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Nobody could remember weather like it in June. ‘A side-effect of El Niño,’ the lovely weather woman on BBC Breakfast had described the phenomenon, on the third morning of the blizzards that swept the Scottish mountains, a savagely unprecedented sting in the tail of a winter which, after seeming for a while to be endless, had been interrupted by the wettest spring on record.

The hardy Highlanders had moaned their way through the dark months, counting at the same time the money as it flowed into the ski resorts, but even they found the summer snows too much to bear. On the second day, there was a report of a suicide on a remote farm, whose tenant had lost more than half of his sheep.

And then, on the fourth day, it was over, as dramatically as it had begun. The clouds disappeared, the temperatures rose overnight by as much as eighteen Celsius, and the snows melted in the course of half a day.

They poured into the mountain streams, which fed into the tributaries, which in their turn flowed into the River Tay, turning it into a sudden raging torrent.

The people on the North Inch of Perth knew what was  coming; many of them had experienced it before, and had supposed that it could not happen again, even though in their heart of hearts they knew that it could.

A few piled sandbags in their doorways as high as they could, in the vain hope that they would prove an effective dam against the murky rushing water. The rest, those who had learned the hard lesson, moved as much of their furniture and as many of their valuables as they could into the upper floors of their terraced houses, and moved out to camp with relatives until the worst was over.

If they had stayed, they would have seen the river rise, little by little at first, then more swiftly, foot by foot, until finally it broke out, forming a new loch as it swept across the low-lying Inch, finding the streets and the waiting houses, making a mockery of the sandbags as it poured through them, finding the lower floors and cellars, and filling them to drowning depth.

Some had stayed, sitting safe upstairs, and even out on their roofs, in the blazing sunshine, watching the personal disasters unfold, and shaking their heads as they did. ‘This will never be allowed to happen again,’ the politicians had declared as the North Inch householders had cleared away the mud from the last inundation.

But all too often, the attention span of politicians lasts no longer than the next election, and so, inevitably, it had.

Meanwhile, three thousand miles to the west . . .
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‘It must have been a hell of a shock for you, with your husband just dropping in his tracks like that.’

‘Have you been playing football for long without your helmet?’ Sarah Grace Skinner asked, wryly, her voice suddenly brittle. ‘Of course it was a hell of a shock. All I could do was scream.’ Her mouth set tight for a few seconds. ‘Bob collapsing at my feet, I’m a damn doctor, and all I could do was stand there and scream.’

Ron Neidholm’s massive quarterback’s hand enclosed hers. ‘Hey there,’ he murmured. His voice had always struck her as surprisingly gentle in such a big man; its contrast with the rest of his physical make-up had always amused her. Indeed it was that, rather than his rugged good looks, or the blueness of his eyes, which had caused the fluttering in her chest at their first meeting, thirteen years earlier. ‘Don’t go taking the guilt on yourself,’ he told her, earnestly. ‘This is your husband we’re talking about, and at your parents’ burial into the bargain. Goddamn right you screamed. In your shoes I’d have done the same thing.’

She glared at him across the small table, and then the moment passed, and her face creased into a smile. ‘Oh no you  wouldn’t,’ she retorted. ‘You’re a lawyer. First you’d have checked whether the ground was slippery, in case you could sue the funeral company, then you’d have gone straight home to look out the will.’

He laughed out loud. ‘That’s what you think of me, is it? I may have a law degree, but I’ve never practised, remember.’

She took her hand from beneath his and reached out to touch his face, her fingers tracing its scars, gently, on his nose and above his left eye; then she slipped it inside his open-necked shirt, feeling the lump on his collarbone, the relic of an old fracture. ‘Maybe it’s time you did,’ she whispered.

‘Maybe it is,’ he admitted, with the awkward grin she remembered so well, ‘but it’s just I love football, Sarah. Even when I was at college, it was my whole life. Apart from you, that is,’ he added, quickly.

It was her turn to laugh. ‘I don’t think so. That damn ball was always more important than me, when it came to the crunch. Pity help the woman who forced you to a choice.’

‘That’s never happened: not even with you, if you remember. When I told you I was going to Texas to turn professional, you just said “Fine. Good luck.” You didn’t give me any argument.’

She leaned forward and looked him in the eye. ‘Would there have been any point?’

He shook his head. ‘No. To be honest I was glad when you took it so well. I had this idea that I’d come back from the season, whenever it ended, and you’d be there, waiting for me. Was I ever wrong, huh? Like Babs Walker said, you got bored damn quick.’

Her eyes narrowed, and her mouth tightened once more. ‘Yes, my dear friend Babs . . . devious little bitch that she is. I  tell you, if she wasn’t Ian Walker’s wife I’d have knocked her head clean off her shoulders for what she did. I thought it was just going to be the three of us for supper, after Ian’s evening church service. When I walked in there last night, and saw you . . .’

He grinned again. ‘I could tell, don’t worry. When I caught the look on your face, I thought Oh shit! and tried to remember what I’d done to make you hate me.’

‘It wasn’t you.’

‘I know that now, otherwise I wouldn’t have dared suggest we have dinner tonight.’

‘In that case, I’m glad you understood: you never did a thing to make me hate you. No, it was Babs who got under my skin. I knew straight away it was all her idea; it’s in her nature. She’s supposed to be my best friend, yet she does things like that. She’ll say she’s only looking out for me, and I guess she thinks she is, but sometimes it’s her motive I can’t stand. She hated Bob from the start, you know.’

‘I’d guessed as much,’ he admitted. ‘She . . .’ He was stopped in mid-sentence by a tap on the shoulder; he looked up, into the eager face of a middle-aged man.

‘Mr Neidholm,’ the intruder burst out. He had fine features, lank brown hair and wore a formal black suit. He was holding a white card, and a pen. Oddly he was wearing white gloves, but Sarah noticed blotches on his wrists and realised that he suffered from a skin disease. ‘I’m sorry to interrupt you and your companion, but I’m a shameless fan of yours,’ he gushed. ‘Would you be kind enough to sign this menu for me?’

The big, fair-haired footballer smiled across at Sarah apologetically, then shrugged his wide shoulders. ‘Of course,’  he said. ‘Gimme it here.’ He took the card and the man’s Mont Blanc ballpoint and scrawled a signature.

‘Thank you so much,’ the man exclaimed. ‘You’ve made my summer.’ He turned to leave, then paused. ‘May I just say that I desperately hope you play at least one more season. Will you?’

Ron reached up and patted him on the shoulder. ‘We’ll see,’ he said. ‘In a couple of months I’ll know for sure.’

‘That was really nice of you,’ she said, as the fan made his way back to his table.

‘Comes with the territory; football’s about guys like him, about little men with physical limitations to the point of handicap, even more than it’s about the fat guys with dreams who dress up in the colours and make jackasses of themselves every Sunday in the season. I’m always available to someone like him. Besides,’ he added, with a grin, ‘if I ever do practise law . . . not that I’ll need to . . . he’ll remember it, and so will everyone in this restaurant who saw us.’

‘I don’t believe you’re that cynical,’ she said. ‘I know you, Mr Neidholm. You did it because you’re nice, and for no other reason. Not everyone’s as devious as our Babs.’ She hesitated. ‘You were going to say something about her when that man appeared. What was it?’

‘Nothing. Or something that’s probably best left unsaid.’

‘Too late now, big boy. Go on.’

He sighed. ‘If you insist. I was going to say that she made a point of showing me a photograph of you and a guy she said you had a thing with, when you and your husband had marriage problems a while back.’

‘Cow!’ she hissed. ‘I told her to get rid of that.’

‘So that was true?’

‘Yes, it’s true. Bob and I did break up at one point; I came back over here to the States and I did have a relationship with someone. But it’s history, and so, very definitely, is he. God,’ she gasped. ‘Babs really does hate Bob, doesn’t she? Even now, she won’t let go.’

‘Forget her,’ he said, firmly. ‘She was always like that, even years ago. You’re right; for a minister’s wife, she’s something of a bitch.’ He picked up the empty bottle of San Pellegrino that lay on the table and glanced idly at the label.

‘Did they ever pin down what happened to him?’ he asked.

She shuddered. ‘His heart stopped, just like that. Makes you think, doesn’t it. There is no Superman; there is no Planet Krypton. Not even the great Deputy Chief Constable Bob Skinner was invulnerable. Now let’s talk about something else.’

‘Okay, but why are you so bitter?’

‘Because he’s gone,’ she snapped. ‘That’s why I’m bitter. I’m angry with him, and I’m angry with the whole fucking world. Ron, I’m trying to come to the terms with the fact that my peaceful, lovely parents have been robbed and murdered in their peaceful, lovely lakeside cabin. Even now, with them both in the ground, I can barely make myself believe it. I needed Bob beside me more than I ever did before, and yet he’s gone, and left me here in Goddamned Buffalo New York, with my three children, and the aftermath of all that horror.’

‘But come on, Sarah. It was hardly his choice.’

Tears welled in her eyes. ‘Yes it was! He’s gone because of his career, his fucking career!’

‘Okay, okay, okay, calm down.’

She took a deep breath and dabbed her eyes, briefly, with her napkin. ‘I will if we talk about something else.’

‘Sure, let’s do that. Do you still have much to do to get your parents’ estate through probate?’

‘Not about that either,’ she said. ‘Let’s talk about you. Will you play another season, like that man asked you?’

Ron Neidholm, Sarah Grace’s college lover, looked at her across the table, in an hotel dining room which seemed, suddenly, to be empty apart from them. ‘Honey,’ he said, in the soft drawl he had acquired in his Texas days, ‘I have three Superbowl rings, and I have been All-American or Pro-bowl quarterback more times than I can even remember. That doesn’t stop me wanting more glory, or more trophy jewellery, and the Nashville Cats are offering me an unbelievable amount of money to throw that damn ball for another season.

‘If that guy had asked me a month ago whether I’d take it, I’d have said “Too damn right!” But now, I’m not quite so sure.’

She frowned; she had always showed her surprise that way. ‘What’s making you hesitate all of a sudden?’

‘You are, Dr Sarah Grace Skinner. You are.’
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Paula Viareggio looked to her left and saw herself in the big mirror that stretched across the width of the dressing table. She saw him too, although he was lost somewhere in a dream. She slid out from underneath his muscular arm, rolled out of the huge sleigh bed and stood up.

Still looking in the mirror, she touched herself between her breasts with a fingertip, then traced it slowly down to her navel. Not bad, she thought, appraising her body in the morning light. She did not think of herself as being vain; no, she was simply proud of her olive skin with its velvet feel, of her long supple limbs, and of her classic high-cheekboned face. Most of all she was proud of her long cascading hair, turned silver from black in her mid twenties, helped on its way, if truth be told, by some judicious colouring by Charlie Kettles, her hairdresser. ‘Yes, not bad for thirty-something,’ she murmured.

She heard a muffled grunt behind her, as Mario McGuire came back to wakefulness.

‘Where you gone?’ he whispered.

‘Nowhere,’ she answered.

‘Come back in here then.’

‘Let me guess,’ she laughed. ‘You’re going to tell me you’re at your best in the mornings.’

‘Something like that,’ he agreed, cheerfully.

‘As if I didn’t know that already.’ She turned towards him, facing the bed. ‘This can’t go on, you know.’

He propped himself up on an elbow. ‘Bloody hell,’ he exclaimed. ‘You spend all those years trying to get me into your bed, and now you’re giving me a hard time over it.’

‘You know what I mean, Mario,’ she said, heavily. ‘This situation can’t go on. What did you tell your wife this time? Are you working late in Galashiels again?’

‘I didn’t tell her anything. Things are bad enough between Maggie and me, without burdening them with unnecessary lies.’

Her mouth dropped open for a second or two, until she loosed a short, sarcastic laugh. ‘Hah! Are you going to tell her where you’ve been, then . . . presuming you deign to go home at some point today?’

‘No. I’m not going to tell her anything, and she’s not going to ask. I promise you that. She won’t.’

‘You’re kidding yourself!’

‘Maggie will not rock the boat.’

‘If it was my bloody boat, I’d tip you over the side. In fact I think I’ll do just that.’ She reached out, grabbed a corner of the duvet and yanked it away, uncovering him. ‘Go on,’ she said. ‘Get up, get dressed and go on home to your wife, and your new family, where you belong!’

He smiled up at her. ‘If you really mean that, I will.’ He rolled out of bed in a single easy movement and headed for the bathroom. Involuntarily, she reached out and caught his  wrist, before he was halfway there; he turned and pulled her towards him, enveloping her in his arms, pressing her body against his, burying his face in her hair. ‘No,’ he whispered, ‘I didn’t think so.’

They moved back to the bed, leaving the duvet on the floor. ‘Listen to me,’ Mario said softly, stroking her belly with the flat of his right hand. ‘A few months ago, on any given Saturday morning in Edinburgh, it would have been Maggie and me lying like this. I loved her, no mistake, and I wouldn’t have looked at another woman. I still wouldn’t, if it weren’t for you. But that’s all gone; Mags has changed, and changed for good.’

‘But why?’ she asked. ‘And why so suddenly? That’s what I don’t understand.’

He kissed her on the forehead. ‘I don’t think I can find the words to tell you . . . no, not even you . . . exactly why, or how, it happened. Let’s just say that all her life, she’s been fighting this battle with herself, about how she relates to men; now, finally, she’s lost it.’ He hesitated. ‘Paulie,’ he asked, ‘can I trust you to keep a secret?’

‘Don’t be daft. You know you can.’

‘Okay.’ He fixed her with his eyes. ‘Maggie was raped,’ he told her, firing the words at her, watching her hands go to her mouth in horror, waiting as she took it in. ‘The man who did it killed himself,’ he went on, when she was ready, ‘and it was all covered up, but that’s what her emotional breakdown, the one we pretended was flu, was about: not all, but that was a big part of it. Now, in the aftermath, even though she’s back in control of herself, she just can’t bear me to touch her. She can live with me around the house, okay. We’re pleasant to each other. We still care for each other. But physically, our marriage is over.’

Paula looked up at him with doubt in her eyes. ‘She’ll get over it in time though, won’t she?’

‘No,’ he replied. ‘No, she won’t, or at least it’s very unlikely that she will. She’s had counselling, we’ve both had counselling, and the top guy in the business has told us that in his opinion, nothing’s likely to change.’

‘But can’t she be put on medication?’

He snorted. ‘What? Love potion number nine, do you mean? No, Paulie, there is no medication that will counter what’s wrong with Mags. She’s lost the ability to love, and not just to make love, either. She’s withdrawn herself from me.’

‘Aren’t you even going to try to draw her back?’

‘Turn on the McGuire charm, you mean? No, I’m not.’

‘But why not? The two of you had so much going for you.’ She frowned. ‘I know it’s a hell of a thing for me to be saying, but surely, big boy, if you really gave it a go . . .’

‘Yes, but that’s the point. I loved her, and I still care for her, but I don’t love the woman she’s become. We sleep in separate bedrooms now, and one night I heard her locking her door. She doesn’t need to, though. I’ve got no wish to open it.’

‘But what about the wee boy you’re adopting? The lad you took in after he was orphaned. I thought the idea was that you were going to raise him together.’

He drew in a deep breath. ‘We are, and until Maggie says different, we will. I’ll go home this morning and we’ll take Rufus out. If it’s as nice a day as yesterday, we might take him to the seaside.’

‘Will you be allowed to adopt him, though? I thought you had to have social workers confirm that you have a stable marriage, and all that guff.’

Mario hesitated. ‘What?’ she asked, reading his indecision, as he pulled himself up to lean against the high, curved headboard of the bed.

‘I didn’t want to tell you this; I didn’t want to tell anyone who doesn’t have to know, but especially not you. So promise me again it stays our secret.’ She nodded. ‘The thing is,’ he continued, ‘we don’t need the law to let us adopt Rufus. He’s Maggie’s half-brother.’

He looked at her as she worked through the implications of what he had told her. ‘God!’ she whispered at last.

‘God had no hand in it,’ he said, grimly. ‘Mags’s father, may he rot in peace, was a real bastard. Rufus’s mother was barely more than a kid, but he liked them young . . . liked to hurt them too. Anyway, even if the relationship wasn’t there, we wouldn’t have a problem with the social workers. We’re both detective superintendents of police, for fuck’s sake.’

‘How could I forget?’ she muttered. ‘Okay, so you’ve told me. That’s how things are for you. So where does it leave you and me?’

He smiled at her. ‘It leaves us, cousin, as joint trustees of the Viareggio family enterprises, with compelling business reasons to meet regularly . . . even if I have given a bright young corporate lawyer my power of attorney, because of my public position.’ He looked down at her long body and grinned. ‘It’s perfect cover for having it off as well.’ He paused. ‘Talking about cover, you know my mum’s moving to Tuscany pretty soon? I was thinking about going out to help her settle into her new place. Do you fancy coming?’

Paula managed to gasp and laugh at the same time. ‘Are you crazy?’ she exclaimed. ‘I may have lusted after your body for  most of my adult life, Mario, but the last thing I want is for my Auntie Christina to find out that I’ve finally got it. The same goes for any other member of our family, and maybe for anyone at all, if you value your job.’

‘It’s a big house that my mother’s bought,’ he pointed out. ‘And don’t forget; she’s very clever and she’s very, very shrewd. She knows about you and me, I’ll bet, even though she hasn’t said anything.’

‘You serious?’

‘Sure. I’m her only son; we don’t need speech to communicate.’

‘But what’ll she be thinking about it?’

‘Same as me . . . Keep it to yourselves . . . which is, I suppose the best advice we could have. I concede also that going to Italy together would be taking it too far, from the family’s point of view. So we won’t.’ He paused. ‘Not that the job is a consideration, though.’

She looked surprised once again. ‘What? Is the police force not big enough for you and Maggie any more?’

He shook his head. ‘No, that’s not it. I’m not sure that I’m as committed to it as I need to be: not any more, at any rate. We’re all still stunned by what happened to Bob Skinner; things just aren’t what they were without him around.’

‘Yes,’ she agreed, ‘that was a shocker. What his wife must be feeling; to have him collapse just like that in the middle of her parents’ funeral.’

‘Too right. As for me, well, Willie Haggerty, the assistant chief constable and Dan Pringle, the head of CID, may be good guys, but put together they don’t make one of big Bob. I just can’t get used to the idea of him not being around any more.  With everything else that’s going on in my life, the idea of turning it in and running the Trust full-time has its appeal.’

Paula drew herself up beside him. ‘Do you mean that?’

‘I’m not sure. How would you feel if I did?’

‘Honestly? A bit scared. The way things are, I can handle it when you go home; but if we were working together through the day, it might be more difficult. Have you talked to Neil about this?’

‘McIlhenney? About us? Not in so many words, but he’s nearly as close to me as my mother. He knows too.’

‘Not about us, you idiot, about leaving the force?’

‘Yes. He says he feels much the same. He was the big fella’s executive assistant, remember, as well as being one of his few real pals. But at least he can shut himself away in the Special Branch office, and go home to Louise and the kids every night.’

She turned her head and looked him in the eye. ‘And you can’t, can you, you poor love. All you can do is fit me in, whenever the opportunity arises.’

He slid his arm around her shoulders and pulled her down until they were lying side by side once again. ‘It’s a hard old life, Paulie,’ he said, and then he grinned, the bright wicked smile she had known for so long, and wished for so long to have directed at her. ‘All we can do is get on with it.’ He rolled over, into her embrace. ‘Hey,’ he whispered in her ear.

‘What?’

‘I really am at my best in the mornings, you know.’

She beamed at him. ‘Oh, I know, I know. I really do!’
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Deputy Chief Constable Andrew Martin flexed his heavy shoulders as he walked into the big kitchen, feeling the muscles stretch his formal white shirt. Bob Skinner had always disliked wearing his uniform, and now that he had attained command rank, his closest friend had come to feel the same way.

However, he was still new to the Tayside force, and understood that he had to be seen in it, if for no other reason than that the men under his command would know who he was. Happily, the day promised warmth, and he had been able to discard the heavy jacket for the white shirt, with shoulder-panels to denote his rank.

‘Now there’s a picture,’ said Karen as she turned to look at him. ‘You look just like Sir James Proud in that get-up.’ He smiled, knowing that it was a copper compliment; nobody could wear a uniform like his former chief constable.

‘Where are you going today?’ his wife asked him; she had been up for two hours, since the baby had wakened her just after six a.m., demanding her first feed of the day. Danielle Martin was two weeks and two days old, and for all that he had had half a year to prepare for her arrival, her father was still slightly stunned by her very existence.

‘Uhh?’ he asked. His mind had been on other things.

‘Are you awake yet?’ she laughed. ‘I asked where you were going this morning. Dundee is it? And why, on a Saturday? The football season’s over, is it not?’

He blinked. ‘Sorry, love; I was just thinking about Bob for a second or two.’

Karen patted his shoulder as he fed four slices of wholemeal bread into the toaster. ‘I understand,’ she said quietly. ‘It still gets to you, I know; me too.’

His green eyes flashed as he smiled at her; there was a new warmth in them, a depth of feeling that had appeared at the moment of Danielle’s birth, and had stayed there ever since. He nodded towards the infant, asleep in her carry-cot. ‘At least we’ve got her to take our minds off it.’

He pushed down the lever to start the bread toasting. ‘As it happens I’m not going to Dundee. No, I’m going down to the North Inch; the flood water’s subsided, and it’s just about dry enough for us to begin the clear-up operation. In theory it’s down to the householders, but I’ve detailed fifty officers to help them. Community policing, remember; that’s part of my remit now.’

Karen frowned. ‘Is there anything that isn’t part of your remit?’ His duties were a sore point with her. An ex-detective sergeant herself, she knew how badly her husband had wanted a break from criminal investigation, yet during his first month on the Tayside force, he had come to realise that within the smaller force he had joined, there was nothing over which the DCC did not have a level of oversight.

‘No,’ he agreed, ‘probably not. But I’m enjoying it, nonetheless; the chief and the senior officers are all first-class  professionals and good to work with. And don’t tell me you don’t like living in Perth, either.’

‘I don’t know yet whether I do or not,’ she replied. ‘Fine, it’s prosperous, the streets are clean, and we have this nice old house up on the hillside, but we’re lucky. Suppose we’d bought that place we looked at in the town centre. We might have been flooded out with the rest of those poor sods.’

He laughed. ‘But we didn’t and we weren’t, so don’t damn the whole town because of something that didn’t happen. Anyway, it was an absolute freak of nature. There were precautions taken after the last time, but nobody could have predicted last week’s weather. If you didn’t believe in global climatic change before, believe in it now.’

Karen Martin frowned. ‘So that’s what our daughter has to look forward to, is it?’

The toaster popped; he took out the first slice and began to spread it with honey. ‘It won’t be that dramatic all the time,’ he replied; ‘besides, it’ll be her norm. We were brought up during the Cold War, remember; that was ours, frightening as it seems now. I was at a dinner last month and I met a guy who’d flown nuclear bombers. He told me that in 1962 the world was literally five minutes away from the edge. The crews were in their cockpits, with sealed envelopes containing the bits of Russia they would be expected to find and obliterate. You know what else? They didn’t have enough fuel to get back . . . not that there would have been much to come back to. No, I’m glad she hasn’t been born into a world like that.’

‘She hasn’t? What about September 11, and the aftermath . . .’

‘Ah but . . .’ He stopped. ‘Let’s change the subject. That wee girl over there represents the start of the finest years of our lives. She’s a shining light in all the gloom we’ve had recently. Let’s just focus on the good times and enjoy them.’

‘That’s a deal,’ Karen agreed, pouring coffee into two mugs. ‘We can start with our holiday this summer. Where are we going to take Danielle?’

Andy took his two slices of toast and honey, and his mug, and sat down at the kitchen table. ‘Well,’ he began, ‘Broughty Ferry’s quite nice.’

The baby was still asleep when he left the house fifteen minutes later, having agreed with his wife’s proposal that they find a rental villa somewhere in France, in early September, and drive there. He climbed into his metallic blue Mondeo, reversed it carefully out of the driveway, and headed into the centre of Perth.

Even in the morning traffic, it took him less than ten minutes to reach his destination. He parked beside a row of five police transport vehicles, each one full of officers, and stepped out into the morning sunshine. He looked out over the flat plain of the North Inch; the sun of the previous few days had begun to dry it out, but it was still muddy and unsightly. He dreaded to think what the insides of the houses looked like.

He glanced around him as he walked towards the terrace that faced the River Tay, where, he knew, the worst of the flooding had happened. His eye fell on a uniformed inspector, in summer dress, as was he. ‘Good morning, Harry,’ he called out.

Inspector Sharp turned and made an involuntary move to attention as he recognised the newcomer. He was one of the  two senior officers in charge of policing Perth and its surrounding area. In the larger Edinburgh force, which Martin had just left, his opposite number carried a much higher rank.

‘Hello, sir,’ the dark-haired, middle-aged policeman responded; he made to salute, but the deputy chief constable waved it away with a smile.

‘Don’t start that, for Christ’s sake; on my first week in this job I started to get tennis elbow. How’s it going?’

‘It’s not yet, sir, but then it’s not quite time. As you ordered, we contacted all the householders who moved out and told them we’d pick them up from their temporary lodgings and get them here for nine.’ He nodded towards two patrol cars that had just drawn up. ‘That’s them starting to arrive now. I’ve got our boys and girls waiting in the minibuses over there, ready to help with the really dirty stuff, and with the heavy lifting. Some of these people have lived here for years, and are quite old.’

‘Fine. Have you got plenty of tools; shovels and stuff for shifting mud? I guess there’ll be plenty of it down there.’

‘There’ll be all sorts of stuff down there in those cellars, sir. I was a young constable the last time something like this happened, and I was involved in an operation just like this one. There was fish, rats, condoms, you name it . . . and this flood’s been a lot worse.’ He frowned, briefly. ‘Mind you, it’s not quite right to call them cellars; with these houses they’re more like basement floors, some of them with several rooms. Their gardens are well below street level, and they back on to the houses in the street behind; so they’ve filled up, and the water’s come in from there as well as from the front door above.’

‘How deep has it been?’ Martin asked.

Sharp scratched his chin. ‘The water was over four feet deep across the Inch,’ he replied. ‘That means it was above ground-floor level in the houses. So it must have been fifteen to eighteen feet inside them, anyway.’

‘Bloody hell; I understand now what you mean about the mess. We’d better see for ourselves, then. Go on, Harry; get the show on the road.’

He stood back and watched as Inspector Sharp went about his business, speaking to each of the householders who had been brought to the scene, then waving the waiting constables and sergeants, some of them smiling, no doubt at the prospect of overtime, from the transport vehicles. They were all wearing overalls, and green rubber boots. Suddenly, Martin felt gripped by guilt; or perhaps it was only the eagerness of a new commander to set an example.

‘Inspector,’ he called again. Sharp turned back towards him. ‘Do you have a spare set of waders, and boots, my size? Ten at a pinch, or bigger. Oh yes, and a shovel.’

‘Probably, sir,’ he shouted. ‘Bobby,’ he yelled across to a sergeant, who seemed to be supervising the helpers. ‘See if you can sort out some gear for the DCC.’ The officer nodded, and headed off towards the minibuses; Martin decided that he would be as well to follow, to simplify the process.

The waders and boots that were left in the limited carry space of the vehicles were, not unnaturally, the dirtiest and scruffiest in the police stockroom, fifty officers having had their pick of the rest. He grabbed a set that looked as if they would fit him adequately, and struggled into them, trying not to guess where and why they had last been used.

When he returned to the terrace, he found Inspector Sharp speaking earnestly to a second group of homeowners who had been brought to the scene. There were five of them, and from the way they stood together, he guessed that they were two couples and one single person, an old lady who looked at least seventy-five years old. She was white-faced, and her dull grey hair was tied back in a bun, from which a few wispy strands had escaped, to wave on the morning breeze. She was dressed in a long, shabby blue coat, even on a day that was already fulfilling its promise of warmth, but, like the other four, she had come prepared for her task, in that she wore a pair of black, ankle-length rubber boots over her thick brown stockings.

She looked apprehensive; Martin moved towards her, almost automatically. ‘I was just suggesting to the people, sir,’ said Sharp, as he approached, ‘that they might like our officers to go in to their houses first, to do what we can to make sure that the stairways are safe, before they venture in.’

‘That seems sensible to me,’ the deputy chief constable agreed. He looked round the group. ‘Is everyone happy with that?’

The male halves of the couples nodded, but the old lady pursed her lips and knitted her brow. ‘Ah’ll go in ma ain hoose, son,’ she said.

‘It might not be safe, Mrs . . .’

‘Miss!’ she snapped, cutting the inspector off short. ‘Miss Bonney, Wilma Bonney. Ah’ve been through this before, and the last time your lot cleared up for me wi’ their big feet they broke half my china. That’ll no happen again. Ah’ll be fine goin’ in there. At my age, Ah’ve learned to watch my step.’

Martin was on the point of suggesting that it might have been the flood that had broken her china, when he thought better of it. ‘In that case, Miss Bonney,’ he suggested, ‘maybe you’ll let me come in with you . . . just in case some of your furniture’s been moved about by the water, and has to be shifted.’

She stared at him, as if she was weighing up his sincerity or his trustworthiness. Whatever test she was applying, he passed. ‘Och, all right,’ she muttered. ‘You’ll be careful where you put your feet, though.’

‘I promise.’ He smiled at Sharp behind her back as he followed Wilma Bonney’s brisk walk across the street. He kept close to her, for the mud on the roadway was still damp in places, and he was afraid that she might slip, but she was as surefooted as he was in his clumsy footwear.

‘Number twelve,’ she announced, leading him towards a blue doorway, on the far side of a broad flagstone landing, just a single step up from the pavement. Martin looked down and realised that it formed a bridge across a narrow basement yard, on to which three barred windows looked. The glass in each was broken.

Miss Bonney delved deep into her purse and produced a Yale key, which she used to open the door. Martin saw that the frame around the keeper of the lock had been repaired, and remembered being told by Sharp that he had sent carpenters to the scene when the flood had receded sufficiently, to secure several houses where the water had smashed its way in.

‘Oh dear.’ He heard the woman sigh as she looked into her home, and he sympathised at once. There was a watermark eighteen inches above the floor level; the carpet runner in the  entry hall lay twisted and filthy, embedded in an undercoat of stones, mire, paper and other detritus. ‘Ah couldna’ have expected anything else, could Ah, son?’

‘No’, he agreed, solemnly. ‘I suppose not.’ He stepped into the hall and looked into the living room that opened from it. He was both surprised and pleased to see that it was empty of furniture, although its fitted carpet, whatever colour it had been originally, was now almost black.

‘Ma nephew helped me move my stuff upstairs,’ she said, reading his mind, ‘or at least, as much as he could. He’s a good boy. He’d have come wi’ me this morning but he’s at his work.’

‘What about the basement?’ asked Martin.

‘He moved what he could, but there’s some big kitchen furniture and wardrobes and the like that he couldna’ shift up the stair. He moved ma good china . . . the stuff that your lot didna’ break the last time . . . but all ma usin’ stuff’s still down there, and ma washing machine, and ma fridge.’

‘Let’s go and see it, then.’

‘A’right.’ She led him to a steep, narrow staircase behind a door at the back of the hall. She was about to lead the way down, until he stopped her. Every tread was covered with mud.

‘Please, let me go first. I insist.’

She frowned at him, but let him go ahead of her. He took the stairway slowly, as carefully as he could, gripping the rails on either side as hard as he could, for they too were slippery. The walls on either side were sodden, and in places the plaster bulged outwards.

It was only when he got to the foot that he realised she had been following behind him. She stepped carefully off the last tread, and stood beside him, looking around the big room into  which they had emerged. ‘This is ma kitchen,’ she announced; unnecessarily, for he could see, or at least make out the shapes of a cooker, and a tall fridge. He glanced down at his feet, and saw that he was standing in mud up to his ankles. The place was an almost indescribable mess; it was strewn with more stones, crockery . . . some of it broken, he noticed . . . and with tins and packets of food from storage cupboards and from the fridge. But it was more than just the mess; the place smelled terrible. For some reason, he remembered a holiday in Spain, when a truck had come to pump out a blockage in the sewer not far from Bob Skinner’s villa.

He looked at Miss Bonney; she caught his glance and gave him a faint smile. There might have been a tear in her eye, but then again, there might not.

‘I’m very sorry,’ he said, sincerely.

‘It’s no’ your fault, son,’ she replied, quietly. ‘It’s God’s; naebody else’s but his.’ He heard himself sigh.

‘What else is there down here?’ he asked.

She pointed to her right, to a door in the far corner. ‘Ma laundry room’s through there, wi’ a toilet off it.’ Then she nodded to her left. ‘Through there, there’s a big bedroom, a smaller one, and a cupboard. Ah’ll just go and see whit they’re like, and then, Ah suppose, Ah’ll have to let your folk in after a’, tae help me clear oot this mud.’

‘Yes,’ he murmured. ‘It’s best.’

He watched her as she squelched across the kitchen, towards the door on the far left. Her boots made a sucking noise with each step.

She reached the doorway, and turned, laboriously, to step through. Then, without warning, as he watched her, Martin saw  her hand fly to her mouth. She gave a short gasping cry, and stumbled back until she lost her footing, and sat down with an audible splash on the muddy riverbed which had invaded her home.

He did his best to rush over to her, but his footwear made haste impossible. When he reached her, the old lady was trying to push herself up. He leaned over her, took her gently under the arms and raised her to her feet. ‘There, now,’ he said, hoping to soothe her. ‘What happened?’

She neither answered him, nor looked at him. Instead she kept her eyes fixed on the doorway. He turned; when he saw what held her gaze, he almost stumbled himself.

In the short corridor that led through to the front rooms, there lay the body of a man. It was on its left side, half submerged in the mire. Looking at it, Martin knew at once why the smell had been so bad.

‘Jesus!’ he whispered. ‘Is that your nephew? Could he have come back here and been caught in the flood?’

‘No,’ Miss Bonney whispered. ‘Ma nephew’s a great big lad. Ah’ve never seen thon before in ma life.’

The Deputy Chief Constable cursed himself for not having brought a two-way radio. Then he remembered the cellphone in his trouser pocket. He fished inside his waders until he found it. His white shirt was unimaginably muddy, but he gave it no thought as he dialled the headquarters number.

‘This is Mr Martin,’ he told the switchboard operator, as soon as he answered. ‘Patch me through on the radio to Inspector Sharp.’ The man obeyed, without a word.

‘Yes, sir?’ Sharp’s voice was remarkably clear. ‘Anything up?’

‘Very much so,’ he answered, tersely. ‘Have we had any missing persons reports in the wake of this flood?’

‘No, sir,’ the inspector replied. ‘None at all. We had an eye out for them too, don’t worry.’

‘Well, we’ve missed one. He’s down here in Miss Bonney’s basement. Get an ambulance along here will you, but tell them no lights and siren, I don’t want any unnecessary fuss.’

He ended the call, and turned back to the old lady. ‘Can you stand on your own for a bit?’

She gave him a withering look. ‘Of course.’

In three long strides he stepped over to the door, then shuffled his way through, until he stood over the body. Years of experience had taught him to ignore, or at least tolerate, the smell. He crouched down and leaned over, to see better. It was in a filthy state, and there were early signs of decomposition, but it was still clearly the corpse of a middle-aged man. It was clad in what looked like a heavy shirt, rough jacket, and flannel trousers. He glanced along towards the feet and saw socks, but no shoes.

He leaned further across, meaning to use the opposite wall to lever himself upright again, then paused, unusually aware of his contact lenses as his eyes narrowed. The body was lying awkwardly, and its right arm seemed to have been twisted behind it by the water.

From this new angle he could see clearly a mark on the wrist; it was vivid, the kind of groove that could have been left by a ligature.

‘Bloody hell,’ he murmured, then pushed himself to his feet off the wall, fumbling for his cellphone once again.

Within a minute he had Sharp back on line.

‘It’s on the way, sir,’ the inspector reported, briskly.

‘That’s fine. Now, still without causing any fuss, I want you to call the head of CID for me. Get him here, with whoever’s on duty in the Western Division office, plus a full scene-of-crime team, including a medical examiner. And do not, repeat do not, let anyone into this house.’
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‘Busy Friday in the Borders, was it?’ Maggie flashed a smile as she asked the question, but nothing but indifference showed in her eyes.

‘You know what Fridays are like, Detective Superintendent Rose,’ he answered; nothing had been asked directly, no lie had been told. ‘What about yours?’

‘My division’s always quiet on a Friday. All my criminals are out getting drunk.’

She peered at him as he came to stand beside her, filling the kettle from the kitchen tap. ‘You should keep an electric razor in that office of yours, McGuire. You need a shave.’

‘It’s my new weekend look.’

She sniffed. ‘At least you don’t need a wash. That’s a very fetching shower gel you’ve been using.’

He ignored her jibe. ‘Where’s Rufus?’ he asked.

She nodded towards the window. ‘Outside, in his den.’

He looked out into the garden and saw that the door of the new summerhouse, where the toddler kept his larger toys, was open. ‘He’s happy, then. I thought we might take him down to North Berwick later on.’

‘If you like,’ his wife muttered.

As he put the kettle on its stand and switched it on, he saw the tension in her jawline. ‘Mags, what’s up?’ he asked.

She turned and stared at him, incredulity in her eyes. ‘Are you serious? You come swanning in here at going on eleven on a Saturday morning, and you ask me what’s up?’

‘Mags . . .’

‘Don’t.’ She held up her hands as if to fend him off, although he had made no move towards her. ‘Just don’t. I know it’s all my fault. I can’t be a wife to you any more, so how can I expect you to be a husband to me? I’m sorry; I shouldn’t have got sarky with you. Things being as they are I suppose I should be grateful that you come home at all.’

‘I’ll always come home, honey. You know that.’

‘God knows why.’

‘Yes, he does, because I stood before him and told him. I love you.’

‘What’s to love?’ She slapped her abdomen, violently.

‘There’s more to you than that.’

‘Just as well,’ she retorted, ‘for I was never very good at it anyway.’

He winced. ‘You weren’t . . .’ he began, but she cut him off.

‘Don’t look at me like that, it’s true. That particular part of marriage has always been an effort for me, especially since we found out that we couldn’t have kids. It was difficult enough when there was some point to it. I tried, for your sake, but now I just can’t, not any more.’

The sound of boiling water reached a crescendo, then subsided as the kettle switched itself off. ‘Okay,’ he said, reaching for two mugs. ‘I’ve told you; I understand.’

‘Yes, and I understand you too. Here, let me do that.’ She brushed him aside and took the mugs from him, then spooned coffee granules into each one. ‘I’m sorry for being such a bitch.’

He sighed. ‘You’re not. Shop; let’s talk shop,’ he exclaimed, suddenly.

‘If you insist,’ she agreed, brightly. ‘I had a chat with our colleague Detective Superintendent Jay yesterday. He and I are thinking about having a joint raid on those saunas your cousin Paula owns. We have some in each of our divisions.’

He gasped. ‘Don’t you bloody dare!’ he snapped. ‘Those places are licensed and they’re above reproach.’

Her laugh was filled with sarcasm. ‘They’re sex shops, Mario.’

‘Maybe, but that’s how we control the game in Edinburgh, and you and Greg Jay know it. Paula doesn’t take a penny from the women who work there and she makes sure they’re clean and drug-free.’

‘I know, you’ve told me this before. She’s really a social worker.’

‘In her own way.’ He looked at her, eyes narrowing. ‘You’re pulling my chain, aren’t you?’

‘Just a bit.’

He returned her faint smile. ‘I’ve changed my mind; you are a bitch. Anyway, she’s selling them.’

‘She is? Why?’

‘Because I asked her to.’

‘Ah, you do find it embarrassing, then.’

‘Just a touch, but that’s not it. I don’t believe that her ownership of those places is compatible with her position as a  trustee of the Viareggio businesses. That is definitely not a business sector we want to get into, or even be associated with, by implication.’

‘Her late father thought that too when he was a trustee, and she paid no attention to him.’

‘Uncle Beppe wasn’t thinking about taking the businesses public.’

‘And you are?’

‘It’s an option.’

‘Whose idea is it? Yours, or Alexis Skinner’s.’

‘It’s Alex’s, but I’ll take a bit of the credit; I asked her to do a report for us on possible ways forward.’

‘Very good.’ She smiled again. ‘You know, of course, that a lot of people are calling you an arse-kisser, for appointing the boss’s daughter to look after your business affairs.’

‘Give me their names,’ he said, grimly, ‘and I’ll go and see them, one by one. Or are you one of them?’

‘No, I’m not,’ she retorted. ‘Give me credit for knowing you better than that. Anyway, I know how good a lawyer she’s become. You don’t get to be an associate of her firm at her age if you’re not. She must be costing you, though, and in travel too, with her being based in London.’

‘It’s worth it.’

‘How’s she taking what happened to her dad?’

‘How do you think? She’s in shock, like the rest of us.’

‘No surprise.’ Maggie picked up her coffee, walked over to the back door, opened it and stepped out into the garden. Mario slipped off his jacket, threw it across the kitchen table and followed. Hearing them, Rufus toddled out of his playhouse and waved.

‘Does Alex’s firm do family law?’ she asked him, as she waved back at her tiny half-brother.

He blinked, caught by surprise. ‘No,’ he replied, feeling a sudden lurch in his stomach. ‘Why do you ask? Do you want a divorce?’

It was her turn to be taken aback. ‘What? No, don’t be daft. There’s no such thought in my mind, for all that I’ve been bitching. You asked me if there was something wrong earlier on, when I got tore into you. As usual, my dear, you read me right.’ She reached into the back pocket of her jeans and took out a folded white envelope. ‘This came in today’s post.’

Mario took it from her. He looked at it and frowned when he saw that it was addressed to Mrs Margaret McGuire, a name his wife had never adopted. He flipped it open and took out the letter inside. The heading was the first thing that caught his eye.

‘Redway Chatham, Solicitors, Guildford,’ he read aloud. ‘What the fuck’s this?’

He looked at Maggie and saw that her earlier tension was back. ‘It’s all in legal language,’ she said, ‘and English law at that. I’ll save you the trouble of wading through it. I’ve done that often enough now; I understand exactly what it says. Redway Chatham are acting for Rufus’s great-uncle, Mr Franklin Chamberlain, of Alton, Hampshire, and his wife Lydia.

‘They are asking us, very politely so far, to hand him over to them. If we refuse, they say they’ll instruct solicitors up here, and counsel if necessary, to petition for custody in the Scottish court. They say that it will be up to me to defend that if I choose, and to prove my claim to a blood relationship with  Rufus. If I do, it’ll be for the court to decide between us, as potential parents.’

‘Jesus!’ Mario exclaimed. ‘Who is this guy Chamberlain, do we know? What is he? His sister, Rufus’s grandmother, has a shady background; that we do know. What if he’s from the same school? No, no, bugger that for a game.’

‘The man is Rufus’s mother’s godfather,’ she told him, ‘as well as being her uncle. And he’s legit.; very much so. I’ve had him checked out already. He’s forty years old, he’s deputy chief executive of a major insurance company, and his wife is a county councillor. They have two children themselves, one only a year older than Rufus.’

‘So what?’ He waved the letter in the air in anger. ‘Are we poor people? Are we, hell. Do they think we can’t bring him up? Too bloody right we can. Who the fuck do they think they are? What makes them think the sheriff will find for them . . . or the Court of Session, if it goes that far? Like I said, Alex’s firm don’t handle this sort of stuff, but they’ll recommend someone, the best. I’ll call her now.’

He started for the house, but she caught his arm and held him back. ‘Wait,’ she said, softly. He looked at her and saw that she was on the edge of tears.

‘I can’t, Mario. I can’t go to court over this. If I did, I’d have to prove that my father and his were one and the same man. DNA would do that beyond doubt, but what if Chamberlain’s counsel wouldn’t leave it at that? What if he asked me questions about our estrangement, about why he left and why I never tried to find him, even though I was better placed to than most, as a police officer? And I’d be under oath; I would have to tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth. Can you  imagine the press coverage? I can, and I know that I could not take it. I’m having enough trouble holding myself together as it is. If we fought this, and if that happened, as it would . . .’ She shook her head slowly, from side to side. ‘Everything would be over; my career, me, everything. Love, if that can of worms gets open, there’s no telling where they’ll burrow.’

He stood there, white-faced where before he had been red with anger, knowing that everything she had said was true.

‘The Chamberlains sound like responsible people,’ she went on. ‘They can only be doing this because they care about Rufus. We have to give him to them.’

Mario’s shoulders slumped. ‘And where does that leave us, Mags? What does it leave us?’

‘It leaves us each other,’ she answered. ‘For as long as you want, that is.’

He pulled her to him and hugged her, but she stiffened in his embrace, and he released it, at once. They stood there, awkwardly, listening to Rufus chattering to his toys, in the playhouse they had built for him.

And then a phone rang; the song of a mobile. He strained to hear it. ‘Yours or mine?’ he asked.

‘Mine.’ She left him and trotted back into the kitchen.

She returned a minute later, her cellphone still in her hand. ‘I’ve got to go. There’s a fire in the Royal Scottish Academy in Princes Street, and they’re saying it’s arson.’

Maggie looked at her half-brother, who had emerged from his hut and was smiling up at them both. ‘You take him to the seaside,’ she told her husband. ‘It’ll probably be the last chance you get.’
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The medical examiner was not best pleased; his putting stroke had never been better and he had been looking forward for weeks to the summer meeting at Rosemount Golf Club.

He looked up at the two men who stood in the doorway of Miss Bonney’s kitchen. ‘What can I tell you?’ he exclaimed. ‘I can tell you he’s bloody dead. That’s self-evident. Did you really have to drag me down to this morass to tell you that?’

‘I’m sorry, Doctor Duck,’ said Detective Chief Superintendent Rod Greatorix, the Tayside head of CID. ‘You know it’s the form in a situation like this.’

It was untypical for the even-tempered Andy Martin to be irked by the doctor’s attitude, but he was. The man had moaned from the moment he had come splashing awkwardly down the stairs. ‘I’ve got fifty officers in this street,’ he snapped at him, suddenly, ‘shovelling all sorts of shit. They’re getting paid a hell of a lot less than you, so please, spare us your troubles.’

The doctor rose to his feet and turned belligerently towards him. ‘And just who the hell are you, sir?’ he demanded. ‘And who do you think you’re talking to?’

‘My shoulder-flashes are covered by this scene-of-crime tunic,’ Martin replied, ‘but if you could see them you’d know  that I’m the new deputy chief constable. Now I don’t care, frankly, whether I get off to a good start with you, but you’d be well advised to start impressing me. I expect the highest standard of professionalism at crime scenes, and I will not tolerate anything less . . . from anyone.’

‘Are you questioning my professional competence?’ the man shot back.

Even in the murky cellar, Martin’s green eyes seemed to flash, dangerously. ‘No,’ he said, evenly and quietly. ‘I’m telling you to get on with your job.’

Dr Duck looked at him for a few seconds longer, as if he was weighing him up, then he squatted down beside the body once again. The deputy chief and DCS Greatorix backed off and left him to his work.

‘Is his name really Duck?’ Martin whispered.

‘Yes; first name Howard.’

‘Mmm. In that case I can see why he was golfing today, rather than shooting.’
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