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Chapter One

EMMA SAT ON THE SHINGLE BANK and watched the kids on the beach below build a bonfire. They’d dragged pieces of driftwood into a pile; it was something to do to relieve their boredom. Nothing much happened in Deltaness. It was too far from Lerwick for an easy night out, and the buses stopped long before the bars closed. The night was clear and still and the light drained slowly away. In another month it would be midsummer. Emma was there because she was bored too. When she was a child she’d longed for boredom, for quiet, normal days free from tension. School and homework, and meals with the family that didn’t end in anger, shouting or worse. Now, she thought, she’d inherited a need for excitement, a longing to fill her days with action and challenge, to provoke a response from the people in her life. A need to make things happen.

She stared out towards the horizon, where the sea and the sky had blurred into one, and wondered why was she still here in Deltaness then, working as nanny? A voice in her head told her that she was still in Shetland because she was scared of the world away from the islands. Here she was safe, in a tight community where she knew her place. If she hadn’t been so scared, she’d have stuck with Daniel Fleming, run away south with him, become an artist or a model or a designer. Emma closed her ears to the voice. She didn’t like to think of herself as scared. Life here wasn’t so bad. It had its own compensations. She took a bottle out of her bag. This wasn’t her wonderful new bag that stood on her bed, reminding her of those compensations, but the one she’d made herself out of a scrap of leftover fabric. She took a swig of vodka and passed the bottle to the man beside her.

Magnie Riddell handed it back and slid his arm around her back. Soon he would try to stick his tongue in her mouth. That made Emma feel a little bit sick. She liked men, but on her own terms, and sometimes she thought sex was seriously overrated. Magnie was kind, and as different from her father as it was possible to be, but she still found it hard to be physically close to him.

The fire was lit now. She could feel the heat from the flames even from here, and sparks spiralled into the sky. Below them the kids were passing round cans of lager and cider. They were singing some chant she couldn’t recognize, something about sport, or a verse stolen from the Up Helly Aa fire festival. Then she heard a sound behind her of pebbles shifting and rattling, and a small child appeared on the bank above them. He stared into the fire, apparently mesmerized. She recognized him at once. This was Christopher, Daniel Fleming’s strange boy.

The group below caught sight of him and stared back. They began to laugh and shout. Magnie pulled away his arm and turned towards her. Obviously he expected Emma to intervene, to take care of the child. But she was off-duty and she was bored. She watched the scene play out below her and she smiled.




Chapter Two

MAGNIE RIDDELL WAS FEELING OLD. HE shouldn’t be here with these kids; his mother would get to hear of it, because gossip spread through Deltaness even more quickly than it had when he was a bairn. Then, there might have been a chance of getting away with the occasional piece of mischief. Now even his mother was on Facebook, and it would just take one photo of him sitting next to Emma on the beach, his face lit by the flames and a bottle in her hand, for her to begin the old lecture. About how Magnie was all she had, now his father had left them for that foreign tart in Lerwick; about how he’d already caused her family disgrace: No one has ever been in trouble with the police before. I couldn’t show my face in the shop for a month. You need to grow up, Magnie. Settle down with a nice local girl and make me a grandmother.

Magnie turned to Emma, who sat prim and neat as his mother’s Siamese cat, although she’d drunk as much as he had. That was what made her different from the local lasses who yelled and swore as much as the boys. She never lost control. She and Magnie were on the shingle bank, leaning back on their elbows, a little way from the fire and looking down on it. That was Emma too, always a little apart.

‘Should we get back?’ He thought perhaps she would allow him into the bedsit she had in the doctor’s big house. She’d let him in once before and they’d lain on the narrow bed, and she’d let him touch her and kiss her, and he’d been wild with desire for her. Later, he’d slipped down the back stairs and out into the night without anyone seeing him. Scared and frustrated and excited, all at the same time. He’d hoped that might be the start of something, that it would make him her boyfriend and not just her friend. But the thing about Emma was that you could never be sure of anything. Even when they were kissing, when he’d unbuttoned her blouse and felt her skin against his, he’d felt that she was distant. An outsider looking in on what they were doing. Not exactly judging his performance, but not really engaged. He still didn’t know quite where he stood with her and, for some reason that he couldn’t work out, he was too frightened to ask her. Sometimes he wanted to lash out at her, to force Emma to take him seriously.

‘I can’t,’ she said. ‘Martha and Charlie are here and I need to keep an eye on them and walk them back.’ Her voice was calm; there was something about her slow Orcadian voice that turned him on, drove him crazy. Just at that moment he would have done anything to possess her.

‘I see. Of course.’ Because what else could he say? She’d worked as a nanny for the doctor’s family for years and though the two oldest were teenagers, she still felt responsible for them, in a way that he considered admirable. Even if it was frustrating tonight. Emma was more responsible, he thought, than the doctor and his wife, who never seemed to know or to care what their four children were up to. Without Emma, they would be allowed to run wild.

He looked down at the group by the fire to search for the Moncrieff kids. The only light came from the flames and so at first it was hard to make them out. He saw Martha first. She was sixteen, dark-haired. Since she’d started at the Anderson High, he’d never seen her wearing anything other than black. She was sitting cross-legged on the sand, brooding. The Deltaness gossip had her down as weird, attention-seeking. His mother tutted whenever she spoke of her: That girl will come to no good. And why those piercings and the haircut that looks as if someone’s been at it with a scythe? She’d be attractive enough, if she made something of herself. He wondered, slightly drunk now, why his mother’s words always seemed to appear in his head when he was least expecting them. He wished he could get rid of them, of her.

Charlie was fifteen, a year younger than his sister, blond, athletic. Magnie couldn’t imagine him brooding about anything. Now he had his arm around a friend and they were singing. Maybe a football chant. Nothing musical, at least. From where he sat, Magnie couldn’t hear anything like a tune. Just a beat. Charlie was waving a can of strong lager in the air. Soon he’d be sick. Magnie recognized the signs. He’d started drinking when he was a youngster too.

Behind Emma and Magnie, the shingle shifted. Magnie heard the clacking of smaller pebbles and felt them stinging his bare arms. He turned round. He hoped it wasn’t one of the community elders, demanding that they keep the noise down or that they put out the fire. Then his mother would certainly get to hear he’d been on the beach with Emma. Recently, Magnie hadn’t been entirely truthful when his mother quizzed him about the nanny. What business was it of hers, after all?

But a boy stood there. A young boy. He was dressed in a white T-shirt and white shorts, so it looked as if he was in his underwear, that he’d sleepwalked out of a dream. Magnie recognized him. His mother had pointed him out when he’d walked with her to the shop one morning: ‘That’s the daft child that lives in Dennis Gear’s old place. They say he set fire to the school and he’ll set fire to us all one day.’ Magnie hadn’t said anything. He knew his mother had had a soft spot for Dennis Gear – there’d been rumours about him and her having a fling at one time – and she hated the fact that the house had been changed so much. And maybe there was a touch of guilt about the way the old man died.

Now he felt sorry for the child, who looked so confused. The chanting around the fire, which had started as something to do with mocking a rival sports team, changed, became nastier. He made out the word and couldn’t quite believe what he was hearing. ‘Retard, retard, retard.’ Magnie looked at Emma. She worked with children. Surely she would do something, take the boy into her arms and comfort him. They had to get him back to his family. But Emma made no move. She was still observing the scene below her. Magnie thought perhaps she was checking on Charlie and Martha. She wasn’t looking at the boy standing above them. Magnie stood up and yelled at the group to stop their taunting, but his words were swallowed up by the noise. The chant changed. Now they were calling: ‘Hangman, hangman, hangman.’

The boy had his eyes shut, his hands over his ears to block out the sound and the sight. Magnie couldn’t believe that folk could be so cruel. He knew they weren’t all cruel people. It was the drink and the fact that they were anonymous, part of the gang, changed by the flickering light into one monstrous, shouting whole.

Magnie scrambled up the bank to the child and picked him up in his arms. The boy didn’t struggle. He felt very light, like a bird. There was no flesh on him. At the other side of the bank, out of sight of the fire and the teenagers, he set the boy on his feet. The chanting had stopped, as if the hidden kids were suddenly ashamed of what they’d done. Magnie took the child’s hand. ‘It’s Christopher, isn’t it? Come on then, Christopher, your mother and father will wonder where you are. Let’s get you home to them.’

It was only when he turned back that he saw the shadow. A shape that he recognized, staring after him.




Chapter Three

THEY STOOD IN THE PLAYGROUND, WAITING for the kids to be let out for the day. The biggest proportion were mothers, but there were two fathers, three grandmothers and the young woman who worked as a nanny for the doctor’s family. Most afternoons they gathered into small friendship groups and the exchanges were desultory, light-hearted. After nine months, Helena Fleming knew what to expect. There was a little harmless chat, anecdotes about other children’s antics and achievements. She never felt quite part of the group and seldom spoke of her own children, but was prepared to be a willing audience.

Today, though, there seemed to be more cohesion, more purpose to the conversation, and she hesitated for a moment before entering. The gate creaked when Helena pushed it open and the group turned towards her. She knew they’d been talking about her, waiting for her arrival. Suddenly they morphed in her head into something from a horror film, became more like a pack of hunting dogs than the neighbours she’d thought she knew rather well. They were greedy for gossip and for a moment she had a picture of them tearing her apart to get it, their heads thrust forward, slavering. She wanted to run, surprised at how frightened she felt. She was a strong, independent woman, successful in her own right, and she shouldn’t be feeling like this: numb, mindless, shaking. Shock and a residual pride kept her there, facing them. And really, she told herself, what could they do to her? They would be reluctant to make a scene. On the surface, at least, Shetlanders were a polite bunch. She turned her back and stooped, pretending to tie a shoelace, so she wouldn’t have to look at them.

At that moment, the first class was released into the playground. Helena’s children were older, but the waiting carers scattered to collect their offspring and immediately they became less threatening. They filled their arms with school bags and coats. Because this afternoon no coats were needed. It was May and warm for Shetland. The moment of tension had passed, at least for another day, and Helena relaxed, told herself that her reaction – the image of the hunting dogs – had been ridiculous. She should have faced the group, approached them and made conversation. How pathetic she’d been! How cowardly!

Ellie ran out soon after, elbows and knees flailing, socks around her ankles, chalk or paint on her forehead and down the front of her jumper. Talking. Sometimes Helena thought the girl had been born talking. Demanding attention, at least. Helena was used to listening with half her brain, nodding occasionally. It came to her, with a sudden dreadful moment of guilt, that she’d employed exactly the same tactics with her mother, when she was in the final stages of Alzheimer’s. Helena bent towards her daughter and tried to focus, but she’d missed the beginning of Ellie’s story and what she was saying now made no sense. Besides, Ellie couldn’t stand still for more than a moment and the girl was already bouncing away.

Christopher was the last to emerge, accompanied by the support worker. Christopher always came out last, always accompanied. Helena thought it would do him good to mix with the others, because how could he learn the rules of interaction if he was never given the chance? She still hadn’t plucked up the courage to question the issue, though. She could understand why the school wanted to play safe, but she hated the way he was made to feel different. He was eleven, tall, dark-haired and dark-eyed. Beautiful. The support worker always insisted on feeding back any issues of the day. In London, the school had been too busy for that sort of service. There were too many children with problems. Then, Helena would have been grateful to hear how Christopher had managed in class. She’d longed for information, for her child to be given the attention she felt was his due. Now the daily ritual depressed her. She didn’t want to know that Christopher had sworn at one child or bitten another. She was exhausted by the pity and the understanding. She almost preferred the playground parents’ hunger for information about her strange fire-setting child and her melancholic husband.

‘Well, we’ve had quite a nice day.’ The worker was a Shetlander, always cheery, even when passing on the most embarrassing news. ‘Haven’t we, Christopher?’ She had at least learned that he disliked intensely being called Chris.

Christopher looked at his mother and rolled his eyes. Helena thought it was this arrogance that provoked much of the antagonism directed towards him. He was bright – at least he had a fabulous memory, and the logic to solve maths problems – and because he thought he was the centre of the universe, sometimes he treated the adults around him, including his mother, as domestic servants.

‘A bit of a temper tantrum at lunchtime, but nothing we couldn’t handle.’ Becky, the support worker, smiled. ‘No messing about with matches today. See you in the morning, Christopher.’

He was wearing shorts and a T-shirt. Sandals. No jumper and no socks. His preferred outfit even in midwinter. He didn’t seem to feel the cold, but hated the sense of fabric next to his skin, even natural fibres like cotton or wool. He never wore pyjamas and wandered round the house without any clothes at all, if he could get away with it. The school had got used to his scanty clothing now, but in the early days there’d been a daily phone call from the head asking why the boy had come in without a coat. ‘We like them to get some fresh air, even when it’s chilly.’ Helena had tried to explain and then had sent Christopher to school with a coat and a jumper in a bag, muttering under her breath: And if you can get him to wear them, let me know your secret. Hoping, of course, that they wouldn’t manage it, and she would be proved right. She had been proved right and the phone calls had stopped.

Christopher stood and waited while the exchange between Becky and his mother was taking place. He didn’t fidget, like Ellie. There was a twitch occasionally, or he’d bite his nails or pick at his skin until it bled and formed a scab. This conversation between home and school was a routine that had to be gone through, and Christopher understood routine. By the time the meeting was over, the playground was empty. Helena shouted to Ellie, who was hanging by her legs from the climbing frame, to come down so they could go home.

They lived more than a mile away from the school, but unless the weather was horrendous they always walked. Christopher complained about not getting a lift, but, like the conversation with Becky, the complaint had become a ritual. He didn’t enjoy being outdoors, and because he was eager to get home to his room and his computer, he walked quickly, with a strange, straight-legged gait that gave him the appearance of a robot. The road took them along the edge of a beach, with a couple of upturned ancient boats above the tideline along with the seaweed. A pebble bank separated the road from the beach, and Ellie scampered away from them to walk along its ridge, holding her arms out for balance. After a day of enforced inactivity, she was like a dog that needed a run. At the end of the beach there was a path across a low, boggy headland. At this time of year it was gaudy with colour: wild yellow iris, marsh marigold, campion and plants and flowers that Helena had no names for. She had decided, when they first moved here, that she would learn them all, but other events had taken over. From here they could see the house that had become their home. They called it Hesti, because that was what it had always been called. It was built into the hill that rose steeply from the flat marshland and there was a view from the front windows of the headland and the beach, all the way back to the settlement of Deltaness, with its school, shop and community hall.

Ellie ran ahead; they could see her ploughing up the track towards the house, the incline hardly slowing her pace. Helena watched with envy and thought that once she’d had that much energy. She’d been able to dance all night and still be ready for work in the morning, still creative and fizzing with ideas. When had she lost all that? Not with marriage. Daniel had inspired some of her best work. They’d met at art school and married far too young, according to all her friends and her liberal parents: ‘Why marriage, darling? Why tie yourself down when you’re both still students?’ But she’d loved the idea. The dramatic gesture. Perhaps they’d waited too long to have children. She’d been in her mid-thirties when Christopher had been born, nearly forty when Ellie had arrived.

She still hadn’t reached any conclusion when they reached the house. Christopher was still marching with the relentless pace of an automaton, but she was slightly out of breath and paused for a moment and looked out at the wide valley that had been sculpted centuries ago by ice. She told herself that London might have cool bars and exhibitions and theatres, but it didn’t have this.

By the time she went inside, Christopher had already disappeared into his bedroom. He would have shed most of his outer clothes and be sitting in his underwear in front of the computer screen. He’d be watching a totally unsuitable American cop show. Mesmerized, it seemed. He was obsessed with forensic details, and often he would need to be prised away from the screen for meals. That could result in silent sulking at best, and at worst a violent tantrum. Screams that once in London had resulted in the neighbours calling the police. Occasionally she relented and let him eat a sandwich alone in his room, knowing that this would set a dangerous precedent and the next day it would be even more difficult to persuade him to spend some time with the family, but feeling too exhausted to face the fuss.

Ellie was in the kitchen, foraging for food. She’d already peeled a satsuma and its skin lay discarded on the bench. She wandered past Helena and curled up on the sofa in the living room, calm at last, to watch CBBC. There was no sign of Daniel, though his car was parked in its usual spot behind the house. Perhaps he’d gone for a walk; it was a lovely day, after all, and he’d seemed very much brighter this morning. Helena was relieved. His depression came in waves and, like the sea, sometimes swamped him, washed away the man she knew and loved, leaving her with a bitter and angry stranger. It would be good to be in the house without him for a while.

The Shetland Times lay on the table. Daniel must have picked it up from the Deltaness community shop earlier in the day while she was working. Helena opened it, thought again how different it was from the local newspaper in the London borough where they’d previously lived. That front page had been Gothic in nature, with lurid tales of knife crime, assault, arson and shooting. This held details of a record haul of fish landed at Shetland Catch, sheep sales and a bairns’ music festival. Her panic attack in the playground seemed ridiculous now. These were good people. She began to feel the stress drain from her body, got up to switch on the kettle and made a mug of tea, before returning to the paper.

Between the second and third pages there was a piece of paper. It was small, precisely four inches square, neatly cut, possibly by guillotine. Graph paper. A design had been marked: dots in the tiny squares to form a stick person. It could have been the remnant of a child’s game, because beside the person the dots formed a crude gallows and the figure was already hanging. Hangman. Game over. But there were no letters, no lines where the letters were missing. And Helena had received images like this before.






Chapter Four

IT WAS SATURDAY MORNING AND JIMMY Perez was sitting outside his house – Fran’s house – watching Cassie play in the small burn that separated their home from the croft where Magnus Tait had once lived. There was talk that it had been sold and that a man from Lerwick had bought it. He wondered if the man had a family; it would be splendid if a child moved in, someone to be company for Cassie and to boost the numbers in Ravenswick school. The sun was warm and he let his mind wander. Cassie was a self-contained girl of nine. He couldn’t believe how the time had passed. She’d been four when he’d first met her, just starting school, and six when Fran had died. She turned occasionally to check he was there and then went back to her game. This was a piece of serious engineering; she was building dams and reservoirs to slow the course of the water. There’d been a lot of talk locally about experimenting with similar schemes to prevent another landslide. A huge slip had caused chaos in the islands three months before. Cassie was working on her own experiment. Her mother would have been proud of her efforts.

Below him ran the main road from Lerwick to Sumburgh Airport, but today the traffic seemed very far away, the noise a distant hum like summer insects. He watched as a red van he didn’t recognize turned off the main road and climbed the narrow track towards the houses. He thought perhaps this was the new owner of Hillhead, the Tait croft, and that it might be a grand opportunity to meet him. But the van stopped outside his house and a woman got out. Perez struggled to guess her age. Late forties maybe: her hair was starting to grey. It was wiry, very curly. Unmanageable. She wore jeans and red leather boots, a hand-knitted cardigan in red and blue. Something about her style reminded him of Fran.

‘Inspector Perez?’ She was English. Rather intense.

‘Yes.’ He could tell that the visit would be work-related – it wasn’t so unusual to be disturbed at home – and he continued quickly. Years of practice had got the words off pat. ‘But I’m off-duty now, you know. If it’s a police matter, you should go to the station in Lerwick.’

‘Yes.’ There was no argument. ‘Of course. I shouldn’t have come, and perhaps it’s not so important. Probably not a police matter at all.’ She waved at Cassie, who was still at work building her dam, and turned back towards the van.

Perhaps it was the wave to the bairn that did it. The wave and the fact that the woman seemed so sad. Sarah, his ex-wife, had called Perez ‘emotionally incontinent’, and Willow, his boss and occasional lover, said the description was just about right: ‘You spread your sympathy and kindness too thin, Jimmy. Sometimes there’s nothing left for the people who care for you.’

He called after the woman, ‘I was just going to make more coffee. Do you fancy one? We could talk informally. While you’re here . . .’

‘If you’re sure. It does seem a terrible impertinence.’ But she gave a quick, shy smile and he sensed her relief.

When he came back with the coffee she was playing with Cassie, helping to build a sandbank with a plastic spade, as serious in the task as the girl was. When she saw Perez, she put down the spade and walked back to join him. They sat together on the white plank that acted as a bench, their feet stretched in front of them.

‘So why don’t you tell me your name?’ He sipped his coffee and looked out at Raven’s Head. ‘And what it is that’s worrying you.’

‘I’m Helena,’ she said. ‘Helena Fleming.’

‘I’ve heard of you!’ She’d arrived in the islands recently, nearly three years after Fran’s death, but a few of Fran’s arty friends invited him out occasionally to dinners and parties and he listened to their gossip. He’d been engaged to Fran Hunter, artist and mother to Cassie, but Fran had been murdered and he still knew it was his fault. He carried the guilt wherever he went.

Besides, he knew the woman’s name because she’d featured in The Shetland Times and The Shetlander and had become something of a local celebrity. Helena was a designer; she used Shetland wool to create garments that were shown at London Fashion Week. People came from all over the world to commission her work. Rumour had it that the Duchess of Cambridge had bought one of her cardigans from a smart London store.

‘We live at Deltaness.’

He nodded. He knew that too, in the way that information about islanders soaked into his consciousness. They’d bought Dennis Gear’s house, and Dennis had killed himself soon after they finally moved in, shocking the community and somehow tainting the family. His sympathy for the woman increased.

‘You’ll have heard that a man hanged himself in our barn?’

Perez nodded and the woman continued.

‘It was suicide. Your people investigated. There was a post-mortem. But somehow, it seems, we’re to blame. According to the people in the community.’ Her voice was bitter. ‘They’re making our life hell.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Perez said. ‘That must be tough.’ He knew all about the power of rumour and gossip. ‘But I’m not sure it’s a police matter. If you can stick it out, folk will soon find something else to chatter about.’

Helena Fleming continued as if he hadn’t spoken. ‘It’s affecting us all. I have two children, a girl and a boy. Ellie’s a bit young to notice what people are saying, though I’m sure she hears things at school. But my son, Christopher, is autistic. High-functioning, but still needing support. Sometimes his behaviour is a little strange, but he’s not stupid. He’s picked up on the hostility. He wants to know why they hate us.’

‘Do they really hate you?’ Perez thought that must be an exaggeration. Shetlanders weren’t given to hate.

‘Not all of them, obviously. We have friends. But we’re considered odd, a bit dangerous. Christopher doesn’t make things any easier.’ She paused for a moment. ‘He has obsessions. At the moment, he’s obsessed with fire. He took matches into school and set fire to some waste paper in the playground. And Daniel, my husband, isn’t the most sociable of people.’ There was a moment of silence. He was about to prompt her to continue when she started speaking again. ‘Daniel found the dead man. He still has nightmares about it.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Perez said again, ‘but I still don’t see how I can help.’

She was staring out towards Raven’s Head. ‘Someone’s been coming onto our property. That must be a police matter.’

‘You’ve had stuff stolen?’

She shook her head. ‘Nothing’s been stolen, but things have been left behind.’

She’d been carrying a green leather satchel and opened it to take out a plastic file. She unclipped the file and lifted out three small squares of graph paper, which she set carefully on the bench between them.

The first showed the frame of a gallows, the second had the gallows with a noose and the third included the hanged man. She pointed to the last image. ‘That came yesterday, tucked inside The Shetland Times.’

‘And the others?’

‘The first came a month ago, a few days after Daniel found Dennis Gear. The second came last week. It was in my son’s homework bag. Luckily I found it before he did.’

‘Your son couldn’t have drawn them?’ Perez was feeling his way. He knew how he’d feel if anyone accused Cassie of creating bizarre pictures of hanged men, and he didn’t want to upset his visitor. But this could be part of a game. Harmless. Perhaps the woman was overreacting.

‘I thought it must have been him at first. I use graph paper to plot out my designs. There are piles of the stuff in my studio and he could have taken a few sheets. But Christopher said he hadn’t made them, and Christopher doesn’t lie.’

Perez said nothing. He’d never met anyone who hadn’t told a lie. Even Fran, who’d been the most honest woman in the world, could lie when it suited her.

‘Besides,’ Helena went on, ‘my son didn’t have a chance to put this into The Shetland Times. My husband bought it while he was at school, and Christopher went straight upstairs when we got home. Really, I’ve been thinking about it and it couldn’t have been him.’ She looked at Perez, willing him to believe her.

There was a silence. Perhaps Cassie sensed a tension between them, because she turned away from her play and looked back at them.

‘Do you have any idea who’s behind this?’ Perez thought this was a cowardly way to behave. He felt personal shame that a Shetlander could be so underhand and cruel. He knew the story of Dennis Gear well. The man had been forced from his home through a combination of bad luck and his own responsibility. His family had owned the croft for generations, but he’d never been much of a farmer and had sold off most of the land bit by bit, so there was only the house, the outhouses and some in-bye land left. When Gear’s wife had died, he’d let things slide, got the sack from the waste-to-power plant in Lerwick. He’d owed money all over the islands and in the end the house had been repossessed. That had nothing to do with the Flemings from London, who’d bought it up and made it their home. Gear’s final gesture – to kill himself on a property where children lived, where a child might have found his body – had seemed selfish and mean to Perez, when he’d looked into the case.

‘We didn’t know Gear’s history when we bought the place,’ Helena said. ‘And besides, we weren’t responsible in any way for his problems. The house would have been taken away from him, whether we wanted it or not.’

‘He was a popular man.’ Perez could picture Gear at some fundraiser in the Deltaness Community Hall. He’d been onstage playing accordion in one of the best dance bands in the islands, and Fran had dragged Perez onto the floor. Gear had been jolly, with a red face that suggested either a boozer or someone waiting for a heart attack. ‘Member of the lifeboat crew; he liked a party.’

‘And then we came along,’ Helena said. ‘Incomers. Different voices, different attitudes. With a strange, fire-obsessed son.’

Perez thought she was going to add more, but she stopped and he filled the silence with a question. ‘How long has Christopher been obsessed with fire?’

Helena set her coffee mug on the grass. ‘I think it started with Up Helly Aa. All that drama and the flaming torches. One night last week he wandered off and joined a group of teenage kids who’d lit a bonfire on the beach. They brought him back in a dreadful state.’ There was a silence. Then the sound of a small inter-island plane overhead. ‘I want to belong. I try.’

‘You really think they’re sending this stuff . . .’ Perez nodded down to the scraps of paper, ‘in the hope that you’ll be scared away?’

‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘I can’t think of any other reason. They’re wary of Christopher, they think I’m an arrogant cow from the south and that Daniel’s just stuck-up.’ There was a pause, and when she continued she was close to losing control. ‘It’s getting worse. As if someone’s stirring up trouble, making up new stories about us. In the playground yesterday I could tell that things were different.’ She gave a little shrug. ‘Sorry, I know that sounds crazy.’

‘I’m not quite sure what you’d like me to do. I’m not sure if any crime has been committed. If your doors were open, there’s no question of breaking and entering . . .’

‘I know,’ she said. ‘I should start locking up. But that was one of the reasons we came to Shetland. So we wouldn’t have to live in some kind of fortress.’ She was staring into the far distance, out to sea. ‘I suppose I was hoping you might find out who was doing this stuff, talk to them, make them see that we just want to be a part of the community. I wouldn’t want them charged. That would only make things worse. You’re right, of course. It’s not a police matter at all and I’m probably being paranoid. It could simply be kids.’

Perez wasn’t sure how to answer that, so he fell back into the role of detective.

‘Have you seen anyone hanging around the house?’

‘Occasionally I’ve had the sense that someone is out there, watching us. But that was probably just me being hyper-sensitive.’

Perez thought that a dead man in your byre and strange little notes appearing in your house would make anyone sensitive. ‘What about your husband? Has he seen anything unusual?’

This time the silence stretched even longer and, when she answered, she turned to face him. ‘I haven’t told Daniel, my husband, about any of this. He doesn’t cope well with stress, and he was thrown by finding Dennis Gear. At the moment he seems a little better. Almost settled. I can’t bear the thought of making him ill.’ Another, shorter pause. ‘Besides, Daniel wouldn’t have seen anything. He was out yesterday afternoon, away from the house.’

Perez wondered how that might make a man feel – to have a wife who treated you like a child, who decided what was best for you. ‘You must let me know immediately if you get any more of those notes,’ he said. He was thinking that he would ask around. Deltaness was in the north-east of Shetland, in Northmavine. It was a small community and if there were bad feelings – some individual who might want to scare off this incomer family – he could find out about that. He was already thinking of people he could ask. But he didn’t want to raise Helena Fleming’s hopes.

‘I’m sorry,’ Helena said. ‘I shouldn’t have come and disturbed you. It was a spur-of-the-moment thing. I didn’t think it through.’

‘Why did you come to me? Why not go to the police station about this poisonous stuff?’

‘Because of your connection with Fran.’

‘You knew Fran?’ Hearing the name didn’t hurt as it once had, but there was still the guilt and the ridiculous desire to put back the clock, rewrite the story of her death on Fair Isle three years before. Remove the knife that had flashed in the moonlight like blue lightning. If I hadn’t taken you with me to the isle . . .

‘She was the reason we came to Shetland. I met her a few times. Years ago, of course. At a party in London held by a mutual friend, at a gallery when she had her first exhibition there. She was a bit younger than me. But I loved her art and I watched her progress when she settled here. Daniel did too. That was what drew us here.’

Perez nodded towards the little girl playing in the water, damming the stream to form a pool. ‘That’s her daughter – that’s Cassie. I look after her, though I’m not her biological father.’ He paused for a moment and felt the need to explain. ‘Duncan, her dad, is a bit flaky, and Fran kind of bequeathed her to me before she died.’

‘I know,’ Helena said. ‘I heard.’ She gave him a quick grin. ‘Shetland’s not the place for secrets, is it?’

‘Ah, you’d be surprised.’

‘I’ll go,’ she went on. ‘I said I wouldn’t be long. Daniel’s great with the kids, but they’re not the easiest.’

‘You should bring them round sometime. Cassie likes having new folk to play with.’

She gave another quick grin and he saw how she and Fran might have been friends. ‘They’re both a bit bonkers. Not really house-trained.’

Perez nodded towards Cassie, whose arms were covered in mud as far as her elbows. ‘I’m not sure that we’re really house-trained, either.’ He felt in his jacket pocket for a scrap of paper and a pencil and scribbled down his mobile-phone number. ‘If anything else unusual happens – anything at all – give me a shout.’

He watched Helena walk down the bank to her van. She stopped on the way to chat to Cassie, who stood up. He couldn’t hear what was said, but the conversation seemed animated and friendly. Once more Perez felt well disposed towards the strange woman; he didn’t mind after all that she’d turned up on his doorstep.






Chapter Five

HELENA DIDN’T GO TO HER STUDIO on Sundays. When they’d first moved to Deltaness she’d worked every free second, desperate to build the business, to cement the contacts she already had with retailers in London and Europe. She’d been the main earner, of course, and while they’d had some savings, she’d known they wouldn’t last forever. Daniel had been the person to collect the kids from school, to give them tea. For Helena, work had become an escape and an obsession. She’d never been a multitasker. One project at a time captured her imagination and filled her thoughts. She hadn’t even noticed that Daniel was feeling so stressed until he’d burst into tears one evening, as they were preparing to go out for dinner with friends. She’d come out of the shower to find him in their bedroom sobbing. The door was open and both children were standing there looking in at him, while Helena dripped on the bare wooden floor.

‘What’s the matter?’ Ellie had seemed most distressed. ‘What’s the matter with Daddy?’

Helena had sent them down to the kitchen with soft words, the offer of biscuits and usually forbidden fizzy drinks, and she’d taken Daniel into her arms. The towel had fallen to the floor and now she remembered the rough wool of his jersey against her skin. She’d made promises that she wasn’t sure she’d keep: that she’d work less, spend more time with the children, more time with him. She’d still insisted that they go out for dinner with Robert and Belle that night, though. She’d been looking forward to the evening, to lively conversation and getting out of the house. To laughing again. She’d thought she’d go mad if she didn’t have someone else to talk to. ‘It’ll do you good,’ she’d said to Daniel, not really believing it, knowing even as she spoke that she was being selfish.

She had kept most of the promises. She tried to do much of her work while the kids were at school. She collected them at least a couple of times a week. She encouraged Daniel to follow his own interests. And she kept Sunday free for family time.

Today they decided they’d head out for a long walk in the morning. Belle Moncrieff had phoned the night before, asking if Helena would help with the Sunday teas, the community fundraising event, but that was the last thing she needed.

‘Sorry, we’ve planned an expedition with the kids. Get them away from computer screens and out into the open air.’

Packing a picnic, she thought of Jimmy Perez, dark-haired and scruffy. Kind. She decided she’d take him up on his offer and visit him in Ravenswick again.

They trekked north, ignoring Christopher’s complaints about the long walk. Daniel showed the children the otters at Suksetter and Helena skimmed pebbles and watched Ellie play in the sand at the edge of the shore. She was reminded of Cassie Hunter, and again of the detective with the Spanish name and dark good looks, felt a moment of lust and wondered how things would be if she were single. Then she thought that, without any responsibility at all, she wouldn’t know who she was. The responsibility, like her anxiety about Daniel and the kids, gave her a role in life. She wasn’t sufficiently brave to carve out her own identity. The work – the designs – were unimportant compared to caring for these people.

Back at the house, the children were tired and Christopher disappeared into his room. Ellie whined to be taken to the Sunday teas at the Deltaness hall, but Helena still couldn’t face it. She had more important things on her mind. A family to protect. Daniel hid himself away in his office. He was probably transferring wildlife images from his camera onto the computer. They’d built big windows into the east of the house, and the sun drenched the kitchen with light and heat. Ellie wandered out into the garden to play. Helena, sitting in the rocking chair, felt herself drowsing. This was allowed, after all. It was Sunday, their day of rest. But she still had work to do, despite her promise to Daniel, and she made her way outside.

When she returned to the kitchen, she’d lost all sense of time. Sun still came through the window and it was warm in the room. Ellie was bouncing on the trampoline on the grass outside and Helena was reassured by the sight of her, but she felt a little dizzy and disorientated. She wasn’t wearing a watch and the clock above the cooker needed a battery. She switched on the kettle, went out to the hall and shouted to Daniel to ask if he’d like tea. His office door was shut and there was no answer. She was about to go in when she heard a noise from outside the house, a strange yelping that she recognized immediately. It was the sound Christopher made when he was disturbed or excited. She thought Ellie must have persuaded him outside to join in a game.

Helena opened the door and looked out into the courtyard that was formed by her workshop, converted from some of the original croft buildings, and the house. Christopher was standing there, obviously disturbed, shaking. She went out to him. ‘What’s happened?’ He didn’t answer and she saw the panic still in his eyes. She went up to him and held him, very tight, against her body. Christopher hated light touches, arms around the shoulders, his hair being stroked, but sometimes he responded to a firm embrace. This time, though, it didn’t work. He remained tense and pushed her away.

‘Can you tell me what’s wrong?’ She kept her voice cool. Christopher didn’t respond well to emotion of any sort.

He shook his head, took her hand and pulled her towards the byre. This was the only building they still hadn’t renovated. When they’d bought the house, Helena had thought one day it might be converted into a self-contained home for Christopher, if it turned out he couldn’t manage on his own in the big world, if he still needed their support when he was an adult. It stood a little apart, behind her workrooms. It was where Daniel had found Dennis Gear.

The double door that led in was rotten and had fallen on its hinges and it was left propped open. Inside, the only light came from the half-open door and one window high in the wall.

A body hung from one of the beams. The noose was made of nylon rope. Helena didn’t panic and was surprised at how calm she felt, how well she held things together. The scene was like one of the small anonymous drawings, brought to life, though this wasn’t a replica of the dead Dennis Gear. It was a young woman, wearing a dress. She had bare legs. No shoes. Helena pushed Christopher away.

‘Don’t look. Stay outside.’

When he was gone, she went closer, touched an ankle. It was cold, lifeless. There was no point trying to get the body down, even if that had been physically possible, even if she could bear to do it.

She shifted position and looked up, so she could see the woman’s face, and for a moment her stomach heaved and she thought she might be physically sick. It was Emma Shearer, the nanny who worked for Belle and Robert Moncrieff. She’d been one of the gossiping group who’d turned towards Helena when she’d gone to collect the kids the Friday before. Belle thought the world of her, but Helena had never taken to Emma, even on their first meeting. She’d been polite in the little conversation they’d had during those first encounters, helpful enough, picking up Ellie occasionally if Helena had been running late. But somehow knowing, superior, critical. I didn’t like her and now she’s dead. As if her dislike was to blame for the woman’s death. As if that had been enough to kill her.

She heard a noise behind her and turned, thinking that Christopher had come back in, determined to send him away again. But Daniel was standing in the doorway, framed by the bright light outside. She could only see him as a silhouette, but she heard him gasp and thought what a shock this must be for him. He’d found Dennis Gear’s body in exactly the same place. What’s happening to us? Why is our life here falling apart?

She went over to him and pushed him into the sunshine. ‘Where’s Christopher?’

‘I don’t know.’ He looked back into the barn. ‘Shouldn’t we try to get her down?’

‘No point. She’s dead. The police would want us to leave her there.’ Helena knew because her guilty viewing passions, late at night, when the others were all asleep, were the true-crime shows on television. Just like her son.

She’d already put Jimmy Perez’s number into her phone, and she pressed the buttons now and waited for him to answer.






Chapter Six

PEREZ DECIDED TO GO TO THE Deltaness Sunday teas. It would be something to do with Cassie; the weather was fine and he might pick up scraps of information about the Fleming family, some understanding at least of the tensions within the community. Often Cassie spent Sundays with Duncan Hunter, her natural father, but this week he was south on one of his mysterious business trips and she was resentful and moody, blaming Perez, not Duncan. Duncan spoilt her, let her stay up all night, then let her down. The overseas trips were becoming more frequent. Perez thought that unfettered access to cake, and the chance to meet up with other bairns, might lift Cassie’s spirits. He decided it was unlikely the Flemings would be there; the teas would be full of gossip and he suspected Helena would make sure to keep well away.

In the car north, Cassie hardly spoke. It had been a battle to persuade her to come at all; she would have preferred a DVD and a lazy afternoon slouched on the sofa. She was plugged into a story tape and grunted occasionally when he asked her a question. He wondered how it would be when she was a teenager. The weather was still fine, sunny with a south-easterly breeze to keep away any fog. The car park at the community hall was already busy when they arrived. On the way into the building Perez nodded to a few people he knew – a woman he’d been to school with, and Robert Moncrieff, the GP who covered Northmavine. There were more familiar faces inside. He dropped cash into a bucket on the table near the door and queued with Cassie for home-bakes. They found space at a trestle table covered with a white cloth and a woman appeared as if from nowhere with a giant teapot to fill his cup. On the low stage, a couple of teenagers were playing the fiddle. Cassie saw Moncrieff’s youngest daughter, a girl she knew from her gymnastics club, at another table and she ran off to join her. Perez sat and listened to the conversation that eddied around him.

Two women came to sit opposite him. He decided they must be sisters; they were both in their sixties, with the same square jaw; one was stocky, big-boned, the other slight with thin white hair. He thought perhaps the thinner sister was deaf because they spoke loudly, and their voices carried above the background conversation. But perhaps they just liked an audience. He didn’t know them, but he thought he’d seen the bigger one before; she’d once worked in the bank in Lerwick. At first, he thought she was speaking about an ancient relative.

‘I do think he’d be better off in a home, don’t you, Lottie?’ She paused then added: ‘That Fleming boy.’

The sister had her mouth full of scone and could only nod.

‘At the moment, he’s a danger to himself and everyone else. Who knows what he might do next? They can’t control him. They let him wander. He might burn us in our own homes.’ Her voice was self-righteous, but Perez thought she’d probably be delighted if someone died as a result of Christopher’s behaviour. It would provide a subject for conversation for years.

The sister had emptied her mouth. ‘The mother seems a fine enough woman.’

‘I’d say she was taking liberties. Coming to the islands and using our wool and our patterns to make her fortune.’ The first speaker paused briefly to take a sip of tea. ‘And not respecting the real traditions. If you ask me, I’d say she’s just a user.’

Perez pictured Helena Fleming with her fierce determination to fight for her family. He wanted to break in and tell the woman that she was being unfair, but he thought that would only make things worse for the Flemings. He couldn’t stand listening to the bile, so he got to his feet and looked for somewhere else to sit.

He’d been to school with Robert Moncrieff and remembered him as sporty, a bit aloof. Perez had been a loner when he first moved from the small school in Fair Isle to board at the Anderson High. There’d been low-level bullying and he’d been homesick. Robert’s father had been a doctor too, working in the Gilbert Bain Hospital, at a time when most of the boys came from crofting or fishing families. Now, Perez thought it couldn’t have been easy for the young Moncrieff to fit in, either. The inspector wandered over to the man, who shifted his chair to make room for Perez. The doctor was looking at the end of the hall, where Cassie and her friend were doing handstands against the wall.

‘Look at those two monkeys.’ Moncrieff’s youngest daughter, Kate, was a little younger than Cassie. ‘They seem to get on fine, seeing as they only get together at the gym club.’

‘Maybe it’s easier to stay friends if you only meet up once in a while.’

‘Aye, maybe.’ The doctor paused. ‘Little girls can be such bitches.’

‘Not only little girls.’

‘Ah,’ Moncrieff said, ‘I see you’ve just escaped the Deltaness witches.’ He nodded towards the sisters. ‘Lottie’s not so bad, if you get her on her own, but Margaret Riddell lives on a diet of malice, gossip and rumour. Her husband left her because he couldn’t stand it and has moved in with a Latvian waitress half his age who works at the Kveldsro Hotel in town.’

‘So, she’s become the subject of gossip herself?’ Perez grinned. Even so, he found it hard to feel sorry for the woman.

‘Indeed.’

‘They were talking about the Fleming boy.’

‘Were you involved in that business?’ Moncrieff seemed surprised. ‘Something and nothing, I’d have thought, setting fire to a pile of waste paper in the school yard. There was no damage done.’

‘No,’ Perez said. He only remembered then that Helena had spoken of the boy playing with matches at school. ‘We weren’t involved.’ The teenage fiddlers finished a tune and there was a round of applause. Perez turned back to Moncrieff. ‘Do you know the family?’

‘Our younger kids meet theirs at school, and we’ve had Daniel and Helena round for supper a couple of times. We’ve been to their house for drinks, a family barbecue earlier in the year. You know what it’s like in a place like Deltaness, Jimmy. Any newcomer is a source of interest and entertainment. Belle was delighted when they moved in. She thought they’d read The Guardian and we could have intelligent discussions about art and literature.’

‘And did you?’ Robert’s wife Belle had grown up in England. Perez couldn’t remember quite what she’d done for a living before moving to Shetland. Something in PR perhaps? Now she was a stay-at-home mother to four children and an active member of more voluntary organizations than Perez could list. Today she was in the hall kitchen, buttering bannocks. He’d glimpsed her as he came in.

‘We did with Helena. Daniel’s pretty hard-going. A bit intense and given to long and introspective silences.’

‘He found Dennis Gear’s body,’ Perez said, though he was sure Moncrieff must already know that. ‘Apparently it shook him up and he can’t quite get over it.’

‘Of course, poor chap. That might explain it then.’ Moncrieff waved his cup at a young woman who was passing by with a teapot. ‘I should be more sympathetic.’

‘You’re not his GP?’

‘No, I think the Flemings signed up with the health centre in Brae. And of course even if I were his doctor, Jimmy, I wouldn’t be discussing Daniel’s condition with you.’

‘What does the rest of Deltaness make of them?’

Moncrieff paused for a moment. ‘Most of our neighbours are very tolerant people. We’re used to welcoming strangers. From the Vikings on, there’ve been invaders in the islands.’

‘Daniel and Helena Fleming are hardly invaders.’ Kate and Cassie had moved outside and were doing backflips on the grass outside the hall. Perez watched them and wondered what it would feel like if Cassie were the centre of malicious gossip. He thought he’d feel murderous.

‘Of course not. And Dennis Gear’s house was in a dreadful state when they bought it, but they haven’t had an easy time settling in. None of the locals wanted to take on the place – it was too much of a project. Which doesn’t stop the muttering, now it’s finished, about soothmoothers coming in and buying up all the best places.’

‘And maybe there’s a bit of guilt about the way Dennis Gear killed himself? Easier to blame the English family than to think they might have done more to support the man while he was alive.’ Perez wondered if Gear had returned to Deltaness to kill himself as an accusation aimed at the community rather than the Fleming family. He’d probably never met them.

‘You could be right. We all knew Dennis was having financial problems, but none of us saw that coming. And it’s a constant reminder, isn’t it, that grand new edifice on the hill, looking down on us? Daniel was an architect in London and he did make a terrific job of the house.’

‘So, there’s a kind of jealousy going on too?’

The girls had now collapsed into a giggling heap on the grass. The moody Cassie of the morning had disappeared.

‘That’s certainly the case with Helena’s knitwear. Her work is famous because she’s a brilliant designer, not because she’s ripped off a few ancient Fair Isle patterns.’ Moncrieff paused for a moment. ‘And of course it helps that my talented wife is working on her publicity.’

‘Belle’s working for Helena now?’

‘Mm, she started doing odd bits and pieces of local media, but she still has her old press contacts in London and now she does all Helena’s PR stuff. She loves it.’ Moncrieff paused. ‘She and Helena are going to London in a few weeks’ time for a special exhibition. God knows how I’ll manage with all the kids on my own.’

‘I thought you had a nanny! You won’t be quite on your own.’

‘Ah well, yes.’ Moncrieff looked a little sheepish. ‘Emma started with us when Sam was still a baby and Belle hadn’t long given birth to Kate. She’s fine with the little ones, but really not up to dealing with teenage tantrums. Did you know Martha is sixteen now?’ He began a tale about his eldest daughter and the woes of standard-grade exams; how Martha was a member of the Deltaness rowing team and recently they’d beaten all-comers in the Whiteness regatta. ‘We can’t get her to take schoolwork seriously, and Charlie’s just as bad.’

Perez stopped listening very quickly.
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