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About the Book


As Bob Skinner takes an evening stroll with a gorgeous filmstar on his arm, surely the worst of his worries is that back at Headquarters, an ambitious new colleague is scheming to enlarge his territory at Skinner’s expense. But when a frightening shot-gun attack sends Skinner and his old flame Louise Bankier diving for cover, it seems danger has zeroed in on him once again. Returning to Scotland to shoot her latest film, Louise is one of Scotland’s most popular exports. But it seems she has a stalker; someone who is clearly determined to scare her. For Skinner, tracking down her tormentor isn’t just business – it’s now very personal indeed. The Detective Chief Constable, however, is about to find out that nothing is quite what it seems . . .
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One


Christmas comes early in London. So does closing time.

The couple stood on the edge of the pavement and looked along Oxford Street; it was just over an hour before midnight, the lights were shining, their tableaux stretching all the way along towards Marble Arch. Buses and taxis flowed along Regent Street towards the Circus, business picking up again as the pubs began to empty.

‘Jeez,’ the tall man murmured. ‘It’s a shallow and inhospitable place, this. Damn near two months to Christmas and the fairy lights are on show already. Yet try and get a drink after eleven and you’ve no chance. To paraphrase an old Frankie song, London by night is a God awful sight . . . even on a Friday.’

‘Come on now,’ his companion laughed. In her high heels she stood only three or four inches shorter than his six feet two. She was golden-haired, stunningly beautiful in classic contrast to his rugged, life-formed features, and her pale blue eyes seemed to reflect the sparkle of the pageant light. Her voice was full and mellow, that of a contralto in her prime, refined and with the faintest trace, if one listened closely enough, of a Scottish accent. ‘Glasgow was just the same when we were youngsters,’ she said, ‘but without the bright lights.’

‘I never cared, when you were around.’

‘No,’ she countered quickly, a chuckle in her throat, ‘nor when the other one was, either. You made your choice; and from the way you were talking about your daughter tonight, you’ve never regretted it.’

Suddenly, for the first time that evening, he was sombre. He hunched his broad shoulders inside his Barbour jacket, his sigh expelling a great cloud of breath into the frosty night. ‘Regret is your enemy,’ he said. ‘If you give in to it, it can destroy you. It’s a waste of time anyway; you can’t change the past.’

‘But would you, if you could?’ she asked him.

‘Why? Would you? The way you say that makes it sound as if I dumped you, yet I’ve always understood that our breaking up was a joint decision.’

She reached up and adjusted his tie, looking at the knot, rather than into his eyes. ‘Then, sir, that just shows you how good I am at my job. Oh, I didn’t make a fuss when it happened. I was a big girl; I put on my mature face and agreed with all the common sense you talked.’ She put a fingertip between her breasts. ‘But in here, my little heart was breaking.’

‘I’m sorry. I really am,’ he replied sincerely, ‘but I still think it was for the best.’

‘So do I, now; no doubt about it. But back while it was happening . . .’ She smiled up at him, with a flash of mischief in her eye. ‘Did you love me, then?’

He nodded, his steely hair glinting under the street lights. ‘Yup.’

She opened her mouth to respond but broke off as a  pedestrian paused, and turned to stare at her. The man seemed to hesitate, then carried on his way. She looked back at him, the interruption over. ‘But not as much as you loved her?’ It was a statement as much as a question.

‘It wasn’t just that. I loved her, sure . . . although to be absolutely truthful, I liked you more. Ahhh . . .’ He paused for a few seconds, gazing up at the night. ‘Look, Lou, I don’t care about religion or any of that stuff, just about what’s right and what’s wrong. My first personal commandment is loyalty. I’ve broken it twice in my life, and found that I hated myself for it, on both occasions.

‘The way I came to see it back then was that I made a promise when I got engaged. If I had broken it off, I couldn’t have hacked the guilt, and sooner or later, I’d have blamed it on you.’

‘And I’d have hated that, for sure,’ she conceded. She chuckled again, deep and warm, at his frown. ‘Don’t worry, I haven’t spent the last twenty-five years pining for my lost love. I’ve found a few since then: two marriages, three serious affairs . . . not bad for a wee girl from Bearsden. I’ve never felt a pang of guilt, either. We’re totally different personalities, you see: yours is set in concrete and mine’s tossing about on life’s restless ocean.

‘I’d have left you by the time I was twenty-one. For sure.’

She paused as a red bus roared by, close to the kerb. ‘When was your other fall from grace?’ she asked him.

‘A couple of years back,’ he answered. ‘My second wife and I had a major fall-out; she went back to the States, and I got involved with someone else. We got over it, though. We found out that we mattered too much to each other to let go.’

She smiled again. ‘So there’s no point in my asking you back to my place for a night-cap?’

He raised an eyebrow at her question, and glanced away, out into the street. ‘That would depe . . .’

In mid-sentence, he stopped, threw his left arm round her waist and flung himself sideways, pulling her with him as he dived behind an abandoned newspaper stand. They heard the blast behind them before they hit the ground, and the scream of tyres as a dark coloured saloon accelerated away down Regent Street.

He was on his feet again in a second. ‘Wait here,’ he told the woman, then ran off down the street after the car, trying to catch a clear view of its number-plate, only to see it disappear round the curve in the broad street, heading for Piccadilly Circus. She too was standing once again as he returned to their safe haven. No one had come to her aid; indeed, none of the few people who had been passing at the time were anywhere to be seen.

She stared at him, bewildered, but apparently not in the least frightened. ‘You swept me off my feet once before,’ she exclaimed, ‘but never like that. What was that about?’

He glared back down Regent Street. ‘When someone shoots at me,’ he said, tersely, ‘I tend to get out of the way!’

Her hand flew to her mouth, and her eyes seemed to flash as they widened. ‘Someone shot at you?’

‘It’s happened before,’ he told her dryly. ‘Didn’t you see the gun?’

‘I heard a bang, but that was all. What was it?’

‘The guy in that car had a shotgun. I just happened to be  looking that way as he stuck it out the window and took a bead on me.’

‘But who would want to shoot you?’

His mouth twisted in a grimace as he unfastened a pocket of his jacket and took out a hand-phone. ‘More people than you could shake a stick at, my dear,’ he murmured as he punched in the police emergency number.




Two


‘Do you ever get enraged about anything, Sammy?’

‘What?’

‘Enraged, I said. As in, really steamed up with anger.’

He looked at her as she stood there, all lips and legs. ‘Enraged? No, not so’s you’d notice, anyway. Now if you’d said engorged . . .’

‘But I didn’t . . .’ Ruth frowned at him severely.

He grinned back. ‘Why d’you ask, anyway? Am I beginning to bore you, Ms McConnell?’

She shook her head, making her long, glossy hair ripple like a shampoo commercial. ‘Not yet, Sergeant, not yet. All the same, you are getting predictable. You’re the easiest going man I’ve ever been out with.’

‘A typical copper, in other words.’

‘Absolutely a-typical as far as I’ve seen. Where I work it’s like a madhouse at times; I’ve never seen so many stressed-out people.’

He looked at her with a touch of scepticism in his eyes. ‘Such as? I know the Big Man can go a bit stratospheric from time to time, but the Chief’s an even-tempered sort, and DI McIlhenney’s okay too, isn’t he?’

‘Up to a point.’ She hesitated. ‘I shouldn’t tell tales out  of school, but . . .’ She frowned. ‘No, better not.’

‘Aw, come on, Ruthie,’ he exclaimed. ‘You can’t do that to me. Honest to Christ, I don’t know. You seem to be making a career out of leading me on then slamming the bloody door in my face.’

‘What do you mean by that?’ She raised an eyebrow, provoking him even further.

‘You know bloody well what I mean.’

‘No. Spell it out?’

‘You know.’

‘No. Tell me.’

‘Okay, we’ve been going out for . . . how long? . . . six months now, yet we’ve never . . .’

‘So?’ she asked, archly.

‘So most people, most couples . . .’

‘Shag on their first date?’

‘No, I wouldn’t go that far . . .’

‘Well neither would I.’

He drew the car to a halt in a lay-by and switched off the engine. ‘Fine,’ he murmured, turning to her, ‘but after this long, I’d have thought that our relationship might have . . . moved up a gear, shall we say.’

‘You can say it if you like, Detective Sergeant Pye. But can you tell me why it should? Do you think you’re God’s gift or something?’

‘No,’ he protested, ‘but it’s not as if you . . .’ He stopped himself short, and bit his lip. Fortunately, she laughed.

‘. . . as if I haven’t been round the block a few times? Was that it?’

‘No! I wouldn’t be that crude, Ruthie. But you’ve had  other relationships, okay: that’s all I was going to say.’

‘I didn’t jump into bed with any of them either, no one long-term, at least. Sammy, the first time I screwed someone on a first date I was nineteen. Two days later I realised that I didn’t really fancy him that much, but it took me six months and a lot of hassle to get shot of him. Ever since then, I’ve been careful to distinguish between short- and long-term things.

‘There was a time when I had the hots for Andy Martin; given the chance I’d have shagged his brains out, but that’s all he’d have wanted anyway. If I’d slept with you right at the start, then most probably it would have been all over by now. The fact that I’m still making up my mind; well, that’s got to be good hasn’t it? Unless, of course you’re only after a quick legover yourself?’

‘Which I’m not, as you well know.’

‘In that case, trust me for a bit longer; being friends is more important than the other, believe me.’

‘I know that,’ he conceded. ‘Karen and I were only ever pals, for all that half the force seemed to think.’

She laughed. ‘Which is maybe just as well, given that you work for DCS Martin and that she’s Mrs Martin now.’

He capitulated. ‘Okay, I apologise,’ he said. ‘You are not a tease, and you have our best interests at heart . . . but you still led me on with that remark back there about stress in the Command corridor. Come on; I’m no security risk. Has Big Bob got another crisis on?’

‘No,’ she answered quietly. ‘In both the operational and domestic senses, DCC Skinner is going along relatively  quietly at the moment, thanks. But remember. I don’t just work for him.’

Sammy Pye’s eyebrows rose, as he grasped her meaning. ‘Ah, Mr Theodore Chase, our new ACC Ops. Is he stirring things up, then?’

She looked at him. ‘Not a word outside this car, mind you, but is he ever. “Come back ACC Elder,” that’s the word around my office.’

‘Why did Jim Elder go in the first place? It was a real shock when he chucked it.’

‘I have no idea. He just walked into my room one Monday morning a few months back and told me that he was leaving at the end of that week. No reason, no nothing.’

‘Didn’t Bob Skinner let anything slip?’

‘Not a whisper. And if he wants me to know something he always tells me, so I know better than to ask.’

She sighed. ‘Whatever happened, now we’ve got the new guy! God, he’s Supercop, if ever there was such a creature. You know the first thing he did?’ Fired up, she answered her own question. ‘He appointed Jack Good as his exec., without consulting anyone.’

Pye gasped in surprise. ‘Eh? He just did it? He pulled him out of his other job just like that?’

‘That’s right. Jim Elder never had an exec., but that didn’t bother Ted Chase. He’d been through the door for no more than a fortnight before he had one. The worst thing of all was that he did it while the Chief was on holiday. Mr Skinner came in one morning and found Jack Good in Neil McIlhenney’s office. When he asked him what he was doing there and Good told him, he went straight to the ACC’s  room. I was there at the time; Mr Skinner asked him what it was all about and Mr Chase as good as told him it was none of his business.

‘For a moment the DCC looked as if he was about to explode, but he just turned and walked out. Next day he had Good moved out of Neil’s office into a room of his own . . . Neil can’t stand Jack Good . . . but it was on the floor below, and Mr Chase complained to the Chief when he came back. So a CID man was moved out to make room for him.’

Pye frowned. ‘Remind me. Where did Chase come from?’

‘He was an Assistant Chief in Cumbria. The job was advertised throughout Britain and he applied. Between you and me, I was surprised that Mr Martin didn’t go for it.’

‘I wasn’t, but never mind. Jesus, does this guy have any idea who he’s taking on, falling out with Bob Skinner?’

Ruth shrugged. ‘If he does, he doesn’t care. You’re not going to believe what the latest is. Chase has written a paper for the police board; no one asked him to do it, he just did. In it, he argues that the executive structure of the force is wrong, and that given the nature of the Chief Constable’s duties, his designated deputy from among the officers within the command ranks should be someone with extensive experience across the board.’

‘Meaning him?’

‘You guessed it. He also pointed out that he’s been twice as long in the Chief Officer rank as Mr Skinner has.’

‘He’s after Big Bob’s job?’

‘Correct. But I think that ultimately, he’s after the Chief’s.’

‘The man’s mad, then. Mind you, who’s going to take any notice of him?’

‘The Joint Police Board might, for a start. The DCC has his enemies on that body; more than that, he thinks that Mr Chase has a direct route to them. He’s found out that he has a cousin back in Cumbria who’s a Labour MP at Westminster.’

‘What’s the Chief saying about it?’

Ruth pursed her lips and glanced at him. ‘Nothing,’ she said. ‘He’s playing it by the book; when Mr Chase wrote his paper, he sent it to him formally, with a covering memo asking him to put it to the Board. The Chief replied on paper, asking whether he was sure he wanted to do that. Mr Chase replied and said that he was.

‘A couple of days later, the three of them . . . the Chief, Mr Skinner and Mr Chase . . . discussed it in private. Afterwards the Boss told me that the Chief thanked Chase and said that he would consider at some length whether it should go to the Board. It’s on the shelf for the moment, as far as I can gather.’

‘Has the Big Man said anything to you?’

‘Only that if Chase thinks he’s taking orders from him he’s crazy.’ She grinned. ‘That wasn’t quite what he said; I’ve left out the adjectives.’

Sammy whistled and restarted the car. ‘I see what you meant about stress levels in your corridor. ACC Chase is either very brave, or very stupid.’

‘Neither,’ Ruth replied at once. ‘He’s simply ambitious. Possibly the most ambitious man I’ve ever met; he wants to be a Chief in a major force and to collect the automatic  knighthood that goes with it. It’s written all over him. As for his wife . . .’

She stopped in mid-sentence, slamming a metaphorical door on the subject. ‘Come on, let’s get under way again. I want to get to Uncle John’s before dark.’

She smiled at him again, then reached out and ruffled his sandy hair. ‘This is moving our relationship forward, you know. Quite significantly at that. If I take someone to meet my favourite uncle it’s a sort of sign . . . if only you could read it.’




Three


‘Bugger!’ Neil swore quietly as the telephone rang; Lauren, his daughter, looked at him severely.

‘Dad!’

‘Come on, kid,’ he appealed, ‘right in the middle of the football results.’

‘That’s no excuse,’ the eleven-year-old retorted. ‘Do you want Spence to use language like that? Or me, even?’

‘What are you talking about? You do already.’ Still in his armchair, he leaned across and picked up the phone. ‘Hello,’ he answered.

‘DI McIlhenney?’ a Cockney voice enquired.

‘That’s me.’

‘Hello mate. This is DC Crowther, from the Met. West End Central Division, Savile Row. I was tryin’ to phone your boss, but his mobile number’s unavailable. He left yours as back-up.’

‘Is that right, Constable?’ the Scots detective replied, his hackles risen instantly. ‘Then tell me something. If he’d answered his hand-phone, would you have called him “mate” as well?’ He paused. ‘Not that I’m rank-conscious, mind.’

He heard a distinct gulp. ‘Sorry, Inspector; it’s just that I’m not used to dealing with Scotsmen.’

‘Don’t compound it, Constable. Now, what’s this about? I haven’t seen DCC Skinner since he left for London on Wednesday.’

McIlhenney thought he heard a faint chuckle at the other end of the line. ‘Yeah, he’s been busy down ’ere.

‘Your guvnor called in a drive-by shooting last night from Oxford Circus; round about eleven. He said that a lone guy took a pop at him with a shotgun from a dark coloured Ford Mondeo. I’m just calling to tell him that we haven’t had a sniff of a result so far. Not a bleeding thing.’

DC Crowther coughed. ‘The thing is, sir, copper to copper, my guvnor’s pissed off at your guvnor. Soon as his call came in last night we put a right shitload of effort into it; we alerted all our patrol cars. They pulled over everything within a three mile radius that even looked like a Mondeo. While they were doing that we had an armed robbery in a burger place in Oxford Street, a rape behind a pub in Great Titchfield Street, and a stabbing in Soho. As a result of your man’s call we were late responding to every one of ’em, so we didn’t feel a single collar.

‘Tough, you’ll say, but then we took a look at the scene of Mr Skinner’s so-called drive-by, and guess what? It was as clean as a whistle. Someone takes a shot at you with a twelve-bore, even if ’e misses, you’d expect to find traces of it all around.’

Crowther sighed. ‘Nothing. No damage to any shop windows, or to the news-stand your guvnor said he dived behind, and no lead shot lying around either, none at all. There were no witnesses either, not a bleedin’ one.’

The Cockney seemed to hesitate for a second. ‘Tell me  something, Inspector. I’ve heard about your man . . . who ’asn’t? Is he the nervous type?’

‘Not in the very slightest,’ McIlhenney answered.

‘Well, my divisional commander reckons that he is. He was in here this afternoon, effin’ and blindin’ about wasting police time. He reckons your man’s shell-shocked, or paranoid, or worse. He’s threatening to send a formal report to your chief and recommend that your man be made to have psych tests.’

‘Is that right?’ the inspector barked. ‘Just you tell him, from me if you like, that he should wind his bloody neck in. If you don’t fancy passing that on, have your DI do it, but get your guy calmed down somehow or . . . Commander or not . . . God help him. If Big Bob said there was a shot fired, then there was a shot fired, end of story. If he’d been carrying himself you’d have had fucking evidence all right, with a bullet in it!’

He waved an apology at Lauren, as she frowned at him.

‘You get that report squashed, Constable. You do not know with whom you are dealing, and I mean that.’

‘I’ll do my best, sir,’ said Crowther.

McIlhenney was unconvinced. ‘Do that. By the way, what team do you support?’

‘Eh? Spurs, as it ’appens.’

‘That’s good . . . they got stuffed four-nil.’




Four


‘How long has your uncle lived here?’ Sammy asked, as he drew up alongside the neat bungalow, the last house in a leafy cul-de-sac.

‘He and Aunt Cecily came to Cumbernauld from Glasgow when they started to build the new town in the late fifties. They lived in a flat in an area called Kildrum at first, then moved here, closer to the town centre. They bought it from the Development Corporation about fifteen years ago, just after it was refurbished. They got it for a song too, as sitting tenants.’

‘Your aunt’s no longer around, I take it?’

‘No,’ said Ruth. ‘She died of a heart attack in 1986, a year after Uncle John retired. He’s been alone since then.’

‘He’ll be a fair age then?’

‘He’s just turned eighty. But he’s very fit; he’s been a member of Dullatur Golf Club just about all his life. He plays just about every day, hail, rain or shine. It’s walking distance from the house.’

‘What did he do for a living?’

‘Something on the railways: in the office at the top of Buchanan Street, in Glasgow. He retired on a good pension, so he’s quite well off, especially now that Auntie isn’t here to help him spend his money.’

Sammy grinned. ‘Are you looking out for your inheritance, then?’

She bridled at his joke. ‘No, I am not! I may be the only blood relation he’s got left, but he could be leaving his money to the cat and dog home for all I know . . . or care. We’re here today because I’m guilty, that’s all. I haven’t seen him since his last birthday, in June, and that’s not good enough. He’s an old man, he hardly drives any more, and apart from his golfing pals he’s all alone.’

‘Come on, love. He must have neighbours who look in on him, or a home help, or someone.’

‘No, not him. He’s a very private man. Always has been.’

He opened the car door. ‘Let’s bring some company into his life then.’

She smiled as she stepped out, and led him up the garden path. Glancing around, Sammy noticed that the rose bushes in front of the house had gone to briar and that the beds in which they were planted were overdue for weeding. ‘Old Uncle John’s no gardener, from the look of it,’ he muttered under his breath.

Although the short winter evening was almost over, no lights showed at the front door of the house, as Ruth pressed the doorbell. They waited, for almost a minute; eventually, Sammy patted her on the shoulder. ‘You did call to tell him we were coming, didn’t you?’ he asked.

She looked up at him awkwardly. ‘Well, no, I didn’t. I wanted to give him a surprise.’

‘Great! In that case, the old boy’s probably still at the golf club.’

‘No. He always listens to a football match on the radio on a Saturday afternoon.’

‘Ring the bell again, in that case. He’s probably got the sound turned up.’

‘Sammy, he’s not in.’ She stepped across to the uncurtained living-room window and peered in. ‘I can see his hi-fi set and it isn’t switched on.’

‘Maybe he’s got another radio in the kitchen. Let’s take a look round the back.’

As she looked at him, the first pang of fear shot through her. ‘Okay,’ she murmured, following him as he set off down the path which ran around the house. The small back garden lay to the east; the dusk, and the tall conifers which enclosed it on three sides, made it even gloomier than the front. There was no light in any of the three windows to the rear, the kitchen, the second bedroom or the frosted pane of the bathroom.

‘Does your uncle see all right?’ Pye asked. ‘I mean would he normally have the light on at this time of day?’

‘Uncle John’s always reading something or other. He wears glasses now, but his sight’s always been fine. Sammy, let’s go up to the golf club; the old so-and-so’s probably there, right enough.’

He held up a hand. ‘In a minute. First of all . . .’ He reached out and turned the handle of the back door; it swung open, into the kitchen.

‘God,’ Ruth snapped. ‘He’s gone out and left the place unlocked!’ She stepped past him into the kitchen, and gasped. Looking over her shoulder, Sammy could see even in the dim light that the place was in chaos; worse, it stank of  staleness. Dirty plates filled the sink and were strewn on the work-surface beside the cooker. A badly soiled tea-towel lay in the middle of the floor. A milk carton sat on the small table, surrounded by discarded food wrappers.

‘What the hell’s the old bugger living like?’ she murmured. ‘He’s always struck me as such a neat man, yet this is pure squalor. If this is what happens when I don’t warn him of a visit, I’ll be here every Saturday from now on.’ She screwed up her face. ‘Jesus, the place stinks!

‘Uncle John!’ she called out, listening for a few seconds before turning towards the back door. ‘Come on. Let’s go up there and find him.’

The young detective handed her the car keys. ‘On you go. I’ll make this place secure; the front door has a Yale so I’ll come out that way.’ She bought the lie and did as he told her, although to be sure he turned the back door key in its lock as soon as she had left.

The smell became more obvious as soon as he stepped out of the kitchen; it was thick, and cloying. He had done this job before, but nonetheless he was a shade fearful as he moved up the hall and opened the front bedroom door. Crumpled clothes were strewn all around, and the bed itself was unmade, its sheets so soiled and tangled that they might have won a place in a modern art exhibition. But the room was empty.

He had seen on the way past, through its open door, that the second bedroom had been untouched for weeks, either by duster or vacuum cleaner; so that left only the bathroom. Hesitantly, he opened the door. As he did so, the smell, strong before, seemed to wash out and over him like an ocean wave,  almost knocking him backwards, physically. He knew, before he looked inside, what he would find.

Uncle John McConnell lay full length, submerged completely in his big enamelled bath. He had played his last round of golf, and listened to his last radio football commentary.

Even before stepping into the bathroom Pye had guessed that he had been dead for days, and he had feared that he would find him in a state of hideous decomposition. Instead, and to his surprise, the old man’s body was more or less intact, if a strange waxy colour, and if one ignored the strips of what looked like skin, floating on the surface. He looked almost like a statue, carved out of soap.

The young sergeant reached across the small bathroom and opened the ventilation panel set in the window, then stepped back out into the hall and closed the door behind him.

There was a phone in the hall. He picked it up, but to his surprise, the line was dead. Instead, he took out his handphone and dialled the main switchboard of his Edinburgh headquarters.

‘Give me the Ops Room please, Duty Officer,’ he asked the telephonist.

The line rang only twice before it was answered. ‘Operations. ACC Chase speaking,’ said a deep, North Country voice. ‘How can I help?’

‘Hello sir,’ said the young detective, surprised. ‘This is DS Pye, from Mr Martin’s office. I didn’t expect to find you in on a Saturday.’

‘Spot check, Sergeant, spot check; something that should  happen more often here. What can I do for CID this fine day?’

Sammy hated being patronised, even by an ACC, but he ignored it. ‘I’ve got a problem, sir,’ he replied. ‘I’m at Ruth’s uncle’s place, in Cumbernauld.’

‘Ruth?’

‘Your secretary, sir. Ruth McConnell. She took me to visit her Uncle John, only when we got here, the old chap was dead. In his bath.’

‘Where’s Cumbernauld?’ Chase asked.

‘Between Stirling and Glasgow, sir. It’s in the Strathclyde area, but I don’t have their Ops number to hand.’

‘Okay, Pye, I’ll turn them out for you. What do you need? CID?’

‘To be on the safe side, yes, although it doesn’t look suspicious at all. Like I said, the old chap seems to have taken some sort of seizure and died, in the water. He was alone in the house, though, so under Scots law we have to have police here, as well as the doctor.’

‘I’m familiar with the law, son,’ said Chase, heavily. ‘What’s the address?’

‘Fifteen Glenlaverock Grove.’ For a second Pye thought about spelling it out for the ACC, then thought again.

‘Roger. You wait there for them. Is McConnell the next-of-kin? ’

‘Yes, sir, she is. She doesn’t know about this yet, though, sir. She’s out in the car.’

‘Well, you better bloody tell her then, hadn’t you, son, before the local emergency services descend mob-handed!’




Five


Bob Skinner laughed. ‘The one place I can’t be contacted, Neil, as you well know, is on Gullane Hill with my clubs over my shoulder. If I took my mobile out on the golf course with me, I’d soon run out of playing partners.

‘I’m sorry they interrupted your Saturday though. I didn’t really expect that.’

‘No problem, Boss. My daughter was just about to bully me into doing the ironing.’

‘Has she not taken that over yet?’

‘No, she says she’s too small to reach the ironing board properly. She also says that she doesn’t expect to be tall enough till she’s about eighteen. She’s more like her mother every day, I tell you.’

‘You don’t have to, mate. I’ve seen her in action.’ He smiled briefly at the thought. ‘Anyway, what did this boy from the Met have to tell me?’

McIlhenney drew a breath. ‘Nothing you’re going to like.’ He outlined the content of Crowther’s call, omitting nothing. When he finished there was silence from the other end of the line.

Skinner broke it at last. ‘The bastard must have fired a  blank,’ he said, firmly. ‘There was a gun, Neil, and it was fired. Believe me?’

‘I never doubted you for one second, Boss,’ his executive assistant replied. ‘It’s just a pity there weren’t any witnesses.’

He heard the Deputy Chief Constable sigh. ‘Aye, well, that’s not exactly the case. The fact is, there was someone with me when it happened.’

‘Why didn’t you say so, then?’ McIlhenney blurted out.

‘Discretion, pal. Discretion. Does the name Louise Bankier mean anything to you?’

‘Louise Bankier? The actress? The movie star?’

‘The very same. Lou was there; she and I had just had dinner in a restaurant in Soho. We were looking for a taxi when the car drove by and the guy took his pop at me. For all sorts of reasons, I didn’t want her about when the Met boys arrived, so I stuck her in a taxi and sent her home as soon as I’d called the thing in.’

‘Boss, what the hell . . .’

Skinner laughed again, softly, at his friend’s incredulity, ‘. . . was I doing up the West End with Louise Bankier? She and I go back a long way . . . a very long way.

‘She was just starting at Glasgow University when I was in my final year; she was seventeen and I was twenty-one. We met at the Fresher’s Fair when I was signing up new members for the squash club. She joined, and fortunately for the world, she also joined the drama club on the same day.

‘She could play squash eff all, but when it came to the acting game . . . She wound up wangling a transfer to the Athenaeum – that was what they called the drama school  in Glasgow – after her first year, and she’s never looked back from there.

‘I hadn’t seen her in twenty-five years. I followed her career, of course, and went to all her movies, but I lost touch with her completely. Then last Thursday, I got a message at my hotel. There was a piece in the Evening Standard about last week’s world terrorism conference. She saw it and phoned the organisers; they told her where I was stopping.

‘I rang her back. She told me that she had called on impulse, for old times’ sake; I said I was pleased to hear from her and we arranged to have dinner, last night. End of story.

‘She hasn’t changed a bit, you know.’ He paused. ‘No, that’s crap. If anything she’s even better looking than she was as a kid, and she’s developed as a person in ways I could never have imagined. But I suppose we all have, have we not. Anyway, when all that nonsense happened last night, I imagined what the papers would do if they got hold of it. Lou does not need that sort of publicity and neither do I, so I got her out of the way.’

He could almost hear McIlhenney frown. ‘Boss, that’s . . .’

‘Improper, at the very least. Obstructing the course of justice at the very worst. I know that, but I’ll live with it. You just get back to that boy Crowther and tell him from me to pass the word up his line that if his commander doesn’t want his gonads fricasseed, he’ll pull that bullshit report of his.’

‘I’ve told him that already. Mind you, he wasn’t certain that it could be done.’

Skinner sighed again. ‘I’ll deal with that if it happens.

‘The thing is, Neil,’ he went on, ‘Louise is not the only one I need to protect from too much press interest.

‘Apart from the gunshot . . . sure as hell she doesn’t need to know about that . . . there’s nothing that Sarah doesn’t know, you understand. She was aware that I was meeting Lou all right; I told her as soon as it was arranged. But she wouldn’t be best pleased either if the wrong sort of stuff appeared in the papers.

‘The truth is that if any smart hacks did some digging, even though it’d mean going back a quarter of a century, there would still be plenty of people around to tell them that Louise Bankier and I were more than just squash partners.’




Six


Theodore Chase gazed down the driveway of the police headquarters building. Normally, every parking bay would have been occupied, and the street outside, even the school playground beyond, would have been thronged with vehicles, but on a Sunday afternoon most of the cars he could see belonged to shoppers at the nearby supermarket.

He stood in Ruth McConnell’s tiny office, flicking through her in-trays, of which she had two; his own, which was empty, awaiting the Monday morning mail delivery, and Bob Skinner’s, which was piled high with papers waiting for the attention of the DCC on his return from the London conference.

Ted Chase enjoyed lurking around empty offices, as he put it to himself. There was something about them; they seemed to him to be possessed by the auras of the people who occupied them through the week, each with its own unique signature. Take Ruth McConnell’s small room as an example. She used the same fragrance as his wife . . . Rive Gauche, whatever that meant; not that his nose would have told him that, for his sense of smell had been deadened by growing up close to a brewery. Since coming to Edinburgh he had discovered that he could even drive through Seafield without  the faintest wrinkle of his nose. He picked up the familiar blue eau de toilette tube, glanced at it, then put it back on the desk, carefully, on its side, in its original position.

He closed his eyes and he could feel her presence, could see her in his mind as clearly as if she was really sat there, long legs under her chair, close fitting skirt moulded to her thighs, riding just above the knee, her white blouse tucked into the waistband, covering the faintest roll of flesh. He let his mind roam further until he could actually feel the residual warmth of her body in the room, and sense the strength of her personality, filling its every corner.

In spite of himself he began to imagine her naked, hair tousled, glowing after sex; and then there was someone else in his vision. Sammy Pye? No, not the young sergeant, someone bigger, older, stronger, grimmer, frightening as his head seemed to turn towards the intruder . . . Bob Skinner.

Ted Chase opened his eyes wide, and was a shade embarrassed to find that he was breathing slightly heavily. He thought of Skinner and Ruth; they had worked together for a few years now. She was a woman and a half; he had a past that had made the tabloids. He couldn’t believe that she would settle for a lad like Pye. There had to be something there, for sure.

He was startled when the phone rang on Ruth’s desk. For a second he thought about letting it go unanswered, but that was against his nature. Somehow, it would have made him feel like a sneak. He picked it up, and was taken aback to hear Bob Skinner’s strong, steady voice. ‘Afternoon Ted,’ he began. His tone was neutral, neither friendly nor hostile. ‘Your wife told me I’d probably find you in the office.’ Chase waited for  the DCC to ask what the hell he was doing there, as, probably, he would have done himself in reversed circumstances. When he did not, he felt almost a sense of let-down.

‘I’ve had a call from Ruthie,’ he continued, instead. ‘Asking if it would be all right for her to have a couple of days off. Her uncle’s died, and she has to make all the funeral arrangements and stuff.’

‘Yes,’ said Chase, abruptly. ‘I knew about that. I was in the Ops Room yesterday afternoon when Martin’s man Pye called in after finding the body.’

He heard a soft chuckle at the other end. ‘How the fuck did we manage without you, Ted? I really don’t know.’

The ACC felt himself flush. ‘I’m still getting the feel of the place, Bob, that’s all.’

‘You could have fooled me, mate, but let’s not get into that. I told her that it was okay, and that I’d square it with you.’

‘Yes, of course. In the circumstances, it’s okay with me.’

‘That’s good. As it happens, the Chief’s chairing an ACPOS committee meeting in Glasgow tomorrow, so Gerry Crossley’ll have some time on his hands. We won’t be neglected.’

‘Ah, yes.’ Chase did not approve of male secretaries, and could never keep the distaste out of his tone whenever the efficient young Crossley’s name came up in conversation.

‘He’s a good lad, Ted,’ Skinner said quietly. ‘As you might find out for yourself, one day. See you tomorrow.’ There was a click; the line went dead, then buzzed as the Cumbrian stared at the receiver, taken off-guard by his colleague’s throw-away remark.

It wasn’t that he disliked Bob Skinner, Chase told himself, as he replaced the receiver; he was an affable enough bloke. It wasn’t that he was jealous of him; he took enough pride in his own career achievements not to feel jealous of anyone. It wasn’t that he doubted his ability; he was one of the most famous policemen in the country, and the Queen’s Police Medal wasn’t awarded lightly.

No, he told himself, his concern was based on his distinguished colleague’s attitude to The Book. There were accepted ways of policing, and these had been developed practically over many years. The relationship between police and public, in the eyes of Theodore Chase, was one in which the uniformed body had to stand aloof to command the respect which he saw as essential to efficient operation. Nevertheless, by no means did he see himself as being stuck in the past. He approved wholeheartedly of the new style of uniform, which was more comfortable, and had been designed to meet modern needs. He recognised the value of the Panda car, although he stuck to the view that walking the beat still had its place, especially in the inner city areas.

His problem with Bob Skinner was simply that he seemed to see it all differently. For example, the man had a little-disguised dislike of wearing the uniform . . . so little-disguised that it was a standing joke throughout headquarters. Chase saw the dark blue tunic as the basic symbol of authority. For example, for his Saturday drop-in to the Ops Room, he had worn it. A quiet Sunday in the office; well, that was something else.

Skinner had an overtly sloppy attitude to reporting channels also. It was one thing for ACC Operations to pay  unannounced visits to his own Ops Room to keep everyone on their toes, but quite another for the DCC to involve himself in active criminal investigations. There was even a story about him taking his baby son on a stake-out of premises in the course of a hunt for a murder suspect.

Then there was his lax attitude to rank. He accepted that it was for the Chief Constable to determine whether he and his two assistants should be on first-name terms, behind closed doors, as they were. However, Skinner’s easy familiarity with the men under his command posed in his view a clear and present danger to good discipline. He and DI McIlhenney played football in the same five-a-side group every Thursday . . . and sometimes, Chase understood, his daughter baby-sat the McIlhenney children to allow them to do it. He and DCS Martin had a fraternal rapport . . . so much so that Skinner had been best man at the Head of CID’s wedding. He allowed McGuire, the Special Branch man, virtually open access to his office.

There were only two lines in Chase’s controversial paper on the Force’s command structure to which the DCC had taken outright exception; one had been a reference to ‘the cult of the personality’, as he had put it . . . and that was at the heart of his problem with Skinner. He would not . . . did not dare . . . suggest that the big Scot had built his own legend deliberately. No, he accepted that he was trapped within it. Yet that was the greatest obstacle to his efficiency as a chief police officer.

The Book of Proper Policing, Ted Chase’s imaginary Bible, had been written by many people over many years. It had come under attack in a variety of ways, from direct assault  by terrorism to insidious undermining tactics by those people to whom Chase referred most commonly as ‘liberals’, yet as he saw it, the solid dependable man and . . . yes, now, he had to concede . . . woman in uniform still stood, in spite of it all, as the cornerstone of society.

Image and perception were all-important; no personality could be allowed to overshadow either, yet that was what Skinner seemed to do. He was rarely seen in public in uniform. He was not the Chief Constable. And yet whenever anyone in Edinburgh . . . anyone in Scotland, probably, many people in England, perhaps . . . thought of a policeman, they were likely to think of him.

In his heart of hearts, Ted Chase disapproved of devolution. He was British first, Cumbrian second, and like many of his compatriots, English third; he had a niggling fear of anything which threatened the composition of the flag he saluted, and a downright dislike of anything which claimed to be an alternative to the National Anthem, which he took pride in bellowing lustily on public occasions.

However, he had accepted the political situation, and the prospect of working in a devolved Scotland, when he had decided to apply for the Edinburgh job. He had reasoned that it gave him his best chance of rising to command his own force. Now that he was in place, he had come to realise how different Scotland was, and how great was its potential for change. Virtually all of its institutions were under the control of a new breed of politician, able to tackle their manifesto objectives with none of the constraints of parliamentary time which had bedevilled the old Scottish Office at Westminster.

In particular, he had come to realise how easy it would be for his own views on policing, which had held sway under the old regime, to be swept away by the new administration, which he saw as a soft-centred coalition, committed to reform for its own sake. Nothing was beyond them.

And who better to serve as a model for a new Scottish breed of policeman than the home-bred hero, DCC Robert Morgan Skinner?

Chase was nobody’s fool; he saw the danger more clearly than the man himself . . . and there, he saw also, might lie the saving grace. Skinner’s intense dislike of politicians was a matter of record, certainly within the police force, and to an extent in the wider world, thanks to the circumstances which had led to his giving up his former responsibility as security adviser to the Secretary of State.

Yet what political power he could command through his reputation and his public profile, if only he realised it . . . ‘Thank God,’ the ACC thought, ‘that he doesn’t.’

He was so immersed in contemplation that he gave a small, involuntary jump when the phone rang for a second time. He picked it up, expecting Skinner once again, only to hear the voice of the security man on weekend duty at the main entrance.

‘There’s a UPS guy, here, sir, wi’ a delivery for the Chief Constable. Since you’re here, dae you want to sign for it?’

The ACC frowned. ‘I suppose so. I’ll be down in a moment.’

He left his secretary’s office and walked briskly along the Command corridor, then down a flight of stairs which led more or less directly to the front door. The brown-suited  messenger stood waiting, with a big brown envelope and the inevitable clipboard.

‘Print your name there, sir, then sign ablow it,’ he said.

Chase made a mental note of yet another Scots word, and did as the man asked, thanking him as he took the package. He glanced at it as he walked back upstairs, his curiosity aroused. The address was clear and simple: ‘Chief Constable Sir James Proud, QPM, Police Headquarters, Fettes Avenue, Edinburgh’, and it bore two red stamped injunctions, one ‘Urgent’, the other, ‘Confidential’.

‘But not, “personal”,’ he murmured to himself as he stood at Gerry Crossley’s desk, holding the envelope poised over the in-tray. ‘And Bob did say that the Chief isn’t in tomorrow.’

He picked up a letter-opener, slit the envelope open and slid out its contents, three A4 pages, stapled together with a covering letter, on Metropolitan Police notepaper.

He was frowning as he began to read. By the time he was finished, he was wide-eyed and his mouth was hanging open in astonishment.




Seven


‘Was that the first time you’d ever seen anything like that, Sam?’ Detective Chief Superintendent Andy Martin asked his aide.

‘Not the first time I’ve ever seen a body, sir,’ the recently promoted sergeant replied. ‘You know what it’s like when you’re in uniform. One way or another, you have to look at quite a few.’

He shuddered, looking older, suddenly, than his twenty-seven years. ‘But it’s the first time I’ve ever seen one like that; in that condition I mean. Lying there in the bath, the poor old bugger looked like . . .’ His face twisted as he struggled to find words. ‘Like a statue, like a tailor’s dummy, like something that never had been human.

‘It wasn’t gross, Boss, not like something I saw once, when an old lady had died in front of an electric fire and lain there for about a week. There weren’t any maggots in the eye sockets, nothing like that. But in its own way, it was pretty horrible, for all that.’

‘Did Ruth see him?’

‘No way. When I told her, I had to hold her back from going into the bathroom, but I did. She gave me bloody hell at the time, but calmed down pretty quickly.’

‘No nightmares?’

‘I wouldn’t know, sir,’ said Pye, abruptly.

‘I didn’t mean her, you clown!’ the Head of CID chuckled.

The young sergeant flushed, embarrassed by his revealing slip. ‘No, sir, not me.’

‘You will have, Sammy, you will,’ Martin murmured, his smile gone. He had known his own nocturnal horrors; happily, marriage seemed to be holding them at bay.

‘I’ll be ready for them, then.’

‘No, you won’t. No one ever is.’

Pye looked across at his boss; then changed the subject. ‘How’s Karen doing? Still being sick?’

‘No, thank Christ,’ he replied, sincerely. ‘She seems to have stopped barfing up her breakfast. She’s blooming, mate, blooming; she’s not showing yet, but it won’t be long.’

He picked up a pile of papers from his desk, and walked across to the meeting table. ‘This is today’s agenda, then?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Okay, then; on you go and see if the troops are here. If they are, wheel them in.’

The Head of CID’s Monday briefing with his six divisional commanders was a practice established by Bob Skinner and carried on by his successors, Roy Old and Andy Martin. Its main purpose was to keep the Chief Superintendent abreast of all active investigations, but it was useful also in that it could reveal patterns of crime across the force area, and not least in the platform which it provided for fresh thinking on stalled cases.

This one was special, though.

As the six senior detectives took their places at the table, there was one among them who stood out from the rest. She was the only woman among the six, trimly built, attractive, in her thirties, with flaming red hair which shone under the neon strip lighting. But more than that, there was a presence about her, a bearing which could not help but say to the rest, ‘Don’t take me lightly. I’ve made it this far, and I may have further to go.’

OEBPS/quin_9780755353682_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
A BOB SKINNER MYSTERY

Edinburgh’s toughest cop discovers the dangers of ceiebrity





OEBPS/pub.jpg
headline





