest city. Sarah sat still, waiting until the train had come to a complete halt, not wishing to bump into any of her fellow passengers, deciding to hold off until the very last moment when she would pick up her raincoat and the bag at her feet and set off on the next stage of her journey.

      There was a damp smoky smell in the air as Sarah alighted from the train, as if an autumn fog had swirled its way through the dark tunnel and settled down on the concrete platforms and the metal rails below. She shivered, clutching her ticket, remembering that disembodied voice on the train telling the passengers that a barrier was in operation. So many details forgotten, so many things to think about. Only a few stragglers from the Stirling train were moving through the barriers now as Sarah placed her ticket in the slot. She watched as it was swallowed up and the little black gates opened noiselessly, letting her through. It was, Sarah felt, as if she were being properly released back into the maelstrom that was Glasgow’s human population.

      Her feet seemed to have a life of their own, taking her past the uniformed station staff, the Costa Coffee shop (was that white-haired barista who made such nice chai lattes still there?) then out past the Millennium Hotel and into the heart of the city.

      For a moment Sarah stood on the pavement watching the traffic ebb and flow around George Square. Light bounced off the car windows, the rays of a September sun penetrating the clouds, a warmth that was pleasing after the chill of the station. If she could just stand here for a while, she thought, face turned up to the brightness…

      Sarah only realised that she had shut her eyes when the beep from the traffic signal alerted her.

      ‘You crossing here or what, hen?’ a gravelly voice spoke at her side.

      Sarah jumped then mumbled an apology to a cross-faced older woman with straggly grey hair as she let herself join the group of pedestrians heading along in the direction of Queen Street. She needed to keep her wits about her, not fall into the trap of standing out in a crowd, she thought, a sudden dread washing over her. She didn’t want anyone staring, divining who she was and where she had come from. Perhaps she ought to have taken their advice back in Cornton, let them persuade her to talk to that woman from SHINE. A mentor, they’d told her. Someone to help you when you come out. But Sarah had rejected any offer of help, preferring to keep her own counsel, burying her darkest thoughts as deeply as she could.

      The pavement underfoot was damp from an earlier shower of rain, the grey surface cracked and worn from many passing feet. She looked with interest at two red open-topped buses by the kerb, a few folk waiting patiently for one of the doors to open. Tourists, no doubt, wanting to sample the Glasgow atmosphere.

      I could show you a few places that would make your eyes open, Sarah thought, glancing at them. But their eyes were probably turned towards the magnificent City Chambers, its neo-classical features dominating one entire side of the square. Sarah had been inside only once, a vague notion of brown marble and a sweeping staircase lingered in her memory.

      She shifted her bag on to a different shoulder, the ache of its weight making her long for her journey’s end. Not all of the landmarks around here were familiar, she thought. Some of the restaurants had changed, hadn’t they? And there was a new building on that corner replacing one that had been demolished. What had it been? She simply couldn’t remember. Then, as she walked along past the Gallery of Modern Art, Sarah’s face creased in a grin: the Duke of Wellington’s statue still had a traffic cone on its head. Some things never changed.

      The light that had warmed her disappeared as Sarah walked down between the high buildings on either side of Queen Street, reminding her that summer was past and the chills of winter were only weeks away. In a doorway ahead she could see a bundle of grey rags that became a man’s face, the eyes turned up in that self-conscious expression of pleading that street beggars always seemed to wear. He would tell her to have a nice day even if she passed him by without throwing a coin or two into the grubby upturned cap that lay beside the worn blanket. Sarah hesitated, unsure how she would react, thinking about how little she now had herself in the world yet hoping that fate might keep her from this state if she showed some kindness. She fumbled in her pocket, feeling the handful of loose change that she’d thrust there after the taxi had driven off, leaving her outside Stirling station.

      It was the work of a moment to toss the coins into his cap then hurry on, not waiting to look in his face, not wanting to hear any words of gratitude. For who was she to receive thanks? The poor beggar sitting there was probably more deserving of kindness than she was.

      Her head was down as she rushed along to the corner where the pedestrian precinct on Argyll Street opened up, so she did not see him until it was almost too late. A dark figure stepped sideways to avoid her and she gasped, horrified to see the uniform of Police Scotland, fearful that the look on her face would betray where she had been, what she had done. But the young officer hardly gave Sarah more than an amused glance as he strode on, leaving her with a sick, trembling feeling in the pit of her stomach.

      Nobody appeared to notice the young woman walking hurriedly towards the street where she was to find the correct bus stop that would take her out of the city centre. Two women, each with toddlers in buggies, chatted to one another as they passed, snatches of their conversation drifting by.

      ‘D’you think I really should?’

      ‘Aw, go on! Tell him that…’

      But whatever one of them was being urged to tell, and to whom, would remain a mystery for ever, the women’s words lost in a blur of traffic noise as a bus braked nearby, its screech drowning out speech and thought.

      Sarah wondered for a few seconds what they had been discussing. The break-up of a relationship? (She’d had plenty of those!) Or was it something more mundane, like blowing too much money on a fancy new dress?

      Her thoughts made Sarah shift the bag again, its contents heavy enough but in truth the burden that she shouldered represented the sum total of all her worldly goods. She would not think of all her clothes and other belongings discarded by that mean-faced landlord, a fact that the prison officer had passed on. Her rent had been due and she had no means to pay it once the prison gates had slammed behind her, so the nasty old man had binned the lot, or so he had told the officers who had contacted him to ask. Sarah thought of her fake-fur coat with a sudden pang. Bad old bugger had probably sold it on eBay! Or given it away to one of his slim-hipped daughters.

      The sigh that escaped her became a yawn as she turned the corner and searched for the number of the bus that she needed. At least where she was going there would be a room and a bed, somewhere that she could relax and call her own for a week or so. And she would need to sign on, find a job, get enough money together to… to do what? A wave of anxiety came over her as Sarah began to think how she might spend her future. And, despite the steady stream of people walking up and down Jamaica Street and the queue ahead of her at the bus stop, the former prisoner felt more alone than she had ever felt before.
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