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President George Walker Bush. If I had invented Camp Delta or Camp X-Ray, Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, and then attempted to pass them off as fiction, I’d have been condemned for breaking the bounds of credibility, and probably for insulting the entire American nation by suggesting such an outrage: but he did it for real, so I’m okay.




One

Along Princes Street and George Street, the festive lights shone. It had been a good year, memorable in fact, even when measured by the high standards of Edinburgh, which had seen many glorious passages in the centuries of its evolution into a historic and cultural European capital. As always, it was ending with the season of goodwill, but none of that spirit had found its way into the main drawing room of Bute House, the official residence of the First Minister of Scotland.

She glared at its occupant across the table. He looked blandly back at her, his moustache twitching slightly. Like his hair it was an unusual shade of red, and it was rumoured that he dyed both. He liked to keep his distance; if they had been eye to eye she would have looked down on him, and he was sensitive about his height.

‘You can’t do that!’ the Justice Minister exclaimed, her voice raised in protest.

He smiled, then glanced around the Georgian room, as if he had barely heard her. ‘You’re one hundred per cent wrong there,’ he chuckled, eventually, ‘as you’ll find out tomorrow.’

‘What about the Lord Advocate?’ Aileen de Marco demanded. ‘What does he have to say?’

‘Milton concurs with my view. He’s already instructed the prison service to make the necessary arrangements.’

‘The Lord Advocate can’t instruct the prison service.’

‘He can on my authority.’

She leaned across the oval table, staring at him until he was forced to make eye contact. ‘And just what authority is that, Tommy, may I ask? You are the First Minister of the Scottish Executive, but you’re a member of the Cabinet, just like me.’

‘Not quite like you. I appointed you, remember? And you should remember: it was only a few weeks ago. I don’t need to tell you that I can fire you just as easily.’

She let out a short bitter laugh. ‘Better . . . and bigger . . . men than you have tried to threaten me, Mr Murtagh, only to find that they were wasting their time. On what grounds would you fire me? Because I object to you riding rough-shod over the Scottish judicial process? You try and argue that one out with me in public and see how far you get. Come off it, First Minister. You’re just a wee dog jumping because the big dog’s barked.’

Thomas Murtagh stiffened and his eyes grew frosty. ‘Maybe you haven’t noticed but we’re all in the same party, whether it’s London or Westminster.’

‘That wasn’t the dog I was talking about, Tommy: the one you mean jumped just as high as you when his master called. I’ll ask you straight out, are you going to show yourself worthy of your post by calling a Cabinet meeting to discuss this, then abiding by its majority view?’

‘I’ve already made my decision,’ he replied, curtly. ‘I only invited you here out of courtesy, so you didn’t learn about it second-hand.’

‘Indeed.’ She made no attempt to disguise the sarcasm in her tone. ‘And here was me thinking that you invited your Justice Minister to meet you so that you could consult her on this unprecedented and quite improper request from Downing Street. I should have known better.’

She picked up her bag from the table. ‘Call the Cabinet, Tommy. If you don’t I’ll have to consider my position.’

‘I’m already considering it for you. I don’t know if I can have a senior minister who’s so openly hostile to me.’

De Marco laughed. ‘If that’s your criterion for appointment you’re going to be lonely in this big room.’ She headed for the door.

‘Sleep on it, Aileen,’ he called after her, with more than a hint of a threat in his tone. ‘Maybe you should save me the embarrassment of admitting that I made a mistake when I gave you a seat at the top table, and save yourself the indignity of being told that you weren’t up to the job after all. Yes, sleep on it.’

She looked over her shoulder with her hand on the door knob. ‘I might not get too much sleep, Tommy,’ she retorted. ‘I may be too busy making phone calls.’ As she swept from the room she saw a frown cross his face.




Two

The snow was as deep as he had ever known it, falling so hard that it obscured the bulbs of towering sodium street-lamps above, diffusing and merging their beams into a single glow in the night sky, overarching everything like a sinister orange cloud.

‘Should we be trying this?’ he asked, as she turned left at the roundabout and headed up the hill. He thought it was Drumbrae but, oddly, he found that he was not sure. She said nothing in reply, nor did she glance his way. Instead she peered into the blizzard ahead, her knuckles white as she grasped the wheel, her face seeming to reflect the weird light outside.

The incline was slight at first, and the car took it with only a little difficulty. ‘Where are the road gritters?’ he heard himself mutter.

‘This is Sunday night in Edinburgh,’ she hissed. ‘There are no gritters.’

‘Then should we be doing this?’ he repeated.

‘Shut up!’ Her voice became a strange, insistent croak. ‘You have to know.’

She drove on, hunched forward in the driving seat, as the slope became more severe. Still the car made steady forward progress, as she kept it in the highest gear possible. But soon they came to the real hill,  rearing up before them at an impossible angle. The snow was fresh, crisp and unmarked, forcing upon him the knowledge that not only were they alone but that no vehicle had come this way in some time.

She pressed on, but gravity began to take its toll. They were maybe halfway up the incline, he reckoned, when the wheels began to spin beneath them and they lost what little forward momentum they had left.

‘Go on,’ he urged, ‘we’ve got this far.’

‘We’re too heavy,’ she snapped. ‘You’ll have to get out and walk up. Get back in at the top.’

‘You’re daft!’

‘Just do it!’ The words came out as a raw scream. He had thought that he was a stranger to fear, but a wave of panic swept over him and he jumped out of the car.

At first he found it difficult to balance on the pavement: he reckoned that the snow had to be at least eight or nine inches deep. He took a step forward and then another, inching up towards the crest.

Yet the hilltop seemed no nearer.

Each pace grew shorter, each footfall more tentative, each movement threatening his precarious hold on the vertical and threatening to send him tumbling backwards into the growing blizzard. His breathing grew heavier, and he felt his heart beat faster in his chest.

‘No bloody use,’ he gasped, and risked a look over his shoulder, through the snow, for the car. But there was no car: it had gone. He looked for the tyre-tracks: there were none. Even the light had changed: the orange glow of the lamps had turned dull and bluish grey. He gazed around him: if they had started to climb Drumbrae, he was somewhere else now, somewhere alien, somewhere wholly malignant.

He stared and he knew that what he felt had gone  beyond panic, transcended fear and crossed the threshold of pure terror. He turned back to face the hill. It looked like Everest before him, but he sensed that there was no way back, only forward. He thrust upwards into the blizzard, gulping in mouthfuls of air and snow. Each step grew more laboured, until he was practically powerless to move.

Yet even standing still, his chest heaved as he forced the cold air into his lungs. The hill had no summit, he realised: it would go on for ever, or at least until it had drawn from him everything that he had. He slumped to his knees, then fell on to his face, his breathing still impossibly heavy.

‘Can you drown in snow?’ The crazy thought bubble seemed to flash up in Neil McIlhenney’s mind as the sure knowledge came to him that he was going to die.




Three

Robert Morgan Skinner had never been keen on fishing. In his childhood his father had tried to instil into him his own love of the pastime, but his attempts, whether they were on the upper reaches of the River Clyde, or from a boat on their occasional family sorties to the Western Isles of Scotland, had all ended in failure.

The young Bob had been deterred by two things. Although he never said as much to his teacher, his instincts told him that ramming a hook into the mouth of any living creature and heaving it, struggling, from its natural environment might be morally questionable. More off-putting than that, though, he was bored stiff by the long periods of inactivity that angling asks of its devotees.

Eventually Bill Skinner had given the job up as hopeless and instead had concentrated on his son’s golf, with much more satisfactory results. A few lessons from the club professional had set the boy up with a smooth, rhythmic swing, and the hours that he was prepared to spend on the practice ground had instilled in him the patience that had been lacking on the riverbank. His handicap had moved into single figures by the age of fourteen and for the rest of his father’s life  he had given him shots every time they played.

Bob smiled as he recalled their last round together: he had hit irons off every tee so that they could be close together all the way round, and so that the game would be as competitive as they both liked it. When he had been left with a four-foot putt for the match on the last green he had misread the line, and the ball had horseshoed out.

‘You missed that on purpose,’ Bill Skinner had said.

‘You’re bloody joking,’ he had replied. ‘There was a fiver on that putt; I need all the fivers I can get right now.’

So what, he wondered, would his dad have thought if he could have seen him sitting on the back of a cruiser in the Gulf of Mexico, strapped into a chair with a damn great marlin rod in his hand?

‘Concentrate!’ his wife urged him. For a second he thought that his father’s ghost had spoken.

The creature on the end of the line tugged hard, and he had to use all his strength to prevent the rod being ripped from his hands and its socket set firmly in the deck. ‘Let him run,’ said their guide. ‘This is a strong boy: there’s fight left in him yet. Give him some more line.’

Bob did as he said, until the skipper put a hand on his shoulder. ‘Okay, enough. He’s gone as far as we want. Start to put pressure on him now; start to reel him in.’

The struggle lasted for almost an hour, but gradually, Bob’s strength overcame that of the fish. Finally, as he drew it nearer the boat, it broke the surface in a great leap, trying to shake itself free of the line. It seemed to hang in the air for a second, a magnificent blue-white creature, its great dorsal fin and long sword in profile, and then dived back beneath the waves.

‘Let it go,’ said Skinner. ‘Cut the line.’

He glanced to his right, and saw the skipper’s grin, white teeth gleaming in his black face. ‘You sure?’ he drawled. ‘This is one big motherfu—fish that you got there.’

‘Yeah, and I can’t kill him. Cut the line.’

‘You’re in the chair.’ The man produced an enormous clasp knife from his pocket, opened it, reached out to take hold of the bow-taut line, and sliced through it. There was an audible ‘twang’ as the pressure was released from the rod; Bob felt it quiver in his hands.

‘You’re a good guy, boss,’ said the captain. ‘I wish more of my clients would do that, but all most of them want is their picture taken with a monster of the deep so they can boast to their beer buddies back in Boise, Idaho, or Middletown, Wherever.’

Sarah Grace Skinner shook her head. ‘I don’t get it. What’s the point of all this? What’s the point of fishing if it isn’t to catch fish?’

Her husband pointed out across the waves. ‘I caught him, didn’t I? I just chose not to kill him, that’s all.’

‘That makes you feel better, does it?’

‘As a matter of fact it does.’

She looked at him wryly, as the skipper took the rod and went to store it with the others. ‘When did you become so sensitive?’

‘When I was about fifteen, and I gave up boxing.’

Her expression changed to one of pure surprise. ‘You never told me you boxed.’

‘You never asked. And you hate boxing, so why should I bring it up?’

‘What made you quit? Afraid of having your good looks spoiled?’

‘There was nobody around who could do that,’ he  shot back. ‘No, it was more the other way round. Junior boxers aren’t supposed to be able to do much damage. I could. Most of my fights ended early: the referees were good, and got in quick. So they moved me up a grade, let me fight older kids. In three fights I broke two ribs and a nose . . . all other people’s. Finally the guy who ran the club put me in with a senior; I think he meant it to teach me a lesson.’

‘And did it?’

‘It sure did. The guy caught me a good one in the first round, but not good enough. The red mist came down and I ripped back at him, just one punch: knocked him unconscious. It took them five minutes to bring him round and it was another ten before he could stand up. They kept him in Law Hospital overnight as a precaution. I tell you, Sarah, I’ve never been as scared in my life, before or since. I knew the lad I hurt: he was a decent bloke, with a nice girlfriend and a good job. He hadn’t meant me any harm, yet I could have killed him.’

He glanced down at his hands: they were bunched into fists, still clutching the marlin rod. ‘So I took my gloves off,’ he said, ‘and I never put them back on again to hit another man. I joined a martial-arts club instead.’

‘What’s the difference?’ Sarah challenged. ‘That’s even deadlier.’

‘In theory it might be, but in practice it’s not. What I did was largely non-contact, but more than that, it taught me mental discipline and self-control, how to sublimate my aggression. I admit that I don’t always manage to do that, but over the piece it’s served me well. Our kids will all study judo and karate, if I’ve any say in it, just as my Alexis did.’

‘Wait a minute,’ she protested. ‘It may do our  younger son some good, but Seonaid’s only two! And as for Mark, he’s a thinker, not a fighter.’

‘Thinking is a big part of what it’s about. Plus, he’s the sort of quiet kid who can get picked on . . . and our daughter won’t always be two.’

‘I see,’ Sarah mused, ‘so it was mental discipline that allowed you to let that fish go, was it?’

He grinned. ‘No. I just couldn’t see us eating him on our own.’

She laughed in spite of herself. ‘What about the hook?’ she asked. ‘It was hardly humane to leave that in his mouth, was it?’

‘He’ll get rid of it now the tension’s off,’ said the skipper, as he returned, with everything tidied away. He looked at her. ‘What say, lady? You wanna try the chair?’

She shook her head. ‘I don’t think so. I’m tired out just watching that. Take us back to Key West, please. The sun’s on the way down, and I’d like to get there before dark.’

The captain nodded, and climbed up to the high cockpit. A few seconds later the cruiser’s big twin engines roared into life.

The journey back to the dock took almost an hour; they let it pass without conversation, content to watch the ocean, and then, as it came into view, the island chain that formed the southernmost tip of the state of Florida.

On the quayside, as Bob gave the skipper a fifty-dollar tip, Sarah headed for their rental car. She was behind the wheel when he joined her, and the convertible’s roof was packed away. ‘Straight back to the hotel?’ she asked.

‘Might as well. We’ve done the Dry Tortugas National Park, we’ve taken the Sunset Cruise, we’ve  swum with dolphins, and we’ve ridden the Old Town Trolley. I reckon we’ve seen all the sights.’

‘There’s one more I’d like to see,’ said Sarah, casually.

‘What’s that?’

‘I’d like to see you smile as if you meant it. I’d like you to look happy that you came out here to join me.’

‘Didn’t I look happy last night?’

She shrugged her shoulders. ‘I couldn’t tell in the dark. But I doubt if you looked ecstatic.’

‘You seemed pleased with yourself.’

‘I like fucking,’ she retorted. ‘But that’s all it was, and you know it. I enjoy making love a lot more, and you haven’t made love to me in a while.’

He shot her a sudden piercing glance. ‘Not like he did, you mean?’

Sarah started the Sebring convertible, slammed the lever into drive and roared out of the car park.

‘Sorry!’ Bob exclaimed, his voice raised over the engine.

‘If I believed you really were…’ she broke off, easing down her speed ‘. . . I’d ignore your question. But I don’t, so I’ll answer it. You’re right: not like Ron did. There’s been no real tenderness between us for longer than I can remember and, Bob, that’s something I need. I have to feel that you care for me when we’re vertical as well as horizontal, and I haven’t, not for a while.’

‘So you went looking for that tenderness somewhere else.’

‘No!’ she protested. ‘It found me.’

‘And if I really believed that . . .’




Four

Neil McIlhenney sat bolt upright. The room was cool, yet he was perspiring, and breathing hard. He felt his heart thumping, seeming to play a rapid, but thankfully steady tattoo against his ribcage.

Louise stirred beside him, but did not waken. He slipped out of bed and went into their bathroom, feeling his way in the darkness and not switching on the light until the door had closed behind him. He stared at his naked self in the mirror, then rubbed the stubble on his chin, as if he was reassuring himself that he was still in the world, that he could still experience ordinary sensations.

As he looked, he saw that his arms and shoulders were glistening, and that the hair on his chest and belly had spun itself into damp curls, black but heavily grey-flecked. He picked up a towel and dried himself off, then brushed his teeth and rinsed his mouth with cold water. When he felt sufficiently composed, he yanked the cord to turn off the mirror’s illumination and opened the door once more.

His wife was sitting up in bed as he stepped back into the room. Her reading light was switched on and she was looking at him anxiously, her arms wrapped round his pillow, pressing it to her breasts. ‘What’s up,  love?’ she asked, quietly. ‘This is damp. Are you feeling ill?’

He shook his head. ‘I’m fine: bad dream, that was all. I shouldn’t have had that cheese.’

She grinned, reassured. ‘When I was a kid, my poor old dad used to warn me, “Eat cheese for supper and you’ll see your granny”, meaning you’ll have dreams. My granny died when I was five and I missed her like hell, so I used to sneak into the kitchen before I went to bed and pinch a big lump of Cheddar, or whatever else was in the fridge. It didn’t work, though: I never did see her.’ She paused as he slipped back under the duvet. ‘Did you?’

‘Did I what?’

‘See your granny?’

He reached out and ruffled her hair, then took the pillow from her. ‘Both my grannies are still alive,’ he reminded her. ‘I don’t need to use dairy products to conjure up visions of them.’

‘What did you see, then?’

A corner of his mouth twisted in a slight grimace. ‘I don’t think I want to talk about it.’

‘Scary?’

‘Weird.’ He gave a shiver, remembering the coldness.

She dug him gently in the ribs with an elbow. ‘Go on, tell me. You’ll feel better. I used to go to this shrink who made me tell him all my dreams.’

As he looked at her, a broad, incredulous smile spread across his face. ‘Why the hell did you need to go to a shrink?’

Lou McIlhenney gave a small frown. ‘For the same reason most people go: my head was messed up. It was after my first marriage went down the toilet. I was depressed, lonely, and drinking a bit. My work suffered in the process. For a while I tried to rebuild my  confidence with casual affairs, but I found I couldn’t do casual.’ She shrugged her shoulders. ‘So I did what any self-respecting actress would do in the circs: I got the name of a Harley Street psychiatrist from my doctor, and I went into therapy.’

Neil smiled again. ‘It worked, that’s for sure.’

She snorted. ‘Two years and God knows how many thousand quid later it worked. The gremlins were gone and I started to do my best work.’ And then she smiled. ‘I still suffered from occasional self-doubt, though. Do you know when I realised for sure that I was cured?’

‘Tell me.’

‘The day I met you: when I went to dinner at Bob and Sarah’s and you were there in the fourth chair, I said to myself, “Louise Bankier, this is your moment. You’re going to have him.” And I did.’

He laughed at her honesty. ‘You were that sure of yourself?’

‘He really was a very good shrink.’

‘And he made you tell him your dreams?’

She nodded.

‘All of them?’

‘Every one, in all the detail I could remember.’

‘Pervert.’

‘That thought did cross my mind, but after a while I could tell him the most intimate things without bothering about it.’

‘Did you ever worry about your dreams winding up in the Sunday scandal sheets?’

‘No. He taped all our sessions but he only worked from notes. He gave me all the tapes; it was his way of making me sure he’d have nothing to gain and everything to lose by leaking to the press.’

‘I can see that,’ Neil conceded.

‘So tell me your dream. I promise I won’t sell it to the Sunday Mail.’

‘They wouldn’t buy it. Just your common or garden nightmare, that was all.’ The vision was still vivid in his mind; he recounted it for her, step by step, until the moment when he snapped awake.

‘I see,’ she murmured, thoughtfully, when he was finished.

‘So what’s your verdict, Dr Lou?’

‘Did you ever have any experiences as a child that related to the dream?’

His forehead wrinkled for a second or two, and then his eyebrows rose. ‘Now you mention it, yes,’ he conceded. ‘When I was a kid, like six or seven, we had a very big snowfall and it lay for a while. My pals and I decided we’d build an igloo in my back garden, as you do. It was a real pro job, just like the Eskimos have, only it wasn’t quite as good as we thought. I was inside it on my own when it collapsed. I was buried in snow and ice and I thought I was going to suffocate in it. Maybe I would have too, but my dad saw it happen and he hauled me out.’

‘There you are, then,’ said Louise triumphantly. ‘Classic case: I’m pregnant, and you’re worried about something like that ever happening to our child. No doubt about it.’

‘Mmm.’ Neil scratched his chin. ‘A couple of small doubts, maybe. I’ve already got two kids, and I never had that dream or anything like it when Olive was pregnant with either Lauren or Spencer.’

‘No, but . . .’

He held up a hand. ‘Something else,’ he said. ‘And this is the scary bit. The woman in the car, the woman driving: it was Olive. It was my first wife, and she took me up there and left me to my death.’




Five

‘Get wid da, get wid da hot funky beat!’

The dee-jay’s voice boomed out of the speaker array, over a heavy, insistent bass rhythm. On the packed floor dancers moved, some in time to the music, others in the mistaken belief that they were. The hall was decked out for the season: paper Christmas trees hung from the roof, and long strands of tinsel were wound round the lighting gantry. Several of the clubbers were wearing party hats.

The man turned to his companion and nodded in the general direction of the stage as the single line sounded out again and again.

‘D’ye think any of those have any fucking idea what that noise is about?’ he asked, flashing a wickedly provocative grin that made his teeth shine unnaturally white in the beams of ultraviolet light that wove random patterns around the club.

The other man shrugged, displaying no interest in the question. ‘Who the fuck cares?’ he growled. ‘Is this mate of yours gonnae show or no’?’

‘He said he would, but he’s an unreliable bastard.’

‘He can rely on a sore fuckin’ face if he pisses me aboot.’ The man’s little eyes screwed up, becoming, for a second, mere pinpricks in his fleshy face as if to  emphasise his threat, and his menace. ‘So can you an’ all. Ah’m fucked waitin’ for this guy. Dis ye want tae deal or no’?’

‘Sure. Same rate as before?’

‘Naw. It’ll be seventy-five this time.’ The man paused. ‘Naw, make that a hunner and fifty: yis’ll be buying yer mate’s as well.’

The sardonic grin was gone. ‘Seventy-five a baggie? What happened tae the fifty quid it wis before?’

‘Inflation. Supply and demand. Call it whit ye like, but that’s the tab, Davie boy. Now stop with the wide-eyed fuckin’ innocence . . .’ He paused and pointed to a third man standing a few feet to the right: around thirty, well dressed, well groomed, a stockbroker out for a night on the wild side. ‘. . . before somethin’ bad happens tae ye.’

Davie boy looked down at his feet. ‘Okay,’ he muttered. ‘Let’s do it. Same place as before?’

‘Aye. Just gies a minute tae get in there first. We dinnae want tae go in thegither.’

‘Like anybody would care in here. Why dae ye use the ladies’ anyway? Why no’ the gents’?’

‘Too easy for the nasty boys tae hide in the gents’. Nae coppers in the ladies’.’

‘Man, they have women polis tae!’

The fleshy face split into what passed for a smile. ‘Ah kin spot thae a mile-off. Fuckin’ dykes, the whole bunch. See yis in there.’ He turned on his heel and pushed his way through the crowd. The lyric, and the beat, thumped on relentlessly.

Davie boy waited for two minutes, checking the time on his watch as it passed. Finally he followed the man’s footsteps. The toilets were on the other side of the hall, two doors a few yards apart, one marked ‘His’. He walked towards ‘Hers’, noting that, as usual,  the stockbroker was standing guard outside. They exchanged a glance as he pushed the door open; the eyes were cold, dispassionate, maybe a little weary of his tedious job.

He stepped inside. There were half a dozen stalls; the second was in use, the door of the fourth bore an ‘out of order’ sign and was sealed with tape, and the others were vacant. A line of wash-basins faced them, and on the far wall were three slot machines, two selling condoms and the third tampons. A blonde in a dress that might have been painted on was feeding pound coins into the Durex dispenser.

The dealer waited until she had left, and until a wiry red-head had emerged from the second cubicle and returned to the hall without washing her hands. There had been no sound of flushing. Davie boy guessed that either she had been badly brought up, or had been injecting; he placed a bet with himself on the latter. As always, neither woman had paid any attention to the two alien invaders, or even looked in their direction.

‘Okay,’ said the dealer, as the door closed on the red-head. ‘Get your fuckin’ money out.’

Davie boy produced a roll from his pocket. He began to peel off notes, then hesitated. ‘Ah dunno, man,’ he muttered. ‘A hunner and fifty’s serious cash tae me. Whit if ma mate disnae turn up at a’?’

The stocky man’s face seemed to stiffen. ‘What if?’ he snarled. ‘Tell ye something, son: we’re here because you told me Ah was going’ tae sell two baggies o’ smack.’ With his left hand, he took two small clear packs of white powder from the breast pocket of his jacket and waved them in the air. ‘You’re no leavin’ till Ah dae . . .’ The eyes became tiny once more. ‘. . . or yis urnae leavin’ at a’. Here’s another “what if” for yis.’ His right hand slipped into his jacket pocket. Davie  boy tensed, anticipating a blade, but instead the dealer produced a Nokia cell-phone. ‘What if I just press that green button there? Ah’ll tell yis what’ll happen. Ma man’s phone’ll ring on the other side of that door. When he sees it’s me that’s callin’ he won’t bother tae answer. He’ll jist come in here and cut your fuckin’ face off.’

As if from nowhere, the sardonic grin was back. ‘Well, Jingle,’ he murmured. ‘Maybe you’d better just press it and we’ll see.’

A look of fury crossed the dealer’s face; a snarl escaped from his lips as he held the Nokia in the air and pressed the send button.

Davie boy took a step to the side, so that he could keep both the dealer and the door in his line of vision. The man he had called Jingle stared at it, waiting for it to burst open, and for the stockbroker to set about his business.

But it stayed firmly closed. Instead, there was a tearing sound as the door of cubicle four ripped free of its sealing tape. A woman stepped out. She wore a black satin trouser suit and her brunette hair was expensively cut; she was pretty, but her face was set and she looked all business.

‘Hey, Mavis,’ Davie boy exclaimed. ‘Jingle here reckons you’re a lesbian. Is that right?’

The woman kicked the dealer, once, twice, on each calf with the pointed toe of her shoe, sending him slumping to his knees, seizing his hands as he fell and holding them in the air for Davie boy to bind his wrists together with plastic handcuffs.

Standing straighter now, and looking altogether different, he wrenched the man back to his feet. ‘I am Detective Chief Inspector David Mackenzie,’ he said. ‘Fettes; Drugs Squad commander. My friends and  enemies alike call me Bandit. This is Detective Sergeant Mavis McDougall, who is, for your information, as straight as a die. But she didn’t take offence at being called a lesbian. No, she objected to you trying to sell me a class A drug, for which offence, Charles “Jingle” Bell, we are placing you under arrest. Now, tell me if you understand the following.’

He recited the formal caution; when it was complete, Bell said nothing, but spat in his face.

‘Thank you,’ said Bandit Mackenzie, taking a paper towel from the dispenser and wiping himself. ‘That’ll come up nicely on the video. Camera’s in the tampon machine, by the way: we reckoned that was the one that’d get the least use. So, in addition to possession with intent to supply, you’ll also be charged with assaulting a police officer. Come on. Let’s get you out of here so the ladies can use their toilets.’

He grasped Bell by the arm and marched him towards the door, which McDougall opened for him. Outside a crowd of clubbers had gathered around the stockbroker; he was face down on the floor, bleeding heavily from the nose, with his hands cuffed behind his back. A long knife lay beside him, and there was a smear of blood on the wall, where, Bandit supposed, his face had hit it, hard. As if to confirm this guess, a muscular man in a leather jacket stood over him, with a foot on his neck. His curly blond hair looked surreal as it was caught in the zooming nightclub lights, and his green eyes gleamed.

‘You will not try that again,’ said Deputy Chief Constable Andy Martin to the prone stockbroker, then he looked up at Jingle Bell. ‘And neither will you, my friend. This may not be my patch any more, but I will not tolerate anyone setting up a dope business anywhere, least of all in a place owned by a friend of  mine. But you weren’t to know that, were you, any more than you were to know that Spike Thomson doesn’t scare easily.’

He smiled, even more wickedly. ‘You and your pal did me favour, though.’ He chuckled. ‘After all these months in uniform, I’ve really enjoyed this wee bit of action.’




Six

They sat side by side on the terrace of their suite in the Pier House, looking out across the Gulf of Mexico, listening to the varied sounds of the resort as they drifted up to them. The sun had vanished below the horizon, but there was still sufficient light for them to take in the waterfront action.

Sarah stretched out her long, tanned legs, resting her heels on the balcony rail and sitting further back in her chair. She swirled the ice round in the Cuba Libre, which she had brought up from the bar, and glanced sideways at her husband. ‘It’s broke, isn’t it?’ she whispered.

‘I guess so,’ he replied.

‘Can we fix it?’

‘I don’t know; my name might be Bob, but I’m no builder. What do I have to do to make it better?’

‘You could start by forgiving me.’

Bob looked into her eyes. ‘I did that on day one,’ he told her. ‘And anyway, it’s a bit rich for me to be forgiving you. I haven’t had an angelic past. Forgiving is no problem, love. It’s forgetting that’s the hard part.’

‘What can I do to make you forget?’

‘Nothing. I don’t think I ever will.’ He gave a small shrug of his shoulders, then reached down to take a can  of Miller Lite from the ice bucket by his side and popped the ring-pull. ‘The question is, can we live with it, with what we know about each other?’

‘I can,’ she answered, ‘if I know that in spite of it all you still care about me.’

‘I do. That’s not in question. Plus, I was a lone parent for most of Alex’s childhood; I don’t really want our three to have that experience.’

‘So you’ll stay with me for the kids, is that what you’re saying?’

‘Not entirely, but that’s a pretty solid reason.’

‘Maybe it isn’t for me, though. I’m lonely, Bob. Consciously or not, you’ve distanced yourself from me; and it’s not just because of Ron. It happened before that . . . in fact Ron and I probably happened because of it. You don’t realise it, but I’ve been really lost. I was going crazy back home, waiting for you to unbend and show me some real affection. Eventually I had to do something drastic: that’s why I ran off here and challenged you to follow me.’

He laughed softly, then took a mouthful of beer. ‘Fine,’ he said. ‘Let it all be my fault, then.’

Something in his tone made Sarah’s eyes narrow. ‘It doesn’t cut both ways, does it?’ she asked. The question seemed to come from out of nowhere, taking him by surprise. A simple snapped ‘No!’ would have dismissed it, but it hung in the air for a second; a second too long.

‘Bob?’ She swung her feet off the railing and turned half round in her chair. ‘Have you been with someone else?’

‘No,’ he replied at last, but she had fastened on to his hesitation.

‘No?’ Her eyes were narrow.

‘No, I have not been with anyone else … certainly not in the Ron Neidholm sense.’

‘In what sense, then?’ The sudden coldness of her tone seemed to be intensified by the warmth of the subtropical evening.

‘You want me to be completely honest? Okay. I met someone recently,’ he said carefully. ‘I find myself attracted to her, and I think it’s mutual, but that’s as far as it’s gone.’

‘Someone at work?’

‘Not in the force, but someone I encountered recently, in a professional situation.’

‘Not a suspect, surely,’ Sarah exclaimed, sarcastically. ‘You didn’t see a hooker and get the hots, did you?’

‘Don’t be silly. I meet a lot of people in my work without feeling their collars.’

‘It wasn’t her collar I was asking about!’

‘Very funny,’ he muttered, unsmiling. ‘As I said, there was an attraction, mutual and inescapable, but no more than that. There might have been, but I didn’t . . . we didn’t . . . because it wouldn’t have been right.’

‘But the attraction is still there.’ There was no question in her tone.

‘I’m here, am I not?’

‘You wouldn’t take that evasion from a suspect, so don’t try it with me.’

‘Yes, it’s still there.’

Sarah stood and looked down at him; then, very slowly, she stretched out her arm and poured her Bacardi and Coke over his head.

‘Thank you for that gesture,’ he said, running his fingers through his wet hair. ‘If I returned it in proportion to our respective sins, it’d probably mean I’d drown you in the bath.’

She stamped off the terrace and into their bedroom; it was almost dark indoors, and she noticed, for the first time, that the red message indicator on the bedside  telephone was flashing on and off. ‘If it’ll help your self-righteousness, I’ll run it for you,’ she shouted at him. ‘But while I do, you’d better check the phone. We’ve had a call, and since nobody knows I’m here, it must be for you.’

He leaped, growling, out of his chair, wiping the drink from his face, then from his hand on to the side of his shirt. He grabbed the receiver and pushed the play-back button.

‘Bob,’ said a female voice. ‘I need to speak to you, urgently. Call me please, as soon as you get this. I’ll be at the flat; the time doesn’t matter.’ It was Aileen de Marco, and she sounded as angry as he felt. He crossed to the dressing-table, aware that he was being watched, picked up his wallet, and retrieved from it the card that she had given him, with her home number written on the back. He knew that it would be long past midnight in Edinburgh, but he took her at her word and dialled it.

The Scottish Justice Minister answered on the third ring. ‘Yes?’ She sounded wide awake.

‘It’s me. I just got your message. Where’s the fire?’

‘It would be in Tommy Murtagh’s jockeys if I had anything to do with it. I’m going to resign, Bob, first thing in the morning; but I wanted to tell you before I did it. I’m sorry to break in on you, but I just had to talk to you, especially since you’re at the heart of it.’

‘Hey,’ he exclaimed, taken aback, ‘hold your horses, Aileen. What’s this about? What’s Murtagh done?’

‘He’s appointed himself God. Those five terrorists that you and your people arrested two weeks ago: our esteemed First Minister has decided, himself, without reference to Cabinet colleagues, that they will not be tried in Scotland. Instead they’ll be handed over to the Americans, right away.’

‘What? All of them?’

‘All five.’

‘But three of them were minor people.’

‘It doesn’t matter. The Americans want to interrogate every terrorist they can get their hands on, just in case they know the slightest thing that might be important or could lead them to the top guys in the network that they haven’t caught yet.’

‘Murtagh hasn’t done this off his own bat, though.’

‘Of course not! He’s had his orders from Downing Street.’

Skinner laughed. ‘Even though they’re illegal.’

‘It’s not funny.’

‘I know. It’s pathetic. I take it you’ve told wee Tommy how you feel.’

‘Loud and clear, but it made no difference.’

‘What about the Lord Advocate? They’re in Crown custody: it’s his shout.’

‘What do you think?’

‘Enough said. But listen to me now. Who will gain if you quit over this? The Scottish Executive? I don’t think so. The five people you’re talking about? They won’t even know about it. This is international arrogance, and while the fact that Murtagh’s gone along with it should cost him his job, there’s no reason why it should cost you yours.’

‘He’s half threatened to fire me for disagreeing with him and demanding a Cabinet discussion. I’m just going to beat him to it, that’s all.’

‘Call his bluff. He won’t dare: you’re too popular. He might like you to quit, but he can’t sack you.’

Aileen paused for a few seconds. ‘But, Bob,’ she said, ‘if I stay in post, it’ll look like I support him.’

‘No, it won’t, not after I’ve done a bit of judicious leaking to the press. I can play these boys at their own  game, don’t worry. Now please listen to me: say nothing to Murtagh tomorrow. Stay in your job. There’s nothing you can do that’ll alter what’s going to happen. None of these people are UK nationals, so they’ll go. There may be a small row about it, but it’ll soon blow over. Even if it does damage the First Minister in the long run, it won’t cost him his head now. What you must not do is allow the wee shit to manoeuvre you out of the Executive. You’re his biggest potential threat, and everyone knows that, but only if you’re in office, so do us all a favour and bloody stay there.’

‘Okay,’ she acknowledged, grudgingly. ‘I’ll think about it.’

‘No, just do it.’

‘If that’s what you really believe is best, I will.’

‘I do, honest.’

‘Right.’ She sighed. ‘You know, you don’t sound surprised by any of this.’

Skinner chuckled. ‘Sorry, Aileen, there’s little or nothing you politicians can do to surprise me.’

‘You can’t be pleased by it, though.’

‘No, I’m bloody livid, as the Lord Advocate is about to find out.’

‘You’re not going to call him, are you?’

‘On the instant.’

‘Look, be careful. Don’t do anything that’ll put you in jeopardy.’

‘I’ve been doing that for years, so don’t worry about me. Now get some sleep.’

‘Okay, I will. I’m off to my bed.’ She took a breath. ‘How’s things, by the way?’

‘If I knew I’d tell you. So long.’

‘Good night.’

He hung up and turned to find Sarah looking at  him. ‘That was her, wasn’t it?’ she said. ‘Aileen. And going by the conversation, that would be Aileen de Marco, the Justice Minister, wouldn’t it?’

He nodded.

‘Then we’re done. I could tell by the way you talked to her: you used to speak to me like that.’

He took two steps towards her and tried to put his hands on her shoulders, but she twisted away. ‘Look,’ he murmured, ‘you’re reading too much into it. I like her. She believes in the same things I do, and she’s a member of a rare species, a politician who can make a difference. We bat for the same team, Aileen and me.’

Sarah snorted. ‘Bob Skinner in bed with a politician; that’s rich. Of course, she isn’t the first, is she? There was that other one a few years ago.’

‘Shut up, please,’ he found himself begging.

‘Yes, sir,’ she hissed. ‘You want to know the truth, Bob? There’s only one of your mistresses that I can’t stand, the one that I’ve never fought because I know I’ll always lose, and that’s your bloody job. You want to leave me for Aileen de Marco, fine. You want to have an affair with her and stay with me, fine. But God help her in the long run, for sooner or later she’ll try to put herself above your job, and that’ll be the end of her too.’

‘So what do you want me to do?’

‘Quit!’ she shouted. ‘How many times do I have to say it? That’s what I’d like you to do to save our marriage. Resign from the force. You’ve given it all your adult life; now you owe your family some.’

He walked away from her and across to the wardrobe, going through his jacket pockets until he had found the palm-sized computer that she had given him for his most recent birthday. He switched it on and scrolled though the phone numbers stored there until  he found the one he sought, then walked back to the phone, picked it up again and began to dial.

This time he had to wait much longer before his call was answered. This time, the voice on the other end sounded sodden with sleep. ‘Grassick,’ it croaked.

‘Milton,’ he barked. ‘It’s Bob Skinner here, and I’m hugely pissed off.’

‘Do you know what time it is?’ the Lord Advocate groaned.

‘I don’t give a damn what time it is. I’m a policeman and I’m concerned twenty-four hours a day when I hear of the law being broken. So should you be: you’re supposed to be the head of our prosecution system, after all.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You know bloody fine what I mean. I’m talking about the five terrorists we arrested last month. They’ve been charged with various counts of murder and attempted murder; you and I both know they’re as guilty as sin. Now I hear you’re letting Murtagh pack them off to the US, without any trial for those crimes.’

‘Not the US,’ Milton Grassick replied, wearily. ‘Cuba. And there’s no point in trying to interfere now: they were handed over to the Americans at midnight, and flown out of Turnhouse on a military jet.’

‘Magic! So they’ll be interrogated, without any legal or personal representation, and once that’s done, they’ll probably be stuck before a secret tribunal, then shot.’ Skinner drew breath, as if to keep his anger in check. ‘The most appalling thing about this,’ he went on, ‘is that you’re a Scottish law officer. You’ve got legal and constitutional duties and you’ve ignored them all. These people weren’t just in your custody, they were in your care. They had a right to offer a defence against extradition, and they’ve been denied it.’

‘There are great issues at work here,’ Grassick protested.

‘None of them greater than natural justice,’ Skinner fired back. ‘Is this what you went to the Bar to do, Milton? To subvert the law and ignore every human-rights accord ever signed? I know that when I took my oath of office it said bugger all about that. As my wife’s just pointed out to me, I’ve spent my lifetime upholding a justice system that I believe in. Now I’m expected to sit on the sidelines and watch you and Murtagh piss all over it. No chance. I can’t do anything about the First Miniature, but I can do something about you.’

‘Such as?’ The Lord Advocate summoned up a degree of belligerence.

‘Such as make a citizen’s formal complaint to the Dean of the Faculty of Advocates about your professional conduct. And you know what? Even if it’s a token gesture, I think it might just be upheld. It might not mean your resignation, but it will for sure put a big barricade across your cushy road to a judge’s robes. Sleep on that, mate.’

He slammed the phone back into its cradle and turned back to Sarah. ‘With guys like him in office, you want me to quit?’ he said, quietly. He stripped off his stained shirt and walked back out to the terrace. Settling back in his chair, he picked up his beer, drained it in a single gulp, then took another from the ice bucket and ripped it open.

She followed him out and sat beside him. ‘I’m sorry about the scene,’ she murmured, looking out at the quayside below.

He tossed a little beer towards her, splashing it on her white cotton top. ‘There.’ He grinned at her, gently. ‘We’re quits.’

‘But are we really?’ she asked.

He took another drink. ‘No, I don’t suppose we are. I can have a career and be a good father, Sarah. Most people can. Ask Alexis if she felt deprived as a child.’

‘Very few people are as driven as you, Bob. You’re hard to live with.’

‘So hard I drove you into another man’s bed?’

‘No, that was different. I didn’t do that out of pique.’

‘Maybe you should have waited for him all those years ago: given the guy a chance to get football out of his system.’

‘That would never have happened; Ron couldn’t have kept that promise. He was as driven as you are in that respect. Once he’d finished playing it would have been coaching or the media, or whatever, but still the same circus.’

‘Yet you asked him to quit too?’

‘Not in so many words, but I suppose I did.’

‘You know that I won’t, not as long as I’m fit to do the job?’

‘Yeah.’ She sighed. ‘I know.’

‘So don’t force me to a choice.’

‘I won’t, if it’s between me and the job. If it’s between me and Aileen de Marco . . . well, that’s another matter.’

‘Let’s just say it isn’t.’

‘In that case I’m the one who has to make the choice.’

‘Whether you love me enough to stay?’

She looked at him. ‘Do you love me enough to ask me?’

‘I’m not going to do that. You have to want me, warts and all, short-tempered, obsessive bastard that I am.’

‘And the kids?’

‘The kids will have the education we’ve planned, whatever way it goes. Let’s agree that much right now.’

Sarah nodded; she reached out and squeezed his arm.

‘I have to go back,’ he told her.

‘I know.’

‘Tomorrow.’

‘Yes.’

‘And you?’

‘If it’s okay with you, I’ll take another few days out here. I’m calm now. I was a mess when I ran away from Edinburgh; I was on the edge of making an ass of myself, but now I feel better. If nothing else, our shouting match tonight has finally got a lot of stuff out of my system. Now I can think about the future with a clear mind.’

Bob smiled and ran his fingers through his sticky hair. ‘I’m glad about that. You take all the time you need. I’ll tell the kids you’ve got some stuff to sort out over here.’

‘Mark might not believe you.’

‘I can be persuasive, even with him.’

‘I promise you that I’ll come back in plenty of time to make sure that they all have a great Christmas. We can talk about everything then. You okay with that?’

‘Deal.’ He finished his beer and glanced down at the ice-bucket; it was empty. ‘Dinner?’ he asked.

‘Yes. Have a shower, and then we’ll go out. Let’s eat lobster at Alonzo’s . . . and I promise not to throw any over you.’




Seven

Detective Chief Inspector Neil McIlhenney made a point of being first to arrive each morning in the Special Branch suite. So he was surprised, when he reached the door of the outer office, to see light shining through the glass panel.

He turned the handle and stepped inside, expecting to find DC Alice Cowan behind her desk; instead he saw the dark-suited stocky figure of Assistant Chief Constable Willie Haggerty. ‘Morning, sir,’ he said. ‘How did you get in here? This is supposed to be a secure area.’

‘I’m an ACC, for fuck’s sake,’ the gruff Glaswegian replied. ‘I’m supposed to be able to go anywhere in this building.’

‘Not into my room, though,’ said McIlhenney, walking across to his private office and holding a key in the air. ‘I put my own lock in it when I took over from Mario McGuire, and there’s only one other guy has one of these.’

‘Aye,’ Haggerty grunted, as he followed him into the modest room, ‘and I can guess who that is. Where is he, by the way?’

‘How should I know?’

‘Because you’re his best mate in this building.’

‘He doesn’t tell me everything, though.’

‘And even if he did, I don’t suppose you’d tell me.’

‘Not if he didn’t specifically ask me to.’

The assistant chief glowered at him. ‘Maybe you’ve been in this job too long, Neil. You SB guys can get too comfortable with secrets.’

‘That’s the whole point of us SB guys, isn’t it?’ McIlhenney countered cheerfully. He walked over to a small fridge in the furthest corner of the office and took out a bottle of water. He did not drink tea or coffee, and very little alcohol. ‘Want one?’ he offered. ‘Or a Pepsi?’

Haggerty shuddered and shook his head. ‘Did you know about the terrorists?’ he asked. ‘The ones you lot lifted last month.’

‘What about them?’

‘They’re off to the cages in Cuba.’

‘Eventually, you mean?’

‘No. Now, I mean. They were handed over to the Sherman Tanks last night and flown straight out. The Chief Constable just told me; the First Minister’s private secretary only told him after it had happened, and he’s not best pleased about that. The Solicitor General will advise the court this morning that all charges against them have been deserted; he’ll say that it’s pro tem, but it might as well be simpliciter, permanently. We’ll never see them again.’

‘Neither will anyone else,’ McIlhenney murmured. ‘I knew that a couple of them would go sooner or later, but I heard that everybody had agreed they’d be tried here first.’

‘Not everybody, the Americans didn’t. The Lord Advocate signed the release papers yesterday.’

‘It gets them out of our hair, I suppose, but I know somebody who will not be at all happy about it.’

Haggerty glanced at him. ‘Naw, he won’t. In fact, he’ll go ballistic when he finds out.’ He took a breath. ‘There’s other things he’s missing out on as well. What do you know about Greg Jay?’

‘Between you and me?’

‘Of course.’

‘I know that he’s unpopular with his men, and that the general view is “Don’t take your eyes off him.” I’ve never served under him, but I have seen him in action and I didn’t like what I saw. He was good in his time, though, and he got where he is, divisional CID commander, on the basis of results. Why are you asking?’

‘Because he’s gone.’

‘Gone?’

‘Taken early retirement. Big Bob didn’t say anything to you about it, did he?’

The DCI shook his head. ‘Not a word.’

‘Is that so? Big McGurk, his assistant, had heard nothing about it either, and I think Bob would have told him if he’d known, even if he didn’t say anything to you.’

‘What happened?’

Haggerty gave him a shrug and a blank ‘don’t know’ look. ‘Nothing. He saw the chief last Monday morning, and told him he wanted to go by the end of the week. He said he didn’t want any fuss made: no announcement, retirement piss-up or anything like that. He wanted to leave very quietly.’

‘He probably figured that if they’d passed the hat round for him, it’d have come back empty.’

‘Maybe that’s all it was,’ the ACC conceded. ‘Still,’ he mused, ‘it intrigues me when a guy does something like that. It usually means he’s dodging the bullet, or he’s been made a good offer somewhere else.’

‘Do you want me to find out?’

‘Naw, leave it. He’s no’ worth your time.’

‘As you wish.’ McIlhenney smiled. ‘You’re full of surprises this morning, sir.’

‘Ah, there’s lots more than that, though: this’ll be news to you as well. We had a return visit from Andy Martin last night.’

Yet again, the big DCI was caught off guard. ‘How come?’ he asked.

‘A bit of inter-force co-operation. You know Andy has a friend who owns a disco, or club, or whatever?’

‘Spike Thomson? Sure.’

‘Okay, and do you know a guy called Charlie Bell?’

‘Jingle? Yes, I know him. He used to be a runner for Tony Manson, then for Dougie Terry; got scared and left town after Dougie got done. Strictly small change.’

‘Not quite so small now. Bell and a minder called Richard Cable . . . Do you know him?’

McIlhenney frowned. ‘Richard Cable? Is that his real name?’

‘It was the name on his driving licence and his credit cards.’

‘Not one I’ve heard, then. Has he got previous?’

‘None that anybody can trace so far. Anyway, Jingle, with him backing him up, started moving drugs through Andy’s mate’s club a couple of weeks back; they told him that unless he kept his eyes and his mouth shut he’d never be able to open them again. The guy . . .’

‘Spike?’

‘Called Andy straight away and reported it to him. Andy came to the DCC and told him, on the quiet; Bob brought me in on it because he was up to his balls in the papal visit, and asked me to brief Bandit Mackenzie. He’s new in town, so we guessed right that  Bell wouldn’t know him. Bandit staged a couple of buys last week, just to test the ground, then went back last night. Got a result; lifted them both.’

‘Did you say Andy was there?’

Haggerty smiled and nodded. ‘He asked me if it was okay: I told him to be our guest. While Bandit and Mavis MacDougall were in lifting Bell, Andy took care of Cable. The eejit pulled a knife on him; he actually cut his leather jacket. He got his nose smashed for his trouble as well.’

McIlhenney chuckled. ‘He’s lucky that’s all he got burst. Andy loves that jacket: it’s the only uniform he ever liked wearing.’

‘He might be a happy boy, then,’ Haggerty grunted. ‘Maybe he won’t be stuck in one at Tayside for too much longer.’

‘What do you mean?’

The ACC tapped his nose. ‘Just a feeling I’ve got,’ he chuckled. ‘I don’t see Andy as a long-term Dundonian, that’s all.’

‘Thank you, sir. Is that all this visit was about: to wind me up about things I don’t know?’

‘Not quite. The chief had another call this morning, and he asked me to tell you about it. We’re having a visit tomorrow afternoon from friends in London, and he wants you in on it. Most important of all, they want Bob to be there; their top man insists on it, in fact.’

‘Special Branch?’

‘Of course not: they’d have called you direct. No, they’re from MI5, the Security Service.’

‘No point asking what it’s about?’

‘None. As per usual they won’t tell us till we’re all in a room that’s been swept for listening devices.’

‘Is that why you wanted to know where the DCC is?’

‘Mainly, yes.’

‘Let me guess: so does Sir James, and he told you to ask me.’

Haggerty looked sheepish.

‘Silly games, sir. You weren’t testing me, were you? Trying to ease me into telling you things I shouldn’t?’

‘Nothing was further from my mind,’ said the ACC disingenuously.

‘No, of course not: you wouldn’t do that.’ McIlhenney smiled, affably. ‘Anyway you and the chief can relax. He should make the meeting. I had a call from him at half six this morning. He’s flying back today from . . . where he’s been; he gets into Glasgow tomorrow morning. I’m picking him up. He might be like a bear from the jet-lag, but he’ll be there.’




Eight

Aileen de Marco liked her office. It looked out and down over the Old Town of Edinburgh, and if she got close to the window and leaned to the left, she could see the castle.

In her days as a Glasgow councillor, she had thought that its Victorian marble-lined City Chambers was the finest public building in the world. She had been as loyal a Glaswegian as there was, and had regarded Edinburgh as a pompous place, which looked down its civic nose at the rest of Scotland. Yet now that she was there, installed as a minister in Scotland’s first home-based legislature in almost three hundred years, she had to admit that there was something about St Andrews House, for all its allegedly fascist architecture, that she liked even more.

It stood on the site of the old Calton jail . . . legend had it that its execution chamber was still in existence, used as a store deep in the cellars . . . and it had little of the opulence of its George Square counterpart, which had been built to emphasise Glasgow’s proud position as the second city of the Empire. Yet it had its own aura, drawn from the city around it.

It was a cold winter day, and the view was hazy, as if  the traffic-crippling fog of a few weeks before was threatening a come-back, but the great dome of the Bank of Scotland headquarters on the Mound, with the silver Christmas star on top, still stood out on the skyline, between the crest of St Giles Cathedral and the tall spire of the Assembly Hall that had given the Scottish Parliament its temporary shelter.

She would never give up this room without regret, she realised.

She had just settled into her chair, and was about to buzz for Lena McElhone, her private secretary, to bring in the morning’s in-tray, when the unlisted phone on her desk rang. She wondered if it was Bob again, calling to make sure she had done nothing reckless, but then she realised that it was the middle of the night in Florida.

She picked up the receiver. ‘Yes?’

‘Ms de Marco?’ a male voice asked. ‘Lord Advocate for you, ma’am.’

‘Put him through,’ she said, icily.

‘Aileen, how are you?’ Milton Grassick began.

‘Still here,’ she replied. ‘Are you surprised?’

‘Relieved, actually. I wanted to talk to you about your meeting in Bute House yesterday, with Tommy. I gather it was hostile.’

‘I don’t think it was even as friendly as that.’

She could almost hear Grassick wince. ‘You threatened resignation?’

‘Was the First Minister smiling when he told you that?’

‘I have to say that he didn’t sound too concerned. I am, though.’

‘Nice of you, Milton,’ she said, casually. ‘But isn’t it a bit late for that?’

‘You haven’t . . .’

She paused for several seconds, letting the silence build. ‘No,’ she told him, at last.

His sigh of relief seemed to explode down the line. ‘Thank goodness for that. Listen, Aileen, if anyone should go over this it’s me. I had a call from Bob Skinner in the middle of the night; he made his feelings very clear and even threatened to embarrass me publicly. He’s not a very nice man when he’s angry, is Mr Skinner, but I rather think his view will be shared by most of the police service. It’ll be difficult for me to work with him, and maybe with the chief constables, from now on. So I think I may well . . .’

‘Tommy won’t let you,’ she told him, bluntly. ‘Your resignation would be seen as a condemnation of his decision . . . or, rather, of his surrender of his powers to London.’

‘He may have difficulty . . .’ Suddenly Aileen was distracted by the sound of her door opening. Lena McElhone slipped into the room. ‘Hold on, Milton. What is it, Lena?’ she asked.

‘The First Minister wants you,’ her private secretary replied. ‘Now, was what he said.’

‘Okay.’ She returned to the phone. ‘Milton, I’ll need to go. You-know-who’s calling for me. Listen, don’t you do anything rash; if you feel your position is untenable, do what Lord Advocates have always done, promote yourself to the Supreme Court bench. I’ll support that.’

There was another silence, shorter this time. ‘Let me consult a few people about it,’ he murmured. ‘There is a vacancy, and I could probably persuade the Judicial Appointments Board to approve, but . . .’

‘Think about it; now I really must go.’ She hung up and followed McElhone from the room.

The First Minister’s office was almost identical to her own. The furnishings were a little grander but that  was the only difference the eye could detect. Tommy Murtagh looked even smaller behind his desk; she looked at him as she closed the door behind her, but saw nothing in his eyes that gave away what he was thinking.

‘Thank you for taking the time to see me,’ he began.

She looked for sarcasm in his tone, but could detect none. ‘My time is your time,’ she said. As she spoke, she heard the door open again, then close.

She turned: a tall, slim, man had followed her into the room. He looked to be in his fifties, with muddy grey eyes. His only distinguishing feature was a high forehead, accentuated by a receding hairline. ‘I want you to meet someone, Aileen,’ Murtagh continued. ‘Sit down, please, both of you.’ He pointed to two chairs that faced his desk. They were exceptionally low-slung; she knew that he liked to look down on his visitors. She would have preferred to stand, but she did as he asked, keen to see what was coming.
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