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  Chapter One


  Fran sat with her eyes closed. The small plane dropped suddenly, seemed to fall from the sky, then levelled for a moment before tilting like a fairground ride. She opened her
  eyes to see a grey cliff ahead of them. It was close enough for her to make out the white streaks of bird muck and last seasons nests. Below, the sea was boiling. Spindrift and white froth
  caught by the gale-force winds spun over the surface of the water.


  Why doesnt the pilot do something? Why is Jimmy just sitting there, waiting for us all to die?


  She imagined the impact as the plane hit the rock, twisted metal and twisted bodies. No hope at all of survival. I should have written a will. Who will care for Cassie? Then she realized
  this was the first time in her life shed been scared for her own physical safety and was overcome by a mindless panic that scrambled her brain and stopped her thinking.


  Then the plane lifted slightly, seemed just to clear the edge of the cliff. Perez was pointing out familiar landmarks: the North Haven, the field centre at the North Light, Ward Hill. It seemed
  to Fran that the pilot was still struggling to keep the aircraft level and that Perez was hoping to distract her as they bucked and swivelled to make a landing. Then they were down, bumping along
  the airstrip.


  Neil the pilot sat quite still for a moment, his hands resting on the joystick. Fran thought then hed been almost as scared as she had.


  Great job, Perez said.


  Oh, well. Neil gave a brief grin. We have to practise for the ambulance flights. But I did think at one point wed have to turn back. He added more urgently:
  Out you get, the pair of you. Ive a planeload of visitors to take out and the forecast is that itll get worse later. I dont want to be stranded here all week.


  A small group of people waited by the airstrip, their backs to the wind, struggling to remain upright. Perez and Frans bags were already unloaded and Neil was waving for the waiting
  passengers to come on board. Fran found she was shaking now. It had felt suddenly cold after leaving the stuffy cabin of the small plane, but she knew this was also a response to her fear. And to
  her anxiety about meeting the waiting people, Perezs family and friends. This place, Fair Isle, was a part of who he was. Hed grown up here and his family had lived here for
  generations. What would they make of her?


  It would be, she thought, like the worst sort of job interview, and instead of arriving calm and composed, ready with a smile  usually she could do charm as well as anyone she knew
   the terror of the flight remained with her and had turned her to a shivering, inarticulate wreck.


  She was saved the need to perform immediately because Neil had loaded his passengers on to the plane and was taxiing to the end of the airstrip to prepare for the return trip to Tingwall on the
  Shetland mainland. The noise of the engines was very close and too loud for them to have an easy conversation. There was a momentary pause, then the surge of the engines again and the plane rattled
  past them and lifted into the air. Already it looked as frail and small as a childs toy, tossed about by the strong wind. It turned over their heads and disappeared north, seeming more
  stable now. Around her Fran sensed a collective relief. She thought she hadnt been overreacting about the dangers of the flight. It wasnt a southern womans hysteria. This
  wasnt an easy place to live.


  
    
  


  Chapter Two


  Jane cut margarine into the flour and rubbed it through her fingers. She preferred the taste of butter in scones, but the field centre ran to a tight budget and the
  birdwatchers were so hungry when they came in for lunch that she didnt think they noticed. She paused as she heard the plane fly overhead and smiled. It had got off then. That was good. Half
  a dozen birders whod been staying at the centre had gone out with it. Fewer centre visitors meant less work for the cook and when people were stranded here, stuck because of the weather,
  they became fractious and frustrated. It amused her to explain to a high-powered businessman that there was no way he could buy his way off the island  in a near hurricane neither the plane
  nor the boat would go no matter how much cash he offered to the skipper or the pilot  but she disliked the atmosphere in the place when people were marooned against their will. It was as if
  they were hostages and they reacted in different ways. Some grew listless and resigned, others became irrationally angry.


  She added sour milk to the mixture. Although she made a batch of scones every day and thought she could do it with her eyes closed, shed weighed the flour and measured the milk. That was
  her way: cautious and precise. There was a square of cheese that had been left unwrapped and needed using, so she grated it and stirred it in too. It crossed her mind that if the boat didnt
  get out tomorrow shed have to start making bread. The freezer was almost empty. She pressed down the scone dough, cut it into circles and laid them, touching so that theyd rise
  properly, on the baking tray. The oven was hot enough and she slid in the tray. Straightening up she saw a figure in green waterproofs walk past the window. The walls of the old lighthouse cottages
  were three feet thick, and the spray had streaked the glass with salt, so visibility was limited, but it must be Angela, back from doing a round of the Heligoland traps.


  This was Janes second season in the Fair Isle field centre. Shed come the spring before. Thered been an advertisement in a country living magazine and shed applied on
  the spur of the moment. An impulse. Perhaps the first impulsive act of her life. There had been a sort of interview over the phone.


  Why do you want to spend a summer on Fair Isle?


  Jane had anticipated the question of course; shed worked in HR and had interviewed countless people in her time. Shed given an answer, something bland and worthy about needing a
  challenge, a time to take stock of where her future lay. It was just a temporary contract, after all, and she could tell that the person on the other end of the phone was desperate. The season was
  only a few weeks off and the cook whod been lined up to start had taken off suddenly for Morocco with her boyfriend. The true answer, of course, would have been far more complicated:


  My partner has decided that she needs children. Im scared. Why arent I enough for her? I thought we were settled and happy but she says that I bore her.


  The decision to come to Fair Isle had been the equivalent of hiding under the bedclothes as a child. Shed been running away from the humiliation, the dawning understanding that Dee had
  actually found someone else who was just as keen to have a baby as she was, that Jane was alone and almost friendless. When she was offered the job in the field centre, Jane had resigned from her
  post in the civil service and because she had holiday still to take, had left at the end of the same week. There was a small ceremony in the office. Fizzy wine and a cake. The gift of a book token.
  The general feeling there was one of astonishment. Jane was known for her reason and her reliability, a cool intellect. That she should pack in her career, with its valuable income-linked pension,
  and throw everything away to move to an island, famous only for its knitting, seemed completely out of character.


  Can you cook? one of her colleagues had asked, incredulous that the respected HR manager might be interested in something so mundane. And in the shambles of the telephone
  interview Jane had been asked that too.


  Oh, yes, shed said on both occasions with complete honesty. Her partner Dee had loved to entertain. She was a director with an independent production company and at weekends
  the house was full of people  actors and producers and writers. Jane had produced the food for all these gatherings, from the canaps for their famous midsummer parties to formal
  dinners for a dozen people. It had been a crumb of comfort to her, on walking away from the house in Richmond, pulling the large wheeled suitcase behind her, to wonder who would cater for these
  occasions now. She couldnt imagine Dees new woman, Flora, who was sharp-featured and shiny-haired, in an apron.


  Jane had arrived in Fair Isle without any real idea of what to expect. It was an indication of how disturbed she was that she hadnt researched the place beforehand. That would have been
  her normal style. Shed have checked out the websites, gone to the library, compiled a file of important information. But her only preparation had been to buy a couple of cookbooks. She would
  need to prepare hearty meals brought in to budget and she wasnt acting so completely out of character that she could contemplate doing a poor job in her new role.


  Shed come in on the mail boat, the Good Shepherd. It had been a sunny day, a light south-easterly wind had been blowing, and shed sat on the deck watching the island
  approach. There had been the excitement of discovery. It had occurred to her then  and it still did  that this was like meeting a lover. There was the first affectionate glimpse, then
  the growing understanding. Spring in good weather and its easy to fall in love with Fair Isle. The cliffs are full of seabirds; Gilsetter, the flat grassland south of the havens, is covered
  with flowers. And shed fallen head over heels. With the centre as well as the island. It had been converted from the North Lighthouse, now automatic, which stood in magnificent isolation on
  the high, grey cliffs. Shed grown up in the suburbs and had never imagined she would live somewhere so wild or dramatic. She thought that here she could be quite a different person from the
  timid woman who hadnt been able to stand up to Dee. The kitchen had become her place immediately. It was big and cavernous. Once it had been the senior lightkeepers living room and
  there was a chimney breast and two windows which looked out over the sea. Shed ordered it to suit her as soon as shed arrived, before even shed emptied her case. It was too
  early in the season then for guests but the staff still needed feeding.


  What were you planning for supper? shed asked, rolling up the sleeves of her cotton shirt and slipping her favourite long blue apron over her head. When thered been
  no immediate response shed looked in the fridge and then the freezer. In the fridge there was a stainless-steel bowl of cooked rice covered with cling film, in the freezer some smoked
  haddock. Shed rustled up a big pan of kedgeree, using real butter despite the expense and big chunks of hard-boiled egg. Theyd eaten it around the table in the kitchen. The talk had
  been of wheatear nests and seabird numbers. Nobody had asked why shed decided to come to Fair Isle to be a cook.


  Later Maurice had said it was like Mary Poppins arriving and taking over. They all knew that everything would be all right. Jane had always treasured that remark.


  She could tell from the smell that the baking was almost ready. She lifted out the tray and set it on the table, pulled the scones apart so they could cook properly inside, and put them back in
  the oven. She set the timer for three minutes though she wouldnt need it. In this kitchen things didnt burn. Not when Jane was in charge.


  The door opened and Maurice came in. He was wearing a flannel shirt and a grey cardigan, cord trousers bagged at the knee, leather slippers. He looked like the crumpled academic he had been
  before moving to the Isle with his new young wife. Automatically, Jane switched on the kettle. Maurice and Angela had their own accommodation within the field centre, but he usually came into the
  big kitchen for coffee in the morning. Jane had a cafetire, ordered real coffee from Lerwick. He was the only person with whom she shared it.


  The plane got off all right, he said.


  Yes, I heard it. She paused, filled the cafetire, then lifted the scones out of the oven, just as the timer went off. How many guests are left?


  Maurice had given the departing visitors and their luggage a lift to the plane in the Land Rover. Only four, he said. Ron and Sue Johns went out too. Theyd heard the
  forecast and didnt want to be stuck.


  Jane was transferring the scones on to a rack to cool. Maurice took one absent-mindedly, split it and spread it with butter.


  Jimmy Perez was in today with his new woman, he went on, his mouth still full. James and Mary were waiting for them. Poor girl! She looked as white as a sheet when she got
  out of the plane. And I dont blame her. I wouldnt have enjoyed a flight like that.


  Maurice was the centre administrator. The place carried out scientific work but it also provided accommodation for visiting naturalists or for people who were interested in experiencing the
  UKs most remote inhabited island. During September the place had been full of birdwatchers. September was peak migration time and a week of easterly winds had brought in two species new to
  Britain and a handful of minor rarities. Now, in the middle of October, with the forecast showing fierce westerlies, the centre was almost empty. Maurice had taken early retirement from the
  university to act as a glorified B&B landlord. Jane wasnt sure what he felt about that and it would never have occurred to her to pry.


  But she did know that what he loved about the place was the gossip. Perhaps that wasnt so very different from the slightly bitchy chat in a senior common room of a small college. He knew
  what was going on apparently without any effort at all. Jane had kept her distance from most of the islanders. She knew and liked Mary Perez, was occasionally invited to Springfield for lunch on
  her days off, but they were hardly close friends.


  Hes the policeman, isnt he? Jane wasnt very interested. She looked at her watch. Half an hour to lunchtime. She lit the Calor gas under a big pan of soup,
  stirred it and replaced the lid.


  Thats right. Mary was hoping he might come back when a croft became vacant a couple of years ago but he stayed out in Lerwick. If he doesnt have a son hell be the
  last Perez in Shetland. Theres been a Perez in Fair Isle since the first one was washed ashore from a ship during the Spanish Armada.


  A daughter could keep the name and pass it on, Jane said sharply. She thought Maurice should be more aware of the dangers of gender stereotyping than anyone. All the visitors
  assumed that he was the warden of the place and that Angela organized the bookings and the housekeeping. In fact, Angela was the scientist. She was the one who climbed down the cliffs to
  ring fulmars and guillemots, she took the Zodiac out to count seabird numbers, while Maurice answered the phone, managed the domestic staff and ordered the toilet rolls. And Angela had kept
  her maiden name after theyd married, for professional reasons.


  Maurice smiled. Of course, but it wouldnt be the same for James and Mary. Especially James. Its bad enough for him that Jimmy wont be home to take on the Good
  Shepherd. James wants a grandson.


  Jane moved out into the dining room and began to lay the tables.


  Angela made her appearance after the rest of them had sat at the table. There were times when Jane thought she came in late just so she could make an entrance. But today there
  hardly seemed enough of them to make a good audience: four visitors plus Poppy, Maurices daughter, and the field centre staff, who should be used by now to her theatrics. And Maurice, who
  seemed to adore her, who seemed not to mind at all his changed role in life as long as it made her happy.


  Angela had helped herself to soup from the pan still simmering on the stove and stood looking down at them. She was twenty years younger than Maurice, tall and strong. Her hair was almost black,
  curly and long enough to sit on, twisted up now and held by a comb. The hair was her trademark. She had become a regular commentator on BBC natural history programmes and it was the hair that
  people remembered. Jane supposed Maurice had been flattered by her attention, her celebrity and her youth. That was why he had left the wife whod washed his clothes and cooked his meals and
  looked after his children, nurturing them to adulthood  if Poppy could be considered an adult. Jane had never met this deserted wife but felt a huge sympathy for her.


  Jane expected Angela to join them, to move the conversation quickly and skilfully to her own preoccupations. That was the usual pattern. But Angela remained standing and Jane realized then that
  the woman was furious, was so angry that the hands that held the soup bowl were shaking. She set it on the table, very carefully. Conversation in the room dwindled to nothing. Outside, the storm
  had become even more ferocious and they were aware of that too. Even through the double-glazed windows they heard the waves breaking on the rocks, could see the spray like a giants spit
  blown above the cliff.


  Whos been into the bird room? The question was restrained, hardly more than a whisper, but they could hear the fury behind it. Only Maurice seemed oblivious. He wiped a
  piece of bread around the bowl and looked up.


  Is there a problem?


  I think somebody has been interfering with my work.


  I went in to check the bookings on the computer. Roger phoned to see if we could fit in a group next June and for some reason the machine in the flat wasnt working.


  This wasnt on the computer. It was a draft for a paper. Handwritten. Angela directed the answer at Maurice, but her voice was pitched loudly enough for them all to hear the
  words. Listening, Jane was surprised by the image of Angela writing by hand. She never did, except perhaps her field notes when no other form of taking a record was possible. The warden was
  beguiled by technology. She even completed the evening log of birds seen with the aid of a laptop. Its missing, Angela went on. Someone must have taken it. She
  looked around the room, took in the four visitors sitting at their own table and her voice was even louder. Someone must have taken it.


  
    
  


  Chapter Three


  Perez had told Fran exactly what to expect of his parents house. Hed described the kitchen with its view down to the South Harbour, the Rayburn with the rack
  above for drying clothes in the winter, the oilskin tablecloth, green with a pattern of small grey leaves, his mothers watercolours hanging on the wall. Hed talked about his childhood
  there, then listened to her tales of growing up in London; the intimate conversations part of the ritual of a developing relationship, absolutely tedious to any outsider.


  Mother will probably hide all her pictures away, Perez had said. Shell be embarrassed for a professional artist to see them.


  And Fran supposed that she was a professional artist now. People commissioned her paintings and they were shown in galleries. She was glad that Mary had left her own work on the walls. The
  pictures were very small and delicate, not Frans style at all, but interesting because they showed the small details of everyday Fair Isle life that it would be easy to miss. There was a
  piece of broken wall, with a few wisps of sheeps wool snagged on one corner, a sketch of one grave in the cemetery. Fran looked at that more closely, but the headstone had been drawn from
  the side so even if the model had had an inscription it would have been impossible to read from this angle. Alongside Marys paintings of the Isle there were vibrant prints and posters
  reflecting the Perez familys Spanish heritage. Legend had it that Jimmys ancestor had been washed ashore from a shipwrecked Armada ship, El Gran Grifon. It was probably true.
  The sixteenth-century shipwreck was certainly there, under the water for divers to explore, and how else was it possible to explain the strange name and the Mediterranean colouring of James Perez
  and his son?


  Because the reality of the croft was so close to what shed imagined, but not exactly the same  it was smaller somehow, more cramped  Fran felt rather that shed
  wandered into a parallel universe. She sat at the table listening to Mary and James and it was as if she was an extra on a film set, disconnected, not involved in the main action.


  Is this how itll always be here? Ill never quite belong.


  It hadnt been discussed recently, but Fran thought Perez might want to move back here one day. She loved the idea of that, the drama of being in one of the most remote places in the UK,
  of continuing the tradition of a family that went back to the sixteenth century. Now she wasnt sure how that would work out in reality.


  Mary was talking about the wedding plans. Her son and this Englishwoman would be married the following May and she assumed Fran would be excited, eager to share her ideas for the day. But Fran
  had been married before. She had a daughter, Cassie, who was spending this week with her father in his big house in Brae. Fran wanted to be married to Jimmy Perez but she couldnt get worked
  up about the details of the show. She hadnt expected Mary to be the sort of woman to fuss over flowers, invitations and whether she would need a hat. Mary had come to Fair Isle as the
  community nurse and since her marriage had shared all the work on the croft. She was a tough and practical woman. But Jimmy was her only son and perhaps she thought it would please Fran if she
  showed she was interested in their big day. It seemed to Fran that the older woman very much wanted to be friends with her new daughter-in-law.


  We thought wed be married in Lerwick, Fran said. A quiet civil ceremony. Its the second time for both of us, after all. Then a party after for family and
  friends.


  James had looked up at that. Youll need something here too. For the folks who cant get out to the mainland. And your family will want to see the Isle. Youll need a
  hame-farin. This is Jimmys home.


  Of course, Fran said, though it had never crossed her mind that they would have to bring the circus into Fair Isle. She imagined her parents having to endure the plane ride or the
  boat. And could she really allow Cassie to face that danger too? And if there were to be a celebration here shed have to invite some of her close London friends. They wouldnt want to
  be left out. What would they make of it? Where would they stay?


  We were thinking wed have a bit of a party this week to celebrate your engagement, Mary said.


  Thatll be fun. But I wouldnt want to put you to any trouble. Fran looked at Perez for support. He had been completely silent throughout this exchange. He gave a
  little shrug and Fran understood that the arrangements would already have been completed. Nothing they said would change things now.


  Oh, I wouldnt have it here. Mary smiled. Theres no room in the house. You couldnt have a proper Fair Isle party without some music, a bit of a dance. I
  thought wed book the field centre. Theres a good space in the dining room for dancing and Jane would do the food for us.


  Jane? Fran thought it was safest to focus on the detail.


  She works in the centre kitchen. Shes a grand cook.


  Fine, Fran said. What else was there to say? Oh, Jimmy, she thought. Im really not sure I could live here, not even with you. She turned to his mother.
  When were you thinking of holding the party?


  Ive booked the field centre for tomorrow. Then in a rush: Only tentatively, of course. I wanted to ask you first.


  Fine, Fran said again. Mentally gritting her teeth.


  After lunch she felt as if shed go crazy if she stayed inside any longer. Shed helped Mary to wash up and afterwards theyd taken coffee into the living
  room, where a big window looked south over low fields to the water. Jimmys father was a lay preacher for the kirk and had disappeared into the small bedroom they used as an office to prepare
  Sundays sermon. The three of them sat for a moment in silence, mesmerized by the huge waves that rolled across the south harbour and smashed into the rocks. It had stopped raining, but Fran
  thought the gale was even stronger. The noise of it penetrated the thick walls of the house, a constant whining that stretched her nerves, made her even more tense than she would have been anyway.
  Just outside the window a herring gull was struggling to make headway against the wind; Fran was reminded of the plane and felt a little sick. She reached out to take her cup and drink the last of
  her coffee, thinking: Whats wrong with Jimmy? Hes hardly said anything since we arrived. Does he regret his decision not to come back when he had that chance? Wed just met
  then. Does he blame me? Does he want to come home?


  Perez got to his feet and stretched out his hand to pull Fran up too. Come on. Lets go for a walk. I want to show you the island.


  Are you mad? Mary said. Why would you go out in this weather?


  Well go up to the North Light, talk to Jane about the catering for tomorrow. A grin to show he knew there was no need, his mother would have done that already.
  Besides, the forecast is even worse from tonight. If we dont get out today we might not have the chance.


  They stood by the kitchen door to put on boots and waterproof jackets. It was sheltered there but she could still feel the taste of salt on her lips; when they moved away from
  the house a gust of wind took her breath away and almost blew her off her feet. Perez laughed and put his arm around her.


  They walked north and Perez pointed out the places that meant the most to him: Thats where Ingrid and Jerry used to live. I babysat their three lasses occasionally though I
  wasnt much older than they were. What a dance they led me! The wind turbine provides all the power for the island now. In my day every croft had its own generator. You could hear the sound
  of them starting when dusk fell. That place over on the bank is Myers Jimmys house. Theres Margo on her way back from the post office.


  They called in to the shop to buy chocolate and a pile of postcards for Fran to send to her family in the south  when the weather allowed for post to go. The talk there was all about the
  storm. The middle-aged woman in her hand-knitted cardigan leaned across the till. Any news on the boat, Jimmy? And when he shook his head: I cant see it going tomorrow
  and the last of the breads gone now. Just as well I bought in lots of dried yeast. The beers on the low side too. Lets hope folks have stocked up for themselves.


  Further north again the settlements petered out. There was a rise in the land and Fran could see the road winding away, the hill and the airstrip on one side and an area of flat grassland on the
  other. To the right the sloping bulk of Sheep Rock, jutting into the sea, which gave Fair Isle its instantly recognizable shape from Shetland mainland and from the Northlink ferry.


  Whats that? Fran had stopped and turned her back to the wind. Shed thought she was fit but this was hard going and she was glad of the excuse to rest. She pointed to
  a wire-mesh cage built over the wall. It was shaped like a funnel with a wooden box at the narrow end.


  A Heligoland trap. Its where the wardens from the field centre catch the birds for ringing. There have been naturalists here since the fifties; they started off in some wooden huts
  near the North Haven. The place was set up by a couple of guys who were prisoners of war. Apparently they dreamed of coming back and founding a centre for studying birds and plants. When the North
  Light went automatic there was a huge fund-raising effort to convert it to a state-of-the-art field centre. In the spring there are organized courses for botanists. This time of year its
  taken over by birdwatchers. Sometimes the Isle seems full of people with binoculars and telescopes chasing rare birds. Perez paused. Theyre kind of obsessed.


  How does it work, the people in the field centre and the islanders? Does everyone get on?


  Generally. We all grew up with a centre on the island and everyone agreed with the lighthouse conversion  its so far from the rest of the houses that you cant imagine
  ordinary folk wanting to live there. It provides business for the shop and the boat and the post office. Thereve been a few complaints in the past about visitors breaking down walls and
  flattening crops when they get onto folks land, but one storm like this could do just as much damage as a horde of birdwatchers. Maurice and Angela have been there for about five years. Folk
  seem to like them OK.


  I thought your mother said the place was run by someone called Jane.


  Janes the cook. Very good and scarily efficient. The islands started to have its parties there because the foods so good.


  He began walking again. Ahead of them was an isthmus with a sandy beach on one side, rocks and shingle on the other.


  Thats the North Haven where the Good Shepherd puts in, Perez said. In good weather she would be moored there, but theyve pulled her up onto the slipway.
  Come on. Keep walking. Theres still a long way to go.


  They came on to the lighthouse suddenly, rounding a bend in the single-track road. A row of whitewashed cottages with the tower beyond and the whole complex surrounded by a low stone wall that
  had been whitewashed too, enclosing a paved yard, crossed at one end with washing lines.


  Fran was tired after the walk in the wind. The sky was overcast now and there were welcoming lights in the small windows. She imagined tea, a fire, and an escape from the relentless noise of the
  storm. She wasnt sure shed be able to make the walk back to the south of the island.


  Perez pulled open a door into a porch with hooks for outdoor clothes, a bench holding odd boots and shoes. There was a smell of damp wellingtons and old socks, waxed jackets. In the distance
  they heard raised voices.


  Im really sorry but thats impossible. A clear, female voice, the voice of someone who expected to be taken seriously. Someone English and well educated. You
  had the opportunity to fly out on the plane this morning. We did explain that the boat was unlikely to go. The crew wont put their lives, and those of their passengers, into danger just
  because youve decided youre bored.


  Fran decided this must be Jane, the cook. Certainly the speaker sounded scarily efficient.


  Nobody told me about the plane! This was another woman. Younger. The voice had the complaining whine of a spoilt teenager.


  An announcement was made at breakfast.


  You know I never eat breakfast. You should have found me and told me. Why didnt my father tell me?


  There was no point by then. The available spare places had already been taken.


  Oh, God! The words came out as a high-pitched wail, but Fran thought she sensed real panic behind it, the sort of panic shed felt when she thought the plane was going to
  crash. I hate this bloody place. Ill die if I have to stay here for another day.


  
    
  


  Chapter Four


  Perez lay awake in his parents guest bedroom, the room that had been his when he was a child. Beside him Fran was sleeping. Their sleeping arrangements had probably
  caused his parents some anxiety. One of the bedrooms in the house was tiny; now it housed the PC and a desk and a huge metal filing cabinet that Mary had taken when it was being thrown out by the
  school. There was no room for a camp bed. Perez had thought he might be expected to spend the nights on the living room sofa. His father had fixed ideas about sexual morality. But if there had been
  any argument over the propriety of their sharing a bed, Mary had won. Shed shown them into the room in the roof with an air of triumph.


  This is a bit different, eh, Jimmy? Its not like when you stayed here.


  And he saw that it had been transformed in their honour. There was a new double bed, fresh curtains with big blue flowers on them, and matching linen. A pair of blue towels folded on the old
  chest of drawers. He thought his mother must have been watching makeover programmes on daytime television when the bad weather made outside work impossible.


  Lying there, listening to the wind tear at the roof tiles, Perez remembered the first woman with whom hed had sex. The image came into his head, quite unbidden and remarkably vivid.
  Shed been a woman while he was still a boy. Beata. A German student, member of a National Trust for Scotland work camp; the camp had taken over the Puffin, an old stone fish store at the
  south end, for a month in the summer. He was sixteen, home for the long holiday. She was twenty-one.


  It was the year all the construction work was done at the North Haven and the students acted as labourers, the year Kenneth Williamson had come to Springfield as a kind of lodger. One night
  thered been a barbecue at the Puffin and Perez had been invited along. He remembered bottles of German beer in a row in the shadow of the hut, the smell of singeing meat. He was sitting on
  the grass talking to the woman and suddenly became aware that she was looking at him oddly. She half-closed her eyes and swayed slightly, lost it seemed to him now, in some erotic fantasy of her
  own.


  I want to swim, shed said, opening her eyes wide again. Where can I swim?


  By then the other students were rowdily drunk, singing songs in languages he couldnt understand. Hed taken her to Gunglesund, a natural pool formed in the rocks on the west of the
  island. It filled up on the very high tides and the sun warmed it, so it wasnt so cold there as swimming in the sea. But still cold enough to make the children who came there squeal when
  they first jumped in.


  Beata hadnt squealed. Without any sort of fuss, shed taken off all her clothes and slipped into the water. She had small breasts, a flat brown stomach, a white triangle where
  bikini bottoms had been. Her pubic hair was darker than hed expected. Shed swum away from him with a languid crawl.


  The sun had reflected from the water into his eyes and hed felt faint. There was a weird shady light as if the sun had been eclipsed for a moment and would soon come out again.


  Arent you coming in? shed demanded, turning back to him. Impatient. A little imperious.


  Hed hesitated for a moment. What if someone should come? And hed known even then that what was expected was more than a shared swim. Shed been looking at him greedily since
  hed first arrived at the Puffin. He began to undress.


  Theyd lain on a pile of clothes on a large flat rock, in shadow now that the sun was so low. The womans hunger for his body had scared and flattered him at the same time. And
  excited him. Of course hed been excited. It had been like every adolescents dream.


  When hed returned home that night, everyone was in bed. Hed half-expected his father to appear, to stand at his bedroom door ranting about sin. This had been such a momentous
  occasion for Jimmy Perez; how could the whole world not guess what had happened? But everyone had continued sleeping and in the morning his mother had given him breakfast just as usual.


  Thoughts of Beata had consumed him for months. While the work camp was still in the Puffin hed haunted the place, but shed taken no more notice of him than of any of the other
  island kids. The eyes that had been so predatory were now amused. It was nothing, Jimmy, shed said at last, irritated by his attentions. A little fun thing on a
  summers night. Her absence had allowed his dreams to become wilder. But theyd never been purely physical: in every scenario his imagination created theyd become a real
  couple, setting up home together in a bohemian city bedsit or walking across a moonlit beach hand in hand.


  The storm must have lifted a tile from its place because there was the crash of it shattering in the yard; the noise was blurred by the sound of the wind but it brought him back to the present
  with a start. Even then, he thought, I was an emotion junkie. I needed to be loved. Fran stirred beside him.


  He wondered now whether it had been right to bring her here at all. She was an independent woman and she must resent the interference in her life by his family. What right did his parents have
  to make assumptions about their marriage? Soon they would be dropping hints that it was time she considered having another baby: Better not leave it too late. You might not have a boy first time
  round. He hated to think what Frans response to that might be.


  The wind made everything a hundred times worse. Even the islanders who were used to the extreme weather started to bicker like toddlers. Most of them didnt leave the place for months at a
  time, but in fine weather there was the understanding that you could leave if you wanted to. In summer the mail boat went three times a week and there were regular flights. In an emergency
  it was possible to charter a plane. Now they, like the visitors, were trapped. The children who were studying at the Anderson High School in Lerwick wouldnt make it home for the half-term
  break and their parents were missing them. He should have waited until the spring to bring Fran here. Cassie could have come too and they would have seen the place at its best.


  The walk up the island seemed to have exhausted Fran and she was in a deep sleep. He could feel her hair against the bare skin of his shoulder.


  Maurice had given them a lift back to Springfield late in the afternoon, the three of them squashed together in the front of the Land Rover, windswept and breathless just after the run from the
  lighthouse to the vehicle. Perez had always found the field centre administrator an amiable man, relaxed and unflustered, but today hed seemed infected by the general tension. Hed
  been quiet, gloomy, and there had been none of the easy conversation Perez remembered from previous meetings.


  Is anything wrong? Immediately Perez had regretted the question. He was on holiday. If there were problems at the centre it was no business of his. Fran had flashed him a grin as
  the Land Rover rattled over a cattle grid. You really cant help yourself, can you? She thought his curiosity was a sort of affliction and that hed only become a detective to
  give himself the licence to meddle in other peoples lives.


  Maurice had taken a while to answer. Its family trouble, hed said in the end. I daresay itll sort itself out. Hed been born in Birmingham
  and still had the Midlands accent. Thered been another moment of silence while hed concentrated on keeping the vehicle on the road. He continued speaking but his eyes were fixed
  straight ahead. Its my youngest daughter, Poppy. Shes always been a handful. My wife thought a few weeks on the isle might help to sort her out, keep her away from some of the
  bad influences at home, but it hasnt really worked as wed planned. Poppy is desperate to leave. She cant, of course. I had to give priority on the plane to the visitors who
  wanted to get out. She feels like a prisoner here. She cant understand that theres nothing we can do. Shes making life difficult for everyone, especially for Angela.


  Lying in bed, Perez thought about this. About problems within families and whether Frans daughter Cassie would see him as a wicked stepfather when they were married and about what it
  might be like to have a child of his own. He loved Cassie with a passion that took his breath away at times. His marriage had failed partly because his wife had lost a baby late in pregnancy. If
  the child had lived shed have been much the same age as Cassie. But would he feel the same affection if he and Fran had a baby? Would the girl feel rejected or put out?


  He must have slept at last because he woke in the morning to a grey light and rain like bullets against the window next to him.


  Later he and his father went out and looked at the damage. A few slates down and the roof was right off the shed that had once housed a cow. Nothing too worrying. When they came back into the
  kitchen, drenched and scoured by the salt, sandy wind, Fran was up. She was sitting in his mothers dressing gown, her hands cupped round a mug of coffee. The women were chatting and from the
  porch where he stood to take off his boots, he heard a sudden outburst of giggling. His first wife, Sarah, had never been able to relax like that on visits to the Isle. He felt his mood lift.
  Perhaps it would be OK. Fran was strong enough to deal with his parents after all. He left aside the question of whether they might one day return to the Isle on a permanent basis.


  They spent most of the day in the house. Mary worked at the knitting machine that was set up in the corner of the living room. All morning they heard the swish and click as she pushed the wool
  in its shuttle across the ratchets. Fran was reading. There was a fire made with scraps of driftwood and coal and the wind roared in the chimney. Later in the afternoon Fran went to get ready for
  the party.


  Come with me, Jimmy. Help me choose what to wear.


  And they made love very quietly, with the blue and white curtains drawn against the storm, like teenagers in their parents home, listening out for the adults who might suddenly come
  in.


  Afterwards she laid her clothes on the bed. What should I go for, Jimmy? Do people dress up here?


  He shook his head, bewildered by her sudden anxiety. She would look lovely whatever she chose. There was hardly a dress code for a Fair Isle party.


  It matters, Jimmy. I want them to like me. I want to do you proud.


  In the end she went for a long denim skirt and a bright red cardigan, little flat blue shoes. She stared at the mirror before nodding to herself. Not too formal, but dressy enough to show
  Ive made an effort.


  Mary wanted them to be at the lighthouse early so they could greet all the guests as they arrived. She seemed a little tense to Perez. Hed never thought of her as a shy woman but she
  seemed awkward about acting as hostess in the field centre, away from her home ground. Perhaps she just wanted to make it special for him and Fran.


  Everyone would be coming by car; this was no weather to take the three-mile walk north. Perez wondered how that would play out. There was hardly a strict adherence to the drink-drive laws in a
  place where the police only appeared if there was an emergency or to give a talk in the school. But everyone knew what he did for a living. He supposed there were sufficient non-drinkers in the
  Isle to provide lifts home. Mary never took more than a small glass of wine for a toast and they could squeeze someone else in their car.


  In the field centre the tables had already been moved out of the dining room to make a space for the dancing. In the old keepers accommodation, walls had been knocked through at the time
  of the original conversion to make big spaces for communal living. Jane was in the kitchen. Perez went in to thank her again for her work. She smiled and took his hand but seemed distracted.


  So well serve the food as we decided yesterday? About nine oclock as usual?


  How are things? He realized he was like an old woman, desperate for gossip. How pathetic was that! Why couldnt he be content with his own business? But if he was hoping for
  more information about Maurice and his teenage daughter he was disappointed. Of course he should have known Jane would be discreet.


  Its been a very good season, she said, with another brief, clipped smile.


  In the dining room he heard the first sounds of the musicians. The fiddle player was tuning up. They swung into the first reel and he felt his feet tapping already. Looking out from the kitchen
  he saw Fran surrounded by a group of islanders. She had her head tilted to one side and was listening to them talking, her eyes wide open as if she was fascinated by the words. Then she said
  something he couldnt hear and they all began to laugh.


  Of course theyll love her, he thought. Shes so good at all this. How could they do otherwise?


  He went to join her, took her hand and led her on to the floor for the first dance. He knew what was expected of him.


  
    
  


  Chapter Five


  On the afternoon of the party Jane had sat in her room at the back of the field centre. She liked this space. With its high ceiling and narrow window, it made her think of a
  nuns cell. There was a single bed, a wardrobe incorporating a chest of drawers, a wash-hand basin. On the bedside table her wireless (this was how she thought of it, a legacy from her very
  old-fashioned parents) tuned to Radio 4, on the windowsill a row of books, spines facing outwards as if on a shelf. On the chest there was a pile of Times crosswords, carefully cut out of
  the newspapers by her sister and posted each week. The crosswords were the only things Jane had missed in her isolation. She wondered fleetingly if sisters in enclosed orders were allowed
  crosswords and then how many lesbians had become nuns in a less enlightened time. She supposed it would be one way to avoid marriage, the expectation that one would inevitably become a mother.


  The simplicity of the room appealed to her. Shed gone south for three months over the winter when the field centre was closed for visitors and it was this clean, sparse space that
  shed missed most. Shed spent Christmas with her sisters family and the good-natured chaos, the squawking children surrounded by wrapping paper and chocolate, had driven her
  slightly crazy. Shed fallen asleep each night, her senses dulled by the alcohol shed needed to keep her sane, and dreamed of her room in the field centre, the ironed white sheets and
  the plain painted walls.


  It was four oclock, in the lull between clearing up after lunch and serving dinner. Dinner was already prepared; a casserole was cooking very slowly in the oven, potatoes had been
  scrubbed for baking. This evening a simple meal had been essential because of the Perez party later. Soon she would return to the kitchen to organize the buffet, but most of the work for that was
  already done. She took off her shoes and lay on her bed. She would rest for half an hour. This was a time of contentment. She loved the contrast between the drama of the storm outside and the peace
  of her room.


  She was setting out the party food on big trays, before covering it with cling film, when Angela came into the kitchen. Jane was listening to the five oclock news on the radio, but
  Angelas appearance made her reach over and switch it off. Angela never dealt with domestic matters and her presence in the kitchen was unusual, an occasion. Her natural habitat was outside.
  She strode like an Amazon across the hill with her telescope on its tripod slung over her shoulder and binoculars around her neck. Indoors she seemed constrained and restless.


  Jane assumed that this was about Poppy. They both disliked Maurices youngest daughter. It was the only matter they had in common. She hoped Angela had come up with a plan to control the
  girl. But it seemed there was something quite different on the wardens mind.


  I wanted to talk to you, she said, about next year.


  Jane looked up from the tray of pastries. Of course. She was astonished. Angela always left the staffing to Maurice. I was thinking I might come in early next season. The
  kitchen needs a good clean and we never get a chance once the visitors arrive. And I could fill the freezer with baking. Take the pressure off once the rush starts. When there was no
  immediate response Jane added: You wouldnt need to pay me the full rate, of course. Actually, she would have offered to do the work for nothing but she knew Angela would find
  that weird. Jane thought how much she would enjoy a few weeks here at the start of the season, imagined the kitchen after it had been thoroughly scrubbed, the red tiled floor gleaming, the cooker
  and the larder spotless.


  Angela stared at her. Thats the point. Im not sure well need you at all next year.


  You wont need a cook? Jane knew she was panicking and that was making her obtuse. She stared at the younger woman, whose hair was loose today, a black cape down her
  back.


  Of course well need a cook. But not you. Angelas tone was amused, slightly impatient. She had better things to do.


  I dont understand. That at least was true. Jane knew she was the best cook the centre had ever employed. She didnt need the compliments from the visitors to tell her,
  or Maurices comments after a particularly busy week: I dont know what wed do without you. Im not sure how we functioned here before you arrived.


  The chair of trustees wants us to employ his goddaughter. Shes just out of catering college. Fully qualified.


  Then she could come as my assistant. Though Jane knew it would be a pain. Jane liked an assistant who did as she was told, who was happy to prepare vegetables and concentrate on
  the basics. The last thing Jane wanted was an assistant who thought she knew it all. In fact, she preferred to have the kitchen to herself. It had been a great relief when the latest help, a jolly
  Orcadian called Mandy, had gone off on the Shepherd the week before.


  We suggested that, Angela said smugly. But it wouldnt do.


  Surely thats Maurices decision. Not the chair of trustees.


  In theory. Angela smiled. But Christopher has offered to make a substantial donation to the centre. It would allow us to completely update the library and replace the old
  computer in the office. In those circumstances we cant turn down his offer to find us a cook too.


  Christopher Miles had his own business in the north of England. Jane had met him briefly when the trustees came to the island for their annual meeting. Shed liked his enthusiasm and his
  lack of pomposity. She thought the offer of employment had come from Angela, a way of cementing the sponsorship deal. Nepotism wasnt his style.


  What does Maurice make of this?


  As I said before, it isnt really Maurices decision. Were appointed by the trustees. She looked at Jane. You only have a short-term contract. Were
  not obliged to have you back each year. Youre an educated woman. Id have thought this sort of work would bore you eventually anyway.


  And Angela turned, her hair swinging, and strode out of the kitchen.


  Automatically, Jane continued to arrange slices of quiche on a plate. It was some minutes later that she realized she was crying.


  Usually Jane enjoyed the dances in the lighthouse. The experience reminded her a little of Dees parties in the old house. It wasnt that Dees media friends
  had gone in for fiddle and accordion music and they didnt dance eightsome reels or the Dashing White Sergeant, but Jane had the same sense that she was managing the event. She liked watching
  people having a good time and knowing that her cooking and her organization had made it happen.


  Now she was determined that Angela shouldnt know she was upset. This was a celebration and it wouldnt do to spoil it. Besides, why should she allow an arrogant and manipulative
  woman any sense of victory? Jane couldnt believe that Maurice would allow Angela to sack her. Jane made his life easy and Maurice was all for an easy life.


  She watched Perez lead his fiance on to the floor for the first dance, felt a moment of envy for the intimacy, the matching grins when Fran stumbled over a step. I never had that. Not
  even with Dee.


  Maurices teenage daughter Poppy appeared in the break, just as the food was coming out. Throughout her troubles shed always kept her appetite. She was dressed entirely in black and
  had intended to shock. The skirt was very short. Jane thought she didnt have the legs to carry off the look and had made herself ridiculous, almost pitiable. She had a couple of young
  islanders with her  college students whod got into Fair Isle for their reading week before the weather closed down. Jane thought Poppy had been entertaining them in her room;
  shed got to know them on previous trips to the island. It was clear theyd all been drinking, but at the moment they were well behaved. The island kids wouldnt cause a scene in
  front of their parents and grandparents and at the moment Poppy was taking her lead from them. They joined the queue for food. From behind the counter Jane watched the girl and felt sorry for
  her.


  The music started again and Maurice asked Jane for a dance. For a man who was rather unfit, who took very little exercise, Maurice danced well. He dressed up for these occasions, a parody of
  himself, in a bow tie and shiny black shoes. Jane had realized during her first season what a part traditional music and dancing played in island life and had determined to master the steps.
  Shed watched, taken notes and practised in her room. Now she could do them automatically. She no longer had to count the beats in her head.


  Angela says you dont want me back next year, she said. They were in the middle of a circle of clapping people. They held hands, arms crossed, elbows bent, and began
  spinning, their bodies leaning out with the speed of the movement. He didnt have time to answer before they separated and skipped out of the circle, but with some satisfaction she saw a
  flush of anger. A moment later they came together again, linked arms, and promenaded around the room, following all the other couples. Ahead of them Mary and James Perez were light and easy on
  their feet so you could believe theyd keep going all night.


  Nothings been decided, Maurice said. She had no right to discuss it with you.


  I think I have every right to know whats going on. Jane thought she sounded very reasonable. I have my own plans to make.


  Leave it to me. Ill sort it out.


  The music stopped and the dancers clapped and laughed. Outside, the storm grew even more fierce.


  Poppy lost her temper at the end of the evening when many of the guests were leaving; by then Jane had been thinking theyd get through the party without a problem. The tantrum had been
  brewing for days. Jane thought Poppy was like an enormous two-year-old, chubby, demanding and inarticulate. She wouldnt have been surprised to see the girl lying on the floor kicking and
  screaming. How could you reach the age of sixteen and have so little self-control?


  Angela had been taking her turn working behind the bar  all the field centre staff did a stint on open evenings  and had refused to serve Poppy a drink. Poppy had been clearly
  drunk, but Jane suspected the decision not to allow her one more can of lager had been a deliberate provocation. Angela disliked the girl and disliked Maurices attention being distracted by
  her. The evening was winding up and perhaps Angela was a little bored. She did like a drama.


  So suddenly Poppy started shouting abuse. She leaned across the bar and yelled at her stepmother: You have no fucking right to tell me what to do. She took a full glass of beer
  that had been standing next to her and flung it at Angela. Jane saw with some satisfaction that it went all over the famous hair.


  The lingering guests moved quickly into the lobby to collect their coats and change their shoes. They were clearly embarrassed. Jane went with them to say goodbye, to hold the door and warn them
  to take care on the drive south. Jimmy Perez was the last to go. He seemed intrigued by the scene being played out in the common room and stood watching through the open door. It took Mary to call
  him away. There was a flurry of thanks. Mary shouted back to her: You must come and have dinner with us in Springfield before Jimmy and Fran go home. Then came the sound of a car
  engine over the gale, headlights showing it was still pouring with rain.


  When all the guests had gone, Jane waited for a moment. The wind caught the heavy outside door and it began to bang. The storm must have changed direction. Still westerly, which the birdwatchers
  hated, but with some north in it. She pulled it to again and locked it. The common room was quiet. She supposed Maurice and his strange dysfunctional family had gone through the kitchen to their
  flat.


  She began the task of clearing up. The visitors would still want their breakfast the next day. Usually Maurice would have stayed behind to help her, but she knew he would have other things on
  his mind. Ben, the assistant warden, seemed to have rushed off too. Jane stacked plates into the dishwasher and cleared the glasses from the common room. The tables could wait for the following
  day. She felt oddly happy. Angela had miscalculated. It hadnt been clever to wind up Poppy so she made a show in public. Maurice wouldnt like that. Then there came a horrible thought,
  worm-like, entering her brain and refusing to leave. She couldnt let Maurice and Angela separate. If they were to split up Angela would stay at the North Light. She was the warden, the
  famous naturalist, the person who pulled in the punters. Anyone could take on Maurices role. And there would be no place for Jane in Angelas new world.


  
    
  


  Chapter Six


  That night Perez slept immediately, untroubled by memories of his first lover or anxieties about his current one. It was as if the first ordeal was over. Fran had survived the
  party, had even enjoyed it. In the car on their way back to Springfield shed said what a wonderful evening it had been. Thank you so much, Mary, for organizing it. And Mary,
  crawling at ten miles an hour as the wind buffeted the car, leaning forward for a better view of the road, had turned briefly to them and beamed.


  He woke before it was light. The storm still there in the background, taken for granted now. There was a knock on the door, his fathers voice as quiet as he could manage. Jimmy,
  you need to get up.


  He thought there must be some community disaster. He remembered being called from his bed as a young man, when old Annie had fallen ill and theyd needed an ambulance flight in the middle
  of the night. Theyd lit fires along the airstrip to mark the way for the plane to come in, all of the island men working together, the women left behind to mind the bairns.


  Fran stirred but she didnt wake. In the kitchen his father was making tea. He was wearing a cardigan over his pyjamas. That seemed odd to Perez. Why wasnt the man dressed? His
  father was the nearest thing the island had to a leader and he should be out there to supervise if there was a problem. Then he thought maybe his mother was ill and they were waiting for the nurse
  who was resident on the island. No way would a doctor get in this morning.


  They want you up at the field centre, James said, breaking into his thoughts. You can take the car. Ill not be going far today.


  Whats wrong? Jimmy drank the tea, helped himself to a couple of home-made ginger biscuits. He was still half asleep. Why do they want me?


  Youre the police, arent you? James looked up. Theres been a murder.


  Perez had to bang on the lighthouse door to be let in, because it was locked. It was still dark and the beam from the tower circled way over his head. The locked door struck
  him as unusual, but perhaps someone had watched crime dramas on television and realized it was important to keep people away from the scene. Jane came at once to open up. She was fully dressed in
  jeans and a sweater, though it wasnt yet seven thirty. Inside, all the lights were on. The lighthouse was too far from the other houses to be on mains electricity and he heard the buzz of
  the generator in the distance. Jane looked very pale but quite composed.


  In here. She opened a door that led directly from the lobby. In the bird room.


  He stood in the doorway and looked inside. It was a small square space with one window facing east. He supposed all the equipment was to do with the business of ornithology. There were plastic
  tubes covered with small metal rings of different sizes hanging from one of the shelves, pliers, a set of small balance scales, a pile of small cotton bags with drawstring tops. There was the base
  field centre smell of wood from the floors, but it was overlaid by something faint and organic, which he supposed came from the birds: the oil on their feathers, the muck left in the bags while
  they were waiting to be ringed.


  Under the window there was a wooden desk and a swivel chair. Sitting on the chair was a woman. Angela was slumped across the desk as if shed fallen asleep in the middle of her work. But
  in her back was a knife. It had an ivory handle that protruded through the scarlet silk top shed been wearing the evening before. There wasnt a great deal of blood and no sign of a
  struggle. The knife had gone in just to the left of the spine and under the shoulder blade. Straight into the heart. Either the killer had known what to do or it had been a lucky strike. Lucky for
  him at least. Twisted through the black hair, like a garland, was a circle of white feathers. It gave Angela a frivolous air, reminded Perez of one of those flimsy hats that fashionable women wore
  to Ascot. She certainly hadnt been wearing feathers in her hair when hed last seen her and he realized now that theyd all fall away if she stood up. The arrangement had been
  made after her death.


  Who found her? Perez struggled to make this real. It was too close to home and the image was like the jacket of one of the old-fashioned detective stories his mother had enjoyed.
  Even the feathers belonged to a different era.


  Ben Catchpole, the assistant warden. It was his turn to do the trap round. He came in to collect some bird bags on his way out.


  Wheres Maurice?


  In the kitchen. I woke him to tell him. Bens there too.


  Perez looked more closely at the still figure. Didnt Maurice realize something was wrong when she didnt come to bed?


  Hes in no state to discuss details. The words were sharp, a reproof. I havent asked him.


  Do you always lock the main door of the centre? Perez spoke as if he were only vaguely interested in the routine of the place, as if it could have no possible significance to the
  crime.


  No, Jane said. Of course not. But the wind was so strong last night that it kept blowing open. I locked it before I went to bed to stop it banging.


  Was Angela in the bird room then?


  Jane paused. Perez thought she understood quite clearly the implication of the question and was considering lying. At last she said: No, the bird room door was open and I could see
  inside. It was empty then.


  So this wasnt the work of one of the islanders. Whoever had killed Angela had been in the lighthouse when Jane locked the door.


  Perez stood for a moment. Thoughts chased through his head. First that he needed coffee. Hed not been drunk the night before, but he had a faint headache and his brain was sluggish and
  disengaged. Hed slept too heavily. Then that this was a complete nightmare. How long would it be before a crime scene investigator could get in to the island? Two days at least, according to
  the latest forecast by Dave Wheeler, Fair Isles met officer. Would the body have to stay here until then? Hed need to phone the team in Inverness and get advice. But first coffee and
  a few words with Maurice. This would probably be very simple. A domestic row. He could understand how that could happen in the fraught and claustrophobic atmosphere that developed during a gale,
  though it didnt explain the feathers twisted through the long black hair.


  Is it possible to lock the bird room door?


  Jane looked dubious, disappeared and returned a few moments later with a bunch of heavy, old-fashioned keys. These have been hanging in the larder since I first came here.


  The third key he tried fitted. He locked the door and followed her through the common room, where the night before theyd all sat drinking and laughing, to the kitchen.


  It was, he saw at once, Janes domain. The men sitting at the table looked up when she came in and seemed comforted by her presence. She fetched ground coffee from the fridge and filled
  the kettle. Maurice was wearing pyjamas and a dressing gown. He was unshaven, red-eyed.


  I cant believe it, he said. I want to see her again. There must be a mistake.


  Im afraid theres no mistake. Perez sat beside him. This didnt seem like a man about to confess to murdering his wife. And if it were a family affair, surely
  the daughter would be a more likely suspect? Maurice half-rose to his feet as if he were about to demand to be taken to Angela, then seemed to find the effort too much for him and sat down heavily
  again.


  Ben Catchpole was skinny, with wild red hair. Perez had met him for the first time at the party the night before. He came from the West Country and had a soft rural accent. Perez tried to replay
  the conversation of the previous evening in his head. What had they discussed? The decline of seabirds. That had been the subject of Bens doctorate, though it seemed to Perez that he hardly
  looked old enough to be an undergraduate, never mind to have gained a PhD. Hed been passionate, had railed against politicians and environmentalists for their cowardice in dealing with the
  problem. Fran had joined in the conversation and Perez had seen at once that she liked the young man. Later in the evening Perez had overheard Ben telling her hed been an active member of
  Greenpeace as a student, remembered a description of a stint at sea monitoring the tuna fishery.


  Now, nobody spoke for a moment. Jane poured water into the cafetire. Perez realized his brain was so accustomed to the sound of the wind outside that he no longer noticed it. It was
  starting to get light.


  The visitors will be down for breakfast in a while, Jane said. I told them wed make it later today. Nine oclock because of the party and the weather. What do
  you want me to do?


  Give them breakfast, Perez said. Of course. Ill talk to them then. He wondered if Fran had woken yet, if she was sitting in Springfield eating the fancy
  organic muesli his mother had bought in specially. What would she make of his disappearance, the fact that work had followed him home to the Isle? But sit down for a moment please. Id
  like to speak to you first.


  Jane poured out coffee, set a carton of milk on the table and joined them.


  If anyone knows anything about Angelas death, Perez said quietly, now is the time to tell me. They stared at him and he thought this might be harder than
  hed expected. Wheres Poppy?


  Now there was some response. Maurice looked towards the windows streaked with salt. You cant think she had anything to do with this.


  There was an argument yesterday evening. It doesnt seem an unreasonable assumption.


  Shes a child, Maurice said. She has issues with anger management. That doesnt make her a killer. But Perez thought he could hear uncertainty in the
  voice. Perhaps Maurice had come to the same conclusion as him. What must it be like to believe that your daughter was a murderer?


  Talk me through what happened here after I left.


  You heard the argument in the common room when Angela refused to give Poppy a drink?


  Perez nodded.


  A couple of our visitors were still up. I asked Ben to look after the bar and I took Poppy into the flat. You know we have our own accommodation at the west end of the centre.


  Where was Angela?


  She was already in the flat. She was drying her hair. Poppy had thrown beer over her. He looked directly at Perez. She was drunk. It was childish, pathetic. But not
  malicious. Not murderous.


  How was Poppy then?


  Maurice gave a little grin. Still angry. Unapologetic. She was here against her will. Thered been problems at school. Nothing serious, but shed been excluded for a
  fortnight. Her mother decided a period away would be good for her. I thought shed enjoy the island. She liked it here when she was younger, but I suppose a thirteen-year-old tomboy has a
  different outlook on life from a sixteen-year-old young woman. He paused. Theres a boyfriend at home. She has the melodramatic notion that were trying to keep them
  apart. If anything her anger was directed at me, not Angela.


  How did Poppy and Angela get on? Perez finished his coffee and hoped there was more left in the pot.


  Angela didnt have a drop of maternal blood in her body. Poppy was an irritation to her. But she knew the irritation would be temporary.


  Perez was astonished by the honesty of the comments. People usually spoke more kindly of the dead. Especially dead partners. Maurice seemed to register the surprise: Im a historian
  by training, Jimmy. Telling the truth has become a habit.


  Perez nodded. What happened when you got Poppy back to the flat?


  I laid her on her bed and went to get her a glass of water. When I got back she was dead to the world. I took off her shoes and some of her clothes and covered her with the duvet. She
  hardly stirred. She was practically unconscious. Theres no way she got out of bed and stabbed my wife. Or threaded feathers through her hair. Where would she get those?


  Why didnt you look for Angela when she didnt come to bed?


  She said she was going to do some work. She was young, Jimmy. She never seemed to get tired. There was a paper she was preparing and she was close to the deadline. I went to bed and
  straight to sleep. I didnt even notice she wasnt there. He looked up with blank eyes. I loved her, you know, from the moment I first met her. She was a bright
  postgraduate student then. I knew it was madness but there was nothing I could do to stop it. My wife and I were happy, settled, and I wrecked all that, in a clear-sighted, self-destructive series
  of actions that alienated my children and my friends. And I wouldnt have changed it. Even now that shes dead, I wouldnt go back and do anything differently. He stood up.
  I have to wake Poppy and tell her whats happened. Thats all right, Jimmy? You will allow me to do that?


  Perez nodded again and watched him leave the room.


  
    
  


  Chapter Seven


  Dougie Barr came to Fair Isle for the birds, not the culture. The party on the previous evening had left him cold. Hed had a couple of drinks, then taken himself off to
  bed. He liked music, couldnt imagine a long drive without it blasting from the CD, but he was into techno, something with a strong beat. Hed never understood the attraction of folk
  music, of wailing fiddles and howling singers. He needed noise and rhythm to keep him awake on a long twitch and to get the adrenalin pumping before he arrived at the bird. When it came to his list
  of species seen in Britain, he was up there with the best of them. Respected. Whenever he turned up at a twitch people knew who he was. He couldnt afford to make a mistake.


  Hed been coming to Fair Isle since he was a boy, staying in the old place down at the North Haven. Hed found the UKs first brown flycatcher here in 1992 when he was fifteen
  and had sneaked away early from school at the end of the summer term with a group of like-minded older friends, leaving his mother bewildered by his behaviour. On the estate where they lived kids
  got into drugs and car theft, not natural history. The memory of that glorious day in July, the sudden realization that he was looking at something truly mega, still lit up the gloomy hours in the
  call centre where he worked. Since then hed had a kind of superstition about the place and had come back nearly every year. Waiting for another rarity to match the first. For him, the real
  thrill came in finding his own tick. There wasnt the same excitement chasing after other peoples birds.


  His mates mocked him. Why spend all that money? If you had to go birdwatching in Shetland it made much more sense to stay on the mainland and just get a plane into Fair Isle if you needed to, if
  the big one turned up. That way you kept your options open. But each season Dougie went back to the field centre, convinced that eventually his loyalty would be rewarded. He kept a blog and dreamed
  of the photos hed post there, the description, very factual and precise, of the rarity hed found on the Isle. It would be a first for Britain, maybe even a first for the Western
  Palearctic. Then his friends would read his blog and weep.


  Dougie had never married. Some of his mates had gone to Thailand to find a bride, and at one time Dougie had been tempted to go down that route. He imagined a small pretty woman, mild-mannered
  and grateful to be in the UK. He would be her hero: after all, he would have rescued her from poverty, perhaps from a life on the streets. She would provide companionship, laugh at his jokes, come
  birding with him. There would be sex. Regular sex. But his acquaintances Thai brides turned out to be strong and forceful women. They laughed at their men and made their lives a misery.
  Dougie had decided it would be better to continue alone. At least he had nobody else to consider when the pager beeped and there was a rare bird, a tick at the other end of the country. He could
  just put his binoculars round his neck, load the telescope into the car, and go.


  Occasionally he had fantasies about a woman in the call centre where he worked. He was a supervisor now and most of the team he managed were women. He listened in to their calls, heard the soft
  persuasive voices talking to the anonymous customers on the end of the phone and imagined that they were trying to please him.


  Once or twice hed plucked up courage to ask one out, but that always seemed to end in disaster. Even if she agreed to go with him to dinner or a film, the fumbling advances at the close
  of the evening ended in humiliation. Then he would imagine her talking to the other women he supervised. During training sessions he sensed they were all secretly laughing at him. Hed
  decided it wasnt worth putting himself through that cycle again: the anxiety leading up to the invitation, the rejection, the resulting paranoia. Better stick to the soft-porn DVDs he
  brought back from trips to the continent. And birding. In that world at least he had achieved.


  The wind had been westerly since hed first landed on the island. Most rarities came in to Fair Isle on easterly winds, swept away from their usual migration routes through Scandinavia,
  Russia or Siberia. For the first few days hed remained optimistic. Some of Fair Isles rarities had arrived in westerlies after all. Hed got up at first light, walked miles,
  taken out a packed lunch so he could spend the whole day in the south of the island where most of the migrants appeared. Hed accompanied Angela and Ben on the trap rounds in case a rarity
  appeared out of nowhere in the catching box. Sometimes miracles like that happened. But now the westerly gales had taken their toll on his mood. He heard the shipping forecast each evening with
  increasing depression. He would return to work at the end of the fortnight with nothing to show for his dedication. If he could get off the island at all. This late in the season most of his
  friends were on the Isles of Scilly. Thered already been a smattering of rare birds from the States and they were sending him jubilant texts.


  Dougie found it easier to think about birds than the other parts of his life. He hadnt slept well. These days, he didnt sleep much. Turning on his side he heard Hughs
  breathing. Since the departure of the plane two days before, Hugh Shaw was the only other unmarried visiting birdwatcher left on the island and they shared the dormitory. Dougie lay awake,
  listening to the young mans breathing, and his thoughts wandered again.


  Hugh was ambitious, sharp, a brilliant birder for someone so young. Ornithology was all they had in common. Dougie had done the local comprehensive and worked in a factory before he got into
  sales. Hugh had been expelled from some smart boarding school, then gone travelling. Despite the disgrace of the expulsion, his parents had funded the worldwide trip. Talking about it, Hugh had
  given a wide, slow grin. They hoped it would make me grow up. It just gave me a gigantic bird list. On the long dark evenings while they waited for the wind to change, Hugh had told
  stories of his journey: being mugged in Vientiane, being chased by an elephant in India. He spoke with a laconic, old-fashioned, public-school accent that made the tales seem unreal. His hair was
  long and floppy and he had a self-deprecating smile, so it was impossible to tell how much was true.


  What will you do now? Dougie had been fascinated by the young mans lifestyle. Dougie had always had to earn a living. He might throw the occasional sickie when a rare bird
  turned up, but he couldnt afford to lose his job.


  I was thinking I might get a job leading birding tours. How difficult can that be?


  Thered been the same grin. Dougie had thought of the responsibility of that work, the demanding customers in alien places, and had decided he was better off in the call centre. It would
  be weird to mix work and his passion for birds. Besides, hed always been good at selling. He knew the gentle approach usually worked best, but he had a sense about when it was time to move
  in for the kill.


  In the dormitory Dougie turned on to his back. Somewhere in the lighthouse below a door shut and there were muttered voices. Usually in these sleepless hours before dawn, he passed the time with
  sexy daydreams about Angela. Shed always terrified and fascinated him at the same time, with her brown legs, her full breasts and the long black hair that made him think of a witch or a
  vampire. Perhaps she was one of the reasons hed kept returning to Fair Isle. Shed said once he was the best field observer she knew and he still remembered the remark, treasured
  it.


  Today he found no comfort in thoughts of Angela and he was glad when his alarm clock went off. Although it rattled and jumped on the bedside cupboard, Hugh slept through the noise and stayed
  asleep even when Dougie switched on the light. Dougie thought the man looked younger lying asleep in the bunk. He had long, dark eyelashes. Dougie watched him surreptitiously for a moment, as if he
  were doing something shameful, and then he got up.


  The dining room was empty though the table had been laid and through the serving hatch he could see Jane in the kitchen. There was the smell of bacon. The islander whose engagement theyd
  been marking the night before was sitting at the kitchen table drinking a big mug of coffee. It crossed Dougies mind that he could have been in the centre all night. Now the lighthouse was
  almost empty thered be plenty of room if some of the partygoers had overdone the celebrations and decided to stay over. The man looked at Dougie, stared at him, then gave a small nod. No
  smile. Dougie thought the islanders were all strange bastards. He helped himself to a bowl of cereal. Jane walked through to the dining room and rang the bell to let people know the meal was
  ready.


  John and Sarah Fowler came in almost immediately. Dougie didnt really understand what they were doing in the centre. Everyone had heard of John Fowler: hed been a big twitcher in
  his day. He wasnt much older than Dougie, but Dougie thought of him as part of an earlier generation, the gang that had hung around the north Norfolk coast in the early seventies. Now Fowler
  was more famous as a bookshop owner and collector of natural history books. You never saw him in the field much these days and if you did people just took the piss. Over the years hed made a
  couple of really bad identification mistakes; on one occasion he had all the Shetland birders turning out to Virkie just for a dark meadow pipit! Of course everyone made mistakes but Fowler had
  gained the reputation as a stringer, as someone who regularly claimed to see impossibly rare birds. Dougie thought if people talked about him the way they spoke of Fowler hed never go
  birdwatching again. Hed probably kill himself. In the field centre Dougie found it awkward to talk to Fowler  it wouldnt do his reputation any good to be too friendly.
  He was polite enough, passing the marmalade and the butter when required, but he showed no interest in the couples lives away from the island.


  Now, as the Fowlers took their places at the table, Dougie thought how similar they looked, more like brother and sister than husband and wife. They had the same faded brown hair, wispy and
  rather untidy, the same thin lips. And it seemed to him now that they didnt behave like any of the married couples he knew. They were too careful with each other, too polite. There was none
  of the banter and bickering he saw in his married friends. No laughter. Had they always been that way or had something happened to make them so tense? Sarah seemed to depend on her husband, without
  enjoying his company. With an unusual insight, Dougie thought perhaps theyd come to Fair Isle to mend their marriage.


  Jane stuck her head round the door into the dining room and broke into his thoughts. Would you mind giving Hugh a shout, Dougie? Jimmy wants to talk to everyone.


  Dougie hesitated. He didnt think Hugh would be pleased to be dragged downstairs to hear what an islander might want to say. He was usually polite enough, but he did just what he
  wanted.


  Please, Dougie. Jane had a way of speaking that made you respond immediately.


  Jimmy Perez sat with them, but he didnt start talking until theyd finished eating. He didnt do anything. He just sat, watching and listening. Although
  Dougie had seen him the evening before at the party, he only recognized him now. He remembered meeting Perez when the man had worked occasionally on the boat. Hed always been quiet,
  dark-haired and dark-skinned like the skipper. Dougie usually came into the island on the mail boat. He didnt like small planes and anyway the Shepherd trip from Grutness was part of
  the ritual. It was how hed come into the island that first time, the summer hed found the flycatcher.


  Just one table had been laid up so they all sat together. Jane was the only member of field centre staff present and Dougie thought that was odd. Where were Maurice and Ben? Perhaps because
  Perez was there, a silent observer, the conversation was stilted. Nobody asked why the man was with them or what he wanted. Even Hugh, who usually managed to keep the conversation going,
  didnt have much to say. It was a relief to them all when Perez stood up to speak.


  He was strangely formal. Im here in my capacity as Inspector with Highland and Islands Police. He spoke slowly as if he was worried they might not understand his accent.
  Dougie remembered then that the man had gone south to become a cop. Hed heard old man Perez talking about it once in the Shepherd, grumbling because his son wasnt there to help
  on the croft or the boat. That was the day theyd seen the killer whales, just as they left Shetland mainland.


  Angela Moore is dead.


  The words cut into Dougies memory of the huge mammals swimming beside the vessel. He looked at Hugh, who only blinked once. Then there was absolute silence in the room.


  Im sure youll cooperate with our efforts to find out what happened to her. Perez leaned back against a table and seemed to be waiting for them to respond.


  How did she die? Dougie was surprised that it was John Fowler who asked the question. Usually he contributed little to the general conversation.


  She was murdered. Im sure youll appreciate why I cant give any details at this point.


  Who killed her? Fowler again.


  Thats what I need to establish.


  Its obvious, surely. Hugh looked around the room and they all waited for him to speak. He had that way of getting people to listen to him. A storyteller, Angela had called
  him. Or my storyteller when she wanted him to entertain her, to sit beside her in the common room and relive one of his adventures. Though Dougie had never been quite sure what Angela
  had made of Hugh. It was as if the pair of them had been playing a dangerous game. They were both chancers, adventurers. Now the young mans voice was relaxed and easy, as if he was about to
  start one of his travellers tales. He was wearing denims and a grey rugby shirt. It was odd how the details of his fellow guests were fixed suddenly in Dougies head. It was as if he
  was in the field looking at a new bird, branding the way it looked in his memory. Hugh continued: Poppy and Angela were arguing last night. We all saw that. Poppy lost her temper once and
  must have done it again. He paused, repeated again, almost apologetically: Obvious.


  Perez hesitated and chose his words carefully. Oh, no, he said. I dont think thats true at all. Not obvious. In a murder investigation, nothings ever
  quite that simple.


  
    
  


  Chapter Eight


  Perez stopped outside Maurice and Angelas flat and listened. Nothing. He tapped on the door and went inside, walking straight into a large room, with an original
  fireplace facing the door and windows on two sides. One looked south, through the gap in the surrounding wall, towards the pool the islanders called Golden Water, the other out to sea. For a moment
  he was aware of the outside reality of sky, wind and water. Talking to the visitors in the dining room, hed been so focused on the people that he could have been in any of the bare rooms
  hed used to interview witnesses during his career. There could have been city roads outside. He thought again that this case was too close to home. In normal circumstances he would have
  stepped away, handed the investigation to a colleague who was less involved. This was all wrong; it felt twisted and unnatural.


  Maurice Parry and his daughter sat on a low sofa, which was covered by a woven throw. They were lit by a small lamp on the table beside them. It was barely light outside. There was a plain brown
  carpet, with a scattering of sheepskin rugs on the floor. The curtains were the same as in the public rooms in the field centre. Even though this was Angela and Maurices personal space
  theyd done little to make it their own. Poppy was wearing a dressing gown, pink, too small for her. Perhaps it had been left here when she was a child. Last nights make-up was
  streaked on her face. Her hair was still stiff with gel. She was crying and Maurice held her in his arms. He frowned when he saw Perez looking at them.


  Couldnt you give us a little more time?


  Perez shook his head. Sorry. If Poppy was going to confess to killing her stepmother, best that it happen quickly. He could be on the phone to the Fiscal and explain that there was
  no mystery here, no need for drama. A disturbed adolescent with a knife. In big cities almost a commonplace. They could make arrangements for Poppys care on the island and decide what would
  happen to her once they were able to get her off. Then he could start worrying about what he should do with Angelas body.


  Im so sorry. The girl looked up at him with smudged panda eyes. He said nothing. Let her tell it in her own words and her own time. He supposed he should caution her, but
  this was hardly a formal interview and her father was with her to protect her interests.


  I spoiled your engagement party, she said. I didnt mean to. It was stupid. Childish.


  Angelas dead, he said. More important than a party.


  Im sorry about that too. She looked up at her father. I didnt like her much but she didnt deserve to be killed. I cant apologize for that,
  though. I didnt do it. I wasnt responsible. Her voice was very quiet but it was reasonable. It was hard to believe that this was the overwrought young woman whod caused
  such a scene the night before.


  I know, sweetheart. Maurice stroked the hair away from his daughters face. I know you couldnt do anything like that.


  Perez watched. He imagined how tense and claustrophobic it must have been in this apartment in the days leading up to Angelas murder. An enclosed space inside the enclosed space of the
  lighthouse. Sealed off from the rest of the island by two lots of walls. And inside, three people tied by family, but pulled apart by opposing desires and needs. The stress, he thought, must have
  been unbearable. There would have been little reason in the conversation then. His mind flicked again to the child who would soon be his stepchild. Frans daughter Cassie was six and having a
  holiday with her father now. Would Perez still be able to love her if she was a large, awkward teenager?


  Did Angela want children? The question was directed at Maurice, over Poppys head, and was out before hed had time to consider the tactlessness of asking it in the
  girls presence.


  No. I explained earlier, she wasnt the maternal type. Far too selfish. Maurice looked up at Perez and gave a little smile. I still thought of her as a child herself.
  A brilliant, adorable, precocious child.


  I need to talk about Angela. About why someone might have wanted her dead.


  Of course you do, Jimmy. There was something patronizing in the tone. Of course. Play your little games if it makes you happy.


  It must be important to you too.


   To find out who killed her? No, not right now. Im trying to work out how I can survive without her. Revenge might come later.


  Im not talking about revenge, Perez thought. Im talking about justice. But he couldnt say that. It would sound impossibly pompous. He wanted to talk to Maurice
  and Poppy separately, but he could tell that individual interviews would have to wait. They were clinging to each other and he realized it would be impossible to prise them apart. It seemed to
  Perez that it wasnt grief that had brought father and daughter together now; the sudden absence of Angela in their lives had made the closeness possible, had somehow made them come to their
  senses. It was as if a spell had been broken. When he left the room, he thought theyd hardly noticed he was gone.


  The centres common room was furnished much as the living room in Maurice and Angelas flat, but there was a library in the corner: floor-to-ceiling shelves
  containing natural history books, with a pile of paperback novels relegated to a low table. Perez checked that no one was sitting in the high-backed chairs, then he called a coastguard officer
  friend using his mobile phone. The reception was poor, but the field centre landline had a number of extensions and he didnt want to risk being overheard. He stood by the window and looked
  out at the sea.


  I know theres no possibility of a plane or a boat today, but I wondered about the coastguard helicopter.


  No chance. I mean, its hardly a matter of life or death, is it? Im not prepared to risk my crew for a body.


  The next call was to Inverness.


  Ive got a problem. Hed asked to be put through to his line manager, a cheerful Englishman, whod moved to the Highlands for the fishing and was even more
  cheerful now that retirement was approaching. Perez explained the position. I feel that Im too close to the case, but none of my family members is involved and theres no chance
  of anyone else getting in to take it over at least for the next twenty-four hours.


  Its yours then, laddie. Frank had taken to using strange words that he thought sounded Scottish. And Im assuming youll have it all wrapped up by the
  time the weather improves. How many suspects can there be? Youd better let the Iron Maiden know.


  The Iron Maiden. Rhona Laing the Fiscal, based in Lerwick on Shetland mainland. A woman with political ambitions and the knack of covering her back in every situation.


  Put me through to Vicki Hewitt first. Perez wasnt sure he could face Rhona Laing just yet. He needed to know exactly what he was doing before then. And that meant sorting
  out how he should manage the crime scene. Vicki was the Highland and Islands scene coordinator. She was a no-nonsense Yorkshirewoman with a sense of humour and experience of working with a big
  English force before taking up her present role. He thought shed enjoy his dilemma: it would amuse her to think of him working without back-up.


  What have you got for me this time, Jimmy? Should I be packing my bags and taking my seasick pills?


  Not yet. This one I have to deal with on my own. I have a dead woman with a knife in her back and no way of getting any forensic support. He talked Vicki through the situation,
  imagined her sitting with her elbows on the desk taking notes, grinning at his dilemma, the inevitable can of Diet Coke beside her. So what should I do? I cant leave her there
  indefinitely. The chopper should get in tomorrow but theres no guarantee.


  Remember your latest crime scene management training, Jimmy. Shed led the refresher course, one of the few hed felt it worth travelling south for. What do
  you think you should do first?


  Take photographs, he said. Lots of photographs.


  Even more important if we cant get the experts in straight away. He knew she was teasing but didnt care.


  What about the body?


  Bag it up carefully and put it somewhere cold. Has anyone on the island got a walk-in chiller or a big fridge?


  Therell be folk with freezers.


  No, she said. A freezer wont do. We dont want ice crystals in the body. If you dont have a full-size fridge, put her in an outhouse. Somewhere
  watertight, where you can keep her cool.


  As he pressed the button on his mobile at the end of the conversation, he wondered where hed find a bag big enough to take the body of a fit young woman.


  Rhona Laings secretary put him through to her immediately. Rhona demanded efficiency and usually got it.


  Yes? The Fiscal was in her fifties, immaculate, dressed like the Edinburgh lawyer she had once been. He could picture her sitting at her desk. I thought you were on leave,
  Inspector. Visiting your parents. That was the other thing about Rhona. She seemed to have spies everywhere.


  Theres been a murder.


  Where? Her voice was measured. Hed never heard her express shock.


  Here on the Isle.


  Youre like the Angel of Death, Inspector. Violence seems to follow you around. First Whalsay, now Fair Isle.


  Perez thought that was unfair. His colleague Sandy Wilson had found the body in Whalsay.


  The victims a young woman, he said. The warden of the Fair Isle field centre. Id met her but I didnt know her well. As Im here and theres
  no chance of the Inverness team getting in, I think I can run the investigation without a conflict of interest.


  Your victim is Angela Moore? Her voice was sharp. Shes a television celebrity. They seem to wheel her out to talk about everything from Shetland wind farms to the
  decline of the tiger. Therell be press interest.


  If they get to hear about it


  Dont be naive, Inspector! Someone will already have tried to sell the story to the national press. One of the islanders or one of the guests. This has to be sorted out quickly. By
  the time the weather clears and the reporters can fly in, we need to have made an arrest.


  His last call was to Fran. In Springfield, Radio 4 was playing in the background. He recognized Kate Adie and From Our Own Correspondent. That would be something else
  she and Mary would have in common. Both women had it on all day, a background to their work.


  Im so sorry. He realized hed repeated almost exactly the words and the inflexion of Poppys words to him. I didnt bring you all the way to Fair
  Isle just to abandon you.


  Its work. Nothing you could do.


  What have you been up to? At home she could occupy herself for hours on her own with her drawing and her painting. She had a concentration that he found enviable. He was too easily
  distracted. But he didnt think shed be able to work with his parents around; Mary would want to chat and be full of questions. Perhaps thats where my curiosity comes from, he
  thought. Im nosy, just like my mother.


  I asked Mary to teach me to use the knitting machine. Ive always wanted to learn. Its not nearly as easy as it looks. She laughed.


  Suddenly he felt as if he was as far away from her as when she was visiting her parents in London and he was left behind in Lerwick. It was hard to believe they were only separated by a couple
  of miles.


  Ill make sure Im home for supper, he said.


  Will it all be over by then?


  I dont know. It seemed very simple. Now Im not sure.


  
    
  


  Chapter Nine


  Jane heard Perez talking in the common room while she was laying the tables for lunch. Despite herself she tried to hear what he was saying, but she couldnt make out the
  words. She couldnt even tell to whom he was talking. She thought she would have to tell him about that last conversation with Angela. In a place like this, there were no secrets. Someone
  would inform Perez that Angela had threatened not to renew her contract: Maurice, for example, would say anything to protect his daughter. It was best coming from Jane herself.


  The smell of baking bread seeped out of the kitchen, reassuringly normal. Lunch would be soup and rolls, oatcakes and cheese, scones and cakes. Today they needed comfort food. It was eleven
  thirty. There was time to talk to Perez before she had to serve it. She tapped on the common-room door and looked inside. Perez was on his own, his mobile in his hand. Hed finished the
  conversation and seemed preoccupied. She followed his gaze out of the window. It was more exposed here, north facing, and the sound of the storm was louder.


  I wondered if I could talk to you. Its about Angela.


  Of course. It seemed something of an effort for him to drag his thoughts back to the present. Could we sit somewhere with a bit of privacy?


  She hesitated. We could use my room, I suppose. Its a bit cramped but nobody will disturb us. She never invited anyone into her room, was shocked that shed been the
  one to suggest it.


  They passed the door of the bird room on the way to the stairs.


  Is Angela still in there? Where had such a ghoulish question come from? Jane thought it was as if someone else had stepped inside her skin and was talking through her mouth.


  He looked at her as if he was considering how much he should tell her. He must have reached the same conclusion as she had earlier: there could be no secrets in this place. I thought
  Id go in when the rest of you are having lunch. Ill move Angelas body this afternoon. Ill take it to Springfield. Theres a shed we can padlock. Shell be
  cool there. Then hope the wind drops tomorrow, at least enough to get a helicopter in. He stopped for a moment. I dont suppose you have a digital camera I could borrow? It
  would save me going home.


  Sorry. Jane was going to ask why he might need a camera, but then she remembered an American TV programme beloved by her sister. Beautiful young men and women in designer clothes
  investigated brutal murders by swimming pools or in grand houses. They always took photographs of the crime scene. How excited her sister would be to know that Jane had been caught up in a real
  investigation.


  There was only one chair in her room. She nodded for him to take it and sat on the bed. She saw him taking in his surroundings, the books and the newspaper clippings.


  Do you enjoy crosswords, Inspector?


  He smiled. I dont think my mind works that way.


  I suppose I have a motive for killing Angela. After all, she hadnt brought him here to make small talk. I thought you should know.


  He said nothing and waited for her to continue. He sits so still, she thought. Its impossible to tell whats going on in his head.


  We had a conversation in the kitchen yesterday afternoon, while I was getting food ready for your party. She said she wouldnt want me back at the North Light next year.


  And thats a motive for murder? He wasnt mocking her, but seemed genuinely puzzled. She wondered that he couldnt be as passionate about the place as she
  was.


  I would have killed her then if Id thought I could get away with it. Jane looked up, gave a little smile to show she was joking. I didnt. Im not
  sufficiently brave. She saw more explanation was needed. I love it here at the lighthouse. I suppose its a sort of escape. There were things in my personal life . . . It was a
  mess . . . And Fair Isle captivated me from the moment I arrived.


  Did she give you a reason for not wanting you back? Your reputation on the island is high. The best cook theyve ever had, my mother says. Id have thought shed be
  bribing you to stay.


  According to Angela, someone else was bribing her to get rid of me. Jane explained about the chair of trustees, the massive donation to develop the library and replace the
  computers, the goddaughter straight out of catering college. But Im not sure it happened like that. Angela might have been glad of an excuse to be shot of me and made the offer
  herself.


  Why would she want shot of you?


  Jane hesitated a moment. She found it hard to be bitchy about a woman whod recently been murdered. It was a matter of manners, etiquette. It seemed rather common to be unpleasant in these
  circumstances.


  Angela liked to be in charge, the centre of attention. She was accustomed to admiration.


  And you didnt admire her?


  Im sure she was a very good scientist.


  But?


  I didnt like her as a person. She was capricious, wilful, determined to get her own way. I probably gave her less deference than she was used to. Im sure that irritated her.
  After all, Im only the domestic help. When the chair of trustees mentioned the possibility of finding a job here for his goddaughter, shed have seen it as a good way of finding
  someone more biddable to take my place. Someone who owed her a favour.


  I didnt really know her, Perez said, though Ive seen her on television, of course.


  How did you think she came across? Jane realized she was very interested in the inspectors opinion. He was a man whose judgement shed trust.


  He thought for a moment and it seemed as if he would refuse to commit himself. As very charming, he said at last. But only while the camera was running. I was never really
  convinced by it. She always seemed rather miserable to me.


  It was the last thing she would have expected.


  During lunch she was aware of his absence, imagined him in the bird room. How would Angela look now? Just the same as when Ben Catchpole had found her? How soon did a corpse
  begin to decay, to look not entirely human? Jane had seen the body when Ben had called out to her, and the feathers woven into the hair had seemed to her grotesque, a bizarre show.


  Before she began to serve the meal Fran Hunter arrived, blown in it seemed from another world, a reminder that life was continuing outside the solid field centre walls. She had a camera round
  her neck and a small rucksack on her back. She had arrived in Leogh Willys truck and immediately joined Perez. Jane supposed that hed summoned her to bring what he needed to record
  the crime scene and take Angelas body away.


  In the dining room conversation was desultory. Again Maurice and Poppy stayed away, though Ben ate with them. Jane thought that all the people there wanted to talk about the murder, to enjoy the
  drama, share scraps of gossip about the dead woman, but no one could bring himself to start the discussion for fear of appearing callous. Jane wanted to give them permission to do it: Come on.
  We all knew she was no saint. But she was as frightened as the others of seeming unfeeling.


  Later she knocked at the door of Maurices flat. He came to open it. He was dressed now, but he still hadnt shaved and looked as he had when hed had a bad bout of flu earlier
  in the year. Jane had looked after him then too. Angela had been far too busy with the seabird ringing. Shed never even had a cold in all the time Jane had known her and had no sympathy for
  people who were ill.


  Ive brought a pan of soup, Jane said. Itll just need heating up.


  He took the saucepan from her and stood in the doorway.


  Hows Poppy? Jane really wanted to ask what he would do now. She presumed that he would want to leave the island as soon as the weather improved. Then she would have the
  place to herself. To tidy and scrub and order. The new warden would be glad of a cook who knew the ropes.


  Ive sent her back to bed, Maurice said. Shes exhausted. The shock, I suppose. He looked up at Jane. I dont know what Ill do without
  Angela. I cant imagine life without her.


  It wasnt the sort of practical answer Jane was looking for, though she would have been happy to talk to Maurice, even about Angela, if that would have helped. But he shut the door without
  asking her into the flat, more distressed now, it seemed, than when hed first learned his wife was dead.


  Jane couldnt bear the idea of spending another minute in the field centre. It wasnt just the image she created in her head of Perez in the bird room, taking his photographs,
  collecting his samples, moving in his quiet, precise way around the dead woman. She needed to get away from the place for a while. She felt as if shed been indoors for weeks. The truck was
  parked just outside the back door so she assumed that Fran was still in the bird room with him. Jane thought shed walk down the island, talk to Joanne in the shop, and perhaps call in on
  Mary at Springfield as long as Perez and Fran hadnt returned. The wind would be behind her and she thought someone would give her a lift back. Jane wouldnt want to be thought curious
  or ghoulish, but Mary was the closest thing to a friend that she had in Fair Isle.


  Outside, the wind took her breath away, but the rain had stopped and there were flashes of sunshine, sudden spotlights on the green sea and the sodden grass. For the first time she began to
  wonder who could have killed Angela, to work out how it might have happened. Like everyone else shed assumed at first that Poppy had been responsible, but perhaps it wasnt that
  simple. Away from the tension and the raw emotion inside the building it was possible to regard the murder as an intellectual puzzle. Surely her intellect was as strong as the inspectors and
  she knew the people there better than he did. Angela had been right about one thing: Jane was ready for a new challenge. She imagined going to Perez and offering him the solution. She would enjoy
  his approval.


  There were a couple of people in the shop, there not to buy, Jane thought, but to talk. They were delighted to see her, of course, and much less restrained about gossiping than the residents of
  the North Light.


  They say there were gallons of blood. Has Jimmy arrested the child yet? What a terrible thing to happen on the Isle.


  Jane said very little. She understood their voraciousness and their desire for information. They were outsiders looking in at the drama. No one was suggesting, for example, that they might be
  murderers. But still she was restrained. She told them there had been no arrest as far as she knew. And of course, she said, everyone at the North Light was very shocked and upset.


  She wrapped her coat around her and went out again. The turbine blades of the windmill on the mound by the shop were spinning furiously and the machine gave off that low humming sound that meant
  the generator was storing power. The children must just have come out of school because they were making their way down the road, laughing and chasing, bent against the wind. There was no truck
  outside Springfield, no sign of Big Jamess car, so she opened the door and went in. Mary was standing at the kitchen table whisking egg whites.


  I hope you dont mind my turning up out of the blue, Jane said. I just had to get away from the lighthouse.


  Of course. Come in. Mary shook the egg from the whisk. Just wait till I get this in the oven and Ill make us some tea. She tipped caster sugar into the mixture
  and spooned it onto a tray. Hows Jimmy doing?


  I dont know, Jane said. Hes just getting on with it. She paused. I suppose were all suspects.


  I worry about him, Mary said. What must it do to a man to be mixing all the time with crime and violence? I thought hed come back home and settle here on a croft. He
  always said it was what he wanted. But when Skerry was vacant and he had the chance he threw it away.


  He seems very good at what he does.


  Hell have a wife soon. Shell not want him away all hours, never knowing when hes getting home. I thought this week on the island would let her see what the place has
  to offer. Then this has to happen.


  If she wants him to be happy surely shell let him work . . . But what do I know? Jane thought. Im a lonely middle-aged woman and my idea of happiness is a
  couple of weeks spring-cleaning in an empty field centre.


  Ah. Marys voice was impatient. We all start off thinking we can change our men. It never happens that way.


  Suddenly there was a thunderous knocking on the door. Mary stood white and shocked, her hand resting on the kettle. She looked at Jane. The banging continued. Come in, Mary
  shouted. Whoever you are, stop that noise and come in.


  The door was flung open.


  My God, man, whatever is the matter?


  It was Dougie Barr, flushed from running. His coat was flapping open and his telescope was still on its tripod, hanging from a strap on his shoulder. His binoculars hung round his neck.


  I need to use your phone. The words came out in a pant. My mobiles not working. No reception.


  Whats happened? Jane imagined another body. Her mind was racing.


  I have to call the lighthouse. He saw they were staring at him. Theres a bird in the South Harbour. Trumpeter swan. A first for Britain. When they didnt
  answer he repeated, yelling at the top of his voice: A first for Britain.


  
    
  


  Chapter Ten


  All morning Dougie Barr hadnt been able to stop thinking about Angela. Images of her swam in and out of his head. Of course hed seen her on the television before
  hed met her. Shed been famous before she married Maurice and was appointed as warden of the field centre, one of the new wave of young people brought in to present wildlife
  programmes, employed to make natural history more sexy and pull in a fresh audience. Dougie understood what they were doing. He knew about selling. Since then Angela had become a part of his life.
  A secret obsession.


  Everyone remembered Angela because of her hair. Right down her back, sleek and beautiful even when shed been camping out in the wastes of Alaska for a fortnight, or trekking across a
  desert. But it had been the hands, long and brown, that had stuck in his mind when hed first seen them on screen. Hed noticed them at once, holding binoculars to her eyes, and later
  picking up a young razorbill as she prepared to ring it. When she first greeted him in the field centre hed stretched out an arm to shake hands and looking down at the grip hed been
  thrilled: the long strong fingers were just as hed imagined. Hed thought that handshake had been one of the most intimate experiences of his life. He was finally touching the woman he
  admired more than any other.


  One evening, plucking up courage after a couple of beers, hed asked her why shed applied for the field centre job. Shed been sitting in the common room preparing to call the
  log of the species seen that day, squatting on a chair, her knees under her chin, drinking lager from a can.


  Youre famous, hed said. You could travel all over the world for the telly. You could make a fortune. Why come to Fair Isle?


  Shed smiled. Its an addiction. I love it. Just like you do. I came to Shetland when I was still a student and was seabird assistant here for a season after I got my degree.
  I swore Id be warden one day. The first female to run the place. Shed set down the can. Television is just other people telling you what to do. Im in control
  here. Thats important to me.


  Dougie pictured her dead in the bird room and thought she wasnt much in control now. There were people who said shed only married Maurice because she needed a partner to be
  administrator; it was the only way the trustees would appoint her. Dougie didnt know anything about that  hed never had the nerve to ask her. Theyd always seemed a
  strange kind of couple. Now, he thought her ambition to run Fair Isle Field Centre had killed her.


  It was unusual for him to stay inside when it was light, even in weather like this. His office in the call centre was small and cramped and had no natural light. He joked with his colleagues
  that it was like being banged up in prison. On holiday he needed to be in the open air. Otherwise he felt he might just as well be working.


  He found Hugh reading a trip report in the common room. The younger man held out the brochure. There were glossy photos of jungles and mountains, improbably coloured birds. Im
  checking out the possibilities for work, he said. I might apply to run this one. I quite fancy getting paid to spend three weeks in Argentina. I still need a few endemics
  there.


  Dougie wished he had the younger mans confidence. Hugh assumed the job would be his if he wanted it and that hed do well at it. Perhaps that was what going to a smart school did
  for you.


  Im going to the south end. Do you want to come? Dougie liked company when he was birdwatching. It was part of the pleasure, the gossip as you walked down the island.
  Hed never been in a gang at school; his birdwatching friends had come from the more affluent parts of his town. Besides, he thought, conversation might distract him from thoughts of
  Angela.


  Hugh tore his attention from the pictures. Nah, its been westerly for weeks. Its a waste of time. I should have gone out on the plane when I had the chance. He
  flashed the old smile that for a moment made Dougie want to lash out. Hugh of all people should show more respect. For this island and the craft of birding. Anyway, I dont want to
  miss the excitement. You dont get involved in a murder every day.


  Dougie supposed he meant the policeman poking around in the bird room  although the door was shut Dougie had heard movement inside and soft voices when he went to put on his boots 
  and Angelas body being carried away. That was excitement he could do without. Hughs attitude was ghoulish, weird.


  Walking down the road towards the crofts Dougie saw nothing but a couple of meadow pipits being blown over the double dyke trap and a hooded crow close to the cliff, but he felt his mood
  lighten. He caught a glimpse of a figure on the hill and for a second assumed it was Angela, not imagining a ghost, but having forgotten she was dead. That was how shed moved, purposeful as
  if she could carry on at the same pace all day. Immediately he knew his mind was playing tricks on him. This must be Ben Catchpole, doing the hill survey because Angela wasnt there. In
  waterproofs most of the birders looked the same. He raised his binoculars to check, but the figure had disappeared over the horizon.


  Dougie knew he was unfit. He lived on takeaway food and drank too much beer. In his local pub on quiz nights he could believe he had friends who werent birders. Weekends were spent
  twitching: long trips in the car with his birding mates, a brief burst of activity to see the rarity, then nights on the sofa, sharing more beer, more stories of great twitches in the past. Though
  often these days he spent the evenings alone with his laptop on his knee catching up on Surfbirds or writing his blog. There werent so many single men birding now and the married ones
  sloped back to their wives and their kiddies as soon as the twitch was over, with excuses for being late and promises to be more considerate in the future. Times like that Dougie was pleased he
  still lived alone.


  Now, with the wind behind him, he enjoyed feeling the stiffness ease out of his joints as he walked. He should join a gym, play sport. Lose some of the weight round his belly and the girls at
  work might take him more seriously. He always felt better when he came into Fair Isle, took a bit of exercise, ate healthy food.


  Where the road split south near the school he chose the lower westerly path with Malcolms Head to his right. It seemed a little more sheltered there or maybe the wind was dropping
  slightly. In the field below Midway, there was a flock of redwings, new in. As he passed they rose into the air, calling. The sight of the birds lifted his spirits again. Theyd reached the
  island within the last twenty-four hours; no reason why something rarer shouldnt be with them. He started to run through the possibilities in his mind. More daydreams.


  The sea out from the south harbour was still dramatic, huge rolling waves and white breakers against the grey rocks. The sun came from behind a cloud, lit up a rainbow of spray, then everything
  was dark again. He walked past the small graveyard, which was so close to the sea that spindrift blew across it, tucked himself behind one of the boulders to catch his breath and keep his telescope
  out of the wind and the salt. A squall of rain pitted the water a little way out to sea, and he raised his binoculars to look at the storm, then focused again so he was looking closer to the
  shore.


  There was a swan near to the beach where the water was calmer. It was back on and its neck was tucked beneath one wing, so he couldnt see the head. He thought it would be a whooper; it
  was big and mute swans were hardly known on the Isle. Then the bird extended the neck as if it were preparing to fly. The beak was black. It took a moment for the detail to register and Dougie set
  up his telescope, fumbling with the tripod mechanism. God, why had nobody in the world invented a decent tripod? He needed to check this out. Perhaps a piece of weed had become tangled around the
  bill. Best to limit expectations. Hed been disappointed so many times before. But through the scope the beak was still black.


  The huge bird flapped its wings slowly and raised its chest. It seemed to be running over the surface of the water, then it sailed slowly into the air. On one leg there was a thick metal ring.
  There would be numbers on it. Dougie was muttering a kind of prayer under his breath: Please dont disappear. Nobody will believe this. I need someone else to see it too.


  Dougie jumped to his feet and followed the swan north through his binoculars. It was flying strongly enough but not too high. With any luck it would land on one of the pools at the far end of
  the island. Whooper swans often settled on Golden Water. God, he thought, what would Angela have made of this? Shed have loved to put trumpeter swan on the British list.


  He fumbled in his pocket for his mobile phone. He was wearing gloves and pulled them off to speed things up, dropping one in a rock pool in his hurry. Phone reception in the island was patchy
  but he might be lucky. He had to call the centre to get some people out to look for the bird. This time of year it got dark so early and theyd need to have it pinned down for the following
  day. If a plane could get in tomorrow, there were birders from all over the UK whod want to charter flights. And Dougie Barr would be a hero. But his phone had no signal. And the swan was no
  longer in sight.


  The nearest house was Springfield where Big James and Mary lived. He slung his telescope over his shoulder and began to run up the bank towards it, into the full force of the wind. His feet
  slipped on the shingle and there were tears running from his eyes.


  I care more about this bird than the fact that Angela Moore is dead.


  The thought came out of nowhere and stunned him more than the storm and was followed by another even scarier:


  Id kill to find a bird like this.


  He reached the house. There was a light on in the kitchen. He banged on the door and was aware that he was screaming to be let in, heard the noise in his ears as if someone else was making
  it.


  The two women inside stared at him as if he were a madman. The phone was in the living room. It was the first time hed been in any of the island houses but he took no notice of the
  surroundings. He dialled the number of the North Light.


  Ben Catchpole answered. The assistant warden hadnt been out long and he couldnt have done a proper survey of the hill. But that hardly mattered now. Ben would have access to the
  field centres Land Rover and Dougie was in no state to walk the three miles north to Golden Water.


  Ive just had a trumpeter swan.


  There was a silence on the other end of the phone.


  Did you hear what I said? Dougie was tempted to swear but knew the women in the kitchen were listening. He couldnt understand the lack of excitement, the lack of
  urgency.


  Still no answer.


  Can you pick me up? It flew north. It could be on Golden Water. And tell the others. They could walk down there, find it for us, while you come to get me.


  At last Ben spoke. I dont know


  Just fucking do it! Ignoring the women, he screamed so loud that the back of his throat hurt.


  Right, Ben said. Right.


  Hugh relocated the bird and it was just as Dougie had pictured it, alone on the pool close to the North Light. The gale had whipped the water into waves and it bobbed on the
  surface. The sky was overcast again; the lunchtime weather forecast had predicted another depression coming in from the west, the tail end of Hurricane Charlie. So the swan looked very white
  against the grey water. Hugh must have run down the bank from the field centre because when they arrived he was still panting. Ben had picked the Fowlers up halfway along the road; Sarah seemed
  mystified by the desperation of the chase but John was as excited as they were. To be in on a bird like this, he said. Its every listers dream. Dougie
  thought the man might be a stringer, but at least he understood how important the moment was.


  Hugh was lying on his stomach in the grass with his telescope focused on it. He heard them approaching but he didnt turn round. Did you see it was ringed? It walked out onto that
  patch of sand and I could see the ring then.


  Did you get any details on it? Dougie held his breath.


  Before Hugh could answer Ben interrupted. Doesnt that mean it was a captive bird and escaped from a collection? Escapes couldnt be ticked. They all knew that. Dougie
  wanted to tell him not to be a prat and to let Hugh finish. How did someone as stupid as Ben Catchpole get to be assistant warden on Fair Isle? Because he had a degree, Dougie thought. Because he
  talked nicely and would be polite to the visitors.


  Now Hugh did turn round and his grin lit up his face.


  This was no captive bird. Thats a USGS band. You can read the unique number through the scope. The swan was ringed in the wild in the States and well find out the date and
  the exact location of its ringing. Theres no doubt about this one, Dougie. Congratulations, you jammy bastard.


  Later, as he bounced along the track to the North Light in the back of the Land Rover, Dougie found himself resenting Angela. He would never have thought it possible: shed been important
  to him for so long. But this was the biggest find of his life and he wasnt going to be able to celebrate. They could hardly have a party the day after a woman had died and a find like this
  deserved a party. He just hoped theyd already taken her body away.


  
    
  


  Chapter Eleven


  Perezs call, asking to borrow her camera, came as a relief to Fran. Mary was great. Good company. She could see that they might become friends. But by lunchtime Fran was
  starting to get so bored that she wanted to scream. What must it have been like for island women before electricity and flights to the mainland? Fran thought she could have coped in the summer.
  Then thered have been shared work in the fields, light nights, music. But at this time of year when the stormy weather kept folk indoors, youd go slightly mad by the end of it.
  Thered be nothing to do but gossip and knit. She imagined knitting all day in poor light in a room filled with stir-crazy children and thought that at the end of it shed feel like
  committing murder.


  Could I live here now? If I had my own work and my own house, could I make my home here? She didnt come up with an answer.


  Ill bring the camera up to you, she said as soon as Perez had explained what he wanted. Im sure youre busy there.


  I dont know . . . He was thinking rules, she could tell. Procedures. He was a great one for going by the book.


  Please, Jimmy.


  He must have heard the desperation in her voice.


  OK then, but could you come up in Leogh Willies truck? Mum will arrange it for you. You could take Dads car back. And theres a big roll of polythene at the back of
  the shed at home. The new bedroom carpet was delivered in it. Could you bring that too?


  Sure, she said. Sure. No questions. She always asked too many questions and she didnt want to give him time to change his mind.


  She loved driving the truck up the island towards the North Light. The vehicle was so eaten away by rust that it was hard to believe it would go at all, but perched in the cab,
  she felt as shed done as a child on a fairground ride. There was the same engine noise and smell of diesel and she had a new perspective on the landscape around her. There was a joyous sense
  too that she was playing truant. She was such a kid. Perez was waiting for her.


  The keys are in Dads car, he said. Youd better get straight back.


  Jimmy!


  You shouldnt be here, he said.


  I could help. Hold things. Take notes. Everyone else here is a suspect. You know I couldnt have killed the woman. I wouldnt get in the way. She could tell she was
  wheedling like Cassie on a bad day and was certain hed send her away. But he relented. Perhaps this was such an unusual situation that rules werent so important. Perhaps he felt
  isolated in the field centre, where everyone was English and he was like an impostor in his own land. And she was a much better photographer than he was.


  Ill need to phone the Fiscal and check that its OK. I couldnt do anything to prejudice a possible case.


  He left her standing in the lobby, unlocked the bird room door and went inside. She realized he would feel awkward talking to the Fiscal in front of her. She wondered if he would stretch the
  truth? Would he tell the woman he couldnt possibly manage without an assistant? He wouldnt want Fran to hear him lying. She imagined him standing next to the body of Angela Moore,
  conducting a normal conversation with Rhona Laing, and wondered how he could do that. Did she really want to work with him after all? Shed seen a dead woman before and the sight had haunted
  her for weeks. Perhaps Perez had only been trying to protect her.


  The door opened. Are you sure about this? As if hed been tuned in to her doubts.


  She nodded. This was his work and she wanted to be involved in it. She wouldnt have another chance. He stood aside to let her in and locked the door behind them. She looked at the figure
  as if Angela were a subject for a painting; it would be a big canvas because this was a strong woman. There was the texture of the hair, the muscular shoulders. The handle of the knife, smooth,
  cream-coloured, in contrast to the hair. The long, bony hands that already looked skeletal, lying on the desk. The strange arrangement of feathers resting on the head. The piece of art could be
  a collage, Fran thought. Glorious and three-dimensional.


  Whats going on with the feathers?


  I dont know, Perez said. They must have been arranged after death, I think. But I havent a clue why.


  It makes her look like a child whos been dressing up.


  Do you think so? Perez seemed surprised. The first thought that came into my head was that they look like those silly hats smart women wear to Ascot. Then I wondered if they
  might be sending a message. Something about cowardice, maybe? Didnt women hand out white feathers to men who wouldnt sign up to fight in the First World War?


  Fran thought that seemed too elaborate. Too preachy. This was about decoration. Were the feathers already in the room?


  I dont know, Perez said. Something else to check.


  What about the knife?


  It was hers. Maurice said she brought it back from one of her trips abroad. India, I think. Apparently she used it to cut a net if a bird got caught while she was trapping. She kept it in
  her belt when she was out, otherwise here in the bird room. The assistant warden said it was always very sharp.


  She bit her nails, Fran said. Strange, you expect nervous people to bite their nails and she didnt come across that way at all. She looked up at him.
  Does that mean they wont find anything under them?


  He shrugged. Theyll take samples at the p-m. We dont have the facilities to do it here and we cant leave the body here in the centre for another night. It would mean
  me camping out outside the door to make sure no one tampers with her. Besides, I need to get her somewhere a bit cooler. The radiators switched off here now but it was on all night 
  Angela would have been the person to switch off the generator before she went to bed  and the rooms still quite warm.


  What would you like me to do? She refused to play the little woman and go all squeamish on him, but suddenly she imagined the stink of decomposition and felt faint. She needed to
  concentrate on the practical.


  Take photographs, he said. Loads of photographs. Of everything here. The whole room from as many angles as you can and then everything in detail. Have you got
  gloves?


  She grinned and took a thin woollen pair from her jacket pocket. Just call me Dr Watson.


  Mm? He looked at her and she saw he was so preoccupied with his own thoughts that he hadnt understood the bad joke.


  Doesnt matter. She took her camera from its case and positioned herself to take the first photograph.


  I dont have a fingerprinting kit, he said, but I dont suppose its important. Everyone staying in the lighthouse would have been in here at some point.
  Its where Angela ringed the birds and apparently the visitors are invited to watch.


  Through the camera lens she looked at the room in detail. There was the ringing equipment, a shelf of bird books, a PC and printer. There was dust on the shelf and the floor was mucky.


  They havent cleaned in here recently, she said. Not as recently as in the common room at least. That was spotless last night. I suppose they must be allowed in here
  in their boots. She guessed that was Janes job too. It seemed overwhelming, to be cook and housekeeper for the whole place.


  No point looking for footwear impressions then. Perez was talking almost to himself. Again, any of the staff or visitors would have had a reason to be in here, and the
  killer would have come straight from the party. Hed have been wearing indoor shoes and wouldnt have left a mark.


  He? Fran looked up from the camera.


  Or she, he said.


  She couldnt tell whether he had any idea who the murderer might be and she didnt ask. She thought of the people whod been at the party the night before; shed been
  chatting and laughing with them. When she said goodbye, shed touched them, held their hands and kissed their cheeks. One of them had stuck a knife in the back of the young woman who lay in
  front of them, then carefully laid feathers over her hair. She tried to imagine being so angry that she might do that. I might lash out, she thought. If someone had hurt Cassie or Jimmy,
  I might even kill. But afterwards Id come to my senses. Id want to put things right. Id fetch help. I couldnt stand here and watch a young woman bleed to death, knowing
  it was my fault.


  She shifted position, so she could take a photograph of the desk. Angelas head was twisted, so one cheek lay against the wood. Fran found herself looking into the staring eyes that were
  only partly covered by the long hair. She took the picture quickly and turned away.


  Perez was unplugging the computer. Ill take this back to Springfield and check it out there.


  Wont it have personal stuff on it?


  Of course, he said. Its the personal that interests me most.


  She suddenly found it slightly distasteful, his preoccupation with the private lives of dead people. He enjoyed the prying and the privileged knowledge of their domestic affairs. It was the
  enjoyment that was the problem for her: shed find it acceptable if he considered it a duty and a chore. She wondered if that was all she was to him. An interesting specimen and someone else
  to investigate. Then he caught her eye and smiled at her, a brief flash of affection. She saw him as shed seen him first  the dark, untidy hair, the tired eyes. She felt a deep and
  inappropriate moment of lust and thought everything would probably be all right.


  Outside in the lobby the phone rang. She sensed Perez tense. It wont be for you, surely, she said. Work would use your mobile.


  Angela was a bit of a media star. Im worried Maurice and Poppy Parry will start being hassled by reporters once the news gets out.


  He opened the bird room door, but came back when he realized Ben was already answering. He left the door ajar and they stood quietly so they could overhear the assistant wardens side of
  the conversation. As soon as he realized the conversation was about birds, some rare swan, Perez turned away.


  Have you recorded this? He nodded to a pile of books and papers on the desk. It all seems a bit random. What do you think she was doing?


  Maybe it isnt related at all. Could be stuff shes been working on over the past few weeks and just hasnt put away yet. It seems she was hardly obsessively
  tidy.


  Fran took a photograph of a book that was lying face down, close to one long hand. The book had been written by Angela Moore and there was a photo of the woman, the trademark hair clipped away
  from her face, on the back jacket. On the trail of the slender-billed curlew, Fran read from the blurb. The species everyone thought was extinct, rediscovered on the
  silk trail of Uzbekistan. A modern tale of adventure and exploration. She looked up at Perez. Didnt they make a television series about that?


  He looked up briefly. Yes, it was the first programme to make her famous. She led the expedition into the desert and found a small number of the birds. Soon after the series was broadcast
  she moved here to Fair Isle. It caused a bit of a stir on the island, having someone who was almost a celebrity moving in.


  Why would she want to read her own book?


  Im not sure. He straightened up and considered the matter seriously. Perhaps she was writing an article and wanted to check a fact. Or perhaps she just wanted to
  cheer herself up. It was her moment of glory, after all.


  He went back to his methodical investigation of the papers on the desk, carefully marking the page where the book had been opened, before adding it to the black bin bag.


  Outside in the lobby, they heard the ring that showed the phone had been replaced and there was a sudden flurry of activity. Ben Catchpole was shouting something unintelligible up the stairs and
  they heard running footsteps, the sound of the Land Rover being started. Through the window they saw the youngest of the visiting birdwatchers running across the yard and out onto the hill.


  Whats all that about? Fran thought it sounded urgent and wondered why Perez was being so relaxed. Shouldnt we go and find out?


  He looked up briefly from sorting through a bunch of printed papers. Itll be a rare bird, he said. It happens all the time. I told you, theyre kind of
  obsessed.


  Big James came to the North Light to help Perez move Angelas body into the lorry. Fran was relieved. All the time she was taking photographs shed been wondering
  how she and Jimmy would manage to roll the woman in the polythene and carry her outside. She didnt have much strength and imagined spilling Angela on the grass among the sheep droppings and
  rabbit holes, the indignity of a farcical pantomime trying to manoeuvre her into the back of the lorry. At least with the field centre empty of guests and Maurice and Poppy hidden away in the flat,
  they wouldnt have an audience.


  But when James came he took charge and the whole thing was managed quickly and without drama. All Fran had to do was hold the door and let down the back of the lorry. While Perez was talking to
  his father, his accent changed and she hardly understood what they were saying. Not many words were exchanged. She supposed theyd worked together before on the croft and loading the boat.
  James drove the lorry away and they stood watching at the back door of the field centre.


  Wait in the car, Perez said. I need to tell Maurice whats happened.


  She expected him to be a long time. There would surely be other questions. Perez was a meticulous investigator. But he came out very quickly. It seemed to her that he was distressed.


  What happened?


  Maurice was heartbroken, he said. Much worse than when he found out that Angela was dead. I thought something new had happened to upset him. But its the fact of her
  leaving the North Light. While she was in the bird room, there was still something of her there. Now he realizes that she wont be coming back. Ever.


  
    
  


  Chapter Twelve


  On her way back to the North Light, Jane passed the lorry and the Springfield car. The vehicles were going south, in the opposite direction to her. She stood on the grass by
  the side of the road and saw first the lorry driven by Big James and then Perez and Fran in the car. All three waved to her, but they didnt stop to speak and on the island that was unusual.
  She waited for a moment and watched them disappear over the rise by the entrance to Setter. It came to her that Angelas body would be in the lorry, and she wondered what the woman would have
  thought of making such a lowly exit from the North Light. Usually it was used for carrying sheep to the boat for the abattoir. She remembered what Perez had said about Angela always appearing
  miserable to him. I never really knew her, Jane thought. I took against her without any real reason and I never made the effort to understand her.


  Almost at the lighthouse she saw Ben Catchpole walking towards her. Even in the gloom she could make out his red hair at a distance, the only colour visible in the grey landscape.


  Did you see the swan? she asked. Dougie came into Springfield to use the phone while I was having tea with Mary. Such a fuss. Youd have thought someone was
  being murdered. She stopped herself speaking the words just in time.


  Its roosting at Golden Water. He turned and began walking back to the field centre alongside her. She realized hed come out to find her. He was out of his depth and
  she was the only person he could ask for advice. I dont know what to do. Dougies already put the word out on the pagers. Every lister in the country will be desperate to get in
  to see it.


  While the weathers like this, we dont have to do anything. Jane could see he found the we reassuring. Despite all his experience, the green activism,
  the doctorate, he seemed out of his depth. We can make a decision when it clears. Perhaps by then the investigation will be over.


  Ben kicked a piece of shingle off the road. Who do you think did it?


  I dont know.


  She treated me like shit, he said. But I would have died for her.


  In the centre, Jane dropped off her coat in her room and closed the curtains. The wind had dropped a little, or perhaps shed become accustomed to it. The light had gone. In the kitchen
  she lit the Calor gas under the vegetables shed prepared earlier and put plates to warm. The table was already laid. Just for the six of them: four visitors, Ben and her. With the main
  lights on she couldnt see outside  just her reflection in the big windows, looking pale and thin. She was a dried-out middle-aged woman. I need a lover, she thought. Someone
  warm and big-breasted with a deep laugh to breathe some life into me. The potatoes had come to the boil and she turned down the heat. Shed mash them to serve with the gammon she was
  roasting. Ben was the only veggie left in the place since the last plane went out and there was a quiche left over from the party that he could have. She knew there was a packet of broad beans
  still in the freezer and shed serve them with a white sauce. Shame the last gale had killed the parsley in the little field centre garden. But all the time she was deciding the trivial
  domestic details that so calmed her, she was thinking about Angelas murder. An act of anger, she thought. Or revenge.


  She walked down the corridor that linked the kitchen to Maurices flat. Her leather shoes slapped on the tiles and echoed so they sounded like following footsteps. She knocked at the door
  and when there was no reply she went in. Maurice was sitting hollow-eyed, alone in the dark. She switched on a table lamp, and took a seat beside him.


  Wheres Poppy?


  Im not sure, he said. She saw he couldnt care about anything. He was entirely wrapped around in his own grief. She might be in her room.


  When Jane stood up to look he called after her. Theyve taken Angela away.


  I know.


  Poppy was lying on her bed watching television, an Australian soap. On the screen, two impossibly beautiful teenagers were lying on a sandy beach staring at each other. For a moment Jane thought
  it was crass and insensitive for the girl to be engrossed in a sentimental love story while her father was so miserable. But the girls presence wouldnt make things easier for him and
  shed never pretended to be fond of Angela. The birdwatchers had been chasing all over the island after some rare bird and that was just as inappropriate. As inappropriate as Jane taking a
  secret delight in her attempts to unravel the mystery of Angelas death.


  Are you hungry?


  Poppy switched down the sound, but continued to stare at the sunny landscape, the young lovers.


  Starving. She turned abruptly towards Jane. Is that really gross? To want to eat when theres a dead woman lying in the bird room?


  Of course not. And shes not there any more. Jimmy Perez has taken her away. Jane sat on the bed. Where do you want your dinner? In the flat or with us?


  There was a pause. Do they all think I killed her?


  I dont know what they think. I dont believe it was you.


  The soap opera ended and the titles rolled silently towards a blue horizon. Poppy lay back on the pillow. Could I have something here? I cant face Dad either. He keeps crying.
  Ive never seen him cry before.


  Ill bring something through.


  Is there pudding too?


  Lemon meringue.


  Can I have a piece?


  Jane smiled and nodded.


  At the table the talk was all about the swan. There was a pile of reference books between them. Dougie Barr was manic. It was as if he were on speed, the words tumbling out one
  after another. Sometimes you see a bird and you just know! Like, that its the best bird youll ever find in your life, the thing youll be remembered for. He
  set down his knife and fork and turned a page in the big book beside him, then picked up a can, not of beer, but a highly coloured fizzy drink. Jane thought the sugar in it, added to his mood, had
  turned him into a hyperactive child. I wasnt even sure trumpeter migrated, but it does. Look. The Alaska population is migratory. So my bird came all the way from Alaska. My
  bird. As if hed given birth to it. He began to eat again, very quickly, and occasionally small pieces of food flew out of his mouth. Perhaps he finally remembered that thered been
  a death in the centre because he added: Angela would have understood that. She knew what it was like to find a rarity. Her reputation was built on it.


  That and her hair, Sarah Fowler said.


  The interjection was so unexpected, so bitchy, that for a moment Jane wasnt sure how to respond, or even if the implied criticism was intended. Shed chatted to the Fowlers when
  they first arrived at the field centre on the Shepherd and found them pleasant, in a quiet, inoffensive way. She couldnt remember if John had said what he did for a living; Sarah was
  some sort of social worker, dealing with kids and families. Now, surprised, she looked up and caught Sarahs eye and they grinned at each other. Two women sharing a moment of cattiness,
  enjoying it all the more because of the circumstances, because they were restrained, polite women of a certain age and no one would have expected it of them. Sarah began to giggle, very quietly
  into her napkin, and Jane thought they were all close to hysteria.


  Around them the conversation about the swan continued.


  The winds supposed to drop tomorrow afternoon. This was Hugh Shaw. Jane knew his charm had been practised from birth. You could tell hed always been adored by women
   his mother and grandmother, certainly, and thered probably been a nanny too  but still she found herself seduced by him. He was so pretty and his smile was so languid and
  appealing. He had to work hard to achieve the desired response and so she felt he deserved her admiration and amusement. Birders are already travelling to Shetland on the chance that
  theyll get to Fair Isle to see the swan.


  Jane looked at Ben, but he hardly seemed to be following the conversation.


  Even if the wind does drop, there probably wont be time for the plane to come in tomorrow, she said. Its starting to get dark so early. She hoped that
  was the case. It would be worse if the plane arrived late in the afternoon with a full load of visitors and immediately took off again without them. Shed have to find rooms for the incomers
  and feed them. She didnt see how that would work  an influx of people with Maurice and Poppy hiding away in the flat. And if birdwatchers could get in, so could journalists. She had a
  sudden image of hacks surrounding the lighthouse, pointing their cameras through the windows, of Maurice, his head in his hands, appearing on the front pages of tabloid newspapers. Perhaps she
  should take the decision to close the field centre to new guests, but the reporters would probably find somewhere on the island to stay. Jane hoped that the weather would close in again, at least
  for the next few days, at least until Perez had discovered the murderer. Or until she had.


  There was a lull in the conversation and she took in the scene. Dougie had moved on to pudding and was cramming his mouth full of lemon meringue pie. The Fowlers were talking quietly to each
  other. Jane saw that under the table John had taken Sarahs hand and again she felt a stab of loneliness. I have nobody to touch, nobody to wrap me up in her arms to comfort me. Hugh
  was leaning back in his chair, his eyes half closed and a smile of contentment on his face. Ben was fiddling with his paper napkin and staring out into the darkness.


  Someone in this building is a murderer, she thought. I could be sharing a meal with a murderer. There was an Agatha Christie book shed read when she was a kid. A bunch of
  people on an island. Dying, one by one. It was warm in the dining room. Shed lit a big fire of driftwood to cheer them up here and in the common room. But she shivered.


  She went into the kitchen to make coffee. While the kettles were boiling she stacked the plates in the dishwasher and then spooned instant granules into a big Thermos jug. Her evening ritual.
  The final task before the end of the working day. She thought suddenly that this would be her last year at the centre. She wouldnt come back to the Isle once the season was over. It
  wouldnt be the same and, anyway, she was ready now to move on. By becoming a victim of violence, Angela Moore had done that for her.


  There was a movement behind her and she turned, expecting to see one of the visitors, Sarah perhaps, offering to help with the coffee. But Perez stood there. Hed taken off his boots and
  his coat and was standing very still, just by her shoulder. She felt her pulse quicken. Did everyone feel scared when the police arrived? Did everyone remember the misdemeanours, the unkind acts,
  not criminal perhaps but inhumane, when confronted by a detective like Perez? We all think he can see right through us. He knows what were thinking. Its like standing before God on
  the Day of Judgement. Carefully she poured boiling water into the flask. Her hand was quite steady. Im being ridiculous. Its the weather and the melodrama of the situation.
  She thought again that she could have walked into a novel, if not Christie then something else Gothic and overblown.


  Im sorry to intrude, Perez said.


  Youre not intruding. Come and have coffee with us.


  He followed her into the dining room. They were all sitting just as she had left them. Another squall had blown up and the rain was hitting the window. Nobody was speaking. Jane felt a
  responsibility to put people at their ease. It had been the same at the parties in Richmond: Dee had invited strangely mismatched people to her home and then ignored them and it had been
  Janes role to make the introductions and bring the guests together.


  Everybodys rather excited, she said. Theres a very rare bird on Golden Water. A trumpeter swan. Its never been seen in the UK before.


  Still Perez said nothing. He pulled a chair up to the table and sat between Dougie and Hugh.


  This is an unusual situation. Perez seemed to be weighing his words. Jane wondered if he already knew whod killed Angela. Perhaps there was some magic test of technology
  that had made it clear during the hours hed spent in the bird room. Was he here to make an arrest? She realized shed be disappointed as well as relieved if that were the purpose of
  his visit. She was still intrigued by the puzzle. She felt as she did when she was attempting to complete a crossword and someone leaned over her shoulder and gave her the answer to a cryptic
  clue.


  But it seemed Perez was no further forward in the investigation than she was. Usually, in a case like this a big team would be working it, taking statements, checking the background of
  the witnesses. Here, theres only me. Id be grateful for your cooperation. I do need a statement from each of you and Id like to speak to you individually. He looked
  round the table. As soon as possible while your memories are still fresh.


  What about Maurice and Poppy? Hugh said. I assume youll be talking to them. He shrugged and gave the diffident little smile to signal he intended no
  offence.


  Really, Hugh, Jane thought. Youre rather poisonous after all. And I thought you were such a nice boy.


  Ill be talking to everyone, Perez said sharply. And Ill run the investigation in my own way. Ill begin the interviews this evening. He handed
  sheets of paper around the table. In the meantime, Id be grateful if you could write down everything you can remember about yesterday evening. Ill need a timetable of your own
  movements after the party, but anything else that might be relevant. Perhaps there was an overheard conversation that has become more significant in the light of Angelas death. Or perhaps
  you noticed someone moving around the lighthouse late last night. Please dont discuss the matter with fellow guests. It shouldnt be the subject of speculation. And be honest. As I
  said this is an unusual situation, but it isnt a game.


  He turned to Jane and for the first time since arriving he smiled. Would it be possible to have more coffee? Its going to be a long night.


  
    
  


  Chapter Thirteen


  Perez thought this was the most difficult case hed ever worked. Here, stranded in the North Light, it was as if he was working in a strange country; it even seemed that
  the witnesses spoke a foreign language and he was groping to make sense of the words. He understood for the first time how difficult it must have been for Roy Taylor, his colleague from Inverness,
  to come into Shetland and take charge of an investigation there. The place would have seemed quite alien to him. Perez knew how Shetlanders thought. He could see the world through their eyes. The
  field centre staff and guests were English and had different ambitions and preoccupations. In a sudden fancy, he thought that the building was like an outpost of Empire during the time of the Raj;
  he felt like a native official bridging the gap between both cultures.


  He moved everyone from the dining room to the common room. They would be more comfortable there and he could use the dining room to interview his witnesses. He preferred to sit on an upright
  chair with the table between him and his interviewee, rather than slouched on a sofa, his knees touching those of his suspect. Because of course they were all suspects. That was the only way he
  could consider them at the moment. He knew it was unlikely that the field centre residents would sit in silence in the common room; they would discuss what was going on as soon as he left the room.
  Their written statements would be compromised. But it was the best he could do.


  Fran had offered to come back to the field centre with him: I could help. Im observant. I could watch them and listen to what was said. Make notes without their realizing.
  But he wasnt sure information gathered in that way would be considered admissible evidence. And one woman had been murdered already. He wasnt going to place Fran in danger again.


  He asked John Fowler to join him first in the dining room. Why had he made that choice? It was a random decision made partly because quiet people always interested him, and Fowler had hardly
  spoken over coffee. Also, he seemed amiable and Perez could do without a hostile conversation to kick off the evening.


  They talked with the churning of the dishwasher in the kitchen as a background to the conversation. Perez set a small tape recorder on the table between them. Hed borrowed it from Stella,
  the schoolteacher, when hed gone down the island to store Angelas body.


  He nodded towards the machine. You dont mind? This isnt a formal interview, but I dont have anyone to take notes.


  Listening to the recorded conversation later, the background sound of the kitchen appliance, kicking in before the speech, would immediately make him feel uneasy and remind him of his struggle
  to ask the important questions.


  He began with the factual details he already knew: hed found guests names and addresses on the bird room computer and colleagues in Lerwick had already done a check for criminal
  records. Fowlers was clean. The couple lived in Bristol. John was forty-nine and Sarah was forty-one. Now the man sat in front of him, quite unmoved, it seemed, by the situation. His hair
  was slightly long for a man of his age and he wore denims and a knitted jersey. There was nothing unusual or impressive about him. He was the sort of character always passed over in an identity
  parade.


  What brought you to Fair Isle in the autumn? Perez asked.


  Birds. Fowler smiled. Were just like the other mad people who come all this way. Ive spent a couple of autumns in Shetland, but Ive never been to Fair
  Isle. Its been a dream, you know. For birdwatchers the place has an almost mythical status. Its a place where almost anything can happen. And today it did, of course, with the
  trumpeter swan. Besides, Sarah needed a holiday.


  Why did your wife need a holiday?


  Does it matter? The smile vanished, replaced by a small frown, as if Perez had committed some unfortunate breach of manners.


  Probably not. Perez wasnt sure what had led him to ask the question, but now Fowlers response intrigued him. But Im interested.


  Fowler shrugged. Shed lost a baby. Wed given up hope of conceiving. Tried everything  had all the tests, IVF. Then there was that wonderful moment when she realized
  she was pregnant. But there was a miscarriage. Nobody can tell us why. Her baby would have been due this week. Its been a strain for both of us. I had to get her away.


  Im sorry. Perezs first wife had been called Sarah too and shed had a miscarriage. Hed thought it had been at the root of the breakdown of his marriage.
  Certainly he had never been more unhappy than when they lost the baby. Now he felt like an insensitive oaf for prying into private grief.


  You wont say anything to her. Fowler looked earnestly at Perez. He had the air, Perez thought, of an academic, gentle, a little unworldly.


  Of course not. The dishwasher beeped to show it was at the end of its cycle. Had you met Angela Moore before you came to the field centre?


  Once, I think, at a publishers party. I used to write features for specialist journals.


  Youre a journalist? Perez looked up sharply. These interviews are confidential. I wouldnt want whats said here to appear in a newspaper.


  I wouldnt do that to her family. Fowler was staring out of the window. Besides, Im never asked to write anything these days. I seem to have gone out of favour.
  And I didnt write much for the dailies: only occasionally features on natural history.


  Perez supposed he would have to trust the man but he thought every journalist would like a story in a big paper, his name in bold, next to the headline. And Fowler would be very quickly back in
  favour if the nationals realized he was here. So why was Angela at the publishers party?


  It was to celebrate the launch of her book. They were hoping for publicity. A review.


  That was when Angelas book on the curlew was published? Perez felt he was having to prise information from the man. Perhaps the tape recorder was a mistake and there would
  have been a more relaxed conversation without it.


  Yes.


  Did you write a review?


  I did. Im afraid it was less than generous.


  Its not a good book?


  Youll have to read it, Inspector, and judge for yourself. He looked up and gave a brief smile.


  Did Angela recognize you when you arrived at the lighthouse? Perez asked. He still didnt know where these questions were leading. Again he thought this was a world about
  which he knew nothing. He could talk to crofters about their sheep and fishermen about the piltock, but these writers and birdwatchers were strange and incomprehensible to him.


  She knew my name, but probably didnt remember having met me.


  And you got on all right, despite the poor review?


  Of course, Inspector. She had become a famous woman. She had no reason to bear a grudge. She no longer needed my approval.


  It seemed to Perez that Angela was a woman who might bear a grudge for a long time. He looked at the sheet of paper on the table in front of him and saw hed written nothing.


  How do you make your living now? he asked.


  Still through books, Inspector. But now I collect them and sell them, I dont write about them. I have a little natural history bookshop. Most of my work is done over the Internet
  these days of course, but there are still devoted customers who like to browse. Im very fortunate to be able to indulge my passion and call it work.


  Perez wondered if that was what he did. Did he indulge his passion, his curiosity at least, and call it work?


  You were at the party here last night, he said. The Fowlers had introduced themselves, offered their congratulations and said how lovely it was that all the guests had been
  invited, but he had no memory of them dancing. Perhaps theyd stayed long enough to be polite, then gone to bed. How did Angela seem to you then?


  Fowler shrugged. Much as she always was. Driven, abrasive, entertaining.


  Why would anyone want to kill her? It had seemed to Perez, despite the strange show with the feathers, that this was a crime with a rational motive. Apparently, thered been
  no sexual assault on Angela. He didnt believe they could blame a madman enraged by the storm.


  I dont think Im the right person to ask, Inspector. Fowlers voice was quite distant now, though he was as polite as ever. It was as if the interview was
  beginning to bore him. I hardly knew the woman.


  Perez took a break before calling the next witness into the dining room. He poured another mug of coffee and on impulse carried it outside for a moment in an attempt to raise
  his energy level. He had to put his weight behind the door to get it open and even in the lee of the building, the force of the wind made him gasp for breath. The noise of the sea thundered and
  echoed, driving speculation about the case from his brain. It was replaced by a moment of despair. I cant do this. Not on my own. Hed never found formal interviews, the sterile
  question-and-answer session with the witness defensive and on guard, particularly useful. Here, he thought, he had no control at all and no sense of what the suspects were thinking. This was his
  island, but in the North Light the writer, the scientists and the birdwatchers were on home territory. They had the advantage. Somehow he had to shift the balance of power.


  He walked briskly into the common room. They had heard his approaching footsteps on the wooden floors and when he entered the place was quiet; everyone seemed to be concentrating on the papers
  in front of them. They looked up. Who would be next?


  A change of plan, he said. It seemed to him that his voice was unnaturally loud. I have to go back to Springfield. Theres been a call from Inverness. Well
  continue tomorrow, but Ill set up base in the community hall. Then I disrupt the working of the field centre as little as possible. Ill phone when Im ready. If I could collect
  your statements now . . .


  He stalked away, the papers in one hand, feeling like a teacher in a rough school struggling to maintain authority in his class. He had reached his car when Jane called after him. He saw her in
  the light that spilled out from the lobby. She had thrown a coat over her shoulders but was still wearing indoor shoes. She ran to join him. Jimmy, can I talk to you? Ive remembered
  something. Probably not important, but I thought you should know.


  They sat in Big Jamess rust-pocked car, battered by the wind. Occasionally he had to ask Jane to speak up so he could hear her.


  It was something Angela said at lunchtime the day before she died. Jane was looking ahead of her through the windscreen, though it was quite black outside. Perez had switched on
  the interior lamp, had been astonished when it worked, so they talked in that pale, rather flickering light. She said someone had been into the bird room and disturbed her papers. Something
  she was working on. She was furious. I mean, incandescent. It wasnt unknown for her to manufacture rage, just because she was bored, but this was the real thing.


  Can you remember anything else about the conversation?


  I think a paper was missing. She accused one of us of having taken it.


  Anyone in particular? Perez asked. He turned to look at the woman, at the thin, intense face. Why did this matter so much to her?


  I dont think so, she said. At least it didnt seem so to me at the time.


  Thank you. He assumed she would get out now, that the conversation was finished, but she sat where she was. He waited, thinking that waiting was one of his skills. He could do it
  better than anyone else he knew.


  You should speak to Ben Catchpole, she said at last. Hugh too, perhaps. Angela liked pretty young boys.


  Youre saying she slept with them? He heard the surprise and disapproval in his own voice. How Fran would mock him if shed been listening in! She was always telling
  him he was narrow-minded, prudish. And if theyd been talking about a man, would Perez be equally shocked?


  There was no direct answer. She was predatory, Jane said. She needed admirers. I dont know for certain about Ben and Hugh, but it certainly happened last year. She
  took up with a young visitor and really screwed him up. She continued to stare ahead of her into the darkness.


  What did Maurice make of the arrangement?


  I would guess, Jane said, that he pretended not to know. Maurice likes an easy life. And more than anything he wanted Angela to be happy.


  Thank you, he said again, and this time Jane did get out of the car. Through the back windscreen he watched her run towards the lights of the field centre.


  In Springfield they were watching television. The thick curtains were drawn against the storm. There was a fire of peat and driftwood and he could smell that as soon as he
  walked into the house. His mother got up when she heard him come in and made him coffee, brought out a plate with oatcakes and cheese. His father poured him a glass of whisky. Fran was alone on the
  sofa, her legs curled under her, and he bent and kissed her head. He smelled the shampoo she always used, along with the peat smoke.


  We werent expecting you back so early, she said. Is it all over?


  No, but I couldnt go on this evening. I wasnt getting anywhere. Plenty to do tomorrow though.


  Weve just seen the forecast, his father said. The weather should start to change in the morning. Theres a high pressure coming in.


  Youll get the boat out then?


  Not just yet. Therell still be too much of a swell. And I cant see the plane making it either. The chopper might be OK. And the day after should be fine. Everything should
  be back to normal by then.


  Except, Perez thought, that theres a dead woman padlocked in our shed and I still have to find her killer. Not normal at all.


  
    
  


  Chapter Fourteen


  Dougie Barr listened to the late-night shipping forecast on the old transistor radio in the dormitory. At home, the precise voice listing the sea areas sent him to sleep.


  When he was working, what did it matter which way the wind was blowing? Here, it mattered very much. In the next couple of days the weather would change. Thered be a still, cold period. A
  time of fieldfares and redwings and snow buntings. The birdwatchers gathered in Shetland waiting for the wind to drop, so they could charter boats and planes to get to Fair Isle, would have heard
  the forecast too. He almost wished he could be with them, sitting in the bars in Lerwick or in the Sumburgh Hotel, reminiscing over other crazy twitches, near misses and serendipitous finds. He
  would like to share the mounting excitement and tension. But then he wouldnt have found the trumpeter swan. His name wouldnt appear in the British Birds rarity report. He
  wouldnt be the envy of every birder in Britain.


  Sitting on his bed, he unbuttoned his shirt and caught snatches of conversation coming from the common room below him. Ben and Hugh were sitting up drinking; there was a sudden outburst of
  laughter. Dougie felt excluded, frozen out. The old paranoia: Theyre laughing at me. Because Im not as bright as them. Because I have to work for a living. It had been the same
  since he was a child, the chubby boy in the playground, teased and bullied. He stood up and looked out at the window, had an almost overwhelming impulse to force his fist through the glass. He
  imagined the noise, the pain as shards pierced his skin, almost to the bone, the sensation of wind rushing through the splintered gap. With a great effort, he took off his trousers and folded them
  on the back of a chair, climbed under the duvet, shut his eyes very tight and thought of Angelas silky black hair and long, brown hands. He pictured her naked body. But the image failed to
  work its old magic. Instead he thought of her staring through her heavy polythene shroud  because of course details of her leaving the lighthouse had leaked out  with lifeless
  eyes.


  Downstairs, the conversation continued. There was another explosion of laughter. On an impulse, Dougie got up and dressed. He stormed downstairs, just as his mother had done on occasion when he
  was still living at home and had been foolhardy enough to invite friends round. Shed appear at the living room door in her dressing gown and slippers, her face blotchy with indignation and
  embarrassment: Do you mind keeping the noise down, our Dougie? Some of us have got work to go to in the morning. As if he hadnt worked for a living.


  The big generator had been turned off for the night and he used a torch to see himself down the stairs. In the common room a Tilley lamp stood on the table and someone had put candles on the
  mantelpiece. The fire had been banked up with peat but the central heating had gone off and there was a chill in the room.


  Hed only expected to see Hugh and Ben, but John Fowler was there too and Dougie was thrown by that. The man was older than him and it didnt seem right to make a fuss, to complain
  about the noise. Hed make himself look bad-tempered, stupid even. Instead Dougie poured himself a whisky and went to join them, as if hed been up all the time. He didnt drink
  much; he preferred the taste of the soft drink Jane got in specially when she knew he was staying. Perhaps it was the whisky that made the whole episode seem like a dream when he thought about it
  later.


  He thought Hugh must have started the game. It was his style. There was an empty wine bottle on the table and Hugh turned it on its side and began to spin it. The light from the Tilley reflected
  in the moving green glass.


  Have you ever played the truth game? Surely that must have been Hugh? Thered be the easy smile. Theyd all been drinking though, and later Dougie thought it could have
  been any of them. Except Dougie himself. Hed never have suggested playing that sort of game. He remembered the taunts hed endured when he was still at school, the questions hed
  refused to answer: Have you ever had a girl, Fat Dougie? Or are you still a virgin? Whod want you, after all?


  None of them answered, but Hugh took no notice. He twisted the bottle again, more violently. When it stopped, the neck was pointed towards Ben.


  Youre the first victim, Ben, Hugh said, grinning. The rest of us get a question each.


  Surely theres no guarantee that hell tell the truth. John Fowler was leaning back in his seat and his face was in shadow. How would the rest of us know if he
  was lying?


  Oh, wed know, Hugh said. Most people are very bad liars.


  Perhaps it was the situation. The candlelight flickering in the inevitable draughts, the memory of Angelas body lying for most of the day in the room next door. Perhaps they were afraid
  of provoking Hugh. But none of them refused to play. Nobody said: This is ridiculous, childish, lets just go to bed.


  We should be celebrating a new bird, Dougie thought. Instead were sitting round like mad old ladies at a seance. After his dad died, his mother had got into spiritualism for a while and
  shed brought some seriously weird people back to the house. Theyd sat with their fingers touching in the dark, crouched in the front room of their suburban council house, believing
  they were conjuring up spirits.


  Ill ask a question, John Fowler said. He leaned forward and the buttery candlelight slid down his forehead and over his chin. Did you kill Angela Moore?


  Bens head shot up. For a moment Dougie thought he would hit the man. No! Id never have hurt her.


  Your question, Dougie. It sounded as if Hugh was laughing. Dougie didnt look at him, but he knew the smile would be there, the white teeth gleaming out of the shadow.


  Dougie didnt know what to ask. He was just dreading his turn as victim. Have you ever done anything youre ashamed of? Where had that question come from?


  Ben turned to face him. Once, he said. Then: I betrayed some friends.


  When was that? It was John Fowler. Dougie thought you could tell hed been a journalist. You could imagine him sniffing out stories.


  Ive answered the question, havent I? No need to go into details. In the candlelight it looked as if Bens hair was on fire. What about you, Hugh? What do
  you want to know?


  Did you love her?


  Who?


  Angela, of course. Were all thinking about her.


  No hesitation. Yes.


  Oh, Dougie thought. Shed have enjoyed that. Nothing Angela liked better than unquestioning devotion. And nothing she despised more.


  John Fowler reached out and twisted the bottle, a deft movement that Dougie in this heightened mood thought looked like someone wringing the neck of a chicken. He watched the spinning glass, saw
  it stop. It was halfway between him and Hugh but he wanted this over. He couldnt stand the waiting. My turn then, he said. He felt he couldnt breathe. The questions
  would be about sex. Or about Angela, which came to the same thing.


  Hugh stared at him. Did you kill Angela Moore?


  Dougie relaxed. No. An easy question. And Hugh was the mischief-maker. If any of them was going to turn him into a figure of fun, it would be Hugh.


  He turned to face the others. Now the worst was over he was almost enjoying being the centre of attention. John Fowler was watching him. It was out of character for the man to be here, playing a
  stupid adolescent game. Usually Fowler went to bed early with his wife. Straight after the cocoa and the biscuits and the calling of the log. Why was he here? Did he think theyd like him,
  accept him and believe his records again, just because he stopped up drinking with them? But Fowler didnt speak and it was Ben who asked the next question.


  Do you know who killed Angela?


  Dougie paused for a moment, but suspicion wasnt knowledge. No. He looked at John again, waiting for the last question.


  Have you ever strung a bird? Fowler asked. Have you claimed a record you werent sure about?


  It was the last thing Dougie had been expecting. Fowler was the stringer, not him.


  Well? Fowler said gently. Hugh looked on, smiling.


  Dougie was tempted to lie, but he could feel himself blushing.


  Yes, he said.


  Will you tell us about it? Fowler again. Like some priest, encouraging confession.


  No. Dougie reached out and spun the bottle. It jerked and bounced on the table. When it stopped it was pointed directly at Hugh.


  Dougie found that stupid, demeaning questions were running through his head. The sort of questions the bullies at school might have asked. Have you ever pissed yourself? Fancied a
  bloke? But in the end, the worst question he could think of was the one hed just been asked.


  Are you a stringer?


  Not to my knowledge. Hes lying, Dougie thought. Weve all exaggerated a record at some point in our birding life. Hugh seemed as still and white as if
  hed been carved from ice.


  Have you ever been in love? That from Ben, who was leaning forward across the table.


  No! The answer swift and contemptuous.


  Do you hate anyone? Fowlers question was courteous, interested.


  Hugh paused for a moment. Dougie thought he wasnt considering the answer. It was clear he had that immediately. He was wondering whether he should share the information with them.


  Yes, Hugh said at last. I hate my father. I always have.


  He reached out and Dougie thought he was planning to spin the bottle again, though surely it was Fowlers turn to be the victim and there was no need. Instead Hugh picked up the bottle and
  set it upright on the floor beside him.


  Thats enough, he said. Its time to go to bed.


  Hey. Fowler looked round at them all. What about me? Dont I get a go?


  Were not interested in you. Hugh sounded like a spoilt toddler. We dont care what you have to say.
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