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It was only a small scream.

Not much of a scream at all, really. Yet it had a profound effect on Bob Skinner.

His broad shoulders and his ramrod straight spine, which had been rigid with tension, relaxed and sagged. In the same instant his eyes overflowed with hot, sudden, unexpected tears. They ran down his face, mingling with the sweat of the two-hour drama in which, although only a bit player, he had been involved as intensely as the two principals.

The scream, spontaneous from the shock of the first inflation of the lungs, faltered quickly, became for a second or two a hiccuping splutter, then settled into a long-drawn-out wailing cry.

Bob Skinner stared in awe at the miracle of new life, at the infant fresh from the womb, held upside-down before him by the young doctor whose white cap and mask seemed to add lustre to the shining blackness of his face. Then, through his trance, Bob felt the pressure of his wife’s strong grip and turned towards her. His mouth shaped words, but no sound came. He was for that time, indeed for the first time in his forty-five years, struck quite dumb.

Sarah said it for him, ‘We have a son.’ She looked back  towards the baby, as his crying took on added volume with the cutting of the umbilical. A few seconds later, he was swaddled and placed in her arms. She kissed the tiny forehead above the slitted eyes, oblivious of the smears of blood and mucus.

‘Welcome to the world, James Andrew Skinner,’ she whispered.

Bob’s left arm slipped round her shoulders as she lay propped up on the delivery table, legs still spread in the position of birth. He leaned down and peered at the white bundle of soft blankets, looking into his son’s face for the first time. The power of speech returned. ‘Yes, wee fella. Hello, there. You’ll like it out here, I think, Master JAS. Hope you’ll like us.’

‘No doubt about that, copper,’ said his wife. ‘Hey! JAS - I like the sound of that. James Andrew Skinner, aka Jazz. Spelled J-A-Z-Z. That’s what we’ll call him. Yes, Bob?’

The new father threw back his head and laughed. The movement loosened his surgical cap, and he shook it off completely, freeing his thick, steel-grey hair. ‘Yes! That’s great. Our boy Jazz. It sort of suits him doesn’t it. He looks pretty cool already.’

The baby’s crying had stopped. The crumpled face had begun to relax, a wrinkle line across the forehead disappearing as it did. A small right hand forced its way from within the bundle. Very gently, Bob touched the tiny palm with his index finger. The fingers closed in a reflex action on its tip. He was amazed by the strength of the grip. ‘My God! Feel that.’

Sarah nodded. ‘I know. I am a doctor, remember. The human animal is proportionately stronger, in relation to body weight, at the moment of birth, than it will ever be  again, even suppose it grows up to be an Olympic weight-lifter.’ She offered the middle joint of her little finger to the bud-like mouth. It clamped on tight, and began to suck voraciously. ‘Ow! Jazz, baby, what have I let myself in for?’

The young nurse who had handed Sarah her baby for the first time returned and took him back, to have all his regulation parts checked and counted, to be weighed, to be washed and to be spruced up generally for his debut. Bob glanced at the big wall-clock, to mark the time in his memory. It was two minutes before midday on Sunday the twelfth of May.

He helped a second member of the delivery team restore Sarah to a more conventional and comfortable position, with her back propped up on the birth table high enough for her to be able to watch the first nurse at work.

The new-born Jazz Skinner was stretched out on the blanket which had served as his first robe, while the girl washed him gently, from top to toe. ‘Look at him, Bob,’ said Sarah. Fit as she was, her breathing was still slightly heavy from the exertion of the birth, and its irregularity gave an added edge to the wonderment in her voice. ‘Look at him. He’s just like you.’

Bob beamed, then chuckled. ‘Hair’s a bit darker, though!’

‘Yes but it looks as if it’ll lie the same way once it’s dried off. And look at the shape of his body; how long and lean he is. Just like you. And his little face: that frown line above the bridge of his nose. That’s yours, too.’

He squeezed her shoulder. ‘Sarah, love. He’s like all new-born babies. He’s got a face like a well-skelped arse, and he will have until he opens his eyes properly. Talking of  arses, when the doc held him up there, something looked familiar. That’s one thing of yours he’s got, at least.’

‘Bob!’

‘Come on, girl. That’s a compliment. You’ve got the nicest arse in Edinburgh!’

‘Hmm. Wonder if you’ll still say that when you see the effect carrying young Jazz has on it?’

‘’Course I will. Anything on you is the best by me. You’re a wonder, Doctor — sorry, Professor — and you’ve just proved it again.’

From the breathless moment when they had confirmed it, using an over-the-counter test kit, through to the uncomplicated delivery, two days early, in the grandly-named Simpson Memorial Maternity Pavilion within the crowded precincts of Edinburgh Royal Infirmary, Sarah’s pregnancy had been a model — without major upsets for either mother or father. Bob had been outraged on one occasion by a junior doctor’s description of his thirty-year-old wife as an ‘elderly prim’, but had been mollified by Sarah’s explanation that the term was medical jargon for first-time mothers over twenty-five.

Alex, Bob’s daughter by his all-too-brief first marriage, had been born over twenty years before, in an age and under a regime in which fathers were excluded as a matter of policy once their biological task had been completed. So the growth of Sarah’s bump, and the gestation process of the individual who had just emerged from the dark chrysalis of the womb as his son Jazz, had been in effect as new an experience for him as for his wife. He had shared in the preparation every step of the way, attending all of Sarah’s training classes, and the consultant’s sincere inquiry as to whether he wished to attend the birth had been  greeted with a sternly raised eyebrow and a curt, ‘Of course.’

Even Bob’s work had seemed to co-operate in allowing him to spend as much time as possible at his wife’s side. After a terrible twelve months, with drama following drama, life had become, since the previous September, even quieter than was normal in Edinburgh. It was as if the city’s criminal underclass had been awed by the grand scale of the crises of the previous year, and cowed also by the force with which Assistant Chief Constable Robert Skinner had dealt with each one. As a result, Skinner had been able to establish a normal working routine for the first time since his promotion to Executive Officer rank. Even the demands of his ‘second job’, as security adviser to Andrew Hardie, the recently appointed Secretary of State for Scotland, had slackened off, through a general lessening in the terrorist threat.

So marked had been the change that, in addition to sharing the routine tasks of Sarah’s pregnancy, Bob had been able to resume his stewardship of his police force’s karate club and rejoin the squash ladder. He had even entered, for the first time in five years, the spring knockout golf tournament, where his path to the final had been blocked by a suspiciously good fourteen-handicapper who would now find it difficult as a result, or so it was hinted by colleagues, ever to escape from the humdrum of the traffic department. The new routine had been badly needed therapy for Bob Skinner, after a year during which he had faced the greatest challenges of his life, shocking himself at times by the things of which, in hours of need, he had proved capable, encountering an inner self whose existence he had never suspected, and whose ruthlessness he feared.

But now, as the young nurse put his son into his arms for the first time, the questioning voices within him were stilled. Perched carefully on the table, he looked down at tiny Jazz, looking for his own likeness, and finding it, as Sarah had said he would, in the quiff of hair which fell over the child’s forehead, and in the strange deep vertical line between his eyebrows. The baby blinked, and Bob was sure that he was peering at him, trying to focus on his face, adjusting his eyes to these strange new phenomena of light and movement that had come into his world.

For months, Bob had anticipated this moment when first he would cradle his son in his arms. He had thought of many profound, wise, and probably pompous things that he would say to him. But, now that the time had come, there were no words. Only the widest smile of his life, only the happiness of journey’s end, only the private thought: ‘If you can do this, Skinner, you’re okay. You’re okay.’


He kissed the tiny forehead. ‘And you’re okay, too, Jazz my boy ... and how!’ he said softly.

He held the baby proudly, as the nurses eased Sarah into a wheel chair, and he followed as they pushed her back along the corridor to the private room in which she had been installed on their arrival at the hospital three hours earlier. She climbed into bed gingerly, but still smiling. Without waiting to be asked, Bob bent and passed their child, from the cradle of his arms, to his mother. He stripped off his green robe and tore open the Velcro fastening of the face mask which hung around his neck, forgotten until that moment. Throwing both on to a chair beside the window, he walked over and retrieved his leather jacket from the small wardrobe facing the bed. ‘Let’s tell some people,’ he said, and took his mobile  telephone from the right-hand pocket. He switched it on and punched in an American number, handing the small instrument to Sarah as he pushed the SEND button. ‘Your father.’

The call was picked up on the fourth ring.

‘Dad? Sorry, that’s Grandad!’ She cried a few happy tears with her father in New York State, then, promising to write, said her goodbyes.

Bob took back the phone, and called his daughter. As he had anticipated, Alex was at home in her Glasgow flat studying for the last of her university Law exams, in hot pursuit of a first-class honours degree.

‘I am sorry, Pops,’ she said, after he had broken his news. ‘I am twenty-one years old, and I just cannot get my head round the idea of having a baby brother. He’s going to have to call me Auntie — that’s all there is to it.’ She laughed at the other end of the line. ‘Seriously, I am so pleased for you both. And so proud. He’s a new chapter in all our lives, and you know what? We deserve him.’ Her voice sounded suddenly wistful, almost vulnerable.

Bob’s third call was to another mobile. It rang out several times; then, just as a puzzled look began to creep across his face, the ringing stopped.

‘Martin.’ The man on the other end sounded testy, annoyed at the interruption.

‘Skinner.’

Detective Superintendent Andy Martin’s tone changed in an instant. ‘Bob! News?’

‘Aye, news indeed, uncle. James Andrew Skinner checked in around half an hour ago. He and his mother are both A1 — repeat A1, my boy.’

‘Bob, that’s wonderful. No problems?’

‘None at all.’

‘Smashin’. Hey, did you say Andrew?’

‘Yes ... Sarah’s idea, of course. I don’t know which is more dodgy: naming him after two coppers or after two saints. Anyway, we’re not going to call him either one. His using name’s going to be Jazz - that’s spelt as in Acker Bilk. It sort of suits his American half. He’s a well-behaved wee chap too; hardly a murmur since he was tidied up.’

‘Terrific. When can I come to see him?’

‘You can come today, if you like.’ He glanced at Sarah for confirmation, and saw her nod vigorously. ‘They’re in the posh parent ward, so visiting hours aren’t a problem. Come this evening if you like.’

‘Fine. I should be clear by then.’

‘Okay. Where are you just now? You sounded a bit grumpy when you answered.’

‘Looking at stiffs still gets me that way. I’m at a murder scene.’

Skinner frowned. Since his promotion at the beginning of April, following a three-month secondment to the Los Angeles Police Department, Andy Martin had been in command of the force’s Drugs and Vice Squad, two formerly separate units combined by Skinner into a single department because of the strong link between narcotics and prostitution, and the AIDS-related dangers which this trend had created.

‘What are you doing at a murder?’

‘Ah, boss, this isn’t any old murder. The stiff here’s a celebrity.’ Martin paused, and Skinner’s eyebrows rose. ‘But you don’t want to know about this just now, do you?’

‘Come on, boy. Who’ve you got there?’

‘Well, if you insist. Tell Sarah you forced it out of me,  though. The guest of honour here is only Mr Tony Manson, that’s all.’

Skinner’s surprise expressed itself in a low, drawn-out whistle. ‘Terrible Tony! Murdered? There’s no doubt it was murder?’

‘If it wasn’t, he’s made a bloody good job of hiding the suicide weapon.’

‘Where are you?’

‘At his place, out in Barnton. I’ll show you the pictures tomorrow.’

‘Trinity? Oh yes, I remember. I knocked that house over a few years back, when I was doing your job. Found bugger all, of course.’ Skinner paused. He glanced over at the bed. ‘Listen, Andy. Stuff the pictures! Keep him on ice. This one I’ve got to see for myself. Sarah and wee Jazz will probably go for a sleep soon. I’ll be down then.’
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The dead ones bothered him so much more now.

Before ... well, before it had been part of the job. He had been called in and there they were: carcasses, no more than that. It didn’t matter whether they had been men, women or children. At the moment of his first contact, they were all just victims, and Skinner had been able to deal with them on that basis, however bloody the remains, however cruel the killing.

Oh, he had been righteously angered on many occasions. There had been a child killer a decade ago; Bob had seen to it, with a word to an assistant governor, that the man’s first night as a convicted prisoner had been spent in open association with the rest. His next three weeks had been spent in hospital, and all the years since then in segregation. Yet, on the whole, Skinner had coped dispassionately with the nasty side of the job. It was, after all, an essential part of leadership. It had helped him take the fast track to his present exalted position as Assistant Chief Constable and head of criminal investigation in Scotland’s capital, a city whose cruel streak is never shown to the tourists but which lurks there, nonetheless.

Yet Bob Skinner, like the great majority, had reached his forties without ever having seen another human being  actually die, without looking into a person’s face as the last breath was drawn. Now he had been there, done that. In fact, he had done more — much more. Now, every time he was called to a murder scene, the centre of attraction was more than just a victim. Skinner found himself stepping into that person’s mind, thinking their thoughts, forming a picture of that last moment, not as an observer but as a participant experiencing the rage and terror of the life as it was stolen.

‘Theft. That’s what murder is.’ As he opened the heavy brass-bound front-door, flanked on either side by a row of four granite curling stones, Skinner recalled a sombre speech made to a police-force dinner party by a senior judge. ‘The most serious theft of all: the theft of life, of time, of years unfulfilled. And for what? Once it’s stolen, it can’t be used. It has no resale value, no value to anyone other than its owner, to whom of course it is beyond price. Mostly, the theft takes place without thought, in a moment of anger, and is regretted the instant it is done. But life isn’t a magazine filched from a rack, or a can of beans from a supermarket shelf. You can’t sneak a stolen life back to the shop and pretend that nothing happened.’

The eyes stared at Skinner, upside-down, as he climbed the staircase. The head lolled backwards over the landing; the dark hair looked as if it was standing on end, the mouth hung open, grotesque and oddly obscene, the tip of the tongue licking out over the top lip. The banisters hung by shreds of wood. They were solid mahogany, yet they had been smashed by the bulk of the body and the force with which it had crashed backwards through them.

The tableau of death offered a surreal and stark contrast to the scene in which Bob had been involved only four  hours before, and the private room in the Simpson where he had left mother and son asleep. From birth to death in twenty minutes, he thought. His mind swam for a second, and a violent shudder ran through him.

Andy Martin was waiting for him in the upper hallway at the top of the staircase, with Alan Royston the force press officer.

If Martin had noticed Skinner’s reaction, he gave no sign. ‘Stone cold, boss. There’s hardly any blood. Single puncture wound straight into the heart. Whoever did this either knew exactly where to hit, or they were dead lucky.’

‘Whoever did this didn’t rely on luck. How long has he been dead?’

‘The doctor’s first guess was that he was done between one and two a.m. The cleaning lady found him. She lets herself in around nine every morning.’

‘He lived alone, still, did he?’

‘Always has done. He’s never been married. The odd girlfriend, but mostly he used the tarts from his saunas.’

Skinner grunted. ‘Hmm. A man of simple tastes, then. Who’s the senior bod here from Division?’

The answer came from a room off the landing. ‘So far, it’s me, sir. DI Donaldson’s on leave, and Miss Higgins is over in the west, crewing her brother’s yacht on the Clyde.’ The husky shape of Detective Sergeant Mario McGuire appeared, framed in the doorway.

‘Where’s Roy Old?’

‘Away in Hawick with the Chief and Brian Mackie, looking after the Princess Royal,’ said Martin.

Skinner nodded. ‘Of course. Right, Mario, what have we got, then?’

‘Here, sir?’ said McGuire. ‘Not a lot, you might say.  Only a very dead Anthony Manson. Owner and operator of a dozen housing-scheme laundrettes, eight takeaways, six dodgy lock-up public houses, four saunas of ill repute, and one curling club complete with blue-chip membership to make Tony there look halfway respectable. The ideal setup for the biggest drug baron in Scotland.’

Skinner laughed ironically. ‘Come on now, sergeant. The late Mr Manson has never been charged with a single crime or misdemeanour. Okay, so half a dozen of his former employees are doing time for dealing, but that’s still no reason to speak ill of the dead.’

McGuire snorted. ‘The only thing I’ve got to say to the dead, sir, is, “Cheerio, Tony, you won’t be missed.” We all know what he was.’

Skinner nodded. ‘So the place is clean, then. He hasn’t left anything we can stick on him beyond the grave?’

‘Clean as a whistle, boss,’ said Martin. ‘Not as much as a Beechams powder.’

‘What about motive? Any chance it was a house-breaking interrupted?’

Martin grinned, raising his blond eyebrows. ‘Who’d be daft enough to burgle Tony Manson, boss? No sign of theft. His jewellery’s untouched, the video’s still there, and there’s a few thousand in cash in a drawer in his desk downstairs.’

‘So what do we know?’

‘Not a lot, so far. He took a taxi home from the casino in Kent Street a bit after midnight. We traced the driver. Tony bunged him a tenner tip apparently. He’d had a good night. There was a glass with the end of a whisky in it, in the study downstairs. It looks as if he came in, had himself a nightcap, and wandered up the stairs. Your man — and it  has to be a man, from the way the body was rammed through that balustrade — seems to have been waiting just inside the bedroom. Tony’s prints are fresh on the door handle. He opens the door, and...’ The sentence tailed off, unfinished.

Skinner leaned over the body. ‘With a knife, too, lads. Now that’s unusual, if this was a contract job. I have only once, that I can recall, seen a hit where a knife was used. And we cleared that one up. You know the usual story: the pros nearly always use big-calibre pistols, or sawn-offs.’

‘Mm.’ Martin nodded his agreement. ‘That’s right: weapons that don’t leave any room for doubt. And it wasn’t as if there was any need to be quiet about this one. You could fire a cannon in here and the folk next-door wouldn’t hear, the houses are so far apart.’

‘Another thing,’ said Skinner. ‘If this was done by a specialist act, he’s from out of town. From out of Scotland, I’ll bet. If this guy had worked up here before, I’d have heard of it. And that could paint a very scary picture. Tony never allowed any organised opposition to develop in Edinburgh. A hard guy in a horrible trade, but at least with him around we’ve known the extent of the problem, and we’ve been able to keep it in check. I think he even had the sense a few years back to realise that he was going over the score, and to rein himself in. So if someone’s had him bumped, that could mean a takeover bid. That’s the devil we knew lying there, that heap of dead meat. If we’re going to face a new team, Andy, it looks as if I’ve put you in charge of the squad in the nick of time.’

‘Thanks, boss. Thanks a million. You’re always doing things like this to me. Mind you, I’ve had no sniff of any  rival bidders for Tony’s franchise. I’ll put out feelers when we get back to base.’

‘Yes, and I’ll put Maggie Rose to work, trying to trace similar killings through the PNC. I’ll have Brian Mackie check his network, too. You never know, this could even have been overseas talent.’ He turned. ‘Mario, you’ve searched the place once. Now do it again, looking for anything funny — anything that doesn’t seem natural.’

Skinner called to the press officer. ‘Alan, you’re free to make a statement to the media outside. You can’t confirm without formal identification that this is Tony Manson, but tell them that no one will sue them if they say it is. Beyond that, just say that a full-scale murder inquiry is being set up. Then we can sit back and wait for the GANG WARS headlines that we will surely see tomorrow.’

Skinner paused and smiled. ‘And while we’re waiting, you, Andy, can come back to the Simpson and meet your new godson.’
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‘No danger of him growing up to be a ballet dancer. Look at the size of those feet!’

‘Just a minute, Martin! That’s my wee brother you’re talking about.’ Alex Skinner laughed and threw her arms in delight around Andy’s broad shoulders, as they perched on the edge of the bed.

His vivid green eyes sparkled as he glanced sideways at her. ‘And your father!’ he said. ‘Where d’you think he got those plates from? Tell you what, Sarah, it’ll be special-order trainers for him by the time he’s fourteen.’

Bob looked across at Alex and Andy, thoughtfully. They had each come through terrible times, only a few months before. In the aftermath they had seemed to come closer together in their friendship, each helping the other to heal. The medicine seemed to have worked. Sitting side by side, they looked for all the world like two happy people without a care. But, still, Bob fancied that he saw the occasional shadow pass across his daughter’s face, and noted a sombre side to his friend’s sunny nature that had not been there a year before.

Sarah was seated at the window, in a high-backed armchair, cradling Jazz in her right arm. His shawl — a Skinner family heirloom in which Alex herself had once  been wrapped — was loosened, and one corner hung towards the floor. Golden evening sun flooded in, washing over mother and son, and glinting in the grey of Bob’s hair as he leaned over the chair back. He whistled softly, and Jazz looked upwards toward the sound, curiosity stilling the kicking of his feet ... which were, Bob had to admit, generously sized.

‘Do you hear what that policeman’s saying about us, wee man. Good honest working feet those are. Just made for pounding a beat. Which is what that cheeky bugger’ll be doin’ before too long, if he doesn’t watch it! He’ll make a good godfather though, Jazz. Biggest gangster in the force, so the boys say. Your godmother will see you okay, too. You Baptists don’t have some rule against sisters being godmothers, do you, love?’

Sarah smiled across at Alex. ‘If we did, I’d look for another church that didn’t.’ She switched her glance, and her grin, to Andy Martin. ‘So, Superintendent, where did you drag my old man off to this afternoon, the moment our eyes closed? Didn’t you think he might be feeling as tired as we did?’

Andy shook his blond head, throwing up his hands in a fending-off gesture. ‘I didn’t drag him anywhere, honest. He dragged himself. It wasn’t any old crime scene either, mother. Talk of godfathers: that’s who this was — Edinburgh’s own. One Tony Manson.’

Sarah’s eyes widened. ‘Even I’ve heard of him! What happened? Wish I’d been there.’

‘Steady on, Sarah,’ said Alex. ‘You’re out of that line now. You’re a professor, remember.’

‘Ah, but I can still be called in to crime scenes!’

Five months before, when word of her impending  withdrawal from general practice had reached the Principal of Edinburgh University, Sarah had been made a surprising and totally unexpected offer. The Faculty of Advocates, the Scottish Bar, had just agreed to sponsor a new chair of Criminal Forensics and Pathology within the University’s Medical School, and was pressing for a high-profile appointment. Without Bob’s knowledge, Archie Nelson, the recently elected Dean of Faculty, had proposed Dr Sarah Grace Skinner, already recognised, after less than two years in post, as Scotland’s leading police surgeon. Recognising both the power of the paymaster and the merit of the appointment, the Principal had approached Sarah, and offered her the chair on a three-year tenure. When she had recovered from her surprise, Sarah, with Bob’s agreement, had accepted, and had been installed as Scotland’s youngest professor. She had spent the latter part of her pregnancy planning her course, and working on her lectures, which were scheduled to begin with the new term, in the autumn.

‘So, come on, boys,’ she said. ‘Tell me about it. My professional curiosity’s well wound up now.’

Bob sighed and shrugged his shoulders. ‘Well, if you insist. But there was nothing spectacular about it. Single blow with a long-bladed knife, Dr Banks said. Victim taken by surprise by an intruder, late at night. It’s likely he was half asleep, and so an easy target. Banks is doing the PM himself.’

‘Banks!’ Sarah snorted. ‘Couldn’t you have got Burke and Hare? They’d have done a better job. What else did that horse-doctor have to tell you?’

‘What more should there be?’ asked Bob, but even as he spoke he recognised that the doctor’s scene-of-crime  examination had been perfunctory. And he knew that his wife had a special talent. She could look at a murder scene and put together a description of the crime which would later prove unerringly accurate.

‘What more?’ said Sarah. ‘Plenty! How tall was the attacker? Was it a man or woman? Was he or she left-handed or orthodox? Did Manson do any damage himself ? All that stuff.’

Bob smiled. ‘Come on, love. Don’t be so hard on the man. I’m sure all that’ll be in his PM report.’

‘Yes, and he’ll give you the Derby winner, too! Listen, your people are going to be under pressure on this one. You can guess what the media coverage will be like tomorrow. Let me help. I’m going to cool my heels in here until Wednesday at least, practising the nuts and bolts of this motherhood thing. Why don’t you bring me in the PM report and the photographs tomorrow, and I’ll try to fill in some of the gaps that Banks will have left?’

Bob opened his mouth to protest, but his wife fixed him with a look which told him that refusal was not an option, so he closed it again. Andy and Alex, looking on from their bedside perch, smiled at this silent exchange.

‘Okay, Prof, if it’ll make you happy, I’ll do that. You’re in a strong negotiating position today, I suppose. See what you’re up against in life’s battles of wills, wee Jazz?’

As if in response, Jazz wriggled in Sarah’s arms, released a mewling cat-like cry, and turned his face towards his mother’s breast in a gesture which was pure reflex, but which could have only one meaning.

Sarah laughed. ‘I think you’ll find that this one won’t  take no for an answer either! Go on you lot. Go and wet his head, or whatever. I’ve got some mothering to do here.’
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‘It’ll be the standard routine, sheer back-breaking drudgery, this investigation, but it’s the only way.’

Two men and a woman faced Skinner across his rosewood desk in the big office located in the command suite of the ugly, hybrid building in Fettes Avenue which was Edinburgh’s police headquarters. Detective Inspector Maggie Rose, the ACC’s recently promoted personal assistant, sat to his left, a notebook on her lap, ready to record decisions taken and orders issued. Ranged beside her were Detective Chief Superintendent Roy Old who was Skinner’s immediate deputy, Andy Martin, and Detective Superintendent Alison Higgins who had day-to-day responsibility for criminal investigation in Edinburgh’s Eastern Division.

‘Neither our own criminal intelligence sources nor the PNC has thrown up any hint that Manson had been a target, or has given us any warning that a rival outfit might have fancied his territory. Yet all the evidence points to this having been a premeditated murder. The attending officers went over the place twice yesterday, the first time with the cleaning woman, and the second time with Manson’s lawyer. They both said that everything looked normal and that no valuables seemed to be missing.’

He glanced around at them, then continued. ‘That  means we have to look into every area of Manson’s life, both the legitimate side and the things we’ve never been able to nail down before. I want every one of his managers brought in for interview. Put them under a bit of pressure, especially those we’ve got under the closest observation already. We know that Tony was too cute to push stuff through all his places at once. He only ever ran his candy stall in one place at any given time, always moving it around to cut down our chances of nailing the operation.’

‘How did the buyers know where to go then, sir?’ asked Superintendent Higgins.

Skinner raised an eyebrow in surprise at the question. ‘Come on, Alison, these are addicts we’re talking about. They’ve got a bush telegraph that’s like no other. Word gets round like lightning. But it’s a very tight-knit club, and difficult for us to penetrate. We had an informant for a while, who gave us three or four tips that led to dealer arrests, but she died of an overdose. We suspected at the time — in fact I’m still bloody certain — that her death wasn’t an accident. Since then, all we’ve been able to do is try to read Tony’s mind, and keep an eye on some of the places that haven’t been used in a while, hoping to catch one of them dirty. That’s worked precisely once over the years. My darkest suspicion is that Manson had one of our own people on his payroll. Maybe now he’s dead, we’ll have a chance of finding out whether I’m right-or, I pray, proving that I’m wrong.’

He paused, to look out of the picture window, contemplatively, for a second or two.

‘That’s another thing I want done. Interview Manson’s lawyer, accountant, bank manager, everyone who was ever involved with him in business. See if any of them know of  any argument he had in the pubs, the laundrettes, the curling club, anywhere. Interview every bugger you can find who ever knew Manson. His hairdresser, the taxi driver who brought him home, the cellar men in his pubs, the whores in his saunas, everyone. Andy, you and your Vice people interview the women. They’ll be on first-name terms with most of them. Divisional CID does the rest. Roy, if you need an overtime tab for all this, just let me know what it’s likely to run to, and I’ll ask the Management Services Director to adjust the budget. It’s boring old stuff, as I say, but it’s all we have.’

He turned to DS Higgins. ‘Alison, you scrutinise all the interview transcripts, and report to Roy daily, in summary. You, Roy, keep me in touch. Anything that you think I should see, get it to me right away. I’ll be around until Wednesday, then I’m taking a few days off. I’ll still be close by, though.’

He sat forward in his chair and put his hands palm-down on the desk. ‘Right, that’s almost everything. Maggie, Andy, could you leave us now. Mags, check if the PM report is in yet. If it is, make me an extra copy and get me a full set of photos, scene-of-crime and postmortem.’

Maggie Rose nodded and left the room with Martin. As the door closed behind them, Skinner turned back to Old and Higgins. He looked the woman straight in the eye, suddenly serious. ‘I’ve got a bone to pick with you Alison. I don’t think it’s too clever to leave a detective sergeant as acting divisional head of CID. Presumably you knew that Donaldson was on leave, and that Roy was away with a Royal.’

The detective superintendent, reddening, nodded her close-cropped blonde head.

‘In that case, you should have known better than to put yourself out of reach at the same time. It’s as well that big McGuire is a good operator, and that Andy Martin was available, otherwise you’d have been in the shit. Look, you know me. I try to be even-handed. That means, whether you’re a detective constable or detective superintendent, if you screw up, I’ll tell you. Now, you’re fairly new in rank and in post, and I’ve got faith in you. I won’t chop you for one error of judgement. But for two of the same kind, I will. Make sure that this is part of the learning experience. Okay?’

‘Yes, sir.’

Skinner looked across at Old. ‘You can consider your arse kicked, too, Roy. As Alison’s line commander, when she drops one, it’s down to you as well. Make sure that none of your divisional supers make the same mistake.’

He paused, easing the atmosphere with a smile. ‘And don’t go taking it out on Alison.’

Old, looking relieved, smiled in his turn, and shook his head vigorously.

Skinner stood up, and his two colleagues followed. He led them out into the corridor of the command suite. ‘Okay, into battle. Remember, every detail might fit together with another detail, and amount to something. So note every tiny piece of information. Good luck.’

As Old and Higgins disappeared through the swing doors at the end of the corridor, Skinner turned to look for Maggie Rose — to find her standing behind him, comb-bound reports and photographs held in both hands.

‘That’s Banks’s report, is it?’

The red-haired Inspector nodded.

‘Did the big man tell you all about his moment of glory last night, then?’

‘Oh yes, sir. Every detail, every fingerprint. I’m surprised he hasn’t got himself into the photos.’

Skinner smiled. Maggie Rose and Mario McGuire’s eighteen-month relationship had just been formalised by an engagement, and by their acquisition of a new flat in Liberton, in the south of the city.

‘What he has got himself into is a stretch of overtime. He could be in for a few late nights.’

Maggie’s smile brightened. ‘Good, that’ll take care of the curtains.’

As Skinner turned to go back into his office, she called after him. ‘Oh, boss, Sir James’s secretary called. He just got in. Can you look in on him.’
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The big silver-haired man rushed across the room, hands outstretched when Skinner entered. ‘Congratulations, Bob! I couldn’t be more pleased for you and Sarah. Both doing very well, I hear. What did he weigh?’ He paused. ‘Now why do people of my age always ask that?’

Sir James Proud, the Chief Constable, was Skinner’s mentor. Their relationship had become even closer over the past eighteen months, until Skinner had come to see Proud Jimmy — as he was popularly known — almost as a father figure.

Skinner laughed. ‘Thanks, Jimmy. Eight pounds and twelve ounces, they said. That’s one thing that hasn’t gone metric yet. Not in the Simpson, at least.’

‘So what the Hell are you still doing here? Why aren’t you on paternity leave?’

‘Things to do, Chief. Getting the Tony Manson show on the road, for one.’

‘Yes. That fairly knocked our Royal Visit off the front page. What d’you think, Bob — is it a “gang war”?’

‘Buggered if I know. Tony Manson must have had a thousand small-time enemies, but obviously one was serious enough to put a contract out on him. At least that’s how it looks. A thoroughly professional job.’

As they sat at his low coffee table, Proud Jimmy pointed to the comb-bound documents which Skinner carried. ‘Are those part of it?’

‘Mmm. Autopsy report and the picture gallery.’

‘Why the extra set?’

‘I’m taking them in to let Sarah have a look.’

The Chief Constable’s jaw dropped in a sudden comic gesture. ‘You’re joking!’ He paused for a second, and a smile spread across his face. ‘But of course you’re not. That’s typical Sarah. Off you go to see her, then. Her and wee James Andrew.’

‘That’s Jazz, Chief.’

‘Eh!’

Skinner smiled and nodded. ‘His name. It suits him down to the ground. You’ll get used to it.’

‘I’m sure I will,’ said the conservative Proud Jimmy. ‘Hope he does.’
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If Sarah felt any reaction to her physical exertion of the previous day, none was on show to the world.

She sat at the window, fully dressed and lightly made up, ready to receive callers. When Bob arrived just after eleven a.m. he found her reading a magazine. Jazz was sleeping by her side, in his crib.

‘Mornin’, Mom,’ he said. He bent into the crib and kissed the baby gently on the cheek. As he did, he caught the sweet milky scent of his breath, and felt a totally unexpected thrill. For a second, Bob’s eyes moistened once more. When he turned towards Sarah, she was standing facing him. He took her in his arms and kissed her long and lingering.

‘Sarah my love, you are an incredibly clever woman, to create someone like that.’

She smiled. ‘At another time I’d call you a patronising so-and-so. But right now, as it happens, I agree with you.’

Her foot bumped against his briefcase, and she looked down. ‘Have you got them? Good. Now let me try to show you what else I’m good at. Gimme.’

She sat down again while he unlocked his case, and took out the reports and photographs. ‘There, get stuck into that  lot. You can keep the report, but I’ll take the pics back with me. We can’t have them lying around here.’ Behind him, Jazz made a small sound in his sleep. ‘I’ll tell you what. You get started, and I’ll show my son off to the world, and the world off to my son.’

Terribly carefully, as if he were handling explosives, he lifted the baby from the crib and, holding him in the crook of his left arm, stepped across to the window. ‘Good morning, Edinburgh,’ he said, softly. ‘May I present James Andrew Skinner, your newest citizen and potential man-about-town. Now there, Jazz, is a phrase that should be brought back into the language. That’ll be you: Jazz Skinner, a man about town of your time.’

The baby’s eyes blinked open and looked up at him. Bob grinned broadly. The corners of the baby’s mouth twitched upwards. ‘Hey, Sarah,’ he whispered. ‘He’s smiling at me!’

Behind him she laughed. ‘Wind, darling. It’s wind.’

He looked back down at Jazz, whose eyes were wider open now, peering, as if focusing on Bob’s grin and mimicking it. Turning the baby to face the window, Bob tilted him up slightly. ‘There you are, my son, let me present to you your city, Edinburgh as ever is. That nice tree-lined bit out there is called the Meadows. Looks nice, doesn’t it. They play cricket there at weekends in the summer. Maybe you will too. And they have Festival shows there, in tents. I’ll take you to one, soon. There are swings, too. We’ll like swings, you and I. It’s a real utility place the Meadows.’

Jazz looked towards the window, as if weighing his father’s words, and contemplating treats to come.

‘That’s enough excitement for now, though,’ said Bob.  As gingerly as he had picked him up, he laid the child, still less than a day old, back down in the crib. ‘We’ll take another walk later.’

He turned towards Sarah, and found her still scanning the autopsy report, turning pages quickly, pausing every so often at something which she found of special interest. The bound sheaf of photographs lay at her feet, open at a close-up shot of the fatal wound.

Bob sat on the edge of the bed and waited silently for several minutes, watching her as she studied, admiring the depth of her concentration, amused by the occasional furrowing of her brow as she considered the implications of different parts of the report, frequently snorting and shaking her head as she found something with which to take issue. Eventually, she laid the book in her lap and leaned back in her chair, looking over at Bob.

‘For a professional report, this shows some of, but not all, the imagination of a particularly dense rock. It tells you that Manson was killed by a knife-wound to the heart — and that’s it. Mary the tea-lady in my old surgery could have told you the same! No suggestions, no conclusions, nothing that will take your inquiry one step further. I suggest that in future you use this man for looking after the police horses ... no, maybe not.’

‘What do you draw from it, then?’ said Bob. ‘Can you make suggestions?’

She shot him a look which was almost withering. He smiled at her professional pride.

‘Yes. The first is a heavy probability; the second is a God-damned certainty! I’ll excuse Banks the first one, but the other ... My God! A horse-doctor, I tell you.’

She leaned over and picked up the book of photographs. ‘How big was Manson?’

‘Tony? About five-eleven, I’d say. Weight? Let’s see, he was a light-heavyweight boxer when he was young. That would make him twelve-and-a-half stone in his prime. He hadn’t run much to fat, as you can see from the photos. Let’s say fourteen stone, tops.’

‘Age? Oh, yes, the report said forty-eight. Reasonably fit?’

‘For sure. He could still have done his own bouncing in the pubs if necessary ... not that any of his regulars would have been so daft. What does all that tell you?’

Sarah paused.

‘What I think it tells me is that whoever killed Manson was someone he knew, and he was either expecting or wasn’t surprised to see.’

‘How do you work that out?’

She paused again, considering her answer, examining her logic once more before committing herself. Eventually she leaned forward in her chair and looked him earnestly in the eye.

‘This is a tough guy, right. A no-nonsense guy. A hard man, as you would say.’

Skinner nodded.

She lifted up the book of photographs from her lap, and turned to a wide-angle shot of the death scene that she had marked with her thumb. ‘This is exactly as your people found it, yes? I assume all of them knew to touch nothing.’ Again, Skinner nodded. ‘Right, look at the door. Fresh prints on the handle, and it’s all the way open. That means that Manson was all the way into his bedroom when he was  attacked. And a fresh thumb-print on the switch means that the light was on.’

She turned back to the close-up shot of the wound. ‘Look here. The angle of entry, as Banks describes it, and the force of the wound can mean only that he was attacked from the front by a strong right-handed person, let’s assume a man. He was stabbed, and then he was run backwards, all two-hundred pounds of him, fast enough to smash that damned heavy balustrade when he was forced into it. For that to have happened, there must have been no defensive reflex at all from Manson as he was being attacked with the knife. If there had been, then not even Arnold Schwarzenegger would have been able to generate the sort of force and speed with which he was moved backwards. And he must have been travelling that fast for the body to have such an effect on that solid wood.’

She paused, considering her words. ‘Now you’re Tony Manson, major operator, experienced villain of repute, afraid of nothing and very hard man. You walk into your bedroom, switch on the light and there’s a stranger facing you with a knife. Even if he’s coming at you fast, you react. It’s your instinct. So even as he’s sticking the knife into you, you’re moving against him, resisting, your last active thought being to take a pop at this intruder. You’re heavy, so even a strong man will have trouble holding you up, let alone moving you backwards.’

She shook her head. ‘No, Bob, I believe that Manson came into the room, switched on the light, saw someone that he knew, and was so surprised that he was frozen, his muscles completely relaxed as he was killed. Look at his face, even. He died with his jaw dropped and his eyes wide open ... in surprise. The man just slammed right into him  with the knife and kept moving, making sure to get him down, to be able to finish him if he had to. Only he didn’t. He’d done the job first time of asking. That’s how I see it. Questions?’

Skinner looked at his wife, considering everything she had said. He stood up from the bed and walked across to the window. He gazed out at the Meadows for a few seconds, still thinking, then glanced back over his shoulder towards Sarah. ‘Could he have in fact resisted, and could they have struggled together back through the doorway on to the landing?’

She shook her head with conviction. ‘No way. The wound is too clean and too deep; and that way the body wouldn’t have developed pace enough to smash the balustrade. Look at the photos — see how solid it is.’

He cast his mind back to the day before, and nodded his agreement. ‘Yes, you’re right. They were built to stop people falling, those things, not to simply give way. ‘Could he have been attacked from behind by a stranger, and stumbled backwards?’

‘Again, no way. The angle of the wound is wrong. No, either Tony was a closet wimp and froze with fright — ’

‘You can rule that one out!’

‘ — or he was surprised to death.’

Skinner looked at her for a few seconds more, then smiled. ‘Okay, Prof. If that’s your heavy probability, I’ll buy it. Now what’s your certainty.’

She smiled back, pleased, and picked up the photographs once more. As she flicked through them she asked, ‘Was Manson left-handed?’

‘Eh? Buggered if I know.’ Bob’s forehead wrinkled as he searched his memory. ‘Hey no! Wait a minute! I remember  seeing him box once; must be twenty-five years ago. He was a southpaw. Yes, that would mean that he was left-handed. Why d’you need to know?’

She found the photograph for which she had been looking. ‘See here.’ She held it up to Skinner. Taken at the postmortem, the shot was a close-up view of the ends of the fingers of Manson’s left hand, facing palm upwards.

‘Yes?’

‘Standard practice at an autopsy: look under the fingernails.’ She turned to the next photograph. ‘This is what they found under the nails of Manson’s left hand.’ Skinner looked again. The ragged bits were magnified so that, in the colour exposure, Skinner recognised them easily as scraps of skin all flecked with blood, and one clearly with tissue attached.

He stared back at Sarah, his question clear in his eyes, and she answered at once.

‘The knife’s gone in. Manson’s dead but he doesn’t quite know it yet. Even as he’s hurtling backwards, with the blade in his heart, his left hand clamps on to the wrist holding the knife. Like this.’

She reached up and grabbed his arm, her palm underneath, her fingers touching the base of his hand.

‘The nails dig in, deep. It’s a death grip. When he goes down, the man rips his hand free, and Manson’s nails tear a great chunk out of his wrist. Just about there.’ As she released him, she stroked the area which she had held. ‘When you find the man who killed Tony Manson, you may take it from me, he will have either deep, ragged scratches or — if you don’t catch him that quick — small scars on the inside of his right wrist.’
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‘What are you implying, Mr Skinner?’

Richard Cocozza, Tony Manson’s lawyer, and now executor, leaned forward aggressively. Skinner disliked the man intensely. He had always believed that he must be completely aware of all the details of Manson’s business activities, legitimate and covert. Though he was not by nature vindictive, he had long harboured a secret dream of catching Cocozza in some situation that was either criminally or professionally compromising. With Manson dead, that dream had dwindled to the faintest of hopes. Now the little man’s reaction fanned that antipathy once more.

‘Implying, Richard? What should I be implying? In the two days since your client was murdered, we have learned nothing from our inquiries that suggests any motive. Now, I am asking you and Mr John to allow my officers access to his personal and business bank accounts to see if they throw up any line of inquiry.’

The two men, lawyer and detective, sat facing each other on either side of a grey-surfaced designer desk in the office of the senior manager of the Greenside branch of Bank of Scotland. The banker, Andrew John, a burly, bearded figure, leaned back in his swivel chair, sensing the animosity, but remaining silent as the exchange developed.

‘You expect me to believe that’s all you’re after?’

Skinner shook his head. ‘I don’t give a toss what you believe. I’ve explained to you what we want. Tell you what, though, the way you’re going on, I’m beginning to think there might be something in there that you don’t want me to find. We’ve always taken the view that Tony Manson was far too careful ever to have tried laundering any drug money through the legitimate businesses. Don’t tell me we were wrong about that. Because if it turns out that we were, if we can trace large unaccounted movements of cash in and out of any of those accounts, we’d have to take a very close look at you and at what you might have known. Is that what your problem is, Richard? Is that why you’re being obstructive?’

The fat little lawyer sat bolt upright, trembling with indignation. Whether this was real or pretence, Skinner did not know, but he was pleased that the man’s customary arrogance had been rattled.

‘I’m not being obstructive!’

‘Then why the questions? Why aren’t you falling over yourself to help us find out who killed Manson? You can’t want me to go to Court. We both know what the Law Society would think of that.’

He stood up and walked over to the first-floor bay window, his back turned to Cocozza as he looked across Picardy Place, past the life-size bronze statue of Sherlock Holmes — his fictional colleague - and beyond to the Paolozzi sculptures, vastly different in concept and execution, which dominated the pedestrian way in front of the Roman Catholic Cathedral. Skinner watched the traffic, as it circled the Picardy Place roundabout and exited in three directions: towards Princes Street, towards Leith, towards  the west. In mid-morning May the traffic was relatively light in comparison with the peak summer months, when tourist cars and camper vans would abound.

For almost a minute only the traffic noise could be heard in the panelled office. Finally, Andrew John broke the silence. ‘Look, Mr Cocozza, we’re all busy people. You’ve no good reason not to agree to this, and you know it. So can you stop wasting our time!’

Skinner turned around. ‘It’s all right, Richard. There’ll be no comeback. Tony’s dead, remember.’ He paused. ‘Or is it the guy who killed him that you’re scared of?’

Cocozza flushed, and suddenly Skinner knew that he had hit the mark.

‘Very well. If it’s in the interests of justice, I’ll agree. With the proviso that the files do not leave this office, and that I am present whenever your people have access to them.’

Skinner nodded. ‘Suits me. I’m sure points will come up that we’ll have to ask you about.’ He looked towards the manager. ‘Do you have a spare office for my people?’

‘Sure. When?’

‘Now. They’re waiting outside.’
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‘At times like this, sir, d’you never wish you were back in the clean air of Special Branch?’

Detective Sergeant Neil Mclihenney leaned his broad back against the drab grey wall of the windowless room. It still smelled of its last occupant, and perhaps, of two or three earlier ones.

Andy Martin smiled. ‘Come on, Neil. We’re doing a worthwhile job here too.’

‘Maybe so, sir, but these low-lifers ... It’s the constant procession of the miserable bastards that wears me down. Shifty-eyed, lying so-and-sos, and every one o’ them in need of a good scrub. At least the agitators and general nutters we used to keep tabs on in the SB had nothing against underarm deodorant.

‘Christ, that last tart we had in here — she was fuckin’ honkin’.’

Martin laughed out loud. ‘Aye, it must be working in a sauna that does it! All that sweat! Still, I wasn’t kidding when I asked you to come to Drugs and Vice with me. I said it’d be a challenge.’

‘Fine, but what you didn’t say was that the challenge would be in keepin’ down your lunch!’

Martin and Mcllhenney had been interviewing non-stop  for six hours in the Torphichen Place office, near Haymarket Station. Since nine a.m. they had seen and questioned a constant stream of managers and staff from Tony Manson’s four saunas. The managers had all been picked up early that morning and ordered to provide complete lists of their staff — present and recent past. The responses of the four managers to Martin’s questions about Tony Manson were so similar that it was clear the men had been well schooled.

‘Mr Manson? A gent.’

‘Mr Manson? Used to drop by every now and again to check on the takings. No, no, he never handled cash himself.’

‘What d’ye mean, did he use any particular girls? Ah don’t run that sort of place.’

The women had been a different story. Although none would say, it was clear that they regarded Manson’s death as liberation from a form of bondage. Most were ready to talk ... within reason. But one went way beyond that.

Martin had recognised Big Joanne at once. When he had first encountered her on a street corner off Leith Walk — he in his uniform, she in hers — she had been more than something of a looker. Ten years on, he had been impressed to note that, even with her thirtieth milestone a year or two behind her, and hauled out of bed early after a hard night’s work, she was still holding it together.

‘Ah remember you! PC Martin it wis then. My, youse has fairly come up in the world.’ Her transplanted Glaswegian tones were a contrast to the clipped Edinburgh accents with which Martin and Mcllhenney were used to dealing.

‘Tony Manson? Good riddance. Every workin’ girl in Edinburgh should chip in a pony for the guy that did it. A fuckin’ brute, he was. Once a lassie went tae work in one of  his places, she wis dogmeat. There were only three ways out: get knocked up, get the clap, or get marked by a punter. Tony, he wid use the places like a harem, any time he felt like gettin’ his end away ...

‘Away games? Sometimes. Every now and again, he’d pick up a lassie and take her out tae his place. A Tony takeaway, he used tae call it. Ah’ve been there a couple of times myself ...

‘Did he have any specials? If you got out tae Barnton more than once, ah suppose ye might have thought ye were special ... until the next time he came in and took someone else! There was supposed tae be one lassie, though, that he did fancy. She didnae work in the same place as me. She was in that one down near Powderhall. Her name wis Linda somethin’ or other. Apparently she was out at Tony’s place a lot. Eventually she only did turns at the sauna fur Tony’s pals. Too good fur the ordinary punters, so they said. Ah did hear that Tony kent her frae somewhere else. She’s no there ony mair though. She must have got knocked up, or got the clap, or got cut, ‘cos she stopped workin’ awfy quick ...

‘Drugs? Know nothin’ about that, Mr Martin. Nothin’ ...

‘How much did he pay us? Where did ye get this guy, Mr Martin? We paid Tony, son. The workin’ girls paid him!’

And that had been that. The sum total of six hours’ work. They had checked the staff lists of the Powderhall sauna, but there was no mention of any girl named Linda. They had brought the manager back in, but he had been as tight-lipped as before. ‘Linda? Linda who? Linda bloody Ronstadt for all I know. Never had anyone by that name working at my place.’

Mcllhenney pushed himself off the wall against which he had been leaning. The heat of his body left a sheen on the dirty paint. ‘That’s us finished wi’ the low-life, sir. What do we do next?’

‘Just keep on looking for Linda, Neil,’ said Martin. ‘That’s all we’ve got.’
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‘You didn’t expect it to be easy, did you?’ sneered Richard Cocozza.

Alison Higgins’ jaw dropped when she saw the folders stacked on the table in the small office.

‘There are thirty-two files in total, Superintendent,’ said Andrew John. ‘Each separate business has its own account. Take each laundrette, takeaway, pub, sauna, and the curling club, and you have a total of thirty-one accounts. Then there’s a central Premier deposit account into which cash surpluses from each are transferred annually. That’s kept at around a hundred thousand pounds. Cash surpluses beyond that go to longer-term investments. Any questions?’
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