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‘This is just the sort of thing that can happen when you sell a dodgy Ferrari.’

Six heads turned towards the doorway. The white-coated scene of crime technicians stood automatically to attention. They shone like spectres in the white glare of the temporary floodlighting, which was reflected also by the puddles which covered much of the floor of the burned-out showroom.

The man, white-clad like the rest, gazed slowly around the ravaged shed. The scene took him back to the after-math of an urban riot to which he had been taken by the Los Angeles Police Department, during a month-long international police symposium visit in California, from which he had just returned. He counted, spread around the area, the skeletal shells of eight motor cars. They rested not on tyres, for they had melted into the floor, but on bare wheel hubs.

‘Relax, ladies and gentlemen,’ the newcomer barked, at last. ‘I’m only paying a visit.’ He looked, automatically, at the oldest of the men in white coveralls. ‘Where’s Chief Superintendent Martin?’

‘He’s through the back, sir. With the ME.’

The big man nodded. ‘Thank you, Arthur.’ His eyes  roamed slowly and carefully once more around the gutted area. He smiled, grimly. ‘What d’you think of the show so far?’

‘You can rule out accidental causes, sir. Or spontaneous combustion. This was very deliberate, sir. Good old-fashioned low-tech arson, with nothing fancy about it. The blaze had several seats, but from what the firemen told me about its spread, I’d say they all went up at the same time.

‘We’ve still got some poking around to do, but I should be able to draw you a picture in a wee while.’

‘Don’t draw it for me, Inspector. Chief Superintendent Martin’s in command here. Like I said, I’m just passing through.’

The red-haired man nodded, sagely. ‘Very good, sir.’ He paused. ‘But it’s still good to see you back.’

Deputy Chief Constable Bob Skinner grinned and accepted the Inspector’s proffered handshake. ‘Thanks, Arthur. Between you and me, and anyone else who’s listening, it’s bloody good to be back, even at half past two on a pissy awful late winter’s morning in Seafield, even with the north wind blowing the rain off the river and carrying the smell of the sewage works along with it!’

He glanced around the showroom once more, smiling grimly. ‘Not an insurance job, then?’ he said, in a mischievous tone.

The other man laughed, with the same grim gallows humour as Skinner. ‘Not unless the man who puts in the claim fancies doing fifteen years for his trouble. Insurance jobs nearly always start in the main fuse box, or with something inflammable accidentally falling across an electric fire.

‘Whoever did this just walked in and set the fucking place on fire!’

The DCC nodded. ‘And some very high-priced motor cars in the process.’

‘That’s right, boss. According to the ad in yesterday’s  Scotsman, a red Ferrari, three Beamers, at least two Porsches, a classic Mercedes sports car, and a very rare Maserati.’

‘Funny,’ said Skinner, ‘for all the things that we’ve tried to nail Jackie Charles for, I never fancied him for dealing in hot motors!’

His smile vanished as he glanced again at the Inspector. ‘So why do we need an ME? Young Sammy Pye only told me about the fire when he called. All he said was that Mr Martin thought I might like to come along.’

He could see the man shudder beneath his loose white tunic. He nodded his head towards a blackened, empty doorframe, at the rear of the showroom. ‘That’s through there, sir.’

Skinner frowned. ‘It’s not Jackie, is it?’

‘I had a good look at it, sir, but for all I could tell it could have been my father-in-law’s pet greyhound . . . except I think that it only had two legs!’

It was the DCC’s turn to shiver. ‘I’ve been trying to lock up that wee bastard Charles for just about all of my police career, but I wouldn’t wish that on him.’ His voice dropped. ‘I hate fire, Arthur. It gives me the creeps, especially when I see how easily and how well people burn.’

‘I know what you mean, boss,’ said Inspector Dorward. ‘I go to crime scenes practically every working day. It’s  my job. Mostly they don’t bother me, except where there’s kids or fire involved.

‘D’you remember that one last summer out in East Lothian, when that bloke was burned alive. Your wife was the Medical Examiner. Some job she has, eh! I don’t know how she does it.’

Skinner frowned. ‘She’s a tough lady, is my wife, but I’m glad she’s not here. Who was the poor bastard on call for this one?’

‘Doctor Banks, sir.’

He tugged awkwardly at his vast white overall suit. ‘I suppose I’d better go and join him, then. Give me a shout when you’re ready to draw us that picture of what happened here.’

‘Will do, sir.’

Picking his way carefully through the blackened, soaking debris on the floor, the DCC walked across to the doorway at the back of the showroom. He had almost reached it when suddenly it was filled by a stocky, wide-shouldered blond man, the thickness of his build emphasised by his protective suit. The tinted contact lens which he wore made his vivid green eyes shine oddly in the bright light.

‘I thought I heard you, boss,’ said Chief Superintendent Andy Martin. He stepped back, allowing Skinner to enter the small, blackened room. Although the door had burned away to ashes, its frame and the lower half of the walls which partitioned the chamber off from the rest of the unit were constructed of steel sheeting. They, the substructure of a large metal desk, and four filing cabinets, had survived the blaze. The twisted, charcoal-black figure which lay at their feet had not.

The duty Medical Examiner was crouched over the body. He looked up for a second at the newcomer, giving him the briefest of nods. Skinner responded with a grunt. He disliked Banks, and had often questioned his thoroughness, even on occasion his competence. However he had always stopped short of having him removed from the list of police surgeons, mainly because he suspected that if he took the step he might be accused of acting under his wife’s influence.

The only other living person in the room was Detective Constable Sammy Pye, the most junior member of the small personal staff which Andy Martin maintained as head of CID. He stood, silent and pale in the corner of the room.

‘You didn’t mention this added attraction when you woke me from a sound sleep, Sammy,’ said the DCC. ‘All you said was that there had been a call after a major fire at Jackie Charles’ showroom, and that Chief Superintendent Martin thought that I might like to join him.’ He grinned. ‘Did you think that if you mentioned an immolated stiff, I’d have decided to stay in my bed!’

The young man reddened. ‘No, sir. But . . .’

‘Leave the lad alone,’ Martin intervened. ‘None of us knew about the death until we got here. All that our fire brigade colleagues said to us was that they had a suspicious blaze down here in Motor City, and would we like to come along.’

‘When were they called out?’

‘Around nine. This building isn’t seen easily from the roadway. A passing motorist spotted the glow from the flames once they broke through the roof.’

‘And when did the fire service call CID?’

‘About an hour ago, just before we called you. This was some fire. They had gas tanks, paint and God knows what all in this place. It took the lads four hours to put out the blaze completely, and until they could be sure that the petrol storage tanks underneath us weren’t going to blow. As soon as they were able to take a look inside they realised from the pattern of the damage that they were dealing with a crime. But I don’t think they had found the body when they called us.’

Skinner nodded. ‘Fair enough. But how come you’re here? You’re Head of CID. What the hell do we have divisional offices for? Haven’t I taught you anything about delegation?’

‘No,’ said Martin, cheerfully. ‘Not a single, solitary bloody thing! All I’m doing is following the example you set when you were in this job.’ His soft smile faded. ‘But seriously though, I’ve got a standing order in place that anything involving Jackie Charles is reported immediately to my office. Like I heard you say to Arthur Dorward, he’s been Number One on our target list for years, or at least since Tony Manson got killed.’

‘And you want the glory of banging him up?’ Martin looked at him sharply, surprised. ‘Only joking, Andy!’

‘As a result,’ said the Chief Superintendent, heavily, ‘when the night duty man in Dave Donaldson’s office logged in the Fire Brigade report, he did the right thing and phoned Sammy, who takes the night calls for me.’

Skinner smiled sympathetically at the young man. ‘We’ve all had to do night telephone duty in our careers, son. But I’ll tell you a strange thing. The higher up the tree we get, and the more we have willing lads like you to shield us from the middle of the night  calls, even so the fucking phone seems to ring more and more.’

He looked back at Martin. ‘So what about Jackie? Has anyone called his house yet, to see if he’s in?’ He pointed downwards. ‘Or are you assuming that we’re looking for a new public enemy Number One?’

‘The Fire Service phoned him as soon as the blaze was reported. There was no reply, but there’s a Porsche outside, with Jackie’s personal number, “N1JJC”, on it.’

The DCC frowned. ‘I see. Still, let’s not jump to conclusions. He could have left it here for a service.’

‘Sure, but then again . . .’ Martin looked at Skinner, very slightly askance.

‘To answer your question, boss, I haven’t sent anyone out to his house yet,’ he said. ‘I know you’re as interested in Charles as I am. That’s why I told Sammy to call you, even before I knew there was a body involved.

‘Hope he didn’t wake the baby,’ he added.

‘No. Master Jazz sleeps through the phone these days. Just as well. I’m in deep enough shit with the wife as it is.’

The Chief Superintendent looked at him, sharply once again, but decided that it was not the moment to follow up the remark. Instead he said, ‘I thought we might go to the Charles place together, sir, to pay a call on Jackie, or possibly, probably even given that car, on his widow.’

Skinner sighed. ‘The lovely Carole, eh. I haven’t seen her in years.’

‘You know her?’

‘Too right I know her! Years ago Jackie and Carole used to live in Gullane, not that far from me. There he was, living the life of a respectable young motor dealer,  and there was I, a young blood in the CID, knowing that he was one of the biggest villains in Edinburgh, and a part of the team that was trying to put him away.’ Again, Martin glanced at him in surprise.

‘It was more than a wee bit embarrassing at the time. A couple of times Myra and I were invited to parties, and the Charleses were there.’

‘What did you do?’

‘I stopped going to parties. Eventually the Charleses moved up to Edinburgh, but by that time Myra was dead, and I wasn’t getting party invitations anyway.’

‘Eh?’

Skinner nodded. ‘Don’t look surprised. A single man, especially a widower, is a very awkward guest at married couples’ parties. All the guys watch him like a hawk around their wives.’

Martin stared at him. ‘I’m single, and I’ve never noticed that.’

‘Aye, but when were you ever stuck for someone to take to a party? Anyway, enough of my past. Doctor, how’s the sift through the ashes coming along?’

The middle-aged Banks pushed himself awkwardly to his feet. ‘That is more or less what it is. All the features and genitals have been obliterated, most of the flesh has been reduced to ash and what’s left is roasted.’

‘Could this be Jackie Charles, the owner of the showroom? ’

‘Yes, Mr Skinner, it could. But it could also be just about anyone else on the surface of the planet. I will need to open the body up before I can even tell you the gender of the victim. As for identification, that will have to be done through dental records. Even that might  be difficult, since most of the fillings in the teeth seem to have melted.’

Skinner looked closely at the body for the first time, and felt his stomach lurch. Apart from the blackened, grinning skull, there was nothing that was recognisably human.

‘Do what you have to, Doctor, as soon as you can.’

‘Sir.’ Sammy Pye spoke without moving from his corner. ‘You won’t see it where you are, but there’s a wedding ring beside the body.’

‘Pick it up, then, Constable, and let’s have a look.’ The DCC glanced at Martin. ‘Who says I can’t delegate?’ he muttered.

Taking a deep breath and holding it, the young Pye bent over the black, stinking, sodden mass, and picked up a small, approximately round object with his thumb and second finger. He held it up for Skinner and Martin to see, then placed it on the DCC’s outstretched palm.

‘A man’s ring?’ asked Skinner.

‘Could be,’ Martin replied. He produced a torch from his tunic and shone it on the band. The fire had distorted it until it was almost oval but it still gleamed in the light. He picked it up and shone the beam around the inner surface. ‘Bugger,’ he whispered. ‘No inscription, only a hallmark.’

‘Even that might tell us something. Come on, let’s get out of here and leave Doctor Banks to his work.’

The DCC led his two colleagues back through the showroom and out into the forecourt, which was lined with undamaged cars, all high-value used models, if less costly than those which had gone up in flames. The policemen stood there, protected from the drizzling  rain by their tunics, and looked down Seafield Road, the recognised heartland of motor car retailing in the City of Edinburgh, at the lighted logo towers of more than a dozen car dealerships, which advertised among them almost every manufacturer in the marketplace.

‘Quite a set-up,’ said Skinner quietly. ‘You want any sort of car, odds on you can get it here. Twenty-five years ago there was virtually bugger all on this road but for whisky bonds, the bus depot and the Dog and Cat Home.

‘Now there are God knows how many millions turned over on this strip every week in the year. And you could argue that Jackie Charles started it all.’

He broke off and turned to Pye. ‘Right, Sammy,’ he said. ‘It’s oral examination time. What can you tell us about Jackie Charles?’

Alarm at the snapped question showed in the young Detective Constable’s eyes, but for no more than a second. Then he nodded, and it vanished to be replaced by cool confidence.

‘John Jackson Charles, sir,’ he began, as if reading from a page in his mind. ‘Known to all his friends and associates as Jackie. Aged forty-eight, and born in Edinburgh. He was an only child and his parents were thoroughly respectable middle-class people. His father, Martin Charles, was sales manager with the main Ford dealer in the city until he retired twelve years ago. Mr Charles senior is seventy-seven years old. He and Mrs Charles senior, who is seventy-five and who has always been a full-time housewife, now live in a cottage in St Andrews owned by their son.

‘The Charles family lived in a small bungalow in  Corstorphine, and Jackie was educated at the Royal High School. He left school at eighteen with a clutch of Higher passes, but didn’t choose to go to university. While he was at school his father had given him holiday work at the Ford dealership, and when he left, he insisted on starting there full-time.

‘He was there for three years, until there was a row. The directors of the business discovered that he’d been dealing privately in used cars, often selling to customers who had come into the Ford showroom. Jackie was sacked, and his father might have been too, only his bosses were persuaded by Jackie that his dad had known nothing about his illicit sales.

‘Not unnaturally, Charles moved out of the family home after that incident. He bought a semi-detached house out in Penicuik, and began to deal from there, selling to private customers, or locating and supplying specific cars to the trade.

‘He did that, apparently successfully, for three more years. Then all of a sudden he went up in the world. He opened up, in this very showroom, the first car dealership in Seafield, and at the same time he and his new wife moved from Penicuik to a villa on a new development, Muirfield Park, in Gullane.’

Detective Constable Pye paused, and looked at Skinner. ‘I’m sorry, sir. That’s as far as I’ve got with the file so far.’

‘That’s fair enough,’ said the DCC. ‘I didn’t expect you to have memorised Jackie Charles’ complete life story, but you’ve done pretty well. Let me fill in the rest for you.’

He paused, as Pye looked at him, in relief. ‘In those  days,’ he began, ‘before computer storage and analysis, the business of criminal intelligence wasn’t anywhere near as sophisticated or as high-tech as it is now, but it existed nonetheless. Fair or unfair, secondhand car dealers were among its priority subjects, and so when Jackie Charles made his big move it stood out like a sore thumb. My team became even more interested when our routine investigation showed that Jackie wasn’t renting his new showroom. He had bought it for a hundred and twenty grand from a dealer in domestic heating oil, who had anticipated the collapse of his market.

‘The showroom had plenty of stock too, much of it bought for cash at auction in the month before the opening. My people did their sums. The showroom and the new house were mortgaged to an extent, but we worked out that Jackie must have laid out over a hundred thousand in cash.

‘We had a guess at the profit that he might have made in six years of trading, but it fell well short of that, and the Inland Revenue were happy with his tax returns. So we looked around, and we came up with a theory.

‘Around a year before Jackie Charles made his big move upmarket, there was a major robbery in Edinburgh. One of the biggest industrial employers, a company called Indico, had its payroll snatched in broad daylight from an armoured van on a back road out in Sighthill. Five men in two cars stopped it and blocked it in. They were dressed SAS-style and were armed with shotguns, handguns and sledgehammers.

‘They smashed their way into the cabin of the truck, hauled out the driver, put a gun to his head and forced him to unlock the back door. The security guard inside  had a go as soon as it was open. One of the gang shot him in the legs with a sawn-off. Afterwards the man had to have a leg amputated.’

Skinner paused, to make sure that Pye was following his narrative. ‘Indico had a big payroll,’ he went on, eventually. ‘The gang escaped with almost half a million pounds. None of it was ever recovered, and they were never caught. Six months after the event, an informant gave us the name of someone he said had driven one of the cars. The man named was Douglas Terry, the manager of one of Tony Manson’s saunas. He was picked up, but he denied any involvement and of course, a couple of girls from the sauna came forward and gave him an alibi.

‘My squad made the reasonable assumption that Tony Manson was behind the robbery, and that he had done his usual efficient cover-up. But then a few months later, Jackie Charles spent all that money, and the case was reopened. Us guys in the Serious Crimes squad took another look at the staff of Indico, the company which had been robbed. We had already investigated everyone in the accounts department who might have known about the movement of cash, but couldn’t find a thing.

‘This time we looked at former staff as well. We found that a young book-keeper had packed in her job three months before the hold-up, and we read her resignation letter. It explained that she was leaving to work in her boyfriend’s business. When she worked at Indico, her name was Carole Huish. By the time we read the letter, she had become Carole Charles.’

Young Pye’s eyes widened, but Skinner held up a hand, seeing Inspector Dorward approach. ‘You can read the rest for yourself, Sammy.’ He turned towards  the newcomer. ‘Yes, Arthur. Are you ready to draw that picture for us?’

The man nodded. Like the others he had pulled up the hood of his tunic against the rain. ‘As ready as I’ll ever be, sir.

‘Like I said earlier, this was a low-tech job. The arsonist used petrol as his fuel, good old four-star. Some of it was in cans near the office door, some of it was in the tanks of the cars in the showroom.’

‘How was it triggered?’ asked Andy Martin.

‘The old-fashioned way, with petrol-soaked rope as fuses. We’ve found traces of what we think is hemp residue leading from the showroom doorway right up to the tanks of the Maserati, the Ferrari and the two biggest BMWs, and to a pile of what we reckon are melted oilcans, beside the empty office doorframe.

‘Whoever did this set up the fuses, stood in the showroom doorway, lit them all, closed the door behind him and buggered off.’

‘But wait a minute,’ said Martin. ‘All that couldn’t have been done silently. Surely the victim in the office must have heard?’

‘Not necessarily, sir. We found a melted radio in the office with the volume control turned up pretty high.

‘But even so, take a look at this.’ Dorward held up a bright brass object, with a darker piece of twisted metal protruding from it.

‘It’s the lock from the office door, as we found it among the ashes. It’s been turned, and the key is on the outside.’

Martin stared hard at him. ‘So your evidence in the witness box would be that the victim was locked in,  before or after the fire was set, yet could have been unaware of it until it was too late.’

Dorward thought for a few seconds. ‘Yes, sir,’ he said at last. ‘That’s what I’d say under oath.’

‘Yet the arsonist knew that the poor sod was in there,’ said the Head of CID, ‘because he turned the bloody key!’

‘Which makes this,’ muttered Skinner slowly, ‘not an insurance job, or a fire-raising by someone with a grudge against Jackie Charles, but cold-blooded premeditated murder, possibly with the man himself as the victim.’

He looked at Martin. ‘I think, Chief Superintendent,’ he said heavily and grimly, ‘that it’s time that you and I paid a call on Mr Charles. Unless, that is, we’ve seen him already this morning!’
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Skinner had been brought to the scene by a patrol car, and so they set off for the Charles home in Martin’s Mondeo, with the Head of CID at the wheel.

‘I never knew you were on that Serious Crimes team, boss,’ said Martin.

‘What? The one that turned up the Carole Huish connection? I thought I’d told you that.’ He smiled in the dark.

‘I was a young DC, twenty-three, younger even than Sammy Pye. Myra and I were just married, and living in a police flat in Clermiston. We were there for about a year and a half before we bought the cottage in Gullane, through a guy my dad knew. Myra was well pregnant when we moved in, and Alex was born just a couple of weeks later.

‘Salad days those were, but they didn’t last long.’ The big man shook his steel grey head, as if to clear away a memory.

He looked round at Martin and he grinned again. ‘Christ, Andy, were we full of ourselves on that squad, when we linked Charles to Indico.’

‘How did you follow it up?’

‘Roy Old and I . . . he was a Sergeant then, poor Roy  . . . were told to go and talk to her. Archie Gillespie, our gaffer, decided that he would send out a couple of junior guys rather than fire off the big guns too early.

‘We interviewed her at the showroom, the very one we’ve just left. She handled all the paperwork for the business in those days. That was the first time I had ever met her or Jackie. We were told not to put the wind up her, just to tell her that we were interviewing everyone connected with Indico, and it had taken us that long to get around to former staff.’

He laughed out loud. ‘That’s what we were told, and that’s what we told her. By God, but she was a cool one, was Carole, even then. Jackie wanted to sit in on the interview, but she just fluttered her eyelashes and shooed him away. Roy Old did the talking at first, just like we’d been ordered. “Nothing to worry about, routine enquiry,” all that stuff.

‘When he asked her if she had knowledge of the payroll delivery route and timing, those eyelashes stayed rock solid. She didn’t bat either of them, not one bit. She just looked at Roy and said, “Yes”. That was all. And I knew right then that she had come up with the information for the robbery and that Jackie had set it up.’

He tapped his strong, straight nose. ‘It came off her in waves, her self-assurance. You know how people react, Andy. Everyone who’s asked a question like the one Roy asked her - especially, in my experience, those with nothing to hide - will show some sign of discomfort, or alarm, or downright panic. Not Carole. When she looked Roy dead in the eye and said, “Yes”, she was as good as saying, “So fucking what, you’re never going to prove anything, and all three of us in here know it.”

‘Then she gave me the look as well; and she got to me. The red mist came down. I could have blown my CID career right there. I forgot Gillespie’s orders. I gave her the Evil Eye, as hard as I could, and she didn’t flinch. I’ve met maybe half a dozen people in my life that I couldn’t stare down. Carole Charles is one of them.’

He paused in thought. ‘Her husband now, he isn’t. He knows I’ve never been able to nail him for anything, but he reckons that one day I probably will, and for all that he’s a ruthless, clever wee bastard, he can’t look me in the eye for long.

‘Yet that morning, twenty-three years ago, she did. And you know what, Andy, she was gorgeous with it. As I looked at her I realised that she was giving me the eye, and that I fancied her. There I was, with a new wife, starting to get a hard-on over some bird who was simply taking the piss out of me. That made me feel guilty and angry all at once, and all of a sudden. I stood up, and I looked around the showroom. With my John Henry bulging my Y-fronts, I pointed a finger at her and I said, none too quietly, “A few other people knew about the payroll too, but you’re the only one with a husband who’s just spent a hundred fucking grand on his business.”

‘That brought Jackie over, and it scared the shit out of Roy, who knew Archie Gillespie better than I did. He hustled me out of there, and told me to write up a report that showed we had followed the Gaffer’s orders. So I did, but I finished it with my personal opinion that we need look no further.’

Martin looked sideways at Skinner, as they sat at a red traffic light. ‘What was the outcome?’

‘I got my arse kicked by Gillespie, in front of the whole team. Not because of the report, but because of Jackie Charles. He was so confident that he made a joke of it to his father. He told him that because he had borrowed to invest in his business and because his wife had worked at Indico, they were being accused of being Bonnie and Clyde.

‘Charles Senior was in the same Masonic Lodge as Archie Gillespie, and over their next handshake he complained to him about me. So my Superintendent told me out loud - very loud - that if I ever wanted his job, I’d better learn fast about the limits of delegated authority . . . in other words about obeying fucking orders!

‘Archie took over the enquiry, of course, and because  Martin Senior had tried to use the Masonic thing, he went for Jackie with everything he could. Gillespie knew from the off that I was right, but the Charleses were too cool, and too well covered.

‘We firmed up on a theory eventually, although theory it remains to this day. We discovered that Jackie had sold a couple of cars to Tony Manson. Our hypothesis was that he, and Carole, had dreamed up the Indico job, and that Jackie had taken it to Manson. Terrible Tony had supplied the men and the shooters, and he and Jackie had split the proceeds.

‘You know the story from then on. There have been fifty-seven armed robberies from regional and sub-Post Offices around Central Scotland in the last twenty years, and thirty-four raids on small town banks. All that improved criminal intelligence that I was talking about earlier has led us to believe that Jackie Charles has been  involved in funding most of them, in the same way that Tony Manson backed him in the Indico job.

‘We know also that he is the money man behind just about every loanshark in Edinburgh and Midlothian, that through nominees he owns half the minicab licences in the area and that by a process of straightforward extortion he has a financial interest in the rest.

‘We know all that,’ said Skinner grimly, in the dark. ‘But we’ve never been able to prove it, because people are too frightened, or too well rewarded, or just hate us too much to co-operate with us.

‘On top of that,’ he growled, ‘national police intelligence sources tell us that Jackie Charles has been responsible for supplying out of town wet contractors, or hit-men as Joe Punter would say, to take care of local difficulties around Britain. They say that he’s a member of a Magic Circle of organised criminals, connecting London, Manchester, Liverpool and Scotland.’

The DCC glanced across at Martin. ‘I’ve had two failures in my career, Andy. There have been just two guys I couldn’t nail: Tony Manson and Jackie Charles. Tony’s dead; now maybe Jackie’s gone the same way.

‘Maybe, finally, through all that he’s upset someone enough to have a wet contractor brought in on him.’ Skinner looked out of the window of the Mondeo as it drew up at the foot of a long driveway which wound up towards an impressive villa just off Ravelston Dykes Road. ‘Let’s go and find out.’

The two detectives climbed out of the car. Skinner checked his watch in the glow of a sodium street lamp. It was 3.25 a.m. He turned up the collar of his trademark black leather overcoat to protect himself as best he could  against the rain, which had grown heavier since they left Seafield, and followed Martin up the herringbone-patterned red-brick driveway.

No lights showed in the house, but the door of the double garage was raised. Inside, dimly they could make out the shape of a car. They had almost reached the house when they were blinded, their approach triggering a 500-watt halogen security light mounted over the garage door.

Cursing softly and shielding his eyes from the glare, the Chief Superintendent took a torch from his pocket and shone the beam towards the blackness of the garage doorway. It illuminated the rear of a gleaming new Jaguar XK sports car, registration number ‘CHC 1’.

‘It’s as if Carole left the garage open for Jackie coming in, and went to bed,’ said Skinner, quietly.

‘Let’s find out,’ said his colleague. He stepped up to the front door, under its stone vestibule, and pressed the bell, leaning on it for several seconds. The policemen took a few steps back, out into the rain, and waited, looking at the upper windows. They were out of the arc of the movement detector attached to the halogen light; after a few seconds it winked out.

‘Cocky bastard,’ growled Skinner. ‘So confident that his security’s minimal.’

Martin was almost ready to ring the doorbell once again, when a light went on in one of the upper windows, to their right. Behind the damask shade they saw the silhouette of a figure peering out into the pitch-black garden, looking around but failing to spot them. Eventually the windowframe swung open slightly, and a disgruntled, sleepy voice called out . . . a male voice.

‘Christ, Carole, have you lost your bloody keys?! And what the hell are you doing coming in at this time anyway?’ At once, both detectives recognised Jackie Charles’ clipped voice, and his well-groomed accent. They had heard it often enough, yet it carried a frustrated, peevish tone that was new to them.

Martin took a full, deliberate step sideways back into the arc of the security light, triggering it once more. ‘It isn’t Carole, Jackie. It’s Chief Superintendent Martin and DCC Skinner. We need to talk to you, now. Come down and let us in, please.’

Jackie Charles’ tone changed at once. ‘God, Bob Skinner, you always were a tenacious bastard. Now you’ve got this one at it. Have I got to write to my MP to stop you lot harassing me?’

‘Your new MP’s a friend of ours, Jackie,’ said Skinner. ‘I don’t think she’d listen to you. Anyway, this isn’t harassment. Like Andy said, we need to talk to you.’ He laid heavy stress on the word, and his tone was an unquestionable command. The window closed.

Less than a minute later, the front door opened, and Jackie Charles held it wide for them to enter. He was wearing a blue silk dressing-gown, over matching pyjamas, with Morland leather sheepskin-lined slippers on his feet. He was a dapper man, around five feet eight, but with a stocky build which made him appear shorter. His dark hair, heavily flecked with grey, was expensively but traditionally cut, and looked neat even in the middle of the night, as it swept back from his temples and from his forehead.

He pointed them towards the living room. ‘You know the way,’ he said, dryly. ‘You’ve been here before.’

The policemen stepped into a room to the right of the hall. They took off their overcoats and threw them on an occasional chair beside the door, then crossed the room and stood with their backs to the fireplace. Charles followed them and bent to ignite a living-flame gas fire.

‘Where is your wife, Mr Charles?’ asked Martin, formally, as the dapper man sat in an armchair.

He frowned up at him. ‘She’ll be staying over at her pal’s place, I suppose.’

‘What’s this pal’s name?’

Charles shrugged. ‘Donna something or other. They go to a yoga class two nights a week. Other nights they go out on the town together. When that happens and Carole has a few too many she’ll crash out there.’

‘Often?’

He shrugged his shoulders. ‘Fairly often, but it doesn’t bother me. Carole and I have our silver wedding coming up soon. We’ve got no secrets.’

Skinner turned a laugh into a snort at the words. Charles looked up at him sharply. ‘What’s all this about anyway?’ he snapped.

‘Why isn’t your car in the garage?’ Martin went on.

‘Carole will have taken it. She preferred it to the new Jag I bought her. Less hairy around town, she said.’

‘Are you certain of that? Were you here when she left?’

Charles shook his head. ‘No. I was at Ibrox last night, as the guest of one of the finance companies that I use to provide hire purchase for customers. I was picked up from here at five, and I wasn’t dropped off again until around one. Listen . . .’

Martin cut him off. ‘Was your wife doing anything else last night, other than seeing her pal?’

He nodded, quickly. ‘Yes, but why . . . ?’ He frowned.

‘We’ll get to that,’ said Skinner. ‘Answer, please.’

‘Okay,’ said Charles, testily. ‘She was going to the showroom yesterday evening. Carole’s been a working director of our car business from the earliest days. She’s familiar with every aspect of it. We have a book-keeper there, but Carole’s the finance director of the company, and she goes over the management accounts, regularly and often at short notice. She told me that she would be going there at seven, after the salesmen had finished, and that she’d be meeting Donna after she had finished her check.’

‘Would she have driven on to meet Donna?’

‘Possibly, but she could have called a taxi; I don’t like our cars being parked in town overnight.’

‘We can check that,’ said Martin quickly. Too quickly. For the first time genuine alarm showed in Charles’ face.

‘Come on,’ he said, insistently. ‘What the hell is this about?

Skinner sat down in an armchair opposite him. Old, but often-remembered horrors come back to him, and for the first time in his life he felt sympathy for the man who had been his target for so long.

‘Jackie,’ he said, gently, ‘someone torched your showroom tonight. They totalled the place. When the firemen had it controlled, and went in to clear up, they found a body.

‘From what you’ve said, it could be Carole.’

Charles’ jaw dropped open. His eyes widened. The colour left his face. His mouth worked trying to form words, but nothing came out.

‘Jackie, we need to trace this Donna woman. Where does she live?’

The man shook his head. He turned his head away, so that neither policeman could see his eyes. ‘I don’t know,’ he said quietly.

‘What’s her second name?’

‘I don’t even know that.’

Skinner paused. ‘Well, where’s Carole’s yoga class?’

‘Marco’s, in Grove Street. Two nights a week.’

‘Okay, we’ll start there. But first, I want you to look at this.’

Standing up, he reached into the pocket of his jacket and produced the wedding ring found by the body. He stepped towards Charles and held it out for him to see. ‘Could this have been Carole’s?’

The man turned back towards him to look at the buckled band. After a few seconds he held up his left hand towards Skinner and Martin. The two policemen looked and saw that he wore a wedding ring, a close match, for all its distortion by the fire, in width and shade of the one which lay on Skinner’s palm.

‘We bought our rings together,’ he whispered at last. ‘I have fairly slim fingers, so they were interchangeable. ’

Skinner closed his fist on the gold band and touched the man on the shoulder. ‘Sorry, Jackie,’ he said quietly.

‘Appreciated.’ The reply was almost lost in a cough, as Charles struggled to regain self-control.

Andy Martin hesitated for a moment, before speaking, formally once again. ‘Mr Charles, can you give us the name of your wife’s dentist.’

The man stared up at him for a few seconds, with an  expression of growing horror as he realised the purpose of the question, and as his imagination went to work.

‘His name,’ Martin asked again

Finally, Charles nodded. ‘John Lockie.’

‘Where does he practise?’

‘Eh? Oh, in Inverleith Row.’

‘Have you been his patients for long?’

Charles shook his head, and shrugged his shoulders, as if he was trying to focus. ‘Carole and I have been his patients for twenty years,’ he said, at last.

‘Thank you. We’ll contact him as soon as his surgery opens this morning.’

The man pushed himself to his feet. ‘Is there anything I can do?’

Martin shook his head. ‘I’m sorry, there isn’t; you just have to leave us to our work. We’ll do our best to trace this woman Donna, but at the same time, if the body is that of your wife, we’ll work to confirm it as quickly as possible.’

‘You’re alone here, Jackie, yes?’ asked Skinner.

‘Yes.’

‘Do you have any live-in help?’

‘No. We don’t go in for them.’

‘In case they see or hear too much,’ the hard-nosed policeman in Martin almost muttered, but he recognised that Skinner had declared a truce in the battle to nail his number one criminal enemy. Instead, he said as sincerely as he could, ‘Would you like us to send someone to be with you?’

From the midst of his grief, the real Jackie Charles shot him a piercing, proud look. ‘You must be fucking joking!’ he said.

Bob Skinner, in spite of himself, smiled. ‘Okay,’ he said, ‘but remember, until you hear from us again, do nothing.’ He looked the man hard in the eye, and as he did he saw that the shock was fading, to be replaced by a burning anger. ‘You understand me,’ he repeated, with emphasis, ‘nothing at all.

‘We’ll be back to see you as soon as we can, with good news or bad. And when we come back, we’ll want to have a much longer talk.’
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Bob Skinner and Andy Martin sat in an all-night greasy spoon café just off Leith Walk, beloved of coppers, Chinese waiters and other night people.

Coffee steamed in great white mugs before them, and four freshly-baked rolls, crammed with fried egg and grilled bacon, lay on a plate in the centre of their table.

Skinner looked around at his unpretentious surroundings. ‘D’you remember, Andy, the last time we were here? You were a Sergeant and I was in your job. I was a simple widower with no greater burden than a teenage daughter, and you were a bachelor boy, footloose and fancy free.

‘Now I’m a hudden-doon married man, and you’re engaged to said burden.’

Martin smiled. ‘Come on, Bob, you never thought of Alex in anything like those terms.’

The big man across the table shook his head. ‘No, of course I didn’t. Watching her grow into a woman has been the great continuous joy of my life so far.’ And then, his face darkened. ‘I just wish that Myra had been around to share it with me.’

‘Sure you do,’ said his friend, softly, ‘but she wasn’t. She died, man, eighteen years ago.’

Skinner nodded. ‘That’s right, she died. And through all those years, no-one, not even you, not even Alex, ever realised how much I missed her.’

He looked up, his eyes piercing. ‘You want to know the truth? I still miss Myra, just as much as I ever did. Here I am, I’m married to Sarah, something that I never really imagined in all those lonely years. We have the son I always wanted, wee James Andrew Skinner, and he’s a cracker too. My daughter’s graduated and engaged to be married, and my best pal’s sorted himself out in the process.

‘I’ve got all that going for me, and guess what?’ He tapped his chest. ‘In here, a great part of me is still torn up with grief and longing for Myra, who’s been gone since Alex was four years old.’

Suddenly he reached across the table, grasped Andy Martin’s hand, and squeezed it, hard, momentarily. ‘Yes, Andy; as you said, Myra died: just like - let’s not kid ourselves - Carole Charles did tonight. Villain or not, my friend, I feel for wee Jackie. I’ve worn the shoes he’s in this morning.

‘Eighteen years ago someone tried to kill me, and Myra died instead. Tonight, as I see it, someone tried to kill him, and Carole got in the way.

‘You’re going to find out who killed Carole, and put him away for life. And I’m going to find out, finally, who sabotaged my car and killed Myra. They might have been poles apart as women, with vastly different moral values, but they both deserve the same justice, Andy. Everyone does.’

The younger man nodded, but there was a look of doubt in his eyes. ‘I agree with you one hundred per cent about Carole Charles, but . . .’

‘But what?’

‘Well there’s Sarah to consider, isn’t there. I was there, remember, the night you got home from hospital four months ago. I remember how she reacted when you said to her what you’ve just said to me. I remember the argument and the atmosphere between you. All of a sudden you became a couple I didn’t know.’

Bob looked across the table, chewing on a mouthful of egg and bacon roll. ‘You saying you agree with Sarah?’ he mumbled.

‘Come on, man. You two are going to be my in-laws. Ask me to referee if you like, but don’t ask me to take sides between you. What I’m saying is that I can understand what Sarah feels, especially after what you said a minute or two ago.’

Andy looked over his shoulder to ensure that there were no eavesdroppers, but the café’s only other occupant was seated on the other side of the room, deep in an early edition Scotsman. He leaned forward and said, almost in a whisper, ‘Look, you had a terrible experience last year. You were stabbed, and Sarah sat by your bedside for a couple of days not knowing whether you would live or die.

‘Then you had to have hypnotherapy, and all sorts of deeply buried experiences were turned up, including the one from the scene of Myra’s death. Now, on the basis of that recovered memory, you’ve decided that she was murdered, and you’ve announced that you’re on a mission to find her killer.

‘On top of that, you’ve just told me that you miss Myra as much as ever. You think Sarah won’t have picked that up? Or have you told her too, straight out?’

‘Don’t be daft! What d’you take me for?’

‘For a confused man, and maybe for an obsessive.’

‘What do you suggest I do about it?’

‘I suggest that you try to think objectively. Okay, a long time ago you suffered traumatic amnesia. Now you believe that under hypnosis you experienced a complete recollection of the scene of your wife’s death. Maybe, just maybe, you were wrong about the details at least. Why not focus on that possibility, and get your life back in perspective?’

Bob shook his head. ‘It’s not a possibility, Andy. I’m not wrong. You want to try regressive hypnotherapy, mate. It’s a virtual reality helmet, only it isn’t playing a movie or a game. It’s replaying your life.

‘Remember, son, I was at the scene of the accident where Myra died. That was one of the things that Kevin O’Malley showed me in his treatment. I arrived not long after the Mini Cooper S - the car I would have been driving, not her, on any other day - hit the tree. I knelt beside the car and I looked inside.

‘I looked at every detail of that car. Myra’s handbag with her Chanel bottle broken. The bag of chocolate raisins that I had left on the shelf, strewn all over the place. The Cooper’s front end smashed in, and most of the car’s works in the passenger compartment.’ He paused and looked Martin straight in the eye.

‘And the hydraulic brake fluid pipe, cut about halfway through. Not broken, not snapped, but cut so that the fluid would leak out, until all of a sudden, with no warning, the car would have no brakes. I looked at all that, and being a bloody good Detective Sergeant, I made a mental note of every detail.

‘Then, when there was nothing else in the car that I hadn’t inspected and logged in my mind, nothing else to distract me and when I couldn’t avoid it any longer, I looked at my wife and I saw her, covered in blood and glass, with her chest smashed in by the steering column, and her face wrecked by the wheel.

‘I looked at that scene, I went into shock, and the trauma closed my mental notebook, closed it tight until Kevin O’Malley reopened it for me four months ago.’

He looked across again at his friend, and Martin saw a plea for understanding in his eyes. ‘There’s no mistake, Andy. I don’t think it’s even possible to dream things up under that sort of treatment.

‘The trouble is that Kevin told me that once the memories were opened up I’d be able to live with them.’ He smiled sadly and shook his head. ‘He was wrong about that one, though. I’ve carried every detail of that scene at the front of my mind ever since, and it won’t go away.’

His voice grew even quieter, and became hoarse. ‘But there’s something worse. I can remember too, the way Myra was when I kissed her goodbye that morning. How beautiful she was, how much I loved her, and how horny I got every time I took her in my arms. It wasn’t just Alex or you who didn’t know how much I missed her. Neither did I.’

His gaze dropped to the table. ‘Sarah and I don’t have sex any more, Andy. Two months ago we had a huge fight. In the course of it, she told me that when we were in bed, I was making love to someone else, and just fucking her as part of the process. Know what? She was right, and we haven’t touched each other since.’

Martin shifted in his seat, embarrassed by the revelation. ‘Bob,’ he said hesitantly, ‘have you thought about going back to Kevin O’Malley for more treatment? ’

Skinner gave a short, harsh laugh. ‘The only time anyone’ll get to look inside my head again will be at a post mortem. There’s only one course of treatment that’ll do me any good, and that is to track down the evil bastard who cut that brake pipe.

‘I’ve been itching to start my mission, as you call it, since the day I got out of hospital. I’d have begun a month ago, but when I was signed off the sick list, I found out that the Chief, silly old bugger, had booked me on a month-long crime symposium trip to Cali-fucking-fornia without consulting me.’ He shook his head. ‘Imagine, sentencing me to thirty days in LA without the option. We had words, I’ll tell you. First time ever, but we had words, did Sir James and I.’

He paused. ‘Now. Am I going to have words with you too?’

Martin frowned. ‘I hope not. But think for a moment, will you, about what it is that you’re asking me, your Head of CID, to support. We’ve got ten major crimes on our hands, not counting the new imperative we’ve been landed with this morning, and you’re asking me to commit resources to an investigation opened eighteen years late, on the basis of no evidence other than a single, uncorroborated recovered memory which, as your lawyer daughter told you, the greenest advocate could demolish if it was given in evidence.

‘What do you imagine the bean-counter back at HQ would make of that? Do you see the councillors on the  Police Board agreeing that it would be a proper use of resources?’

‘It’s got fuck all to do with the councillors,’ Skinner growled. ‘And the day the bean-counter gets in my way, I’ll shove his beans up his arse, while they’re still in the tin!’ Then he paused, and nodded an acknowledgement.

‘Still,’ he said, reluctantly, ‘I take your points, every one of them. I wouldn’t dream of asking you for manpower or other resources. This investigation will be conducted by my office alone, and my first priority will be to prove that my memory is accurate.’

Martin looked relieved. ‘Thanks for that, at least,’ he said, then his expression changed as a sudden thought struck him.

‘Here, speaking of your office, you’ve got a decision to make, haven’t you?’

Skinner nodded. ‘Aye, that’s right. With Maggie Rose promoted DCI, I’ve got to find myself a new personal assistant.’

‘You created your own problem. It was you who promoted her.’

‘Aye, I know. But losing Alison Higgins the way we did forced me to make some changes that I’d have preferred to leave for a year or two.’ He smiled.

‘I’ve got someone in mind though.’ Martin’s forehead furrowed into a frown of curiosity, in which Skinner detected a hint of apprehension. ‘Don’t worry,’ he added. ‘it isn’t one of your people . . . although I’d like to give young Sammy a run in the job one day.

‘I’ll do something about it today.’

He drained the last of his coffee. ‘I’ll be available to you as well, whenever we need to go back to see Jackie  Charles. In all the circumstances you’ll want to lead this investigation personally, but having seen him together once we should both be in at the follow-up. Bring McIlhenney along if you like, though, with continuity in mind.’

He glanced at his watch. ‘We should have something from Mr Lockie in a couple of hours. Meantime, you can drop me off at home, then have yourself a shower and a shave.’

‘And sleep,’ said Martin mournfully. ‘What about sleep?’

Skinner smiled and looked out of the window of the greasy spoon, into the black, wet, late winter’s morning. ‘You’re forgetting,’ he drawled. ‘I’ve been in bloody LA for a month and this is only my second day back. As far as my body’s concerned it’s still a beautiful evening.’
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‘If the fire was that strong, then for once I don’t blame Banks for reserving his opinion.’

Sarah Grace Skinner was not the greatest fan of her professional colleague, but she nodded in grudging approval as Bob described the scene of the blaze and the discovery of the body.

‘Once the pathologist has a look inside, though, he’ll be able to tell the gender right away. Add to that the fact that Mrs Charles has been with the same dentist for twenty years, then if it’s her you should know as soon as he sees her records.’

Bob nodded. ‘I expect so. On top of that there are the wedding rings. Jackie gave us his. Our lab people will look at the hallmarks under a microscope. If they match, that’ll back up the identification.’

He gave a small involuntary shiver. ‘What a subject to be discussing when I’m holding my only son, for almost the first time in a month.’

He thrust James Andrew Skinner, known by one and all as Jazz, high above his head. The child squealed with delight. ‘Boy,’ said his father, ‘but you’ve grown since I’ve been away.’ He looked sideways at his wife. ‘That’s what annoyed me most of all about Jimmy booking me  for that American trip; the fact that I would miss a whole month of this fella’s first year.’

‘He missed you too,’ said Sarah with a smile, looking in her full-length bedroom mirror and adjusting her grey business skirt. ‘I had nothing but “Da-da-da” out of him every time the phone rang. I think he’s held back his first steps so that you would see them.’

‘He’s ready to walk, you think?’ he said, surprised. ‘I mean, he’s not a year old yet. Alex didn’t stir off her arse till she was about sixteen months.’

‘Asse,’ Jazz shouted, gleefully, relishing the sibilance of the sound.

‘Bob! I’ve told you to watch what you say around him. He’s like a parrot!’

‘Sorry, sorry, sorry. Bottom, Jazz, okay? Bottom, bottom, bottom!’

‘Bmm! Bmm! Bum!’ the child mimicked, his strong voice rising in a triumphant crescendo.

‘Oh no! Look pal, let’s just concentrate on the toddling bit, okay?’ Bob lowered the baby on to his feet beside the bedroom chair, watching him as he took a grip of its arm with his chubby little fingers, then releasing him to stand upright, with only the chair’s support.

‘I see what you mean,’ he said. ‘Any day now.’

He stood up and turned his wife to face him, his hands on her shoulders. ‘And how’s his mother getting on? I haven’t had a chance to ask you since I got back. Still enjoying the University job?’

She looked up at him seriously. ‘There was a time, not so long ago, when you wouldn’t have had to ask me that question. You’d just have known. We used to be closer than Siamese twins, Bob. What’s happened to us?’

He dropped his hands from her shoulders and his face screwed up in exasperation. ‘Jesus Christ,’ he said softly, ‘I’ve been accused of a few things in my time, but being knocked for not being telepathic any more, that’s a first.

‘I’ve been away for a month, remember. In your homeland.’ His voice rose, and Jazz frowned up at him, with a child’s keen awareness of changes in tone or expression.

Sarah nodded. ‘Yes, I realise that, but before you went away . . .’

‘Before I went away, during the day you went to give your lectures, and I went to the gym, building myself back into something like I was before I was knifed, so I could go back to work as if nothing had ever happened to me. But at night you never talked about your work. Christ, you never talked about anything.’
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