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Praise for Ian Rankin


‘Rankin’s ability to create a credible character, delivering convincing dialogue to complement sinister and hard-hitting plots set against vividly detailed atmosphere, is simply awesome’


Time Out


‘Rankin is streets ahead in the British police procedural writing field … our top crime writer’


Independent on Sunday


‘His ear for dialogue is as sharp as a switchblade. This is, quite simply, crime writing of the highest order’


Daily Express


‘Rankin writes laconic, sophisticated, well-paced thrillers’


Scotsman


‘Ian Rankin bridges the gulf between the straight novel and the mystery with enviable ease’


Allan Massie


‘First-rate crime fiction with a fierce realism’


Sunday Telegraph


‘Rankin uses his laconic prose as a literary paint stripper, scouring away pretensions to reveal the unwholesome reality beneath’


Independent


‘His fiction buzzes with energy … Essentially, he is a romantic storyteller in the tradition of Robert Louis Stevenson … His prose is as vivid and terse as the next man’s, yet its flexibility and rhythm give it a potential for lyrical expression which is distinctively Rankin’s own’


Scotland on Sunday
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To Allan and Euan,
who set the ball rolling.




Epigraph


Not my accent – I didn’t lose that so much as wipe it off my shoe, as soon as I started to live in England – but rather my own temperament, the prototypically Scottish part of my character that was chippy, aggressive, mean, morbid and, despite my best endeavours, persistently deist. I was, and always would be, a lousy escapee from the unnatural history museum …


Philip Kerr, ‘The Unnatural History Museum’
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Whenever I’m on tour, I’m always on the lookout for local music and bands I haven’t heard of. On my first trip to New Zealand, I was sitting watching TV in my Auckland hotel room and liked the snippets of music I heard on an advert for the latest album by the Mutton Birds. I didn’t know the Mutton Birds, but they seemed to be popular in New Zealand. At tour’s end, I found myself with an hour to kill at the airport and some spare currency. I bought the album at a CD booth, and listened to it back in Edinburgh. There are plenty of great songs on Rain, Steam and Speed, but one – ‘The Falls’ – really got to me. It was slow and haunting and mythic. The lyrics were all about invention: how we invent the world by means of our insatiable curiosity. I loved the song’s refrain – ‘There must be a story behind all that …’


There must be a story.


I was still recovering from jet lag when the French TV crew hit town. They were in Edinburgh to make a documentary about the Scottish parliament, and wanted to talk to a few of the doubters. I never did find out how they got my name, but it’s true that I was sceptical about the costings, the site chosen for the building, and the need for another layer of bureaucracy. (I’m more sanguine these days.) I’d agreed to meet them at the recently opened Museum of Scotland on Chambers Street. There was a spot on the lower ground floor that would provide the perfect backdrop to our conversation. As we walked into the building, a member of staff sauntered over. He’d recognised me, and had something he wanted to say.


‘You should take a look at the little dolls, Mr Rankin.’


I asked him which little dolls he meant. He winked, and told me to take the lift to the fourth floor. Plenty of people over the years have come up to me with their excited notions of plots for my next book. I’ve found precious few of them to be helpful or viable, but I was intrigued by these ‘little dolls’… which is how I made the acquaintance of the Arthur’s Seat coffins. They’re tucked away at the back of the fourth floor, in a section dedicated to religious belief and the afterlife. As soon as I saw them, I knew they would make a great story, especially as no one had come up with an incontrovertible interpretation of their meaning. In other words, there was a story to tell about them. Maybe fiction could provide a sense of closure which so far had been lacking from their history.


There must be a story behind all that …


My books have always been attempts to explain aspects of Scotland to both outsiders and natives. I like using ‘hidden’ stories – Mary King’s Close (Mortal Causes), cannibalism (Set in Darkness) – as my starting points. There are things you can say in fiction which can’t always be contained by history books. It’s true also that I take real-life unsolved crimes (such as the Bible John murders in Black & Blue) and extrapolate from them to say something about the world we’ve made for ourselves. Maybe that’s why I became so intrigued, soon after my experience with the Arthur’s Seat coffins, by the story of Emmanuel Caillet, a young Frenchman whose body had been found on a Scottish mountainside. No one could explain why he’d come so far from home in order to kill himself, or even why he would kill himself. One theory – no wilder than many of the others – had it that he was involved in an Internet role-playing game, and that this had led to his murder. The perils we face when going online have been well documented, of course. Cyberspace is the perfect haunt of creeps, charlatans and hunters. It’s a place full of shape-shifters.


Moreover, it’s a place beyond Rebus’s ken.


I knew that by using role-playing as the basis for a plot, I would be taking Rebus into new territory, to a place where he would feel utterly lost. In other words, it was a way of allowing Siobhan to show her mettle. This would be her case, an opportunity for her to prove she’s as capable a detective as her mentor, but with a different set of skills. Meantime, I would give Rebus a quest of his own, but with physical clues – the dolls – rather than hi-tech ones.


The Falls is as much Siobhan’s book as Rebus’s. They share pretty well equal ‘screen time’, and are together only infrequently. Perhaps the point I was trying to make is that Siobhan doesn’t need Rebus any more. She’s happy to work with him, but as equals. I also promote Gill Templer (apart from Rebus, the only character to have survived from book one of the series), and retire ‘Farmer’ Watson.


Rebus himself seems to feel that the tectonic plates are shifting, that younger officers are moving into positions of responsibility while he remains a dinosaur. He can share his worries with Bobby Hogan, a colleague from the ‘old school’, but not with Morris Gerald Cafferty. I decided that Cafferty, criminal Edinburgh’s Mr Big, would be sidelined in The Falls. In past books, he had proven to be a useful foil: someone Rebus felt close to, but not in a good way. Cafferty tempts and teases Rebus, helps him out where no help is wished for. The two men are too alike not to have some respect for each other; but at any moment one of them is quite capable of destroying the other also. Cafferty could have been useful to me in The Falls, but I left him out as a favour to a mentor of mine, Allan Massie. Allan was writer-in-residence for a time at Edinburgh University, and helped me with my early short stories. He also introduced me to Euan Cameron, an editor in London who would eventually publish Knots & Crosses. I acknowledged my debt to both in the dedication page to The Falls, and alluded to another ‘series’ writer, Anthony Powell, when I stated that Allan and Euan had ‘set the ball rolling’.


So why is Cafferty missing? Well, in a newspaper review of one of my previous Rebus novels, Allan Massie had stated a dislike of Cafferty – this Cafferty-less book is the result.


You see, sometimes I do listen to my critics.
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Rebus will return in


RATHER BE THE DEVIL
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1


‘You think I killed her, don’t you?’


He sat well forward on the sofa, head slumped in towards his chest. His hair was lank, long-fringed. Both knees worked like pistons, the heels of his grubby trainers never meeting the floor.


‘You on anything, David?’ Rebus asked.


The young man looked up. His eyes were bloodshot, dark-rimmed. A lean, angular face, bristles on the unshaved chin. His name was David Costello. Not Dave or Davy: David, he’d made that clear. Names, labels, classification: all very important. The media had varied its descriptions of him. He was ‘the boyfriend’, ‘the tragic boyfriend’, ‘the missing student’s boyfriend’. He was ‘David Costello, 22’ or ‘fellow student David Costello, in his early twenties’. He ‘shared a flat with Ms Balfour’ or was ‘a frequent visitor’ to the ‘disappearance riddle flat’.


Nor was the flat just a flat. It was ‘the flat in Edinburgh’s fashionable New Town’, the ‘quarter-million flat owned by Ms Balfour’s parents’. John and Jacqueline Balfour were ‘the numbed family’, ‘the shocked banker and his wife’. Their daughter was ‘Philippa, 20, a student of art history at the University of Edinburgh’. She was ‘pretty’, ‘vivacious’, ‘carefree’, ‘full of life’.


And now she was missing.


Detective Inspector John Rebus shifted position, from in front of the marble fireplace to slightly to one side of it. David Costello’s eyes followed the move.


‘The doctor gave me some pills,’ he said, finally answering the question.


‘Did you take them?’ Rebus asked.


The young man shook his head slowly, eyes still on Rebus.


‘Don’t blame you,’ Rebus said, sliding his hands into his pockets. ‘Knock you out for a few hours, but they don’t change anything.’


It was two days since Philippa – known to friends and family as ‘Flip’ – had gone missing. Two days wasn’t long, but her disappearance was out of character. Friends had called the flat at around seven in the evening to confirm that Flip would be meeting up with them within the hour at a bar on the South Side. It was one of those small, trendy places which had sprung up around the university, catering to an economic boom and the need for dim lighting and overpriced flavoured vodkas. Rebus knew this because he’d walked past it a couple of times on his way to and from his place of work. There was an old-fashioned pub practically next door, with vodka mixers at a pound-fifty. No trendy chairs though, and serving staff who knew their way around a brawl but not a cocktail list.


Seven, seven-fifteen, she probably left the flat. Tina, Trist, Camille and Albie were already on their second round of drinks. Rebus had consulted the files to confirm those names. Trist was short for Tristram, and Albie was Albert. Trist was with Tina; Albie was with Camille. Flip should have been with David, but David, she explained on the phone, wouldn’t be joining them.


‘Another bust-up,’ she’d said, not sounding too concerned.


She’d set the flat’s alarm before leaving. That was another first for Rebus – student digs with an alarm. And she’d done the mortise lock as well as the Yale, leaving the flat secure. Down a single flight of stairs and out into the warm night air. A steep hill separated her from Princes Street. Another climb from there would take her to the Old Town, the South Side. No way she’d be walking. But records from her home telephone and mobile had failed to find a match for any taxi firm in the city. So if she’d taken one, she’d hailed it on the street.


If she’d got as far as hailing one.


‘I didn’t, you know,’ David Costello said.


‘Didn’t what, sir?’


‘Didn’t kill her.’


‘Nobody’s saying you did.’


‘No?’ He looked up again, directly into Rebus’s eyes.


‘No,’ Rebus assured him, that being his job after all.


‘The search warrant …’ Costello began.


‘It’s standard, any case of this kind,’ Rebus explained. It was, too: suspicious disappearance, you checked all the places the person might be. You went by the book: all the paperwork signed, clearance given. You searched the boyfriend’s flat. Rebus could have added: we do it because nine times out of ten, it’s someone the victim knows. Not a stranger, plucking prey from the night. It was your loved ones who killed you: spouse, lover, son or daughter. It was your uncle, your closest friend, the one person you trusted. They’d been cheating on you, or you’d cheated them. You knew something, you had something. They were jealous, spurned, needed money.


If Flip Balfour was dead, her body would turn up soon; if she was alive and didn’t want to be found, then the job would be more difficult. Her parents had appeared on TV, pleading with her to make contact. Police were at the family home, intercepting calls in case any ransom demand should arrive. Police were wandering through David Costello’s flat on the Canongate, hoping to turn up something. And police were here – in Flip Balfour’s flat. They were ‘babysitting’ David Costello – stopping the media from getting too close. This was what the young man had been told, and it was partly true.


Flip’s flat had been searched the previous day. Costello had keys, even to the alarm system. The phone call to Costello’s own flat had come at ten p.m.: Trist, asking if he’d heard from Flip, only she’d been on her way to Shapiro’s and hadn’t turned up.


‘She’s not with you, is she?’


‘I’m the last person she’d come to,’ Costello had complained.


‘Heard you’d fallen out. What is it this time?’ Trist’s voice had been slurred, ever-so-slightly amused. Costello hadn’t answered him. He’d cut the call and tried Flip’s mobile, got her answering service, left a message asking her to phone him. Police had listened to the recording, concentrating on nuance, trying to read falseness into each word or phrase. Trist had phoned Costello again at midnight. The group had been to Flip’s flat: no one home. They’d been ringing round, but none of her friends seemed to know anything. They waited until Costello himself arrived at the flat, unlocking it. No sign of Flip inside.


In their minds, she was already a Missing Person, what police called a ‘MisPer’, but they’d waited till next morning before calling Flip’s mother at the family home in East Lothian. Mrs Balfour had wasted no time, dialling 999 immediately. After receiving what she felt was short shrift from the police switchboard, she’d called her husband at his London office. John Balfour was the senior partner in a private bank, and if the Chief Constable of Lothian and Borders Police wasn’t a client, someone certainly was: within an hour, officers were on the case – orders from the Big House, meaning Force HQ in Fettes Avenue.


David Costello had unlocked the flat for the two CID men. Within, they found no signs of a disturbance, no clues as to Philippa Balfour’s whereabouts, fate, or state of mind. It was a tidy flat: stripped floors, fresh paint on the walls. (The decorator was being interviewed, too.) The drawing room was large, with twin windows rising from floor level. There were two bedrooms, one turned into a study. The designer kitchen was smaller than the pine-panelled bathroom. There was a lot of David Costello’s stuff in the bedroom. Someone had piled his clothes on a chair, then placed some books and CDs on top, crowning the structure with a wash-bag.


When asked, Costello could only assume it was Flip’s work. His words: ‘We’d had a falling-out. This was probably her way of dealing with it.’ Yes, they’d had arguments before, but no, she’d never piled up all his stuff, not that he could remember.


John Balfour had travelled to Scotland by private jet – loaned him by an understanding client – and was at the New Town flat almost before the police.


‘Well?’ had been his first question. Costello himself offered an answer: ‘I’m sorry.’


Much had been read into those words by CID officers, discussing the case in private. An argument with your girlfriend turns nasty; next you know, she’s dead; you hide the body but, confronted by her father, innate breeding takes over and you blurt out a semi-confession.


I’m sorry.


So many ways to read those two short words. Sorry we argued; sorry you’ve been troubled; sorry this has happened; sorry I didn’t look after her; sorry for what I’ve done …


And now David Costello’s parents were in town, too. They’d taken two rooms at one of the best hotels. They lived on the outskirts of Dublin. The father, Thomas, was described as ‘independently wealthy’, while the mother, Theresa, worked as an interior designer.


Two rooms: there’d been some discussion back at St Leonard’s as to why they’d need two rooms. But then, when David was their only son, why did they bother to live in an eight-bedroom house?


There’d been even more discussion about what St Leonard’s was doing in a New Town case. The nearest cop shop to the flat was Gayfield Square, but additional officers had been drafted in from Leith, St Leonard’s and Torphichen.


‘Someone’s been pulling strings,’ was the universal view. ‘Drop everything, some posh bit’s done a runner.’


Privately, Rebus didn’t disagree.


‘Do you want anything?’ he said now. ‘Tea? Coffee?’


Costello shook his head.


‘Mind if I … ?’


Costello looked at him, seeming not to understand. Then realisation dawned. ‘Go ahead,’ he said. ‘The kitchen’s …’ He started to gesture.


‘I know where it is, thanks,’ Rebus said. He closed the door after him and stood for a moment in the hallway, glad to be out of the stifling drawing room. His temples throbbed and the nerves behind his eyes felt stretched. There were sounds coming from the study. Rebus stuck his head round the door.


‘I’m putting the kettle on.’


‘Good idea.’ Detective Constable Siobhan Clarke didn’t take her eyes from the computer screen.


‘Anything?’


‘Tea, please.’


‘I meant—’


‘Nothing yet. Letters to friends, some of her essays. I’ve got about a thousand e-mails to go through. Her password would help.’


‘Mr Costello says she never told him.’


Clarke cleared her throat.


‘What does that mean?’ Rebus asked.


‘It means my throat’s tickly,’ Clarke said. ‘Just milk in mine, thanks.’


Rebus left her and went into the kitchen, filled the kettle and searched for mugs and tea-bags.


‘When can I go home?’


Rebus turned to where Costello was standing in the hall.


‘Might be better if you didn’t,’ Rebus told him. ‘Reporters and cameras … they’ll keep on at you, phoning day and night.’


‘I’ll take the phone off the hook.’


‘Be like being a prisoner.’ Rebus watched the young man shrug. He said something Rebus didn’t catch.


‘Sorry?’


‘I can’t stay here,’ Costello repeated.


‘Why not?’


‘I don’t know … it’s just …’ He shrugged again, ran his hands through his hair, pulling it back from his forehead. ‘Flip should be here. It’s almost too much. I keep remembering that the last time we were here together, we were having a row.’


‘What was it about?’


Costello laughed hollowly. ‘I can’t even remember.’


‘This was the day she disappeared?’


‘The afternoon, yes. I stormed out.’


‘You argue a lot then?’ Rebus tried to make the question sound casual.


Costello just stood there, staring into space, head shaking slowly. Rebus turned away, separated two Darjeeling tea-bags and dropped them into the mugs. Was Costello unravelling? Was Siobhan Clarke listening from behind the study door? They were babysitting Costello, yes, part of a team running three eight-hour shifts, but they’d brought him here for another reason, too. Ostensibly, he was on hand to explain names that occurred in Philippa Balfour’s correspondence. But Rebus had wanted him there because just maybe it was the scene of the crime. And just maybe David Costello had something to hide. The betting at St Leonard’s was even money; you could get two-to-one at Torphichen, while Gayfield had him odds-on favourite.


‘Your parents said you could move into their hotel,’ Rebus said. He turned to face Costello. ‘They’ve booked two rooms, so one’s probably going spare.’


Costello didn’t take the bait. He watched the detective for a few seconds more, then turned away, putting his head around the study door.


‘Have you found what you’re looking for?’ he asked.


‘It could take some time, David,’ Siobhan said. ‘Best just to let us get on with it.’


‘You won’t find any answers in there.’ He meant the computer screen. When she didn’t answer, he straightened a little and angled his head. ‘You’re some sort of expert, are you?’


‘It’s something that has to be done.’ Her voice was quiet, as though she didn’t want it to carry beyond the room.


He seemed about to add something, but thought better of it, and stalked back towards the drawing room instead. Rebus took Clarke’s tea through.


‘Now that’s class,’ she said, examining the tea-bag floating in the mug.


‘Wasn’t sure how strong you’d want it,’ Rebus explained. ‘What did you think?’


She considered for a moment. ‘Seems genuine enough.’


‘Maybe you’re just a sucker for a pretty face.’


She snorted, fished the tea-bag out and tipped it into the waste-bin. ‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘So what’s your thinking?’


‘Press conference tomorrow,’ Rebus reminded her. ‘Reckon we can persuade Mr Costello to make a public appeal?’


Two detectives from Gayfield Square had the evening shift. Rebus headed home and started to fill a bath. He felt like a long soak, and squeezed some washing-up liquid under the hot tap, remembering it was something his parents had done for him when he was a kid. You came in muddy from the football pitch, and it was a hot bath with washing-up liquid. It wasn’t that the family couldn’t afford bubble-bath: ‘It’s just washing liquid at a posh price,’ his mother had said.


Philippa Balfour’s bathroom had boasted over a dozen different ‘balms’, ‘bathing lotions’ and ‘foaming oils’. Rebus did his own stock-take: razor, shaving cream, toothpaste and a single toothbrush, plus a bar of soap. In the medicine cabinet: sticking plasters, paracetamol and a packet of condoms. He looked in the packet – one left. The sell-by was the previous summer. When he closed the cabinet, he met the gaze of his reflection. Grey-faced, hair streaked grey, too. Jowly, even when he stuck out his chin. Tried smiling, saw teeth which had missed their last two appointments. His dentist was threatening to strike him from his list.


‘Get in line, pal,’ Rebus muttered, turning away from the mirror before undressing.


The retirement party for Detective Chief Superintendent ‘Farmer’ Watson had commenced at six. It was actually the third or fourth party of its kind, but was to be the last – and the only official gathering. The Police Club on Leith Walk had been decked out with streamers, balloons and a huge banner which read FROM UNDER ARREST TO A WELL-DESERVED REST. Someone had dumped a bale of straw on the dance-floor, completing the farmyard scene with an inflatable pig and sheep. The bar was doing roaring business when Rebus arrived. He’d passed a trio of departing Big House brass on his way in. Checked his watch: six-forty. They’d given the retiring DCS forty minutes of their valuable time.


There’d been a presentation earlier in the day at St Leonard’s. Rebus had missed it; he’d been babysitting at the time. But he’d heard about the speech made by Assistant Chief Constable Colin Carswell. Several officers from the Farmer’s previous postings – some now retired themselves – were on hand to say a few words. They’d stuck around for the evening’s proceedings, and looked to have been drinking the afternoon away: ties discarded or hanging limply askew, faces shiny with alcoholic heat. One man was singing, his voice battling the music from the ceiling-mounted loudspeakers.


‘What can I get you, John?’ the Farmer said, leaving his table to join Rebus at the bar.


‘Maybe a small whisky, sir.’


‘Half-bottle of malt over here when you’ve a minute!’ the Farmer roared at the barman, who was busy topping up pints of lager. The Farmer’s eyes narrowed as he focused on Rebus. ‘Did you see those buggers from the Big House?’


‘Passed them as I came in.’


‘Bloody orange juices all round, then a quick handshake before home.’ The Farmer was concentrating on not slurring his words, overcompensating as a result. ‘Never really understood the phrase “biscuit-ersed” before, but that’s what those lot were: biscuit-ersed to a man!’


Rebus smiled, told the barman to make it an Ardbeg.


‘A bloody double, mind,’ the Farmer ordered.


‘Been enjoying a drink yourself, sir?’ Rebus asked.


The Farmer blew out his cheeks. ‘Few old pals came to see me off.’ He nodded in the direction of the table. Rebus looked, too. He saw a posse of drunks. Beyond them stood tables spread with a buffet: sandwiches, sausage rolls, crisps and peanuts. He saw faces he knew from all the Lothian and Borders Divisional HQs. Macari, Allder, Shug Davidson, Roy Frazer. Bill Pryde was in conversation with Bobby Hogan. Grant Hood was standing next to a couple of Crime Squad officers called Claverhouse and Ormiston, and trying not to look as though he was sucking up to them. George ‘Hi-Ho’ Silvers was finding that DC Phyllida Hawes and DS Ellen Wylie weren’t about to fall for his chat-up lines. Jane Barbour from the Big House was exchanging gossip with Siobhan Clarke, who’d at one time been attached to Barbour’s Sex Offences Unit.


‘If anyone knew about this,’ Rebus said, ‘the bad guys would have a field day. Who’s left to mind the store?’


The Farmer laughed. ‘It’s a skeleton crew at St Leonard’s, all right.’


‘Good turn-out. Wonder if I’d get as many at mine.’


‘More, I’d bet.’ The Farmer leaned close. ‘The brass would all be there for a start, just to make sure they weren’t dreaming.’


It was Rebus’s turn to smile. He lifted his glass, toasted his boss. They both savoured their drinks, then the Farmer smacked his lips.


‘How long d’you think?’ he asked.


Rebus shrugged. ‘I’ve not got my thirty yet.’


‘Can’t be long though, can it?’


‘I’m not counting.’ But he was lying: most weeks he thought about it. ‘Thirty’ meant thirty years of service. That was when your pension hit the max. It was what a lot of officers lived for: retirement in their fifties and a cottage by the sea.


‘Here’s a story I don’t often tell,’ the Farmer said. ‘My first week on the force, they had me working the front desk, graveyard shift. This young lad – not even in his teens – comes in, walks straight up to the desk. “I’ve broke my wee sister,” he says.’ The Farmer’s eyes were staring into space. ‘I can see him now, the way he looked, the exact words … “I’ve broke my wee sister.” I hadn’t a clue what he meant. Turned out he’d pushed her down the stairs, killed her.’ He paused, took another gulp of whisky. ‘My first week on the force. Know what my sergeant said? “It can only get better.”’ He forced a smile. ‘I’ve never been sure he was right …’ Suddenly his arms went into the air, the smile broadening into a grin. ‘Here she is! Here she is! Just when I thought I was being stood up.’


His embrace almost swamped DCI Gill Templer. The Farmer planted a kiss on her cheek. ‘You’re not the floor-show by any chance?’ he asked. Then he mimed a slap to his forehead. ‘Sexist language – are you going to report me?’


‘I’ll let it go this time,’ Gill said, ‘in exchange for a drink.’


‘My shout,’ Rebus said. ‘What’ll you have?’


‘Long vodka.’


Bobby Hogan was yelling for the Farmer to go settle an argument.


‘Duty calls,’ the Farmer said by way of an apology, before heading unsteadily across the floor.


‘His party piece?’ Gill guessed.


Rebus shrugged. The Farmer’s speciality was naming all the books of the Bible. His record was just under a minute; no way would it be challenged tonight.


‘Long vodka,’ Rebus told the barman. He raised his whisky glass. ‘And a couple more of these.’ He saw Gill’s look. ‘One’s for the Farmer,’ he explained.


‘Of course.’ She was smiling, but the smile didn’t reach her eyes.


‘Fixed a date for your own bash?’ Rebus asked.


‘Which one is that?’


‘I just thought, first female DCS in Scotland … got to be worth a night out, hasn’t it?’


‘I drank a Babycham when I heard.’ She watched the barman dribble angostura into her glass. ‘How’s the Balfour case?’


Rebus looked at her. ‘Is this my new Chief Super asking?’


‘John …’


Funny how that single word could say so much. Rebus wasn’t sure he caught all the nuances, but he caught enough.


John, don’t push this.


John, I know there’s a history between us, but that’s long dead.


Gill Templer had worked her arse off to get where she was now, but she was also under the microscope – plenty of people would want her to fail, including some she probably counted as friends.


Rebus just nodded and paid for the drinks, tipping one of the whiskies into the other glass.


‘Saving him from himself,’ he said, nodding towards the Farmer, who was already on to the New Testament.


‘Always the willing martyr,’ Gill said.


A cheer went up as the Farmer’s recitation finished. Someone said it was a new record, but Rebus knew it wasn’t. It was just another gesture, another version of the gold watch or mantel-clock. The malt tasted of seaweed and peat, but Rebus knew that whenever he drank Ardbeg from now on, he’d think of a small boy walking through the doors of a police station …


Siobhan Clarke was making her way across the room.


‘Congratulations,’ she said.


The two women shook hands.


‘Thanks, Siobhan,’ Gill said. ‘Maybe it’ll be you one day.’


‘Why not?’ Siobhan agreed. ‘Glass ceiling’s what truncheons are for.’ She punched her fist into the air above her head.


‘Need a drink, Siobhan?’ Rebus asked.


The two women shared a look. ‘About all they’re good for,’ Siobhan said with a wink. Rebus left the pair of them laughing.


The karaoke started at nine. Rebus went to the toilets and felt the sweat cooling on his back. His tie was already off and in his pocket. His jacket was slung over one of the chairs near the bar. Personnel at the party changed as some headed off, either to prepare for the night shift or because their mobile or pager had news for them. Others arrived, having been home to change out of work clothes. A female officer from the St Leonard’s comms room had turned up in a short skirt, the first time Rebus had seen her legs. A rowdy quartet from one of the Farmer’s postings in West Lothian arrived bearing photos of the Farmer from a quarter-century before. They’d slipped a few doctored prints into the mix, grafting the Farmer’s head on to beefcake bodies, some of them in positions which went several leagues beyond compromising.


Rebus washed his hands, splashing some of the water on to his face and the back of his neck. Then of course there was only an electric hand-drier, so he had to use his handkerchief as a towel. Which was when Bobby Hogan walked in.


‘See you’re bottling it too,’ Hogan said, making for the urinals.


‘Ever heard me sing, Bobby?’


‘We should do a duet: “There’s a Hole in My Bucket”.’


‘We’d be about the only buggers who knew it.’


Hogan chuckled. ‘Remember when it was us that were the young turks?’


‘Long dead,’ Rebus said, half to himself. Hogan thought he’d misheard, but Rebus just shook his head.


‘So who’s next for the golden cheery-bye?’ Hogan asked, ready to head out again.


‘Not me,’ Rebus stated.


‘No?’


Rebus was wiping at his neck again. ‘I can’t retire, Bobby. It would kill me.’


Hogan snorted. ‘Same here. But then the job’s killing me too.’ The two men studied one another, then Hogan winked and yanked open the door. They walked back out into the heat and noise, Hogan opening his arms wide to greet an old friend. One of the Farmer’s cronies pushed a glass towards Rebus.


‘Ardbeg, right?’


Rebus nodded, sucked at where some had spilled on to the back of his hand, then, picturing a small boy with news to impart, raised the glass and downed it.


He took the set of keys from his pocket and unlocked the main door of the tenement block. The keys were shiny new, cut just that day. His shoulder rubbed against the wall as he headed for the stairs, and he kept a tight grip on the banister as he climbed. The second and third shiny keys unlocked the door to Philippa Balfour’s flat.


There was no one inside, and the alarm hadn’t been set. He switched on the lights. The loose rug underfoot seemed to want to wrap itself around his ankles, and he had to fight his way loose, holding on to the wall. The rooms were just as he’d left them, except that the computer was now missing from its desk, having been transferred to the station, where Siobhan was certain someone from Balfour’s Internet service provider could help bypass the password.


In the bedroom, someone had removed the neat pile of David Costello’s clothes from the chair. Rebus presumed the culprit to be Costello himself. He wouldn’t have done so without permission – nothing left the flat unless okayed by the bosses. Forensics would have checked the clothes first, maybe taken samples from them. Already there were rumours of belt-tightening. A case like this, the cost could spiral skywards like smoke.


In the kitchen, Rebus poured himself a big glass of water and went through to sit in the drawing room, pretty much where David Costello had sat. A little of the water dribbled down his chin. The paintings on the walls – framed abstracts – were playing tricks, moving with him as he moved his eyes. He bent down to place the empty glass on the floor, and ended up on his hands and knees. Some bastard had spiked the drinks, only explanation. He turned and sat down, closed his eyes for a moment. MisPers: sometimes you worried in vain; they either turned up, or didn’t want to be found. So many of them … photos and descriptions were always passing through the office, the faces slightly out of focus as though they were in the process of becoming ghosts. He blinked open his eyes and raised them to the ceiling, with its ornate cornicing. Big flats, the New Town had, but Rebus preferred it where he lived: more shops, not quite so smug …


The Ardbeg, it had to’ve been spiked. He probably wouldn’t drink it again. It would come with its own ghost. He wondered what had happened to the boy: had it been accident or design? The boy would be a parent himself these days, maybe even a grandparent. Did he still dream about the sister he’d killed? Did he remember the young, nervous uniform standing behind the reception desk? Rebus ran his hands over the floor. It was bare wood, sanded and sealed. They hadn’t taken the boards up, not yet. He felt for a gap between two planks and dug his nails in, but couldn’t get any purchase. Somehow he knocked the glass and it started rolling, the noise filling the room. Rebus watched it until it stopped in the doorway, progress blocked by a pair of feet.


‘What in the hell’s going on?’


Rebus stood up. The man in front of him was in his mid-forties, hands in the pockets of a three-quarter-length black woollen overcoat. The man opened his stance a little, filling the doorway.


‘Who are you?’ Rebus asked.


The man slid a hand from his pocket, angled it towards his ear. He was holding a mobile phone. ‘I’m calling the police,’ he said.


‘I’m a police officer.’ Rebus reached into his own pocket, brought out his warrant card. ‘DI Rebus.’


The man studied the card and handed it back. ‘I’m John Balfour,’ he said, his voice losing a little of its edge. Rebus nodded; he’d already figured as much.


‘Sorry if I …’ Rebus didn’t finish the sentence. As he put the warrant card away, his left knee unlocked for a second.


‘You’ve been drinking,’ Balfour said.


‘Sorry, yes. Retirement do. Not on duty or anything, if that’s what you mean.’


‘Then might I ask what you’re doing in my daughter’s flat?’


‘You might,’ Rebus agreed. He looked around. ‘Just wanted to … well, I suppose I …’ But he couldn’t find the words.


‘Will you leave, please?’


Rebus bowed his head a little. ‘Of course.’ Balfour moved so that Rebus could pass him without any contact. Rebus stopped in the hallway, half turned, ready with a further apology, but Philippa Balfour’s father had walked over to the drawing-room window and was staring out at the night, hands gripping the shutters at either side.


He walked downstairs quietly, halfway sober now, closed the main door after him, not looking back, not looking up at the first-floor window. The streets were deserted, pavements glistening from an earlier downpour, street light reflected in them. Rebus’s shoes were the only noise to be heard as he started the climb back up the slope: Queen Street, George Street, Princes Street, and then North Bridge. People were heading home from pubs, seeking taxis and lost friends. Rebus took a left at the Tron Kirk and headed down the Canongate. A patrol car was parked kerbside, two bodies inside: one awake, the other asleep. They were detective constables from Gayfield, and had either drawn the short straw or were disliked by their boss: no other way to explain this thankless night-shift. Rebus was just another passer-by to the one who was awake. He had a newspaper folded in front of him, angled towards what light there was. When Rebus thumped the roof of the patrol car, the paper flew, landing on the head of the sleeper, who jerked awake and clawed at the smothering sheets.


As the passenger-side window was wound down, Rebus leaned on the sill. ‘Your one o’clock alarm call, gentlemen.’


‘I nearly shat myself,’ the passenger said, trying to gather up his newspaper. His name was Pat Connolly, and he’d spent his first few years in CID waging a campaign against the nickname ‘Paddy’. His colleague was Tommy Daniels, who seemed at ease – as he did in all things – with his own nickname of ‘Distant’. Tommy to Tom-Tom to Distant Drums to Distant was the logic behind the name, but it also said much about the young man’s character. Having been so rudely awakened from sleep, upon seeing and recognising Rebus all he’d done was roll his eyes.


‘Could’ve fetched us a coffee,’ Connolly was complaining.


‘Could have,’ Rebus agreed. ‘Or maybe a dictionary.’ He glanced towards the newspaper crossword. Less than a quarter of the grid had been filled in, while the puzzle itself was ringed by doodles and unsolved anagrams. ‘Quiet night?’


‘Apart from foreigners asking directions,’ Connolly said. Rebus smiled and looked up and down the street. This was the heart of tourist Edinburgh. A hotel up by the traffic lights, a knitwear shop across the road. Fancy gifts and shortbread and whisky decanters. A kiltmaker’s only fifty yards away. John Knox’s house, hunched against its neighbours, half hidden in scowling shadow. At one time, the Old Town had been all there was of Edinburgh: a narrow spine running from the Castle to Holyrood, steep vennels leading off like crooked ribs. Then, as the place became ever more crowded and insanitary, the New Town had been built, its Georgian elegance a calculated snub to the Old Town and those who couldn’t afford to move. Rebus found it interesting that while Philippa Balfour had chosen the New Town, David Costello had elected to live in the heart of the Old.


‘Is he home?’ he said now.


‘Would we be here if he wasn’t?’ Connolly’s eyes were on his partner, who was pouring tomato soup from a thermos. Distant sniffed the liquid hesitantly, then took a quick gulp. ‘Actually, you could be the very man we want.’


Rebus looked at him. ‘Oh aye?’


‘Settle an argument. Deacon Blue, Wages Day – first album or second?’


Rebus smiled. ‘It has been a quiet night.’ Then, after a moment’s reflection: ‘Second.’


‘Ten notes you owe me,’ Connolly told Distant.


‘Mind if I ask one?’ Rebus had crouched down, felt his knees crack with the effort.


‘Fire away,’ Connolly said.


‘What do you do if you need a pee?’


Connolly smiled. ‘If Distant’s asleep, I just use his thermos.’


The mouthful of soup almost exploded from Distant’s nostrils. Rebus straightened up, feeling the blood pound in his ears: weather warning, force-ten hangover on its way.


‘You going in?’ Connolly asked. Rebus looked at the tenement again.


‘Thinking about it.’


‘We’d have to make a note.’


Rebus nodded. ‘I know.’


‘Just come from the Farmer’s leaving do?’


Rebus turned towards the car. ‘What’s your point?’


‘Well, you’ve had a drink, haven’t you? Might not be the best time for a house call … sir.’


‘You’re probably right … Paddy,’ Rebus said, making for the door.


‘Remember what you asked me?’


Rebus had accepted a black coffee from David Costello. Popped two paracetamol from their foil shroud and washed them down. Middle of the night, but Costello hadn’t been asleep. Black T-shirt, black jeans, bare feet. He’d made an off-licence run at some point: the bag was lying on the floor, the half-bottle of Bell’s sitting not far from it, top missing but only a couple of decent measures down. Not a drinker then, Rebus surmised. It was a non-drinker’s idea of how you handled a crisis – you drank whisky, but had to buy some first, and no point lashing out on a whole bottle. A couple of drinks would do you.


The living room was small, the flat itself reached from a turreted stairwell, winding ever upwards, the stone steps worn concave. Tiny windows. They’d planned this building in a century where heat was a luxury. The smaller the windows, the less heat you lost.


The living room was separated from the kitchen only by a step and what looked like partition walls. An open doorway, double-width. Signs that Costello liked to cook: pots and pans hanging from butcher’s hooks. The living area was all books and CDs. Rebus had trawled the latter: John Martyn, Nick Drake, Joni Mitchell. Laid-back but cerebral. The books looked like stuff from Costello’s English Literature course.


Costello was seated on a red futon; Rebus had chosen one of two straight-backed wooden chairs. They looked like the stuff he saw on Causewayside, placed outside shops for which the description ‘antique’ encompassed school desks from the sixties and green filing cabinets salvaged from office refits.


Costello ran his hand through his hair, didn’t say anything.


‘You asked if I thought you did it,’ Rebus said, answering his own question.


‘Did what?’


‘Killed Flip. I think that’s how you phrased it: “You think I killed her, don’t you?”’


Costello nodded. ‘It’s so obvious, isn’t it? We’d fallen out. I accept that you have to regard me as a suspect.’


‘David, right now you’re the only suspect.’


‘You really think something’s happened to her?’


‘What do you think?’


Costello shook his head. ‘I’ve done nothing but rack my brains since this all started.’


They sat in silence for a few moments.


‘What are you doing here?’ Costello asked suddenly.


‘As I said, it’s on my way home. You like the Old Town?’


‘Yes.’


‘Bit different from the New. You didn’t want to move nearer Flip?’


‘What are you trying to say?’


Rebus shrugged. ‘Maybe it says something about the pair of you, the parts of town you prefer.’


Costello laughed drily. ‘You Scots can be so reductive.’


‘How’s that?’


‘Old Town versus New, Catholic/Protestant, east coast/west … Things can be a mite more complicated than that.’


‘Attraction of opposites, that’s all I was getting at.’ There was another silence between them. Rebus scanned the room.


‘Didn’t make a mess then?’


‘Who?’


‘The search party.’


‘Could have been worse.’


Rebus took a sip of coffee, pretended to savour it. ‘You wouldn’t have left the body here though, would you? I mean, only perverts do that sort of thing.’ Costello looked at him. ‘Sorry, I’m being … I mean, it’s just theoretical. I’m not trying to say anything. But the forensics, they weren’t looking for a body. They deal in things you and me can’t even see. Flecks of blood, fibres, a single hair.’ Rebus shook his head slowly. ‘Juries eat that stuff up. The old idea of policing, it’s going out the window.’ He put down the gloss-black mug, reached into a pocket for his cigarette packet. ‘Mind if I … ?’


Costello hesitated. ‘Actually, I’ll take one from you if that’s all right.’


‘Be my guest.’ Rebus took one out of the packet, lit it, then tossed both packet and lighter to the younger man. ‘Roll yourself a joint if you like,’ he added. ‘I mean, if that’s your thing.’


‘It’s not.’


‘Student life must be a bit different these days.’


Costello exhaled, studying the cigarette as if it was something alien to him. ‘I’d assume it is,’ he said.


Rebus smiled. Just two grown-ups having a smoke and a chat. The wee sma’ hours and all that. A time for honesty, the outside world asleep, no one eavesdropping. He got up and walked over to the bookshelves. ‘How did you and Flip meet?’ he asked, picking a book at random and flipping through it.


‘Dinner party. We clicked straight away. Next morning, after breakfast, we took a walk through Warriston Cemetery. That was when I first felt that I loved her … I mean, that it wasn’t just going to be a one-night stand.’


‘You like films?’ Rebus said. He was noticing that one shelf seemed to be all books about movies.


Costello looked over towards him. ‘I’d like to try writing a script some day.’


‘Good for you.’ Rebus had opened another book. It seemed to be a sequence of poems about Alfred Hitchcock. ‘You didn’t go to the hotel?’ he asked after a pause.


‘No.’


‘But you’ve seen your parents?’


‘Yes.’ Costello took another draw, sucking the life from the cigarette. He realised he’d no ashtray and looked around for something suitable: candle-holders, one for Rebus and one for him. Turning from the bookshelves, Rebus’s foot brushed something: a metal toy soldier, no more than an inch high. He stooped to pick it up. The musket had been snapped off, the head twisted over to one side. He didn’t think he was responsible. Rebus placed it quietly on a shelf before sitting down again.


‘Did they cancel the other room then?’ he asked.


‘They sleep in separate rooms, Inspector.’ Costello looked up from where he’d been tidying the tip of the cigarette against the rim of the makeshift ashtray. ‘Not a crime, is it?’


‘I’m not best placed to judge. My wife left me more years ago than I can remember.’


‘I’ll bet you do remember.’


Rebus smiled again. ‘Guilty.’


Costello rested his head against the back of the futon, stifled a yawn.


‘I should go,’ Rebus said.


‘Finish your coffee at least.’


Rebus had already finished it, but nodded anyway, not about to leave unless pushed out. ‘Maybe she’ll turn up. People do things sometimes, don’t they? Take a notion to head for the hills.’


‘Flip was hardly the hill-heading type.’


‘But she could have had a mind to take off somewhere.’


Costello shook his head. ‘She knew they were waiting for her in the bar. She wouldn’t have forgotten that.’


‘No? Say she’d just met someone else … you know, an impulse thing, like in that advert.’


‘Someone else?’


‘It’s possible, isn’t it?’


Costello’s eyes darkened. ‘I don’t know. It was one of the things I thought about – whether she’d met someone else.’


‘You dismissed it?’


‘Yes.’


‘Why?’


‘Because something like that, she’d have told me. That’s the way Flip is: doesn’t matter if it’s a grand’s worth of designer dress or a Concorde flight courtesy of her parents, she can’t keep it to herself.’


‘Likes attention?’


‘Don’t we all, from time to time?’


‘She wouldn’t pull a stunt, would she, just to get us all looking for her?’


‘Fake her own disappearance?’ Costello shook his head, then stifled another yawn. ‘Maybe I should get some sleep.’


‘What time’s the press conference?’


‘Early afternoon. Something to do with catching the main news bulletins.’


Rebus nodded. ‘Don’t be nervous out there, just be yourself.’


Costello stubbed out his cigarette. ‘Who else could I be?’ He made to hand the packet and lighter back to Rebus.


‘Keep them. Never know when you might feel the need.’ He got to his feet. The blood was beating in his skull now, despite the paracetamol. That’s the way Flip is: Costello had spoken of her in the present tense – a casual remark, or something more calculated? Costello stood up too, now, and he was smiling, though without much humour.


‘You never did answer that question, did you?’ he said.


‘I’m keeping an open mind, Mr Costello.’


‘Are you now?’ Costello slipped his hands into his pockets. ‘Will I see you at the press conference?’


‘Could be.’


‘And will you be on the lookout for slips of the tongue? Something like your forensic bods?’ Costello’s eyes narrowed. ‘I may be the only suspect, but I’m not stupid.’


‘Then you’ll appreciate we’re on the same side … unless you know differently?’


‘Why did you come here tonight? You’re not on duty, are you?’


Rebus took a step closer. ‘Know what they used to think, Mr Costello? They thought murder victims kept an imprint of their killer on their eyeballs – last thing they ever saw. Some killers, they gouged out the eyes after death.’


‘But we’re not so naïve these days, Inspector, are we? You can’t hope to know someone, to get the measure of them, just from eye contact.’ Costello leaned in towards Rebus, his eyes widening slightly. ‘Take a good long look, because the exhibit’s about to close.’


Rebus met the gaze, returned it. Costello was the first to blink, breaking the spell. Then he turned away and told Rebus to leave. As Rebus made for the door, Costello called out to him. He was wiping the cigarette packet with a handkerchief. He did the same with the lighter, then tossed both items towards Rebus. They fell at his feet.


‘I think your need’s probably greater than mine.’


Rebus stooped to pick them up. ‘Why the handkerchief?’


‘Can’t be too careful,’ Costello said. ‘Evidence can turn up in the strangest places.’


Rebus straightened, decided against saying anything. At the door, Costello called out goodnight to him. Rebus was halfway down the stairwell before he returned the sentiment. He was thinking about the way Costello had wiped both lighter and packet. All the years he’d been on the force, he’d never seen a suspect do anything like that. It had meant Costello was expecting to be set up.


Or, perhaps, that was what it was intended to look like. But it had shown Rebus a side of the young man that was cool and calculating. It showed someone who was capable of thinking ahead …
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It was one of those cool, crepuscular days that could have belonged to any of at least three Scottish seasons; a sky like slate roofing and a wind that Rebus’s father would have called ‘snell’. His father had told a story once – many times actually – about walking into a grocer’s in Lochgelly one freezing winter’s morning. The grocer had been standing by the electric fire. Rebus’s father had pointed to the cold cabinet and asked, ‘Is that your Ayrshire bacon?’ to which the grocer had replied, ‘No, it’s my hands I’m heating.’ He’d sworn it was a true story, and Rebus – maybe seven or eight years old – had believed him at the time. But now it seemed an old chestnut of a joke, something he’d heard elsewhere and twisted to his own use.


‘Not often I see you smiling,’ his barista said as she made him a double latte. Those were her words: barista, latte. The first time she’d described her job, she’d pronounced it ‘barrister’, which had led a confused Rebus to ask if she was moonlighting. She worked from a converted police-box at the corner of the Meadows, and Rebus stopped there most mornings on his way to work. ‘Milky coffee’ was his order, which she always corrected to ‘latte’. Then he’d add ‘double shot’. He didn’t need to – she knew the order by heart – but he liked the feel of the words.


‘Smiling’s not illegal, is it?’ he said now, as she spooned froth on to the coffee.


‘You’d know better than me.’


‘And your boss would know better than either of us.’ Rebus paid up, punted the change into the marge tub left for tips, and headed for St Leonard’s. He didn’t think she knew he was a cop: you’d know better than me … it had been said casually, no meaning behind it other than to continue their banter. In turn, he’d made his remark about her boss because the owner of the chain of kiosks had once been a solicitor. But she hadn’t seemed to understand.


At St Leonard’s, Rebus stayed in his car, enjoying a last cigarette with his drink. A couple of vans sat at the station’s back door, waiting for anyone who was being taken to court. Rebus had given evidence in a case a few days ago. He kept meaning to find out what the result had been. When the station door opened, he expected to see the custody line, but it was Siobhan Clarke. She saw his car and smiled, shaking her head at the inevitability of the scene. As she came forwards, Rebus lowered the window.


‘The condemned man ate a hearty breakfast,’ she said.


‘And a good morning to you too.’


‘Boss wants to see you.’


‘He sent the right sniffer dog.’


Siobhan didn’t say anything, just smiled to herself as Rebus got out of the car. They were halfway across the car park before he heard the words: ‘It’s not a “he” any more.’ He stopped in his tracks.


‘I’d forgotten,’ he admitted.


‘How’s the hangover, by the way? Anything else you might have managed to forget?’


As she opened the door for him, he had the sudden image of a gamekeeper opening a trap.


The Farmer’s photos and coffee machine had gone, and there were some Good Luck cards on top of the filing cabinet, but otherwise the room was just as before, down to the paperwork in the in-tray and the solitary potted cactus on the windowsill. Gill Templer looked uncomfortable in the Farmer’s chair, his daily bulk having moulded it in ways which would never fit her slimmer proportions.


‘Sit down, John.’ Then, when he was halfway on to the seat: ‘And tell me what last night was all about.’ Elbows on the desk, she placed the tips of her fingers together. It was something the Farmer had often done when trying to hide irritation or impatience. She’d either picked it up from him, or it was a perk of her new seniority.


‘Last night?’


‘Philippa Balfour’s flat. Her father found you there.’ She looked up. ‘Apparently you’d been drinking.’


‘Hadn’t we all?’


‘Not as much as some.’ Her eyes moved down again to the sheet of paper on her desk. ‘Mr Balfour’s wondering what you were up to. Frankly, I’m more than a little curious myself.’


‘I was on my way home …’


‘Leith Walk to Marchmont? Via the New Town? Sounds like you got bad directions.’


Rebus realised that he was still holding his beaker of coffee. He placed it on the floor, taking his time. ‘It’s just something I do,’ he said at last. ‘When things are quiet, I like to go back.’


‘Why?’


‘In case anything’s been missed.’


She seemed to consider this. ‘I’m not sure that’s the whole story.’


He shrugged, said nothing. Her eyes were on the sheet again.


‘And then you decided to pay Ms Balfour’s boyfriend a call. How wise was that?’


‘That really was on the way home. I stopped to talk to Connolly and Daniels. Mr Costello’s light was on; I thought I’d make sure he was all right.’


‘The caring copper.’ She paused. ‘That’s presumably why Mr Costello felt it necessary to mention your visit to his solicitor?’


‘I don’t know why he did that.’ Rebus shifted a little on the hard chair; disguised it by reaching for his coffee.


‘His lawyer’s talking about “harassment”. We might have to pull the surveillance.’ Her eyes were fixed on him.


‘Look, Gill,’ he said, ‘you and me, we’ve known each other for donkey’s. It’s no secret how I work. I’m sure DCS Watson quoted scripture on the subject.’


‘That was then, John.’


‘Meaning what?’


‘How much did you have to drink last night?’


‘More than I should have, but it wasn’t my fault.’ He watched as Gill raised an eyebrow. ‘I’m positive someone slipped me a Mickey Finn.’


‘I want you to see a doctor.’


‘Christ Almighty …’


‘Your drinking, your diet, your general health … I want you to take a medical, and whatever the doctor says is necessary, I want you to abide by it.’


‘Alfalfa and carrot juice?’


‘You’ll see a doctor, John.’ It was a statement. Rebus just snorted and drained his coffee, then held up the beaker.


‘Half-fat milk.’


She almost smiled. ‘It’s a start, I suppose.’


‘Look, Gill …’ He got up, tipped the beaker into the otherwise pristine waste-bin. ‘My drinking’s not a problem. It doesn’t interfere with my work.’


‘It did last night.’


He shook his head, but her face had hardened. Finally she took a deep breath. ‘Just before you left the club … you remember that?’


‘Sure.’ He hadn’t sat down; was standing in front of her desk, hands by his sides.


‘You remember what you said to me?’ His face told her all she needed to know. ‘You wanted me to go home with you.’


‘I’m sorry.’ He was trying to remember, but nothing was coming. He couldn’t remember leaving the club at all …


‘On you go, John. I’ll make that appointment for you.’


He turned, pulled open the door. He was halfway out when she called him back.


‘I lied,’ she said with a smile. ‘You didn’t say anything. Going to wish me well in the new job?’


Rebus tried for a sneer but couldn’t quite manage one. Gill held her smile until he’d slammed shut the door; after he’d gone, it fell away again. Watson had given her chapter and verse all right, but nothing she hadn’t already known: Enjoys his drink a bit too much, maybe, but he’s a good cop, Gill. He just likes to pretend he can do without the rest of us … Maybe that was true, as far as it went, but maybe, too, the time was coming fast when John Rebus would have to learn that they could do without him.


It was easy to spot the crew from the leaving do: local chemists had probably sold out of aspirin, vitamin C and patented hangover cures. Dehydration seemed a major factor. Rebus had seldom seen so many bottles of Irn-Bru, Lucozade and Coke in the grip of so many pallid hands. The sobersides – who’d either not been to the party or who’d stuck to soft drinks – were gloating, whistling shrilly and slamming drawers and cupboards wherever possible. The main incident room for the Philippa Balfour inquiry was based at Gayfield Square – much closer to her flat – but with so many officers involved, space was an issue, so a corner of the CID room at St Leonard’s had been set aside. Siobhan was there now, busy at her terminal. A spare hard disk sat on the floor, and Rebus realised that she was using Balfour’s computer. She held a telephone receiver between cheek and shoulder, and typed as she talked.


‘No luck there either,’ Rebus heard her say.


He was sharing his own desk with three other officers, and it showed. He brushed the remnants from a bag of crisps on to the floor and deposited two empty Fanta cans in the nearest bin. When the phone rang he picked it up, but it was just the local evening paper trying to pull a flanker.


‘Talk to Press Liaison,’ Rebus told the journalist.


‘Give me a break.’


Rebus was thoughtful. Liaison had been Gill Templer’s speciality. He glanced across towards Siobhan Clarke. ‘Who’s in charge of PL anyway?’


‘DS Ellen Wylie,’ the journalist said.


Rebus said thanks and cut the connection. Liaison would have been a step up for Siobhan, especially on a high-profile case. Ellen Wylie was a good officer based at Torphichen. As a liaison specialist, Gill Templer would have been asked for advice on the appointment, maybe even made the decision herself. She’d chosen Ellen Wylie. He wondered if there was anything in it.


He rose from the desk and studied the paperwork now pinned to the wall behind him. Duty rosters, faxes, lists of contact numbers and addresses. Two photos of the missing woman. One of them had been released to the press, and it was duplicated in a dozen news stories, clipped and displayed. Soon, if she wasn’t found safe and well, space would be at a premium on the wall, and those news stories would be discarded. They were repetitious, inaccurate, sensationalised. Rebus lingered on one phrase: the tragic boyfriend. He checked his watch: five hours until the news conference.


With Gill Templer promoted, they were down a DCI at St Leonard’s. Detective Inspector Bill Pryde wanted the job, and was trying to stamp his authority on the Balfour case. Rebus, newly arrived at the Gayfield Square incident room, could only stand and marvel. Pryde had smartened himself up – the suit looked brand new, the shirt laundered, the tie expensive. The black brogues were immaculately polished and, if Rebus wasn’t mistaken, Pryde had been to the barber’s, too. Not that there was too much to trim, but Pryde had made the effort. He’d been put in charge of assignments, which meant putting teams out on the street for the daily drudgery of doorsteppings and interviews. Neighbours were being questioned – sometimes for the second or third time – as were friends, students and university staff. Flights and ferry crossings were being checked, the official photograph faxed to train operators, bus companies and police forces outwith the Lothian and Borders area. It would be someone’s job to collate information on fresh corpses throughout Scotland, while another team would focus on hospital admissions. Then there were the city’s taxi and car hire firms … It all took time and effort. These comprised the public face of the inquiry, but behind the scenes other questions would be asked of the MisPer’s immediate family and circle of friends. Rebus doubted the background checks would amount to anything, not this time round.


At last, Pryde finished giving instructions to the group of officers around him. As they melted away, he caught sight of Rebus and gave a huge wink, rubbing his hand over his forehead as he approached.


‘Got to be careful,’ Rebus said. ‘Power corrupts, and all that.’


‘Forgive me,’ Pryde said, dropping his voice, ‘but I’m getting a real buzz.’


‘That’s because you can do it, Bill. It’s just taken the Big House twenty years to recognise the fact.’


Pryde nodded. ‘Rumour is, you turned down DCI a while back.’


Rebus snorted. ‘Rumours, Bill. Like the Fleetwood Mac album, best left unplayed.’


The room was a choreography of movement, each participant now working on his or her allotted task. Some were donning coats, picking up keys and notebooks. Others rolled their sleeves as they got comfortable at their computers or telephones. New chairs had appeared from some darkened corner of the budget. Pale blue swivel jobs: those who’d managed to grab one were on the defensive, sliding across the floor on castors rather than getting up to walk, lest someone else snatch the prized possession in the interim.


‘We’re done with babysitting the boyfriend,’ Pryde said. ‘Orders from the new boss.’


‘I heard.’


‘Pressure from the family,’ Pryde added.


‘Won’t do any harm to the operation budget,’ Rebus commented, straightening up. ‘So is there work for me today, Bill?’


Pryde flicked through the sheets of paper on his clipboard. ‘Thirty-seven phone calls from the public,’ he said.


Rebus held up his hands. ‘Don’t look at me. Cranks and desperadoes are for the L-plates, surely?’


Pryde smiled. ‘Already allocated,’ he admitted, nodding towards where two DCs, recently promoted out of uniform, were looking dismayed at the workload. Cold calls constituted the most thankless task around. Any high-profile case threw up its share of fake confessions and false leads. Some people craved attention, even if it meant becoming a suspect in a police investigation. Rebus knew of several such offenders in Edinburgh.


‘Craw Shand?’ he guessed.


Pryde tapped the sheet of paper. ‘Three times so far, ready to admit to the murder.’


‘Bring him in,’ Rebus said. ‘It’s the only way to get rid of him.’


Pryde brought his free hand to the knot in his tie, as if checking for defects. ‘Neighbours?’ he suggested.


Rebus nodded. ‘Neighbours it is,’ he said.


He gathered together the notes from initial interviews. Other officers had been assigned the far side of the street, leaving Rebus and three others – working teams of two – to cover the flats either side of Philippa Balfour’s. Thirty-five in total, three of them empty, leaving thirty-two. Sixteen addresses per team, maybe fifteen minutes at each … four hours total.


Rebus’s partner for the day, DC Phyllida Hawes, had done the arithmetic for him as they climbed the steps of the first tenement. Actually, Rebus wasn’t sure you could call them ‘tenements’, not down in the New Town, with its wealth of Georgian architecture, its art galleries and antique emporia. He asked Hawes for advice.


‘Blocks of flats?’ she suggested, raising a smile. There were one or two flats per landing, some adorned with brass nameplates, others ceramic. A few went so low as to boast just a piece of sellotaped card or paper.


‘Not sure the Cockburn Association would approve,’ Hawes remarked.


Three or four names listed on the bit of card: students, Rebus guessed, from backgrounds less generous than Philippa Balfour’s.


The landings themselves were bright and cared for: welcome mats and tubs of flowers. Hanging baskets had been placed over banisters. The walls looked newly painted, the stairs swept. The first stairwell went like clockwork: two flats with nobody home, cards dropped through either letterbox; fifteen minutes in each of the other flats – ‘just a few back-up questions … see if you’ve thought of anything to add …’ The householders had shaken their heads, had professed themselves still shocked. Such a quiet little street.


There was a main door flat at ground level, a much grander affair, with a black-and-white-chequered marble entrance hall, Doric columns either side. The occupier was renting it long term, worked in ‘the financial sector’. Rebus saw a pattern emerging: graphic designer; training consultant; events organiser … and now the financial sector.


‘Does no one have real jobs any more?’ he asked Hawes.


‘These are the real jobs,’ she told him. They were back on the pavement, Rebus enjoying a cigarette. He noticed her staring at it.


‘Want one?’


She shook her head. ‘Three years I’ve managed so far.’


‘Good for you.’ Rebus looked up and down the street. ‘If this was a net curtain kind of place, they’d be twitching right now.’


‘If they had net curtains, you wouldn’t be able to peer in and see what you’re missing.’


Rebus held the smoke, let it billow out through his nostrils. ‘See, when I was younger, there was always something rakish about the New Town. Kaftans and wacky baccy, parties and ne’er-do-wells.’


‘Not much space left for them these days,’ Hawes agreed. ‘Where do you live?’


‘Marchmont,’ he told her. ‘You?’


‘Livingston. It was all I could afford at the time.’


‘Bought mine years back, two wages coming in …’


She looked at him. ‘No need to apologise.’


‘Prices weren’t as crazy back then, that’s all I meant.’ He was trying not to sound defensive. It was that meeting with Gill: the little joke she’d made, just to unsettle him. And the way his visit to Costello had KO’d the surveillance … Maybe it was time to talk to someone about the drinking … He flicked the stub of his cigarette on to the roadway. The surface was made of shiny rectangular stones called setts. When he’d first arrived in the city he’d made the mistake of calling them cobbles; a local had put him right.


‘Next call,’ he said now, ‘if we’re offered tea, we take it.’


Hawes nodded. She was in her late thirties or early forties, hair brown and shoulder-length. Her face was freckled and fleshed-out, as though she’d never quite lost her puppy fat. Grey trouser-suit and an emerald blouse, pinned at the neck with a silver Celtic brooch. Rebus could imagine her at a ceilidh, being spun during Strip the Willow, her face bearing the same concentration she brought to her work.


Below the main door flat, down a curving set of external steps, was the ‘garden flat’, so called because the garden at the back of the building came with it. At the front, the stone slabs were covered in more tubs of flowers. There were two windows, with two more at ground level – the place boasted a sub-basement. A pair of wooden doors was set into the wall opposite the entrance. They would lead into cellars beneath the pavement. Though they would have been checked before, Rebus tried opening them both, but they were locked. Hawes checked her notes.


‘Grant Hood and George Silvers got there before you,’ she said.


‘But were the doors locked or unlocked?’


‘I unlocked them,’ a voice called out. They turned to see an elderly woman standing just inside the flat’s front door. ‘Would you like the keys?’


‘Yes please, madam,’ Phyllida Hawes said. When the woman had turned back into the flat, she turned to Rebus and made a T shape with the index finger of either hand. Rebus held both his thumbs up in reply.


Mrs Jardine’s flat was a chintz museum, a home for china waifs and strays. The throw which covered the back of her sofa must have taken weeks to crochet. She apologised for the array of tin cans and metal pots which all but covered the floor of her conservatory – ‘never seem to get round to fixing the roof’. Rebus had suggested they take their tea there: every time he turned round in the living room he feared he was about to send some ornament flying. When the rain started, however, their conversation was punctuated by drips and dollops, and the splashes from the pot nearest Rebus threatened to give him the same sort of soaking he’d have had outside.


‘I didn’t know the lassie,’ Mrs Jardine said ruefully. ‘Maybe if I got out a bit more I’d have seen her.’


Hawes was staring out of the window. ‘You manage to keep your garden neat,’ she said. This was an understatement: the long, narrow garden, slivers of lawn and flowerbed either side of a meandering path, was immaculate.


‘My gardener,’ Mrs Jardine said.


Hawes studied the notes from the previous interview, then shook her head almost imperceptibly: Silvers and Hood hadn’t mentioned a gardener.


‘Could we have his name, Mrs Jardine?’ Rebus asked, his voice casually polite. Still, the old woman looked at him with concern. Rebus offered her a smile and one of her own drop scones. ‘It’s just that I might need a gardener myself,’ he lied.


The last thing they did was check the cellars. An ancient hot-water tank in one, nothing but mould in the other. They waved Mrs Jardine goodbye and thanked her for her hospitality.


‘All right for some,’ Grant Hood said. He was waiting for them on the pavement, collar up against the rain. ‘So far we’ve not been offered as much as the time of day.’ His partner was Distant Daniels. Rebus nodded a greeting.


‘What’s up, Tommy? Working a double shift?’


Daniels shrugged. ‘Did a swap.’ He tried to suppress a yawn. Hawes was tapping her sheaf of notes.


‘You,’ she told Hood, ‘didn’t do your job.’


‘Eh?’


‘Mrs Jardine has a gardener,’ Rebus explained.


‘We’ll be talking to the bin-men next,’ Hood said.


‘We already have,’ Hawes reminded him. ‘And been through the bins, too.’


The two of them looked to be squaring up. Rebus considered brokering the peace – he was St Leonard’s, same as Hood: he should be sticking up for him – but lit another cigarette instead. Hood’s cheeks had reddened. He was a DC, same rank as Hawes, but she had more years behind her. Sometimes you couldn’t argue with experience, which wasn’t stopping Hood from trying.


‘This isn’t helping Philippa Balfour,’ Distant Daniels said at last, stopping the confab dead.


‘Well said, son,’ Rebus added. It was true: big inquiries could blind you to the single essential truth. You became a tiny cog in the machine, and as such you made demands in order to assure yourself of your importance. The ownership of chairs became an issue, because it was an easy argument, something that could be resolved quickly either way. Unlike the case itself, the case which was growing almost exponentially, making you seem ever smaller, until you lost sight of that single essential truth – what Rebus’s mentor Lawson Geddes had called ‘the SET’ – which was that a person or persons needed your help. A crime had to be solved, the guilty brought to justice: it was good to be reminded sometimes.


They split up amicably in the end, Hood noting the gardener’s details and promising to talk to him. After which there was nothing else to do but start climbing stairs again. They’d spent the best part of half an hour at Mrs Jardine’s; already Hawes’ calculations were unravelling, proving another truism: inquiries ate up time, as if the days went into fast forward and you couldn’t show how the hours had been spent, were hard pressed to explain your exhaustion, knowing only the frustration of something left incomplete.


Two more no-one-homes, and then, on the first landing, the door was opened by a face Rebus recognised but couldn’t place.


‘It’s about Philippa Balfour’s disappearance,’ Hawes was explaining. ‘I believe two of my colleagues spoke to you earlier. This is just by way of a follow-up.’


‘Yes, of course.’ The gloss-black door opened a little wider. The man looked at Rebus and smiled. ‘You’re having trouble placing me, but I remember you.’ The smile widened. ‘You always remember the virgins, don’t you?’


As they were shown down the hall, the man introduced himself as Donald Devlin, and Rebus knew him. The first autopsy Rebus had ever attended as a CID officer, Devlin had done the cutting. He’d been Professor of Forensic Medicine at the university, and the city’s chief pathologist at the time. Sandy Gates had been his assistant. Now, Gates was Professor of Forensic Medicine, with Dr Curt as his ‘junior’. On the walls of the hallway were framed photos of Devlin receiving various prizes and awards.


‘The name’s not coming to me,’ Devlin said, gesturing for the two officers to precede him into a cluttered drawing room.


‘DI Rebus.’


‘It would have been Detective Constable back then?’ Devlin guessed. Rebus nodded.


‘Moving out, sir?’ Hawes asked, looking around her at the profusion of boxes and black bin-liners. Rebus looked too. Tottering towers of paperwork, drawers which had been wrenched from their chests and now threatened to spill mementoes across the carpet. Devlin chuckled. He was a short, portly man, probably in his mid-seventies. His grey cardigan had lost most of its shape and half its buttons, and his charcoal trousers were held up with braces. His face was puffy and red-veined, his eyes small blue dots behind a pair of metal-framed spectacles.


‘In a manner of speaking, I suppose,’ he said, pushing a few strands of hair back into some semblance of order across the expanse of his domed scalp. ‘Let’s just say that if the Grim Reaper is the ne plus ultra of removers, then I’m acting as his unpaid assistant.’


Rebus recalled that Devlin had always spoken like this, never settling for six words where a dozen would do, and tossing the odd spanner into the dictionary. It had been a nightmare trying to take notes while Devlin worked an autopsy.


‘You’re moving into a home?’ Hawes guessed. The old man chuckled again.


‘Not quite ready for the heave-ho yet, alas. No, all I’m doing is dispensing with a few unwanted items, making it easier for those family members who’ll wish to pick over the carcass of my estate after I’ve shuffled off.’


‘Saving them the trouble of throwing it all out?’


Devlin looked at Rebus. ‘A correct and concise summary of affairs,’ he noted approvingly.


Hawes had reached into a box for a leatherbound book. ‘You’re binning all of it?’


‘By no means,’ Devlin tutted. ‘The volume in your hand, for example, an early edition of Donaldson’s anatomical sketches, I intend to offer to the College of Surgeons.’


‘You still see Professor Gates?’ Rebus asked.


‘Oh, Sandy and I enjoy the occasional tincture. He’ll be retiring himself soon enough, I don’t doubt, making way for the young. We fool ourselves that this makes life cyclical, but of course it’s anything but, unless you happen to practise Buddhism.’ He smiled at what he saw as this little joke.


‘Just because you’re a Buddhist doesn’t mean you’ll come back again though, does it?’ Rebus said, delighting the old man further. Rebus was staring at a framed news report on the wall to the right of the fireplace: a murder conviction dated 1957. ‘Your first case?’ he guessed.


‘Actually, yes. A young bride bludgeoned to death by her husband. They were in the city on honeymoon.’


‘Must cheer the place up,’ Hawes commented.


‘My wife thought it macabre too,’ Devlin admitted. ‘After she died, I put it back up.’


‘Well,’ Hawes said, dropping the book back into its box and looking in vain for somewhere to sit, ‘sooner we’re finished, the sooner you can get back to your clear-out.’


‘A pragmatist: good to see.’ Devlin seemed content to let the three of them stand there, in the middle of a large and threadbare Persian carpet, almost afraid to move for fear that a domino effect would ensue.


‘Is there any order, sir?’ Rebus asked. ‘Or can we move a couple of boxes on to the floor?’


‘Better to take our tête-à-tête into the dining room, I think.’


Rebus nodded and made to follow, his gaze drifting to an engraved invitation on the marble mantelpiece. It was from the Royal College of Surgeons, something to do with a dinner at Surgeons’ Hall. ‘Black/white tie and decorations’ it said along the bottom. The only decorations he had were in a box in his hall cupboard. They went up every Christmas, if he could be bothered.


The dining room was dominated by a long wooden table and six un-upholstered, straight-backed chairs. There was a serving-hatch – what Rebus’s family would have called a ‘bowley-hole’ – through to the kitchen, and a dark-stained sideboard spread with a dusty array of glassware and silver. The few framed pictures looked like early examples of photography: posed studio shots of Venetian boat-life, maybe scenes from Shakespeare. The tall sash window looked out on to gardens at the rear of the building. Down below, Rebus could see that Mrs Jardine’s gardener had shaped her plot – either by accident or design – so that from above it resembled a question mark.


On the table lay a half-finished jigsaw: central Edinburgh photographed from above. ‘Any and all help,’ Devlin said, waving a hand expansively over the puzzle, ‘will be most gratefully received.’


‘Looks like a lot of pieces,’ Rebus said.


‘Just the two thousand.’


Hawes, who had at last introduced herself to Devlin, was having trouble getting comfortable on her chair. She asked how long Devlin had been retired.


‘Twelve … no, fourteen years. Fourteen years …’ He shook his head, marvelling at time’s ability to speed up even as the heartbeat slowed.


Hawes looked at her notes. ‘At the first interview, you said you’d been home that evening.’


‘That’s right.’


‘And you didn’t see Philippa Balfour?’


‘Your information is correct thus far.’


Rebus, deciding against the chairs, leaned back, putting his weight on the windowsill, and folded his arms.


‘But you knew Ms Balfour?’ he asked.


‘We’d exchanged pleasantries, yes.’


‘She’s been your neighbour for the best part of a year,’ Rebus said.


‘You’ll recall that this is Edinburgh, DI Rebus. I’ve lived in this apartment nearly three decades – I moved in when my wife passed away. It takes time to get to know one’s neighbours. Often, I’m afraid, they move on before one has had the opportunity.’ He shrugged. ‘After a while, one ceases trying.’


‘That’s pretty sad,’ Hawes said.


‘And you live where … ?’


‘If I could just,’ Rebus interrupted, ‘bring us back to the matter in hand.’ He’d moved off the windowsill, hands now resting on the table-top. His eyes were on the loose pieces of the jigsaw.


‘Of course,’ Devlin said.


‘You were in all evening, and didn’t hear anything untoward?’


Devlin glanced up, perhaps appreciative of Rebus’s final word. ‘Nothing,’ he said after a pause.


‘Or see anything?’


‘Ditto.’


Hawes wasn’t just looking uncomfortable now; she was clearly irritated by these responses. Rebus sat down across from her, trying for eye contact, but she was ready with a question of her own.


‘Have you ever had a falling-out with Ms Balfour, sir?’


‘What is there to fall out about?’


‘Nothing now,’ Hawes stated coldly.


Devlin gave her a look and turned towards Rebus. ‘I see you’re interested in the table, Inspector.’


Rebus realised that he’d been running his fingers along the grain of the wood.


‘It’s nineteenth-century,’ Devlin went on, ‘crafted by a fellow anatomist.’ He glanced towards Hawes, then back to Rebus again. ‘There was something I remembered … probably nothing important.’


‘Yes, sir?’


‘A man standing outside.’


Rebus knew that Hawes was about to say something, so beat her to it. ‘When was this?’


‘A couple of days before she vanished, and the day before that, too.’ Devlin shrugged, all too aware of the effect his words were having. Hawes had reddened; she was dying to scream out something like when were you going to tell us? Rebus kept his voice level.


‘On the pavement outside?’


‘That’s right.’


‘Did you get a good look at him?’


Another shrug. ‘In his twenties, short dark hair … not cropped, just neat.’


‘Not a neighbour?’


‘It’s always possible. I’m merely telling you what I saw. He seemed to be waiting for someone or something. I recall him checking his watch.’


‘Her boyfriend maybe?’


‘Oh no, I know David.’


‘You do?’ Rebus asked. He was still casually scanning the jigsaw.


‘To talk to, yes. We met a few times in the stairwell. Nice young chap …’


‘How was he dressed?’ Hawes asked.


‘Who? David?’


‘The man you saw.’


Devlin seemed almost to relish the glare which accompanied her words. ‘Jacket and trousers,’ he said, glancing down at his cardigan. ‘I can’t be more specific, never having been a follower of fashion.’


Which was true: fourteen years ago, he’d worn similar cardigans under his green surgeon’s smock, along with bowties which were always askew. You could never forget your first autopsy: those sights, smells and sounds which were to become familiar. The scrape of metal on bone, or the whispering of a scalpel as it parted flesh. Some pathologists carried a cruel sense of humour and would put on an especially graphic performance for any ‘virgins’. But never Devlin; he’d always focused on the corpse, as if the two of them were alone in the room, that intimate final act of filleting carried out with a decorum bordering on ritual.


‘Do you think,’ Rebus asked, ‘that if you thought about it, maybe let your mind drift back, you could come up with a fuller description?’


‘I rather doubt it, but of course if you think it important …’


‘Early days, sir. You know yourself, we can’t rule anything out.’


‘Of course, of course.’


Rebus was treating Devlin as a fellow professional … and it was working.


‘We might even try to put together a photofit,’ Rebus went on. ‘That way, if it turns out to be a neighbour or someone anyone knows, we can eliminate him straight away.’


‘Seems reasonable,’ Devlin agreed.


Rebus got on his mobile to Gayfield and made an appointment for the next morning. Afterwards, he asked if Devlin would need a car.


‘Should manage to find my own way. Not utterly decrepit just yet, you know.’ But he got to his feet slowly, his joints seemingly stiff as he showed the two detectives out.


‘Thanks again, sir,’ Rebus said, shaking his hand.


Devlin just nodded, avoiding eye contact with Hawes, who wasn’t about to offer him her own thanks. As they made their way up to the next landing, she muttered something Rebus didn’t catch.


‘Sorry?’


‘I said: bloody men.’ She paused. ‘Present company excluded.’ Rebus didn’t say anything, prepared to let her get it off her chest. ‘Do you suppose for one second,’ she went on, ‘that if it had been two female officers down there, he’d have said anything?’


‘I think that would depend how he was handled.’


Hawes glared at him, seeking levity that wasn’t there.


‘Part of our job,’ Rebus went on, ‘is pretending we like everyone, pretending we’re interested in everything they have to say.’


‘He just—’


‘Got on your nerves? Mine too. Bit pompous, but that’s just his way; you can’t let it show. You’re right: I’m not sure he’d have told us anything. He’d dismissed it as irrelevant. But then he opened up, just to put you in your place.’ Rebus smiled. ‘Good work. It’s not often I get to play “good cop” around here.’


‘It wasn’t just that he got on my nerves,’ Hawes conceded.


‘What then?’


‘He gave me the creeps.’


Rebus looked at her. ‘Not the same thing?’


She shook her head. ‘The old-pal act he played with you, that irritated me a bit, because I wasn’t part of it. But the newspaper clipping …’


‘The one on the wall?’


She nodded. ‘That gave me the creeps.’


‘He’s a pathologist,’ Rebus explained. ‘They’ve thicker skins than most of us.’


She thought about this, and allowed herself a little smile.


‘What?’ Rebus asked.


‘Oh, nothing,’ she said. ‘It’s just that, as I was getting up to leave, I couldn’t help noticing a piece of the jigsaw on the floor under the table …’


‘Where it still sits?’ Rebus guessed, smiling too now. ‘With that kind of eye for detail, we’ll make a detective of you yet …’


He pressed the next door-buzzer, and it was back to work.


The news conference took place at the Big House, with a live feed to the inquiry room at Gayfield Square. Someone was trying to clean fingerprints and smears from the TV monitor with a handkerchief, while others tilted the blinds against the afternoon’s sudden burst of sunshine. With the chairs all filled, officers were sitting two and three to a desk. A few of them were taking a late lunch: sandwiches and bananas. There were mugs of tea and coffee, cans of juice. The conversation was muted. Whoever was in charge of the police camera at the Big House, they were coming in for some stick.


‘Like my eight-year-old with the video-cam …’


‘Seen Blair Witch a couple times too many …’


It was true that the camera seemed to be swooping and diving, picking out bodies at waist height, rows of feet, and the backs of chairs.


‘Show’s not started yet,’ a wiser head counselled. It was true: the other cameras, the ones from TV, were still being set up, the invited audience – journalists clutching mobile phones to their ears – still settling. Hard to make out anything that was being said. Rebus stood at the back of the room. A bit too far from the TV, but he wasn’t about to move. Bill Pryde stood next to him, clearly exhausted and just as clearly trying not to show it. His clipboard had become a comforter, and he held it close to his chest, now and then pulling back to look at it, as though fresh instructions might magically have appeared. With the blinds closed, thin beams of light pierced the room, highlighting motes of dust which would otherwise have remained invisible. Rebus was reminded of cinema trips in childhood, the sense of expectation as the projector came to life and the show began.
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