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Prologue: Five Fifteen
Tomnaclach, near Aberfeldy. Tuesday 14 January 2025, 5.15 a.m.
The clock on the cooker said 5.15, in green, and Joanne Pirnie looked at it the way she had looked at it at 2.40 and at 12.55 and at 11.20 the night before, which was the way you look at something you are counting on to tell you that the night is nearly over and it is not.
Isla had been unsettled since about eleven. Not crying, not properly. Grizzling. The small fretful noise, like a door that needed oiling, that she made when she was not quite hungry and not quite tired and not quite anything Joanne knew how to fix. She had fed at eleven and at a quarter to three, and both times she had taken less than usual and come off the bottle and turned her head away and grizzled. Joanne had walked her round the kitchen. She had walked her round the living room, in the dark, with the stove ticking as it cooled and the dog, Rua, lying on the rug with his chin on his paws watching her go round and round. She had sung, under her breath, the only song she knew all the words to, which was the one about the bonnie banks, because her granny had sung it, and at about four Isla had gone quiet against her shoulder and Joanne had put her down in the Moses basket by the stove and lain on the settee with the throw over her and shut her eyes.
She did not know if she had slept. She thought she might have. She had woken because the house was too quiet.
That was the first thing. She would try to say it afterwards, to a great many people, and she would never find a way of saying it that did not sound like something she had thought of later. The house was too quiet. The stove was out. Rua was not on the rug; he was standing by the Moses basket, very still, with his ears forward, looking into it.
She got up off the settee. She went across the dark room in her socks. She did not put the light on. She bent over the Moses basket, and Isla was lying the way she had put her down, on her back, with the blanket tucked under her arms, and her eyes were half open.
‘Hey,’ said Joanne. ‘Hey, wee one. You awake?’
Isla did not move.
Joanne put her hand on her. She did it the way she had done it a hundred times, on the chest, to feel her breathing, because the health visitor had said you could not help doing it and that every mother did and that it was fine. Isla’s chest moved. It moved, and stopped, and moved again, in a way that was not right; a long gap and then a small catch, like a hiccup, and then nothing, and then another.
Her skin was cool. Not cold. Cool.
Joanne put the light on.
* * *
In the light Isla was the wrong colour. That was what she would remember most, out of everything. Not white and not blue but grey, a dull grey round the mouth and on the eyelids, like the grey of an old photograph, and her arms were lying at her sides, not up by her head the way she slept, and when Joanne picked her up they did not do anything. They hung. Her head went back, and Joanne’s hand went under it the way you learn in the first week, and her head was heavy in Joanne’s palm, heavier than it should be, and her eyes were half open and looking at nothing.
‘Isla. Isla. Isla.’
She did not cry. She would be asked that, too. She did not cry and she did not scream. She did what they had told her at the antenatal class in the hall at Pitlochry, with the doll, which she had thought at the time was the stupidest thing she had ever done in her life: she laid Isla on the kitchen table, on the tea towel, on her back, and she looked and listened and felt, and Isla’s chest went up, and stopped, and went up, and her lips were grey.
Her phone was on the arm of the settee. She went and got it. She did not take her eyes off the table while she went, and she walked into the edge of the coffee table and did not feel it until hours later, at Perth, when there was a bruise coming up on her shin the size of a fist that a doctor would look at, and ask about, and write down.
She dialled. Her hands did it.
‘Emergency, which service?’
‘Ambulance. My baby. My baby’s not breathing right. She’s grey. She’s three months.’
The woman’s voice was very calm. What’s the address. Is she breathing at all. Can you see her chest going up and down. Is she responding to you. I’m going to stay on the line with you. Help is being arranged. Joanne gave the address, and then had to give it again, slowly, because nobody could ever find Tomnaclach, it was not on the satnav, it was up a single-track road off the Weem road with a gate at the bottom that you had to get out and open, and the woman said she would tell the crew about the gate.
‘Is anybody else with you?’
‘No. My husband’s away. He works away. In Inverness. It’s just me.’
‘All right. You’re doing really well. I want you to keep watching her for me.’
She kept watching her. She stood at the kitchen table in her socks with the phone at her ear, with the dog pressed against the back of her legs, shaking, and the light very bright, and outside the window the dark going on for ever over the river and the hills, not a single light anywhere, not a car, not a house, nothing between here and the morning, and she watched her daughter’s chest go up and stop and go up, and counted, because the woman asked her to count, and she could not keep the count, she kept losing it, and starting again.
‘How long have you been on your own with her tonight?’
‘All night,’ said Joanne. ‘Since Sunday. Andy went up on Sunday night.’ She did not know why she said it. She said it because she had been asked. ‘It’s just been me.’
‘All right. The crew are on their way.’
She would think afterwards that she should have heard the question. That she should have heard what it was, and what it would become. She did not. She heard a kind woman asking her how long she had been on her own, and she answered it, the way she had answered every question anybody had ever asked her, honestly and badly and without thinking about how it sounded.
Isla’s chest went up. It stopped. Joanne counted. One. Two. Three. Four.
It went up.
‘She’s breathing,’ she said. ‘She’s still. She’s still breathing.’
‘Good. Keep watching.’
She kept watching. Outside, a long way off down the glen, so far away that at first she thought she had imagined it, a blue light came round a bend in the dark on the Weem road, and went behind the trees, and came out again, and stopped at the bottom of the track, at the gate.
She stood at the kitchen table with her hand on her daughter’s chest and watched the blue light start up the track, slowly, between the trees, stopping and starting where the ruts were worst, and she did not know, then or ever after, whether she had done everything right, and there was nobody, then or ever after, who could tell her.
Chapter One: The A9
Tuesday 14 January 2025
Andy Pirnie was in the van outside the site gate at Inshes at twenty to six with the engine running for the heater and a roll and sausage on his knee from the garage, because the foreman opened the gate at six and not a minute before, when his phone rang on the dashboard and it was Joanne.
He knew before he answered. Joanne never phoned at twenty to six. Joanne texted. She texted at night, night x, and in the morning, a photo of Isla with a caption, look who’s up, and in between she texted about the dog and the bins and whether he had remembered to phone his mother, and she did not phone, because she said phone calls made her feel like she was being tested.
‘Jo.’
‘Andy.’ Her voice was very flat and very fast. ‘The ambulance is here. It’s Isla. She’s not right. She’s not breathing right and she’s grey and they’re taking her to Perth. They’re taking her now. I’m going in the ambulance. I need you to come.’
He was out of the van before she had finished. He did not know why. He stood in the dark in the site car park in his hi-vis with the phone at his ear and the roll and sausage on the tarmac where it had fallen, and the cold coming up off the ground through his boots, and said, ‘What happened? What happened to her?’
‘I don’t know. I don’t know. She was grizzly all night and then she went quiet and I woke up and she was. She was.’ A noise behind her, a man’s voice, a door. ‘I’ve got to go. They’re putting her in. Andy, come.’
‘I’m coming. I’m coming now. Perth? The Royal?’
‘Perth.’
‘I’m coming.’
She was gone.
* * *
He drove the A9.
He had driven it twice a week for eight months, south on a Thursday night and north on a Sunday, ever since the job in Inverness came up and they had sat at the kitchen table at Tomnaclach and done the sums and the sums had said yes. Nine months on a new primary school at Inshes and then a housing development at Ness-side behind it, steady money, the first steady money since the baby was on the way, and a room in a house in Hilton with three other joiners from the same firm who snored and played darts on the telly. Joanne had said go. She had said it twice, because he had asked her twice. She had said her mum was twenty minutes away and Eilidh was half an hour and she had the dog, and the baby would be three months by the time the school job finished, and it was money, and they needed money, and go, Andy, for God’s sake, it’s four nights.
He drove it now in the dark, south, out of Inverness past the retail park and up on to the long climb over Drumossie Moor, with the van shaking every time a lorry went past the other way, and the road going away in front of him into the black with the cat’s eyes going on and on, and his hands on the wheel at ten to two the way he had been taught at seventeen.
It was a hundred and ten miles to Perth. He had done it in an hour and fifty minutes once, on a Sunday morning in July with nobody on the road. He drove it this morning, on a Tuesday in January, with the frost lying white on the verges and black ice on the long hill down from Slochd, faster than he had ever driven it, and he did not remember any of it. He did not remember Carrbridge or Aviemore or Dalwhinnie, or the Drumochter pass, where the snow lay on the tops white in the dark like a cloth on a table, or the long run down past Dalnaspidal and Blair Atholl, or the turn-off for Pitlochry, which he looked at and drove past. He remembered only the cat’s eyes, and his own voice in the van every few minutes, out loud, saying come on, come on, come on, and not knowing who he was saying it to.
At ten past seven his phone rang again. He answered it on the dashboard without looking.
‘Andy, it’s Linda.’ Joanne’s mother. ‘Where are you?’
‘Past Pitlochry. Forty minutes.’
‘Don’t go to Perth.’ Linda’s voice was steady, the way it was always steady, a woman who had nursed her husband for two years in the back bedroom in Pitlochry until he died and had never once raised it. ‘They’re moving her. To Dundee. To Ninewells. The intensive care. They’ve got her on a, they’ve got her breathing on a machine, Andy, and they want her in Dundee. Jo’s going in the ambulance again. I’m driving.’
‘Dundee.’
‘Ninewells. Go straight there. The children’s intensive care. Ward ten, I think they said. I’ll meet you.’
‘Linda, what’s wrong with her?’
There was a pause on the line.
‘They don’t know,’ said Linda Spalding. ‘They’re doing a scan. They don’t know.’
* * *
He got to Ninewells at twenty to nine.
He had never been inside it. He had driven past it a hundred times on the Kingsway, a huge pale block on the hill above the city like a cruise ship that had run aground, and never been in. He left the van in a space that was not a space, by a sign that said DROP OFF ONLY, and ran. He ran through the main entrance and along a corridor that went on for ever, shops and a café and people in dressing gowns with drips on stands, following signs, and up a stair because the lift did not come, and along another corridor, and through a door that said PAEDIATRIC INTENSIVE CARE in blue letters and had a buzzer and a camera.
He pressed the buzzer. He said his name. He said my daughter. The door clicked.
Linda was in a small room off the corridor, a family room, with a settee and a kettle and a box of toys in the corner. She stood up when he came in. She was in her Co-op fleece; she had been on the early shift, she had come straight from the till. She put her arms round him without saying anything and held on, hard, for a long time, and he felt her shaking.
‘Where’s Jo?’
‘In with her. They let one at a time. She’s been in since they brought her up.’ Linda let go of him and looked at him. ‘They’re doing things, Andy. There’s a lot of them. I’ve to go and get her when you come so you can go in.’
‘What are they saying?’
Linda looked at the box of toys.
‘They’ve done the scan,’ she said. ‘Her head. There’s bleeding. On her brain. On the outside of it, they said, between it and the skull. And the eye doctor’s been, and there’s bleeding in her eyes as well. In the backs of them.’ She stopped. ‘They’re very nice. They’re all very nice. A young doctor with an English accent. He said they’re going to do everything they can.’
Andy sat down on the settee.
‘Bleeding,’ he said. ‘From what? Did she fall? Did Jo drop her?’
‘Jo didn’t drop her.’
‘Then from what?’
Linda did not answer. She was looking at the door. He did not know, then, what she was looking at. He would think about it afterwards, a great many times, and wonder whether Linda had known, at a quarter to nine on the first morning, sitting in a family room at Ninewells in her Co-op fleece, what that young English doctor had meant by very nice, and what everything they can would turn out to include.
‘I’ll get her,’ said Linda, and went out.
* * *
Joanne came in a minute later. She was in her jeans and the jumper she slept in and her big parka over the top, and her feet were in Linda’s trainers, which were too big for her; she had come out of the house in her socks and somebody, a paramedic, had found a pair of wellies at the door, and Linda had swapped them for her own trainers in the car park at Perth. Her hair was flat on one side. Her face was white and dry and quite still.
‘Andy.’
He stood up. He held her. She stood inside his arms with her own arms at her sides and did not hold on to him, and he held her anyway, and after a while she put her forehead against his chest.
‘She’s on a machine,’ she said into his jumper. ‘For her breathing. And there’s tubes. And they’ve shaved a bit of her head.’ She stopped. ‘You need to go and see her.’
‘What happened, Jo?’
She took her forehead off his chest and looked up at him.
‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘She was grizzly all night. She wouldn’t feed right. I walked her and walked her and she went off at about four and I put her down in the basket and I lay down. On the settee. And I woke up and it was too quiet. And Rua was standing at the basket. And she was.’ She stopped. ‘She was grey, Andy.’
‘Did she fall? Did she. Was there anything.’
‘No. Nothing. She was in the basket. She was just in the basket.’
He looked at her. He looked at her white face and her flat hair and her mother’s trainers, and he believed every word of it, and he would go on believing every word of it for six weeks, and then a young police officer would ask him a question in a room at Perth, and he would never believe anything again in quite the same way.
He did not know that. He put his arms round her again, and this time she held on.
* * *
They let him in at nine.
It was a big quiet room full of light and machines, with four beds in it, and three of them had people round them, and the noise was the noise of the machines, beeps and sighs and soft alarms that nobody seemed to hurry for. A nurse in blue took him to the bed in the far corner by the window. It was not a bed. It was a sort of open cot, flat and white, with a heater over it, and in it, very small in the middle of a great deal of white and a great many wires, was his daughter.
She had a tube in her mouth, taped to her cheek. She had a smaller tube in her nose. She had stickers on her chest with wires coming off them, and a clip on her foot with a red light in it, and a needle in the back of her hand bandaged on to a board, and a patch of her hair shaved away above one ear where there was a dressing. Her eyes were shut. Her chest went up and down, very evenly, because the machine was doing it.
She was pink. That was the thing. Joanne had said grey. She was pink again, because of the machine.
He stood beside the cot. He did not know what to do with his hands. The nurse said he could touch her, and showed him where, and he put one finger in her hand, the hand without the needle, and her hand did not do anything.
At home she grabbed his finger every time. She had the grip of a joiner, Linda said. She would hold on to his finger and pull and pull and look at him with her eyes wide, very serious, as though it were a job of work.
Her hand did not do anything.
He stood there for a long time with his finger in her hand.
At half past nine a doctor came, a man of about fifty in a blue scrub top with a lanyard, a consultant, he said, the one in charge, with a soft Edinburgh voice, and asked if he and Mrs Pirnie and Mrs Spalding could come and sit down with him in a room, because he wanted to tell them where things were.
Andy took his finger out of his daughter’s hand. It took him a moment. He did it very carefully, as if she might wake up.
‘Aye,’ he said. ‘Aye. Right.’
He followed the consultant out. At the door of the ward he looked back once at the cot in the corner, white and bright under its heater by the window, with the hills of Fife going grey and blue beyond it across the Tay, and a nurse bending over it, writing something down.
Chapter Two: Reported to the Fiscal
Thursday 16 to Monday 20 January 2025
The death was reported to the Procurator Fiscal at 4.52 p.m. on Thursday the sixteenth of January, by telephone, by the consultant in charge of the paediatric intensive care unit at Ninewells, and it reached Niamh Tolmie at her desk on the fifth floor at Ballater Street at twenty past six, because the duty Fiscal in Dundee had read the note of the call twice, and then rung Peter Dalgarno at home, and Dalgarno had rung her.
‘Child death,’ he said. ‘Three months. Ninewells. Subdural bleeding and retinal haemorrhages, no history of trauma, mother alone with her overnight. The consultant’s flagged it as a possible non-accidental head injury. Tayside’s sent it to us.’ A pause. ‘You’ve done one of these?’
‘Two. In the unit. Both were cot deaths.’
‘This isn’t a cot death.’ He did not say it unkindly. ‘Or the consultant doesn’t think it is. Post mortem will be Monday, at Ninewells, the paediatric pathologist from Glasgow. You’ll want to be there.’
‘Yes.’
‘And Niamh.’ Dalgarno had been her Principal Depute for ten months and had never once, in that time, told her what she would feel about anything. He did now. ‘These are the worst ones. Not to watch. To decide. You’ll be deciding whether a mother killed her baby on the evidence of three doctors who’ll each tell you something a wee bit different, and whatever you decide somebody’ll hate you for it, and they’ll not be wrong to.’ He paused again. ‘Nobody told me that, the first time. So.’
She sat at her desk after he had rung off, with the river going black outside the window and the crane on the far bank lit up red at the top for the aircraft, and wrote in her notebook: Isla Pirnie. b. 14.10.24, d. 16.1.25. Ninewells. SDH, RH. Mother alone overnight. PM Mon. And under it, after a while: Decide.
* * *
The mortuary at Ninewells was in the basement, at the end of a long corridor painted the green of every hospital corridor in Scotland, behind a door with a keypad and a small brass plate that said nothing about what was behind it.
Tolmie had attended perhaps sixty post mortems in fourteen years. She had stopped being sick at the third, and stopped needing to leave the room at about the tenth, and at some point after that she had found that she could stand in a corner in a paper gown with her notebook and watch, and write, and think, and feel nothing at all until she was back in her car, and sometimes not then. She had thought she would be like that today.
She was not.
It was the size. That was all. She would think about it afterwards, and it was only that. Everything else was the same: the steel table, the lights, the smell of disinfectant and something underneath it, the photographer, the technician, the pathologist in her gown and visor talking in a low clear voice to a microphone clipped to her collar. Everything was the same, and the thing on the table was the size of a bag of sugar, and Tolmie stood in the corner in her paper gown and found that her hands were shaking, and put her notebook against her chest to stop them.
Dr Catherine Moncur was fifty-five and had come through from Glasgow on the early train with a wheeled case full of instruments she did not trust anybody else’s of. She was a tall spare woman with grey hair cut very short and half-moon glasses, and she worked slowly, with great care, and spoke to the microphone in complete sentences, and every so often she stopped and spoke to Tolmie instead, in the same voice, quietly, explaining what she was looking at and what it might mean and, every single time, what it might not.
‘Subdural haemorrhage,’ she said, at a quarter to eleven, with her hands very still. ‘Bilateral. Thin. Over both hemispheres, more on the right. You can see it here. And here.’ She did not point; she did not need to. ‘Recent. Days, not weeks, I’d say, though I’ll want the microscopy before I say anything about timing I’d stand by.’
‘And the eyes?’
‘The eyes I’ll take for examination. The ophthalmologist at Ninewells documented retinal haemorrhages in life, both eyes, multiple, through several layers, extending to the edges. I’ll have them looked at by a specialist in Glasgow.’ She paused. ‘And there’s swelling of the brain. Which is what killed her, in the end. The bleeding didn’t. The swelling did.’
Tolmie wrote it down.
‘Doctor,’ she said. ‘Is there anything else? Any injury anywhere else on her body. Bruises. Fractures.’
‘There’s a bruise on the right shin, small, which the PICU team noted. I’ll look at it. There’s nothing else I can see. No fractures on the skeletal survey in life. No marks on the neck or the chest or the arms.’ Dr Moncur looked at her over the half-moon glasses. ‘You’re going to ask me the question.’
‘I’m going to ask you the question.’
‘Then I’ll tell you what I’ll tell you in my report, which is what I’ll tell a jury if it comes to that, and nothing more.’ She put her instruments down. ‘The combination of findings in this child, subdural haemorrhage, extensive retinal haemorrhages and brain swelling, in an infant of three months, with no history of a significant accident, is one that I and most of my colleagues would regard as highly suggestive of an injury inflicted by shaking, with or without an impact. Highly suggestive.’ She paused. ‘It is not proof. There are other causes of some of these findings, some of them rare and some of them very rare. I’ll be looking for every one of them that I can look for. And I’ll be asking for the bloods, all the bloods from Perth and Ninewells, and for the clotting, and for genetics if we have the samples. And when I’ve done all that, I’ll tell you what I think.’ She picked up a scalpel again. ‘I’ll tell you now that I’m very likely to think what I’ve just told you. But I’ll not write it until I’ve looked.’
‘Thank you.’
‘Don’t thank me, Miss Tolmie.’ Dr Moncur bent over the table. ‘Nobody ever thanks me afterwards.’
* * *
The photographer took the bruise on the shin. Tolmie wrote it down: R shin, small, 1.5 cm, yellowish-blue. Recent? Then she remembered something from the PICU notes, which she had read in the car park at seven that morning, and turned back three pages. The notes recorded a bruise on the mother’s shin too, the right one, large, fresh, mother says walked into coffee table getting phone. Noted at Perth by an A&E doctor at seven twenty on the Tuesday morning. In the margin somebody had written ?significance.
She looked at the two bruises, on two pages, in her own handwriting.
She did not know what either of them meant. She wrote them both down, side by side, and put a bracket round them, and in the bracket she wrote [Both? Neither? Ask.]
* * *
She went up to the PICU at two, because she wanted to see where it had happened, which was a thing she always did and had never been able to explain to anybody.
The consultant was the man with the soft Edinburgh voice whom she had spoken to on the phone on Thursday night, a Dr Wishart, tall and tired, who took her into a side room off the unit and gave her a cup of tea from a machine and sat across from her and answered every question she asked for forty minutes without once looking at his watch, though she could see from the way he held his shoulders that he had a unit full of children he would rather be with.
He told her about the Tuesday. The call from Perth at seven. The transfer. The CT at a quarter past eight: the bleeding, both sides. The ophthalmologist at half past: the eyes. The clotting screen, which was normal. The skeletal survey, which was normal. Two days on the ventilator. The swelling getting worse and nothing they could do touching it. The conversation with the parents on the Thursday morning, in this room, at this table. The machine switched off at half past three, with the mother holding her and the father holding the mother and the grandmother standing at the window with her back to all of them.
‘And then I phoned the Fiscal,’ said Dr Wishart. ‘Because I had to.’ He looked at the tea he was not drinking. ‘I’ve done it eleven times in my career. I’ve been wrong at least twice. I mean, I’ve phoned and it turned out to be something else, an infection, a metabolic thing, once a bleeding disorder nobody had tested for. I don’t know how many times I didn’t phone and should have.’ He put the cup down. ‘I’m telling you that because you’ll want to know how certain I am. I’m not certain. I’m worried. That’s what the phone call means. It means I’m worried enough that it’s not my decision any more.’
‘It’s mine,’ said Tolmie.
‘It’s yours.’
‘The clotting screen was normal.’
‘The standard one, yes. PT, APTT, platelets, fibrinogen. All normal.’ He hesitated. ‘We transfused her, on the Tuesday afternoon, because she needed it. So anything we test for now from after that is testing my blood bank as much as her.’ He looked at her. ‘Most of the rare things that mimic this would show on a standard screen. Not all.’
‘Which don’t?’
He told her two names. She wrote them down. She did not know what either of them was. She would know, in twenty-one months, what one of them was, very well indeed, and she would look back at this page and see her own handwriting, and the bracket she had not put round it.
‘The mother,’ she said. ‘What was she like? On the ward.’
Dr Wishart looked at her.
‘Quiet,’ he said. ‘Very quiet. She sat by the cot for two days and didn’t sleep and barely spoke. She did everything we asked. She asked very few questions. She didn’t cry in front of us. Not once. Until the end.’ He paused. ‘Some of my nurses found that strange. I don’t, now. I used to.’
‘Did you find it strange?’
‘I’m not going to answer that,’ said Dr Wishart gently. ‘It’s not evidence. You know it’s not. And if I answer it, you’ll write it down, and in a year somebody will read it out in a court.’
Tolmie looked at him. Then she closed her notebook.
‘Thank you,’ she said.
‘Don’t thank me either,’ said the consultant, and stood up, and went back into his unit.
* * *
She drove back to Glasgow in the dark. The A90 to Perth, the A9 down Strathallan past Gleneagles in the dark, the long run past Stirling and on to the M80 and the lights of Glasgow. She did not put the radio on.
She thought about a bag of sugar on a steel table. She thought about two bruises on two shins. She thought about highly suggestive and it is not proof, and I’m not certain, I’m worried, and the worst ones to decide.
She thought about a quiet young woman sitting by a cot for two days and not crying in front of anybody until the end, and about nurses who found that strange, and about how many times in fourteen years she had heard somebody say that a woman did not cry, as though it were evidence of something.
At Stirling she stopped at the services and sat in the car park with the engine off and wrote in her notebook, under Decide:
Not yet.
It was not a decision. She knew that. She put the notebook on the passenger seat, face down, and drove on.
Chapter Three: Tomnaclach
Wednesday 22 January 2025
The track up to Tomnaclach left the Weem road at a gate between two stone pillars with no name on either, and went up through a birch wood in a series of bends so tight that MacRae had to get out at the third one and walk ahead of the car to see whether it would go round. It went round. On the far side of the wood the trees stopped and the hill opened out, rough grazing going up to a ridge with snow on it, and the track ran along the edge of a field to a long low cottage of grey stone with a slate roof and no smoke from its chimney, sitting by itself on a shelf of the hill above the river, with nothing near it at all.
He stopped the car and sat for a moment looking at it.
He thought: she was alone here. He did not mean anything by it. He meant that he was a man from a croft on Lewis who knew what it was to be the only lit window for three miles in January, and that he looked at this cottage on its shelf of hill with the whole of the Tay valley spread out below it, grey and white and enormous, and thought about a young woman standing at a kitchen table at a quarter past five in the morning with a phone at her ear and no light anywhere.
Then he got out of the car.
* * *
DI Elspeth Kerracher was standing at the door of the cottage in a waterproof jacket with the hood down and her hands in her pockets, watching two search officers in white suits go in and out with brown bags. She was a broad, solid woman of fifty-two with grey hair in a bun and a Dundee voice that went up at the ends of its sentences as if everything were a question, which nothing was.
‘MacRae.’
‘Ma’am.’
‘You found it, then. The postie can’t. Nobody can.’ She looked at the car, and at the track behind it, and at the view. ‘Some place to bring up a bairn, eh? Lovely in July, I’m sure. In January, at five in the morning, on your own, with your man in Inverness?’ She shook her head. ‘You’d want to be made of something.’
‘Yes, ma’am.’
‘Right.’ She turned to the door. ‘Search team’s been in since eight. They’ve done the bedrooms. They’re on the living room now. I want you on the kitchen and the living room after them. Not for evidence, the white suits are doing evidence. For the feel of it.’ She looked at him. ‘I’m told you’re good at the feel of it.’
‘Who told you, ma’am?’
‘Stewart Moodie.’ She did not smile. ‘He said you were the most careful bugger he’d ever had on a team and that you’d give him a sore head. He said both at once.’ She held the door. ‘Come in. Mind the dog. The dog’s not to be here; the husband’s sister’s coming for it at twelve. It keeps going and standing by the basket.’
* * *
The door opened straight into the kitchen. It was a low room with a flagged floor and a deep window looking down the valley, and a wood-burning stove in the corner, out and cold, and a big scrubbed table in the middle. There was a tea towel folded on the end of the table, a white one with a blue stripe. One of the white suits had photographed it on Monday; there was a small yellow numbered card beside it, 14.
MacRae stood in the doorway and looked at the table.
I laid her on the kitchen table, on the tea towel, on her back. He had read the 999 transcript in the car at Weem. I looked and listened and felt, like they showed us at the class.
On the windowsill above the sink there was a row of things: a pot of hand cream, a baby monitor with its light off, a jam jar with three daffodils in it that had died, and a photograph in a cardboard frame of a man and a woman on a beach somewhere with a pram between them, the woman squinting into the sun and laughing at whoever held the camera. Beside the fridge there was a high chair still in its box with the cellophane on. On the fridge, under a magnet shaped like a sheep, there was a calendar from a vet’s in Aberfeldy with the days crossed off up to Monday the thirteenth, and on Tuesday the fourteenth, in biro, in a round careful hand, health visitor 11am.
He stood and looked at that.
* * *
The living room was through a low door at the back of the kitchen. It had a settee with a tartan throw on it, pushed back, the way a throw is pushed back by somebody who has got up in a hurry; a low coffee table with a corner of it at a slightly wrong angle to the rug, as if somebody had walked into it and it had moved; a television on a stand; a bookcase with a few books and a lot of DVDs; and beside the cold stove, on a wooden stand, a wicker Moses basket with a white blanket in it, folded back.
The dog was lying in front of the Moses basket. A liver and white springer spaniel, young, with long ears and a grey muzzle that it was too young to have, which it had, MacRae thought, because it had not been eating. It lifted its head when he came in and looked at him, and did not get up, and did not wag its tail, and put its head back down on its paws in front of the basket.
The white suits had done the room. Yellow cards stood on the coffee table and the settee and the floor. MacRae stood just inside the door and did not touch anything.
He looked at the Moses basket. He looked at the settee, and the distance between them, about six feet. He looked at the coffee table, and its corner, and the rug. He looked at the window, which looked down the valley like the kitchen window, and he thought that at a quarter past five in the morning in January there would have been nothing at all in it but the reflection of the room.
Then he crouched down, slowly, and held out his hand to the dog.
The dog looked at the hand. Then it got up, stiffly, and came over, and put its nose against his fingers, and then leaned its whole weight against his leg, the way dogs do with people they have decided are safe, and stood there, trembling.
‘Aye,’ said MacRae quietly, in Gaelic, without thinking. ‘Aye, I know. I know.’
* * *
He went through the rest of the house after the search team had finished with it. Two small bedrooms off a short passage. In the larger one a double bed, unmade, with a man’s clothes on a chair and a woman’s on the floor. In the smaller one, the nursery: a cot, assembled, made up with a fitted sheet with stars on it and a mobile of felt sheep hanging over it, and nothing in it, because Isla had never slept in it. Isla had slept in the Moses basket by the stove, because the stove was the only warm thing in the house in January and the nursery had no heating.
The cot had a label still on one leg, a luggage label tied on with string, and on it in felt pen: From Auntie Eilidh. Pass it on when you’re done!! Two exclamation marks, and a heart.
He stood and looked at the label for some time.
On the chest of drawers beside the cot there was a changing mat, and nappies, and a tub of cream, and a red book. He knew the red book. His sister had one; every new mother in Scotland had one: the child health record, in which the midwife and the health visitor wrote down every weighing and every visit and every vaccination. The white suits had photographed it and left it.
He put on gloves and picked it up and opened it.
He read it the way he read everything, from the beginning, slowly. Isla Pirnie, born Perth Royal Infirmary 14.10.24, 3.2 kg. Apgars. The heel prick. The midwife’s visits, day one, day three, day five, day ten, in three different hands. Weighings. The health visitor’s first visit at eleven days. Feeding well. Mum coping well. Dad working away M-Th, MGM local. The six-week check. Thriving. The first immunisations at eight weeks. A note about a sticky eye. A note about colic, advised, reassured. A weight at twelve weeks, on the seventh of January: 5.6 kg, following centile.
And on day five, the nineteenth of October, in a small sloping hand: Small amount of bleeding from cord stump noted by mum, cleaned, stump separating normally, mum reassured, advised re cord care.
He read it twice. He did not know what it meant. Probably nothing. Babies’ cords bled; his sister had said so, in a long phone call in September, at three in the morning her time and his, with the baby screaming in the background, about the horror of the cord and nobody telling you. Probably nothing at all.
He took out his notebook and wrote it down, exactly as it was written, with the date and the page. Then, in the column on the right where he wrote the things he did not know yet, he wrote: Cord bleed day 5. Normal?
* * *
He found DI Kerracher outside at the car, with the sister, Eilidh Pirnie, a tall red-faced woman of thirty-six in a quilted jacket, who had come for the dog and was standing by her car with the back open and her face set very hard, not crying, the way people’s faces are set when they have decided that they will cry in the car on the way home and not before.
The dog would not come. MacRae went back in and got it. It came with him, out of the living room and through the kitchen and out of the door, leaning against his leg the whole way, and it got into the back of Eilidh Pirnie’s car when he lifted it in, and lay down, and put its head on its paws, and looked out at the cottage.
Eilidh shut the back. She looked at MacRae.
‘Thank you,’ she said.
‘You are welcome.’
‘You’re not from here.’
‘Lewis.’
She nodded, as though that explained something. Then she said, quite quietly, so that Kerracher, who was on the phone ten feet away, would not hear: ‘She didn’t do it.’
MacRae did not say anything.
‘Jo,’ said Eilidh Pirnie. ‘She didn’t. I know what they’re thinking. I’m not stupid. They don’t take the cot apart and photograph the tea towels for a cot death.’ Her voice did not rise. ‘She’s the gentlest person I’ve ever met in my life. She’s useless at everything. She can’t park. She can’t phone people. She’s frightened of my mother. But she’s gentle.’ She looked at the cottage. ‘She’d never.’
‘I don’t know yet,’ said MacRae. ‘I’m sorry. I don’t know yet.’
Eilidh looked at him, the way people looked at him when he said it.
‘Well,’ she said. ‘At least you’re honest.’
She got into her car and drove away down the track, slowly, into the birch wood, with the dog’s head in the back window looking back up at the house, and MacRae watched until the trees took them.
* * *
In the car on the way back to Perth, Kerracher said, ‘Well?’
‘The coffee table has been moved,’ said MacRae. ‘Recently. The marks on the rug. Somebody walked into it. The mother said she walked into it getting the phone. And there is a bruise on her shin.’
‘And on the baby’s.’
‘Yes.’
Kerracher drove. The Tay went past on the left, wide and grey and fast with snowmelt.
‘What else?’
‘The cot has never been used. The baby slept in the basket by the stove because the nursery has no heating.’ He paused. ‘The health visitor was coming at eleven on the Tuesday. It is on the calendar. In her writing.’
Kerracher glanced at him.
‘You think that means something?’
‘I think it means she was expecting the health visitor,’ said MacRae. ‘I do not know what else it means.’
‘And?’
He thought about the red book. About a small sloping hand on day five. Small amount of bleeding from cord stump. Mum reassured.
‘There is a note in the child health record,’ he said. ‘Day five. Bleeding from the cord stump. The midwife says normal. I have written it down. I do not know if it is anything.’
Kerracher drove for a while without saying anything.
‘Cords bleed,’ she said.
‘Yes, ma’am. My sister says so.’
‘Then it’s nothing.’ She indicated, and pulled out to pass a tractor. ‘Put it in the log anyway. Everything goes in the log.’ She glanced across at him once more. ‘Stewart said that about you as well. That you’d find the one thing in the house nobody else looked at, and write it down, and not know what it meant.’
‘He was right.’
‘He usually is,’ said Elspeth Kerracher. ‘That’s the trouble with him.’
Thank You For Reading
That is the end of this sample of The Third Verdict. Thank you for reading.
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