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      About Quintin Jardine
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      Quintin Jardine was born once upon a time in the West: of Scotland rather than America, but still he grew to manhood as a massive Sergio Leone fan. On the way there he was educated, against his will, in Glasgow, where he ditched a token attempt to study law for more interesting careers in journalism, government propaganda, and political spin-doctoring. After a close call with the Brighton Bomb in 1984, he moved into the even riskier world of media relations consultancy, before realising that all along he had been training to become a crime writer.


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


      He can be tracked down through his website www.quintinjardine.com.
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      ‘The perfect mix for a highly charged, fast-moving crime thriller’ Glasgow Herald


      ‘[Quintin Jardine] sells more crime fiction in Scotland than John Grisham and people queue around the block to buy his latest book’ The Australian


      ‘There is a whole world here, the tense narratives all come to the boil at the same time in a spectacular climax’ Shots magazine


      ‘Engrossing, believable characters...captures Edinburgh beautifully...It all adds up to a very good read’ Edinburgh Evening News
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      About the Book


      LAST RESORT is the twenty-fifth novel in Quintin Jardine’s ever-popular Bob Skinner series, and sees the Edinburgh cop back as never before.


      After thirty years of service, former Chief Constable Bob Skinner faces the possible end of his police career, at its pinnacle.


      A quiet trip to Catalunya to contemplate his future soon takes on a different flavour when Skinner is approached by an old friend, media owner Xavier Aislado, with an unusual request. One of his business’s brightest talents, Hector Sureda Roca, has vanished without trace. Now it’s up to Skinner to track him down.


      But as he conducts his search it soon becomes clear that another manhunt is also in progress, and that he himself is the target.


      While his daughter Alex fights that battle on the home front, his search for Sureda takes one sinister turn after another, until he is faced with the toughest question of all. Is natural justice sometimes the only answer?

    

  


  
    
      


      This one’s for Martin Fletcher, who keeps Skinner honest. Cheers, mate.

    

  


  
    
      


      One


      When the call came, the one that put me back in place as a functioning human being, I was, not to put too fine a point on it, really screwed up inside my head.


      I had begun a year that seemed to be full of promise, but if I’d been granted foresight of what most of those promises actually were, I’d probably have stayed in bed on the first of January and waited out the next twelve months.


      I’d have been on my own, though; even then I should have been able to spot the fault lines in my unstable marriage to Aileen de Marco.


      When our relationship became public knowledge, a smart-arse broadsheet journalist wrote a flowery piece about the attraction of unlike poles, the policeman and the politician, the authoritarian (me) and the libertarian (her), and topped the allegorical nonsense off by labelling us ‘Scotland’s most magnetic couple’.


      I fell for some of that for a while, until the day when I realised that it was the diametric opposite of the truth. Aileen and I were both leaders in our chosen professions and we were both (although I’d have denied it) ambitious. However, she was as authoritarian as me, and neither of us had any trace of compromise in our nature.


      When we found ourselves on a collision course over the future of the Scottish police service, and its implications for my personal position, with Aileen determined to ensure that her side of the argument came out on top, and having the power to make that happen...well, to complete that journo’s analogy, the like poles that, in reality, we had been all along, repelled each other, as they always do.


      Everything fell apart after that, very quickly indeed; not only my marriage, but my job, my career, my vision of the future; they were all cut from under me.


      The one saving grace...and that’s something of a pun, given her family name...was the return of Sarah, the wife I should never have left in the first place, and the cautious rebuilding of our relationship. She and I have only two things in common: we love each other and we love our kids. She’s good for me and I know now that I was lost in the time we were apart.


      When disaster followed disaster in my life, and everything reached its grim conclusion, it was only Sarah who kept me on the rails. I’d have sat brooding indefinitely in the house, over the offer of an unspecified role at an unspecified rank, or giving my lawyer a hard time as he tried to sort out the alternative, the terms of my departure from the police service. Indeed that’s what I did for a few weeks until she had enough of it.


      ‘Bob,’ she said, plucking what would have been my fourth Corona of that Saturday evening if she’d let me uncap the bottle, ‘this will not do. I know how shitty the last few months have been, but not even you can undo an Act of Parliament.


      ‘I know you’re having difficulty with the fact that you’re not Chief Constable Skinner any more, but it is not the worst thing that’s ever happened.


      ‘You’ve given thirty years of public service. Now it’s somebody else’s turn to catch the bad guys, to clear up after the pubs close, and to keep the traffic flowing smoothly, and those people are more than capable, since your generation has trained most of them. There was a police force before you and there will still be one without you, if you decide to go completely. What you have to work out is what you might be without it.’


      I felt the corners of my mouth turn down as I watched her put the beer back in the fridge. ‘I might be nothing,’ I countered, mournfully. ‘Being a policeman might be the only shot I had in my locker.’


      ‘Rubbish!’ she laughed. ‘You’ve already been offered three non-executive directorships.’


      ‘I don’t do non-executive anything, love. You know that.’


      ‘Then you could write.’


      ‘About what?’


      ‘Your career.’


      ‘I’d have to leave too much out. A lot of my files are closed.’


      ‘You could try fiction,’ she suggested. ‘You could jump on the Tartan Noir bandwagon.’


      ‘Christ,’ I complained, ‘can’t we find a word in our own language to describe a Scottish institution, rather than nicking one from the bloody French?


      ‘If I did that, love,’ I pointed out, ‘...although I doubt that I have the talent...everyone would be convinced that it was all Skinner’s Casebook thinly disguised. There could be all sorts of legal problems...and besides, I don’t have the patience.’


      ‘Then you could teach.’ She pointed an authoritative figure at me. ‘I’ll bet that if you put the word out that you fancied a university chair, you’d have half a dozen offers.’


      ‘It’s easy for you to say that, my dear,’ I countered. ‘You’re a consultant forensic pathologist; you can do your job and teach it at the same time. Mine wasn’t like that. What would my lectures be about? Police procedure? Criminal investigation?


      ‘Sure I could do that stuff, but what I couldn’t teach, probably couldn’t even explain, is the instinct that separates an efficient officer from an exceptional one; the reason why one patrol officer in twenty will know when it’s time to kick a door in, then finds a sick old person or an abused child behind it, or why only a single detective in a squad might be able to look at all the known facts of a case, understand logically what must be hiding behind them, and then back his own judgement. I wouldn’t be interested in turning out clone cops, only risk-takers.’


      She smiled, challenging. ‘Well?’


      ‘There would be no market for them. Risk only works when it’s rewarded.’


      ‘It worked for you.’


      ‘God knows how.’ I heard myself chuckle. ‘When I think of some of the chances I took...’


      ‘Then take another.’


      ‘How?’


      She took a few moments to frame her reply. ‘Get the hell out of here for a while. The longer you sit around here sulking, the likelier it is that you’ll wind up as a middle-aged house husband with a shrinking golf handicap and an expanding waistline.


      ‘Already you’re drinking more beer than you should, and your coffee addiction’s come back. Is that what you want from the rest of your life?’


      ‘Probably not,’ I conceded, ‘although I like the bit about the golf handicap.’


      ‘You can play golf anywhere, and you need to do it somewhere else for a while. It’s less than a month to Christmas; take yourself off to the Spanish house for some of that time. You’ll be able to look at the future more objectively out there.’


      ‘I’m needed here,’ I protested. ‘My kids need me...all of them.’


      ‘They can do without you for a couple of weeks...they’ve had to in the past. Go away, Bob, and look forward, not back.


      ‘You’re in a great position. With the pension you’ll have kicking in if you decide to leave the force, you’ll be financially fireproof for life. The world’s the shellfish of your choice, since I know you don’t like oysters. Go: work it out.’

    

  


  
    
      


      Two


      These days I have a simple rule: what Sarah wants, Sarah gets. Two days later, on the following Monday, I was on a flight to Barcelona, with a one-way ticket.


      I hadn’t expected to be heading back to L’Escala so soon; my last trip to my Spanish hometown had ended calamitously, and that bad memory was still burned into my brain.


      The flight touched down late in the evening, so I spent the night in a hotel above Estacio Sants, the main railway station in Barcelona, and took a train north after breakfast.


      The house was cold when I arrived on Tuesday morning, just before midday. Anyone who believes that the north of Spain enjoys a year-long summer has never been there in the winter. My priority task was firing up the heating; that done, I unpacked, and then made the place habitable by moving the garden furniture out of the living room. By the time everything was as I wanted it, I was experiencing lunchtime symptoms, so I left a message on Sarah’s phone to let her know that I’d got there okay, and strolled down into the old town, the heart of L’Escala.


      Although I’ve had a home there for all of twenty years, I had never visited Spain in early December. I’d expected the place to be quiet, with half the cafes and restaurants closed for holidays or maintenance, so I was surprised by the buzz around the little beach.


      The tourists were gone, but the expatriate population was out in numbers. The languages that caught my ear as I sat at a pavement table in one of the few bars that caught the watery early afternoon sun were mainly English and French. If it hadn’t been for a trio of Spanish business people...the two guys in the group were wearing ties, and that’s a real giveaway...I might have been the youngest person there.


      As I leaned back in my chair and looked across the bay, watching the waves lapping against the rock they call El Cargol, the snail, I was seized by the curious notion...erroneously, as I was to discover very soon...that I was an unseen observer of my surroundings, encased in an invisibility bubble.


      It didn’t take me long to rationalise the feeling: I was in the midst of a crowd of people and nobody, not one person, recognised me.


      I’ve never regarded myself as a celebrity, but in recent years I’ve been forced to recognise that as a chief constable I was a public figure. Even before that, when I was involved in hands-on criminal investigation, my image featured regularly on television and in the press. I was used to heads turning when I walked into a room, and to registering the expressions of people as they clocked me. (You can tell a lot from that first glance.)


      I smiled as I ordered a beer, a couple of tapas, and a long flauta sandwich. As the waiter departed, I logged my iPhone on to the house wi-fi, and checked my emails. Apart from my daily newspapers, I had three. One was from Gullane Golf Club, setting out its programme for Christmas and New Year, the second was from Mitchell Laidlaw, my lawyer, and the third was from Neil McIlhenney, on his personal account rather than his Metropolitan Police address.


      I opened that first, and read. ‘Thanks for the good wishes,’ he began. I’d left him a voice message the day before congratulating him on his promotion to Commander.


      It’s bloody ridiculous that I’m still climbing the ladder while you might be jumping off it, given that I’d probably never have made it past DS if not for you. Good luck to Andy as the first head of Police Scotland, and to Maggie as his deputy, but we’re all sorry that you might not be there. If you fancy a complete change of scene, there are whispers of an assistant commissioner vacancy down here, one that would suit you down to the ground.


      I smiled as I closed the message. Those whispers had reached my ears, straight from the mouth of the Met Commissioner herself, who’d called me to sound me out. I declined as politely as I could; a few years ago I was encouraged to apply for the job that she holds now, but a London move has never held any interest for me.


      Neil was right. A large part of me did indeed want to jump off that damned ladder, for a whole raft of reasons, some professional, others personal; the latter included one that had made me judge my position to be untenable. Better to leave it to the next generation, I’d been thinking, even if launching myself into the unknown was a daunting prospect.


      I was a cop in limbo; officially I was still on the strength, but the force that I’d led had disappeared in the creation of the new unified service. I was on sabbatical; the PR people had said that the Police Authority was looking at possible roles for me in the new service.


      That was true, but its chief executive had come up with nothing of any interest to me. I had made noises about wanting out, but the authority was reluctant to negotiate a severance package, and I was equally reluctant to go down the tribunal route. Also I was unsure.


      From my first day in the service, there had been certainty in my professional life. If I did cut the cord, irrevocably, that would be gone; deep in my heart I wasn’t sure I could cope without it.


      I knew that was what Mitchell Laidlaw’s email would be about, another offer of a sinecure job...the last one had been head of strategic planning, whatever the hell that means, and I’d laughed it out of court. I was about to open the message when my phone sang its song, letting me off the hook for the moment.


      I glanced at the caller’s number, but it told me nothing. However I did recognise it as a Spanish mobile, by its format. I frowned; that was a puzzle. Nobody had known I was heading for L’Escala and there had been no time for word of my arrival to have spread around my few friends in the town. I came close to deciding it was a marketing cold call and hitting the red spot, but my curiosity overcame me. I took the call, answering with my usual simple grunt of, ‘Yes?’


      ‘Bob?’


      The voice in my ear was deep and mellow and although it had been a while since I’d heard it, I recognised it at once. ‘Xavi,’ I exclaimed.


      ‘The same,’ the caller agreed. ‘How are you?’


      ‘Personally, I’m okay,’ I replied. ‘Professionally, I’m fucked.’


      Xavier Aislado has been a friend of mine for around twenty-five years. For the first few of those, ours was a business relationship...Xavi the journalist, Bob the cop, it had to be that way...but somewhere along the line we’d come to be friends.


      He was born in Edinburgh, into a family of refugees from the Spanish Civil War; they had done well in business, and the young Xavi had never wanted for anything, other than the love of his parents.


      After a brief career as a pro footballer was cut short by injury, he found a job on a tired, rickety old Scottish broadsheet called the Saltire. He proved himself to be a natural journalist, and breathed new life into the place. It’s no exaggeration to say that he was almost entirely responsible for turning it into one of Scotland’s leading newspapers.


      Eventually, his input was more than simply editorial. When the title fell into the hands of a business scoundrel whose mismanagement and crookedness brought it perilously close to liquidation, Xavi engineered its purchase by a media group that his half-brother Joe had founded on his return to Spain after Franco’s death.


      While Xavi’s professional life was outstanding, his private life was an even bigger disaster than mine. After his marriage ended in a horrible bereavement that would have broken most men, he focused for years on nothing but work. He withdrew from the few friends he had, me included; any contact we had was by telephone, never face to face.


      His isolation from social Edinburgh did the Saltire no harm, it must be said. He was able to devote his entire life to being its managing editor, driving it on until it had left all its rivals in its wake.


      Its circulation continued to climb as those of other papers fell, so it came as a surprise when, without a word of warning, Xavi removed himself from our midst and joined Joe on his estate in the hills above Girona, leaving his life’s work in the hands of June Crampsey, his sister from his mother’s second marriage.


      I couldn’t remember when last I’d seen him, but I doubt that it was this century.


      ‘How did you get this number?’ I asked him. (It’s known only by my inner circle of friends and family.)


      ‘Why?’ he chuckled. ‘Is it on the state secret list?’


      ‘Of course not. I’m just curious, that’s all.’


      ‘Don’t worry, I’ll forget it.’


      ‘Don’t be daft,’ I told him. ‘Add it to your contacts.’


      ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘As it happens, your daughter shared it with me. None of your old colleagues were forthcoming, so I called your Alex. June told me where I could find her. You must have spoken kindly of me, for she passed it on, once she’d satisfied herself of my bona fides, by confirming with June that I was who I said I was.’


      ‘Did she tell you where I was?’


      ‘That she did not share,’ he admitted.


      ‘I wouldn’t have minded that either,’ I said, pausing as lunch arrived at my table. ‘So, my friend, good as it is to hear from you after all this time, you’ll understand me wondering why you’re calling me.’


      ‘I’ve been following your story,’ he replied, ‘trying to work out why you seem to have walked out on your career, just as it was about to reach its zenith.’


      ‘You’re not being a journo, are you, Xavi?’ I asked. I’d never made a public statement about my decision not to compete for the post of chief constable of the new nationwide Police Scotland force.


      ‘Of course not, I’m just a curious and concerned friend.’


      ‘In that case, if you look at your own paper’s back issues you’ll find that I made it pretty clear a few months ago that I thought the politicians had got it wrong over police unification.’


      ‘I don’t have to look up anything,’ he said. ‘I remember the piece you gave us. And then your marriage broke up, and everyone, me included, thought that your then wife’s being on the other side of the argument had everything to do with that.’


      ‘Not everything; there were other reasons. “Argument” is the wrong word, though. I wasn’t for debating the issue with anyone; the interview I did with your June was a statement of my beliefs. Aileen knew what those were all along. She ignored me, and thought I’d have to fall in line when the change was forced through.’


      ‘So did I. I always thought you were a pragmatist, and that once the decision was made you’d live with it.’


      ‘Like I said...’


      ‘Yes, there were other reasons,’ he said, ‘just as there’s another reason for this call. I’d like to consult you.’


      ‘Consult me?’ I laughed. ‘Do you think I’m Sherlock fucking Holmes?’


      He chuckled in return. ‘Nothing would surprise me about you. But I mean it, Bob. I have a situation and I need advice.’


      ‘What kind of situation?’


      ‘I can’t say over the phone. It would have to be in person.’


      ‘Where?’


      ‘Anywhere you like. I’ll come to Scotland if I have to.’


      When he said that, I understood that it was serious. I knew from June Crampsey that Xavi had never been back to Edinburgh since the day he left his office in the Saltire building for the last time.


      ‘You don’t.’ I held my phone up in the air for a few seconds then put it back to my ear. ‘What did you hear?’ I asked.


      ‘Seagulls,’ he replied, ‘and someone speaking French, too loudly, in a Belgian accent. Does that mean you’re not in Scotland?’


      ‘I’m in L’Escala, chum. I got here less than two hours ago. At this moment I’m watching my patatas bravas cool down and the head disappear from my beer.’


      ‘Then I’ll come to you...if you’re willing to talk to me, that is.’


      ‘I am, but you can host me. Sarah says I need a complete change of scene, and I’ve never been to your place.’


      ‘Great,’ he exclaimed. ‘When can you make it? I’ll send a car to pick you up. Hell, listen to me! I’ll come to fetch you myself.’


      ‘There’s no need for that,’ I told him. ‘I’ll be on the road as soon as I’ve finished lunch; give me your address and I’ll programme my satnav.’


      ‘That’s excellent, Bob. Bring an overnight bag; the very least I can do is put you up and give you a decent dinner.’


      As we ended the call, I found myself buzzing and, to my surprise, grateful for Xavi’s interruption, and his invitation. I’d only been in the house on the hill for a few minutes, but that was long enough for me to realise that the place was full of ghosts.

    

  


  
    
      


      Three


      As I paid my bill, a layer of cloud covered the sun, knocking the temperature down by about five degrees centigrade. It looked as if it wasn’t about to go anywhere in a hurry, and I began to regret my casual decision to come out without a jacket.


      I told the waiter not to bother about the change and stood up, keen to be on my way, but I hadn’t gone ten paces before the corner of my eye caught a strange movement.


      I stopped and looked around, over my shoulder. There was another cafe next to mine; it wasn’t nearly as popular, with only two tables occupied. A young woman sat alone at one of them; she was holding a small Nikon pocket camera, and had a sheepish expression on her face.


      ‘I thought it was you, Mr Skinner,’ she said, in an accent that was almost as Scottish as mine, then snapped off another image as I frowned down at her. So much for my notion of anonymity.


      ‘Okay,’ I said, ‘now you know for sure. I’m sorry I can’t spend some time with a fellow Scot, Ms...’


      ‘McDaniels; Carrie McDaniels.’


      ‘...but I have to be somewhere.’


      ‘That’s too bad,’ she replied. ‘I didn’t expect to find many Scots here, in L’Escala.’ She raised the camera and clicked again. ‘Especially not one as famous as you.’


      I felt my hackles rise and took a couple of paces towards her. ‘Look, stop doing that,’ I told her.


      She frowned. ‘Why?’ she challenged. ‘It’s a free country. What are you going to do about it?’


      I snatched the camera from her hand, flicked open the cover in its base and ejected the SD card.


      Sudden anger flared in her eyes. ‘Hey,’ she yelled, ‘you can’t do that!’


      I laughed as I laid the Nikon down in front of her. ‘It’s bloody obvious that I can,’ I said, slipping my images into a trouser pocket.


      As I did so I was aware of movement at the other occupied table. The two guys who had been sitting there were on their feet and heading towards me. One of them was holding a beer bottle, and his mate was reaching into his jacket.


      Señor San Miguel reached me first, brandishing what he thought was his weapon. I jabbed two stiff fingers into his eyes, hard: welcome to the world of pain, chum. The other one had a flick-knife and looked ready to open it. Unfortunately for him he was left-handed, which meant that I didn’t have to reach across him to grab his wrist and twist his arm, spinning him round and putting him in the ‘come along’ hold beloved of cops everywhere, then slamming his face into Carrie’s tabletop.


      ‘You just pulled a knife on me, son,’ I murmured, then took weeks of frustration out on him with a short, sharp wrench that separated his shoulder and produced a satisfying scream. I took the blade from him, pocketed it and turned to have a further discussion with the first attacker, but he had recovered enough vision to spot the road out of town and was heading for it as fast as his legs could carry him.


      A guy in a waiter’s tunic was standing in the doorway, with a look on his face that contrived to be both fearful and quizzical at the same time. I caught his eye, shook my head, and called out, ‘It’s nothing. No problem.’


      I glanced at the cafe where I’d eaten. Not unnaturally, the action next door had attracted attention. I frowned at them, collectively, and they went back to their beer and tapas.


      Heavy Number Two was back in a chair, bleeding from the nose and moaning, holding on to his misshapen shoulder. He was dark-haired and brown-skinned, Moroccan, probably. ‘You speak English?’ I asked him.


      He nodded, without looking at me.


      ‘Okay, then understand this. If you go to the clinic along in Riells, they’ll fix that for you. I don’t have time to get involved with the police, but if I ever see you again, or your pal, I will hurt you far worse than the local medics can deal with. Go, now.’


      He did as he’d been told, leaving me alone with Carrie. She was a lot less confident than she had been before. I sat at her table and took a closer look at her than I had before. I guessed that she was much closer to thirty than twenty. Although her hair was fair, it wasn’t sun-bleached, and she was pale-skinned; two signs of someone who hadn’t been in Spain for very long.


      ‘You smell of two things, my dear,’ I told her, over-confidently, ‘duty-free perfume and journalist. Why are you here, and why the hell did you think you needed to hire those two clowns as protection?’


      ‘They were supposed to be my interpreters,’ she replied. ‘My Spanish is non-existent. I met them in a bar last night; I only got here yesterday,’ she added, in explanation. ‘It was a weird wee place, but British-owned. The owner was friendly enough, so I told him I needed somebody to translate for me while I’m here. Tony and Julio...that’s those two...were drinking in there. They heard me, and they volunteered. That’s to say, for a hundred euros a day each, they volunteered.’


      ‘Did they indeed?’ I laughed. ‘I’ll tell you one thing. However good their Spanish may be, their Arabic will be better.’


      ‘But they’ve got Spanish names,’ she protested.


      ‘Not on their ID cards, they don’t; you can be sure of that. Now, answer my other question. What are you up to?’


      ‘I’m doing a travel piece for my paper,’ she volunteered.


      ‘That paper being...?’


      ‘Actually, it’s an airline flight mag: it’s a Belgian tour company called FlemAir.’


      ‘You speak Flemish?’


      ‘I write in English and they translate.’


      ‘Well, Caroline,’ I began.


      ‘It’s not Caroline,’ she retorted, ‘just Carrie.’


      ‘Well, Carrie,’ I continued, ‘good luck to you, but don’t go snapping any more strangers.’


      ‘Fuck off!’ she murmured. ‘But give me my memory card back first,’ she added.


      I smiled at her pouting lip. ‘No chance, lass. Put it down to experience, or on your expenses as my fee for saving you from those clowns. Sooner rather than later, you’d have been in bad trouble with them.’


      I felt her eyes boring into me as I walked away, but I didn’t look back. My unexpected exercise had made me forget about the gathering chill, but it reasserted itself pretty quickly and so I quickened my pace, to counteract it.


      As I crested the hill called Puig Pedro, where my house is located, I took out my phone and scrolled though my stored numbers. Still on the march, I chose one and called it.


      ‘DS Haddock,’ a young voice announced, after two rings.


      ‘Sauce,’ I said. ‘It’s Bob Skinner. Are you free to speak?’


      ‘Yes, sir, I’m clear. This is a surprise.’


      ‘I’m sure it is. For me too in a way; it isn’t a call I’d planned to make but I need some help, using channels that aren’t open to me at the moment.’


      ‘Then fire away, Chief.’


      Young Harold Haddock, Sauce being his inevitable nickname, is one of my protégés, although Maggie Steele, my successor as chief constable in Edinburgh, has equal claim to him, having spotted his potential when he was a young PC in her nick. He’s rewarded our faith in him by flourishing in the service and making detective sergeant as fast as I did.


      He did have one close encounter with disaster in his climb up the ladder. He found himself a girlfriend named Cheeky McCullough, and fell head over heels in love. Unsurprisingly, her forename isn’t how she was baptised. She was named Cameron, after her grandfather, a truth she wasn’t keen to share with Sauce when they met.


      That was understandable given that Grandpa’s businesses, along with property, commercial and residential construction, and leisure, are said to include every criminal activity known to man, although he’s never been convicted of anything. His closest calls were a murder charge, in which the crucial witnesses all vanished on the day of the trial, and a potential drugs prosecution that folded when the stuff vanished from a secure police store.


      When Sauce found out, it almost broke the relationship, but it turned out to be stronger than that.


      I could have called several other people looking for a favour, but I’d chosen Sauce because I knew he’d get it done with least fuss, and probably quickest. There was also the fact that he owed me one. Another chief constable might have forced him out of the service because of Cheeky, but I decided that he was too good to lose, and let him stay.


      ‘I need a couple of things checked,’ I said. ‘First, is there a Belgian travel company called FlemAir? Second, if there is, has it commissioned a Scottish journalist named Carrie McDaniels to do a piece on Spain for its flight mag? Third, if there isn’t, or there is and it hasn’t, is there such a person and if so what’s her story?’


      ‘Can do, sir. What can you tell me about her?’


      ‘Very little; she has fair hair, she’s aged somewhere between twenty-five, if she doesn’t look after herself, and thirty-two if she does. Carrie’s her given name, not a shortened form, and she seems to be a Ms, not a Mrs. Likely she’ll have been on a flight to Barcelona or possibly Girona within the last forty-eight hours.’


      ‘Got all that,’ Sauce confirmed. ‘Are you going to tell me why you need this...just in case anyone asks?’


      ‘I’m not even sure I do need it,’ I confessed. ‘The lady just crossed me, and I’d like to check that she is what she says.’


      ‘And do you think she is?’


      ‘Not for a second, lad. That might well be her name, but I’m doubtful about the rest.’


      ‘Do I need to do anything else,’ he asked, ‘other than just check on her?’


      ‘I don’t think so. I’ve given her a talking-to, and that may be enough. Hopefully she’ll get the message that I don’t like being accosted, especially not by journos. When I deal with them, it’s on my terms.’


      ‘How do I get back to you, sir?’ he asked. ‘If she’s in Spain...’


      ‘Then obviously so am I,’ I said. ‘Just call this number.’


      ‘It came up as withheld.’


      ‘Of course, sorry.’ Although Sauce was on my contact list, I wasn’t on his. I recited it, from memory. ‘I appreciate this,’ I told him.


      ‘Don’t mention it.’ I heard him chuckle. ‘It feels bloody weird, though, you calling me on the quiet.’


      ‘Hey, son,’ I murmured, just as I arrived at my front gate, ‘how do you think it feels for me?’


      I ended the call, then went inside. The house was appreciably warmer than before, but it was more than creature comfort that lifted my spirits. Somehow, my call from Xavi, and my peculiar encounter just afterwards, had yanked me out of the torpor in which I had been languishing. I was beginning to feel myself again.


      I went upstairs to pack a change of clothes for my overnight visit. As I did, I remembered Carrie’s SD card. I took it from my pocket and held it between my fingers, ready to crush it. I would have done too, had my cop’s curiosity not kicked in. Instead I went through to my small study and switched on my computer. When it had booted up I fed the storage device into the appropriate slot and then clicked on its icon to open it.


      The card wasn’t a new one; lines of thumbnail images filled the screen. I took my reading specs...I detest them, but I gave into the need for them around my fiftieth birthday...from the breast pocket of my shirt so that I could study them more closely.


      The first three images showed the inside of a house; a young person’s place, I guessed from the furniture, which was modern... IKEA or something very similar, from the open-plan layout, and from the clothing that was scattered on the back of a couch; a young woman’s place, for all of the garments were feminine. I clicked on another and saw French doors with something beyond.


      A few photos later, and I knew that they had been taken in a flat, in a modern block, with a small, enclosed terrace, from which the photographer, Carrie for certain, as she’d managed to catch an image of herself in a mirror, had taken some outside shots.


      Some were panoramic, some were close-ups as if she had been testing the zoom capabilities of the camera, but all of them gave away her location. In each of them, there was the unmistakable shape of the one-time royal yacht, Britannia, in her permanent mooring beside the Ocean Terminal centre in Leith, Edinburgh’s port.


      ‘That’s handy,’ I murmured. ‘Now I know where you live, Ms McDaniels, if needs be.’


      I could have scrolled straight to the end to find and delete my own mugshots, but I was curious so I went on slowly. As the pictures progressed it was obvious that Carrie had been learning how to use the camera properly, as they became more skilled, sharper and better composed.


      All of the early images were of places, street scenes in Edinburgh, a series in the Royal Botanical Gardens, which were actually pretty damn good, and crowds of shoppers in a covered mall that I recognised as Cameron Toll, not far from the new Royal Infirmary.


      The naked man took me by surprise, as he had been taken also, from the expression on his face. He was on a beach, and she had caught him changing into swim trunks, behind a windbreak that would have given him a degree of privacy had she not been on the same side. She had caught him with his right foot in mid-air, toes pointing towards the costume that he held in both hands, leaning forward yet looking sideways, mouth open, half-smiling as he looked at her, showing bright eyes and perfect teeth.


      Five more shots followed, catching him in the act of over-balancing and falling over, laughing as he rolled in the sand, then struggling into his garment as he sat there. The last was a normal pose, a more controlled grin half-turned towards the camera: close cropped dark hair, thick straight eyebrows, good muscle definition, perfect teeth, age thirty-something, maybe. He reminded me of someone; I studied him for a few moments then decided that he looked like the actor, Dominic West, and moved on.


      The next few photographs were of Carrie herself. The man had pinched the camera and paid her back in kind, catching her sleeping on a beach towel, mouth open slightly, topless, then in a couple more as she woke, startled possibly by the click of the camera. She was comfortable with him, that was for sure.


      I paused and checked the time on the top corner of the screen. I knew I should be going, for I couldn’t be sure how long it would take me to find Xavi’s place, but I pressed on, and into a surprise.


      The next sequence of photographs showed the beach. I knew it very well: I live just above it. There were a few zoomed images across the Forth of the coastal villages that I knew to be Elie and Earlsferry, but the rest looked inland, up towards Gullane Hill, and at the properties there.


      But not all of the properties: they were concentrated on one specific house; quite a few of them were close-ups. It was a modern two-storey building, set on quite a big plot. Overlooking the beach there was a bay-windowed structure that some might call a conservatory. But I don’t; I call it the ‘garden room’.


      Yes, it was my house.


      The last photograph had been taken at what must have been the camera’s maximum zoom; there were two people in the room, a man and a woman. They were standing, and while Carrie had been too far away for either to be facially recognisable, I knew for sure from her body shape that one was Aileen, my ex-wife now, but not then, not on 5 May, the date on the image.


      I was pretty certain, too, that I could put a name to the bloke, from his slim build, his height in relation to her, because they were standing pretty close, and from his distinctive head of hair. A pound to a pinch of pig-shit, he was Joey Morocco, the actor she’d been caught with, post flagrante, one might say, by a tabloid newspaper.


      I hadn’t really given a toss when it all came out, for we’d been history by then, but on 5 May we hadn’t been. The gloss might have worn off, but we were still Mr and Mrs, and she had had him, literally for sure, in our house, in my house. A quick memory trawl reminded me that there had been a chief police officers’ conference in Durham that weekend.


      I’d gone easy on Joey until then, but I’ve made a mental note to have a private word with him next time our paths cross, as I’ll make sure they do.


      I was so angered by that discovery that its main import almost passed me by. Carrie McDaniels had photographed my house, seven months before our meeting in L’Escala that afternoon.


      Yes, it was possible that she had been doing no more than taking away-day snapshots with her clever new camera. It is also possible that Motherwell Football Club will win the Champions’ League in eighteen months or so, but you will not find me betting a single euro-cent on either of those outcomes.


      Suddenly, my interest in Carrie’s card sharpened. If she’s done it in Scotland, I thought...


      I scrolled down, fast, to the final images. There I was, taken unawares in the first, then growing more annoyed in the other two. But what had she been doing before that?


      The answer was, she’d been taking surreptitious shots of me as I looked across the bay, lunched, and talked to Xavi on my mobile. I went a little further back. Clearly, her two guides had been taking her around the town. They’d shown her Plaça Catalunya (where the football ground used to be if you’ve known L’Escala that long), they’d shown her the church, they’d shown her a restaurant called La Clota, all closed up for the winter, and surprise, surprise, they’d shown her Puig Pedro, and the street where I live.


      They’d even taken her along the cami that goes to St Marti d’Empuries, and up the walkway, from which she’d been able to take a fine shot of the front of my house.


      Those who know me a little say that I’m quick to anger. Those who know me well could tell them that’s simply me blowing off steam, and that when I get really angry it happens slowly, and builds up inside me, with very few warning signs. That’s how it was as I looked at those images.


      I did a trick with the computer that boosted the size of the thumbnails, so that I could make out more detail without having to look at them individually, and went back through the catalogue as swiftly as I could without missing anything.


      It seemed that I’d been Carrie McDaniels’ favourite subject. At least one-third of her photo files were of me. She had me in uniform and in civvies, in Glasgow, in Edinburgh. She had me off duty, walking the course at a golf championship, and heading for the Mallard Hotel bar with Sarah on a Friday evening in late September.


      She even had me on the beach with my kids, carrying Seonaid on my shoulders while Mark and James Andrew worked on a sand sculpture of a car. Each child was photographed too, separately.


      That was the point at which my quiet anger turned into fury and I roared at the screen in frustration.


      ‘Thank Christ I took that fucking card!’ I shouted. The words were barely out before I realised that all the images, other than the most recent, would have been backed up, on at least one device.


      I’d never in my life felt vulnerable before, but I did then. I’m used to being fair game, but not my children, not them, never. On my patch, even in my strange emeritus situation, Carrie’s feet would not have touched the ground on the way to the nearest police holding cell; I’d have thought about charges later.


      But I wasn’t on my patch, was I, and she hadn’t done enough in Spain for me to set the Mossos d’Esquadra on her.


      Instead I did something worse. I called Sauce again. He was tied up with an interview, but as soon as he was clear he rang me back.


      ‘Things have gone up a couple of notches,’ I told him. ‘Check out the Belgian thing, yes, but I’m pretty sure you’ll find it’s bullshit. I’m going to email you a couple of images, a man and a woman. She’s Carrie McDaniels, but I don’t know who the fuck he is. He may be no more than a boyfriend, but I’d like him identified anyway. There’s no need to keep this to yourself; if you need help from up the ladder, ask for it.’


      ‘Will do, Chief,’ he said, briskly, ‘but if I have to ask my gaffer, he’ll want to know what this is about.’


      ‘I’d like to know that myself, son,’ I replied. ‘All I can tell you for now is, it appears that I’m being stalked.’

    

  


  
    
      

      Four


      I put the beast back in his cage before he had a chance to send me out to find Ms Carrie McDaniels and put the fear of several serious deities into her. Instead I loaded my bag into my car and headed off to find Xavi’s place, hoping that I might still get there in daylight.


      As it transpired it was a close-run thing. My Spanish car is a Suzuki four by four...some of the minor roads there can be very bumpy and it pays to have a vehicle with its arse well clear of the ground...but it hadn’t come with built-in satnav, so I had to use the app on my phone. Post codes in Spain only take you to a town or district, and my destination was rural. The upshot was that I had to phone my host from a crossroads for final directions.


      I followed Xavi’s instructions and found myself in a broad flat valley, surrounded by towering hilly forests, a few kilometres past a tiny place called Constantins. I looked out for a sign that read ‘Casa Forestals’, and took a right turn when I found it.


      The gate at the end of the one-way road that led to the masia had been opened for me; I drove through and on to a long driveway that was smoother and better shod than the trunk road from Girona. At its end, it widened and turned back on itself in a circle, with a single oak tree in a green island in its centre, and with the great stone house beyond.


      I parked my humble vehicle in a space between two white Range Rovers, one of them the new coupé version, and just beyond, a Mercedes S-class saloon. It had an old-style Spanish number plate, and was on its way to becoming a classic.


      Xavi was standing in the doorway; he saw me admire it. ‘That’s Joe’s,’ he said. ‘Ever since he moved out here he’s always had a Merc. He really loves that one; says it’ll be his last. These days his main exercise consists of polishing it.’


      He walked towards me, hand outstretched, towering over me...I don’t think I mentioned that he’s six feet eight inches tall, or that he was a goalkeeper in his football days. ‘Thanks for coming, Bob. It’s good to see you. You’re looking well.’


      He was being kind, for I’ve looked better than I did then, but when I replied, ‘So are you,’ I wasn’t kidding.


      He’s only a couple of years my junior, but he looked at least ten years younger. His handshake was politely firm, but I suspected he would only need a nutcracker if he chose to use one. The complexion that I remembered being greyish even before his solitary days in Edinburgh was bronzed, even though it was winter, and he seemed to have lost a few wrinkles rather than gaining any. His thick hair was flecked with a only a few grey strands, whereas I haven’t found any dark on my comb for at least five years.


      ‘Come in,’ he said, ‘and meet the family.’


      I followed him through the double entrance door into a big, high-ceilinged hall, with a marble floor. It was lit by a wrought-iron chandelier that had probably held candles when put in place but had been adapted to accommodate electric replicas.


      He saw me glancing at it and chuckled, softly. ‘Hideous, isn’t it? Joe loves it, though, so it’ll last as long as he does.’


      ‘Which will be longer than you imagine, lad.’


      The retort came from a doorway to our left, from an old man in black trousers, a checked cotton shirt that was predominately red in colour, and sheepskin slippers. His hair was silver and facially he looked more like a walnut than anyone I’d ever seen. He could have been any old bloke in any town square in any Catalan village, apart from the fact that very few of those are multimillionaires.


      ‘Mr Skinner,’ he exclaimed, coming towards us, ‘I’ve heard and read a lot about you over the years. It’s a pleasure to meet you at last.’ There was a faint similarity to Xavi in his accent, but most of the Edinburgh influence had been worn away by decades in Spain.


      ‘Likewise, Mr Aislado,’ I replied.


      He smiled. ‘Joe, please. My birth name is Josep-Maria, but that never saw the light of day in Scotland. I only use it here in business, or rather I did, when I was involved.’


      ‘Don’t believe a word of that,’ Xavi snorted. ‘Joe founded InterMedia, and he’s still its chairman. I might be the managing director, but there isn’t a major decision I take that I don’t talk through with him first. I do the travelling around Spain, when it’s necessary, but he does the thinking.’


      I was surprised at the warmth between the two of them, but I wasn’t about to say so. Joe was in his eighties, and Xavi had lived the first thirty years of his life thinking that he was his son, not his half-brother. That was their family history, and it was not going to be disturbed by any questions from me.


      The company they ran between them had grown from Joe’s purchase of a daily newspaper called GironaDia, after he sold up in Scotland and took his mother back to the land they had left during the Spanish Civil War, when he’d been a baby.


      It had been doing its first few circles around the plughole at the time, but he had kept it alive by cutting out the dead wood and easing the old Franco loyalists through the revolving door. It had gone on to prosper and in time it had become the cornerstone of the biggest media group on the Iberian peninsula, with interests in radio and television, as well as newspapers.


      Having greeted me, Joe went back to what Xavi told me were his own quarters within the great house. ‘He’s always lived there since he bought this place, over thirty years ago. Grandma Paloma, his mother, ran the house but she insisted that each of them should have their own space. The rooms on the ground floor are all he ever wanted. They have their own entrance, which was handy for him, when he and Carmen were a secret.’


      ‘Carmen?’


      ‘Carmen Mali Sans. Joe’s...partner, I suppose we call her nowadays. Her dad was the gardener here and her mother helped in the house. Carmen lived with them, but she supported herself by painting. I don’t mean houses either; she’s a portrait painter, and an eminent one at that. You’ll see her work through here.’


      He opened a door and we stepped from the hall into a great drawing room; an interior designer had been given free rein on it at some time in its history, and that person had been a big rococo fan. The walls and ceiling were decorated with plaster sweeps and flourishes, everywhere, and on the wall facing the fireplace there was an ornate mirror that was worthy of a palace.


      Above that great hearth there was a portrait; I looked at it and gasped, involuntarily. The subject was a tall, majestic woman, dressed in black, with long white hair; the work was life-size, and she might have been in the room with us. I knew without having to ask that she was Grandma Paloma.


      On each side of her, another painting hung. When I looked at the one on the right, my eyes widened. It depicted a young woman; she was blonde and naked...and familiar to me. ‘Is that...’ I began.


      Xavi nodded.


      The subject was his first wife, Grace. I knew because I’d met her, when my old gaffer, DCS Alf Stein, and I went to interview her in Xavi’s flat in Edinburgh, after her parents had been murdered. Many things happened after that, leading up to a sad ending in which I played a small part. I was surprised to see her likeness there, and my expression must have said as much.


      ‘I’d take it down,’ he said, ‘but Sheila won’t let me. She says that since you can’t erase your past from your memory, you should live with it around you.’


      ‘And to be honest,’ another voice cut in, ‘it keeps me on my toes as well.’


      He turned to face the woman who had spoken, as she came into the room through a side door, stretching out a hand to her as she walked across to join us. ‘And this is Sheila, whom you have never met.’


      ‘No,’ I agreed, ‘but I’ve heard of you,’ I told her, nodding as I met her gaze, and her smile, ‘from June Crampsey. In my line of work, I have to know the editor of the Saltire, and every other paper in Scotland.’


      Xavi’s second wife was nothing like Grace in appearance, but just as attractive, dark where she had been blonde. She was the subject of the third portrait, from which serenity shone.


      ‘So it still is your line of work, Bob,’ he exclaimed. ‘The whole of Scotland thinks you’re finished with it; my sister certainly does, I know that.’ Before I could respond he carried on. ‘Hey, come on, I have no manners. Drop your bag and sit down. Would you like a drink? You must have had a fair old drive from L’Escala.’


      ‘It’s not all that far,’ I replied, ‘but any excuse for a drink is a good excuse, as they say.’


      ‘What do you fancy?’ he asked. ‘You name it.’


      ‘I’ll have what you’re having.’


      He grinned. ‘In that case, it’ll be cava.’


      They’re big on cava in Catalunya; it’s the local fizz. They used to call it Spanish champagne, until the protectionist French put a stop to that, forcing the producers to create a new identity. They’ve never looked back since.


      Xavi left the room, through the door that Sheila had used, leaving the two of us together.


      ‘June’s told us a lot about you too,’ she said, as we sat facing the massive hearth, in which a log fire was burning. ‘Xavi speaks to her often, on Facetime, and sometimes I’m there. I gather you’ve been very helpful to her over the years.’


      ‘I hope I’ve been helpful to all the editors,’ I countered. ‘Well, maybe not all of them; most of the Scottish outlets have been fair to me over the years, but there have been one or two that have stepped over the line.’


      ‘Where’s your line drawn?’


      ‘Between my professional and private lives; the second is off limits.’


      ‘Mmm,’ she murmured. ‘Xavi will sympathise with you there. When he and I met up again...’ She paused. ‘You know we met twice, sort of? Briefly, when we were in our teens, then later, after we’d both been through the mill.’


      She glanced up at the portrait of Grace. I nodded. ‘So I understand,’ I replied.


      ‘The second time around, Xavi was really withdrawn. He spent nearly all of his life running the Saltire, and cut himself off from everything else. His day consisted of cycling to the office, via the gym at his health club, then cycling home again, usually around midnight. He never accepted business or social invitations, not ever. If he hadn’t come into the minor injuries clinic after he fell off his bike and buggered his knee, we might never have met up again, and he might still be doing that.’


      ‘But he did,’ I said, ‘and all’s well.’


      ‘Yes, but he didn’t become any less private, not even after Paloma was born.’


      ‘How old is your daughter now?’ I asked.


      ‘She’s twelve. She’ll be here soon, in fact; my son Ben’s gone to pick her up from school, in Girona. He’s here with us just now. He’s as fond of his half-sister as Xavi is of his. He should visit her more often.’


      ‘He doesn’t live in Spain, then?’


      ‘No, he’s in Scotland, still; he’s never been tempted to move here. He works as a bookseller, or rather he did, until his company folded a couple of months ago.’


      I’d noticed the collapse of a book chain earlier in the year, but hadn’t focused on it, having my own worries at the time.


      ‘It’s the impact of eBooks,’ Sheila continued. ‘It’s happening to newspaper sales too. Everything that you and I grew up with, Mr Skinner, it’s all changing.’


      ‘Tell me about it,’ I grunted, with what was meant to be a smile but probably came across as a grimace. ‘It’s not just in the media that things are being stood on their head. We’re in the middle of a social revolution, and it’s having a greater effect than any other period of major change in our history, because it’s all happening so fast.’


      ‘The social revolution: I like that, Bob. I may suggest to our editors that they focus on that phrase from now on.’ Xavi had re-joined us, carrying a
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