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‘Dammit, Diddler, you were a bit late there!’

He glowered up from the floor for a second or two, then grasped the outstretched arm and pulled himself to his feet.

‘Sorry, Neil,’ the sweating man acknowledged, gasping for breath. ‘I guess I’m just not as quick as I used to be, only my brain doesn’t know it yet.’

‘Hmph! From what I’ve heard you never were as quick as you used to be. Ah, ’scuse me.’ McIlhenney shoved him to one side and lunged towards the yellow football as it flew towards him, trapping it close to the wall of the sports hall, and holding off the recovered Diddler easily, as he looked inside.

‘Right, son!’ The call came from Andrew John, surging towards goal at a rate just slightly above his normal walking pace. He rolled the ball into the path of the bearded banker, whose side-footed shot beat the token efforts of Mitchell Laidlaw, taking a breather in goal.

The sturdy lawyer restarted the game quickly, throwing the ball out to the halfway line. The hall was big enough to accommodate full-sized tennis and basketball courts - although it was rarely used for either of those sports - with a raised spectator gallery along one side and two glazed panels set in the other, allowing a view from the Centre’s cafeteria.

‘Pick him up, Neil,’ John called out, as Benny Crossley cut towards the wing. As McIlhenney sprinted across the court, it occurred to him that his team-mate was at least five yards  closer to their opponent, but he let it pass. Benny was no flying winger and was usually predictable, and so he knew that he would turn back on to his right foot for a strike. His block was timed almost perfectly; he won possession as he surged through the tackle, sending the other man spinning, and headed back towards Mitch Laidlaw.

As he moved past the wall panels, he was aware of his son, Spencer watching him, his face almost pressed to the glass.

‘Get stuck in, man!’ In spite of his exertion, he smiled at the bellow, knowing that it was directed at the unfortunate Crossley, rather than at him. Stewart Rees appointed himself captain of every team in which he played, laying down the law to his colleagues at a volume which rose steadily as the hour progressed; to be fair to him, he did his waning best to set an example. As Rees rushed towards him, Neil played the ball to himself off the wall, avoided his lunge, then set himself to shoot.

For a moment he thought that he had been hit by a car. As Benny Crossley had found a few moments earlier, so the fabric-covered ball seemed to become an immovable object as his right foot slammed against it. His momentum sent him flying forwards, off his feet, twisting instinctively in mid-air to land safely on the hard floor.

There was no apology from Bob Skinner, only the sight, for McIlhenney, of a retreating back, a long pass being rolled wide of Grant Rock into the path of a grateful Diddler, and an awkward mishit poke which eluded the flapping left hand of David McPhail, the duty goal-keeper.

He picked himself up, moved down, unmarked, to the halfway line and signalled to McPhail to throw the ball out quickly, but just as his team-mate saw his waving gesture, the heavy  glazed door to the hall swung open; their equivalent of the referee’s whistle. Full-time: the Diddler’s goal had been the winner.

Bob Skinner came towards him, smiling, hand outstretched. Edinburgh’s Deputy Chief Constable was wearing a Motherwell Football Club replica shirt; he was perspiring, but not as heavily as the others, and his breathing was steady. ‘We did you at the end there, fella, did we not?’ he chuckled, as McIlhenney accepted the handshake.

‘Maybe, but what a goal to win by. A bloody toe-poke, and sclaffed at that.’

Skinner beamed at him. ‘For the Diddler, that was the equivalent of a thirty-yarder into the top corner. All we can do here is our best - whatever that might be.’
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‘Just one, as usual, then I’ll need to get the kids home.’ McIlhenney dropped a five-pound note into the kitty jar, a half-pint tumbler which sat on the bar. ‘Make it a pint of lime and soda, please, Lesley, and a couple of Cokes for Lauren and Spence.’

‘I don’t remember ever seeing you have a beer in here,’ the bar stewardess ventured as she filled a tumbler from the dispenser. ‘Don’t you drink at all?’

He shook his head. ‘Not any more, other than the odd glass of wine with a meal. That’s a luxury I can’t afford, not with those two.’ He carried the Cokes, and two packets of Cheese and Owen crisps across to a table in a big bay window, where his two children were seated, playing a board game.

‘I won’t be long,’ he said.

Lauren looked up at him; her brown hair was still damp from her swim in the Sports Centre pool. ‘No,’ she agreed, severely. ‘Spence mustn’t be up too late.’

He was frowning as he joined his football friends. Bob Skinner had noticed the exchange. ‘She giving you a hard time?’ he asked; quietly, so that none of the others could overhear.

‘Not really. She thinks of herself as a sort of surrogate mother sometimes, that’s all.’

‘Aye, well. She would, wouldn’t she, the poor wee lass. She’s cut out for the role though.’

Neil looked up at the ceiling and laughed. ‘Indeed she is; but what a teacher she had.’ And then the lump was in his throat again. Still, it came without warning; usually when he was alone, but sometimes, in the company of very close friends, people who had known them both. At first it had overwhelmed him; there had been a couple of occasions on which he, big, hard, Detective Sergeant McIlhenney, had shocked his companions, by dissolving, quietly and without warning, into tears. Now though, he was able to master it, to control the sudden surge of grief before it got to the stage of public embarrassment.

Skinner, having been down that road himself, knew when to say nothing. Eventually his companion dragged his gaze away from the ceiling and looked around the bar of the small North Berwick hotel. The usual Thursday-night banter was picking up pace; the evening’s game was being replayed, notably by the Diddler, who was well into the second talk-through of his winning goal.

‘Bloody toe-poke!’ McIlhenney grunted.

‘Skilfully guided away from the keeper, I’d put it,’ the scorer insisted.

‘Aye, you would. Now move a couple of your bellies along that bench and give me a bit more space.’

More seat-room materialised for the big policeman; he leaned back and let the chat continue, listening as it widened out, from the Diddler’s never-ending store of gossip about the lives of Edinburgh’s elite to take in the week’s televised sport, which had highlighted the closely fought conclusion of the battle for the English Premiership.

He looked around his new friends, realising again that he, still in his thirties, was the youngest member by several years:  Stewart Rees: as quiet and friendly in the bar as he was loud and hectoring during their game, a chemical engineer and head of production in one of Scotland’s smaller breweries.

 



Andrew John: an assistant general manager with the Bank of Scotland, possessed of a laconic sense of humour, and excellent footballing skills, even if these had been a shade eroded by ageing joints and an expanding waistline.

 



Benny Crossley: one of four squad members from Gullane, a man of few words, but every one of them weighed and sensible, with the precision of someone who made his living as a builder of quality houses.

 



Mitchell Laidlaw: managing partner of Edinburgh’s biggest legal firm, a legendarily successful litigator of formidable determination, which he brought with him on to the football courts.

 



Grant Rock: the man about town - in this case, North Berwick - of the group, local Government official, Rotarian, and like many of the group, a golf addict.

 



David McPhail: a successful advertising executive, his roots, like those of Skinner, were in the west of Scotland, but he had transplanted successfully to Gullane more than a quarter of a century earlier.

 



Spike Thomson: in a sense the odd man out, the senior disc jockey on one of Edinburgh’s commercial radio stations, the nearest thing North Berwick had to a resident celebrity.

Howard Shearer: the Diddler - McIlhenney had often wondered where the nickname had come from, but had still to ask - the most enthusiastic, if least skilful member of the squad. A high-ranking fund manager, whose secretary arranged his diary to ensure that he was always at home for the five-a-sides on Thursday evenings.

 



And on his right, Bob Skinner: boss, friend, benefactor, whatever . . . the man who had brought him into the squad, at a moment in his life when he had needed it most, killer squash player, karate maestro, golfing shark, but rough-and-ready footballer.

 



‘The real high point of my night, though,’ - the Diddler’s high-pitched voice broke into his thoughts - ‘was shifting big McIlhenney here off his feet.’

‘Ye’d better bring some extra padding next Thursday night then,’ Grant Rock told him. ‘The sergeant’s going to be looking for you.’

‘No need for padding, Grock,’ said Neil. ‘Not with an arse like he’s got.’ He drained his glass and stood up, waving across to Lauren and Spencer. ‘Got to get these two home, lads. See you next week, and thanks once again.’

‘He’s a good bloke, that,’ said Andrew John, moving his seat closer to Skinner, as the door of the lounge bar closed on the father and his children. ‘You did well bringing him along here. Hellish shame about his wife.’

‘Aye, it was that.’

‘How long’s it been now?’

The big policeman scratched his chin. ‘Let’s see. He’s been with us for five months, since January, and she died about six  weeks before that. Yes, just over six months.’

‘What was she like?’

‘Olive? Simply the best, like the song goes. A tremendous woman.’

‘Cancer, was it?’

‘Aye, in the lung. She gave it her best - they both did - but it was too much for her.’

‘And how’s he settled down since? It must be difficult for him with the two kids.’ The banker paused. ‘Of course, you would know that, wouldn’t you?’

‘That was a long time ago, Andrew, and I was only left with one - wee Alexis. You could argue that having the kids will have helped ease the loss, in a way, but it’s not true. It occupies you, but you never forget; not for a second.’

‘This boys’ club of ours must help him too.’

‘It does. Gets him out of the house once a week at least.’

‘He’s not a bad footballer.’

‘Better than that. He played Junior, for Armadale, before he joined the force.’

Andrew John’s eyes lit up with a new respect. ‘Why d’you not bring him before, then?’

Skinner grinned. ‘Never thought to. Anyway, he’d gone to seed. Since Olive fell ill he’s lost a couple of stone at least, and got himself back into training. His father died of a heart attack a few years back; it’s all the more important to Neil now that he stays fit, for the kids’ sake if nothing else.’

‘Talking about kids,’ John continued, ‘how’s your new one getting on?’

The grin turned into a beam of delight. ‘Our wee Seonaid? She’s absolutely great. Sleeps all the time, unlike her brother.’

‘And Sarah? How’s she?’

‘Loving it. For the first time in her adult life, she isn’t thinking about work at all. The day after Jazz was born she insisted on being picked up from the Simpson to go to a crime scene. Not this time, though. Motherhood’s finally got to her . . . thank Christ for it too, with three on our hands.’

The banker nodded. ‘Of course, your adopted lad. He’s settled in.’

‘Fine, thanks. He’s an intense wee boy, very clever; to see Jazz and him together you’d never know that the two lads weren’t natural brothers.’

‘Your older daughter, how’s she?’ John grinned. ‘Might as well ask about them all,’ he added.

‘You’d be better asking Mitch Laidlaw about our Alexis. He sees more of her than I do; ten hours a day in the office at least. She’s living in Leith now; nice wee flat she has.’

‘No romantic entanglements?’

Skinner looked at him and sighed. ‘I never ask, my friend. I never ask.’
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Andy Martin stared at the wall. He had become familiar with it since moving into his town house in Dean Village. One or two friends and colleagues had asked him why he had bothered, since his new home was less than half a mile from his Haymarket flat; but those who really knew him needed no explanation.

Since his break-up with Alexis Skinner, the detective had been focused almost completely on his work. Sure, there had been the odd night out with his team. Sure, Bob Skinner and he remained as close as ever, and if Andy suspected that his friend was secretly pleased that the engagement was over, neither of them ever discussed the matter. Sure, on more than the odd occasion, he had dipped into his old address book for dates and the odd one-night stand, instant flings which more than anything else had served to show him that he had virtually no friends outside the job. And even they, or most of them, tended to be just that bit more distant now that he was high on the ladder, and on the fast track for Chief Officer rank.

He had never thought of himself as a lonely man; now he realised that, before Alex, he had been just that and, without her, he was once more. The Haymarket place had become intolerable for him. The part of him which mourned her loss saw her in every shadow; but the part of him, the stronger part, which could never forgive her, could never forget either, never forget the shock of discovery or the choking, blinding,  deafening rage which had overwhelmed him when she had told him, in that damned house, that she had aborted their child.

So he had sold it, to a young, upwardly mobile couple, as they had been once, and had moved into the modern three-storey end-terraced house with a living room on the first floor, a small balcony overlooking the Water of Leith, and with at least one bedroom more than he felt he would ever need. And the wall had become his companion.

Of itself, it was nondescript, without windows, painted in a pale pastel colour, a barrier between his solitude and the busy life of his neighbour, a pleasant, middle-aged woman with a senior job in the Scottish Government administration, two daughters and a Vauxhall. But since moving in he had hung it, and most of the others, with his collection of paintings by contemporary Scottish artists, acquired over the years from galleries and sale rooms in and around Edinburgh, and on one or two occasions, from exhibitions at the city’s respected College of Art.

Each one had for him its own personality, and said different things to him. They were his friends, although they were still acclimatising, blending into their new surroundings as he moved them around, finding the arrangement within the room’s differing patterns of light which showed all of them at their best. ‘Maybe now they’re right,’ he said aloud as he sat in his armchair and gazed at them. It occurred to him that he had not felt as peaceful for months, not for more than a year, when all was serene with Alex and him, before their conflicts had arisen; yes, maybe now they were indeed right.

The ladies liked them too; he grinned at the recollection of his pleasure at showing his collection to someone for the first  time. Sally, an old flame, had been bowled over by them - literally, as it had turned out - only a week before. So had Jane, a month or so back. Karen Neville had never seen them, though, and he doubted if she ever would. The others were . . . safe; Karen was trouble waiting to happen.

He and the spectacular sergeant had come together in the wake of violence and of two vastly different personal tragedies. They had both meant it to be a one-off, but there had been a repeat performance, then another, and another, until finally he had allowed the relationship simply to fade away, before it reached the point at which he would have been obliged to move her out of her job in his office. He liked Karen, and undoubtedly they were great together under the duvet, but the memory of Bob Skinner’s indiscretion with a member of his personal staff was too strong for him to push away.

The paintings seemed to gaze back at him; he grinned as he wondered if they might be trying to tell him that they needed a wider audience. There was the girl next door for a start. Rhian Lewis, the older of the civil servant’s two daughters, was a medical student at Edinburgh University; she was tall, blonde and athletic, and she had that look in her eye. He had seen her running at weekends; once, indeed, he had overtaken her on the Water of Leith Walkway, and they had jogged back to Dean Village together.

Yes, Rhian would like the collection, he was sure; and the paintings would like her. But . . . the girl next door? Fraught with problems, he told himself at once. And she was so young; younger even than Alex. He’d be a real idiot to make the same mistake twice, would he not?

‘Yes,’ he said aloud. ‘A real idiot. No more twenty-anythings for you, Martin. You’ll play in your own age group from now  on. Starting this weekend.’ He pushed himself up from the chair, picked up his cordless phone from the coffee table, and dialled a number, plucked from his memory. ‘Hi, Janey,’ he began, as the call was answered. ‘Andy. You doing anything tomorrow night?’

‘Washing my hair,’ the woman on the other end of the line said, tersely.

‘On a Saturday night? That sounds like the bum’s rush to me.’

‘You could be right there, Mr Martin. Tell you what, why don’t you ask that Sindy Doll I saw you with in George Street last weekend?’ The line went dead.

‘Ouch,’ he said, staring at his handset. ‘You get away with nothing in this bloody city, do you?’ he complained to the paintings. He started to dial Sally’s number, but paused. Two weeks on the trot could lead to a third, and so on; these things could come about almost by default. He and Sal had been live-ins a few years before and, nice as she was, he didn’t fancy going there again.

‘Bugger,’ he swore, and began to whistle tunelessly, an old Sinatra song about lonely Saturday nights. And then he had a brainwave. He picked up his Filofax and flicked through its telephone listings, until he got to the ‘Macs’ section. He found the number at once; scrawled in over the one which it had replaced, and dialled it up.

The ringing tone sounded four times, before it was replaced by a honey voice. ‘Yes?’ she said, cautiously; the tone of a woman living alone. ‘Ruthie?’ he asked, although he knew that it was her. Ruth McConnell, Bob Skinner’s secretary, a Kim Basinger lookalike with legs which went all the way up to her bum; gorgeous and currently single.

‘Yes?’

‘It’s Andy Martin. Listen, this is a bit of a cheek, so don’t worry about blowing me out, but I’m at a bit of a loose end tomorrow night. I wondered if you fancied dinner.’

Only three or four seconds, but seeming twice as much. ‘Andy, I’d love to,’ she answered. He could tell from her tone that she meant it; he could tell also what she would say next. ‘But I can’t. I’m going through to Ayr tomorrow to visit my Mum. She’s just come out of hospital.’


This is not your day, son, he thought. ‘Ahh, too bad,’ he said. Still, there had been that hint. ‘How about next weekend?’

‘That would be great.’

‘Okay then. I’ll see you sometime and you can give me directions for picking you up.’

‘In that new car of yours? Yes, please.’ The anonymous Mondeo had gone as part of his personal make-over, to be replaced by a sleek red MGF.

He ended the call feeling vaguely uncomfortable, as if he had boxed himself into something, slipped the small telephone into the pocket of his shirt, picked up that afternoon’s Evening News and wandered out on to his second-storey balcony. The summer sunshine hit the river side of the house in the late afternoon and evening; next door, in the garden below, Rhian, in tee-shirt and shorts, was sprawled in a chair, reading. His appearance through the patio door caught the corner of her eye. She looked up and smiled at him. ‘Hello, Andy,’ she called up. ‘Nice night, isn’t it.’

‘Sure is.’

She put down her book and stood up, long tanned legs unfolding. ‘Social life let you down?’ she asked.

He laughed. ‘That’s perceptive of you.’

‘Mine too. Take me for a pint then; a walk up to Rutland Place would be nice.’

Andy Martin was rarely caught off guard. ‘I suppose it would,’ he said, cagily. ‘Ahh, what the hell, you’re on. See you outside.’

The girl ran indoors and he was turning too, when a figure appeared on the next balcony. It was Juliet Lewis, Rhian’s mother, dark-haired, shorter than her daughter, but trim nonetheless; he was quietly relieved to see that she was smiling. ‘I should apologise for my forward daughter,’ she said. ‘She didn’t give you much chance to say “no”, did she?’

The burly, fair-haired policeman grinned back. ‘She’s right; it’s a nice evening for a walk.’

‘She’s in safe hands, at least.’


That’s all you know, lady, Martin thought.

‘Let me be as forward as Rhian now,’ she went on. ‘It’s Margot’s eighteenth tomorrow, and I’m having a party for her. If the weather holds we’re going to have a barbecue; if not, I’m cooking indoors. If you’re free would you like to join us, rather than sit up there exposed to the cooking smells and annoyed by the music?’


Jesus, he thought once more, when you least expect it . . .


‘That’s very thoughtful of you, Juliet,’ he said. ‘Yes, thank you, I’d like that.’

‘Good. Around seven, then.’

Rhian was waiting when he stepped outside into the street. She had changed from her shorts into black jeans, but was still in the loose-fitting tee-shirt which she had worn in the garden. ‘Hi,’ she said, brightly. ‘We could always run to the pub, I suppose, but we’d hum a bit when we got there.’

‘No,’ he said, looking at her and reminding himself again  just how young she was. ‘Let’s just stick to walking pace.’ They set off out along the narrow street which led out of their part of Dean Village and on up towards the city’s West End.

‘You’re a police officer, aren’t you?’ the girl asked, as they crested the rise into Belford Road.

‘That’s right.’

‘So my mum was right. She thought that’s what you were.’

‘She’s well informed. I try to keep home and work separated.’

‘Mum’s usually in the know about the police; it’s part of her job. What do you do? You’re not in Special Branch, are you?’

He laughed; her brightness was infectious, just like Alex. ‘If I was, I couldn’t tell you.’

‘Or if you did, you’d have to kill me?’

‘It’s not that cloak and dagger, honest. But no, I’m not in SB; not any more.’

‘So what are you? An Inspector, like that man in the TV series?’

‘No. Actually I’m a Chief Superintendent. Detective.’

She looked at him, apparently impressed. ‘God. You must be older than you look. That’s next to Chief Constable, isn’t it?’

It was his turn to laugh. ‘Not quite. I’m Head of CID. There are three people between me and Sir James.’

‘Sir James? I thought that man Skinner was the Chief Constable.’

‘Bob? He hates even the notion that he might be one day. No, he’s the Deputy Chief. I report to him.’

‘I see.’ She looked him in the eye. ‘So how old are you, then?’

‘What do you think?’

‘Thirty-five.’ She was only a year out.

‘That’s near enough. How about you?’

‘What do you think?’

‘Looking at your mother, you can’t be much older than Margot.’

‘Thank you, sir, on her behalf. I’m twenty-one; Mum’s forty-four.’

‘As if I’d ask you that.’

‘You just did, Mr Detective, by implication.’

‘So what about your father?’ Martin asked.

‘Gone to the other side,’ she answered.

‘Ahh, I’m sorry to hear that. What was it?’

‘Latent homosexuality - he’s living in Brighton with a chiropractor. He’s a gynaecologist; I think it got to him eventually.’

Andy gasped, stopped in his tracks and looked at the girl. ‘Christ,’ he murmured, slowly. ‘what age were you when you were born?’

‘About fifteen, my mother says.’


Which makes us the same age, he thought.

‘And you’re going to be a doctor, like your father?’

‘Yes, but not quite like him. I think I’ll specialise in proctology. Better career prospects, I reckon; after all, everyone’s got one of them.’

‘You’re quite a girl,’ he said, once he had stopped laughing.

‘Do you always go on like that to guys you’ve just met?’

‘Only if I think they’re up for it. Besides, we haven’t just met. We’ve been neighbours for months, and we’re jogging companions.’

‘Running, my dear,’ he corrected her. ‘That might have been jogging for you, but it was running for me.’

‘Don’t kid me, Mr Andy. You might be a bit of a bufty, but you’re as fit as a fiddle; you were scarcely breathing hard that day you caught me up. And I saw you out cutting your grass last week. There’s not an ounce of fat on you.’

He tapped his head. ‘It’s accumulating up here, though. Come on, enough about me. How long till you graduate?’

Rhian’s stories of Edinburgh University School of Medicine lasted the rest of the way up to their destination. As they approached the two-storey pub in Rutland Place, across the street from the Caledonian Hotel’s grand main entrance, they could see that the usual Friday night throng had developed inside. There seemed to be space available, but the doors were guarded by squat men in dark blazers. ‘Damn,’ Rhian muttered. ‘Do you think we’re going to get in?’

‘Stick with me, kid.’ Martin led her towards the main door; one of the bouncers stepped across his path.

‘Full up, pal,’ said the man, with the air of one who did not expect debate.

Andy looked him in the eye. ‘Police.’

The bouncer stood his ground. ‘Aye, that’ll be right.’

‘Aye, it will,’ the detective agreed, speaking barely above a whisper. ‘I can see in there well enough. They can take two more, so do it the easy way. Believe me, you don’t want to try the other.’

The man considered his options for a few seconds, then stepped aside.

‘Can you talk your way in anywhere?’ Rhian asked.

‘Not the New Club. In the bomber jacket and the chinos that would be a bit difficult; but pubs, sure. The guy on the door just fancied himself a bit; on an authority trip, that was all. Now what’ll you have?’

Indeed, the bar was not quite as busy as it had appeared from the street; they found a couple of high stools by a shelf along the back wall and perched themselves there. ‘Right,’ said the girl briskly, after a first sip at her pint of lager. ‘You’ve had my story, now let’s have the rest of yours. What happened to Mrs Martin?’

He wrinkled his nose. ‘That role is currently vacant.’

‘Indeed? Then you’re holding regular auditions, from what I’ve seen on Sunday mornings. But you don’t seem like the playboy type.’

‘I like to think I am; don’t shatter my illusions, please.’

She hesitated. ‘Ahh, I see. “Shut up, Rhian, and mind your own business.” Okay. Sorry.’

He shook his head. ‘No, no. I didn’t mean to cut you off. The fact is I lived with someone until about nine months ago. She was going to be Mrs Martin, but it didn’t work out.’

‘What happened?’

He shrugged his shoulders. ‘She caught me screwing someone else,’ he said, quickly.

Rhian gazed at him. ‘If you’d looked me in the eye when you said that, I’d have believed you. It’s just as well you’re a copper, not a crook, for you’re a really lousy liar. Let me guess. It was the other way around?’

His vivid green eyes fixed on hers. ‘Nothing to do with it,’ he murmured. ‘There were things we couldn’t reconcile, that’s all.’

‘And you’ve been blaming yourself ever since?’

His gaze did not waver. ‘No. I’m not that much of a romantic. I’ve been blaming her ever since, and I always will.’ He drank deeply from his beer. ‘It’s time to move on, though. I know that.’

She drained her glass and looked at him. ‘Fine. Let’s go to Mather’s.’

‘You’re a bit of a girl, aren’t you?’ he chuckled.

‘No,’ she shot back. ‘I’m a lot of a girl. Just what you need, officer; you’ve been brooding for long enough.’

They eased their way out of No 1 Rutland Place and crossed Shandwick Place to Mather’s, different surroundings altogether, more of a traditional man’s pub. Initially, he felt uneasy about taking her in there, but he had learned enough about his enticing neighbour to know that the alternative was to let her go in alone.

The two fair-haired newcomers drew a few looks as they stepped into the dull, high-ceilinged bar, and a few smirks too. As they walked up to the bar, Andy looked around slowly and deliberately, and recognised half a dozen faces; men-about-town of a certain sort whose paths had crossed his, over the years. Two of them nodded in his direction, the others looked away, arousing his suspicions at once. He made a mental note to pass their names on to Dan Pringle, the divisional CID Commander for the area.

‘Eighty shilling?’ Rhian’s question reclaimed his attention. She had a five-pound note in her hand.

‘Yes,’ he answered, glancing across at the barman, ‘but you can put that away. I don’t accept drinks from members of the public . . . and certainly not from students.’

‘Hey, I’m a liberated lady.’

‘Maybe, among your generation; to me you’re just a kid.’ As he passed his own fiver across the bar, she frowned and looked away from him; the first crack in the shell of her self-confidence. ‘Hey, I’m sorry,’ he offered at once. ‘I didn’t mean to put you down.’

That look in her eye came back at once. ‘Don’t flatter yourself. You haven’t picked me up yet.’

They stood at the bar in Mather’s while they drank and talked. Rhian tried to prise police stories from him, but he steered her gently on to other topics. For all her assurance, she was too young for many of the tales that he could have told her. Fleetingly, the thought came to him that if he did, the temptation which she represented would go away at once, but he rejected it.

Instead he talked all the usual small-talk, music and movies, all the harmless stuff which he used to build a screen between his companion of that and other evenings, and the real Andy Martin. Only Alex knew him, and she had rejected him; it would be a long time before that man came back. Better casual affairs and loneliness than experience that pain again.

‘Am I starting to bore you?’

He blinked and smiled at her. ‘Far from it. I was somewhere else for a minute, that’s all.’

‘No, you weren’t. You were in Bert’s Bar all along, and my glass is empty . . . but it’s okay, I think it’s time to go. A pint and two halves is enough for me.’

He finished his third and last pint of the evening, and they left their third and last port of call, walking out into William Street, into the still, mild summer evening. She took his arm as they turned into Walker Street, quiet at ten-thirty, even on a Friday night. She was silent on the walk home, along Rothesay Terrace and down the hill towards the Village.

‘Thanks, Andy,’ she said at last, as they arrived at their neighbouring homes. ‘This has been nice . . . even though you have been blocking me out all night.’

‘I haven’t,’ he lied; she was perceptive, this girl-woman.

‘Oh no? Ask me in for a coffee, then.’

He looked at her, temptation on legs, in the gloaming of the June Scottish night, lit by the blue glow of the northern sky. And then he thought of the paintings. ‘Do it,’ they seemed to whisper to him.

‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Would you like a coffee?’

She seemed to twinkle at him. ‘Well, just the one . . .’ He unlocked the door and stood aside for her; the houses in the terrace were identical in lay-out, so she headed straight upstairs to the first-floor living area, above the garage, laundry and store rooms. He flicked a light switch and watched her as she stopped, as soon as she reached the top and stepped into the living room.

She was gazing at the paintings as he stepped up beside her. ‘How do you like my friends?’ he asked.

‘Andy, they’re really lovely. Are they all originals?’

‘Sshh,’ he said. ‘You’ll offend them, just by asking that. Stay here and get to know them; I’ll give you the guided tour once I’ve made the coffee.’

He stepped through to his kitchen and made a pot of filter coffee, then brought two mugs back to the living room. ‘I guessed no sugar, okay?’ She nodded as he set them on a low table. She was standing by the cabinet which held his hi-fi equipment, holding a CD case.

‘Who’s this?’ she asked.

‘Mary Coughlan. Irish; what you’d call a torch singer.’ He picked up a remote, and pressed a button; a few seconds later a smoky voice sang out into the room. ‘Right,’ he said. ‘Andy’s art gallery.’

He walked her round the pictures one by one, explaining the history of each and of its artist. The collection was a blend  of modern and traditional art, oils, acrylics and watercolours. ‘They’re all beautifully framed,’ Rhian commented.

‘Most of them have been reframed to my taste. I can’t paint for toffee, so I sort of see that as my stamp on them. Many artists will put any old cheap crap around their work, so there’s plenty of scope.’

She turned to face him. ‘So this is the man you’ve been keeping back from me all night. A secret lover of art and very sexy music.’ She put her arms around his neck, and kissed him.

‘Hey, hey,’ he whispered. ‘Rhian, this isn’t . . .’

She pressed herself against him, provocatively; he was rock hard, no disguising it. ‘Mmm, like I said. Not an ounce of fat.’

‘Come on kid,’ he protested. ‘Don’t rush your fences.’

‘Ahh,’ she said, softly. ‘So the fence is there to be cleared . . .’

‘I didn’t say that. Look, you’re very attractive, and all that—’

‘But I’m only a kid. Don’t kid yourself. You wouldn’t be the first man I’ve slept with . . .’ She paused. ‘. . . or the oldest either.’

‘No, but I’ll be the first who lived next door.’

‘What’s that got to do with it?’

‘Ask your mother.’

‘It’s got nothing to do with her. Andy, I’m past my twenty-first. I’m a grown woman . . . damn well-grown at that. Now shut up and kiss me again.’


Oh shit! said the voice in his head. His hands, which had been together loosely at the small of her back, slid up under her tee-shirt. Her skin felt silky and smooth, as he drew her close against him. Her lips were soft, her full breasts loose,  her nipples hard, rubbing against him even through two layers of clothing.

He gave himself up to Trouble, and in that moment didn’t give a damn.

Andy Martin had long held the irrational theory that telephones are a malevolent life form, one which chooses to interfere in its creators’ business at pivotal moments, out of sheer cussedness. But when his cordless phone rang out, he thought that, for once, it might have decided to save him from himself.

He extricated himself from Rhian’s embrace. ‘That’s probably your mother,’ he muttered, as he picked up the handset.

The girl shook her head. ‘Probably one of your Saturday night women,’ she laughed.

‘Martin,’ he said into the receiver. It was a woman, but one of the Monday-to-Friday sort. ‘Andy,’ a familiar voice replied. ‘It’s Maggie.’

He looked back across the room and put a finger to his lips. ‘Yes, Chief Inspector Rose. What can I do for you?’

‘I’m at a crime scene: a suspicious death.’ He heard her pause. ‘No, let’s forget police-speak, a murder. I’m sorry to bother you with it, but I guessed you’d want to know about it.’

‘Why’s that?’

‘Because it’s a right nasty one . . . and because the victim’s an ex-copper.’

‘Shit. Where are you?’

‘North Berwick. A house called Shell Cottage, in Forth Street.’

‘I’ll be with you inside an hour. I’ve had a couple of beers so I’ll need to round up a driver.’

He ended the call and looked at Rhian. ‘Sorry, love. It’s the job; I’ve got to go and look at a body. You see? You don’t really want to be involved with me: this sort of thing happens all the time.’

‘Don’t worry. It happens to doctors too. Can I come with you?’

‘No way,’ he answered, firmly.

‘Then I’ll wait for you.’

‘No.’ He frowned at her. ‘Seriously, you should go next door. If for no other reason than that this could take all night.’

‘Ahh,’ she sighed. ‘In that case, I’ll see you tomorrow. I could take all night too.’
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Once upon a time, North Berwick was known as ‘the Biarritz of the North’ - a term coined, or so Detective Chief Inspector Maggie Rose had always thought, by someone who had never been to Biarritz.

In fact the term came from the Victorian era, when the small East Lothian town had been the main weekend and holiday resort for the merchants and financiers of Edinburgh. Even at the dawn of the new millennium, its beach-front area was little changed from those days, although the modern community which unrolled from it had become a dormitory for the city and an internationally recognised golf resort.

Maggie Rose was standing at the front door of Shell Cottage, between two uniformed constables, when Karen Neville’s Nova drew up behind the ambulance and police vehicles, and the Head of CID stepped out of the front passenger seat. It was forty minutes past midnight. ‘Hi, Mags,’ he said. ‘Sorry I didn’t get here sooner, but I decided to ask Karen to bring me out, rather than take a patrol car off duty. ACC Elder gets humpty about that sort of thing.’

He saw her eyes narrow slightly and guessed that the DCI thought that they had been together when she had called. ‘It took her a few minutes to get down to pick me up,’ he added, pointedly.

Maggie flushed slightly, embarrassed that her mind had been read. ‘Hello, Karen,’ she said, as the detective sergeant approached.

‘The man inside,’ Martin asked. ‘Who is he?’

‘His name’s Smith, Alexander Smith, and he’s the only elector registered at this address. There are some papers inside which told us that he was a police pensioner . . .’ She paused as she saw the DCS’s face change. ‘You know him?’

‘Of course I do. I succeeded him as Head of Special Branch. Don’t you remember him? Alec Smith; he was a DCI when he chucked it, like you are now. Jesus, this puts a bit of a spin on it. Have you told the Boss?’

Red hair swung as she shook her head. ‘No. I left that to your judgement.’

‘Let’s have a look at him first. Are Dorward’s scene-of-crime team here yet?’

‘No, but the MO’s here. He’s still inside. I came out for a breath of fresh air. I’d have opened the windows, but I didn’t want to touch anything unnecessarily before Arthur’s lot have been over the place.’

‘Lead on then.’ Rose nodded and turned to go back indoors. Before following, Martin paused for a moment to look at Shell Cottage. It was a two-storey house, built of locally quarried red stone, with a pan-tiled roof, and separated from the pavement by a narrow garden. Taller buildings stood on either side, their walls adjoining.

‘I never knew Alec lived here,’ he murmured, absent-mindedly, then stepped past the uniforms and into the house, into a narrow hall, Neville at his heels.

Maggie Rose was waiting for them at the foot of a flight of stairs. ‘He’s up there, in his living room, or study. Whatever  you want to call it.’ She looked at the Sergeant. ‘Karen, it’s bad,’ she warned.

‘I’ve seen death before,’ the other woman replied.

‘Not like this, you haven’t.’ Rose led the way upstairs. ‘Trust Brian Mackie to be on holiday when we get one like this,’ she murmured. Four doors opened off the upper landing, which was lit by a skylight. Three led to rooms overlooking Forth Street; a tall man in his early thirties stood outside the other.

‘This is Dr Brown, the duty medical examiner,’ said Maggie. ‘Dr Brown; DCS Martin and Detective Sergeant Neville.’

The Head of CID shook hands with the doctor, noting that the fresh round face was a touch pale. ‘Pleased to meet you. Been doing this job for long?’

‘No,’ the doctor replied. ‘I’ve only just joined your panel.’ Martin caught a light Irish accent. ‘Right now, I’m having second thoughts.’

‘Have you got a cause of death for us?’

‘Heart failure, technically; it’ll take a bloody good pathologist to tell you what the principal contributory cause was.’

‘Fortunately,’ muttered Martin, ‘I know one . . . if I can persuade her to do it, that is. Let’s have a look at poor old Alec, then.’ He pointed to the fourth door. ‘In here, yes?’

‘Yes.’

He opened it, took a pace inside, then hesitated, as if he had been checked physically by the smell which greeted him, a mix of blood, faeces and something else. Experienced policemen will assert that terror leaves a stench of its own; Martin caught it as he looked at the man into whose shoes he had once stepped.

Alec Smith’s study stretched the full width of the house. The wall facing the door seemed to be one big, north-facing window. Although its slatted, vertical blinds were closed, Andy could still see in his mind’s eye the view outside; the wide beach, the harbour, the old granary, now converted into desirable apartments, Craigleith, the Bass Rock, and in the distance the outline of the East Neuk of Fife.

The lights were off, but the glow of the northern sky in midsummer was strong enough to imbue the blinds with a pale blue pallor, and to let the Head of CID, and Karen Neville as she stepped in behind him, see the full horror of what was in the room. A beam split the high ceiling, from gable to gable. Into its side, at around the mid-way point a big hook was sunk. Alec Smith was suspended from it, on the tips of his toes; he hung by his wrists, which were lashed together with blue nylon rope, tied in turn to the hook. He was naked and his back was to the door, his head lolling forward on his chest.

‘Outside, Karen.’ Martin’s voice was little more than a whisper, but she obeyed, without argument. As the door closed again, he crossed the room and adjusted one of the blinds, allowing a little more light in. Then he took a deep breath and turned to take his first close look.

For all his experience, for all that he had seen, his stomach heaved instinctively, and he felt a beery taste in his mouth; he was glad that he had not switched on the array of lights which were positioned along the beam. Smith had been disembowelled; his entrails had burst from a diagonal rip across his abdomen and hung down to the floor. Andy clenched his teeth and looked closer. Behind the exposed, tumbling intestine, he could see that the man’s genitals were badly burned, as were  his nipples, and large areas of his chest and lower torso. A blowlamp, he guessed. Steeling himself once more, he raised the man’s heavy head and looked at his face. The mouth was gagged with several strips of broad, brown gaffer tape, and the eyes had been burned out.

Quickly he let go and stepped back; as he did so the body swung round on the hook, and more of its guts slipped out. His hands felt odd, he realised. He looked at them and saw that they were covered in blood. Of course, Alec Smith had been grey, yet the body’s scalp was dark, soaked, and matted. Suddenly, he felt himself going; he turned to the blind, and closed it once more then stepped back out of the room.

Dr Brown looked at him, knowingly. He held up his hands. ‘Bathroom?’ he asked. DCI Rose pointed to the middle of the three doors on, the other side of the landing.

A couple of minutes later he was back on the landing, knowing from the bathroom mirror that he was as pale as the medical examiner. ‘Was he dead before all that stuff was done?’ he asked.

‘I very much doubt it,’ the young doctor replied. ‘There was a lot of bleeding from the abdominal tear, but less than you’d expect from the head wound. I’d say he was tortured, then battered about the head to finish him off . . . except he may actually have been dead by then.’

‘Did you see any obvious weapons?’ he asked Maggie.

‘Not in there. I didn’t look. I didn’t spend any more time in there than I had to.’

‘No more did I. Any signs of forced entry?’

‘None at all that I could see.’

He turned back to Dr Brown. ‘Time of death?’

The Irishman looked at his watch. ‘Three to four hours ago.’

‘When was he found?’

‘Around a quarter to eleven,’ Rose answered. ‘A guy who knew him came out of the Auld Hoose along the road, and saw Smith’s dog barking at the door, wanting in. The animal roams about North Berwick apparently. The bloke rang the bell, then tried the door and found that it was unlocked. There was a light on in the cellar; he called down there and upstairs, got no answer and went to investigate.

‘When he found him he ran back to the Auld Hoose and raised the alarm. He also had a very large drink.’

‘How did you get here so fast?’

‘I was working late in Haddington, reviewing the paperwork on a real bugger of a retail fraud case. I’m proposing to start door-to-door enquiries first thing in the morning, and to try to track down everyone else who was in the Auld Hoose during the evening, to see if any of them saw someone arriving or leaving Shell Cottage.’

The Head of CID nodded assent. ‘Do it; but you know already what we’re likely to find. Sod all. This was savagery, yet it was cold and premeditated too; it was planned. Whoever set this up is unlikely to have arrived or to have stepped back out into Forth Street, right in front of a casual passer-by.’

‘They wouldn’t need to, sir,’ said the DCI. ‘There’s a door to the front garden, and steps down to the beach.’

As she spoke, they heard footfalls on the staircase, and the red head of Detective Inspector Arthur Dorward appeared in view.

‘You ready for us, sir?’ he asked Martin.

‘Aye, sure. I hope you’re ready for this.’ He nodded to  Brown. ‘Thanks, Doctor. Welcome to the force. Mags, about the Boss, I’ll tell him in the morning.’ He glanced at Neville.

‘Sergeant, let’s get back up town.’

He followed his assistant back into the street and into her car. He asked her to roll down the windows. ‘I need to get the stench out of my nostrils,’ he explained, although she understood. Without warning, he shuddered, violently. ‘Jesus, Karen. I knew that man in there.’

‘Let’s get out of here,’ she said, pressing buttons to lower the front windows and let the cool night air flood into the car.

He thought of home, and imagined how it would be if, after all, Rhian was looking out for his return, her mind on unfinished business. He looked across to the driver’s seat, a question showing through the strain in his eyes.

She nodded. ‘Yes. My place.’
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It did not occur to either of them that they might make love. They simply lay together in the king-size, pine-framed bed, Karen dozing on her side with an arm thrown across his chest, Martin, on his back, stared at the ceiling, seeing nothing but the gutted, tortured body of Alec Smith.

He tried to chase the vision, but it would not go away. He closed his eyes, but still he saw the shape swinging gently in the half-light as he touched it. The smell stayed in his nostrils, unforgettable for that time at least. The Chief Superintendent was renowned for his calmness - privately he prided himself on it - yet he feared that somewhere, a scream, his own, lurked close.

He looked at Karen, thankful for his instinctive refusal to allow her further into the room, guessing what Maggie Rose might make of it, but not caring. He reached out and traced his finger very softly round the line of her jaw, and was glad when she smiled, fitting his touch into whatever dream she was having.

Knowing that sleep was not an option for him, he fought the horror by becoming a policeman, rather than a terrified onlooker. As a rule, he tried at every crime scene to imagine it being committed; coldly, dispassionately, professionally. That skill, learned from Bob Skinner, had been beyond him in the house at North Berwick, but there, in the night, he used it as a weapon.

Alec Smith had been a big man and had been known, even in the no-nonsense world of the police, as a hard man, too. Yet he had been subdued, stripped, strung up and gutted like a fish. How many people had it taken to do that, for God’s sake?

In his mind’s eye he looked around the big room, developing the subconscious snapshot which his mind had taken at the scene, using his photographic memory to recall details. The first and strangest thing: there had been no signs of a struggle. The room, expensively furnished, everything in its place. Smith’s clothes; not thrown about the room, but laid across an armchair, almost neatly. A bottle of whisky, on a table positioned against the wall on the right of the room. A telescope, on a stand in front of the window to the left. And another stand, a tripod, unadorned. Beside it on Smith’s desk, which he had set under the window, a big, expensive-looking 35mm camera, and a video camera. Shit! The table, the table. Two glasses. For the killers? Or one for the victim and an expected guest? Or left from earlier - Smith and someone else altogether? Prints will tell, Andy, prints will tell. Back to the desk! The cameras. A hobby? Photographing, filming shipping moving in and out of the Firth of Forth? Or put to more recent use? No! No?

Martin lifted Karen’s arm gently from his chest and laid it on the duvet, then slipped quietly out of bed. Naked, he crossed the hall to the living room of the small flat and picked up the phone, which lay on the sideboard. He dialled 192, asked for and was given Alec Smith’s telephone number, then called Shell Cottage.

Detective Inspector Dorward answered. ‘Arthur. DCS Martin here. There are two cameras on the victim’s desk, yes? Still and video?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘I want to see what’s in them, if anything. If there’s a film in the camera, have your photographer develop it. If there’s a cassette in the camcorder, play it back. Just in case, you understand.’

‘Of course, Boss.’ Dorward sounded slightly wounded.

‘Sorry, Arthur. I’m sure you’d have done that anyway.’

‘It’s the thought that counts, sir,’ the mollified Inspector chuckled. ‘Hang on and I’ll look at the video camera now.’ There was a pause; in the background, Martin heard mechanical sounds. ‘There’s a tape in it, sir.’ said Dorward. ‘I’ll run a few frames back and replay it through the viewfinder.’

‘Okay.’ He waited, taking care to stand clear of the yellow light which flooded through the living room window from the street lamp outside. As he stood there, Karen’s arms wound around his waist. He felt her heavy breasts press against his back as she hugged him.
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