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Praise for Head Shot and Quintin Jardine’s previous Skinner novels:

 



‘Head Shot moves at a cracking pace, and with a crisp dialogue that is vastly superior to that of many of his jargon-loving rivals . . . It encompasses a wonderfully neat structural twist . . . taut, well-weighted action sequences and emotionally charged exchanges that steer well clear of melodrama’ Sunday Herald


 



‘Ian Rankin’s Rebus . . . now has a rival for my affections. Quintin Jardine’s Bob Skinner is a legend in his own police station and beyond . . . As crime fiction goes,  Head Shot is up there with the very best’ Peterborough Evening Telegraph


 



‘This is Jardine doing what he does best . . . page-turning stuff’ Edinburgh Evening News


 



‘In the world of crime fiction, Jardine has rapidly made his mark, and this latest Skinner outing is just as assured as his earlier books’ North London News


 



‘More twists and turns than TV’s Taggart at its best’  Stirling Observer


 



‘Remarkably assured . . . a tour de force’ New York Times


 



‘Deplorably readable’ Guardian


 



‘The Skinner series grows in authority and should be a natural for television’ Time Out


 



‘Robustly entertaining’ Irish Times


 



‘Once again Jardine serves up a thriller full of action, gritty realism and sharp patter’ Darlington Northern Echo
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The author’s thanks go to . . .

Tom Lewis, my nephew, for putting me right about the US of A,

Jim Glossop, who knows who he really is,

J D Singh, of Toronto, for sharing with me the true recipe for a Martini,

Bill Massey, for his constant encouragement,

Jimmy Scott, Van Morrison and Diana Krall for most of the musical accompaniment, and as always,

Eileen, for putting up with it all. Yes, okay, honey, I’ll turn the music down a notch . . .




Size matters . . .

 



‘I didn’t appreciate how big it was, not until the very moment when he brought it out.’

She looked up into his twisted, anguished face. ‘I mean I’ve seen that calibre of gun before,’ she added, ‘but I’ve never actually held one.’

‘It’s quite a cannon,’ he admitted. ‘I’ll give you that.’

‘Yes, but I’m not just talking about its weight, or its smoothness, or any physical thing, I’m talking about a sheer sense of potency; I just seemed to feel it flowing into me. It scared me, yet thrilled me, at the same time.’ Her voice was matter-of-fact; he realised the depth of her hysteria and that scared him more than anything.

He threw his head back and exhaled, a great breath hissing through his teeth. He could feel the tension gripping him, bunching the muscles behind his neck, puckering the scars of battle that he had picked up over the years. That roar of anger and frustration swelled up inside him again, and again he held it back.

He gazed at the weapon as it lay at her feet; a huge old-fashioned nickel-plated automatic, which he recognised as a 45 calibre Colt, with a long black silencer fitted to the end of the barrel. ‘So . . .’ He ground out the word. ‘Gripped by this sudden surge of omnipotence, you . . .’ Again he cut himself off short. ‘Is that what you’re saying?’

The emotion within him seemed to bring her to her senses,  or to somewhere close by; yet still, she looked at him as if he was a stranger. ‘No,’ she said evasively, her whisper barely audible even in that still, silent room. ‘That’s not how it happened. I was frightened; he was mocking me.’

‘If he’d laid down the fucking gun, and you had picked it up, why were you frightened?’

There was a long pause; he felt his heart-rate rise, and a strange, cold feeling ran through him. ‘Come on,’ he snapped, at last, forcing her to answer.

‘It was the look in his eyes; he was sneering at me. He thought he was so dominant; he was just so damn confident. He was playing with me as if I was his slave. He had me there, at his mercy, about to be killed and there was nothing I could do about it.’

‘Did he speak?’

‘Oh yes,’ she said, her voice strengthening. ‘He spoke, all right. He explained to me in great detail what it would do to me . . . after he was finished with me, that is . . . how the bullets were soft-nosed with a mercury core to flatten them on impact. He didn’t have to, though. I’ve seen how they work.’

‘Too bloody right you have,’ he grunted, absently.

She gave no sign of having heard him. ‘Then he told me he was going to shoot me in the back of the head. It would blow my face away, he said, make a mess that would be a message as well. He said that he wished he could be there when they found me.’

She took a deep breath. ‘He laughed at the thought of it. That’s how sure he was of himself; he laughed as he got down on me, and then he put it on the floor as he undid himself, he laid it right beside my face. He invited me to look at the means of my own destruction, to understand it, to feel its power. I remember thinking he was crazy, and looking at him, too scared really to understand what he was saying. He was smiling, all  the time smiling. “Don’t worry,” he said, when he was almost ready. “The best is yet to come.”

‘But he had got it wrong. He thought I couldn’t move, but when both his hands were busy, when he was . . .’ She paused for breath. ‘I made a grab for it. I almost dropped it: that’s how badly I was shaking, that’s how frightened I was. But I managed to keep hold of it, and to put it up against his head, and to tell him to get off me.’

He looked down at her, waiting for her to finish. She was still perched on the edge of her seat, her naked body shining silver in a shaft of moonlight that flowed through a narrow gap in the curtains.

‘And then . . . okay, I suppose you could be right . . . then, I felt it: I felt the power that it gave me, power over him for a change. My hands had stopped shaking, completely. I could hold the gun steady. I saw the safety catch on the side, and I saw that it was off.

‘He stopped laughing then. I pointed it at him and it was his turn to be terrified. And yes, you’re right, I wasn’t frightened at all; not by then. I just felt so angry, so tremendously, overpoweringly angry, at what he’d done to me, and been going to do. I couldn’t stop myself; I didn’t want to stop myself, and so . . .’

He finished for her. ‘. . . You blew his fucking head off. You had him under control, but you fucking well shot him.’

Suddenly he bent and picked up the great gun from the floor; releasing the magazine, checking it, then slipping it back into its housing in the butt.

He knelt down beside the body, feeling the queasiness which always overtook him when he confronted death, close up. He was glad that he had switched off the light as he looked at the leavings of the man, lying face up on the floor, in a dark puddle that had soaked into the rug on which he had fallen. ‘He wasn’t  kidding about the ammo,’ he said. ‘You don’t use this stuff to inflict flesh wounds. Shoot someone in the arm with one of these shells and you’ll blow it right off.’ He glanced over his shoulder, back towards her.

‘You made a good job of it,’ he said. ‘You shot him right in the face; took out his right eye and the bridge of his nose. No, this bastard will not be bothering you again.’

He saw a shiver run through her shoulders; he knew that soon, she would need sedation.

‘This leaves us with only one small problem,’ he continued.

‘What’s that?’ she whispered.

‘What the hell are we going to do with him?’
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The skull’s empty eye-sockets seemed to be looking up at him from the white card, which the cabin attendant had given him. ‘Welcome to Malaysia,’ he murmured.

A significant part of Bob Skinner’s police career had been spent pursuing the drug dealers who had threatened the social fabric of Edinburgh, the city that lay at the heart of his force’s territory. The bigger they were, the more he hated them, with his strongest venom being reserved for those who peddled the most addictive substances in the most vulnerable areas, the places where the poverty trap was at its tightest, and where the perceived respite offered by spoon, flame and needle was, for some, an irresistible lure.

The heavier the sentences the Scottish High Court had handed down to those convicted, the wider had been his smile. But even he thought that the Pacific countries were going too far in imposing the ultimate penalty on the peddlers. At the same time, he recognised that much of the global supply of hard drugs originated in the area, and that at least the regional governments were showing the rest of the world that they took the problem seriously.

His difficulty with their policy was that, invariably, the people who fell through the trapdoor were the couriers, the mules, the foot soldiers, but never the generals. In any war, the great majority of the casualties come from the Other Ranks; in the global battle against narcotics the story was just the same.

The Deputy Chief Constable planned to say as much in his speech to the plenary session of the international conference at which he was representing the police service in Scotland. He knew that his view would not be popular with his Malaysian hosts, but that would not deter him from putting it forward.

‘They spell it out, sir, don’t they,’ said Detective Chief Inspector Mary Chambers. ‘A red skull and crossbones and “Death penalty for drug trafficking”, stamped on your landing card. That’s a bit unnecessary, heading in this direction, do you not think? There can’t be a hell of a lot of smack smuggled from Heathrow to the Far East.’

Skinner glanced sideways at her, taking in the plain, square face, the forehead defined by close-cut dark hair which offered not a hint of personal vanity. ‘She looks more like a copper than any bloke I’ve ever seen,’ Andy Martin had said after her interview, and, the DCC had conceded, he had been right.

‘Maybe not,’ he agreed, ‘but a lot of the traffic into Kuala Lumpur stops over at other airports in the region where consignments might be loaded.’

‘I hadn’t thought of that, I suppose.’ The woman spoke with a pronounced Glasgow twang, a voice with muscles in it; her accent was not unlike Skinner’s Lanarkshire dialect, but it was rawer, not dimmed as his had been by twenty years of East of Scotland life.

‘I understand that,’ he said. ‘You’ve worked at the sharp end of the business until now, just as I did, once upon a time. Operating in Strathclyde you haven’t had the bloody time to consider the global aspects of the trade; you’ve been too busy dealing with the problems on the streets. But believe me, it helps to have that broader understanding. The supply chains are long, but always they’re interlinked, from the poppy to the needle. The more of us who share our knowledge and  experience, the better chance we have of tracing each one right back to source and shutting it down for good.’

‘Is that why you brought me with you on this trip? Not to learn; just to tell tales about pinching pushers in Paisley?’

He looked at her, laughing at her boldness. ‘Why I brought you? It’s why I recruited you in the first place. Did you think I brought you through to Edinburgh just on Willie Haggerty’s say-so? Hell, no. I’ve been watching you since well before he was appointed to our command corridor.’

‘Is that so?’ She looked surprised. ‘I just assumed that ACC Haggerty had put a word in for me.’

‘Oh, don’t get me wrong,’ said Skinner, quickly, ‘he did. But only after I asked him about you.’

Chambers frowned. ‘And it was as easy as that, was it?’ she mused.

‘What? You asking if Strathclyde were happy to let you go?’

‘Well . . .’

‘Not a bit of it, Mary, I promise you. Your chief was pissed off; make no mistake about that. But I’m not without clout, and I’m playing a long game just now.’

‘What do you mean?’ she asked.

‘You’ll find out, when it’s time,’ he answered, intriguingly. ‘But not just yet.’

‘Cabin crew, seats for landing.’ The captain’s instruction through the small loudspeaker above their heads seemed to emphasise that all discussion was at an end.
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PC Charlie Johnston hated this sort of night-shift work; sure, his colleagues told him he was daft, complaining about the cushiest job of them all, but he couldn’t help it. He knew his limitations as a copper, yet he was never happy unless he was in a position to explore them. In his case that meant crowd control at football matches; being on patrol in shopping malls to deter and when necessary pursue thieves, or to come down on the occasional wee toe-rags who thought it was funny to harass and alarm respectable folks.

What he did not like was being sat on his arse in a decrepit sub-office like Oxgangs for hours on end, catching calls, which in practice rarely came in, dealing with theoretical evil-doers who were, in practice, tucked up in bed. It was not unusual for night-watch guys to spend their entire shift reading the Evening News, and listening to the insomniacs’ programmes on Radio Forth, envying the disc-jockeys for the fact that at least they had someone to talk to, envying the guys and girls in their panda cars, just for the fact that they were out there. No, what Charlie did not like was sheer bloody boredom.

Yet, when the phone rang, at first he failed to hear it. He was on the verge of solving a tricky clue in the Sunday Express  crossword . . . or, at least, he thought he was. It sounded four times before it made its way through to his consciousness. He scowled, and picked it up. ‘Oxgangs police office,’ he barked.

‘Hello there,’ said a female voice. ‘Sorry to wake you.’

‘That’s okay, dear,’ he responded, his weariness in contrast with her chirpiness. ‘I was away for a hit and a miss.’

‘Lucky it wasn’t a day and a night. Listen, this is Nicola Ford; I’m a paramedic, and I’m at the doctor’s surgery just down the road from your station. There’s a dead man here.’

Johnston frowned. ‘Aye, well, that happens. Doesn’t it?’

‘Not in places like this, in the middle of the night, it doesn’t. Surgeries are usually closed at two in the morning. Our night time call-outs are either to houses, pub fights or road accidents. This man’s had a heart attack, here at the doctor’s.’

‘So? What do you want us to do about it?’

‘I want your lot to attend.’

‘What for? Is there no’ a doctor there?’

‘Yes, but this is an unusual case. Dr Amritraj says the man called him at home, bypassing the normal emergency service. He was complaining of mild chest pains. The doctor says that he offered to call an ambulance right away, but the man refused. He wanted a home visit. Normally, Dr Amritraj would have referred him to the night service, but he says that he knew him quite well, so he went round to see him.’

Charlie Johnston stifled a yawn. ‘Aye, so? How did he get to the surgery?’

‘I was getting to that. The doctor says he was a bit concerned by his symptoms. He wanted to take him to A&E at the Royal, but the patient became agitated at the suggestion. He said that he had a phobia about hospitals and he refused point-blank to go there. The doctor has an ECG machine in his surgery, so he decided that he would take him there for a proper check-up, and that if he was having a heart attack, he’d sedate him, put him under, like, then call us.

‘The patient agreed to that and they came here, but before Dr Amritraj even got him hooked up to the ECG, he took a cardiac arrest. The doctor tried to resuscitate him; he shocked  him, gave him atropine, all the usual procedures, but it was no use. So he called us to take him to the mortuary.’

‘That’s fine, hen, but what do you need us for? There was a doctor in attendance when the man died, so we don’t need to be informed.’

‘That’s what Dr Amritraj said, but there’s the next of kin,’ the paramedic answered, a little less chirpily than before. ‘The man lived alone. The surgery has no other family members on its books, and no clue as to where they might be. It’s your job to trace them, not ours. We can’t stay here all night; we’ve got to shift him.’

‘Aye, all right,’ said Charlie. ‘I’ll get a panda round as soon as I can. Haud on a minute.’ He laid the phone on the counter of the office, and turned to the radio transmitter. ‘Any car in the Oxgangs area, come in please,’ he said, into the microphone.

There was a crackling sound. ‘Aye, Charlie?’ a male voice answered.

‘Need an attendance at the doctor’s surgery in Oxgangs Road. There’s a body there, and next-of-kin needin’ advised.’

‘Cannae do it, man. We’ve got a domestic here. Bloke’s thumped his wife; we’re having tae arrest him.’

‘What about Jenny?’

‘Her car’s down the bypass at a road accident.’

‘Aye, okay.’ He flicked the mike off, and picked up the phone.

‘Listen, hen,’ he said. ‘All our cars are occupied, so I’ll have to come myself. I can do that; I just have to put my phone on divert and let divisional HQ know why. I’ll just be a couple of minutes.’

Excited at last by the prospect of escaping from his nocturnal prison, the clerk, dispatcher and occasional jailer made his arrangements, slipped on his uniform tunic, with its utility  belt, and made ready to step out into the fresh night air. As an afterthought, he took the office’s Polaroid camera from the desk where it was kept.
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He liked the spring; ‘the renewal of God’s promise’ he called it, even though he had never been devoutly Christian. Few things appalled him more, in fact, than his country’s religious right, and their active involvement in the electoral process ensured that he was an ever-present at the polls, voting the straight Democrat ticket whatever the personal failings of its candidates.

Indeed in the previous fall he had been proud to play his part in ensuring that party kept its grip on the New York State senatorial seat, beginning in the process a career which he hoped would lead the new incumbent to the White House in her own right. How the First Gentleman would take that would be something else again, but what the hell, he had had his eight years.

He approved of women in public life. Just as well, Goddammit , he thought, with a smile, with the wife and daughter I’ve got.

He had been an active politician himself once upon a time, forty-five and more years back, a young man not fresh from law school, but forged thereafter by bloody action in Korea. A short spell in the public defender’s office in New York City had been enough to light the spark. He had seen men die in battle and had accepted it as something that came with his birthright. But the sight of one of his clients, a young black boy barely out of his teens, being dragged, screaming, to the electric chair,  strapped down and virtually burned to death, had made him physically sick on the spot.

He was elected to the State Senate and served for a total of six years, through the cold dark years when Eisenhower was president, Nixon was scheming to succeed him, and John Foster Dulles, and his spymaster brother, ruled the country. With the rise of Kennedy, friends of his from Massachusetts persuaded him to put his own political career to one side for a while, to work on the young senator’s presidential campaign team. There had been a promise of national office at the first electoral opportunity, but in the immediate aftermath of the narrow triumph, his reward had been a post as second assistant attorney general, in Bobby Kennedy’s team.

He and the new president’s aggressive, ambitious brother were at odds from the start, and relations between them had worsened when he had discovered that the New York senatorial seat, which he had been told would be his in time, was in fact earmarked for Bobby.

And so, a mere six weeks before the fall of the elected King Arthur, he had accepted an offer to become a senior partner in what was then known as McLean and Whyte, the largest legal firm in Buffalo, in his home state. In the same month, he had made an offer of his own, one of marriage to Susannah, a young teacher he had met in Washington.

Yes, he had seen a few springs since then, he mused, as he gazed out through the trees, across the glassy Great Sacandaga Lake, its waters catching the last rays of the evening sun. There had been thirty-eight of them, to be precise, every one memorable in its own way, every one marked by increasing success, professionally and privately. Where once he had dreamed on a national scale, dreamed without limit for a brief period, so caught up had he been in the seductive  atmosphere of Camelot, now he reflected on the success he had made of his life, materially and spiritually.

Most of all there had been his daughter, a special girl from the outset. As she had grown, blooming in her intelligence and her beauty, he had looked at her, looked at his wife, and at himself, far more of a golden family than any branch of the doomed Kennedy clan, and he had wondered that he had ever been so weak that he had been seduced by their promises of joy. Why had he ever sought to bask in their glory, when such light had lain within himself, waiting for its moment to shine?

He leaned back in his rocking chair on the wide wooden terrace under the eaves of their log cabin, enjoying the shimmering colours of the lake before him. A brassy piece of Aaron Copland sounded from inside, and he caught the aroma of brewing coffee. ‘Couldn’t get any more American, could we?’ he said aloud, and wondered what his son-in-law would think if he could see him lounging there.

He frowned as he thought of his son-in-law; now there was an individual who would have given them pause for thought, back in the sixties. There was still time for him to do that, even now. Yes, he had plans for his son-in-law. He had to see him, and soon, for there was something he had to discuss with him, something very serious . . .

The familiar creaking board sounded behind him; Susannah’s footfall as she carried out the supper tray to lay upon their table. He made to rise, stiffly as always these days. And then he felt the cold, sharp thing whipping suddenly round his neck, tightening so fast, with a faint, peculiar twanging sound. He had no time to think, only to feel his tongue swell in his mouth and his eyes bulge in their sockets, to hear the roaring in his ears and to see the evening burst for an instant into sudden flaring light, and then go black.

The man held the strangling wire tight for some time after the old man’s still-muscular body had gone limp, after his bladder had given forth its own signal. Finally, he released it, letting him slump down into his chair; and then he turned, and went into the isolated, lonely wooden house.
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‘So, Willie, how are you finding the air through here?’ Sir James Proud asked his assistant; his deputy in Bob Skinner’s absence.

‘Pure and clear, gaffer,’ Haggerty replied. ‘So fuckin’ pure that every so often it makes me dizzy.’ The Chief Constable’s left eyebrow twitched slightly; he realised that the dining room waitress was behind him, and had overheard. ‘Excuse my French, Maisie,’ he apologised.

‘That’s a’right, sir,’ she said, as she laid a bowl of thick pea soup before him. ‘Ah’m frae Glesca myself, originally. Ah know yis are a’ linguists through there.’


Still, thought Haggerty, as she laid a salad before Detective Chief Superintendent Andy Martin, this is another king’s court I’m in now . . . even if the prime minister is away.

Proud Jimmy scratched his chin. ‘You know, gentlemen,’ he mused, ‘as an Edinburgh man, born and bred, I’m bound to say that I’m beginning to feel like an outsider in my own force. There’s Bob, there’s you, Andrew, and now you, Willie; west of Scotland men all of you, all my senior team. Mind you, the balance will swing back in my favour in a couple of weeks.’

‘Aye,’ Haggerty grunted. ‘The Tay, the Tay, oh the silvery Tay,’ he quoted. ‘Long may it flow from Perth to Dundee. You looking forward to it, Andy?’

Martin shrugged his broad shoulders; green eyes flashed. ‘Sure. On the whole, I am. It’ll be a wrench though; I’ve been in this city for all of my police career so far.’

‘Which is exactly why you had to go for the Tayside job, son,’ the Chief interjected. ‘It’s the way things are; you can’t be a one-force man any more, not if you have aspirations to command rank.’ He glanced at Haggerty, reading his mind. ‘I’m no example to quote either, before you do. I’m the last of the dinosaurs. Yes, I’ve been here a long time; too damned long, a few of our councillors have been heard to say. They think I’m just hanging on to spite them; I’m not, though.’ He smiled, wickedly. ‘We’ve got plans, Bob and I. A couple of years will see them through to fruition, then I’ll be off.’

The outgoing Head of CID managed with some difficulty to keep his surprise from showing on his face. He had discussed the future with Bob Skinner, his closest friend as well as his immediate boss, but he had never heard Sir James anticipate his own retirement. He guessed that his imminent departure for assistant chief constable rank in the Tayside force had raised him to another level of confidence.

‘So,’ Haggerty murmured, pausing in his determined consumption of his soup, ‘the balance is swinging back, is it? Is that still a secret?’

Proud Jimmy sat back slightly in his chair. ‘It never was, Willie, not from you. I’m sorry, I thought you’d been informed. It was decided before you arrived, but I had to wait for the man at the centre of it to get back from holiday. He did, today, and we told him. Dan Pringle will succeed Andy as head of CID, when he goes in two weeks.’

‘Big Dan, eh. He’ll be pleased.’

‘He’s like a dog with two tails, Willie; like a dog with two tails.’

Martin grinned. ‘You should have seen him,’ he told the ACC. ‘Pringle’s such a phlegmatic bugger; I don’t think I’ve ever known him to get excited, before this. When he was passed over last time, he thought that was it for him. He thought that  Brian Mackie would be appointed, out of all the divisional CID commanders.’

‘So did I,’ Haggerty confessed. ‘Either him or Maggie Rose, at any rate.’

‘Bob and Andy thought it was too soon for either of them,’ the Chief explained. ‘Besides, Pringle’s done a fine job over the last few months in sharpening up the Borders Division. We all agreed that he deserved it. Actually, the truth is it’s very much an interim appointment; Dan’s not that far away from retirement.’

‘So who’s going to the Borders?’

‘Mario McGuire,’ the DCS told him. ‘He’s done his Special Branch stint; he’s earned a move as well. So he’s off on promotion to a divisional CID command, as a detective superintendent just like his wife, and big McIlhenney’s going to the SB job.’

‘Which leaves a vacancy as Bob’s executive officer,’ Haggerty mused.

‘Indeed it does,’ the Chief agreed. ‘That’ll be decided after Bob gets back from his conference. Incidentally, he and I have been discussing that subject more generally. After all the fuss we had with Ted Chase, we’ve decided that you should have the opportunity to appoint your own assistant. Sergeant rank: think about it, eh?’

The new ACC leaned back from the table as the waitress took away his soup bowl and laid a plate of braised beef, carrots and chips in its place. ‘Can I have Maisie, here?’ he joked. ‘She’s doing a great job so far.’

Proud Jimmy shook his head. ‘The needs of the senior officers’ dining room supersede yours, William.’

The Glaswegian laughed; yes, the Edinburgh air was different, but it was fresh and it suited him. He had been astonished by Bob Skinner’s phone call, asking if he would be interested  in the job, in the wake of the appointment of his predecessor, Ted Chase, to the office of the inspector of constabulary. The bluntness of the question had taken his breath away. He had felt himself to be in a rut, his career path at its end, marked down as too rough a diamond for the command floor, an unlikely choice, as a confirmed thief-catcher, to be given charge of uniformed policing.

‘Apply for it, Willie,’ Skinner had said. ‘The job’s yours if you do; Jimmy and I’ll make sure of that.’

‘But why me, for fuck’s sake?’ he remembered croaking the question.

‘I’m having no more Ted Chases in here, pal. It’s as simple as that. Aye, we want new blood, but this time I’m going to make sure I know what type it is. You’re my choice; and besides, it’ll be a damn good career move for you. The Dumfries and Galloway post will be coming up in a few years; that’d be a nice place to command.’

‘Jesus wept, you think long-term, don’t you?’

‘I’ve got fuck all else to do in this job; other people catch the thieves and murderers now. When Jimmy said he’d make a politician of me, he didn’t know the half of it. I don’t like the breed, Willie, based on bitter experience. But they exist, so I’ll play their game . . . only I’ll make up my own rules.’

So he had applied, and Skinner had kept his promise, despite what Haggerty had regarded, privately, as the worst interview of his career.

He glanced around the headquarters dining room, at the heavy silver braid on the uniforms. Yes indeed, he thought. A different air from Glasgow.

He had almost finished his beef when Martin’s mobile rang. The Chief gave a slightly tetchy frown; he had a firm belief that there should be sanctuaries in which the telephone did not ring.

‘Sorry, boss,’ the Head of CID apologised, but he answered its call nonetheless.

‘Andy?’ The word was a sob. The voice on the other end of the line was so contorted that it was almost unrecognisable. At first, he supposed it was Karen; the fear of a miscarriage rushed into his mind. Then he looked at the number shown by the phone’s LCD display, and he knew who it was.

‘Sarah?’ A muffled, gasping sound was her only answer.

‘What’s wrong?’

‘Andy.’ It seemed to be all she could say.

‘Sarah, what is it? Are you ill? Is it one of the kids?’

‘No,’ she moaned. ‘Andy, can you come out here? I need you. I can’t get through to Bob.’

‘Sure, I’ll come. But what is it?’

He heard her sobbing intensify. ‘I can’t talk about it over the phone,’ she whispered, through her tears.

‘Okay, okay. I’m on my way.’

He ended the call. Proud and Haggerty were staring at him; and not only them. He realised that the urgency in his voice had brought all conversation in the dining room to a halt.

‘What is it?’ asked the Chief.

‘I don’t know,’ he answered. ‘She couldn’t, or wouldn’t, say. I’m off out to Gullane; that’s where she was calling from.’

He rose from the table and turned towards the door. Before he reached it, it swung open and Detective Inspector Neil McIlhenney came into the room, shock and concern written across his face. ‘Andy,’ he said, his voice low, ‘I’ve just taken a call from a guy who said he was the county sheriff, in Buffalo, New York. He was looking for the Boss, but the message was about Sarah . . .’
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Detective Superintendent Maggie Rose was still on a high; the phone call from Mario had come as a complete surprise. She knew that the Special Branch posting usually carried a reward thereafter, but she had not expected that her husband would have jumped straight from his secretive office to the status of divisional CID commander.

‘How long have you known?’ she had asked him, with more than a hint of suspicion, once the initial delight had subsided.

‘I didn’t; not until this morning, when the Chief called me in and told me. Honest, love, it’s the truth. Do you think I could have kept something like that from you?’

‘After all that time in Special Branch? Too bloody right I do. But I’ll take your word for it. So what’s happening to Dan Pringle? Early retirement?’

He had hesitated for less than a second, but she had picked it up. ‘Far from it. He’s the new Head of CID.’

Thinking back, she had felt not even a twinge of disappointment; no, her instant reaction had been one of relief. ‘Good for Dan. He’s earned it.’

‘Aye, sure, but . . .’

‘I’ve told you, Mario. I’ve gone as far as I want for now. That job’s about half a step below executive rank; I don’t have the experience for it. Besides, I’ve out-ranked you for long enough.’

‘You think we’ll make the papers? Husband and wife team and all that?’

‘Are you kidding?’

‘TFR, I’m kidding. The Chief said he wants that aspect played down; the press guy’s under orders not to mention it.’

But someone would, she mused, as she stared out of the window of her small office, all but deaf to the bustle of the Haymarket traffic. Sooner or later, some wag would decide to run a feature on the Nick and Nora Charles of Edinburgh CID, and for all of Alan Royston’s contacts and negotiating skills, it would happen.

She was brought back to the present by a knock on her door. ‘Come,’ she called, sharply. It opened, with its familiar squeak, and a fresh-faced probationer constable came into the room. He was carrying a brown folder; she noticed that his hand trembled slightly as he held it out to her.


Christ, she thought, is that how the youngsters think of me?


‘Yes, Constable?’ she greeted him, deliberately softening her tone and offering a smile.

‘I’m sorry, miss . . . eh, sorry, ma’am, but . . .’

She interrupted him. ‘That’s at least one “sorry” too many, son. You’re new here, yes?’

‘First month, ma’am.’

‘What’s your name?’

‘PC Haddock, ma’am.’


Poor lad, she thought. You’re going to have to be good.

‘When they sent you up here, PC Haddock, did the lads tell you that I eat probationers for lunch?’

‘More or less, ma’am.’

‘They’re right.’ She paused. ‘. . . But not in their first few weeks. I prefer them a bit more seasoned. Now; what have you got for me?’

Pink-cheeked, the tall, gawky young man looked down at her. ‘Chief Superintendent English called in, ma’am.’ She nodded; English was the senior officer in the division, the top  uniform. ‘He’s been detained up at headquarters; the meeting with Mr Haggerty’s going on into the afternoon. So he asked if you’d take a look at the night-shift reports.’

Inwardly, Maggie bristled. Manny English was pushing his luck; the night-shift reports were pure bloody trivia puffed up by the panda patrollers to make it look as if they had been rushed off their feet. They could have been checked by a sergeant, but the Chief Super was a procedural paragon. In addition, he liked to keep in touch with everything that happened on his patch. Still, palming off uniformed officers’ reports to the CID commander, as the next senior officer, was taking it a bit far.

Outwardly, she smiled again at Haddock, and took the folder from him. ‘Of course I will,’ she said. ‘Anything for Mr English.’ He stood there, uncertain of what to do. ‘You can go,’ she told him. ‘I’ll send them down to his office when I’m done.’

‘Very good, miss . . . eh, sorry, ma’am.’ The constable left the room much more quickly than he had entered.

Shaking her head as the door closed on him, Maggie opened the folder. By divisional standards, it looked like a light load. A false alarm at a chemist’s shop in Fountainbridge, three assorted brawls, two domestic call-outs which turned out to be no more than loud arguments, and one in which a husband had been arrested and charged with assaulting his wife.

‘Rubbish,’ she muttered, and was on the point of closing the folder when her eye was caught by the last report; there was a photograph clipped to it. She slipped it out and looked at the Polaroid. It had been taken clumsily, and showed only the top half of a man’s body, lying flat on a table. He was dressed in a heavy grey woollen jerkin, with a short zip, opened, at the neck. He looked to be in his fifties; he was bald, with a heavy, grizzled beard. Despite his weather-beaten complexion, from  the blueness of his lips and cheeks, the Detective Superintendent could tell at once that he was dead.

She picked up PC Charlie Johnston’s report and read carefully through his police-speak prose. The man had been identified by Dr Amritraj, who had certified his death, as Magnus Essary, of 46 Leightonstone Grove, Hunter’s Tryst, Edinburgh, single, aged forty-nine. Using keys found on the body, Johnston had gained entry to the house and had searched thoroughly for any references to family, or next of kin; thoroughly, the constable insisted, but without success. There was nothing to be found, and the neighbours, delighted, Rose guessed, to have been wakened by a policeman at that hour of the morning, had all described him as a quiet, polite man who kept to himself. The report ended with the simple statement that its author had been unable to trace anyone who could be contacted and asked to take responsibility for the body.

‘This is daft,’ the Detective Superintendent muttered as she finished the report. ‘This man cannot have been a complete loner. He lived at a fairly posh address; he must have had some sort of business life. Even if he didn’t have any friends, there must be colleagues. We can’t just let the guy lie in the mortuary.’

She picked up the telephone and called Oxgangs office; she was put through at once to the duty inspector, Laurence Gray, an ex-CID colleague. ‘Laurie,’ she began, ‘I’ve got a report here on a sudden death on your patch in the middle of the night; man called Essary. It was written up by Constable Johnston.’

‘Oh aye, our Charlie,’ Gray growled, with a faint chuckle. ‘I’ve been half expecting the Chief Super to call me about that one. Johnston’s a book operator . . . the trouble with him is that he hasnae finished reading the bloody book yet.’

Rose relaxed. ‘So you’re following it up, not just giving up on it.’

‘Come on, Maggie. I was in CID long enough not to be doing that.’

She accepted the reproof. ‘Sorry. I should have known better.’

‘Indeed, ma’am,’ the inspector rumbled. ‘As it happens, the thing’s sorted. Mr Essary was in the wine importing business, in partnership with a woman called Ella Frances. She called Fettes this morning, and they put her in touch with me; I told her to go up to the Royal. She did; they called to let us know she’s confirmed the identification and claimed the body. She’s had it uplifted from the mortuary already. File closed.’

‘That’s good. No thanks to Johnston, though. It’s just as well for both of you that the Chief Super was tied up.’

‘Ach, don’t blame Charlie. He didnae make any mistakes; he just focused a bit too hard on his finishing time, that’s all. You know what the night shift’s like. Short spells of action mixed in with long periods of near-terminal boredom.’

‘You’re right there. But you wait till you’re in my job. There isn’t a minute of your life you can call your own completely, with no fear that the phone’ll ring.’

‘It’ll be double for you from now on then, wi’ your man’s promotion.’

Maggie Rose was rarely surprised. ‘How did you know about that so soon?’

‘Hah! You think e-mail’s fast? It’s got nothing on the force grapevine. Be sure to congratulate Mario for me, will you?’

‘Of course. Thanks, Laurie.’

She hung up, slipped the report and photograph back into the folder, and leaned back in her chair, musing on the curse that Alexander Graham Bell had visited on mankind.
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She was calm by the time she heard the big Dodge Caravan crunch its way up the gravel driveway. She opened the heavy front door to greet them; three of them, Andy Martin, Neil McIlhenney, and his wife, Louise, picked up on the way to Gullane.

The two women embraced. ‘Neil called to tell me what had happened,’ Lou murmured. ‘He and Andy thought you might welcome a woman’s company, and since Bob’s daughter is working on secondment in London . . .’ Her voice faltered for a second. ‘Oh, I am so sorry,’ she exclaimed, hugging her again.

Sarah felt herself begin to go again, but held on to her composure, steeling herself not to fold in front of the two men, however close to her and Bob they might be.

‘Thanks, Lou,’ she replied. ‘Come on through to the conservatory. ’ She led the way from the entrance hall of the modern bungalow, towards the big glass-walled room, which looked out over the Forth estuary, drab and grey in the dull spring day.

‘Can I do something?’ asked Louise, making a conscious effort not to sound as if she wished she was somewhere else. ‘What about the children?’

Sarah gave her a weak smile. ‘They’re fine. Mark’s at school, James Andrew’s dismantling his toys in the play room, and Seonaid’s having her afternoon sleep. Tell you what, though; you could pour the coffee. I’ve made some in the filter.’

‘Of course. What does everyone take in theirs?’ She glanced at Martin.

‘Nothing. Black, please.’

‘Right now, I’ll take brandy,’ said Sarah. ‘You’ll find the cooking stuff in the cupboard above the coffee pot.’

‘That’s a done deal.’ She turned and walked through to the kitchen; she had visited the Skinners on several occasions and knew her way around.

Left with Sarah, the two detectives looked from one to the other. It was she who broke the awkward silence. ‘Sorry I was useless when I called you, Andy. But the phone call came as such a shock; it just floored me. I did the little woman thing, went into complete hysterics, and upset the kids in the process.’

‘Okay,’ he murmured. ‘Now sit down, and tell us exactly what happened.’

She nodded and settled into one of the cane-framed conservatory chairs. ‘It happened just after one o’clock. I was clearing up after lunch with the kids when the phone rang . . . It’s Trish the nanny’s day off,’ she added, irrelevantly.

‘It was the New York State Police. A gruff-sounding guy asked me if I was Sarah Grace, the daughter of Leopold and Susannah Grace, of Buffalo, New York. The sound of his voice was enough to scare me right there. I said I was and he went right into it.’ Her accent seemed to roughen. ‘No messing about. “I’m sorry to have to tell you, ma’am, that I’m at the scene of a double homicide, at your folks’ lakeside cabin. It appears they’ve been murdered.”

‘I didn’t say anything for a long time; I remember holding on to the kitchen table, and hearing the guy ask if I was all right. Eventually I said that I was far from all right. I asked him to repeat what he’d just said, and he did. I asked if he was sure of the identification, and he said “Yes, ma’am.” He suggested that I should maybe call a doctor. I shouted into the phone, “I  am a doctor”, and hung up. That was when I folded up. I was just scared witless, Andy. I tried to phone Bob, but I got all confused by the international dialling code. So I called you on your mobile.

‘Once I knew you were on your way, that helped. That and James Andrew; he just begged me to stop crying, so I did.’

‘What did you tell him?’

‘I said I’d had a nasty phone call from a bad man.’ She shuddered. ‘He frowned at me, with the same expression Bob has when he’s angry, and said, “He’ll be in trouble when Dad gets home.” The look on his little face was almost as scary as the phone call.’

She glanced up at them. ‘Could you call them back for me? Could you find out exactly what’s happened?’

McIlhenney shook his head. ‘We don’t have to call them, Sarah. They’ve already been in touch with us. I guess the guy who called you was a detective. He also reported in to his headquarters and they passed the news to the local police force in Buffalo.’

Sarah nodded. ‘That would be the Erie County sheriff’s department,’ she murmured.

‘It was reported to the sheriff himself,’ the inspector continued. ‘He knew your father well and he knew all about you. So he called the office, looking for the Boss; he wound up speaking to me.’

He paused, as Louise returned with the coffee pot and cups, on a green plastic tray. She caught the moment and laid it on the glass table without a word. ‘I’m sorry,’ her husband continued. ‘But there really is no doubt about the identification. They were found in their cabin, just before seven a.m., local time. They had been strangled, both of them.

‘Going by the information that Sheriff Dekker had from the men at the scene, it looks like a robbery. The cabin was  ransacked, money, credit cards, watches, jewellery all taken. The investigation’s still in its early stages, of course. A technical team from Albany were on their way there when Dekker called.’

‘Strangled, you said.’ Her voice was a whisper.

‘Yes. Expertly, according to the sheriff. He spoke on the phone to the ME while she was still at the scene; she told him that there were no signs of a violent struggle, which indicates that they were both taken by surprise. Your father was killed on the veranda of the cabin, your mother in the kitchen. The doctor said that a ligature was used . . .’

‘What type?’

Neil hesitated; he wanted to avoid the detail, but one look at Sarah’s face told him that he could not. ‘Wire. They were both garrotted, from behind. It must have been over in seconds; your father didn’t even make it out of his chair. They don’t know how many perpetrators there were, but the police at the scene said that from the disposition of the bodies and the strength required, they’re looking, at least, for a tall man.’

Her mouth, normally soft and sensual, seemed no more than an opening carved into her face. ‘For a few dollars and a few baubles . . .’ she hissed. ‘Let’s hope they try to fence them. I have a date with these people, whoever they are; I plan to be there when they strap them on to the execution table. However long it takes, however many years the appeal process drags on, when they inject the bastards, I’ll be there. If there’s a place worse than hell, I’ll send them there.’ Her voice cracked and she leaned forward in her chair, her face buried in her hands, her shoulders shaking.

Andy Martin dropped to a crouch in front of her, and put his arms around her. ‘Okay, love, okay,’ he said, softly. ‘Let it out, there’s a girl.’ He waited, until her sobbing began to subside. ‘Listen, why don’t you take some time on your own. Take a  sedative and lie down for a bit. Neil and I will phone Bob; he needs to be told.’

She nodded, and rose from her seat; Louise slipped an arm around her waist and walked her out of the room.

‘You got that hotel number?’ asked Martin, taking out his cellphone. McIlhenney nodded, took a piece of paper from the breast pocket of his jacket and handed it over. He watched as the Chief Superintendent keyed it in, then waited.

‘Hello,’ he said at last. ‘I want to speak with one of your guests, Mr Skinner. Yes, I’ll hold.’

The voice that sounded in Martin’s ear a few seconds later was wide awake, if more than a touch irritable. ‘Yes?’ it barked.

‘Bob? It’s Andy.’

‘What’s up?’ The testiness vanished, replaced by concern.

‘Some very bad news, I’m afraid.’ Speaking carefully, almost formally, he told his friend what had happened to his parents-in-law, setting out the detail of McIlhenney’s conversation with Sheriff Dekker. When he was finished, there was silence. For one of the few times in his life, Bob Skinner was lost for words.

‘How’s Sarah?’ he asked eventually, sounding strained and older, Martin thought, than he had ever heard him. ‘How’s she taking it?’

‘As you’d expect; she’s devastated. I’m at Gullane now, with Neil. Lou’s here, looking after her.’

‘And the kids?’

‘They’re okay. Mark’s at school, Jazz is being man of the house and the baby’s asleep.’

He heard Skinner take a deep breath; when he spoke again it was as if he was at a crime scene himself. ‘Right,’ he said. ‘This is what’s going to happen. I’m on the first flight out of here to New York, whether there’s a seat on it or not. Tell this man Dekker that I want to be met at JFK, either by the State police or his guys, and transported straight to the cabin. After that I  want to be taken to Buffalo, to meet with him and with the officer in charge of the enquiry.

‘If it sounds to you like I’m pulling rank here, Andy, well, that’s because I am. Just to reinforce that, I want you to call my FBI pal Joe Doherty in Washington and brief him. Joe’ll smooth the way if it’s necessary; I want to be at that scene within twenty-four hours and I do not want anything to be touched that doesn’t have to be. I’ll call Dekker once my travel arrangements are made.’

‘What will you do about the conference?’

‘Fuck the conference! Mary Chambers can read my paper. She’s sound and she’s not the nervous type; I trust her to do that, no problem.’

‘Okay. Do you want to speak to Sarah?’

‘Let her rest for a bit. I’ll call her in a couple of hours, maybe from the airport, if we can move things along that fast.’

‘Right.’ Martin paused. ‘You know, Bob, I thought Sarah’s parents lived in Florida.’

‘They did, for a while; at least, they had a condo there, as well as the house in Buffalo. But Susannah didn’t like the climate in Florida, so last autumn they sold the place and bought the cabin in the Adirondacks National Park instead. It was going to be a surprise for the kids next time Sarah took them over. Shit; some surprise!’

His anger seemed to flow down the phone. ‘I tell you one thing though, Andy; it’ll be nothing on the shock this man has coming . . . however fucking tall he is. Oh boy, does he have grief heading his way!’
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‘You know,’ said the newly promoted Detective Superintendent Mario McGuire, ‘we should do this more often.’ He glanced along the length of Umberto’s Restaurant, surprisingly busy for a mid-week evening. ‘For a dinky couple, we definitely do not put ourselves about enough.’

His wife shot him a puzzled look. ‘Dinky?’

‘Come on. Dual Income No Kids.’

‘Ah,’ she exclaimed. ‘You mean we’ve moved up in the world from being Yuppies?’

‘Nah. We’ve just got too old. The acronym game keeps moving along, and personally I’m looking forward to being a Bobo.’

‘What the hell’s a Bobo?’

‘Burnt Out But Opulent. I’ve always fancied making it to that level.’

She chuckled softly as she sipped her Chablis. ‘We’re well on the way to the opulent bit now, with two superintendents’ pay packets coming into the house, not to mention two superintendents’ pensions at the end of the day. We’ll be the envy of every copper on the force . . . apart from Big Bob and the Chief, who’re both filthy rich anyway.’

‘Aye, I suppose we will be. Mind you, I’d still chuck it just to be able to ditch the second part of dinky.’

Maggie frowned at him across the table. ‘Well that’s not a runner, is it, so don’t brood about it.’

‘Sure I know, but . . .’

‘Makes you feel less of a man, does it?’

‘Something like that,’ he muttered.

‘Well don’t let it, for it’s nonsense. That’s a fine piece of ordnance you’ve got there, officer; it’s not your fault that it shoots blanks. It’s not a sin not to have babies, you know. Looked at from a certain angle it’s an advantage; we can plan our future in the knowledge that it’s only the two of us on the payroll and always will be. Plus, we can concentrate on making life miserable for the bad people. Who knows? Maybe that’s what we were put here for.’

The arrival of their starters forestalled his answer. He sat in silence as the waiter set a warm goat’s cheese salad before Maggie, and served his pasta and bean soup from a tureen.

‘. . . Put here for?’ he exclaimed, as the young man headed back to the kitchens. ‘This is Planet Earth calling Superintendent Rose. This is Houston calling Maggie. In case you’ve forgotten, I became a copper because if I didn’t there was a fair chance that I’d have ended up on the other side of the fence, or at the very least in regular skirmishes with the VAT man, like the rest of my family.’

‘Come on,’ she retorted, ‘your family’s very respectable, specially your mother. If you weren’t a police officer you’d probably be in her business.’ The light smile left her face, and her eyes flickered down for a moment. ‘The fact is I’ve always envied you your family.’

He caught something in her expression, and in her tone. ‘Sure, because they’re alive . . . but why do you say it like that? Mags, you’ve been iffy for a couple of days. Have you got a problem?’

She opened her mouth to reply, then stopped, staring at the table as if she was considering something very important. Finally she looked up and into his eyes. ‘I’ve had a letter from  my sister,’ she told him. ‘She’s had a birthday card from my father.’

‘Your father?’ he exclaimed, astonished. ‘You told me your father was dead.’

‘Oh how I wish . . .’ The words came out in a long, malevolent hiss. ‘I thought he was,’ she continued. ‘No, I hoped he was, I prayed he was, and eventually I let myself believe he was. Now it turns out . . .’

‘But why?’ he asked her. ‘What was so bad about him?’

‘You don’t want to know.’

‘I bloody do, and you’re going to tell me.’

She glanced around and over her shoulder, checking for anyone who might be within earshot. ‘If you insist,’ she said, quietly, her eyes narrowing with her frown.

‘You know why I really became a copper, Mario?’ She hesitated for a second or two then leaned toward him, her voice dropping even lower, until he had to lean himself to catch it. ‘I did it to get even with guys like my old man.

‘You ask me what was so bad about him? “Bad” doesn’t cover it, not by a long way. That bastard abused my sister and me . . . damn it, no, he raped us. And as if that wasn’t enough, he beat my mother bloody when she found out about it.

‘I’ll tell you something I’ve never told you or anyone else before, Mario. I felt guilty for years after that; not just because of what happened between my old man and me, but because it was me who got her that tanking. When I told her what he was doing to us, do you know what happened? The first thing she did was to beat the daylights out of me!’ She glanced again at the nearest occupied table, but the couple there were too far away to overhear.

‘That’s right. When I told her she knocked me right off my feet. So I got up and showed her the bruises he always left on me. She hit me even harder, she actually knocked me out. So I  showed her the same marks on my wee sister. When my father came in from the pub, or the bookie’s, or wherever he had been, she confronted him, and it was her turn for a thumping. I hate to think what would have happened to Eilidh and me if we’d stayed in that house, but I hauled her out of there and screamed bloody murder at the door of the woman downstairs.

‘She took us in, and her husband, a great big man who’d been a boxer or something, went up and stopped my father. Yet no one called the police. It never occurred to them to do that. It just wasn’t part of their culture. What went on between husband and wife was their business, until the kids got hurt; then, the community usually took care of it. That’s what happened in our case.

‘My dad left, for good, that very night. We were actually better off, for my mother had always been the breadwinner; he never had a regular job that I knew of, although he was always out and about. As far as I could see he just leeched off her. After he went, we never spoke about what had happened, not even when Eilidh and I were grown up. It was always there, though, hanging like a curtain between my mother and me, something unspoken that we knew nonetheless.

‘It stayed that way, until she was dying. She developed breast cancer; she had a big lump but she kept quiet about it until it was way too late. The afternoon before she died, I went in to see her. I was a probationer then; she didn’t approve of my joining the police, and she didn’t hide that from me.

‘She couldn’t speak above a whisper at that stage, but she beckoned me close to her, and she said to me, “I never could forgive you, Margaret.” And I said, “For what, Mum?” And she said, “For telling me. I loved your father.” And that was the last thing my mother ever said to me.

‘Oh, how I hated him then; far more than ever before. The fact is, I don’t think I really did hate him until that moment; not  even when he was doing all those things, because he was my father and I didn’t know any different and I didn’t understand, until someone at school said something and it all rushed in on me.

‘What it all comes down to is this. What I said back there was only partly true. I joined the police because of my father, but not just because of him. I joined because I wanted to change the culture I grew up in, the notion that even in the direst circumstances, the police are somehow the enemy of the working class. I wanted to be an accessible copper, to be the sort that people would rush up to in the street.’

She frowned, a deep dark frown, which pained him for her. ‘Yet somewhere along the line I lost that; I became a control freak, an authoritarian, the sort of copper kids run away from in the street. And now, my junior colleagues see me as some sort of dragon, and maybe, that’s what I am.’

He waited, until he was sure that she had finished, that she had drained whatever well had overflowed inside her and brought her to spill out the deepest, darkest truths that she had withheld even from him, until that moment.

‘Why haven’t you told me all this before?’ he asked her quietly, when it was time.

‘I suppose I’ve been afraid you’d look at me in a different light. Now you know why I’m ambivalent about the kids thing. The truth is, there are times when I’m positively glad we can’t have any.’

‘Why? Because you’d be afraid to trust me with our daughters?’

He put the question gently, yet still her hand flew to her mouth in horror. ‘No! Not for a second! No, it’s because of me. I never had a proper, natural relationship with my mother; I’m plain scared that I wouldn’t know how to begin to build one myself.’

He shook his dark head. ‘Of course you would. I’ll tell you something else; you’re no bloody dragon either. You’re a good, a better than good copper.’

‘You might not say that if you’d seen a thing that happened this morning.’

‘What was that?’

‘Something very simple, but I can’t get it out of my head. A young probationer came into my office, and he was shaking. The boy was scared, Mario, of me, and that’s not right.’

‘Course it is,’ he laughed, making light of it. ‘The traditional function of the probationer is to crap themselves when going into the super’s office.’ She did not return his smile.

‘Look, Mags,’ he told her. ‘You have to believe this. You are an exceptional, dedicated police officer; Bob Skinner picked you out as that, and shot you up the ladder because of it, and that’s all the commendation you need. If you joined the force to be cuddly and nice, you were fooling yourself, for we can’t be like that, especially not in CID. You are what you should be, and you are where you should be. Whether it’s in spite of your background or because of it doesn’t matter any more than a single bean in my rapidly cooling soup.’

He grinned at her as he picked up his spoon, and this time, she smiled back, weakly.

‘This birthday card your sister received; did she say where it was posted?’

‘London.’

‘And it arrived out of the blue?’

‘Yes.’

‘Did he put an address on it?’

‘No. What concerns me is how he found out where she is.’

‘The Internet, maybe,’ Mario suggested. ‘She has a website, doesn’t she, with her design business, and she has an unusual name. That would do it.’

‘Maybe. Anyway, she’s scared and she wrote to me to warn me.’

‘And are you worried?’

She snorted. ‘Me? Just let him come near me.’ She stopped. ‘Now, please; I’ve told you; can we talk about something else, at least till we get home.’

Mario nodded. ‘Sure. What did that lad want this morning anyway?’

‘Nothing. He brought me Manny English’s night-shift reports, that was all.’
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