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			Quintin Jardine was born once upon a time in the West: of Scotland rather than America, but still he grew to manhood as a massive Sergio Leone fan. On the way there he was educated, against his will, in Glasgow, where he ditched a token attempt to study law for more interesting careers in journalism, government propaganda and political spin-doctoring. After a close call with the Brighton Bomb, he moved into the riskier world of media relations consultancy, before realising that all along he had been training to become a crime writer.

			Now, more than forty published novels later, he never looks back. Along the way he has created/acquired an extended family in Scotland and Spain. Everything he does is for them.

			He can be tracked down through his website www.quintinjardine.me.

		

	
		
			Praise for Quintin Jardine:

			‘A masterclass in how murder-mysteries ought to be written’ Scots Magazine

			‘Well-constructed, fast-paced, Jardine’s narrative has many an ingenious twist and turn’ Observer

			‘Very engaging as well as ingenious, and the unravelling of the mystery is excellently done’ Allan Massie, Scotsman

			‘Remarkably assured, raw-boned, a tour de force’ New York Times

			‘Deplorably readable’ Guardian

			‘A triumph. I am first in the queue for the next one’ Scotland on Sunday

			‘The perfect mix for a highly charged, fast-moving crime thriller’ Glasgow Herald

			‘Gritty cop drama that makes Taggart look tame’ Northern Echo

		

	
		
			By Quintin Jardine and available from Headline

			Bob Skinner series:

			Skinner’s Rules

			Skinner’s Festival

			Skinner’s Trail

			Skinner’s Round

			Skinner’s Ordeal

			Skinner’s Mission

			Skinner’s Ghosts

			Murmuring the Judges

			Gallery Whispers

			Thursday Legends

			Autographs in the Rain

			Head Shot

			Fallen Gods

			Stay of Execution

			Lethal Intent

			Dead and Buried

			Death’s Door

			Aftershock

			Fatal Last Words

			A Rush of Blood

			Grievous Angel

			Funeral Note

			Pray for the Dying

			Hour of Darkness

			Last Resort

			Private Investigations

			Game Over

			State Secrets

			A Brush with Death

			Cold Case

			Primavera Blackstone series:

			Inhuman Remains

			Blood Red

			As Easy As Murder

			Deadly Business

			As Serious as Death

			Oz Blackstone series:

			Blackstone’s Pursuits

			A Coffin for Two

			Wearing Purple

			Screen Savers

			On Honeymoon with Death

			Poisoned Cherries

			Unnatural Justice

			Alarm Call

			For the Death of Me

			The Loner

			Mathew’s Tale

		

	
		
			About the Book

			[image: ]

			Former Chief Constable Bob Skinner may have left the police service, but he’s never far from a case. When his old mentor on the force, Jimmy Proud, finds himself in a desperate situation, Skinner gets pulled into a murder investigation that’s been closed for thirty years.

			The Body in the Quarry case was well known around Edinburgh at the time: a popular priest found dead in a frozen quarry; a suspect with a clear motive charged; a guilty verdict. But with a journalist uncovering new evidence, the cold case has come back to haunt Proud – and only Skinner can help him.

			With the clock ticking and his friend’s reputation at stake, Skinner must uncover the truth to find out if an innocent man was convicted for murder. And if a killer is still on the loose . . .

		

	
		
			This book, the thirtieth Skinner, is for Jim Glossop, 
who will never leave my side.
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			One

			‘Bob, I’m wondering if you have some time free tonight. The thing is . . . I’ve got a problem.’

			I have one thing in common with Maggie Thatcher: history showed her to be a long way short of being St Francis of Assisi, and so am I. I’ve never been much good at sowing love to replace hatred, and when it comes to bringing joy to drive away sadness, my record is patchy to say the least. However, since I walked away from the police service and Chief Constable Robert Morgan Skinner became plain Bob to all and sundry, I have noticed that when my friends have a problem, they may choose to come to me for help and counsel.

			I’ve had to deal with a few difficult situations, for my friends tend to be the sort of people who draw problems like tourists draw midgies on a damp and wind-free lochside morning. But if there was one I never expected to make such a request, it was my predecessor in the Edinburgh chief’s job, and my principal supporter for much of my career, Sir James Proud.

			The thousands who served under his command used to call him Proud Jimmy, a silly nickname I will use only once in this account, to emphasise how inappropriate it was. If anyone ever belied his name it was Sir James. I have never met a man in a command situation who exuded such humility, and who showed less self-importance or pride. The phrase ‘public servant’ is bandied around at will, but I’ve never known anyone who grasped its true meaning, and put it into practice, as well as he did.

			Jimmy at work was one of those rare people who didn’t have problems. He had challenges, and it’s a tribute to him, and a reason for his longevity in a job that wore me out in a few years, that he rose to all of them. I’ve known officers who went into his office to be disciplined and were heard to thank him as they left for the wisdom he had shown them. Latterly, of course, he didn’t do too much of that; he delegated it to me. No one who wound up on my carpet ever left feeling better for the experience.

			That was why, when I took his call that day, as I was ending a meeting in the Balmoral Hotel, my instant reaction was apprehension. A few months before, he had been diagnosed with testicular cancer, but the last medical bulletin he had passed on to me had been positive. His therapy had been effective and he was officially in remission. It’s back, was my first thought, even though he had just told me he was clear.

			‘Jimmy . . .’ I murmured.

			‘No, no, no!’ he insisted. He always could read my mind. ‘It’s not that. That’s fine; I meant it when I said I’m in recovery. I saw my oncologist yesterday and she said I’m in better shape than she is. She’s right, too. Poor bugger’s a stick-thin midget; I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s her own patient pretty soon. No, son, this is something else entirely, something completely out of the blue.’

			‘Something that’s worrying you,’ I observed, ‘from your tone of voice.’

			‘I confess that it is, son,’ he sighed. ‘Maybe there’s nothing to be done about it. If so, I hope the judge takes pity on me. But if there is anyone that can help,’ he added, ‘I’m talking to him right now.’

			‘Jesus Christ, Jimmy!’ I had visions of my old boss being caught slipping out of the grocer’s with a filched tin of corned beef in his pocket. He had never shown the slightest sign of dementia, but he was in the age bracket where it’s most likely to occur; indeed, the variability of Lady Proud’s memory had been worrying Sarah and me of late.

			‘He’s involved, in a way,’ he said. ‘I might need a miracle. This is serious, Bob: the last thing I need at my time of life.’

			‘Okay,’ I told him, ‘we can meet tonight. Do you want to come to me or me to you?’

			‘Neither. I don’t want either of us to have to explain anything to our wives. I’ll meet you in Yellowcraigs car park, eight o’clock, if that’s all right. I’ll be taking Bowser for a walk.’

			‘It’s all right, but why don’t we meet on Gullane Bents? Why Yellowcraigs?’

			‘Because nobody can see it from your house.’

		

	
		
			Two

			I thought about Jimmy all the way home on the bus.

			Me? Bob Skinner? Bus?

			That’s right. It had been the simplest way to get to the Balmoral given the institutionally baffling and constantly changing traffic management in the heart of the city of Edinburgh. Yes, I could have driven by a simpler route to my office in Fountainbridge and taken a taxi, but I had nothing else to do that day, so I let East Coast Buses take me straight to the door.

			I was slightly vexed by my new engagement, because I had been looking forward to spending some time with my younger kids in the evening, once the homework burden had been disposed of – don’t get me started on that: I don’t believe in it – and then a quiet dinner with Sarah, my wife, in celebration of the successful conclusion of an investigation in which I’d become involved.

			When I left the police service, or when it left me, as I prefer to put it, I had no clear idea, not even the vaguest notion, of what I wanted to do with the rest of my life. I’m still not certain, beyond my determination to see all of my children through to happy adulthood. I have six of those: the eldest by far is Alexis, my daughter with my late first wife Myra. She has turned thirty and is building a reputation as the Killer Queen of Scottish criminal defence lawyers, after turning her back on the lucrative but unfulfilling corporate sector. Mark, he’s in his teens; we adopted him after he was orphaned by separate tragedies. James Andrew, the first of my three with Sarah, is a hulking lad who is easing his way through primary school, just as his sister Seonaid is starting to make her presence felt there. The youngest, Dawn, was a complete and total surprise, and is still only a few months old.

			And then there’s Ignacio, the son I didn’t know I had, the product of a one-night stand twenty years ago with a dangerous lady named Mia Watson, who left town a couple of days after he was conceived and didn’t reappear until very recently, still in trouble and still dangerous.

			Ignacio lives with me now, and is embarking on a degree course at Edinburgh University; he’s a very talented chemist – too talented, with a couple of things on his teenage CV that will never become public. His mother has found a safe haven – I will qualify that; it’s been safe so far – having married a guy from Tayside called Cameron McCullough, known as ‘Grandpa’ to his associates and on his extensive police file, although only his granddaughter gets to call him that to his face. My side had him marked down as the biggest hoodlum in Scotland, but we never laid a glove on him. He always pleaded innocence, as still he does, and was never convicted of anything; indeed, he was only in the dock once, but that case collapsed when the witnesses and the evidence disappeared, traceless. There is an irony in him being my son’s stepfather, one that isn’t lost on either of us, or I’m sure on any of the few people who are aware of it.

			I didn’t think of Grandpa, though, as the X5 bus bore me homewards to Gullane. My mind was too full of Jimmy’s mysterious call and what might lie behind it. It wasn’t the first of its type I’d had since I’d become a private citizen, and quite a few of those had been the triggers for some accursedly interesting times.

			Have I ever doubted my early termination of my police career? In a word, yes, but just the once. The first time I had to drive myself from Gullane to Glasgow, through the dense motorway traffic, I found myself looking back nostalgically on the times when I’d made the same journey in the back of a police car, with my driver in front. He never flashed the blue light; he didn’t have to: one glimpse of it in a trucker’s rear-view mirror and he vacated the outside lane, sharpish.

			That was the only time I ever regretted my decision to turn my back on the controversial national police service that I’d always opposed but had been unable to prevent, even though I was married at the time to one of the few politicians who might have stopped it. I’m not saying that was the reason why Aileen de Marco and I split; it didn’t help, but we were pretty much doomed from the outset, by the lingering occasional presence of a famous Scottish movie actor, and by the fact that I’d never really fallen out of love with Sarah, Aileen’s predecessor.

			I knew at the time that I was right about police unification, and I still know that I am, although I take no pleasure from the obvious truth that a great majority of Scots now agree with me, both serving cops and civilians.

			There’s nothing I can do about it, though; only the politicians who caused the fuck-up can repair it, and there’s very little chance that they will. However, I am content. I still have, as an old guy in Motherwell used to say, my feet in the sawdust.

			I don’t call myself a private detective, but I do accept private commissions from individuals. Also, recently, I have been called in by an old colleague and friend in London to help with a couple of situations. As a result, I now carry a piece of plastic that gives me Security Service credentials; that’s MI5 to most people. Nobody outside my inner circle knows about my involvement, that being the nature of the beast. At the moment I’m inactive on that front, but Amanda Dennis, the director general, could ask for my help at any moment.

			All that occasional activity sits comfortably alongside what’s become my main employment in my second career, my part-time executive directorship of a Spanish-owned company called InterMedia, which operates internationally. Amongst a long list of media outlets, newspapers, radio and TV across Spain and Italy, it’s also the proprietor of the Saltire, an old-established Edinburgh newspaper that was hirpling towards the press room of history until its star reporter, Xavi Aislado, persuaded his brother to buy it, transformed it and made it the only title I know of that is still maintaining the circulation figures of its printed version. Not only that, he is spreading the readership of the online edition across the English-speaking world, and increasingly into Hispanic territory, for we are translated. Hector Sureda, our digital guru, told our last board meeting that the Saltire now has as many Spanish-speaking subscribers in the USA as it has Anglos. Globally, the main Spanish title, GironaDia, does better, but we’re catching up fast.

			I got off the bus in Gullane just as the school crossing patrol woman was seeing James Andrew and Seonaid across the road. Jazz – he’s never quite shaken that nickname – does not like that too much; having the traffic stopped for him by a lollipop lady is beneath his dignity, he feels, but I have told him firmly that looking after his sister is a responsibility I entrust to him and that he will do what it takes to fulfil it.

			I could see them from my bus stop in the distance, and waited for them. As I stood there, Sir James Proud walked past me, a newspaper under his left arm and a Co-op shopping bag in his right hand.

			‘Afternoon, Bob,’ he said briskly, with the briefest of glances in my direction, then passed me by without breaking his stride.

		

	
		
			Three

			I pushed the mystery to the back of my mind for a few hours, devoting them to Sarah and the kids as I had planned. Dawn was teething and had given her mum, and Trish, the children’s carer, a tough day, but I have experience in such matters, and some skill; pretty soon she was back to her placid best. Smug, Skinner, smug.

			I’d hoped to spend some time with Ignacio too, but he called from university to say that he needed to work late on a class end-of-session project and would be staying at Alex’s overnight. I didn’t mind that; he and his half-sister had bonded from the moment he appeared in our lives. My kid, as Alex has always been to me, is always great with the second family – she is James Andrew’s idol – but she liked having a sibling with whom she could speak as an adult. Ignacio, he just liked having a sibling, period.

			A set routine is important for all children – when Alex was growing up, it was just the two of us, and that was difficult – but bedtime is a fluid affair in our house; homework is done after supper, and then they have some free time until it’s lights out. For Seonaid, that’s seven o’clock, for James Andrew it’s eight, although often he crashes early. Mark is old enough to set his own limits now, but he’s usually asleep by ten thirty.

			Jazz had just disappeared upstairs with a mug of hot chocolate when I told Sarah I was going out for a while.

			‘Where you off to?’ she asked.

			I grinned. ‘I’m going to see a man about a dog.’

			She raised an eyebrow, but said nothing. She assumed, I assumed, that I was going to the golf club or to the pub. I imagined her raising the other eyebrow a few seconds later when she heard me start the car.

			Yellowcraigs Beach lies just outside Dirleton, the neighbouring village to Gullane; it’s also called Broad Sands Bay on some maps, but not many people know that. It’s a favourite spot of James Andrew and Seonaid, not so much for the sands, more for the children’s play park. It has a pirate ship theme, a reference to Fidra, the small island which is situated not far below the low-tide mark. Legend has it that Robert Louis Stevenson, a frequent visitor, drew inspiration from it in writing Treasure Island, which is in my eyes the greatest adventure story ever written in the English language.

			Mark would go there too on occasion, but with less enthusiasm. The boy is a natural mathematician, with computer skills that I come nowhere near to understanding, but he doesn’t know his left hand from his right, nor does he have any interest in finding out which is which. The climbing frames and rope roundabouts in the playground never offered a challenge to him, only a hazard to be avoided.

			That’s where Jimmy took me. He was waiting for me when I reached the car park, a couple of minutes after eight; Bowser, his springer spaniel, was still on its lead, tugging. Both of them looked impatient. The light of day was dying, but its warmth lingered. I’ve known many years when the Scottish summer has been over by the middle of May; I wondered if this would be another.

			‘Sorry,’ I said as I climbed out of Sarah’s new car, a big Renault hybrid. She chose it because it has seven seats, a sign of the family times. ‘I got caught behind a cycling club,’ I added, by way of an excuse.

			‘No matter,’ he grunted. He glanced around. We weren’t alone. Yellowcraigs is a popular dog-walker destination in an area where pooches seem to outnumber pigeons. I’ve never had a dog, but Seonaid is beginning to drop hints about puppies. Since she’s known how to push my buttons since she was a year old, I suspected that the household would soon hear the patter of tiny paws.

			Sir James gave Bowser a quick tug. ‘Come this way,’ he said, to the dog and to me. ‘There are no kids around at this time of the evening, so it’ll be private through here.’

			I followed him out of the car park, across the road and down the short tree-lined path that led to the Treasure Island mock-up. Last time I’d been there, four days earlier, I’d watched Jazz climb to the top of the rigging surrounding the tall pole that represented a mainmast, while Sarah called after him to be careful. I don’t think he’ll ever be that, but I don’t worry as she does, because he’s strong, agile and he knows his limits, as did I when I was his age. However, I do worry about his determination to join the military when he grows up. I don’t like the idea of any of mine in harm’s way.

			I took a seat on a long, snake-like swing as Jimmy unclipped Bowser’s lead. The spaniel shook itself, then found its way through the rigging and lifted its leg against the Hispaniola’s mast. ‘Piss on you, Long John,’ I whispered, then looked up at my friend.

			His silver hair was thinner after his course of chemotherapy, and he had lost some weight, but physically he looked okay. His expression suggested otherwise.

			‘So, Jimmy,’ I exclaimed, breaking the silence. ‘What precisely the fuck is all this about?’

			I must have sounded exasperated, for his immediate reaction was to whistle for his dog and snap his fingers. ‘Here, Bowser!’ he called out, fiddling with the clip of the lead. ‘I’m sorry, Bob, this is a mistake. I have no right to put this on you. You’ve got enough on your plate with the newspaper, the family and everything else in your life. It was thoughtless of me to call you.’

			I glanced across at the simulation of the Hispaniola, where Bowser was ignoring his master and having a real good sniff.

			‘Bollocks to that,’ I retorted. ‘You’ve looked out for me more often than I care to recall. If you’ve got a problem and you took it to anyone else, I’d be seriously, seriously pissed off. So come on, man, out with it.’

			He seemed to sag, and lowered himself onto the circular perimeter of the enclosure, wincing as he settled on to it. He’d had surgery as well as the therapy.

			For the first time since we’d come together, he looked me in the eye. ‘Does the name Matthew Ampersand mean anything to you?’ he asked.

			I did a quick trawl through my memory; I can’t claim to recall every investigation during my career, but most of them left a mark. ‘I can’t say that it does,’ I admitted when I was done. ‘Professional?’

			‘Yes, but this business happened before you joined the force. I thought you might have remembered the name from the newspapers of the time, but no matter. He was a murder victim whose body was found in the old quarry at Traprain Law, here in East Lothian, on a Wednesday three weeks before Christmas. It had been freezing hard for days, otherwise he’d have gone to the bottom of the quarry pond, but the ice was so thick he didn’t go through it, just landed on it very hard. At first they thought he was a suicide, but Joe Hutchinson, the pathologist, found injuries that were inconsistent with him having jumped.’

			At the back of my mind, something stirred. A vague recollection of headlines about ‘The Body in the Quarry’ around the time I was completing my university degree. ‘Yes, maybe I do recall it,’ I murmured. ‘Why? Has he come back to haunt you?’

			‘You could say that,’ he snorted. ‘I’m being accused of killing him.’

		

	
		
			Four

			I stared at him, gasped, and then laughed.

			‘Are we on Candid Camera here?’ I asked.

			‘I wish we were,’ he said. ‘It’s the truth.’

			‘Come on,’ I protested. ‘You were a police officer for forty years but you never as much as kicked a hooligan’s arse in all that time. You’re the least violent man I know. Tell me who’s saying otherwise, and I’ll put them right in a way they won’t forget.’

			‘It’s a journalist.’ Bowser had rejoined us; he was giving me a funny look, as if he had detected his owner’s distress and blamed me for it. Jimmy may have sensed this too, for he reached out and ruffled the dog’s ears. ‘He’s called Austin Brass. Ever heard of him?’

			I recognised the name at once. The guy wasn’t what I would call a journalist, but the world is changing and most of its definitions are being rewritten. He ran a blog, a website called Brass Rubbings; its focus was on the police, but not in a positive way. Its meat was misconduct, and it offered a ready ear to anyone with a complaint, however far-fetched, however bizarre.

			During my brief time as chief constable of Strathclyde, before the post became part of Scotland’s history, my media people had been kept busy by his pursuit of an allegation by a group of citizens in Argyllshire that their local officers tended to prioritise along ethnic lines, with long-established families being given preferential treatment over incomers, moneyed folk who’d moved out of southern cities in search of a calmer lifestyle, ‘white settlers’ as they were labelled in those parts. I sent a trusted officer up there straight away; she reported back, very quickly, that the complaint was valid. Her investigation mirrored the journalist’s own. The guy was thorough; he had done his homework before coming to us and he knew that his story was well founded. Action was taken, Brass was advised, and his site had a field day. Fortunately for my force, the damage was limited, since the mainstream media were not over-keen on promoting an upstart rival by picking up on his story.

			‘Yes,’ I told Jimmy.

			‘Do you know much about him?’

			I nodded. ‘Some.’ I didn’t want to go into detail about my Strathclyde experience. ‘He’s not to be taken lightly,’ I admitted. ‘What’s he saying?’

			‘Best if I start from the beginning,’ he said. ‘As I told you, when Ampersand was found, it was assumed that he’d jumped, so nobody got excited. Then Joe announced his findings and everything changed. What had been an inside-page story about the sad death of a popular priest—’

			‘Priest?’ I repeated.

			‘Yes, he was an Episcopalian minister. As soon as the murder inquiry was set up, it became front-page news, nationally. The press went crazy and we were under pressure from the off. Sir George Hume, the chief constable of the day, only liked to be seen announcing good news, but he couldn’t duck that one. He did a media briefing where he announced that “Scotland’s top crime-fighter” – he actually used that phrase – would be heading the investigation. That, of course, was Alf Stein, your old mentor. He was a detective super at the time, but Sir George was smart enough to know that the then head of CID, an over-promoted old school pal of his from Daniel Stewart’s College, whose name was Rodney Melville, could not find his arse with both hands and a map.’

			I smiled at the mention of the name. ‘Alf told me about him,’ I murmured. ‘He wasn’t as kind as you, though.’

			Jimmy grunted. ‘No, he wouldn’t have been; he never could stand him. Up until then Alf had only a local reputation, given that Edinburgh didn’t have a lot of high-profile crime. He was competent, down-to-earth and popular, and that suited him fine. But as soon as Sir George stuck that label on him before the assembled media, he became a national figure, with huge expectations lumped on him.’

			‘I’d certainly heard of him before I joined the force,’ I admitted, ‘but I’d no idea that was why.’

			My old boss nodded. ‘Oh yes, that was the reason,’ he confirmed, ‘for he lived up to Sir George’s star billing. He made an arrest within a week, and saw it all the way through to a conviction. The fact is that Alf only had two high-profile murder cases in his whole career – and you were part of the team on one of them.’

			He didn’t have to remind me of the details; I knew well enough. It was a double murder, a businessman and his wife; he was kidnapped and she was held hostage to force the guy to give the gang access to his factory. When they had what they wanted, the captives were killed. It went unsolved for years, and when finally the killers were identified, there had been nobody to arrest, for two of the principals died in a suicide pact, and the third had been seen last heading into the Australian outback without food or water.

			As the senior investigating officer, ‘Scotland’s top crime-fighter’ was given all the credit by the media, and it became part of his legend, but the truth was we did nothing to close the case. The answer was brought to us by someone else, a guy who turned out to be almost as big a loser as the two victims, in a different way. Jimmy didn’t know that, though, and it wasn’t the time to enlighten him.

			‘How did the Ampersand thing pan out?’ I asked him.

			‘There was an obvious suspect from the start. His name was Barley Meads and he and his family had been members of Ampersand’s congregation, until there was a big falling-out. That family included a teenage daughter, name of Briony; she was an active member, went to bible class and sang in the church choir. She spent a lot of time at the church, eventually too much time for her father’s liking. He followed her there one night and, he claimed, saw the vicar and his kid in what he described as “a compromising position”. Briony was fifteen at the time; Ampersand was forty-two. Barley reported him to us, but there was no corroborating evidence of any kind, and the daughter refused to confirm his story.’

			‘Was the vicar interviewed?’

			‘Naturally he was, by a uniformed sergeant. He denied it absolutely; he said that whatever Meads thought he’d seen, there had been no inappropriate behaviour. He said that Briony had helped him off with his dog collar once when it had got stuck, one evening when the lass was in the church practising her solo for the following Sunday, and suggested that maybe Barley had seen that and got the wrong idea. Without an admission from the girl, or a complaint by her, there was nothing for us to do but dismiss Meads’s allegation. He took it badly, I can tell you,’ he said with a grimace.

			His sudden vehemence surprised me. ‘How do you know?’

			He gazed back at me. ‘It was me that dismissed it. I was a chief inspector then, out in Dalkeith, and it landed on my desk for review. I sympathised with the man, for I felt that he really believed what he was saying, but I didn’t have any choice. Like I said, he didn’t take it well. He was a big, brawny fellow, a farmer; he yelled at me, and for a minute I thought I was going to have to call for assistance, but it didn’t go that far. He swore that he wasn’t giving up and that Ampersand would get what was coming to him.’

			‘Did you warn him against approaching Ampersand?’

			‘Of course I did, man,’ Jimmy snapped tetchily. ‘He replied that he had no intention of doing that but that he still intended to ruin the man, to put an end to his career. He tried too, using a different channel. He made a formal complaint to the bishop who was the titular head of the Scottish Episcopal Church. Meads didn’t stop there. He took it to the press as well; his idea was that the adverse publicity would be enough to have the man kicked out of the charge, but it didn’t work out that way. Briony being fifteen, the papers were constrained in what they could report. They couldn’t use her name because of the nature of the allegation, and the legal advice was that if they named him or even printed the address of his church, they were risking contempt. When the bishop threw out the complaint and formally exonerated Ampersand, they used that, though.’

			‘How long was it between all this happening and the murder?’ I asked.

			‘About three years . . . four and a half since the initial complaint. The girl, Briony, she was nineteen by that time.’

			‘What can you remember of Alf’s investigation?’

			‘Quite a lot. I’d risen in rank, and was an assistant chief when the murder happened. Sir George wanted to keep his hands clean, as he always did, so he told Alf to report progress to me. I protested about that, I said it was borderline improper, but Hume just waved me away and told me to get on with it.’

			I was puzzled by that last remark, and quizzed him. ‘Why was it improper, Jimmy? CID always report to the command corridor at some level.’

			The look he gave me said a lot, but most of it was that he had let something slip, something he hadn’t meant to. ‘Alf Stein and I were brothers-in-law, Bob,’ he said quietly, as if that would lessen the impact of his words. ‘He was married to my older sister Peggy; she died of breast cancer in her early forties. You weren’t aware of that?’ he added, almost as an afterthought.

			‘It’s the first I’ve heard of it,’ I told him truthfully.

			He showed me a small smile. ‘Then you’re not infallible.’

			‘Alf never mentioned it either,’ I retorted. ‘Never once in all the time I worked for him. As for you and me, while he was around our paths never really crossed, and when they did, I was hardly going to quiz you about your family background.’

			‘No, maybe not. We never tried to keep the relationship secret,’ he insisted. ‘But at the same time everybody in the job who needed to know did. They were our senior officers, and they were not the gossipy type. Still, I’m surprised that you never picked up a hint.’

			‘You shouldn’t be. I learned early on that if Alf wanted you to know something, he would tell you. His boundaries were set, and they didn’t include talking about his private life. Back then, I was an acolyte; I knew I was his protégé and I was content to sit there and wait for the pearls of wisdom to fall. Occasionally I thought he was less respectful to the chief constable than most, but I put that down to Alf being Alf.’

			‘Yes,’ Jimmy agreed. ‘He had a way about him. Now I think about it, I can understand him never mentioning Peggy to you. Her death crushed him. From then on he focused entirely on the job. When he had to retire because of his age, he had nothing left but smoking too much and drinking too much. He didn’t last three years. I had assumed, Bob, that with you being widowed as well, he must have mentioned it to you, but obviously not.’

			‘No kids then?’ I said. ‘Not that he ever mentioned any.’

			‘No.’

			‘That was a pity for him,’ I remarked. ‘It was Alex that helped me survive. Anyway,’ I continued, aware of the gathering darkness in the tree-lined enclosure, ‘back to the Ampersand investigation. Alf made an arrest within a week, you said. I assume it was the man Meads.’

			‘Yes. It was pretty easy really. Ampersand wasn’t the most popular vicar you ever met, but there were no other serious complaints recorded against him, only a few older members who thought he was too liberal in his sermons and too conservative with the blood of Christ, the communion wine.’

			I was switching into detective mode, and a question arose. ‘Given where and how the body was found, did Joe have trouble establishing the time of death?’

			‘Yes, he did, but he had help from the victim’s housekeeper. She was the last person to see him alive, at five o’clock on a Friday night. He wasn’t there when she arrived the next morning and she reported him missing that same evening. That being a Saturday, she was afraid he’d miss the next day’s services. Alf was left with a window of around sixteen hours, but that was enough. As soon as he had it, he went to see Meads—’

			I held up a hand. ‘He and who else?’

			‘Tommy Partridge. Remember him?’

			‘Of course I do. Tommy’s daughter June is the managing editor of the Saltire. He comes into the office every so often. He scrounged a coffee off me a couple of weeks ago, and chewed some fat.’

			Jimmy’s eyebrows rose. ‘Does he now? It might be useful to know that. I’m relying on my memory here, but since Tommy was around at the time, he might back me up. I’d feared he might be dead.’

			‘No, he’s getting on a bit, that’s true, but he’s as fit as you and me.’

			‘In that case he’ll be fitter than me, son, but never mind. Alf and Tommy interviewed Meads, informally at first. The body was found late afternoon on Wednesday, Joe did the PM on Thursday morning, Hume had his panic press conference in the afternoon, so it would have been the Friday that they went to see him. They asked him for his whereabouts on the night Ampersand disappeared. He said he was at home, and his wife backed him on that. So did Briony; she was at college but she’d been home for the weekend.’

			‘A double alibi,’ I mused aloud. ‘The wife you’d treat with caution, but the daughter as well, that must have added weight with Alf.’

			‘It did make him pause, for he told me that same night he’d have to back off. Then on the Monday he got lucky. The door-to-door enquiries produced a neighbour who said she had seen an odd-looking vehicle parked up the road, close to the vicarage, in the early hours of Saturday morning. That’s all she said, Alf told me, an odd-looking vehicle.’

			‘What was she doing up in the early hours of the morning?’ I asked. ‘Let alone peering through the curtains?’

			‘She was elderly. Probably the type that never sleeps. But a credible witness as it turned out. Barley Meads drove a pickup truck,’ Jimmy continued. ‘They weren’t as common in those days as they are now, and his was a big American thing with enough seats for a family.’

			‘So Alf used that description to get a warrant from the sheriff to search Meads’s place?’

			‘Absolutely. It was always by the book with Alf.’

			That wasn’t quite true, but I wasn’t about to sidetrack him at that point in his story, for the evening was cooling fast and I was beginning to regret not having put on a heavier jacket.

			‘It paid off,’ my old chief added, with a gleam in his eye that was unusual for him. ‘The vehicle was impounded, and it did for him. There were forensic traces from the victim on the flat-bed of the truck, and on a folding trolley that was lying in it. Also, there were traces in the driver’s seat; they led Alf to seize Meads’s clothing and find more evidence on a pair of overalls. At that point he reported his findings to me. With the old lady’s statement, and her identification of the truck as the type of vehicle she’d seen, that would have been enough for a conviction, but I asked him – you didn’t tell Alf, remember, even if you were an assistant chief – to go back to the wife and interview her under caution. He did that; she admitted that Meads was in the habit of getting up at odd hours through the night to check on his livestock, and that it didn’t always waken her.’

			‘But the daughter gave him an alibi as well,’ I pointed out.

			‘He went back to her too, not under caution, but she was interviewed at greater depth, with a woman officer present. She admitted that her accommodation was in the rear wing of the farmhouse, quite separate from where her parents slept. Whatever she said, she was useless as a defence witness, because she couldn’t say with certainty that her dad didn’t go out, any more than her mother could.’

			I nodded. If I’d been Alf, that would have been enough for me too.

			‘Barley Meads was charged on Tuesday evening, and he appeared in court next morning, exactly a week after Ampersand’s body was found in that quarry. Sir George Hume breathed a huge sigh of relief and basked in the glory, but it was Alf’s reputation that was set in stone. Meads pleaded not guilty and hired a top QC, your friend Archie Nelson, to defend him, but the trial was a formality. It took the jury under two hours to convict him. He was given leave to appeal, when he might not have been, but it did him no good; his life sentence stood.’

			‘That all sounds rock solid to me,’ I said. ‘What’s the problem? Has Meads been released, and is he using this police-baiter Brass for revenge?’

			‘Meads is dead,’ Jimmy retorted. ‘He hanged himself in Peterhead prison two years into his life sentence. I have no idea who’s behind the accusation or what information Brass has.’

			‘Even though you say he’s accusing you of murder?’

			‘He hasn’t quite gone that far,’ he conceded ‘not yet, but that’s where he’s heading, the fucker!’ He spat out the last word as if he couldn’t get rid of it fast enough. Sir James isn’t a swearer as a rule.

			‘What did he say?’ I demanded. ‘Come on, man, it’s getting cold here.’

			‘He called me, on my home number – the one that nobody’s supposed to be able to access, like yours – and he said that he has information that places me at the centre of a plot to falsely incriminate Barley Meads for the murder of Matthew Ampersand, and that leads to the conclusion that I was a party to Ampersand’s death. He said he wanted to give me an opportunity to deny the allegations before he makes them public and reports them to the Lord Advocate with a view to obtaining a posthumous pardon for Meads, and criminal charges against those involved in Ampersand’s murder and Meads’s conviction. He wants to meet me, in a place of his choosing, tomorrow at one o’clock.’

			‘And are you planning to go?’ I asked, warily. ‘If you do, it could be seen as lending credence to his nonsense.’

			‘Well,’ he said, then paused, but I knew what was coming. ‘I was rather hoping that you would meet him, Bob. You’ve always been, shall we say, better with the press than me.’

			‘Where did you get that idea?’ I laughed. ‘I remember hanging a journo out of a second-floor window once. Is that why you want me to see Brass? To put the fear of God in him and rough him up if I have to?’

			‘The thought had crossed my mind, I admit.’

			‘Then forget it. I’m not your heavy, Jimmy. If I did see him on your behalf, it would be to hear what he had to say, no more. I would approach the meeting with no preconceptions.’

			Even in the gloom, I could see his face darken. ‘You think he might be telling the truth? Is that what you’re saying?’

			‘Don’t be bloody silly, man,’ I replied impatiently. ‘I’m saying I’d be there to listen, not to talk. But there is one big flaw in this proposition. Austin Brass won’t agree to meet with me; he’ll only want to talk to you.’

			‘I don’t intend to tell him you’ll be there, Bob.’

			‘He’d run a mile as soon as he saw me.’

			He shook his head. ‘I don’t think so. Nobody runs away from you, Bob, in case you come after them.’

			‘I doubt if I could catch him these days.’ I scratched my head. ‘Mind you,’ I added, ‘it may well be that he’s assuming you’ll send me, or someone like me, along. That’s why he’s insisting on choosing the venue. You can bet it’ll be a public place.’

			‘What makes you so sure?’

			If Sir James Proud ever had a fault in my eyes as a chief constable, it flowed from his lack of exposure during his career to the darker side of humanity. It had bred a naïvety in him that on another occasion I’d have found touching.

			‘If you were arranging a meeting,’ I explained, ‘at which you would confront someone you believe to be a murderer, don’t you think you’d take reasonable precautions to ensure that you walk away afterwards?’

			He thought that over for a few seconds. ‘If that’s so,’ he murmured, as he went on to put my own thoughts into words, ‘he really must think he has something on me. Please Bob,’ he exclaimed, ‘do this for me. There’s nobody else I can trust.’

			It was dark, there was the possibility of a late frost in the air and I wanted to go home. So I gave in, against my better judgement. ‘All right,’ I said. ‘But I’m not doing it tomorrow. Tell him you’ll meet him, agree to him choosing the venue, but he’s to make it somewhere convenient for you. After all, you’re just recovering from a serious illness and shouldn’t be travelling too far. Tell him you’ve a hospital appointment tomorrow, tell him anything you bloody like, but get me a couple of days’ grace. This is Wednesday; don’t agree to anything before Sunday.’

			‘What if he insists on tomorrow?’

			‘You insist even harder. Fix a hospital appointment for real if you have to. But he won’t. He knows the story isn’t going anywhere and neither are you.’

		

	
		
			Five

			I was fucking perishing when I got home.

			To warm myself up, I brewed a large coffee and laced it with ratafia, a Mediterranean liqueur that I bring home from my frequent trips to board meetings in Girona. Sarah caught me as I topped it up with milk and gave me a disapproving look. She tries her best to curb my caffeine addiction, and as a rule I let her think she’s winning.

			‘Did the dog run away?’ she asked, as I took a sip.

			I shook my head. ‘No, Bowser was as good as gold.’

			‘You were seeing Jimmy?’ she asked. Her surprise was evident, but I could see that it was mixed with concern. ‘How is he?’

			‘He says he’s fine, officially in remission. He certainly looks okay.’

			‘It took him a long time to tell you that.’

			‘There was more to it,’ I admitted. ‘He’s got a problem, and he asked me if I’d help him.’

			‘Bob,’ she sighed. ‘When are you going to start telling your friends to sort out their own problems? What is it this time?’

			‘He’s being pestered by a journalist,’ I told her. ‘He wants me to meet the guy and find out what he knows and where he’s planning on going with it.’

			‘Why can’t he do that himself?’

			‘He seems to think I’d be better at it.’

			‘Which you would, no doubt,’ she agreed. ‘But why lumber you? What is it anyway? Is it work related?’

			‘It’s something from the dim and distant past.’

			‘And Jimmy can remember that far back? Bob, if this is a story that relates to his police career, shouldn’t he be referring it to the police? They have a huge press department these days. Every time I do an autopsy for them, someone different shows up to help me draft the statement for the media.’

			I smiled and ruffled her hair. ‘As if you need that.’

			‘Exactly,’ she exclaimed indignantly, batting my hand aside. ‘Most of them don’t have a clue about the anatomical terms. They try to dumb everything down.’

			‘Some of the end users they have to service are pretty dumb,’ I pointed out, then thought better of what I had said. ‘No, as a newspaper executive, let me correct that. A large chunk of the modern media sets out to explain things to its readers in the simplest terms possible, and in the fewest words. Not just in what you do either; life is being dumbed down.’

			‘That doesn’t cut it for me. The police press officers never have to stand in the witness box and be cross-examined by defence counsel about quotes they’ve given to some bloody tabloid reporter and attributed to me. If I let them get it wrong in a release or a briefing it could affect the outcome of a criminal trial and a guilty person could walk free.’ She paused to pinch a mouthful of my coffee. ‘Hey, that’s not bad,’ she admitted. ‘It would be better if it was decaf, but I’ll let you off this once.’

			‘How do you know it isn’t? You didn’t see me make it.’

			‘You’re enjoying it. That’s all the evidence I need.’ She glanced up at me. ‘Is that what Jimmy wants you to do? Put the right spin on his response to whatever this guy’s story is?’

			‘More or less. I’d have promised him anything to get out of that meeting place. Even the fucking dog was complaining about the cold,’ I grumbled.

			I’d hoped she was done quizzing me, but no such luck. ‘What’s this journo saying, that Jimmy can’t just come up here and talk to you about it?’

			‘Like I said, it relates to an ancient case, one that he was involved in peripherally. It was a murder where the perpetrator protested his innocence—’

			‘As most of them do,’ she interjected.

			‘Agreed. In this case, it seems that there was more than enough evidence to convict, even if the circumstances were bizarre.’

			‘How?’

			‘The killer dumped the body into a disused quarry pond, without realising it was frozen solid.’

			‘The Traprain Law homicide?’ Sarah exclaimed.

			I stared at her. ‘You know about it? It happened thirty years ago, just before I joined the police.’

			‘That’s right, but it was one of Joe Hutchinson’s classics. He refers to it in a forensic pathology textbook that he published last year after he retired. He sent me a copy, so yeah, I know the details. The body was frozen to the ice when Joe arrived at the scene. Like everyone else, all the attending police, he assumed that the guy had jumped in the dark. When he did the autopsy, the damage was what he expected to find: massive internal injuries, all the organs ruptured, fractures to every limb, face crushed. There was very little blood at the scene, but with an instantaneous death, that wasn’t unnatural and so he didn’t query it at first. He was on the point of closing and writing it up as a suicide, but just to be thorough, he turned the body over. When he did, he found a massive depressed fracture at the back of the skull, one that couldn’t possibly have been caused by the impact with the ice.’

			She blagged another sip of my coffee, then decided to fix herself one, and another for me since she’d necked half of the original.

			‘Joe came under heavy cross-examination from defence counsel at the trial,’ she continued when she was ready. ‘He tried to get him to concede that everything could have been impact injuries, but all he was doing was setting Joe up with a career-defining punchline. He replied that not even a suicidal acrobat, let alone an Episcopal vicar, could have managed to fracture both the front and the back of his skull in a single face-down impact. Conviction secured, case closed.’

			‘Maybe not.’

			‘Is Jimmy’s journalist trying to argue that the victim . . . What was his name? Ah yes, Ampersand . . . did kill himself?’

			‘No,’ I told her. ‘He seems to be saying that someone other than the man who was convicted did the job.’

			‘How does that affect Jimmy?’

			‘Profoundly, if there’s even half a grain of truth in what he’s suggesting.’

			Her eyes showed anxiety. ‘Does he want you to scare the man off?’ she asked.

			‘If he did, he knows that’s not going to happen. I’ve promised that I’ll listen to the guy, no more than that.’

			‘What’s his name?’

			‘Austin Brass.’

			Surprise supplanted anxiety. ‘The man who runs that blog Brass Rubbings?’

			‘That’s the one. I’ve had dealings with him before, from a distance, but I’m surprised you’ve heard of him.’

			‘He has quite a following. I have a couple of students who hang on every word he writes,’ she told me. ‘They are going to fail the course unless they can demonstrate to me that they’re able to approach every situation with an open mind, which is not something Mr Brass seems able to do. How about you? Will you be able to do that when you meet him?’

			‘I hope so, but I’m not intending to walk into the meeting cold.’

			‘How do you plan to prepare for it?’

			‘By talking to someone who was around at the time. For all I know, he might be Brass’s source. If he is, I’ll find out quickly enough.’

		

	
		
			Six

			‘Bob Skinner?’ the voice in my ear repeated. ‘The Bob Skinner? As in the raw young detective constable that joined Alf Stein’s team and went racing past me on the promotion ladder, all the way to the executive corridor?’

			‘The same one, Mr Partridge,’ I confirmed. If we’d been on FaceTime, he’d have seen that I was smiling. ‘The same one whose coffee you’re very happy to drink every time you come into the Saltire office.’

			‘Fine, but I didn’t know you had my home number, hence my surprise.’

			‘I’m a fucking detective, Tommy. It wasn’t hard to find.’

			‘I suppose not; all you’d need to do was ask my daughter.’

			‘Exactly.’

			‘So.’ He paused. ‘What do you want?’

			‘A chat,’ I said, ‘about times past. One time in particular. How are you placed?’

			‘All my time’s my own since Mary died,’ he replied. ‘Neither of my daughters has seen fit to make me a grandfather, and I doubt it’ll happen now. This chat,’ he added abruptly. ‘Does it affect June? Is it business?’

			‘Not at all.’

			‘Is it about Xavi, my stepson?’

			‘No. Do you still keep in touch with him?’

			‘Of course I do; always have done. He banished his mother from his life for ever, for reasons I didn’t like but I understand, but he and I got on fine from the time we met. I did him a few favours when he was a young reporter on the Saltire.’

			‘So did I,’ I admitted, ‘but that whole time in his life is blocked off now. Pretty much everything that happened before he moved to Spain is off limits. As I said, though, what I want to discuss is nothing to do with him. He was just a kid when this thing happened. When can we meet?’

			‘Where are you?’ Tommy countered.

			‘Office.’

			‘Then I’ll come to you. June gave me a pass for the car park, so that’s easiest. Around three o’clock be okay?’

			‘Suits me,’ I confirmed.

			‘Good. When I get there, I’ll expect some of that asphalt you call coffee.’

			There was a fresh brew waiting an hour and a half later when he strode into my room after the briefest of knocks. I don’t know exactly what age Tommy is; by the time I reached the rank that would have given me access to his HR file, he had retired from the service. With many cops, that doesn’t happen on the scheduled date, but even so, I knew he had to be in his mid seventies.

			He could have passed for ten years younger: his eyes were clear, his back was ramrod straight and there was a breadth to his shoulders that gave a hint of a senior citizen with an active gym membership. There was still plenty of dark in his thick hair, but the two-day stubble on his chin was pure silver.

			He caught my glance and rubbed it, grinning. ‘Why shave every day?’ he said. ‘There’s nobody to complain about my beard being rough. June never has time to drop in on me, and her sister Nanette’s married to an architect and lives in Bath.’

			‘Yes, I knew that,’ I said. ‘You’re talking as if you’ve retired from the human race. It’s been a couple of years since your wife died; you should be getting yourself out and about.’

			He grunted as I poured him a coffee, and as he dropped into a chair. ‘This might be hard for a guy like you to understand,’ he replied quietly, ‘but I don’t want to. I loved Mary and I still do, even though she’s dead.’

			I nodded. ‘I understand that. My first wife, Alex’s mum, she’s been gone for over twenty-five years, but the part of me that loved her still does. It’s never got in the way of later relationships, though.’

			‘I think the whole world knows that, Bob.’ He laughed. ‘I remember when you were hauling your way up that ladder, and all the time you were a single dad raising a kid . . . except you werenae always single. You and that Alison Higgins,’ he glanced up at the ceiling and crossed himself, ‘God bless her; the whole bloody force knew about that. Then of course you went and married that American pathologist. And after her—’

			I held up a hand to stop his recital of my marital history. ‘Exactly,’ I exclaimed. ‘I think that’s the point I’m trying to make.’

			‘Yes, but I’m no’ you.’ He frowned, unexpectedly. ‘Mind, I wish I had grandkids about my feet . . . not that I could ever say that to June or Nanette,’ he added.

			‘There’s Xavi’s lass, Paloma, out in Girona,’ I suggested. ‘She’s growing apace. I’m sure that if you took an interest in her, the big fella would welcome it.’

			‘He’s asked me out there,’ Tommy admitted, ‘but I’ve always put him off. Given that he had no real relationship with his mother, I’m scared I’d feel awkward.’

			‘I doubt that you would,’ I suggested. ‘Xavi would be very pleased to see you, I’m sure. He has very few friends, you know. He’s always been a solitary man.’

			‘Maybe I will, then,’ he murmured, then drained his mug. ‘Now,’ he continued, ‘before that stuff gives me palpitations, are you going to tell me what piece of ancient history you want to chat about?’

			‘The Vicar in the Quarry,’ I replied. ‘The Matthew Ampersand murder. I’m told that you were involved in the investigation with Alf Stein. Do you remember it?’

			‘There’s not a hell of a lot to remember,’ he retorted. ‘Yes, I was on the team; I was a detective sergeant then. But it was a stonewall conviction. Motive, tons of forensic evidence, and no alibi that stood under cross-examination.’

			‘I’m told you sat in on the interviews with Alf.’

			‘I did. It might seem unusual now, a DS backing up a superintendent, as Alf was then, but the chief constable had lumped all sorts of pressure on us to get a result, and Alf didnae fancy the DI on his team. It was that tosser Greg Jay; his father had a connection to Hume, the chief, and he’d been promoted way before his time, still in his twenties. Alf made him co-ordinator and stuck him in the murder van, even though there was precious little to co-ordinate.’

			‘You interviewed the principal witnesses twice, is that right?’

			Tommy scratched his head. ‘Did we? It’s that long ago, man. You’re asking a lot so just hold on a minute and let me get it sorted in my mind.’ He held out his mug. ‘Some more of that stuff might help.’

			I raised my eyebrows as I poured him a refill. Not even I come back for seconds of that brew. I watched him as he sipped it, leaning back in his chair, frowning, nodding.

			‘You’re right, we did. The chief suspect was a farmer, Barley Meads; an odd name, but appropriate. He told us it had been his grandfather’s nickname, the real one being Bartholomew, and his dad gave it to him officially. A big, rough-looking bastard, he was, with a temper to match. The first time we spoke to him, he was just a box we had to tick. We had no specific evidence against him at that point; the only thing that put him on the list was a complaint he’d made against the victim a couple of years or so before, a complaint to the police, mind. He’d accused him of making advances towards his teenage daughter, but it was rejected; not least, if memory serves me right, because the daughter refused to back him up. Anyway, when we reminded him of this and asked him where he’d been on the night the victim disappeared, he blew up at us. At first he told Alf it was no business of his, but finally he said he’d been home with his wife, all evening and all night.’

			‘How did he react to the news that Ampersand had been murdered?’

			‘He shrugged and looked away from us, then he muttered something. Alf asked him what he’d said and he turned and yelled, “I said it serves the fucker right!” That was before we asked him for his whereabouts. Looking back, I suppose we started taking him seriously as a suspect from that point on.’

			‘Was the wife there when he said all this?’ I asked.

			‘No, we interviewed him separately, then the wife and daughter together. It was informal at that stage, Bob,’ Tommy explained. ‘We had no rights there; he’d let us in and if he’d thrown us out we’d have had to go. We spoke to him in the sitting room,’ he continued. ‘They’d all been in the kitchen when we arrived, him, the wife and the daughter. Wife’s name was Carmel, and her I do remember: Italian descent possibly from her name, but local accent, tall, dark-haired, a real looker, a bit like Sophia Loren. I’m buggered if I can remember what the daughter was called. Meads took us into the next room and they stayed there. They might as well have come with us, though. He shouted so loud, they were bound to have heard.’

			‘The wife backed him up, of course.’

			‘All the way,’ Tommy confirmed, ‘not that it did him any good in the end.’

			‘And the daughter?’

			He made to answer, then paused, frowning as he trawled the depths of his memory. ‘That’s right,’ he murmured, nodding, then continued. ‘She never knew Ampersand was dead, not then,’ he said. ‘It had been in the papers, but she was a student . . . damn it, I wish I could remember her name . . . and she’d had exams, so she’d missed it.’

			I found that odd. ‘The parents never mentioned it to her?’ I exclaimed.

			‘The mother said she’d hidden the Evening News from her. They were afraid that it would be a shock.’

			‘And was it?’

			‘It certainly seemed to be. I remember how she reacted. She went white as a sheet, her hands went to her mouth and there were tears in her eyes. But she backed her father up as well. She said he’d been at home all evening and no, he hadn’t gone out later on.’

			‘Did you press her on that; her or her mother?’

			‘How could we have?’ Tommy protested. ‘We had no grounds not to believe them, however strong Alf’s suspicions might have been – and they were. Apart from that unsupported accusation, a few years in the past, there was no evidence to put Meads with Ampersand . . . not at that stage.’

			He paused for a couple of seconds, glancing at me. ‘We did ask him about the complaint he made; or rather, Alf did. As you can imagine, he did all the interviewing – you know how it was with him, Bob; I was just there as the legal necessity, in case corroboration was required later on in court. When the question was put, big Barley’s face sort of darkened; all he would say was that he’d seen what he’d seen, and that Briony – that was the lassie’s name!’ he cried out in triumph. ‘That Briony had only denied it to save Ampersand from the sack – and to keep him out of jail, I suppose, for any minister caught having sex with a minor would have been put away for a long time, even in those days, when attitudes might have been a bit softer.’
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