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Prologue: I’ll Ring You Back
Glenrothes. Saturday 3 October 2026
At ten past eight on the Saturday night Lisa Herd was on her knees on the bathroom floor with her sleeves pushed up and a three-year-old in the bath shouting about a shark, and her phone went in the back pocket of her jeans, and she knew it was Dawn before she looked, because it was always Dawn at ten past eight on a Saturday, and because nobody else she knew phoned anybody any more.
‘Grant,’ she shouted down the stairs. ‘Grant. Bath.’
‘Two minutes.’
‘It’s Dawn.’
There was a pause, and then the sound of the telly going off, and her husband’s feet on the stairs, and she got up off her knees and handed him the towel and the shark and went into the bedroom and shut the door and sat on the end of the bed.
‘Hiya.’
‘Hiya, you.’ Her sister’s voice, the voice she had known for thirty-eight years, low and a wee bit hoarse, as if she had been talking all day, which she had, she always had, the office at the school was a talking job. ‘Is it bath night? I can hear him.’
‘It’s always bath night. He thinks he’s a pirate now.’ Lisa lay back on the bed with her feet on the floor. ‘What are you up to?’
‘Nothing. Sitting.’ A pause. ‘Drew’s out. He’s away to see a man in Dysart about a van. He’ll be back about ten, he says.’
Lisa did not say anything about that. She had stopped saying anything about Drew in about 2017, because every time she did Dawn went quiet and then rang off early, and it was better to have the Saturday calls than to say anything.
‘Did you get your hair done?’
‘I did. Tuesday. Same as usual. She’s put a bit of colour through it.’ Another pause. ‘Drew says it’s too red.’
‘It’ll be lovely.’
‘It’s all right.’ Dawn laughed, a short one, the one she did when something was not funny. ‘It’s a bit red.’
They talked about nothing. About Lisa’s shifts, which were changing again; the depot in Glenrothes was short of drivers and Lisa was on the X58 to Edinburgh four days out of five now, and hated the bridge in the wind. About Dawn’s head teacher, who was retiring at Christmas and wanted a do, and had asked Dawn to organise it, and then said she did not want a fuss. About their mother’s grave at Bennochy, which needed the grass cut round it, and whose turn it was. About a programme on the telly about a woman in Cornwall who rescued donkeys, which Dawn had been watching when she phoned and had on with the sound down.
Ordinary. Every line of it ordinary. Lisa would say that a great many times, afterwards, to a great many people, and none of them would understand what she meant, which was not that it had been ordinary and then something happened. It was that she had been listening to her sister for ten years and had thought she knew what ordinary sounded like, and this had sounded like it.
Except once.
‘Lisa,’ said Dawn, at about twenty-five past. ‘Can I tell you something?’
‘Course.’
There was a pause. A long one. On the telly at Dawn’s end somebody was leading a donkey along a beach, Lisa could tell from Dawn’s breathing that she was looking at it.
‘I’ve decided something,’ said Dawn.
Lisa sat up on the bed.
‘What?’
‘Not on the phone.’ Her sister’s voice had gone quieter, the way it did, not a whisper, but lower, as if somebody might be in the next room, though there was nobody in the next room, Drew was in Dysart about a van. ‘I’ll come over tomorrow. After lunch. I’ll tell you then. It’s a good thing. I think it’s a good thing.’
‘Dawn…’
‘Tomorrow,’ said Dawn. ‘I promise. I just wanted to say it out loud to somebody. That I’ve decided.’ She laughed again, a different laugh, a real one, short. ‘There. I’ve said it.’
Lisa did not know what to say. She sat on the end of the bed in Glenrothes with the phone at her ear and her sleeves still pushed up and a wet patch on the knees of her jeans from the bathroom floor, and through the wall she could hear her husband singing a song about a pirate to her son in a terrible voice, and she said, ‘Are you all right?’
‘I’m fine.’ And then, quickly, in the other voice, the bright one: ‘Oh, that’s him. That’s the car. He’s early.’
‘Dawn.’
‘I’ll ring you back,’ said Dawn. ‘Love you. Bye.’
And the line went.
* * *
Lisa sat with the phone in her hand. It was eight thirty-one. She looked at the screen until it went dark.
She did not ring back. That was the thing. She would be asked about it, by a police officer with a notebook in a room in Kirkcaldy, and by a Fiscal with a black notebook in the same room, and by a woman detective with a Glasgow voice like a door being kicked, and by a man in a silk gown in the High Court in Edinburgh whose voice was so courteous that it took her a whole morning to realise what he was doing. Why did you not ring back? And she would say, every time, the truth, which was that Dawn always said I’ll ring you back when Drew came in, every Saturday, for years, and never did, and that you did not ring back, because if you rang back when he was in, Dawn would have to explain who it was, and it was easier for Dawn if you did not.
That was the rule. Lisa had learned it in about 2016. You did not ring back.
She put the phone on the bedside table and went through to the bathroom, where her son was standing up in the bath in a towel shouting that he was a shark now, not a pirate, and Grant was on his knees in a puddle laughing, and she knelt down beside him and took the towel and rubbed her son’s hair until he squealed.
‘What did she want?’ said Grant.
‘Nothing. A chat.’ She looked at the water going down the plughole in a spiral. ‘She says she’s decided something.’
‘Decided what?’
‘She’ll tell me tomorrow.’
Grant looked at her. He had met Dawn perhaps a hundred times in twelve years and Drew perhaps fifty, and he had never once said anything about Drew either, not to Dawn and not to Lisa, because he had learned the rule too, from watching his wife.
‘Good,’ he said. ‘That’s good. Isn’t it?’
‘Aye,’ said Lisa. ‘I think so.’
She put her son to bed. She read him the one about the bear. She lay beside him in the dark until he was asleep, and then she went downstairs and watched the end of a film with Grant that she could not afterwards remember anything about, and went to bed at half past eleven, and looked at her phone on the bedside table before she put the light off, the way she always did on a Saturday, in case.
Nothing.
She put the light off.
At a quarter past seven the next morning, the phone rang on the bedside table, and it was not Dawn. It was Drew.
Chapter One: The Cul-de-Sac
‘Lisa,’ said Drew Rennison. ‘It’s Drew. I need you to sit down.’
She was sitting down. She was sitting up in bed in the grey light with the phone at her ear and Grant asleep beside her with his arm over his face, and she had known from the name on the screen, before she answered it, before he said anything at all, because Drew Rennison had phoned her four times in twelve years and every one of them had been to say that Dawn would not be coming to something.
‘What’s happened?’
‘It’s Dawn.’ His voice was quite steady. A low, reasonable voice, a little hoarse, the voice he used on the phone to customers about a fuse box. ‘I’m so sorry, Lisa. I found her this morning. In the garage. She’s…’ He stopped. She heard him breathe in. ‘She’s gone. She’d hanged herself. I cut her down. I tried. The ambulance came. They couldn’t.’ Another breath. ‘I’m so sorry. I didn’t know who else to phone first.’
Lisa did not say anything.
‘Lisa? Are you there?’
‘She said she’d decided something,’ said Lisa.
There was a silence on the line. It went on for perhaps two seconds, which she would think about for the rest of her life, and which she would try to describe to a police officer later that morning, and to a Fiscal later that week, and fail, because there was nothing to describe. It was two seconds of a man not saying anything on a phone.
‘She’s been low,’ said Drew. ‘For months. You know she has. I’ve been so worried about her, Lisa. I’ve been trying to get her to the doctor since the summer.’ His voice cracked, very slightly, on doctor. ‘I should have done more. I know I should. The police are here. They want to talk to you. Can you come?’
* * *
She drove from Glenrothes to Kirkcaldy in eleven minutes, which was not possible, on a Sunday morning in October with the roads empty and wet and the sun coming up red ahead of her over the Forth, with Grant’s jacket on over her pyjamas because it had been the first thing on the hook, and she did not remember any of it afterwards except the roundabout at the Bankhead, which she went round twice because she missed the exit.
The house was on a cul-de-sac at the top of the town, on an estate built in about 1995 on what had been a farm, with the farm’s name on a sign at the entrance and two hundred houses behind it that all looked like each other: red brick and white plastic windows and a garage with an up-and-over door, a square of grass at the front and a car on a monoblock drive. Dawn and Drew’s was at the end of the cul-de-sac, the last on the left, with a cherry tree in the front garden that Dawn had planted the year they moved in, in 2011, and that had come out pink every April for fifteen years.
There were two police cars and an ambulance outside it, and a van with no markings. There was blue and white tape across the bottom of the drive, from the gatepost to a lamp post, and a constable standing at it in a hi-vis jacket, and behind the tape the up-and-over door of the garage was open, and there was a white tent inside it, a small one, with its flap closed.
Neighbours were standing at their doors. All of them, up and down the cul-de-sac, in dressing gowns, in jackets over pyjamas, with mugs, with dogs, with children held back in doorways. Nobody was talking. Lisa stopped her car across the end of somebody’s drive and got out and walked up the middle of the road in Grant’s jacket and her slippers, which she had not noticed she was wearing, and every face in the cul-de-sac turned and watched her do it.
The constable at the tape put his hand up.
‘I’m her sister,’ said Lisa.
‘I’m sorry, Mrs…’
‘Herd. Lisa Herd. I’m her sister. He phoned me.’ She looked past him at the garage, at the white tent with its flap closed. ‘Is she in there?’
The constable looked at her for a moment. He was very young, about twenty-five, with a soft Fife voice and a face that had been up since four.
‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘Mrs Herd. Come and sit in the car. Somebody’ll come and talk to you.’
‘Where’s Drew?’
‘Mr Rennison’s next door. With an officer.’ He nodded at the house beside Dawn’s, where the front door was open and a woman in a pink dressing gown was standing in it with her arms folded, looking at Lisa. ‘He’s very upset. He tried to resuscitate her. He’s…’
Lisa walked past him.
She did not go under the tape. She went round the end of it, past the lamp post, onto the neighbour’s drive, and up the neighbour’s path, and the woman in the pink dressing gown stood aside without a word, and Lisa went in.
* * *
He was sitting at the neighbour’s kitchen table with a mug of tea in front of him and a uniformed sergeant sitting across from him with a notebook, and he looked up when she came in, and stood up.
He was wearing a clean blue shirt.
That was the first thing. She would say it to Corr, a week later, at the police office on St Brycedale Avenue, and Corr would write it down and underline it twice, and look up at her, and say go on. He was wearing a clean blue shirt, ironed, with the creases down the sleeves, tucked into clean jeans, and his hair was combed, and he had shaved. At half past seven on a Sunday morning, an hour after he had found his wife hanging in the garage and cut her down and done CPR on her on the concrete floor until the ambulance came, he had shaved.
‘Lisa.’ He came round the table towards her with his arms out. ‘Oh, Lisa. I’m so sorry.’
She stepped back.
He stopped. He stood in the middle of the neighbour’s kitchen with his arms half out, a tall solid man of forty-five with short dark hair going grey at the sides and a reasonable, regretful face, and let them drop to his sides, slowly, and looked at the sergeant, and then back at her, with an expression she knew. She had seen it across Dawn’s kitchen table a hundred times. It was the face he made when Dawn said something in front of people that he would talk to her about later.
‘I know,’ he said quietly. ‘I know you’re angry. You’ve every right to be angry. I’m angry at myself.’ He sat down again. ‘I should have seen it. She’s been so low, Lisa. Since the summer. Not sleeping. Crying in the car. I asked her to go to the doctor and she wouldn’t.’ He looked at his tea. ‘I should have made her.’
‘She was fine,’ said Lisa.
‘She wasn’t fine.’ Very gently. ‘She hid it from you. She hid it from everybody. She didn’t want you to worry.’
‘She phoned me last night.’ Lisa’s voice was very loud in the neighbour’s kitchen. She could hear it. She could not make it quieter. ‘At ten past eight. We talked for twenty minutes. She’d had her hair done. She was organising a do for her head teacher. She was watching a programme about donkeys.’ She looked at the sergeant, who had stopped writing and was looking at her. ‘She said she’d decided something. She said it was a good thing. She said she’d come over today and tell me.’
Drew Rennison looked at her.
‘Decided what?’ he said.
‘She didn’t say.’
‘Lisa.’ He put his hands round the mug. ‘I think she had decided something. I think she had.’ His voice cracked again, very slightly, in the same place, she thought, as on the phone, and she noticed herself think it, and was ashamed, and then was not. ‘I think that’s what she’d decided. I think she was telling you goodbye.’
The sergeant looked at him. Then at her.
Lisa stood in the neighbour’s kitchen in her sister’s husband’s presence, in Grant’s jacket and her slippers and her pyjama bottoms with the wet patches still on the knees from her son’s bath, and found that she could not breathe, quite, and that the room was very bright, and that the woman in the pink dressing gown had come in behind her and put a hand on her arm.
‘Sit down, hen,’ said the woman. ‘Sit down.’
She did not sit down. She looked at the sergeant.
‘He did it,’ she said.
Nobody moved.
‘Mrs Herd…’ said the sergeant.
‘Write it down,’ said Lisa. ‘I’m telling you. Write it down. He did it.’
Drew Rennison did not say anything. He sat at the table with his hands round the mug of tea and looked at her, with his reasonable, regretful face, and shook his head, very slowly, once, the way you would shake your head at a child who has said something she does not understand, and will be sorry for, and that you have already forgiven.
The sergeant wrote it down.
* * *
They took her to the police car and sat her in the back of it with the door open and the woman in the pink dressing gown brought her a tea she did not drink, and after a while a man in a suit came out of Dawn’s house, a detective sergeant from Kirkcaldy, quite young, with a beard, and crouched down by the open door of the car and said his name, which she did not hear, and that he was very sorry for her loss, and asked her some questions.
She answered them. She told him about the phone call. All of it. Ten past eight to half past. The hair. The donkeys. I’ve decided something. That’s the car. He’s early. I’ll ring you back.
‘He said he was in Dysart,’ said Lisa. ‘About a van. Back at ten. And he was back at half eight. She said he’s early.’
The detective sergeant wrote it down.
‘And you didn’t ring her back.’
‘No.’
‘Why not?’
She looked at him, crouched by the car door with his notebook on his knee and his kind, bearded, puzzled face, and thought about how to explain the rule. That you did not ring back. That she had learned it ten years ago. That you did not ring back when he was in, because Dawn would have to say who it was, and he would ask why, and it was easier for Dawn if you did not. That she had not rung back on a Saturday night for ten years. That she had lain in bed last night and looked at her phone before she put the light off, in case.
‘She always said that,’ said Lisa. ‘When he came in. I’ll ring you back. She never did. You didn’t ring back. That was…’ She stopped. ‘You didn’t.’
The detective sergeant looked at her for a moment longer. Then he wrote something down that she could not see.
‘Mrs Herd,’ he said. ‘I’m going to ask you to come down to the office at St Brycedale Avenue later on today, if you can, and give a full statement. And I want you to know that your sister’s death is being treated as unexplained. That’s normal, in a case like this. It means nothing’s been decided. There’ll be a post mortem, and the Procurator Fiscal will be told. Every death like this is reported to the Fiscal.’ He paused. ‘What you’ve said this morning. It’s been written down. All of it. It’ll be passed on.’
‘To who?’
He hesitated.
‘To whoever needs it,’ he said.
* * *
At ten o’clock they brought Dawn out of the garage.
Lisa saw it from the police car. She had not meant to. They had told her to go home, and she had said she would, and she had not, and nobody had made her, and she was sitting in the back of the car with the door open and the cold tea in her hands when the flap of the white tent opened and two men in dark suits came out with a trolley and a dark green cover on it, and wheeled it down the drive, past the cherry tree, under the tape, which the constable held up for them, to the van with no markings, and lifted it in, carefully, and closed the doors.
All the way down the cul-de-sac the neighbours watched, and nobody said anything.
Drew Rennison stood at the neighbour’s front door in his clean blue shirt, with the woman in the pink dressing gown beside him, and watched too. When the van doors closed he put his hand over his eyes.
Lisa got out of the car.
She walked down the cul-de-sac in her slippers past every house and every door and every face, to her own car, which was still across the end of somebody’s drive, and got into it, and sat in it, and did not start it, and took out her phone, and opened it, and looked at the last call.
Dawn. Yesterday. 20.10. 21 minutes.
She pressed it.
It rang. It rang for a long time, in her ear, in the quiet car, and she held the phone and listened to it ring, and thought of her sister’s phone, wherever it was now, in a bag, in a drawer, in an evidence store, on a kitchen table, ringing, and nobody answering it, and the name on its screen. Lisa.
Then it went to voicemail, and it was Dawn’s voice, bright, the bright one, the one for customers and head teachers and people at the door.
Hiya, it’s Dawn, I can’t get to the phone just now, leave me a message and I’ll ring you back.
Lisa sat in the car at the end of the cul-de-sac with the phone at her ear and did not leave a message, and did not hang up, and listened to the silence after the tone until it cut her off.
Chapter Two: Reported to the Fiscal
The report came to Niamh Tolmie on the Monday morning at twenty past nine, by email, from the Fiscal’s office in Kirkcaldy, with a covering note from a Depute there whom she had never met, which said, in three lines, that the death of Dawn Rennison, 41, at her home address in Kirkcaldy on the morning of Sunday 4 October was being treated by Police Scotland as unexplained, that the deceased’s sister had made a statement alleging that the husband was responsible, that the post mortem was fixed for Tuesday morning at the mortuary in Edinburgh, and that in the circumstances, given the allegation and the history in the attached, the Kirkcaldy office thought HMCU should have sight of it.
The history in the attached was one page. A police record of a domestic incident at the address in March 2015, a charge of assault, a trial at the sheriff court in Kirkcaldy in November 2015, and a verdict.
Not proven.
Tolmie read it twice. Then she read the sister’s statement, which was four pages, typed up by a detective sergeant from Kirkcaldy on the Sunday afternoon in the sister’s own words, as far as Tolmie could tell, which was further than most. She said she’d decided something. She said it was a good thing. I’ll ring you back. And then, near the end, a paragraph the detective sergeant had evidently typed exactly as it was said, because nobody would have tidied it into that shape.
He was wearing a clean shirt. It was ironed. He’d shaved. I’ve known him twenty years and he doesn’t shave on a Sunday. He’d shaved to find her.
Tolmie looked at that.
Then she phoned the East MIT.
* * *
‘Tolmie.’ A voice like a door being kicked. ‘Christ. Is it you?’
‘Morag.’
‘They said HMCU had it. I said if it’s anybody it’ll be her, she does all the ones nobody else wants.’ Morag Corr breathed out, hard, the way she did when she was not smoking and wanted to be. ‘I’ve got it. Since an hour ago. Kirkcaldy CID passed it up last night and my boss gave it me at eight with his face doing a thing. You’ve read the sister?’
‘Yes.’
‘He’d shaved to find her.’ Corr was quiet for a second, which in Corr was a long time. ‘I’ve done thirty-three years of this, hen. I know what that is. I’ve read that statement four times and every time the hairs go up on my arms.’ Another breath. ‘And I know what you’re going to say.’
‘It’s not evidence.’
‘It’s not evidence. Aye. I know.’ A pause. ‘The PM’s the morn. Nine o’clock, the Cowgate. Laidlaw’s doing it. Are you coming?’
‘Yes.’
‘Good.’ Then, after a moment, in a slightly different voice: ‘It’s been a while, Niamh.’
It had been two years. A courtroom in Glasgow in September 2024, the old court three on the Saltmarket, and a verdict, and a beer mat in a detective sergeant’s wallet. They had spoken on the phone perhaps four times since, about other things. Corr had moved to the East MIT in the spring, after thirty-three years in the West, to an office in Edinburgh she described to anybody who asked as a wee room full of Hearts supporters. Tolmie had sent her a card. Corr had sent a text back that said ta. dinnae tell anybody.
‘Yes,’ said Tolmie. ‘It has.’
‘How’s the teuchter?’
‘Still a DS. In Inverness. They’re making him acting DI in the new year.’
‘Christ. Are they?’ Something in Corr’s voice that might, in anybody else, have been pride, and that she covered at once. ‘They’ll be letting anybody in next.’ A pause. ‘Tell him I said he’s to phone me. He never phones me. I’ve to find out everything from you.’
* * *
The mortuary on the Cowgate was a low grey building at the bottom of the old town, under the arches of the South Bridge, in a street that was always in shadow, and Tolmie had been in it perhaps twenty times. She came down from the Grassmarket in the rain at ten to nine and found Corr outside it, under the arch, in a black anorak, smoking.
She had not changed. That was the first thing. Fifty-four, small and square and hard, with cropped grey hair and a face that had been out in the weather and the pubs of the East End for thirty-three years, and blue eyes that were never still, and she looked at Tolmie coming down the street under her umbrella and dropped the cigarette and stood on it and said, ‘You’ve got thin,’ and that was the greeting.
‘You’ve stopped.’
‘I’ve stopped. This is a different thing. This is one.’ Corr looked at the door of the mortuary. ‘You ready?’
‘Yes.’
‘I’m not.’ Corr put her hands in her anorak pockets. ‘I’ve stood in that room a hundred times and I’m never ready. Come on.’
* * *
Dr Kirsteen Laidlaw was a tall pale woman of about fifty with fair hair scraped back under a cap and very steady hands, who had been a forensic pathologist in Edinburgh for nineteen years and who spoke, while she worked, almost entirely in questions, which she addressed to herself. Now, is that what I think it is? Is it? No. Not quite. Her colleague, Dr Omar Haddad, younger, dark, careful, stood across the table and answered some of them, and the two of them worked through the morning in a cold bright room with a drain in the floor while Tolmie and Corr stood against the wall in their gowns and overshoes and watched.
Tolmie did not write down what she saw. She wrote what they found.
They found a mark on the neck. It was a groove, a few millimetres wide, dark, abraded, with the faint pattern of the rope’s weave in it, and it went round the front and the sides of the neck, and Laidlaw measured it, and photographed it, and measured it again, and was quiet for a long time.
‘It’s low,’ she said at last. ‘Isn’t it? Below the larynx. Here.’ She touched the throat with the tip of a probe, very gently, below the Adam’s apple, where there was no Adam’s apple, it was a woman’s throat. ‘And it’s level. More or less. Front and sides.’ She looked across the table at Haddad. ‘In a hanging you’d expect it higher, wouldn’t you? Up under the jaw. And rising, to the point of suspension. To the knot. Like an inverted V.’ She bent closer. ‘This doesn’t rise. Or hardly. Does it rise, Omar?’
Haddad looked.
‘A little,’ he said. ‘At the back. On the left. Maybe a centimetre.’
‘Maybe a centimetre.’ Laidlaw straightened up. ‘And the knot was where?’
Corr answered from the wall. ‘Back of the neck. On the left. That’s what he says. That’s what the rope says. The first officers photographed it before the paramedics touched her.’
‘Back left.’ Laidlaw looked at the mark. ‘In a partial hanging, with the knot at the back, you can get a mark that’s nearer horizontal than people expect. Can’t you?’ She was not asking Haddad. She was asking herself. ‘You can. It’s in the literature. It’s not common.’
She went on.
The petechiae in the eyes and the face: tiny pinpoint haemorrhages, in the whites of the eyes and the lining of the lids and the skin of the face above the mark. Present in hanging. More common, and more marked, in strangulation. These were marked. The thyroid cartilage: the left superior horn fractured. Seen in hanging, often, in people over forty, when the cartilage has hardened. Seen in strangulation too. On the inside of both upper arms, four small round bruises, two on each side, blue going to brown, the size of a fingertip.
Laidlaw looked at them.
‘How old are those, would you say, Omar?’
‘Two days. Three. Not more than four.’ Haddad bent close. ‘Not fresh. Not from last night.’
‘No. Not from last night.’ Laidlaw photographed them. ‘From Thursday, maybe. Or Friday.’ She stood back. ‘Somebody held her arms. Didn’t they? Somebody held her by the arms, here, hard, with their fingers. A few days before she died.’
Nobody said anything.
At the wall, Tolmie felt Corr go very still beside her.
* * *
At the end of it, washing her hands at the long steel sink, Laidlaw talked to them over her shoulder, and for the first time in four hours she did not ask anything. She said it.
‘I’m going to say unascertained, pending further investigation,’ she said. ‘For now. Not because I don’t have a view. Because I want the toxicology, and the neck dissection histology, and I want to see the rope and the hatch and the garage, myself, with the scene photographs, before I put anything in writing. And because in a year, Fiscal, somebody like Alun Pryce is going to stand up in the High Court and take my report apart, and I’d like there to be nothing in it I haven’t checked twice.’
‘And your view?’ said Tolmie.
Laidlaw dried her hands on a paper towel.
‘My view,’ she said, ‘is that the mark is low and level and that is what I would expect to see if somebody had put a ligature round her neck from behind and pulled, and then hung her up afterwards. My view is that the petechiae are more marked than I’d expect in a hanging of this kind. My view is that somebody held her arms hard enough to bruise them in the days before she died.’ She dropped the towel in the bin. ‘And my view is also that every one of those findings, taken alone, can be found in a hanging, and that an honest pathologist could stand up and say so, and Alun Pryce is an honest pathologist, and will.’
‘Both,’ said Tolmie.
‘Both.’ Laidlaw looked at her. ‘I’m sorry. I know what you want. You want me to say she was strangled. I’m not going to say it. I’m going to say it’s more consistent with strangulation followed by suspension than with hanging alone, in my opinion, and I’m going to give my reasons, and Omar will say the same, because he thinks the same, I’ve watched him think it all morning.’ She looked at Corr. ‘And it’ll be for a jury.’
* * *
They stood under the arch outside in the rain afterwards, the two of them, Corr with a second cigarette that she was not smoking, holding it, and Tolmie with her umbrella furled and the black notebook in her hand.
‘The arms,’ said Corr.
‘Yes.’
‘Thursday. Friday.’ Corr looked at the rain coming down in the Cowgate. ‘Two days before. Somebody held her by the arms and squeezed till it bruised. And on the Saturday night she tells her sister she’s decided something.’ She put the cigarette in her mouth and did not light it. ‘You know what she’d decided.’
‘I don’t know.’
‘You know.’
‘I think,’ said Tolmie. ‘I don’t know.’ She opened the notebook and wrote the time, and the date, and PM: unascertained pending, and low level mark; petechiae marked; L sup horn thyroid #; fingertip bruises both upper arms, 2 to 4 days. And then, in the square brackets she kept for her own thoughts, [she’d decided to leave. the sister thinks so. I think so. nobody can know.]
Corr watched her write it.
‘You still do that,’ she said. ‘The brackets.’
‘Yes.’
‘Christ.’ Corr took the unlit cigarette out of her mouth and looked at it and put it back in the packet. ‘Right. Here’s what I’m going to do, Fiscal, if you’ve no objection. I’m going to treat this as a murder from this minute till somebody proves to me it’s not. I’m going to take that house apart. I’m going to get her phone and his phone and the bank and the van and every neighbour in that cul-de-sac. And I’m going to get the sister in, and anything she’s got, and I’m going to sit her down and let her talk till she’s finished.’ She zipped up her anorak. ‘And I’m not going to let myself think he did it. Because I think he did it. And the last time I thought somebody did it, I was right, and I made mistakes because I was right, and I lost.’
Tolmie looked at her.
‘Tannock,’ she said.
‘Tannock.’ Corr’s face did not change. ‘Two years, near enough. I think about it every day. Juries in this city are not daft. I said that to a lassie on a sofa at four in the morning and then I had to listen to it read out in court.’ She looked up the Cowgate towards the Grassmarket, where the rain was coming down on the tourists under the castle. ‘I’m not saying anything to anybody this time. Not to the sister. Not to you. Not to myself. I’m going to be slow, and I’m going to be careful, and I’m going to be so fucking boring about it that the teuchter’ll think I’ve had a stroke.’
She went off up the Cowgate in the rain without saying goodbye, small and square in her black anorak, with her hands in her pockets. Tolmie stood under the arch and watched her go.
Then she phoned Dalgarno, and told him, and said that she would like to keep it, and he said, of course you would, and then, after a pause, Niamh, the Carnegie appeal is on the twenty-seventh. Hugh’s answering it. And she said I know, and he said I’m only mentioning it, and she said I know you are, and rang off.
She walked up to the Grassmarket in the rain and stood for a while at the bottom of the Vennel looking up at the castle on its rock, grey in the grey sky, and did not think about Hugh Lamont, and then did, for the length of time it took a tourist bus to go past, and then stopped.
Chapter Three: The Carrier Bag
The diaries were in a carrier bag from the Co-op, a green one, the bag-for-life kind, with a hole starting in one corner where the weight had pulled it, and Lisa carried it into the police office on St Brycedale Avenue on the Wednesday afternoon in both arms against her chest, the way you would carry a child that had fallen asleep, and put it down on the counter at the front desk, and said to the man behind the glass, ‘I need to see whoever’s in charge of my sister.’
He looked at the bag. Then at her.
‘Mrs Herd,’ he said. He knew her. Everybody in the building knew her by Wednesday; she had phoned eleven times. ‘Take a seat. I’ll get somebody.’
She did not take a seat. She stood at the counter with her hand on the bag.
* * *
She had found them on the Tuesday night, in her own loft, in Glenrothes, where she had not been since Christmas.
She had not known they were there. That was the thing she would try to explain, and that the woman detective would understand at once and the man in the silk gown, eight months later, would not understand at all, or would pretend not to. She had not known. Dawn had come over in March, on a Sunday, with a box, a cardboard box from a printer’s paper delivery, taped shut, and said can I leave this in your loft, it’s just old stuff, school stuff, I’ve no room, and Lisa had said course, and Grant had put it up there, and nobody had thought about it again. Except once, in the Easter holidays, when Dawn had come on a weekday morning for an hour, while Lisa was out on the early shift, and asked Grant if she could just pop up and put one more thing in, a bit of paper she had forgotten, and Grant had held the ladder and gone back to his coffee, and told Corr so in November, and had not thought of it either.
She had thought about it on the Monday night, at two in the morning, lying in bed beside Grant with her eyes open. It’s just old stuff. And on the Tuesday, when Grant was at work and the kids were at school and nursery, she had got the ladder out of the shed and gone up.
It was not school stuff. It was diaries. Thirteen of them, one for every year since 2014, the cheap kind from a supermarket, A5, a week to a page, with a different coloured cover every year, and Dawn’s handwriting in all of them, small and neat and pressed hard into the paper, filling every day to the edges. And on top of them, in an envelope, a key to a locker at the leisure centre on the Esplanade, and a bank card in Dawn’s maiden name for an account Lisa had never heard of, and a printed sheet from a website about the Scottish Women’s Aid helpline with a number on it circled in pen.
Lisa had sat on the floor of the loft in the dust beside the water tank with the torch on her phone and read the first page of 2014, and then the last page of 2026, which was a Sunday in March, and then she had put them all back in the box and climbed down the ladder and sat on the landing with her back against the wall for an hour and a half until it was time to get the kids.
She had not read any more. She could not. She had read two pages and that had been enough.
On the Wednesday she had put them in the carrier bag, because the box had split, and driven to Kirkcaldy.
* * *
The woman who came down to the front desk was small and square with cropped grey hair and blue eyes that went over Lisa once, top to bottom, and then to the carrier bag on the counter, and stayed there.
‘Mrs Herd,’ she said. A Glasgow voice. Not a Fife one. Rough as a road. ‘I’m Morag Corr. I’m the senior investigating officer for your sister. I’m sorry I’ve not met you before now. I’ve been in her house since Monday.’ She looked at the bag. ‘What’s that?’
‘Dawn’s diaries.’
Corr did not move. She stood on her side of the glass with her hands in the pockets of her anorak and looked at the carrier bag.
‘All of them?’
‘Thirteen. 2014 to this year.’ Lisa heard her own voice, flat and fast. ‘She left them in my loft in March. In a box. She said it was school stuff. I didn’t know. I swear to God I didn’t know.’ She stopped. ‘There’s a bank card. And a locker key. And a number for Women’s Aid. Circled.’
Corr looked at her then, properly, for the first time, and Lisa saw something happen in the hard square face that she would remember for a long time afterwards. It did not soften. It did the opposite. It went very still, and very careful, like somebody putting down something that might go off.
‘Have you read them?’
‘Two pages. The first and the last.’ Lisa put her hand on the bag. ‘I couldn’t. I’m sorry. I couldn’t.’
‘Don’t be sorry.’ Corr came round the end of the counter, through a door that buzzed, and stood beside her. She was shorter than Lisa by about four inches. ‘Don’t read any more. I mean that. Not because you shouldn’t know. Because if you read them, and then somebody in a wig asks you in a year what you knew and when you knew it, I want you to be able to say I read two pages. And I want it to be true.’ She looked at the bag. ‘Will you let me take them?’
‘That’s why I brought them.’
‘I know. I’m asking anyway.’ Corr took a pair of blue gloves out of her pocket and put them on, slowly, one finger at a time, and then she picked up the carrier bag, very carefully, with both hands under it, the way Lisa had carried it in. ‘Come up the stair. I’m going to get somebody to write down exactly how you found these, and when, and what you touched. And then I’m going to sit with you as long as you want and you’re going to tell me about your sister.’ She looked at Lisa over the bag. ‘Not the bad stuff. I’ll get the bad stuff from these. I want to know about her.’
* * *
They sat in a room on the first floor with a window on the car park and a table and four chairs and a box of tissues and a print of the Kirkcaldy waterfront on the wall that somebody had put there to make it look less like a room in a police office. A detective sergeant called Brodie, a quiet dark woman in her forties with a Dundee accent, wrote down how Lisa had found the box and when, and what she had touched, and what she had read. The first page of 2014. The last page of 2026. Brodie asked her what the pages said.
Lisa told her.
The first page of 2014 said, in Dawn’s small hard handwriting: New year. New diary. Going to write everything down this year so I know it’s real.
The last page of 2026, a Sunday in March, said: Moved the box to L’s. Told her it was school stuff. If anything happens it’s all there.
Brodie wrote it down. She did not look up while she did it. When she had finished she put the pen down and sat for a moment with her hands flat on the table, and then she said excuse me, and went out, and Lisa heard her in the corridor, for a moment, not crying, breathing, and then she came back in and sat down and picked up the pen again.
‘Sorry,’ said Brodie.
‘It’s fine.’
Corr did not say anything. She sat across the table with the carrier bag on the chair beside her, untouched, in its blue gloves, and her hands folded on the table, and waited until Brodie was ready, and then she said, ‘Tell me about her, Lisa. From the start.’
* * *
So Lisa told her.
She told her about a girl three years older than her, in a council house in Templehall, who had done her hair for her every morning before primary school because their mother was on the early shift at a bakery in the Mitchelston estate, and then because their mother was not well. Who had got the best Highers in her year at Balwearie and not gone to university, because somebody had to bring in money. Who had worked in the office at the Tesco on the Chapel Level and then at the council and then, for eleven years, at the primary school in Kirkcaldy, where every child knew her name and every parent phoned her when they could not get the head. Who had met Drew Rennison at a wedding in Burntisland in 2004, when she was nineteen, and married him at twenty-one, in the church on Bennochy Road, in a dress she had paid for herself.
She told her about the first time. Not the first thing in the diaries; she did not know what was in the diaries. The first thing she had seen. A Christmas, 2012, at their mother’s, when Drew had put his hand on the back of Dawn’s neck at the table while she was talking, not hard, just put it there, and Dawn had stopped talking in the middle of a sentence and not finished it, and nobody else had noticed, and Lisa had.
She told her about 2015. About a night in March when Dawn had phoned her at one in the morning from the bathroom and whispered, and Lisa had phoned the police, and they had gone round, and there had been a trial in November at the sheriff court, and Dawn had stood in the witness box for half a day on the first day and then on the second morning said she could not remember, and that she had fallen, and that she had been drinking, and the jury had gone out for an hour and come back and said not proven. And Dawn had gone home with him. And never said another word about it to Lisa, ever, and Lisa had not asked, because the one time she had, in 2016, Dawn had not phoned her for three months.
‘Who defended him?’ said Corr. ‘In 2015.’
‘A woman. From Glasgow. An advocate. Small, with glasses on a chain.’ Lisa looked at the table. ‘She was nice to Dawn. In the box. I remember that. I hated her and she was nice to Dawn.’
Corr did not say anything for a moment. Brodie, writing, looked up at her, and then down again.
‘Go on,’ said Corr.
Lisa went on. She told her about the rule. About not ringing back. About ten years of Saturday nights at ten past eight and I’ll ring you back and never ringing back. About the phone that was always answered by Drew if Lisa rang the house. About the birthday in 2018 when Dawn did not come because she had a migraine and the photograph Drew had posted the next day of the two of them at a restaurant in St Andrews. About the money: that Dawn, who had worked full time for twenty years, had never once in all that time bought Lisa’s kids a Christmas present that cost more than ten pounds, and had apologised every time, and said money’s tight, and Drew had a new van every three years.
She told her about the hair. Drew says it’s too red.
She told her about I’ve decided something.
At the end of it, which was nearly six o’clock, and dark outside, and the car park lit orange under the lamps, she stopped, and found that she had used every tissue in the box and not noticed, and that Brodie had gone out at some point and come back with another box and put it beside her, and that she had used half of that too.
‘He did it,’ said Lisa. ‘I told the sergeant on Sunday. I’m telling you. He did it.’
Corr looked at her across the table with her blue eyes, and did not say anything, and Lisa waited for her to say I know, or we’ll get him, or any of the things Lisa had been waiting since Sunday for somebody, anybody, to say.
She did not say any of them.
‘Lisa,’ said Morag Corr. ‘I’m going to read every page in that bag. This weekend. Myself. Every word.’ She put her hand, in its blue glove, on the carrier bag beside her. ‘And I’m not going to tell you what I think. Not now and not for a long time. Not because I don’t think anything. Because I did that once, to a lassie in Glasgow, and I was right, and I told her I was right, and it didn’t matter that I was right.’ She took her hand off the bag. ‘I’ll tell you what I’ll do. I’ll do my job so carefully you’ll want to scream at me. And when I’m finished, the Fiscal will decide. And then fifteen people will.’
Lisa looked at her.
‘That’s not what I wanted you to say,’ she said.
‘I know,’ said Corr. ‘I know it’s not, hen. I’m sorry.’
Lisa sat for a while. Then she stood up, and put her coat on, and looked at the carrier bag on the chair, the green one with the hole starting in the corner.
‘She wrote if anything happens it’s all there,’ she said.
‘I know. I heard you.’
‘She knew.’ Lisa’s voice cracked, for the first time since Sunday, all the way through. ‘In March. She knew. And she put it in my loft. And I didn’t…’
Corr stood up. She came round the table and put her hand on Lisa’s arm, on the sleeve of her coat, in its blue glove, and held it there, not tight, just held it, the way you would hold a rail on a boat.
‘She put it in your loft,’ said Corr, ‘because she trusted you more than anybody alive. That’s what it means. That’s all it means.’ She let go. ‘Go home. Kiss your weans. I’ll phone you on Monday.’
Thank You For Reading
That is the end of this sample of Two Thirds. Thank you for reading.
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