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This is for Anne.




One

‘Thank the Lord you’re back,’ DI Tarvil Singh boomed as his colleague stepped into the Serious Crimes office in Govan. ‘At last I can get back to Edinburgh. The bloody commute’s been killing me.’

As he spoke his colleagues rose to their feet at their workstations, and spontaneous applause broke out. Detective Superintendent Harold ‘Sauce’ Haddock, the unit’s national commander, and DCI Lottie Mann, the Glasgow bureau chief, joined in, framed in the doorway of Mann’s small office. Deputy Chief Constable Mario McGuire had been standing beside them, but he stepped forward towards the newcomer, hand outstretched.

‘Detective Sergeant,’ he said, loudly enough for his voice to carry to the furthest corners of the room. ‘Welcome; you’ve been missed. Chief Constable McIlhenney would have been here, but unlike you he’s still on sick leave. It’s really good that you’re back.’

John Stirling’s face reddened; to his surprise he felt tears coming but he managed to hold them at bay, by the simple expedient of smiling at Detective Constable Maya Smith. It had been six months since he had seen some of the people in the room, but in her case, it had been only an hour. She had left their home immediately after breakfast, wanting to be in the office with the rest when he returned to work.

‘Thanks, sir,’ he replied as the greetings subsided. ‘Trust me, it’s even better to see all of you. The time’s been dragging. You all know I’d have been back sooner if the Crown Office hadn’t sequestered me as a key prosecution witness.’

‘I know,’ McGuire agreed. ‘And in not one but two trials. We got the right result in both of them, thank Christ.’

Stirling nodded. ‘Echoed.’

‘Are you sure you feel okay now, John?’ Haddock asked. ‘You know you can pick your own slot in the unit,’ he added. ‘It can be office only if that’s what you want, a co-ordinator role. Equally if you want to walk away from criminal investigation, that would be understandable. I know that HR have spoken to you about that already, and offered you a suitable transfer.’

The DS grinned. ‘In that case you’ll know what I told them. I want to be here, sir, nowhere else. Physically, I’m fine. Maya’ll vouch for that. We’ve bagged eight Munros in the last six weeks; a couple more and it’ll be the equivalent in height terms of having climbed Everest.’

His partner nodded agreement. ‘It’s true,’ she confirmed. ‘He was a bit slow when we started but he’s got stronger with every one.’

‘Maybe I’ll come with the two of you on your next one,’ the DCC said, leading Stirling and his senior colleagues away from the group and towards Mann’s office. He raised his eyebrows. ‘And then again, maybe not. John, I know you passed the physical . . . you wouldn’t be here otherwise . . . and I know you’ve had counselling, but psychologically,’ he asked quietly, ‘are you sure you’re a hundred per cent? I have to ask you this, because we have a duty to your colleagues as well. It could be that you’ll be sharing a stressful situation with one of them, and . . .’ The rest of the sentence hung unspoken in the air.

‘I’m living with one of those colleagues, sir,’ Stirling reminded him. ‘I’ve asked myself that question, and Maya’s asked me too. I’ll tell you and anyone else who needs to hear it what I told her. To me, any situation is what it is: just something to be dealt with, no more no less. I’ve never been a panic merchant. Any time I’m challenged, I ask myself “What’s the problem? What’s the solution? What do I need to do to get there.” Once I work it out I do what I have to. Nothing’s happened to change that. If anything it’s been reinforced.’

‘How d’you mean?’ Lottie Mann asked.

‘Work it out, ma’am,’ he told her. ‘When I was stabbed and I went down, the one thing I knew was that I didn’t want to be fucking stabbed again . . . pardon my French. I decided that the best way to prevent that was to play dead, and hope that my assailant bought the act. That’s what I did, and it worked. As I lay there, in my own blood on that kitchen floor, I heard a phone call being made, I heard a call for help, in disposing of my body I suppose, and then I heard a door close. I sneaked a look to check that I really was alone. When I saw that I was I crawled across to the back door. I was in shock, obviously, so it hurt less than you might expect. I was a lucky boy, for the door was unlocked. The blood flow had slowed, and I was able to pull myself to my feet using the handle. I dragged myself outside, then hauled my arse around the house and into my car. I’d left my phone there, plugged in and charging. My brain was working better by that time, and I knew I had to act fast, rather than go through the emergency services rigmarole with all the time that takes, I called your mobile, and told you where I was and what had happened. There was still no sign that my escape had been discovered, but I decided it wouldn’t be wise to wait for the cavalry, so I packed my wound with a towel from my sports bag and drove to A and E at the Queen Elizabeth Infirmary . . . which fortunately wasn’t too far away. When I got there, I was actually pleased with myself, would you believe?’

‘I’m not surprised,’ Mann agreed. ‘You’d just solved a murder that had us tied in knots.’

He shook his head. ‘No, not because of that.’ He grinned, shyly. ‘That’s an exaggeration anyway, boss; I just found a connection, and completely by accident, I didn’t go looking for it. No, I was chuffed with the way I had handled myself.’

‘Were you not scared, John?’ McGuire asked. ‘I got shot once, when I was a DC, and I don’t mind admitting that I was terrified.’

‘Honestly, I wasn’t; it never occurred to me to be frightened. Thing is, when I was at university I joined the Territorial Army; I was a weekend warrior, mainly because it kept me out the pub. As part of it we were given some training in battlefield first aid, including how to handle significant wounds. I think I knew from that where mine was, and that it was survivable, for a while at least.’ He frowned, remembering. ‘Yes, I was lucky, no question. I knew it then, and the surgeon who operated on me confirmed it. The weapon went under my ribcage and straight into my gall bladder: you couldn’t do that if you tried, the way it’s tucked under your liver. I don’t have the thing any more . . . the doc actually showed me what was left of it . . . but so what? It’s one of those bits you don’t really need. If it had hit my liver, the surgeon said, or nicked an artery, yes, the show would have been over. But it didn’t, so . . . there’s no point dwelling on it. So . . .’ he said, looking at Mann, ‘what’s in my in-tray, ma’am?’

She shrugged her broad shoulders. ‘Nothing,’ she replied. ‘DI Singh wrapped up an armed robbery last week. He even got a confession, so unless it’s withdrawn he won’t have to come back to the High Court for a trial.’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ Sauce Haddock interjected. ‘You have to be office duties only for the next six months.’

‘Aw, come on, sir,’ Stirling moaned. ‘I’m fit for active duty, honestly. I should be fully operational.’

‘Sorry, John,’ his superintendent said. ‘That’s how it’s got to be.’

The young detective sergeant knew better than to go over his boss’s head, but could not resist a single raised eyebrow, aimed at the acting chief constable.

McGuire smiled, and nodded towards Haddock. ‘What he said,’ he chuckled. ‘Sergeant, I know you’re frustrated, and I know your instinct is to prove us all wrong. But it’s not Detective Superintendent Haddock who’s put this condition on your return to work, and it’s not me either. The decision was taken by our Human Resources department and, trust me, there would be no point in Sauce, or me, or even Chief Constable McIlhenney, if he was here, getting into a pissing contest with that lot. We’d only wind up with wet feet, and you’d still be chained to your desk for six months.’

‘Thanks for leaving me out of that analogy,’ Lottie Mann drawled.

Stirling sighed. ‘Could I go to the Police Federation?’ he asked.

‘You could, but you’d wind up wringing out your socks as well.’ He paused, his eyes narrowing. ‘However . . . and I apologise for not thinking of this before . . . there’s a two-week command course beginning this morning at the police college in Jackton. It’ll be the shortest of notice for them, but I could wedge you in there as a late entrant, if you were up for it. That might help you deal with your frustration, and it might even do you good in the longer term. It won’t fast track you through the system, but if you do well it could speed the promotion process. Would you be up for that? If so I can tell them to delay the start by an hour.’

‘Jackton,’ the DS murmured. ‘Just outside East Kilbride. Sir, I can be there in thirty minutes.’




Two

Sir Robert Skinner gazed at the face on his tablet screen.

‘Are you sure he’s ready?’ he asked.

‘If I wasn’t he wouldn’t be going,’ the editor of the Saltire newspaper assured her group executive chairman. ‘I know Ignacio’s inexperienced, but his work’s really been outstanding in the four months that he’s been with us. Plus,’ June Crampsey added, ‘the newsroom’s stretched; I’ve got two staff on holiday and this morning another two reporters called in sick with bloody norovirus. That’s five this week, after the three on the sports desk. It’s ripping through the office, Bob. I’m probably doing him a favour by sending him.’

‘He doesn’t speak Swedish,’ Skinner pointed out.

‘Who does, apart from the Swedes? That’s why most of them speak English.’

‘Couldn’t you use an agency reporter?’

‘Yes, I could,’ Crampsey conceded, ‘but whoever they gave me wouldn’t have background knowledge of the Scottish infrastructure. This is Richard Ralston, our First Minister, visiting Malmo to inaugurate a new ferry route between Malmo and Edinburgh, one that he’s driven through pretty much by himself. It’s a big story, a good news story; we need to cover it appropriately. I trust Ignacio to do that.’

‘And it’s your call,’ he conceded.

‘Exactly. I’m only telling you because he’s your son.’ She allowed him one of her infrequent smiles. ‘That, and because you’re the big boss,’ she added. ‘You should be proud of him, Bob,’ she insisted. ‘He’s a natural. Look, if Xavi Aislado was still sitting in your chair, he’d agree with me; and you know what a great journalist he was.’

‘How are you going to bill him?’ Skinner asked. ‘He’s never had a byline before.’

The editor frowned. ‘What do you mean?’

‘What are you going to call him in the paper, and the online edition? The name on his passport and on his Spanish birth certificate is Ignacio Watson Skinner.’

‘And on his employment contract,’ she added. ‘Yes, I get it; in the office he’s just Ignacio. Nobody but me and HR know that you’re his dad.’

‘I’d like to keep it that way, and I’m pretty sure he would too. That means his byline should be just Ignacio Watson. You okay with that?’

She nodded. ‘One hundred per cent.’

‘When does he leave? How does he get there?’

‘Sparrowfart tomorrow. It’s a flight to Copenhagen, then the train to Malmo, across the bridge, the one in the TV series. Oh, and he wants to take his girlfriend. I’ve said okay . . . but he pays her fare.’

‘Absolutely. As it happens, I’m with Pilar’s father as we speak. I’ll let him know. Cheers, June. I’ll look out for the coverage.’

Skinner ended the WhatsApp call, returned the iPad to his document case, and turned back to his companion, who had been listening. ‘What do you think of that, Raul?’ he asked. ‘My boy’s new career seems to be blossoming. When he told me he wanted to go into journalism, my first assumption was that he meant via social media, but he said no, that he fancied the traditional route. He never asked me to find him a place with InterMedia, but . . . My first thought was to find him a slot with the Girona paper, since he’s a dual national and Spanish is his first language. But the fact that he’s not literate in Catalan could have been a problem, so instead I asked June if she’d consider him for the Saltire. She interviewed him and was so impressed that she gave him a twelve-month trainee contract on the spot. I’m happy for him,’ he said, ‘but as you might imagine I’m sensitive to accusations of nepotism. That’s probably a carry-over from my previous career in the police. In my early days, I saw a few people get special treatment because of who their dad was.’

Raul Sanchez nodded. ‘Of course,’ he murmured. ‘You know, Bob, in my mind’s eye I can still see you in a police uniform.’

He laughed. ‘In real life not many people did. I hated it, so I hardly ever wore it. Being CID that was okay, but even when I was at command rank, assistant chief and up, it mostly stayed in the wardrobe. By then I was . . . in theory . . . well away from criminal investigation, but that never worked in practice. I could never keep my hands off.’ He leaned back in his chair, smiling. ‘On reflection I was a bloody awful chief constable. I delegated all the stuff that bored me and second-guessed everyone else. I must have been a right pain in the arse. Mind you, I couldn’t have done that within the new Scottish national set-up,’ he paused, for a second. ‘I should stop calling it “new”,’ he added. ‘It’s been around for a few years now, for better or worse, although I for one can’t see where it’s better. How can you convince people in Shetland that they have accountable community policing when the high command is hundreds of miles away in offices in the central belt? The politicians could never answer that question but they went ahead anyway, and that’s why I walked away.’

‘Would you have become the national chief if you hadn’t left?’ Sanchez asked.

His friend nodded. ‘No false modesty, but I reckon I would. Okay, they could have parachuted someone in from England, but I doubt that. If I had toed the political line, they’d have owed me. Whatever, I’ve never regretted my choice. But I am pleased that I left a number of alternative appointees behind me, people who’d worked under me. The first one, Andy Martin, he didn’t work out too well, probably for the same reasons that I wouldn’t have, but his successors, Maggie Steele, and now Neil McIlhenney, they’ve been successful. I trained them both, them and the current deputy. It’s ironic that he, Mario McGuire, didn’t go for the top job when Maggie left. He said he didn’t want it, but he’s doing it now anyway, since Neil’s been away with long covid.’

‘For all that you say now,’ Sanchez observed, ‘it must have been a wrench to leave. I can tell, the way you talk about your old job.’

‘Sure it was,’ Skinner agreed. ‘It was an even bigger wrench when I left Edinburgh to take over the Glasgow job, to close it down, so to speak. Afterwards, I don’t mind admitting that I was lost for a couple of years, until my buddy Xavi threw me a lifeline by making me chair of InterMedia’s Scottish subsidiary.’

‘And then made you his successor when he backed off from running the company,’ his guest added, ‘a role in which you are excelling.’

‘Nah,’ the big Scot murmured, with a deprecatory smile. ‘I’m executive chair, that’s all. Hector Sureda’s the CEO; he and his team, they run the business. They’re journalists, I’m just a broken-down old cop.’

Sanchez raised an eyebrow. ‘That’s not what the analysts say. I’m a commercial banker, Bob. I study these things. InterMedia is still a privately owned company, but . . .’

‘And always will be,’ Skinner interjected. ‘Paloma Aislado Craig will inherit everything. Xavi’s plan is that she’ll be running the business by the time she’s thirty. Part of my role is to prepare her for it.’

‘That may be so, and InterMedia may be cash rich, but it still requires substantial borrowing facilities. Your successful American expansion, for example. That was supported by your bankers in Spain and in the US, but only because they have confidence in your leadership. Xavi Aislado is not an idiot. When he asked you to take over from him, it was based on ability, not friendship. And you know it too, my friend. I say this kindly, but your modesty is a cloak you wear, to hide your absolute self-confidence.’

‘Hah! Is that so? Try telling my wife that.’

‘I will, when finally I get to meet her,’ Sanchez promised.

Skinner frowned. ‘I’d hoped she might join us today,’ he said. He glanced around the place in which they sat. ‘She would have too; Siete Portes is her favourite restaurant in Barcelona, but unfortunately she has a lecture at the university, and her students come first. That and,’ he added, cautiously, ‘given that we will inevitably get round to discussing my oldest son’s mother . . .’

‘They don’t get on, Sarah and Mia?’

‘They tolerate each other, on the rare occasions that they meet, but they’re not a good mix. Sarah’s fine with Ignacio, she treats him like one of her own, but Mia McCullough has too much baggage for her taste.’

‘Do you mean baggage with you?’ The question was put delicately.

‘No, not that kind. She and I didn’t even have a small suitcase. Raul, the truth is that Ignacio was the product of a one-night stand, when Mia and I were both single. Very soon after that she had what I will euphemistically call family issues. On my advice, she left town in a hurry: if I’d known she was pregnant, that advice would probably have been different. I don’t think she knew herself at that stage, but when she found out she didn’t choose to share the news with me.’

‘If she had, what would you have done?’

‘No question,’ he replied instantly. ‘I’d have acknowledged my son, and been part of his upbringing. He’d have been protected.’

‘From whom?’

‘Ultimately, from his mother. But I couldn’t do that, because she kept him secret from me, even though she put my name on his birth certificate, and in the Libro de Familia, the thing they give you in Spain. By the time I found out about him he was already in trouble. I was able to mitigate the damage but I couldn’t make it all go away.’ He looked his companion in the eye. ‘You don’t really know anything about Mia, do you?’

‘No,’ Sanchez admitted. ‘When I said a few months ago that I wanted to talk to you about her, what I really meant was that I wanted to ask you about her. Inge and I have invited her to Madrid repeatedly, but she has always put us off. She has invited us to her hotel in Scotland, but she seems reluctant to visit Spain. And yet her son is Spanish.’

‘And British. He has two passports.’

‘I thought you couldn’t do that, have dual nationality, Spain and UK.’

‘You couldn’t until fairly recently. The way it works now, Ignacio made a legal declaration in Spain that he intends to retain Spanish nationality, and then he applied for a UK passport. Before that, he had settled status. But Mia had nothing to do with that. It was my doing, when he came to work for us.’

‘I was going to ask you about that,’ the Spaniard said. ‘I had thought that his future was in radio.’

Skinner grinned. ‘So did his mother. Before Mia left, she was a disc jockey on an Edinburgh local station. She was known as Mia Sparkles, and she had a big teenage following, my oldest daughter Alexis among them. When she came back to Scotland, she went back to work as a radio presenter, on a station in Dundee, owned by a man named Cameron McCullough, and wound up marrying him. When he died she inherited it, along with a life interest in that hotel, Black Shield Lodge, and enough investments to keep her in comfort, although the bulk of his wealth went to his granddaughter. Pilar probably told you that Ignacio worked on the station helping out as a runner during his university vacations. Cameron was still alive, but Mia was running the place even then. She gave him a weekend slot on air, and of course with her genes in him he turned out to be a natural. As you probably know also, when he finished uni and went in there full-time, his role expanded. Mia gave him the breakfast show, and a role in station management. She assumed that in time she’d be able to back out completely: I know that because she told me. I had my doubts,’ he added, ‘but I said nothing. She gave him a free rein in programming . . . basically he was his own producer . . . and he used it to introduce a current affairs element, with political guests as well as the odd showbiz drop-in. I listened to it most mornings on its app, so it didn’t matter where I was. I thought it was bloody good but . . .’ he smiled again and sighed. ‘How much did Pilar tell you?’ he asked.

‘She said he was trying a new format,’ Sanchez replied, ‘one that involved more than just playing music. She said he wanted local radio to be part of the community, not just background music on construction sites or something that people have on when they are in the shower.’

‘Yes, that’s a fair description of what he was after. The problem was . . .’ Skinner hesitated. ‘I’m not certain, but I reckon that Dundee was the wrong place. He couldn’t get enough worthwhile guests in the studio, and when he approached potential online contributors they, or their advisers, looked at the location and more often than not decided they were too busy. The audience figures dropped off, and so did the advertising. Mia couldn’t let that go on. She took over the early slot herself, and relaunched it under her own brand, if that’s what you call it. She moved Ignacio to drivetime, late afternoon, early evening, but insisted that he had to go back to basics. They had a big row, and last summer he quit.’

‘I see,’ Sanchez said. ‘Pilar didn’t explain all that background. And that’s when he came to the Saltire?’

‘Not directly. As I said, he never asked me for a job; he simply told me what his ambition was. Okay, he probably had his fingers crossed that I would help. But if I hadn’t, he’d either have gone to one of our competitors or done his own thing on YouTube, as some people do these days, and looked to build a subscriber base big enough to attract advertisers. In the event, I did what any dad in my position would do, as far as I deemed proper. I asked June if she would meet him. She did, and you see how it’s working out. Already he’s been turned loose on an international story. Okay, in practice it’ll be a bit of a milk run, but it’ll get his name on the front page, and if the First Minister plays ball there’ll be a video interview as well on Saltire Online, which,’ Skinner added, ‘has subscribers all over the fecking world, mate.’

‘What does his mother think of his new career?’

‘I don’t really know. Mia and I aren’t in regular contact, and Ignacio’s said nothing about her in a while.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘Look, Raul, this has been excellent. It’s always good to catch up, but I have to be in Girona in less than ninety minutes.’ He looked at their waiter, who was standing by the doorway, surveying the terrace tables, and made eye contact.

Sanchez took hold of his friend’s wrist as it moved towards an inside pocket. ‘I will get this,’ he said, firmly. ‘It’s my turn; we agreed.’

‘In that case,’ Skinner conceded, ‘thank you. Next time, it’s on me, hopefully in Madrid and with our wives there.’

He was reaching for his document case when his ringtone sounded. He took his phone from his pocket and peered at the screen, frowning as he read the caller ID. ‘Mia?’ he murmured. He pressed Accept.

‘I’ve just had a call from Ignacio,’ the mother of his oldest son exclaimed. The excitement in her voice took him by surprise. ‘Sometimes,’ she continued, ‘I think I’ve loved you all along, and not just for about twenty minutes back then. Our boy’s going to make page one? Really?’

In spite of himself, he smiled. ‘That was always going to happen,’ he told her. ‘It’s come quicker than I’d expected, that’s all. So you’re pleased after all?’

‘Of course I am. I’ve always wanted him to fly, in whatever direction he chooses.’

‘That’s good,’ Skinner said. ‘And by the way,’ he added. ‘As far as I recall it was at least two hours.’




Three

‘What is Malmo?’ Pilar Sanchez Hoverstad asked her partner. Although Spanish was the first language of both, they had a pact that they would only use it when they were actually in Spain.

‘What is it?’ Ignacio Watson Skinner repeated. ‘It’s a city, the third biggest in Sweden. Population? Three hundred and fifty thousand, give or take, but if you look at the Greater Malmo area it’s touching three quarters of a million. It has a big immigrant population because of Sweden’s open door policy. Economically, it’s thriving, partly because of the Öresund Bridge that connects it with Denmark. We’ll cross it from Copenhagen Airport. Hence the new ferry route that the FM’s going there to inaugurate. It won’t just link Scotland with Sweden but with all of Scandinavia and with Germany when the new immersible tunnel’s finished.’

‘How long is the bridge?’

‘Around eight kilometres. From Sweden it lands on an island on the Danish side then goes into a tunnel that takes you on to Copenhagen.’

‘It must be huge. Will we be driving over it?’

‘No, we’ll take the train from the airport. We’re booked into a hotel called the Scandic Triangeln. There’s a station next to it, where we can get off. I checked it out on Google Earth. It’s very close.’

‘Will the First Minister be on the same flight as us? Or will he be on a private plane?’

‘Why should you think that? Ralston’s Holyrood, not Westminster. And even the British Prime Minister would have trouble justifying his own aircraft for such a short flight.’

‘Your father has a private aircraft,’ Pilar pointed out.

Ignacio laughed. ‘No, he doesn’t. InterMedia does. Actually, it has two,’ he said, ‘because it’s now a transatlantic business. As executive chairman my dad gets to use them, but so do others. When the company negotiated approval for the US Hispanic news channel, the CEO headed the team that did it. They all went over in the Gulfstream.’

‘I thought it was a Cessna.’

‘The first one is; the Gulfstream has transatlantic range.’

She winked at him. ‘Couldn’t InterMedia offer one of them to the First Minister and his people for this trip, with us on board too?’

‘That’s not such a bad idea,’ he admitted. ‘It would really piss off our opposition, only you’re too late. All our travel arrangements have been made. But as it happens, Ralston will be flying privately, his press office told me. The ferry company that’s going to be operating the new route has an executive aircraft subsidiary. It’s flying him to Sweden the day after tomorrow. The idea is that he’ll do a couple of visits to local places of interest, which I’ll be there to cover, then next day, mid-afternoon, he’ll inaugurate the new service, and sail back to Edinburgh on the first crossing.’

‘And we’re sailing back with him?’ she asked.

‘That’s the plan. The boss has asked the press office if I can have an interview with him on the way. It hasn’t been confirmed yet, but it will be, I’m sure. With the election in sight, Ralston needs to keep us onside.’

Pilar frowned. ‘Are you? The newspaper? On his side, I mean?’

‘Officially,’ he told her, ‘the Saltire doesn’t endorse any party. Privately, Sue Bland, our political editor, hates the First Minister, but that can’t be allowed to colour our coverage. That’s why I’m going to Sweden, and not her.’

‘Why is she so antagonistic?’

Ignacio beamed. ‘Because they used to be married to each other, that’s why. She was his first wife, when they were both in their twenties, but it didn’t end well.’




Four

‘Richard Ralston smiles at the mere sight of a camera,’ Susan Bland declared.

‘He’s a politician, Sue,’ her editor pointed out. ‘They all do that.’

‘But his facile grin is as fake as the rest of him,’ she snapped. ‘June, you really should let me go on this trip. I know how to wipe it off his face. This ferry link, it’s a massive punt, with millions of taxpayers’ money at risk and likely to go down the drain.’

‘How do you know that?’ Crampsey challenged.

‘There’s never been a proper risk-assessment done. It’s a total gamble. We’re putting up seventy-five per cent of the start-up cost, not including the creation of a new terminal . . .’

‘The City Council’s doing that,’ she pointed out. ‘It links directly to the tram line, taking new arrivals right into the heart of the city and helping to regenerate the local area.’ She frowned, slightly. ‘That’s the theory,’ she added.

‘The tram line from the airport does exactly the same thing. And I know for a fact that at least one of the Scandinavian airlines is going to cut its timetable if the ferry’s still going in a year.’

‘But the project isn’t all about tourism,’ the editor insisted. ‘It’s more than just a car ferry; it takes lorries too. It’s a trade link, opening up the whole Scandinavian market directly to Scottish goods, and beyond, through Denmark into Holland, Germany, Poland and so on. It’ll make Scotland a European player, that’s what Ralston says.’

‘What he really means is that it’ll make him a European figure. It’s all linked to the independence movement, June. When he’s in Sweden, he’s going to meet the Swedish Trade Minister, Lena Rapace. She’s doing the ferry inauguration, and there’s a chance that her Danish counterpart will be there too. “A courtesy visit”, the programme says, but it’ll be more than that. I’ll bet you there’ll be one item on the agenda that won’t be declared in advance. Richard will propose that the Malmo and Edinburgh terminals will each be given freeport status, meaning that goods can be received and shipped free of customs duty.’

Crampsey stared at her. ‘Why should you think that?’

‘Because he told me, as good as, sixteen years ago. When the EU referendum was no more than a Tory pipe-dream, when he and I were married and he was still a brand new Lib Dem MSP, we were talking one night about the consequences for Scotland of leaving Europe, and potential ways around it. That’s the idea he came out with then. When I told him he was daft, that there was no way his party would ever go for that, he laughed and said, “In that case I’d better find another party.” At the time I didn’t think he was serious. When he jumped ship . . . and how appropriate that phrase is now . . . and joined the nationalists, well, I’d forgotten about it by then. It only came back to me when he went big on the ferry link and got the Parliament to back him. A couple of days ago, I asked Joanie Cooper . . . his communications director . . .’

‘I know who she is.’

‘Of course, sorry. I asked her, on the record, about the agenda for the Sweden trip. She was unusually foxy about it. She said it was confidential. That’s not like Joanie, not at all.’

‘But Sue,’ Crampsey argued, ‘Customs Duty isn’t a delegated function. That’s Westminster’s. The UK Government would have to approve a freeport, wouldn’t they?’

‘Yes, but do you really think that with a Holyrood election coming up, and a national one maybe a couple of years after that, with all those Scottish seats at risk, a Labour Prime Minister could possibly refuse?’

The editor winced. ‘Point taken,’ she conceded. ‘But . . . why am I only hearing about this now? Why haven’t you run the story already?’

‘Because it’s better that we run it as fact, not speculation. Any sort of interest from the Swedes, Richard will take back to Holyrood and announce it there on his big stage. The boy you’re sending in my place . . . yes, I accept that I can’t go . . . you must make sure that when he gets face to face with Richard he puts that question. It’ll piss him off, and I doubt that he’ll give a straight answer, but anything short of a flat denial gives us a story. You’ll brief Ignacio, yes?’

‘I will,’ she promised, ‘don’t you worry about that. Ralston’s going to hate us for it, you realise?’

‘Yes and I will glory in it. You’re sure this kid’s up to the job?’

‘Too right I am,’ Crampsey declared. ‘That apple’s fallen very close to the tree.’




Five

‘Privately, I’m less worried by climate change than I should be. Publicly, as executive chair of a media organisation with a global reach, I have to acknowledge that it’s a hell of a story.’

Paloma Aislado Craig stared at her godfather across the desk in his Girona office. ‘Seriously, Uncle Bob?’ she gasped. ‘You’re a denier?’

‘No, love, I’m not,’ Skinner reassured her. ‘I’ve got faith in human ingenuity, that’s all. Global warming’s a challenge for sure, but most nations are tackling it already.’

‘Apart from the Americans and the Chinese,’ she pointed out.

‘For now, but ultimately both of those follow the money. They won’t be able to dodge compliance for ever.’

‘You should talk to my professors at LSE. They’re not nearly as upbeat as you are.’

He laughed, ironically. ‘That’s because they’re academics, always arguing with each other. Those people are like lawyers; by definition half of them are wrong. If the world had fewer professors the world would be a calmer place, and none the worse for it.’

‘Uncle Bob, you’re the least woke person I know,’ Paloma declared.

He gave her a brief nod of acknowledgement. ‘Thank you, my dear. If that means not saluting when a teenager with a flair for self-publicity makes a noise, I plead guilty. Humanity might be tackling the climate problem quietly, but generally it is tackling it. Your dad’s a prime example. He’s ready to focus on the outside world again but he doesn’t want to come back here.’

‘Because he says you’re running the business better than he ever did,’ Paloma interjected.

‘I don’t think I am, but it’s his call. Instead he’s moving into clean energy, buying cheap land in central Spain and building solar farms.’

Paloma nodded. ‘And Africa,’ she added. ‘He’s talking to the Kenyan government about doing the same there.’

‘That I did not know,’ Skinner murmured. ‘But I’m pleased about it.’

‘Mum would be too. She’d have been mad at him going into seclusion, the way he did.’

He frowned. ‘Nah, she wouldn’t,’ he said. ‘Your mum was a very understanding woman. Bereavement’s an awful thing, Paloma. People react in all sorts of ways. For some it’s depression, for others it’s drink or drugs. In my case . . .’

‘You’ve been widowed?’ She gazed at him.

‘Yeah. Has your dad never told you? I was in my mid-twenties. Myra, Alex’s mother, was killed in a car accident . . . actually it wasn’t an accident, but that’s a long story. I was left with a four-year-old daughter and a very demanding job. My bosses gave me as much time off as they could, but I had to go back eventually: crime never sleeps, and all that. I had help looking after Alex, from her aunt, among others, so I was able to carry on.’ His eyebrows came together. ‘That was bad news for the criminal classes, I can tell you. Life made me fearsome back then. If someone had a go at me, I really enjoyed it; I sent a few so-called hard men to A&E. Fortunately my clear-up rate was a hundred per cent, and my boss, Alf, was even more unwoke than you think I am, so nobody cared. At home, though, I was a pussycat. I didn’t realise it at the time, nor does she, even now, but my daughter actually looked after me, as much as I took care of her.’ He grinned, suddenly. ‘She still does in fact. You and your dad don’t know it either, but you’ve done the same for him.’

‘That’s nice to hear,’ she murmured.

‘But back to business,’ he continued. ‘How have you found the experience of shadowing Dolça Nuñez?’

‘Enlightening, to say the least. She’s a free spirit, she’s a very gifted reporter, and she loves her job. Plus, she’s still so young.’

Skinner smiled. ‘I thought the two of you would get on. Dolça handled a project for us last year, and did it so well that Hector Sureda’s given her a special status in the organisation. “Global correspondent”, we call her. It means that she has the freedom to pop up on any of the group’s news outlets, in Spain, Italy, the US, even in Scotland.’

‘You and Dad both love the Saltire, don’t you?’ Paloma observed.

‘You bet we do,’ he replied wistfully. ‘It’s where his career in journalism began, after his wrecked knee finished him as a footballer. And,’ he continued, with emphasis, ‘it’s where InterMedia took its first step towards being a multi-national business, when Xavi persuaded your uncle Joe to buy it and rescue it from bankruptcy. As for me, it’s the place where my new career began, when your dad made me a director.’

‘Can I go there for a while? To Edinburgh?’

He looked at her, surprised by the question. ‘Paloma,’ he chuckled. ‘You can go anywhere you like. You will own the business one day. My most important task here is to train you to succeed me; you know that.’

‘Yes, but . . . I don’t want to succeed you,’ she countered. ‘Even when I’m through university and have a few years’ experience, my aim is to take over from Hector, when he retires as CEO. When that happens I’ll still need you as chairman, and as my adviser.’

‘Maybe I’ll want to retire too,’ Skinner suggested.

‘And do what? The school run with your kids? Already I know you better than that.’

Skinner drew a breath. ‘Paloma, we’ll deal with that as it happens. For now, why do you want to go to the Saltire?’

‘I want to follow in my father’s footsteps: as you say, it’s where his career in journalism began.’ She grinned. ‘Part of me wants to follow his story from the beginning but I don’t see myself as Hearts’ goalkeeper.’

He laughed. ‘Why not? Women play professionally these days.’

‘I know, but I’m rubbish. I did train with a team in London for a while, long enough to find out that I have my mother’s football genes.’

‘But you do want to be a journalist?’

‘I want to find out about it,’ she replied, ‘as part of the overall learning process. That’s what your son Ignacio is doing, isn’t it?’

‘Not quite. Nacho sees it as a career path. He’s done radio already; now he’s taking what he learned there into newspapers. We own radio stations, we have our cable TV outlet in the US. You could embed in any one of those, all of them.’

‘In time, but I want to begin with the Saltire.’

‘Okay. When?’

‘As soon as possible,’ she told him. ‘I’m finished at university. I have my degree; all that’s left is graduation. In a couple of years I’ll go back and do a Masters, but my learning the business, that began by sitting in with Dolça. On to the next . . . please.’

‘Done. I’ll tell June. You can have my office.’

‘Can’t I be in the newsroom?’

‘You can spend time everywhere; you’re there as a management trainee, but under your own name and treated appropriately. You’re Paloma Aislado and the whole building will know that from Day One.’

‘What about accommodation?’ she asked. ‘Where will I live? My dad still owns his place there but it’s rented.’

‘I’ll ask Alex to take care of that; there’s plenty of options. She and her partner Dominic each have their own places in Edinburgh, but mostly she’s with him. That said, since Sarah and I moved the family to Spain they’ve been spending a lot of their time at our place in Gullane. Ignacio and Pilar have an apartment there too. Don’t worry, Alex will fit you in somewhere.’ He frowned. ‘Unless you’d . . .’

‘Unless I have a partner hidden away in London that Dad and you don’t know about and would prefer to fix my own digs?’

‘Well . . . yes.’

‘No, I don’t. I swing both ways, Uncle Bob; but there’s nobody special.’

With an effort Skinner masked his surprise at her frankness. ‘When do you want to start?’

‘How about the day after tomorrow? If that’s not too soon for Alex.’

‘It shouldn’t be, but if necessary we’ll put you in a hotel for a couple of nights. I’ll have the jet available at Girona Airport.’

‘Uncle Bob . . .’

‘Like I said,’ he retorted, overriding her protest. ‘You’re Paloma Aislado, and everyone’s going to know it from Day One.’




Six

Richard Ralston looked out from his window on the fifth floor of St Andrews House, where the First Minister’s office was located. In times past, pre-devolution, it had been occupied by successive Secretaries of State for Scotland, and before that by Calton Jail, Edinburgh’s prison. The structures had been built into a hillside; thus there were more than five levels beneath his feet, and the deepest of them was said to be a holdover from the original. He had been told that in the bowels of the building there was a storeroom that had once been an execution chamber. He had never checked the truth of that story, but there had been times on the floor of the Holyrood Parliament when he had wished that if so, it was still in use.

‘Do I have to talk to the Saltire lad, Peter?’ he asked his adviser.

‘Press Office says yes,’ Peter Dunbar replied.

‘Sod the Press Office,’ Ralston murmured. ‘What do you think?’

‘I think it would be politic; the editor’s being nice to us. She’s giving the trip staff coverage, which means page one status, and probably lead story unless some foreign crisis blows up. The paper’s editorial line on the ferry service has been positive too, unlike several others, so we need to keep it onside.’

‘We’ll never do that completely as long as my bloody ex is the political editor. Her dislike of me is only exceeded by my passionate hatred of her.’

‘June Crampsey’s aware of that too; that’s why she’s sending someone else.’

‘What’s his name again?’

‘Ignacio Watson.’

The First Minister turned away from the window, with its view across Waverley Station to the Old Town beyond. ‘That name’s familiar,’ he murmured. ‘Got it; I did a drop-in to a radio show in Dundee to present some award it had won, and he was there. His mother owns the station, doesn’t she?’

Richard, Dunbar thought, don’t kid a kidder: the name’s familiar because you’re shagging his mother; on the quiet, you think, but I know, and so do most of your staff. The only person who doesn’t might be the current Mrs Ralston, although things being the way they are I doubt that she’d object.

‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘But the son’s moved on. Talk about networking,’ he exclaimed. ‘You know who his father is, don’t you?’

Ralston shook his head.

He really doesn’t, Dunbar thought. Mia can’t have told him.

‘Sir Robert Skinner, no less. Ex-chief constable, now the top guy in the group that owns the Saltire.’

‘Skinner?’ the politician exclaimed. ‘The same Skinner that used to be married to one of my predecessors, Aileen de Marco? Before she found a Westminster seat and became Home Secretary?’

‘There’s only one Bob Skinner.’

‘I didn’t know he and Mrs McCullough had a connection,’ he murmured.

‘There’s no reason why you should,’ his adviser assured him. Other than via pillow talk.

‘Can we make use of that? Politically? Like put the screws on him for the Saltire’s support in the next election?’

Dunbar marvelled yet again at his boss’s political innocence. Perhaps it helped make him such a man of the people. ‘Richard,’ he said, ‘let me tell you something. Bob Skinner has no enemies, and you know why? There are none left. Nobody crosses him and walks away undamaged. Let’s rephrase your question. Can we make use of Skinner’s position as exec chair of the fastest growing media group in Europe? Maybe we can. He and the newspaper are publicly apolitical, but he’s on the record about voting against Brexit. Your unstated policy is to build as many trading alliances between Scotland and individual EU members as you possibly can. If we can get Skinner to swing the InterMedia titles behind that . . . not just the Saltire, all of them . . . it would be a huge help. Let’s take advantage of the fact that his son’s covering the ferry inauguration and give him special treatment.’

‘Okay,’ Ralston agreed. ‘Let’s feed the cub first, then move on to the lion.’




Seven

‘How long will she be in Edinburgh?’ Alexis Skinner asked her father.

‘We haven’t discussed that yet,’ he told her, gazing at the screen, ‘but my thinking is six months. Then a year in the Italian operation, and another in the US.’

‘How long will you be doing this job, Pops?’

‘For as long as Xavi and Paloma want me, or until Sarah decides that she wants to retire.’

‘That’s got to be at least fifteen years away. And you’ll be into your seventies by then.’

‘True,’ he conceded, ‘but I’ll have outlived my usefulness here way before then.’

‘And moved back to Scotland?’

‘Maybe I’ll never do that. I like living in Spain and so do the family.’

‘Don’t you miss the place at all?’

‘The weather, no. The dark days of winter, no. Sometimes, though, I miss Gullane; I miss being able to walk down to the golf club and knocking a ball around there. But I’m a member of the swanky resort just outside Girona; it’s only a short drive away, and an acceptable alternative. And I miss taking Sarah to the theatre, but there’s a lot of cultural stuff here, and in Barcelona. Oh yes, and I miss you, but we have this thing to talk on.’

‘Do you miss Edinburgh itself?’

‘Not a tiny piece of it,’ he replied. ‘I hate what the clowns on the City Council have done to the city over the last couple of decades. Not that I’d say that to the Saltire readership, mind,’ he added.

‘Do you think this new ferry link with Sweden’s going to help?’

‘It’ll probably help the Swedes more than us,’ Skinner suggested. ‘The Scottish Government spin doctor’s pressing June Crampsey to run an editorial backing it, but she’s not buying into it, not yet. You know that ferries are an emotive issue in Scotland; June doesn’t want to be seen flag-waving for a link to Europe while people are being stuck on islands at home on a regular basis because of our elderly fleet’s high breakdown rate. Yes, she’s sending Nacho to cover the inauguration, but that’s as far as she’s prepared to go. My private view is that the guy Ralston has an agenda that he hasn’t revealed yet. That’s what Westminster thinks too, by the way; I was told that by the Home Secretary herself, no less.’

‘You’re still in touch with Aileen de Marco?’ his daughter exclaimed.

‘It was the other way around. She got in touch with me to ask if I had any idea what Ralston was up to. Look, Alex, I don’t have a beef with Aileen. Sarah and I had some rocky patches first time around, my fault more than hers, and she was there during one of them. These things happen. She wasn’t a marriage-breaker.’

‘Pops, that’s exactly what she did!’

‘It took two, love. Look, I know you didn’t like Aileen, but if I’d paid more attention to her and less to playing the big chief, our marriage might have worked, or lasted longer. On the other hand, I am very happy now, and if Aileen and I had lasted, your youngest sister would never have been born.’

‘Pops, you and Aileen were never going to work,’ she said. ‘I could’ve told you that at the time. Two personalities like yours can’t share the same space. It’s not just me saying that: Dominic thinks the same. Okay, you’re right,’ she conceded, ‘I never liked the woman. I never liked Mia bloody Sparkles either, if you really want to know. She was great on the radio and I was a fan, but when you brought her home, I realised pretty quickly that wasn’t the real her. I still don’t care for her, but I’m polite when we meet, with her being Ignacio’s mum.’ She paused. ‘What would my mum have made of it all, do you think? You had a colourful life for twenty-odd years after she died.’

‘Myra had a colourful life before she died,’ he shot back, ‘as you well know. She’d probably have been astonished by what’s happened in mine. She thought I was boring; and she was right. But,’ he sighed with a wistful smile, ‘all that’s history.’

‘I wonder what she’d have made of me and Dominic?’

‘She’d have liked him, no question. How is the big guy, by the way? He and I haven’t spoken in a while.’

‘He’s very busy,’ Alex replied. ‘His practice is going very well. He has quite a mix of clients; disturbed kids referred by their parents, stressed-out business people, a couple of top-fifty golfers who come to him for mental conditioning, a very high-profile football manager whose first language isn’t English, and even a stable of showbiz people, the kind who think you haven’t made it until you have a shrink. Plus he’s done a bit of profiling, very much off the record, for British and American law enforcement. The fact is, Pops, I think he’s too busy; he’s not getting enough exercise, and he’s easily tired. He’s not young, remember.’

‘Tell him to take a break.’

‘I have done but the problem is he loves his work.’ She smiled. ‘So Mum would have approved of him, you reckon?’

‘One hundred per cent,’ he assured her. ‘But I’ll tell you one thing,’ he continued. ‘If she was still here, she’d approve even more of you. She’d be effusively proud of her daughter. Alexis Skinner, King’s Counsel, no less.’

‘That doesn’t mean much,’ Alex said, dismissively. ‘Just a couple of letters after my name.’

‘Bollocks! It means a lot more than that, and you know it. It means success and I’m as proud of you as Myra would have been.’ He paused. ‘Are you pleased to have finished your stint in the Crown Office?’

She nodded. ‘Yes, I am. But I’m glad that you persuaded me to go there, after me swearing I never would. Prosecution’s a different skill; it took me a while to acquire it.’

‘Not that long. A one hundred per cent conviction rate speaks for itself.’

Her smile faded. ‘Yes, it does,’ she agreed, ‘but you know what it really says? It says that the prosecution approval benchmark is set way too high. The Crown Office won’t take a case to court unless the chances of conviction are well above fifty per cent. It’s coy about the actual number, but the CPS in England works to a figure of around an eighty per cent chance of success. That’s why my hundred per cent rate isn’t remarkable at all. I only had to be reasonably competent and avoid procedural fuck-ups to achieve it. As a defence counsel a significant number of cases in which I’m briefed never actually get to trial. Okay, I never lost a case as a prosecutor, but so what? Mitch Laidlaw, my old boss when I was in corporate law, he never lost in court either. That’s because he knew when to settle a case better than anyone else in the business.’

‘Do you ever think about going back to that sector?’ her father wondered. ‘With your reputation and skills you could start your own corporate firm, and make a fortune.’

Alex laughed. ‘No way, Pops. I left for a reason and it still stands. I’d rather have bears for clients than sharks. Speaking of which, I had a proper odd one this morning. A man came to see me. He was youngish, IC1, around thirty, give or take a year or so, well-dressed and immaculately groomed. He began by asking whether our conversation would be privileged. When I told him it would be if he was my client, he said that he wanted to retain me as his defence lawyer. I asked him, “What’s the charge?” He said, “There isn’t one.” I asked him what offence was under investigation, he said none. As far as I could tell, he wants me to defend him for a crime that he hasn’t committed yet.’

‘Eh?’ Skinner exclaimed. ‘What are you going to do?’

‘I suggested that he come back when he has been arrested or charged. But as you know, technically I couldn’t refuse him. I had to accept his retainer. We can’t turn people away just because we don’t like them. We’re obligated by the thing called the cab rank rule.’

‘You’re no taxi, baby,’ he chuckled. ‘You’re a Rolls Royce. This guy, did he tell you anything that might compromise you . . . or put you at risk?’

‘No, he didn’t, and I made a point of not asking.’

‘What’s his name?’

‘You know I can’t tell you, Pops. Lawyer–client privilege, and all that. Besides, if I did you’d probably set Sauce Haddock on him.’
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