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				About the Book

				Former Chief Constable Bob Skinner has uncovered his fair share of shocking crime scenes over his thirty-year police career. But few have affected him quite as much as the horrifying sight he finds stowed in the back of a stolen car that collides with his own on the outskirts of Edinburgh.

				As his former colleagues investigate the mystery, Skinner is left to take on the unusual challenge of tracing a multimillion-pound yacht, vanished from its mooring.

				From the outside, the two events couldn’t seem less connected. And yet, as the body count rises, a link surfaces that could provide the key to both.

				And as discord spreads within the newly unified Police Scotland, it will soon become clear whether Skinner is on the side of the angels . . . or working against them.

			

		


		
			
				

				This book is dedicated to Mr David Lewis, consultant vascular surgeon, Royal Infirmary of Edinburgh, and his dedicated team. He’ll know why.

			

		


		
			
				

				One

				I’ve never felt more positive than I did when I left home that day for the start of my working week; I was the new Bob Skinner, new career, new attitude, new life; I’d turned a corner.

				A couple of months before, I’d been in a proper mess, in such a confused state of mind that I’d taken myself off to Spain to sort myself out, and to try to shape a new life plan.

				One exciting road trip with a friend was all it had taken. A different environment, a new challenge, and a satisfactory solution to a seemingly insoluble problem, and I felt that I was back in shape. When our journey was over, I had made a clear decision to walk away from the police service, for good. I even had a new job, part-time, one that was ideally suited to a man of my talents and experience.

				Best of all, for the first time in years I had a secure and happy home life. I was reunited with my ex-wife Sarah, the mother of two of my five kids. Although she still had her own house in Edinburgh, we were spending more and more time en famille in Gullane.

				Okay, my oldest son was a few months into a prison sentence, and his mother was about to marry a gangster, but isn’t it true that perfection can lead too easily to complacency?

				I had set out that morning to spend some time in my office. The new employment? I am a director of a Spanish company, InterMedia, of which my friend Xavi Aislado is chief executive. It owns the Saltire newspaper in Edinburgh, but that’s only a small piece of its portfolio of online and printed newspaper titles, plus radio and TV stations, across Spain and Italy. It’s a real job; I have independent oversight of all group investigative activity, and I instruct young journalists on developing relationships with police that do not rely on brown envelopes changing hands.

				Contractually it’s on a one day a week basis, but in practice I contribute more than that. I have a base in the Saltire building in Fountainbridge, and I share a secretary with June Crampsey, the managing editor.

				That’s where I was headed on the Monday it all kicked off. I planned to spend the morning finalising a training manual I’d written, preparing it for translation into Spanish, Catalan and Italian, before moving on to a working lunch with an old acquaintance.

				He had contacted me a couple of weeks earlier, asking for my help with what he had described only as ‘a certain situation’. It had taken that long for him to find time to meet me, so I assumed that whatever it was, it couldn’t be too pressing.

				Before she left for work that morning, Sarah asked me to do her a favour. ‘Honey, I have a sudden, uncontrollable craving,’ she confessed, ‘for Marks and Spencer lemon drizzle cake. I woke up with it this morning; it must be the effect of reading Mary Clark’s book. I don’t have time to pick one up on the way in, and I’m not sure when I’ll be finished, so . . . would you be a love and call in there on the way to the office?’

				What Sarah wants Sarah gets . . . it wasn’t always that way, I confess . . . although I was still wondering about ‘uncontrollable cravings’ as I cruised into the Fort Kinnaird shopping mall, and parked as close as I could to M&S.

				Its food store is always busy, even at nine fifteen on a Monday morning: when I reached in and grabbed the last lemon drizzle cake from the rack, I beat a blue-rinse matron to the punch by less than a second. She glared at me, as if she expected me to hand it over. I smiled and shook my head.

				‘Sorry,’ I said, ‘but my future happiness may depend on this.’

				She sniffed, and gave me another long look. It told me wordlessly that if I died in utter misery she wouldn’t give a damn, and allowed me to go to the quick checkout without a single fragment of guilt.

				I paid and went back to my car, laying the precious confection, in its five-penny bag, on the front passenger seat. Before starting the engine, I called Sarah via Bluetooth.

				‘Got it,’ I told her, ‘although I had to fight for it.’

				‘I’ll bet,’ she chuckled. ‘Those cakes go like crazy.’

				‘So, this craving of yours . . .’ I ventured. ‘Should I read anything into that?’

				‘No, you should not,’ she replied, still with a smile in her voice. ‘As if . . .’

				‘Why not?’ I said. ‘We have an extra room in Gullane.’

				‘Which we could need this year,’ she countered, ‘when Ignacio comes out of the young offenders place.’

				She had a point. Ignacio is the teenage son I never knew about until we met last year in Spain, by which time his reckless mother, Mia, had allowed his life to become seriously fucked up; he was going to need a secure roof over his head, and I did not want it to be hers. She was about to marry a man named Cameron ‘Grandpa’ McCullough, a millionaire Dundee businessman, whose legitimate enterprises had been built with cash laundered from serious organised crime. Better coppers than I had tried to put Grandpa in jail, but none had ever succeeded.

				Initially, I had decided not to visit Ignacio in prison; my reasoning was that he’d be endangered if he was revealed as the offspring of a very senior cop. However, a few months into his sentence, I realised that we could waste no more time bonding, and a cooperative governor had allowed us private meetings, away from the open hall where routine visits took place.

				‘He and I will discuss that next week,’ I told Sarah, ‘but you have a point. See you tonight.’

				I ended the call, and turned on the engine, letting it warm up for a few seconds. With my foot on the brake, I slipped the lever from P for Park, into R for Reverse, then checked my mirrors, all three of them, and the screen that shows the view from my car’s reversing camera.

				Satisfied that all was clear I began to reverse out of my space, slowly. I had travelled no more than a yard when, on the edge of my vision, I saw it coming, a red car travelling towards me at a speed that was way too high for a shopping mall park.

				I braked, instantly, but it was too late; the idiot, a man in a hoodie, I registered, caught the nearside corner of my rear bumper, bounced off it sideways, into the middle of the narrow carriageway and stopped, just in time to avoid hitting a Grand Cherokee that was coming in the other direction.

				The law is imperfect; whatever the constitution may declare, there are occasions where there is indeed an assumption of guilt, and that situation was one of them. I’d driven with due care and attention, yet I was well aware that insurance companies, and all too often the courts, take the view that the reversing driver is in the wrong, automatically. When I was a chief constable, I instructed my traffic officers that every incident should be approached with an open mind, but those damn insurers paid no attention.

				My car, a nice silver Mercedes, was less than six weeks old, yet there it was with damage to its rear end, thanks to some clown who didn’t know the difference between a shopping centre car park and Brands fucking Hatch . . . and chances were, the bloody insurers were going to pin the blame on me!

				Worst of all, the bag on the passenger seat had hit the gear lever, bursting it open and smashing Sarah’s precious lemon drizzle cake. That lit my fuse; I’d been a happy family man, joking with the love of my life, only to become, in the space of a few seconds, an explosion waiting to happen.

				I popped my seat belt and stepped out, ready to do battle with the stock car driver in the red car; it was a BMW, I noticed, with a few years on the clock. I was ready for whatever story the bloke came up with, ready for a confrontation, ready to blow him out.

				I waited for him to climb out and face me. To my surprise, he didn’t; instead he began to move forward, blasting his horn at the Grand Cherokee that was blocking the roadway, as if the sound could push it backwards. The big jeep didn’t move. Its lady owner sat behind her steering wheel, looking bewildered and a little frightened.

				Giving her a wave and a sign that I hoped she would read as ‘Stay where you are’, I moved towards the Beamer. Its driver, seeing no way forward, started to reverse, but got no further than a couple of yards before slamming hard into a Mini that had come to a halt behind him. He was trapped; no escape route.

				We made eye contact as I advanced on him. I saw a thin, sharp, youngish Caucasian face within the hood, eyes narrowed. I guess he saw a tall, angry, grey-haired bloke in a dark suit, white shirt and blue tie.

				My view of him lasted for only a couple of seconds, for as long as it took a cloud that had obscured the low winter sun to pass by, and for a ray of light to hit the red car’s windscreen, reflecting into my eyes and blinding me momentarily.

				I took a couple of steps to my left to escape it; by the time my vision had cleared the man was out of his car and legging it across the park. I gave a moment’s thought to chasing him, but abandoned the idea, for he was moving like a bat out of hell. I still go out running along the coastline in front of my house, but I never was a sprinter. I knew that he had too big a start, plus he had at least twenty-five years on me.

				Instead I walked round to the Mini. Its bonnet had been crunched, and its engine had stopped, probably stalled on impact. The driver was also a lady, but older than the Grand Cherokee’s pilot. She was white haired and in her seventies, I guessed.

				She was shocked. She stared straight ahead, heavily veined hands grasping her wheel, so tightly that her knuckles showed bony white.

				‘What the hell was that all about?’ a voice demanded. Grand Cherokee woman, a striking redhead in her thirties who could have been modelling her M&S clothes, had overcome her initial scare and stood behind me.

				‘You know as much as I do,’ I replied. ‘This thing,’ I nodded towards the BMW, ‘hit me, and the driver legged it.’

				‘Why would he do that?’ she asked.

				‘My best guess,’ I told her, ‘is that this is stolen, probably from this car park. Look, do me a favour,’ I added. ‘Will you take care of the old lady? She’s had a hell of a fright and might need medical assistance. If you do that I’ll call for help and alert site security.’

				She nodded and stepped up to the Mini’s driver door, while I dug out my phone. I have the police communications centre number stored. I retrieved it and pressed the onscreen button.

				‘This is Bob Skinner, formerly chief constable,’ I told the civilian operator who answered. ‘I’m in the Fort Kinnaird car park, close to T K Maxx and M&S. There’s been a traffic incident involving my car and two others. The driver of one of them, registration,’ I glanced at the plate, ‘Charlie Oscar Sierra One Echo, has fled the scene on foot. White male, twenties, slim, medium height, wearing a grey hoodie and blue jeans. I suspect vehicle theft; either that or he’s uninsured, and just panicked. I need police attendance, and paramedics for a third driver, an elderly lady who looks to be in shock, after the so-and-so drove into her vehicle.’

				‘Officers and an ambulance will be with you as soon as possible, Mr Skinner,’ the man replied. ‘You’ll need to remain at the scene yourself.’

				‘I know that, pal,’ I snapped: my temper was still on a hair trigger. In fact, I couldn’t have gone anywhere even if I’d wanted to, for our little section of roadway was blocked at either end by the redhead’s off-roader and the old dear’s damaged car.

				Pocketing my phone, I turned to the BMW once again. The driver’s door was open and the engine was still running. I walked round, leaned inside and turned it off, using a handkerchief to twist the key and touching nothing else. As I did so I could see my own car through the windscreen. As I had expected there was a dent in the corner, but it looked drivable.

				Backing out, I took a longer look at the red saloon. The personalised number gave no clue to its age, but from the dullness of its paintwork and its boxy lines, I judged that it had to be at least ten years old. For sure, ‘COSIE’, its personalised plate, was worth more than the car itself.

				‘So why steal it?’ I murmured to nobody in particular. ‘Not just for the number surely . . . unless the guy’s a total idiot, for that only has value to the registered owner.’

				I moved slowly around the vehicle, inspecting its damage. The collision impact on the front nearside wing was less than that on my Merc: old steel versus modern plastic, I imagined. There was a scratch along the side, the kind a vandal might leave with a key or a nail, but it was the rear end that had been most affected by the shunt. A light cluster was smashed, and the boot was distorted, its catch shaken loose.

				I took out my handkerchief again, wrapping it round my fingers before giving the metal a firm push. But the lock didn’t take; instead the lid swung slowly upwards, opening fully and revealing what was inside.

				In the moment that I saw it, I jumped backwards, my reactive scream muffling itself in my throat.

				A child stared up at me, a little girl. She looked to be around the same age as my younger daughter, Seonaid. Her eyes were wide, and her mouth was open too, as if she was as startled by me as I was by the sight of her. She was dressed in a tartan skirt and a blue quilted jacket. Beneath, she wore a sweatshirt with a cartoon penguin on the front, the type of garment that has taken the place of a blazer in many schools.

				I reached into her place of containment and touched her cheek, as gently as I touch Seonaid’s sometimes, when she’s asleep, but I didn’t need to feel the coldness against my fingertips to know that the poor little innocent was dead.

				I couldn’t put a number to the crime scenes I’ve visited over a thirty-year police career, or to the number of victims of violence I’ve stood over.

				Latterly, I was involved in a couple of really bad ones; they got to me in a way that others hadn’t, and made me vow to walk away, to leave the bloody aftermath to others while I could still feel some compassion for the dead, before I became as dehumanised as they were.

				I never quite managed that as a serving officer, not even as a chief constable, but as a civilian, that day in that car park, I did something I’d never done before. I buried my face in my hands, so that nobody could see my tears.

				That’s how I was standing when the cops arrived.

			

		


		
			
				

				Two

				I suppose that an objective observer looking at my career might say I did all right for myself, but I see it differently. I was okay until a few years ago, and then it all went south.

				My problem was that I found myself in a job for which I was totally unprepared, and temperamentally unsuited. Most of my police service, from detective sergeant up, was spent in major criminal investigation. I was a specialist, not an all-rounder.

				In my final years I was in a position to take myself out of that; as chief constable of my force, and before that as deputy chief, I could have positioned myself well away from CID.

				Sir James Proud, my predecessor in the top office in Edinburgh, was a career administrator. I could have followed in his footsteps and played it his way; if I’d been any good at the job, I would have done that very thing.

				But I’m not Jimmy, nor could I ever have been like him. I had no background in the things that he did well, nor any aptitude for them, and that was a problem, for those were the skills that had made him such an outstanding chief police officer.

				In my heart, I’d known this. I had resisted, until the very last minute, the pressure that was put upon me to follow in Sir James’s footsteps, pressure applied subtly by the man himself, more overtly by friends and colleagues, and most forcefully of all by she who was my wife at the time.

				They meant well, all but one of them. I didn’t know it then, but out of all my boosters only one person had her own interests at heart, rather than mine. That’s one of a few reasons why Aileen de Marco and I aren’t married any more.

				My ego won over my common sense; in truth that was never a contest. When Jimmy announced his impending retirement, I put my name forward and I was anointed, as Chief Constable Robert Morgan Skinner, QPM.

				So there I was, sat in the big chair, I had all that silvery braid on the uniform that I’d always hated wearing, and I had all the power in my hands, with a few thousand people, cops and civilians, under my command. And most of it bored me bloody rigid.

				I was lousy at the job. Nobody said so then, and nobody’s said so since, but I know it. As soon as I was properly away from it and could look back objectively I could see that I’d got almost everything wrong.

				I made appointments on instinct, without proper consideration, decisions that my head of human resources would have advised me against had I bothered to consult her, as Jimmy Proud always did.

				I allowed myself to get sucked into a battle with the politicians, my wife among them, over the creation of a single Scottish police service. It was a proposal by government that I was dead against, and the argument was public and divisive. Inevitably, with little or no political support I lost the fight and, with it, my marriage . . . not that the latter was worth saving.

				My old mentor, Sir James, was as opposed to a single force as me, but he would never have tackled it as I did. He would have played its proponents quietly, identifying any divisions in their approach and exploiting them until they fell into line with his thinking without ever realising that they’d been steered in that direction.

				But all that said, it wasn’t really the battle for the future of the service that derailed me as a chief constable. I’m a pragmatist; let others create the framework and I can work within it. No, my biggest problem was that when it came to the parts of the job that I loved, I could not delegate to save my life; I could not look at a major criminal investigation and stand aloof from it.

				Don’t get me wrong when I say this, for Jimmy Proud, an Edinburgh toff by upbringing, made a point of getting to know every square yard of his territory, down to the very roughest, but he was always content to leave the messiest part of the job to those of us who were good at it. He had no CID background and he would only ever appear at the scene of a homicide if one of our own had fallen.

				Me? I couldn’t keep away. When I became chief I had the best head of CID in the country and some of its best detectives, and yet I was all over them, looking over their shoulder in everything they did. I was rarely called to the scene of a major incident and yet I hardly missed one, not even the open-and-shut domestic homicide cases.

				I should have known that my constant presence was undermining the people who were supposed to be in charge, but it didn’t occur to me. I’m sure they felt it, but they were my friends, not mere subordinates. If they found the situation difficult, they’d have been reluctant to say so.

				All the same it might have come to that, if a sudden act of violence hadn’t catapulted me from Edinburgh to the place I’d said I’d never go, Glasgow, and into the chief constable’s office in the massive Strathclyde force. Unification was on the way, but Scotland’s largest constabulary needed a chief to see it out of existence. Sure, I could have turned that job down too, but the Skinner ego really was out of control by then.

				It all came to an end when I found out about Ignacio, the Spanish-born teenage son I never knew I had. He’s the product of a one-night stand back in the nineties, with a woman named Mia Watson, who had a very shady family background. She had to leave Scotland in a hurry shortly after our encounter, and she didn’t come back until she was in even more trouble than she’d run away from. Unfortunately she landed Ignacio right in the middle of it, and that’s why he’s in prison now.

				Ironically, his predicament was my salvation. I decided that it made my position as a chief constable untenable, and so I withdrew my name from candidacy for the leadership of the unified Scottish Police Service. I’d opposed its creation, but career-wise, it was the only show in town, and I wasn’t ready at that point to chuck it.

				But for Ignacio I’d have gone through with my application and I’d have been appointed. I would have taken the post and been a disaster. It would have finished me.

				There has been darkness in me from my earliest days, since my childhood, when I was abused and terrorised by my beast of an older brother. I survived that, and when I was ready I overcame him, but he left his mark upon me.

				Myra, my first love, shone some light into my life and gave me my precious daughter Alexis, but she had her own demons. Even if she had not been killed at the wheel of her speeding car, I doubt that our marriage would have endured.

				Raising my child alone gave me no time to dwell on my past; when the job was done Sarah came into my life and, with her, what I call my second family.

				I might have put those earlier years behind me, and become a normal human being, but that’s not how it worked out. I was stabbed, and almost died; in recovery I unearthed some secrets that would have been better left untouched. Subsequently I was involved in some very serious work incidents, and they took their cumulative toll.

				Sarah had her troubles too, and we were heading for the rocks, when Michael, the brother I thought I’d put away forever, came back into my life through his death, reminding me of all my childhood horrors.

				I was never the same after that. My humanity started to erode, I grew harder, became less kind, and behaved in all the wrong ways. I cast Sarah aside for a woman who was always wrong for me. I became difficult to work with, testing the loyalty of my colleagues. Even worse, I found it more and more difficult to live with myself, and I found myself hating the man I’d become, yet I was driven onwards by my obsession with the work that had supplanted even my children as the focus of my existence.

				Then Sarah came back, and almost simultaneously I learned that I had a teenage son who’d been kept from me all of his life, and who needed me very badly at that time.

				Between them, the two events forced me to look at myself, and to own up to my failures, my imperfections, my selfishness. Most of all they made me realise that I had been drowning in a well of loneliness. The greatest blessings this life can give are the people who love us, warts and all, yet for years I’d been keeping them at a distance, and in Sarah’s case, I’d been pushing her away from me.

				And so I put it all behind me, I set a different course, and through that I felt reborn.

				It was a different Bob Skinner who stood in that car park, that morning, shocked and weeping over a dead child.

				I didn’t hear the officers arrive. I wasn’t aware of them at all until someone grabbed my right arm and tried to put me in a restraining hold.

				Shaken back into the moment, I reacted instinctively, without thinking, wrenching myself free and planting a hand in my assailant’s chest, then shoving violently, sending him sprawling backwards across the roadway. It was only when I turned to face him that I saw he was a cop, a youngster, one of the new breed, probably fresh from college, and from one of those stop-and-search courses that they say don’t exist.

				He was scrambling to his feet and reaching for his extendable baton when a voice called out, ‘Jules, hold up! Do ye no’ ken who that is?’

				I looked beyond him, and saw a sergeant whom I recognised from past encounters. He was called Jack Lemmon, which used to be worth a few laughs, until his old actor namesake died.

				‘But Sarge,’ the PC protested, ‘do you know what’s in that car?’ The boy was rattled; I doubted that he’d ever been near a body in his brief service.

				‘I didn’t put her there, son,’ I told him quietly, then turned to Sergeant Lemmon, who was standing beside me by that time, looking into the boot of the BMW. ‘No fuss, Jack,’ I murmured, ‘but you need to report a suspicious death, and ask for urgent CID attendance. There are paramedics on their way here, but they’ll be no use for this. Skip the medical examiner and ask for a pathologist, pronto. Also, you’ll need a full crime scene team. More uniforms as well to secure this area.’

				I was telling him stuff he knew already, but I couldn’t help it. I was back in my old world, in full senior investigating officer mode.

				He tore his eyes away from the chid. ‘Yes, sir,’ he said, then looked at his sidekick. ‘PC Hoare, get something to cover the poor wee lass up.’

				I countermanded him. ‘Sorry, Jack. He can’t do that. Nothing can be touched here till the CSIs say so. You know that.’

				‘Ah suppose,’ Lemmon conceded, then began to speak into his radio, doing as I had told him.

				‘Will you stand back from the scene too, sir, please.’ PC Hoare felt the need to show a little personal authority.

				‘No,’ I replied, abruptly. ‘I’ve already contaminated it.’ I turned and looked into the Mini. The redhead stared out at me, her eyes full of questions. The elderly driver looked even more shaken than before, if that was possible; I began to worry about her well-being, and wonder where the paramedics were.

				They arrived a few seconds later. ‘Tell them to attend to the old lady there,’ I instructed the constable. I felt sorry for him; I was in his boots once, thirty-something years ago, a first-timer at a death scene.

				He frowned at me. ‘But what about the wee girl? Should they not look at her first?’

				‘The child is dead, son,’ I said, in little more than a whisper. He flinched, and a look of distress crossed his face. A good sign, I thought. It isn’t second nature to him yet, and hopefully it never will be.

				I stood guard over what was in effect an open coffin, my back to it because I wasn’t brave enough to face the accusation in the little lass’s eyes.

				You let me down, they were saying. You were supposed to protect me, all of you, not lead me here.

				I may not have been looking at her, but nonetheless I could hear those words in my head, and the voice that spoke them was that of my Seonaid.

				A few passers-by stopped, curiosity getting the better of them, gazing at me and at the two paramedics as they took the old lady from her battered car and eased her into a wheelchair. One of the pair, a large woman with dark hair and heavy-framed spectacles, spoke to Jack Lemmon, and her message carried to me.

				‘We’re taking her to A and E,’ she announced. ‘She’s not responding to our questions, and she’s not moving properly. It might just be shock, but there’s a possibility of a wee stroke. Her keys are in the car if you need to shift it.’

				As the sergeant nodded assent, I caught a movement out of the corner of my eye, a couple of youngsters, teenage boys who looked as if they had taken a break from a busy morning’s shoplifting, were approaching.

				‘What’s up, mister?’ one of them called to me. ‘Did you bash her motor?’

				‘Move on, lads,’ I said.

				‘Free country, pal,’ the other, a hulking, dull-eyed youth, retorted.

				‘Whatever gave you that idea?’ I growled. ‘On your way, now.’

				‘Fuck you,’ the kid sneered. ‘What’s in the boot? Gaun, let’s see.’

				Too stupid to read the warning in my glare, the pair closed in on me, one from either side. I was ready to restrain them, bigger one first as always, but it didn’t come to that, for PC Jules Hoare manned up and stepped between us.

				‘Do what you’re told, or I’ll arrest you both.’ His uniform had more effect than my suit. The kids stopped, backing off a little.

				‘Ye cannae,’ one of them protested. ‘We’re only fifteen.’

				‘That’s all the more reason why I should,’ PC Jules countered. ‘You ought to be in school. Beat it, or I’ll take you there myself, in handcuffs. The girls will love that, I’ll bet.’

				The pair chose the path of wisdom, muttering as they wandered off, leaving me to dwell upon how naked I had felt without a warrant card in my pocket.

				As they left, two others arrived, emerging from a grey Ford Mondeo in need of a wash. Familiar faces, at last.

				‘Detective Inspector Pye; Detective Sergeant Haddock,’ I exclaimed. ‘Glad to see you.’

				‘Chief Inspector now,’ the young DS told me, nodding sideways at his gaffer.

				My eyebrows rose; I really was out of touch, it seemed. ‘Indeed? I hadn’t heard. Congratulations, Sammy.’

				I stepped aside, to allow them a clear view into the boot. ‘In other circumstances, I’d say I was pleased to see you, but this . . .’

				DCI Pye’s face paled a little. He’s a father too; Ruth, his wife, used to be my secretary. ‘Oh my,’ he whispered.

				Beside him, Harold ‘Sauce’ Haddock’s eyes blazed with anger. ‘Bastard!’ he growled. ‘We were told that the driver of this thing ran off. Is that right, sir?’

				He looked at me, sideways, with a hint of an accusation in his eyes.

				‘That’s right, Sauce,’ I agreed, ‘and no, I didn’t give chase. But I hadn’t seen the child then; at that point I thought he was a joyrider, caught at it.’

				‘I suppose, boss,’ he conceded. ‘Can you give us a description?’

				‘Not a very good one, ’cos I only saw him full-face for a second, through a car windscreen, but I’ll be amazed if you don’t pick him up on one of the CCTV cameras they have in this place. Twenty-something, white, thin faced, grey hoodie, jeans, trainers. Slim built,’ I added, ‘and hell of a quick on his feet.’

				‘Did you do a trace for the owner of the vehicle?’ Pye asked.

				I sighed. ‘Sammy, I’m not a cop any more,’ I reminded him.

				‘But still . . .’ He looked at me as his junior had, as if I’d betrayed him in some way. Then he nodded. ‘You’re not, are you,’ he conceded. He turned to Haddock, ‘Sauce . . .’ stopping short as he saw that the lad was on the phone already to the comms centre.

				We waited for no more than a minute for him to finish the call. ‘It’s registered to Callum Oliver Sullivan,’ he announced when he had its results, ‘of nine St Anthony’s Place, North Berwick. Age thirty-seven.’

				‘So he wasn’t the driver, then,’ I said. ‘I couldn’t be that wrong in my age estimate. Find out what you can about Mr Sullivan; occupation, employer, whether he’s on any criminal intelligence database, marital status and most important of all whether he has a daughter aged five or six.’

				‘And you said you’re not a cop any more,’ Pye murmured.

				He had me there. ‘Sorry, Sammy,’ I conceded. ‘That was me at my worst. I never needed to teach you guys your job, but I never could stop myself. My excuse this time is, I discovered this poor wee lass. Because of that I see it as my bounden duty to find the bastard who did this to her and to put him down, whether I’m a serving police officer or not.’

				‘Understood, Chief,’ Haddock said.

				I shook my head. ‘Don’t call me that any more, Sauce, please. Sir Andrew Martin; he’s your chief constable now. My name’s just plain Bob.’ I paused.

				‘Now,’ I continued, ‘the media will be arriving soon, for sure, and it would not be good for me to be seen here when they arrive. God knows what they’d read into that. Any statement you need for the investigation, I can give you somewhere else. In the meantime, you should ask that redhead over there with Jack Lemmon to move her jeep, so that I can get the fuck out of here. I’ll be at the Saltire office for a while, if you need me. After that, well, you have my mobile number, I think.’

				‘Yes, we do,’ Pye concurred. ‘And you’re right about getting out of here. I’ll have her shift the thing right now. Will she be a useful witness, do you think?’

				I shrugged. ‘She might give you a more detailed description of the bloke in the hoodie, but that’s all.’

				‘If he’s left his DNA in there, and he’s a known car thief,’ Sauce pointed out, ‘that’ll give us the best description of all. You didn’t touch anything inside did . . .’ He blushed slightly, as he saw my raised eyebrow. ‘No, of course you didn’t,’ he added.

				‘I switched off the engine,’ I admitted, ‘but no, son, I didn’t leave any prints to confuse the CSIs.’

				I looked across at the Grand Cherokee and saw its driver climbing up behind the wheel. As I dug my key out of my pocket and headed for my own car, Sammy Pye called after me.

				‘We’ll keep you in the loop, sir. Promise.’

				I nodded. ‘Thanks.’

				‘We still need you, gaffer,’ he added. ‘It’s not like the old times. Things have changed, and not for the better.’

			

		


		
			
				

				Three

				‘Should you have sounded off to Mr Skinner like that?’ Sauce Haddock ventured, as he watched a silver Mercedes cruise carefully out of the shopping centre car park.

				Sammy Pye shrugged. ‘Why the hell not? The whole world knows he’s dead against the unified police service.’

				‘The vast majority of serving cops were too, but we’ve got it now. He’s got to live with it like the rest of us. Then there’s the small matter of our new chief constable being his best pal . . . and practically his son-in-law as well.’

				‘You’re behind the times, chum,’ the detective chief inspector said. ‘Andy Martin and Alex Skinner have split up, and for good this time, from what I hear. As for Andy and him being close, not as much as before. The story is, the First Minister pretty much offered big Bob any job he liked to persuade him to stay on; he even told him he could define it himself, but he was turned down flat.’

				‘You and I both know there’s another reason for him chucking it,’ Haddock countered, ‘and he’s in jail. Anyway,’ the detective sergeant continued, ‘we shouldn’t even be thinking about that, not here. This is awful, Sammy. It’s the first child homicide I’ve ever attended. It makes me wish I’d pulled a sickie. Honest to Christ, who could have done that to the poor wee lass?’

				‘We will find out,’ the senior officer growled. ‘Be sure of that. We’ve got two starting points: Sullivan, the owner of the vehicle, and the hoodie guy that the gaffer described.’

				Pye was known for two things, his undisguised ambition and his even temper, but the latter was nearing breaking point as he waited for the scene of crime team to arrive. ‘Where the hell are these people?’ he snapped.

				‘They’ll be here,’ Haddock reassured him. ‘We can’t secure this area anyway, until all the parked cars around us are moved.’

				‘And that could take all day, unless we do something about it.’ He moved towards the shopping centre manager, who had been summoned to the scene, and was standing a few yards away, with a sergeant in uniform.

				‘Mr Hall,’ he said, ‘I need your help. I want you to instruct every shopping unit in this part of the mall to make an in-store announcement asking all customers to return to their vehicles and move them, as directed by my officers; staff too. I need this whole area cleared. Nothing should be within two hundred yards of that red car.’

				The manager frowned. ‘That’ll be difficult. Some people might have parked here then walked to the other side of the centre.’

				‘Then make the announcement in every store,’ the DCI told him. ‘The alternative is that we close the whole damn place.’

				‘Hey, steady on,’ the manager protested. ‘What’s this all about anyway? Sergeant Lemmon called me here, but he hasn’t told me what’s happened.’

				‘You don’t need to know the detail. All I’ll tell you is that the BMW is at the centre of a major criminal investigation.’

				‘Drugs?’

				Pye shrugged his shoulders. Let him think that, he decided.

				‘Okay, I’ll do it now.’

				‘Good, fast as you can.’

				He rejoined Haddock, who had his mobile phone to his ear. ‘Got that,’ the DS said. ‘Thanks. Give us the rest as soon as you get it.’ He ended the call. ‘The registered owner of our vehicle, Callum Oliver Sullivan, is a dealer in classic cars. Half an hour ago he reported the theft of this red BMW, registration Charlie Sierra Oscar One Echo, from his depot in a village called Kingston, in East Lothian.

				‘The electoral roll shows two other people registered to vote at his address. One is Mary Jean Harris, the other is Maxwell White Harris, who becomes a voter next month, on the fifteenth of March.’

				‘Which makes him seventeen at the moment,’ Pye observed. ‘And we know that Sullivan is?’

				‘Thirty-seven.’

				‘What else do we have?’

				‘Detective Constable Wright’s established that Sullivan’s not known to the police; no convictions, not even motoring offences. She’s looking into his marital status now.’

				‘I suppose Mary Jean Harris could be Mrs Sullivan,’ the DCI suggested. ‘It’s the in thing for women to keep their own name after marriage. Or they could just be cohabiting.’

				‘If Maxwell Harris is his son, that would mean they had him when he was twenty. Young, but why not? Jackie’s search will tell us one way or another, and it’ll tell us whether there are any other kids.’

				‘Only if they were born in Scotland.’

				‘True,’ Haddock agreed, ‘but if the need arises, before we get into a broader search, Jackie will call round the primary schools in North Berwick, to check on infant class girl pupils, named either Sullivan or Harris.’

				‘We’re guessing that she’s five or six; she could have been four and big for her age.’ Pye said. ‘She should check the nursery schools too.’

				‘If necessary, she will, and she won’t need telling; she’s smart, is our DC.’ He glanced across the car park, at a blue van that was approaching. ‘Hey, here comes the crew.’

				‘About bloody time,’ Pye muttered. ‘Get them moving, Sauce. I want a tent over the BMW right away. The pathologist won’t want to work in public. Do we know who’s coming?’

				‘I asked for Professor Hutchinson, old Master Yoda. I figured that with Dr Grace having a wee girl herself, of the victim’s age, it might be better if he attends. You saw how cut up Mr Skinner was after finding the body. I think he’d actually been crying.’

				‘I’m sure he had,’ the DCI agreed. He paused, then asked, ‘Otherwise, how did you think he looked?’

				‘Leaving aside his distress,’ Haddock replied, ‘I’d say he looks fitter than he has for a while, and more relaxed. Towards the end of his time in the job, he struck me as being wound up real tight.’

				‘Me too. I wish he was still with us, though. I always liked it when he turned up at a scene. It felt safer with him around, somehow. Right now, carrying the CID ball for the whole of the city, I will tell you, Sauce, I feel exposed.’

				‘Then report this up the line; spread the load.’

				‘I have to do that. The new protocol says I have to call our area commander, the chief super. But that’s no great help. Mary Chambers is uniform now. I’m senior CID officer in the city. The buck stays mine.’

				‘I know that, Sammy, but I was thinking higher than that. Why don’t you ring the DCC?’

				Pye frowned. ‘I don’t want it to look as if I’m crying for help.’

				‘It won’t. What do you think Mario McGuire would prefer? To read in the Evening bloody News about a child murder three miles from where he lives, or to hear it from you direct?’

				The DCI sighed. ‘You’re right, of course. Thanks. You get on with setting up the scene. Have the uniforms establish a two-hundred-yard perimeter, and manage the flow of cars out of the area. You do that, and I’ll call him.’

			

		


		
			
				

				Four

				‘Somebody’s stolen my boat, Bob.’

				Eden Higgins gazed from the window of his office on the Mound, surveying Princes Street, across the gardens. His head moved very slightly, as if he was following the progress of one of Edinburgh’s sleek new trams as it headed westwards on yet another expensive journey.

				I was so badly shaken by the incident in the car park that I had come very close to calling off my lunch date. I was full of anger at what I had seen, and hugely frustrated also that I wouldn’t be involved in the search for the person who had killed that lovely, helpless child. No, never mind ‘involved’; I wanted to be in command of the whole damn show.

				One of the jobs that I’d been offered by Clive Graham, Scotland’s First Minister, in an attempt to keep me in the service, was as head of a Major Incident Agency, a body that would operate not as part of but alongside the national police force. The idea was that I would form a team of elite detective officers that would provide an added investigative resource in the most serious crimes.

				I’d turned it down, because it was a recipe for conflict with Andy Martin from day one, but right at that moment, I wished that I’d accepted.

				More than anything else, as I left that shopping mall I wanted to drive back to Gullane, go into the primary school and give my daughter a hug, but that would have raised too many eyebrows, Seonaid’s among them.

				Instead I went to my office in Fountainbridge, and turned on the journalistic instincts that I’d developed since I’d taken the InterMedia job. I went to see June Crampsey, and I told her what had happened and how the child’s body had come to be found, without saying that I was the one who’d done the finding.

				The other details I omitted were the car’s registration number and its owner’s name and address. That was privileged information; plus I didn’t want her crime reporter getting in the way of the crucial early stages of a murder inquiry.

				That done, I sat behind my desk for an hour, doing my best to pass the time usefully, until I was ready to take a taxi to my lunch date with Higgins, a blast from my past, to use his own words.

				‘Your boat?’ I echoed, feeling an involuntary frown knot my eyebrows, and a sudden flash of anxiety grip my stomach.

				He started to turn, as if to face me, then seemed to think better of it. Resuming his inspection of the grey February morning, he nodded. ‘Yes. It was taken from its mooring in the Gareloch.’

				‘Run that past me again,’ I said. ‘We’ve just come through the worst spell of winter weather since God was a boy. Who in their right mind would steal a yacht in all that? Are you sure it didn’t just sink?’

				‘No, no; it’s been missing for a while, since early last October. The police have been looking for it ever since, but now it seems they’ve given it up as a bad job. I had a visit from a senior bod a couple of weeks ago. She gave me the pro forma chat about priorities, budgets and all that crap,’ he snapped, his tone full of anger, ‘then she told me that they’ve closed the active investigation.’

				‘That’s too bad,’ I responded. I understood his frustration and did my best to sound sympathetic, although it was a judgement call that I’d probably have backed, if it had been referred to me . . . as it might have been, for I was in my last few days as Strathclyde chief constable.

				‘What about your insurers?’ I asked.

				Finally he did step away from the window, limping over to a tub chair at the coffee table where I was seated, and slumping into it. ‘My bloody insurers?’ he moaned. ‘Given the value of the vessel, I’d have expected them to employ their own investigators, but no, they said that there is no recognised independent expert in pursuing this type of theft, so they elected to leave it in the hands of the police.

				‘However, they did appoint a maritime lawyer to look into the circumstances of the theft. He looked at the boathouse, interviewed me and then reported back to the insurance company.

				‘On the basis of what he said, they’ve now offered me a fraction of its value in settlement, only one million against the insured value of five million sterling. They’re claiming negligence on my part, saying that the alarm system wasn’t adequate. I could fight them, of course, and my legal advice is that I’d get some sort of a result, but that’s not the point! I want the damn thing back!’

				‘Look,’ I began, then paused, trying to work out how best to explain to him that if the investigation had been thorough and the combined police and marine services, nationally and possibly internationally as well, hadn’t been able to find his missing vessel, then he’d better get ready to sue that insurance company.

				I was about to tell him as much, when a memory broke in and overrode everything.

				‘Hold on!’ I exclaimed. ‘I’ve seen it. I know where it was taken!’

			

		


		
			
				
				Five

				Yes, there is indeed history between Eden Higgins and me. It stretches back twenty years or so, to the days when I was the newly promoted Detective Superintendent Skinner, heading up Edinburgh’s Serious Crimes Unit, to the years when I was a single parent, widowed and doing my best to raise my adolescent daughter Alexis on my own.

				That said, I wasn’t always alone: between Myra’s death and my meeting Sarah, my second wife, there were a few ladies in my life, and of those the most serious was Alison Higgins. She was a cop like me, a detective sergeant, then detective inspector, and she matched me in most ways, not least in ambition.

				We were a natural couple; we liked each other, we were good together, vertically and horizontally, and our tastes were similar. Alex approved of her too; that was a prerequisite of any relationship, and Alison passed that test from the start. Although we never formally lived together, she was the only woman who had clothes hanging in my wardrobe, and whose toothbrush stood alongside mine in the mug, until Sarah came into my life.

				She didn’t talk about her family much, not at the beginning. Looking back, I recognise that may have been because in those days, I never talked about mine. I was still hurting too much over Myra, and my childhood was an absolute no-go area. Thus, it was a complete surprise when she invited Alex and me to go sailing with her one weekend, on her brother’s yacht.

				Anyone who watched commercial television in those days had to be aware of Dene Furnishing; it was one of the nation’s biggest retailers, with a huge turnover and an advertising budget to match. When Myra and I set up house as a very young couple, most of our furniture came from its Bathgate store; indeed, I still have some of it.

				I knew all about Dene, but I had no idea that it was owned and had been built, from the ground up, by Eden Higgins, Alison’s older brother. She’d mentioned him to me, but only vaguely. On the other hand, he knew all about me. Once we met, on board his schooner, it didn’t take me long to realise that he’d had me checked out.

				I didn’t hold that against him. He was a very wealthy man, and if he was on his guard against fortune hunters, it was understandable. Indeed, I felt the same way: Alex was my fortune and I knew that in a few years’ time I’d be vetting her potential suitors. (Not very effectively, as it transpired.)

				That sailing weekend was a landmark event in my life, but it was never repeated. The offer of another trip was made, more than once, but conflicting diaries, or weather, contrived to ensure that I never returned to the Palacio de Ginebra, Eden’s casually named Gin Palace.

				The vessel didn’t live up, or maybe down, to its name; it was a sleek, speedy, no-frills racing yacht, and when we berthed in the Inverkip marina, after our cruise to Campbeltown, I had a couple of blisters to prove that I wasn’t as hard handed as I’d believed.

				Eden and I met up again at a few social events over the next couple of years, until Alison decided that being with me was a hindrance to her career. Jimmy Proud, our chief constable, knew of our relationship; he had always kept us apart professionally, and Alison came to believe that had ruled her out of the running for a couple of jobs she’d fancied. She may have been right . . . honestly, I do not know, and there’s no point in asking Jimmy now . . . but in any event, the truth was that our thing had run out of steam by then.

				The split was easy and amicable, not least because we’d never moved in together. Afterwards, when she did come into my police orbit, we kept it formal . . . at her insistence, not mine, for I was never precious about rank. At work I was ‘Sir’ to her, and she was ‘Inspector’ to me, then ‘Chief Inspector’ and finally ‘Superintendent’.

				She might have become ‘Ma’am’, if she’d lived, if she hadn’t been killed by a car bomb that was meant for someone else.

				The last time I’d seen Eden, before our reunion on the Mound, had been at Alison’s funeral. We shook hands at the door of the church after the service. All I could say was, ‘So sorry, mate.’ He nodded briefly, but that was all; his silence may have been because Sarah was with me, or quite simply because he was so choked up that he couldn’t speak.

				We didn’t stay in touch after that, but that didn’t prevent me from shopping in Dene Furnishings, or from noticing when Eden sold the business for many millions, to focus on the venture capital involvement that had been a sideline for a few years.

				His career was very easy to follow from then on; if he ever put a foot wrong in business, it never made the press, but every success, and there were plenty of them, made headlines.

				My progression was high profile too, but boy, how I wish my judgement had been as good as his.

				‘How can you know that?’ he asked me, after I’d had my revelation.

				‘I saw it, a few months ago: I was in L’Escala, in Spain, where I have a house.’

				He nodded. ‘I remember. You took my sister there.’

				Eden was right; his memory was better than mine, for I’d filed that fact at the back of the mental drawer. I don’t believe that I ever loved Alison, or that she loved me, but as I’ve said, I liked her, more than any woman I’ve ever been with, apart from Sarah, and her death hurt me more deeply than I let anyone see at the time.

				‘Yeah,’ I murmured, as another recollection came to me. ‘She didn’t like it in the summer. She said it was too hot for her. But she, Alex and I spent a Christmas there; she enjoyed that.’

				‘I know,’ he said. ‘She told me so. Then less than a year later, she told me she’d decided it was you or her career, and her career won.’

				‘What she told me,’ I replied, ‘was that she’d make a better chief constable than a wife, and that since she didn’t believe she could be both, we’d better pack it in.’

				‘Did you try to talk her round?’ he asked.

				‘No, I didn’t,’ I admitted, ‘because I felt exactly the same way about myself. I was a lousy husband while I was a cop, Eden. A couple of ladies would tell you that. Now I’m out of it, I find that I’m enjoying domesticity more than I ever have before.’

				He paused. ‘In that case, am I wrong to be bringing this situation to you?’

				‘Not at all,’ I insisted. ‘You’re a friend. Also, the chances are that anything I can do will be advisory, no more. Now, back to the matter in hand. Last autumn, in L’Escala, I was in the marina, and I saw the Palacio de Ginebra in a mooring there. I didn’t believe it at first, thought my mind was going, but I went back and checked and, for sure, it was your boat. So, it looks like we have a starting point.’

				He thwarted my triumph with a few words. ‘No, Bob, I’m afraid we don’t. I sold the schooner years ago, to a pop star looking for a hobby. It had too much of Alison about it. The truth is that she was always a more enthusiastic sailor than I was. Rachel, my wife, has her own sports; she skis and she was an international bi-athlete in her youth, but unfortunately she gets seasick in the bath. As for our boy, Rory decided that go-karting was his sport of choice.

				‘So I got rid of the working boat, and bought something more suited to a gentleman of means.’ He grinned. ‘It’s a seventy-five-foot motor yacht, and I named her the Princess Alison. I use it more for business entertainment than for my own pleasure.’ His smile vanished. ‘Or I did, until it was taken.’

				He was interrupted, by a rap on the door. It opened, and Eden’s secretary, a tall late-thirties brunette, who had introduced herself as Luisa McCracken when I arrived, advised us that lunch was ready.

				My host led me through to his dining room. The table was large enough to hold a dozen, but there were only four places set. One of them was occupied by a young man; I recognised him from times past. He’d been a child, but even then he’d had his father’s high forehead, and his aunt’s sky-blue eyes.

				His mother sat opposite him. I’d seen Rachel Higgins before, at a couple of those social events, but Alison had never introduced us. She’d never been close to her sister-in-law, and she’d made a point of keeping us apart.

				Rory stood as we entered, extending a hand. ‘Mr Skinner,’ he exclaimed. ‘It’s good to see you again.’

				Higgins Junior was as tall as me, and had a firm handshake. ‘And you,’ I replied. ‘You work with your dad now?’ I asked.

				‘He’s my eyes and ears,’ Eden said. ‘I have a majority shareholding in more than twenty companies in several business sectors: retail, information technology, housing and light engineering, principally. I’m on the board of every one of them, and chairman of eight, but I don’t get involved on a hands-on basis if I can avoid it. Rory’s a chartered accountant by profession; he’s employed by the holding company as a sort of travelling auditor. Each subsidiary’s management accounts come to him. If he sees something that needs attention, he points it out to the CEO of the company in question. If he felt that it really,’ he underlined the word, ‘needed attention he would bring it to me. But that’s never happened.’

				He smiled. ‘Mind you,’ he added, ‘he’s learning the hard way. I can’t have him seen as the boss’s son throwing his weight around. He isn’t on any of the boards, subsidiary or parent company, he has no executive authority, and he’s paid the going rate for the job, reflecting his responsibility and experience.’

				‘Nevertheless, that’s a pretty responsible job,’ I commented. ‘I hope it pays for your karting, Rory.’

				He laughed. ‘It wouldn’t, but that’s a thing of the past. When I started I saw myself as a Formula One driver, but that dream died young, when I kept on growing past five feet nine, and my weight went past seventy-five kilos. Now I play tennis and golf.’

				‘Where did you complete your CA qualification?’ I asked.

				He replied with a set of initials that I recognised as one of the big three firms. ‘I got my practising certificate when I was twenty-three,’ he said, ‘and worked there for three years, until I joined Dad two years ago. Higgins Holdings isn’t the most glamorous name for a company, but it’s a challenging job.’

				His answer told me that I’d been right in my calculation of his age. He’d been ten when we’d all gone sailing. Alex was there too; she was into her teens, and so she’d barely noticed him. She would now, I thought. He’d turned into a good-looking guy.

				‘Rachel,’ Eden exclaimed, breaking into my thoughts, ‘finally, this is the man you always said you wanted to meet. I don’t know why it never happened, back in the old days.’

				She smiled up at me. ‘I do,’ she murmured. ‘Your sister was afraid I might be competition.’

				Pretty brazen, I thought, to say that to her husband. I grinned back at her, hoping that she couldn’t read the truth in my eyes.

				And that was, I wouldn’t have fancied her in a hundred years, not because she was physically unattractive . . . which she wasn’t . . . but because she had an unfortunate habit of looking at people as if she was appraising them, and making an instant assessment of their worth. I really hate that, and so did Alison. That was the real reason for her keeping a distance between Rachel and me.

				However I was her husband’s guest that lunchtime, so I shook her hand, doing my best to avoid a large emerald and diamond ring, gave her the full Skinner smile, and replied, ‘The only competition Alison ever saw was the job, and ultimately she was right.’

				Eden had hired caterers. A little extravagant, I thought, when we could have walked a couple of hundred yards to Ondine, or the Witchery, but if that’s what really rich folk do, then who was I to object?

				We talked our way through lunch, mostly about our careers and how they had developed. ‘I never thought you’d chuck it,’ Eden said, brow wrinkled with the effort of
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