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      Chapter One

    


    After the hole in his chest had healed and the strength was returning to his right shoulder, his doctor recommended that Harry take a holiday. Since Harry’s doctor had known my husband longer, and hardly less intimately, than I, I presume he made this suggestion from the safety of a locked room adjoining the surgery, through the keyhole.


    Our first matrimonial bust-up had arisen when I asked where we were going on holiday. When I wouldn’t take “Nowhere” for an answer Harry lost his temper, thumped the table and went to sulk in the garage. We’d been playing chess. It was three days before I found the last pawn nestling among the fronds of a Mother-in-Law’s Tongue. For my holiday that year I went sailing off the west coast of Scotland. For his, Harry stripped down the engine of his Riley.


    The police surgeon had taken the precaution of tidying any potential missiles out of sight, and since Harry wanted his approval to return to work he couldn’t storm off and sulk somewhere either. He had to grit his teeth and bear it “Holiday?”


    A nice brisk holiday, said the doctor, with plenty of fresh air and exercise, would get his damaged lung working, free the kinks left by the bullet, build up his strength and stamina, and generally restore him to the peak of physical fitness required of a Detective Superintendent in the modern police service. Nobody outside the firm appreciates the toll that paperwork exacts; and tragically enough, it was his form-filling arm that was affected. There was a time when we seriously wondered whether he’d ever complete a 53b Drawing Pin Requisition again.


    He had his back against the wall, but he gave it his best shot. “Car maintenance is a surprisingly energetic occupation—”


    “No doubt, no doubt,” said the doctor briskly. “But what I had in mind was more a week’s sailing off the west coast of Scotland.”


    We picked up the boat in Ardfern, a neat little sloop of about twenty-four feet. Rubh’an Leim was identical in every way—including the fact that no Sassenach could pronounce her name—to the Rubh’an Leanachais I’d sailed here the previous year, except in one strange particular. The cabins that had accommodated four of us quite comfortably last summer had unaccountably shrunk so that Harry banged his head, or his knee, or his healing shoulder on one projection or another every time he turned round. Getting him in and out of the heads was a shoehorn job.


    He couldn’t get used to the idea that you can’t always stand upright and move in straight lines on a boat. He was like a drill sergeant from one of the taller Regiments of Guards trying to remain a fine figure of a man under a ceiling about five feet off the floor. I was beginning to doubt the wisdom of the enterprise before the man from the boat yard had finished his doom and gloom lecture about how easy it is to blow up a boat with its own gas and gone ashore.


    For two pins I’d have followed him. If Harry had said, “I can get cold, wet and cramped in my own bath” just once more I would have followed him, and cast off the warps and shoved the Rubber Lion in the general direction of the Corryvreckan whirl-pool before my nearest and dearest could thread his way past the chart-table.


    The essence of the problem was not that he was something over six feet and built to match, nor that his shoulder still made bending and twisting awkward, nor even that he had the same natural aptitude for life afloat as a brick. The essence of the problem was that he wanted to be miserable. He was here under protest and he wasn’t going to let me forget it. The police surgeon might have the power to send him on holiday, even if it did smack of cruel and unusual punishment, but by God nobody could make him enjoy it!


    As soon as I’d familiarised myself with the gear again we got under way. I let Harry take us out on the engine while I got the sails rigged. I wasn’t planning on doing much motoring this week—if you get in the way of starting the engine when it’s handier than sailing you soon give up sailing altogether—but the throaty rumble and the vibration under his feet and the stink of diesel might help shift that martyred look off his face. I reminded him that you push a tiller left to steer a boat right, in time to avoid a rock if only just, then left him to play with the controls while I got on with the serious business of setting sail.


    We had a choice of head-sails. With a breeze that was sturdy rather than stiff, I opted for the working jib. Later in the week, when I had the feel of the boat, I’d be using the genoa in stronger winds than this, but for now the jib was sufficient. The storm-jib was thoughtfully stowed in a red bag and I hoped not to need it at all.


    I bent the head-sail onto the forestay, attached halyard and sheets, and sat back on the fore-hatch to admire the result. Then I took it all off again and put it back the right way up. I doubt if Harry would have noticed, but I’d have been the toast of Ardfern if I’d sailed out hauling my jib upside down.


    The mainsail was rolled onto its boom, lacking only its battens and brute strength to set it. I unrolled it into the cockpit—Harry claimed I was trying to smother him—and fought bitterly with the battens until I realised that, while two of them were the same length, one was wider than the other and would never go into the top pocket however much I swore at it.


    I moved up to the foot of the mast, bracing myself against the movement under me that always seems so pronounced on the first day and, barring hurricanes, is hardly noticeable after that. The burgee went up first and grafted itself firmly to the masthead, giving me a small thrill of success. It’s harder to get a clean hoist with a burgee than almost anything in the sail-locker.


    The little scrap of nylon fluttered busily a little starboard of the stem. The wind was in the south, which meant we could set sail without altering course. The main went up, the jib went up, I scuttled back and sheeted them both in; then I took the tiller from Harry and turned the key in the ignition. “Finished with engines.”


    He looked severely at me. “You’ve cut your finger.”


    Of course I’d cut my finger. You’re constantly cutting your fingers aboard boats; also barking your shins, skinning your elbows and excavating holes in your backside by sitting on cleats. It’s all part of the fun.


    “Why are you grinning?” demanded Harry.


    But little by little, some of the magic of the day entered his soul. The sparkle of the sun on the jewel-blue water, the whisper of the foam creaming along the bow, the small creaking and snapping sounds of the sails and the rigging; and the way the mouth of Loch Craignish widened as we stood towards it, and a little fleecy cloud that hung over the violet Paps of Jura twenty miles down the Sound, all conspired to lighten the heart and raise the spirit. Although to be honest he’d still sooner have been up to his elbows in a nice grisly murder back home in Skipley, he was finally beginning to see that sailing had its charms too.


    We beat down to Craignish Point and rounded the little headland through the gap marked on the chart as the Dorus Mór. With the wind behind us now we ran up past the northern tip of Jura, past infamous Corryvreckan—even in the moderate conditions of the day we could hear the thunder of the disturbed seas and see white water flung mast-high as the tide raced through the narrow channel—and past Scarba into the pretty region around Loch Melfort, where the hills of the mainland and the hummocks of the islands folded together in a concert of pastel greys as the day’s wind died towards evening.


    We dropped the hook in a little bay on Shuna’s north shore, and I went below to get dinner on the stove. In the cockpit I could hear Harry softly whistling to himself as he tinkered with the engine. I smiled. I didn’t care what he did to the engine, as long as he got it back together again before we had to return the boat.


    After a time, with the stove humming under its breath and good smells beginning to rise from the saucepans, I heard the music from above break abruptly, then the unmistakable two-tone of a wolf-whistle. I was up the companionway before you could say “Rob Roy.”


    “Now that,” said Harry, admiration thick in his voice, “is what I call a boat.”


    Myself, I couldn’t see it. I could see plenty of money, plenty of power. I suppose there was a certain grace in the flare of the high bows, the strong sweep of the bull. Certainly she was making enough noise as she ran down through the long afternoon towards Craignish Point, but then so would a motor-home.


    On the subject of sail versus power I’m a bigot. I reckon if you’re going to drive places you might as well stick to the roads: it’s quicker, it’s cheaper and you’re less likely to hit a rock. I accept, reluctantly, the place of power in maritime commerce, but a pleasure boat without sails is a contradiction in terms.


    Harry, on the other hand, considers the internal combustion engine conclusive proof of God, so this high-stepping, highly polished little gin palace riding its bow-wave down the Sound regardless of wind and tide filled him with delight.


    It was only as she drew level with our anchorage that we saw the woman at the helm, blonde hair flying in the slipstream. She saw us and waved. We waved back, but the glance Harry cast me was embarrassed. Middle-aged detective superintendents should not be caught wolf-whistling at blondes in power-boats. I chuckled. She’d been too far away to hear him over the roar of her engines, and I knew full well the bodywork he’d been admiring.


    When she was gone, leaving only the taint of diesel on the air and a last glimpse of the name on her departing stern, I went back to the goulash bubbling spicily on the stove.


    The name on the stern was Skara Sun.


    The next day the wind had veered round into the north-west I had thought of pushing up past Luing, but we’d have the wind in our teeth all the way and this was supposed to be a holiday, not an endurance test. We headed back down the Sound, making for Loch Sween.


    Corryvreckan was more tumultuous than before. It made you understand the early chart-makers who wrote “Here be dragons” in the places they dared not approach.


    “Is there actually a way through there?” asked Harry.


    “Oh yes, there’s a channel. But not too many people use it. It’s always treacherous. At slack tide, with a steady breeze and no sea, it’s just about passable. Most of the time it’s a death-trap.”


    “Have you ever been through?” He was watching it, fascinated, like a man watching a snake.


    “No. I’ve sailed hereabouts most every summer for eighteen years, and I’ve gone up close a few times to see what it looked like, but I’ve never found the combination of conditions and courage to try it. I’ve seen it done a couple of times, and I’ve known people come to grief there. I’d love to have done it, but I’m shit-scared of doing it.”


    “Funny,” mused Harry. “I felt that way about marriage.”


    I spent the day teaching him the rudiments of sailing. Through the morning we had the wind comfortably on the beam, and I could see the confidence growing to smugness in Harry’s face. He’d thought this was going to be difficult, and now he thought it was easy. There are many hazards awaiting the sailing man, from sudden squalls and breaking seas to rocks gnawing at his keel and pillocks driving power-boats with one arm round a blonde and a magnum of champagne within easy reach. But far and away the greatest danger facing a sailor is his own complacency.


    You have to know what you can do, and more importantly what you can’t. After forty-four years of considering wind propulsion as wildly impractical and wholly pointless, one morning with the sun on the sea and a steady breeze on the beam had been enough to persuade him that he had this sailing thing licked. In his own interests, it was time to disabuse him.


    We turned the corner round Danna Island, a low dark nail at the tip of the finger of land stretching down from Crinan, and began beating our way up Loch Sween. Immediately everything was different. The seas in the narrow waterway were restricted, but we were sailing into the choppy face of them. The wind in the sails heeled the little boat onto her shoulder, and made her tug at the tiller like a dog fretting on a leash. The sails thrummed, the rigging sang. Salt spray came at us over the gunwales. And every few minutes one rocky shore or the other bore down on us and we had to tack away.


    Like many policemen, Harry is a cautious man. He likes to be in control of a situation—hence the love affair with engines, I suppose; they do what they’re meant to according to strict rules, and if they stop there’s a definitive mechanical reason for that too.


    But sailing isn’t an exact science, sailing to windward least of all: you’re constantly seeking a point of balance between conflicting and inconstant forces. You don’t steer through the wind, you ride it—watching your burgee and the leading edge of the sails for the tell-tale lift that warns of stalling, you skim the eddies and billows of the wind as if it were something you could see and touch, using its sudden strengths to bring you up to windward, paying off before its unexpected hollows kill your thrust. The wind is like an animal that you have to manage, not so much conquer as reach an accommodation with. There is an equilibrium there to be used, but it’s a dynamic one, eternally changing. Sailing is a task for the instinct rather than the intellect.


    Harry doesn’t much like trusting to instinct, except that instinct told him to give me the helm. I shook my head. “No, you sail her—I’ll tell you what to do.”


    So he learned how to balance the boat on the edge of the driving wind and convert its fluctuations into a useful course even if it was not always a straight one, and I trimmed the sails and warned him of impending shores, and before the Fairy Isles hove in view he was singing “Lee-O” and shoving the tiller away from him as if he’d been doing it half his life. An unbiased observer might even have thought he was enjoying himself.


    There are many magic places on earth, and I’ve been privileged to visit a few of them, both in company I cherished and alone. But perhaps God laid his hand most lightly of all on this little ring of rocky islets, their granite bones clothed in rowan and conifers, enclosing a tiny anchorage where the seals play and the otters visit, and the sea pales first to a milky brightness and then to the silken gleam of a steel mirror, as the stillness of the long evening comes on.


    Luke brought me here first, when I was a brand new doctor with ambitions to change the world and needed dragging on holiday as now I dragged Harry. I’d been back almost every year since. I’d seen it in sunshine and rain; once I came in April and it snowed, decking the Christmas trees with tinsel and rimming the rocks, swallowing the view across the loch in a ballet of dancing, swirling white. Still the magic of it touched me every time, a purely Celtic magic woven of green and silver.


    And it touched Harry too, which was a bonus I had not looked for. Because of the narrowness of the entrance and the confines of the anchorage itself, I took the Rubber Lion in under power. But as soon as the anchor was down and holding and the chain paid out, without any prompting from me Harry turned off the engine and we just sat, hand in hand on the cabin roof, listening to the twilight.


    At length Harry said, a shade quietly, as if he found it difficult, “Was this one of the places you came with Luke? You know, special places.”


    I didn’t know what he wanted to hear so I told him the truth. “Yes.”


    His eyes slipped out of focus above the Knapdale Forest. He said softly, “I could find it in me to be jealous about that.”


    I squeezed his hand. “You know that would be silly.”


    “I know. He was dead before I knew you.”


    “That too. But mostly because being jealous of Luke would be like being jealous of my sister. If he was alive today I’d feel about him the way I always did. But I wouldn’t love you any the less because of it.”


    For a little while he said nothing more. I could feel him still troubled by the friendship he had never understood, the deep platonic friendship between me and Luke Shaw, over whose dead body—literally—we had come together. Finally he said, “I’m glad you brought me too.”


    I pressed into the curve of his body. I thought then that there was nothing in my life, nothing I had or was, that I would not want to share with him.


    We had been lucky in that the lagoon was empty when we arrived, and we had it to ourselves for half an hour longer. But it was a popular anchorage, even at the beginning of the season, and another boat arrived with the last of the light, a big power-boat with a flared bow to her long white hull, and though they had throttled the twin engines right back to ease into the lagoon, still the rumble of them echoed off all the rocks and filled the anchorage.


    They found a spot astern of us and dropped their hook, and after a moment longer the big engines died. In the sudden silence we could hear the murmur of voices from the cabin. The name on the bows was smaller than that on the stern, but it was the Skara Sun again.


    I shrugged, freed my hand from Harry’s and went down to the galley. “If there’s one thing that lowers the tone of these places,” I said, “it’s noisy neighbours.”


    But I hadn’t anticipated just how much noise we were going to be subjected to. It wasn’t so much their voices that disturbed us—there seemed to be only the two of them, the woman and a man, and I wouldn’t say they were any rowdier than Harry and I were. It wasn’t the radio, which was playing dance music and the occasional snatch of Verdi at a pitch suitable for late evening in a secluded anchorage; or even the big engines, which in the event we never heard again.


    It was the fact that, at ten-fifteen the following morning, while the seals were catching their breakfast and I was cooking ours, the Skara Sun blew up.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    Sky-high. It was as if someone had dropped a match into the Wool-wich Arsenal. One moment I was chivvying eggs and sausages in a pan, and Harry was trying to shave with too little hot water in too little space, and the next a percussion that was sound and force inextricably combined hit the Rubber Lion from astern, the pressure wave throwing her up the anchor-chain like an elderly and unfit racehorse startled to find itself back in the starting stalk.


    With the boards lurching under me I lost my footing and hurtled towards the mast-step. The breakfast followed, the hot pan missing me by inches and one hot sausage not at all. Harry, better braced in the open doorway of the heads, bounded off one bulkhead after another but at least kept his feet. As the boat resumed an approximately even keel, he was up the steps of the companionway ahead of me, roam and whiskers on one half of his face, bellowing, “What the hell—?” as he went.


    On the top step he stopped abruptly, blocking my view. I pushed him and he stepped aside.


    A column of dense black smoke reached a hundred feet into the scrubbed morning sky. At the top it broadened into a boiling anvil-headed cloud. There was some flame, but not much—there was almost nothing left to burn. Debris in small shards was pattering back into the water almost gently, some of it hitting the Rubber Lion and some of it further away. Angry little waves were bouncing off the shore and the islets. Birds had exploded upwards from all the surrounding trees. The seals had stopped their fishing, too stunned even to dive.


    Of the Skara Sun there remained only a shapeless knot of rubbish that sank even as we watched it, and the upturned hull of a dinghy, and a child’s toy—a clear plastic globe filled with coloured fancies that danced within it as it spun and swirled on the afrighted sea. The scurrying ripples brought it bobbing gently against the hull of the Rubber Lion and, with nothing else to do, I leaned over to pick it up.


    Harry touched my arm. “There.”


    It was a body, spread-eagled in the water by the capsised dinghy. It was face down and unmoving except for the movement of the stained water. It was the man whose voice we had heard. At least, it wasn’t the woman we had seen; the floating hair was short and dark, not long and fair. Of her body there was no sign at all.


    Harry was kicking his shoes off. I stopped him. “I’ll need you to pull him on board.” I took the horse-shoe lifebelt from its cradle in the stern and cast it, trailing its line, in the direction of the floating corpse. Then I followed it.


    The water flowed like cold silk along my body. As I got closer it grew thick with particles of floating refuse. I tried quite hard not to think what some of them might be.


    Before I reached him I was getting that sense of urgency, like a tiny alarm bell sounding deep in my brain, that said he wasn’t yet dead—that some fragment of life lingered in his floating, broken body. I can’t explain that, but I’ve known it too often—in myself and others—even to consider it a phenomenon.


    There might be half a dozen of you clustered round a coronary case, and the sister can’t get a blood pressure reading and the ECC has gone flat, and you keep plugging away at the massage and the stimulants and the defibrillator because that’s what the book says you do; but you know, from sources other than the evidence of your clever equipment, whether this is one you’re going to save or lose, and mostly you all feel the same way, and it’s not often you’re wrong. It’s as if a viable body, one which has the physical and mental capacity to take up a restored life, has some way of signalling the fact to others close enough to help it—a kind of telepathic distress call: “Don’t leave me, get me out of here!”


    That’s what I got from him then. Oh, not the words, nothing articulate and inarguable, but a tiny powerful sense of panic that I wouldn’t have got from a floating log or a dead man, that made me lengthen my stroke to the limit of my strength although common sense dictated that a man who had been on that boat, in that explosion, and was now floating face down in the lagoon, should be beyond any help I could give him.


    When I reached him, using the lifebelt for support I rolled him onto his back and got his face out of the water. He wasn’t breathing but my instinct had been right: there was a faint thready pulse at his wrist. I cleared his mouth and breathed air into him.


    If he wasn’t dead yet, he was deeply unconscious. His face was slack, unknowing; his eyes were rolled back, a thin white line showing between the wet lashes of his slightly parted lids. There was the mark of a heavy blow to his temple. I breathed into him again, still without response.


    “Harry, pull us in!”


    Weak shoulder notwithstanding, Harry hauled the two of us in on that line faster than I could have swum alone. I had the lifebelt round the casualty now and let myself be towed along beside him, still breathing oxygen into his drowned lungs. I didn’t know yet if I could save him, but that urgent instinct said he could be saved.


    Harry helped me out of the water and together we pulled the boy out. A boy was all he was: he might have been twenty-three, not more, and the way he looked now he’d never make twenty-four. He still wasn’t breathing. I stretched him out on the boards and pumped all the water I could out of him, and kept breathing fresh air in, but nothing was happening. He wasn’t breathing, his pulse wasn’t picking up—only this tiny, terrified voice in my head pleaded, “Don’t give up—please don’t give up on me, don’t let me die.”


    Between breaths I gasped, “Harry, we have to get him ashore. I can’t help—if I leave him he’ll die. Get the engine started. Never mind about weighing anchor, we haven’t time—let the chain go, I’ll buy them a new one. Take her out through the gap we came in by—slowly, you haven’t much room.”


    While he was doing this I was breathing, for myself and for the boy. His pulse was improving marginally. I was sorry to ditch the anchor, it’s the sort of blot no sailor likes on her escutcheon, but lifting it would have taken minutes and this boy was already on borrowed time.


    As he turned the Rubber Lion towards the channel, Harry looked back over his shoulder once more and said, “What about the woman?” His voice was low with shock.


    I said, “What woman?” and he nodded and took us out into the loch.


    We were making for Tayvallich a couple of miles down the coast. It wasn’t, God knows, the sort of place you’d find an emergency unit—from what I could remember there was a pub and a shop or two—but there was a harbour and a road, and we could have travelled a lot further than two miles to find either.


    It probably took us half an hour, and that with the engine at full revs. I might have sailed it faster, but Harry couldn’t have managed alone under sail and if I’d sailed the boat my patient would have died. So Harry motored us down to Tayvallich and went ashore to summon help, and I stayed on my knees on the boards, bent like a succubus over the body of my victim.


    And I stayed there, with my legs numb and my back breaking, breathing now for him and now for me, until a man in a helmet with an oxygen bottle took him from me, which was the first I knew that the sudden loud wind that had blown up was a helicopter landing.


    As a doctor, I went with my patient. As a policeman, Harry stayed at the scene of the incident.


    A wonderful thing is the helicopter. They took us to Glasgow, sixty miles away as the crow flies, and it took us half an hour. An ambulance with a good driver who knew the road might have got us halfway to Oban by then.


    Actually, he’d have survived the drive to Oban. The oxygen finally flushed his lungs in a way my second-hand breath had not, and by the time we were in the air he was breathing for himself. The damage to his skull might or might not be serious, but the odds were that if he hadn’t died of it by now he wasn’t going to. He had superficial burns to the right side of his face and neck, his right forearm was broken, and he had acquired an interesting collection of cuts and bruises either in the explosion or in being hauled aboard the Rubber Lion by whatever parts of his anatomy to hand. Once he was breathing, none of it threatened his life.


    Now I had a little time to think about it, that was the most amazing part of the whole thing. He had no business floating away from the cinders that remained of the Skara Sun with no more to show for the disaster than a bump on the head and a broken arm. After an explosion like that you’d hardly expect to find a body, let alone a comparatively undamaged body still with some life left in it. There was only one explanation: that he hadn’t been on board when it happened.


    We’d found him floating beside the upturned dinghy, which was knocked about like himself but also in better condition than you could reasonably expect. It might have been lying well astern on its painter and thus escaped the worst of the blast. But it seemed likely that the boy had been in the dinghy, rowing away from the big cruiser when the explosion occurred. Perhaps he meant to emulate the seals and catch breakfast for his lady. It was the best decision he’d ever make.


    Thinking about them like that, as a couple enjoying their holiday, making a late start to the day just as Harry and I were doing a hundred yards ahead of them, and then him setting off in the dinghy to land some breakfast while she lit the stove, brought home the sheer human tragedy of it. By the arbitrary good fortune that they’d anchored in company last night instead of alone, and anchored moreover behind a qualified if somewhat out-of-practice doctor, the boy on the stretcher with the oxygen mask over his face seemed likely to escape with his life. But a moment’s carelessness in connecting a gas cylinder or something equally basic had cost him the woman he loved and the boat he’d worked for.


    Then I remembered the sparkling globe dancing on the shock-waves in the lagoon and my belly turned over. Dear God, he’d lost his baby as well.


    He started coming round in Casualty, not enough to make sense but it was a hopeful sign as far as the head injury was concerned. When they took him to Radiography I phoned the pub at Tayvallich and, sure enough, Harry wasn’t a million miles away.


    I told him where I was, and that the boy had made it this far and the indications were hopeful, and asked what he’d found out at his end. “Who is he? Where had they come from? How many were on board?”


    “Well,” Harry began slowly, and even down sixty-odd miles of Highland telegraph wire I could tell he was hedging, “the Skara Sun left Oban on Saturday afternoon, about three. It belongs—belonged—to Frazer McAllister, a Glasgow industrialist, and his wife. Mrs. Alison McAllister took the boat out on her own—she told the boat yard she was picking her husband up in Crinan.” A thirty-mile run: the Sun would have got her there in time for dinner.


    “Did she often go out alone?”


    “Quite often. The boat was hers, really, the husband wasn’t that interested though he’d go along to keep her company. What’s supercargo?”


    I tried not to smile. Harry can hear me smiling across a major land mass. “It’s a passenger. Someone who’s less use than ornament on board a boat. Where did you hear that?”


    “The yard in Oban. They reckoned Mrs. McAllister was the sailor, her husband was supercargo.”


    For a moment I said nothing. Now the good sailor was with all the other good sailors on Fiddler’s Green, and the supercargo was slowly waking up to the realisation of what he’d lost.


    And just how much had he lost? “Did they say if she had a child with her?”


    “A child?” His voice sharpened. “Was there a child too?”


    “I don’t know. There was a child’s toy—a baby’s, really—in the water. I was going to pick it up when you spotted the boy. The yard didn’t mention a child, then?”


    “No. She was alone when she left Oban.”


    “Perhaps McAllister brought it aboard with him at Crinan.”


    There was a fractional, significant pause on the line before Harry said, “I don’t think so. I don’t think McAllister was ever aboard—not this trip.”


    I didn’t understand, though perhaps I should have done: this may be the age of the Yuppie but the boy on the table down in Radiography just wasn’t old enough to be an industrialist. “What do you mean?”


    “I mean, the boat yard in Oban gave me a description of Frazer McAllister. I don’t know who we pulled out of the water this morning, but it wasn’t a fifty-year-old Glaswegian with half his face missing and an artificial leg.”


    There was no arguing on that score. Happy with the results of the X-ray, they put him to bed in an observation ward and I watched while he slowly recovered his senses.


    He was damn nearly thirty years too young to be Mrs. McAllister’s husband, and when he finally got his wits marshalled all parts of him would be present and correct. Other than the minor burn on one cheek, his face was unmarked—curiously unmarked—until today neither time nor tragedy had laid their hands on him.


    Long and slender in the big bed, he looked like a tall child. The dark hair had dried in a slightly tousled fringe over his high forehead, and the lashes beginning to flutter on his cheekbones were as long as a girl’s. His broken arm was sandbagged at his side. An awareness of that, and the pain in his head, was getting through to him now. His face twisted anxiously and his head moved in little fretful arcs on the pillow. His good hand twitched and plucked without co-ordination at the sheet over him. He mumbled to himself. Once I thought he said a name, but it wasn’t Alison. It might have been Peter.


    A little time passed. The nurse brought me some coffee. While I was drinking it I became aware that the pattern of his breathing had altered, that the little febrile movements of his head and hand had stilled. I looked up quickly and met his eyes.


    His eyes were brown, the deep peaty brown of trout pools, but that little silvery movement within them was not fish but fear. If he didn’t yet know what had happened, he knew something had—something vast and terrible enough to reach down to him through the layers of unconsciousness to where he had hovered perilously close to oblivion.


    His lips formed words, but his mouth was too dry to get them out. It didn’t matter; I could read their shape on his lips, their meaning in his scared eyes. He said, “Who are you? Where’s Alison?”


    I answered the easy one first. “I’m Clio Marsh. My husband and I were anchored near you at the Fairy Isles. We pulled you out of the water.”


    He knew what had happened; maybe not in the forefront of his mind, where his returning consciousness was struggling against acceptance, but in the heart and depths of him he knew. Still his lips framed the word: “Water?”


    “There was an explosion. Your boat—the boat you were on. The Skara Sun. She blew up.”


    “Where’s Alison?”


    It wasn’t my job to tell him. I’d broken enough bad news in my time. His doctor could tell him—I’d ceased being responsible for him as soon as we’d landed here—or the police could, or he could wait until someone else whose job it was came along.


    Wait while his returning strength fed the anxiety which would rip him up like claws. Wait while the memory came back by degrees, piecemeal, fragments of a horrid jigsaw falling slowly into place and presenting its picture at last with dreadful inevitability. Wait while memory and instinct and intuition and dread together built up a cohesive account of his loss that he could begin to grieve over if only someone would tell him it was true. Until then he was in a limbo-land full of monstrous shadows but no reality.


    I couldn’t make it easier for him, but I could avoid making it harder. “If she was on board the boat, she’s dead. I’m sorry. You were the only survivor.”


    I watched it fall into his eyes, and float there for a moment and then begin to sink. I was right—he had known, had only been waiting for confirmation. Tears welled and ran from the corners of his eyes into his hair. He raised his good arm with effort and laid it across his face, crying behind it. The rhythm of his sobbing vibrated through the bed. He was too weak for great paroxysms of grief, but I thought his heart was breaking.


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    A touch on my shoulder startled me. It was the casualty officer who had met the helicopter. “I see you’ve told him.”


    I shrugged. “He asked. So I told him.”


    He nodded. He was about six-foot-four in his trainers and hadn’t shaved this morning. Of course, to a hospital casualty officer morning can be the end of a very long night. He wasn’t criticising; I think he was relieved. “He might as well know—start his mourning while he’s still close enough to what happened to value his own survival. It’ll be worse when he forgets how close he came to dying too.”


    I was surprised. Philosophy you don’t expect from a hospital casualty doctor in the middle of a Monday morning. I asked his name.


    “Neil Burns.” The accent was pure Glasgow; not Gorbals, but Glasgow. He looked at me with frank curiosity. “Are you really a doctor?”


    I really am, but I don’t really look it. I didn’t really look it when I was practising, the whole medical ethos is basically antipathetic to doctors who can wear a gym-slip and travel half-fare on buses, but since I foresook medicine to make my living out of murder I have lost even that slight air of professional authority I once had.


    This particular morning I was wearing damp shorts, with my forty-two-year-old knees turning blue beneath them, a dry sweater that Harry had pulled over my head after he pulled me out of the water and which I had not until that moment realised was back to front, and canvas shoes drying to a salty whiteness over no socks. I couldn’t find it in me to resent that note of incredulity in his voice.


    I smiled wearily. “Yes, really. Though I don’t advertise the fact any more—I don’t know how he knew whose boat to get himself blown up beside.”


    Neil Burns’s big angular face with its rugby player’s nose turned disapproving. He didn’t mind my knees, or the subtle pervasive aroma of wet deck-shoes, but he didn’t like me wasting my degree. He scowled at my ring finger. “I suppose you gave it up when you got married.”


    I bristled. “I gave it up years before I got married. I gave it up when I found I could make a living without being propositioned by drunks every Friday night, without having to wash other people’s vomit out of my clothes; without being accused of incompetence, or worse, every time that all the skill and care and sheer hard work I put in didn’t pay off; without spending my rare days off seeing my own doctor about the ulcers that wouldn’t heal and the fact that the only nights I didn’t cry myself to sleep were the ones when I was just too God-damned tired. I did your job for ten years, sonny, and I was bloody good at it, but I wouldn’t do it again if the only alternative was sending my mother to the glue factory.”


    I was entitled to answer his implied criticism, but my vehemence seemed out of all proportion, even to me. It sounded defensive, as if he had touched a raw nerve. I hadn’t realised I felt guilty about it.


    But the disapproval in Dr. Burns’s face had faded into understanding, even respect. “Aye, ten years is a long time. So what do you do now?”


    I could have told him. I could have told him that all the nightmares I had worked through, all the disasters human beings wreak on one another and then bring to doctors to cure, now peopled the pages of eight books on the shelves of his public library; that I spent my days writing about murder and mayhem, and by night slept soundly between pleasant dreams. I don’t know why I didn’t: owning up to being a novelist isn’t like admitting you’re the chucker-out at a brothel, it’s a perfectly respectable occupation. But instead I said, “Now I just make the occasional boat-call. Don’t you think we should find out who he is?”


    Burns looked surprised. “I didn’t know we didn’t know.”


    I shook my head. “We know who the boat belonged to. We know who the woman was. All we know about him is that he wasn’t her husband.”


    “There was no ID in his clothes?”


    “You saw what he was wearing.” Approximately the same as me, and I was carrying nothing that would identify me either. All his property that wasn’t directly about his person had gone up in flames.


    “Well, he’s pretty much awake now. Ask him.”


    He hadn’t cried himself out yet, but while we’d been talking quietly at the other end of his bed the violence of his grieving had abated. Now he lay still behind the shelter of his arm, too weak to do anything else. Neil Burns was right: grief takes most out of those who have most to spare for it. This boy would cry again when he was stronger, but for now he had reached a kind of peace.


    I took his hand, and his elbow in my other hand, and lifted his arm high enough to peep underneath. “Feeling better?”


    His eyes were red. His hair, which had dried from the sea, was wet again at both temples. But crying had at least given him a voice. “I’m all right.” It was a lie, of course. He wasn’t all right; he wasn’t even feeling better.


    I said, “We don’t know your name.”


    He paused a little longer than made sense. There was no question of amnesia. He remembered what had happened, remembered Alison McAllister clearly enough to break up over her—the chances of his having forgotten his own name were negligible. But something was going through his mind, and only after he had it resolved did he consent to answer. “Alex Curragh.”


    It was his name all right, it’s such a personal thing that it’s quite difficult to give a false name convincingly, but I was sure he had thought about telling us another lie and I wondered why.


    But the answer was obvious enough. He had been on a boat with another man’s wife when fate stepped in and promoted their discreet duty weekend to front-page news. Her husband was going to know; his wife, if he had one, was going to know. He might have got away with giving a false name to the hospital, but plainly the police were going to be involved as well. So he told us who he was.


    “Where do you live, Alex?”


    “Crinan. I work on the boats.” So that was how they’d met, the rich man’s sailor wife and the boat hand.


    “Had you known her long—Alison, Mrs. McAllister?”


    Again that brief pause while he thought, a gathering of cloud in his dark eyes, and this time he lied. “A few weeks. She needed some help with her boat. I helped her out.” He avoided looking at me.


    I didn’t believe him—a young man doesn’t cry like that for the death of a casual employer—but I didn’t force the issue. The police would do that. “You were crewing for her?”


    “Yes.” But the yard in Oban had been unconcerned to see her leave for the thirty-mile passage to Crinan; if she didn’t need a crew to get that far, she didn’t need a crew. They were lovers, all right. He was thinking of the dead woman’s reputation.


    “Do you know what caused the explosion?”


    His eyes filled up again but the tears didn’t spill.


    “She was so careful.” The accent was Highland, soft and musical. “She never turned the gas on unless she had a match lit. She wouldn’t have smoking on board. She wouldn’t have so much as the radio on when she was fuelling. She said she saw a boat burn up once, and she didn’t want to go that way.” His face twisted and the tears spilt.
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