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Discussion Points
The nineteenth of March 1985 was a big day for me. I was a postgraduate student at the University of Edinburgh, studying the novels of Muriel Spark. My thesis, however, was proving less important to me than my own writing. I’d started with poetry, then found some minor success with short stories. A first novel had failed to find a publisher, but my second attempt had just been given the thumbs-up by a small Edinburgh-based outfit called Polygon. That novel was titled The Flood, and on 19 March I went to the Polygon offices to sign my first ever book contract. I recorded the event in my diary, where, however, it was reduced to second billing after the following: ‘It’s happened. An idea for a novel (crime thriller) which started as one situation and has blossomed into a whole plot. I’ve not written any of it yet, but it’s all there in my head, from page one to circa page 250.’
By 22 March I was working on this new story, and two days later recorded that ‘it needs a working title; I’m going to give it Knots & Crosses’. I certainly remember sitting in a chair in my bedsit, directly in front of the gas fire, and toying with the pun of noughts/knots and crosses. Rebus, it seems to me now, entered as a fully formed character, complete with estranged wife, young daughter and fragile sanity. When I started writing, I did so on an electric typewriter, at the table by the window. I stared from that window at the tenement opposite, and decided that Rebus would live there, directly across from my own digs at 24 Arden Street, Marchmont, Edinburgh.
By late October, I had finished the second draft of the book: ‘two hundred and ten pages of sixty per cent satisfactory prose’. I had an agent by this time, and she suggested some changes, the most substantial of which involved cutting a large part of the central flashback section. This I did, making the book leaner, but no less potent.
Knots & Crosses is a pretty nasty book, dealing as it does with a serial killer who preys on children. I’m fairly sure I meant it to be a contemporary reworking of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. Having studied Stevenson’s masterpiece as part of my thesis, I was intrigued that he chose to set the story in London. Yet it remains a very Scottish novel, based as it is (at least partially) on the real-life Edinburgh character Deacon William Brodie, who was gentleman by day, criminal by night.
At the time, I had no interest in reading detective fiction, and no knowledge of police procedure. I also had no notion that Knots would be the first book of a series. This led me blithely to give Rebus a complex personal history and a name which was one of many in-jokes in the book (a rebus being a pictorial puzzle). In fact, rereading the book now, I find myself blushing at the number of literary puns and references (including nods to Spark, Mailer, Anthony Burgess and Thomas Pynchon). Rebus himself is too well-read, quoting from Shakespeare and passionate about Dostoevsky. He thinks like the student/novelist who created him, rather than as a real cop. The sky is described as being ‘dark as Wagnerian opera’, while the phrase ‘the manumission of dreams’ sent me (in 2005) to a dictionary. I’m guessing it was a word I’d only just learned in 1985, and I was keen to show it off. I was a young man in love with language, striving for a voice and sometimes overreaching.
The story is set in 1985. At that time, most of the shops on Princes Street closed on a Sunday. There was an ABC cinema (now an Odeon) on Lothian Road and a Mr Boni’s ice-cream parlour (now defunct) at Tollcross. People used telex machines, but no one had a mobile phone. And when Rebus sought out a bar, he tended to choose one with larger quarter-gill measures (since replaced by their metric equivalent). Already, Knots & Crosses feels like a historical document, written in and about an Edinburgh that no longer exists. As for the book’s hero, well, he’s changed in time as well. In this, his first outing, he listens to jazz mainly, using a Nakamichi cassette deck, probably the same one my girlfriend Miranda had bought for me. Later on, I would switch his preference to rock music. And though I’ve never really described him physically in any of the novels, here we learn that he has brown hair and green eyes (same as me). He’s also meant to be a possible suspect, which is why I make him so troubled, suffering weird flashbacks and with a spare bedroom in his flat that’s kept permanently locked.
Some of the secondary characters in Knots would become useful to me in future books. The journalist Jim Stevens would play a role in a non-Rebus novel (Watchman) before reappearing in the series. Rebus’s brother would return, as would his fellow detective Jack Morton. And Gill Templer is still around, her relationship with Rebus coloured, even after all these years, by the events of this first novel. In later books, of course, I take Rebus into real police stations and real pubs. But the Edinburgh of Knots is altogether more fictive: Rebus’s police station is sited on a non-existent street, and bars such as the Sutherland remain figments of my imagination.
One other thing about Rebus: he dies at the end. Not in the final draft, obviously, but that was my original plan. If I’d stuck to it, I don’t know what I’d be doing now. The book climaxes in some tunnels beneath the Central Library on George IV Bridge. There may or may not be tunnels there. However, beneath the National Library (right across the street from the Central) there are certainly tunnels – I know because we postgraduate students were given a tour of them . . . and, as Muriel Spark says, nothing is ever lost to an author.
Since I had no idea how the police went about investigating a murder, I did what any good research student would have done: wrote to the Chief Constable. He took pity on me and directed me to Leith police station, where two wary detectives answered my questions, and added my name to their database, just in case I had some darker ulterior motive. In my duffel coat and Doc Marten boots, a Dr Who scarf wrapped around me, I probably wasn’t their idea of a novelist. Sometimes even now I look in the mirror and am forced to agree.
Knots was finally published in London by The Bodley Head (now also defunct) on 19 March 1987, exactly two years to the day since I’d had the initial idea. The cover was a drawing of a game of noughts and crosses, played with knotted pieces of twine and crosses made from matchsticks. As for the author photo, the less said the better. By this time, I was married, living in London, and working at Middlesex Polytechnic. I went into work as usual, and saw no reviews of the book in any of the day’s newspapers. Forty-eight hours later, I headed to Edinburgh to spend some weeks at a writers’ retreat. There seemed no great fuss about the book. Sales would continue to be poor, with few reviews. I said as much in my diary: ‘Knots has had less publicity than Flood.’ So much for my fledgling career as a crime writer. I was by this time working on a London-based spy novel called Watchman, and had plans to be the next le Carré. Rebus was history, as far as I was concerned.
But that would change.
April 2005
The girl screamed once, only the once.
Even that, however, was a minor slip on his part. That might have been the end of everything, almost before it had begun. Neighbours inquisitive, the police called in to investigate. No, that would not do at all. Next time he would tie the gag a little tighter, just a little tighter, just that little bit more secure.
Afterwards, he went to the drawer and took from it a ball of string. He used a pair of sharp nail-scissors, the kind girls always seem to use, to snip off a length of about six inches, then he put the ball of string and the scissors back into the drawer. A car revved up outside, and he went to the window, upsetting a pile of books on the floor as he did so. The car, however, had vanished, and he smiled to himself. He tied a knot in the string, not any special kind of knot, just a knot. There was an envelope lying ready on the sideboard.
It was 28th April. Wet, naturally, the grass percolating water as John Rebus walked to the grave of his father, dead five years to the day. He placed a wreath so that it lay, yellow and red, the colours of remembrance, against the still shining marble. He paused for a moment, trying to think of things to say, but there seemed nothing to say, nothing to think. He had been a good enough father and that was that. The old man wouldn’t have wanted him to waste his words in any case. So he stood there, hands respectfully behind his back, crows laughing on the walls around him, until the water seeping into his shoes told him that there was a warm car waiting for him at the cemetery gates.
He drove quietly, hating to be back here in Fife, back where the old days had never been ‘good old days,’ where ghosts rustled in the shells of empty houses and the shutters went up every evening on a handful of desultory shops, those metal shutters that gave the vandals somewhere to write their names. How Rebus hated it all, this singular lack of an environment. It stank the way it had always done: of misuse, of disuse, of the sheer wastage of life.
He drove the eight miles towards the open sea, to where his brother Michael still lived. The rain eased off as he approached the skull-grey coast, the car throwing up splashings of water from a thousand crevasses in the road. Why was it, he wondered, that they never seemed to fix the roads here, while in Edinburgh they worked on the surfaces so often that things were made even worse? And why, above all, had he made the maniacal decision to come all the way through to Fife, just because it was the anniversary of the old man’s death? He tried to focus his mind on something else, and found himself fantasising about his next cigarette.
Through the rain, falling as drizzle now, Rebus saw a girl about his daughter’s age walking along the grass verge. He slowed the car, examined her in his mirror as he passed her, and stopped. He motioned for her to come to his window.
Her short breaths were visible in the cool, still air, and her dark hair fell in rats-tails down her forehead. She looked at him apprehensively.
‘Where are you going, love?’
‘Kirkcaldy.’
‘Do you want a lift?’
She shook her head, drops of water flying from her coiled hair.
‘My mum said I should never accept lifts from strangers.’
‘Well,’ said Rebus, smiling, ‘your mum is quite right. I’ve got a daughter about your age and I tell her the same thing. But it is raining, and I am a policeman, so you can trust me. You’ve still got a fair way to go, you know.’
She looked up and down the silent road, then shook her head again.
‘Okay,’ said Rebus, ‘but take care. Your mum was quite right.’
He wound his window up again and drove off, watching her in his mirror as she watched him. Clever kid. It was good to know that parents still had a little sense of responsibility left. If only the same could be said of his ex-wife. The way she had brought up their daughter was a disgrace. Michael, too, had given his daughter too long a leash. Who was to blame?
Rebus’s brother owned a respectable house. He had followed in the old man’s footsteps and become a stage hypnotist. He seemed to be quite good at it, too, from all accounts. Rebus had never asked Michael how it was done, just as he had never shown any interest or curiosity in the old man’s act. He had observed that this still puzzled Michael, who would drop hints and red herrings as to the authenticity of his own stage act for him to chase up if he so wished.
But then John Rebus had too many things to chase up, and that had been the position during all of his fifteen years on the force. Fifteen years, and all he had to show were an amount of self-pity and a busted marriage with an innocent daughter hanging between them. It was more disgusting than sad. And meantime Michael was happily married with two kids and a larger house than Rebus could ever afford. He headlined at hotels, clubs, and even theatres as far away as Newcastle and Wick. Occasionally he would make six-hundred quid from a single show. Outrageous. He drove an expensive car, wore good clothes, and would never have been caught dead standing in the pissing rain in a graveyard in Fife on the dullest April day for many a year. No, Michael was too clever for that. And too stupid.
‘John! Christ, what’s up? I mean, it’s great to see you. Why didn’t you phone to warn me you were coming? Come on inside.’
It was the welcome Rebus had expected: embarrassed surprise, as though it were painful to be reminded that one still had some family left alive. And Rebus had noted the use of the word ‘warn’ where ‘tell’ would have sufficed. He was a policeman. He noticed such things.
Michael Rebus bounded through to the living-room and turned down the wailing stereo.
‘Come on in, John,’ he called. ‘Do you want a drink? Coffee perhaps? Or something stronger? What brings you here?’
Rebus sat down as though he were in a stranger’s house, his back straight and professional. He examined the panelled walls of the room – a new feature – and the framed photographs of his niece and nephew.
‘I was just in the neighbourhood,’ he said.
Michael, turning from the drinks cabinet with the glasses ready, suddenly remembered, or did a good impersonation of just having remembered.
‘Oh, John, I forgot all about it. Why didn’t you tell me? Shit, I hate forgetting about Dad.’
‘Just as well you’re a hypnotist then and not Mickey the Memory Man, isn’t it? Give me that drink, or are you two getting engaged?’
Michael, smiling, absolved, handed over the glass of whisky.
‘Is that your car outside?’ asked Rebus, taking the glass. ‘I mean the big BMW?’
Michael, still smiling, nodded.
‘Christ,’ said Rebus. ‘You treat yourself well.’
‘As well as I treat Chrissie and the kids. We’re building an extension onto the back of the house. Somewhere to put a jacuzzi or a sauna. They’re the in thing just now, and Chrissie’s desperate to keep ahead of the field.’
Rebus took a swallow of whisky. It turned out to be a malt. Nothing in the room was cheap, but none of it was exactly desirable either. Glass ornaments, a crystal decanter on a silver salver, the TV and video, the inscrutably miniature hi-fi system, the onyx lamp. Rebus felt a little guilty about that lamp. Rhona and he had given it to Michael and Chrissie as a wedding present. Chrissie no longer spoke to him. Who could blame her?
‘Where is Chrissie, by the way?’
‘Oh, she’s out doing some shopping. She has her own car now. The kids will still be at school. She’ll pick them up on the way home. Are you staying for something to eat?’
Rebus shrugged his shoulders.
‘You’d be welcome to stay,’ said Michael, meaning that Rebus wouldn’t. ‘So how’s the cop-shop? Still muddling along?’
‘We lose a few, but they don’t get the publicity. We catch a few, and they do. It’s the same as always, I suppose.’
The room, Rebus was noticing, smelled of toffee-apples, of penny arcades.
Michael was speaking:
‘This is a terrible business about those girls being kidnapped.’
Rebus nodded.
‘Yes,’ he said, ‘yes, it is. But we can’t strictly call it kidnapping, not yet. There hasn’t been a demand note or anything. It’s more likely to be a straightforward case of sexual assault.’
Michael started up from his chair.
‘Straightforward? What’s straightforward about that?’
‘It’s just the terminology we use, Mickey, that’s all.’ Rebus shrugged again and finished his drink.
‘Well, John,’ said Michael, sitting, ‘I mean, we’ve both got daughters, too. You’re so casual about the whole thing. I mean, it’s frightening to think of it.’ He shook his head slowly in the world-wide expression of shared grief, and relief, too, that the horror was someone else’s for the moment. ‘It’s frightening,’ he repeated. ‘And in Edinburgh of all places. I mean, you never think of that sort of thing happening in Edinburgh, do you?’
‘There’s more happening in Edinburgh than anyone knows.’
‘Yes.’ Michael paused. ‘I was across there just last week playing at one of the hotels.’
‘You didn’t tell me.’
It was Michael’s turn to shrug his shoulders.
‘Would you have been interested?’ he said.
‘Maybe not,’ said Rebus, smiling, ‘but I would have come along anyway.’
Michael laughed. It was the laughter of birthdays, of money found in an old pocket.
‘Another whisky, sir?’ he said.
‘I thought you were never going to ask.’
Rebus returned to his study of the room while Michael went to the cabinet.
‘How’s the act going?’ he asked. ‘And I really am interested.’
‘It’s going fine,’ said Michael. ‘In fact, it’s going very well indeed. There’s talk of a television spot, but I’ll believe that when I see it.’
‘Great.’
Another drink reached Rebus’s willing hand.
‘Yes, and I’m working on a new slot. It’s a bit scary though.’ An inch of gold flashed on Michael’s wrist as he tipped the glass to his lips. The watch was expensive: it had no numbers on its face. It seemed to Rebus that the more expensive something was, the less of it there always seemed to be: tiny little hi-fi systems, watches without numbers, the translucent Dior ankle-socks on Michael’s feet.
‘Tell me about it,’ he said, taking his brother’s bait.
‘Well,’ said Michael, sitting forward in his chair, ‘I take members of the audience back into their past lives.’
‘Past lives?’
Rebus was staring at the floor as if admiring the design of the dark and light green carpet.
‘Yes,’ Michael continued, ‘Reincarnation, born again, that sort of thing. Well, I shouldn’t have to spell it out to you, John. After all, you’re the Christian.’
‘Christians don’t believe in past lives, Mickey. Only future ones.’
Michael stared at Rebus, demanding silence.
‘Sorry,’ said Rebus.
‘As I was saying, I tried the act out in public for the first time last week, though I’ve been practising it for a while with my private consultees.’
‘Private consultees?’
‘Yes. They pay me money for private hypnotherapy. I stop them smoking, or make them more confident, or stop them from wetting the bed. Some are convinced that they have past lives, and they ask me to put them under so that they can prove it. Don’t worry though. Financially, it’s all above board. The tax-man gets his cut.’
‘And do you prove it? Do they have past lives?’
Michael rubbed a finger around the rim of his glass, now empty.
‘You’d be surprised,’ he said.
‘Give me an example.’
Rebus was following the lines of the carpet with his eyes. Past lives, he thought to himself. Now there was a thing. There was plenty of life in his past.
‘Well,’ said Michael, ‘remember I told you about my show in Edinburgh last week? Well,’ he leaned further forward in his chair, ‘I got this woman up from the audience. She was a small woman, middle-aged. She’d come in with an office-party. She went under pretty easily, probably because she hadn’t been drinking as heavily as her friends. Once she was under, I told her that we were going to take a trip into her past, way, way back before she was born. I told her to think back to the earliest memory she had . . .’
Michael’s voice had taken on a professional but easy mellifluence. He spread his hands before him as if playing to an audience. Rebus, nursing his glass, felt himself relax a little. He thought back to a childhood episode, a game of football, one brother pitted against the other. The warm mud of a July shower, and their mother, her sleeves rolled up, stripping them both and putting them, giggling knots of arms and legs, into the bath . . .
‘. . . well,’ Michael was saying, ‘she started to speak, and in a voice not quite her own. It was weird, John. I wish you had been there to see it. The audience were silent, and I was feeling all cold and then hot and then cold again, and it had nothing to do with the hotel’s heating-system by the way. I’d done it, you see. I’d taken that woman into a past life. She was a nun. Do you believe that? A nun. And she said that she was alone in her cell. She described the convent and everything, and then she started to recite something in Latin, and some people in the audience actually crossed themselves. I was bloody well petrified. My hair was probably standing on end. I brought her out of it as quickly as I could, and there was a long pause before the crowd started to applaud. Then, maybe out of sheer relief, her friends started to cheer and laugh, and that broke the ice. At the end of the show, I found out that this woman was a staunch Protestant, a Rangers supporter no less, and she swore blind that she knew no Latin at all. Well, somebody inside her did. I’ll tell you that.’
Rebus was smiling.
‘It’s a nice story, Mickey,’ he said.
‘It’s the truth.’ Michael opened his arms wide in supplication. ‘Don’t you believe me?’
‘Maybe.’
Michael shook his head.
‘You must make a pretty bad copper, John. I had around a hundred and fifty witnesses. Iron-clad.’
Rebus could not pull his attention away from the design in the carpet.
‘Plenty of people believe in past lives, John.’
Past lives . . . Yes, he believed in some things . . . In God, certainly . . . But past lives . . . Without warning, a face screamed up at him from the carpet, trapped in its cell.
He dropped his glass.
‘John? Is anything wrong? Christ, you look as if you’ve seen . . .’
‘No, no, nothing’s the matter.’ Rebus retrieved the glass and stood up. ‘I just . . . I’m fine. It’s just that,’ he checked his watch, a watch with numbers, ‘well, I’d better be going. I’m on duty this evening.’
Michael was smiling weakly, glad that his brother was not going to stay, but embarrassed at his relief.
‘We’ll have to meet again soon,’ he said, ‘on neutral territory.’
‘Yes,’ said Rebus, tasting once again the tang of toffee-apples. He felt a little pale, a little shaky, as though he were too far out of his territory. ‘Let’s do that.’
Once or twice or three times a year, at weddings, funerals, or over the telephone at Christmas, they promised themselves this get-together. The mere promise now was a ritual in itself, and so could be safely proffered and just as safely ignored.
‘Let’s do that.’
Rebus shook hands with Michael at the door. Escaping past the BMW to his own car, he wondered how alike they were, his brother and him. Uncles and aunts in their funeral-cold rooms occasionally commented, ‘Ah, you’re both the spitting image of your mother.’ That was as far as it went. John Rebus knew that his own hair was a shade of brown lighter than Michael’s, and that his eyes were a shade of green darker. He knew also, however, that the differences between them were such that any similarities were made to look unutterably superficial. They were brothers without any sense of brotherhood. Brotherhood belonged to the past.
He waved once from the car and was gone. He would be back in Edinburgh within the hour, and on duty another half-hour after that. He knew that the reason he could never feel comfortable in Michael’s house was Chrissie’s hatred of him, her unshakeable belief that he alone had been responsible for the break-up of his marriage. Maybe she was right at that. He tried ticking off in his mind the definite chores of the next seven or eight hours. He had to tidy up a case of burglary and serious assault. A nasty one that. The CID was undermanned as it was, and now these abductions would stretch them even more. Those two young girls, girls his own daughter’s age. It was best not to think about it. By now they would be dead, or would wish that they were dead. God have mercy on them. In Edinburgh of all places, in his own dear city.
A maniac was on the loose.
People were staying in their homes.
And a screaming in his memory.
Rebus shrugged, feeling a slight sensation of attrition in one of his shoulders. It was not his business after all. Not yet.
Back in his living-room, Michael Rebus poured himself another whisky. He went to the stereo and turned it all the way up, then reached underneath his chair and, after a little fumbling, pulled out an ashtray that was hidden there.
On the steps of the Great London Road police station in Edinburgh, John Rebus lit his last legitimate cigarette of the day before pushing open the imposing door and stepping inside.
The station was old, its floor dark and marbled. It had about it the fading grandeur of a dead aristocracy. It had character.
Rebus waved to the duty sergeant, who was tearing old pictures from the notice-board and pinning up new ones in their place. He climbed the great curving staircase to his office. Campbell was just leaving.
‘Hello, John.’
McGregor Campbell, a Detective Sergeant like Rebus, was donning coat and hat.
‘What’s the word, Mac? Is it going to be a busy night?’ Rebus began checking the messages on his desk.
‘I don’t know about that, John, but I can tell you that it’s been pandemonium in here today. There’s a letter there for you from the man himself.’
‘Oh yes?’ Rebus seemed preoccupied with another letter which he had just opened.
‘Yes, John. Brace yourself. I think you’re going to be transferred to that abduction case. Good luck to you. Well, I’m off to the pub. I want to catch the boxing on the BBC. I should be in time.’ Campbell checked his watch. ‘Yes, plenty of time. Is anything wrong, John?’
Rebus waved the now empty envelope at him.
‘Who brought this in, Mac?’
‘I haven’t the faintest, John. What is it?’
‘Another crank letter.’
‘Oh yes?’ Campbell sidled over to Rebus’s shoulder. He examined the typed note. ‘Looks like the same bloke, doesn’t it?’
‘Clever of you to notice that, Mac, seeing as it’s the exact same message.’
‘What about the string?’
‘Oh, it’s here too.’ Rebus lifted a small piece of string from his desk. There was a simple knot tied in its middle.
‘Queer bloody business.’ Campbell walked to the doorway. ‘See you tomorrow, John.’
‘Yes, yes, see you, Mac.’ Rebus paused until his friend had made his exit. ‘Oh, Mac!’ Campbell came back into the doorway.
‘Yes?’
‘Maxwell won the big fight,’ said Rebus, smiling.
‘God, you’re a bastard, Rebus.’ Gritting his teeth, Campbell stalked out of the station.
‘One of the old school,’ Rebus said to himself. ‘Now, what possible enemies could I have?’
He studied the letter again, then checked the envelope. It was blank, save for his own name, unevenly typed. The note had been handed in, just like the other one. It was a queer bloody business right enough.
He walked back downstairs and headed for the desk.
‘Jimmy?’
‘Yes, John.’
‘Have you seen this?’ He showed the envelope to the desk sergeant.
‘That?’ The sergeant wrinkled not only his brow but, it seemed to Rebus, his whole face. Only forty years in the force could do that to a man, forty years of questions and puzzles and crosses to bear. ‘It must have been put through the door, John. I found it myself on the floor just there.’ He pointed vaguely in the direction of the station’s front door. ‘Is anything up?’
‘Oh no, it’s nothing really. Thanks, Jimmy.’
But Rebus knew that he would be niggled all night by the arrival of this note, only days after he had received the first anonymous message. He studied the two letters at his desk. The work of an old typewriter, probably portable. The letter S about a millimetre higher than the other letters. The paper cheap, no water-mark. The piece of string, tied in the middle, cut with a sharp knife or scissors. The message. The same typewritten message:
THERE ARE CLUES EVERYWHERE.
Fair enough; perhaps there were. It was the work of a crank, a kind of practical joke. But why him? It made no sense. Then the phone rang.
‘Detective Sergeant Rebus?’
‘Speaking.’
‘Rebus, it’s Chief Inspector Anderson here. Have you received my note?’
Anderson. Bloody Anderson. That was all he needed. From one crank to another.
‘Yes, sir,’ said Rebus, holding the receiver under his chin and tearing open the letter on his desk.
‘Good. Can you be here in twenty minutes? The briefing will be in the Waverley Road Incident Room.’
‘I’ll be there, sir.’
The phone went dead on Rebus as he read. It was true then, it was official. He was being transferred to the abduction case. God, what a life. He pushed the messages, envelopes and string into his jacket pocket, looking around the office in frustration. Who was kidding who? It would take an act of God to get him to Waverley Road inside of half an hour. And when was he supposed to get round to finishing all his work? He had three cases coming to court and another dozen or so crying out for some paperwork before his memory of them faded entirely. That would be nice, actually, nice to just erase the lot of them. Wipe-out. He closed his eyes. He opened them again. The paperwork was still there, large as life. Useless. Always incomplete. No sooner had he finished with a case than another two or three appeared in its place. What was the name of that creature? The Hydra, was it? That was what he was fighting. Every time he cut off a head, more popped into his in-tray. Coming back from a holiday was a nightmare.
And now they were giving him rocks to push up hills as well.
He looked to the ceiling.
‘With God’s grace,’ he whispered. Then he headed out to his car.
The Sutherland Bar was a popular watering-hole. It contained no jukebox, no video machines, no bandits. The decor was spartan, and the TV usually flickered and jumped. Ladies had not been welcome until well into the 1960s. There had, it seemed, been something to hide: the best pint of draught beer in Edinburgh. McGregor Campbell supped from his heavy glass, his eyes intent on the television set above the bar.
‘Who wins?’ asked a voice beside him.
‘I don’t know,’ he said, turning to the voice. ‘Oh, hello, Jim.’
A stocky man was sitting beside him, money in hand, waiting to be served. His eyes, too, were on the TV.
‘Looks like a cracker of a fight,’ he said. ‘I fancy Mailer to win.’
Mac Campbell had an idea.
‘No, I reckon Maxwell will walk it, win by a mile. Fancy a bet?’
The stocky man fished into his pocket for his cigarettes, eyeing the policeman.
‘How much?’ he asked.
‘A fiver?’ said Campbell.
‘You’re on. Tom, give me a pint over here, please. Do you want one yourself, Mac?’
‘Same again, thanks.’
They sat in silence for a while, supping the beer and watching the fight. A few muffled roars went up occasionally from behind them as a punch landed or was dodged.
‘It’s looking good for your man if it goes the distance,’ said Campbell, ordering more drinks.
‘Aye. But let’s wait and see, eh? How’s work, by the way?’
‘Fine, how’s yours?’
‘A pure bloody slog at the moment, if you must ask.’ Some ash dropped onto his tie as he talked, the cigarette never leaving his mouth, though it wobbled precariously from time to time. ‘A pure slog.’
‘Are you still chasing up that drugs story?’
‘Not really. I’ve landed on this kidnapping thing.’
‘Oh? So has Rebus. You’d better not get into his hair.’
‘Newspapermen get in everybody’s hair, Mac. It goes with the etcetera.’
Mac Campbell, though wary of Jim Stevens, was grateful for a friendship, however tenuous and strained it had sometimes been, which had given him some information useful to his career. Stevens kept much of the juiciest tidbits to himself, of course. That’s what ‘exclusives’ were made of. But he was always willing to trade, and it seemed to Campbell that the most innocuous pieces of gossip and information often seemed adequate for Stevens’ needs. He was a kind of magpie, collecting everything without prejudice, storing much more of it than, surely, he would ever use. But with reporters you never could tell. Certainly, Campbell was happier with Stevens as a friend than as an enemy.
‘So what’s happening about your drugs dossier?’
Jim Stevens shrugged his creased shoulders.
‘There’s nothing in there just now that could be of much use to you boys anyway. I’m not about to let the whole thing drop though, if that’s what you mean. No, that’s too big a nest of vipers to be allowed to go free. I’ll still be keeping my eyes open.’
A bell rang for the last round of the fight. Two sweating, dog-tired bodies converged on one another, becoming a single knot of limbs.
‘Still looks good for Mailer,’ said Campbell, an uneasy feeling coming over him. It couldn’t be true. Rebus wouldn’t have done that to him. Suddenly, Maxwell, the heavier and slower-moving of the two fighters, was hit by a blow to the face and staggered back. The bar erupted, sensing blood and victory. Campbell stared into his glass. Maxwell was taking a standing count. It was all over. A sensation in the final seconds of the contest, according to the commentator.
Jim Stevens held out his hand.
I’ll kill bloody Rebus, thought Campbell. So help me, I’ll kill him.
Later, over drinks bought with Campbell’s money, Jim Stevens asked about Rebus.
‘So it looks as if I’ll be meeting him at last?’
‘Maybe, maybe not. He’s not exactly friendly with Anderson, so he may well get the shitty end of the stick, sitting at a desk all day. But then John Rebus isn’t exactly friendly with anybody.’
‘Oh?’
‘Ach, he’s not that bad, I suppose, but he’s not the easiest of men to like.’ Campbell, ducking from his friend’s interrogative eyes, studied the reporter’s tie. The recent layer of cigarette-ash had merely formed a veil over much older stains. Egg, perhaps, fat, alcohol. The scruffiest reporters were always the sharp ones, and Stevens was sharp, as sharp as ten years on the local newspaper could make a man. It was said that he had turned down jobs with London papers, just because he liked to live in Edinburgh. And what he liked best about his job was the opportunity it gave him to uncover the city’s murkier depths, the crime, the corruption, the gangs and the drugs. He was a better detective than anyone Campbell knew, and, because of that very fact perhaps, the high-ups in the police both disliked and distrusted him. That seemed proof enough that he was doing his job well. Campbell watched as a little beer escaped from Stevens’ glass and dripped onto his trousers.
‘This Rebus,’ said Stevens, wiping his mouth, ‘he’s the brother of the hypnotist, isn’t he?’
‘Must be. I’ve never asked him, but there can’t be too many people about with a name like that, can there?’
‘That’s what I was thinking.’ He nodded to himself as though confirming something of great importance.
‘So what?’
‘Oh, nothing. Just something. And he’s not a popular man, you say?’
‘I didn’t say that exactly. I feel sorry for him really. The poor bugger has a lot on his plate. He’s even started getting crank letters.’
‘Crank letters?’ Smoke enveloped Stevens for a moment as he puffed on another cigarette. Between the two men lay a thin blue pub-haze.
‘I shouldn’t have told you that. That was strictly off the record.’
Stevens nodded.
‘Absolutely. No, it’s just that I was interested. That sort of thing does happen though, doesn’t it?’
‘Not often. And not nearly as queer as the ones he’s getting. I mean, they’re not abusive or anything. They’re just . . . queer.’
‘Go on. How so?’
‘Well, there’s a bit of string in each one, tied into a knot, and there’s a message that reads something like “clues are everywhere”.’
‘Bloody hell. That is strange. They’re a strange family. One a bloody hypnotist and the other getting anonymous notes. He was in the Army, wasn’t he?’
‘John was, yes. How did you know?’
‘I know everything, Mac. That’s the job.’
‘Another funny thing is that he won’t speak about it.’
The reporter looked interested again. When he was interested in something, his shoulders shivered slightly. He stared at the television.
‘Won’t speak about the Army?’
‘Not a word. I’ve asked him about it a couple of times.’
‘Like I said, Mac, it’s a funny family that one. Drink up, I’ve got lots of your money left to spend.’
‘You’re a bastard, Jim.’
‘Born and bred,’ said the reporter, smiling for only the second time that evening.
‘Gentlemen, and, of course, ladies, thank you for being so quick to gather here. This will remain the centre of operations during the inquiry. Now, as you all know . . .’
Detective Chief Superintendent Wallace froze in mid-speech as the Inquiry Room door pushed itself open abruptly and John Rebus, all eyes turned towards him, entered the room. He looked about in embarrassment, smiled a hopeful but wasted apology towards the senior officer, and sat himself down on a chair nearest to the door.
‘As I was saying,’ continued the superintendent.
Rebus, rubbing at his forehead, studied the roomful of officers. He knew what the old boy would be saying, and right now the last thing he needed was a pep-talk of the old school. The room was packed. Many of them looked tired, as if they’d been on the case for a while. The fresher, more attentive faces belonged to the new boys, some of them brought in from stations outwith the city. Two or three had notebooks and pencils at the ready, almost as if they were back in the school classroom. And at the front of the group, legs crossed, sat two women, peering up at Wallace, who was in full flight now, parading before the blackboard like some Shakespearean hero in a bad school play.
‘Two deaths, then. Yes, deaths I’m afraid.’ The room shivered expectantly. ‘The body of Sandra Adams, aged eleven, was found on a piece of waste ground adjacent to Haymarket Station at six o’clock this evening, and that of Mary Andrews at six-fifty on an allotment in the Oxgangs district. There are officers at both locations, and at the end of this briefing more of you will be selected to join them.’
Rebus was noticing that the usual pecking-order was in play: inspectors near the front of the room, sergeants and the rest to the back. Even in the midst of murder, there is a pecking-order. The British Disease. And he was at the bottom of the pile, because he had arrived late. Another black mark against him on someone’s mental sheet.
He had always been one of the top men while he had been in the Army. He had been a Para. He had trained for the SAS and come out top of his class. He had been chosen for a crack Special Assignments group. He had his medal and his commendations. It had been a good time, and yet it had been the worst of times, too, a time of stress and deprivation, of deceit and brutality. And when he had left, the police had been reluctant to take him. He understood now that it was something to do with the pressure applied by the Army to get him the job that he wanted. Some people resented that, and they had thrown down banana skins ever since for him to slide on. But he had sidestepped their traps, had performed the job, and had grudgingly been given his commendations here also. But there was precious little promotion, and that had caused him to say a few things out of line, a few things that were always to be held against him. And then he had cuffed an unruly bastard one night in the cells. God forgive him, he had simply lost his head for a minute. There had been more trouble over that. Ah, but it was not a nice world this, not a nice world at all. It was an Old Testament land that he found himself in, a land of barbarity and retribution.
‘We will, of course, have more information for you to work on come tomorrow, after the post-mortems. But for the moment I think that will do. I’m going to hand you over to Chief Inspector Anderson, who will assign you to your tasks for the present.’
Rebus noticed that Jack Morton had nodded off in the corner and, if left unattended, would begin snoring soon. Rebus smiled, but the smile was short-lived, killed by a voice at the front of the room, the voice of Anderson. This was all Rebus needed. Anderson, the man at the centre of his out-of-line remarks. It felt for one sickening moment like predestination. Anderson was in charge. Anderson was doling out their tasks. Rebus reminded himself to stop praying. Perhaps if he stopped praying, God would take the hint and stop being such a bastard to one of his few believers on this near-godforsaken planet.
‘Gemmill and Hartley will be assigned to door-to-door.’
Well, thank God he’d not been landed with that one. There was only one thing worse than door-to-door . . .
‘And for an initial check on the MO files, Detective Sergeants Morton and Rebus.’
. . . and that was it.
Thank you, God, oh, thank you. That’s just what I wanted to do with my evening: read through the case histories of all the bloody perverts and sex-offenders in east central Scotland. You must really hate my guts. Am I Job or something? Is that it?
But there was no ethereal voice to be heard, no voice at all save that of the Satanic, leering Anderson, whose fingers slowly turned the pages of the roster, his lips moist and full, his wife a known adulteress and his son – of all things – an itinerant poet. Rebus heaped curse after curse upon the shoulders of that priggish, stick-thin superior officer, then kicked Jack Morton’s leg and brought him snorting and chaffing into consciousness.
One of those nights.
‘One of those nights,’ said Jack Morton. He sucked luxuriously on his short, tipped cigarette, coughed loudly, brought his handkerchief from his pocket and deposited something into it from his mouth. He studied the contents of the handkerchief. ‘Ah ha, some vital new evidence,’ he said. All the same, he looked rather worried.
Rebus smiled. ‘Time to stop smoking, Jack,’ he said.
They were seated together at a desk upon which were piled about a hundred and fifty files on known sex-offenders in central Scotland. A smart young secretary, doubtless relishing the overtime that came with a murder inquiry, kept bringing more files into the office, and Rebus stared at her in mock outrage every time she entered. He was hoping to scare her away, and if she came back again, the outrage would become real.
‘No, John, it’s these tipped bastards. I can’t take to them, really I can’t. Sod that bloody doctor.’
So saying, Morton took the cigarette from his lips, broke off the filter, and replaced the cigarette, now ridiculously short, between thin, bloodless lips.
‘That’s better. That’s more like a fag.’
Rebus had always found two things remarkable. One was that he liked, and in return was liked by, Jack Morton. The other was that Morton could pull so hard on a cigarette and yet release so little smoke. Where did all that smoke go? He could not figure it out.
‘I see you’re abstaining this evening, John.’
‘Limiting myself to ten a day, Jack.’
Morton shook his head.
‘Ten, twenty, thirty a day. Take it from me, John, it makes no difference in the end. What it comes down to is this: you either stop or you don’t, and if you can’t stop, then you’re as well smoking as many as you like. That’s been proven. I read about it in a magazine.’
‘Aye, but we all know the magazines you read, Jack.’
Morton chuckled, gave another tremendous cough, and searched for his handkerchief.
‘What a bloody job,’ said Rebus, picking up the first of the files.
The two men sat in silence for twenty minutes, flicking through the facts and fantasies of rapists, exhibitionists, pederasts, paedophiles, and procurers. Rebus felt his mouth filling with silt. It was as if he saw himself there, time after time after time, the self that lurked behind his everyday consciousness. His Mister Hyde by Robert Louis Stevenson, Edinburgh-born. He felt ashamed of his occasional erection: doubtless Jack Morton had one too. It came with the territory, as did the revulsion, the loathing and the fascination.
Around them, the station whirled in the business of the night. Men in shirtsleeves walked purposefully past their open door, the door of their assigned office, cut off from everyone else so that no one would be contaminated by their thoughts. Rebus paused for a moment to reflect that his own office back in Great London Road was in need of much of this equipment: the modern desk (unwobbly, with drawers that could be opened easily), the filing-cabinets (ditto), the drinks-dispenser just outside. There were carpets even, rather than his own liver-red linoleum with its curled, dangerous edges. It was a very palatable environment this in which to track down the odd pervert or killer.
‘What exactly are we looking for, Jack?’
Morton snorted, threw down a slender brown file, looked at Rebus, shrugged his shoulders, and lit a cigarette.
‘Garbage,’ he said, picking up another folder, and whether or not it was meant as an answer Rebus was never to know.
‘Detective Sergeant Rebus?’
A young constable, acne on his throat, cleanly-shaven, stood at the open door.
‘Yes.’
‘Message from the Chief, sir.’
He handed Rebus a folded piece of blue notepaper.
‘Good news?’ asked Morton.
‘Oh, the best news, Jack, the very best news. Our boss sends us the following fraternal message: “Any leads from the files?” End of message.’
‘Will there be any reply, sir?’ asked the constable.
Rebus crumpled the note and tossed it into a new aluminium bin.
‘Yes, son, there will be,’ he said, ‘but I very much doubt whether you’d want to deliver it.’
Jack Morton, wiping ash from his tie, laughed.
It was one of those nights. Jim Stevens, walking home at long last, had not found anything interesting since his conversation with Mac Campbell all of four hours ago. He had told Mac then that he was not about to drop his own investigation into Edinburgh’s burgeoning drugs racket, and that had been the whole truth. It was becoming a private obsession, and though his boss might move him on to a murder case, still he would follow up his old investigation in his free, spare and private time, time found late at night when the presses were rolling, time spent in lower and lower dives further and further out of town. For he was close, he knew, to a big fish, and yet not close enough to be able to enlist the help of the forces of law and order. He wanted the story to be watertight before he called for the cavalry.
He knew the dangers, too. The ground he walked upon was always likely to fall away beneath his feet, letting him slip into Leith docks of a dark and silent morning, finding him trussed and gagged in some motorway ditch outside Perth. He didn’t mind all that. It was no more than a passing thought, brought on by tiredness and a need to lift his emotions out of the rather tawdry, unglamorous world of Edinburgh’s dope scene, a scene carried out in the sprawling housing-schemes and after-hours drinking holes more than in the glittery discotheques and chintzy rooms of the New Town.
What he disliked, really disliked, was that the people ultimately behind it all were so silent and so secretive and so alien to it all. He liked his criminals to be involved, to live the life and stick close to the lifestyle. He liked the Glasgow gangsters of the 1950s and ’60s, who lived in the Gorbals and operated from the Gorbals and loaned illicit money to neighbours, and who would slash those same neighbours eventually, when the need arose. It was like a family affair. Not like this, not at all like this. This was other, and he hated it for that reason.
His talk with Campbell had been interesting though, interesting for other reasons. Rebus sounded a fishy character. So was his brother. They might be in it together. If the police were involved in all of this, then his task would be all the harder, and all the more satisfying for that.
Now what he needed was a break, a nice break in the investigation. It couldn’t be far off. He was supposed to have a nose for that sort of thing.
At one-thirty they took a break. There was a small canteen in the building, open even at this ungodly hour. Outside, the majority of the day’s petty crime was being committed, but inside it was warm and cosy, and there was hot food to be had and endless cups of coffee for the vigilant policemen.
‘This is a complete shambles,’ said Morton, pouring coffee back from his saucer into the cup. ‘Anderson hasn’t a clue what he’s up to.’
‘Give me a cigarette, will you? I’m out.’ Rebus patted his pockets convincingly.
‘Christ, John,’ said Morton, wheezing an old man’s cough and passing across the cigarettes, ‘the day you give up smoking is the day I change my underwear.’
Jack Morton was not an old man, despite the excesses that were leading him quickly and inexorably towards that early fate. He was thirty-five, six years younger than Rebus. He, too, had a broken marriage behind him, the four children now resident with their grandmother while their mother was off on a suspiciously long vacation with her present lover. Misery, he had told Rebus, surrounded the whole bloody set-up, and Rebus had agreed with him, having a daughter who troubled his own conscience.
Morton had been a policeman for two decades, and unlike Rebus had started at the extreme bottom of the heap, pulling himself up to his present rank through sheer hard slog alone. He had given Rebus his life story when the two of them had gone off for a day’s fly-fishing near Berwick. It had been a glorious day, both of them landing fine catches, and over the course of the day they had become friends. Rebus, however, had not deigned to tell his own life story to Morton. It felt, to Jack Morton, as if the man were in a little prison-cell of his own construction. He seemed especially tight-lipped about his years in the Army. Morton knew that the Army could occasionally do that to a man, and he respected Rebus’s silence. Perhaps there were a few skeletons in that particular closet. He knew all about those himself; some of his most noteworthy arrests had not exactly been conducted along ‘correct procedural lines’.
Nowadays, Morton did not concern himself with headlines and high-profile arrests. He got on with the job, collected his salary, thought now and then of his pension and the fishing-years to come, and drank his wife and children out of his conscience.
‘This is a nice canteen,’ said Rebus, smoking, struggling to start a conversation.
‘Yes, it is. I’m in here now and again. I know one of the guys who work in the computer room. Comes in handy, you know, having one of those terminal-operators in your pocket. They can track down a car, a name, an address quicker than you can blink. It only costs the occasional drink.’
‘Get them to sort out this lot of ours then.’
‘Give them time, John. Then all the files will be on computer. And a little while after that, they’ll find that they don’t need the work-horses like us any more. There’ll just be a couple of DIs and a desk console.’
‘I’ll bear that in mind,’ said Rebus.
‘It’s progress, John. Where would we be without it? We’d still be out there with our pipes and our guess-work and our magnifying glasses.’
‘I suppose you’re right, Jack. But remember what the Super says: “Give me a dozen good men every time, and send your machines back to their makers.”’
Rebus looked around him as he spoke. He saw that one of the two women from the briefing room had settled at a table by herself.
‘And besides,’ said Rebus, ‘there’ll always be a place for people like us, Jack. Society couldn’t do without us. Computers can never have inspired guesses. That’s where we’ve got them beat hands down.’
‘Maybe, I don’t know. Still, we better be getting back, eh?’ Morton looked at his watch, drained his cup, and pushed back his chair.
‘You go on ahead, Jack. I’ll be with you in a minute. I want to check out an inspired guess.’
‘Mind if I join you?’
Rebus, a fresh cup of coffee in his hand, pulled out the chair from opposite the woman officer, who had her head buried in the day’s newspaper. He noted the garish headline on the front page. Someone had slipped out a little information to the local media.
‘Not at all,’ she said, not looking up.
Rebus smiled to himself and sat down. He began to sip the powdery, instant murk.
‘Busy?’ he asked.
‘Yes. Shouldn’t you be? Your friend left a few minutes ago.’
Sharp then, very sharp. Very, very sharp indeed. Rebus began to feel a mite uneasy. He disliked ballcrushers, and here were all the outward signs of one.
‘Yes, he did, didn’t he? But then he’s a glutton for punishment. We’re working on the Modus Operandi files. I’d do anything to defer that particular pleasure.’
She looked up at last, bitten by the potential insult.
‘That’s what I am, is it? A delaying tactic?’
Rebus smiled and shrugged.
‘What else?’ he said.
It was her turn to smile now. She closed the paper and folded it twice, placing it before her on the formica-topped table. She tapped the headline.
‘Looks like we’re in the news,’ she said.
Rebus turned the paper towards him.
EDINBURGH ABDUCTIONS – NOW IT’S MURDER!
‘A terrible bloody case,’ he offered. ‘Just terrible. And the newspapers don’t make it any better.’
‘Yes, well, we’ll have the PM results in a couple of hours, and then we just might have something to go on.’
‘I hope so. Just so long as I can put away those bloody files.’
‘I thought policemen,’ stressing the latter part of the word, ‘got their kicks from reading that stuff?’
Rebus spread his hands before him, a gesture he seemed to have picked up from Michael.
‘You have us to a T. How long have you been in the force?’
Rebus took her to be thirty, give or take two years. She had thick, short brown hair, and a long, straight ski-slope of a nose. There were no rings on her fingers, but these days that told him nothing.
‘Long enough,’ she said.
‘I think I knew you would say that.’
She was smiling still: no ballcrusher then.
‘Then you’re cleverer than I took you for,’ she said.
‘You’d be surprised.’
He was growing tired, realising that the game was going nowhere. It was all midfield, a friendly rather than a cup-tie. He checked his watch conspicuously.
‘Time I was getting back,’ he said.
She picked up her newspaper.
‘Are you doing anything this weekend?’ she asked.
John Rebus sat down again.
He left the station at four o’clock. The birds were doing their best to persuade everyone that it was dawn, but no one seemed fooled. It was dark still, and the air was chilled.
He decided to leave his car and walk home, a distance of two miles. He needed it, needed to feel the cool, damp air, the expectancy of a morning shower. He breathed deep, trying to relax, to forget, but his mind was too full of those files, and little pieces of recollected fact and figure, pieces of horror no bigger than a paragraph, haunted his walk.
To indecently assault an eight-week old baby girl. The babysitter who had calmly admitted to the assault saying that she had done it ‘for a kick’.
To rape a grandmother in front of her two grandchildren, then give the kids some sweets from a jar before leaving. The act premeditated; committed by a bachelor of fifty.
To burn with cigarettes the name of a street gang onto the breasts of a twelve-year old, leaving her for dead in a burning hut. Never caught.
And now the crux: to abduct two girls and then strangle them without having sexually abused them. That, Anderson had posited only thirty minutes before, was a perversion in itself, and in a funny way Rebus knew what he meant. It made the deaths even more arbitrary, more pointless – and more shocking.
Well, at least they were not dealing with a sex-offender; not right away. Which only, Rebus was forced to agree, made their task that much more difficult, for now they were confronted with something like a ‘serial killer’, striking at random and without clues, aiming at the record books rather than at any idea of ‘kicks’. The question now was would he stop at two? It seemed unlikely.
Strangulation. It was a fearful way to go, wrestling, kicking your way towards oblivion, panic, the fretful sucking for air, and the killer behind you most likely, so that you faced the fear of something totally anonymous, a death without knowledge of who or why. Rebus had been taught methods of killing in the SAS. He knew what it felt like to have the garotte tighten on your neck, trusting to the opponent’s prevailing sanity. A fearful way to go.
Edinburgh slept on, as it had slept on for hundreds of years. There were ghosts in the cobbled alleys and on the twisting stairways of the Old Town tenements, but they were Enlightenment ghosts, articulate and deferential. They were not about to leap from the darkness with a length of twine ready in their hands. Rebus paused and looked around him. Besides, it was morning now and any godfearing spirit would be tucked up in bed, as he, John Rebus, flesh and blood, would be soon.
Near his flat, he passed a little grocery shop outside which were stacked crates of milk and morning rolls. The owner had complained in private to Rebus about petty and occasional thefts, but would not submit a complaint proper. The shop was as dead as the street, the solitude of the moment disturbed only by the distant rumble of a taxi on cobblestones and the persistence of the dawn chorus. Rebus looked around him, examining the many curtained windows. Then, swiftly, he tore six rolls from a layer and stuffed them into his pockets, walking away a little too briskly. A moment later he hesitated, then walked on tiptoe back to the shop, the criminal returning to the scene of the crime, the dog to its vomit. Rebus had never actually seen dogs doing that, but he had it on the authority of Saint Peter.
Looking round again, he lifted a pint of milk out of its crate and made his getaway, whistling silently to himself.
Nothing in the world tasted as good for breakfast as stolen rolls with some butter and jam and a mug of milky coffee. Nothing tasted better than a venial sin.
He sniffed the stairwell of his tenement, catching the faint odour of tom-cats, a persistent menace. He held his breath as he climbed the two flights of stairs, fumbling in his pocket beneath the squashed rolls, trying to liberate his door-key.
The interior of the flat felt damp and smelt damp. He checked the central heating and, sure enough, the pilot-light had gone out again. He cursed as he relit it, turning the heat up all the way, and went through to the living-room.
There were still spaces on the book-case, the wall-unit, the mantelpiece where Rhona’s ornaments had once stood, but many of the gaps had already been filled by new mementoes of his own: bills, unanswered letters, old ring-pulls from tins of cheap beer, the occasional unread book. Rebus collected unread books. Once upon a time, he had actually read the books that he bought, but these days he seemed to have so little time. Also, he was more discriminating now than he had been then, back in the old days when he would read a book to its bitter end whether he liked it or not. These days, a book he disliked was unlikely to last ten pages of his concentration.
These were the books that lay around his living-room. His books for reading tended to congregate in the bedroom, lying in co-ordinated rows on the floor like patients in a doctor’s waiting-room. One of these days he would take a holiday, would rent a cottage in the Highlands or on the Fife coast, and would take with him all of these waiting-to-be-read-or-reread books, all of that knowledge that could be his for the breaking open of a cover. His favourite book, a book he turned to at least once a year, was Crime and Punishment. If only, he thought, modern murderers would exhibit some show of conscience more often. But no, modern killers bragged of their crimes to their friends, then played pool in their local pub, chalking their cues with poise and certainty, knowing which balls would drop in which order . . .
While a police-car slept nearby, its occupants unable to do anything save curse the mountains of rules and regulations and rue the deep chasms of crime. It was everywhere, crime. It was the life-force and the blood and the balls of life: to cheat, to edge; to take that body-swerve at authority, to kill. The higher up you climbed into crime, the more subtly you began to move back towards legitimacy, until a handful of lawyers only could crack open your system, and they were always affordable, always on hand to be bribed. Dostoevsky had known all that, clever old bastard. He had felt the stick burning from both ends.
But poor old Dostoevsky was dead and had not been invited to a party this weekend, while he, John Rebus, had. Often he declined invitations, because to accept meant that he had to dust off his brogues, iron a shirt, brush down his best suit, take a bath, and splash on some cologne. He had also to be affable, to drink and be merry, to talk to strangers with whom he had no inclination to talk and with whom he was not being paid to talk. In other words, he resented having to play the part of a normal human animal. But he had accepted the invitation given to him by Cathy Jackson in the Waverley Road canteen. Of course he had.
And he whistled at the thought of it, wandering through to the kitchen to make some breakfast, which he then took through to his bedroom. This was a ritual after a night duty. He stripped, climbed into bed, balanced the plate of rolls on his chest, and held a book to his nose. It was not a very good book. It was about a kidnapping. Rhona had taken away the bed proper, but had left him the mattress, so it was easy for him to reach down for his mug of coffee, easy for him to discard one book and find another.
He fell asleep soon enough, the lamp still burning, as cars began to pass by his window.
His alarm did the trick for a change, pulling him off the mattress as a magnet attracts filings. He had kicked off the duvet, and was drenched in sweat. He felt suffocated, and remembered suddenly that the central heating was still boiling away like a steamship. On his way to switching off the thermostat, he stooped at the front door to pick up the day’s mail. One of the letters was unstamped and unfranked. It bore only his name in typescript across the front. Rebus’s stomach squeezed hard on the paste of rolls and butter. He ripped the envelope open, pulling out the single sheet of paper.
FOR THOSE WHO READ BETWEEN THE TIMES.
So now the lunatic knew where he lived. Checking in the envelope, laconic now and expecting to find the knotted string, he found instead two matchsticks, tied together with thread into the shape of a cross.
‘FOR THOSE WHO READ
BETWEEN THE TIMES’
Organized chaos: that summed up the newspaper office. Organized chaos on the grandest of scales. Stevens rummaged amongst the sheaf of paper in his tray, looking for a needle. Had he perhaps filed it somewhere else? He opened one of the large, heavy drawers of his desk, then shut it quickly, afraid that some of the mess in there might escape. Controlling himself, he took a deep breath and opened it again. He plunged a hand into the jumble of paper inside the drawer, as if something in there would bite. A huge dog-clip, springing loose from one particular file, did bite. It nicked his thumb and he slammed the drawer shut, the cigarette wobbling in his mouth as he cursed the office, the journalistic profession, and trees, begetters of paper. Sod it. He sat back and squeezed his eyes shut as the smoke began to sting. It was eleven in the morning, and already the office was a blue haze, as though everything were happening on the set of a Brigadoon marsh-scene. He grabbed a sheet of typescript, turned it over, and began to scribble with a nub of pencil which he had lifted from a betting shop.
‘X (Mr Big?) delivers to Rebus, M. How does the policeman fit in? Answer – perhaps everywhere, perhaps nowhere.’
He paused, taking the cigarette from his mouth, replacing it with a fresh one, and using the butt to light its successor.
‘Now – anonymous letters. Threats? A code?’
Stevens found it unlikely that John Rebus could not know about his brother’s involvement in the Scottish drug-pushing world, and knowing, the chances were that he was involved in it too, perhaps leading the whole investigation the wrong way to protect his flesh and blood. It would make a cracking good story when it broke, but he knew that he would be treading on eggs from here on in. No one would go out of their way to help him nail a policeman, and if anyone found out what he was up to, he would be in very serious trouble indeed. He needed to do two things: check his life insurance policy, and tell nobody about this.
‘Jim!’
The editor gestured for him to step into the torture chamber. He rose from his seat, as though tearing himself up from something organic, straightened his mauve and pink striped tie, and headed towards a presumed bawling-out.
‘Yes, Tom?’
‘Aren’t you supposed to be at a press conference?’
‘Plenty of time, Tom.’
‘Which photographer are you taking?’
‘Does it matter? I’d be better off taking my bloody instamatic. These young boys don’t know the ropes, Tom. What about Andy Fleming? Can’t I have him?’
‘No chance, Jim. He’s covering the royal tour.’
‘What royal tour?’
Tom Jameson seemed about to rise again from his chair, which would have been an unprecedented move. He only straightened his back and shoulders however, and eyed his ‘star’ crime reporter suspiciously.
‘You are a journalist, Jim, aren’t you? I mean, you’ve not gone into early retirement, or become a recluse? No history of senile dementia in the family?’
‘Listen, Tom, when the Royal Family commits a crime, I’ll be the first on the scene. Otherwise, as far as I’m concerned, they don’t exist. Not outside of my nightmares, anyway.’
Jameson pointedly examined his wristwatch.
‘Okay, okay, I’m going.’
With that, Stevens turned on his heels with amazing speed and left the office, ignoring the cries of his boss at his back, asking which of the available photographers he wanted.
It wouldn’t matter. He had yet to meet a policeman who was photogenic. Then, leaving the building, he remembered who was Liaison Officer on this particular case, and he changed his mind, smiling.
‘“There are clues everywhere, for those who read between the times.” It’s pure gobbledygook, isn’t it, John?’
Morton was driving the car towards the Haymarket district of the city. It was another afternoon of consistent, wind-driven rain, the rain itself fine and cold, the kind that seeped into bones and marrow. The city had been dull all day, to a point where motorists were using their headlamps at noon. A great day for some outside work.
‘I’m not so sure, Jack. The second part leads on from the first as if there was a logical connection.’
‘Well, let’s hope he sends you some more notes. Maybe that would make things clearer.’
‘Maybe. I’d rather he’d just stop this shit altogether. It’s not very nice knowing that a crank knows where you work and where you live.’
‘Is your phone number in the telephone book?’
‘No, unlisted.’
‘That rules out that idea then. So how does he know your home address?’
‘He or she,’ said Rebus, tucking the notes back into his pocket. ‘How should I know?’
He lit two cigarettes and passed one to Morton, breaking the filter off for him.
‘Ta,’ said Morton, placing the tiny cigarette in the corner of his mouth. The rain was easing. ‘Floods in Glasgow,’ he said, expecting no reply.
Both men were bleary-eyed from lack of sleep, but the case had taken possession of them, so they drove, minds numbed, towards the bleak heart of the inquiry. A portakabin had been set up on waste ground next to the spot where the girl’s body had been found. From there, a door-to-door operation was being co-ordinated. Friends and family were also to be interviewed. Rebus foresaw much tedium in the day ahead.
‘What worries me,’ Morton had said, ‘is that if the two murders are linked, then we’re dealing with someone who probably didn’t know either of the girls. That makes for a bastard of a job.’
Rebus had nodded. There was still the chance, however, either that both girls had known their murderer, or that the murderer had been someone in a position of trust. Otherwise, the girls being nearly twelve-years old and not daft, they would surely have struggled when abducted. Yet no one had come forward to say that they had witnessed any such thing. It was bloody strange.
The rain had stopped by the time they reached the cramped operations-room. The inspector in charge of outdoor operations was there to hand them lists of names and addresses. Rebus rejoiced to be away from the HQ, away from Anderson and his thirst for paperwork results. This was where the work really took place, where the contacts were made, where one slip by a suspect could tip a case one way or the other.
‘Do you mind me asking, sir, who it was that suggested my colleague and me for this particular job?’
The DI, his eyes twinkling, studied Rebus for a second.
‘Yes, I bloody well do mind, Rebus. It doesn’t matter one way or the other, does it? Every single task in this case is as vital and as important as every other. Let’s not forget that.’
‘Yes, sir,’ said Rebus.
‘This must be a bit like working inside a shoebox, sir,’ said Morton examining the cramped interior.
‘Yes, son, I’m in the shoebox, but you lot are the shoes, so get bloody well moving.’
This particular inspector, thought Rebus, pocketing his list, seemed a nice bloke, his tongue just sharp enough for Rebus’s taste.
‘Don’t worry, sir,’ he said now, ‘this won’t take us long.’
He hoped that the inspector noted the irony in his voice.
‘Last one back’s a fairy,’ said Morton.
They were doing this by the rule-book then, yet the case would seem to demand that new rules be drawn up. Anderson was sending them out to look for the usual suspects: family, acquaintances, people with records. Doubtless, back at HQ, groups such as the Paedophile Information Exchange were being investigated. Rebus hoped that there were plenty of crank calls for Anderson to sift through. There usually were: the callers who admitted to the crime, the callers who were psychic and could help by getting in touch with the deceased, the callers who pressed a red-herring to your nose so that you could have a sniff. They were all mastered by past guilt and present fantasies. Perhaps everyone was.
At his first house, Rebus battered on the door and waited. It was opened by a rank old woman, her feet bare, a cardigan comprised of ninety-percent hole to ten-percent wool hanging around her scarp-like shoulders.
‘Whit is it?’
‘Police, madam. It’s about the murder.’
‘Eh? Whitever it is, I dinnae want it. Away ye get afore I ca’ for the coppers.’
‘The murders,’ shouted Rebus. ‘I’m a policeman. I’ve come to ask you a few questions.’
‘Eh?’ She stood back a little to peer at him, and Rebus could swear that he saw the faint glow of a past intelligence in the dulled black of her pupils.
‘Whit murders?’ she said.
One of those days. To improve matters, the rain began again, heavy dollops of stinging water gripping to his neck and face, seeping into his shoes. Just like that day at the old man’s grave . . . Only yesterday? A lot could happen in twenty-four hours, all of it to him.
By seven o’clock, Rebus had covered six of the fourteen individuals on his list. He walked back to the operations-shoebox, his feet sore, his stomach awash with tea and craving something stronger.
At the boggy waste ground, Jack Morton stood and stared out over the acres of clay, strewn with bricks and detritus: a child’s heaven.
‘What a hellish place to die in.’
‘She didn’t die here, Jack. Remember what forensic said.’
‘Well, you know what I mean.’
Yes, Rebus knew what he meant.
‘By the way,’ said Morton, ‘you’re the fairy.’
‘I’ll drink to that,’ said Rebus.
They drank in some of Edinburgh’s seedier bars, bars the tourist never sees. They tried to shut the case out of their minds, but could not. It was like that with big murder inquiries; they got to you, physically and mentally, consuming you and making you work all the harder. There was a rush of pure adrenalin behind every murder. It kept them going past the point of no return.
‘I’d better be getting back to the flat,’ said Rebus.
‘No, have another.’
Jack Morton weaved towards the bar, his empty glass in his hand.
Rebus, his mind foggy, thought more about his mysterious correspondent. He suspected Rhona, though it could not be said to be her style. He suspected his daughter Sammy, perhaps taking a delayed-action revenge for her father’s dismissal of her from his life. Family and acquaintances were, initially at least, always the chief suspects. But it could be anyone, anyone who knew where he worked and where he lived. Someone in his own force was always a possibility to be feared.
The 10,000 dollar question, as ever, was why?
‘Here we go, two lovely pints of beer, gratis from the management.’
‘I call that very public-spirited,’ said Rebus.
‘Or publican-spirited, eh, John?’ Morton chuckled at his joke, wiping froth from his top lip. He noticed that Rebus wasn’t laughing. ‘A penny for them,’ he said.
‘A serial killer,’ said Rebus. ‘It must be. In which case we’ve not seen the last of our friend’s handiwork.’
Morton put down his glass, suddenly not very thirsty.
‘Those girls went to different schools,’ continued Rebus, ‘lived in different areas of the city, had different tastes, different friends, were of different religions, and were killed by the same murderer in the same way and without noticeable abuse of any kind. We’re dealing with a maniac. He could be anywhere.’
A fight was breaking out at the bar, apparently over a game of dominoes, which had gone very badly wrong. A glass fell to the floor, followed by a hush in the bar. Then everyone seemed to calm down a little. One man was led outside by his supporters in the argument. Another remained slumped against the bar, muttering to a woman beside him.
Morton took a gulp of beer.
‘Thank God we’re off duty,’ he said. Then: ‘Fancy a curry?’
Morton finished the chicken vindaloo and threw his fork down on to the plate.
‘I reckon I ought to have a word with the Health Department boys,’ he said, still chewing. ‘Either that or the Trading Standards. Whatever that was, it wasn’t chicken.’
They were in a small curry-house near Haymarket Station. Purple lighting, red flock wallpaper, a churning wall of sitar-music.
‘You looked as if you were enjoying it,’ said Rebus, finishing his beer.
‘Oh yes, I enjoyed it, but it wasn’t chicken.’
‘Well, there’s nothing to complain about if you enjoyed it.’ Rebus sat slant-wise on his chair, his legs straight out before him, an arm along the chair’s back while he smoked his umpteenth cigarette that day.
Morton leaned unsteadily towards his partner.
‘John, there’s always something to complain about, especially if you think you can get off with not paying the bill by doing so.’
He winked at Rebus, sat back, burped, and reached into his pocket for a cigarette.
‘Garbage,’ he said.
Rebus tried to count the number of cigarettes he himself had smoked that day, but his brain told him that such calculations were not to be attempted.
‘I wonder what our friend the murderer is up to at this exact moment?’ he said.
‘Finishing a curry?’ suggested Morton. ‘Trouble is, John, he could be one of these Joe Normal types, clean on the surface, married with kids, your average suburban hardworking chap, but underneath a nutter, pure and simple.’
‘There’s nothing simple about our man.’
‘True.’
‘But you could well be right. You mean that he’s a sort of Jekyll and Hyde, right?’
‘Exactly.’ Morton flicked ash onto the table-top, already splashed with curry sauce and beer. He was peering at his empty plate as though wondering where all the food had gone. ‘Jekyll and Hyde. You’ve got it in a nutshell. I’ll tell you, John, I’d lock these bastards up for a million years, a million years of solitary in a cell the size of a shoebox. That’s what I’d do.’
Rebus was staring at the flock wallpaper. He thought back to his own days in solitary, days when the SAS were trying to crack him, days of the ultimate testing, of sighs and silence, starvation and filth. No, he wouldn’t want that again. And yet they had not beaten him, not really beaten him. The others had not been so lucky.
Trapped in its cell, the face screaming
Let me out Let me out
Let me out . . .
‘John? Are you okay there? If you’re going to be sick, the toilet’s behind the kitchen. Listen, when you’re passing, do me a favour and see if you can notice what it is that they’re chopping up and throwing into the pot . . .’
Rebus walked smartly to the toilet with the over-cautious gait of the tremendously drunk, yet he did not feel drunk, not that drunk. His nostrils filled with the smells of curry, disinfectant, shit. He washed his face. No, he was not going to be sick. It wasn’t too much to drink, for he had felt the same shudder at Michael’s, the same momentary horror. What was happening to him? It was as if his insides were concretizing, slowing him down, allowing the years to catch up on him. It felt a little like the nervous breakdown which he had been awaiting, yet it was no nervous breakdown. It was nothing. It had passed.
‘Can I give you a lift, John?’
‘No thanks, I’ll walk. Clear my head.’
They parted at the door of the restaurant. An office-party, loosened neckties and strong, sickly perfume, made its way towards Haymarket Station. Haymarket was the last station into Edinburgh before the much grander Waverley. Rebus remembered that the premature withdrawal of the penis during intercourse for contraceptive reasons was often referred to as ‘getting off at Haymarket.’ Who said the people in Edinburgh were dour? A smile, a song, and a strangulation. Rebus wiped sweat from his forehead. He felt weak still, and leaned against a lamp-post. He knew vaguely what it was. It was a rejection by his whole being of the past, as though his vital organs were rejecting a donor heart. He had pushed the horror of the training so far to the back of his mind that any echo of it at all was now to be violently fought against. And yet it was in that same confinement that he had found friendship, brotherhood, camaraderie, call it what you like. And he had learned more about himself than human beings ever do. He had learned so much.
His spirit had not been broken. He had come out of the training on top. And then had come the nervous breakdown.
Enough. He began to walk, steadying himself with thoughts of his day off tomorrow. He would spend the day reading and sleeping and readying himself for a party, Cathy Jackson’s party.
And the day after that, Sunday, he would be spending a rare day with his daughter. Then, perhaps, he would find out who was behind the crank letters.
The girl woke up with a dry, salty taste in her mouth. She felt sleepy and numb and wondered where she was. She had fallen asleep in his car. She had not felt sleepy before then, before he had given her a piece of his chocolate-bar. Now she was awake, but not in her bedroom at home. This room had pictures on its walls, pictures cut out of colour magazines. Some were photographs of soldiers with fierce expressions on their faces, others were of girls and women. She looked closely at some self-developing photographs grouped together on one wall. There was a picture of her there, asleep on the bed with her arms spread wide. She opened her mouth in a slight gasp.
Outside, in the living-room, he heard her movements as he prepared the garotte.
That night, Rebus had one of his nightmarish dreams again. A long, lingering kiss was followed by an ejaculation, both in the dream and in reality. He woke up immediately afterwards and wiped himself down. The breath of the kiss was still around him, hanging to him like an aura. He shook his head clear of it. He needed a woman. Remembering the party to come, he relaxed a little. But his lips were dry. He padded into the kitchen and found a bottle of lemonade. It was flat, but served the purpose. Then he remembered that he was still drunk, and would have a hangover if he wasn’t careful. He poured himself three glassfuls of water and forced them down.
He was pleased to find that the pilot-light was still on. It was like a good omen. When he slipped back into bed, he even remembered to say his prayers. That would surprise the Big Man upstairs. He would note it in his muckle book: Rebus remembered me tonight. May give him a nice day tomorrow.
Amen.
Michael Rebus loved his BMW as dearly as he loved life itself, perhaps more so. As he sped down the motorway, the traffic to his left hardly appearing to move at all, he felt that his car was life in a strange, satisfying sort of way. He pointed its nose towards the bright point of the horizon and let it forge towards that future, revving it hard, making no concessions to anyone or anything.
That was the way he liked it; hard, fast luxury, push-button and on-hand. He drummed his fingers on the leather of the steering-wheel, toyed with the radio-cassette, eased his head back onto the padded headrest. He dreamed often of just taking off, leaving wife and children and house, just his car and him. Taking off towards that far point, never stopping except to eat and fill up the car, driving until he died. It seemed like paradise, and so he felt quite safe fantasising about it, knowing that he would never dare put paradise into practice.
When he had first owned a car, he had wakened in the middle of the night, opening his curtains to see if it was still waiting for him outside. Sometimes he would rise at four or five in the morning and take off for a few hours, astonished at the distance he could cover so quickly, glad to be out on the silent roads with only the rabbits and the crows for company, his hand on the horn scaring fluttering clouds of birds into the air. He had never lost that initial love-affair with cars, the manumission of dreams.
People stared at his car now. He would park it in the streets of Kirkcaldy and stand a little distance away, watching people envy that car. The younger men, full of bravado and expectancy, would peer inside, staring at leather and dials as though examining living things at the zoo. The older men, some with their wives in tow, would glance at the machine, sometimes spitting on the road afterwards, knowing that it represented everything they had wanted for themselves and failed to find. Michael Rebus had found his dream, and it was a dream he could watch any time he chose.
In Edinburgh, however, it depended where you parked as to whether your car would attract attention. He had parked on George Street one day, only to find a Rolls-Royce cruising to a stop behind him. He had keyed the ignition again, fuming, near-spitting. He had parked eventually outside a discotheque. He knew that parking an expensive car outside a restaurant or a discotheque would mean that a few people would mistake you for the owner of the particular set-up, and that thought pleased him immensely, erasing the memory of the Rolls-Royce and infusing him with new versions of the dream.
Stopping at traffic-lights, too, could be exciting, except when some half-arsed biker on a big machine roared to a standstill behind him or, even worse, beside him. Some of those bikes were made for initial acceleration. More than once he had been beaten mercilessly in a race from traffic-lights. He tried not to think about those times either.
Today he parked where he had been told to park: in the car park atop Calton Hill. He could see over to Fife from his front window, and from the back he could see Princes Street laid out before him like a toy-set. The hill was quiet; it was not quite the tourist season, and it was cold. He knew that things hotted up at night: car chases, girls and boys hoping for a ride, parties at Queensferry beach. Edinburgh’s gay community would mix with those merely curious or lonely, and a couple, hand-in-hand, would now and again enter the graveyard at the bottom of the hill. When darkness fell, the east end of Princes Street became a territory all of its own, to be passed around, to be shared. But he was not about to share his car with anyone. His dream was a fragile entity.
He watched Fife across the Firth of Forth, looking quite splendid from this distance, until the man’s car slowed and stopped beside him. Michael slid across to his passenger seat and wound down the window, just as the other man was winding down his.
‘Got the stuff?’ he said.
‘Of course,’ said the man. He checked in his mirror. Some people, a family of all things, had just come over the rise. ‘We better wait for a minute.’
They paused, staring blankly at the scenery.
‘No hassles across in Fife?’ asked the man.
‘None.’
‘The word’s going round that your brother was over seeing you. Is that correct?’ The man’s eyes were hard; his whole being was hard. But the car he drove was a heap. Michael felt safe for the moment.
‘Yes, but it was nothing. It was just the anniversary of our dad’s death. That was all.’
‘He doesn’t know anything?’
‘Absolutely not. Do you think I’m thick or something?’
The man’s glance silenced Michael. It was a mystery to him how this one man could invoke such fear in him. He hated these meetings.
‘If anything happens,’ the man was saying, ‘if anything goes wrong, you’ll be in for it. I really mean that. Keep well clear of that bastard in future.’
‘It wasn’t my fault. He just dropped in on me. He didn’t even phone first. What could I do?’
His hands were gripping hard to the steering-wheel, cemented there. The man checked in his mirror again.
‘All clear,’ he said, reaching behind him. A small package slipped through Michael’s window. He took a look inside it, brought an envelope out of his pocket, and reached for the ignition.
‘Be seeing you around, Mister Rebus,’ said the man, opening the envelope.
‘Yes,’ said Michael, thinking: not if I can help it. This work was getting a bit too hairy for him. These people seemed to know everything about his movements. He knew, however, that the fear always evaporated, to be replaced by euphoria when he had rid himself of another load, pocketing a nice profit on the deal. It was that moment when fear turned to euphoria that kept him in the game. It was like the fastest piece of acceleration from traffic-lights that you could experience – ever.
Jim Stevens, watching from the hill’s Victorian folly, a ridiculous, never-completed copy of a Greek temple, saw Michael Rebus leave. That much was old news to him; he was more interested in the Edinburgh connection, a man he could not trace and did not know, a man who had lost him twice before and who could doubtless lose him again. Nobody seemed to know who this mysterious figure was, and nobody particularly wanted to know. He looked like trouble. Stevens, feeling suddenly impotent and old, could do nothing other than jot down the car registration number. He thought that perhaps McGregor Campbell could do something with it, but he was wary of being found out by Rebus. He felt trapped in the middle of something which was proving altogether a knottier problem than he had suspected.
Shivering, he tried to persuade himself that he liked it that way.
‘Come in, come in, whoever you are.’
Rebus’s coat, gloves, and bottle of wine were taken from him by complete strangers, and he was plunged into one of those packed, smoky, loud parties where it is easy to smile at people but near impossible to get to know anyone. He moved from the hall into the kitchen, and from there, through a connecting-door, into the living-room itself.
The chairs, table, settee had been pushed back to the walls, and the floor was filled with writhing, whooping couples, the men tieless, their shirts sticking to them.
The party, it appeared, had started earlier than he had anticipated.
He recognized a few faces around and beneath him, stepping over two inspectors as he waded into the room. He could see that the table at the far end had bottles and plastic cups heaped upon it, and it seemed as good a vantage point as any, and safer than some.
Getting to it was the problem however, and he was reminded of some of the assault courses of his Army days.
‘Hi there!’
Cathy Jackson, doing a passable imitation of a rag-doll, reeled into his path for a second before being swept off her feet by the large – the very large – man with whom she was pretending to dance.
‘Hello,’ managed Rebus, his face twisting into a grimace rather than a smile. He achieved the relative safety of the drinks-table and helped himself to a whisky and a chaser. That would do for starters. Then he watched as Cathy Jackson (for whom he had bathed, polished, scraped, adjusted, and sprayed) pushed her tongue into the cavernous mouth of her dancing-partner. Rebus thought that he was going to be sick. His partner for the evening had done a bunk before the evening had begun! That would teach him to be optimistic. So what did he do now? Leave quietly, or try to pull a few words of introduction out of his hat?
A stocky man, not at all a policeman, came from the kitchen, and, cigarette in mouth, approached the table with a couple of empty glasses in his hand.
‘Bloody hell,’ he said to nobody in particular, rummaging amongst the bottles, ‘this is all a bit fucking grim, isn’t it? Excuse my language.’
‘Yes, it is a bit.’
Rebus thought to himself, well, there it is, I’ve done it now, I’ve spoken to someone. The ice is broken, so I may as well leave while the going’s good.
But he did not leave. He watched as the man weaved his way quite expertly back through the dancers, the drinks as safe as tiny animals in his hands. He watched as another record pounded out of the invisible stereo system, the dancers recommenced their war-dance, and a woman, looking every inch as uncomfortable as he did, squeezed her way into the room and was pointed in the direction of Rebus’s table.
She was about his own age, a little ragged around the edges. She wore a reasonably fashionable dress, he supposed (who was he to talk about fashion? his suit looked downright funereal in the present company), and her hair had been styled recently, perhaps as recently as this afternoon. She wore a secretary’s glasses, but she was no secretary. Rebus could see that much by looking at her, by examining the way she handled herself as she picked her way towards him.
He held a Bloody Mary, newly-prepared, towards her.
‘Is this okay for you?’ he shouted. ‘Have I guessed right or wrong?’
She gulped the drink thankfully, pausing for breath as he refilled the tumbler.
‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘I don’t normally drink, but that was much appreciated.’
Great, Rebus thought to himself, the smile never leaving his eyes, Cathy Jackson’s out of her head (and her morals) on alcohol, and I’m landed with a TT. Oh, but that thought was unworthy of him, and did no justice to his companion. He breathed a quick prayer of contrition.
‘Would you like to dance?’ he asked, for his sins.
‘You’re kidding!’
‘I’m not. What’s wrong?’
Rebus, guilty of a streak of chauvinism, could not believe it. She was a DI. Moreover, she was Press Liaison Officer on the murder case.
‘Oh,’ he said, ‘it’s just that I’m working that case, too.’
‘Listen, John, if it keeps on like this, every policeman and policewoman in Scotland is going to be on the case. Believe me.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘There’s been another abduction. The girl’s mother reported her missing this evening.’
‘Shit. Excuse my language.’
They had danced, drunk, separated, met again, and were now old friends for the evening, it seemed. They stood in the hallway, a little way from the noise and chaos of the dance-floor. A queue for the flat’s only toilet was becoming unruly at the end of the corridor.
Rebus found himself staring past Gill Templer’s glasses, past all that glass and plastic, to the emerald-green eyes beyond. He wanted to tell her that he had never seen eyes as lovely as hers, but was afraid of being accused of cliché. She was sticking to orange juice now, but he had loosened himself up with a few more whiskies, not expecting anything special from the evening.
‘Hello, Gill.’
Rebus recognized the stocky man before them as the person he had spoken with at the drinks-table.
‘Long time no see.’
The man attempted to peck Gill Templer’s cheek, but succeeded only in falling past her and butting the wall.
‘Had a drop too much to drink, Jim?’ said Gill, coolly.
The man shrugged his shoulders. He was looking at Rebus.
‘We all have our crosses to bear, eh?’
A hand was extended towards Rebus.
‘Jim Stevens,’ said the man.
‘Oh, the reporter?’
Rebus accepted the man’s warm, moist hand for a moment.
‘This is Detective Sergeant John Rebus,’ said Gill.
Rebus noticed the quick flushing in Stevens’ face, the startled eyes of a hare. He recovered quickly though, expertly.
‘Pleased to meet you,’ he said. Then, motioning with his head, ‘Gill and I go back a long way, don’t we, Gill?’
‘Not as far as you seem to think, Jim.’
He laughed then, glancing towards Rebus.
‘She’s just shy,’ he said. ‘Another girl murdered, I hear.’
‘Jim has spies everywhere.’
Stevens tapped the side of his blood-red nose, grinning towards Rebus.
‘Everywhere,’ he said, ‘and I get everywhere, too.’
‘Yes, spreads himself a little thin, does our Jim,’ said Gill, her voice sharp as a blade’s edge, her eyes suddenly shrouded in glass and plastic, inviolable.
‘Another press briefing tomorrow, Gill?’ said Stevens, searching through his pockets for his cigarettes, lost long before.
‘Yes.’
The reporter’s hand found Rebus’s shoulder.
‘A long way, me and Gill.’
Then he was gone, his hand held back towards them as he retreated, waving without the necessity of acknowledgement, searching out his cigarettes, filing away John Rebus’s face.
Gill Templer sighed, leaning against the wall where Stevens’ failed kiss had landed.
‘One of the best reporters in Scotland,’ she said, matter-of-factly.
‘And your job is dealing with the likes of him?’
‘He’s not so bad.’
An argument seemed to be starting in the living-room.
‘Well,’ said Rebus, all smiles, ‘shall we phone for the police, or would you rather be taken to a little restaurant I know?’
‘Is that a chat-up line?’
‘Maybe. You tell me. After all, you’re the detective.’
‘Well, whatever it is, Detective Sergeant Rebus, you’re in luck. I’m starving. I’ll get my coat.’
Rebus, feeling pleased with himself, remembered that his own coat was lurking somewhere. He found it in one of the bedrooms, along with his gloves, and – a cracking surprise – his unopened bottle of wine. He pocketed this, seeing it as a divine sign that he would be needing it later.
Gill was in the other bedroom, rummaging through the pile of coats on the bed. Beneath the bedcovers, congress seemed to be taking place, and the whole mess of coats and bedclothes seethed and writhed like some gigantic amoeba. Gill, giggling through it all, found her coat at last and came towards Rebus, who smiled conspiratorially in the doorway.
‘Goodbye, Cathy,’ she shouted back into the room, ‘thanks for the party.’
There was a muffled roar, perhaps an acknowledgement, from beneath the bedclothes. Rebus, his eyes wide, felt his moral fibre crumbling like a dry cheese-biscuit.
In the taxi, they sat a little distance apart.
‘So, do you and this Stevens character go back a long way?’
‘Only in his memory.’ She stared past the driver at the sleek wet road beyond. ‘Jim’s memory can’t be what it was. Seriously, we went out together once, and I do mean once.’ She held up a finger. ‘A Friday night, I think it was. A big mistake, it certainly was.’
Rebus was satisfied with that. He began to feel hungry again.
By the time they reached the restaurant, however, it was closed – even to Rebus – so they stayed in the taxi and Rebus directed the driver towards his flat.
‘I’m a dab hand at bacon sandwiches,’ he said.
‘What a pity,’ she said. ‘I’m a vegetarian.’
‘Good God, you mean you eat no vegetables at all?’
‘Why is it,’ acid seeping into her voice, ‘that carnivores always have to make a joke out of it? It’s the same with men and women’s lib. Why is that?’
‘It’s because we’re afraid of them,’ said Rebus, quite sober now.
Gill looked at him, but he was watching from his window as the city’s late-night drunks rolled their way up and down the obstacle-strewn hazard of Lothian Road, seeking alcohol, women, happiness. It was a never-ending search for some of them, staggering in and out of clubs and pubs and take-aways, gnawing on the packaged bones of existence. Lothian Road was Edinburgh’s dustbin. It was also home to the Sheraton Hotel and the Usher Hall. Rebus had visited the Usher Hall once, sitting with Rhona and the other smug souls listening to Mozart’s Requiem Mass. It was typical of Edinburgh to have a crumb of culture sited amidst the fast-food shops. A requiem mass and a bag of chips.
‘So how is the old Press Liaison these days?’
They were seated in his rapidly tidied living-room. His pride and joy, a Nakamichi tape-deck, was tastefully broadcasting one of his collection of late-night-listening jazz tapes; Stan Getz or Coleman Hawkins.
He had rustled up a round of tuna fish and tomato sandwiches, Gill having admitted that she ate fish occasionally. The bottle of wine was open, and he had prepared a pot of freshly ground coffee (a treat usually reserved for Sunday breakfasts). He now sat across from his guest, watching her eat. He thought with a small start that this was his first female guest since Rhona had left him, but then recalled, very vaguely, a couple of other one-nighters.
‘Press Liaison is fine. It’s not really a complete waste of time, you know. It serves a useful purpose in this day and age.’
‘Oh, I’m not knocking it.’
She looked at him, trying to gauge how serious he was being.
‘Well,’ she went on, ‘it’s just that I know a lot of our colleagues who think that a job like mine is a complete waste of time and manpower. Believe me, in a case like this one it’s absolutely crucial that we keep the media on our side, and that we let them have the information that we want made public when it needs to be made public. It saves a lot of hassle.’
‘Hear, hear.’
‘Be serious, you rat.’
Rebus laughed.
‘I’m never anything other than serious. A one-hundred percent policeman’s policeman, that’s me.’
Gill Templer stared at him again. She had a real inspector’s eyes: they worked into your conscience, sniffing out guilt and guile and drive, seeking give.
‘And being a Liaison Officer,’ said Rebus, ‘means that you have to . . . liaise with the press quite closely, right?’
‘I know what you’re getting at, Sergeant Rebus, and as your superior, I’m telling you to stop it.’
‘Ma’am!’ Rebus gave her a short salute.
He came back from the kitchen with another pot of coffee.
‘Wasn’t that a dreadful party?’ said Gill.
‘It was the finest party I have ever attended,’ said Rebus. ‘After all, without it, I might never have met you.’
She roared with laughter this time, her mouth filled with a paste of tuna and bread and tomato.
‘You’re a nutter,’ she cried, ‘you really are.’
Rebus raised his eyebrows, smiling. Had he lost his touch? He had not. It was miraculous.
Later, she needed to go to the bathroom. Rebus was changing a tape, and realising how limited his musical tastes were. Who were these groups that she kept referring to?
‘It’s in the hall,’ he said. ‘On the left.’
When she returned, more jazz was playing, the music at times almost too low to be heard, and Rebus was back in his chair.
‘What’s that room across from the bathroom, John?’
‘Well,’ he said, pouring coffee, ‘it used to be my daughter’s, but now it’s just full of junk. I never use it.’
‘When did your wife and you split up?’
‘Not as long ago as we should have. I mean that seriously.’
‘How old is your daughter?’ She sounded maternal now, domestic; no longer the acid single woman or the professional.
‘Nearly twelve,’ he said. ‘Nearly twelve.’
‘It’s a difficult age.’
‘Aren’t they all.’
When the wine was finished and the coffee was down to its last half-cup, one or the other of them suggested bed. They exchanged sheepish smiles and ritual promises about not promising anything, and, the contract agreed and signed without words, went to the bedroom.
It all started well enough. They were mature, had played this game before too often to let the little fumblings and apologies get to them. Rebus was impressed by her agility and invention, and hoped that she was being impressed by his. She arched her spine to meet him, seeking the ultimate and unobtainable ingress.
‘John,’ pushing at him now.
‘What is it?’
‘Nothing. I’m just going to turn over, okay?’
He knelt up, and she turned her back to him, sliding her knees down the bed, clawing at the smooth wall with her fingertips, waiting. Rebus, in the slight pause, looked around at the room, the pale blue light shading his books, the edges of the mattress.
‘Oh, a futon,’ she had said, pulling her clothes off quickly. He had smiled in the silence.
. . .
He was losing it.
‘Come on, John. Come on.’
He bent towards her, resting his face on her back. He had talked about books with Gordon Reeve when they had been captured. Talked endlessly, it seemed, reading to him from his memory. In close confinement, torture a closed door away. But they had endured. It was a mark of the training.
‘John, oh, John.’
Gill raised herself up and turned her head towards his, seeking a kiss. Gill, Gordon Reeve, seeking something from him, something he couldn’t give. Despite the training, despite the years of practice, the years of work and persistence.
‘John?’
But he was elsewhere now, back inside the training camp, back trudging across a muddy field, the Boss screaming at him to speed up, back in that cell, watching a cockroach pace the begrimed floor, back in the helicopter, a bag over his head, the spray of the sea salty in his ears . . .
‘John?’
She turned round now, awkwardly, concerned. She saw the tears about to start from his eyes. She held his head to her.
‘Oh, John. It doesn’t matter. Really, it doesn’t.’
And a little later: ‘Don’t you like it that way?’
They lay together afterwards, he guiltily, and cursing the facts of his confusion and the fact that he had run out of cigarettes, she drowsily, caring still, whispering bits and pieces of her life-story to him.
After a while, Rebus forgot to feel guilty: there was nothing, after all, to feel guilty about. He felt merely the distinct lack of nicotine. And he remembered that he was seeing Sammy in six hours’ time, and that her mother would instinctively know what he, John Rebus, had been up to these past few hours. She was cursed with a witch-like ability to see into the soul, and she had seen his occasional bouts of crying at very close quarters indeed. Partly, he supposed, that had been responsible for their break-up.
‘What time is it, John?’
‘Four. Maybe a little after.’
He slid his arm from beneath her and rose to leave the room.
‘Do you want anything to drink?’ he said.
‘What did you have in mind?’
‘Coffee maybe. It’s hardly worth going to sleep now, but if you feel sleepy, don’t mind me.’
‘No, I’ll take a cup of coffee.’
Rebus knew from her voice, from its slurred growliness, that she would be fast asleep by the time he reached the kitchen.
‘Okay,’ he said.
He made himself a cup of dark, sweet coffee and slumped into a chair with it. He turned on the living-room’s small gas fire and began to read one of his books. He was seeing Sammy today, and his mind wandered from the story in front of him, a tale of intrigue which he could not remember having started. Sammy was nearly twelve. She had survived many years of danger, and now, for her, other dangers were imminent. The perverts in watch, the ogling old men, the teenage cock-fighters, would be supplemented by the new urges of boys her age, and boys she already knew as friends would become sudden and forceful hunters. How would she cope with it? If her mother had anything to do with it, she would cope admirably, biting in a clinch and ducking on the ropes. Yes, she would survive without her father’s advice and protection.
The kids were harder these days. He thought back to his own youth. He had been Mickey’s big brother, fighting battles for the two of them, going home to watch his brother coddled by his father. He had pushed himself further into the cushions on the settee, hoping to disappear one day. Then they’d be sorry. Then they’d be sorry . . .
At seven-thirty he went through to the musky bedroom, which smelt two parts sex to one part animal lair, and kissed Gill awake.
‘It’s time,’ he said. ‘Get up, I’ll run you a bath.’
She smelt good, like a baby on a fireside towel. He admired the shapes of her twisted body as they awoke to the thin, watery sunlight. She had a good body all right. No real stretch-marks. Her legs unscarred. Her hair just tousled enough to be inviting.
‘Thanks.’
She had to be at HQ by ten in order to co-ordinate the next press release. There could be no rest. The case was still growing like a cancer. Rebus filled the bath, wincing at the rim of grime around it. He needed a cleaning-lady. Perhaps he could get Gill to do it.
Another unworthy thought, forgive me.
Which brought him to think of church-going. It was another Sunday, after all, and for weeks he had been promising himself that he would try again, would find another church in the city and would try all over again.
He hated congregational religion. He hated the smiles and the manners of the Sunday-dressed Scottish Protestant, the emphasis on a communion not with God but with your neighbours. He had tried seven churches of varying denominations in Edinburgh, and had found none to be to his liking. He had tried sitting for two hours at home of a Sunday, reading the Bible and saying a prayer, but somehow that did not work either. He was caught; a believer outwith his belief. Was a personal faith good enough for God? Perhaps, but not his personal faith, which seemed to depend upon guilt and his feelings of hypocrisy whenever he sinned, a guilt assuaged only by public show.
‘Is my bath ready, John?’
She re-tousled her hair, naked and confident, her glasses left behind in the bedroom. John Rebus felt his soul to be imperilled. Sod it, he thought, catching her around the hips. Guilt could wait. Guilt could always wait.
He had to mop up the bathroom floor afterwards, empirical evidence that Archimedes’ displacement of water had been proved once again. The bath-water had flowed like milk and honey, and Rebus had nearly drowned.
Still, he felt better now.
‘Lord, I am a poor sinner,’ he whispered, as Gill dressed. She looked stern and efficient when she opened the front-door, almost as if she had been on a twenty-minute official visit.
‘Can we fix a date?’ he suggested.
‘We can,’ she replied, looking through her bag. Rebus was curious to know why women always did that, especially in films and thrillers, after they had been sleeping with a man. Did women suspect their sleeping partners of rifling their purses?
‘But it might be difficult,’ she continued, ‘the case going the way it is. Let’s just promise to keep in touch, okay?’
‘Okay.’
He hoped that she took note of the dismay in his voice, the disappointment of the small boy at having his request denied.
They pecked a final kiss, mouths brittle by now, and then she was gone. Her scent remained, however, and he breathed it in deeply as he prepared for the day ahead. He found a shirt and a pair of trousers that didn’t reek of tobacco, and these he put on slowly, admiring himself in the bathroom mirror, the soles of his feet damp, while he hummed a hymn.
Sometimes it was good to be alive. Sometimes.
Jim Stevens poured another three aspirin into his mouth and drank his orange juice. The ignominy of it, being seen in a Leith bar sucking on fruit juice, yet the idea of drinking even a half-pint of the rich, frothing beer made him feel nauseous. He had drunk far too much at that party; too much too quickly, and in too many combinations.
Leith was trying to improve itself. Someone somewhere had decided to give it a bit of a dust and a wash. It boasted French-style cafés and wine bars, studio flats, delicatessen. But it was still Leith, still the old port, an echo of its roaring, bustling past when Bordeaux wines would be unloaded by the gallon and sold on the streets from a horse and cart. If Leith retained nothing else, it would retain a port’s mentality, and a port’s traditional drinking dens.
‘By Christ,’ roared a voice behind him, ‘the man drinks everything in doubles, even his soft drinks!’
A heavy fist, twice the dimensions of his own, landed on Stevens’ back. The swarthy figure landed on a stool beside him. The hand stayed firmly where it was.
‘Hello, Podeen,’ said Stevens. He was starting to sweat in the heavy atmosphere of the saloon, and his heart was pounding: terminal hangover symptoms; he could smell the alcohol squeezing itself out of his pores.
‘Lordy, James me boy, what the hell’s that you’re supping? Barman, get this man a whisky quick. He’s wasting away on kiddies’ juice!’
With a roar, Podeen took his hand off the reporter’s back just long enough to relieve the pressure, before bringing it back down again in a stinging back-slap. Stevens felt his insides shudder rebelliously.
‘Anything I can do for you today?’ said Podeen, his voice much lower.
Big Podeen had been a sailor for twenty years, with the scars and nicks of a thousand ports on his body. How he made his money these days, Stevens did not wish to know. He did some bouncing for pubs on Lothian Road and dubious drinking-dens around Leith, but that would be the tip of his earnings iceberg. Podeen’s fingers were so encrusted with dirt that he might have carved out the black economy single-handedly from the rotten, fertile soil beneath him.
‘Not really, Big Man. No, I’m just mulling things over.’
‘Get me a breakfast, will you? Double helpings of everything.’
The barman, almost saluting, went off to give the order.
‘See,’ said Podeen, ‘you’re not the only man who orders everything in doubles, eh, Jimmy?’
The hand was lifted from Stevens’ back again. He grimaced, waiting for the slap, but the arm flopped onto the bar beside him instead. He sighed, audibly.
‘Rough night last night was it, Jimmy?’
‘I wish I could remember.’
He had fallen asleep in one of the bedrooms, very late in the evening. Then a couple had come in, and they had lifted him into the bathroom, depositing him in the bath. There he had slept for two hours, maybe three. He had awakened with a terrific stiffness in his neck, back, and legs. He had drunk some coffee, but not enough, never enough.
And had walked in the chilled morning air, chatting in a newsagent’s shop with some taxi-drivers, sitting in the porter’s cubby-hole of one of the big hotels on Princes Street, supping sweet tea and talking football with the bleary nightporter. But he had known he would end up down here, for this was his morning off, and he was back on the drugs case, his own little baby.
‘Is there much stuff around at the moment, Big?’
‘Oh, now, that depends what you’re looking for, Jimmy. Word’s out that you’re getting to be a bit too nosy in every department. Best if you were sticking to the safe drugs. Keep away from the big stuff.’
‘Is this a timely warning or a threat or what?’ Stevens wasn’t in the mood to be threatened, not when he had a Sunday morning hangover to sort out.
‘It’s a friendly warning, a warning from a friend.’
‘Who’s the friend, Big?’
‘Me, you silly sod. Don’t be so suspicious all the time. Listen, there’s a little cannabis around, but that’s about it. Nobody brings the stuff into Leith any more. They land it on the Fife coast, or up by Dundee. Places the Customs men have all but disappeared from. And that’s the truth.’
‘I know, Big, I know. But there is a delivery going on around here. I’ve seen it. I don’t know what it is. Whether it’s big stuff or not. But I’ve seen a handover. Very recently.’
‘How recent?’
‘Yesterday.’
‘Where?’
‘Calton Hill.’
Big Podeen shook his head.
‘Then it’s nothing at all to do with anyone or anything I know, Jimmy.’
Stevens knew the Big Man, knew him well. He gave out good information, but it was only what was given to him by people who wanted Stevens to get to know about something. So the heroin boys would come across, via Big, with information about cannabis dealing. If Stevens took the story up, chances were the cannabis dealers would be caught. And that left the territory and the demand to the heroin boys. It was clever stuff, ploy and counter-ploy. The stakes were high, too. But Stevens was a clever player himself. He knew that there was a tacit understanding that he was never to aim for the really big players, for that would mean aiming for the city’s businessmen and bureaucrats, the titled landowners, the New Town’s Mercedes owners.
And that would never be allowed. So he was fed tidbits, enough to keep the presses rolling, the tongues wagging about what a terrible place Edinburgh was becoming. Always a little, never the lot. Stevens understood all that. He had been playing the game so long he hardly knew sometimes what side he was on. In the end, it hardly mattered.
‘You don’t know about it?’
‘Nothing, Jimmy. But I’ll nose around. See what’s doing. Listen, though, there’s a new bar opened up by the Mackay showroom. Know the one I mean?’
Stevens nodded.
‘Well,’ went on Podeen, ‘it’s a bar at the front, but it’s a brothel at the back. There’s a wee cracker of a barmaid does her stuff of an afternoon, if you’re interested.’
Stevens smiled. So a new boy was trying to move in, and the old boys, Podeen’s ultimate employers, didn’t like it. And so he, Jim Stevens, was being given enough information to close down the new boy if he liked. There was a nice headline-catcher in it certainly, but it was a one-day wonder.
Why didn’t they just telephone the police anonymously? He thought he knew the answer to that one, though once it had puzzled him: they were playing the game by its old-fashioned rules, which meant no snitching, no grassing to the enemy. He was left to play the part of messenger-boy, but a messenger-boy with power built into the system. Just a little power, but more power than lay in doing things along the straight and narrow.
‘Thanks, Big. I’ll bear that in mind.’
The food arrived then, great piles of curled, shining bacon, two soft, near-transparent eggs, mushrooms, fried bread, beans. Stevens kept his eyes to the bar, suddenly interested in one of the beer-mats, damp still from Saturday night.
‘I’m going across to my table to eat this, okay, Jimmy?’
Stevens could not believe his good luck.
‘Oh, fine, Big Man, fine.’
‘Cheers, then.’
And with that he was left alone, only the ghost of a smell remaining. He noticed that the barman was standing opposite him. His hand, shiny with grease, was held out.
‘Two pounds sixty,’ he said.
Stevens sighed. Put that one down to experience, he thought to himself as he paid, or to the hangover. The party had been worth it, however, for he had met John Rebus. And Rebus was friendly with Gill Templer. It was all becoming just a little confusing. But interesting too. Rebus was certainly interesting, though physically he did not resemble his brother in the slightest. The man had looked honest enough, but how did you tell a bent copper from the outside? It was the inside that was rotten. So, Rebus was seeing Gill Templer. He remembered the night they had spent together, and shuddered. That, surely, had been his nadir.
He lit a cigarette, his second of the day. His head was still clotted, but his stomach felt a little more composed. He might even be getting hungry. Rebus looked a tough nut, but not as tough as he would have been ten years ago. At this moment he was probably in bed with Gill Templer. The bastard. The lucky bastard. His stomach turned a tiny somersault of chilled jealousy. The cigarette felt good. It poured life and strength back into him, or seemed to. Yet he knew that it was scooping him out, too, tearing his guts to shreds of darkened meat. The hell with it. He smoked because without cigarettes he couldn’t think. And he was thinking now.
‘Hey, give me a double here will you?’
The barman came over.
‘Orange juice again?’
Stevens looked at him disbelievingly.
‘Don’t be daft,’ he said – ‘whisky, Grouse if that’s what’s in the Grouse bottle.’
‘We don’t play those sorts of game here.’
‘I’m glad to hear it.’
He drank the whisky and felt better. Then he began to feel worse again. He went to the toilet, but the smell in there made him feel even worse. He held himself over the sink and brought up a few bubbles of liquid, retching loudly but emptily. He had to get off the booze. He had to get off the ciggies. They were killing him, yet they were the only things keeping him alive.
He walked over to Big Podeen’s table, sweating, feeling older than his years.
‘That was a good breakfast, that was,’ said the hulk of a man, his eyes gleaming like a child’s.
Stevens sat down beside him.
‘What’s the word on bent coppers?’ he asked.
‘Hello, daddy.’
She was eleven, but looked and spoke and smiled older: eleven going on twenty-one. That was what living with Rhona had done to his daughter. He pecked her cheek, thinking back to Gill’s leavetaking. There was perfume around her, and a hint of make-up on her eyes.
He could kill Rhona.
‘Hello, Sammy,’ he said.
‘Mummy says that I’m to be called Samantha now that I’m growing up so quickly, but I suppose it’s all right for you to call me Sammy.’
‘Oh, well, mummy knows best, Samantha.’
He cast a look towards the retreating figure of his wife, her body pressed, pushed and prodded into a shape attainable only with the aid of some super-strong girdle. She was not, he was relieved to find, wearing as well as their occasional telephone conversations would have had him believe. She stepped into her car now, never looking back. It was a small and expensive model, but had a sizeable dent in one side. Rebus blessed that dent.
He recalled that, making love, he had gloried in her body, in the soft flesh – the padding, as she had called it – of her thighs and her back. Today she had looked at him with cold eyes, filled with a cloud of unknowing, and had seen in his eyes the gleam of sexual satisfaction. Then she had turned on her heels. So it was true: she could still see into his heart. Ah, but she had failed to see into his soul. She had missed that most vital organ completely.
‘What do you want to do then?’
They were standing at the entrance to Princes Street Gardens, adjacent to the tourist haunts of Edinburgh. A few people wandered past the closed shops of a Princes Street Sunday, while others sat on benches in the gardens, feeding crumbs to the pigeons and the Canadian squirrels or else reading the heavy-printed Sunday papers. The Castle reared above them, its flag flying briskly in the all-too-typical breeze. The Gothic missile of the Scott Monument pointed religious believers in the right direction, but few of the tourists who snapped it with their expensive Japanese cameras seemed at all interested in the structure’s symbolic connotations, never mind its reality, just so long as they had some snaps of it to show off to their friends back home. These tourists spent so much time photographing things that they never actually saw anything, unlike the young people milling around, who were too busy enjoying life to be bothered capturing false impressions of it.
‘What do you want to do then?’
The tourist side of his capital city. They were never interested in the housing-estates around this central husk. They never ventured into Pilton or Niddrie or Oxgangs to make an arrest in a piss-drenched tenement; they were not moved by Leith’s pushers and junkies, the deft-handed corruption of the city gents, the petty thefts of a society pushed so far into materialism that stealing was the only answer to what they thought of as their needs. And they were almost certainly unaware (they were not, after all, here to read local newspapers and watch local TV) of Edinburgh’s newest media star, the child murderer the police could not catch, the murderer who was leading the forces of law and order a merry dance without a clue or a lead or a cat in hell’s chance of finding him until he slipped up. He pitied Gill her job. He pitied himself. He pitied the city, right down to its crooks and bandits; its whores and gamblers, its perpetual losers and winners.
‘So what do you want to do?’
His daughter shrugged her shoulders.
‘I don’t know. Walk maybe? Go for a pizza? See a film?’
They walked.
John Rebus had met Rhona Phillips just after joining the police. He had suffered a nervous breakdown just prior to his joining the force (why did you leave the Army, John?) and had recuperated in a fishing-village on the Fife coast, though he had never told Michael of his presence in Fife during that time.
On his first holiday from police-work, his first proper holiday in years, the others having been spent on courses or working towards examinations, Rebus had returned to that fishing-village, and there had met Rhona. She was a schoolteacher, already with a brutally short and unhappy marriage behind her. In John Rebus she saw a strong and able husband, someone who would not flinch in a fight; someone she could care for, too, however, since his strength failed to conceal an inner fragility. She saw that he was haunted still by his years in the Army, and especially by his time in ‘special services’. He would awake crying some nights, and sometimes would weep as he made love, weeping silently, the tears falling hard and slow on her breasts. He would not speak about it much, and she had never pushed him. She was aware that he had lost a friend during his training days. She understood that much, and he appealed to the child in her and to the mother. He seemed perfect. Too, too perfect.
He was not. He should never have married. They lived happily enough, she teaching English in Edinburgh until Samantha was born. Then, however, niggling fights and power-plays had turned into sourer, unabated periods of resentment and suspicion. Was she seeing another man, a teacher at her school? Was he seeing another woman when he claimed to be involved in his numerous double-shifts? Was she taking drugs without his knowledge? Was he taking bribes without hers? In fact, the answer to all of these suspicions was no, but that did not seem to be what was at stake in any case. Rather, something larger was looming, yet neither could perceive the inevitability of it until too late, and they would cuddle up and make things right between them over and over again, as though in some morality-tale or soap-opera. There was, they agreed, the child to think of.
The child, Samantha, had become the young woman, and Rebus felt his eyes straying appreciatively and guiltily (yet again) over her as they walked through the gardens, around the Castle, and up towards the ABC cinema on Lothian Road. She was not beautiful, for only women could be that, but she was growing towards beauty with a confident inevitability which was breathtaking in itself, and horrifying. He was, after all, her father. There had to be some feelings there. It went with the territory.
‘Do you want me to tell you about Mummy’s new boy-friend?’
‘You know damn well I do.’
She giggled; still something of the girl left in her then, and yet even a giggle seemed different in her now, seemed more controlled, more womanly.
‘He’s a poet, supposedly, but really he hasn’t had a book out or anything yet. His poems are crap, too, but Mummy won’t tell him that. She thinks the sun shines out of his you-know-where.’
Was all this ‘adult’ talk supposed to impress him? He supposed so.
‘How old is he?’ Rebus asked, flinching at his suddenly revealed vanity.
‘I don’t know. Twenty maybe.’
He stopped flinching and started to reel. Twenty. She was cradle-snatching now. My God. What effect was all this having on Sammy? On Samantha, the pretend adult? He dreaded to think, but he was no psychoanalyst; that was Rhona’s department, or once had been.
‘Honest though, Dad, he’s an awful poet. I’ve done better stuff than his in my essays at school. I go to the big school after the summer. It’ll be funny to go to the school where Mum works.’
‘Yes, won’t it.’ Rebus had found something niggling him. A poet, aged twenty. ‘What’s this boy’s name?’ he asked.
‘Andrew,’ she said, ‘Andrew Anderson. Doesn’t that sound funny? He’s nice really, but he’s a bit weird.’
Rebus cursed under his breath: Anderson’s son, the dreaded Anderson’s itinerant poet son was shacked up with Rebus’s wife. What an irony! He didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. Laughter seemed marginally more appropriate.
‘What are you laughing at, Daddy?’
‘Nothing, Samantha. I’m just happy, that’s all. What were you saying?’
‘I was saying that Mum met him at the library. We go there a lot. Mum likes the literature books, but I like books about romances and adventures. I can never understand the books Mum reads. Did you read the same books as her when you were . . . before you . . .?’
‘Yes, yes we did. But I could never understand them either, so don’t worry about it. I’m glad that you read a lot. What’s this library like?’
‘It’s really big, but a lot of tramps go there to sleep and spend a lot of time. They get a book and sit down and just fall asleep. They smell awful!’
‘Well, you don’t need to go near them, do you? Best to let them keep themselves to themselves.’
‘Yes, Daddy.’ Her tone was slightly reproachful, warning him that he was giving fatherly advice and that such advice was unnecessary.
‘Fancy seeing a film then, do you?’
The cinema, however, was not open, so they went to an ice-cream parlour at Tollcross. Rebus watched Samantha scoop five colours of ice-cream from a Knickerbocker Glory. She was still at the stick-insect stage, eating without putting on an ounce of weight. Rebus was conscious of his sagging waistband, a stomach pampered and allowed to roam as it pleased. He sipped cappuccino (without sugar) and watched from the corner of his eye as a group of boys at another table looked towards his daughter and him, whispering and sniggering. They pushed back their hair and smoked their cigarettes as though sucking on life itself. He would have arrested them for self-afflicted growth-stunting had Sammy not been there.
Also, he envied them their cigarettes. He did not smoke when with Sammy: she did not like him smoking. Her mother also, once upon a time, had screamed at him to stop, and had hidden his cigarettes and lighter, so that he had made secret little nests of cigarettes and matches all around the house. He had smoked on regardless, laughing in victory when he sauntered into the room with another lit cigarette between his lips, Rhona screeching at him to put the bloody thing out, chasing him around the furniture, her hands flapping to knock the incendiary from his mouth.
Those had been happy times, times of loving conflict.
‘How’s school?’
‘It’s okay. Are you involved in the murder case?’
‘Yes.’ God, he could murder for a cigarette, could tear a young male head from its body.
‘Will you catch him?’
‘Yes.’
‘What does he do to the girls, Daddy?’ Her eyes, trying to seem casual, examined the near-empty ice-cream glass very scrupulously.
‘He doesn’t do anything to them.’
‘Just murders them?’ Her lips were pale. Suddenly she was very much his child, his daughter, very much in need of protection. Rebus wanted to put his arms around her, to comfort her, to tell her that the big bad world was out there, not in here, that she was safe.
‘That’s right,’ he said instead.
‘I’m glad that’s all he does.’
The boys were whistling now, trying to attract her attention. Rebus felt his face growing red. On another day, any day other than this, he would march up to them and ram the law into their chilled little faces. But he was off-duty. He was enjoying an afternoon out with his daughter, the freakish result of a single grunted climax, that climax which had seen a lucky sperm, crawling through the ooze, make it all the way to the winning-post. Doubtless Rhona would already be reaching over for her book of the day, her literature. She would prise the still, spent body of her lover from her without a word being passed between them. Was her mind on her books all the time? Perhaps. And he, the lover, would feel deflated and empty, a vacant space, but suddenly as if no form of transference had taken place. That was her victory.
And then he would scream at her with a kiss. The scream of longing, of his solitary.
Let me out. Let me out . . .
‘Come on, let’s get out of here.’
‘Okay.’
And as they passed the table of hankering boys, their faces full of barely restrained lust, jabbering like monkeys, Samantha smiled at one of them. She smiled at one of them.
Rebus, sucking in fresh air, wondered what his world was coming to. He wondered whether his reason for believing in another reality behind this one might not be because the everyday was so frightening and so very sad. If this were all there was, then life was the sorriest invention of all time. He could kill those boys, and he wanted to smother his daughter, to protect her from that which she wanted – and would get. He realised that he had nothing to say to her, and that those boys did; that he had nothing in common with her save blood, while they had everything in common with her. The skies were dark as Wagnerian opera, dark as a murderer’s thoughts. Darkening like similes, while John Rebus’s world fell apart.
‘It’s time,’ she said, by his side yet so much bigger than him, so much more full of life. ‘It’s time.’
And indeed it was.
‘We better hurry,’ said Rebus, ‘it’s going to rain.’
He felt tired, and recalled that he had not slept, that he had been involved in strenuous labour throughout the short night. He took a taxi back to the flat – sod the expense – and crawled up the winding stairs to his front door. The smell of cats was overpowering. Inside his door, a letter, unstamped, awaited him. He swore out loud. The bastard was everywhere, everywhere and yet invisible. He ripped open the letter and read.
YOU’RE GETTING NOWHERE. NOWHERE. ARE YOU? SIGNED
But there was no signature, not in writing anyway. But inside the envelope, like some child’s plaything, lay the piece of knotted twine.
‘Why are you doing this, Mister Knot?’ said Rebus, fingering the twine. ‘And just what are you doing?’
Inside, the flat was like a fridge: the pilot-light had blown out again.
The media, sensing that the ‘Edinburgh Strangler’ was not about to vanish in the night, took the story by its horns and created a monster. TV crews moved into some of the better hotel rooms in the city, and the city was happy enough to have them, it being not quite the tourist season yet.
Tom Jameson was as astute an editor as any, and he had a team of four reporters working on the story. He could not help noticing, however, that Jim Stevens was not on his best form. He seemed uninterested – never a good sign in a journalist. Jameson was worried. Stevens was the best he had, a household name. He would speak to him about it soon.
As the case grew along with the interest in it, John Rebus and Gill Templer became confined to communicating by telephone and via the occasional chance meeting in or around HQ. Rebus hardly saw his old station now. He was strictly a murder-case victim himself, and was told to think about nothing else during his waking hours. He thought about everything else: about Gill, about the letters, about his car’s inability to pass its MOT. And all the time he watched Anderson, father of Rhona’s lover, watched him as he grew ever more frantic for a motive, a lead, anything. It was almost a pleasure to watch the man in action.
As to the letters, Rebus had pretty much discounted his wife and daughter. A slight mark on Knot’s last missive had been checked by the forensic boys (for the price of a pint) and had turned out to be blood. Had the man nicked his finger while cutting the twine? It was yet another small mystery. Rebus’s life was full of mysteries, not the least of which was where his ten legitimate daily cigarettes went. He would open his packet of a late afternoon, count the contents, and find that he was supposed to have smoked all ten of his ration already. It was absurd; he could hardly remember smoking one of the alloted ten, never mind all of them. Yet a count of the butts in his ashtray would produce empirical evidence enough to withstand any denials on his part. Bloody strange though. It was as though he were shutting out a part of his waking life.
He was stationed in the HQ’s Incident Room at the moment, while Jack Morton, poor sod, was on door-to-door. From his vantage point he could see how Anderson was running the shambles. It was little wonder the man’s son had turned out to be less than bright. Rebus also had to deal with the many phone-calls – from those of the trying-to-be-helpfuls to those of the psychic-cranks-who-want-to-confess – and with the interviews carried out in the building itself at all hours of the day and night. There were hundreds of these, all to be filed and put into some kind of order of importance. It was a huge task, but there was always the chance that a lead would come from it, so he was not allowed to slack.
In the hectic, sweaty canteen he smoked cigarette number eleven, lying to himself that it was from the next day’s ration, and read the daily paper. They were straining for new, shocked adjectives now, having exhausted their thesauruses. The appalling, mad, evil crimes of The Strangler. This insane, evil, sex-crazed man. (They did not seem to mind that the killer had never sexually assaulted his victims.) Gymslip Maniac! ‘What are our police doing? All the technology in the world cannot replace the reassurance offered by bobbies on the beat. WE NEED THEM NOW.’ That was from James Stevens, our crime correspondent. Rebus remembered the stocky drunk man from the party. He recalled the look on Stevens’ face when he had been told Rebus’s name. That was strange. Everything was bloody strange. Rebus put down the newspaper. Reporters. Again, he wished Gill well in her job. He studied the blurred photograph on the front of the tabloid. It showed a crop-haired, unintelligent child. She was grinning nervously, as though snapped at a moment’s notice. There was a slight, endearing gap between her front teeth. Poor Nicola Turner, aged twelve, a pupil at one of the southside’s comprehensive schools. She had no attachments to either of the other dead girls. There were no visible links between them, and what was more, the killer had moved up a year, choosing a High School kid this time. So there was to be no regularity about his choice of age-groups. The randomness continued unabated. It was driving Anderson nuts.
But Anderson would never admit that the killer had his beloved police force tied in knots. Tied in absolute knots. Yet there had to be clues. There had to be. Rebus drank his coffee and felt his head spin. He was feeling like the detective in a cheap thriller, and wished that he could turn to the last page and stop all his confusion, all the death and the madness and the spinning in his ears.
Back in the Incident Room, he gathered together reports of phone-calls that had come in since he had left for his break. The telephonists were working flat out, and near them a telex-machine was almost constantly printing out some new piece of information thought useful to the case and sent on by other forces throughout the country.
Anderson pushed his way through the noise as if swimming in treacle.
‘A car is what we need, Rebus. A car. I want all the sightings of men driving away with children collated and on my desk in an hour. I want that bastard’s car.’
‘Yes, sir.’
And he was off again, wading through treacle deep enough to drown any normal human being. But not Indestructible Anderson, impervious to any danger. That made him a liability, thought Rebus, sifting through the piles of paper on his desk, which were meant to be in some system of order.
Cars. Anderson wanted cars, and cars he would have. There were swear-on-a-Bible descriptions of a man in a blue Escort, a white Capri, a purple Mini, a yellow BMW, a silver TR7, a converted ambulance, an ice-cream van (the telephone-caller sounding Italian and wishing to remain anonymous), and a great big Rolls-Royce with personalized number plates. Yes, let’s put them all into the computer and have it run a check of every blue Escort, white Capri, and Rolls-Royce in Britain. And with all that information at our fingertips . . . then what? More door-to-door, more gathering of telephone-calls and interviews, more paperwork and bullshit. Never mind, Anderson would swim through it all, indomitable amidst all the craziness of his personal world, and at the end of it all he would come out looking clean and shiny and untouchable, like an advertisement for washing powder. Three cheers.
Hip hip
Rebus had not enjoyed bullshit during his Army days either, and there had been plenty of it then. But he had been a good soldier, a very good soldier, when finally they had got down to soldiering. But then, in a fit of madness, he had applied to join the Special Air Squadron, and there had been very little bullshit there, and an incredible amount of savagery. They had made him run from the railway station to the camp behind a sergeant in his jeep. They had tortured him with twenty-hour marches, brutal instructors, the works. And when Gordon Reeve and he had made the grade, the SAS had tested them just that little bit further, just that inch too far, confining them, interrogating them, starving them, poisoning them, and all for a little piece of worthless information, a few words that would show they had cracked. Two naked, shivering animals with sacks tied over their heads, lying together to keep warm.
‘I want that list in an hour, Rebus,’ called Anderson, walking past again. He would have his list. He would have his pound of flesh.
Jack Morton arrived back, looking foot-weary and not at all amused with life. He slouched across to Rebus, a sheaf of papers under his arm, a cigarette in the other hand.
‘Look at this,’ he said, lifting his leg. Rebus saw the foot-long gash in the material.
‘What happened to you then?’
‘What do you think? I got chased by a great fucking alsatian, that’s what happened to me. Will I get a penny for this? Will I hell.’
‘You could try claiming for it anyway.’
‘What’s the point? I’d just be made to look stupid.’
Morton dragged a chair across to the table.
‘What are you working on?’ he asked, seating himself with visible relief.
‘Cars. Lots of them.’
‘Fancy a drink later on?’
Rebus looked at his watch, considering.
‘Might do, Jack. Thing is, I’m hoping to make a date for tonight.’
‘With the ravishing Inspector Templer?’
‘How did you know that?’ Rebus was genuinely surprised.
‘Come on, John. You can’t keep that sort of thing a secret – not from policemen. Better watch your step, mind. Rules and regulations, you know.’
‘Yes, I know. Does Anderson know about this?’
‘Has he said anything?’
‘No.’
‘Then he can’t, can he?’
‘You’d make a good policeman, son. You’re wasted in this job.’
‘You’re telling me, dad.’
Rebus busied himself with lighting cigarette number twelve. It was true, you couldn’t keep anything secret in a police station, not from the lower ranks anyway. He hoped Anderson and the Chief wouldn’t find out about it though.
‘Any luck with the door-to-door?’ he asked.
‘What do you think?’
‘Morton, you have an annoying habit of answering a question with another question.’
‘Have I? It must be all this work then, spending my days asking questions, mustn’t it?’
Rebus examined his cigarettes. He found he was smoking number thirteen. This was becoming ridiculous. Where had number twelve gone?
‘I’ll tell you, John, there’s nothing to be had out there, not a sniff of a lead. No one’s seen anything, no one knows anything. It’s almost like a conspiracy.’
‘Maybe that’s what it is then, a conspiracy.’
‘And has it been established that all three murders were the work of a single individual?’
‘Yes.’
The Chief Inspector did not believe in wasting words, especially with the press. He sat like a rock behind the table, his hands clasped before him, Gill Templer on his right. Her glasses – an affectation really, her vision was near-perfect – were in her bag. She never wore them while on duty, unless the occasion demanded it. Why had she worn them to the party? They were like jewellery to her. She found it interesting, too, to gauge different reactions towards her when she was and was not wearing them. When she explained this to her friends, they looked at her askance as if she were joking. Perhaps it all went back to her first true love, who had told her that girls who wore glasses seemed, in his experience, to be the best fucks. That had been fifteen years ago, but she still saw the look on his face, the smile, the glint. She saw, too, her own reaction – shock at his use of the word ‘fuck’. She could smile at that now. These days she swore as much as her male colleagues; again gauging their reaction. Everything was a game to Gill Templer, everything but the job. She had not become an Inspector through luck or looks, but through hard, efficient work and the will to climb as high as they would let her go. And now she sat with her Chief Inspector, who was a token presence at these gatherings. It was Gill who made up the handouts, who briefed the Chief Inspector, who handled the media afterwards, and they all knew it. A Chief Inspector might add weight of seniority to the proceedings, but Gill Templer it was who could give the journalists their ‘extras’, the useful snippets left unsaid.
Nobody knew that better than Jim Stevens. He sat to the back of the room, smoking without removing the cigarette from his mouth once. He took little of the Chief Inspector’s words in. He could wait. Still, he jotted down a sentence or two for future use. He was still a newsman after all. Old habits never died. The photographer, a keen teenager, nervously changing lenses every few minutes, had departed with his roll of film. Stevens looked around for someone he might have a drink with later on. They were all here. All the old boys from the Scottish press, and the English correspondents too. Scottish, English, Greek – it didn’t matter, pressmen always looked like nothing other than pressmen. Their faces were robust, they smoked, their shirts were a day or two old. They did not look well-paid, yet were extremely well-paid, and with more fringe benefits than most. But they worked for their money, worked hard at building up contacts, squeezing into nooks and crannies, stepping on toes. He watched Gill Templer. What would she know about John Rebus? And would she be willing to tell? They were still friends after all, her and him. Still friends.
Maybe not good friends, certainly not good friends – though he had tried. And now she and Rebus . . . Wait until he nailed that bastard, if there was anything there to nail. Of course there was something there to nail. He could sense it. Then her eyes would be opened, truly opened. Then they would see what they would see. He was already preparing the headline. Something to do with ‘Brothers in Law – Brothers in Crime!’ Yes, that had a nice ring to it. The Rebus brothers put behind bars, and all his own work. He turned his attention back to the murder case. But it was all too easy, too easy to sit down and write about police inefficiency, about the conjectured maniac. Still, it was bread and butter for the moment. And there was always Gill Templer to stare at.
‘Gill!’
He caught her as she was getting into her car.
‘Hello, Jim.’ Cold, businesslike.
‘Listen, I just wanted to apologise for my behaviour at the party.’ He was out of breath after a brief jog across the car park, and the words came slowly from his burning chest. ‘I mean, I was a bit pissed. Anyway, sorry.’
But Gill knew him too well, knew that this was merely a prelude to a question or request. Suddenly she felt a little sorry for him, sorry for his fair thick hair which needed a wash, sorry for his short, stocky – she had once thought it powerful – body, for the way he trembled now and again as though cold. But the pity soon wore off. It had been a hard day.
‘Why wait till now to tell me? You could have said something at Sunday’s briefing.’
He shook his head.
‘I didn’t make Sunday’s briefing. I was a bit hungover. You must have noticed I wasn’t there?’
‘Why should I have noticed that? Plenty of other people were there, Jim.’
That cut him, but he let it pass.
‘Well, anyway,’ he said, ‘sorry. Okay?’
‘Fine.’ She made to step into her car.
‘Can I buy you a drink or something? To cement the apology, so to speak.’
‘Sorry, Jim, I’m busy.’
‘Meeting that man Rebus?’
‘Maybe.’
‘Look after yourself, Gill. That one might not be what he seems.’
She straightened up again.
‘I mean,’ said Stevens, ‘just take care, all right?’
He wouldn’t say any more just yet. Having planted a seed of suspicion, he would give it time to grow. Then he would question her closely, and perhaps then she would be willing to tell. He turned away from her and walked, hands in pockets, towards the Sutherland Bar.
At Edinburgh’s Main Public Lending Library, a large, unstuffy old building sandwiched between a bookshop and a bank, the tramps were settling down for a day’s snoozing. They came here, as though waiting out fate itself, to see through the few days of absolute poverty before their next amount of state benefit was due. This money they would then spend in a day (perhaps, if stretched, two days) of festivity: wine, women, and songs to an unappreciative public.
The attitudes of the library staff towards these down-and-outs ranged from the immensely intolerant (usually voiced by the older members of staff) to the sadly reflective (the youngest librarians). It was, however, a public library, and as long as the worldly-wise travellers picked up a book at the start of the day there was nothing that could be done about them, unless they became rowdy, in which case a security-man was quickly on the scene.
So they slept in the comfortable seats, sometimes frowned upon by those who could not help wondering if this was what Andrew Carnegie had in mind when he put up the finance for the first public libraries all those years ago. The sleepers did not mind these stares, and they dreamed on, though nobody bothered to inquire what it was they dreamed of, and no one thought them important.
They were not, however, allowed into the children’s section of the library. Indeed, any browsing adult not dragging a child in tow was looked at askance in the children’s section, and especially since the murders of those poor wee girls. The librarians talked about it amongst themselves. Hanging was the answer; they were agreed on that. And indeed, hanging was being discussed again in Parliament, as happens whenever a mass murderer emerges out of the shadows of civilized Britain. The most oft-repeated statement amongst the people of Edinburgh, however, did not concern hanging at all. It was put cogently by one of the librarians: ‘But here, in Edinburgh! It’s unthinkable.’ Mass murderers belonged to the smoky back streets of the South and the Midlands, not to Scotland’s picture-postcard city. Listeners nodded, horrified and sad that this was something they all had to face, each and every Morningside lady in her faded hat of gentility, every thug who roamed the streets of the housing-estates, every lawyer, banker, broker, shop-assistant and vendor of evening newspapers. Vigilante groups had been hastily set up and just as hastily disbanded by the swiftly reacting police. This was not, said the Chief Constable, the answer. Be vigilant by all means, but the law was never to be taken into one’s own hands. He rubbed together his own gloved hands as he spoke, and some newspapermen wondered if his subconscious were not washing its Freudian hands of the whole affair. Jim Stevens’ editor decided to put it thus: LOCK UP YOUR DAUGHTERS!, and left it pretty much at that.
Indeed, the daughters were being locked up. Some of them were being kept away from school by their parents, or were under heavy escort all the way there and all the way back home, with an additional check on their welfare at lunch-time. The children’s section of the Main Lending Library had grown deathly quiet of late, so that the librarians there had little to do with their days except talk about hanging and read the lurid speculations in the British press.
The British press had cottoned onto the fact that Edinburgh had a rather less than genteel past. They ran reminders of Deacon Brodie (the inspiration, it was said, behind Stevenson’s Jekyll & Hyde), Burke and Hare, and anything else that came to light in their researches, right down to the ghosts that haunted a suspicious number of the city’s Georgian houses. These tales kept the imaginations of the librarians alive while there was a lull in their duties. They made sure each to buy a different paper, so that they could glean as many pieces of information as possible, but were disillusioned by how often journalists seemed to swap a central story between them, so that an identical piece would appear in two or three different papers. It was as if a conspiracy of writers was at work.
Some children, however, did still come to the library. The vast majority of these were accompanied by mother, father, or minder, but one or two still came alone. This evidence of the foolhardiness of some parents and their offspring further disturbed the faint-hearted librarians, who would ask the children, appalled, where their mothers and fathers were.
Samantha rarely came to the library’s children’s section, preferring older books, but she did so today to get away from her mother. A male librarian came over to her as she pored over the most childish stuff.
‘Are you here on your own, dear?’ he said.
Samantha recognised him. He’d been working here ever since she could remember.
‘My mum’s upstairs,’ she said.
‘I’m glad to hear it. Stick close to her, that’s my advice.’
She nodded, inwardly fuming. Her mother had given her a similar lecture only five minutes before. She wasn’t a child, but no one seemed prepared to accept that. When the librarian went over to talk with another girl, Samantha took out the book she wanted and gave her ticket to the old lady librarian with the dyed hair, whom the children called Mrs Slocum. Then she hurried up the steps to the library’s reference section, where her mother was busy looking for a critical study of George Eliot. George Eliot, her mother had told her, was a woman who had written books of tremendous realism and psychological depth at a time when men were supposed to be the great realists and psychologists, and women were supposed to be for nothing but the housework. That was why she had been forced to call herself ‘George’ to get published.
To counter these attempts at indoctrination, Samantha had brought from the children’s section an illustrated book about a boy who flies away on a giant cat and has adventures in a fantasy land beyond his dreams. That, she hoped, would piss her mother off. In the reference section, a lot of people sat at desks, coughing, their coughs echoing around the hushed hall. Her mother, glasses perched on her nose, looking very much like a schoolteacher, argued with a librarian about some book she had ordered. Samantha walked between the rows of desks, glancing at what people were reading and writing. She wondered why people spent so much time reading books when there were other things to be doing. She wanted to travel round the world. Perhaps then she would be ready to sit in dull rooms poring over these old books. But not until then.
He watched her as she moved up and down the rows of desks. He stood with his face half to her, looking as if he were studying a shelf of books on angling. She wasn’t looking around her though. There was no danger. She was in her own little world, a world of her own design and her own rules. That was fine. All the girls were like that. But this one was with someone. He could see that. He took a book from the shelf and flicked through it. One chapter caught his eye, and turned his thoughts away from Samantha. It was a chapter dealing with fly-knotting. There were lots of designs for knots. Lots of them.
Another briefing. Rebus enjoyed the briefings now, for there was always the possibility that Gill would be present, and that afterwards they would be able to go for a cup of coffee together. Last night they had eaten late at a restaurant, but she had been tired and had looked at him strangely, quizzing him a little more even than usual with her eyes, not wearing her spectacles at first, but then slipping them on halfway through the meal.
‘I want to see what I’m eating.’
But he knew she could see well enough. The glasses were a psychological strengthener. They protected her. Perhaps he was just being paranoid. Perhaps she had been tired merely. But he suspected something more, though he could not think what. Had he insulted her in some way? Snubbed her without realising? He was tired himself. They went to their separate flats and lay awake, wanting not to be alone. Then he dreamed the dream of the kiss, and awoke to the usual result, the sweat tainting his forehead, his lips moist. Would he awake to another letter? To another murder?
Now he felt lousy from lack of sleep. But still he enjoyed the briefing, and not just because of Gill. There was the inkling of a lead at long last, and Anderson was anxious to have it substantiated.
‘A pale blue Ford Escort,’ said Anderson. Behind him sat the Chief Superintendent, whose presence seemed to be unnerving the Chief Inspector. ‘A pale blue Ford Escort.’ Anderson wiped his brow. ‘We have reports of such a car being seen in the Haymarket district on the evening when victim number one’s body was found, and we have two sightings of a man and a girl, the girl apparently asleep, in such a car on the night that victim number three went missing.’ Anderson’s eyes came up from the document before him to gaze, it seemed, into the eyes of every officer present. ‘I want this made top priority, or better. I want to know the ownership details of every blue Ford Escort in the Lothians, and I want that information sooner than possible. Now I know you’ve been working flat out as it is, but with a little extra push we can nail chummy before he does any more killing. To this end, Inspector Hartley has drawn up a roster. If your name’s on it, drop what you’re doing and get busy on tracing this car. Any questions?’
Gill Templer was scribbling notes in her tiny note-pad, perhaps concocting a story for the press. Would they want to release this? Probably not, not straight away. They would wait first to see if anything came of the initial search. If nothing did, then the public would be asked to help. Rebus didn’t fancy this at all: gathering ownership details, trekking out to the suburbs, and mass-interviewing the suspects, trying to ‘nose’ whether they were probable or possible suspects, then perhaps a second interview. No, he did not fancy this at all. He fancied accompanying Gill Templer back to his cave and making love to her. Her back was all he could see of her from his present vantage point by the door. He had been last into the room yet again, having stayed at the pub a little longer than anticipated. It had been a prior appointment, lunch (liquid) with Jack Morton. Morton told him about the slow, steady progress of the outdoor inquiry: four-hundred people interviewed, whole families checked and rechecked, the usual cranks and amoral groups examined. And not a jot of actual light had been thrown on the case.
But now they had a car, or at least thought they did. The evidence was tenuous, but it was there, the likeness of a fact, and that was something. Rebus felt a little proud of his own part in the investigation, for it had been his painstaking cross-referencing of sightings which had thrown up this slender link. He wanted to tell Gill all about it, then arrange a rendezvous for later in the week. He wanted to see her again, to see anybody again, for his flat was becoming a prison-cell. He would slouch home of a late evening or early morning, tip onto his bed, and sleep, not bothering these days to tidy or to read or to buy (or even steal) any foodstuffs. He had neither the time nor the energy. Instead, he ate from kebab-houses and chip-shops, early-morning bakeries and chocolate-dispensers. His face was becoming paler than usual, and his stomach groaned as though there were no skin left to distend. He still shaved and put on a tie, as a matter of necessary propriety, but that was about it. Anderson had noticed that his shirts were not as clean as they might have been, but had said nothing so far. For one thing, Rebus was in his good books, begetter of the lead, and for another, anyone could see that in Rebus’s present mood he was likely to take a swing at any detractor.
The meeting was breaking up. There were no questions in anyone’s mind except the obvious one: when do we start cracking up? Rebus hovered just outside the door, waiting for Gill. She came out in the last group, in quiet conversation with Wallace and Anderson. The Superintendent had his arm around her waist playfully, gently ushering her out of the room. Rebus glared at the group, this motley crew of superior officers. He watched Gill’s face, but she did not seem to notice him. Rebus felt himself slide back down the snake on the board, right down to the bottom line again, back into the heap. So this was love. Who was kidding who?
As the group of three walked up the corridor, Rebus stood there like a jilted teenager and cursed and cursed and cursed.
He’d been let down again. Let down.
Don’t let me down, John. Please.
Please Please Please
And a screaming in his memory . . .
He felt dizzy, his ears ringing with the sea. Staggering a little, he caught hold of the wall, trying to take comfort in its solidity, but it seemed to be throbbing. He breathed hard, thinking back to his days on the rock-strewn beach, recovering from his breakdown. The sea had been in his ears then, too. The floor adjusted itself slowly. People walked by quizzically, but no one stopped to help. Sod them all. And sod Gill Templer too. He could manage on his own. He could manage on his own, God save him. He would be okay. All he needed was a cigarette and some coffee.
But really he needed their pats on the back, their congratulations on a job well done, their acceptance. He needed someone to assure him that it was all going to be all right.
That he would be all right.
That evening, a couple of after-duty drinks under his belt already, he decided to make a night of it. Morton had to go off on some errand, but that was okay, too. Rebus didn’t need company. He walked along Princes Street, breathing in the evening’s promise. He was a free man after all, just as free as any of the kids hanging about outside the hamburger bar. They preened and joked and waited, waiting for what? He knew that: waiting for the time to come when they could go home and sleep into tomorrow. He too was waiting, in his own way. Killing time.
In the Rutherford Arms he met a couple of drinkers whom he knew from evenings like this just after Rhona had left him. He drank with them for an hour, sucking at the beer as though it were mother’s milk. They talked about football, about horse-racing, about their jobs, and the whole scene brought tranquillity to Rebus. It was a normal evening’s conversation, and he embraced it greedily, throwing in his own snippets of news. But enough was as good as a feast, and he walked briskly, drunkenly out of the bar, leaving his friends with promises of another time, edging his way down the street towards Leith.
Jim Stevens, sitting at the bar, watched in the mirror as Michael Rebus left his drink on his table and went to the toilet. A few seconds later, the mystery man followed him inside, having been sitting at another table. It looked as though they were meeting to discuss the next swap-over, both seeming too casual actually to be carrying anything incriminating. Stevens smoked his cigarette, waiting. In less than a minute, Rebus reappeared, coming up to the bar for another drink.
John Rebus, pushing through the pub’s swing-doors, could not believe his eyes. He slapped his brother on the shoulder.
‘Mickey! What are you doing here?’
Michael Rebus nearly died at that moment. His heart leapt high into his throat, causing him to cough.
‘Just having a drink, John.’ But he looked guilty as hell, he was sure of that. ‘You gave me a fright,’ he went on, trying to smile, ‘hitting me like that.’
‘A brotherly slap, that’s all it was. What are you drinking?’
While the brothers were in conversation, the man slipped out of the toilet and walked out of the bar, his eyes never glancing to left or right. Stevens watched him go, but had other things on his mind now. He could not let the policeman see him. He turned away from the bar, as if searching for a face amongst the people at the tables. Now he was sure. The policeman had to be in on it. The whole sequence of actions had been very slick indeed, but now he was sure.
‘So you’re doing a show down here?’ John Rebus, cheered by his previous drinks, now felt that things were going right for a change. He was reunited with his brother for that drink they had always been promising themselves. He ordered whiskies with lager chasers. ‘This is a quarter-gill pub,’ he told Michael. ‘That’s a decent size of a measure.’
Michael smiled, smiled, smiled, as though his life depended upon it. His mind was racing and jumbled. The last thing he needed was another drink. If word of this got out, it would seem too unlikely to his Edinburgh connection, too unlikely. He, Michael, would have his legs broken for this if it ever was to get out. He had been warned. And what was John doing here anyway? He seemed complacent enough, drunk even, but what if it were all a set-up? What if his connection had already been arrested outside? He felt as he had when, as a child, he had stolen money from his father’s wallet, denying the crime for weeks afterwards, his heart heavy with guilt.
Guilty, guilty, guilty.
John Rebus meantime drank on and chatted, unaware of the sudden change of atmosphere, the sudden interest in him. All he cared about was the whisky in front of him and the fact that Michael was about to go off and do a show at a local bingo hall.
‘Mind if I come along?’ he asked. ‘I might as well see how my brother earns his crust.’
‘Sure,’ said Michael. He toyed with the whisky glass. ‘I’d better not drink this, John. I’ve got to keep my mind clear.’
‘Of course you have. Need to let the mysterious sensations flood over you.’ Rebus made an action with his hands as though hypnotising Michael, his eyes wide, smiling.
And Jim Stevens picked up his cigarettes and, his back to them still, left the smoky, noisy public house. If only it had been quieter in there. If only he could have heard what they were saying. Rebus saw him go.
‘I think I know him,’ he told Michael, gesturing towards the door with his head. ‘He’s a reporter on the local rag.’
Michael Rebus tried to smile, smile, smile, but it seemed to him that his world was falling apart.
The Rio Grande Bingo Hall had been a cinema. The front twelve rows of seats had been taken out and bingo boards and stools put in their place, but to the back of these were still many rows of dusty, red seats, and the balcony seating was completely intact. John Rebus said that he preferred to sit upstairs, so that he would not distract Michael. He followed an elderly man and his wife upstairs. The seats looked comfortable, but as he eased himself into the second row, Rebus felt springs jar against his buttocks. He moved around a little, trying to get comfortable, and settled finally for a position where one cheek supported most of his weight.
There seemed a good enough crowd downstairs, but up here in the gloom of the neglected balcony there were only the old couple and himself. Then he heard shoes tapping on the aisle. They paused for a second, before a hefty woman slid into the second row. Rebus was forced to look up, and saw her smiling at him.
‘Mind if I sit here?’ she said. ‘Not waiting for anyone, are you?’
Her look was hopeful. Rebus shook his head, smiling politely. ‘Thought not,’ she said, sitting down beside him. And he smiling. He had never seen Michael smile so much, or so uneasily. Was it so embarrassing for him to meet his elder brother? No, there had to be more to it than that. Michael’s had been the smile of the small-time thief, caught yet again. They needed to talk.
‘I come here a lot to the bingo. But I thought this might be a good laugh, you know. Ever since my husband died,’ meaningful pause, ‘well, it’s not been the same. I like to get out now and again, you know. Everybody does, don’t they? So I thought I’d come along. Don’t know what made me come upstairs. Fate, I suppose.’ Her smile broadened. Rebus smiled back.
She was in her early forties, a little too much make-up and scent, but quite well-preserved. She talked as if she had not spoken to anyone in days, as if it were important for her to establish that she could still speak and be listened to and understood. Rebus felt sorry for her. He saw a little of himself in her; not much, but almost enough.
‘So what are you doing here?’ She was forcing him to speak.
‘Just here for the show, same as you are.’ He didn’t dare say that his brother was the hypnotist. That would have left too many avenues for a response.
‘You like this sort of thing, do you?’
‘I’ve never been before.’
‘Neither have I.’ She smiled again, conspiratorially this time. She had found that they had something in common. Thankfully, the lights were going down – what lighting there was – and a spot had come up on the stage. Someone was introducing the show. The woman opened her handbag and produced a noisy bag of boiled sweets. She offered one to Rebus.
Rebus found himself, to his own surprise, enjoying the show, but not half as much as the woman beside him was. She howled with laughter as one willing participant, his trousers left on the stage, pretended to swim up and down the aisles. Another guinea-pig was made to believe that he was ravenously hungry. Another that she was a professional striptease artiste at one of her bookings. Another that he was falling asleep.
Still enjoying the show, Rebus began to nod off himself. It was the effect of too much alcohol, too little sleep, and the warm, broody darkness of the theatre. Only the final applause of the audience awoke him. Michael, sweating in his glittery stage suit, took the applause as though addicted to it, coming back for another bow when most of the people were leaving their seats. He had told his brother that he had to get home quickly, that he would not see him after the show, that he would phone him sometime for his reaction.
And John Rebus had slept through much of it.
He felt refreshed, however, and could hear himself accepting the perfumed woman’s offer of a ‘one for the road’ drink at a local bar. They left the theatre arm-in-arm, smiling at something. Rebus felt relaxed, a child again. This woman was treating him like her son, really, and he was happy enough to be coddled. A final drink, and then he’d go home. Just one drink.
Jim Stevens watched them leave the theatre. It was becoming very strange indeed. Rebus seemed to be ignoring his brother now, and he had a woman with him. What did it all mean? One thing it meant was that Gill should be told about it at some opportune moment. Stevens, smiling, added it to his collection of such moments. It had been a good night’s work so far.
So where in the evening had mother-love changed into physical contact? In that pub, perhaps, where her reddened fingers had bitten into his thigh? Outside in the cooling air when he wrapped his arms around her neck in a fumbled attempt at a kiss? Or here in her musty flat, smelling still of her husband, where Rebus and she lie across an old settee and exchange tongues?
No matter. It’s too late to regret anything, and too early. So he slouches after her when she retires to her bedroom. He tumbles into the huge double-bed, springy and covered in thick blankets and quilts. He watches her undress in darkness. The bed feels like one he had as a kid, when a hot-water-bottle was all he had to keep the chill off, and mounds of gritty blankets, puffed-out quilts. Heavy and suffocating, tiring in themselves.
No matter.
Rebus did not enjoy the particulars of her heavy body, and was forced to think of everything in the abstract. His hands on her well-suckled breasts reminded him of late nights with Rhona. Her calves were thick, unlike Gill’s, and her face was worn with too much living. But she was a woman, and she was with him, so he squeezed her into an abstract and tried to make them both happy. But the heaviness of the bedding oppressed him, caging him, making him feel small and trapped and isolated from the world. He fought against it, fought against the memory of Gordon Reeve and he as they sat in solitary, listening to the screams of those around them, but enduring, always enduring, and reunited finally. Having won. Having lost. Lost everything. His heart was pounding to her grunts, now some distance away it seemed. He felt the first wave of that absolute repulsion hit him in the stomach like a truncheon, and his hands slid around the hanging, yielding throat beneath him. The moans were inhuman now, cat-like, keening. His hands pushed a little, the fingers finding their own purchase against skin and sheet. They locked him up and they threw away the key. They pushed him to his death and they poisoned him. He should not have been alive. He should have died back then, back in the rank, animal cells with their power-hoses and their constant questionings. But he had survived. He had survived. And he was coming.
He alone, all alone
And the screaming
Screaming
Rebus became aware of the gurgling sounds beneath him just before his head started to fry. He fell over onto the gasping figure and lost consciousness. It was like a switch being flipped.
He awoke in a white room. It reminded him very much of the hospital room in which he had awoken after his nervous breakdown all those years ago. There were muffled noises from outside. He sat up, his head throbbing. What had happened? Christ, that woman, that poor woman. He had tried to kill her! Drunk, way too drunk. Merciful God, he had tried to strangle her, hadn’t he? Why in God’s name had he done that? Why?
A doctor pushed open his door.
‘Ah, Mister Rebus. Good, you’re awake. We’re about to move you into one of the wards. How do you feel?’
His pulse was taken.
‘Simple exhaustion, we think. Simple nervous exhaustion. Your friend who called for the ambulance—’
‘My friend?’
‘Yes, she said that you just collapsed. And from what we can gather from your employers, you’ve been working pretty hard on this dreadful murder hunt. Simple exhaustion. What you need is a break.’
‘Where’s my . . . my friend?’
‘No idea. At home, I expect.’
‘And according to her, I just collapsed?’
‘That’s right.’
Rebus felt immediate relief flooding through him. She had not told them. She had not told them. Then his head began to pulse again. The doctor’s wrists were hairy and scrubbed clean. He slipped a thermometer into Rebus’s mouth, smiling. Did he know what Rebus had been doing prior to the blackout? Or had his friend dressed him before calling the ambulance? He had to contact the woman. He didn’t know where she stayed, not exactly, but the ambulancemen would know, and he could check.
Exhaustion. Rebus did not feel exhausted. He was beginning to feel rested and, though slightly unnerved, quite unworried about life. Had they given him anything while he was asleep?
‘Can I see a newspaper?’ he muttered past the thermometer.
‘I’ll get an orderly to fetch you one. Is there anyone you wish us to contact? Any close relative or friend?’
Rebus thought of Michael.
‘No,’ he said, ‘there’s nobody to contact. All I want is a newspaper.’
‘Fair enough.’ The thermometer was removed, the details noted.
‘How long do you want to keep me in here?’
‘Two or three days. I may want you to see an analyst.’
‘Forget the analyst. I’ll need some books to read.’
‘We’ll see what we can do.’
Rebus settled back then, having decided to let things take their course. He would lie here, resting though he needed no rest, and would let the rest of them worry about the murder case. Sod them all. Sod Anderson. Sod Wallace. Sod Gill Templer.
But then he remembered his hands slipping around that ageing throat, and he shivered. It was as though his mind were not his own. Had he been about to kill that woman? Should he see the analyst after all? The questions made his headache worse. He tried not to think about anything at all, but three figures kept coming back to him: his old friend Gordon Reeve, his new lover Gill Templer, and the woman he had betrayed her for, and nearly strangled. They danced in his head until the dance became blurred. Then he fell asleep.
‘John!’
She walked quickly to his bed, fruit and vitamin-drink in her hands. She had make-up on her face, and was wearing strictly off-duty clothes. She pecked his cheek, and he could smell her French perfume. He could also see down the front of her silk blouse. He felt a little guilty.
‘Hello, D.I. Templer,’ he said. ‘Here,’ lifting one edge of the bedcover, ‘get in.’
She laughed, dragging across a stern-looking chair. Other visitors were entering the ward, their smiles and quiet voices redolent of illness, an illness Rebus did not feel.
‘How are you, John?’
‘Terrible. What have you brought me?’
‘Grapes, bananas, diluting orange. Nothing very imaginative, I’m afraid.’
Rebus picked a grape from the bunch and popped it into his mouth, setting aside the trashy novel in which he had been painfully involved.
‘I don’t know, Inspector, the things I have to do to get a date with you.’ Rebus shook his head wearily. Gill was smiling, but nervously.
‘We were worried about you, John. What happened?’
‘I fainted. In the home of a friend, by all accounts. It’s nothing very serious. I have a few weeks to live.’
Gill’s smile was warm.
‘They say it’s overwork.’ Then she paused. ‘What’s all this “Inspector” stuff?’
Rebus shrugged, then looked sulky. His guilt was mixing with the remembrance of that snub he had been given, that snub which had started the whole ball rolling. He turned into a patient again, weakly slumping against his pillow.
‘I’m a very ill man, Gill. Too ill to answer questions.’
‘Well, in that case I won’t bother to slip you the cigarettes sent by Jack Morton.’
Rebus sat up again.
‘Bless that man. Where are they?’
She brought two packs from her jacket pocket and slipped them beneath the bedclothes. He gripped her hand.
‘I missed you, Gill.’ She smiled, and did not withdraw the hand.
Limitless visiting-time being a prerogative of the police, Gill stayed for two hours, talking about her past, asking him about his own. She had been born on an air-force base in Wiltshire, just after the war. She told Rebus that her father had been an engineer in the RAF.
‘My dad,’ Rebus said, ‘was in the Army during the war. I was conceived while he was on one of his last leaves. He was a stage hypnotist by profession.’ People usually raised an eyebrow at that, but not Gill Templer. ‘He used to work the music-halls and theatres, doing summer stints in Blackpool and Ayr and places like that, so we were always sure of a summer holiday away from Fife.’
She sat with her head cocked to one side, content to be told stories. The ward was quiet once the other visitors had obeyed the leaving-bell. A nurse pushed around a trolley with a huge battered pot of tea on it. Gill was given a cup, the nurse smiling at her in sisterhood.
‘She’s a nice kid, that nurse,’ said Rebus, relaxed. He had been given two pills, one blue and one brown, and they were making him drowsy. ‘She reminds me of a girl I knew when I was in the Paras.’
‘How long were you in the Paras, John?’
‘Six years. No, eight years it was.’
‘What made you leave?’
What made him leave? Rhona had asked him the same question over and over, her curiosity piqued by the feeling that he had something to hide, some monstrous skeleton in his closet.
‘I don’t know really. It’s hard to remember that far back. I was picked for special training and I didn’t like it.’
And this was the truth. He had no use for memories of his training, the reek of fear and mistrust, the screaming, that screaming in his memory. Let me out. The echo of solitary.
‘Well,’ said Gill, ‘if my memory serves me right, I’ve got a case waiting for me back at base-camp.’
‘That reminds me,’ he said, ‘I think I saw your friend last night. The reporter. Stevens, wasn’t it? He was in a pub the same time I was. Strange.’
‘Not so very strange. That’s his kind of hunting-ground. Funny, he’s a bit like you in some ways. Not as sexy though.’ She smiled and pecked his cheek again, rising from the metal chair. ‘I’ll try to drop in again before they let you out, but you know what it’s like. I can’t make any concrete promises, D.S. Rebus.’
Standing, she seemed taller than Rebus had imagined her. Her hair fell forward onto his face for another kiss, full on the lips this time, and he staring at the dark cleft between her breasts. He felt a little tired, so tired. He forced his eyes to remain open while she walked away, her heels clacking on the tiled floor while the nurses floated past like ghosts on their rubber-soled shoes. He pushed himself up so that he could watch her legs retreat. She had nice legs. He had remembered that much. He remembered them gripping his sides, the feet resting on his buttocks. He remembered her hair falling across the pillow like a Turner seascape. He remembered her voice hissing in his ears, that hissing. Oh yes, John, oh, John, yes, yes, yes.
Why did you leave the army?
As she turned over, turning into the woman with the choking cries of his climax.
Why did you?
Oh, oh, oh, oh.
Oh yes, the safety of dreams.
The editors loved what the Edinburgh Strangler was doing for the circulations of their newspapers. They loved the way his story grew almost organically, as though carefully nurtured. The modus operandi had altered ever so slightly for the killing of Nicola Turner. The Strangler had, it seemed, tied a knot in the cord prior to strangulation. This knot had pressed heavily on the girl’s throat, bruising it. The police did not consider this of much significance. They were too busy checking through the records of blue Ford Escorts to be busy with a slight detail of technique. They were out there checking every blue Escort in the area, questioning every owner, every driver.
Gill Templer had released details of the car to the press, hoping for a huge public response. It came: neighbours reported their neighbours, fathers their sons, wives their husbands, and husbands their wives. There were over two-hundred blue Escorts to investigate, and if nothing came of that, they would be re-investigated, before moving on to other colours of Ford Escort, other makes of light-blue saloon car. It might take months; certainly it would take weeks.
Jack Morton, another xeroxed list folded in his hand, had consulted his doctor about swollen feet. The doctor had told him that he walked too much in cheap, unsupportive shoes. This Morton already knew. He had now interviewed so many suspects that it was all becoming a blur to him. They all looked the same and acted the same: nervous, deferential, innocent. If only the Strangler would make a mistake. There were no clues worth going on. Morton suspected the car to be a false trail. No clues worth going on. He remembered John Rebus’s anonymous letters. There are clues everywhere. Could that be true of this case? Could the clues be too big to notice, or too abstract? Certainly it was a rare – an extraordinarily rare – murder case that did not have some bumper, extravagant clue lying about somewhere just waiting to be picked up. He was damned if he knew where this one was though, and that was why he had visited his doctor – hoping for some sympathy and a few days off. Rebus had landed on his feet again, lucky sod. Morton envied him his illness.
He parked his car on a double-yellow line outside the library and sauntered in. The great front hall reminded him of the days when he had used this library himself, clutching picture-books borrowed from the children’s section. It used to be situated downstairs. He wondered if it still was. His mother would give him the bus-fare, and he would come into town, ostensibly to change his library books, but really so that he could wander the streets for an hour or two, savouring the taste of what it would be like to be grown up and free. He would trail American tourists, taking note of their swaggering self-confidence and their bulging wallets and waistbands. He would watch them as they photographed Greyfriars Bobby’s statue across from the kirkyard. He had stared long and hard at the statue of the small dog, and had felt nothing. He had read of Covenanters, of Deacon Brodie, of public executions on the High Street, wondering what kind of city this was, and what kind of country. He shook his head now, past caring about fantasies, and went to the information desk.
‘Hello, Mister Morton.’
He turned to find a girl, more a young lady really, standing before him, a book clasped to her small chest. He frowned.
‘It’s me, Samantha Rebus.’
His eyes went wide.
‘Goodness, so it is. Well, well. You’ve certainly grown since I last saw you. Mind you, that must have been a year or two back. How are you?’
‘I’m fine, thanks. I’m here with my mother. Are you here on police business?’
‘Something like that, yes.’ Morton could feel her eyes burning into him. God, she had her father’s eyes all right. He had left his mark.
‘How’s dad keeping?’
To tell or not to tell. Why not tell her? Then again, was it his place to tell her?
‘He’s fine, so far as I know,’ he said, knowing this to be seventy-per-cent truth.
‘I’m just going down to the teenagers’ section. Mum’s in the Reference Room. It’s dead boring in there.’
‘I’ll go with you. That’s just where I was headed.’
She smiled at him, pleased about something that was going on in her adolescent head, and Jack Morton had the thought that she wasn’t at all like her father. She was far too nice and polite.
A fourth girl was missing. The outcome seemed a foregone conclusion. No bookie would have given odds.
‘We need special vigilance,’ stressed Anderson. ‘More officers are being drafted in tonight. Remember,’ the officers present looked hollow-eyed and demoralized, ‘if and when he kills this victim, he will attempt to dispose of the body, and if we can spot him doing that, or if any member of the public can spot him doing that, just once, then we’ve got him.’ Anderson slapped a fist into his open hand. Nobody seemed very cheered. So far the Strangler had dumped three corpses, quite successfully, in different areas of the city: Oxgangs, Haymarket, Colinton. The police could not be everywhere (though these days it seemed to the public that they were), no matter how hard they tried.
‘Again,’ continued the Chief Inspector, consulting a file, ‘the recent abduction seems to have little enough in common with the others. The victim’s name is Helen Abbot. Eight years of age, a bit younger than the others you’ll notice, light-brown shoulder-length hair. Last seen with her mother in a Princes Street store. The mother says that the girl simply disappeared. One minute there, the next minute gone, as was the case with the second victim.’
Gill Templer, thinking this over later, found it curious. The girls could not themselves have been abducted actually in the shops. That would have been impossible without screams, without witnesses. One member of the public had come forward to say that a girl resembling Mary Andrews – the second victim – had been seen by him climbing the steps from the National Gallery up towards The Mound. She had been alone, and had seemed happy enough. In which case, Gill mused, the girl had sneaked away from her mother. But why? For some secret rendezvous with someone she had known, someone who had turned out to be her killer? In that case, it seemed likely that all the girls had known their murderer, so they had to have something in common. Different schools, different friends, different ages. What was the common denominator?
She admitted defeat when her head started to hurt. Besides, she had reached John’s street and had other things to think about. He had sent her here to collect some clean clothes for his release, and to see if there were any mail, as well as to check that the central heating was working still. He had given her his key, and as she climbed the stairs, pinching her nose against the pervasive smell of cats, she felt a bond between John Rebus and herself. She wondered if the relationship were about to turn serious. He was a nice man, but a little hung-up, a little secretive. Maybe that was what she liked.
She opened his door, scooped up the few letters lying on the hall-carpet, and made a quick tour of the flat. Standing by the bedroom door, she recalled the passion of that night, the odour of which seemed to cling in the air still.
The pilot-light was lit. He would be surprised to learn that. What a lot of books he had, but then his wife had been an English teacher. She lifted some of them off the floor and arranged them on the empty shelves of the wall-unit. In the kitchen, she made herself some coffee and sat down to drink it black, looking over the mail. One bill, one circular, and one typed letter, posted in Edinburgh and three days ago at that. She stuffed the letters into her bag and went to inspect the wardrobe. Samantha’s room, she noted, was still locked. More memories pushed safely away. Poor John.
Jim Stevens had far too much work to do. The Edinburgh Strangler was proving himself a meaty individual. You couldn’t ignore the bastard, even if you felt you had better things to do. Stevens had a staff of three working with him on the newspaper’s daily reports and features. Child abuse in Britain today was the flavour of tomorrow’s piece. The figures were horrifying enough, but more horrifying yet was the sense of biding time, waiting for the dead girl to turn up. Waiting for the next one to go missing. Edinburgh was a ghost town. Children were kept indoors, those allowed out scuttling through the streets like creatures under chase. Stevens wanted to turn his attentions to the drugs case, the mounting evidence, the police connection. He wanted to, but there simply was not the time. Tom Jameson was on his back every hour of the day, roaming through the office. Where’s that copy, Jim? It’s about time you earned your keep, Jim. When’s the next briefing, Jim? Stevens was burned out by the end of each and every day. He decided that his work on the Rebus case had to stop for the moment. Which was a pity, because with the police at full stretch working on the murders, the field was left wide open for any and all other crimes, including pushing drugs. The Edinburgh Mafia must be having a field-day. He had used the story of the Leith ‘bordello’, hoping for some information in return, but the big boys appeared not to be playing. Well, sod them. His time would come.
When she arrived in the ward, Rebus was reading through a Bible, courtesy of the hospital. When the Sister had found out about his request, she had asked him if he wished to speak to a priest or a minister, but this offer he had declined strenuously. He was quite content – more than content – to flick through some of the better passages in the Old Testament, refreshing his memory of their power and their moral strength. He read the stories of Moses, Samson, and David, before coming to the Book of Job. Here he found a power he could not remember having encountered before:
When an innocent man suddenly dies, God laughs.
God gave the world to the wicked.
He made all the judges blind,
And if God didn’t do it, who did?
If I smile and try to forget my pain,
All my suffering comes back to haunt me;
I know that God does hold me guilty.
Since I am held guilty, why should I bother?
No soap can wash away my sins.
Rebus felt his spine shiver, though the ward itself was oppressively warm, and his throat cried out for water. As he poured some of the tepid liquid into a plastic beaker, he saw Gill coming towards him on quieter heels than previously. She was smiling, bringing what joy there was into the ward with her. A few of the men eyed her appreciatively. Rebus felt glad, all of a sudden, to be leaving this place today. He put the Bible aside and greeted her with a kiss on the nape of her neck.
‘What have you got there?’
He took the parcel from her and found it to contain his change of clothes.
‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘I didn’t think this shirt was clean though.’
‘It wasn’t.’ She laughed and pulled across a chair. ‘Nothing was. I’d to wash and iron all your clothes. They constituted a health hazard.’
‘You’re an angel,’ he said, putting the parcel aside.
‘Speaking of which, what were you reading in the book?’ She tapped the red, fake-leather binding of the Bible.
‘Oh, nothing much. Job, actually. I read it once a long time ago. It seems more frightening now though. The man who begins to doubt, who shouts out against his God, looking for a response, and who gets one. “God gave the world to the wicked,” he says at one point, and “Why should I bother?” at another.’
‘It sounds interesting. But he goes on bothering?’
‘Yes, that’s the incredible thing.’
Tea arrived, the young nurse handing Gill her cup. There was a plate of biscuits for them.
‘I’ve brought you some letters from the flat, and here’s your key.’ She held the small Yale key towards him, but he shook his head.
‘Keep it,’ he said, ‘please. I’ve got a spare one.’
They studied one another.
‘All right,’ Gill said finally. ‘I will. Thanks.’ With that, she handed him the three letters. He sorted through them in a second.
‘He’s started sending them by mail, I see.’ Rebus tore open the latest bulletin. ‘This guy,’ he said, ‘is haunting me. Mister Knot, I call him. My own personal anonymous crank.’
Gill looked interested, as Rebus read through the letter. It was longer than usual.
YOU STILL HAVEN’T GUESSED, HAVE YOU? YOU’VE NO IDEAS. NOT AN IDEA IN YOUR HEAD. AND IT’S ALMOST OVER NOW, ALMOST OVER. DON’T SAY I’VE NOT GIVEN YOU A CHANCE. YOU CAN NEVER SAY THAT. SIGNED
Rebus pulled a small matchstick cross out of the envelope.
‘Ah, Mister Cross today, I see. Well, thank God he’s nearly finished. Getting bored, I suppose.’
‘What is all this, John?’
‘Haven’t I told you about my anonymous letters? It’s not a very exciting story.’
‘How long has this been going on?’ Gill, having studied the letter, was now examining the envelope.
‘Six weeks. Maybe a little longer. Why?’
‘Well, it’s just that this letter was posted on the day Helen Abbot went missing.’
‘Oh?’ Rebus reached for the envelope and looked at its postmark. ‘Edinburgh, Lothian, Fife, Borders,’ it read. A big enough area. He thought again of Michael.
‘I don’t suppose you can remember when you received the other letters?’
‘What are you getting at, Gill?’ He looked up at her, and saw a professional policewoman suddenly staring back at him. ‘For Christ’s sake, Gill. This case is getting to all of us. We’re all beginning to see ghosts.’
‘I’m just curious, that’s all.’ She was reading the letter again. It was not the usual crank’s voice, nor a crank’s style. That was what worried her. And now that Rebus thought about it, the notes had seemed to appear around the time of each abduction, hadn’t they? Had there been a connection of some kind staring him in the face all this time? He had been very myopic indeed, had been wearing a carthorse’s blinkers. Either that or it was all a monstrous coincidence.
‘It’s just a coincidence, Gill.’
‘So tell me when the other notes arrived.’
‘I can’t remember.’
She bent over him, her eyes huge behind her glasses. She said calmly, ‘Are you hiding anything from me?’
‘No!’
The whole ward turned to his cry, and he felt his cheeks flush.
‘No,’ he whispered, ‘I’m not hiding anything. At least . . .’ But how could he be sure? All those years of arrests, of charge-sheets, of forgettings, so many enemies made. But none would torment him like this, surely. Surely.
With pen, paper, and a lot of thought on his part, they went over the arrival of each note: dates, contents, style of delivery. Gill took off her glasses, rubbing between her eyes, sighing.
‘It’s just too big a coincidence, John.’
And he knew that she was right, way down inside him. He knew that nothing was ever what it seemed, that nothing was arbitrary. ‘Gill,’ he said at last, pulling at the bedcover, ‘I’ve got to get out of here.’
In the car she goaded him, spurred him on. Who could it be? What was the connection? Why?
‘What is this?’ he roared at her. ‘Am I a suspect now or something?’
She studied his eyes, trying to pierce them, trying to bite right into the truth behind them. Oh, she was a detective at heart, and a good detective trusts nobody. She gazed at him as though he were a scolded schoolboy, with secrets still to spill, with sins to confess. Confess.
Gill knew that all this was only a hunch, insupportable. Yet she could feel something there, something perhaps behind those burning eyes. Stranger things had happened during her time on the force. Stranger things were always happening. Truth was always stranger than fiction, and nobody was ever wholly innocent. Those guilty looks when you questioned somebody, anybody. Everyone had something to hide. Mostly, though, it was small time, and covered by the intervening years. You would need Thought Police to get at those kinds of crime. But if John . . . If John Rebus proved to be part of this whole caboodle, then that . . . That was too absurd to think about.
‘Of course you’re not a suspect, John,’ she said. ‘But it could be important, couldn’t it?’
‘We’ll let Anderson decide,’ he said, falling silent, but shaking.
It was then that Gill had the thought: what if he sent the letters to himself?
He felt his arms ache and, looking down, saw that the girl had stopped struggling. There came that point, that sudden, blissful point, when it was useless to go on living, and when the mind and body came to accept that such was the case. That was a beautiful, peaceful moment, the most relaxed moment of one’s life. He had, many years ago, tried to commit suicide, savouring that very moment. But they had done things to him in hospital and in the clinic afterwards. They had given him back the will to live, and now he was repaying them, repaying all of them. He saw this irony in his life and chuckled, peeling the tape from Helen Abbot’s mouth, using the little scissors to snip away her bonds. He brought out a neat little camera from his trouser pocket and took another instant snap of her, a memento mori of sorts. If they ever caught him, they’d kick the shit out of him for this, but they would never be able to brand him a sex-killer. Sex had nothing to do with it; these girls were pawns, fated by their christenings. The next and last one was the one that really mattered, and he would do that one today if possible. He chuckled again. This was a better game than noughts and crosses. He was a winner at both.
Chief Inspector William Anderson loved the feel of the chase, the battle between instinct and plodding detection. He liked to feel, too, that he had the support of his Division behind him. Dispenser of orders, of wisdom, of strategies, he was in his element.
He would rather have caught the Strangler already – that went without saying. He was no sadist. The law had to be upheld. All the same, the longer an investigation like this went on, the greater became the feel of nearing the kill, and to relish that extended moment was one of the great perks of responsibility.
The Strangler was making an occasional slip, and that was what mattered to Anderson at this stage. The blue Ford Escort, and now the interesting theory that the killer had been or was still an Army man, suggested by the tying of a knot in the garotte. Snippets like that would culminate eventually in a name, an address, an arrest. And at that moment, Anderson would lead his officers physically as well as spiritually. There would be another interview on the television, another rather flattering photograph in the press (he was quite photogenic). Oh yes, victory would be sweet. Unless, of course, the Strangler vanished in the night as so many before him had done. That possibility was not to be considered; it made his legs turn into paper.
He did not dislike Rebus, not exactly. The man was a reasonable enough copper, a bit loud in his methods perhaps. And he understood that Rebus’s personal life had experienced an upheaval. Indeed, he had been told that Rebus’s ex-wife was the woman with whom his own son was co-habiting. He tried not to think about it. When Andy had slammed the front door on his leaving, he had walked right out of his father’s life. How could anyone these days spend their time writing poetry? It was ludicrous. And then moving in with Rebus’s wife . . . No, he did not dislike Rebus, but watching Rebus come towards him with that pretty Liaison Officer, Anderson felt his stomach cough, as though his insides suddenly wanted to become his outsides. He leaned back on the edge of a vacant desk. The officer assigned to it had gone off for a break.
‘Nice to have you back, John. Feeling fit?’
Anderson had shot out his hand, and Rebus, stunned, was forced to take it and return the grip. ‘I’m fine, sir,’ he said.
‘Sir,’ interrupted Gill Templer, ‘can we speak to you for a minute? There’s been a new development.’
‘The mere hint of a development, sir,’ corrected Rebus, staring at Gill.
Anderson looked from one to the other.
‘You’d better come into my office then.’
Gill explained the situation as she saw it to Anderson, and he, wise and safe behind his desk, listened, glancing occasionally towards Rebus, who smiled apologetically at him. Sorry to be wasting your time, Rebus’s smile said.
‘Well, Rebus?’ said Anderson when Gill had finished. ‘What do you say to all this? Could someone have a reason for informing you of their plans? I mean, could the Strangler know you?’
Rebus shrugged his shoulders, smiling, smiling, smiling.
Jack Morton, sitting in his car, jotted down some remarks on his report-sheet. Saw suspect. Interviewed same. Casual, helpful. Another dead end, he wanted to say. Another dead fucking end. A parking warden was looking at him, trying to scare him as she neared his car. He sighed, putting down the pen and paper and reaching for his ID. One of those days.
Rhona Phillips wore her raincoat, it being the end of May, and the rain slashing through the skyline as though painted upon an artist’s canvas. She kissed her curly-headed poet-lover goodbye, as he watched afternoon TV, and left the house, feeling for the car-keys in her handbag. She picked Sammy up from school these days, though the school was only a mile and a quarter away. She also went with her to the library at lunchtimes, not allowing her any escape. With that maniac still on the loose, she was taking no chances. She rushed to her car, got in, and slammed shut the door. Edinburgh rain was like a judgement. It soaked into the bones, into the structures of the buildings, into the memories of the tourists. It lingered for days, splashing up from puddles by the roadside, breaking up marriages, chilling, killing, omnipresent. The typical postcard home from an Edinburgh boarding-house: ‘Edinburgh is lovely. The people rather reserved. Saw the Castle yesterday, and the Scott Monument. It’s a very small city, almost a town really. You could fit it inside New York and never notice it. Weather could be better.’
Weather could be better. The art of euphemism. Shitty, shitty rain. It was so typical when she had a free day. Typical, too, that Andy and she should have argued. And now he was sulking in his chair, legs tucked beneath him. One of those days. And she had reports to write out this evening. Thank God the exams had started. The kids seemed more subdued at school these days, the older ones gripped by exam-fever or exam-apathy, and the younger ones seeing their ineluctable future mapped out for them in the faces of their doomed superiors. It was an interesting time of year. Soon the fear would be Sammy’s, called Samantha to her face now that she was so nearly a woman. There were other fears there, too, for a parent. The fear of adolescence, of experiment.
As she reversed the car out of the driveway, he watched her from his Escort. Perfect. He had about fifteen minutes to wait. When her car had disappeared, he drove his car to the front of the house and stopped. He examined the windows of the house. Her man would be in there alone. He left his car and walked to the front door.
Back in the Incident Room after the inconclusive meeting, Rebus could not know that Anderson was arranging to have him put under surveillance. The Incident Room looked like an incident itself. Paper covered every surface, a small computer was crammed into a spare corner, charts and rotas and the rest covered every available inch of wall-space.
‘I’ve got a briefing,’ said Gill. ‘I’ll see you later. Listen, John, I do think there’s a link. Call it female intuition, call it a detective’s “nose”, call it what you like, but take me seriously. Think it over. Think about possible grudges. Please.’
He nodded, then watched her leave, making for her own office in her own part of the building. Rebus wasn’t sure which desk was his any more. He surveyed the room. It all seemed different somehow, as though a few of the desks had been changed around or put together. A telephone rang on the desk next to him. And though there were officers and telephonists nearby, he picked it up himself, making an attempt to get back into the investigation. He prayed that he was not himself the investigation. He prayed, forgetting what prayer was.
‘Incident Room,’ he said. ‘Detective Sergeant Rebus speaking.’
‘Rebus? What a curious name that is.’ The voice was old but lively, certainly well-educated. ‘Rebus,’ it said again, as though jotting it down onto a piece of paper. Rebus studied the telephone.
‘And your name, sir?’
‘Oh, I’m Michael Eiser, that’s E-I-S-E-R, Professor of English Literature at the University.’
‘Oh, yes, sir?’ Rebus grabbed a pencil and jotted down the name. ‘And what can I do for you, sir?’
‘Well, Mister Rebus, it’s more a case of what I think I can do for you, though of course I may be mistaken.’ Rebus had a picture of the man, if this were not a hoax call: frizzy-haired, bow-tied, wearing crushed tweeds and old shoes, and waving his hands about as he spoke. ‘I’m interested in word-play, you see. In fact I’m writing a book on the subject. It’s called Reading Exercises and Directed Exegetic Responses. Do you see the word-play there? It’s an acrostic. The first letter of each word makes up another word – reader, in this case. It’s a game as old as literature itself. My book, however, concentrates on its manifestation in more recent works. Nabokov and Burgess and the like. Of course, acrostics are a small part of the overall set of ploys used by the author to entertain, direct or persuade his audience.’ Rebus tried to interrupt the man, but it was like trying to interrupt a bull. So he was forced to listen, wondering all the time if it were a crank call, if he should – strictly against procedure – simply put down the telephone. He had more important things to think about. The back of his head ached.
‘. . . and the point is, Mister Rebus, that I have noticed, quite by chance, a kind of pattern in this murderer’s choice of victims.’
Rebus sat down on the edge of the desk. He clasped the pencil as though trying to crush it.
‘Oh, yes?’ he said.
‘Yes. I have the names of the victims here in front of me on a piece of paper. Perhaps one would have noticed it sooner, but it was only today that I saw a report in one newspaper which grouped the poor girls together. I usually take The Times, you see, but I quite simply couldn’t find one this morning, so I bought another paper, and there it was. It may be nothing at all, mere coincidence, but then again it may not. I’ll leave that for you chaps to decide. I merely offer it as a proposition.’
Jack Morton, puffing smoke all around him, entered the office and, noticing Rebus, waved. Rebus jerked his head in response. Jack looked worn out. Everyone looked worn out, and here he was, fresh from a period of rest and relaxation, dealing with a lunatic on the telephone.
‘Offer what exactly, Professor Eiser?’
‘Well, don’t you see? In order, the victims’ names were Sandra Adams, Mary Andrews, Nicola Turner, and Helen Abbot.’ Jack slouched towards Rebus’s table. ‘Taken as an acrostic,’ continued the voice, ‘their names make up another name – Samantha. The murderer’s next victim perhaps? Or it may be simple coincidence, a game where no game really exists.’
Rebus slammed down the telephone, was off the desk in a second, and pulled Jack Morton around by his neck-tie. Morton gasped and his cigarette flew from his mouth.
‘Got your car outside, Jack?’
Still choking, he nodded a reply.
Jesus Christ, Jesus Christ. It was all true then. It was all to do with him. Samantha. All the clues, all the killings had been meant merely as a message to him. Jesus Christ. Help me, oh help me.
His daughter was to be the Strangler’s next victim.
Rhona Phillips saw the car parked outside her house, but thought nothing of it. All she wanted was to get out of the rain. She ran to the front door, Samantha following desultorily behind, and keyed open the door.
‘It’s horrible outside!’ she shouted into the living-room. She shook off her raincoat and walked through to where the TV still blared. In his chair, she saw Andy. His hands were tied behind him and his mouth was taped shut with a huge piece of sticking-plaster. The length of twine still dangled from his throat.
Rhona was about to let out the most piercing scream of her life, when a heavy object came down on the back of her head and she staggered forward towards her lover, slumping across his legs as she passed out.
‘Hello, Samantha,’ said a voice she recognised, though his face was masked so that she could not see his smile.
Morton’s car tore across town, its blue light flashing, as though it were being followed by all Hell itself. Rebus tried explaining it all as they drove, but he was too edgy to make much sense, and Jack Morton was too busy avoiding traffic to make much attempt at taking it in. They had called for assistance: one car to the school in case she were still there, and two cars to the house, with the warning that the Strangler might be there. Caution was to be exercised.
The car reached eighty-five along Queensferry Road, made an insane right turn across the oncoming traffic, and reached the bright-as-a-pin housing estate where Rhona, Samantha and Rhona’s lover now lived.
‘Turn right here,’ shouted Rebus over the engine’s roar, his mind clinging to hope. As they turned into the street they saw the two police cars already motionless in front of the house, and Rhona’s car sitting like a potent symbol of futility in the driveway.
They wanted to give him sedatives, but he wouldn’t take any of their drugs. They wanted him to go home, but he would not take their advice. How could he go home with Rhona lying somewhere above him in the hospital? With his daughter abducted, his whole life ripped apart like a worn garment being transformed into dusters? He paced the hospital waiting-room. He was fine, he told them, fine. He knew that Gill and Anderson were somewhere along the corridor. Poor Anderson. He watched from the grime of the window as nurses walked by outside, laughing in the rain, their capes blowing about them like something out of an old Dracula movie. How could they laugh? Mist was settling over the trees, and the nurses, still laughing, unaware of the world’s suffering, faded into that mist as though some Edinburgh of the past had sucked them into its fiction, taking with them all the laughter in the world.
It was nearly dark now, the sun a memory behind the heavy fabric of the clouds. The religious painters of old must have known skies like this, must have lived with them each and every day, accepting the bruised colouring of the clouds as a mark of God’s presence, an essence of creation’s power. Rebus was no painter. His eyes beheld beauty not in reality but in the printed word. Standing in the waiting-room, he realised that in his life he had accepted secondary experience – the experience of reading someone else’s thoughts – over real life. Well, he was face to face with it now all right: he was back in the Paras, he was back in the SAS, his face a sketch-pad of exhaustion, his brain aching, every muscle tensed.
He caught himself beginning to abstract everything again, and slapped the wall with the palms of both hands as though ready to be frisked. Sammy was out there somewhere in the hands of a maniac, and he was composing eulogies, excuses and similes. It wasn’t enough.
In the corridor, Gill kept a watch on William Anderson. He, too, had been told to go home. A doctor had examined him for the effects of shock, and had spoken of putting Anderson to bed for the night.
‘I’m waiting right here,’ Anderson had said with quiet determination. ‘If this all has something to do with John Rebus, then I want to stay close to John Rebus. I’m all right, honestly.’ But he was not all right. He was dazed and remorseful and a bit confused about everything. ‘I can’t believe it,’ he told Gill. ‘I can’t believe that this whole thing was merely a prelude to the abduction of Rebus’s daughter. It’s fantastical. The man must be deranged. Surely John must have an inkling who’s responsible?’
Gill Templer was wondering the same thing.
‘Why hasn’t he told us?’ continued Anderson. Then, without warning or any show of ceremony, he became a father again and started to sob very quietly. ‘Andy,’ he said, ‘my Andy.’ He put his head in his hands and allowed Gill to put her arm around his crumpled shoulders.
John Rebus, watching darkness descend, thought about his marriage, his daughter. His daughter Sammy.
For those who read between the times
What was it he was blocking out? What was it that had been rejected by him all those years ago as he had walked the Fife shoreline, having his final fit of the breakdown and shutting out the past as securely as if he had been shutting the door on a Jehovah’s Witness? It was not that easy. The unwanted caller had waited his time, deciding to break and enter into Rebus’s life again. The foot in the door. The door of perception. What good was his reading doing him now? Or his faith, slender thread that it was? Samantha. Sammy, his daughter. Dear God, let her be safe. Dear God, let her live.
John, you must know who it is
But he had shaken his head, shaken his tears onto the folds of his trousers. He did not, he did not. It was Knot. It was Cross. Names meant nothing to him any more. Knots and crosses. He had been sent knots and crosses, string and matches and a load of gobbledygook, as Jack Morton had called it. That was all. Dear God.
He went out into the corridor, and confronted Anderson, who stood before him like a piece of wreckage waiting to be loaded up and shunted away. And the two men came together in a hug, squeezing life into one another; two old enemies realising in a moment that they were on the same side after all. They hugged and they wept, draining themselves of all they had been bottling up, all those years of pounding the beat, having to appear emotionless and unflappable. It was out in the open now: they were human beings, the same as everybody else.
And finally, assured that Rhona had suffered a fractured skull only, allowed into her room for a moment to watch her breathing oxygen, Rebus had let them take him home. Rhona would live. That was something. Andy Anderson, though, was cold on a slab somewhere while doctors examined his leftovers. Poor bloody Anderson. Poor man, poor father, poor copper. It was becoming very personal now, wasn’t it? All of a sudden it had become bigger than they had imagined it ever could. It had become a grudge.
They had a description at last, though not a good one. A neighbour had seen the man carry the still form of the girl out to the car. A pale coloured car, she had told them. A normal looking car. A normal looking man. Not too tall, his face hard. He was hurrying. She didn’t get a good look at him.
Anderson would be off the case now, and so would Rebus. Oh, it was big now. The Strangler had entered a home, had murdered there. He had gone way too far over the edge. The newspapermen and the cameras outside the hospital wanted to know all about it. Superintendent Wallace would have organised a press conference. The newspaper-readers, the voyeurs, needed to know all about it. It was big news. Edinburgh was the crime capital of Europe. The son of a Chief Inspector murdered and the daughter of a Detective Sergeant abducted, possibly murdered already.
What could he do but sit and wait for another letter? He was better off in his flat, no matter how dark and barren it seemed, no matter how like a cell. Gill promised to visit him later, after the press conference. An unmarked car would be outside his tenement as a matter of course, for who knew how personal the Strangler wanted this to become?
Meantime, unknown to Rebus, his file was being checked back at HQ, his past dusted off and examined. There had to be the Strangler in there somewhere. There had to be.
Of course there had to be. Rebus knew that he alone held the key. But it seemed locked in a drawer to which it itself was the key. He could only rattle that locked away history.
Gill Templer had telephoned Rebus’s brother, and though John would hate her for doing so, she had told Michael to come across to Edinburgh at once to be with his brother. He was Rebus’s only family after all. He sounded nervous on the phone, nervous but concerned. And now she puzzled over the matter of the acrostic. The Professor had been correct. They were trying to locate him this evening in order to interview him. Again, as a matter of course. But if the Strangler had planned this, then surely he must have been able to get his hands on a list of people whose names would fit the bill, and how would he have done that? A civil servant perhaps? A teacher? Someone working away quietly at a computer-terminal somewhere? There were many possibilities, and they would go through them one by one. First, however, Gill was going to suggest that everyone in Edinburgh called Knott or Cross be interviewed. It was a wild card, but then everything about this case so far had been wild.
And then there was the press conference. Held, since it was convenient, in the hospital’s administration building. There was standing room only at the back of the hall. Gill Templer’s face, human but unsmiling, was becoming well known to the British public, as well known, certainly, as that of any newscaster or reporter. Tonight, however, the Superintendent would be doing the talking. She hoped he would not take long. She wanted to see Rebus. And more urgently, perhaps, she wanted to talk with his brother. Someone had to know about John’s past. He had never, apparently, spoken to any of his friends on the force about his Army years. Did the key lie there? Or in his marriage? Gill listened to the Super saying his piece. Cameras clicked and the large hall grew smoky.
And there was Jim Stevens, smiling from the corner of his mouth, as if he knew something. Gill grew nervous. His eyes were on her, though his pen worked away at its notepad. She recalled that disastrous evening they had spent together, and her much less disastrous evening with John Rebus. Why had none of the men in her life ever been uncomplicated? Perhaps because complications interested her. The case was not becoming more complex. It was becoming simpler.
Jim Stevens, half-listening to the police statement, thought of how complex this story was becoming. Rebus and Rebus, drugs and murder, anonymous messages followed by abduction of daughter. He needed to get behind the police’s public face on this one, and knew that the best way forward lay with Gill Templer, with a little trading of knowledge. If the drugs and the abduction were linked, as they probably were, then perhaps one or other of the Rebus brothers had not been playing the game according to the set rules. Maybe Gill Templer would know.
He came up behind her as she left the building. She knew it was him, but for once she wanted to speak with him.
‘Hello, Jim. Can I give you a lift somewhere?’
He decided that she could. She could drop him off at a bar, unless, of course, he could see Rebus for a moment? He could not. They drove.
‘This story is becoming more and more bizarre by the second, don’t you think?’
She concentrated her eyes on the road, seeming to mull over his question. Really, she was hoping he would open up a little more and that her silence would lead him to believe that she was holding back on him, that there was something there between them to swop.
‘Rebus seems to be the main actor though. Interesting that.’
Gill sensed that he was about to play a card.
‘I mean,’ he went on, lighting a cigarette, ‘don’t mind if I smoke, do you?’
‘No,’ she said slowly, though inside she was jarring with electricity.
‘Thanks. I mean, it’s interesting because I’ve got Rebus pencilled into another story I’m working on.’
She pulled the car up at a red light, but her eyes still gazed through the windscreen.
‘Would you be interested in hearing about this other story, Gill?’
Would she? Of course she would. But what in return . . . ‘Yes, a very interesting man, Mister Rebus. And his brother.’
‘His brother?’
‘Yes, you know, Michael Rebus, the hypnotist. An interesting pair of brothers.’
‘Oh?’
‘Listen, Gill, let’s cut the crap.’
‘I was hoping you would.’ She put the car into gear and started off again.
‘Are you lot investigating Rebus for anything? That’s what I want to know. I mean, do you really know who’s behind all this but aren’t saying?’
She turned to him now.
‘That’s not the way it works, Jim.’
He snorted.
‘It may not be the way you work, Gill, but don’t pretend it doesn’t happen. I just wondered if you’d heard anything, any rumbles from higher up. Maybe to the effect that someone had made a botch-up in allowing things to come to this.’
Jim Stevens was watching her face very closely indeed, throwing out ideas and vague theories in the hope that one of them would catch her. But she didn’t seem to be taking the bait. Very well. Maybe she didn’t know anything. That didn’t mean his theories were wrong necessarily. It could just mean that things started at a higher plane than that on which Gill Templer and he operated.
‘Jim, what is it you think you know about John Rebus? It could be important, you know. We could bring you in if we thought you were withholding . . .’
Stevens began to make tutting sounds, shaking his head.
‘We know that’s not on, don’t we though? I mean, that is just not on.’
She looked at him again.
‘I could make a precedent,’ she said.
He stared at her. Yes, maybe she could at that.
‘This’ll do just here,’ he said, pointing out of the window. Some ash fell from his cigarette onto his tie. Gill stopped the car and watched him climb out. He leaned back in before shutting the door.
‘A swop can be arranged if you’d like one. You know my phone number.’
Yes, she knew his phone number. He had written it down for her a very long time ago, so long ago that they were on different sides of a wall now, so that she could hardly understand him at all. What did he know about John? About Michael? As she drove off towards Rebus’s flat, she hoped that she would find out there.
John Rebus read a few pages from his Good News Bible, but put it down when he realised that he was taking none of it in. He prayed instead, screwing up his eyes into tiny fists. Then he walked around the flat, touching things. This he had done before that first breakdown. He was not afraid now though. Let it come if it would, let everything come. He had no resilience left. He was passive to the will of his malevolent creator.
There was a ring at the door. He did not answer. They would go away, and he would be alone again with his grief, his impotent anger, and his undusted possessions. The bell rang again, more persistently this time. Cursing, he went to the door and pulled it open. Michael was standing there.
‘John,’ he said, ‘I came as soon as I could.’
‘Mickey, what are you doing here?’ He ushered his brother into the flat.
‘Somebody phoned me. She told me all about it. Terrible news, John. Just terrible.’ He placed a hand on Rebus’s shoulder. Rebus, tingling, realised how long it had been since he had felt the touch of a human being, a sympathetic, brotherly touch. ‘I was confronted by two gorillas outside. They seem to have you under close watch here.’
‘Procedure,’ said Rebus.
Procedure maybe, but Michael knew how guilty he must have looked when they had pounced on him. He had wondered at the phone-call, wondered about the possibility of a trap. So he had listened to the local radio news. There had been an abduction, a killing. It was true. So he had driven over, into this lion’s den, knowing that he should stay well away from his brother, knowing that they would kill him if they found out, and wondering whether the abduction could have anything to do with his own situation. Was this a warning to both brothers? He could not say. But when those two gorillas had approached him in the shadows of the tenement stairs, he had thought the game all over. Firstly, they had been gangsters, out to get him. Then, they had been police officers, about to arrest him. But no, they were ‘procedure’.
‘You say it was a woman who called you? Did you catch her name? No, never mind, I know who it was anyway.’
They sat in the living-room. Michael, removing his sheepskin jacket, brought a bottle of whisky out of one of the pockets.
‘Would this help?’ he said.
‘It won’t do any harm.’
Rebus went to fetch glasses from the kitchen, while Michael inspected the living-room.
‘This is a nice place,’ he called.
‘Well, it’s a bit big for my needs,’ said Rebus. A choking sound came from the kitchen. Michael walked through to discover his big brother leaning into the sink, weeping grimly but quietly.
‘John,’ said Michael, hugging Rebus, ‘it’s okay. It’s going to be okay.’ He felt guilt well up inside him.
Rebus was fumbling for a handkerchief and, having found it, gave his nose a good blow and wiped his eyes.
‘That’s easy for you to say,’ he sniffed, trying out a smile, ‘you’re a heathen.’
They drank half of the whisky, sitting back in their chairs, silently contemplating the shadowy ceiling above. Rebus’s eyes were red-rimmed, and his eye-lashes stung. He sniffed occasionally, rubbing at his nose with the back of his hand. To Michael, it was like being boys again, but with the roles reversed for a moment. Not that they had been that close, but sentiment would always win over reality. Certainly he remembered John fighting one or two of his playground battles for him. Guilt welled up again. He shivered slightly. He had to get out of this game, but perhaps already he was in too deep, and if he had brought John unknowingly into the game too . . . That did not bear thinking about. He had to see the Man, had to explain things to him. But how? He had no telephone number or address. It was always the Man who called him, never the other way round. It was farcical now that he thought about it. Like a nightmare.
‘Did you enjoy the show the other night?’
Rebus forced himself to think back to it, to the perfumed and lonely woman, to his fingers around her throat, the scene which had signalled the beginning of his end.
‘Yes, it was interesting.’ He had fallen asleep had he not? Never mind.
Silence again, the broken sounds of traffic outside, a few shouts from distant drunks.
‘They say it’s someone with a grudge against me,’ he said finally.
‘Oh? And is it?’
‘I don’t know. It looks like it.’
‘But surely you would know?’
Rebus shook his head.
‘That’s the trouble, Mickey. I can’t remember.’
Michael sat up in his chair.
‘You can’t remember what exactly?’
‘Something. I don’t know. Just something. If I knew what, I would remember, wouldn’t I? But there’s a gap. I know there is. I know that there’s something I should remember.’
‘Something from your past?’ Michael was keening now. Perhaps this had nothing at all to do with himself. Perhaps it was all to do with something else, someone else. He grew hopeful.
‘From the past, yes. But I can’t remember.’ Rebus rubbed his forehead as though it were a crystal ball. Michael was fumbling in his pocket.
‘I can help you to remember, John.’
‘How?’
‘Like this.’ Michael was holding, between thumb and forefinger, a silver coin. ‘You remember what I told you, John. I take my patients back into past lives every day. It should be easy enough to take you back into your real past.’
It was John Rebus’s turn to sit up. He shook away the whisky fumes.
‘Come on then,’ he said. ‘What do I do?’ But inside part of him was saying: you don’t want this, you don’t want to know.
He wanted to know.
Michael came over to his chair.
‘Lie back in the chair. Get comfortable. Don’t touch any more of that whisky. But remember, not everyone is susceptible to hypnotism. Don’t force yourself. Don’t try too hard. If it’s going to come, it’ll come whether you will it or not. Just relax, John, relax.’
The doorbell rang.
‘Ignore it,’ said Rebus, but Michael had already left the room. There were voices in the hall, and when Michael reappeared he was followed into the room by Gill.
‘The telephone caller, it seems,’ said Michael.
‘How are you, John?’ Her face was angled into a portrait of concern.
‘Fine, Gill. Listen, this is my brother Michael. The hypnotist. He’s going to put me under – that’s what you called it, wasn’t it, Mickey? – to remove whatever block there might be in my memory. Maybe you should be ready to take some notes or something.’
Gill looked from one brother to the other, feeling a little out of things. An interesting pair of brothers. That’s what Jim Stevens had said. She had been working for sixteen hours, and now this. But she smiled and shrugged her shoulders.
‘Can a girl get a drink first?’
It was John Rebus’s turn to smile. ‘Help yourself,’ he said. ‘There’s whisky or whisky and water or water. Come on, Mickey. Let’s get on with this. Sammy’s out there somewhere. There might still be time.’
Michael spread his legs a little, leaning down over Rebus. He seemed to be about to consume his brother, his eyes close to Rebus’s eyes, his mouth working in a mirror-image. That’s what it looked like to Gill, pouring whisky into a tumbler. Michael held up the coin, trying to find the angle of the room’s single low-wattage bulb. Finally, the glint was reflected in John’s retina, the pupils expanding and contracting. Michael felt sure that his brother would be amenable. He certainly hoped so.
‘Listen carefully, John. Listen to my voice. Watch the coin, John. Watch it shine and spin. See it spinning. Can you see it spinning, John? Now relax, just listen to me. And watch the spin, watch it glow.’
For a moment it seemed that Rebus would not go under. Perhaps it was the familial tie that was making him immune to the voice, to its suggestive power. But then Michael saw the eyes change a little, imperceptibly to the uninitiated. But he was initiated. His father had taught him well. His brother was in the limbo world now, caught in the coin’s light, transported to wherever Michael wanted him to go. Under his power. As ever, Michael felt a little shiver run through him: this was power, power total and irreducible. He could do anything with his patients, anything.
‘Michael,’ whispered Gill, ‘ask him why he left the Army.’
Michael swallowed, lining his throat with saliva. Yes, that was a good question. One he had wanted to ask John himself.
‘John?’ he said. ‘John? Why did you leave the Army, John? What happened, John? Why did you leave the Army? Tell us.’
And slowly, as though learning to use words strange or unknown to him, Rebus began to tell his story. Gill rushed to her bag for a pen and a notepad. Michael sipped his whisky.
They listened.
I had been in the Parachute Regiment since the age of eighteen. But then I decided to try for the Special Air Service. Why did I do that? Why will any soldier take a cut in pay to join the SAS? I can’t answer that. All I know now is that I found myself in Herefordshire, at the SAS’s training camp. I called it The Cross because I’d been told that they would try to crucify me, and there, along with the other volunteers, I went through hell, marching, training, testing, pushing. They took us to the breaking point. They taught us to be lethal.
At that time there were rumours of an imminent civil war in Ulster, of the SAS being used to root out insurrectionists. The day came for us to be badged. We were given new berets and cap-badges. We were in the SAS. But there was more. Gordon Reeve and myself were called into the Boss’s office and told that we had been judged the two best trainees of the batch. There was a two-year training period in front of us before we could become regulars, but great things were predicted for us.
Later, Reeve spoke to me as we left the building.
‘Listen,’ he said, ‘I’ve heard a few of the rumours. I’ve heard the officers talking. They’ve got plans for us, Johnny. Plans. Mark my words.’
Weeks later, we were put on a survival course, hunted by other regiments, who if they captured us would stop at nothing to prise from us information about our mission. We had to trap and hunt our food, lying low and travelling across bleak moorland by night. We seemed destined to go through these tests together, though on this occasion we were working with two others.
‘They’ve got something special lined up for us,’ Reeve kept saying. ‘I can feel it in my bones.’
Lying in our bivouac, we had just slipped into our sleeping-bags for a two-hour nap when our guard put his nose into the shelter.
‘I don’t know how to tell you this,’ he said, and then there were lights and guns everywhere, and we were half-beaten into unconsciousness as the shelter was ripped open. Foreign tongues clacked at us, their faces masked behind the torches. A rifle-butt to the kidneys told me that this was for real. For real.
The cell into which I was thrown was real enough, too. The cell into which I was thrown was smeared with blood, faeces, and other things. It contained a stinking mattress and a cockroach. That was all. I lay down on the damp mattress and tried to sleep, for I knew that sleep would be the first thing to be stripped from us all.
The bright lights of the cell came on suddenly and stayed on, burning into my skull. Then the noises started, noises of a beating and a questioning taking place in the cell next to me.
‘Leave him alone, you bastards! I’ll tear your fucking heads off!’
I slammed at the wall with fists and boots, and the noises stopped. A cell door slammed shut, a body was dragged past my metal door, there was silence. I knew my time would come.
I waited there, waited for hours and days, hungry, thirsty, and every time I closed my eyes a sound like that of a blaring radio caught between stations would sound from the walls and the ceiling. I lay with my hands over my ears.
Fuck you, fuck you, fuck you.
I was supposed to crack now, and if I cracked I would have failed everything, all the months of training. So I sang tunes loudly to myself. I scraped my nails across the walls of the cell, walls wet with fungus, and scratched my name there as an anagram: BRUSE. I played games in my head, thought up crossword-puzzle clues and little linguistic tricks. I turned survival into a game. A game, a game, a game. I had to keep reminding myself that, no matter how bad things seemed to be getting, this was all a game.
And I thought of Reeve, who had warned me of this. Big plans indeed. Reeve was the nearest thing I had to a friend in the unit. I wondered if it had been his body dragged across the floor outside my cell. I prayed for him.
And one day they sent me food and a mug of brown water. The food looked as though it had been scooped straight from the mud-crawl and pushed through the little hole which had suddenly appeared in my door and just as suddenly vanished. I willed this cold swill into becoming a steak with two veg, and then placed a spoonful of it in my mouth. Immediately, I spat it out again. The water tasted of iron. I made a show of wiping my chin on my sleeve. I felt sure I was being watched.
‘My compliments to the chef,’ I called.
Next thing I knew, I was falling over into sleep.
I was in the air. There could be no doubt of that. I was in a helicopter, the air blowing into my face. I came round slowly, and opened my eyes on darkness. My head was in some kind of sack, and my arms were tied behind my back. I felt the helicopter swoop and rise and swoop again.
‘Awake are you?’ A butt prodded me.
‘Yes.’
‘Good. Now give me the name of your regiment and the details of your mission. We’re not going to fuck around with you, sonny. So you better do it now.’
‘Get stuffed.’
‘I hope you can swim, sonny. I hope you get the chance to swim. We’re about two-hundred feet above the Irish Sea, and we’re about to push you out of this fucking chopper with your hands still tied. You’ll hit that water as though it was fucking concrete, do you know that? It may kill you or it may stun you. The fish will eat you alive, sonny. And your corpse will never be found, not out here. Do you understand what I’m saying?’
It was an official and businesslike voice.
‘Yes.’
‘Good. Now, the name of your regiment, and the details of your mission.’
‘Get stuffed.’ I tried to sound calm. I’d be another accident statistic, killed on training, no questions asked. I’d hit that sea like a light-bulb hitting a wall.
‘Get stuffed,’ I said again, intoning to myself: it’s only a game, it’s only a game.
‘This isn’t a game, you know. Not anymore. Your friends have already spilled their guts, Rebus. One of them, Reeve I think it was, spilled his guts quite literally. Okay, men, give him the heave.’
‘Wait . . .’
‘Enjoy your swim, Rebus.’
Hands gripped my legs and torso. In the darkness of the sack, with the wind blowing fiercely against me, I began to feel that it had all been a grave mistake.
‘Wait . . .’
I could feel myself hanging in space, two-hundred feet up above the sea, with the gulls shrieking for me to be let go.
‘Wait!’
‘Yes, Rebus?’
‘Take the fucking sack off my head at least!’ I was shrieking now, desperate.
‘Let the bastard drop.’
And with that they let me go. I hung in the air for a second, then I dropped, dropped like a brick. I was falling through space, trussed up like a Christmas turkey. I screamed for one second, maybe two, and then I hit the ground.
I hit solid ground.
And lay there while the helicopter landed. People were laughing all around me. The foreign voices were back. They lifted me up and dragged me along to the cell. I was glad of the sack over my head. It disguised the fact that I was crying. Inside I was a mass of quivering coils, tiny serpents of fear and adrenaline and relief which bounced through my liver, my lungs, my heart.
The door slammed behind me. Then I heard a shuffling sound at my back. Hands fumbled at the knots of my bonds. With the hood off, it took me a few seconds to regain my sight.
I stared into a face that seemed to be my own. Another twist to the game. Then I recognised Gordon Reeve, at the same time as he recognised me.
‘Rebus?’ he said. ‘They told me you’d . . .’
‘They told me the same thing about you. How are you?’
‘Fine, fine. Jesus, though, I’m glad to see you.’
We hugged one another, feeling the other’s weakened but still human embrace, the smells of suffering and of endurance. There were tears in his eyes.
‘It is you,’ he said. ‘I’m not dreaming.’
‘Let’s sit down,’ I said. ‘My legs aren’t too steady.’
What I meant was that his legs weren’t too steady. He was leaning into me as if I were a crutch. He sat down thankfully.
‘How has it been?’ I asked.
‘I kept in shape for a while.’ He slapped one of his legs. ‘Doing push-ups and stuff. But I soon grew too tired. They’ve tried feeding me with hallucinogens. I keep seeing things when I’m awake.’
‘They’ve tried me with knockout drops.’
‘Those drugs, they’re something else. Then there’s the power-hose. I get sprayed about once a day I suppose. Freezing cold. Can never seem to get dry.’
‘How long do you suppose we’ve been here?’ Did I look as bad to him as he looked to me? I hoped not. He hadn’t mentioned the chopper drop. I decided to keep quiet about that one.
‘Too long,’ he was saying. ‘This is fucking ridiculous.’
‘You were always saying that they had something special in store for us. I didn’t believe you, God forgive me.’
‘This wasn’t exactly what I had in mind.’
‘It is us they’re interested in though.’
‘What do you mean?’
It had been only half a thought until now, but now I was sure.
‘Well, when our sentry put his nose into the tent that night, there was no surprise in his eyes, and even less fear. I think they were both in on it from the start.’
‘So what’s this all about?’
I looked at him, sitting with his chin on his knees. We were frail creatures on the outside. Piles biting like the hungered jaws of vampire bats, mouths aching with sores and ulcers. Hair falling out, teeth loose. But there was strength in numbers. And that was what I could not understand: why had they put us together when, apart, we were both on the edge of breaking?
‘So what’s this all about?’
Perhaps they were trying to lull us into a false sense of security before really tightening the screws. The worst is not, so long as we can say ‘this is the worst’. Shakespeare, King Lear. I wouldn’t have known that at the time, but I know it now. Let it stand.
‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘They’ll tell us when they’re good and ready, I suppose.’
‘Are you scared?’ he said suddenly. His eyes were staring at the raddled door of our cell.
‘Maybe.’
‘You should be fucking scared, Johnny. I am. I remember once when I was a kid, some of us went along a river near our housing-scheme. It was in spate. It had been pissing down for a week. It was just after the war, and there were a lot of ruined houses about. We headed upriver, and came to a sewage-pipe. I played with older kids. I don’t know why. They made me the brunt of all their fucking games, but I stuck with them. I suppose I liked the idea of running about with kids who scared the shit out of all the kids of my own age. So that, though the older kids were treating me like shit, they gave me power over the younger kids. Do you see?’
I nodded, but he wasn’t looking.
‘This pipe wasn’t very thick, but it was long, and it was high above the river. They said I was to cross it first. Christ, I was afraid. I was so fucking scared that my legs wobbled and I froze there, halfway across. And then piss started to run down my legs out of my shorts, and they noticed that and they laughed. They laughed at me, and I couldn’t run, couldn’t move. So they left me there and went away.’
I thought of the laughter as I had been dragged away from the helicopter.
‘Did anything like that ever happen to you when you were a kid, Johnny?’
‘I don’t think so.’
‘Then why the hell did you join up?’
‘To get away from home. I didn’t get along with my father, you see. He preferred my kid brother. I felt out in the cold.’
‘I never had a brother.’
‘Neither did I, not in the proper sense. I had an adversary.’
I’m going to bring him out
don’t you dare
This isn’t telling us anything
keep going
‘What did your father do, Johnny?’
‘He was a hypnotist. He used to make people come on stage and do stupid things.’
‘You’re joking!’
‘It’s true. My brother was going to follow in his footsteps, but I wasn’t. So I got out. They weren’t exactly sad to see me go.’
Reeve chuckled.
‘If you put us into a sale, you’d have to say “slightly soiled” on the ticket, eh, Johnny?’
I laughed at that, laughed longer and louder than necessary, and we put an arm round one another and stayed that way, keeping warm.
We slept side by side, pissed and defecated in the presence of the other, tried to exercise together, played little mind games together, and endured together.
Reeve had a piece of string with him, and would wind it and unwind it, making up the knots we had been taught in training. This led me to explain the meaning of a Gordian knot to him. He waved a miniature reef knot at me.
‘Gordian knot, reef knot. Gordian reef. It sounds just like my name, doesn’t it?’
Again, there was something to laugh about.
We also played noughts and crosses, scratching the games onto the powdery walls of the cell with our fingernails. Reeve showed me a ploy which meant that the least you could achieve was a draw. We must have played about three-hundred games before then, with Reeve winning two-thirds of them. The trick was simple enough.
‘Your first O goes in the top left corner, and your second diagonally across from it. It’s an unbeatable position.’
‘What if your opponent puts his X diagonally opposite that first O?’
‘You can still win by going for the corners.’
Reeve seemed cheered by this. He danced round the cell, then stared at me, a leer on his face.
‘You’re just like the brother I never had, John.’ There and then he took my palm and nicked the flesh open with one of his fingernails, doing the same to his own hand. We touched palms, smearing a spot of blood backwards and forwards.
‘Blood brothers,’ said Gordon, smiling.
I smiled back at him, knowing that he had become too dependent on me already, and that if we were separated he would not be able to cope.
And then he knelt down in front of me and gave me another hug.
Gordon grew more restless. He did fifty press-ups in any one day which, considering our diet, was phenomenal. And he hummed little tunes to himself. The effects of my company seemed to be wearing off. He was drifting again. So I began to tell him stories.
I talked about my childhood first, and about my father’s tricks, but then I started to tell him proper stories, giving him the plots of my favourite books. The time came to tell him the story of Raskolnikov, that most moral of tales, Crime and Punishment. He listened enthralled, and I tried to spin it out as long as I could. I made bits up, invented whole dialogues and characters. And when I’d finished it, he said, ‘Tell me that one again.’
So I did.
‘Was it all inevitable, John?’ Reeve was pushing his fingers across the floor of the cell, seated on his haunches. I was lying on the mattress.
‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I think it was. Certainly, it’s written that way. The end of the book is there before the beginning’s hardly started.’
‘Yes, that’s the feeling I got.’
There was a long pause, then he cleared his throat.
‘What’s your idea of God, John? I’d really like to know.’
So I told him, and as I spoke, lacing my erroneous arguments with little stories from the Bible, Gordon Reeve lay down and stared up at me with eyes like the full moons of winter. He was concentrating like mad.
‘I can’t believe any of that,’ he said at last as I swallowed dry saliva. ‘I wish I could, but I can’t. I think Raskolnikov should have relaxed and enjoyed his freedom. He should have got himself a Browning and blown the lot of them away.’
I thought about that comment. There seemed to me a little justice in it, but a great deal against it also. Reeve was like a man trapped in limbo, believing in a lack of belief, but not necessarily lacking the belief to believe.
What’s all this shit?
Sshhhh.
And in between the games and the story-telling, he put his hand on my neck.
‘John, we’re friends, aren’t we? I mean, really close friends? I’ve never had a close friend before.’ His breath was hot, despite the chill in the cell. ‘But we’re friends, aren’t we? I mean, I’ve taught you how to win at noughts and crosses, haven’t I?’ His eyes were no longer human. They were the eyes of a wolf. I had seen it coming, but there had been nothing I could do.
Not until now. But now I saw everything with the clear, hallucinogen eyes of one who has seen everything there is to see and more. I could see Gordon bring his face up to mine and slowly – so slowly that it might not have been happening at all – plant a breathy kiss on my cheek, trying to turn my head around so as to connect with the lips.
And I saw myself yield. No, no, this was not to happen! This was intolerable. This wasn’t what we’d been building up all these weeks, was it? And if it was, then I’d been a fool throughout.
‘Just a kiss,’ he was saying, ‘just one kiss, John. Hell, come on.’ And there were tears in his eyes, because he too could see that everything had gone haywire in an instant. He too could see that something was ending. But that didn’t stop him from edging his way behind me, making the two-backed beast. (Shakespeare. Let it go.) And I was trembling, but strangely immobile. I knew that this was beyond my ken, beyond my control. So I forced the tears up into my eyes, and my nose started to run.
‘Just a kiss.’
All the training, all the pushing towards that final lethal goal, it had all come to this moment. In the end, love was still behind everything.
‘John.’
And I could feel only pity for the two of us, stinking, besmirched, barren in our cell. I could feel only the frustration of the thing, the poor tears of a lifetime’s indignation. Gordon, Gordon, Gordon.
‘John . . .’
The cell-door burst open, as though it had never been locked.
A man stood there. English, not foreign, and of high rank. He looked in on the spectacle with some distaste; no doubt he had been listening to it all, if not watching it. He pointed to me.
‘Rebus,’ he said, ‘you’ve passed. You’re on our side now.’
I looked at his face. What did he mean? I knew full well what he meant.
‘You’ve passed the test, Rebus. Come on. Come with me. We’ll get you kitted up. You’re on our side now. The interrogation of your . . . friend . . . continues. You’ll be helping us with the interrogation from now on.’
Gordon jumped to his feet. He was directly behind me still. I could feel his breath on the back of my neck.
‘What do you mean?’ I said. My mouth and stomach were dry. Looking at this crisply starched officer, I became painfully aware of my own filth. But then it was all his fault. ‘This is a trick,’ I said. ‘It must be. I’m not going to tell you. I’m not going with you. I’ve not given away any information. I’ve not cracked. You can’t fail me now!’ I was shouting now, delirious. Yet I knew there was truth in what he was saying. He shook his head slowly.
‘I can understand your suspicion, Rebus. You’ve been under a lot of pressure. A hellish lot of pressure. But that’s past. You’ve not failed, you’ve passed; passed with flying colours. I think we can say that with certainty. You’ve passed, Rebus. You’re on our side now. You’ll be helping us now to try to crack Reeve here. Do you understand?’
I shook my head.
‘It’s a trick,’ I said. The officer smiled sympathetically. He’d dealt with the like of me a hundred times before.
‘Look,’ he said, ‘just come with us and everything will be made clear.’
Gordon jumped forward at my side.
‘No!’ he shouted. ‘He’s already told you that he’s not fucking well going! Now piss off out of here.’ Then to me, a hand on my shoulder: ‘Don’t listen to him, John. It’s a trick. It’s always a trick with these bastards.’ But I could see that he was worried. His eyes moved rapidly, his mouth slightly open. And, feeling his hand on me, I knew that my decision had been made already, and Gordon seemed to sense as much.
‘I think that’s for Trooper Rebus to decide, don’t you?’ the officer was saying.
And then the man stared at me, his eyes friendly.
I didn’t need to look back at the cell, or at Gordon. I just kept thinking to myself: it’s another part of the game, just another part of the game. The decision had been made a long time ago. They were not lying to me, and of course I wanted out of the cell. It was preordained. Nothing was arbitrary. I had been told that at the start of my training. I started forwards, but Gordon held onto the tatters of my shirt.
‘John,’ he said, his voice full of need, ‘don’t let me down, John. Please.’
But I pulled away from his weak grip and left the cell.
‘No! No! No!’ His cries were huge, fiery things. ‘Don’t let me down, John! Let me out! Let me out!’
And then he screamed, and I almost crumpled on the floor.
It was the scream of the mad.
After I had been cleaned up and seen by a doctor, I was taken to what they euphemistically called the debriefing-room. I’d been through hell – was still going through hell – and they were about to discuss it as though it had been nothing more than a school exercise.
There were four of them there, three captains and a psychiatrist. They told me everything then. They explained that a new, elitist group was about to be set up from within the SAS, and that its role would be the infiltration and destabilization of terrorist groups, starting with the Irish Republican Army, who were becoming more than a mere nuisance as the Irish situation deteriorated into civil war. Because of the nature of the job, only the best – the very best – would be good enough, and Reeve and I had been judged the best in our section. Therefore, we had been trapped, had been taken prisoner, and had been put through tests the like of which had never been tried in the SAS before. None of this really surprised me by now. I was thinking of the other poor bastards who were being put through this whole sick bloody thing. And all so that when we were being kneecapped, we would not let on who we were.
And then they came to Gordon.
‘Our attitude towards Trooper Reeve is rather ambivalent.’ This was the man in the white coat talking. ‘He’s a bloody fine soldier, and give him a physical job to do and he’ll do it. But he has always worked as a loner in the past, so we put the two of you together to see how you would react to sharing a cell, and, more especially, to see how Reeve would cope once his friend had been taken away from him.’
Did they know of that kiss then, or did they not?
‘I’m afraid,’ went on the doctor, ‘that the result may be negative. He’s come to depend upon you, John, hasn’t he? We are, of course, aware that you have not been dependent upon him.’
‘What about the screams from the other cells?’
‘Tape-recordings.’
I nodded, tired suddenly, uninterested.
‘The whole thing was another bloody test then?’
‘Of course it was.’ They had a little smile between them. ‘But that needn’t bother you now. What matters is that you’ve passed.’
It did worry me, though. What was it all about? I’d exchanged friendship for this informal debriefing. I’d exchanged love for these smirks. And Gordon’s screams were still in my ears. Revenge, he was crying, revenge. I laid my hands on my knees, bent forward, and started to weep.
‘You bastards,’ I said, ‘you bastards.’
And if I’d had a Browning pistol with me at that moment, I’d have put large holes into their grinning skulls.
They had me checked again, more thoroughly this time, in a military hospital. Civil war had indeed broken out in Ulster, but I stared past it towards Gordon Reeve. What had happened to him? Was he still in that stinking cell, alone because of me? Was he falling apart? I took it all on my shoulders and wept again. They had given me a box of tissues. That seemed to be the way of things.
Then I started to weep all day, sometimes uncontrollably, taking it all on, taking everything on my conscience. I suffered from nightmares. I volunteered my resignation. I demanded my resignation. It was accepted, reluctantly. I was, after all, a guinea-pig. I went to a small fishing-village in Fife and walked along the pebbled beach, recovering from my nervous breakdown and putting the whole thing out of my mind stuffing the most painful episode of my life into drawers and attics in my head, locking it all away, learning to forget.
So I forgot.
And they were good to me. They gave me some compensation money and they pulled a lot of strings when I decided that I wanted to join the police force. Oh yes, I could not complain about their attitude towards me, but I wasn’t allowed to find out about my friend, and I wasn’t ever to get in touch with them again. I was dead, I was strictly off their records.
I was a failure.
And I’m still a failure. Broken marriage. My daughter kidnapped. But it all makes sense now. The whole thing makes sense. So at least I know that Gordon is alive, if not well, and I know that he has my little girl and that he’s going to kill her.
And kill me if he can.
And to get her back, I’m going to have to kill him.
And I would do it now. God help me, I would do it now.
When John Rebus awoke from what had seemed a particularly deep and dream-troubled sleep, he found that he was not in bed. He saw that Michael was standing over him, a wary smile on his face, and that Gill was pacing to and fro, sniffing back tears.
‘What happened?’ said Rebus.
‘Nothing,’ said Michael.
Then Rebus recalled that Michael had hypnotised him.
‘Nothing?’ cried Gill. ‘You call that nothing?’
‘John,’ said Michael, ‘I didn’t realise that you felt that way about the old man and me. I’m sorry we made you feel bad.’ Michael rested his hand on his brother’s shoulder, the brother he had never known.
Gordon, Gordon Reeve. What happened to you? You’re all torn and dirty, whirling around me like grit on a wind-swept street. Like a brother. You’ve got my daughter. Where are you?
‘Oh, Jesus.’ Rebus let his head fall, screwing his eyes shut. Gill’s hand stroked his hair.
It was growing light outside. The birds were back into their untiring routine. Rebus was glad that they were calling him back into the real world. They reminded him that there might be someone out there who was feeling happy. Perhaps lovers awakening in each other’s arms, or a man who was realising that today was a holiday, or an elderly woman thanking God that she was alive to see the first hints of reawakening life.
‘A real dark night of the soul,’ he said, beginning to shake. ‘It’s cold in here. The pilot-light must have blown out.’
Gill blew her nose and folded her arms.
‘No, it’s warm enough in here, John. Listen,’ she spoke slowly, deferentially, ‘we need a physical description of this man. I know that it will have to be a fifteen-year-old description, but it’ll be a start. Then we need to check up on what happened to him after you des . . . after you left him.’
‘That will be classified, if it exists at all.’
‘And we need to tell the Chief about all of this.’ Gill went on as if Rebus had said nothing. Her eyes were fixed in front of her. ‘We need to find that creep.’
The room seemed very quiet to Rebus, as though a death had occurred, when really it had been a birth of sorts, the birth of his memory. Of Gordon. Of walking out of that cold, merciless cell. Of turning his back . . .
‘Can you be sure that this Reeve character is your man?’ Michael was pouring more whisky. Rebus shook his head at the proffered glass.
‘Not for me thanks. My head feels all fuzzy. Oh yes, I think we can be pretty certain who’s behind it. The messages, the knots and the crosses. It all makes sense now. It’s been making sense all along. Reeve must think I’m really thick. He’s been sending me clear messages for weeks, and I’ve failed to realise . . . I’ve let those girls die . . . All because I couldn’t face the facts . . . the facts . . .’
Gill bent down behind him and put her hands on his shoulders. John Rebus shot out of his chair and turned to her. Reeve. No, Gill, Gill. He shook his head in mute apology. Then burst into tears.
Gill looked towards Michael, but Michael had lowered his eyes. She hugged Rebus hard, not allowing him to break away from her again, all the time whispering that it was she, Gill, beside him, and not any ghost from the past. Michael was wondering what he had got himself into. He had never seen John cry before. Again, the guilt flooded him. He would stop it all. He didn’t need it any more. He would lie low and just let his dealer get tired of looking for him, let his clients find new people. He would do it, not for John’s sake but for his own.
We treated him like shit, he thought to himself, it’s true. The old man and me treated him as though he were an intruder.
Later, over coffee, Rebus seemed calm, though Gill’s eyes were still on him, wondering, fearing.
‘We can be sure that this Reeve is off his chump,’ she said.
‘Perhaps,’ said Rebus. ‘One thing is for sure, he’ll be armed. He’ll be ready for anything. The man was a Seaforths regular and a member of the SAS. He’ll be hard as nails.’
‘You were too, John.’
‘That’s why I’m the man to track him down. The Chief must be made to understand that, Gill. I’m back on the case.’
Gill pursed her lips.
‘I’m not sure he’ll go for that,’ she said.
‘Well, sod him then. I’ll find the bastard anyway.’
‘You do that, John,’ said Michael. ‘You do that. Don’t care what any of them say.’
‘Mickey,’ said Rebus, ‘you are absolutely the best brother I could have had. Now, is there any food on the go? I’m starved.’
‘And I’m whacked,’ said Michael, feeling pleased with himself. ‘Do you mind if I lie down for an hour or two here before I drive back?’
‘Not at all, go through to my room, Mickey.’
‘Goodnight, Michael,’ said Gill.
He was smiling as he left them.
Knots and crosses. Noughts and crosses. It was so blatant, really. Reeve must have taken him for a fool, and in a way he had been right. Those endless games they had played, all those tricks and manoeuvres, and their talk about Christianity, those reef knots and Gordian knots. And The Cross. God, how stupid he had been, allowing his memory into tricking him that the past was a cracked and useless vessel, emptying its spirit. How stupid.
‘John, you’re spilling your coffee.’
Gill was bringing in a plateful of cheese on toast from the kitchen. Rebus roused himself awake.
‘Eat this. I’ve been on to HQ. We’ve to be there in two hours’ time. They’ve already started running a check on Reeve’s name. We should find him.’
‘I hope so, Gill. Oh God, I hope so.’
They hugged. She suggested that they lie on the couch. They did so, tight in a warming embrace. Rebus couldn’t help wondering whether his dark night had been an exorcism of sorts, whether the past would still haunt him sexually. He hoped not. Certainly, it was neither the time nor the place to try it out.
Gordon, my friend, what did I do to you?
Stevens was a patient man. The two policemen had been firm with him. No one could see Detective Sergeant Rebus for the moment. Stevens had returned to the newspaper office, worked on a report for the paper’s three-a.m. print-run, and then had driven back to Rebus’s flat. There were still lights on up there, but also there were two new gorillas by the door of the tenement. Stevens parked across the street and lit another cigarette. It was tying together nicely. The two threads were becoming one. The murders and the drug-pushing were involved in some way, and Rebus was the key by the look of things. What were his brother and he talking about at this hour? A contingency plan perhaps. God, he would have given anything to be a fly on the living-room wall just now. Anything. He knew reporters in Fleet Street who went in for sophisticated surveillance techniques – bugs, high-powered microphones, telephone-taps – and he wondered if it might not be worthwhile to invest in some of that equipment himself.
He formulated new theories in his head, theories with hundreds of permutations. If Edinburgh’s drug-racketeers had gone into the abduction-and-murder business to put the frights on some poor bastards, then things were taking a very grim turn indeed, and he, Jim Stevens, would have to be even more careful in future. Yet Big Podeen had known nothing. Say, then, that a new gang had broken into the game, bringing with it new rules. That would make for a gang-war, Glasgow-style. But things, surely, were not done that way today. Maybe.
In this way, Stevens kept himself awake and alert, scribbling his thoughts into a notebook. His radio was on, and he listened to the half-hourly news reports. A policeman’s daughter was the new victim of Edinburgh’s child-murderer. In the most recent abduction, a man was killed, strangled in the house of the child’s mother. And so on. Stevens went on formulating, went on speculating.
It had not yet been revealed that all the murders were linked to Rebus. The police were not about to make that public, not even to Jim Stevens.
At seven-thirty, Stevens managed to bribe a passing newspaper-boy into bringing him rolls and milk from a nearby shop. He washed the dry, powdery rolls down with the icy milk. The heating was on in his car, but he felt chilled to the marrow. He needed a shower, a shave, and some sleep. Not necessarily in that order. But he was too close to let this go now. He had the tenacity – some would call it madness, fanaticism – of every good reporter. He had watched other hacks arriving in the night and being sent away again. One or two had seen him sitting in his car and had come across for a chat and to sniff out any leads. He had hidden away his notebook then, feigning disinterest, telling them that he would be going home shortly. Lies, damned lies.
That was part of the business.
And now, finally, they were emerging from the building. A few cameras and microphones were there, of course, but nothing too tasteless, no pushing and shoving and harassing. For one thing, this was a grieving father; for another, he was a policeman. Nobody was about to harass him.
Stevens watched as Gill and Rebus were allowed to disappear into the back of an idling Rover police-car. He studied their faces. Rebus looked washed-out. That was only to be expected. But, behind that, lay a grimness of look, something about the way his mouth made a straight line. That bothered Stevens a little. It was as if the man were about to enter a war. Bloody hell. And then there was Gill Templer. She looked rough, rougher even than Rebus. Her eyes were red, but here too there was something a little out of the ordinary. Something was not quite as it should be. Any respecting reporter could see that, if he knew what he was looking for. Stevens gnawed at himself. He needed to know more. It was like a drug, his story. He needed bigger and bigger injections of it. He was a bit startled, too, to find himself admitting that the reason he needed these injections was not for the sake of his job, but for his own curiosity. Rebus intrigued him. Gill Templer, of course, interested him.
And Michael Rebus . . .
Michael Rebus had not appeared from the flat. The circus was leaving now, the Rover turning right out of the quiet Marchmont street, but the gorillas remained. New gorillas. Stevens lit a cigarette. It might be worth a try at that. He walked back to his car and locked it. Then, taking a walk round the block, formed another plan.
‘Excuse me, sir. Do you live here?’
‘Of course I live here! What’s all this about, eh? I need to get to my bed.’
‘Had a heavy night, sir?’
The bleary-eyed man shook three brown paper-bags at the policeman. The bags each contained six rolls.
‘I’m a baker. Shift-work. Now if you’ll . . .’
‘And your name, sir?’
Making to pass the man, Stevens had just had time enough to make out a few of the names on the door-buzzer.
‘Laidlaw,’ he said. ‘Jim Laidlaw.’
The policeman checked this against a list of names in his hand.
‘All right, sir. Sorry to have bothered you.’
‘What’s all this about?’
‘You’ll find out soon enough, sir. Good night now.’
There was one more obstacle, and Stevens knew that for all his cunning, if the door was locked then the door was locked, and his game was up. He made a plausible push at the heavy door and felt it give. They had not locked it. His patron saint was smiling on him today.
In the tenement hallway, he ditched the rolls and thought of another ploy. He climbed the two flights of stairs to Rebus’s door. The tenement seemed to smell exclusively of cats’-piss. At Rebus’s door he paused, catching his breath. Partly, he was out of condition, but partly, also, he was excited. He had not felt anything like this on a story for years. It felt good. He decided that he could get away with anything on a day like this. He pushed the doorbell relentlessly.
The door was opened at last by a yawning, puffy-faced Michael Rebus. So at last they were face to face. Stevens flashed a card at Michael. The card identified James Stevens as a member of an Edinburgh snooker club.
‘Detective Inspector Stevens, sir. Sorry to get you out of bed.’ He put the card away. ‘Your brother told us that you’d probably still be asleep, but I thought I’d come up anyway. May I come in? Just a few questions, sir. Won’t keep you too long.’
The two policemen, their feet numb despite thermal socks and the fact that it was the beginning of summer, shuffled one foot and then the other, hoping for a reprieve. The talk was all of the abduction and the fact that a Chief Inspector’s son had been murdered. The main door opened behind them.
‘You lot still here? The wife told me there was bobbies at the door, but I didnae believe her. Yon wis last night though. What’s the matter?’
This was an old man, still in his slippers but with a thick, winter overcoat on. He was half-shaven only, and his bottom false-teeth had been lost or forgotten about. He was attaching a cap to his bald head as he sidled out of the door.
‘Nothing for you to worry about, sir. You’ll be told soon enough, I’m sure.’
‘Oh aye, well then. I’m just away to fetch the paper and the milk. We usually have toast for breakfast, but some bugger’s gone and left about twa dozen new rolls in the lobby. Well, if they’re no’ wanted, they’re aye welcome in my house.’
He chuckled, showing the raw red of his bottom gum.
‘Can I get you twa anything at the shop?’
But the two policemen were staring at one another, alarmed, speechless.
‘Get up there,’ one said, finally, to the other. Then: ‘And your name, sir?’
The old man preened himself; an old trooper.
‘Jock Laidlaw,’ he said, ‘at your service.’
Stevens was drinking, thankfully, the black coffee. The first hot thing he’d had in ages. He was seated in the living-room, his eyes everywhere.
‘I’m glad you woke me,’ Michael Rebus was saying. ‘I’ve got to get back home.’
I’ll bet you have, thought Stevens. I’ll bet you have. Rebus looked altogether more relaxed than he had foreseen. Relaxed, rested, easy with his conscience. Curiouser and curiouser.
‘Just a few questions, Mister Rebus, as I said.’
Michael Rebus sat down, crossing his legs, sipping his own coffee.
‘Yes?’
Stevens produced his notebook.
‘Your brother has had a very great shock.’
‘Yes.’
‘But he’ll be all right you think?’
‘Yes.’
Stevens pretended to write in his book.
‘Did he have a good night, by the way? Did he sleep all right?’
‘Well, none of us got much sleep. I’m not sure John slept at all.’ Michael’s eyebrows were gathering. ‘Look, what is all this?’
‘Just routine, Mister Rebus. You understand. We need all the details from everyone involved if we’re going to crack this case.’
‘But it’s cracked, isn’t it?’
Stevens’ heart jumped.
‘Is it?’ he heard himself say.
‘Well, don’t you know?’
‘Yes, of course, but we have to get all the details –’
‘From everyone concerned. Yes, so you said. Look, can I see your identification again? Just to be on the safe side.’
There was the sound of a key prodding at the front door.
Christ, thought Stevens, they’re back already.
‘Listen,’ he said through his teeth, ‘we know all about your little drugs-racket. Now tell us who’s behind it or else we’ll put you behind bars for a hundred years, sonny!’
Michael’s face went light-blue, then grey. His mouth seemed ready to drop open with a word, the one word Stevens needed.
But then one of the gorillas was in the room, propelling Stevens out of his chair.
‘I’ve not finished my coffee yet!’ he protested.
‘You’re lucky I don’t break your flaming neck, pal,’ replied the policeman.
Michael Rebus stood up, too, but he was saying nothing.
‘A name!’ cried Stevens. ‘Just give me the name! This’ll be spread right across the front pages, my friend, if you don’t co-operate! Give me the name!’
He kept up his cries all the way down the stairwell. Right down to the last step.
‘All right, I’m going,’ he said eventually, breaking free of the heavy grip on his arm. ‘I’m going. You were a bit slack there, boys, weren’t you? I’ll keep it quiet this time, but next time you better be ready. Okay?’
‘Get to fuck out of here,’ said one gorilla.
Stevens got to fuck. He slid into his car, feeling more frustrated and more curious than ever. God, he’d been close. But what did the hypnotist mean by that? The case was cracked. Was it? If so, he wanted to be there with the first details. He was not used to being so far behind in the game. Usually, games were played by his rules. No, he was not used to this, and he did not like it at all.
He loved it.
But, if the case was cracked, then time was tight. And if you could not get what you wanted from one brother, then go to the other. He thought he knew where John Rebus would be. His intuition ran high today. He felt inspired.
‘Well, John, this all seems quite fantastical, but I’m sure it’s a possibility. Certainly, it’s the best lead we’ve got, though I find it hard to conceive of a man with so much hate that he would murder four innocent girls just to give you the clues as to his ultimate victim.’
Chief Superintendent Wallace looked from Rebus to Gill Templer and back again. To Rebus’s left sat Anderson. Wallace’s hands lay like dead fish on his desk, a pen in front of him. The room was large and uncluttered, a self-assured oasis. Here, problems were always solved, decisions were made – always correctly.
‘The problem now is finding him. If we make this thing public, then that might scare him off, endangering your daughter’s life in the process. On the other hand, a public appeal would be by far the quickest way of finding him.’
‘You can’t possibly . . .!’ It was Gill Templer who, in that quiet room, was on the verge of exploding, but Wallace silenced her with a wave of his hand.
‘I am merely thinking aloud at this stage, Inspector Templer, merely casting stones into a pond.’
Anderson sat like a corpse, his eyes to the floor. He was on leave now officially and in mourning, but he had insisted on keeping in touch with the case and Superintendent Wallace had acquiesced.
‘Of course, John,’ Wallace was saying, ‘it’s impossible for you to remain on the case.’
Rebus rose to his feet.
‘Sit down, John, please.’ The Super’s eyes were hard and honest, the eyes of a real copper, one of the old school. Rebus sat down again. ‘Now I know how you must feel, believe it or believe it not. But there’s too much at stake here. Too much for all of us. You’re far too involved to be of any objective use, and the public would cry out about vigilante tactics. You must see that.’
‘All I see is that without me Reeve will stop at nothing. It’s me he wants.’
‘Exactly. And wouldn’t we be stupid to hand you over to him on a plate? We’ll do everything we can, as much as you could do. Leave it to us.’
‘The Army won’t tell you anything, you know.’
‘They’ll have to.’ Wallace began to toy with his pen, as though it were there for that very purpose. ‘Ultimately, they’ve got the same boss we have. They’ll be made to tell.’
Rebus shook his head.
‘They’re a law unto themselves. The SAS is hardly even a part of the Army. If they don’t want to tell you, then believe me, they won’t tell you a bloody thing.’ Rebus’s hand came down onto the desk. ‘Not a bloody thing.’
‘John.’ Gill’s hand squeezed his shoulder, asking him to be calm. She herself looked like a fury, but she knew when to keep quiet and let looks alone transmit her anger and her displeasure. For Rebus, however, it was actions that counted. He’d been sitting outside reality for way too long.
He rose from his small chair like a pure force, no longer human, and left the room in silence. The Superintendent looked at Gill.
‘He’s off the case, Gill. He must be made to realise that. I believe that you,’ he paused while opening and shutting a drawer, ‘that you and he have an understanding. That, at least, is how we used to phrase it in my day. Perhaps you should make him aware of his position. We’ll get this man, but not with Rebus hanging around intent on revenge.’ Wallace looked towards Anderson, who stared drily at him. ‘We don’t want vigilante tactics,’ he went on. ‘Not in Edinburgh. What would the tourists say?’ Then his face broke into a cold smile. He looked from Anderson to Gill, then rose from his chair. ‘This is all becoming extremely . . .’
‘Internecine?’ suggested Gill.
‘I was going to say incestuous. What with Chief Inspector Anderson here, his son and Rebus’s wife, yourself and Rebus, Rebus and this man Reeve, Reeve and Rebus’s daughter. I hope the press don’t get wind of this. You’ll be responsible for seeing that they don’t, and for punishing any that do. Am I making myself clear?’
Gill Templer nodded, stifling a sudden yawn.
‘Good.’ The Super nodded across to Anderson. ‘Now see that Chief Inspector Anderson gets home safely will you?’
William Anderson, seated in the back of the car, went through his mental list of informants and friends. He knew a couple of people who might know about the Special Air Service. Certainly, something like the Rebus-Reeve case could not have been hushed up totally, though it might well have been struck from the records. The soldiers would have known about it though. Grapevines existed everywhere, and especially where you would least expect them. He might need to twist a few arms and lay out a few tenners, but he would find the bastard if it was his last action on God’s earth.
Or he would be there when Rebus did.
Rebus had left the HQ by a back entrance, as Stevens had hoped. He followed Rebus as the policeman, looking the worse for wear, stalked away. What was it all about? No matter. As long as he stuck to Rebus, he could be sure of getting his story, and what a story it promised to be. Stevens kept checking behind him, but there seemed to be no tail on Rebus. No police tail, that was. It seemed strange to him that they would allow Rebus to go off on his own when there was no telling what a man would do whose daughter had been abducted. Stevens was hoping for the ultimate plot: he was hoping that Rebus would lead him straight to the big boys behind this new drugs ring. If not one brother, then the other.
Like a brother to me, and I to him. What happened? He knew what was to blame at heart. The method, that was the cause of all of this. The caging and the breaking and then the patching up. The patching up had not been a success, had it? They were both broken men in their own ways. That knowledge wouldn’t stop him from shearing Reeve’s head from its shoulders though. Nothing would stop that. But he had to find the bastard yet, and he had no idea where to start. He could feel the city closing in on him, bringing to bear all of its historical weight, smothering him. Dissent, rationalism, enlightenment: Edinburgh had specialized in all three, and now he too would need these charms. He needed to work on his own, quickly, yet methodically, using ingenuity and every tool at his disposal. Most of all he needed instinct.
After five minutes, he knew he was being followed, and the hair stood up at the back of his neck. It was not the usual police tail. That would not have been so easy to spot. But was it . . . Could he be so close . . . At a bus-stop, he stopped and turned suddenly, as though checking to see if a bus was coming. He saw the man dodge into a doorway. It wasn’t Gordon Reeve. It was that bloody reporter.
Rebus listened to his heart slow again, but the adrenaline was already pumping through him, filling him with a desire to run, to take off along this long straight road and run into the strongest head-wind imaginable. But then a bus came trundling round the corner, and he boarded that instead.
From the back window, he saw the reporter jump out of the doorway and desperately flag down a taxi-cab. Rebus had no time to be bothered with the man. He had some thinking to do, thinking about how in the world he could find Reeve. The possibility haunted him: he’ll find me. I don’t need to chase. But somehow that scared him most of all.
Gill Templer could not find Rebus. He had disappeared as though he had been a shadow merely and not a man at all. She telephoned and hunted and asked and did all the things a good copper should do, but she was confronted by the fact of a man who was not only a good copper himself, but had been one of the best in the SAS to boot. He might have been hiding under her feet, under her desk, in her clothes, and she would never have found him. So he stayed hidden.
He stayed hidden, she surmised, because he was on the move, swiftly and methodically moving through the streets and bars of Edinburgh in search of his prey, knowing that when found, the prey would turn hunter once more.
But Gill went on trying, shivering now and then when she thought of her lover’s grim and horrific past, and of the mentality of those who decided that such things were necessary. Poor John. What would she have done? She would have walked right out of that cell and kept on walking, just as he had done. And yet she would have felt guilty, too, just as he had felt guilt, and she would have put it all behind her, scarred invisibly.
Why did the men in her life have to be such complicated, fraught, screwed-up bastards? Did she attract the soiled goods only? It might have been humorous, but then there was Samantha to think about, and that wasn’t funny at all. Where did you start looking if you wanted to find a needle? She remembered Superintendent Wallace’s words: they’ve got the same boss we have. That was a truth well worth contemplating in all its complexity. For if they had the same boss, then perhaps a cover-up could be arranged at this end, now that the ancient and terrible truth had surfaced again. If this got into the papers, all hell would be let loose at every level of the service. Perhaps they would want to co-operate in hushing it up. Perhaps they would want Rebus silenced. My God, what if they should want John Rebus silenced? That would mean silencing Anderson, too, and herself. It would mean bribes or a total wipe-out. She would have to be very careful indeed. One false move now might mean her dismissal from the force, and that would not do at all. Justice had to be seen to be done. There could be no cover-ups. The Boss, whoever or whatever that anonymous term was meant to imply, would not have his or its day. There had to be truth, or the whole thing was a sham, and so were its actors.
And what of her feelings towards John Rebus himself, spotlit on the reddened stage? She hardly knew what to think. The notion still niggled at her that, no matter how absurd it might appear, John was somehow behind this whole thing: no Reeve, the notes sent to himself, jealousy leading him to kill his wife’s lover, his daughter now hidden somewhere – somewhere like that locked room.
It was hardly to be contemplated, which, considering the way the whole thing had gone thus far, was why Gill contemplated it very hard indeed. And rejected it, rejected it for no other reason than that John Rebus had once made love to her, once bared his soul to her, once clasped her hand beneath a hospital blanket. Would a man with something to hide have become involved with a policewoman? No, it seemed wholly unlikely.
So, again, it became a possibility, joining the others. Gill’s head began to pulse. Where the hell was John? And what if Reeve found him before they found Reeve? If John Rebus was a walking beacon to his enemy, then wasn’t it crazy for him to be out there on his own, wherever he was? Of course it was stupid. It had been stupid to let him walk out of the room, out of the building, vanishing like a whisper. Shit. She picked up the telephone again and dialled his flat.
John Rebus was moving through the jungle of the city, that jungle the tourists never saw, being too busy snapping away at the ancient golden temples, temples long since gone but still evident as shadows. This jungle closed in on the tourists relentlessly but unseen, a natural force, the force of dissipation and destruction.
Edinburgh’s an easy beat, his colleagues from the west coast would say. Try Partick for a night and tell me that it’s not. But Rebus knew different. He knew that Edinburgh was all appearances, which made the crime less easy to spot, but no less evident. Edinburgh was a schizophrenic city, the place of Jekyll & Hyde sure enough, the city of Deacon Brodie, of fur coats and no knickers (as they said in the west). But it was a small city, too, and that would be to Rebus’s advantage.
He hunted in the hard-man’s drinking dens, in the housing estates where heroin and unemployment were the totem kings, for he knew that somewhere in this anonymity a hard man could hide and could plan and could survive. He was trying to get inside Gordon Reeve’s skin. It was a skin sloughed many times, and Rebus had to admit, finally, that he was further away from his insane, murderous blood-brother than ever before. If he had turned his back on Gordon Reeve, then Reeve was refusing to show himself anyway. Perhaps there would be another note, another teasing clue. Oh, Sammy, Sammy, Sammy. Please God let her live, let her live.
Gordon Reeve had levitated right out of Rebus’s world. He was floating overhead, floating and gloating in his new-found power. It had taken him fifteen years to accomplish his trick, but my God what a trick. Fifteen years within which time he had probably changed his name and appearance, taken on a menial job, researched Rebus’s life. How long had this man been watching him? Watching and hating and scheming? All those times that he had felt his flesh creep for no reason, that the telephone had rung without a voice behind it, that small, easily forgotten accidents had occurred. And Reeve, grinning above him, a little god over Rebus’s destiny. Rebus, shivering, entered a pub for the hell of it and ordered a triple whisky.
‘It’s quarter-gills in here, pal. Are you sure you want a treble?’
‘Sure.’
What the hell. It was all one. If God swirled in his heaven, leaning down to touch his creatures, then it was a curious touch indeed that he gave them. Looking around, Rebus stared into a heart of desperation. Old men sat with their half-pint glasses, staring emptily towards the front door. Were they wondering what was outside? Or were they just scared that whatever was out there would one day force its way in, pushing into their dark corners and cowered glances with the wrath of some Old Testament monster, some behemoth, some flood of destruction? Rebus could not see behind their eyes, just as they could not see behind his. That ability not to share the sufferings of others was all that kept the mass of humanity rolling on, concentrating on the ‘me’, shunning the beggars and their folded arms. Rebus, behind his eyes, was begging now, begging to that strange God of his to allow him to find Reeve, to explain himself to the madman. God did not answer. The TV blared out some banal quiz show.
‘Fight Imperialism, fight Racism.’
A young girl wearing a mock-leather coat and little round glasses stood behind Rebus. He turned to her. She had a collecting tin in one hand and a pile of newspapers in the other.
‘Fight Imperialism, fight Racism.’
‘So you said.’ Even now he could feel the alcohol working on his jaw muscles, freeing them of stiffness. ‘Who are you from?’
‘Workers Revolutionary Party. The only way to smash the Imperialist system is for the workers to unite and smash racism. Racism is the backbone of repression.’
‘Oh? Aren’t you confusing two entirely different arguments there, love?’
She bristled, but was ready to argue. They always were.
‘The two are inextricable. Capitalism was built on slave labour and is maintained by slave labour.’
‘You don’t sound much like a slave, dear. Where did you get that accent? Cheltenham?’
‘My father was a slave to capitalist ideology. He didn’t know what he was doing.’
‘You mean you went to an expensive school?’
She was bristling now all right. Rebus lit a cigarette. He offered her one, but she shook her head. A capitalist product, he supposed, the leaves picked by slaves in South America. She was quite pretty though. Eighteen, nineteen. Funny Victorian shoes on, tight pointed little things. A long, straight black skirt. Black, the colour of dissent. He was all for dissent.
‘You’re a student, I suppose?’
‘That’s right,’ she said, shuffling uncomfortably. She knew a buyer when she saw one. This was not a buyer.
‘Edinburgh University?’
‘Yes.’
‘Studying what?’
‘English and politics.’
‘English? Have you heard of a guy called Eiser? He teaches there.’
She nodded.
‘He’s an old fascist,’ she said. ‘His theory of reading is a piece of right-wing propaganda to pull the wool over the eyes of the proletariat.’
Rebus nodded.
‘What was your party again?’
‘Workers Revolutionary.’
‘But you’re a student, eh? Not a worker, not one of the proletariat either by the sound of you.’ Her face was red, her eyes burning fire. Come the revolution, Rebus would be first against the wall. But he had not yet played his trump card. ‘So really, you’re contravening the Trades Description Act, aren’t you? And what about that tin? Do you have a licence from the proper authority to collect money in that tin?’
The tin was old, its old job-description torn from it. It was a plain, red cylinder, the kind used on poppy-day. But this was no poppy-day.
‘Are you a cop?’
‘Got it in one, love. Have you got a licence? I may have to pull you in otherwise.’
‘Fucking pig!’
Feeling this a fitting exit line, she turned from Rebus and walked to the door. Rebus, chuckling, finished his whisky. Poor girl. She would change. The idealism would vanish once she saw how hypocritical the whole game was, and what luxuries lay outside university. When she left, she’d want it all: the executive job in London, the flat, car, salary, wine-bar. She would chuck it all in for a slice of pie. But she wouldn’t understand that just now. Now was for the reaction against upbringing. That was what university was about. They all thought they could change the world once they got away from their parents. Rebus had thought that too. He had thought to return home from the Army with a row of medals and a list of commendations, just to show them. It had not been that way, though. Chastened, he was about to go when a voice called to him from three or four bar-stools away.
‘It disnae cure anything, dis it, son?’
An aged crone offered him these few pearls of wisdom from her carious mouth. Rebus watched her tongue slopping around in that black cavern.
‘Aye,’ he said, paying the barman, who thanked him with green teeth. Rebus could hear the television, the jingle of the cash-register, the shouted conversations of the old men, but behind it all, behind the cacophony, lay another sound, low and pure but more real to him than any of the others.
It was the sound of Gordon Reeve screaming.
Let me out Let me out
But Rebus did not go dizzy this time, nor did he panic and run for it. He stood up to the sound and allowed it to make its point, let it wash over him until it had had its say. He would never run away from that memory again.
‘Drink never cured anything, son,’ continued his personal witch. ‘Look at me. I wis as guid as anybody once upon a time, but when my husband died I just went tae pieces. D’ye ken whit I mean, son? The drink wis a great comfort tae me then, or so I thocht. But it tricks ye. It plays games wi ye. Ye jist sit aw day daein’ nothing but drinking. And life passes ye by.’
She was right. How could he take the time to sit here guzzling whisky and sentiment when his daughter’s life was balanced so finely? He must be mad; he was losing reality again. He had to hang onto that at the very least. He could pray again, but that only seemed to take him further away from the brute facts, and it was facts that he was chasing now, not dreams. He was chasing the fact that a lunatic from his cupboard of bad dreams had sneaked into this world and carried off his daughter. Did it resemble a fairy tale? All the better: there was bound to be a happy ending.
‘You’re right, love,’ he said. Then, ready to leave, he pointed to her empty glass. ‘Want another of those?’
She stared at him through rheumy eyes, then wagged her chin in a parody of compliance.
‘Another of what the lady’s drinking,’ Rebus said to the green-toothed barman. He handed over some coins. ‘And give her the change.’ Then he left the bar.
‘I need to talk. I think you do, too.’
Stevens was lighting a cigarette, rather melodramatically to Rebus’s mind, directly outside the bar. Beneath the glare of the street-lighting, his skin seemed almost yellow, seemed hardly thick enough to cover his skull.
‘Well, can we talk?’ The reporter put his lighter back in his pocket. His fair hair looked greasy. He had not shaved for a day or so. He looked hungry and cold.
But inside, he felt electric.
‘You’ve led me a merry dance, Mister Rebus. Can I call you John?’
‘Look, Stevens, you know the score here. I’ve got enough on my plate without all this.’
Rebus made to move past the reporter, but Stevens caught his arm.
‘No,’ he said, ‘I don’t know the score, not the final score. I seem to have been ejected from the park at half-time.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘You know exactly who’s behind all this, don’t you? Of course you do, and so do your superiors. Or do they? Have you told them the whole truth and nothing but the truth, John? Have you told them about Michael?’
‘What about him?’
‘Oh, come on.’ Stevens started to shuffle his feet, looking around him at the high blocks of flats, the late-afternoon sky behind them. He chuckled, shivering. Rebus recalled seeing him make that curious shivery motion at the party. ‘Where can we talk?’ said the reporter now. ‘What about in the pub? Or is there someone in there you’d rather I didn’t see?’
‘Stevens, you’re off your bloody head. I’m serious. Go home, get some sleep, eat, have a bath, just get to hell away from me. Okay?’
‘Or you’ll do what exactly? Get your brother’s heavy friend to rough me up a little? Listen, Rebus, the game’s over. I know. But I don’t know all of it. You’d be wise to have me as a friend rather than as an enemy. Don’t take me for a monkey. I credit you with more sense than to do that. Don’t let me down.’
Don’t let me down
‘After all, they’ve got your daughter. You need my help. I’ve got friends everywhere. We’ve got to fight this together.’
Rebus, confused, shook his head.
‘I don’t have a bloody clue what you’re talking about, Stevens. Go home, will you?’
Jim Stevens sighed, shaking his own head ruefully. He threw his cigarette onto the pavement and stubbed it out heavily, sending little flares of burning tobacco across the concrete.
‘Well, I’m sorry, John. I really am. Michael’s going to be put behind bars for a very long time on the evidence I have against him.’
‘Evidence? Of what?’
‘His drug-pushing, of course.’
Stevens didn’t see the blow coming. It wouldn’t have helped if he had. It was a vicious, curving swipe, sweeping up from Rebus’s side and catching him very low in the stomach. The reporter coughed out a little puff of wind, then fell to his knees.
‘Liar!’
Stevens coughed and coughed. It was as if he had run a marathon. He gulped in air, staying on his knees, his arms folded in front of his belly.
‘If you say so, John, but it’s the truth anyway.’ He looked up at Rebus. ‘You mean you honestly don’t know anything about it? Nothing at all?’
‘You better have some good proof, Stevens, or I’m going to see you swing.’
Stevens hadn’t expected this, he hadn’t expected this at all.
‘Well,’ he said, ‘this puts a different complexion on everything. Christ, I need a drink. Will you join me? I think we should talk a little now, don’t you? I won’t keep you long, but I think you should know.’
And, of course, thinking back, Rebus realised that he had known, but not consciously. That day, the day of the old man’s death, of visiting the rain-soaked graveyard, of visiting Mickey, he had smelled that toffee-apple smell in the living-room. He knew now what it had been. He had thought of it then, but had been distracted. Jesus Christ. Rebus felt his whole world sinking into the morass of a personal madness. He hoped the breakdown was not far off; he couldn’t keep going on like this for much longer.
Toffee-apples, fairy-tales, Sammy, Sammy, Sammy. Sometimes it was hard to hold onto reality when that reality was overpowering. The shield came to protect you. The shield of the breakdown, of forgetting. Laughter and forgetting.
‘This round’s on me,’ said Rebus, feeling calm again.
Gill Templer knew what she had always known: there was method in the killer’s choice of girls, so he must have had access to their names prior to the abductions. That meant that the four girls had to have something in common, some way that Reeve could have picked them all out. But what? They had checked up on everything. Certain hobbies the girls did have in common; netball, pop music, books.
Netball. Pop music. Books.
Netball. Pop music. Books.
That meant checking through netball-coaches (all women, so scratch that), record-shop workers and DJs, and bookshop-workers and librarians. Libraries.
Libraries.
Rebus had told stories to Reeve. Samantha used the city’s main lending library. So, occasionally, had the other girls. One of the girls had been seen heading up The Mound towards the library on the day she disappeared.
But Jack Morton had checked the library already. One of the men there had owned a blue Ford Escort. The suspect had been passed over. But had that initial interview been enough? She had to speak to Morton. Then she would conduct a second interview herself. She was about to look for Morton when her telephone rang.
‘Inspector Templer,’ she said to the beige mouthpiece.
‘The kid dies tonight,’ hissed a voice on the other end.
She sat bolt upright in her chair, almost causing it to topple.
‘Listen,’ she said, ‘if you’re a crank . . .’
‘Shut up, bitch. I’m no crank and you know it. I’m the real thing. Listen.’ There was a muffled cry from somewhere, the sob of a young girl. Then the hiss returned. ‘Tell Rebus tough luck. He can’t say I never gave him a chance.’
‘Listen, Reeve, I . . .’
She had not meant to say that, had not meant to let him know. But she had panicked on hearing Samantha’s cry. Now she heard another cry, the banshee cry of the madman who has been discovered. It sent the hairs on her neck climbing up each other. It froze the air around her. It was the cry of Death itself in one of its many guises. It was a lost soul’s final triumphant scream.
‘You know,’ he gasped, his voice a mixture of joy and terror, ‘you know, you know, you know. Aren’t you clever? And you’ve got a very sexy voice, too. Maybe I’ll come for you sometime. Was Rebus a good lay? Was he? Tell him that I’ve got his baby, and she dies tonight. Got that? Tonight.’
‘Listen, I . . .’
‘No, no, no. No more from me, Miss Templer. You’ve had nearly long enough to trace this. Bye.’
Click. Brrrr.
Time to trace it. She had been stupid. She should have thought of that first; indeed, she had not thought of it at all. Perhaps Superintendent Wallace had been right. Perhaps it was not only John who was too emotionally involved in the whole affair. She felt tired and old and spent. She felt as if all the case-work was suddenly an impossible burden, all the criminals invincible. Her eyes were irritating her. She thought of putting on her glasses, her personal shield from the world.
She had to find Rebus. Or should she seek out Jack Morton first? John would have to be told of this. They had a little time, but not much. The first guess had to be the right one. Who first? Rebus or Morton? She made the decision: John Rebus.
Unnerved by Stevens’ revelations, Rebus made his way back to his flat. He needed to find out about some things. Mickey could wait. He had drawn too many bad cards in the course of his afternoon’s foot-slogging. He had to get in touch with his old employers, the Army. He had to make them see that a life was at stake, they who prized life so strangely. A lot of phone-calls might be necessary. So be it.
But the first call he made was to the hospital. Rhona was fine. That was a relief. Still, however, she had not been told of Sammy’s abduction. Rebus swallowed hard. Had she been told of her lover’s death? She had not. Of course not. He arranged for some flowers to be sent to her. He was about to pluck up the courage to telephone the first of a long list of numbers when his own telephone rang. He let it ring for a while, but the caller was not about to let him go.
‘Hello?’
‘John! Thank God. I’ve been looking for you everywhere.’ It was Gill, sounding excited and nervous and yet trying to sound sympathetic, too. Her voice modulated wildly, and Rebus felt his heart – what was left of it for public consumption – go out to her.
‘What is it, Gill? Has anything happened?’
‘I’ve had a call from Reeve.’
Rebus’s heart pounded against the walls of its cell. ‘Tell me,’ he said.
‘Well, he just phoned up and said that he’s got Samantha.’
‘And?’
Gill swallowed hard. ‘And that he’s going to kill her tonight.’ There was a pause at Rebus’s end, strange distant sounds of movement. ‘John? Hello, John?’
Rebus stopped punching the telephone-stool. ‘Yes, I’m here. Jesus Christ. Did he say anything else?’
‘John, you really shouldn’t be on your own you know. I could –’
‘Did he say anything else?’ He was shouting now, his breath short like a runner’s.
‘Well, I . . .’
‘Yes?’
‘I let slip that we know who he is.’
Rebus sucked in his breath, examining his knuckles, noting that he had torn one of them open. He sucked blood, staring from his window. ‘What was his reaction to that?’ he said at last.
‘He went wild.’
‘I’ll bet he did. Jesus, I hope he doesn’t take it out on . . . Oh, Jesus. Why do you suppose he phoned you specifically?’ He had stopped licking his wound, and now turned his attention on his dark fingernails, tearing at them with his teeth, spitting them out across the room.
‘Well, I am Liaison Officer on the case. He may have seen me on the television or read my name in the newspapers.’
‘Or maybe he’s seen us together. He may have been following me during this whole thing.’ He looked from his window as a shabbily-dressed man shuffled his way up the street, stopping to pick up a cigarette-end. Christ, he needed a cigarette. He looked around for an ashtray, source of a few reusable butts.
‘I never thought of that.’
‘How the hell could you? We didn’t know that any of this was to do with me until . . . it was yesterday, wasn’t it? It seems like days ago. But remember, Gill, his notes were delivered by hand in the beginning.’ He lit the remnants of a cigarette, sucking in the stinging smoke. ‘He’s been so close to me, and I didn’t feel a thing, not a tingle. So much for a policeman’s sixth sense.’
‘Speaking of sixth senses, John, I’ve had a hunch.’ Gill was relieved to hear how his voice had become calmer. She felt a little calmer, too, as though they were helping each other to hang on to a crowded lifeboat in a storm-torn sea.
‘What’s that?’ Rebus slumped himself into his chair, looking around his barren room, dusty and chaotic. He saw the glass used by Michael, a plate of toast crumbs, two empty cigarette packets, and two coffee cups. He would sell this place soon, no matter how low the price. He would move well away from here. He would.
‘Libraries,’ Gill was saying, staring at her own office, the files and mounds of paperwork, the clutter of months and years, the electric buzz in the air. ‘The one thing that all the girls, Samantha included, have in common is that they used, if irregularly, the same library, the Central Library. Reeve might have worked there once and been able to find the names he needed to fit his puzzle.’
‘That’s certainly a thought,’ said Rebus, suddenly interested. It was too much of a coincidence, surely – or was it? How better to find out about John Rebus than to get a quiet job for a few months or a few years? How better to trap young girls than by posing as a librarian? Reeve had gone undercover all right, so well-camouflaged as to be invisible.
‘It just so happens,’ Gill continued, ‘that your friend Jack Morton has been to the Central Library already. He checked up on a suspect there who owned a blue Escort. He gave the man a clean bill of health.’
‘Yes, and they gave the Yorkshire Ripper a clean bill of health on more than one occasion, didn’t they? It’s worth rechecking. What was the suspect’s name?’
‘I’ve no idea. I’ve been trying to find Jack Morton, but he’s off somewhere. John, I’ve been worried about you. Where have you been? I’ve been trying to find you.’
‘I call that a waste of police time and effort, Inspector Templer. Get your nose back to the real grindstone. Find Jack. Find that name.’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘I’ll be here for a while if you need me. I’ve got a few phone calls of my own to make.’
‘I hear that Rhona is stable . . .’ But Rebus had already put down his receiver. Gill sighed, rubbing at her face, desperate for some rest. She decided to arrange for someone to be sent over to John Rebus’s flat. He could not be left to fester and, perhaps, explode. Then she had to find that name. She had to find Jack Morton.
Rebus made himself some coffee, thought about going out for milk, but decided in the end to have the coffee bitter and black, the taste and the colour of his thoughts. He thought over Gill’s idea. Reeve as a librarian? It seemed improbable, unthinkable, but then everything that had happened to him of late had been unthinkable. Rationality could be a powerful enemy when you were faced with the irrational. Fight fire with fire. Accept that Gordon Reeve might have secured a job in the library; something innocuous yet essential to his plan. And suddenly, for John Rebus as for Gill, it all seemed to fit. ‘For those who read between the times.’ For those who are involved with books between one time (The Cross) and another (the present). My God, was nothing arbitrary in this life? No, nothing at all. Behind the seemingly irrational lay the clear golden path of the design. Behind this world there was another. Reeve was in the library: Rebus felt sure of that. It was five o’clock. He could reach the library just as it was closing. But would Gordon Reeve still be there, or would he have moved on now that he had his final victim?
But Rebus knew that Sammy was not Reeve’s final victim. She was not a ‘victim’ at all. She was merely another device. There could be only one victim: Rebus himself. And for that reason Reeve would still be nearby, still within Rebus’s reach. For Reeve wanted to be found, but slowly, a sort of cat-and-mouse game in reverse. Rebus thought back to the game of cat-and-mouse as played in his schooldays. Sometimes the boy being chased by a girl, or the girl being chased by a boy, would want to be caught, because he or she felt something for the chaser. And so the whole thing became something other than it seemed. That was Reeve’s game. Cat and mouse, and he the mouse with the sting in his tail, the bite in his teeth, and Rebus as soft as milk, as pliant as fur and contentment. There had been no contentment for Gordon Reeve, not for many years, not since he had been betrayed by one whom he had come to call brother.
Just a kiss
The mouse caught.
The brother I never had
Poor Gordon Reeve, balancing on that slender pipe, the piss trickling down his legs, and everybody laughing at him.
And poor John Rebus, shunned by his father and his brother, a brother who had turned to crime now and who must be punished eventually.
And poor Sammy. She was the one he should be thinking of. Think only of her, John, and everything will turn out all right.
But if this was a serious game, a game of life and death, then he had to remember that it was still a game. Rebus knew now that he had Reeve. But having caught him, what would happen? The roles would switch in some way. He did not yet know all the rules. There was one way and only the one way to learn them. He left the coffee to go cold on his coffee-table, beside all the other waste. There was bitterness enough in his mouth as it was.
And out there, out in the iron-grey drizzle, there was a game to be finished.
From his flat in Marchmont to the library could be a delightful walk, showing the strengths of Edinburgh as a city. He passed through a verdant open area called The Meadows, and on the skyline before him stood the great grey Castle, a flag blowing in the fine rain over its ramparts. He passed the Royal Infirmary, home of discoveries and famous names, part of the University, Greyfriars Kirkyard and the tiny statue of Greyfriars Bobby. How many years had that little dog lain beside its master’s grave? How many years had Gordon Reeve gone to sleep at night with burning thoughts of John Rebus on his mind? He shuddered. Sammy, Sammy, Sammy. He hoped that he would get to know his daughter better. He hoped that he would be able to tell her that she was beautiful, and that she would find great love in her life. Dear God, he hoped she was alive.
Walking along George IV Bridge, which took tourists and others over the city’s Grassmarket, safely away from that area’s tramps and derelicts, latter-day paupers with nowhere to turn, John Rebus’s mind churned a few facts. For one, Reeve would be armed. For another, he might be in disguise. He remembered Sammy talking about the down-and-outs who sat around all day in the library. He could be one of them. He wondered what he would do if and when he met Reeve face to face. What would he say? Questions and theories began to disturb him, frightened him almost as much as did the recognition that Sammy’s fate at the hands of Reeve would be painful and protracted. But she was more important to him than memory: she was the future. And so he stalked towards the Gothic façade of the library with determination, not fear, on his face.
A news vendor outside, his coat wrapped around him like damp tissue-paper, cried out the latest news, not of the Strangler today but of some disaster at sea. News did not last for long. Rebus swerved past the man, eyeing his face carefully. He noticed that his own shoes were letting in water as usual, then he entered the oak swing-doors.
At the main desk a security man flicked through a newspaper. He did not resemble Gordon Reeve, not in any way at all. Rebus breathed deeply, trying to stop himself from shaking.
‘We’re closing, sir,’ said the guard from behind his newspaper.
‘Yes, I’m sure you are.’ The guard did not appear to like the sound of Rebus’s voice; it was a hard, icy voice, used like a weapon. ‘My name’s Rebus. Detective Sergeant Rebus. I’m looking for a man called Reeve who works here. Is he around?’
Rebus hoped that he sounded calm. He did not feel calm. The guard left his newspaper on the chair and came up to face him. He studied Rebus, as though wary of him. Good: Rebus wanted it that way.
‘Can I see your identification?’
Clumsily, his fingers not ready to be delicate, Rebus fished out his ID card. The guard looked at it for some time, glancing up at him.
‘Reeve did you say?’ He handed Rebus’s card back and brought out a list of names attached to a yellow plastic clip-board. ‘Reeve, Reeve, Reeve, Reeve. No, there’s nobody called Reeve works here.’
‘Are you sure? He may not be a librarian. He could be a cleaner or something, anything.’
‘No, everybody’s on my list, from the Director down to the porter. Look, that’s my name there. Simpson. Everybody’s on this list. He’d be on this list if he worked here. You must have made a mistake.’
Staff were beginning to leave the building, calling out their ‘goodnight’s’ and their ‘see you’s’. He might lose Reeve if he didn’t hurry. Always supposing that Reeve still worked here. It was such a slender straw, such a tenuous hope, that Rebus began to panic again.
‘Can I see that list?’ He put out his hand, making his eyes burn with authority. The guard hesitated, then handed over the clip-board. Rebus searched it furiously, looking for anagrams, clues, anything.
He didn’t have to look far.
‘Ian Knott,’ he whispered to himself. Ian Knott. Gordian knot. Reef knot. Gordian reef. It’s just like my name. He wondered if Gordon Reeve could smell him. He could smell Reeve. He was as close as a short walk, perhaps a flight of stairs. That was all.
‘Where does Ian Knott work?’
‘Mister Knott? He works part-time in the children’s section. Nicest man you could hope to meet. Why? What’s he done?’
‘Is he in today?’
‘I think so. I think he comes in for two hours at the end of the afternoon. Look, what’s this all about?’
‘The children’s section, you said? That’s downstairs, isn’t it?’
‘That’s right.’ The guard was really flustered now. He knew trouble when he saw it. ‘I’ll just phone down and let him . . .’
Rebus leaned across the desk so that his nose touched that of the guard. ‘You’ll do nothing, understand? If you buzz down to him, I’ll come back up and kick that telephone so far up your arse that you really will be able to make internal calls. Do you get my drift?’
The guard started to nod slowly and carefully, but Rebus had already turned his back on him and was heading for the gleaming stairwell.
The library smelled of used books, of damp, of brass and polish. In Rebus’s nostrils it was the smell of confrontation, a smell that would remain with him. Walking down the stairs, down into the heart of the library, it became the smell of a hosing down in the middle of the night, of wrenching a gun away from its owner, of lonely marches overland, of wash-houses, of that whole nightmare. He could smell colours and sounds and sensations. There was a word for that feeling, but he could not remember it for the moment.
He counted the steps down, using the exercise to calm himself. Twelve stairs, then around a corner, then twelve more. And he found himself at a glass door with a small painting on it: a teddy bear and a skipping-rope. The bear was laughing at something. To Rebus, it was smiling at him. Not a pleasant smile, but a gloating one. Come in, come in, whoever you are. He studied the room’s interior. There was nobody about, not a soul. Quietly, he pushed open the door. No children, no librarians. But he could hear someone placing books on a shelf. The sound came from a partition behind the lending-desk. Rebus tiptoed over to the desk and pressed a little bell there.
From behind the partition, humming, brushing invisible dust from his hands, came an older, chubbier, smiling Gordon Reeve. He look a bit like a teddy bear himself. Rebus’s hands were gripping the edge of the desk.
Gordon Reeve stopped humming when he saw Rebus, but the smile still played games with his face, making him seem innocent, normal, safe.
‘Good to see you, John,’ he said. ‘So you’ve tracked me down at last, you old devil. How are you?’ He was holding out a hand for Rebus to shake. But John Rebus knew that if he lifted his fingers from the edge of the desk, he would crumple to the floor.
He remembered Gordon Reeve now, recalled every detail of their time together. He remembered the man’s gestures and his jibes and his thoughts. Blood brothers they had been, enduring together, able to read the other’s mind almost. Blood brothers they would be again. Rebus could see it in the mad, clear eyes of his smiling tormentor. He felt the sea rushing through him, stinging his ears. This was it then. This was what had been expected of him.
‘I want Samantha,’ he enunciated. ‘I want her alive and I want her now. Then we can settle this any way you like. Where is she, Gordon?’
‘Do you know how long it is since anyone called me that? I’ve been Ian Knott for so long I can hardly bring myself to think of me as a “Gordon Reeve”.’ He smiled, looking behind Rebus’s back. ‘Where’s the cavalry, John? Don’t tell me you’ve come along here on your own? That’s against procedure, isn’t it?’
Rebus knew better than to tell him the truth. ‘They’re outside, don’t worry. I’ve come in here to talk, but I’ve got plenty of friends outside. You’re finished, Gordon. Now tell me where she is.’
But Gordon Reeve only shook his head, chuckling. ‘Come on, John. It wouldn’t be your style to bring anyone with you. You forget that I know you.’ He looked tired suddenly. ‘I know you so well.’ His disguise was slipping away, piece by careful piece. ‘No, you’re alone all right. All alone. Just like I was, remember?’
‘Where is she?’
‘Not telling.’
There could be no doubt that the man was insane; perhaps he always had been. He looked the way he had looked on the days just before the bad days in their cell, on the edge of an abyss, an abyss created in his own mind. But fearful all the same, for the very reason that it was outwith any physical control. He was, smiling, surrounded by colourful posters, glossy drawings and picture-books, the most dangerous-looking man Rebus had met in his entire life.
‘Why?’
Reeve looked at him as though he could not have asked a more infantile question. He shook his head, smiling still, the whore’s smile, the cool, professional smile of the killer.
‘You know why,’ he said. ‘Because of everything. Because you left me in the lurch, just as surely as if we had been in the hands of the enemy. You deserted, John. You deserted me. You know what the sentence is for that, don’t you? You know what the sentence is for desertion?’
Reeve’s voice had become hysterical. He chuckled again, trying to calm himself. Rebus steadied himself for violence, pumping adrenaline through his body, knotting his fists and his muscles.
‘I know your brother.’
‘What?’
‘Your brother Michael, I know him. Did you know that he’s a drugs pusher? Well, more of a middle-man really. Anyway, he’s up to his neck in trouble, John. I’ve been his supplier for a while. Long enough to find out about you. Michael was very keen to reassure me that he wasn’t a plant, a police informer. He was keen to spill the beans about you, John, so that we’d believe him. He always thought of the setup as a “we”, but it was just little me. Wasn’t that clever of me? I’ve already fixed your brother. His head’s in a noose, isn’t it? You could call it a contingency plan.’
He had John Rebus’s brother, and he had his daughter. There was only one more person he wanted, and Rebus had walked straight into this trap. He needed time to think.
‘How long have you been planning all this?’
‘I’m not sure.’ He laughed, growing in confidence. ‘Ever since you deserted, I suppose. Michael was the easiest part, really. He wanted easy money. It was simple enough to persuade him that drugs were the answer. He’s in it up to his neck, your brother.’ The last word was spat out at Rebus as though it were venom. ‘Through him I found out a little more about you, John. And that made everything easier in its turn.’ Reeve shrugged his shoulders. ‘So you see, if you turn me in, I’ll turn him in.’
‘It won’t work. I want you too badly.’
‘So you’ll let your brother rot in jail? Fair enough. Either way, I win. Can’t you see that?’
Yes, Rebus could see it, but dimly, as though it were a difficult equation in a hot classroom.
‘What happened to you anyway?’ he asked now, unsure why he was playing for time. He had come charging in here without a self-protective thought or a plan in his head. And now he was stuck, awaiting Reeve’s move, which must surely come. ‘I mean, what happened after I . . . deserted?’
‘Oh, they cracked me quite quickly after that.’ Reeve was nonchalant. He could afford to be. ‘I was out on my ear. They put me into a hospital for a while, then let me go. I heard that you’d gone ga-ga. That cheered me up a little. But then I heard a rumour that you’d joined the police force. Well, I couldn’t stand the thought of you having a cosy life of it. Not after what we’d been through and what you’d done.’ His face began to jerk a little. His hands rested on the desk, and Rebus could smell the vinegary sweat coming from him. He spoke as though drifting off to sleep, but with each word Rebus knew that he was becoming more dangerous still, and yet he could not make himself move, not yet.
‘It took you long enough to get to me.’
‘It was worth the wait.’ Reeve rubbed at his cheek. ‘Sometimes I thought I might die before it was all finished, but I think I always knew that I wouldn’t.’ He smiled. ‘Come on, John, I’ve got something to show you.’
‘Sammy?’
‘Don’t be fucking stupid.’ The smile disappeared again, only for a second. ‘Do you think I’d keep her here? No, but I’ve got something else that will interest you. Come on.’
He led Rebus behind the partition. Rebus, his nerves jangling, studied Reeve’s back, the muscles covered in a layer of easy living. A librarian. A children’s librarian. And Edinburgh’s own mass murderer.
Behind the partition were shelves and shelves of books, some piled haphazardly, others in neat rows, their spines matching.
‘These are all waiting to be reshelved,’ said Reeve, waving a custodial hand around him. ‘It was you that got me interested in books, John. Do you remember?’
‘Yes, I told you stories.’ Rebus had started to think about Michael. Without him, Reeve might never have been found, might never have been suspected even. And now he Would go to jail. Poor Mickey.
‘Now where did I put it? I know it’s here somewhere. I put it aside to show you, if you ever found me. God knows, it’s taken you long enough. You’ve not been very bright, have you, John?’
It was easy to forget that the man was insane, that he had killed four girls in a game and had another at his mercy. It was so easy.
‘No,’ said Rebus, ‘I’ve not been very bright.’
He could feel himself tightening. The very air around him seemed to be getting thinner. Something was about to happen. He could feel it. And to stop it from happening, all he had to do was punch Reeve in the kidneys, chop him behind the neck, restrain him and bundle him out of here.
So why didn’t he do just that? He did not know himself. All he knew was that whatever would happen would happen, and that it had been set out like the plan of a building or a game of noughts and crosses many years before. Reeve had started the game. That left Rebus in a no-win situation. But he could not leave it unfinished. There had to be this rummaging in the shelves, this find.
‘Ah, here it is. It’s a book I’ve been reading . . .’
But, John Rebus realised, if Reeve had been reading it, then why was it so well hidden?
‘Crime and Punishment. You told me the story, do you remember?’
‘Yes, I remember. I told it to you more than once.’
‘That’s right, John, you did.’
The book was a quality leather edition, quite old. It did not seem like a library copy. Reeve handled it as though he were handling money or diamonds. It was as though he had owned nothing so precious in all his life.
‘There’s one illustration in here that I want you to see, John. Do you recall what I said about old Raskolnikov?’
‘You said he should have shot the lot of them . . .’
Rebus caught the under-meaning a second too late. He had misread this clue as he had misread so many of Reeve’s clues. Meantime, Gordon Reeve, his eyes shining, had opened the book and brought out a small snub-nosed revolver from its hollowed-out interior. The gun was being raised to meet Rebus’s chest when he sprang forward and butted Reeve on the nose. Planning was one thing, but sometimes dirty inspiration was needed. Blood and mucus came crashing from the suddenly broken bones. Reeve gasped, and Rebus’s hand pushed the gun-arm away from him. Reeve was screaming now, a scream from the past, from so many living nightmares. It set Rebus off balance, plunging him back into his act of betrayal. He could see the guards, the open door, and he with his back to the screams of the trapped man. The scene before him blurred, and was replaced by an explosion.
The soft thump in his shoulder turned quickly to a spreading numbness and then to an intense pain, seeming to fill his entire body. He clutched at his jacket, feeling blood soak through the padding, through the lightweight material. Jesus Christ, so that was what it was like to be shot. He felt as though he would be sick, would faint clean away, but then he felt an onrush of something, coming up from his soul. It was the blinding force of anger. He was not about to lose this one. He saw Reeve wiping the mess from his face, trying to stop his eyes from watering, the gun still wavering before him. Rebus picked up a heavy-looking book and swiped at Reeve’s hand, sending the gun flying into a pile of books.
And then Reeve was gone, staggering through the shelves, pulling them down after him. Rebus ran back to the desk and telephoned for help, his eyes wary for Gordon Reeve’s return. There was silence in the room. He sat down on the floor.
Suddenly the door opened and William Anderson came through it, dressed in black like some clichéd avenging angel. Rebus smiled.
‘How the hell did you find me?’
‘I’ve been following you for quite a while.’ Anderson bent down to examine Rebus’s arm. ‘I heard the shot. I take it you’ve found our man?’
‘He’s still in here somewhere, unarmed. The gun’s back there.’
Anderson tied a handkerchief around Rebus’s shoulder.
‘You need an ambulance, John.’ But Rebus was already rising to his feet.
‘Not yet. Let’s get this finished. How come I didn’t spot you trailing me?’
Anderson allowed himself a smile. ‘It takes a very good copper to know when I’m trailing them, and you’re not very good, John. You’re just good.’
They went behind the partition and began to move carefully further and further into the shelves. Rebus had picked up the gun. He pushed it deep into his pocket. There was no sign of Gordon Reeve.
‘Look.’ Anderson was pointing to a half open door at the very back of the stacks. They moved towards it, slowly still, and Rebus pushed it open. He confronted a steep iron stairwell, badly lit. It seemed to twist down into the foundations of the library. There was nowhere to go but down.
‘I’ve heard about this, I think,’ whispered Anderson, his whispers echoing around the deep shaft as they descended. ‘The library was built on the site of the old Sheriff Court, and the cells which used to be beneath the courthouse are still there. The library stores old books in them. A whole maze of cells and passageways, leading right under the city.’
Smooth plaster walls gave way to ancient brickwork as they descended. Rebus could smell fungus, an old bitter smell left over from a previous age.
‘He could be anywhere then.’
Anderson shrugged his shoulders. They had reached the bottom of the stairs, and found themselves in a wide passageway, clear of books. But off this passageway were alcoves – the old cells presumably – in which were stacked rows of books. There seemed no order, no pattern. They were just old books.
‘He could probably get out of here,’ whispered Anderson. ‘I think there are exits to places like the present-day court-house and Saint Giles Cathedral.’
Rebus was in awe. Here was a piece of old Edinburgh, intact and undefiled. ‘It’s incredible,’ he said. ‘I never knew about this.’
‘There’s more. Underneath the City Chambers there are supposed to be whole streets of the old city which the builders just built right on top of. Whole streets, shops, houses, roads. Hundreds of years old.’ Anderson shook his head, realising, as was Rebus, that you could not trust your own knowledge: you could walk right over a reality without necessarily encroaching on it.
They worked their way along the passage, thankful for the dim electric lighting on the ceiling, checking each and every cell with no success.
‘Who is he then?’ Anderson whispered.
‘He’s an old friend of mine,’ said Rebus, feeling a little dizzy. It seemed to him that there was very little oxygen down here. He was sweating profusely. He knew that it had to do with the loss of blood, and that he shouldn’t be here at all, yet he needed to be here. He remembered that there were things he should have done. He should have found out Reeve’s address from the guard and sent a police car round in case Sammy were there. Too late now.
‘There he is!’
Anderson had spotted him, way ahead of them in such shadow that Rebus could not make out a shape until Reeve started to run. Anderson ran after him, with Rebus, swallowing hard, trying to keep up.
‘Watch him, he’s dangerous.’ Rebus felt his words fall away from him. He had not the strength to shout. Suddenly everything was going wrong. Ahead, he saw Anderson catch up with Reeve, and saw Reeve lash out with a near-perfect roundhouse kick, learned all those years ago and not forgotten. Anderson’s head swivelled to one side as the kick landed, and he fell against the wall. Rebus had slumped to his knees, panting hard, his eyes hardly able to focus. Sleep, he needed sleep. The cold, uneven ground felt comfortable to him, as comfortable as the best bed he could want. He wavered, ready to fall. Reeve seemed to be walking towards him, while Anderson slid down the wall. Reeve seemed massive now, still in shadow, growing larger with each step until he consumed Rebus, and Rebus could see him grinning from ear to ear.
‘Now you,’ Reeve roared. ‘Now for you.’ Rebus knew that somewhere above them traffic was probably moving effortlessly across George IV Bridge, people were probably walking smartly home to an evening of television and family comfort, while he knelt at the feet of this nightmare, a poor forked animal at the end of the chase. It would do him no good to scream, no good to fight against it. He saw a blur of Gordon Reeve bend down in front of him, its face pushed awkwardly to one side. Rebus remembered that he had broken Reeve’s nose quite successfully.
So did Reeve. He stood back and swung a heaving kick at John Rebus’s chin. Rebus managed to move slightly, something still working away inside him, and the blow caught him on the cheek, sending him sideways. Lying in a half-protective foetal position he heard Reeve laugh, and watched the hands as they closed around his throat. He thought of the woman and his own hands around her neck. This was justice then. So be it. And then he thought of Sammy, of Gill, of Anderson and Anderson’s murdered son, of those little girls, all dead. No, he could not let Gordon Reeve win. It wouldn’t be right. It wouldn’t be fair. He felt his tongue and eyes bulging, straining. He slipped his hand into his pocket, as Gordon Reeve whispered to him: ‘You’re glad it’s all over, aren’t you, John? You’re actually relieved.’
And then another explosion filled the passage, hurting Rebus’s ears. The recoil from the gunshot tingled through his hand and his arm, and he caught the sweet smell again, something like the smell of toffee-apples. Reeve, startled, froze for a second, then folded like paper, falling across Rebus, smothering him. Rebus, unable to move, decided it was safe to go to sleep now . . .
They kicked down the door of Ian Knott’s small bungalow, a tiny, quiet suburban house, in full view of his curious neighbours, and found Samantha Rebus there, petrified, tied to a bed, her mouth taped shut, and with pictures of the dead girls for company. Everything became very professional after that, as Samantha was led weeping from the house. The driveway was hidden from the neighbouring bungalow by a tall hedge, and so nobody had seen anything of Reeve’s comings and goings. He was a quiet man, the neighbours said. He had moved into the house seven years ago, at the time when he had started work as a librarian.
Jim Stevens was happy enough with the conclusion of the case. It made for a full week’s stories. But how could he have been so wrong about John Rebus? He couldn’t work that one out at all. Still, his drugs story had been completed too, and Michael Rebus would go to jail. There was no doubt about that.
The London press came in search of their own versions of the truth. Stevens met one journalist in the bar of the Caledonian Hotel. The man was trying to buy Samantha Rebus’s story. He patted his pocket, assuring Jim Stevens that he had his editor’s cheque-book with him. This seemed to Stevens to be part of some larger malaise. It wasn’t just that the media could create reality and then tamper with that creation whenever they liked. There was something beneath the surface of it all, something different to the usual dirt and squalor and mess, something much more ambiguous. He didn’t like it at all, and he didn’t like what it had done to him. He talked with the London journalist about vague concepts such as justice and trust and balance. They talked for hours, drinking whisky and beer, but still the same questions remained. Edinburgh had shown itself to Jim Stevens as never before, cowering beneath the shadow of the Castle Rock in hiding from something. All the tourists saw were shadows from history, while the city itself was something else entirely. He didn’t like it, he didn’t like the job he was doing, and he didn’t like the hours. The London offers were still there. He clutched at the biggest straw and drifted south.
The writing of this novel was aided hugely by the help given to me by the Leith CID in Edinburgh, who were patient about my many questions and my ignorance of police procedures. And although this is a work of fiction, with all the faults of such, I was aided in my research into the Special Air Service by Tony Geraghty’s excellent book Who Dares Wins (Fontana, 1983).
Discussion points for Knots & Crosses
In what ways does Knots & Crosses reveal the passage of time since it was written?
Rebus’s relationship with his brother Michael isn’t easy; is this a metaphor for the difficulties Rebus faces regarding other sorts of ‘brotherhood’, such as within the police force or the army?
Ian Rankin refers several times to ‘practical jokes’; in Knots & Crosses how does he explore themes of jokes, games and linguistic trickery?
Are the skills of journalist Jim Stevens mirrored by those of Rebus? Do the two men respect the similarities between them? And what do they each feel about drawing close to the ‘big fish’? Does the act of reading a crime story put the reader in a similar role to that of either detective or investigative journalist and, if so, in what way?
What contrasts does Jim Stevens make between ‘old-fashioned’ crime, such as the ‘families’ of 1950s Glasgow gangsters, and the ‘new’ crime wave, such as drug-dealing? And which does he favour?
What do you make of Rebus’s behaviour towards the woman he picks up at the Rio Grande Bingo Hall?
‘Was nothing arbitrary in this life?’ Rebus wonders. ‘No, nothing at all. Behind the seemingly irrational lay the clear golden path of the design.’ Consider how even in his debut novel Ian Rankin explores this notion.
Are there any signs remaining that Ian Rankin toyed with the idea of killing Rebus off at the end of Knots & Crosses?
If Ian Rankin had envisaged Knots & Crosses to be the opener for the lengthy and detailed series the Rebus books were to become, how could he have allowed his plotting to draw to a close in a more open-ended manner? And might this have made the narrative stronger ultimately?
To Michael Shaw,
not before time
Contents
‘My devil had long been caged, he came out roaring.’
– The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde
A year or two after Hide & Seek was published, there was a break-in at Edinburgh’s police headquarters. Among the items rumoured to have been stolen was a list of names of men prominent in Edinburgh society. Allegations had been made that these men had been using rent boys, leaving themselves open to blackmail, and a police inquiry had been instituted. There were enough similarities between the real-life case and aspects of my novel that people would stop me in the street to ask how I’d known so much so soon. I would explain that my sources had to be protected.
There were no sources, of course: I’d made the story up.
I saw Hide & Seek very much as a companion piece to Knots & Crosses. Reviewers had failed to pick up on the earlier book’s use of Robert Louis Stevenson’s Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde as a template. I was determined to try once more to drag Stevenson’s story back to its natural home of Edinburgh, and to update the theme for a modern-day audience. In fact, the book’s eventual working title was Hyde & Seek, but only after I’d ditched Dead Beat (at the behest of my agent, to whom the book was eventually dedicated). The final version of Hide & Seek opens with a quote from Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde and goes on to use quotes from Stevenson’s book at the start of each section. Moreover, I lifted many of the character names directly from Stevenson’s masterpiece – Enfield, Poole, Carew, Lanyon – while Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde provides Detective Inspector Rebus with his night-time reading, when he’s not busy mulling over his latest case.
Not that I was keen for readers to get the connection or anything . . .
Between Knots & Crosses and the events of Hide & Seek, Rebus has been promoted from detective sergeant – his one and only promotion in the series so far. Other changes have taken place. Rebus has a new sidekick called Brian Holmes (a none-too-subtle nod to another Edinburgh writer, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle). And Edinburgh is changing, too, as new money moves in. The book was written in 1988 and 1989. By then, I was living in London, at the height of Thatcherism. Red braces and Moët were all the rage. In some wine bars, rising property values seemed to be the only currency of conversation. I’d been in London for a couple of years and was not making much of a go of it. My wife and I lived in a maisonette in Tottenham, and having failed to find full-time writing a lucrative enough proposition, I was working as a magazine journalist in Crystal Palace, entailing a three-hour commute each weekday. I seemed to be surrounded by people more successful than me, people with fat salaries or five-figure publishing deals. My situation at the time seems to me now to explain the bitter edge to much of the writing in Hide & Seek, and is reflected in Brian Holmes’s memories of his few student months in London (‘a season spent in hell’, as he himself remembers it).
The novel did not come hard on the heels of Knots & Crosses: there had been two other novels in between. One was a spy adventure, Watchman; the other, Westwind, my attempt at a techno-thriller. The latter, however, was struggling to find a publisher of any kind, while the former had sold a scant 500 copies in hardcover. Hide & Seek was actually begun in the summer of 1988, but failed to make much headway. My job got in the way, as did attempts to turn my first novel, The Flood, into a useable screenplay, and various frustrating efforts to get work as a script-writer on The Bill. I was also reviewing books most weeks for a new broadsheet called Scotland on Sunday.
One other reason why I may have held back on a second Rebus novel: plans had been afoot to film the first one, with Leslie Grantham (Dirty Den in EastEnders) as Rebus. This plan eventually fell through in January 1989. My guess had been that Grantham would want the action of Knots & Crosses relocated to London. Now that he would not be taking Rebus to the screen, I felt free to write a second Edinburgh-based adventure for my character. The final draft of the book was completed in May.
It’s a less overwrought work than its predecessor, the prose leaner, though the Rebus we meet is still not the fully formed character of later books. For one thing, he’s still too well-read, quoting from Walt Whitman – someone I’d studied at university but of whom Rebus couldn’t really be expected to have had knowledge. He also quotes from the Romantic poets, and listens to Radio Three in his car. On his hi-fi at home, there’s jazz, but also the Beatles’ White Album (I’d soon have him preferring the Stones). My own time as a hi-fi journalist is reflected in the expensive Linn turntable owned by one character, while a scene inside the library at the University of Edinburgh takes Holmes to the fifth floor, which I’d haunted during my three years as a postgraduate student.
There are other literary references in the book: to James Hogg’s Confessions of a Justified Sinner, and to the poet George MacBeth, who had shared a writers’ retreat with me a couple of years before. A character from The Flood pops up in the first few pages, and Rebus and Holmes also visit west-central Fife where both the Inspector and I grew up. It’s noticeable to me now that Rebus in particular is not as cynical about his old hunting-ground as he was when paying his respects in Knots & Crosses. Maybe enough of my spleen had been vented. London was the enemy now; London, and the harsh materialism I seemed to have found there.
Besides, I had many happy memories of my childhood, memories rekindled by the death of my father in February 1990, while I was in the midst of proofreading Hide & Seek. By the time the book was ready for publication, Miranda and I had decidedly had enough of London and Mrs Thatcher. We were making plans to live in France, praying that my writing would start earning enough to turn the dream into a reality. And once we’d left Tottenham behind, I’d be able to put some of my own feelings about the capital into words, by taking John Rebus to London on a case.
A case that would become Tooth & Nail.
‘Hide!’
He was shrieking now, frantic, his face drained of all colour. She was at the top of the stairs, and he stumbled towards her, grabbing her by the arms, propelling her downstairs with unfocussed force, so that she feared they would both fall. She cried out.
‘Ronnie! Hide from who?’
‘Hide!’ he shrieked again. ‘Hide! They’re coming! They’re coming!’
He had pushed her all the way to the front door now. She’d seen him pretty strung out before, but never this bad. A fix would help him, she knew it would. And she knew, too, that he had the makings upstairs in his bedroom. The sweat trickled from his chilled rat’s-tails of hair. Only two minutes ago, the most important decision in her life had been whether or not to dare a trip to the squat’s seething lavatory. But now. . . .
‘They’re coming,’ he repeated, his voice a whisper now. ‘Hide.’
‘Ronnie,’ she said, ‘you’re scaring me.’
He stared at her, his eyes seeming almost to recognise her. Then he looked away again, into a distance all of his own. The word was a snakelike hiss.
‘Hide.’ And with that he yanked open the door. It was raining outside, and she hesitated. But then fear took her, and she made to cross the threshold. But his hand grabbed at her arm, pulling her back inside. He embraced her, his sweat sea-salty, his body throbbing. His mouth was close to her ear, his breath hot.
‘They’ve murdered me,’ he said. Then with sudden ferocity he pushed her again, and this time she was outside, and the door was slamming shut, leaving him alone in the house. Alone with himself. She stood on the garden path, staring at the door, trying to decide whether to knock or not.
It wouldn’t make any difference. She knew that. So instead she started to cry. Her head slipped forward in a rare show of self-pity and she wept for a full minute, before, breathing hard three times, she turned and walked quickly down the garden path (such as it was). Someone would take her in. Someone would comfort her and take away the fear and dry her clothes.
Someone always did.
John Rebus stared hard at the dish in front of him, oblivious to the conversation around the table, the background music, the flickering candles. He didn’t really care about house prices in Barnton, or the latest delicatessen to be opened in the Grassmarket. He didn’t much want to speak to the other guests – a female lecturer to his right, a male bookseller to his left – about . . . well, whatever they’d just been discussing. Yes, it was the perfect dinner party, the conversation as tangy as the starter course, and he was glad Rian had invited him. Of course he was. But the more he stared at the half lobster on his plate, the more an unfocussed despair grew within him. What had he in common with these people? Would they laugh if he told the story of the police alsatian and the severed head? No, they would not. They would smile politely, then bow their heads towards their plates, acknowledging that he was . . . well, different from them.
‘Vegetables, John?’
It was Rian’s voice, warning him that he was not ‘taking part’, was not ‘conversing’ or even looking interested. He accepted the large oval dish with a smile, but avoided her eyes.
She was a nice girl. Quite a stunner in an individual sort of way. Bright red hair, cut short and pageboyish. Eyes deep, striking green. Lips thin but promising. Oh yes, he liked her. He wouldn’t have accepted her invitation otherwise. He fished about in the dish for a piece of broccoli that wouldn’t break into a thousand pieces as he tried to manoeuvre it onto his plate.
‘Gorgeous food, Rian,’ said the bookseller, and Rian smiled, accepting the remark, her face reddening slightly. That was all it took, John. That was all you had to say to make this girl happy. But in his mouth he knew it would come out sounding sarcastic. His tone of voice was not something he could suddenly throw off like a piece of clothing. It was a part of him, nurtured over a course of years. So when the lecturer agreed with the bookseller, all John Rebus did was smile and nod, the smile too fixed, the nod going on a second or two too long, so that they were all looking at him again. The piece of broccoli snapped into two neat halves above his plate and splattered onto the tablecloth.
‘Shite!’ he said, knowing as the word escaped his lips that it was not quite appropriate, not quite the right word for the occasion. Well, what was he, a man or a thesaurus?
‘Sorry,’ he said.
‘Couldn’t be helped,’ said Rian. My God, her voice was cold.
It was the perfect end to a perfect weekend. He’d gone shopping on Saturday, ostensibly for a suit to wear tonight. But had baulked at the prices, and bought some books instead, one of which was intended as a gift to Rian: Doctor Zhivago. But then he’d decided he’d like to read it himself first, and so had brought flowers and chocolates instead, forgetting her aversion to lilies (had he known in the first place?) and the diet she was in the throes of starting. Damn. And to cap it all, he’d tried a new church this morning, another Church of Scotland offering, not too far from his flat. The last one he’d tried had seemed unbearably cold, promising nothing but sin and repentance, but this latest church had been the oppressive opposite: all love and joy and what was there to forgive anyway? So he’d sung the hymns, then buggered off, leaving the minister with a handshake at the door and a promise of future attendance.
‘More wine, John?’
This was the bookseller, proffering the bottle he’d brought himself. It wasn’t a bad little wine, actually, but the bookseller had talked about it with such unremitting pride that Rebus felt obliged to decline. The man frowned, but then was cheered to find this refusal left all the more for himself. He replenished his glass with vigour.
‘Cheers,’ he said.
The conversation returned to how busy Edinburgh seemed these days. Here was something with which Rebus could agree. This being the end of May, the tourists were almost in season. But there was more to it than that. If anyone had told him five years ago that in 1989 people would be emigrating north from the south of England to the Lothians, he’d have laughed out loud. Now it was fact, and a fit topic for the dinner table.
Later, much later, the couple having departed, Rebus helped Rian with the dishes.
‘What was wrong with you?’ she said, but all he could think about was the minister’s handshake, that confident grip which bespoke assurances of an afterlife.
‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘Let’s leave these till morning.’
Rian stared at the kitchen, counting the used pots, the half-eaten lobster carcasses, the wine glasses smudged with grease.
‘Okay,’ she said. ‘What did you have in mind instead?’
He raised his eyebrows slowly, then brought them down low over his eyes. His lips broadened into a smile which had about it a touch of the leer. She became coy.
‘Why, Inspector,’ she said. ‘Is that supposed to be some kind of a clue?’
‘Here’s another,’ he said, lunging at her, hugging her to him, his face buried in her neck. She squealed, clenched fists beating against his back.
‘Police brutality!’ she gasped. ‘Help! Police, help!’
‘Yes, madam?’ he inquired, carrying her by the waist out of the kitchen, towards where the bedroom and the end of the weekend waited in shadow.
Late evening at a building site on the outskirts of Edinburgh. The contract was for the construction of an office development. A fifteen-foot-high fence separated the works from the main road. The road, too, was of recent vintage, built to help ease traffic congestion around the city. Built so that commuters could travel easily from their countryside dwellings to jobs in the city centre.
There were no cars on the road tonight. The only sound came from the slow chug-chugging of a cement mixer on the site. A man was feeding it spadefuls of grey sand and remembering the far distant days when he had laboured on a building site. Hard graft it had been, but honest.
Two other men stood above a deep pit, staring down into it.
‘Should do it,’ one said.
‘Yes,’ the other agreed. They began walking back to the car, an ageing purple Mercedes.
‘He must have some clout. I mean, to get us the keys to this place, to set all this up. Some clout.’
‘Ours is not to ask questions, you know that.’ The man who spoke was the oldest of the three, and the only Calvinist. He opened the car boot. Inside, the body of a frail teenager lay crumpled, obviously dead. His skin was the colour of pencil shading, darkest where the bruises lay.
‘What a waste,’ said the Calvinist.
‘Aye,’ the other agreed. Together they lifted the body from the boot, and carried it gently towards the hole. It dropped softly to the bottom, one leg wedging up against the sticky clay sides, a trouser leg slipping to show a naked ankle.
‘All right,’ the Calvinist said to the cement man. ‘Cover it, and let’s get out of here. I’m starving.’
For close on a generation, no one had appeared to drive away these random visitors or to repair their ravages
What a start to the working week.
The housing estate, what he could see of it through the rain-lashed windscreen, was slowly turning back into the wilderness that had existed here before the builders had moved in many years ago. He had no doubt that in the 1960s it, like its brethren clustered around Edinburgh, had seemed the perfect solution to future housing needs. And he wondered if the planners ever learned through anything other than hindsight. If not, then perhaps today’s ‘ideal’ solutions were going to turn out the same way.
The landscaped areas comprised long grass and an abundance of weeds, while children’s tarmacadamed playgrounds had become bombsites, shrapnel glass awaiting a tripped knee or stumbling hand. Most of the terraces boasted boarded-up windows, ruptured drainpipes pouring out teeming rainwater onto the ground, marshy front gardens with broken fences and missing gates. He had the idea that on a sunny day the place would seem even more depressing.
Yet nearby, a matter of a few hundred yards or so, some developer had started building private apartments. The hoarding above the site proclaimed this a LUXURY DEVELOPMENT, and gave its address as MUIR VILLAGE. Rebus wasn’t fooled, but wondered how many young buyers would be. This was Pilmuir, and always would be. This was the dumping ground.
There was no mistaking the house he wanted. Two police cars and an ambulance were already there, parked next to a burnt-out Ford Cortina. But even if there hadn’t been this sideshow, Rebus would have known the house. Yes, it had its boarded-up windows, like its neighbours on either side, but it also had an open door, opening into the darkness of its interior. And on a day like this, would any house have its door flung wide open were it not for the corpse inside, and the superstitious dread of the living who were incarcerated with it?
Unable to park as close to this door as he would have liked, Rebus cursed under his breath and pushed open the car door, throwing his raincoat over his head as he made to dash through the stiletto shower. Something fell from his pocket onto the verge. Scrap paper, but he picked it up anyway, screwing it into his pocket as he ran. The path to the open door was cracked and slick with weeds, and he almost slipped and fell, but reached the threshold intact, shaking the water from him, awaiting the welcoming committee.
A constable put his head around a doorway, frowning.
‘Detective Inspector Rebus,’ said Rebus by way of introduction.
‘In here, sir.’
‘I’ll be there in a minute.’
The head disappeared again, and Rebus looked around the hall. Tatters of wallpaper were the only mementoes of what had once been a home. There was an overpowering fragrance of damp plaster, rotting wood. And behind all that, a sense of this being more of a cave than a house, a crude form of shelter, temporary, unloved.
As he moved further into the house, passing the bare stairwell, darkness embraced him. Boards had been hammered into all the window-frames, shutting out light. The intention, he supposed, had been to shut out squatters, but Edinburgh’s army of homeless was too great and too wise. They had crept in through the fabric of the place. They had made it their den. And one of their number had died here.
The room he entered was surprisingly large, but with a low ceiling. Two constables held thick rubber torches out to illuminate the scene, casting moving shadows over the plasterboard walls. The effect was of a Caravaggio painting, a centre of light surrounded by degrees of murkiness. Two large candles had burnt down to the shapes of fried eggs against the bare floorboards, and between them lay the body, legs together, arms outstretched. A cross without the nails, naked from the waist up. Near the body stood a glass jar, which had once contained something as innocent as instant coffee, but now held a selection of disposable syringes. Putting the fix into crucifixion, Rebus thought with a guilty smile.
The police doctor, a gaunt and unhappy creature, was kneeling next to the body as though about to offer the last rites. A photographer stood by the far wall, trying to find a reading on his light meter. Rebus moved in towards the corpse, standing over the doctor.
‘Give us a torch,’ he said, his hand commanding one from the nearest constable. He shone this down across the body, starting at the bare feet, the bedenimed legs, a skinny torso, ribcage showing through the pallid skin. Then up to the neck and face. Mouth open, eyes closed. Sweat looked to have dried on the forehead and in the hair. But wait. . . . Wasn’t that moisture around the mouth, on the lips? A drop of water suddenly fell from nowhere into the open mouth. Rebus, startled, expected the man to swallow, to lick his parched lips and return to life. He did not.
‘Leak in the roof,’ the doctor explained, without looking up from his work. Rebus shone the torch against the ceiling, and saw the damp patch which was the source of the drip. Unnerving all the same.
‘Sorry I took so long to get here,’ he said, trying to keep his voice level. ‘So what’s the verdict?’
‘Overdose,’ the doctor said blandly. ‘Heroin.’ He shook a tiny polythene envelope at Rebus. ‘The contents of this sachet, if I’m not mistaken. There’s another full one in his right hand.’ Rebus shone his torch towards where a lifeless hand was half clutching a small packet of white powder.
‘Fair enough,’ he said. ‘I thought everyone chased the dragon these days instead of injecting.’
The doctor looked up at him at last.
‘That’s a very naive view, Inspector. Go talk to the Royal Infirmary. They’ll tell you how many intravenous abusers there are in Edinburgh. It probably runs into hundreds. That’s why we’re the AIDS capital of Britain.’
‘Aye, we take pride in our records, don’t we? Heart disease, false teeth, and now AIDS.’
The doctor smiled. ‘Something you might be interested in,’ he said. ‘There’s bruising on the body. Not very distinct in this light, but it’s there.’
Rebus squatted down and shone the torch over the torso again. Yes, there was bruising all right. A lot of bruising.
‘Mainly to the ribs,’ the doctor continued. ‘But also some to the face.’
‘Maybe he fell,’ Rebus suggested.
‘Maybe,’ said the doctor.
‘Sir?’ This from one of the constables, his eyes and voice keen. Rebus turned to him.
‘Yes, son?’
‘Come and look at this.’
Rebus was only too glad of the excuse to move away from the doctor and his patient. The constable was leading him to the far wall, shining his torch against it as he went. Suddenly, Rebus saw why.
On the wall was a drawing. A five-pointed star, encompassed by two concentric circles, the largest of them some five feet in diameter. The whole had been well drawn, the lines of the star straight, the circles almost exact. The rest of the wall was bare.
‘What do you think, sir?’ asked the constable.
‘Well, it’s not just your usual graffiti, that’s for sure.’
‘Witchcraft?’
‘Or astrology. A lot of druggies go in for all sorts of mysticism and hoodoo. It goes with the territory.’
‘The candles. . . .’
‘Let’s not jump to conclusions, son. You’ll never make CID that way. Tell me, why are we all carrying torches?’
‘Because the electric’s been cut off.’
‘Right. Ergo, the need for candles.’
‘If you say so, sir.’
‘I do say so, son. Who found the body?’
‘I did, sir. There was a telephone call, female, anonymous, probably one of the other squatters. They seem to have cleared out in a hurry.’
‘So there was nobody else here when you arrived?’
‘No, sir.’
‘Any idea yet who he is?’ Rebus nodded the torch towards the corpse.
‘No, sir. And the other houses are all squats, too, so I doubt we’ll get anything out of them.’
‘On the contrary. If anyone knows the identity of the deceased, they’re the very people. Take your friend and knock on a few doors. But be casual, make sure they don’t think you’re about to evict them or anything.’
‘Yes, sir.’ The constable seemed dubious about the whole venture. For one thing, he was sure to get an amount of hassle. For another, it was still raining hard.
‘On you go,’ Rebus chided, but gently. The constable shuffled off, collecting his companion on the way.
Rebus approached the photographer.
‘You’re taking a lot of snaps,’ he said.
‘I need to in this light, to make sure at least a few come out.’
‘Bit quick off the mark in getting here, weren’t you?’
‘Superintendent Watson’s orders. He wants pictures of any drugs-related incidents. Part of his campaign.’
‘That’s a bit gruesome, isn’t it?’ Rebus knew the new Chief Superintendent, had met him. Full of social awareness and community involvement. Full of good ideas, and lacking only the manpower to implement them. Rebus had an idea.
‘Listen, while you’re here, take one or two of that far wall, will you?’
‘No problem.’
‘Thanks.’ Rebus turned to the doctor. ‘How soon will we know what’s in that full packet?’
‘Later on today, maybe tomorrow morning at the latest.’
Rebus nodded to himself. What was his interest? Maybe it was the dreariness of the day, or the atmosphere in this house, or the positioning of the body. All he knew was that he felt something. And if it turned out to be just a damp ache in his bones, well, fair enough. He left the room and made a tour of the rest of the house.
The real horror was in the bathroom.
The toilet must have blocked up weeks before. A plunger lay on the floor, so some cursory attempt had been made to unblock it, but to no avail. Instead, the small, splattered sink had become a urinal, while the bath had become a dumping ground for solids, upon which crawled a dozen large and jet-black flies. The bath had also become a skip, filled with bags of refuse, bits of wood. . . . Rebus didn’t stick around, pulling the door tight shut behind him. He didn’t envy the council workmen who would eventually have to come and fight the good fight against all this decay.
One bedroom was completely empty, but the other boasted a sleeping bag, damp from the drips coming through the roof. Some kind of identity had been imposed upon the room by the pinning of pictures to its walls. Up close, he noticed that these were original photographs, and that they comprised a sort of portfolio. Certainly they were well taken, even to Rebus’s untrained eye. A few were of Edinburgh Castle on damp, misty days. It looked particularly bleak. Others showed it in bright sunshine. It still looked bleak. One or two were of a girl, age indeterminate. She was posing, but grinning broadly, not taking the event seriously.
Next to the sleeping bag was a bin-liner half filled with clothes, and next to this a small pile of dog-eared paperbacks: Harlan Ellison, Clive Barker, Ramsey Campbell. Science fiction and horror. Rebus left the books where they were and went back downstairs.
‘All finished,’ the photographer said. ‘I’ll get those photos to you tomorrow.’
‘Thanks.’
‘I also do portrait work, by the way. A nice family group for the grandparents? Sons and daughters? Here, I’ll give you my card.’
Rebus accepted the card and pulled his raincoat back on, heading out to the car. He didn’t like photographs, especially of himself. It wasn’t just that he photographed badly. No, there was more to it than that.
The sneaking suspicion that photographs really could steal your soul.
On his way back to the station, travelling through the slow midday traffic, Rebus thought about how a group photograph of his wife, his daughter and him might look. But no, he couldn’t visualise it. They had grown so far apart, ever since Rhona had taken Samantha to live in London. Sammy still wrote, but Rebus himself was slow at responding, and she seemed to take umbrage at this, writing less and less herself. In her last letter she had hoped Gill and he were happy.
He hadn’t the courage to tell her that Gill Templer had left him several months ago. Telling Samantha would have been fine: it was the idea of Rhona’s getting to hear of it that he couldn’t stand. Another notch in his bow of failed relationships. Gill had taken up with a disc jockey on a local radio station, a man whose enthusing voice Rebus seemed to hear whenever he entered a shop or a filling station, or passed the open window of a tenement block.
He still saw Gill once or twice a week of course, at meetings and in the station-house, as well as at scenes of crimes. Especially now that he had been elevated to her rank.
Detective Inspector John Rebus.
Well, it had taken long enough, hadn’t it? And it was a long, hard case, full of personal suffering, which had brought the promotion. He was sure of that.
He was sure, too, that he wouldn’t be seeing Rian again. Not after last night’s dinner party, not after the fairly unsuccessful bout of lovemaking. Yet another unsuccessful bout. It had struck him, lying next to Rian, that her eyes were almost identical to Inspector Gill Templer’s. A surrogate? Surely he was too old for that.
‘Getting old, John,’ he said to himself.
Certainly he was getting hungry, and there was a pub just past the next set of traffic lights. What the hell, he was entitled to a lunch break.
The Sutherland Bar was quiet, Monday lunchtime being one of the lowest points of the week. All money spent, and nothing to look forward to. And of course, as Rebus was quickly reminded by the barman, the Sutherland did not exactly cater for a lunchtime clientele.
‘No hot meals,’ he said, ‘and no sandwiches.’
‘A pie then,’ begged Rebus, ‘anything. Just to wash down the beer.’
‘If it’s food you want, there’s plenty of cafes around here. This particular pub happens to sell beers, lagers and spirits. We’re not a chippie.’
‘What about crisps?’
The barman eyed him for a moment. ‘What flavour?’
‘Cheese and onion.’
‘We’ve run out.’
‘Well, ready salted then.’
‘No, they’re out too.’ The barman had cheered up again.
‘Well,’ said Rebus in growing frustration, ‘what in the name of God have you got?’
‘Two flavours. Curry, or egg, bacon and tomato.’
‘Egg?’ Rebus sighed. ‘All right, give me a packet of each.’
The barman stooped beneath the counter to find the smallest possible bags, past their sell-by dates if possible.
‘Any nuts?’ It was a last desperate hope. The barman looked up.
‘Dry roasted, salt and vinegar, chilli flavour,’ he said.
‘One of each then,’ said Rebus, resigned to an early death. ‘And another half of eighty-shillings.’
He was finishing this second drink when the bar door shuddered open and an instantly recognisable figure entered, his hand signalling for refreshment before he was even halfway through the door. He saw Rebus, smiled, and came to join him on one of the high stools.
‘Hello, John.’
‘Afternoon, Tony.’
Inspector Anthony McCall tried to balance his prodigious bulk on the tiny circumference of the bar stool, thought better of it, and stood instead, one shoe on the foot-rail, and both elbows on the freshly wiped surface of the bar. He stared hungrily at Rebus.
‘Give us one of your crisps.’
When the packet was offered, he pulled out a handful and stuffed them into his mouth.
‘Where were you this morning then?’ said Rebus. ‘I’d to take one of your calls.’
‘The one at Pilmuir? Ach, sorry about that, John. Heavy night last night. I had a bit of a hangover this morning.’ A pint of murky beer was placed in front of him. ‘Hair of the dog,’ he said, and took four slow gulps, reducing it to a quarter of its former size.
‘Well, I’d nothing better to do anyway,’ said Rebus, sipping at his own beer. ‘Christ, those houses down there are a mess though.’
McCall nodded thoughtfully. ‘It wasn’t always like that, John. I was born there.’
‘Really?’
‘Well, to be exact, I was born on the estate that was there before this one. It was so bad, so they said, that they levelled it and built Pilmuir instead. Bloody hell on earth it is now.’
‘Funny you should say that,’ said Rebus. ‘One of the young uniformed kids thought there might be some kind of occult tie-in.’ McCall looked up from his drink. ‘There was a black-magic painting on the wall,’ Rebus explained. ‘And candles on the floor.’
‘Like a sacrifice?’ McCall offered, chuckling. ‘My wife’s dead keen on all those horror films. Gets them out of the video library. I think she sits watching them all day when I’m out.’
‘I suppose it must go on, devil worship, witchcraft. It can’t all be in the imagination of the Sunday newspaper editors.’
‘I know how you might find out.’
‘How?’
‘The university,’ said McCall. Rebus frowned, disbelieving. ‘I’m serious. They’ve got some kind of department that studies ghosts and all that sort of thing. Set up with money from some dead writer.’ McCall shook his head. ‘Incredible what people will do.’
Rebus was nodding. ‘I did read about that, now you mention it. Arthur Koestler’s money, wasn’t it?’
McCall shrugged.
‘Arthur Daley’s more my style,’ he said, emptying his glass.
Rebus was studying the pile of paperwork on his desk when the telephone rang.
‘DI Rebus.’
‘They said you were the man to talk to.’ The voice was young, female, full of unfocussed suspicion.
‘They were probably right. What can I do for you, miss . . .?’
‘Tracy. . . .’ The voice fell to a whisper on the last syllable of the name. She had already been tricked into revealing herself. ‘Never mind who I am!’ She had become immediately hysterical, but calmed just as quickly. ‘I’m phoning about that squat in Pilmuir, the one where they found. . . .’ The voice trailed off again.
‘Oh yes.’ Rebus sat up and began to take notice. ‘Was it you who phoned the first time?’
‘What?’
‘To tell us that someone had died there.’
‘Yes, it was me. Poor Ronnie. . . .’
‘Ronnie being the deceased?’ Rebus scribbled the name onto the back of one of the files from his in-tray. Beside it he wrote ‘Tracy – caller’.
‘Yes.’ Her voice had broken again, near to tears this time.
‘Can you give me a surname for Ronnie?’
‘No.’ She paused. ‘I never knew it. I’m not sure Ronnie was even his real name. Hardly anyone uses their real name.’
‘Tracy, I’d like to talk to you about Ronnie. We can do it over the telephone, but I’d rather it was face to face. Don’t worry, you’re not in any trouble –’
‘But I am. That’s why I called. Ronnie told me, you see.’
‘Told you what, Tracy?’
‘Told me he’d been murdered.’
The room around Rebus seemed suddenly to vanish. There was only this disconnected voice, the telephone, and him.
‘He said that to you, Tracy?’
‘Yes.’ She was crying now, sniffing back the unseen tears. Rebus visualised a frightened little girl, just out of school, standing in a distant callbox. ‘I’ve got to hide,’ she said at last. ‘Ronnie said over and over that I should hide.’
‘Shall I bring my car and fetch you? Just tell me where you are.’
‘No!’
‘Then tell me how Ronnie was killed. You know how we found him?’
‘Lying on the floor by the window. That’s where he was.’
‘Not quite.’
‘Oh yes, that’s where he was. By the window. Lying wrapped up into a little ball. I thought he was just sleeping. But when I touched his arm he was cold. . . . I went to find Charlie, but he’d gone. So I just panicked.’
‘You say Ronnie was lying in a ball?’ Rebus had begun to draw pencilled circles on the back of the file.
‘Yes.’
‘And this was in the living room?’
She seemed confused. ‘What? No, not in the living room. He was upstairs, in his bedroom.’
‘I see.’ Rebus kept on drawing effortless circles. He was trying to imagine Ronnie dying, but not really dead, crawling downstairs after Tracy had fled, ending up in the living room. That might explain those bruises. But the candles. . . . He had been so perfectly positioned between them. . . . ‘And when was this?’
‘Late last night, I don’t know exactly when. I panicked. When I calmed down, I phoned for the police.’
‘What time was it when you phoned?’
She paused, thinking. ‘About seven this morning.’
‘Tracy, would you mind telling this to some other people?’
‘Why?’
‘I’ll tell you when I pick you up. Just tell me where you are.’
There was another pause while she considered this. ‘I’m back in Pilmuir,’ she said finally. ‘I’ve moved into another squat.’
‘Well,’ said Rebus, ‘you don’t want me to come down there, do you? But you must be quite close to Shore Road. What about us meeting there?’
‘Well. . . .’
‘There’s a pub called the Dock Leaf,’ continued Rebus, giving her no time to debate. ‘Do you know it?’
‘I’ve been kicked out of it a few times.’
‘Me too. Okay, I’ll meet you outside it in an hour. All right?’
‘All right.’ She didn’t sound over-enthusiastic, and Rebus wondered if she would keep the appointment. Well, what of it? She sounded straight enough, but she might just be another casualty, making it up to draw attention to herself, to make her life seem more interesting than it was.
But then he’d had a feeling, hadn’t he?
‘All right,’ she said, and the connection was severed.
Shore Road was a fast road around the north coast of the city. Factories, warehouses, and vast DIY and home furnishing stores were its landmarks, and beyond them lay the Firth of Forth, calm and grey. On most days, the coast of Fife was visible in the distance, but not today, with a cold mist hanging low on the water. On the other side of the road from the warehouses were the tenements, four-storey predecessors of the concrete high-rise. There was a smattering of corner shops, where neighbour met neighbour, and information was passed on, and a few small unmodernised pubs, where strangers did not go unnoticed for long.
The Dock Leaf had shed one generation of low-life drinkers, and discovered another. Its denizens now were young, unemployed, and living six to a three-bedroom rented flat along Shore Road. Petty crime though was not a problem: you didn’t mess your own nest. The old community values still held.
Rebus, early for the meeting, just had time for a half in the saloon bar. The beer was cheap but bland, and everyone seemed to know if not who he was then certainly what he was, their voices turned down to murmurs, their eyes averted. When, at three thirty, he stepped outside, the sudden daylight made him squint.
‘Are you the policeman?’
‘That’s right, Tracy.’
She had been standing against the pub’s exterior wall. He shaded his eyes, trying to make out her face, and was surprised to find himself looking at a woman of between twenty and twenty-five. Her age was transparent in her face, though her style marked her out as the perennial rebel: cropped peroxide hair, two stud earrings in her left ear (but none in the right), tie-dye T-shirt, tight, faded denims, and red basketball boots. She was tall, as tall as Rebus. As his eyes adjusted to the light, he saw the tear-tracks on either cheek, the old acne scars. But there were also crow’s-feet around her eyes, evidence of a life used to laughter. There was no laughter in those olive-green eyes though. Somewhere in Tracy’s life a wrong turning had been made, and Rebus had the idea that she was still trying to reverse back to that fork in the road.
The last time he had seen her she had been laughing. Laughing as her semblance curled from the wall of Ronnie’s bedroom. She was the girl in the photographs.
‘Is Tracy your real name?’
‘Sort of.’ They had begun to walk. She crossed the road at a zebra crossing, not bothering to check whether any cars were approaching, and Rebus followed her to a wall, where she stopped, staring out across the Forth. She wrapped her arms around herself, examining the lifting mist.
‘It’s my middle name,’ she said.
Rebus leaned his forearms against the wall. ‘How long have you known Ronnie?’
‘Three months. That’s how long I’ve been in Pilmuir.’
‘Who else lived in that house?’
She shrugged. ‘They came and went. We’d only been in there a few weeks. Sometimes I’d go downstairs in the morning, and there’d be half a dozen strangers sleeping on the floor. Nobody minded. It was like a big family.’
‘What makes you think somebody killed Ronnie?’
She turned towards him angrily, but her eyes were liquid. ‘I told you on the phone! He told me. He’d been off somewhere and come back with some stuff. He didn’t look right though. Usually, when he’s got a little smack, he’s like a kid at Christmas. But he wasn’t. He was scared, acting like a robot or something. He kept telling me to hide, telling me they were coming for him.’
‘Who were?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘Was this after he’d taken the stuff?’
‘No, that’s what’s really crazy. This was before. He had the packet in his hand. He pushed me out of the door.’
‘You weren’t there while he was fixing?’
‘God no. I hated that.’ Her eyes drilled into his. ‘I’m not a junkie, you know. I mean, I smoke a little, but never. . . . You know. . . .’
‘Was there anything else you noticed about Ronnie?’
‘Like what?’
‘Well, the state he was in.’
‘You mean the bruises?’
‘Yes.’
‘He often came back looking like that. Never talked about it.’
‘Got in a lot of fights, I suppose. Was he short-tempered?’
‘Not with me.’
Rebus sunk his hands into his pockets. A chill wind was whipping up off the water, and he wondered whether she was warm enough. He couldn’t help noticing that her nipples were very prominent through the cotton of her T-shirt.
‘Would you like my jacket?’ he asked.
‘Only if your wallet’s in it,’ she said with a quick smile.
He smiled back, and offered a cigarette instead, which she accepted. He didn’t take one for himself. There were only three left out of the day’s ration, and the evening stretched ahead of him.
‘Do you know who Ronnie’s dealer was?’ he asked casually, helping her to light the cigarette. With her head tucked into his open jacket, the lighter shaking in her hand, she shook her head. Eventually, the windbreak worked, and she sucked hard at the filter.
‘I was never really sure,’ she said. ‘It was something else he didn’t talk about.’
‘What did he talk about?’
She thought about this, and smiled again. ‘Not much, now you mention it. That was what I liked about him. You always felt there was more to him than he was letting on.’
‘Such as?’
She shrugged. ‘Might have been anything, might have been nothing.’
This was harder work than Rebus had anticipated, and he really was getting cold. It was time to speed things up.
‘He was in the bedroom when you found him?’
‘Yes.’
‘And the squat was empty at the time?’
‘Yes. Earlier on, there’d been a few people there, but they’d all gone. One of them was up in Ronnie’s room, but I didn’t know him. Then there was Charlie.’
‘You mentioned him on the telephone.’
‘Yes, well, when I found Ronnie, I went looking for him. He’s usually around somewhere, in one of the other squats or in town doing a bit of begging. Christ, he’s strange.’
‘In what way?’
‘Didn’t you see what was on the living-room wall?’
‘You mean the star?’
‘Yes, that was Charlie. He painted it.’
‘He’s keen on the occult then?’
‘Mad keen.’
‘What about Ronnie?’
‘Ronnie? Jesus, no. He couldn’t even stand to watch horror films. They scared him.’
‘But he had all those horror books in his bedroom.’
‘That was Charlie, trying to get Ronnie interested. All they did was give him more nightmares. And all those did was push him into taking more smack.’
‘How did he finance his habit?’ Rebus watched a small boat come gliding through the mist. Something fell from it into the water, but he couldn’t tell what.
‘I wasn’t his accountant.’
‘Who was?’ The boat was turning in an arc, slipping further west towards Queensferry.
‘Nobody wants to know where the money comes from, that’s the truth. It makes you an accessory, doesn’t it?’
‘That depends.’ Rebus shivered.
‘Well, I didn’t want to know. If he tried to tell me, I put my hands over my ears.’
‘He’s never had a job then?’
‘I don’t know. He used to talk about being a photographer. That’s what he’d set his heart on when he left school. It was the only thing he wouldn’t pawn, even to pay for his habit.’
Rebus was lost. ‘What was?’
‘His camera. It cost him a small fortune, every penny saved out of his social security.’
Social security: now there was a phrase. But Rebus was sure there had been no camera in Ronnie’s bedroom. So add robbery to the list.
‘Tracy, I’ll need a statement.’
She was immediately suspicious. ‘What for?’
‘Just so I’ve got it on record, so we can do something about Ronnie’s death. Will you help me do that?’
It was a long time before she nodded. The boat had disappeared. There was nothing floating in the water, nothing left in its wake. Rebus put a hand on Tracy’s shoulder, but gently.
‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘The car’s this way.’
After she had made her statement, Rebus insisted on driving her home, dropping her several streets from her destination but knowing her address now.
‘Not that I can swear to be there for the next ten years,’ she had said. It didn’t matter. He had given her his work and home telephone numbers. He was sure she would keep in touch.
‘One last thing,’ he said, as she was about to close the car door. She leaned in from the pavement. ‘Ronnie kept shouting “They’re coming.” Who do you think he meant?’
She shrugged. Then froze, remembering the scene. ‘He was strung out, Inspector. Maybe he meant the snakes and spiders.’
Yes, thought Rebus, as she closed the door and he started the car. And then maybe he meant the snakes and spiders who’d supplied him.
Back at Greater London Road station, there was a message that Chief Superintendent Watson wanted to see him. Rebus called his superior’s office.
‘I’ll come along now, if I may.’
The secretary checked, and confirmed that this would be okay.
Rebus had come across Watson on many occasions since the superintendent’s posting had brought him from the far north to Edinburgh. He seemed a reasonable man, if just a little, well, agricultural for some tastes. There were a lot of jokes around the station already about his Aberdonian background, and he had earned the whispered nickname of ‘Farmer’ Watson.
‘Come in, John, come in.’
The Superintendent had risen from behind his desk long enough to point Rebus in the vague direction of a chair. Rebus noticed that the desk itself was meticulously arranged, files neatly piled in two trays, nothing in front of Watson but a thick, newish folder and two sharp pencils. There was a photograph of two young children to one side of the folder.
‘My two,’ Watson explained. ‘They’re a bit older than that now, but still a handful.’
Watson was a large man, his girth giving truth to the phrase ‘barrel-chested’. His face was ruddy, hair thin and silvered at the temples. Yes, Rebus could picture him in galoshes and a trout-fishing hat, stomping his way across a moor, his collie obedient beside him. But what did he want with Rebus? Was he seeking a human collie?
‘You were at the scene of a drugs overdose this morning.’ It was a statement of fact, so Rebus didn’t bother to answer. ‘It should have been Inspector McCall’s call, but he was . . . well, wherever he was.’
‘He’s a good copper, sir.’
Watson stared up at him, then smiled. ‘Inspector McCall’s qualities are not in question. That’s not why you’re here. But your being on the scene gave me an idea. You probably know that I’m interested in this city’s drugs problem. Frankly, the statistics appal me. It’s not something I’d encountered in Aberdeen, with the exception of some of the oil workers. But then it was mostly the executives, the ones they flew in from the United States. They brought their habits, if you’ll pardon the pun, with them. But here –’ He flicked open the folder and began to pick over some of the sheets. ‘Here, Inspector, it’s Hades. Plain and simple.’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘Are you a churchgoer?’
‘Sir?’ Rebus was shifting uncomfortably in his chair.
‘It’s a simple enough question, isn’t it? Do you go to church?’
‘Not regularly, sir. But sometimes I do, yes.’ Like yesterday, Rebus thought. And here again he felt like fleeing.
‘Someone said you did. Then you should know what I’m talking about when I say that this city is turning into Hades.’ Watson’s face was ruddier than ever. ‘The Infirmary has treated addicts as young as eleven and twelve. Your own brother is serving a prison sentence for dealing in drugs.’ Watson looked up again, perhaps expecting Rebus to look shamed. But Rebus’s eyes were a fiery glare, his cheeks red not with embarrassment.
‘With respect, sir,’ he said, voice level but as taut as a wire, ‘what has this got to do with me?’
‘Simply this.’ Watson closed the folder and settled back in his chair. ‘I’m putting into operation a new anti-drugs campaign. Public awareness and that sort of thing, coupled with funding for discreet information. I’ve got the backing, and what’s more I’ve got the money. A group of the city’s businessmen are prepared to put fifty thousand pounds into the campaign.’
‘Very public-spirited of them, sir.’
Watson’s face became darker. He leaned forward in his chair, filling Rebus’s vision. ‘You better bloody believe it,’ he said.
‘But I still don’t see where I –’
‘John.’ The voice was anodyne now. ‘You’ve had . . . experience. Personal experience. I’d like you to help me front our side of the campaign.’
‘No, sir, really –’
‘Good. That’s agreed then.’ Watson had already risen. Rebus tried to stand, too, but his legs had lost all power. He pushed against the armrests with his hands and managed to heave himself upright. Was this the price they were demanding? Public atonement for having a rotten brother? Watson was opening the door. ‘We’ll talk again, go through the details. But for now, try to tie up whatever you’re working on, casenotes up to date, that sort of thing. Tell me what you can’t finish, and we’ll find someone to take it off your hands.’
‘Yes, sir.’ Rebus clutched at the proffered hand. It was like steel, cool, dry and crushing.
‘Goodbye, sir,’ Rebus said, standing in the corridor now, to a door that had already closed on him.
That evening, still numb, he grew bored with television and left his flat, planning to drive around a bit, no real destination in mind. Marchmont was quiet, but then it always was. His car sat undisturbed on the cobbles outside his tenement. He started it up and drove, entering the centre of town, crossing to the New Town. At Canonmills he stopped in the forecourt of a petrol station and filled the car, adding a torch, some batteries, and several bars of chocolate to his purchases, paying by credit card.
He ate the chocolate as he drove, trying not to think of the next day’s cigarette ration, and listened to the car radio. Gill Templer’s lover, Calum McCallum, began his broadcast at eight thirty, and he listened for a few minutes. It was enough. The mock-cheery voice, the jokes so lame they needed wheelchairs, the predictable mix of old records and telephone-linked chatter. . . . Rebus turned the tuning knob until he found Radio Three. Recognising the music of Mozart, he turned up the volume.
He had always known that it would end here of course. He drove through the ill-lit and winding streets, threading his way further into the maze. A new padlock had been fitted to the door of the house, but Rebus had in his pocket a copy of the key. Switching on his torch, he walked quietly into the living room. The floor was bare. There was no sign that a corpse had lain there only ten hours before. The jar of syringes had gone, too, as had the candlesticks. Ignoring the far wall, Rebus left the room and headed upstairs. He pushed open the door of Ronnie’s bedroom and walked in, crossing to the window. This was where Tracy said she had found the body. Rebus squatted, resting on his toes, and shone the torch carefully over the floor. No sign of a camera. Nothing. It wasn’t going to be made easy for him, this case. Always supposing there was a case.
He only had Tracy’s word for it, after all.
He retraced his steps, out of the room and towards the stairwell. Something glinted against the top step, right in at the corner of the stairs. Rebus picked it up and examined it. It was a small piece of metal, like the clasp from a cheap brooch. He pushed it into his pocket anyway and took another look at the staircase, trying to imagine Ronnie regaining consciousness and making his way to the ground floor.
Possible. Just possible. But to end up positioned like that . . .? Much less feasible.
And why bring the jar of syringes downstairs with him? Rebus nodded to himself, sure that he was wandering the maze in something like the right direction. He went downstairs again and into the living room. It had a smell like the mould on an old jar of jam, earthy and sweet at the same time. The earth sterile, the sweetness sickly. He went over to the far wall and shone his torchlight against it.
Then came up short, blood pounding. The circles were still there, and the five-pointed star within them. But there were fresh additions, zodiac signs and other symbols between the two circles, painted in red. He touched the paint. It was tacky. Bringing his fingers away, he shone the torch further up the wall, and read the dripping message:
HELLO RONNIE
Superstitious to his core, Rebus turned on his heels and fled, not bothering to relock the door behind him. Walking briskly towards his car, his eyes turned back in the direction of the house, he fell into someone, and stumbled. The other figure fell awkwardly, and was slow to rise. Rebus switched on his torch, and confronted a teenager, eyes sparkling, face bruised and cut.
‘Jesus, son,’ he whispered, ‘what happened to you?’
‘I got beat up,’ the boy said, shuffling away on a painful leg.
Rebus made the car somehow, his nerves as thin as old shoelaces. Inside, he locked the door and sat back, closing his eyes, breathing hard. Relax, John, he told himself. Relax. Soon, he was even able to smile at his momentary lapse of courage. Tomorrow he’d come back. In daylight.
He’d seen enough for now.
I have since had reason to believe the cause to lie much deeper in the nature of man, and to turn on some nobler hinge than the principle of hatred.
Sleep did not come easy, but eventually, slumped in his favourite chair, a book propped open on his lap, he must have dozed off, because it took a nine o’clock call to bring him to life.
His back, legs and arms were stiff and aching as he scrabbled on the floor for his new cordless telephone.
‘Yes?’
‘Lab here, Inspector Rebus. You wanted to know first thing.’
‘What have you got?’ Rebus slumped back into the warm chair, pulling at his eyes with his free hand, trying to engage their cooperation in this fresh and waking world. He glanced at his watch and realised just how late he’d slept.
‘Well, it’s not the purest heroin on the street.’
He nodded to himself, confident that his next question hardly needed asking. ‘Would it kill whoever injected it?’
The reply jolted him upright.
‘Not at all. In fact, it’s very clean, all things considered. A bit watered down from its pure form, but that’s not uncommon. In fact, it’s mandatory.’
‘But it would be okay to use?’
‘I imagine it would be very good to use.’
‘I see. Well, thank you.’ Rebus pressed the disconnect button. He had been so sure. So sure. . . . He reached into his pocket, found the number he needed, and pushed the seven digits quickly, before the thought of morning coffee could overwhelm him.
‘Inspector Rebus for Doctor Enfield.’ He waited. ‘Doctor? Fine thanks. How about you? Good, good. Listen, that body yesterday, the druggie on the Pilmuir Estate, any news?’ He listened. ‘Yes, I’ll hold.’
Pilmuir. What had Tony McCall said? It had been lovely once, a place of innocence, something like that. The old days always were though, weren’t they? Memory smoothed the corners, as Rebus himself knew well.
‘Hello?’ he said to the telephone. ‘Yes, that’s right.’ Paper was rustling in the background, Enfield’s voice dispassionate.
‘Bruising on the body. Fairly extensive. Result of a heavy fall or some kind of physical confrontation. The stomach was almost completely empty. HIV negative, which is something. As for the cause of death, well. . . .’
‘The heroin?’ Rebus prompted.
‘Mmm. Ninety-five percent impure.’
‘Really?’ Rebus perked up. ‘What had it been diluted with?’
‘Still working on that, Inspector. But an educated guess would be anything from ground-up aspirin to rat poison, with the emphasis strictly on rodent control.’
‘You’re saying it was lethal?’
‘Oh, absolutely. Whoever sold the stuff was selling euthanasia. If there’s more of it about . . . well, I dread to think.’
More of it about? The thought made Rebus’s scalp tingle. What if someone were going around poisoning junkies? But why the one perfect packet? One perfect, one as rotten as could be. It didn’t make sense.
‘Thanks, Doctor Enfield.’
He rested the telephone on the arm of the chair. Tracy had been right in one respect at least. They had murdered Ronnie. Whoever ‘they’ were. And Ronnie had known, known as soon as he’d used the stuff. . . . No, wait. . . . Known before he’d used the stuff? Could that be possible? Rebus had to find the dealer. Had to find out why Ronnie had been chosen to die. Been, indeed, sacrificed. . . .
It was Tony McCall’s backyard. All right, so he had moved out of Pilmuir, had eventually bought a crippling mortgage which some people called a house. It was a nice house, too. He knew this because his wife told him it was. Told him continually. She couldn’t understand why he spent so little time there. After all, as she told him, it was his home too.
Home. To McCall’s wife, it was a palace. ‘Home’ didn’t quite cover it. And the two children, son and daughter, had been brought up to tiptoe through the interior, not leaving crumbs or fingerprints, no mess, no breakages. McCall, who had lived a bruising childhood with his brother Tommy, thought it unnatural. His children had grown up in fear and in a swaddling of love – a bad combination. Now Craig was fourteen, Isabel eleven. Both were shy, introspective, maybe even a bit strange. Bang had gone McCall’s dream of a professional footballer for a son, an actress for a daughter. Craig played chess a lot, but no physical sports. (He had won a small plaque at school after one tournament. McCall had tried to learn to play after that, but had failed.) Isabel liked knitting. They sat in the too-perfect living room created by their mother, and were almost silent. The clack-clack of needles; the soft movement of chess pieces.
Christ, was it any wonder he kept away?
So here he was in Pilmuir, not checking on anything exactly, just walking. Taking some air. From his own ultra-modern estate, all detached shoeboxes and Volvos, he had to cross some waste ground, avoid the traffic on a busy arterial road, pass a school playing-field and manoeuvre between some factory units to find himself in Pilmuir. But it was worth the effort. He knew this place; knew the minds that festered here.
He was one of them, after all.
‘Hello, Tony.’
He swirled, not recognising the voice, expecting hassle. John Rebus stood there, smiling at him, hands in pockets.
‘John! Christ, you made me jump.’
‘Sorry. Stroke of luck bumping into you though.’ Rebus checked around them, as though looking for someone. ‘I tried phoning, but they said it was your day off.’
‘Aye, that’s right.’
‘So what are you doing here?’
‘Just walking. We live over that way.’ He jerked his head towards the south-west. ‘It’s not far. Besides, this is my patch, don’t forget. Got to keep an eye on the boys and girls.’
‘That’s why I wanted to speak to you actually.’
‘Oh?’
Rebus had begun to walk along the pavement, and McCall, still rattled by his sudden appearance, followed.
‘Yes,’ Rebus was saying. ‘I wanted to ask if you know someone, a friend of the deceased’s. The name is Charlie.’
‘That’s all? Charlie?’ Rebus shrugged. ‘What does he look like?’
Rebus shrugged again. ‘I’ve no idea, Tony. It was Ronnie’s girlfriend Tracy who told me about him.’
‘Ronnie? Tracy?’ McCall’s eyebrows met. ‘Who the hell are they?’
‘Ronnie is the deceased. That junkie we found on the estate.’
Everything was suddenly clear in McCall’s mind. He nodded slowly. ‘You work quickly,’ he said.
‘The quicker the better. Ronnie’s girlfriend told me an interesting story.’
‘Oh?’
‘She said Ronnie was murdered.’ Rebus kept on walking, but McCall had stopped.
‘Wait a minute!’ He caught Rebus up. ‘Murdered? Come on, John, you saw the guy.’
‘True. With a needle’s worth of rat poison scuppering his veins.’
McCall whistled softly. ‘Jesus.’
‘Quite,’ said Rebus. ‘And now I need to talk to Charlie. He’s young, could be a bit scared, and interested in the occult.’
McCall sorted through a few mental files. ‘I suppose there are one or two places we could try looking,’ he said at last. ‘But it’d be a slog. The concept of neighbourhood policing hasn’t quite stretched this far yet.’
‘You’re saying we won’t be made very welcome?’
‘Something like that.’
‘Well, just give me the addresses and point me in the right direction. It’s your day off after all.’
McCall looked slighted. ‘You’re forgetting, John. This is my patch. By rights, this should be my case, if there is a case.’
‘It would’ve been your case if you hadn’t had that hangover.’ They smiled at this, but Rebus was wondering whether, in Tony McCall’s hands, there would have been anything to investigate. Wouldn’t Tony just have let it slip? Should he, Rebus, let it slip, too?
‘Anyway,’ McCall was saying on cue, ‘surely you must have better things to do?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘Nothing. All my work’s been farmed out, with the emphasis on “farmed”.’
‘You mean Superintendent Watson?’
‘He wants me working on his anti-drugs campaign. Me, for Christ’s sake.’
‘That could be a bit embarrassing.’
‘I know. But the idiot thinks I’ve got “personal experience”.’
‘He’s got a point, I suppose.’ Rebus was about to argue, but McCall got in first. ‘So you’ve nothing to do?’
‘Not until summoned by Farmer Watson, no.’
‘You jammy bugger. Well, that does change things a bit, but not enough, I’m sorry to say. You’re my guest here, and you’re going to have to put up with me. Until I get bored, that is.’
Rebus smiled. ‘I appreciate it, Tony.’ He looked around them. ‘So, where to first?’
McCall inclined his head back the way they had just come. They turned around and walked.
‘So tell me,’ said Rebus, ‘what’s so awful at home that you’d think of coming here on your day off?’
McCall laughed. ‘Is it so obvious then?’
‘Only to someone who’s been there himself.’
‘Ach, I don’t know, John. I seem to have everything I’ve never wanted.’
‘And it’s still not enough.’ It was a simple statement of belief.
‘I mean, Sheila’s a wonderful mother and all that, and the kids never get into trouble, but. . . .’
‘The grass is always greener,’ said Rebus, thinking of his own failed marriage, of the way his flat was cold when he came home, the way the door would close with a hollow sound behind him.
‘Now Tommy, my brother, I used to think he had it made. Plenty of money, house with a jacuzzi, automatic-opening garage. . . .’ McCall saw that Rebus was smiling, and smiled himself.
‘Electric blinds,’ Rebus continued, ‘personalised number plate, car phone. . .’
‘Time share in Malaga,’ said McCall, close to laughter, ‘marble-topped kitchen units.’
It was too ridiculous. They laughed out loud as they walked, adding to the catalogue. But then Rebus saw where they were, and stopped laughing, stopped walking. This was where he’d been heading all along. He touched the torch in his jacket pocket.
‘Come on, Tony,’ he said soberly. ‘There’s something I want to show you.’
‘He was found here,’ Rebus said, shining the torch over the bare floorboards. ‘Legs together, lying on his back, arms outstretched. I don’t think he got into that position by accident, do you?’
McCall studied the scene. They were both professionals now, and acting almost like strangers. ‘And the girlfriend says she found him upstairs?’
‘That’s right.’
‘You believe her?’
‘Why would she lie?’
‘There could be a hundred reasons, John. Would I know the girl?’
‘She hasn’t been in Pilmuir long. Bit older than you’d imagine, midtwenties, maybe more.’
‘So this Ronnie’s already dead, and he’s brought downstairs and laid out with the candles and everything.’
‘That’s right.’
‘I’m beginning to see why you need to find the friend who’s into the occult.’
‘Right. Now come and look at this.’ Rebus led McCall to the far wall and shone the torch onto the pentagram, then further up the wall.
‘“Hello Ronnie”,’ McCall read aloud.
‘And this wasn’t here yesterday.’
‘Really?’ McCall sounded surprised. ‘Kids, John, that’s all.’
‘Kids didn’t draw that pentagram.’
‘No, agreed.’
‘Charlie drew that pentagram.’
‘Right.’ McCall slipped his hands into his pockets and drew himself upright. ‘Point taken, Inspector. Let’s go squat hunting.’
But the few people they found seemed to know nothing, and to care even less. As McCall pointed out, it was the wrong time of day. Everyone from the squats was in the city centre, stealing purses from handbags, begging, shoplifting, doing deals. Reluctantly, Rebus agreed that they were wasting their time.
Since McCall wanted to listen to the tape Rebus had made of his interview with Tracy, they headed back to Great London Road. McCall had the idea that there might be some clue on the tape that would lead them to Charlie, something that would help him place the guy, something Rebus had missed.
Rebus was a weary step or two ahead of McCall as they climbed the front steps to the station’s heavy wooden door. A fresh duty officer was beginning his shift at the desk, still fussing with his shirt collar and his clip-on tie. Simple but clever, Rebus thought to himself. Simple but clever. All uniformed officers wore clip-on ties, so that in a clinch, if the attacker tried to yank the officer’s head forwards, the tie would simply come away in his hands. Likewise, the desk sergeant’s glasses had special lenses which, if hit, would slip out of their frame without shattering. Simple but clever. Rebus hoped that the case of the crucified junkie would be simple.
He didn’t feel very clever.
‘Hello, Arthur,’ he said, passing the desk, making towards the staircase. ‘Any messages for me?’
‘Give me a break, John. I’ve only been on two minutes.’
‘Fair enough.’ Rebus pushed his hands deep into his pockets, where the fingers of his right hand touched something alien, metal. He brought the brooch-clip out and studied it. Then froze.
McCall looked at him, puzzled.
‘Go on up,’ Rebus told him. ‘I’ll just be a second.’
‘Right you are, John.’
Back at the desk, Rebus held his left hand out to the sergeant. ‘Do me a favour, Arthur. Give me your tie.’
‘What?’
‘You heard me.’
Knowing that he would have a story to tell tonight in the canteen, the desk sergeant pulled at his tie. As it came away from his shirt, the clip made a single snapping sound. Simple but clever, thought Rebus, holding the tie between finger and thumb.
‘Thanks, Arthur,’ he said.
‘Anytime, John,’ the sergeant called, watching carefully as Rebus walked back towards the stairs. ‘Anytime.’
‘Know what this is, Tony?’
McCall had seated himself in Rebus’s chair, behind Rebus’s desk. He had one fist in a drawer, and looked up, startled. Rebus was holding the necktie out in front of him. McCall nodded, then brought his hand out of the drawer. It was curved around a bottle of whisky.
‘It’s a tie,’ he said. ‘Got any cups?’
Rebus placed the tie on the desk. He went to a filing cabinet and searched amongst the many cups which sat unloved and uncleaned on top of it. Finally, one seemed to satisfy him, and he brought it to the desk. McCall was studying the cover of a file lying on the desk.
‘“Ronnie,”’ he read out, ‘“Tracy – caller”. I see your casenotes are as precise as ever.’
Rebus handed the cup to McCall.
‘Where’s yours?’ asked McCall, pointing to the cup.
‘I don’t feel like drinking. To tell you the truth, I hardly touch the stuff now.’ Rebus nodded at the bottle. ‘That’s for visitors.’ McCall pursed his lips, his eyes opening wide. ‘Besides,’ Rebus went on, ‘I’ve got the mother and father of a headache. In-laws, too. Kids, neighbours, town and country.’ He noticed a large envelope on the desk: PHOTOGRAPHS – DO NOT BEND.
‘You know, Tony, when I was a sergeant, this sort of thing would take days to arrive. It’s like royalty being an inspector.’ He opened the envelope and took out the set of prints, ten by eights, black and white. He handed one to McCall.
‘Look,’ Rebus said, ‘no writing on the wall. And the pentagram’s unfinished. Today it was complete.’ McCall nodded, and Rebus took back the picture, handing over another in its place. ‘The deceased.’
‘Poor little sod,’ said McCall. ‘It could be one of our kids, eh, John?’
‘No,’ said Rebus firmly. He rolled the envelope into the shape of a tube, and put it in his jacket pocket.
McCall had picked up the tie. He waved it towards Rebus, demanding an explanation.
‘Have you ever worn one of those?’ Rebus asked.
‘Sure, at my wedding, maybe a funeral or a christening. . . .’
‘I mean like this. A clip-on. When I was a kid, I remember my dad decided I’d look good in a kilt. He bought me the whole get-up, including a little tartan bow tie. It was a clip-on.’
‘I’ve worn one,’ said McCall. ‘Everybody has. We all came through the ranks, didn’t we?’
‘No,’ said Rebus. ‘Now get out of my bloody chair.’
McCall found another chair, dragging it over from the wall to the desk. Rebus meantime sat down, picking up the tie.
‘Police issue.’
‘What is?’
‘Clip-on ties,’ said Rebus. ‘Who else wears them?’
‘Christ, I don’t know, John.’
Rebus threw the clip across to McCall, who was slow to react. It fell to the floor, from where he retrieved it.
‘It’s a clip-on,’ he said.
‘I found it in Ronnie’s house,’ said Rebus. ‘At the top of the stairs.’
‘So?’
‘So someone’s tie broke. Maybe when they were dragging Ronnie downstairs. Maybe a police constable someone.’
‘You think one of our lot . . .?’
‘Just an idea,’ said Rebus. ‘Of course, it could belong to one of the lads who found the body.’ He held out his hand, and McCall gave him back the clip. ‘Maybe I’ll talk to them.’
‘John, what the hell. . . .’ McCall ended with a sort of choking sound, unable to find words for the question he wanted to ask.
‘Drink your whisky,’ said Rebus solicitously. ‘Then you can listen to that tape, see if you think Tracy’s telling the truth.’
‘What are you going to do?’
‘I don’t know.’ He put the desk sergeant’s tie in his pocket. ‘Maybe I’ll tie up a few loose ends.’ McCall was pouring out a measure of whisky as Rebus left, but the parting shot, called from the staircase, was loud enough for him to hear.
‘Maybe I’ll just go to the devil!’
‘Yes, a simple pentangle.’
The psychologist, Dr Poole, who wasn’t really a psychologist, but rather, he had explained, a lecturer in psychology, quite a different thing, studied the photographs carefully, bottom lip curling up to cover his top lip in a sign of confident recognition. Rebus played with the empty envelope and stared out of the office window. The day was bright, and some students were lying in George Square Gardens, sharing bottles of wine, their text books forgotten.
Rebus felt uncomfortable. Institutes of higher education, from the simplest college up to the present confines of the University of Edinburgh, made him feel stupid. He felt that his every movement, every utterance, was being judged and interpreted, marking him down as a clever man who could have been cleverer, given the breaks.
‘When I returned to the house,’ he said, ‘someone had drawn some symbols between the two circles. Signs of the zodiac, that sort of thing.’
Rebus watched as the psychologist went over to the bookshelves and began to browse. It had been easy to find this man. Making use of him might be more difficult.
‘Probably the usual arcana,’ Dr Poole was saying, finding the page he wanted and bringing it back to the desk to show Rebus. ‘This sort of thing?’
‘Yes, that’s it.’ Rebus studied the illustration. The pentagram was not identical to the one he had seen, but the differences were slight. ‘Tell me, are many people interested in the occult?’
‘You mean in Edinburgh?’ Poole sat down again, pushing his glasses back up his nose. ‘Oh yes. Plenty. Look at how well films about the devil do at the box office.’
Rebus smiled. ‘Yes, I used to like horror films myself. But I mean an active interest.’
The lecturer smiled. ‘I know you do. I was being facetious. So many people think that’s what the occult is about – bringing Old Nick back to life. There’s much more to it, believe me, Inspector. Or much less to it, depending on your point of view.’
Rebus tried to work out what this meant. ‘You know occultists?’ he said meantime.
‘I know of occultists, practising covens of white and black witches.’
‘Here? In Edinburgh?’
Poole smiled again. ‘Oh yes. Right here. There are six working covens in and around Edinburgh.’ He paused, and Rebus could almost see him doing a recount. ‘Seven, perhaps. Fortunately, most of these practise white magic.’
‘That’s using the occult as a supposed force for good, right?’
‘Quite correct.’
‘And black magic . . .?’
The lecturer sighed. He suddenly became interested in the scene from his window. A summer’s day. Rebus was remembering something. A long time ago, he’d bought a book of paintings by H.R. Giger, paintings of Satan flanked by vestal whores. . . . He couldn’t say why he’d done it, but it must still be somewhere in the flat. He remembered hiding it from Rhona. . . .
‘There is one coven in Edinburgh,’ Poole was saying. ‘A black coven.’
‘Tell me, do they . . . do they make sacrifices?’
Dr Poole shrugged. ‘We all make sacrifices.’ But, seeing that Rebus was not laughing at his little joke, he straightened in his chair, his face becoming more serious. ‘Probably they do, some token. A rat, a mouse, a chicken. It may not even go that far. They could use something symbolic, I really don’t know.’
Rebus tapped one of the photographs which were spread across the desk. ‘In the house where we found this pentagram, we also found a body. A dead body, in case you were wondering.’ He brought these photographs out now. Dr Poole frowned as he glanced at them. ‘Dead from a heroin overdose. Laid out with legs together, arms apart. The body was lying between two candles, which had burned down to nothing. Mean anything to you?’
Poole looked horror-struck. ‘No,’ he said. ‘But you think that Satanists. . . .’
‘I don’t think anything, sir. I’m just trying to piece things together, going through all the possibilities.’
Poole thought for a moment. ‘One of our students might be of more use to you than I can. I’d no idea we were talking about a death. . . .’
‘A student?’
‘Yes. I only know him vaguely. He seems very interested in the occult, wrote rather a long and knowledgeable essay this term. Wants to do some project on demonism. He’s a second-year student. They have to do a project over the summer. Yes, maybe he can give you more help than I’m able to.’
‘And his name is . . .?’
‘Well, his surname escapes me for the moment. He usually just calls himself by his first name. Charles.’
‘Charles?’
‘Or maybe Charlie. Yes, Charlie, that’s it.’
Ronnie’s friend’s name. The hair on Rebus’s neck began to prickle.
‘That’s right, Charlie,’ Poole confirmed to himself, nodding. ‘Bit of an eccentric. You can probably find him in one of the student union buildings. I believe he’s addicted to these video machines. . . .’
No, not video machines. Pinball machines. The ones with all the extras, all the little tricks and treats that made a game a game. Charlie loved them with a vengeance. It was the kind of love which was all the more fervent for having come to him late in life. He was nineteen after all, life was streaming past, and he wanted to hang on to any piece of driftwood he could. Pinball had played no part in his adolescence. That had belonged to books and music. Besides, there had been no pinball machines at his boarding school.
Now, released into university, he wanted to live. And to play pinball. And do all the other things he had missed out on during the years of prep, sensitive essay-writing, and introspection. Charlie wanted to run faster than anyone had ever run, to live not one life, but two or three or four. As the silver ball made contact with the left flipper, he threw it back up the table with real ferocity. There was a pause while the ball sat in one of the bonus craters, collecting another thousand points. He picked up his lager, took a gulp of it, and then returned his fingers to the buttons. In another ten minutes, he’d have the day’s high score.
‘Charlie?’
He turned at the sound of his name. A bad mistake, a naive mistake. He turned back to the game again, but too late. The man was striding towards him. The serious man. The unsmiling man.
‘I’d like a word, Charlie.’
‘Okay, how about carbohydrate. That was always one of my favourites.’
John Rebus’s smile lasted less than a second.
‘Very clever,’ he said. ‘Yes, that’s what we call a smart answer.’
‘We?’
‘Lothian CID. My name’s Inspector Rebus.’
‘Pleased to meet you.’
‘Likewise, Charlie.’
‘No, you’re mistaken. My name’s not Charlie. He comes in here sometimes though. I’ll tell him you called.’
Charlie was just about to hit the high score, five minutes ahead of schedule, when Rebus gripped his shoulder and spun him around. There were no other students in the games room, so he kept squeezing the shoulder while he spoke.
‘You’re about as funny as a maggot sandwich, Charlie, and patience isn’t my favourite card game. So you’ll excuse me if I become irritable, short-tempered, that sort of thing.’
‘Hands off.’ Charlie’s face had taken on a new sheen, but not of fear.
‘Ronnie,’ Rebus said, calmly now, releasing his grip on the young man’s shoulder.
The colour drained from Charlie’s face. ‘What about him?’
‘He’s dead.’
‘Yes.’ Charlie’s voice was quiet, his eyes unfocussed. ‘I heard.’
Rebus nodded. ‘Tracy tried to find you.’
‘Tracy.’ There was venom in the word. ‘She’s no idea, no idea at all. Have you seen her?’ Rebus nodded. ‘Yeah, what a loser that woman is. She never understood Ronnie. Never even tried.’
As Charlie spoke, Rebus was learning more about him. His accent was Scottish private school, which was the first surprise. Rebus didn’t know what he had expected. He knew he hadn’t expected this. Charlie was well built, too, a product of the rugby-playing classes. He had curly dark brown hair, cut not too long, and was dressed in traditional student summer wear: training shoes, denims, and a T-shirt. The T-shirt was black, torn loose at the arms.
‘So,’ Charlie was saying, ‘Ronnie did the big one, eh? Well, it’s a good age to die. Live fast, die young.’
‘Do you want to die young, Charlie?’
‘Me?’ Charlie laughed, a high-pitched squeal like a small animal. ‘Hell, I want to live to be a hundred. I never want to die.’ He looked at Rebus, something sparkling in his eyes. ‘Do you?’
Rebus considered the question, but wasn’t about to answer. He was here on business, not to discuss the death instinct. The lecturer, Dr Poole, had told him about the death instinct.
‘I want to know what you know about Ronnie.’
‘Does that mean you’re going to take me away for questioning?’
‘If you like. We can do it here if you’d prefer. . . .’
‘No, no. I want to go to the police station. Come on, take me there.’ There was a sudden eagerness about Charlie which made him seem much younger than his years. Who the hell wanted to go to a police station for questioning?
On the route to the car park and Rebus’s car, Charlie insisted on walking a few paces ahead of Rebus, and with his hands behind his back, head slumped. Rebus saw that Charlie was pretending to be handcuffed. He was doing a good impersonation too, drawing attention to Rebus and himself. Someone even called out ‘bastard’ in Rebus’s direction. But the word had lost all meaning over the years. They would have disturbed him more by wishing him a pleasant trip.
‘Can I buy a couple of these?’ Charlie asked, examining the photographs of his work, his pentagram.
The interview room was bleak. It was its purpose to be bleak. But Charlie had settled in like he was planning to rent it.
‘No,’ Rebus said, lighting a cigarette. He didn’t offer one to Charlie. ‘So, why did you paint it?’
‘Because it’s beautiful.’ He still studied the photographs. ‘Don’t you think? So full of meaning.’
‘How long had you known Ronnie?’
Charlie shrugged. For the first time, he looked in the direction of the cassette recorder. Rebus had asked if he minded having the dialogue recorded. He had shrugged. Now he seemed a little pensive. ‘Maybe a year,’ he said. ‘Yes, a year. I met him around the time of my first-year exams. That was when I started to get interested in the real Edinburgh.’
‘The real Edinburgh?’
‘Yes. Not just the piper on the ramparts, or the Royal Mile, or the Scott Monument.’ Rebus recalled Ronnie’s photographs of the Castle.
‘I saw some photos on Ronnie’s wall.’ Charlie screwed up his face.
‘God, those. He had the idea he was going to be a professional photographer. Taking bloody tourist snaps for postcards. That didn’t last long. Like most of Ronnie’s schemes.’
‘Nice camera he had though.’
‘What? Oh, yes, his camera. Yes, it was his pride and joy.’ Charlie crossed his legs. Rebus continued to stare into the young man’s eyes, but Charlie was busily studying the photographs of the pentagram.
‘So what was that you were telling me about the “real” Edinburgh?’
‘Deacon Brodie,’ said Charlie, suddenly interested again, ‘Burke and Hare, justified sinners, the lot. But it’s all been cleaned up for the tourists, you see. And I thought, hang on, all this Lowland low-life still exists. That was when I started touring the housing estates, Wester Hailes, Oxgangs, Craigmillar, Pilmuir. And sure enough, it’s all still here, the past replaying itself in the present.’
‘So you started hanging around Pilmuir?’
‘Yes.’
‘In other words, you became a tourist yourself?’ Rebus had seen Charlie’s kind before, though usually the older model, the prosperous businessman debasing himself for kicks, visiting sleazy rooms for a dry cough of pleasure. He didn’t like the species.
‘I wasn’t a tourist!’ Charlie’s anger rose, a trout snapping a hooked worm. ‘I was there because I wanted to be there, and they wanted me there.’ His voice began to sound sulky. ‘I belong there.’
‘No you don’t, son, you belong in a big house somewhere with parents interested in your university career.’
‘Crap.’ Charlie pushed back his chair and walked to the wall, resting his head against it. Rebus thought for a moment that he might be about to beat himself senseless, then claim police brutality. But he seemed merely to need something cool against his face.
The interview room was stifling. Rebus had removed his jacket. Now he rolled up his sleeves before stubbing out the cigarette.
‘Okay, Charlie.’ The young man was soft now, pliable. It was time to ask some questions. ‘The night of the overdose, you were in the house with Ronnie, right?’
‘That’s right. For a little while.’
‘Who else was there?’
‘Tracy was there. She was there when I left.’
‘Anyone else?’
‘Some guy visited earlier in the evening. He didn’t stay long. I’d seen him with Ronnie before a couple of times. When they were together, they kept to themselves.’
‘Was this person his dealer, do you think?’
‘No. Ronnie could always get stuff. Well, up until recently. Past couple of weeks, he found it tough. They seemed pretty close, though. Really close, if you get my meaning.’
‘Go on.’
‘Close as in loving. As in gay.’
‘But Tracy . . .?’
‘Yeah, yeah, but what’s that supposed to prove, huh? You know how most addicts make their money.’
‘How? Theft?’
‘Yeah, theft, muggings, whatever. And doing a bit of business over by Calton Hill.’
Calton Hill, large, sprawling, lying to the east of Princes Street. Yes, Rebus knew all about Calton Hill, and about the cars which sat much of the night at the foot of it, along Regent Road. He knew about Calton Cemetery, too, about what went on there. . . .
‘You’re saying Ronnie was a rent boy?’ The phrase sounded ridiculous out loud. It was tabloid talk.
‘I’m saying he used to hang around there with a load of other guys, and I’m saying he always had money at the end of the night.’ Charlie swallowed. ‘Money and maybe a few bruises.’
‘Jesus.’ Rebus added this information to what was becoming a very grubby little dossier in his head. How far would you sink for a fix? The answer was: all the way. And then a little lower. He lit another cigarette.
‘Do you know this for a fact?’ he asked.
‘No.’
‘Was Ronnie from Edinburgh, by the way?’
‘Stirling.’
‘And his surname was –’
‘McGrath, I think.’
‘What about this guy he was so chummy with? Have you a name for him?’
‘He called himself Neil. Ronnie called him Neilly.’
‘Neilly? Did you get the impression they’d known one another for a while?’
‘Yeah, a goodish while. A nickname like that’s a sign of affection, right?’ Rebus studied Charlie with new admiration. ‘I don’t do psychology for nothing, Inspector.’
‘Right.’ Rebus checked that the small cassette recorder still had some tape left to run. ‘Give me a physical description of this Neil character, will you?’
‘Tall, skinny, short brown hair. Kind of spotty face, but always clean. Usually wore jeans and a denim jacket. Carried a big black holdall with him.’
‘Any idea what was in it?’
‘I got the feeling it was just clothes.’
‘Okay.’
‘Anything else?’
‘Let’s talk about the pentagram. Someone has been back to the house and added to it since these photographs were taken.’
Charlie said nothing, but did not look surprised.
‘It was you, wasn’t it?’
Charlie nodded.
‘How did you get in?’
‘Through the downstairs window. Those wooden slats couldn’t keep out an elephant. It’s like an extra door. Lots of people used to come into the house that way.’
‘Why did you go back?’
‘It wasn’t finished, was it? I wanted to add the symbols.’
‘And the message.’
Charlie smiled to himself. ‘Yes, the message.’
‘“Hello Ronnie”,’ Rebus quoted. ‘What’s that all about?’
‘Just what it says. His spirit’s still in the house, his soul’s still there. I was just saying hello. I had some paint left. Besides, I thought it might give somebody a fright.’
Rebus remembered his own shock at seeing the scrawl. He felt his cheeks redden slightly, but covered the fact with a question.
‘Do you remember the candles?’
Charlie nodded, but was becoming restless. Helping police with their inquiries was not as much fun as he had hoped.
‘What about your project?’ said Rebus, changing tack.
‘What about it?’
‘It’s on demonism, isn’t it?’
‘Maybe. I haven’t decided yet.’
‘What aspect of demonism?’
‘I don’t know. Maybe the popular mythology. How old fears become new fears, that sort of thing.’
‘Do you know any of the covens in Edinburgh?’
‘I know people who claim to be in some of them.’
‘But you’ve never been along to one?’
‘No, worse luck.’ Charlie seemed suddenly to come to life. ‘Look, what is all this? Ronnie OD’d. He’s history. Why all the questions?’
‘What can you tell me about the candles?’
Charlie exploded. ‘What about the candles?’
Rebus was all calmness. He exhaled smoke before responding. ‘There were candles in the living room.’ He was getting close to telling Charlie something Charlie didn’t seem to know. All during the interview, he had been spiralling inwards towards this moment.
‘That’s right. Big candles. Ronnie got them from some shop that specialises in candles. He liked candles. They gave the place ambience.’
‘Tracy found Ronnie in his bedroom. She thinks he was already dead.’ Rebus’s voice became lower still, and as flat as the desktop. ‘But by the time she’d phoned us, and an officer had turned up at the house, Ronnie’s body had been moved downstairs. It was laid out between two candles, which had been burnt down to nothing.’
‘There wasn’t much left of those candles anyway, not when I left.’
‘You left when?’
‘Just before midnight. There was supposed to be a party somewhere on the estate. I thought I might get invited in.’
‘How long would the candles have burned for?’
‘An hour, two hours. God knows.’
‘How much smack did Ronnie have?’
‘Christ, I don’t know.’
‘Well, how much would he normally use at any one time?’
‘I really don’t know. I’m not a user, you know. I hate all that stuff. I’ve got two friends who were in my sixth form. They’re both in private clinics.’
‘That’s nice for them.’
‘Like I said, Ronnie hadn’t been able to find any stuff for days. He was a bit whacked out, just about to fall right over the edge. Then he came back with some. End of story.’
‘Isn’t there much about then?’
‘So far as I know, there’s plenty, but don’t bother asking for names.’
‘So if there’s plenty, how come Ronnie was finding it so hard?’
‘God knows. He didn’t know himself. It was like he’d suddenly become bad news. Then he was good news again, and he got that packet.’
It was time. Rebus picked an invisible thread from his shirt.
‘He was murdered,’ he said. ‘Or as good as.’
Charlie’s mouth opened. The blood drained from his face, as though a tap had been opened somewhere. ‘What?’
‘He was murdered. His body was full of rat poison. Self-inflicted, but supplied by someone who probably knew it was lethal. A lot of work was then done to manoeuvre his body into some kind of ritualistic position in the living room. Where your pentagram is.’
‘Now wait –’
‘How many covens are there in Edinburgh, Charlie?’
‘What? Six, seven, I don’t know. Look –’
‘Do you know them? Any of them? I mean know them personally?’
‘Christ, man, you’re not going to pin this on me!’
‘Why not?’ Rebus stubbed out his cigarette.
‘Because it’s crazy.’
‘Seems to me it all fits, Charlie.’ String him out, Rebus was thinking. He’s already stretched to snapping point. ‘Unless you can convince me otherwise.’
Charlie walked to the door purposefully, then paused.
‘Go on,’ Rebus called, ‘it’s not locked. Walk out of here if you like. Then I’ll know you had something to do with it.’
Charlie turned. His eyes seemed moist in the hazy light. A sunbeam from the barred window, penetrating the frosted glass, caught motes of dust and turned them into slow-motion dancers. Charlie moved through them as he returned to the desk.
‘I didn’t have anything to do with it, honest.’
‘Sit down,’ said Rebus, a kindly uncle now. ‘Let’s talk some more.’
But Charlie didn’t like uncles. Never had. He placed his hands on the desk and leaned down, looming over Rebus. Something had hardened somewhere within him. His teeth when he spoke glistened with venom.
‘Go to hell, Rebus. I see what you’re up to, and I’m damned if I’m going to play along. Arrest me if you like, but don’t insult me with cheap tricks. I did those in my first term.’
Then he walked, and this time opened the door, and left it open behind him. Rebus got up from the desk, switched off the recorder, took out the tape and, pushing it into his pocket, followed. By the time he reached the entrance hall, Charlie had gone. He approached the desk. The duty sergeant looked up from his paperwork.
‘You just missed him,’ he said.
Rebus nodded. ‘It doesn’t matter.’
‘He didn’t look too happy.’
‘Would I be doing my job if they all left here laughing and holding their sides?’
The sergeant smiled. ‘I suppose not. So what can I do for you?’
‘The Pilmuir overdose. I’ve got a name for the corpse. Ronnie McGrath. Originally from Stirling. Let’s see if we can find his parents, eh?’
The sergeant scribbled the name onto a pad. ‘I’m sure they’ll be delighted to hear how their son is doing in the big city.’
‘Yes,’ said Rebus, staring towards the front door of the police station. ‘I’m sure they will.’
John Rebus’s flat was his castle. Once through the door, he would pull up the drawbridge and let his mind go blank, emptying himself of the world for as long as he could. He would pour himself a drink, put some tenor sax music on the cassette machine, and pick up a book. Many weeks ago, in a crazed state of righteousness, he had put up shelves along one wall of the living room, intending his sprawling collection of books to rest there. But somehow they managed to crawl across the floor, getting under his feet, so that he used them like stepping-stones into the hallway and the bedroom.
He walked across them now, on his way to the bay window where he pulled down the dusty venetian blinds. The slats he left open, so that strawberry slants of evening light came pouring through, reminding him of the interview room. . . .
No, no, no, that wouldn’t do. He was being sucked back into work again. He had to clear his mind, find some book which would pull him into its little universe, far away from the sights and smells of Edinburgh. He stepped firmly on the likes of Chekhov, Heller, Rimbaud and Kerouac as he made his way to the kitchen, seeking out a bottle of wine.
There were two cardboard boxes beneath the kitchen worktop, taking up the space where the washing machine had once been. Rhona had taken the washing machine, which was fair enough. He called the resultant space his wine cellar, and now and then would order a mixed case from a good little shop around the corner from his flat. He put a hand into one of the boxes and brought out something called Château Potensac. Yes, he’d had a bottle of this before. It would do.
He poured a third of the bottle into a large glass and returned to the living room, plucking one of the books from the floor as he went. He was seated in his armchair before he looked at its cover: The Naked Lunch. No, bad choice. He threw the book down again and groped for another. Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. Fair enough, he’d been meaning to reread it for ages, and it was blissfully short. He took a mouthful of wine, sloshed it around before swallowing, and opened the book.
With the timing of a stage-play, there was a rapping at the front door. The noise Rebus made was somewhere between a sigh and a roar. He balanced the book, its covers open, on the arm of the chair, and rose to his feet. Probably it was Mrs Cochrane from downstairs, telling him that it was his turn to wash the communal stairwell. She would have the large, imperative card with her: IT IS YOUR TURN TO WASH THE STAIRS. Why she couldn’t just hang it on his door like everyone else seemed to do . . .?
He tried to arrange a neighbourly smile on his face as he opened the door, but the actor in him had left for the evening. So there was something not unlike pain rippling his lips as he stared at the visitor on his doormat.
It was Tracy.
Her face was red, and there were tears in her eyes, but the redness was not from crying. She looked exhausted, her hair cloying with sweat.
‘Can I come in?’ There was an all too visible effort in her voice. Rebus hadn’t the heart to say no. He pushed the door open wide and she stumbled in past him, walking straight through to the living room as though she’d been here a hundred times. Rebus checked that the stairwell was empty of inquisitive neighbours, then closed the door. He was tingling, not a pleasant feeling: he didn’t like people visiting him here.
Especially, he didn’t like work following him home.
By the time he reached the living room, Tracy had drained the wine and was exhaling with relief, her thirst quenched. Rebus felt the discomfort in him increase until it was almost unbearable.
‘How the hell did you find this place?’ he asked, standing in the doorway as though waiting for her to leave.
‘Not easy,’ she said, her voice a little more calm. ‘You told me you lived in Marchmont, so I just wandered around looking for your car. Then I found your name on the bell downstairs.’
He had to admit it, she’d have made a good detective. Footwork was what it was all about.
‘Somebody’s been following me,’ she said now. ‘I got scared.’
‘Following you?’ He stepped into the room now, curious, his sense of encroachment easing.
‘Yes, two men. I think there were two. They’ve been following me all afternoon. I was up Princes Street, just walking, and they were always there, a little way behind me. They must’ve known I could see them.’
‘What happened?’
‘I lost them. Went into Marks and Spencer, ran like hell for the Rose Street exit, then dived into the ladies’ in a pub. Stayed in there for an hour. That seemed to do the trick. Then I headed here.’
‘Why didn’t you telephone me?’
‘No money. That’s why I was up Princes Street in the first place.’
She had settled in his chair, her arms hanging over its sides. He nodded towards the empty glass.
‘Do you want another?’
‘No thanks. I don’t really like plonk, but I was thirsty as hell. I could manage a cup of tea though.’
‘Tea, right.’ Plonk, she had called it! He turned and walked through to the kitchen, his mind half on the idea of tea, half on her story. In one of his sparsely populated cupboards he found an unopened box of teabags. There was no fresh milk in the flat, but an old tin yielded a spoonful or two of powdered substitute. Now, sugar. . . . Music came suddenly from the living room, a loud rendering of The White Album. God, he’d forgotten he still had that old tape. He opened the cutlery drawer, looking for nothing more than a teaspoon, and found several sachets of sugar, stolen from the canteen at some point in his past. Serendipity. The kettle was beginning to boil.
‘This flat’s huge!’
She startled him, he was so unused to other voices in this place. He turned and watched her lean against the door-jamb, her head angled sideways.
‘Is it?’ he said, rinsing a mug.
‘Christ, yes. Look how high your ceilings are! I could just about touch the ceiling in Ronnie’s squat.’ She stood on tiptoe and stretched an arm upwards, waving her hand. Rebus feared that she had taken something, some pills or powders, while he’d been on the trail of the furtive teabag. She seemed to sense his thoughts, and smiled.
‘I’m just relieved,’ she said. ‘I feel light-headed from the running. And from being scared, I suppose. But now I feel safe.’
‘What did the men look like?’
‘I don’t know. I think they looked a bit like you.’ She smiled again. ‘One had a moustache. He was sort of fat, going thin on top, but not old. I can’t remember the other one. He wasn’t very memorable, I suppose.’
Rebus poured water into the mug and added the teabag. ‘Milk?’
‘No, just sugar if you’ve got it.’
He waved one of the sachets at her.
‘Great.’
Back in the living room, he went to the stereo and turned it down.
‘Sorry,’ she said, back in the chair now, sipping tea, her legs tucked under her.
‘I keep meaning to find out whether my neighbours can hear the stereo or not,’ Rebus said, as if to excuse his action. ‘The walls are pretty thick, but the ceiling isn’t.’
She nodded, blew onto the surface of the drink, steam covering her face in a veil.
‘So,’ said Rebus, pulling his director’s foldaway chair out from beneath a table and sitting down. ‘What can we do about these men who’ve been following you?’
‘I don’t know. You’re the policeman.’
‘It all sounds like something out of a film to me. I mean, why should anyone want to follow you?’
‘To scare me?’ she offered.
‘And why should they want to scare you?’
She thought about this, then shrugged her shoulders.
‘By the way, I saw Charlie today,’ he said.
‘Oh?’
‘Do you like him?’
‘Charlie?’ Her laughter was shrill. ‘He’s horrible. Always hanging around, even when it’s obvious nobody wants him anywhere near. Everybody hates him.’
‘Everybody?’
‘Yes.’
‘Did Ronnie hate him?’
She paused. ‘No,’ she said at last. ‘But then Ronnie didn’t have much sense that way.’
‘What about this other friend of Ronnie’s? Neil, or Neilly. What can you tell me about him?’
‘Is that the guy who was there last night?’
‘Yes.’
She shrugged her shoulders. ‘I never saw him before.’ She seemed interested in the book on the arm of the chair, picked it up and flipped its pages, pretending to read.
‘And Ronnie never mentioned a Neil or a Neilly to you?’
‘No.’ She waved the book at Rebus. ‘But he did talk about someone called Edward. Seemed angry with him about something. Used to shout the name out when he was alone in his room, after a fix.’
Rebus nodded slowly. ‘Edward. His dealer maybe?’
‘I don’t know. Maybe. Ronnie got pretty crazy sometimes after he fixed. He was like a different person. But he was so sweet at times, so gentle. . . .’ Her voice died away, eyes glistening.
Rebus checked his watch. ‘Okay, what about if I drive you back to the squat now? We can check that there’s no one watching.’
‘I don’t know. . . .’ The fear had returned to her face, erasing years from her, turning her into a child again, afraid of shadows and ghosts.
‘I’ll be there,’ Rebus added.
‘Well. . . . Can I do something first?’
‘What?’
She pulled at her damp clothes. ‘Take a bath,’ she said. Then she smiled. ‘I know it’s a bit brassnecked, but I really could use one, and there’s no water at all in the squat.’
Rebus smiled too, nodding slowly. ‘My bathtub is at your disposal,’ he said.
While she was in the bath, he hung her clothes over the radiator in the hall. Turning the central heating on made a sauna of the flat, and Rebus struggled with the sash windows in the living room, trying without success to open them. He made more tea, in a pot this time, and had just carried it into the living room when he heard her call from the bathroom. When he came out into the hall, she had her head around the bathroom door, steam billowing out around her. Her hair, face and neck were gleaming.
‘No towels,’ she explained.
‘Sorry,’ said Rebus. He found some in the cupboard in his room, and brought them to her, pushing them through the gap in the door, feeling awkward despite himself.
‘Thanks,’ she called.
He had swopped The White Album for some jazz – barely audible – and was sitting with his tea when she came in. One large red towel was expertly tied around her body, another around her head. He had often wondered how women could be so good at wearing towels. . . . Her arms and legs were pale and thin, but there was no doubting that her shape was pleasing, and the glow from the bath gave her a kind of nimbus. He remembered the photographs of her in Ronnie’s room. Then he recalled the missing camera.
‘Was Ronnie still keen on photography? I mean, of late.’ The choice of words was accidentally unsubtle, and he winced a little, but Tracy appeared not to notice.
‘I suppose so. He was quite good, you know. He had a good eye. But he didn’t get the breaks.’
‘How hard did he try?’
‘Bloody hard.’ There was resentment in her voice. Perhaps Rebus had allowed too much professional scepticism to creep into his tone.
‘Yes, I’m sure. Not an easy profession to get into, I’d imagine.’
‘Too true. And there were some who knew how good Ronnie was. They didn’t want the competition. Put obstacles in his way whenever and wherever they could.’
‘You mean other photographers?’
‘That’s right. Well, when Ronnie was going through his really keen spell, before disillusionment set in, he didn’t know quite how to get the breaks. So he went to a couple of studios, showed some of his work to the guys who worked there. He had some really inspired shots. You know, everyday things seen from weird angles. The Castle, Waverley Monument, Calton Hill.’
‘Calton Hill?’
‘Yes, the whatsit.’
‘The folly?’
‘That’s it.’ The towel was slipping a little from around her shoulders, and as Tracy sat with her legs tucked beneath her, sipping tea, it also fell away to reveal more than enough thigh. Rebus tried to concentrate his eyes on her face. It wasn’t easy. ‘Well,’ she was saying, ‘a couple of his ideas got ripped off. He’d see a photo in one of the local rags, and it’d be exactly the angle he’d used, the same time of day, same filters. Those bastards had copied his ideas. He’d see their names beneath the pictures, the same guys he’d shown his portfolio to.’
‘What were their names?’
‘I don’t remember now.’ She readjusted the towel. There seemed something defensive in the action. Was it so hard to remember a name? She giggled. ‘He tried to get me to pose for him.’
‘I saw the results.’
‘No, not those ones. You know, nude shots. He said he could sell them for a fortune to some of the magazines. But I wasn’t having it. I mean, the money would’ve been all well and good, but these mags get passed around, don’t they? I mean, they never get thrown away. I’d always be wondering if anybody could recognise me on the street.’ She waited for Rebus’s reaction, and when it was one of thoughtful bemusement, laughed throatily. ‘So, it’s not true what they say. You can embarrass a copper.’
‘Sometimes.’ Rebus’s cheeks were tingling. He put a hand self-consciously to one of them. He had to do something about this. ‘So,’ he said, ‘was Ronnie’s camera worth much then?’
She seemed nonplussed by this turn in the conversation, and pulled the towel even tighter around her. ‘Depends. I mean, worth and value, they’re not the same thing, are they?’
‘Aren’t they?’
‘Well, he might have paid only a tenner for the camera, but that doesn’t mean it was only worth a tenner to him. Do you see?’
‘So he paid a tenner for the camera?’
‘No, no, no.’ She shook her head, dislodging the towel. ‘I thought you had to be brainy to get in the CID? What I mean is . . .’ She raised her eyes to the ceiling, and the towel slipped from her head, so that bedraggled rat’s-tails of hair strung themselves out across her forehead. ‘No, never mind. The camera cost about a hundred and fifty quid. Okay?’
‘Fine.’
‘Interested in photography are you?’
‘Only since recently. More tea?’
He poured from the teapot, then added a sachet of sugar. She liked lots of sugar.
‘Thanks,’ she said, cradling the mug. ‘Listen.’ She was bathing her face in the steam from the surface of the tea. ‘Can I ask you a favour?’
Here it comes, thought Rebus: money. He had already made a mental note to check whether anything in the flat was missing before letting her leave. ‘What?’
Her eyes were on his now. ‘Can I stay the night?’ Her words came out in a torrent. ‘I’ll sleep on the couch, on the floor. I don’t mind. I just don’t want to go back to the squat, not tonight. It’s been getting pretty crazy lately, and those men following me. . . .’ She shivered, and Rebus had to admit that if this were all an act, she was a top-of-the-form drama student. He shrugged, was about to speak, but rose and went to the window instead, deferring a decision.
The orange street lamps were on, casting a Hollywood film-set glow over the pavement. There was a car outside, directly opposite the flat. Being two floors up, Rebus couldn’t quite see into the car, but the driver’s side window had been rolled down, and smoke oozed from it.
‘Well?’ the voice said behind him. It had lost all confidence now.
‘What?’ Rebus said distractedly.
‘Can I?’ He turned towards her. ‘Can I stay?’ she repeated.
‘Sure,’ Rebus said, making for the door. ‘Stay as long as you like.’
He was halfway down the curving stairwell before he realised that he was not wearing any shoes. He paused, considering. No, to hell with it. His mother had always warned him about catching chilblains, and he never had. Now was as good a time as any to find out whether his medical luck was holding.
He was passing a door on the first floor when it rattled open and Mrs Cochrane thrust her whole frame out, blocking Rebus’s path.
‘Mrs Cochrane,’ he said after the initial shock had passed.
‘Here.’ She shoved something towards him, and he could do nothing but take it from her. It was a piece of card, about ten inches by six. Rebus read it: IT IS YOUR TURN TO WASH THE STAIRS. By the time he looked up again, Mrs Cochrane’s door was already closing. He could hear her carpet slippers shuffling back towards her TV and her cat. Smelly old thing.
Rebus carried the card downstairs with him, the cold steps penetrating his stockinged soles. The cat didn’t smell too good either, he thought maliciously.
The front door was on the latch. He eased it open, trying to keep the aged mechanism as silent as possible. The car was still there. Directly opposite him as he stepped outside. But the driver had already seen him. The cigarette stub was flicked onto the road, and the engine started. Rebus moved forward on his toes. The car’s headlamps came on suddenly, their beam as full as a Stalag searchlight. Rebus paused, screwing his eyes, and the car started forward, then swerved to the left, racing downhill to the end of the street. Rebus stared after it, trying to make out the number plate, but his eyes were full of white fuzziness. It had been a Ford Escort. Of that much he was sure.
Looking down the road, he realised that the car had stopped at the junction with the main road, waiting for a space in the traffic. It was less than a hundred yards away. Rebus made up his mind. He had been a handy sprinter in his youth, good enough for the school team when they had been a man short. He ran now with a kind of drunken euphoria, and remembered the wine he had opened. His stomach turned sour at the mere thought, and he slowed. Just then he slipped, skidding on something on the pavement, and, brought up short, he saw the car slip across the junction and roar away.
Never mind. That first glimpse as he’d opened the door had been enough. He’d seen the constabulary uniform. Not the driver’s face, but the uniform for sure. A policeman, a constable, driving an Escort. Two young girls were approaching along the pavement. They giggled as they passed Rebus, and he realised that he was standing panting on the pavement, without any shoes but holding a sign telling him it was his turn to WASH THE STAIRS. When he looked down, he saw what it was he had skidded on.
Cursing silently, he removed his socks, tossed them into the gutter, and walked back on bare feet towards the flat.
Dectective Constable Brian Holmes was drinking tea. He had turned this into something of a ritual, holding the cup to his face and blowing on it, then sipping. Blowing then sipping. Swallowing. Then releasing a steamy breath of air. He was chilled tonight, as cold as any tramp on any park bench bed. He didn’t even have a newspaper, and the tea tasted revolting. It had come out of one or other of the thermos flasks, piping hot and smelling of plastic. The milk wasn’t of the freshest, but at least the brew was warming. Not warming enough to touch his toes, supposing he still had toes.
‘Anything happening?’ he hissed towards the SSPCA officer, who held binoculars to his eyes as though to hide his embarrassment.
‘Nothing,’ the officer whispered. It had been an anonymous tip-off. The third this month and, to be fair, the first non-starter. Dog fighting was back in vogue. Several ‘arenas’ had been found in the past three months, small dirt pits enclosed by lengths of sheet tin. Scrap yards seemed the main source of these arenas, which gave an added meaning to the term ‘scrap yard’. But tonight they were watching a piece of waste ground. Goods trains clattered past nearby, heading towards the centre of the city, but apart from that and the low hum of distant traffic, the place was dead. Yes, there was a makeshift pit all right. They’d taken a look at it in daylight, pretending to walk their own alsatian dogs, which were in fact police dogs. Pit bull terriers: that was what they used in the arenas. Brian Holmes had seen a couple of ex-combatants, their eyes maddened with pain and fear. He hadn’t stuck around for the vet with his lethal injection.
‘Hold on.’
Two men were walking, hands in pockets, across the wilderness, picking their way carefully over the uneven surface, wary of sudden craters. They seemed to know where they were headed: straight towards the shallow pit. Once there, they took a final look around. Brian Holmes stared directly back at them, knowing he could not be seen. Like the SSPCA officer, he was crouching behind thick bracken, behind him one remaining wall of what had been a building of sorts. Though there was some light over towards the pit itself, there was precious little here, and so, as with a two-way mirror, he could see without being seen.
‘Got you,’ said the SSPCA man as the two men jumped down into the pit.
‘Wait . . .’ said Holmes, suddenly getting a funny feeling about all of this. The two men had begun to embrace, and their faces merged in a slow, lingering kiss as they sank down towards the ground.
‘Christ!’ exclaimed the SSPCA man.
Holmes sighed, staring down at the damp, rock-hard earth beneath his knees.
‘I don’t think pit bulls enter the equation,’ he said. ‘Or if they do, bestiality rather than brutality might be the charge.’
The SSPCA officer still held his binoculars to his eyes, horror-struck and riveted.
‘You hear stories,’ he said, ‘but you never . . . well . . . you know.’
‘Get to watch?’ Holmes suggested, getting slowly, painfully to his feet.
He was talking with the night duty officer when the message came through. Inspector Rebus wanted a word.
‘Rebus? What does he want?’ Brian Holmes checked his watch. It was two fifteen a.m. Rebus was at home, and he had been told to phone him there. He used the duty officer’s telephone.
‘Hello?’ He knew John Rebus of course, had worked with him on several cases. Still, middle-of-the-night calls were something else entirely.
‘Is that you, Brian?’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘Have you a sheet of paper? Write this down.’ Fumbling with pad and biro, Holmes thought he could hear music playing on the line. Something he recognised. The Beatles’ White Album. ‘Ready?’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘Right. There was a junkie found dead in Pilmuir yesterday, or a couple of days ago now, strictly speaking. Overdose. Find out who the constables who found him were. Get them to come into my office at ten o’clock. Got that?’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘Good. Now, when you’ve got the address where the body was found, I want you to pick up the keys from whoever’s got them and go to the house. Upstairs in one of the bedrooms there’s a wall covered in photographs. Some are of Edinburgh Castle. Take them with you and go to the local newspaper’s office. They’ll have files full of photographs. If you’re lucky they might even have a little old man on duty with a memory like an elephant. I want you to look for any photographs that have been published in the newspaper recently and look to have been taken from the same angle as the ones on the bedroom wall. Got that?’
‘Yes, sir,’ said Holmes, scribbling furiously.
‘Good. I want to know who took the newspaper photographs. There’ll be a sticker or something on the back of each print giving a name and address.’
‘Anything else, sir?’ It came out as sarcasm, meant or not.
‘Yes.’ Rebus seemed to drop his voice a decibel. ‘On the bedroom wall you’ll also find some photos of a young lady. I’d like to know more about her. She says her middle name is Tracy. That’s what she calls herself. Ask around, show the picture to anyone you think might have an inkling.’
‘Right, sir. One question.’
‘Go ahead.’
‘Why me? Why now? What’s all this in aid of?’
‘That’s three questions. I’ll answer as many of them as I can when I see you tomorrow afternoon. Be in my office at three.’
And with that, the line went dead on Brian Holmes. He stared at the drunken rows of writing on his pad, his own shorthand of a week’s worth of work, delivered to him in a matter of minutes. The duty officer was reading it over his shoulder.
‘Rather you than me,’ he said with sincerity.
John Rebus had chosen Holmes for a whole bundle of reasons, but mostly because Holmes didn’t know much about him. He wanted someone who would work efficiently, methodically, without raising too much fuss. Someone who didn’t know Rebus well enough to complain about being kept in the dark, about being used as a shunting engine. A message boy and a bloodhound and a dogsbody. Rebus knew that Holmes was gaining a reputation for efficiency and for not being a complaining sod. That was enough to be going on with.
He carried the telephone back from the hall into the living room, placed it on the bookshelves, and went across to the hi-fi, where he switched off the tape machine, then the amplifier. He went to the window and looked out on an empty street whose lamplight was the colour of Red Leicester cheese. The image reminded him of the midnight snack he had promised himself a couple of hours ago, and he decided to make himself something in the kitchen. Tracy wouldn’t be wanting anything. He was sure of that. He stared at her as she lay along the settee, her head at an angle towards the floor, one hand across her stomach, the other hanging down to touch the wool carpet. Her eyes were unseeing slits, her mouth open in a pout, revealing a slight gap between her two front teeth. She had slept soundly as he had thrown a blanket over her, and was sleeping still, her breathing regular. Something niggled him, but he couldn’t think what it was. Hunger perhaps. He hoped the freezer would yield a pleasant surprise. But first he went to the window and looked out again. The street was absolutely dead, which was just how Rebus himself was feeling: dead but active. He picked Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde from the floor and carried it through to the kitchen.
The more it looks like Queer Street, the less I ask.
Police Constables Harry Todd and Francis O’Rourke were standing outside Rebus’s office when he arrived next morning. They had been leaning against the wall, enjoying a lazy conversation, seemingly unconcerned that Rebus was twenty minutes late. He was damned if he was going to apologise. He noted with satisfaction that as he reached the top of the stairs they pulled themselves up straight and shut their mouths.
That was a good start.
He opened the door, walked into the room, and closed the door again. Let them stew for another minute. Now they’d have something really to talk about. He had checked with the desk sergeant, and Brian Holmes wasn’t in the station. He took a slip of paper from his pocket and rang Holmes’s house. The telephone rang and rang. Holmes must be out working.
The good run was continuing.
There was mail on his desk. He flipped through it, stopping only to extract a note from Superintendent Watson. It was an invitation to lunch. Today. At twelve thirty. Hell. He was meeting Holmes at three. The lunch was with some of the businessmen who were putting up the hard cash for the drugs campaign. Hell. And it was in The Eyrie, which meant wearing a tie and a clean shirt. Rebus looked down at his shirt. It would do. But the tie would not. Hell.
The smile left his soul.
It had been too good to last. Tracy had woken him with breakfast on a tray. Orange juice, toast and honey, strong coffee. She’d gone out early, she explained, taking with her a little money she found on the shelves in the living room. She hoped he didn’t mind. She had found a corner shop open, made the purchases, come back to the flat, and made him breakfast.
‘I’m surprised the smell of burning toast didn’t wake you,’ she had said.
‘You’re looking at the man who slept through Towering Inferno,’ he had replied. And she had laughed, sitting on the bed taking dainty bites of toast with her exposed teeth, while Rebus chewed his slices slowly, thoughtfully. Luxuriously. How long had it been since he’d been brought breakfast in bed? It frightened him to think. . . .
‘Come in!’ he roared now, though no one had knocked.
Tracy had left without complaint, too. She felt all right, she said. She couldn’t stay cooped up forever, could she? He had driven her back towards Pilmuir, then had done something stupid. Given her ten pounds. It wasn’t just money, as he realised a second after handing it over. It was a bond between them, a bond he shouldn’t be making. It lay there in her hand, and he felt the temptation to snatch it back. But then she was out of the car and walking away, her body fragile as bone china, her gait determined, full of strength. Sometimes she reminded him of his daughter Sammy, other times. . . .
Other times of Gill Templer, his ex-lover.
‘Come in!’ he roared again. This time the door opened an inch, then another ten or eleven. A head looked into the room.
‘Nobody’s been knocking, sir,’ the head said nervously.
‘Is that so?’ said Rebus in his best stage voice. ‘Well, in that case I’d better just speak to you two instead. So why don’t you come in!’
A moment later, they shuffled through the doorway, a bit less cocky now. Rebus pointed to the two chairs on the other side of his desk. One of them sat immediately, the other stood to attention.
‘I’d rather stand, sir,’ he said. The other one looked suddenly fearful, terrified that he had broken some rule of protocol.
‘This isn’t the bloody army,’ Rebus said to the standing one, just as the sitting one was rising. ‘So sit down!’
They both sat. Rebus rubbed his forehead, pretending a headache. Truth be told, he had almost forgotten who these constables were and why they were here.
‘Right,’ he said. ‘Why do you think I’ve called you here this morning?’ Corny but effective.
‘Is it to do with the witches, sir?’
‘Witches?’ Rebus looked at the constable who had said this, and remembered the keen young man who had shown him the original pentagram. ‘That’s right, witches. And overdoses.’
They blinked at him. He sought frantically for a route into the interrogation, if interrogation this was to be. He should have thought more about it before coming in.
He should have at least remembered that it had been arranged. He saw a ten-pound note, a smile, could smell burning toast. . . . He looked at the pentagram constable’s tie.
‘What’s your name, son?’
‘Todd, sir.’
‘Todd? That’s German for dead, did you know that, Todd?’
‘Yes, sir. I did German at school up to Highers.’
Rebus nodded, pretending to be impressed. Damn, he was impressed. They all had Highers these days, it seemed, all these extraordinarily young-looking constables. Some had gone further: college, university. He had the feeling Holmes had been to university. He hoped he hadn’t enlisted the aid of a smart arse. . . .
Rebus pointed to the tie.
‘That looks a bit squint, Todd.’
Todd immediately looked down towards his tie, his head angled so sharply Rebus feared the neck would snap.
‘Sir?’
‘That tie. Is it your usual one?’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘So you haven’t broken a tie recently?’
‘Broken a tie, sir?’
‘Broken the clip,’ explained Rebus.
‘No, sir.’
‘And what’s your name, son?’ Rebus said quickly, turning to the other constable, who looked completely stunned by proceedings so far.
‘O’Rourke, sir.’
‘Irish name,’ Rebus commented.
‘Yes, sir.’
‘What about your tie, O’Rourke? Is that a new tie?’
‘Not really, sir. I mean, I’ve got about half a dozen of these things kicking around.’
Rebus nodded. He picked up a pencil, examined it, set it down again. He was wasting his time.
‘I’d like to see the reports you made of finding the deceased.’
‘Yes, sir,’ they said.
‘Nothing unusual in the house, was there? I mean, when you first arrived? Nothing out of the ordinary?’
‘Only the dead man, sir,’ said O’Rourke.
‘And the painting on the wall,’ said Todd.
‘Did either of you bother to check upstairs?’
‘No, sir.’
‘The body was where, when you arrived?’
‘In the downstairs room, sir.’
‘And you didn’t go upstairs?’
Todd looked towards O’Rourke. ‘I think we shouted to see if anyone was up there. But no, we didn’t go up.’
So how could the tie clip have got upstairs? Rebus exhaled, then cleared his throat. ‘What kind of car do you drive, Todd?’
‘Do you mean police car, sir?’
‘No I bloody well don’t!’ Rebus slapped the pencil down against the desk. ‘I mean for private use.’
Todd seemed more confused now than ever. ‘A Metro, sir.’
‘Colour?’
‘White.’
Rebus turned his gaze to O’Rourke.
‘I don’t have a car,’ O’Rourke admitted. ‘I like motorbikes. Just now I’ve got a Honda seven-fifty.’
Rebus nodded. No Ford Escorts then. Nobody hurtling away from his road at midnight.
‘Well, that’s all right then, isn’t it?’ And with a smile he dismissed them, picked up the pencil again, examined its point, and very deliberately broke it against the edge of his desk.
Rebus was thinking of Charlie as he stopped his car in front of the tiny old-fashioned men’s-wear shop off George Street. He was thinking of Charlie as he grabbed the tie and paid for it. Back in the car, he thought of Charlie as he knotted the tie, started the ignition, and drove off. Heading towards lunch with some of the wealthiest businessmen in the city, all he could think of was Charlie, and how Charlie could probably still choose to be like those businessmen one day. He’d leave university, use his family connections to land a good job, and progress smoothly through to upper management in the space of a year or two. He would forget all about his infatuation with decadence, and would become decadent himself, the way only the rich and successful ever can. . . . True decadence, not the second-hand stuff of witchcraft and demonism, drugs and violence. That bruising on Ronnie’s body: could it really have been rough trade? A sadomasochistic game gone wrong? A game played, perhaps, with the mysterious Edward, whose name Ronnie had screamed?
Or a ritual carried too far?
Had he dismissed the Satanism angle too readily? Wasn’t a policeman supposed to keep an open mind? Perhaps, but Satanism found him with his mind well and truly closed. He was a Christian, after all. He might not attend church often, detesting all the hymn-singing and the bald sermonising, but that didn’t mean he didn’t believe in that small, dark personal God of his. Everyone had a God tagging along with them. And the God of the Scots was as ominous as He came.
Midday Edinburgh seemed darker than ever, reflecting his mood perhaps. The Castle appeared to be casting a shadow across the expanse of the New Town, but that shadow did not, could not reach as high as The Eyrie. The Eyrie was the city’s most expensive restaurant, and also the most exclusive. Rumour had it that lunchtime was solidly booked twelve months in advance, while dinner entailed the small wait of eight to ten weeks. The restaurant itself was situated on the entire top floor of a Georgian hotel in the heart of the New Town, away from the city centre’s human bustle.
Not that the streets here were exactly quiet, a steady amount of through traffic pausing long enough to make parking a problem. But not to a detective. Rebus stopped his car on a double yellow line directly outside the hotel’s main door, and, despite the doorman’s warnings about wardens and fines, left it there and entered the hotel. He squeezed his stomach as the lift carried him four floors high, and was satisfied that he felt hungry. These businessmen might well bore the pants off him, and the thought of spending two hours with Farmer Watson was almost too much to bear, but he would eat well. Yes, he would eat exceedingly well.
And, given his way with the wine list, he’d bankrupt the buggers to boot.
Brian Holmes left the snack bar carrying a polystyrene cup of grey tea, and studied it, trying to remember when he had last had a cup of good tea, of real tea, of tea he had brewed himself. His life seemed to revolve around polystyrene cups and thermos flasks, unexciting sandwiches and chocolate biscuits. Blow, sip. Blow, sip. Swallow.
For this he had given up an academic career.
Which was to say that he had careered around academia for some eight months, studying History at the University of London. The first month he had spent in awe of the city itself, trying to come to terms with its size, the complexities of actually trying to live and travel and survive with dignity. The second and third months he had spent trying to come to terms with university life, with new friends, the persistent openings for discussion, argument, for inclusion in this or that group. He tested the water each time before joining in, all of them nervous as children learning to swim. By months four and five, he had become a Londoner, commuting to the University every day from his digs in Battersea. Suddenly his life had come to be ruled by numbers, by the times of trains and buses and tube connections, the times, too, of late buses and tubes which would whisk him away from coffee-bar politics towards his noisy single room again. Missing a train connection began to be agony, suffering the rush-hour tube, a season spent in hell. Months six and seven he spent isolated in Battersea, studying from his room, hardly attending lectures at all. And in month eight, May, with the sun warming his back, he left London and returned north, back to old friends and a sudden emptiness in his life that had to be filled by work.
But why in the name of God had he chosen the police?
He screwed up the now empty polystyrene cup and threw it towards a nearby bin. It missed. So what, he thought. Then caught himself, went to the cup, stooped, picked it up, and deposited it in the bin. You’re not in London now, Brian, he told himself. An elderly woman smiled at him.
So shines a good deed in a naughty world.
A naughty world all right. Rebus had landed him in a soup of melted humanity. Pilmuir, Hiroshima of the soul; he couldn’t escape quickly enough. Fear of radiation. He had a little list with him, copied down neatly from last night’s scrawled telephone conversation, and he took this from his pocket now to examine it. The constables had been easy to locate. Rebus would have seen them by now. Then he had gone to the house in Pilmuir. In his inside pocket he had the photographs. Edinburgh Castle. Good shots, too. Unusual angles. And the girl. She looked quite pretty, he supposed. Hard to tell her age, and her face seemed tempered by hard living, but she was bonny enough in a rough and ready way. He had no idea how he would find out anything about her. All he had to go on was that name, Tracy. True, there were people he could ask. Edinburgh was his home turf, an enormous advantage in this particular line of work. He had contacts all right, old friends, friends of friends. He’d re-established contact after the London fiasco. They’d all told him not to go. They’d all been pleased to see him again so soon after their warnings, pleased because they could boast of their foresight. That had only been five years ago. . . . It seemed longer somehow.
Why had he joined the force? His first choice had been journalism. That went way back, back to his schooldays. Well, childhood dreams could come true, if only momentarily. His next stop would be the offices of the local daily. See if he could find some more unusual angles on the Castle. With any luck, he’d get a decent cup of tea, too.
He was about to walk on when he saw an estate agent’s window across the street. He had always assumed that this particular agency would, because of its name, be expensive. But what the hell: he was a desperate man. He manoeuvred his way through the queue of unmoving traffic and stopped in front of the window of Bowyer Carew. After a minute, his shoulders slightly more hunched than before, he turned away again and stalked towards the Bridges.
‘And this is James Carew, of Bowyer Carew.’
James Carew lifted his well-upholstered bottom a millimetre off his well-upholstered chair, shook Rebus’s hand, then sat again. Throughout the introduction, his eyes had not left Rebus’s tie.
‘Finlay Andrews,’ continued Superintendent Watson, and Rebus shook another firm masonic hand. He didn’t need to know the secret pressure spots to be able to place a freemason. The grip itself told you everything, lasting as it did a little longer than normal, the extra time it took the shaker to work out whether you were of the brotherhood or not.
‘You might know Mr Andrews. He has a gaming establishment in Duke Terrace. What’s it called again?’ Watson was trying too hard: too hard to be the host, too hard to get along with these men, too hard for everyone’s comfort.
‘It’s just called Finlay’s,’ Finlay Andrews supplied, releasing his grip on Rebus.
‘Tommy McCall,’ said the final luncheon guest, making his own introduction, and giving Rebus’s hand a quick, cool shake. Rebus smiled, and sat down, joining them at the table, thankful to be sitting down at last.
‘Not Tony McCall’s brother?’ he asked conversationally.
‘That’s right.’ McCall smiled. ‘You know Tony then?’
‘Pretty well,’ said Rebus. Watson was looking bemused. ‘Inspector McCall,’ Rebus explained. Watson nodded vigorously.
‘So,’ said Carew, shifting in his seat, ‘what will you have to drink, Inspector Rebus?’
‘Not while on duty, sir,’ said Rebus, unfolding his prettily arranged napkin. He saw the look on Carew’s face and smiled. ‘Just a joke. I’ll have a gin and tonic, please.’
They all smiled. A policeman with a sense of humour: it usually surprised people. It would have surprised them even more had they known how seldom Rebus made jokes. But he felt the need to conform here, to ‘mix’, in that unhappy phrase.
There was a waiter at his shoulder.
‘Another gin and tonic, Ronald,’ Carew told the waiter, who bowed and moved off. Another waiter replaced him, and started handing out huge leather-bound menus. The thick cloth napkin was heavy on Rebus’s lap.
‘Where do you live, Inspector?’ The question was Carew’s. His smile seemed more than a smile, and Rebus was cautious.
‘Marchmont,’ he said.
‘Oh,’ Carew enthused, ‘that’s always been a very good area. Used to be a farming estate back in the old days, you know.’
‘Really?’
‘Mmm. Lovely neighbourhood.’
‘What James means,’ interrupted Tommy McCall, ‘is that the houses are worth a few bob.’
‘So they are,’ Carew answered indignantly. ‘Handy for the centre of town, close to The Meadows and the University. . . .’
‘James,’ Finlay Andrews warned, ‘you’re talking shop.’
‘Am I?’ Carew seemed genuinely surprised. He gave Rebus that smile again. ‘Sorry.’
‘I recommend the sirloin,’ said Andrews. When the waiter returned to take their order, Rebus made a point of ordering sole.
He tried to be casual, not to stare at the other diners, not to examine the minutiae of the tablecloth, the implements unknown to him, the finger bowls, the hallmarked cutlery. But then this was one of those once-in-a-lifetime things, wasn’t it? So why not stare? He did, and saw fifty or so well-fed, happy faces, mostly male, with the occasional decorative female for the sake of decency, of elegance. Prime fillet. That’s what everyone else seemed to be having. And wine.
‘Who wants to choose the wine?’ said McCall, flourishing the list. Carew looked eager to snatch, and Rebus held back. It wouldn’t do, would it? To grab the list, to say me, me, me. To look with hungry eyes at the prices, wishing. . . .
‘If I may,’ said Finlay Andrews, lifting the wine list from McCall’s hand. Rebus studied the hallmark on his fork.
‘So,’ said McCall, looking at Rebus, ‘Superintendent Watson has roped you in on our little mission, eh?’
‘I don’t know that any rope was needed,’ said Rebus. ‘I’m glad to help if I can.’
‘I’m sure your experience will be invaluable,’ Watson said to Rebus, beaming at him. Rebus stared back evenly, but said nothing.
As luck would have it, Andrews seemed to know a bit about wine himself, and ordered a decent ’82 claret and a crisp Chablis. Rebus perked up a bit as Andrews did the ordering. What was the name of the gaming club again? Andrews? Finlay’s? Yes, that was it. Finlay’s. He’d heard of it, a small casino, quiet. There had never been any cause for Rebus to go there, either on business or for pleasure. What pleasure was there in losing money?
‘Is your Chinaman still haunting the place, Finlay?’ asked McCall now, while two waiters ladled a thin covering of soup into wide-circumferenced Victorian soup plates.
‘He won’t get in again. Management reserves the right to refuse entry, et cetera.’
McCall chuckled, turned to Rebus.
‘Finlay had a bad run back there. The Chinese are terrible for gambling, you know. Well, this one Chinaman was taking Finlay for a ride.’
‘I had an inexperienced croupier,’ Andrews explained. ‘The experienced eye, and I do mean experienced, could tell pretty much where the ball was going to land on the roulette wheel, just by watching carefully how this youngster was flicking the ball.’
‘Remarkable,’ said Watson, before blowing on a spoonful of soup.
‘Not really,’ said Andrews. ‘I’ve seen it before. It’s simply a matter of spotting the type before they manage to lay on a really heavy bet. But then, you have to take the rough with the smooth. This has been a good year so far, a lot of money moving north, finding there’s not so much to do up here, so why not simply gamble it away?’
‘Money moving north?’ Rebus was interested.
‘People, jobs. London executives with London salaries and London habits. Haven’t you noticed?’
‘I can’t say I have,’ Rebus confessed. ‘Not around Pilmuir at any rate.’
There were smiles at this.
‘My estate agency has certainly noticed it,’ said Carew. ‘Larger properties are in great demand. Corporate buyers in some cases. Businesses moving north, opening offices. They know a good thing when they see it, and Edinburgh is a good thing. House prices have gone through the roof. I see no reason for them to stop.’ He caught Rebus’s eye. ‘They’re even building new homes in Pilmuir.’
‘Finlay,’ McCall interrupted, ‘tell Inspector Rebus where the Chinese players keep their money.’
‘Not while we’re eating, please,’ said Watson, and when McCall, chuckling to himself, looked down at his soup plate, Rebus saw Andrews flash the man a hateful look.
The wine had arrived, chilled and the colour of honey. Rebus sipped. Carew was asking Andrews about some planning permission to do with an extension to the casino.
‘It seems to be all right.’ Andrews tried not to sound smug. Tommy McCall laughed.
‘I’ll bet it does,’ he said. ‘Would your neighbours find the going as smooth if they tried to stick a big bloody extension on the back of their premises?’
Andrews gave a smile as cold as the Chablis. ‘Each case is considered individually and scrupulously, Tommy, so far as I know. Maybe you know better?’
‘No, no.’ McCall had finished his first glass of wine, and was reaching for a second. ‘I’m sure it’s all totally above board, Finlay.’ He looked conspiratorially at Rebus. ‘I hope you’re not going to tell tales, John.’
‘No.’ Rebus glanced towards Andrews, who was finishing his soup. ‘Over lunch, my ears are closed.’
Watson nodded agreement.
‘Hello there, Finlay.’ A large man, heavily built but with the accent on muscularity, was standing by the table. He was wearing the most expensive-looking suit Rebus had ever seen. A silken sheen of blue with threads of silver running through it. The man’s hair was silvered, too, though his face looked to be fortyish, no more. Beside him, leaning in towards him, stood a delicate Oriental woman, more girl than woman. She was exquisite, and everyone at the table rose in a kind of awe. The man waved an elegant hand, demanding they be seated. The woman hid her pleasure beneath her eyelashes.
‘Hello, Malcolm.’ Finlay Andrews gestured towards the man. ‘This is Malcolm Lanyon, the advocate.’ The last two words were unnecessary. Everyone knew Malcolm Lanyon, the gossip column’s friend. His very public lifestyle provoked either hatred or envy. He was at the same time all that was most despised about the law profession, and a walking TV mini-series. If his lifestyle occasionally scandalised the prurient, it also satisfied a deep need in the readers of Sunday tabloids. He was also, to Rebus’s sure knowledge, an extraordinarily good lawyer. He had to be, otherwise the rest of his image would have been wallpaper, nothing more. It wasn’t wallpaper. It was bricks and mortar.
‘These,’ Andrews said, gesturing now to the occupants of the table, ‘are the working members of that committee I was telling you about.’
‘Ah.’ Lanyon nodded. ‘The campaign against drugs. An excellent idea, Superintendent.’
Watson almost blushed at the compliment: the compliment was that Lanyon knew who Watson was.
‘Finlay,’ Lanyon continued, ‘you’ve not forgotten tomorrow night?’
‘Firmly etched in my diary, Malcolm.’
‘Excellent.’ Lanyon glanced over the table. ‘In fact, I’d like you all to come. Just a little gathering at my house. No real reason for it, I just felt like having a party. Eight o’clock. Very casual.’ He was already moving off, an arm around the porcelain waist of his companion. Rebus caught his final words: his address. Heriot Row. One of the most exclusive streets in the New Town. This was a new world. Although he couldn’t be sure that the invitation was serious, Rebus was tempted to take it up. Once in a lifetime, and all that.
A little later, conversation moved to the anti-drugs campaign itself and the waiter brought more bread.
‘Bread,’ the nervous young man said, carrying another bound file of newspapers over to the counter where Holmes stood. ‘That’s what worries me. Everybody’s turning into a bread head. You know, nothing matters to them except getting more than anyone else. Guys I went to school with, knew by the age of fourteen that they wanted to be bankers or accountants or economists. Lives were over before they’d begun. These are May.’
‘What?’ Holmes was shifting his weight from one leg to another. Why couldn’t they have chairs in this place? He had been here over an hour, his fingers blackened by old newsprint as he flicked through each day’s editions, one daytime, one evening. Now and then, a headline or some football story he’d missed first time around would attract his attention. But soon enough he had tired, and now it was merely routine. What’s more, his arms were aching from all that page turning.
‘May,’ the youth explained. ‘These are the May editions.’
‘Right, thanks.’
‘Finished with June?’
‘Yes, thanks.’
The youth nodded, buckled shut two leather straps on the open end of the bound file, and heaved the whole up into his arms, shuffling out of the room. Here we go again, thought Holmes, unbuckling this latest batch of old news and space fillers.
Rebus had been wrong. There had been no old retainer to act as a computer memory, and no computer either. So it was down to hard graft and page turning, looking for photographs of familiar places, made fresh through the use of odd camera angles. Why? He didn’t know even that yet, and the thought frustrated him. He’d find out later this afternoon hopefully, when he met with Rebus. There was a shuffling sound again as the youth re-entered, arms dangling now, jaw hanging.
‘So why didn’t you do the same as your friends?’ Holmes said conversationally.
‘You mean go in for banking?’ The youth wrinkled his nose. ‘Wanted something different. I’m learning journalism. Got to start somewhere, haven’t you?’
Indeed you have, thought Holmes, turning another page. Indeed you have.
‘Well, it’s a start,’ said McCall, rising. They were crumpling their used napkins, tossing them onto the dishevelled tablecloth. What had once been pristine was now covered with breadcrumbs and splashes of wine, a dark patch of butter, a single dripped coffee stain. Rebus felt woozy as he pulled himself out of the chair. And full. His tongue was furred from too much wine and coffee, and that cognac – Christ! Now these men were about to go back to work, or so they claimed. Rebus, too. He had a meeting at three with Holmes, didn’t he? But it was already gone three. Oh well, Holmes wouldn’t complain. Couldn’t complain, thought Rebus smugly.
‘Not a bad spread that,’ said Carew, patting his girth. Rebus couldn’t be sure whether this, or the food itself, was the spread he meant.
‘And we covered a lot of ground,’ said Watson, ‘let’s not forget that.’
‘Indeed not,’ said McCall. ‘A very useful meeting.’
Andrews had insisted on paying the bill. A good three figures’ worth by Rebus’s hasty calculation. Andrews was studying the bill now, lingering over each item as though checking it against his own mental price list. Not only a businessman, thought Rebus unkindly, but a bloody good Scot. Then Andrews called over the brisk maitre d’ and told him quietly about one item for which they had been overcharged. The maitre d’ took Andrews’ word for it, and altered the bill there and then with his own ballpoint pen, apologising unreservedly.
The restaurant was just beginning to empty. A nice lunch hour over for all the diners. Rebus felt sudden guilt overwhelm him. He had just eaten and drunk his share of about two hundred pounds. Forty quid’s worth, in other words. Some had dined better, and were noisily, laughingly making their way out of the dining room. Old stories, cigars, red faces. McCall put an unwelcome arm around Rebus’s back, nodding towards the leavetaking.
‘If there were only fifty Tory voters left in Scotland, John, they’d all be in this room.’
‘I believe it,’ said Rebus.
Andrews, turning from the maitre d’, had heard them. ‘I thought there were only fifty Tories left up here,’ he said.
There, Rebus noted, were those quiet, confident smiles again. I have eaten ashes for bread, he thought. Ashes for bread. Cigar ash burned red all around him, and for a moment he thought he might be sick. But then McCall stumbled, and Rebus had to hold him up until he found his balance.
‘Bit too much to drink, Tommy?’ said Carew.
‘Just need a breath of air,’ said McCall. ‘John’ll help me, won’t you, John?’
‘Of course,’ said Rebus, glad of this excuse for the very thing he needed.
McCall turned back towards Carew. ‘Got your new car with you?’
Carew shook his head. ‘I left it in the garage.’
McCall, nodding, turned to Rebus. ‘The flash bugger’s just bought himself a V-Twelve Jag,’ he explained. ‘Nearly forty thousand, and I’m not talking about miles on the clock.’
One of the waiters was standing by the lift.
‘Nice to have seen you gentlemen again,’ he said, his voice as automatic as the lift doors which closed when Rebus and McCall stepped inside.
‘I must have arrested him some time,’ Rebus said, ‘because I’ve never been here before, so he can’t have seen me here before.’
‘This place is nothing,’ said McCall, screwing up his face. ‘Nothing. You want some fun, you should come to the club one night. Just say you’re a friend of Finlay’s. That’ll get you in. Great place it is.’
‘I might do that,’ said Rebus as the lift doors opened. ‘Just as soon as my cummerbund comes back from the dry cleaners.’
McCall laughed all the way out of the building.
Holmes was stiff as he left the building by its staff entrance. The youth, having shown him through the maze of corridors, had already turned back inside, hands in pockets, whistling. Holmes wondered if he really would end up with a career in journalism. Stranger things had happened.
He had found the photographs he wanted, one in each of three consecutive Wednesday daytime’s editions. From these, the photographic library had traced the originals, and on the backs of the originals was the same golden rectangular sticker, denoting that the photos were the property of Jimmy Hutton Photographic Studios. The stickers, bless them, even mentioned an address and phone number. So Holmes allowed himself the luxury of a stretch, cracking his spine back into some semblance of shape. He thought about treating himself to a pint, but after leaning over the study table for the best part of two hours the last thing he wanted to do was lean against a bar as he drank. Besides, it was three fifteen. He was already, thanks to a quick-witted but slow-moving photo library, late for his meeting – his first – with Inspector Rebus. He didn’t know how Rebus stood on the issue of punctuality; he feared the stand would be hard. Well, if the day’s work so far didn’t cheer him up, he wasn’t human.
But then that was the rumour anyway.
Not that Holmes believed rumours. Well, not always.
As it turned out, Rebus was the later of the two for the meeting, though he had phoned ahead to apologise, which was something. Holmes was seated in front of Rebus’s desk when Rebus finally arrived, pulling off rather a gaudy tie and dumping it into a drawer. Only then did he turn to Holmes, stare at him, smile, and stretch out a hand, which Holmes accepted.
Well that’s something, thought Rebus: he’s not a mason either.
‘Your first name is Brian, isn’t it?’ said Rebus sitting down.
‘That’s right, sir.’
‘Good. I’ll call you Brian, and you can keep on calling me sir. That seem fair enough?’
Holmes smiled. ‘Very fair, sir.’
‘Right, any progress?’
So Holmes started at the beginning. As he spoke, he noticed that Rebus, though trying his damnedest to be attentive, was drowsy. His breath across the table was strong-smelling. Whatever he’d had for lunch had agreed with him too well. Finishing his report, he waited for Rebus to speak.
Rebus merely nodded, and was silent for some time. Collecting his thoughts? Holmes felt the need to fill the vacuum.
‘What’s the problem, sir, if you don’t mind my asking?’
‘You’ve every right to ask,’ said Rebus at last. But he stopped at that.
‘Well, sir?’
‘I’m not sure, Brian. That’s the truth. Okay, here’s what I know – and I stress know, because there’s plenty I think, which isn’t quite the same thing in this case.’
‘There is a case then?’
‘You tell me, as soon as you’ve listened.’ And it was Rebus’s turn to make his ‘report’ of sorts, fixing it again in his mind as he told the story. But it was too fragmented, too speculative. He could see Holmes struggling with the pieces, trying to see the whole picture. Was there a picture there to see?
‘So you see,’ Rebus ended, ‘we’ve got a junkie full of poison, self-inflicted. Someone who supplied the poison. Bruising on the body, and the hint of a witchcraft connection. We’ve got a missing camera, a tie clip, some photographs, and a girlfriend being followed. You see my problem?’
‘Too much to go on.’
‘Exactly.’
‘So what do we do now?’
That ‘we’ caught Rebus’s attention. For the first time, he realised that he was no longer in this alone, whatever ‘this’ was. The thought cheered him a little, though the hangover was starting now, the sleepy slow thumping either side of his forehead.
‘I’m going to see a man about a coven,’ he said, sure now of the next steps. ‘And you’re going to visit Hutton’s Photographic Studios.’
‘That sounds reasonable,’ said Holmes.
‘So it bloody well should,’ said Rebus. ‘I’m the one with the brains, Brian. You’re the one with the shoeleather. Call me later on to let me know how you get on. Meantime, bugger off.’
Rebus didn’t mean to be unkind. But there had been something just too cosy and conspiratorial in the younger man’s tone towards the end, and he’d felt the need to re-establish boundaries. His own mistake, he realised as the door closed behind Holmes. His own mistake, for coming on so chattily, for telling all, for confiding, and for using Holmes’s first name. That bloody lunch had been to blame. Call me Finlay, call me James, call me Tommy. . . . Never mind, it would all work out. They had begun well, then less well. Things could only get worse, which was fine by Rebus. He enjoyed a measure of antagonism, of competition. They were distinct bonuses in this line of work.
So Rebus was a bastard after all.
Brian Holmes stalked out of the station with hands in pockets tightened to fists. Knuckles red. You’re the one with the shoeleather. That had really brought him down with a thump, just when he’d thought they were getting on so well. Almost like human beings rather than coppers. Should’ve known better, Brian. And as for the reason behind all this work. . . . Well, it hardly bore thinking about. It was so flimsy, so personal to Rebus. It wasn’t police work at all. It was an inspector with nothing to do for a while, trying to fill the time by playing at being Philip Marlowe. Jesus, they both had better things they could be doing. Well, Holmes did anyway. He wasn’t about to head some cushy anti-drugs campaign. And what a choice Rebus was for that! Brother inside Peterhead, doing time for pushing. Biggest dealer in Fife, he’d been. That should have screwed up Rebus’s career forever and anon, but instead they’d given him promotion. A naughty world, all right.
He had to visit a photographer. Maybe he could get some passport shots done at the same time. Pack his bags and fly off to Canada, Australia, the States. Sod his flat hunting. Sod the police force. And sod Detective Inspector John Rebus and his witch hunt.
There, it was done.
Rebus found some aspirin in one of his chaotic drawers, and crunched them to a bitter powder as he made his way downstairs. Bad mistake. They removed every fleck of saliva from his mouth, and he couldn’t even swallow, couldn’t speak. The desk sergeant was sipping a polystyrene beaker of tea. Rebus grabbed it from him and gulped at the tepid liquid. Then squirmed.
‘How much sugar did you put in that, Jack?’
‘If I’d known you were coming to tea, John, I’d have made it just the way you like it.’
The desk sergeant always had a smart answer, and Rebus could never think of a smarter rejoinder. He handed back the cup and walked away, feeling the sugar cloy inside him.
I’ll never touch another drop, he was thinking as he started his car. Honest to God, only the occasional glass of wine. Allow me that. But no more indulgence, and no more mixing wine and spirits. Okay? So give me a break, God, and lift this hangover. I only drank the one glass of cognac, maybe two glasses of claret, one of Chablis. One gin and tonic. It was hardly the stuff of legend, hardly a case for the detox ward.
The roads were quiet though, which was a break. Not enough of a break, but a break. So he made good time to Pilmuir, and then remembered that he didn’t know where Charlie boy lived. Charlie, the person he needed to talk to if he was going to find an address for a coven. A white coven. He wanted to double-check the witchcraft story. He wanted to double-check Charlie, too, come to that. But he didn’t want Charlie to know he was being checked.
The witchcraft thing niggled. Rebus believed in good and evil, and believed stupid people could be attracted towards the latter. He understood pagan religions well enough, had read about them in books too thick and intense for their own good. He didn’t mind people worshipping the Earth, or whatever. It all came down to the same thing in the end. What he did mind was people worshipping Evil as a force, and as more than a force: as an entity. Especially, he disliked the idea of people doing it for ‘kicks’ without knowing or caring what it was they were involved in.
People like Charlie. He remembered that book of Giger prints again. Satan, poised at the centre of a pair of scales, flanked by a naked woman left and right. The women were being penetrated by huge drills. Satan was a goat’s head in a mask. . . .
But where would Charlie be now? He’d find out. Stop and ask. Knock on doors. Hint at retribution should information be withheld. He’d act the big bad policeman if that was what it took.
He didn’t need to do anything, as it happened. He just had to find the police constables who were loitering outside one of the boarded-up houses, not too far from where Ronnie had died. One of the constables held a radio to his mouth. The other was writing in a notebook. Rebus stopped his car, stepped out. Then remembered something, leaned back into the car and drew his keys from out of the ignition. You couldn’t be too careful around here. A second later, he actually locked his driver’s side door, too.
He knew one of the constables. It was Harry Todd, one of the men who had found Ronnie. Todd straightened when he saw Rebus, but Rebus waved this acknowledgment aside, so Todd continued with his radio conversation. Rebus concentrated on the other officer instead.
‘What’s the score here?’ The constable turned from his writing to give Rebus that suspicious, near-hostile look almost unique to the constabulary. ‘Inspector Rebus,’ Rebus explained. He was wondering where Todd’s Irish sidekick O’Rourke was.
‘Oh,’ said the constable. ‘Well . . .’ He started to put away his pen. ‘We were called to a domestic, sir. In this house. A real screaming match. But by the time we got here, the man had fled. The woman is still inside. She’s got herself a black eye, nothing more. Not really your territory, sir.’
‘Is that right?’ said Rebus. ‘Well, thank you for telling me, sonny. It’s nice to be told what is and isn’t my “territory”. Thank you so much. Now, may I have your permission to enter the premises?’
The constable was blushing furiously, his cheeks an almighty red against his bloodless face and neck. No: even his neck was blushing now. Rebus enjoyed that. He didn’t even mind that behind the constable, but in full view of Rebus himself, Todd was smirking at this encounter.
‘Well?’ Rebus prompted.
‘Sorry, sir,’ said the constable.
‘Right,’ said Rebus, walking towards the door. But before he reached it, it was opened from the inside, and there stood Tracy, both eyes reddened from crying, one eye bruised a deep blue. She didn’t seem surprised to see Rebus standing in front of her; she seemed relieved, and threw herself at him, hugging him, her head against his chest, the tears beginning all over again.
Rebus, startled and embarrassed, returned the embrace only lightly, with a patting of his hands on her back: a father’s ‘there, there’ to a frightened child. He turned his head to look at the constables, who were pretending to have noticed nothing. Then a car drew up beside his own, and he saw Tony McCall put on his handbrake before pushing open the driver’s door, stepping out and seeing Rebus there, and the girl.
Rebus laid his hands on Tracy’s arms and pushed her away from him a little, but still retaining that contact between them. His hands, her arms. She looked at him, and began to fight against the tears. Finally, she pulled one arm away so that she could wipe her eyes. Then the other arm relaxed and Rebus’s hand fell from it, the contact broken. For now.
‘John?’ It was McCall, close behind him.
‘Yes, Tony?’
‘Why is it my patch has suddenly become your patch?’
‘Just passing,’ said Rebus.
The interior of the house was surprisingly neat and tidy. There were numerous, if uncoordinated, sticks of furniture – two well-worn settees, a couple of dining chairs, trellis table, half a dozen pouffes, burst at the seams and oozing stuffing – and, most surprising of all, the electricity was connected.
‘Wonder if the electric board know about that,’ said McCall as Rebus switched on the downstairs lights.
For all its trappings, the place had an air of impermanence. There were sleeping bags laid out on the living-room floor, as though ready for any stray waifs and passers-by. Tracy went to one of the settees and sat down, wrapping her hands around her knees.
‘Is this your place, Tracy?’ said Rebus, knowing the answer.
‘No. It’s Charlie’s.’
‘How long have you known?’
‘I only found out today. He moves around all the time. It wasn’t easy tracking him down.’
‘It didn’t take you long.’ She shrugged her shoulders. ‘What happened?’
‘I just wanted to talk to him.’
‘About Ronnie?’ McCall watched Rebus as he said this. McCall was concentrating now, aware that Rebus was trying to fill him in on the situation while at the same time questioning Tracy. Tracy nodded.
‘Stupid, maybe, but I needed to talk to someone.’
‘And?’
‘And we got into an argument. He started it. Told me I was the cause of Ronnie’s death.’ She looked up at them; not pleadingly, but just to show that she was sincere. ‘It’s not true. But Charlie said I should have looked after Ronnie, stopped him taking the stuff, got him away from Pilmuir. How could I have done that? He wouldn’t have listened to me. I thought he knew what he was doing. Nobody could tell him otherwise.’
‘Is that what you told Charlie?’
She smiled. ‘No. I only thought of it just now. That’s what always happens, isn’t it? You only think of the clever comeback after the argument’s finished.’
‘I know what you mean, love,’ said McCall.
‘So you started a slanging match –’
‘I never started the slanging match!’ she roared at Rebus.
‘Okay,’ he said quietly, ‘Charlie started shouting at you, and you shouted back, then he hit you. Yes?’
‘Yes.’ She seemed subdued.
‘And maybe,’ Rebus prompted, ‘you hit him back?’
‘I gave as good as I got.’
‘That’s my girl,’ said McCall. He was touring the room, turning up cushions on the settees, opening old magazines, crouching to pat each sleeping bag.
‘Don’t patronise me, you bastard,’ said Tracy.
McCall paused, looked up, surprised. Then smiled, and patted the next sleeping bag along. ‘Ah-ha,’ he said, lifting the sleeping bag and shaking it. A small polythene bag fell out onto the floor. He picked it up, satisfied. ‘A little bit of blaw,’ he said. ‘Makes a house into a home, eh?’
‘I don’t know anything about that,’ said Tracy, looking at the bag.
‘We believe you,’ said Rebus. ‘Charlie did a runner then?’
‘Yes. The neighbours must’ve phoned for the pigs . . . I mean, the police.’ She averted her eyes from them.
‘We’ve been called worse,’ said McCall, ‘haven’t we, John?’
‘That’s for sure. So the constables arrived at one door, and Charlie left by another, right?’
‘Out of the back door, yes.’
‘Well,’ said Rebus, ‘while we’re here we might as well have a look at his room, if such a thing exists.’
‘Good idea,’ said McCall, pocketing the polythene bag. ‘There’s no smoke without fire.’
Charlie had a room all right. It consisted of a single sleeping bag, a desk, anglepoise lamp, and more books than Rebus had ever seen in such an enclosed space. They were piled against the walls, reaching in precarious pillars from floor to ceiling. Many were library books, well overdue.
‘Must owe the City Fathers a small fortune,’ said McCall.
There were books on economics, politics and history, as well as learned and not so learned tomes on demonism, devil worship and witchcraft. There was little fiction, and most of the books had been read thoroughly, with much underlining and pencilled marginalia. On the desk sat a half-completed essay, part of Charlie’s university course work no doubt. It seemed to be trying to link ‘magick’ to modern society, but was mostly, to Rebus’s eye, rambling nonsense.
‘Hello!’
This was shouted from downstairs, as the two constables started to climb the staircase.
‘Hello yourselves,’ McCall called back. Then he shook the contents of a large supermarket carrier bag onto the floor, so that pens, toy cars, cigarette papers, a wooden egg, a spool of cotton, a personal cassette player, a Swiss army knife, and a camera fell out. McCall stooped to pick up the camera between thumb and middle finger. Nice model, thirty-five-millimetre SLR. Good make. He gestured with it towards Rebus, who took it from him, having first produced a handkerchief from his pocket, with which he held it. Rebus turned towards Tracy who was standing against the door with her arms folded. She nodded back at him.
‘Yes,’ she said. ‘That’s Ronnie’s camera.’
The constables were at the top of the stairs now. Rebus accepted McCall’s offer of the supermarket carrier and dropped the camera into it, careful not to mess up any prints.
‘Todd,’ he said to the constable he knew, ‘take this young lady down to Great London Road station.’ Tracy’s mouth opened. ‘It’s for your own protection,’ Rebus said. ‘Go on with them. I’ll see you later, soon as I can.’
She still seemed ready to voice a complaint, but thought better of it, nodded and turned, leaving the room. Rebus listened as she went downstairs, accompanied by the officers. McCall was still searching, though without real concern. Two finds were quite enough to be going on with.
‘No smoke without fire,’ he said.
‘I had lunch with Tommy today,’ said Rebus.
‘My brother Tommy?’ McCall looked up. Rebus nodded. ‘Then that’s one up to you. He’s never taken me to lunch these past fifteen years.’
‘We were at The Eyrie.’ Now McCall whistled. ‘To do with Watson’s anti-drugs campaign.’
‘Yes, Tommy’s shelling out for it, isn’t he? Ach, I shouldn’t be hard on him. He’s done me a few favours in his time.’
‘He had a few too many.’
McCall laughed gently. ‘He hasn’t changed then. Still, he can afford it. That transport company of his, it runs itself. He used to be there twenty-four hours a day, fifty-two weeks of the year. Nowadays, he can take off as long as he likes. His accountant once told him to take a year off. Can you imagine that? For tax purposes. If only we had those kinds of problem, eh, John?’
‘You’re right there, Tony.’ Rebus was still holding the supermarket bag. McCall nodded towards it.
‘Does this tie it up?’
‘It makes things a bit clearer,’ said Rebus. ‘I might get it checked for prints.’
‘I can tell you what you’ll find,’ said McCall. ‘The deceased’s and this guy Charlie’s.’
‘You’re forgetting someone.’
‘Who?’
‘You, Tony. You picked the camera up with your fingers, remember?’
‘Ah, sorry. I didn’t think.’
‘Never mind.’
‘Anyway, it’s something, isn’t it? Something to celebrate, I mean. I don’t know about you, but I’m starved.’
As they left the room, one pillar of books finally gave way, slewing down across the floor like dominoes waiting to be shuffled. Rebus opened the door again to look in.
‘Ghosts,’ said McCall. ‘That’s all. Just ghosts.’
It wasn’t much to look at. Not what he’d been expecting. Okay, so there was a potted plant in one corner, and black roller blinds over the windows, and even a word processor gathering dust on a newish plastic desk. But it was still the second floor of a tenement, still designed as somebody’s home and never meant to be used as office, studio, workplace. Holmes gave the room – the so-called ‘front office’ – a tour as the cute little school-leaver went off to fetch ‘His Highness’. That was what she’d called him. If your staff didn’t hold you in esteem, or at the very least in frightened awe, there was something wrong with you. Certainly, as the door opened and ‘His Highness’ walked in, it was evident to Holmes that there was something wrong with Jimmy Hutton.
For a start, he was the other side of fifty, yet what hair he still had was long, thin strands covering his forehead almost down to his eyes. He was also wearing denims: a mistake easily made by those aspiring to youth from the wrong side. And he was short. Five foot two or three. Now Holmes began to see the relevance of the secretary’s pun. His highness, indeed.
He had a harassed look on his face, but had left the camera through in the back bedroom or box room or whichever room of the smallish flat served as his studio. He stuck out a hand, and Holmes shook it.
‘Detective Constable Holmes,’ he announced. Hutton nodded, took a cigarette from the packet on his secretary’s desk and lit it. She frowned openly at this as she sat down again, smoothing her tight skirt beneath her. Hutton had not yet looked at Holmes. His eyes seemed to be mirroring some distraction in his mind. He went to the window, looked out, arched his neck to blow a plume of smoke towards the high, dark ceiling, then let his head go limp, leaning against the wall.
‘Get me a coffee, Christine.’ His eyes met Holmes’s momentarily. ‘Do you want one?’ Holmes shook his head.
‘Sure?’ said Christine kindly, rising out of her seat again.
‘Okay then. Thanks.’
With a smile she left the room, off to the kitchen or darkroom to fill a kettle.
‘So,’ said Hutton. ‘What can I do for you?’
That was another thing about the man. His voice was high, not shrill or girlish, just high. And slightly rasping, as though he had damaged his vocal cords at some point in his youth and they had never recovered.
‘Mr Hutton?’ Holmes needed to be sure. Hutton nodded.
‘Jimmy Hutton, professional photographer, at your service. You’re getting married and you want me to do you a discount?’
‘No, nothing like that.’
‘A portrait then. Girlfriend perhaps? Mum and dad?’
‘No, this is business, I’m afraid. My business, that is.’
‘But no new business for me, right?’ Hutton smiled, chanced another glance towards Holmes, drew on his cigarette again. ‘I could do a portrait of you, you know. Nice strong chin, decent cheekbones. With the proper lighting. . . .’
‘No, thanks. I hate having my picture taken.’
‘I’m not talking about pictures.’ Hutton was moving now, circling the desk. ‘I’m talking about art.’
‘That’s why I came here actually.’
‘What?’
‘Art. I was impressed by some of your photos I saw in a newspaper. I was wondering whether you might be able to help me.’
‘Oh?’
‘It’s a missing person.’ Holmes was not a great liar. His ears tingled when he told a real whopper. Not a great liar, but a good one. ‘A young man called Ronnie McGrath.’
‘Name doesn’t mean anything.’
‘He wanted to be a photographer, that’s why I was wondering.’
‘Wondering what?’
‘If he’d ever come to you. You know, asking advice, that sort of thing. You’re an established name, after all.’ It was almost too blatant. Holmes could sense it: could sense Hutton just about realising what the game was. But vanity won in the end.
‘Well,’ the photographer said, leaning against the desk, folding his arms, crossing his legs, sure of himself. ‘What did he look like, this Ronnie?’
‘Tallish, short brown hair. Liked to do studies. You know the sort of thing, the Castle, Calton Hill. . . .’
‘Are you a photographer yourself, Inspector?’
‘I’m only a constable.’ Holmes smiled, pleased by the error. Then caught himself: what if Hutton were trying to play the vanity game with him? ‘And no, I’ve never really done much photography. Holiday snaps, that sort of thing.’
‘Sugar?’ Christine put her head around the door, smiling at Holmes again.
‘No thanks,’ he said. ‘Just milk.’
‘Put a drop of whisky in mine,’ said Hutton. ‘There’s a love.’ He winked towards the door as it closed again. ‘Sounds familiar, I have to admit. Ronnie. . . . Studies of the Castle. Yes, yes. I do remember some young guy coming in, bloody pest he was. I was doing a portfolio, some long-term stuff. Mind had to be one hundred percent on the job. He was always coming round, asking to see me, wanting to show me his work.’ Hutton raised his hands apologetically. ‘I mean, we were all young once. I wish I could have helped him. But I didn’t have the time, not right then.’
‘You didn’t look at his work?’
‘No. No time, as I say. He stopped coming by after a few weeks.’
‘How long ago was this?’
‘Few months. Three or four.’
The secretary appeared with their coffees. Holmes could smell the whisky wafting out of Hutton’s mug, and was jealous and repelled in equal measure. Still, the interview was going well enough. Time for a side road.
‘Thanks, Christine,’ he said, seeming to please her with the familiarity. She sat down, not drinking herself, and lit a cigarette. He thought for a moment of reaching out to light it for her, but held back.
‘Look,’ said Hutton. ‘I’d like to be of assistance, but. . . .’
‘You’re a busy man.’ Holmes nodded agreement. ‘I really do appreciate your giving me any time at all. Anyway, that just about wraps it up.’ He took a scalding mouthful of coffee, but dared not spit it back into the mug, so swallowed hard instead.
‘Right,’ said Hutton, rising from the edge of the desk.
‘Oh,’ said Holmes. ‘Just one thing. Curiosity really, but is there any chance I could have a peek at your studio? I’ve never been in a proper studio before.’
Hutton looked at Christine, who muffled a smile behind her fingers as she pretended to puff on her cigarette.
‘Sure,’ he said, smiling himself. ‘Why not? Come on.’
The room was large, but otherwise pretty much as Holmes had expected, excepting one significant detail. Half a dozen different types of camera stood on half a dozen tripods. There were photographs covering three of the walls, and against the fourth was a large white backcloth, looking suspiciously like a bedsheet. This was all obvious enough. However, in front of the backcloth had been arranged the set for Hutton’s present ‘portfolio’: two large, freestanding sections, painted pink. And in front of these was a chair, against which, arms folded, stood a young, blonde and bored-looking man.
A man who was naked.
‘Detective Holmes, this is Arnold,’ said Hutton by way of introduction. ‘Arnold is a male model. Nothing wrong, is there?’
Holmes, who had been staring, now tried not to. The blood was rising to his face. He turned to Hutton.
‘No, no, nothing.’
Hutton went to one camera and bent down to squint through the viewfinder, aiming in Arnold’s general direction. Not at head height.
‘The male nude can be quite exquisite,’ Hutton was saying. ‘Nothing photographs quite as well as the human body.’ He clicked the shutter, ran the film on, clicked again, then looked up at Holmes, smiling at the policeman’s discomfort.
‘What will you do with the . . .’ Holmes searched for some decorous word. ‘I mean, what are they for?’
‘My portfolio, I told you. To show to possible future clients.’
‘Right.’ Holmes nodded, to show he understood.
‘I am an artist, you see, as well as a portrait snapper.’
‘Right,’ Holmes said, nodding again.
‘Not against the law, is it?’
‘I don’t think so.’ He went to the heavily draped window and peeked out through a slight opening. ‘Not unless it disturbs the neighbours.’
Hutton laughed. Even the sober face of the model opened in a momentary grin.
‘They queue up,’ said Hutton, coming to the window and peering out. ‘That’s why I had to put up the curtains. Dirty buggers that they were. Women and men, crammed into the width of a window.’ He pointed to a top-storey window in the tenement across the way. ‘There. I caught them one day, took a couple of quick shots of them with the motor-drive. They didn’t like that.’ He turned away from the window. Holmes was browsing along the walls, picking out this and that photograph and nodding praise towards Hutton, who lapped it up and began to walk with him, pointing out this or that angle or trick.
‘That’s good,’ said Holmes, gesturing towards one shot of Edinburgh Castle bathed in mist. It was almost identical to the one he had seen in the newspaper, which made it a very near relative to the one in Ronnie’s bedroom. Hutton shrugged.
‘That’s nothing,’ he said, resting a hand on Holmes’s shoulder. ‘Here, have a look at some of my nude work.’
There was a cluster of a dozen black and white ten-by-eights, pinned to the wall in one corner of the room. Men and women, not all of them young or pretty. But well enough taken, artistic even, Holmes supposed.
‘These are just the best,’ said Hutton.
‘The best, or the most tasteful?’ Holmes tried not to make the remark sound judgmental, but even so Hutton’s good humour vanished. He went to a large chest of drawers and pulled open the bottom one, scooping up an armful of photographs which he threw to the floor.
‘Have a look,’ he said. ‘There’s no porn. Nothing sleazy or disgusting or obscene. They’re just bodies. Posed bodies.’
Holmes stood over the photographs, not seeming to pay them any attention.
‘I’m sorry,’ he said, ‘if I seemed –’
‘Forget it.’ Hutton turned away, so that his face was towards the male model. He rubbed at his eyes, shoulders slumped. ‘I’m just tired. I didn’t mean to snap like that. Just tired.’
Holmes stared at Arnold over Hutton’s shoulder, then, because there was no way it could be done stealthily, bent down, picked out a photograph from the selection on the floor, and, coming upright again, stuffed the photo into his jacket. Arnold saw, of course, and Holmes just had time to wink at him conspiratorially before Hutton turned back towards him.
‘People imagine it’s easy, just taking photos all day,’ Hutton said. Holmes risked a look over the man’s shoulder and saw Arnold wag an admonitory finger. But he was smiling archly. He wasn’t about to tell. ‘You’re thinking all the time,’ Hutton went on. ‘Every waking minute of every day, every time you look at something, every time you use your eyes. Everything’s material, you see.’
Holmes was at the door now, not about to linger.
‘Yes, well, I’d better let you get on,’ he said.
‘Oh,’ said Hutton, as though coming out of a dream. ‘Right.’
‘Thanks for all your help.’
‘Not at all.’
‘Bye, Arnold,’ Holmes called, then pulled the door shut behind him and was gone.
‘Back to work,’ said Hutton. He stared at the photographs on the floor. ‘Give me a hand with these, Arnold.’
‘You’re the boss.’
As they began to scoop the photos back into the drawer, Hutton commented, ‘Nice enough bloke for a copper.’
‘Yes,’ said Arnold, standing naked with his hands full of paper. ‘He didn’t look like one of the dirty raincoat brigade, did he?’
And though Hutton asked him what he meant, Arnold just shrugged. It wasn’t his business after all. It was a shame though, the policeman being interested in women. A waste of a good-looking man.
Holmes stood outside for a minute. For some reason, he was trembling, as though a small motor had stuck somewhere inside him. He touched a hand to his chest. Slight heart murmur, nothing more. Everybody got them, didn’t they? He felt as though he had just committed some petty crime, which he supposed, really, he had. He had taken someone’s property away without their knowledge or consent. Wasn’t that theft? As a child, he had stolen from shops, always throwing away whatever he stole. Ach, all kids did it, didn’t they? . . . Didn’t they?
He brought from his pocket the gains from this latest pilfering. The photograph was curled now, but he straightened it between his hands. A woman, pushing a pram past him, glanced at the photograph then hurried on, throwing back a disgusted look towards him. It’s all right, madam, I’m a police officer. He smiled at the thought, then studied the nude shot again. It was mildly salacious, nothing more. A young woman, stretched out on what appeared to be silk or satin. Photographed from above, as she lay spreadeagled on this sheet. Her mouth open in an amateur’s pout, eyes narrowed to slits of fake ecstasy. All this was common enough. More interesting though was the model’s identity.
For Holmes was sure it was the girl Tracy, the one whose photograph he already had from the squat. The one whose background he was trying to ascertain. The girlfriend of the deceased. Posed for the camera, uncovered, not at all shy, and enjoying herself.
What was it that kept bringing him back to this house? Rebus wasn’t sure. He turned his torch onto Charlie’s wall painting again, trying to make sense of the mind that had created it. But why did he want to try to understand a piece of jetsam like Charlie anyway? Perhaps because of the nagging feeling that he was absolutely integral to the case.
‘What case?’
There, he had actually, finally said it aloud. What case? There was no ‘case’, not in the sense in which any criminal court would understand the term. There were personalities, misdeeds, questions without answers. Illegalities, even. But there was no case. That was the frustrating thing. If there were only a case, only something structured enough, tangible enough for him to hold on to, some casenotes which he could physically hold up and say, look, here it is. But there was nothing like that. It was all as insubstantial as candle wax. But candle wax left its mark, didn’t it? And nothing ever vanished, not totally. Instead, things altered shape, substance, meaning. A five-pointed star within two concentric circles was nothing in itself. To Rebus it looked like nothing so much as a tin sheriff’s badge he’d had as a boy. Lawman of the Texas tin badge state, cap-firing six-gun in his plastic holster.
To others it was evil itself.
He turned his back on it, remembering how proudly he had worn that badge, and went upstairs. Here was where the tie clip had lain. Past it, he entered Ronnie’s bedroom and walked over to the window, peering out through a chink in the boards covering the glass. The car had drawn up now, not too far from his own. The car that had followed him from the station. The car he had recognised at once as the Ford Escort which had waited outside his flat, the one which had roared away. Now it was here, parked next to the burnt-out Cortina. It was here. Its driver was here. The car itself was empty.
He heard the floorboard creak just the once, and knew that the man was behind him.
‘You must know this place pretty well,’ he said. ‘You managed to miss most of the noisy ones.’
He turned from the window and shone his torch onto the face of a young man with short dark hair. The man shielded his eyes from the beam, and Rebus angled the light down onto the man’s body.
It was dressed in a police constable’s uniform.
‘You must be Neil,’ said Rebus calmly. ‘Or do you prefer Neilly?’
He levelled the torch at the floor. There was enough light for him to see and be seen by. The young man nodded.
‘Neil’s fine. Only my friends call me Neilly.’
‘And I’m not your friend,’ Rebus said, nodding acquiescence. ‘Ronnie was though, wasn’t he?’
‘He was more than that, Inspector Rebus,’ said the constable, moving into the room. ‘He was my brother.’
There was nowhere in Ronnie’s bedroom for them to sit, but that didn’t matter, since neither could have sat still for more than a second or two anyway. They were filled with energy: Neil needing to tell his story, Rebus needing to be told. Rebus chose in front of the window as his territory, and paced backwards and forwards without seeming to, his head down, stopping from time to time to lend more concentration to Neil’s words. Neil stayed by the door, swinging the handle to and fro, listening for that moment before the whole door creaked, and then pulling or pushing the door through that slow, rending sound. The torch served the scene well, casting unruly shadows over the walls, making silhouettes of each man’s profile, the talker and the listener.
‘Sure, I knew what he was up to,’ Neil said. ‘He may have been older than me, but I always knew him better than he knew me. I mean, I knew how his mind worked.’
‘So you knew he was a junkie?’
‘I knew he took drugs. He started when we were at school. He was caught once, almost expelled. They let him back in after three months, so he could do his exams. He passed the lot of them. That’s more than I did.’
Yes, Rebus thought, admiration could make you turn a blind eye. . . .
‘He ran away after the exams. We didn’t hear anything from him for months. My mum and dad almost went crazy. Then they just shut him out completely, switched off. It was like he didn’t exist. I wasn’t supposed to mention him in the house.’
‘But he got in touch with you?’
‘Yes. Wrote a letter to me care of a pal of mine. Clever move that. So I got the letter without Mum and Dad knowing. He told me he had come to Edinburgh. That he liked it better than Stirling. That he had a job and a girlfriend. That was it, no address or phone number.’
‘Did he write often?’
‘Now and then. He lied a lot, made things seem better than they were. Said he couldn’t come back to Stirling until he had a Porsche and a flat, so he could prove something to Mum and Dad. Then he stopped writing. I left school and joined the police.’
‘And came to Edinburgh.’
‘Not straight away, but yes, eventually.’
‘Specifically to find him?’
Neil smiled.
‘Not a bit of it. I was forgetting him, too. I had my own life to think about.’
‘So what happened?’
‘I caught him one night, out on my regular beat.’
‘What beat is that exactly?’
‘I’m based out at Musselburgh.’
‘Musselburgh? Not exactly walking distance of here, is it? So what do you mean “caught him”?’
‘Well, not caught, since he wasn’t really doing anything. But he was high as a kite, and he’d been bashed up a bit.’
‘Did he tell you what he’d been doing?’
‘No. I could guess though.’
‘What?’
‘Acting as a punchbag for some of the rough traders around Calton Hill.’
‘Funny, someone else mentioned that.’
‘It happens. Quick money for people who don’t give a shit.’
‘And Ronnie didn’t give a shit?’
‘Sometimes he did. Other times. . . . I don’t know, maybe I didn’t know his mind as well as I thought.’
‘So you started to visit him?’
‘I had to help him home that first night. I came back the next day. He was surprised to see me, didn’t even remember that I’d helped him home the previous night.’
‘Did you try to get him off drugs?’
Neil was silent. The door creaked on its hinges.
‘At the beginning I did,’ he said at last. ‘But he seemed to be in control. That sounds stupid, I know, after what I’ve said about finding him in such a state that first night, but it was his choice, after all, as he kept reminding me.’
‘What did he think of having a brother in the force?’
‘He thought it was funny. Mind you, I never came round here with my uniform on.’
‘Not till tonight.’
‘That’s right. Anyway, yes, I visited a few times. We stayed up here mostly. He didn’t want the others to see me. He was afraid they’d smell pork.’
It was Rebus’s turn to smile. ‘You didn’t happen to follow Tracy, did you?’
‘Who’s Tracy?’
‘Ronnie’s girlfriend. She turned up at my flat last night. Some men had been following her.’
Neil shook his head. ‘Wasn’t me.’
‘But you were at my flat last night?’
‘Yes.’
‘And you were here the night Ronnie died.’ It was blunt, but necessarily so. Neil stopped playing with the door handle, was silent this time for twenty or thirty seconds, then took a deep breath.
‘For a while I was, yes.’
‘You left this behind.’ Rebus held out the shiny clip, but Neil couldn’t quite make it out in the torchlight. Not that he needed to see it to know what it was.
‘My tie clip? I wondered about that. My tie had broken that day, it was in my pocket.’
Rebus made no attempt to hand over the clip. Instead, he put it back in his pocket. Neil just nodded, understanding.
‘Why did you start following me?’
‘I wanted to talk to you. I just couldn’t pluck up the courage.’
‘You didn’t want news of Ronnie’s death getting back to your parents?’
‘Yes. I thought maybe you wouldn’t be able to trace his identity, but you did. I don’t know what it’ll do to my mum and dad. I think at worst it’ll make them happy, because they’ll know they were right all along, right not to give him a second’s thought.’
‘And at best?’
‘Best?’ Neil stared through the gloom, searching out Rebus’s eyes. ‘There’s no best.’
‘I suppose not,’ said Rebus. ‘But they’ve still got to be told.’
‘I know. I’ve always known.’
‘Then why follow me?’
‘Because now you’re closer to Ronnie than I am. I don’t know why you’re so interested in him, but you are. And that interests me. I want you to find whoever sold him that poison.’
‘I intend to, son, don’t worry.’
‘And I want to help.’
‘That’s the first stupid thing you’ve said, which isn’t bad going for a PC. Truth is, Neil, you’d be the biggest bloody nuisance I could ask for. I’ve got all the help I need for now.’
‘Too many cooks, eh?’
‘Something like that.’ Rebus decided that the confession was ending, that there was little left to be said. He came away from the window and walked to the door, stopping in front of Neil. ‘You’ve already been a bigger nuisance than I needed. It’s not pork I can smell off you, it’s fish. Herrings, to be precise. And guess what colour they are.’
‘What?’
‘Red, son, red.’
There was a noise from downstairs, pressure on floorboards, better than an infra-red alarm anyday. Rebus turned off the torch.
‘Stay here,’ he whispered. Then he went to the top of the stairs. ‘Who’s there?’ A shadow appeared below him. He switched on the torch, and shone it into Tony McCall’s squinting face.
‘Christ, Tony.’ Rebus started downstairs. ‘What a fright.’
‘I knew I’d find you here,’ said McCall. ‘I just knew it.’ His voice was nasal, and Rebus reckoned that since the time they’d parted some three hours before, McCall had kept on drinking. He stopped on the staircase, then turned and headed back up.
‘Where are you going now?’ called McCall.
‘Just shutting the door,’ said Rebus, closing the bedroom door, leaving Neil inside. ‘Don’t want the ghosts to catch cold, do we?’
McCall was chuckling as Rebus headed downstairs again.
‘Thought we might have a wee snifter,’ he said. ‘And none of that bloody alcohol-free stuff you were quaffing before.’
‘Fair enough,’ said Rebus, expertly manoeuvring McCall out of the front door. ‘Let’s do that.’ And he locked the door behind him, figuring that Ronnie’s brother would know of the many easy ways in and out of the house. Everybody else seemed to know them, after all.
Everybody.
‘Where’ll it be?’ said Rebus. ‘I hope you didn’t drive here, Tony.’
‘Got a patrol car to drop me off.’
‘Fine. We’ll take my car then.’
‘We could drive down to Leith.’
‘No, I fancy something more central. There are a few good pubs in Regent Road.’
‘By Calton Hill?’ McCall was amazed. ‘Christ, John, I can think of better places to go for a drink.’
‘I can’t,’ said Rebus. ‘Come on.’
Nell Stapleton was Holmes’s girlfriend. Holmes had always preferred tall women, tracing the fixation back to his mother who had been five foot ten. Nell was nearly three quarters of an inch taller than Holmes’s mother, but he still loved her.
Nell was more intelligent than Holmes. Or, as he liked to think, they were more intelligent than one another in different ways. Nell could crack the Guardian cryptic crossword in under quarter of an hour on a good day. But she had trouble with arithmetic and remembering names: both strengths possessed by Holmes. People said they looked good together in public, looked comfortable with one another, which was probably true. They felt good together, too, living as they did by several simple rules: no talk of marriage, no thoughts of children, no hinting at living together, and definitely no cheating.
Nell worked as a librarian at Edinburgh University, a vocation Holmes found handy. Today, for example, he had asked her to find him some books on the occult. She had done even better, locating a thesis or two which he could read on the premises if he wished. She also had a printed bibliography of relevant materials, which she handed to him in the pub when they met that evening.
The Bridge of Sighs was at a mid-week and mid-evening cusp, as were most of the city centre bars. The just-one-after-work brigade had slung their jackets over their arms and headed off, while the revitalised night-time crowd had yet to catch their buses from the housing estates into the middle of town. Nell and Holmes sat at a corner table, away from the video games, but a bit too close to one of the hi-fi system’s loudspeakers. Holmes, at the bar to buy another half for himself, an orange juice and Perrier for Nell, asked if the volume could be turned down.
‘Sorry, can’t. The customers like it.’
‘We are the customers,’ Holmes persisted.
‘You’ll have to speak to the manager.’
‘Fine.’
‘He’s not in yet.’
Holmes shot the young barmaid a filthy look before turning towards his table. What he saw made him pause. Nell had opened his briefcase and was examining the photograph of Tracy.
‘Who is she?’ Nell said, closing the case as he placed her drink on the table.
‘Part of a case I’m working on,’ he said frostily, sitting down. ‘Who said you could open my briefcase?’
‘Rule seven, Brian. No secrets.’
‘All the same –’
‘Pretty, isn’t she?’
‘What? I haven’t really –’
‘I’ve seen her around the university.’
He was interested now. ‘You have?’
‘Mmm. In the library cafeteria. I remember her because she always seemed a little bit older than the other students she was with.’
‘She’s a student then?’
‘Not necessarily. Anybody can go into the cafe. It’s students only in the library itself, but I can’t recall having seen her there. Only in the cafe. So what’s she done?’
‘Nothing, so far as I know.’
‘So why is there a nude photo of her in your briefcase?’
‘It’s part of this thing I’m doing for Inspector Rebus.’
‘You’re collecting dirty pictures for him.’
She was smiling now, and he smiled too. The smile vanished as Rebus and McCall walked into the pub, laughing at some shared joke as they made for the bar. Holmes didn’t want Rebus and Nell to meet. He tried very hard to leave his police life behind him when he was spending the evening with her – favours such as the occult booklist notwithstanding. He was also planning to keep Nell very much up his sleeve, so that he could have a booklist ready to hand should Rebus ever need such a thing.
Now it looked as though Rebus was going to spoil everything. And there was something else, another reason he didn’t want Rebus to come sauntering across to their table. He was afraid Rebus would call him ‘Shoeleather’.
He kept his eyes to the table as Rebus took in the bar with a single sweep of his head, and was relieved when the two senior officers, drinks purchased, wandered off towards the distant pool table, where they started another argument about who shouldn’t and should provide the two twenty-pence pieces for the game.
‘What’s wrong?’
Nell was staring at him. To do so, she had brought herself to his level, her head resting against the table.
‘Nothing.’ He turned towards her, offering the rest of the room a hard profile. ‘Are you hungry?’
‘I suppose so, yes.’
‘Good, me too.’
‘I thought you said you’d eaten.’
‘Not enough. Come on, I’ll treat you to an Indian.’
‘Let me finish my drink first.’ She did so in three swallows, and they left together, the door swinging shut silently behind them.
‘Heads or tails?’ Rebus asked McCall, flipping a coin.
‘Tails.’
Rebus examined the coin. ‘Tails it is. You break.’
As McCall angled his cue down onto the table, closing one eye as he concentrated on the distant triangle of balls, Rebus stared at the door of the bar. Fair enough, he supposed. Holmes was off duty, and had a girl with him, too. He supposed that gave him grounds for ignoring his senior officer. Perhaps there had been no progress, nothing to report. Fair enough again. But Rebus couldn’t help thinking that the whole thing was meant to be taken as a snub. He had given Holmes a mouthful earlier on, and now Holmes was sulking.
‘You to play, John,’ said McCall, who had broken without potting.
‘Right you are, Tony,’ said Rebus, chalking the tip of his cue. ‘Right you are.’
McCall came to Rebus’s side as he was making ready to play.
‘This must be just about the only straight pub in the whole street,’ he said quietly.
‘Do you know what homophobia means, Tony?’
‘Don’t get me wrong, John,’ said McCall, straightening up and watching Rebus’s chosen ball miss the pocket. ‘I mean, each to his own and all that. But some of those pubs and clubs. . . .’
‘You seem to know a lot.’
‘No, not really. It’s just what I hear.’
‘Who from?’
McCall potted one striped ball, then another. ‘Come on, John. You know Edinburgh as well as I do. Everybody knows the gay scene here.’
‘Like you said, Tony, each to his own.’ A voice suddenly sounded in Rebus’s mind: you’re the brother I never had. No, no, shut that out. He’d been there too often before. McCall missed on his next shot and Rebus approached the table.
‘How come,’ he said, completely miscuing, ‘you can drink so much and play so well?’
McCall chuckled. ‘Alcohol cures the shakes,’ he said. ‘So finish that pint and I’ll buy you another. My treat.’
James Carew felt that he deserved his treat. He had sold a substantial property on the outskirts of Edinburgh to the financial director of a company new to Scotland, and a husband and wife architects’ partnership – Scottish in origin, but now relocating from Sevenoaks in Kent – had just made a rather better offer than expected for an estate of seven acres in the Borders. A good day. By no means the best, but nevertheless worthy of celebration.
Carew himself owned a pied à terre in one of the loveliest of the New Town’s Georgian streets, and a farmhouse with some acreage on the Isle of Skye. These were good days for him. London was shifting north, it seemed, the incomers brimming with cash from properties sold in the south-east, wanting bigger and better and prepared to pay.
He left his George Street offices at six thirty, and returned to his split-level flat. Flat? It seemed an insult to term it such: five bedrooms, living room, dining room, two bathrooms, adequate kitchen, walk-in cupboards the size of a decent Hammersmith bedsit. . . . Carew was in the right place, the only place, and the time was right, too. This was a year to be clutched, embraced, a year unlike any other. He removed his suit in the master bedroom, showered, and changed into something more casual, but without shrugging off the mark of wealth. Though he had walked home, he would need the car for tonight. It was garaged in a mews to the rear of his street. The keys were hanging on their appointed hook in the kitchen. Was the Jaguar an indulgence? He smiled, locking the flat as he left. Perhaps it was. But then his list of indulgences was long, and about to grow longer.
Rebus waited with McCall until the taxi arrived. He gave the driver McCall’s address, and watched the cab pull away. Damn, he felt a little groggy himself. He went back into the pub and headed for the toilets. The bar was busier now, the jukebox louder. The bar staff had grown in strength from one to three, and they were working hard to cope. The toilets were a cool tiled haven, free from much of the bar’s cigarette smoke. Pine disinfectant caught in Rebus’s nostrils as he leaned over into one of the sinks. Two fingers sought out his tonsils, pausing there at the back of his throat until he retched, bringing up half a pint of beer, then another half. He breathed deeply, feeling a little better already, then washed his face thoroughly with cold water, drying himself off with a fistful of paper towels.
‘You all right?’ The voice lacked real sympathy. Its owner had just pushed open the door to the gents’ and was already seeking the closest urinal.
‘Never felt better,’ said Rebus.
‘That’s good.’
Good? He didn’t know about that, but at least his head was clearer, the world more in focus. He doubted if he’d fail a breathalyser, which was just as well, since his next port of call was his car, parked on a darkened side road. He was still wondering how Tony McCall, shaky on his pins after half a dozen pints, had managed to play pool with such a steady eye and steady hand. The man was miraculous. He’d beaten Rebus six straight games. And Rebus had been trying. By the end he’d really been trying. After all, it didn’t look good when a man barely able to stand upright could pot ball after ball, cleaning up and roaring to yet another victory. It didn’t look good. It hadn’t felt good.
It was eleven o’clock, perhaps a little early yet. He allowed himself one cigarette in the stationary car, window open, picking up the sounds from the world around him. The honest sounds of the late evening: traffic, heightened voices, laughter, the clatter of shoes on cobblestones. One cigarette, that was all. Then he started the car, and slowly drove the half mile or so to his destination. There was still some light in the sky, typical of the Edinburgh summer. Further north he knew it never got truly dark at this time of year.
But the night could be dark in other ways.
He spotted the first one on the pavement outside the Scottish Assembly building. There was no reason for the teenager to be standing there. It was an unlikely time of night to have arranged to meet friends, and the nearest bus stop was a hundred yards further up Waterloo Place. The lad stood there, smoking, one foot up behind him resting against the stone wall. He watched Rebus as the car slowly went past, and even lowered his head forward a little so that he could peer in, as though inspecting the driver. Rebus thought there was a smile there, but couldn’t be sure. Further along the road, he turned the car and came back. Another car had stopped beside the boy, and a conversation was taking place. Rebus kept driving. Two young men were talking together outside the Scottish Office building on this side of the road. A little way past them, a line of three cars stood outside Calton Cemetery. Rebus cruised one more circuit, then parked near these cars, and walked.
The night was fresh. No cloud cover. There was a slight breeze, nothing more. The lad outside the Assembly building had gone off in the car. No one stood there now. Rebus crossed the road, stopped by the wall, and waited, biding his time. He watched. One or two cars drove past him slowly, the drivers turning to stare at him. But nobody stopped. He tried memorising the number plates, unsure why.
‘Got a light, mister?’
He was young, no more than eighteen or nineteen. Dressed in jeans, training shoes, a shapeless T-shirt and denim jacket. His hair had been razored short, face clean-shaven but scarred with acne. There were two gold studs in his left ear.
‘Thanks,’ he said as Rebus held out a box of matches. Then: ‘What’s happening then?’, with an amused glance towards Rebus before lighting the cigarette.
‘Not much,’ Rebus said, taking back the matchbox. The young man blew smoke out through his nostrils. He didn’t seem about to go. Rebus wondered if there were any codes he should be using. He felt clammy beneath his thin shirt, despite the gooseflesh.
‘Nah, there’s never much happens around here. Fancy a drink?’
‘At this time? Whereabouts?’
The young man nodded a vague direction. ‘Calton Cemetery. You can always get a drink there.’
‘No, thanks anyway.’ Rebus was appalled to find himself blushing. He hoped the street lighting would disguise it.
‘Fair enough. See you around then.’ The young man was moving off.
‘Yes,’ Rebus said, relieved. ‘See you.’
‘And thanks for the light.’
Rebus watched him go, walking slowly, purposefully, turning from time to time at the sign of an approaching car. A hundred yards or so on, he crossed the road and began walking back, paying Rebus no attention, his mind on other things. It struck Rebus that the boy was sad, lonely, certainly no hustler. But no victim either.
Rebus stared at the wall of Calton Cemetery, broken only by its metal gates. He’d taken his daughter in there once to show her the graves of the famous – David Hume, the publisher Constable, the painter David Allan – and the statue of Abraham Lincoln. She’d asked him about the men who walked briskly from the cemetery, their heads bowed down. One older man, two teenagers. Rebus had wondered about them, too. But not too much.
No, he couldn’t do it. Couldn’t go in there. It wasn’t that he was afraid. Jesus, no, not that, not for one minute. He was just . . . he didn’t know what. But he was feeling giddy again, unsteady on his pins. I’ll go back to the car, he thought.
He went back to the car.
He had been sitting in the driver’s seat, smoking another cigarette thoughtfully for about a minute before he caught sight of the figure out of the corner of his eye. He turned and looked towards where the boy was seated; no, not seated, crouching against a low wall. Rebus turned away and resumed smoking. Only then did the boy rise to his feet and walk towards the car. He tapped on the passenger side window. Rebus took a deep breath before unlocking the door. The boy got in without a word, closing the door solidly behind him. He sat there, staring out through the windscreen, silent. Rebus, unable to think of a single sensible thing to say, stayed silent, too. The boy cracked first.
‘Hiya.’
It was a man’s voice. Rebus turned to examine the boy. He was maybe sixteen. Dressed in leather jacket, open-necked shirt. Torn jeans.
‘Hello,’ he said in reply.
‘Got a cigarette?’
Rebus handed over the packet. The boy took one and swopped the packet for a box of matches. He inhaled the cigarette smoke deeply, holding it for a long time, then exhaling almost nothing of it back into the atmosphere. Take without give, thought Rebus. The creed of the street.
‘So what are you up to tonight then?’ The question had been on Rebus’s own lips, but the boy had given voice to it.
‘Just killing time,’ said Rebus. ‘I couldn’t sleep.’
The boy laughed harshly. ‘Yeah, couldn’t sleep, so you came for a drive. Got tired driving so you just happened to stop here. This particular street. This time of night. Then you went for a walk, a stretch of the legs, and came back to the car. Right?’
‘You’ve been watching me,’ Rebus admitted.
‘I didn’t need to watch you. I’ve seen it all before.’
‘How often?’
‘Often enough, James.’
The words were tough, the voice was tough. Rebus had no cause to doubt the teenager. Certainly he was as dissimilar to the first boy as chalk to cheese.
‘The name’s not James,’ he said.
‘Of course it is. Everybody’s called James. Makes it easier to remember a name, even if you can’t recall the face.’
‘I see.’
The boy finished the cigarette in silence, then flicked it out of the window.
‘So what’s it to be?’
‘I don’t know,’ said Rebus sincerely. ‘A drive maybe?’
‘Fuck that.’ He paused, seeming to change his mind. ‘Okay, let’s drive to the top of Calton Hill. Take a look out over the water, eh?’
‘Fine,’ said Rebus, starting the car.
They drove up the steep and winding road to the top of the hill, where the observatory and the folly – a copy of one side of Greece’s Parthenon – sat silhouetted against the sky. They were not alone at the top. Other darkened cars had parked, facing across the Firth of Forth towards the dimly lit coast of Fife. Rebus, trying not to look too closely at the other cars, decided to park at a discreet distance from them, but the boy had other ideas.
‘Stop next to that Jag,’ he ordered. ‘What a great-looking car.’
Rebus felt his own car take the insult with as much pride as it could muster. The brakes squealed in protest as he pulled to a halt. He turned off the ignition.
‘What now?’ he asked.
‘Whatever you want,’ said the boy. ‘Cash on delivery, of course.’
‘Of course. What if we just talk?’
‘Depends on the kind of talk you want. The dirtier it is, the more it’ll cost.’
‘I was just thinking about a guy I met here once. Not so long ago. Haven’t seen him around. I was wondering what happened to him.’
The boy suddenly placed his hand on Rebus’s crotch, rubbing hard and fast against the material. Rebus stared at the hand for a full second before calmly, but with a deliberate grip, removing it. The boy grinned, leaning back in his seat.
‘What’s his name, James?’
Rebus tried to stop himself trembling. His stomach was filling with bile. ‘Ronnie,’ he said at last, clearing his throat. ‘Not too tall. Dark hair, quite short. Used to take a few pictures. You know, keen on photography.’
The boy’s eyebrows rose. ‘You’re a photographer, are you? Like to take a few snaps? I see.’ He nodded slowly. Rebus doubted that he did see, but wasn’t about to say more than was necessary. And yes, that Jag was nice. New-looking. Paintwork brightly reflective. Someone with a bit of money. And dear God why did he have an erection?
‘I think I know which Ronnie you mean now,’ said the boy. ‘I haven’t seen him around much myself.’
‘So what can you tell me about him?’
The boy was staring out of the windscreen again. ‘Great view from here, isn’t it?’ he said. ‘Even at night. Especially at night. Amazing. I hardly ever come here in the daytime. It all looks so ordinary. You’re a copper, aren’t you?’
Rebus looked towards him, but the boy was still staring out of the windscreen, smiling, unconcerned.
‘Thought you were,’ he went on. ‘Right from the start.’
‘So why did you get in the car?’
‘Curious, I suppose. Besides,’ and now he looked towards Rebus, ‘some of my best customers are officers of the law.’
‘Well, that’s none of my concern.’
‘No? It should be. I’m underage, you know.’
‘I guessed.’
‘Yeah, well. . . .’ The boy slumped in his seat, putting his feet up on the dashboard. For a moment, Rebus thought he was about to do something, and jerked himself upright. But the boy just laughed.
‘What did you think? Think I was going to touch you again? Eh? No such luck, James.’
‘So what about Ronnie?’ Rebus wasn’t sure whether he wanted to punch this rather ugly little kid in the gut, or take him to a good and a caring home. But he knew, above all, that he wanted answers.
‘Give me another ciggie.’ Rebus obliged. ‘Ta. Why are you so interested in him?’
‘Because he’s dead.’
‘Happens all the time.’
‘He overdosed.’
‘Ditto.’
‘The stuff was lethal.’
The boy was silent for a moment.
‘Now that is bad news.’
‘Has there been any poisoned stuff going around recently?’
‘No.’ He smiled again. ‘Only good stuff. Got any on you?’ Rebus shook his head, thinking: I do want to punch him in the gut. ‘Pity,’ said the boy.
‘What’s your name, by the way?’
‘No names, James, and no pack drill.’ He put out his hand, palm up. ‘I need some money.’
‘I need some answers first.’
‘So give me the questions. But first, a little goodwill, eh?’ The hand was still there, expectant as any father-to-be. Rebus found a crumpled tenner in his jacket and handed it over. The boy seemed satisfied. ‘This gets you the answers to two questions.’
Rebus’s anger ignited. ‘It gets me as many answers as I want, or so help me –’
‘Rough trade? That your game?’ The boy seemed unconcerned. Maybe he’d heard it all before. Rebus wondered.
‘Is there much rough stuff goes on?’ he asked.
‘Not much.’ the boy paused. ‘But still too much.’
‘Ronnie was into it, wasn’t he?’
‘That’s your second question,’ stated the boy. ‘And the answer is, I don’t know.’
‘Don’t knows don’t count,’ said Rebus. ‘And I’ve got plenty of questions left.’
‘Okay, if that’s the way –’ The boy was reaching for the door handle, ready to walk away from it all. Rebus grabbed him by the neck and brought his head down against the dashboard, right between where both feet were still resting.
‘Jesus Christ!’ The boy checked for blood on his forehead. There was none. Rebus was pleased with himself: maximum shock, minimum visible damage. ‘You can’t –’
‘I can do anything I like, son, and that includes tipping you over the edge of the highest point in the city. Now tell me about Ronnie.’
‘I can’t tell you about Ronnie.’ There were tears in his eyes now. He rubbed at his forehead, trying to erase the hurt. ‘I didn’t know him well enough.’
‘So tell me what you do know.’
‘Okay, okay.’ He sniffed, wiping his nose on the sleeve of his jacket. ‘All I know is that a few friends of mine have gotten into a scene.’
‘What scene?’
‘I don’t know. Something heavy. They don’t talk about it, but the marks are there. Bruises, cuts. One of them ended up in the Infirmary for a week. Said he fell down the stairs. Christ, he looked like he fell down a whole high-rise.’
‘But nobody’s talking?’
‘There must be good money in it somewhere.’
‘Anything else?’
‘It may not be important. . . .’ The kid had broken. Rebus could hear it in his voice. He’d talk from now till judgment day. Good: Rebus didn’t have too many ears in this part of the city. A fresh pair might make all the difference.
‘What?’ he barked, enjoying his role now.
‘Photographs. Somebody’s putting a whisper around that there’s interest in photographs. Not faked ones, either. The real McCoy.’
‘Porn shots?’
‘I suppose so. The rumours have been a bit vague. Rumours get that way when they’ve gone past being second-hand.’
‘Chinese whispers,’ said Rebus. He was thinking: this whole thing is like a game of Chinese whispers, everything at second and third remove, nothing absolutely proof positive.
‘What?’
‘Never mind. Anything else?’
The boy shook his head. Rebus reached into his pocket and, to his own surprise, found yet another tenner. Then he remembered that he’d visited a cashpoint machine somewhere during the drinking session with McCall. He handed the money over.
‘Here. And I’ll give you my name and phone number. I’m always open to bits of information, no matter how small. Sorry about your head, by the way.’
The boy took the money. ‘That’s all right. I’ve seen worse pay.’ Then he smiled.
‘Can I give you a lift?’
‘The Bridges maybe?’
‘No problem. What’s your name?’
‘James.’
‘Really?’ Rebus was smiling.
‘Yes, really.’ The boy was smiling, too. ‘Listen, there is one other thing.’
‘Go ahead, James.’
‘It’s just a name I’ve been hearing. Maybe it doesn’t mean anything.’
‘Yes?’
‘Hyde.’
Rebus frowned. ‘Hide? Hide what?’
‘No, Hyde. H-y-d-e.’
‘What about Hyde?’
‘I don’t know. Like I said, it’s just a name.’
Rebus gripped the steering wheel. Hyde? Hyde? Was that what Ronnie had been telling Tracy? Not just to hide, but to hide from some man called Hyde? Trying to think, he found himself staring at the Jag again. Or rather, staring at the profile of the man in the driver’s seat. The man with his hand up around the neck of the much younger occupant of the passenger seat. Stroking, and all the time talking in a low voice. Stroking, talking. All very innocent.
A wonder then that James Carew of Bowyer Carew Estate Agents should look so startled when, being stared at, he returned the stare and found himself eye to eye with Dectective Inspector John Rebus.
Rebus was taking all this in as Carew fumbled with his ignition key, revved up the new V12 engine and reversed out of the car park as though Cutty Sark herself were after him.
‘He’s in a hurry,’ said James.
‘Have you seen him before?’
‘Didn’t really catch his face. Haven’t seen the car before though.’
‘No, well, it’s a new car, isn’t it?’ said Rebus, lazily starting his own.
The flat was still redolent of Tracy. She lingered in the living room and the bathroom. He saw her with a towel falling down around her head, legs tucked beneath her. . . . Bringing him breakfast: the dirty dishes were still lying beside his unmade bed. She had laughed to find that he slept on a mattress on the floor. ‘Just like in a squat,’ she had said. The flat seemed emptier now, emptier than it had felt for a while. And Rebus could do with a bath. He returned to the bathroom and turned the hot tap on. He could still feel James’s hand on his leg. . . . In the living room, he looked at a bottle of whisky for a full minute, but turned his back on it and fetched a low-alcohol lager from the fridge instead.
The bath was filling slowly. An Archimedean screw would have been more efficient. Still, it gave him time to make another telephone call to the station, to check on how they were treating Tracy. The news was not good. She was becoming irritable, refusing to eat, complaining of pains in her side. Appendicitis? More likely cold turkey. He felt a fair amount of guilt at not having gone to see her before now. Another layer of guilt wouldn’t do any harm, so he decided to put off the visit until morning. Just for a few hours he wanted to be away from it all, all the sordid tinkering with other people’s lives. His flat didn’t feel so secure any more, didn’t feel like the castle it had been only a day or two ago. And there was internal damage as well as the structural kind: he was feeling soiled in the pit of his gut, as though the city had scraped away a layer of its surface grime and force-fed him the lot.
To hell with it.
He was caught all right. He was living in the most beautiful, most civilised city in northern Europe, yet every day had to deal with its flipside, with the minor matter of its animus. Animus? Now there was a word he hadn’t used in a while. He wasn’t even sure now what it meant exactly; but it sounded right. He sucked from the beer bottle, holding the foam in his mouth like a child playing with toothpaste. This stuff was all foam. No substance.
All foam. Now there was another idea. He would put some foaming bath oil in the water. Bubblebath. Who the hell had given him this stuff? Oh. Yes. Gill Templer. He remembered now. Remembered the occasion, too. She had been gently chiding him about how he never cleaned the bath. Then had presented him with this bath oil.
‘It cleans you and your bath,’ she had said, reading from the bottle. ‘And puts the fun back into bathtime.’
He had suggested that they test this claim together, and they had. . . . Jesus, John, you’re getting morbid again. Just because she’s gone off with some vacuum-headed disc jockey with the unlikely name of Calum McCallum. It wasn’t the end of anybody’s world. The bombs weren’t falling. There were no sirens in the sky.
Nothing but . . . Ronnie, Tracy, Charlie, James and the rest. And now Hyde. Rebus was beginning to know now the meaning of the term ‘dead beat’. He rested his naked limbs in the near-scalding water and closed his eyes.
That house of voluntary bondage . . . with its inscrutable recluse.
Dead beat: Holmes yawned again, dead on his feet. For once, he had actually beaten the alarm, so that he was returning to bed with instant coffee when the radio blared into action. What a way to wake up every day. When he had a spare half hour, he’d retune the bloody thing to Radio Three or something. Except he knew Radio Three would send him straight back to sleep, whereas the voice of Calum McCallum and the grating records he played in between hoots and jingles and enthusiastic bad jokes brought him awake with a jolt, ready, teeth gritted, to face another day.
This morning, he had beaten the smug little voice. He switched the radio off.
‘Here,’ he said. ‘Coffee, and time to get up.’
Nell turned her head from the pillow, squinting up at him.
‘Has it gone nine?’
‘Not quite.’
She turned back into the pillow again, moaning softly.
‘Good. Wake me up again when it does.’
‘Drink your coffee,’ he chided, touching her shoulder. Her shoulder was warm, tempting. He allowed himself a wistful smile, then turned and left the bedroom. He had gone ten paces before he paused, turned, and went back. Nell’s arms were long, tanned, and open in welcome.
Despite the breakfast he had brought her in the cell, Tracy was furious with Rebus, and especially when he explained to her that she could leave whenever she wanted, that she wasn’t under arrest.
‘This is called protection,’ he told her. ‘Protection from the men who were chasing you. Protection from Charlie.’
‘Charlie. . . .’ She calmed a little at the sound of his name, and touched her bruised eye. ‘But why didn’t you come to see me sooner?’ she complained. Rebus shrugged.
‘Things to do,’ he said.
He stared at her photograph now, while Brian Holmes sat on the other side of the desk, warily sipping coffee from a chipped mug. Rebus wasn’t sure whether he hated Holmes or loved him for bringing this into the office, for laying it flat on the desktop in front of him. Not saying a word. No good morning, no hail fellow well met. Just this. This photograph, this nude shot. Of Tracy.
Rebus had stared at it while Holmes made his report. Holmes had worked hard yesterday, and had achieved a result. So why had he snubbed Rebus in the bar? If he’d seen this picture last night, it would not now be ruining his morning, not now be eroding the memory of a good night’s sleep. Rebus cleared his throat.
‘Did you find out anything about her?’
‘No, sir,’ said Holmes. ‘All I got was that.’ He nodded towards the photograph, his eyes unblinking: I’ve given you that. What more do you want from me?
‘I see,’ said Rebus, his voice level. He turned the photo over and read the small label on the back. Hutton Studios. A business telephone number. ‘Right. Well, leave this with me, Brian. I’ll have to give it some thought.’
‘Okay,’ said Holmes, thinking: he called me Brian! He’s not thinking straight this morning.
Rebus sat back, sipping from his own mug. Coffee, milk no sugar. He had been disappointed when Holmes had asked for his coffee the same way. It gave them something in common. A taste in coffee.
‘How’s the househunting going?’ he said conversationally.
‘Grim. How did you . . .?’ Holmes remembered the Houses for Sale list, folded in his jacket pocket like a tabloid newspaper. He touched it now. Rebus smiled, nodded.
‘I remember buying my flat,’ he said. ‘I scoured those freesheets for weeks before I found a place I liked.’
‘Liked?’ Holmes snorted. ‘That would be a bonus. The problem for me is just finding somewhere I can afford.’
‘That bad, is it?’
‘Haven’t you noticed?’ Holmes was slightly incredulous. So involved was he in the game, it was hard to believe that anyone wasn’t. ‘Prices are going through the roof. In fact, a roof’s about all I can afford near the centre of the city.’
‘Yes, I remember someone telling me about it.’ Rebus was thoughtful. ‘At lunch yesterday. You know I was with the people putting up the money for Farmer Watson’s drugs campaign? One of them was James Carew.’
‘He wouldn’t be anything to do with Carew Bowyers?’
‘The head honcho. Do you want me to have a word? See about a discount on your house?’
Holmes smiled. Some of the glacier between them had been chipped away. ‘That would be great,’ he said. ‘Maybe he could arrange for a summertime sale, bargains in all departments.’ Holmes started this sentence with a grin, but it trailed away with his words. Rebus wasn’t listening, was lost somewhere in thought.
‘Yes,’ Rebus said quietly. ‘I’ve got to have a word with Mr Carew anyway.’
‘Oh?’
‘To do with some soliciting.’
‘Thinking of moving houses yourself?’
Rebus looked at Holmes, not comprehending. ‘Anyway,’ he said, ‘I suppose we need a plan of attack for today.’
‘Ah.’ Holmes looked uncomfortable. ‘I wanted to ask you about that, sir. I had a phone call this morning. I’ve been working for some months on a dog-fighting ring, and they’re about to arrest the gang.’
‘Dog fighting?’
‘Yes, you know. Put two dogs in a ring. Let them tear each other to shreds. Place bets on the result.’
‘I thought that died with the depression.’
‘There’s been a revival of late. Vicious it is, too. I could show you some photos –’
‘Why the revival?’
‘Who knows? People looking for kicks, something less tame than a bet at the bookie’s.’
Rebus was nodding now, almost lost to his own thoughts again.
‘Would you say it was a yuppie pursuit, Holmes?’
Holmes shrugged: he’s getting better. Stopped calling me by my first name.
‘Well, never mind. So you want to be in on the arrest?’
Holmes nodded. ‘If possible, sir.’
‘Entirely possible,’ said Rebus. ‘So where’s it all happening?’
‘I still have to check that out. Somewhere in Fife though.’
‘Fife? Home territory for me.’
‘Is it? I didn’t know. What’s that saying again . . .?’
‘“Ye need a lang spoon tae sup wi’ a Fifer.”’
Holmes smiled. ‘Yes, that’s it. There’s a similar saying about the devil, isn’t there?’
‘All it means is that we’re close, Holmes, tightly knit. We don’t suffer fools and strangers gladly. Now off you go to Fife and see what I’m on about.’
‘Yes, sir. What about you? I mean, what will you do about . . .?’ His eyes were on the photograph again. Rebus picked it up and placed it carefully in the inside pocket of his jacket.
‘Don’t worry about me, son. I’ve plenty to keep me busy. Just keeping out of range of Farmer Watson is work enough for a day. Maybe I’ll take the car out. Nice day for a drive.’
‘Nice day for a drive.’
Tracy was doing her best to ignore him. She stared from her passenger side window, seemingly interested in the passing parade of shops and shoppers, tourists, kids with nothing to do now the schools had broken up for summer.
She’d been keen enough to get out of the station though. He’d held the car door open for her, dissuading her from just walking away. And she’d complied, but silently, sullenly. Okay, she was in the huff with him. He’d get over it. So would she.
‘Point taken,’ he said. ‘You’re pissed off. But how many times do I have to tell you? It was for your own safety, while I was doing some checking up.’
‘Where are we going?’
‘Do you know this part of town?’
She was silent. There was to be no conversation. Only questions and answers: her questions.
‘We’re just driving,’ he said. ‘You must know this side of town. A lot of dealing used to go on around here.’
‘I’m not into that!’
It was Rebus’s turn to be silent. He wasn’t too old to play a game or two himself. He took a left, then another, then a right.
‘We’ve been here already,’ she commented. She’d noticed then, clever girl. Still, that didn’t matter. All that mattered was that slowly, by degrees, by left and right then left and right again, he was guiding them towards the destination.
He pulled into the kerb abruptly and yanked on the handbrake.
‘Right,’ he said. ‘We’re here.’
‘Here?’ She looked out of the side window, up at the tenement building. The red stone had been cleaned in the past year, giving it the look of a child’s plasticine, pinky ochre and malleable. ‘Here?’ she repeated, the word choking off as she recognised the exact address, and then tried not to let that recognition show.
The photograph was on her lap when she turned from the window. She flicked it from her with a squeal, as though it were an insect. Rebus plucked the photo from the floor of the car and held it out to her.
‘Yours, I believe.’
‘Where the hell did you get that?’
‘Do you want to tell me about it?’
Her face was as red as the stonework now, her eyes flitting in panic like a bird’s. She fumbled with the seatbelt, desperate to be out of the car, but Rebus’s hand on the catch was rock hard.
‘Let me go!’ she yelled, thumping down on his fist. Then she pushed open the door, but the camber of the road pulled it shut again. There was not enough give in the seatbelt anyway. She was securely bound.
‘I thought we’d pay Mr Hutton a call,’ Rebus was saying, his voice like a blade. ‘Ask him about this photo. About how he paid you a few quid to model for him. About how you brought him Ronnie’s pictures. Looking for a few bob more maybe, or just to spite Ronnie. Is that how it was, Tracy? I’ll bet Ronnie was pissed off when he saw Hutton had stolen his ideas. Couldn’t prove it though, could he? And how was he to know how the hell Hutton got them in the first place? I suppose you put the blame on Charlie, and that’s why the two of you aren’t exactly on speaking terms. Some friend to Ronnie you were, sweetheart. Some friend.’
She broke down at that, and gave up trying to free herself from the seatbelt. Her head angled forward into her hands, and she wept, loudly and at length. While Rebus caught his breath. He wasn’t proud of himself, but it had needed saying. She had to stop hiding from the truth. It was all conjecture, of course, but Rebus was sure Hutton could confirm the details if pressed. She had modelled for money, maybe happened to mention that her boyfriend was a photographer. Had taken the photos to Hutton, giving away Ronnie’s glimmer of a chance, his creativity, for a few more pound notes. If you couldn’t trust your friends, who could you trust?
He had left her overnight in the cells to see if she would crack. She hadn’t, so he supposed she must be clean. But that didn’t mean she didn’t have some kind of habit. If not needles, then something else. Everybody needed a little something, didn’t they? And the money was needed, too. So she had ripped off her boyfriend. . . .
‘Did you plant that camera in Charlie’s squat?’
‘No!’ It was as though, after all that had gone before, the accusation still hurt. Rebus nodded. So Charlie had taken the camera, or someone else had planted it there. For him to find. No . . . not quite, because he hadn’t found it: McCall had. And very easily at that, the way he had blithely found the dope in the sleeping bag. A true copper’s nose? Or something else? A little information perhaps, inside information? If you can’t trust your friends. . . .
‘Did you see the camera the night Ronnie died?’
‘It was in his room, I’m sure it was.’ She blinked back the tears and wiped her nose on the handkerchief Rebus gave her. Her voice was cracked still, her throat a little clogged, but she was recovering from the shock of the photo, and the greater shock that Rebus knew now of her betrayal.
‘That guy who came to see Ronnie, he was in Ronnie’s room after me.’
‘You mean Neil?’
‘I think that was his name, yes.’
Too many cooks, Rebus was thinking. He was going to have to revise his definition of ‘circumstantial’. He had very little so far that wasn’t circumstantial. It felt like the spiral was widening, taking him further and further away from the central, crucial point, the point where Ronnie lay dead on a damp, bare floor, flanked by candles and dubious friends.
‘Neil was Ronnie’s brother.’
‘Really?’ Her voice was disinterested. The safety curtain between her and the world was coming down again. The matinee was over.
‘Yes, really.’ Rebus felt a sudden chill. If nobody, nobody cares what happened to Ronnie except Neil and me, why am I bothering?
‘Charlie always thought they had some kind of gay thing going. I never asked Ronnie. I don’t suppose he would have told me.’ She rested her head against the back of the seat, seeming to relax again. ‘Oh God.’ She released a whistle of breath from her lungs. ‘Do we have to stick around here?’
Her hands were rising slowly, ready to clasp her head, and Rebus was beginning to answer in the negative, when he saw those same hands come swiftly down, curling into tiny fists. There was no room to escape them, and so they hit him full in the groin. A flashgun exploded somewhere behind his eyes, the world turning into nothing but sound and blinding pain. He was roaring, doubled up in agony, head coming to rest on the steering wheel, which was also the car’s horn. It was blaring lazily as Tracy undid her seatbelt, opened the door, and swivelled out of the car. She left the door wide open as she ran. Rebus watched through eyes brimming with tears, as if he were in a swimming pool, watching her running along the edge of the pool away from him, chlorine stinging his pupils.
‘Jesus Almighty Christ,’ he gasped, still hunched over the wheel, and not about to move for some considerable time.
Think like Tarzan, his father had told him once: one of the old man’s few pieces of advice. He was talking about fights. About one-to-one scrapes with the lads at school. Four o’clock behind the bike shed, and all that. Think like Tarzan. You’re strong, king of the jungle, and above all else you’re going to protect your nuts. And the old boy had raised a bent knee towards young John’s crotch. . . .
‘Thanks, Dad,’ Rebus hissed now. ‘Thanks for reminding me.’ Then the reaction hit his stomach.
By lunchtime he could just about walk, so long as he kept his feet close to the ground, moving as though he had wet himself. People stared, of course, and he tried to improvise a limp specially for them. Ever the crowd pleaser.
The thought of the stairs to his office was too much, and driving the car had been excruciating, the foot pedals impossible to operate. So he had taken a taxi to the Sutherland Bar. Three quarter-gill measures of whisky later, he felt the pain replaced by a drowsy numbness.
‘“As though of hemlock . . .”,’ he muttered to himself.
He wasn’t worried about Tracy. Anyone with a punch like that could look after herself. There were probably kids on the street harder than half the bloody police force. Not that Tracy was a kid. He still hadn’t found out anything about her. That was supposed to be Holmes’s department, but Holmes was off on a wild dog chase in Fife. No, Tracy would be all right. Probably there had been no men chasing her. But then why come to him that night? There could be a hundred reasons. After all, she’d conned a bed, the best part of a bottle of wine, a hot bath and breakfast out of him. Not bad going that, and him supposed to be a hardened old copper. Too old maybe. Too much the ‘copper’, not enough the police officer. Maybe.
Where to next? He already had the answer to that, legs permitting and pray God he could drive.
He parked at a distance from the house, not wanting to scare off anyone who might be there. Then he simply walked up to the door and knocked. Standing there, awaiting a response, he remembered Tracy opening that door and running into his arms, her face bruised, her eyes welling with tears. He didn’t think Charlie would be here. He didn’t think Tracy would be here. He didn’t want Tracy to be here.
The door opened. A bleary teenage boy squinted up at Rebus. His hair was lank, lifeless, falling into his eyes.
‘What is it?’
‘Is Charlie in? I’ve got a bit of business with him.’
‘Naw. Havenae seen him the day.’
‘All right if I wait a while?’
‘Aye.’ The boy was already closing the door on Rebus’s face. Rebus stuck a hand up against the door and peered round it.
‘I meant, wait indoors.’
The boy shrugged, and slouched back inside, leaving the door ajar. He slipped back into his sleeping bag and pulled it over his head. Just passing through, and catching up on lost sleep. Rebus supposed the boy had nothing to lose by letting a stranger into this way station. He left him to his sleep, and, after a cursory check that there was no one else in the downstairs rooms, climbed the steep staircase.
The books were still slewed like so many felled dominoes, the contents of the bag McCall had emptied still lying in a clutter on the floor. Rebus ignored these and went to the desk, where he sat, studying the pieces of paper in front of him. He had flicked on the light switch beside the door of Charlie’s room, and now switched on the desk lamp, too. The walls were miraculously free from posters, postcards and the like. It wasn’t like a student’s room. Its identity had been left suspended, which was probably exactly the way Charlie wanted it. He didn’t want to look like a student to his drop-out friends; he didn’t want to look like a drop-out to his student friends. He wanted to be all things to all people. Chameleon, then, as well as tourist.
The essay on Magick was Rebus’s main interest, but he gave the rest of the desk a good examination while he was here. Nothing out of the ordinary. Nothing to suggest that Charlie was pushing bad drugs around the city streets. So Rebus picked up the essay, opened it, and began to read.
Nell liked the library when it was quiet like this. During term time, a lot of the students used it as a meeting place, a sort of glorified youth club. Then, the first-floor reading room was filled with noise. Books tended to be left lying everywhere, or to go missing, to be shifted out of their proper sections. All very frustrating. But during the summer months, only the most determined of the students came in: the ones with a thesis to write, or work to catch up on, or those precious few who were passionate about their chosen fields, and who were giving up sunshine and freedom to be here, indoors, in studied silence.
She got to know their faces, and then their names. Conversations could be struck up in the deserted coffee shop, authors’ names swopped. And at lunchtime, one could sit in the gardens, or walk behind the library building onto The Meadows, where more books were being read, more faces rapt in thought.
Of course, summer was also the time for the library’s most tedious jobs. The check on stock, the rebinding of misused volumes. Reclassification, computer updating, and so on. The atmosphere more than made up for all this. All traces of hurry and haste were gone. No more complaints about there being too few copies of this or that title, desperately needed by a class of two hundred for some overdue essay. But after the summer there would be a new intake, and with every year’s fresh intake, she felt that whole year older, and more distanced from the students. They already seemed hopelessly young to her, a glow surrounding them, reminding her of something she could never have.
She was sorting through request forms when the commotion began. The guard on the library entrance had stopped someone who was trying to get in without any identification. Normally, Nell knew, the guard wouldn’t have worried, but the girl was so obviously distraught, so obviously not a reader, not even a student. She was loudly argumentative, where a real student would have quietly explained that they had forgotten to bring their matriculation card with them. There was something else, too . . . Nell frowned, trying to place the girl. Catching her profile, she remembered the photograph in Brian’s briefcase. Yes, it was the same girl. No girl, really, but a fully grown, if youthful, woman. The lines around the eyes were the giveaway, no matter how slender the body, how fashionably young the clothes. But why was she making this fuss? She’d always gone to the coffee shop, had never, to Nell’s knowledge, tried to get into the library proper before now. Nell’s curiosity was aroused.
The guard was holding Tracy by the arm, and she was shrieking abuse at him, her eyes frantic. Nell tried to be authoritarian in her walk as she approached the pair of them.
‘Is there some problem, Mr Clarke?’
‘I can handle it, miss.’ His eyes betrayed his words. He was sweating, past retirement age, neither used to this sort of physical struggle nor knowing what to do about it. Nell turned to the girl.
‘You can’t just barge in here, you know. But if you want a message passed on to one of the students inside, I’ll see what I can do.’
The girl struggled again. ‘I just want to come in!’ All reasoning had gone now. She knew only that if someone was stopping her getting in, then she had to get in somehow.
‘Well you can’t,’ Nell said angrily. She should not have interfered. She was used to dealing with quiet, sane, rational people. Okay, some of them might lose their tempers momentarily when frustrated in their search for a book. But they would always remember their place. The girl stared at her, and the stare seemed absolutely malevolent. There was no trace of human kindness in it at all. Nell felt the hairs on her neck bristle. Then the girl gave a banshee wail, throwing herself forward, loosing the guard’s grip. Her forehead smashed into Nell’s face, sending the librarian flying, feet rooted to the spot, so that she fell like so much timber. Tracy stood there for a moment, seeming to come to herself. The guard made to grab her, but she gave another yell, and he backed off. Then she pushed past him out of the library doors and started running again, head down, arms and legs uncoordinated. The guard watched her, fearful still, then turned his attention to the bloody and unconscious face of Nell Stapleton.
The man who answered the door was blind.
‘Yes?’ he asked, holding the door, sightless eyes discernible behind the dark green lenses of his glasses. The hallway behind him was in deep shadow. What need had it of light?
‘Mr Vanderhyde?’
The man smiled. ‘Yes?’ he repeated. Rebus couldn’t take his own eyes off those of the elderly man. Those green lenses reminded him of claret bottles. Vanderhyde would be sixty-five, maybe seventy. His hair was silvery yellow, thick, well groomed. He was wearing an open-necked shirt, brown waistcoat, a watch chain hanging from one pocket. And he was leaning ever so slightly on a silver-topped stick. For some reason, Rebus had the idea that Vanderhyde would be able to handle that cane swiftly and effectively as a weapon, should anyone unpleasant ever come calling.
‘Mr Vanderhyde, I’m a police officer.’ Rebus was reaching for his wallet.
‘Don’t bother with identification, unless it’s in braille.’ Vanderhyde’s words stopped Rebus short, his hand frozen in his inside jacket pocket.
‘Of course,’ he mumbled, feeling ever so slightly ridiculous. Funny how people with disabilities had that special gift of making you seem so much less able than them.
‘You’d better come in, Inspector.’
‘Thank you.’ Rebus was in the hall before it hit him. ‘How did you –?’
Vanderhyde shook his head. ‘A lucky guess,’ he said, leading the way. ‘A shot in the dark, you might say.’ His laughter was abrasive. Rebus, studying what he could see of the hall, was wondering how even a blind man could make such a botched job of interior decoration. A stuffed owl stared down from its dusty pedestal, next to an umbrella stand which seemed to consist of a hollowed elephant’s foot. An ornately carved occasional table boasted a pile of unread mail and a cordless telephone. Rebus gave this latter item most attention.
‘Technology has made such progress, don’t you agree?’ Vanderhyde was saying. ‘Invaluable for those of us who have lost one of the senses.’
‘Yes,’ Rebus replied, as Vanderhyde opened the door to another room, almost as dark to Rebus’s eyes as the hall.
‘In here, Inspector.’
‘Thank you.’ The room was musty, and smelled of old people’s medicaments. It was comfortably furnished, with a deep sofa and two robust armchairs. Books lay behind glass along one wall. Some uninspired watercolours stopped the other walls from seeming bare. There were ornaments everywhere. Those on the mantelpiece caught Rebus’s eye. There wasn’t a spare centimetre of space on the deep wooden mantelpiece, and the ornaments were exotic. Rebus could identify African, Caribbean, Asian and Oriental influences, without being able to pinpoint any one country for any one piece.
Vanderhyde flopped into a chair. It struck Rebus that there were no occasional tables scattered through the room, no extraneous furniture into which the blind man might bump.
‘Nick-nacks, Inspector. Gewgaws collected on my travels as a younger man.’
‘Evidence of a lot of travel.’
‘Evidence of a magpie mind,’ Vanderhyde corrected. ‘Would you care for some tea?’
‘No, thank you, sir.’
‘Something a little stronger perhaps?’
‘Thank you, but no.’ Rebus smiled. ‘I’d a bit too much last night.’
‘Your smile comes over in your voice.’
‘You don’t seem curious as to why I’m here, Mr Vanderhyde.’
‘Perhaps that’s because I know, Inspector. Or, perhaps it’s because my patience is limitless. Time doesn’t mean as much to me as to most people. I’m in no hurry for your explanations. I’m not a clock watcher, you see.’ He was smiling again, eyes fixed somewhere just right of Rebus and above him. Rebus stayed silent, inviting further speculation. ‘Then again,’ Vanderhyde continued, ‘since I no longer go out, and have few visitors, and since I have never to my knowledge broken the laws of the land, that certainly narrows the possible reasons for your visit. You’re sure you won’t have some tea?’
‘Don’t let me stop you making some for yourself.’ Rebus had spotted the near-empty mug sitting on the floor beside the old man’s chair. He looked down around his own chair. Another mug sat on the muted pattern of the carpet. He reached a silent arm down towards it. There was a slight warmth on the base of the mug, a warmth on the carpet beneath.
‘No,’ Vanderhyde said. ‘I had one just recently. As did my visitor.’
‘Visitor?’ Rebus sounded surprised. The old man smiled, giving a slight and indulgent shake of his head. Rebus, feeling caught, decided to push on anyway. ‘I thought you said you didn’t get many visitors?’
‘No, I don’t recall quite saying that. Still, it happens to be true. Today is the exception that proves the rule. Two visitors.’
‘Might I ask who the other visitor was?’
‘Might I ask, Inspector, why you’re here?’
It was Rebus’s turn to smile, nodding to himself. The blood was rising in the old man’s cheeks. Rebus had succeeded in riling him.
‘Well?’ There was impatience in Vanderhyde’s voice.
‘Well, sir.’ Rebus deliberately pulled himself out of the chair and began to circuit the room. ‘I came across your name in an undergraduate essay on the occult. Does that surprise you?’
The old man considered this. ‘It pleases me slightly. I do have an ego that needs feeding, after all.’
‘But it doesn’t surprise you?’ Vanderhyde shrugged. ‘This essay mentioned you in connection with the workings of an Edinburgh-based group, a sort of coven, working in the nineteen sixties.’
‘“Coven” is an inexact term, but never mind.’
‘You were involved in it?’
‘I don’t deny the fact.’
‘Well, while we’re dealing in fact, you were, more correctly, its guiding light. “Light” may be an inexact term.’
Vanderhyde laughed, a piping, discomfiting sound. ‘Touché, Inspector. Indeed, touché. Do continue.’
‘Finding your address wasn’t difficult. Not too many Vanderhydes in the phone book.’
‘My kin are based in London.’
‘The reason for my visit, Mr Vanderhyde, is a murder, or at the very least a case of tampering with evidence at the scene of a death.’
‘Intriguing.’ Vanderhyde put his hands together, fingertips to his lips. It was hard to believe the man was sightless. Rebus’s movements around the room were failing to have any effect on Vanderhyde at all.
‘The body was discovered lying with arms stretched wide, legs together –’
‘Naked?’
‘No, not quite. Shirtless. Candles had been burning either side of the body, and a pentagram had been painted on one wall.’
‘Anything else?’
‘No. There were some syringes in a jar by the body.’
‘The death was caused by an overdose of drugs?’
‘Yes.’
‘Hmm.’ Vanderhyde rose from his chair and walked unerringly to the bookcase. He did not open it, but stood as though staring at the titles. ‘If we’re dealing with a sacrifice, Inspector – I take it that’s your theory?’
‘One of many, sir.’
‘Well, if we are dealing with a sacrifice, then the means of death are quite unusual. No, more than that, are unheard of. To begin with, very few Satanists would ever contemplate a human sacrifice. Plenty of psychopaths have carried out murder and then excused it as ritual, but that’s something else again. But in any case, a human sacrifice – a sacrifice of any kind – requires blood. Symbolic in some rites, as in the blood and body of Christ. Real in others. A sacrifice without blood? That would be original. And to administer an overdose. . . . No, Inspector, surely the more plausible explanation is that, as you say, someone muddied the water as it were, after the life had expired.’
Vanderhyde turned into the room again, picking out Rebus’s position. He raised his arms high, to signal that this was all he had to offer.
Rebus sat down again. The mug when he touched it was no longer warm. The evidence had cooled, dissipated, vanished.
He picked up the mug and looked at it. It was an innocent thing, patterned with flowers. There was a single crack running downwards from its rim. Rebus felt a sudden surge of confidence in his own abilities. He got to his feet again and walked to the door.
‘Are you leaving?’
He did not reply to Vanderhyde’s question, but walked smartly to the bottom of the dark oak staircase. Halfway up, it twisted in a ninety-degree angle. From the bottom, Rebus’s view was of this halfway point, this small landing. A second before, there had been someone there, someone crouching, listening. He hadn’t seen the figure so much as sensed it. He cleared his throat, a nervous rather than necessary action.
‘Come down here, Charlie.’ He paused. Silence. But he could still sense the young man, just beyond that turning on the stairs. ‘Unless you want me to come up. I don’t think you want that, do you? Just the two of us, up there in the dark?’ More silence, broken by the shuffling of Vanderhyde’s carpet-slippered feet, the walking cane tapping against the floor. When Rebus looked round, the old man’s jaw was set defiantly. He still had his pride. Rebus wondered if he felt any shame.
Then the single creak of a floorboard signalled Charlie’s presence on the stair landing.
Rebus broke into a smile: of conquest, of relief. He had trusted himself, and had proved worthy of that trust.
‘Hello, Charlie,’ he said.
‘I didn’t mean to hit her. She had a go at me first.’
The voice was recognisable, but Charlie seemed rooted to the landing. His body was slightly hunched, his face in silhouette, his arms hanging by his side. The educated voice seemed discorporate, somehow not part of this shadow-puppet.
‘Why don’t you join us?’
‘Are you going to arrest me?’
‘What’s the charge?’ The question was Rebus’s, his voice tinged with amusement.
‘That should be your question, Charles,’ Vanderhyde called out, making it sound like an instruction.
Rebus was suddenly bored with these games. ‘Come on down,’ he commanded. ‘Let’s have another mug of Earl Grey.’
Rebus had pulled open the crimson velvet curtains in the living room. The interior seemed less cramped in what was left of the daylight, less overpowering, and certainly a lot less gothic. The ornaments on the mantelpiece were revealed as just that: ornaments. The books in the bookcase were revealed as by and large works of popular fiction: Dickens, Hardy, Trollope. Rebus wondered if Trollope was still popular.
Charlie had made tea in the narrow kitchen, while Vanderhyde and Rebus sat in silence in the living room, listening to the distant sounds of cups chinking and spoons ringing.
‘You have good hearing,’ Vanderhyde stated at last. Rebus shrugged. He was still assessing the room. No, he couldn’t live here, but he could at least imagine visiting some aged relative in such a place.
‘Ah, tea,’ said Vanderhyde as Charlie brought in the unsteady tray. Placing it on the floor between chairs and sofa, his eyes sought Rebus’s. They had an imploring look. Rebus ignored it, accepting his cup with a curt nod of the head. He was just about to say something about how well Charlie seemed to know his way around his chosen bolt-hole, when Charlie himself spoke. He was handing a mug to Vanderhyde. The mug itself was only half filled – a wise precaution – and Charlie sought out the old man’s hand, guiding it to the large handle.
‘There you go, Uncle Matthew,’ he said.
‘Thank you, Charles,’ said Vanderhyde, and if he had been sighted, his slight smile would have been directed straight at Rebus, rather than a few inches over the detective’s shoulder.
‘Cosy,’ Rebus commented, sipping the dry perfume of Earl Grey.
Charlie sat on the sofa, crossing his legs, almost relaxed. Yes, he knew this room well, was slipping into it the way one slipped into an old, comfortable pair of trousers. He might have spoken, but Vanderhyde seemed to want to put his points forward first.
‘Charles has told me all about it, Inspector Rebus. Well, when I say that, I mean he has told me as much as he deems it necessary for me to know.’ Charlie glared at his uncle, who merely smiled, knowing the frown was there. ‘I’ve already told Charles that he should talk to you again. He seems unwilling. Seemed unwilling. Now the choice has been taken away from him.’
‘How did you know?’ asked Charlie, so much more at home here, Rebus was thinking, than in some ugly squat in Pilmuir.
‘Know?’ said Rebus.
‘Know where to find me? Know about Uncle Matthew?’
‘Oh, that.’ Rebus picked at invisible threads on his trousers. ‘Your essay. It was sitting on your desk. Handy that.’
‘What?’
‘Doing an essay on the occult, and having a warlock in the family.’
Vanderhyde chuckled. ‘Not a warlock, Inspector. Never that. I think I’ve only ever met one warlock, one true warlock, in my whole life. Local he is, mind.’
‘Uncle Matthew,’ Charlie interrupted, ‘I don’t think the Inspector wants to hear –’
‘On the contrary,’ said Rebus. ‘It’s the reason I’m here.’
‘Oh.’ Charlie sounded disappointed. ‘Not to arrest me then?’
‘No, though you deserve a good slap for that bruise you gave Tracy.’
‘She deserved it!’ Charlie’s voice betrayed petulance, his lower lip filling out like a child’s.
‘You struck a woman?’ Vanderhyde sounded aghast. Charlie looked towards him, then away, as if unable to hold a stare that didn’t – couldn’t – exist.
‘Yes,’ Charlie hissed. ‘But look.’ He pulled the polo-necked jumper down from around his neck. There were two huge weals there, the result of prising fingernails.
‘Nice scratches,’ Rebus commented for the blind man’s benefit. ‘You got the scratches, she got a bruise on her eye. I suppose that makes it neck and neck in the eye-for-an-eye stakes.’
Vanderhyde chuckled again, leaning forward slightly on his cane.
‘Very good, Inspector,’ he said. ‘Yes, very good. Now –’ he lifted the mug to his lips and blew. ‘What can we do for you?’
‘I saw your name in Charlie’s essay. There was a footnote quoting you as an interview source. I reckoned that made you local and reasonably extant, and there aren’t too many –’
‘– Vanderhydes in the phone book,’ finished the old man. ‘Yes, you said.’
‘But you’ve already answered most of my questions. Concerning the black magic connection, that is. However, I would just like to clear up a few points with your nephew.’
‘Would you like me to –?’ Vanderhyde was already rising to his feet. Rebus waved for him to stay, then realised the gesture was in vain. However, Vanderhyde had already paused, as though anticipating the action.
‘No, sir,’ Rebus said now, as Vanderhyde seated himself again. ‘This’ll only take a couple of minutes.’ He turned to Charlie, who was almost sinking into the deep padded cushions of the sofa. ‘So, Charlie,’ Rebus began. ‘I’ve got you down this far as thief, and as accessory to murder. Any comments to make?’
Rebus watched with pleasure as the young man’s face lost its tea-like colour and became more like uncooked pastry. Vanderhyde twitched, but with pleasure, too, rather than discomfort. Charlie looked from one man to the other, seeking friendly eyes. The eyes he saw were blind to his pleas.
‘I – I –’
‘Yes?’ Rebus prompted.
‘I’ll just fill my cup,’ Charlie said, as though only these five meagre words were left in his vocabulary. Rebus sat back patiently. Let the bugger fill and refill and boil another brew. But he’d have his answers. He’d make Charlie sweat tannin, and he’d have his answers.
‘Is Fife always this bleak?’
‘Only the more picturesque bits. The rest’s no’ bad at a’.’
The SSPCA officer was guiding Brian Holmes across a twilit field, the area around almost completely flat, a dead tree breaking the monotony. A fierce wind was blowing, and it was a cold wind, too. The SSPCA man had called it an ‘aist wind’. Holmes assumed that ‘aist’ translated as ‘east’, and that the man’s sense of geography was somewhat askew, since the wind was clearly blowing from the west.
The landscape proved deceptive. Seeming flat, the land was actually slanting. They were climbing a slope, not steep but perceptible. Holmes was reminded of some hill somewhere in Scotland, the ‘electric brae’, where a trick of natural perspective made you think you were going uphill when in fact you were travelling down. Or was it vice versa? Somehow, he didn’t think his companion was the man to ask.
Soon, over the rise, Holmes could see the black, grainy landscape of a disused mineworking, shielded from the field by a line of trees. The mines around here were all worked out, had been since the 1960s. Now, money had appeared from somewhere, and the long-smouldering bings were being levelled, their mass used to fill the chasms left by surface mining. The mine buildings themselves were being dismantled, the landscape reseeded, as though the history of mining in Fife had never existed.
This much Brian Holmes knew. His uncles had been miners. Not here perhaps, but nevertheless they had been great deep workings of information and anecdote. The child Brian had stored away every detail.
‘Grim,’ he said to himself as he followed the SSPCA officer down a slight slope towards the trees, where a cluster of half a dozen men stood, shuffling, turning at the sound of approach. Holmes introduced himself to the most senior-looking of the plain-clothes men.
‘DC Brian Holmes, sir.’
The man smiled, nodded, then jerked his head in the direction of a much younger man. Everyone, uniformeds, plain-clothes, even the SSPCA Judas, was smiling, enjoying Holmes’s mistake. He felt a rush of blood to his face, and was rooted to the spot. The young man saw his discomfort and stuck out a hand.
‘I’m DS Hendry, Brian. Sometimes I’m in charge here.’ There were more smiles. Holmes joined in this time.
‘Sorry, sir.’
‘I’m flattered actually. Nice to think I’m so young-looking, and Harry here’s so old.’ He nodded towards the man Holmes had mistaken for the senior officer. ‘Right, Brian. I’ll just tell you what I’ve been telling the lads. We have a good tip that there’s going to be a dog fight here tonight. It’s secluded, half a mile from the main road, a mile from the nearest house. Perfect, really. There’s a track the lorries take from the main road up to the site here. That’s the way they’ll come in, probably three or four vans carrying the dogs, and then who knows how many cars with the punters. If it gets to Ibrox proportions, we’ll call in reinforcements. As it is, we’re not bothered so much about nabbing punters as about catching the handlers themselves. The word is that Davy Brightman’s the main man. Owns a couple of scrap yards in Kirkcaldy and Methil. We know he keeps a few pit bulls, and we think he fights them.’
There was a blast of static from one of the radios, then a call sign. DS Hendry responded.
‘Do you have a Detective Constable Holmes with you?’ came the message. Hendry stared at Holmes as he handed him the radio. Holmes could only look apologetic.
‘DC Holmes speaking.’
‘DC Holmes, we’ve a message for you.’
‘Go ahead,’ said Holmes.
‘It’s to do with a Miss Nell Stapleton.’
Sitting in the hospital waiting room, eating chocolate from a vending machine, Rebus went over the day’s events in his mind. Remembering the incident with Tracy in the car, his scrotum began to rise up into his body in an act of self-protection. Painful still. Like a double hernia, not that he’d ever had one.
But the afternoon had been very interesting indeed. Vanderhyde had been interesting. And Charlie, well, Charlie had sung like a bird.
‘What is it you want to ask me?’ he had said, bringing more tea into the living room.
‘I’m interested in time, Charlie. Your uncle has already told me that he’s not interested in time. He isn’t ruled by it, but policemen are. Especially in a case like this. You see, the chronology of events isn’t quite right in my mind. That’s what I want to clear up, if possible.’
‘All right,’ Charlie said. ‘How can I help?’
‘You were at Ronnie’s that night?’
‘Yes, for a while.’
‘And you left to look for some party or other?’
‘That’s right.’
‘Leaving Neil in the house with Ronnie?’
‘No, he’d left by then.’
‘You didn’t know, of course, that Neil was Ronnie’s brother?’
The look of surprise on Charlie’s face seemed authentic, but then Rebus knew him for an accomplished actor, and was taking nothing for granted, not any more.
‘No, I didn’t know that. Shit, his brother. Why didn’t he want any of us to meet him?’
‘Neil and I are in the same profession,’ Rebus explained. Charlie just smiled and shook his head. Vanderhyde was leaning back thoughtfully in his chair, like a meticulous juror at some trial.
‘Now,’ Rebus continued, ‘Neil says he left quite early. Ronnie was being uncommunicative.’
‘I can guess why.’
‘Why?’
‘Easy. He’d just scored, hadn’t he? He hadn’t seen any stuff for ages, and suddenly he’d scored.’ Charlie suddenly remembered that his aged uncle was listening, and stopped short, looking towards the old man. Vanderhyde, shrewd as ever, seemed to sense this, and waved his hand regally before him, as if to say, I’ve been too long on this planet and can’t be shocked any more.
‘I think you’re right,’ Rebus said to Charlie. ‘One hundred percent. So, in an empty house, Ronnie shoots up. The stuffs lethal. When Tracy comes in, she finds him in his room –’
‘So she says,’ interrupted Charlie. Rebus nodded, acknowledging his scepticism.
‘Let’s accept for the moment that’s what happened. He’s dead, or seems so to her. She panics, and runs off. Right. So far so good. Now it begins to get hazy, and this is where I need your help, Charlie. Thereafter, someone moves Ronnie’s body downstairs. I don’t know why. Maybe they were just playing silly buggers, or, as Mr Vanderhyde put it so succinctly, trying to muddy the water. Anyway, around this stage in the chronology, a second packet of white powder appears. Tracy only saw one –’ Rebus saw that Charlie was about to interrupt again ‘– so she says. So, Ronnie had one packet and shot up with it. When he died, his body came downstairs and another packet magically appeared. This new packet contains good stuff, not the poison Ronnie used on himself. And, to add a little more to the concoction, Ronnie’s camera disappears, to turn up later in your squat, Charlie, in your room, and in your black polythene bag.’
Charlie had stopped looking at Rebus. He was looking at the floor, at his mug, at the teapot. His eyes still weren’t on Rebus when he spoke.
‘Yes, I took it.’
‘You took the camera?’
‘I just said I did, didn’t I?’
‘Okay.’ Rebus’s voice was neutral. Charlie’s smouldering shame might at any moment catch light and ignite into anger. ‘When did you take it?’
‘Well, I didn’t exactly stop to look at my watch.’
‘Charles!’ Vanderhyde’s voice was loud, the word coming from his mouth like a bite. Charlie took notice. He straightened in his chair, reduced to some childhood fear of this imposing creature, his uncle the magician.
Rebus cleared his throat. The taste of Earl Grey was thick on his tongue. ‘Was there anyone in the house when you got back?’
‘No. Well, yes, if you’re counting Ronnie.’
‘Was he upstairs or down?’
‘He was at the top of the stairs, if you must know. Just lying there, like he’d been trying to come down them. I thought he was crashed out. But he didn’t look right. I mean, when someone’s sleeping, there’s some kind of movement. But Ronnie was . . . rigid. His skin was cold, damp.’
‘And he was at the top of the stairs?’
‘Yes.’
‘What did you do then?’
‘Well, I knew he was dead. And it was like I was dreaming. That sounds stupid, but it was like that. I know now that I was just trying to shut it out. I went into Ronnie’s room.’
‘Was the syringe jar there?’
‘I can’t remember.’
‘Never mind. Go on.’
‘Well, I knew that when Tracy got back –’
‘Yes?’
‘God, this is going to make me sound like a monster.’
‘What is it?’
‘Well, I knew that when she came back, she’d see Ronnie was dead and grab what she could of his. I knew she would, I just felt it. So I took something I thought he’d have wanted me to have.’
‘For sentimental reasons then?’ asked Rebus archly.
‘Not totally,’ Charlie admitted. Rebus had a sudden cooling thought: this is going too easily. ‘It was the only thing Ronnie had that was worth any money.’
Rebus nodded. Yes, that was more like it. Not that Charlie was short of a few bob; he could always rely on Uncle Matthew. But it was the illicit nature of the act that appealed. Something Ronnie would have wanted him to have. Some chance.
‘So you lifted the camera?’ Rebus said. Charlie nodded. ‘Then you left?’
‘Went straight back to my squat. Somebody said Tracy had come looking for me. Said she’d been in a right state. So I assumed she already knew about Ronnie.’
‘And she hadn’t made off with the camera. She’d come looking for you instead.’
‘Yes.’ Charlie seemed almost contrite. Almost. Rebus wondered what Vanderhyde was making of all this.
‘What about the name Hyde, does it mean anything to you?’
‘A character in Robert Louis Stevenson.’
‘Apart from that.’
Charlie shrugged.
‘What about someone called Edward?’
‘A character in Robert Louis Stevenson.’
‘I don’t understand.’
‘Sorry, I’m being facetious. Edward is Hyde’s first name in Jekyll and Hyde. No, I don’t know anyone called Edward.’
‘Fair enough. Do you want to know something, Charlie?’
‘What?’
Rebus looked to Vanderhyde, who sat impassively. ‘Actually, I think your uncle already knows what I’m going to say.’
Vanderhyde smiled. ‘Indeed. Correct me if I’m wrong, Inspector Rebus, but you were about to say that, the young man’s corpse having moved from the bedroom to the stairs, you can only assume that the person who moved the body was actually in the house when Charles arrived.’
Charlie’s jaw dropped open. Rebus had never witnessed the effect in real life before.
‘Quite right,’ he said. ‘I’d say you were lucky, Charlie. I’d say that someone was moving the body downstairs and heard you arrive. Then they hid in one of the other rooms, maybe even that stinking bathroom, until you’d left. They were in the house all the time you were.’
Charlie swallowed. Then closed his mouth. Then let his head fall forward and began to weep. Not quite silently, so that his uncle caught the action, and smiled, nodding towards Rebus with satisfaction.
Rebus finished the chocolate. It had tasted of antiseptic, the same strong flavour of the corridor outside, the wards themselves, and this waiting room, where anxious faces buried themselves in old colour supplements and tried to look interested for more than a second or two. The door opened and Holmes came in, looking anxious and exhausted. He’d had the distance of a forty-minute car journey in which to mentally live his worst fears, and the result was carved into his face. Rebus knew that swift treatment was needed.
‘She’s fine. You can see her whenever you like. They’re keeping her in overnight for no good reason at all, and she’s got a broken nose.’
‘A broken nose?’
‘That’s all. No concussion, no blurred vision. A good old broken nose, curse of the bare-knuckle fighter.’
Rebus thought for one moment that Holmes was about to take offence at his levity. But then relief flooded the younger man and he smiled, his shoulders relaxing, head dropping a little as though from a sense of anticlimax, albeit a welcome one.
‘So,’ Rebus said, ‘do you want to see her?’
‘Yes.’
‘Come on, I’ll take you.’ He placed a hand on Holmes’s shoulder and guided him out of the door again.
‘But how did you know?’ Holmes asked as they walked up the corridor.
‘Know what?’
‘Know it was Nell? Know about Nell and me?’
‘Well now, you’re a detective, Brian. Think about it.’
Rebus could see Holmes’s mind take on the puzzle. He hoped the process was therapeutic. Finally, Holmes spoke.
‘Nell’s got no family, so she asked for me.’
‘Well, she wrote asking for you. The broken nose makes it hard to understand what she’s saying.’
Holmes nodded dully. ‘But I couldn’t be located, and you were asked if you knew where I was.’
‘That’s close enough. Well done. How was Fife anyway? I only get back there once a year.’ April 28th, he thought to himself.
‘Fife? It was okay. I’d to leave before the bust. That was a shame. And I don’t think I exactly impressed the team I was supposed to be part of.’
‘Who was in charge?’
‘A young DS called Hendry.’
Rebus nodded. ‘I know him. I’m surprised you don’t, at least by reputation.’
Holmes shrugged. ‘I just hope they nab those bastards.’
Rebus had stopped outside the door of a ward.
‘This it?’ Holmes asked. Rebus nodded.
‘Want me to come in with you?’
Holmes stared at his superior with something approaching gratitude, then shook his head.
‘No, it’s all right. I won’t stay if she’s asleep. One last thing though.’
‘Yes?’
‘Who did it?’
Who did it. That was the hardest part to understand. Walking back along the corridor, Rebus saw Nell’s puffy face, saw her distress as she tried to talk, and couldn’t. She had signalled for some paper. He had taken a notebook from his pocket, and handed her his pen. Then she had written furiously for a full minute. He stopped now and took out the notebook, reading it through for the fourth or fifth time that evening.
‘I was working at the library. A woman tried to push her way into the building, past the guard. Talk to him if you want to check. This woman then butted me on the face. I was trying to help, to calm her down. She must have thought I was interfering. But I wasn’t. I was trying to help. She was the girl in that photograph, the nude photograph Brian had in his briefcase last night in the pub. You were there, weren’t you, in the same pub as us? Not easy not to notice – the place was empty, after all. Where’s Brian? Out chasing more salacious pictures for you, Inspector?’
Rebus smiled now, as he had smiled then. She had guts, that one. He rather liked her, her face taped, eyes blackened. She reminded him a lot of Gill.
So, Tracy was leaving a silvery snail’s trail of chaos by which to follow her. Little bitch. Had she simply flipped, or was there a real motive for her trip to the University Library? Rebus leaned against the wall of the corridor. God, what a day. He was supposed to be between cases. Supposed to be ‘tidying things up’ before starting full time on the drugs campaign. He was supposed, for the sake of Christ, to be having things easy. That’d be the day.
The ward doors swung shut, alerting him to the figure of Brian Holmes in the corridor. Holmes seemed lacking direction, then spotted his superior and came walking briskly up the hall. Rebus wasn’t sure yet whether Holmes was invaluable, or a liability. Could you be both things at once?
‘Is she all right?’ he asked solicitously.
‘Yes. I suppose so. She’s awake. Face looks a bit of a mess though.’
‘Just bruises. They say the nose will heal. You’ll never know it was broken.’
‘Yes, that’s what Nell said.’
‘She talking? That’s good.’
‘She also told me who did it.’ Holmes looked at Rebus, who looked away. ‘What’s this all about? What’s Nell got to do with it?’
‘Nothing, so far as I know. She just happened to be in the wrong place, et cetera. Chalk it down to coincidence.’
‘Coincidence? That’s a nice easy word to say. Put it down to “coincidence” and then we can forget all about it, is that it? I don’t know what your game is, Rebus, but I’m not going to play it any longer.’
Holmes turned and stalked off along the hall. Rebus almost warned him that there was no exit at that end of the building, but favours weren’t what Holmes wanted. He needed a bit of time, a break. So did Rebus, but he had some thinking to do, and the station was the best place for that.
By taking them slowly, Rebus managed the stairs to his office. He had been at his desk fully ten minutes before a craving for tea had him reaching for the telephone. Then he sat back, holding in front of him a piece of paper on which he had attempted to set out the ‘facts’ of the ‘case’. He was chilled by the thought that he might be wasting time and effort. A jury would have to work hard to see any crime there at all. There was no suggestion that Ronnie had not injected himself. However, he had been starved of his supply, despite there being no shortage of dope in the city, and someone had moved his body, and left behind a packet of good heroin, hoping, perhaps, that this would be tested, found clean, and therefore death by misadventure would be recorded: a simple overdose. But the rat poison had been found.
Rebus looked at the paper. Already ‘perhapses’ and conjecture had entered the picture. Maybe the frame wasn’t right. So, turn the picture another way round, John, and start again.
Why had someone gone to the trouble of killing Ronnie? After all, the poor bugger would have topped himself given time. Ronnie had been starved of a fix, then given some, but had known this stuff to be less than pure. So doubtless he had known that the person who supplied it wanted him dead. But he had taken it anyway. . . . No, viewed this way round it was making even less sense. Start again.
Why would someone want Ronnie dead? There were several obvious answers. Because he knew something he shouldn’t. Because he possessed something he shouldn’t. Because he didn’t possess something he should. Which was correct? Rebus didn’t know. Nobody seemed to know. The picture still lacked meaning.
There was a knock on the door, and the door itself was pushed open by a constable carrying a mug of tea. The constable was Harry Todd. Rebus recognised him.
‘You get around a bit, son.’
‘Yes, sir,’ said Todd, placing the tea on a corner of the desk, the only three square inches of wood visible from beneath a surface covering of paperwork.
‘Is it quiet tonight?’
‘The usual, sir. A few drunks. Couple of break-ins. Nasty car crash down near the docks.’
Rebus nodded, reaching for the tea. ‘Do you know another constable, name of Neil McGrath?’ Raising the mug to his lips, Rebus stared up at Todd, who had begun to blush.
‘Yes, sir,’ he said. ‘I know him.’
‘Mm-hm.’ Rebus tested the tea, seeming to relish the bland flavour of milk and hot water. ‘Told you to keep an eye on me, did he?’
‘Sir?’
‘If you happen to see him, Todd, tell him everything’s fine.’
‘Yes, sir.’ Todd was turning to leave.
‘Oh, and Todd?’
‘Yes, sir?’
‘Don’t let me see you near me again, understood?’
‘Yes, sir.’ Todd was clearly downhearted. At the door, he paused, seeming to have a sudden plan that would ingratiate himself with his superior. Smiling, he turned back to Rebus.
‘Did you hear about the action across in Fife, sir?’
‘What action?’ Rebus sounded uninterested.
‘The dog fight, sir.’ Rebus tried hard to still look unmoved. ‘They broke up some dog fight. Guess who got arrested?’
‘Malcolm Rifkind?’ guessed Rebus. This deflated Todd totally. The smile left his face.
‘No, sir,’ he said, turning again to leave. Rebus’s patience was short.
‘Well who then?’ he snapped.
‘That disc jockey, Calum McCallum,’ Todd said, closing the door after him. Rebus stared at the door for a count of five before it struck home: Calum McCallum . . . Gill Templer’s lover!
Rebus raised his head and let out a roar which mixed laughter with a kind of twisted victory cry. And when he had stopped laughing, and was wiping his eyes with a handkerchief, he looked towards the door again and saw that it was open. There was someone standing in the doorway, watching his performance with a look of puzzlement on their face.
It was Gill Templer.
Rebus checked his watch. It was nearly one in the morning.
‘Working the late shift, Gill?’ he said to cover his confusion.
‘I suppose you’ve heard,’ she said, ignoring him.
‘Heard what?’
She walked into the room, pushed some papers off the chair onto the floor, and sat down, looking exhausted. Rebus looked at all that paper slewed across the floor.
‘The cleaners come in in the morning anyway,’ he said. Then: ‘I’ve heard.’
‘Is that what all the screaming was about?’
‘Oh, that.’ Rebus tried to shrug it off, but could feel the blood tingling in his cheeks. ‘No,’ he said, ‘that was just something . . . well, something else. . . .’
‘Not very convincing, Rebus, you bastard.’ Her words were tired. He wanted to buoy her up, tell her she was looking well or something. But it wouldn’t have been true and she would just scowl at him again. So he left it. She was looking drawn, not enough sleep and no fun left any more. She’d just had her world locked up in a cell somewhere in Fife. They would be photographing and fingerprinting it perhaps, ready to file it away. Her life, Calum McCallum.
Life was full of surprises.
‘So what can I do for you?’
She looked up at him, studying his face as though she wasn’t sure who he was or why she was here. Then she shook herself awake with a twitch of the shoulders.
‘It sounds corny, but I really was just passing. I dropped into the canteen for a coffee before going home, and then I heard –’ She shivered again; the twitch which wasn’t quite a twitch. Rebus could see how fragile she was. He hoped she wasn’t going to shake apart. ‘I heard about Calum. How could he do that to me, John? Keep a secret like that? I mean, where’s the fun in watching dogs ripping each other –’
‘That’s something you’ll have to ask him yourself, Gill. Can I get you some more coffee?’
‘Christ no, I’m going to find it hard enough getting to sleep as it is. Tell you what I would like though, if it’s not too much trouble.’
‘Name it.’
‘A lift home.’ Rebus was already nodding agreement. ‘And a hug.’
Rebus got up slowly, donned his jacket, put the pen and piece of paper in his pocket, and met her in the middle of the room. She had already risen from her chair, and, standing on reports to be read, paperwork to be signed, arrest statistics and the rest, they hugged, their arms strong. She buried her head in his shoulder. He rested his chin on her neck, staring at the closed door, rubbing her back with one hand, patting with the other. Eventually, she pulled away, head first, then chest, but still holding him with her arms. Her eyes were moist, but it was over now. She was looking a little better.
‘Thanks,’ she said.
‘I needed it as much as you did,’ said Rebus. ‘Come on, let’s get you home.’
The inhabitants were all doing well, it seemed, and all emulously hoping to do better still, and laying out the surplus of their grains in coquetry.
Someone was knocking on his door. An authoritarian knock, using the old brass knocker that he never cleaned. Rebus opened his eyes. The sun was streaming into his living room, a record’s run-out track crackling. Another night spent in the chair, fully clothed. He’d be as well selling the mattress in the bedroom. Would anyone buy a mattress without a bed-frame?
Knockity knock knock again. Still patient. Still waiting for him to answer. His eyes were gummy, and he pushed his shirt back into his trousers as he walked from the living room to the door. He felt not too bad, considering. Not stiff, no tightness in the neck. A wash and a shave, and he might even feel human.
He opened the door, just as Holmes was about to knock again.
‘Brian.’ Rebus sounded genuinely pleased.
‘Morning. Mind if I come in?’
‘Not at all. Is Nell okay?’
‘I phoned this morning. They say she had a good night.’
They were walking in the direction of the kitchen, Rebus leading. Holmes had imagined the flat would smell of beer and cigarettes, a typical bachelor pad. In fact, it was tidier than he’d expected, furnished with a modicum of taste. There were a lot of books. Rebus had never struck him as a reader. Mind you, not all the books looked as though they’d been read: bought with a rainy, dead weekend in mind. The weekend that never came.
Rebus pointed vaguely in the direction of kettle and cupboards.
‘Make us some coffee, will you? I’ll just take a quick shower.’
‘Right.’ Holmes thought that his news could probably wait. At least until Rebus was fully awake. He sought in vain for instant coffee, but found, in one cupboard, a vacuum pack of ground coffee, several months past its sell-by date. He opened it and spooned some into the teapot while the kettle was boiling. Sounds of running water came from the bathroom, and above these the tinny sound of a transistor radio. Voices. Some talk show, Holmes supposed.
While Rebus was in the bathroom, he took the opportunity to wander through the flat. The living room was huge, with a high corniced ceiling. Holmes felt a pang of jealousy. He’d never be able to buy a place like this. He was looking around Easter Road and Gorgie, near the football grounds of Hibs and Hearts respectively. He could afford a flat in both these parts of the city, a decent-sized flat, too, three bedrooms. But the rooms were small, the areas mean. He was no snob. Hell, yes he was. He wanted to live in the New Town, in Dean Village, here in Marchmont, where students philosophised in pretty coffee shops.
He wasn’t overcareful with the stylus when he lifted the arm off the record. The record itself was by some jazz combo. It looked old, and he sought in vain for its sleeve. The noises from the bathroom had stopped. He walked stealthily back to the kitchen and found a tea strainer in the cutlery drawer. So he was able to keep the grounds out of the coffee he now poured into two mugs. Rebus came in, wrapped in a bath-towel, rubbing at his head with another, smaller towel. He needed to lose weight, or to exercise what weight he had. His chest was beginning to hang, pale like a carcass.
He picked up a mug and sipped.
‘Mmm. The real McCoy.’
‘I found it in the cupboard. No milk though.’
‘Never mind. This is fine. You say you found it in the cupboard? We might make a detective of you yet. I’ll just put on some togs.’ And he was off again, for only two minutes this time. The clothes he came back wearing were clean, but unironed. Holmes noticed that though there was plumbing in the kitchen for a washing machine, there was no machine. Rebus seemed to read his mind.
‘My wife took it when she moved out. Took a lot of stuff. That’s why the place looks so bare.’
‘It doesn’t look bare. It looks planned.’
Rebus smiled. ‘Let’s go into the living room.’
Rebus motioned for Holmes to sit, then sat down himself. The chair was still warm from his night’s sleep. ‘I see you’ve already been in here.’
Holmes looked surprised. Caught. He remembered that he’d lifted the stylus off the record.
‘Yes,’ he said.
‘That’s what I like to see,’ Rebus said. ‘Yes, we’ll make a detective of you yet, Brian.’
Holmes wasn’t sure whether Rebus was being flattering or condescending. He let it go.
‘Something I thought you might like to know,’ he began.
‘I already know,’ said Rebus. ‘Sorry to spoil the surprise, but I was at the station late last night, and somebody told me.’
‘Last night?’ Holmes was confused. ‘But they only found the body this morning.’
‘The body? You mean he’s dead?’
‘Yes. Suicide.’
‘Jesus, poor Gill.’
‘Gill?’
‘Gill Templer. She was going out with him.’
‘Inspector Templer?’ Holmes was shocked. ‘I thought she was living with that disc jockey?’
Now Rebus was confused. ‘Isn’t that who we’re talking about?’
‘No,’ said Holmes. The surprise was still intact. He felt real relief.
‘So who are we talking about?’ asked Rebus with a growing sense of dread. ‘Who’s committed suicide?’
‘James Carew.’
‘Carew?’
‘Yes. Found him in his flat this morning. Overdose apparently.’
‘Overdose of what?’
‘I don’t know. Some kind of pills.’
Rebus was stunned. He recalled the look on Carew’s face that night atop Calton Hill.
‘Damn,’ he said. ‘I wanted a word with him.’
‘I was wondering . . .’ said Holmes.
‘What?’
‘I don’t suppose you ever got round to asking him about getting me a flat?’
‘No,’ said Rebus. ‘I never got the chance.’
‘I was only joking,’ Holmes said, realising that Rebus had taken his comment literally. ‘Was he a friend? I mean, I know you met him for lunch, but I didn’t realise –’
‘Did he leave a note?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘Well who would know?’
Holmes thought for a second. ‘I think Inspector McCall was at the scene.’
‘Right, come on.’ Rebus was up on his feet.
‘What about your coffee?’
‘Sod the coffee. I want to see Tony McCall.’
‘What was all that about Calum McCallum?’ said Holmes, rising now.
‘You mean you haven’t heard?’ Holmes shook his head. ‘I’ll tell you on the way.’
And then Rebus was on the move, grabbing jacket, getting out his keys to lock the front door. Holmes wondered what the secret was. What had Calum McCallum done? God, he hated people who hung on to secrets.
Rebus read the note as he stood in Carew’s bedroom. It was elegantly written with a proper nib pen, but in one or two of the words fear could be clearly read, the letters trembling uncontrollably, scribbled out to be tried again. Good-quality writing paper too, thick and watermarked. The V12 was in a garage behind the flat. The flat itself was stunning, a museum for art deco pieces, modern art prints, and valuable first editions, locked behind glass.
This is the flipside of Vanderhyde’s home, Rebus had thought as he moved through the flat. Then McCall had handed him the suicide note.
‘If I am the chief of sinners, I am the chief of sufferers also.’ Was that a quote from somewhere? Certainly, it was a bit prolix for a suicide note. But then Carew would have gone through draft upon draft until satisfied. It had to be exact, had to stand as his monument. ‘Some day you may perhaps come to learn the right and wrong of this.’ Not that Rebus needed to seek too hard. He had the queasy feeling, reading the note, that Carew’s words were directed straight at him, that he was saying things only Rebus could fully understand.
‘Funny sort of note to leave behind,’ said McCall.
‘Yes,’ said Rebus.
‘You met him recently, didn’t you?’ said McCall. ‘I remember you saying. Did he seem okay then? I mean, he wasn’t depressed or anything?’
‘I’ve seen him since then.’
‘Oh?’
‘I was sniffing around Calton Hill a couple of nights back. He was there in his car.’
‘Ah-ha.’ McCall nodded. Everything was starting to make a little bit of sense.
Rebus handed back the note and went over to the bed. The sheets were rumpled. Three empty pill bottles stood in a neat line on the bedside table. On the floor lay an empty cognac bottle.
‘The man went out in style,’ McCall said, pocketing the note. ‘He’d gone through a couple of bottles of wine before that.’
‘Yes, I saw them in the living room. Lafite sixty-one. The stuff of a very special occasion.’
‘They don’t come more special, John.’
Both men turned as a third presence became evident in the room. It was Farmer Watson, breathing heavily from the effort of the stairs.
‘This is bloody awkward,’ he said. ‘One of the linchpins of our campaign tops himself, and by taking a bloody overdose. How’s that going to look, eh?’
‘Awkward, sir,’ replied Rebus, ‘just as you say.’
‘I do say. I do say.’ Watson thrust a finger out towards Rebus. ‘It’s up to you, John, to make sure the media don’t make a meal of this, or of us.’
‘Yes, sir.’
Watson looked over towards the bed. ‘Waste of a bloody decent man. What makes someone do it? I mean, look at this place. And there’s an estate somewhere on one of the islands. Own business. Expensive car. Things we can only dream about. Makes you wonder, doesn’t it?’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘Right.’ Watson took a last glance towards the bed, then slapped a hand on Rebus’s shoulder. ‘I’m depending on you, John.’
‘Yes, sir.’
McCall and Rebus watched their superior go.
‘Bloody hell!’ whispered McCall. ‘He didn’t look at me, not once. I might as well have not been there.’
‘You should thank your lucky stars, Tony. I wish I had your gift of invisibility.’
Both men smiled. ‘Seen enough?’ McCall asked.
‘Just one more circuit,’ said Rebus. ‘Then I’ll get out of your hair.’
‘Whatever you say, John. Just one thing.’
‘What’s that?’
‘What the hell were you doing up Calton Hill in the middle of the night?’
‘Don’t ask,’ said Rebus, blowing a kiss as he headed for the living area.
It would be big news locally, of course. There was no getting away from the fact. The radio stations and newspapers would have trouble deciding which headline deserved most prominence: Disc Jockey Arrested at Illegal Dog Fight or Suicide Shock of Estate Agent Giant. Well, something along those lines. Jim Stevens would have loved it, but then Jim Stevens was in London and married, by all accounts, to some girl half his age.
Rebus admired that kind of dangerous move. He had no admiration for James Carew: none. Watson was right in at least one respect: Carew had everything going for him, and Rebus was finding it difficult to believe that he would commit suicide solely because he had been spotted by a police officer on Calton Hill. No, that might have been the trigger, but there had to be something more. Something, perhaps, in the flat, or in the offices of Bowyer Carew on George Street.
James Carew owned a lot of books. A quick examination showed that they were for the most part expensive, impressive titles, but unread, their spines crackling as they were opened by Rebus for the first time. The top right hand section of the bookcase held several titles which interested him more than the others. Books by Genet and Alexander Trocchi, copies of Forster’s Maurice and even Last Exit to Brooklyn. Poems by Walt Whitman, the text of Torchlight Trilogy. A mixed bag of predominantly gay reading. Nothing wrong in that. But their positioning in the bookshelves – right at the top and separated from the other titles – suggested to Rebus that here was a man ashamed of himself. There was no reason for this, not these days. . . .
Who was he kidding? AIDS had squeezed homosexuality back into the darker corners of society, and by keeping the truth a secret Carew had laid himself open to feelings of shame, and, therefore, to blackmail of all kinds.
Yes, blackmail. Suicides were occasionally victims of blackmail who could see no way out of their dilemma. Just maybe there would be some evidence, a letter or a note or something. Anything. Just so Rebus could prove to himself he wasn’t completely paranoid.
Then he found it.
In a drawer. A locked drawer, to be sure, but the keys were in Carew’s trousers. He had died in his pyjamas, and his other clothes had not been taken away with the corpse. Rebus got the keys from the bedroom and headed back to the desk in the living room. A gorgeous writing desk, antique for sure: its surface was barely large enough to accommodate a sheet of A4 paper and an elbow. What had been once a useful piece of furniture now found itself an ornament in a rich man’s apartment. Rebus opened the drawer carefully and drew out a leather-bound desk diary. A page a day, the pages large. Not a diary for appointments, not locked away in darkness like that. A personal diary then. Eagerly, Rebus flipped it open. His disappointment was immediate. The pages were blank for the most part. A line or two of pencil per page was as much as there was.
Rebus cursed.
All right, John. It’s better than nothing. He rested at one of the pages with some writing on it. The pencil marking was faint, neatly written. ‘Jerry. 4pm’. A simple appointment. Rebus flipped to the day on which they had all met for lunch at The Eyrie. The page was blank. Good. That meant the appointments weren’t of the business lunch variety. There weren’t many of them. Rebus felt sure that Carew’s diary at his office would be crammed. This was a much more private affair.
‘Lindsay, 6.30.’
‘Marks, 11am.’ An early start that day, and what about that name: two individuals, each named Mark? Or one individual whose surname was Marks? Maybe even the department store . . .? The other names – Jerry, Lindsay – were androgynous, anonymous. He needed a telephone number, a location.
He turned another page. And had to look twice at what was written there. His finger ran along the letters.
‘Hyde, 10pm.’
Hyde. What had Ronnie said to Tracy the night he’d died? Hide, he’s after me? Yes, and James had given him the name, too: not hide but H-y-d-e.
Hyde!
Rebus whooped. Here was a connection, no matter how tenuous. A connection between Ronnie and James Carew. Something more than a fleeting business transaction on Calton Hill. A name. He hurried through the other pages. There were three more mentions of Hyde, always in the late evening (when Calton Hill was starting its trade), always on a Friday. Sometimes the second Friday of the month, sometimes the third. Four mentions in the course of six months.
‘Anything?’ It was McCall, leaning over Rebus’s shoulder for a peek.
‘Yes,’ Rebus said. Then he changed his mind. ‘No, not really, Tony. Just an old diary, but the bugger wasn’t much of a writer.’
McCall nodded and moved away. He was more interested in the hi-fi system.
‘The old guy had taste,’ McCall said, scrutinising it. ‘Linn turntable. Know how much one of those costs, John? Hundreds. They’re not showy. They’re just bloody good at what they do.’
‘A bit like us then,’ said Rebus. He was thinking of pushing the diary into his trousers. It wasn’t allowed, he knew. And what good would it do him? But with Tony McCall’s back turned so conveniently. . . . No, no, he couldn’t. He threw it noisily back into its drawer, shut the drawer again and locked it. He handed the key to McCall, who was still squatting in front of the hi-fi.
‘Thanks, John. Nice piece of equipment this, you know.’
‘I didn’t know you were interested in all that stuff.’
‘Since I was a kid. Had to get rid of my system when we got married. Too noisy.’ He straightened. ‘Are we going to find any answers here, do you think?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘I think he kept all his secrets in his head. He was a very private man, after all. No, I think he’s taken the answers with him to the grave.’
‘Oh, well. Makes it nice and clear-cut then, doesn’t it?’
‘Clear as crystal, Tony,’ said Rebus.
What was it the old man, Vanderhyde, had said? Something about muddying the water. Rebus had the gnawing feeling that the solution to these many conundrums was a simple one, as crystal clear as one could wish. The problem was that extraneous stories were being woven into the whole. Do I mix my metaphors? Very well then, I mix my metaphors. All that counted was getting to the bottom of the pool, muddied or no, and bringing up that tiny cache of treasure called the truth.
He knew, too, that the problem was one of classification. He had to break the interlinked stories into separate threads, and work from those. At the moment, he was guilty of trying to weave them all into a pattern, a pattern that might not be there. By separating them all, maybe he’d be in with a chance of solving each.
Ronnie committed suicide. So did Carew. That gave them a second thing in common to add to the name of Hyde. Some client of Carew’s perhaps? Buying a substantial piece of property with money made through the dealing of hard drugs? That would be a link, for sure. Hyde. The name couldn’t be real. How many Hydes were there in the Edinburgh directory? It could always be an assumed name. Male prostitutes seldom used their own names, after all. Hyde. Jekyll and Hyde. Another coincidence: Rebus had been reading Stevenson’s book the night Tracy had visited. Maybe he should be looking for someone called Jekyll? Jekyll, the respectable doctor, admired by society; Hyde, his alter ego, small and brutish, a creature of the night. He remembered the shadowy forms he’d encountered by Calton Hill. . . . Could the answer be so obvious?
He parked in the only vacant bay left outside Great London Road station and climbed the familiar steps. They seemed to grow larger with the passing years, and he could swear there were more of them now than there had been when he’d first come to this place, all of – what was it? – six years ago? That wasn’t so long in the span of a man’s life, was it? So why did it feel so bloody Sisyphean?
‘Hello, Jack,’ he said to the desk sergeant, who watched him walk past without the usual nod of the head. Strange, Rebus thought. Jack had never been a cheery bugger, but he’d usually had the use of his neck muscles. He was famous for his slight bow of the head, which he could make mean anything from approbation to insult.
But today, for Rebus, nothing.
Rebus decided to ignore the slight, and went upstairs. Two constables, in the act of coming down, fell quiet as they passed him. Rebus began to redden, but kept walking, sure now that he had forgotten to zip his fly, or had somehow contrived to get a smudge on his nose. Something like that. He’d check in the privacy of his office.
Holmes was waiting for him, seated in Rebus’s chair, at Rebus’s desk, some property details spread across the tabletop. He began to rise as Rebus entered, gathering together the sheets of paper like a kid caught with a dirty book.
‘Hello, Brian.’ Rebus took off his jacket, hanging it on the back of the door. ‘Listen, I want you to get me the names and addresses of all Edinburgh inhabitants whose names are Jekyll or Hyde. I know that may sound daft, but just do it. Then –’
‘I think you should sit down, sir,’ said Holmes tremulously. Rebus stared at him, saw the fear in the young man’s eyes, and knew that the worst had happened.
Rebus pushed open the door of the interview room. His face was the colour of pickled beetroot, and Holmes, following, feared that his superior was about to suffer a coronary. There were two CID men in the room, both in their shirtsleeves as though after a hard session. They turned at Rebus’s entrance, and the one who was seated rose as if for combat. On the other side of the table, the weasel-faced teenager known to Rebus as ‘James’ actually squealed, and flew to his feet, knocking the chair with a clatter onto the stone floor.
‘Don’t let him near me!’ he yelled.
‘Now, John –’ started one detective, a Sergeant Dick. Rebus held up a hand to show that he was not here to cause violence. The detectives eyed one another, not sure whether to believe him. Then Rebus spoke, his eyes on the teenager.
‘You’re going to get what’s coming to you, so help me.’ There was calm, lucid anger in Rebus’s voice. ‘I’m going to have you by your balls for this, son. You better believe that. Really, you better.’
The teenager saw now that the others would restrain Rebus, that the man himself presented an empty physical threat. He sneered.
‘Yeah, sure,’ he said dismissively. Rebus lurched forward, but Holmes’s hand was rigid against his shoulder, pulling him back.
‘Leave it be, John,’ the other detective, DC Cooper, cautioned. ‘Just let the wheels grind round. It won’t take long.’
‘Too long though,’ Rebus hissed, as Holmes pulled him out of the room, closing the door after them. Rebus stood in the shadowy corridor, all rage spent, head bowed. It was so very hard to believe. . . .
‘Inspector Rebus!’
Rebus and Holmes both jerked their heads towards the voice. It belonged to a WPC. She looked scared, too.
‘Yes?’ Rebus managed, swallowing.
‘The Super wants to see you in his office. I think it’s urgent.’
‘I’m sure it is,’ said Rebus, walking towards her with such menace that she retreated hurriedly, back towards the reception area and daylight.
‘It’s a bloody set-up, with all due respect, sir.’
Remember the golden rule, John, Rebus thought to himself: never swear at a superior without adding that ‘with all due respect’. It was something he’d learned in the Army. As long as you added that coda, the brass couldn’t have you for insubordination.
‘John.’ Watson interlaced his fingers, studying them as if they were the latest craze. ‘John, we’ve got to investigate it. That’s our duty. I know it’s daft, and everyone else knows it’s daft, but we’ve got to show that it’s daft. That’s our duty.’
‘All the same, sir –’
Watson cut him off with a wave of his hand. Then started twining fingers again.
‘God knows, you’re already “suspended” from duty as it is, until our little campaign gets into full swing.’
‘Yes, sir, but this is just what he wants.’
‘He?’
‘Some man called Hyde. He wants me to stop poking about in the Ronnie McGrath case. That’s what this is all about. That’s why it’s a set-up job.’
‘That’s as maybe. The fact remains, a complaint has been made against you –’
‘By that little bastard downstairs.’
‘He says you gave him money, twenty pounds, I believe.’
‘I did give him twenty quid, but not for a shag, for Chrissake!’
‘For what then?’
Rebus made to answer, but was defeated. Why had he handed the teenager called James that money? He’d set himself up, all right. Hyde couldn’t have done it better himself. And now James was downstairs, spilling his carefully rehearsed story to CID. And say what you liked, mud stuck. By Christ, it didn’t half. No amount of soap and water would clean it off. The little toerag.
‘This is playing right into Hyde’s hands, sir,’ Rebus tried: one last shot. ‘If his story’s true, why didn’t he come in yesterday? Why wait till today?’
But Watson was decided.
‘No, John. I want you out of here for a day or two. A week even. Take a break. Do whatever you like, but leave well alone. We’ll clear it up, don’t worry. We’ll break his story down into pieces so small he won’t be able to see them any more. One of those pieces will snap, and with it, his whole story. Don’t you worry.’
Rebus stared at Watson. What he said made sense; more than that, it was actually fairly subtle and shrewd. Maybe the Farmer wasn’t so agricultural in his ways after all. He sighed.
‘Whatever you say, sir.’
Watson nodded, smiling.
‘By the way,’ he said. ‘Remember that fellow Andrews, ran a club called Finlay’s?’
‘We had lunch with him, sir.’
‘That’s right. He’s invited me to apply for membership.’
‘Good for you, sir.’
‘Apparently the waiting list’s about a year long – all these rich Sassenachs coming north – but he said he could do a bit of pruning in my case. I told him not to bother. I seldom drink, and I certainly don’t gamble. Still, a nice gesture all the same. Maybe I should ask him to consider you in my place. That’d give you something to do with your time off, eh?’
‘Yes, sir.’ Rebus seemed to consider the suggestion. Booze and gambling: not a bad combination. His face brightened. ‘Yes, sir,’ he said. ‘That would be very kind of you.’
‘I’ll see what I can do then. One last thing.’
‘Yes, sir?’
‘Are you intending to go to Malcolm Lanyon’s party tonight? Remember, he invited us at The Eyrie?’
‘I’d forgotten all about it, sir. Would it be more . . . proper for me to stay away?’
‘Not at all. I may not manage along myself, but I see no reason why you shouldn’t attend. But not a word about. . . .’ Watson nodded towards the door, and by implication to the interview room beyond.
‘Understood, sir. Thank you.’
‘Oh, and John?’
‘Yes, sir?’
‘Don’t swear at me. Ever. With respect or otherwise. Okay?’
Rebus felt his cheeks reddening, not in anger but in shame. ‘Yes, sir,’ he said, making his exit.
Holmes was waiting impatiently in Rebus’s office.
‘What did he want then?’
‘Who?’ Rebus was supremely nonchalant. ‘Oh, Watson you mean? He wanted to tell me that he’s put my name forward for Finlay’s.’
‘Finlay’s Club?’ Holmes’ face was quizzical; this wasn’t what he’d been expecting at all.
‘That’s right. At my age, I think I deserve a club in town, don’t you?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘Oh, and he also wanted to remind me about a party tonight at Malcolm Lanyon’s place.’
‘The lawyer?’
‘That’s him.’ Rebus had Holmes at a disadvantage, and knew it. ‘I hope you’ve been busy while I’ve been having a chinwag.’
‘Eh?’
‘Hydes and Jekylls, Brian. I asked you for addresses.’
‘I’ve got the list here. Not too long, thank the Lord. I suppose I’m going to be Shoeleather on this one?’
Rebus looked flabbergasted. ‘Not at all. You’ve got better things to be doing with your time. No, I think this time the shoeleather ought to be mine.’
‘But . . . with respect, shouldn’t you be keeping out of things?’
‘With respect, Brian, that’s none of your bloody business.’
From home, Rebus tried phoning Gill, but she couldn’t be reached. Keeping out of things, no doubt. She had been quiet during the drive home last night, and hadn’t invited him in. Fair enough, he supposed. He wasn’t about to take advantage. . . . So why was he trying to telephone her? Of course he was trying to take advantage! He wanted her back.
He tidied the living room, did some washing up, and took a binbag’s-worth of dirty washing to the local laundrette for a service wash. The attendant, Mrs Mackay, was full of outrage about Calum McCallum.
‘Yon’s a celebrity and a’. They should ken better.’
Rebus smiled and nodded agreement.
Back in the flat, he sat down and picked up a book, knowing he wouldn’t be able to keep his mind on it. He didn’t want Hyde to win, and, kept away from the case, that’s exactly what would happen. He took the slip of paper from his pocket. There were no people with the surname Jekyll in the Lothians, and a scant dozen with the surname Hyde. At least, those were the ones he could be sure about. What if Hyde possessed an unlisted number? He’d get Brian Holmes to check the possibility.
He reached for the telephone and was halfway through the number before he realised he was calling Gill’s office. He punched in the rest of the number. What the hell, she wouldn’t be there anyway.
‘Hello?’
It was Gill Templer’s voice, sounding as unflappable as ever. Yes, but that sort of trick was easy by phone. All the oldest tricks were.
‘It’s John.’
‘Hello there. Thanks for the lift home.’
‘How are you?’
‘I’m fine, honestly. I just feel a bit . . . I don’t know, confused doesn’t seem to cover it. I feel as though I’ve been conned. That’s as near as I can get to an explanation.’
‘Are you going to see him?’
‘What? In Fife? No, I don’t think so. It’s not that I couldn’t face him. I want to see him. It’s the thought of walking into the station with everyone knowing who I was, why I was there.’
‘I’d go with you, Gill, if you wanted.’
‘Thanks, John. Maybe in a day or two. But not yet.’
‘Understood.’ He became aware that he was gripping the receiver too hard, that his fingers were hurting. God, this was hurting him all over. Did she have any inkling of his feelings right this minute? He was sure he couldn’t put them into words. The words hadn’t been coined. He felt so close to her, and yet so far away, like a schoolkid who’d lost his first girlfriend.
‘Thanks for phoning, John. I appreciate it. But I’d better be getting –’
‘Oh, right, right you are. Well, you’ve got my number, Gill. Take care.’
‘Bye, J –’
He broke the connection. Don’t crowd her, John, he was thinking. That’s how you lost her the first time. Don’t go making any assumptions. She doesn’t like that. Give her space. Maybe he had made a mistake phoning in the first place. Hell and damn.
With respect.
That little weasel called James. That little toerag. He’d rip his head from his shoulders when he got him. He wondered how much Hyde had paid the kid. Considerably more than two ten-pound notes, that was for sure.
The telephone rang.
‘Rebus here.’
‘John? It’s Gill again. I’ve just heard the news. Why didn’t you tell me?’
‘Tell you what?’ He affected indifference, knowing she’d see through it immediately.
‘About this complaint against you.’
‘Oh, that. Come on, Gill, you know this sort of thing happens from time to time.’
‘Yes, but why didn’t you say? Why did you let me prattle on like that?’
‘You weren’t prattling.’
‘Dammit!’ She was almost in tears now. ‘Why do you always have to try and hide things from me like that? What’s the matter with you?’
He was about to explain, when the line went dead. He stared at the receiver dumbly, wondering just why he hadn’t told her in the first place. Because she had worries of her own? Because he was embarrassed? Because he hadn’t wanted the pity of a vulnerable woman? There were reasons enough.
Weren’t there?
Of course there were. It was just that none of them seemed to make him feel any better. Why do you always have to try and hide things from me? There was that word again: hide. A verb, an action, and a noun, a place. And a person. Faceless, but Rebus was beginning to know him so well. The adversary was cunning, there was no doubting that. But he couldn’t hope to tie up all the loose threads the way he’d tied up Ronnie and Carew, the way he was trying to tie up John Rebus.
The telephone rang again.
‘Rebus here.’
‘It’s Superintendent Watson. I’m glad I caught you at home.’
Because, Rebus added silently, it means I’m not out on the street causing trouble for you.
‘Yes, sir. Any problem?’
‘Quite the reverse. They’re still questioning this male prostitute. Shouldn’t be too long now. But meantime, the reason I called is because I’ve been on to the casino.’
‘Casino, sir?’
‘You know, Finlay’s.’
‘Oh, yes.’
‘And they say that you’ll be welcome there anytime, should you wish to pop in. You’ve just to mention Finlay Andrews’ name, and that’s your ticket.’
‘Right, sir. Well, thanks for that.’
‘My pleasure, John. Shame you’re having to take it easy, what with this suicide business and all. The press are all over it, sniffing around for any little piece of dirt they can find. What a job, eh?’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘McCall’s fielding their questions. I just hope he doesn’t appear on the box. Not exactly photogenic, is he?’
Watson made this sound like Rebus’s fault, and Rebus was on the point of apologising when the Superintendent placed a hand over the mouthpiece at his end, while he had a few words with someone. And when he came on again it was to say a hasty goodbye.
‘Press conference apparently,’ he said. And that was that.
Rebus stared at the receiver for a full minute. If there were to be any more calls, let them come now. They didn’t. He threw the instrument onto the floor, where it landed heavily. Secretly, he was hoping to break it one of these days, so he could go back to an old-style handset. But the blasted thing seemed tougher than it looked.
He was opening the book when the door-knocker sounded. Tappity tap tap. A business call then, and not Mrs Cochrane wondering why he hadn’t washed the communal stairwell yet.
It was Brian Holmes.
‘Can I come in?’
‘I suppose so.’ Rebus felt no real enthusiasm, but left the door open for the young detective to follow him through to the living room if he so desired. He so desired, following Rebus with mock heartiness.
‘I was just looking at a flat near Tollcross, and thought I’d –’
‘Skip the excuses, Brian. You’re checking up on me. Sit down and tell me what’s been happening in my absence.’ Rebus checked his watch while Holmes seated himself. ‘An absence, for the record, of just under two hours.’
‘Ach, I was concerned, that’s all.’
Rebus stared at him. Simple, direct, and to the point. Maybe Rebus could learn something from Holmes after all.
‘It’s not Farmer’s orders then?’
‘Not at all. And as it happens, I did have a flat to look at.’
‘What was it like?’
‘Ghastly beyond speech. Cooker in the living room, shower in a wee cupboard. No bath, no kitchen.’
‘How much did they want for it? No, on second thoughts don’t tell me. It would just depress me.’
‘It certainly depressed me.’
‘You can always make an offer on this place when they throw me inside for corrupting a minor.’
Holmes looked up, saw that Rebus was smiling, and gave a relieved grin.
‘The guy’s story’s already coming apart at the seams.’
‘Did you ever doubt it?’
‘Of course not. Anyway, I thought these might cheer you up.’ Holmes brandished a large manilla envelope, which had been discreetly tucked inside his cord jacket. Rebus hadn’t seen this cord jacket before, and supposed it to be the Detective Constable’s flat-buying uniform.
‘What are they?’ said Rebus, accepting the packet.
‘Pics. Last night’s raid. Thought you might be interested.’
Rebus opened the envelope and withdrew a set of ten-by-eight black and whites. They showed the more or less blurred shapes of men scrambling across waste ground. What light there was had about it a halogen starkness, sending up huge black shadows and capturing some faces in chalky states of shock and surprise.
‘Where did you get these?’
‘That DS Hendry sent them across with a note sympathising over Nell. He thought these might cheer me up.’
‘I told you he was a good bloke. Any idea which one of these goons is the DJ?’
Holmes leapt from his seat and crouched beside Rebus, who was holding a photograph at the ready.
‘No,’ Holmes said, ‘there’s a better shot of him.’ He thumbed through the set until he found the picture he was looking for. ‘Here we are. That one there. That’s McCallum.’
Rebus studied the fuzzy semblance before him. The look of fear, so distinct against the blurred face, could have been drawn by a child. Wide eyes and a mouth puckered into an ‘O’, arms suspended as though between rapid flight and final surrender.
Rebus smiled a smile that reached all the way up to his eyes.
‘You’re sure this is him?’
‘One of the PCs at the station recognised him. He said he once got McCallum to sign an autograph for him.’
‘I’m impressed. Shouldn’t think he’ll be signing too many more though. Where are they holding him?’
‘Everybody they arrested has gone to Dunfermline nick’.
‘That’s nice for them. By the by, did they nab the ringleaders?’
‘Each and every one. Including Brightman. He was the boss.’
‘Davy Brightman? The scrappie?’
‘That’s him.’
‘I played against that bugger at football a couple of times when I was at school. He played left back for his team when I was on the wing for ours. He gave me a good studding one match.’
‘Revenge is sweet,’ said Holmes.
‘It is that, Brian.’ Rebus was studying the photograph again. ‘It is that.’
‘Actually, a couple of the punters did scarper apparently, but they’re all on film. The camera never lies, eh, sir?’
Rebus began to sift through the other pictures. ‘A powerful tool, the camera,’ he said. His face suddenly changed.
‘Sir? Are you all right?’
Rebus’s voice was reduced to a whisper. ‘I’ve just had a revelation, Brian. A whatsit . . .? epiphany, is it?’
‘No idea, sir.’ Holmes was sure now that something inside his superior had snapped.
‘Epiphany, yes. I know where this has all been leading, Brian. I’m sure of it. That bastard on Calton Hill said something about pictures, some pictures everybody was interested in. They’re Ronnie’s pictures.’
‘What? The ones in his bedroom?’
‘No, not those.’
‘The ones at Hutton’s studio then?’
‘Not quite. No, I don’t know exactly where these particular pictures are, but I’ve got a bloody good idea. “Hide” can be a noun, Brian. Come on.’
‘Where?’ Holmes watched as Rebus sprang from his chair, heading for the door. He started to collect the photographs, which Rebus had let fall from his hands.
‘Never mind those,’ Rebus ordered, slipping on a jacket.
‘But where the hell are we going?’
‘You just answered your own question,’ Rebus said, turning back to grin at Holmes. ‘That’s exactly where we’re going.’
‘But where?’
‘To hell, of course. Come on.’
It was turning cold. The sun had just about tired itself out, and was retiring from the contest. The clouds were sticking-plaster pink. Two great final sunbeams shone down like torchlight upon Pilmuir, and picked out just the one building, leaving the other houses in the street untouched. Rebus sucked in breath. He had to admit, it was quite a sight.
‘Like the stable at Bethlehem,’ said Holmes.
‘A damned queer stable,’ Rebus retorted. ‘God’s got a funny sense of humour if this is His idea of a joke.’
‘You did say we were going to hell.’
‘I wasn’t expecting Cecil B. DeMille to be in on it though. What’s going on there?’
Almost hidden by the day’s last gasp of sunlight, a van and a hire skip were parked directly in front of Ronnie’s house.
‘The council?’ Holmes suggested. ‘Probably cleaning the place up.’
‘Why, in God’s name?’
‘There’s plenty that need housing,’ Holmes replied. Rebus wasn’t listening. As the car pulled to a stop, he was out and walking briskly towards the skip. It was filling up with the detritus of the squat’s interior. There were sounds of hammering from within. In the back of the van, a workman supped from a plastic cup, his thermos clutched in his other hand.
‘Who’s in charge here?’ Rebus demanded.
The workman blew on the contents of his cup, then took another swig before replying. ‘Me, I suppose.’ His eyes were wary. He could smell authority a mile off. ‘This is a legitimate tea-break.’
‘Never mind that. What’s going on?’
‘Who wants to know.’
‘CID wants to know.’
He looked hard at Rebus’s harder face, and made up his mind instantly. ‘Well, we got word to come and clean this place up. Make it habitable.’
‘On whose orders?’
‘I don’t know. Somebody’s. We just take the chitty and go do the job.’
‘Right.’ Rebus had turned from the man and was walking up the path to the front door. Holmes, having smiled apologetically at the foreman, followed. In the living room, two workmen in overalls and thick red rubber gloves were whitewashing the walls. Charlie’s pentagram had already been covered, its outline barely visible through the drying layer of paint. The men looked towards Rebus, then to the wall.
‘We’ll cover it up next coat,’ said one. ‘Don’t worry yourself about that.’
Rebus stared at the man, then marched past Holmes out of the room. He started to climb the stairs, and turned into Ronnie’s bedroom. Another workman, much younger than the two downstairs, was gathering Ronnie’s few belongings together into a large black plastic bag. As Rebus entered the room, the boy was caught, frozen, stuffing one of the paperbacks into the pocket of his overalls.
Rebus pointed to the book.
‘There’s a next of kin, son. Put it in the bag with the rest.’
Something about his tone persuaded the teenager to obey.
‘Come across anything else interesting?’ Rebus asked now, hands in pockets, approaching the teenager.
‘Nothing,’ the boy said, guiltily.
‘In particular,’ Rebus went on, as though the teenager had not spoken, ‘photographs. Maybe just a few, maybe a whole packet. Hmm?’
‘No. Nothing like that.’
‘You’re sure?’
‘Sure.’
‘Right. Get down to the van and bring up a crowbar or something. I want these floorboards up.’
‘Eh?’
‘You heard me, son. Do it.’
Holmes just stood and watched in silent appreciation. Rebus seemed to have grown in physical stature, becoming broader, taller. Holmes couldn’t quite fathom the trick: maybe it had something to do with the hands in the pockets, the way the elbows jarred outwards, lending apparent substance to the frame. Whatever it was, it worked. The young workman stumbled out of the door and down the stairs.
‘You’re sure they’ll be here?’ said Holmes quietly. He tried to keep his tone level, not wishing to sound too sceptical. But Rebus was way past that stage. In Rebus’s mind, the photographs were already in his hand.
‘I’m certain, Brian. I can smell them.’
‘You’re sure that’s not just the bathroom?’
Rebus turned and looked at him, as though seeing him for the very first time. ‘You might have a point, Brian. You just might.’
Holmes followed Rebus to the bathroom. As Rebus kicked open the door, the stench embraced both men, arching them forward in a convulsive fit of gagging. Rebus brought a handkerchief from his pocket, pushed it to his face, and leaned towards the door handle, pulling the door shut again.
‘I’d forgotten about that place,’ he said. Then: ‘Wait here.’
He returned with the foreman, a plastic dustbin, a shovel, and three small white face-masks, one of which he handed to Holmes. An elasticated band held the cardboard snout in place, and Holmes breathed deeply, testing the apparatus. He was just about to say something about the smell still being noticeable, when Rebus toed open the door again, and, as the foreman angled an industrial lamp into the bathroom, walked over the threshold.
Rebus pulled the dustbin to the rim of the bath and left it there, gesturing for the lamp to be shone into the bath itself. Holmes nearly fell backwards out of the room. A fat rat, caught in the act of feasting upon the rotten contents of the bath, squealed, red eyes burning directly into the light. Rebus swung the shovel down and cut the animal in two neat halves. Holmes spun from the room and, lifting the mask, retched against the damp wall. He tried taking gulps of air, but the smell was overpowering, the nausea returning in quickening floods.
Back inside the room, the foreman and Rebus exchanged a smile which wrinkled their eyes above the face-masks. They had seen worse than this – much worse – in their time. Then, neither man naive enough to want to linger, they set to work, the foreman holding the lamp while Rebus shovelled the contents of the bath slowly into the dustbin. The mess of raw sewage ran slickly from the shovel, spattering Rebus’s shirt and trousers. He ignored it, ignored everything but the task at hand. He had done dirtier jobs in the Army, dirtier jobs by far during his failed training in the SAS. This was routine. And at least here there was some purpose to the task, some end in view.
Or so he hoped.
Holmes meantime was wiping his moist eyes with the back of his hand. Through the open door he could see the progress being made, eerie shadows cast across the wall and ceiling by the lamp, as one silhouette shovelled shit into a bin, filling it noisily. It was like a scene from some latter-day Inferno, lacking only the devils to goad the damned workers on. But these men looked, if not happy in their work, then at least . . . well, professional sprang to mind. Dear God, all he wanted was a flat to call his own, and the occasional holiday, and a decent car. And Nell, of course. This would make a funny story for her one day.
But the last thing he felt like doing was smiling.
Then he heard the cackle of laughter, and, looking around him, it took several moments to realise that it was coming from the bathroom, that it was John Rebus’s laugh, and that Rebus was dipping his hand into the mess, drawing it out again with something clinging to it. Holmes didn’t even notice the thick rubberised gloves which protected Rebus up to his elbows. He simply turned and walked downstairs on brittle legs.
‘Got you!’ Rebus cried.
‘There’s a hose outside,’ the foreman said.
‘Lead on,’ said Rebus, shaking the packet free of some of its clots. ‘Lead on, Macduff.’
‘The name’s MacBeth,’ the foreman called back, heading for the stairway.
In the cool, fresh air, they hosed down the package, standing it up against the front wall of the house as they did so. Rebus peered at it closely. A red plastic bag, like the carrier from a record shop, had been wrapped around some cloth, a shirt or the like. The whole had been stuck down with a roll’s worth of sellotape, then tied with string, knotted resolutely in the middle.
‘Clever little tyke, weren’t you, Ronnie?’ Rebus said to himself as he picked up the package. ‘Cleverer than they could ever have thought.’
At the van, he threw down the rubber gloves, shook the foreman’s hand, and exchanged the names of local watering holes with him, making promises of a drink, a nippy sweetie some night in the future. Then he headed for the car, Holmes following sheepishly. All the way back to Rebus’s flat, Holmes didn’t once dare to suggest that they open a window and let in some fresh air.
Rebus was like a child on a birthday morning who has just found his surprise. He clutched the parcel to him, staining his shirt even more, yet seemed loath to open it. Now that he possessed it, he could forestall the revelation. It would happen; that was all that mattered.
When they arrived at the flat, however, Rebus’s mood changed again, and he dashed to the kitchen for some scissors. Holmes meantime made his excuses and went to the bathroom, scrubbing his hands, bared arms, and face thoroughly. His scalp itched, and he wished he could throw himself into the shower and stand beneath it for an hour or two.
As he was coming out of the bathroom, he heard the sound from the kitchen. It was the antithesis of the laughter he had heard earlier, a kind of exasperated wail. He walked quickly to the kitchen, and saw Rebus standing there, head bowed, hands held out against the worktop as though supporting himself. The packet was open in front of him.
‘John? What’s wrong?’
Rebus’s voice was soft, suddenly tired. ‘They’re just pictures of a bloody boxing match. That’s all they are. Just bloody sports photos.’
Holmes came forward slowly, fearing noise and movement might crack Rebus completely.
‘Maybe,’ he suggested, peering over Rebus’s slumped shoulder, ‘maybe there’s somebody in the crowd. In the audience. This Hyde could be one of the spectators.’
‘The spectators are just a blur. Take a look.’
Holmes did. There were twelve or so photographs. Two featherweights, no love lost, were slugging it out. There was nothing subtle about the contest, but nothing unusual about it either.
‘Maybe it’s Hyde’s boxing club.’
‘Maybe,’ said Rebus, not really caring any more. He had been so sure that he would find the pictures, and so sure that they would prove the final, clinching piece of the puzzle. Why were they hidden away so carefully, so cunningly? And so well protected. There had to be a reason.
‘Maybe,’ said Holmes, who was becoming irritating again, ‘maybe there’s something we’re missing. The cloth they’re wrapped in, the envelope . . .?’
‘Don’t be so bloody thick, Holmes!’ Rebus slammed a hand against the worktop, and immediately calmed. ‘Sorry. Jesus, sorry.’
‘That’s all right,’ Holmes said coldly. ‘I’ll make some coffee or something. Then why don’t we take a good look at those snaps? Eh?’
‘Yes,’ Rebus said, pushing himself upright. ‘Good idea.’ He headed towards the door. ‘I’m going to take a shower.’ He turned and smiled at Holmes. ‘I must stink to high heaven.’
‘A very agricultural smell, sir,’ Holmes said, smiling also. They laughed at the shared reference to Farmer Watson. Then Rebus went to have his shower, and Holmes made the coffee, jealous of the sounds from the bathroom. He took another look at the photographs, a close look, hoping for something, something he could use to impress Rebus with, to cheer Rebus up just a little.
The boxers were young, photographed from ringside or near as dammit. But the photographer – Ronnie McGrath presumably – hadn’t used a flash, depending instead upon the smoky lights above the ring. Consequently, neither boxers nor audience were recognisable as distinct individuals. Their faces were grainy, the outlines of the combatants themselves blurred with sluggish movement. Why hadn’t the photographer used a flash?
In one photo, the right-hand side of the frame was dark, cut off at an angle by something getting in the way of the lens. What? A passing spectator? Somebody’s jacket?
It struck Holmes with sudden clarity: the photographer’s jacket had got in the way, and it had done so because the photos were being taken surreptitiously, from beneath a jacket. This would explain the poor quality of the photos, and the uneven angles of most of them. So there had to be a reason for them, and they had to be the clue Rebus was seeking. All they had to do now was discover just what kind of clue.
The shower became a drip, then died altogether. A few moments later, Rebus appeared clad only in a towel, holding it around his gut as he went to the bedroom to change. He was balancing with one foot poised above a trouser leg when Holmes burst in, waving the photographs.
‘I think I’ve got it!’ he exclaimed. Rebus looked up, surprised, then slipped on the trousers.
‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I think I’ve worked it out, too. It came to me just now in the shower.’
‘Oh.’
‘So fetch us a coffee,’ said Rebus, ‘and let’s go into the living room and see if we’ve worked out the same thing. Okay?’
‘Right,’ said Holmes, wondering again why it was that he’d joined the police when there were so many more rewarding careers out there to be had.
When he arrived in the living room, carrying the two mugs of coffee, Rebus was pacing up and down, his telephone handset wedged against his ear.
‘Right,’ he was saying. ‘I’ll wait. No, no, I won’t call back. I said I’ll wait. Thank you.’
Taking the coffee from Holmes, he rolled his eyes, exhibiting disbelief at the stupidity of the person on the other end of the telephone.
‘Who is it?’ Holmes mouthed silently.
‘The council,’ said Rebus aloud. ‘I got a name and an extension number from Andrew.’
‘Who’s Andrew?’
‘Andrew MacBeth, the foreman. I want to find out who authorised the cleaning out of the house. A bit of a coincidence that, don’t you think? Cleaning it out just as we were about to do a bit of poking around.’ He turned his attention to the handset. ‘Yes? That’s right. Oh, I see.’ He looked at Holmes, his eyes betraying nothing. ‘How might that have happened?’ He listened again. ‘Yes, I see. Oh yes, I agree, it does seem a bit curious. Still, these things happen, eh? Roll on computerisation. Thanks for your help anyway.’
He pressed a button, kiling the connection. ‘You probably caught the gist of that.’
‘They’ve no record of who authorised the clear-out?’
‘Quite so, Brian. The documentation is all in order, but for the little matter of a signature. They can’t understand it.’
‘Any handwriting to go on?’
‘The chitty Andrew showed me was typed.’
‘So, what are you saying?’
‘That Mr Hyde seems to have friends everywhere. In the council, for starters, but probably in the police, too. Not to mention several less savoury institutions.’
‘What now?’
‘Those pictures. What else is there to go on?’
They studied each frame closely, taking their time, pointing out this or that blur or detail, trying ideas out on one another. It was a painstaking business. And throughout Rebus was muttering to himself about Ronnie McGrath’s final words to Tracy, about how they had been the key throughout. The triple meaning: make yourself scarce, beware a man called Hyde, and I’ve hidden something away. So clever. So compact. Almost too clever for Ronnie. Maybe the meanings had been there without his realising it himself. . .
At the end of ninety minutes, Rebus threw the final photograph down onto the floor. Holmes was half lying along the settee, rubbing his forehead with one hand as he held up one of the pictures in the other, his eyes refusing to focus any longer.
‘It’s no use, Brian. No use at all. I can’t make sense out of any of them, can you?’
‘Not a lot,’ Holmes admitted. ‘But I take it Hyde wanted – wants – these pictures badly.’
‘Meaning?’
‘Meaning he knows they exist, but he doesn’t know how crude they are. He thinks they show something they don’t.’
‘Yes, but what? I’ll tell you something, Ronnie McGrath had bruises on his body the night he died.’
‘Not surprising when you remember that someone dragged his body down the stairs.’
‘No, he was already dead then. This was before. His brother noticed, Tracy noticed, but nobody ever asked. Somebody said something to me about rough trade.’ He pointed towards the scattering of snapshots. ‘Maybe this is what they meant.’
‘A boxing match?’
‘An illegal bout. Two unmatched kids knocking blue hell out of one another.’
‘For what?’
Rebus stared at the wall, looking for the word he lacked. Then he turned to Holmes.
‘The same reason men set up dog fights. For kicks.’
‘It all sounds incredible.’
‘Maybe it is incredible. The way my mind is just now, I could believe bombers have been found on the moon.’ He stretched. ‘What time is it?’
‘Nearly eight. Aren’t you supposed to be going to Malcolm Lanyon’s party?’
‘Jesus!’ Rebus sprang to his feet. ‘I’m late. I forgot all about it.’
‘Well, I’ll leave you to get ready. There’s not much we can do about this.’ Holmes gestured towards the photographs. ‘I should visit Nell anyway.’
‘Yes, yes, off you go, Brian.’ Rebus paused. ‘And thanks.’
Holmes smiled and shrugged his shoulders.
‘One thing,’ Rebus began.
‘Yes?’
‘I don’t have a clean jacket. Can I borrow yours?’
It wasn’t a great fit, the sleeves being slightly too long, the chest too small, but it wasn’t bad either. Rebus tried to seem casual about it all as he stood on Malcolm Lanyon’s doorstep. The door was opened by the same stunning Oriental who had been by Lanyon’s side at The Eyrie. She was dressed in a low-cut black dress which barely reached down to her upper thighs. She smiled at Rebus, recognising him, or at least pretending to do so.
‘Come in.’
‘I hope I’m not late.’
‘Not at all. Malcolm’s parties aren’t run by the clock. People come and go as they please.’ Her voice had a cool but not unpleasant edge to it. Looking past her, Rebus was relieved to see several male guests wearing lounge suits, and some wearing sports jackets. Lanyon’s personal (Rebus wondered just how personal) assistant led him into the dining room, where a barman stood behind a table laden with bottles and glasses.
The doorbell rang again. Fingers touched Rebus’s shoulder. ‘If you’ll excuse me,’ she said.
‘Of course,’ said Rebus. He turned towards the barman. ‘Gin and tonic,’ he said. Then he turned again to watch her pass through the large hallway towards the main door.
‘Hello, John.’ A much firmer hand slapped Rebus’s shoulder. It belonged to Tommy McCall.
‘Hello, Tommy.’ Rebus accepted a drink from the barman, and McCall handed over his own empty glass for a refill.
‘Glad you could make it. Of course, it’s not quite as lively as usual tonight. Everyone’s a bit subdued.’
‘Subdued?’ It was true, the conversations around them were muted. Then Rebus noticed a few black ties.
‘I only came along because I thought James would have wanted it that way.’
‘Of course,’ Rebus said, nodding. He’d forgotten all about James Carew’s suicide. Christ, it had only happened this morning! It seemed like a lifetime ago. And all these people had been Carew’s friends or acquaintances. Rebus’s nostrils twitched.
‘Had he seemed depressed lately?’ he asked.
‘Not especially. He’d just bought himself that car, remember. Hardly the act of a depressed man!’
‘I suppose not. Did you know him well?’
‘I don’t think any of us knew him well. He kept himself pretty much to himself. And of course he spent a lot of time away from town, sometimes on business, sometimes staying on his estate.’
‘He wasn’t married, was he?’
Tommy McCall stared at him, then took a large mouthful of whisky. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I don’t believe he ever was. It’s a blessing in a way.’
‘Yes, I see what you mean,’ said Rebus, feeling the gin easing itself into his system. ‘But I still don’t understand why he would do it.’
‘It’s always the quiet ones though, isn’t it? Malcolm was just saying that a few minutes ago.’
Rebus looked around them. ‘I haven’t seen our host yet.’
‘I think he’s in the lounge. Shall I give you the tour?’
‘Yes, why not?’
‘It’s quite a place.’ McCall turned to Rebus. ‘Shall we start upstairs in the billiards room, or downstairs at the swimming pool?’
Rebus laughed and shook his empty glass. ‘I think the first place to visit is the bar, don’t you?’
The house was stunning, there was no other word for it. Rebus thought briefly of poor Brian Holmes, and smiled. You and me both, kid. The guests were nice, too. He recognised some of them by face, some by name, a few by reputation, and many by the titles of the companies they headed. But of the host there was no sign, though everyone claimed to have spoken with him ‘earlier in the evening’.
Later, as Tommy McCall was becoming noisy and inebriated, Rebus, by no means on his steadiest legs himself, decided on another tour of the house. But alone this time. There was a library on the first floor, which had received cursory attention on the first circuit. But there was a working desk in there, and Rebus was keen to take a closer look. On the landing, he glanced around him, but everyone seemed to be downstairs. A few guests had even donned swimsuits, and were lounging by (or in) the twenty-foot-long heated pool in the basement.
He turned the heavy brass handle and slipped into the dimly lit library. In here there was a smell of old leather, a smell which took Rebus back to past decades – the ’twenties, say, or perhaps the ’thirties. There was a lamp on the desktop, illuminating some papers there. Rebus was at the desk before he realised something: the lamp had not been lit on his first visit here. He turned and saw Lanyon, standing against the far wall with his arms folded, grinning.
‘Inspector,’ he said, his voice as rich as his tailoring. ‘What an interesting jacket that is. Saiko told me you’d arrived.’
Lanyon walked forward slowly and extended a hand, which Rebus took. He returned the firm grip.
‘I hope I’m not . . .’ he began. ‘I mean, it was kind of you. . . .’
‘Good lord, not at all. Is the Superintendent coming?’
Rebus shrugged his shoulders, feeling the jacket tight across his back.
‘No, well, never mind. I see that like me you are a studious man.’ Lanyon surveyed the shelves of books. ‘This is my favourite room in the whole house. I don’t know why I bother holding parties. It is expected, I suppose, and that’s why I do it. Also of course it is interesting to note the various permutations, who’s talking with whom, whose hand just happened to squeeze whose arm a touch too tenderly. That sort of thing.’
‘You won’t see much from here,’ Rebus said.
‘But Saiko tells me. She’s marvellous at catching that sort of thing, no matter how subtle people think they are being. For example, she told me about your jacket. Beige, she said, cord, neither matching the rest of your wardrobe nor quite fitting your figure. Therefore borrowed, am I right?’
Rebus applauded silently. ‘Bravo,’ he said. ‘I suppose that’s what makes you such a good lawyer.’
‘No, years and years of study are what have made me a good lawyer. But to be a known lawyer, well, that demands a few simple party tricks, such as the one I’ve just shown you.’
Lanyon walked past Rebus and stopped at the writing desk. He sifted through the papers.
‘Was there anything special you were interested in?’
‘No,’ said Rebus. ‘Just this room.’
Lanyon glanced towards him, smiling, not quite believing. ‘There are more interesting rooms in the house, but I keep those locked.’
‘Oh?’
‘One doesn’t want everyone to know just what paintings one has collected for example.’
‘Yes, I see.’
Lanyon sat at the desk now, and slipped on a pair of half-moon glasses. He seemed interested in the papers before him.
‘I’m James Carew’s executor,’ he said. ‘That’s what I’ve been trying to sort out, who will benefit from his will.’
‘A terrible business.’
Lanyon seemed not to understand. Then he nodded. ‘Yes, yes, tragic.’
‘I take it you were close to him?’
Lanyon smiled again, as though he knew this same question had been asked of several people at the party already. ‘I knew him fairly well,’ he said at last.
‘Did you know he was homosexual?’
Rebus had been hoping for a response. There was none, and he cursed having played his trump card so soon in the game.
‘Of course,’ Lanyon said in the same level voice. He turned towards Rebus. ‘I don’t believe it’s a crime.’
‘That all depends, sir, as you should know.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘As a lawyer, you must know that there are still certain laws. . . .’
‘Yes, yes, of course. But I hope you’re not suggesting that James was involved in anything sordid.’
‘Why do you think he killed himself, Mr Lanyon? I’d appreciate your professional opinion.’
‘He was a friend. Professional opinions don’t count.’ Lanyon stared at the heavy curtains in front of his desk. ‘I don’t know why he committed suicide. I’m not sure we’ll ever know.’
‘I wouldn’t bet on that, sir,’ said Rebus, going to the door. He stopped, hand on the handle. ‘I’d be interested to know who will benefit from the estate, when you’ve worked it all out of course.’
Lanyon was silent. Rebus opened the door, closed it behind him, and paused on the landing, breathing deeply. Not a bad performance, he thought to himself. At the very least it was worthy of a drink. And this time he would toast – in silence – the memory of James Carew.
Nursemaid was not his favourite occupation, but he’d known all along that it would come to this.
Tommy McCall was singing a rugby song in the back of the car, while Rebus waved a hasty goodbye to Saiko, who was standing on the doorstep. She even managed a smile. Well, after all he was doing her a favour in quietly removing the loud drunkard from the premises.
‘Am I under arrest, John?’ McCall yelled, interrupting his song.
‘No, now shut up, for Christ’s sake!’
Rebus got into the car and started the engine. He glanced back one last time and saw Lanyon join Saiko on the doorstep. She seemed to be filling him in on events, and he was nodding. It was the first Rebus had seen of him since their confrontation in the library. He released the handbrake, pulled out of the parking space, and drove off.
‘Left here, then next right.’
Tommy McCall had had too much to drink, but his sense of direction seemed unimpaired. Yet Rebus had a strange feeling. . . .
‘Along to the end of this road, and it’s the last house on the corner.’
‘But this isn’t where you live,’ Rebus protested.
‘Quite correct, Inspector. This is where my brother lives. I thought we’d drop in for a nightcap.’
‘Jesus, Tommy, you can’t just –’
‘Rubbish. He’ll be delighted to see us.’
As Rebus pulled up in front of the house, he looked out of his side window and was relieved to see that Tony McCall’s living room was still illuminated. Suddenly, Tommy’s hand thrust past him and pushed down on the horn, sending a loud blare into the silent night. Rebus pushed the hand away, and Tommy fell back into his seat, but he’d done enough. The curtains twitched in the McCall living room, and a moment later a door to the side of the house opened and Tony McCall came out, glancing back nervously. Rebus wound down the window.
‘John?’ Tony McCall seemed anxious. ‘What’s the matter?’
But before Rebus could explain, Tommy was out of the car and hugging his brother.
‘It’s my fault, Tony. All mine. I just wanted to see you, that’s all. Sorry though, sorry.’
Tony McCall took the situation in, glanced towards Rebus as if to say I don’t blame you, then turned to his brother.
‘Well, this is very thoughtful of you, Tommy. Long time no see. You’d better come in.’
Tommy McCall turned to Rebus. ‘See? I told you there’d be a welcome waiting for us at Tony’s house. Always a welcome at Tony’s.’
‘You’d better come in, too, John,’ said Tony.
Rebus nodded unhappily.
Tony directed them through the hall and into the living room. The carpet was thick and yielding underfoot, the furnishings looking like a showroom display. Rebus was afraid to sit, for fear of denting one of the puffed-up cushions. Tommy, however, collapsed immediately into a chair.
‘Where’s the wee ones?’ he said.
‘In bed,’ Tony answered, keeping his voice low.
‘Ach, wake them up then. Tell them their Uncle Tommy’s here.’
Tony ignored this. ‘I’ll put the kettle on,’ he said.
Tommy’s eyes were already closing, his arms slumped either side of him on the arms of the chair. While Tony was in the kitchen, Rebus studied the room. There were ornaments everywhere: along the length of the mantelpiece, covering the available surfaces of the large wall-unit, arranged on the surface of the coffee table. Small plaster figurines, shimmering glass creations, holiday souvenirs. The arms and backs of chairs and sofa were protected by antimacassars. The whole room was busy and ill at ease. Relaxation would be almost impossible. He began to understand now why Tony McCall had been out walking in Pilmuir on his day off.
A woman’s head peered round the door. Its lips were thin and straight, eyes alert but dark. She was staring at the slumbering figure of Tommy McCall, but caught sight of Rebus and prepared a kind of smile. The door opened a little wider, showing that she was wearing a dressing gown. A hand clutched this tight around her throat as she began to speak.
‘I’m Sheila, Tony’s wife.’
‘Yes, hello, John Rebus.’ Rebus made to stand, but a nervous hand fluttered him back down.
‘Oh yes,’ she said, ‘Tony’s talked about you. You work together, don’t you?’
‘That’s right.’
‘Yes.’ Her attention was wandering, and she turned her gaze back to Tommy McCall. Her voice became like damp wallpaper. ‘Would you look at him. The successful brother. His own business, big house. Just look at him.’ She seemed about to launch into a speech on social injustice, but was interrupted by her husband, who was now squeezing past her carrying a tray.
‘No need for you to get up, love,’ he said.
‘I could hardly sleep through that horn blaring, could I?’ Her eyes now were on the tray. ‘You’ve forgotten the sugar,’ she said critically.
‘I don’t take sugar,’ Rebus said. Tony was pouring tea from the pot into two cups.
‘Milk first, Tony, then tea,’ she said, ignoring Rebus’s remark.
‘It doesn’t make a blind bit of difference, Sheila,’ said Tony. He handed a cup to Rebus.
‘Thanks.’
She stood for a second or two watching the two men, then ran a hand down the front of her dressing gown.
‘Right then,’ she said. ‘Good night.’
‘Good night,’ concurred Rebus.
‘Try not to be too long, Tony.’
‘Right, Sheila.’
They listened, sipping tea, as she climbed the stairs to her bedroom. Then Tony McCall exhaled.
‘Sorry about that,’ he said.
‘What for?’ said Rebus. ‘If a couple of drunks had walked into my home at this time of night, you wouldn’t want to hear the reception I’d give them! I thought she stayed remarkably calm.’
‘Sheila’s always remarkably calm. On the outside.’
Rebus nodded towards Tommy. ‘What about him?’
‘He’ll be all right where he is. Let him sleep it off.’
‘Are you sure? I can take him home if you –’
‘No, no. Christ, he’s my brother. I think a chair for the night is called for.’ Tony looked across towards Tommy. ‘Look at him. You wouldn’t believe the tricks we got up to when we were kids. We had the neighbourhood terrified of what we’d do next. Chap-Door-Run, setting bonfires, putting the football through somebody’s window. We were wild, I can tell you. Now I never see him unless he’s like this.’
‘You mean he’s pulled this stunt before?’
‘Once or twice. Turns up in a taxi, crashes out in the chair. When he wakes up the next morning, he can’t believe where he is. Has breakfast, slips the kids a few quid, and he’s off. Never phones or visits. Then one night we hear the taxi chugging outside, and there he is.’
‘I didn’t realise.’
‘Ach, I don’t know why I’m telling you, John. It’s not your problem, after all.’
‘I don’t mind listening.’
But Tony McCall seemed reluctant to go further. ‘How do you like this room?’ he asked instead.
‘It’s nice,’ Rebus lied. ‘A lot of thought’s gone into it.’
‘Yes.’ McCall sounded unconvinced. ‘A lot of money, too. See those little glass bauble things? You wouldn’t believe how much one of those can cost.’
‘Really?’
McCall was examining the room as though he were the visitor. ‘Welcome to my life,’ he said at last. ‘I think I’d rather have one of the cells down the station.’ He got up suddenly and walked across to Tommy’s chair, then crouched down in front of his brother, one of whose eyes was open but glazed with sleep. ‘You bugger,’ Tony McCall whispered. ‘You bugger, you bugger.’ And he bowed his head so as not to show the tears.
It was growing light as Rebus drove the four miles back to Marchmont. He stopped at an all night bakery and bought warm rolls and refrigerated milk. This was the time when he liked the city best, the peaceful camaraderie of early morning. He wondered why people couldn’t be happy with their lot. I’ve got everything I’ve never wanted and it isn’t enough. All he wanted now was sleep, and in his bed for a change rather than on the chair. He kept playing the scene over and over: Tommy McCall dead to the world, saliva on his chin, and Tony McCall crouched in front of him, body shaking with emotion. A brother was a terrible thing. He was a lifelong competitor, yet you couldn’t hate him without hating yourself. And there were other pictures too: Malcolm Lanyon in his study, Saiko standing at the door, James Carew dead in his bed, Nell Stapleton’s bruised face, Ronnie McGrath’s battered torso, old Vanderhyde with his unseeing eyes, the fear in Calum McCallum’s eyes, Tracy with her tiny fists. . . .
If I am the chief of sinners, I am the chief of sufferers also.
Carew had stolen that line from somewhere . . . but where? Who cares, John, who cares? It would just be another bloody thread, and there were far too many of those already, knotted into an impenetrable tangle. Get home, sleep, forget.
One thing was for sure: he’d have some wild dreams.
Or, if you shall so prefer to choose, a new province of knowledge and new avenues to fame and power shall be laid open to you, here, in this room, upon the instant.
In fact, he didn’t dream at all. And when he woke up, it was the weekend, the sun was shining, and his telephone was ringing.
‘Hello?’
‘John? It’s Gill.’
‘Oh, hello, Gill. How are you?’
‘I’m fine. What about you?’
‘Great.’ This was not a lie. He hadn’t slept so well in weeks, and there was not a trace of hangover within him.
‘Sorry to ring so early. Any progress on the smear?’
‘Smear?’
‘The things that kid was saying about you.’
‘Oh, that. No, I haven’t heard anything yet.’ He was thinking about lunch, about a picnic, about a drive in the country. ‘Are you in Edinburgh?’ he asked.
‘No, Fife.’
‘Fife? What are you doing there?’
‘Calum’s here, remember.’
‘Of course I remember, but I thought you were steering clear of him?’
‘He wanted to see me. Actually, that’s why I’m calling.’
‘Oh?’ Rebus wrinkled his brow, curious.
‘Calum wants to talk to you.’
‘To me? Why?’
‘He’ll tell you that himself, I suppose. He just asked me to tell you.’
Rebus thought for a moment. ‘Do you want me to talk to him?’
‘Can’t say I’m much bothered either way. I told him I’d pass on the message, and I told him it was the last favour he could expect from me.’ Her voice was as slick and cool as a slate roof in the rain. Rebus felt himself sliding down that roof, wanting to please her, wanting to help. ‘Oh yes,’ she said, ‘and he said that if you sounded dubious, I was to tell you it’s to do with Hyde’s.’
‘Hydes?’ Rebus stood up sharply.
‘H-y-d-e-apostrophe-s.’
‘Hyde’s what?’
She laughed. ‘I don’t know, John. But it sounds as if it means something to you.’
‘It does, Gill. Are you in Dunfermline?’
‘Calling from the station’s front desk.’
‘Okay. I’ll see you there in an hour.’
‘Fine, John.’ She sounded unconcerned. ‘Bye.’
He cut the connection, put his jacket on, and left the flat. The traffic was busy towards Tollcross, busy all the way down Lothian Road and winding across Princes Street towards Queensferry Road. Since the deregulation of public transport, the centre of the city had become a black farce of buses: double deckers, single deckers, even mini-buses, all vying for custom. Locked behind two claret-coloured LRT double deckers and two green single deckers, Rebus began to lose his tiny cache of patience. He slammed his hand down hard on the horn and pulled out, revving past the line of stalled traffic. A motorcycle messenger, squeezing through between the two directions of slower traffic, had to swerve to avoid the imminent accident, and slewed against a Saab. Rebus knew he should stop. He kept on going.
If only he’d had one of those magnetic flashing sirens, the kind CID used on the roofs of their cars whenever they were late for dinner or an engagement. But all he had were his headlights – full-beam – and the horn. Having cleared the tailback, he eased his hand off the horn, switched off the lamps, and cruised into the outside lane of the widening road.
Despite a pause at the dreaded Barnton roundabout, he made good time to the Forth Road Bridge, paid the toll, and drove across, not too fast, wanting, as ever, to take in the view. Rosyth Naval Dockyard was below him on the left. A lot of his schoolfriends (‘lot’ being relative: he’d never made that many friends) had slipped easily into jobs at Rosyth, and were probably still there. It seemed to be about the only place in Fife where work was still available. The mines were closing with enforced regularity. Somewhere along the coast in the other direction, men were burrowing beneath the Forth, scooping out coal in a decreasingly profitable curve. . . .
Hyde! Calum McCallum knew something about Hyde! Knew, too, that Rebus was interested, so word must have got around. His foot pressed down further on the accelerator. McCallum would want a trade, of course: charges dropped, or somehow jigged into a shape less damning. Fine, fine, he’d promise him the sun and the moon and the stars.
Just so long as he knew. Knew who Hyde was; knew where Hyde was. Just so long as he knew. . . .
The main police station in Dunfermline was easy to find, situated just off a roundabout on the outskirts of the town. Gill was easy to find, too. She was sitting in her car in the spacious car park outside the station. Rebus parked next to her, got out of his car and into the passenger side of hers.
‘Morning,’ he said.
‘Hello, John.’
‘Are you okay?’ This was, on reflection, perhaps the most unnecessary question he had ever posed. Her face had lost colour and substance, and her head seemed to be shrinking into her shoulders, while her hands gripped the steering wheel, fingernails rapping softly against the top of the dashboard.
‘I’m fine,’ she said, and they both smiled at the lie. ‘I told them at the desk that you were coming.’
‘Anything you want me to tell our friend?’
Her voice was resonant. ‘Nothing.’
‘Okay.’
Rebus pushed open the car door and closed it again, but softly, then he headed towards the station entrance.
She had wandered the hospital corridors for over an hour. It was visiting time, so no one much minded as she walked into this and that ward, passing the beds, smiling down occasionally on the sick old men and women who stared up at her with lonely eyes. She watched families decide who should and should not take turns at grandpa’s bedside, there being two only at a time allowed. She was looking for one woman in particular, though she wasn’t sure she would recognise her. All she had to go on was the fact that the librarian would have a broken nose.
Maybe she hadn’t been kept in. Maybe she’d already gone home to her husband or boyfriend or whatever. Maybe Tracy would be better off waiting and going to the library again. Except that they’d be watching and waiting for her. The guard would know her. The librarian would know her.
But would she know the librarian?
A bell rang out, drilling into her the fact that visiting hours were coming to an end. She hurried to the next ward, wondering: what if the librarian’s in a private room? Or in another hospital? Or. . . .
No! There she was! Tracy stopped dead, turned in a half-circle, and walked to the far end of the ward. Visitors were saying their goodbyes and take cares to the patients. Everybody looked relieved, both visitors and visited. She mingled with them as they put chairs back into stacks and donned coats, scarves, gloves. Then she paused and looked back towards the librarian’s bed. There were flowers all around it, and the single visitor, a man, was leaning over the librarian to kiss her lingeringly on the forehead. The librarian squeezed the man’s hand and. . . . And the man looked familiar to Tracy. She’d seen him before. . . . At the police station! He was some friend of Rebus’s, and he was a policeman! She remembered him checking on her while she was being held in the cells.
Oh Jesus, she’d attacked a policeman’s wife!
She wasn’t sure now, wasn’t sure at all. Why had she come? Could she go through with it now? She walked with one family out of the ward, then rested against the wall in the corridor outside. Could she? Yes, if her nerve held. Yes, she could.
She was pretending to examine a drinks vending machine when Holmes sauntered through the swinging ward doors and walked slowly down the corridor away from her. She waited a full two minutes, counting up to one hundred and twenty. He wasn’t coming back. He hadn’t forgotten anything. Tracy turned from the vending machine and made for the swing doors.
For her, visiting time was just beginning.
She hadn’t even reached the bed when a young nurse stopped her.
‘Visiting hour’s finished now,’ the nurse said.
Tracy tried to smile, tried to look normal; it wasn’t easy for her, but lying was.
‘I just lost my watch. I think I left it at my sister’s bed.’ She nodded in Nell’s direction. Nell, hearing the conversation, had turned towards her. Her eyes opened wide as she recognised Tracy.
‘Well, be as quick as you can, eh?’ said the nurse, moving away. Tracy smiled at the nurse, and watched her push through the swing doors. Now there were only the patients in their beds, a sudden silence, and her. She approached Nell’s bed.
‘Hello,’ she said. She looked at the chart attached to the end of the iron bedstead. ‘Nell Stapleton,’ she read.
‘What do you want?’ Nell’s eyes showed no fear. Her voice was thin, coming from the back of her throat, her nose having no part in the process.
‘I want to tell you something,’ Tracy said. She came close to Nell, and crouched on the floor, so that she would be barely visible from the doors of the ward. She thought this made her look as though she were searching for a lost watch.
‘Yes?’
Tracy smiled, finding Nell’s imperfect voice amusing. She sounded like a puppet on a children’s programme. The smile vanished quickly, and she blushed, remembering that the reason she was here was because she was responsible for this woman being here at all. The plasters across the nose, the bruising under the eyes: all her doing.
‘I came to say I’m sorry. That’s all, really. Just, I’m sorry.’
Nell’s eyes were unblinking.
‘And,’ Tracy continued, ‘well . . . nothing.’
‘Tell me,’ said Nell, but it was too much for her. She’d done most of the talking while Brian Holmes had been in, and her mouth was dry. She turned and reached for the jug of water on the small cupboard beside the bed.
‘Here, I’ll do that.’ Tracy poured water into a plastic beaker, and handed it to Nell, who sipped, coating the inside of her mouth. ‘Nice flowers,’ said Tracy.
‘From my boyfriend,’ said Nell, between sips.
‘Yes, I saw him leaving. He’s a policeman, isn’t he? I know he is, because I’m a friend of Inspector Rebus’s.’
‘Yes, I know.’
‘You do?’ Tracy seemed shocked. ‘So you know who I am?’
‘I know your name’s Tracy, if that’s what you mean.’
Tracy bit her bottom lip. Her face reddened again.
‘It doesn’t matter, does it?’ Nell said.
‘Oh no.’ Tracy tried to sound nonchalant. ‘It doesn’t matter.’
‘I was going to ask . . .’
‘Yes?’ Tracy seemed keen for a change of subject.
‘What were you going to do in the library?’
This wasn’t quite to Tracy’s liking. She thought about it, shrugged, and said: ‘I was going to find Ronnie’s photographs.’
‘Ronnie’s photographs?’ Nell perked up. What little Brian had said during visiting hour had been limited to the progress of Ronnie McGrath’s case, and especially the discovery of some pictures at the dead boy’s house. What was Tracy talking about?
‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Ronnie hid them in the library.’
‘What were they exactly? I mean, why did he need to hide them?’
Tracy shrugged. ‘All he told me was that they were his life insurance policy. That’s exactly what he said, “life insurance policy”.’
‘And where exactly did he hide them?’
‘On the fifth floor, he said. Inside a bound volume of something called the Edinburgh Review. I think it’s a magazine.’
‘That’s right,’ said Nell, smiling, ‘it is.’
Brian Holmes was made light-headed by Nell’s telephone call. His first reaction, however, was pure shock, and he chastised her for being out of bed.
‘I’m still in bed,’ she said, her voice becoming indistinct in her excitement. ‘They brought the payphone to my bedside. Now listen. . . .’
Thirty minutes later, he was being shown down an aisle on the fifth floor of Edinburgh University Library. The member of staff checked complicated decimal numbers exhibited at each stack, until, satisfied, she led him down one darkened row of large bound titles. At the end of the aisle, seated at a study desk by a large window, a student stared disinterestedly towards Holmes, a pencil crunching in his mouth. Holmes smiled sympathetically towards the student, who stared right through him.
‘Here we are,’ said the librarian. ‘Edinburgh Review and New Edinburgh Review. It becomes “New” in 1969, as you can see. Of course, we keep the earlier editions in a closed environment. If you want those years specifically, it will take a little time –’
‘No, these are fine, really. These are just what I need. Thank you.’
The librarian bowed slightly, accepting his thanks. ‘You will remember us all to Nell, won’t you?’ she said.
‘I’ll be talking to her later today. I won’t forget.’
With another bow, the librarian turned and walked back to the end of the stack. She paused there, and pressed a switch. Strip lighting flickered above Holmes, and stayed on. He smiled his thanks, but she was gone, her rubber heels squeaking briskly towards the lift.
Holmes looked at the spines of the bound volumes. The collection was not complete, which meant that someone had borrowed some of the years. A stupid place to hide something. He picked up 1971–72, held its spine by the forefingers of both his right and left hands, and rocked it. No scraps of paper, no photographs were shaken free. He put the volume back on the shelf and selected its neighbour, shook it, then replaced it.
The student at the study desk was no longer looking through him. He was looking at him, and doing so as if Holmes were mad. Another volume yielded nothing, then another. Holmes began to fear the worst. He’d been hoping for something with which to surprise Rebus, something to tie up all the loose ends. He’d tried contacting the Inspector, but Rebus wasn’t to be found, wasn’t anywhere. He had vanished.
The photos made more noise than he’d expected as they slid from the sheaves and hit the polished floor, hit it with their glossy edges, producing a sharp crack. He bent and began to gather them up, while the student looked on in fascination. From what he could see of the images strewn across the floor, Holmes already felt disappointment curdling his elation. They were copies of the boxing match pictures, nothing more. There were no new prints, no revelations, no surprises.
Damn Ronnie McGrath for giving him hope. All they were was life insurance. On a life already forfeit.
He waited for the lift, but it was busy elsewhere, so he took the stairs, winding downwards steeply, and found himself on the ground floor, but in a part of the library he didn’t know, a sort of antiquarian bookshop corridor, narrow, with mouldering books stacked up against both walls. He squeezed through, feeling a sudden chill he couldn’t place, and found himself opening a door onto the main concourse. The librarian who had shown him around was back behind her desk. She saw him, and waved frantically. He obeyed the command and hurried forward. She picked up a telephone and pressed a button.
‘Call for you,’ she said, stretching across the desktop to hand him the receiver.
‘Hello?’ He was quizzical: who the hell knew he was here?
‘Brian, where in God’s name have you been?’ It was Rebus, of course. ‘I’ve been trying to find you everywhere. I’m at the hospital.’
Holmes’s heart deflated within his chest. ‘Nell?’ he said, so dramatically that even the librarian’s head shot up.
‘What?’ growled Rebus. ‘No, no, Nell’s fine. It’s just that she told me where to find you. I’m phoning from the hospital, and it’s costing me a fortune.’ In confirmation, the pips came, and were followed by the chankling of coins in a slot. The connection was re-established.
‘Nell’s okay,’ Brian told the librarian. She nodded, relieved, and turned back to her work.
‘Of course she is,’ said Rebus, having caught the words. ‘Now listen, there are a few things I want you to do. Have you got a pen and paper?’
Brian found them on the desk. He smiled, remembering the first telephone conversation he’d ever had with John Rebus, so similar to this, a few things to be done. Christ, so much had been done since. . . .
‘Got that?’
Holmes started. ‘Sorry, sir,’ he said. ‘My mind was elsewhere. Could you repeat that?’
There was an audible sound of mixed anger and excitement from the receiver. Then Rebus started again, and this time Brian Holmes heard every word.
Tracy couldn’t say why it was that she’d visited Nell Stapleton, or why she’d told Nell what she had. She felt some kind of bond, not merely because of what she’d done. There was something about Nell Stapleton, something wise and kind, something Tracy had lacked in her life until now. Maybe that’s why she was finding it so hard to leave the hospital. She had walked the corridors, drunk two cups of coffee in a cafe across the road from the main building, wandered in and out of Casualty, X-Ray, even some clinic for diabetics. She’d tried to leave, had walked as far as the city’s art college before turning round and retreading the two hundred paces to the hospital.
And she was entering the side gates when the men grabbed her.
‘Hey!’
‘If you’ll just come with us, miss.’
They sounded like security men, policemen even, so she didn’t resist. Maybe Nell Stapleton’s boyfriend wanted to see her, to give her a good kicking. She didn’t care. They were taking her towards the hospital entrance, so she didn’t resist. Not until it was too late.
At the last moment, they stopped short, turned her, and pushed her into the back of an ambulance.
‘What’s –! Hey, come on!’ The doors were closing, locking, leaving her alone in the hot, dim interior. She thumped on the doors, but the vehicle was already moving off. As it pulled away, she was thrown against the doors, then back onto the floor. When she had recovered herself, she saw that the ambulance was an old one, no longer used for its original purpose. Its insides had been gutted, making it merely a van. The windows had been boarded over, and a metal panel separated her from the driver. She clawed her way to this panel and began hitting it with her fists, teeth gritted, yelling from time to time as she remembered that the two men who had grabbed her at the gates were the same two men who’d been following her that day on Princes Street, that day she’d run to John Rebus.
‘Oh God,’ she murmured, ‘oh God, oh God.’
They’d found her at last.
The evening was sticky with heat, the streets quiet for a Saturday.
Rebus rang the doorbell and waited. While he waited, he looked to left and right. An immaculate double row of Georgian houses, stone frontages dulled black through time and car fumes. Some of the houses had been turned into offices for Writers to the Signet, chartered accountants, and small, anonymous finance businesses. But a few – a precious few – were still very comfortable and well-appointed homes for the wealthy and the industrious. Rebus had been to this street before, a long time ago now in his earliest CID days, investigating the death of a young girl. He didn’t remember much about the case now. He was too busy getting ready for the evening’s pleasures.
He tugged at the black bow tie around his throat. The whole outfit, dinner jacket, shirt, bow tie and patent shoes, had been hired earlier in the day from a shop on George Street. He felt like an idiot, but had to admit that, examining himself in his bathroom mirror, he looked pretty sharp. He wouldn’t be too out of place in an establishment like Finlay’s of Duke Terrace.
The door was opened by a beaming woman, young, dressed exquisitely, and greeting him as though wondering why he didn’t come more often.
‘Good evening,’ she said. ‘Will you come in?’
He would, he did. The entrance hall was subtle. Cream paint, deep pile carpeting, a scattering of chairs which might have been designed by Charles Rennie Mackintosh, high backs and looking extraordinarily uncomfortable to sit in.
‘I see you’re admiring our chairs,’ the woman said.
‘Yes,’ Rebus answered, returning her smile. ‘The name’s Rebus, by the way. John Rebus.’
‘Ah yes. Finlay told me you were expected. Well, as this is your first visit, would you like me to show you around?’
‘Thank you.’
‘But first, a drink, and the first drink is always on the house.’
Rebus tried not to be nosey, but he was a policeman after all, and not being nosey would have gone against all that he held most dear. So he asked a few questions of his hostess, whose name was Paulette, and pointed to this and that part of the gaming club, being shown the direction of the cellars (‘Finlay has their contents insured for quarter of a million’), kitchen (‘our chef is worth his weight in Beluga’), and guest bedrooms (‘the judges are the worst, there are one or two who always end up sleeping here, too drunk to go home’). The lower ground floor housed the cellars and kitchen, while the ground floor comprised a quiet bar area, and the small restaurant, with cloakrooms and an office. On the first floor, up the carpeted staircase and past the collection of eighteenth-and nineteenth-century Scottish paintings by the likes of Jacob More and David Allan, was the main gaming area: roulette, blackjack, a few other tables for card games, and one table given over to dice. The players were businessmen, their bets discreet, nobody losing big or winning big. They held their chips close to them.
Paulette pointed out two closed rooms.
‘Private rooms, for private games.’
‘Of what?’
‘Poker mainly. The serious players book them once a month or so. The games can go on all night.’
‘Just like in the movies.’
‘Yes,’ she laughed. ‘Just like the movies.’
The second floor consisted of the three guest bedrooms, again locked, and Finlay Andrews’ own private suite.
‘Off limits, of course,’ Paulette said.
‘Of course,’ Rebus concurred, as they started downstairs again.
So this was it: Finlay’s Club. Tonight was quiet. He had seen only two or three faces he recognised: an advocate, who did not acknowledge him, though they’d clashed before in court, a television presenter, whose dark tan looked fake, and Farmer Watson.
‘Hello there, John.’ Watson, stuffed into suit and dress shirt, looked like nothing more than a copper out of uniform. He was in the bar when Paulette and Rebus went back in, his hand closed around a glass of orange juice, trying to look comfortable but instead looking distinctly out of place.
‘Sir.’ Rebus had not for one moment imagined that Watson, despite the threat he had made earlier, would turn up here. He introduced Paulette, who apologised for not being around to greet him at the door.
Watson waved aside her apology, revolving his glass. ‘I was well enough taken care of,’ he said. They sat at a vacant table. The chairs here were comfortable and well padded, and Rebus felt himself relax. Watson, however, was looking around keenly.
‘Finlay not here?’ he asked.
‘He’s somewhere around,’ said Paulette. ‘Finlay’s always around.’
Funny, thought Rebus, that they hadn’t bumped into him on their tour.
‘What’s the place like then, John?’ Watson asked.
‘Impressive,’ Rebus answered, accepting Paulette’s smile like praise from a teacher to a doting pupil. ‘Very impressive. It’s much bigger than you’d think. Wait till you see upstairs.’
‘And there’s the extension, too,’ said Watson.
‘Oh yes, I’d forgotten.’ Rebus turned to Paulette.
‘That’s right,’ she said. ‘We’re building out from the back of the premises.’
‘Building?’ said Watson. ‘I thought it was a fait accompli?’
‘Oh no.’ She smiled again. ‘Finlay is very particular. The flooring wasn’t quite right, so he had the workmen rip it all up and start again. Now we’re waiting on some marble arriving from Italy.’
‘That must be costing a few bob,’ Watson said, nodding to himself.
Rebus wondered about the extension. Towards the back of the ground floor, past toilets, cloakroom, offices, walk-in cupboards, there must be another door, ostensibly the door to the back garden. But now the door to the extension, perhaps.
‘Another drink, John?’ Watson was already on his feet, pointing at Rebus’s empty glass.
‘Gin and fresh orange, please,’ he said, handing over the glass.
‘And for you, Paulette?’
‘No, really.’ She was rising from the chair. ‘Work to do. Now that you’ve seen a bit of the club, I’d better get back to door duties. If you want to play upstairs, the office can supply chips. A few of the games accept cash, but not the most interesting ones.’
Another smile, and she was gone in a flurry of silk and a glimpse of black nylon. Watson saw Rebus watching her leave.
‘At ease, Inspector,’ he said, laughing to himself as he headed for the bar where the barman explained that if he wanted drinks, he only had to signal, and an order would be taken at the gentlemen’s table and brought to them directly. Watson slumped back into his chair again.
‘This is the life, eh, John?’
‘Yes, sir. What’s happening back at base?’
‘You mean the little sodomite who made the complaint? He’s buggered off. Disappeared. Gave us a false address, the works.’
‘So I’m off the butcher’s hook?’
‘Just about.’ Rebus was about to remonstrate. ‘Give it a few more days, John, that’s all I’m asking. Time for it to die a natural death.’
‘You mean people are talking?’
‘A few of the lads have had a laugh about it. I don’t suppose you can blame them. In a day or so, there’ll be something else for them to joke about, and it’ll all be forgotten.’
‘There’s nothing to forget!’
‘I know, I know. It’s all some plot to keep you out of action, and this mysterious Mr Hyde’s behind it all.’
Rebus stared at Watson, his lips clamped shut. He could yell, could scream and shout. He breathed hard instead, and snatched at the drink when the waiter placed the tray on the table. He’d taken two gulps before the waiter informed him that he was drinking the other gentleman’s orange juice. His own gin and orange was the one still on the tray. Rebus reddened as Watson, laughing again, placed a five-pound note on the tray. The waiter coughed in embarrassment.
‘Your drinks come to six pounds fifty, sir,’ he told Watson.
‘Ye gods!’ Watson searched in his pocket for some change, found a crumpled pound note and some coins, and placed them on the tray.
‘Thank you, sir.’ The waiter lifted the tray and turned away before Watson had the chance to ask about any change that might be owing. He looked at Rebus, who was smiling now.
‘Well,’ Watson said, ‘I mean, six pounds fifty! That would feed some families for a week.’
‘This is the life,’ Rebus said, throwing the Superintendent’s words back at him.
‘Yes, well said, John. I was in danger of forgetting there can be more to life than personal comfort. Tell me, which church do you attend?’
‘Well, well. Come to take us all in, have you?’ Both men turned at this new voice. It was Tommy McCall. Rebus checked his watch. Eight thirty. Tommy looked as though he’d been to a few pubs en route to the club. He sat down heavily in what had been Paulette’s chair.
‘What’re you drinking?’ He snapped his fingers, and the waiter, a frown on his face, came slowly towards the table.
‘Sirs?’
Tommy McCall looked up at him. ‘Hello, Simon. Same again for the constabulary, and I’ll have the usual.’
Rebus watched the waiter as McCall’s words sank in. That’s right, son, Rebus thought to himself, we’re the police. Now why should that fact frighten you so much? The waiter turned, seeming to read Rebus’s mind, and headed stiffly back to the bar.
‘So what brings you two here?’ McCall was lighting a cigarette, glad to have found some company and ready to make a night of it.
‘It was John’s idea,’ Watson said. ‘He wanted to come, so I fixed it with Finlay, then reckoned I might as well come along, too.’
‘Quite right.’ McCall looked around him. ‘Nobody much in tonight though, not yet leastways. The place is usually packed to the gunnels with faces you’d recognise, names you’d know like you know your own. This is tame tonight.’
He had offered round his pack of cigarettes, and Rebus had taken one, which he now lit, inhaling gratefully, regretting it immediately as the smoke mixed with the alcohol fumes in his chest. He needed to think fast and hard. Watson and now McCall: he had planned on dealing with neither.
‘By the way, John,’ Tommy McCall said, ‘thanks for the lift last night.’ His tone made the subtext clear to Rebus. ‘Sorry if it was any trouble.’
‘No trouble, Tommy. Did you sleep well?’
‘I never have trouble sleeping.’
‘Me neither,’ interrupted Farmer Watson. ‘The benefits of a clear conscience, eh?’
Tommy turned to Watson. ‘Shame you couldn’t get to Malcolm Lanyon’s party. We had a pretty good time, didn’t we, John?’
Tommy smiled across at Rebus, who smiled back. A group at the next table were laughing at some joke, the men drawing on thick cigars, the women playing with their wrist jewellery. McCall leaned across towards them, hoping perhaps to share in the joke, but his shining eyes and uneven smile kept him apart from them.
‘Had many tonight, Tommy?’ Rebus asked. McCall, hearing his name, turned back to Rebus and Watson.
‘One or two,’ he said. ‘A couple of my trucks didn’t deliver on time, drivers on the piss or something. Lost me two big contracts. Drowning my sorrows.’
‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ Watson said with sincerity. Rebus nodded agreement, but McCall shook his head theatrically.
‘It’s nothing,’ he said. ‘I’m thinking of selling the business anyway, retiring while I’m still young. Barbados, Spain, who knows. Buy a little villa.’ His eyes narrowed, his voice dropping to a whisper. ‘And guess who’s interested in buying me out? You’ll never guess in a million years. Finlay.’
‘Finlay Andrews?’
‘The same.’ McCall sat back, drew on his cigarette, blinking into the smoke. ‘Finlay Andrews.’ He leaned forward again confidentially. ‘He’s got a finger in quite a few pies, you know. It’s not just this place. He’s got this and that directorship, shares here there and everywhere, you name it.’
‘Your drinks.’ The waiter’s voice had more than a note of disapproval in it. He seemed to want to linger, even after McCall had pitched a ten-pound note onto the tray and waved him away.
‘Aye,’ McCall continued after the waiter had retreated. ‘Fingers in plenty of pies. All strictly above board, mind. You’d have a hellish job proving otherwise.’
‘And he wants to buy you out?’ Rebus asked.
McCall shrugged. ‘He’s made a good price. Not a great price, but I won’t starve.’
‘Your change, sir.’ It was the waiter again, his voice cold as a chisel. He held the salver out towards McCall, who stared up at him.
‘I didn’t want any change,’ he explained. ‘It was a tip. Still,’ he winked at Rebus and Watson, scooping the coins from the tray, ‘if you don’t want it, son, I suppose I might as well have it back.’
‘Thank you, sir.’
Rebus loved this. The waiter was giving McCall every kind of danger signal there was, but McCall was too drunk or too naive to notice. At the same time, Rebus was aware of complications which might be about to result from the presence of Superintendent Watson and Tommy McCall at Finlay’s, on the night Finlay’s erupted.
There was a sudden commotion from the entrance hall, raised voices, boisterous rather than angry. And Paulette’s voice, too, pleading, then remonstrative. Rebus glanced at his watch again. Eight fifty. Right on time.
‘What’s going on?’ Everybody in the bar was interested, and a few had risen from their seats to investigate. The barman pushed a button on the wall beside the optics, then made for the hall. Rebus followed. Just inside the front door Paulette was arguing with several men, dressed in business suits but far the worse for wear. One was telling her that she couldn’t refuse him, because he was wearing a tie. Another explained that they were in town for the evening and had heard about the club from someone in a bar.
‘Philip, his name was. He told us to say Philip had said it was okay and we could come in.’
‘I’m sorry, gentlemen, but this is a private club.’ The barman was joining in now, but his presence was unwanted.
‘Talking to the lady here, pal, okay? All we want is a drink and maybe a wee flutter, isn’t that right?’
Rebus watched as two more ‘waiters’, hard young men with angular faces, came quickly down the stairs from the first floor.
‘Now look –’
‘Just a wee flutter –’
‘In town for the night –’
‘I’m sorry –’
‘Watch the jacket, pal –’
‘Hey! –’
Neil McGrath struck the first blow, catching one of the heavies with a solid right to the gut, doubling the man over. People were gathering in the hallway now, leaving the bar and the restaurant untended. Rebus, still watching the fight, began to move backwards through the crowd, past the door to the bar, past the restaurant, towards the cloakroom, the toilets, the office door, and the door behind that.
‘Tony! Is that you?’ It had to happen. Tommy McCall had noticed his brother Tony as one of the apparent out-of-town drunks. Tony, his attention diverted, received a blow to the face which sent him flying back against the wall. ‘That’s my brother you’re punching!’ Tommy was in there now too, mixing it with the best of them. Constables Neil McGrath and Harry Todd were fit and healthy young men, and they were holding their own. But when they saw Superintendent Watson, they automatically froze, even though he could have no idea who they were. Each was caught with a sickening blow, which woke them to the fact that this was for real. They forgot about Watson and struck out for all they were worth.
Rebus noticed that one of the fighters was hanging back just a little, not really throwing himself into it. He stayed near the door, too, ready to flee when necessary, and he kept glancing towards the back of the hallway, where Rebus stood. Rebus waved an acknowledgment. Detective Constable Brian Holmes did not wave back. Then Rebus turned and faced the door at the end of the hallway, the door to the club’s extension. He closed his eyes, screwed up his courage, made a fist of his right hand, and brought it flying up into his own face. Not full strength, some self-protection circuit wouldn’t let him do that, but hard. He wondered how people managed to slit their wrists, then opened his watering eyes and checked his nose. There was blood smeared over his top lip, dripping from both nostrils. He let it drip, and hammered on the door.
Nothing. He hammered again. The noise of the fight was at its height now. Come on, come on. He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and held it below his nostrils, catching droplets of brightest crimson. The door was unlocked from within. It opened a couple of inches and eyes peered out at Rebus.
‘Yeah?’
Rebus pulled back a little so the man could see the commotion at the front door. The eyes opened wide with surprise, and the man glanced back at Rebus’s bloody face before opening the door wider. The man was hefty, not old, but with hair unnaturally thin for his age. As if to compensate for this, he had a copious moustache. Rebus remembered Tracy’s description of the man who had followed her the night she’d come to his flat. This man would fit that description.
‘We need you out here,’ Rebus said. ‘Come on.’
The man paused, thinking it over. Rebus thought he was about to close the door again, and was getting ready to kick out with all his might, but the man pulled open the door and stepped out, passing Rebus. Rebus slapped the man’s muscular back as he went.
The door was open. Rebus stepped through, sought the key, and locked it behind him. There were bolts top and bottom. He slid the top one across. Let nobody in, he was thinking, and nobody out. Then, and only then, did he look around him. He was at the top of a narrow flight of stairs, concrete, uncarpeted. Maybe Paulette had been right. Maybe the extension wasn’t finished after all. It didn’t look like it was meant to be part of Finlay’s Club though, this staircase. It was too narrow, almost furtive. Slowly, Rebus moved downwards, the heels of his hired shoes making all-too-audible sounds against the steps.
Rebus counted twenty steps, and figured that he was now below the level of the building’s lower ground floor, somewhere around cellar level or a bit below that even. Maybe planning restrictions had got Finlay Andrews after all. Unable to build up, he had built down. The door at the bottom of the stairs looked fairly solid. Again, a utilitarian-looking construction, rather than decorative. It would take a good twenty-pound hammer to break through this door. Rebus tried the handle instead. It turned, and the door opened.
Utter darkness. Rebus shuffled through the door, using what light there was from the top of the stairs to make out what he could. Which was to say, nothing. It looked like he was in some kind of storage area. Some big empty space. Then the lights came on, four rows of strip lights on the ceiling high above him. Their wattage low, they still gave enough illumination to the scene. A small boxing ring stood in the centre of the floor, surrounded by a few dozen stiff-backed chairs. This was the place then. The disc jockey had been right.
Calum McCallum had needed all the friends he could get. He had told Rebus all about the rumours he’d heard, rumours of a little club within a club, where the city’s increasingly jaded begetters of wealth could place some ‘interesting bets’. A bit out of the ordinary, McCallum had said. Yes, like betting on two rent boys, junkies paid handsomely to knock the daylights out of one another and keep quiet about it afterwards. Paid with money and drugs. There was no shortage of either now that the high rollers had spun north.
Hyde’s Club. Named after Robert Louis Stevenson’s villain, Edward Hyde, the dark side of the human soul. Hyde himself was based on the city’s Deacon Brodie, businessman by day, robber by night. Rebus could smell guilt and fear and rank expectation in this large room. Stale cigars and spilt whisky, splashes of sweat. And amongst it all moved Ronnie, and the question which still needed to be answered. Had Ronnie been paid to photograph the influential and the rich – without their knowing they were being snapped, of course? Or had he been freelancing, summoned here only as a punchbag, but stealthy enough to bring a hidden camera with him? The answer was perhaps unimportant. What mattered was that the owner of this place, the puppet-master of all these base desires, had killed Ronnie, had starved him of his fix and then given him some rat poison. Had sent one of his minions along to the squat to make sure it looked like a simple case of an overdose. So they had left the quality powder beside Ronnie. And to muddy the water, they had moved the body downstairs, leaving it in candlelight. Thinking the tableau shockingly effective. But by candlelight they hadn’t seen the pentagram on the wall, and they hadn’t meant anything by placing the body the way they had.
Rebus had made the mistake of reading too much into the situation, all along. He had blurred the picture himself, seeing connections where there were none, seeing plot and conspiracy where none existed. The real plot was so much bigger, the size of a haystack to his needle.
‘Finlay Andrews!’ The shout echoed around the room, hanging emptily in air. Rebus hauled himself up into the boxing ring and looked around at the chairs. He could almost see the gleaming, gloating faces of the spectators. The canvas floor of the ring was pockmarked with brown stains, dried blood. It didn’t end here, of course. There were also the ‘guest bedrooms’, the locked doors behind which ‘private games’ were played. Yes, he could visualise the whole Sodom, held on the third Friday of the month, judging by James Carew’s diary. Boys brought back from Calton Hill to service the clients. On a table, in bed, wherever. And Ronnie had perhaps photographed it all. But Andrews had found out that Ronnie had some insurance, some photos stashed away. He couldn’t know, of course, that they were next to useless as weapons of blackmail or evidence. All he knew was that they existed.
So Ronnie had died.
Rebus climbed out of the ring and walked past one row of chairs. At the back of the hall, lurking in shadow, were two doors. He listened outside one, then outside the other. No sounds, yet he was sure. . . . He was about to open the door on the left, but something, some instinct, made him choose the right-hand door instead. He paused, turned the handle, pushed.
There was a light switch just inside the door. Rebus found it, and two delicate lamps either side of the bed came on. The bed was against the side wall. There wasn’t much else in the room, apart from two large mirrors, one against the wall opposite the bed, and one above the bed. The door clicked shut behind Rebus as he walked over to the bed. Sometimes he had been accused by his superiors of having a vivid imagination. Right now, he shut his imagination out altogether. Stick to the facts, John. The fact of the bed, the fact of the mirrors. The door clicked again. He leapt forwards and yanked at the handle, but it was fast, the door locked tight.
‘Shit!’ He stood back and kicked out, hitting the belly of the door with the heel of his shoe. The door trembled, but held. His shoe did not, the heel flapping off. Great, bang went his deposit on the dress hire. Hold on though, think it through. Someone had locked the door, therefore someone was down here with him, and the only other place they could have been hiding was the other room, the room next to this. He turned again and studied the mirror opposite the bed.
‘Andrews!’ he yelled to the mirror. ‘Andrews!’
The voice was muffled by the wall, sounding distant, but still lucid.
‘Hello, Inspector Rebus. Nice to see you.’
Rebus almost smiled, but managed to hide it.
‘I wish I could say the same.’ He stared into the mirror, visualising Andrews standing directly behind it, watching him. ‘A nice idea,’ he said, making conversation, needing time to gather his strength and his thoughts. ‘People screwing in one room, while everyone else is free to watch through a two-way mirror.’
‘Free to watch?’ The voice seemed closer. ‘No, not free, Inspector. Everything costs.’
‘I suppose you set the camera up in there too, did you?’
‘Photographed and framed. Framed being quite apt under the circumstances, don’t you think?’
‘Blackmail.’ It was an observation, nothing more.
‘Favours merely. Often given without question. But a photograph can be a useful tool when favours are being withheld.’
‘That’s why James Carew committed suicide?’
‘Oh no. That was your doing really, Inspector. James told me you’d recognised him. He thought you might be able to follow your nose from him back to Hyde’s.’
‘You killed him?’
‘We killed him, John. Which is a pity. I liked James. He was a good friend.’
‘Well, you have lots of friends, don’t you?’
There was laughter now, but the voice was level, elegiac almost. ‘Yes, I suppose they’d have a job finding a judge to try me, an advocate to prosecute me, fifteen good men and true to stand as jury. They’ve all been to Hyde’s. All of them. Looking for a game with just a little more edge than those played upstairs. I got the idea from a friend in London. He runs a similar establishment, though perhaps with a less sharp edge than Hyde’s. There’s a lot of new money in Edinburgh, John. Money for all. Would you like money? Would you like a sharper edge to your life? Don’t tell me you’re happy in your little flat, with your music and your books and your bottles of wine.’ Rebus’s face showed surprise. ‘Yes, I know quite a bit about you, John. Information is my edge.’ Andrews’ voice fell. ‘There’s a membership available here if you want it, John. I think maybe you do want it. After all, membership has its privileges.’
Rebus leaned his head against the mirror. His voice was a near whisper.
‘Your fees are too high.’
‘What’s that?’ Andrews’ voice seemed closer than ever, his breathing almost audible. Rebus’s voice was still a whisper.
‘I said your fees are too high.’
Suddenly, he pulled back an arm, made a fist, and pushed straight through the mirror, shattering it. Another trick from his SAS training. Don’t punch at something; always punch through, even if it’s a brick wall you’re attacking. Glass splintered around him, digging into the sleeve of his jacket, seeking flesh. His fist uncurled, became a claw. Just through the mirror, he found Andrews’ throat, clamped it, and hauled the man forward. Andrews was shrieking. Glass was in his face, flakes of it in his hair, his mouth, prickling his eyes. Rebus held him close, teeth gritted.
‘I said,’ he hissed, ‘your fees are too high.’ Then he brought his other hand into a fresh new fist and placed a blow on Andrews’ chin, releasing him so that the unconscious figure fell back into the room.
Rebus pulled off the useless shoe and tapped away the shards of glass which still clung around the edges of the frame. Then, carefully, he hauled himself through into the room, went to the door, and opened it.
He saw Tracy immediately. She was standing hesitantly in the middle of the boxing ring, arms hanging by her sides.
‘Tracy?’ he said.
‘She may not hear you, Inspector Rebus. Heroin can do that, you know.’
Rebus watched as Malcolm Lanyon stepped out from the shadows. Behind him were two men. One was tall, well built for a man of his mature years. He had thick black eyebrows and a thick moustache tinged with silver. His eyes were deep-set, his whole face louring. He was the most Calvinist-looking thing Rebus had ever seen. The other man was stouter, less justified in his sinning. His hair was curly but thinning, his face scarred like a knuckle, a labourer’s face. He was leering.
Rebus stared at Tracy again. Her eyes were like pinpoints. He went to the ring and climbed in, hugging her to him. Her body was totally compliant, her hair damp with sweat. She might have been a life-sized rag doll for all the impetus in her limbs. But when Rebus held her face so that she had to look back at him, her eyes glimmered, and he felt her body twitch.
‘My edge,’ Lanyon was saying. ‘It seems I needed it.’ He glanced towards the room where Andrews was lying unconscious. ‘Finlay said he could handle you himself. Having seen you last night, I doubted that.’ He beckoned to one of the men. ‘See if Finlay’s going to be all right.’ The man headed off. Rebus liked the way the odds were going.
‘Would you care to step into my office and talk?’ he said.
Lanyon considered this, saw that Rebus was a strong man, but that he had his hands full with the girl. Also, of course, Lanyon had his men, while Rebus was alone. He walked to the ring, grabbed onto a rope, and hauled himself up and in. Now, face to face with Rebus, he saw the cuts on Rebus’s arm and hand.
‘Nasty,’ he said. ‘If you don’t get those seen to. . . .’
‘I might bleed to death?’
‘Exactly.’
Rebus looked down at the canvas, where his own blood was making fresh stains beside those of nameless others. ‘How many of them died in the ring?’ he asked.
‘I really don’t know. Not many. We’re not animals, Inspector Rebus. There may have been the occasional . . . accident. I seldom came to Hyde’s. I merely introduced new members into it.’
‘So when do they make you a judge?’
Lanyon smiled. ‘Not for a considerable time yet. But it Will happen. I once attended a club similar to Hyde’s in London. Actually, that’s where I met Saiko.’ Rebus’s eyes widened. ‘Oh yes,’ Lanyon said, ‘she’s a very versatile young woman.’
‘I suppose Hyde’s has given you and Andrews carte blanche throughout Edinburgh?’
‘It has helped with the odd planning application, the odd court case just happening to go the right way, that sort of thing.’
‘So what happens now that I know all about it?’
‘Ah, well, you needn’t worry there. Finlay and I see a long-term future for you in the development of Edinburgh as a great city of commerce and industry.’ The guard below chuckled.
‘What do you mean?’ asked Rebus. He could feel Tracy’s body tensing, growing strong again. How long it would last he couldn’t know.
‘I mean,’ Lanyon was saying, ‘that you could be preserved in concrete, supporting one of the new orbital roads.’
‘You’ve done that before, have you?’ The question was rhetorical; the goon’s chuckle had already answered it.
‘Once or twice, yes. When there was something that needed clearing away.’
Rebus saw that Tracy’s hands were slowly closing into fists. Then the goon who had gone to see Andrews came back.
‘Mr Lanyon!’ he called. ‘I think Mr Andrews is pretty bad!’
Just then, as Lanyon turned from them, Tracy flew from Rebus with a terrifying shriek and swung her fists in a low arc, catching Lanyon with a sickening thump between his legs. He didn’t so much fall as deflate, gagging as he went, while Tracy stumbled, the effort having been too great, and fell to the canvas.
Rebus was quick, too. He grabbed Lanyon and pulled him upright, locking his arm behind his back with one hand while the other hand went to his throat. The two heavies made a move towards the ring, but Rebus dug his fingers into Lanyon’s flesh just a little deeper, and they hesitated. There was a moment’s stalemate before one of them made a dash for the stairs, closely followed by his partner. Rebus was breathing heavily. He released his grip on Lanyon and watched him crumple to the floor. Then, standing in the centre of the ring, he counted softly to ten – referee style – before raising one arm high into the air.
Upstairs, things had quietened down. The staff were tidying themselves up, but held their heads high, having acquitted themselves well. The drunks – Holmes, McCall, McGrath and Todd – had been seen off, and Paulette was smoothing the rumpled atmosphere with offers of free drinks all round. She saw Rebus coming through the door of Hyde’s, and froze momentarily, then turned back into the perfect hostess, but with her voice slightly less warm than before, and her smile counterfeit.
‘Ah, John.’ It was Superintendent Watson, glass still in hand. ‘Wasn’t that a tussle? Where did you disappear to?’
‘Is Tommy McCall around, sir?’
‘Somewhere around, yes. Heard the offer of a free drink and headed in the direction of the bar. What have you done to your hand?’
Rebus looked down and saw that his hand was still bleeding in several places.
‘Seven years bad luck,’ he said. ‘Do you have a minute, sir? There’s something I’d like to show you. But first I need to phone for an ambulance.’
‘But why, for God’s sake? The rumpus is over, surely?’
Rebus looked at his superior. ‘I wouldn’t bet on that, sir,’ he said. ‘Not even if the chips were on the house.’
Rebus made his way home wearily, not from any real physical tiredness, but because his mind felt abused. The stairwell almost defeated him. He paused on the first floor, outside Mrs Cochrane’s door, for what seemed minutes. He tried not to think about Hyde’s, about what it meant, what it had been, what emotions it had serviced. But, not consciously thinking of it, bits of it flew around inside his head anyway, little jagged pieces of horror.
Mrs Cochrane’s cats wanted out. He could hear them on the other side of the door. A cat-flap would have been the answer, but Mrs Cochrane didn’t believe in them. Like leaving your door open to strangers, she had said. Any old moggie could just waltz in.
How true. Somehow, Rebus found that little unwrapped parcel of strength which was necessary to climb the extra flight. He unlocked his door and closed it again behind him. Sanctuary. In the kitchen, he munched on a dry roll while he waited for the kettle to boil.
Watson had listened to his story with mounting unease and disbelief. He had wondered aloud just how many important people were implicated. But then only Andrews and Lanyon could answer that. They’d found some video film as well as an impressive selection of still photographs. Watson’s lips had been bloodless, though many of the faces meant nothing to Rebus. Still, a few of them did. Andrews had been right about the judges and the lawyers. Thankfully, there were no policemen on display. Except one.
Rebus had wanted to clear up a murder, and instead had stumbled into a nest of vipers. He wasn’t sure any of it would come to light. Too many reputations would fall. The public’s faith in the beliefs and institutions of the city, of the country itself would be shattered. How long would it take to pick up the pieces of that broken mirror? Rebus examined his bandaged wrist. How long for the wounds to heal?
He went into the living room, carrying his tea. Tony McCall was seated in a chair, waiting.
‘Hello, Tony,’ Rebus said.
‘Hello, John.’
‘Thanks for your help back there.’
‘What are friends for?’
Earlier in the day, when Rebus had asked for Tony McCall’s help, McCall had broken down.
‘I know all about it, John,’ he had confessed. ‘Tommy took me along there once. It was hideous, and I didn’t stick around. But maybe there are pictures of me . . . I don’t know . . . Maybe there are.’
Rebus hadn’t needed to ask any more. It had come spilling out like beer from a tap: things bad at home, bit of fun, couldn’t tell anyone about it because he didn’t know who already knew. Even now he thought it best to keep quiet about it. Rebus had accepted the warning.
‘I’m still going ahead,’ he had said. ‘With you or without. Your choice.’
Tony McCall had agreed to help.
Rebus sat down, placed the tea on the floor, and reached into his pocket for the photograph he had lifted from the files at Hyde’s. He threw it in McCall’s direction. McCall lifted it, stared at it with fearful eyes.
‘You know,’ Rebus said, ‘Andrews was after Tommy’s haulage company. He’d have had it, too, and at a bargain-basement price.’
‘Rotten bastard,’ McCall said, tearing the photograph methodically into smaller and smaller pieces.
‘Why did you do it, Tony?’
‘I told you, John. Tommy took me along. Just a bit of fun –’
‘No, I mean why did you break into the squat and plant that powder on Ronnie?’
‘Me?’ McCall’s eyes were wider than ever now, but the look in them was still fear rather than surprise. It was all guesswork, but Rebus knew he was guessing right.
‘Come on, Tony. Do you think Finlay Andrews is going to let any names stay secret? He’s going down, and he’s got no reason to let anyone’s head stay above water.’
McCall thought about this. He let the bits of the photograph flutter into the ashtray, then set light to them with a match. They dissolved to blackened ash, and he seemed satisfied.
‘Andrews needed a favour. It was always “favours” with him. I think he’d seen The Godfather too many times. Pilmuir was my beat, my territory. We’d met through Tommy, so he thought to ask me.’
‘And you were happy to oblige.’
‘Well, he had the picture, didn’t he?’
‘There must’ve been more.’
‘Well . . .’ McCall paused again, crushed the ash in the ashtray with his forefinger. A fine dust was all that was left. ‘Yes, hell, I was happy enough to do it. The guy was a junkie after all, a piece of rubbish. And he was already dead. All I had to do was place a little packet beside him, that’s all.’
‘You never questioned why?’
‘Ask no questions and all that.’ He smiled. ‘Finlay was offering me membership, you see. Membership of Hyde’s. Well, I knew what that meant. I’d be on nodding terms with the big boys, wouldn’t I? I even started to dream about career advancement, something I hadn’t done in quite some time. Let’s face it, John, we’re tiny fish in a small pool.’
‘And Hyde was offering you the chance to play with the sharks?’
McCall smiled sadly. ‘I suppose that was it, yes.’
Rebus sighed. ‘Tony, Tony, Tony. Where would it have ended, eh?’
‘Probably with you having to call me “sir”,’ McCall answered, his voice firming up. ‘Instead of which, I suppose the trial will see me on the front of the scum sheets. Not quite the kind of fame I was looking for.’
He rose from the chair.
‘See you in court,’ he said, leaving John Rebus to his flavourless tea and his thoughts.
Rebus slept fitfully, and was awake early. He showered, but without any of his usual vocal accompaniment. He telephoned the hospital, and ascertained that Tracy was fine, and that Finlay Andrews had been patched up with the loss of very little blood. Then he drove to Great London Road, where Malcolm Lanyon was being held for questioning.
Rebus was still officially a non-person, and DS Dick and DC Cooper had been assigned to the interrogation. But Rebus wanted to be close by. He knew the answers to all their questions, knew the sorts of trick Lanyon was capable of pulling. He didn’t want the bastard getting away with it because of some technicality.
He went to the canteen first, bought a bacon roll, and, seeing Dick and Cooper seated at a table, went to join them.
‘Hello, John,’ Dick said, staring into the bottom of a stained coffee mug.
‘You lot are early birds,’ Rebus noted. ‘You must be keen.’
‘Farmer Watson wants it out of the way as soon as poss, sooner even.’
‘I’ll bet he does. Look, I’m going to be around today, if you need me to back up anything.’
‘We appreciate that, John,’ said Dick, in a voice which told Rebus his offer was as welcome as a dunce’s cap.
‘Well . . .’ Rebus began, but bit off the sentence, and ate his breakfast instead. Dick and Cooper seemed dulled by the enforced early rise. Certainly, they were not the most vivacious of table companions. Rebus finished quickly and rose to his feet.
‘Mind if I take a quick look at him?’
‘Not at all,’ said Dick. ‘We’ll be there in five minutes.’
Passing through the ground-floor reception area, Rebus almost bumped into Brian Holmes.
‘Everyone’s after the worm today,’ Rebus said. Holmes gave him a puzzled, sleepy look. ‘Never mind. I’m off to take a peek at Lanyon-alias-Hyde. Fancy a bit of voyeurism?’
Holmes didn’t answer, but fell in stride with Rebus.
‘Actually,’ Rebus said, ‘Lanyon might appreciate that image.’ Holmes gave him a more puzzled look yet. Rebus sighed. ‘Never mind.’
‘Sorry, sir, bit of a late night yesterday.’
‘Oh, yes. Thanks for that, by the way.’
‘I nearly died when I saw the bloody Farmer staring at the lot of us, him in his undertaker’s suit and us pretending to be pissed Dundonians.’
They shared a smile. Okay, the plan had been lame, conceived by Rebus during the course of his fifty-minute drive back from Calum McCallum’s cell in Fife. But it had worked. They’d got a result.
‘Yes,’ Rebus said. ‘I thought you looked a bit nervy last night.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Well. you were doing your Italian army impression, weren’t you? Advancing backwards, and all that.’
Holmes stopped dead, his jaw dropping. ‘Is that the thanks I get? We put our careers on the line for you last night, all four of us. You’ve used me as your gofer – go find this, go check that – as a bit of bloody shoeleather, half the time for jobs that weren’t even official, you’ve had my girlfriend half killed –’
‘Now wait just one second –’
‘– and all to satisfy your own curiosity. Okay, so there are bad guys behind bars, that’s good, but look at the scales. You’ve got them, the rest of us have got sod all except a few bruises and no bloody soles on our shoes!’
Rebus stared at the floor, almost contrite. The air flew from his nostrils as from a Spanish bull’s.
‘I forgot,’ he said at last. ‘I meant to take that bloody suit back this morning. The shoes are ruined. It was you talking about shoeleather that reminded me.’
Then he set off again, along the corridor, towards the cells, leaving Holmes speechless in his wake.
Outside the cell, Lanyon’s name had been printed in chalk on a board. Rebus went up to the steel door and pulled aside the shutter, thinking how it reminded him of the shutter on the door of some prohibition club. Give the secret knock and the shutter opened. He peered into the cell, started, and groped for the alarm bell situated beside the door. Holmes, hearing the siren, forgot to be angry and hurt and hurried forward. Rebus was pulling at the edge of the locked door with his fingernails.
‘We’ve got to get in!’
‘It’s locked, sir.’ Holmes was afraid: his superior looked absolutely manic. ‘Here they come.’
A uniformed sergeant came at an undignified trot, keys jangling from his chain.
‘Quick!’
The lock gave, and Rebus yanked open the door. Inside, Malcolm Lanyon lay slumped on the floor, head resting against the bed. His feet were splayed like a doll’s. One hand lay on the floor, some thin nylon wire, like a fishing-line, wrapped around the knuckles, which were blackened. The line was attached to Lanyon’s neck in a loop which had embedded itself so far into the flesh that it could hardly be seen. Lanyon’s eyes bulged horribly, his swollen tongue obscene against the blood-darkened face. It was like a last macabre gesture, and Rebus watched the tongue protruding towards him, seeming to take it as a personal insult.
He knew it was way too late, but the sergeant loosened the wire anyway and laid the corpse flat on the floor. Holmes was resting his head against the cold metal door, screwing shut his eyes against the parody inside the cell.
‘He must’ve had it hidden on him,’ the sergeant said, seeking excuses for the monumental blunder, referring to the wire which he now held in his hands. ‘Jesus, what a way to go.’
Rebus was thinking: he’s cheated me, he’s cheated me. I wouldn’t have had the guts to do that, not slowly choke myself. . . . I could never do it, something inside would have stopped me. . . .
‘Who’s been in here since he was brought in?’
The sergeant stared at Rebus, uncomprehending.
‘The usual lot, I suppose. He had a few questions to answer last night when you brought him in.’
‘Yes, but after that?’
‘Well, he had a meal when you lot went. That’s about it.’
‘Sonofabitch,’ growled Rebus, stalking out of the cell and back along the corridor. Holmes, his face white and slick, was a few steps behind, and gaining.
‘They’re going to bury it, Brian,’ Rebus said, his voice an angry vibrato. ‘They’re going to bury it, I know they are, and there’ll be no cross marking the spot, nothing. A junkie died of his own volition. An estate agent committed suicide. Now a lawyer tops himself in a police cell. No connection, no crime committed.’
‘But what about Andrews?’
‘Where do you think we’re headed?’
They arrived at the hospital ward in time to witness the efficiency of the staff in a case of emergency. Rebus hurried forward, pushing his way through. Finlay Andrews, lying on his bed, chest exposed, was being given oxygen while the cardiac apparatus was installed. A doctor held the pads in front of them, then pushed them slowly against Andrews’ chest. A moment later, a jolt went through the body. There was no reading from the machine. More oxygen, more electricity. . . . Rebus turned away. He’d seen the script; he knew how the film would end.
‘Well?’ said Holmes.
‘Heart attack.’ Rebus’s voice was bland. He began to walk away. ‘Let’s call it that anyway, because that’s what the record will say.’
‘So what next?’ Holmes kept pace with him. He, too, was feeling cheated. Rebus considered the question.
‘Probably the photos will disappear. The ones that matter at any rate. And who’s left to testify? Testify to what?’
‘They’ve thought of everything.’
‘Except one thing, Brian. I know who they are.’
Holmes stopped. ‘Will that matter?’ he called to his superior’s retreating figure. But Rebus just kept walking.
There was a scandal, but it was a small one, soon forgotten. Shuttered rooms in elegant Georgian terraces soon became light again, in a great resurrection of spirit. The deaths of Finlay Andrews and Malcolm Lanyon were reported, and journalists sought what muck and brass they could. Yes, Finlay Andrews had been running a club which was not strictly legitimate in all of its dealings, and yes, Malcolm Lanyon had committed suicide when the authorities had begun to close in on this little empire. No, there were no details of what these ‘activities’ might have been.
The suicide of local estate agent James Carew was in no way connected to Mr Lanyon’s suicide, though it was true the two men were friends. As for Mr Lanyon’s connection with Finlay Andrews and his club, well, perhaps we would never know. It was no more than a sad coincidence that Mr Lanyon had been appointed Mr Carew’s executor. Still, there were other lawyers, weren’t there?
And so it ended, the story petering out, the rumours dying a little less slowly. Rebus was pleased when Tracy announced that Nell Stapleton had found her a job in a cafe/deli near the University Library. One evening, however, having spent some time in the Rutherford Bar, Rebus decided to opt for a takeaway Indian meal before home. In the restaurant, he saw Tracy, Holmes and Nell Stapleton at a corner table, sharing a joke with their meal. He turned and left without ordering.
Back in his flat, he sat at the kitchen table for the umpteenth time, writing a rough draft of his letter of resignation. Somehow, the words failed to put across any of his emotions adequately. He crumpled the paper and tossed it towards the bin. He had been reminded in the restaurant of just how much Hyde’s had cost in human terms, and of how little justice there had been. There was a knock at the door. He had hope in his heart as he opened it. Gill Templer stood there, smiling.
In the night, he crept through to the living room, and switched on the desk lamp. It threw light guiltily, like a constable’s torch, onto the small filing cabinet beside the stereo. The key was hidden under a corner of the carpet, as secure a hiding place as a granny’s mattress. He opened the cabinet and lifted out a slim file, which he carried to his chair, the chair which had for so many months been his bed. There he sat, composed, remembering the day at James Carew’s flat. Back then he had been tempted to lift Carew’s private diary and keep it for himself. But he had resisted temptation. Not the night at Hyde’s though. There, alone in Andrews’ office for a moment, he had filched the photograph of Tony McCall. Tony McCall, a friend and colleague with whom, these days, he had nothing in common. Except perhaps a sense of guilt.
He opened the file and took out the photographs. He had taken them along with the one of McCall. Four photographs, lifted at random. He studied the faces again, as he did most nights when he found sleep hard to come by. Faces he recognised. Faces attached to names, and names to handshakes and voices. Important people. Influential people. He’d thought about this a lot. Indeed, he had thought about little else since that night in Hyde’s club. He brought out a metal wastepaper bin from beneath the desk, dropped the photographs into it, and lit a match, holding it over the bin, as he had done so many times before.
Discussion points for Hide & Seek
Ian Rankin saw Hide & Seek as a companion piece to Knots & Crosses, especially in his allusions to The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. How does he reveal the relationship between the two books?
Two other non-Rebus novels were written between Knots & Crosses and Hide & Seek (neither was very successful, selling only 500 hardback copies apiece). Does Ian Rankin’s extra writing experience show in Hide & Seek?
To open Hide & Seek, a quotation is used from The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde: ‘My devil had long been caged, he came out roaring.’ Would you say that this refers more to the murderer or to Rebus?
Has Rebus’s promotion to DI changed him? Has the confidence shown in him by his superiors at work translated into new confidence in social situations in his private life? Why hasn’t he told Rhona about the end of his relationship with colleague Gill Templer?
Does Rebus treat Brian Holmes fairly? Does Rebus feel close to him? And how good is Holmes at looking after himself?
How does Rebus respond to the suggestion made by a colleague that there may be an occult aspect to the case? Is Ian Rankin being playful when he says that Rebus is on a ‘witch hunt’?
Is Rebus sympathetic when questioning young people? Does he deal similarly with his daughter Sammy?
Discussing the ‘real’ Edinburgh, it is claimed that the justified sinners, men like Burke and Hare, or Deacon Brodie, have been ‘cleaned up for the tourists’. ‘And sure enough [says the interviewee], it’s all still here, the past replaying itself in the present.’ Would Rebus agree with this comment? And when he visits the rundown estates of Edinburgh, does Rebus feel slightly like a tourist himself?
‘Rebus believed in good and evil, and believed stupid people could be attracted toward the latter.’ Is the reader supposed to infer that Rebus might give credence to the idea that intelligent people are not attracted to evil?
Carew’s suicide note says, ‘If I am the chief of sinners, I am the chief of sufferers too.’ How does Rebus respond to this?
Rebus wonders why he didn’t tell Gill Templer immediately about the complaint against him. Why didn’t he?
When Ronnie McGrath shrieks ‘Hide!’, in what ways might this be understood, and why does it take Rebus such a long time to consider the various implications?
What is the reader’s response to the novel’s ending? Is Rebus pleased or disappointed with the way things turned out?
For Miranda, again,
but this time for Mugwump too . . .
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I lived in London for four years, from 1986 to 1990, during which time my home was a maisonette in Tottenham, not far from the River Lea. When I left for France in the summer of 1990, some friends took on the maisonette. We kept in touch. Tooth & Nail was eventually published in the spring of 1992, only it wasn’t called Tooth & Nail; it was called Wolfman, the name of the serial killer who stalks the book. A few months after publication, my friends in Tottenham sent me a photo they’d taken of a subway between my old home and the river (where the first murder in the book takes place). The subway’s gloomy interior comprised white tiles, and on this surface, in six-foot-high black capitals, someone had painted the name ‘Wolfman’.
I keep the photo close at hand even now, to remind myself that there are some fans an author just doesn’t want to meet.
Ever.
It was my editor in the USA who mentioned that Wolfman made my story sound like a horror novel, and it was his idea to rename the book Tooth & Nail for the American audience. The title seemed resonant, and chimed with my first two Rebus adventures. When my current publisher Orion got hold of the rights to the book, I persuaded them that it should become Tooth & Nail in the UK too.
The book is set in London, the only Rebus novel so far to take place outside Scotland. Basically, I wanted Rebus to be more of an outsider than ever. In London, he’s a fish out of water. He can’t begin to comprehend the city, doesn’t even know what a bagel is, and no one around him understands his accent and dialect (to such an extent that passages from the book have become teaching aids in some Scottish primary schools). In essence, I was using Rebus to explore my own feelings about the London I had known, just at a time when I was preparing to leave the place.
From the early 1970s until May 1990, I’d kept a page-a-day diary. For whatever reason, I stopped soon after arriving in France. However, an entry for 11 March that year reads: ‘I’ve started, half-heartedly, a new Rebus novel, though I know I should plan more and research more before I really get into it. It’s going to be called Wolfman, if it ever gets off the ground.’ I think some of the impetus for the book came from the spectacular success of the American author Thomas Harris. I’d spent a sleepless night reading The Silence of the Lambs from cover to cover. The man had a huge talent and sales to match, and I wanted some of the latter. The serial killer was in vogue and there seemed an endless fascination with the psychology and pathology of evil. It was fortunate for me that my editor, Euan Cameron, was not as easily seduced by trends. I remember that when I sent him the first version of the manuscript, he told me there was far too much sex and violence in the story and asked for cuts in both departments. I’d learned a valuable lesson: that the two can be suggested without having to show either in graphic and voyeuristic detail.
During my time in London, I’d served jury duty at the Old Bailey, a bizarre and unsatisfactory experience which was to provide me with an abundance of detail and anecdotes for the Old Bailey scenes in Tooth & Nail. The trial I’d attended had been full of farcical moments, starting with an arresting officer called De’Ath, a prosecutor who didn’t know the difference between 180° and 360°, and a juror who said, ‘I think he done it, but I don’t want him going to prison for it’, then voted Not Guilty, leading to the prisoner escaping sentence. (The police foul-up in the book which allows Tommy Watkiss to go free actually happened during my trial, but in real life no one noticed except we jurors.)
I took lots of notes about the Old Bailey – its interior layout; security issues; the route from the courtroom to the jury room – and was stopped one day by a security guard as I left the building. He asked to see my notes, seemed horrified by them, and tore them up in front of me. I thanked him and stepped outside, where I proceeded to write them all down again as he watched helplessly through a window.
Tooth & Nail is notable for introducing the character of Morris Gerald Cafferty – aka ‘Big Ger’ – the gangster who runs Edinburgh. In this book, he has a cameo only, but it was enough to persuade me that I could do more with him. I also started to introduce Scottish words into the text, perhaps to ensure that I wouldn’t lose them entirely. After all, living in rural south-west France, I had few opportunities to say things like ‘wersh’ (meaning sour), ‘winching’ (going steady) and ‘hoolit’ (drunk). In time, some of these words would even start to creep into the Oxford English Dictionary, with the Rebus novels cited for reference.
Crivvens.
Having said in the diary entry quoted above that ‘I should plan more and research more’, I should confess here that the lengthy list of acknowledgements at the end of Tooth & Nail is actually an extended joke. Each recipient is a friend of mine, and I just wanted to sneak as many of their names into the book as I could. Steve Adams and Fiona Campbell, for example, were our next-door neighbours in Tottenham, while Tiree Macgregor and Don Nichol had been literature postgrads during my own time at the University of Edinburgh. Professor J. Curt, however, deserves special mention. He’s my mate Jon Curt. I shared a flat with him for an intensely boozy year when I was a postgrad and he was finishing his MA. As well as being a student, Jon was part-time barman at the Oxford Bar. Without him, I might never have found what was to become Rebus’s favourite watering-hole. I rewarded Jon with a professorship in Tooth & Nail, and would later turn him into Dr Curt, pathologist and friend of Rebus in many of the later novels.
The book also contains one of my favourite one-liners in any of my novels. I won’t give the game away here, but watch out for the mention of a ‘nudist beach’ . . .
April 2005
‘How many wolves do we feel on our heels, while our real enemies go in sheepskin’
Malcolm Lowry, Under the Volcano
She drives home the knife.
The moment, she knows from past experience, is a very intimate one. Her hand is gripped around the knife’s cool handle and the thrust takes the blade into the throat up to the hilt until her hand meets the throat itself. Flesh upon flesh. Jacket first, or woollen jersey, cotton shirt or T-shirt, then flesh. Now rent. The knife is writhing, like an animal sniffing. Warm blood covering hilt and hand. (The other hand covers the mouth, stifling screams.) The moment is complete. A meeting. Touching. The body is hot, gaping, warm with blood. Seething inside, as insides become outsides. Boiling. The moment is coming to an end all too soon.
And still she feels hungry. It isn’t right, isn’t usual, but she does. She removes some of the clothing; in fact, removes quite a lot of it, removes more, perhaps, than is necessary. And she does what she must do, the knife squirming again. She keeps her eyes screwed tightly shut. She does not like this part. She has never liked this part, not then, not now. But especially not then.
Finally, she brings out her teeth and sinks them into the white stomach, until they grind together in a satisfying bite, and whispers, as she always does, the same four words.
‘It’s only a game.’
It is evening when George Flight gets the call. Sunday evening. Sunday should be his blessed relief, beef and Yorkshires, feet up in front of the television, papers falling from his lap. But he’s had a feeling all day. In the pub at lunchtime he’d felt it, a wriggling in his gut like there were worms in there, tiny blind white worms, hungry worms, worms he could not hope to satisfy. He knew what they were and they knew what they were. And then he’d won third prize in the pub raffle: a three-foot high orange and white teddy bear. Even the worms had laughed at him then and he’d known the day would end badly.
As it was doing now, the phone as insistent as last orders. Ringing with whatever bad news couldn’t wait until the morning shift. He knew what it meant of course. Hadn’t he been expecting it these past weeks? But still he was reluctant to pick up the receiver. At last he did.
‘Flight speaking.’
‘There’s been another one, sir. The Wolfman. He’s done another.’
Flight stared at the silent television. Highlights of the previous day’s rugby match. Grown men running after a funny-shaped ball as though their lives depended on it. It was only a bloody game after all. And propped up against the side of the TV that smirking prize, the teddy bear. What the hell could he do with a teddy bear?
‘Okay,’ he said, ‘just tell me where . . .’
‘After all, it is only a game.’
Rebus smiled and nodded at the Englishman across the table. Then he stared out of the window, pretending once more to be interested in the blur of dark scenery. If the Englishman had said it once, he had said it a dozen times. And during the trip, he had said little else. He also kept stealing precious legroom from Rebus, while his collection of empty beer cans was creeping across the table, invading Rebus’s space, pushing against the neatly folded stack of newspapers and magazines.
‘Tickets, please!’ yelled the guard from the other end of the carriage.
So, with a sigh, and for the third time since leaving Edinburgh, Rebus sought out his ticket. It was never where he thought it was. At Berwick, he’d thought it was in his shirt pocket. It was in the outer top pocket of his Harris tweed jacket. Then at Durham he’d looked for it in his jacket, only to find it beneath one of the magazines on the table. Now, ten minutes out of Peterborough, it had moved to the back pocket of his trousers. He retrieved it, and waited for the guard to make his way forward.
The Englishman’s ticket was where it had always been: half-hidden beneath a beer can. Rebus, although he knew every word almost by heart, glanced again at the back page of one of his Sunday papers. He had kept it to the top of the pile for no reason other than a sense of devilment, enjoying the thick black letters of the headline – SCOTS WHA HAE! – beneath which was printed the story of the previous day’s Calcutta Cup clash at Murrayfield. And a clash it had been: no day for weak stomachs, but a day for stout hearts and determination. The Scots had triumphed by thirteen points to ten, and now here Rebus was on a late evening Sunday train packed with disappointed English rugby supporters, heading towards London.
London. Never one of Rebus’s favourite places. Not that he was a frequent visitor. But this was not pleasure. This was strictly business, and as a representative of the Lothian and Borders Police, he was to be on best behaviour. Or, as his boss had put it so succinctly, ‘No fuck-ups, John.’
Well, he would do his best. Not that he reckoned there was much he could do, right or wrong. But he would do what he could. And if that meant wearing a clean shirt and tie, polished shoes and a respectable jacket, then so be it.
‘All tickets, please.’
Rebus handed over his ticket. Somewhere in the corridor up ahead, in the no-man’s-land of the buffet car between first and second class, a few voices were raised in a verse of Blake’s Jerusalem. The Englishman across from Rebus smiled.
‘Only a game,’ he said to the tins in front of him. ‘Only a game.’
The train pulled in to King’s Cross five minutes late. It was a quarter past eleven. Rebus was in no hurry. A hotel room had been booked for him in central London, courtesy of the Metropolitan Police. He carried a typed list of notes and directions in his jacket pocket, again sent up from London. He had not brought much luggage with him, feeling that the courtesy of the Met would extend only so far. He expected the trip to last two or three days at most, after which time even they would realise, surely, that he was not going to be of much help to them in their investigations. So: one small suitcase, one sports bag and one briefcase. The suitcase contained two suits, a change of shoes, several pairs of socks and underpants and two shirts (with matching ties). In the sports bag were a small washbag, towel, two paperback novels (one partly read), a travel alarm clock, a thirty-five millimetre camera with flashgun and film, a T-shirt, retractable umbrella, sunglasses, transistor radio, diary, Bible, a bottle containing ninety-seven paracetamol tablets and another bottle (protected by the T-shirt) containing best Islay malt whisky.
The bare essentials, in other words. The briefcase contained notepad, pens, a personal tape recorder, some blank tapes and prerecorded tapes and a thick manila file filled with photocopied sheets of Metropolitan Police paper, ten-by-eight inch colour photographs held together in a small ring-binder affair and newspaper clippings. On the front of this file was a white sticky label with one word typed upon it. The word was WOLFMAN.
Rebus was in no hurry. The night – what was left of it – was his. He had to attend a meeting at ten on Monday morning, but his first night in the capital city could be spent however he chose. He thought he would probably choose to spend it in his hotel room. He waited in his seat until the other passengers had left the train, then slid his bag and briefcase from the luggage rack and made for the sliding door to the carriage, beside which, in another luggage rack, sat his suitcase. Manoeuvring these out of the train door and onto the platform, he paused for a moment and breathed in. The smell was not quite like any other railway station. Certainly it was not like Waverley Station in Edinburgh. The air wasn’t quite foetid, but it did seem to Rebus somehow overused and tired. He felt suddenly fatigued. And there was something else in his nostrils, something sweet and revolting at the same time. He couldn’t quite think what it reminded him of.
On the concourse, instead of making directly for the Underground, he wandered over to a bookstall. There he purchased an A-Z of London, slipping it into his briefcase. The next morning’s editions were just arriving, but he ignored them. This was Sunday, not Monday. Sunday was the Lord’s day, which was perhaps why he had packed a Bible along with his other possessions. He hadn’t been to a church service in weeks . . . maybe even months. Not since he’d tried the Cathedral on Palmerston Place in fact. It had been a nice place, light and bright, but too far from his home to make for a viable proposition. And besides, it was still organised religion and he had not lost his mistrust of organised religion. If anything, he was warier these days than ever before. He was also hungry. Perhaps he would grab a bite on the way to the hotel. . . .
He passed two women having an animated discussion.
‘I heard it on the radio just twenty minutes ago.’
‘Done another, has he?’
‘That’s what they’re saying.’
The woman shivered. ‘Don’t bear thinking about. Did they say it was definitely him?’
‘Not definitely, but you just know, don’t you?’
There was a truth in that. So, Rebus had arrived in time for another small piece of the drama to unfold around him. Another murder, making four in all. Four in the space of three months. He was a busy little man, this killer they had named the Wolfman. They had named him the Wolfman and then they had sent word to Rebus’s boss. Lend us your man, they had said. Let’s see what he can do. Rebus’s boss, Chief Superintendent Watson, had handed the letter over to him.
‘Better take some silver bullets with you, John,’ he had said. ‘It looks like you’re their only hope.’ And then he had chuckled, knowing as well as Rebus knew himself that he could be of little help in the case. But Rebus had gnawed on his bottom lip, silent in front of his desk-bound superior. He would do what he could. He would do everything he could. Until they saw through him and sent him back home.
Besides, perhaps he needed the break. Watson seemed glad to be rid of him, too.
‘If nothing else, it’ll keep us out of one another’s hair for a while.’
The Chief Superintendent, an Aberdonian, had earned the nickname ‘Farmer Watson’, a nickname every police officer beneath him in Edinburgh understood. But then one day Rebus, a nip of malt too many beneath his belt, had blurted out the nickname in front of Watson himself, since when he had found himself assigned to more than his fair share of tedious details, desk jobs, lookouts and training courses.
Training courses! At least Watson had a sense of humour. The most recent had been termed ‘Management for Senior Officers’ and had been a minor disaster – all psychology and how to be nice to junior officers. How to involve them, how to motivate them, how to relate to them. Rebus had returned to his station and tried it for one day, a day of involving, of motivating, of relating. At the end of the day, a DC had slapped a hand onto Rebus’s back, smiling.
‘Bloody hard work today, John. But I’ve enjoyed it.’
‘Take your hand off my fucking back,’ Rebus had snarled. ‘And don’t call me John.’
The DC’s mouth fell open. ‘But you said . . .’ he began, but didn’t bother finishing. The brief holiday was over. Rebus had tried being a manager. Tried it and loathed it.
He was halfway down the steps to the Underground when he stopped, put down his suitcase and briefcase, pulled open the zip on his sports bag and found the transistor radio. Switching it on, he held it to his ear with one hand while the other turned the tuning dial. Eventually, he found a news bulletin, listening as the other travellers passed him, a few of them staring, but mostly ignoring him. At last he heard what he had been waiting for, then switched off the radio and threw it back into the sports bag. Now, he released the two catches on his briefcase and brought out the A-Z. Flipping through the pages of street names at the back, he remembered just how large London really was. Large and populous. Something like ten million, was it? Wasn’t that twice the population of Scotland? It didn’t bear thinking about. Ten million souls.
‘Ten million and one,’ Rebus whispered to himself, finding the name he had been looking for.
‘Not a pretty sight.’
Looking around him, Detective Inspector George Flight wondered whether the sergeant had been referring to the body or to the surrounding area. You could say what you liked about the Wolfman, he wasn’t choosy about his turf. This time it was a riverside path. Not that Flight had ever really thought of the Lea as a ‘river’. It was a place where supermarket trolleys came to die, a dank stretch of water bordered on one side by marshland and on the other by industrial sites and lo-rise housing. Apparently you could walk the course of the Lea from the Thames to up past Edmonton. The narrow river ran like a mottled black vein from east central London to the most northerly reaches of the capital and beyond. The vast majority of Londoners didn’t even know it existed.
George Flight knew about it though. He had been brought up in Tottenham Hale, not far from the Lea. His father had fished on the Navigation section, between Stonebridge and Tottenham Locks. When he was young he had played football on the marshes, smoked illicit cigarettes in the long grass with his gang, fumbled with a blouse or a brassiere on the wasteland just across the river from where he now stood.
He had walked along this path. It was popular on warm Sunday afternoons. There were riverside pubs where you could stand outside supping a pint and watching the Sunday sailors plying their crafts, but at night, only the drunk, the reckless and the brave would use the quiet and ill-lit path. The drunk, the reckless, the brave . . . and the locals. Jean Cooper was a local. Ever since the separation from her husband, she had lived with her sister in a small, recently-built estate just off the towpath. She worked in an off-licence on Lea Bridge Road, and finished work at seven. The riverside path was a quick route home.
Her body had been found at nine forty-five by a couple of young lads on their way to one of the pubs. They had run back to Lea Bridge Road and flagged down a passing police car. The operation thereafter had about it a fluid, easy movement. The police doctor arrived, to be met by detectives from Stoke Newington police station, who, recognising the modus operandi, contacted Flight.
By the time he arrived, the scene was organised but busy. The body had been identified, questions asked of nearby residents, the sister found. Scene of Crime Officers were in discussion with a couple of people from Forensics. The area around the body had been cordoned off and nobody crossed the tape without first of all donning polythene cover-alls for their feet and hair. Two photographers were busy taking flash photographs under portable lighting powered by a nearby generator. And next to the generator stood an operations van, where another photographer was trying to fix his jammed video camera.
‘It’s these cheap tapes,’ he complained. ‘They look like a bargain when you buy them, but then halfway through you find there’s a twist or a snag in them.’
‘So don’t buy cheap tapes,’ Flight had advised.
‘Thank you, Sherlock,’ had been the cameraman’s ill-meant response, before once again cursing the tapes, the seller of the tapes and the seller’s market stall in Brick Lane. He’d only bought the tapes that day.
Meantime, having discussed their plan of attack, the forensic scientists moved in towards the body armed with sticky tape, scissors and a pile of large polythene bags. Then, with extraordinary care, they began to ‘tape’ the body in the hope of lifting hairs and fibres from the clothing. Flight watched them from a distance. The portable lights cast a garish white glow over the scene, so that, standing further back in unlit gloom, Flight felt a bit like someone in a theatre, watching a distant play unfold. By God, you had to have patience for a job like this. Everything had to be done by the book and had to be done in meticulous detail. He hadn’t gone near the body yet himself. His chance would come later. Perhaps much later.
The wailing started again. It was coming from a police Ford Sierra parked on Lea Bridge Road. Jean Cooper’s sister, being comforted in the back of the car by a WPC, being told to drink the hot sweet tea, knowing she would never see her sister alive again. But this was not the worst. Flight knew the worst was still to come, when the sister would formally identify Jean’s body in the mortuary.
Jean Cooper had been easy enough to identify. Her handbag lay beside her on the path apparently untouched. In it were letters and house keys with an address tag attached. Flight couldn’t help thinking about those house keys. It wasn’t very clever to put your address on your keys, was it? A bit late for that now though. A bit late for crime prevention. The crying started again, a long plaintive howl, reaching into the orange glow of the sky above the River Lea and its marshes.
Flight looked towards the body, then retraced the route Jean had taken from Lea Bridge Road. She had walked less than fifty yards before being attacked. Fifty yards from a well-lit and busy main thoroughfare, less than twenty from the back of a row of flats. But this section of path depended for light upon a street lamp which was broken (the council would probably get round to fixing it now) and from whatever illumination was given from the windows of the flats. It was dark enough for the purpose all right. Dark enough for murder most foul.
He couldn’t be sure that the Wolfman was responsible, not completely and utterly sure at this early stage. But he could feel it, like a numbing injection in his bones. The terrain was right. The stab wounds reported to him seemed right. And the Wolfman had been quiet for just under three weeks. Three weeks during which the trail had gone stone cold, as cold as a canal path. The Wolfman had taken a risk this time however, striking in late evening instead of at the dead of night. Someone might have seen him. The need for a rapid escape might have led him to leave a clue. Please, God, let him have left a clue. Flight rubbed at his stomach. The worms were gone, consumed by acid. He felt calm, utterly calm, for the first time in days.
‘Excuse me.’ The voice was muffled, and Flight half-turned to let the diver past him. This diver was followed by another, both of them holding powerful torches. Flight did not envy the police frogmen their job. The river was dark and poisonous, chilled and most probably the consistency of soup. But it had to be searched now. If the killer had dropped something into the Lea by mistake, or had thrown his knife into the river, it had to be recovered as soon as possible. Silt or shifting rubbish might cover it before daybreak. Simply, they couldn’t afford the time. And so he had ordered a search just after hearing the news, before he had even left his warm and comfortable home to hurry to the scene. His wife had patted him on the arm. ‘Try not to be late.’ Both knew the words were meaningless.
He watched the first frogman slip into the water and stared entranced as the water began to glow from the torchlight. The second diver followed the first into the water and disappeared from view. Flight checked the sky. A thick layer of cloud lay still and silent above him. The weather report was for early morning rain. It would dissolve footprints and wash fibres, bloodstains and hair into the hard-packed soil of the path. With any luck, they would complete the initial scene of crime work without the need for plastic tents.
‘George!’
Flight turned to greet the newcomer. The man was in his mid-fifties, tall with cadaverous features lit up by a wide grin, or as wide as the long and narrow face would allow. He carried a large black bag in his left hand, and stretched out his right for Flight to shake. By his side walked a handsome woman of Flight’s own age. In fact, as far as he could recall she was exactly one month and a day younger than him. Her name was Isobel Penny, and she was, in a euphemistic phrase, the cadaverous man’s ‘assistant’ and ‘secretary’. That they had been sleeping together these past eight or nine years was something nobody really discussed, though Isobel had told Flight all about it, for no other reason than that they had been in the same class together at school and had kept in touch with one another ever since.
‘Hello, Philip,’ said Flight, shaking the pathologist’s hand.
Philip Cousins was not just a Home Office pathologist: he was by far the best Home Office pathologist, with a reputation resulting from twenty-five years’ worth of work, twenty-five years during which, to Flight’s knowledge, the man had never once ‘got it wrong’. Cousins’s eye for detail and his sheer bloody doggedness had seen him crack, or help crack, several dozen murder investigations, ranging from stranglings in Streatham to the poisoning of a government official in the West Indies. People who did not know him said that he looked the part, with his dark blue suits and cold grey features. They could not know about his quick and ready humour, his kindness, or the way he thrilled student doctors at his packed lectures. Flight had attended one of those lectures, something to do with arterial sclerosis and hadn’t laughed so much in years.
‘I thought you two were in Africa,’ he said now, pecking Isobel on the cheek by way of greeting.
Cousins sighed. ‘We were, but Penny got homesick.’ He always called her by her surname. She gave him a playful thump on his forearm.
‘You liar!’ Then she turned her pale blue eyes to Flight. ‘It was Philip,’ she said. ‘He couldn’t bear to be away from his corpses. The first decent holiday we’ve had in years and he says he’s bored. Can you believe that, George?’
Flight smiled and shook his head. ‘Well, I’m glad you were able to make it. Looks like another victim of the Wolfman.’
Cousins looked over Flight’s shoulder towards where the photographers were still photographing, the crouched scientists still sticky-taping, like so many flies about to settle on the corpse. He had examined the first three Wolfman victims, and that sort of continuity helped in a case. It wasn’t just that he would know what to look for, what marks were indicative of the Wolfman; he would also spot anything not in keeping with the other killings, anything that might hint at a change of modus operandi: a different weapon, say, or a new angle of attack. Flight’s mental picture of the Wolfman was coming together piece by tiny piece, but Cousins was the man who could show him where those pieces fitted.
‘Inspector Flight?’
‘Yes?’ A man in a tweed jacket was approaching, carrying several cases and trailing a uniformed constable behind him. He placed the bags on the ground and introduced himself.
‘John Rebus.’ Flight’s face remained blank. ‘Inspector John Rebus.’ The hand shot out, and Flight accepted it, feeling his grip strongly returned.
‘Ah yes,’ he said. ‘Just arrived, have you?’ He glanced meaningfully towards the bags. ‘We weren’t expecting you until tomorrow, Inspector.’
‘Well, I got into King’s Cross and heard about. . .’ Rebus nodded towards the illuminated towpath. ‘So I thought I’d come straight over.’
Flight nodded, trying to appear preoccupied. In fact, he was playing for time while he tried to come to grips with the Scotsman’s thick accent. One of the forensic scientists had risen from his squatting position and was coming towards the group.
‘Hello, Dr Cousins,’ he said, before turning to Flight. ‘We’re pretty much finished if Dr Cousins wants to take a look.’ Flight turned to Philip Cousins, who nodded gravely.
‘Come on, Penny.’
Flight was about to follow them, when he remembered the new arrival. He turned back to John Rebus, his eyes immediately drifting down from Rebus’s face to his loud and rustic jacket. He looked like something out of Dr Finlay’s Casebook. Certainly, he looked out of place on this urban towpath at the dead of night.
‘Do you want to take a look?’ Flight asked generously. He watched as Rebus nodded without enthusiasm. ‘Okay, leave your bags where they are then.’
The two men started forward together, Cousins and Isobel a couple of yards in front. Flight pointed towards them. ‘Dr Philip Cousins,’ he said. ‘You’ve probably heard of him.’ But Rebus shook his head slowly. Flight stared at him as though Rebus had just failed to pick out the Queen from a row of postage stamps. ‘Oh,’ he said coldly. Then, pointing again: ‘And that’s Isobel Penny, Dr Cousins’s assistant.’
Hearing her name, Isobel turned her head back and smiled. She had an attractive face, round and girl-like with a shiny glow to her cheeks. Physically, she was the antithesis of her companion. Though tall, she was well-built – what Rebus’s father might have called big boned – and she boasted a healthy complexion to balance Cousins’s sickly colour. Rebus couldn’t recall ever having seen a really healthy looking pathologist. He put it down to all the time they spent standing under artificial light.
They had reached the body. The first thing Rebus saw was someone aiming a video camera towards him. But the camera moved away again to focus on the corpse. Flight was in conversation with one of the forensics team. Neither looked at the other’s face, but concentrated instead on the strips of tape which had been carefully lifted from the corpse and which the scientist now held.
‘Yes,’ said Flight, ‘no need to send them to the lab yet. We’ll do another taping at the mortuary.’ The man nodded and moved away. There was a noise from the river and Rebus turned to watch as a frogman broke the surface, looked around him, and then dived again. He knew a place like this in Edinburgh, a canal running through the west of the city, between parks and breweries and stretches of nothingness. He’d had to investigate a murder there once, the battered body of a tramp found beneath a road bridge, one foot in the canal. The killer had been easy to find: another tramp, an argument over a can of cider. The court had settled for manslaughter, but it hadn’t been manslaughter. It had been murder. Rebus would never forget that.
‘I think we should wrap those hands up right away,’ Dr Cousins was saying in a rich Home Counties voice. ‘I’ll have a good look at them at the mortuary.’
‘Right you are,’ said Flight, going off to fetch some more polythene bags. Rebus watched the pathologist at work. He held a small tape recorder in one hand and talked into it from time to time. Isobel Penny meantime had produced a sketch-pad, and was drawing a picture of the body.
‘Poor woman was probably dead before she hit the ground,’ Cousins was saying. ‘Little signs of bruising. Hypostasis seems consistent with the terrain. I’d say she certainly died on this spot.’
By the time Flight returned with some bags, Cousins, watched intermittently by Rebus, had taken readings of the air temperature and of internal temperature. The path on which they all stood was long and reasonably straight. The killer would have had ample visual warning of any approach. At the same time, there were homes and a main road nearby, so any screams would surely have been heard. Tomorrow there would be house-to-house enquiries. The path near the body was littered with rubbish: rusting drinks cans, crisp packets, sweet wrappers, torn and faded sheets of newsprint. In the river itself floated more rubbish and the red handle of a supermarket shopping-trolley broke the surface. Another diver had appeared, head and shoulders bobbing above the water. Where the main road crossed over the river, a crowd had gathered on the bridge, looking down towards the murder scene. Uniformed officers were doing their best to move the sightseers on, cordoning off as much of the area as they could.
‘From the marks on the legs, dirt, some grazing and bruising,’ continued the voice, ‘I would say the victim fell to the ground or was pushed or lowered to the ground on her front. Only later was she turned over.’ Dr Cousins’s voice was level, disinterested. Rebus took in a few deep breaths and decided he had postponed the inevitable long enough. He had only come here to show willing, to show that he wasn’t in London on a joyride. But now that he was here he supposed he should take a good close look at the body for himself. He turned away from the canal, the frogmen, the sightseers, and all the police officers standing behind the cordon. He turned away from the sight of his baggage standing all alone at the end of the path and gazed down on the corpse.
She was lying on her back, arms by her sides, legs together. Her tights and knickers had been pulled down to knee level, but her skirt was covering her, though he could see it was rucked up at the back. Her bright ski-style jacket was unzipped and her blouse had been ripped open, though her bra was intact. She had long straight black hair and wore large circlet earrings. Her face might have been pretty a few years ago, but life had ravaged it, leaving its marks. The killer had left marks, too. There was blood smeared across the face and matting the hair. The source of the blood was a gaping hole in the woman’s throat. But there was also blood lying beneath her, spreading out from under the skirt.
‘Turning her over,’ said Dr Cousins to his tape recorder. He did so, with Flight’s help, and then lifted the woman’s hair away from the nape of her neck. ‘Puncture wound,’ he said into his tape recorder, ‘consistent with larger wound to the throat. An exit wound, I’d say.’
But Rebus wasn’t really listening to the doctor any longer. He was staring in horror at where the woman’s skirt was rucked up. There was blood on the body, a lot of blood, staining the small of the back, the buttocks, the tops of the thighs. From the reports in his briefcase, he knew the cause of all this blood, but that didn’t make it any easier to face the reality of it, the cold clear horror of it all. He took in more deep breaths. He had never yet vomited at a murder scene and he wasn’t about to start now.
‘No fuck-ups,’ his boss had told him. It was a matter of pride. But Rebus knew now that the purpose of his trip to London was very serious indeed. It wasn’t to do with ‘pride’ or ‘putting up a good show’ or ‘doing his best’. It was to do with catching a pervert, a horrifically brutal sadist, and doing so before he could strike again. And if it took silver bullets, by God silver bullets there would be.
Rebus was still shaking when, at the operations van, someone handed him a plastic beaker of tea.
‘Thanks.’
He could always blame his gooseflesh on the cold. Not that it was cold, not really. The cloud cover helped and there was no wind. Of course, London was usually a few degrees warmer than Edinburgh at any time of year and there wasn’t the same wind, that bitter and biting wind which whipped across the streets of Edinburgh in summer as well as winter. In fact, if Rebus were asked to describe the weather on this night, the word he would use would be balmy.
He closed his eyes for a moment, not tired, just trying to shut out the sight of Jean Cooper’s cooling body. But she seemed etched onto his eyelids in all her grim glory. Rebus had been relieved to note that even Inspector George Flight was not unmoved. His actions, movements and speech had become somehow damped or more muted, as though he were consciously holding back some emotion, the urge to scream or kick out. The divers were coming up from the river, having found nothing. They would look again in the morning, but their voices betrayed a lack of hope. Flight listened to their report and nodded, all the time watched, from behind his beaker of tea, by Rebus.
George Flight was in his late forties, a few years older than Rebus. He wasn’t short, yet he had an appearance best described as stocky. There was the hint of a paunch, but a much greater hint of muscle. Rebus didn’t rate his own chances against him in a clinch. Flight’s wiry brown hair was thin at the crown, but thick elsewhere. He was dressed in a leather bomber jacket and denims. Most men in their forties looked stupid in denims, but not Flight. They fitted his attitude and his brisk, businesslike walk.
A long time before, Rebus had graded CID men into three sartorial groups: the leather-and-denim brigade, who wanted to look as tough as they felt; the suit-and-tie dapper merchants, who were looking for promotion and respect (not necessarily in that order); and the nondescripts, men who wore anything that came to hand of a morning, their year’s fashions usually the result of an hour’s shopping in a big-name department store.
Most CID men were nondescripts. Rebus reckoned he himself fell into that group. Yet catching a glimpse of himself in a wing-mirror, he noticed that he had a dapper look. Suit-and-ties never got on with leather-and-denims.
Now Flight was shaking hands with an important looking man, who other than for the handshake, kept his hands in his pockets and listened to Flight with head angled downwards, nodding occasionally as though deep in thought. He wore a suit and a black woollen coat. He couldn’t have been more crisply dressed if it had been the middle of the day. Most people were beginning to look fatigued, their clothes and faces crumpled. There were only two exceptions: this man and Philip Cousins.
The man was shaking hands with Dr Cousins now and even extended a greeting to Dr Cousins’s assistant. And then Flight gestured towards the van . . . no, towards Rebus! They were coming towards him. Rebus brought the beaker away from his face, and swapped it from his right to his left hand, just in case a handshake was in the offing.
‘This is Inspector Rebus,’ Flight said.
‘Ah, our man from north of the border,’ said the important looking man with a wry, rather superior smile. Rebus returned the smile but looked to Flight.
‘Inspector Rebus, this is Chief Inspector Howard Laine.’
‘How do you do.’ The handshake. Howard Laine: it sounded like a street-name.
‘So,’ said Chief Inspector Laine, ‘you’re here to help us with our little problem?’
‘Well,’ said Rebus, ‘I’m not sure what I can do, sir, but rest assured I’ll do what I can.’
There was a pause, then Laine smiled but said nothing. The truth hit Rebus like lightning splitting a tree: they couldn’t understand him! They were standing there smiling at him, but they couldn’t understand his accent. Rebus cleared his throat and tried again.
‘Whatever I can do to help, sir.’
Laine smiled again. ‘Excellent, Inspector, excellent. Well, I’m sure Inspector Flight here will show you the ropes. Settled in all right, have you?’
‘Well, actually –’
Flight himself interrupted. ‘Inspector Rebus came straight here, sir, as soon as he heard about the murder. He’s only just arrived in London.’
‘Is that so?’ Laine sounded impressed, but Rebus could see that the man was growing restless. This was Smalltalk, and he did not like to think he had time for Smalltalk. His eyes sought some escape. ‘Well, Inspector,’ he said, ‘I’m sure we’ll meet again.’ And turning to Flight: ‘I’d better be off, George. Everything under control?’ Flight merely nodded. ‘Good, fine, well . . .’ And with that the Chief Inspector started back towards his car, accompanied by Flight. Rebus exhaled noisily. He felt completely out of his territory here. He knew when he was not wanted and wondered just whose idea it had been to second him to the Wolfman case. Someone with a warped sense of humour, that was for sure. His boss had passed the letter over to him.
‘It seems,’ he had said, ‘you’ve become an expert on serial killers, John, and they’re a bit short on those in the Met just now. They’d like you to go down to London for a few days, see if you can come up with anything, maybe give them a few ideas.’
Rebus had read the letter through in growing disbelief. It referred to a case from a few years before, the case of a child murderer, a case Rebus had cracked. But that had been personal, not really a serial killer at all.
‘I don’t know anything about serial killers,’ Rebus had protested to his boss.
‘Well then, it seems like you’ll be in good company, doesn’t it?’
And now look at him, standing on a stretch of ground in north-east London, a cup of unspeakably bad tea nursed in both hands, his stomach churning, nerves buzzing, his bags looking as lonely and out of place as he felt. Here to help solve the insoluble, our man from north of the border. Whose idea had it been to bring him here? No police force in the country liked to admit failure; yet by lugging Rebus down here the Met was doing precisely that.
Laine had gone and Flight seemed a little more relaxed. He even found time to smile reassuringly across to Rebus before giving orders to two men who, Rebus knew, would be from a funeral parlour. The men went back to their vehicle and returned with a large folded piece of plastic. They crossed the cordon and stopped at the body, laying the plastic out beside it. It was a translucent bag, over six feet long with a zip running from head to toe. Dr Cousins was in close attendance as the two men opened the bag and lifted the body into it, closing the zipper. One photographer had decided to shoot off a few more flash photographs of the spot where the body had lain, while the attendants carried the corpse back through the cordon and up to their vehicle.
Rebus noticed that the crowd of onlookers had disappeared, and only a few curious souls remained. One of them, a young man, was carrying a crash helmet and wore a shiny black leather jacket with shinier silver zips. A very tired constable was trying to move him on.
Rebus felt like an onlooker himself and thought of all the TV dramas and films he’d seen, with detectives swarming over the murder site in minute one (destroying any forensic evidence in the process) and solving the murder by minute fifty-nine or eighty-nine. Laughable, really. Police work was just that: work. Relentless, routine, dull, frustrating, and above all time-consuming. He checked his watch. It was exactly 2 am. His hotel was back in central London, tucked somewhere behind Piccadilly Circus. It would take another thirty to forty minutes to get back there, always supposing a spare patrol car was available.
‘Coming?’
It was Flight, standing a few yards in front of him.
‘Might as well,’ said Rebus, knowing exactly what Flight was talking about, or more accurately where he was talking about.
Flight smiled. ‘I’ll give you this, Inspector Rebus, you don’t give up.’
‘The famous tenacity of the Scots,’ said Rebus, quoting from one of Sunday’s newspaper rugby reports. Flight actually laughed. It didn’t last long, but it made Rebus feel glad that he’d come here tonight. The ice hadn’t been broken completely perhaps, but an important chunk had been chipped away from one corner of the berg.
‘Come on then. I’ve got my car. I’ll get one of the drivers to put your bags in his boot. The lock’s stuck on mine. Somebody tried to crowbar it open a few weeks back.’ He glanced towards Rebus, a rare moment of eye contact. ‘Nowhere is safe these days,’ he said. ‘Nowhere.’
There was already a lot of commotion up at road level. Voices and the slamming shut of car doors. Some officers would stay behind, of course, guarding the site. And a few might be going back to the warmth of the station or – luxury hardly to be imagined! – their own beds. But a few of the cars would be following the funeral van, following it all the way to the mortuary.
Rebus travelled in the front of Flight’s own car. Both men spent the journey in desperate pursuit of a conversational opening and as a result said very little until they were near their destination.
‘Do we know who she was?’ asked Rebus.
‘Jean Cooper,’ said Flight. ‘We found ID in her handbag.’
‘Any reason for her to be on that path?’
‘She was going home from work. She worked in an off-licence nearby. Her sister tells us she finished work at seven.’
‘When was the body found?’
‘Quarter to ten.’
‘That’s a fair gap.’
‘We’ve got witnesses who saw her in the Dog and Duck. That’s a pub near where she works. She used to go in there for a drink some evenings. The barmaid reckons she left at nine or thereabouts.’
Rebus stared out of the windscreen. The roads were still fairly busy considering the time of night and they passed groups of youthful and raucous pedestrians.
‘There’s a club in Stokie,’ Flight explained. ‘Very popular, but the buses have stopped by the time it comes out so everyone walks home.’
Rebus nodded, then asked: ‘Stokie?’
Flight smiled. ‘Stoke Newington. You probably passed through it on your way from King’s Cross.’
‘God knows,’ said Rebus. ‘It all looked the same to me. I think my taxi driver had me down as a tourist. We took so long from King’s Cross I think we might have come via the M25.’ Rebus waited for Flight to laugh, but all he raised was a sliver of a smile. There was another pause. ‘Was this Jean Cooper single?’ Rebus asked at last.
‘Married.’
‘She wasn’t wearing a wedding ring.’
Flight nodded. ‘Separated. She lived with her sister. No kids.’
‘And she went drinking by herself.’
Flight glanced towards Rebus. ‘What are you saying?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘Nothing. It’s just that if she liked a good time, maybe that’s how she met her killer.’
‘It’s possible.’
‘At any rate, whether she knew him or not, the killer could have followed her from the pub.’
‘We’ll be talking to everybody who was there, don’t worry.’
‘Either that,’ said Rebus, thinking aloud, ‘or the killer was waiting by the river for anyone who happened along. Somebody might have seen him.’
‘We’ll be asking around,’ said Flight. His voice had taken on a much harder edge.
‘Sorry,’ said Rebus. ‘A severe case of teaching my granny to suck eggs.’
Flight turned to him again. They were about to take a left through some hospital gates. ‘I am not your granny,’ he said. ‘And any comments you have to make are welcome. Maybe eventually you’ll come up with something I haven’t already thought of.’
‘Of course,’ said Rebus, ‘this couldn’t have happened in Scotland.’
‘Oh?’ Flight had a half-sneer on his face. ‘Why’s that then? Too civilised up there in the frozen north? I remember when you had the worst football hooligans in the world. Maybe you still do, only these days they look like butter wouldn’t melt in their underpants.’
But Rebus was shaking his head. ‘No, it wouldn’t have happened to Jean Cooper, that’s all I meant. Our off-licences don’t open on Sunday.’
Rebus fell silent and stared fixedly at the windscreen, keeping his thoughts to himself, thoughts which ran along a very simple plane: fuck you, too, pal. Over the years, those four words had become his mantra. Fuck you, too, pal. FYTP. It had taken the Londoner only the length of a twenty-minute car ride to show what he really thought of the Scots.
As Rebus got out of the car, he glanced in through the rear window and saw, for the first time, the contents of the back seat. He opened his mouth to speak, but Flight raised a knowing hand.
‘Don’t even ask,’ he growled, slamming shut the driver’s-side door. ‘And listen, I’m sorry about what I said . . .’
Rebus merely shrugged, but his eyebrows descended in a private and thoughtful frown. After all, there had to be some logical explanation as to why a Detective Inspector would have a huge stuffed teddy bear in the back of his car at the scene of a murder. It was just that Rebus was damned if he could think of one right this second . . .
Mortuaries were places where the dead stopped being people and turned instead into bags of meat, offal, blood and bone. Rebus had never been sick at the scene of a crime, but the first few times he had visited a mortuary the contents of his stomach had fairly quickly been rendered up for examination.
The mortuary technician was a gleeful little man with a livid birthmark covering a full quarter of his face. He seemed to know Dr Cousins well enough and had prepared everything for the arrival of the deceased and the usual retinue of police officers. Cousins checked the post-mortem room, while Jean Cooper’s sister was taken quietly into an ante-room, there to make the formal identification. It took only a tearful few seconds, after which she was escorted well away from the scene by consoling officers. They would take her home, but Rebus doubted if she would get any sleep. In fact, knowing how long a scrupulous pathologist could take, he was beginning to doubt that any of them would get to bed before morning.
Eventually, the body bag was brought into the post-mortem room and the corpse of Jean Cooper placed on a slab, beneath the hum and glare of powerful strip lighting. The room was antiseptic but antique. Its tiled walls were cracking and there was a stinging aroma of chemicals. Voices were kept muffled, not so much out of respect but from a strange kind of fear. The mortuary, after all, was one vast memento mori, and what was about to happen to Jean Cooper’s body would serve to remind each and every one of them that if the body were a temple, then it was possible to loot that temple, scattering its treasures, revealing its precious secrets.
A hand landed gently on Rebus’s shoulder, and he turned, startled, towards the man who was standing there. ‘Man’ was by way of simplification. This tall and unsmiling individual had cropped fair hair and the acne-ridden face of an adolescent. He looked about fourteen, but Rebus placed him in his mid-twenties.
‘You’re the Jock, aren’t you?’ There was interest in the voice, but little emotion. Rebus said nothing. FYTP. ‘Yeah, thought so. Cracked the case yet, have you?’ The grin accompanying this question was three-quarters sneer and one-quarter scowl. ‘We don’t need any help.’
‘Ah,’ said George Flight, ‘I see you’ve already met DC Lamb. I was just about to introduce you.’
‘Delighted,’ said Rebus, gazing stonily at the join-the-dots pattern of spots on Lamb’s forehead. Lamb! No surname in history, Rebus felt, had ever been less deserved, less accurate. Over by the slab, Dr Cousins cleared his throat noisily.
‘Gentlemen,’ he said to the room at large. It was little more than an indication that he was about to start work. The room fell quiet again. A microphone hung down from the ceiling to within a few feet of the slab. Cousins turned to the technician. ‘Is this thing on now?’ The technician nodded keenly from between arranging a row of clanging metallic instruments along a tray.
Rebus knew all the instruments, had seen them all in action. The cutters and the saws and the drills. Some of them were electrical, some needed a human force to drive them home. The sounds the electrical ones made were horrible, but at least the job was over quickly; the manual tools made similarly revolting sounds that seemed to last forever. Still, there would be an interval before that particular shop of horrors. First of all there was the slow and careful business of removing the clothing and bagging it up for Forensics.
As Rebus and the others watched, the two photographers clicked away, one taking black and white shots and the other colour, recording for posterity each stage of the process. The video cameraman had given up, however, his equipment having jammed irreparably on one of the bargain tapes. Or at least that was the story which kept him away from the mortuary.
Finally, when the corpse was naked, Cousins pointed to a few areas meriting particular close-up shots. Then the Forensics men moved in again, armed with more lengths of sticky tape. Now that the body was unclothed, the same process as was carried out on the tow-path had to be gone through again. Not for nothing were these people known as Sellotape Men.
Cousins wandered over towards the group where Rebus, Flight and Lamb stood.
‘I’d kill for a cup of tea, George.’
‘I’ll see what I can do, Philip. What about Isobel?’
Cousins looked back towards where Isobel Penny stood, making another drawing of the corpse despite the welter of camera shots. ‘Penny,’ he called, ‘care for a cuppa?’ Her eyes opened a little and she nodded enthusiastically.
‘Right,’ said Flight, moving towards the door. Rebus thought the man seemed more than a little relieved to be leaving, albeit temporarily.
‘Nasty little chap,’ Cousins commented. Rebus wondered for a moment if he were talking about George Flight, but Cousins waved a hand towards the corpse. ‘To do this sort of thing time after time, without motive, out of some need for . . . well, pleasure, I suppose.’
‘There’s always a motive, sir,’ said Rebus. ‘You just said so yourself. Pleasure, that’s his motive. But the way he kills. What he does. There’s some other motive there. It’s just that we can’t see it yet.’
Cousins stared at him. Rebus could see a warm light in his deep eyes. ‘Well, Inspector, let us hope somebody spots whatever it is before too long. Four deaths in as many months. The man’s as constant as the moon.’
Rebus smiled. ‘But we all know that werewolves are affected by the moon, don’t we?’
Cousins laughed. It was deep and resonant and sounded extraordinarily out of place in this environment. Lamb wasn’t laughing, wasn’t even smiling. He was following little of this conversation, and the realisation pleased Rebus. But Lamb wasn’t going to be left out.
‘I reckon he’s barking mad. Hee, get it?’
‘Well,’ said Cousins, as though this joke was too well-worn even to merit acknowledgment, ‘must press on.’ He turned towards the slab. ‘If you’ve finished, gentlemen?’ The Forensics men nodded in unison. ‘Jewellery removed?’ They nodded again. ‘Good. Then if you are ready, I suggest we begin.’
The beginning was never too awful. Measurements, a physical description – five feet and seven inches tall, brown hair, that sort of thing. Fingernail scrapings and clippings were deposited in yet more polythene bags. Rebus made a note to buy shares in whichever company manufactured these bags. He’d seen murder investigations go through hundreds of them.
Slowly but determinedly, things got worse. Swabs were taken from Jean Cooper’s vagina, then Cousins got down to some serious work.
‘Large puncture wound to the throat. From size of wound, I’d say the knife itself had been twisted in the wound. A small knife. From the extent of the exit wound I would say the blade was about five inches long, perhaps a little less, and about an inch deep, ending in a very fine point. The skin surrounding the entry wound shows some bruising, perhaps caused by the hilt-guard or handle. This would seem to indicate that the knife was driven in with a certain amount of force.
‘The hands and arms show no signs of defence wounding, so the victim had no time in which to defend herself. The possibility exists that she was approached from behind. There is some colouring around the mouth and the victim’s lipstick had been slightly smeared across her right cheek. If she was approached from behind, a possible scenario would be that the attacker’s left hand closed over her mouth to stop her from screaming, thus smearing the lipstick while the attacker stabbed with the right hand. The wound to the throat shows a slight downward angle, which would indicate someone taller than the victim.’
Cousins cleared his throat again. Well, thought Rebus, so far they could strike the mortuary attendant and one of the photographers off the possible list of suspects: everyone else in the room was five feet eight or over.
The pause in proceedings gave the onlookers a chance to shuffle their feet, clear their own throats, and glance at each other, taking note of how pale this or that face was. Rebus was surprised at the pathologist’s ‘scenarios’: that was supposed to be their job, not his. All the pathologists Rebus had ever worked with had given the bare facts, leaving the deductions to Rebus himself. But Cousins obviously did not work that way. Perhaps he was a frustrated detective. Rebus still found it hard to believe that people came to pathology through choice.
Tea appeared, carried in three beakers on a plastic tray by Inspector Flight. Cousins and Isobel Penny took a cup each, and Flight himself took the other. There were jealous stares from a few dry-mouthed officers. Rebus was among them.
‘Now,’ said Cousins between sips, ‘I’m going to examine the anal wound.’
It just kept on getting worse. Rebus tried to concentrate on what Cousins was saying, but it wasn’t easy. The same knife had been used to make several stabs to the anus. There were friction marks on the thighs from where the tights had been roughly pulled down. Rebus looked over to Isobel Penny, but, apart from some slight heightening of the colour in her cheeks, she seemed dispassionate. A cool customer and no mistake. But then she’d probably seen worse in her time. No, no, she couldn’t possibly have seen worse than this. Could she?
‘The stomach is interesting,’ Cousins was saying. ‘The blouse has been torn away to expose the stomach, and there are two lines of curved indentations in the skin, enough to have bruised and broken the skin, but there is little actual marking of the skin and no blood, from which I would say that this act was perpetrated only after the stabbings. After, in fact, the victim was dead. There are a few dried stains on the stomach near these bite marks. Without prejudging, past evidence from three very similar cases showed these stains to be saline in nature – teardrops or perhaps beads of sweat. I’m now going to take a deep body temperature.’
Rebus felt parched. He was hot, and the tiredness was seeping into his bones, lack of sleep giving everything a hallucinatory quality. There were halos around the pathologist, his assistant, and the technician. The walls seemed to be moving, and Rebus dared not concentrate on them for fear that he would lose his balance. He happened to catch Lamb’s eye and the Detective Constable gave him an ugly grin and an uglier wink.
The body was washed now, washed for the first time, freed from a staining of light brown and black, from the pale matt covering of blood. Cousins examined it again, finding nothing new, after which another set of fingerprints was taken. Then came the internal examination.
A deep incision was made down the front of the body. Blood samples were taken and handed to the forensics team, as were samples of urine, stomach contents, liver, body hair (eyebrows included) and tissue. The process used to make Rebus impatient. It was obvious how the victim had died, so why bother with everything else? But he had learned over the years that what you could see, the external injuries, often wasn’t as important as what you couldn’t see, the tiny secrets only a microscope or a chemical test could reveal. So he had learned patience and exercised it now, stifling a yawn every half minute or so.
‘Not boring you am I?’ Cousins’s voice was a polite murmur. He looked up from his work and caught Rebus’s eyes, then smiled.
‘Not a bit,’ said Rebus.
‘That’s all right then. I’m sure we’d all rather be at home tucked up in bed than in this place.’ Only the birthmarked technician seemed doubtful as to the truth of this statement. Cousins was reaching a hand into the corpse’s chest. ‘I’ll be out of here as soon as I can.’
It wasn’t the sight of this examination, Rebus decided, that turned men pale. It was the accompanying sound effects. The tearing of flesh, as though a butcher were yanking meat from a flank. The bubbling of liquids and the soft rasping of the cutting tools. If he could somehow block up his ears, maybe everything would be bearable. But on the contrary, his ears seemed extraordinarily sensitive in this room. Next time, he’d bring plugs of cotton wool with him. Next time . . .
The chest and abdominal organs were removed and taken to a clean slab, where a hose was used to wash them clean before Cousins dissected them. The attendant meantime was called into action, removing the brain with the help of a tiny powered circular-saw. Rebus had his eyes shut now, but the room seemed to swirl all the same. Not long to go now though. Not long, thank God. But it wasn’t just the sounds now, was it? It was the smell too, that unmistakable aroma of raw meat. It clung to the nostrils like perfume, filling the lungs, catching the back of the throat and clinging there, so that eventually it became a tang in the mouth and he found himself actually tasting it. His stomach moved momentarily, but he rubbed it gently, surreptitiously with a hand. Not surreptitiously enough.
‘If you’re going to throw up,’ it was Lamb again, like a succubus over his shoulder, hissing, ‘go outside.’ And then the chuckle, throaty and slow like a stalled engine. Rebus half-turned his head and gave a dangerous smile.
Soon enough, the whole mess of matter was being put together again, and Rebus knew that by the time any grieving relatives viewed the mortal remains of Jean Cooper, the body would look quite natural.
As ever, by the end of the autopsy the room had been reduced to silent introspection. Each man and woman present was made of the same stuff as Jean Cooper, and now they stood, momentarily stripped of their individual personalities. They were all bodies, all animals, all collections of viscera. The only difference between them and Jean Cooper was that their hearts still pumped blood. But one day soon enough each heart would stop, and that would be an end of it, save for the possibility of a visit to this butcher’s shop, this abattoir.
Cousins removed his rubber gloves and washed his hands thoroughly, accepted from the attendant a proffered sheaf of paper towels. ‘That’s about it then, gentlemen, until Penny can type up the notes. Murdered between nine o’clock and nine-thirty I’d guess. Same modus operandi as our so-called Wolfman. I think I’ve just examined his fourth victim. I’ll get in Anthony Morrison tomorrow, let him have a look at the teeth marks. See what he says.’
Since everyone seemed to know except Rebus, Rebus asked, ‘Who’s Anthony Morrison?’
Flight was first to answer. ‘A dentist.’
‘A dental pathologist,’ corrected Cousins. ‘And quite a good one. He’s got details of the other three murders. His analyses of the bite marks have been quite useful.’ Cousins turned to Flight for confirmation of this, but Flight’s eyes were directed towards his shoes, as if to say I wouldn’t go that far.
‘Well,’ said Cousins, seeming to take the silent hint, ‘at any rate, you know my findings. It’s down to your lab chaps now. There’s precious little there . . .’ Cousins nodded back towards the scooped-out husk of the corpse, ‘to help with your investigation. That being so, I think I’ll go home to bed.’
Flight seemed to realise that Cousins was displeased with him. ‘Thank you, Philip.’ And the detective lifted a hand to rest it against the pathologist’s arm. Cousins looked at the hand, then at Flight, and smiled.
The performance at an end, the audience began to shuffle out into the cold, still darkness of an emerging day. By Rebus’s watch, it was four thirty. He felt completely exhausted, could happily have lain down on the lawn in front of the main building and taken a nap, but Flight was walking towards him, carrying his bags.
‘Come on,’ he said. ‘I’ll give you a lift.’
In his fragile state, Rebus felt this to be the nicest, kindest thing anyone had said to him in weeks. ‘Are you sure you have room?’ he said. ‘I mean, with the teddy bear and all.’
Flight paused. ‘Or if you’d prefer to walk, Inspector?’
Rebus threw up his hands in surrender, then, when the door was unlocked, slipped into the passenger seat of Flight’s red Sierra. The seat seemed to wrap itself around him.
‘Here,’ said Flight, handing a hip flask to Rebus. Rebus unscrewed the top of the flask and sniffed. ‘It won’t kill you,’ Flight called. This was probably true. The aroma was of whisky. Not great whisky, not a smoky island malt, but a decent enough proprietary brand. Well, it would help keep him awake perhaps until they reached the hotel. Rebus toasted the windscreen and let the liquid trickle into his mouth.
Flight got behind the steering-wheel and started the car, then, as the car idled, accepted the flask from Rebus and drank from it greedily.
‘How far to the hotel from here?’ Rebus asked.
‘About twenty minutes at this time of night,’ said Flight, screwing tight the stopper and replacing the flask in his pocket. ‘That’s if we stop for red lights.’
‘You have my permission to run every red light you see.’
Flight laughed tiredly. Both men were wondering how to turn the conversation around to the autopsy.
‘Best leave it until morning, eh?’ said Rebus, speaking for them both. Flight merely nodded and moved off, waving to Cousins and Isobel Penny, who were about to get into their car. Rebus stared out of his side window to where DC Lamb stood beside his own car, a flash little sports model. Typical, thought Rebus. Just typical. Lamb stared back at him, and then gave that three-quarters sneer again.
FYTP, Rebus mentally intoned. FYTP. Then he turned in his seat to examine the teddy bear behind him. Flight was resolutely refusing to take the hint, and Rebus, though curious, wasn’t about to jeopardise whatever relationship he might be able to strike up with this man by asking the obvious question. Some things were always best left until morning.
The whisky had cleared his nostrils, lungs and throat. He breathed deeply, seeing in his mind the little mortuary attendant, that livid birthmark, and Isobel Penny, sketching like any amateur artist. She might have been in front of a museum exhibit for all the emotion she had shown. He wondered what her secret was, the secret of her absolute calmness, but thought he probably knew in any case. Her job had become merely that: a job. Maybe one day Rebus would feel the same way. But he hoped not.
If anything, Flight and Rebus said less during the drive to the hotel than they had done on the way to the mortuary. The whisky was working on Rebus’s empty stomach and the interior of the car was oppressively hot. He tried opening his window a quarter of an inch, but the blast of chill air only made things worse.
The autopsy was being played out again before him. The cutting tools, the lifting of organs out of the body, the incisions and inspections, Cousins’s face peering at spongy tissue from no more than an inch away. One twitch and his face would have been smothered in . . . Isobel Penny watching all, recording all, the slice from throat to pubis . . . London sped past him. Flight, true to his word, was cruising through some red lights and slowing merely for others. There were still cars on the streets. The city never slept. Nightclubs, parties, drifters, the homeless. Sleepless dog-walkers, all night bakeries and beigel shops. Some spelt ‘beigel’ and some spelt ‘bagel’. What the hell was a beigel? Wasn’t that what they were always eating in Woody Allen films?
Samples from her eyebrows, for Christ’s sake. What use were samples from her eyebrows? They should be concentrating on the attacker, not the victim. Those teeth marks. What was the dentist’s name again? Not a dentist, a dental pathologist. Morrison. Yes, that was it. Morrison, like the street in Edinburgh, Morrison Street, not too far from the brewery canal, where the swans lived, a single pair of swans. What happened when they died? Did the brewery replace them? So damned hot in this shiny red car. Rebus could feel his insides wanting to become his outsides. The knife twisted in the throat. A small knife. He could almost visualise it. Something like a kitchen knife. Sharp, sour taste in his mouth.
‘Nearly there,’ said Flight. ‘Just along Shaftesbury Avenue. That’s Soho on the right. By God, we’ve cleaned that den up this past few years. You wouldn’t believe it. You know, I’ve been thinking, where the body was found, it’s not so far from where the Krays used to live. Somewhere on Lea Bridge Road. I was just a young copper when they were on the go.’
‘Please . . .’ said Rebus.
‘They did somebody in Stokie. Jack McVitie, I think it was. Jack the Hat, they called him.’
‘Can you stop here?’ Rebus blurted out. Flight looked at him.
‘What’s up?’
‘I need some air. I’ll walk the rest of the way. Just stop the car, please.’
Flight began to protest, but pulled over to the kerb. Stepping out of the car, Rebus immediately felt better. There was cold sweat on his forehead, neck and back. He breathed deeply. Flight deposited his bags on the pavement.
‘Thanks again,’ said Rebus. ‘Sorry about this. Just point me in the general direction.’
‘Just off the Circus,’ Flight said.
Rebus nodded. ‘I hope there’s a night porter.’ Yes, he was feeling much better.
‘It’s a quarter to five,’ said Flight. ‘You’ll probably catch the day shift coming on.’ He laughed, but the laugh died quickly and he gave Rebus a serious nod of his head. ‘You made your point tonight, John. Okay?’
Rebus nodded back. John. Another chip from the iceberg, or just good management?
‘Thanks,’ he said. They shook hands. ‘Are we still on for a meeting at ten?’
‘Let’s make it eleven, eh? I’ll have someone pick you up from your hotel.’
Rebus nodded and picked up his bags. Then bent down again towards the car’s back window. ‘Good night, teddy,’ he said.
‘Watch you don’t get lost!’ Flight called to him from the car. Then the car moved off, making a screeching u-turn before roaring back the way they had come. Rebus looked around him. Shaftesbury Avenue. The buildings seemed about to swamp him. Theatres. Shops. Litter: the debris from a Sunday night out. A dull roar preceded the arrival, from one of the misty side streets, of a dustcart. The men were dressed in orange overalls. They paid no attention to Rebus as he trudged past them. How long was this street? It seemed to follow a vast curve, longer than he had expected.
Bloody London. Then he spotted Eros atop his fountain, but there was something wrong. The Circus was no longer a Circus. Eros had been paved in, so that traffic had to sweep past it rather than around it. Why the hell had anyone decided to do that? A car was slowing behind him, coming parallel with him. White car with an orange stripe: a police car. The officer in the passenger seat had wound down his window and now called out to him.
‘Excuse me, sir, do you mind telling me where you’re going?’
‘What?’ The question stunned Rebus, stopped him in his tracks. The car had stopped too and both driver and passenger were emerging.
‘Are those your bags, sir?’
Rebus felt it rise within him, a shining hard steel pole of anger. Then he happened to catch sight of himself in the window of the patrol car. A quarter to five on the streets of London. A dishevelled, unshaven man, a man obviously without sleep, carrying a suitcase, a bag and a briefcase. A briefcase? Who the hell would be carrying a briefcase around at this time of the morning? Rebus put down his luggage and rubbed at the bridge of his nose with one hand. And before he knew what was happening, his shoulders began moving, his body convulsing with laughter. The two uniformed officers were looking at one another. Rebus sniffed back the laughter and reached into his inside pocket. One of the officers stepped back a pace.
‘Take it easy, son,’ Rebus said. He produced his ID. ‘I’m on your side.’ The less cagey officer, the passenger, took the ID from Rebus, examined it, then handed it back.
‘You’re a long way off your patch, sir.’
‘You don’t have to tell me that,’ said Rebus. ‘What’s your name, son?’
The constable was wary now. ‘Bennett, sir. Joey Bennett. I mean, Joseph Bennett.’
‘All right, Joey. Would you like to do me a favour?’ The constable nodded. ‘Do you know the Prince Royal Hotel?’
‘Yes, sir.’ Bennett began to point with his left hand. ‘It’s about fifty yards –’
‘All right,’ Rebus interrupted. ‘Just show me, will you?’ The young man said nothing. ‘Will you do that, Constable Bennett?’
‘Yes, sir.’
Rebus nodded. Yes, he could handle London. He could take it on and win. ‘Right,’ he said, moving off towards the Prince Royal. ‘Oh,’ he said, turning back and taking in both men with his glance, ‘and bring my bags, will you?’ Rebus had his back to them again, but he could almost hear the sound of two jaws dropping open. ‘Or,’ he called back, ‘shall I just inform Chief Inspector Laine that two of his officers harassed me on my first night as his guest in this fine city?’
Rebus kept on walking, hearing the two officers pick up his luggage and hurry after him. They were arguing as to whether or not they should leave the patrol car unlocked. He was smiling, despite everything. A small victory, a bit of a cheat, but what the hell. This was London, after all. This was Shaftesbury Avenue. And that was showbiz.
Home at last, she had a good wash, and after that she felt a little better. She had brought in a black bin-liner from the boot of her car. It contained the clothes she had been wearing, cheap flimsy things. Tomorrow evening she would tidy the back garden and light a bonfire.
She wasn’t crying any more. She had calmed down. She always calmed down afterwards. From a polythene shopping bag she removed another polythene bag, from which she removed the bloodied knife. The kitchen sink was full of boiling, soapy water. The polythene bags went into the bin-liner with the clothes, the knife went into the sink. She washed it carefully, emptying and refilling the washing bowl, all the time humming to herself. It wasn’t a recognisable song, nor even really a tune. But it calmed her, it soothed her, the way her mother’s hummed lullabies always had.
There, all done. It was hard work, and she was pleased to be finished with it. Concentration was the key. A lapse in concentration, and you could make a slip, then fail to spot that slip. She rinsed the sink three times, sluicing away every last speckle of blood, and left the knife to dry on the draining-board. Then she walked out into the hallway and paused at one of the doors while she found the key.
This was her secret room, her picture gallery. Inside, one wall was all but covered by oil and watercolour paintings. Three of these paintings were damaged beyond repair. A pity, since all three had been favourites. Her favourite now was a small countryside stream. Simple, pale colours and a naive style. The stream was in the foreground and beside it sat a man and a boy, or it could have been a man and a girl. It was hard to tell, that was the problem with the naive style. It was not as though she could even ask the artist, for the artist had been dead for years.
She tried not to look at the other wall, the wall directly opposite. It was a horrid wall. She didn’t like what she could see there from the corner of one eye. She decided that what she liked about her favourite painting was its size. It was about ten inches by eight, excluding the rather Baroque gilt frame (which did not suit it at all – her mother had never had much taste in frames). These petite dimensions, added to the washed colours, gave the whole a subtlety and a lack of vision, a humility, a gentleness, which pleased her. Of course, it depicted no great truth, this painting. In fact, it was a monstrous lie, the absolute opposite of the facts. There had been no stream, no touching scene of father and child. There had been only horror. That was why Velázquez was her favourite painter: shadowplay, rich shades of black, skulls and suspicion . . . the dark heart exposed.
‘The dark heart.’ She nodded to herself. She had seen things, felt things, which few were ever privileged to witness. This was her life. This was her existence. And the painting began to mock her, the stream turning into a cruel turquoise grin.
Calmly, humming to herself again she picked up a pair of scissors from a nearby chair and began to slash at the painting with regular vertical strokes, then horizontal strokes, then vertical again, tearing and tearing its heart out until the scene disappeared forever.
‘And this,’ said George Flight, ‘is where the Wolfman was born.’
Rebus looked. It was a depressing location for a birth. A cobblestoned alley, a cul-de-sac, the buildings three storeys high, every window either boarded up or barred and grilled. The black bags of rubbish looked to have been languishing by the side of the road for weeks. A few had been impaled on the steel spiked fencing in front of the shut-up windows, and these bags leaked their rank contents the way a cracked sewage pipe would.
‘Nice,’ he said.
‘The buildings are mainly disused. Local bands use the basement of one of them as a practice room, and make quite a racket while they’re about it.’ Flight pointed to a barred and grilled window. ‘And I think that’s a clothing manufacturer or distributor. Anyway, he hasn’t been back since we started taking an interest in the street.’
‘Oh?’ Rebus sounded interested, but Flight shook his head.
‘Nothing suspicious in that, believe me. These guys use slave labour, Bangladeshis, mostly illegal immigrants. The last thing they want is policemen sniffing around. They’ll move the machines and set up again somewhere else.’
Rebus nodded. He was looking around the cul-de-sac, trying to remember, from the photographs he had been sent, just where the body had been found.
‘It was there.’ Flight was pointing to a gate in the iron railings. Ah yes, Rebus remembered now. Not at street level, but down some stone steps leading to a basement. The victim had been found at the bottom of the steps, same modus operandi as last night, down to the bite marks on the stomach. Rebus opened his briefcase and brought out the manila folder, opening it at the sheet he needed.
‘Maria Watkiss, age thirty-eight. Occupation: prostitute. Body found on Tuesday 16th January by council workmen. Estimated that victim had been murdered two to three days prior to being discovered. Rudimentary attempt had been made to conceal body.’
Flight nodded towards one of the impaled bin-liners. ‘He emptied a bag of rubbish out over her. It pretty well covered the body. The rats alerted the workmen.’
‘Rats?’
‘Dozens of them, from all accounts. They’d had a bloody good feed, had those rats.’
Rebus was standing at the top of the steps. ‘We reckon,’ said Flight, ‘the Wolfman must have paid her for a knee-trembler and brought her down here. Or maybe she brought him. She worked out of a pub on Old Street. It’s a five minute walk. We interviewed the regulars, but nobody saw her leave with anyone.’
‘Maybe he was in a car?’
‘It’s more than possible. Judging by the physical distance between the murder sites, he must be pretty mobile.’
‘It says in the report that she was married.’
‘That’s right. Her old man, Tommy, he knew she was on the game. It didn’t bother him, so long as she handed over the cash.’
‘And he didn’t report her missing?’
Flight wrinkled his nose. ‘Not Tommy. He was on a bender at the time, practically comatose with drink when we went to see him. He said later that Maria often disappeared for a few days, told us she used to go off to the seaside with one or two of her regular Johns.’
‘I don’t suppose you’ve been able to find these . . . clients?’
‘Leave it out.’ Flight laughed as though this were the best joke he’d heard all week. ‘For the record, Tommy thought one of them might be called Bill or Will. Does that help?’
‘It narrows things down,’ Rebus said with a smile.
‘In any event,’ said Flight, ‘I doubt Tommy would have come to us for help if she hadn’t come back. He’s got form as long as your inside leg. To tell you the truth, he was our first suspect.’
‘It follows.’ Every policeman knew it as a universal truth: most murders happen in the family.
‘A couple of years back,’ Flight was saying, ‘Maria was beaten up pretty badly. A hospital case, in fact. Tommy’s doing. She’d been seeing another man and he hadn’t been paying for it, if you understand my meaning. And a couple of years before that, Tommy served time for aggravated assault. It would have been rape if we could have got the woman into the witness box, but she was scared seven colours shitless. There were witnesses, but we were never going to pin rape on him. So aggravated assault it was. He got eight months.’
‘A violent man then.’
‘You could say that.’
‘With a record of particular violence against women.’
Flight nodded. ‘It looked good at first. We thought we could pin Maria’s murder on him and make it stick. But nothing added up. He had an alibi for openers. Then there were the bite marks: not his size, according to the dentist.’
‘You mean Dr Morrison?’
‘Yes, that’s right. I call him the dentist to annoy Philip.’ Flight scratched at his chin. The elbow of his leather jacket gave a creak. ‘Anyway, nothing added up. And then when the second murder came along, well, we knew we were working in a different league from Tommy.’
‘You’re absolutely sure of that?’
‘John, I’m not absolutely sure what colour of socks I’ve put on in the morning, I’m sometimes not even sure that I’ve put socks on at all. But I’m fairly sure this isn’t Tommy Watkiss’s work. He gets his kicks from watching Arsenal, not mutilating dead women.’
Rebus’s eyes had not left Flight’s. ‘Your socks are blue,’ he said. Flight looked down, saw that this was indeed the case, and smiled broadly.
‘They’re also different shades,’ Rebus added.
‘Bloody hell, so they are.’
‘I’d still like to talk to Mr Watkiss,’ Rebus continued. ‘No hurry, and if it’s all right with you.’
Flight shrugged. ‘Whatever you say, Sherlock. Now, shall we get out of this shit-hole, or is there anything else you want to see?’
‘No,’ said Rebus. ‘Let’s get out of here.’ They started back towards the mouth of the cul-de-sac, where Flight’s car waited. ‘What’s this part of town called again?’
‘Shoreditch. Remember your nursery rhymes? “When I am rich, say the bells of Shoreditch”.’
Yes, Rebus had a vague memory. A memory of his mother, holding him on her knee, or maybe it was his father, singing him songs and bouncing the knee in time. It had never happened that way, but he had a memory of it all the same. They were at the end of the cul-de-sac now. A larger road flowed past, busy with daytime traffic. The buildings were black with grime, windows thick with the stuff. Offices of some kind, warehouses. No shops, save one selling professional kitchenware. No houses or even flats in the upper storeys by the look of it. No one to hear a muffled scream at the dead of night. No one to see, from an unwashed window, the killer slinking away, dappled with blood.
Rebus stared back into the cul-de-sac, then up at the corner of the first building, where a barely legible plaque bore the cul-de-sac’s name: Wolf Street E1.
This was the reason why the police had come to call the killer Wolfman. Nothing to do with the savagery of his attacks, or the teeth marks he left at the scene, but simply because, as Flight had said, this was so far as they could know his place of birth, the place where he had defined himself for the very first time. He was the Wolfman. He could be anywhere, but that was relatively unimportant. What was more important was that he could be anyone, anyone at all in this city of ten million faces, ten million secret lairs.
‘Where next?’ he said, opening the passenger door.
‘Kilmore Road,’ said Flight. He exchanged a glance with Rebus, acknowledging the irony.
‘Kilmore Road it is,’ said Rebus, getting into the car.
The day had started early. Rebus, waking after three hours’ sleep and unable to drop off again, switched on the radio in his room and listened to the morning news programme as he dressed. Not knowing exactly what the day would bring, he dressed casually: caramel cord trousers, light jacket, shirt. No tweeds or tie today. He wanted a bath, but the facilities on his floor of the hotel were locked. He would have to ask in reception. Near the stairs there stood an automatic shoeshine machine. He polished the toes of both well-worn black shoes before starting down to breakfast.
The restaurant area was busy, most of the customers looking like businessmen or tourists. The day’s newspapers had been arranged across one vacant table and Rebus lifted a Guardian before being directed to a table laid for one by the harassed waitress.
Breakfast was mainly help-yourself, with juices, cereals and fruit crammed onto a large central display. A pot of coffee appeared, unasked for, on his table, as did a toastrack filled with cool half-slices of lightly tanned bread. Not so much toasted as wafted in front of a lightbulb, Rebus thought to himself as he smeared a portion of butter across one pitiful triangle.
The Full English Breakfast consisted of one slice of bacon, one warm tomato (from a tin), three small mushrooms, a sickly egg and a curious little sausage. Rebus wolfed down the lot. The coffee wasn’t quite strong enough, but he finished the pot anyway and asked for a refill. All the time he was flicking through the paper, but only on a second examination did he find anything about the previous night’s murder: a short, bare-bones paragraph near the foot of page four.
Bare bones. He looked around him. An embarrassed looking couple were trying to hush their two vociferous children. Don’t, thought Rebus, don’t stifle them, let them live. Who could know what might happen tomorrow? They might be killed. The parents might be killed. His own daughter was here in London somewhere, living in a flat with his ex-wife. He should get in touch. He would get in touch. A businessman at a corner table rustled his tabloid noisily, drawing Rebus’s attention towards the front cover.
WOLFMAN BITES AGAIN.
Ah, that was more like it. Rebus reached for a final half-slice of toast, only to find that he’d run out of butter. A hand landed heavily on his shoulder from behind, causing him to drop the toast. Startled, he turned to see George Flight standing there.
‘Morning, John.’
‘Hello, George. Sleep okay?’
Flight pulled out the chair across from Rebus and sat down heavily, hands in his lap.
‘Not really. What about you?’
‘I managed a few hours.’ Rebus was about to turn his near-arrest on Shaftesbury Avenue into a morning anecdote, but decided to save it. There might come a time when they would need a funny story. ‘Do you want some coffee?’
Flight shook his head. He examined the food on display. ‘Some orange juice wouldn’t go amiss though.’ Rebus was about to rise, but Flight waved him down and rose himself to fetch a glassful, which he promptly downed. He squeezed his eyelids together. ‘Tastes like powdered,’ he said. ‘Better give me some of that coffee after all.’
Rebus poured another cup. ‘Seen that?’ he said, nodding towards the corner table. Flight glanced at the tabloid and smiled.
‘Well, it’s their story now as much as ours. Only difference is, we’ll keep things in perspective.’
‘I’m not sure just what that perspective is.’
Flight stared at Rebus, but said nothing. He sipped at the coffee. ‘There’s a conference in the Murder Room at eleven o’clock. I didn’t think we’d be able to make it, so I left Laine in charge. He likes being in charge.’
‘And what are we going to be doing?’
‘Well, we could go up to the Lea and check on the house-to-house. Or we could visit Mrs Cooper’s place of employment.’ Rebus didn’t look enthusiastic. ‘Or I could give you a tour of the other three murder scenes.’ Rebus perked up. ‘Okay,’ said Flight, ‘the scenic route it is. Drink up, Inspector. There’s a long day ahead.’
‘Just one thing,’ said Rebus, lifting the cup halfway to his mouth. ‘Why the nursemaid treatment? I’d have thought you’d have better things to do with your time than act as my chauffeur?’
Flight examined Rebus closely. Should he tell Rebus the real reason, or invent some story? He opted for invention and shrugged. ‘Just easing you into the case, that’s all.’ Rebus nodded slowly, but Flight knew he didn’t wholly believe him.
Out at the car, Rebus glanced in through the back window, seeking the teddy bear.
‘I killed it,’ Flight said, unlocking the driver’s door. ‘The perfect murder.’
‘So what’s Edinburgh like?’
Rebus knew Flight wasn’t talking about the tourist Edinburgh, home to the Festival and the Castle. He was talking about criminal Edinburgh, which was another city altogether.
‘Well,’ he replied, ‘we’ve still got a drug problem, and loan sharks seem to be making a comeback, but other than that things are fairly quiet at the moment.’
‘But,’ Flight reminded him, ‘you did have that child killer a few years back.’
Rebus nodded.
‘And you solved it.’ Rebus made no reply to this. They’d managed to keep out of the media the fact that it had been personal, had not exactly been ‘serial’.
‘Thousands of man hours solved it,’ he said casually.
‘That’s not what the chiefs think,’ said Flight. ‘They think you’re some kind of serial killer guru.’
‘They’re wrong,’ said Rebus. ‘I’m just a copper, the same as you are. So who exactly are the chiefs? Whose idea was it?’
But Flight shook his head. ‘I’m not exactly sure. I mean, I know who the chiefs are – Laine, Chief Superintendent Pearson – but not which one of them is responsible for your being here.’
‘It was Laine’s name on the letter,’ said Rebus, knowing this didn’t really mean anything.
Then he watched the midday pedestrians scurrying along the pavements. The traffic was at a standstill. He and Flight had come just over three miles in the best part of half an hour. Roadworks, double (and triple) parking, a succession of traffic lights and pedestrian crossings and some maddening tactics from selfish drivers had reduced their progress to a crawl. Flight seemed to read his mind.
‘We’ll be out of this in a couple of minutes,’ he said. He was thinking over what Rebus had said, just a copper, the same as you are. But Rebus had caught the child killer, hadn’t he? The files on the case credited him with the collar, a collar which had earned him the rank of Inspector. No, Rebus was just being modest, that was it. And you had to admire him for that.
A couple of minutes later, they had moved a further fifteen yards and were about to pass a narrow junction with a No Entry sign at its mouth. Flight glanced up this side-street. ‘Time to take a few liberties,’ he said, turning the steering-wheel hard. One side of the street was lined with market stalls. Rebus could hear the stall-holders sharpening their patter against the whetstone of passing trade. Nobody paid the slightest attention to a car travelling the wrong way down a one-way street, until a boy pulling a mobile stall from one side of the road to the other halted their progress. A meaty fist banged on the driver’s side window. Flight rolled down the window, and a head appeared, extraordinarily pink and round and totally hairless.
‘Oi, what’s your fucking game then?’ The words died in his throat. ‘Oh, it’s you Mister Flight. Didn’t recognise the motor.’
‘Hello, Arnold,’ Flight said quietly, his eyes on the ponderous movement of the stall ahead. ‘How’s tricks?’
The man laughed nervously. ‘Keeping me nose clean, Mister Flight.’
Only now did Flight deign to turn his head towards the man. ‘That’s good,’ he said. Rebus had never heard those two words sound so threatening. Their road ahead was now clear. ‘Keep it that way,’ Flight said, moving off.
Rebus stared at him, waiting for an explanation.
‘Sex offender,’ Flight said. ‘Two previous. Children. The psychiatrists say he’s okay now, but I don’t know. With that sort of thing, one hundred percent sure isn’t quite sure enough. He’s been working the market now for a few weeks, loading and unloading. Sometimes he gives me good gen. You know how it is.’
Rebus could imagine. Flight had this huge, strong-looking man in the palm of his hand. If Flight told the market-traders what he knew about Arnold, not only would Arnold lose his job, but he’d be in for a good kicking as well. Maybe the man was all right now, maybe he was, in psychiatric parlance, ‘a fully integrated member of society’. He had paid for his crimes, and now was trying to go straight. And what happened? Policemen, men like Flight and like Rebus himself (if he was being honest), used his past against him to turn him into an informant.
‘I’ve got a couple of dozen snitches,’ Flight went on. ‘Not all like Arnold. Some are in it for the cash, some simply because they can’t keep their gobs shut. Telling what they know to somebody like me makes them feel important, makes them feel like they’re in the know. A place this size, you’d be lost without a decent network of snitches.’
Rebus merely nodded, but Flight was warming to his subject.
‘In some ways London is too big to take in. But in other ways it’s tiny. Everyone knows everyone else. There’s north and south of the river, of course, those are like two different countries. But the way the place divides, the loyalties, the same old faces, sometimes I feel like a village bobby on his bicycle.’ Because Flight had turned towards him, Rebus nodded again. Inside he was thinking: here we go, the same old story, London is bigger, better, rougher, tougher and more important than anywhere else. He had come across this attitude before, attending courses with Yard men or hearing about it from visitors to London. Flight hadn’t seemed the type, but really everybody was the type. Rebus, too, in his time had exaggerated the problems the police faced in Edinburgh, so that he could look tougher and more important in somebody’s eyes.
The facts still had to be faced. Police work was all about paperwork and computers and somebody stepping forward with the truth.
‘Nearly there,’ said Flight. ‘Kilmore Road’s the third on the left.’
Kilmore Road was part of an industrial estate and therefore would be deserted at night. It nestled in a maze of back streets about two hundred yards from a tube station. Rebus had always looked on tube stations as busy places, sited in populous areas, but this one stood on a narrow back street, well away from high road, bus route or railway station.
‘I don’t get it,’ he said. Flight merely shrugged and shook his head.
Anyone coming out of the tube station at night found themselves with a lonely walk through the streets, past net-curtained windows where televisions blared. Flight showed him that a popular route was to cut into the industrial estate and across the parkland behind it. The park was flat and lifeless, boasting a single set of goalposts, two orange traffic cones substituting for the missing set. On the other side of the park three hi-rise blocks and some lo-rise housing sprang up. May Jessop had been making for one of those houses, where her parents lived. She was nineteen and had a good job, but it kept her late at her office, so it wasn’t until ten o’clock that her parents started to worry. An hour later, there was a knock at the door. Her father rushed to answer, relieved, only to find a detective there, bearing the news that May’s body had been found.
And so it went. There seemed no connection between the victims, no real geographical link other than that, as Flight pointed out, all the killings had been committed north of the river, by which he meant north of the Thames. What did a prostitute, an office manageress and the assistant in an off-licence have in common? Rebus was damned if he knew.
The third murder had taken place much further west in North Kensington. The body had been found beside a railway line and Transport Police had handled the investigation initially. The body was that of Shelley Richards, forty-one years old, unmarried and unemployed. She was the only coloured victim so far. As they drove through Notting Hill, Ladbroke Grove and North ‘Ken’ (as Flight termed it) Rebus was intrigued by the scheme of things. A street of extraordinarily grand houses would suddenly give way to a squalid, rubbish-strewn road with boarded-up windows and bench-bound tramps, the wealthy and the poor living almost cheek by jowl. It would never happen in Edinburgh; in Edinburgh, certain boundaries were observed. But this, this was incredible. As Flight put it, ‘race riots one side, diplomats the other’.
The spot where Shelley Richards had died was the loneliest, the most pathetic so far. Rebus clambered down from the railway line, down the embankment, lowered himself over the brick wall and dropped to the ground. His trousers were smeared with green moss. He brushed them with his hands, but to little effect. To get to the car where Flight was waiting he had to walk under a railway bridge. His footsteps echoed as he tried to avoid the pools of water and the rubbish, and then he stopped, listening. There was a noise all around him, a sort of wheezing, as if the bridge itself were drawing its dying breath. He looked up and saw the dark outlines of pigeons, still against the supporting girders. Cooing softly. That was what he could hear, not wheezing at all. There was a sudden rumble of thunder as a train passed overhead and the pigeons took to the wing, flapping around his head. He shivered and walked back out into sunlight.
Then, finally, it was back to the Murder Room. This was, in fact, a series of rooms covering most of the top floor of the building. Rebus reckoned there to be about twenty men and women working flat out when Flight and he entered the largest of the rooms. There was little to differentiate the scene from that of any murder investigation anywhere in the country. Officers were busy on telephones or working at computer terminals. Clerical staff moved from desk to desk with seemingly endless sheafs of paper. A photocopier was spewing out more paper in a corner of the room and two delivery-men were wheeling a new five-drawer filing cabinet into position beside the three which already stood against one wall. On another wall was a detailed street map of London, with the murder sites pinpointed. Coloured tapes ran from these sites to spaces on the wall where pictures, details and notes had been pinned. A duty roster and progress chart took up what space was left. All very efficient, but the faces told Rebus their own story: everyone here, working hard as they were, was waiting for the Lucky Break.
Flight was immediately in tune with the glaze of efficiency in the office, firing off questions. How did the meeting go? Any word from Lambeth? (He explained to Rebus that the police lab was based there.) Any news on last night? What about house-to-house? Well, does anyone know anything?
There were shrugs and shakes of the head. They were simply going through the motions, waiting for that Lucky Break. But what if it didn’t come? Rebus had an answer to that: you made your own luck.
A smaller room off this main office was being used as a communications centre, keeping the Murder Room in touch with the investigation, and off this room were two smaller offices yet, each crammed with three desks. This was where the senior detectives worked. Both were empty.
‘Sit down,’ Flight said. He picked up the telephone on his desk, and dialled. While he waited for an answer, he surveyed with a frown the four-inch high pile of paper which had appeared in his in-tray during the morning. ‘Hello, Gino?’ he said into the mouthpiece. ‘George Flight here. Can I order some sandwiches? Salami salad.’ He looked to Rebus for confirmation that this would be acceptable. ‘On brown bread, please, Gino. Better make it four rounds. Thanks.’ He cut the connection and dialled again. Only two numbers this time: an internal call. ‘Gino has a cafe round the corner,’ he explained to Rebus. ‘He makes great sandwiches, and he delivers.’ Then: ‘Oh, hello. Inspector Flight here. Can we have some tea? A decent-sized pot should do it. We’re in the office. Is it wet milk today or that powdered crap? Great, thanks.’ He dropped the receiver back into its cradle and spread his hands, as if some feat of magic had just been performed. ‘This is your lucky day, John. We’ve got real milk for a change.’
‘So what now?’
Flight shrugged, then slapped a hand on the bulging in-tray. ‘You could always read through this little lot, keep yourself up-to-date with the investigation.’
‘Reading about it isn’t going to do any good.’
‘On the contrary,’ said Flight, ‘it helps you answer any awkward questions that may be asked by those on high. How tall was the victim? What colour was her hair? Who found her? It’s all in there.’
‘She was five feet seven and her hair was brown. As to who found her, I don’t give a tinker’s cuss.’
Flight laughed, but Rebus was being serious. ‘Murderers don’t just appear,’ he continued. ‘They’re created. To create a serial killer takes time. It’s taken this guy years to make himself what he is. What’s he been doing during that time? He may well be a loner, but he’s probably got a job, maybe even a wife and kids. Somebody must know something. Maybe his wife wonders where he goes at night, or how blood got onto the tips of his shoes, or where her kitchen knife disappeared to.’
‘All right, John.’ Flight spread his hands again, this time in a gesture of peace-making. Rebus realised that his voice had been getting louder. ‘Calm down a little. For a start, when you go on like that I can hardly make out a word you’re saying, but I get your point. So what are we supposed to do?’
‘Publicity. We need the public’s help. We need anything they’ve got.’
‘We already get dozens of calls a day. Anonymous tip-offs, nutters who want to confess, people snitching on their next door neighbour, people with grudges, maybe even a few with genuine suspicions. We check them all out. And we’ve got the media on our side. The Chief Super will be interviewed a dozen times today. Newspapers, magazines, radio, TV. We give them what we can, and we tell them to spread the word. We’ve got the best bloody Liaison Officer in the country working round the clock to make sure the public knows what we’re dealing with here.’
There was a knock on the already open door and a WPC carried a tray into the room and left it on Flight’s desk. ‘I’ll be mother, shall I?’ he said, already starting to pour the tea into two plain white mugs.
‘What’s the Liaison Officer’s name?’ Rebus asked. He knew a Liaison Officer himself. She, too, was the best there was. But she wasn’t in London; she was back in Edinburgh . . .
‘Cath Farraday,’ said Flight. ‘Detective Inspector Cath Farraday.’ He sniffed the milk carton, before pouring a dollop into his tea. ‘If you stick around long enough, you’ll get to meet her. She’s a bit of a cracker is our Cath. Mind you, if she heard me talking about her like that, she’d have my head on a plate.’ Flight chuckled.
‘And salad on the side,’ came a voice from just outside the door. Flight, flinching, spilt tea down his shirt and jumped to his feet. The door was swinging open now, to reveal a platinum blonde woman leaning against the jamb, her arms folded, one leg casually crossed over the other. Rebus’s gaze was drawn to her eyes, which were slanted like a cat’s. They made her whole face seem narrower than it was. Her lips were thin, lined with a thin coat of bright red lipstick. Her hair had a hard, metallic look to it, reflecting the look of the woman herself. She was older than either of the men in the room by several years and if age hadn’t withered her, the frequent use of cosmetics had. Her face was lined and puffy. Rebus didn’t like a lot of make-up on a woman, but plenty of men did.
‘Hello, Cath,’ said Flight, trying to regain at least an outer shell of composure. ‘We were just . . .’
‘. . . talking about me. I know.’ She unfolded her arms and took a couple of steps into the room, extending a hand to Rebus. ‘You must be Inspector Rebus,’ she said. ‘I’ve heard all about you.’
‘Oh?’ Rebus looked to Flight, whose attention, however, was fixed on Cath Farraday.
‘I hope George here is giving you an easy ride.’
Rebus shrugged. ‘I’ve had worse.’
Her eyes became more feline still. ‘I’ll bet,’ she said. She lowered her voice. ‘But watch your back, Inspector. Not everyone’s as nice as George. How would you feel if someone from London suddenly started to poke his nose into one of your cases, hmm?’
‘Cath,’ said Flight, ‘there’s no need for . . .’
She raised a hand, silencing him. ‘Just a friendly warning, George, one Inspector to another. We’ve got to look after our own, haven’t we?’ She glanced at her watch. ‘Must be going. I’ve a meeting with Pearson in five minutes. Nice to have met you, Inspector. Bye, George.’
And then she was gone, the door left wide open, a strong perfume lingering in the room. Both men were silent for a moment. Rebus was the first to speak.
‘I believe your description was “a cracker”, George. Remind me never to let you arrange a blind date for me.’
It was late afternoon and Rebus sat in Flight’s office alone, a pad of paper in front of him on the desk. He tapped his pen like a drumstick against the edge of the table and stared at the two names he had written so far.
Dr Anthony Morrison. Tommy Watkiss.
These were people he wanted to see. He drew a thick line beneath them and wrote two more names: Rhona. Samantha. These, too, were people he wanted to see, though for personal reasons.
Flight had gone off to see Chief Inspector Laine on another floor of the building. The invitation did not extend to Rebus. He picked up the last remaining quarter of his salami sandwich, but thought better of it and tossed it into the office’s metal bin. Too salty. And what kind of meat was salami anyway? He now had a craving for more tea. He thought Flight had dialled 18 to order up the first pot, but decided against trying it. He didn’t want to make a fool of himself, did he? It would be just his luck to get through to Chief Superintendent Pearson.
Just a friendly warning. The point was not lost on Rebus. He crumpled up his list and threw that in the bin too, then got up out of his chair and made for the main office. He knew he should be doing something, or should at least seem to be doing something. They had brought him four hundred miles to help them. But he couldn’t for the life of him see any gaps in their investigation. They were doing everything they could, but to no avail. He was just another straw to be clutched at. Just another chance for that elusive Lucky Break.
He was studying the wall-map when the voice sounded behind him.
‘Sir?’
He turned to see one of the Murder Room team standing there. ‘Yes?’
‘Someone to see you, sir.’
‘Me?’
‘Well, you’re the most senior detective around at the moment, sir.’
Rebus considered this. ‘Who is it?’
The officer checked the scrap of paper in his hand. ‘A Dr Frazer, sir.’
Rebus considered a moment longer. ‘All right,’ he said, turning back towards the tiny office. ‘Give me a minute and then send him in.’ He stopped. ‘Oh, and bring some tea, will you?’
‘Yes, sir,’ said the officer. He waited until Rebus had left the room, then turned to the others, seated at their desks and smiling at him. ‘The cheek of these fucking jocks,’ he said, loud enough for everyone to hear. ‘Remind me to piss in the teapot before I take it in.’
Dr Frazer turned out to be a woman. What was more, as she entered the office, she was attractive enough to have Rebus half-rise from his desk in welcome.
‘Inspector Rebus?’
‘That’s right. Dr Frazer, I presume?’
‘Yes.’ She showed a row of perfect teeth as Rebus invited her to take a seat. ‘Though I’d better explain.’ Rebus fixed his eyes on her own and nodded. He kept his eyes fixed on hers for fear that otherwise they would be drawn down to her slim tanned legs, to that point where, an inch above the knee, her cream skirt began, hugging her thighs. He had taken her body in with a single sweeping glance. She was tall, almost as tall as him. Her legs were bare and long, her body supple. She was wearing a jacket to match the skirt and a plain white blouse, set off by a single string of pearls. There was a slight, exquisite scar on her throat just above the pearls and her face was tanned and without make-up, her jaw square, her hair straight and black, tied back with a black band, so that a shock of it fell onto one shoulder. She had brought a soft black leather briefcase into the room, which she now held up in her lap, running her fingers around the handles as she spoke.
‘I’m not a medical doctor.’ Rebus registered slight surprise. ‘I’m a doctor courtesy of my Ph.D. I teach psychology at University College.’
‘And you’re American,’ said Rebus.
‘Canadian actually.’
Yes, he should have known. There was a soft lilt to her accent, something few Americans possessed. And she wasn’t quite as nasal as the tourists who stopped in Princes Street to get a picture of the Scott Monument.
‘I’m sorry,’ he said, ‘so, what can I do for you, Dr Frazer?’
‘Well, I did talk to someone on the telephone this morning and I told them of my interest in the Wolfman case.’
Rebus could see it all now. Another nutter with some crazy idea about the Wolfman, that’s probably what the Murder Room had thought. So they’d decided to play a joke on him, arranged a meeting without letting him know, and then Flight, forewarned, had made himself scarce. Well, the joke was on them. Rebus could always find time for an attractive woman, crazy or not. After all, he had nothing better to do, had he?
‘Go on,’ he said.
‘I’d like to try to put together a profile of the Wolfman.’
‘A profile?’
‘A psychological profile. Like an identikit, but building up a picture of the mind rather than the face. I’ve been doing some research on criminal profiling and I think I can use similar criteria to help you come to a clearer understanding of the killer.’ She paused. ‘What do you think?’
‘I’m wondering what’s in it for you, Dr Frazer.’
‘Perhaps I’m just being public spirited.’ She looked down into her lap and smiled. ‘But really, what I’m looking for is validation of my methods. So far I’ve been experimenting with old police cases. Now I want to tackle something real.’
Rebus sat back in his chair and picked up the pen again, pretending to study it. When he looked up, he saw that she was studying him. She was a psychologist after all. He put down the pen. ‘It isn’t a game,’ he said, ‘and this isn’t a lecture theatre. Four women are dead, a maniac is loose somewhere and right now we’re quite busy enough following up all the leads and the false trails we’ve got. Why should we make time for you, Dr Frazer?’
She coloured, her cheekbones blushed a deep red. But she seemed to have no ready answer. Rebus hadn’t much to add, so he too sat in silence. His mouth was sour and dry, his throat coated in a layer of resin. Where was the tea?
Eventually she spoke. ‘All I want to do is read through the material on the case.’
Rebus found some spare sarcasm. ‘That’s all?’ He tapped the mound of paperwork in the in-tray. ‘No problem then, it’ll only take you a couple of months.’ She was ignoring him, fumbling with the briefcase. She produced a slim orange folder.
‘Here,’ she said stonily. ‘Just read this. It’ll only take you twenty minutes. It’s one of the profiles I did of an American serial killer. If you think it has no validity in helping to identify the killer or target where he might have struck next, fair enough, I’ll leave.’
Rebus took the file. Oh God, he thought, not more psychology! Relating . . . involving . . . motivating. He’d had his fill of psychology on the management training course. But then again, he didn’t want her to leave. He didn’t want to be left sitting here on his own with everyone in the Murder Room smirking at their little trick. He opened the folder, drew out a typed and bound thesis about twenty-five pages long and began to read. She sat watching him, waiting for a question perhaps. Rebus read with his chin held up, so that she wouldn’t see the sagging folds of flesh on his neck, and with his shoulders back, making the best of his admittedly not very muscular chest. He cursed his parents for not feeding him up as a child. He had grown skinny, and when eventually he had started to put weight on, it had been to his gut and his backside, not his chest and arms.
Backside. Chest. Arms. He gazed hard at the words in front of him, but aware of her body resting in his line of peripheral vision, just above the top edge of the paper. He didn’t even know her first name. Perhaps he never would. He frowned as though deep in thought and read through the opening page.
By page five he was interested and by page ten he felt there might be something in it after all. A lot of it was speculative. Be honest, John, it was almost all conjecture, but there were a few points where she made a telling deduction. He saw what it was: her mind worked in a different orbit from a detective’s. They circled the same sun, however, and now and then the satellites touched. And what harm could come from letting her do a profile for the Wolfman? At worst, it would lead them up another dead end. At best, he might enjoy some female company during his stay in London. Yes, some pleasant female company. Which reminded him: he wanted to telephone his ex-wife and arrange a visit. He read through the final pages quickly.
‘All right,’ he said, closing the thesis, ‘very interesting.’
She seemed pleased. ‘And useful?’
He hesitated before replying. ‘Perhaps.’
She wanted more from him than that. ‘But worth letting me have a go on the Wolfman?’
He nodded slowly, ruminatively, and her face lit up. Rebus couldn’t help returning her smile. There was a knock at the door. ‘Come in,’ he called.
It was Flight. He was carrying a tray, swimming with spilt tea. ‘I believe you asked for some refreshment,’ he said. Then he caught sight of Dr Frazer, and Rebus delighted in the stunned look on his face.
‘Christ,’ said Flight, looking from woman to Rebus to woman, before realising that he had somehow to justify his outburst. ‘They told me you were with someone, John, but they didn’t, I mean, I didn’t know . . .’ He tumbled to a halt, mouth still open, and placed the tray on the desk before turning towards her. ‘I’m Inspector George Flight,’ he said, reaching out a hand.
‘Dr Frazer,’ she replied, ‘Lisa Frazer.’
As their hands met, Flight looked towards Rebus from the corner of his eye. Rebus, beginning to feel a little more at home in the metropolis, gave him a slow, cheerful wink.
‘Christ.’
She left him a couple of books to read. One, The Serial Mind, was a series of essays by various academics. It included ‘Sealing the Bargain: Modes of Motivation in the Serial Killer’ by Lisa Frazer, University of London. Lisa: nice name. No mention of her doctorate though. The other book was an altogether heavier affair, dense prose linked by charts and graphs and diagrams: Patterns of Mass Murder by Gerald Q MacNaughtie.
MacNaughtie? That had to be a joke of some kind. But on the dustjacket Rebus read that Professor MacNaughtie was Canadian by birth and taught at the University of Columbia. Nowhere could he find out what the Q stood for. He spent what was left of the office day working through the books, paying most attention to Lisa Frazer’s essay (which he read twice) and to the chapter in MacNaughtie’s book concentrating on ‘Patterns of Mutilation’. He drank tea and coffee and two cans of fizzy orange, but the taste in his mouth was sour and as he read on he began to feel physically dirty, made grubby by tale after tale of casual horror. When he got up to visit the bathroom at a quarter to five, everyone in the outer office had already quit for the day, but Rebus hardly registered the fact. His mind was elsewhere.
Flight, who had left him to his own devices for most of the afternoon, came into the office at six. ‘Fancy a jar?’ Rebus shook his head. Flight sat down on the edge of the chair. ‘What’s the matter?’
Rebus waved a hand over the books. Flight examined the cover of one. ‘Oh,’ he said, ‘not exactly bedtime reading, I take it?’
‘Not exactly. It’s just . . . evil.’
Flight nodded. ‘Got to keep a perspective though, John, eh? Otherwise they’d go on getting away with it. If it’s so horrible, we all shy away from the truth, then everybody gets away with murder. And worse than murder.’
Rebus looked up. ‘What’s worse than murder?’
‘Lots of things. What about someone who tortures and rapes a six-month old child and films the whole thing so he can show it to similarly minded individuals?’
Rebus’s words were barely audible. ‘You’re kidding.’ But he knew Flight was not.
‘Happened three months ago,’ Flight said. ‘We haven’t caught the bastard, but Scotland Yard have got the video – and a few more besides. Ever seen a thalidomide porn film?’ Rebus shook his head wearily. Flight leaned down so that their heads were nearly touching. ‘Don’t go soft on me, John,’ he said quietly, ‘that’s not going to solve anything. You’re in London now, not the Highlands. The top deck of a midday bus isn’t safe here, never mind a tow-path after dark. Nobody sees any of it. London gives you a thick skin and temporary blindness. You and I can’t afford to be blind. But we can afford the occasional drink. Coming?’
He was on his feet now, rubbing his hands, lecture over. Rebus nodded and rose slowly to his feet. ‘Only a quick one though,’ he said. ‘I’ve got an appointment this evening.’
An appointment reached by way of a packed tube train. He checked his watch: 7.30 pm. Did the rush hour never stop? The compartment smelt of vinegar and stale air, and three not-so-personal stereos battled it out above the roar of speeding and juddering. The faces around Rebus were blank. Temporary blindness: Flight was right. They shut it all out because to acknowledge what they were going through was to realise the monotony, the claustrophobia and the sheer agony of it all. Rebus was depressed. And tired. But he was also a tourist, so it had to be savoured. Thus the tube journey instead of a closeted taxi ride. Besides, he’d been warned about how expensive the black cabs were and he had checked in his A-Z, and found that his destination was only a quarter of an inch from an Underground station.
So Rebus travelled through the Underground and tried hard not to look out of place, not to gawp at the buskers and the beggars, not to pause in a busy conduit the better to read this or that advertising poster. A tramp actually entered his carriage at one stop and as the doors closed and the train pulled away again he began to rave, but his audience were deaf and dumb as well as blind and they successfully ignored his existence until the next stop where, daunted, he slouched from the carriage onto the platform. As the engine pulled away, Rebus could hear his voice again, coming from the next carriage along. It had been an astonishing performance, not by the tramp but by the passengers. They had closed off their minds, refusing involvement. Would they do the same if they saw a fight taking place? Saw a thick-set man stealing a tourist’s wallet? Yes, they probably would. This wasn’t an environment of good and evil: it was a moral vacuum and that frightened Rebus more than anything else.
But there were compensations of a sort. Every beautiful woman he saw reminded him of Lisa Frazer. Squeezed into one compartment on the Central Line, he found himself pressed against a young blonde girl. Her blouse was undone to the cleft of her breasts, giving the taller Rebus an occasionally breathtaking view of slopes and swells. She glanced up from her paperback and caught him staring. He looked away quickly, but felt her cold gaze focusing on the side of his head.
Every man is a rapist: hadn’t someone said that once? Traces of salt . . . Bite marks on the . . . The train slowed into another station: Mile End, his stop. The girl was getting out, too. He lingered on the platform until she was gone, without really knowing why, then headed up towards ground level and a taste of fresh air.
Taste of monoxide, more like. Three lanes of traffic were jammed in either direction, the result of an articulated lorry failing to reverse through the narrow gates of some building. Two exasperated constables were trying to untie this Gordian Knot and for the first time it struck Rebus how silly their tall rounded hats looked. The Scottish-issue flat caps were more sensible. They also made less of a target at football matches.
Rebus wished the constables a silent ‘Good luck’ and made for Gideon Park – not a park but a road – and for number 78, a three-storey house which, according to the front door’s entry system, had been split somehow into four flats. He pressed the second-from-bottom buzzer and waited. The door was opened by a tall skinny teenage girl, her long straight hair dyed black, three earrings in each ear. She smiled and gave him an unexpected hug.
‘Hello, Dad,’ she said.
Samantha Rebus led her father up a narrow staircase to the first-floor flat she shared with her mother. If the change in his daughter was striking, then the change in Rebus’s ex-wife was doubly so. He had never seen her looking so good. There were strands of grey in her hair, but it had been cut fashionably short and there was a healthy suntanned look to her face, a gleam to her eyes. They studied one another without words, then embraced quickly.
‘John.’
‘Rhona.’
She had been reading a book. He looked at its cover: To the Lighthouse, Virginia Woolf. ‘Tom Wolfe’s more my style,’ he said. The living-room was small, cramped even, but a lot of clever work with shelves and wall-mirrors gave the impression of space. It was a strange sensation, seeing things he recognised, that chair, a cushion-cover, a lamp, things from his life with Rhona, now transported to this pokey flat. But he praised the interior decoration, the snug feel of the place and then they sat down to drink tea. Rebus had brought gifts: record tokens for Samantha, chocolates for Rhona – received with a knowing, coded look between the two women.
Two women. Samantha was no longer a child. Her figure might retain a child’s suppleness, but her way of moving, her actions, her face were all fully formed and adult.
‘You look good, Rhona.’
She paused, accepting the compliment. ‘Thank you, John,’ she said at last. He noted her inability to say the same of him. Mother and daughter shared another of their secret looks. It was as though their time together had led to a kind of telepathy between them, so that during the course of the evening Rebus was to do most of the talking, nervously filling the many silent gaps in the conversation.
None of it was very important anyway. He spoke of Edinburgh, without going into detail about his work. This wasn’t easy, since work apart he did very little. Rhona asked about mutual friends and he had to admit that he saw none of the old crowd. She talked about her teaching, of property prices in London. (Rebus heard nothing in her tone to suggest that he should pay something towards a bigger place for his kin. After all, it had been her idea to leave him. No real grounds, except, as she’d put it, that she’d loved a man but married a job.) Then Samantha told him about her secretarial course.
‘Secretarial?’ said Rebus, trying to sound enthusiastic. Samantha’s reply was cool.
‘I told you about it in one of my letters.’
‘Oh.’ There was another break in the conversation. Rebus wanted to burst out: I read your letters, Sammy! I devour your letters! And I’m sorry I so seldom write back, but you know what a lousy letter-writer I am, how much effort it takes, how little time and energy I have. So many cases to solve, so many people depending on me.
But he said nothing. Of course he said nothing. Instead, they played out this little sham scenario. Polite chit-chat in a tiny living-room off Bow Road. Everything to say. Saying nothing. It was unbearable. Truly unbearable. Rebus moved his hands to his knees, spreading the fingers, ready to rise to his feet in the expected manner of one about to leave. Well, it’s been nice seeing you, but there’s a starched hotel bed waiting for me, and a machine to dispense ice, and another to shine shoes. He started to rise.
And the buzzer sounded. Two short, two long. Samantha fairly flew to the stairs. Rhona smiled.
‘Kenny,’ she explained.
‘Oh?’
‘Samantha’s current gentleman.’
Rebus nodded slowly, the understanding father. Sammy was sixteen. She’d left school. A secretarial course at college. Not a boyfriend, a gentleman. ‘What about you, Rhona?’ he said.
She opened her mouth, forming a reply, when the thump of feet climbing the stairs closed it for her. Samantha’s face was flushed as she led her gentleman by his hand into the room. Instinctively, Rebus stood up.
‘Dad, this is Kenny.’
Kenny was clad in black leather zip-up jacket and black leather trousers, with boots reaching almost to his knees. He squeaked as he moved and in his free hand he carried an upturned crash-helmet, from which poked the fingers of a pair of black leather gloves. Two fingers were prominent, and appeared to be pointing directly at Rebus. Kenny removed his hand from Samantha’s grip and held it out towards her father.
‘Wotcher.’
The voice was abrupt, the tone deep and confident. He had lank black hair, almost parted at centre, some residual acne on cheeks and neck, a day’s growth of stubble. Rebus shook the hot hand with little enthusiasm.
‘Hello, Kenny,’ Rhona said. Then, for Rebus’s benefit: ‘Kenny’s a motorcycle messenger.’
‘Oh,’ said Rebus, taking his seat again.
‘Yeah, that’s right,’ Kenny enthused, ‘down the City.’ He turned to Rhona. ‘Made a fair old packet today, Rhona,’ he said, winking. Rhona smiled warmly. This young gentleman, this lad of eighteen or so (so much older, so much more worldly than Samantha) had obviously charmed his way into mother’s heart as well as daughter’s. He turned now to Rebus with that same winning way. ‘I make a hundred quid on a good day. Course, it used to be better, back at Big Bang. There were a lot of new companies then, all of them trying to show off how much dosh they had. Still, there’s a killing to be made if you’re fast and reliable. A lot of the customers ask for me by name now. That shows I’m getting somewhere.’ He sat down on the sofa beside Samantha and waited, as did they all, for Rebus to say something.
He knew what was expected of him. Kenny had thrown down a gauntlet, and the message was, Just you dare disapprove of me now. What did the kid want? A pat on the ego? Rebus’s permission to deflower his daughter? A few tips on how to avoid speed-traps? Whatever, Rebus wasn’t about to knuckle under.
‘Can’t be good for your lungs,’ he said instead. ‘All those exhaust fumes.’
Kenny seemed perplexed by this turn in the conversation. ‘I keep myself fit,’ he said, sounding slightly piqued. Good, thought Rebus, I can nettle this little bastard. He knew Rhona was warning him to lay off, warning him with her piercing eyes, but Rebus kept his attention on Kenny.
‘Must be a lot of prospects for a lad like you.’
Kenny cheered up immediately. ‘Yeah,’ he said, ‘I might even set up my own fleet. All you need’s –’ He fell silent as he belatedly noticed that use of ‘lad’, as though he were dressed in shorts and school-cap. But it was too late to go back and correct it, way too late. He had to push on, but now it all sounded like pipe-dreams and playground fantasies. This rozzer might be from Jockland, but he was every bit as oily as an East End old-timer. He’d have to watch his step. And what was happening now? This Jock, this rough-looking tosser in the ill-fitting gear, the completely uncoordinated gear, this ‘man at C&A’ type, was reminiscing about a grocery shop from his youth. For a time, Rebus had been the grocer’s ‘message boy’. (He explained that in Scotland ‘messages’ meant ‘groceries’.) He’d run about on a heavy-framed black bicycle, with a metal rectangle in front of the handlebars. The box of groceries would be held in this rectangle and off he would pedal to do his deliveries.
‘I thought I was rich,’ Rebus said, obviously coming to a punch line. ‘But when I wanted more money, there wasn’t any to be had. I had to wait till I was old enough to get a proper job, but I loved running around on that bike, doing errands and delivering messages to the old folk. Sometimes they’d even give me a tip, a piece of fruit or a jar of jam.’
There was silence in the room. A police siren sped past outside. Rebus sat back and folded his arms, a sentimental smile spread across his face. And then it dawned on Kenny: Rebus was comparing the two of them! His eyes widened. Everyone knew it. Rhona knew it. Sam knew it. For tuppence, he’d get up and stick the nut on the copper, Sam’s dad or not. But he held back and the moment passed. Rhona got up to make more tea, and the big bastard got up and said he had to be going.
It had all happened so fast. Kenny was still trying to unravel Rebus’s story and Rebus could see it. The poor half-educated runt was trying to work out just how far Rebus had put him down. Rebus could answer that: as far as was necessary. Rhona hated him for it, of course, and Samantha looked embarrassed. Well to hell with them. He’d done his duty, he’d paid his respects. He wouldn’t bother them any more. Let them live in their cramped flat, visited by this . . . gentleman, this mock adult. Rebus had more important things to do. Books to read. Notes to make. And another busy day ahead. It was ten o’clock. He could be back at his hotel by eleven. An early night, that’s what was needed. Eight hours’ sleep in the last two days. No wonder he was ratty, looking for a fight.
He began to feel a little bit ashamed. Kenny was too easy a target. He’d crushed a tiny fly beneath a tower-block of resentment. Resentment, John, or plain jealousy? That was not a question for a tired man. Not a question for a man like John Rebus. Tomorrow. Tomorrow, he might start getting some answers. He was determined to pay for his keep now that he had been brought to London. Tomorrow, the task began in earnest.
He shook Kenny’s hand again and gave him a man-to-man half-wink before leaving the flat. Rhona offered to see him to the door. They went into the hall, leaving Samantha and Kenny in the living-room, behind a closed door.
‘It’s okay,’ Rebus said quickly. ‘I’ll see myself out.’ He started downstairs, aware that to linger was to invite an argument with Rhona. What was the point? ‘Better go keep an eye on Lothario,’ he called, unable to resist the parting shot.
Outside, he remembered that Rhona liked her lovers young, too. Perhaps she . . . but no, that thought was unworthy of him. ‘Sorry, God,’ he said, turning with a steady stride back towards the Underground.
Something is going wrong.
After the first killing, she had felt horror, remorse, guilt. She had begged forgiveness; she would not kill again.
After a month, a month of not being found, she grew more optimistic, and grew hungry too. So she killed again. This had satisfied for another month, and so it had gone on. But now, only twenty-four hours after the fourth time, she had felt the urge again. An urge more powerful and focused than ever. She would get away with it, too. But it would be dangerous. The police were still hunting. Time had not elapsed. The public was wary. If she killed now, she would break her patternless pattern, and perhaps that would give the police some clue that she could not predict.
There was only one solution. It was wrong; she knew it was wrong. This wasn’t her flat, not really. But she did it anyway. She unlocked the door and entered the gallery. There, tied up on the floor, lay the latest body. She would store this one. Keep it out of sight of the police. Examining it, she realised that now she would have more time with it, more time in which to play. Yes, storage was the answer. This lair was the answer. No fear of being found. After all, this was a private place, not a public place. No fear. She walked around the body, enjoying its silence. Then she raised the camera to her eye.
‘Smile please,’ she says, snapping her way through the film. Then she has an idea. She loads another film cartridge and photographs one of the paintings, a landscape. This is the one she will carve, just as soon as she has finished playing with her new toy. But now she has a record of it, too. A permanent record. She watches the photograph develop but then starts to scratch across the plate, smearing the colours and the focus until the picture becomes a chemical swirl, seemingly without form. God, her mother would have hated that.
‘Bitch,’ she says, turning from the wall filled with paintings. Her face is creased with anger and resentment. She picks up a pair of scissors and goes to her plaything again, kneels in front of it, takes a firm hold of the head and brings the scissors down towards the face until they hover a centimetre away from the nose. ‘Bitch,’ she says again, then carefully snips at the nostrils, her hand shaking. ‘Long nosehairs,’ she wails, ‘are so unbecoming. So unbecoming.’
At last she rises again and crosses to the opposite wall, lifts an aerosol and shakes it noisily. This wall – she calls it her Dionysian wall – is covered in spray-painted black slogans: DEATH TO ART, KILLING IS AN ART, THE LAW IS AN ARSE, FUCK THE RICH, FEEL THE POOR. She thinks of something else to say, something worth the diminishing space. She sprays with a flourish.
‘This is art,’ she says, glancing over her shoulder towards the Apollonian wall with its framed paintings. ‘This is fucking art. This is fuck art.’ She sees that the doll’s eyes are open and throws herself down to within an inch of those eyes, which suddenly screw themselves shut. Carefully, she uses both hands to prise apart the eyelids. Faces are close now, so intimate. The moment is always so intimate. Her breath is fast. So is the doll’s. The doll’s mouth struggles against the tape holding it shut. The nostrils flare.
‘Fuck art,’ she hisses to the doll. ‘This is fuck art.’ She has the scissors in her hand again now, and slides one blade into the doll’s left nostril. ‘Long nosehairs, Johnny, are so unbecoming in a man. So unbecoming in a man.’ She pauses, as though listening to something, as though considering this statement. Then she nods. ‘Good point,’ she says, smiling now.
‘Good point.’
The telephone woke Rebus. He could not locate it for a moment, then realised that it was mounted on the wall just to the right of his headboard. He sat up, fumbling with the receiver.
‘Hello?’
‘Inspector Rebus?’ The voice was full of zest. He didn’t recognise it. Took his Longines (his father’s Longines actually) from the bedside table and peered through the badly scratched face to find that it was seven fifteen. ‘Did I wake you up? Sorry. It’s Lisa Frazer.’
Rebus came to life. Or rather his voice did. He still sat slumped and jangling on the edge of the bed, but heard himself say a bright, ‘Hello, Dr Frazer. What can I do for you?’
‘I’ve been studying the notes you gave me on the Wolfman case. Working through most of the night, to be honest. I just couldn’t sleep, I was so excited by them. I’ve made some preliminary observations.’
Rebus touched the bed, feeling its residual warmth. How long since he’d slept with a woman? How long since he’d woken up the following day regretting nothing?
‘I see,’ he said.
Her laughter was like a clear jet of water. ‘Oh, Inspector, I’m sorry, I’ve wakened you. I’ll call back later.’
‘No, no. I’m fine, honestly. A bit startled, but fine. Can we meet and talk about what you’ve found?’
‘Of course.’
‘But I’m a bit tied up today.’ He was trying to sound vulnerable, and thought on the whole that it was probably working. So he played his big card. ‘What about dinner?’
‘That would be nice. Where?’
He rubbed at a shoulder-blade. ‘I don’t know. This is your town, not mine. I’m a tourist, remember.’
She laughed. ‘I’m not exactly a local myself, but I take your point. Well in that case, dinner’s on me.’ She sounded set on this. ‘And I think I know just the place. I’ll come to your hotel. Seven thirty?’
‘I look forward to it.’
What a very pleasant way to start the day, thought Rebus, lying down again and plumping up the pillow. He’d just closed his eyes when the telephone rang again.
‘Yes?’
‘I’m in reception and you’re a lazy git. Come down here so I can put my breakfast on your tab.’
Cli-chick. Brrrr. Rebus slapped the receiver back into its cradle and got out of bed with a growl.
‘What kept you?’
‘I didn’t think they’d appreciate a stark naked guest in the dining-room. You’re early.’
Flight shrugged. ‘Things to do.’ Rebus noticed that Flight didn’t look well. The dark rings around his eyes and his pale colouring were not due simply to lack of sleep. His flesh had a saggy quality, as though magnets on the floor were drawing it down. But then he wasn’t feeling so great himself. He thought he’d probably picked up a bug on the tube. His throat was a little sore and his head throbbed. Could it be true that cities made you sick? In one of the essays Lisa Frazer had given him someone had made that very claim, stating that most serial killers were products of their environment. Rebus couldn’t really comment on that, but he did know that there was more mucus in his nostrils than usual. Had he brought enough handkerchiefs with him?
‘Things to do,’ Flight repeated.
They sat at a table for two. The dining-room was quiet, and the Spanish waitress took their order briskly, the day not yet having had enough time to wear her down.
‘What do you want to do today?’ Flight seemed to be asking this only in order to get the conversation rolling, but Rebus had specific plans for the day and told him so.
‘First off I’d quite like to see Maria Watkiss’s man, Tommy.’ Flight smiled at this and looked down at the table. ‘Just to satisfy my own curiosity,’ Rebus continued. ‘And I’d like to talk to the dental pathologist, Dr Morrison.’
‘Well, I know where to find both of them,’ said Flight. ‘Go on.’
‘That’s about it. I’m seeing Dr Frazer this evening –’ Flight looked up at this news, his eyes widening in appreciation ‘– to go over her findings on the killer’s profile.’
‘Uh huh.’ Flight sounded unconvinced.
‘I’ve been reading those books she lent me. I think there may be something in it, George.’ Rebus used the Christian name carefully, but Flight seemed to have no objections.
The coffee had arrived. Flight poured and drank a cup of it, then smacked his lips. ‘I don’t,’ he said.
‘Don’t what?’
‘Don’t think there’s anything in all this psychology stuff. It’s too much like guesswork and not enough like science. I like something tangible. A dental pathologist, now that’s tangible. That’s something you can get –’
‘Your teeth into?’ Rebus smiled. ‘The pun’s bad enough, but I don’t agree anyway. When was the last time a pathologist gave you a precise time of death? They always hedge their bets.’
‘But they deal in facts, in physical evidence, not in mumbo-jumbo.’
Rebus sat back. He was thinking of the character in a Dickens book he’d read a long time ago, a schoolteacher who wanted facts and nothing but. ‘Come on, George,’ he said, ‘this is the twentieth century.’
‘That’s right,’ said Flight. ‘And we don’t believe in soothsayers any more.’ He looked up again. ‘Or do we?’
Rebus paused to pour some coffee. He felt his cheeks tingling. Probably, they were turning red. Arguments did that to him; even casual disagreements like this were sometimes enough. He was careful to make his next utterance in a soft, reasonable voice.
‘So what are you saying?’
‘I’m saying policework is plodding, John.’ (Still on first name terms, thought Rebus: that’s good.) ‘And shortcuts seldom work. I’m saying don’t let your Hampton do your thinking for you.’ Rebus thought about protesting, but realised he wasn’t exactly sure what Flight meant. Flight smiled.
‘Rhyming slang,’ he explained. ‘Hampton Wick, prick. Or maybe it’s dick. Anyway, I’m just warning you not to let a good looking woman interfere with your professional judgment.’
Rebus was still about to protest, but saw that there was little point. Having voiced his thoughts, Flight seemed content. What’s more, maybe he was right. Did Rebus want to see Lisa Frazer because of the case, or because she was Lisa Frazer? Still, he felt the need to defend her.
‘Listen,’ he said, ‘like I say, I’ve been reading the books she gave me and there are some good things in them.’ Flight looked unconvinced, goading Rebus into ploughing on. And as he fell for it, beginning to speak, he saw that Flight had played the same trick on him as he himself had played on the motorcycle messenger last night. Too late: he had to defend Lisa Frazer, and himself, even though everything he now said sounded stupid and half-baked to his own ears, never mind to Flight’s.
‘What we’re dealing with is a man who hates women.’ Flight looked at him in amazement, as though this were too obvious to need saying. ‘Or,’ Rebus went on quickly, ‘who has to take out his revenge on women because he’s too weak, too scared to take it out on a man.’ Flight admitted this possibility with a twitch of the head. ‘A lot of so-called serial killers,’ continued Rebus, his hand unconsciously grasping the butter-knife, ‘are very conservative – small c – very ambitious, but thwarted. They feel rejected from the class immediately above them, and they target this group.’
‘What? A prostitute, a shop assistant, an office worker? You’re saying they’re the same social group? You’re saying the Wolfman’s social group is lower than a tart’s? Leave off, John.’
‘It’s just a general rule,’ Rebus persisted, wishing he’d never started this conversation. He twisted the knife in his hand. ‘Mind you, one of the earliest serial killers was a French nobleman.’ His voice fell away. Flight was looking impatient. ‘All I’m saying is what’s in those books. Some of it may make sense, it’s just that we don’t have enough on the Wolfman yet to allow us to see what sense it’s all making.’
Flight finished another cup of coffee. ‘Go on,’ he said, without enthusiasm. ‘What else do the books say?’
‘Some serial killers crave publicity,’ said Rebus. He paused, thinking of the killer who had taunted him five years ago, who had led them all a merry chase. ‘If the Wolfman gets in touch with us, we’ve a better chance of catching him.’
‘Perhaps. So what are you saying?’
‘I’m saying we should set some snares and dig some pits. Get Inspector Farraday to pass on a few tidbits to the press, all about how we suspect the Wolfman’s gay, or a transvestite. It can be anything, so long as it jars his conservatism, and maybe it’ll force him into the open.’
Rebus let go of the knife and waited for Flight’s response. But Flight wasn’t about to be rushed. He ran a finger around the rim of his cup. ‘Not a bad idea that,’ he said at last. ‘But I’m willing to bet you didn’t get it from your books.’
Rebus shrugged. ‘Maybe not exactly.’
‘I thought not. Well, let’s see what Cath says to it.’ Flight rose from his chair. ‘Meantime, on a less lofty plane of existence, I think I can take you straight to Tommy Watkiss. Come on. And by the way, thanks for breakfast.’
‘My pleasure,’ said Rebus. He could see Flight was unconvinced by his defence, such as it had turned out to be, of psychology. But then was it Flight he was trying to convince, or himself? Was it Flight he was trying to impress, or Dr Lisa Frazer?
They were passing through the foyer now, Rebus carrying his briefcase. Flight turned to him.
‘Do you,’ he said, ‘know why we’re called the Old Bill?’ Rebus shrugged, offering no answer. ‘Some say it’s because we’re named after a certain London landmark. You can try guessing on the way there.’ And with that Flight pushed hard at the rotating door which served as the hotel’s entrance.
The Old Bailey was not quite what Rebus had expected. The famous dome was there, atop which blindfolded Justice held her scales, but a large part of the court complex was of much more modern design. Security was the keynote. X-ray machines, cubicle-style doors which allowed only one person at a time into the body of the building and security men everywhere. The windows were coated with adhesive tape so that any explosion would not send lethal shards of glass flying into the concourse. Inside, ushers (all of them women) dressed in flapping black cloaks ran around trying to gather up stray juries.
‘Any jurors for court number four?’
‘Jurors for court number twelve, please!’
All the time a PA system announced the names of missing single jurors. It was the busy beginning of another judicial day. Witnesses smoked cigarettes, worried-looking barristers, weighed down by documents, held whispered dialogues with dull-eyed clients, and police officers waited nervously to give evidence.
‘This is where we win or lose, John,’ said Flight. Rebus couldn’t be sure whether he was referring to the courtrooms or to the concourse itself. On floors above them were administrative offices, robing rooms, restaurants. But this floor was where cases were held and decided. Through some doors to their left was the older, domed part of the Old Bailey, a darker, more forbidding place than this bright marbled gallery. The place echoed with the squealing of leather soled shoes, the clack-clack-clacking of heels on the solid floor and the constant murmur of conversation.
‘Come on,’ said Flight. He was leading them towards one of the courtrooms, where he had a word with the guard and one of the clerks before ushering Rebus into the court itself.
If stone and black leather predominated in the concourse, then the courtroom belonged to wood panelling and green leather. They sat on two chairs just inside the door, joining DC Lamb, already seated there, unsmiling, arms folded. He did not greet them, but leaned across to whisper, ‘We’re going to nail the cunt’, before stiffening into his former position.
On the other side of the room sat the twelve jurors, looking bored already, faces numb and unthinking. To the back of the court stood the defendant, hands resting on the rail in front of him, a man of about forty with short, wiry silver and black hair, his face like something hewn from stone, his open-necked shirt a sign of arrogance. He had the dock to himself, there being no police officer on guard.
Some distance in front of him, the lawyers sorted through their papers, watched by assistants and solicitors. The defence counsel was a thick-set and tired-looking man, his face grey (as was his hair), gnawing on a cheap ballpoint. The prosecutor, however, was much more confident looking, tall (if stout), dressed immaculately and with the glow of the righteous upon him. His pen was an intricate fountain affair and he wrote with a flourish, his mouth set as defiantly as any Churchill impersonator. He reminded Rebus of how television liked to think of QCs, Rumpole aside.
Directly overhead was the public gallery. He could hear the muffled shuffling of feet. It had always worried Rebus that those in the public gallery had a clear view of the jury. Here, the court had been designed in such a way that they stared directly down and onto the jurors, making intimidation and identification that much easier. He’d dealt with several cases of jurors being approached at day’s end by some relative of the accused, ready with a wad of notes or a clenched fist.
The judge looked imperious as he pored over some papers in front of him, while just below him the Clerk of Court spoke in hushed tones into a telephone receiver. From the time it was taking to begin proceedings, Rebus realised two things. One was that the case was continuing, not beginning; the other was that some Point of Law had been placed before the judge, which the judge was now considering.
‘Here, seen this?’ Lamb was offering a tabloid to Flight. The newspaper had been folded to a quarter of its size and Lamb tapped one column as he passed it to his superior. Flight read quickly, glancing up at Rebus once or twice, then handed the paper to Rebus with a hint of a smile.
‘Here you go, expert.’
Rebus read through the unattributed piece. Basically, it concerned itself with the progress or lack of it on the Jean Cooper murder inquiry. But the closing paragraph was the killer: ‘The team investigating what have come to be known as the “Wolfman Murders” are being assisted by an expert on serial killers, drafted in from another police force.’
Rebus stared at the newsprint without really seeing it. Surely Cath Farraday wouldn’t have? But then how else had the newspaper got to know? He kept his eyes on the page, aware that both Flight and Lamb were looking at him. He couldn’t believe it: him, an expert! Whether it was true or not – and it wasn’t – didn’t really matter now. What mattered was that results would be expected from him, results above the norm. Yet he knew he couldn’t deliver and in not delivering he would be made to look a laughing stock. No wonder those two pairs of eyes burned into his head. No hard-working policeman liked to be usurped by ‘experts’. Rebus didn’t like it himself. He didn’t like any of it!
Flight saw the pained expression on Rebus’s face and felt sorry for the man. Lamb, however, was smirking, enjoying Rebus’s agony. He accepted his newspaper from Rebus and stuffed it into his jacket pocket.
‘Thought you’d be interested,’ he said.
The judge finally looked up, his attention fixed on the jury. ‘Members of the jury,’ he began, ‘it has been brought to my attention in the case of Crown versus Thomas Watkiss that the evidence of Police Constable Mills contained a passage which may have lodged in your minds, influencing your objectivity.’
So, the man in the dock was Tommy Watkiss, Maria’s husband. Rebus studied him again, shaking his mind clear of the news story. Watkiss’s face was a curious shape, the top half much wider than the cheekbones and jaw, which fell almost to a point. He had the look of an old boxer who had suffered one dislocated jaw too many. The judge was going on about some cock-up in the police case. The arresting constable had given evidence stating that his first words on reaching the accused had been ‘Hello, Tommy, what’s going on here?’ By giving this in evidence, he had let the jury know that Watkiss was well known to the local constabulary, something which might well influence their judgment. The judge was therefore ordering the jury to be dismissed.
‘Good on ya, Tommy!’ came a cry from the public gallery, quickly silenced by a glare from the judge. Rebus wondered where he had heard the voice before.
As the court rose, Rebus stepped forward a few paces and turned to look up at the balcony. The spectators had risen, too, and in the front row Rebus could see a young man dressed in bike leathers and carrying a crash-helmet, grinning towards Watkiss. He raised his fist in a gesture of triumph, then turned and began to climb the steps to the gallery’s exit. It was Kenny, Samantha’s boyfriend. Rebus walked back to where Flight and Lamb were standing, watching him curiously, but Rebus directed his attention towards the dock. The look on Watkiss’s face was one of pure relief. DC Lamb, on the other hand, seemed ready to kill.
‘Luck of the fucking Irish,’ he spat.
‘Tommy’s no more Irish than you are, Lamb,’ Flight said phlegmatically.
‘What was the charge?’ Rebus asked, his mind still confused by the newspaper story, by Kenny’s presence in this place and by his actions. The judge was leaving by a green padded-leather door to the side of the jury box.
‘The usual,’ said Lamb, calming quickly. ‘Rape. When his old woman snuffed it, he needed somebody else on the game. So he tried to “persuade” a girl on his street that she could make a few bob. When that didn’t work, he lost his rag and had a go at her. Bastard. We’ll get him at the retrial. I still think he did for his old woman.’
‘Then find the evidence,’ said Flight. ‘Meantime, I can think of a certain Police Constable who needs a good kick up the arse.’
‘Yeah,’ said Lamb. He was grinning evilly at the thought, then took the hint and left the courtroom in search of the unfortunate PC Mills.
‘Inspector Flight.’ It was the prosecuting counsel, striding briskly towards them with documents and books cradled in his left arm, his right arm outstretched. Flight took the well-groomed hand and shook it.
‘Hello, Mr Chambers. This is Inspector Rebus. He’s come down from Scotland to help us on the Wolfman investigation.’
Chambers looked interested. ‘Ah, yes, the Wolfman. I look forward to prosecuting that particular case.’
‘I just hope we can give you the opportunity,’ said Rebus.
‘Well,’ said Chambers, ‘meanwhile it’s tricky enough landing the little fish like our friend.’ He glanced back in the direction of the dock, which now stood empty. ‘But we try,’ he said with a sigh, ‘we try.’ Then he paused, and added in an undertone, directed at Flight: ‘Get this, George, I don’t like being royally shafted by my own team. Okay?’
Flight blushed. Chambers had dressed him down in a way no Superintendent or Chief Constable could ever have done, and he knew it. ‘Good day, gentlemen,’ he said, moving away, ‘and good luck, Inspector Rebus.’
‘Thanks,’ Rebus called to the retreating figure.
Flight watched as Chambers pushed open the doors of the court, the tail of his wig flicking from side to side, robes flapping behind him. When the doors were closed, Flight chuckled.
‘Arrogant prick. But he’s the best there is.’
Rebus was beginning to wonder if anyone in London was second-rate. He’d been introduced to the ‘top’ pathologist, the ‘best’ prosecuting counsel, the ‘crack’ forensic team, the ‘finest’ police divers. Was it part of the city’s own arrogance?
‘I thought the best lawyers all went in for commercial work these days,’ Rebus said.
‘Not necessarily. It’s only the really greedy bastards who go in for City work. Besides, this sort of stuff is like a drug to Chambers and his ilk. They’re actors, bloody good ones at that.’
Yes, Rebus had known a few Oscar-winning advocates in his time, and had lost a few cases more to their technique than to the strength of their defence. They might earn a quarter of the riches earned by their brothers in the commercial sector, might take home a scant £50,000 each year, but they endured for the sake of their public.
Flight was moving towards the doors. ‘What’s more,’ he said, ‘Chambers studied for a time in the USA. They train them to be actors over there. They also train them to be hard-nosed bastards. I’m told he came out top of his class. That’s why we like having him on our side.’ Flight paused. ‘Do you still want a word with Tommy?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘Why not?’
Out in the concourse, Watkiss was standing by one of the large windows, relishing a cigarette and listening to his solicitor. Then the two men started to walk away.
‘Tell you what,’ said Rebus, ‘I’ve changed my mind. Let’s skip Watkiss for the moment.’
‘Okay,’ said Flight. ‘You’re the expert after all.’ He saw the sour look on Rebus’s face and laughed. ‘Don’t worry about it,’ he said. ‘I know you’re no expert.’
‘That’s very reassuring, George,’ Rebus said without conviction. He stared after Watkiss, thinking: And I’m not the only one leaving court without conviction.
Flight laughed again, but behind his smile he was still more than a little curious about Rebus’s action in the courtroom, walking out into the court like that to peer up at the public gallery. But if Rebus didn’t want to talk about it, then that was his privilege. Flight could bide his time. ‘So what now?’ he asked.
Rebus was rubbing his jaw. ‘My dental appointment,’ he said.
Anthony Morrison, who insisted that they call him Tony, was much younger than Rebus had been anticipating. No more than thirty-five, he had an underdeveloped body, so that his adult head seemed to have outgrown the rest of him. Rebus was aware that he was staring at Morrison with more than common interest. The scrubbed and shiny face, the tufts of bristle on chin and cheekbone where a razor had failed to fulfil its duties, the trimmed hair and keening eyes: in the street, he would have taken Morrison for a sixth-year pupil. Certainly, for a pathologist, albeit a dental pathologist, the man was in stark contrast to Philip Cousins.
On learning that Rebus was Scottish, Morrison had started on about the debt modern-day pathology owed to the Scots, ‘men like Glaister and Littlejohn and Sir Sydney Smith’ though the latter, Morrison had to admit, had been born in the Antipodes. He then said that his own father had been a Scotsman, a surgeon, and asked if Rebus knew that the earliest British Chair of Forensic Medicine had been founded in Edinburgh. Rebus, swept away by the welter of facts, said that this was news to him.
Morrison showed them into his office with an enthusiastic bounce to his walk. Once inside, however, the dentist’s demeanour changed from social to professional.
‘He’s been busy again,’ he said without preamble, leading them to the wall behind his desk, where several ten by eight colour and black and white photographs had been pinned. They showed precise close-ups of the bite marks left on Jean Cooper’s stomach. Arrows had been drawn in, leading from particular spots on certain photographs out to where pinned notes gave Morrison’s technical summary of his findings.
‘I know what to look for now, of course,’ he said, ‘so it didn’t take long to establish that these are probably the same teeth used in the previous attacks. A pattern is also emerging, however, perhaps a disturbing one.’ He went to his desk and returned with more photographs. ‘These are from victim number one. You’ll notice that the indents left by the teeth are less marked. They grow a little more marked by victims two and three. And now –’ he pointed to the current crop of pictures.
‘They’ve got even deeper,’ Rebus answered. Morrison beamed at him.
‘Quite right.’
‘So he’s becoming more violent.’
‘If you can term an attack made on someone who’s already dead “violent”, then yes, Inspector Rebus, he’s getting more violent, or perhaps more unstable would be a better way of phrasing it.’ Rebus and Flight exchanged a glance. ‘Apart from the change in the relative depth of the bite marks, there’s little I can add to my previous findings. The teeth are quite likely to be prosthetic –’
Rebus interrupted. ‘You mean false?’ Morrison nodded. ‘How can you tell?’
Morrison beamed again. The prodigy who liked to show off in front of his teachers. ‘How can I best explain this to a layman?’ He seemed to consider his own question for a moment. ‘Well, one’s own teeth – your own, for example, Inspector Rebus – and by the way, you should get them seen to – they get a little ragged over time. The cutting edge gets chipped and worn. The edge on false teeth is more likely to be smoother, more rounded. Less of an edge to the front teeth especially, and less chips and cracks.’
Rebus, lips closed, was running his tongue over his teeth. It was true, they had the serrated feel of a workman’s saw. He hadn’t visited a dentist in ten years or more, had never felt the need. But now Morrison had commented on them. Did they really look so awful?
‘So,’ Morrison continued, ‘for that reason, as well as for several others, I would say the killer has false teeth. But he also has very curious teeth indeed.’
‘Oh?’ Rebus tried to speak without showing Morrison any more of his own decaying mouth.
‘I’ve already explained this to Inspector Flight,’ Morrison paused so that Flight could nod agreement of this, ‘but briefly, the upper set has a greater biting curve than the lower set. From my measurements, I conclude that the person in possession of these teeth must have quite a strangely shaped face. I did draw some sketches, but I’ve managed to come up with something better. I’m glad you’ve come this afternoon.’ He walked over to a cupboard and opened it. Rebus looked to Flight, who merely shrugged. Morrison was turning towards them again, his right hand supporting a large object covered by an inverted brown-paper bag.
‘Behold,’ he said, lifting the bag from the object. ‘I bring you the head of the Wolfman!’
There was silence in the room, so that the traffic noise from outside became conspicuous. Neither Rebus nor Flight could think of anything immediately to say. Instead, they walked across to meet with the chuckling Morrison, who was regarding his creation with a measure of glee. There was a squeal of suddenly braking tyres outside.
‘The Wolfman,’ Morrison repeated. He was holding the cast of a human head, constructed so far as Rebus could ascertain from pale pink plaster. ‘You can ignore the idea from the nose upwards, if you prefer,’ said Morrison. ‘It’s fairly speculative, based on mean measurements taking into account the jaw. But the jaw itself is, I believe, pretty accurate.’
And a strange jaw it was. The upper teeth jutted out from the mouth, so that the lips over them and the skin below the nose was stretched and bulging. The lower jaw seemed tucked in beneath in what seemed to Rebus a Neanderthal display, to the extent that it almost disappeared. The chin had a narrow, pinched look and the cheekbones were swollen in a line with the nose, but concave as the face extended downwards. It was an extraordinary face, the like of which Rebus could not recall having encountered in the real world. But then this was not the real world, was it? It was a reconstruction, depending upon a measure of averages and guesswork. Flight was staring at it in fascination, as though committing the face to memory. Rebus had the chilling notion that Flight would release a photograph to the papers and charge the first poor soul he came across possessing such a physiognomy.
‘Would you call that deformed?’ Rebus asked.
‘Heavens, no,’ said Morrison with a laugh. ‘You haven’t seen some of the medical cases I’ve had to deal with. No, this couldn’t be termed deformed.’
‘Looks like my idea of Mr Hyde,’ commented Flight.
Don’t mention Hyde to me, Rebus thought to himself.
‘Perhaps,’ said Morrison, laughing again. ‘What about you, Inspector Rebus? What are your thoughts?’
Rebus examined the cast again. ‘It looks prehistoric.’
‘Ah! said Morrison enthusiastically. ‘That was what I thought at first. The jutting upper jaw especially.’
‘How do you know that is the upper jaw?’ asked Rebus. ‘Couldn’t it be the other way round?’
‘No, I’m pretty sure this is correct. The bites are fairly consistent. Apart from victim three, that is.’
‘Oh?’
‘Yes, victim three was a strange one. The lower set, that is the smaller set, seemed more extended than the upper set. As you can see from this cast, the killer would have had to make an extraordinary contortion of his face to produce such a bite.’
He mimed the bite for them, opening his mouth wide, lifting his head, and pushing out his lower jaw, then making a biting motion, the lower jaw doing most of the work.
‘In the other bites, the killer has bitten more like this.’ Again he put on a dumb show, this time drawing his lips back from his upper jaw and biting down sharply so that the upper teeth closed over the lower teeth, the teeth themselves snapping together.
Rebus shook his head. This wasn’t making things clearer. If anything, he was growing more confused. He nodded towards the cast. ‘You really believe the man we’re looking for looks like this?’
‘The man or woman, yes. Of course, I may have exaggerated a little with this cast, but I’m more or less convinced.’
Rebus had stopped listening after the first sentence. ‘What do you mean, or woman?’ he asked.
Morrison shrugged his shoulders theatrically. ‘Again, this is something I’ve discussed with Inspector Flight. It just seemed to me that, purely on the dental evidence you understand, this head could as easily belong to a woman as to a man. The large upper set of teeth seems to me very male, judging from size and what have you, but the lower set, just as equally, seems very female. A man with a woman’s chin, or a woman with a masculine upper jaw?’ He shrugged again. ‘Take your pick.’
Rebus looked to Flight, who was shaking his head slowly. ‘No,’ Flight said, ‘it’s a man.’
Rebus had never considered the possibility that a woman might be behind the killings. It had never entered his head. Until now.
A woman? Improbable, but why impossible? Flight was dismissing it out of hand, but on what grounds? Rebus had read last night that a growing number of multiple murderers were women. But could a woman have stabbed like that? Could a woman so completely have overwhelmed victims of similar height, similar strength?
‘I’d like to get some photographs of this,’ Flight was saying. He had taken the cast from Morrison and was studying it again.
‘Of course,’ Morrison said, ‘but remember, it’s only my idea of the look of the killer’s head.’
‘We appreciate it, Tony. Thanks for all your work.’
Morrison shrugged modestly. He had fished for a compliment and had hooked one.
Rebus could see that Flight was convinced by this whole piece of theatre, the unveiling of the head and so on. To Rebus it was more showmanship than tangible truth, more the stuff of courtroom melodrama. He still felt that to trap the Wolfman they had to get inside his head, not play with plaster mock-ups of it.
His or her head.
‘Would the bite marks be enough to identify the killer?’
Morrison considered this. Then nodded. ‘I think so, yes. If you can bring me the suspect, I think I can show that he or she is the Wolfman.’
Rebus persisted, ‘But would it stand up in court?’
Morrison folded his arms and smiled. ‘I could blind the jury with science.’ His face became serious again. ‘No, on its own I don’t think my evidence would ever be enough to convict. But as part of a larger body of such evidence, we might be in with half a chance.’
‘Always supposing the bastard makes it to trial,’ Flight added grimly. ‘Accidents have been known to happen in custody.’
‘Always supposing,’ Rebus corrected, ‘we catch him in the first place.’
‘That, gentlemen,’ said Morrison, ‘I leave entirely in your capable hands. Suffice to say, I look forward to introducing my friend here to the real thing.’ And he tipped the plaster head backwards and forwards and backwards again, until it seemed to Rebus that the head was mocking them, laughing and rolling its sightless eyes.
As Morrison showed them out, he rested a hand on Rebus’s forearm. ‘I’m serious about your teeth,’ he said, ‘you should get them seen to. I could look at them myself if you like?’
When he returned to headquarters Rebus went straight to the wash-room and, in front of a soap-spattered mirror, examined his mouth. What was Morrison talking about? His teeth looked fine. Okay, one of them had a dark line running down it, a crack perhaps, and a few were badly stained from too many cigarettes and too much tea. But they looked strong enough, didn’t they? No need for drills and piercing, grinding implements. No need for a dentist’s chair, sharp needles, and a spitting out of blood.
Back at his designated desk he doodled on his notebook. Was Morrison just the nervous type, or was he hyperactive? Was he perhaps mad? Or was he merely dealing with the world in his own idiosyncratic way?
So few serial killers were women. Statistically, it was unlikely. Since when had he believed in statistics? Since he had started to read psychology textbooks, last night in his hotel room after the disastrous visit to Rhona and Samantha. Kenny: what the hell was Kenny doing running around with Tommy Watkiss? His daughter’s ‘gentleman’. A smiling villain? Forget it, John. You don’t control that part of your life any more. He had to smile at this: what part of his life did he control? His work gave his life what meaning it had. He should admit defeat, tell Flight he could be of no help and return to Edinburgh, where he could be sure of his villains and his crimes: drug pedlars, protection racketeers, domestic violence, fraud.
A murder each month, regular as the moon. It was only a saying, wasn’t it, regular as the moon? He unhooked a calendar from the wall. Portraits of Italy, donated to the station by Gino’s Sandwich Bar. Time of the month. Had there been a full moon around 16th January when Maria Watkiss was found? No, but then they reckoned she might have lain undiscovered for two or three days. Thursday 11th January had been the full moon. The full moon affected the Wolfman in the movies, didn’t it? But they had named the killer Wolfman after Wolf Street, not because he, or she, killed by the light of the full moon. Rebus was more confused than ever. And weren’t women supposedly affected by the moon, something to do with their time of the month?
May Jessop had died on Monday 5th February, four days before another full moon. Shelley Richards had died on Wednesday 28th February, nowhere near a full moon. Morrison had said her case was unusual, the bites had seemed different. And then Jean Cooper had died on the night of Sunday 18th March, two days before the vernal equinox.
He threw the calendar onto the desk. There was no pattern, no neat mathematical solution. Who was he trying to kid? This wasn’t the movies. The hero didn’t stumble upon the answer. There were no shortcuts. Maybe Flight was right. It was all plodding routine and forensic evidence. Psychology was no shortcut, barking at the moon was no shortcut. He couldn’t know when the Wolfman would strike again. He knew so little.
Flight wandered exhaustedly into the room and fell onto a chair, causing it to creak in protest.
‘I finally got through to Cath,’ he said. ‘I put your idea to her, and she’s giving it some thought.’
‘That’s big of her.’
Flight gave him a warning look and Rebus raised his hands in apology. Flight nodded towards the calendar. ‘What are you up to?’
‘I don’t know, nothing much. I thought there might be some pattern to the dates when the Wolfman struck.’
‘You mean like the stages of the moon, the equinox, that sort of thing?’ Flight was smiling. Rebus nodded slowly. ‘Hell, John, I’ve been through all that and more.’ He went to a particular manila folder and tossed it towards Rebus. ‘Take a look: I’ve tried number patterns, distance between murder sites, possible means of transport – the Wolfman’s pretty mobile, you know, I think he must have a car. I’ve tried linking the victims, checking which school they went to, which libraries they used, whether they liked sports or discos or classical bloody music. Know what? They don’t have anything in common, not a single thing linking the four of them save the fact that they were women.’
Rebus flicked through the file. It was an impressive amount of slogging, all to no end save that of clarification. Flight hadn’t climbed the ladder to his present rank by a fluke, or by keeping in with his superiors, or by signifying greatness. He had got there by sheer hard work.
‘Point taken,’ said Rebus. Then, because this didn’t seem quite enough: ‘I’m impressed. Have you shown this lot to anyone else?’
Flight shook his head. ‘It’s guesswork, John. Straw-clutching. That’s all. It would just confuse the issue. Besides, do you remember the story of the boy who cried wolf? One day, there really was a wolf there, but by then no one believed him because he’d given them so much crap before.’
Rebus smiled. ‘Still, it’s a lot of work.’
‘What did you expect?’ Flight asked. ‘A chimpanzee in a whistle? I’m a good copper, John. I may be no expert, but I’d never claim to be.’
Rebus was about to remonstrate, then frowned. ‘What’s a whistle?’ he said.
Flight threw back his head and laughed. ‘A suit, you plonker. Whistle and flute, suit. Rhyming slang. God sakes, John, we’re going to have to educate you. Tell you what, why don’t we go out for a meal ourselves tonight? I know a good Greek restaurant in Walthamstow.’ Flight paused, a gleam in his eye. ‘I know it’s good,’ he said, ‘’cos I’ve seen a lot of bubbles coming out of it.’ His smile was inviting. Rebus thought quickly. Bubbles? Was the food gassy? Did they serve champagne? Rhyming slang. Bubbles.
‘Bubble and squeak,’ he said. Then a pause. ‘Greeks, right?’
‘Right!’ said Flight. ‘You’re catching on fast. So what about it? Or Indian, Thai, Italian, you decide.’
But Rebus was shaking his head. ‘Sorry, George, prior engagement.’
Flight pulled his head back. ‘No,’ he said, ‘you’re seeing her, aren’t you? That bloody psychiatrist. I forgot you told me at breakfast. You bloody Jocks, you don’t waste any time, do you? Coming down here, stealing our women.’ Flight sounded in good humour, but Rebus thought he detected something a little deeper down, a genuine sadness that the two of them couldn’t get together for a meal.
‘Tomorrow night, eh, George?’
‘Yeah,’ said Flight. ‘Tomorrow night sounds fine. One word of advice though?’
‘What?’
‘Don’t let her get you on the couch.’
‘No,’ said Dr Lisa Frazer, shaking her head vigorously. ‘That’s psychiatrists. Psychiatrists have couches, not psychologists. We’re like chalk and cheese.’
She looked stunning, yet there was no alchemy involved in the process. She was dressed simply and wore no make-up. Her hair had been brushed straight back and tied with a band. Still, casually, elegantly, simply, she was stunning. She had been dead on time at the hotel and had walked with him, her arm linked in his, along Shaftesbury Avenue, past the scene of his run-in with the patrol car. The early evening was warm, and Rebus felt good walking with her. Men were glancing towards them, okay, be honest, towards her. There might even have been a wolf whistle or two. It made Rebus feel good all the same. He was wearing his tweed jacket with an open-necked shirt and had the sudden fear that she would lead him to some fancy restaurant where men were not admitted without ties. That would be just his luck. The city teemed with nightlife, teenagers mostly, drinking from cans and calling to each other across the busy road. The pubs were doing good business and buses chugged grime into the air. Grime which would be falling unseen on Lisa Frazer. Rebus felt valiant. He felt like stopping all the traffic, confiscating all the keys so that she could walk unsullied through the streets.
Since when did he think like that? Where had this tiny unpolished stone of romance come from? What desperate corner of his soul? Self-conscious, John. You’re becoming too self-conscious. And if a psychologist didn’t spot it, nobody would. Be natural. Be calm. Be yourself.
She brought him into Chinatown, a few streets off Shaftesbury Avenue, where the telephone boxes were shaped like oriental temples, supermarkets sold fifty-year-old eggs, gateways were decorated like relics from Hong Kong and the street names were given in Chinese as well as English. There were a few tourists about, but mainly the pedestrianised walkway was filled with scuttling Chinese, their voices shrill. It was a different world, like something you would expect to find in New York but never dream of finding in England. Yet he could look back along the street and still see the theatres on Shaftesbury Avenue, the red buses chug-chugging, the punks yelling obscenities at the tops of immature voices.
‘Here we are,’ she said, stopping outside a restaurant on the corner of the street. She pulled open the door, gesturing for him to precede her into the air-conditioned chill. A waiter was upon them at once, showing them to a dimly-lit booth. A waitress smiled with her eyes as she handed them each a menu. The waiter returned with a wine list, which he placed beside Rebus.
‘Would you like a drink while you are deciding?’
Rebus looked to Lisa Frazer for guidance. ‘Gin and tonic,’ she said without hesitation.
‘And the same for me,’ said Rebus, then regretted it. He wasn’t all that keen on gin’s chemical smell.
‘I’m very excited about this case, Inspector Rebus.’
‘Please, call me John. We’re not in the station now.’
She nodded. ‘I’d like to thank you for giving me the chance to study the files. I think I’m already forming an interesting picture.’ She reached into her clutch-purse and produced a collection of a dozen index cards held together with an outsize paper-clip. The cards were covered in lines of tiny, neat handwriting. She seemed ready to start reading them. ‘Shouldn’t we at least order first?’ Rebus asked. She appeared not to understand, then grinned.
‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘It’s just that I’m . . .’
‘Very excited. Yes, you said.’
‘Don’t policemen get excited when they find what they think is a clue?’
‘Almost never,’ said Rebus, appearing to study the menu, ‘we’re born pessimists. We don’t get excited until the guilty party has been sentenced and locked up.’
‘That’s curious.’ She held her own menu still closed. The index cards had been relegated to the table-top. ‘I’d have thought to enjoy police work you would need a level of optimism, otherwise you’d never think you were going to solve the case.’
Still studying the menu, Rebus decided that he’d let her order for both of them. He glanced up at her. ‘I try not to think about solving or not solving,’ he said. ‘I just get on with the job, step by step.’
The waiter had returned with their drinks.
‘You are ready to order?’
‘Not really,’ said Rebus, ‘could we have a couple more minutes?’
Lisa Frazer was staring across the table at him. It wasn’t a large table. Her right hand rested on the rim of her glass, barely an inch from his left hand. Rebus could sense the presence of her knees almost touching his own under the table. The other tables in the restaurant all seemed larger than this one, and the booths seemed better lit.
‘Frazer’s a Scottish name,’ he said. It was as good a line as any.
‘That’s right,’ she replied. ‘My great grandfather came from a place called Kirkcaldy.’
Rebus smiled. She had pronounced the word the way it looked. He corrected her, then added, ‘I was born and brought up not far from there. Five or six miles, to be precise.’
‘Really? What a coincidence. I’ve never been there, but my grandaddy used to tell me it was where Adam Smith was born.’
Rebus nodded. ‘But don’t hold that against it,’ he said. ‘It’s still not a bad wee town.’ He picked up his glass and swirled it, enjoying the sound of the ice chinking on the glass. Lisa was at last studying her menu. Without looking up, she spoke.
‘Why are you here?’ The question was sudden, catching Rebus off-balance. Did she mean here in the restaurant, here in London, here on this planet?
‘I’m here to find answers.’ He was pleased with this reply; it seemed to deal with all three possibilities at once. He lifted his glass. ‘Here’s to psychology.’
She raised her own glass, ice rattling like musical chimes. ‘Here’s to taking things one step at a time.’ They both drank. She studied her menu again. ‘Now,’ she said, ‘what shall we have?’
Rebus knew how to use a pair of chopsticks, but perhaps tonight had just been the wrong time to try. He suddenly found himself unable to pick up a noodle or a sliver of duck without the thing sliding out of his grasp and falling back to the table, splashing sauce across the tablecloth. The more it happened, the more frustrated he became and the more frustrated he became, the more it happened. Finally, he asked for a fork.
‘My coordination’s all gone,’ he explained. She smiled in understanding (or was it sympathy?) and poured more tea into his tiny cup. He could see that she was impatient to tell him what she thought she had discovered about the Wolfman. Over a starter of crabmeat soup the talk had been safe, guarded, had been of pasts and futures, not the present. Rebus stabbed his fork into an unresisting slice of meat. ‘So what have you found?’
She looked at him for confirmation that this was her cue. When he nodded, she put down her chopsticks, then pushed aside the paper-clip from her index cards and cleared her throat, not so much reading from the cards, more using them as occasional prompts.
‘Well,’ she said, ‘the first thing I found revealing was the evidence of salt on the bodies of the victims. I know some people think it may be sweat, but I’m of the opinion that these are tear stains. A lot can be learned from any killer’s interpersonal relationship with his or her victim.’ There it was again: his or her. Her. ‘To me the tear stains indicate feelings of guilt in the attacker, guilt felt, moreover, not in reflection but at the actual time of the attack. This gives the Wolfman a moral dimension, showing that he is being driven almost against his will. There may well be signs of schizophrenia here, the Wolfman’s dark side operating only at certain times.’
She was about to rush on, but already Rebus needed time to catch up. He interrupted. ‘You’re saying most of the time the Wolfman may seem as normal as you or me?’
She nodded briskly. ‘Yes, exactly. In fact, I’m saying that between times the Wolfman doesn’t just seem as normal as anyone else, he is as normal, which is why he’s been hard to catch. He doesn’t wander around the streets with the word “Wolfman” tattooed across his forehead.’
Rebus nodded slowly. He realised that by seeming to concentrate on her words, he had an excuse for staring at her face, consuming it with eyes more proficient than any cutlery. ‘Go on,’ he said.
She flipped one card over and moved to the next, taking a deep breath. ‘That the victim is abused after death indicates that the Wolfman feels no need to control his victim. In some serial killers, this element of control is important. Killing is the only time when these people feel in any kind of control of their lives. This isn’t the case with the Wolfman. The murder itself is relatively quick, occasioning little pain or suffering. Sadism, therefore, is not a feature. Rather, the Wolfman is playing out a scenario upon the corpse.’
Again the rush of words, her energy, her eagerness to share her findings, all swept past Rebus. How could he concentrate when she was so close to him, so close and so beautiful? ‘What do you mean?’
‘It’ll become clearer.’ She stopped to take a sip of tea. Her food was barely touched, the mound of rice in the bowl beside her hardly dented. In her own way, Rebus realised, she was every bit as nervous as he was, but not for the same reasons. The restaurant, though hectic, might have been empty. This booth was their territory. Rebus took a gulp of the still-scalding tea. Tea! He could kill for a glass of cold white wine.
‘I thought it interesting,’ she was saying now, ‘that the pathologist, Dr Cousins, feels the initial attack comes from behind. This makes the attacks non-confrontational and the Wolfman is likely to be like this in his social and working life. There’s also the possibility that he cannot look his victims in the eye, out of fear that their fear would destroy his scenario.’
Rebus shook his head. It was time to own up. ‘You’ve lost me.’
She seemed surprised. ‘Simply, he’s taking out revenge and to him the victims represent the individual against whom he’s taking his revenge. If he confronted them face to face, he’d realise they’re not the person he bears the grudge against in the first place.’
Rebus still felt a little bit lost. ‘Then these women are stand-ins?’
‘Substitutes, yes.’
He nodded. This was getting interesting, interesting enough for him to turn his gaze from Lisa Frazer, the better to concentrate on her words. She was still only halfway through her cards.
‘So much for the Wolfman,’ she said, flipping to the next card. ‘But the chosen location can also say a lot about the inner life of the attacker, as can age, sex, race and class of the victims. You’ll have noticed that they are all women, that they are mostly older women, women approaching middle age, and that three out of four have been white. I’ll admit that I can’t make much out of these facts as they stand. In fact, it was just the failure of pattern that made me think a little harder about location. You see, just when a pattern looks to be emerging, an element arises that destroys the precision: the killer attacks a much younger woman, or strikes earlier in the evening, or chooses a black victim.’
Or, Rebus was thinking, kills outside the pattern of the full moon.
Lisa continued, ‘I started to give some consideration to the spatial pattern of the attacks. These can determine where the killer may strike next, or even where he lives.’ Rebus raised his eyebrows. ‘It’s true, John, it’s been proved in several cases.’
‘I don’t doubt it. I was raising my eyebrows at that phrase “spatial pattern”.’ A phrase he’d heard before, on the loathed management course.
She smiled. ‘Jargon, yes. There’s a lot of it about. What I mean is the pattern of the murder sites. A canal path, a railway line, the vicinity of a tube station. Three out of four take place near travel systems, but again the fourth case defeats the pattern. All four take place north of the river. At least there’s some evidence of a pattern there. But – and this is my point – the non-emergence of a pattern seems to me in itself a conscious act. The Wolfman is making sure you have as little as possible to go on. This would indicate a high level of psychological maturity.’
‘Yes, he’s as mature as a hatter all right.’
She laughed. ‘I’m being serious.’
‘I know you are.’
‘There is one other possibility.’
‘What’s that?’
‘The Wolfman knows how not to leave a trail because he is familiar with police work.’
‘Familiar with it?’
She nodded. ‘Especially the way you go about investigating a series of murders.’
‘You’re saying he’s a copper?’
She laughed again, shaking her head. ‘I’m saying he may have prior convictions.’
‘Yes, well,’ he thought of the file George Flight had shown him a few hours earlier, ‘we’ve checked on over a hundred ex-offenders already. No luck there.’
‘But you can’t possibly have talked to every man who has ever been convicted of rape, violent assault or the like.’
‘Agreed. But there’s something you seem to have overlooked – the teeth marks. Those are very palpable clues. If the Wolfman is being so clever, why does he leave us a neat set of bite marks every time?’
She blew on her tea, cooling it. ‘Maybe,’ she said, ‘the teeth are a – what do you call it – a red herring?’
Rebus thought about this. ‘It’s possible,’ he conceded, ‘but there’s something else. I visited a dental pathologist today. From the marks made by the teeth, he said he couldn’t rule out the possibility that the Wolfman is a woman.’
‘Really?’ Her eyes opened wide. ‘That’s very interesting. I’d never even considered it.’
‘Neither had we.’ He scooped more rice into his bowl. ‘So tell me, why does he, or she, bite the victims?’
‘I’ve given that a lot of thought.’ She flipped to her final card. ‘The bite is always on the stomach, the female stomach, carrier of life. Maybe the Wolfman has lost a child, or maybe he was abandoned and consequently adopted and resents the fact. I don’t know. A lot of serial killers have fragmented upbringings.’
‘Mmm. I read all about it in those books you gave me.’
‘Really? You read them?’
‘Last night.’
‘And what did you think?’
‘I thought they were clever, sometimes ingenious.’
‘But do you think the theories are valid?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘I’ll tell you if and when we catch the Wolfman.’
She toyed with her food again, but ate nothing. The meat in her bowl had a cold, gelatinous look. ‘What about the anal attacks, John. Do you have any theories there?’
Rebus considered this. ‘No,’ he said finally, ‘but I know what a psychiatrist might say.’
‘Yes, but you’re not with a psychiatrist, remember. I’m a psychologist.’
‘How can I forget? You said in your essay that there are thirty known serial killers active in the USA. Is that true?’
‘I wrote that essay over a year ago. By now, there are probably more. Frightening, isn’t it?’
He shrugged, the shrug disguising a shiver. ‘How’s the food?’ he asked.
‘What?’ She looked at her bowl. ‘Oh, I’m not really very hungry. To tell you the truth, I feel a little bit . . . deflated, I suppose. I was so excited at what I thought I’d managed to piece together, but in telling it all to you, I see that really there’s not very much there at all.’ She was thumbing through the index cards.
‘There’s plenty there,’ said Rebus. ‘I’m impressed, honest. Every little bit helps. And you stick to the known facts, I like that. I was expecting more jargon.’ He remembered the terms from one of her books, the one by MacNaughtie. ‘Latent psychomania, Oedipal urgings, gobbledygook.’
‘I could give you plenty of that stuff,’ she said, ‘but I doubt it would help.’
‘Exactly.’
‘Besides, that’s more in line with psychiatry. Psychologists prefer drive theories, social learning theory, multiphasic personalities.’ Rebus had clamped his hands over his ears.
She laughed again. He could make her laugh so easily. Once upon a time he’d made Rhona laugh too, and after Rhona a certain Liaison Officer back in Edinburgh. ‘So what about policemen?’ he asked, closing off the memory. ‘What can psychologists tell about us?’
‘Well,’ she said, relaxing into her seat, ‘you’re extrovert, tough-minded, conservative.’
‘Conservative?’
‘With a small “c”.’
‘I read last night that serial killers are conservative, too.’
She nodded, still smiling. ‘Oh yes,’ she said, ‘you’re alike in a lot of ways. But by conservative I mean specifically that you don’t like anything that changes the status quo. That’s why you’re reticent about the use of psychology. It interferes with the strict guidelines you’ve set yourselves. Isn’t that so?’
‘Well, I suppose I could argue, but I won’t. So what happens now you’ve studied the Wolfman?’
‘Oh, all I’ve done so far is scratch the surface.’ Her hands were still on the index cards. ‘There are other tests to be done, character analyses and so on. It’ll take time.’ She paused. ‘What about you?’
‘Well, we’ll plod along, checking, examining, taking it –’
‘Step by step,’ she interrupted.
‘That’s right, step by step. Whether I’ll be on the case much longer or not I can’t say. They may send me back to Edinburgh at the end of the week.’
‘Why did they bring you to London in the first place?’
The waiter had come to clear away their dishes. Rebus sat back, wiping his lips with the serviette.
‘Any coffees or liqueurs, sir?’
Rebus looked to Lisa. ‘I think I’ll have a Grand Marnier,’ she said.
‘Just coffee for me,’ said Rebus. ‘No, hold on, what the hell, I’ll have the same.’ The waiter bowed and moved off, his arms heavy with crockery.
‘You didn’t answer my question, John.’
‘Oh, it’s simple enough. They thought I might be able to help. I worked on a previous serial killing, up in Edinburgh.’
‘Really?’ She sat forward in her chair, the palms of her hands pressed to the tablecloth. ‘Tell me.’
So he told her. It was a long story, and he didn’t know exactly why he gave her as many details as he did – more details than she needed to know, and more, perhaps, than he should be telling to a psychologist. What would she make of him? Would she find a trace of psychosis or paranoia in his character? But he had her complete attention, so he spun the tale out in order to enjoy that attention the more.
It took them through two cups of coffee, the paying of the bill, and a balmy night-time walk through Leicester Square, across Charing Cross Road, up St Martin’s Lane and along Long Acre towards Covent Garden. They walked around Covent Garden itself, Rebus still doing most of the talking. He stopped by a row of three telephone boxes, curious about the small white stickers covering every available inch of space on the inside of the booths: Stern corrective measures; French lessons; O and A specialist; TV; Trudy, nymphet, Spank me; S/M chamber; Busty blonde – all of them accompanied by telephone numbers.
Lisa studied them, too. ‘Every one a psychologist,’ she said. Then: ‘That’s quite a story you’ve just told, John. Has anyone written it up?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘A newspaper reporter wrote a couple of articles.’ Jim Stevens. Christ, hadn’t he moved to London, too? Rebus thought again of the newspaper story Lamb had shown him, the unattributed newspaper story.
‘Yes,’ Lisa was saying, ‘but has anyone looked at it from your point of view?’
‘No.’ She looked thoughtful at this. ‘You want to turn me into a case study?’
‘Not necessarily,’ she said. ‘Ah, here we are.’ She stopped. They were standing outside a shoe shop in a narrow, pedestrianised street. Above the rows of shops were two storeys of flats. ‘This is where I live,’ she said. ‘Thank you for this evening. I’ve enjoyed it.’
‘Thank you for the meal. It was great.’
‘Not at all.’ She fell silent. They were only two or three feet apart. Rebus shuffled his feet. ‘Will you be able to find your way back?’ she asked. ‘Should I point you in the right direction?’
Rebus looked up and down the street. He was lost. He had not been keeping track of their meanderings. ‘Oh, I’ll be all right.’ He smiled and she smiled back but did not speak. ‘So this is it then,’ he persisted. ‘No offer of a coffee?’
She looked at him slyly. ‘Do you really want a coffee?’
He returned the look. ‘No,’ he admitted, ‘not really.’
She turned from him and opened the door to the side of the shoe shop. The shop claimed to specialise in handmade and non-leather shoes. Beside the door to the flats was an entryphone boasting six names. One of them read simply ‘L Frazer’. No ‘Dr’, but then he supposed she wouldn’t want to be disturbed by people needing a medical doctor, would she? There were times when a qualification was best kept under wraps.
Lisa drew the mortice key out of the lock. The stairwell was brightly lit, its plain stone painted cornflower blue. She turned back towards him.
‘Well,’ she said, ‘since you don’t want a coffee, you’d better come on up . . .’
She later explained, running a hand over his chest as they lay together in bed, that she saw no point in the little games people played, the slow edging towards a moment when both would admit that what they really wanted was to make love.
So instead she led Rebus up to her first floor flat, took him into the darkened room, undressed and got into bed, sitting with her knees tucked up in front of her.
‘Well?’ she said. So he had undressed, too, and joined her. She lay now with her arms reaching behind her to grab at the bedposts, her body dusky in the light cast from a street lamp outside. Rebus ran his tongue back up along the inside of her leg, the inner thigh, her legs supple. She smelt of jasmine, tasted of flowers more pungent still. Rebus was self-conscious at first. His own body had become an embarrassment, while hers was in fine, toned condition. (Squash and swimming, she told him later, and a strict diet.) He ran his fingers over the ripples, the corrugations in her flesh. There was some sagging to the skin above her stomach, some creasing to the sides of her breasts and to her throat. He looked down and saw his own distended chest. There was still some muscle to his stomach, but there was also excessive fleshiness; not supple, tired and ageing. Squash and swimming: he would take up some exercise, join a health club. There were enough of them in Edinburgh.
He was eager to please. Her pleasure became his only goal, and he worked tirelessly. There was sweat in the room now. A lot of sweat. They were working well together, moving fluidly, each seeming to sense what the other was about to do. When he moved slightly too quickly and bumped his nose on her chin, they laughed quietly, rubbing foreheads. And when later he went in search of her fridge and cold liquid, she came too, popping an ice cube into her mouth before kissing him, the kiss extending downwards as she sank to her knees in front of him.
Back in bed, they drank chill white wine from the bottle and kissed some more, then began all over again.
The air between them had lost its nervous charge and they were able to enjoy themselves. She moved on top, rearing above him, her rhythm increasing until all he could do was lie back and watch with his eyes closed, imagining the room in diffuse light, a cold spray of water, a smoothness of skin.
Or a woman. The Wolfman could be a woman. The Wolfman was playing with the police, seemed to know the way they thought and worked. A woman? A woman officer? Cath Farraday came to mind, with her Teutonic face, that wide but angular jaw.
Jesus, here he was with Lisa, thinking of another woman! He felt a sudden pang of guilt, hitting him in the stomach a moment before a very different reaction arched his back and his neck, while her hands pressed down upon his chest, her knees clamped to his hips.
Or a woman. Why the teeth? Leaving not a single clue except those bites. Why? Why not a woman? Why not a policeman? Or . . . or . . .
‘Yes, yes.’ Her breath escaped with a hiss, the word losing all meaning as she repeated it ten, twenty, thirty times. Yes what?
‘Yes, John, yes, John, yes . . .’
Yes.
It had been another busy day for her, a day spent pretending to be what she’s not, but now she was out again, prowling. She is beginning to like the way she can move so smoothly through the two worlds. Earlier this evening she was the guest at a dinner party in Blackheath. Mock-Georgian elegance, stripped pine doors, talk of school fees and fax machines, of interest rates and foreign property – and the Wolfman. They asked for her opinion. Her opinion was reasoned, intelligent, liberal. There was chilled Chablis and an exquisite bottle of Chateau Montrose: the ’82. She could not choose between the two, so enjoyed a glass of both.
One guest was late arriving, a journalist on one of the better dailies. He apologised. They asked for tidbits from the next day’s news, and he supplied them generously. The sister paper to his own was a downmarket tabloid. He told them the next day’s front page would have a headline reading SECRET LIFE OF GAY WOLFMAN. Of course, as the journalist knows, this is nothing more than a ruse, to try to bait the killer. And she knows too, naturally. They smile at one another across the table, as she lifts more pasta expertly with her fork. How stupid of them to run a story like that: gay Wolfman indeed! She chuckles into her oversized wine glass. The conversation turns to motorway traffic, wine acquisition, the state of Blackheath Common. Blackheath, of course, is where they buried the plague victims, piling the corpses high. Black Death. Black Heath. One letter separates the two. She smiles at this, too, discreetly.
The meal over, she took a taxi back across the river and got out at the beginning of her street. She intended to go straight home, but walked past her door and kept on walking. She shouldn’t be doing this, shouldn’t be out here, but it feels right. After all, the toy in the gallery must be lonely. It’s always so cold in the gallery. So cold Jack Frost could bite off your nose.
Her mother must have told her that. Her mother. Long nosehairs, Johnny, are so unbecoming in a gentleman. Or her father, singing nonsense songs while she hid herself in the garden. ‘Fuck art,’ she hisses quietly to herself.
She knows where to go, too. Not far. The intersection of one road with a much larger one. There are many like it in London. Traffic lights, and a few women wandering back and forth, sometimes crossing at the lights so that the drivers can see them, can see their legs and their white bodies. If a car window is rolled down, a woman may lean down close to the driver so that they can discuss terms. Professional, but not very discreet. She knows that sometimes the police will make a rudimentary attempt to close down business, knows too that policemen are among the whores’ best customers. That’s why it’s dangerous for her to come here. Dangerous but necessary: she has an itch, and women like these go missing all the time, don’t they? No one gets suspicious. No one starts alarm bells ringing. Alarm bells are the last thing you need in this part of the city. Like with her first victim, by the time they got to her she was a meal for rats. Animal feed. She chuckles again, and makes to walk past one of these women, but stops.
‘Hello, love,’ says the woman. ‘Anything you want?’
‘How much for the night?’
‘For you, love, a hundred.’
‘Very well.’ She turns and starts back towards her own street, her own house, so much safer there than out here. The woman follows noisily a yard or two behind, seeming to understand. She does not let the woman catch up until she is at the front door and the key is in the lock. The gallery beckons. Only it doesn’t look like a gallery any more.
It looks like a butcher’s block.
‘Nice place you’ve got, love.’
She puts a finger to her lips. ‘No talking.’ The woman begins to look suspicious, looks as though she’s thinking twice about being here. So she goes to her and grabs at a breast, planting a clumsy, smeared kiss across puffy lips. The prostitute looks startled for a second, then manages a rehearsed smile.
‘Well, you’re certainly not a gentleman,’ she says.
She nods, pleased with this remark. The front door is locked now. And she goes to the door of the gallery, slips the key in, unlocks it.
‘In here, love?’ The woman is removing her coat as she walks across the threshold. The coat is down past her shoulders by the time she sees the room itself. But by then, of course, it’s too late, far too late.
She moves in on her, like a trained worker on a production line. Hand over the mouth, good pressure on the knife and a quick backward arc before the thrust. She has often wondered if they see the knife, or are their eyes closed in terror by then? She imagines them with eyes bulging open, focussing on the knife as, point directed towards them, it swings back and then flies forward towards their face. She can find out, can’t she? All she needs is a strategically placed wall-mirror. Must remember that for next time.
Gurgle, gurgle. The gallery is such a marvellous setting, poised between Apollo and Dionysus. The body slips to the floor. Time for the real work now. Her brain is humming – mummydaddymummydaddy mummydaddymummydaddy – as she crouches to her task.
‘It’s only a game,’ she whispers, her voice a mere tremble at the back of her throat. ‘Only a game.’ She hears the woman’s words again: certainly not a gentleman. No, certainly not. Her laughter is harsh and abrupt. Suddenly, she feels it again. No! Not already! Next time. The knife twitches. She hasn’t even finished with this one. She can’t possibly do another tonight! It would be madness. Sheer madness. But the craving is there, an absolute and unappeasable hunger. This time with a mirror. She covers her eyes with a bloodstained hand.
‘Stop!’ she cries. ‘Stop it, daddy! Mummy! Make it stop! Please, make it stop!’
But that’s the problem, as she knows only too well. Nobody can make it stop, nobody will make it stop. On it must go, night after night now. Night after night. No letting up, no pausing for breath.
Night after night after night.
‘You’ve got to be kidding!’
Rebus was too tired to be truly angry, but there was enough exasperation in his voice to worry the caller on the other end of the telephone, delegated to order Rebus to Glasgow.
‘That case isn’t supposed to be heard until the week after next.’
‘They moved it,’ says the voice.
Rebus groaned. He lay back on his hotel bed with the receiver pressed to his ear and checked his watch. Eight thirty. He’d slept soundly last night, waking at seven, dressed quietly so as not to disturb Lisa and had left her a note before making his exit. His nose had led him to the hotel with only a couple of wrong turnings along the way and now he had walked into this telephone call.
‘They brought it forward,’ the voice is saying. ‘It starts today. They need your testimony, Inspector.’
As if Rebus didn’t know. He knows that all he has to do is go into the witness box and say he saw Morris Gerald Cafferty (known in the protection game as ‘Big Ger’) accept one hundred pounds from the landlord of the City Arms pub in Grangemouth. It’s as easy as that, but he needs to be there to say it. The case against Cafferty, boss of a thuggish protection and gaming racket, is not airtight. In fact, it’s got more punctures than a blind dressmaker’s thumb.
He resigns himself to it. Must it be? Yes, it must be. But there was still the problem of logistics.
‘It’s all been taken care of,’ says the voice. ‘We did try phoning you last night, but you were never there. Catch the first available shuttle from Heathrow. We’ll have a car meet you and bring you into Glasgow. The prosecution reckons he’ll call you about half past three, so there’s time enough. With any luck, you can be back in London by tonight.’
‘Gee, thanks,’ says Rebus, voice so thick with irony the words hardly escape into the air.
‘You’re welcome,’ says the voice.
He found that the Piccadilly Line went to Heathrow, and Piccadilly Circus tube was right outside the hotel. So things started well enough, though the tube ride itself was slow and stifling. At Heathrow, he picked up his ticket and had just enough time for a dash into the Skyshop. He picked up a Glasgow Herald, then saw the row of tabloids on another shelf: SECRET LIFE OF GAY WOLFMAN; SICK KILLER ‘NEEDS HELP’ SAY POLICE; CATCH THIS MADMAN.
Cath Farraday had done well. He bought a copy of all three papers as well as the Herald and made for the Departure Lounge. Now that his mind was working, he saw all around him people reading the same headlines and the stories below them. But would the Wolfman see the stories? And if so, would he or she make some kind of move? Hell, the whole thing might be about to crack open and here he was heading four hundred miles north. Damn the judicial system, the judges and advocates and solicitors and all. The Cafferty case had probably been brought forward so that it would not interfere with a golf game or a school sports day. Some spoilt child’s involvement with an egg-and-spoon race might be behind this whole breathless journey. Rebus tried to calm down, sucking in gulps of air and releasing them slowly. He didn’t like flying as it was. Never since his days in the SAS, when they had dropped him from a helicopter. Jesus! That was no way to calm yourself.
‘Will passengers for British Airways Super Shuttle flight –’
The voice was cool and precise, triggering a mass movement. People rose to their feet, checked their baggage and made for the gate just mentioned. Which gate? He’d missed the announcement. Was it his flight? Maybe he should phone ahead so they would have the car waiting. He hated flying. That was why he had come down by train on Sunday. Sunday? And today was Wednesday. It felt like over a week had passed. In fact, he’d been in London only two full days.
Boarding. Oh, Christ. Where was his ticket? He’d no luggage, nothing to worry about there. The newspapers wriggled beneath his arm, trying to break free and fall in a mess on the floor. He pushed them back together again, squeezing them tightly with his elbow. He had to calm down, had to think about Cafferty, had to get everything straight in his mind, so that the defence could find no chink in his story. Keep to the facts, forget about the Wolfman, forget about Lisa, Rhona, Sammy, Kenny, Tommy Watkiss, George Flight . . . Flight! He hadn’t notified Flight. They would wonder where he was. He’d have to phone when he landed. He should phone now, but then he might miss the shuttle. Forget it. Concentrate on Cafferty. They would have his notes ready for him when he arrived, so he could go through them before he entered the witness box. There were only the two witnesses, weren’t there? The frightened publican, whom they had more or less coerced into giving evidence, and Rebus himself. He had to be strong, confident and believable. He caught sight of himself in a full-length mirror as he made for the Departure Gate. He looked like he’d spent a night on the tiles. The memory of the night made him smile. Everything would be all right. He should phone Lisa, too, just to say . . . what? Thank you, he supposed. Up the ramp now, the narrow doorway in front of him, flanked by smiling steward and stewardess.
‘Good morning, sir.’
‘Good morning.’ He saw they were standing by a stack of complimentary newspapers. Christ, he could have saved himself a few bawbees.
The aisle was narrow too. He had to squeeze past businessmen who were stuffing coats, briefcases and bags into the luggage lockers above their seats. He found his own window seat and fell into it, wrestling with the seatbelt and securing it. Outside, the groundcrew were still working. A plane took off smoothly in the distance, the dull roar perceptible even from here. A plump middle-aged woman sat beside him, spread her newspaper out so that half of it fell onto Rebus’s right leg, and began to read. She had offered no greeting, no acknowledgment of his existence.
FYT, madam, he thought to himself, still staring out of the window. But then she gave a loud ‘tsk’, prompting him to turn towards her. She was staring at him through thick-lensed spectacles, staring and at the same time rapping a finger against the newspaper.
‘Nobody’s safe these days,’ she said, as Rebus examined the news story and saw that it was some fanciful piece about the Wolfman. ‘Nobody. I won’t let my daughter out these nights. A nine o’clock curfew I told her, until they catch him. Even then you can never be sure. I mean, he could be anybody.’
Her look told Rebus that he, too, was not beyond suspicion. He smiled reassuringly.
‘I wasn’t going to go,’ she went on, ‘but Frank – that’s my husband – he said it was all booked so I should.’
‘Visiting Glasgow, are you?’
‘Not exactly visiting. My son lives there. He’s an accountant in the oil industry. He paid for my ticket, so I could see how he’s getting on. I worry about him, what with being so far away and everything. I mean, it’s a rough place Glasgow, isn’t it? You read about it in the papers. Anything could happen up there.’
Yes, thought Rebus, his smile fixed, so unlike London. There was a sound like an electronic doorbell, and the Fasten Seatbelts sign came on, next to where the No Smoking sign was already lit. Jesus, Rebus could kill for a cigarette. Was he in Smoking or No Smoking? He couldn’t make out, and couldn’t remember which he’d plumped for at the ticket desk. Was smoking allowed on airplanes these days anyway? If God had meant man to smoke at 20,000 feet, wouldn’t he have given us all longer necks? The woman next to him looked to have no neck at all. Pity the poor serial killer who tried cutting his way through that throat.
That was a terrible thing to think, God, please forgive me. As penance, he began to concentrate on the woman’s conversation, right up until take-off, when even she was forced to stop talking for a moment or two. Rebus, taking advantage of the situation, tucked his newspapers into the pocket on the back of the seat in front of him, leaned his head against the back of his own seat, and promptly fell asleep.
George Flight tried Rebus’s hotel again from the Old Bailey, only to be told that Rebus had ‘left in a hurry’ earlier in the morning after asking how best to get to Heathrow.
‘Looks like he’s done a runner,’ DC Lamb commented. ‘Frightened off by our consummate professionalism, I shouldn’t wonder.’
‘Leave off, Lamb,’ growled Flight. ‘Mind you, it is a bit mysterious. Why would he leave without saying anything?’
‘Because he’s a Jock, with all due respect, sir. He was probably worried you were going to drop a bill into his lap.’
Flight smiled obligingly, but his thoughts were elsewhere. Last night Rebus had been seeing that psychologist, Dr Frazer, and now he was in a hurry to leave London. What had happened? Flight’s nose twitched. He liked a good honest mystery.
He was in court to have a quiet word with Malcolm Chambers. Chambers was prosecuting counsel in a case involving one of Flight’s snouts. The snout had been incredibly stupid, had been caught red-handed. Flight had told the man there was little he could do, but he would do what he could. The snout had given him a lot of very useful tips in the past year, helping put a few fairly nasty individuals behind bars. Flight guessed he owed the man a helping hand. So he would talk to Chambers, not to influence the prosecutor – that was unthinkable, naturally – but to fill in some details on the snout’s useful contribution to police work and to society, a contribution which would come to a sad end should Chambers push for the maximum sentence.
Et cetera.
Dirty job, but someone had to do it and besides, Flight was proud of his network of informers. The idea of that network suddenly splintering was . . . well, best not to consider it. He wasn’t looking forward to going to Chambers, begging bowl in hand. Especially not after the farce involving Tommy Watkiss. Watkiss was back out on the street, probably telling the story in pubs up and down the East End to a laughing chorus of hangers-on. All about how the arresting constable had said, ‘Hello, Tommy, what’s going on here?’ Flight doubted Chambers would ever forget it, or let Flight forget it. What the hell, best get the begging over and done with.
‘Hello there.’ It was a female voice, close behind him. He turned to face the cat-like eyes and bright red lips of Cath Farraday.
‘Hello, Cath, what are you doing here?’
She explained that she was at the Old Bailey to meet with the influential crime reporter from one of the more upmarket dailies.
‘He’s halfway through covering a fraud case,’ she explained, ‘and never strays too far from the courtroom.’
Flight nodded, feeling awkward in her presence. From the corner of his eye he could see that Lamb was enjoying his discomfort, so he tried to be brave and steeled himself to meet the full force of her gaze.
‘I saw the pieces you placed in today’s press,’ he said.
She folded her arms. ‘I can’t say I’m optimistic about their chances of success.’
‘Do the reporters know we’re spinning them a yarn?’
‘One or two were a bit suspicious, but they’ve got a lot of hungry readers out there starving for want of another Wolfman story.’ She unfolded her arms and reached into her shoulder-bag. ‘Ergo, they’ve got a lot of hungry editors, too. I think they’ll take any tidbit we throw them.’ She had brought a pack of cigarettes from her bag, and, without offering them out, lit one, dropped the pack back into her bag and snapped the bag shut.
‘Well, let’s hope something comes of it.’
‘You said this was all Inspector Rebus’s idea?’
‘That’s right.’
‘Then I’m doubtful. Having met him, I wouldn’t say psychology was his strong point.’
‘No?’ Flight sounded surprised.
‘He doesn’t have a strong point,’ broke in Lamb.
‘I wouldn’t go that far,’ said Flight protectively. But Lamb merely gave that insolent grin of his. Flight was part-embarrassed, part-furious. He knew exactly what Lamb’s grin was saying: don’t think we don’t know why you’re sticking so close to him, why you two are so chummy.
Cath had smiled at Lamb’s interruption, but when she spoke her words were directed at Flight: she did not deign to consort with the lower ranks. ‘Is Rebus still around?’
Flight shrugged. ‘I wish I knew, Cath. I’ve heard he was last seen heading off towards Heathrow, but he didn’t take any luggage with him.’
‘Oh well.’ She didn’t sound disappointed. Flight suddenly shot a hand into the air, waving. Malcolm Chambers acknowledged the signal and came towards them, walking as though no effort whatsoever was involved.
Flight felt the need for introductions. ‘Mr Chambers, this is Inspector Cath Farraday. She’s the Press Liaison Officer on Wolfman.’
‘Ah,’ said Chambers, taking her hand momentarily in his. ‘The woman responsible for this morning’s lurid headlines?’
‘Yes,’ said Cath. Her voice had taken on a new, soft, feminine edge, an edge Flight couldn’t recall having heard before. ‘Sorry if they spoiled your breakfast.’
The impossible happened: Chambers’s face cracked into a smile. Flight hadn’t seen him smile outside of the courtroom in several years. This really was a morning for surprises. ‘They did not spoil my breakfast,’ Chambers was saying, ‘I found them highly entertaining.’ He turned to Flight, indicating by this that Cath was dismissed. ‘Inspector Flight, I can give you ten minutes, then I’m due in court. Or would you prefer to meet for lunch?’
‘Ten minutes should suffice.’
‘Excellent. Then come with me.’ He glanced towards Lamb, who was still feeling slightly snubbed by Cath. ‘And bring your young man with you if you must.’
Then he was gone, striding on noisy leather soles across the floor of the concourse. Flight winked at Cath, then followed, Lamb silent and furious behind him. Cath grinned, enjoying Lamb’s discomfort and the performance Chambers had just put on. She’d heard of him, of course. His courtroom speeches were reckoned to be just about the most persuasive going, and he had even collected what could only be described as ‘groupies’: people who would attend a trial, no matter how convoluted or boring, just to hear his closing remarks. Her own little coterie of news reporters seemed bland by comparison.
So Rebus had scuttled off home, had he? Good luck to him.
‘Excuse me.’ A short blurred figure stood before her. She narrowed her eyes until they were the merest slits and peered at a middle-aged woman in a black cloak. The woman was smiling. ‘You’re not on the jury for court eight by any chance?’ Cath Farraday smiled and shook her head. ‘Oh well,’ sighed the usher, moving off again.
There was such a thing in law as a hung jury, but there were also ushers who would happily see some individual jurors, the rogue jurors, hung. Cath turned on her pointed heels and went off to fulfil her appointment. She wondered if Jim Stevens would remember he was meeting her? He was a good journalist, but his memory was like a sieve at times and seemed especially bad now he was to be a father.
Rebus had time to kill in Glasgow. Time to visit the Horseshoe Bar, or walk through Kelvinside, or even venture down to the Clyde. Time enough to look up an old friend, always supposing he’d had any. Glasgow was changing. Edinburgh had grown corpulent these past few years, during which time Glasgow had been busy getting fit. It had a toned, muscular look to it, a confident swagger rather than the drunken stagger which had been its public perception for so long.
It wasn’t all good news. Some of the city’s character had seeped away. The shiny new shops and wine bars, the bright new office blocks, all had a homogenous quality to them. Go to any prosperous city in the world and you would find buildings just like them. A golden hue of uniformity. Not that Rebus was grieving; anything was better than the old swampland Glasgow had been in the 50s, 60s and early 70s. And the people were more or less the same: blunt, yet wonderfully dry in their humour. The pubs, too, had not changed very much, though their clientele might come more expensively and fashionably dressed and the menu might include chilli or lasagne along with the more traditional fare.
Rebus ate two pies in one pub, standing at the bar with his left foot resting on the polished brass rail. He was biding his time. The plane had landed on schedule, the car had been waiting, the journey into Glasgow had been fast. He arrived in the city centre at twenty minutes past twelve, and would not be called to give his evidence until around three.
Time to kill.
He left the pub and took what he hoped might be a shortcut (though he had no ready destination in mind) down a cobbled lane towards some railway arches, some crumbling warehouse buildings and a rubble-strewn wasteland. There were a lot of people milling about here, and he realised that what he had thought were piles of rubbish lying around on the damp ground were actually articles for sale. He had stumbled upon a flea market, and by the look of the customers it was where the down and outs did their shopping. Dank unclean clothes lay in bundles, thrown down anywhere. Near them stood the vendors, shuffling their feet, saying nothing, one or two stoking up a makeshift fire around which others clustered for warmth. The atmosphere was muted. People might cough and hack and wheeze, but they seldom spoke. A few punks, their resplendent mohicans as out of place as a handful of parrots in a cage of sparrows, milled around, not really looking like they meant to buy anything. The locals regarded them with suspicion. Tourists, the collective look said, just bloody tourists.
Beneath the arches themselves were narrow aisles lined with stalls and trestle tables. The smell in here was worse, but Rebus was curious. No out-of-town hypermarket could have provided such a range of wares: broken spectacles, old wireless sets (with this or that knob missing), lamps, hats, tarnished cutlery, purses and wallets, incomplete sets of dominoes and playing cards. One stall seemed to sell nothing but pieces of used soap, most of them looking as though they had come from public conveniences. Another sold false teeth. An old man, hands shaking almost uncontrollably, had found a bottom set he liked, but could not find a top set to match. Rebus wrinkled his face and turned away. The mohicans had opened a game of Cluedo.
‘Hey, pal,’ they called to the stall-holder, ‘there’s nae weapons here. Where’s the dagger an’ the gun an’ that?’
The man looked at the open box. ‘You could improvise,’ he suggested.
Rebus smiled and moved on. London was different to all this. It felt more congested, things moved too quickly, there seemed pressure and stress everywhere. Driving a car from A to B, shopping for groceries, going out for the evening, all were turned into immensely tiring activities. Londoners appeared to him to be on very short fuses indeed. Here, the people were stoics. They used their humour as a barrier against everything Londoners had to take on the chin. Different worlds. Different civilisations. Glasgow had been the second city of the Empire. It had been the first city of Scotland all through the twentieth century.
‘Got a fag, mister?’
It was one of the punks. Now, up close, Rebus saw she was a girl. He’d assumed the group had been all male. They all looked so similar.
‘No, sorry, I’m trying to give up –’
But she had already started to move away, in search of someone, anyone, who could immediately gratify. He looked at his watch. It was gone two, and it might take him half an hour to get from here to the court. The punks were still arguing about the missing Cluedo pieces.
‘I mean, how can you play a game when there’s bits missing? Know what I mean, pal? Like, where’s Colonel Mustard? An’ the board’s nearly torn in half, by the way. How much d’ye want for it?’
The argumentative punk was tall and immensely thin, his size and shape accentuated by the black he wore from tip to toe. ‘Twa ply o’ reek,’ Rebus’s father would have called him. Was the Wolfman fat or thin? tall or short? young or old? did he have a job? a wife? a husband even? Did someone close to him know the truth, and were they keeping quiet? When would he strike next? And where? Lisa had been unable to answer any of these questions. Maybe Flight was right about psychology. So much of it was guesswork, like a game where some of the pieces are missing and nobody knows the rules. Sometimes you ended up playing a game completely different to the original, a game of your own devising.
That was what Rebus needed: a new set of rules in his game against the Wolfman. Rules which would be to his benefit. The newspaper stories were the start of it, but only if the Wolfman made the next move.
Maybe Cafferty would get off this time, but there’d always be another. The board was always prepared for a fresh start.
Rebus gave his evidence and was out of the court by four. He handed the file on the case back to his driver, a balding middle-aged detective sergeant, and settled into the passenger seat.
‘Let me know what happens,’ he said. The driver nodded.
‘Straight back to the airport, Inspector?’ Funny how a Glaswegian accent could be made to sound so sarcastic. The sergeant had managed somehow to make Rebus feel his inferior. Then again, there was little love lost between east and west coasts. There might have been a wall dividing the two, such was their own abiding cold war. The driver was repeating his question, a little louder now.
‘That’s right,’ said Rebus, just as loudly. ‘It’s a jet-setting life in the Lothian and Borders Police.’
His head was fairly thrumming by the time he got back to the hotel in Piccadilly. He needed a quiet night, a night alone. He hadn’t managed to contact Flight or Lisa, but they could wait until tomorrow. For now, he wanted nothing.
Nothing but silence and stillness, lying on the bed and staring at the ceiling, his mind nowhere.
It had been one hell of a week, and the week was only halfway through. He took two paracetamol from the bottle he had brought and washed them down with half a glass of tepid tap-water. The water tasted foul. Was it true that London water had passed through seven sets of kidneys before reaching the drinker? It had an oily quality in his mouth, not the sharp clear taste of the water in Edinburgh. Seven sets of kidneys. He looked at his cases, thinking of the amount of stuff he had brought with him, useless stuff, stuff he would never use. Even the bottle of malt sat more or less untouched.
There was a telephone ringing somewhere. His telephone, but he managed to ignore the fact for fully fifteen seconds. He growled and clawed at the wall with his hand, finally finding the receiver and dragging it to his ear.
‘This had better be good.’
‘Where the fuck have you been?’ It was Flight’s voice, anxious and angry.
‘Good evening to you too, George.’
‘There’s been another killing.’
Rebus sat up and swung his legs off the bed. ‘When?’
‘The body was discovered an hour ago. There’s something else.’ He paused. ‘We caught the killer.’
Now Rebus stood up.
‘What?’
‘We caught him as he was running off.’
Rebus’s knees almost failed him, but he locked them. His voice was unnaturally quiet. ‘Is it him?’
‘Could be.’
‘Where are you?’
‘I’m at HQ. We’ve brought him here. The murder took place in a house off Brick Lane. Not too far from Wolf Street.’
‘In a house?’ That was a surprise. The other murders had all taken place out of doors. But then, as Lisa had said, the pattern kept changing.
‘Yes,’ said Flight. ‘And that’s not all. The killer was found with money on him stolen from the house, and some jewellery and a camera.’
Another break in the pattern. Rebus sat down on the bed again. ‘I see what you’re getting at,’ he said. ‘But the method – ?’
‘Similar, to be sure. Philip Cousins is on his way. He was at a dinner somewhere.’
‘I’m going to the scene, George. I’ll come to see you afterwards.’
‘Fine.’ Flight sounded as though he had hoped for this. Rebus was scrabbling for paper and a pen.
‘What’s the address?’
‘110 Copperplate Street.’
Rebus wrote the address on the back of his travel ticket from the trip to Glasgow.
‘John?’
‘Yes, George?’
‘Don’t go off again without telling me, okay?’
‘Yes, George.’ Rebus paused. ‘Can I go now?’
‘Go on then, bugger off. I’ll see you here later.’
Rebus put down the telephone and felt an immense weariness take control of him, weighting his legs and arms and head. He took several deep breaths and rose to his feet, then walked to the sink and splashed water on his face, rubbing a wet hand around his neck and throat. He looked up, hardly recognising himself in the wall-mounted mirror, sighed and spread his hands either side of his face, the way he’d seen Roy Scheider do once in a film.
‘It’s showtime.’
Rebus’s taxi driver was full of tales of the Krays, Richardson and Jack the Ripper. With Brick Lane their destination, he was especially vociferous on the subject of ‘Old Jack’.
‘Done his first prossie on Brick Lane. Richardson, though, he was evil. Used to torture people in a scrapyard. You knew when he was electrocuting some poor bastard, ’cos the bulb across the scrapyard gates kept flickering.’ Then a low chuckle. A sideways flick of the head. ‘Krays used to drink in that pub on the corner. My youngest used to drink in there. Got in some terrible punch-ups, so I banned him from going. He works in the City, courier sort of stuff, you know, motorbikes.’
Rebus, who had been slouching in the back seat, now gripped the headrest on the front passenger seat and yanked himself forward.
‘Motorbike messenger?’
‘Yeah, makes a bleeding packet. Twice what I take home a week, I’ll tell you that. He’s just bought himself a flat down in Docklands. Only they call them “riverside apartments” these days. That’s a laugh. I know some of the guys who built them. Every bloody shortcut in the book. Hammering in screws instead of screwing them. Plasterboard so thin you can almost see your neighbours, never mind hear them.’
‘A friend of my daughter works as a courier in the City.’
‘Yeah? Maybe I know him. What’s his name?’
‘Kenny.’
‘Kenny?’ He shook his head. Rebus stared at where the silvery hairs on the driver’s neck disappeared into his shirt collar. ‘Nah, I don’t know a Kenny. Kev, yes, and a couple of Chrisses, but not Kenny.’
Rebus sat back again. It struck him that he didn’t know what Kenny’s surname was. ‘Are we nearly there?’ he asked.
‘Two minutes, guv. There’s a lovely shortcut coming up should save us some time. Takes us right past where Richardson used to hang out.’
A crowd of reporters had gathered outside in the narrow street. Housefront, pavement, then road, where the crowd stood, held back by uniformed constables. Did nobody in London possess such a thing as a front garden? Rebus had yet to see a house with a garden, apart from the millionaire blocks in Kensington.
‘John!’ A female voice, escaping from the scrum of newsmen. She pushed her way towards him. He signalled for the line of uniforms to break momentarily, so as to let her through.
‘What are you doing here?’
Lisa looked a little shaken. ‘Heard a newsflash,’ she gasped. ‘Thought I’d come over.’
‘I’m not sure that’s such a good idea, Lisa.’ Rebus was thinking of Jean Cooper’s body. If this were similar . . .
‘Any comment to make?’ yelled one of the newsmen. Rebus was aware of flashguns, of the bright homing lamps attached to video cameras. Other reporters were shouting now, desperate for a story that would reach the first editions.
‘Come on then,’ said Rebus, pulling Lisa Frazer towards the door of number 110.
Philip Cousins was still dressed in dark suit and tie, suitably funereal. Isobel Penny was in black, too, a full length dress with long, tight sleeves. She did not look funereal. She looked divine. She smiled at Rebus as he entered the cramped living-room, nodding in recognition.
‘Inspector Rebus,’ said Cousins, ‘they said you might drop by.’
‘Never one to miss a good corpse,’ Rebus replied drily. Cousins, stooping over the body, looked up at him.
‘Quite.’
The smell was there, clogging up Rebus’s nostrils and lungs. Some people couldn’t smell it, but he always could. It was strong and salty, rich, clotting, cloying. It smelt like nothing else on earth. And behind it lurked another smell, more bland, like tallow, candle-wax, cold water. The two contrasting smells of life and death. Rebus was willing to bet that Cousins could smell it, but he doubted Isobel Penny could.
A middle-aged woman lay on the floor, an ungainly twist of legs and arms. Her throat had been cut. There were signs of a struggle, ornaments shattered and knocked from their perches, bloody handprints smeared across one wall. Cousins stood up and sighed.
‘Very clumsy,’ he said. He glanced towards Isobel Penny, who was sketching on her notepad. ‘Penny,’ he said, ‘you look quite delightful this evening. Have I told you?’
She smiled again, blushed, but said nothing. Cousins turned to Rebus, ignoring Lisa Frazer’s silent presence. ‘It’s a copycat,’ he said with another sigh, ‘but a copycat of little wit or talent. He’s obviously read the descriptions in the newspapers, which have been detailed but inaccurate. I’d say it was an interrupted burglary. He panicked, went for his knife, and realised that if he made it look like our friend the Wolfman then he might just get away with it.’ He looked down at the corpse again. ‘Not terribly clever. I suppose the vultures have gathered?’
Rebus nodded. ‘When I came in there were about a dozen reporters outside. Probably double that by now. We know what they want to hear, don’t we?’
‘I fear they are going to be disappointed.’ Cousins checked his watch. ‘Not worth going back to dinner. We’ve probably missed the port and cheese. Damned fine table, too. Such a pity.’ He waved his hand in the direction of the body. ‘Anything you’d like to see? Or shall we wrap this one up, as it were?’
Rebus smiled. The humour was as dark as the suit, but any humour was welcome. The smell in the air had been distilled now to that of raw steak and brown sauce. He shook his head. There was nothing more to be done in here. But outside, outside he was about to create an outrage. Flight would hate him for it, in fact everybody would hate him for it. But hate was fine. Hate was an emotion, and without emotion, what else was left? Lisa had already staggered out into the tiny hallway, where a police officer was trying awkwardly to comfort her. As Rebus came out of the room, she shook her head and straightened up.
‘I’m fine,’ she said.
‘The first one always hits you hard,’ said Rebus. ‘Come on, I’m going to try out a spot of psychology on the Wolfman.’
The huddle of reporters and cameramen had become a sizeable crowd, now including the interested and the curious amateurs. The line of uniformed policemen had locked arms in a small but unbreakable chain. The questions began: Over here! Can we ask you who you are? You were at the canal, weren’t you? A statement – Anything to say – Wolfman – Is it – The Wolfman? Is it – Just a few words if –
Rebus had walked to within a few inches of them, Lisa by his side. One of the reporters had leaned close to Lisa, asking for her name.
‘Lisa, Lisa Frazer.’
‘Are you working on the case, Lisa?’
‘I’m a psychologist.’
Rebus cleared his throat noisily. The reporters were like mongrels in a dogs’ home, calming quickly when they realised it was their turn at last for the feeding bowl. He raised his arms, and they fell quiet.
‘A short statement, gentlemen,’ said Rebus.
‘Can we just ask who you are first?’
But Rebus shook his head. It didn’t matter, did it? They would know soon enough. How many Scottish coppers were working on Wolfman? Flight would know, Cath Farraday would know and the journalists would find out. That didn’t matter. Then one of them, unable to hold back, asked the question.
‘Have you caught him?’ Rebus tried to catch the man’s eye, but every eye was silently asking the same thing. ‘Is it the Wolfman?’
And this time Rebus nodded. ‘Yes,’ he said emphatically. ‘It’s the Wolfman. We’ve caught him.’ Lisa looked at him in dumb surprise.
More questions, yelled now, screeched, but the chain in front of them would not break and somehow they did not think simply to walk around it. Rebus had turned away and saw Cousins and Isobel Penny standing just outside the door of the house, rigid, unable to believe what they had just heard. He winked at them and walked with Lisa to where his cab still waited. The driver folded his evening paper and stuck it down the side of his seat.
‘You fairly got them going, guv. What did you say?’
‘Nothing much,’ said Rebus, settling back in his seat and smiling towards Lisa Frazer. ‘Just a few fibs.’
‘Fibs!’
So this was what Flight looked like when he was angry.
‘Fibs!’
He seemed unable to believe what he was hearing. ‘You call that a few fibs? Cath Farraday’s going apeshit trying to calm those bastards down. They’re like fucking animals. Half of them are ready to go to print on this! And you call it “fibs”? You’re off your trolley, Rebus.’
So it was back to ‘Rebus’, was it? Well then, so be it. Rebus remembered that they’d promised they’d have dinner together this evening, but somehow he doubted the invitation still stood.
George Flight had been interviewing the murderer. His cheeks were veined with blood, his tie unknotted and hanging loose around his half unbuttoned shirt. He paced what floor there was in the small office. Rebus knew that outside the closed door people were listening in a mixture of fear and amusement: fear at Flight’s anger, amusement that Rebus was its sole recipient.
‘You’re the fucking limit.’ Flight’s anger had peaked; his voice had dropped by half a decibel. ‘What gives you the right –’
Rebus slapped the desk with his hand. He’d had enough of this. ‘I’ll tell you what gives me the right, George. The mere fact of the Wolfman gives me the right to do anything I think best.’
‘Best!’ Flight sounded freshly outraged. ‘Now I’ve heard it all. Giving the papers a crock of shit like that is supposed to be “best”? By Christ, I’d hate to see your idea of “worst”.’
Rebus’s voice was every bit the equal of Flight’s now, and rising. ‘He’s out there somewhere and he’s laughing his head off at us. Because he seems to know how we’ll play every round, he’s knocking hell out of us.’ Rebus grew quiet: Flight was listening now, and that was what he wanted. ‘We need to get him riled, get him to lift his head over the trench he’s hiding in so he can see what the fuck is going on. We need him angry, George. Not angry at the world. Angry at us. Because when he raises his head, we’ll be ready to bite it off.
‘We’ve already accused him of being everything from gay to a cannibal from Pluto. Now we’re telling everyone he’s been caught.’ Rebus was reaching his point, his defence. He lowered his voice still further. ‘I don’t think he’ll be able to take that, George. Really I don’t. I think he’ll have to make contact. Maybe with the papers, maybe directly with us. Just to let us know.’
‘Or kill again,’ countered Flight. ‘That would let us know.’
Rebus shook his head. ‘If he kills again, we keep it quiet. Total media blackout. He gets no publicity. Everybody still thinks he’s been caught. Sooner or later, he’ll have to show himself.’
Rebus was completely calm now, and so was Flight. Flight rubbed both hands over his cheeks and down to his jaw. He was staring into space, thinking it over. Rebus did not doubt the plan would work. It might take time, but it would work. Basic SAS training: if you can’t locate your enemy, make the enemy come to you. Besides, it was the only plan they had.
‘John, what if the publicity doesn’t bother him? Publicity or the lack of it?’
Rebus shrugged. He had no answer to that. All he had were case histories and his own instincts.
Finally, Flight shook his head. ‘Go back to Edinburgh, John,’ he said tiredly. ‘Just do it.’ Rebus stared at him, not blinking, willing him to say something else. But George Flight simply walked to the door, opened it, and closed it behind him.
That was it then. Rebus released his breath in a long hiss. Go back to Edinburgh. Wasn’t that what everyone had wanted all along? Laine? Lamb and the rest of them? Flight too, maybe. Even Rebus himself. He’d told himself he could do no good here. Well, he was doing no good, so why not go home?
The answer was simple: the case had grabbed him by the throat. There was no escaping it. The Wolfman, faceless, bodiless, had pressed a blade to Rebus’s ear and was holding it there, ready to slice. And besides, there was London itself, full of its own stories. Rhona. Sammy. Sammy and Kenny. Rebus had to remind himself that he was still interested in Kenny.
And Lisa.
Above all there was Lisa. The taxi had dropped her off at her flat. She had been quite pale, but insisted she was all right, insisted he go on without her. He should ring her, check she really was okay. What? And tell her he was leaving? No, he had to confront Flight. He opened the door and went into the Murder Room. Flight was not there. The curious faces looked at him from their desks, their telephones, their wallcharts and photographs. He looked at no one, but especially not at Lamb, who was grinning from behind a manila file, his eyes peering over at Rebus.
Flight was in the hallway outside, deep in discussion with the Duty Sergeant, who nodded and moved off. Rebus saw Flight sag, leaning his back against the wall, rubbing his face again. He approached slowly, giving George Flight an extra moment or two of peace and quiet.
‘George,’ he said. Flight looked up, smiled weakly.
‘You never give up, John, do you?’
‘I’m sorry, George. I should have checked with you before I pulled a stunt like that. Block the story if you want.’
Flight gave a short humourless laugh. ‘Too late. It’s been on the local radio news already. The other stations can’t just sit back. It’ll be on every local news report by midnight. It’s your snowball, John. You started it running down the hill. All we can do now is watch it getting bigger and bigger.’ He stabbed a finger into Rebus’s chest. ‘Cath is going to be after your guts, lad. She’s the one they’ll blame, the one who’ll have to apologise, who’ll have the job of gaining their trust all over again.’ Flight now wagged the finger backwards and forwards, then grinned. ‘And if anyone can do it, Inspector Cath Farraday can.’ He checked his watch. ‘Right, I’ve let the bugger stew long enough. Time to get back to the interview room.’
‘How’s it going?’
Flight shrugged. ‘Singing like Gracie Fields. We couldn’t stop him if we wanted to. He thinks we’re going to pin all the Wolfman killings on him, so he’s telling us everything he knows, and some things he’s probably making up besides.’
‘Cousins said it was a copycat, done to disguise a cocked-up burglary.’
Flight nodded. ‘I sometimes think Philip’s in the wrong game. This guy’s a petty thief, not the bloody Wolfman. But I’ll tell you what is interesting. He’s told us he sells the stuff on to a mutual friend.’
‘Who?’
‘Tommy Watkiss.’
‘Well, well.’
‘Coming?’ Flight pointed along the corridor, towards the stairwell. Rebus shook his head.
‘I want to make a couple of phone calls. I might catch you up later.’
‘Suit yourself.’
Rebus watched Flight go. Sometimes it was only brute stubbornness that kept humans going, long after their limbs and intellect had told them to quit. Flight was like a footballer playing in extra time. Rebus hoped he could see the game out to its end.
They watched him as he walked back through the Murder Room. Lamb in particular seemed to peer at him from behind a report, eyes gleaming with amusement. There was a noise coming from his office, a strange tapping noise. He pushed open the door and saw on his desk a small toy, a grotesque plastic jaw atop two oversized feet. The jaw was bright red, the teeth gleaming white, and the feet walked to a clockwork whirr while the jaws snapped shut, then open, shut then open. Snap, snap, snap. Snap, snap, snap.
Rebus, furious at the joke, walked to the desk, lifted the contraption and pulled at it, his own teeth bright and gritted, until it snapped in two. But the feet kept on moving, stopping only when the spring had run down. Not that Rebus was noticing. He was staring at the two halves, the upper and lower jaws. Sometimes things weren’t what they seemed. The punk at the Glasgow flea market had turned out to be a girl. And at the flea market they had been selling teeth, false plastic teeth. Like a supermarket pick’n’mix counter. Any size you liked. Christ, he should have seen it sooner!
Rebus walked quickly back through the Murder Room. Lamb, doubtless responsible for the joke, seemed ready to say something until he saw the look on Rebus’s face, an urgent, don’t-mess-with-me look. He ran along the corridor and down the stairs, down towards the euphemism known as an Interview Room. ‘A man is helping police with their enquiries.’ Rebus loved those euphemisms. He knocked and entered. A detective was changing the tape in a recording machine. Flight was leaning across the table to offer a cigarette to a dishevelled young man, a young man with yellow bruising on his face and skinned knuckles.
‘George?’ Rebus tried to sound composed. ‘Could I have a word?’
Flight pushed back his chair noisily, leaving the cigarette packet with the prisoner. Rebus held open the door, indicating for Flight to move outside. Then he thought of something, and caught the prisoner’s eye.
‘Do you know somebody called Kenny? he asked.
‘Loads.’
‘Rides a motorbike?’
The young man shrugged again and reached into the packet for a cigarette. There was no answer forthcoming, and Flight was outside waiting, so Rebus closed the door.
‘What was that all about?’ asked Flight.
‘Maybe nothing,’ said Rebus. ‘Do you remember when we went to the Old Bailey, how someone shouted out when the case was stopped?’
‘Someone in the public gallery.’
‘That’s right. Well, I recognised the voice. It’s a teenager called Kenny. He’s one of those motorcycle messengers.’
‘So?’
‘He’s going out with my daughter.’
‘Ah. And that bothers you?’ Rebus nodded.
‘Yes, a bit.’
‘And that’s what you want to see me about.’
Rebus managed a weak smile. ‘No, no, nothing like that.’
‘So what’s on your mind?’
‘I was in Glasgow today, giving evidence. I had a bit of free time and went to a flea market, the sort of place tramps go to do their messages –’
‘Messages?’
‘Their shopping,’ Rebus explained.
‘And?’
‘And there was a stall selling false teeth. Odds and sods. Top sets and bottom sets, not necessarily matching.’ He paused to let those final three words sink home. ‘Is there someplace like that in London, George?’
Flight nodded. ‘Brick Lane for one. There’s a market there every Sunday. The main road sells fruit, veg, clothes. But there are streets off, where they sell anything they’ve got. Bric-a-brac, old rubbish. It makes for an interesting walk, but you wouldn’t buy anything.’
‘But you could buy false teeth there?’
‘Yes,’ said Flight after a moment’s thought. ‘I don’t doubt it.’
‘Then he’s been cleverer than we thought, hasn’t he?’
‘You’re saying the bite marks aren’t real?’
‘I’m saying they’re not the Wolfman’s teeth. The lower set smaller than the upper? You end up with a pretty strange jaw, as Doctor Morrison showed us, remember?’
‘How can I forget? I was going to feed the pictures to the press.’
‘Which is probably exactly what the Wolfman wanted. He goes to Brick Lane market, or at least to somewhere like it, and buys any upper and lower set. They don’t match, but that doesn’t matter. And he uses them to make those damned bite marks.’
Flight seemed dismissive, but Rebus knew the man was hooked. ‘He can’t be that clever.’
‘Yes he can,’ persisted Rebus. ‘He’s had everything worked out from the start . . . from before the start! He’s been playing with us like we were clockwork, George.’
‘Then we have to wait until Sunday,’ Flight said thoughtfully. ‘Search every stall at every market, find the ones selling false teeth – there can’t be many – and ask.’
‘About the person who bought a set of teeth without trying them for size!’ Rebus burst out laughing. It was ridiculous. It was absolutely mad. But he was sure it was true, and he was sure the stall-holder would remember, and would give a description. Surely most of the customers would try for size. It was the best lead they’d had so far, and it might just be the only one they’d need.
Flight was smiling too, shaking his head at the dark comic reality of it. Rebus held a closed fist in front of him, and Flight brought his open palm to rest beneath it. When Rebus opened his hand, the plastic chattering teeth fell into Flight’s palm.
‘Just like clockwork,’ said Rebus. ‘What’s more, we’ve got Lamb to thank.’ He thought about this. ‘But I’d rather he didn’t get to know.’
Flight nodded. ‘Anything you say, John. Anything you say.’
Back at his desk, Rebus sat in front of a fresh sheet of paper. The Wolfman had been too clever. Too clever by half. He thought of Lisa, of her notion that the killer might have a criminal record. It was possible. Possible, too, that the Wolfman simply knew how the police worked. So, he might be a policeman. Or work in forensics. Or be a journalist. A civil rights campaigner. Work in the law. Or write bloody scripts for television. He might just have done his reading. There were plenty of case histories in libraries and bookshops, plenty of biographies of murderers, tracing how they were caught. By studying them, you could learn how not to get caught. However hard Rebus tried he just couldn’t whittle away at the list of possibilities. The teeth might be yet another dead end. That was why they had to make the Wolfman come to them.
He threw down his pen and reached for the telephone, trying Lisa’s number. But the phone just rang and rang and rang. Maybe she’d taken a couple of sleeping pills, or gone for a walk, or was a heavy sleeper.
‘You stupid prick.’
He looked towards the open door. Cath Farraday was standing there, in her favourite position, against the jamb, arms folded. As if to let him know she’d been there for some time.
‘You incredibly stupid little man.’
Rebus pinned a smile to his face. ‘Good evening, Inspector. How can I help you?’
‘Well,’ she said, coming into the room, ‘you can start by keeping your gob shut and your brain in gear. You never speak to the press. Never!’ She was rearing over him now, looking ready to butt him in the face. He tried to avoid her eyes, eyes sharp enough to cut a man open, and found himself staring instead at her hair. It, too, looked dangerous.
‘Do you understand me?’
‘FYTP,’ said Rebus, speaking without thinking.
‘What?’
‘Loud and clear,’ he said. ‘Yes, loud and clear.’
She nodded slowly, not seeming completely convinced, then threw a newspaper onto the desk. He hadn’t noticed the paper till now, and glanced towards it. There was a photograph on the front, not large but large enough. It showed him talking to the reporters, Lisa standing nervously by his side. The headline was larger: WOLFMAN CAUGHT? Cath Farraday tapped the photograph.
‘Who’s the bimbo?’
Rebus felt his cheeks growing red. ‘She’s a psychologist. She’s helping on the case.’
Cath Farraday looked at Rebus as though he were something more than merely stupid, then shook her head and turned to leave. ‘Keep the paper,’ she said. ‘There are plenty more where it came from.’
She sits with the newspaper in front of her. There are several more piled on the floor. She has the scissors in her hand. One of the reports mentions who the policeman is: Inspector John Rebus. The report calls him an ‘expert’ on serial murders. And another report mentions that standing to his left is a ‘police psychologist, Lisa Frazer’. She cuts around the photograph, then cuts another line, splitting Rebus from Frazer. Time and again she does this, until she has two new neat piles, one of John Rebus, one of Lisa Frazer. She takes one of the photographs of the psychologist and snips off her head. Then, smiling, she sits down to write a letter. A very difficult letter, but that doesn’t matter. She has all the time in the world.
All the time.
Rebus woke to his radio-alarm at seven, sat up in bed and rang Lisa. No reply. Maybe something was wrong.
Over breakfast, he skimmed the newspapers. Two of the quality titles carried bold front page stories recounting the capture of the Wolfman, but they were couched in speculative prose: Police are believed . . . it is thought that . . .; Police may have already captured the evil cut-throat killer. Only the tabloids carried pictures of Rebus at his little press conference. Even they, despite the shouting headlines, were being cagey; probably they didn’t believe it themselves. That didn’t matter. What mattered was that somewhere the Wolfman might be reading about his capture.
His. There was that word again. Rebus couldn’t help but think of the Wolfman as a man, yet part of him was wary of narrowing the possible identity in this way. There was still nothing to indicate that it could not be a woman. He needed to keep an open mind. And did the sex of the beast really matter? Actually yes, probably it did. What was the use of women waiting hours just so that they could travel home from a pub or party in a mini-cab driven by another woman, if the killer they were so afraid of turned out to be a woman? All over London people were taking protective measures. Housing estates were patrolled by neighbourhood vigilantes. One group had already beaten up a completely innocent stranger who’d wandered onto the estate because he was lost and needed directions. His crime? The estate was white, and the stranger was coloured. Flight had told Rebus how prevalent racism was in London, ‘especially the south-east corner. Go into some of those estates with a tan and you’ll end up being nutted.’ Rebus had encountered it already, thanks to Lamb’s own particular brand of xenophobia.
Of course, there wasn’t nearly so much racism in Scotland. There was no need: the Scots had bigotry instead.
He finished the papers and went to HQ. It was early yet, a little after half past eight. A few of the murder team were busy at their desks, but the smaller offices were empty. The office Rebus had taken over was stuffy, and he opened the windows. The day was mild, a slight breeze wafting in. He could hear the distant sound of a computer printer, of telephones starting to ring. Outside, the traffic flowed in slow motion, a dull rumbling, nothing more. Without realising he was doing it, Rebus rested his head on his arms. This close to the desk, he could smell wood and varnish, mixed with pencil-lead. It reminded him of primary school.
A knock, echoing somewhere, jarred his sleep. Then a cough, not a necessary cough, a diplomatic cough.
‘Excuse me, sir.’
Rebus lifted his head sharply from the desk. A WPC was standing, her head around the door, looking in at him. He had been sleeping with his mouth open. There was a trail of saliva on the side of his mouth, and a tiny pool of the stuff on the surface of the desk.
‘Yes,’ he said, still muzzy. ‘What is it?’
A sympathetic smile. They weren’t all like Lamb, he had to remember that. On a case like this, you became a team, came to feel as close to the others as you would to your best friend. Closer than that even, sometimes.
‘Someone to see you, sir. Well, she wants to speak to someone about the murders, and you’re about the only one here.’
Rebus looked at his watch. Eight forty-five. He hadn’t been asleep long then. Good. He felt he could confide in this WPC. ‘How do I look?’ he asked.
‘Well,’ she said, ‘one side of your face is red from where you’ve been lying on it, but otherwise you’ll do.’ Then the smile again. A good deed in a naughty world.
‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘Okay, send her in, please.’
‘Right you are.’ The head disappeared, but only momentarily. ‘Can I get you a coffee or something?’
‘Coffee would hit the spot,’ said Rebus. ‘Thanks.’
‘Milk? Sugar?’
‘Just milk.’
The head disappeared. The door closed. Rebus tried to look busy: it wasn’t difficult. There was a mound of fresh paperwork to be gone through. Lab reports and the like. Results (negative) from door-to-door on the Jean Cooper murder from the interviews with everyone who’d been in the pub with her that Sunday night. He picked up the first sheet and held it in front of him. There was a knock on the door, so soft that he only just caught it.
‘Come in,’ he called.
The door opened slowly. A woman was standing there, looking around her as though her timidity might be about to turn to fright. She was in her late twenties, with closely cropped brown hair, but other than that she defied description. She was more a collection of ‘nots’ than anything else: not tall, but not exactly short; not slim, but by no means overweight, and her face lacked anything approaching a personality.
‘Hello,’ Rebus said, half-rising to his feet. He indicated a chair on the other side of the desk, and watched as, with breathtaking slowness, she closed the door, testing it afterwards to make sure it was going to stay shut. Only then did she turn to look at him – or at least towards him, for she had a way of focusing just to the side of his face, so that her eyes never met his.
‘Hello,’ she said. She seemed ready to stand throughout proceedings. Rebus, who had seated himself again, gestured once more with his hand.
‘Please. Sit down.’
At last, she poised herself above the chair and lowered herself into it. Rebus had the feeling that he was the boss at some job interview, and that she wanted the job so much she’d worked herself into a good and proper state about it.
‘You wanted to speak to someone,’ he said, in what he hoped were soft and sympathetic tones.
‘Yes,’ she said.
Well, it was a start. ‘My name is Inspector Rebus. And yours is . . .?’
‘Jan Crawford.’
‘Okay, Jan. Now, how can I help you?’
She swallowed, gazing at the window behind Rebus’s left ear. ‘It’s the killings,’ she said. ‘They call him the Wolfman.’
Rebus was undecided. Maybe she was a crank, but she didn’t seem like one. She just seemed jumpy. Perhaps she had good reason.
‘That’s right,’ he cajoled. ‘The papers call him that.’
‘Yes, they do.’ She had become suddenly excitable, the words spilling from her. ‘And they said last night on the radio, this morning in the paper . . .’ She pulled a newspaper clipping from her bag. It was the photograph of Rebus and Lisa Frazer. ‘This is you, isn’t it?’
Rebus nodded.
‘Then you’ll know. I mean, you must. The paper says he’s done it again, they’re saying you’ve caught him, or maybe you’ve caught him, nobody’s sure.’ She paused, breathing heavily. All the time her eyes were on the window. Rebus kept his mouth shut, letting her calm down. Her eyes were filling, becoming glossy with tears. As she spoke, one droplet squirmed out from the corner of an eye and crept down towards her lips, her chin. ‘Nobody’s sure whether you’ve caught him, but I could be sure. At least, I think I can be sure. I didn’t get, I mean, I’ve been scared so long now, and I haven’t said anything. I didn’t want anybody to know, my mum and dad to know. I just wanted to shut it out, but that’s stupid, isn’t it?, when he could do it again if he’s not caught. So I decided to, I mean, maybe I can . . .’ She made to stand up, thought better of it, and squeezed her hands together instead.
‘Can what, Miss Crawford?’
‘Identify him,’ she said, her voice almost a whisper now. She searched in the sleeve of her blouse, found a tissue, and blew her nose. The tear dripped onto one knee. ‘Identify him,’ she repeated, ‘if he’s here, if you’ve caught him.’
Rebus was staring hard at her now, and at last his eyes found hers. Her brown eyes, covered with a film of liquid. He’d seen cranks before, plenty of them. Maybe she was, and maybe she wasn’t.
‘What do you mean, Jan?’
She sniffed again, turned her eyes to the window, swallowed. ‘He almost got me,’ she said. ‘I was the first, before all the others. He almost got me. I was almost the first.’
And then she lifted her head. At first Rebus couldn’t understand why. But then he saw. Under her right ear, running in a crescent shape towards her white throat, there was a dark pink scar, no more than an inch long.
The kind of scar you made with a knife.
The first intended kill of the Wolfman.
‘What do you think?’
They faced one another across the desk. Four inches of fresh paperwork had appeared in the in-tray, threatening to overbalance the pile and send it slewing down across the floor. Rebus was eating a cheese and onion sandwich from Gino’s. Comfort food. One of the nice things about being a bachelor was that you could eat, without fear of regrets, onions, Branston pickle, huge sausage, egg and tomato sauce sandwiches, curried beans on toast and all the other delicacies favoured by the male.
‘What do you think then?’
Flight sipped from a can of cola, giving slight closed-mouth burps between times. He had listened to Rebus’s story and had met with Jan Crawford. She had now been taken to an interview room to be fed tea and sympathy by a WPC while a detective took her statement. Flight and Rebus both hoped she would not have to deal with Lamb.
‘Well?’
Flight rubbed a knuckle against his right eye. ‘I don’t know, John. This case has gone ga-ga. You’re off telling porkies to the press, your picture’s all over the front pages, we’ve got our first – maybe not our last – copycat killing, then you come up with some idea of flea markets and false teeth. And now this.’ He opened his arms wide, pleading for help to put his world back into some semblance of order. ‘It’s all a bit much.’
Rebus bit into the sandwich, chewing slowly. ‘But it fits the pattern, doesn’t it? From what I’ve read about serial killers, the first attempt is often botched. They’re not quite ready, they haven’t planned well enough. Somebody screams, they panic. He didn’t have his technique honed. He didn’t go for the mouth, so she was able to scream. Then he found that human skin and muscle is tougher than it looks. He’d probably seen too many horror films, thought it was like cutting through butter. So he scraped her, but not enough to do serious damage. Maybe the knife wasn’t sharp enough, who knows. The point is, he got scared and he ran.’
Flight merely shrugged. ‘And she didn’t come forward,’ he said. ‘That’s what bothers me.’
‘She’s come forward now. Tell me this, George. How many rape victims do we actually see? I heard tell somebody reckons it’s less than one in three. Jan Crawford is a timid little woman, scared half to death. All she wanted to do was forget about it, but she couldn’t. Her conscience wouldn’t let her. Her conscience brought her to us.’
‘I still don’t like it, John. Don’t ask me why.’
Rebus finished the sandwich and made a show of wiping his hands together. ‘Your copper’s instinct?’ he suggested, just a little sarcastically.
‘Maybe,’ said Flight, appearing to miss, or at least to ignore, Rebus’s tone. ‘There’s just something about her.’
‘Trust me. I’ve talked to her. I’ve been through it all with her. And, George, I believe her. I think it was him. Twelfth of December last year. That was his first time.’
‘Maybe not,’ said Flight. ‘Maybe there are others who haven’t come forward.’
‘Maybe. What matters is, one did.’
‘I still don’t see what good this does us.’ Flight picked up a sheet of paper from the desk and read the scribbled details. ‘“He was about six feet tall, white, and I think he had brown hair. He was running away with his back to me, so I couldn’t see his face.’” Flight put down the paper. ‘That narrows things down nicely, doesn’t it?’
Yes, Rebus wanted to say, it does. Because now I think I’m dealing with a man, and before this I wasn’t sure. But he kept that particular thought to himself. He’d given George Flight enough grief in the past few days.
‘That’s still not the point,’ he said instead.
‘Then what in God’s name is the point?’ Flight had finished the can of cola and now tossed it into a metal wastepaper bin, where it rang against the side, the reverberation lasting for what seemed like an age.
When all was quiet again, Rebus spoke. ‘The point is, the Wolfman doesn’t know she didn’t get a good look at him. We’ve got to persuade Miss Crawford to go public. Let the TV cameras feast on her. The One Who Got Away. Then we say that she’s given us a good description. If that doesn’t panic the bastard, nothing will.’
‘Panic! Everything you do is designed to panic him. What good does that do? What if it simply frightens him off? What if he just stops killing and we never find him?’
‘He’s not the type,’ Rebus said with authority. ‘He’ll go on killing because it’s taken him over. Haven’t you noticed how the murders are coming at shorter and shorter intervals? He may even have killed again since Lea Bridge, we just haven’t found the body yet. He’s possessed, George.’ Flight looked at him as though seeking a joke, but Rebus was in deadly earnest. ‘I mean it.’
Flight stood up and walked to the window. ‘It might not even have been the Wolfman.’
‘Maybe not,’ Rebus conceded.
‘What if she won’t go public?’
‘It doesn’t matter. We still issue the news story. We still say we’ve got a good description.’
Flight turned from the window. ‘You believe her? You don’t think she’s a crank?’
‘It’s possible, but I really don’t think so. She’s very plausible. She kept the details just vague enough to be convincing. It was three months ago. We can check on her if you like.’
‘Yes, I’d like that very much.’ The emotion had left Flight’s voice. This case was draining him of every reserve he had. ‘I want to know about her background, her present, her friends, her medical records, her family.’
‘I could even get Lisa Frazer to give her some psychological tests?’ Rebus suggested, not altogether without tongue in cheek. Flight smiled faintly.
‘No, just the checks I’ve mentioned. Get Lamb onto it. It’ll keep him out of our hair.’
‘You don’t like him then?’
‘Whatever gives you that idea?’
‘Funny, he says you’re like a father to him.’
The moment of tension was over. Rebus felt he had won another small victory. They both laughed, using their dislike of Lamb to strengthen the link between them.
‘You’re a good policeman, John,’ Flight said. Rebus, despite himself, blushed.
‘Sod off, you old fart,’ he replied.
‘That reminds me,’ said Flight. ‘I told you yesterday to go home. Have you any intention of doing so?’
‘None at all,’ said Rebus. There was a pause before Flight nodded.
‘Good,’ he said. ‘That’s good.’ He walked to the door. ‘For now.’ He turned back towards Rebus. ‘Just don’t go rogue on me, John. This is my turf. I need to know where you are and what you’re up to.’ He tapped at his own head. ‘I need to know what’s going on up here. Okay?’
Rebus nodded. ‘Fine, George. No problem.’ But the fingers behind his back were crossed. He liked to work alone, and had the feeling Flight wanted to stick close to him for reasons other than traditional Cockney chumminess. Besides, if the Wolfman did turn out to be a policeman, nobody could be discounted, nobody at all.
Rebus tried Lisa again, but without success. At lunchtime, he was wandering around the station when he bumped into Joey Bennett, the constable who had stopped him on Shaftesbury Avenue that first night in London. Bennett was wary at first. Then he recognised Rebus. ‘Oh, hello, sir. Was that your picture I saw in the papers?’
Rebus nodded. ‘This isn’t your patch, is it?’ he asked.
‘No, not exactly, sir. Just passing through, you might say. Dropping off a prisoner. That woman in the photo with you. She looked a bit of all –’
‘Do you have your car with you?’
Bennett was wary again. ‘Yes, sir.’
‘And you’re going back into town now?’
‘To the West End, yes, sir.’
‘Good. Then you won’t mind giving me a lift, will you?’
‘Er, no, sir. Of course not, sir.’ Bennett broke into the least convincing smile Rebus had seen outside a synchronised swimming event. On their way out to the car, they passed Lamb.
‘Teeth stopped chattering yet?’ he asked, but Rebus was in no mood to respond. Lamb, undaunted, tried again. ‘Going somewhere?’ He managed even to make this simple question sound like a threat. Rebus stopped, turned and walked up to him, so that their faces were a couple of inches apart.
‘If that’s all right with you, Lamb, yes, I’m going somewhere.’ Then he turned away again and followed Bennett. Lamb watched them go, half his teeth showing in a parody of a grin.
‘Mind how you go!’ he called. ‘Shall I phone ahead and get the hotel to pack your bags?’
Rebus’s reply was a two-fingered salute, a more determined stride, and a whispered ‘FYTP’. Bennett heard him.
‘Sorry, sir?’
‘Nothing,’ said Rebus. ‘Nothing at all.’
It took them half an hour to reach Bloomsbury. Every second building seemed to sport a blue circular plaque commemorating some writer’s having lived there. Rebus recognised few of the names. Finally, he found the building he was looking for, and waved Bennett goodbye. It was the Psychology Department of University College in Gower Street. The secretary, who appeared to be the only living soul around at one o’clock, asked if she could help him.
‘I hope so,’ he said. ‘I’m looking for Lisa Frazer.’
‘Lisa?’ The secretary seemed unsure. ‘Oh, Lisa. Dear me, I don’t think I can help. I haven’t seen her in over a week. You might try the library. Or Dillon’s.’
‘Dillon’s?’
‘It’s a bookshop, just around the corner. Lisa seems to spend a lot of her time in there. She loves bookshops. Or there’s always the British Library. It’s just possible she might be there.’
He left the building with a new puzzle. The secretary had seemed very distant, very fuzzy. Maybe it was just him. He was starting to read things into every situation. He found the bookshop and went inside. ‘Shop’ was something of an understatement. It was huge. He read on a wall that psychology books were to be found three floors up. So many books. One man could not hope to read them all in a lifetime. He tried to walk through the aisles without focusing. If he focused, he would become interested, and if he became interested he would buy. He already had over fifty books at home, piled beside his bed, waiting for that elusive weeklong break when he could concentrate on something other than police work. He collected books. It was just about his only hobby. Not that he was precious about it. He did not lust after first editions, signed copies and the like. Mostly, he bought paperbacks. And he was nothing if not catholic in his tastes: any subject matter would do.
So he tried to pretend he was wearing blinkers, pondered the essential difference between catholic and Catholic and finally reached the psychology section. It was a room joined onto other rooms as in a chain, but there was no sign of Lisa in any of the links. He did, however, find where some of her own library of books had no doubt originated. There was a shelf next to the cashier’s desk, dedicated to crime and violence. One of the books she had loaned him was there. He picked it up and turned it over to look at the price. Then blinked twice in astonishment. So much money! And it wasn’t even a hardback! Still, academic books always did carry steep price tickets. Strange really: weren’t students, the intended readership after all, least able to afford these titles? It might take a psychologist to explain that one, or perhaps a shrewd economist.
Next to the criminology section were books on the occult and witchcraft, along with various packs of Tarot cards and the like. Rebus smiled at this curious marriage: police work and hocus-pocus. He picked up a book on rituals and flipped through it. A young, slender woman, in billowing satin dress and with long fiery hair, paused beside him to lift a Tarot set, which she took to the cash desk. Well, it took all sorts, didn’t it? She looked serious enough, but then these were serious times.
Ritual. He wondered if there was an element of ritual to the Wolfman’s particular spree. So far he had been seeking an explanation from the killer’s psyche: what if the whole thing were some kind of rite? Slaughter and defilement of the innocent, that sort of thing. Charlie Manson and his swastika-tattooed forehead. Some said there was a Masonic element to Jack the Ripper’s methods. Madness and evil. Sometimes you found a cause, and sometimes you just didn’t.
Slash the throat.
Gouge the anus.
Bite the stomach.
The two ends of the human trunk, and something like the mid-point. Could there be a clue in that particular pattern?
There are clues everywhere.
The monster from his past, rearing up out of the dark deep waters of memory. That case had tied him up all right, but not half as much as this. He had thought the Wolfman might be a woman. Now a woman had conveniently appeared to tell him the Wolfman was a man. Very conveniently. George Flight was right to be wary. Perhaps Rebus could learn something from him. Flight did everything by the book, and in scrupulous detail. He didn’t go running down the bloody hall with a pair of toy false teeth clutched in his sweaty hand. He was the type to sit down and think things through. That was what made him a good copper, better than Rebus, because he didn’t snap at every red herring that came along. Better because he was methodical, and methodical people never let anything escape them.
Rebus left Dillon’s Bookshop with his own little thundercloud hanging above his head and a plastic carrier-bag full of newly purchased books swinging from his right hand. He walked down Gower Street and Bloomsbury Street, took a fortuitous left at a set of traffic lights and found himself outside the British Museum, inside which, he knew from memory, was to be found the British Library. Unless, that was, they’d already moved it, as he’d read they were planning to.
But the British Library itself was off-limit to ‘non-readers’. Rebus tried to explain that he was a reader, but apparently what this meant was that he had to be in possession of a reader’s card. With hindsight, he supposed he could have flashed his ID and said he was on the trail of a maniac, but he didn’t. He shook his head, shrugged his shoulders and went instead for a walk around the museum.
The place seemed full almost to bursting with tourists and school parties. He wondered if the children, their imaginations still open, were as thunderstruck as he was by the Ancient Egyptian and Assyrian rooms. Vast stone carvings, huge wooden gates, countless exhibits. But the real throng was around the Rosetta Stone. Rebus had heard of it, of course, but didn’t really know what it was. Now he found out. The stone contained writing in three languages and thus helped scholars to work out for the first time what Egyptian hieroglyphics actually meant.
He was willing to bet they hadn’t solved it overnight, or even over a weekend. Slow, painstaking graft, just like police work, toil as difficult as anything a bricklayer or miner could endure. And in the end it usually still came down to the Lucky Break. How many times had they interviewed the Yorkshire Ripper and let him go? That sort of thing happened more often than the public would ever be allowed to know.
He walked through more rooms, rooms airy and light and containing Greek vases and figurines, then, pushing open a glass double-door, he found himself confronted by the Sculptures of the Parthenon. (For some reason they had stopped advertising them as the Elgin Marbles.) Rebus walked around this large gallery, feeling almost as though he were in some modern-day place of worship. At one end, a gabble of school-kids squatted before some statues, trying to draw them, while their teacher walked around, trying to keep the grudging artists quiet. It was Rhona. Even at this distance he recognised her. Recognised her walk and the slant of her head and the way she held her hands behind her back whenever she was trying to make a point. . . .
Rebus turned away, and found himself face to face with a horse’s head. He could see the veins bulging from the marble neck, the open mouth with its teeth worn away to an indeterminate smoothness. No bite. Would Rhona thank him for walking over and interrupting her class, just to make Smalltalk? No, she would not. But what if she spotted him? If he were to slink away, it would look like the action of a coward. Hell, he was a coward, wasn’t he? Best to face facts and move back towards the doors. She might never spot him, and if she did she was hardly likely to announce the fact. But then he wanted to know about Kenny, didn’t he? Who better to ask than Rhona? There was a simple answer: better to ask anyone. He’d ask Samantha. Yes, that’s what he’d do. He’d ask Samantha.
He crept back to the doors and walked briskly towards the exit. Suddenly all the exquisite vases and statues had become ridiculous. What was the point in burying them behind glass for people to glance at in passing? Wasn’t it better to look forward, forget about ancient history? Wouldn’t it be better if he just took Lamb’s ill-meant advice? There were too many ghosts in London. Way too many. Even the reporter Jim Stevens was down here somewhere. Rebus fairly flew across the museum courtyard only pausing when he reached the gates. The guards stared at him strangely, glancing towards his carrier-bag. They’re just books, he wanted to say. But he knew you could hide anything in a book, just about anything. Knew from painful personal experience.
When feeling depressed, be rash. He stuck a hand out into the road and at the first attempt managed to stop an empty black cab. He couldn’t remember the name of the street he wanted, but that didn’t matter.
‘Covent Garden,’ he said to the driver. As the cab did what Rebus assumed was a fairly illegal u-turn, he dipped into his bag to claim the first prize.
He wandered around Covent Garden proper for twenty minutes, enjoying an open-air magic act and a nearby fire-eater before moving off in search of Lisa’s flat. It wasn’t too difficult to find. He surprised himself by recalling a kite shop and another shop which seemed to sell nothing but teapots. Took a left and a right and another right and found himself in her street, standing outside the shoe shop. The shop itself was busy. The clientele, like the serving staff, was very young, probably not yet out of teens. A jazz saxophone played. A tape perhaps, or someone busking in the distance. He looked up at the window to Lisa’s flat, with its bright yellow roller blind. How old was she really? It was hard to tell.
And then, only then, he went to the door and pressed her buzzer. There was noise from the intercom, a crackle of movement. ‘Hello?’
‘It’s me, John.’
‘Hello? I can’t hear you!’
‘It’s John,’ he said loudly into the door frame, looking around him in embarrassment. But no one was interested. People glanced into the shop window as they passed, eating strange-looking snacks, vegetable-looking things.
‘John?’ As though she had forgotten him already. Then: ‘Oh, John.’ And the buzzer sounded beside him. ‘Door’s open. Come on up.’
The door to her flat was open, too, and he closed it behind him. Lisa was tidying the studio, as she called it. In Edinburgh it wouldn’t have been called a studio. It would have been called a bedsit. He supposed Covent Garden didn’t have such things as bedsits.
‘I’ve been trying to get in touch,’ he said.
‘Me too.’
‘Oh?’
She turned to him, noting the hint of disbelief in his voice. ‘Didn’t they tell you? I must’ve left half a dozen messages with, what was his name, Shepherd?’
‘Lamb?’
‘That’s it.’
Rebus’s hate for Lamb intensified.
‘About an hour ago,’ she went on, ‘I called and they said you’d gone back to Scotland. I was a bit miffed at that. Thought you’d gone without saying goodbye.’
Bastards, thought Rebus. They really did hate his guts, didn’t they? Our expert from north of the border.
Lisa had finished making a neat stack from the newspapers lying on the floor and the bed. She had straightened the duvet and the cover on the sofa. And now, a little out of breath, she was standing close to him. He slid his arm around her and pulled her to him.
‘Hello,’ he murmured, kissing her.
‘Hello,’ she said, returning the kiss.
She broke away from his hug and walked into the alcove which served as a kitchen. There was the sound of running tap-water, a kettle filling. ‘I suppose you’ve seen the papers?’ she called.
‘Yes.’
Her head came out of the alcove. ‘A friend called me up to tell me. I couldn’t believe it. My picture on the front page!’
‘Fame at last.’
‘Infamy more like: a “police psychologist” indeed! They might have done their research. One paper even called me Liz Frazier!’ She plugged the kettle in, switched it on, then came back into the room. Rebus was sitting on the arm of the sofa.
‘So,’ she asked, ‘how goes the investigation?’
‘A few interesting developments.’
‘Oh?’ She sat on the edge of the bed. ‘Tell me.’
So he told her about Jan Crawford, and about his false teeth theory. Lisa suggested that Jan Crawford’s memory might be helped by hypnosis. ‘Lost memory’ she called it. But Rebus knew this sort of thing was inadmissible as evidence. Besides, he’d experienced ‘lost memory’ for himself, and shivered now at the memory.
They drank Lapsang Souchong, which he said reminded him of bacon butties, and she put on some music, something soft and classical, and they ended up somehow sitting next to one another on the Indian carpet, their backs against the sofa, shoulders, arms and legs touching. She stroked his hair, the nape of his neck.
‘What happened the other night between us,’ she said, ‘are you sorry?’
‘You mean sorry it happened?’
She nodded.
‘Christ, no,’ said Rebus. ‘Just the opposite.’ He paused. ‘What about you?’
She thought over her answer. ‘It was nice,’ she said, her eyebrows almost meeting as she concentrated on each word.
‘I thought maybe you were avoiding me,’ he said.
‘And I thought you were avoiding me.’
‘I went looking for you this morning at the university.’
She sat back, the better to study his face. ‘Really?’
He nodded.
‘What did they say?’
‘I spoke to some secretary,’ he explained. ‘Glasses on a string around her neck, hair in a sort of a bun.’
‘Millicent. But what did she tell you?’
‘She just said you hadn’t been around much.’
‘What else?’
‘That I might find you in the library, or in Dillon’s.’ He nodded over towards the door, where the carrier-bag stood propped against a wall. ‘She said you liked bookshops. So I went looking there, too.’
She was still studying his face, then she laughed and pecked him on the cheek. ‘Millicent’s a treasure though, isn’t she?’
‘If you say so.’ Why did her laugh have so much relief in it? Stop looking for puzzles, John. Just stop it right now. She was crawling away from him towards the bag.
‘So what did you buy?’
He couldn’t honestly remember, with the exception of the book he’d started reading in the taxi. Hawksmoor. Instead, he watched her behind and her legs as she moved away from him. Spectacular ankles. Slim with a prominent hemisphere of bone.
‘Well!’ she said, lifting one of the paperbacks from the bag. ‘Eysenck.’
‘Do you approve?’
She thought this question over, too. ‘Not entirely. Probably not at all, in fact. Genetic inheritance and all that. I’m not sure.’ She lifted out another book, and shrieked. ‘Skinner! The beast of behaviourism! But what made you –?’
He shrugged. ‘I just recognised some names from those books you loaned me, so I thought I’d –’
Another book was lifted high for him to see. King Ludd. ‘Have you read the first two?’ she asked.
‘Oh,’ he said, disappointed, ‘is it part of a trilogy? I just liked the title.’
She turned and gave him a quizzical look, then laughed. Rebus could feel himself going red at the neck. She was making a fool of him. He turned away from her and concentrated on the pattern of the rug, brushing the rough fibres with his hand.
‘Oh dear,’ she said, starting to crawl back. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to. I’m sorry.’ And she placed a hand on either of his legs, kneeling in front of him, angling her head until his eyes were forced to meet hers. She was smiling apologetically. ‘Sorry,’ she mouthed. He managed a smile which said: ‘that’s okay’. She leaned across him and placed her lips on his, one of her hands sliding up his leg towards the thigh, and then a little higher still.
It was evening before he escaped, though ‘escape’ was perhaps putting it too harshly. The effort of easing himself from beneath Lisa’s sleeping limbs was almost too much. Her body perfume, the sweet smell of her hair, the flawless warmth of her belly, her arms, her behind. She did not waken as he slid from the bed and tugged on his clothes. She did not waken as he wrote her another of his notes, picked up his carrier-bag of books, opened the door, cast a glance back towards the bed and then pulled the door shut after him.
He went to Covent Garden tube station, where he was offered a choice: the queue for the elevator, or the three hundred-odd spiralling stairs. He opted for the stairs. They seemed to go on forever, turning and turning in their gyre. His head became light as he thought of what it must have been like to descend this corkscrew during the war years. White tiled walls like those of public lavatories. Rumble from above. The dull echo of footsteps and voices.
He thought, too, of Edinburgh’s Scott Monument, with its own tightly winding stairwell, much more constricted and unnerving than this. And then he was at the bottom, beating the elevator by a matter of seconds. The tube train was as crowded as he had come to expect. Next to a sign proclaiming ‘Keep your personal stereo personal’, a white youth wearing a green parka with matching teeth shared his musical taste with the rest of the carriage. His eyes had a distant, utterly vacant look and from time to time he swigged from a can of strong lager. Rebus toyed with the notion of saying something, but held back. He was only travelling one stop. If the glowering passengers were content to suffer silently, that was how it should be.
He prised himself out of the train at Holborn, only to squeeze into another compartment, this time on the Central Line. Again, someone was playing a Walkman at some dizzying level, but they were somewhere over towards the far end of the carriage, so all Rebus had to suffer was the Schhch-schch-schch of what he took to be drums. He was becoming a seasoned traveller now, setting his eyes so that they focused on space rather than on his fellow passengers, letting his mind empty for the duration of the journey.
God alone knew how these people could do it every day of their working lives.
He had already rung the doorbell before it struck him that he did not have a pretext for coming here. Think quickly, John.
The door was pulled open. ‘Oh, it’s you.’ She sounded disappointed.
‘Hello, Rhona.’
‘To what do we owe the honour?’ She was standing her ground, just inside the front door, keeping him on the doorstep. She was wearing a hint of make-up and her clothes were not after-work, relaxing-at-home clothes. She was going out somewhere. She was waiting for a gentleman.
‘Nothing special,’ he said. ‘Just thought I’d pop round. We didn’t get much of a chance to talk the other night.’ Would he mention that he had seen her in the British Museum? No, he would not.
Besides, she was shaking her head. ‘Yes we did, it was just that we had nothing to talk about.’ Her voice wasn’t bitter; she was simply stating a fact. Rebus looked at the doorstep.
‘I’ve caught you at a bad time,’ he said. ‘Sorry.’
‘No need to apologise.’
‘Is Sammy in?’
‘She’s out with Kenny.’
Rebus nodded. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘enjoy wherever it is you’re going.’ My God, he actually felt jealous. He couldn’t believe it of himself after all these years. It was the make-up that did it. Rhona had seldom worn make-up. He half-turned to leave, then stopped. ‘I couldn’t use your loo, could I?’
She stared at him, seeking some trick or plan, but he smiled back with his best impersonation of a crippled dog and she relented.
‘Go on then,’ she said. ‘You know where it is.’
He left his carrier at the door, squeezed past her and began to climb the steep stairs. ‘Thanks, Rhona,’ he said.
She was lingering downstairs, waiting to let him out again. He walked across the landing to the bathroom, opened and closed the door loudly, then opened it again very quietly and crept back across the landing to where the telephone sat on a small and quite grotesque confection of brass, green glass and red hanging tassels. There were London phone books piled beneath this table, but Rebus went straight to the smaller ‘Telephone & Addresses’ book on the top of the table. Some of the entries were in Rhona’s writing. Who, he wondered, were Tony, Tim, Ben and Graeme? But most were in Sammy’s grander, more confident script. He flipped to the K section and found what he wanted.
‘KENNY’, printed in capitals with a seven figure number scribbled below the name, the whole enclosed by a loving ellipse. Rebus took pen and notepad from his pocket and copied down the number, then closed the book and tiptoed back to the bathroom, where he flushed the toilet, gave his hands a quick rinse and boldly started downstairs again. Rhona was looking along the street, no doubt anxious that her beau should not arrive and find him here.
‘Bye,’ he said, picking up the carrier, walking past her and setting off in the direction of the main road. He was nearly at the end of her street when a white Ford Escort turned off the main drag and moved slowly past him, driven by a canny-looking man with thin face and thick moustache. Rebus stopped at the corner to watch the man pull up outside Rhona’s building. She had already locked the door and fairly skipped to the car. Rebus turned away before she could kiss or hug the man called Tony, Tim, Ben or Graeme.
In a large pub near the tube station, a barn of a place with walls painted torrid red, Rebus remembered that he had not tried the local brews since coming south. He’d gone for a drink with George Flight, but had stuck to whisky. He looked at the row of pumps, while the barman watched him, a proprietorial hand resting on one pump. Rebus nodded towards this resting hand.
‘Is it any good?’
The man snorted. ‘It’s bloody Fuller’s, mate, of course it’s good.’
‘A pint of that then, please.’
The stuff turned out to have a watery look, like cold tea, but it tasted smooth and malty. The barman was still watching him, so Rebus nodded approval, then took his glass to a distant corner where the public telephone stood. He dialled HQ_ and asked for Flight.
‘He’s left for the day,’ he was told.
‘Well then, put me through to anyone from CID, anyone who’s helpful. I’ve got a telephone number I want tracing.’ There were rules and regulations about this sort of thing, rules at one time ignored but of late enforced. Requests had to be made and were not always granted. Some forces could pull more weight than others when it came to number tracing. He reckoned the Met and the Yard ought to carry more weight than most, but just in case he added: ‘It’s to do with the Wolfman case. It might be a very good lead.’
He was told to repeat the number he wanted tracing. ‘Call back in half an hour,’ said the voice.
He sat at a table and drank his beer. It seemed silly, but it appeared to be going to his head already, with only half a pint missing from the glass. Someone had left a folded, smudged copy of the midday Standard. Rebus tried to concentrate on the sports pages and even had a stab at the concise crossword. Then he made the call and was put through to someone he didn’t know, who passed him on to someone else he didn’t know. A boisterous crowd, looking like a team of bricklayers, had entered the bar. One of them made for the jukebox, and suddenly Steppenwolf’s Born to be Wild was booming from the walls, while the men urged the unwilling barman to ‘wick it up a bit’.
‘If you’ll just hold a minute, Inspector Rebus, I believe Chief Inspector Laine wants a word.’
‘But, Christ, I don’t want –’ Too late, the voice at the other end had gone. Rebus held the receiver away from him and scowled.
Eventually, Howard Laine came on the line. Rebus pushed a finger into one ear, pressing his other ear hard against the earpiece.
‘Ah, Inspector Rebus. I wanted a quiet word. You’re a hard man to catch. About that business last night.’ Laine’s was the voice of reasoned sanity. ‘You’re about a bollock-hair’s breadth away from an official reprimand, understand? Pull a stunt like that again and I’ll personally see to it that you’re shipped back to Jockland in the boot of a National Express bus. Got that?’
Rebus was silent, listening closely. He could almost hear Cath Farraday sitting in Laine’s office, smirking.
‘I said, have you got that?’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘Good.’ A rustling of paper. ‘Now, you want an address I believe?’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘It’s a lead, you say?’
‘Yes, sir.’ Rebus suddenly wondered if this would be worth it. He hoped so. If they found out he was abusing the system like this, they’d have him in the dole office with prospects roughly equivalent to those of a shoeshine boy on a nudist beach.
But Laine gave him the address and, as a bonus, supplied Kenny’s surname.
‘Watkiss,’ said Laine. ‘The address is Pedro Tower, Churchill Estate, E5. I think that’s Hackney.’
‘Thank you, sir,’ said Rebus.
‘Oh by the way,’ said Laine, ‘Inspector Rebus?’
‘Yes, sir?’
‘From what I’ve been told of Churchill Estate, if you’re intending to visit, tell us first. We’ll arrange for an SPG escort. All right?’
‘Bit rough is it then, sir?’
‘Rough doesn’t begin to tell the story, son. We train the SAS in there, pretend it’s a mock-up of Beirut.’
‘Thanks for the advice, sir.’ Rebus wanted to add that he’d been in the SAS and he doubted Pedro Tower could throw anything at him that the SAS HQ in Hereford hadn’t. All the same, it paid to be cautious. The brickies were playing pool, their accents a mix of Irish and Cockney. Born to be Wild had finished. Rebus finished his pint and ordered another.
Kenny Watkiss. So there was a connection and rather a large one at that, between Tommy Watkiss and Samantha’s boyfriend. How was it that in a city of ten million souls, Rebus had suddenly begun to feel an overwhelming sense of claustrophobia? He felt like someone had wrapped a muffler around his mouth and pulled a Balaclava down over his head.
‘I’d be careful, mate,’ said the barman as Rebus took delivery of his second pint. ‘That stuff can kill you.’
‘Not if I kill it first,’ said Rebus, winking as he raised the glass to his lips.
The taxi driver wouldn’t take him as far as the Churchill Estate. ‘I’ll drop you off a couple of streets away and show you where to go, but there’s no way I’m going in there.’
‘Fair enough,’ said Rebus.
So he took the taxi as far as the taxi would take him, then walked the remaining distance. It didn’t look so bad. He’d seen worse on the outskirts of Edinburgh. A lot of dull concrete, nuggets of glass underfoot, boarded windows and spray-painted gang names on every wall. Jeez Posse seemed to be the main gang, though there were other names so fantastically contrived that he could not make them out. Young boys skateboarded through an arena constructed from milk-crates, wooden planks and bricks. You couldn’t muzzle the creative mind. Rebus stopped to watch for a moment; it only took a moment to appreciate that these boys were masters of their craft.
Rebus came to the entrance of one of the estate’s four high-rises. He was busy looking for an identifying mark when something went splat on the pavement beside him. He looked down. It was a sandwich, a salami sandwich by the look of it. He craned his neck to look up at the various levels of the tower block, just in time to catch sight of something large and dark growing larger and darker as it hurtled towards him.
‘Jesus Christ!’ He leapt into the safety of the block’s entrance hall, just as the TV set landed, flattening itself with an explosion of plastic, metal and glass. From their arena, the boys cheered. Rebus moved outside again, but more warily now, and craned his neck. There was no one to be seen. He whistled under his breath. He was impressed, and a little scared. Despite the thunderous sound, nobody seemed curious or interested.
He wondered which television show had so angered the person somewhere above him. ‘Everyone’s a critic,’ he said. And then: ‘FYTP.’
He heard a lift opening. A young woman, greasy dyed-blonde hair, gold stud in her nose and three in each ear, spider-web tattoo across her throat. She wheeled a pushchair out onto the concrete. Seconds earlier she would have been beneath the television.
‘Excuse me,’ said Rebus above the noise of her wailing passenger.
‘Yeah?’
‘Is this Pedro Tower?’
‘Over there,’ she said, pointing a sharpened fingernail towards one of the remaining blocks.
‘Thank you.’
She glanced towards where the television had landed. ‘It’s the kids,’ she said. ‘They break into a flat, and throw a sandwich out of the window. A dog comes to eat it, and they chuck a telly after it. Makes a helluva mess.’ She sounded almost amused. Almost.
‘Lucky I don’t like salami,’ Rebus said.
But she was already manoeuvring the pushchair past the fresh debris. ‘If you don’t shut up I’ll fucking kill you!’ she yelled at her child. Rebus walked on unsteady legs towards Pedro Tower.
Why was he here?
It had all seemed to make sense, had seemed logical. But now that he stood in the sour-smelling ground-floor hallway of Pedro Tower he found that he had no reason at all to be here. Rhona had said that Sammy was out with Kenny. The chances of them choosing to spend the evening in Pedro Tower must be slim, mustn’t they?
Even supposing Kenny were here, how would Rebus locate the flat? The locals would sniff an enquiring copper from fifty paces. Questions would go unanswered, knocked doors would stay unopened. Was this what intellectuals called an impasse? He could always wait, of course. Kenny would be sure to return at some point. But wait where? In here? Too conspicuous, too unappealing. Outside? Too cold, too open, too many armchair critics high above him in the now-dark sky.
Which left him where precisely? Yes, this probably was an impasse. He walked from the block, his eyes on the windows above him, and was about to make off in the direction of the skateboarders when a scream split the air from the other side of Pedro Tower. He walked quickly towards the source of the sound and was in time to see the butt-end of a burning argument. The woman – no more than a girl really, seventeen, eighteen – hit the bedenimed man with a good right hand, sending him spinning. Then she stalked off as he, holding one side of his face, tried to hurl obscenities at her while at the same time feeling in his mouth for damaged teeth.
They did not interest Rebus particularly. He was looking past them to a low-built, dimly illuminated building, a prefabricated construction surrounded by grass and dirt. A weathered board, lit by a single bulb, proclaimed it The Fighting Cock. A pub? Here? That was no place for a policeman, no place for a Scots policeman. But what if . . .? No, it couldn’t be so simple. Sammy and Kenny couldn’t be in there, wouldn’t be in there. His daughter deserved better. Deserved the best.
But then she reckoned Kenny Watkiss was the best. And maybe he was. Rebus stopped dead. Just what the hell was he doing? Okay, so he didn’t like Kenny. And when he had seen Kenny cheering in the Old Bailey, he had put two and two together and come to the conclusion that Kenny was in deep with Tommy Watkiss. But now it turned out the two were related in some way and that would explain the cheer, wouldn’t it?
The psychology books told him that coppers read the worst into every situation. It was true. He didn’t like the fact that Kenny Watkiss was dating his daughter. If Kenny had been heir apparent to the throne, Rebus would still have been suspicious. She was his daughter. He’d hardly seen her since she had entered her teens. In his mind she was still a child, a thing to be cosseted, loved, and protected. But she was a big girl now, with ambition, drive, good looks and a grown-up body. She was grown-up, there was no escaping it, and it scared him. Scared him because she was Sammy, his Sammy. Scared him because he hadn’t been there all these years to warn her, to tell her how to cope, what to do.
Scared because he was getting old.
There, it was out. He was growing old. He had a sixteen-year-old daughter and she was old enough to leave school and get a job, to have sex, to get married. Not old enough to go into pubs, but that wouldn’t stop her. Not old enough for street-wise eighteen-year-olds like Kenny Watkiss. But grown-up all the same; grown-up without him, and now he too was old.
And by God he felt it.
He plunged his left hand deep into his pocket, his right hand still wrapped around the handle of the carrier-bag, and turned from the pub. There was a bus stop near where the taxi had dropped him. He’d go where the bus would take him. The skateboarders were coming along the path in front of him. One of them seemed very proficient, weaving without losing balance. As the boy approached, he suddenly flipped the board up so that it spun in the air in front of him. Both hands neatly grabbed the board by its running-tail and swung the board itself in a backward arc. Too late, Rebus saw the manoeuvre for what it was. He tried to duck but the heavy wooden board hit the side of his head with a sharp crack.
He staggered, dropped to his knees. They were on him immediately, seven or eight of them, hands gouging into his pockets.
‘Fuckin’ split my board, man. Lookatit. Fuckin’ six inch split.’
A training shoe caught Rebus on the chin and sent him flying. He was concentrating on not losing consciousness, so much so that he forgot to fight or to scream or to defend himself. Then a loud voice:
‘Oi! What the fuck d’you think you’re up to?’
And they ran, rolling their boards until they had gained enough speed, the hard wheels crackling on the tarmac as they fled. Like a posse in an old western, Rebus thought with a smile. Like a posse.
‘You all right, mate? Come on, let’s get you up.’
The man helped Rebus to his feet. When his eyes regained their powers of focus, he saw blood on the man’s lip, smeared across his chin. The man noticed him looking.
‘My bird,’ he said, his breath rich with alcohol. ‘She fuckin’ clocked me, didn’t she? Got me a good one, too. Couple of loose teeth. Still, they was rotten anyway, probably saved me a fortune at the dentist’s.’ He laughed. ‘Come on, let’s get you into the Cock. A couple of brandies’ll see you right.’
‘Took my money,’ Rebus said. He was clutching the carrier-bag to him like a shield.
‘Never mind that,’ said his Samaritan.
They were kind to him. They sat him down at a table, and every now and again a drink would appear, and someone would say ‘That one’s from Bill’, or ‘That one’s from Tessa’, or ‘That one’s from Jackie’, or ‘That one’s from . . .’
They were kind to him. They collected a fiver so he could get a taxi back to his hotel. He explained that he was a tourist, down here for a bit of sightseeing. He’d managed to get lost, had jumped off a bus and ended up here. And they, kind souls, believed him.
They didn’t bother phoning the police.
‘Those bastards,’ they spat. ‘Waste of time. Wouldn’t turn up till tomorrow morning and then they’d do nothing. It’s the cops round here that are behind half the crimes, believe me.’
And he did. He did believe them. And another drink arrived, another brandy in a small schooner.
‘All the best, eh?’
And they were playing cards and dominoes, a lively crowd, a regular crowd. The TV blared – a musical quiz show – and the jukebox sang and the one-armed bandit bleeped and buzzed and spat out an occasional win. He thanked God Sammy and Kenny weren’t here. How would it have looked to them? He dreaded to think.
At one point he excused himself and went to the toilet. There was a jagged triangle of mirror nailed to one wall. The side of his head, jaw and ear, were red and would probably bruise. The jaw would ache for some time. Where the shoe had connected, there was already a red and purple welt. Nothing more. Nothing worse. No knives or razor blades. No massed assault. It had been a clean, professional hit. The way that kid had flipped the board, caught it and swung it. Professional. An absolute pro. If Rebus ever caught him, he would congratulate him on one of the sweetest moves he had ever seen.
Then he’d kick the little bastard’s teeth so far down his throat they’d bite his small intestine.
He reached down the front of his trousers and drew out his wallet. The warning from Laine and the knowledge that he was on uncharted ground, had been enough to persuade Rebus that he should hide his wallet. Not to save him from muggers, no. So that no one would find his ID. It was bad enough being a stranger in this place, but being a copper. . . . So he had hidden the wallet, ID and all, down the front of his underpants, tucked into the elasticated waistband. He slipped it back there now. After all, he was not yet clear of Churchill Estate. The night might turn out to be a long one.
He pulled open the door and headed back to his table. The brandy was working. His head was numb, his limbs pleasantly flexible.
‘You all right there, Jock?’
He hates that name, absolutely loathes it, but he smiles nevertheless. ‘I’m all right. Oh yes, I’m quite all right.’
‘Great. By the way, this one’s from Harry at the bar.’
After she has posted the letter, she feels a lot better. She does some work, but soon begins to twitch inside. It’s like feeding a habit now. But it’s also an art form. Art? Fuck art. So unbecoming in a man. So art unbecoming fuck in a man. So fuck a man in unbecoming art. They used to quarrel, squabble, argue all the time. No, that’s not true. She remembers it that way but it wasn’t that way. For a while it was, but then they just stopped communicating altogether. Her mother. Her father. Mother, strong, domineering, determined to be a great painter, a great watercolourist. Every day busy at an easel, ignoring her child who needed her, who would creep into the studio and sit quietly in a corner, crouched, trying not to be noticed. If noticed, she would be sent out of the room fiercely, red hot tears streaming down her face.
‘I never wanted you!’ her mother would screech. ‘You were an accident! Why can’t you be a proper little girl?’
Run, run, run. Out of the studio and down the stairs, through the morning room, and out of the doors. Father, quiet, innocuous, cultured, civilised father. Reading the newspapers in the back garden, one trousered leg crossed over the other as he reclined in his deckchair.
‘And how’s my little sweet this morning?’
‘Mummy shouted at me.’
‘Did she? I’m sure she didn’t mean anything. She’s a bit crochety when she’s painting, isn’t she? Come and sit here on my lap, you can help me read the news.’
Nobody visited, nobody came. No family, no friends. At first she went to school, but then they kept her at home, educating her themselves. It was all the rage with a certain section of a certain class. Her father had been left money by a great aunt. Enough money for a comfortable life, enough to keep the wolf from the door. He pretended to be a scholar. But then his painstakingly researched essays started to be rejected and he saw himself for what he was. The arguments grew worse. Grew physical.
‘Just leave me alone will you? My art’s what matters to me, not you.’
‘Art? Fuck art!’
‘How dare you!’
A dull, solid thump. A blow of some kind. From anywhere in the house she could hear them, anywhere but the attic. But she daren’t go to the attic. That was where . . . Well, she just couldn’t.
‘I’m a boy,’ she whispered to herself, hiding beneath her bed. ‘I’m a boy, I’m a boy, I’m a boy.’
‘Sweetness, where are you?’ His voice, all sugar and summery. Like a slide-projector show. Like an afternoon car-ride.
They said the Wolfman was homosexual. It wasn’t true. They said they’d caught him. She almost whooped when she read it. Wrote them a letter and posted it. See what they’d make of that! Let them find her, she didn’t care. He and she didn’t care. But he cared that she was taking over his mind as well as his body.
Sweetness . . . Oranges and lemons say the bells of . . .
So unbecoming in a man. Long nosehairs, her mother had been talking about Daddy’s nosehairs. Long nosehairs, Johnny, are so unbecoming in a man. Why did she remember that utterance above all others? Long. Nose. Hairs. So. Unbecoming. In. A. Man. Johnny.
Daddy’s name: Johnny.
Her father, who had sworn at her mother. Fuck art. Fuck was the dirtiest word there was. At school it had been whispered, a magic word, a word to conjure up demons and secrets.
And she’s on the streets now, although she knows that really she should do something about the Butcher’s Gallery. It needs cleaning badly. There are torn canvases everywhere. Torn and spattered. It doesn’t matter: nobody visits. No family, no friends.
So she finds another one. This one’s stupid. ‘As long as you’re not the Wolfman,’ she says with a laugh. The Wolfman laughs too. He? She? It doesn’t matter now. He and she are one and the same. The wound has healed. He feels whole, feels complete. It is not a good feeling. It is a bad feeling. But it can be forgotten for a moment.
Back in his house.
‘Some gaff you’ve got here,’ she says. He smiles, takes her coat and hangs it up. ‘Bit of a smell though. You haven’t got a gas leak, have you?’
No, not a gas leak. But a leak, yes. He slips his hand into his pocket, checks that the teeth are there. Of course they are, they’re always there when he needs them. To bite with. The way he was bitten.
‘Only a game, sweet.’
Only a game. Bitten in fun. On the stomach. Bitten. Not hard, more like blowing a raspberry. But that didn’t stop it hurting. He touches his gut. It still hurts, even now.
‘Where do you want me, love?’
‘In here will do,’ he says, taking out the key and beginning to unlock the door. The mirror was a bad idea. The last one had seen what was happening behind her, had almost screamed. The mirror has been taken down. The door is unlocked.
‘Keep it locked, do you? What you got in there, the crown jewels?’
And the Wolfman, showing teeth, smiles.
He woke up in his hotel room, which was something in itself, bearing in mind that he had no idea how he’d got there. He was lying on his bed, fully clothed, his hands pressed between his legs. Beside him lay the carrier-bag full of books. It was seven o’clock and by the quality of the light streaming in through the uncurtained window, it was morning rather than evening. So far so good. The bad news was that his head seared with two kinds of pain, bad when he opened his eyes, unbearable when he closed them. With eyes closed, the world spun at an awkward tilt. With eyes opened, it merely floated on a different plane.
He groaned, attempted to unglue his furred tongue from the roof of his mouth. Staggered to the sink and ran the cold tap for some moments, then splashed his face and cupped his hand, lapping water from it the way a mongrel might. The water was sweet, chlorinated. He tried not to think of kidneys . . . seven sets of kidneys. Knelt by the toilet-pan and retched. The big white telephone receiver to God. What was the score? Seven brandies, six dark rums – he’d lost count after that. He squeezed an inch-long strip of toothpaste onto his brush and scrubbed at his teeth and gums. Then, only then, did he have the courage to examine himself in the wall-mirror.
There were two kinds of pain. One from the hangover, the other from the mugging. He’d lost twenty quid, maybe thirty. But the loss to his pride was above price. He held in his head a good description of a couple of the gang and especially the leader. This morning, he would give what he knew to the local station. His message would be clear: seek out and destroy. Who was he kidding? They’d rather protect their own villains than help an intruder from north of the border. Our man from north of the border. Jockland. Jock. But to let the gang get away with it was worse. What the hell.
He rubbed his jaw. It felt worse than it looked. There was a pale mustard bruise down one cheek and a graze on his chin. Good thing training shoes were all the rage. In the early 70s it would have been a steel-capped Airwear boot and he would not have been so chipper.
He was running out of clean clothes. Today, he would have either to buy some new bits and pieces or else find himself a laundrette. He had come to London intending to stay no more than two or three days. He’d thought that after that the Met would come to see that he could add nothing to the case. But instead here he was, coming up with possible leads, making himself useful, getting beaten up, turning into an over-protective father, having a holiday romance with a psychology lecturer.
He thought about Lisa, about the way the secretary at University College had acted. Something jarred about the whole incident. Lisa, who slept so soundly, the sleep of a clear conscience. What was that smell? That smell creeping into his room? The smell of cooking fat mingled with toast and coffee. The smell of breakfast. Somewhere downstairs they were busy perspiring over the griddles, breaking eggs to sizzle beside thick sausages and grey-pink bacon. The thought sent Rebus’s stomach on a tiny rollercoaster ride. He was hungry, but the thought of fried food repelled him. He felt his just-cleaned mouth turning sour.
When had he last eaten? A sandwich on the way to Lisa’s. Two packets of crisps in the Fighting Cock. Christ, yes, he was hungry. He dressed quickly, making a mental note of what needed buying – shirt, pants, socks – and headed down to the dining-room clutching three paracetamol tablets in his hand. A fistful of dullers.
They weren’t quite ready to start serving, but when he announced that he needed only cereal and fruit juice, the waitress (a different face each day) relented and showed him to a table set for one.
He ate two small packets of cereal. A cereal killer. Smiled grimly and went to the trestle table to help himself to more juice. Lots more juice. It had a funny artificial smell to it, and a taste best described as ‘wersh’. But it was cold and wet and the vitamin C would help his head. The waitress brought him two daily papers. Neither contained anything of interest. Flight had not yet used Rebus’s idea of the detailed description. Maybe Flight had passed it on to Cath Farraday. Would she sit on it out of spite? After all, she hadn’t been too happy about his last little stunt, had she? Maybe she was holding back on this one, just to show him that she could. Well, sod them. He didn’t see anyone coming up with better ideas, with any ideas at all, come to that. Nobody wanted to make a mistake; they’d all rather sit on their hands than be seen to get it wrong. Jesus Christ.
When the first customer proper of the morning ordered bacon, eggs and tomatoes, Rebus finished his orange juice and left the restaurant.
In the Murder Room, he sat at one of the typewriters and prepared detailed descriptions of the gang members. His typing had never been proficient at the best of times, but today’s hangover was compounded by an electronic typewriter of infernal complexity. He couldn’t get the thing to set a reasonable line length, the tabs appeared not to work and every time he pressed a wrong key the thing bleeped at him.
‘Bleep yourself,’ he said, trying again to set it for single space typing.
Eventually, he had a typed description. It looked like the work of a ten-year-old, but it would have to do. He took the sheets of paper through to his office. There was a note from Flight on his desk.
‘John, I wish you wouldn’t keep disappearing. I’ve run a check on missing persons. Five women have been reported missing north of the river in the past forty-eight hours. Two of these could be explicable, but the other three look more serious. Maybe you’re right, the Wolfman’s getting hungrier. No feedback from the press stories yet though. See you when you’ve finished shagging the Prof.’
It was signed simply ‘GF’. How did Flight know where he’d been yesterday afternoon? An inspired guess, or something more cunning and devious? It didn’t really matter. What mattered were the missing women. If Rebus’s hunch were true, then the Wolfman was losing some of his previous control and that meant that sometime soon he was bound to make a mistake. They need only goad him a little more. The Jan Crawford story might just do that particular trick. Rebus had to sell the idea to Flight – and to Farraday. They had to be made to see that it was the right move at the right time. Three missing women. That would bring the count to seven. Seven murders. There was no telling where it would stop. He rubbed at his head again. The hangover was returning with a steel-tipped vengeance.
‘John?’
She was standing in the doorway, trembling, her eyes wide.
‘Lisa?’ He rose slowly to his feet. ‘Lisa, what is it? What’s wrong?’
She stumbled towards him. There were tears in her eyes and her hair was slick with sweat. ‘Thank God,’ she said, clinging to him. ‘I thought I’d never . . . I didn’t know what to do, where to go. Your hotel said you’d already left. The Sergeant on the desk downstairs let me come up. He recognised me from the photo in the papers. My photo.’ And then the tears came: hot, scalding, and loud. Rebus patted her on the back, trying to calm her, wanting to know just what the hell had happened.
‘Lisa,’ he said quietly, ‘just tell me about it.’ He manoeuvred her onto a chair, with his hand rubbing soothingly at her neck. Every bit of her seemed damp with perspiration.
She pulled her bag onto her lap, opened it, and drew from one of the three compartments a small envelope, which she handed silently to Rebus.
‘What is it?’ he asked.
‘I got it this morning,’ she said, ‘addressed to me by name and sent to my home.’
Rebus examined the typed name and address, the first class stamp, and the postmark: London EC4. The frank stated that the letter had been posted the previous morning.
‘He knows where I live, John. When I opened it this morning, I nearly died on the spot. I had to get out of the flat, but all the time I knew that maybe he was watching me.’ Her eyes filled with water again, but she threw back her head so that the tears would not escape. She fished in her bag and came out with some paper tissues, peeling off one so that she could blow her nose. Rebus said nothing.
‘It’s a death threat,’ she explained.
‘A death threat?’
She nodded.
‘Who from? Does it say?’
‘Oh yes, it says all right. It’s from the Wolfman, John. He says I’m going to be next.’
It was a rush job, but the lab, when they heard the circumstances, were happy to cooperate. Rebus stood with hands in pockets watching them at work. There was the crackle of paper in his pocket. He had folded the description of the gang members and tucked it away, perhaps for future use: for now, there were more important matters to attend to.
The story was straightforward enough. Lisa had been scared out of her wits by the letter, and more so by the fact that the Wolfman knew where she lived. She had tried contacting Rebus and when that failed had panicked, fleeing from her flat, aware that he might be watching her, might be about to pounce at any moment. The pity was, as the lab had already explained, she’d messed up the letter, gripping it in her hand as she fled, destroying any fingerprints or other evidence that there might have been on the envelope itself. Still, they’d do their best.
If the letter was from the Wolfman and not from some new and twisted crank, then there might well be clues to be had from the envelope and its contents: saliva (used to stick down both flap and stamp), fibres, fingerprints. These were the physical possibilities. Then there were more arcane elements: the typewriter itself might be traceable. Were there oddities of speech or misspellings which might yield a clue? And what about that postmark? The Wolfman had outwitted them in the past, so was the postal address another red herring?
The various processes involved would take time. The lab was efficient, but the chemical analyses could not be hurried. Lisa had come to the lab, too, as had George Flight. They were off in another part of the building drinking tea and going over the details for the fourth or fifth time, but Rebus liked to watch the lab boys at work. This was his idea of sleuthing. It also helped calm him to watch someone working in such painstaking detail. And he certainly needed calming.
His plan had worked. He had prodded and teased the Wolfman into action. He should, though, have realised the danger Lisa might be in. After all, her photo had been in the papers, as had her name. They had even mistakenly termed her a police psychologist – the very people who, according to the earlier planted story, had come to the conclusion that the Wolfman might be gay, or transsexual, or any of the other barbs they had used. Lisa Frazer had become the Wolfman’s enemy, and he, John Rebus, had led her into it by the nose. Stupid, John, oh so very stupid. What if the Wolfman had actually tracked her to her flat and . . .? No, no, no: he couldn’t bear to think of it.
But though Lisa’s name had appeared in the newspapers, her address had not. So how had the Wolfman found out her address? That was much more problematic.
And much more chilling.
She was ex-directory, for a start. But as he knew only too well, this was no barrier to someone in authority, someone like a police officer. Jesus: was he really talking about another police officer? There had to be other candidates: staff and students at University College, other psychologists – they would know Lisa. Then there were those groups who could have linked an address to a name: civil servants, the local council, taxmen, gas and electricity boards, the postman, the guy next door, numerous computers and mailshot programmes, her local public library. Where could he start?
‘Here you are, Inspector.’
One of the assistants handed him a photocopy of the typed letter.
‘Thanks,’ said Rebus.
‘We’re testing the original at the moment, scanning for traces of anything interesting. We’ll let you know.’
‘Right. What about the envelope?’
‘The saliva tests will take a little longer. We should have something for you in the next couple of hours. There was also the photograph, of course, but it won’t photocopy too well. We know which paper it was from, and that it was cut out with a pair of fairly sharp scissors, perhaps as small as manicure scissors judging from the length of each cut.’
Rebus nodded, staring at the photostat. ‘Thanks again,’ he said.
‘No problem.’
No problem? That wasn’t right; there were plenty of problems. He read through the letter. The typing seemed nice and even, as though the typewriter used was a new one, or a good quality model, something like the electronic machine he’d been using this morning. As for the content, well, that was something else again.
GET THIS, I’M NOT HOMOSEXUL, O.K.? WOLFMAN IS WHAT WOLFMAN DOES. WHAT WOLFMAN DOES NEXT IS THIS: HE KILLS YOU. DON’T WORRY, IT WON’T HURT. WOLFMAN DOES NOT HURT; JUST DOES WHAT WOLFMAN IS. KNOW THIS, WOMIN, WOLFMAN KNOWS YOU, WHERE YOU LIVE, WHAT YOU LOOK LIKE. JUST TELL THE TRUTH AND NO HARM CAN CUM TO YOU.
On a piece of plain A4-sized paper, folded in four to get it into the small white envelope. The Wolfman had cut a picture of Lisa from one of the newspapers. Then he had cut her head off and drawn a dark pencilled circle on her stomach. And this photograph of her trunk had accompanied the letter.
‘Bastard,’ Rebus hissed. ‘Jesus, you bastard.’
He took the letter along the corridor and up the stairs to the room where Flight was sitting, rubbing at his face again.
‘Where’s Lisa?’
‘Ladies’ room.’
‘Does she seem . . .?’
‘She’s upset, but she’s coping. The doctor’s given her some tranqs. What have you got there?’ Rebus handed over the copy. Flight read through it quickly, intently. ‘What the hell do you make of it?’ he asked. Rebus sat himself down on a hard chair still warm from Lisa’s presence. He reached out a hand and took the paper from Flight, then angled his chair so that both men could inspect the letter together.
‘Well,’ he said. ‘I’m not sure. At first sight, it looks like the work of a near-illiterate.’
‘Agreed.’
‘But then again, there’s something artful about it. Look at the punctuation, George. Absolutely correct, right down to every comma. And he uses colons and semi-colons. What sort of person could spell “woman” as “womin”, yet know how to use a semi-colon?’
Flight studied the note intently, nodding. ‘Go on.’
‘Well, Rhona, my ex-wife, she’s a teacher. I remember she used to tell me how frustrating it was that nowadays no one in schools bothered to teach basic grammar and punctuation. She said that kids were growing up now with no need for things like colons and semi-colons and no idea at all of how to use them. So I’d say we’re dealing either with someone who has been well educated, or with someone in middle age, educated at a time when punctuation was still taught in every school.’
Flight gave a half-smile. ‘Been reading your psychology books again I see, John.’
‘It’s not all black magic, George. Mostly it’s just to do with common sense and how you interpret things. Do you want me to go on?’
‘I’m all ears.’
‘Well,’ Rebus was running a finger down the letter again. ‘There’s something else here, something that tells me this letter is genuinely from the killer, and not the work of some nutter somewhere.’
‘Oh?’
‘Go on, George, where’s the clue?’
He held the paper out towards Flight. Flight grinned for a moment, then took it.
‘I suppose,’ he said, ‘you’re talking about the way the writer refers to the Wolfman in the third person?’
‘You’ve just named the tune in one, George. That’s exactly what I mean.’
Flight looked up. ‘Incidentally, John, what the hell happened to you? Did you get in a fight or something? I thought the Scots gave up wearing woad a couple of years back?’
Rebus touched his bruised jaw. ‘I’ll tell you the story sometime. But look, in the first sentence, the writer refers to himself in the first person. He’s taken our homosexual jibe personally. But in the rest of the letter, he speaks of the Wolfman in the third person. Standard practice with serial murderers.’
‘What about the misspelling of homosexual?’
‘Could be genuine, or it could be to throw us off the scent. “U” and “a” are at different ends of the keyboard. A two-fingered typist could miss the “a” if he was writing fast, if he was angry.’ Rebus paused, remembering the list in his pocket. ‘I speak from recent experience.’
‘Fair enough.’
‘Now look at what he actually says: “Wolfman is what Wolfman does”. What the books say is that killers find their identity through killing. That’s exactly what this sentence means.’
Flight exhaled noisily. ‘Yes, but none of this gets us any closer, does it?’ He offered a cigarette to Rebus. ‘I mean, we can build up as clear a picture as we like of the bastard’s personality, but it won’t give us a name and address.’
Rebus sat forward in his chair. ‘But all the time we’re narrowing down the possible types, George. And eventually we’ll narrow it down to a field of one. Look at this final sentence.’
‘“Just tell the truth and no harm can cum to you,”’ Flight recited.
‘Skipping the pun, which is intriguing in itself, don’t you think there’s something very, I don’t know, official sounding about that construction? Something very formal?’
‘I don’t see what you’re getting at.’
‘What I’m getting at is that it seems to me the sort of thing someone like you or me would say.’
‘A copper?’ Flight sat back in his chair. ‘Oh, come on, John, what kind of crap is that?’
Rebus’s voice grew quiet and persuasive. ‘Someone who knows where Lisa Frazer lives, George. Think about it. Someone who knows that kind of information, or knows how to get it. We can’t afford to rule out –’
Flight stood up. ‘I’m sorry, John, but no. I simply can’t entertain the notion that . . . that someone, some copper, could be behind all this. No, it’s just not on.’
Rebus shrugged. ‘Okay, George, whatever you say.’ But Rebus knew that he had planted a seed now in George Flight’s head, and that the seed would surely sprout.
Flight sat down again, confident that this time he had won a point from Rebus. ‘Anything else?’
Rebus read the letter through yet again, sucking on his cigarette. He remembered how at school, in his English class, he had loved writing summaries and close interpretations of texts. ‘Yes,’ he said eventually. ‘Actually there is. This letter seems to me more of a warning, a shot across the bows. He starts off by saying that he’s going to kill her, but by the end of the letter he’s tempered that line. He says nothing will happen if she tells the truth. I think he’s looking for a retraction. I think he wants us to put out another story saying he’s not gay.’
Flight checked his watch. ‘He’s in for another fright.’
‘How do you mean?’
‘The lunchtime edition will be hitting the streets. I believe Cath Farraday’s put out the Jan Crawford story.’
‘Really?’ Rebus revised his idea of Farraday. Maybe she wasn’t a vindictive old bat after all. ‘So now we’re saying we’ve got a living witness, and he must realise it’s a fact. I think it might just be enough to blow what final fuses he’s got up here.’ Rebus tapped his head. ‘To send him barking mad, as Lamb would put it.’
‘You reckon?’
‘I reckon, George. We need everybody at their most alert. He could try anything.’
‘I dread to think.’
Rebus was staring at the letter. ‘Something else, George. EC4: where’s that exactly?’
Flight thought it over. ‘The City, part of it anyway. Farringdon Street, Blackfriars Bridge, all around there. Ludgate, St Paul’s.’
‘Hmm. He’s tricked us before, making us see patterns where none exist. The teeth for example, I’m sure I’m right about them. But now that we’ve got him rattled –’
‘You think he lives in the City?’
‘Lives there, works there, maybe just drives through there on his way to work.’ Rebus shook his head. He didn’t yet want to share with Flight the image which had just passed through his mind, the image of a motorcycle courier based in the City, a motorcyclist with easy access to every part of London. Like the man in leathers he’d seen on the bridge that first night down by the canal.
A man like Kenny Watkiss.
‘Well,’ he said instead, ‘whatever, it’s another piece of the jigsaw.’
‘If you ask me,’ said Flight, ‘there are too many pieces. They won’t all fit.’
‘Agreed.’ Rebus stubbed out the cigarette. Flight had already finished his own, and was about to light another. ‘But as the picture emerges, we’ll know better which bits we can discard, won’t we?’ He was still studying the letter. There was something else. What was it? Something at the back of his mind, lurking somewhere in memory. . . . Something stirred momentarily by the letter, but what? If he stopped thinking about it, maybe it would come to him, the way the names of forgotten actors in films did.
The door opened.
‘Lisa, how are you?’ Both men rose to offer her a seat, but she lifted a hand to show she preferred to stand. All three of them stood, a stiff triangle in the tiny box of a room.
‘Just been sick again,’ she said. Then she smiled. ‘Can’t be much more to bring up. I think I’m back to yesterday’s breakfast already.’ They smiled with her. She looked tired to Rebus, exhausted. Lucky she had slept so soundly yesterday. He doubted she’d get much sleep for the next night or ten, tranqs or not.
Flight spoke first. ‘I’ve arranged for temporary accommodation, Dr Frazer. The less people who know where, the better. Don’t worry, you’ll be quite safe. We’ll have a guard on you.’
‘What about her flat?’ asked Rebus.
Flight nodded. ‘I’ve got two men there keeping an eye on the place. One inside the flat itself, the other outside, both of them hidden. If the Wolfman turns up, they’ll cope with him, believe me.’
‘Stop talking as though I’m not here,’ Lisa snapped. ‘This affects me too.’
There was a cold silence in the room.
‘Sorry,’ she said. She covered her eyes with her ringless left hand. ‘I just can’t believe I was so scared back there. I feel –’
She tipped her head back again. The tears were too precious to be released. Flight placed a hand softly on her shoulder.
‘It’s all right, Dr Frazer. Really it is.’ She gave a wry smile at this.
Flight kept on talking, feeding her with comforting words. But she wasn’t listening. She was staring at Rebus, and he was staring back at her. Rebus knew what her eyes were telling him. They were telling him something of the utmost importance.
Catch the Wolfman, catch him quickly and destroy him utterly. Do it for me, John. But just do it.
She blinked, breaking the contact. Rebus nodded slowly, almost imperceptibly, but it was enough. She smiled at him, and suddenly her eyes were dry sparkling stones. Flight felt the change and lifted his hand away from her arm. He looked to Rebus for some explanation, but Rebus was studying the letter, concentrating on its opening sentence. What was it? There was something there, something just beyond his line of vision. Something he didn’t get.
Yet.
Two detectives, one of them extraordinarily burly, like the prop-forward from a rugby team, the other tall and thin and silent, came to the labs to take Lisa away with them, away to a place of safety. Despite vigorous protests, Rebus wasn’t allowed to know the destination. Flight was taking all of this very seriously indeed. But before Lisa could go, the lab people needed her fingerprints and to take samples of fibres from her clothes, all for the purpose of elimination. The two bodyguards went with her.
Rebus and Flight, exhausted, stood together at the drinks machine in the long, brightly-lit hallway, feeding in coins for cups of powdery coffee and powdery tea.
‘Are you married, George?’
Flight seemed surprised by the question, surprised perhaps that it should come only now. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Have been the past twelve years. Marion. She’s the second. The first was a disaster – my fault, not hers.’
Rebus nodded, taking hold of the hot plastic beaker by its rim.
‘You said you’d been married, too,’ Flight remarked. Rebus nodded again.
‘That’s right.’
‘So what happened?’
‘I’m not really sure any more. Rhona used to say it was like the continental drift: so slow we didn’t notice until it was too late. Her on one island, me on another, and a great big bloody sea between us.’
Flight smiled. ‘Well, you did say she was a teacher.’
‘Yes, she still is actually. Lives in Mile End with my daughter.’
‘Mile End? Bloody hell. Gentrified gangland, no place for any copper’s daughter.’
Rebus smiled at the irony. It was time to confess. ‘Actually, George, I’ve found out she’s going out with someone called Kenny Watkiss.’
‘Oh dear. Who is? Your missus or your daughter?’
‘My daughter. Her name’s Samantha.’
‘And she’s going out with Kenny Watkiss? How old is he?’
‘Older than her. Eighteen, nineteen, something like that. He’s a bike messenger in the City.’
Flight nodded, understanding now. ‘He was the one who shouted from the public gallery?’ Flight thought for a moment. ‘Well, from what I know of the Watkiss family history, I’d say Kenny must be Tommy’s nephew. Tommy’s got a brother, Lenny, he’s doing time just now. Lenny’s a big softie, not like Tommy. He’s in for fraud, tax evasion, clocking cars, naughty kites, I mean bad cheques. It’s all fourth division stuff, but it mounts up, and when there’s enough of it against you at any one sitting of the bench, well, it’s odds on you’ll go inside, isn’t it?’
‘It’s no different in Scotland.’
‘No, I don’t suppose it is. So, do you want me to find out what I can about this bike messenger?’
‘I already know where he stays. Churchill Estate, it’s a housing estate in –’
Flight was chuckling. ‘You don’t have to tell any copper in Greater London where Churchill Estate is, John. They use that place to train the SAS.’
‘Yes,’ said Rebus, ‘so Laine said.’
‘Laine? What’s he got to do with it?’
In for a penny, thought Rebus. ‘I had Kenny’s telephone number. I needed an address.’
‘And Laine got it for you? What did you tell him it was for?’
‘The Wolfman case.’
Flight flinched, his face creasing. ‘You keep forgetting, John, you’re our guest down here. You don’t go pulling stunts like that. When Laine finds out –’
‘If he finds out.’
But Flight was shaking his head. ‘When he finds out. There’s no “if” about it, believe me. When he finds out, he won’t bother with you. He won’t even bother with who’s directly above you. He’ll go to your Chief Super back in Edinburgh and give him the most incredible verbals. I’ve seen him do it.’
Do a good job, John. Remember, you’re representing our force down there.
Rebus blew on the coffee. The notion of anyone giving ‘verbals’ to Farmer Watson was almost amusing. ‘I always did fancy getting back into uniform,’ he said.
Flight stared at him. The fun was over. ‘There are some rules, John. We can get away with breaking a few, but some are sacrosanct, carved into stone by God Almighty. And one of them states that you don’t muck around with someone like Laine just to satisfy your own personal curiosity.’ Flight was angry, and trying to make a point, but he was also whispering, not wanting anyone to hear.
Rebus, not really caring any more, was half-smiling as he whispered back. ‘So what do I do? Tell him the truth? Oh hello there, Chief Inspector, my daughter’s winching with someone I don’t like. Can I have the young man’s address, please, so I can go and belt him? Is that how I do it?’
Flight paused, then frowned. ‘Winching?’
Now he too was smiling, though trying hard not to show it. Rebus laughed aloud.
‘It means dating,’ he said. ‘Next you’ll be telling me you don’t know what hoolit means.’
‘Try me,’ said Flight, laughing too.
‘Drunk,’ explained Rebus.
They sipped their drinks in silence for a moment. Rebus thanked God for the linguistic barrier between them, for without it there would be no easy jokes, jokes which broke the tension. There were two ways to defuse tension: one was to laugh it away, the other was to resort to physical action. It was laugh or lash out. Once or twice now they had come near to trading punches, but had ended up trading grins instead.
Praise be for the gift of laughter.
‘Anyway, I went to Hackney last night looking for Kenny Watkiss.’
‘And you got those for your pains?’ Flight was nodding towards the bruises. Rebus shrugged. ‘Serves you right. Someone once told me hackney’s French for a nag. Doesn’t sound French, does it? But I suppose it would explain the hackney carriage.’
Hackney. Nag. That horse in the British Museum, no bite. Rebus had to talk to Morrison about the bite marks.
Flight finished his drink first, draining the cup and tossing it into a bin beside the machine. He checked his watch.
‘I better find a phone,’ he said. ‘See what’s happening back at base. Maybe Lamb will have found something on that Crawford woman.’
‘“That Crawford woman” is a victim, George. Stop making her sound like a criminal.’
‘Maybe she’s a victim,’ said Flight. ‘Let’s get our facts straight before we go for the tea and sympathy routine. Besides, when did you join this little victim support group of yours? You know the way we have to play this sort of thing. It isn’t nice necessarily, but it means we don’t get it wrong.’
‘That’s quite a speech.’
Flight sighed and examined the tips of his shoes. ‘Look, John, has it ever occurred to you that there might be another way?’
‘The way of Zen perhaps?’
‘I mean, a way other than your own. Or are the rest of us just thick, and you’re the only policeman on the planet who knows how to solve a crime? I’d be interested to know.’
Rebus desperately did not want to blush, which is probably precisely why he did blush. He tried to think of a smart answer, but none came to mind right that second, so he kept silent. Flight nodded approval.
‘Let’s go find that phone,’ he said. Now Rebus found the courage he needed.
‘George,’ he said. ‘I need to know: who brought me here?’
Flight stared at him, wondering whether or not to answer. He pursed his lips as he thought about it, and came up with an answer: what the hell.
‘I did,’ he said. ‘It was my idea.’
‘You?’ Rebus seemed puzzled. Flight nodded confirmation.
‘Yes, me. I suggested you to Laine and Pearson. A new head, fresh blood, that sort of thing.’
‘But how in God’s name did you know about me?’
‘Well,’ Flight was beginning to look sheepish. He made a play of examining the tips of his shoes again. ‘Remember I showed you that file, the one with all the guesswork in it? On top of that I did some background reading on multiple murderers. Research, you could call it. And I came across that case of yours in some newspaper clippings from Scotland Yard. I was impressed.’
Rebus pointed a disbelieving finger. ‘You were reading up on serial killers?’
Flight nodded.
‘On the psychology of serial killers?’
Flight shrugged. ‘And other aspects, yes.’ Rebus’s eyes had widened.
‘And all this time you’ve been having a dig at me for going along with Lisa Frazer’s – no, I don’t believe it!’
Flight was laughing again. The apparently arch anti-psychologist revealed in his true light. ‘I had to examine every angle,’ he said, watching as Rebus, having finished his coffee, tossed the cup into a waste-bin. ‘Now come on, we really should make that phone call.’
Rebus was still shaking his head as he followed Flight down the hall. But though he appeared to be in good humour, his brain was more active than ever. Flight had pulled the wool over his eyes with consummate ease. How far did the pretence actually stretch? Was he now seeing the real Flight, or yet another mask? Flight whistled as he walked and kicked at an imaginary football. No, not George Flight, Rebus decided in an instant: never George Flight.
There was a telephone in the admin offices. There was also, seated at a desk having a conversation with one of the senior staff, Philip Cousins, immaculate in grey suit and burgundy tie.
‘Philip!’
‘Hello there, George. How are things?’ Cousins spotted Rebus. ‘And Inspector Rebus, too. Still lending a Caledonian hand?’
‘Trying,’ said Rebus.
‘Yes, very,’ rejoined Flight. ‘So what brings you here, Philip? Where’s Isobel?’
‘Penny’s rather tied up, I’m afraid. She’ll be sorry to have missed you, George. As for my presence here, I just wanted to double-check some facts on a murder case from last December. You might remember it, the man in the bathtub.’
‘The one that looked like suicide?’
‘That’s right.’ Philip Cousins’s voice was as rich and slow as double cream. Rebus reckoned that the word ‘urbane’ had been invented with him in mind. ‘I’m in court later today,’ Cousins was saying. ‘Trying to help Malcolm Chambers pin the deceased’s wife for manslaughter at the very least.’
‘Chambers?’ Flight shook his head. ‘I don’t envy you that.’
‘But surely,’ Rebus interrupted, ‘you’ll be on the same side?’
‘Ah yes, Inspector Rebus,’ said Cousins, ‘you are quite correct. But Chambers is such a scrupulous man. He’ll want my evidence to be water-tight, and if it isn’t, then he’s as likely to undo me as is the defence counsel. More likely, in fact. Malcolm Chambers is interested in the truth, not in verdicts.’
‘Yes,’ said Flight, ‘I remember him having a right go at me once in the witness box, all because I couldn’t recall offhand what kind of clock had been in the living-room. The case nearly crumbled there and then.’ Flight and Cousins shared a comradely smile.
‘I’ve just been hearing,’ said Cousins, ‘that there’s fresh evidence on the Wolfman case. Do tell.’
‘It’s beginning to come together, Philip,’ said Flight. ‘It’s definitely beginning to come together, due in no small part to my associate here.’ Flight laid a momentary hand on Rebus’s shoulder.
‘I’m impressed,’ said Cousins, sounding neither impressed nor unimpressed.
‘It was luck,’ said Rebus, as he felt he ought. Not that he believed what he was saying. Cousins’s eyes on him were like packs of ice, so that the room temperature seemed to drop with every glance.
‘So what do we have?’
‘Well,’ said Flight, ‘we’ve got someone who claims she was attacked by the Wolfman but escaped from him.’
‘Fortunate creature,’ said Cousins.
‘And,’ continued Flight, ‘one of the . . . people helping us on the case this morning received a letter claiming to be from the Wolfman.’
‘Good God.’
‘We think it’s kosher,’ Flight concluded.
‘Well,’ said Cousins, ‘this is something. Wait till I tell Penny. She’ll be thrilled.’
‘Philip, we don’t want it getting out –’
‘Not a word, George, not a word. You know it’s all one-way traffic with me. But Penny should be told.’
‘Oh, tell Isobel by all means,’ said Flight, ‘only warn her it’s not to go any further.’
‘Total secrecy,’ said Cousins. ‘I quite understand. Mum’s the word. Who was it, by the way?’ Flight appeared not to understand. ‘To whom was this threatening letter addressed?’
Flight was about to speak, but Rebus beat him to it. ‘Just someone on the case, as Inspector Flight says.’ He smiled, trying to alleviate the brusqueness of his response. Oh yes, his mind was working now, working in a fever: nobody had told Cousins the letter was threatening, so how did he know it was? Okay, it was simple enough to work out that it wouldn’t exactly have been fan mail, but all the same.
‘Well then,’ said Cousins, choosing not to press for details. ‘And now, gentlemen,’ he scooped up two manila files from the desk and tucked them under his arm, then stood, the joints of his knees cracking with the effort, ‘if you’ll excuse me, Court Eight awaits. Inspector Rebus,’ Cousins held out his free hand, ‘it sounds as though the case may be drawing towards its conclusion. Should we fail to meet again, give my regards to your delightful city.’ He turned to Flight. ‘See you soon, George. Bring Marion round for supper some evening. Give Penny a tinkle and we’ll try to find one night in the calendar when all four of us are free. Goodbye.’
‘Bye, Philip.’
‘Goodbye.’
‘Goodbye.’
‘Oh.’ Cousins had stopped in the doorway. ‘There is just one thing.’ He turned pleading eyes on Flight. ‘You don’t have a spare driver, do you, George? It’s going to be hell getting a taxi at this time of day.’
‘Well,’ Flight thought hard, then had an idea, ‘if you can hang on for a couple of minutes, Philip, I’ve got a couple of men here in the building.’ He turned to Rebus, whose eyes had widened. ‘Lisa won’t mind, will she, John? I mean, if her car drops Philip off at the Old Bailey?’
Rebus could do little but shrug.
‘Excellent!’ said Cousins, clasping his hands together. ‘Thank you so much.’
‘I’ll take you to them,’ Flight said. ‘But first I need to make a phone call.’
Cousins nodded towards the corridor. ‘And I must visit the WC. Be back in a tick.’
They watched him leave. Flight was grinning, shaking his head in wonderment. ‘Do you know,’ he said, ‘he’s been like that ever since I met him? I mean, the sort of ambassadorial air, the aged aristocrat. Ever since I’ve known him.’
‘He’s a gentleman all right,’ said Rebus.
‘But that’s just the thing,’ said Flight. ‘His background is every bit as ordinary as yours or mine.’ He turned to the lab man. ‘All right if I use your phone?’
He did not wait for an answer, but started dialling straight away. ‘Hello?’ he said into the receiver when he was finally connected. ‘Who’s that? Oh, hello, Deakin, is Lamb there? Yes, put him on, will you? Thanks.’ While he was waiting, Flight picked invisible threads from his trousers. The trousers were shiny from too many wearings. Everything about Flight, Rebus noticed, seemed worn: his shirt collar had an edge of grime to it and the collar itself was too tight, constricting the loose flesh of the neck, pinching it into vertical folds. Rebus found himself transfixed by that neck, by the tufts of grey sprouting hair where the razor had failed in its duty. Signs of mortality, as final as a hand around a throat. When Flight got off the phone, Rebus would protest about sending Cousins off with Lisa. Ambassadorial. Aristocrat. One of the earlier mass killers had been an aristocrat, too.
‘Hello, Lamb? What have you found on Miss Crawford?’ Flight listened, his eyes on Rebus, ready to communicate anything of interest. ‘Uh-huh, okay. Mm, I see. Yes. Right.’ All the time his eyes told Rebus that everything was checking out, that Jan Crawford was reliable, that she was telling the truth. Then Flight’s eyes widened a little. ‘What’s that again?’ And he listened more intently, moving his eyes from Rebus to study the telephone apparatus itself. ‘Now that is interesting.’
Rebus shifted. What? What was interesting? But Flight had again resorted to monosyllables.
‘Uh-hu. Mmm. Well, never mind. I know. Yes, I’m sure.’ His voice sounded resigned to something. ‘Okay. Thanks for letting me know. Yes. No, we’ll be back in about, I don’t know, maybe another hour. Right, catch you then.’
Flight held the receiver above the telephone, but did not immediately drop it back into its cradle. Instead, he let it hang there.
Rebus could contain his curiosity no longer. ‘What?’ he said. ‘What is it? What’s wrong?’
Flight seemed to come out of his daydream, and put down the receiver. ‘Oh,’ he said, ‘it’s Tommy Watkiss.’
‘What about him?’
‘Lamb has just heard that there isn’t going to be a retrial. We don’t know why yet. Maybe the judge didn’t think the charges were worth all the aggro and told the CPS so.’
‘Assault on a woman not worth the aggro?’ All thought of Philip Cousins vanished from Rebus’s mind.
Flight shrugged. ‘Retrials are expensive. Any trial is expensive. We cocked it up first time round, so we lose a second chance. It happens, John, you know that.’
‘Of course it happens. But the idea of a snake like Watkiss getting away with something like that –’
‘Don’t worry, he can’t keep his nose clean for long. Breaking the law’s in his blood. When he does something naughty, we’ll have him, and I’ll see to it there are no balls-ups, mark my words.’
Rebus sighed. Yes, it happened, you lost a few. More than a few. Incompetence or a soft judge, an unsympathetic jury or a rock-solid witness for the defence. And sometimes maybe the Procurator Fiscal thought a retrial not worth the money. You lost a few. They were like toothache.
‘I bet Chambers is fuming,’ Rebus said.
‘Oh yes,’ said Flight, smiling at the thought, ‘I bet he’s got steam coming out of his bloody shirt-cuffs.’
But one person would be happy at least, Rebus was thinking: Kenny Watkiss. He’d be over the moon.
‘So,’ said Rebus, ‘what about Jan Crawford?’
Flight shrugged again. ‘She seems straight as a die. No previous, no record of mental illness, lives quietly, but the neighbours seem to like her well enough. Like Lamb said, she’s so clean it’s frightening.’
Yes, the squeaky clean ones often were. Frightening to a policeman the way an unknown species might be to a jungle explorer: fear of the new, the different. You got to suspect that everyone had something to hide: the schoolteachers smuggled in porn videos from their holiday in Amsterdam; the solicitors took cocaine on their weekend parties; the happily married MP was sleeping with his secretary; the magistrate had a predilection for underage boys; the librarian kept a real skeleton hidden in the closet; the angelic looking children had set fire to a neighbour’s cat.
And sometimes your suspicions were correct.
And other times they weren’t. Cousins was standing at the door now, ready to leave. Flight laid a hand softly on his arm. Rebus recalled that he’d meant to say something to Flight, but how to phrase it? Would it do to say that Philip Cousins seemed almost too clean, with his surgeon’s cold, manicured hands and his ambassadorial air? Rebus was wondering now, seriously wondering.
Since Flight had gone off with Philip Cousins to find Lisa and her protectors, Rebus went back to the lab to hear the result of the first saliva test.
‘Sorry,’ said the white-coated scientist. He looked not yet to be out of his teens. Beneath his lab coat, there lurked a black T-shirt decorated with the name of a heavy metal band. ‘I don’t think we’re going to have much luck. All we’re finding so far is H20, tap-water. Whoever stuck the envelope down must have used a wet sponge or a pad or one of those old-fashioned roller things. No traces of saliva at all.’
The breath left Rebus’s lungs. ‘What about fingerprints?’
‘Negative so far. All we’ve found are two sets which look like they’re going to match Dr Frazer’s. And we’re not having any better luck with fibres or grease stains. I’d say the writer wore gloves. Nobody here has seen such a clean, speck-free job.’
He knows, Rebus was thinking. He knows everything we might try. So damned smart.
‘Well, thanks anyway,’ he said. The young man raised his eyebrows and spread his palms.
‘I wish we could do more.’
You could start by getting a haircut, son, he thought to himself. You look too much like Kenny Watkiss. He sighed instead. ‘Just do what you can,’ he said. ‘Just do what you can.’
Turning to walk away, Rebus felt a mixture of fresh rage and impotence, sudden savage frustration. The Wolfman was too good. He would stop killing before they could catch him; or he would simply go on killing again and again and again. No one would be safe. And most of all, it seemed, Lisa would not be safe.
Lisa.
She was being blamed by the Wolfman for the story Rebus had invented. It had nothing to do with Lisa. And if the Wolfman should somehow get to her it would be Rebus’s fault, wouldn’t it? Where was Lisa going? Rebus didn’t know. Flight thought it was safer that way. But Rebus couldn’t shake off the idea that the Wolfman might well be a policeman. Might well be any policeman. Might be the brawny detective or the thin and silent detective. Lisa had gone off with them thinking them her protection. What if she had walked straight into the clutches of . . .? What if the Wolfman knew exactly . . .? What if Philip Cousins . . .?
A loudspeaker sounded from its recess in the ceiling.
‘Telephone call for Inspector Rebus at reception. Telephone call for Inspector Rebus.’
Rebus walked quickly down the rest of the corridor and through the swing-door at the end. He didn’t know if Flight was still in the building, didn’t care. His mind was filling with horrors: Wolfman, Lisa, Rhona, Sammy. Little Sammy, his daughter. She’d seen enough terror in her life. He’d been responsible before. He didn’t want her to be hurt ever again.
The receptionist lifted the receiver as he approached, holding it out to him. As he grabbed it, she pressed a button on the dial, connecting him to the caller.
‘Hello?’ he said, breathlessly.
‘Daddy?’ Oh Christ, it was Sammy.
‘Sammy?’ Nearly yelling now. ‘What is it? What’s wrong?’
‘Oh, Daddy.’ She was crying. The memory flashed in front of him, scalding his vision. Phone calls. Screams.
‘What is it, Sammy? Tell me!’
‘It’s,’ a sniff, ‘it’s Kenny.’
‘Kenny?’ He furrowed his brow. ‘What’s wrong with him? Has he been in a crash?’
‘Oh no, Daddy. He’s just . . . just disappeared.’
‘Where are you, Sammy?’
‘I’m in a call-box.’
‘Okay, I’m going to give you the address of a police station. Meet me there. If you have to get a taxi, that’s fine. I’ll pay for it when you arrive. Understand?’
‘Daddy.’ She sniffed back tears. ‘You’ve got to find him. I’m worried. Please find him, Daddy. Please. Please!’
By the time George Flight reached reception, Rebus had already left. The receptionist explained as best she could, while Flight rubbed his jaw, encountering stubble. He had argued with Lisa Frazer, but by Christ she’d been stubborn. Attractively stubborn, he had to admit. She’d told him she didn’t mind bodyguards but that the idea of a ‘safe location’ was out of the question. She had, she said, an appointment at the Old Bailey, a couple of appointments actually, interviews she was doing in connection with some research.
‘It’s taken me weeks to set them up,’ she said, ‘there’s no way I’m going to blow them out now!’
‘But my dear,’ Philip Cousins had drawled, ‘that’s just where we’re headed.’ He was, Flight knew, keen for a close to proceedings, glancing at his watch impatiently. And it seemed that Lisa and Cousins knew one another from the murder at Copperplate Street, that they had things in common, things they wanted to talk about. That they were keen to be going.
So Flight made a decision. What did it matter after all if she did visit the Bailey? There were few better protected spots in the whole city. It was several hours yet until the first of her interviews, but that didn’t really bother her. She did not, she said, mind hanging around in the ‘courthouse’. In fact, she rather enjoyed the idea. The two officers could accompany her, wait for her, then drive her on to whatever safe location Flight had in mind. This, at any rate, was Lisa Frazer’s argument, an argument defended by Philip Cousins who could see ‘no flaw in the reasoning, m’lud’. So, to smiles on their part and a shrug on Flight’s, the course of action was decided. Flight watched the Ford Granada roll away from him – the two officers in the front, Philip and Lisa Frazer in the back. Safe as houses, he was thinking. Safe as bloody houses.
And now Rebus had buggered off. Oh well, he’d catch up with him no doubt. He didn’t regret bringing Rebus down here, not a bit. But he knew it had been his decision, not one entirely endorsed by the upper echelons. Any balls-ups and it would be Flight’s pension on the block. He knew that only too well, as did everyone else. Which was why he’d stuck so close to Rebus in the first few days, just to be sure of the man.
Was he sure of the man? It was a question he would rather not answer, even now, even to himself. Rebus was like the spring in a trap, likely to jump no matter what landed on the bait. He was also a Scot, and Flight had never trusted the Scots, not since the day they’d voted to stay part of the Union . . .
‘Daddy!’
And she runs into his arms. He hugs her to him, aware that he does not have to bend too far to accomplish this. Yes, she’s grown, and yet she seems more childlike than ever. He kisses the top of her head, smells her clean hair. She is trembling. He can feel the vibrations darting through her chest and arms.
‘Sshh,’ he says. ‘Ssshhh, pet, ssshhh.’
She pulls back and almost smiles, sniffs, then says, ‘You always used to call me that. Your pet. Mum never called me pet. Only you.’
He smiles back and strokes her hair. ‘Yes,’ he says, ‘your mum told me off for that. She said a pet was a possession and that you weren’t a possession.’ He is remembering now. ‘She had some funny ideas, your mum.’
‘She still does.’ Then she remembers why she is here. The tears well up anew in her eyes.
‘I know you don’t like him,’ she says.
‘Nonsense, whatever gives you that –’
‘But I love him, Daddy.’ His heart spins once in his chest. ‘And I don’t want anything to happen to him.’
‘What makes you think something’s going to happen to him?’
‘The way he’s been acting lately, like he’s keeping secrets from me. Mum’s noticed it, too. I’m not just dreaming. But she said she thought maybe he was planning an engagement.’ She sees his eyes widen, and shakes her head. ‘I didn’t believe it. I knew it was something else. I thought, I don’t know, I just . . .’
He notices for the first time that they have an audience. Until now they might have been in a sealed box for all the notice he has taken of their surroundings. Now, though, he sees a bemused desk sergeant, two WPCs clutching paperwork to their bosoms and watching the scene with a kind of maternal glow, two unshaven men slumped in seats against the wall, just waiting.
‘Come on, Sammy,’ he says. ‘Let’s go up to my office.’
They were halfway to the Murder Room before he remembered that it was not, perhaps, the most wholesome environment for a teenage girl. The photos on the walls were only the start of it. A sense of humour was needed on a case like the Wolfman, and that sense of humour had begun to manifest itself in cartoons, jokes and mock-ups of newspaper stories either pinned to the noticeboards or taped onto the sides of computer screens. The language could be choice, too, or someone might be overheard in conversation with someone from forensics.
‘. . . torn . . . ripped her right . . . kitchen knife, they reckon . . . slit from ear . . . gouged . . . anus . . . nasty bastard . . . makes some of them seem almost human.’ Stories were swapped of serial killers past, of suicides scraped from railway lines, of police dogs playing ball with a severed head.
No, definitely not the place for his daughter. Besides, there was always the possibility that Lamb might be there.
Instead, he found a vacant interview room. It had been turned into a temporary cupboard while the investigation continued, filled with empty cardboard boxes, unneeded chairs, broken desk-lamps and computer keyboards, a heavy-looking manual typewriter. Eventually, the computers in the Murder Room would be packed back into the cardboard boxes, the files would be tidied away into dusty stacks somewhere.
For now, the room had a musty, barren feel, but it still boasted a lightbulb hanging from the ceiling, a table and two chairs. On the table sat a glass ashtray full of stubs and two plastic coffee cups containing a layer of green and black mould. On the floor lay a crushed cigarette packet. Rebus kicked the packet beneath some of the stacked chairs.
‘It’s not much,’ he said, ‘but it’s home. Sit down. Do you want anything?’
She seemed not to understand the question. ‘Like what?’
‘I don’t know, coffee, tea?’
‘Diet Coke?’
Rebus shook his head.
‘What about Irn-Bru?’
Now he laughed: she was joking with him. He couldn’t bear to see her upset, especially over someone as undeserving as Kenny Watkiss.
‘Sammy,’ he asked, ‘does Kenny have an uncle?’
‘Uncle Tommy?’
Rebus nodded. ‘That’s the one.’
‘What about him?’
‘Well,’ said Rebus, crossing his legs, ‘what do you know about him?’
‘About Kenny’s Uncle Tommy? Not a lot.’
‘What does he do for a living?’
‘I think Kenny said he’s got a stall somewhere, you know, in a market.’
Like Brick Lane market? Did he sell false teeth?
‘Or maybe he just delivers to market stalls, I can’t really remember.’
Delivers stolen goods? Goods given to him by thieves like the one they’d picked up, the one who had pretended to be the Wolfman?
‘Anyway, he’s got a few bob.’
‘How do you know that?’
‘Kenny told me. At least, I think he did. Otherwise how would I know?’
‘Where does Kenny work, Sammy?’
‘In the City.’
‘Yes, but for which firm?’
‘Firm?’
‘He’s a courier, isn’t he? He must work for a company?’
But she shook her head. ‘He went freelance when he had enough regular clients. I remember he said that his boss at the old place was pissed off –’ She broke off suddenly and looked up at him, her face going red. She’d forgotten for a moment that she was talking to her father, and not just to some copper. ‘Sorry, Dad,’ she apologised. ‘His boss was angry with him for taking away so much of the trade. Kenny was good, see, he knows all the shortcuts, knows which buildings are which. Some drivers get confused when they can’t find some tiny alleyway, or when the numbers on a street don’t seem to make sense.’ Yes. Rebus had noticed that; how sometimes the street numbers seemed illogical, as though numbers had been skipped. ‘But not Kenny. He knows London like the back of his hand.’
Knows London well, the roads, the shortcuts. On a motorbike, you could cut across London in a flash. Tow-paths, alleys – in a flash.
‘What kind of bike does he have, Sammy?’
‘I don’t know. A Kawasaki something-or-other. He’s got one that he uses for work, because it’s not too heavy, and another he keeps for weekends, a really big bike.’
‘Where does he keep them? There can’t be too many safe places around the Churchill Estate?’
‘There are some garages nearby. They get vandalised, but Kenny’s put a reinforced door on. It’s like Fort Knox. I keep kidding him about it. It’s better guarded than his –’ Her voice falls flat. ‘How did you know he lives on Churchill?’
‘What?’
Her voice is stronger now, curious. ‘How did you know Kenny lives on Churchill?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘I suppose he told me, that night I met him round at your place.’
She’s thinking back, trying to recall the conversation. But there’s nothing there, nothing she can latch onto. Rebus is thinking, too.
Like Fort Knox. A handy place to store stolen gear. Or a corpse.
‘So,’ he says, pulling his chair a little further in to the table. ‘Tell me what you think has happened. What do you think he’s been keeping from you?’
She stared at the table-top, shaking her head slowly, staring, shaking, until finally: ‘I don’t know.’
‘Well, had you fallen out over anything? Maybe you’d been arguing?’
‘No.’
‘Maybe he was jealous?’
She gave a desperate laugh. ‘No.’
‘Maybe he had other girlfriends?’
‘No!’
When her eyes caught his, Rebus felt a stirring of shame inside him. He couldn’t forget that she was his daughter; nor could he forget that he needed to ask her these questions. Somehow he kept swerving between the two, careering into her.
‘No,’ she repeated softly. ‘I’d have known if there was someone else.’
‘Friends, then: did he have any close friends?’
‘A few. Not many. I mean, he talked about them, but he never introduced me.’
‘Have you tried calling them? Maybe one of them knows something.’
‘I only know their first names. A couple of guys Kenny grew up with, Billy and Jim. Then there was someone called Arnold. He used to mention him. And one of the other bike messengers, I think his name was Roland or Ronald, something posh like that.’
‘Hold on, let me jot these down.’ Rebus took notebook and pen from his pocket. ‘Right,’ he said, ‘so that was Billy, Jim. What was the other one?’
‘Roland or Ronald or something.’ She watched him writing. ‘And Arnold.’
Rebus sat back in his chair. ‘Arnold?’
‘Yes.’
‘Did you ever meet Arnold?’
‘I don’t think so.’
‘What did Kenny say about him?’
She shrugged. ‘He was just someone Kenny used to bump into. I think he worked the stalls, too. They went for a drink sometimes.’
It couldn’t be the same Arnold, could it? Flight’s bald sex-offender snitch? What were the chances? Going for a drink? They seemed unlikely supping companions, always supposing it was the same Arnold.
‘All right,’ Rebus said, closing the notebook. ‘Do you have a recent photo of Kenny? A good one, one that’s nice and sharp.’
‘I can get one. I’ve got some back at the house.’
‘Okay, I’ll get someone to drive you home. Give them the picture and they’ll bring it back to me. Let’s circulate Kenny’s description, that’s the first thing to do. Meanwhile I’ll do some snooping, see what I can come up with.’
She smiled. ‘It’s not really your patch, is it?’
‘No, it’s not my patch at all. But sometimes if you look at something, or some place, for too long, you stop seeing what’s there. Sometimes it takes a fresh pair of eyes to see what’s staring you in the face.’ He was thinking of Flight, of the reason Flight had brought him down here. He was thinking, too, of whether he, Rebus, could muster enough clout to organise a search for Kenny Watkiss. Maybe not without Flight to back him up. No, what was he thinking of? This was a missing person, for Christ’s sake. It had to be investigated. Yes, but there were ways and ways of investigating, and he could count on no preferential treatment, no favours, when it came to the crunch. ‘I don’t suppose,’ he asked now, ‘you know whether or not his bikes are still in the garage?’
‘I took a look. They’re both still there. That was when I started to get worried.’
‘Was there anything else in the garage?’ But she wasn’t listening to him.
‘He hardly ever goes anywhere without a bike. He hates buses and stuff. He said he was going to name his big bike after . . . after me.’
The tears came again. This time he let her cry, though it hurt him more than he could say. Better out than in, wasn’t that how the cliché went? She was blowing her nose when the door opened. Flight looked into the small room. His eyes said it all: you might have taken her somewhere better than this.
‘Yes, George? What can I do for you?’
‘After you left the lab,’ the pause showed displeasure at not having been informed or left a message, ‘they gave me a bit more gen on the letter itself.’
‘I’ll be with you in a minute.’
Flight nodded but directed his attention to Samantha. ‘Are you okay, love?’
She sniffed. ‘Fine, thanks.’
‘Well,’ he said archly, ‘if you do want to register a complaint against Inspector Rebus, see the desk sergeant.’
‘Ach, get away, George,’ said Rebus.
Sammy was trying to giggle and blow her nose at the same time, and making a bit of a mess of both. Rebus winked towards Flight who, having done as much as he could (and for which Rebus was grateful), was now retreating.
‘You’re not all bad, are you?’ said Samantha when Flight had gone.
‘What do you mean?’
‘Policemen. You’re not all as bad as they say.’
‘You’re a copper’s daughter, Sammy. Remember that. And you’re a straight copper’s daughter. Be sure to stick up for your old dad. Okay?’
She smiled again. ‘You’re not old, Dad.’
He smiled, too, but did not reply. In truth, he was basking in the compliment, whether it was mere flattery or no. What mattered was that Sammy, his daughter Sammy, had said it.
‘Right,’ he said at last, ‘let’s get you into a car. And don’t worry, pet, we’ll track down your missing beau.’
‘You called me pet again.’
‘Did I? Don’t tell your mother.’
‘I won’t. And, Dad?’
‘What?’ He half-turned towards her just in time to receive her peck on the cheek.
‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘Whatever happens, thanks.’
Flight was in the small office of the Murder Room. After the close confines of the interview cupboard, this space had suddenly taken on a new, much larger dimension. Rebus sat himself down and swung one leg over the other.
‘So what’s this about the Wolfman letter?’ he said.
‘So,’ replied Flight, ‘what’s this about Kenny Watkiss disappearing?’
‘You tell me yours and I’ll tell you mine.’
Flight picked up a folder, opened it, took out three or four closely typed sheets of paper, and began to read.
‘Typeface used is Helvetica. Unusual for personal correspondence, though used by newspapers and magazines.’ Flight looked up meaningfully.
‘A reporter?’ Rebus said doubtfully.
‘Well, think about it,’ said Flight. ‘Every crime reporter in England knows about Lisa Frazer by now. They could probably find out where she lives, too.’
Rebus considered this. ‘Okay,’ he said at last, ‘go on.’
‘Helvetica can be found on some electronic typewriters and electric golfball machines, but is more commonly found on computers and word processors.’ Flight glanced up. ‘This would correlate with density of type. The type itself is of very even quality . . . blah, blah, blah. Also, the letters line up neatly, suggesting that a good quality printer has been used, probably a daisywheel, suggesting in turn the use of a high quality word processor or word-processing package. However,’ Flight went on, ‘the letter K becomes faint towards the tips of its stem.’ Flight paused to turn the page. Rebus wasn’t really paying a great deal of attention as yet, and neither was George Flight. Labs always came up with more information than was useful. So far, all Rebus had really been hearing was the chaff.
‘This is more interesting,’ Flight went on. ‘Inside the envelope particles were found which appear to be flecks of paint, yellow, green and orange predominating. Perhaps an oil-based paint: tests are still continuing.’
‘So we’ve got a crime reporter who fancies himself as Van Gogh?’
Flight wasn’t rising to the bait. He read through the rest of the report quickly to himself. ‘That’s pretty much it,’ he said. ‘What’s left is more to do with what they failed to find: no prints, no stains, no hair or fibres.’
‘No personalised watermark?’ Rebus asked. In detective novels, the personalised watermark would lead to a small family business run by an eccentric old man, who would recall selling the paper to someone called . . . And that would be it: crime solved. Neat, ingenious, but it seldom happened like that. He thought of Lisa again; of Cousins. No, not Cousins: it couldn’t be Cousins. And besides, he wouldn’t try anything with those two gorillas in attendance.
‘No personalised watermark,’ Flight was saying. ‘Sorry.’
‘Oh well,’ Rebus offered, with a loud sigh, ‘we’re no further forward, are we?’
Flight was looking at the report, as though willing something, some clue, to grab his attention. Then: ‘So what’s all this about Kenny Watkiss?’
‘He’s scarpered under mysterious circumstances. Good riddance, I’d say, but it’s left Sammy in a bit of a state. I said we’d do what we could.’
‘You can’t get involved, John. Leave it to us.’
‘I don’t want to get involved, George. This one’s all yours.’ The voice seemed ingenuous enough, but Flight was long past being fooled by John Rebus. He grinned and shook his head.
‘What do you want?’ he asked.
‘Well,’ said Rebus, leaning forward in his chair, ‘Sammy did mention one of Kenny’s associates. Someone called Arnold who worked on a market stall, at least she thinks he works in or around a market.’
‘You think it’s my Arnold?’ Flight thought it over. ‘It’s possible.’
‘Too much of a coincidence, you think?’
‘Not in a city as small as this.’ Flight saw the look on Rebus’s face. ‘I’m being serious, actually. The small-time crooks, they’re like a little family. If this was Sicily, you could cram every small-timer in London into a village. Everybody knows everybody else. It’s the big-timers we can’t pin. They keep themselves too much to themselves, never go down the pub shooting their mouths off after a couple of Navy Rums.’
‘Can we talk to Arnold?’
‘What for?’
‘Maybe he knows something about Kenny.’
‘Even supposing he does, why should he tell us?’
‘Because we’re police officers, George. And he’s a member of the public. We’re here to uphold law and order, and it’s his duty to help us in that onerous task.’ Rebus was reflective. ‘Plus I’ll slip him twenty quid.’
Flight sounded incredulous. ‘This is London, John. A score can hardly get a round of drinks. Arnold gives good gen, but he’ll be looking for a pony at least.’ Now he was playing with Rebus, and Rebus, realising it, smiled.
‘If Arnold wants a pony,’ he said, ‘tell him I’ll buy him one for Christmas. And a little girl to sit on it. Just so long as he tells me what he knows.’
‘Fair enough,’ said Flight. ‘Come on then, let’s go find ourselves a street market.’
Flight was struggling with half a dozen large brown-paper bags, the fruits – literally – of asking for Arnold at three or four market stalls so far. Rebus had refused the offers of free bananas, oranges, pears and grapes, though Flight had prodded him to accept.
‘It’s a local custom,’ Flight said. ‘They get annoyed if you don’t accept. Like a Glaswegian offering you a drink. Would you turn it down? No, because then you’d offend him. Same with these guys.’
‘What would I do with three pounds of bananas?’
‘Eat them,’ said Flight blandly. Then, cryptically: ‘Unless you were Arnold, of course.’
He refused to explain the meaning of this, and Rebus refused to consider the various possibilities. They moved from stall to stall, passing most, stopping at only a few. In their way, they were like the women who crushed in all around them, feeling this or that mango or aubergine, checking prices at the various stalls, pausing only at a few to make their final purchases.
‘’Allo, George.’
‘Blimey, George, where you been hiding yourself?’
‘All right there, George? How’s your love life?’
It seemed to Rebus that half the stall-holders and most of their box- and tray-carrying assistants knew Flight. At one point, Flight nodded behind one of the stalls, where a young man was disappearing rapidly along the street.
‘Jim Jessop,’ he said. ‘He skipped bail a couple of weeks back.’
‘Shouldn’t we . . .?’
But Flight shook his head. ‘Another time, eh, John? The little bugger was three-A’s standard in the thousand metres. I don’t feel like a run today, what about you?’
‘Fair enough,’ said Rebus, aware that here, in this place, on this ‘patch’, he was very much the bystander, the tourist. This was Flight’s territory. The man moved confidently through the throng, spoke easily with the various vendors, was in every way quite at home. Eventually, after a chat with the man behind the fresh fish counter, Flight returned with a bag of mussels, another of scallops and information on where Arnold might be found. He led Rebus behind the market stalls onto the pavement and then into a narrow alleyway.
‘Moules marinière,’ he said, holding up one of the white polythene bags. ‘Beautiful. Easy to cook, too. It’s the preparation that takes up all the time.’
Rebus shook his head. ‘You’re full of surprises, George. I’d never have taken you for a cordon bleu.’
Flight just smiled, musing. ‘And scallops,’ he said, ‘Marion loves those. I make a sauce with them and serve it with fresh trout. Again, it’s all preparation. The cooking’s the easy part.’
He enjoyed showing Rebus this other side of his personality, though he couldn’t say why. Nor could he exactly say why he hadn’t told John Rebus that Lisa had gone to the Old Bailey; had instead mumbled something about seeing her safely on her way. He thought probably his reasoning had to do with Rebus’s spring-loaded emotions: if the Scotsman thought Lisa Frazer was not in Flight’s place of safety, he’d probably go haring off after her, making a fool of himself ’neath blindfolded Justice herself. And Rebus was still Flight’s responsibility, still the liability he always had been, if not more so.
They had come out of the alley onto a small-scale housing estate. The houses looked fairly new, but already the paint was flaking from the window sills. There were cries and squeals from just ahead. A kiddies’ playground, concrete surrounded by concrete. A huge section of pipe had become a tunnel, a den, a hiding place. There were swings, too, and a see-saw. And a sand-pit which had become second home to the area’s cats and dogs.
The children’s imaginations knew few bounds: Pretend you’re in hospital, and I’m the doctor; And then the spaceman’s ship crashed on the planet; Cowboys don’t have girlfriends; No, you’re chasing me, because I’m the soldier and you’re the guard; Pretend there isn’t a pipe.
Pretend. There was no pretend about the energy they were expending. They couldn’t stand still, couldn’t pause for breath. They had to yell and jump and get involved. It made Rebus tired just to look at them.
‘There he is,’ said Flight. He was pointing towards a bench on the edge of the playground. Arnold was sitting there, his back very straight, hands clasping his knees. He had an intent look on his face, neither happy nor unhappy. The kind of look you sometimes saw at the zoo, when someone was peering into a particular cage or enclosure. It was best described as an interested look. Oh yes, Arnold was interested. It made Rebus’s stomach queasy just to watch him. Flight seemed to take it all quite casually. He walked across to the bench and sat down beside Arnold, who turned, his eyes suddenly taking on a hunted, frightened look, his mouth creasing into an O. Then he exhaled noisily.
‘It’s you, Mister Flight. I didn’t recognise you.’ He gestured towards the bags. ‘Been shopping? That’s nice.’
The voice was flat, lacking emotion. Rebus had heard addicts talk like that. Five percent of their brain was fixed on dealing with the external world, the remaining ninety-five concentrating on other things. Well, he supposed Arnold was a kind of addict too.
‘Yes,’ said Flight, ‘just buying a few bits. You remember Inspector Rebus?’
Arnold followed Flight’s eyes, staring up from his bench to where Rebus stood, his body purposely shielding Arnold from the children.
‘Oh yes,’ Arnold said blandly, ‘he was in the car with you the other day, Mr Flight.’
‘Well done, Arnold. Yes, that’s right. You’ve got a good memory, haven’t you?’
‘It pays to have, Mr Flight. That’s how I remember all the things I tell you.’
‘Actually, Arnold,’ Flight slid along the bench until his thigh was almost touching that of the other man. Arnold angled his own legs away from the policeman, his eyes intent on Flight’s proximity to him. ‘Speaking of memory, maybe you can help me. Maybe you can help Inspector Rebus, too.’
‘Yes?’ The word was stretched almost to breaking point.
‘We were just wondering,’ said Flight, ‘whether you’ve seen Kenny lately. Only, he doesn’t seem to have been around much, does he? I wondered whether he’d maybe gone on holiday?’
Arnold gazed up with milky, childlike eyes. ‘Kenny who?’
Flight laughed. ‘Kenny Watkiss, Arnold. Your mate Kenny.’
For a moment, Rebus held his breath. What if it was another Arnold? What if Sammy had got the name wrong? Then Arnold nodded slowly.
‘Oh, that Kenny. He’s not really a mate, Mr Flight. I mean, I see him now and again.’ Arnold stopped, but Flight was nodding, saying nothing, expecting more. ‘We have a drink together sometimes.’
‘What do you talk about?’
The question was unexpected. ‘What do you mean?’
‘It’s a simple enough question,’ said Flight with a smile. ‘What do you talk about? I wouldn’t have thought the two of you would have much in common.’
‘We just, we talk. I don’t know.’
‘Yes, but what do you talk about? Football?’
‘Sometimes, yes.’
‘What team does he support?’
‘I don’t know, Mr Flight.’
‘You talk about football with him and yet you don’t know what team he supports?’
‘Maybe he told me and I forgot.’
Flight looked dubious. ‘Maybe,’ he agreed. Rebus knew his part in the drama now. Let Flight do the talking. Just keep quiet but look ominous, standing over Arnold like a thundercloud, staring down like an avenger onto that gleaming bald dome of a head. Flight knew exactly what he was doing. Arnold was growing nervous, his body jerking, unable to keep his head still, his right knee bobbing up and down.
‘So what else do you talk about? He likes motorbikes, doesn’t he?’
‘Yes,’ Arnold answered, guardedly now, for he knew what was happening to him.
‘So do you talk about bikes?’
‘I don’t like bikes. Too noisy.’
‘Too noisy? Yes, you’ve got a point there.’ Flight nodded towards the play area. ‘But this place is noisy, too, Arnold, isn’t it? Yet you don’t seem to mind the noise here. Why’s that?’
Arnold turned on him, eyes burning. But Flight was ready with a smile, a smile more serious than any grimace. ‘What I mean is,’ he went on, ‘you like some noises but not others. That’s fair, isn’t it? But you don’t like motorbikes. So what else do you talk about with Kenny?’
‘We just talk,’ said Arnold, his face creased with anguish. ‘Gossip, how the city’s changing, the East End. This used to be all rows of cottages. There was a field and allotments. The families all used to have picnics on the field. They’d bring tomatoes or potatoes or a cabbage to your mum, saying they grew too much, and the kids would all play in the street. There weren’t any Bangladeshis or what have you. Just proper East Enders. Kenny’s mum and dad didn’t live far from here. Two streets away from where I lived. Course, I was older than him. We never played together or anything.’
‘And where did Uncle Tommy live?’
‘He was over that way.’ Arnold pointed with a finger. He had grown a little more confident now. Reminiscences couldn’t do any harm, could they? And to talk freely came as such a relief after the careful duel he’d just gone through. So he opened up to them. The good old days. But between his words, Rebus could see a truer picture, a picture of how the other kids used to beat him up, play tricks on him, of how his father used to lock him in his room, starve him. The family breaking apart. Drifting into petty crime. Painfully shy, unable to form relationships.
‘Do you ever see Tommy around?’ Flight asked suddenly.
‘Tommy Watkiss? Yes, I see him.’ Arnold was still basking in the past.
‘Does Kenny see him?’
‘Of course he does. He works for him sometimes.’
‘What? Deliveries, that sort of thing?’
‘Deliveries, pick-ups –’ Arnold halted, aware of what he was saying. This wasn’t the past they were talking about any longer. This wasn’t safe.
Flight leaned across so that his nose was almost touching Arnold’s. All Arnold could do was lean back against the bench, its hard spars stopping him from escaping.
‘Where is he, Arnold?’
‘Who? Tommy?’
‘You know bloody well who I mean! Kenny! Tell me where he is!’
Rebus half-turned, to see that the children had stopped playing and were watching this grown-up game.
‘You going to fight, mister?’ one of them called. Rebus shook his head and called back, ‘Just pretending.’
Flight still had Arnold pinned to the bench. ‘Arnold,’ he hissed, ‘you know me. I’ve always played fair by you.’
‘I know that, Mr Flight.’
‘But I’m not pretending. What I’m doing is losing my rag. Everything’s going to hell in this city, Arnold, and I’m inclined to just shrug my shoulders and join in. Understand me? Why should I play fair when nobody else does, eh? So I’ll tell you what I’m going to do, Arnold. I’m going to have to pull you in.’
‘What for?’ Arnold was terrified now. He didn’t think Flight was playing a game. Rebus had the same feeling; either that or Flight was in line for an Oscar.
‘For indecent exposure. You were going to expose yourself to those kids. I saw you getting ready. I saw your dick hanging out of your fly.’
‘No, no.’ Arnold was shaking his head. ‘That’s a lie.’
‘Previous convictions don’t lie, Arnold. Inspector Rebus saw you, too. He saw your prick waving in the air like a cocktail sausage. We both saw you, and that’s what we’ll tell the judge. Now who’s he going to believe, eh? Think about that for a moment. Think about solitary. They’ll have to hold you in solitary so the other prisoners don’t kick the shit out of you. But that won’t stop them pissing in your tea and gobbing in your food. You know the score, Arnold. You’ve been there. And then one night, you’ll hear your door being unlocked, and in they’ll come. Maybe the screws, maybe the prisoners. They’ll come in and they’ll hold you down. One of them’ll have a brush-handle, and one’ll have a rusty old razor blade, won’t they, Arnold? Won’t they Arnold?’
But Arnold was trembling too violently to speak, trembling and babbling, bubbles of saliva bursting at either side of his mouth. Flight slid back along the bench away from him, then looked up at Rebus with sad eyes. Rebus nodded solemnly. This wasn’t a nice business that they were in, not nice at all. Flight lit a cigarette. Rebus refused one. Two words were bouncing around the inside of John Rebus’s skull.
Needs must.
And then Arnold started to talk. And when he had finished, Flight dug into a trouser pocket and drew out a pound coin, which he slapped down on the bench beside his shattered victim.
‘There you go, Arnold. Get yourself a cup of tea or something. And stay away from playgrounds, all right?’ Flight picked up his carrier-bags, picked out an apple from one, and tossed it into Arnold’s lap, causing the man to flinch. Then he picked out another one and began to crunch on it, starting off back towards the market.
Needs must.
Back at HQ Rebus thought about Lisa. He felt the need for some human contact, for something clean and warm and separate from this other world he chose to inhabit, something to wash out his badly soiled mind.
Flight had warned him on the way back – ‘no messing about this time, John. Leave it to us. You’ve got to stay out of it. It would look bad in court, copper with a grudge, that sort of line.’
‘But,’ Rebus had replied, ‘I do have a grudge, George. This guy Kenny might have been shagging my daughter!’
Flight had glanced from the windscreen into Rebus’s face, then had looked away.
‘I said leave it to us, John. If you can’t play it that way, I’ll personally see that you go bouncing back down the ranks like a ball down a fucking stairwell. Got that?’
‘Loud and clear.’
‘It’s not a threat, John. It’s a promise.’
‘And you always keep your promises, George, don’t you? You seem to be forgetting something. It’s your fault that I’m down here in the first place. You sent for me.’
Flight had nodded. ‘And I can send you back just as quick. Is that what you want?’
Rebus had stayed silent, though he knew the answer. Flight knew it too, and smiled at this small triumph. They drove in silence after that, both men tainted by the memory of a playground and of a silent man, hands clasping his knees, staring ahead of him, his thoughts sweet with corruption.
Now Rebus was thinking of Lisa, thinking of how it would feel to take a shower with her, to scrub away a layer of London from them both. Maybe he would ask George again for the secret address. Maybe he could visit her. He remembered a conversation they’d had in bed. He’d asked if he could see her office in University College sometime.
‘Sometime,’ she’d said. ‘Mind you, it’s not a very nice room, nothing like those huge antique Oxbridge rooms you see in television dramas. It’s a pokey little hole, to be honest. I hate it.’
‘I’d still like you to show me around.’
‘And I said okay.’ She sounded on edge. Why was that? Why had she been so nervous of letting him see her room? Why had the secretary – Millicent, Lisa had called her – been so vague the day Rebus had visited? No, not just vague. Uncooperative. Downright uncooperative, now that he thought of it. What the hell was it they were keeping from him? He knew one way he could find out the answer, one sure and certain way. What the hell: Lisa was safe, and he’d been told to stay out of the Watkiss case, so what was stopping him from following up this latest mystery? He got to his feet. The answer was: nothing was stopping him, nothing at all.
‘Where are you going?’
It was Flight, yelling at him from an open door as Rebus stalked down the hall.
‘It’s personal,’ Rebus called back.
‘I warned you, John! Don’t get involved!’
‘It’s not what you think!’ He stopped, turning to face George Flight.
‘Well, what is it then?’
‘Like I said, George, it’s personal, okay?’
‘No.’
‘Look,’ said Rebus, his emotions suddenly getting the better of him, all those thoughts he’d been keeping on a tight rein – Sammy, Kenny Watkiss, the Wolfman, the threat against Lisa – all boiling up. He swallowed, breathing hard. ‘Look, George, you’ve got plenty to keep you busy, okay?’ His finger stabbed at Flight’s chest. ‘Remember what I said: it could be a copper. Why don’t you do some of your careful, precious, nit-picking investigation on that. The Wolfman could be here in this building. He could be working on the bloody case, hunting himself!’ Rebus heard his voice growing hysterical and calmed quickly, regaining control over his vocal chords if nothing else.
‘A sort of wolf in the fold, you mean?’
‘I’m serious.’ Rebus paused. ‘He might even know where you’ve sent Lisa.’
‘For Christ’s sake, John, only three people know where Lisa’s going. Me, and the two men I sent with her. Now you don’t know those guys, but I do. We go back all the way to training college. I’d trust them with my life.’ Flight paused. ‘Will you trust me?’
Rebus said nothing. Flight’s eyes narrowed disbelievingly, and he whistled. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘that certainly answers my question.’ He shook his head slowly. ‘This case, John. I’ve been in the force God knows how many years, but this case, it’s the worst. It’s like every victim was somebody close to me.’ He paused again, gathering strength. Now his finger jabbed at Rebus. ‘So don’t you dare think what I know you’re thinking! It’s the ultimate fucking insult!’
There was a long silence in the corridor. Typewriters chattered somewhere. Male voices were raised in laughter. A hummed tune floated down the hall towards and past them. It was as though the whole world were indifferent to this quarrel. And there they stood, not quite friends, not quite enemies, and not quite sure what to do any more.
Rebus studied the scuff marks on the linoleum. Then: ‘Lecture over?’
Flight seemed pained by this response. ‘It wasn’t a lecture, it was just . . . I want you to see my side of things.’
‘But I do, George, I do.’ Rebus patted Flight’s arm and turned away from him again. He started to walk.
‘I want you to stay here, John!’ Walking. ‘Do you hear me? I’m ordering you not to go.’
Rebus kept walking.
Flight shook his head. He’d had enough, absolutely up to his eyes, so that they stung now, stung as though he were in a smoky room. ‘You’re out on your ear, Rebus,’ he called, knowing this to be the final warning. If Rebus kept walking now, Flight would be compelled to keep his word or else lose face, and he was damned if he’d lose face for a hard-headed Jock copper. ‘Just keep walking!’ he yelled. ‘Keep walking and you’re finished!’
Rebus walked. He didn’t know exactly why, perhaps more out of pride than anything else. Stupid pride, pride he couldn’t explain, but pride all the same. The same emotion that made grown men cry at football matches when Flower of Scotland was played as the Scots national anthem. All he knew was that he had something to do, and he would do it, like the Scots knew their job was to be footballers with more ambition than ability. Yes, that was him all right: more ambition than ability. They’d put it on his gravestone.
At the end of the corridor, he shoved open the swing doors. He didn’t look back. Flight’s voice followed him, trailing off as it grew in anger.
‘Damn you, you stupid Jock bastard! You’ve bitten off more than you can chew this time, do you hear me? More than you can bloody well chew.’
FYTP.
Rebus was moving through the entrance hall when he came face to face with Lamb. He made to move past him, but Lamb placed a hand on Rebus’s chest.
‘Where’s the fire?’ he said. Rebus was trying to ignore him, was trying to make Lamb invisible. The last thing he needed now was this. His knuckles tingled with anticipation. Lamb was still talking, apparently oblivious to the danger he was in.
‘She found you then, your daughter?’
‘What?’
Lamb was smiling. ‘She phoned here first, and they put her on to me. She sounded a bit upset, so I gave her the lab’s number.’
‘Oh.’ Rebus could feel himself deflating. He managed a grudged ‘thanks’ and this time succeeded in moving around Lamb. But then Lamb spoke again.
‘She sounded a bit tasty though. I like them young. How old is she again?’
Rebus’s elbow shot back into Lamb’s unprotected stomach, cutting off breath, doubling him over. Rebus studied his work; not bad for an old man. Not bad at all.
He walked.
Because he’s on personal business, he stands outside the station and looks for a cab. One of the uniformed officers, who knows him from the scene of Sunday’s murder, offers a lift in a patrol car, but Rebus shakes his head. The officer looks at him as if an insult has just been traded.
‘Thanks anyway,’ says Rebus, trying to sound conciliatory. But all he sounds is mad. Mad with Lamb, with himself, mad with the Wolfman case, mad with Kenny bloody Watkiss, mad with Flight, with Lisa (why did she have to be in Copperplate Street in the first place?) and, most of all, mad with London. Where are all the cabs, all the greedy black cabs, beetling like insects as they try to pick up fares? He’s seen thousands of them this past week, but now that he needs one, they’re all avoiding him. He waits anyway, eyes slightly unfocused. And as he waits, he thinks, and as he thinks he calms a little.
What the hell is he doing anyway? He’s asking for trouble doing this. He’s begging for it, like a black-clothed Calvinist pleading to be beaten for his sins. A lash across the back. Rebus had seen them all, all the available religions. He had tasted them and each one tasted bitter in its own particular way. Where was the religion for those who did not feel guilty, did not feel shame, did not regret getting angry or getting even, or, better yet, getting more than even? Where was the religion for a man who believed that good and bad must coexist, even within the individual? Where was the religion for a man who believed in God but not in God’s religion?
And where were all the bloody taxis?
‘Sod it then.’ He walked up to the first patrol car he saw and tapped on the window, flashing his ID.
‘Inspector Rebus,’ he announced. ‘Can you give me a lift to Gower Street?’
The building seemed as deserted as ever and Rebus feared that on this occasion perhaps even the secretary might have scarpered for an early start to the weekend. But no, she was there, like the retainer of some dusty mansion. He cleared his throat, and she looked up from her crochet.
‘Yes?’ she said. ‘Can I help you?’ She appeared not to remember him. Rebus brought out his ID and pushed it towards her.
‘Detective Inspector Rebus,’ he said, his voice stiff with authority. ‘Scotland Yard. I want to ask you a few questions about Dr Frazer.’
The woman looked frightened. Rebus feared he had overdone the menace. He tried a don’t-worry-it’s-not-you-we’re-interested-in sort of smile, a peaceable smile. But the woman looked no less afraid, and her fear flustered her.
‘Oh, gracious,’ she stammered. ‘Oh my, oh my.’ She looked up at him. ‘Who did you say? Dr Frazer? But there’s no Dr Frazer in the Department.’
Rebus described Lisa Frazer. The woman suddenly raised her head, recognising the description.
‘Oh, Lisa? You mean Lisa? But there’s some mistake. Lisa Frazer isn’t a member of staff here. Gracious me, no. Though I believe she may have taken a tutorial or two, just filling in. Oh dear, Scotland Yard. What, I mean, surely she hasn’t . . . What has she done?’
‘She doesn’t work here?’ Rebus needed to be certain. ‘Then who is she?’
‘Lisa? She’s one of our research students.’
‘A student? But she’s –’ He was about to say ‘old’.
‘A mature student,’ the secretary explained. ‘Oh dear, is she in trouble?’
‘I came here before,’ Rebus said. ‘You didn’t tell me any of this then. Why?’
‘Came here before?’ She studied his face. ‘Yes, I remember. Well, Lisa made me promise not to tell anyone.’
‘Why?’
‘Her project, she said. She’s doing a project on, now, what is it exactly?’ She opened a drawer of her desk and pulled out a sheet of paper. ‘Ah yes, “The Psychology of the Investigation of Serious Crime”. She explained it to me. How she needed access to a police investigation. How she needed to gain trust. The courts, police and so on. She told me she was going to pretend to be a lecturer. I told her not to, I warned her, but she said it was the only way. The police wouldn’t waste time with a mere student, would they?’
Rebus was stuck for an answer. The answer was no, they wouldn’t. Why should they?
‘So she got you to cover for her?’
The woman shrugged. ‘Lisa is quite a persuasive young woman. She said probably I wouldn’t have to tell lies. I could just say things like she’s not here, she’s not teaching today, that sort of thing. Always supposing anyone bothered to check up on her.’
‘And has anybody checked up on her?’
‘Oh yes. Why, only today I had a telephone call from someone she had arranged to interview. He wanted to be sure that she really was part of University College, and not just a journalist or a Nosey Parker.’
Today? An interview today. Well, that was one appointment she wouldn’t be keeping.
‘Who was this person?’ Rebus asked. ‘Do you remember?’
‘I think I wrote it down,’ she said. She lifted the thick notepad beside her telephone and flipped through it. ‘He did say who he was, but I can’t remember. It was at the Old Bailey. Yes, that’s right. She’d arranged to meet him at the Old Bailey. I usually write these things down as soon as someone mentions their name, just in case I forget later. No, there’s no sign of it. That’s funny.’
‘Perhaps in the bin?’ Rebus suggested.
‘Well, perhaps.’ But she sounded doubtful. Rebus lifted the small wicker paper-basket onto her desk and sifted through it. Pencil shavings and sweet-wrappers, an empty polystyrene coffee cup and crumpled bits of paper. Lots of bits of paper.
‘Too big,’ she would say as he started to uncrumple one, or: ‘too small.’ Until finally, he pulled out a sheet and spread it out on the desk. It was like some bizarre work of art, filled with doodles and hieroglyphs and little notes, phone numbers, names, addresses.
‘Ah,’ she said, sliding a finger over to one corner where something had been written in very faint, wavering pencil. ‘Is that it?’
Rebus looked closer. Yes, that was it. That was most definitely it. ‘Thank you,’ he said.
‘Oh dear,’ said the secretary. ‘Have I got her into trouble? Is Lisa in trouble? What has she done, Inspector?’
‘She lied to us,’ said Rebus. ‘And because of that, she’s ended up having to go into hiding.’
‘Hiding? Gracious, she didn’t mention anything about that.’
Rebus was beginning to suspect that the secretary was a couple of keys short of a typewriter. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘she didn’t know she was in trouble until today.’
The secretary was nodding. ‘Yes, but she only phoned a little over an hour ago.’
Rebus’s face creased into an all-over frown. ‘What?’
‘Yes, she said she was calling from the Old Bailey. She wanted to know if there were any messages for her. She told me she had time to kill before her second appointment.’
Rebus didn’t bother to ask. He dialled quickly, the receiver gripped in his hand like a weapon. ‘I want to talk to George Flight.’
‘Just a minute, please.’ The ch-ch-ch-ch of a re-routing. Then: ‘Murder Room, Detective Sergeant Walsh speaking.’
‘It’s Inspector Rebus here.’
‘Oh yes?’ The voice had become as rudimentary as a chisel.
‘I need to speak to Flight. It’s urgent.’
‘He’s in a meeting.’
‘Then get him out! I told you, this is urgent.’
There was doubt, cynicism in the Sergeant’s voice. Everyone knew that the Scotsman’s ‘urgent’ wasn’t worth its weight in breath. ‘I can leave a message –’
‘Don’t fuck me around, Walsh! Either get him, or put me on to someone with a spare brain they’re not sitting on!’
Ca-click. Brrrrr. The ultimate put-down. The secretary was staring at Rebus in horror. Perhaps psychologists never got angry. Rebus attempted a reassuring smile, but it came out like a clown’s drunken greasepaint. He made a bowing motion before turning to leave, and was watched all the way out to the stairwell by a woman mortified almost to the core of her being.
Rebus’s face was tingling with a newly stoked anger. Lisa Frazer had tricked him, played him like a fool. Christ, the things he’d told her. Thinking she wanted to help with the Wolfman case. Not realising he was merely part of her project. Christ, the things he had said. What had he said? Too much to recall. Had she been taping everything? Or simply jotting things down after he’d left? It didn’t matter. What mattered was that he had seen in her something solid and believable amidst a sea of chaos. And she had been Janus. Using him. Jesus Christ, she had even slept with him. Was that, too, part of the project, part of her little experiment? How could he ever be sure it wasn’t? It had seemed genuine enough, but . . . He had opened his mind to her, as she had opened her body to him. It was not a fair exchange.
‘The bitch!’ he exploded, stopping dead. ‘The lying little bitch!’
Why hadn’t she told him? Why hadn’t she just explained everything? He would have helped her, he would have found time for her. No, he wouldn’t. It was a lie. A research student? A project? He would have shown her the door. Instead he had listened to her, had believed her, had learned from her. Yes, it was true. He had learned a lot from her. About psychology, about the mind of the killer. Had learned from her books. Yes, but that wasn’t the point. The point was that it had all become crass and diluted, now that he knew her for what she was.
‘Bitch.’ But his voice was softer, his throat tightening, as though a hand had slid around it and was slowly applying pressure. He swallowed hard, and began to take deep breaths. Calm down, John. What did it matter? What did any of it matter? It mattered, he answered himself, because he felt something for her. Or had felt something for her. No, still did feel something. Something he thought might have been returned.
‘Who are you trying to kid?’ Look at him, overweight and in his forties. Stuck at Inspector level and going nowhere except, if Flight carried out his promise, down. Divorced. A daughter distraught and mixing with darkness. Someone in London with a kitchen knife and a secret and a knowledge of Lisa. It was all wrong. He’d been clutching at Lisa the way drowning men reached out for a thin snap of straw. Stupid old man.
He stood at the main door to the building, not really sure now. Should he confront her, or let it go, never see her again? Usually he relished confrontation, found it nourishing and exciting. But today, maybe not.
She was at the Old Bailey to interview Malcolm Chambers. He, too, was at this moment being tricked by her mock credentials, by that falsely prefixed ‘Doctor’. Everyone admired Malcolm Chambers. He was smart, he was on the side of the law, and he made pots of money. Rebus had known coppers who were none of these; most could score only one out of three, a few managed two. Chambers would sweep Lisa Frazer off her feet. She would loathe him, until that loathing mingled with awe, and then she’d probably think that she loved him. Well, good luck to her.
He’d head back to the station, say his farewells, pack his bags, and head north. They could get along without him very well. The case was heading nowhere until the Wolfman bit again. Yet they had so much now, knew so much about him, had come so close to opening him up like a soft fat peach. Maybe he’d bite Lisa Frazer. What the hell was she doing at the Old Bailey when she should be in hiding? He needed to speak to Flight. What the hell was Flight up to anyway?
‘Ach, to hell with the lot of you,’ he muttered, plunging his hands into his pockets.
Two students, their voices loudly American, were heading towards him. They seemed excited, the way students always did, discussing this or that concept, ready to change the way the world thought. They wanted to get past, wanted to go into the building. He moved aside for them, but they didn’t so much move past him as through him, as though he were insubstantial as exhaust fumes.
‘Like, y’know, I think she likes me, but I’m not sure I’m ready for something like –’
So much for difficult concepts, thought Rebus. Why should students be different from anyone else in the population? Why should they be thinking (and talking), about something other than sex?
‘Yeah,’ said the other one. Rebus wondered how comfortable he felt in his thick white T-shirt and thicker checked lumberjack shirt. The day was sticky. ‘Yeah,’ the American repeated. His accent reminded Rebus of Lisa’s softer Canadian tones.
‘But get this,’ continued his companion, their voices fading as they moved deeper into the building, ‘she says her mother hates Americans because one of them near raped her in the war.’
Get this. Where had Rebus heard that expression before? He fumbled in his jacket pocket and found a folded piece of paper. Unfolded it and began to read.
‘GET THIS, I’M NOT HOMOSEXUL, O.K.?’ It was the photocopy of the Wolfman’s letter to Lisa.
Get this. It did have a transatlantic ring to it, didn’t it? A curious way altogether of starting a letter. Get this. Be warned, watch out. There were several ways of starting a letter so that the reader knew he was to pay particular attention to it. But get this?
What did they know, or what did they suspect, about the Wolfman? He knew about police procedure (past offender, copper, both were possible). He was a he, if Jan Crawford were to be believed. He was quite tall, she thought. In the restaurant, Lisa Frazer had added her own ideas: he was conservative; most of the time he not only seemed normal, he was normal; he was, in her phrase, ‘psychologically mature’. And he had posted a letter to Lisa from EC4. EC4, wasn’t that where the Old Bailey was? He recalled his first and only visit to the building. The courtroom, and seeing Kenny Watkiss there. Then meeting Malcolm Chambers. What was it Chambers had said to George Flight?
Royally shafted. Own team. I don’t like. Flight, I don’t like being royally shafted . . . own team . . . get this. Get this, George.
Jesus Christ! Every ball on the table suddenly fell into a pocket until only the cue ball and the black were left. Every single ball.
‘Get this, George, I don’t like being royally shafted by my own team.’
Malcolm Chambers had studied in the USA for a while. Flight had told Rebus that. You tended to pick up mannerisms when you wanted to fit into a new and strange place. Get this. Rebus had tried to avoid the temptation in London, but it was strong. Studied in the USA. And now he was with Lisa Frazer. Lisa the student, Lisa the psychologist, Lisa with her photo in the newspapers. Get this. Oh, how the Wolfman must hate her. She was a psychologist after all and the psychologists had pronounced him gay, they had insights into what was wrong with him. He didn’t think anything was wrong with him. But something was. Something that was slowly taking him over.
Old Bailey was in EC4. The Wolfman, rattled, had slipped up and posted his letter from EC4.
It was Malcolm Chambers, Malcolm Chambers was the Wolfman. Rebus couldn’t explain it, couldn’t exactly justify it, but he knew it all the same. It was like a dark polluted wave rolling over him, anointing him. Malcolm Chambers. Someone who knew about police procedure, someone above suspicion, someone so clean you had to scratch beneath the skin to find the filth.
Rebus was running. He was running along Gower Street in what he hoped was the right direction for the City. He was running and he was craning his neck to seek out a taxi. There was one ahead of him, at the corner beside the British Museum, but it was picking up a fare. Students or tourists. Japanese. Grins and cameras. Four of them, two men, two young women. Rebus stuck his head into the back of the cab, where two of them were already seated.
‘Out!’ he yelled, jerking a thumb towards the pavement.
‘Oi, mate, what’s your game?’ The driver was so fat he could barely turn in his seat.
‘I said out!’ Rebus grabbed an arm and pulled. Either the young man was surprisingly light, or else Rebus had found hidden strength, for the body fairly flew from its seat, uttering a string of high-pitched comment as it went.
‘And you.’
The girl followed obligingly and Rebus hurled himself into the cab, slamming shut the door.
‘Drive!’ he yelled.
‘I’m not moving till I –’
Rebus shoved his ID against the window separating the back seats of the taxi from the front.
‘Inspector Rebus!’ he called. ‘This is an emergency. I need to get to the Old Bailey. Break every traffic law you like, I’ll sort it out later. But get your fucking skates on!’
The driver responded by switching his headlights on full beam before setting out into the traffic.
‘Use your horn!’ Rebus called. The driver did so. A surprising number of cars eased out of his way. Rebus was on the edge of his seat, gripping it with both hands to stop himself being thrown about. ‘How long will it take?’
‘This time of day? Ten or fifteen minutes. What’s the matter, guv? Can’t they start without you?’
Rebus smiled sourly. That was just the problem. Without him, the Wolfman could start whenever he liked. ‘I need to use your radio,’ he said. The driver slid his window further open.
‘Be my guest,’ he said, pulling the small microphone up towards Rebus. He’d worked on the cabs for twenty-odd years, but he’d never had a fare like this.
In fact, he was so excited, they were halfway there before he remembered to switch on the meter.
Rebus had told Flight as much as he could, trying not to sound hysterical. Flight sounded dubious about the whole thing, but agreed to send men to the Old Bailey. Rebus didn’t blame George Flight for being wary. Hard to justify arresting a pillar of society on the strength of a gut feeling. Rebus remembered what else Lisa Frazer had said about serial killers: that they were products of their environments; that their ambitions had been thwarted, leading them to kill members of the social group above them. Well, that certainly wasn’t true in Malcolm Chambers’s case, was it? And what had she said about the Wolfman? His attacks were ‘non-confrontational’, so perhaps he was like that in his working life. Hah! So much for theory. But now Rebus began to doubt his own instincts. Jesus, what if he was wrong? What if the theory was right? He was going to look more than a little psychologically disturbed himself.
Then he recalled something George Flight had said. You could build up as neat a picture as you liked of the killer, but it wouldn’t give you a name and address. Psychology was all well and good, but you couldn’t beat a good old-fashioned hunch.
‘Nearly there, guv.’
Rebus tried to keep his breathing regular. Be calm, John, be calm. However, there were no police cars waiting by the entrance to the Old Bailey. No sirens and armed officers, just people milling around, people finishing work for the day, people sharing a joke. Rebus left the cab driver unpaid and untipped – ‘I’ll settle later’ – and pushed open the heavy glass door. Behind more bulletproof glass stood two security personnel. Rebus stuck his ID in front of their noses. One of them pointed towards the two vertical glass cylinders by which people were admitted to the building one at a time. Rebus went to one cylinder and waited. Nothing happened. Then he remembered, pushed the heel of his hand against the button and the cylinder door opened. He walked in, and waited for what seemed an eternity while the door slid shut behind him, before the door in front slid just as slowly open.
Another guard stood beside the metal detection equipment. Rebus, still holding open his ID, walked quickly past until he found himself behind the bulletproof glass of the reception area.
‘Can I help?’ said one of the security men.
‘Malcolm Chambers,’ said Rebus. ‘He’s a barrister. I need to see him urgently.’
‘Mr Chambers? Hold on, I’ll just check.’
‘I don’t want him to know I’m here,’ Rebus warned. ‘I just want to know where I can find him.’
‘Just one moment.’ The guard moved off, consulting with one of his companions, then slowly going through a sheet of paper attached to a clipboard. Rebus’s heart was pounding. He felt like he was about to explode. He couldn’t just stand here. He had to do something. Patience, John. Less haste, more speed, as his father had always said. But what the hell did that mean anyway? Surely haste was a kind of speed?
The guard was coming back.
‘Yes, Inspector. Mr Chambers has a young lady with him at present. I’m told they’re sitting together upstairs.’
Upstairs meant the concourse outside the courtrooms. Rebus flew up the imposing flight of steps two at a time. Marble. There was a lot of marble around him. And wood. And glass. The windows seemed huge. Bewigged counsels came down a spiral staircase, deep in conversation. A frayed-looking woman smoked a cheap cigarette as she waited for someone. It was a quiet pandemonium. People were moving past Rebus, moving in the opposite direction from him. Juries, finished for the day. Solicitors and guilty-looking clients. The woman rose to greet her son. The son’s solicitor had a bored, drawn look. The concourse was emptying rapidly, the stairs taking people down to more glass cylinders and to the outside world.
About thirty yards from where Rebus stood, the two men were sitting, legs crossed, enjoying a cigarette. The two men Flight had sent with Lisa. Her bodyguards. Rebus ran to them.
‘Where is she?’
They recognised him, seemed to realise immediately that something was wrong, and rose to their feet.
‘She’s interviewing some barrister –’
‘Yes, but where?’
The man nodded towards one of the courtrooms. Court Eight! Of course: hadn’t Cousins been due to give evidence in Court Eight? And wasn’t Malcolm Chambers the prosecuting counsel?
Rebus pushed through the doors into the courtroom, but, cleaners apart, it was completely empty. There had to be another exit. Of course there was: the green padded door to the side of the jury-box. The door leading to the judges’ rooms. He ran across the court and up the steps to the door, pulling it open, finding himself in a bright carpeted corridor. A window, flowers in a pot on a table. A narrow corridor, doors only on one side, the other wall a blank. Judges’ names above the doors. The doors themselves locked. There was a tiny kitchenette, but it too was empty. One door eventually gave, and he peered into a jury room. Empty. Back into the corridor again, hissing now with frustration. A court usher, cradling a mug of tea, was coming towards him.
‘No one’s allowed –’
‘Inspector Rebus,’ he said. ‘I’m looking for an advocate . . . I mean, a barrister. Malcolm Chambers. He was here with a young woman.’
‘They’ve just left.’
‘Left?’
She gestured along towards the far end of the corridor. ‘It leads to the underground car park. That’s where they were headed.’ Rebus made to squeeze past her. ‘You won’t catch them now,’ she said. ‘Not unless they’re having trouble with the car.’
Rebus thought about it, gnawing at his bottom lip. There wasn’t time. His first decision had to be the right one. Decision made, he turned from the usher and ran back towards the court, back across the court itself and out into the concourse.
‘They’ve gone!’ he yelled to the bodyguards. ‘Tell Flight! Tell him they’re in Chambers’s car!’ And then he was off again, down the steps towards the exit, pausing only to grab at a security man’s sleeve. ‘The car park exit, where is it?’
‘Round the other side of the building.’
Rebus stuck a finger in the guard’s face. ‘Buzz down to the car park. Don’t let Malcolm Chambers leave.’ The guard stood there dumbly, staring at the finger. ‘Do it!’
And then he was off again, running, taking the stairs down three at a time, great leaps which almost sent him flying. He pushed his way to the front of the crowd waiting to leave.
‘Police,’ he said, ‘emergency.’ Nobody said anything. They were like cows, patiently waiting to be milked. Even so, it took a silent scream of an age for the cylinder to empty its cargo, close its doors, then open them again for Rebus.
‘Come on, come on.’ And then the door sucked itself open and he was out, out in the foyer, bursting through the main doors. He ran up to the corner, took a right, and ran again along the face of the building. Another right. He was on the other side of the building now. Where the car park exit was. A slope of road down into darkness. The car screeched as it came to the surface, hardly slowing as it climbed the hill to Newgate Street. It was a long gloss-black BMW. And in the passenger seat sat Lisa Frazer, looking relaxed, smiling, talking to the driver, not realising.
‘Lisa!’ But he was too far away, the traffic around him too loud. ‘Lisa!’ Before he could reach it, the car had turned into a flow of traffic and disappeared. Rebus cursed under his breath. Then looked around him for the first time and saw that he was standing next to a parked Jaguar, in the front of which sat a liveried chauffeur, staring out of the window at him. Rebus yanked at the doorhandle and threw open the door, reaching in with one hand to pull out the bemused driver. He was getting to be a dab hand at this: relieving people of their vehicles.
‘Hoi! What the bleedin’ ’ell –’
The man’s cap rolled along the ground, given force by a gust of wind. For a moment, he knelt on the pavement, undecided whether to rescue the cap or the car. The moment was enough. Rebus gunned the engine and pulled away from the kerb, horns sounding behind him as he did so. At the top of the slight incline, he pressed his hand hard on the horn and careered left into the main road. A squeal of brakes. More horns. The pedestrians looking at him as though he were mad.
‘Need lights,’ he said to himself, glancing at the dashboard. Eventually, he found the headlamp switch and flipped them to full beam. Then took a hard right to bring himself into the middle of the road, passing the traffic, scraping the passenger side against an oncoming red bus, clipping a central bollard, uprooting the flimsy plastic construction and sending it flying into the path of the oncoming traffic.
They couldn’t be too far ahead of him. Yes! He caught a glimpse of the BMW’s tail-lights as it braked to turn a corner. He’d be damned if they’d lose him.
‘Excuse me?’
Rebus flinched, startled, and nearly pulled the car onto the pavement. He looked in the rear-view mirror and saw an elderly gentleman sitting in the back seat, arms spread so as to keep himself upright. He appeared calm as he leaned forward towards Rebus.
‘Would you kindly mind telling me what’s going on? Am I being kidnapped?’
Rebus recognised the voice before he remembered the face. It was the judge from the Watkiss case. Jesus Christ, he’d run off with a judge!
‘Only, if you are kidnapping me,’ the judge went on, ‘perhaps you’d allow me to call my wife. She’ll burn the chops otherwise.’
Call! Rebus looked down again. Below the dashboard, between the driver’s and front passenger seats, there was a neat black car-phone.
‘Do you mind if I use your phone?’ he asked, grinning with a face full of adrenalin.
‘Be my guest.’
Rebus grabbed at the contraption and fiddled as he drove, his steering becoming more erratic than ever.
‘Press the button marked TRS,’ the judge suggested.
‘Thank you, your honour.’
‘You know who I am? I thought I recognised the face. Have I had you before me recently?’
But Rebus had dialled and was now waiting for the call to be answered. It seemed to take forever. And meantime, the BMW had nipped across an amber traffic light.
‘Hold tight,’ Rebus said, baring his teeth. The horn was a banshee wail as they pushed past the waiting traffic and flew across the intersection, traffic from left and right braking hard. One car dented the back of another. A motorcycle slewed on the greasy road. But they were across. The BMW was still in sight, less than half a dozen cars ahead now, yet still apparently unaware of the pursuing demon.
Finally, the call was answered.
‘It’s Rebus here.’ Then, for his passenger’s sake: ‘Detective Inspector Rebus. I need to speak to Flight. Is he there?’ There was a long pause. The connection crackled wildly, as though about to short out altogether. Rebus gripped the handset between hunched shoulder and angled cheek, driving with both hands to take first one bend and then another.
‘John? Where are you?’ Flight’s voice sounded metallic and distant.
‘I’m in a car,’ said Rebus, ‘a car I commandeered. I’m following Chambers. He’s got Lisa Frazer with him. I don’t think she knows he’s the Wolfman.’
‘But for Christ’s sake, John, is he the Wolfman?’
‘I’ll ask him when I catch him. Did you send any cars to the Old Bailey?’
‘I sent one, yes.’
‘That was generous.’ Rebus saw what was ahead. ‘Oh shit!’ He braked hard, but not hard enough. The old lady was shuffling slowly across the zebra crossing, her shopping trolley a step behind her like a pet poodle. Rebus swerved but couldn’t avoid winging the trolley. It flew into the air as though fired from a cannon, dispensing groceries as it went: eggs, butter, flour, cornflakes raining down on the road. Rebus heard the woman screaming. At worst she’d have a broken arm. No, at worst the shock would kill her.
‘Oh shit,’ he said again.
The judge was staring out of the rear window. ‘I think she’s all right,’ he said.
‘John?’ It was Flight’s tin-can voice on the line. ‘Who was that speaking?’
‘Oh,’ said Rebus. ‘That was the judge. It’s his Jaguar I’ve commandeered.’ He had found the windscreen wiper switch and was letting them deal with the pancake mixture on the windscreen.
‘You what?’ So that was what a roar sounded like. The BMW was still in sight. But it had slowed a little, perhaps aware of the incident behind it.
‘Never mind,’ said Rebus. ‘Look, just get some patrol cars up here. We’re on . . .’ He glanced out of windscreen and side window, but could see no street signs.
‘High Holborn,’ said the judge.
‘Thanks,’ said Rebus. ‘We’re on High Holborn, George.’
‘Wait a second,’ said Flight. There was a muffled exchange at his end of the line. Then he came back on again. He sounded tired. ‘Please, John, tell me it isn’t you behind these reports we’re getting. The switchboards are lighting up like Christmas trees.’
‘That’s probably us, George. We took a bollard out a little way back, caused a couple of accidents and now we’ve just sent an old woman’s messages flying everywhere. Yes, that’s us.’
If Flight groaned, he did so quietly. Then: ‘What if it’s not him, John? What if you’re wrong?’
‘Then it’s all a bit of a balls-up, George, and I’ll probably get to see what the inside of a dole office looks like, if not a prison cell. Meanwhile, get those coppers down here!’ Rebus looked at the handset. ‘Judge, help me. How do I –’
‘Just press Power.’ Rebus did, and the illuminated digits faded.
‘Thanks,’ he said.
The traffic was slowing, a jam of lights up ahead. ‘And,’ the judge was saying, ‘if you intend using the apparatus again, I should probably inform you that it can be used in hands-free mode. Just dial and leave it in its little compartment there. You’ll be able to hear the caller and they’ll be able to hear you.’ Rebus nodded his thanks. The judge’s head was close to Rebus’s ear, peering over his shoulder at the road ahead.
‘So,’ he said excitedly, ‘you think Malcolm Chambers is behind all these killings?’
‘That’s right.’
‘And what evidence do you have, Inspector?’
Rebus laughed, and tapped his head. ‘Just this, your lordship, just this.’
‘Remarkable,’ said the judge. He seemed to be considering something. ‘I always thought Malcolm was rather an odd young man. Fine in court, of course, very much the star prosecutor, playing to the gallery and what have you. But outside the courtroom, he seemed very different. Oh, very different indeed. Almost sullen, as though his mind were wandering.’
His mind had wandered all right, thought Rebus, wandered all the way over the edge.
‘Would you like to speak to him?’
‘You think I’m chasing him for a bet?’
The judge chuckled, pointing to the car-phone. ‘I meant talk to him right now.’
Rebus went rigid. ‘You mean you’ve got his number?’
‘Oh yes.’
Rebus thought it over, but shook his head. ‘No,’ he said. ‘He’s got someone with him. An innocent woman. I don’t want to panic him.’
‘I see,’ said the judge, settling back again. ‘Yes, I suppose you’re right. I hadn’t thought of that.’
And then there was an electric purring inside the car. It was the phone, its display illuminated now and flashing. Rebus handed the set to the judge.
‘Probably for you,’ he said drily.
‘No,’ said the judge, ‘just put it back and press Receive.’ Rebus did so. Only then did the judge speak. ‘Hello?’
The voice was clear, the reception signal strong. ‘Edward? Is that you following me?’
It was Chambers’s voice, sounding amused about something. The judge stared at Rebus, who could offer no suggestion for an answer.
‘Malcolm?’ said the judge, his composure intact. ‘Is that you?’
‘You should know. You’re only about twenty yards behind me.’
‘Am I? Which road are you on?’
The voice altered, taking on an edge of sudden viciousness. ‘Don’t fuck with me, Ted! Who’s driving the fucking car? Can’t be you, you haven’t even got a licence. Who is it?’
The judge looked to Rebus again, seeking guidance. They listened together in silence and heard Lisa’s faint voice.
‘What’s going on?’ she was saying. ‘What’s happening?’
Then Chambers’s voice. ‘Shut up, bitch! You’ll get yours.’ The voice rose a chilling octave, sounding like a bad female impersonator, making the hairs on Rebus’s neck bristle. ‘You’ll get yours.’ Then it dropped again, speaking into the handset. ‘Hello? Who’s that? Who’s there? I can hear you breathing, you little shit.’ Rebus bit his lip. Was it better to let Chambers know, or to stay silent? He stayed silent.
‘Oh well,’ said Chambers with a sigh, as though resigned to this stalemate. ‘Out she goes.’
Ahead, Rebus saw the BMW’s passenger door swing open as the car veered onto the pavement.
‘What are you doing!’ screamed Lisa. ‘No! No! Let me go!’
‘Chambers!’ Rebus yelled towards the handset. ‘Leave her!’ The BMW swerved back into the road, the door drifting shut. There was a pause.
‘Hello,’ said Chambers’s voice. ‘To whom am I speaking?’
‘My name’s Rebus. We met at –’
‘John!’ It was Lisa’s voice, very afraid now, almost hysterical. The sound of the slap was a static crack in Rebus’s ear.
‘I said leave her!’ Rebus yelled.
‘I know you did,’ said Chambers, ‘but then you’re hardly in a position to give orders. Anyway, now that I know you two know each other, that makes things interesting, doesn’t it, Inspector?’
‘You remember me?’
‘I have an intimate knowledge of everyone on the Wolfman case. I’ve taken an interest in it from the start – for obvious reasons. There was always someone around willing to tell what they knew.’
‘So you could keep one step ahead?’
‘One step?’ Chambers laughed. ‘You flatter yourself. So tell me, Inspector, what do we do now? Do you stop your car – Edward’s car, I should say – or do I kill your friend here? Do you know, she wanted to ask me about the psychology of court trials. She couldn’t have picked better, could she, the little bitch?’ Lisa was sobbing. Rebus could hear her, and every sound cut him a little deeper. ‘Picture in the paper,’ Chambers was cooing. ‘Picture in the paper with the big tough detective.’
Rebus knew he had to keep Chambers talking. By keeping him talking, he was keeping Lisa alive. But the traffic had stalled. Red lights ahead. The BMW only a few cars in front, prevented from jumping the lights by another car directly in front of it. Could he . . .? Should he even be thinking of it? The judge was still gripping Rebus’s headrest, staring out towards the gleaming black car, the car that was so close to them. So close . . . and so stationary.
‘Well?’ It was Chambers’s voice. ‘Do you pull over, Inspector, or do I kill her?’
Rebus was staring hard at Chambers’s car. He could see that Lisa was leaning away from Chambers, as though making to escape. But Chambers was gripping her with his left arm, his right presumably resting on the steering-wheel. So the man’s attention would be focussed on the passenger side of the car, leaving the driver’s side unguarded.
Rebus made up his mind and quietly opened his door, slipping out onto the reassuringly solid surface of the road. Horns were sounding around him. He paid them no heed. The lights were still at red. He began to move forward, crouching, but moving quickly. Chambers’s driver’s-side mirror! If Chambers looked into it, he’d have a clear view of Rebus’s approach. Make it fast, John, make it.
Amber.
Shit!
Green.
He had reached the BMW, had gripped the doorhandle. Chambers looked out at him, a stunned expression on his face. And then the car in front moved off, and Chambers gunned the engine, the car accelerating forwards, tearing itself free of Rebus.
Shit! Car horns all around. Angry. Angry drivers rolling down their windows and yelling at him as he ran back to the Jaguar. Started the car, moved off. The judge’s hand patted his shoulder.
‘Good try, my boy. Good try.’
And Chambers’s laughter on the car-phone. ‘Hope I didn’t hurt you, Inspector.’ Rebus examined his hand, flexed it painfully. The fingers had nearly been pulled out of their joints. His little finger was swelling already. A break? Perhaps.
‘So,’ said Chambers, ‘for the last time I make you an offer you can hardly refuse. Stop the car, or I kill Dr Frazer.’
‘She’s not a doctor, Chambers. She’s just a student.’ He swallowed: now Lisa knew that he knew. Not that it mattered one way or the other, not now. He took a deep breath. ‘Kill her,’ he said. Behind him, the judge gasped, but Rebus shook his head, reassuring him.
‘What did you say?’ asked Chambers.
‘I said kill her. I’m not really bothered. She’s led me a merry little dance this past week. It’s her own fault she’s in this deep. And after you’ve killed her, I’ll take great pleasure in killing you, Mr Chambers.’
He heard Lisa’s faint voice again. ‘God, John, please no!’ And then Chambers, seeming to grow calmer as Rebus grew more excited: ‘As you wish, Inspector. As you wish.’ The voice was as cold as a mortuary floor, any vestige of humanity gone. Perhaps partly it was Rebus’s fault, taunting him with newspaper stories, with fabrications. But Chambers hadn’t picked on Rebus: he had picked on Lisa. Had Rebus arrived a minute later at the Old Bailey, she would be on her way to certain death. As it was, nothing was certain.
Nothing but the fact of Malcolm Chambers’s madness.
‘He’s turning onto Monmouth Street,’ said the judge, his voice level. He had grasped the fact of Chambers’s guilt, the horror of what had happened and what might still happen.
Rebus heard a flapping sound overhead, and glanced up towards where a helicopter was shadowing the chase. A police helicopter. He could hear sirens, too. So, it seemed, could Chambers. The BMW spurted ahead, slashing the side of another car as it squeezed into a space. The injured car stopped dead. Rebus braked, pulled on the steering-wheel, but still clipped it with his driver’s-side bumper, the headlamp shattering.
‘Sorry about that.’
‘Never mind the car,’ said the judge. ‘Just don’t let him get away.’
‘He won’t get away,’ said Rebus, with sudden confidence. Now where the hell had that come from? The moment he thought about it, it disappeared again, leaving behind a quivering vapour.
They were on St Martin’s Lane now. People mingling, pre-theatre or after work. The busy West End. Yet the traffic ahead had thinned for no apparent reason and the crowds gawped as first the BMW, then the Jaguar sped past.
As they approached Trafalgar Square Rebus saw, to right and left, police officers in luminous yellow jackets holding up the traffic in the side-streets. Now why would they do that? Unless . . .
Road block! One entrance to the Square left open, all exits blocked, the Square itself kept empty for their arrival. In a moment they’d have him. God bless you, George Flight.
Rebus picked up the handset, his voice a snarl, specks of saliva dotting the windscreen as he spoke.
‘Stop the car, Chambers. There’s no place to go.’
Silence. They were skidding into Trafalgar Square now, traffic blaring in queues all around them, held back by the gloved, raised hand of authority. Rebus was buzzing again. The whole West End of London, brought to a standstill so that he might race a Jaguar against a BMW. He could think of friends who’d give whole limbs to be in his place. Yet he had a job to do. That was the bottom line. It was just another job to be cleared up. He might as well have been following teenage Cortina thieves through the streets of some Edinburgh housing-scheme.
But he wasn’t.
They’d done one full circuit around Nelson’s Column. Canada House, South Africa House and the National Gallery were just blurs. The judge was being thrown against the door behind Rebus.
‘Hang on,’ Rebus called.
‘To what, pray?’
And Rebus laughed. He roared with laughter. Then he realised the line was still open to Chambers’s BMW. He laughed even harder, picking up the handset, his knuckles white against the steering-wheel, left arm aching.
‘Having fun, Chambers?’ he yelled. ‘Like the TV programme used to say, there’s no hiding place!’
And then the BMW gave a jolt, and Rebus heard Chambers gasp.
‘You bitch!’ Another jolt, and sounds of a struggle. Lisa was retaliating, now that Chambers was intent on this speeding circuit without end.
‘No!’
‘Get off!’
‘I’ll –’
And a piercing scream, two piercing screams, both high-pitched, feminine in their intensity, and the black car didn’t take the next bend, flew straight for the pavement, mounted it and bounced into a bus shelter, crumpling the metal structure and driving on into the walls of the National Gallery itself.
‘Lisa!’ Rebus cried. He brought the Jaguar to a sudden, pivoting stop. The driver’s door of the BMW creaked open and Chambers stumbled out, slouching off in a half-run, clutching something in his right hand, one leg damaged. Rebus struggled with his own door, finally finding the handle. He ran to the BMW and peered in. Lisa was slumped in the passenger seat, a seatbelt passing in a diagonal across her body. She was groaning, but there were no signs of blood. Whiplash. Nothing more serious than whiplash. She opened her eyes.
‘John?’
‘You’re going to be all right, Lisa. Just hang on. Somebody will be here.’ Indeed, the police cars were closing in, uniforms running into the Square. Rebus looked up from the car, seeking Chambers.
‘There!’ The judge was out of the Jaguar and pointing with a rigid arm, pointing upwards. Rebus followed the line to the steps of the National Gallery. Chambers had reached the top step.
‘Chambers!’ Rebus yelled. ‘Chambers!’
But the body disappeared from view. Rebus started towards the steps, finding his own legs to be less than solid. As though rubber instead of bone and cartilage were keeping him upright. He climbed the steps and entered the building by its nearest door – the exit door. A woman in a staff uniform was lying on the ground in the foyer, a man standing over her. The man gestured towards the gallery’s interior.
‘He ran inside!’
And where Malcolm Chambers went, Rebus would surely follow.
He ran and he ran and he ran.
The way he used to run from his father, running and climbing the steps to the attic, hoping to hide. But always caught in the end. Even if he hid all day and half of the night, eventually the hunger, the thirst, would force him back downstairs, to where they were waiting.
His leg hurts. And he’s cut. His face is stinging. The warm blood is trickling down his chin, down his neck. And he’s running.
It wasn’t all bad, his childhood. He remembers his mother delicately snipping away at his father’s nosehairs. ‘Long nosehairs are so unbecoming in a man.’ It wasn’t his fault, was it, any of it? It was theirs. They’d wanted a daughter; they’d never wanted a son. His mother had dressed him in pink, in girls’ colours and girls’ clothes. Then had painted him, painted him with long blonde curls, imagining him into her paintings, into her landscapes. A little girl running by a riverbank. Running with bows in her hair. Running.
Past one guard, past two. Lunging at them. The alarm is ringing somewhere. Maybe it’s just his imagination. All these paintings. Where have all these paintings come from? Through one door, turn right, through another.
They kept him at home. The schools couldn’t teach him the way they could. Home taught. Home made. His father, some nights, drunk, would knock over his mother’s canvases and dance on them. ‘Art! Fuck art!’ He’d do his little dance with a chuckle in his throat and all the time his mother would sit with her face in her hands and cry, then run to her room and bolt shut the door. Those were the nights when his father would stumble through to his bedroom. Just for a cuddle. Sweet alcoholic breath. Just for a cuddle. And then more than a cuddle, so very much more. ‘Open wide, just like the dentist tells you.’ Christ, it hurt so much. A probing finger . . . tongue . . . the wrenching open . . . And even worse was the noise, the dull grunting, the loud nasal breathing. And then the sham, pretending it had been just a game, that was all. And to prove it, his father would bend down and take a big soft bite out of his stomach, growling like a bear. Blowing a raspberry on the bare flesh. And then a laugh. ‘You see, it was only a game, wasn’t it?’
No, never a game. Never. Running. To the attic. To the garden, to squeeze behind the shed, where the stinging nettles were. Even their bite was not so bad as his father’s. Had his mother known? Of course she had known. Once, when he had tried to tell her in a whispered moment, she had refused to listen. ‘No, not your father, you’re making it up, Malcolm.’ But her paintings had grown more violent: the fields now were purple and black, the water blood-red. The figures on the riverbank had grown skeletal, painted stark white like ghosts.
He’d hidden it all so well for so long. But then she’d come back to him. And now he was mostly ‘she’, consumed by her, and by her need for . . . Not revenge, it couldn’t really be called revenge. Something deeper than revenge, some huge and hungry need without a name, without a form. Only a function. Oh yes, a function.
This way and that. The people in the gallery make way for him. The alarm is ringing still. There’s a hissing in his head like a child’s rattle. Sss-sss-sss. Sss-sss-sss. These paintings he is running past, they’re laughable. Long nosehairs Johnny. None mimicked real life, and less so the life beneath. None could ape the grim caveman thoughts of every human being on the planet. But then he pushes open another door and it’s all so very different. A room of darkness and shadowplay, of skulls and frowning bloodless faces. Yes, this is how it is. Velázquez, El Greco, the Spanish painters. Skull and shadow. Ah, Velázquez.
Why couldn’t his mother have painted like this? When they died. (Together, in bed. A gas leak. The police said the child was lucky to be alive. Lucky his own bedroom window had been open a couple of inches.) When they had died, all he’d taken with him from the house had been her paintings, every single one of them.
‘Only a game.’
‘Long nosehairs, Johnny.’ Snipping with the scissors, his father asleep. He’d pleaded with his eyes, pleaded with her to stick the point of the scissors into his father’s fleshy noiseless throat. She’d been so gentle. Snip. So kind and gentle. Snip. The child was lucky.
What could they know?
Rebus walked up the stairs and through the bookshop. Other officers were close behind him. He motioned for them to spread out. There would be no escape. But he also warned them to keep their distance.
Malcolm Chambers was his.
The first gallery was large, with red walls. A guard pointed through the doorway on the right and Rebus strode towards it. By the side of the doorway, a painting showed a headless corpse, spouting blood. The painting mirrored Rebus’s thoughts so well that he smiled grimly. There were spots of rust-coloured blood on the orange carpet. But even without these, he would have had no difficulty following Chambers’s trail. The tourists and attendants stood back from him, pointing, showing him the way. The alarm bell was bright and sharp, focusing his mind. His legs had become solid once again and his heart pumped blood so loudly he wondered if others could hear it.
He took a right, from a small corner room into another large gallery, at the far end of which stood a set of hefty wooden and glass doors. Near them another attendant stood nursing a wounded arm. There was a bloody handprint on one door. Rebus stopped and looked through into the room itself.
In the furthest corner, slouched on the floor, sat the Wolfman. Directly above him on the wall was a painting of a monastic figure, the face cowled and in shadow. The figure looked to be praying to heaven. The figure was holding a skull. A smear of blood ran down and past the skull.
Rebus pushed open the door and walked into the room. Next to this painting was another, of the Virgin Mary with stars around what was left of her head. A large hole had been punched through her face. The figure beneath the paintings was still and silent. Rebus took a few paces forward. He glanced to his left and saw that on the opposite wall were portraits of unhappy looking noblemen. They had every right to be unhappy. Slashes in each canvas almost ripped their heads from their bodies. He was close now. Close enough to see that the painting next to Malcolm Chambers was a Velázquez, ‘The Immaculate Conception’. Rebus smiled again. Immaculate indeed.
And then Malcolm Chambers’s head jerked up. The eyes were cold, the face stippled with glass from the BMW’s windscreen. The voice when it spoke was dull and tired.
‘Inspector Rebus.’
Rebus nodded, though it had not been a question.
‘I wonder,’ Chambers said, ‘why my mother never brought me here. I don’t remember being taken anywhere, except perhaps Madame Tussaud’s. Have you ever been to Madame Tussaud’s, Inspector? I like the Chamber of Horrors. My mother wouldn’t even come in with me.’ He laughed, and leaned against the foot-rail behind him, ready to push himself to his feet. ‘I shouldn’t have torn those paintings, should I?’ he was saying. ‘They were probably priceless. Silly really. They’re only paintings, after all. Why should paintings be priceless?’
Rebus had reached out a hand to help him up. At the same time, he saw the portraits again. Slashed. Not torn, slashed. Like the attendant’s arm. Not by human hand, but with an instrument.
Too late. The small kitchen-knife in Chambers’s hand was already pushing through Rebus’s shirt. Chambers had leapt to his feet and was propelling Rebus backwards, back towards the portraits on the far wall. Chambers was infused with the strength of madness. Rebus felt his feet catch on the foot-rail behind him, his head fell back against one painting, thudding into the wall. He had his own right hand clasped around Chambers’s knife-hand now, so that the tip of the knife was still gouging at his stomach but could go no deeper. He jerked a knee into Chambers’s groin, at the same time jamming the heel of his left hand into Chambers’s nose. There was a squeal as the pressure lessened on the knife. Rebus twisted Chambers’s wrist, trying to shake free the knife, but Chambers’s grip held fast.
Upright again, away from the wall now, they wrestled for control of the knife. Chambers was crying, howling. The sound chilled Rebus, even as he grappled with the man. It was like fighting with darkness itself. Unwanted thoughts sped through his mind: crammed tube trains, child molesters, beggars, blank faces, punks and pimps, as everything he’d seen and experienced in London washed over him in a final rolling wave. He dare not look into Chambers’s face for fear that he would freeze. The paintings all around were blurs of blue, black and grey as he danced this macabre dance, feeling Chambers growing stronger and himself growing more tired. Tired and dizzy, the room spinning, a dullness coursing through his stomach towards the hole made by the knife.
The knife which is moving now, moving with new-found power, a power Rebus feels unable to counter with anything more than a grimace. He dares himself to look at Chambers. Does so, and sees the eyes staring at him like a bull’s, the mouth set defiantly, the chin jutting. There is more than defiance there, more than madness, there is a resolution. Rebus feels it as the knife-hand turns. Turns one hundred and eighty degrees. And then he is being pushed backwards again. Chambers is rearing up, driving him on, powerful as an engine, until Rebus slams into another wall, followed by Chambers himself. It is almost an embrace. The bodies seemingly intimate in their contact. Chambers is heavy, a dead weight. His cheek rests against Rebus’s. Until Rebus, recovering his breath, pushes the body away. Chambers staggers backwards into the room, the knife buried in his chest all the way up to the hilt. He angles his head to look down, dark blood dribbling from the corners of his mouth. He touches at the handle of the knife. Then looks up at Rebus and smiles, almost apologetically.
‘So unbecoming . . . in a man.’ Then falls to his knees. Trunk falls forward. Head hits carpet. And stays like that. Rebus is breathing hard. He pushes himself up from the wall, walks to the centre of the room, and pushes at the body with the toe of his shoe, tipping Chambers sideways. The face looks peaceful, despite the welts of blood. Rebus touches two fingers to the front of his own shirt. They come away moist with blood. That didn’t matter. What mattered was that the Wolfman had turned out to be human after all, human and mortal, mortal and dead. If he wanted to, Rebus knew he could take the credit. He didn’t want the credit. He’d get them to take away the knife and check it for fingerprints. They would find only Chambers’s. That didn’t mean much, of course. The likes of Flight would still think Rebus had killed him. But Rebus hadn’t killed the Wolfman, and he couldn’t be sure exactly what had: cowardice? guilt? or something deeper, something never to be explained?
So unbecoming . . . in a man. What kind of obituary was that?
‘John?’
It was Flight’s voice. Behind him stood two officers armed with pistols.
‘No need for silver bullets, George,’ said Rebus. He stood there, surrounded by what he supposed would be millions of pounds’ worth of damaged works of art, alarm bells ringing, while outside the traffic in central London would be backed up for miles until Trafalgar Square could be opened again.
‘I told you it’d be easy,’ he said.
Lisa Frazer was fine. Shock, a few bruises, whiplash. The hospital wanted to keep her in overnight, just to be sure. They wanted to keep Rebus in, too, but he refused. They gave him painkillers instead, and three stitches in his stomach. The cut, they said, was fairly superficial, but it was best to be safe. The thread they used was thick and black.
By the time he arrived at Chambers’s huge two-storey flat in Islington, the place was crawling with police, forensics, photographers and the usual retinue. The reporters outside were desperate for a quote, some recognising him from the impromptu conference he had given outside the house on Copperplate Street. But he pushed past them and into the Wolfman’s lair.
‘John, how are you?’ It was George Flight, looking bemused by the day’s proceedings. He had placed a hand on Rebus’s shoulder. Rebus smiled.
‘I’m fine, George. What have you found?’
They were standing in the main hall. Flight glanced back into one of the rooms off this hall. ‘You won’t believe it,’ he said. ‘I’m still not sure I do.’ There was a tang of whisky on Flight’s breath. The celebrations had begun already.
Rebus walked to the door and into the room. This was where the photographers and forensics people were busiest. A tall man rose to his feet from behind a sofa and looked across to Rebus. It was Philip Cousins. He smiled and nodded. Near him stood Isobel Penny, sketchbook in hand. But Rebus noticed that she wasn’t drawing, and her face had lost all traces of liveliness. Even she, it seemed, could still be shocked.
The scene was certainly shocking. But worst of all was the smell, the smell and the buzzing of flies. One wall was covered in what had been paintings – very crudely done paintings, as even Rebus could tell. But now they had been slashed into tatters, some of which lay across the floor. And on the opposite wall was as much graffiti as would befit any tower block in Churchill Estate. Venomous stuff: FUCK ART. FEEL THE POOR. KILL PIGS. The stuff of madness.
There were two bodies thrown casually behind the sofa, and a third lying under a table, as though some rudimentary effort had been made to tidy them out of sight. Carpet and walls were stained with fine sprays of blood and the cloying smell told Rebus that at least one of the bodies had been here for several days. Easy to confront this now, now that it was at an end. Not so easy to work out the ‘why?’. That was what worried Flight.
‘I just can’t find a motive, John. I mean, Chambers had everything. Why the hell did he need to . . .? I mean, why would he just . . .?’ They were in the flat’s living-room. No clues were being offered up. Chambers’s private life seemed as tidy and innocuous as the rest of his home. Just that one room, that one secret corner. That apart, they might have been in any successful barrister’s apartment, poring over his books, his desk, his correspondence, his computer files.
It didn’t really bother Rebus. It wouldn’t bother him supposing they never found out why. He shrugged.
‘Wait till the biography’s published, George,’ said Rebus, ‘maybe then you’ll get your answer.’ Or ask a psychologist, he thought to himself. He didn’t doubt there would be plenty of theories.
But Flight was shaking his head, rubbing at his head, his face, his neck. He still couldn’t believe it had come to an end. Rebus touched a hand to his arm. Their eyes met. Rebus nodded slowly, then winked.
‘You should have been in that Jag, George. It was magic.’
Flight managed to pull a smile out of the air. ‘Tell that to the judge,’ he said. ‘Tell that to the judge.’
Rebus ate that night at George Flight’s home, a meal cooked by Marion. So at last they were having the promised dinner together, but it was a fairly sombre occasion, enlivened only by an interview with some art historian on the late-night news. He was talking about the damage to the paintings in the National Gallery’s Spanish Room.
‘Such pointless waste . . . vandalism . . . sheer, wanton . . . priceless . . . perhaps irreparable . . . thousands of pounds . . . heritage.’
‘Blah, blah, blah,’ said Flight sneeringly. ‘At least you can patch up a bloody painting. These people talk half the time out of their arses.’
‘George!’
‘Sorry, Marion,’ said Flight sheepishly. He glanced towards Rebus, who winked back at him.
Later, after she had gone to bed, the two men sat together drinking a final brandy.
‘I’ve decided to retire,’ said Flight. ‘Marion’s been nagging me for ages. My health’s not what it was.’
‘Not serious, I hope?’
Flight shook his head. ‘No, nothing like that. But there’s a security firm, they’ve offered to take me on. More money, nine till five. You know how it is.’
Rebus nodded. He’d seen some of the best of his elders drawn like moths to a lightbulb when security firms and the like came to call. He drained his glass.
‘When will you be leaving?’ Flight asked.
‘I thought I’d go back tomorrow. I can come back down again when they need me to give evidence.’
Flight nodded. ‘Next time you come, we’ve got a spare bedroom here.’
‘Thanks, George.’ Rebus rose to his feet.
‘I’ll drive you back,’ said Flight. But Rebus shook his head.
‘Call me a cab,’ he insisted. ‘I don’t want you done for D and D. Think what it would do to your pension.’
Flight stared into his brandy glass. ‘You’ve got a point,’ he said. ‘Okay then, a cab it is.’ He slipped a hand into his pocket. ‘By the way, I’ve got you a little present.’
He held the clenched fist out to Rebus, who placed his own open palm beneath it. A slip of paper dropped from Flight’s hand into his. Rebus unfolded the note. It was an address. Rebus looked up at Flight and nodded his understanding.
‘Thanks, George,’ he said.
‘No rough stuff, eh, John?’
‘No rough stuff,’ agreed Rebus.
He slept deeply that night, but woke at six the next morning and sat up in bed immediately. His stomach hurt, a burning sensation as though he had just swallowed a measure of spirits. The doctors had told him not to drink alcohol. Last night he had drunk just the one glass of wine and two glasses of brandy. He rubbed the area around the wound, willing the ache to go away, then took two more painkillers with a glass of tap-water before dressing and putting on his shoes.
His taxi driver, though sleepy, was full of tales of yesterday’s action.
‘I was on Whitehall, wasn’t I? An hour and a quarter in the cab before the traffic got moving again. Hour and a bleedin’ quarter. Didn’t see the chase either, but I heard the smash.’
Rebus sat back in silence, all the way to the block of flats in Bethnal Green. He paid the driver and looked again at the slip of paper Flight had given him. Number 46, fourth floor, flat six. The elevator smelled of vinegar. A crumpled paper package in one corner was oozing under-cooked chips and a tail-end of batter. Flight was right: it made all the difference having a good network of informers. It made for quick information. But what a good copper’s network could get, so too could a good villain’s. Rebus hoped he’d be in time.
He walked quickly across the small landing from the open lift to the door of one of the flats where two empty milk bottles stood to attention in a plastic holder. He picked up one bottle and hurried back to the lift just as its doors were shuddering to a close to place the milk bottle in the remaining gap. The doors stayed where they were. So did the lift.
You never knew when a quick getaway would be needed.
Then he walked along the narrow corridor to flat six, braced himself against the wall and kicked at the doorhandle with the heel of his shoe. The door flew open and he walked into a stuffy hall. Another door, another kick and he was face to face with Kenny Watkiss.
Watkiss had been asleep on a mattress on the floor. He was standing now, clad only in underpants and shivering, against the furthest wall from the door. He pushed his hair back when he saw who it was.
‘Jee-Jesus,’ he stammered. ‘What are you doing here?’
‘Hello, Kenny,’ said Rebus, stepping into the room. ‘I thought we’d have a little chat.’
‘What about?’ You didn’t get as frightened as Kenny Watkiss was by having your door kicked in at half past six in the morning. You only got that frightened by the idea of who was doing it and why.
‘About Uncle Tommy.’
‘Uncle Tommy?’ Kenny Watkiss smiled unconvincingly. He moved back to the mattress and started pulling on a pair of torn denims. ‘What about him?’
‘What are you so scared of, Kenny? Why are you hiding?’
‘Hiding?’ That smile again. ‘Who said I was hiding?’
Rebus shook his head, his own smile one of apparent sympathy. ‘I feel sorry for you, Kenny, really I do. I see your kind a hundred times a week. All ambition and no brain. All talk but no guts. I’ve only been in London a week, and already I know how to find you when I want you.
Do you think Tommy can’t? You think maybe he’ll lay off? No, he’s going to nail your head to the wall.’
‘Don’t talk daft.’ Now that he was dressed, having pulled on a black T-shirt, Kenny’s voice had lost some of its trembling. But he couldn’t hide the look in his eyes, the haunted, hunted look. Rebus decided to make it easy for him. He reached into a pocket and brought out a packet of cigarettes, offered one to Kenny and lit it for him before taking one himself. He rubbed at his stomach. Jesus, it was hurting. He hoped the stitches were holding.
‘You’ve been ripping him off,’ Rebus said casually. ‘He handled stolen goods, you were his courier, passing it down the chain. But you’ve been skimming a little off the top, haven’t you? And with each job you’d take a little more than he knew about. Why? Saving for that Docklands flat? So you could start your own business? Maybe you got greedy, I don’t know. But Tommy got suspicious. You were in court that day because you wanted to see him go down. It was the only thing that could have saved you. When he didn’t, you still tried putting one over on him, yelling out from the public gallery. But by then it was only a matter of time. And when you heard that the case had been dropped altogether, well, you knew he’d come straight after you. So you ran. You didn’t run far enough, Kenny.’
‘What’s it to you?’ The words were angry. But it was the anger that came of fear. It wasn’t directed at Rebus. He was merely the messenger.
‘Just this,’ Rebus said calmly: ‘keep away from Sammy. Don’t ever go near her again, don’t even try to talk to her. In fact, your best bet right now is to get on a train or a bus or whatever and get the hell out of London. Don’t worry, we’ll pin Tommy for something sooner or later. Then maybe you can come back.’ He had slipped a hand into his pocket again. It came out holding a fold of ten pound notes, four of which he peeled off and threw onto the mattress. ‘I’m offering you a one-way ticket, and I’m suggesting you take it right now, this morning.’
The eyes and voice were wary. ‘You’re not going to take me in?’
‘Why should I?’
The smile this time was more confident still. He looked at the money. ‘It’s just family, Rebus. That’s all. I can take care of myself.’
‘Can you?’ Rebus nodded, taking in the room with its peeling wallpaper and boarded-up window, the mattress with its single rumpled sheet. ‘Fair enough.’ He turned to go.
‘It wasn’t just me, you know.’
Rebus stopped but didn’t turn. ‘What?’ He tried not to sound interested.
‘There was a copper, too. He was on a cut from the robberies.’
Rebus sucked in air. Did he need to know? Did he want to know? Kenny Watkiss didn’t give him the choice.
‘A detective called Lamb,’ he said. Rebus exhaled silently, but, saying nothing, showing nothing, walked back out of the flat and, pulling open the lift doors, kicking away the milk bottle, pressed the button for the ground floor and waited for the slow descent.
Outside the block, he paused to stub out his cigarette. He rubbed at his stomach again. Stupid not to have brought the painkillers with him. From the corner of his eye, he could see the unmarked transit van in the car park. Six forty-five. There could be a perfectly rational explanation for it, for the fact that two men sat stonily in its front seats. They might be about to go to work, mightn’t they?
In fact, Rebus knew damned fine that’s what they were doing. And he had another choice now. He could let them go to work, or he could stop them. It took him another second or two to decide, but finally, with a picture of Samantha’s face in his head, he walked across nonchalantly to the van and, the men still ignoring his existence, thumped hard on the passenger-side window. The passenger looked at him with undisguised enmity, but, seeing that Rebus was undeterred, rolled down the window.
‘Yeah?’
Rebus stuck his ID so far into the man’s face that the plastic coating brushed against his nose.
‘Police,’ he snapped. ‘Now get the fuck out of here. And tell Tommy Watkiss we’ve got his nephew under twenty-four hour watch. Anything happens, we’ll know where to come and who to charge.’ Rebus stood back and looked carefully at the man. ‘Think you can remember all that, or do you want me to write it down?’
The passenger was growling audibly as he rolled the window back up. The driver was already starting the van. As it began to move off, Rebus gave its side a farewell kick. Maybe Kenny would leave and maybe he’d stay. It was up to him. Rebus had given him a chance. Whether the young man took it or not was out of Rebus’s hands.
‘Like Pontius Pilate,’ he mumbled to himself as he made for the main road. Standing by a lamppost, waiting and praying for a black cab to come along, he saw Kenny Watkiss emerge from the flats, a duffel-bag slung across his shoulder, and, looking around him, start to jog towards the far end of the estate. Rebus nodded to himself. ‘That’s my boy,’ he said, as, with protesting brakes, a cab slowed to a halt beside him.
‘You’re in luck, mate,’ said the driver. ‘I’m just starting my shift.’ Rebus clambered in and gave the name of his hotel, then settled back, enjoying the city at this quiet hour. The driver, though, was in practice for the day ahead.
‘Here,’ he said, ‘did you hear about that rumpus yesterday at Trafalgar Square? I was in a queue for an hour and a half. I mean, I’m all for law and order, but there must’ve been another way of going about it, mustn’t there?’
John Rebus shook his head and laughed.
His suitcase sat closed on the bed beside the little-used briefcase and the bag of books. He was squeezing the last few items into his sports bag when there was a soft tapping at his door.
‘Come in.’
She did. She was wearing a solid-foam neck-brace, but grinned it away.
‘Isn’t it stupid? They want me to wear it for the next few days, but I –’ She saw the cases on the bed. ‘You’re not leaving already?’
Rebus nodded. ‘I came here to help with the Wolfman case. The Wolfman case is finished.’
‘But what about –’
He turned to her. ‘What about us?’ he guessed. She lowered her eyes. ‘That’s a good question, Lisa. You lied to me. You weren’t trying to help. You were trying to get your bloody Ph.D.’
‘I’m sorry,’ she said.
‘Me too. I mean, I can understand why you did it, why you think you had to do it. Really I can. But that doesn’t make it any better.’
She straightened her back and nodded. ‘Fair enough then,’ she said. ‘So, Inspector Rebus, if all I was doing was using you, why did I come here straight from the hospital?’
He zipped shut the bag. It was a good question. ‘Because you got found out,’ he said.
‘No,’ she said. ‘That was bound to happen eventually. Try again.’ He shrugged his shoulders. ‘Oh,’ she said, sounding disappointed. ‘I was hoping you could tell me. I’m not really sure myself.’
He turned towards her again and saw that she was smiling. She looked so stupid in the neck-brace that he had to return the smile eventually. And when she came towards him he returned her hug, too.
‘Ouch!’ she said. ‘Not too hard, John.’
So he relaxed his muscles a little, and they kept on hugging. He was actually feeling mellow; the painkillers had seen to that.
‘Anyway,’ he said at last, ‘you weren’t much help.’
She pulled away from him. He was still smiling, but archly. ‘What do you mean?’
‘I mean all that stuff we talked about in the restaurant. All those index cards.’ Rebus recited the list. ‘Thwarted ambition. Victims from a social class above the killer. No confrontation . . .’ He scratched his chin. ‘None of it fits Malcolm Chambers.’
‘I wouldn’t say that. We’ve still got to look at his home life, his background.’ She sounded defiant rather than merely defensive. ‘And I was right about the schizophrenia.’
‘So you’ll still do your project?’
She tried to nod; it wasn’t easy. ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘There’s plenty of work to be done on Chambers, believe me. There must be clues there somewhere in his past. He must have left something.’
‘Well, let me know what you find out.’
‘John. Before he died, did he say anything?’
Rebus smiled. ‘Nothing important,’ he said. ‘Nothing important.’
After she’d gone, after the promises of return trips and of weekends in Edinburgh, promises of postcards and phone calls, he took his luggage down to reception. George Flight was at the desk. Rebus put his key down next to where Flight was signing his name to several forms.
‘Do you realise how much this hotel costs?’ Flight said, not looking up. ‘Next time you visit, you really will have to bunk at my place.’ Then he glanced towards Rebus. ‘But I suppose you were worth it.’ He finished with the forms and handed them to the receptionist, who checked them before nodding that everything was in order. ‘You know the address to send them to,’ Flight called back as the two men started towards the hotel’s swing-doors.
‘I really must get the lock on the boot fixed,’ Flight said, shutting the car’s back door on Rebus’s luggage. Then: ‘Where to? King’s Cross?’
Rebus nodded. ‘With one slight detour,’ he said.
The detour, in Flight’s words, turned out to be more than slight. They parked across from Rhona’s flat in Gideon Park and Flight pulled on the handbrake.
‘Going in?’ he said. Rebus had been thinking about it, but shook his head. What could he tell Sammy? Nothing that would help. If he said he’d seen Kenny, she’d only accuse him of scaring him off. No, best leave it.
‘George,’ he said, ‘could you maybe have someone drop in and tell her Kenny’s left London. But stress that he’s okay, that he’s not in trouble. I don’t want him lingering too long in her memory.’
Flight was nodding. ‘I’ll do it myself,’ he said. ‘Have you seen him yet?’
‘I went this morning.’
‘And?’
‘And I was just in time. But I reckon he’ll be all right.’
Flight studied the face next to him. ‘I think I believe you,’ he said.
‘Just one thing.’
‘Yes?’
‘Kenny told me one of your men is involved. The baby-faced redneck.’
‘Lamb?’
‘That’s the one. He’s on Tommy Watkiss’s payroll, according to Kenny.’
Flight pursed his lips and was silent for a moment. ‘I think I believe that, too,’ he said at last, very quietly. ‘Don’t worry, John. I’ll deal with it.’
Rebus said nothing. He was still staring out at the windows of Rhona’s flat, willing Sammy to come to one of them and see him. No, not see him, just so that he might see her. But there was no one at home. The ladies were out for the day with Tim or Tony or Graeme or Ben.
And it was none of Rebus’s business anyway.
‘Let’s go,’ he said.
So Flight drove him to King’s Cross. Drove him through streets paved with nothing so very different from any other city. Streets ancient and modern, breathing with envy and excitement. And with evil. Not much evil, perhaps. But enough. Evil, after all, was pretty well a constant. He thanked God that it touched so few lives. He thanked God that his friends and family were safe. And he thanked God he was going home.
‘What are you thinking about?’ Flight asked as they idled at yet another set of traffic lights.
‘Nothing,’ said Rebus.
He was still thinking about nothing when he boarded the busy Inter City 125, and sat down with his newspapers and his magazines. As the train was about to move off, someone squeezed into the seat opposite him and deposited four large cans of strong lager on the table. The youth was tall and hard-looking with shorn hair. He glared at Rebus and turned up his personal cassette player. Tscchh-tscchh-tscchh it went, so loud Rebus could almost make out the words. The youth was grasping a ticket denoting Edinburgh as his destination. He put the ticket down and pulled on a ring-pull. Rebus shook his head wearily and smiled. His own personal hell. As the train pulled away, he caught its rhythm and beat that rhythm out silently in his head.
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All the way home.
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Discussion points for Tooth & Nail
Rebus believes that the police in London will ‘see through him’; how does he respond?
Consider the narrative devices that Ian Rankin employs to suggest how alien London feels to Rebus.
Both Flight and Rebus listen to their gut feelings as much as they mull over the physical evidence – are they right to do so? They are literally unable to understand each other at first; does this change, and how does Ian Rankin portray their shifting attitudes to one another?
Rebus's relationships with Rhona and Sammy come once more under scrutiny; discuss the ways these have developed from previous books. How does Rebus cope with the fact that Sammy may be sexually active? Does Sammy realise the enormity of what she asks from her father when Kenny disappears?
Rebus has packed a Bible. But later he thinks, ‘Where was the religion for those who did not feel guilty, did not feel shame, did not regret getting angry or getting even, or, better yet, getting more than even? Where was the religion for a man who believed that good and bad must coexist, even within the individual? Where was the religion for a man who believed in God but not in God's religion?’ Does Rebus find any sort of answer to these questions?
Rebus's experiences are portrayed in the past tense, while the sections portraying the killer's interior monologues are in the present tense. What effect does this have?
Rebus gets Lisa Frazer very wrong; is he a victim of his own vanity in getting involved with her?
When Rebus and Lisa Frazer discuss whether policemen are born pessimists or optimists, are any conclusions drawn?
Is the sandwich-dropped-television-and-dog incident buying into the urban myth tradition?
Ian Rankin very much enjoyed reading Thomas Harris's The Silence of the Lambs. Are there any apparent echoes of that type of thriller here?
Rebus has a clearly defined alcoholic blackout – does he attempt to justify this in any way?
Ian Rankin says he learned a valuable lesson while writing this novel, that sex and violence can be suggested without going into ‘graphic and voyeuristic detail’. So how does he deal here with sex and violence?
In a brief cameo Big Ger Cafferty is introduced to the reader for the first time. Why might Ian Rankin have wanted to come back to him in future books?
Discuss whether the clear identification of gender with the Wolfman from the opening line has the effect of alerting the reader or of lulling them into a false sense of security.
To the only Jack I’ve ever stripped
He knows nothing; and he thinks he knows everything. That points clearly to a political career.
Shaw, Major Barbara
The habit of friendship is matured by constant intercourse.
Libianus, 4th century AD, quoted in Edinburgh,
by Charles McKean
Contents
Strip Jack was the first of the Rebus novels to be written entirely in the rundown French farmhouse which I’d moved to with my wife in 1990. Our first couple of years there, we put most of our effort into doing the place up: rewiring, putting up ceilings, and trying to cultivate the acre of brambled wilderness around us. The attic became my office. It was accessed by a rickety wooden ladder and a trapdoor. The floor was so badly warped that any pens placed on the desk would roll off with frightening speed. The decor consisted of bus maps of central Edinburgh, postcards of the city’s monuments, and a list of police regions in Scotland.
Yet little of our French idyll seeped into the book. Quite the opposite: it’s one of my most Scottish works, perhaps in reaction to the previous novel’s London setting. Words such as ‘brae’, ‘keech’, ‘birl’, and ‘haar’ creep in. Whisky is referred to as ‘the cratur’, while ‘ba-heid’ is used as a term of insult. Many of the words, such as ‘shoogly’ and ‘peching’, were favourites of my father: it’s possible I was thinking of him as I wrote. This was my first book since his funeral in 1990. Certainly, he was the only person I’d ever heard say, ‘If shit was gold, ye’d have a tyke at yer erse,’ words I would now give to Rebus’s own father.
To reinforce the book’s Scottishness, I suggested its original jacket design – a lion rampant flying cheekily from the Houses of Parliament. But as well as being very Scottish in its language, Strip Jack also seems to me a less savage and biting book than my three previous efforts in the series. This could be due to a change in family circumstances. My wife Miranda became pregnant in 1991, and our son Jack was born in February 1992. This is why Strip Jack is dedicated to ‘the only Jack I’ve ever stripped’ – something which now makes my teenage son cringe, of course.
The title came from a compendium of card games. I’d been looking for something which would reflect the playfulness of Knots & Crosses and Hide & Seek, and had compiled lists of children’s and adults’ games and pastimes. The card game ‘Strip Jack Naked’ appealed to me: I could give my chief suspect in the book the surname Jack. It seemed, after all, that someone was out to strip him of his standing, his good name – maybe even his life. The three-word title seemed clumsy, however, so I shortened it to two.
Curiously, it was only in leaving Scotland that I began really to become interested in my native country’s history and politics. I started to devour books on these subjects, and would return to Edinburgh three or four times a year, usually begging a bed or sofa at a friend’s place. I would take long walks around the city, using up rolls of film in my cheap camera, and spending hours in the various libraries. Now that I was a full-time writer, I felt a fresh obligation to get the details right. For Strip Jack, I wrote to the University of Edinburgh’s Pathology Department, and was granted a meeting with Professor Anthony Busuttil. He became responsible for much of the forensic detail in the book (and in others in the series). When Dr Curt speaks of ‘diatoms’ and ‘washerwoman’s skin’, it is really Professor Busuttil talking. That first meeting was memorable in that the Professor momentarily mistook me for a police officer and began discussing the case of a slashed throat. As he started to bring out the autopsy photos, my greying face told him he’d made a mistake . . .
Living and working so far from Edinburgh, I fell back on personal history and reminiscence for much of Rebus’s inner life. When he recalls picnics and holiday destinations, they are my experiences rather than his. The MP Gregor Jack, however, comes from nowhere other than my imagination. I based him on no one I knew. His circle of friends, though, is another matter. I had made close friends in high school, and not many since. The story of how ‘Suey’ got his nickname comes from a real-life event which occurred during a school trip to Germany when I was sixteen. And the ‘dyslexic bigotry’ of ‘Remember 1960’ appeared on a friend’s tenement stairwell in Easter Road.
Rebus also takes on some of my own characteristics. On one trip to Edinburgh, I’d consulted a doctor about the panic attacks I’d been suffering. Rather than medication, he’d prescribed self-hypnosis and relaxation techniques. In giving my problems to Rebus, I was using my writing as a form of therapy. Just as I had taken him to London in Tooth & Nail, so that he could dislike the place on my behalf, so I dumped my health problems on him too. However, I also did him the favour of placing him in a relationship with Dr Patience Aitken, who had a flat in Oxford Terrace next door to one of my high-school friends. (He would pop up in the book, actually, in the scene in the Horsehair Bar.) Patience would provide Rebus with some much-needed emotional stability . . . at least for a few books.
Reading the novel now, it seems to me that Strip Jack is partly a story of friendship, of ties formed at school and never loosed. But it’s also another of my explorations of the theme of Scotland’s Jekyll and Hyde character: people hide their true selves behind a veneer of respectability. By the end, the villain of the piece has been reduced to something ape-like, bringing to mind descriptions of Mr Hyde in Stevenson’s story.
Up until the final moments of Strip Jack, Rebus had been based in a fictitious police station on a fictitious street. However, now that I was a full-time author, earning a living by writing about real professions, I felt I owed it to the real-life practitioners to make my books as authentic as possible. I would take Rebus out of my made-up Edinburgh and into the real one: he would work in a real cop-shop and drink in real bars.
My long apprenticeship was nearing its end.
April 2005
The wonder of it was that the neighbours hadn’t complained, hadn’t even – as many of them later told the newsmen – realized. Not until that night, the night their sleep was disturbed by sudden activity in the street. Cars, vans, policemen, the static chatter of radios. Not that the noise ever got out of hand. The whole operation was directed with such speed and, yes, even good humour that there were those who slept through the excitement.
‘I want courtesy,’ Chief Superintendent ‘Farmer’ Watson had explained to his men in the briefing room that evening. ‘It may be a hoor-hoose, but it’s on the right side of town, if you take my meaning. No telling who might be in there. We might even come across our own dear Chief Constable.’
Watson grinned, to let them know he was joking. But some of the officers in the room, knowing the CC better than Watson himself apparently did, exchanged glances and wry smiles.
‘Right,’ said Watson, ‘let’s go through the plan of attack one more time . . .’
Christ, he’s loving this, thought Detective Inspector John Rebus. He’s loving every minute. And why not? This was Watson’s baby after all, and it was to be a home birth. Which was to say, Watson was going to be in charge all the way from immaculate conception to immaculate delivery.
Maybe it was a male menopause thing, this need to flex a bit of muscle. Most of the chief supers Rebus had known in his twenty years on the force had been content to push pens over paper and wait for retirement day. But not Watson. Watson was like Channel Four: full of independent programmes of minority interest. He didn’t make waves exactly, but by Christ he splashed like hell.
And now he even seemed to have an informer, an invisible somebody who had whispered in his ear the word ‘brothel’. Sin and debauchery! Watson’s hard Presbyterian heart had been stirred to righteous indignation. He was the kind of Highland Christian who found sex within marriage just about acceptable – his son and daughter were proof – but who baulked at anything and everything else. If there was an active brothel in Edinburgh, Watson wanted it shut down with prejudice.
But then the informer had provided an address, and this caused a certain hesitation. The brothel was in one of the better streets of the New Town, quiet Georgian terraces, lined with trees and Saabs and Volvos, the houses filled with professional people: lawyers, surgeons, university professors. This was no seaman’s bawdy-house, no series of damp, dark rooms above a dockside pub. This was, as Rebus himself had offered, an Establishment establishment. Watson hadn’t seen the joke.
Watch had been kept for several days and nights, courtesy of unmarked cars and unremarkable plainclothes men. Until there could be little doubt: whatever was happening inside the shuttered rooms, it was happening after midnight and it was happening briskly. Interestingly, few of the many men arrived by car. But a watchful detective constable, taking a leak in the dead of night, discovered why. The men were parking their cars in side streets and walking the hundred yards or so to the front door of the four-storey house. Perhaps this was house policy: the slamming of after-hours car doors would arouse suspicion in the street. Or perhaps it was in the visitors’ own interests not to leave their cars in broad streetlight, where they might be recognized . . .
Registration numbers were taken and checked, as were photographs of visitors to the house. The owner of the house itself was traced. He owned half a French vineyard as well as several properties in Edinburgh, and lived in Bordeaux the year through. His solicitor had been responsible for letting the house to a Mrs Croft, a very genteel lady in her fifties. According to the solicitor, she paid her rent promptly and in cash. Was there any problem . . .?
No problem, he was assured, but if he could keep the conversation to himself . . .
Meantime, the car owners had turned out to be businessmen, some local, but the majority visiting the city from south of the border. Heartened by this, Watson had started planning the raid. With his usual blend of wit and acumen, he chose to call it Operation Creeper.
‘Brothel creepers, you see, John.’
‘Yes sir,’ Rebus answered. ‘I used to own a pair myself. I’ve often wondered how they got the name.’
Watson shrugged. He was not a man to be sidetracked. ‘Never mind the creepers,’ he said. ‘Let’s just get the creeps.’
The house, it was reckoned, would be doing good business by midnight. One o’clock Saturday morning was chosen as the time of the raid. The warrants were ready. Every man in the team knew his place. And the solicitor had even come up with plans of the house, which had been memorized by the officers.
‘It’s a bloody warren,’ Watson had said.
‘No problem, sir, so long as we’ve got enough ferrets.’
In truth, Rebus wasn’t looking forward to this evening’s work. Brothels might be illegal, but they fulfilled a need and if they veered towards respectability, as this one certainly did, then what was the problem? He could see some of this doubt reflected in Watson’s eyes. But Watson had been enthusiastic from the first, and to pull back now was unthinkable, would seem a sign of weakness. So, with nobody really keen for it, Operation Creeper went ahead. While other, meaner streets went unpatrolled. While domestic violence took its toll. While the Water of Leith drowning still remained to be solved . . .
‘Okay, in we go.’
They left their cars and vans and marched towards the front door. Knocked quietly. The door was opened from within, and then things began to move like a video on double-speed. Other doors were opened . . . how many doors could a house have? Knock first, then open. Yes, they were being courteous.
‘If you wouldn’t mind getting dressed, please . . .’
‘If you could just come downstairs now . . .’
‘You can put your trousers on first, sir, if you like . . .’
Then: ‘Christ, sir, come and take a look at this.’ Rebus followed the flushed, youthful face of the detective constable. ‘Here we are, sir. Feast your peepers on this lot.’
Ah yes, the punishment room. Chains and thongs and whips. A couple of full-length mirrors, a wardrobe full of gear.
‘There’s more leather here than in a bloody milking shed.’
‘You seem to know a lot about cows, son,’ Rebus said. He was just thankful the room wasn’t in use. But there were more surprises to come.
In parts, the house resembled nothing more lewd than a fancy-dress party – nurses and matrons, wimples and high heels. Except that most of the costumes revealed more than they hid. One young woman seemed to be wearing a rubber diving suit with the nipples and crotch cut away. Another looked like a cross between Heidi and Eva Braun. Watson watched the parade, righteous fury filling him. He had no doubts now: it was absolutely proper that this sort of place be closed down. Then he turned back to the conversation he was having with Mrs Croft, while Chief Inspector Lauderdale lingered only a short distance away. He had insisted on coming along, knowing his superior and fearing some almighty cock-up. Well, thought Rebus with a smile, no cock-ups in sight yet.
Mrs Croft spoke in a kind of gentrified Cockney, which became less gentrified as time went on and more couples spilled down the stairs and into the large, sofa-crammed living room. A room smelling of expensive perfume and proprietary whisky. Mrs Croft was denying everything. She was even denying that they were standing in a brothel at all.
I am not my brothel’s keeper, thought Rebus. All the same, he had to admire her performance. She was a businesswoman, she kept saying, a taxpayer, she had rights . . . and where was her solicitor?
‘I thought it was her that was doing the soliciting,’ Lauderdale muttered to Rebus: a rare moment of humour from one of the dourest buggers Rebus had ever worked with. And as such, it deserved a smile.
‘What are you grinning at? I didn’t know there was an interval. Get back to work.’
‘Yes, sir.’ Rebus waited till Lauderdale had turned away from him, the better to hear what Watson was saying, and then flicked a quick v-sign at him. Mrs Croft, though, caught the gesture and, perhaps thinking it intended at her, returned it. Lauderdale and Watson both turned towards where Rebus was standing, but by then he was already on his way . . .
Officers who had been posted in the back garden now marched a few pale-faced souls back into the house. One man had leapt from a first-floor window, and was hobbling as a result. But he was insistent, too, that no doctor was necessary, that no ambulance be called. The women seemed to find the whole thing amusing, and appeared especially taken by the looks on their clients’ faces, looks ranging from the ashamed and embarrassed to the furious and embarrassed. There was some short-lived bravado of the I-know-my-rights variety. But in the main, everybody did as they were told: that is, they shut up and tried to be patient.
Some of the shame and embarrassment started to lift when one of the men recalled that it wasn’t illegal to visit a brothel; it was only illegal to run one or work in one. And this was true, though it didn’t mean the men present were going to escape into the anonymous night. Give them a scare first, then send them away. Starve the brothels of clients, and you’d have no brothels. That was the logic. So the officers were prepared with their usual stories, the ones they used with kerb-crawlers and the like.
‘Just a quiet word, sir, between you and me, like. If I were you, I’d have myself checked over for AIDS. I’m serious. Most of these women could well be carrying the disease, even if it doesn’t show. Mostly, it doesn’t show till it’s too late anyway. Are you married, sir? Any girlfriends? Best tell them to have a test, too. Otherwise, you never know, do you . . .?’
It was cruel stuff, but necessary; and as with most cruel words, there was a truth to it. Mrs Croft seemed to use a small back room as an office. A cash-box was found. So was a credit-card machine. A receipt-book was headed Crofter Guest House. As far as Rebus could tell, the cost of a single room was seventy-five pounds. Dear for a B&B, but how many company accountants would take the trouble to check? It wouldn’t surprise Rebus if the place was VAT registered to boot . . .
‘Sir?’ It was Detective Sergeant Brian Holmes, newly promoted and bristling with efficiency. He was halfway up one of the flights of stairs, and calling down to Rebus. ‘I think you better come up here . . .’
Rebus wasn’t keen. Holmes looked to be a long way up, and Rebus, who lived on the second floor of a tenement, had a natural antipathy to stairs. Edinburgh, of course, was full of them, just as it was full of hills, biting winds, and people who liked to girn about things like hills and stairs and the wind . . .
‘Coming.’
Outside a bedroom door, a detective constable stood in quiet discussion with Holmes. When Holmes saw Rebus reaching the landing, he dismissed the DC.
‘Well, Sergeant?’
‘Take a look, sir.’
‘Anything you want to tell me first?’
Holmes shook his head. ‘You’ve seen the male member before, sir, haven’t you?’
Rebus opened the bedroom door. What was he expecting to find? A mock-up dungeon, with someone stretched out naked on the rack? A farmyard scene with a few chickens and sheep? The male member. Maybe Mrs Croft had a collection of them displayed on her bedroom wall. And here’s one I caught in ’73. Put up a tough fight, but I had it in the end . . .
But no, it was worse than that. Much worse. It was an ordinary bedroom, albeit with red lightbulbs in its several lamps. And in an ordinary bed lay an ordinary enough looking woman, her elbow pressed into the pillow, head resting at an angle on her clenched fist. And on that bed, dressed and staring at the floor, sat someone Rebus recognized: the Member of Parliament for North and South Esk.
‘Jesus Christ,’ said Rebus. Holmes put his head round the door.
‘I can’t work in front of a fucking audience!’ yelled the woman. Her accent, Rebus noted, was English. Holmes ignored her.
‘This is a bit of a coincidence,’ he said to Gregor Jack MP. ‘Only, my girlfriend and me have just moved into your constituency.’
The MP raised his eyes more in sorrow than in anger.
‘This is a mistake,’ he said. ‘A terrible mistake.’
‘Just doing a bit of canvassing, eh, sir?’
The woman had begun to laugh, head still resting on her hand. The red lamplight seemed to fill her gaping mouth. Gregor Jack looked for a moment as though he might be about to throw a punch in her general direction. Instead he tried a slap with his open hand, but succeeded only in catching her arm, so that her head fell back on to the pillow. She was still laughing, almost girl-like. She lifted her legs high into the air, the bedcovers falling away. Her hands thumped the mattress with glee. Jack had risen to his feet and was scratching nervously at one finger.
‘Jesus Christ,’ Rebus said again. Then: ‘Come on, let’s get you downstairs.’
Not the Farmer. The Farmer might go to pieces. Lauderdale then. Rebus approached with as much humility as he could muster.
‘Sir, we’ve got a bit of a problem.’
‘I know. It must have been that bugger Watson. Wanted his moment of glory captured. He’s always been keen on publicity, you should know that.’ Was that a sneer on Lauderdale’s face? With his gaunt figure and bloodless face, he reminded Rebus of a painting he’d once seen of some Calvinists or Seceders . . . some grim bunch like that. Ready to burn anyone who came to hand. Rebus kept his distance, all the time shaking his head.
‘I’m not sure I –’
‘The bloody papers are here,’ hissed Lauderdale. ‘Quick off the mark, eh? Even for our friends in the press. Bloody Watson must have tipped them off. He’s out there now. I tried to stop him.’
Rebus went to one of the windows and peeped out. Sure enough, there were three or four reporters gathered at the bottom of the steps up to the front door. Watson had finished his spiel and was answering a couple of questions, at the same time retreating slowly back up the steps.
‘Oh dear,’ Rebus said, admiring his own sense of understatement. ‘That only makes it worse.’
‘Makes what worse?’
So Rebus told him. And was rewarded with the biggest smile he’d ever seen flit across Lauderdale’s face.
‘Well, well, who’s been a naughty boy then? But I still don’t see the problem.’
Rebus shrugged. ‘Well, sir, it’s just that it doesn’t do anyone any good.’ Outside, the vans were arriving. Two to take the women to the station, two to take the men. The men would be asked a few questions, names and addresses taken, then released. The women . . . well, that was another thing entirely. There would be charges. Rebus’s colleague Gill Templer would call it another sign of the phallocentric society, something like that. She’d never been the same since she’d got her hands on those psychology books . . .
‘Nonsense,’ Lauderdale was saying. ‘He’s only got himself to blame. What do you want us to do? Sneak him out the back door with a blanket over his head?’
‘No, sir, it’s just –’
‘He gets treated the same as the rest of them, Inspector. You know the score.’
‘Yes, sir, but –’
‘But what?’
But what? Well, that was the question. What? Why was Rebus feeling so uncomfortable? The answer was complicatedly simple: because it was Gregor Jack. Most MPs, Rebus wouldn’t have given the time of day. But Gregor Jack was . . . well, he was Gregor Jack.
‘Vans are here, Inspector. Let’s round ’em up and ship ’em out.’
Lauderdale’s hand on his back was cold and firm.
‘Yes, sir,’ said Rebus.
So it was out into the cool dark night, lit by orange sodium lights, the glare of headlamps, and the dimmer light from open doors and twitching windows. The natives were restless. Some had come out on to their doorsteps, wrapped in paisley dressing gowns or wearing hastily found clothes, not quite hanging right.
Police, natives, and of course the reporters. Flash-guns. Christ, there were photographers too, of course. No camera crews, no video machines. That was something: Watson hadn’t persuaded the TV companies to attend his little soirée.
‘Into the van, quick as you can,’ called Brian Holmes. Was that a new firmness, a new authority in his voice? Funny what promotion could do to the young. But by God they were quick. Not so much following Holmes’ orders, Rebus knew, as keen to escape the cameras. One or two of the women posed, trying a lopsided glamour learned from page three, before being persuaded by WPCs that this was neither the time nor the place.
But the reporters were hanging back. Rebus wondered why. Indeed, he wondered what they were doing here at all. Was it such a big story? Would it provide Watson with useful publicity? One reporter even grabbed at a photographer’s arm and seemed to warn him about shooting off too many pictures. But now they were keening, now they were shouting. And the flashbulbs were going off like flak. All because they’d recognized a face. All because Gregor Jack was being escorted down the steps, across the narrow pavement, and into a van.
‘Christ, it’s Gregor Jack!’
‘Mr Jack! A word!’
‘Any comment to make?’
‘What were you doing –’
‘Any comment?’
The doors were closing. A thump with the constabulary hand on the side of the van, and it moved slowly away, the reporters jogging after it. Well, Rebus had to admit it: Jack had held his head high. No, that wasn’t being accurate. He had, rather, held his head just low enough, suggesting penitence but not shame, humility but not embarrassment.
‘Seven days he’s been my MP,’ Holmes was saying by Rebus’s side. ‘Seven days.’
‘You must have been a bad influence on him, Brian.’
‘Bit of a shock though, wasn’t it?’
Rebus shrugged noncommitally. The woman from the bedroom was being brought out now, having pulled on jeans and a t-shirt. She saw the reporters and suddenly lifted the t-shirt high over her naked breasts.
‘Get a load of this then!’
But the reporters were busy comparing notes, the photographers loading new film. They’d be off to the station next, ready to catch Gregor Jack as he left. Nobody paid her any attention, and eventually she let her t-shirt fall back down and climbed into the waiting van.
‘He’s not choosy, is he?’ said Holmes.
‘But then again, Brian,’ answered Rebus, ‘maybe he is.’
Watson was rubbing at his gleaming forehead. It was a lot of work for only one hand, since the forehead seemed to extend as far as Watson’s crown.
‘Mission accomplished,’ he said. ‘Well done.’
‘Thank you, sir,’ Holmes said smartly.
‘No problems then?’
‘Not at all, sir,’ said Rebus casually. ‘Unless you count Gregor Jack.’
Watson nodded, then frowned. ‘Who?’ he asked.
‘Brian here can tell you all about him, sir,’ said Rebus, patting Holmes’ back. ‘Brian’s your man for anything smacking of politics.’
Watson, hovering now somewhere between elation and dread, turned to Holmes.
‘Politics?’ he asked. He was smiling. Please be gentle with me.
Holmes watched Rebus moving back inside the house. He felt like sobbing. Because, after all, that’s what John Rebus was – an s.o.b.
It is a truth universally acknowledged that some Members of Parliament have trouble keeping their trousers on. But Gregor Jack was not thought to be one of these. Indeed, he often eschewed troose altogether, opting for the kilt on election nights and at many a public function. In London, he took the jibes in good part, his responses matching the old questions with the accuracy of catechism.
‘Tell us now, Gregor, what’s worn beneath the kilt?’
‘Oh nothing, nothing at all. It’s all in perfect working order.’
Gregor Jack was not a member of the SNP, though he had flirted with the party in his youth. He had joined the Labour Party, but had resigned for never specified reasons. He was not a Liberal Democrat, nor was he that rare breed – a Scots Tory MP. Gregor Jack was an Independent, and as an Independent had held the seat of North and South Esk, south and east of Edinburgh, since his mildly surprising by-election win of 1985. ‘Mild’ was an adjective often used about Jack. So were ‘honest’, ‘legal’ and ‘decent’.
All this John Rebus knew from memory, from old newspapers, magazines and radio interviews. There had to be something wrong with the man, some chink in his shining armour. Trust Operation Creeper to find the flaw. Rebus scanned the Saturday newsprint, seeking a story. He didn’t find it. Curious that; the press had seemed keen enough last night. A story breaking at one thirty . . . plenty of time, surely, to see it into print by the final morning edition. Unless, of course, the reporters hadn’t been local. But they must have been, mustn’t they? Having said which, he hadn’t recognized any faces. Did Watson really have the front to get the London papers involved? Rebus smiled. The man had plenty of ‘front’ all right: his wife saw to that. Three meals a day, three courses each.
‘Feed the body,’ Watson was fond of saying, ‘and you feed the spirit.’ Something like that. Which was another thing: bible-basher or no, Watson was starting to put away a fair amount of spirits. A rosy glow to the cheeks and chins, and the unmistakable scent of extra-strong mints. When Lauderdale walked into his superior’s room these days, he sniffed and sniffed, like a bloodhound. Only it wasn’t blood he was sniffing, it was promotion.
Lose a Farmer, gain a Fart.
The nickname had perhaps been unavoidable. Word association. Lauderdale became Fort Lauderdale, and Fort quickly turned into Fart. Oh, but it was an apt name, too. For wherever Chief Inspector Lauderdale went, he left a bad smell. Take the Case of the Lifted Literature. Rebus had known the minute Lauderdale walked into his office that there would soon be a need to open the windows.
‘I want you to stick close to this one, John. Professor Costello is highly thought of, an international figure in this field . . .’
‘And?’
‘And,’ Lauderdale tried to look as though his next utterance meant nothing to him, ‘he’s a close personal friend of Chief Superintendent Watson.’
‘Ah.’
‘What is this – Monosyllable Week?’
‘Monosyllable?’ Rebus frowned. ‘Sorry, sir, I’ll have to ask DS Holmes what that means.’
‘Don’t try to be funny –’
‘I’m not, sir, honest. It’s just that DS Holmes has had the benefit of a university education. Well . . . five months’ worth or thereabouts. He’d be the very man to coordinate the officers working on this highly sensitive case.’
Lauderdale stared at the seated figure for what seemed – to Rebus at least – a very long time. God, was the man really that stupid? Did no one appreciate irony these days?
‘Look,’ Lauderdale said at last, ‘I need someone a bit more senior than a recently promoted DS. And I’m sorry to say that you, Inspector, God help us all, are that bit more senior.’
‘You’re flattering me, sir.’
A file landed with a dull thud on Rebus’s desk. The chief inspector turned and left. Rebus rose from his chair and turned to his sash window, tugging at it with all his might. But the thing was stuck tight. There was no escape. With a sigh, he turned back and sat down at his desk. Then he opened the folder.
It was a straightforward case of theft. Professor James Aloysius Costello was Professor of Divinity at the University of Edinburgh. One day someone had walked into his office, then walked out again taking with them several rare books. Priceless, according to the Professor, though not to the city’s various booksellers and auction rooms. The list seemed eclectic: an early edition of Knox’s Treatise on Predestination, a couple of Sir Walter Scott first editions, Swedenborg’s Wisdom of Angels, a signed early edition of Tristram Shandy, and editions of Montaigne and Voltaire.
None of which meant much to Rebus until he saw the estimates at auction, provided by one of the George Street auction houses. The question then was: what were they doing in an unlocked office in the first place?
‘To be read,’ answered Professor Costello blithely. ‘To be enjoyed, admired. What good would they be locked up in a safe or in some old library display case?’
‘Did anyone else know about them? I mean, about how valuable they are?’
The Professor shrugged. ‘I had thought, Inspector, that I was amongst friends.’
He had a voice like a peat bog and eyes that gleamed like crystal. A Dublin education, but a life spent, as he put it, ‘cloistered’ in the likes of Cambridge, Oxford, St Andrews, and now Edinburgh. A life spent collecting books, too. Those left in his office – still kept unlocked – were worth at least as much as the stolen volumes, perhaps more.
‘They say lightning never strikes twice,’ he assured Rebus.
‘Maybe not, but villains do. Try to lock your door when you step out, eh, sir? If nothing else.’
The Professor had shrugged. Was this, Rebus wondered, a kind of stoicism? He felt nervous sitting there in the office in Buccleuch Place. For one thing, he was a kind of Christian himself, and would have liked to be able to talk the subject through with this wise-seeming man. Wise? Well, perhaps not worldly-wise, not wise enough to know how snib locks and human minds worked, but wise in other ways. But Rebus was nervous, too, because he knew himself for a clever man who could have been cleverer, given the breaks. He had never gone to university, and never would. He wondered how different he would be if he had or could . . .
The Professor was staring out of his window, down on to the cobblestoned street. On one side of Buccleuch Place sat a row of neat tenements, owned by the university and used by various departments. The Professor called it Botany Bay. And across the road uglier shapes reared up, the modern stone mausoleums of the main university complex. If this side of the road was Botany Bay, Rebus was all for transportation.
He left the Professor to his muses and musings. Had the books been filched at random? Or was this designer theft, the thief stealing to order? There might well be unscrupulous collectors who would pay – no questions asked – for an early Tristram Shandy. Though the authors’ names had rung bells, only that particular title had meant anything to Rebus. He owned a paperback copy of the book, bought at a car-boot sale on The Meadows for tenpence. Maybe the Professor would like to borrow it . . .
And so the Case of the Lifted Literature had, for Inspector John Rebus, begun. The ground had been covered before, as the case-notes showed, but it could be covered again. There were the auction houses, the bookshops, the private collectors . . . all to be talked to. And all to satisfy an unlikely friendship between a police chief superintendent and a professor of Divinity. A waste of time, of course. The books had disappeared the previous Tuesday. It was now Saturday, and they would doubtless be under lock and key in some dark and secret corner.
What a way to spend a Saturday. Actually, if the time had been his own, this would have been a nice afternoon, which was perhaps why he hadn’t balked at the task. Rebus collected books. Well, that was putting it strongly. He bought books. Bought more of them than he had time to read, attracted by this cover or that title or the fact that he’d heard good things about the author. No, on second thoughts it was just as well these were business calls he was making, otherwise he’d be bankrupting himself in record time.
In any case, he didn’t have books on his mind. He kept thinking about a certain MP. Was Gregor Jack married? Rebus thought so. Hadn’t there been some big society wedding several years previous? Well, married men were bread and butter to prostitutes. They just gobbled them up. Shame though, about Jack. Rebus had always respected the man – which was to say, now that he thought about it, that he’d been taken in by Jack’s public image. But it wasn’t all image, was it? Jack really had come from a working-class background, had clawed his way upwards, and was a good MP. North and South Esk was difficult territory, part mining villages, part country homes. Jack seemed to glide easily between the two hemispheres. He’d managed to get an ugly new road rerouted well away from his well-heeled constituents, but had also fought hard to bring new high-tech industry to the area, retraining the miners so that they could do the jobs.
Too good to be true. Too bloody good to be true . . .
Bookshops. He had to keep his mind on bookshops. There were only a few to check, the ones that had not been open earlier in the week. Footwork really, the stuff he should have been doling out to more junior men. But all that meant was that he’d feel bound to come round after them, double checking what they’d done. This way, he saved himself some grief.
Buccleuch Street was an odd mixture of grimy junk shops and bright vegetarian takeaways. Student turf. Not far from Rebus’s own flat, yet he seldom ventured into this part of town. Only on business. Only ever on business.
Ah, this was it. Suey Books. And for once the shop looked to be open. Even in the spring sunshine there was a need for a light inside. It was a tiny shop, boasting an unenthusiastic window display of old hardbacks, mostly with a Scottish theme. An enormous black cat had made a home for itself in the centre of the display, and blinked slowly if malignly up at Rebus. The window itself needed washing. You couldn’t make out the titles of the books without pressing your nose to the glass, and this was made difficult by the presence of an old black bicycle resting against the front of the shop. Rebus pushed open the door. If anything, the shop’s interior was less pristine than its exterior. There was a bristle-mat just inside the door. Rebus made a note to wipe his feet before he went back into the street . . .
The shelves, a few of them glass-fronted, were crammed, and the smell was of old relatives’ houses, of attics and the insides of school desks. The aisles were narrow. Hardly enough room to swing a . . . There was a thump somewhere behind him, and he feared one of the books had fallen, but when he turned he saw that it was the cat. It swerved past him and made for the desk situated to the rear of the shop, the desk with a bare lightbulb dangling above it.
‘Anything in particular you’re looking for?’
She was seated at the desk, a pile of books in front of her. She held a pencil in one hand and appeared to be writing prices on the inside leaves of the books. From a distance, it was a scene out of Dickens. Close up was a different story. Still in her teens, she had hennaed her short spiked hair. The eyes behind the circular tinted glasses were themselves round and dark, and she sported three earrings in either ear, with another curling from her left nostril. Rebus didn’t doubt she’d have a pale boyfriend with lank dreadlocks and a whippet on a length of clothes-rope.
‘I’m looking for the manager,’ he said.
‘He’s not here. Can I help?’
Rebus shrugged, his eyes on the cat. It had leapt silently on to the desk and was now rubbing itself against the books. The girl held her pencil out towards it, and the cat brushed the tip with its jaw.
‘Inspector Rebus,’ said Rebus. ‘I’m interested in some stolen books. I was wondering if anyone had been in trying to sell them.’
‘Do you have a list?’
Rebus did. He drew it out of his pocket and handed it over. ‘You can keep it,’ he said. ‘Just in case.’
She glanced down the typed list of titles and editions, her lips pursed.
‘I don’t think Ronald could afford them, even if he was tempted.’
‘Ronald being the manager?’
‘That’s right. Where were they stolen from?’
‘Round the corner in Buccleuch Place.’
‘Round the corner? They’d hardly be likely to bring them here then, would they?’
Rebus smiled. ‘True,’ he said, ‘but we have to check.’
‘Well, I’ll hang on to this anyway,’ she said, folding the list. As she pushed it into a desk drawer, Rebus reached out a hand and stroked the cat. Like lightning, a paw flicked up and caught his wrist. He drew back his hand with a sharp intake of breath.
‘Oh dear,’ said the girl. ‘Rasputin’s not very good with strangers.’
‘So I see.’ Rebus studied his wrist. There were inch-long claw marks there, three of them. Whitened scratches, they were already rising, the skin swelling and breaking. Beads of blood appeared. ‘Jesus,’ he said, sucking on the damaged wrist. He glared at the cat. It glared back, then dropped from the desk and was gone.
‘Are you all right?’
‘Just about. You should keep that thing on a chain.’
She smiled. ‘Do you know anything about that raid last night?’
Rebus blinked, still sucking. ‘What raid?’
‘I heard the police raided a brothel.’
‘Oh?’
‘I heard they caught an MP, Gregor Jack.’
‘Oh?’
She smiled again. ‘Word gets about.’ Rebus thought, not for the first time, I don’t live in a city, I live in a bloody village . . .
‘I just wondered,’ the girl was saying, ‘if you knew anything about it. I mean, if it’s true. I mean, if it is . . .’ she sighed. ‘Poor Beggar.’
Rebus frowned now.
‘That’s his nickname,’ she explained. ‘Beggar. That’s what Ronald calls him.’
‘Your boss knows Mr Jack then?’
‘Oh yes, they were at school together. Beggar owns half of this. She waved a hand around her, as though she were proprietress of some Princes Street department store. She saw that the policeman didn’t seem impressed. ‘We do a lot of business behind the scenes,’ she said defensively. ‘A lot of buying and selling. It might not look much, but this place is a goldmine.’
Rebus nodded. ‘Actually,’ he said, ‘now that you mention it, it does look a bit like a mine.’ His wrist was crackling now, as though stung by nettles. Bloody cat. ‘Right, keep an eye out for those books, won’t you?’
She didn’t answer. Hurt, he didn’t doubt, by the ‘mine’ jibe. She was opening a book, ready to pencil in a price. Rebus nodded to himself, walked to the door, and rubbed his feet noisily on the mat before leaving the shop. The cat was back in the window, licking its tail.
‘Fuck you too, pal,’ muttered Rebus. Pets, after all, were his pet hate.
Dr Patience Aitken had pets. Too many pets. Tiny tropical fish . . . a tame hedgehog in the back garden . . . two budgies in a cage in the living room . . . and, yes, a cat. A stray which, to Rebus’s relief, still liked to spend much of its time on the prowl. It was a tortoiseshell and it was called Lucky. It liked Rebus.
‘It’s funny,’ Patience had said, ‘how they always seem to go for the people who don’t like them, don’t want them, or are allergic to them. Don’t ask me why.’
As she said this, Lucky was climbing across Rebus’s shoulders. He snarled and shrugged it off. It fell to the floor, landing on its feet.
‘You’ve got to have patience, John.’
Yes, she was right. If he did not have patience, he might lose Patience. So he’d been trying. He’d been trying. Which was perhaps why he’d been tricked into trying to stroke Rasputin. Rasputin! Why was it pets always seemed to be called either Lucky, Goldie, Beauty, Flossie, Spot, or else Rasputin, Beelzebub, Fang, Nirvana, Bodhisattva? Blame the breed of owner.
Rebus was in the Rutherford, nursing a half of eight-shilling and watching the full-time scores on TV, when he remembered that he was expected at Brian Holmes’ new house this evening, expected for a meal with Holmes and Nell Stapleton. He groaned. Then remembered that his only clean suit was at Patience Aitken’s flat. It was a worrying fact. Was he really moving in with Patience? He seemed to be spending an awful lot of time there these days. Well, he liked her, even if she did treat him like yet another pet. And he liked her flat. He even liked the fact that it was underground.
Well, not quite underground. In some parts of town, it might once have been described as the ‘basement’ flat, but in Oxford Terrace, well-appointed Oxford Terrace, Stockbridge’s Oxford Terrace, it was a garden flat. And sure enough it had a garden, a narrow isosceles triangle of land. But the flat itself was what interested Rebus. It was like a shelter, like a children’s encampment. You could stand in either of the front bedrooms and stare up out of the window to where feet and legs moved along the pavement above you. People seldom looked down. Rebus, whose own flat was on the second floor of a Marchmont tenement, enjoyed this new perspective. While other men his age were moving out of the city and into bungalows, Rebus found a sort of amused thrill from walking downstairs to the front door instead of walking up. More than novelty, it was a reversal, a major shift, and his life felt full of promise as a result.
Patience, too, was full of promise. She was keen for him to move more of his things in, to ‘make himself at home’. And she had given him a key. So, beer finished, and car persuaded to make the five-minute trip, he was able to let himself in. His suit, newly cleaned, was lying on the bed in the spare bedroom. So was Lucky. In fact, Lucky was lying on the suit, was rolling on it, plucking at it with his claws, was shedding on it and marking it. Rebus saw Rasputin in his mind’s eye as he swiped the cat off the bed. Then he picked up the suit and took it to the bathroom, where he locked the door behind him before running a bath.
The parliamentary constituency of North and South Esk was large but not populous. The population, however, was growing. New housing estates grew in tight clusters on the outskirts of the mining towns and villages. Commuter belt. Yes, the region was changing. New roads, new railway stations even. New kinds of people doing new kinds of jobs. Brian Holmes and Nell Stapleton, however, had chosen to buy an old terraced house in the heart of one of the smallest of the villages, Eskwell. Actually, it was all about Edinburgh in the end. The city was growing, spreading out. It was the city that swallowed villages and spawned new estates. People weren’t moving into Edinburgh; the city was moving into them . . .
But by the time Rebus reached Eskwell he was in no mood to contemplate the changing face of country living. He’d had trouble starting the car. He was always having trouble starting the car. But wearing a suit and shirt and tie had made it that bit more difficult to tinker beneath the bonnet. One fine weekend he’d strip the engine down. Of course he would. Then he’d give up and phone for a tow truck.
The house was easy to find, Eskwell boasting one main street and only a few back roads. Rebus walked up the garden path and stood on the doorstep, a bottle of wine gripped in one hand. He clenched his free fist and rapped on the door. It opened almost at once.
‘You’re late,’ said Brian Holmes.
‘Perogative of rank, Brian. I’m allowed to be late.’
Holmes ushered him into the hall. ‘I did say informal, didn’t I?’
Rebus puzzled for a moment, then saw that this was a comment on his suit. He noticed now that Holmes himself was dressed in open-necked shirt and denims, with a pair of moccasins covering his bare feet.
‘Ah,’ said Rebus.
‘Never mind, I’ll nip upstairs and change.’
‘Not on my account. This is your house, Brian. You do as you please.’
Holmes nodded to himself, suddenly looking pleased. Rebus was right: this was his house. Well, the mortgage was his . . . half the mortgage. ‘Go on through,’ he said, gesturing to a door at the end of the hall.
‘I think I’ll nip upstairs myself first,’ Rebus said, handing over the bottle. He spread his hands out palms upwards, then turned them over. Even Holmes could see the traces of oil and dirt.
‘Car trouble,’ he said, nodding. ‘The bathroom’s to the right of the landing.’
‘Right.’
‘And those are nasty scratches, too. I’d see a doctor about them.’ Holmes’ tone told Rebus that the young man assumed a certain doctor had been responsible for them in the first place.
‘A cat,’ Rebus explained. ‘A cat with eight lives left.’
Upstairs, he felt particularly clumsy. He rinsed the wash-hand-basin after him, then had to rinse the muck off the soap, then rinsed the basin again. A towel was hanging over the bath, but when he started to dry his hands he found he was drying them not on a towel but on a foot-mat. The real towel was on a hook behind the door. Relax, John, he told himself. But he couldn’t. Socializing was just one more skill he’d never really mastered.
He peered round the door downstairs.
‘Come in, come in.’
Holmes was holding out a glass of whisky towards him. ‘Here you go, cheers.’
‘Cheers.’
They drank, and Rebus felt the better for it.
‘I’ll give you the tour of the house later,’ Holmes said. ‘Sit down.’
Rebus did so, and looked around him. ‘A real Holmes from home,’ he commented. There were good smells in the air, and cooking and clattering noises from the kitchen, which seemed to be through another door off the living room. The living room was almost cuboid, with a table in one corner set with three places for dinner, a chair in another corner, a TV in the third, and a standard lamp in the fourth.
‘Very nice,’ commented Rebus. Holmes was sitting on a two-person sofa against one wall. Behind him was a decent-sized window looking on to the back garden. He shrugged modestly.
‘It’ll do us,’ he said.
‘I’m sure it will.’
Now Nell Stapleton strode into the room. As imposing as ever, she seemed almost too tall for her surroundings, Alice after the ‘Eat Me’ cake. She was wiping her hands on a dishcloth, and smiled at Rebus.
‘Hello there.’
Rebus had risen to his feet. She came over and pecked him on his cheek.
‘Hello, Nell.’
Now she was standing over Holmes, and had lifted the glass out of his hand. There was sweat on her forehead, and she too was dressed casually. She took a swallow of whisky, exhaled noisily, and handed the glass back.
‘Ready in five minutes,’ she announced. ‘Shame your doctor friend couldn’t make it, John.’
He shrugged. ‘Prior engagement. A medical dinner party. I was glad of an excuse to get out of it.’
She gave him rather too fixed a smile. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘I’ll leave you two to talk about whatever it is boys talk about.’
And then she was gone, the room seeming suddenly empty. Shit, what had he said? Rebus had tried to find words to describe Nell when speaking about her to Patience Aitken. But somehow the words never told the story. Bossy, stroppy, lively, canny, big, bright, a handful . . . like another set of seven dwarves. Certainly, she didn’t fit the stereotype of a university librarian. Which seemed to suit Brian Holmes just fine. He was smiling, studying what was left of his drink. He got up for a refill – Rebus refusing the offer – and came back with a manilla folder.
‘Here,’ he said.
Rebus accepted the folder. ‘What is it?’
‘Take a look.’
Newspaper cuttings mostly, magazine articles, press releases . . . all concerning Gregor Jack MP.
‘Where did you . . .?’
Holmes shrugged. ‘Innate curiosity. When I knew I was moving into his constituency, I thought I’d like to know more.’
‘The papers seem to have kept quiet about last night.’
‘Maybe they’ve been warned off.’ Holmes sounded sceptical. ‘Or maybe they’re just biding their time.’ Having just reseated himself, he now leapt up again. ‘I’ll see if Nell needs a hand.’
Leaving Rebus with little to do but read. There wasn’t much he didn’t already know. Working-class background. Comprehensive school in Fife, then Edinburgh University. Degree in Economics and Accounting. Chartered accountant. Married Elizabeth Ferrie. They’d met at university. She, the daughter of Sir Hugh Ferrie the businessman. She was his only daughter, his only child. He doted on her, could refuse her nothing, all, it was said, because she reminded him of his wife, dead these past twenty-three years. Sir Hugh’s most recent ‘companion’ was an ex-model less than half his age. Maybe she, too, reminded him of his wife . . .
Funny though. Elizabeth Jack was an attractive woman, beautiful even. Yet you never heard much about her. Since when was an attractive wife an asset not to be used by canny politicians? Maybe she wanted her own life. Skiing holidays and health resorts, rather than an MP’s round of factory openings, tea parties, all that.
Rebus recalled now what it was that he liked about Gregor Jack. It was the background – so similar to his own. Born in Fife, and given a comprehensive education. Except that back then they’d been called secondary and high schools. Both Rebus and Gregor Jack had gone to a high school, Rebus because he passed his eleven-plus, the younger Jack because of good grades at his junior high. Rebus’s school had been in Cowdenbeath, Jack’s in Kirkcaldy. No distance at all, really.
The only muck that had ever been thrown at Jack seemed to be over the siting of a new electronics factory just inside his constituency. Rumours that his father-in-law had pulled a few strings . . . It had all died down quickly enough. No evidence, and a whiff of writs for libel. How old was Jack? Rebus studied a recent newspaper photograph. He looked younger on paper than he did in real life. People in the media always did. Thirty-seven, thirty-eight, something like that. Beautiful wife, plenty of money.
And he ends up caught on a tart’s bed during a brothel raid. Rebus shook his head. It was a cruel world. Then he smiled: serve the bugger right for not sticking to his wife.
Holmes was coming back in. He nodded towards the file. ‘Makes you wonder, doesn’t it?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘Not really, Brian. Not really.’
‘Well, finish your whisky and sit at the table. I’m informed by the management that dinner is about to be served.’
It was a good dinner, too. Rebus insisted on making three toasts: one to the couple’s happiness, one to their new home, and one to Holmes’ promotion. By then, they were on to their second bottle of wine and the evening’s main course – roast beef. After that there was cheese, and after the cheese, crannachan. And after all that there was coffee and Laphroaig and drowsiness in the armchair and on the sofa for all concerned. It hadn’t taken long for Rebus to relax – the alcohol had seen to that. But it had been a nervous kind of relaxation, so that he felt he’d said too much, most of it rubbish.
There was some shop talk, of course, and Nell allowed it so long as it was interesting. She thought Farmer Watson’s drinking habit was interesting. (‘Maybe he doesn’t drink at all. Maybe he’s just addicted to strong mints.’) She thought Chief Inspector Lauderdale’s ambition was interesting. And she thought the brothel raid sounded interesting, too. She wanted to know where the fun was in being whipped, or dressed in nappies, or having sex with a scuba-diver. Rebus admitted he’d no answer. ‘Suck it and see,’ was Brian Holmes’ contribution. It earned him a cushion over the head.
By quarter past eleven, Rebus knew two things. One was that he was too drunk to drive. The other was that even if he could drive (or be driven) he’d not know his destination – Oxford Terrace or his own flat in Marchmont? Where, these days, did he live? He imagined himself parking the car on Lothian Road, halfway between the two addresses, and kipping there. But the decision was made for him by Nell.
‘The bed in the spare room’s made up. We need someone to christen it so we can start calling it the guest bedroom. Might as well be you.’
Her quiet authority was not to be challenged. Rebus shrugged his acceptance. A little later, she went to bed herself. Holmes switched on the TV but found nothing there worth watching, so he turned on the hi-fi instead.
‘I haven’t got any jazz,’ he admitted, knowing Rebus’s tastes. ‘But how about this . . .?’
It was Sergeant Pepper. Rebus nodded. ‘If I can’t get the Rolling Stones, I’ll always settle for second best.’
So they argued 60s pop music, then talked football for a little while and shop for a bit longer still.
‘How much more time do you think Doctor Curt will take?’
Holmes was referring to one of the pathologists regularly used by the police. A body had been fished out of the Water of Leith, just below Dean Bridge. Suicide, accident or murder? They were hoping Dr Curt’s findings would point the way.
Rebus shrugged. ‘Some of those tests take weeks, Brian. But actually, from what I hear, he won’t be much longer. A day or two maybe.’
‘And what will he say?’
‘God knows.’ They shared a smile; Curt was notorious for his fund of bad jokes and ill-timed levity.
‘Should we stand by to repel puns?’ asked Holmes. ‘How about this: deceased was found near waterfall. However, study of eyes showed no signs of cataracts.’
Rebus laughed. ‘That’s not bad. Bit too clever maybe, but still not bad.’
They spent a quarter of an hour recalling some of Curt’s true gems, before, somehow, turning the talk to politics. Rebus admitted that he’d voted only three times in his adult life.
‘Once Labour, once SNP, and once Tory.’
Holmes seemed to find this funny. He asked what the chronological order had been, but Rebus couldn’t remember. This, too, seemed worth a laugh.
‘Maybe you should try an Independent next time.’
‘Like Gregor Jack you mean?’ Rebus shook his head. ‘I don’t think there’s any such thing as an “Independent” in Scotland. It’s like living in Ireland and trying not to take sides. Damned hard work. And speaking of work . . . some of us have been working today. If you don’t mind, Brian, I think I’ll join Nell . . .’ More laughter. ‘If you see what I mean.’
‘Sure,’ said Holmes, ‘on you go. I don’t feel so bad. I might watch a video or something. See you in the morning.’
‘Mind you don’t keep me awake,’ said Rebus with a wink.
In fact, meltdown at the Torness reactor couldn’t have kept him awake. His dreams were full of pastoral scenes, skin-divers, kittens, and last-minute goals. But when he opened his eyes there was a dark shadowy figure looming over him. He pushed himself up on his elbows. It was Holmes, dressed and wearing a denim jacket. There was a jangle of car keys from one hand; the other hand held a selection of newspapers which he now threw down on to the bed.
‘Sleep all right? Oh, by the way, I don’t usually buy these rags but I thought you’d be interested. Breakfast’ll be ready in ten minutes.’
Rebus managed to mumble a few syllables. He heaved himself upright and studied the front page of the tabloid in front of him. This was what he’d been waiting for, and he actually felt some of the tension leave his body and his brain. The headline was actually subtle – JACK THE LAD! – but the sub-head was blunt enough – MP NICKED IN SEX-DEN SWOOP. And there was the photograph, showing Gregor Jack on his way down the steps to the waiting van. More photos were promised inside. Rebus turned to the relevant pages. A pasty-faced Farmer Watson; a couple of the ‘escorts’ posing for the cameras; and another four shots of Jack, showing his progress all the way into the van. None from the cop-shop aftermath, so presumably he’d been spirited away. You couldn’t hope to spirit this away though, photogenic or no. Ha! In the background of one of the photos Rebus could make out the cherubic features of Detective Sergeant Brian Holmes. One for the scrapbook and no mistake.
There were two more newspapers, both telling a similar tale graced by similar (sometimes even identical) photos, THE DISHONOURABLE MEMBER; MP’S VICE SHAME. Ah, the great British Sunday headline, coined by an elect of teetotal virgins boasting the combined wisdom of Solomon and the magnanimity of a zealot. Rebus could be as prurient as the next man, but this stuff was a class above. He prised himself out of bed and stood up. The alcohol inside him stood up too; then it began to pogostick its way around his head. Red wine and whisky. Bad news and a chaser. What was the phrase? Never mix the grain and the grape. Never mind, a couple of litres of orange juice would sort him out.
But first there was the little matter of the fry-up. Nell looked as though she’d spent all night in the kitchen. She had washed up the debris of the previous night, and now was providing a breakfast of hotel proportions. Cereal, toast, bacon, sausage and egg. With a pot of coffee taking pride of place on the dining table. Only one thing was missing.
‘Any orange juice?’ Rebus suggested.
‘Sorry,’ said Brian. ‘I thought the paper shop would have some, but they’d run out. There’s plenty of coffee though. Tuck in.’ He was busy with another paper, a broadsheet this time. ‘Didn’t take them long to stick the knife in, did it?’
‘You mean Gregor Jack? No, well, what can you expect?’
Holmes turned a page. ‘Strange though,’ he said, and let it lie at that, wondering whether Rebus would know . . .
‘You mean,’ Rebus replied, ‘it’s strange that the London Sunday’s knew about Operation Creeper.’
Another page was turned. It didn’t take long to read a newspaper these days, not unless you were interested in the adverts. Holmes folded the paper into four and laid it down on the table beside him.
‘Yes,’ he said, lifting a piece of toast. ‘Like I say, it’s strange.’
‘Come on, Brian. Papers are always getting tip-offs to juicy stories. A copper looking for beer money, something like that. Chances are, you raid a posh brothel you’re going to come out with some weel-kent faces.’
Hold on though . . . Even as he spoke, Rebus knew there was something more. That night, the reporters had been biding their time, hadn’t they? Like they knew exactly who or what might be walking out of the door and down the steps. Holmes was staring at him now.
‘What are you thinking?’ Rebus asked.
‘Nothing. No, nothing at all . . . yet. Not our business, is it? And besides, this is Sunday.’
‘You’re a sly bugger, Brian Holmes.’
‘I’ve got a good tutor, haven’t I?’
Nell came into the room carrying two plates, filled with glistening fried food. Rebus’s stomach pleaded with its owner not to do anything rash, anything he would regret later on in the day.
‘You’re working too hard,’ Rebus told Nell. ‘Don’t let him treat you like a skivvy.’
‘Don’t worry,’ she said, ‘I don’t. But fair’s fair. Brian did wash last night’s dishes. And he’ll wash this morning’s too.’
Holmes groaned. Rebus opened one of the tabloids and tapped his finger against a photograph.
‘Better not work him too hard, Nell, not now he’s in pictures.’
Nell took the paper from him, studied it for a moment, then shrieked.
‘My God, Brian! You look like something off the Muppet Show.’
Holmes was on his feet now, too, staring over her shoulder. ‘And is that what Chief Superintendent Watson looks like? He could pass for an Aberdeen Angus.’
Rebus and Holmes shared a smile at that. He wasn’t called Farmer for nothing . . .
Rebus wished the young couple well. They had made a commitment to living together. They had bought a house together and set up home. They seemed content. Yes, he wished them well with all his heart.
But his brain gave them two or three years at most.
A policeman’s lot was not entirely a happy one. Striving towards inspectorship, Brian Holmes would find himself working still longer hours. If he could shut it all out when he got home of an evening or morning, fine. But Rebus doubted the young man would. Holmes was the type to get involved in a case, to let it rule his thinking hours whether on duty or off, and that was bad for a relationship.
Bad, and often terminal. Rebus knew more divorced and separated policemen (himself included) than happily married ones. It wasn’t just the hours worked, it was the way police work itself gnawed into you like a worm, burrowing deep. Eating away from the inside. As protection against the worm, you wore armour plating – more of it, perhaps, than was necessary. And that armour set you apart from friends and family, from the ‘civilians’ . . .
Ach. Pleasant thoughts for a Sunday morning. After all, it wasn’t all gloom. The car had started without a hitch (that is, without him having to hitch a ride to the nearest garage), and there was just enough blue in the sky to send hardy day-trippers off into the country. Rebus was going on a drive, too. An aimless tour, he told himself. A nice day for a drive. But he knew where he was headed. Knew where, if not exactly why.
Gregor Jack and his wife lived in a large, old, detached and walled residence on the outskirts of Rosebridge, a little further south than Eskwell, a little bit more rural. Gentry country. Fields and rolling hills and an apparent moratorium on new building work. Rebus had no excuse save curiosity for this detour, but he was not, it seemed, alone. The Jacks’ house was recognizable by the half dozen cars parked outside its gates and by the posse of reporters who were lounging around, chatting to each other or instructing fed-up-looking photographers on how far they should go (morally rather than geographically) for that elusive picture. Clamber on to the wall? Climb that nearby tree? Try the back of the house? The photographers didn’t seem keen. But just then something seemed to galvanize them.
By this time, Rebus had parked his own car further along the road. To one side of the road was a line of perhaps half a dozen houses, none of them spectacular in terms of design or size, but wonderfully isolated by those high walls, long driveways, and (doubtless) vast back gardens. The other side of the road was pasture. Bemused cows and fat-looking sheep. Some sizeable lambs, their voices not yet quite broken. The view ended at some steepish hills, three or so miles distant. It was nice. Even the troglodyte Rebus could appreciate that.
Which was perhaps why the reporters left a more bitter taste than usual beneath his tongue. He stood behind them, an observer. The house was dark-stoned, reddish from this distance. A two-storey construction, probably built in the early 1900s. Tacked on to it at one side was a large garage, and in front of the house at the top of the drive sat a white Saab, one of the 9000 series. Sturdy and reliable, not cheap but not show-offish. Distinctive though: a car of distinction.
A youngish man, early thirties, a sneer creasing his face, was unlocking the gates just wide enough so that a younger woman, out of her teens but trying to look ten years older, could hand a silver tray to the reporters. She spoke louder than she needed to.
‘Gregor thought you might like some tea. There may not be enough cups, you’ll just have to share. There are biscuits in the tin. No ginger nuts, I’m afraid. We’ve run out.’
There were smiles at this, nods of appreciation. But throughout questions were being fired off.
‘Any chance of a word with Mr Jack?’
‘Can we expect a statement?’
‘How’s he taking it?’
‘Is Mrs Jack in the house?’
‘Any chance of a word?’
‘Ian, is he going to be saying anything?’
This last question was directed at the sneering man, who now held up one hand for silence. He waited patiently, and the silence came. Then:
‘No comment,’ he said. And with that he began to close the gates. Rebus pushed through the good-natured crush until he was face to face with Mr Sneer.
‘Inspector Rebus,’ he said. ‘Could I have a word with Mr Jack?’
Mr Sneer and Miss Teatray seemed highly suspicious, even when they accepted and examined Rebus’s ID. Fair enough: he’d known of reporters who’d try a stunt just like this, fake ID and all. But eventually there was a curt nod, and the gates opened again wide enough to allow him to squeeze through. The gates were shut again, locked. With Rebus on the inside.
He had a sudden thought: What the hell am I doing? The answer was: He wasn’t sure. Something about the scene at the gates had made him want to be on the other side of those gates. Well, here he was. Being led back up the gravel driveway, towards the large car, the larger house behind it, and the garage off to the side. Being led towards Gregor Jack MP, with whom, apparently, he wanted a word.
I believe you want a word, Inspector?
No, sir, just being nosey.
It wasn’t much of an opening line, was it? Watson had warned him before about this . . . this . . . was it a character flaw? This need to push his way into the centre of things, to become involved, to find out for himself rather than accepting somebody’s word, no matter who that somebody was.
Just passing, thought I’d pay my respects. Jesus, and Jack would recognize him, wouldn’t he? From the brothel. Sitting on the bed, while the woman in the bed kicked up her legs, screeching with laughter. No, maybe not. He’d had other things on his mind after all.
‘I’m Ian Urquhart, Gregor’s constituency agent.’ Now that he had his back to the reporters, the sneer had left Urquhart’s face. What was left was a mixture of worry and bewilderment. ‘We got word last night of what was coming. I’ve been here ever since.’
Rebus nodded. Urquhart was compact, a bunching of well-kept muscles inside a tailored suit. A bit smaller than the MP, and a bit less good-looking. In other words, just right for an agent. He also looked efficient, which Rebus would say was a bonus.
‘This is Helen Greig, Gregor’s secretary.’ Urquhart was nodding towards the young woman. She gave a quick smile towards Rebus. ‘Helen came over this morning to see if there was anything she could do.’
‘The tea was my idea actually,’ she said.
Urquhart glanced towards her. ‘Gregor’s idea, Helen,’ he warned.
‘Oh yes,’ she said, reddening.
Efficient and faithful, thought Rebus. Rare qualities indeed. Helen Greig, like Urquhart himself, spoke in an educated Scots accent which did not really betray county of origin. He would hazard at east coast for both of them, but couldn’t narrow things down any further. Helen looked either like she’d been to an early Kirk service, or was planning to attend one later on. She was wearing a pale woollen two-piece with plain white blouse offset by a simple gold chain around her neck. Sensible black shoes on her feet and thick black tights. She was Urquhart’s height, five feet six or seven, and shared something of his build. You wouldn’t call her beautiful: you’d call her handsome, in the way Nell Stapleton was handsome, though the two women were dissimilar in many ways.
They were passing the Saab now, Urquhart leading. ‘Was there anything in particular, Inspector? Only, I’m sure you can appreciate that Gregor’s hardly in a state . . .’
‘It won’t take long, Mr Urquhart.’
‘Well, in you come then.’ The front door opened, and Urquhart ushered both Rebus and Helen Greig into the house before him. Rebus was immediately surprised by how modern the interior was. Polished pine flooring, scatter rugs, Mackintosh-style chairs and low-slung Italian-looking tables. They passed through the hall and into a large room boasting more modern furnishings still. Pride of place went to a long angular sofa constructed from leather and chrome. On which sat, in much the same position as when Rebus had first met him, Gregor Jack. The MP was scratching absent-mindedly at a finger and staring at the floor. Urquhart cleared his throat.
‘We have a visitor, Gregor.’
The effect was that of a talented actor changing roles – tragedy to comedy. Gregor Jack stood up and fixed a smile on to his face. His eyes now sparkled, looking interested, his whole face speaking sincerity. Rebus marvelled at the ease of the transformation.
‘Detective Inspector Rebus,’ he said, taking the proffered hand.
‘Inspector, what can we do for you? Here, sit down.’ Jack gestured towards a squat black chair, matching the sofa in design. It was like sinking into marshmallow. ‘Something to drink?’ Now Jack seemed to remember something and turned to Helen Greig. ‘Helen, you took the tea out to our friends?’
She nodded.
‘Excellent. Can’t have the gentlemen of the press going without their elevenses.’ He smiled towards Rebus, then lowered himself on to the edge of the sofa, arms resting on his knees so that the hands remained mobile. ‘Now, Inspector, what’s the problem?’
‘Well, sir, it’s really just that I happened to be passing, and saw that gang at the gates, so I stopped.’
‘You know why they’re here though?’
Rebus was obliged to nod. Urquhart cleared his throat again.
‘We’re going to prepare a statement for them over lunch,’ he said. ‘It probably won’t be enough to see them off, but it might help.’
‘You know, of course,’ said Rebus, aware that he had to tread carefully, ‘that you’ve done nothing wrong, sir. I mean, nothing illegal.’
Jack smiled again and shrugged. ‘It doesn’t need to be illegal, Inspector. It just has to be news.’ His hands kept fluttering, as did his eyes and head. It was as though his mind were elsewhere. Then something seemed to click. ‘You didn’t say, Inspector,’ he said, ‘tea or coffee? Something stronger perhaps?’
Rebus shook his head slowly. His hangover was a dull presence now. No point swaddling it. Jack raised his soulful eyes to Helen Greig.
‘I’d love a cup of tea, Helen. Inspector, you’re sure you won’t . . .?’
‘No, thank you.’
‘Ian?’
Urquhart nodded towards Helen Greig.
‘Would you, Helen?’ said Gregor Jack. What woman, Rebus wondered, would refuse? Which reminded him . . .
‘Your wife’s not here then, Mr Jack?’
‘On holiday,’ Jack said quickly. ‘We’ve a cottage in the Highlands. Not much of a place, but we like it. She’s probably there.’
‘Probably? Then you don’t know for sure?’
‘She didn’t make out an itinerary, Inspector.’
‘So does she know . . .?’
Jack shrugged. ‘I’ve no idea, Inspector. Maybe she does. She’s an insatiable reader of newsprint. There’s a village nearby stocks the Sundays.’
‘But she hasn’t been in touch?’
Urquhart didn’t bother clearing his throat this time before interrupting. ‘There’s no phone at the lodge.’
‘That’s what we like about it,’ Jack explained. ‘Cut off from the world.’
‘But if she knew,’ Rebus persisted, ‘surely she’d get in touch?’
Jack sighed, and began scratching at his finger again. He caught himself doing it and stopped. ‘Eczema,’ he explained. ‘Just on the one finger, but it’s annoying all the same.’ He paused. ‘Liz . . . my wife . . . she’s very much a law unto herself, Inspector. Maybe she’d get in touch, maybe she wouldn’t. She’s just as likely not to want to talk about it. Do you see what I mean?’ Another smile, a weaker one, seeking the sympathy vote. Jack ran his fingers through his thick dark hair. Rebus wondered idly whether the perfect teeth were capped. Maybe the thatch was capped, too. The open-necked shirt didn’t look like chain-store stuff . . .
Urquhart was still standing. Or, rather, was on his feet but in constant movement. Over to the window to peer through the net curtains. Over to a glass-topped table to examine some papers lying there. Over to a smaller table where the telephone sat, disconnected at the wall. So that even if Mrs Jack did try to call . . . Neither Urquhart nor Jack seemed to have thought of that. Curious. The room, the taste it displayed, seemed to Rebus not Jack’s but his wife’s. Jack looked like a man for older established pieces of furniture, safe comfy armchairs and a chesterfield sofa. A conservative taste. Look at the car he chose to drive . . .
Yes, Jack’s car: now there was an idea, or rather an excuse, an excuse for Rebus’s presence.
‘Maybe if we could get that statement out by lunchtime, Gregor,’ Urquhart was saying. ‘Sooner we dampen things down the better, really.’
Not very subtle, thought Rebus. The message was: state your business and leave. Rebus knew the question he wanted to ask: Do you think you were set up? Wanted to ask, but daren’t. He wasn’t here officially, was a tourist merely.
‘About your car, Mr Jack,’ he began. ‘Only, I noticed when I stopped that it’s sitting there in the drive, on full view so as to speak. And there are photographers out there. If any pictures of your car get into the papers . . .’
‘Everyone will recognize it in future?’ Jack nodded. ‘I see what you’re getting at, Inspector. Yes, thank you. We hadn’t thought of that, had we, Ian?’ Better put it in the garage. We don’t want everyone who reads a newspaper to know what kind of car I drive.’
‘And its registration,’ Rebus added. ‘There are all sorts of people out there . . . terrorists . . . people with a grudge . . . plain nutters. Doesn’t do any good.’
‘Thank you, Inspector.’ The door swung open and Helen Greig entered, carrying two large mugs of tea. A far cry from the silver salver routine at the gates. She handed one to Urquhart and one to Gregor Jack, then removed a slim box from where it had been held between her arm and her side. It was a fresh box of ginger nuts. Rebus smiled.
‘Lovely, Helen, thanks,’ said Gregor Jack. He eased two biscuits from the packet.
Rebus rose to his feet. ‘Well,’ he said. ‘I’d better be going. Like I say, I only dropped in . . .’
‘I do appreciate it, Inspector.’ Jack had placed mug and biscuits on the floor and was now standing, too, hand held out again towards Rebus. A warm, strong and unflawed hand. ‘I meant to ask, do you live in the constituency?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘One of my colleagues does. I was staying with him last night.’
Jack raised his head slowly before nodding. The gesture could have meant anything. ‘I’ll open the gates for you,’ Ian Urquhart was saying.
‘Stay here and drink your tea,’ Helen Greig said. ‘I’ll see the Inspector out.’
‘If you like, Helen,’ Urquhart said slowly. Was there a warning in his voice? If there was, Helen Greig seemed not to sense it. He fished in his pocket for the keys and handed them to her.
‘Right then,’ Rebus said. ‘Goodbye, Mr Jack . . . Mr Urquhart.’ He took Urquhart’s hand for a moment and squeezed it. But his attention was on the man’s left hand. Wedding ring on one finger, and a signet ring on another. Gregor Jack’s left hand sported just the one thick band of gold. Not, however, on his wedding finger, but on the finger next to it. The wedding finger was the one with the eczema . . .
And Helen Greig? A few trinket rings on both hands, but she was neither married nor engaged.
‘Goodbye.’
Helen Greig was first out of the house, but waited for him beside the car, jangling the keys in her right hand.
‘Have you worked for Mr Jack long?’
‘Long enough.’
‘Hard work, being an MP, isn’t it? I expect he needs to unwind from time to time –’
She stopped and glared at him. ‘Not you too! You’re as bad as that lot!’ She gestured with the keys towards the gates and the figures beyond. ‘I won’t hear a word said against Gregor.’ She started walking again, more briskly now.
‘He’s a good employer then?’
‘He’s not like an employer at all. My mother’s been ill. He gave me a bonus in the autumn so I could take her for a wee holiday down the coast. That’s the sort of man he is.’ There were tears in her eyes, but she forced them back. The reporters were passing cups between them, complaining about sugar or the lack of it. They didn’t seem to expect much from the approach of the two figures.
‘Talk to us, Helen.’
‘A word with Gregor and we can all go home. We’ve got families to think of, you know.’
‘I’m missing communion,’ joked one of them.
‘Yes, communion with your lunchtime pint,’ returned another.
One of the local reporters – by the accents, there weren’t many of them present – had recognized Rebus.
‘Inspector, anything to tell us?’ A few ears pricked up at that ‘Inspector’.
‘Yes,’ said Rebus, causing Helen Greig to stiffen. ‘Bugger off.’
There were smiles at this and a few groans. The gates opened and were about to close, leaving Rebus on the outside again. But he pressed his weight against the gate and leaned towards the young woman, his mouth close to her ear.
‘I forgot, I’ll have to go back in.’
‘What?’
‘I forgot, or rather Mr Jack did. He wanted me to check on his wife, in case she was taking the news badly . . .’
He waited for the notion of this to sink in. Helen Greig puckered her lips in a silent O. The notion had sunk in.
‘Only,’ Rebus went on, ‘I forgot to get the address . . .’
She stood on her toes and, so the newsmen wouldn’t hear, whispered into his ear: ‘Deer Lodge. It’s between Knockandhu and Tomnavoulin.’
Rebus nodded, and allowed her to close and lock the gates. His curiosity was not exactly dispelled. In fact, he was more curious now than when he’d gone in. Knockandhu and Tomnavoulin: the names of a couple of malt whiskies. His head told him never to drink again. His heart told him differently . . .
Damn, he’d meant to phone Patience from Holmes’ house, just to let her know he was on his way. Not that she kept him to an itinerary or anything . . . but all the same. He made for the reporter he recognized, the local lad, Chris Kemp.
‘Hello, Chris. Got a phone in your car? Mind if I make a call . . .?’
‘So,’ said Dr Patience Aitken, ‘how was your ménage à trois?’
‘Not bad,’ said Rebus, before kissing her loudly on the lips. ‘How was your orgy?’
She rolled her eyes. ‘Shop talk and overcooked lasagne. You didn’t manage home then?’ Rebus looked blank. ‘I tried phoning Marchmont, and you weren’t there either. Your suit looks like you slept in it.’
‘Blame the bloody cat.’
‘Lucky?’
‘He was doing the twist all over the jacket till I rescued it.’
‘The twist? Nothing shows a man’s true age more than his choice of dance step.’
Rebus was shedding the suit now. ‘You haven’t got any orange juice, have you?’
‘Bit of a sore head? Time to stop the drinking, John.’
‘Time to settle down, you mean.’ He pulled off his trousers. ‘All right if I take a bath?’
She was studying him. ‘You know you don’t have to ask.’
‘No, but all the same, I like to ask.’
‘Permission granted . . . as always. Did Lucky do that, too?’ She was pointing to the scratches on his wrist.
‘He’d be in the microwave if he had.’
She smiled. ‘I’ll see about the orange juice.’
Rebus watched her make for the kitchen. He attempted a dry-mouthed wolf-whistle. From nearby, one of the budgies showed him how to do it properly. Patience turned towards the budgie and smiled.
He lay down in the foaming bath and closed his eyes, breathing deeply, the way his doctor had told him to. Relaxation technique, he’d called it. He wanted Rebus to relax a bit more. High blood pressure, nothing serious, but all the same . . . Of course, there were pills he could take, beta-blockers. But the doctor was in favour of self-help. Deep relaxation. Self-hypnosis. Rebus had had half a mind to tell the doctor that his own father had been a hypnotist, that his brother still might be a professional hypnotist somewhere . . .
Deep breathing . . . emptying the mind . . . relaxing the head, the forehead, the jaw, the neck muscles, the chest, the arms. Counting backwards down to zero . . . no stress, no strain . . .
At first, Rebus had accused the doctor of penny-pinching, of not wanting to give out costly drugs. But the damned thing seemed to work. He could help himself. He could help himself to Patience Aitken . . .
‘Here you go,’ she said, coming into the bathroom. She was holding a long thin glass of orange juice. ‘As squeezed by Dr Aitken.’
Rebus slipped a sudsy arm around her buttocks. ‘As squeezed by Inspector Rebus.’
She bent down and kissed him on his head. Then touched a finger to his hair. ‘You need to start using a conditioner, John. All the life’s going out of your follicles.’
‘That’s because it’s headed somewhere else.’
She narrowed her eyes. ‘Down, boy,’ she said. Then, before he could make a grab for her again, she fled from the bathroom. Rebus, smiling, settled further into the bath.
Deep breathing . . . emptying the mind . . . Had Gregor Jack been set up. If so, who by? And to what purpose? A scandal, of course. A political scandal, a front-page scandal. But the atmosphere in the Jack household had been . . . well, strange. Strained, certainly, but also cold and edgy, as though the worst were still to happen.
The wife . . . Elizabeth . . . something didn’t seem right there. Something seemed very odd indeed. Background, he needed more background. He needed to be sure. The lodge address was fixed in his mind, but from what he knew of Highland police stations little good would come of phoning on a Sunday. Background . . . He thought again of Chris Kemp, the reporter. Yes, why not? Wake up, arms, wake up, chest, neck and head. Sunday was no time to be resting. For some people, Sunday was a day of work.
Patience stuck her head round the door. ‘Quiet night in this evening?’ she suggested. ‘I’ll cook us a –’
‘Quiet night be damned,’ Rebus said, rising impressively from the water. ‘Let’s go out for a drink.’
You know me, John. I don’t mind a bit of sleaze, but this place is cheapskate sleaze. Don’t you think I’m worth better?’
Rebus pecked Patience’s cheek, placed their drinks on the table, and sat down beside her. ‘I got you a double,’ he said.
‘So I see.’ She picked up the glass. ‘Not much room for the tonic, is there?’
They were seated in the back room of the Horsehair public house on Broughton Street. Through the doorway could be seen the bar itself, noisy as ever. People who wanted to have a conversation seemed to place themselves like duellists a good ten paces away from the person they wanted to talk with. The result was that a lot of shouting went on, producing much crossfire and more crossed wires. It was noisy, but it was fun. The back room was quieter. It was a U-shaped arrangement of squashy seating (around the walls) and rickety chairs. The narrow lozenge-shaped tables were fixed to the floor. Rumour had it that the squashy seating had been stuffed with horsehair in the 1920s and not restuffed since. Thus the Horsehair, whose real and prosaic name had long since been discarded.
Patience poured half a small bottle of tonic water into her gin, while Rebus supped on a pint of IPA.
‘Cheers,’ she said, without enthusiasm. Then: ‘I know damned fine that there’s got to be a reason for this. I mean, a reason why we’re here. I suppose it’s to do with your work?’
Rebus put down the glass. ‘Yes,’ he said.
She raised her eyes to the nicotine-coloured ceiling. ‘Give me strength,’ she said.
‘It won’t take long,’ Rebus said. ‘I thought afterwards we could go somewhere . . . a bit more your style.’
‘Don’t patronize me, you pig.’
Rebus stared into his drink, thinking about that statement’s various meanings. Then he caught sight of a new customer in the bar, and waved through the doorway. A young man came forwards, smiling tiredly.
‘Don’t often see you in here, Inspector Rebus,’ he said.
‘Sit down,’ said Rebus. ‘It’s my round. Patience, let me introduce you to one of Scotland’s finest young reporters, Chris Kemp.’
Rebus got up and headed for the bar. Chris Kemp pulled over a chair and, having tested it first, eased himself on to it. ‘He must want something,’ he said to Patience, nodding towards the bar. ‘He knows I’m a sucker for a bit of flattery.’
Not that it was flattery. Chris Kemp had won awards for his early work on an Aberdeen evening paper, and had then moved to Glasgow, there to be voted Young Journalist of the Year, before arriving in Edinburgh, where he had spent the past year and a half ‘stirring it’ (as he said himself). Everyone knew he’d one day head south. He knew it himself. It was inescapable. There didn’t seem to be much left for him to stir in Scotland. The only problem was his student girlfriend, who wouldn’t graduate for another year and wouldn’t think of moving south before then, if ever . . .
By the time Rebus returned from the bar, Patience had been told all of this and more. There was a film over her eyes which Chris Kemp, for all his qualities, could not see. He talked, and as he talked she was thinking: Is John Rebus worth all this? Is he worth the effort I seem to have to make? She didn’t love him: that was understood. ‘Love’ was something that had happened to her a few times in her teens and twenties and even, yes, in her thirties. Always with inconclusive or atrocious results. So that nowadays it seemed to her ‘love’ could as easily spell the end of a relationship as its beginning.
She saw it in her surgery. She saw men and women (but mostly women) made ill from love, from loving too much and not being loved enough in return. They were every bit as sick as the child with earache or the pensioner suffering angina. She had pity and words for them, but no medicines.
Time heals, she might say in an unguarded moment. Yes, heals into a callus over the wound, hard and protective. Just like she felt: hard and protective. But did John Rebus need her solidity, her protection?
‘Here we are,’ he said on his return. ‘The barman’s slow tonight, sorry.’
Chris Kemp accepted the drink with a thin smile. ‘I’ve just been telling Patience . . .’
Oh God, Rebus thought as he sat down. She looks like a bucketful of ice. I shouldn’t have brought her. But if I’d said I was popping out for the evening on my own . . . well, she’d have been the same. Get this over and done with, maybe the night can be rescued.
‘So, Chris,’ he said, interrupting the young man, ‘what’s the dirt on Gregor Jack?’
Chris Kemp seemed to think there was plenty, and the introduction of Gregor Jack into the conversation perked Patience up a bit, so that she forgot for a time that she wasn’t enjoying herself.
Rebus was interested mostly in Elizabeth Jack, but Kemp started with the MP himself, and what he had to say was interesting. Here was a different Jack, different from the public image, the received opinion, but different too from Rebus’s own ideas having met with the man. He would not, for example, have taken Jack for a drinker.
‘Terrible one for the whisky,’ Kemp was saying. ‘Probably more than half a bottle a day, more when he’s in London by all accounts.’
‘He never looks drunk.’
‘That’s because he doesn’t get drunk. But he drinks all the same.’
‘What else?’
There was more, plenty more. ‘He’s a smooth operator, but cunning. Deep down cunning. I wouldn’t trust him further than I can spit. I know someone who knew him at university. Says Gregor Jack never did anything in his life that wasn’t premeditated. And that goes for capturing Mrs Gregor Jack.’
‘How do you mean?’
‘Story is, they met at university, at a party. Gregor had seen her around before, but hadn’t paid much attention. Once he knew she was rich though, that was another matter. He went at it full throttle, charmed the pants off her.’ He turned to Patience. ‘Sorry, poor choice of words.’
Patience, on her second g and t, merely bowed her head a little.
‘He’s calculating, you see. Remember, he was trained as an accountant, and he’s got an accountant’s mind all right. What are you having?’
But Rebus was rising. ‘No, Chris, let me get them.’
But Kemp wouldn’t hear of it. ‘Don’t think I’m telling you all this for the price of a couple of beers, Inspector . . .’
And when the drinks had been bought and brought to the table, it was this train of thought which seemed to occupy Kemp.
‘Why do you want to know anyway?’
Rebus shrugged.
‘Is there a story?’
‘Could be. Early days.’
They were talking now as professionals: the meaning was all in what was left unsaid.
‘But there might be a story?’
‘If there is, Chris, as far as I’m concerned it’s yours.’
Kemp gulped at his beer. ‘I was out there all day, you know. And all we got was a statement. Plain and simple. No further comment to make, et cetera. The story ties in with Jack?’
Rebus shrugged again. ‘Early days. That was interesting, what you were saying about Mrs Jack . . .’
But Kemp’s eyes were cool. ‘I get the story first?’
Rebus massaged his neck. ‘As far as I’m concerned.’
Kemp seemed to size the offer up. As Rebus himself knew, there was almost no offer there for the sizing. Then Kemp placed his glass on the table. He was ready to say a little more.
‘What Jack didn’t know about Liz Ferrie was that she ran with a very fast crowd. A rich fast crowd. People like her. It took Gregor quite a while before he was able to insinuate his way into the group. A working-class kid, remember. Still gangly and a bit awkward. But it happened, he had Liz hooked. Where he went, she would et cetera. And Jack had his own gang. Still does.’
‘I don’t follow.’
‘Old schoolfriends mostly, a few people he met at university. His circle, you could call it.’
‘One of them runs a bookshop, doesn’t he?’
Kemp nodded. ‘That’s Ronald Steele. Known to the gang as Suey. That’s why his shop’s called Suey Books.’
‘Funny nickname,’ said Patience.
‘I don’t know how he came by it,’ admitted Kemp. ‘I’d like to know, but I don’t.’
‘Who else is there?’ asked Rebus.
‘I’m not sure how many there are altogether. The interesting ones are Rab Kinnoul and Andrew Macmillan.’
‘Rab Kinnoul the actor?’
‘The very same.’
‘That’s funny, I’ve got to talk to him. Or rather, to his wife.’
‘Oh?’
Kemp was sniffing his story, but Rebus shook his head. ‘Nothing to do with Jack. Some stolen books. Mrs Kinnoul is a bit of a collector.’
‘Not Prof Costello’s missing hoard?’
‘That’s it.’
Kemp was nothing if not a newsman. ‘Any progress?’
Rebus shrugged.
‘Don’t tell me,’ said Kemp, ‘it’s early days yet.’
And he laughed, and Patience laughed with him. But something had just struck Rebus.
‘Not the Andrew Macmillan, surely?’
Kemp nodded. ‘They were at school together.’
‘Christ.’ Rebus stared at the plastic-topped table. Kemp was explaining to Patience who Andrew Macmillan was.
‘A very successful something-or-other. Went off his head one day. Toddled off home and sawed off his wife’s head.’
Patience gasped. ‘I remember that,’ she said. ‘They never found the head, did they?’
Kemp shook his own firmly fixed head. ‘He’d have done his daughter in, too, but the kid ran for her life. She’s a bit dotty now herself, and no wonder.’
‘Whatever happened to him?’ Rebus wondered aloud. It had been several years ago, and in Glasgow not Edinburgh. Not his territory.
‘Oh,’ said Kemp, ‘he’s in that new psychiatric place, the one they’ve just built.’
‘You mean Duthil?’ said Patience.
‘That’s it. Up in the Highlands. Near Grantown, isn’t it?’
Well, thought Rebus, curiouser and curiouser. His geography wasn’t brilliant, but he didn’t think Grantown was too far from Deer Lodge. ‘Is Jack still in touch with him?’
It was Kemp’s turn to shrug. ‘No idea.’
‘And they were at school together?’
‘That’s the story. To be honest, I think Liz Jack is the more interesting character by far. Jack’s sidekicks are scrupulous in keeping her out of the way.’
‘Yes, why is that?’
‘Because she’s still the proverbial wild child. Still runs around with her old crowd. Jamie Kilpatrick, Matilda Merriman, all that sort. Parties, booze, drugs, orgies . . . God knows. The press never gets a sniff.’ He turned again to Patience. ‘If you’ll pardon the phrase. Not a sniff do we get. And anything we do get is blue pencilled with a fair amount of prejudice.’
‘Oh?’
‘Well, editors are nervous at the best of times, aren’t they? And you’ve got to remember that Sir Hugh Ferrie is never slow with a libel suit where his family’s concerned.’
‘You mean that electronics factory?’
‘Case in point.’
‘So what about this “old crowd” of Mrs Jack’s?’
‘Aristos, mostly old money, some new money.’
‘What about the lady herself?’
‘Well, she certainly spurred Jack on in the early days. I think he always wanted to go into politics, and MPs can hardly afford not to be married. People start to suspect a shirt-lifting tendency. My guess is he looked for someone pretty, with money, and with a father of influence. Found her and wasn’t going to let go. And it’s been a successful marriage, so far as the public’s concerned. Liz gets wheeled out for the photo opportunities and looks just right, then she disappears again. Completely different to Gregor, you see. Fire and ice. She’s the fire, he’s the ice, usually with whisky added . . .’
Kemp was in a talkative mood tonight. There was more, but it was speculation. Still, it was interesting to be given a different perspective, wasn’t it? Rebus considered this as he excused himself and visited the gents’. The Horsehair’s trough-like urinal was brimful of liquid, as had always, to Rebus’s knowledge, been the case. The condensation on the overhead cistern dripped unerringly on to the heads of those unwise enough to get too close, and the graffiti was mostly the work of a dyslexic bigot: REMEMBER 1960. There was some new stuff though, written in biro. ‘The Drunk as a Lord’s Prayer,’ Rebus read. ‘Our Father which are in heavy, Alloa’d be they name . . .’
Rebus reckoned that if he didn’t have all he needed, he had all Chris Kemp was able to give. No reason to linger then. No reason at all. He came out of the gents’ briskly, and saw that a young man had stopped at the table to chat with Patience. He was moving away now, back to the main bar, while Patience smiled a farewell in his direction.
‘Who was that?’ Rebus asked, not sitting down.
‘He lives next door in Oxford Terrace,’ Patience said casually. ‘Works in Trading Standards. I’m surprised you haven’t met him.’
Rebus murmured something, then tapped his watch with his finger.
‘Chris,’ he said, ‘this is all your fault. You’re too interesting by half. We were supposed to be at the restaurant twenty minutes ago. Kevin and Myra will kill us. Come on, Patience. Listen, Chris, I’ll be in touch. Meantime . . .’ he leaned closer to the reporter, lowering his voice. ‘See if you can find who tipped off the papers about the brothel raid. That might be the start of the story.’ He straightened up again. ‘See you soon, eh? Cheers.’
‘Cheerio, Chris,’ said Patience, sliding out of her seat.
‘Oh, right, bye then. See you.’ And Chris Kemp found himself alone, wondering if it was something that he’d said.
Outside, Patience turned to Rebus. ‘Kevin and Myra?’ she said.
‘Our oldest friends,’ explained Rebus. ‘And as good a get-out clause as anything. Besides, I did promise you dinner. You can tell me all about our next-door neighbour.’
He took her arm in his and they walked back to the car – her car. Patience had never seen John Rebus jealous before, so it was hard to tell, but she could have sworn he was jealous now. Well well, wonders would never cease . . .
Springtime in Edinburgh. A freezing wind, and near-horizontal rain. Ah, the Edinburgh wind, that joke of a wind, that black farce of a wind. Making everyone walk like mime artists, making eyes water and then drying the tears to a crust on red-nipped cheeks. And throughout it all, that slightly sour yeasty smell in the air, the smell of not-so-distant breweries. There had been a frost overnight. Even the prowling, fur-coated Lucky had yowled at the bedroom window, demanding entry. The birds had been chirping as Rebus let him in. He checked his watch: two thirty. Why the hell were the birds singing so early? When he next awoke, at six, they’d stopped. Maybe they were trying to avoid the rush hour . . .
This sub-zero morning, it had taken him a full five minutes to start his clown of a car. Maybe it was time to get one of those red noses for the radiator grille. And the frost had swollen the cracks in the steps up to Great London Road police station, swollen and then fissured, so that Rebus stepped warily over wafers of stone.
Treacherous steps. Nothing would be done about them. The rumours were still rife anyway; rumours that Great London Road was shagged out, wabbit, past its sell-by. Rumours that it would be shut down. A prime site, after all. Prime land for another hotel or office block. And the staff? Split up, so the rumours went. With most of them being transferred to St Leonard’s, the Divisional HQ (Central). Much closer to Rebus’s flat in Marchmont; but much further from Oxford Terrace and Dr Patience Aitken. Rebus had made himself a little pact, a sort of contract in his head: if, within the next month or two, the rumours became fact, then it was a message from on high, a message that he should not move in with Patience. But if Great London Road remained a going concern, or if they were moved to Fettes HQ (five minutes from Oxford Terrace) . . . what then? What then? The fine print on the contract was still being decided.
‘Morning, John.’
‘Hello, Arthur. Any messages?’
The duty desk sergeant shook his head. Rebus rubbed his hands over his ears and face, thawing them out, and climbed the stairs towards his room, where treacherous linoleum replaced treacherous stone. And then there was the treacherous telephone . . .
‘Rebus here.’
‘John?’ It was the voice of Chief Superintendent Watson. ‘Can you spare a minute?’
Rebus made noisy show of rustling some papers on his desk, hoping Watson would think he’d been in the office for hours, hard at work.
‘Well, sir . . .’
‘Don’t piss about, John. I tried you five minutes ago.’
Rebus stopped shuffling papers. ‘I’ll be right along, sir.’
‘That’s right, you will.’ And with that the phone went dead. Rebus shrugged off his weatherproof jacket, the one which always let water in at the shoulders. He felt the shoulders of his suit-jacket. Sure enough, they were damp, matching his enthusiasm for a Monday-morning meeting with the Farmer. He took a deep breath and spread his hands in front of him like an old-time song and dance man.
‘It’s showtime,’ he told himself. Only five working days till the weekend. Then he made a quick phone call to Dufftown Police Station and asked them to check on Deer Lodge.
‘Is that d-e-a-r?’ asked the voice.
‘D-double e-r,’ corrected Rebus, thinking: But it probably was dear enough when they bought it.
‘Anything we’re looking for in particular?’
An MP’s wife . . . leftovers from a sex orgy . . . flour bags full of cocaine . . . ‘No,’ said Rebus, ‘nothing special. Just let me know what you find.’
‘Right you are. It might take a while.’
‘Soon as you can, eh?’ And so saying, Rebus remembered that he should be elsewhere. ‘Soon as you can.’
Chief Superintendent Watson was as blunt as a tramp’s razor blade.
‘What the hell were you doing at Gregor Jack’s yesterday?’
Rebus was almost caught off guard. Almost. ‘Who’s been telling tales?’
‘Never mind that. Just give me a bloody answer.’ Pause. ‘Coffee?’
‘I wouldn’t say no.’
Watson’s wife had bought him the coffee-maker as a Christmas present. Maybe as a hint that he should cut down his consumption of Teacher’s whisky. Maybe so that he’d stand a chance of being sober when he returned home of an evening. All it had done so far though was make Watson hyperactive of a morning. In the afternoon, however, after a few lunchtime nips, drowsiness would take over. Best, therefore, to avoid Watson in the mornings. Best to wait until afternoon to ask him about that leave you were thinking of taking or to tell him the news of the latest bodged operation. If you were lucky, you’d get off with a ‘tut-tut’. But the mornings . . . the mornings were different.
Rebus accepted the mug of strong coffee. Half a packet of espresso looked as though it had been tipped into the generous filter. Now, it tipped itself into Rebus’s bloodstream.
‘Sounds stupid, sir, but I was just passing.’
‘You’re right,’ said Watson, settling down behind his desk, ‘it does sound stupid. Even supposing you were just passing . . .’
‘Well, sir, to be honest, there was a little more to it than that.’ Watson sat back in his chair, holding the mug in both hands, and waited for the story. Doubtless he was thinking: this’ll be good. But Rebus had nothing to gain by lying. ‘I like Gregor Jack,’ he said. ‘I mean, I like him as an MP. He’s always seemed to me to be a bloody good MP. I felt a bit . . . well, I thought it was bad timing, us happening to bust that brothel the same time he was there . . .’ Bad timing? Did he really believe that was all there was to it? ‘So, when I did happen to be passing – I’d stayed the night at Sergeant Holmes’ new house . . . he lives in Jack’s constituency – I thought I’d stop and take a look. There were a lot of reporters about the place. I don’t know exactly why I stopped, but then I saw that Jack’s car was sitting out on the drive in full view. I reckoned that was dangerous. I mean, if a photo of it got into the papers. Everybody’d know Jack’s car, right down to its number plate. You can’t be too safe, can you? So I went in and suggested the car be moved into the garage.’
Rebus stopped. That was all there was to it, wasn’t it? Well, it was enough to be going on with. Watson was looking thoughtful. He took another injection of coffee before speaking.
‘You’re not alone, John. I feel guilty myself about Operation Creeper. Not that there’s anything to feel guilty about, you understand, but all the same . . . and now the press are on to the story, they’ll keep on it till the poor bugger’s forced to resign.’
Rebus doubted this. Jack hadn’t looked like a man ready or willing or about to resign.
‘If we can help Jack . . .’ Watson paused again, wanting to catch Rebus’s eye. He was warning Rebus that this was all unofficial, all unwritten, but that it had already been discussed, at some level far above Rebus himself. Perhaps, even, above Watson. Had the Chief Super been rapped over the knuckles by the high heidyins themselves? ‘If we can help him,’ he was saying, ‘I’d like him to get that help. If you see what I mean, John.’
‘I think so, sir.’ Sir Hugh Ferrie had powerful friends. Rebus was beginning to wonder just how powerful . . .
‘Right then.’
‘Just the one thing, sir. Who gave you the info about the brothel?’
Watson was shaking his head even before Rebus had finished the question. ‘Can’t tell you that, John. I know what you’re thinking. You’re wondering if Jack was set up. Well, if he was, it had nothing to do with my informant. I can promise you that. No, if Jack was set up, the question that needs answering is why he was there in the first place, not why we were there.’
‘But the papers knew, too. I mean, they knew about Operation Creeper.’
Watson was nodding now. ‘Again, nothing to do with my informant. But yes, I’ve been thinking about that. It had to be one of us, hadn’t it? Someone on the team.’
‘So nobody else knew when it was planned for?’
Watson seemed to hold his breath for a moment, then shook his head. He was lying, of course. Rebus could see that. No point probing further, not yet at any rate. There would be a reason behind the lie, and that reason would come out in good time. Right now, and for no reason he could put his finger on, Rebus was more worried about Mrs Jack. Worried? Well, maybe not quite worried. Maybe not even concerned. Call it . . . call it interested. Yes, that was it. He was interested in her.
‘Any progress on those missing books?’
What missing books? Oh, those missing books. He shrugged. ‘We’ve talked to all the booksellers. The list is doing the rounds. We might even get a mention in the trade magazines. I shouldn’t think any bookseller is going to touch them. Meantime . . . well, there are the private collectors still to be interviewed. One of them’s the wife of Rab Kinnoul.’
‘The actor?’
‘The very same. Lives out towards South Queensferry. His wife collects first editions.’
‘Better try to get out there yourself, John. Don’t want to send a constable out to see Rab Kinnoul.’
‘Right, sir.’ It was the answer he’d wanted. He drained his mug. His nerves were already sizzling like bacon in a pan. ‘Anything else?’
But Watson had finished with him, and was rising to replenish his own mug. ‘This stuff’s addictive,’ he was saying as Rebus left the office. ‘But by God, it makes me feel full of beans.’
Rebus didn’t know whether to laugh or cry . . .
Rab Kinnoul was a professional hit man.
He had made his name initially through a series of roles on television: the Scottish immigrant in a London sitcom, the young village doctor in a farming serial, with the occasional guest spot on more substantial fare such as The Sweeney (playing a Glasgow runaway) or the drama series Knife Ledge, where he played a hired killer.
It was this last part which swung things for Kinnoul. Noticed by a London-based casting director, he was approached and screen-tested for the part of the assassin in a low-budget British thriller, which went on to do surprising business, picking up good notices in the USA as well as in Europe. The film’s director was soon persuaded to move to Hollywood, and he in turn persuaded his producers that Rab Kinnoul would be ideal for the part of the gangster in an Elmore Leonard adaptation.
So, Kinnoul went to Hollywood, played minor roles in a series of major and minor murder flicks, and was again a success. He possessed a face and eyes into which could be read anything, simply anything. If you thought he should be evil, he was evil; if you thought he should be psychotic, he was psychotic. He was cast in these roles and he fitted them, but if things had taken a different turning in his career he might just as easily have ended up as the romantic lead, the sympathetic friend, the hero of the piece.
Now he’d settled back in Scotland. There was talk that he was reading scripts, was about to set up his own film company, was retiring. Rebus couldn’t quite imagine retiring at thirty-nine. At fifty, maybe, but not at thirty-nine. What would you do all day? Driving towards Kinnoul’s home just outside South Queensferry, the answer came to him. You could spend all day every day painting the exterior of your house; supposing, that is, it was the size of Rab Kinnoul’s house. Like the Forth Rail Bridge, by the time you’d finished painting it, the first bit would be dirty again.
Which was to say that it was a very large house, even from a distance. It sat on a hillside, its surroundings fairly bleak. Long grass and a few blasted trees. A river ran nearby, discharging into the Firth of Forth. Since there was no sign of a fence separating house from surroundings, Rebus reckoned Kinnoul must own the lot.
The house was modern, if the 1960s could still be considered ‘modern’, styled like a bungalow but about five times the scale. It reminded Rebus mostly of those Swiss chalets you saw on postcards, except that the chalets were always finished in wood, whereas this house was finished in harling.
‘I’ve seen better council houses,’ he whispered to himself as he parked on the pebbled driveway. Getting out of the car he did, however, begin to see one of the house’s attractions. The view. Both spectacular Forth Bridges not too far away at all, the firth itself sparkling and calm, and the sun shining on green and pleasant Fife across the water. You couldn’t see Rosyth, but over to the east could just about be made out the seaside town of Kirkcaldy, where Gregor Jack and, presumably, Rab Kinnoul, had been schooled.
‘No,’ said Mrs Kinnoul – Cath Kinnoul – as she walked, a little later, into the sitting room. ‘People are always making that mistake.’
She had come to the door while Rebus was still staring.
‘Admiring the view?’
He grinned back at her. ‘Is that Kirkcaldy over there?’
‘I think so, yes.’
Rebus turned and started up the steps towards the front door. There were rockeries and neat borders to either side of them. Mrs Kinnoul looked the type to enjoy gardening. She wore homely clothes and a homely smile. Her hair had been permed into waves, but pulled back and held with a clasp at the back. There was something of the 1950s about her. He didn’t know what he’d been expecting – some Hollywood blonde, perhaps – but certainly he’d not been expecting this.
‘I’m Cath Kinnoul.’ She held out a hand. I’m sorry, I’ve forgotten your name.’
He’d phoned, of course, to warn of his visit, to make sure someone would be at home. ‘Detective Inspector Rebus,’ he said.
‘That’s right,’ she said. ‘Well, come in.’
Of course, the whole thing could have been done by telephone. The following rare books have been stolen . . . has anyone approached you . . .? If anyone should, please contact us immediately. But like any other policeman, Rebus liked to see who and what he was dealing with. People often gave something away when you were there in person. They were flustered, edgy. Not that Cath Kinnoul looked flustered. She came into the sitting room with a tray of tea things. Rebus had been staring out of the picture window, drinking in the scene.
‘Your husband went to school in Kirkcaldy, didn’t he?’
And then she’d said: ‘No, people are always making that mistake. I think because of Gregor Jack. You know, the MP.’ She placed the tray on a coffee table. Rebus had turned from the window and was studying the room. There were framed photographs of Rab Kinnoul on the walls, stills from his movies. There were also photos of actors and actresses Rebus supposed he should know. The photos were signed. The room seemed to be dominated by a thirty-eight-inch television, atop which sat a video recorder. To either side of the TV, piled high on the floor, were videotapes.
‘Sit down, Inspector. Sugar?’
‘Just milk, please. You were saying about your husband and Gregor Jack . . .?’
‘Oh yes. Well, I suppose because they’re both in the media, on television I mean, people tend to think they must know one another.’
‘And don’t they?’
She laughed. ‘Oh yes, yes, they know one another. But only through me. People get their stories mixed up, I suppose, so it started to appear in the papers and magazines that Rab and Gregor went to school together, which is nonsense. Rab went to school in Dundee. It was me that went to school with Gregor. And we went to university together, too.’
So not even the cream of young Scottish reporters always got it right. Rebus accepted the china cup and saucer with a nod of thanks.
‘I was plain Catherine Gow then, of course. I met Rab later, when he was already working in television. He was doing a play in Edinburgh. I bumped into him in the bar after a performance.’
She was stirring her tea absent-mindedly. ‘I’m Cath Kinnoul now, Rab Kinnoul’s wife. Hardly anyone calls me Gowk any more.’
‘Gowk?’ Rebus thought he’d misheard. She looked up at him.
‘That was my nickname. We all had nicknames. Gregor was Beggar . . .’
‘And Ronald Steele was Suey.’
She stopped stirring, and looked at him as though seeing him for the first time. ‘That’s right. But how . . .?’
‘It’s what his shop’s called,’ Rebus explained, this being the truth.
‘Oh yes,’ she said. ‘Well, anyway, about these books . . .’
Three things struck Rebus. One was that there seemed precious few books around, for someone who was supposedly a collector. The second was that he’d rather talk some more about Gregor Jack. The third was that Cath Kinnoul was on drugs, tranquillizers of some kind. It was taking a second too long for her lips to form each word, and her eyelids had a droop to them. Valium? Moggies even?
‘Yes,’ he said, ‘the books.’ Then he looked around him. Any actor would have known it for a cheap effect. ‘Mr Kinnoul’s not at home just now?’
She smiled. ‘Most people just call him Rab. They think if they’ve seen him on television, they know him, and knowing him gives them the right to call him Rab. Mr Kinnoul . . . I can see you’re a policeman.’ She almost wagged a finger at him, but thought better of it and drank her tea instead. She held the delicate cup by its body rather than by the awkward handle, drained it absolutely dry, and exhaled.
‘Thirsty this morning,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry, what were you saying?’
‘You were telling me about Gregor Jack.’
She looked surprised. ‘Was I?’
Rebus nodded.
‘Yes, that’s right, I read about it in the papers. Horrible things they were saying. About him and Liz.’
‘Mrs Jack?’
‘Liz, yes.’
‘What’s she like?’
Cath Kinnoul seemed to shiver. She got up slowly and placed her empty cup on the tray. ‘More tea?’ Rebus shook his head. She poured milk, lots of sugar, and then a trickle of tea into her cup. ‘Thirsty,’ she said, ‘this morning.’ She went to the window, holding the cup in both hands. ‘Liz is her own woman. You’ve got to admire her for that. It can’t be easy, living with a man who’s in the public eye. He hardly sees her.’
‘He’s away a lot, you mean?’
‘Well, yes. But she’s away a lot, too. She has her own life, her own friends.’
‘Do you know her well?’
‘No, no, I wouldn’t say that. You wouldn’t believe what we got up to at school. Who’d have thought . . .’ She touched the window. ‘Do you like the house, Inspector?’
This was an unexpected turn in the conversation. ‘It’s . . . er, big, isn’t it?’ Rebus answered. ‘Plenty of room.’
‘Seven bedrooms,’ she said. ‘Rab bought it from some rock star. I don’t think he’d have bothered if it hadn’t been a star’s home. What do we need seven bedrooms for? There’s only the two of us . . . Oh, here’s Rab now.’
Rebus came to the window. A Land-Rover was bumping up the driveway. There was a heavy figure in the front, hands clenching the wheel. The Land-Rover gave a squeal as it stopped.
‘About these books,’ said Rebus, suddenly an efficient official. ‘You collect books, I believe?’
‘Rare books, yes. First editions, mostly.’ Cath Kinnoul, too, was starting to play another part, this time the woman who’s helping police with their . . .
The front door opened and closed. ‘Cath? Whose car’s that in the drive?’
Rab Kinnoul came massively into the room. He was six feet two tall, and probably weighed fifteen stone. His chest was huge, a predominantly red tartan shirt stretched across it. He wore baggy brown corduroys tied at the waist with a thin, straining belt. He’d started growing a reddish beard, and his brown hair was longer than Rebus remembered, curling over his ears. He looked expectantly at Rebus, who came towards him.
‘Inspector Rebus, sir.’
Kinnoul looked surprised, then relieved, then, Rebus thought, worried. The problem was those eyes; they didn’t seem to change, did they? So that Rebus began to wonder whether the surprise, relief and worry were in Kinnoul’s mind or in his own.
‘Inspector, what’s . . . I mean, is there something wrong?’
‘No, no, sir. It’s just that some books have been stolen, rare books, and we’re going around talking to private collectors.’
‘Oh.’ Now Kinnoul broke into a grin. Rebus didn’t think he’d seen him grin in any of his TV or film roles. He could see why. The grin changed Kinnoul from ominous heavy into overgrown teenager, lighting his face, making it innocent and benign. ‘So it’s Cath you want then?’ He looked over Rebus’s shoulder at his wife. ‘All right, Cath?’
‘Fine, Rab.’
Kinnoul looked at Rebus again. The grin had disappeared. ‘Maybe you’d like to see the library, Inspector? Cath and you can have a chat in there.’
‘Thank you, sir.’
Rebus took the back roads on his way into Edinburgh. They were nicer, certainly quieter. He’d learned very little in the Kinnoul’s library, except that Kinnoul felt protective towards his wife, so protective that he’d felt unable to leave Rebus alone with her. What was he afraid of? He had stalked the library, had pretended to browse, and sat down with a book, all the time listening as Rebus asked his simple questions and left the simple list and asked Cath Kinnoul to be on the lookout. And she’d nodded, fingering the xeroxed sheet of paper.
The ‘library’ in fact was an upper room of the house, probably intended at one time as a bedroom. Two walls had been fitted with shelves, most of them sheeted with sliding glass doors. And behind these sheets of glass sat a dull collection of books – dull to Rebus’s eyes, but they seemed enough to bring Cath Kinnoul out of her daydreams. She pointed out some of the exhibits to Rebus.
‘Fine first edition . . . rebound in calfskin . . . some pages still uncut. Just think, that book was printed in 1789, but if I cut open those pages I’d be the first person ever to read them. Oh, and that’s a Creech edition of Burns . . . first time Burns was published in Edinburgh. And I’ve some modern books, too. There’s Muriel Spark . . . Midnight’s Children . . . George Orwell . . .’
‘Have you read them all?’
She looked at Rebus as though he’d asked her about her sexual preferences. Kinnoul interrupted.
‘Cath’s a collector, Inspector.’ He came over and put his arm around her. ‘It could have been stamps or porcelain or old china dolls, couldn’t it, love? But it’s books. She collects books.’ He gave her a squeeze. ‘She doesn’t read them. She collects them.’
Rebus shook his head now, tapping his fingers against the steering wheel. He’d shoved a Rolling Stones tape into the car’s cassette player. An aid to constructive thought. On the one hand, you had Professor Costello, with his marvellous library, the books read and reread, worth a fortune but still there for the borrowing . . . for the reading. And on the other hand there was Cath Kinnoul. He didn’t quite know why he felt so sorry for her. It couldn’t be easy being married to . . . well, she’d said it herself, hadn’t she? Except that she’d been talking about Elizabeth Jack. Rebus was intrigued by Mrs Jack. More, he was becoming fascinated by her. He hoped he would meet her soon . . .
The call from Dufftown came just as he got into the office. On the stairs, he’d been told of another rumour. By the middle of next week, there would be official notification that Great London Road was to close. Then back I go to Marchmont, Rebus thought.
The telephone was ringing. It was always ringing either just as he was coming in, or else just as he was about to go out. He could sit in his chair for hours and never once . . .
‘Hello, Rebus here.’
There was a pause, and enough snap-crackle over the line for the call to be trans-Siberian.
‘Is that Inspector Rebus?’
Rebus sighed and fell into his chair. ‘Speaking.’
‘Hello, sir. This is a terrible line. It’s Constable Moffat. You wanted someone to go to Deer Lodge.’
Rebus perked up. ‘That’s right.’
‘Well, sir, I’ve just been over there and –’ And there was a noise like an excited geiger counter. Rebus held the receiver away from his ear. When the noise had stopped, the constable was still speaking. ‘I don’t know what more I can tell you, sir.’
‘You can tell me the whole bloody lot again for a start,’ Rebus said. ‘The line went supernova for a minute there.’
Constable Moffat began again, articulating his words as though in conversation with a retard. ‘I was saying, sir, that I went over to Deer Lodge, but there’s no one at home. No car outside. I had a look through the windows. I’d say someone had been there at some time. Looked like there’d been a bit of a party. Wine bottles and glasses and stuff. But there’s no one there at the minute.’
‘Did you ask any of the neighbours . . .?’ As he said it, Rebus knew this to be a stupid question. The constable was already laughing.
‘There aren’t any neighbours, sir. The nearest would be Mr and Mrs Kennoway, but they’re a mile hike the other side of the hills.’
‘I see. And there’s nothing else you can tell me?’
‘Not that I can think of. If there was anything in particular . . .? I mean, I know the lodge is owned by that MP, and I saw in the papers . . .’
‘No,’ Rebus was quick to say, ‘nothing to do with that.’ He didn’t want more rumours being tossed around like so many cabers at a Highland games. ‘Just wanted a word with Mrs Jack. We thought she might be up there.’
‘Aye, she’s up this way occasionally, so I hear.’
‘Well, if you hear anything else, let me know, won’t you?’
‘Goes without saying, sir.’ Which, Rebus supposed, it did. The constable sounded a bit hurt.
‘And thanks for your help,’ Rebus added, but received only a curt ‘Aye’ before the phone went dead.
‘Fuck you too, pal,’ he said to himself, before going off in search of Gregor Jack’s home telephone number.
Of course, there was an almighty chance that the phone would still be unplugged. Still, it was worth a try. The number itself would be on computer, but Rebus reckoned he’d be quicker looking for it in the filing cabinet. And sure enough, he found a sheet of paper headed ‘Parliamentary Constituencies in Edinburgh and Lothians’ on which were given the home addresses and telephone numbers of the area’s eleven MPs. He punched in the ten numbers, waited, and was rewarded with the ringing tone. Not that that meant –
‘Hello?’
‘Is that Mr Urquhart?’
‘I’m sorry, Mr Urquhart’s not here right at the moment –’
But of course by now Rebus recognized the voice. ‘Is that you, Mr Jack? It’s Inspector Rebus here. We met yester –’
‘Why yes, hello, Inspector. You’re in luck. We plugged the phone back in this morning, and Ian’s spent all day taking calls. He’s just taken a break. He thought we should unplug the thing again, but I plugged it back in myself when he’d gone. I hate to think I’m completely cut off. My constituents, after all, might need to get –’
‘What about Miss Greig?’
‘She’s working. Work must go on, Inspector. There’s an office to the back of the house where she does the typing and so on. Helen’s really been a –’
‘And Mrs Jack? Any news?’
Now the flow seemed to have dried up. There was a parched cough. Rebus could visualize a readjustment of facial features, maybe even a scratching of finger, a running of fingers through hair . . .
‘Why . . . yes, funny you should mention it. She phoned this morning.’
‘Oh?’
‘Yes, poor love. Said she’d been trying for hours, but of course the phone was disconnected all day Sunday and busy most of today –’
‘She’s at your cottage then?’
‘That’s right, yes. Spending a week there. I told her to stay put. No point in her getting dragged into all this rubbish, is there? It’ll soon blow over. My solicitor –’
‘We’ve checked Deer Lodge, Mr Jack.’
Another pause. Then: ‘Oh?’
‘She doesn’t seem to be there. No sign of life.’
There was sweat beneath the collar of Rebus’s shirt. He could blame it on the heating of course. But he knew the heating wasn’t all to blame. Where was this leading? What was he wandering into?
‘Oh.’ A statement this time, a deflated sound. ‘I see.’
‘Mr Jack, is there anything you’d like to tell me?’
‘Yes, Inspector, there is, I suppose.’
Carefully: ‘Would you like me to come over?’
‘Yes.’
‘All right, I’ll be there as soon as I can. Just sit tight, all right?’
No answer.
‘All right, Mr Jack?’
‘Yes.’
But Gregor Jack didn’t sound it.
Of course, Rebus’s car wouldn’t start. The sound it made was more and more like an emphysema patient’s last hacking laugh. Herka-herka-her-ka-ka. Herka-herka-her.
‘Having trouble?’ This was yelled from across the car park by Brian Holmes, waving and about to get into his own car. Rebus slammed his car door shut and walked briskly over to where Holmes was just – with a first-time turn of the ignition – starting his Metro.
‘Off home?’
‘Yes.’ A nod towards Rebus’s doomed car. ‘Doesn’t sound as if you are. Want a lift?’
‘As it happens, Brian, yes. And you can come along for the ride if you like.’
‘I don’t get it.’
Rebus was trying to open the passenger-side door, without success. Holmes hesitated a moment before unlocking it.
‘It’s my turn to cook tonight,’ he said. ‘Nell’ll be up to high doh if I’m late . . .’
Rebus settled into the passenger seat and pulled the seatbelt down across his chest.
‘I’ll tell you all about it on the way.’
‘The way where?’
‘Not far from where you live. You won’t be late, honest. I’ll get a car to bring me back into town. But I’d quite like your attendance.’
Holmes wasn’t slow; careful – yes, but never slow. ‘You mean the male member,’ he said. ‘What’s he done this time?’
‘I shudder to think, Brian. Believe me, I shudder to think.’
There were no pressmen patrolling the gates, and the gates themselves were unlocked. The car had been put away in the garage, leaving the driveway clear. They left Holmes’ car sitting on the main road outside.
‘Quite a place,’ Holmes commented.
‘Wait till you see inside. It’s like a film set, Ingmar Bergman or something.’
Holmes shook his head. ‘I still can’t believe it,’ he said. ‘You, coming out here yesterday, barging your way in –’
‘Hardly barging, Brian. Now listen, I’m going to have a word with Jack. You sniff around, see if anything smells rotten.’
‘You mean literally rotten?’
‘I’m not expecting to find decomposing bodies in the flower beds, if that’s what you’re thinking. No, just keep your eyes open and your ears keen.’
‘And my nose wet?’
‘If you haven’t got a handkerchief on you, yes.’
They separated, Rebus to the front door, Holmes around to the side of the house, towards the garage. Rebus rang the doorbell. It was nearly six. No doubt Helen Greig would be on her way home . . .
But it was Helen Greig who answered the door.
‘Hello,’ she said. ‘Come in. Gregor’s in the living room. You know the way.’
‘Indeed I do. Keeping you busy, is he?’ He laid a finger on the face of his wristwatch.
‘Oh yes,’ she said smiling, ‘he’s a real slavemaster.’
An unkind image came to Rebus then, of Jack in leather gear and Helen Greig on a leash . . . He blinked it away. ‘Does he seem all right?’
‘Who? Gregor?’ She gave a quiet laugh. ‘He seems fine, under the circumstances. Why?’
‘Just wondering, that’s all.’
She thought for a moment, seemed about to say something, then remembered her place. ‘Can I get you anything?’
‘No, thanks.’
‘Right, see you later then.’ And off she went, back past the curving staircase, back to her office to the rear of the house. Damn, he hadn’t told Holmes about her. If Holmes peered in through the office window . . . Oh well. If he heard a scream, he’d know what had happened. He opened the living room door.
Gregor Jack was alone. Alone and listening to his hi-fi. The volume was low, but Rebus recognized the Rolling Stones. It was the album he’d been listening to earlier, Let It Bleed.
Jack rose from his leather sofa, a glass of whisky in one hand. ‘Inspector, you didn’t take long. You’ve caught me indulging in my secret vice. Well, we all have one secret vice, don’t we?’
Rebus thought again of the scene at the brothel. And Jack seemed to read his mind, for he gave an embarrassed smile. Rebus shook the proffered hand. He noticed that a plaster had been stuck on the left hand’s offending finger. One secret vice, and one tiny flaw . . .
Jack saw him noticing. ‘Eczema,’ he explained, and seemed about to say more.
‘Yes, you said.’
‘Did I?’
‘Yesterday.’
‘You’ll have to forgive me, Inspector. I don’t usually repeat myself. But what with yesterday and everything . . .’
‘Understood.’ Past Jack, Rebus noticed a card standing on the mantelpiece. It hadn’t been there yesterday.
Jack realized he had a glass in his hand. ‘Can I offer you a drink?’
‘You can, sir, and I accept.’
‘Whisky all right? I don’t think there’s much else . . .’
‘Whatever you’re having, Mr Jack.’ And for some reason he added: ‘I like the Rolling Stones myself, their earlier stuff.’
‘Agreed,’ said Jack. ‘The music scene these days, it’s all rubbish, isn’t it?’ He’d gone over to the wall to the left of the fireplace, where glass shelves held a series of bottles and glasses. As he poured, Rebus walked over to the table where yesterday Urquhart had been fussing with some papers. There were letters, waiting to be signed (all with the House of Commons portcullis at the head), and some notes relating to parliamentary business.
‘This job,’ Jack was saying, approaching with Rebus’s drink, ‘really is what you make of it. There are some MPs who do the minimum necessary, and believe me that’s still plenty. Cheers.’
‘Cheers.’ They both drank.
‘Then there are those,’ said Jack, ‘who go for the maximum. They do their constituency work, and they become involved in the parliamentary process, the wider world. They debate, they write, they attend . . .’
‘And which camp do you belong to, sir?’ He talks too much, Rebus was thinking, and yet he says so little . . .
‘Straight down the middle,’ said Jack, steering a course with his flattened hand. ‘Here, sit down.’
‘Thank you, sir.’ They both sat, Rebus on the chair, Jack on the sofa. Rebus had noticed straight away that the whisky was watered, and he wondered by whom? And did Jack know about it? ‘Now then,’ said Rebus, ‘you said on the phone that there was something –’
Jack used a remote control to switch off the music. He aimed the remote at the wall, it seemed to Rebus. There was no hi-fi system in sight. ‘I want to get things straight about my wife, Inspector,’ he said. ‘About Liz. I am worried about her, I admit it. I didn’t want to say anything before . . .’
‘Why not, sir?’ So far, the speech sounded well prepared. But then he’d had over an hour in which to prepare it. Soon enough, it would run out. Rebus could be patient. He wondered where Urquhart was . . .
‘Publicity, Inspector. Ian calls Liz my liability. I happen to think he’s going a bit far, but Liz is . . . well, not quite temperamental . . .’
‘You think she saw the newspapers?’
‘Almost certainly. She always buys the tabloids. It’s the gossip she likes.’
‘But she hasn’t been in touch?’
‘No, no, she hasn’t.’
‘And that’s a bit strange, wouldn’t you say?’
Jack creased his face. ‘Yes and no, Inspector. I mean, I don’t know what to think. She’s capable of just laughing the whole thing off. But then again . . .’
‘You think she might harm herself, sir?’
‘Harm herself?’ Jack was slow to understand. ‘You mean suicide? No, I don’t think so, no, not that. But if she felt embarrassed, she might simply disappear. Or something could have happened to her, an accident . . . God knows what. If she got angry enough . . . it’s just possible . . .’ He bowed his head again, elbows resting on his knees.
‘Do you think it’s police business, sir?’
Jack looked up with glinting eyes. ‘That’s the crux, isn’t it? If I report her missing . . . I mean report her officially . . . and she’s found, and it turns out she was simply keeping out of things . . .’
‘Does she seem the type who would stay out of things, sir?’ Rebus’s thoughts were spinning now. Someone had set Jack up . . . but not his wife, surely? Sunday newspaper thoughts, but still they worried him.
Jack shrugged. ‘Not really. It’s hard to tell with Liz. She’s changeable.’
‘Well, sir, we could make a few discreet inquiries up north. Check hotels, guest houses –’
‘It would have to be hotels, Inspector, where Liz is concerned. Expensive hotels.’
‘Okay then, we check hotels, ask around. Any friends she might visit?’
‘Not many.’
Rebus waited, wondering if Jack would change his mind. After all, there was always Andrew Macmillan, the murderer. Someone she probably knew, someone nearby. But Jack merely shrugged and repeated, ‘Not many.’
‘Well, a list would help, sir. You might even contact them yourself. You know, just phoning for a chat. If Mrs Jack was there, they’d be bound to tell you.’
‘Unless she’d told them not to.’
Well, that was true.
‘But then,’ Jack was saying, ‘if it turned out she’d been off to one of the islands and hadn’t heard a thing . . .’
Politics, it was all about politics in the end. Rebus was coming to respect Gregor Jack less, but, in a strange way, like him more. He rose and walked over towards the shelf unit, ostensibly to put his glass there. At the mantelpiece, he stopped by the card and picked it up. The front was a cartoon showing a young man in an open-topped sports car, champagne in an ice bucket on the passenger seat. The message above read GOOD LUCK! Inside was another message, written in felt pen: ‘Never fear, The Pack is with you’. There were six signatures.
‘Schoolfriends,’ Jack was saying. He came over to stand beside Rebus. ‘And a couple from university days. We’ve stuck pretty close over the years.’
A few of the names Rebus recognized, but he was happy to look puzzled and let Jack provide the information.
‘Gowk, that’s Cathy Gow. She’s Cath Kinnoul now, Kinnoul as in Rab, the actor.’ His finger drifted to the next signature. ‘Tampon is Tom Pond. He’s an architect in Edinburgh. Bilbo, that’s Bill Fisher, works in London for some magazine. He was always daft on Tolkien.’ Jack’s voice had become soft with sentiment. Rebus was thinking of the schoolfriends he’d kept up with – a grand total of none. ‘Suey is Ronnie Steele . . .’
‘Why Suey?’
Jack smiled. ‘I’m not sure I should tell you. Ronnie would kill me.’ He considered for a moment, gave a mellow shrug. ‘Well, we were on a school trip to Switzerland, and a girl went into Ronnie’s room and found him . . . doing something. She went and told everyone about it, and Ronnie was so embarrassed that he ran outside and lay down in the road. He said he was going to kill himself, only no cars came past, so eventually he got up.’
‘And suicide abbreviates to Suey?’
‘That’s right.’ Jack studied the card again. ‘Sexton, that’s Alice Blake. Sexton Blake, you see. A detective like yourself.’ Jack smiled. ‘Alice works in London, too. Something to do with PR.’
‘And what about . . .?’ Rebus was pointing to the last secret name, Mack. Jack’s face changed.
‘Oh, that’s . . . Andy Macmillan.’
‘And what does Mr Macmillan do these days?’ Mack, Rebus was thinking. As in Mack the Knife, grimly apt . . .
Jack was aloof. ‘He’s in prison, I believe. Tragic story, tragic.’
‘In prison?’ Rebus was keen to pursue the subject, but Jack had other ideas. He pointed to the names on the card.
‘Notice anything, Inspector?’
Yes, Rebus had, though he hadn’t been going to mention it. Now he did. ‘The names are all written by the same person.’
Jack gave a quick smile. ‘Bravo.’
‘Well, Mr Macmillan’s in prison, and Mr Fisher and Miss Blake could hardly have signed, could they, living in London? The story only broke yesterday . . .’
‘Ah yes, good point.’
‘So who . . .?’
‘Cathy. She used to be an expert forger, though you might not think it to look at her. She used to have all our signatures off by heart.’
‘But Mr Pond lives in Edinburgh . . . couldn’t he have signed his own?’
‘I think he’s in the States on business.’
‘And Mr Steele . . .?’ Rebus tapped the ‘Suey’ scrawl.
‘Well, Suey’s a hard man to catch, Inspector.’
‘Is that so,’ mused Rebus, ‘is that so.’
There was a knock at the door.
‘Come in, Helen.’
Helen Greig put her head round the door. She was dressed in a raincoat, the belt of which she was tying. ‘I’m just off, Gregor. Ian not back yet?’
‘Not yet. Catching up on his sleep, I expect.’
Rebus was replacing the card on the mantelpiece. He was wondering, too, whether Gregor Jack was surrounded by friends or by something else entirely . . .
‘Oh,’ said Helen Greig, ‘and there’s another policeman here. He was at the back door . . .’
The door opened to its full extent, and Brian Holmes walked into the room. Awkwardly, it seemed to Rebus. It struck him that Holmes was awkward in the presence of Gregor Jack MP.
‘Thank you, Helen. See you tomorrow.’
‘You’re at Westminster tomorrow, Gregor.’
‘God, so I am. Right, see you the day after.’
Helen Greig left, and Rebus introduced Jack to Brian Holmes. Holmes still seemed unnaturally awkward. What the hell was the matter? It couldn’t just be Jack could it? Then Holmes cleared his throat. He was looking at his superior, avoiding eye contact with the MP altogether.
‘Sir, er . . . there’s something maybe you should see. Round the back. In the dustbin. I had some rubbish in my pockets and I thought I’d get rid of it, and I happened to lift the lid off the bin . . .’
Gregor Jack’s face turned stark white.
‘Right,’ said Rebus briskly, ‘lead the way, Brian.’ He made a sweeping motion with his arm. ‘After you, Mr Jack.’
The back of the house was well lit. Two sturdy black plastic bins sat beside a bushy rhododendron. Each bin had attached inside it a black plastic refuse bag. Holmes lifted the lid off the left-hand bin and held it open so that Rebus could peer inside. He was staring at a flattened cornflake packet and the wrapping from some biscuits.
‘Beneath,’ Holmes stated simply. Rebus lifted the cornflake packet. It had been concealing a little treasure chest. Two video cassettes, their casings broken, tape spewing from them . . . a packet of photographs . . . two small gold-coloured vibrators . . . two pairs of flimsy-looking handcuffs . . . and clothing, body-stockings, knickers with zips. Rebus couldn’t help wondering what the hacks would have done if they’d found this lot first . . .
‘I can explain,’ said Jack brokenly.
‘You don’t have to, sir. It’s none of our business.’ Rebus said this in such a way that his meaning was clear: it might not be our business, but you’d better tell us anyway.
‘I . . . I panicked. No, not really a panic. It’s just, what with that story about the brothel, and now Liz is off somewhere . . . and I knew you were on your way . . . I just wanted rid of the lot of it.’ He was perspiring. ‘I mean, I know it must look strange, that’s precisely why I wanted rid of it all. Not my stuff, you see, it’s Liz’s. Her friends . . . the parties they have . . . well, I didn’t want you to get the wrong impression.’
Or the right impression, thought Rebus. He picked up the packet of photographs, which just happened to burst open. ‘Sorry,’ he said, making a show of gathering them up. They were polaroids, taken at a party it was true. Quite a party, by the look of it. And who was this?
Rebus held the photograph up so that Jack could see it. It showed Gregor Jack having his shirt removed by two women. Everyone’s eyes were red.
‘The first and last party I ever went to,’ Jack stated.
‘Yes, sir,’ said Rebus.
‘Look, Inspector, my wife’s life is her own. What she chooses to get up to . . . well, it’s out of my hands.’ Anger was replacing embarrassment. ‘I might not like it, I might not like her friends, but it’s her choice.’
‘Right, sir.’ Rebus threw the photographs back into the bin. ‘Well, maybe your wife’s . . . friends will know where she is, eh? Meantime, I wouldn’t leave that lot in there, not unless you want to see yourself on the front pages again. The bins are the first place some journalists look. It’s not called “getting the dirt” for nothing. And as I say, Mr Jack, it’s none of our business . . . not yet.’
But it would be soon enough; Rebus felt it in his gut, which tumbled at the thought.
It would be soon enough.
Back inside the house, Rebus tried to concentrate on one thing at a time. Not easy, not at all easy. Jack wrote down the names and addresses of a few of his wife’s friends. If not quite high society, they were certainly more than a few rungs above the Horsehair. Then Rebus asked about Liz Jack’s car.
‘A black BMW,’ said Jack. ‘The 3-series. My birthday present to her last year.’
Rebus thought of his own car. ‘Very nice too, sir. And the registration?’ Jack reeled it off. Rebus looked a little surprised, but Jack smiled weakly.
‘I’m an accountant by training,’ he explained. ‘I never forget figures.’
‘Of course, sir. Well, we’d better be –’
There was a sound, the sound of the front door opening and closing. Voices in the hall. Had the prodigal wife returned? All three men turned towards the living room door, which now swung open.
‘Gregor? Look who I found coming up the drive . . .’
Ian Urquhart saw that Gregor Jack had visitors. He paused, startled. Behind him, a tired-looking man was shuffling into the room. He was tall and skinny, with lank black hair and round NHS-style spectacles.
‘Gregor,’ the man said. He walked up to Gregor Jack and they shook hands. Then Jack placed a hand on the man’s shoulder.
‘Meant to look in before now,’ the man was saying, ‘but you know how it is.’ He really did look exhausted, with dark-ringed eyes and a stoop to his posture. His speech and movements were slow. ‘I think I’ve clinched a nice collection of Italian art books . . .’
He now seemed ready to acknowledge the visitors’ presence. Rebus had been given Urquhart’s hand and was shaking it. The visitor nodded towards Rebus’s right hand.
‘You,’ he said, ‘must be Inspector Rebus.’
‘That’s right.’
‘How do you know that?’ said Gregor Jack, suitably impressed.
‘Scratch marks on the wrist,’ the visitor explained. ‘Vanessa told me an Inspector Rebus had been in, and that Rasputin had made his mark . . . his considerable mark, by the look of things.’
‘You must be Mr Steele,’ said Rebus, shaking hands.
‘The very same,’ said Steele. ‘Sorry I wasn’t in when you called. As Gregor here will tell you, I’m a hard man to –’
‘Catch,’ interrupted Jack. ‘Yes, Ronnie, I’ve already told the Inspector.’
‘No sign of those books then, sir?’ Rebus asked Steele. He shrugged.
‘Too hot to handle, Inspector. Do you have any idea how much that lot would fetch? My guess would be a private collector.’
‘Stolen to order?’
‘Maybe. A fairly broad range though . . .’ Steele seemed to tire quickly of the topic. He turned again to Gregor Jack and held his arms wide open, half shrugging. ‘Gregor, what the hell are they trying to do to you?’
‘Obviously,’ said Urquhart, who was helping himself unasked to a drink, ‘someone somewhere is looking for a resignation.’
‘But what were you doing there in the first place?’
Steele had asked the question. He asked it into a silence which lasted for a very long time. Urquhart had poured him a drink, and handed it over, while Gregor Jack seemed to study the four men in the room, as though one of them might have the answer. Rebus noticed that Brian Holmes was studying a painting on one wall, seemingly oblivious to the whole conversation. At last, Jack made an exasperated sound and shook his head.
‘I think,’ Rebus said, into the general silence, ‘we’d better be off.’
‘Remember to empty your dustbin, sir,’ was his final message to Jack, before he led Holmes down the driveway towards the main road. Holmes agreed to give him a lift into Bonnyrigg, from where Rebus could pick up a ride back into town, but otherwise reached, opened and started the car without comment. As he moved up into second gear, however, Holmes finally said: ‘Nice guy. Do you think maybe he’d give us an invite to one of those parties?’
‘Brian,’ Rebus said warningly. Then: ‘Not his parties, parties attended by his wife. It didn’t look like their house in those photos.’
‘Really? I didn’t get that good a look. All I saw was my MP being stripped by a couple of eager ladies.’ Holmes gave a sudden chuckle.
‘What?’
‘Strip Jack Naked,’ he said.
‘Pardon?’
‘It’s a card game,’ Holmes explained. ‘Strip Jack Naked. You might know it as Beggar My Neighbour.’
‘Really?’ Rebus said, trying not to sound interested. But was that precisely what someone was trying to do, strip Jack of his constituency, his clean-cut image, perhaps even his marriage? Were they trying to beggar the man whose nickname also was Beggar?
Or was Jack not quite as innocent as he seemed? No, hell, be honest: he didn’t seem all that innocent anyway. Fact: he had visited a brothel. Fact: he had tried to get rid of evidence that he himself had attended at least one fairly ‘high-spirited’ party. Fact: his wife hadn’t been in touch. Big deal. Rebus’s money was still on the man. In religion, he might be more Pessimisterian than Presbyterian, but in some things John Rebus still clung to faith.
Faith and hope. It was charity he usually lacked.
‘We’ve got to keep this away from the papers,’ said Chief Superintendent Watson. ‘For as long as we can.’
‘Right, sir,’ said Lauderdale, while Rebus stayed silent. They were not talking about Gregor Jack, they were discussing a suspect in the Water of Leith drowning. He was in an interview room now with two officers and a tape recorder. He was helping with inquiries. Apparently, he was saying little.
‘Could be nothing, after all.’
‘Yes, sir.’
There was an afternoon smell of strong mints in the room, and perhaps this was why Chief Inspector Lauderdale sounded and looked more starched than ever. His nose twitched whenever Watson wasn’t looking at him. Rebus all of a sudden felt sorry for his Chief Superintendent, in the way that he felt sorry for the Scotland squad whenever it was facing defeat at the hands of third-world part-timers. There but for the grace of complete inability go I . . .
‘Just a bit of bragging, perhaps, overheard in a pub. The man was drunk. You know how it is.’
‘Quite so, sir.’
‘All the same . . .’
All the same, they had a man in the interview room, a man who had told anyone who’d listen in a packed Leith pub that he had dumped that body under Dean Bridge.
‘It wis me! Eh? How ’bout that, eh? Me! Me! I did it. She deserved worse. They all do.’
And more of the same, all of it reported to the police by a fearful barmaid, nineteen next month and this was her first bar job.
Deserved worse, she did . . . they all do . . . Only when the police had come into the pub, he’d quietened down, gone all sulky in a corner, standing there with head bent under the weight of a cigarette. The pint glass seemed heavy, too, so that his wrist sagged beneath it, beer dripping down on to his shoes and the wooden floor.
‘Now then, sir, what’s all this you’ve been telling these people, eh? Mind telling us about it? Down at the station, eh? We’ve got seats down there. You can have a seat while you tell us all about it . . .’
He was sitting, but he wasn’t telling. No name, no address, nobody in the pub seemed to know anything about him. Rebus had taken a look at him, as had most of the CID and uniformed men in the building, but the face meant nothing. A sad, weak example of the species. In his late thirties, his hair was already grey and thin, the face lined, bristly with stubble, and the knuckles had grazes and scabs on them.
‘How did you get them then? Been in a fight? Hit her a few times before you chucked her in?’
Nothing. He looked scared, but he was resilient. Their chances of keeping him in were, to put it mildly, not good. He didn’t need a solicitor; he knew he just had to keep his mouth shut.
‘Been in trouble before, eh? You know the score, don’t you? That’s why you’re keeping quiet. Much good will it do you, pal. Much good.’
Indeed. The pathologist, Dr Curt, was now being harried. They needed to know: accident, suicide, or murder? They desperately needed to know. But before any news arrived, the man began to talk.
‘I was drunk,’ he told them, ‘didn’t know what I was saying. I don’t know what made me say it.’ This was the story he stuck to, repeating it and refining it. They pressed for his name and address. ‘I was drunk,’ he said. ‘That’s all there is to it. I’m sober now, and I’d like to go. I’m sorry I said what I did. Can I go now?’
Nobody at the pub had been keen to press charges, not once the offending body was removed from the premises. Unpaid bouncers, thought Rebus, that’s all we are. Was the man going to walk? Were they going to lose him? Not without a fight.
‘We need a name and address before we can let you go.’
‘I was drunk. Can I go now, please?’
‘Your name!’
‘Please, can I go?’
Curt still wasn’t ready to pronounce. An hour or two. Some results he was waiting for . . .
‘Just give us a name, eh? Stop pissing about.’
‘My name’s William Glass. I live at 48 Semple Street in Granton.’
There was silence, then sighs. ‘Check that, will you?’ one officer asked the other. Then: ‘Now that wasn’t so painful, was it, Mr Glass?’
The other officer grinned, then had to explain why. ‘Painful . . . Glass . . . pane of glass, see?’
‘Just do that check, eh?’ said his colleague, rubbing at a headache which, these days, never seemed to leave him.
‘They’ve let him go,’ Holmes informed Rebus.
‘About time. A wild haggis chase and no mistake.’
Holmes came into the office and made himself comfortable on the spare chair.
‘Don’t stand on ceremony,’ said Rebus from his desk, ‘just because I’m the senior officer. Why not take a seat, Sergeant?’
‘Thank you, sir,’ said Holmes from the chair. ‘I don’t mind if I do. He gave his address as Semple Street, Granton.’
‘Off Granton Road?’
‘That’s the one.’ Holmes looked around. ‘It’s like an oven in here. Can’t you open a window?’
‘Jammed shut, and the heating’s –’
‘I know, either on full blast or nothing. This place . . .’ Holmes shook his head.
‘Nothing a bit of maintenance wouldn’t fix.’
‘Funny,’ said Holmes, ‘I’ve never seen you as the sentimental sort . . .’
‘Sentimental?’
‘About this place. Give me St Leonard’s or Fettes any day.’
Rebus wrinkled his nose. ‘No character,’ he said.
‘Speaking of which, what news of the male member?’
‘That joke’s worn as thin as my hair, Brian. Why not part-ex it against a new one?’ Rebus breathed out noisily through his nose and threw down the pen he’d been playing with. ‘What you mean,’ he said, ‘is what news of Mrs Jack, and the answer is none, nada, zero. I’ve put out the description of her car, and all the posh hotels are being checked. But so far, nothing.’
‘From which we infer . . .?’
‘Same answer: nothing. She could still be off at some Iona spiritual retreat, or shacked up with a Gaelic crofter, or doing the Munros. She could be pissed-off at her hubby, or not know a thing about any of it.’
‘And all that kit I found, the sex-shop stock clearance?’
‘What about it?’
‘Well . . .’ Holmes seemed stuck for an answer. ‘Nothing really.’
‘And there you’ve put your finger on it, Sergeant. Nothing really. Meantime, I’ve got work enough to be getting on with.’ Rebus laid a solemn hand on the pile of reports and case-notes in front of him. ‘How about you?’
Holmes was out of his chair now. ‘Oh, I’ve plenty keeping me busy, sir. Please, don’t worry yourself about me.’
‘It’s natural for me to worry, Brian. You’re like a son to me.’
‘And you’re like a father to me,’ Holmes replied, heading for the door. ‘The fa-ther I get from you, the easier my life seems to be.’
Rebus screwed a piece of paper into a ball, but the door closed before he had time to take aim. Ach, some days the job could be a laugh. Well, okay, a grin at least. If he forgot all about Gregor Jack, the load would be lighter still. Where would Jack be now? At the House of Commons? Sitting on some committee? Being fêted by businesses and lobbyists? It all seemed a long way from Rebus’s office, and from his life.
William Glass . . . no, the name meant nothing to him. Bill Glass, Billy Glass, Willie Glass, Will Glass . . . nothing. Living at 48 Semple Street. Hold on . . . Semple Street in Granton. He went to his filing cabinet and pulled out the file. Yes, just last month. Stabbing incident in Granton. A serious wounding, but not fatal. The victim had lived at 48 Semple Street. Rebus remembered it now. Bedsits carved from a house, all of them rented. A rented bedsit. If William Glass was living at 48 Semple Street, then he was staying in a rented bedsit. Rebus reached for his telephone and called Lauderdale, to whom he told his story.
‘Well, someone there vouched for him when the patrol car dropped him off. The officers were told to be sure he did live there, and apparently he does. Name’s William Glass, like he said.’
‘Yes, but those bedsits are short-let. Tenants get their social security cheque, hand half the cash over to the landlord, maybe more than half for all I know. What I’m saying is, it’s not much of an address. He could disappear from there any time he liked.’
‘Why so suspicious all of a sudden, John? I thought you were of the opinion we were wasting our time in the first place?’
Oh, but Lauderdale always knew the question to ask, the question to which, as a rule, Rebus did not have an answer.
‘True, sir,’ he said. ‘Just thought I’d let you know.’
‘I appreciate it, John. It’s nice to be kept informed.’ There was a slight pause there, an invitation for Rebus to join Lauderdale’s ‘camp’. And after the pause: ‘Any progress on Professor Costello’s books?’
Rebus sighed. ‘No, sir.’
‘Oh well. Mustn’t keep you chatting then. Bye, John.’
‘Goodbye, sir.’ Rebus wiped his palm across his forehead. It was hot in here, like a dress rehearsal for the Calvinist hell.
The fan had been installed and turned on, and an hour or so later Doctor Curt provided the shit to toss at it.
‘Murder, yes,’ he said. ‘Almost definitely murder. I’ve discussed my findings with my colleagues, and we’re of a mind.’ And he went on to explain about froth and unclenched hands and diatoms. About problems of differentiating immersion from drowning. The deceased, a woman in her late twenties or early thirties, had imbibed a good deal of drink prior to death. But she had been dead before she’d hit the water, and the cause of death was probably a blow to the back of the head, carried out by a right-handed attacker (the blow itself having come from the right of the head).
But who was she? They had a photograph of the dead woman’s face, but it wasn’t exactly breakfast-time viewing. And though her description and a description of her clothes had been given out, nobody had been able to identify her. No identification on the body, no handbag or purse, nothing in her pockets . . .
‘Better search the area again, see if we can come up with a bag or a purse. She must have had something.’
‘And search the river, sir?’
‘A bit late for that probably, but yes, better give it a shot.’
‘The alcohol,’ Dr Curt was telling anyone who would listen, had ‘muddied the water, you see’, after which he smiled his slow smile. ‘And the fish had eaten their fill: fish fingers, fish feet, fish stomach . . .’
‘Yes, sir. I see, sir.’
All of which Rebus mercifully avoided. He had once made the mistake of making a sicker pun than Dr Curt, and as a result found himself in the doctor’s favour. One day, he knew, Holmes would make a better pun yet, and then Curt would have himself a new pupil and confidant . . . So, skirting around the doctor, Rebus made for Lauderdale’s office. Lauderdale himself was just getting off the phone. When he saw Rebus, he turned stony. Rebus could guess why.
‘I just sent someone round to Glass’s bedsit.’
‘And he’s gone,’ Rebus added.
‘Yes,’ Lauderdale said, his hand still on the receiver. ‘Leaving little or nothing behind him.’
‘Should be easy enough to pick him up, sir.’
‘Get on to it, will you, John? He must still be in the city. What is it? – an hour since he left here. Probably somewhere in the Granton area.’
‘We’ll get out there right away, sir,’ said Rebus, glad of this excuse for a little action.
‘Oh, and John . . .?’
‘Sir?’
‘No need to look so smug, okay?’
So the day filled itself, evening coming upon him with surprising speed. But still they had not found William Glass. Not in Granton, Pilmuir, Newhaven, Inverleith, Canonmills, Leith, Davidson’s Mains . . . Not on buses or in pubs, not by the shore, not in the Botanic Gardens, not in chip shops or wandering on playing fields. They had found no friends, no family, just bare details so far from the DHSS. And at the end of it all, Rebus knew, the man might be innocent. But for now he was their straw, to be clutched at. Not the most tasteful metaphor under the circumstances, but then, as Dr Curt himself might have said, it was all water under the bridge so far as the victim was concerned.
‘Nothing, sir,’ Rebus reported to Lauderdale at the end of play. It had been one of those days. Nothing was the sum total of Rebus’s endeavours, yet he felt weary, bone and brain weary. So that he turned down Holmes’ kindly offer of a drink, and didn’t even debate over his destination. He headed for Oxford Terrace and the ministrations of Dr Patience Aitken, not forgetting Lucky the cat, the wolf-whistling budgies, the tropical fish, and the tame hedgehog he’d yet to see.
Rebus telephoned Gregor Jack’s home first thing Wednesday morning. Jack sounded tired, having spent yesterday in Parliament and the evening at some ‘grotesque function, and you can quote me on that’. There was a new and altogether fake heartiness about him, occasioned, Rebus didn’t doubt, by the shared knowledge of the contents of that dustbin.
Well, Rebus was tired, too. The real difference between them was a question of pay scales . . .
‘Have you heard anything from your wife yet, Mr Jack?’
‘Nothing.’
There was that word again. Nothing.
‘What about you, Inspector? Any news?’
‘No, sir.’
‘Well, no news is better than bad news, so they say. Speaking of which, I read this morning that that poor woman at Dean Bridge was murder.’
‘I’m afraid so.’
‘Puts my own troubles into perspective, doesn’t it? Mind you, there’s a constituency meeting this morning, so my troubles may just be starting. Let me know, won’t you? If you hear anything, I mean.’
‘Of course, Mr Jack.’
‘Thank you, Inspector. Goodbye.’
‘Goodbye, sir.’
All very formal and correct, as their relationship had to be. Not even room for a ‘Good luck with the meeting’. He knew what the meeting would be about. People didn’t like it when their MP got himself into a scandal. There would be questions. There would need to be answers . . .
Rebus opened his desk drawer and lifted out the list of Elizabeth Jack’s friends, her ‘circle’. Jamie Kilpatrick the antique dealer (and apparent black sheep of his titled family); the Hon. Matilda Merriman, notorious for her alleged night of non-stop rogering with a one-time cabinet member; Julian Kaymer, some sort of artist; Martin Inman, professional landowner; Louise Patterson-Scott, separated wife of the retail millionaire . . .
The ‘names’ just kept on coming, most of them, as Jack himself had put it while making out the list, ‘seasoned dissolutes and hangers-on’. Mainly old money, as Chris Kemp had said, and a long way away from Gregor Jack’s own ‘pack’. But there was one curio among them, one seeming exception. Even Rebus had recognized it as Gregor Jack scratched it on to the list.
‘What? The Barney Byars? The original dirty trucker?’
‘The haulier, yes.’
‘A bit out of place in that sort of company, isn’t he?’
Jack had owned up. ‘Actually, Barney’s an old school-pal of mine. But as time’s gone on, he’s grown friendlier with Liz. It happens sometimes.’
‘Still, somehow I can’t see him fitting in with that lot –’
‘You’d be surprised, Inspector Rebus. Believe me, you would be surprised.’ Jack gave each word equal weight, leaving Rebus in no doubt that he meant what he said. Still . . . Byars was another fly Fifer, another famous son. While at school, he’d made his name as a hitchhiker, often claiming he’d spent the weekend in London without paying a penny to get there. After school, he made the news again by hitching his way across France, Italy, Germany, Spain. He’d fallen in love with the lorries themselves, with the whole business of them, so he’d saved, got his HGV licence, bought himself a lorry . . . and now was the largest independent haulier that Rebus could think of. Even on last year’s trip to London, Rebus had been confronted by a Byars Haulage artic trying to steer its way through Piccadilly Circus.
Well, it was Rebus’s job to ask if anyone had seen hide or hair of Liz Jack. He’d gladly let others do the hard work with the likes of Jamie Kilpatrick and the grim-sounding Julian Kaymer; but he was keeping Barney Byars for himself. Another week or two of this, he thought, and I’ll have to buy an autograph book.
As it happened, Byars was in Edinburgh, ‘drumming up custom’, as the girl in his office put it. Rebus gave her his telephone number, and an hour later Byars himself called back. He would be busy all afternoon, and he’d to go to dinner that evening ‘with a few fat bastards’, but he could see Rebus for a drink at six if that was convenient. Rebus wondered which luxury hotel would be the base for their drink, and was stunned, perhaps even disappointed, when Byars named the Sutherland Bar, one of Rebus’s own watering holes.
‘Right you are,’ he said. ‘Six o’clock.’
Which meant that the day stretched ahead of him. There was the Case of the Lifted Literature, of course. Well, he wasn’t going to hold his breath waiting for a result there. They would turn up or they would not. His bet would be that by now they’d be on the other side of the Atlantic. Then there was William Glass, suspect in a murder inquiry, somewhere out there in a back close or a cobbled side street. Well, he’d turn up come giro day. If, that is, he was more stupid than so far he’d proved to be. No, maybe he was full of cunning. In which case he wouldn’t go near a DHSS office or back to his digs. In which case he would have to get money from somewhere.
So – go talk to the tramps, the city’s dispossessed. Glass would steal, or else he would resort to begging. And where he begged, there would be others begging, too. Put his description about, maybe with a tenner as a reward, and let others do your work for you. Yes, it was definitely worth mentioning to Lauderdale. Except that Rebus didn’t want to do the Chief Inspector too many good turns, otherwise Lauderdale would think he was currying favour.
‘I’d rather curry an alsatian.’ he said to himself.
With a nice sense of timing, Brian Holmes came into the office carrying a white paper bag and a polystyrene beaker.
‘What’ve you got there?’ Rebus asked, suddenly hungry.
‘You’re the policeman, you tell me.’ Holmes produced a sandwich from the bag and held it in front of Rebus.
‘Corned chuck?’ Rebus guessed.
‘Wrong. Pastrami on rye bread.’
‘What?’
‘And decaffeinated filter coffee.’ Holmes prised the lid from the beaker and sniffed the contents with a contented smile. ‘From that new delicatessen next to the traffic lights.’
‘Doesn’t Nell make you up a sandwich?’
‘Women have equal rights these days.’
Rebus believed it. He thought of Inspector Gill Templer and her psychology books and her feminism. He thought of the demanding Dr Patience Aitken. He even thought of the free-living Elizabeth Jack. Strong women to a man . . . But then he remembered Cath Kinnoul. There were still casualties out there.
‘What’s it like?’ he asked.
Holmes had taken a bite from the sandwich and was studying what was left. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Interesting.’
Pastrami – now there was a sandwich filling that would be a long time coming to the Sutherland Bar.
Barney Byars, too, was a long time coming to the Sutherland. Rebus arrived at five minutes to six, Byars at twenty-five past. But he was well worth waiting for.
‘Inspector, sorry I’m late. Some cunt was trying to knock me down five per cent on a four-grand contract, and he wanted sixty days to pay. Know what that does to a cash flow? I told him I ran a lorry firm, not fuckin’ rickshaws.’
All of which was delivered in a thick Fife tongue and at a volume appreciably above that of the bar’s early evening rumble of TV and conversation. Rebus was seated at one of the bar stools, but stood and suggested they take a table. Byars, however, was already making himself comfortable on the stool next to the policeman, laying his brawny arms along the bar-top and examining the array of taps. He pointed to Rebus’s glass.
‘That any good?’
‘Not bad.’
‘I’ll have a pint of that then.’ Whether from awe, fear, or just good management of his customers, the barman was on hand to pour the requested pint.
‘Another yourself, Inspector?’
‘I’m okay, thanks.’
‘And a whisky, too,’ ordered Byars. ‘A double, mind, not the usual smear-test.’
Byars handed a fifty-pound note to the barman. ‘Keep the change,’ he said. Then he roared with laughter. ‘Only joking, son, only joking.’
The barman was new and young. He held the note as though it were likely to ignite. ‘Ehh . . . you haven’t got anything smaller on you?’ His accent was effeminate west coast. Rebus wondered how long he’d last in the Sutherland.
Byars exasperated but rejecting Rebus’s offer of help, dug into his pockets and found two crumpled one-pound notes and some change. He accepted his fifty back and pushed the coins towards the barman, then he winked at Rebus.
‘I’ll tell you a secret, Inspector, if I had to choose between having five tenners or one fifty, I’d go for the one fifty every time. Want to know why? Tenners in your pocket, people think nothing of it. But whip a fifty out, and they think you’re Croesus.’ He turned to the barman, who was counting the coins out into the open till. ‘Hey, son, got anything for eating?’ The barman jerked round as though hit by a pellet.
‘Ehh . . . I think there’s some Scotch broth left over from lunch.’ His vowels turned broth into ‘braw-wrath’. The braw wrath of the Scots, Rebus thought to himself. Byars was shaking his head. ‘A pie or a sandwich,’ he demanded.
The barman proffered the last lonely sandwich in the place. It looked unnervingly like pastrami, but turned out to be, as Byars put it, ‘the guid roast beef’.
‘One pound ten,’ the barman said. Byars got out the fifty-pound note again, snorted, and produced a fiver instead. He turned back to Rebus and lifted his glass.
‘Cheers.’ Both men drank.
‘Not bad at all,’ Byars said of the beer.
Rebus gestured towards the sandwich. ‘I thought you were going to dinner later on?’
‘I am, but more importantly, I’m paying. This way, I won’t eat as much and won’t cost myself so much.’ He winked again. ‘Maybe I should write a book, eh? Business tips for sole traders, that sort of thing. Heh, speaking of tips, I once asked a waiter what “tips” meant. Know what he said?’
Rebus hazarded a wild guess. ‘To insure prompt service?’
‘No, to insure I don’t piss in the soup!’ Byars’ voice was back to the level of megaphone diplomacy. He laughed, then took a bite of sandwich, still chortling as he chomped. He was not a tall man, five seven or thereabouts. And he was stocky. He wore newish denims and a black leather jacket, beneath which he sported a white polo-shirt. In a bar like this, you’d take him for . . . well, just about anybody. Rebus could imagine him ruffling feathers in plush hotels and business bars. Image, he told himself. It’s just another image: the hard man, the no-nonsense man, a man who worked hard and who expected others to work hard, too – always in his favour.
He had finished the sandwich, and was brushing crumbs from his lap. ‘You’re from Fife,’ he said casually, sniffing the whisky.
‘Yes,’ Rebus admitted.
‘I could tell. Gregor Jack’s from Fife too, you know. You said you wanted to talk about him. Is it to do with that brothel story? I found that a bit hard to swallow.’ He nodded towards the empty plate in front of him. ‘Not as hard as that sandwich though.’
‘No, it’s not really to do with the . . . with Mr Jack’s . . . no, it’s more to do with Mrs Jack.’
‘Lizzie? What about her?’
‘We’re not sure where she is. Any ideas?’
Byars looked blank. ‘Knowing Lizzie, you’d better get Interpol on the case. She’s as likely to be in Istanbul as Inverness.’
‘What makes you say Inverness?’
Byars looked stuck for an answer. ‘It was the first place that came to mind.’ Then he nodded. ‘I see what you mean though. You were thinking she might be at Deer Lodge, it being up that way. Have you looked?’
Rebus nodded. ‘When did you last see Mrs Jack?’
‘A couple of weeks ago. Maybe three weekends ago, I can check. Funnily enough, it was at the lodge. A weekend party. The Pack mostly.’ He looked up from his drink. ‘I better explain that . . .’
‘It’s all right, I know who The Pack are. Three weekends ago, you say?’
‘Aye, but I can check if you like.’
‘A weekend party . . . you mean a party lasting the whole weekend?’
‘Well, just a few friends . . . all very civilized.’ A light came on behind his eyes. ‘Ah-ha, I know what you’re getting at. You know about Liz’s parties then? No, no, this was tame stuff, dinner and a few drinks and a brisk country walk on the Sunday. Not really my mug of gin, but Liz had invited me, so . . .’
‘You prefer her other kinds of party?’
Byars laughed. ‘Of course! You’re only young once, Inspector. I mean, it’s all above board . . . isn’t it?’
He seemed genuinely curious, not without reason. Why should a policeman know about ‘those’ parties? Who could have told him if not Gregor, and what exactly would Gregor have said?
‘As far as I know, sir. So you don’t know any reason why Mrs Jack might want to disappear?’
‘I can think of a few.’ Byars had finished both drinks, but didn’t look like he was hanging around for another. He kept shifting on the stool, as if unable to get comfortable. ‘That newspaper story for a start. I think I’d want to be well away from it, wouldn’t you? I mean, I can see how it’s bad for Gregor’s image, not having his wife beside him, but at the same time . . .’
‘Any other reasons?’
Byars was half standing now. ‘A lover,’ he suggested. ‘Maybe he’s whisked her off to Tenerife for a bit of pash under the sun.’ He winked again, then his face became serious, as though he’d just remembered something. ‘There were those phone calls,’ he said.
‘Phone calls?’
Now he was standing. ‘Anonymous phone calls. Lizzie told me about them. Not to her, to Gregor. Bound to happen, the game he’s in. Caller would phone up and say he was Sir Somebody-Somebody or Lord This ’n’ That, and Gregor would be fetched to the phone. Soon as he got to it, the line would go dead. That’s what she told me.’
‘Did these calls worry her?’
‘Oh yes, you could see she was upset. She tried to hide it, but you could see. Gregor just laughed it off, of course. Can’t afford to let something like that rattle him. She might even have mentioned letters. Something about Gregor getting these letters, but tearing them up before anyone could see them. But you’d have to ask Lizzie about that.’ He paused. ‘Or Gregor, of course.’
‘Of course.’
‘Right . . .’ Byars stuck out his hand. ‘You’ve got my number if you need me, Inspector.’
‘Yes.’ Rebus shook hands. ‘Thanks for your help, Mr Byars.’
‘Any time, Inspector. Oh, and if you ever need a lift to London, I’ve got lorries make that trip four times a week. Won’t cost you a penny, and you can still claim the journey on expenses.’
He gave another wink, smiled generally around the bar, and marched back out as noticeably as he’d marched in. The barman came to clear away plate and glass. Rebus saw that the tie the young man was wearing was a clip-on, standard issue in the Sutherland. If a punter tried to grab you, the tie came away in his hand . . .
‘Was he talking about me?’
Rebus blinked. ‘Eh? What makes you think that?’
‘I thought I heard him mention my name.’
Rebus poured the dregs from his glass into his mouth and swallowed. Don’t say the kid was called Gregor . . . Lizzie maybe . . . ‘What name is that then?’
‘Lawrie.’
Rebus was more than halfway there before he realized he was headed not for Stockbridge comforts and Patience Aitken, but for Marchmont and his own neglected flat. So be it. Inside the flat, the atmosphere managed to be both chill and stale. A coffee mug beside the telephone resembled Glasgow insofar as it, too, was a city of culture, an interesting green and white culture.
But if the living room was growing mould, surely the kitchen would be worse. Rebus sat himself down in his favourite chair, stretched for the answering machine, and settled to listen to his calls. There weren’t many. Gill Templer, wondering where he was keeping himself these days . . . as if she didn’t know. His daughter Samantha, phoning from her new flat in London, giving him her address and telephone number. Then a couple of calls where the speaker had decided not to say anything.
‘Be like that then.’ Rebus turned off the machine, drew a notebook from his pocket, and, reading the number from it, telephoned Gregor Jack. He wanted to know why Jack hadn’t said anything about his own anonymous calls. Strip Jack . . . beggar my neighbour . . . Well, if someone were out to beggar Gregor Jack, Jack himself didn’t seem overly concerned. He didn’t exactly seem resigned, but he did seem unbothered. Unless he was playing a game with Rebus . . . And what about Rab Kinnoul, on-screen assassin? What was he up to all the time he was away from his wife? And Ronald Steele, too, a ‘hard man to catch’. Were they all up to something? It wasn’t that Rebus distrusted the human race . . . wasn’t just that he was brought up a Pessimisterian. He was sure there was something happening here; he just didn’t know what it was.
There was nobody home. Or nobody was answering. Or the apparatus had been unplugged. Or . . .
‘Hello?’
Rebus glanced at his watch. Just after quarter past seven. ‘Miss Greig?’ he said. ‘Inspector Rebus here. He does keep you working late, doesn’t he?’
‘You seem to work fairly late hours yourself, Inspector. What is it this time?’
Impatience in her voice. Perhaps Urquhart had warned her against being friendly. Perhaps it had been discovered that she’d given Rebus the address of Deer Lodge . . .
‘A word with Mr Jack, if possible.’
‘Not possible, I’m afraid.’ She didn’t sound afraid; she sounded if anything a bit smug. ‘He’s speaking at a function this evening.’
‘Oh. How did his meeting go this morning?’
‘Meeting?’
‘I thought he had some meeting in his constituency . . .?’
‘Oh, that. I think it went very well.’
‘So he’s not for the chop then?’
She attempted a laugh. ‘North and South Esk would be mad to get rid of him.’
‘All the same, he must be relieved.’
‘I wouldn’t know. He was on the golf course all afternoon.’
‘Nice.’
‘I think an MP is allowed one afternoon off a week, don’t you, Inspector?’
‘Oh yes, absolutely. That’s what I meant.’ Rebus paused. He had nothing to say, really; he was just hoping that if he kept her talking Helen Greig herself might tell him something, something he didn’t know . . . ‘Oh,’ he said, ‘about those telephone calls . . .’
‘What calls?’
‘The ones Mr Jack was getting. The anonymous ones.’
‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. Sorry, I’ve got to go now. My mum’s expecting me home at quarter to eight.’
‘Right you are then, Miss Gr –’ But she had already put the phone down.
Golf? This afternoon? Jack must be keen. The rain had been falling steadily in Edinburgh since midday. He looked out of his unwashed window. It wasn’t falling now, but the streets were glistening. The flat felt suddenly empty, and colder than ever. Rebus picked up the phone and made one more call. To Patience Aitken. To say he was on his way. She asked him where he was.
‘I’m at home.’
‘Oh? Picking up some more of your stuff?’
‘That’s right.’
‘You could do with bringing a spare suit if you’ve got one.’
‘Right.’
‘And some of your precious books, since you don’t seem to approve of my taste.’
‘Romances were never my thing, Patience.’ In fiction as in life, he thought to himself. On the floor around him were strewn some of his ‘precious books’. He picked one up, tried to remember buying it, couldn’t.
‘Well, bring whatever you like, John, and as much as you like. You know how much room we’ve got here.’
We. We’ve got.
‘Okay, Patience. See you later.’ He replaced the receiver with a sigh and took a look around him. After all these years, there were still gaps on the wall-shelves from where his wife Rhona had removed her things. Still gaps in the kitchen, too, where the tumble-drier had sat, and her precious dishwasher. Still clean rectangular spaces on the walls where her posters and prints had been hung. The flat had last been redecorated–when?–in ’81 or ’82. Ach, it still didn’t look too bad though. Who was he kidding? It looked like a squat.
‘What have you done with your life, John Rebus?’ The answer was: Not much. Gregor Jack was younger than him, and more successful. Barney Byars was younger than him, and more successful. Who did he know who was older than him and less successful? Not a single soul, discounting the beggars in the city centre, the ones he’d spent the afternoon with – without a result, but with a certain uncomfortable sense of belonging . . .
What was he thinking about? ‘You’re becoming a morbid old bugger.’ Self-pity wasn’t the answer. Moving in with Patience was the answer . . . so why didn’t it feel like one? Why did it feel like just another problem?
He rested his head against the back of the chair. I’m caught, he thought, between a cushion and a soft place. He sat there for a long time, staring up at the ceiling. It was dark outside, and foggy, too, a haar drifting in across the city from the North Sea. In a haar, Edinburgh seemed to shift backwards through time. You half expected to see press-gangs on the streets of Leith, hear coaches clattering over cobblestones and cries of gardy-loo in the High Street.
If he sold the flat, he could buy himself a new car, send some money to Samantha. If he sold the flat . . . if he moved in with Patience . . .
‘If shit was gold,’ his father used to say, ‘you’d have a tyke at yer erse.’ The old bugger had never explained exactly what a tyke was . . .
Jesus, what made him think of that?
It was no good. He couldn’t think straight, not here. Perhaps it was that his flat held too many memories, good and bad. Perhaps it was just the mood of the evening.
Or perhaps it was that the image of Gill Templer’s face kept appearing unbidden (he told himself unbidden) in his mind . . .
Burglary with violent assault: just the thing for a dreich Thursday morning. The victim was in hospital, head bandaged and face bruised. Rebus had been to talk with her, and was at the house in Jock’s Lodge, overseeing the dusting for prints and the taking of statements, when word reached him from Great London Road. The call came from Brian Holmes.
‘Yes, Brian?’
‘There’s been another drowning.’
‘Drowning?’
‘Another body in the river.’
‘Oh Christ. Whereabouts this time?’
‘Out of town, up towards Queensferry. Another woman. She was found this morning by someone out for a walk.’ He paused while someone handed him something. Rebus heard a muted ‘thanks’ as the person moved away. ‘It could be our Mr Glass, couldn’t it?’ Holmes said now, pausing again to slurp coffee. ‘We expected him to stick around the city, but he could as easily have headed north. Queensferry’s an easy walk, and mostly across open land, well away from roads where he might be spotted. If I was on the run, that’s the way I’d do it . . .’
Yes, Rebus knew that country. Hadn’t he been out there just the other day? Quiet back roads, no traffic, nobody to notice . . . Hang on, there was a stream – no, more a river – running past the Kinnouls’ house.
‘Brian . . .’ he started.
‘And that’s another thing,’ Holmes interrupted. ‘The woman who found the body . . . guess who it was?’
‘Cathy Gow,’ Rebus said casually.
Holmes seemed puzzled, ‘Who? Anyway, no, it was Rab Kinnoul’s wife. You know, Rab Kinnoul . . . the actor. Who’s this Cathy Gow . . .?’
It was uphill from the Kinnoul house, and along the side of the hill, too. Not too far a walk, but the country grew if anything bleaker still. Fifty yards from the fast-flowing river there was a narrow road, leading eventually to a wider road which meandered down to the coast. For someone to get here, they either had to walk past the Kinnoul house, or else walk down from the road.
‘No sign of a car?’ Rebus asked Holmes. Both men had zippered their jackets against the snell wind and the occasional smirr.
‘Any car in particular?’ Holmes asked. ‘The road’s tarmac. I’ve had a look for myself. No tyre tracks.’
‘Where does it lead?’
‘It peters out into a farm track, then, surprise surprise, a farm.’ Holmes was moving his weight from one foot to the other, trying in vain to keep warm.
‘Better check at the farm and see –’
‘Someone’s up there doing precisely that.’
Rebus nodded. Holmes knew this routine well enough by now: he would do something, and Rebus would double check that it had been done.
‘And Mrs Kinnoul?’
‘She’s in the house with a WPC, drinking sweet tea.’
‘Don’t let her take too many downers. We’ll need a statement.’
Holmes was lost, until Rebus explained about his previous visit here. ‘What about Mr Kinnoul?’
‘He went off somewhere this morning early. That’s why Mrs Kinnoul went for a walk. She said she always went for a walk in the morning when she was on her own.’
‘Do we know where he’s gone?’
Holmes shrugged. ‘Just on business, that’s all she could tell us. Couldn’t say where or how long he’d be. But he should be back this evening, according to Mrs Kinnoul.’
Rebus nodded again. They were standing above the river, near the roadway. The others were down by the river itself. It was in spate after the recent rain. Just about wide enough and deep enough to be classed a river rather than a stream. The ‘others’ included police officers, dressed in waders and plunging their arms into the icy water, feeling for evidence which would long have been flushed away, forensics men, hovering above the body, the Identification Unit, similarly hovering but armed with cameras and video equipment, and Dr Curt, dressed in a long flapping raincoat, its collar turned up. He trudged towards Rebus and Holmes, reciting as he came.
‘When shall we three meet again . . . blasted heath et cetera. Good morning, Inspector.’
‘Morning, Doctor Curt. What have you got for us?’
Curt removed his glasses and wiped spots of water from them. ‘Double pneumonia, I shouldn’t wonder,’ he answered, replacing them.
‘Accident, suicide, or murder?’ asked Rebus.
Curt tut-tutted him, shaking his head sadly. ‘You know I can’t make snap decisions, Inspector. Granted, this poor woman hasn’t been in the water as long as the previous one, but all the same . . .’
‘How long?’
‘A day at most. But with the weight of water and all . . . debris and so on . . . she’s taken a bit of a battering. Lucky she was found at all, really.’
‘How do you mean?’
‘Didn’t the sergeant say? Her wrist caught in a dead branch. Otherwise, she’d almost certainly have been swept down into the river and out into the sea.’
Rebus thought about the direction the river would take, bypassing the only settlements . . . yes, a body falling into the stream here might well have disappeared without trace . . .
‘Any idea who she is?’
‘No identification on the body. Plenty of rings on her fingers though, and she’s wearing quite a nice dress, too. Care to take a look?’
‘Why not, eh? Come on, Brian.’
But Holmes stood his ground. ‘I had a look earlier, sir. Don’t let me stop you though . . .’
So Rebus followed the pathologist down the slope. He was thinking: difficult to bring a body down here . . . but you could always roll it from the top . . . yes, roll it . . . hear the splash and assume it had fallen into the river . . . you might not know the wrist had caught in a branch. But to get a body up here in the first place – dead or alive – surely you’d need a car. Was William Glass capable of stealing a car? Why not, everyone else seemed to know how to do it these days. Kids in primary school could show you how to do it . . .
‘Like I say,’ Curt was saying, ‘she’s been bashed about a bit . . . can’t tell yet whether post- or ante-mortem. Oh, about that other drowning at Dean Bridge . . .’
‘Yes?’
‘Recent sexual intercourse. Traces of semen in the vagina. We should be able to get a DNA profile. Ah, here we go . . .’
The body had been laid out on a plastic sheet. Yes, it was a nice dress, distinctive, summery, though torn now and smeared with mud. The face was muddy, too . . . and cut . . . and swollen . . . the hair drawn back and part of the skull exposed. Rebus swallowed hard. Had he been expecting this? He wasn’t sure. But the photographs he’d seen made him sure in his mind.
‘I know her,’ he said.
‘What?’ Even the forensics men looked up at him in disbelief. The tableau must have alerted Brian Holmes, for he came stumbling down the slope to join them.
‘I said I know her. At least, I think I do. No, I’m sure I do. Her name is Elizabeth Jack. Her friends call her Liz or Lizzie. She’s . . . she was married to Gregor Jack MP.’
‘Good God,’ said Dr Curt. Rebus looked at Holmes, and Holmes stared back at him, and neither seemed to know what to say.
There was more to identification than that, of course. Much more. Death was certainly suspicious, but this had to be decided officially by the gentleman from the Procurator Fiscal’s office, the gentleman who now stood talking with Dr Curt, nodding his head gravely while Curt made hand gestures which would not have disgraced an excited Italian. He was explaining – explaining tirelessly, explaining for the thousandth time – about the movement of diatoms within the body, while his listener grew paler still.
The Identification Unit was still busy shooting off photographs and some video film, wiping their camera lenses every thirty seconds or so. The rain had, if anything, grown heavier, the sky an unbroken shading of grey-black. An autopsy was needed, agreed the Procurator Fiscal. The body would be transported to the mortuary in Edinburgh’s Cowgate, and there formal identification would take place, involving two people who knew the deceased in life, and two police officers who had known her in death. If it turned out not to be Elizabeth Jack, Rebus was in a dung-pile of trouble. Watching the body being taken away, Rebus allowed himself a muffled sneeze. Perhaps Dr Curt’s diagnosis of pneumonia was right. He knew where he was headed: the Kinnoul house. With luck, he might find hot tea there. The forensics team squeezed wetly into their car and headed back to police headquarters at Fettes.
‘Come on, Brian,’ said Rebus, ‘let’s see how Mrs Kinnoul’s getting on.’
Cath Kinnoul seemed in a state of shock. A doctor had been to the house, but had left by the time Rebus and Holmes reached the scene. They shed their sodden jackets in the hall, while Rebus had a quiet word with the WPC.
‘No sign of the husband?’
‘No, sir.’
‘How is she?’
‘Comfortably numb.’
Rebus tried to look bedraggled and pathetic. It wasn’t difficult. The WPC read his mind and smiled.
‘I’ll make some tea, shall I?’
‘Anything hot would hit the spot, believe me.’
Cath Kinnoul was sitting in one of the living room’s huge armchairs. The chair itself looked like it was in the process of consuming her, while she looked about half the size and a quarter of the age she’d been when Rebus had last seen her.
‘Hello again,’ he said, mock-cheerily.
‘Inspector . . . Rebus?’
‘That’s it. And this is Sergeant Holmes. No jokes, please, he’s heard them all before, haven’t you, Sergeant?’
Holmes saw that they were playing the comedy duo, trying to bring some life back into Mrs Kinnoul. He nodded encouragingly. In fact, he was glancing around wistfully, hoping to find a roaring log or coal fire. But there wasn’t even a roaring gas fire for him to stand in front of. Instead, there was a one-bar electric job, just about glowing with warmth, and there were two radiators. He went and stood in front of one of these, separating his trousers from his legs. He pretended to be admiring the pictures on the wall in front of him. Rab Kinnoul with a TV actor . . . with a TV comedian . . . with a gameshow host . . .
‘My husband,’ Mrs Kinnoul explained. ‘He works in television.’
Rebus spoke. ‘No idea what he’s up to today though, Mrs Kinnoul?’
‘No,’ she said quietly, ‘no idea.’
Two witnesses who had known the deceased in life . . . Well, thought Rebus, you can scrub Cath Kinnoul. She’d fall apart if she knew it was Liz Jack out there, never mind having to identify the body. Even now, someone was trying to get in touch with Gregor Jack, and Jack would probably arrive at the mortuary with Ian Urquhart or Helen Greig, either of whom would do as the second nod of the head. No need to bother Cath Kinnoul
‘You look soaked,’ she was saying. ‘Something to drink?’
‘The WPC’s making some tea . . .’ But as he spoke, Rebus knew this was not what she was suggesting. ‘A drop of the cratur wouldn’t go amiss though, if it’s not too much trouble.’
She nodded towards a sideboard. ‘Right-hand cupboard,’ she said. ‘Please help yourself.’
Rebus thought of suggesting that she join them. But what pills had the doctor given her? And what pills had she taken of her own? He poured Glenmorangie into two long slim glasses and handed one to Holmes, who had taken up a canny position in front of a radiator.
‘Mind you don’t get steaming,’ Rebus said in a murmur. Just then, the WPC appeared, carrying a tray of tea things. She saw the alcohol and almost frowned.
‘Here’s tae us,’ said Rebus, downing the drink in one.
At the mortuary, Gregor Jack seemed hardly to recognize Rebus at all. Jack had been holding his weekly constituency surgery, Ian Urquhart explained to Rebus in a conspiratorial whisper. This was usually held on a Friday, but there was a Private Member’s Bill in the Commons this Friday, and Gregor Jack wanted to be part of the debate. So, Gregor having been in the area on Wednesday anyway, they’d decided to hold the surgery on Thursday, leaving Friday free.
Listening to all this in silence, Rebus thought: Why are you telling me? But Urquhart was clearly nervous and felt the need to talk. Well, mortuaries could have that effect, never mind the fact that your employer was about to see scandal heaped upon scandal. Never mind the fact that your job was about to be made more difficult than ever.
‘How did the golf game go?’ Rebus asked back.
‘What golf game?’
‘Yesterday.’
‘Oh.’ Urquhart nodded. ‘You mean Gregor’s game. I don’t know. I haven’t asked him yet.’
So Urquhart himself hadn’t been involved. He paused for so long that Rebus thought a dead end had been reached, but the need to speak was too great.
‘That’s a regular date,’ Urquhart went on. ‘Gregor and Ronnie Steele. Most Wednesday afternoons.’
Ah, Suey, Mr would-be teenage suicide . . .
Rebus tried to make his next question sound like a joke. ‘Doesn’t Gregor ever do any work?’
Urquhart looked stunned. ‘He’s always working. That game of golf . . . it’s about the only free time I’ve ever known him have.’
‘But he doesn’t seem to be in London very often.’
‘Ah well, the constituency comes first, that’s Gregor’s way.’
‘Look after the folk who voted you in, and they’ll look after you?’
‘Something like that,’ Urquhart allowed. There was no more time for talk. The identification was about to take place. And if Gregor Jack looked bad before he saw the body, he looked like a half-filled rag doll afterwards.
‘Oh Christ, that dress . . .’ He seemed about to collapse, but Ian Urquhart had a firm grip on him.
‘If you’ll look at the face,’ someone was saying. ‘We need to be definite . . .’
They all looked at the face. Yes, thought Rebus, that’s the person I saw beside the stream.
‘Yes,’ said Gregor Jack, his voice wavering, ‘that’s my . . . that’s Liz.’
Rebus actually breathed a sigh of relief.
What nobody had expected, what nobody had really considered, was Sir Hugh Ferrie.
‘Let’s just say,’ said Chief Superintendent Watson, ‘that a certain amount of . . . pressure . . . is being applied.’
As ever, Rebus couldn’t hold his tongue. ‘There’s nothing to apply pressure to! What are we supposed to do that we’re not already doing?’
‘Sir Hugh considers that we should have caught William Glass by now.’
‘But we don’t even know –’
‘Now, we all know Sir Hugh can be a bit hot-headed. But he’s got a point . . .’
Meaning, thought Rebus, he’s got friends in high places.
‘He’s got a point, and we can do without the media interest that’s bound to erupt. All I’m saying is that we should give the investigation an extra push whenever and wherever we can. Let’s get Glass in custody, let’s make sure we keep everyone informed, and let’s get that autopsy report as soon as humanly possible.’
‘Not so easy with a drowning.’
‘John, you know Dr Curt fairly well, don’t you?’
‘We’re on second-name terms.’
‘How about giving him that extra little nudge?’
‘What happens if he nudges me back, sir?’
Watson looked like a kindly uncle suddenly tiring of a precocious nephew. ‘Nudge him harder. I know he’s busy. I know he’s got lectures to give, university work to do, God knows what else. But the longer we have to wait, the more the media are going to fill the gaps with speculation. Go have a word, John, eh? Just make sure he gets the message.’
Message? What message? Dr Curt told Rebus what he’d always told him. I can’t be rushed . . . delicate business, deciding an actual drowning from mere immersion . . . professional reputation . . . daren’t make mistakes . . . more haste, less speed . . . patience is a virtue . . . many a mickle maks a muckle . . .
All of this delivered between appointments in the doctor’s Teviot Place office. The Department of Pathology’s Forensic Medicine Unit, divided in loyalties between the Faculty of Medicine and the Faculty of Law, had its offices within the University Medical School in Teviot Place. Which seemed, to Rebus, natural enough. You didn’t want your Commercial Law students mixing with people who keened over cadavers . . .
‘Diatoms . . .’ Dr Curt was saying. ‘Washerwoman’s skin . . . blood-tinged froth . . . distended lungs . . .’ Almost a litany now, and none of it got them any further. Tests on tissue . . . examination . . . diatoms . . . toxicology . . . fractures . . . diatoms. Curt really did have a thing about those tiny algae.
‘Unicellular algae,’ he corrected.
Rebus bowed his head to the correction. ‘Well,’ he said, rising to his feet, ‘fast as you can, eh, Doctor? If you can’t catch me in the office, you can always try me by unicellular phone.’
‘Fast as I can,’ agreed Doctor Curt, chuckling. He too got to his feet. ‘Oh, one thing I can tell you straight away.’ He opened his office door for Rebus.
‘Yes?’
‘Mrs Jack was depilated. There’d be no getting her by the short-and-curlies . . .’
Because Teviot Place wasn’t far from Buccleuch Street, Rebus thought he’d wander along to Suey Books. Not that he was expecting to catch Ronald Steele, for Ronald Steele was a hard man to catch. Busy behind the scenes, busy out of sight. The shop itself was open, the rickety bicycle chained up outside. Rebus pushed the door open warily.
‘It’s okay,’ called a voice from the back of the shop. ‘Rasputin’s gone out for a wander.’
Rebus closed the door and approached the desk. The same girl was sitting there, and her duties still seemed to entail the pricing of books. There wasn’t any room for any more books on the shelves. Rebus wondered where these new titles were headed . . .
‘How did you know it was me?’ he asked.
‘That window.’ She nodded towards the front-of-shop. ‘It might look filthy from the outside, but you can see out of it all right. Like one of those two-way mirrors.’
Rebus looked. Yes, because the shop’s interior was darker than the street, you could see out all right, you just couldn’t see in.
‘No sign of your books, if that’s what you’re wondering.’
Rebus nodded slowly. It was not what he was wondering . . .
‘And Ronald’s not here.’ She checked the oversized face of her wristwatch. ‘Should have been in half an hour ago. Must have got held up.’
Rebus kept on nodding. Steele had told him this girl’s name. What was it again . . .? ‘Was he in yesterday?’
She shook her head. ‘We were shut. All day. I was a bit off colour, couldn’t come in. At the start of the university year, we do okay business on a Wednesday, Wednesday being a half-teaching day, but not just now . . .’
Rebus thought of Vaseline . . . vanishing cream . . . Vanessa! That was it.
‘Well, thanks anyway. Keep an eye out for those books . . .’
‘Oh! Here’s Ronald now.’
Rebus turned round, just as the door rattled open. Ronald Steele closed it heavily behind him, started up the central aisle of books, but then almost lost balance and had to rest against a bookcase. His eyes caught a particular spine, and he levered the book out from the others around it.
‘Fish out of Water,’ he said. ‘Out of water . . .’ He threw the book as far as he could – a matter of a yard or so. It crashed into a bookcase and fell open on to the floor. Then he began picking books out at random and throwing them with force, his eyes red with tears.
Vanessa screamed at him and came round from her desk, making towards him, but Steele pushed past her and stumbled past Rebus, past the desk, and through a doorway at the very back of the shop. There was the sound of another door closing.
‘What’s back there?’
‘The loo,’ said Vanessa, stooping to recover a few of the books. ‘What the hell’s the matter with him?’
‘Maybe he’s had a bit of bad news,’ Rebus speculated. He was helping her retrieve books. He stood up and examined the blurb on the back jacket of Fish out of Water. The front cover illustration showed a woman seated more or less demurely on a chaise longue, while a rugged suitor leant over her from behind, his lips just short of her bared shoulder. ‘I think I might buy this,’ he said. ‘Looks like just my sort of thing.’
Vanessa accepted the book, then stared up from it to him, her disbelief not quite showing through the shock of the scene she’d just witnessed. ‘Fifty pence,’ she told him quietly.
‘Fifty pence it is,’ said Rebus.
And after the formal identification, while the autopsy took its defined and painstaking course, there were the questions. There were an awful lot of questions.
Cath Kinnoul had to be questioned. Gently questioned, with her husband by her side and a bloodstream dulled by tranqs. No, she hadn’t really taken a close look at the body. She’d known from a good way off what it was. She could see the dress, could see that it was a dress. She’d run back to the house and telephoned for the police. Nine-nine-nine, the way they told you to in emergencies. No, she hadn’t gone back out to the river. She doubted she’d ever go there again.
And, turning to Mr Kinnoul, where had he been this morning? Business meetings, he said. Meetings with potential partners and potential backers. He was trying to set up an independent television company, though he’d be grateful if the information went no further. And the previous evening? He’d spent it at home with his wife. And they hadn’t seen or heard anything? Not a thing. They’d been watching TV all night, not current TV but old stuff kept on video, stuff featuring Mr Kinnoul himself . . . Knife Ledge. The on-screen assassin.
‘You must have learned a few tricks of the trade in your time, Mr Kinnoul.’
‘You mean acting?’
‘No, I mean about how to kill . . .’
And then there was Gregor Jack . . . Rebus kept out of that altogether. He’d look at any notes and transcripts later. He didn’t want to get involved. There was too much he already knew, too much prejudgement, which was another way of saying potential prejudice. He let other CID men deal with Mr Jack, and with Ian Urquhart, and with Helen Greig, and with all Elizabeth Jack’s cronies and cohorts. For this wasn’t merely a case of the lady vanishing; this was a matter of death. Jamie Kilpatrick, the Hon. Matilda Merriman, Julian Kaymer, Martin Inman, Louise Patterson-Scott, even Barney Byars. They’d all either been questioned, or were about to be. Perhaps they’d all be questioned again at a later date. There were missing days to be filled. Huge gaps in Liz Jack’s life, the whole final week of her life. Where had she been? Who had she seen? When had she died? (Hurry up, please, Dr Curt. Chop-chop.) How had she died? (Ditto.) Where was her car?
But Rebus read all the transcripts, all the notes. He read through the interview with Gregor Jack, and the interview with Ronald Steele. A Detective Constable was sent to Braidwater Golf Course to check the story of the Wednesday afternoon game. The interview with Steele, Rebus read very carefully indeed. Asked about Elizabeth Jack, Steele admitted that ‘she always accused me of not being enough fun. She was right, I suppose. I’m not exactly what you’d call a “party animal”. And I never had enough money. She liked people with money to throw around, or who threw it around even if they couldn’t afford it.’
A touch of bitterness there? Or just the bitter truth?
To all of which Rebus added one other question – had Elizabeth Jack ever left Edinburgh in the first place?
Then there was the separate hunt, the hunt for William Glass. If he had gone to Queensferry, where would be next? West, towards Bathgate, Linlithgow, or Bo’ness? Or north, across the Forth to Fife? Police forces were mobilized. Descriptions were issued. Had Liz Jack spent any time at all at Deer Lodge? How could William Glass simply disappear? Was there any connection between Mrs Jack’s death and her husband’s ‘night out’ at an Edinburgh brothel?
This last line was the one pursued most eagerly by the newspapers. They seemed to be favouring a verdict of suicide in the case of Elizabeth Jack. Husband’s shame . . . discovered after she’s been on retreat . . . on her way home she decides she can’t face things . . . sets off perhaps to visit her friend the actor Rab Kinnoul . . . but grows more desperate and, having read the details of the Dean Bridge murder, decides to end it all. Throws herself into the river above Rab Kinnoul’s house. End of story.
Except that it wasn’t the end of the story. As far as the papers were concerned, it was just the beginning. After all, this one had it all – a TV actor, an MP, a sex scandal, a death. The headline writers were boggled, trying to decide which order to put things in. Sex Scandal MP’s Wife Drowns in TV Star’s Stream? Or TV Star’s Agony at MP Friend’s Wife’s Suicide Act? You could see the problem . . . All those possessives . . .
And the grieving husband? Kept well away from the media by protective friends and colleagues. But he was always available for interview by the police, when clarification of some point was required. While his father-in-law gave the media as many interviews as they needed, but kept his comments to the police succinct and scathing.
‘What do you want to talk to me for? Find the bugger who did it, then you can talk all you want. I want the animal who did this put behind bars! Better make them bloody strong bars, too, otherwise I might just pull them apart and strangle the life out of the bugger myself!’
‘We’re doing what we can, believe me, Sir Hugh.’
‘Is it enough though, that’s what I want to know!’
‘Everything we can . . .’
Yes, everything. Leaving just the one final question: Did anyone do it? Only Dr Curt could answer that.
Rebus packed an overnight bag. It was a large sports holdall, bought for him by Patience Aitken when she’d decided he should get fit. They’d enrolled together in a health club, bought all the gear, and had attended the club four or five times together. They’d played squash, been massaged, had saunas, encountered the plunge pool, gone swimming, survived the expensively equipped gymnasium, tried jogging . . . but ended up spending more and more time in the health club bar, which was stupid, the drinks being double the price they were at the pleasant-enough pub round the corner.
No longer a sports bag then, but these days an overnight bag. Not that Rebus was taking much this trip. He packed a change of shirt, socks and underwear, toothbrush, camera, notebook, a kagoul. Would he require a phrase book? Probably, but he doubted if one existed. Something to read though . . . bedtime reading. He found the copy of Fish out of Water and threw it in on top of everything else. The phone was ringing. But he was in Patience’s flat, and she had her own answering machine. All the same . . .
He went through to the living room and listened as the message played. Then the caller’s voice. ‘This is Brian Holmes, trying to get in touch with –’
Rebus picked up the receiver. ‘Brian, what’s up?’
‘Ah, caught you. Thought maybe you’d already headed for the hills.’
‘I was just leaving.’
‘Sure you don’t want to drop by the station first?’
‘Why should I?’
‘Because Dr Curt is about to pronounce . . .’
The problem with drowning was that drowning and immersion were two entirely different things. A body (conscious or unconscious) might fall (or be pushed) into water and drown. Or an already dead body might be dumped into water as a means of concealment or to lead the police astray. Cause of death became problematical, as did time of death. Rigor mortis might or might not be present. Bruising on and damage to the body might be the result of rocks or other objects in the water itself.
However, froth from mouth and nose when the chest was pumped down on was a sign that the body was alive when it entered the water. So was the presence in the brain, marrow, kidney and so forth of diatoms. Diatoms, Dr Curt never tired of explaining, were micro-organisms which penetrated the lung membrane and would be pumped around the bloodstream by a still-beating heart.
But there were other signs, too. Silted matter in the bronchial tubes provided evidence of inhalation of water. A living person falling into water made attempts to grip something (a true-life ‘clutching at straws’) and so the hands of the corpse would be clenched. Washerwoman’s skin, the shedding of nails and hair, the swelling of the body – all these could lead to an estimate of the amount of time the corpse had spent in the water.
As Curt pointed out, not all the relevant tests had been completed yet. It would be a few more days before the toxicology tests would yield results, so they couldn’t be sure yet whether the deceased had taken any drink or drugs prior to death. No semen had been found in the vagina, but then the deceased’s husband had provided information that the deceased ‘had trouble’ with the pill, and that her preferred method of contraception had always been the sheath . . .
Christ, thought Rebus, imagine poor old Jack being asked about that. Still, there might be even less pleasant questions to answer . . .
‘What we have so far,’ Curt said, while everyone begged him silently to get on with it, ‘is a series of negatives. No froth from the mouth and nose . . . no silted matter . . . no clenched hands. What’s more, rigor mortis would suggest that the body was dead prior to immersion, and that it had been kept in a confined space. You’ll see from the photographs that the legs are bent quite unnaturally.’
At that moment, they knew . . . but still he hadn’t said it.
‘I’d say the body was in the water not less than eight hours and not more than twenty-four. As to when death occurred, well, some time before that, obviously, but not too long, a matter of hours . . .’
‘And cause of death?’
Dr Curt smiled. ‘The photographs of the skull show a clear fracture to the right-hand side of the head. She was hit very hard from behind, gentlemen. I’d say death was almost instantaneous . . .’
There was more, but not much more. And much mumbling between officers. Rebus knew what they were thinking and saying: it was the same M.O. as the Dean Bridge killing. But it wasn’t. The woman found at Dean Bridge had been murdered at that spot, not transported there, and she had been murdered on a riverside path in the middle of a city, not . . . well, where had Liz Jack died? Anywhere. It could be anywhere. While people were muttering that William Glass had to be found, Rebus was thinking in a different direction: Mrs Jack’s BMW had to be found, and found quickly. Well, he was already packed, and he’d okayed the trip with Lauderdale. Constable Moffat would be there to meet him, and Gregor Jack had provided the keys.
‘So there it is, ladies and gentlemen.’ Curt was saying. ‘Murder would be my opinion. Yes, murder. The rest is down to your forensic scientists and yourselves.’
‘Off are you?’ Lauderdale commented, seeing Rebus toting his bag.
‘That’s right, sir.’
‘Good hunting, Inspector.’ Lauderdale paused. ‘What’s the name of the place again?’
‘Where is it expensive to be a Mason, sir?’
‘I don’t follow . . . ah, right, a dear lodge.’
Rebus winked at his superior and made his way out towards his car.
It was very pleasing the way Scotland changed every thirty miles or so – changed in landscape, in character, and in dialect. Mind you, stick in a car and you’d hardly guess. The roads all seemed much the same. So did the roadside petrol stations. Even the towns, long, straight main streets with their supermarkets and shoe shops and wool shops and chip shops . . . even these seemed to blur one into the other. But it was possible to look beyond them; possible, too, to look further into them. A small country, thought Rebus, yet so various. At school, his geography teacher had taught that Scotland could be divided into three distinct regions: Southern Uplands, Lowlands, and Highlands . . . something like that. Geography didn’t begin to tell the story. Well, maybe it did actually. He was heading due north, towards a people very different to those found in the southern cities or the coastal towns.
He stopped in Perth and bought some supplies – apples, chocolate, a half bottle of whisky, chewing gum, a box of dates, a pint of milk . . . You never knew what might not be available further north. It was all very well on the tourist trail, but if he stepped off that trail . . .
In Blairgowrie he stopped for fish and chips, which he ate at a Formica-topped table in the chip shop. Lashings of salt, vinegar and brown sauce on the chips. Two slices of white pan bread thinly spread with margarine. And a cup of dark-brown tea. The haddock was covered in batter, which Rebus picked off, eating it first before starting on the fish.
‘You look as if you enjoyed that,’ the frier’s wife said, wiping down the table next to him. He had enjoyed it. All the more so since Patience wouldn’t be smelling his breath this evening, checking for cholesterol and sodium and starch . . . He looked at the list of delights printed above the counter. Red, white and black puddings, haggis, smoked sausage, sausage in batter, steak pie, mince pie, chicken . . . with pickled onions or pickled eggs on the side. Rebus couldn’t resist. He bought another bag of chips to eat while he drove . . .
Today was Tuesday. Five days since Elizabeth Jack’s body was found, probably six days since she died. Memories were short, Rebus knew. Her photograph had been in all the newspapers, had appeared on television and on several hundred police posters. And still no one had come forward with information. He’d worked through the weekend, seeing little of Patience, and he’d come up with this notion, this latest straw to be clutched at.
The scenery deepened around him, growing wilder and quieter. He was in Glenshee. In it and through it as quickly as he could. There was something sinister and empty about the place, a louring sense of dis-ease. The Devil’s Elbow wasn’t the treacherous spot it had seemed in his youth; the road had somehow been levelled, or the corner straightened. Braemar . . . Balmoral . . . turning off just before Ballater towards Cockbridge and Tomintoul, that stretch of road which always seemed to be the first of the winter to close for snow. Bleak? Yes, he’d call it bleak. But it was impressive, too. It just went on and on and on. Deep valleys hewn by glaciers, collections of scree. Rebus’s geography teacher had been an enthusiast.
He was close now, close to his destination. He turned to the directions which he had scribbled down, an amalgam of notes from Sergeant Moffat and Gregor Jack. Gregor Jack . . .
Jack had wanted to talk with him about something, but Rebus hadn’t given him the chance. Too dangerous to get involved. Not that Rebus believed for one second that Jack had anything to hide. All the same . . . The others though, the Rab Kinnouls and Ronald Steeles and Ian Urquharts . . . there was definitely . . . well, maybe not definitely . . . but there was . . . ach, no, he couldn’t put it into words. He didn’t really want to think about it even. Thinking about it, about all those permutations and possibilities, all those what ifs . . . well, they just made his head birl.
‘Left and then right . . . along the track beside a fir plantation . . . up to the top of the rise . . . through a gateway. It’s like Treasure Hunt.’ The car was behaving impeccably (touch wood). Touch wood? He only had to stop the car and stretch his arm out of the window. No plantation now, but a wild wood. The track was heavily rutted, with grass growing high along a strip between the ruts. Some of the larger potholes had been filled in with gravel, and Rebus’s speed was down to five miles an hour or less, but that didn’t seem to stop his bones being shaken, his head snapped from side to side. It didn’t seem possible that there could be a habitation ahead. Maybe he’d taken a wrong turning. But the tyre tracks he was following were fresh enough, and besides, he didn’t fancy reversing all the way back along the trail, and there was no spot wide enough for a three-point turn.
At last, the surface improved, and he was driving on gravel. As he turned a long, high-cambered bend, he found himself suddenly in front of a house. On the grass outside was parked a police Mini Metro. A narrow stream trickled past the front entrance. There was no garden to speak of, just meadow and then forest, and a smell of wet pine in the air. In the distance, beyond the back of the house, the land climbed and climbed. Rebus got out of the car, feeling his nerves jangle back into position. The door of the Metro had already opened, and out stepped a farm labourer in police uniform.
It was like some sort of Guinness challenge: how large a man can you get in the front of a Mini Metro? He was also young, late teens or early twenties. He gave a big rubicund smile.
‘Inspector Rebus? Constable Moffat.’ The hand Rebus shook was as large as a coal shovel but surprisingly smooth, almost delicate. ‘Detective Sergeant Knox was going to be here, but something came up. He sends his apologies and hopes I’ll do instead, this being my neck of the woods, so to speak.’
Rebus, who was rubbing his neck at this point, smiled at the joke. Then he pressed a thumb either side of his spine and straightened up, exhaling noisily. Vertebrae clicked and crunched.
‘Long drive, eh?’ Constable Moffat commented. ‘But you’ve made not bad time. I’ve only been here five minutes myself.’
‘Have you had another look round?’
‘Not yet, no. Thought I’d best wait.’
Rebus nodded. ‘Let’s start with the outside. Big place, isn’t it? I mean, after that road up to it I was expecting something a bit more basic.’
‘Well, the house was here first, that’s the point. Used to have a fine garden, well-kept drive, and that forest was hardly there at all. Before my time, of course. I think the place was built in the 1920s. Part of the Kelman estate. The estate got sold off bit by bit. There used to be estate workers to keep the place in check. Not these days, and this is what happens.’
‘Still, the house looks in good nick.’
‘Oh, aye, but you’ll see there’s a few slates missing, and the gutters could do with patching up.’
Moffat spoke with the confidence of the DIYer. They were circling the house. It was a two-storey affair of solid-looking stone. To Rebus’s mind, it wouldn’t have been out of place on the outskirts of Edinburgh; it was just a bit odd to find it in a clearing in the wilderness. There was a back door, beside which sat a solitary dustbin.
‘Do the bins get emptied around here?’
‘They do if you can get them down to the roadside.’
Rebus lifted the lid. The smell was truly awful. A rotting side of salmon, by the shape of it, and some chicken or duck bones.
‘I’m surprised the animals haven’t been at those,’ Moffat said. ‘The deer or the wildcats . . .’
‘Looks as though it’s been in the bin long enough, doesn’t it?’
‘I wouldn’t say they were last week’s leavings, sir, if that’s what you’re getting at.’
Rebus looked at Moffat. ‘That’s what I’m getting at,’ he agreed. ‘The whole of last week, and for a few days before that, Mrs Jack was away from home. Driving a black BMW. Supposedly staying here.’
‘Well, if she did, nobody I’ve spoken to saw her.’
Rebus held up a door key. ‘Let’s see if the inside of the house tells a different story, eh?’ But first he returned to his car and produced two pairs of clear polythene gloves. He handed one pair to the constable. ‘I’m not even sure these’ll fit you,’ he told him. But they did. ‘Right, try not to touch anything, even though you’re wearing gloves. It might be you could smear or wipe a fingerprint. Remember, this is murder we’re talking about, not joyriding or cattle rustling. Okay?’
‘Yes, sir.’ Moffat sniffed the air. ‘Did you enjoy your chips? I can smell the vinegar from here.’
Rebus slammed shut the car door. ‘Let’s go.’
The house smelt damp. At least, the narrow hallway did. The doors off this hallway were wide open, and Rebus stepped through the first, into a room which stretched from the front of the house to the back. The room had been decorated with comfort in mind. There were three sofas, a couple of armchairs, and beanbags and scatter cushions. There were TV and video, and a hi-fi system sitting on the floor, one of its speakers lying side on. There was also mess.
Mugs, cups and glasses for a start. Rebus sniffed one of the mugs. Wine. Well, the vinegary stuff left in it had once been wine. Empty bottles of burgundy, champagne, armagnac. And stains – on the carpet, on the scatter cushions, and on one wall, where a glass had landed with some force, shattering on impact. Ashtrays overflowed, and there was a small hand-mirror half hidden under one of the floor cushions. Rebus bent down over it. Traces of white powder around its rim. Cocaine. He left it where it was and approached the hi-fi, examining the choice of music. Cassettes, mostly. Fleetwood Mac, Eric Clapton, Simple Minds . . . and opera. Don Giovanni and The Marriage of Figaro.
‘A party, sir?’
‘Yes, but how recent?’ Rebus got the feeling that this wasn’t all the result of a single evening. A load of bottles looked to have been pushed to one side, making a little oasis of space on the floor, in the midst of which sat a solitary bottle – still upright – and two mugs, one with lipstick on its rim.
‘And how many people, do you reckon?’
‘Half a dozen, sir.’
‘You could be right. A lot of booze for six people.’
‘Maybe they don’t bother clearing up between parties.’
Just what Rebus was thinking. ‘Let’s have a look around.’
Across the hall there was a front room which had probably once been dining room or lounge, but now served as a makeshift bedroom. A mattress took up half the floor space, sleeping bags covering the other half. There were a couple of empty bottles in here, too, but nothing to drink out of. A few art prints had been pinned to the walls. On the mattress sat a pair of shoes, men’s, size nine, into one of which had been stuffed a blue sock.
The only room left was the kitchen. Pride of place seemed to go to a microwave oven, beside which sat empty tins, and packets of something called Microwave Popcorn. The tins had contained lobster bisque and venison stew. The double sink was filled with dishes and grey, speckled water. On a foldaway table sat unopened bottles of lemonade, packs of orange juice, and a bottle of cider. There was a larger pine breakfast table, its surface dotted with soup droppings but free from dishes and other detritus. On the floor around it, however, lay empty crisp packets, a knocked-over ashtray, bread-sticks, cutlery, a plastic apron and some serviettes.
‘Quick way of clearing a table,’ said Moffat.
‘Yes,’ said Rebus. ‘Have you ever seen The Postman Always Rings Twice? The later version, with Jack Nicholson?’
Moffat shook his head. ‘I saw him in The Shining though.’
‘Not the same thing at all, Constable. Only, there’s a bit in the film where . . . you must have heard about it . . . where Jack Nicholson and the boss’s wife clear the kitchen table so they can have a spot of you-know-what on it.’
Moffat looked at the table suspiciously. ‘No,’ he said. Clearly, this idea was new to him. ‘What did you say the film was called . . .?’
‘It’s only an idea,’ said Rebus.
Then there was upstairs. A bathroom, the cleanest room in the house. Beside the toilet sat a pile of magazines, but they were old, too old to yield any clue. And two more bedrooms, one a makeshift attempt like the one downstairs, the other altogether more serious, with a newish-looking wooden four-poster, wardrobe, chest of drawers and dressing table. Improbably, above the bed had been mounted the head of a Highland cow. Rebus stared at the stuff on the dressing table: powders, lipsticks, scents and paints. There were clothes in the wardrobe – mostly women’s clothes, but also men’s denims and cords. Gregor Jack could give no description of what clothing his wife had taken with her when she left. He couldn’t even be sure that she’d taken any until he noticed that her small green suitcase was missing.
The green suitcase jutting out from beneath the bed. Rebus pulled it out and opened it. It was empty. So were most of the drawers.
‘We keep a change of clothes up there,’ Jack had told detectives. ‘Enough for emergencies, that’s all.’
Rebus stared at the bed. Its pillows had been fluffed up, and the duvet lay straight and smooth across it. A sign of recent habitation? God knows. This was it, the last room in the house. What had he learned at the end of his hundred-odd-mile drive? He’d learned that Mrs Jack’s suitcase – the one Mr Jack said she’d taken with her – was here. Anything else? Nothing. He sat down on the bed. It crackled beneath him. He stood up again and pulled back the duvet. The bed was covered in newspapers, Sunday newspapers, all of them open at the same story.
MP Found in Sex Den Raid.
So she’d been here, and she knew. Knew about the raid, about Operation Creeper. Unless someone else had been here and planted this stuff . . . No, keep to the obvious. His eye caught something else. He moved aside one of the pillows. Tied to the post behind it was a pair of black tights. Another pair had been tied to the opposite post. Moffat was staring quizzically, but Rebus thought the young man had learned enough for one day. It was an interesting scenario all the same. Tied to her bed and left there. Moffat could have come, looked the house over, and gone, without ever being aware of her presence upstairs. But it wouldn’t work. If you were really going to restrain someone, you wouldn’t use tights. Too easy to escape. Tights were for sex-games. For restraint, you’d use something stronger, twine or handcuffs . . . Like the handcuffs in Gregor Jack’s dustbin?
At least now Rebus knew that she’d known. So why hadn’t she got in touch with her husband? There was no telephone at the lodge.
‘Where’s the nearest call-box?’ he asked Moffat, who still seemed interested in the tights.
‘About a mile and a half away, on the road outside Cragstone Farm.’
Rebus checked his watch. It was four o’clock. ‘Okay, I’d like to take a look at it, then we’ll call it a day. But I want this place gone over for fingerprints. Christ knows, there should be enough of them. Then we need to check and double check the shops, petrol stations, pubs, hotels. Say, within a twenty-mile radius.’
Moffat looked doubtful. ‘That’s an awful lot of places.’
Rebus ignored him. ‘A black BMW. I think some more handouts are being printed today. There’s a photo of Mrs Jack, and the car description and registration. If she was up this way – and she was – somebody must have seen her.’
‘Well . . . folk keep to themselves, you know.’
‘Yes, but they’re not blind, are they? And if we’re lucky, they won’t be suffering from amnesia either. Come on, sooner we look at that phone-box, the sooner I can get to my digs.’
Actually, Rebus’s original plan had been to sleep in the car and claim the price of a B&B, pocketing the money. But the weather looked uninviting, and the thought of spending a night cramped in his car like a half-shut knife . . . So, on the way to the phone-box, he signalled to a stop outside a roadside cottage advertising bed & breakfast and knocked on the door. The elderly woman seemed suspicious at first, but finally agreed that she had a vacancy. Rebus told her he’d be back in an hour, giving her time to ‘air’ the room. Then he returned to his car and followed Moffat’s careful driving all the way to Cragstone Farm.
It wasn’t much of a farm actually. A short track led from the main road to a cluster of buildings: house, byre, some sheds and a barn. The phone-box was by the side of the main road, fifty yards along from the farm and on the other side of the road, next to a lay-by big enough to allow them to park their two cars. It was one of the original red boxes.
‘They daren’t change it,’ said Moffat. ‘Mrs Corbie up at the farm would have a fit.’ Rebus didn’t understand this at first, but then he opened the door to the phone-box – and he understood. For one thing, it had a carpet – a good carpet, too, a thick-piled offcut. There was a smell of air freshener, and a posy of field flowers had been placed in a small glass jar on the shelf beside the apparatus.
‘It’s better kept than my flat,’ Rebus said. ‘When can I move in?’
‘It’s Mrs Corbie,’ Moffat said with a grin. ‘She reckons a dirty phone-box would reflect badly on her, seeing her house is closest. She’s been keeping it spick and span since God knows when.’
A pity though. Rebus had been hoping for something, some hint or clue. But supposing there had been anything, it must certainly have been tidied away . . .
‘I’d like to talk to Mrs Corbie.’
‘It’s a Tuesday,’ said Moffat. ‘She’s at her sister’s on a Tuesday.’ Rebus pointed back along the road to where a car was braking hard, signalling to pull into the farm’s driveway. ‘What about him?’
Moffat looked, then smiled coldly. ‘Her son, Alec. A bit of a tearaway. He won’t tell us anything.’
‘Gets into trouble, does he?’
‘Speeding mostly. He’s one of the local boy racers. Can’t say I blame him. There’s not much to occupy the teenagers round here.’
‘You can’t be much more than a teenager yourself, Constable. You didn’t get into trouble.’
‘I had the Church, sir. Believe me, the fear of God is something to reckon with . . .’
Rebus’s landlady, Mrs Wilkie, was something to reckon with, too. It started when he was changing in his bedroom. It was a nice bedroom, a bit overdone on the frills and finery, but with a comfortable bed and a twelve-inch black and white television. Mrs Wilkie had shown him the kitchen, and told him he should feel free to make himself tea and coffee whenever he felt like it. Then she had shown him the bathroom, and told him the water was hot if he felt like a bath. Then she had led him back to the kitchen and told him that he could make himself a cup of tea or coffee whenever he felt like it.
Rebus didn’t have the heart to tell her he’d heard it all before. She was tiny, with a tiny voice. Between his first visit and his second, she had dressed in her best B&B-keeper’s clothes and tied some pearls around her neck. He reckoned her to be in her late seventies. She was a widow, her husband Andrew having died in 1982, and she did the B&B ‘as much for the company as the money’. She always seemed to get nice guests, interesting people like the German jam-buyer who had stayed for a few nights last autumn . . .
‘And here’s your bedroom. I’ve given it a bit of an airing and –’
‘It’s very nice, thank you.’ Rebus put his bag on the bed, saw her ominous look, and shifted it off the bed and on to the floor.
‘I made the bedspread myself,’ she said with a smile. ‘I was once advised to go professional, selling my bedspreads. But at my age . . .’ She gave a chuckle. ‘It was a German gentleman told me that. He was in Scotland to buy jam. Would you credit it? He stayed here a few nights . . .’
Eventually, she recalled her duties. She’d just go and make them a spot of supper. Supper. Rebus glanced at his watch. Unless it had stopped, it was not yet five thirty. But then, he’d booked bed and breakfast, and any hot meal tonight would be a bonus. Moffat had given him directions to the closest pub – ‘tourist place, tourist prices’ – before leaving him for the undoubted delights of Dufftown. The fear of God . . .
He had just slipped off his trousers when the door opened and Mrs Wilkie stood there.
‘Is that you, Andrew? I thought I heard a noise.’ Her eyes had a glassy, faraway look. Rebus stood there, frozen, then swallowed.
‘Go and make us some supper,’ he said quietly.
‘Oh yes,’ Mrs Wilkie said. ‘You must be hungry. You’ve been gone such a long time . . .’
Then, the idea of a quick bath appealed. He looked into the kitchen first, and saw that Mrs Wilkie was busy at the stove, humming to herself. So he headed for the bathroom. There was no lock on the door. Or rather, there was a lock, but half of it was hanging loose. He looked around him, but saw nothing he could wedge against the door. He decided to take his chance and started both taps running. There was a furious pressure to the water, and the bath filled quickly and hotly. Rebus undressed and sank beneath the surface. His shoulders were stiff from the drive, and he massaged them as best he could. Then he lifted his knees so that his shoulders, neck and head slid into the water. Immersion. He thought of Dr Curt, of drowning and immersion. Skin wrinkling . . . hair and nails shedding . . . silt in the bronchial . . .
A noise brought him to the surface. He cleared his eyes, blinked, and saw that Mrs Wilkie was staring down at him, a dish towel in her hands.
‘Oh!’ she said. ‘Oh dear, I’m sorry.’ And she retreated behind the door, calling through it: ‘I quite forgot you were here! I was just going to . . . well . . . never mind, it can wait.’
Rebus screwed shut his eyes and sank beneath the waves . . .
The meal was, to his surprise, good, if a bit odd. Cheese pudding, boiled potatoes, and carrots. Followed by tinned steamed pudding and packet custard.
‘So convenient,’ as Mrs Wilkie commented. The shock of seeing a naked man in her bathtub seemed to have brought her into the here and now, and they talked about the weather, the tourists and the government until the meal was over. Rebus asked if he could wash the dishes, and was told he could not – much to his relief. Instead, he asked Mrs Wilkie for a front-door key, then set off, stomach full, clean of body and underwear, for the Heather Hoose.
Not a name he would have chosen for his own pub. He entered by the lounge door, but, the place being dead, pushed through another door into the public bar. Two men and a woman stood at the bar and shared a joke, while a barman studiously filled glasses from a whisky optic. The group looked round at Rebus as he came and stood not too far from them.
‘Evening.’
They nodded back, almost without seeing him, and the barman returned the greeting, setting down three double measures of whisky on the bar.
‘And one for yourself,’ said one of the customers, handing across a ten-pound note.
‘Thanks,’ said the barman, ‘I’ll have a nip myself for later on.’
Behind the array of optics, bottles and glasses, the wall was mirrored, so Rebus was able to study the group without seeming to. The man who had spoken sounded English. There had been only two cars in the pub’s courtyard, a beaten-up Renault 5 and a Daimler. Rebus reckoned he knew who owned which . . .
‘Yes, sir?’ asked the barman and Renault 5 owner.
‘Pint of export, please.’
‘Certainly.’
The wonder of it was that three well-off English tourists would drink in the public bar. Maybe they just hadn’t noticed that the Heather Hoose possessed such an amenity as a lounge. All three looked a bit the worse for wear, mostly from drink. The woman had a formidable face, framed by dyed platinum hair. Her cheeks were too red and her eyelashes too black. When she sucked on her cigarette, she arched her head up to blow the smoke ceilingwards. Rebus tried counting the lines on her neck. Maybe it worked the way it did with tree-rings . . .
‘There you are.’ The pint glass was placed on a mat in front of him. He handed over a fiver.
‘Quiet tonight.’
‘Midweek and not quite the season,’ recited the barman, who had obviously just said the same thing to the other group. ‘It’ll get busier later on.’ Then he retreated to the till.
‘Another round here when you’re ready,’ said the Englishman, the only one of the three to have finished his whisky. He was in his late thirties, younger than the woman. He looked fit, prosperous, but somehow faintly disreputable. It had something to do with the way he stood, slightly slouched and looming, as though he might be about either to fall down or else pounce. And his head swayed a little from side to side in time with his sleepy eyelids.
The third member of the group was younger still, mid-thirties. He was smoking French cigarettes and staring at the bottles above the bar. Either that, thought Rebus, or he’s looking at me in the mirror, the way I’m looking at him. Certainly, it was a possibility. The man had an affected way of tapping the ash from his affected cigarette. Rebus noticed that he smoked without inhaling, holding the smoke in his mouth and releasing it in a single belch. While his companions stood, he rested on one of the high bar stools.
Rebus had to admit, he was intrigued. An unlikely little threesome. And about to become more unlikely still . . .
A couple of people had entered the lounge bar, and looked like staying there. The barman slipped through a doorway between rooms to serve these new customers, and this seemed to start off a conversation between the two men and the woman.
‘God, the nerve. He hasn’t served us yet.’
‘Well, Jamie, we’re not exactly gasping, are we?’
‘Speak for yourself. I hardly felt that first one slip down. Should have asked for quadruples in the first place.’
‘Have mine,’ said the woman, ‘if you’re going to become ratty.’
‘I am not becoming ratty,’ said the slouching pouncer, becoming very ratty indeed.
‘Well fuck you then.’
Rebus had to stifle a grin. The woman had said this as though it were part of any polite conversation.
‘And fuck you, too, Louise.’
‘Ssh,’ the French-smoker warned. ‘Remember, we’re not alone.’
The other man and woman looked towards Rebus, who sat staring straight ahead, glass to lips.
‘Yes we are,’ said the man. ‘We’re all alone.’
This utterance seemed to signal the end of the conversation. The barman reappeared.
‘Same again, barman, if you’ll be so kind . . .’
The evening hotted up quickly. Three locals appeared and started to play dominoes at a nearby table. Rebus wondered if they were paid to come in and add the requisite local colour. There was probably more colour in a Meadowbank Thistle–Raith Rovers friendly. Two other drinkers appeared, wedging themselves in between Rebus and the threesome. They seemed to take it as an insult that there were other drinkers in the bar before them, and that some of those drinkers were standing next to their space at the bar. So they drank in dour silence, merely exchanging looks whenever the Englishman or his two friends said anything.
‘Look,’ said the woman, ‘are we heading back tonight? If not, we’d better think about accommodation.’
‘We could sleep at the lodge.’
Rebus put down his glass.
‘Don’t be so sick,’ the woman retorted.
‘I thought that was why we came.’
‘I wouldn’t be able to sleep.’
‘Maybe that’s why they call it a wake.’
The Englishman’s laughter filled the silent bar, then died. A domino clacked on to a table. Another chapped. Rebus left his glass where it was and approached the group.
‘Did I hear you mention a lodge?’
The Englishman blinked slowly. ‘What’s it to you?’
‘I’m a police officer.’ Rebus brought out his ID. The two dour regulars finished their drinks and left the bar. Funny how an ID had that effect sometimes . . .
‘Detective Inspector Rebus. Which lodge did you mean?’
All three looked sober now. It was an act, but a good act, years in the learning.
‘Well, officer,’ said the Englishman, ‘now what business is that of yours?’
‘Depends which lodge you were talking about, sir. There’s a nice police station at Dufftown if you’d prefer to go there . . .’
‘Deer Lodge,’ said the French-smoker. ‘A friend of ours owns it.’
‘Owned it,’ corrected the woman.
‘You were friends of Mrs Jack then?’
They were. Introductions were made. The Englishman was actually a Scot, Jamie Kilpatrick the antique dealer. The woman was Louise Patterson-Scott, wife (separated) of the retail tycoon. The other man was Julian Kaymer, the painter.
‘I’ve already spoken with the police,’ Julian Kaymer said. ‘They telephoned me yesterday.’
Yes, they had all been questioned, asked if they knew Mrs Jack’s movements. But they hadn’t seen her for weeks.
‘I spoke to her on the telephone,’ Mrs Patterson-Scott announced, ‘a few days before she went off on holiday. She didn’t say where she was going, just that she fancied a few days away by herself.’
‘So what are you all doing here?’ Rebus asked.
‘This is a wake,’ said Kilpatrick. ‘Our little token of friendship, our time of mourning. So why don’t you bugger off and let us get on with it.’
‘Ignore him, Inspector,’ said Julian Kaymer. ‘He’s a bit pissed.’
‘What I am,’ stated Kilpatrick, ‘is a bit upset.’
‘Emotional,’ Rebus offered.
‘Exactly, Inspector.’
Kaymer carried on the story. ‘It was my idea. We’d all been on the phone to each other, none of us really able to take it in. Devastated. So I said why don’t we take a run to the lodge? That was where we all met last.’
‘At a party?’ asked Rebus.
Kaymer nodded. ‘A month back.’
‘A great bloody big piss-up it was,’ confirmed Kilpatrick.
‘So,’ said Kaymer, ‘the plan was to drive here, have a few drinks in memory of Lizzie, and drive back. Not everybody could make it. Prior commitments and so on. But here we are.’
‘Well,’ said Rebus, ‘I would like you to look inside the house. But there’s no point going out there in the dark. What I don’t want is the three of you going out there on your own. The place still has to be gone over for fingerprints.’
They looked a bit puzzled at this. ‘You haven’t heard?’ Rebus said, recalling that Curt had only revealed his findings that morning. ‘It’s a murder hunt now. Mrs Jack was murdered.’
‘Oh no!’
‘Christ . . .’
‘I’m going to be –’
And Louise Patterson-Scott, wife of the et cetera, threw up on to the carpeted floor. Julian Kaymer was weeping, and Jamie Kilpatrick was losing all the blood from his face. The barman stared in horror, while the domino players stopped their game. One of them had to restrain his dog from investigating further. It cowered under the table and licked its whiskery chops . . .
Local colour, as provided by John Rebus.
Finally, a hotel was found, not far out of Dufftown. It was arranged that the three would spend the night there. Rebus had considered asking Mrs Wilkie if she had any spare rooms, but thought better of it. They would stay at the hotel, and meet Rebus at the lodge in the morning. Bright and early: some of them had jobs to get back to.
When Rebus returned to the cottage, Mrs Wilkie was knitting by her gas fire and watching a film on the TV. He put his head round the living room door.
‘I’ll say goodnight, Mrs Wilkie.’
‘Night-night, son. Mind, say your prayers. I’ll be up to tuck you in a bit later on . . .’
Rebus made himself a mug of tea, went to his room, and wedged the chair against the door handle. He opened the window to let in some air, switched on his own little television, and fell on to the bed. There was something wrong with the picture on the TV, and he couldn’t fix it. The vertical hold had gone. So he switched it off again and dug into his bag, coming up with Fish out of Water. Well, he’d nothing else to read, and he certainly didn’t feel tired. He opened the book at chapter one.
Rebus woke up the next morning with a bad feeling. He half expected to turn and see Mrs Wilkie lying beside him, saying ‘Come on, Andrew, time for the conjugals’. He turned. Mrs Wilkie was not lying beside him. She was outside his door and trying to get in.
‘Mr Rebus, Mr Rebus.’ A soft knock, then a hard. ‘The door seems to be jammed, Mr Rebus! Are you awake? I’ve brought you a cup of tea.’
During which time Rebus was out of bed and half dressed. ‘Coming, Mrs Wilkie.’
But the old lady was panicking. ‘You’re locked in, Mr Rebus. The door’s stuck! Shall I call for a carpenter? Oh dear.’
‘Hold on, Mrs Wilkie, I think I’ve got it.’ His shirt still unbuttoned, Rebus put his weight to the door, keeping it shut, and at the same time lifted the chair away, stretching so as to place it nearer the bed. Then he made show of thumping the edges of the door before pulling it open.
‘Are you all right, Mr Rebus? Oh dear, that’s never happened before. Dear me no . . .’
Rebus lifted the cup and saucer from her hand and began pouring the tea back from saucer into cup. ‘Thank you, Mrs Wilkie.’ He made show of sniffing. ‘Is something cooking?’
‘Oh dear, yes. Breakast.’ And off she toddled, back down the stairs. Rebus felt a bit guilty for having pulled the ‘locked-door’ stunt. He’d show her after breakfast that the door was all right really, that she didn’t need to phone for cowboy carpenters to put it right. But for now he had to continue the process of waking up. It was seven thirty. The tea was cold but the day seemed unseasonally warm. He sat on the bed for a moment, collecting his thoughts. What day was it? It was Wednesday. What needed to be done today? What was the best order to do it in? He’d to return to the cottage with the Three Stooges. Then there was Mrs Corbie to speak to. And something else . . . something he’d been thinking about last night, in the melting moment between waking and sleep. Well, why not? He was in the area anyway. He’d telephone after breakfast. A fry-up by the smell of it, rather than Patience’s usual choice of muesli or Bran Crunch. Ah, that was another thing. He’d meant to phone Patience last night. He’d do it today, just to say hello. He thought about her for a little while, Patience and her collection of pets. Then he finished dressing and made his way downstairs . . .
He was first to arrive at the lodge. He let himself in and wandered into the living room. Immediately, he knew something was different. The place was tidier. Tidier? Well, say then that there was less debris around than before. Half the bottles looked to have disappeared. He wondered what else had vanished. He lifted the scatter cushions, searching in vain for the hand-mirror. Damn. He fairly flew through to the kitchen. The back window was lying in shards in the sink and on the floor. Here, the mess was as bad as before. Except that the microwave had gone. He went upstairs . . . slowly. The place seemed deserted, but you never could tell. The bathroom and small bedroom were as before. So was the main bedroom. No, hold on. The tights had been untied from their bedposts and were now lying innocently on the floor. Rebus crouched and picked one up. Then dropped it again. Thoughtfully, he made his way back downstairs.
A burglary, yes. Break in and steal the microwave. That was the way it was supposed to look. But no petty thief would take empty bottles and a mirror with him, no petty thief would have reason to untie pairs of tights from bedposts. That didn’t matter though, did it? What mattered was that the evidence had to disappear. Now it would merely be Rebus’s word.
‘Yes, sir, I’m sure there was a mirror in the living room. Lying on the floor, a small mirror with traces of white powder on it . . .’
‘And you’re sure you’re not merely imagining this, Inspector? You could be wrong, couldn’t you?’
No, no, he couldn’t. But it was too late for all that. Why take the bottles . . . and only some of them, not all? Obviously, because some bottles had certain prints on them. Why take the mirror? Maybe fingerprints again . . .
Should have thought of all this yesterday, John. Stupid, stupid, stupid.
‘Stupid, stupid, stupid.’
And he’d done the damage himself. Hadn’t he told the Three Stooges not to go near the lodge? Because it hadn’t been fingerprinted. Then he’d let them wander off, with no guard left on the house. A constable should have been here all night.
‘Stupid, stupid.’
It had to be one of them, didn’t it? The woman, or one of the men. But why? Why had they done it? So it couldn’t be proved they’d been there in the first place? Again, why? It didn’t make much sense. Not much sense at all.
‘Stupid.’
He heard a car approaching, pulling up outside, and went to meet it. It was the Daimler, Kilpatrick driving, Patterson-Scott in the passenger seat, and Julian Kaymer emerging from the rear. Kilpatrick looked a lot breezier than before.
‘Inspector, good morning to you.’
‘Morning, sir. How was the hotel?’
‘Fair, I’d say. Only fair.’
‘Better than average,’ added Kaymer.
Kilpatrick turned to him. ‘Julian, when you’re used to excellence as I am, you no longer recognize “average” and “better than”.’
Kaymer stuck his tongue out.
‘Children, children,’ chided Louise Patterson-Scott. But they all seemed light of heart.
‘You sound chirpy,’ Rebus said.
‘A decent night’s sleep and a long breakfast,’ said Kilpatrick, patting his stomach.
‘You stayed at the hotel last night?’
They seemed not to understand his question.
‘You didn’t go for a drive or anything?’
‘No,’ Kilpatrick said, his tone wary.
‘It’s your car, isn’t it, Mr Kilpatrick?’
‘Yes . . .’
‘And you kept the keys with you last night?’
‘Look, Inspector . . .’
‘Did you or didn’t you?’
‘I suppose I did. In my jacket pocket.’
‘Hanging up in your bedroom?’
‘Correct. Look, can we go ins –’
‘Any visitors to your room?’
‘Inspector,’ interrupted Louise Patterson-Scott, ‘perhaps if you’d tell us . . .?’
‘Someone broke into the lodge during the night, disturbing potential evidence. That’s a serious crime, madam.’
‘And you think one of us –?’
‘I don’t think anything yet, madam. But whoever did it must have come by car. Mr Kilpatrick here has a car.’
‘Both Julian and I are capable of driving, Inspector.’
‘Yes,’ said Kaymer, ‘and besides, we all went to Jamie’s room for a late-night brandy . . .’
‘So any one of you could have taken the car?’
Kilpatrick shrugged mightily. ‘I still don’t see,’ he said, ‘why you think we should want –’
‘As I say, Mr Kilpatrick, I don’t think anything. All I know is that a murder inquiry is under way, Mrs Jack’s last known whereabouts remain this lodge, and now someone’s trying to tamper with evidence.’ Rebus paused. ‘That’s all I know. You can come inside now, but, please, don’t touch anything. I’d like to ask you all a few questions.’
Really, what he wanted to ask was: Is the house pretty much in the state you remember it from the last party here? But he was asking too much. Yes, they remembered drinking champagne and armagnac and a lot of wine. They remembered cooking popcorn in the microwave. Some people drove off – recklessly, no doubt – into the night, while others slept where they lay or staggered off into the various bedrooms. No, Gregor hadn’t been present. He didn’t enjoy parties. Not his wife’s, at any rate.
‘A bit of a bore, old Gregor,’ commented Jamie Kilpatrick. ‘At least, I thought he was till I saw that story about the brothel. Just goes to show . . .’
But there had been another party, hadn’t there? A more recent party. Barney Byars had told Rebus about it that night in the pub. A party of Gregor’s friends, of The Pack. Who else knew Rebus was on his way up here? Who else knew what he might find? Who else might want to stop him finding anything? Well, Gregor Jack knew. And what he knew, The Pack might know, too. Maybe not one of these three then; maybe someone entirely different.
‘Seems funny,’ said Louise Patterson-Scott, ‘to think we won’t be having parties here any more . . . to think Liz won’t be here . . . to think she’s gone . . .’ She began to cry, loudly and tearfully. Jamie Kilpatrick put an arm around her, and she buried her face in his chest. She reached out a hand and found Julian Kaymer, pulling him to her so that he, too, could be embraced.
And that’s pretty much how they were when Constable Moffat arrived . . .
Rebus, with a real sense of bolting the stable door, left Moffat to stand guard, much against the young man’s will. But the forensics team would be arriving before lunchtime, and Detective Sergeant Knox with them.
‘There are some magazines in the bathroom, if you need something to read,’ Rebus told Moffat. ‘Or, better still, here . . .’ And he opened the car, reached into his bag, and took out Fish out of Water. ‘Don’t bother returning it. Think of it as a sort of present.’
Then, the Daimler having already left, Rebus got into his own car, waved back at Constable Moffat, and was off. He’d read Fish out of Water last night, every fraught sentence of it. It was a dreadful romantic tale of doomed love between a young Italian sculptor and a wealthy but bored married woman. The sculptor had come to England to work on a commission for the woman’s husband. At first, she uses him like a plaything, but then falls in love. Meantime, the sculptor, bowled over by her at first, has moved his attentions to her niece. And so on.
It looked to Rebus as though the title alone had been what had made Ronald Steele pluck it from the shelf and throw it with such venom. Yes, just that title (the title, too, of the young sculptor’s statue). The fish out of water was Liz Jack. But Rebus wondered whether she’d been out of water, or just out of her depth . . .
He drove to Cragstone Farm, parking in the yard to the rear of the farmhouse, scattering chickens and ducks before him. Mrs Corbie was at home, and took him into the kitchen, where there was a wondrous smell of baking. The large kitchen table was white with flour, but only a few globes of leftover pastry remained. Rebus couldn’t help recalling that scene in The Postman Always Rings Twice . . .’
Sit yourself down,’ she ordered. ‘I’ve just made a pot . . .’
Rebus was given tea, and some of yesterday’s batch of fruit scones, with fresh butter and thick strawberry jam.
‘Ever thought about doing B&B, Mrs Corbie?’
‘Me? I wouldn’t have the patience.’ She was wiping her hands on her white cotton apron. She seemed always to be wiping her hands. ‘Mind you, it’s not for shortage of space. My husband passed away last year, so now there’s just Alec and me.’
‘What? Running the whole farm?’
She made a face. ‘Running it down would be more like it. Alec just isn’t interested. It’s a sin, but there you are. We’ve got a couple of workers, but when they see he’s not interested, they can’t see why they should be. We’d be as well selling up. That’s what Alec would like. Maybe that’s the only thing that stops me from doing it . . .’ She was looking at her hands. Then she slapped them against her thighs. ‘Goodness, would you listen to me! Now, Inspector, what was it you wanted?’
After all his years on the force, Rebus reckoned that at last he was in the presence of someone with a genuinely clear conscience. It didn’t usually take so long for people to ask what a policeman was after. When it did take so long, the person either knew already what was wanted, or else had absolutely nothing to fear or to hide. So Rebus asked his question.
‘I notice you keep the telephone kiosk sparkling, Mrs Corbie. I was wondering if you’d noticed anything suspicious recently? I mean, anything up at the box?’
‘Oh, well, let me think.’ She placed the flat of one hand against her cheek. ‘I can’t say . . . what sort of thing exactly, Inspector?’
Rebus couldn’t look her in the eye – for he knew that she had started to lie to him.
‘A woman perhaps. Making a telephone call. Something left in the box . . . a note or a telephone number . . . anything at all.’
‘No, no, nothing in the box.’
His voice hardened a little. ‘Well, outside the box then, Mrs Corbie. I’m thinking specifically of a week ago, last Wednesday or maybe the Tuesday . . .?’
She was shaking her head. ‘Have another scone, Inspector.’
He did, and chewed slowly, in silence. Mrs Corbie looked to be doing some thinking. She got up and checked in her oven. Then she poured the last of the tea from the pot, and returned to her seat, studying her hands again, laying them against her lap for inspection.
But she didn’t say anything. So Rebus did.
‘You were here last Wednesday?’
She nodded. ‘But not the Tuesday. I go to my sister’s on a Tuesday. I was here all day Wednesday though.’
‘What about your son?’
She shrugged. ‘He might have been here. Or maybe he was in Dufftown. He spends a lot of time off gallivanting . . .’
‘He’s not here just now?’
‘No, he’s gone to town.’
‘Which town?’
‘He didn’t say. Just said he was off . . .’
Rebus stood up and went to the kitchen window. It faced on to the yard, where chickens now pecked at Rebus’s tyres. One of them was sitting on the bonnet of the car.
‘Is it possible to see the kiosk from the house, Mrs Corbie?’
‘Eh . . . yes, from the sitting room. But we don’t spend much time in there. That is, I don’t. I prefer here in the kitchen.’
‘Could I take a look?’
Well, it was clear enough who did spend time in the living room. There was a direct line between sofa, coffee table and television set. The coffee table was marked with rings made by too many hot mugs. On the floor by the sofa there was an ashtray and the remains of a huge bag of crisps. Three empty beer cans lay on their sides beneath the coffee table. Mrs Corbie tut-tutted and went to work, lifting the cans. Rebus went to the window and peered out.
He could make out the kiosk in the distance, but only just. It was possible Alec Corbie might have seen something. Possible, but doubtful. Not worth sticking around for. He’d let DS Knox come and ask Corbie the questions.
‘Well,’ he said, ‘thanks for your help, Mrs Corbie.’
‘Oh.’ Her relief was palpable. ‘Right you are, Inspector. I’ll see you out.’
But Rebus knew he had one last bet worth laying. He stood with Mrs Corbie in the yard and looked around him.
‘I used to love farms when I was a lad. A pal of mine lived on one,’ he glibly lied. ‘I used to go up there every evening after tea. It was great.’ He turned his wide-eyed nostalgic smile towards her. ‘Mind if I take a wander round?’
‘Oh.’ No relief now; rather, sheer terror. Which didn’t stop Rebus. No, it pushed him on. So that before she knew it, he was walking up to the hutches and sties, looking in, moving on. On past the chickens and the roused ducks, into the barn. Straw underfoot and a strong smell of cattle. Concrete cubicles, coiled hosepipes, and a leaking tap. There were pools of water underfoot. One sick-looking cow blinked slowly at him from its enclosure. But the livestock wasn’t his concern. The tarpaulin in the corner was.
‘What’s under here, Mrs Corbie?’
‘That’s Alec’s property!’ she shrieked. ‘Don’t touch it! It’s nothing to do with –’
But he’d already yanked the tarpaulin off. What was he expecting to find? Something . . . nothing. What he did find was a black BMW 3-series bearing Elizabeth Jack’s registration. It was Rebus’s turn to tut-tut, but only after he’d sucked in his breath and held back a whoop of delight.
‘Dear me, Mrs Corbie,’ he said. ‘This is just the very car I’ve been looking for.’
But Mrs Corbie wasn’t listening. ‘He’s a good laddie, he doesn’t mean any harm. I don’t know what I’d do without him.’ And so on. While Rebus circled the car, looking but not touching. Lucky the forensics team was on its way. They’d be kept busy . . .
Wait, what was that? On the back seat. A huddled shape. He peered in through the tinted glass.
‘Expect the unexpected, John,’ he muttered to himself.
It was a microwave.
Rebus telephoned Edinburgh to make his report and request an extra day’s stay up north. Lauderdale sounded so impressed that the car had been found that Rebus forgot to tell him about the break-in at the lodge. Then, once Alec Corbie had arrived home (drunk and in charge of a vehicle – but let that pass), he’d been arrested and taken to Dufftown. Rebus seemed to be stretching the local police like they’d never been stretched before, so that Detective Sergeant Knox had to be diverted from the lodge and brought to the farm instead. He looked like an older brother of Constable Moffat, or perhaps a close cousin.
‘I want forensics to go over that car,’ Rebus told him. ‘Priority, the lodge can wait.’
Knox rubbed his chin. ‘It’ll take a tow-truck.’
‘A trailer would be better.’
‘I’ll see what I can do. Where will you want it taken?’
‘Anywhere secure and with a roof.’
‘The police garage?’
‘It’ll do.’
‘What exactly are we looking for?’
‘Christ knows.’
Rebus went back into the kitchen, where Mrs Corbie was sitting at the table studying an array of burnt cakes. He opened his mouth to speak, but kept his silence. She was an accessory, of course. She’d lied to him to protect her son. Well, they had the son now, and he was the one that mattered. As quietly as he could, Rebus left the farmhouse and started his car, staring through the windscreen at his bonnet, where one of the chickens had left him a little gift . . .
He was able to avail himself of Dufftown police station for the interview with Alec Corbie.
‘You’re in keech up to your chin, son. Start at the beginning and leave nothing out.’
Rebus and Corbie, seated across the table from one another, were smoking, DS Knox, resting against the wall behind Rebus, was not. Corbie had prepared an extremely thin veneer of macho indifference, which Rebus was quick to wipe off.
‘This is a murder investigation. The victim’s car has been found in your barn. It’ll be dusted for prints, and if we find yours I’m going to have to charge you with murder. Anything you think you know that might help your case, you’d better talk.’
Then, seeing the effect of these words: ‘You’re in keech up to your chin, son. Start at the beginning and leave nothing out.’
Corbie sang like his namesake: it didn’t make for edifying listening, but it had an honest sound. First, though, he asked for some paracetamol.
‘I’ve got a hell of a headache.’
‘That’s what daytime drinking does to you,’ said Rebus, knowing it wasn’t the drinking that was to blame – it was the stopping. The tablets were brought and swallowed, washed down with water. Corbie coughed a little, then lit another cigarette. Rebus had stubbed his out. He just couldn’t deal with them any more.
‘The car was in the lay-by,’ Corbie began. ‘It was there for hours, so I went and took a look. The keys were still in the ignition. I started her up and brought her back to the farm.’
‘Why?’
He shrugged. ‘Never refuse a gift horse.’ He grinned. ‘Or gift horse-power, eh?’ The two detectives were not impressed. ‘No, well, it was, you know, like with treasure. Finders keepers.’
‘You didn’t think the owner was coming back?’
He shrugged again. ‘Never really thought about it. All I knew was that there were going to be some gey jealous looks if I turned up in town driving a BMW.’
‘You planned to race it?’ The question came from DS Knox.
‘Sure.’
Knox explained to Rebus. ‘They take cars out on to the back roads and race them one against one.’
Rebus remembered the phrase Moffat had used: boy racer. ‘You didn’t see the owner then?’ he asked.
Corbie shrugged.
‘What does that mean?’
‘It means maybe. There was another car in the lay-by. Looked like a couple were in it, having an argument. I heard them from the yard.’
‘What did you see?’
‘Just that the BMW was parked, and this other car was in front of it.’
‘You didn’t get a look at the other car?’
‘No. But I could hear the shouting, sounded like a man and a woman.’
‘What were they arguing about?’
‘No idea.’
‘No?’
Corbie shook his head firmly.
‘Okay,’ said Rebus, ‘and this was on . . .?’
‘Wednesday. Wednesday morning. Maybe around lunch-time.’
Rebus nodded thoughtfully. Alibis would need re-checking . . . ‘Where was your mother all this time?’
‘In the kitchen, same as always.’
‘Did you mention the argument to her?’
Corbie shook his head. ‘No point.’
Rebus nodded again. Wednesday morning: Elizabeth Jack was killed that day. An argument in a lay-by . . .
‘You’re sure it was an argument?’
‘I’ve been in enough in my time, it was an argument all right. The woman was screeching.’
‘Anything else, Alec?’
Corbie seemed to relax at the use of his first name. Maybe he wouldn’t be in trouble after all, so long as he told them . . .
‘Well, the other car disappeared, but the BMW was still there. Couldn’t tell if there was anyone in it, windows being tinted. But a radio was playing. Then in the afternoon –’
‘So the car had been there all morning?’
‘That’s right. Then in the afternoon –’
‘What time precisely?’
‘No idea. I think there was horse-racing or something on the telly.’
‘Go on.’
‘Well, I looked out and there was another car had turned up. Or maybe it was the same one come back.’
‘You still couldn’t see?’
‘I saw it better the second time. Don’t know what make it was, but it was blue, light blue. I’m fairly sure of that.’
Cars would need checking . . . Jamie Kilpatrick’s Daimler wasn’t blue. Gregor Jack’s Saab wasn’t blue. Rab Kinnoul’s Land-Rover wasn’t blue.
‘Anyway,’ Corbie was saying, ‘then there was more shouting the odds. I reckon it was coming from the BMW, because at one point the volume went right up on the radio.’
Rebus nodded appreciation of the observation.
‘Then what?’
Corbie shrugged. ‘It went quiet again. Next time I looked out, the other car was gone and the BMW was still there. Later on, I took a wander into the yard and through the field. Took a closer look. The passenger door was a bit open. Didn’t look as though anyone was there, so I crossed the road. Keys were in the ignition . . .’ He gave a final shrug. He had told his all.
And an interesting all it was. Two other cars? Or had the car from the morning returned in the afternoon? Who had Liz Jack been calling from the phone-box? What had she been arguing about? The volume rising on the radio . . . to mask an argument, or because, in the course of a struggle, the knob had been moved? His head was beginning to birl again. He suggested they have some coffee. Three plastic cups were brought, with sugar and a plate containing four digestive biscuits.
Corbie seemed relaxed in the hard-back chair, one leg slung over the other, and smoking yet another cigarette. So far Knox had eaten all the biscuits . . .
‘Right,’ said Rebus, ‘now what about the microwave . . .?’
The microwave was easy. The microwave was more treasure, again found by the side of the road.
‘You don’t expect us to believe that?’ Knox sneered. But Rebus could believe it.
‘It’s the truth,’ Corbie said easily, ‘whether you believe it or not, Sergeant Knox. I was out in the car this morning, and saw it lying in a ditch. I couldn’t believe it. Someone had just dumped it there. Well, it looked good enough, so I thought I’d take it home.’
‘But why did you hide it?’
Corbie shifted in his seat. ‘I knew my mum would think I’d nicked it. Well, anyway, she’d never believe I just found it. So I decided to keep it out of her way till I could come up with a story . . .’
‘There was a break-in last night,’ Rebus said, ‘at Deer Lodge. Do you know it?’
‘That MP owns it, the one from the brothel.’
‘You know it then. I think that microwave was stolen during the break-in.’
‘Not by me it wasn’t.’
‘Well, we’ll know soon enough. The place is being dusted for prints.’
‘Lot of dusting going on,’ Corbie commented. ‘You lot are worse than my mum.’
‘Believe it,’ Rebus said, rising to his feet. ‘One last thing, Alec. The car, what did you tell your mum about it?’
‘Nothing much. Said I was storing it for a friend.’
Not that she’d have believed it. But if she lost her son, she lost her farm, too.
‘All right, Alec.’ said Rebus, ‘it’s time to get it all down on paper. Just what you’ve told us. Sergeant Knox will help you.’ He paused by the door. ‘Then, if we’re still not happy that you’ve told us the truth and nothing but, maybe it’ll be time to talk about drunk driving, eh?’
It was a long drive back to Mrs Wilkie’s, and Rebus regretted not having taken a room in Dufftown. Still, it gave him time to think. He had made a telephone call from the station, putting back a certain appointment until tomorrow morning. So the rest of today was free. Clouds had settled low over the hills. So much for the nice weather. This was how Rebus remembered the Highlands – louring and forbidding. Terrible things had happened here in the past, massacres and forced migrations, blood feuds as vicious as any. Cases of cannibalism, too, he seemed to recall. Terrible things.
Who had killed Liz Jack? And why? The husband was always the first to fall under suspicion. Well, others could do the suspecting. Rebus, for one, didn’t believe it. Why not?
Why not?
Well, look at the evidence. That Wednesday morning, Jack had been at a constituency meeting, then a game of golf, and in the evening he’d attended some function . . . according to whom? According to Jack himself and to Helen Greig. Plus, his car was white. There could be no mistaking it for blue. Plus, someone was out to get Jack into terrible trouble. And that was the person Rebus needed to find . . . unless it had been Liz Jack herself. He’d thought about that, too. But then there were the anonymous phone calls . . . according to whom? Only Barney Byars. Helen Greig had been unable (or unwilling) to confirm their existence. Rebus realized now that he really did need to talk to Gregor Jack again. Did his wife have any lovers? Judging by what Rebus had learned of her, the question needed changing to: how many did she have? One? Two? More? Or was he guilty of judging what he did not know? After all, he knew next to nothing about Elizabeth Jack. He knew what her allies and her critics thought of her. But he knew nothing of her. Except that, judging by her tastes in friends and furnishings, she hadn’t had much taste . . .
Thursday morning. A week since the body had been found.
He woke up early, but was in no hurry to rise, and this time he let Mrs Wilkie bring him his tea in bed. She’d had a good night, never once thinking him her long-dead husband or long-lost son, so he reckoned she deserved not to be kept out of the bedroom. Not only tea this morning, but ginger nuts, too. And the tea was hot. But the day was cool, still grey and drizzly. Well, never mind. He’d be heading back to civilization, just as soon as he’d paid his respects elsewhere.
He ate a hurried breakfast, and received a peck on the cheek from Mrs Wilkie before leaving.
‘Come back again some time,’ she called, waving to him from the door. ‘And I hope the jam sells all right . . .’
The rain came on at its heaviest just as his windscreen wipers gave up. He stopped the car to study his map, then dashed outside to give the wipers a quick shake. It had happened before: they just stuck, and could be righted with a bit of force. Except this time they really had packed in. And not a garage in sight. So he drove slowly, and found after a while that the heavier the rain fell, the clearer his windscreen became. It was the slow fine rain that was the problem, blotting out all but the vaguest shapes and outlines. The heavy dollops of rain came and went so fast that they seemed to clear the windscreen rather than obscuring it.
Which was just as well, for the rain stayed heavy all the way to Duthil.
Duthil Special Hospital had been planned and built to act as a showpiece for treatment of the criminally insane. Like the other ‘special hospitals’ dotted around the British Isles, it was just that – a hospital. It wasn’t a prison, and patients who arrived in its care were treated like patients, not prisoners. Treatment, not punishment, was its function, and with the brand new buildings came up-to-date methods and understandings.
All this the hospital’s medical director, Dr Frank Forster, told Rebus in his pleasant but purposeful office. Rebus had spent a long time last night on the telephone with Patience, and she’d told him much the same thing. Fine, thought Rebus. But it was still a place of detention. The people who came here came with no time limit attached, no ‘sentence’ that had to be served. The main gates were operated electronically and by guards, and everywhere Rebus had gone so far the doors had been locked again behind him. But now Dr Forster was talking about recreation facilities, staff/patient ratios, the weekly disco . . . He was obviously proud. He was also obviously overdoing it. Rebus saw him for what he was: the front-man whose job it was to publicize the benefits of this particular special hospital, the caring attitude, the role of treatment. The likes of Broadmoor had come in for a lot of criticism in previous years. To avoid criticism, you needed good PR. And Dr Forster looked good PR. He was young for a start, a good few years younger than Rebus. And he had a healthy, scrupulous look to him, with a smile always just around the corner.
He reminded Rebus of Gregor Jack. That enthusiasm and energy, that public image. It used to be the sort of stuff Rebus associated with American presidential campaigns; now it was everywhere. Even in the asylums. The lunatics hadn’t taken over; the image-men had.
‘We have just over three hundred patients here,’ Forster was saying, ‘and we like the staff to get to know as many of them as possible. I don’t just mean faces, I mean names. First names at that. This isn’t Bedlam, Inspector Rebus. Those days are long past, thank God.’
‘But you’re a secure unit.’
‘Yes.’
‘You deal with the criminally insane.’
Forster smiled again. ‘You wouldn’t know it to look at most of our patients. Do you know, the majority of them – over sixty per cent, I believe – have above-average IQs? I think some of them are brighter than I am!’ A laugh this time, then the serious face again, the caring face. ‘A lot of our patients are confused, deluded. They’re depressed, or schizophrenic. But they’re not, I assure you, anything like the lunatics you see in the movies. Take Andrew Macmillan, for example.’ The file had been on Forster’s desk all along. He now opened it. ‘He’s been with us since the hospital opened. Before that, he was in much less . . . savoury surroundings. He was making no progress at all before he came here. Now, he’s becoming more talkative, and he seems about ready to participate in some of the available activities. I believe he plays a very good game of chess.’
‘But is he still dangerous?’
Forster chose not to answer. ‘He suffers occasional panic attacks . . . hyperventilation, but nothing like the frenzies he went into before.’ He closed the file. ‘I would say, Inspector, that Andrew Macmillan is on his way to a complete recovery. Now, why do you want to talk to him?’
So Rebus explained about The Pack, about the friendship between ‘Mack’ Macmillan and Gregor Jack, about Elizabeth Jack’s murder and the fact that she had been staying not forty miles from Duthil.
‘I just wondered if she’d visited.’
‘Well, we can check that for you.’ Forster was flipping through the file again. ‘Interesting, there’s nothing in here about Mr Macmillan knowing Mr Jack, or about his having that nickname. Mack, did you say?’ He reached for a pencil. ‘I’ll just make a note . . .’ He did so, then flicked through the file again. ‘Apparently, Mr Macmillan has written to several MPs in the past . . . and to other public figures. Mr Jack is mentioned . . .’ He read a little more in silence, then closed the file and picked up the telephone. ‘Audrey, can you bring me the records of recent visitors . . . say in the last month? Thanks.’
Duthil wasn’t exactly a tourist attraction, and, out of sight being out of mind, there were few enough entries in the book. So it was the work of minutes to find what Rebus was looking for. The visit took place on Saturday, the day after Operation Creeper, but before the story became public knowledge.
‘“Eliza Ferrie,”’ he read. ‘“Patient visited: Andrew Macmillan. Relation to patient: friend.” Signed in at three o’clock and out again at four thirty.’
‘Our regular visiting hours,’ Forster explained. ‘Patients can have visitors in the main recreation room. But I’ve arranged for you to see Andrew in his ward.’
‘His ward?’
‘Just a large room, really. Four beds to a room. But we call them wards to enforce . . . perhaps enhance would be a better word . . . to enhance the hospital atmosphere. Andrew’s in the Kinnoul Ward.’
Rebus started. ‘Why Kinnoul?’
‘Pardon?’
‘Why call the ward Kinnoul?’
Forster smiled. ‘After the actor. You must have heard of Rab Kinnoul? He and his wife are among the hospital’s patrons.’
Rebus decided not to say anything about Cath Kinnoul being one of The Pack, about her having known Macmillan at school . . . It was no business of his. But the Kinnouls went up in his estimation; well, Cath did. She had not, it seemed, forgotten her one-time friend. Nobody calls me Gowk any more. And Liz Jack, too, had visited, albeit under her maiden name and with a twist to her Christian name to boot. He could understand that: the papers would have had a field day. MP’s Wife’s Visits to Crazed Killer. All those possessives. She couldn’t have known that the papers were about to have their story anyway . . .
‘Perhaps at the end of your visit,’ Dr Forster said, ‘you’d like to see some of our facilities? Pool, gym, workshops . . .’
‘Workshops?’
‘Simple mechanics. Car maintenance, that sort of thing.’
‘You mean you give the patients spanners and screwdrivers?’
Forster laughed. ‘And we count them in again at the end of the session.’
Rebus had thought of something. ‘Did you say car maintenance? I don’t suppose somebody could take a look at my windscreen wipers?’
Forster started to laugh again, but Rebus shook his head.
‘I’m serious,’ he said.
‘Then I’ll see what we can do.’ Forster rose to his feet. ‘Ready when you are, Inspector.’
‘I’m ready,’ said Rebus, not at all sure that he was.
There was much passing through corridors, and the nurse who was to show Rebus to Kinnoul Ward had to unlock and relock countless doors. A heavy chain of keys swung from his waistband. Rebus attempted conversation, but the nurse replied with short measures. There was just the one incident. They were passing along a corridor when from an open doorway a hand appeared, grabbing at Rebus. A small, elderly man was trying to say something, eyes shining, mouth making tiny movements.
‘Back into your room, Homer,’ said the nurse, prising the fingers from Rebus’s jacket. The man scuttled back inside. Rebus waited a moment for his heart rate to ease, then asked: ‘Why do you call him Homer?’
The nurse looked at him. ‘Because that’s his name.’ They walked on in silence.
Forster had been right. There were few moans or groans or sudden curdling shrieks, and few enough signs of movement, never mind violent movement. They passed through a large room where people were watching TV. Forster had explained that actual television wasn’t allowed, since it couldn’t be pre-determined. Instead, there was a daily diet of specially chosen video titles. The Sound of Music seemed to be a particular favourite. The patients watched in mute fascination.
‘Are they on drugs?’ Rebus hazarded.
The nurse suddenly became talkative. ‘As many as we can stick down their throats. Keeps them out of mischief.’
So much for the caring face . . .
‘Nothing wrong with it,’ the nurse was saying, ‘giving them drugs. It’s all in the MHA.’
‘MHA?’
‘Mental Health Act. Allows for sedation as part of the treatment process.’
Rebus got the feeling the nurse was reciting a little defence he’d prepared to deal with visitors who asked. He was a big bugger: not tall, but broad, with bulging arms.
‘Do any weight training?’ Rebus asked.
‘Who? That lot?’
Rebus smiled. ‘I meant you.’
‘Oh.’ A grin. ‘Yeah, I push some weights. Most of these places, the patients get all the facilities and there’s nothing for the staff. But we’ve got a pretty good gym. Yeah, pretty good. In here . . .’
Another door was unlocked, another corridor beckoned, but off this corridor a sign pointed through yet another door – unlocked – to the Kinnoul Ward. ‘In there,’ the guard commanded, pushing open the door. His voice became firm. ‘Okay, walk to the wall.’
Rebus thought for a moment the nurse was talking to him, but he saw that the object of the command was a tall, thin man, who now rose from his bed and walked to the far wall, where he turned to face them.
‘Hands against the wall,’ the nurse commanded. Andrew Macmillan placed the palms of his hands against the wall behind him.
‘Look,’ began Rebus, ‘is this really –?’
Macmillan smiled wryly. ‘Don’t worry,’ the nurse told Rebus. ‘He won’t bite. Not after what we’ve pumped into him. You can sit there.’ He was pointing to a table on which a board had been set for chess. There were two chairs. Rebus sat on the one which faced Andrew Macmillan. There were four beds, but they were all empty. The room was light, its walls painted lemon. There were three narrow barred windows, through which some rare sunshine poured. The nurse looked to be staying, and took up position behind Rebus, so that he was reminded of the scene in Dufftown interview room, with himself and Corbie and Knox.
‘Good morning,’ Macmillan said quietly. He was balding, and looked to have been doing so for some years. He had a long face, but it was not gaunt. Rebus would have called the face ‘kindly’.
‘Good morning, Mr Macmillan. My name’s Inspector Rebus.’
This news seemed to excite Macmillan. He took half a step forward.
‘Against the wall,’ said the nurse. Macmillan paused, then retreated.
‘Are you an Inspector of Hospitals?’ he asked.
‘No, sir, I’m a police inspector.’
‘Oh.’ His face dulled a little. ‘I thought maybe you’d come to . . . they don’t treat us well here, you know.’ He paused. ‘There, because I’ve told you that I’ll probably be disciplined, maybe even put into solitary. Everything, any dissension, gets reported back. But I’ve got to keep telling people, or nothing will be done. I have some influential friends, Inspector.’ Rebus thought this was for the nurse’s ears more than his own. ‘Friends in high places . . .’
Well, Dr Forster knew that now, thanks to Rebus.
‘. . . friends I can trust. People need to be told, you see. They censor our mail. They decide what we can read. They won’t even let me read Das Kapital. And they give us drugs. The mentally ill, you know, by whom I mean those who have been judged to be mentally ill, we have less rights than the most hardened mass murderer . . . hardened but sane mass murderer. Is that fair? Is that . . . humane?’
Rebus had no ready answer. Besides, he didn’t want to be sidetracked.
‘You had a visit from Elizabeth Jack.’
Macmillan seemed to think back, then nodded. ‘So I did. But when she visits me she’s Ferrie, not Jack. It’s our secret.’
‘What did you talk about?’
‘Why are you interested?’
Rebus decided that Macmillan did not know of Liz Jack’s murder. How could he know? There was no access to news in this place. Rebus’s fingers toyed with the chessmen.
‘It’s to do with an investigation . . . to do with Mr Jack.’
‘What has he done?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘That’s what I’m trying to find out, Mr Macmillan.’
Macmillan had turned his face towards the ray of sunshine. ‘I miss the world,’ he said, his voice dropping to a murmur. ‘I had so many – friends.’
‘Do you keep in touch with them?’
‘Oh yes,’ Macmillan said. ‘They come and take me home with them for the weekend. We enjoy evenings out at the cinema, the theatre, drinking in bars. Oh, we have some wonderful times together.’ He smiled ruefully, and tapped his head. ‘But only in here.’
‘Hands against the wall.’
‘Why?’ he spat. ‘Why do I have to keep my hands against the wall? Why can’t I just sit down and have a normal conversation like . . . a . . . normal . . . person.’ The angrier he got, the lower his voice dropped. There were flecks of saliva either side of his mouth, and a vein bulged above his right eye. He took a deep breath, then another, then bowed his head slightly. ‘I’m sorry, Inspector. They give me drugs, you know. God knows what they are. They have this . . . effect on me.’
‘That’s all right, Mr Macmillan,’ Rebus said, but inside he was quivering. Was this madness or sanity? What happened to sanity when you chained it to a wall? Chained it, moreover, with chains that weren’t real.
‘You were asking,’ Macmillan went on, breathless now, ‘you were asking about . . . Eliza . . . Ferrie. You’re right, she did come and visit. Quite a surprise. I know they have a home near here, yet they’ve never visited before. Lizzie . . . Eliza . . . did visit once, a long time ago. But Gregor . . . Well, he’s a busy man, isn’t he? And she’s a busy woman. I hear about these things . . .’
From Cath Kinnoul, Rebus didn’t doubt.
‘Yes, she visited. A very pleasant hour we spent. We talked about the past, about . . . friends. Friendship. Is their marriage in trouble?’
‘Why do you say that?’
Another creased smile. ‘She came alone, Inspector. She told me she was on holiday alone. Yet a man was waiting for her outside. Either it was Gregor, and he didn’t want to see me, or else it was one of her . . . friends.’
‘How do you know?’
‘Nursie here told me. If you don’t want to sleep tonight, Inspector, get him to show you the punishment block. I bet Doc Forster didn’t mention the punishment block. Maybe that’s where they’ll throw me for talking like this.’
‘Shut it, Macmillan.’
Rebus turned to the nurse. ‘Is it true?’ he asked. ‘Was someone waiting outside for Mrs Jack?’
‘Yeah, there was somebody in the car. Some guy. I only saw him from one of the windows. He’d got out of the car to stretch his legs.’
‘What did he look like?’
But the nurse was shaking his head. ‘He was getting back in when I saw him. I just saw his back.’
‘What kind of car was it?’
‘Black 3-series, no mistake about that.’
‘Oh, he’s very good at noticing things, Inspector, except when it suits him.’
‘Shut it, Macmillan.’
‘Ask yourself this, Inspector. If this is a hospital, why are all the so-called “nurses” members of the Prison Officers’ Association? This isn’t a hospital, it’s a warehouse, but full of headcases rather than packing cases. The twist is, the headcases are the ones in charge!’
He was moving away from the wall now, walking on slow, doped legs, but his energy was unmistakable. Every nerve was blazing.
‘Against the wall –’
‘Headcases! I took her head off! God knows, I did –’
‘Macmillan!’ The nurse was moving too.
‘But it was so long ago . . . a different –’
‘Warning you –’
‘And I want so much . . . so much to –’
‘Right, that’s it.’ The nurse had him by the arms.
‘– touch the earth.’
In the end, Macmillan offered little resistance, as the straps were attached to his arms and legs. The guard laid him out on the floor. ‘If I leave him on the bed,’ he told Rebus, ‘he just rolls off and injures himself.’
‘And you wouldn’t want that,’ said Macmillan, sounding almost peaceful now that he’d been restrained. ‘No, nurse, you wouldn’t want that.’
Rebus opened the door, making to leave.
‘Inspector!’
He turned. ‘Yes, Mr Macmillan?’
Macmillan had twisted his head so it was facing the door. ‘Touch the earth for me . . . please.’
Rebus left the hospital on shakier legs than he’d entered it. He didn’t want the tour of the pool and the gym. Instead, he’d asked the nurse to show him the punishment block, but the nurse had refused.
‘Look,’ he’d said, ‘you might not like what goes on here, I might not like some of what goes on, but you’ve seen how it is. They’re supposed to be “patients”, but you can’t turn your back on them, you can’t leave them alone. They’ll swallow lightbulbs, they’ll be shitting pens and pencils and crayons, they’ll try to put their head through the television. I mean, they might not, but you just can’t ever be sure . . . ever. Try to keep an open mind, Inspector. I know it’s not easy, but try.’
And Rebus had wished the young man luck with his weight training before making his exit. Into the courtyard. He stooped by a flowerbed and plunged his fingers deep into it, rubbing the soil between forefinger and thumb. It felt good. It felt good to be outside. Funny the things he took for granted, like earth and fresh air and free movement.
He looked up at the hospital windows, but couldn’t be sure which, if any, belonged to Macmillan’s ward. There were no faces staring at him, no signs of life at all. He rose to his feet, went to his car and got in, staring out through the windscreen. The brief sunshine had vanished. There was drizzle again, obscuring the view. Rebus pressed the button . . . and the windscreen wipers came on, came on and stayed on, their blades moving smoothly. He smiled, hands resting on the steering wheel, and asked himself a question.
‘What happens to sanity when you chain it to a wall?’
He took a detour on his way back south, coming off the dual carriageway at Kinross. He passed Loch Leven (scene of many a family picnic when Rebus had been a kid), took a right at the next junction, and headed towards the tired mining villages of Fife. He knew this territory well. He’d been born and brought up here. He knew the grey housing schemes and the corner shops and the utilitarian pubs. The people cautious with strangers, and almost as cautious with friends and neighbours. Street-corner dialogues like bare-knuckle fights. His parents had taken his brother and him away from it at weekends, travelling to Kirkcaldy for shopping on the Saturday, and Loch Leven for those long Sunday picnics, sitting cramped in the back of the car with salmon-paste sandwiches and orange juice, flasks of tea smelling of hot plastic.
And for summer holidays there had been a caravan in St Andrews, or bed and breakfast in Blackpool, where Michael would always get into trouble and have to be hauled out by his older brother.
‘And a lot of bloody thanks I got for it.’
Rebus kept driving.
Byars Haulage was sited halfway up a steep hill in one of the villages. Across the road was a school. The kids were on their way home, swinging satchels at each other and swearing choicely. Some things never changed. The yard of Byars Haulage contained a neat row of artics, a couple of nondescript cars, and a Porsche Carrera. None of the cars was blue. The offices were actually Portakabins. He went to the one marked ‘Main Office’ (below which someone had crayoned ‘The Boss’) and knocked.
Inside a secretary looked up from her word-processor. The room was stifling, a calor-gas heater roaring away by the side of the desk. There was another door behind the secretary. Rebus could hear Byars talking fast and loud and uproariously behind the door. Since no one answered him back, Rebus reckoned it was a phone call.
‘Well tell Shite-for-brains to get off his arse and get over here.’ (Pause.) ‘Sick? Sick? Sick means he’s shagging that missus of his. Can’t blame him, mind . . .’
‘Yes?’ the secretary said to Rebus. ‘Can I help you?’
‘Well never mind what he says,’ came Byars’ voice, ‘I’ve got a load here that’s got to be in Liverpool yesterday.’
‘I’d like to see Mr Byars, please,’ said Rebus.
‘If you’ll take a seat, I’ll see whether Mr Byars is available. What’s the name, please?’
‘Rebus, Detective Inspector Rebus.’
At that moment, the door of Byars’ office opened and Byars himself came out. He was holding a portable phone in one hand and a sheet of paper in the other. He handed the paper to his secretary.
‘That’s right, wee man, and there’s a load coming up from London the day after.’ Byars’ voice was louder than ever. Rebus noticed that, unseen by her, Byars was staring at his secretary’s legs. He wondered if this whole performance was for her benefit . . .
But now Byars had spotted Rebus. It took Byars a second to place him, then he nodded a greeting in Rebus’s direction. ‘Aye, you give him big licks, wee man,’ he said into the telephone. ‘If he’s got a sick-note, fine, if not tell him I’m looking out his cards, okay?’ He terminated the call and shot out a hand.
‘Inspector Rebus, what the hell brings you to this blighted neck of the bings?’
‘Well,’ said Rebus, ‘I was passing, and –’
‘Passing my arse! Plenty of people pass through, but nobody stops unless they want something. Even then, I’d advise them to keep on going. But you come from round here, don’t you? Into the office then, I can spare you five minutes.’ He turned to the secretary and rested a hand on her shoulder. ‘Sheena, hen, get on to tadger-breath in Liverpool and tell him tomorrow morning definite.’
‘Will do, Mr Byars. Will I make a cup of coffee?’
‘No, don’t bother, Sheena. I know what the polis like to drink.’ He gave Rebus a wink. ‘In you go, Inspector. In you go.’
Byars’ office was like the back room of a dirty bookshop, its walls apparently held together by nude calendars and centrefolds. The calendars all seemed to be gifts donated by garages and suppliers. Byars saw Rebus looking.
‘Goes with the image,’ he said. ‘A hairy-arsed truck driver with tattoos on his neck comes in here, he thinks he knows the sort of man he’s dealing with.’
‘And what if a woman comes in?’
Byars clucked. ‘She’d think she knew, too. I’m not saying she’d be all wrong either.’ Byars didn’t keep his whisky in the filing cabinet. He kept it inside a wellington boot. From the other boot he produced two glasses, which he sniffed. ‘Fresh as the morning dew,’ he said, pouring the drinks.
‘Thanks,’ said Rebus. ‘Nice car.’
‘Eh? Oh, outside you mean? Aye, it’s no’ bad. Nary a dent in it either. You should see the insurance payments though. Talk about steep. They make this brae look like a billiard table. Good health.’ He sank the measure in one gulp, then noisily exhaled.
Rebus, having taken a sip, examined the glass, then the bottle. Byars chuckled.
‘Think I’d give Glenlivet to the ba’-heids I get in here? I’m a businessman, not the Samaritans. They look at the bottle, think they know what they’re getting, and they’re impressed. Image again, like the scuddy pics on the wall. But it’s really just cheap stuff I pour into the bottle. Not many folk notice.’
Rebus thought this was meant as a compliment. Image, that’s what Byars was, all surface and appearance. Was he so different from MPs and actors? Or policemen come to that. All of them hiding their ulterior motives behind a set of gimmicks.
‘So what is it you want to see me about?’
That was easily explained. He wanted to ask Byars a little more about the party at Deer Lodge, seemingly the last party to be held there.
‘Not many of us there,’ Byars told him. ‘A few cried off pretty late. I don’t think Tom Pond was there, though he was expected. That’s right, he was off to the States by then. Suey was there.’
‘Ronald Steele?’
‘That’s the man. And Liz and Gregor, of course. And me. Cathy Kinnoul was there, but her husband wasn’t. Let’s see . . . who else? Oh, a couple who worked for Gregor. Urquhart . . .’
‘Ian Urquhart?’
‘Yes, and some young girl . . .’
‘Helen Greig?’
Byars laughed. ‘Why bother to ask if you already know? I think that was about it.’
‘You said a couple who worked for Gregor. Did you get the impression that they were a couple?’
‘Christ, no. I think everybody but Urquhart tried to get the girl into the sack.’
‘Did anyone succeed?’
‘Not that I noticed, but after a couple of bottles of champagne I tend not to notice very much. It wasn’t like one of Liz’s parties. You know, not wild. I mean, everybody had plenty to drink, but that was all.’
‘All?’
‘Well, you know . . . Liz’s crowd was wild.’ Byars stared towards one of the calendars, seemingly reminiscing. ‘A real wild bunch and no mistake . . .’
Rebus could imagine Barney Byars lapping it up, mixing with Patterson-Scott, Kilpatrick and the rest. And he could imagine them . . . tolerating Byars, a bit of nouveau rough. No doubt Byars was the life and soul of the party, a laugh a minute. Only they were laughing at him rather than with him . . .
‘How was the lodge when you arrived?’ Rebus asked.
Byars wrinkled his nose. ‘Disgusting. It hadn’t been cleaned since the last party a fortnight before. One of Liz’s parties, not one of Gregor’s. Gregor was going spare. Liz or somebody was supposed to have had it cleaned. It looked like a bloody sixties squat or something.’ He smiled. ‘Actually, I probably shouldn’t be telling you this, you being a member of the constabulary and all, but I didn’t bother staying the night. Drove back about four in the morning. Absolutely guttered, but there was nobody about on the roads for me to be a menace to. Wait till you hear this though. I thought my feet were cold when I stopped the car. Got out to open the garage . . . and I didn’t have any shoes on! Just the one sock and no fucking shoes! Christ knows how come I didn’t notice . . .’
Did John Rebus receive a hero’s welcome? He did not. There were some who felt he’d merely added to the chaos of the case. Perhaps he had. Chief Superintendent Watson, for example, still felt William Glass was the man they were looking for. He sat and listened to Rebus’s report, while Chief Inspector Lauderdale rocked to and fro on another chair, sometimes staring ruminatively at the ceiling, sometimes studying the one immaculate crease down either trouser-leg. It was Friday morning. There was coffee in the air. There was coffee, too, coursing through Rebus’s nervous system as he spoke. Watson interrupted from time to time, asking questions in a voice as thin as an after-dinner mint. And at the end of it all, he asked the obvious question.
‘What do you make of it, John?’
And Rebus gave the obvious, if only mostly truthful, answer.
‘I don’t know, sir.’
‘Let’s get this straight,’ said Lauderdale, raising his eyes from a trouser-crease. ‘She’s at a telephone box. She meets a man in a car. They’re arguing. The man drives off. She hangs around for some time. Another car, maybe the same car, arrives. Another argument. The car goes off, leaving her car still in the lay-by. And next thing we know of her, she’s turning up dumped in a river next to the house owned by a friend of her husband’s.’ Lauderdale paused, as though inviting Rebus to contradict him. ‘We still don’t know when or where she died, only that she managed to end up in Queensferry. Now, you say this actor’s wife is an old friend of Gregor Jack’s?’
‘Yes.’
‘Any hint that they were a bit more than friends?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘Not that I know of.’
‘What about the actor, Rab Kinnoul? Maybe he and Mrs Jack . . .?’
‘Maybe.’
‘Convenient, isn’t it?’ said the Chief Superintendent, rising to pour himself another cup of black death. ‘I mean, if Mr Kinnoul did ever want to dispose of a body, what better place than his own fast-flowing river, discharging into the sea, body turning up weeks later, or perhaps never at all. And he’s always played killers on the TV and in films. Maybe it’s all gone to his head . . .’
‘Except,’ said Lauderdale, ‘that Kinnoul was in a series of meetings all day that Wednesday.’
‘And Wednesday night?’
‘At home with his wife.’
Watson nodded. ‘We come back to Mrs Kinnoul again. Could she be lying?’
‘She’s certainly under his thumb,’ said Rebus. ‘And she’s on all sorts of anti-depressants. I’d be surprised if she could tell Wednesday night at home in Queensferry from the twelfth of July in Londonderry.’
Watson smiled. ‘Nicely put, John, but let’s try to stick to facts.’
‘What precious few there are,’ said Lauderdale. ‘I mean, we all know who the obvious candidate is: Mrs Jack’s husband. She finds out he’s been caught trousers-down in a brothel, they have a row, he may not mean to kill her but he strikes her. Next thing, she’s dead.’
‘He was caught trousers-up,’ Rebus reminded his superior.
‘Besides,’ added Watson, ‘Mr Jack, too, has his alibis.’ He read from a sheet of paper. ‘Constituency meeting in the morning. Round of golf in the afternoon – corroborated by his playing partner and checked by Detective Constable Broome. Then a dinner appointment where he made a speech to eighty or so fine upstanding members of the business community in Central Edinburgh.’
‘And he drives a white Saab,’ Rebus stated. ‘We need to check car colours for everyone involved in the case, all Mrs Jack’s friends and all Mr Jack’s.’
‘I’ve already put DS Holmes on to it,’ said Lauderdale. ‘And forensics say they’ll have a report on the BMW ready by morning. I’ve another question though.’ He turned to Rebus. ‘Mrs Jack was, apparently, up north for anything up to a week. Did she stay all that time at Deer Lodge?’
Rebus had to give Lauderdale credit, the bugger had his thinking cap on today. Watson was nodding as though he’d been about to ask the selfsame thing, but of course he hadn’t. Rebus had thought about it though.
‘I don’t think so,’ he said. ‘I do think she spent some time there, otherwise where did the Sunday papers and the green suitcase come from? But a whole week . . .? I doubt it. No signs of recent cooking. All the food and cartons and stuff I found were either from one party or another. There had been an attempt to clear a space on the living room floor, so one person or maybe two could sit and have a drink. But maybe that goes back to the last party, too. I suppose we could ask the guests while we’re fingerprinting them . . .’
‘Fingerprinting them?’ asked Watson.
Lauderdale sounded like an exasperated parent. ‘Purposes of elimination, sir. To see if any prints are left that can’t be identified.’
‘What would that tell us?’ Watson said.
‘The point is, sir,’ commented Lauderdale, ‘if Mrs Jack didn’t stay at Deer Lodge, then who was she with and where did she stay? Was she even up north all that time?’
‘Ah . . .’ said Watson, nodding again as though understanding everything.
‘She visited Andrew Macmillan on the Saturday,’ added Rebus.
‘Yes,’ said Lauderdale, getting into his stride, ‘but then she’s next seen on the Wednesday by that yob at the farm. What about the days in between?’
‘She was at Deer Lodge on the Sunday with her newspapers,’ Rebus said. Then he realized the point Lauderdale was making. ‘When she saw the story,’ he continued, ‘you think she may have headed south again?’
Lauderdale spread out his hands, examining the nails. ‘It’s a theory,’ he said, merely.
‘Well, we’ve plenty bloody theories,’ said Watson, slapping one of his own much meatier hands down on the desk. ‘We need something concrete. And let’s not forget friend Glass. We still want to talk to him. About Dean Bridge if nothing else. Meanwhile . . .’ he seemed to be trying to think of some path they might take, of some instructions or inspiration he might give. But he gave up and swigged back his coffee instead. ‘Meanwhile,’ he said at last, while Rebus and Lauderdale waited for the imparted wisdom, ‘let’s be careful out there.’
The old man’s really showing his age now, thought Rebus, as he waited to follow Lauderdale out of the office. Hill Street Blues was a long, long time ago. In the corridor, after the door was closed behind them, Lauderdale grasped Rebus’s arm. His voice was an excited hiss.
‘Looks like the Chief Super’s on the way out, doesn’t it? Can’t be long before the high heidyins see what’s going on and pension him off.’ He was trying to control his glee. Yes, Rebus was thinking, one or two very public foul-ups, that’s all it would take. And he wondered . . . he wondered if Lauderdale was capable of engineering a balls-up with this in mind. Someone had tipped off the papers about Operation Creeper. Christ, it seemed such a long time ago. But wasn’t Chris Kemp supposed to be doing some digging into that? He’d have to remember to ask Kemp what he’d found. So much still needed to be done . . .
He was shrugging his arm free of Lauderdale when Watson’s door opened again, and Watson stood there staring at the two of them. Rebus wondered if they looked as guilty and conspiratorial as he himself felt. Then Watson’s eyes settled on him.
‘John,’ he said, ‘telephone call. It’s Mr Jack. He says he’d be grateful if you’d go and see him. Apparently, there’s something he’d like to talk to you about . . .’
Rebus pressed the bell at the locked gate. The voice over the intercom was Urquhart’s.
‘Yes?’
‘Inspector Rebus to see Mr Jack.’
‘Yes, Inspector, be right with you.’
Rebus peered through the bars. The white Saab was parked outside the house. He shook his head slowly. Some people never learned. A reporter had been sent from one of the line of cars to ask who Rebus was. The other reporters and photographers took shelter in the cars themselves, listening to the radio, reading newspapers. Soup or coffee was poured from flasks. They were here for the duration. And they were bored. As he waited, the wind sliced against Rebus, squeezing through a gap between jacket and shirt collar, trickling down his neck like ice water. He watched Urquhart emerge from the house, apparently trying to sort out the tangle of keys in his hand. The reconnaissance reporter still stood beside Rebus, twitching, readying himself to ask Urquhart his questions.
‘I shouldn’t bother, son,’ advised Rebus.
Urquhart was at the gate now.
‘Mr Urquhart,’ blurted the reporter, ‘anything to add to your previous statement?’
‘No,’ said Urquhart coolly, opening the gate. ‘But I’ll repeat it for you if you like – bugger off!’
And with that, Rebus safely through the gate, he slammed it shut and locked it, giving the bars an extra shake to make sure they were secure. The reporter, smiling sourly, was heading back to one of the cars.
‘You’re under siege,’ Rebus observed.
Urquhart looked like he’d done without sleep for a night or two too many. ‘It’s diabolical,’ he confided as they walked towards the house. ‘Day and night they’re out there. God knows what they think they’re going to get.’
‘A confession?’ Rebus hazarded. He was rewarded with a weak smile.
‘That, Inspector, they’ll never get.’ The smile left his face. ‘But I am worried about Gregor . . . what all this is doing to him. He’s . . . well, you’ll see for yourself.’
‘Any idea what this meeting’s all about?’
‘He wouldn’t say. Inspector . . .’ Urquhart had stopped. ‘He’s very fragile. I mean, he might say anything. I just hope you can tell truth from fantasy.’ Then he started to walk again.
‘Are you still diluting his whisky?’ Rebus asked.
Urquhart gave him an appraising look, then nodded. ‘That’s not the answer, Inspector. That’s not what he needs. He needs friends.’
Andrew Macmillan, too, had gone on about friends. Rebus wanted to talk to Jack about Andrew Macmillan. But he wasn’t in a hurry. He had paused beside the Saab, causing Urquhart to pause too.
‘What is it?’
‘You know,’ said Rebus, ‘I’ve always liked Saabs, but I’ve never had the money around to buy one. Do you think Mr Jack would mind if I just sat in the driver’s seat for a minute?’
Urquhart looked at a loss for an answer. He ended up making a gesture somewhere between a shrug and a shake of the head. Rebus tried the driver’s door. It was unlocked. He slid into the seat and rested his hands on the steering wheel, leaving the door itself open so Urquhart could stand there and watch.
‘Very comfortable,’ Rebus said.
‘So I believe.’
‘You’ve never driven it yourself then?’
‘No.’
‘Oh.’ Rebus stared out of the windscreen, then at the passenger seat and the floor. ‘Yes, well designed, comfortable. Plenty of room, eh?’ And he turned in his seat, twisting his whole body round to examine the rear seat . . . the rear floor. ‘Heaps of room,’ he commented. ‘Lovely.’
‘Maybe Gregor would let you take her for a spin?’
Rebus looked up keenly. ‘Do you think so? I mean, when this has all blown over, of course.’ He started to get out of the car. Urquhart snorted.
‘Blown over? This sort of thing doesn’t “blow over”, not when you’re an MP. The broth – . . . those allegations in the newspapers, they were bad enough, but now murder? No.’ He shook his head. ‘This won’t just blow over, Inspector. It’s not a raincloud, it’s a mud bath, and mud sticks.’
Rebus closed the door. ‘Nice solid clunk, too, when you shut it, isn’t there? How well did you know Mrs Jack?’
‘Pretty well. I used to see her most days.’
‘But I believe Mr and Mrs Jack led fairly separate lives?’
‘I wouldn’t go that far. They were married.’
‘And in love?’
Urquhart thought for a moment. ‘I’d say so, yes.’
‘Despite everything?’ Rebus was walking around the car now, as though deciding whether or not to buy it.
‘I’m not sure I understand.’
‘Oh, you know, different sorts of friends, different lifestyles, separate holidays . . .’
‘Gregor is an MP, Inspector. He can’t always get away at the drop of a hat.’
‘Whereas,’ Rebus said, ‘Mrs Jack was . . . what would you say? Spontaneous? Flighty, maybe even? The sort who’d say, let’s just up and go?’
‘Actually, yes, that’s fairly accurate.’
Rebus nodded and tapped the boot. ‘What about luggage room?’
Urquhart himself actually came forward and opened the boot.
‘Goodness,’ said Rebus, ‘yes, there’s plenty of room. Quite deep, isn’t it?’
It was also immaculately clean. No mud or scuff marks, no crumbs of earth. It looked as though it had never been used. Inside were a small reserve petrol tank, a red warning triangle, and a half-set of golf clubs.
‘He’s keen on golf, isn’t he?’
‘Oh yes.’
Rebus closed the boot shut. ‘I’ve never seen the attraction myself. The ball’s too small and the pitch is too big. Shall we go in?’
Gregor Jack looked like he’d been to hell and back on an LRT bus. He’d probably combed his hair yesterday or the day before, and last changed his clothes then, too. He was shaven, but there were small patches of dark stubble the razor had missed. He didn’t bother rising when Rebus entered the room. He just nodded a greeting and gestured with his glass to a vacant chair, one of the infamous marshmallow chairs. Rebus approached with care.
There was whisky in Jack’s crystal tumbler, and a bottle of the stuff – three quarters empty – on the rug beside him. The room smelt unaired and unpolished. Jack took a gulp of liquid, then used the edge of the glass to scratch at his raw red finger.
‘I want to talk to you, Inspector Rebus.’
Rebus sat down, sinking, sinking . . . ‘Yes, sir?’
‘I want to say a few things about me . . . and maybe about Liz, too, in a roundabout way.’
It was another prepared speech, another well-considered opening. There were just the two of them in the room. Urquhart had said he’d make a pot of coffee. Rebus, still jumpy from his meeting with Watson, had begged for tea. Helen Greig, it seemed, was at home, her mother having been taken ill – ‘again’, as Urquhart put it, before marching off kitchenwards. Faithful women: Helen Greig and Cath Kinnoul. Doggedly faithful. And Elizabeth Jack? Doggie-style faithful maybe . . . Christ, that was a terrible thing to think! And especially of the dead, especially of a woman he’d never met! A woman who liked to be tied to bedposts for a spot of . . .
‘It’s nothing to do with . . . well, I don’t know, maybe it is.’ Jack paused for thought. ‘You see, Inspector, I can’t help feeling that if Liz saw those stories about me, and if they upset her, then maybe she did something . . . or stayed away . . . and maybe . . .’ He leapt to his feet and wandered over towards the window, looking out at nothing. ‘What I’m trying to say is, what if I’m responsible?’
‘Responsible, sir?’
‘For Liz’s . . . murder. If we’d been together, if we’d been here together, it might never have happened. It wouldn’t have happened. Do you see what I mean?’
‘No good blaming yourself, sir –’
Jack whirled towards him. ‘But that’s just it, I do blame myself.’
‘Why don’t you sit down, Mr Jack –’
‘Gregor, please.’
‘All right . . . Gregor. Now why don’t you sit down and calm down.’
Jack did as he was told. Bereavement affected different people in different ways, the weak becoming strong and the strong becoming weak. Ronald Steele hurled books around, Gregor Jack became . . . pathetic. He was scratching at the finger again. ‘But it’s all so ironic,’ he spat.
‘How’s that?’ Rebus wished the tea would hurry up. Maybe Jack would pull himself together in Urquhart’s presence.
‘That brothel,’ Jack said, fixing Rebus’s eyes with his own. ‘That’s what started it all. And the reason I was there . . .’
Rebus sat forward. ‘Why were you there, Gregor?’
Gregor Jack paused, swallowed, seemed to take a breath while he thought about whether to answer or not. Then he answered.
‘To see my sister.’
There was silence in the room, so profound that Rebus could hear his watch ticking. Then the door flew open.
‘Tea,’ said Ian Urquhart, sidling into the room.
Rebus, who had been so eager for Urquhart’s arrival, now couldn’t wait for the man to leave. He rose from the chair and walked to the mantelpiece. The card from The Pack was still there, but it had been joined by over a dozen condolence cards – some from other MPs, some from family and friends, some from the public.
Urquhart seemed to sense the atmosphere in the room. He left the tray on a table and, without a word, made his exit. The door had barely closed before Rebus said, ‘What do you mean, your sister?’
‘I mean just that. My sister was working in that brothel. Well, I suspected she was, I’d been told she was. I thought maybe it was a joke, a sick joke. Maybe a trap, to get me to a brothel. A trap and a trick. I thought long and hard before I went, but I still went. He’d sounded so confident.’
‘Who had?’
‘The caller. I’d been getting these calls . . .’ Ah yes, Rebus had meant to ask about those. ‘By the time I got to the phone, the caller would have hung up. But one night, the caller got me straight away, and he told me: “Your sister’s working in a brothel in the New Town.” He gave me the address, and said if I went around midnight she’d just be starting her . . . shift.’ The words were like some food he didn’t enjoy, but given him at a banquet so that he didn’t dare spit it out, but had to go on chewing, trying hard not to swallow . . . He swallowed. ‘So along I went, and she was there. The caller had been telling the truth. I was trying to talk to her when the police came in. But it was a trap, too. The newsmen were there . . .’
Rebus was remembering the woman in the bed, the way she kicked her legs in the air, the way she’d lifted her t-shirt for the photographers to see . . .
‘Why didn’t you say anything at the time, Gregor?’
Jack laughed shrilly. ‘It was bad enough as it was. Would it have been any better if I’d let everyone know my sister’s a tart?’
‘Well then, why tell me now?’
His voice was calm. ‘It looks to me, Inspector, like I’m in deep water. I’m just jettisoning what I don’t need.’
‘You must know then, sir . . . you must have known all along, that someone is setting you up to take a very big fall.’
Jack smiled. ‘Oh yes.’
‘Any idea who? I mean, any enemies?’
The smile again. ‘I’m an MP, Inspector. The wonder is that I have any friends.’
‘Ah yes, The Pack. Could one of them . . .?’
‘Inspector, I’ve racked my brain and I’m no nearer finding out.’ He looked up at Rebus. ‘Honest.’
‘You didn’t recognize the caller’s voice?’
‘It was heavily muffled. Gruff. A man probably, but to be honest it could have been a woman.’
‘Okay then, what about your sister? Tell me about her.’
It was soon told. She’d left home young, and never been heard of. Vague rumours of London and marriage had drifted north over the years, but that was all. Then the phone call . . .
‘How could the caller know? How might they have found out?’
‘Now that’s a mystery, because I’ve never told anybody about Gail.’
‘But your schoolfriends would know of her?’
‘Slightly, I suppose. I doubt any of them remember her. She was two years below us at school.’
‘You think maybe she came back up here looking for revenge?’
Jack spread his palms. ‘Revenge for what?’
‘Well, jealousy then.’
‘Why didn’t she just get in touch?’
It was a point. Rebus made a mental note to get in touch with her, supposing she was still around. ‘You haven’t heard from her since?’
‘Not before, not since.’
‘Why did you want to see her, Gregor?’
‘One, I really was interested.’ He broke off.
‘And two?’
‘Two . . . I don’t know, maybe to talk her out of what she was doing.’
‘For her own good, or for yours?’
Jack smiled. ‘You’re right, of course, bad for the image having a sister on the game.’
‘There are worse forms of prostitution than whoring.’
Jack nodded, impressed. ‘Very deep, Inspector. Can I use that in one of my speeches? Not that I’ll be making many of those from now on. Whichever way you look at it, my career’s down the Swanny.’
‘Never give up, sir. Think of Robert the Bruce.’
‘And the spider, you mean? I hate spiders. So does Liz.’ He halted. ‘Did Liz.’
Rebus wanted to keep the conversation moving. The amount of whisky Jack had drunk, he might tip over any minute. ‘Can I ask you about that last party up at Deer Lodge?’
‘What about it?’
‘For a start, who was present?’
Having to use his memory seemed to sober Jack up. Not that he could add much to what Barney Byars had already told Rebus. It was a boozy, sit-around-and-chat evening, followed by a morning hike up some nearby mountain, lunch – at the Heather Hoose – and then home. Jack’s only regret was inviting Helen Greig to go.
‘I’m not sure she saw any of us in a decent light. Barney Byars was doing elephant impressions, you know, where you pull out your trouser pockets and –’
‘Yes, I know.’
‘Well, Helen took it in good enough part, but all the same . . .’
‘Nice girl, isn’t she?’
‘The sort my mum would have wanted me to marry.’
Mine too, thought Rebus. The whisky wasn’t just loosening Jack’s tongue, it was also loosening his accent. The polish was fading fast, leaving the raw wood of towns like Kirkcaldy, Leven, Methil.
‘This party was a couple of weeks ago, wasn’t it?’
‘Three weeks ago. We were back here five days when Liz decided she needed a holiday. Packed a case and off she went. Never saw her again . . .’ He raised a fist and punched the soft leather of the sofa, making hardly a sound and no discernible mark. ‘Why are they doing this to me? I’m the best MP this constituency’s ever had. Don’t take my word for it. Go out and talk to them. Go to a mining village or a farm or a factory or a fucking afternoon tea party. They tell me the same thing: well done, Gregor, keep up the good work.’ He was on his feet again now, feet holding their ground but the rest of the body in motion. ‘Keep up the good work, the hard work. Hard work! It bloody is hard work, I can tell you.’ His voice was rising steadily. ‘Worked my balls off for them! Now somebody’s trying to piss on my whole life from a very high place. Why me? Why me? Liz and me . . . Liz . . .’
Urquhart tapped twice before putting his head round the door. ‘Everything all right?’
Jack put on a grotesque mask of a smile. ‘Everything’s fine, Ian. Listening behind the door, are you? Good, wouldn’t want you to miss a word, would we?’
Urquhart glanced at Rebus. Rebus nodded: everything’s okay in here, really it is. Urquhart retreated and closed the door. Gregor Jack collapsed into the sofa. ‘I’m making such a mess of everything,’ he said, rubbing his face with his hand. ‘Ian’s such a good friend . . .’
Ah yes, friends.
‘I believe,’ said Rebus, ‘that you haven’t just been receiving anonymous calls.’
‘What?’
‘Someone said something about letters, too.’
‘Oh . . . oh yes, letters. Crank letters.’
‘Do you still have them?’
Jack shook his head. ‘Not worth keeping.’
‘Did you let anyone see them?’
‘Not worth reading.’
‘What exactly was in them, Mr Jack?’
‘Gregor,’ Jack reminded him. ‘Please, call me Gregor. What was in them? Rubbish. Garbled nonsense. Ravings . . .’
‘I don’t think so.’
‘What?’
‘Someone told me you’d refuse to let anyone open them. He thought they might be love letters.’
Jack hooted. ‘Love letters!’
‘I don’t think they were either. But it strikes me, how could Ian Urquhart or anyone else know which letters they were to hand to you unopened? The handwriting? Difficult to tell though, isn’t it? No, it had to be the postmark. It had to be what was on the envelope. I’ll tell you where those letters came from, Mr Jack. They came from Duthil. They came from your old friend Andrew Macmillan. And they weren’t raving, were they? They weren’t garbled or nonsense or rubbish. They were asking you to do something about the system in the special hospitals. Isn’t that right?’
Jack sat and studied his glass, mouth set petulantly, a kid who’s been caught out.
‘Isn’t that right?’
Jack gave a curt nod. Rebus nodded, too. Embarrassing to have a sister who’s a prostitute. But how much more embarrassing to have an old friend who’s a murderer? And mad, to boot. Gregor Jack had worked hard to form his public image, and harder still to preserve it. Rushing around with his vacuously sincere grin and strong-enough-for-the-occasion handshake. Working hard in his constituency, working hard in public. But his private life . . . well, Rebus wouldn’t have wanted to swop. It was a mess. And what made it so messy was that Jack had tried to hide it. He didn’t have skeletons in his closet; he had a crematorium.
‘Wanted me to start a campaign,’ Jack was muttering. ‘Couldn’t do that. Why did you start this crusade, Mr Jack? To help an old friend. Which old friend is that, Mr Jack? The one who cut his wife’s head off. Now, if you’ll excuse me. Oh, and please remember to vote for me next time round . . .’ And he began a drunken, wailing laugh, near-manic, near-crying. Finally actually becoming crying, tears streaming down his cheeks, dripping into the glass he still held.
‘Gregor,’ Rebus said quietly. He repeated the name, and again, and again, always quietly. Jack sniffed back more tears and looked blurrily towards him. ‘Gregor,’ said Rebus, ‘did you kill your wife?’
Jack wiped his eyes on his shirt-sleeve, sniffed, wiped again. He began to shake his head.
‘No,’ he said. ‘No, I didn’t kill my wife.’
No, because William Glass killed her. He killed the woman under Dean Bridge, and he killed Elizabeth Jack.
Rebus had missed all the excitement. He had driven back into town unaware of it. He had climbed the steps up to Great London Road station without knowing. And he had entered a place of jumpy, jittery clamour. Christ, what did it mean? Was the station definitely staying open? No move to St Leonard’s? Which meant, if he remembered his bet, that he’d set up home with Patience Aitken. But no, it was nothing to do with the station staying open or being reduced to rubble. It was William Glass. A beat constable had come across him sleeping amidst the dustbins behind a supermarket in Barn-ton. He was in custody. He was talking. They were feeding him soup and giving him endless cups of tea and fresh cigarettes, and he was talking.
‘But what’s he saying?’
‘He’s saying he did them – both of them!’
‘He’s saying what?’
Rebus started calculating. Barnton . . . not so far from Queensferry when you thought about it. They were thinking he’d have headed north or west, but in fact he’d started crawling back into town . . . supposing he’d ever got as far as Queensferry in the first place.
‘He’s admitting both murders.’
‘Who’s with him?’
‘Chief Inspector Lauderdale and Inspector Dick.’
Lauderdale! Christ, he’d be loving it. This would be the making of him, the final nail in the Chief Super’s coffee-maker. But Rebus had other things to be doing. He wanted Jack’s sister found, for a start. Gail Jack, but she wouldn’t be calling herself that, would she? He went through the Operation Creeper case-notes. Gail Crawley. That was her. She’d been released, of course. And had given a London address. He found one of the officers who’d interviewed her.
‘Yes, she said she was heading south. Couldn’t keep her, could we? Didn’t want to either. Just gave her a kick up the arse and told her not to come back up here again. Isn’t it incredible? Catching Glass like that!’
‘Incredible, yes,’ said Rebus. He photocopied what notes there were, along with Gail Crawley’s photograph, and scribbled some further notes of his own on to the copy. Then he telephoned an old friend, an old friend in London.
‘Inspector Flight speaking.’
‘Hello George. When’s the retirement party then?’
There was laughter. ‘You tell me, you were the one who persuaded me to stay on.’
‘Can’t afford to lose you.’
‘Meaning you want a favour?’
‘Official business, George, but speed is of the –’
‘As usual. All right, what is it?’
‘Give me your fax number and I’ll send you the details. If she’s at the address, I’d like you to talk to her. I’ve put down a couple of phone numbers. You can reach me anytime on one or the other.’
‘Two numbers, eh? Got yourself in deep, have you?’
In deep . . . jettisoning what I don’t need . . .
‘You could say that, George.’
‘What’s she like?’ By which he meant Patience, not Gail.
‘She likes domesticity, George. Pets and nights in, candles and firelight.’
‘Sounds perfect.’ George Flight paused. ‘I’ll give it three months max.’
‘Sod you,’ said Rebus, grinning. Flight was laughing again.
‘Four months then,’ he said. ‘But that’s my final offer.’
That done, Rebus headed for the nerve centre, the one place he needed to station himself – the gents’ toilets. Part of the ceiling had fallen down and had been replaced with a piece of brown cardboard on which some joker had drawn a huge eyeball. Rebus washed his hands, dried them, chatted to one of the other detectives, shared a cigarette. In a public toilet, he’d have been picked up for loitering. He was loitering, too, loitering with intent. The door opened. Bingo. It was Lauderdale, a frequent user of rest rooms when he was on an interrogation.
‘All the time you’re coming and going,’ he’d told Rebus, ‘the suspect’s sweating that bit more, wondering what’s up, what’s happened that’s new.’
‘What’s up?’ Rebus asked now. Lauderdale smiled and went to splash water on his face, patting his temples and the back of his neck. He looked pleased with himself. More worrying, he didn’t smell.
‘Looks like our Chief Super may have got it right for once,’ Lauderdale admitted. ‘He said we should be concentrating on Glass.’
‘He’s confessed?’
‘As good as. Looks as though he’s sorting his defence out first.’
‘What’s that then?’
‘The media,’ said Lauderdale, drying himself. ‘The media pushed him into doing it. I mean, killing again. He says it was expected of him.’
‘Sounds to me like he’s one domino shy of a set.’
‘I’m not putting any words into his mouth, if that’s what you’re thinking. It’s all on tape.’
Rebus shook his head. ‘No, no, I mean, if he says he did it, then fair enough. That’s fine. And by the way, it was me that shot JFK.’
Lauderdale was examining himself in the spattered mirror. He still looked triumphal, his neck rising from his shirt collar so that his head sat on it like a golf ball on its tee.
‘A confession, John,’ he was saying, ‘it’s a powerful thing is a confession.’
‘Even when the guy’s been sleeping rough for nights on end? Strung out on Brasso and hunted by Edinburgh’s finest? Confession might be good for the soul, sir, but sometimes all it’s worth is a bowl of soup and some hot tea.’
Lauderdale tidied himself, then turned towards Rebus. ‘You’re just a pessimist, John.’
‘Think of all the questions Glass can’t answer. Ask him some of them. How did Mrs Jack get to Queensferry? How come he dumped her there? Just ask him, sir. I’ll be interested to read the transcript. I think you’ll find the conversation’s all one way.’
Exit the Inspector Rebus, leaving behind the Chief Inspector Lauderdale, brushing himself down like a statue examining itself for chips. He seems to find one, too, for he frowns suddenly, and spends longer in the washroom than intended . . .
‘I need just a little bit more, John.’
They were lying in bed together, just the three of them: Rebus, Patience, and Lucky the cat. Rebus affected an American accent.
‘I gave ya everything I got, baby.’
Patience smiled, but wasn’t to be placated. She thumped her pillows and sat up, drawing her knees up to her chin. ‘I mean,’ she said, ‘I need to know what you’re going to do . . . what we’re going to do. I can’t decide whether you’re moving in with me, or else moving out.’
‘In and out,’ he said, a final attempt at humour and escape. She punched him on the shoulder. Punched him hard. He sucked in his breath. ‘I bruise easily,’ he said.
‘So do I!’ There were almost tears in her eyes, but she wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction. ‘Is there anybody else?’
He looked surprised. ‘No, what makes you think that?’
The cat had crawled up the bed to lie in Patience’s lap, plucking at the duvet with its claws. As it settled, she started stroking its head. ‘It’s just that I keep thinking there’s something you’re about to tell me. You look as though you’re gathering up the strength to say it, but then you never quite manage. I’d rather know, whatever it is.’
What was there to know? That he still hadn’t made up his mind about moving in? That he still carried if not a flame then at least an unstruck Scottish Bluebell for Gill Templer? What was there to know?
‘You know how it is, Patience. A policeman’s lot is not a happy one, and all that.’
‘Why do you have to get involved?’
‘What?’
‘In all these bloody cases, why do you have to get involved, John? It’s just a job like any other. I manage to forget about my patients for a few hours at a stretch, why can’t you?’
He gave her just about his only honest answer of the evening. ‘I don’t know.’
The telephone rang. Patience picked the extension up off the floor and held it between them. ‘Yours or mine?’ she asked.
‘Yours.’
She picked up the receiver. ‘Hello? Yes, this is Doctor Aitken. Yes, hello, Mrs Laird. Is he now? Is that right? It isn’t maybe just flu?’
Rebus checked his watch. Nine thirty. It was Patience’s turn to do standby emergency for her group practice.
‘A-ha,’ she was saying, ‘a-ha,’ as the caller talked on. She held the receiver away from her for a second and hurled a silent scream towards the ceiling. ‘Okay, Mrs Laird. No, just leave him be. I’ll be there as soon as I can. What was your address again?’
At the end of the call, she stomped out of bed and started to dress. ‘Mrs Laird’s husband says he’s on the way out this time,’ she said. ‘That’s the third time in as many months, damn the man.’
‘Do you want me to drive you?’
‘No, it’s all right, I’ll go myself.’ She paused, came over and pecked him on the cheek. ‘But thanks for the offer.’
‘You’re welcome.’ Lucky, disturbed from his rest, was now kneading Rebus’s half of the duvet. Rebus made to stroke its head, but the cat shied away.
‘See you later then,’ said Patience, giving him another kiss. ‘We’ll have a talk, eh?’
‘If you like.’
‘I like.’ And with that she was gone. He could hear her in the living room, getting together her stuff, then the front door opening and closing. The cat had left Rebus and was investigating the warm section of mattress from which Patience had lately risen. Rebus thought about getting up, then thought about not. The phone rang again. Another patient? Well, he wouldn’t answer. It kept on ringing. He answered with a noncommittal ‘Hello’.
‘Took your time,’ said George Flight. ‘Haven’t interrupted anything, have I?’
‘What have you got, George?’
‘Well, I’ve got the trots, since you ask. I blame it on that curry I had at Gunga’s last night. I’ve also got the information you requested, Inspector.’
‘Is that so, Inspector? Well would you mind passing it the hell on!’
Flight snorted. ‘That’s all the thanks I get, after a hard day’s graft.’
‘We all know the kind of graft the Met’s interested in, George.’
Flight tut-tutted. ‘Wires have ears, John. Anyway, the address was a no-show. Yes, a friend of Miss Crawley’s lives there. But she hasn’t seen her for weeks. Last she heard, Crawley was in Edinburgh.’ He pronounced it head-in-burrow.
‘Is that it?’
‘I tried asking a couple of sleazebags connected with Croft.’
‘Who’s Croft?’
Flight sighed. ‘The woman who ran the brothel.’
‘Oh, right.’
‘Only, we’ve had dealings with her before, you see. Maybe that’s why she moved her operation north. So I talked to a couple of her “former associates”.’
‘And?’
‘Nothing. Not even a trade discount on French with spanking.’
‘Right. Well, thanks anyway, George.’
‘Sorry, John. When are we going to see you down here?’
‘When are we going to see you up here?’
‘No offence, John, but it’s all that square sausage and fizzy beer. It doesn’t agree with me.’
‘I’ll let you get back to your smoked salmon and Scotch then. Night, George.’
He put the phone down, and considered for a moment. Then he got out of bed and started to dress. The cat looked satisfied with this arrangement, and stretched himself out. Rebus searched for paper and a pen and scribbled a note to Patience. ‘Lonely without you. Gone for a drive. John.’ He thought about adding a few kisses. Yes, a few kisses were definitely in order.
‘xxx’
Checking that he had car keys, flat keys and money, he let himself out, locking the door behind him.
If you didn’t know, you wouldn’t see.
It was a pleasant enough night for a drive, as it happened. The cloud cover kept the air mild, but there was no sign of rain or wind. It wasn’t at all a bad night for a drive. Inverleith, then Granton, an easy descent to the coast. Past what had been William Glass’s digs . . . then Granton Road . . . then Newhaven. The docks.
If you didn’t know, you wouldn’t see.
He was a lonely man, just out driving, just out driving slowly. They stepped out of shadowy doorways, or else crossed and recrossed at the traffic lights, like a sodium-lit fashion show. Crossed and recrossed. While drivers slowly drove, and slower yet, and slower. He saw nothing he wanted, so he took the car the length of Salamander Street, then turned it. Oh, he was a keen one. Shy, lonely, quiet and keen. Driving his beaten-up old car around the night-time streets, looking for . . . well, maybe just looking at, unless he could be tempted . . .
He stopped the car. She came walking smartly towards him. Not that her clothes were smart. Her clothes were cheap and cheerless, a pale raincoat, one size too big, and beneath it a bright red blouse and a mini-skirt. The mini-skirt, Rebus felt, was her big mistake, since her legs were bare and thinly unattractive. She looked cold; she looked as if she had a cold. But she tried him with a smile.
‘Get in,’ he said.
‘Hand-job’s fifteen, blow’s twenty-five, thirty-five the other.’
Naïve. He could have arrested her on the spot. You never, never talked money till you were sure the punter was straight.
‘Get in,’ he repeated. She had a lot to learn. She got in. Rebus fished out his ID. ‘Detective Inspector Rebus. I’d like a word, Gail.’
‘You lot never give up, do you?’ There was still Cockney in the accent, but she’d been back north long enough for her native Fife to start reasserting itself. A few more weeks, and that final ‘you’ would be a ‘yiz’: youse lot nivir gie up, dae yiz . . .?
She was a slow learner. ‘How come you know my name?’ she asked at last. ‘Were you on that raid? After a freebie, are you, is that it?’
That wasn’t it at all. ‘I want to talk about Gregor.’
The colour drained from her face, leaving only eye makeup and slick red lipstick. ‘Who’s he when he’s at home?’
‘He’s your brother. We can talk down the station, or we can talk at your flat, either suits me.’ She made a perfunctory attempt at getting out of the car. It only needed a touch of his hand to restrain her.
‘The flat then,’ she said levelly. ‘Just don’t be all night about it, eh?’
It was a small room in a flat full of bed-sits. Rebus got the feeling she never brought men back here. There was too much of her about the place; it wasn’t anonymous enough. For a start, there was a picture of a baby on the dressing table. Then there were newspaper cuttings pinned to the walls, all of them detailing the fall of Gregor Jack. He tried not to look at them, and instead picked up the photograph.
‘Put that down!’
He did so. ‘Who is it?’
‘If you must know, it’s me.’ She was sitting on the bed, her two arms stretched out behind her, her mottled legs crossed. The room was cold, but there was no sign of any means of heating it. Clothes spilled from an open chest of drawers, and the floor was littered with bits and pieces of make-up. ‘Get on with it then,’ she said.
There being nowhere to sit, he stood, keeping his hands in his jacket pockets. ‘You know that the only reason your brother was in that brothel was so he could talk to you?’
‘Yeah?’
‘And that if you’d told this to anyone –’
‘Why should I?’ she spat. ‘Why the fuck should I? I don’t owe him no favours!’
‘Why not?’
‘Why not? Because he’s an oily git’s why not. Always was. He’s got it made, hasn’t he? Mum and Dad always liked him better than me . . .’ Her voice trailed off into silence.
‘Is that why you left home?’
‘None of your business why I left home.’
‘Ever see any old friends?’
‘I don’t have any “old friends”.’
‘You came back north. You must have known there was a chance you’d bump into your brother.’
She snorted. ‘We don’t exactly move in the same circles.’
‘No? I thought prostitutes always reckoned MPs and judges were their best clients?’
‘They’re just Johns to me, that’s all.’
‘How long have you been on the game?’
She folded her arms tight. ‘Just sod off, will you?’ And there they were again, the not-quite-tears. Twice tonight he’d just failed to reduce a woman to tears. He wanted to go home and have a bath. But where was home?
‘Just one more question, Gail.’
‘Ms Crawley to you.’
‘Just one more question, Ms Crawley.’
‘Yeah?’
‘Someone knew you were working in that brothel. Someone who then told your brother. Any idea who it might be?’
There was a moment’s thought. ‘Not a clue.’
She was lying, obviously. Rebus nodded towards the clippings. ‘Still, you’re interested in him, aren’t you? You know he came to see you that night because he cares –’
‘Don’t give me that crap!’
Rebus shrugged. It was crap, too. But if he didn’t get this woman on to Gregor Jack’s side, then he might never find out who was behind this whole ugly thing.
‘Suit yourself, Gail. Listen, if you want to talk, I’m at Great London Road police station.’ He fished out a card with his name and phone number on it.
‘That’ll be the day.’
‘Well . . .’ He headed for the door, a matter of two and a half strides.
‘The more trouble that piss-pot’s in, the better I’ll like it.’ But her words had lost their force. It wasn’t quite indecision, but perhaps it was a start . . .
On Monday morning, first findings started filtering down from Dufftown, where the forensic tests of Elizabeth Jack’s BMW were under way. Specks of blood found on the driver’s-side carpet matched Mrs Jack’s type, and there were signs of what might have been a struggle: marks on the dashboard, scuff-marks on the interiors of both front doors, and damage to the radio-cassette, as though it had been hit with the heel of a shoe.
Rebus read the notes in Chief Inspector Lauderdale’s office, then handed them back across the desk.
‘What do you think?’ Lauderdale asked, stifling a Monday morning yawn.
‘You know what I think,’ said Rebus. ‘I think Mrs Jack was murdered in that lay-by, inside her car or outside it. Maybe she tried to run away and was hit from behind. Or maybe her assailant knocked her unconscious first, then hit her from behind to make it look like the work of the Dean Bridge murderer. However it happened, I don’t think William Glass did it.’
Lauderdale shrugged and rubbed his chin, checking the closeness of the shave. ‘He still says he did. You can read the transcripts any time you like. He says he was lying low, knowing we were after him. He needed money for food. He came upon Mrs Jack and hit her over the head.’
‘What with?’
‘A rock.’
‘And what did he do with all her stuff?’
‘Threw it into the river.’
‘Come on, sir . . .’
‘She didn’t have any money. That’s what made him so angry.’
‘He’s making it up.’
‘Sounds plausible to me –’
‘No! With respect, sir, what it sounds like is a quick solution, one that’ll please Sir Hugh Ferrie. Doesn’t it matter to you that it isn’t the truth?’
‘Now look here . . .’ Lauderdale’s face was reddening with anger. ‘Look here, Inspector, all I’ve had from you so far is . . . well, what is it? It’s nothing really, is it? Nothing solid or concrete. Nothing you could hang a shirt on, never mind a case in a court of law. Nothing.’
‘How did she get to Queensferry? Who drove her there? What sort of state was she in?’
‘For Christ’s sake, I know it’s not cut and dried. There are still gaps –’
‘Gaps! You could fit Hampden into them three times over!’
Lauderdale smiled. ‘There you go again, John, exaggerating. Why can’t you just accept there’s less to this than meets your eye?’
‘Look, sir . . . fine, charge Glass with the Dean Bridge murder, that’s okay by me. But let’s keep an open mind on Mrs Jack, eh? At least until forensics are finished with the car.’
Lauderdale thought about it.
‘Just till they finish the car,’ Rebus pressed. He wasn’t about to give up: Monday mornings were hell for Lauderdale, and the man would agree to just about anything if it meant getting Rebus out of his office.
‘All right, John,’ Lauderdale said, ‘have it your way. But don’t get bogged down in it. Remember, I’ll keep an open mind if you will. Okay?’
‘Okay.’
Lauderdale seemed to relax a little. ‘Have you seen the Chief Superintendent this morning?’ Rebus had not. ‘I’m not even sure he’s in yet. Maybe he had a heavy weekend, eh?’
‘None of our business really, sir.’
Lauderdale stared at him. ‘Of course, none of our business. But if the Chief Super’s personal problems start interfering with his –’
The phone rang. Lauderdale picked up the receiver. ‘Yes?’ He straightened suddenly in his chair. ‘Yes, sir. Was I, sir?’ He flipped open his desk diary. ‘Oh yes, ten.’ He checked his watch. ‘Well, I’ll be there right away. Yes, sir, sorry about that.’ He had the good grace to blush as he put down the receiver.
‘The Chief Super?’ guessed Rebus. Lauderdale nodded.
‘I was supposed to be in a meeting with him five minutes ago. Forgot all about the bloody thing.’ Lauderdale got to his feet. ‘Plenty to keep you occupied, John?’
‘Plenty. I believe DS Holmes has some cars for me to look at.’
‘Oh? Thinking of getting rid of that wreck of yours? About time, eh?’
And, this being his idea of wit, Lauderdale actually laughed.
Brian Holmes had cars for him, cars aplenty. Well actually, a Detective Constable seemed to have done the work. Holmes, it appeared, was already learning to delegate. A list of the cars owned and run by friends of the Jacks. Make, registration, and colour. Rebus glanced down it quickly. Oh great, the only possessor of a colour blue was Alice Blake (The Pack’s Sexton Blake), but she lived and worked in London. There were whites, reds, blacks, and a green. Yes, Ronald Steele drove a green Citroën BX. Rebus had seen it parked outside Gregor Jack’s house the night Holmes had gone through the bins . . . Green? Well, yes, green. He remembered it more as a greeny-blue, a bluey-green. Keep an open mind. Okay, it was green. But it was easier to mistake green for blue than, say, red for blue, or white, or black. Wasn’t it?
Then there was the question of that particular Wednesday. Everyone had been asked: where were you that morning, that afternoon? Some of the answers were vaguer than others. In fact, Gregor Jack’s alibis were more watertight than most. Steele, for example, had been uncertain about the morning. His assistant, Vanessa, had been off work that day, and Steele himself couldn’t recall whether or not he’d gone into the shop. There was nothing in his diary to help him remember either. Jamie Kilpatrick had been sleeping off a hangover all day – no visitors, no phone calls – while Julian Kaymer had been ‘creating’ in his studio. Rab Kinnoul, too, was hesitant; he recalled meetings, but not necessarily the people he’d met. He could check, but it would take time . . .
Time, the one thing Rebus didn’t have. He, too, needed all the friends he could get. So far, he’d ruled out two suspects: Tom Pond, who was abroad, and Andrew Macmillan, who was in Duthil. Pond was a nuisance. He wasn’t back from the States yet. He had been questioned by telephone of course, and he knew all about the tragedy, but he had yet to be fingerprinted.
Anyone who might have been at Deer Lodge had been, or was being, or would be, fingerprinted. Just, so they were reassured, for processes of elimination. Just in case there were any fingerprints left in the lodge, any that couldn’t be accounted for. It was painstaking work, this collection and collation of tiny facts and tiny figures. But it was how murder cases worked. Mind you, they worked more easily when there was a distinct scene of crime, a locus. Rebus wasn’t in much doubt that Elizabeth Jack had been killed, or as good as, in the lay-by. Had Alec Corbie seen something, something he was holding back? Was there something he might know, without knowing he knew? Maybe something he didn’t think was important. What if Liz Jack had said something to Andrew Macmillan, something he didn’t realize might be a clue? Christ, Macmillan still didn’t know she was dead. How would he react were Rebus to tell him? Maybe it would jog his memory. Then again, maybe it would have an altogether different effect. And besides, could anything he said be trusted? Wasn’t it possible that he held a grudge against Gregor Jack, the way Gail Crawley did? The way others might, too . . .
Who, really, was Gregor Jack? Was he merely a tarnished saint, or was he a bastard? He’d ignored Macmillan’s letters; he’d tried to keep his sister from disgracing him; he was embarrassed by his wife. Were his friends really friends? Or were they truly a ‘pack’? Wolves ran in packs. Hounds ran in packs. And so did newshounds. Rebus remembered that he’d still to track down Chris Kemp. Maybe he was clutching at straws, but it felt more as if they were clutching at him . . .
And speaking of clutch, that was something else to be added to his car’s list of woes. There was a worrying whirring and grinding as he pushed the gear-shift from neutral into first. But the car wasn’t behaving badly (windscreen wipers aside – they’d begun sticking again). It had taken him north and back without so much as a splutter. All of which worried Rebus even more. It was like a terminal patient’s final rally, that last gleam of life before the support machines took over.
Maybe next time he’d take the bus. After all, Chris Kemp’s flat was only a quarter of an hour from Great London Road. The harassed-sounding woman on the news desk had given him the address as soon as he asked for it. And he had asked for it only when told that Kemp was on his day off. She’d given him the reporter’s home phone number first, and, recognizing the first three digits as designating a local code, Rebus had asked for the address.
‘You could just as easily have looked in the book,’ she’d said before ringing off.
‘Thank you, too,’ he answered to the dead connection.
It was a second-floor flat. He pressed the intercom button beside the main door of the tenement, and waited. And waited. Should have phoned first, John. But then a crackle, and after the crackle: ‘Yeah?’ The voice groggy. Rebus glanced at his watch. Quarter to two.
‘Didn’t wake you, did I, Chris?’
‘Who is that?’
‘John Rebus. Get your breeks on and I’ll buy you a pie and a pint.’
A groan. ‘What time is it?’
‘Nearly two.’
‘Christ . . . Never mind the alcohol, I need coffee. There’s a shop at the corner. Fetch some milk, will you? I’ll put the kettle on.’
‘Back in two ticks.’
The intercom crackled into silence. Rebus went and fetched the milk, then buzzed the intercom again. There was a louder buzz from behind the door, and he pushed it open, entering the dim stairwell. By the time he reached the second floor, he was peching and remembering exactly why he liked living in Patience’s basement. The door to Kemp’s flat was ajar. Another name had been fixed to the door with Sellotape, just below Kemp’s own. V. Christie. The girlfriend, Rebus supposed. A bicycle wheel, missing its tyre, rested against the hall wall. So did books, dozens of them, rickety, towering piles of them. He tiptoed past.
‘Milkman!’ he called.
‘In here.’
The living room was at the end of the hall. It was large, but contained almost no space. Kemp, dressed in last week’s t-shirt and the week before’s denims, ran his fingers through his hair.
‘Morning, Inspector. A timely alarm call. I’m supposed to be meeting someone at three o’clock.’
‘Hint taken. I was just passing and –’
Kemp threw him a disbelieving glance, then busied himself at the sink, where he was trying his damnedest to get the stains off two mug-rims. The room served as living room and kitchen both. There was a fine old cooking range in the fireplace, but it had become a display case for pot plants and ornamental boxes. The actual cooker was a greasy-looking electrical device sited just next to the sink. On a dining table sat a word processor, boxes of paper, files, and next to the table stood a green metal filing cabinet, four drawers high, its bottom drawer open to show more files. Books, magazines, and newspapers were stacked on most of the available floor space, but there was room for a sofa, one armchair, TV and video, and a hi-fi.
‘Cosy,’ said Rebus. He actually thought he meant it. But Kemp looked around and made a face.
‘I’m supposed to be cleaning this place up today.’
‘Good luck.’
Coffee was spooned into the mugs, the milk splashed in after it. The kettle came to the boil and switched itself off, and Kemp poured.
‘Sugar?’
‘No thanks.’ Rebus had settled on the arm of the sofa, as if to say: don’t worry, I’m not about to linger. He accepted the mug with a nod. Kemp threw himself on to the armchair and gulped at the coffee, screwing up his face as it burned his mouth and throat.
‘Christ,’ he gasped.
‘Heavy night?’
‘Heavy week.’
Rebus wandered over in the direction of the dining table. ‘It’s a terrible thing, drink.’
‘Maybe it is, but I was talking about work.’
‘Oh. Sorry.’ He turned from the table and headed over to the sink . . . the cooker . . . stopping beside the fridge. Kemp had left the carton of milk sitting on top of the fridge, next to the kettle. ‘I’d better put this away,’ he said, lifting the carton. He opened the fridge. ‘Oh, look,’ he said, pointing. ‘There already is milk in the fridge. Looks fresh enough, doesn’t it? I needn’t have bothered going to the shop.’
He put the new carton of milk in beside the other, slammed shut the door, and returned to the arm of the sofa. Kemp was attempting something like a grin.
‘You’re sharp for a Monday.’
‘But I can be blunt when I need to. What were you hiding from old Uncle Rebus, Chris? Or did you just need the time to check there was nothing to hide? A bit of blaw? That sort of thing. Or maybe something else, eh? Some story you’re working on . . . working on late into the night. Something I should know about. How about it?’
‘Come on, Inspector. I’m the one who’s doing you a favour, remember?’
‘You’ll have to refresh my memory.’
‘You wanted me to see what I could find about the brothel story, about how the Sundays knew it was breaking.’
‘But you never got back to me, Chris.’
‘Well, I’ve been pressed for time.’
‘You still are. Remember, you’ve got that meeting at three. Better tell me what you know, then I can be on my way.’ Now Rebus slid off the arm and on to the sofa proper. He could feel the springs probing at him through what was left of the patterned covering.
‘Well,’ said Kemp, sitting forward in his chair, ‘it looks like there was a kind of mass tip-off. All the papers thought they were getting an exclusive. Then, when they all turned up they knew they’d been had.’
‘How do you mean?’
‘Well, if there was a story, they had to publish. If they didn’t, and their rivals did . . .’
‘Editors would be asking questions about how come they got scooped?’
‘Exactly. So whoever set the story up was guaranteed maximum exposure.’
‘But who did set it up?’
Kemp shook his head. ‘Nobody knows. It was anonymous. A telephone call on the Thursday to all the news desks. Police are going to raid a brothel in Edinburgh on Friday night . . . here’s the address . . . if you’re there around midnight, you’re guaranteed to bag an MP.’
‘The caller said that?’
‘Apparently, his exact words were “at least one MP will be inside”.’
‘But he didn’t name any names?’
‘He didn’t have to. Royalty, MPs, actors and singers – give those papers a sniff of any category and you’ve got them hooked. I’m probably mixing metaphors there, but you get the gist.’
‘Oh yes, Chris, I get the gist. So what do you make of it?’
‘Looks like Jack was set up to take a fall. But note, his name wasn’t mentioned by the caller.’
‘All the same . . .’
‘Yes, all the same.’
Rebus was thinking furiously. If he hadn’t been slouching on the sofa, he might have said he was thinking on his feet. Actually, he was debating with himself. About whether or not to do Gregor Jack a huge favour. Points against: he didn’t owe Jack any favours; besides, he should try to remain objective – wasn’t that what Lauderdale had been getting at? Points for: one really – he wouldn’t just be doing Jack a favour, he might also flush out the rat who’d set Jack up. He made his decision.
‘Chris, I want to tell you something . . .’
Kemp caught the whiff of a story. ‘Attributable?’
But Rebus shook his head. ‘Afraid not.’
‘Accurate then?’
‘Oh yes, I can guarantee it’s accurate.’
‘Go on, I’m listening.’
Last chance to bottle out. No, he wasn’t going to bottle out. ‘I can tell you why Gregor Jack was at that brothel.’
‘Yes?’
‘But I want to know something first – are you holding something back?’
Kemp shrugged. ‘I don’t think so.’
Rebus still didn’t believe him. But then Kemp had no reason to tell Rebus anything. It wasn’t as if Rebus was going to tell him anything that he didn’t want him to know. They sat in silence for half a minute, neither friends nor enemies; more like trench soldiers on a Christmas Day kickabout. At any moment, the sirens might sound and shrapnel pierce the peace. Rebus recalled that he knew one thing Kemp wanted to know: how Ronald Steele got his nickname . . .
‘So,’ Kemp said, ‘why was he there?’
‘Because someone told him his sister was working there.’
Kemp pursed his lips.
‘Working as a prostitute,’ Rebus explained. ‘Someone phoned him – anonymously – and told him. So he went along.’
‘That was stupid.’
‘Agreed.’
‘And was she there?’
‘Yes. She calls herself Gail Crawley.’
‘How do you spell that?’
‘C-r-a-w-1-e-y.’
‘And you’re sure of this?’
‘I’m sure. I’ve spoken with her. She’s still in Edinburgh, still working.’
Kemp kept his voice level, but his eyes were gleaming. ‘You know this is a story?’
Rebus shrugged, saying nothing.
‘You want me to place it?’
Another shrug.
‘Why?’
Rebus stared at the empty mug in his hands. Why? Because once it was public knowledge, the caller would have failed, at least in his or her own terms. And, having failed, maybe they’d feel compelled to try something else. If they did, Rebus would be ready . . .
Kemp was nodding. ‘Okay, thanks. I’ll think it over.’
Rebus nodded too. He was already regretting the decision to tell Kemp. The man was a reporter, and one with a reputation to make. There was no way of knowing what he’d do with the story. It could be twisted to make Jack sound like Samaritan or slime . . .
‘Meantime,’ Kemp was saying, rising from his chair, ‘I better take a bath if I’m going to make that meeting . . .
‘Right.’ Rebus rose, too, and placed his mug in the sink. ‘Thanks for the coffee.’
‘Thanks for the milk.’
The bathroom was on the way to the front door. Rebus made show of looking at his watch. ‘Go get into your bath,’ he said. ‘I’ll let myself out.’
‘Bye then.’
‘See you, Chris.’ He walked to the door, checking that his weight on the floorboards did not make them creak, then glanced round and saw that Kemp had disappeared into the bathroom. Water started splashing. Gently, Rebus turned the snib and locked it at the off position. Then he opened the door and slammed it noisily behind him. He stood in the stairwell, pulling the door by its handle so that it couldn’t swing back open. There was a spy-hole, but he kept himself tucked in against the wall. Anyway, if Kemp came to the door he’d notice the snib was off . . . A minute passed. Nobody came to the door. More fortuitously, perhaps, nobody came into the stairwell. He didn’t fancy explaining what he was doing standing there holding on to a door handle. . .
After two minutes, he crouched down and opened the letter box, peering in. The bathroom door was slightly ajar. The water was still running, but he could hear Kemp humming, then a-ha-hee-ha-ing as he got into the bath. The water continued to run, giving the noise-cover he needed. He opened the door quietly, slipped back indoors, and closed it, jamming it shut with a hardback book from the top of one of the stacks. The remaining books looked as though they might topple, but they steadied again. Rebus exhaled and crept along the corridor, past the door. Taps pouring . . . Kemp still humming. This part was easy; getting back out would be the hard part, if he had nothing to show for the deception.
He crossed the living room and studied the desk. The files gave nothing away. No sign of the ‘big story’ Kemp was working on. The computer disks were marked numerically – no clues there. Nothing interesting in the open drawer of the filing cabinet. He turned back to the desk. No scribbled sheets of notes had been tucked beneath other, blank sheets. He flipped through the pile of LPs beside the stereo, but no sheets had been hidden there either. Under the sofa . . . no. Cupboards . . . drawers . . . no. Bugger it. He went to the great iron range. Tucked away at the back, behind three or four pot plants, sat an ugly-looking trophy, Kemp’s Young Journalist of the Year Prize. Along the front of the range sat the row of ornamental boxes. He opened one. It contained a CND badge and a pair of ANC earrings. In another box was a ‘Free Nelson Mandela’ badge and a ring which looked to be carved out of ivory. The girlfriend’s stuff, obviously. And in the third box . . . a tiny cellophane package of dope. He smiled. Hardly enough to run someone in for, half a quarter at most. Was this what Kemp had been so eager to conceal? Well, Rebus supposed a conviction wouldn’t do the ‘campaigning journalist’ tag much good. Difficult to chastise public figures for their small vices when you’d been done for possession.
Bugger it. And on top of everything, he’d now to get out of the flat without being seen or heard. The taps had stopped running. No noise to cover his retreat . . . He crouched by the range and considered. The bold as brass approach might be best. Just go marching past saying something about having left behind your keys . . . Aye, sure, Kemp would fall for that. Might as well put five bar on Cowdenbeath for the league and cup double.
He found that, as he thought, he was staring at the range’s small oven, or rather at the closed door of that oven. A spider-plant sat above it, with two of its fronds trapped in the door. Dear me, he couldn’t have that, could he? So he pulled open the door, releasing the leaves. Sitting in the oven itself were some books. Old hardbacks. He lifted one and examined its spine.
John Knox on predestination. Well, wasn’t that a coincidence.
The bathroom door flew in.
‘Christ’s sake!’ Chris Kemp, who had been lying with his head floating on the surface of the water, now shot up. Rebus marched over to the toilet, lowered its lid, and made himself comfortable.
‘Carry on, Chris. Don’t mind me. Just thought I might borrow a few of your books.’ He slapped the pile he was holding. They were resting on his knees, all seven of them. ‘I like a good read.’
Kemp actually blushed. ‘Where’s your search warrant?’
Rebus looked stunned. ‘Search warrant? Why should I need a search warrant? I’m just borrowing a few books, that’s all. Thought I might show them to my old friend Professor Costello. You know Professor Costello, don’t you? Only this stuff’s right up his street. No reason why you should mind me borrowing them . . . is there? If you like, I’ll go get that search warrant and –’
‘Fuck off.’
‘Language, son,’ Rebus reprimanded. ‘Don’t forget, you’re a journalist. You’re the protector of our language. Don’t go cheapening it. You just cheapen yourself.’
‘I thought you wanted me to do you a favour?’
‘What? You mean the story about Jack and his sister?’ Rebus shrugged. ‘I thought I was doing you a favour. I know keen young reporters who’d give their eye teeth for –’
‘What do you want?’
Now Rebus sat forward. ‘Where did you get them, Chris?’
‘The books?’ Kemp ran his hands down his sleek hair. ‘They’re my girlfriend’s. As far as I know, she borrowed them from her university library . . .’
Rebus nodded. ‘It’s a fair story. I doubt it would get you off the hook, but it’s a fair story. For a start, it won’t explain why you hid them when you knew I was on my way up to see you.’
‘Hid them? I don’t know what you’re talking about.’
Rebus chuckled. ‘Fine, Chris, fine. There I was, thinking I could do you a favour. Another favour, I should say. . .’
‘What favour?’
Rebus slapped the books again ‘Seeing these get back to their rightful owner without anyone needing to know where they’ve been in the interim.’
Kemp considered this. ‘In exchange for what?’
‘Whatever it is you’re keeping from me. I know you know something, or you think you do. I just want to help you do your duty.’
‘My duty?’
‘Helping the police. It is your duty, Chris.’
‘Like it’s your duty to go creeping around people’s flats without their permission.’
Rebus didn’t bother replying. He didn’t need to reply; he just needed to bide his time. Now that he had the books, he had the reporter in his pocket, too. Safe and snug for future use . . .
Kemp sighed. ‘The water’s getting cold. Mind if I get out?’
‘Any time you like. I’ll go wait next door.’
Kemp came into the living room wearing a blue towelling robe and using a matching towel to rub at his hair.
‘Tell me about your girlfriend,’ Rebus said. Kemp filled the kettle again. He had used the minute’s solitary time to do a little thinking, and he was ready now to talk.
‘Vanessa?’ he said. ‘She’s a student.’
‘A divinity student? With access to Professor Costello’s room?’
‘Everybody’s got access to Prof Costello’s room. He told you that himself.’
‘But not everyone knows a rare book when they see it . . .’
‘Vanessa also works part time in Suey Books.’
‘Ah.’ Rebus nodded. Pencilling in her prices. Earrings and a bicycle . . .
‘Old Costello’s a customer, so Vanessa knows him fairly well,’ Kemp added.
‘Well enough to steal from him, at any rate.’
Chris Kemp sighed. ‘Don’t ask me why she did it. Was she planning to sell them? I don’t know. Did she want to keep them for herself? I don’t know. I’ve asked her, believe me. Maybe she just had a . . . a brainstorm.’
‘Yes, maybe.’
‘Whatever, she reckoned Costello might not even miss them. Books are books to him. Maybe she thought he’d be as happy with the latest paperback editions . . .’
‘But she, presumably, wouldn’t be?’
‘Look, just take them back, okay? Or keep them for yourself. Anything.’
The kettle clicked off. Rebus refused the offer of more coffee. ‘So,’ he said, as Kemp made himself a mug, ‘what have you got to tell me, Chris?’
‘It’s just something Vanessa told me about her employer.’
‘Ronald Steele?’
‘Yes.’
‘What about him?’
‘He’s having an affair with Mrs Rab Kinnoul.’
‘Really?’
‘Yes. Not your business, you see, Inspector. Nothing to do with law and order.’
‘But a juicy story nevertheless, eh?’ Rebus found it hard to talk. His head was birling again. New possibilities, new configurations. ‘So how did she come to this conclusion?’
‘It started a while back. Our entertainment correspondent on the paper had gone to interview Mr Kinnoul. But there’d been a cock-up over the dates. He turned up on a Wednesday afternoon when it should have been Thursday. Anyway, Kinnoul wasn’t there, but Mrs Kinnoul was, and she had a friend with her, a friend introduced as Ronald Steele.’
‘One friend visits another . . . I don’t see –’
‘But then Vanessa told me something. A couple of Wednesdays back, there was an emergency at the shop. Well, not exactly an emergency. Some old dear wanted to sell some of her deceased husband’s books. She brought a list to the shop. Vanessa could see there were a few gems in there, but she needed to talk to the boss first. He doesn’t trust her when it comes to the buying. Now, Wednesday afternoons are sacrosanct . . .’
‘The weekly round of golf –’
‘With Gregor Jack. Yes, precisely. But Vanessa thought, he’ll kill me if this lot get away. So she rang the golf club, out at Braidwater.’
‘I know it.’
‘And they told her that Messrs Steele and Jack had cancelled.’
‘Yes?’
‘Well, I started to put two and two together. Steele’s supposed to be playing golf every Wednesday, yet one Wednesday my colleague finds him out at the Kinnoul house, and another Wednesday there’s no sign of him on the golf course. Rab Kinnoul’s known to have a temper, Inspector. He’s known as a very possessive man. Do you think he knows that Steele’s visiting his wife when he’s not there?’
Rebus’s heart was racing. ‘You might have a point, Chris. You might have a point.’
‘But like I say, it’s hardly police business, is it?’
Hardly! It was absolutely police business. Two alibis chipped into the same bunker. Was Rebus nearer the end of the course than he’d suspected? Was he playing nine holes rather than eighteen? He got up from the sofa.
‘Chris, I’ve got to be going.’ Like spokes on a bicycle wheel, turning in his head: Liz Jack, Gregor Jack, Rab Kinnoul, Cath Kinnoul, Ronald Steele, Ian Urquhart, Helen Greig, Andrew Macmillan, Barney Byars, Louise Patterson-Scott, Julian Kaymer, Jamie Kilpatrick, William Glass. Like spokes on a bicycle wheel.
‘Inspector Rebus?’
He paused by the door. ‘What?’
Kemp pointed to the sofa. ‘Don’t forget to take your books with you.’
Rebus stared at them as though seeing them for the first time. ‘Right,’ he said, heading back towards the sofa. ‘By the way,’ he said, picking up the bundle, ‘I know why Steele’s called Suey.’ Then he winked. ‘Remind me to tell you about it some time, when this is all over . . .’
He returned to the station, intending to share some of what he knew with his superiors. But Brian Holmes stopped him outside the Chief Superintendent’s door.
‘I wouldn’t do that.’
Rebus, his fist raised high, ready to knock, paused. ‘Why not?’ he asked, every bit as quietly as Holmes himself had spoken.
‘Mrs Jack’s father’s in there.’
Sir Hugh Ferrie! Rebus lowered his hand carefully, then began backing away from the door. The last thing he wanted was to be dragged into a discussion with Ferrie. Why haven’t you found . . . what are you doing about . . . when will you . . .? No, life was too short, and the hours too long.
‘Thanks, Brian. I owe you one. Who else is in there?’
‘Just the Farmer and the Fart.’
‘Best leave them to it, eh?’ They moved a safe distance from the door. ‘That list of cars you made up was pretty comprehensive. Well done.’
‘Thanks. Lauderdale never told me exactly what it was –’
‘Anything else happening?’
‘What? No, quiet as the grave. Oh, Nell thinks she might be pregnant.’
‘What?’
Holmes gave a bemused smile. ‘We’re not sure yet . . .’
‘Were you . . . you know, expecting it?’
The smiled stayed. ‘Expect the unexpected, as they say.’
Rebus whistled. ‘How does she feel about it?’
‘I think she’s holding back on the feelings till we know one way or the other.’
‘What about you?’
‘Me? If it’s a boy he’ll be called Stuart and grow up to be a doctor and a Scottish international.’
Rebus laughed. ‘And if it’s a girl?’
‘Katherine, actress.’
‘I’ll keep my fingers crossed for you.’
‘Thanks. Oh, and another bit of news – Pond’s back.’
‘Tom Pond?’
‘The very one. Back from across the pond. We reached him this morning. I thought I’d go have a talk with him, unless you want to?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘He’s all yours, Brian, for what he’s worth. Right now, he’s about the only bugger I think is in the clear. Him and Macmillan and Mr Glass.’
‘Have you seen the interview transcript?’
‘No.’
‘Well, I know you and Chief Inspector Lauderdale don’t always get on, but I’ll say this for him, he’s sharp.’
‘A Glass-cutter, you might say?’
Holmes sighed. ‘I might, but you always seem to beat me to the pun.’
Edinburgh was surrounded by golf courses catering to every taste and presenting every possible degree of difficulty. There were links courses, where the wind was as likely to blow your ball backwards as forwards. And there were hilly courses, all slope and gully, with greens and flags positioned on this or that handkerchief-sized plateau. The Braidwater course belonged to the latter category. Players made the majority of their shots trusting either to instinct or fortune, since the flag would often be hidden from view behind a rise or the brow of a hill. A cruel course designer would have tucked sand traps just the other side of these obstacles, and indeed a cruel course designer had.
People who didn’t know the course often started their round with high hopes of a spot of exercise and fresh air, but finished with high blood pressure and the dire need of a couple of drams. The club house comprised two contrasting sections. There was the original building, old and solid and grey, but to which had been added an oversized extension of breeze block and pebbledash. The old building housed committee rooms, offices and the like, but the bar was in the new building. The club secretary led Rebus into the bar, where he thought one of the committee members might be found.
The bar itself was on the first floor. One wall was all window, looking out over the eighteenth green and beyond to the rolling course itself. On another wall were framed photos, rolls of honour, mock-parchment scrolls and a pair of very old putters looking like emaciated crossbones. The club’s trophies – the small trophies – were arrayed on a shelf above the bar. The larger, the more ancient, the more valuable trophies were kept in the committee room in the old building. Rebus knew this because some of them had been stolen three years before, and he’d been one of the investigating officers. They had been recovered, too, though utterly by accident, found lying in an open suitcase by officers called out to a domestic.
The club secretary remembered Rebus though. ‘Can’t recall the name,’ he’d said, ‘but I know the face.’ He showed Rebus the new alarm system and the toughened glass case the trophies were kept in. Rebus hadn’t the heart to tell him that even an amateur burglar could still be in and out of the place in two minutes flat.
‘What will you have to drink, Inspector?’
‘I’ll have a small whisky, if it’s no trouble.’
‘No trouble at all.’
The bar wasn’t exactly busy. A late-afternoon hiatus, as the secretary had explained. Those who played in the afternoon usually liked to get started before three, while those who came for an early evening round arrived around five thirty.
Two men in identical yellow V-neck pullovers sat at a table by the window and stared out in silence, sipping from time to time at identical bloody marys. Two more men sat at the bar, one with a flat-looking half pint of beer, the other with what looked suspiciously like a glass of milk. They were all in their forties, or slightly older; all my contemporaries, thought Rebus.
‘Bill here could tell you a few stories, Inspector,’ the club secretary said, nodding towards the barman. Bill nodded back, half in greeting, half in agreement. His own V-neck was cherry red, and did nothing to hide his bulging stomach. He didn’t look like a professional barman, but took a slow, conspicuous pride in the job. Rebus reckoned him for just another member, doing his stint of duty.
Nobody had twitched at the secretary’s mention of ‘Inspector’. These men were law-abiding; or, if not, they were certainly law-abetting. They believed in law and order and that criminals should be punished. They just didn’t think fiddling your tax was a criminal act. They looked . . . secure. They thought of themselves as secure. But Rebus knew he held the skeleton keys.
‘Water, Inspector?’ The secretary pushed a jug towards him.
‘Thank you.’ Rebus adulterated the whisky. The secretary was looking around him, as though surrounded by bodies.
‘Hector’s not here. I thought he was.’
Bill the Barman chipped in: ‘He’ll be back in a sec.’
‘Gone for the proverbial jimmy,’ added the drinker of milk, while Rebus pondered which proverb he meant.
‘Ah, here he comes.’
Rebus had imagined a large Hector, curly hair, distended gut, tangerine V-neck. But this man was small and had thinning, Brylcreemed black hair. He, too, was in his forties, and peered at the world through thick-lensed, thick-rimmed glasses. His mouth was set in a defiance at odds with his appearance, and he examined Rebus thoroughly while the introductions were made.
‘How do you do?’ he said, slipping a small, damp hand into Rebus’s paw. It was like shaking hands with a well-brought-up child. His V-neck was camel-coloured but expensive-looking. Cashmere . . .?
‘Inspector Rebus,’ the secretary said, ‘is wondering about a particular round which was either played or was not played a couple of Wednesdays ago.’
‘Yes.’
‘I told him you’re the brains of the set-up, Hector.’
‘Yes.’
The secretary seemed to be struggling. ‘We thought maybe you’d –’
But Hector now had enough information, and had digested it. ‘First thing to do,’ he said, ‘is look at the bookings. They may not tell us the whole story, but they’re the place to start. Who was playing?’
The question was directed at Rebus. ‘Two players, sir,’ he replied. ‘A Mr Ronald Steele and a Mr Gregor Jack.’
Hector glanced behind Rebus to where the two drinkers sat at the bar. The room hadn’t exactly grown quieter, but there was a palpable change of atmosphere. The drinker of milk spoke first.
‘Those two!’
Rebus turned to him. ‘Yes, sir, those two. How do you mean?’
But it was Hector’s place to answer. ‘Messrs Jack and Steele have a regular booking. Mr Jack was an MP, you know.’
‘He still is, sir, so far as I know.’
‘Not for much longer,’ muttered the milk-drinker’s companion.
‘I’m not aware that Mr Jack has committed any crime.’
‘I should think not,’ snapped Hector.
‘He’s still a royal pain in the arse,’ commented the milk-drinker.
‘How’s that, sir?’
‘Books and never shows. Him and his cronies.’ Rebus became aware that this was a long-festering sore, and that the man’s words were directed more towards the club secretary and Hector than towards him. ‘Gets away with it, too. Just because he’s an MP.’
‘Mr Jack has been warned,’ Hector said.
‘Reprimanded,’ corrected the club secretary. The milk-drinker just screwed up his face.
‘You kissed his bloody arse and you know it.’
‘Now then, Colin,’ said Bill and the Barman, ‘no need to –’
‘It’s about time somebody said it out loud!’
‘Hear hear,’ said the beer-drinker. ‘Colin’s right.’
An argument wasn’t much use to Rebus. ‘Do I take it,’ he said, ‘that Mr Jack and Mr Steele had a regular booking, but then wouldn’t turn up?’
‘You take it absolutely right,’ said Colin.
‘Let’s not exaggerate or misrepresent,’ said Hector quietly. ‘Let us deal in facts.’
‘Well, sir,’ said Rebus, ‘while we’re dealing in facts, it’s a fact that a colleague of mine, Detective Constable Broome, came out here last week to check on whether that particular round of golf had been played. I believe he dealt with you, seeing how the club secretary here was ill that day.’
‘Remember, Hector,’ the secretary interrupted nervously, ‘one of my migraines.’
Hector nodded curtly. ‘I remember.’
‘You weren’t exactly honest with DC Broome, were you, sir?’ said Rebus. Colin was licking his lips, enjoying the confrontation.
‘On the contrary, Inspector,’ said Hector. ‘I was scrupulously honest in answering the detective constable’s questions. He just didn’t ask the right ones. In fact, he was very sloppy indeed. Took one look at the bookings and seemed satisfied. I recall he was in a hurry . . . he had to meet his wife.’
Right, thought Rebus, Broome was for a carpeting then. Even so . . .
‘Even so, sir, it was your duty –’
‘I answered his questions, Inspector. I did not lie.’
‘Well then, let’s say that you were “economical with the truth”.’
Colin snorted. Hector gave him a cold look, but his words were for Rebus. ‘He wasn’t thorough enough, Inspector. It’s as simple as that. I don’t expect my patients to help me if I’m not thorough enough in my treatment of them. You shouldn’t expect me to do your work for you.’
‘This is a serious criminal case, sir.’
‘Then why are we arguing? Ask your questions.’
The barman interrupted. ‘Hold on, before you start, I’ve got a question.’ He looked at each of them in turn. ‘What are you having?’
Bill the Barman poured the drinks. The round was on him, and he totted up the amount and scribbled it into a small notebook kept beside the till. The bloody marys from the window came over to join in. The beer-drinker was introduced to Rebus as David Cassidy – ‘No jokes, please. How were my parents supposed to know?’ – and the man called Colin was indeed drinking milk – ‘ulcer, doctor’s orders’.
Hector accepted a thin, delicate glass filled to the lip with dry sherry. He toasted ‘our general health’.
‘But not the National Health, eh, Hector?’ added Colin, going on to explain to Rebus that Hector was a dentist.
‘Private,’ Cassidy added.
‘Which,’ Hector retorted, ‘is what this club is supposed to be. Private. Members’ private business should be none of our concern.’
‘Which is why,’ Rebus speculated, ‘you’ve been acting as alibi for Jack and Steele?’
Hector merely sighed. ‘“Alibi” is rather strong, Inspector. As club members, they are allowed to book and to cancel at short notice.’
‘And that’s what happened?’
‘Sometimes, yes.’
‘But not all the time?’
‘They played occasionally.’
‘How occasionally?’
‘I’d have to check.’
‘About once a month,’ Barman Bill said. He held on to the glass-towel as if it were a talisman.
‘So,’ said Rebus, ‘three weeks out of four they’d cancel? How did they cancel?’
‘By telephone,’ said Hector. ‘Usually Mr Jack. Always very apologetic. Constituency business . . . or Mr Steele was ill . . . or, well, there were a number of reasons.’
‘Excuses you mean,’ Cassidy said.
‘Mind you,’ said Bill, ‘sometimes Gregor’d turn up anyway, wouldn’t he?’
Colin conceded that this was so. ‘I went a round with him myself one Wednesday when Steele hadn’t shown up.’
‘So,’ said Rebus, ‘Mr Jack came to the club more often than Mr Steele?’
There were nods at this. Sometimes he’d cancel, then turn up. He wouldn’t play, just sit in the bar. Never the other way round: Steele never turned up without Jack. And on the Wednesday in question, the Wednesday Rebus was interested in?
‘It bucketed down,’ Colin said. ‘Hardly any bugger went out that day, never mind those two.’
‘They cancelled then?’
Oh yes, they cancelled. And no, not even Mr Jack had turned up. Not that day, and not since.
The lull was over. Members were coming in, either for a quick one before starting out or for a quick one before heading home. They came over to the little group, shook hands, swopped stories, and the group itself started to fragment, until only Rebus and Hector were left. The dentist laid a hand on Rebus’s arm.
‘One more thing, Inspector,’ he said.
‘Yes?’
‘I hope you won’t think I’m being unsubtle . . .’
‘Yes?’
‘But you really should get your teeth seen to.’
‘So I’ve been told, sir,’ Rebus said. ‘So I’ve been told. Incidentally, I hope you won’t think I’m being unsubtle . . .?’
‘Yes, Inspector?’
Rebus leaned close to the man, the better to hiss into his ear. ‘I’m going to try my damnedest to see you on a charge for obstruction.’ He placed his empty glass on the bar.
‘Cheers then,’ said Barman Bill. He took the glass and rinsed it in the machine, then placed it on the plastic drip-mat. When he looked up, Hector was still standing where the policeman had left him, his sherry glass rigid in his hand.
‘You told me on Friday,’ Rebus said, ‘that you were jettisoning what you didn’t need.’
‘Yes.’
‘Then I take it you did feel you needed the alibi of your golf game?’
‘What?’
‘Your weekly round with your friend Ronald Steele.’
‘What about it?’
‘Funny isn’t it? I’m making the statements and you’re asking the questions. Should be the other way round.’
‘Should it?’
Gregor Jack looked like a war casualty who could still hear and see the battle, no matter how far from the front he was dragged. The newsmen were still outside his gates, while Ian Urquhart and Helen Greig were still inside. The sounds of a printer doing its business came from the distant back office. Urquhart was ensconced in there with Helen. Another day, another press release.
‘Do I need a solicitor?’ Jack asked now, his eyes dark and sleepless.
‘That’s entirely up to you, sir. I just want to know why you’ve lied to us about this round of golf.’
Jack swallowed. There was an empty whisky bottle on the coffee table, and three empty coffee mugs. ‘Friendship, Inspector,’ he said, ‘is . . . it’s . . .’
‘An excuse? You need more than excuses, sir. What I need right now are some facts.’ He thought of Hector as he said the word. ‘Facts,’ he repeated.
But Jack was still mumbling something about friendship. Rebus rose awkwardly from his ill-fitting marshmallow-chair. He stood over the MP. MP? This wasn’t an MP. This wasn’t the Gregor Jack. Where was the confidence, the charisma? Where the voteworthy face and that clear, honest voice? He was like one of those sauces they make on cookery programmes – reduce and reduce and reduce . . .
Rebus reached down and grabbed him by his shoulders. He actually shook him. Jack looked up in surprise. Rebus’s voice was cold and sharp like rain.
‘Where were you that Wednesday?’
‘I was . . . I . . . was . . . nowhere. Nowhere really. Everywhere.’
‘Everywhere except where you were supposed to be.’
‘I went for a drive.’
‘Where?’
‘Down the coast. I think I ended up in Eyemouth, one of those fishing villages, somewhere like that. It rained. I walked along the sea front. I walked a lot. Drove back inland. Everywhere and nowhere.’ He began to sing. ‘You’re everywhere and nowhere, baby.’ Rebus shook him again and he stopped.
‘Did anyone see you? Did you speak to anyone?’
‘I went into a pub . . . two pubs. One in Eyemouth, one somewhere else.’
‘Why? Where was . . . Suey? What was he up to?’
‘Suey.’ Jack smiled at the name. ‘Good old Suey. Friends, you see, Inspector. Where was he? He was where he always was – with some woman. I’m his cover. If anyone asks, we’re out playing golf. And sometimes we are. But the rest of the time, I’m covering for him. Not that I mind. It’s quite nice really, having that time to myself. I go off on my own, walking . . . thinking.’
‘Who’s the woman?’
‘What? I don’t know. I’m not even sure it’s just the one. . .’
‘You can’t think of any candidates?’
‘Who?’ Jack blinked. ‘You mean Liz? My Liz? No, Inspector, no.’ He smiled briefly. ‘No.’
‘All right, what about Mrs Kinnoul?’
‘Gowk?’ Now he laughed. ‘Gowk and Suey? Maybe when they were fifteen, Inspector, but not now. Have you seen Rab Kinnoul? He’s like a mountain. Suey wouldn’t dare.’
‘Well, maybe Suey will be good enough to tell me.’
‘You’ll apologize, won’t you? Tell him I had to tell you.’
‘I’d be grateful,’ Rebus said stonily, ‘if you’d think back on that afternoon. Try to remember where you stopped, the names of the pubs, anyone who might remember seeing you. Write it all down.’
‘Like a statement.’
‘Just to help you remember. It often helps when you write things down.’
‘That’s true.’
‘Meantime, I’m going to have to think about charging you with obstruction.’
‘What?’
The door opened. It was Urquhart. He came in and closed it behind him. ‘That’s that done,’ he said.
‘Good,’ Jack said casually. Urquhart, too, looked like he was just hanging on. His eyes were on Rebus, even when he was speaking to his employer.
‘I told Helen to run off a hundred copies.’
‘As many as that? Well, whatever you think, Ian.’
Now Urquhart looked towards Gregor Jack. He wants to shake him, too, Rebus thought. But he won’t.
‘You’ve got to be strong, Gregor. You’ve got to look strong.’
‘You’re right, Ian. Yes, look strong.’
Like wet tissue paper, Rebus thought. Like an infestation of woodworm. Like an old person’s bones.
Ronald Steele was a hard man to catch. Rebus even went to his home, a bungalow on the edge of Morningside. No sign of life. Rebus went on trying the rest of the day. At the fourth ring of Steele’s telephone, an answering machine came into play. At eight o’clock, he stopped trying. What he didn’t want was Gregor Jack warning Steele that their story had come apart at its badly stitched seams. Given the means, he’d have kept Steele’s answering machine busy all night. But instead his own telephone rang. He was in the Marchmont flat, slumped in his own chair, with nothing to eat or drink, and nothing to take his mind off the case.
He knew who it would be. It would be Patience. She would just be wondering if and when he intended making an appearance. She would just have been worried, that was all. They’d spent a rare weekend together: shopping on Saturday afternoon, a film at night. A drive to Cramond on Sunday, wine and backgammon on Sunday night. Rare . . . He picked up the receiver.
‘Rebus.’
‘Jesus, you’re a hard man to catch.’ It was a male voice. It was not Patience. It was Holmes.
‘Hello, Brian.’
‘I’ve been trying you for hours. Always engaged or else not answering. You should get an answering machine.’
‘I’ve got an answering machine. I just sometimes forget to plug it in. What do you want anyway? Don’t tell me, you’re telephone-selling as a sideline? How’s Nell?’
‘As well as can be not expecting.’
‘She’s negative then?’
‘I’m positive she is.’
‘Maybe next time, eh?’
‘Listen, thanks for the interest, but that’s not why I’m calling. I thought you’d want to know, I had a very interesting chat with Mr Pond.’
A.k.a. Tampon, thought Rebus. ‘Oh yes?’ he said.
‘You’re not going to believe it . . .’ said Brian Holmes. For once, he was right.
The way Tom Pond explained it to Rebus, architects were either doomed to failure or else doomed to success. He had no doubt at all that he came into the latter category.
‘I know architects my age, guys I went to college with, they’ve been on the dole for the past half dozen years. Or else they give up and go do something sensible like working on a building site or living on a kibbutz. Then there are some of us, for a time we can’t put a foot wrong. This prize leads to that contract, and that contract gets noticed by an American corporation, and we start calling ourselves “international”. Note, I say “for a time”. It can all turn sour. You get in a rut, or the economic situation can’t support your new ideas. I’ll tell you, the best architectural designs are sitting locked away in drawers – nobody can afford to build the buildings, not yet anyway, maybe not ever. So I’m just enjoying my lucky break. That’s all I’m doing.’
It was not quite all Tom Pond was doing. He was also crossing the Forth Road Bridge doing something in excess of one hundred miles an hour. Rebus daren’t look at the speedo.
‘After all,’ Pond had explained, ‘it’s not every day I can go breaking the speed limit with a policeman in the car to explain it away if we get stopped.’ And he laughed. Rebus didn’t. Rebus didn’t say much after they hit the ton.
Tom Pond owned a forty-grand Italian racing job that looked like a kit-car and sounded like a lawnmower. The last time Rebus had been sitting this close to ground level, he’d just slipped on some ice outside his flat.
‘I’ve got three habits, Inspector: fast cars, fast women, and slow horses.’ And he laughed again.
‘If you don’t slow down, son,’ Rebus yelled above the engine’s whine, ‘I’m going to have to book you for speeding myself!’
Pond looked hurt, but eased back on the accelerator. And after all, he was doing them all a favour, wasn’t he?
‘Thank you,’ Rebus conceded.
Holmes had told him he wouldn’t believe it. Rebus was still trying. Pond had arrived back the previous day from the States, only to find a message waiting for him on his answering machine.
‘It was Mrs Heggarty.’
‘Mrs Heggarty being . . .?’
‘She looks after my cottage. I’ve got a cottage up near Kingussie. Mrs Heggarty goes in now and again to give it a clean and check everything’s okay.’
‘And this time everything wasn’t?’
‘That’s right. At first, she said there’d been a break-in, but then I called her back and from what she said they’d used my spare key to get in. I keep a key under a rock beside the front door. Hadn’t made any mess or anything, not really. But Mrs Heggarty knew somebody’d been there and it hadn’t been me. Anyway, I happened to mention it to the detective sergeant . . .’
The detective sergeant whose geography was better than fair. Kingussie wasn’t far from Deer Lodge. It certainly wasn’t far from Duthil. Holmes had asked the obvious question.
‘Would Mrs Jack have known about the key?’
‘Maybe. Beggar knew about it. I suppose everybody knew about it, really.’
All of which Holmes had relayed to Rebus. Rebus had gone to see Pond, their conversation lasting just over half an hour, at the end of which he had announced a wish to see the cottage.
‘Be my guest,’ Pond had said. And so Rebus was trapped in this narrow metal box, travelling so fast at times that his eyeballs were aching. It was well after midnight, but Pond seemed neither to notice nor to mind.
‘I’m still in New York,’ he said. ‘Brain and body still disconnected. You know, this all sounds incredible, all this stuff about Gregor and Liz and her being found by Gowk. Just incredible.’
Pond had been in the United States for a month; already he was hooked. He was testing out the language, the intonation, even some of the mannerisms. Rebus studied him. Thick, wavy blond hair (dyed? highlighted?) atop a beefy face, the face of someone who had been good-looking in youth. He wasn’t tall, but he seemed taller than he was. A trick of posture; yes, to a certain extent, but he also had that confidence, that aura Gregor Jack had once possessed. He was firing on all cylinders.
‘Can this car take a corner or what? Say what you like about the Italians, they build a mean ice cream and a meaner car.’
Rebus gritted his lower intestine. He was determined to talk seriously with Pond. It was too good a chance to miss, the two of them trapped like this. He tried to talk without his teeth knocking each other out of his mouth.
‘So, you’ve known Mr Jack since school?’
‘I know, I know, it’s hard to believe, isn’t it? I look so much younger than him. But yes, we only lived three streets apart. I think Bilbo lived in the same street as Beggar. Sexton and Mack lived in the same street, too. I mean, the same street as one another, not the same as Beggar and Bilbo. Suey and Gowk lived a bit further away, other side of the school from the rest of us.’
‘So what drew you all together?’
‘I don’t know. Funny, I’ve never really thought about it. I mean, we were all pretty clever, I suppose. Down a gear for this corner . . . and . . . like shit off a goddamned shovel!’
Rebus felt as though his seat was trying to push its way through his body.
‘More like a motorbike than a car. What do you think, Inspector?’
‘Do you keep in touch with Mack?’ Rebus asked at last.
‘Oh, you know about Mack? Well . . . no, not really. Beggar was the catalyst. I think it was only because I kept in touch with him that I kept in touch with everybody else. But after Mack . . . well, when he went into the nuthouse . . . no, I don’t keep in touch. I think Gowk does. You know, she was the cleverest of the lot of us, and look what happened to her.’
‘What did happen to her?’
‘She married that spunk-head and started shovelling Valium because it was the only way she could cope.’
‘Is her problem common knowledge then?’
He shrugged. ‘I only know because I’ve seen it happen to other people . . . other times.’
‘Have you tried talking to her?’
‘It’s her life, Inspector. I’ve got enough trouble keeping myself together.’
The Pack. What did a pack do when one of its number grew lame or sick? They left it to die, the fittest trotting along at the head . . .
Pond seemed to sense Rebus’s thoughts. ‘Sorry if that sounds callous. I was never one for tea and sympathy.’
‘Who was?’
‘Sexton was always ready with a willing ear. But then she buggered off south. Suey, too, I suppose. You could talk to him. He never had any answers, mind, but he was a good listener.’
Rebus hoped he’d be as good a talker. There were more and more questions to be answered. He decided – how would an American phrase it? – yes, to throw Pond a few curve-balls.
‘If Elizabeth Jack had a lover, who would be your guess?’
Pond actually slowed down a little. He thought for a moment. ‘Me,’ he said at last. ‘After all, she’d be stupid to plump for anybody else, wouldn’t she?’ And he grinned again.
‘Second choice?’
‘Well, there were rumours . . . there were always rumours.’
‘Yes?’
‘Jesus, you want me to list them? Okay, Barney Byars for a start. Do you know him?’
‘I know him.’
‘Well, Barney’s all right I suppose. Bit screwed up about class, but otherwise he’s fine. The two of them were pretty close for a while . . .’
‘Who else?’
‘Jamie Kilpatrick . . . Julian Kaymer . . . I think that fat bastard Kinnoul even tried his luck. Then she was supposed to have had a fling with that grocer’s ex.’
‘You mean Louise Patterson-Scott?’
‘Can you imagine it? Story was, the morning after a party they were found together in bed. But so what?’
‘Anyone else?’
‘Probably hundreds.’
‘You never . . .?’
‘Me?’ Pond shrugged. ‘We had a kiss and a cuddle a few times.’ He smiled at the memory. ‘It could have gone anywhere . . . but it didn’t. The thing with Liz was . . . generosity.’
Pond nodded to himself, pleased that he had found the right word, the fitting epitaph.
Here lies Elizabeth Jack.
She gave.
‘Can I use your telephone?’ Rebus asked.
‘Sure.’
He called Patience. He had tried twice before in the course of the evening – no reply. But there was a reply this time. This time, he got her out of bed.
‘Where are you?’ she asked.
‘Heading north.’
‘When will I see you?’ Her voice had lost all emotion, all interest. Rebus wondered if it was merely a trick of the telephone.
‘Tomorrow. Definitely tomorrow.’
‘It can’t keep on like this, John. Really, it can’t.’
He sought for words which would reassure her while not embarrassing him in front of Pond. He sought too long.
‘Bye, John.’ And the receiver went dead.
They reached Kingussie well before dawn, having met little enough traffic and not a single patrol car. They had brought torches, though these weren’t really necessary. The cottage was situated at the far corner of a village, a little off the main road but still receiving a good share of what street-lighting there was. Rebus was surprised to find that the ‘cottage’ was quite a modern bungalow, surrounded by a high hedge on all four sides, excepting the necessary gates which opened on to a short gravel drive leading up to the house itself.
‘When Gregor and Liz got their place,’ Pond explained, ‘I thought what the hell, only I couldn’t bear to rough it the way they do. I wanted something a bit more modern. Less charm, better amenities.’
‘Nice neighbours?’
Pond shrugged. ‘Hardly ever seen them. The place next door is a holiday home, too. Half the houses in the village are.’ He shrugged again.
‘What about Mrs Heggarty?’
‘Lives the other side of the main drag.’
‘So whoever’s been living here . . .?’
‘They could have come and gone without anyone noticing, no doubt about that.’
Pond left his headlights on while he opened the front door of the house. Suddenly, hallway and porch were illuminated. Rebus, freed from the cage, was stretching and trying to stop his knees from folding in on him.
‘Is that the stone?’
‘That’s the one,’ Pond said. It was a huge pebble-shaped piece of pinkish rock. He lifted it, showing that the spare key was still there. ‘Nice of them to leave it when they went. Come on, I’ll show you around.’
‘Just a second, Mr Pond. Could you try not to touch anything? We might want to check for fingerprints later on.’
Pond smiled. ‘Sure, but my prints’ll be everywhere anyway.’
‘Of course, but all the same . . .’
‘Besides, if Mrs Heggarty’s tidied up after our “guests”, the place’ll be polished and tidied from ceiling to floor.’
Rebus’s heart sank as he followed Pond into the cottage. There was certainly a smell of furniture polish, mingling with air-freshener. In the living room, not a cushion or an executive toy looked to be out of place.
‘Looks the same as when I left it,’ Pond said.
‘You’re sure?’
‘Pretty sure. I’m not like Liz and her crew, Inspector. I don’t go in for parties. I don’t mind other people’s, but the last thing I want to have to do is clean salmon mousse off the ceiling or explain to the village that the woman with her arse hanging out of a Bentley back window is actually an Hon.’
‘You wouldn’t be thinking of the Hon. Matilda Merriman?’
‘The same. Christ, you know them all, don’t you?’
‘I’ve yet to meet the Hon. Matilda actually.’
‘Take my advice: defer the moment. Life’s too short.’
And the hours too long, thought Rebus. Today’s hours had certainly been way too long. The kitchen was neat. Glasses sat sparkling on the draining board.
‘Shouldn’t think you’ll get many prints off them, Inspector.’
‘Mrs Heggarty’s very thorough, isn’t she?’
‘Not always so thorough upstairs. Come on, let’s see.’
Well, someone had been thorough. The beds in both bedrooms had been made. There were no cups or glasses on display, no newspapers or magazines or unfinished books. Pond made show of sniffing the air.
‘No,’ he said, ‘it’s no good, I can’t even smell her perfume.’
‘Whose?’
‘Liz’s. She always wore the same brand, I forget what it was. She always smelt beautiful. Beautiful. Do you think she was here?’
‘Someone was here. And we think she was in this area.’
‘But who was she with – that’s what you’re wondering?’
Rebus nodded.
‘Well, it wasn’t me, more’s the pity. I was having to make do with call girls. And get this – they want to check your medical certificate before they start.’
‘AIDS?’
‘AIDS. Okay, finished up here? Beginning to look like a wasted journey, isn’t it?’
‘Maybe. There’s still the bathroom . . .’
Pond pushed open the bathroom door and ushered Rebus inside. ‘Ah-ha,’ he said, ‘looks like Mrs Heggarty was running out of time.’ He nodded towards where a towel lay in a heap on the floor. ‘Usually, that would go straight in the laundry.’ The shower curtain had been pulled across the bath. Rebus drew it back. The bath was drained, but one or two long hairs were sticking to the enamel. Rebus was thinking: We can check those. A hair’s enough for an ID. Then he noticed the two glasses, sitting together on a corner of the bath. He leaned over and sniffed. White wine. Just a trickle of it left in one glass.
Two glasses! For two people. Two people in the bath and enjoying a drink. ‘Your telephone’s downstairs, isn’t it?’
‘That’s right.’
‘Come on then. This room’s out of bounds until further notice. And I’m about to become a forensic scientist’s nightmare.’
Sure enough, the person Rebus ended up speaking to on the telephone did not sound pleased.
‘We’ve been working our bums off on that car and that other cottage.’
‘I appreciate that, but this could be just as important. It could be more important.’ Rebus was standing in the small dining room. He couldn’t quite tie up these furnishings to Pond’s personality. But then he saw a framed photograph of a couple young and in love, captured some time in the 1950s. Then he understood: Pond’s parents. The furniture here had once belonged to them. Pond had probably inherited it but decided it didn’t go with his fast women/slow horses lifestyle. Perfect, though, for filling the spaces in his holiday home. Pond himself, who had been sitting on a dining chair, rose to his feet. Rebus placed a hand over the receiver.
‘Where are you going?’
‘For a pee. Don’t panic, I’ll go out the back.’
‘Just don’t go upstairs, okay?’
‘Fine.’
The voice on the telephone was still complaining. Rebus shivered. He was cold. No, he was tired. Body temperature dropping. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘bugger off back to bed then, but be here first thing in the morning. I’ll give you the address. And I mean first thing. All right?’
‘You’re a generous man, Inspector.’
‘They’ll put it on my gravestone: he gave.’
Pond slept, with Rebus’s envious blessing, in the master bedroom, while Rebus himself kept vigil outside the bathroom door. Once bitten . . . He didn’t want a repetition of the Deer Lodge ‘break-in’. This evidence, if evidence it was, would stay intact. So he sat in the upstairs hallway, his back against the bathroom door, a blanket wrapped around him, and dozed. Then he slid down the door, so that he was lying in front of it on the carpet, curled into a foetus. He dreamed that he was drunk . . . that he was being driven around in a Bentley. The chauffeur was managing to drive and at the same time stick his backside out of the window. There was a party in the back of the Bentley. Holmes and Nell were there, copulating discreetly and hoping for a boy. Gill Templer was there, and attempting to undo Rebus’s zip, but he didn’t want Patience to catch them . . . Lauderdale seemed to be there, too. Watching, just watching. Someone opened the drinks cabinet, but it was full of books. Rebus picked one out and started to read it. It was the best book he’d ever read. He couldn’t put it down. It had everything . . .
In the morning, when he awoke, stiff and cold, he couldn’t recall a line or a word of the book. He rose and stretched, twisting himself back into human shape. Then he opened the bathroom door and stepped inside, and looked towards where the glasses should be.
The glasses were still there. Rebus, despite his aches, almost smiled.
He stood in the shower for a long time, letting the water trampoline on his head, his chest and his shoulders. Where was he? He was in the Oxford Terrace flat. He should be at work by now, but that could be explained away. He felt rough, but not as rough as he’d feared. Amazingly, he’d been able to sleep on the journey back, a journey taken at a more sedate pace than that of the previous night.
‘Clutch trouble,’ Pond had said, only twenty miles out of Kingussie. He’d pulled into the side of the road and had a look under the bonnet. There was a lot of engine under the bonnet. ‘I wouldn’t know where to start looking,’ he’d admitted. The trouble with these fancy cars was that capable mechanics were few and far between. In fact, he had to take the car to London for every service. So they’d ambled, an early-morning amble, having left the cottage under the stewardship of a bemused Detective Sergeant Knox and two overworked forensics people.
And Rebus had slept. Not enough, admittedly, which was why he’d resisted the temptation to run a bath and had opted for the shower instead. Difficult to nod off in a shower; all too easy in a hot morning bath. And he had chosen Patience’s flat over his own – an easy choice, since Oxford Terrace was the right side of Edinburgh after the drive. They’d had a hellish crossing of the Forth Bridge: commuter traffic crawling citywards. Sales reps in Astras gave the Italian car the once-over, and comforted themselves with the thought that its crew looked like crooks of some kind, pimps or moneylenders . . .
He turned off the shower and towelled himself dry, changed into some clean clothes, and began the process of becoming a human being again. Shaving, brushing his teeth, then a mug of fresh-brewed coffee. Lucky pleaded at a window, and Rebus let the cat in. He even tipped some food into a bowl. The cat looked up at him, full of suspicion. This wasn’t the Rebus he knew.
‘Just be thankful while it lasts.’
What day was it? It was Tuesday. Over a fortnight since the brothel raid, nearly two weeks since Alec Corbie heard the lay-by argument and saw either two or three cars. There had been progress, most of it thanks to Rebus himself. If only he could shake his superiors’ minds free of William Glass . . .
There was a note on the mantelpiece, propped up against the clock: ‘Why don’t we try meeting some time? Dinner tonight, or else – Patience.’ No kisses: always a bad sign. No crosses meant she was cross. She had every right to be. He really had to make up his mind one way or the other. Move in or move out. Stop using the place as a public amenity, somewhere to have a shower, a shave, a shit, and, on occasions, a shag. Was he any better than Liz Jack and her mysterious companion, making use of Tom Pond’s cottage? Hell, in some ways he was worse. Dinner tonight, or else. Meaning, or else I lose Patience. He took the biro out of his pocket and turned the note over.
‘If not dinner, then just desserts.’ he wrote. Utterly ambiguous, of course, but it sounded clever. He added his name and a row of kisses.
Chris Kemp had his scoop. A front-page scoop at that. The young reporter had worked hard after the visit from John Rebus. He’d tracked down Gail Crawley, a photographer in tow. She hadn’t exactly been forthcoming, but there was a photograph of her alongside a slightly blurred picture of a teenage girl: Gail Jack, aged fourteen or so. The story itself was riddled with get-out clauses, just in case it proved to be false. The reader was left more or less to make up his or her own mind. MP’s Visit to Mystery Prostitute – His Secret Sister? But the photos were the clincher. They were definitely of the same person, same nose, same eyes and chin. Definitely. The photo of Gail Jack in her youth was a stroke of genius, and Rebus didn’t doubt that the genius behind it was Ian Urquhart. How else could Kemp have found, and so quickly found, the photograph he needed? A call to Urquhart, explaining that the story was worth his cooperation. Either Urquhart himself searched out the picture, or else he persuaded Gregor Jack to find it.
It was in the morning edition. By tomorrow, the other papers would have their own versions; they could hardly afford not to. Rebus, having recovered his car from outside Pond’s flat, idling at traffic lights had seen the paper-seller’s board: Brothel MP Exclusive. He’d crossed the lights, and parked by the roadside, then jogged back to the newspaper booth. Returned to the car and read the story through twice, admiring it as a piece of work. Then he’d started the car again and continued towards his destination. I should have bought two copies, he thought to himself. He won’t have seen it yet . . .
The green Citroën BX was in its drive, the garage doors open behind it. As Rebus brought his own car to a halt, blocking the end of the driveway, the garage doors were being pulled to. Rebus got out of the car, the folded newspaper in one hand.
‘Looks like I just caught you,’ he called.
Ronald Steele turned from the garage. ‘What?’ He saw the car parked across his driveway. ‘Look, would you mind? I’m in a –’ Then he recognised Rebus. ‘Oh, it’s Inspector . . .?’
‘Rebus.’
‘Rebus, yes. Rasputin’s friend.’
Rebus turned his wrist towards Steele. ‘Healing nicely,’ he said.
‘Look, Inspector . . .’ Steele glanced at his wristwatch. ‘Was it anything important? Only I’m meeting a customer and I’ve already overslept.’
‘Nothing too important, sir,’ Rebus said breezily. ‘It’s just that we’ve found out your alibi for the Wednesday Mrs Jack died is a pack of lies. Wondered if you’d anything to say to that?’
Steele’s face, already long, grew longer. ‘Oh.’ He looked down at the toes of his well-scuffed shoes. ‘I thought it was bound to come out.’ He tried a smile. ‘Not much you can keep hidden from a murder inquiry, eh?’
‘Not much you should keep hidden, sir.’
‘Do you want me to come down to the station?’
‘Maybe later, sir. Just so we can get everything on record. But for the moment your living room would do.’
‘Right.’ Steele started to walk slowly back towards the bungalow.
‘Nice area this,’ commented Rebus.
‘What? Oh, yes, yes it is.’
‘Lived here long?’ Rebus wasn’t interested in Steele’s answers. His only interest was in keeping the man talking. The more he talked, the less time he had in which to think, and the less time he had to think, the better the chances of him coming out with the truth.
‘Three years. Before that I had a flat in the Grassmarket.’
‘They used to hang people down there, did you know that?’
‘Did they? Hard to imagine it these days.’
‘Oh, I don’t know . . .’
They were indoors now. Steele pointed to the hall phone. ‘Do you mind if I call the customer? Make my apologies?’
‘Whatever you like, sir. I’ll wait in the living room, if that’s all right.’
‘Through there.’
‘Fine.’
Rebus went into the room but left the door wide open. He heard Steele dialling. It was an old bakelite telephone, the kind with a little drawer in the bottom containing a notepad. People used to want rid of them; now they wanted them back, and were willing to pay. The conversation was short and innocent. An apology and a rescheduling of the meeting. Rebus opened his morning paper wide in front of him and made show of reading the inside pages. The receiver clattered back into its cradle.
‘That’s that,’ said Steele, entering the room. Rebus read on for a moment, then lowered the paper and began to fold it.
‘Good,’ he said. Steele, as he had hoped, was staring at the paper.
‘What’s that about Gregor?’ he said.
‘Hm? Oh, you mean you haven’t seen it yet?’ Rebus handed over the paper. Steele, still standing, devoured the story. ‘What do you reckon, sir?’
He shrugged. ‘Christ knows. I suppose it makes sense. I mean, none of us could think what Gregor was doing in a place like that. I can’t think of a much better reason. The photos certainly look similar . . . I don’t remember Gail at all. Well, I mean, she was always around, but I never paid much attention. She never mixed with us.’ He folded the paper. ‘So Gregor’s off the hook then?’
Rebus shrugged. Steele made to hand the paper back. ‘No, no, you can keep it if you like. Now, Mr Steele, about this non-existent golfing fixture . . .’
Steele sat down. It was a pleasant, book-lined room. In fact, it reminded Rebus strongly of another room, a room he’d been in recently . . .
‘Gregor would do anything for his friends,’ Steele said candidly, ‘including the odd telling of a lie. We made up the golf game. Well, that’s not strictly true. At first, there was a weekly game. But then I started seeing a . . . a lady. On Wednesdays. I explained it to Gregor. He didn’t see why we shouldn’t just go on telling everyone we were playing golf.’ He looked up at Rebus for the first time. ‘A jealous husband is involved, Inspector, and an alibi was always welcome.’
Rebus nodded. ‘You’re being very honest, Mr Steele.’
Steele shrugged. ‘I don’t want Gregor getting into trouble because of me.’
‘And you were with this woman on the Wednesday afternoon in question? The afternoon Mrs Jack died?’
Steele nodded solemnly.
‘And will she back you up?’
Steele smiled grimly. ‘Not a hope in hell.’
‘The husband again?’
‘The husband,’ Steele acknowledged.
‘But he’s bound to find out sooner or later, isn’t he?’ Rebus said. ‘So many people seem to know already about you and Mrs Kinnoul.’
Steele twitched, as though a small electric shock had been administered to his shoulder blades. He stared down at the floor, willing it to become a pit he might jump into. Then he sat back.
‘How did you . . .?’
‘A guess, Mr Steele.’
‘A bloody inspired guess. But you say other people . . .?’
‘Other people are guessing too. You persuaded Mrs Kinnoul to take up an interest in rare books. It makes a good cover, after all, doesn’t it? I mean, if you’re ever found there with her. I even notice that she’s modelled her library on your own room here.’
‘It’s not what you think, Inspector.’
‘I don’t think anything, sir.’
‘Cathy just needs someone to listen to her. Rab never has time. The only time he has is for himself. Gowk was the cleverest of the lot of us.’
‘Yes, so Mr Pond was telling me.’
‘Tom? He’s back from the States then?’
Rebus nodded. ‘I was with him just this morning . . . at his cottage.’
Rebus waited for a reaction, but Steele’s mind was still fixed on Cath Kinnoul. ‘It breaks my heart to see her . . . to see what she’s . . .’
‘She’s a friend,’ Rebus stated.
‘Yes, she is.’
‘Well then, she’s sure to back up your story; a friend in need and all that . . .?’
Steele was shaking his head. ‘You don’t understand, Inspector. Rab Kinnoul is . . . he can be . . . a violent man. Mental violence and physical violence. He terrifies her.’
Rebus sighed. ‘Then we’ve only your own word for your whereabouts?’
Steele shrugged. He looked as though he might cry – tears of frustration rather than anything else. He took a deep breath. ‘You think I killed Liz?’
‘Did you?’
Steele shook his head. ‘No.’
‘Well then, you’ve nothing to worry about, have you, sir?’
Steele managed that grim smile again. ‘Not a worry in the world,’ he said.
Rebus rose to his feet. ‘That’s the spirit, Mr Steele.’ But Ronald Steele looked like there was just about enough spirit left in him to fill a teaspoon. ‘All the same, you’re not making it easy for yourself . . .’
‘Have you spoken to Gregor?’ Steele asked.
Rebus nodded.
‘Does he know about Cathy and me?’
‘I couldn’t say.’ They were both heading for the front door now. ‘Would it make any difference if he did?’
‘Christ knows. No, maybe not.’
The day was turning sunny. Rebus waited while Steele closed and double locked the door.
‘Just one more thing . . .?’
‘Yes, Inspector?’
‘Would you mind if I took a look in the boot of your car?’
‘What?’ Steele stared at Rebus, but saw that the policeman was not about to explain. He sighed. ‘Why not?’ he said.
Steele unlocked the boot and Rebus peered inside, peered at a pair of mud-crusted wellingtons. There was muck on the floor, too.
‘Tell you what, sir,’ said Rebus, closing the boot. ‘Maybe it’d be best if you came down to the station just now. Sooner we get everything cleared up the better, eh?’
Steele stood up very straight. Two women were walking past, gossiping. ‘Am I under arrest, Inspector?’
‘I just want to make sure we get your side of things, Mr Steele. That’s all.’
But Rebus was wondering: Were there any forensics people left spare? Or had he tied each and every one of them up already? If so, Steele’s car might have to wait. If not, well, here was another little job for them. It really was turning into Guinness Book of Records stuff, wasn’t it? How many forensic scientists can one detective squeeze into a case?
‘What case?’
‘I’ve just told you, sir.’
Lauderdale looked unimpressed. ‘You haven’t told me anything about the murder of Mrs Jack. You’ve told me about mysterious lovers, alibis for assignations, a whole barrel-load of mixed-up yuppies but not a blind thing about murder.’ He pointed to the floor. ‘I’ve got someone downstairs who swears he committed both murders.’
‘Yes sir,’ Rebus said calmly, ‘and you’ve also got a psychiatrist who says Glass could just as easily admit the murders of Gandhi or Rudolf Hess.’
‘How do you know that?’
‘What?’
‘About the psychiatric report?’
‘Call it an inspired guess, sir.’
Lauderdale began to look a little dispirited. He licked his lips thoughtfully. ‘All right,’ he said at last. ‘Go through it one more time for me.’
So Rebus went through it one more time. It was like a giant collage to him now: different textures but the same theme. But it was also like a kind of artist’s trick: the closer he moved towards it, the further away it seemed. He was just finishing, and Lauderdale was still looking sceptical, when the telephone rang. Lauderdale picked it up, listened and sighed.
‘It’s for you,’ he said, holding the receiver towards Rebus.
‘Yes?’ Rebus said.
‘Woman for you,’ explained the switchboard operator. ‘Says it’s urgent.’
‘Put her through.’ He waited till the connection was made. ‘Rebus here,’ he said.
He could hear background noise, announcements. A railway station. Then: ‘About bleedin’ time. I’m at Waverley. My train goes in forty-five minutes. Get here before it leaves and I’ll tell you something.’ The line went dead. Short and sour, but intriguing for all that. Rebus checked his watch.
‘I’ve got to go to Waverley Station,’ he told Lauderdale. ‘Why don’t you talk to Steele yourself meantime, sir? See what you make of him?’
‘Thank you,’ said Lauderdale. ‘Maybe I will . . .’
She was sitting on a bench in the concourse, conspicuous in sunglasses which were supposed to disguise her identity.
‘That bastard,’ she said, ‘putting the papers on to me like that.’ She was talking of her brother, Gregor Jack. Rebus didn’t say anything. ‘One yesterday,’ she went on, ‘then this morning, half a dozen of the bastards. Picture plastered all over the front pages . . .’
‘Maybe it wasn’t your brother,’ Rebus said.
‘What? Who else could it be?’ Behind the dark lenses, Rebus could still make out Gail Crawley’s tired eyes. She was dressed as though in a hurry – tight jeans, high heels, baggy t-shirt. Her luggage seemed to consist of a large suitcase and two carrier bags. In one hand she clutched her ticket to London, in the other she held a cigarette.
‘Maybe,’ Rebus suggested, ‘it was the person who knew who you were, the person who told Gregor where to find you.’
She shivered. ‘That’s what I wanted to tell you about. God knows why. I don’t owe the bastard any favours . . .’
Nor do I, thought Rebus, yet I always seem to be doing them for him.
‘What about a drink?’ she suggested.
‘Sure,’ said Rebus. He picked up her suitcase, while she clip-clopped along carrying the bags. Her shoes made a lot of noise, and attracted glances from some of the men lolling about. Rebus was quite relieved to reach the safety of the bar, where he bought a half of export for himself and a Bacardi and Coke for her. They found a corner not too near the gaming machine or the frazzled loudspeaker of the jukebox.
‘Cheers,’ she said, trying to drink and inhale at much the same time. She spluttered and swore, then stubbed out the cigarette, only seconds later to light another.
‘Good health,’ said Rebus, sipping his own drink. ‘So, what was it you wanted to get off your chest?’
She snorted. ‘I like that: get off your chest.’ This time she remembered to swallow her mouthful of rum before drawing on the cigarette. ‘Only,’ she said, ‘what you were saying, about how somebody might have known who I was . . .’
‘Yes?’
‘Well, I remembered. It was a night a while back. Like, a couple of months. Six weeks . . . something like that. I hadn’t been up here long. Anyway, the usual trio of pissed punters comes in. Funny how they usually come in threes . . .’ She paused, snorted. ‘If you’ll pardon the expression.’
‘So three men came to the brothel?’
‘Just said so, didn’t I? Anyway, one of them liked the look of me, so off we went upstairs. I told him my name was Gail. I can’t see the point of all those stupid names everybody else uses – Candy and Mandy and Claudette and Tina and Suzy and Jasmine and Roberta. I’d just forget who I was supposed to be.’
Rebus glanced at his watch. A little over ten minutes left . . . She seemed to understand.
‘So, anyway, I asked him if he had a name. And he laughed. He said, “You mean you don’t recognize the face?” I shook my head, and he said, “Of course, you’re a Londoner, aren’t you? Well hen,” he said, “I’m weel kent up here.” Something stupid like that. Then he says, “I’m Gregor Jack.” Well, I just started laughing, don’t ask me why. He did ask me why. So I said, “No you’re not. I know Gregor Jack.” That seemed to put him off his stroke. In the end, he buggered off back to his pals. All the usual winks and slaps on the back, and I didn’t say anything . . .’
‘What did he look like?’
‘Big. Like a Highlander. One of the other girls said she thought she had seen him on the telly . . .’
Rab Kinnoul. Rebus described him briefly.
‘Sounds about right,’ she conceded.
‘What about the men who were with him?’
‘Didn’t pay much attention. One of them was the shy type, tall and skinny like a beanpole. The other was fat and had on a leather jacket.’
‘You didn’t catch their names?’
‘No.’
Well, it didn’t matter. Rebus would bet she could pick them out from a line-up. Ronald Steele and Barney Byars. A night out on the town. Byars, Steele, and Rab Kinnoul. A curious little assembly, and another incendiary he could toss in Steele’s direction.
‘Finish your drink, Gail,’ he said. ‘Then let’s get you on to that train.’
But on the way, he extracted an address from her, the same one she had given before, the one he’d had George Flight check on.
‘That’s where I’ll be,’ she said. She took a final look around her. The train was idling, filling with people. Rebus lifted her suitcase in through one of the doors. She was still staring up at the glass roof of the station. Then she lowered her gaze to Rebus. ‘I should never have left London, should I? Maybe nothing would have happened if I’d stayed where I was.’
Rebus tilted his head slightly. ‘You’re not to blame, Gail.’ But all the same, he couldn’t help feeling that she had a point. If she’d stayed away from Edinburgh, if she hadn’t come out with that “I know Gregor Jack” . . . who could say? She stepped up on to the train, then turned back towards him.
‘If you see Gregor . . .’ she began. But there wasn’t anything else. She shrugged and turned away, carrying her case and her bags with her. Rebus, never one for emotional farewells where prostitutes were concerned, turned briskly on his heels and headed back towards his car.
‘You’ve what?’
‘I’ve let him go.’
‘You’ve let Steele go?’ Rebus couldn’t believe it. He paced what there was of Lauderdale’s floor. ‘Why?’
Now Lauderdale smiled coldly. ‘What was the charge, John? Be realistic, for Christ’s sake.’
‘Did you talk to him?’
‘Yes.’
‘And?’
‘He seems very plausible.’
‘In other words, you believe him?’
‘I think I do, yes.’
‘What about his car boot?’
‘You mean the mud? He told you himself, John, Mrs Kinnoul and he go for walks. That hillside’s hardly what you’d call paved. You need wellies, and wellies get muddy. It’s their purpose.’
‘He admitted he was seeing Cath Kinnoul?’
‘He admitted nothing of the sort. He just said there was a “woman”.’
‘That’s all he’d say when I brought him in. But he admitted it back in his house.’
‘I think it’s quite noble of him, trying to protect her.’
‘Or could it be that he knows she couldn’t back up his story anyway?’
‘You mean it’s a pack of lies?’
Rebus sighed. ‘No, I think I believe it, too.’
‘Well then.’ Lauderdale sounded – for Lauderdale – genuinely gentle. ‘Sit down, John. You’ve had a hard twenty-four hours.’
Rebus sat down. ‘I’ve had a hard twenty-four years.’
Lauderdale smiled. ‘Tea?’
‘I think some of the Chief Superintendent’s coffee would be a better idea.’
Lauderdale laughed. ‘Kill or cure, certainly. Now look, you’ve just admitted yourself that you believe Steele’s story –’
‘Up to a point.’
Lauderdale accepted the clause. ‘But still, the man wanted to leave. How the hell was I going to hold him?’
‘On suspicion. We’re allowed to hang on to suspects a bit longer than ninety minutes.’
‘Thank you, Inspector, I’m aware of that.’
‘So now he toddles back home and gives the boot of his car a damned good clean.’
‘You need more than mucky wellies for a conviction, John.’
‘You’d be surprised what forensics can do . . .’
‘Ah, now that’s another thing. I hear you’ve been getting up people’s noses faster than a Vick’s inhaler.’
‘Anybody in particular?’
‘Everybody in the field of forensic science, it seems. Stop hassling them, John.’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘Take a break. Just for the afternoon, say. What about the Professor’s missing tomes?’
‘Back with their owner.’
‘Oh?’ Lauderdale waited for elucidation.
‘A turn-up for the books, sir,’ Rebus said instead. He stood up. ‘Well, if there’s nothing else –’
The telephone rang. ‘Hold on,’ Lauderdale ordered. ‘The way things have been going, that’ll probably be for you.’ He picked up the receiver. ‘Lauderdale.’ Then he listened. ‘I’ll be right down,’ he said at last, before replacing the receiver. ‘Well, well, well. Take a guess who’s downstairs.’
‘The Dundonald and Dysart Pipe Band?’
‘Close. Jeanette Oliphant.’
Rebus frowned. ‘I know the name . . .’
‘She’s Sir Hugh Ferrie’s solicitor. And also, it seems, Mr Jack’s. They’re both down there with her.’ Lauderdale had risen from his chair and was straightening his jacket. ‘Let’s see what they want, eh?’
Gregor Jack wanted to make a statement, a statement regarding his movements on the day his wife was murdered. But the prime mover was Sir Hugh Ferrie; that much was obvious from the start.
‘I saw that piece in the paper this morning,’ he explained. ‘Phoned Gregor to ask if it was true. He says it was. I felt a sight better for knowing it, though I told him he’s a bloody fool for not telling anyone sooner.’ He turned to Gregor Jack. ‘A bloody fool.’
They were seated around a table in one of the conference rooms – Lauderdale’s idea. No doubt an interview room wasn’t good enough for Sir Hugh Ferrie. Gregor Jack had been smartened up for the occasion: crisp suit, tidied hair, sparkling eyes. Seated, however, between Sir Hugh and Jeanette Oliphant, he was always going to come home third in the projection stakes.
‘The point is,’ said Jeanette Oliphant, ‘Mr Jack told Sir Hugh about something else he’d been keeping secret, namely that his Wednesday round of golf was a concoction.’
‘Bloody fool –’
‘And,’ Oliphant went on, a little more loudly, ‘Sir Hugh contacted me. We feel that the sooner Mr Jack makes a statement regarding his genuine actions on the day in question, the less doubt there will be.’ Jeanette Oliphant was in her mid-fifties, a tall, elegant, but stern-faced woman. Her mouth was a thin slash of lipstick, her eyes piercing, missing nothing. Her ears stuck out ever so slightly from her short permed hair, as though ready to catch any nuance or ambiguity, any wrong word or overlong pause.
Sir Hugh, on the other hand, was stocky and pugnacious, a man more used to speaking than listening. His hands lay flat against the table top, as though they were attempting to push through it.
‘Let’s get everything sorted out,’ he said.
‘If that’s what Mr Jack wants,’ Lauderdale said quietly.
‘It’s what he wants,’ replied Ferrie.
The door opened. It was Detective Sergeant Brian Holmes, carrying a tray of cups. Rebus looked up at him, but Holmes refused to meet his eyes. Not normally a DS’s job, playing waiter, but Rebus could just see Holmes waylaying the real tea-boy. He wanted to know what was going on. So, it seemed, did Chief Superintendent Watson, who came into the room behind him. Ferrie actually half rose from his chair.
‘Ah, Chief Superintendent.’ They shook hands. Watson glanced from Lauderdale to Rebus and back, but there was nothing they could tell him, not yet. Holmes, having laid the tray on the table, was lingering.
‘Thank you, Sergeant,’ said Lauderdale, dismissing him from the room. In the general mêlée, Rebus saw that Gregor Jack was looking at him, looking with his sparkling eyes and his little boy’s smile. Here we are again, he was saying. Here we are again.
Watson decided to stay. Another cup would be needed, but then Rebus declined the offer of tea, so there was a cup for Watson after all. It was obvious from his face that he would have preferred coffee, his own coffee. But he accepted the cup from Rebus with a nodded thanks. Then Gregor Jack spoke.
‘After Inspector Rebus’s last visit, I did some thinking. I was able to recall the names of some of the places I went to that Wednesday . . .’ He reached into his jacket’s inside pocket and drew out a piece of paper. ‘I looked in on a bar in Eyemouth itself, but it was packed. I didn’t stay. I did have a tomato juice at a hotel outside the town, but again the bar there was packed, so I can’t be sure anyone will remember me. And I bought chewing gum at a newsagent’s in Dunbar on the way down. Apart from that, I’m afraid it’s pretty vague.’ He handed the list to the Chief Superintendent. ‘A walk along the front at Eyemouth . . . a stop in a lay-by just north of Berwick . . . there was another car in the lay-by, a rep or something, but he seemed more interested in his maps than he did in me . . . That’s about it.’
Watson nodded, studying the list as though it contained exam questions. Then he handed it on to Lauderdale.
‘It’s certainly a start,’ said Watson.
‘The thing is, Chief Superintendent,’ said Sir Hugh, ‘the boy knows he’s in trouble, but it seems to me the only trouble he’s in stems from trying to help other people.’
Watson nodded thoughtfully. Rebus stood up. ‘If you’ll excuse me a moment . . .’ And he made for the door, closing it behind him with a real sense of escape. He had no intention of returning. There might be a slap on the wrist later from Lauderdale or Watson – bad manners that, John – but no way could he sit in that stifling room with all those stifling people. Holmes was loitering at the far end of the corridor.
‘What’s up?’ he asked when Rebus approached.
‘Nothing to get excited about.’
‘Oh.’ Holmes looked deflated. ‘Only we all thought . . .’
‘You all thought he was coming in to confess? Quite the opposite, Brian.’
‘Is Glass going to end up going down for both murders then?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘Nothing would surprise me,’ he said. Despite his morning shower, he felt grimy and unhealthy.
‘Makes it nice and neat, doesn’t it?’
‘We’re the police, Brian, we’re not meant to be char ladies.’
‘Sorry I spoke.’
Rebus sighed. ‘Sorry, Brian. I didn’t mean to dust you off.’ They stared at one another for a second, then laughed. It wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing. ‘Right, I’m off to Queensferry.’
‘Autograph-hunting?’
‘Something like that.’
‘Need a chauffeur?’
‘Why not. Come on then.’
A snap decision, Rebus was later to think, which probably saved his life.
They managed not to speak about work on the way out to Queensferry. Instead, they spoke about women.
‘What about the four of us going out some night?’ Brian Holmes suggested at one point.
‘I’m not sure Patience and Nell would get on,’ Rebus mused.
‘What, different personalities, you mean?’
‘No, similar personalities. That’s the problem.’
Rebus was thinking of tonight’s dinner with Patience. Of trying to take time off from the Jack case. Of not making a Jack-ass of himself. Of jacking it all in . . .
‘It was only a thought,’ said Holmes. ‘That’s all, only a thought.’
The rain was starting as they neared the Kinnoul house. The sky had been darkening for the duration of the drive, until now, it seemed, evening had come early. Rab Kinnoul’s Land-Rover was parked outside the front door. Curiously, the door to the house was open. Rain bounced off the car bonnet, becoming heavier by the second.
‘Better make a run for it,’ said Rebus. They opened their doors and ran. Rebus, however, was on the right side for the house, while Holmes had to skirt around the car first. So Rebus was first up the steps, and first through the doorway and into the hall. He shook his hair free of water, then opened his eyes.
And saw the carving knife swooping down on him.
And heard the shriek behind it.
‘Bastard!’
Then someone pushed him sideways. It was Holmes, flying through the doorway. The knife fell into space and kept falling floorwards. Cath Kinnoul fell after it, her weight propelling her. Holmes was on her in an instant, pulling her wrist round, twisting it up against her back. He had his knee firmly on her spine, just below the shoulder blades.
‘Christ almighty !’ gasped Rebus. ‘Jesus Christ almighty.’
Holmes was examining the sprawled figure. ‘She took a knock when she fell,’ he said. ‘She’s out cold.’ He prised the knife from her grasp and released her arm. It flopped on to the carpet. Holmes stood up. He seemed wonderfully calm, but his face was unnaturally pale. Rebus, meantime, was shaking like a sick mongrel. He rested against the hallway wall and closed his eyes for a moment, breathing deeply. There was a noise at the door.
‘Who the –?’ Rab Kinnoul saw them, then looked down at the unconscious figure of his wife. ‘Oh hell,’ he said. He knelt down beside her, dripping rainwater on to her back, her head. He was drenched.
‘She’s all right, Mr Kinnoul,’ Holmes stated. ‘Knocked herself out, that’s all.’
Kinnoul saw the knife Holmes was holding. ‘She had that?’ he said, his eyes opening wide. ‘Dear God, Cathy.’ He touched a trembling hand to her head. ‘Cathy, Cathy.’
Rebus had recovered a little. He swallowed. ‘She didn’t get those bruises from falling though.’ Yes, there were bruises on her arms, fresh-looking. Kinnoul nodded.
‘We had a bit of a row,’ he said. ‘She went for me, so I . . . I was just trying to push her away. But she was hysterical. I decided to go for a walk until she calmed down.’
Rebus had been looking at Kinnoul’s shoes. They were caked with mud. There were splashes, too, on his trousers. Go for a walk? In that rain? No, he’d run for it, pure and simple. He’d turned tail and run . . .
‘Doesn’t look as though she calmed down,’ Rebus said matter of factly. Matter of factly, she had almost murdered him, mistaking him for her husband, or so incensed by then that any man – any victim – would do. ‘Tell you what, Mr Kinnoul, I could do with a drink.’
‘I’ll see what there is,’ said Kinnoul, rising to his feet.
Holmes phoned for the doctor. Cath Kinnoul was still unconscious. They’d left her lying in the hall, just to be on the safe side. It was best not to move fall victims anyway; and besides, this way they could keep an eye on her through the open door of the living room.
‘She needs treatment,’ Rebus said. He was sitting on the sofa, nursing a whisky and what were left of his nerves.
‘What she needs,’ Kinnoul said quietly, ‘is to be away from me. We’re useless together, Inspector, but then we’re just as useless apart.’ He was standing with his hands resting against the window sill, his head against the glass.
‘What was the fight about?’
Kinnoul shook his head. ‘It seems stupid now. They always start with something petty, and it just builds and builds . . .’
‘And this time?’
Kinnoul turned from the window. ‘The amount of time I’m spending away from home. She didn’t believe there were any “projects”. She thinks it’s all just an excuse so I can get out of the house.’
‘And is she right?’
‘Partly, yes, I suppose. She’s a shrewd one . . . a bit slow sometimes, but she gets there.’
And what about evenings.’
‘What about them?’
‘You don’t always spend them at home either, do you? Sometimes you have a night out with friends.’
‘Do I?’
‘Say, with Barney Byars . . . with Ronald Steele.’
Kinnoul stared at Rebus, appearing not to understand, then he snapped his fingers. ‘Christ, you mean that night. Jesus, the night . . .’ He shook his head. ‘Who told you? Never mind, it must have been one or the other. What about it?’
‘I just thought you made an unlikely trio.’
Kinnoul smiled. ‘You’re right there. I don’t know Byars all that well, hardly at all really. But that day he’d been in Edinburgh and he’d sewn up a deal . . . a big deal. We bumped into each other at the Eyrie. I was in the bar having a drink, drowning my sorrows, and he was on his way up to the restaurant. Somehow I got roped in. Him and the firm he’d done the deal with. After a while . . . well, it was good fun.’
‘What about Steele?’
‘Well . . . Barney was planning on taking these guys to a brothel he knew about, but they weren’t interested. They went their way, and Barney and me nipped into the Straw-man for another drink. That’s where we picked up Ronnie. He was a bit pissed, too. Something to do with the lady in his life . . .’ Kinnoul was thoughtful for a moment. ‘Anyway, he’s usually a bit of a boring fart, but that night he seemed all right.’
Rebus was wondering: Did Kinnoul know about Steele and Cathy? It didn’t look like it, but then the man was an actor, a pro.
‘And,’ Kinnoul was saying, ‘we all ended up going on to the ill-famed house.’
‘Did you have a good time?’
Kinnoul seemed to think this an unusual question. ‘I suppose so,’ he said. ‘I can’t really remember too clearly.’
Oh, thought Rebus, you can remember clearly enough. You can remember, all right. But now Kinnoul was looking through the hallway at Cathy’s still figure.
‘You must think I’m a bit of a shite,’ he said in a level tone. ‘You’re probably right. But, Christ . . .’ The actor had run out of words. He looked around the room, looked out of the window at what, weather willing, would have been the view, then looked towards the door again. He exhaled noisily, then shook his head.
‘Did you tell the others what the prostitute told you?’
Now Kinnoul looked startled.
‘I mean,’ said Rebus, ‘did you tell them what she said about Gregor Jack?’
‘How the hell do you know about that?’ Kinnoul fell onto one of the chairs.
‘An inspired guess. Did you?’
‘I suppose so.’ He thought about it. ‘Yes, definitely. Well, it was such a strange thing for her to say.’
‘A strange thing for you to say, too, Mr Kinnoul.’
Kinnoul shrugged his huge shoulders. ‘Just a laugh, Inspector. I was a bit pissed. I thought it would be funny to pretend to be Gregor. To be honest, I was a bit hurt that she didn’t recognize Rab Kinnoul. Look at the photos on the wall. I’ve met all of them.’ He was up on his feet again now, studying the pictures of himself, like he was in an art gallery and not seeing them for the thousandth, the ten thousandth time.
‘Bob Wagner . . . Larry Hagman . . . I knew them all once.’ The litany continued. ‘Martin Scorsese . . . the top director, absolutely the top . . . John Hurt . . . Robbie Coltrane and Eric Idle . . .’
Holmes was motioning for Rebus to come into the hall. Cathy Kinnoul was coming round. Rab Kinnoul stood in front of his photographs, his mementoes, the list of names sloshing around in his mouth.
‘Take it easy,’ Holmes was telling Cathy Kinnoul. ‘How do you feel?’
Her speech was slurred to incoherence.
‘How many have you taken, Cathy?’ Rebus asked. ‘Tell us how many?’
She was trying to focus. ‘I’ve checked all the rooms,’ Holmes said. ‘No sign of any empty bottles.’
‘Well, she’s taken something.’
‘Maybe the doctor will know.’
‘Yes, maybe.’ Rebus leaned down close to Cathy Kinnoul, his mouth two inches from her ear. ‘Gowk,’ he said quietly, ‘tell me about Suey.’
The names registered with her, but the question seemed not to.
‘You and Suey,’ Rebus went on. ‘Have you been seeing Suey? Just the two of you, eh? Like the old days? Have you and Suey been seeing one another?’
She opened her mouth, paused, then closed it again, and slowly began to shake her head. She mumbled something.
‘What was that, Gowk?’
Clearly this time: ‘Rab mussn know.’
‘He won’t know, Gowk. Trust me, he won’t know.’
She was sitting up now, holding her head in one hand while the other hand rested on the floor.
‘So,’ Rebus persisted, ‘you and Suey have been seeing one another, eh? Gowk and Suey?’
She smiled drunkenly. ‘Gow’ an’ Suey,’ she said, enjoying the words. ‘Gow’ an’ Suey.’
‘Remember, Gowk, remember the day before you found the body? Remember that Wednesday, that Wednesday afternoon? Did Suey come and see you? Did he, Gowk? Did Suey pay a visit that Wednesday?’
‘Wensay? Wensay?’ She was shaking her head. ‘Poor Lizzie . . . poor, poor . . .’ Now she held her hand palm upwards. ‘Gi’ me th’ knife,’ she said. ‘Rab’ll never know. Gi’ me th’ knife.’
Rebus glanced at Holmes. ‘We can’t let you do that, Gowk. That would be murder.’
She nodded. ‘Thas right, murder.’ She said the final word very carefully, enunciating each letter, then repeated it. ‘Cut off his head,’ she said. ‘An’ they’ll put me beside Mack.’ She smiled again, the thought pleasing her. And all the time Rab Kinnoul’s names were drifting from the other room . . .
‘. . . best, absolutely . . . like to work with him again. Consummate professionalism . . . and good old George Cole, too . . . the old school . . . yes, the old school . . . the old school . . .’
‘Mack . . .’ Cathy Kinnoul was saying. ‘Mack . . . Suey . . . Sexton . . . Beggar . . . Poor Beggar . . .’
‘The old school.’
Some school ties you just kept too long. Way after they should have been thrown out.
Rebus telephoned Barney Byars. The secretary put him through.
‘Inspector,’ came Byars’ voice, all energy and business, ‘I just can’t shake you off, can I?’
‘You’re too easy to catch,’ Rebus said.
Byars laughed. ‘I’ve got to be,’ he said, ‘otherwise the clients can’t catch me. I always like to make myself available. Now, what’s your beef this time?’
‘It’s about an evening you spent not so long ago with Rab Kinnoul and Ronald Steele . . .’
Byars was able to substantiate the story in all but the most crucial details. Rebus explained about Kinnoul coming downstairs and repeating what Gail had said to him.
‘I don’t remember that,’ Byars said. ‘I was well on by then, mind. So well on I think I stumped up for the three of us.’ He chuckled. ‘Suey had his usual excuse of being flat broke, and Rab was carrying not more than ten bar by then.’ Another chuckle. ‘See, I always remember my sums, especially when it’s money.’
‘But you’re sure you don’t recall Mr Kinnoul telling you what the prostitute told him?’
‘I’m not saying he didn’t say it, mind, but no, I can’t for the life of me remember it.’
Which made it Kinnoul’s word against Byars’ memory. The only thing for it was to talk to Steele again. Rebus could call in on the way to Patience’s. It was a long way round for a shortcut, but it shouldn’t take too long. Cathy Kinnoul was another problem. It didn’t do to have knife-wielding pill-poppers running around at large. The family doctor, summoned by Holmes, had listened to their story and suggested that Mrs Kinnoul be admitted to a hospital on the outskirts of the city. Would there be any criminal charges . . .?
‘Of course,’ said Holmes testily. ‘Attempted murder for starters.’
But Rebus was thinking. He was thinking of how badly Cath Kinnoul had been treated. Thinking, too, of all those obstruction charges he might be filing – Hector, Steele, Jack himself. And, most of all, thinking of Andrew Macmillan. He’d seen what ‘special hospitals’ did with the criminally insane. Cath Kinnoul would be treated anyway. So long as she underwent treatment, what was the point of pressing a charge of attempted murder on her?
So he shook his head – to Brian Holmes’ astonishment. No, no charges, not if she was admitted straight away. The doctor checked that the paperwork would be a mere formality, and Kinnoul, who had come back to something like his senses by this time, agreed to the whole thing.
‘In that case,’ said the doctor, ‘she can be admitted today.’
Rebus made one more call. To Chief Inspector Lauderdale.
‘Where the hell did you disappear to?’
‘It’s a long story, sir.’
‘It usually is.’
‘How did the meeting go?’
‘It went. Listen, John, we’re formally charging William Glass.’
‘What?’
‘The Dean Bridge victim had had intercourse just before she died. Forensics tell me the DNA-test matches our man Glass.’ Lauderdale paused, but Rebus said nothing. ‘Don’t worry, John, we’ll start with the Dean Bridge murder. But really, just between us . . . do you think you’re getting anywhere?’
‘Really, sir, just between us . . . I don’t know.’
‘Well, you’d better get a move on, otherwise I’m going to charge Glass with Mrs Jack, too. Ferrie and that solicitor are going to start asking awkward questions any minute now. It’s on a knife edge, John, understand?’
‘Yes, sir, oh yes, I understand all about knife edges, believe me . . .’
Rebus didn’t walk up to Ronald Steele’s front door – not straight away. First, he stood in front of the garage and peered in through a crack between the two doors. Steele’s Citroën was at home, which presumably meant the man himself was at home. Rebus went to the door and pushed the bell. He could hear it sounding in the hall. Halls: he could write a book on them. My night sleeping in a hallway; the day I was almost stabbed in a hallway . . . He rang again. It was a loud and unpleasant bell, not the kind you could easily ignore.
So he rang one more time. Then he tried the door. It was locked. He walked on to the little strip of grass running in front of the bungalow and pressed his face against the living room window. The room was empty. Maybe he’d just popped out for a pint of milk . . . Rebus tried the gate to the side of the garage, the gate giving access to the back garden. It, too, was locked. He walked back to the front gate and stood beside it, looking up and down the silent street. Then he checked his watch. He could give it five minutes, ten at most. The last thing he felt like was sitting down to dinner with Patience. But he didn’t want to lose her either . . . Quarter of an hour to get back to Oxford Terrace . . . twenty minutes to be on the safe side. Yes, he could still be there by seven thirty. Time enough. Well, you’d better get a move on. Why bother? Why not give Glass his moment of infamy, his second – his famous – victim?
Why bother with anything? Not for the praise of a pat on the back; not for the rightness of it; maybe, then, from sheer stubbornness. Yes, that would just about fit the bill. Someone was coming . . . His car was pointing the wrong way, but he could see in his rearview. Not a man but a woman. Nice legs. Carrying two carrier bags of shopping. She walked well but she was tired. It couldn’t be . . .? What the . . .?
He rolled down his window. ‘Hello, Gill.’
Gill Templer stopped, stared, smiled. ‘You know, I thought I recognized that heap of junk.’
‘Ssh! Cars have feelings, too.’ He patted the steering wheel. She put down her bags.
‘What are you doing here?’
He nodded towards Steele’s house. ‘Waiting to talk to someone who isn’t going to show.’
‘Trust you.’
‘What about you?’
‘Me? I live here. Well, next street on the right to be honest. You knew I’d moved.’
He shrugged. ‘I didn’t realize it was round here.’
She gave him an unconvinced smile.
‘No, honest,’ he said. ‘But now I am here, can I give you a lift?’
She laughed. ‘It’s only a hundred yards.’
‘Please yourself.’
She looked down at her bags. ‘Oh, go on then.’
He opened the door for her and she put the bags down on the floor, squeezing her feet in beside them. Rebus started the car. It spluttered, wheezed, died. He tried again, choke full out. The car gasped, whinnied, then got the general idea.
‘Like I said, heap of junk.’
‘That’s why it’s behaving like this,’ Rebus warned. ‘Temperamental, like a thoroughbred horse.’
But the field of an egg-and-spoon race could probably have beaten them over the distance. Finally, they reached the house unscathed. Rebus looked out.
‘Nice,’ he said. It was a double-fronted affair with bay windows either side of the front door. There were three floors all told, with a small and steep garden dissected by the stone steps which led from gate to doorway.
‘I haven’t got the whole house, of course. Just the ground floor.’
‘Nice all the same.’
‘Thanks.’ She pushed open the door and manoeuvred her bags out on to the pavement. She gestured towards them. ‘Vegetable stir-fry. Interested?’
It took him a moment’s eternity to decide. ‘Thanks, Gill. I’m tied up tonight.’
She had the grace to look disappointed. ‘Maybe another time then.’
‘Yes,’ said Rebus, as she pushed the passenger door shut. ‘Maybe another time.’
The car crawled back along her road. If it gives out on me, he thought, I’ll go back and take her up on her offer. It’ll be a sign. But the car actually began to sound healthier as it passed Steele’s bungalow. There was still no sign of life, so Rebus kept going. He was thinking of a set of weighing scales. On one side sat Gill Templer, on the other Dr Patience Aitken. The scales rose and fell, while Rebus did some hard thinking. Christ, it was hard too. He wished he had more time, but the traffic lights were with him most of the way, and he was back at Patience’s by half past.
‘I don’t believe it,’ she said as he walked into the kitchen. ‘I really don’t believe you actually kept a date.’ She was standing beside the microwave. Inside, something was cooking. Rebus pulled her to him and gave her a wet kiss on the lips.
‘Patience,’ he said, ‘I think I love you.’
She pulled back from him a little, the better to look at him. ‘And there’s not a drop of alcohol in the man either. What a night for surprises. Well, I think I should tell you that I’ve had a foul day and as a result I’m in a foul mood . . . that’s why we’re eating chicken.’ She smiled and kissed him. ‘“I think I love you,’” she mimicked. ‘You should have seen the look on your face when you said that. A picture of sheer puzzlement. You’re not exactly the last of the red-hot romantics, are you, John Rebus?’
‘So teach me,’ said Rebus, kissing her again.
‘I think,’ said Patience . . . ‘I think we’ll have that chicken cold.’
He was up early next morning. More unusually, he was up before Patience herself, who lay with a satisfied, debauched look on her sleeping face and with her hair wild around her on the pillow. He let Lucky in and gave him a bigger than normal bowl of food, then made tea and toast for himself and Patience.
‘Pinch me, I must be dreaming,’ she said when he woke her up. She gulped at the tea, then took a small bite from one buttered triangle. Rebus half refilled his own cup, drained it, and got up from the bed.
‘Right,’ he said, ‘I’m off.’
‘What?’ She looked at her clock. ‘Night shift is it this week?’
‘It’s morning, Patience. And I’ve a lot on today.’ He bent over her to peck her forehead, but she pulled at his tie, tugging him further down so that she could give him a salty, crumbly kiss on the mouth.
‘See you later?’ she asked.
‘Count on it.’
‘It would be nice to be able to.’ But he was already on his way. Lucky came into the room and leapt on to the bed. The cat was licking his lips.
‘Me too, Lucky,’ said Patience. ‘Me too.’
He drove straight to Ronald Steele’s bungalow. The traffic was heavy coming into town, but Rebus was heading out. It wasn’t yet quite eight. He didn’t take Steele for an early riser. This was a grim anniversary: two weeks to the day since Liz Jack was murdered. Time to get things straight.
Steele’s car was still in its garage. Rebus went to the front door and pressed the bell, attempting a jaunty rhythm of rings – a friend, or the postman . . . someone you’d want to open your door to.
‘Come on, Suey, chop-chop.’
But there was no answer. He peered through the letter box. Nothing. He looked in through the living room window. Exactly as it had been yesterday evening. The curtains hadn’t even been pulled shut. No sign of life.
‘I hope you haven’t done a runner,’ Rebus muttered. Though maybe it would be better if he had. At least it would be an action of some kind, a sign of fear or of something to hide. He could ask the neighbours if they’d seen anything, but a wall separated Steele’s bungalow from theirs. He decided against it. It might only serve to alert Steele to Rebus’s interest, an interest strong enough to bring him here at breakfast time. Instead, he got back into the car and drove to Suey Books. A hundred-to-one shot this. As he’d suspected, the shop was barred and meshed and padlocked. Rasputin lay asleep in the window. Rebus made a fist and pounded it against the glass. The cat’s head shot up and it let out a sharp, shocked yowl.
‘Remember me?’ said Rebus, grinning.
Traffic was slower now, treacle through the sieve of the road system. He slipped down on to the Cowgate to avoid the worst of it. If Steele couldn’t be found, there was only one thing for it. He’d have to change Farmer Watson’s mind. What’s more, he’d have to do it this morning, while the old boy was bristling with caffeine. Now there was a thought . . . what time did that deli just off Leith Walk open . . .?
‘Well thank you, John.’
Rebus shrugged. ‘We drink enough of your coffee, sir. I just thought it was time someone else did the buying for a change.’
Watson opened the bag and sniffed. ‘Mmm, freshly ground.’ He started to tip the dark powder into his filter. The machine was already full of water. ‘What kind did you say?’
‘Breakfast blend, sir, I think. Robustica and Arabica . . . something like that. I’m not exactly an expert . . .’
But Watson waved the apology aside. He put the jug in position and flipped the switch. ‘Takes a couple of minutes,’ he said, sitting down behind his desk. ‘Right, John.’ He put his hands together in front of him. ‘What can I do for you?’
‘Well, sir, it’s about Gregor Jack.’
‘Yes . . .?’
‘You know how you told me we’d to help Mr Jack if possible? How you felt he’d perhaps been set up?’ Watson merely nodded. ‘Well, sir, I’m close to proving not only that he was, but who did it.’
‘Oh? Go on.’
So Rebus told his story, the story of a chance meeting in a red-lit bedroom. And of three men. ‘What I was wondering was . . . I know you said you couldn’t divulge your source, sir . . . but was it one of them?’
Watson shook his head. ‘Way off, I’m afraid, John. Mmm, do you smell that?’ The room was filling with the aroma. How could Rebus not smell it?
‘Yes, sir, very nice. So it wasn’t –?’
‘It wasn’t anyone who knows Gregor Jack. If pro –’ He stuttered to a halt. ‘Can’t wait for that coffee,’ he said, rather too eagerly.
‘You were about to say, sir?’ But what? What? Providence? Provost? Prodigal? Problem?
Provost? No, no. Not provost. Protestant? Proprietor? A name or a title.
‘Nothing, John, nothing. I wonder if I’ve any clean cups . . .?’
A name or a title. Professor. Professor!
‘You weren’t about to mention a professor then?’
Watson’s lips were sealed. But Rebus was thinking fast now.
‘Professor Costello, for instance. He’s a friend of yours, isn’t he, sir? He doesn’t know Mr Jack then?’
Watson’s ears were turning red. Got you, thought Rebus. Got you, got you, got you. That coffee was worth every last penny.
‘Interesting though,’ mused Rebus, ‘that the Professor would know about a brothel.’
Watson slapped the desk. ‘Enough.’ His light morning mood had vanished. His whole face was red now, except for two small white patches, one on either cheek. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘You might as well know, it was Professor Costello who told me.’
‘And how did the Professor know?’
‘He said . . . he said he had a friend who’d visited the place one night, and now felt ashamed. Of course,’ Watson lowered his voice to a hiss, ‘there isn’t any friend. It’s the old chap himself. He just can’t bring himself to admit it. Well,’ his voice rising again, ‘we’re all tempted some time, aren’t we?’ Rebus thought of Gill Templer last night. Yes, tempted indeed. ‘So I promised the Professor I’d have the place closed down.’
Rebus was thoughtful. ‘And did you let him know when Operation Creeper was set for?’
It was Watson’s turn to be thoughtful. Then he nodded. ‘But he’s . . . he’s a professor . . . of divinity. He wouldn’t have been the one to tip off the papers. And he doesn’t know Gregor bloody Jack.’
‘But you told him? Date and time?’
‘More or less.’
‘Why? Why did he need to know?’
‘His “friend” . . . The “friend” needed to know so he could warn anyone he knew from going there.’
Rebus leapt to his feet. ‘Jesus Christ, sir!’ He paused. ‘With respect. But don’t you see? There was a friend. There was someone who needed to be warned. But not so they could stop their friends being caught . . . so they could ensure Gregor Jack walked straight into the trap. As soon as they knew when we were going in, all they had to do was phone Jack and tell him his sister was there. They knew he couldn’t not go and check it out for himself.’ He tugged open the door.
‘Where are you off to?’
‘To see Professor Costello. Not that I need to, not really, but I want to hear him say the name, I want to hear it for myself. Enjoy your coffee, sir.’
But Watson didn’t. It tasted like charred wood. Too bitter, too strong. For some time now he’d been wavering; now he made the decision. He’d stop drinking coffee altogether. It would be his penance. Just like Inspector John Rebus was his comforter . . .
‘Good morning, Inspector.’
‘Morning, sir. Not disturbing you?’
Professor Costello waved his arm airily around the empty room. ‘Not a student in Edinburgh’s awake at this – to them – ungodly hour. Not the divinity students at any rate. No, Inspector, you’re not disturbing me.’
‘You got the books all right, sir?’
Costello pointed towards his glass-fronted bookshelves. ‘Safe and sound. The officer who delivered them said something about them being found abandoned . . .?’
‘Something like that, sir.’ Rebus glanced back at the door. ‘You haven’t had a proper lock fitted yet.’
‘Mea culpa, Inspector. Fear not, one’s on its way.’
‘Only I wouldn’t like you to lose your books again . . .’
‘Point taken, Inspector. Sit down, won’t you? Coffee?’ The hand this time was directed towards an evil-looking percolator sitting smoking on a hotplate in a corner of the room.
‘No thanks, sir. Bit early for me.’
Costello bowed his head slightly. He slid into the comfortable leather chair behind his comfortable oaken desk. Rebus sat on one of the modern, spindly metal-framed chairs the other side of it. ‘So, Inspector, social niceties dispensed with . . . what can I do for you?’
‘You gave some information to Chief Superintendent Watson, sir.’
Costello pursed his lips. ‘Confidential information, Inspector.’
‘At one time perhaps, but it may help us with a murder inquiry.’
‘Surely not!’
Rebus nodded. ‘So you see, sir, that changes things slightly. We need to know who your “friend” was, the one who told you about the . . . er . . .’
‘I believe the phrase is “hoor-hoose”. Almost poetic, much nicer at any rate than “brothel”.’ Costello almost squirmed in his chair. ‘My friend, Inspector, I did promise him . . .’
‘Murder, sir. I’d advise against withholding information.’
‘Oh yes, agreed, agreed. But one’s conscience . . .’
‘Was it Ronald Steele?’
Costello’s eyes opened wide. ‘Then you already know.’
‘Just an inspired guess, sir. You’re a frequent customer in his shop, aren’t you?’
‘Well, I do like to browse . . .’
‘And you were in his shop when he told you.’
‘That’s right. It was a lunchtime. Vanessa, his assistant, she was on her break. She’s a student here, actually. Lovely girl . . .’
If only you knew, thought Rebus.
‘Anyway, yes, Ronald told me his little guilty secret. He’d been taken to this hoor-hoose one night by some friends. He really was very embarrassed about it all.’
‘Was he?’
‘Oh, terribly. He knew I knew Superintendent Watson, and he wondered if I could pass word on about the establishment.’
‘So we could close it down?’
‘Yes.’
‘But he needed to know the night?’
‘He was desperate to know. His friends, you see, the ones who’d taken him. He wanted to warn them off.’
‘You know Mr Steele is a friend of Gregor Jack’s?’
‘Who?’
‘The MP.’
‘I’m sorry, the name doesn’t . . . Gregor Jack?’ Costello frowned, shook his head. ‘No.’
‘He’s been in all the newspapers.’
‘Really?’
Rebus sighed. The real world, it seemed, stopped at the door to Costello’s office. This was a lighter realm altogether. He was almost startled by the sudden electronic twittering of the high-tech telephone. Costello apologized and picked up the receiver.
‘Yes? Speaking. Yes, he is. Wait one moment, please.’ He held the receiver out towards Rebus. ‘It’s for you, Inspector,’ Somehow, Rebus wasn’t surprised . . .
‘Hello?’
‘The Chief Superintendent said I’d find you there.’ It was Lauderdale.
‘Good morning to you too, sir.’
‘Cut the crap, John. I’m just in and already a bit of the ceiling’s fallen off and missed my head by inches. I’m not in the mood for it okay?’
‘Understood, sir.’
‘I’m only phoning because I thought you’d be interested.’
‘Yes, sir?’
‘Forensics didn’t take long with those two glasses you found in Mr Pond’s bathroom.’
Of course they didn’t. They had all the match-up prints they needed, taken so as to eliminate people from Deer Lodge.
‘Guess who they belong to?’ Lauderdale asked.
‘One set will be Mrs Jack, the other set Ronald Steele.’
There was silence on the other end of the telephone.
‘Was I close?’ asked Rebus.
‘How the hell did you know?’
‘What if I told you it was an inspired guess?’
‘I’d tell you you’re a liar. Get back here. We need to talk.’
‘Right you are, sir. Just one more thing . . .?’
‘What?’
‘Mr Glass . . . is he still on for the double?’
The line went dead.
The way Rebus saw it . . .
Well, it didn’t take too much brain activity once the name had been established. The way he saw it, Ronald Steele and Elizabeth Jack had been lovers, probably for some time. (Christ, Sir Hugh was going to love this when it came out.) Maybe nobody knew. Maybe everybody but Gregor Jack knew. Anyway, Liz Jack decided to head north, and Steele joined her whenever he could. (Deer Lodge and back every day? A superhuman effort. No wonder Steele looked ready to drop all the time . . .) Deer Lodge itself though was a tip, a heap. So they moved into Pond’s cottage, only using Deer Lodge itself for fetching changes of clothes. Maybe Liz Jack had been fetching clean clothes when she’d stopped and bought the Sunday rags . . . and found out all about her husband’s apparently naughty night.
Steele, though, had plans way above the occasional legover scenario. He wanted Liz. He wanted her to himself. The quiet ones always got intense about that sort of thing, didn’t they? He’d been making anonymous calls maybe. And sending letters. Anything to throw a spanner in the works of the marriage, anything to unsettle Gregor. Maybe that’s why Liz had headed north, to get away from it all. Steele saw his chance. He’d already been to the brothel, and he’d already discovered just who Gail Crawley was. (All it took was a halfway decent memory, and maybe a question or two asked of the likes of Cathy Kinnoul.) Ah, Cathy . . . Yes, maybe Steele was seeing her too. But Rebus doubted it was for anything but conversation and counselling. There was that side to Steele, too.
Which didn’t do anything to stop him trying to strip Gregor Jack, his lifelong friend, ally in his bookshop, all-round good guy, to strip him completely and utterly naked. The brothel plan was simple and knife-sharp. Find out the time of the planned raid . . . a call to Gregor Jack . . . and calls beforehand to the Docklands dirt-diggers.
The set-up. And Gregor Jack shed his first layer.
Did Steele try to keep it from Liz? Maybe, maybe not. He thought it would be the final screw in the marriage-coffin. It nearly was. But he couldn’t be north with her all the time, telling her how great they could be together, what a shit Gregor was, et cetera, et cetera. And during the time she was alone, Liz Jack wavered, until finally she made up her mind not to leave Gregor but to leave Steele. Something like that. She was unpredictable after all. She was fire. And they argued. In his interview, he’d alluded to the argument itself: She always accused me of not being enough fun . . . and I never had enough money either . . . So they argued, and he stormed off, leaving her in the lay-by. Alec Corbie’s blue car had been a green car, the green Citroën BX. Steele had sped off, only to return and continue the argument, an argument which became violent, violence which went a little too far . . .
The next bit was, to Rebus’s mind, the cleverest, either that or the most fortuitous. Steele had to dump the body. The first thing to do was to get it away from the Highlands: there were too many clues up there to the fact that they’d spent time together. So he headed back towards Edinburgh with her in the boot. But what to do with her? Wait, there had been another killing, hadn’t there? A body dumped in a river. He could make it look the same. Better still, he could send her body out to sea. So he headed for someplace he knew: the hill above the Kinnoul house. He’d walked up there with Cathy so many times. He knew the small road, a road never used. And he knew that even if the body were found, the first suspect would be the Dean Bridge killer. So, at some point, he gave her that blow to the head, the blow so like the one administered to the Dean Bridge victim.
And the beautiful irony was: his alibi for the afternoon was provided by Gregor Jack himself.
‘And that’s how you see it, is it?’
The meeting was in Watson’s office: Watson, Lauderdale and Rebus. On the way in, Rebus had passed Brian Holmes.
‘I hear there’s a meeting in the Farmhouse.’
‘You’ve got good hearing.’
‘What’s it about?’
‘You mean you’re not on the guest list, Brian?’ Rebus winked. ‘Too bad. I’ll try to bring you a doggie-bag.’
‘Big of you.’
Rebus turned. ‘Look, Brian, the paint’s hardly dry on your promotion as it is. Relax, take it easy. If you’re looking for a quick road to Detective Inspector, go track down Lord Lucan. Meantime, I’m expected elsewhere, okay?’
‘Okay.’
Too cocky by half, thought Rebus. But speaking of cocky, he was doing a bit of strutting himself, wasn’t he? Sitting here in Watson’s office, spouting forth, while Lauderdale looked worriedly towards his suddenly caffeine-free superior.
‘And that’s how you see it, is it?’ The question was Watson’s. Rebus merely shrugged.
‘It sounds plausible,’ said Lauderdale. Rebus raised half an eyebrow: having Lauderdale’s support was a bit like locking yourself in with a starved alsatian . . .
‘What about Mr Glass?’ asked Watson.
‘Well, sir,’ said Lauderdale, shifting a little in his seat, ‘psychiatric reports don’t show him to be the most stable individual. He lives in a sort of fantasy world, you might say.’
‘You mean he made it up?’
‘Very probably.’
‘Which brings us back to Mr Steele. I think we’d better have him in for a word, hadn’t we. Did you say you brought him in yesterday, John?’
‘That’s right, sir. I thought we might give the boot of his car a once-over. But Mr Lauderdale seemed convinced by Steele’s story and let him go.’
The look on Lauderdale’s face would remain long in Rebus’s memory. Man bites alsatian.
‘Is that so?’ said Watson, also seeming to enjoy Lauderdale’s discomfort.
‘We’d no reason to hold him then, sir. It’s only information received this morning which has allowed us –’
‘All right, all right. So have we picked him up again?’
‘He’s not at home, sir,’ said Rebus. ‘I checked last night and then again this morning.’
Both men looked at him. Watson’s look said: Very efficient. Lauderdale’s look said: You bastard.
‘Well,’ said Watson, ‘we’d better get a warrant out, hadn’t we? I think there’s quite enough that needs explaining by Mr Steele.’
‘His car’s still in its garage, sir. We could get forensics to take a look at it. Most probably he’ll have cleaned it, but you never know . . .’
Forensics? They loved Rebus. He was their patron saint.
‘Right you are, John,’ said Watson. ‘See to it, will you?’ He turned to Lauderdale. ‘Another cup of coffee? There’s plenty in the pot, and you seem to be the only one drinking it . . .’
Strut, strut, strut. He was the little red rooster. He was the cock of the north. He’d felt it all along, of course: Ronald Steele. Suey, who had once tried to commit suicide when found by a girl masturbating in his hotel room.
‘Bound to be a bit screwed up.’ Who needed a psychology degree? What Rebus needed now was a combination of orienteering skills and old-fashioned man-hunting. His instincts told him that Steele would have headed south, leaving the car behind. (What use was it, after all? The police already had its description and licence number, and he’d known they were closing in. Or rather, he’d known Rebus was closing in.)
‘Ain’t nothing but a bloodhound,’ he sang to himself. He’d just phoned the hospital where Cathy Kinnoul was now a patient. Early days, he’d been told, but she’d had a peaceful night. Rab Kinnoul, however, hadn’t been near. Maybe this was understandable. It could be that she’d go for him with a broken water jug or try to strangle him with pyjama cord. All the same, Kinnoul was as shitty as the rest of them. Gregor Jack, too, risking all for a career in politics, a career he’d planned from birth, it seemed. Marrying Liz Ferrie not for herself but for her father. Completely unable to control her, so that he just stuffed her into a compartment, dusting her off for photo-shoots and the occasional public engagement. Yes, shitty. Only one person, to Rebus’s mind, came out of this with anything like dignity intact, and that person was a burglar.
The forensics team had come up with a match for the prints on the microwave: Julian Kaymer. He’d swiped Jamie Kilpatrick’s keys and driven to Deer Lodge in the dead of night, smashing the window to gain entry.
Why? To tidy away evidence of anything too scandalous. Which meant the cocaine-stained hand-mirror and two pairs of tights tied to a four-poster. Why? Simple: to protect what he could of a friend’s reputation . . . a dead friend’s reputation. Pathetic, but noble, too, in a way. Stealing the microwave was outrageous really. PC Plod was supposed to put the whole thing down to kids, smashing their way into an empty house on the off-chance . . . and making off not with the hi-fi (always a favourite), but with the microwave. He’d driven off with it, then thrown it away, only to have it found by the magpie himself, Alec Corbie.
Yes, Steele would be in London by now. His shop operated in the sphere of cash. There would have been some hidden somewhere; perhaps quite a lot. He might be on a flight out of Heathrow or Gatwick, a train to the coast and the boat over to France.
‘Trains and boats and planes . . .’
‘Somebody sounds happy.’ It was Brian Holmes, standing in the doorway to Rebus’s office. Rebus was seated at his desk, feet resting on the desk itself, hands behind his head. ‘Mind if I come in, or do we need to reserve tickets to touch your hem?’
‘You leave my hem out of this. Sit down.’ Holmes was halfway to the chair when he tripped over a gash in the linoleum. He put his hands out to save himself, and found himself sprawled on Rebus’s desktop, an inch from one of the shoes.
‘Yes,’ said Rebus, ‘you may kiss them.’
Holmes managed something between a smile and a grimace. ‘This place really should be condemned.’ He slumped into the chair.
‘Mind out for the shoogly leg,’ warned Rebus. ‘Any progress on Steele?’
‘Not much.’ Holmes paused. ‘None at all, really. Why didn’t he take his car?’
‘We know it too well, remember? I thought you were responsible for putting together that list? Everybody in the world’s car make, colour and registration number. Oh no, I forgot, you delegated the work to a detective constable.’
‘What was it for anyway?’ Rebus stared at him. ‘Seriously. I’m just a sergeant, as you’ll recall. Nobody tells me anything. Lauderdale was vaguer even than usual.’
‘Mrs Jack’s BMW was parked in a lay-by,’ explained Rebus.
‘That much I knew.’
‘So was another car. An eye witness said it might be blue. It wasn’t, it was green.’
‘That reminds me,’ said Holmes, ‘I meant to ask you: what was she waiting around for?’
‘Who?’
‘Mrs Jack. At that lay-by, what was she hanging around there for?’ While Rebus considered this, Holmes thought of another question. ‘What about Mr Jack’s car?’
Rebus sighed. ‘What about it?’
‘Well, I didn’t get a good look at it that night you dragged me out there . . . I mean, it was in the garage, and there were lights to the front and back of the house, but not to the side. But you did say to have a snoop. The side door to the garage was open, so I wandered in. Too dark really, and I couldn’t find the light switch. . .’
‘Jesus Christ, Brian, get on with it!’
‘Well, I was only going to ask: what about the car in Jack’s garage? It was blue. At least, I think it was blue.’
This time, Rebus rubbed his temples. ‘It’s white,’ he explained, slowly. ‘It’s a white Saab.’
But Holmes was shaking his head. ‘Blue,’ he said. ‘It could never have been white, it was blue. And it was an Escort, definitely an Escort.’
Rebus stopped rubbing his temples. ‘What?’
‘There was some stuff on the passenger seat, too. I peered in through the side window. All that bumpf they give you with hire cars. That sort of thing. Yes, the more I think back on it, the clearer it comes. A blue Ford Escort. And whatever else was in that garage, there certainly wasn’t room to swing a Saab . . .’
No rooster now, no strutting cock, no bloodhound. But rather cowed, sheepish, with his tail between his legs . . . Rebus took Holmes and his story to Watson first, and Watson called for Lauderdale.
‘I thought,’ Lauderdale said to Rebus, ‘you told us Mr Jack’s car was white?’
‘It is white, sir.’
‘You’re sure it was a hire car?’ Watson asked Holmes. Holmes thought again before nodding. This was serious. He was where he wanted to be, in the thick of things, but he was realizing, too, that here one mistake – one slightest error – could send him to limbo.
‘We can check,’ said Rebus.
‘How?’
‘Phone Gregor Jack’s house and ask.’
‘And warn him off?’
‘We don’t have to talk to Jack. Ian Urquhart or Helen Greig would know.’
‘They could still tip him off.’
‘Maybe. Of course, there’s another possibility. The car Brian saw could have been Urquhart’s or even Miss Greig’s.’
‘Miss Greig doesn’t drive,’ said Holmes. ‘And Urquhart’s car’s nothing like the one I saw. Remember, they’ve all been checked.’
‘Well, whatever,’ said Watson, ‘let’s tread carefully, eh? Get on to the hire firms first.’
‘What about Steele?’ Rebus asked.
‘Until we know what we’re dealing with, we still want to talk to him.’
‘Agreed,’ said Lauderdale. He seemed aware that Watson was back in control, at least for now.
‘Well,’ said Watson, ‘what are you all waiting for? Jump to it!’
They jumped.
There weren’t that many hire firms in Edinburgh, and the third call brought a result. Yes, Mr Jack had hired a car for a few days. Yes, a blue Ford Escort. Did he give any reason for the hire? Yes, his own car was going in for a service.
And, thought Rebus, he needed a change of cars so he could escape the attentions of the press. Christ, hadn’t Rebus put the idea into his head himself? Your car’s out there . . . being photographed . . . everyone’ll know what it looks like. So Jack had hired another car for a few days, just to help him get around incognito.
Rebus stared at the office wall. Stupid, stupid, stupid. He would have banged his head against the wall if he could have been sure it wouldn’t fall down . . .
It had been a devil of a job, the man from the hire firm said. The client had wanted his car-phone transferred from his own car to the hire car.
Of course: how else could Liz Jack have contacted him? He had been on the move all day, hadn’t he?
Had the hire car been cleaned since its return? Naturally, a full valet service. What about the boot? The boot? The boot, had it been cleaned too? A bit of a wipe maybe . . . Where was the car now? On hire again, a London businessman. A forty-eight-hour hire only, and due back by six o’clock. It was now a quarter to five. Two CID men would be waiting to drive it from the car-hire offices to the police pound. Were there any forensics people available at Fettes HQ . . .?
Stupid, stupid, stupid. Not the same car returning to the lay-by, but another car. Holmes had asked the question: what had Liz Jack been waiting for? She’d been waiting for her husband. She must have telephoned him from the box in the lay-by. She’d just had the argument with Steele. Too upset to drive herself home maybe. So he’d told her to wait there and he’d pick her up. He had a free afternoon anyway. He’d pick her up in the blue Escort. But when he’d arrived there had been another argument. About what? It could have been anything. What would it take to smash the ice that was Gregor Jack? The original newspaper story? The police finding evidence of his wife’s lifestyle? Shame and embarrassment? The thought of further public scrutiny, of losing his precious constituency?
There was enough there to be going on with.
‘Okay,’ said Lauderdale, ‘so we’ve got the car. Let’s see if Jack’s at home.’ He turned to Rebus. ‘You phone, John.’
Rebus phoned. Helen Greig answered.
‘Hello, Miss Greig. It’s Inspector Rebus.’
‘He’s not here,’ she blurted out. ‘I haven’t seen him all day, or yesterday come to that.’
‘But he’s not in London?’
‘We don’t know where he is. He was with you yesterday morning, wasn’t he?’
‘He came into the station, yes.’
‘Ian’s going up the wall.’
‘What about the Saab?’
‘It’s not here either. Hold on . . .’ She placed her hand over the mouthpiece, but not very effectively. ‘It’s that Inspector Rebus,’ he heard her say. Then a frantic hiss: ‘Don’t tell him anything!’ And Helen again: ‘Too late, Ian.’ Followed by a sort of snarl. She removed her hand.
‘Miss Greig,’ said Rebus, ‘how has Gregor seemed?’
‘Same as you might expect of a man whose wife’s been murdered.’
‘And how’s that?’
‘Depressed. He’s been sitting around in the living room, just staring into space, not saying much. Like he was thinking. Funny, the only time I got a conversation out of him was when he asked me about last year’s holiday.’
‘The one you went on with your mum?’
‘Yes.’
‘Remind me, where did you go again?’
‘Down the coast,’ she said. ‘Eyemouth, round there.’
Yes, of course. Jack had uttered the name of the first town that had come to mind. Then he’d pumped Helen for details so he could prop up his rickety story . . .
He put down the receiver.
‘Well?’asked Watson.
‘His car’s gone, and Gregor Jack with it. All that stuff he told us about Eyemouth . . . eye wash more like . . . he got it all from his secretary. She went there on holiday last year.’
The room was stuffy, the late afternoon outside preparing itself for thunder. Watson spoke first.
‘What a mess.’
‘Yes,’ said Lauderdale.
Holmes nodded. He was a relieved man; more than that, inwardly he was rejoicing: the hire car had turned out to be fact. He’d proved his worth.
‘What now?’
‘I’m just thinking,’ said Rebus, ‘about that lay-by. Liz Jack has an argument with Steele. She tells him she’s going back to her husband. Steele buggers off. What’s the next he hears of her?’
‘That she’s dead,’ answered Holmes.
Rebus nodded. Throwing all those books around the shop in his grief and his anger . . . ‘Not only dead, but murdered. And the last he saw of her, she was waiting for Gregor.’
‘So,’ said Watson, ‘he must know Jack did it? Is that what you’re suggesting?’
‘You think,’ Lauderdale said, ‘Steele’s run off to protect Gregor Jack?’
‘I don’t think anything of the sort,’ said Rebus. ‘But if Gregor Jack is the murderer, then Ronald Steele has known for some time that he is. Why hasn’t he done anything? Think about it: how could he come to the police? He was in way too deep himself. It would mean explaining everything, and explaining it would make him if anything a bigger suspect than Gregor Jack himself!’
‘So what would he do?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘He might try persuading Jack to come forward.’
‘But that would mean admitting to Jack that –’
‘Exactly, that he was Elizabeth Jack’s lover. What would you do in Jack’s position?’
Holmes dared to supply the answer. ‘I’d kill him. I’d kill Ronald Steele.’
Rebus sat all that evening in Patience’s living room, an arm around her as they both watched a video. A romantic comedy; only there wasn’t much romance and precious little comedy. You knew from reel one that the secretary would go off with the bucktoothed student and not with her bloodsucking boss. But you kept on watching anyway. Not that he was taking much of it in. He was thinking about Gregor Jack, about the person he’d seemed to be and the person he really was. You peeled away layer after layer, stripped the man to the bone and beyond . . . and never found the truth. Strip Jack Naked: a card game, also known as Beggar my Neighbour. Patience was a card game, too. He stroked her neck, her hair, her forehead.
‘That’s nice.’
Patience was a game easily won.
The film rolled past him. Another foil had entered the picture, a big-hearted con man. Rebus had yet to meet a con man in real life who was anything but the most predatory shark. What was the phrase? – they’d steal your false teeth and drink the water out of the glass. Well, maybe this con man was in with a chance. The secretary was interested, but she was loyal to her boss too, and he was doing everything short of whipping his sausage out and slapping it on her desk . . .
‘A penny for them.’
‘They’re not worth it, Patience.’ They’d find Steele, they’d find Jack. Why couldn’t he relax? He kept thinking of a set of clothes and a note, left on a beach. Stonehouse. Lucan had done it, hadn’t he, disappeared without trace? It wasn’t easy, but all the same . . .
The next thing he knew, Patience was shaking him by the shoulder.
‘Wake up, John. Time for bed.’
He’d been asleep for an hour. ‘The con man or the student?’ he asked.
‘Neither,’ she said. ‘The boss changed his ways and gave her a partnership in the firm. Now come on, partner . . .’ She held her hands out to help him up on to his feet. ‘After all, tomorrow is another day . . .’
Another day, another dolour. Thursday. Two weeks since they’d found Elizabeth Jack’s body. Now all they could do was wait . . . and hope no more bodies turned up. Rebus picked up his office phone. It was Lauderdale.
‘The Chief Super’s bitten the bullet,’ he told Rebus. ‘We’re holding a press conference, putting out wanteds on both of them, Steele and Jack.’
‘Does Sir Hugh know yet?’
‘I wouldn’t want to be the one who tells him. He marches in here with his son-in-law, not knowing the bugger killed his daughter? No, I wouldn’t want to be the one who tells him.’
‘Am I supposed to be there?’
‘Of course, and bring Holmes, too. After all, he’s the one who spotted the car . . .’
The line went dead. Rebus stared at the receiver. Alsatian bites man after all . . .
Spotted it and told Nell about it all last night. Repeating the story, adding missed details, hardly able to sit down. Until she’d screeched at him to stop or else she’d go off her head. That calmed him down a little, but not much.
‘You see, Nell, if they’d told me earlier, if they’d let me in on the whole story of the car colours, of why they were needed, well, we’d have nailed him all the sooner, wouldn’t we? I don’t want to, but really I blame John. It was him who . . .’
‘I thought you said it was Lauderdale who gave you the job in the first place?’
‘Yes, true, but even so John should have –’
‘Shut up! For God’s sake, just shut up!’
‘Mind you, you’re right, Laud –’
‘Shut up!’
He shut up.
And now here he was at the press conference, and there was Inspector Gill Templer, who had such a rapport with the press, handing out sheets of paper – the official release – and generally making sure that everyone knew what was going on. And Rebus, of course, looking the same as ever. Which was to say, tired and suspicious. Watson and Lauderdale hadn’t made their entrance yet, but would do so soon.
‘Well, Brian,’ said Rebus quietly, ‘reckon they’ll promote you to Inspector for this?’
‘No.’
‘What then? You look like a kid who’s about to get the school prize.’
‘Come on, be fair. We all know you did most of the work.’
‘Yes, but you stopped me haring after the wrong man.’
‘So?’
‘So now I owe you a favour.’ Rebus grinned. ‘I hate owing favours.’
‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ came Gill Templer’s voice, ‘if you’ll find yourselves a seat we can start . . .’
A moment later Watson and Lauderdale entered the room. Watson was first to speak.
‘I think you all know why we’ve called this conference.’ He paused. ‘We’re looking for two men we think may be able to help us with a certain inquiry, a murder inquiry. The names are Ronald Adam Steele and Gregor Gordon Jack . . .’
The local evening paper had it in by its lunchtime edition. The radio stations were broadcasting the names in their hourly news slots. The early evening TV news carried the story. The usual questions were being asked, to which the usual ‘no comment’s were being appended. But the phone call itself came only at half past six. The call was from Dr Frank Forster.
‘I’d have known sooner, Inspector, only we don’t like to let the patients listen to the news. It just upsets them. It’s only when I was getting ready to go home that I turned on the radio in my office . . .’
Rebus was tired. Rebus was terribly, terribly tired. ‘What is it, Dr Forster?’
‘It’s your man Jack, Gregor Jack. He was here this afternoon. He was visiting Andrew Macmillan.’
It was nine that evening when Rebus reached Duthil Hospital. Andrew Macmillan was sitting in Forster’s office, arms folded, waiting.
‘Hello again,’ he said.
‘Hello, Mr Macmillan.’
There were five of them: two ‘nurses’, Dr Forster, Macmillan and Rebus. The nurses stood behind Macmillan’s chair, their bodies less than two inches from his.
‘We’ve sedated him,’ Forster had explained to Rebus. ‘He may not be as talkative as usual, but he should stay calm. I heard about what happened last time . . .’
‘Nothing happened last time, Dr Forster. He just wanted to have a normal conversation. What’s wrong with that?’
Macmillan looked on the verge of sleep. His eyes were heavy-lidded, his smile fixed. He unfolded his arms and rested the hands delicately on his knees, reminding Rebus at that moment of Mrs Corbie . . .
‘Inspector Rebus wants to ask you about Mr Jack,’ explained Forster.
‘That’s right,’ said Rebus, resting against the edge of the desk. There was a chair for him, but he was stiff after the drive. ‘I was wondering why he visited. It’s unusual after all, isn’t it?’
‘It’s a first,’ corrected Macmillan. ‘They should put up a plaque. When I saw him come in, I thought he must be here to open an extension or something. But no, he just walked right up to me . . .’ His hands were moving now, carving air, his eyes held by the movements they made. ‘Walked right up to me, and he said . . . he said, “Hello, Mack.” Just like that. Like we’d seen one another the day before, like we saw one another every day.’
‘What did you talk about?’
‘Old friends. Yes, old friends . . . old friendships. We’d always be friends, he told me. We couldn’t not be friends. We went back all the way. Yes, all the way back . . . All of us. Suey and Gowk, Beggar and me, Bilbo, Tampon, Sexton Blake . . . Friends are important, that’s what he said. I told him about Gowk, about how she visited sometimes . . . about the money she gives this place . . . He didn’t know about any of that. He was interested. He works too hard though, you can see that. He doesn’t look healthy any more. Not enough sunlight. Have you ever seen the House of Commons? Hardly any windows. They work away in there like moles . . .’
‘Did he say anything else?’
‘I asked him why he never answered my letters. Do you know what he said? He said he never even received them! He said he’d take it up with the post office, but I know who it is.’ He turned to Forster. ‘It’s you, Dr Forster. You’re not letting out any of my mail. You’re steaming off the stamps and using them for yourself! Well, be warned, Gregor Jack MP knows all about it now. Something’ll be done now.’ He remembered something and turned quickly to Rebus. ‘Did you touch the earth for me?’
Rebus nodded. ‘I touched the earth for you.’
Macmillan nodded too, satisfied. ‘How did it feel, Inspector?’
‘It felt fine. Funny, it’s something I’ve always taken for granted –’
‘Never take anything for granted, Inspector,’ said Macmillan. He was calming a little. All the same, you could see him fighting against the soporifics in his bloodstream, fighting for the right to get angry, to get . . . to get mad. ‘I asked him about Liz,’ he said. ‘He told me she’s the same as ever. But I didn’t believe that. I’m sure their marriage is in trouble. In-com-pat-ible. My wife and I were just the same . . .’ His voice trailed off. He swallowed, laid his hands flat against his knees again and studied them. ‘Liz was never one of The Pack. He should have married Gowk, only Kinnoul got to her first.’ He looked up. ‘Now there’s a man who needs treatment. If Gowk knew what she was about, she’d have him see a psychiatrist. All those roles he’s played . . . bound to have an effect, aren’t they? I’ll tell Gowk next time I see her. I haven’t seen her for a while . . .’
Rebus shifted his weight a little. ‘Did Beggar say anything else, Mack? Anything about where he was headed or why he was here?’
Macmillan shook his head. Then he sniggered. ‘Headed, did you say? Headed?’ He chuckled to himself for a few moments, then stopped as abruptly as he’d started. ‘He just wanted to let me know we were friends.’ He laughed quietly. ‘As if I needed reminding. And one other thing. Guess what he wanted to know? Guess what he asked? After all these years . . .’
‘What?’
‘He wanted to know what I’d done with her head.’
Rebus swallowed. Forster was licking his lips. ‘And what did you tell him, Mack?’
‘I told him the truth. I told him I couldn’t remember.’ He brought the palms of his hands together as if in prayer and touched the fingertips to his lips. Then he closed his eyes. The eyes were still closed when he spoke. ‘Is it true about Suey?’
‘What about him, Mack?’
‘That he’s emigrated, that he might not be coming back?’
‘Is that what Beggar told you?’
Macmillan nodded, opening his eyes to gaze at Rebus. ‘He said Suey might not be coming back . . .’
The nurses had taken Macmillan back to his ward, and Forster was putting on his coat, getting ready to lock up and see Rebus out to the car park, when the telephone rang.
‘At this time of night?’
‘It might be for me,’ said Rebus. He picked up the receiver. ‘Hello?’
It was DS Knox from Dufftown. ‘Inspector Rebus? I did as you said and had someone stake out Deer Lodge.’
‘And?’
‘A white Saab drove in through the gateway not ten minutes ago.’
There were two cars parked by the side of the road. One of them was blocking the entrance to Deer Lodge’s long driveway. Rebus got out of his own car. DS Knox introduced him to Detective Constable Wright and Constable Moffat.
‘We’ve already met,’ Rebus said, shaking Moffat’s hand.
‘Oh yes,’ said Knox. ‘How could I forget, you’ve been keeping us so busy? So, what do you think, sir?’
Rebus thought it was cold. Cold and wet. It wasn’t raining now, but any minute it might be on again. ‘You’ve called for reinforcements?’
Knox nodded. ‘As many as can be mustered.’
‘Well, we could wait it out till they arrive.’
‘Yes?’
Rebus was sizing Knox up. He didn’t seem the kind of man who enjoyed waiting. ‘Or,’ he said, ‘we could go in, three of us, one standing guard on the gate. After all, he’s either got a corpse or a hostage in there. If Steele’s alive, the sooner we go in, the better chance he’s got.’
‘So what are we waiting for?’
Rebus looked to DC Wright and Constable Moffat, who nodded approval of the plan.
‘It’s a long walk up to the house, mind,’ Knox was saying.
‘But if we take a car, he’s bound to hear it.’
‘We can take one up so far and walk the rest,’ suggested Moffat. ‘That way the exit road’s good and blocked. I wouldn’t fancy wandering up that bloody road in the dark only to have him come racing towards me in that car of his.’
‘Okay, agreed, we’ll take a car.’ Rebus turned to DC Wright. ‘You stay on the gate, son. Moffat here knows the layout of the house.’ Wright looked snubbed, but Moffat perked up at the news. ‘Right,’ said Rebus, ‘let’s go.’
They took Knox’s car, leaving Moffat’s parked across the entrance. Knox had taken one look at Rebus’s heap and then shaken his head.
‘Best take mine, eh?’
He drove slowly, Rebus in the front beside him, Moffat in the back. The car had a nice quiet engine, but all the same . . . all around was silence. Any noise would travel. Rebus actually began to pray for a sudden storm, thunder and rain, for anything that would give them sound-cover.
‘I enjoyed that book,’ said Moffat, his head just behind Rebus’s.
‘What book?’
‘Fish Out of Water.’
‘Christ, I’d forgotten all about it.’
‘Cracking story,’ said Moffat.
‘How much further?’ asked Knox. ‘I can’t remember.’
‘There’s a bend to the left then another to the right,’ said Moffat. ‘We better stop after the second one. It’s only another couple of hundred yards.’
They parked, opening the doors and leaving them open. Knox produced two large rubber torches from the glove compartment. ‘I was a cub scout,’ he explained. ‘Be prepared and all that.’ He handed one torch to Rebus and kept the other. ‘Moffat here eats his carrots, he doesn’t need one. Right, what’s the plan now?’
‘Let’s see how things look at the house, then I’ll tell you.’
‘Fair enough.’
They set off in a line. After about fifty yards, Rebus turned off his torch. It was no longer necessary: all the lights in and around the lodge seemed to be burning. They stopped just before the clearing, peering through what cover there was. The Saab was parked outside the front door. Its boot was open. Rebus turned to Moffat.
‘Remember, there’s a back door? Circle around and cover it.’
‘Right.’ The constable moved off the road and into the forest, disappearing from sight.
‘Meantime, let’s check the car first, then take a look through the windows.’
Knox nodded. They left their cover and crept forwards. The boot itself was empty. Nothing on the car’s back seat either. Lights were on in the living room and the front bedroom, but there was no sign of anyone. Knox pointed with his torch towards the door. He tried the handle. The door opened a crack. He pushed it a little further. The hall was empty. They waited a moment, listening. There was a sudden eruption of noise, drums and guitar chords. Knox jumped back. Rebus rested a calming hand on his shoulder, then retreated to look again through the living room window. The stereo. He could see its LEDs pulsing. The cassette player, probably on automatic replay. A tape had been winding back while they’d approached the house. Now it was playing.
Early Stones. ‘Paint It Black’. Rebus nodded. ‘He’s in there,’ he said to himself. My secret vice, Inspector. One of many. At any rate, it meant he might not have heard the car’s approach, and now the music was on again he might not even hear them entering the house.
So they entered. Moffat was covering the kitchen, so Rebus headed directly upstairs, Knox behind him. There was fine white powder on the wooden banister, leftovers from the dusting the house had been given by forensics. Up the stairs . . . and on to the landing. What was that smell? What was that smell?
‘Petrol,’ whispered Knox.
Yes, petrol. The bedroom door was closed. The music seemed louder up here than downstairs. Thump-thump-thump of drum and bass. Clashing guitar and sitar. And those cheesegrater vocals.
Petrol.
Rebus leaned back and kicked in the door. It swung open and stayed open. Rebus took in the scene. Gregor Jack standing there, and against the wall a bound and gagged figure, its face puffy, forehead bloody. Ronald Steele. Gagged? No, not exactly a gag. Scraps of paper seemed to fill his mouth, scraps torn from the Sunday papers on the bed, all the stories which had started with his plotting. Well, Jack had made him eat his words.
Petrol.
The can lay empty on its side. The room was reeking. Steele looked to have been drenched in the stuff, or was it just sweat? And Gregor Jack standing there, his face at first full of mischief, but then turning, turning, softening, softening into shame. Shame and guilt. Guilt at being caught.
All of this Rebus took in in a second. But it took less time than that for Jack to strike the match and drop it.
The carpet caught immediately, and then Jack was flying forwards, knocking Rebus off balance, powering past Knox, heading for the stairs. The flames were moving too fast. Too fast to do anything. Rebus grabbed Steele by his feet and started to drag him towards the door. Dragging him of necessity through the fire itself. If Steele was soaked in petrol . . . Well, no time to think about that. But it was sweat, that was all. The fire licked at him, but it didn’t suddenly engulf the body.
Out into the hallway. Knox was already pounding down the stairs, following Jack. The bedroom was an inferno now, the bed like a kind of pyre in the centre of it. Rebus went back and glanced in. The mounted cow’s head above the bed had caught and was crackling. He grabbed the door handle and dragged the door shut, thanking God he hadn’t kicked it off its hinges in the first place . . .
It was a struggle, but he managed to haul Steele to his feet. Blood was caked on the face, and one eye had swollen shut. The other eye had tears in it. Paper was spilling from his mouth as he tried to speak. Rebus made a perfunctory attempt at loosening the knots. It was baler twine, and tight as tight could be. Christ, his head was hurting. He couldn’t think why. He hefted the taller man on to his shoulder and started down the stairs.
At some point, Steele disgorged the paper from his mouth. His first words were: ‘Your hair’s on fire!’
So it was, at the nape of the neck. Rebus patted his head with his free hand. The back of his head was crispy, like strands of breakfast cereal. And something else: it was hurting like blazes.
They were at the bottom of the stairs now. Rebus dumped Steele on to the floor then straightened up. There was a tidal sound in his ears, and his eyes fogged over for a moment. His heart was thumping in sympathy with the rock music. ‘I’ll get a knife from the kitchen,’ he said. Entering the kitchen, he saw that the back door was wide open. There were noises from outside, shouts, but indistinct. Then a figure stumbled into view. It was Moffat. He was holding both hands to his nose, covering the nose like a protective mask. Blood was pouring down his wrists and chin. He lifted the mask away to speak.
‘The bastard butted me!’ Flecks of blood flew from his mouth and his nostrils. ‘Butted me!’ You could tell he thought it wasn’t fair play.
‘You’ll live,’ said Rebus.
‘The sergeant’s gone after him.’
Rebus pointed to the hall behind him. ‘Steele’s in there. Find a knife and cut him loose, then both of you get out.’ He pushed past Moffat and out of the back door. Light from the kitchen flooded the immediate scene, but beyond that was darkness. He’d dropped his torch up in the bedroom, and now cursed the fact. Then, eyes adjusting to the changing light, he ran across the small clearing and into the forest beyond.
More haste, less speed. He moved carefully past trunks and bushes and saplings. Briars tugged at him, but they were a minor nuisance. His main worry was that he didn’t know where he was heading. The ground was sloping upwards, that much he could tell. As long as he kept moving upwards with it, he wouldn’t be chasing his own tail. His foot caught on something and he fell against a tree. The breath left him. His shirt was wringing wet, his eyes stinging from a mixture of recent smoke and present sweat. He paused. He listened.
‘Jack! Don’t be stupid! Jack!’
It was Knox. Up ahead. A good distance ahead, but not impossible. Rebus took a deep breath and started walking. Miraculously, he came out of the forest and into a larger clearing. The slope seemed steeper here, the ground sprawling with bracken and gorse and other low spiky plants. He caught a sudden flash of light: Knox’s torch. Way over to the right of him and slightly uphill. Rebus began jogging, lifting his legs high to avoid the worst of the undergrowth. All the same, something kept tearing at his trouser-legs and his ankles. Stinging and scratching. Then there were patches of short grass, areas where quicker progress was possible – or would have been possible if he’d been fitter and younger. Ahead of him, the torch moved in a circle. The meaning was clear: Knox had lost his quarry. Instead of continuing to head for the beam of light, Rebus swung away from it. If it were possible for only two men to fan out, then that’s what Rebus was trying to ensure they did, widening the arc of the search.
He came to the top of the rise, and the ground levelled out. He got the feeling that in daytime it would make a bleak picture. There was nothing here but stunted wilderness, hardly fit for the hardiest sheep. Way ahead a shadow rose into the sky, some hill-range or other. The wind, which had dried his shirt but chilled him to the marrow, now dropped. Jesus, his head was hurting. Like sunburn but a hundred times worse. He stared up at the sky. The outlines of the clouds were visible. The weather was clearing. A sound had replaced the whistling of the wind in his ears.
The sound of running water.
It grew louder as he moved forwards. He had lost Knox’s torchlight now, and was conscious of being alone; conscious, too, that if he strayed too far, he might not find his way back. A route wrongly taken could leave him heading towards nothing but hill and forest. He glanced back. The line of trees was still just about visible, though the house lights beyond were not.
‘Jack! Jack!’ Knox’s voice seemed miles away. Rebus decided that he would skirt round towards it. If Gregor Jack was out there, let him freeze to death. The rescue services would find him tomorrow . . .
The running water was much closer now, and the ground beneath his feet was becoming rockier, the vegetation sparse. The water was somewhere below him. He stopped again. The shapes and shades in front of him . . . they didn’t make sense. It was as if the land were folding in on itself. Just then, a huge chunk of cloud moved away from the moon, the large, nearly full moon. There was light now, and Rebus saw that he was standing not four feet from a sheer drop of five or six yards, a drop into a dark, twisting river. There was a noise to his right. He turned his head towards it. A figure was staggering forwards, bent over nearly double from exhaustion, its arms swinging loose and almost touching the ground. An ape, he thought at first. He looks just like an ape.
Gregor Jack was panting hoarsely, almost moaning from effort. He wasn’t watching where he was going; all he knew was that he had to keep moving.
‘Gregor.’
The figure wheezed, the head jerking up. It came to a stop. Gregor Jack rose to his full height, arching his head to the sky. He lifted his tired arms and rested his hands on his waist, for all the world like a runner at the end of his race. One hand went instinctively to his hair, tidying it back into place. Then he bent forwards and put his hands on his knees, and the hair flopped forwards again. But his breathing was becoming steadier. Eventually he straightened up again. Rebus saw that he was smiling, showing his perfect teeth. He began shaking his head and chuckling. Rebus had heard the sound before from people who’d lost: lost everything from their freedom to a big bet or a game of five-a-side. They were laughing at circumstance.
Gregor’s laughter collapsed into a cough. He slapped at his chest, then looked at Rebus and smiled again.
Then sprang.
Rebus’s instinct was to dodge, but Jack was moving away from him. And both of them knew precisely where he was headed. As his foot touched the last inch of earth, he leapt out into the air, jumping feet first. A couple of seconds later came the sound of his body hitting the water. Rebus toed his way to the edge of the rock and looked down, but the cloud was closing in again overhead. The moonlight was lost. There was nothing to see.
Making their way back to Deer Lodge, there was no need for Knox’s torch. The flames lit up the surrounding countryside. Glowing ash landed on the trees as they made their way through the woods. Rebus ran his fingers over the back of his head. The skin was stinging. But he got the feeling shock might have set in: the pain wasn’t quite so bad as before. His ankles stung too – thistles, probably. He’d run through what had turned out to be a field full of them. There was no one near the house. Moffat and Steele were waiting by Knox’s car.
‘How good a swimmer is he?’ Rebus asked Steele.
‘Beggar?’ Steele was massaging his untethered arms. ‘Can’t swim a stroke. We all learned at school, but his mum used to give him a note excusing him.’
‘Why?’
Steele shrugged. ‘She was scared he’d catch verrucas. How’s the head, Inspector?’
‘I won’t need a haircut for a while.’
‘What about Jack?’ Moffat asked.
‘He won’t be needing one either.’
They searched for Gregor Jack’s body the following morning. Not that Rebus was there to participate. He was in hospital and feeling dirty and unshaven – except for his head.
‘If you have a problem with baldness,’ one senior doctor told him, ‘you could always wear a toupee till it grows back. Or a hat. Your scalp will be sensitive, too, so try to keep out of the sun.’
‘Sun? What sun?’
But there was sun, during his time off work there was plenty of it. He stayed indoors, stayed underground, reading book after book, emerging for brief forays to the Royal Infirmary to have his dressings changed.
‘I could do that for you,’ Patience had told him.
‘Never mix business and pleasure,’ was Rebus’s enigmatic response. In fact, there was a nurse up at the infirmary who had taken a shine to him, and he to her . . . Ach, it wouldn’t go anywhere; it was just a bit of flirting. He wouldn’t hurt Patience for the world.
Holmes visited, always with a dozen cans of something gassy. ‘Hiya, baldie,’ was the perennial greeting, even when the skinhead had become a suedehead, the suedehead longer still.
‘What’s the news?’ asked Rebus.
Apart from the fact that Gregor Jack’s body had still not been recovered, the big news was that the Farmer was off the booze after having been ‘visited by the Lord’ at some revivalist Baptist meeting.
‘It’s communion wine only from now on,’ said Holmes. ‘Mind you –’ pointing to Rebus’s head, ‘for a while there I thought maybe you were going to go Buddhist on us.’
‘I might yet,’ said Rebus. ‘I might yet.’
The media clung to the Jack story, clung to the idea that he might still be alive. Rebus wondered about that, too. More, he still wondered why Jack had killed Elizabeth. Ronald Steele could shed no light on the problem. Apparently, Jack had spoken hardly a word to him all the time he’d held him captive . . . Well, that was Steele’s story. Whatever had been said, it wasn’t going any further.
All of which left Rebus with scenarios, with guesswork. He played out the scene time after time in his head – Jack arriving at the lay-by, and arguing with Elizabeth. Maybe she’d told him she wanted a divorce. Maybe the argument was over the brothel story. Or maybe there’d been something else. All Steele would say was that when he’d left her, she’d been waiting for her husband.
‘I thought about hanging around and confronting him . . .’
‘But?’
Steele shrugged. ‘Cowardice. It’s not doing something “wrong” that’s the problem, Inspector, it’s getting caught. Wouldn’t you agree?’
‘But if you had stayed . . .?’
Steele nodded. ‘I know. Maybe Liz would have told Gregor to bugger off and have stuck with me instead. Maybe they’d both still be alive.’
If Steele hadn’t fled from the lay-by . . . if Gail Jack hadn’t come north in the first place . . . What then? Rebus was in no doubt: it would have worked out some other way, not necessarily any less painful a way. Fire and ice and skeletons in the closet. He wished he could have met Elizabeth Jack, just once, even though he had the feeling they wouldn’t have got on . . .
There was one more news story. It started as another rumour, but the rumour turned out to be a leak, and the leak was followed by notification: Great London Road was to undergo a programme of repair and refurbishment.
Which means, thought Rebus, I move in with Patience. To all intents, he already had.
‘You don’t have to sell your flat,’ she told him. ‘You could always rent it.’
‘Rent it?’
‘To students. Your street’s half full of them as it is.’ This was true. You saw the migration in the morning, down towards The Meadows carrying their satchels and ring-binders and supermarket carriers; back in the late afternoon (or late night) laden with books and ideas. The notion appealed. If he rented out his flat, he could pay Patience something towards living here with her.
‘You’re on,’ he said.
He was back at work one full day when Great London Road Police Station caught fire. The building was razed to the ground.
The first thing to acknowledge is that the constituency of North and South Esk is the author’s creation. However, you don’t need to be Mungo Park to work out that there must be some correlation between North and South Esk and the real world, Edinburgh being a real place, and ‘south and east of Edinburgh’ being a vaguely definable geographical area.
In fact, North and South Esk bears some resemblance to the Midlothian parliamentary constituency – prior to 1983’s Boundary Commission changes – but also bites a small southernmost chunk out of the present Edinburgh Pentlands constituency and a westerly chunk out of East Lothian constituency.
Gregor Jack, too, is fiction, and bears no resemblance to any MP.
Thanks are due to the following for their inestimable help; Alex Eadie, who was until his retirement the MP for Midlothian; John Home Robertson MP; Professor Busuttil, Regius Professor of Forensic Medicine, University of Edinburgh; Lothian and Borders Police; City of Edinburgh Police; the staff of the Edinburgh Room, Edinburgh Central Library; the staff of the National Library of Scotland; staff and customers of Sandy Bell’s, the Oxford Bar, Mather’s (West End), Clark’s Bar and the Green Tree.
Discussion points for Strip Jack
Ian Rankin calls Strip Jack one of his most Scottish works – what is the evidence for this?
Ian Rankin says that with Strip Jack his ‘long apprenticeship’ as a writer of detective fiction was nearing its end. Is this an overly harsh comment?
‘An Establishment establishment’ is how Rebus describes the brothel. Discuss the implications of this.
How many different types of politics are dealt with in Strip Jack?
How does Ian Rankin subvert a well-known quotation from Jane Austen?
Is Chief Inspector Lauderdale really oblivious to Rebus’s attempts at irony over the Case of the Lifted Literature, or is it more the case that Lauderdale is winding Rebus up? In any event, who comes out on top?
Consider the way in which Ian Rankin weaves together the serious murder case with the trivial-seeming book-theft case.
What does Rebus’s evening with Brian Holmes and Nell say about his own attitudes to socialising?
Bearing in mind Rebus’s sometimes fraught relationship with brother Michael, does he identify with Gregor’s response to his own embarrassingly behaved sibling? How sympathetic is Rebus to Gregor’s desire to distance himself from his past?
Rebus doesn’t seem to have kept in touch with many of his old friends; is this why he finds the bonds and the motivations that govern this group of tightly knit friends to be simultaneously perplexing and fascinating?
There’s more forensic evidence presented in Strip Jack than in previous Rebus books; how does Ian Rankin approach this?
Ian Rankin’s use of Scottish slang is taken to a new level. Does this cause a problem for readers unacquainted with the idiom?
Is it necessity or merely symbolic that Strip Jack ends with a fire that burns down the fictitious Great London Road Police Station?
Contents
Late on in The Black Book, I mention a town in the USA called Bar Harbor. The reference may be fleeting, but it reminds me that a lot of the plotting of my novel was actually done in North America. Nineteen ninety-two for me comprised two momentous events. In February, my son Jack was born. And three months later, almost to the day, the family Rankin headed to the USA for an unforgettable six-month stay, made possible by America’s most famous crime writer, Raymond Chandler.
Flashback: early summer the previous year. A letter arrives at our dusty farmhouse in south-west France. We’d been living there full-time for just over a year – refugees from corporate London – and the place was beginning to take shape. I’d only nearly killed myself half a dozen times, falling off roofs, slicing into my boot with a chainsaw, electrocuting myself while rewiring the mains, and going head-over-heels in a bramble patch with a weed-whacker aiming to strip the skin off my face. But the house now had things like ceilings and a bath and rudimentary heating. The broken windows had been mended and the woodworm treated. We even had a sofa, so no longer had to haul the back seat out of the Citroën and into the living room of an evening.
We deserved a break.
It came – of sorts – in the shape of that letter, telling me I’d won the Chandler-Fulbright Fellowship in Detective Fiction. The reward was a chunk of money (courtesy of Raymond Chandler’s estate), with the stipulation that it be spent during the course of a six-month stay in the United States. This was fine with me. I showed my wife Miranda the letter, and she showed me a little strip of card and asked me if I thought the tip was a blueish sort of colour. I said I thought it was, and she said she thought she was pregnant. And so it came to pass that my short-lived dream of a drug-and-drink-fuelled orgy of classic car-driving across America was replaced with something more wholesome. In May 1992, with Jack three months old (the minimum age at which British Airways would carry him), we set out for Seattle. We had friends there, and they gave us time (and space) to get acclimatised. Eventually, with the purchase of a 1969 VW camper van, we were ready for a drive which would last for the next five months and put another 15,000 miles on the VW’s already well-worn clock.
It was as I drove through the USA (and bits of Canada), that I started thinking of my next Rebus novel. The Black Book was the result. In it, there’s an Elvis-themed restaurant, situated near Edinburgh’s Haymarket Station. I would find the real thing, however, in a New Orleans backstreet. That place was a dive, but I liked the idea of it, and had a lot of fun thinking up menu items such as the Love Me Tenderloin. I also had the opportunity to do a lot of thinking about the series. I was sure in my mind now that it was a series, and there were changes I wanted to make. At the end of the previous Rebus novel, Strip Jack, I had burned down the fictitious police station where my hero had been based since book one. In The Black Book, I moved him to a real-life station on St Leonard’s Street. I also, for the first time, mentioned where he lived – a real street – and took him to the site of the authentic Edinburgh mortuary.
I had also learned lessons in economy. If there was a need for a certain character type in the story, and such a character had been used in one of the previous books, then why not bring them back to life, rather than go to the trouble of inventing some brand-new personality? So it is that people like Matthew Vanderhyde and Jack Morton come back into Rebus’s life. Rebus’s brother Michael reappears, sleeping at Rebus’s flat while Rebus himself has moved in with Dr Patience Aitken. However, I also had room for a new character, a foil for Rebus: Detective Constable Siobhan Clarke. Rebus already had a sidekick of sorts in the shape of Detective Sergeant Brian Holmes, and Siobhan entered the book as just another of Rebus’s colleagues, and someone who might work well beside Holmes. By story’s end, however, and by sheer force of character, she had usurped Holmes. I had found Rebus’s perfect working partner: someone who respected him but could still be infuriated by his reluctance to stick to the rules; someone confident enough in their own abilities to be able to give as good as they got. It was not in Siobhan’s nature to remain ‘just another colleague’; she seemed to have other ideas entirely.
Another, different kind of foil for Rebus had already announced his readiness in a previous book. Morris Gerald Cafferty – Big Ger – was Edinburgh’s premier gangster. Having existed for the length of a cameo in Tooth & Nail, Cafferty was to emerge in The Black Book as a fully formed presence, the epitome of moral and spiritual corruption. He may not enter proceedings until halfway through, but the effect is chilling. What I find most intriguing about Cafferty is the ambiguity he brings with him. He is very like Rebus in some ways, something he can acknowledge but Rebus never will. Both men are ageing fast, finding the changing landscape unsympathetic. They remind me of Cain and Abel, or two sides of the same coin.
Or Jekyll and Hyde.
In previous books, I had made copious use of Robert Louis Stevenson’s dark masterpiece, going so far as to use Hyde’s surname as a pun in the title of my novel Hide & Seek. However, it seems to me now that The Black Book owes a greater debt to another Scots gothic chiller: James Hogg’s Confessions of a Justified Sinner. In that book, an innocent is cajoled and seduced and psychologically cudgelled into committing a murder. Is his tormentor the Devil, or a cruel and devious psychopath? Maybe the malevolent voice is his own, the ravings of a man possessed. The issue is never settled: it’s left to the reader to decide.
I’ll leave readers of The Black Book to decide how closely I follow my predecessor’s course.
One last thing: you need to know that ‘lum’ is a Scottish word for a chimney. It’ll help you get one of my favourite bad puns in the series . . .
April 2005
‘To the wicked, all things are wicked; but to the just, all things are just and right.’
James Hogg, The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner
There were two of them in the van that early morning, lights on to combat the haar which blew in from the North Sea. It was thick and white like smoke. They drove carefully, being under strict instructions.
‘Why does it have to be us?’ said the driver, stifling a yawn. ‘What’s wrong with the other two?’
The passenger was much larger than his companion. Though in his forties, he kept his hair long, cut in the shape of a German military helmet. He kept pulling at the hair on the left side of his head, straightening it out. At the moment, however, he was gripping the sides of his seat. He didn’t like the way the driver screwed shut his eyes for the duration of each too-frequent yawn. The passenger was not a conversationalist, but maybe talk would keep the driver awake.
‘It’s just temporary,’ he said. ‘Besides, it’s not as if it’s a daily chore.’
‘Thank God for that.’ The driver shut his eyes again and yawned. The van glided in towards the grass verge.
‘Do you want me to drive?’ asked the passenger. Then he smiled. ‘You could always kip in the back.’
‘Very funny. That’s another thing, Jimmy, the stink!’
‘Meat always smells after a while.’
‘Got an answer for everything, eh?’
‘Yes.’
‘Are we nearly there?’
‘I thought you knew the way.’
‘On the main roads I do. But with this mist.’
‘If we’re hugging the coast it can’t be far.’ The passenger was also thinking: if we’re hugging the coast, then two wheels past the verge and we’re over a cliff face. It wasn’t just this that made him nervous. They’d never used the east coast before, but there was too much attention on the west coast now. So it was an untried run, and that made him nervous.
‘Here’s a road sign.’ They braked to peer through the haar. ‘Next right.’ The driver jolted forwards again. He signalled and pulled in through a low iron gate which was padlocked open. ‘What if it had been locked?’ he offered.
‘I’ve got cutters in the back.’
‘A bloody answer for everything.’
They drove into a small gravelled car park. Though they could not see them, there were wooden tables and benches to one side, where Sunday families could picnic and do battle with the midges. The spot was popular for its view, an uninterrupted spread of sea and sky. When they opened their doors, they could smell and hear the sea. Gulls were already shrieking overhead.
‘Must be later than we thought if the birds are up.’ They readied themselves for opening the back of the van, then did so. The smell really was foul. Even the stoical passenger wrinkled his nose and tried hard not to breathe.
‘Quicker the better,’ he said in a rush. The body had been placed in two thick plastic fertiliser sacks, one pulled over the feet and one over the head, so that they overlapped in the middle. Tape and string had been used to join them. Inside the bags were also a number of breeze blocks, making for a heavy and awkward load. They carried the grotesque parcel low, brushing the wet grass. Their shoes were squelching by the time they passed the sign warning about the cliff face ahead. Even more difficult was the climb over the fence, though it was rickety enough to start with.
‘Wouldn’t stop a bloody kid,’ the driver commented. He was peching, the saliva like glue in his mouth.
‘Ca’ canny,’ said the passenger. They shuffled forwards two inches at a time, until they could all too clearly make out the edge. There was no more land after that, just a vertical fall to the agitated sea. ‘Right,’ he said. Without ceremony, they heaved the thing out into space, glad immediately to be rid of it. ‘Let’s go.’
‘Man, but that air smells good.’ The driver reached into his pocket for a quarter-bottle of whisky. They were halfway back to the van when they heard a car on the road, and the crunch of tyres on gravel.
‘Aw, hell’s bells.’
The headlights caught them as they reached the van.
‘The fuckin’ polis!’ choked the driver.
‘Keep the heid,’ warned the passenger. His voice was quiet, but his eyes burned ahead of him. They heard a handbrake being engaged, and the car door opened. A uniformed officer appeared. He was carrying a torch. The headlights and engine had been left on. There was no one else in the car.
The passenger knew the score. This wasn’t a set-up. Probably the copper came here towards the end of his night shift. There’d be a flask or a blanket in the car. Coffee or a snooze before signing off for the day.
‘Morning,’ the uniform said. He wasn’t young, and he wasn’t used to trouble. A Saturday night punch-up maybe, or disputes between neighbouring farmers. It had been another long boring night for him, another night nearer his pension.
‘Morning,’ the passenger said. He knew they could bluff this one, if the driver stayed calm. But then he thought, I’m the conspicuous one.
‘A right pea-souper, eh?’ said the policeman.
The passenger nodded.
‘That’s why we stopped,’ explained the driver. ‘Thought we’d wait it out.’
‘Very sensible.’
The driver watched as the passenger turned to the van and started inspecting its rear driver-side tyre, giving it a kick. He then walked to the rear passenger-side and did the same, before getting down on his knees to peer beneath the vehicle. The policeman watched the performance too.
‘Got a bit of trouble?’
‘Not really,’ the driver said nervously. ‘But it’s best to be safe.’
‘I see you’ve come a ways.’
The driver nodded. ‘Off up to Dundee.’
The policeman frowned. ‘From Edinburgh? Why didn’t you just stick to the motorway or the A914?’
The driver thought quickly. ‘We’ve a drop-off in Tayport first.’
‘Even so,’ the policeman started. The driver watched as the passenger rose from his inspection, now sited behind the policeman. He was holding a rock in his hand. The driver kept his eyes glued to the policeman’s as the rock rose, then fell. The monologue finished mid-sentence as the body slumped to the ground.
‘That’s just beautiful.’
‘What else could we do?’ The passenger was already making for his door. ‘Come on, vamoose!’
‘Aye,’ said the driver, ‘another minute and he’d have spotted your . . . er . . .’
The passenger glowered at him. ‘What you mean is, another minute and he’d’ve smelt the booze on your breath.’ He didn’t stop glowering until the driver shrugged his agreement.
They turned the van and drove out of the car park. The gulls were still noisy in the distance. The police car’s engine was turning over. The headlights picked out the prone unconscious figure. But the torch had broken in the fall.
It all happened because John Rebus was in his favourite massage parlour reading the Bible.
It all happened because a man walked in through the door in the mistaken belief that any massage parlour sited so close to a brewery and half a dozen good pubs had to be catering to Friday night pay packets and anytime drunks; and therefore had to be bent as a paperclip.
But the Organ Grinder, God-fearing tenant of the setup, ran a clean shop, a place where tired muscles were beaten mellow. Rebus was tired: tired of arguments with Patience Aitken, tired of the fact that his brother had turned up seeking shelter in a flat filled to the gunwales with students, and most of all tired of his job.
It had been that kind of week.
On the Monday evening, he’d had a call from his Arden Street flat. The students he’d rented to had Patience’s number and knew they could reach him there, but this was the first time they’d ever had reason. The reason was Michael Rebus.
‘Hello, John.’
Rebus recognised the voice at once. ‘Mickey?’
‘How are you, John?’
‘Christ, Mickey. Where are you? No, scratch that, I know where you are. I mean –’ Michael was laughing softly. ‘It’s just I heard you’d gone south.’
‘Didn’t work out.’ His voice dropped. ‘Thing is, John, can we talk? I’ve been dreading this, but I really need to talk to you.’
‘Okay.’
‘Shall I come round there?’
Rebus thought quickly. Patience was picking up her two nieces from Waverley Station, but all the same . . . ‘No, stay where you are. I’ll come over. The students are a good lot, maybe they’ll fix you a cup of tea or a joint while you’re waiting.’
There was silence on the line, then Michael’s voice: ‘I could have done without that.’ The line went dead.
Michael Rebus had served three years of a five-year sentence for drug dealing. During that time, John Rebus had visited his brother fewer than half a dozen times. He’d felt relief more than anything when, upon release, Michael had taken a bus to London. That was two years ago, and the brothers had not exchanged a word since. But now Michael was back, bringing with him bad memories of a period in John Rebus’s life he’d rather not remember.
The Arden Street flat was suspiciously tidy when he arrived. Only two of the student tenants were around, the couple who slept in what had been Rebus’s bedroom. He talked to them in the hallway. They were just going out to the pub, but handed over to him another letter from the Inland Revenue. Really, Rebus would have liked them to stay. When they left, there was silence in the flat. Rebus knew that Michael would be in the living room and he was, crouched in front of the stereo and flipping through stacks of records.
‘Look at this lot,’ Michael said, his back still to Rebus. ‘The Beatles and the Stones, same stuff you used to listen to. Remember how you drove dad daft? What was that record player again . . .?’
‘A Dansette.’
‘That’s it. Dad got it saving cigarette coupons.’ Michael stood up and turned towards his brother. ‘Hello, John.’
‘Hello, Michael.’
They didn’t hug or shake hands. They just sat down, Rebus on the chair, Michael on the sofa.
‘This place has changed,’ Michael said.
‘I had to buy a few sticks of furniture before I could rent it out.’ Already Rebus had noticed a few things – cigarette burns on the carpet, posters (against his explicit instructions) sellotaped to the wallpaper. He opened the taxman’s letter.
‘You should have seen them leap into action when I told them you were coming round. Hoovering and washing dishes. Who says students are lazy?’
‘They’re okay.’
‘So when did this all happen?’
‘A few months ago.’
‘They told me you’re living with a doctor.’
‘Her name’s Patience.’
Michael nodded. He looked pale and ill. Rebus tried not to be interested, but he was. The letter from the tax office hinted strongly that they knew he was renting his flat, and didn’t he want to declare the income? The back of his head was tingling. It did that when he was fractious, ever since it had been burned in the fire. The doctors said there was nothing he or they could do about it.
Except, of course, not get fractious.
He stuffed the letter into his pocket. ‘What do you want, Mickey?’
‘Bottom line, John, I need a place to stay. Just for a week or two, till I can get on my feet.’ Rebus stared stonily at the posters on the walls as Michael ran on. He wanted to find work . . . money was tight . . . he’d take any job . . . he just needed a chance.
‘That’s all, John, just one chance.’
Rebus was thinking. Patience had room in her flat, of course. There was space enough there even with the nieces staying. But no way was Rebus going to take his brother back to Oxford Terrace. Things weren’t going that well as it was. His late hours and her late hours, his exhaustion and hers, his job involvement and hers. Rebus couldn’t see Michael improving things. He thought: I am not my brother’s keeper. But all the same.
‘We might squeeze you into the box room. I’d have to talk to the students about it.’ He couldn’t see them saying no, but it seemed polite to ask. How could they say no? He was their landlord and flats were hard to find. Especially good flats, especially in Marchmont.
‘That would be great.’ Michael sounded relieved. He got up from the sofa and walked over to the door of the box room. This was a large ventilated cupboard off the living room. Just big enough for a single bed and a chest of drawers, if you took all the boxes and the rubbish out of it.
‘We could probably store all that stuff in the cellar,’ said Rebus, standing just behind his brother.
‘John,’ said Michael, ‘the way I feel, I’d be happy enough sleeping in the cellar myself.’ And when he turned towards his brother, there were tears in Michael Rebus’s eyes.
On Wednesday, Rebus began to realise that his world was a black comedy.
Michael had been moved into the Arden Street flat without any fuss. Rebus had informed Patience of his brother’s return, but had said little more than that. She was spending a lot of time with her sister’s girls anyway. She’d taken a few days off work to show them Edinburgh. It looked like hard going. Susan at fifteen wanted to do all the things which Jenny, aged eight, didn’t or couldn’t. Rebus felt almost totally excluded from this female triumvirate, though he would sneak into Jenny’s room at night just to re-live the magic and innocence of a child asleep. He also spent time trying to avoid Susan, who seemed only too aware of the differences between women and men.
He was kept busy at work, which meant he didn’t think about Michael more than a few dozen times each day. Ah, work, now there was a thing. When Great London Road police station had burnt down, Rebus had been moved to St Leonard’s, which was Central District’s divisional HQ.
With him had come Detective Sergeant Brian Holmes and, to both their dismays, Chief Superintendent ‘Farmer’ Watson and Chief Inspector ‘Fart’ Lauderdale. There had been compensations – newer offices and furniture, better amenities and equipment – but not enough. Rebus was still trying to come to terms with his new workplace. Everything was so tidy, he could never find anything, as a result of which he was always keen to get out of the office and onto the street.
Which was why he ended up at a butcher’s shop on South Clerk Street, staring down at a stabbed man.
The man had already been tended to by a local doctor, who’d been standing in line waiting for some pork chops and gammon steaks when the man staggered into the shop. The wound had been dressed initially with a clean butcher’s apron, and now everyone was waiting for a stretcher to be unloaded from the ambulance outside.
A constable was filling Rebus in.
‘I was only just up the road, so he couldn’t have been here more than five minutes when somebody told me, and I came straight here. That’s when I radioed in.’
Rebus had picked up the constable’s radio message in his car, and had decided to stop by. He kind of wished he hadn’t. There was blood smeared across the floor, colouring the sawdust which lay there. Why some butchers still scattered sawdust on their floors he couldn’t say. There was also a palm-shaped daub of blood on the white-tiled wall, and another less conclusive splash of the stuff below this.
The wounded man had also left a trail of gleaming drips outside, all the way along and halfway up Lutton Place (insultingly close to St Leonard’s), where they suddenly stopped kerbside.
The man’s name was Rory Kintoul, and he had been stabbed in the abdomen. This much they knew. They didn’t know much more, because Rory Kintoul was refusing to speak about the incident. This was not an attitude shared by those who had been in the butcher’s at the time. They were outside now, passing on news of the excitement to the crowd who had stopped to gawp through the shop window. It reminded Rebus of Saturday afternoon in the St James Centre, when pockets of men would gather outside the TV rental shops, hoping to catch the football scores.
Rebus crouched over Kintoul, just a little intimidatingly.
‘And where do you live, Mr Kintoul?’
But the man was not about to answer. A voice came from the other side of the glass display case.
‘Duncton Terrace.’ The speaker was wearing a bloodied butcher’s apron and cleaning a heavy knife on a towel. ‘That’s in Dalkeith.’
Rebus looked at the butcher. ‘And you are . . .?’
‘Jim Bone. This is my shop.’
‘And you know Mr Kintoul?’
Kintoul had turned his head awkwardly, seeking the butcher’s face, as if trying to influence his answer. But, slouched as he was against the display case, he would have required demonic possession to effect such a move.
‘I ought to,’ said the butcher. ‘He’s my cousin.’
Rebus was about to say something, but at that moment the stretcher was trolleyed in by two ambulancemen, one of whom almost skited on the slippery floor. It was as they positioned the stretcher in front of Kintoul that Rebus saw something which would stay with him. There were two signs in the display cabinet, one pinned into a side of corned beef, the other into a slab of red sirloin.
Cold Cuts, one said. The other stated simply, Fleshing. A large fresh patch of blood was left on the floor as they lifted the butcher’s cousin. Cold Cuts and Fleshing. Rebus shivered and made for the door.
On the Friday after work, Rebus decided on a massage. He had promised Patience he’d be in by eight, and it was only six now. Besides, a brutal pummelling always seemed to set him up for the weekend.
But first he wandered into the Broadsword for a pint of the local brew. They didn’t come more local than Gibson’s Dark, a heavy beer made only six hundred yards away at the Gibson Brewery. A brewery, a pub and a massage parlour: Rebus reckoned if you threw in a good Indian restaurant and a corner shop open till midnight he could live happily here for ever and a day.
Not that he didn’t like living with Patience in her Oxford Terrace garden flat. It represented the other side of the tracks, so to speak. Certainly, it seemed a world away from this disreputable corner of Edinburgh, one of many such corners. Rebus wondered why he was so drawn to them.
The air outside was filled with the yeasty smell of beer-making, vying with the even stronger aromas from the city’s other much larger breweries. The Broadsword was a popular watering hole, and like most of Edinburgh’s popular pubs, it boasted a mixed clientele: students and low lifes with the occasional businessman. The bar had few pretensions; all it had in its favour were good beer and a good cellar. The weekend had already started, and Rebus was squeezed in at the bar, next to a man whose immense alsatian dog was sleeping on the floor behind the barstools. It took up the standing room of at least two adult men, but nobody was asking it to shift. Further along the bar, someone was drinking with one hand and keeping another proprietorial hand on a coatstand which Rebus assumed they’d just bought at one of the nearby secondhand shops. Everyone at the bar was drinking the same dark brew.
Though there were half a dozen pubs within a five-minute walk of here, only the Broadsword stocked draught Gibson’s, the other pubs being tied to one or other of the big breweries. Rebus started to wonder, as the beer slipped down, what effect it would have on his metabolism once the Organ Grinder got to work. He decided against a refill, and instead made for O-Gee’s, which was what the Organ Grinder had called his shop. Rebus liked the name; it made the same sound customers made once the Grinder himself got to work – ‘Oh Jeez!’ But they were always careful not to say anything out loud. The Organ Grinder didn’t like to hear blasphemy on the massage table. It upset him, and nobody wanted to be in the hands of an upset Organ Grinder. Nobody wanted to be his monkey.
So, there he was sitting with the Bible in his lap, waiting for his six-thirty appointment. The Bible was the only reading matter on the premises, courtesy of the Organ Grinder himself. Rebus had read it before, but didn’t mind reading it again.
Then the front door burst open.
‘Where’s the girls, eh?’ This new client was not only misinformed, but also considerably drunk. There was no way the Grinder would handle drunks.
‘Wrong place, pal.’ Rebus was about to make mention of a couple of nearby parlours which would be certain to offer the necessary Thai assisted sauna and rub-down, but the man stopped him with a thick pointed finger.
‘John bloody Rebus, you son of a shite-breeks!’
Rebus frowned, trying to place the face. His mind flipped through two decades of mug shots. The man saw Rebus’s confusion, and spread his hands wide. ‘Deek Torrance, you don’t remember?’
Rebus shook his head. Torrance was walking determinedly forward. Rebus clenched his fists, ready for anything.
‘We went through parachute training together,’ said Torrance. ‘Christ, you must remember!’
And suddenly Rebus did remember. He remembered everything, the whole black comedy of his past.
They drank in the Broadsword, swopping stories. Deek hadn’t lasted in the Parachute Regiment. After a year he’d had enough, and not too long after that he’d bought his way out of the Army altogether.
‘Too restless, John, that was my problem. What was yours?’
Rebus shook his head and drank some more beer. ‘My problem, Deek? You couldn’t put a name to it.’ But a name had been put to it, first by Mickey’s sudden appearance, and now by Deek Torrance. Ghosts, both of them, but Rebus didn’t want to be their Scrooge. He bought another round.
‘You always said you were going to try for the SAS,’ Torrance said.
Rebus shrugged. ‘It didn’t work out.’
The bar was busier than ever, and at one point Torrance was jostled by a young man trying to manoeuvre a double bass through the mêlée.
‘Could you no’ leave that outside?’
‘Not around here.’
Torrance turned back to Rebus. ‘Did you see thon?’
Rebus merely smiled. He felt good after the massage. ‘No one brings anything small into a bar around here.’ He watched Deek Torrance grunt. Yes, he remembered him now, all right. He’d gotten fatter and balder, his face was roughened and much fleshier than it had been. He didn’t even sound the same, not exactly. But there was that one characteristic: the Torrance grunt. A man of few words, Deek Torrance had been. Not now, though, now he had plenty to say.
‘So what do you do, Deek?’
Torrance grinned. ‘Seeing you’re a copper I better not say.’ Rebus bided his time. Torrance was drunk to the point of slavering. Sure enough, he couldn’t resist. ‘I’m in buying and selling, mostly selling.’
‘And what do you sell?’
Torrance leaned closer. ‘Am I talking to the polis or an old pal?’
‘A pal,’ said Rebus. ‘Strictly off-duty. So what do you sell?’
Torrance grunted. ‘Anything you like, John. I’m sort of like Jenners department store . . . only I can get things they can’t.’
‘Such as?’ Rebus was looking at the clock above the bar. It couldn’t be that late, surely. They always ran the clock ten minutes fast here, but even so.
‘Anything at all,’ said Torrance. ‘Anything from a shag to a shooter. You name it.’
‘How about a watch?’ Rebus started winding his own. ‘Mine only seems to go for a couple of hours at a stretch.’
Torrance looked at it. ‘Longines,’ he said, pronouncing the word correctly, ‘you don’t want to chuck that. Get it cleaned, it’ll be fine. Mind you, I could probably part-ex it against a Rolex . . .?’
‘So you sell dodgy watches.’
‘Did I say that? I don’t recall saying that. Anything, John. Whatever the client wants, I’ll fetch it for him.’ Torrance winked.
‘Listen, what time do you make it?’
Torrance shrugged and pulled up the sleeve of his jacket. He wasn’t wearing a watch. Rebus was thinking. He’d kept his appointment with the Grinder, Deek happy to wait for him in the anteroom. And afterwards they’d still had time for a pint or two before he had to make his way home. They’d had two . . . no, three drinks so far. Maybe he was running a bit late. He caught the barman’s attention and tapped at his wrist.
‘Twenty past eight,’ called the barman.
‘I’d better phone Patience,’ said Rebus.
But someone was using the public phone to cement some romance. What’s more, they’d dragged the receiver into the ladies’ toilet so that they could hear above the noise from the bar. The telephone cord was stretched taut, ready to garotte anyone trying to use the toilets. Rebus bided his time, then began staring at the wall-mounted telephone cradle. What the hell. He pushed his finger down on the cradle, released it, then moved back into the throng of drinkers. A young man appeared from inside the ladies’ toilet and slammed the receiver hard back into its cradle. He checked for change in his pocket, had none, and started to make for the bar.
Rebus moved in on the phone. He picked it up, but could hear no tone. He tried again, then tried dialling. Nothing. Something had obviously come loose when the man had slammed the receiver home. Shite on a stick. It was nearly half past eight now, and it would take fifteen minutes to drive back to Oxford Terrace. He was going to pay dearly for this.
‘You look like you could use a drink,’ said Deek Torrance when Rebus joined him at the bar.
‘Know what, Deek?’ said Rebus. ‘My life’s a black comedy.’
‘Oh well, better than a tragedy, eh?’
Rebus was beginning to wonder what the difference was.
He got back to the flat at twenty past nine. Probably Patience had cooked a meal for the four of them. Probably she’d waited fifteen minutes or so before eating. She’d have kept his meal warm for another fifteen minutes, then dumped it. If it was fish, the cat would have eaten it. Otherwise its destination would be the compost heap in the garden. This had happened before, too many times, really. Yet it kept on happening, and Rebus wasn’t sure the excuses of an old friend or a broken watch would work any kind of spell.
The steps down to the garden flat were worn and slippery. Rebus took them carefully, and so was slow to notice the large sports holdall which, illuminated by the orange street-lamp, was sitting on the rattan mat outside the front door of the flat. It was his bag. He unzipped it and looked in. On top of some clothes and a pair of shoes there was a note. He read it through twice.
Don’t bother trying the door, I’ve bolted it. I’ve also disconnected the doorbell, and the phone is off the hook for the weekend. I’ll leave another load of your stuff on the front step Monday morning.
The note needed no signature. Rebus whistled a long breathy note, then tried his key in the lock. It didn’t budge. He pressed the doorbell. No sound. As a last resort, he crouched down and peered in through the letterbox. The hall was in darkness, no sign of light from any of the rooms.
‘Something came up,’ he called. No response. ‘I tried phoning, I couldn’t get through.’ Still nothing. He waited a few more moments, half-expecting Jenny at least to break the silence. Or Susan, she was a right stirrer of trouble. And a heartbreaker too, by the look of her. ‘Bye, Patience,’ he called. ‘Bye, Susan. Bye, Jenny.’ Still silence. ‘I’m sorry.’
He truly was.
‘Just one of those weeks,’ he said to himself, picking up the bag.
On Sunday morning, in weak sunshine and a snell wind, Andrew McPhail sneaked back into Edinburgh. He’d been away a long time, and the city had changed. Everywhere and everything had changed. He was still jetlagged from several days ago, and poorer than he should have been due to London’s inflated prices. He walked from the bus station to the Broughton area of town, just off Leith Walk. It wasn’t a long walk, but every step seemed heavy, though his bags were light. He’d slept badly on the bus, but that was nothing new: he couldn’t remember when he’d last had a good night’s sleep, sleep without dreams.
The sun looked as though it might disappear at any minute. Thick clouds were pushing in over Leith. McPhail tried to walk faster. He had an address in his pocket, the address of a boarding house. He’d phoned last night, and his landlady was expecting him. She sounded nice on the phone, but it was difficult to tell. He wouldn’t mind, no matter what she was like, so long as she kept quiet. He knew that his leaving Canada had been in the Canadian newspapers, and even in some of the American ones, and he supposed that journalists here would be after him for a story. He’d been surprised at slipping so quietly into Heathrow. No one seemed to know who he was, and that was good.
He wanted nothing but a quiet life, though perhaps not as quiet as a few of the past years.
He’d phoned his sister from London and asked her to check directory enquiries for a Mrs MacKenzie in the Bellevue area. (Directory enquiries in London hadn’t gone out of their way to help.) Melanie and her mother had lodged with Mrs MacKenzie when he’d first met them, before they moved in together. Alexis was a single parent, a DSS case. Mrs MacKenzie had been a more sympathetic landlady than most. Not that he’d ever visited Melanie and her mum there – Mrs MacKenzie wouldn’t have liked it.
She didn’t take lodgers much these days, but she was a good Christian and McPhail was persuasive.
He stood outside the house. It was a plain two-storey construction finished off in grey pebbledash and ugly double glazing. It looked just the same as the houses either side of it. Mrs MacKenzie answered the door as though she’d been ready for him for some time. She fussed about in the living room and kitchen, then led him upstairs to show him the bathroom, and then finally his own bedroom. It was no larger than a prison cell, but had been nicely decorated (sometime in the mid-1960s, he’d guess). It was fine, he’d no complaints.
‘It’s lovely,’ he told Mrs MacKenzie, who shrugged her shoulders as if to say, of course it is.
‘There’s tea in the pot,’ she said. ‘I’ll just go make us a cuppy.’ Then she remembered something. ‘No cooking in the room, mind.’
Andrew McPhail shook his head. ‘I don’t cook,’ he said. She thought of something else and crossed to the window, where the net curtains were still closed.
‘Here, I’ll open these. You can open a window too, if you want some fresh air.’
‘Fresh air would be nice,’ he agreed. They both looked out of the window down onto the street.
‘It’s quiet,’ she said. ‘Not too much traffic. Of course, there’s always a wee bit of noise during the day.’
McPhail could see what she was referring to: there was an old school building across the road with a black iron fence in front of it. It wasn’t a large school, probably primary. McPhail’s window looked down onto the school gates, just to the right of the main building. Directly behind the gates was the deserted playground.
‘I’ll get that tea,’ said Mrs MacKenzie. When she’d gone, McPhail placed his cases on the springy single bed. Beside the bed was a small writing desk and chair. He lifted the chair and placed it in front of the window, then sat down. He moved a small glass clown further along the sill so that he could rest his chin where it had been. Nothing obscured his view. He sat there in a dream, looking at the playground, until Mrs MacKenzie called to him that the tea was in the living room. ‘And a Madeira cake, too.’ Andrew McPhail got up with a sigh. He didn’t really want the tea now, but he supposed he could always bring it up to his room and leave it untouched till later. He felt tired, bone tired, but he was home and something told him that tonight he would sleep the sleep of the dead.
‘Coming, Mrs MacKenzie,’ he called, tearing his gaze away from the school.
On Monday morning word went around St Leonard’s police station that Inspector John Rebus was in an impressively worse mood than usual. Some found this hard to believe, and were almost willing to get close enough to Rebus to find out for themselves . . . almost.
Others had no choice.
DS Brian Holmes and DC Siobhan Clarke, seated with Rebus in their sectioned-off chunk of the CID room, had the look of people who were resting their backsides on soft-boiled eggs.
‘So,’ Rebus was saying, ‘what about Rory Kintoul?’
‘He’s out of hospital, sir,’ said Siobhan Clarke.
Rebus nodded impatiently. He was waiting for her to put a foot wrong. It wasn’t because she was English, or a graduate, or had wealthy parents who’d bought her a flat in the New Town. It wasn’t because she was a she. It was just Rebus’s way of dealing with young officers.
‘And he’s still not talking,’ said Holmes. ‘He won’t say what happened, and he’s certainly not pressing any charges.’
Brian Holmes looked tired. Rebus noticed this from the corner of his eye. He didn’t want to make eye-contact with Holmes, didn’t want Holmes to realise that they now had something in common.
Both had been kicked out by their girlfriends.
It had happened to Holmes just over a month ago. As Holmes revealed later, once he’d moved in with an aunt in Barnton, it was all to do with children. He hadn’t realised how strongly Nell wanted a baby, and had started to joke about it. Then one day, she’d blown up – an awesome sight – and kicked him out, watched by most of the female neighbours in their mining village south of Edinburgh. Apparently the women neighbours had applauded as Holmes scurried off.
Now, he was working harder than ever. (This also had been a cause of strife between the couple: her hours were fairly regular, his anything but.) He reminded Rebus of a frayed and faded pair of work denims, not far from the end of their life.
‘What are you saying?’ Rebus asked.
‘I’m saying I think we should drop it, sir, with all respect.’
‘“With all respect”, Brian? That’s what people say when they mean “you fucking idiot”.’ Rebus still wasn’t looking at Holmes, but he could feel the young man blushing. Clarke was looking down at her lap.
‘Listen,’ said Rebus, ‘this guy, he staggers a couple of hundred yards with a two-inch gash in his gut. Why?’ No answer was forthcoming. ‘Why,’ Rebus persisted, ‘does he walk past a dozen shops, only stopping at his cousin’s?’
‘Maybe he was making for a doctor’s, but had to stop,’ Clarke suggested.
‘Maybe,’ said Rebus dismissively. ‘Funny that he can make it into his cousin’s shop, though.’
‘You think it’s something to do with the cousin, sir?’
‘Let me ask the both of you something else.’ Rebus stood up and took a few paces, then retraced his steps, catching Holmes and Clarke exchanging a glance. It set Rebus wondering. At first, there had been sparks between them, sparks of antagonism. But now they were working well together. He just hoped the relationship didn’t go further than that. ‘Let me ask you this,’ he said. ‘What do we know about the victim?’
‘Not much,’ said Holmes.
‘He lives in Dalkeith,’ Clarke offered. ‘Works as a lab technician in the Infirmary. Married, one son.’ She shrugged.
‘That’s it?’ asked Rebus.
‘That’s it, sir.’
‘Exactly,’ said Rebus. ‘He’s nobody, a nothing. Not one person we’ve talked to has had a bad word to say about him. So tell me this: how did he end up getting stabbed? And in the middle of a Wednesday morning? If it had been a mugger, surely he’d tell us about it. As it is, he’s clammed up as tight as an Aberdonian’s purse at a church collection. He’s got something to hide. Christ knows what, but it involves a car.’
‘How do you work that out, sir?’
‘The blood starts at the kerb, Holmes. Looks to me like he got out of a car and at that point he was already wounded.’
‘He drives, sir, but doesn’t own a car at present.’
‘Smart girl, Clarke.’ She prickled at ‘girl’, but Rebus was talking again. ‘And he’d taken a half day off work without telling his wife.’ He sat down again. ‘Why, why, why? I want the two of you to have another go at him. Tell him we’re not happy with his lack of a story. If he can’t think of one, we’ll pester him till he does. Let him know we mean business.’ Rebus paused. ‘And after that, do a check on the butcher.’
‘Chop chop, sir,’ commented Holmes. He was saved by the phone ringing. Rebus picked up the receiver. Maybe it would be Patience.
‘DI Rebus.’
‘John, can you come to my office?’
It wasn’t Patience, it was the Chief Super. ‘Two minutes, sir,’ said Rebus, putting down the phone. Then, to Holmes and Clarke: ‘Get onto it.’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘You think I’m making too much of this, Brian?’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘Well, maybe I am. But I don’t like a mystery, no matter how small. So bugger off and satisfy my curiosity.’
As they rose, Holmes nodded towards the large suitcase which Rebus had placed behind his desk, supposedly out of view. ‘Something I should know about?’
‘Yes,’ said Rebus. ‘It’s where I keep all my graft payments. Yours still probably fit in your back pooch.’ Holmes didn’t look like budging, though Clarke had already retreated to her own desk. Rebus expelled air and lowered his voice. ‘I’ve just joined the ranks of the dispossessed.’ Holmes’ face became animated. ‘Not a bloody word, mind. This is between you and me.’
‘Understood.’ Holmes thought of something. ‘You know, most evenings I eat at the Heartbreak Cafe . . .’
‘I’ll know where to find you then, if I ever need to hear any early Elvis.’
Holmes nodded. ‘And Vegas Elvis too. All I mean is, if there’s anything I can do . . .’
‘You could start by disguising yourself as me and trotting along to see Farmer Watson.’
But Holmes was shaking his head. ‘I meant anything within reason.’
Within reason. Rebus wondered if it was within reason to be asking the students to put up with him sleeping on the sofa while his brother slept in the box room. Maybe he should offer to lower the rent. When he’d arrived at the flat unannounced on Friday night, three of the students and Michael had been sitting cross-legged on the floor rolling joints and listening to mid-period Rolling Stones. Rebus stared in horror at the cigarette papers in Michael’s hand.
‘For fuck’s sake, Mickey!’ So at last Michael Rebus had elicited a reaction from his big brother. The students at least had the grace to look like the criminals they were. ‘You’re lucky,’ Rebus told them all, ‘that at this exact second I don’t give a shit.’
‘Go on, John,’ said Michael, offering a half-smoked cigarette. ‘It can’t do any harm.’
‘That’s what I mean.’ Rebus drew a bottle of whisky out of the carrier-bag he was holding. ‘But this can.’
He had proceeded to spend the final hours of the evening sprawled across the sofa supping whisky and singing along to any old record that was put on the turntable. He’d spent much of the weekend in the same spot, too. The students hadn’t seemed to mind, though he’d made them put away the drugs for the duration. They cleaned the flat around him, with Michael pitching in, and everyone trooped out to the pub on Saturday night leaving Rebus with the TV and some cans of beer. It didn’t look as though Michael had told the students about his prison record; Rebus hoped he’d keep it that way. Michael had offered to move out, or at least give his brother the box room, but Rebus refused. He wasn’t sure why.
On Sunday he went to Oxford Terrace, but there didn’t seem to be anyone home, and his key still wouldn’t open the door. So either the lock had been changed or Patience was hiding in there somewhere, going through her own version of cold turkey with the kids for company.
Now he stood outside Farmer Watson’s door and looked down at himself. Sure enough, when he’d gone to Oxford Terrace this morning Patience had left a suitcase of stuff for him outside the door. No note, just the case. He’d changed into the clean suit in the police station toilets. It was a bit crumpled but no more so than anything he usually wore. He hadn’t a tie to match, though: Patience had included two horrible brown ties (were they really his?) along with the dark blue suit. Brown ties don’t make it. He knocked once on the door before opening it.
‘Come in, John, come in.’ It seemed to Rebus that the Farmer too was having trouble making St Leonard’s fit his ways. The place just didn’t feel right. ‘Take a seat.’ Rebus looked around for a chair. There was one beside the wall, loaded high with files. He lifted these off and tried to find space for them on the floor. If anything, the Chief Super had less space in his office than Rebus himself. ‘Still waiting for those bloody filing cabinets,’ he admitted. Rebus swung the chair over to the desk and sat down.
‘What’s up, sir?’
‘How are things?’
‘Things?’
‘Yes.’
‘Things are fine, sir.’ Rebus wondered if the Farmer knew about Patience. Surely not.
‘DC Clarke getting on all right, is she?’
‘I’ve no complaints.’
‘Good. We’ve got a bit of a job coming up, joint operation with Trading Standards.’
‘Oh?’
‘Chief Inspector Lauderdale will fill in the details, but I wanted to sound you out first, check how things are going.’
‘What sort of joint operation?’
‘Money lending,’ said Watson. ‘I forgot to ask, do you want coffee?’ Rebus shook his head and watched as Watson bent over in his chair. There being so little space in the room, he’d taken to keeping his coffee-maker on the floor behind his desk, where twice so far to Rebus’s knowledge he’d spilt it all across the new beige carpet. When Watson sat up again, he held in his meaty fist a cup of the devil’s own drink. The Chief Super’s coffee was a minor legend in Edinburgh.
‘Money lending with some protection on the side,’ Watson corrected. ‘But mostly money lending.’
The same old sad story, in other words. People who wouldn’t stand a chance in any bank, and with nothing worth pawning, could still borrow money, no matter how bad a risk. The problem was, of course, that the interest ran into the hundreds per cent and arrears could soon mount, bringing more prohibitive interest. It was the most vicious circle of all, vicious because at the end of it all lay intimidation, beatings and worse.
Suddenly, Rebus knew why the Chief Super had wanted this little chat. ‘It’s not Big Ger, is it?’ he asked.
Watson nodded. ‘In a way,’ he said.
Rebus sprang to his feet. ‘This’ll be the fourth time in as many years! He always gets off. You know that, I know that!’ Normally, he would have recited this on the move, but there was no floorspace worth the name, so he just stood there like a Sunday ranter at the foot of The Mound. ‘It’s a waste of time trying to pin him on money lending. I thought we’d been through all this a dozen times and decided it was useless going after him without trying another tack.’
‘I know, John, I know, but the Trading Standards people are worried. The problem seems bigger than they thought.’
‘Bloody Trading Standards.’
‘Now, John . . .’
‘But,’ Rebus paused, ‘with respect, sir, it’s a complete waste of time and manpower. There’ll be a surveillance, we’ll take a few photos, we’ll arrest a couple of the poor saps who act as runners, and nobody’ll testify. If the Procurator Fiscal wants Big Ger nailed, then they should give us the resources so we can mount a decent size of operation.’
The problem, of course, was that nobody wanted to nail Morris Gerald Cafferty (known to all as Big Ger) as badly as John Rebus did. He wanted a full scale crucifixion. He wanted to be holding the spear, giving one last poke just to make sure the bastard really was dead. Cafferty was scum, but clever scum. There were always flunkies around to go to jail on his behalf. Because Rebus had failed so often to put the man away, he would rather not think of him at all. Now the Farmer was telling him that there was to be an ‘operation’. That would mean long days and nights of surveillance, a lot of paperwork, and the arrests of a few pimply apprentice hardmen at the end of it all.
‘John,’ said Watson, summoning his powers of character analysis, ‘I know how you feel. But let’s give it one more shot, eh?’
‘I know the kind of shot I’d take at Cafferty given half a chance.’ Rebus turned his fist into a gun and mimed the recoil.
Watson smiled. ‘Then it’s lucky we won’t be issuing firearms, isn’t it?’
After a moment, Rebus smiled too. He sat down again. ‘Go on then, sir,’ he said, ‘I’m listening.’
At eleven o’clock that evening, Rebus was watching TV in the flat. As usual, there was no one else about. They were either still studying in the University library, or else down at the pub. Since Michael wasn’t around either, the pub seemed an odds-on bet. He knew the students were wary, expecting him to kick at least one of them out so he could claim a bedroom. They moved around the flat like eviction notices.
He’d phoned Patience three times, getting the answering machine on each occasion and telling it that he knew she was there and why didn’t she pick up the phone?
As a result, the phone was on the floor beside the sofa, and when it rang he dangled an arm, picked up the receiver, and held it to his ear.
‘Hello?’
‘John?’
Rebus sat up fast. ‘Patience, thank Christ you –’
‘Listen, this is important.’
‘I know it is. I know I was stupid, but you’ve got to believe –’
‘Just listen, will you!’ Rebus shut up and listened. He would do whatever she told him, no question. ‘They thought you’d be here, so someone from the station just phoned. It’s Brian Holmes.’
‘What did he want?’
‘No, they were phoning about him.’
‘What about him?’
‘He’s been in some sort of . . . I don’t know. Anyway, he’s hurt.’
Still holding the receiver, Rebus stood up, hauling the whole apparatus off the floor with him. ‘Where is he?’
‘Somewhere in Haymarket, some bar . . .’
‘The Heartbreak Cafe?’
‘That’s it. And listen, John?’
‘Yes?’
‘We will talk. But not yet. Just give me time.’
‘Whatever you say, Patience. Bye.’ John Rebus dropped the phone from his hand and grabbed his jacket.
Rebus was parking outside the Heartbreak Cafe barely seven minutes later. That was the beauty of Edinburgh when you could avoid traffic lights. The Heartbreak Cafe had been opened just over a year before by a chef who also happened to be an Elvis Presley fan. He had used some of his extensive memorabilia to decorate the interior, and his cooking skills to come up with a menu which was almost worth a visit even if, like Rebus, you’d never liked Elvis. Holmes had raved about the place since its opening, drooling for hours over the dessert called Blue Suede Choux. The Cafe operated as a bar too, with garish cocktails and 1950s music, plus bottled American beers whose prices would have caused convulsions in the Broadsword pub. Rebus got the idea that Holmes had become friends with the owner; certainly, he’d been spending a lot of time there since the split from Nell, and had put on a fair few pounds as a result.
From the outside, the place looked nothing special: pale cement front wall with a narrow rectangular window in the middle, most of which was filled with neon signs advertising beers. And above this a larger neon sign flashing the name of the restaurant. The action wasn’t here, however. Holmes had been set on around the back of the place. A narrow alley, just about able to accommodate the width of a Ford Cortina, led to the patrons’ car park. This was small by any restaurant’s standards, and was also where the overflowing refuse bins were kept. Most clients, Rebus guessed, would park on the street out front. Holmes only parked back here because he spent so much time in the bar, and because his car had once been scratched when he’d left it out front.
There were two cars in the car park. One was Holmes’, and the other almost certainly belonged to the owner of the Heartbreak Cafe. It was an old Ford Capri with a painting of Elvis on its bonnet. Brian Holmes lay between the two cars. So far no one had moved him. He would be moved soon, though, after the doctor had finished his examination. One of the officers present recognised Rebus and came over.
‘Nasty blow to the back of the head. He’s been out cold for at least twenty minutes. That’s how long ago he was found. The owner of the place – that’s who found him – recognised him and called in. Could be a fractured skull.’
Rebus nodded, saying nothing, his eyes on the prone figure of his colleague. The other detective was still talking, going on about how Holmes’ breathing was regular, the usual reassurances. Rebus walked towards the body, standing over the kneeling doctor. The doctor didn’t even glance up, but ordered a uniformed constable, who was holding a flashlight over Brian Holmes, to move it a bit to the left. He then started examining that section of Holmes’ skull.
Rebus couldn’t see any blood, but that didn’t mean much. People died all the time without losing any blood over it. Christ, Brian looked so at peace. It was almost like staring into a casket. He turned to the detective.
‘What’s the owner’s name again?’
‘Eddie Ringan.’
‘Is he inside?’
The detective nodded. ‘Propping up the bar.’
That figured. ‘I’ll just go have a word,’ said Rebus.
Eddie Ringan had nursed what was euphemistically called a drinking problem for several years, long before he’d opened the Heartbreak Cafe. For this reason, people reckoned the venture would fail, as other ventures of his had. But they reckoned wrong, for the sole reason that Eddie managed to find a manager, a manager who not only was some kind of financial guru but was also as straight and as strong as a construction girder. He didn’t rip Eddie off, and he kept Eddie where Eddie belonged during working hours – in the kitchen.
Eddie still drank, but he could cook and drink; that wasn’t a problem. Especially when there were one or two apprentice chefs around to do the stuff which required focused eyes or rock steady hands. And so, according to Brian Holmes, the Heartbreak Cafe thrived. He still hadn’t managed to persuade Rebus to join him there for a meal of King Shrimp Creole or Love Me Tenderloin. Rebus wasn’t persuaded to walk through the front door . . . until tonight.
The lights were still on. It was like walking into some teenager’s shrine to his idol. There were Elvis posters on the walls, Elvis record covers, a life-size cut-out figure of the performer, even an Elvis clock, with the King’s arms pointing to the time. The TV was on, an item on the late news. Some oversized charity cheque was being handed over in front of Gibson’s Brewery.
There was no one in the place except Eddie Ringan slumped on a barstool, and another man behind the bar, pouring two shots of Jim Beam. Rebus introduced himself and was invited to take a seat. The bartender introduced himself as Pat Calder.
‘I’m Mr Ringan’s partner.’ The way he said it made Rebus wonder if the two young men were more than merely business partners. Holmes hadn’t mentioned Eddie was gay. He turned his attention to the chef.
Eddie Ringan was probably in his late twenties, but looked ten years older. He had straight, thinning hair over a large oval-shaped head, all of which sat uneasily above the larger oval of his body. Rebus had seen fat chefs and fatter chefs, and Ringan surely was a living advertisement for somebody’s cooking. His doughy face was showing signs of wear from the drink; not just this evening’s scoop, but the weeks and months of steady, heavy consumption. Rebus watched him drain the inch of amber fire in a single savouring swallow.
‘Gimme another.’
But Pat Calder shook his head. ‘Not if you’re driving.’ Then, in clear and precise tones: ‘This man is a police officer, Eddie. He’s come to talk about Brian.’
Eddie Ringan nodded. ‘He fell down, hit his head.’
‘Is that what you think?’ asked Rebus.
‘Not really.’ For the first time, Ringan looked up from the bartop and into Rebus’s eyes. ‘Maybe it was a mugger, or maybe it was a warning.’
‘What sort of a warning?’
‘Eddie’s had too many tonight, Inspector,’ said Pat Calder. ‘He starts imagining –’
‘I’m not bloody imagining.’ Ringan slapped his palm down on the bartop for emphasis. He was still looking at Rebus. ‘You know what it’s like. It’s either protection money – insurance, they like to call it – or it’s the other restaurants ganging up because they don’t like the business you’re doing and they’re not. You make a lot of enemies in this game.’
Rebus was nodding. ‘So do you have anyone in mind, Eddie? Anyone in particular?’
But Ringan shook his head in a slow swing. ‘Not really. No, not really.’
‘But you think maybe you were the intended victim?’
Ringan signalled for another drink, and Calder poured. He drank before answering. ‘Maybe. I don’t know. They could be trying to scare off the customers. Times are hard.’
Rebus turned to Calder, who was staring at Eddie Ringan with a fair amount of revulsion. ‘What about you, Mr Calder, any ideas?’
‘I think it was just a mugging.’
‘Doesn’t look like they took anything.’
‘Maybe they were interrupted.’
‘By someone coming up the alley? Then how did they escape? That car park’s a dead end.’
‘I don’t know.’ Rebus kept watching Pat Calder. He was a few years older than Ringan, but looked younger. He’d drawn his dark hair back into what Rebus supposed was a fashionable ponytail, and had kept long straight sideburns reaching down past his ears. He was tall and thin. Indeed, he looked like he could use a good meal. Rebus had seen more meat on a butcher’s pencil. ‘Maybe,’ Calder was saying, ‘maybe he did fall after all. It’s pretty dark out there. We’ll get some lighting put in.’
‘Very commendable of you, sir.’ Rebus rose from the uncomfortable barstool. ‘Meantime, if anything does come to mind, and especially if any names come to mind, you can always call us.’
‘Yes, of course.’
Rebus paused in the doorway. ‘Oh, and Mr Calder?’
‘Yes?’
‘If you let Mr Ringan drive tonight, I’ll have him pulled over before he reaches Haymarket. Can’t you drive him home?’
‘I don’t drive.’
‘Then I suggest you put your hand in the till for cab fare. Otherwise Mr Ringan’s next creation might be Jailhouse Roquefort.’
As Rebus left the restaurant, he could actually hear Eddie Ringan starting to laugh.
He didn’t laugh for long. Drink was demanding his attention. ‘Gimme another,’ he ordered. Pat Calder silently poured to the level of the shot-glass. They’d bought the glasses on a trip to Miami, along with a lot of other stuff. Much of the money had come out of Pat Calder’s own pockets, as well as those of his parents. He held the glass in front of Ringan, then toasted him before draining the contents himself. When Ringan started to complain, Calder slapped him across the face.
Ringan looked neither surprised nor hurt. Calder slapped him again.
‘You stupid bugger!’ he hissed. ‘You stupid, stupid bugger!’
‘I can’t help it,’ said Ringan, proffering his empty glass. ‘I’m all shook up. Now give me a drink before I do something really stupid.’
Pat Calder thought about it for a moment. Then he gave Eddie Ringan the drink.
The ambulance took Brian Holmes to the Royal Infirmary.
Rebus had never been persuaded by this hospital. It seemed full of good intentions and unfilled staff rosters. So he stood close by Brian Holmes’ bed, as close as they’d let him stand. And as the night wore on, he didn’t flinch; he just slid a little lower down the wall. He was crouching with his head resting against his knees, arms cold against the floor, when he sensed someone towering over him. It was Nell Stapleton. Rebus recognised her by her very height, long before his eyes had reached her tear-stained face.
‘Hello there, Nell.’
‘Christ, John.’ And the tears started again. He pulled himself upright, embracing her quickly. She was throwing words into his ear. ‘We talked only this evening. I was horrible. And now this happens . . .’
‘Hush, Nell. It’s not your fault. This sort of thing can happen anytime.’
‘Yes, but I can’t help remembering, the last time we spoke it was an argument. If we hadn’t argued . . .’
‘Sshh, pet. Calm down now.’ He held her tight. Christ, it felt good. He didn’t like to think about how good it felt. It felt good all the same. Her perfume, her shape, the way she moulded against him.
‘We argued, and he went to that bar, and then . . .’
‘Sshh, Nell. It’s not your fault.’
He believed it, too, though he wasn’t sure whose fault it was: protection racketeers? Jealous restaurant owners? Simple neds? A difficult one to call.
‘Can I see him?’
‘By all means.’ Rebus gestured with his arm towards Holmes’ bed. He turned away as Nell Stapleton approached it, giving the couple some privacy. Not that the gesture meant anything; Holmes was still unconscious, hooked up to some monitor and with his head heavily bandaged. But he could almost make out the words Nell used when she spoke to her estranged lover. The tone she used made him think of Dr Patience Aitken, made him half-wish he were lying unconscious. It was nice to think people were saying nice things about you.
After five minutes, she came tiredly back. ‘Hard work?’ Rebus offered.
Nell Stapleton nodded. ‘You know,’ she said quietly, ‘I think I’ve an idea why this happened.’
‘Oh?’
She was speaking in a near-whisper, though the ward was quiet. They were the only two souls about on two legs. She sighed loudly. Rebus wondered if she’d ever taken drama classes.
‘The black book,’ she said. Rebus nodded as though understanding her, then frowned.
‘What black book?’ he asked.
‘I probably shouldn’t be telling you, but you’re not just someone he works with, are you? You’re a friend.’ She let out another whistle of air. ‘It was Brian’s notebook. Nothing official, this was stuff he was looking into on his own.’
Rebus, wary of waking anyone, led her out of the ward. ‘A diary?’ he asked.
‘Not really. It was just that sometimes he used to hear rumours, bits of pub gossip. He’d write them down in the black book. Then he might take things further. It was sort of a hobby with him, but maybe he thought it was also a way to an early promotion. I don’t know. We used to argue about that, too. I was hardly seeing him, he was so busy.’
Rebus was staring at the wall of the corridor. The overhead lighting stung his eyes. He’d never heard Holmes mention any kind of notebook.
‘What about it?’
Nell was shaking her head. ‘It was just something he said, something before we . . .’ Her hand went to her mouth, as though she were about to cry. ‘Before we split up.’
‘What was it, Nell?’
‘I’m not sure exactly.’ Her eyes met Rebus’s. ‘I just know Brian was scared, and I’d never seen him scared before.’
‘Scared of what?’
She shrugged. ‘Something in the book.’ Then she shook her head again. ‘I’m not sure what. I can’t help feeling . . . feeling I’m somehow responsible. If we’d never . . .’
Rebus pulled her to him again. ‘There there, pet. It’s not your fault.’
‘But it is! It is!’
‘No it isn’t.’ Rebus made his voice sound determined. ‘Now, tell me, where did Brian keep this wee black book of his?’
About his person, was the answer. Brian Holmes’ clothes and possessions had been removed when the ambulance delivered him to the Infirmary. But Rebus’s ID was enough to gain access to the hospital’s property department, even at this grim hour. He plucked the notebook out of an A4 envelope’s worth of belongings, and had a look at the other contents. Wallet, diary, ID. Watch, keys, small change. Stuff without personality, now that it had been separated from its owner, but strengthening Rebus’s conviction that this was no mere mugging.
Nell had gone home still crying, leaving no message to be passed along to Brian. All Rebus knew was that she suspected the beating was something to do with the notebook. And maybe she was right. He sat in the corridor outside Holmes’ ward, sipping water and skipping through the cheap leatherette book. Holmes had employed a kind of shorthand, but the code was not nearly complex enough to puzzle another copper. Much of the information had come from a single night and a single action: the night an animal rights group had broken into Fettes HQ’s records room. Amongst other things, they’d uncovered evidence of a rent-boy scandal among Edinburgh’s most respectable citizens. This didn’t come as news to John Rebus, but some other entries were intriguing, and especially the one referring to the Central Hotel.
The Central Hotel had been an Edinburgh institution until five years ago, when it had been razed to the ground. An insurance scam was rumoured, and £5,000 had been hoisted by the insurance company involved as a reward for proof that just such a scam had really taken place. But the reward had gone uncollected.
The hotel had once been a traveller’s paradise. It was sited on Princes Street, no distance at all from Waverley Station, and so had become a travelling businessman’s home-from-home. But in its latter years, the Central had seen business decline. And as genuine business declined, so disingenuous business took over. It was no real secret that the Central’s stuffy rooms could be hired by the hour or the afternoon. Room service would provide a bottle of champagne and as much talcum powder as any room’s tenants required.
In other words, the Central had become a knocking-shop, and by no means a subtle one. It also catered to the town’s shadier elements in all shapes and forms. Wedding parties and stag nights were held for a spread of the city’s villains, and underage drinkers could loll in the lounge bar for hours, safe in the knowledge that no honest copper would stray inside the doors. Familiarity bred further contempt, and the lounge bar started to be used for drug deals, and other even less savoury deals too, so that the Central Hotel became something more than a mere knocking-shop. It turned into a swamp.
A swamp with an eviction order over its head.
The police couldn’t turn a blind eye forever and a day, especially when complaints from the public were rising by the month. And the more trash was introduced to the Central, the more trash was produced by the place. Until almost no real drinkers went there at all. If you ventured into the Central, you were looking for a woman, cheap drugs, or a fight. And God help you if you weren’t.
Then, as had to happen, one night the Central burnt down. This came as no surprise to anyone; so much so that reporters on the local paper hardly bothered to cover the blaze. The police, of course, were delighted. The fire saved them having to raid the joint.
But the next morning there was a solitary surprise: for though all the hotel’s staff and customers had been accounted for, a body turned up amongst the charred ceilings and roofbeams. A body that had been burnt out of all recognition.
A body that had been dead when the fire started.
These scant details Rebus knew. He would not have been a City of Edinburgh detective if he hadn’t known. Yet here was Holmes’ black book, throwing up tantalising clues. Or what looked like tantalising clues. Rebus read the relevant section through again.
Central fire. El was there! Poker game on 1st floor. R. Brothers involved (so maybe Mork too??). Try finding.
He studied Holmes’ handwriting, trying to decide whether the journal said El or El; the letter 1 or the number 1. And if it was the letter 1, did he mean El to stand as the phonetic equivalent of a single letter 1? Why the exclamation mark? It seemed that the presence of El (or L or E-One) was some kind of revelation to Brian Holmes. And who the hell were the R. Brothers? Rebus thought at once of Michael and him, the Rebus brothers, but shook the picture from his mind. As for Mork, a bad TV show came to mind, nothing else.
No, he was too tired for this. Tomorrow would be time enough. Maybe by tomorrow Brian would be up and talking. Rebus decided he’d say a little prayer for him before he went to sleep.
A prayer which went unanswered. Brian Holmes had still not regained consciousness when Rebus phoned the Infirmary at seven o’clock.
‘Is he in a coma or something, then?’
The voice on the other end of the phone was cold and factual. ‘There will be tests this morning.’
‘What sorts of tests?’
‘Are you part of Mr Holmes’ immediate family?’
‘No, I’m bloody not. I’m . . .’ A police officer? His boss? Just a friend? ‘Never mind.’ He put down the receiver. One of the students put her head around the living-room door.
‘Want some herbal tea?’
‘No thanks.’
‘A bowl of muesli?’
Rebus shook his head. She smiled at him and disappeared. Herbal tea and muesli, great God almighty. What sort of way was that to start the day? The door of the box room opened from within, and Rebus was startled when a teenage girl dressed only in a man’s shirt came out into the daylight, rubbing at her eyes. She smiled at him as she passed, making for the living-room door. She walked on tiptoe, trying not to put too much bare foot on the cold linoleum.
Rebus stared at the living-room door for another ten seconds, then walked over to the box room. Michael was lying naked on the narrow single bed, the bed Rebus had bought secondhand at the weekend. He was rubbing a hand over his chest and staring at the ceiling. The air inside the box room was foetid.
‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ Rebus asked.
‘She’s eighteen, John.’
‘That’s not what I meant.’
‘Oh? What did you mean?’
But Rebus wasn’t sure any more. There was just something plain ugly about his brother sharing a box room bed with some student while he slept on the sofa not eight feet away. It was all ugly, all of it. Michael would have to go. Rebus would have to move into a hotel or something. None of it could go on like this much longer. It wasn’t fair on the students.
‘You should come to the pub more often,’ Michael offered. ‘That’s what’s wrong you know.’
‘What?’
‘You just don’t see life, John. It’s time you started to live a little.’
Michael was still smiling when his brother slammed the door on him.
I’ve just heard about Brian.’
DC Siobhan Clarke looked in some distress. She had lost all colour from her face except for two dots of red high on her cheeks and the paler red of her lips. Rebus nodded for her to sit down. She pulled a chair over to his desk.
‘What happened?’
‘Somebody hit him over the head.’
‘What with?’
Now that was a good question, the sort of question a detective would ask. It was also a question Rebus had forgotten to ask last night. ‘We don’t know,’ he said. ‘Nor do we have any motive, not yet.’
‘It happened outside the Heartbreak Cafe?’
Rebus nodded. ‘In the car park out back.’
‘He kept saying he was going to take me there for a meal.’
‘Brian always keeps his word. Don’t worry, Siobhan, he’ll be all right.’
She nodded, trying to believe this. ‘I’ll go see him later.’
‘If you like,’ said Rebus, not sure quite what his tone was supposed to mean. She looked at him again.
‘I like,’ she said.
After she’d gone, Rebus read through a message from Chief Inspector Lauderdale. It detailed the initial surveillance plans for the money lending operation. Rebus was asked for questions and ‘useful comments’. He smiled at that phrase, knowing Lauderdale had used it hoping to deter Rebus from his usual basic critique of anything put in front of him. Then someone delivered a hefty package, the package he had been waiting for. He lifted the flaps of the cardboard box and started to pull out bulging files. These were the notes referring to the Central Hotel, its history and final sorry end. He knew he had a morning’s reading ahead of him, so he found Lauderdale’s letter, penned a large OK on it, scrawled his signature beneath, and tossed it into his out tray. Lauderdale wouldn’t believe it, wouldn’t believe Rebus had accepted the surveillance without so much as a murmur. It was bound to perplex the Chief Inspector.
Not a bad start to the working day.
Rebus sat down with the first file from the box and started to read.
He was filling a second page with his own notes when the telephone rang. It was Nell Stapleton.
‘Nell, where are you?’ Rebus continued writing, finishing a sentence.
‘I’m at work. Just thought I’d call and see if you’d found anything.’
He finished the sentence. ‘Such as?’
‘Well, what happened to Brian.’
‘I’m not sure yet. Maybe he’ll tell us when he wakes up. Have you talked to the hospital?’
‘First thing.’
‘Me too.’ Rebus started writing again. There was a nervous silence on the other end of the line.
‘What about the black book?’
‘Oh, that. Yes, I had a wee read of it.’
‘Did you find whatever Brian was afraid of?’
‘Maybe and maybe not. Don’t worry, Nell, I’m working on it.’
‘That’s good.’ There was genuine relief in her voice. ‘Only, when Brian wakes up, don’t tell him I told you, will you?’
‘Why not? I think it’s . . . it shows you care about him.’
‘Of course I care!’
‘That didn’t stop you chucking him out.’ He wished he hadn’t said it, but he had. He could hear her anguish, and imagined her in the University library, trying not to let any of the other staff see her face.
‘John,’ she said at last, ‘you don’t know the whole story. You’ve only heard Brian’s side.’
‘That’s true. Want to tell me yours?’
She thought it over. ‘Not like this, on the telephone. Maybe some other time.’
‘Any time you like, Nell.’
‘I’d better get back to work. Are you going to see Brian today?’
‘Maybe tonight. They’re running tests all morning. What about you?’
‘Oh yes, I’ll drop by. It’s only two minutes away.’
So it was. Rebus thought of Siobhan Clarke. For some reason, he didn’t want the two women to meet at Brian’s bedside. ‘What time are you thinking of going?’
‘Lunchtime, I suppose.’
‘One last thing, Nell.’
‘Yes?’
‘Does Brian have any enemies?’
It took her a little while to answer. ‘No.’
Rebus waited to see if she had anything to add. ‘Well, take care, Nell.’
‘You too, John. Bye.’
After he’d put down the receiver, Rebus started back to his note-taking. But after half a sentence he stopped, tapping his pen thoughtfully against his mouth. He stayed that way for a considerable time, then made some phone calls to his contacts (he didn’t like the word ‘grasses’), telling them to keep ears open regarding an assault behind the Heartbreak Cafe.
‘A colleague of mine, which means it’s serious, okay?’
He’d ended up saying ‘colleague’ but had meant to say ‘friend’.
At lunchtime, he walked over to the University and paid his respects at the Department of Pathology. He had called ahead and Dr Curt was ready in his office, wearing a cream-coloured raincoat and humming some piece of classical music which Rebus annoyingly could recognise but not name.
‘Ah, Inspector, what a pleasant surprise.’
Rebus blinked. ‘Really?’
‘Of course. Usually when you’re pestering me, it’s because of some current and pressing case. But today . . .’ Curt opened his arms wide. ‘No case! And yet you phone me up and invite me to lunch. It can’t be very busy along at St Leonard’s.’
On the contrary, but Rebus knew the workload was in good hands. Before leaving, he’d loaded enough work onto Siobhan Clarke that she wouldn’t have time for a lunch-break, beyond a sandwich and a drink from the cafeteria. When she’d complained, he’d told her she could take time off later in the afternoon to visit Brian Holmes.
‘How have you settled in there, by the way?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘It doesn’t matter to me where they put me. Where do you want to eat?’
‘I’ve taken the liberty of reserving a table at the University Staff Club.’
‘What, some sort of canteen?’
Curt laughed, shaking his head. He had ushered Rebus out of his office and was locking the door. ‘No,’ said Curt. ‘There is a canteen, of course, but as you’re buying I thought we’d opt for something a little bit more refined.’
‘Then lead on to the refinery.’
The dining-room was on the ground floor, near the main door of the Staff Club on Chambers Street. They’d walked the short walk, talking about nothing in particular when they could hear one another above the traffic noise. Curt always walked as though he were late for some engagement. Well, he was a busy man: a full teaching load, plus the extra duties heaped on him at one time or another by most of the police forces in Scotland, and most onerously by the City of Edinburgh Police.
The dining-room was small but with plenty of space between the tables. Rebus was pleased to see that the prices were reasonable, though the tally was upped when Curt ordered a bottle of wine.
‘My treat,’ he said. But Rebus shook his head.
‘The Chief Constable’s treat,’ he corrected. After all, he had every intention of claiming it as a legitimate expense. The wine arrived before the soup. As the waitress poured, Rebus wondered when would be the right moment to open the real conversation.
‘Slainte!’ said Curt, raising his glass. Then: ‘So what’s this all about? You’re not the kind for lunch with a friend, not unless there’s something you want, and can’t get by buying pints and bridies in some smoky saloon.’
Rebus smiled at this. ‘Do you remember the Central Hotel?’
‘A dive of a place on Princes Street. It burnt down six or seven years ago.’
‘Five years ago actually.’
Curt took another sip of wine. ‘There was a smouldering body as I recall. “Crispy batter” we call those.’
‘But when you examined the corpse, he hadn’t died in the fire, had he?’
‘Some new evidence has come to light?’
‘Not exactly. I just wanted to ask what you remember about the case.’
‘Well, let’s see.’ Curt broke off as the soup arrived. He took three or four mouthfuls, then wiped a napkin around his lips. ‘The body was never identified. I know that we tried dental checks, but to no avail. There was no external evidence, of course, but people stupidly believe that a burned body tells no tales. I cut the deceased open and found, as I’d known I would, that the internal organs were in pretty good shape. Cooked on the outside, raw within, like a good French steak.’
A couple at a nearby table were soundlessly chewing their food, and staring hard at their tabletop. Curt seemed either not to notice or not to mind.
‘DNA fingerprinting had been around for four years, but though we got some blood from the heart, we were never given anything to match it against. Of course, the heart was the clincher.’
‘Because of the bullet wound.’
‘Two wounds, Inspector, entrance and exit. That set you lot scurrying back to the scene, didn’t it?’
Rebus nodded. They’d searched the immediate vicinity of the body, then widened the search until a cadet found the bullet. Its calibre was eight millimetre, matching the wound to the heart, but it offered no other clues.
‘You also found,’ said Rebus, ‘that the deceased had suffered a broken arm at some time in the past.’
‘Did I?’
‘But again it didn’t get us any further forward.’
‘Especially,’ said Curt, mopping his bowl with bread, ‘bearing in mind the reputation of the Central. Probably every second person in the place had been in a fight and suffered some breakages.’
Rebus was nodding. ‘Agreed, yet he was never identified. If he’d been a regular, or one of the staff, surely someone would have come forward. But nobody ever did.’
‘Well, it was a long time ago. Are you about to start dusting off some ghosts?’
‘There was nothing ghostly about whoever brained Brian Holmes.’
‘Sergeant Holmes? What happened?’
Rebus was hoping to spend some of the afternoon reading through more of the case-notes. He’d thought it would take half a day; but this had been optimistic from the start. He was now thinking in terms of half a week, including some evening reading in the flat. There was so much stuff. Lengthy reports from the fire department, the council’s building department, news clippings, police reports, interview statements . . .
But when he got back to St Leonard’s, Lauderdale was waiting. He had received Rebus’s hasty comment on the money-lending surveillance, and now wanted to push things on. Which meant that Rebus was trapped in the Chief Inspector’s office for the best part of two hours, an hour of it head-to-head stuff. For the other hour, they were joined by Detective Inspector Alister Flower, who had worked out of St Leonard’s since its opening day back in September 1989 and bragged continually that when he had shaken hands with the main dignitary at the occasion, they had both turned out to be Masons, with Flower’s being the older clan.
Flower resented the incomers from Great London Road. If there were friction and factions within the station, you could be sure Flower was at the back of them somewhere. If anything united Lauderdale and Rebus it was a dislike of Flower, though Lauderdale was slowly being drawn into the Flower camp.
Rebus, however, had contempt even for the funny way the man spelt his first name. He called him ‘Little Weed’ and thought probably Flower had something to do with the taxman’s sudden inquiries.
In the operation against the money lenders, Flower was to lead the other surveillance team. Typically, in an effort to appease the man, Lauderdale offered him the pick of the surveillances. One would be of a pub where the lenders were said to hang out and take payments. The other would be of what looked like the nominal HQ of the gang, an office attached to a mini-cab firm on Gorgie Road.
‘I’ve okayed the Gorgie surveillance with Divisional HQ West,’ said Lauderdale, as ever efficient behind a desk. Take him out onto the streets, Rebus knew, and he was about as efficient as pepper on a vindaloo.
‘Well,’ said Flower, ‘if it’s okay with Inspector Rebus, I think I’d prefer the watch on the pub. It’s a bit closer to home.’ And Flower smiled.
‘Interesting choice,’ said Rebus, his arms folded, legs stretched out in front of him.
Lauderdale was nodding, his eyes flitting between the two men. ‘Well, that’s settled then. Now, let’s get down to details.’
The same details, in fact, that Rebus and he had gone through in the hour prior to Flower’s arrival. Rebus tried to concentrate but couldn’t. He was desperate to get back to the Central Hotel records. But the more agitated he grew, the slower things moved.
The plan itself was simple. The money lenders worked out of the Firth Pub in Tollcross. They picked up business there, and generally hung around waiting for debtors to come and pay the weekly dues. The money was taken at some point to the office in Gorgie. This office also was used as a drop-off point by debtors, and here the leading visible player could be found.
The men working out of the Firth were bit-parts. They collected cash, and maybe even used some verbal persuasion when payment was late. But when it came to the crunch, everyone paid dues to Davey Dougary. Davey turned up every morning at the office as prompt as any businessman, parking his BMW 635CSi beside the battered mini-cabs. On the way from car to office, if the weather was warm he would slip his jacket off and roll up his shirt-sleeves. Yes, Trading Standards had been watching Davey for quite some time.
There would be Trading Standards officers involved in both surveillances. The police were really only there to enforce the law; it was a Trading Standards operation in name. The name they had chosen was Moneybags. Another interesting choice, thought Rebus, so original. Keeping surveillance in the pub would mean sitting around reading newspapers, circling the names of horses on the betting sheet, playing pool or the jukebox or dominoes. Oh yes, and drinking beer; after all, they didn’t want to stand out in the crowd.
Keeping surveillance on the office meant sitting in the window of a disused first floor room in the tenement block across the road. The place was without charm, toilet facilities, or heating. (The bathroom fittings had been stolen during a break-in earlier in the year, down to the very toilet-pan.) A happy prospect, especially for Holmes and Clarke who would bear the burden of the surveillance, always supposing Holmes recovered in time. He thought of his two junior officers spending long days huddling for warmth in a double sleeping-bag. Hell’s bells. Thank God Dougary didn’t work nights. And thank God there’d be some Trading Standards bodies around too.
Still, the thought of nabbing Davey Dougary warmed Rebus’s heart. Dougary was bad the way a rotten apple was. There was no repairing the damage, though the surface might seem untainted. Of course, Dougary was one of Big Ger Cafferty’s ‘lieutenants’. Cafferty had even turned up once at the office, captured on film. Much good would it do; he’d have a thousand good reasons for that visit. There’d be no pinning him in court. They might get Dougary, but Cafferty was a long way off, so far ahead of them they looked like they were pushing their heap of a car while he cruised in fifth gear.
‘So,’ Lauderdale was saying. ‘We can start with this as of next Monday, yes?’
Rebus awoke from his reverie. It was clear that much had been discussed in his spiritual absence. He wondered if he’d agreed to any of it. (His silence had no doubt been received as tacit consent.)
‘I’ve no problem with that,’ said Flower.
Rebus moved again in his seat, knowing that escape was close now. ‘I’ll probably need someone to fill in for DS Holmes.’
‘Ah yes, how is he doing?’
‘I haven’t heard today, sir,’ Rebus admitted. ‘I’ll call before I clock off.’
‘Well, let me know.’
‘We’re putting together a collection,’ Flower said.
‘For Christ’s sake, he’s no’ deid yet!’
Flower took the explosion without flinching. ‘Well, all the same.’
‘It’s a nice gesture,’ Lauderdale said. Flower shrugged his shoulders modestly. Lauderdale opened his wallet and dug out a reluctant fiver, which he handed to Flower.
Hey, big spender, thought Rebus. Even Flower looked startled.
‘Five quid,’ he said, unnecessarily.
Lauderdale didn’t want any thanks. He just wanted Flower to take the money. His wallet had disappeared back into its cave. Flower stuck the note in his shirt pocket and rose from his chair. Rebus stood too, not looking forward to being in the corridor alone with Flower. But Lauderdale stopped him.
‘A word, John.’
Flower sniffed as he left, probably thinking Rebus was to receive a dressing down for his outburst. In fact, this wasn’t what Lauderdale had in mind.
‘I was passing your desk earlier. I see you’ve got the files on the Central Hotel fire. Old news, surely?’ Rebus said nothing. ‘Anything I should know about?’
‘No, sir,’ said Rebus, rising and making for the door. He reckoned Flower would be on his way by now. ‘Nothing you should know about. Just some reading of mine. You could call it a history project.’
‘Archaeology, more like.’
True enough: old bones and hieroglyphs; trying to make the dead come to life.
‘The past is important, sir,’ said Rebus, taking his leave.
The past was certainly important to Edinburgh. The city fed on its past like a serpent with its tail in its mouth. And Rebus’s past seemed to be circling around again too. There was a message on his desk in Clarke’s handwriting. Obviously she’d gone to visit Holmes, but not before taking a telephone call intended for her superior.
DI Morton called from Falkirk. He’ll try again another time. He wouldn’t say what it’s about. Very cagey. I’ll be back in two hours.
She was the sort who would make up the two hours by staying late a few nights, even though Rebus had deprived her of a reasonable lunch-break. Despite being English, there was something of the Scottish Protestant in Siobhan Clarke. It wasn’t her fault she was called Siobhan either. Her parents had been English Literature lecturers at Edinburgh University back in the 1960s. They’d lumbered her with the Gaelic name, then moved south again, taking her to be schooled in Nottingham and London. But she’d come back to Edinburgh to go to college, and fallen in love (her story) with Edinburgh. Then she’d decided on the police as a career (alienating her friends and, Rebus suspected, her liberal parents). Still, the parents had bought her a New Town flat, so it couldn’t be all strife.
Rebus suspected she’d do well in the police, despite people like him. Women did have to work harder in the force to progress at the same pace as their male colleagues: everyone knew it. But Siobhan worked hard enough, and by Christ did she have a memory. A month from now, he could ask her about this note on his desk, and she’d remember the telephone conversation word for word. It was scary.
It was slightly scary too that Jack Morton’s name had come up at this particular time. Another ghost from Rebus’s past. When they’d worked together six years ago, Rebus wouldn’t have given the younger Morton more than four or five years to live, such was his steady consumption of booze and cigarettes.
There was no contact phone number. It would have taken only a few minutes to find the number of Morton’s nick, but Rebus didn’t feel like it. He felt like getting back to the files on his desk. But first he phoned the Infirmary to check on Brian Holmes’ progress, only to be told that there wasn’t any, though there was also no decline.
‘That sounds cheery.’
‘It’s just an expression,’ the person on the phone said.
The test results wouldn’t be known until next morning. He thought for a moment, then made another call, this time to Patience Aitken’s group practice. But Patience was out on a call, so Rebus left a message. He got the receptionist to read it back so he could be sure it sounded right.
‘“Thought I’d call to let you know how Brian’s doing. Sorry you weren’t in. You can call me at Arden Street if you like. John.”’
Yes, that would do. She’d have to call him now, just to show she wasn’t uncaring about Brian’s condition. With a speck of hope in his heart, Rebus went back to work.
He got back to the flat at six, having done some shopping en route. Though he’d proposed taking the files home, he really couldn’t be bothered. He was tired, his head ached, and his nose was stuffy from the old dust which rose from their pages. He climbed the flights of stairs wearily, opened the door, and took the grocery bags into the kitchen, where one of the students was spreading peanut butter onto a thick slice of brown bread.
‘Hiya, Mr Rebus. You got a phone call.’
‘Oh?’
‘Some woman doctor.’
‘When?’
‘Ten minutes ago, something like that.’
‘What did she say?’
‘She said if she wanted to find out about . . .’
‘Brian? Brian Holmes?’
‘Aye, that’s it. If she wanted to find out about him, she could call the hospital, and that’s exactly what she’d done twice today already.’ The student beamed, pleased at having remembered the whole message. So Patience had seen through his scheme. He should have known. Her intelligence, amongst other things, had attracted him to her. Also, they were very much alike in many ways. Rebus should have learned long ago, never try to put one over on someone who knows the way your mind works. He lifted a box of eggs, tin of beans, and packet of bacon out of the bag.
‘Oh my God,’ said the student in disgust. ‘Do you know just how intelligent pigs are, Mr Rebus?’
Rebus looked at the student’s sandwich. ‘A damned sight more intelligent than peanuts,’ he said. Then: ‘Where’s the frying-pan?’
Later, Rebus sat watching TV. He’d nipped over to the Infirmary to visit Brian Holmes. He reckoned it was quicker to walk rather than driving around The Meadows. So he’d walked, letting his head clear. But the visit itself had been depressing. Not a bit of progress.
‘How long can he stay conked out?’
‘It can take a while,’ a nurse had consoled.
‘It’s been a while.’
She touched his arm. ‘Patience, patience.’
Patience! He almost took a taxi to her flat, but dropped the idea. Instead, he walked back to Arden Street, climbed the same old weary stairs, and flopped onto the sofa. He had spent so many evenings deep in thought in this room, but that had been back when the flat was his, only his.
Michael came into the living room, fresh from a shave and a shower. He wore a towel tight around his flat stomach. He was in good shape; Rebus hadn’t noticed before. But Michael saw him noticing now, and patted his stomach.
‘One thing about Peterhead, plenty of exercise.’
‘I suppose you’ve got to get fit in there,’ Rebus drawled, ‘so you can fight back when someone’s after your arse.’
Michael shook off the remark like it was so much water. ‘Oh, there’s plenty of that too. Never interested me.’ Whistling, he went into the box room and started to dress.
‘Going out?’ Rebus called.
‘Why stay in?’
‘Seeing that wee girl again?’
Michael put his head around the door. ‘She’s a consenting adult.’
Rebus got to his feet. ‘She’s a wee girl.’ He walked over to the box room and stared at Michael, forcing him to stop what he was doing.
‘What, John? You want me to stop going out with women? If you don’t like it, tough.’
Rebus thought of all the remarks he could make. This is my flat . . . I’m your big brother . . . you should know better . . . He knew Mickey would laugh – quite rightly – at any and all of them. So he thought of something else to say.
‘Fuck you, Mickey.’
Michael Rebus recommenced dressing. ‘I’m sorry I’m such a disappointment, but what’s the alternative? Sit here all night watching you stew or sulk or whatever it is you do inside your head? Thanks but no thanks.’
‘I thought you were going to look for a job.’
Michael Rebus grabbed a book from the bed and threw it at his brother. ‘I’m looking for a fucking job! What do you think I do all day? Just give it a rest, will you?’ He picked up his jacket and pushed past Rebus. ‘Don’t wait up for me, eh?’
That was a laugh: Rebus was asleep, and alone in the flat, before the ten o’clock news. But it wasn’t a sound sleep. It was a sleep filled with dreams. He was chasing Patience through some office block, always just losing her. He was eating in a restaurant with a teenage girl while the Rolling Stones entertained unnoticed on the small stage in the corner. He was watching a hotel burn to the ground, wondering if Brian Holmes, still unaccounted for, had gotten out alive . . .
And then he was awake and shivering, the room illuminated only by the street-lamp outside, burning through a chink in the curtains. He’d been reading the book Michael had thrown at him. It was about hypnotherapy and still lay in his lap, beneath the blanket someone had thrown over him. There were noises nearby, noises of pleasure. They were coming from the box room. Some therapy, no doubt. Rebus listened to them for what seemed like hours until the light outside grew pale.
Andrew McPhail sat beside his bedroom window. Across the road, the children were being lined up two by two outside the school doors. The boys had to hold hands with the girls, the whole thing supervised by two female staff members, looking hardly old enough to be parents, never mind teachers. McPhail sipped cold tea from his mug and watched. He paid very close attention to the children. Any one of the girls might have been Melanie. Except, of course, that Melanie would be older. Not much older, but older. He wasn’t kidding himself. He knew the odds were Melanie wouldn’t be at this school, probably wasn’t even in Edinburgh any more. But he watched all the same, and imagined her down there, her hand touching the cool wet hand of one of the boys. Small delicate fingers, the beginning of fine lines on the palm. One girl was really quite similar: short straight hair curling in towards her ears and the nape of her neck. The height was familiar, too, but the face, what he could see of the face, was nothing like Melanie. Really, nothing like her. And besides, what did it matter to McPhail?
They were marching into the building now, leaving him behind with his cold tea and his memories. He could hear Mrs MacKenzie downstairs, washing dishes and probably chipping and breaking as much crockery as she got clean. Not her fault, her eyesight was failing. Everything about the old woman was failing. The house was bound to be worth £40,000, as good as money in the bank. And what did he have? Only memories of the way things had been in Canada and before Canada.
A plate crashed onto the kitchen floor. It couldn’t go on like this, really it couldn’t. There’d be nothing left. He didn’t like to think about the budgie in the living-room . . .
McPhail drained the strong tea. The caffeine made him slightly giddy, sweat breaking out on his forehead. The playground was empty, the school doors closed. He couldn’t see anything through the building’s few visible windows. There might be a late-arriving straggler, but he didn’t have time to waste. He had work to do. It was good to keep busy. Keeping busy kept you sane.
‘Big Ger,’ Rebus was saying, ‘real name Morris Gerald Cafferty.’
Dutifully, and despite her good memory, DC Siobhan Clarke wrote these words on her notepad. Rebus didn’t mind her taking notes. It was good exercise. When she lowered her head to write, Rebus had a view of the crown of her head, light-brown hair falling forward. She was good looking in a homely sort of way. Indeed, she reminded him a bit of Nell Stapleton.
‘He’s the prime mover, and if we’re offered him we’ll take him. But Operation Moneybags will actually be focusing on David Charles Dougary, known as Davey.’ Again, the words went onto the paper. ‘Dougary rents office space from a dodgy mini-cab service in Gorgie Road.’
‘Not far from the Heartbreak Cafe?’
The question surprised him. ‘No,’ he said, ‘not too far.’
‘And the restaurant owner hinted at a protection payoff?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘Don’t get carried away, Clarke.’
‘And these men are involved in protection money too, aren’t they?’
‘There’s not much Big Ger Cafferty isn’t involved in: money laundering, prostitution. He’s a big bad bastard, but that isn’t the point. The point is, this operation will concentrate on loan-sharking, period.’
‘All I’m saying is maybe Sergeant Holmes was attacked by mistake instead of the Cafe’s owner.’
‘It’s a possibility,’ said Rebus. And if it’s true, he thought, I’m wasting a lot of time and effort on an old case. But as Nell said, Brian was frightened of something in his black book. And all because he’d started trying to track down the mysterious R. Brothers.
‘But to get back to business, we’ll be setting up a surveillance across the road from the taxi firm.’
‘Round the clock?’
‘We’ll start with working hours. Dougary has a fairly fixed routine by all accounts.’
‘What’s he supposed to be doing in that office?’
‘The way he tells it, everything from basic entrepreneurship to arranging food parcels for the Third World. Don’t get me wrong, Dougary’s clever. He’s lasted longer than most of Big Ger’s “associates”. He’s also a maniac, it’s worth bearing that in mind. We once arrested him after a pub brawl. He’d torn the ear off another man with his teeth. When we got there, Dougary was chomping away. The ear was never recovered.’
Rebus always expected some reaction from his favourite stories, but all Siobhan Clarke did was smile and say, ‘I love this city.’ Then: ‘Are there files on Mr Cafferty?’
‘Oh aye, there are files. By all means, plough through them. They’ll give you some idea what you’re up against.’
She nodded. ‘I’ll do that. And when do we start the surveillance, sir?’
‘First thing Monday morning. Everything will be set up on Sunday. I just hope they give us a decent camera.’ He noticed Clarke was looking relieved. Then the penny dropped. ‘Don’t worry, you won’t miss the Hibs game.’
She smiled. ‘They’re away to Aberdeen.’
‘And you’re still going?’
‘Absolutely.’ She tried never to miss a game.
Rebus was shaking his head. He didn’t know that many Hibs fans. ‘I wouldn’t travel that far for the Second Coming.’
‘Yes you would.’
Now Rebus smiled. ‘Who’s been talking? Right, what’s on the agenda for today?’
‘I’ve talked to the butcher. He was no help at all. I think I’d have more chance of getting a complete sentence out of the carcases in his deep freeze. But he does drive a Merc. That’s an expensive car. Butchers aren’t well known for high salaries, are they?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘The prices they charge, I wouldn’t be so sure.’
‘Anyway, I’m planning to drop in on him at home this morning, just to clear up a couple of points.’
‘But he’ll be at work.’
‘Unfortunately yes.’
Rebus caught on. ‘His wife will be home?’
‘That’s what I’m hoping. The offer of a cup of tea, a little chat in the living room. Wasn’t it terrible about Rory? That sort of thing.’
‘So you can size up his home life, and maybe get a talkative wife thrown in for good measure.’ Rebus was nodding slowly. It was so devious he should have thought of it himself.
‘Get tae it, lass,’ he said, and she did, leaving him to reach down onto the floor and lift one of the Central Hotel files onto his desk.
He started reading, but soon froze at a certain page. It listed the Hotel’s customers on the night it burnt down. One name fairly flew off the page.
‘Would you credit that?’ Rebus got up from the desk and put his jacket on. Another ghost. And another excuse to get out of the office.
The ghost was Matthew Vanderhyde.
The house next to Vanderhyde’s was as mad as ever. Owned by an ancient Nationalist, it sported the saltire flag on its gate and what looked like thirty-year-old tracts taped to its windows. The owner couldn’t get much light, but then the house Rebus was approaching had its curtains drawn closed.
He rang the doorbell and waited. It struck him that Vanderhyde might well be dead. He would be in his early-to mid-seventies, and though he’d seemed healthy enough the last time they’d met, well, that was over two years ago.
He had consulted Vanderhyde in an earlier case. After the case was closed, Rebus used to drop in on Vanderhyde from time to time, just casually. They only lived six streets apart, after all. But then he’d started to get serious with Dr Patience Aitken, and hadn’t found time for a visit since.
The door opened, and there stood Matthew Vanderhyde, looking just the same as ever. His sightless eyes were hidden behind dark green spectacles, above which sat a high shiny forehead and long swept-back yellow hair. He was wearing a suit of beige cord with a brown waistcoat, from the pocket of which hung a watch-chain. He leaned lightly on his silver-topped cane, waiting for the caller to speak.
‘Hello there, Mr Vanderhyde.’
‘Ah, Inspector Rebus. I was wondering when I’d see you. Come in, come in.’
From Vanderhyde’s tone, it sounded like they’d last met two weeks before. He led Rebus through the dark hallway and into the darker living room. Rebus took in the shapes of bookshelves, paintings, the large mantelpiece covered in mementoes from trips abroad.
‘As you can see, Inspector, nothing has changed in your absence.’
‘I’m glad to see you looking so well, sir.’
Vanderhyde shrugged aside the remark. ‘Some tea?’
‘No thanks.’
‘I’m really quite thrilled that you’ve come. It must mean there’s something I can do for you.’
Rebus smiled. ‘I’m sorry I stopped visiting.’
‘It’s a free country, I didn’t pine away.’
‘I can see that.’
‘So what sort of thing is it? Witchcraft? Devilment in the city streets?’
Rebus was still smiling. In his day, Matthew Vanderhyde had been an active white witch. At least, Rebus hoped he’d been white. It had never been discussed between them.
‘I don’t think this is anything to do with magic,’ Rebus said. ‘It’s about the Central Hotel.’
‘The Central? Ah, happy memories, Inspector. I used to go there as a young man. Tea dances, a very acceptable luncheon – they had an excellent kitchen in those days, you know – even once or twice to an evening ball.’
‘I’m thinking of more recent times. You were at the hotel the night it was torched.’
‘I don’t recall arson was proven.’
As usual, Vanderhyde’s memory was sharp enough when it suited him. ‘That’s true. All the same, you were there.’
‘Yes, I was. But I left several hours before the fire started. Not guilty, your honour.’
‘Why were you there in the first place?’
‘To meet a friend for a drink.’
‘A seedy place for a drink.’
‘Was it? You’ll have to remember, Inspector, I couldn’t see anything. It certainly didn’t smell or feel particularly disreputable.’
‘Point taken.’
‘I had my memories. To me, it was the same old Central Hotel I’d lunched in and danced in. I quite enjoyed the evening.’
‘Was the Central your choice, then?’
‘No, my friend’s.’
‘Your friend being . . .?’
Vanderhyde considered. ‘No secret, I suppose. Aengus Gibson.’
Rebus sifted through the name’s connotations. ‘You don’t mean Black Aengus?’
Vanderhyde laughed, showing small blackened teeth. ‘You’d better not let him hear you calling him that these days.’
Yes, Aengus Gibson was a reformed character, that much was public knowledge. He was also, so Rebus presumed, still one of Scotland’s most eligible young men, if thirty-two could be considered young in these times. Black Aengus, after all, was sole heir to the Gibson Brewery and all that came with it.
‘Aengus Gibson,’ said Rebus.
‘The same.’
‘And this was five years ago, when he was still . . .’
‘High spirited?’ Vanderhyde gave a low chuckle. ‘Oh, he deserved the name Black Aengus then, all right. The newspapers got it just right when they came up with that nickname.’
Rebus was thinking. ‘I didn’t see his name in the records. Your name was there, but his wasn’t.’
‘I’m sure his family saw to it that his name never appeared in any records, Inspector. It would have given the media even more fuel than they needed at the time.’
Yes, Christ, Black Aengus had been a wild one all right, so wild even the London papers took an interest. He’d looked to be spiralling out of control on ever-new excesses, but then suddenly all that stopped. He’d been rehabilitated, and was now as respectable as could be, involved in the brewing business and several prominent charities besides.
‘The leopard changed its spots, Inspector. I know you policemen are dubious about such things. Every offender is a potential repeat offender. I suppose you have to be cynical in your job, but with young Aengus the leopard really did change.’
‘Do you know why?’
Vanderhyde shrugged. ‘Maybe because of our chat.’
‘That night in the Central Hotel?’
‘His father had asked me to talk to him.’
‘You know them, then?’
‘Oh, from long ago. Aengus regarded me more as an uncle than anything else. Indeed, when I heard that the Central had been razed to the ground, I saw it as symbolic. Perhaps he did too. Of course I knew the reputation it had garnered – an altogether unsavoury reputation. When it happened to burn down that night, well, I thought of the phoenix Aengus rising cleansed from its ashes. And it turned out to be true.’ He paused. ‘Yet now here you are, Inspector, asking questions about long forgotten events.’
‘There was a body.’
‘Ah yes, never identified.’
‘A murdered body.’
‘And somehow you’ve reopened that particular investigation? Interesting.’
‘I wanted to ask you what you remembered from that night. Anyone you met, anything that seemed at all suspicious.’
Vanderhyde tilted his head to one side. ‘There were many people in the hotel that night, Inspector. You have a list of them. Yet you choose to come to a blind man?’
‘That’s right,’ said Rebus. ‘A blind man with a photographic memory.’
Vanderhyde laughed. ‘Certainly, I can give . . . impressions.’ He thought for a moment. ‘Very well, Inspector. For you, I’ll do my best. I only ask one thing.’
‘What’s that?’
‘I’ve been stuck here too long. Take me out, will you?’
‘Anywhere in particular?’
Vanderhyde looked surprised that he needed to ask. ‘Why, Inspector, to the Central Hotel, of course!’
‘Well,’ said Rebus, ‘this is where it used to stand. You’re facing it now.’ He could feel the stares of passers-by. Princes Street was lunchtime busy, office workers trying to make the most of their limited time. A few looked genuinely annoyed at having to manoeuvre past two people daring to stand still on the pavement! But most could see that one man was blind, the other his helper in some way, so they found charity in their souls and didn’t complain.
‘And what has it become, Inspector?’
‘A burger joint.’
Vanderhyde nodded. ‘I thought I could smell meat. Franchised, doubtless, from some American corporation. Princes Street has seen better days, Inspector. Did you know that when Scottish Sword and Shield was started up, they used to meet in the Central’s ballroom? Dozens and dozens of people, all vowing to restore Dalriada to its former glory.’
Rebus remained silent.
‘You don’t recall Sword and Shield?’
‘It must have been before my time.’
‘Now that I think of it, it probably was. This was in the 1950s, an offshoot of the National Party. I attended a couple of the meetings myself. There would be some furious call to arms, followed by tea and scones. It didn’t last long. Broderick Gibson was the president one year.’
‘Aengus’s father?’
‘Yes.’ Vanderhyde was remembering. ‘There used to be a pub near here, famous for politics and poetry. A few of us went there after the meetings.’
‘I thought you said you only went to two?’
‘Perhaps a few more than two.’
Rebus grinned. If he looked into it, he knew he would probably find that a certain M. Vanderhyde had been president of Sword and Shield at some time.
‘It was a fine pub,’ Vanderhyde reminisced.
‘In its day,’ said Rebus.
Vanderhyde sighed. ‘Edinburgh, Inspector. Turn your back and they change the name of a pub or the purpose of a shop.’ He pointed behind him with his stick, nearly tripping someone up in the process. ‘They can’t change that though. That’s Edinburgh too.’ The stick was wavering in the direction of the Castle Rock. It rapped someone against their leg. Rebus tried to smile an apology, the victim being a woman.
‘Maybe we should go sit across the road,’ he suggested. Vanderhyde nodded, so they crossed at the traffic lights to the quieter side of the street. There were benches here, their backs to the gardens, each dedicated to someone’s memory. Vanderhyde got Rebus to read the plaque on their bench.
‘No,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘I don’t recognise either of those names.’
‘Mr Vanderhyde,’ said Rebus, ‘I’m beginning to suspect you got me to bring you here for no other reason than the outing itself.’ Vanderhyde smiled but said nothing. ‘What time did you go to the bar that night?’
‘Seven sharp, that was the arrangement. Of course, Aengus being Aengus, he was late. I think he turned up at half past, by which time I was seated in a corner with a whisky and water. I think it was J and B whisky.’ He seemed pleased by this small feat of memory.
‘Anyone you knew in the bar?’
‘I can hear bagpipes,’ Vanderhyde said.
Rebus could too, though he couldn’t see the piper. ‘They play for the tourists,’ he explained. ‘It can be a big earner in the summer.’
‘He’s not very good. I should imagine he’s wearing a kilt but that the tartan isn’t correct.’
‘Anyone in the bar you knew?’ Rebus persisted.
‘Oh, let me think . . .’
‘With respect, sir, you don’t need to think. You either know or you don’t.’
‘Well, I think Tom Hendry was in that night and stopped by the table to say hello. He used to work for the newspapers.’
Yes, Rebus had seen the name on the list.
‘And there was someone else . . . I didn’t know them, and they didn’t speak. But I recall a scent of lemon. It was very vivid. I thought maybe it was a perfume, but when I mentioned it to Aengus he laughed and said it didn’t belong to a woman. He wouldn’t say any more, but I got the feeling it was a huge joke to him that I’d made the initial comment. I’m not sure any of this is relevant.’
‘Me neither.’ Rebus’s stomach was growling. There was a sudden explosion behind them. Vanderhyde slipped his watch from his waistcoat pocket, opened the glass, and felt with his fingers over the dial.
‘One o’clock sharp,’ he said. ‘As I said, Inspector, some things about our precipitous city remain immutable.’
Rebus nodded. ‘Such as the precipitation, for instance?’ It was beginning to drizzle, the morning sun having disappeared like a conjurer’s trick. ‘Anything else you can tell me?’
‘Aengus and I talked. I tried to persuade him that he was on a very dangerous path. His health was failing, and so was the family’s wealth. If anything, the latter argument was the more persuasive.’
‘So there and then he renounced the bawdy life?’
‘I wouldn’t go that far. The Edinburgh establishment has never bided too far from the stews. When we parted he was setting off to meet some woman.’ Vanderhyde was thoughtful. ‘But if I do say so myself, my words had an effect on him.’ He nodded. ‘I ate alone that evening in The Eyrie.’
‘I’ve been there myself,’ said Rebus. His stomach growled again. ‘Fancy a burger?’
After he’d dropped Vanderhyde home he drove back to St Leonard’s – not a lot wiser for the whole exercise. Siobhan sprang from her desk when she saw him. She looked pleased with herself.
‘I take it the butcher’s wife was a talker,’ Rebus said, dropping into his chair. There was another note on his desk telling him Jack Morton had called. But this time there was also a number where Rebus could reach him.
‘A right little gossip, sir. I had trouble getting away.’
‘And?’
‘Something and nothing.’
‘So give me the something.’ Rebus rubbed his stomach. He’d enjoyed the burger, but it hadn’t quite filled him up. There was always the canteen, but he was a bit worried about getting a ‘dough-ring’, as he termed the gut policemen specialised in.
‘The something is this.’ Siobhan Clarke sat down. ‘Bone won the Merc in a bet.’
‘A bet?’
Clarke nodded. ‘He put his share of the butcher’s business up against it. But he won the bet.’
‘Bloody hell.’
‘His wife actually sounded quite proud. Anyway, she told me he’s a great one for betting. Maybe he is, but it doesn’t look like he’s got a winning formula.’
‘How do you mean?’
She was warming to her subject. Rebus liked to see it, the gleam of successful detection. ‘There were a few things not quite right in the living room. For instance, they’d videotapes but no video, though you could see where the machine used to sit. And though they had a large unit for storing the TV and video, the TV itself was one of those portable types.’
‘So they’ve got rid of their video and their big television.’
‘I’d guess to pay off a debt or debts.’
‘And your money would be on gambling dues?’
‘If I were the betting kind, which I’m not.’
He smiled. ‘Maybe they had the stuff on tick and couldn’t keep up the payments.’
Siobhan sounded doubtful. ‘Maybe,’ she conceded.
‘Okay, well, it’s interesting so far as it goes, but it doesn’t go very far . . . not yet. And it doesn’t tell us anything about Rory Kintoul, does it?’ She was frowning. ‘Remember him, Clarke? He’s the one who was stabbed in the street then wouldn’t talk about it. He’s the one we’re interested in.’
‘So what do you suggest, sir?’ There was a tinge of ire to that ‘sir’. She didn’t like it that her good detection had not been better rewarded. ‘We’ve already spoken to him.’
‘And you’re going to speak to him again.’ She looked ready to protest. ‘Only this time,’ Rebus went on, ‘you’re going to be asking about his cousin, Mr Bone the butcher. I’m not sure what we’re looking for exactly, so you’ll have to feel your way. Just see whether anything hits the marrow.’
‘Yes, sir.’ She stood up. ‘Oh, by the way, I got the files on Cafferty.’
‘Plenty of reading in there, most of it x-rated.’
‘I know, I’ve already started. And there’s no x-rating nowadays. It’s called “eighteen” instead.’
Rebus blinked. ‘It’s just an expression.’ As she was turning away, he stopped her. ‘Look, take some notes, will you? On Cafferty and his gang, I mean. Then when you’re finished you can refresh my memory. I’ve spent a long time shutting that monster out of my thoughts; it’s about time I opened the door again.’
‘No problem.’
And with that she was off. Rebus wondered if he should have told her she’d done well at Bone’s house. Ach, too late now. Besides, if she thought she were pleasing him, maybe she’d stop trying so hard. He picked up his phone and called Jack Morton.
‘Jack? Long time no hear. It’s John Rebus.’
‘John, how are you?’
‘No’ bad, how’s yourself?’
‘Fine. I made Inspector.’
‘Aye, me too.’
‘So I heard.’ Jack Morton choked off his words as he gave a huge hacking cough.
‘Still on the fags, eh, Jack?’
‘I’ve cut down.’
‘Remind me to sell my tobacco shares. So listen, what’s the problem?’
‘It’s your problem, not mine. Only I saw something from Scotland Yard about Andrew McPhail.’
Rebus tried the name out in his head. ‘No,’ he admitted, ‘you’ve got me there.’
‘We had him on file as a sex offender. He’d had a go at the daughter of the woman he was living with. This was about eight years back. But we never got the charge to stick.’
Rebus was remembering a little of it. ‘We interviewed him when those wee girls started to disappear?’ Rebus shivered at the memory: his own daughter had been one of the ‘wee girls’.
‘That’s it, just routine. We started with convicted and suspected child offenders and went on from there.’
‘Stocky guy with wiry hair?’
‘You’ve got him.’
‘So what’s the point, Jack?’
‘The point is, you really have got him. He’s in Edinburgh.’
‘So?’
‘Christ, John, I thought you’d know. He buggered off to Canada after that last time we hassled him. Set himself up as a photographer, doing shots for fashion catalogues. He’d approach the parents of kids he fancied. He had business cards, camera equipment, the works, rented a studio and used to take shots of the children, promising they’d be in some catalogue or other. They’d get to dress up in fancy dresses, or sometimes maybe just in underwear . . .’
‘I get the picture, Jack.’
‘Well, they nabbed him. He’d been touching the girls, that was all. A lot of girls, so they put him inside.’
‘And?’
‘And now they’ve let him out. But they’ve also deported him.’
‘He’s in Edinburgh?’
‘I started checking. I wanted to find out where he’d ended up, because I knew if it was anywhere near my patch I’d pay him a visit some dark night. But he’s on your patch instead. I’ve got an address.’
‘Wait a second.’ Rebus found a pen and copied it down.
‘How did you get his address anyway? The DSS?’
‘No, the files said he had a sister in Ayr. She told me he’d had her get a phone number for him, a boarding house. Know what else she said? She said we should lock him in a cellar and forget about the key.’
‘Sounds like a lovely lass.’
‘She’s my kind of woman, all right. Of course, he’s probably been rehabilitated.’
That word – rehabilitated. A word Vanderhyde had used about Aengus Gibson. ‘Probably,’ said Rebus, believing it about as much as Morton himself. They were professional disbelievers, after all. It was a policeman’s lot.
‘Still, it’s good to know about. Thanks, Jack.’
‘You’re welcome. Any chance we’ll be seeing you in Falkirk some day? It’d be good to have a drink.’
‘Yes, it would. Tell you what, I might be over that way soon.’
‘Oh?’
‘Dropping McPhail off in the town centre.’
Morton laughed. ‘Ya shite, ye.’ And with that he put down the phone.
Jack Morton stared at the phone for the best part of a minute, still grinning. Then the grin melted away. He unwrapped a stick of chewing gum and started gnawing it. It’s better than a cigarette, he kept telling himself. He looked at the scribbled sheet of notes in front of him on the desk. The girl McPhail had assaulted was called Melanie Maclean these days. Her mother had married, and Melanie lived with the couple in Haddington, far enough from Edinburgh so that she probably wouldn’t bump into McPhail. Nor, in all probability, would McPhail be able to find her. He’d have to know the stepfather’s name, and that wouldn’t be easy for him. It hadn’t been that easy for Jack Morton. But the name was here. Alex Maclean. Jack Morton had a home address, home phone number, and work number. He wondered . . .
He knew too that Alex Maclean was a carpenter, and Haddington police were able to inform him that Maclean had a temper on him, and had twice (long before his marriage) been arrested after some flare-up or other. He wondered, but he knew he was going to do it. He picked up the receiver and punched in the numbers. Then waited.
‘Hello, can I speak to Mr Maclean please? Mr Maclean? You don’t know me, but I have some information I’d like to share with you. It concerns a man called Andrew McPhail . . .’
Matthew Vanderhyde too made a telephone call that afternoon, but only after long thought in his favourite armchair. He held the cordless phone in his hand, tapping it with a long fingernail. He could hear a dog outside, the one from down the street with the nasal whine. The clock on the mantelpiece ticked, the tick seeming to slow as he concentrated on it. Time’s heartbeat. At last he made the call. There was no preamble.
‘I’ve just had a policeman here,’ he said. ‘He was asking about the night the Central Hotel caught fire.’ He hesitated slightly. ‘I told him about Aengus.’ He could pause now, listening with a weary smile to the fury on the other end of the line, a fury he knew so well. ‘Broderick,’ he interrupted, ‘if any skeletons are being uncloseted, I don’t want to be the only one shivering.’
When the fury began afresh, Matthew Vanderhyde terminated the call.
Rebus noticed the man for the first time that evening. He thought he’d seen him outside St Leonard’s in the afternoon. A young man, tall and broad-shouldered. He was standing outside the entrance to Rebus’s communal stairwell in Arden Street. Rebus parked his car across the street, so that he could watch the man in his rearview mirror. The man looked agitated, pumped up about something. Maybe he was only waiting for his date. Maybe.
Rebus wasn’t scared, but he started the car again and drove off anyway. He’d give it an hour and see if the man was still there. If he was, then he wasn’t waiting on any date, no matter how bonny the girl. He drove along the Meadows to Tollcross, then took a right down Lothian Road. It was slow going, as per. The number of vehicles needing to get through the city of an evening seemed to grow every week. Edinburgh in the twilight looked much the same as any other place: shops and offices and crowded pavements. Nobody looked particularly happy.
He crossed Princes Street, cut into Charlotte Square, and began the crawl along Queensferry Street and Queensferry Road until he could take a merciful (if awkward) right turn into Oxford Terrace. But Patience wasn’t home. He knew Patience’s sister was expected this week, staying a few days then taking the girls home. Patience’s cat, Lucky, sat outside, demanding entry, and Rebus for once was almost sympathetic.
‘Nae luck,’ he told it, before starting back up the steps.
When he got back to Arden Street, there was no sign of the skulking hulk. But Rebus would recognise him if he saw him again. Oh yes, he’d know him, all right.
Indoors, he had another argument with Michael, the two of them in the living room, everyone else in the kitchen. That was another thing: how many tenants did he have? There seemed to be a shifting population of about a dozen, where he’d rented to three with a possible fourth. He could swear he saw different faces every morning, and as a result could never remember anyone’s name.
So there was another row about that, this time with the students in the kitchen while Michael sat in the box room, at the end of which Rebus said, ‘Away to hell,’ and proceeded to follow his own instructions by getting back in his car and making for one of the city’s least respectable quarters, there to dine on pies and pints while staring at a soundless TV. He spoke with a few of his contacts, who had nothing to report regarding the assault on Brian Holmes.
So it was just another evening, really.
He got back purposely late, hoping everyone else would have gone to bed. He fumbled with the door-catch of the tenement and let the door swing shut loudly behind him, searching in his pockets for the flat key, eyes to the ground. So he didn’t see the man, who must have been sitting on the bottom step of the stairs.
‘Hello there.’
Rebus looked up, startled, recognised the figure, and sent small change and keys scattering as he threw a punch. He wasn’t that drunk, but then his target was stone cold sober and twenty years younger. The man palmed the punch easily. He looked surprised at the attack, but also somehow excited by it. Rebus cut short the thrill of it all by sharply raising his knee into unprotected groin. The man expelled air noisily, and started to double over, which gave Rebus the opportunity to punch down onto the back of his neck. He felt his knuckles crackle with the force of the blow.
‘Jesus,’ the man gasped. ‘Stop it.’
Rebus stopped it and wagged his aching hand. But he wasn’t about to offer help. He kept his distance, and asked ‘Who are you?’
The man managed to stop retching for a moment. ‘Andy Steele.’
‘Nice to meet you, Andy. What the fuck do you want?’
The man looked up at Rebus with tears in his eyes. It took him a while to catch his breath. When he spoke, Rebus either couldn’t understand the accent or else just didn’t believe what he was saying. He asked Steele to repeat himself.
‘Your auntie sent me,’ said Steele. ‘She’s got a message for you.’
Rebus sat Andy Steele down on the sofa with a cup of tea, including the four sugars Steele himself had requested.
‘Can’t be good for your teeth.’
‘They’re not my own,’ Steele replied, huddled over the hot mug.
‘Then whose are they?’ asked Rebus. Steele gave the flicker of a smile. ‘You’ve been following me all day.’
‘Not exactly. Maybe if I had a car, but I don’t.’
You don’t have a car?’ Steele shook his head. ‘Some private detective.’
‘I didn’t say I was a private detective exactly. I mean, I want to be one.’
‘A sort of trainee, then?’
‘Aye, that’s right. Testing the water, so to speak.’
‘And how’s the water, Andy?’
Another smile, a sip of tea. ‘A bit hot. But I’ll be more careful next time.’
‘I didn’t even know I had an aunt. Not up north.’ Steele’s accent was a giveaway.
Andy Steele nodded. ‘She lives next door to my mum and dad, just across the road from Pittodrie.’
‘Aberdeen?’ Rebus nodded to himself. ‘It’s coming back to me. Yes, an uncle and aunt in Aberdeen.’
‘Your dad and Jimmy – that’s your uncle – fell out years ago. You’re probably too young to remember.’
‘Thanks for the compliment.’
‘It’s just what Ena told me.’
‘And now Uncle Jimmy’s dead?’
‘Three weeks past.’
‘And Aunt Ena wants to see me?’ Steele nodded. ‘What about?’
‘I don’t know. She was just talking about how she’d like to see you again.’
‘Just me? No mention of my brother?’
Steele shook his head. Rebus had checked to see if Michael was in the box room. He wasn’t. But the other bedrooms seemed to be occupied.
‘Right enough,’ said Rebus, ‘if they argued when I was wee, maybe it was before Michael was born.’
‘They might no’ even know about him,’ Steele conceded. Well, that was families for you. ‘Anyway, Ena kept harping on about you, so I told her I’d come south and have a look. I got laid off from the fishing boats six months ago, and I’ve been going up the wall ever since. Besides, I told you I’ve always fancied being a private eye. I love all those films.’
‘Films don’t get you a knee in the balls.’
‘True enough.’
‘So how did you find me?’
Steele’s face brightened. ‘I went to the address Ena gave me, where you and your dad used to live. All the neighbours knew was that you were a policeman in Edinburgh. So I got the directory out and phoned every station I could find, asking for John Rebus.’ He shrugged and returned to his tea.
‘But how did you get my home address?’
‘Someone in CID gave it to me.’
‘Don’t tell me, Inspector Flower?’
‘A name like that, aye.’
Seated on the sofa, Andy Steele looked to be in his mid-twenties. He had the sort of large frame which could be kept in shape only through hard work, such as that found on a North Sea fishing boat. But already, deprived of work for six months, that frame was growing heavy with disuse. Rebus felt sorry for Andy Steele and his dreams of becoming a private eye. The way he stared into space as he drank the tea, he looked lost, his immediate life without form or plan.
‘So are you going to go and see her?’
‘Maybe at the weekend,’ said Rebus.
‘She’d like that.’
‘I can give you a lift back.’
But the young man was shaking his head. ‘No, I’d like to stay in Edinburgh for a bit.’
‘Suit yourself,’ said Rebus. ‘Just be careful.’
‘Careful? I could tell you stories about Aberdeen that would make your hair stand on end.’
‘And could they thicken it a bit at the temples while they’re at it?’
It took Andy Steele a minute to get the joke.
The next day, Rebus paid a visit to Andrew McPhail. But McPhail wasn’t home, and his landlady hadn’t seen him since the previous evening.
‘Usually he comes down at seven sharp for a wee bitty breakfast. So I went upstairs and there was no sign of him. Is he in any trouble, Inspector?’
‘No, nothing like that, Mrs MacKenzie. This is a lovely Madiera by the way.’
‘Ach, it’s a few days since I made it, it’s probably a bit dry by now.’
Rebus shook his head and gulped at the tea, hoping to wash the crumbs down his throat. But they merely formed into a huge solid lump which he had to force down by degrees, and without a public show of gagging.
There was a bird-cage standing in one corner of the room, boasting mirrors and cuttle-fish and millet spray. But no sign of any bird. Maybe it had escaped.
He left his card with Mrs MacKenzie, telling her to pass it on to Mr McPhail when she saw him. He didn’t doubt that she would. It had been unfair of him to introduce himself as a policeman to the landlady. She would probably become suspicious, and might even give McPhail a week’s notice on the strength of those suspicions. That would be a terrible shame.
Actually, it didn’t look to Rebus as though Mrs MacKenzie would twig. And McPhail would doubtless come up with some reason for Rebus’s visit. Probably the City of Edinburgh Police were about to award him a commendation for saving some puppies from the raging torrents of the Water of Leith. McPhail was good at making up stories, after all. Children just loved to hear stories.
Rebus stood outside Mrs MacKenzie’s house and looked across the road. It had to be coincidence that McPhail had chosen a boarding house within ogling distance of a primary school. Rebus had seen it on his arrival; it had been enough to decide him on identifying himself to the landlady. After all, he didn’t believe in coincidence.
And if McPhail couldn’t be persuaded to move, well, maybe the neighbours would find out the true story of Mrs MacKenzie’s lodger. Rebus got into his car. He didn’t always like himself or his job.
But some bits were okay.
Back at St Leonard’s, Siobhan Clarke had nothing new to report on the stabbing. Rory Kintoul was being very cagey about another interview. He’d cancelled one arranged meeting, and she’d not been able to contact him since.
‘His son’s seventeen and unemployed, spends most of the day at home, I could try talking to him.’
‘You could.’ But it was a lot of trouble. Maybe Holmes was right. ‘Just do your best,’ said Rebus. ‘After you’ve talked with Kintoul, if we’re no further forward we’ll drop the whole thing. If Kintoul wants to get himself stabbed, that’s fine with me.’
She nodded and turned away.
‘Any news on Brian?’
She turned back. ‘He’s been talking.’
‘Talking?’
‘In his sleep. I thought you’d know.’
‘What’s he been saying?’
‘Nothing they can make out, but it means he’s slowly regaining consciousness.’
‘Good.’
She started to turn away again, but Rebus thought of something. ‘How are you getting to Aberdeen on Saturday?’
‘Driving, why?’
‘Any room in the car?’
‘There’s just me.’
‘Then you won’t mind giving me a lift.’
She looked startled. ‘Not at all. Where to?’
‘Pittodrie.’
Now she looked even more surprised. ‘I wouldn’t have taken you for a Hibs fan, sir.’
Rebus screwed up his face. ‘No, you’re all alone in that category. I just need a lift, that’s all.’
‘Fine.’
‘And on the way, you can tell me what you’ve learned from the files on Big Ger.’
By Saturday, Rebus had argued three times with Michael (who was talking about moving out anyway), once with the students (also talking about moving), and once with the receptionist at Patience’s surgery when she wouldn’t put Rebus through. Brian Holmes had opened his eyes briefly, and it was reckoned by the doctors that he was on his way to recovery. None of them, however, hazarded the phrase ‘full recovery’. Still, the news had cheered Siobhan Clarke, and she was in a good mood when she arrived at Rebus’s Arden Street flat. He was waiting for her at street level. She drove a two-year-old cherry-red Renault 5. It looked young and full of life, while Rebus’s car (parked next to it) looked to be in terminal condition. But Rebus’s car had been looking like this for three or four years now, and just when he’d determined to get rid of it it always seemed to go into remission. Rebus had the feeling the car could read his mind.
‘Morning, sir,’ said Siobhan Clarke. There was pop music coming from the stereo. She saw Rebus cringe as he got into the passenger seat, and turned the volume down. ‘Bad night?’
‘People always seem to ask me that.’
‘Now why could that be?’
They stopped at a bakery so Rebus could buy some breakfast. There had been nothing in the flat worth the description ‘food’, but then Rebus couldn’t really complain. His contribution to the larder so far had filled a single shopping basket. And most of that had been meat, something the students didn’t touch. He noticed Michael had gone vegetarian too, at least in public.
‘It’s healthier, John,’ he’d told his brother, slapping his stomach.
‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ Rebus had snapped.
Michael had merely shaken his head sadly. ‘Too much caffeine.’
That was another thing, the kitchen cupboards were full of jars of what looked like coffee but turned out to be ‘infusions’ of crushed tree bark and chicory. At the bakery, Rebus bought a polystyrene beaker of coffee and two sausage rolls. The sausage rolls turned out to be a bad mistake, the flakes of pastry breaking off and covering the otherwise pristine car interior – despite Rebus’s best attempts with the paper bag.
‘Sorry about the mess,’ he offered to Siobhan, who was driving with her window conspicuously open. ‘You’re not vegetarian, are you?’
She laughed. ‘You mean you haven’t noticed?’
‘Can’t say I have.’
She nodded towards a sausage roll. ‘Well, have you heard of mechanically recovered meat?’
‘Don’t,’ warned Rebus. He finished the sausage rolls quickly, and cleared his throat.
‘Anything I should know about between you and Brian?’
The look on her face told him this was not the year’s most successful conversational gambit. ‘Not that I know of.’
‘It’s just that he and Nell were . . . well, there’s still a good chance –’
‘I’m not a monster, sir. And I know the score between Brian and Nell. Brian’s just a nice guy. We get along.’ She glanced away from the windscreen. ‘That’s all there is to it.’ Rebus was about to say something. ‘But if there was more to it than that,’ she went on, ‘I don’t see that it would be any of your business, with respect, sir. Not unless it was interfering with our work, which I wouldn’t let happen. I don’t suppose Brian would either.’
Rebus stayed silent.
‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.’
‘What you said was fair enough. The problem was the way you said it. A police officer’s never off duty, and I’m your boss – even on a jaunt like this. Don’t forget that.’
There was more silence in the car, until Siobhan broke it. ‘It’s a nice part of town, Marchmont.’
‘Almost as nice as the New Town.’
She glared at him, her grip on the steering-wheel as determined as any strangler’s.
‘I thought,’ she said slyly, ‘you lived in Oxford Terrace these days, sir.’
‘You thought wrong. Now, what about turning that bloody music off? After all, we’ve got a lot to talk about.’
The ‘lot’, of course, being Morris Gerald Cafferty.
Siobhan Clarke hadn’t brought her notes with her. She didn’t need them. She could recite the salient details from memory, along with a lot of detail that might not be salient but was certainly interesting. Certainly she’d done her homework. Rebus thought how frustrating the job could be. She’d swotted up on Big Ger as background to Operation Moneybags, but Operation Moneybags almost certainly wouldn’t trap Cafferty. And she’d spent a lot of hours on the Kintoul stabbing, which might also turn out to be nothing.
‘And another thing,’ she said. ‘Apparently Cafferty’s got a little diary of sorts, all of it in code. We’ve never been able to crack his code, which means it must be highly personal.’
Yes, Rebus remembered. Whenever they brought Big Ger into custody, the diary would be collected along with his other possessions. Then they’d photocopy the pages of the diary and try to decipher them. They’d never been successful.
‘Rumour has it,’ Siobhan was saying, ‘the diary’s a record of bad debts, debts Cafferty takes care of personally.’
‘A man like that garners a lot of rumours. They help make him larger than life. In life, he’s just another witless gangster.’
‘A code takes wits.’
‘Maybe.’
‘In the file, there’s a recent clipping from the Sun. It’s all about how bodies keep washing up on the coastline.’
Rebus nodded. ‘On the Solway coast, not far from Stranraer.’
‘You think it’s Cafferty’s doing?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘The bodies have never been identified. Could be anything. Could be people pushed off the Larne ferry. Could be some connection with Ulster. There are some weird currents between Larne and Stranraer.’ He paused. ‘Could be anything.’
‘Could be Cafferty, in other words.’
‘Could be.’
‘It’s a long way to go to dispose of a body.’
‘Well, he’s not going to shit in his own nest, is he?’
She considered this. ‘There was mention in one of the papers of a van spotted on that coastline, too early in the morning to be delivering anything.’
Rebus nodded. ‘And there was nowhere along the road for it to be delivering to. I read the papers sometimes, Clarke. The Dumfries and Galloway Police have patrols along there now.’
Siobhan drove for a while, gathering her thoughts. ‘He’s just been lucky so far, hasn’t he, sir? I mean, I can understand that he’s a clever villain, and clever villains are harder to catch. But he has to delegate, and usually even though a villain’s clever his underlings are so stupid or lazy they would shit in the nest.’
‘Language, Clarke, language.’ He got a smile from her. ‘Point taken, though.’
‘Reading all about Cafferty’s “associates” I didn’t get an impression of many “O” Grades. They’ve all got names like Slink and Codge and the Radiator.’
Rebus grinned. ‘Radiator McCallum, I remember him. He was supposed to be descended from a family of Highland cannibals. He did research and everything, he was so proud of his ancestors.’
‘He disappeared from the scene, though.’
‘Yes, three or four years ago.’
‘Four and a half, according to the records. I wonder what happened to him.’
Rebus shrugged. ‘He tried to doublecross Big Ger, got scared and ran off.’
‘Or didn’t get the chance to run off.’
‘That too, of course. Or else he just got fed up, or had another job offer. It’s a very mobile profession, being a thug. Wherever the work is . . .’
‘Cafferty certainly gets through the personnel. McCallum’s cousins disappeared from view just before McCallum himself did.’
Rebus frowned. ‘I didn’t know he had any cousins.’
‘Known colloquially as the Bru-head Brothers. Something to do with a penchant for Irn-Bru.’
‘Altogether understandable. What were their real names, though?’
She thought for a moment. ‘Tam and Eck Robertson.’
Rebus nodded. ‘Eck Robertson, yes. I didn’t know about the other one, though. Hang on a minute . . .’
Tam and Eck Robertson. The R. Brothers. Which would mean that Mork was . . .
‘Morris bloody Cafferty!’ Rebus slapped the dashboard. Brian shortened the name and used a k for the c. Christ . . . If Brian Holmes was on to something involving Cafferty and his gang, no wonder he was scared. Something to do with the night the Central Hotel caught fire. Did they start the blaze because the hotel hadn’t been paying its protection dues? What about the body, maybe it’d been some debtor or other. And soon afterwards, Radiator McCallum and his cousins left the scene. Bloody hell.
‘If you’re going to have a seizure,’ said Siobhan, ‘I’m trained in cardiac resuscitation.’
Rebus wasn’t listening. He stared at the road ahead, one fist around the coffee cup, the other pounding his knee. He was thinking of Brian’s note. He hadn’t said for sure that Cafferty was there that night, only that the brothers were. And something about a poker game. He was going to try to find the Robertson brothers; that was his final comment. After which, someone came along and hit him on the head. Maybe it was beginning to come together.
‘I’m not sure I can deal with catatonia though.’
‘What?’
‘Was it something that I said?’
‘Yes, it was.’
‘The Bru-Head Brothers?’
‘The very same. What else can you tell me about them?’
‘Born in Niddrie, petty thieves from the time they left the pram –’
‘They probably stole the pram, too. Anything else?’
Siobhan knew that she’d hit some nerve. ‘Plenty. Both had long records. Eck liked flashy clothes, Tam always wore jeans and a T-shirt. The funny thing is, though, Tam kept scrupulously clean. He even took his own soap everywhere with him. I thought that was strange.’
‘If I were the gambling kind,’ said Rebus, ‘I’d bet the soap was lemon-scented.’
‘How did you know that?’
‘Instinct. Not mine, someone else’s.’ Rebus frowned. ‘How come I never heard of Tam?’
‘He moved to Dundee when he left school, or rather when he was asked to leave school. He only came back to Edinburgh years later. The records have him down as working for the gang for about six months, maybe even less.’ She waited. ‘Are you going to tell me what this is all about?’
‘It’s all about a hotel fire.’
‘You mean those files on the floor behind your desk?’
‘I mean those files on the floor behind my desk.’
‘I couldn’t help taking a peek.’
‘They might tie in with the attack on Brian.’ She turned to him. ‘Keep your eyes on the road. You concentrate on the driving, and I’ll tell you a story. It might even keep us going till Aberdeen.’
And it did.
‘In ye come, Jock. My, my, I wouldn’t have recognised ye.’
‘I was in shorts the last time you saw me, Auntie Ena.’
The old woman laughed. She used a zimmer frame to walk back through the narrow musty hall and into a small back room. The room was crammed with furniture. There would be a front room, too, another lounge kept for the most special occasions. But Rebus was family, and family were greeted in the back room.
She was frail-looking and hunch-backed and wore a shawl over her angular shoulders. Her silver hair had been pulled back severely and pinned tight against her head, and her eyes were sunken dots in a parchment face. Rebus couldn’t remember her at all.
‘You must have been three when we were last in Fife. You could talk the hind legs off a donkey, but with such a thick accent, I could hardly make out a word of it. Always wanting to tell a joke or sing a song.’
‘I’ve changed,’ Rebus said.
‘Eh?’ She had dumped herself into a chair beside the fireplace, and craned her head forward. ‘My hearing’s not so good, Jock.’
‘I said, nobody calls me Jock!’ Rebus called. ‘It’s John.’
‘Oh aye, John. Right you are.’ She pulled a travel-rug over her legs. In the fireplace stood an electric fire, the kind with fake coals, fake flames, and, so far as Rebus could tell, fake heat. There was one pale orange bar on, but he couldn’t feel anything.
‘Danny found you, then?’
‘You mean Andy?’
‘He’s a good laddie. Such a shame he got made redundant. Did he come back with you?’
‘No, he’s still in Edinburgh.’ She was resting her head against the back of the chair. Rebus got the impression she was about to drift off to sleep. The walk to the front door and back had probably exhausted her.
‘His parents are nice folk, always so kind to me.’
‘You wanted to see me about something, Auntie Ena?’
‘Eh?’
He crouched down in front of her, resting his hands on the side of the chair. ‘You wanted to see me.’ Well, she could see him . . . and then she couldn’t, as her eyes glazed over and, mouth wide open, she started to snore.
Rebus stood up and gave a loud sigh. The clock over the mantelpiece had stopped, but he knew he had at least two hours to kill. Talking over the Central Hotel case with Siobhan had made him agitated. He wanted to get back to work on it. And here he was, trapped in this miniature museum. He looked around, wrinkling his nose at a chrome commode in one dark corner. There were photos inside a glass-fronted china cabinet. He went over and examined them. He recognised a picture of his grandparents on his father’s side, but there were no photos of his father. The feud, or whatever it had been, had seen to that.
The Scots never forgot. It was a burden and a gift. The living-room led directly onto a small scullery. Rebus looked in the antique fridge and found a piece of brisket, which he sniffed. There was bread in a large tin in the pantry, and butter in a dish on the draining-board. It took him ten minutes to make the sandwiches, and five minutes to find out which of the many caddies contained the tea.
He found a radio beside the sink and tried to find commentary on a football game, but the batteries were weaker than his tea. So he tiptoed back through to where Auntie Ena was still sleeping and sat down in the chair opposite her. He hadn’t come up here expecting an inheritance, exactly, but he had bargained for more than this. A particularly loud snore brought Auntie Ena wriggling towards consciousness.
‘Eh? Is that you, Jimmy?’
‘It’s John, your nephew.’
‘Gracious, John, did I nod off?’
‘Just forty winks.’
‘Isn’t that terrible of me, with a visitor here and everything.’
‘I’m not a visitor, Auntie Ena, I’m family.’
‘Aye, son, so you are. Now, listen to me. There’s some beef in the fridge. Shall I go and –?’
‘They’re already made.’
‘Eh?’
‘The sandwiches. I’ve made them up.’
‘You have? You always were a bright one. Now what about some tea?’
‘Sit where you are, I’ll make some fresh.’
He made a pot of tea and brought the sandwiches through on a plate, setting them in front of her on a footstool. ‘There we are.’ He was about to hand her one, when she made a grab for his wrists, nearly toppling the plate. He saw that her eyes were shut, and though she looked frail enough her grip was strong. She’d started speaking before Rebus realised she was saying grace.
‘Some hae meat and cannae eat, and some hae nane that want it. But we hae meat and we can eat, so let the Lord be thankit.’
Rebus almost burst out laughing. Almost. But inside, he was touched too. He handed her a smile along with her sandwich, then went to fetch the tea.
The meal revived her, and she seemed to remember why she’d wanted to see him.
‘Your faither and my husband fell out very many years ago. Maybe forty or more years ago. They never exchanged a letter, a Christmas card, or a civil word ever again. Now, don’t you think that’s stupid? And do you know what it was about? It was about the fact that though we invited your faither and mither to our Ishbel’s wedding, we didn’t invite you. We’d decided there would be no children, you see. But then a friend of mine, Peggy Callaghan, brought her son along uninvited, and we could hardly turn him away, since there was no way for him to get back home on his own. When your faither saw this, he argued with Jimmy. A real blazing row. And then your faither stormed out, leaving your mither to follow him. A sweet woman she was. So that’s that.’
She sat back in her chair, breadcrumbs prominent on her lower lip.
‘That was all?’
She nodded. ‘Doesn’t seem like much, does it? Not from this distance. But it was enough. And the both of them were too stubborn ever to make it up.’
‘And you wanted to see me so you could tell me this?’
‘Partly, yes. But also, I wanted to give you something.’ She rose slowly from her chair, using the zimmer-frame for support, and leaned up towards the mantelpiece. Rebus half-rose to help her, but she didn’t need his help. She found the photograph and handed it down to him. He looked at it. In fading black and white, it showed two grinning schoolboys, not exactly dressed to the nines. They had their arms casually slung around one another’s necks, and their faces were close together. Best friends, but more than that: brothers.
‘He kept that, you see. He told me once that he’d thrown out all the photos of your faither. But when we were going through his things, we found that in the bottom of a shoebox. I wanted you to have it, Jock.’
‘It’s not Jock, it’s John,’ said Rebus, his eyes not entirely dry.
‘Of course it is,’ said his Auntie Ena. ‘Of course it is.’
Earlier that afternoon, Michael Rebus had lain along the couch asleep and unaware that he was missing one of his favourite films, Double Indemnity, on BBC2. He’d gone to the pub for a lunchtime drink: alone, as it turned out. The students weren’t into it. Instead, they’d gone shopping, or to the launderette, or home for the weekend to see parents and friends. So Michael drank only two lagers topped with lemonade and returned to the flat, where he promptly fell asleep in front of the TV.
He’d been thinking about John recently. He knew he was imposing on his big brother, but didn’t reckon on doing so much longer. He had spoken on the phone to Chrissie. She was still in Kirkcaldy with the kids. She’d wanted nothing to do with him after the bust, and was especially disgusted that his own brother had given evidence against him. But Michael didn’t blame John for that. John had principles. And besides, some of the evidence had worked – deliberately, he was sure – in Michael’s favour.
Now Chrissie was talking to him again. He’d written to her all through his incarceration, then had written from London too; not knowing whether she’d received any of his letters. But she had. She told him that when they spoke. And she didn’t have a boyfriend, and the kids were fine, and did he want to see them some time?
‘I want to see you,’ he’d told her. It sounded right.
He was dreaming about her when the doorbell went. Well . . . her and Gail the student, if truth be told. He staggered to his feet. The bell was insistent.
It took a second to turn the snib-lock, after which Michael’s world imploded.
With another Hibernian defeat behind her, Siobhan Clarke was quiet on the way home, which suited Rebus. He had some thinking to do, and not about work, for a change. He thought about the job too much as it was, gave himself to it the way he had never given himself to any person in his life. Not his ex-wife, not his daughter, not Patience, not Michael.
He’d come into the police prematurely weary and cynical. Then he watched recruits like Holmes and Clarke and saw their best intentions thwarted by the system and the public’s attitude. There were times you’d feel more welcome if you were painting plague markers on people’s doors.
‘A penny for them,’ said Siobhan Clarke.
‘Don’t waste your money.’
‘Why not? Look how much I’ve wasted already today.’
Rebus smiled at that. ‘Aye,’ he said, ‘I keep forgetting, there’s always someone in the world worse off than yourself . . . Unless you’re a Hibs supporter.’
‘Ha bloody ha.’
Siobhan Clarke reached for the stereo and tried to find a station that didn’t run the day’s classified results.
Full of good intentions, Rebus opened the door of the flat, sensing immediately that nobody was home. Well, it was Saturday night, after all. But they might at least have turned the TV off.
He went into the box room and placed the old photograph on Michael’s unmade bed. The room smelt faintly of perfume, reminding Rebus of Patience. He missed her more than he liked to admit. When they’d first started seeing one another, they’d agreed that they were both too old for anything that could be called ‘love’. They’d also agreed that they were more than ready for lashings of sex. Then, when Rebus had moved in, they’d talked again. It didn’t really mean commitment, they were agreed on that; it was just handier for the moment. Ah, but when Rebus had rented out his own flat . . . that had meant commitment, commitment to sleeping on the sofa should Patience ever kick him out.
He lay along the sofa now, noticing that he had all but annexed what had been the flat’s main communal space. The students tended to sit around in the kitchen now, talking quietly with the door closed. Rebus didn’t blame them. It was all a mess in here, and all his mess. His suitcase lay wide open on the floor beside the window, ties and socks trickling from it. The holdall was tucked behind the sofa. His two suits hung limply from the picture-rail next to the box room, partially blocking out a psychedelic poster which had been making Rebus’s eyes hurt. The place had a feral smell from lack of fresh air. The smell suited it, though. After all, wasn’t this Rebus’s lair?
He picked up the telephone and rang Patience. Her taped voice spoke to him; the message was new.
‘I’m going with Susan and Jenny back to their mother’s. Any messages, leave them after the tone.’
Rebus’s first thought was how stupid Patience had been. The message let any caller – any caller – know she wasn’t home. He knew that burglars often telephoned first. They might even go through the phone book more or less at random, finding phones that rang and rang, or answering machines. You had to make your message vague.
He guessed that if she’d gone to her sister’s, she wouldn’t be back until tomorrow night at the earliest, and might even stay over on the Monday.
‘Hi, Patience,’ he said to the machine. ‘It’s me. I’m ready to talk when you are. I . . . miss you. Bye.’
So, the girls had gone. Maybe now things could get back to normal. No more smouldering Susan, no more gentle Jenny. They weren’t the cause of the rift between Rebus and Patience, but maybe they hadn’t helped. No, they definitely hadn’t helped.
He made himself a cup of ‘coffee substitute’, all the time thinking of wandering down to the late-opening shop at the corner of Marchmont Road. But their coffee was instant and expensive, and besides, maybe this stuff would taste okay.
It tasted awful, and was absolutely caffeine-free, which was probably why he fell asleep during a dreary mid-evening movie on the television.
And awoke to a ringing telephone. Someone had switched the TV off, and perhaps that same person had thrown the blanket over him. It was getting to be a regular thing. He was stiff as he sat up and reached for the receiver. His watch told him it was one-fifteen a.m.
‘Hello?’
‘Is that Inspector Rebus?’
‘Speaking.’ Rebus rubbed at his hair.
‘Inspector, this is PC Hart. I’m in South Queensferry.’
‘Yes?’
‘There’s someone here claims he’s your brother.’
‘Michael?’
‘That’s the name he gave.’
‘What’s up? Is he guttered?’
‘Nothing like that, sir.’
‘What is it then?’
‘Well, sir, we’ve just found him . . .’
Rebus was very awake now. ‘Found him where?’
‘He was hanging from the Forth Rail Bridge.’
‘What?’ Rebus felt his hand squeezing the telephone receiver to death. ‘Hanging?’
‘I don’t mean like that, sir. Sorry if I . . .’ Rebus’s grip relaxed.
‘No, I mean he was hanging by his feet, sort of suspended, like. Just hanging in mid-air.’
‘We thought it was some sort of joke gone wrong at first. You know, bungee jumper, that kind of thing.’ PC Hart was leading Rebus to a hut on the quayside at South Queensferry. The Firth of Forth was dark and quiet in front of them, but Rebus could make out the rail bridge lowering far above them. ‘But that’s not the story he gave us. Besides, it was clear he hadn’t taken the dive on his own.’
‘How clear?’
‘His hands were tied together, sir. And his mouth had been taped shut.’
‘Christ.’
‘Doctor says he’ll be all right. If they’d tipped him over the side, his legs could’ve come out of the sockets, but the doc reckons they must have lowered him over.’
‘How did they get onto the bridge in the first place?’
‘It’s easy enough, if you’ve a head for heights.’
Rebus, who had no head for heights, had already declined the offer of a visit to the spot where Michael had been found, up on the ochre-coloured iron construction.
‘Looks like they waited till they knew there’d be no trains about. But a boat was going under the bridge, and the skipper thought he saw something, so he radioed in. Otherwise, well, he could have been up there all night.’ Hart shook his head. ‘A cold night, I can’t say I’d fancy it.’
They were at the hut now. There was only enough room inside for two men. One of these, seated with a blanket over his shoulders, was Michael. The other was a local doctor, called from his bed by the look of him. Other men stood around: police, the proprietor of a hotel on the waterfront, and the boat skipper who might just have saved Michael’s life, or at the very least his sanity.
‘John, thank Christ.’ Michael was trembling, and seemed to have no colour in him at all. The doctor was holding a hot cup of something, from which he was coaxing Michael to drink.
‘Drink up, Mickey,’ said Rebus. Michael looked pathetic, like the victim of some terrible tragedy. Rebus felt a tremendous sadness overwhelm him. Michael had spent years in jail, where God knows what had happened to him. Then, released, he’d had no luck at all until he’d come to Edinburgh. The bravado, the nights out with the students – Rebus suddenly saw it for what it really was, a front, an attempt to put behind him all that Michael had feared these past few years. And now this had happened, reducing him to the crouched shivering animal in the hut.
‘I’ll be back in a second, Mickey.’ Rebus pulled Hart around the side of the hut. ‘What has he told you?’ He was trying to control the fury inside him.
‘He said he was in your flat, sir, on his own.’
‘When?’
‘This afternoon, about four. There was a ring at the doorbell, so he answered, and three men pushed their way in. The first thing they did was put a cloth bag over his head. Then they held him down and tied him up, took the bag off and taped shut his mouth, then put the bag back.’
‘He didn’t see them?’
‘They kept his face against the hall carpet. He just got the quick glimpse of them when he opened the door.’
‘Go on.’ Rebus was trying not to look up at the rail bridge. Instead, he focused on the flashing red lights on top of the more distant road bridge.
‘They seem to have wrapped something like a carpet around him and taken him downstairs and into a van. It was pretty cramped in there, according to your brother. Narrow, like. He reckoned there were boxes either side of him.’ Hart paused. He didn’t like the look of concentration on the Inspector’s face.
‘Well?’ Rebus snapped.
‘He says they drove around for hours, not saying anything. Then he was lifted out of the van and taken into something like a cellar or a storeroom. They never took the bag off his head, so he can’t be sure.’ Hart paused. ‘I didn’t want to question him too closely, sir, in his present condition.’
Rebus nodded.
‘Anyway, finally they brought him up here. Tied him to the side of the bridge, and lowered him over it. They still hadn’t said anything. But when they started to lower away, they finally took the bag off his head.’
‘Christ.’ Rebus screwed shut his eyes. It brought back the grimmest memories of his own SAS training, the way they’d tried to get him to hand over information. Taking him up in a helicopter with a bag over his head, then threatening to drop him out, and carrying out their threat . . . But only eight feet off the ground, not the hundreds of feet he’d visualised. Horrible, all of it. He pushed past Hart, pulled the doctor out of the way, and bent down to hug Michael, keeping him close against his chest as he heard Michael start to bawl. The crying lasted for many minutes, but Rebus wasn’t about to let go.
And then at last, it was over. Racking dry coughs, the breathing slowing, and a sort of calm. Michael’s face was a mess of tear tracks and mucus. Rebus handed him a handkerchief.
‘The ambulance is waiting,’ the doctor said quietly. Rebus nodded. Michael was obviously in shock; they’d keep him in the Infirmary overnight.
Two patients to visit, thought Rebus. What was more, he suspected similar motives behind the attacks. Very similar motives, if it came down to it. The rage began in him all over again, and his scalp prickled like hell. But he calmed a little as he helped Michael over to the ambulance.
‘Do you want me to come with you?’ he asked.
‘Absolutely not,’ said Michael. ‘Just go home, eh?’
Part of the way to the ambulance, Michael’s legs gave way, his knees refusing to lock. They carried him instead, like taking an injured player off the field, closed the door on him, and took him away. Rebus thanked the doctor, the skipper, and Hart.
‘Hellish thing to happen,’ Hart said. ‘Any idea why it did?’
‘A few,’ said Rebus.
He went home to brood in his darkened living room. His whole life seemed shot to hell. Someone had been sending him a message tonight. They’d either decided to send it via Michael, or else they’d simply mistaken Michael for him. After all, people said they looked alike. Since the men had come to Arden Street, they were either working on very old information, or else they knew all about his separation from Patience, which meant they were very well-informed indeed. But Rebus suspected the former. The name on the doorbell still said Rebus, though it also listed on a scrap of paper four other names. That must have confused them for a minute. Yet they’d decided to attack anyway. Why? Did it mean they were desperate? Or was it just that any hostage would do to get the message across?
Message received.
And almost understood. Almost. This was serious, deadly serious. First Brian, now Michael. He had so few doubts that the two were connected. It felt like it was time to do something, not just wait for their next move. He knew what he wanted to do, too. That one phrase had brought it to mind: shot to hell. A part of him wanted to be holding a gun. A gun would even the odds very nicely indeed. He even knew where he could get one, didn’t he? Anything from a shag to a shooter. He found that he’d been pacing the floor in front of the window. He felt caged, unwilling to sleep and unable to act against his invisible foe. But he had to do something . . . so he went for a drive.
He drove to Perth. It didn’t take long on the motorway in the middle of the night. In the city itself, he got lost once or twice (with no one about to ask directions of, not even a policeman) before finding the street he wanted. It was sited on a ridge of land, with houses on the one side only. This was where Patience’s sister lived. Rebus spotted Patience’s car and found a parking space two cars away from it. He turned off his lights and engine and reached into the back seat for the blanket he’d brought, pulling the blanket over as much of him as it would cover. He sat for a while, feeling more relaxed than in ages. He’d thought of bringing some whisky with him, but knew the kind of head it would give him in the morning. And tomorrow he wanted to be clear-headed if nothing else. He thought of Patience asleep in the spare room, just through the wall from Susan. She slept soundly, the moon lighting her forehead and her cheeks. It seemed a long way from Edinburgh, a long way from the shadow of the Forth Rail Bridge. John Rebus drifted into sleep, and slept well for once.
When he awoke, it was six-thirty on Sunday morning. He threw aside the blanket and started the car, turning the heating all the way up. He felt chilled but rested. The street was quiet, except for a man walking his ugly white poodle. The man seemed to find Rebus’s presence there curious. Rebus smiled steadily at him as he shifted the gearstick into first and drove away.
He went straight to the Infirmary where, despite the early hour, pre-breakfast tea was being served. Michael was sitting up in bed with the cup on the tray in front of him. He seemed like a statue, staring at the surface of the dark brown liquid, his face blank. He didn’t move as Rebus approached, pulled a chair noisily from a pile beside one wall, and sat down.
‘Hiya, Mickey.’
‘Hello, John.’ Michael continued to stare. Rebus hadn’t seen him blink yet.
‘Going through it again and again, eh?’ Michael didn’t answer. ‘I’ve been there myself, Mickey. Something terrible happens, you play it over in your mind. Eventually it fades. You might not believe that just now.’
‘I’m trying to understand who did it, why they did it.’
‘They wanted you scared, Mickey. I think it was a message for me.’
‘Couldn’t they have written instead? They got me scared all right. I could have shit through a Polo mint.’
Rebus laughed loudly at this. If Michael was getting back a sense of humour, the rest couldn’t be far behind. ‘I brought you this,’ he said.
It was the photograph from Aberdeen. Rebus placed it on the tray beside the untouched tea.
‘Who are they?’
‘Dad and Uncle Jimmy.’
‘Uncle Jimmy? I don’t remember an Uncle Jimmy.’
‘They fell out a long time ago, never spoke again.’
‘That’s a shame.’
‘Uncle Jimmy died a few weeks ago. His widow – Auntie Ena – wanted us to have this photo.’
‘Why?’
‘Maybe because we’re blood,’ Rebus said.
Michael smiled. ‘You wouldn’t always know it.’ He looked up at Rebus with wet shining eyes.
‘We’ll know it from now on,’ said Rebus. He nodded towards the cup. ‘Can I have that tea if you’re not drinking it? My tongue feels like a happy hour’s welcome-mat.’
‘Help yourself.’
Rebus drank the tea in two swallows. ‘Jesus,’ he said, ‘I was doing you a favour, believe me.’
‘I know all about the tea they serve in institutions.’
‘You’re not as daft as you look then.’ Rebus paused. ‘You didn’t see much of them, eh?’
‘Who?’
‘The men who grabbed you.’
‘I saw bodies coming through the door. The first one was about my height, but a lot broader. The others, who knows. I never saw any faces. Sorry.’
‘No problem. Can you tell me anything?’
‘No more than I told the constable last night. What was his name again?’
‘Hart.’
‘That’s it. He thought I’d been bungee-jumping.’ Michael gave a low laugh. ‘I told him, no, I was just hanging around.’
Rebus smiled. ‘But thankfully not at a loose end, eh?’
But Michael had stopped laughing. ‘I had a nightmare about it. They had to give me something to make me sleep. I don’t know what it was, but I still feel doped.’
‘Get them to give you a prescription, you can sell tabs to the students.’
‘They’re good kids, John.’
‘I know.’
‘It’d be a shame if they moved out.’
‘I know that, too.’
‘You remember Gail?’
‘The girl you’ve been seeing?’
‘I’ve seen every inch of her. Strictly past tense now. But she has a boyfriend in Auchterarder. You don’t suppose he’s the jealous type?’
‘I don’t think he’s behind last night.’
‘No? Only, I’ve not been around Edinburgh long enough to make any enemies.’
‘Don’t worry,’ said Rebus. ‘I’ve got enemies enough for both of us.’
‘That’s very reassuring. Meanwhile . . .’
‘Yes?’
‘What about getting a spyhole for your door? Just think if one of the lassies had answered.’
Oh, Rebus had thought about it. ‘And a chain,’ he said. ‘I’m getting them this afternoon.’ He paused. ‘Hart said something about the van.’
‘When they pushed me in, it was like I was fitting into a narrow space. Yet I got the feeling the van itself was a decent size.’
‘So it had stuff in the back then?’
‘Maybe. Bloody solid, whatever it was. I bruised both knees.’ Michael shrugged. ‘That’s about it.’ Then he thought of something. ‘Oh yes, and it had a bad smell. Either that or something had died in the carpet they wrapped me in . . .’
They sat talking for another quarter of an hour or so, until Michael closed his eyes and went to sleep. He wouldn’t be asleep for long: they were starting to serve breakfast. Rebus got up and moved the chair back, then placed the photograph on Michael’s bedside cabinet. He had another call to pay, while he was here.
But there were doctors with Brian Holmes, and the nurse didn’t know how long they’d be. She only knew that Brian had woken again in the night for almost a minute. Rebus wished he’d been there: a minute would be long enough for the question he wanted to ask. Brian had also been talking in his sleep, but his words had been mumbled at best, and no one had any record of what he’d said. So Rebus gave up and went off to do some shopping. If he phoned around noon they’d let him know when Michael was likely to be getting home.
He went back to the flat by way of the corner shop, where he bought a week’s worth of groceries. He was finishing breakfast when the first student wandered into the kitchen and drank three glassfuls of water.
‘You’re supposed to do that before you go to bed,’ Rebus advised.
‘Thank you, Sherlock.’ The young man groaned. ‘Got any paracetamol?’ Rebus shook his head. ‘Definitely a bad keg of beer last night. I thought the first pint tasted ropey.’
‘Aye, but I’ll bet the second tasted better and the sixth tasted great.’
The student laughed. ‘What’re you eating?’
‘Toast and jam.’
‘No bacon or sausages?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘I’ve decided to lay off meat for a while.’
The student seemed unnaturally pleased.
‘There’s orange juice in the fridge,’ Rebus continued. The student opened the fridge door and gave a gasp.
‘There’s enough stuff in here to feed a lecture hall!’
‘Which is why,’ said Rebus, ‘I reckon it’ll do us for at least a day or two.’
The student lifted a letter from the top of the fridge. ‘This came for you yesterday.’
It was from the Inland Revenue. They were thinking of coming to check on the flat.
‘Remember,’ Rebus told the student, ‘anyone asks, you’re my nephews and nieces.’
‘Yes, uncle.’ The student recommenced rummaging in the refrigerator. ‘Where did Mickey and you get to last night?’ he asked. ‘I crept in at two and there was no sign of life.’
‘Oh, we were just . . .’ But Rebus couldn’t find any words. So the student supplied them for him.
‘Shooting the breeze?’
‘Shooting the breeze,’ agreed Rebus.
He drove to a DIY superstore on the edge of the city and bought a chain for the door, a spy-hole, and the tools a helpful assistant suggested would be needed for both jobs. (A lot more tools than Rebus used, as it turned out.) Since there was a supermarket nearby, Rebus did a bit more grocery shopping, by which time the pubs were open for business. He looked in a few places, but couldn’t find who he was looking for. But he was able to put word out with a couple of useful barmen, who said they would pass the message along.
Back at the flat, he called the Infirmary, who told him Michael could come home this afternoon. Rebus arranged to pick him up at four. He then got to work. He drilled the necessary hole in the door, only to find he’d drilled it too high for the girl student, who had to stand on tiptoe even to get close. So he drilled another hole, filled in the first with wood putty, and then fitted the spy-hole. It was a bit askew, but it would work. Fitting the sliding chain was easier, and left him with two tools and a drill-bit unused. He wondered if the DIY store would take them back.
Next he tidied the box room and put Michael’s stuff into the washing machine, after which he shared the macaroni cheese which the students had prepared for lunch. He didn’t quite apologise to them for the past week, but he insisted they use the living room whenever they liked, and he told them also that he was reducing their rent – news they took unsurprisingly well. He didn’t say anything about Michael; he didn’t reckon Michael would want them to know. And he’d already explained away the extra security on the door by citing several recent burglaries in the locality.
He brought Michael and a large bottle of sleeping tablets back from the hospital, having first bribed the students to be out of the flat for the rest of the afternoon and evening. If Michael needed to cry again, he wouldn’t want an audience.
‘Look, our new peephole,’ said Rebus at the door of the flat.
‘That was quick.’
‘Protestant work ethic. Or is it Calvinist guilt? I can never remember.’ Rebus opened the door. ‘Please also note the security chain on the inside.’
‘You can tell it’s a rush job, look where the paint’s all scored.’
‘Don’t push your luck, brother.’
Michael sat in the living room while Rebus made two mugs of tea. The stairwell had seemed full of menace for both brothers, each sensing the other’s disquiet. And even now Rebus didn’t feel completely safe. This was not, however, something he wished to share with Michael.
‘Just the way you like it,’ he said, bringing the tea in. He could see Michael was weepy again, though trying to hide it.
‘Thanks, John.’
The phone rang before Rebus could say anything. It was Siobhan Clarke, checking details of the following morning’s surveillance operation.
Rebus assured her that everything was in hand; all she had to do was turn up and freeze her bum off for a few hours.
‘You’re a great one for motivation, sir,’ was her final comment.
‘So,’ Rebus asked Michael, ‘what do you want to do?’
Michael was shaking a large round pill out of the brown bottle. He put it on his tongue with a wavering hand, and washed it down with tea.
‘A quiet night in would suit me fine,’ he said.
‘A quiet night in it is,’ agreed Rebus.
Operation Moneybags began quietly enough at eight-thirty on Monday morning, thirty minutes before Davey Dougary’s BMW bumped its way into the pot-holed parking lot of the taxi-cab firm. Alister Flower and his team, of course, wouldn’t be starting work till eleven or a little after, but it was best not to think about that, especially if, like Siobhan Clarke, you were already cold and stiff by opening time, and dreading your next visit to the chemical toilet which had been installed, for want of any other facilities, in a broom closet.
She was bored, too. DC Peter Petrie (from St Leonard’s) and Elsa-Beth Jardine from Trading Standards appeared to be nursing post-weekend hangovers and resultant blues. She got the feeling that Jardine and her might actually have a lot to talk about – both were women fighting for recognition in what was perceived as a male profession – but the presence of Petrie ruled out discussion.
Peter Petrie was one of those basically intelligent but not exactly perceptive officers who climbed the ladder by passing the exams (though never with brilliant marks) and not getting in anyone’s way. Petrie was quiet and methodical; she didn’t doubt his competence, it was just that he lacked any spark of inspiration or instinct. And probably, she thought, he was sitting there with his thermos summing her up as an over-talkative smart-arse with a university degree. Well, whatever he was he was no John Rebus.
She had accused her superior of not exactly motivating those who worked for him, but this was a lie. He could draw you into a case, and into his way of thinking about a case, merely by being so narrow-minded about the investigation. He was secretive – and that drew you in. He was tenacious – and that drew you in. Above all, though, he had the air of knowing exactly where he was going. And he wasn’t all that bad looking either. She’d learned a lot about him by sticking close to Brian Holmes, who had been only too willing to chat about past cases and what he knew of his boss’s history.
Poor Brian. She hoped he was going to be all right. She had thought a lot last night about Brian, but even more about Cafferty and his gang. She hoped she could be of help to Inspector John Rebus. She already had a few ideas about the fire at the Central Hotel . . .
‘Here comes someone,’ said Petrie. He was squatting behind the tripod and busily adjusting the focus on the camera. He fired off half a dozen shots. ‘Unidentified male. Denim jacket and light-coloured trousers. Approaching the office on foot.’
Siobhan took up her pad and copied down Petrie’s description, noting the time alongside.
‘He’s entering the office . . . now.’ Petrie turned away from the camera and grinned. ‘This is what I joined the police for: a life of adventure.’ Having said which, he poured more hot chocolate from his thermos into a cup.
‘I can’t use that loo,’ said Elsa-Beth Jardine. ‘I’ll have to go out.’
‘No can do,’ said Petrie, ‘it would attract too much attention, you tripping in and out every time you needed a piss.’
Jardine turned to Siobhan. ‘He’s got a way with words, your colleague.’
‘Oh, he’s a right old romantic. But it’s true enough about going to the toilet.’ The bathroom had flooded during the previous year’s break-in, leaving the floor unsafe. Hence the broom closet.
Jardine flipped over a page of her magazine. ‘Burt Reynolds has seven bathrooms in his home,’ she commented.
‘One for every dwarf,’ muttered Petrie.
Rebus might, in Siobhan’s phrase, have an air of knowing exactly where he was going, but in fact he felt like he was going round in circles. He’d visited a few early-opening pubs (near the offices of the daily newspaper; down towards the docks at Leith), social clubs and betting shops, and had asked his question and left his message in all of them. Deek Torrance was either keeping a low profile, or else he’d left the city. If still around, it was unfeasible that he wouldn’t at some point stagger into a bar and loudly introduce himself and his thirst. Few people, once introduced, could forget Deek Torrance.
He’d also opened communications with hospitals in Edinburgh and Dundee, to see if either of the Robertson brothers had received surgery for a broken right arm, the old injury found on the Central Hotel corpse.
But now it was time to give up and go check out Operation Moneybags. He’d left Michael still asleep this morning, and likely to remain asleep for quite some time if those pills were anything to go by. The students had tiptoed in at a minute past midnight, ‘well kettled’ as one of them termed it, having spent Rebus’s thirty quid on beverages at a local hostelry. They too had been asleep when Rebus had let himself out of the flat. He hardly dared admit to himself that he liked sleeping rough in his own living-room.
The whole weekend seemed like a strange bad dream now. The drive to Aberdeen, Auntie Ena, Michael . . . then the drive to Perth, the lock-fitting, and too much spare time (even after all that) in which to brood. He wondered how Patience’s weekend had gone. She’d be back later today for sure. He’d try phoning again.
He parked in one of the many side streets off Gorgie Road and locked his car. This was not one of the city’s safest areas. He hoped Siobhan hadn’t worn a green and white scarf to work this morning . . . He walked down onto Gorgie Road, where buses were spraying the pavement with some of the morning’s rainwater, and was careful not to pause outside the door, careful not to glance across the street at the cab offices. He just pushed the door open and climbed the stairs, then knocked at another door.
Siobhan Clarke herself opened it. ‘Morning, sir.’ She looked cold, though she had wrapped up well enough. ‘Coffee?’
The offer was from her thermos, and Rebus shook his head. Normally during a surveillance, drinks and food could be brought in, but not to this surveillance. There wasn’t supposed to be any activity in the building, so it would look more than a mite suspicious if someone suddenly appeared at the door with three beakers of tea and a home-delivery pizza. There wasn’t even a back entrance to the building.
‘How’s it going?’
‘Slow.’ This from Elsa-Beth Jardine, who didn’t look at all comfortable. There was an open magazine on her lap. ‘Thank God I’m relieved at one o’clock.’
‘Think yourself lucky, then,’ commented DC Petrie.
Ah, how Rebus liked to see a happy crew. ‘It’s not supposed to be fun,’ he told them. ‘It’s supposed to be work. If and when we nab Dougary and Co., that’s when the party begins.’ They had nothing to add to this, and neither did Rebus. He walked over to the window and peered out. The window itself was so grimy he doubted anyone could see them through it, and especially not from across the street. But a square had been cleaned off just a little, enough so that any photos would be recognisable.
‘Camera working okay?’
‘So far,’ said Petrie. ‘I don’t really trust these motorised jobs. If the motor goes, you’re buggered. You can’t wind on by hand.’
‘Got enough batteries?’
‘Two back-up sets. They’re not going to be a problem.’
Rebus nodded. He knew Petrie’s reputation as a solid detective who might climb a little higher up the ladder yet. ‘How about the phone?’
‘It’s connected, sir,’ said Siobhan Clarke.
Usually, there would be radio contact between any stake-out and headquarters, but not for Moneybags. The problem was the cab company. The cabs and their home base were equipped with two-way radios, so it was possible that communications from Moneybags to HQ could actually be picked up across the road. There was the added complication, too, that the cab radios might interfere with Moneybags’ transmissions.
To avoid these potential disasters, a telephone line had been installed early on Sunday morning. The telephone apparatus sat on the floor near the door. So far it had been used twice: once by Jardine to make a hairdresser’s appointment; and once by Petrie to make a bet after he’d checked the day’s horse-racing tips in his tabloid. Siobhan intended using it this afternoon to check on Brian’s condition. But now Rebus was actually using it to phone St Leonard’s.
‘Any messages for me?’ He waited. ‘Oh? That’s interesting. Anything else? What? Why the hell didn’t you tell me that first?’ He slammed the phone down. ‘Brian’s awake,’ he said. ‘He’s sitting up in bed eating chicken soup and watching daytime TV.’
‘Either of which could give him a relapse,’ said Siobhan. She was wondering what the other message had been.
‘Hello, Brian.’
‘Hello, sir.’ Holmes had been listening to a personal hi-fi. He switched it off and slipped the headphones down around his neck. ‘Patsy Cline,’ he said. ‘I’ve been listening to a lot of her since Nell booted me out.’
‘Where did the tape come from?’
‘My aunt brought it in, bless her. She knows what I like. It was waiting for me when I woke up.’
Rebus had a sudden thought. They played music to coma victims, didn’t they? Maybe they’d been playing Patsy Cline to Holmes. No wonder he’d been a long time waking up.
‘I’m finding it hard to take in, though,’ Holmes went on. ‘I mean, whole days of my life, just gone like that. I wouldn’t mind, I mean I like a good sleep. Only I can’t remember a bloody thing I dreamt about.’
Rebus sat down by the bedside. The chair was already in place. ‘Been having visitors?’
‘Just the one. Nell looked in.’
‘That’s nice.’
‘She spent the whole time crying. My face isn’t horribly scarred and no one’s telling me?’
‘Looks as ugly as ever. What about amnesia?’
Holmes smiled. ‘Oh no, I remember the whole thing, not that it’ll help.’
Holmes really did look fine. It was like the doctors said, the brain shuts all systems down, thinks what damage has been done, effects repairs, and then you wake up. Policeman heal thyself.
‘So?’
‘So,’ said Holmes, ‘I’d spent the evening in the Heartbreak Cafe. I can even tell you what I ate.’
‘Whatever it was, I’ll bet you finished with Blue Suede Choux.’
Holmes shook his head. ‘They’d none left. Like Eddie said, it’s the fastest mover since the King himself.’
‘So what happened after you ate?’
‘The usual, I sat at the bar drinking and chatting, wondering if any gorgeous young ladies were going to slip onto the stool beside mine and ask if I came there often. I talked with Pat for a while. He was on bar duty that night.’ Holmes paused. ‘I should explain, Pat is –’
‘Eddie’s business partner, and maybe a sleeping partner too.’
‘Now now, no homophobia.’
‘Some of my best friends know gays,’ Rebus said. ‘You’ve mentioned Calder in the past. I can also tell you he doesn’t drive.’
‘That’s right, Eddie does.’
‘Even when he’s shit-faced.’
Holmes shrugged. ‘I’ve never made it my business.’
‘You will when he knocks some poor old lady down.’
Holmes smiled. ‘That car of his might look like a hotrod, but it’s in terrible shape. It barely does forty on the open road. Besides, Eddie’s the most, if you will, pedestrian driver I know. He’s so slow I’ve seen him overtaken by a skateboard – and that was being carried under somebody’s arm at the time.’
‘So it was just you and Calder at the bar?’
‘Until Eddie joined us, after he’d finished cooking. I mean, there were other people in the place, but no obvious villains.’
‘Pray continue.’
‘Well, I went to go home. Someone must have been waiting behind the dustbins. Next thing I knew there was a draught up my kilt. I opened my eyes and saw these two nurses washing my tadger.’
‘What?’
‘That’s what woke me up, I swear.’
‘It’s a medical miracle.’
‘The magic sponge,’ said Holmes.
‘So who thumped you, any ideas?’
‘I’ve been mulling it over. Maybe they were after Eddie or Pat.’
‘And why would that be?’
Holmes shrugged.
‘Don’t keep secrets from old Uncle Rebus, Brian. You forget, I can read your mind.’
‘Well, you tell me then.’
‘Could be they’ve not been paying their dues.’
‘You mean protection?’
‘Insurance, as people like to call it.’
‘Well, maybe.’
‘The dynamic duo at the Heartbreak Cafe seem to think maybe it’s an unholy alliance of curry house owners disgruntled at the fall-off in trade.’
‘I can’t see that.’
‘Neither can I. Maybe it was nobody, Brian. Maybe nobody was after Eddie and Pat. Maybe they were after you. Now why would that be?’
The pink in Holmes’ cheeks grew slightly redder. ‘You’ve seen the Black Book?’
‘Of course I have. I was looking for clues, so I had a rifle through your stuff. And there it was, all in code, too. Or at least in shorthand, so nobody but another copper would know what you were on about. But I’m another copper, Brian. Now there were a lot of cases in there, but only one that stood out.’
‘The Central Hotel.’
‘Give the man a cigar. Yes, the Central. A poker game took place, and in attendance were Tam and Eck Robertson, neither of whom crop up in the list of punters at the Central that night. You’ve been trying to find them. No luck so far?’ Holmes shook his head. ‘But someone told you all this, didn’t they? There’s no mention in the files of any poker game. Now,’ Rebus leaned closer, ‘would I be right in thinking that the person who told you is the mysterious El?’ Holmes nodded. ‘Then that’s all you need to tell me, Brian. Who the hell is El?’
At that moment, a nurse pushed open the door and came in bearing medicine and a lunch tray for Holmes.
‘I’m starving,’ he explained to Rebus. ‘This is my second meal since I woke up.’ He lifted the metal cover from the plate. A pale pink slice of meat, watery mashed spuds, and sliced green beans.
‘Yum yum,’ said Rebus. But Holmes looked keen enough. He scooped some mash and gravy into his mouth and swallowed it down.
‘I’d have thought,’ he said, ‘that since you’ve figured out the hard part, you wouldn’t have had any trouble with El.’
‘Sorry to disappoint you. Who is he?’
‘It’s Elvis,’ said Brian Holmes. ‘Elvis himself told me.’ He lifted another forkful of mush to his lips and started to slurp it down.
Rebus studied the menu, finding little to his liking beyond the often painful puns. The Heartbreak Cafe was open all day, but he’d arrived just in time for the special luncheon menu. A foot-long sausage on a roll was predictably if unappetisingly a ‘Hound Dog’. Rebus could only hope that there was no literal truth to the appelation. More obscure was the drinks list, with one wine called ‘Mama Liked the Rosé’. Rebus decided that he wasn’t so hungry after all. Instead, he nursed his ‘Teddy’ beer at the bar and handed the menu back to the teenage barman.
‘Pat’s not in then?’ he asked casually.
‘Doing some shopping. He’ll be back later.’
Rebus nodded. ‘But Eddie’s around?’
‘In the kitchen, yeah.’ The barman glanced towards the restaurant area. He wore three gold studs in his left ear. ‘He won’t be much longer, unless he’s making something special for tonight.’
‘Right,’ said Rebus. A few minutes later, he picked up his beer glass and wandered over to a huge jukebox near the toilets. Finding it to be ornamental only, he studied some of the Presley mementoes on the walls, including a signed photograph of the Vegas Elvis and what looked like a rare Sun Records pressing. Both were protected by thick framed glass, and both were picked out by spotlights from the surrounding gloom. Finding himself, as if by chance, at the door to the kitchen, Rebus pushed it open with his shoulder and let it swing shut behind him.
Eddie Ringan was creating. Sweat glistened on his face, thin strands of hair sticking to his brow, as he shook a small frying pan over a gas flame. The set-up was impressive: cleaner than Rebus had expected, with many more cookers and pots and work surfaces. A lot of money had been spent; the Cafe wasn’t just a designer façade. Amusingly, it seemed to Rebus, there was different music here from the constant diet of Presley served at the bar. Eddie Ringan was listening to Miles Davis.
The chef hadn’t noticed Rebus yet, and Rebus hadn’t noticed a trainee chef who’d been fetching something from one of several fridges at the back of the kitchen.
Rebus watched as Eddie, pausing from his work, grabbed a bottle of Jim Beam by its neck and upended it into his mouth, taking it away again with a satisfied exhalation.
‘Hey,’ said the trainee chef, ‘no one’s allowed in here.’ Eddie looked up from the pan and gave a whoop.
‘You’re just the man!’ he cried. “The very man! Come over here.’
If anything, he sounded drunker than at their first meeting. But then, at their first meeting there had been the civilising (or at least restricting) presence of Pat Calder, as well as the sobering fact of Brian Holmes’s attack.
Rebus walked over to the cooker. He too was starting to sweat in the heat.
‘This,’ said Eddie Ringan, nodding towards the pan, ‘is my latest dish. Pieces of Roquefort cheese imprisoned in breadcrumb and spice and fried. Either pan-fried or deep-fried, that’s what I’m deciding.’
‘Jailhouse Roquefort,’ Rebus guessed. Ringan whooped again, losing his balance slightly and sliding back with one foot.
‘Your idea, Inspector Rabies.’
‘I’m flattered, but the name’s Rebus.’
‘Aye, well, you should be flattered. Maybe we’ll gie you a wee mention on the menu. How about that, eh?’ He studied the golden nuggets, turning them expertly with a fork. ‘I’m giving this lot six minutes. Willie!’
‘I’m right here.’
‘How long’s that been?’
The protégé checked his watch. ‘Three and a half. I’ve put the butter down there next to the eggs.’
‘Willie’s my assistant, Inspector.’
The exasperation in Willie’s voice and expressions made Rebus doubt he would be assisting for much longer. Though younger than Ringan, Willie was about the same size. You wouldn’t call him slender. Rebus reckoned chefs were partial to too much R&D. ‘Can we talk for a minute?’
‘Two and a half minutes if you like.’
‘I’d like to know about the Central Hotel.’ Ringan didn’t seem to hear this, his attention on the contents of the frying-pan. ‘You were there the night it burned down.’
El was short for Elvis, and Elvis was code for Eddie Ringan. Holmes hadn’t wanted the wrong people getting hold of the Black Book and being able to identify the person who’d been talking. That’s why he’d gone an extra step in disguising Ringan’s identity.
He’d also made Rebus promise that he wouldn’t tell the chef Holmes had shared their secret. It was to have been a secret, a little tale spilt from a bottle of bourbon. But Ringan hadn’t poured out nearly enough, he’d just given Holmes a taste.
‘Did you hear me, Eddie?’
‘A minute left, Inspector.’
‘You never cropped up on the list of staff because you were moonlighting, working there some nights without the other place you worked at knowing anything about it. So you were able to give a false name, and nobody ever found out it was you there that night, the night of the poker game.’
‘Nearly done.’ There was more sweat on Eddie Ringan’s face now, and his mouth seemed stiff with suppressed anger.
‘I’m nearly done too, Eddie. When did you start on the booze, eh? Just after that night, wasn’t it? Because something happened in that hotel. I wonder what it was. Whatever it was, you saw it, and if you don’t tell me about it, I’m going to find out anyway, and then I’m going to come back here for you.’ To emphasise this, Rebus pushed a finger against the chef’s arm.
Ringan snatched the frying-pan and swung it at Rebus, sending bits of Jailhouse Roquefort flying in arcs across the kitchen.
‘Get the fuck away from me!’
Rebus dodged the frying-pan, but Ringan was still holding it in front of him, ready to lunge.
‘Just you get the fuck out of here! Who told you, anyway?’
‘Nobody needed to tell me, Eddie. I worked it out for myself.’
Willie meantime was down on one knee. A hot cube of cheese had caught him smack in the eye.
‘I’m dying!’ he called. ‘Get an ambulance, get a lawyer! This is an industrial injury.’
Eddie Ringan glanced towards the trainee chef, then back at the frying-pan in his hand, then at Rebus, and he began to laugh, the laughter becoming uproarious, hysterical. But at least he put down the pan. He even picked up one of the cheese cubes and took a bite out of it.
‘Tastes like shite,’ he said, still laughing and spluttering bits of breadcrumb at Rebus.
‘Are you going to tell me, Eddie?’ Rebus asked calmly.
‘I’m going to tell you this: get the fuck out.’
Rebus stood his ground, though Eddie had already turned his back. ‘Tell me where I can find the Bru-Head Brothers.’
This brought more laughter.
‘Just give me a start, Eddie. Then it’ll be off your conscience.’
‘I lost my conscience a long time ago, Inspector. Willie, let’s get a fresh batch going.’
The young man was still checking for damage. He held one hand across his good eye like a patch. ‘I cannae see a thing,’ he complained. ‘I think the retina’s cracked.’
‘And the cornea’s melted,’ added Ringan. ‘Come on, I’m hoping to have this on the menu tonight.’ He turned to Rebus, making a show of astonishment. ‘Still here? A definite case of too many cooks.’
Rebus looked at him with sad, steady eyes. ‘Just a start, Eddie.’
‘Away tae fuck.’
Slowly, Rebus turned around and pushed open the door.
‘Inspector!’ He turned his head towards the chef. ‘There’s a pub in Cowdenbeath called The Midtown. The locals call it the Midden. I wouldn’t eat the food there.’
Rebus nodded slowly. ‘Thanks for the tip.’
‘It’s you that’s supposed to give me the tip!’ he heard Ringan roar as he exited from the kitchen. He placed his empty glass on the bartop.
‘Kitchen’s off limits,’ the barman informed him.
‘More like the outer bloody limits.’
But no, he knew that only now would he be going to the outer limits, back to the haunts of his youth.
He had only dropped into St Leonard’s to pick up a few things from his desk, but the duty sergeant stopped him short.
‘Gentleman here has been waiting to see you. He seems a bit anxious.’
The ‘gentleman’ in question had been standing in a corner, but was now directly in front of Rebus. ‘You don’t recognise me?’
Rebus studied the man for a moment longer, and felt an old loathing. ‘Oh yes,’ he said, ‘I recognise you all right.’
‘Didn’t you get my message?’
This had been the other message relayed to him when he’d called in from Gorgie Road. He nodded.
‘Well, what are you going to do?’
‘What would you like me to do, Mr McPhail?’
‘You’ve got to stop him!’
‘Stop who exactly? And from what?’
‘You said you got the message.’
‘All I was told was that someone called Andrew McPhail had phoned wanting to speak to me.’
‘What I want is bloody protection!’
‘Calm down now.’ Rebus saw that the desk sergeant was getting ready for action, but he didn’t think there would be any need for that.
‘What have I got to do?’ McPhail was saying. ‘You want me to hit you? That’d get me a night in the cells, wouldn’t it? I’d be safe there.’
Rebus nodded. ‘You’d be safe all right, until we told your cell mates about your past escapades.’
This seemed to calm McPhail down like a bucket of ice. Maybe he was remembering particular incidents during his spell in the Canadian prison. Or maybe it was a less localised fear. Whatever it was, it worked. His tone became quietly plaintive. ‘But he’ll kill me.’
‘Who will?’
‘Stop pretending! I know you set him on to me. It had to be you.’
‘Humour me,’ said Rebus.
‘Maclean,’ said McPhail. ‘Alex Maclean.’
‘And who is Alex Maclean?’
McPhail looked disgusted. He spoke in an undertone. ‘The wee girl’s stepfather. Melanie’s stepfather.’
‘Ah,’ said Rebus, nodding now. He knew immediately what Jack Morton had done, bugger that he was. No wonder McPhail got in touch. And as Rebus had been round to see Mrs MacKenzie, he’d thought Rebus must be behind the whole scheme.
‘Has he threatened you?’
McPhail nodded.
‘In what way?’
‘He came to the house. I wasn’t there. He told Mrs MacKenzie he’d be back to get me. Poor woman’s in a terrible state.’
‘You could always move, get out of Edinburgh.’
‘Christ, is that what you want? That’s why you’ve set Maclean on me. Well, I’m staying put.’
‘Heroic of you, Mr McPhail.’
‘Look, I know what I’ve done, but that’s behind me.’
Rebus nodded. ‘And all you’ve got in front of you is the view from your bedroom.’
‘Jesus, I didn’t know Mrs MacKenzie lived across from a primary school!’
‘Still, you could move. A location like that, it’s bound to rile Maclean further.’
McPhail stared at Rebus. ‘You’re repulsive,’ he said. ‘Whatever I’ve done in my life, I’m willing to bet you’ve done worse. Never mind about me, I’ll look after myself.’ McPhail made show of pushing past Rebus towards the door.
‘Ca’ canny, Mr McPhail,’ Rebus called after him.
‘Christ,’ said the desk sergeant, ‘who was that?’
‘That,’ said Rebus, ‘was someone finding out how it feels to be a victim.’
All the same, he felt a bit guilty. What if McPhail had been rehabilitated, and Maclean did do him some damage? Scared as he was, McPhail might even decide a first strike was his only form of defence. Well, Rebus had slightly more pressing concerns, hadn’t he?
In the CID room, he studied the only available mug-shots of Tam and Eck Robertson, taken over five years ago. He got a DC to make him some photocopies, but then had a better idea. There was no police artist around, but that didn’t bother Rebus. He knew where an artist could always be found.
It was five o’clock when he got to McShane’s Bar near the bottom of the Royal Mile. McShane’s was a haven for bearded folk fans and their woolly sweaters. Upstairs, there was always music, be it a professional performer or some punter who’d taken the stage to belt out ‘Will Ye Go Lassie Go’ or ‘Both Sides O’ The Tweed’.
Midgie McNair did good business in McShane’s sketching flattering likenesses of acquiescent customers, who paid for the privilege and often bought the drinks as well.
At this early hour, Midgie was downstairs, reading a paperback at a corner table. His sketch-pad sat on the table beside him, along with half a dozen pencils. Rebus placed two pints on the table, then sat down and produced the photos of the Bru-Head Brothers.
‘Not exactly Butch and Sundance, are they?’ said Midgie McNair.
‘Not exactly,’ said Rebus.
John Rebus had once known Cowdenbeath very well indeed, having gone to school there. It was one of those Fife mining communities which had grown from a hamlet in the late nineteenth or early twentieth centuries when coal was in great demand, such demand that the cost of digging it out of the ground hardly entered the equation. But the coalfields of Fife didn’t last long. There was still plenty of coal deep underground, but the thin warped strata were difficult (and therefore costly) to mine. He supposed some opencast mining might still be going on – at one time west central Fife had boasted Europe’s biggest hole in the ground – but the deep pitshafts had all been filled in. In Rebus’s youth there had been three obvious career choices for a fifteen-year-old boy: the pits, Rosyth Dockyard, or the Army. Rebus had chosen the last of these. Nowadays, it was probably the only choice on offer.
Like the towns and villages around it, Cowdenbeath looked and felt depressed: closed down shops and drab chainstore clothes. But he knew that the people were stronger than their situation might suggest. Hardship bred a bitter, quickfire humour and a resilience to all but the most terminal of life’s tragedies. He didn’t like to think about it too deeply, but inside he felt like he really was ‘coming home’. Edinburgh might have been his base for twenty years, but he was a Fifer. ‘Fly Fifers’, some people called them. Rebus was ready to do battle with some very fly people indeed.
Monday night was the quietest of the week for pubs across the land. The pay packets or dole money had disappeared over the course of the weekend. Monday was for staying in. Not that you would know this from the scene that greeted Rebus as he pushed open the door to the Midden. Its name belittled it; its interior was no worse than many a bar in Edinburgh and elsewhere. Basic, yes, with a red linoleum floor spotted black from hundreds of cigarette dowps. The tables and chairs were functional, and though the bar was not large enough space had been found for a pool table and dartboard. A game of darts was in progress when Rebus entered, and one young man marched around the pool table, potting shot after shot as he squinted through the smoke which rose from the cigarette in his mouth. At a corner table three old men, all wearing flat bunnets, were playing a tense game of dominoes, groups of steady drinkers filling the other tables.
So Rebus had no choice but to stand at the bar. There was just room for one more, and he nodded a greeting to the pint drinkers either side of him. A greeting no one bothered to return.
‘Pint of special, please,’ he said to the slick-haired barman.
‘Special, son, right you are.’
Rebus got the feeling this fiftyish bartender would call even the domino players ‘son’. The drink was poured with the proper amount of care, like the ritual it was in this part of the world.
‘Special, son, there you are.’
Rebus paid for the beer. It was the cheapest pint he’d bought in months. He started to think about how easy it would be to commute to work from Fife . . .
‘Pint of spesh, Dod.’
‘Spesh, son, right you are.’
The pool player stood just behind Rebus, not quite menacingly. He placed his empty glass on the bartop and waited for it to be refilled. Rebus knew the youth was interested, maybe waiting to see whether Rebus would speak. But Rebus didn’t say anything. He just took photocopies of the two drawings out of his jacket pocket and unfolded them. He’d had ten copies of each made up at a newsagent’s on the Royal Mile. The originals were safe in the glove compartment of his car; though how safe his car itself was, parked on the poorly lit street outside, was another matter.
He could feel the drinkers either side of him glance at the drawings, and didn’t doubt that the youth was having a look too. Still nobody said anything.
‘Spesh, son, there you are.’ The pool player picked up the glass, spilling some beer onto the sheets of paper. Rebus turned his head towards him.
‘Sorry about that.’
Rebus had seldom heard a less sincere tone of voice. ‘That’s all right,’ he said, matching the tone. ‘I’ve got plenty more copies.’
‘Oh aye?’ The youth took his change from the barman and went back to the pool table, crouching to load coins into the slot. The balls fell with a dull rumble and he started to rack them up, staring at Rebus.
‘You do a bit of drawing, eh?’
Rebus, who had been wiping the drawings with his hand, turned to Dod the barman. ‘Not me, no. Good though, aren’t they?’ He turned the drawings around slowly so Dod could get a better look.
‘Oh aye, no’ bad. I’m no’ an expert, like. The only things anybody around here draws are the pension or the dole.’ There was laughter at this.
‘Or a bowl,’ added one drinker. He made the word sound like ‘bowel’, but Rebus knew what he meant.
‘Or a cigarette,’ somebody else suggested, but the joke was by now history. The barman nodded towards the drawings. ‘Anybody in particular, like?’
Rebus shrugged.
‘Could be brothers, eh?’
Rebus turned to the drinker on his left, who had just spoken. ‘What makes you say that?’
The drinker twitched and turned to stare at the row of optics behind the bar. ‘They look similar.’
Rebus examined the two drawings. As requested, Midgie had aged the brothers five or six years. ‘You could be right.’
‘Or cousins maybe,’ said the drinker on his right.
‘Related, though,’ Rebus mused.
‘I cannae see it myself,’ said Dod the barman.
‘Look a bit closer,’ Rebus advised. He ran his finger over the sheets of paper. ‘Same chins, eyes look the same too. Maybe they are brothers.’
‘Who are they, then?’ asked the drinker on his right, a middle-aged man with square unshaven jaw and lively blue eyes.
But Rebus just shrugged again. One of the domino players came to the bar to order a round. He looked like he’d just won a rubber, and clapped his hands together.
‘How’s it going then, James?’ he asked the drinker on Rebus’s right.
‘No’ bad, Matt. Yourself?’
‘Ach, just the same.’ He smiled at Rebus. ‘Havenae seen you in here afore, son.’
Rebus shook his head. ‘I’ve been away.’
‘Oh aye?’ Three pints had appeared on a metal tray.
‘There you go, Matt.’
‘Thanks, Dod.’ Matt handed over a ten-pound note. As he waited for change, he saw the drawings. ‘Butch and Sundance, eh?’ He laughed. Rebus smiled warmly. ‘Or more like Steptoe and Son.’
‘Steptoe and Brother,’ Rebus suggested.
‘Brothers?’ Matt studied the drawings. He was still studying them when he asked, ‘Are you the polis then, son?’
‘Do I look like the polis?’
‘No’ exactly.’
‘No’ fat enough for a start,’ said Dod. ‘Eh, son?’
‘You get skinny polis, though,’ argued James. ‘What about Stecky Jamieson?’
‘Right enough,’ said Dod. ‘Thon bugger could hide behind a lamp post.’
Matt had picked up the tray of drinks. The other domino players at his table called out that they were ‘gasping’. Matt nodded towards the drawings. ‘I’ve seen yon buggers afore,’ he said, before moving off.
Rebus drained his glass and ordered another. The drinker on his left finished and, fixing a bunnet to his head, started to make his goodbyes.
‘Cheerio then, Dod.’
‘Aye, cheerio.’
‘Cheerio, James.’
This went on for minutes. The long cheerio. Rebus folded the drawings and put them in his pocket. He took his time over the second pint. There was some talk of football, extra-marital affairs, the nonexistent job market. Mind you, the amount of affairs that seemed to be going on, Rebus was surprised anyone found the time or energy for a job.
‘You know what this part of Fife’s become?’ offered James. ‘A giant DIY store. You either work in one, or you shop there. That’s about it.’
‘True enough,’ said Dod, though there was little conviction in his voice.
Rebus finished the second pint and went to visit the gents’. The place stank to high heaven, and the graffiti was poor. Nobody came in for a quiet word, not that he’d been expecting it. On his way back from bathroom to bar he stopped at the dominoes game.
‘Matt?’ he asked. ‘Sorry to interrupt. You didn’t say where you thought you’d seen Butch and Sundance.’
‘Maybe just the one o’ them,’ said Matt. The doms had been shuffled and he picked up seven, three in one hand and four in the other. ‘It wasnae here, though. Maybe Lochgelly. For some reason, I think it was Lochgelly.’ He put the dominoes face down on the tabletop and picked out the one he wished to play. The man next to him chapped.
‘Bad sign that, Tam, this early on.’
Bad sign indeed. Rebus would have to go to Lochgelly. He returned to the bar and said his own brief cheerio.
‘Or you could draw a fire,’ someone at the bar was saying, poking the embers of that long-dead joke.
The drive from Cowdenbeath to Lochgelly took Rebus through Lumphinnans. His father had always made jokes about Lumphinnans; Rebus wasn’t sure why, and certainly couldn’t recall any of them. When he’d been young, the skies had been full of smoke, every house heated by a coal fire in the sitting room. The chimneys sent up a grey plume into the evening air, but not now. Now, central heating and gas had displaced Old King Coal.
It saddened Rebus, this silence of the lums.
It saddened him, too, that he would have to repeat his performance with the drawings. He’d hoped the Midden would be the start and finish of his quest. Of course, it was always possible Eddie had been setting a false trail in the first place. If so, Rebus would see he got his just deserts, and it wouldn’t be Blue Suede Choux.
He did his act in three pubs nursing three half-pints, with no reaction save the usual bad jokes including the ‘drawing the pension’ line. But in the fourth bar, an understandably understated shack near the railway station, he drew the attention of a keen-eyed old man who had been cadging drinks all round the pub. At the time, Rebus was showing the drawings to a cluster of painters and decorators at the corner of the L-shaped bar. He knew they were decorators because they’d asked him if he needed any work doing. ‘On the fly, like. Cheaper that way.’ Rebus shook his head and showed them the drawings.
The old man pushed his way into the group. He looked up at all the faces around him. ‘AH right, lads? Here, I was decorated in the war.’ He cackled at his joke.
‘So you keep telling us, Jock.’
‘Every fuckin’ night.’
‘Without fuckin’ fail.’
‘Sorry, lads,’ Jock apologised. He thrust a short thick finger at one of the drawings. ‘Looks familiar.’
‘Must be a bloody jockey then.’ The decorator winked at Rebus. ‘I’m no’ joking, mister. Jock would recognise a racehorse’s bahookey quicker than a human face.’
‘Ach,’ said Jock dismissively, ‘away tae hell wi’ you.’ And to Rebus: ‘Sure you dinnae owe me a drink fae last week . . .?’
Five minutes after Rebus glumly left this last pub, a young man arrived. It. had taken him some time, visiting all the bars between the Midden and here, asking whether a man had been in with some drawings. He was annoyed, too, at having to break off his pool practice so early. His screwball needed work. There was a competition on Sunday, and he had every intention of winning the £100 prize. If he didn’t, there’d be trouble. But meantime, he knew he could do someone a favour by trailing this man who claimed not to be a copper. He knew it because he’d made a phone call from the Midden.
‘You’d be doing me a favour,’ the person on the other end of the line had said, when the pool player had finally been put through to him, having had to relate his story to two other people first.
It was useful to be owed a favour, so he’d taken off from the Midden, knowing that the man with the drawings was on his way to Lochgelly. But now here he was at the far end of the town; there were no pubs after this until Lochore. And the man had gone. So the pool player made another call and gave his report. It wasn’t much, he knew, but it had been time-consuming work all the same.
‘I owe you one, Sharky,’ the voice said.
Sharky felt elated as he got back into his rusty Datsun. And with luck, he’d still have time for a few games of pool before closing time.
John Rebus drove back to Edinburgh with just desserts on his mind. And Andrew McPhail, and Michael with his tranquillisers, and Patience, and Operation Moneybags, and many other things besides.
Michael was sound asleep when he arrived at the flat. He checked with the students, who were worried that his brother was maybe on some sort of drugs. He assured them the drugs were prescribed rather than proscribed. Then he telephoned Siobhan Clarke at home.
‘How did it go today?’
‘You had to be there, sir – I could write the book on boredom. Dougary had five visitors all day. He had pizza delivered lunch. Drove home at five-thirty.’
‘Any of the visitors interesting?’
‘I’ll let you see the photographs. Customers, maybe. But they came out with as many limbs as they went in with. Will you be joining us tomorrow?’
‘Probably.’
‘Only I thought maybe we could talk about the Central Hotel.’
‘Speaking of which, have you seen Brian?’
‘I popped in after work. He looks great.’ She paused. ‘You sound tired. Have you been working?’
‘Yes.’
‘The Central?’
‘Christ knows. I suppose so.’ Rebus rubbed the back of his neck. The hangover was starting already.
‘You had to buy a few drinks?’ Siobhan guessed.
‘Yes.’
‘And drink a few?’
‘Right again, Sherlock.’
She laughed, then tutted. ‘And afterwards you drove home. I’d be happy to chauffeur you if it would help.’ She sounded like she meant it.
‘Thanks, Clarke. I’ll bear it in mind.’ He paused. ‘Know what I’d like for Christmas?’
‘It’s a long way off.’
‘I’d like someone to prove that the corpse belongs to one of the Bru-Head Brothers.’
‘The body had a broken –’
‘I know, I’ve checked. The hospitals came up with spit.’ He paused again. ‘Not your problem,’ he said. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’
‘Good night, sir.’
Rebus sat in silence for a minute or two. Something about his conversation with Siobhan Clarke made him want to talk with Patience. He picked up the receiver again and rang her.
‘Hello?’
Ye Gods, not an answering machine!
‘Hello, Patience.’
‘John.’
‘I’d like to talk. Are you ready?’
There was silence, then: ‘Yes, I think so. Let’s talk.’
John Rebus lay down on the sofa, one hand behind his head. Nobody else used the phone that night.
John Rebus was in a good mood that Tuesday morning, for no other reason than that he’d spent what seemed like half the previous night on the phone with Patience. They were going to meet for a drink; he just had to wait for her to get back to him with a place and a time. He was still in a good mood when he opened the ground floor door and started up the stairs towards Operation Moneybags’ Gorgie centre of operations.
He could hear voices; nothing unusual about that. But the voices grew in intensity as he climbed, and he opened the door just in time to see a man lunge at DC Petrie and butt him square on the nose. Petrie fell back against the window, knocking over the camera tripod. Blood gushed from his nostrils. Rebus only half took in that two small boys were watching, along with Siobhan Clarke and Elsa-Beth Jardine. The man was pulling Petrie upright when Rebus got an arm lock around him, pinning the man’s arms to his side. He pulled Rebus to right and left, trying to throw him off, all the time yelling so loudly it was a wonder nobody on the street below could hear the commotion.
Rebus heaved the man backwards and turned him, so that he lost balance and fell to the floor, where Rebus sat on top of him. Petrie started forward, but the man lashed out with his legs and sent Petrie back into the window, where his elbow smashed the glass. Rebus did what he had to do. He punched the man in the throat.
‘What the hell’s going on here?’ he asked. The man was gasping but still struggling. ‘You, stop it!’ Then something hit Rebus on the back of his head. It was the clenched fist of one of the boys, and it hit him right on his burnt patch of scalp. He screwed shut his eyes, fighting the stinging pain of the blow and a nausea in his gut, right where his muesli and tea with honey were sitting.
‘Leave my dad alone!’
Siobhan Clarke grabbed the boy and dragged him off.
‘Arrest that little bugger,’ Rebus said. Then, to the boy’s father: ‘I mean it, too. If you don’t calm down, I’m going to have him charged with assault. How would you like that?’
‘He’s too young,’ gasped the man.
‘Is he?’ said Rebus. ‘Are you sure?’
The man thought about it and calmed down.
‘That’s better.’ Rebus rose from the man’s chest. ‘Now is someone going to explain all this to me?’
It was quickly explained, once Petrie had been sent off to find a doctor for his nose and the boys had been sent home. The man was called Bill Chilton, and Bill Chilton didn’t like squatters.
‘Squatters?’
‘That’s what Wee Neilly told me.’
‘Squatters?’ Rebus turned to Siobhan Clarke. She’d been downstairs to check no passers-by had been injured by falling glass, and more importantly to explain the ‘accident’.
‘The two boys,’ she said now, ‘came barging in. They said they sometimes played here.’
Rebus stopped her and turned to Chilton. ‘Why isn’t Neil at school?’
‘He’s been suspended for fighting.’
Rebus nodded. ‘He’s got a fair punch on him.’ The back of his head throbbed agreement. He turned back to Siobhan.
‘They asked us what we were doing, and Ms Jardine’ – at this Elsa-Beth Jardine lowered her head – ‘told them we were squatters.’
‘Just joking,’ Jardine found it necessary to add. Rebus feigned surprise, and she lowered her eyes again, blushing furiously.
‘DC Petrie joined in, the boys cleared out, and we all had a laugh about it.’
‘A laugh?’ Rebus said. ‘It wasn’t a laugh, it was a breach of security.’ He sounded as furious as he looked, so that even Siobhan turned her eyes away from his. He now turned his gaze on Bill Chilton.
‘Well,’ Chilton continued, ‘Neil came home and told me there were squatters here. We’ve had a lot of that going on this past year or two, deserted tenement flats being broken open and used for all sorts of things . . . drug pushing and that. Some of us are doing something about it.’
‘What are we talking about here, Mr Chilton? Vigilante tactics? Pickaxe handles at dawn?’
Chilton was unabashed. ‘You lot are doing bugger all!’
‘So you came up here looking to scare the squatters off?’
‘Before they got a toe-hold, aye.’
‘And?’
Chilton said nothing.
‘And,’ Rebus said for him, ‘you started shouting the odds at DC Petrie, who started shouting back that he was a police officer and you’d better bugger off. Only by that time you were too fired up to back off. Got a bit of a temper, Mr Chilton? Maybe it’s rubbed off on Neilly, eh? Did you get into a lot of fights at school?’
‘What the hell’s that got to do with anything?’ Chilton’s anger was rising again. Rebus raised a pacifying hand.
‘It’s a serious offence, assaulting a police officer.’
‘Mistaken identity,’ said Chilton.
‘Even after he’d identified himself?’
Chilton shrugged. ‘He never showed me any ID.’
Rebus raised an eyebrow. ‘You’re very knowledgeable about procedure. Maybe you’ve been in this sort of trouble before, eh?’ This shut Chilton’s mouth. ‘Maybe if I go down the station and look you up on the computer . . . what would this be, second offence? Third? Might we be talking about a wee trip to Saughton jail?’ Chilton was looking decidedly uncomfortable, which was exactly what Rebus wanted.
‘Of course,’ he said, ‘we could always shut the book on this one.’ Chilton looked interested. ‘If,’ Rebus warned, ‘you could keep your gob shut about it. And get Neil and his pal to forget they saw anything.’
Chilton nodded towards the camera. ‘You’re watching somebody, eh? A stake-out?’
‘Best if you don’t know, Mr Chilton. Do we have a deal?’
Chilton thought about it, then nodded.
‘Good,’ said Rebus, ‘now get the fuck out of here.’
Chilton knew when he was being made an offer. He got the fuck out of there. Rebus shook his head.
‘Sir –’
‘Shut up and listen,’ Rebus told Siobhan Clarke. ‘This could’ve blown the whole thing. Maybe it has, we won’t know for a day or two. Meanwhile, get that camera set up again and get back to work. Phone HQ and get someone in here to board up the window, leaving a big enough hole for the camera. Either that or we need a new pane of glass.
‘And listen to me, the two of you.’ He raised a warning finger. ‘Nobody gets to know about this, nobody. It’s forgotten as of now, understand?’
They understood. What they did not understand perhaps was exactly why Rebus wanted it kept quiet. It wasn’t that he feared the early termination of Operation Moneybags – as far as he was concerned, the whole project was doomed to failure anyway. No, it was another fear altogether, the fear that Detective Inspector Alister Flower, safe and snug in the Firth Pub with his own surveillance crew, would find out. By God, that would mean trouble, more trouble than Rebus was willing to contemplate.
A pity then that he hadn’t managed to say anything to DC Peter Petrie, who went back to St Leonard’s for a change of shirt. The blood on his T-shirt might have been mistaken for tomato sauce or old tea, but there was no doubting the cause of the white gauze pad which had been taped across his nose and half his face. And when questioned, Peter Petrie quite gladly told his story, embellishing it only a little – as, for example, in exaggerating his assailant’s size, skill, and speed of attack. There were sympathetic smiles and shakes of the head, and the same comment was uttered by more than one fellow officer.
‘Wait till Flower hears about this.’
By lunchtime, Flower had heard from several sources about the giant who had wreaked such havoc to the Gorgie surveillance.
‘Dearie me,’ he said, sipping an orange juice laced with blue label vodka. ‘That’s terrible. I wonder if Chief Inspector Lauderdale knows? Ach, of course he does, Rebus wouldn’t try to keep a thing like that from him, would he?’ And he smiled so warmly at the DC seated beside him that the DC got quite worried, really quite worried about his boss . . .
Siobhan picked up the telephone.
‘Hello?’ She watched John Rebus staring out of the broken window. He’d been watching the taxi offices for half an hour, so deep in thought that neither she nor Jardine had uttered a word to one another above a whisper. ‘It’s for you, sir.’
Rebus took the receiver from her. It was CID with a message to relay.
‘Go ahead.’
‘From someone called Pat Calder. He says a Mr Ringan has disappeared.’
‘Disappeared?’
‘Yes, and he wanted you to know. Do you want us to do anything this end?’
‘No thanks, I’ll go have a word myself. Thanks for letting me know.’ Rebus put down the phone.
‘Who’s disappeared?’ Siobhan asked.
‘Eddie Ringan.’
‘The Heartbreak Cafe?’
Rebus nodded. ‘I was only speaking to him yesterday. He threatened me with a panful of hot cheese.’ Siobhan was looking interested, but Rebus shook his head. ‘You stay here, at least until Petrie gets back.’ The Heartbreak Cafe was only five minutes away. Rebus wondered if Calder would be there. A kitchen without a chef, after all, it was hardly worth opening for the day . . .
But when Rebus arrived, the Cafe was doing a brisk trade in early lunches. Calder, acting as maitre d’, waved to Rebus when he entered. Passing the same young barman as yesterday, Rebus gave him a wink. Calder was looking frantic.
‘What the hell did you say to Eddie yesterday?’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Come off it, you had a stand-up row, didn’t you? I knew something was wrong. He was edgy as hell all last night, and his cooking went to pot.’ Calder saw no humour in this. ‘You must have said something.’
‘Who told you?’
Calder cocked his head towards the kitchen. ‘Willie.’
Rebus nodded understanding. ‘And today, Willie gets his chance for fame and fortune.’
‘He’s doing the lunches, if that’s what you mean.’
‘So when did Eddie go missing?’
‘After we closed last night, he went off to look for some club or other. One of those moveable feasts that takes over a warehouse for one night a week.’
‘You didn’t fancy it yourself?’
Calder wrinkled his nose in distaste.
‘Would this be a club for gentlemen, Mr Calder?’
‘A gay club, yes. No secret there, Inspector. It’s all quite legit.’
‘I’m sure it is. And Mr Ringan didn’t come home?’
‘No.’
‘So maybe he found someone else to go home with . . .?’
‘Eddie’s not that type.’
‘Then what type is he?’
‘The faithful type, believe me. He often goes out drinking, but he always comes back.’
‘Until now.’
‘Yes.’
Rebus considered. ‘Bit early yet to start a missing person file. We usually give it at least forty-eight hours, if there’s no other evidence.’
‘What sort of evidence?’
‘Well, a body, for example.’
Calder turned his head away. ‘Christ,’ he said.
‘Look, I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about.’
‘I’m not,’ said Pat Calder.
No, and neither was John Rebus.
Calder slapped a smile on his face as a couple entered the Cafe. He picked up two menus and asked them to follow him to a table. They were in their early twenties and dressed fashionably, the man looking like he’d walked out of a 1930s gangster flick, the woman like she’d put on her wee sister’s skirt by mistake.
When Calder came back he spoke in an undertone. ‘Someone should tell her you can’t hide acne with pan-stick. You know, Eddie hasn’t been the same since the night Brian was attacked.’
‘Brian’s okay now, by the way.’
‘Yes, Eddie rang the hospital yesterday.’
‘He didn’t visit, though?’
‘We hate hospitals, too many friends dying in them lately.’
‘The news about Brian didn’t cheer him up?’
Calder pursed his lips. ‘I suppose it did for a little while.’ He pulled a notebook and pen out of his pocket. ‘Must go and see what they want to drink.’
Rebus nodded. ‘I’ll just have a word with Willie and your barman, see what they think.’
‘Fine. Lunch is on the house.’ Rebus shook his head. ‘We won’t poison you, Inspector.’
‘It’s not that,’ said Rebus. ‘It’s all this Presley stuff on the walls. It fair takes away my appetite.’
Willie the trainee chef looked like he was enjoying his day as ruler of all he surveyed. Flustered as he was, with no one to help him, still he gave off an air of never wanting things to change.
‘Remember me, Willie?’
Willie glanced up. ‘Jailhouse Roquefort?’ He went back to shimmying pans, then started to chop a bunch of fresh parsley. Rebus marvelled at how speedily he worked with the knife mere millimetres from his fingertips.
‘You here about Eddie? He’s a mad bastard that, but a brilliant chef.’
‘Must be fun to be in charge though?’
‘It would be if I got the credit, but those buggers out there probably think the great Eduardo’s prepared each dish of the day. Like Pat says, if they knew he wisnae here, they’d go off for a tandoori businessman’s lunch at half the price.’
Rebus smiled. ‘Still, being in charge . . .’
Willie stopped chopping. ‘What? You think I’ve got Eddie stashed away in my coal bunker? Just so I can have a day of tearing around like a mad-arsed fly?’ He waved his knife towards the kitchen door. ‘Pat might lend a hand, but no, he’s got to be out there buttering up the clientele. Butter Pat, that’s his name. If I was going to do away with either one of them, it’d be the one right outside that door.’
‘You’re taking it very seriously, Willie. Eddie’s only been missing overnight. Could be sleeping it off in the gutter somewhere.’
‘That’s not what Pat thinks.’
‘And what do you think?’
Willie tasted from a steaming vat. ‘I think I’ve put too much cream in the potage.’
‘It’s the way Elvis would have wanted it,’ commented Rebus.
The barman, whose name was Toni (‘with an i’), poured Rebus a murky half pint of Cask Conditioned.
‘This looks as conditioned as my hair.’
‘I know a good hairdresser if you’re interested.’
Rebus ignored the remark, then decided to ignore the beer too. He waited while Toni chattily served two student types at the other end of the bar.
‘How did Eddie seem after I left yesterday?’
‘What’s the name of that Scorsese film?’
‘Taxi Driver?’
The barman shook his head. ‘Raging Bull. That was Eddie.’
‘He was like that all evening?’
‘I didn’t see him much. By the time he comes out of the kitchen, I’m putting on my coat to go home.’
‘Was there anyone . . . unusual in the bar last night?’ ‘You get a mixed crowd in here. Any particular type of unusual?’
‘Forget it.’
It looked like Toni-with-an-i already had.
It was beginning to look like the circle was now complete. Eddie told Holmes something about the body in the Central Hotel. Holmes tried to find out more, by going after the Bru-Head Brothers. Then Rebus came along to offer help. Now all three had been warned off in some way or other. Well, he hoped Eddie was just being warned off. He hoped it wasn’t more drastic. Everyone knew the chef had trouble keeping his mouth shut after a drink, and ‘after a drink’ seemed to be his permanent state. Yes, Rebus was worried. They’d tried scaring him off and only made him more determined. So would they now pull another stunt? Or would they perhaps revert to more certain means of silence?
Rebus’s face was as dark as the sky when he walked back into St Leonard’s, only to be ordered immediately to Lauderdale’s office. Lauderdale was pouring whisky into three glasses.
‘Ah, there you are.’
Rebus could not deny it. ‘Summoned by Bell’s, sir.’ He accepted the glass, trying not to look at Alister Flower’s beaming face. The three men sat down.
‘Cheers,’ offered Lauderdale.
‘Here’s tae us,’ said Flower.
Rebus just drank.
‘Been having a bit of bother, John?’ Lauderdale was positioning his half-empty glass on the desk. When he used Rebus’s first name, Rebus knew he was in trouble.
‘I don’t know about that, sir. There was a minor hiccup this morning, all taken care of.’
Lauderdale nodded, still seeming affable. Flower had crossed his legs, at ease with the world. When Lauderdale next spoke, he held up a finger to accompany each point.
‘Two schoolkids barge in on you. Then DC Petrie gets into a punch-up with a complete stranger. A window is smashed, and so is Petrie’s nose. DC Clarke’s down at street level trying to brush away broken glass and curious passers-by.’ He looked up from his full hand. ‘Any possibility, John, that Operation Moneybags has been placed in jeopardy?’
‘No possibility, sir.’ Rebus held up one finger. ‘The man won’t talk, because if he does we’ll charge him with assault.’ A second finger. ‘And the boys won’t talk because the father will warn them not to.’ He held his two fingers in the air, then lowered his hand.
‘With all due respect, sir,’ the Little Weed was saying, ‘we’ve got a fight and a broken window in what was supposed to be a deserted building. People are nosy, it’s human nature. They’ll be looking up at that window tomorrow, and they’ll be wondering. Any movement behind the window will be noticed.’
Lauderdale turned to Rebus. ‘John?’
‘What Inspector Flower says is true, sir, as far as it goes. But people are quick to forget. What they’ll see tomorrow is a new window, end of story. Nobody saw anything from the taxi offices, and even if they heard the glass, it’s not like it doesn’t happen every day along Gorgie.’
‘Even so, John . . .’
‘Even so, sir, it was a mistake. I’ve already made that clear to DC Clarke.’ He could have told them that it was all the fault of the woman from Trading Standards, but making excuses made you seem weak. Rebus could take this on the chin. He’d even take it on the back of his scalp if it would get him out of the office any faster. The aromas of whisky and body odour were making him slightly queasy.
‘Alister?’
‘Well, sir, you know my view on the subject.’
Lauderdale nodded. ‘John,’ he said, ‘a lot of planning has gone into Operation Moneybags, and there’s a lot at stake. If you’re going to let a couple of kids wander into the middle of the surveillance, maybe it’s time you rethought your priorities. For example, those files beside your desk. That stuff’s five years old. Get your brain back to the here and now, understand?’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘We know you must have been affected by the attack on DS Holmes. What I’m asking is, are you up to helping run Operation Moneybags?’
Ah, here it was. The Little Weed wanted the surveillance for himself. He wanted to be the one to bring in Dougary.
‘I’m up to it, sir.’
‘No more fuck-ups then, understood?’
‘Understood, sir.’
Rebus would have said anything to shorten the meeting; well, just about anything. But he was damned if he was going to hand anything to Flower, least of all a case like this, even if he did think it a waste of time. Get back to the here and now, Lauderdale had said. But when Rebus left the office, he knew exactly where his brain was heading: back to the there and then.
By late afternoon, he decided that he had only two options regarding the Central Hotel, only two people left who might help. He telephoned one, and after a little persuasion was able to arrange an immediate interview.
‘There may be interruptions,’ the secretary warned. ‘We’re very busy just now.’
‘I can put up with interruptions.’
Twenty minutes later, he was ushered into a small wood-panelled office in a well-maintained old stone building. The windows looked out onto uglier new constructions of corrugated metal and shining steel. Steam billowed from pipes, but indoors you miraculously lost that strong brewery smell.
The door opened and a thirtyish man ambled into the room.
‘Inspector Rebus?’
They shook hands. ‘Good of you to see me at such short notice, sir.’
‘Your call was intriguing. I still like a bit of intrigue.’
Close up, Rebus saw that Aengus Gibson was probably still in his twenties. The sober suit, the spectacles and short sleek hair made him seem older. He went to his desk, slipped off his jacket, and placed it carefully over the back of a large padded chair. Then he sat down and began rolling up his shirtsleeves.
‘Sit yourself down, Inspector, please. Now, something to do with the Central Hotel, you said?’
There were papers laid out on the desk, and Gibson appeared to be browsing through them as Rebus spoke, but Rebus knew the man was taking in every word.
‘As you know, Mr Gibson, the Central burnt down five years ago. The cause of the fire was never satisfactorily explained, but more disturbing still was the finding of a body, a body with a bullet-hole through the heart. The body has never been identified.’
Rebus paused. Gibson took off his glasses and laid them on top of the papers. ‘I knew the Central quite well, Inspector. I’m sure my reputation precedes you into this office.’
‘Past and present reputations, sir.’
Gibson made no show of hearing this. ‘I was a bit wild in my youth, and a wilder crowd you’d be hard pressed to find than that congregating in the Central Hotel in those days.’
‘You’d be in your early twenties, sir, hardly a “youth”.’
‘Some of us take longer to grow up than others.’
‘Why did you arrange to meet Matthew Vanderhyde there?’
Gibson sat back in his chair. ‘Ah, now I see why you’re here. Well, I thought Uncle Matthew might appreciate the seedy glory of the Central. He was wild himself in years past.’
‘And maybe also you thought it might shock him?’
‘Nobody could shock Matthew Vanderhyde, Inspector.’ He smiled. ‘But perhaps you’re right. Yes, I’m sure there was an element of that. I knew damned fine that my father had asked him to talk to me. So I arranged to meet in the worst place I could think of.’
‘I could probably have helped find a few worse places than the Central.’
‘Me too, really. But the Central was . . . well, central.’
‘And the two of you talked?’
‘He talked. I was supposed to listen. But when you’re with a blind man, Inspector, you don’t need to put up any pretence. No need for glazed eyes and all that. I think I read the paper, tried the crossword, watched the TV. It didn’t seem to matter to him. He was doing my father a favour, that was all.’
‘But pretty soon afterwards you put your “Black Aengus” days behind you.’
‘That’s true, yes. Maybe Uncle Matthew’s words had an effect after all.’
‘And after the meeting?’
‘We thought of having dinner together – not, I might add, in the Central. Filthiest kitchens I’ve ever seen. But I think I had a prior appointment with a young lady. Well, not that young, actually. Married, I seem to recall. Sometimes I miss those days. The media call me a reformed character. It’s an easy cliché, but damned hard to live up to.’
‘Your name never appeared on the official list of the Central’s customers that night.’
‘An oversight.’
‘One you could have corrected by coming forward.’
‘Giving yet more fuel to the newspapers.’
‘What if they found out now that you were there?’
‘Well, Inspector, that wouldn’t be fuel.’ Aengus Gibson’s eyes were warm and clear. ‘That would be an incendiary.’
‘Is there anything you can tell me about that night, sir?’
‘You seem to know all of it. I was in the bar with Matthew Vanderhyde. We left hours before the place caught fire.’
Rebus nodded. ‘Have you ever been on the hotel’s first floor, sir?’
‘What an extraordinary question. It was five years ago.’
‘A long time, certainly.’
‘And now the case is being reopened?’
‘In a way, sir, yes. We can’t give too many details.’
‘That’s all right, I’ll get my father to ask the Chief Constable. They’re good friends, you know.’
Rebus kept silent. There was no case. Nothing he could present to his superiors would cause them to reopen it. He knew he was in this all on his own, and for not very good reasons. There was a brisk tap at the door, and an older man came into the office. His face strongly resembled Aengus Gibson’s, but both face and body were much leaner. Ascetic was the word that came to mind. Broderick Gibson would rarely loosen his tight-knotted tie or undo the top button of his shirt. He wore a woollen V-neck below his suit jacket. Rebus had seen church elders like him. Their faces persuaded more guilt-money into the collection.
‘Sorry to butt in,’ Broderick Gibson said. ‘These need a look-over before tomorrow morning.’ He placed a folder on the desk.
‘Father, this is Inspector Rebus. Inspector, Broderick Gibson, my father.’
And the man who had started Gibson’s Brewing from his garden shed back in the 1950s. Rebus shook the firm hand.
‘No trouble I hope, Inspector?’
‘None at all, sir,’ replied Rebus.
Broderick Gibson turned to his son. ‘You haven’t forgotten that do tonight for the SSPCC?’
‘No, father. Eight o’clock?’
‘Damned if I can remember.’
‘I think it’s eight o’clock.’
‘You’re right, sir,’ said Rebus.
‘Oh?’ Aengus Gibson looked surprised. ‘Will you be there yourself?’
But Rebus shook his head. ‘I read a piece about it in the paper.’ He was so far below these people on the social ladder, he wondered if they could see him at all. As they’d climbed, they’d sawn off the rungs behind them. Rebus could only peer up into the clouds, catching a glimpse every now and then. But they all liked to be liked by the police. Which was probably why Broderick Gibson insisted on shaking Rebus’s hand again before leaving.
With his father gone, Aengus Gibson seemed to relax. ‘I’m sorry, I should have asked you before – would you like tea or coffee? I know you’re on duty, so I won’t ask if you’d like to try a beer.’
‘Actually, sir,’ said Rebus, glancing at the clock on the wall, ‘I finished work five minutes ago.’
Aengus Gibson laughed and went to a large cupboard which, when opened, revealed three bar-pumps and a gathering of sparkling pint and half-pint glasses. ‘The Dark is very good today,’ he said.
‘Dark’s fine, but just a half.’
‘A half of Dark it is.’
In fact, Rebus managed another half, this time of the pale ale. But it was the taste of the Dark that stayed with him as he drove back out through the brewery’s wrought-iron gates. Gibson’s Dark. The Gibsons, father and son, were dark, all right. You had to look beneath the surface to see it, but it was there. To the outside world, Aengus Gibson might be a changed man, but Rebus could see the young man was just barely in control of himself. He even wondered if Gibson might be on mood control drugs of some kind. He had spent some time in a private ‘nursing’ home – euphemism for psychiatric care. At least, that was the story Rebus had heard. He thought maybe he’d do a bit of digging, just to satisfy his curiosity. He was curious about one small detail in particular, one thing Aengus Gibson had said. He not only knew the kitchens of the Central Hotel were filthy – he’d seen them.
John Rebus found that very interesting indeed.
He returned to St Leonard’s and was relieved to find no sign of Lauderdale or Little Weed. He’d forgotten to visit Holmes, so telephoned the hospital instead. He knew how it went at the Infirmary; they could wheel a payphone to your bed.
‘Brian?’
‘Hello there. I’ve just had a visit from Nell.’ He sounded bright. Rebus hoped he wasn’t just getting her sympathy vote.
‘How is she?’
‘She’s okay. Any progress?’
Rebus thought about the past twenty-four hours. A lot of work. ‘No,’ he said, ‘no progress.’ He decided not to tell Holmes that Eddie Ringan was missing: he might worry himself back into relapse.
‘Are you thinking of giving up?’
‘I’ve got a lot on my plate, Brian, but no, I’m not giving up.’
‘Thanks.’
Rebus almost blurted out, It’s not just for you now, it’s for my brother too. Instead, he told Holmes to take care, and promised him a visit soon.
‘Better make it very soon, they’re letting me out tomorrow or the day after.’
‘That’s good.’
‘I don’t know . . . there’s this nurse in here . . .’
‘Ach, away with ye!’ But Rebus remembered a nurse who had treated his scalp, a nurse he’d become too friendly with. That had been the start of the trouble with Patience. ‘Be careful,’ he ordered, putting down the phone.
His next call was to the local newspaper. He spoke to someone there for a few minutes, after which he tried calling Siobhan Clarke in Gorgie. But there was no answer. Obviously Dougary had clocked off for the day, and with him her surveillance. Well, it was time for Inspector Rebus to clock off too. On his way out, he heard the unmistakable brag of Alister Flower’s voice heading towards him. Rebus dodged into another office and waited for Flower and his underlings to pass. They hadn’t been talking about him, which was something. He felt only a little ashamed at hiding. Every good soldier knew when to hide.
Michael was up and about that evening, doing a fair imitation of a telly addict. He held the remote control like it was a pacemaker, and stared deeply at anything on the screen. Rebus began to wonder about the dosages he’d been taking. But there still seemed to be a fair number of tablets in the bottle.
He went out and bought fish suppers from the local chip shop. It wasn’t the best of stuff, but Rebus didn’t feel like driving the distance to anywhere better. He remembered the chip shop in their home town, where the fryer would spit into the fat to check how hot it was. Michael smiled at the story, but his eyes never left the TV. He pushed chips into his mouth, chewing slowly, picking batter off the fish and eating that before attacking the fatty white flesh.
‘Not bad chips,’ Rebus commented, pouring Irn-Bru for both of them. He was waiting for Patience’s phone call, giving the time and place for their meet. But whenever the phone did ring, it was for the students.
It rang for a fifth or sixth time, and Rebus picked up the receiver. ‘Edinburgh University answering service?’
‘It’s me,’ said Siobhan Clarke.
‘Oh, hello there.’
‘Don’t sound too excited.’
‘What can I do for you, Clarke?’
‘I wanted to apologise for this morning.’
‘Not entirely your fault.’
‘I should have told those boys who we really were. I’ve been going over it again and again in my head, what I should have done.’
‘Well, you won’t do it again.’
‘No, sir.’ She paused. ‘I heard you were carpeted.’
‘You mean by the Chief Inspector?’ Rebus smiled. ‘More like a fireside rug than a length of Wilton. How’s the window?’
‘Boarded up. The glass’ll be replaced overnight.’
‘Anything of interest today?’
‘You were there for it, sir. Petrie came back in the afternoon.’
‘Oh yes, how was he?’
‘Bandaged up like the Elephant Man.’
Rebus knew that if anyone had talked about the morning’s incident – and someone had – it must be Petrie. He’d little sympathy. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’
‘Yes, sir. Goodnight.’
‘What was all that about?’ asked Michael.
‘Nothing.’
‘I thought that’s what you’d say. Is there any more Irn-Bru?’
Rebus passed him the bottle.
When Patience hadn’t phoned by ten, he gave up and started to concentrate on the TV. He had half a mind to leave the receiver off its cradle. The next call came ten minutes later. There was tremendous background noise, a party or a pub. A bad song was being badly sung nearby.
‘Turn that down a bit, Mickey.’ Michael hit the mute button, silencing a politician on the news. ‘Hello?’
‘Is that you, Mr Rebus?’
‘It’s me.’
‘Chick Muir here.’ Chick was one of Rebus’s contacts.
‘What is it, Chick?’ The song had come to an end, and Rebus heard clapping, laughter, and whistles.
‘That fellow you were wanting to see, he’s about twenty feet away from me with a treble whisky up at his nose.’
‘Thanks, Chick. I’ll be right there.’
‘Wait a second, don’t you want to know where I am?’
‘Don’t be stupid, Chick. I know where you are.’
Rebus put the receiver down and looked over at Mickey, who seemed to have fallen asleep. He switched off the television, and went to get his jacket.
It was a nap Chick Muir had been calling from the Bowery, a late-opening dive near the bottom of Easter Road. The pub had been called Finnegan’s until a year ago, when a new owner had come up with the ‘inspired’ change of name, because, as he explained, he wanted to see loads of bums on seats.
He got bums all right, some of whom wouldn’t have looked amiss in the original Bowery. He also got some students and perennial hard drinkers, partly because of the pub’s location but mostly because of the late licence. There had never been any trouble though, well, none to speak of. Half the drinkers in the Bowery feared the other half, who meantime were busy fearing them. Besides which, it was rumoured Big Ger gave round-the-clock insurance – for a price.
Chick Muir often drank there, though he managed not to participate in what was reckoned to be Edinburgh’s least musical karaoke. Eddie Ringan for one would have died on the spot at the various awful deaths suffered by ‘Hound Dog’ and ‘Wooden Heart’. Off-key and out of condition, the singers could transform a simple word like ‘crying’ into a multi-syllabled meaningless drawl. Huh-kuh-rye-a-yeng was an approximation of the sound that greeted Rebus as he pulled at the double doors to the pub and slitted his eyes against the cigarette fug.
As ‘Crying in the Chapel’ came to its tearful end, Rebus felt a hand squeeze his arm.
‘You made it then.’
‘Hullo, Chick. What are you having?’
‘A double Grouse would hit the spot, not that I believe they keep real Grouse in their Grouse bottles.’ Chick Muir grinned, showing two rows of dull gold teeth. He was a foot and a half shorter than Rebus, and looked in this crowd like a wee boy lost in the woods. ‘Still,’ he said, ‘it might not be Grouse, but it’s a quarter gill.’
Well, there was logic in that somewhere. So Rebus pushed his way to the bar and shouted his order. There was applause all around as a favourite son of song took the stage. Rebus glanced along the bar and saw Deek Torrance, looking no more drunk or sober than the last time they’d met. As Rebus was paying for his drinks (he’d never to wait; they knew him in here) Torrance saw him, and gave a nod and a wave. Rebus indicated that he had to take the drinks but would be back, and Torrance nodded again.
The music had started up. Oh please, no, thought Rebus. Not ‘Little Red Rooster’. On the video, a cockerel seemed to be taking an interest in the blonde farm-girl who had come out to collect the morning eggs.
‘Here you are, Chick. Cheers.’
‘Slainte.’ Chick took a sip, savoured, then shook his head. ‘I’m sure this isn’t Grouse. Did you see him?’
‘I saw him.’
‘And it’s the right chap?’
Rebus handed over a folded tenner, which Chick pocketed. ‘It’s him, all right.’
And indeed, Deek Torrance was squeezing his way towards them through the crush. But he stopped short and leaned over another drinker to tap Rebus’s shoulder.
‘John, just going –’ He yanked his head towards the toilets at the side of the stage. ‘Back in a min.’ Rebus nodded his understanding and Torrance moved away again through the tide. Chick Muir sank his whisky. ‘I’ll make myself scarce,’ he said.
‘Aye, see you around, Chick.’ Chick nodded and, placing his glass on a table, made for the exit. Rebus tried to shut out ‘Little Red Rooster’, and when this failed he followed Torrance to the toilets. He saw Deek having a word with the DJ on the stage, then pushing open the door of the gents’. Rebus glared at the singer as he passed, but the crowd was whipping the middle-aged man to greater and greater depths.
Deek was at the communal urinal, laughing at a cartoon on the wall. It showed two football players in Hearts strips involved in an act of buggery, and above it was the caption ‘Jam Tarts – Well Stuffed!’ It was the sort of thing you had to expect on Easter Road. In a pub somewhere in Gorgie there would be a similar cartoon portraying two Hibernian players. Rebus checked that no one else was in the gents’. Deek, looking over his shoulder, spotted him.
‘John, I thought for a minute you were a willie-watcher.’
But Rebus was in serious mood. ‘I need you to get me something, Deek.’
Torrance grunted.
‘Remember when you said you could lay your hands on anything?’
‘Anything from a shag to a shooter,’ quoted Deek.
‘The latter,’ Rebus said simply. Deek Torrance looked like he might be about to comment. Instead, he grunted, zipped his fly, and went over to the washbasin.
‘You could get into trouble.’
‘I could.’
Torrance dried his hands on the filthy roller-towel. ‘When would you need it?’
‘ASAP.’
‘Any particular model?’ They were both serious now, talking in quiet, level tones.
‘Whatever you can get will be fine. How much?’
‘Anything up to a couple of hundred. You sure you want to do this?’
‘I’m sure.’
‘You could get a licence, make it legit.’
‘I could.’
‘But you probably won’t.’
‘You don’t want to know, Deek.’
Deek grunted again. The door swung open and a young man, grinning from one side of his mouth while holding a cigarette in the other, breezed in. He ignored the two men and made for the urinal.
‘Give me a phone number.’ The youth half-glanced over his shoulder at them. ‘Eyes front, son!’ Torrance snarled at him. ‘Guide dogs are gey expensive these days!’
Rebus tore a sheet from his notepad. ‘Two numbers,’ he said. ‘Home and work.’
‘I’ll be in touch.’
Rebus pulled open the door. ‘Buy you a drink?’
Torrance shook his head. ‘I’m heading off.’ He paused. ‘You’re sure about this?’
John Rebus nodded.
When Deek had gone, he bought himself another drink. He was shaking, his heart racing. A good-looking woman had been singing ‘Band of Gold’, and adequately too. She got the biggest cheer of the night. The DJ came to the microphone and repeated her name. There were more cheers as her boyfriend helped her down from the stage. His fingers were covered with gold rings. Now the DJ was introducing the next act.
‘He’s chosen to sing for us that great old number “King of the Road”. So let’s have a big hand for John Rebus!’
There was some applause, and the people who knew him lowered their drinks and looked towards where Rebus stood at the bar.
‘You bastard, Deek!’ he hissed. The DJ was looking out over the crowd.
‘John, are you still with us?’ The audience were looking around too. Someone, Rebus realised later, must have pointed him out, for suddenly the DJ was announcing that John was a shy one but he was standing at the bar with the black padded jacket on and his head buried in his glass. ‘So let’s coax him up here with an extra big hand.’
There was an extra big hand for John Rebus as he turned to face the crowd. It was fortunate indeed, he later decided, that Deek hadn’t given him a gun then and there. Just the one bullet would have done.
Deek Torrance hated himself, but he made the phone call anyway. He made it from a public box beside a patch of waste ground. Despite the late hour, some children were riding their bikes noisily across the churned-up tarmac. They had set up a ramp from two planks and a milk crate, and launched themselves into darkness, landing heavily on their suffering tyres.
‘It’s Deek Torrance,’ he said when the telephone was answered. He knew he would have to wait while his name was passed along. He rested his forehead against the side of the call-box. The plastic was cool. We all grow up, he said to himself. It’s not much fun, but we all do it. No Peter Pans around these days.
Someone was on the line now. The telephone had been picked up at the other end.
‘It’s Deek Torrance,’ he repeated, quite unnecessarily. ‘I’ve got a bit of news . . .’
Rebus was at work surprisingly early on Wednesday morning. He’d never been known as the earliest of arrivals, and his presence in the CID room made his more punctual colleagues look twice, just to be sure they weren’t still warm and safe and dreaming in their beds.
They didn’t get too close though, an early morning Rebus not being in the best of humours. But he’d wanted to get here before the day’s swarm began: he didn’t want too many people seeing just what information he was calling up on the computer.
Not that there was much on Aengus Grahame Fairmile Gibson. Public drunkenness mostly, usually with associated high jinks. Knocking the policeman’s helmet off seemed to be a game enjoyed by youthful Gibson and his cronies. Other indiscretions included kerb-crawling in a part of town not renowned for its prostitutes, and an attempt to enter a friend’s flat by the window (the key having been lost) which landed him in the wrong flat.
But it all came to a stop five years ago. From then till now, Gibson had received not so much as a parking ticket or a speeding fine. So much for his police files. Rebus punched in Broderick Gibson, too, not expecting anything. His expectations were fulfilled. The elder Gibson’s ‘youthful indiscretions’ would be the stuff of musty old files in an annexe somewhere – always supposing there were any to begin with. Rebus had the feeling that anyone associated with Scottish Sword & Shield would probably have been arrested for disorderly conduct or breach of the peace at some point in their career. The possible exception, perhaps, being Matthew Vanderhyde.
He made a phone call to check that the meeting he’d arranged yesterday was still on, then switched off the computer and headed out of the building, just as a bleary Chief Superintendent Watson was coming in.
He waited in the newspaper office’s public area, flipping through the past week’s editions. A few early punters came in with Spot the Ball coupons or the like, and a few more hopefuls were checking copy with the people on the classified ads desk.
‘Inspector Rebus.’ She’d come from behind the main desk, where a stern security man had been keeping a watchful eye on Rebus. She was already wearing her raincoat, so there was to be no tour of the premises today, though she’d been promising him for weeks.
Her name was Mairie Henderson and she was in her early twenties. Rebus had come up against her when she was compiling a postmortem feature on the Gregor Jack case. Rebus had just wanted to forget about the whole ugly episode, but she’d been persistent . . . and persuasive. She was just out of college, where she’d won awards for her student journalism and for pieces she’d contributed to the daily and weekly press. She hadn’t yet forgotten how to be hungry; Rebus liked that.
‘Come on,’ she said. ‘I’m starving. I’ll buy you breakfast.’
So they went to a little cafe/bakery on South Bridge, where there were difficult choices to be made. Was it too early for pies and bridies? Too early for a fruit scone? Well then, they’d be like everyone else and settle for sliced sausage, black pudding and fried eggs.
‘No haggis or dumpling?’ Mairie was so imploring, the woman at the counter went off to ask the chef. Which made Rebus make a mental note to phone Pat Calder sometime today. But there was no haggis or dumpling, not even for ready money. So they took their trays to the cash till, where Mairie insisted on paying.
‘After all, you’re going to give me the story of the decade.’
‘I don’t know about that.’
‘One of these days you will, trust me.’
They squeezed into a booth and she reached for the brown sauce, then for the ketchup. ‘I can never decide between the two. Shame about the fried dumpling, that’s my favourite.’
She was about five feet five inches and had about as much fat on her as a rabbit in a butcher’s window. Rebus looked down at his fry-up and suddenly didn’t feel very hungry. He sipped the weak coffee.
‘So what’s it all about?’ she asked, having made a good start into the food on her plate.
‘You tell me.’
She waved a no-no with her knife. ‘Not till you tell me why you want to know.’
‘That’s not the way the game’s played.’
‘We’ll change the rules, then.’ She scooped up some egg-white with her fork. She had her coat wrapped tight around her, though it was steamy in the cafe. Good legs too; Rebus missed seeing her legs. He blew on the coffee, then sipped again. She’d be willing to wait all day for him to say something.
‘Remember the fire at the Central Hotel?’ he said at last.
‘I was still at school.’
‘A body turned up in the ruins.’ She nodded encouragement. ‘Well, maybe there’s new evidence . . . no, not new evidence. It’s just that some things have been happening, and I think they’ve got something to do with that fire and that shooting.’
‘This isn’t an official investigation, then?’
‘Not yet.’
‘And there’s no story?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘Nothing that wouldn’t get you pasted in a libel court.’
‘I could live with that, if the story was good enough.’
‘It isn’t, not yet.’
She began mopping-up operations with a triangle of buttered bread. ‘So let me get this straight: you’re on your own looking into a fire from five years ago?’
A fire which turned one man to drink, he could have said, and led another to the path of self-righteousness. But all he did was nod.
‘And what’s Gibson got to do with it?’
‘Strictly between us, he was there that night. Yet he was kept off the list of the hotel’s customers.’
‘His father pulled some strings?’
‘Could be.’
‘Well, that’s already a story.’
‘I’ve nothing to back it up.’ This was a lie, there was always Vanderhyde; but he wasn’t going to tell her that. He didn’t want her getting ideas. The way she was staring, she was getting plenty of those anyway.
‘Nothing?’
‘Nothing,’ he repeated.
‘Well, I don’t know that this will help.’ She opened her coat and pulled out the file which she’d been hiding, tucked down the front of her fashion-cut denims. He accepted the file from her, looking around the cafe. Nobody seemed to be paying attention.
‘A bit cloak and dagger,’ he told her. She shrugged.
‘So I’ve seen too many films.’
Rebus opened the file. It bore no title, but inside were cuttings and ‘spiked’ stories concerning Aengus Gibson.
‘Those are only from five years ago to the present. There isn’t much, mostly charity work, giving to good causes. A little bit about the brewery’s rising image and ditto profits.’
He glanced through the stuff. It was worthless. ‘I was hoping to find out something about him from just after the fire.’
Mairie nodded. ‘So you said on the phone. That’s why I talked to a few people, including our chief sub. He says Gibson went into a psychiatric hospital. Nervous breakdown was the word.’
‘Were the words,’ corrected Rebus.
‘Depends,’ she said cryptically. Then: ‘He was there the best part of three months. There was never a story, the father kept it out of the papers. When Aengus reappeared, that’s when he started working in the business, and that’s when he started all the do-gooding.’
‘Shouldn’t that be good-doing?’
She smiled. ‘Depends,’ she said. Then, of the file, ‘It’s not much, is it?’ Rebus shook his head. ‘I thought not. Still, it’s all there was.’
‘What about your chief sub? Would he be able to say exactly when Gibson went into that hospital?’
‘I don’t know. No harm in asking. Do you want me to?’
‘Yes, I do.’
‘All right then. And one more question.’
‘Yes?’
‘Aren’t you going to eat any of that?’
Rebus pushed his plate across to her and watched her take her fill.
When he got back to St Leonard’s, there was a call from the Chief Super’s office. Chief Superintendent Watson wanted to see him straight away, as in ten minutes ago. Rebus checked that there were no messages for him, and called Siobhan Clarke in Gorgie to make sure the new window had been fitted.
‘It’s perfect,’ she told him. ‘It’s got white gunk on it, window polish or something. We just didn’t bother wiping it off. We can take shots through it, but from the outside it just looks like a new window that’s waiting to be cleaned.’
‘Fine,’ said Rebus. He wanted to make sure he was up to date. If Watson intended to carpet him over yesterday, it would be considerably more than Lauderdale’s fireside rug.
But Rebus had got it way wrong.
‘What the hell are you up to?’ Watson looked like he’d run a half-marathon gobbling down chilli peppers all the way. His breathing was raspy, his cheeks a dark cherry colour. If he walked into a hospital, they’d have him whisked to emergency on a two-man stretcher.
No, better make that a four-man.
‘I’m not sure what you mean, sir.’
Watson fairly pounded the desk with his fist. A pencil dropped onto the floor. ‘You’re not sure what I mean!’
Rebus moved forward to pick up the pencil.
‘Leave it! Just sit down.’ Rebus went to sit. ‘No, better yet, keep standing.’ Rebus stood up. ‘Now, just tell me why.’ Rebus remembered a science teacher at his secondary school, a man with an evil temper who had spoken to the teenage Rebus just like this. ‘Just tell me why.’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘Go on then.’
‘With respect, sir, why what?’
The words came out through gritted teeth. ‘Why you’ve seen fit to start pestering Broderick Gibson.’
‘With respect, sir –’
‘Stop all that “with respect” shite! Just give me an answer.’
‘I’m not pestering Broderick Gibson, sir.’
‘Then what are you doing, wooing him? The Chief Constable phoned me this morning in absolute fucking apoplexy!’ Watson, being a Christian of no mean persuasion, didn’t swear often. It was a bad sign.
Rebus saw it all. The bash for the SSPCC. Yes, and Broderick Gibson collaring his friend the Chief Constable. One of your minions has been on to me, what’s it all about? The Chief Constable not knowing anything about it, stuttering and spluttering and saying he’d get to the bottom of it. Just give me the officer’s name . . .
‘It’s his son I’m interested in, sir.’
‘But you looked both of them up on the computer this morning.’
Ah, so someone had taken notice of his early shift. ‘Yes, I did, but I was really only interested in Aengus.’
‘You still haven’t explained why.’
‘No, sir, well, it’s a bit . . . nebulous.’
Watson frowned. ‘Nebulous? When’s the graduation party?’ Rebus didn’t get it. ‘Since you’ve obviously,’ Watson was happy to explain, ‘just got your astronomy degree!’ He poured himself coffee from the machine on the floor, offering none to Rebus who could just use a cup.
‘It was the word that came to mind, sir,’ he said.
‘I can think of a few words too, Rebus. Your mother wouldn’t like to hear them.’
No, thought Rebus, and yours would wash your mouth out with soap.
The Chief Super slurped his coffee. They didn’t call him ‘Farmer’ for nothing; he had many ways and predilections that could only be described as agricultural.
‘But before I say any of them,’ he went on, ‘I’m a generous enough man to say that I’ll listen to your explanation. Just make it bloody convincing.’
‘Yes, sir,’ said Rebus. How could he make any of it sound convincing? He supposed he’d have to try.
So he tried, and halfway through Watson even told him he could sit if he liked. At the end of fifteen minutes, Rebus placed his hands out in front of him, palms up, as if to say: that’s all, folks.
Watson poured another cup of coffee and placed it on the desk in front of Rebus.
‘Thank you, sir.’ Rebus gulped it down black.
‘John, have you ever thought you might be paranoid?’
‘All the time, sir. Show me two men shaking hands and I’ll show you a Masonic conspiracy.’
Watson almost smiled, before recalling that this was no joking matter. ‘Look, let me put it like this. What you’ve got so far is . . . well, it’s . . .’
‘Nebulous, sir?’
‘Piss and wind,’ corrected Watson. ‘Somebody died five years ago. Was it anyone important? Obviously not, or we’d know who they were by now. So we assume it was somebody the world had hardly known and was happy to forget. No grieving widow or weans, no family asking questions.’
‘You’re saying let it die, sir? Let somebody get away with murder?’
Watson looked exasperated. ‘I’m saying we’re stretched as it is.’
‘All Brian Holmes did was ask a few questions. Somebody brained him for it. I take over, my flat’s invaded and my brother half scared to death.’
‘My point exactly, it’s all become personal. You can’t allow that to happen. Look at the other stuff on your plate. Operation Moneybags for a start, and I’m sure there’s more besides.’
‘You’re asking me to drop it, sir? Might I ask if you’re under any personal pressure?’
There was personal pressure aplenty as Watson’s blood rose, his face purpling. ‘Now wait just one second, that’s not the sort of comment I can tolerate.’
‘No, sir. Sorry, sir.’ But Rebus had made his point. The clever soldier knows when to duck. Rebus had taken his shot, and now he was ducking.
‘I should think so,’ said Watson, wriggling in his chair as though his trousers were lined with scouring-pads. ‘Now here’s what I think. I think that if you can bring me something concrete, the dead man’s identity perhaps, within twenty-four hours, then we’ll reopen the case. Otherwise, I want the whole thing dropped until such time as new evidence does come forward.’
‘Fair enough, sir,’ said Rebus. It wasn’t much good arguing the point. Maybe twenty-four hours would be enough. And maybe Charlie Chan had a clan tartan. ‘Thanks for the coffee, much appreciated.’
When Watson started to make his joke about feeling ‘full of beans’, Rebus made his excuses and left.
He was seated at his desk, glumly examining all the dead ends in the case, when he happened to catch word of an ‘altercation’ at a house in Broughton. He caught the address, but it took a few seconds for it to register with him. Minutes later, he was in his car heading into the east end of town. The traffic was its usual self, with agonisingly slow pockets at the major junctions. Rebus blamed the traffic lights. Why couldn’t they just do away with them and let the pedestrians take their chances? No, there’d only be more hold-ups, what with all the ambulances they’d need to ferry away the injured and the dead.
Still, why was he hurrying? He thought he knew what he was going to find. He was wrong. (It was turning out to be one of those weeks.) A police car and an ambulance sat outside Mrs MacKenzie’s two-storey house, and the neighbours were out in a show of conspicuous curiosity. Even the kids across the road were interested. It must be a break-time, and some of them pushed their heads between the vertical iron bars and stared open-mouthed at the brightly marked vehicles.
Rebus thought about those railings. Their intention was to keep the kids in, keep them safe. But could they keep anybody out?
Rebus flashed his ID at the constable on door duty and entered Mrs MacKenzie’s house. She was wailing loudly, so that Rebus started to think of murder. A WPC comforted her, while trying to have a conversation with her own over-amplified shoulder radio. The WPC saw Rebus.
‘Make her some tea, will you?’ she pleaded.
‘Sorry, hen, I’m only CID. Needs someone a bit more senior to mash a pot of Brooke Bond.’ Rebus had his hands in his pockets, the casually informed observer, distanced from the mayhem into which he walked. He wandered over to the bird cage and peered in. On the sand floor, amidst feathers and husks and droppings, lay a mummified budgie.
‘Away the crow road,’ he muttered to himself, moving out of the living room. He saw the ambulancemen in the kitchen, and folowed them. There was a body on the floor, hands and face heavily bandaged. He couldn’t see any blood, though. He nearly skited on wet linoleum, and steadied himself by gripping the edge of the antiquated gas cooker. It was warm to the touch. A police constable stood by the open back door, looking out to right and left. Rebus squeezed past the carers and their patient and joined the PC.
‘Nice day, eh?’
‘What?’
‘I see you’re admiring the weather.’ Rebus showed his ID again.
‘No, not that. Just seeing the way he went.’
Rebus nodded. ‘How do you mean?’
‘The neighbours say he climbed three fences, then ran down a close and away.’ The PC pointed. ‘That close there, just past the line full of washing.’
‘Behind the clothes-pole?’
‘Aye, that must be the one. Three fences . . . one, two, three. It’s got to be that close over there.’
‘Well done, son, that really gets us a long way.’
The constable stared at him. ‘My Inspector’s a stickler for notes. You’re from St Leonard’s? Not quite your patch is it, sir?’
‘Everywhere’s my patch, son, and everybody’s my constable. Now what happened here?’
‘The gentleman on the floor was attacked. The attacker ran off.
Rebus nodded. ‘I can tell you the how and the who already.’ The PC looked dubious. ‘The attacker was a man called Alex Maclean, and he almost certainly punched or headbutted Mr McPhail there.’
The constable blinked, then shook his head. ‘That’s Maclean lying there.’ Rebus looked down, and for the first time took in the size of the man, a good forty pounds heavier than McPhail. ‘And he wasn’t punched or butted. He had a pot of boiling water thrown over him.’
Just a little abashed, Rebus listened without comment to the PC’s version of events. McPhail, who had been steering well clear of the house, had at last telephoned to say he’d be popping over for some clothes and things. He’d fobbed Mrs MacKenzie off with some story about working long shifts in a supermarket. He’d arrived, and was in the kitchen chatting to his landlady while she put on the water for her boiled eggs (boiled eggs every Wednesday lunchtime; poached on Thursdays – this was one part of Mrs MacKenzie’s statement she wanted to get absolutely clear). But Maclean had been watching the house, and saw McPhail go in. He opened the unlocked front door and ran into the kitchen. ‘A terrifying sight,’ according to Mrs MacKenzie. ‘I’ll never forget it if I live to be a hundred.’
It was at this point that McPhail lifted the pan and swung it at Maclean, showering him with boiling water. Then he’d opened the back door and fled. Over three fences and through a close. End of melodrama.
Rebus watched them lift Maclean into the back of the ambulance. They’d be taking him to the Infirmary. Soon everyone Rebus knew in Edinburgh would be lying in the Infirmary. McPhail had been lucky this time. If he knew what was good for him, he would now take Rebus’s advice and flee the city, dodging the police who would be looking for him.
Rebus wondered if McPhail really did know what was good for him. This, after all, was a man who thought little girls were good for him. He wondered this as he sat in heavy lunchtime traffic, slowly oozing towards St Leonard’s. The route he’d taken to Broughton had been so slow, he saw little to lose by sticking to the bigger roads – Leith Street, The Bridges, and Nicolson Street. Something made him stay on this road till he came to the butcher’s shop where Rory Kintoul had ended up, bleeding beneath the meat counter.
He registered only slight surprise at the wooden board which had been placed across the entire front window of the shop. Pinned to the board was a large white sheet of paper with thick felt-pen writing. The sign said simply ‘Business as Usual’. Interesting, thought Rebus, parking his car. He noticed that rain or general wear underfoot had done away with the splashes of blood which had once left a crimson trail along the pavement.
Mr Bone the butcher was slicing corned beef with a manual machine whose circular blade hissed through the meat. He was smaller and thinner than most butchers Rebus had come across, his face all cheekbone and worry line, hair thinning and grey. There was no one else in the front of the shop, though Rebus could hear someone whistling as they worked in the back. Bone noticed that he had a customer.
‘And what’ll it be today, sir?’
Rebus noticed that the display cases just inside the front window were empty, doubtless waiting to be checked for slivers of glass before restocking. He nodded towards the wooden board. ‘When did that happen?’
‘Ach, last night.’ Bone placed the sliced corned beef in an unsullied section of the display case, then skewered the price marker into it. He wiped his hands on his white apron. ‘Kids or drunks.’
‘What was it, a brick?’
‘Search me.’
‘Well, if there was nothing lying in the shop it must have been a sledgehammer. I can’t see a kick with a steel toecap doing that sort of damage.’
Now Bone looked at him properly, and recognised him. ‘You were here when Rory . . .’
‘That’s right, Mr Bone. They didn’t use a sledgehammer on him though, did they?’
‘I don’t know what you mean.’
‘Pound of beef links, by the way.’
Bone hesitated, then took out the string of sausages and cut a length from it.
‘You could be right, of course,’ Rebus continued. ‘Could have been kids or drunks. Did anyone see anything?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘You didn’t report it?’
‘Didn’t have to. Police phoned me at two this morning to tell me about it.’ He sounded disgruntled.
‘All part of the service, Mr Bone.’
‘That’s just over the pound,’ Bone said, looking at the weighing scales. He wrapped the sausages in white paper, then in brown, marking the price with a pencil on this outer wrapper. Rebus handed over a five-pound note.
‘Insurance will take care of it, I suppose,’ he said.
‘Bloody hope so, the money they charge.’
Rebus accepted his change, and made sure to catch Bone’s eye. ‘But I meant the real insurance people, Mr Bone.’ An elderly couple were coming into the shop.
‘What happened, Mr Bone?’ the woman asked, her husband shuffling along behind her.
‘Just kids, Mrs Dowie,’ said Bone in the voice he used with customers, a voice he hadn’t been using with Rebus. He was staring at Rebus, who gave him a wink, picked up his package, and left. Outside, he looked down at the brown paper parcel. It was chill in his hand. He was supposed to be cutting down on meat, wasn’t he? Not that there was much meat in sausages anyway. Another passing shopper stopped to examine the boarded-up window, then went into the shop. Jim Bone would do good business today. Everyone would want to know what had happened. Rebus was different; he knew what had happened, though proving it wasn’t going to be easy. Siobhan Clarke hadn’t managed to talk to the stabbing victim yet. Maybe Rebus should push her along, especially now that she could tell Rory Kintoul all about his cousin’s broken window.
Next to his car someone had parked a Land Rover-style 4x4, inside which a huge black dog was ravening to get out. Pedestrians were giving the car a wide berth, and quite right too: the whole vehicle rocked on its axle when the dog lunged at the back window. Rebus noticed that the considerate owner had left the window open an inch. Maybe it was a trap intended for a particularly stupid car thief.
Rebus stopped in front of the open window and unrolled the package of sausages into the car. They fell onto the seat where the dog sniffed them for a nanosecond before starting to dine.
The street was blessedly quiet as Rebus unlocked his own car.
‘All part of the service,’ he said to himself.
At the station, he telephoned the Heartbreak Cafe, where what sounded like a hastily recorded message told him the place would be shut ‘due to convalescence’. In Brian Holmes’ desk drawer, he found a print-out of names and phone numbers, those most often used by Holmes himself. Some numbers had been added at the bottom in blue biro, including one for Eddie Ringan marked (h).
Rebus returned to his desk and made the call. Pat Calder answered on the third ring.
‘Mr Calder, it’s DI Rebus.’
‘Oh.’ The hope left Calder’s voice.
‘No sign of him then?’
‘None.’
‘Right, let’s make it official, then. He’s a missing person. I’ll have someone come over and –’
‘Why can’t you come?’
Rebus thought about it. ‘No reason at all, sir.’
‘Make it anytime you like, we’re shut today.’
‘What happened to wonderchef Willie?’
‘We had a busy night, busier than usual.’
‘He cracked up?’
‘Came flying out of the kitchen yelling, “I’m the chef! I’m the chef!” Lifted some poor woman’s entrée and started eating it himself with his face in the bowl. I think he’d been taking drugs.’
‘Sounds like he was just doing a good impersonation of late-period Elvis. I’ll be there in half an hour, if that’s all right.’
Stockbridge’s ‘Colonies’ had been constructed to house the working poor, but were now much desired by young professional types. They were designed as maisonettes, with steep flights of stone stairs leading to the first floor properties. Rebus found the proportions mean in comparison with his Marchmont tenement. No high ceilings here, and no huge rooms with splendid windows and original shutters.
But he could see miners and their families being cosy here a hundred years ago. His own father had been born in a miners’ row in Fife. Rebus imagined it must have been very like this . . . at least on the outside.
On the inside, Pat Calder had done incredible things. (Rebus didn’t doubt that his was the designing and decorating hand.) There were wooden and brass ship’s trunks, black anglepoise lamps, Japanese prints in ornate frames, a dinner table whose candelabra resembled some Jewish icon, and a huge TV/hi-fi centre. But of Elvis there was nary a jot. Rebus, seated in a black leather sofa, nodded towards one of the coffin-sized loudspeakers.
‘Neighbours ever complain?’
‘All the time,’ admitted Calder. ‘Eddie’s proudest moment was when the guy from four doors down phoned to tell us he couldn’t hear his TV.’
‘Considerate, eh?’
Calder smiled. ‘Eddie’s never been exactly “politic”.’
‘Have you known one another long?’
Calder, lying stretched on the floor with his bum on a beanbag, blew nervous smoke from a black Sobranie cigarette. ‘Two years casually. We moved in together about the time we had the idea for the Heartbreak.’
‘What’s he like? I mean, outside the restaurant?’
‘Brilliant one minute, a spoilt brat the next.’
‘Do you spoil him?’
‘I buffer him from the world. At least, I used to.’
‘So what was he like when you met?’
‘Drinking more than he does now, if you can believe that.’
‘Ever tell you why he started?’ Rebus had refused a cigarette, but the smoke was getting to him. Maybe he’d have to change his mind.
‘He said he drank to forget. Now you’re going to ask, Forget what? And I’m going to say that he never told me.’
‘He never even hinted?’
‘I think he told Brian Holmes more than he told me.’
Jesus, was there a hint of jealousy there? Rebus had a sudden vision of Calder bashing Holmes on the napper . . . and maybe even doing away with Fast Eddie too . . .?
Calder laughed. ‘I couldn’t hurt him, Inspector. I know what you’re thinking.’
‘It must be frustrating, though? This genius, you call him, wasting it all for booze. People like that take a lot of looking after.’
‘And you’re right, it can become frustrating.’
‘Especially when they’re gassed all the time.’
Calder frowned, peering through the smoke from his nostrils. ‘Why do you say “gassed”?’
‘It means drunk.’
‘I know it does. So do a lot of other words. It’s just that Eddie used to have these nightmares. About being gassed or gassing people. You know, with real gas, like in the concentration camps.’
‘He told you about these dreams?’
‘Oh no, but he used to shout out in his sleep. A lot of gays went to the gas chambers, Inspector.’
‘You think that’s what he meant?’
Calder stubbed out the cigarette into a porcelain bedpan beside the fireplace. He got up awkwardly from the floor. ‘Come on, I want to show you something.’
Rebus had already seen the kitchen and the bathroom, and so realised that the door Calder was leading him towards must be to the only bedroom. He didn’t know quite what to expect.
‘I know what you’ve been thinking,’ Calder said, swinging the door wide open. ‘This is all Eddie’s work.’
And what a work it was. A huge double bed covered with what looked like several zebra-skins. And on the walls, several large paintings of the rhinestone Elvis at work, the face an intentional blur of pink and sheen. Rebus looked up. There was a mirror on the ceiling. He guessed that pretty much any position you took on that bed, you’d be able to watch a white one-piece suit at work with a microphone-hand raised high.
‘Whatever turns you on,’ he commented.
He visited Clarke and Petrie for a couple of hours, just to show willing. Unsurprisingly, Jardine had been replaced by a young man called Madden with a stock of puns not heard since the days of valve radio.
‘Madden by name,’ the Trading Standards officer said by way of introduction, ‘mad ’un by nature.’
Make that steam radio. Rebus began to wonder if it had been such a good idea, phoning Jardine’s boss and swearing exotically at him for twenty minutes.
‘I make the jokes around here, son,’ he warned.
Rebus had spent more exciting afternoons in his life. For example, being taken by his father to watch Cowdenbeath reserves at home to Dundee. He managed to break the monotony only by stepping out to buy buns at a nearby bakery, though this sort of activity was supposed to be verboten. He kept the custard slice for himself, peeling away and discarding the icing. Madden asked if he could have it, and Rebus nodded.
Siobhan Clarke looked like she’d stepped under a gardyloo bucket. She tried not to show it, and smiled whenever she saw him looking in her direction, but there was definitely something up with her. Rebus couldn’t be bothered asking what. He got the idea it was to do with Brian . . . maybe Brian and Nell. He told her about Bone’s window.
‘Make some time,’ he said. ‘Track down Kintoul, if not at home then at the Infirmary. He works in the labs there, right?’
‘Right.’ Definitely something up with her.
As was his prerogative, Rebus eventually made his excuses and left. Back at St Leonard’s, there was a message for him to call Mairie Henderson at work.
‘Mairie?’
‘Inspector, that didn’t take long.’
‘You’re about the only lead I’ve got.’
‘It’s nice to feel wanted.’ She had one of those accents that could sound sarcastic without really flexing any muscle. ‘Don’t get too excited, though.’
‘Your Chief Sub didn’t remember?’
‘Only that it was around August, making it three months after the Central burnt down.’
‘Could mean something or nothing.’
‘I did my best.’
‘Yes, thanks, Mairie.’
‘Hold on, don’t hang up!’ Rebus wasn’t about to. ‘He did tell me something. Apparently some snippet that’s stuck with him.’ She paused.
‘In your own time, Mairie.’
‘This is my time, Inspector.’ She paused again.
‘Are you drawing on a fag?’
‘What if I am?’
‘Since when did you start smoking?’
‘It beats chewing the ends off pencils.’
‘You’ll stunt your growth.’
‘You sound like my dad.’
Well, that brought him back to earth. Here he’d thought they were . . . what? Chatting away? Chatting one another up? Aye, in your dreams, John Rebus. Now she’d reminded him of the not insignificant age gap between them.
‘Are you still there, Inspector?’
‘Sorry, my hearing aid slipped out. What did the Chief Sub say?’
‘Remember that story about Aengus Gibson entering the wrong flat?’
‘I remember.’
‘Well, the woman whose flat he broke into was called Mo Johnson.’
Rebus smiled. But then the smile faded. ‘That name almost rings a bell.’
‘He’s a football player.’
‘I know he’s a football player. But a female Mo Johnson, that’s what rings bells.’ But they were faint, too faint.
‘Let me know if you come up with anything.’
‘I will, Mairie. And Mairie?’
‘What?’
‘Don’t stay out too late.’ Rebus terminated the call.
Mo Johnson. He supposed it must be short for Maureen. Where had he come across that name? He knew how he might check. But if Watson found out, it would mean more trouble. Ach, to hell with Watson anyway. He wasn’t much more than slave to a coffee bean. Rebus went to the computer console and punched in the details, bringing up Aengus Gibson’s record. The anecdote was there, but no charges had ever been pressed. The woman was not mentioned by name, and there was no sign of her address. But, since Gibson was involved, CID had taken an interest. You couldn’t always depend on the lower ranks to hush things up properly.
And look who the investigating officer was: DS Jack Morton. Rebus closed the file and got back on the phone. The receiver was still warm.
‘You’re in luck, he got back from the pub five minutes ago.’
‘Away, ya gobshite,’ Rebus heard Morton say as he grabbed at the receiver. ‘Hello?’ Two minutes later, thanks to what was left of Jack Morton’s memory, Rebus had an address for Mo Johnson.
A day of contrasts. From bakery to butchery, from The Colonies to Gorgie Road. And now to the edge of Dean Village. Rebus hadn’t been down this way since the Water of Leith drowning. He had forgotten how beautiful it was. Tucked down a steep hill from Dean Bridge, the Village gave a good impression of rural peace. Yet it was a five-minute walk from the West End and Princes Street.
They were spoiling it, of course. The developers had squeezed their hands around vacant lots and decaying buildings and choked them into submission. The prices asked for the resultant ‘apartments’, prices as steep as Bell’s Brae, boggled Rebus’s mind. Not that Mo Johnson lived in one of the new buildings. No, her flat was a chunk of an older property at the bottom of the brae, with a view of the Water of Leith and Dean Bridge. But she no longer lived there, and the people who did were reluctant to allow Rebus in. They didn’t think they had a new address for her. There had been another owner between her moving out and their moving in. They might still have that owner’s new address, though it would go back a couple of years.
Did they know when Ms Johnson herself moved out?
Four years ago, maybe five.
Which brought Rebus back to the fire at the Central Hotel. Everything he did in this case seemed to bounce straight back to a period five years ago, when something had happened which had changed a lot of people’s lives, and taken away at least one life too. He sat in his car wondering what to do next. He knew what to do, but had been putting it off. If tangling with the Gibsons could earn him minus points, he dreaded to think what he might earn by talking with the only other person he could think of who might be able to help.
Help? That was a laugh. But Rebus wanted to meet him all the same. Christ, Flower would have a field day if he found out. He’d hire tents and food and drink and invite everyone to the biggest party in town. Right up from Lauderdale to the Chief Constable, they’d be blowing fuses that could have run hydro stations.
Yes, the more Rebus thought about it, the more he knew it was the right thing to do. The right thing? He had so few openings left, it was the only thing. And looking on the bright side, if he did get caught, at least the celebration would bankrupt Little Weed . . .
He telephoned first, Morris Cafferty not being a man you just dropped in on.
‘Will I need my lawyer?’ Cafferty growled, sounding amused. ‘I’ll answer that for you, Strawman, no I fucking won’t. Because I’ve got something better than a lawyer here, better than a fucking judge in my pocket. I’ve got a dog that’ll rip your oesophagus out if I tell it to lick your chops. Be here at six.’ The phone went dead, leaving Rebus dry-mouthed and persuading himself all over again that this jumped-up bastard didn’t scare him.
What scared him more was the realisation that someone somewhere in the ranks of the Lothian and Borders Police was probably listening in to Cafferty’s telephone conversations. Rebus felt like he was in a corridor with doors locking behind him all the time. He saw a gas chamber in his mind and shivered, changing the picture.
Six o’clock wasn’t very far away. And at least in dentists’ waiting rooms they gave you magazines to pass the time.
Morris Gerald Cafferty lived in a mansion house in the expensive suburb of Duddingston. Duddingston was a ‘suburb’ by dint of having Arthur’s Seat and Salisbury Crags between it and central Edinburgh. Cafferty liked living in Duddingston because it annoyed his neighbours, most of whom were lawyers, doctors and bankers, and also because it wasn’t far from his actual and spiritual birthplace, Craigmillar. Craigmillar was one of the tougher Edinburgh housing schemes. Cafferty grew up there, seeing his first trouble there and in neighbouring Niddrie. He’d led a gang of Craigmillar youths into Niddrie to sort out their rivals. There was a stabbing . . . with an uprooted iron railing. Police discovered that the teenage Cafferty had already been in trouble at school for ‘accidentally’ jamming a ballpoint pen into the corner of a fellow pupil’s eye.
It was the quiet start to a long career.
The wrought iron gates at the bottom of the driveway opened automatically as Rebus approached. He drove his car along a well-gritted private road with mature trees either side. You caught a glimpse of the house from the main road, nothing more. But Rebus had been here before; to ask questions, to make an arrest. He knew there was another smaller house behind the main house, linked by a covered walkway. This smaller house had been staff quarters in the days when a city merchant might have lived here. The gravel road forked to the front and back of the main house. A man directed Rebus towards the back: the servants’ entrance. The man was very big with a biker helmet haircut, cut high at the fringe but falling over the ears. Where did Cafferty get them, these throw-backs?
The man followed him to the back of the house. Rebus knew where to park. There were three spaces, two vacant and one taken up by a Volvo estate. Rebus thought he recognised the Volvo, though it wasn’t Cafferty’s. Cafferty’s collection of cars was kept in the vast garage. He had a Bentley and a cherry-red ’63 T-Bird, neither of which he ever drove. For daily use, there was always the Jag, an XJS-HE. And for weekends there was a dependable Roller which Cafferty had owned for at least fifteen years.
The man opened Rebus’s door for him, and pointed towards the small house. Rebus got out.
‘Vidal Sassoon was booked up then,’ he said.
‘Uh?’ The man turned his head right-side towards Rebus.
‘Never mind.’ He was about to walk away, but paused. ‘Ever been in a fight with a man called Dougary?’
‘Nane i’ your business.’
Rebus shrugged. The big man closed the car door and stood watching Rebus walk away. So there was no chance to check the tax disc or anything else about the Volvo; nothing to do except memorise the number plate.
Rebus pulled open the door to the small house and was greeted by a wave of heat and steam. The whole structure had been gutted, so that a swimming pool and gymnasium could be installed. The pool was kidney-shaped, with a small circular pool off it – a Jacuzzi, presumably. Rebus had always hated kidney pools: it was impossible to do laps in them. Not that he was much of a swimmer.
‘Strawman! About bastardin’ time!’
He didn’t see Cafferty at first, though he had no trouble seeing who was standing over him. Cafferty lay on a massage table, head resting on a pile of towels. His back was being kneaded by none other than the Organ Grinder, who just happened to own a Volvo estate. The Organ Grinder sensibly pretended not to know Rebus; and when Cafferty wasn’t looking, Rebus nodded almost imperceptibly his agreement with the pretence.
Cafferty had spun around on his backside and was now easing himself into a standing position. He tested his back and shoulders. ‘That’s magic,’ he said. He removed the towel from around his loins and padded towards Rebus on bare feet.
‘See, Strawman, no concealed weapons.’ His laughter was like an apprentice with a rasp-file.
Rebus looked around. ‘I don’t see the –’
But suddenly there it was, pulling itself massively out of the swimming pool. Rebus hadn’t even noticed it in there, retrieving a bone. Not a plastic bone either. The black beast dropped the bone at Cafferty’s feet, sniffed at Rebus’s legs, then shook itself dry onto him.
‘Good boy, Kaiser,’ said Cafferty. The parking attendant had joined them in the sticky heat. Rebus nodded nowhere in particular.
‘I hope you got planning permission for this.’
‘All above board, Strawman. Come on, you’d better get changed.’
‘Changed for what?’
Laughter again. ‘Don’t worry, you’re not staying to dinner. I’m going for a run, and so are you – if you want to talk to me.’
A run, Jesus! Cafferty turned and walked away towards what looked like a changing cubicle. He slapped the Organ Grinder as he passed him.
‘Magic. Same time next week?’
He was hairily muscular, with a chest a borders farmer would be proud to own. There was flab, of course, but not as much as Rebus would have guessed. There was no doubt: Big Ger had got himself in shape. The backside and upper thighs were pockmarked, but the gut had been tightened. Rebus tried to remember when he’d last seen Cafferty. Probably in court . . .
Rebus would have enjoyed a quiet word with the Organ Grinder, but now that the parking attendant gorilla was in spying distance, it just wasn’t feasible. You couldn’t be sure how much the one-eared man could hear.
‘There’s some stuff here, it should fit.’
The ‘stuff’ consisted of sweatshirt, running shorts, socks and trainers . . . and a headband. There was no way Rebus was going to wear a headband. But when Cafferty emerged from his cubicle, he was wearing one, along with a white running vest and immaculate white shorts. He started to limber up while Rebus entered the cubicle to change.
What the hell am I doing? he asked himself. He had imagined a lot of things, but not this. Some things might be painful in life, but this, he had no doubt, was going to be torture.
‘Where to?’ he asked when they emerged from the overheated gym into the cool twilit evening. He wasn’t wearing the headband. And he had put the sweatshirt on inside out. The legend across its front had read ‘Kick me if I stop’. He supposed it represented Cafferty’s idea of a joke.
‘Sometimes I run to Duddingston Loch, sometimes up to the top of the Seat. You choose.’ Big Ger was bouncing on the spot.
‘The loch.’
‘Right,’ said Big Ger, and off they set.
Rebus spent the first few minutes checking that his body could take this sort of thing, which was why he was slow to spot the car following them. It was the Jag, driven by the parking attendant at a steady 0–5 mph.
‘Remember the last time you gave evidence against me?’ Big Ger said. As a conversational opening, it had its merits. Rebus merely nodded. They were running side by side, the pavements being all but deserted. He wondered if any undercover officers would be snapping photographs of this. ‘Over in Glasgow, it was.’
‘I remember.’
‘Not guilty, of course.’ Big Ger grinned. He looked like he’d had his teeth seen to as well. Rebus remembered them being greyish-green. Now they were a brilliantly capped white. And his hair . . . was it thicker? One of those hair-weaves, maybe? ‘Anyway, I heard afterwards you went back down to London and had a bit of a time.’
‘You could say that.’
They ran another minute in silence. The pace wasn’t exactly taxing, but then neither was Rebus in condition. His lungs were already passing him warnings of the red hot and burning varieties.
‘You’re getting thin at the back,’ Cafferty noticed. ‘A hair weave would sort that out.’
It was Rebus’s turn to smile. ‘You know damned fine I got burned.’
‘Aye, and I know who burned you, too.’
Still, Rebus reckoned his own guess about the hair weave had been confirmed.
‘Actually,’ he said, ‘I wanted to talk to you about another fire.’
‘Oh aye?’
‘At the Central.’
‘The Central Hotel?’ Rebus was pleased to notice that the words weren’t coming so easily from Big Ger either now. ‘That’s prehistory.’
‘Not as far as I’m concerned.’
‘But what’s it to do with me?’
‘Two of your men were there that night, playing in a poker game.’
Cafferty shook his head. ‘That can’t be right. I won’t have gamblers working for me. It’s against the Bible.’
‘Everything you do from waking till sleeping is against somebody’s Bible, Cafferty.’
‘Please, Strawman, call me Mr Cafferty.’
‘I’ll call you what I like.’
‘And I’ll call you the Strawman.’
The name jarred . . . every time. It had been at the Glasgow trial, a sheet of notes wrongly glanced at by the prosecution, mistaking Rebus for the only other witness, a pub landlord called Stroman.
‘Now then, Inspector Stroman . . .’ Oh, Cafferty had laughed at that, laughed from the dock so hard that he was in danger of contempt. His eyes had bored into Rebus like fat woodworm, and he’d mouthed the word one final time the way he’d heard it – Strawman.
‘Like I say,’ Rebus went on, ‘two of your hired heid-the-ba’s. Eck and Tam Robertson.’
They had just passed the Sheep’s Heid pub, Rebus sorely tempted to veer inside, Cafferty knowing it.
‘There’ll be herbal tea when we get back. Watch out there!’ His warning saved Rebus from stepping in a discreet dog turd.
‘Thanks,’ Rebus said grudgingly.
‘I was thinking of the shoes,’ Cafferty replied. ‘Know what “flowers of Edinburgh” are?’
‘A rock band?’
‘Keech. They used to chuck all their keech out of the windows and onto the street. There was so much of it lying around, the locals called it the flowers of Edinburgh. I read that in a book.’
Rebus thought of Alister Flower and smiled. ‘Makes you glad you’re living in a decent society.’
‘So it does,’ said Cafferty, with no trace of irony. ‘Eck and Tam Robertson, eh? The Bru-Heid Brothers. I won’t lie to you, they used to work for me. Tam for just a few weeks, Eck for longer.’
‘I won’t ask what they did.’
Cafferty shrugged. ‘They were general employees.’
‘Covers a multitude of sins.’
‘Look, I didn’t ask you to come out here. But now that you are, I’m answering your questions, all right?’
‘I appreciate it, really. You say you didn’t know they were at the Central that night?’
‘No.’
‘Do you know what happened to them afterwards?’
‘They stopped working for me. Not at the same time, Tam left first, I think. Tam then Eck. Tam was a dun-derheid, Strawman, a real loser. I can’t abide losers. I only hired him because Eck asked me to. Eck was a good worker.’ He seemed lost in thought for a minute. ‘You’re looking for them?’
‘That’s it.’
‘Sorry, I can’t help.’ Rebus wondered if Cafferty’s cheeks were half as red as his felt. He had a piercing stitch in his side, and didn’t know how he was going to make the run back. ‘You think they had something to do with the body?’
Rebus merely nodded.
‘What makes you so sure?’
‘I’m not sure. But if they did have something to do with it, I’m willing to bet you weren’t a hundred miles behind.’
‘Me?’ Cafferty laughed again, but the laugh was strained. ‘As I recall, I was on holiday in Malta with some friends.’
‘You always seem to be with friends when anything happens.’
‘I’m a gregarious man, I can’t help it if I’m popular. Know something else I read about Scotland? The Pope called it “the arse of Europe”.’ Cafferty slowed to a stop. They’d come to near the top of Duddingston Loch, the city just visible down below them. ‘Hard to believe, isn’t it? The arse of Europe, it doesn’t look like one to me.’
‘Oh, I don’t know,’ said Rebus, bent over with hands on knees. ‘If this is the arse . . .’ he looked up, ‘I’d know where to stick the enema.’
Cafferty’s laughter roared out all around. He was breathing deeply, trying to slow things down. When he spoke, it was in an undertone, though there was no one around to hear them. ‘But we’re a cruel people, Strawman. All of us, you and me. And we’re ghouls.’ His face was very close to Rebus’s, both of them bent over. Rebus kept his eyes on the grass below him. ‘When they killed the grave-robber Burke, they made souvenirs from his skin. I’ve got one in the house, I’ll show it to you.’ The voice might have been inside Rebus’s own head. ‘We like to watch, and that’s the truth. I bet even you’ve got a taste for pain, Strawman. You’re hurting all over, but you ran with me, you didn’t give up. Why? Because you like the pain. It’s what makes you a Calvinist.’
‘It’s what makes you a public menace.’
‘Me? A simple businessman who has managed to survive this disease called recession.’
‘No, you’re more than that,’ said Rebus, straightening up. ‘You’re the disease.’
Cafferty looked like he might throw a punch, but instead he pounded Rebus on the back. ‘Come on, time to go.’
Rebus was about to plead another minute’s rest, but saw Cafferty walking to the Jag. ‘What?’ Cafferty said. ‘You think I’d run it both ways? Come on now, your herbal tea is waiting.’
And herbal tea it was, served up poolside after Rebus had showered and changed back into his clothes. He had the feeling someone had been through his wallet and diary in his absence, but knew they wouldn’t have found much there. For one thing, he’d tucked his ID and credit cards into the front of his running shorts; for another, he’d about as much cash as would buy an evening paper and a packet of mints.
‘Sorry I couldn’t be more help,’ said Cafferty after Rebus had sat himself down.
‘You could if you tried,’ Rebus replied. He was trying to stop his legs from shaking. They hadn’t had this much exercise since the last time he’d flitted.
Cafferty just shrugged. He was now wearing baggy and wildly coloured swimming trunks, and had just had a dip. As he dried himself off, he showed enough anal cleavage to qualify as a construction worker.
The devil dog meantime sat by the pool licking its chops. Of the bone it had been chewing, there was not the slightest trace. Rebus suddenly placed the dog.
‘Do you own a 4x4?’ Cafferty nodded. ‘I saw it parked across from Bone’s the Butcher on South Clerk Street. This mutt was in the back.’
Cafferty shrugged. ‘It’s my wife’s car.’
‘And she often takes the dog into town?’
‘She gets Kaiser’s bones there. Besides, he’s cheaper than a car alarm.’ Cafferty smiled fondly at the dog. ‘And I’ve never known anyone bypass him.’
‘Maybe sausages would do it.’ But this was lost on Cafferty. Rebus decided he was getting nowhere. It was time to try one final tactic. He finished the brew. It tasted like spearmint chewing gum. ‘A colleague of mine was trying to track down the Robertson brothers. Someone put him in hospital.’
‘Really?’ Cafferty looked genuinely surprised. ‘What happened?’
‘He was attacked behind a restaurant called the Heartbreak Cafe.’
‘Dear me. Did he find them, Tam and Eck?’
‘If he’d found them, I wouldn’t have had to come here.’
‘I thought maybe it was just an excuse for a blether about the good old days.’
‘What good old days?’
‘True enough, you look about as bad as ever. Not me, though. My wild days are behind me.’ He sipped his tea to prove the point. ‘I’m a changed man.’
Rebus nearly laughed. ‘You tell that line so often in court, you’re beginning to believe it.’
‘No, it’s true.’
‘Then you wouldn’t be trying to put the frighteners on me?’
Cafferty shook his head. He was crouching beside the dog, rubbing its head briskly. ‘Oh no, Strawman, the day’s long past when I’d take a set of six-inch carpentry nails and fix you to the floorboards in some derelict house. Or tickle your tonsils with jump-leads connected to a generator.’ He was warming to his subject, looking almost as ready to pounce as his dog.
Rebus stayed nonchalant. Indeed, he had one to add to the list. ‘Or hang me over the Forth Rail Bridge?’ There was silence, except for the hum of the Jacuzzi and the snuffling of the dog. Then the door swung open and a woman’s head smiled heedlessly towards them.
‘Morris, dinner in ten minutes.’
‘Thanks, Mo.’
The door closed again, and Cafferty got up. So did the dog. ‘Well, Strawman, it’s been lovely chatting away like this, but I better take a shower before I eat. Mo’s always complaining I smell like chlorine. I keep telling her, we wouldn’t have to put chlorine in the pool if the visitors didn’t piss in it, but she blames Kaiser!’
‘She’s your . . . er . . .?’
‘My wife. As of four years and three months.’
Rebus was nodding. He knew Cafferty was married, of course. He’d just forgotten the name of the lucky bride.
‘She’s the one who’s changed me if anyone has,’ Cafferty was saying. ‘She makes me read all these books.’
Rebus knew the Nazis had read books too. ‘Just one thing, Cafferty.’
‘Mr Cafferty. Go on, indulge me.’
Rebus swallowed hard. ‘Mr Cafferty. What’s your wife’s maiden name?’
‘Morag,’ said Cafferty, puzzled by the question. ‘Morag Johnson.’ Then he padded away towards the shower, kicking off his trunks, mooning mightily at Rebus as he did so.
Morag Johnson. Yes, of course. Rebus would bet that not many people tried the ‘Mo Johnson’ gag in front of Big Ger. But that’s where he’d heard the name before. The woman into whose flat Aengus Gibson had trespassed had soon afterwards married Big Ger Cafferty. So soon after, in fact, that they must have been going out together at the time the break-in had occurred.
Rebus had his link between Aengus Gibson, the Bru-Head Brothers and Big Ger.
Now all he had to do was figure out what the hell it meant.
He rose from his chair, eliciting a low growl from the devil dog. Slowly and quietly he made for the door, knowing all Big Ger had to do was call from the shower, and Kaiser would be on Rebus faster than piss on a lamp post. As he made his exit, he was remembering those scenarios for his painful execution, so lovingly described by Big Ger.
John Rebus was once again grateful he didn’t yet have the gun.
But there was something else. The way Big Ger had seemed surprised when told about Holmes. As if he really hadn’t known about it. Added to which how keen he’d been to find out if Holmes had had any success tracking down Tam and Eck Roberston.
Rebus drove away with more mysteries than answers. But one question he was sure had been answered: Cafferty had been behind Michael’s abduction. He was certain of it now.
‘You can’t have,’ said Siobhan Clarke.
‘And yet I have,’ said Peter Petrie. He had run out of film. Plenty of spare batteries. Of batteries there were plenty. But film was there none. It was first thing Thursday morning, and the last thing Clarke needed. ‘So you’d better go and fetch some pronto.’
‘Why me?’
‘Because I am in pain.’ This was true. He was on painkillers for his nose, and had complained about nothing else all day yesterday. So much so that the maddening Madden had lost all sense of good fun and bad puns and had told Petrie to ‘shut the fuck up’. Now they weren’t talking. Siobhan wondered if it was a good idea to leave them alone.
‘It’s special film,’ Petrie was telling her. He rummaged in the camera case and came out with an empty film-box, the flap of which he tore off and handed to her. ‘This is the stuff.’
‘This,’ she said to him, grabbing the scrap of card, ‘is a pain in the arse.’
‘Try Pyle’s,’ said Madden.
She turned on him. ‘Are you being funny?’
‘It’s the name of a camera shop on Morrison Street.’
‘That’s miles away!’
‘Take your car,’ Petrie suggested.
Siobhan grabbed her bag. ‘Stuff that, I’ll find somewhere before Morrison Street.’
However, after ten filmless minutes she began to realise that there was no great demand for special high-speed film in Gorgie Road. It wasn’t as if you needed high-speed to take a photo of Hearts in action. She consoled herself with this thought and resigned herself to the walk to Morrison Street. Maybe she could catch a bus back.
She saw that she was nearing the Heartbreak Cafe, and crossed the road to look at it. It had looked closed yesterday when she drove past, and there was a sign in the window. She read now that the place was closed ‘due to convalescence’. Strange, though, the door was open a couple of inches. And was there a funny smell, a smell like gas? She pushed the door open and peered in.
‘Hello?’
Yes, definitely gas, and there was no one around. A woman on the street stopped to watch.
‘Awfy smell o’ gas, hen.’
Siobhan nodded and walked into the Heartbreak Cafe.
Without its lights on, and with little natural light, the place was all darkness and shadows. But the last thing she planned to do was flick an electric switch. She could see chinks of light through the kitchen door, and made towards it. Yes, there were windows in the kitchen, and the smell was much stronger here. She could hear the unmistakable hiss of escaping gas. With a hankie stuffed to her nose, she made for the emergency exit, and pushed at the bar which should release it. But the thing was sticking, or else . . . She gave a mighty heave and the door grunted open an inch. Dustbins were being stored right against it on the outside. Fresh air started trickling in, the welcome smells of traffic exhaust and beer hops.
Now she had to find whichever cooker had been left on. Only as she turned did she see the legs and body which were lying on the floor, the head hidden inside a huge oven. She walked over and turned off the gas, then peered down. The body lay on its side, dressed in black and white check trousers and a white chef’s jacket. She didn’t recognise the man from his face, but the elaborately stitched name on his left breast made identification easy.
It was Eddie Ringan.
The place was still choking with gas, so she walked back to the emergency door and gave it another heave. This time it opened most of the way, scattering clanking dustbins onto the ground outside. It was then that a curious passer-by pushed open the door from the restaurant to the kitchen. His hand went to the light-switch.
‘Don’t touch tha –!’
There was a tremendous blast and fireball. The shock sent Siobhan Clarke flying backwards into the parking lot, where her landing was softened by the rubbish she’d scattered only seconds earlier. She didn’t even suffer the same minor burns as the hapless passer-by, who went crashing back into the restaurant pursued by a blue ball of flame. But Eddie Ringan, well, he looked like he’d been done to a turn inside an oven which wasn’t even hot.
By the time Rebus got there, aching after last night’s exertions, the scene was one of immaculate chaos. Pat Calder had arrived in time to see his lover being carted away in a blue plastic bag. The bag was deemed necessary to stop bits of charred face breaking off and messing up the floor. The bagging itself had been overseen by a police doctor, but Rebus knew where Eddie would eventually end up: under the all-seeing scalpel of Dr Curt.
‘All right, Clarke?’
Rebus affected the usual inspectorial nonchalance, hands in pockets and an air of having seen it all before.
‘Apart from my coccyx, sir.’ And she gave the bone a rub for luck.
‘What happened?’
So she filled in the details, all the way from having no film (yes, why not drop Petrie in it?) to the passer-by who had nearly killed her. He had been seen to by the doctor too: frizzled eyebrows and lashes, some bruising from the fall. Rebus’s scalp tingled at the thought. There was no smell of gas in the kitchen now. But there was a smell of cooked meat, almost inviting till you remembered its source.
Calder was seated at the bar, watching the world move past him in and out of the dream he had built with Eddie Ringan. Rebus sat down beside him, glad to take the weight off his legs.
‘Those nightmares,’ Calder said immediately, ‘looks like he made them come true, eh?’
‘Looks like it. Any idea why he’d kill himself?’
Calder shook his head. He was bearing up, but only just. ‘I suppose it all got too much for him.’
‘All what?’
Calder continued shaking his head. ‘Perhaps we’ll never know.’
‘Don’t you believe it,’ Rebus said, trying not to make it sound like a threat. He must have failed, for suddenly Calder turned towards him.
‘Can’t you let it rest?’ The pale eyes were glistening.
‘No rest for the wicked, Mr Calder,’ said Rebus. He slid off the barstool and went back into the kitchen. Siobhan was standing beside a shelf filled with basic cookery books.
‘Most chefs,’ she said, ‘would rather die than keep this lot out on display.’
‘He wasn’t any ordinary chef.’
‘Look at this one.’ It was a school jotter, with ruled red lines about half an inch apart and an inch-wide margin. The margins were full of doodles and sketches, mostly of food and men with large quiffs. Neatly written in a large hand inside the margins were recipes. ‘His own creations.’ She flipped to the end. ‘Oh look, here’s Jailhouse Roquefort.’ She quoted from the recipe.’ “With thanks to Inspector John Rebus for the idea.” Well, well.’ She was about to put the book back, but Rebus took it from her. He opened it at the inside cover, where he’d spotted a copious collection of doodles. Something had been written in the midst of the drawings (some of them gayly rude). But it had been scored out again with a darker pen.
‘Can you make that out?’
They took the jotter to the back door and stood in the parking lot, where so recently someone had thumped Brian Holmes on the head. Siobhan started things off. ‘Looks like the first word’s “All”.’
‘And that’s “turn”,’ said Rebus of a later word. ‘Or maybe “turn”.’ But the rest remained beyond them. Rebus pocketed the recipe book.
‘Thinking of a new career, sir?’ Siobhan asked.
Rebus pondered a suitable comeback line. ‘Shut up, Clarke,’ he said.
Rebus dropped the jotter off at Fettes HQ, where they had people whose job it was to recover legibility from defaced and damaged writing. They were known as ‘pen pals’, the sort of boffins who liked to do really difficult crosswords.
‘This won’t take long,’ one of them told Rebus. ‘We’ll just put it on the machine.’
‘Great,’ said Rebus. ‘I’ll come back in quarter of an hour.’
‘Make it twenty minutes.’
Twenty minutes was fine by Rebus. While he was here and at a loose end, he might as well pay his respects to DI Gill Templer.
‘Hello, Gill.’ Her office smelt of expensive perfume. He’d forgotten what kind she wore. Chanel, was it? She slipped off her glasses and blinked at him.
‘John, long time no see. Sit down.’
Rebus shook his head. ‘I can’t stay, the lab’s going to have something for me in a minute. Just thought I’d see how you’re doing.’
She nodded her answer. ‘I’m doing fine. How about you?’
‘Aw, not bad. You know how it is.’
‘How’s the doctor?’
‘She’s fine, aye.’ He shuffled his feet. He hadn’t expected this to be so awkward.
‘It’s not true she kicked you out, then?’
‘How the hell do you know about that?’
Gill was smiling her lipsticked smile; a thin mouth, made for irony. ‘Come on, John, this is Edinburgh. You want to keep secrets, move somewhere bigger than a village.’
‘Who told you, though? How many people know?’
‘Well, if they know here at Fettes, they’re bound to know at St Leonard’s.’
Christ. That meant Watson knew, Lauderdale knew, Flower knew. And none of them had said anything.
‘It’s only a temporary thing,’ he muttered, shuffling his feet again. ‘Patience has her nieces staying, so I moved back into my flat. Plus Michael’s there just now.’
It was Gill Templer’s turn to look surprised. ‘Since when?’
‘Ten days or so.’
‘Is he back for good?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘Depends, I suppose. Gill, I wouldn’t want word getting round . . .’
‘Of course not! I can keep a secret.’ She smiled again. ‘Remember, I’m not from Edinburgh.’
‘Me neither,’ said Rebus. ‘I just get screwed around here.’ He checked his watch.
‘Are my five minutes up?’
‘Sorry.’
‘Don’t be, I’ve got plenty of work to be getting on with.’
He turned to leave.
‘John? Come up and see me again sometime.’
Rebus nodded. ‘Mae West, right?’
‘Right.’
‘Bye, Gill.’
Halfway along her corridor, Rebus recalled that a Mae West was also the name for a life-jacket. He considered this, but shook his head. ‘My life’s complicated enough.’
He returned to the lab.
‘You’re a bit early,’ he was told.
‘Keen’s the word you’re looking for.’
‘Well, speaking of words we’re looking for, come and have a peek.’ He was led to a computer console. The scribble had been OCR’d and fed into the computer, where it was now displayed on the large colour monitor. A lot of the overpenning had been ‘erased’, leaving the original message hopefully intact. The pen pal picked up a sheet of paper. ‘Here are my ideas so far.’ As he read them off, Rebus tried to see them in the message on the screen.
‘“Ale I did, turn on the gum”, “Ole I did man, term on the gam” . . .’ Rebus gazed up at him, and the pen pal grinned. ‘Or maybe this,’ he said. ‘“All I did was turn on the gas”.’
‘What?’
‘“All I did was turn on the gas”.’
Rebus stared at the message on the screen. Yes, he could see it . . . well, most of it. The pen pal was talking again.
‘It helped that you told me he’d gassed himself. I still had that half in mind when I started working, and spotted “gas” straight off. A suicide note, maybe?’
Rebus looked disbelieving. ‘What, scored out and surrounded by doodles on the inside cover of a jotter he tucked away on a shelf? Stick to what you know and you’ll do fine.’
What Rebus knew was that Eddie Ringan had suffered nightmares during which he cried out the word ‘gas’. Was this scribble the remnant from one of his bad nights? But then why score it out so heavily? Rebus picked up the jotter from the OCR machine. The inside cover looked old, the stuff there going back a year or more. Some of the doodles looked more recent than the defaced message. Whenever Eddie had written this, it wasn’t last night. Which meant, presumably, that it had no direct connection to his gassing himself. Making it . . . a coincidence? Rebus didn’t believe in coincidence, but he did believe in serendipity. He turned to the pen pal, who was looking not happy at Rebus’s put-down.
‘Thanks,’ he said.
‘You’re welcome.’
Each was sure the other was being less than sincere.
Brian Holmes was waiting for him at St Leonard’s, waiting to be welcomed back into the world.
‘What the hell are you doing here?’
‘Don’t worry,’ said Holmes, ‘I’m just visiting. I’ve got another week on the sick.’
‘How are you feeling?’ Rebus was glancing nervously around, wondering if anyone had told Holmes about Eddie. He knew in his heart they hadn’t, of course; if they had, Brian wouldn’t be half as chipper.
‘I get thumping headaches, but that apart I feel like I’ve had a holiday.’ He patted his pocket. ‘And DI Flower got up a collection. Nearly fifty quid.’
‘The man’s a saint,’ said Rebus. ‘I had a present I was going to bring you.’
‘What?’
‘A tape, the Stones’ Let it Bleed.’
‘Thanks a lot.’
‘Something to cheer you up after Patsy De-Cline.’
‘At least she can sing.’
Rebus smiled. ‘You’re fired. Are you at your aunt’s?’
This quietened Holmes, as Rebus had hoped it would. Bring him down slowly, then drop the real news into his lap. ‘For the meantime. Nell’s . . . well, she says she’s not quite ready yet.’
Rebus knew the feeling; he wondered when Patience would be ready for that drink. ‘Still,’ he offered, ‘things sound a bit brighter between the two of you.’
‘Ach.’ Holmes sat down opposite his superior. ‘She wants me to leave the police.’
‘That’s a bit drastic.’
‘So is separation.’
Rebus exhaled. ‘I suppose so, but all the same . . . What are you going to do?’
‘Think it over, what else can I do?’ He got back to his feet. ‘Listen, I’d better get going. I only came in to –’
‘Brian, sit down.’ Holmes, recognising Rebus’s tone, sat. ‘I’ve got some bad news about Eddie.’
‘Chef Eddie?’ Rebus nodded. ‘What about him?’
‘There’s been an accident. Well, sort of. Eddie was involved.’
There was no mistaking Rebus’s meaning. He’d become good at this sort of speech through repetition over the years to the families of car crash victims, accidents at work, murders . . .
‘He’s dead?’ Holmes asked quietly. Rebus, lips pursed, nodded. ‘Christ, I was going to drop in and see him. What happened?’
‘We’re not sure yet. The post-mortem will probably be this afternoon.’
Holmes was no fool; again he caught the gist. ‘Accident, suicide or murder?’
‘One of those last two.’
‘And your money’d be on murder?’
‘My money stays in my pocket till I’ve spoken to the tipster.’
‘Meaning Dr Curt?’
Rebus nodded. ‘Till then, there’s not much we can do. Listen, let me get a car to take you home . . .’
‘No, no, I’ll be all right.’ He rose to his feet slowly, as though checking his bones for solidity. ‘I’ll be fine really. It’s just . . . poor Eddie. He was a friend of mine, you know?’
‘I know,’ said Rebus.
After Holmes had gone, Rebus was able to reflect that he’d gotten off lightly. Brian still wasn’t operating at full throttle; partly the convalescence, partly the shock. So he hadn’t asked Rebus any difficult questions. Questions like, does Eddie’s death have anything to do with the person who nearly killed me? It was something Rebus had been wondering himself. Last night Eddie was missing, and Rebus had gone to see Cafferty. Today, first thing, Eddie was dead. Meaning one less person who could say anything about the night the Central burnt down; one less person who’d been there. But Rebus still had the gut feeling Cafferty had been surprised to learn of Holmes’ attack. So what was the answer?
‘I’m buggered if I know,’ John Rebus said quietly to himself. His phone rang. He picked it up and heard pub noises, then Flower’s voice.
‘That’s some team you’ve got there, Inspector. One gets his face mashed in, and now the other falls on her arse.’ The connection was briskly severed.
‘And bugger you, too, Flower,’ Rebus said, all too aware that no one was listening.
Edinburgh’s public mortuary was sited on the Cowgate, named for the route cattle would take when being brought into the city to be sold. It was a narrow canyon of a street with few businesses and only passing traffic. Way up above it were much busier streets, South Bridge for instance. They seemed so far from the Cowgate, it might as well have been underground.
Rebus wasn’t sure the area had ever been anything other than a desperate meeting place for Edinburgh’s poorest denizens, who often seemed like cattle themselves, dull-witted from lack of sunlight and grazing on begged handouts from passers-by. The Cowgate was ripe for redevelopment these days, but who would slaughter the cattle?
A fine setting for the understated mortuary where, when he wasn’t teaching at the University, Dr Curt plied his trade.
‘Look on the bright side,’ he told Rebus. ‘The Cowgate’s got a couple of fine pubs.’
‘And a few more you could shave a dead man with.’
Curt chuckled. ‘Colourful, though I’m not sure the image conjured actually means anything.’
‘I bow to your superior knowledge. Now, what have you got on Mr Ringan?’
‘Ah, poor Orphan Eddie.’ Curt liked to find names for all his cadavers. Rebus got the feeling the ‘Orphan’ prefix had been used many a time before. In Eddie Ringan’s case, though, it was accurate. He had no living relations that anyone knew of, and so had been identified by Patrick Calder, and by Siobhan Clarke, since she’d been the one to find the body.
‘Yes, that’s the man I found,’ she had said.
‘Yes, that’s Edward Ringan,’ Pat Calder had said, before being led away by Toni the barman.
Rebus now stood with Curt beside the slab on which what was left of the corpse was being tidied up by an assistant. The assistant was whistling ‘Those Were the Days’ as he scraped miscellany into a bucket of offal. Rebus was reading through a list. He’d been through it three times already, trying to take his mind off the scene around him. Curt was smoking a cigarette. At the age of fifty-five, he’d decided he might as well start, since nothing else had so far managed to kill him. Rebus might have taken a cigarette from him, but they were Player’s untipped, the smoking equivalent of paint stripper.
Maybe because he’d perused the list so often, something clicked at last. ‘You know,’ he said, ‘we never found a suicide note.’
‘They don’t always leave them.’
‘Eddie would have. And he’d have had Elvis singing Heartbreak Hotel on a tape player beside the oven.’
‘Now that’s style,’ Curt said disingenuously.
‘And now,’ Rebus went on, ‘from this list of the contents of his pockets, I see he didn’t have any keys on him.’
‘No keys, eh.’ Curt was enjoying his break too much to bother trying to work it out. He knew Rebus would tell him anyway.
‘So,’ Rebus obliged, ‘how did he get in? Or if he did use his keys to get in, where are they now?’
‘Where indeed.’ The attendant frowned as Curt stubbed his cigarette into the floor.
Rebus knew when he’d lost an audience. He put the list away. ‘So what have you got for me?’
‘Well, the usual tests will have to be carried out, of course.’
‘Of course, but in the meantime . . .?’
‘In the meantime, a few points of interest.’ Curt turned to the cadaver, forcing Rebus to do the same. There was a cover over the charred face, and the attendant had roughly sewn up the chest and stomach, now empty of their major organs, with thick black thread. The face had been badly burnt, but the rest of the body remained unaffected. The plump flesh was pale and shiny.
‘Well,’ Curt began, ‘the burns were superficial merely. The internal organs were untouched by the blast. That made things easier. I would say he probably asphyxiated through inhalation of North Sea gas.’ He turned to Rebus. ‘That “North Sea” is pure conjecture.’ Then he grinned again, a lopsided grin that meant one side of his mouth stayed closed. ‘There was evidence of alcoholic intake. We’ll have to wait for the test results to determine how much. A lot, I’d guess.’
‘I’ll bet his liver was a treat. He’s been putting the stuff away for years.’
Curt seemed doubtful. He went to another table and returned with the organ itself, which had already been cross-sectioned. ‘It’s actually in pretty good shape. You said he was a spirits drinker?’
Rebus kept his eyes out of focus. It was something you learned. ‘A bottle a day easy.’
‘Well, it doesn’t show from this.’ Curt tossed the liver a few inches into the air. It slapped back down into his palm. He reminded Rebus of a butcher showing off to a potential buyer. ‘There was also a bump to the head and bruising and minor burns to the arms.’
‘Oh?’
‘I’d imagine these are injuries often incurred by chefs in their daily duties. Hot fat spitting, pots and pans everywhere . . .’
‘Maybe,’ said Rebus.
‘And now we come to the section of the programme Hamish has been waiting for.’ Curt nodded towards his assistant, who straightened his back in anticipation. ‘I call him Hamish,’ Curt confided, ‘because he comes from the Hebrides. Hamish here spotted something I didn’t. I’ve been putting off talking about it lest he become encephalitic.’ He looked at Rebus. ‘A little pathologist’s joke.’
‘You’re not so small,’ said Rebus.
‘You need to know, Inspector, that Hamish has a fascination with teeth. Probably because his own as a child were terribly bad and he has memories of long days spent under the dentist’s drill.’
Hamish looked as though this might actually be true.
‘As a result, Hamish always looks in people’s mouths, and this time he saw fit to inform me that there was some damage.’
‘What sort of damage?’
‘Scarring of the tissues lining the throat. Recent damage, too.’
‘Like he’d been singing too loud?’
‘Or screaming. But much more likely that something has been forced down his throat.’
Rebus’s mind boggled. Curt always seemed able to do this to him. He swallowed, feeling how dry his own throat was. ‘What sort of thing?’
Curt shrugged. ‘Hamish suggested . . . You understand, this is entirely conjecture – usually your field of expertise. Hamish suggested a pipe of some kind, something solid. I myself would add the possibility of a rubber or plastic tube.’
Rebus coughed. ‘Not anything . . . er, organic then?’
‘You mean like a courgette? A banana?’
‘You know damned well what I mean.’
Curt smiled and bowed his head. ‘Of course I do, I’m sorry.’ Then he shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t rule anything out. But if you’re suggesting a penis, it must have been sheathed in sandpaper.’
Behind them, Rebus heard Hamish stifle a laugh.
Rebus telephoned Pat Calder and asked if they might meet. Calder thought it over before agreeing.
‘At the Colonies?’ Rebus asked.
‘Make it the Cafe, I’m heading over there anyway.’
So the Cafe it was. When Rebus arrived, the ‘convalescence’ sign had been replaced with one stating, ‘Due to bereavement, this establishment has ceased trading.’ It was signed Pat Calder.
As Rebus entered, he heard Calder roar, ‘Do fuck off!’ It was not, however, aimed at Rebus but at a young woman in a raincoat.
‘Trouble, Mr Calder?’ Rebus walked into the restaurant. Calder was busy taking the mementoes down off the walls and packing them in newspaper. Rebus noticed three tea chests on the floor between the tables.
‘This bloody reporter wants some blood and grief for her newspaper.’
‘Is that right, miss?’ Rebus gave Mairie Henderson a disapproving but, yes, almost fatherly look. The kind that let her know she should be ashamed.
‘Mr Ringan was a popular figure in the city,’ she told Rebus. ‘I’m sure he’d have wanted our readers to know –’
Calder interrupted. ‘He’d have wanted them to stuff their faces here, leave a fat cheque, then get the fuck out. Print that!’
‘Quite an epitaph,’ Mairie commented.
Calder looked like he’d brain her with the Elvis clock, the one with the King’s arms replacing the usual clock hands. He thought better of it, and lifted the Elvis mirror (one of several) off the wall instead. He wouldn’t dare smash that: seven years’ bad junk food.
‘I think you’d better go, miss,’ Rebus said calmly.
‘All right, I’m going.’ She slung her bag over her shoulder and stalked past Rebus. She was wearing a skirt today, a short one too. But a good soldier knew when to keep eyes front. He smiled at Pat Calder, whose anguish was all too evident.
‘Bit soon for all this, isn’t it?’
‘You can cook, can you, Inspector? Without Eddie, this place is . . . it’s nothing.’
‘Looks like the local restaurants can sleep easy, then.’
‘How do you mean?’
‘Remember, Eddie thought the attack on Brian was a warning.’
‘Yes, but what’s that . . .’ Calder froze. ‘You think someone . . .? It was suicide, wasn’t it?’
‘Looked that way, certainly.’
‘You mean you’re not sure?’
‘Did he seem the type who would kill himself?’
Calder’s reply was cold. ‘He was killing himself every day with drink. Maybe it all got too much. Like I said, Inspector, the attack on Brian affected Eddie. Maybe more than we knew.’ He paused, still with the mirror gripped in both hands. ‘You think it was murder?’
‘I didn’t say that, Mr Calder.’
‘Who would do it?’
‘Maybe you were behind with your payments.’
‘What payments?’
‘Protection payments, sir. Don’t tell me it doesn’t go on.’
Calder stared at him unblinking. ‘You forget, I was in charge of finances, and we always paid our bills on time. All of them.’
Rebus took this information in, wondering exactly what it meant. ‘If you think you know who might have wanted Eddie dead, best tell me, all right? Don’t go doing anything rash.’
‘Like what?’
Like buying a gun, Rebus thought, but he said nothing. Calder started to wrap the mirror. ‘This is about all a newspaper’s worth,’ he said.
‘She was only doing her job. You wouldn’t have turned down a good review, would you?’
Calder smiled. ‘We got plenty.’
‘What will you do now?’
‘I haven’t thought about it. I’ll go away, that’s all I know.’
Rebus nodded towards the tea chests. ‘And you’ll keep all that stuff?’
‘I couldn’t throw it away, Inspector. It’s all there is.’
Well, thought Rebus, there’s the bedroom too. But he didn’t say anything. He just watched Pat Calder pack everything away.
Hamish, real name Alasdair McDougall, had more or less been chased from his native Barra by his contemporaries, one of whom tried to drown him during a midnight boat crossing from South Uist after a party. Two minutes in the freezing waters of the Sound of Barra and he’d have been fit for nothing but fish-food, but they’d hauled him back into the boat and explained the whole thing away as an accident. Which is also what it would have been had he actually drowned.
He went to Oban first, then south to Glasgow before crossing to the east coast. Glasgow suited him in some respects, but not in others. Edinburgh suited him better. His parents had always denied to themselves that their son was homosexual, even when he’d stood there in front of them and said it. His father had quoted the Bible at him, the same way he’d been quoting it for seventeen years, a believer’s righteous tremble in his voice. It had once been a powerful and persuasive performance; but now it seemed laughable.
‘Just because it’s in the Bible,’ he’d told his father, ‘doesn’t mean you should take it as gospel.’
But to his father it was and always would be the literal truth. The Bible had been in the old man’s hand as he’d shooed his youngest son out of the door of the croft house. ‘Never dare to blacken our name!’ he’d called. And Alasdair reckoned he’d lived up to this through introducing himself as Dougall and almost never passing on a last name. He had been Dougall to the gay community in Glasgow, and he was Dougall here in Edinburgh. He liked the life he’d made for himself (there was never a dull night), and he’d only been kicked-in twice. He had his clubs and pubs, his bunch of friends and a wider circle of acquaintances. He was even beginning to think of writing to his parents. He would tell them, By the time my boss gets through with a body, believe me there isn’t very much left for Heaven to take.
He thought again of the plump young man who’d been gassed, and he laughed. He should have said something at the time, but hadn’t. Why not? Was it because he still had one foot in the closet? He’d been accused of it before, when he’d refused to wear a pink triangle on his lapel. Certainly, he wasn’t sure he wanted a policeman to know he was gay. And what would Dr Curt do? There was all sorts of homophobia about, an almost medieval fear of AIDS and its transmission. It wasn’t that he couldn’t live without the job, but he liked it well enough. He’d seen plenty of sheep and cattle slaughtered and quartered in his time on the island. This wasn’t so very different.
No, he would keep his secret to himself. He wouldn’t let on that he knew Eddie Ringan. He remembered the evening a week or so back. They went to Dougall’s place and Eddie cooked up a chilli from stuff he found in the cupboards. Hot stuff. It really made you sweat. He wouldn’t stay the night, though, wasn’t that type. There’d been a long kiss before parting, and half-promises of further trysts.
Yes, he knew Eddie, knew him well enough to be sure of one thing.
Whoever it was on the slab, it wasn’t the guy who’d shared chilli in Dougall’s bed.
Siobhan Clarke felt unnaturally calm and in control the rest of the day. She’d been given the day off from Operation Moneybags to get over the shock of her experience at the Heartbreak Cafe, but by late afternoon was itching to do something. So she drove out to Rory Kintoul’s house on the half-chance. It was a neat and quite recent council semi in a cul-de-sac. The front garden was the size of a beer-mat but probably more hygienic; she reckoned she could eat her dinner off the trimmed weedless lawn without fear of food poisoning. She couldn’t even say that of the plates in most police canteens. One gate led her down the path, and another brought her to Kintoul’s front door. It was painted dark blue. Every fourth door in the street was dark blue. The others were plum-red, custard yellow, and battleship grey. Not exactly a riot of colour, but somehow in keeping with the pebbledash and tarmac. Some kids had chalked a complex hopscotch grid on the pavement and were now playing noisily. She’d smiled towards them, but they hadn’t looked up from their game. A dog barked in a back garden a few doors down, but otherwise the street was quiet.
She rang the doorbell and waited. Nobody, it seemed, was home. She thought of the phrase ‘gallus besom’ as she took the liberty of peering in through the front window. A living room stretched to the back of the house. The dog was barking louder now, and through the far window she caught sight of a figure. She opened the garden gate and turned right, running through the close separating Kintoul’s house from its neighbour. This led to the back gardens. Kintoul had left his kitchen door open so as not to make a noise. He had one leg over his neighbour’s fence, and was trying to shush the leashed mongrel.
‘Mr Kintoul!’ Siobhan called. When he looked up, she waved her hand. ‘Sitting on the fence, I see. How about the two of us going inside for a word?’
She wasn’t about to spare him any blushes. As he slouched towards her across the back green, she grinned. ‘Running away from the police, eh? What’ve you got to hide?’
‘Nuthin’.’
‘You should be careful,’ she warned. ‘A stunt like that could open those stitches in your side.’
‘Do you want everyone to hear? Get inside.’ He almost pushed her through the kitchen door. It was exactly the invitation Siobhan wanted.
Rebus got the call at six-fifteen and arranged the meeting for ten. At eight, Patience called him. He knew he wouldn’t sound right to her, would sound like his thoughts were elsewhere (which they were), but he wanted to keep her talking. He was filling the time till ten o’clock and didn’t want any of it left vacant. He might start to think about it otherwise, might change his mind.
Eventually, for want of other topics, he told Patience all about Michael (who was asleep in the box room). At last they were on the same wavelength. Patience suggested counselling, and was amazed no one at the hospital had mentioned the possibility. She would look into it and get back to Rebus. Meantime, he’d have to watch Michael didn’t go into clinical depression. The problem with those drugs was that they not only killed your fears, they could kill your emotions stone dead.
‘He was so lively when he moved in,’ Rebus said. ‘The students are wondering what the hell’s happened to him. I think they’re as worried as I am.’
Michael’s self-proclaimed ‘girlfriend’ had spent time trying to talk to him, coaxing him out to pubs and clubs. But Michael had fought against it, and she hadn’t shown her face for at least a day. One of the male students had approached Rebus in the kitchen and asked, in tones of deepest sympathy, if a bit of ‘blaw’ might help Mickey. Rebus had shaken his head. Christ, it might not be a bad idea, though.
But Patience was against it. ‘Mix the stuff he’s on with cannabis and God knows what sort of reaction you’d get: paranoia or a complete downer would be my guess.’
She was anti-drugs anyway, and not just the proscribed kinds. She knew that the easy way out for doctors was to fill out a form for the pharmacy. Valium, moggies, whatever it took. People all over Scotland, and especially the people who needed most help, were eating tablets like they were nourishment. And the doctors pointed to their workloads and said, What else can we do?
‘Want me to come over?’ she was asking now. It was a big step. Yes, Rebus wanted her to come over, but it was nearly nine.
‘No, but I appreciate the thought.’
‘Well, try not to leave him too long on his own. He’s sleeping to escape something he needs to confront.’
‘Bye, Patience.’ Rebus put down the phone and made ready to leave the flat.
Why had he chosen the waterfront at North Queensferry for the meeting? Well, wasn’t it obvious? He stood near the same hut they’d taken Michael to, and he got cold. He’d arrived early, and Deek naturally was late. Rebus didn’t really mind. It gave him time to stare up at the rail bridge, wondering how it would feel to be lowered over the side at the dead of night. Screaming dumbly into your gag as they took the bag from your face. Looking all the way down. That’s where Rebus was now, though he was at sea level. He was looking all the way down.
‘Cold though, eh?’ Deek Torrance rubbed his hands together.
‘Thanks for setting me up the other night.’
‘Eh?’
‘“Sailor for trade or rent”.’
‘Oh aye, that.’ Torrance grinned. ‘“King of the Road”. That’s not the way it goes, though . . .’
‘You’ve got it?’
Deek patted his coat pocket. He was jittery, with good cause. It wasn’t every day you sold an illegal firearm to a policeman.
‘Let’s see it, then.’
‘What? Out here?’
Rebus looked around. ‘There’s nobody here.’
Deek bit his lip, then resigned himself to lifting the handgun out of his pocket and placing it in John Rebus’s palm.
The thing was a lifeless weight, but comfortable to hold. Rebus placed it in his own capacious pocket. ‘Ammo?’
The bullets shook in their box like a baby’s toy. Rebus pocketed them too, then reached into the back pocket of his trousers for the cash.
‘Want to count it?’
Deek shook his head, then nodded across the road. ‘I’ll buy you a drink though, if you like.’
A drink sounded good to Rebus. ‘I’ll just get rid of this first.’ He unlocked his car and slipped the gun and ammo underneath the driver’s seat. He noticed he was trembling and a little dizzy as he stood back up. A drink would be good. He was hungry, too, but the thought of food made him want to boak. He looked again at the bridge. ‘Come on, then,’ he said to Deek Torrance.
Minus gun and with money in its place, Torrance was more relaxed and loquacious. They sat in the Hawes Inn with their drinks. Torrance was explaining how the guns came into the country.
‘See, it’s easy to buy a gun in France. They even come around the towns in vans and flog them off the back. Stick a catalogue through your door to let you know what they’ll have. I got to meet this French guy, not bad to say he’s French. He’s back and forth over the Channel, some sort of business he’s in. He brings the guns with him, and I buy them. He brings Mace too, if you’re interested.’
‘Why didn’t you say?’ Rebus muttered into his pint. ‘I wouldn’t have needed the gun.’
‘Eh?’ Deek saw he was making a joke and laughed.
‘So what have I got?’ asked Rebus. ‘It was a bit dark out there to see.’
‘Well, they’re all copies. Don’t worry, I file off any identifiers myself. Yours is a Colt 45. It’ll take ten rounds.’
‘Eight millimetre?’
Deek nodded. ‘There are twenty in the box. It’s not the most lethal weapon around. I can get replica Uzis too.’
‘Christ.’ Rebus finished his pint. He suddenly wanted to be out of there.
‘It’s a living,’ said Deek Torrance.
‘Aye, right, a living,’ said Rebus, getting up to go.
Next morning Rebus forced himself into the usual routine. He checked to see if there had been any sign of Andrew McPhail. There had not. Maclean hadn’t been too badly hurt by the boiled water, most of which he’d deflected with his arms. Nobody was yet treating McPhail like a dangerous criminal. His description had been issued to bus and train stations, motorway service areas, and the like. If the manpower were available, Rebus knew exactly where he would start looking for him.
A shadow fell over his desk. It was the Little Weed.
‘So,’ Flower said, ‘you lose a DS to a blow on the napper, and a DC to a gas explosion. What’s for an encore?’
Rebus saw that they had an audience. Half the station had been waiting for a confrontation between the two inspectors. Now more detectives than usual seemed interested in the filing cabinets near Rebus’s desk.
‘It’s easier if you do a handstand,’ commented Rebus.
‘What is?’
‘Talking out of your arse.’
There were a few covering coughs from the filing cabinets. ‘I’ve got some throat pastilles if you want them,’ Rebus called. The cabinet doors slid shut. The audience moved away.
‘You think you’re God’s gift, don’t you?’ Flower said. ‘You think you’re all it takes.’
‘I’m better than some.’
‘And a lot worse than others.’
Rebus picked up the previous evening’s arrest sheet and started to read it. ‘If you’re finished . . .?’
Flower smiled. ‘Rebus, I thought your kind went out with the dinosaurs.’
‘Aye, but only because they turned you down when you asked them.’
Which made it two-nil as Alister Flower walked off the field. But Rebus knew there’d be another leg to the match, and another after that.
He looked again at the arrest sheet, checking he’d seen the name right, then sighed and went down to the cells. A cluster of young constables stood outside cell one, taking turns at the peephole.
‘It’s that guy with the tattoos,’ one of them explained to Rebus.
‘The Pincushion?’
The constable nodded. The Pincushion was tattooed from head to foot, not an inch unblemished. ‘He’s been brought in for questioning.’
Rebus nodded. Whenever they had reason to bring the Pincushion into a station, he always ended up naked.
‘It’s a good name, isn’t it, sir?’
‘What, Pincushion? It’s better than my name for him, I suppose.’
‘What’s that.’
‘Just another prick,’ said Rebus, unlocking cell number two. He closed the door behind him. A young man was sitting on the bunk, unshaven and sorry-eyed.
‘What happened to you, then?’
Andy Steele looked up at him, then away. The city of Edinburgh had not been kind to him during his visit. He ran a handful of fingers through his tousled hair.
‘Did you go see your Auntie Ena?’ he asked.
Rebus nodded. ‘I didn’t see your mum and dad, though.’
‘Ach well, at least I managed that, eh? I managed to track you down and put you in touch with her.’
‘So what have you been up to since?’
Flakes of scalp were being clawed to the surface of Andy Steele’s head. They floated down onto his trousers. ‘Well, I did a bit of sightseeing.’
‘They don’t arrest you for that these days, though.’
Steele sighed and stopped scratching. ‘Depends what sights you see. I told a man in a pub I was a private detective. He said he had a case for me.’
‘Oh aye?’ Rebus’s attention was momentarily drawn to a crude game of noughts and crosses on the cell wall.
‘His wife was cheating him. He told me where he thought I could find her, and he gave me a description. I got ten quid, with more when I reported back.’
‘Go on.’
Andy Steele stared up at the ceiling. He knew he wasn’t making himself look good, but it was a bit late for that anyway. ‘It was a ground floor flat. I watched all evening. I saw the woman, she was there, all right. But no man. So I went round the back to get a better look. Someone must have spotted me and phoned the police.’
‘You told them your story?’
Steele nodded. ‘They even took me back to the bar. He wasn’t there, of course, and nobody knew him. I didn’t even know his name.’
‘But his description of the woman was accurate?’
‘Oh aye.’
‘Probably an ex-wife or some old flame. He wanted to give them a scare, and it was worth ten notes to do it.’
‘Except now the woman’s pressing charges. Not a very good start to my career, is it, Inspector?’
‘Depends,’ said Rebus. ‘Your career as a private dick may not be much cop, but as a peeping-tom your star is definitely in the ascendant.’ Seeing Steele’s misery, Rebus winked. ‘Cheer up, I’ll see what I can do.’
In fact, before he could do anything, Siobhan Clarke was on the telephone from Gorgie to tell him about her meeting with Rory Kintoul.
‘I asked him if he knew anything about his cousin’s heavy betting. He wouldn’t say, but I get the feeling they’re a close-knit family. There were hundreds of photos in the living room: aunties and uncles, brothers and sisters, nieces, cousins, grannies . . .’
‘I get the idea. Did you mention the broken window?’
‘Oh yes. He was so interested, he had to clamp himself to the chair to stop from jumping out of it. Not a great talker, though. He reckoned it must have been a drunk.’
‘The same drunk who took a knife to his gut?’
‘I didn’t put it quite like that, and neither did he. I don’t know whether it’s relevant or not, but he did say he’d driven the butcher’s van for his cousin.’
‘What, full time?’
‘Yes. Up until about a year ago.’
‘I didn’t know Bone’s had a van. That’ll be the next to go.’
‘Sir?’
‘The van. Smash the shop window, and if that doesn’t work, torch the van.’
‘You’re saying it’s all about protection?’
‘Maybe protection, more likely money owing on bad bets. What do you think?’
‘Well, I did raise that possibility with Kintoul.’
‘And?’
‘He laughed.’
‘That’s strong language coming from him.’
‘Agreed, he’s not exactly the emotional type.’
‘So it’s not betting money. I’ll have another think.’
‘His son came in while we were talking.’
‘Refresh my memory.’
‘Seventeen and unemployed, name’s Jason. When Kintoul told him I was CID, the son looked worried.’
‘A natural reaction in a teenager on the dole. They think we’re press-ganging these days.’
‘There was more to it than that.’
‘How much more?’
‘I don’t know. Could be the usual, drugs and gangs.’
‘We’ll see if he’s got a record. How’s Moneybags?’
‘Frankly, I’d rather be sewing mailbags.’
Rebus smiled. ‘All part of the learning curve, Clarke,’ he said, putting down the phone.
Somehow yesterday he’d forgotten to ask Pat Calder about the message on the inside of the recipe book. He didn’t like to think it had been jostled from his mind by Mairie’s legs or the sight of all those Elvises. Rebus had checked before leaving the station. Jason Kintoul was not on the flies. Somehow the gun beneath the driver’s seat helped keep Rebus’s mind sharp. The drive to the Colonies didn’t take long.
Pat Calder seemed quite shocked to see him.
‘Morning,’ said Rebus. ‘Thought I’d find you at home.’
‘Come in, Inspector.’
Rebus went in. The living room was much less tidy than on his previous visit, and he began to wonder which of the couple had been the tidier. Certainly, Eddie Ringan looked and acted like a slob, but you couldn’t always tell.
‘Sorry for the mess.’
‘Well, you’ve got a lot on your mind just now.’ The place was stuffy, with that heavy male smell you got sometimes in shared flats and locker-rooms. But usually it took more than one person to create it. Rebus began to wonder about the lean young bartender who’d accompanied Calder to the mortuary . . .
‘I’ve just been arranging the funeral,’ Pat Calder was saying. ‘It’s on Monday. They asked if it would be family and friends. I had to tell them Eddie didn’t have any family.’
‘He had good friends, though.’
Calder smiled. ‘Thank you, Inspector. Thank you for that. Was there something in particular . . .?’
‘It was just something we found at the scene.’
‘Oh?’
‘A sort of a message. It said, “I only turned on the gas”.’
Calder froze. ‘Christ, it was suicide, then?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘It wasn’t that kind of note. We found it on the inside of a school jotter.’
‘Eddie’s recipe book?’
‘Yes.’
‘I wondered where that had got to.’
‘The message had been heavily scored out. I took it away for analysis.’
‘Maybe it’s something to do with the nightmares.’
‘That’s just what I was thinking. Depends what he was dreaming about, though, doesn’t it? Nightmares can be about things you fear, or things you’ve done.’
‘I’m no psychologist.’
‘Me neither,’ Rebus admitted. ‘I take it Eddie had keys to the restaurant?’
‘Yes.’
‘We didn’t find any on his body. Did you come across them when you were packing things up?’
‘I don’t think so. But how did he get in without keys?’
‘You should be in CID, Mr Calder. That’s what I’ve been wondering.’ Rebus got up from the sofa. ‘Well, sorry I had to come by.’
‘Oh, that’s all right. Can you tell Brian about the funeral arrangements? Warriston Cemetery at two o’clock.’
‘Monday at two, I’ll tell him. Oh, one last thing. You keep a record of table bookings, don’t you?’
Calder seemed puzzled. ‘Of course.’
‘Only, I’d like to take a look. There might be some names there that don’t mean anything to you but might mean something to a policeman.’
Calder nodded. ‘I see what you’re getting at. I’ll drop it into the station. I’m going to the Heartbreak at lunchtime, I’ll pick it up then.’
‘Still clearing stuff away?’
‘No, it’s a potential buyer. One of the pizza restaurants is looking to expand . . .’
Whatever it was Pat Calder was hiding, he was doing only a fair job. But Rebus really didn’t have the heart to start digging. There was way too much for him to worry about as it was. Starting with the gun. He’d sat with it in his car last night, his finger on the trigger. Just the way his instructor had taught him back in the Army: firm, but not tense. Like it was an erection, one you wanted to sustain.
He had been thinking too of goodies and baddies. If you thought bad things – dreams of cruelty and lust – that didn’t make you bad. But if your head was full of civilised thoughts and you spent all day as a torturer . . . It came down to the fact that you were judged by your actions in society, not by the inside of your head. So he’d no reason to feel bad about thinking grim and bloody thoughts. Not unless he turned thoughts into deeds. Yet going beyond thought would feel so good. More than that, it would feel right.
He stopped his car at the first church he came to. He hadn’t attended any kind of worship for several months, always managing to make excuses and promises to himself that he’d try harder. It was just that Patience had made Sunday mornings so good.
Someone had been busy with a marker-pen on the wooden signboard in the churchyard, turning ‘Our Lady of Perpetual Help’ into ‘Our Lady of Perpetual Hell’. Not the greatest of omens, but Rebus went inside anyway. He sat in a pew for a while. There weren’t many souls in there with him. He had picked up a prayer book on the way in, and stared long and hard at its unjudgmental black cover, wondering why it made him feel so guilty. Eventually, a woman left the confessional, pulling up her headscarf. Rebus stood up and made himself enter the small box. He sat there in silence for a minute, trying to think what it was you were supposed to say.
‘Forgive me, father, I’m about to sin.’
‘We’ll see about that, son,’ came a gruff Irish voice from the other side of the grille. There was such assurance in the voice, Rebus almost smiled.
Instead he said, ‘I’m not even a Catholic.’
‘I’m sure that’s true. But you’re a Christian?’
‘I suppose so. I used to go to church.’
‘Do you believe?’
‘I can’t not believe.’ He didn’t add how hard he’d tried.
‘Then tell me your problem.’
‘Someone’s been threatening me, my friends and family.’
‘Have you gone to the police?’
‘I am the police.’
‘Ah. And now you’re thinking of taking the law into your own hands, as they say in the films.’
‘How did you know?’
‘You’re not the first bobby I’ve had in this confessional. There are a few Catholics in the police force.’ This time Rebus did smile. ‘So what is it you’re going to do?’
‘I’ve got a gun.’
There was an intake of breath. ‘Now that’s serious. Oh yes, that’s serious. But you must see that if you use a gun, you turn into that which you despise so much. You turn into them.’ The priest managed to hiss this last word.
‘So what?’ Rebus asked.
‘So, ask yourself this. Can you live the rest of your life with the memories and the guilt?’ The voice paused. ‘I know what you Calvinists think. You think you’re doomed from the start, so why not raise some hell before you get there? But I’m talking about this life, not the next. Do you want to live in Purgatory before you die?’
‘No.’
‘You’d be a bloody eejit to say anything else. Tie that gun to a rock and chuck it in the Forth, that’s where it belongs.’
‘Thank you, father.’
‘You’re more than welcome. And son?’
‘Yes, father?’
‘Come back and talk to me again. I like to know what madness you Prods are thinking. It gives me something to chew on when there’s nothing good on the telly.’
Rebus didn’t spend long at Gorgie Road. They weren’t getting anywhere. The photos taken so far had been developed, and some of the faces identified. Those identified were all small-timers, old cons, or up-and-comers. They weren’t so much small fish as spawn in a corner of the pond. It wasn’t as if Flower was having better luck, which was just as well for Rebus. He couldn’t wait for the Little Weed to put in his reimbursement claim. All those rounds of drinks . . .
He felt revived by his talk with the priest, whose name he now realised he didn’t even know. But then that was part of the deal, wasn’t it? Sinners Anonymous. He might even grant the priest’s wish and go back sometime. And tonight he’d drive out to the coast and get rid of the gun. It had been madness all along. In a sense, buying it had been enough. He’d never have used it, would he?
He parked at St Leonard’s and went inside. There was a package for him at the front desk – the reservations book for the Heartbreak Cafe. Calder had put a note in with it.
‘Well, Elvis ate pizza, didn’t he?’ So it looked like the Heartbreak was about to go Italian.
While he’d been reading the note, the desk officer had been phoning upstairs, keeping his voice low.
‘What’s all that about?’ Rebus asked. He thought he’d overheard the distinct words ‘He’s here’.
‘Nothing, sir,’ said the desk officer. Rebus tried to stare an answer out of him, then turned away, just as the inner doors were pushed open in businesslike fashion by the Uglybug Sisters, Lauderdale and Flower.
‘Can I have your car-keys?’ Lauderdale demanded.
‘What’s going on?’ Rebus looked to Flower, who resembled a preacher at a burning.
‘The keys, please.’ Lauderdale’s hand was so steady, Rebus thought if he walked away and left the two men standing there, it would stay stretched out for hours. He handed over his keys.
‘It’s a pile of junk. If you don’t kick it in the right place, you won’t even get it to start.’ He was following the two men through the doors and into the car park.
‘I don’t want to drive it,’ Lauderdale said. He sounded threatening, but it was Flower’s serene silence that most worried Rebus. Then it hit him: the gun! They knew about the gun. And yes, it was still under his driver’s seat. Where else was he going to hide it – in the flat, where Michael might find it? In his trousers, where it would raise eyebrows? No, he’d left it in the car.
The door of which Lauderdale was now opening. Lauderdale turned towards him, his hand out again. ‘The gun, Inspector Rebus.’ And when Rebus didn’t move: ‘Give me the gun.’
He raised the gun and fired it – one, two, three shots. Then lowered it again.
They all took off their ear-protectors. The forensics man had fired the gun into what looked like a simple wooden crate. The bullets would be retrieved from its interior and could then be analysed. The scientist had been holding the gun’s butt with a polythene glove over his hand. He dropped the gun into a polythene bag of its own before slipping off the glove.
‘We’ll let you know as soon as we can,’ he told Chief Superintendent Watson, who nodded the man’s dismissal. After he’d left the room, Watson turned to Lauderdale.
‘Give it to me again, Frank.’
Lauderdale took a deep breath. This was the third time he’d told Watson the story, but he didn’t mind. He didn’t mind at all. ‘Inspector Flower came to me late this morning and told me he’d received information –’
‘What sort of information?’
‘A phone call.’
‘Anonymous, naturally.’
‘Naturally.’ Lauderdale took another breath. ‘The caller told him the gun that had been used in the Central Hotel shooting five years ago was in Inspector Rebus’s possession. Then he rang off.’
‘And we’re supposed to believe Rebus shot that man five years ago?’
Lauderdale didn’t know. ‘All I know is, there was a gun in Rebus’s car. And he says himself, it’ll have his prints all over it. Whether it’s the same gun or not, we’ll know by the end of play today.’
‘Don’t sound so fucking cheerful! We both know this is a stitch-up.’
‘What we know, sir,’ said Lauderdale, ignoring Watson’s outburst, ‘is that Inspector Rebus has been carrying on a little private investigation of his own into the Central Hotel. The files are by the side of his desk. He wouldn’t tell anyone why.’
‘So he found something out and now somebody’s worried. That’s why they’ve planted the –’
‘With respect, sir,’ Lauderdale paused, ‘nobody planted anything. Rebus has admitted he bought the gun from someone he calls “a stranger”. He specifically asked this “stranger” to get a gun for him.’
‘What for?’
‘He says he was being threatened. Of course, he could be lying.’
‘How do you mean?’
‘Maybe the gun was the clue he found, the one that started him back into the Central files. Now he’s spinning this story because at least then we can’t accuse him of withholding evidence.’
Watson took this in. ‘What do you think?’
‘Without prejudice, sir –’
‘Come on, Frank, we all know you hate Rebus’s guts. When he saw you and Flower coming for him, he must have thought the lynch-mob had arrived.’
Lauderdale tried an easy laugh. ‘Personalities aside, sir, even if we stick to the bare facts, Inspector Rebus is in serious trouble. Even supposing he did buy the gun, it’s obviously a nasty piece of goods – it’s had a file taken to it in the past.’
‘He’s worse than ever,’ Watson mused, ‘now that his girlfriend’s kicked him out. I had high hopes there.’
‘Sir?’
‘She’d got him wearing decent clothes. Rebus was beginning to look . . . promotable.’
Lauderdale nearly swallowed his tongue.
‘Stupid bugger,’ Watson went on. Lauderdale decided he was talking about Rebus. ‘I suppose I’d better talk to him.’
‘Do you want me to . . .?’
‘I want you to stay here and wait for those results. Where’s Flower?’
‘Back on duty, sir.’
‘You mean back in the pub. I’ll want to talk to him too. Funny how this anonymous Deep Throat just manages to talk to the one person in St Leonard’s who loves Rebus as much as you do.’
‘Loves, sir?’
‘I said “loathes”.’
But actually, as Rebus already knew, the call had been taken not by Flower himself but by a DC who just happened to know how Flower felt about Inspector John Rebus. He’d called Flower at the pub, and Flower had raced Jackie Stewart-style back to St Leonard’s to tell Lauderdale.
Rebus knew this because he had time to kill at St Leonard’s while everyone else was up at the forensic lab in Fettes. And he knew he had to be quick, because Watson would suspend him as soon as he came back. He found some carrier bags and put the Central Hotel files in them, along with the reservations book from the Heartbreak Cafe. Then he took the whole lot down to his car and threw them in the boot . . . probably the first place Watson would want to look.
Christ, he’d been planning to get rid of that gun tonight.
Lauderdale had said it was ‘suspected’ of being the gun used in the Central Hotel murder. Well, that would be easy enough to prove or disprove. They still had the original bullet. Rebus wished he’d given the gun closer scrutiny. It had looked shiny new, but then maybe it had only ever been fired that one fatal time.
He didn’t doubt that it was the gun. He just wondered how the hell they’d managed to set him up. The only answer was to work backwards. Deek had handed him the gun. So somehow they’d gotten to Deek. Well, Rebus himself had put word out that he was looking for Deek Torrance. And word got around. Someone had heard and been interested enough to track down Deek too. They’d asked him what his connection was with John Rebus. And when Rebus had then asked Deek for a gun, Deek had reported back to them.
Oh yes, that was it, all right. Rebus had set himself up by asking for the gun in the first place. Because then they’d known exactly what to do with him. Planting the gun was a bit too obvious, wasn’t it? No one was going to be taken in. But it would have to be investigated, and investigations like that could take months, during which time he’d be suspended. They wanted him out of the way, that was all. Because he was getting close.
Rebus smiled to himself. He was no closer than Alaska . . . unless he’d stumbled upon something without realising it. He needed to go over everything again, down to the last detail. But this would take time: time he was sure Watson would unwittingly be about to offer him.
So, when he walked into the Chief Superintendent’s office, he surprised even Watson with his ease.
‘John,’ said Watson, after motioning for Rebus to sit, ‘how come you always seem to have a banana skin up your sleeve?’
‘Because I say the magic word, sir?’ Rebus offered.
‘And what is the magic word?’
Rebus looked surprised Watson didn’t know. ‘Abracadabra, sir.’
‘John,’ said Watson, ‘I’m suspending you.’
‘Thank you, sir,’ said Rebus.
He spent that evening on the trail of Deek Torrance, even driving out to South Queensferry – the most forlorn hope of a forlorn night. Deek would have been paid plenty to get well away from the city. By now, he might not even be in the western hemisphere. Then again, maybe they’d have silenced him in some other more permanent way.
‘Some pal you turned out to be,’ Rebus muttered to himself more than once. And to complete the circle, he headed out to his favourite massage parlour. He always seemed to be the only customer, and had wondered how the Organ Grinder made his money. But now of course he knew: the Organ Grinder would come to your home. Always supposing you were wealthy enough . . . or had reputation enough.
‘How long have you been going out there?’ Rebus asked. Prone on the table, he was aware that the Organ Grinder could break his neck or his back with consummate ease. But he didn’t think he would. He hoped his instincts weren’t wrong in this at least.
‘Just a couple of months. Someone at a health club told his wife about me.’
‘Know her, do you?’
‘Not really. She thinks I’m too rough.’
‘That’s droll, coming from the wife of Big Ger Cafferty.’
‘He’s a villain, then?’
‘Whatever gave you that idea?’
‘You forget, I’ve not been up here that long.’
True, Rebus had forgotten the Organ Grinder’s north London pedigree. When in the mood, he told wonderful stories of that city.
‘Anything about him you want to tell me?’ Rebus ventured, despite the thick hands on his neck.
‘Nothing to tell,’ said the Organ Grinder. ‘Silence is a virtue, Inspector.’
‘And there’s too much of it around. You ever seen anyone out at his house?’
‘Just his wife and the chauffeur.’
‘Chauffeur? You mean the man mountain with the knob of gristle for a left ear?’
‘That explains the haircut,’ mused the Organ Grinder.
‘Precious little else would,’ said Rebus.
After the Organ Grinder had finished with him, Rebus went back to the flat. Michael was watching a late film, the glow from the TV set flicking across his rapt face. Rebus went over to the TV and switched it off. Michael still stared at the screen, not blinking. There was a cup of cold tea in his hand. Gently, Rebus took it from him.
‘Mickey,’ he said. ‘I need someone to talk to.’
Michael blinked and looked up at him. ‘You can always talk to me,’ he said. ‘You know that.’
‘I know that,’ said Rebus. ‘We’ve got something else in common now.’
‘What’s that?’
Rebus sat down. ‘We’ve both been recently suspended.’
Chief Superintendent Watson dreaded these Saturday mornings, when his wife would try to entice him to go shopping with her. Dreary hours in department stores and clothes shops, not to mention the supermarket, where he’d be guinea-pig for the latest microwavable Malaysian meal or some rude looking unpronounceable fruit. Worst of all, of course, he saw other men in exactly the same predicament. It was a wonder one of them didn’t lose the rag and start screaming about how they used to be the hunters, fierce and proud.
But this morning he had the excuse of work. He always tried to have an excuse either for nipping into St Leonard’s or else bringing work home with him. He sat in his study, listening to Radio Scotland and reading the newspaper, the house quiet and still around him. Then the telephone rang, annoying him until he remembered he was waiting for just this call. It was Ballistics at Fettes. After he took the call, he looked up a number in his card index and made another.
‘I want you in my office Monday morning,’ he told Rebus, ‘for formal questioning.’
‘From which I take it,’ said Rebus, ‘that I bought a lulu of a gun.’
‘Lulu and her backing band.’
‘They were called the Luvvers, sir. The bullets matched up?’
‘Yes.’
‘You knew they would,’ said Rebus. ‘And so did I.’
‘It’s awkward, John.’
‘It’s supposed to be.’
‘For you as well as me.’
‘With all respect, sir, I wasn’t thinking of you . . .’
When Siobhan Clarke woke up that morning, she glanced at the clock then shot out of bed. Christ, it was nearly nine! She had just run water for a bath, and was looking for clean underwear in the bathroom, when it hit her. It was the weekend! Nothing to rush for. In fact, quite the opposite. The relief team had taken over Moneybags, just for this first weekend, to see if there was any sign of life at Dougary’s office. According to Trading Standards, Dougary’s weekends were sacrosanct. He wouldn’t go anywhere near Gorgie. But they had to be sure, so for this weekend only Operation Moneybags had a relief retinue, keeping an eye on the place. If nothing happened, next weekend they wouldn’t bother. Dougary was blessedly fixed in his ways. She hadn’t had to hang about too often on the surveillance past five-thirty, more often a bit earlier. Which suited Siobhan fine. It meant she’d managed a couple of useful trips to Dundee out of hours.
She’d arranged another trip for this morning, but didn’t need to leave Edinburgh for an hour or so yet. And she was sure to be home before the Hibees kicked off.
Time now for some coffee. The living room was messy, but she didn’t mind. She usually set aside Sunday morning for all the chores. That was the nice thing about living by yourself: your mess was your own. There was no one to comment on it or be disturbed by it. Crisp bags, pizza boxes, three-quarters-empty bottles of wine, old newspapers and magazines, CD cases, items of clothing, opened and unopened mail, plates and cutlery and every mug in the flat – these could all be found in her fourteen-by-twelve living room. Somewhere under the debris there was a futon and a cordless telephone.
The telephone was ringing. She reached under a pizza carton, picked up the receiver, and yanked up the aerial.
‘Is that you, Clarke?’
‘Yes, sir.’ The last person she’d been expecting: John Rebus. She wandered through to the bathroom.
‘Terrible interference,’ said Rebus.
‘I was just turning off the bath.’
‘Christ, you’re in the –’
‘No, sir, not yet. Cordless phone.’
‘I hate those things. You’re talking for five minutes, then you hear the toilet flushing. Well, sorry to . . . what time is it?’
‘Just turned nine.’
‘Really?’ He sounded dead beat.
‘Sir, I heard about your suspension.’
‘That figures.’
‘I know it’s none of my business, but what were you doing with a gun in the first place?’
‘Psychic protection.’
‘Sorry?’
‘That’s what my brother calls it. He should know, he used to be a hypnotist.’
‘Sir, are you all right?’
‘I’m fine. Are you going to the game?’
‘Not if you need me for anything else.’
‘Well, I was wondering . . . do you still have the Cafferty flies?’
She had walked back into the living room. Oh, she still had the flies, all right. Their contents were spread across her coffee table, her desk, and half the breakfast bar.
‘Yes, sir.’
‘Any chance you could bring them over to my flat? Only I’ve got the Central Hotel files here. Somewhere in them there’s a clue I’m missing.’
‘You want to cross-reference with the Cafferty files? That’s a big job.’
‘Not if two people are working on it.’
‘What time do you want me there?’
Saturday at Brian Holmes’ aunt’s house in Barnton was a bit like Sunday, except that on Saturday he didn’t have to deny her his company at the local presbyterian kirk. Was it any wonder that, having found the Heartbreak Cafe such a welcoming spot, he should have spent so long there? But those days were over. He tried to accept the fact that ‘Elvis’ was dead, but it was difficult. No more King Shrimp Creole or Blue Suede Choux or In the Gateau, no more Blue Hawaii cocktails. No more late nights of tequila slammers (with Jose Cuervo Gold, naturally) or Jim Beam (Eddie’s preferred bourbon).
‘“Keep on the Beam,” he used to say.’
‘There there, pet.’ Oh great, now his aunt had caught him talking to himself. She’d brought him a cup of Ovaltine.
‘This stuff’s for bedtime,’ he told her. ‘It’s not even noon.’
‘It’ll calm you down, Brian.’
He took a sip. Ach, it didn’t taste bad anyway. Pat had dropped round to ask if he’d be a pall-bearer on Monday.
‘It’d be an honour,’ Holmes had told him, meaning it. Pat hadn’t wanted to meet his eyes. Maybe he too was thinking of the nights they’d all spent slurring after-hours gossip at the bar. On one of those nights, when they’d been talking about great Scottish disasters, Eddie had suddenly announced that he’d been there when the Central Hotel caught fire.
‘I was filling in for a guy, cash in the hand and no questions. Dead on my feet after the day-shift at the Eyrie.’
‘I didn’t know you’d worked at the Eyrie.’
‘Assistant to the head man himself. If he doesn’t get a Michelin recommendation this year, he’d be as well giving up.’
‘So what happened at the Central?’ Holmes’ head hadn’t been entirely befuddled by spirits.
‘Some poker game was going on, up in one of the rooms on the first floor.’ He seemed to be losing it, drifting towards sleep. ‘Tam and Eck were looking for players . . .’
‘Tam and Eck?’
‘Tam and Eck Robertson . . .’
‘But what happened?’
‘It’s no good, Brian,’ said Pat Calder, ‘look at him.’
Though Eddie’s eyes were open, head resting on his arms, arms spread across the bar, he was asleep.
‘A cousin of mine was at Ibrox the day of the big crush,’ Pat revealed, cleaning a pint glass.
‘But do you remember where you were the night Jock Stein died?’ Holmes asked. More stories had followed, Eddie sleeping through all of them.
Permanently asleep now. And Holmes was to be pall-bearer number four. He’d asked Pat a few questions.
‘Funny,’ Pat had said, ‘your man Rebus asked me just the same.’
So Brian knew the case was in good hands.
Rebus drove around the lunchtime streets. On a Saturday, providing you steered clear of Princes Street, the city had a more relaxed feel. At least until about two-thirty, when either the east end or the west of the city (depending who was playing home) would fill with football fans. And on derby match days, best stay away from the centre altogether. But today wasn’t a derby match, and Hibs were at home, so the town was quiet.
‘You asked about him just the other week,’ a barman told Rebus.
‘And I’m asking again.’
He was again on the lookout for Deek Torrance; a seek and destroy mission. He doubted Deek would be around, but sometimes money and alcohol did terrible things to a man, boosting his confidence, making him unwary of danger and vengeance. Rebus’s hope was that Deek was still mingin’ somewhere on the money he’d paid for the gun. As hopes went, it was more forlorn than most. But he did stumble upon Chick Muir in a Leith social club, and was able to tell him the news.
‘That’s just awfy,’ Chick consoled. ‘I’ll keep my nose to the ground.’
Rebus appreciated the muddled sentiment. In Chick’s case, it wouldn’t be hard anyway. Informers were sometimes called snitches, and Chick’s snitch was about as big as they came.
One-thirty found him leaving a dingy betting shop. He’d seen more hope and smiles in a hospice, and fewer tears too. Ten minutes later he was sitting down to micro-waved haggis, neeps and tatties in the Sutherland Bar. Someone had left a newspaper on his chair, and he started to read it. By luck, it was open at a piece by Mairie Henderson.
‘You’re late,’ he said as Mairie herself sat down. She nearly stood up again in anger.
‘I was in here half an hour ago! Quarter past one, we arranged. I stayed till half past.’
‘I thought half past was the agreement,’ he said blithely.
‘You weren’t here at half past. You’re lucky I came back.’
‘Why did you?’
She tore the newspaper from him. ‘I left my paper.’
‘Not much in it anyway.’ He scooped more haggis into his mouth.
‘I thought you were buying me lunch.’
Rebus nodded towards the food counter. ‘Help yourself. They’ll add it to my tab.’
It took her a moment to decide that she was hungrier than she was angry. She came back from the food counter with a plate of quiche and bean salad, and grabbed her purse. ‘They don’t have tabs here!’ she informed him. Rebus winked.
‘Just my little joke.’ He tried to hand her some money, but she turned on her heels. Low heels, funny little shoes like children’s Doc Marten’s. And black tights. Rebus rolled the food around with his tongue. She sat down at last and took off her coat. It took her a moment to get comfortable.
‘Anything to drink?’ asked Rebus.
‘I suppose it’s my round?’ she snapped.
He shook his head, so she asked for a gin and fresh orange. Rebus got the drinks, a half of Guinness for himself. There was probably more nutrition in the Guinness than in the meal he’d just consumed.
‘So,’ said Mairie, ‘what’s the big secret?’
Rebus used his little finger to draw his initials on the thick head of his drink, knowing they’d still be there when he reached the bottom. ‘I’ve been shown the red card.’
That made her look up. ‘What? Suspended?’ She wasn’t angry with him any more. She was a reporter, sniffing a story. He nodded. ‘What happened?’ Excitedly she forked up a mouthful of kidney bean and chickpea. Rebus had had a crash-course in pulses from his tenants. Never mind red kids and chicks, he could tell a borlotti from a pinto at fifty yards downwind.
‘I came into possession of a handgun, a Colt 45. May or may not have been a copy.’
‘And?’ She nearly spattered him with pastry in her haste.
‘And it was the gun used in the Central Hotel shooting.’
‘No!’ Her screech caused several drinkers to pause before their next swallow. The Sutherland was that kind of place. Riots in the streets would have merited a single measured comment. Rebus could see Mairie’s head fairly filling to the brim with questions.
‘Do you still write for the Sunday edition?’ he asked her. She nodded, still busy trying to find an order for all the questions she had. ‘What about doing me a favour, then? I’ve always wanted to be on the front page . . .’
Not that he’d any intention of seeing his own name in the story. They went through it carefully together, back at the newspaper office. So Rebus got his tour of the building at last. It was a bit disappointing, all stairwell and open-plan and not much action. What action there was centred exclusively on Mairie’s desk and its up-to-date word processor.
There was even a discussion with the editor of the Sunday. They needed to be sure of a few things. It was always like this with unattributed stories. In Scots law, there was no place for uncorroborated evidence. The press seemed to be following suit. But Rebus had a staunch defender in the woman whose byline would appear with the story. After a conference call with the paper’s well-remunerated lawyer, the nod was given and Mairie started to hammer the keyboard into submission.
‘I can’t promise front page,’ the editor warned. ‘Beware the breaking story! As it is, you’ve just knocked a car crash and its three victims to the inside.’
Rebus stayed to watch the whole process. A series of commands on Mairie’s computer sent the text to typesetting, which was done elsewhere in the building. Soon a laser printer was delivering a rough copy of how the front page might look tomorrow morning. And there along the bottom was the headline: GUN RECOVERED IN FIVE-YEAR-OLD MURDER MYSTERY.
‘That’ll change,’ said Mairie. ‘The sub will have a go at it once he’s read the story.’
‘Why?’
‘Well, for one thing, it looks like the murder victim is a five-year-old.’
So it did. Rebus hadn’t noticed. Mairie was staring at him.
‘Isn’t this going to get you in even more trouble?’
‘Who’s going to know it was me gave you the story?’
She smiled. ‘Well, let’s start with everyone in the City of Edinburgh Police.’
Rebus smiled too. He’d bought some caffeine pills this morning to keep him moving. They were working fine. ‘If anyone asks,’ he said, ‘I’ll just have to tell them the truth.’
‘Which is what exactly?’
‘That it wisnae me.’
Rebus dished out yet more money to the students that afternoon to get them out of the flat until midnight. He wondered if it were unique in Scottish social history for a landlord to be paying his own tenants. There were only two of them there, the other two (he’d now established that he had four permanent tenants, whose names he still had trouble with so never tried using) having headed home for purposes of cosseting and feeding-up.
Michael, however, stayed put. Rebus knew he wouldn’t be any bother. He’d either be dozing in the box room or else watching the TV. He didn’t seem to mind if the sound were turned off, just so long as there was a picture to stare at.
Rebus bought a bag of provisions: real coffee, milk, beer, soft drinks, and snacks. Back in the flat he remembered Siobhan was a vegetarian, and cursed himself for buying smoky bacon crisps. Bound to be artificial flavourings though, so maybe it didn’t matter. She arrived at five-thirty.
‘Come in, come in.’ Rebus led her through the long dark hallway to the living room. ‘This is my brother Michael.’
‘Hello, Michael.’
‘Mickey, this is DC Siobhan Clarke.’ Michael nodded his head, blinking slowly. ‘Here, let me take your jacket. How was the game, by the way?’
‘Goalless.’ Siobhan put down her two carrier-bags and slipped off her black leather jacket. Rebus took the jacket into the hall and hung it up. When he came back, he noticed her studying the living room doubtfully.
‘Bit of a tip,’ he said, though he’d spent quarter of an hour tidying it.
‘Big, though.’ She didn’t deny it was a tip. You could hardly see out of the huge sash window. And the carpet looked like it had moulted from a buffalo’s back. As for the wallpaper . . . she could well understand why the students had tried covering every inch with kd lang and Jesus & Mary Chain posters.
‘Something to drink?’
She shook her head. ‘Let’s get on with it.’ This wasn’t quite what she’d imagined. The zombie brother didn’t help, of course. But he wasn’t much of a distraction either. They got down to work.
An hour later, they had scraped the surface of the files. Siobhan was lying on her side on the floor, legs curled up, one arm supporting her head. She was on her second can of cola. The file was on the floor in front of her. Rebus sat near her on the sofa, files on his lap and in a heap beside him. He had a pen behind his ear, just like a butcher or a turf accountant. Siobhan held her pen in her mouth, tapping it against her teeth when she was thinking. Some bad quiz show was playing to silent hysterics on the TV. For all the reaction on his face, Michael could have been watching a war trial.
He pulled himself out of the chair. ‘I’m going to take forty winks,’ he informed them. Siobhan tried not to look surprised when he made not for the living-room door but for the box room. He closed the door behind him.
‘I’d like two things,’ said Rebus. ‘To identify the murder victim, once and for all.’
‘And to identify the killer?’ Siobhan guessed.
But Rebus shook his head. ‘To place Big Ger at the scene.’
‘There’s no evidence he was anywhere near.’
‘And maybe there never will be. But all the same . . . We still don’t know who was at the poker game. It can’t just have been the Bru-Head Brothers.’
‘We could talk to all the hotel’s customers that night.’
‘Yes, we could.’ Rebus didn’t sound enthusiastic.
‘Or we could find the brothers – always supposing they’re still alive – and ask them.’
‘Their cousin might know where they are.’
‘Who? Radiator McCallum?’
Rebus nodded. ‘But then we don’t know where he is either. Eddie Ringan was there, but he was never on the official list. Black Aengus wasn’t on the list, and neither were the Bru-Head Brothers. I’m surprised we got any names at all.’
‘We are talking about a long time ago.’ Siobhan sounded more relaxed with Michael out of the room.
‘We’re also talking about long memories. Maybe I should have another go at Black Aengus.’
‘Not if you know what’s good for you.’ Siobhan could have said something about Dundee, but she wanted it to be confirmed first, and she wanted it to be a surprise. She’d know by Monday.
The phone rang. Rebus picked it up.
‘John? It’s Patience.’
‘Oh, hello there.’
‘Hello yourself. I thought maybe we’d fix up that date.’
‘Oh, right. For a drink?’
‘Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten? No, I know what it is: you’re just playing hard to get. Don’t push it too far, Rebus.’
‘No, it’s not that, I’m just a bit busy right this minute.’ Siobhan seemed to take a hint, and got up, motioning that she’d make some coffee in the kitchen. Rebus nodded.
‘Well, I’m sorry to interrupt whatever it is you’re –’
‘Don’t take it the wrong way, Patience. I’ve just got things on my mind.’
‘And I’m not included?’
Rebus made an exasperated sound. From the kitchen there came the louder sound of a sneeze. Aye, those Easter Road terraces could be snell.
‘John,’ said Patience, ‘is there a woman in the flat?’
‘Yes,’ he said.
‘One of the students?’
He seldom lied to her. ‘No, a colleague. We’re working through some case-notes.’
‘I see.’
Christ, he should have tried lying. His head was too full of the Central Hotel to be able to cope with Patience’s jousting. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘have you got a time and place in mind for that drink?’
But Patience had rung off. Rebus stared at the receiver, shrugged, and placed it on the carpet. He didn’t want any more interruptions.
‘Coffee’s on,’ said Siobhan.
‘Great.’
‘Was it something I said?’
‘What? No, no, just . . . nothing.’
But Siobhan was canny. ‘She heard me sneeze and thought you had another woman here.’
‘I do have another woman here. It’s just the way her mind works . . . She doesn’t exactly trust me.’
‘And she should trust you?’
Rebus sighed. ‘Tell me about the Robertson brothers again.’
Siobhan sat down on the floor and started to read from the file. From the sofa, Rebus looked down on her. The top of her head, the nape of her neck with its fine pale hairs disappearing into her collar. Small pierced ears . . .
‘We know they get on well. It was a close family, six kids in a one-bedroom cottage.’
‘What happened to the other brothers and sisters?’
‘Four sisters,’ Siobhan read. ‘Law-abiding wives and mothers these days. The boys were the only wild ones. Both like gambling, especially cards and the horses. Tam is the better card player of the two, but Eck has more luck on the horses . . . Remember this stuff is six years old, and all hearsay in the first place.’
Rebus nodded. He was remembering the old man in that last pub in Lochgelly, the one who’d come cadging drinks from the painters and decorators. He’d said one of the drawings looked familiar. Then one of the painters had cut him short with a story about how he’d recognise a horse easier than a man. So the old guy was keen on the gee-gees, and so were Eck and Tam.
‘Maybe he saw him in a bookie’s,’ Rebus wondered aloud.
‘Sorry?’
So Rebus told her.
‘It’s worth a try,’ she conceded. ‘What else do we have to go on?’
Rebus had one good contact at Dunfermline CID, Detective Sergeant Hendry. It was rumoured that Hendry was too good at his job ever to merit promotion. Only the incompetent were promoted. It shuffled them out of the way. As a DI, Rebus didn’t necessarily agree. But he knew Hendry should have been an Inspector long ago, and wondered what or who was blocking him. It couldn’t be that Hendry was too abrasive: he was one of the calmest people Rebus had ever met. His hobby, bird-watching, reflected his nature. They’d exchanged home phone numbers once on a case. Yes, it was worth a try.
‘Hello there, Hendry,’ he said. ‘It’s Rebus here.’
‘Rebus, trust you to disturb a working man’s rest.’
‘Been bird-watching?’
‘I saw a spotted woodpecker this morning.’
‘I saw a spotted dick once.’
‘Ah, but I’m not a man of the world like you. So what do you want?’
‘I want you to look in your local phone directory. I’m after bookie’s shops.’
‘Any one in particular?’
‘No, I’m not picky. I need the names and addresses of all of them.’
‘Which towns?’
Rebus thought. ‘Dunfermline, Cowdenbeath, Lochgelly, Cardenden, Kelty, Ballingry. That’ll do for starters.’
‘This could take a bit of time. Can I phone you back?’
‘Aye, sure. And ponder on two names for me. Tom and Eck Robertson. They’re brothers.’
‘Okay. You’re at Arden Street, I hear.’
‘What?’
‘You got the heave from the doctor. What was it, your bedside manner?’
‘Who told you?’
‘Word gets around. Isn’t it true then?’
‘No, it’s not. It’s just that my brother’s here for a . . . ach, forget it.’
‘Talk to you later.’
Rebus put down the phone. ‘Would you credit that? Every bugger seems to know about Patience and me. Was there a notice in the papers, or something?’
Siobhan smiled. ‘What now?’
‘Hendry’s going to get back with the details. Meantime, we could nip out and get a curry or something.’
‘What if he phones while we’re out?’
‘He’ll try again.’
‘Haven’t you got an answering machine?’
‘I could never get it to work, so I chucked it out. Besides, there are that many bookie’s shops in Fife, Hendry’d be on it for hours.’
They walked to Tollcross, Siobhan insistent that she could do with some fresh air.
‘I thought you’d have had enough of that at the game.’
‘Are you joking? Fresh air? Between the smoking and the smells of dead beer and pie-grease . . .’
‘You’re putting me off my curry.’
‘I bet you’re the vindaloo type too.’
‘Strictly Madras,’ said Rebus.
During the meal, he reasoned that Siobhan might as well toddle off home afterwards. It wasn’t as if they could do anything tonight with the list of betting shops. And tomorrow the shops would be closed. But Siobhan wanted to stick around at least until Hendry phoned.
‘We haven’t covered all the files yet,’ she argued.
‘True enough,’ said Rebus. After the meal, while Siobhan drank a cup of coffee Rebus ordered some takeaway for Michael.
‘Is he all right?’ Siobhan asked.
‘He’s getting better,’ Rebus insisted. ‘Those pills are nearly finished. He’ll be fine once he’s shot of them.’
As if to prove the point, when they got back to the flat Michael was in the kitchen, dunking a teabag in a mug of hot milky water. He looked like he’d just had a shower. He’d also shaved.
‘I fetched you a curry,’ Rebus said.
‘You must be a mind reader.’ Michael sniffed into the brown paper bag. ‘Rogan Josh?’ Rebus nodded and turned to Siobhan. ‘Michael is the city’s Rogan Josh expert.’
‘There was a call while you were out.’ Michael lifted the cardboard containers out of the bag.
‘Hendry?’
‘That was the name.’
‘Did he leave a message?’
Michael unpeeled both cartons, meat and rice. ‘He said you should get a pen and a lot of paper ready.’
Rebus smiled at Siobhan. ‘Come on,’ he said, ‘let’s save Hendry’s phone bill.’
‘I’m glad you phoned back,’ were Hendry’s first words. ‘For one thing, I’m due at an indoor bowls tourney in half an hour. For another, this is a big list.’
‘So let’s have it,’ said Rebus.
‘I could fax it to you at the station?’
‘No you couldn’t, I’m out of the game.’
‘I hadn’t heard.’
‘Funny, that; you hear about my love life fast enough. Ready when you are.’
As Hendry reeled off the names, addresses and phone numbers, Rebus relayed them to Siobhan. She claimed to be a fast writer, so was given the job of transcribing. But after ten minutes they switched over, her hand being sore. The final list covered three sides of A4. As well as the basic information, Hendry dropped in snippets of his own, such as licensing wrangles, suspected handling of stolen goods, hangouts for ne’er-do-wells and the like. Rebus was grateful for all of it.
‘A fine institution, the bookie’s,’ he commented, when Siobhan handed him the receiver.
‘You bet,’ said Hendry. ‘Can I go now?’
‘Sure, and thanks for everything.’
‘So long as it helps you get back in the game. We need all the fly-halfs we can get. Those two names didn’t click with me, by the way. And Rebus?’
‘What?’
‘She sounds a right wee smasher.’
Hendry severed the connection before Rebus could explain. When it came to gossip, Hendry was a regular sweetie-wife. Rebus dreaded to think what stories he’d be hearing about himself in the next week or two.
‘What was he saying?’ Siobhan asked.
‘Nothing.’
She’d been running through the list for herself. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘no names there that mean anything to me.’ Rebus took the list from her.
‘Me neither.’
‘Next stop Fife?’
‘For me, yes. On Monday, I suppose.’ Except that on Monday he’d to report to Chief Superintendent Watson and attend Eddie Ringan’s funeral. ‘You,’ he said, ‘are going to be busy shoring up our side of Operation Moneybags.’
‘Oh, I thought I might go to the funeral. That’d give us the excuse for a couple of hours’ work in Fife.’
Rebus shook his head. ‘I appreciate the thought, but you’re still on the force. I’m the one with time for this sort of legwork.’ She looked bitterly disappointed. ‘And that’s an order,’ Rebus told her.
‘Yes, sir,’ said Siobhan.
The thought of another interminable Sunday bothered Rebus so much that, after attending Mass, he drove across the Forth Road Bridge back into Fife.
He’d been to Our Lady of Perpetual Hell, sitting at the back, watching and wondering if the priest who led the worship was his priest. The accent was Scots-Irish; hard to tell. His priest had spoken quietly, while this one belted everything out at the top of his voice. Maybe some of the congregation were deaf. But at least there were a fair number of young folk in attendance. He was almost alone in not accepting communion.
West-central Fife could use a spot of communion itself. It would drink the wine and pawn the chalice. He decided to leave Dunfermline till last; it was the biggest town with the most locations. He’d start small. He couldn’t recall whether it was quicker to get to Ballingry by coming off the motorway at Kinross, but certainly it was a much bonnier drive. He was tempted to stop at Loch Leven, site of many a childhood picnic and game of football. He still had a lump below his knee where Michael had kicked him once. The narrow, meandering roads were busy with Sunday drivers, their cars polished like medals. There was half a chance Hendry would be at the Loch Leven bird sanctuary, but Rebus didn’t stop. Soon enough he was in the glummer confines of Ballingry. He didn’t loiter longer than he needed to.
He wasn’t sure what this trip was supposed to accomplish. All the betting shops would be tight shut. Maybe he’d find someone he could gossip with about this or that bookie’s, but he doubted it. He knew what he was doing. He was killing time, and this was a good place for it. At least here there was the illusion that he was doing something constructive about the case. So he parked outside the closed shop and constructively marked a tick against the address on his three-page list.
Of course, there was one more reason for his early rise this morning and his early exit from the house. In the car with him he had the Sunday paper. The Central Hotel story had stuck tenaciously to the front page, now with the headline CENTRAL MURDER BLAZE: GUN FOUND. Once Watson and co. saw it, they’d be on the phone to each other and, naturally, to John Rebus. But for once the students would have to field his calls. He’d read the story through twice to himself, knowing every word by heart. He was hoping that somewhere somebody was reading it and starting to panic . . .
Next stops: Lochore, Lochgelly, Cardenden. Rebus had been born and raised in Cardenden. Well, Bowhill actually, back when there had been four parishes: Auchterderran, Bowhill, Cardenden, and Dundonald. The ABCD, people called it. Then the post office had termed it all the one town, Cardenden. It wasn’t so very much changed from the place Rebus had known. He stopped the car at the cemetery and spent a few minutes by the grave of his father and mother. A woman in her forties placed some flowers against a headstone nearby and smiled at Rebus as she passed him. When Rebus got back to the cemetery gates, she was waiting there.
‘Johnny Rebus?’
It was so unexpected he grinned, the grin dissolving years from his face.
‘I went to school with you,’ the woman stated. ‘Heather Cranston.’
‘Heather . . .?’ He stared at her face. ‘Cranny?’
She put a hand to her mouth, blocking laughter. ‘Nobody’s called me that in twenty-odd years.’
He remembered her now. The way she always stifled laughs with her hand, embarrassed because her laugh sounded so funny to her. Now she nodded into the cemetery.
‘I walk past your mum and dad most weeks.’
‘It’s more than I do.’
‘Aye, but you’re in Edinburgh or someplace now, aren’t you?’
‘That’s right.’
‘Just visiting?’
‘Passing through.’ They had come out of the cemetery now, and were walking downhill into Bowhill. They passed by Rebus’s car, but he’d no wish to break off the conversation. So they walked.
‘Aye,’ she said, ‘plenty of folk pass through. Never many stay put. I used to ken everybody in the place, but not now . . .’
A yistiken awb-di. Listening to her, Rebus realised how much of the accent and the dialect he’d lost over the years.
‘Come round for a cup of tea,’ she was saying now. He’d looked in vain for an engagement or wedding ring on her hand. She was by no means an unlovely woman. Big, whereas at school she’d been tiny and shy. Or maybe Rebus wasn’t remembering right. Her cheeks were shining and there was mascara round her eyes. She was wearing black shoes with inch and a half heels, and tea-coloured tights on muscular legs. Rebus, who hadn’t had breakfast or lunch, would bet that she had a pantry full of cakes and biscuits.
‘Aye, why not?’ he said.
She lived in a house along Craigside Road. They’d passed one betting shop on the way from the cemetery. It was as dead as the rest of the street.
‘Are you going to take a look at the old house?’ She meant the house he’d grown up in. He shrugged and watched her unlock her door. In the lobby, she listened for a second then yelled, ‘Shug! Are you up there?’ But there was no sound from upstairs. ‘It’s a miracle,’ she said. ‘Out of his bed before four o’clock. He must’ve gone out somewhere.’ She saw the look on Rebus’s face, and her hand went to her mouth. ‘Don’t worry, it’s not a husband or boyfriend or anything. Hugh’s my son.’
‘Oh?’
She took off her coat. ‘Away through you go.’ She opened the living room door for him. It was a small room, choked with a huge three-piece suite, dining-table and chairs, wall-unit and TV. She’d had the chimney blocked off and central heating installed.
Rebus sank into one of the fireside chairs. ‘But you’re not married?’
She had slung her coat over the banister. ‘Never really saw the point,’ she said, entering the room. She devoured space as she moved, first to the radiator to check it was warm, then to the mantelpiece for cigarettes and her lighter. She offered one to Rebus.
‘I’ve stopped,’ he said. ‘Doctor’s orders.’ Which was, in a sense, the truth.
‘I tried stopping once or twice, but the weight I put on, you wouldn’t credit it.’ She inhaled deeply.
‘So, Hugh’s father . . .?’
She blew the smoke out of her nostrils. ‘Never knew him, really.’ She saw the look on Rebus’s face. ‘Have I shocked you, Johnny?’
‘Just a bit, Cranny. You used to be . . . well . . .’
‘Quiet? That was a lifetime ago. What do you fancy, coffee, tea or me?’ And she laughed behind her cigarette hand.
‘Coffee’s fine,’ said John Rebus, shifting in his chair.
She brought in two mugs of bitter instant. ‘No biscuits, sorry, I’m all out.’ She handed him his mug. ‘I’ve already sugared it, hope that’s all right.’
‘Fine,’ said Rebus, who did not take sugar. The mug was a souvenir of Blackpool. They talked about people they’d known at school. Sitting opposite him, she decided at one point to cross one leg over the other. But her skirt was too tight, so she gave up and tugged at the hem of the garment.
‘So what brings you here? Passing through, you said?’
‘Well, sort of. I’m actually looking for a bookie’s shop.’
‘We passed one on the –’
‘This is a particular business. It’s probably either new in the past five or so years, or else has been taken over by a new operator during that time.’
‘Then you’re after Hutchy’s.’ She said this nonchalantly, sucking on her cigarette afterwards.
‘Hutchy’s? But that place was around when we were growing up.’
She nodded. ‘Named after Joe Hutchinson, he started it. Then he died and his son Howie took over. Tried changing the name of the place, but everybody kept calling it Hutchy’s, so he gave up. About, oh, five years ago, maybe a bit less, he sold up and buggered off to Spain. Imagine, same age as us and he’s made his pile. Retired to the sun. Nearest we get to the sun here is when the toaster’s on.’
‘So who did he sell the business to?’
She had to think about this. ‘Greenwood, I think his name is. But the place is still called Hutchy’s. That’s what the sign says above the door. Aye, Tommy Greenwood.’
‘Tommy? You’re sure of that. Not Tom or Tam?’
She shook her permed head. She’d had a salt-and-pepper dye done quite recently. Rebus supposed it was to hide some authentic grey. The style itself could only be termed Bouffant Junior. It took Rebus back in time . . .
‘Tommy Greenwood,’ she said. ‘Friend of mine used to go out with him.’
‘Had he been around Cardenden for long before he bought Hutchy’s?’
‘No time at all. We didn’t know him from Adam. Then in short order he’d bought Hutchy’s and the old doctor’s house down near the river. The story goes, he paid Howie from a suitcase stacked with cash. The story goes, he still doesn’t have a bank account.’
‘So where did the money come from?’
‘Aye, now you’re asking a good question.’ She nodded her head slowly. ‘A few folk would like to know the answer to that one.’
He asked a few more questions about Greenwood, but there wasn’t more she could tell. He kept himself to himself, walked between his house and the bookie’s every day. Didn’t own a flash car. No wife, no kids. Didn’t do much in the way of socialising or drinking.
‘He’d be quite a catch for some woman,’ she said, in tones that let Rebus know she’d tried with the rod and line. ‘Oh aye, quite a catch.’
Rebus escaped twenty minutes later, but not without an exchange of addresses and phone numbers and promises to keep in touch. He walked back slowly past Hutchy’s – an uninspiring little double-front with peeling paint and smoky windows – and then briskly up the brae to the cemetery. At the cemetery, he saw that another car had been parked tight in behind his. A cherry-red Renault 5. He passed his own car and tapped on the window of the Renault. Siobhan Clarke put down her newspaper and wound open the window.
‘What the hell are you doing here?’ Rebus demanded.
‘Following a hunch.’
‘I don’t have a hunch.’
‘Took me a while. Did you start with Ballingry?’ He nodded. ‘That’s what threw me. I came off the motorway at Kelty.’
‘Listen,’ Rebus said, ‘I’ve found a contender.’
She didn’t seem interested. ‘Have you seen this morning’s paper?’
‘Oh that, I meant to tell you about it.’
‘No, not the front page, the inside.’
‘Inside?’
She tapped a headline and handed the paper through the window to him. THREE INJURED IN M8 SMASH. The story told how on Saturday morning a BMW left the motorway heading towards Glasgow and ended up in a field. The family in the car had all been hospitalised – wife, teenage son, and ‘Edinburgh businessman David Dougary, 41’.
‘Christ,’ gasped Rebus, ‘I knocked that off the front page.’
‘Pity you didn’t read it at the time. What’ll happen now?’
Rebus read the story through again. ‘I don’t know. It’ll depend. If they shut down or transfer the Gorgie operation, either we shut down or we follow it.’
‘“We”? You’re suspended, remember.’
‘Or else Cafferty brings someone else in to take over while Dougary’s on the mend.’
‘It would be short notice.’
‘Which means he’ll hand pick someone.’
‘Or fill in for Dougary himself?’
‘I doubt it,’ said Rebus, ‘but wouldn’t it be just magic if he did? The only way of knowing is to keep the surveillance going till something happens one way or the other.’
‘And meantime?’
‘Meantime, we’ve got a ton more bookie’s shops to check.’ Rebus turned and gave Bowhill a smiling glance. ‘But something tells me we’ve already had a yankee come up.’
‘What’s a yankee?’ Siobhan asked, as Rebus unlocked and got into his car.
When they stopped for a bite to eat and some tea in Dunfermline, Rebus told her the story of Hutchy’s and the man with the case full of cash. Her face twitched a little, as though her tea were too hot or the egg mayonnaise sandwich too strong.
‘What was that name again?’ she asked.
‘Tommy Greenwood.’
‘But he’s in the Cafferty file.’
‘What?’ It was Rebus’s turn to twitch.
‘Tommy Greenwood, I’m sure it is. He’s . . . he was one of Cafferty’s associates years ago. Then he disappeared from the scene, like so many others. They’d quarrelled about equal shares, or something.’
‘Sounds like a boulder round the balls and the old heave-ho off a bridge.’
‘As you say, it’s a mobile profession.’
‘Glub, glub, glub, all the way to the bottom.’
Siobhan smiled. ‘So is it the real Tommy Greenwood or not?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘If the bugger’s had plastic surgery, it could be hard to tell. All the same, there are ways.’ He was nodding to himself. ‘Oh yes, there are ways.’
Ways which started with a friendly taxman . . .
More than one person that Sunday read the story on the front page of their morning paper with a mixture of anguish, fear, guilt, and fury. Telephone calls were made. Words were exchanged like bullets. But being Sunday, there wasn’t much anyone could do about the situation except, if they were of a mind, pray. If the off-licences had been open, or the supermarkets and grocer’s shops allowed to sell alcohol, they might have drowned their sorrows or assuaged their anger. As it was, the anger just built, and so did the anguish. Block by block, the structure neared completion. A roof, that was all it lacked. Something to keep the pressure in, or nature’s forces out.
And it was all because of John Rebus. This was more or less agreed. John Rebus was out there with a battering ram, and more than one person was of a mind to unlock the door and let him in – let him into their lair. And then lock the door after him.
The meeting in Farmer Watson’s office had been arranged for nine in the morning. Presumably, they wanted Rebus at his groggiest and most supine. He might growl loudly in the morning, but he didn’t normally start biting till afternoon. That everyone from Watson to the canteen staff knew he was being fitted up didn’t make things any less awkward. For a start, the investigation into the Central Hotel murder wasn’t official, and Watson still wasn’t keen to sanction it. So Rebus had been working rogue anyway. Give the Farmer his due, he looked after his team. They managed between them to concoct a story whereby Rebus had been given permission to do some digging into the files on his own time.
‘With a view towards the case perhaps being reopened at a later date as fresh evidence allowed,’ said the Farmer. His secretary, a smart woman with a scary taste in hair colourants, copied down these closing words. ‘And date it a couple of weeks ago.’
‘Yes, sir,’ she said.
When she’d left the room, Rebus said, ‘Thank you, sir.’ He’d been standing throughout the proceedings, there being space for just the one chair, the one the secretary had been seated on. He now stepped gingerly over piles of files and placed his bum where hers had latterly been.
‘I’m covering my hide as well as yours, John. And not a word to anyone, understand?’
‘Yes, sir. What about Inspector Flower, won’t he suspect? He’s bound to complain to Chief Inspector Lauderdale at least.’
‘Good. Him and Lauderdale can have a chinwag. There’s something you’ve got to understand, John.’ Watson clasped his hands together on the desk, his head sinking into huge rounded shoulders. He spoke softly. ‘I know Lauderdale’s after my job. I know I can trust him as far as I’d trust an Irish scoor-oot.’ He paused. ‘Do you want my job, Inspector?’
‘No fear.’
Watson nodded. ‘That’s what I mean. Now, I know you’re not going to be sitting on your hands for the next week or two, so take some advice. The law can’t be tinkered with the way you tinker with an old car. Think before you do anything. And remember, stunts like buying a gun can get you thrown off the force.’
‘But I didn’t buy it, sir,’ said Rebus, reciting the story they’d thought up, ‘it came into my possession as a potential piece of evidence.’
Watson nodded. ‘Quite a mouthful, eh? But it might just save your bacon.’
‘I’m vegetarian, sir,’ Rebus said. A statement which caused Watson to laugh very loudly indeed.
They were both more than a little interested in what was happening in Gorgie. The initial news had not seemed promising. Nobody had turned up at the office, nobody at all. An extra detail was now keeping a watch on the hospital where Dougary lay in traction. If nothing happened at the Gorgie end, they’d switch to the hospital until Dougary was up and about. Maybe he’d keep working from his bedside. Stranger things had happened.
But at eleven-thirty, a brightly polished Jag pulled into the taxi lot. The chauffeur, a huge man with long straight hair, got out, and when he opened the back door, out stepped Morris Gerald Cafferty.
‘Got you, you bastard,’ hissed DS Petrie, firing off a whole roll of film in the excitement. Siobhan was already telephoning St Leonard’s. And after talking with CI Lauderdale, as instructed (though not by Lauderdale) she phoned Arden Street. Rebus picked up the phone on its second ring.
‘Bingo,’ she said. ‘Cafferty’s come calling.’
‘Make sure the photographs are dated and timed.’
‘Yes, sir. How did the meeting go?’
‘I think the Farmer’s in love with me.’
‘They’re both going in,’ said Petrie, at last lifting his finger from the shutter release. The camera motor stopped. Madden, who had come over to the window to watch, asked who they were.
At the same time, Rebus was asking a similar question. ‘Who’s with Big Ger?’
‘His driver.’
‘Man mountain with long hair?’
‘That’s him.’
‘That’s also the guy who got his ear eaten by Davey Dougary.’
‘No love lost there, then?’
‘Except now the man mountain’s working for Big Ger.’ He thought for a moment. ‘Knowing Big Ger, I’d say he put him on the payroll just to piss off Dougary.’
‘Why would he do that?’
‘His idea of a joke. Let me know when they come out again.’
‘Will do.’
She phoned him back half an hour later. ‘Cafferty’s taken off again.’
‘He didn’t stay long.’
‘But listen, the chauffeur stayed put.’
‘What?’
‘Cafferty drove off alone.’
‘Well, I’ll be buggered. He’s putting the man mountain in charge of Dougary’s accounts!’
‘He must trust him.’
‘I suppose he must. But I can’t see the big chap having much experience running a book. He’s strictly a guard dog.’
‘Meaning?’
‘Meaning Big Ger will have to nurse him along. Meaning Big Ger will be down at that office practically every day. It couldn’t be better!’
‘We’d better get in some more film, then.’
‘Aye, don’t let that stupid bugger Petrie run out again. How’s his face by the way?’
‘Itchy, but it hurts when he scratches.’ Petrie glanced over, so she told him, ‘Inspector Rebus was just asking after you.’
‘Was I buggery,’ said Rebus. ‘I hope his nose drops off and falls in his thermos.’
‘I’ll pass your good wishes on, sir,’ said Siobhan.
‘Do that,’ replied Rebus. ‘And don’t be shy about it either. Right, I’m off to a funeral.’
‘I was talking to Brian, he said he’s a pall-bearer.’
‘Good,’ said Rebus. ‘That means I’ll have a shoulder to cry on.’
Warriston Cemetery is a sprawling mix of graves, from the ancient (and sometimes desecrated) to the brand new. There are stones there whose messages have been eroded away to faint indents only. On a sunny day, it can be an educational walk, but at nights the local Hell’s Angels chapter have been known to party hard, recreating scenes more like New Orleans voodoo than Scottish country dancing.
Rebus felt Eddie would have approved. The ceremony itself was simple and dignified, if you ignored the wreath in the shape of an electric guitar and the fact that he was to be buried with an Elvis LP cover inside the casket.
Rebus stood at a distance from proceedings, and had turned down an invitation by Pat Calder to attend the reception afterwards, which was to be held not in the hollow Heartbreak Cafe but in the upstairs room of a nearby hostelry. Rebus was tempted for a moment – the chosen pub served Gibson’s – but shook his head the way he’d shaken Calder’s hand: with regrets.
Poor Eddie. For all that Rebus hadn’t really known him, for all that the chef had tried scalping him with a panful of appetisers, Rebus had liked the man. He saw them all the time, people who could have made so much of their lives, yet hadn’t. He knew he belonged with them. The losers.
But at least I’m still alive, he thought. And God willing nobody will dispatch me by funneling alcohol down my throat before turning on the gas. It struck him again: why the need for the funnel? All you had to do was take Eddie to any bar and he’d willingly render himself unconscious on tequila and bourbon. You didn’t need to force him. Yet Dr Curt had tossed his liver in the air and proclaimed it a fair specimen. That was difficult to accept, except that he’d seen it with his own eyes.
Or had he?
He peered across the distance to where Pat Calder was taking hold of rope number one, testing it for tensile strength. Brian was number four, which meant he stood across the casket from Calder and sandwiched between two men Rebus didn’t know. The barman Toni was number six. But Rebus’s eyes were on Calder. Oh Jesus, you bastard, he thought. You didn’t, did you? Then again, maybe you did.
He turned and ran, back to where his car was parked out on the road outside the cemetery. His destination was Arden Street.
Arden Street and the reservations book for the Heartbreak Cafe.
As he saw it, Rebus had two choices. He could kick the door down, or he could try to open it quietly. It was a snib lock, the kind a stiff piece of plastic could sometimes open. Of course, there was a mortice deadlock too, but probably not engaged. When he pushed and pulled the door, there was enough give in it to suggest this was probably true. Only the snib then. But the gap where door met jamb was covered by a long strip of ornamental wood. This normally wouldn’t deter a burglar, who would take a crowbar to it until he had access to the gap.
But Rebus had forgotten to pack his crowbar.
A rap with the door-knocker wouldn’t elicit a response, would it? But he didn’t fancy his chances of shouldering or kicking the door down, snib-lock or not. So he crouched down, opened the letterbox with one hand, put his eyes level with it, and reached up his other hand to the black iron ring, giving it five loud raps: shave-and-a-haircut, some people called it. It signalled a friend; at least, that’s what Rebus hoped. There was neither sound nor movement from the inside of the maisonette. The Colonies was daytime quiet. He could probably crowbar the door open without anyone noticing. Instead, he tried the knocker again. The door had a spy-hole, and he was hoping someone might be intrigued enough to want to creep to the spy-hole and take a look.
Movement now, a shadow moving slowly from the living area towards the hall. Moving stealthily. And then a head sticking out of the doorway. It was all Rebus needed.
‘Hello, Eddie,’ he called. ‘I’ve got your wreath here.’
Eddie Ringan let him in.
He was dressed in a red silk kimono-style gown with a fierce dragon crawling all down its back. On the arms were symbols Rebus didn’t understand. They didn’t worry him. Eddie flopped onto the sofa, usually Rebus’s perch, so Rebus made do with standing.
‘I was lying about the wreath,’ he said.
‘It’s the thought that counts. Nice suit, too.’
‘I had to borrow the tie,’ said Rebus.
‘Black ties are cool.’ Eddie looked like death warmed up. His eyes were dark-ringed and bloodshot, and his face resembled a prisoner’s: sunless grey, lacking hope. He scratched himself under the armpit. ‘So how did it go?’
‘I left just as they were lowering you away.’
‘They’ll be at the reception now. Wish I could have done the catering myself, but you know how it is.’
Rebus nodded. ‘It’s not easy being a corpse. You’d have found that out.’
‘Some people have managed quite nicely in the past.’
‘Like Radiator McCallum and the Robertson brothers?’
Eddie produced a grim smile. ‘One of those, yes.’
‘You must be pretty desperate to stage your own death.’
‘I’m not saying anything.’
‘That’s fine.’ There was silence for a minute until Eddie broke it.
‘How did you find out?’
Rebus absent-mindedly took a cigarette from the pack on the mantelpiece. ‘It was Pat. He made up this unnecessarily exaggerated story.’
‘That’s Pat for you. Amateur fucking dramatics all the way.’
‘He said Willie stormed out of the restaurant after sticking his face in some poor punter’s plate. I checked with a couple of the people who ate there that night. A quick phone call was all it took. Nobody saw anything of the sort. Then there was the dead man’s liver. It was in good nick, so it couldn’t possibly have been yours.’
‘You can say that again.’
Rebus was about to light up. He caught himself, lifted the cigarette from his mouth, and placed it beside the packet.
‘Then I checked missing persons. Seems Willie hasn’t been back to his digs in a few days. The whole thing was amateurish, Eddie. If the poor bugger hadn’t got his face blown away in the explosion, we’d’ve known straight away it wasn’t you.’
‘Would you? We wondered about that, we reckoned with Brian off the scene and Haymarket not your territory, it might just work.’
Rebus shook his head. ‘For a start, we take photographs, and I’d have seen them sooner or later. I always do.’ He paused. ‘So why did you kill him?’
‘It was an accident.’
‘Let me guess, you came back late to the restaurant after a pretty good bender. You were angry as hell to see Willie had coped. You had a fight, he smashed his head. Then you had an idea.’
‘Maybe.’
‘There’s only one rotten thing about the whole story,’ said Rebus. Eddie shifted on the sofa. He looked ridiculous in the kimono, and had folded his arms protectively. He was staring at the fireplace, avoiding Rebus altogether.
‘What?’ he said finally.
‘Pat said Willie ran out of the Cafe on Tuesday night. His body wasn’t found until Thursday morning. If he’d died in a fight on Tuesday, lividity and rigor mortis would have told the pathologist the body was old. But it wasn’t, it was fresh. Which means you didn’t booze him up and gas him until early Thursday morning. You must’ve kept him alive all day Wednesday, knowing pretty well what you were going to do with him.’
‘I’m not saying anything.’
‘No, I’m saying it. Like I say, a desperate remedy, Eddie. About as desperate as they come. Now come on.’
‘What?’
‘We’re taking a drive.’
‘Where to?’
‘Down to the station, of course. Get some clothes on.’ Rebus watched him try to stand up. His legs took a while to lock upright. Yes, murder could do that to you. It was the opposite of rigor mortis. It was liquefaction, the jelly effect. It took him a long time to dress, Rebus watching throughout. There were tears in Eddie’s eyes when he finished, and his lips were wet with saliva.
Rebus nodded. ‘You’ll do,’ he said. He fully intended taking Eddie to St Leonard’s.
But they’d be taking the scenic route.
‘Where are we going?’
‘A little drive. Nice day for it.’
Eddie looked out of the windscreen. It was a uniform grey outside, buildings and sky, with rain threatening and the breeze gaining force. He started to get the idea when they turned up Holyrood Park Road, heading straight for Arthur’s Seat. And when Rebus took a right, away from Holyrood and in the direction of Duddingston, Eddie started to look very worried indeed.
‘You know where we’re going?’ Rebus suggested.
‘No.’
‘Oh well.’
He kept driving, drove all the way up to the gates of the house and signalled with his indicator that he was turning into the drive.
‘Christ, no!’ yelped Eddie Ringan. He tucked his knees in front of him, wedging them against the dashboard like he thought they were about to crash. Instead of turning in at the gates, Rebus cruised past them and stopped kerbside. You caught a glimpse of Cafferty’s mansion from here. Presumably, if someone up at the house were looking out of the right window, they could see the car.
‘No, no.’ Eddie was weeping.
‘You do know where we are,’ Rebus said, voicing surprise. ‘You know Big Ger, then?’ He waited till Eddie nodded. The chef had assumed a foetal position, feet on the seat beneath him, head tucked into his knees. ‘Are you scared of him?’ Eddie nodded again. ‘Why?’ Slowly, Eddie shook his head. ‘Is it because of the Central Hotel?’
‘Why did I have to tell Brian?’ It was a loud yell, all the louder for being confined by the car. ‘Why the fuck am I so stupid?’
‘They’ve found the gun, you know.’
‘I don’t know anything about that.’
‘You never saw the gun?’
Eddie shook his head. Damn, Rebus had been expecting more. ‘So what did you see?’
‘I was in the kitchens.’
‘Yes?’
‘This guy came running in, screaming at me to turn on the gas. He looked crazy, spots of blood on his face . . . in his eyelashes.’ Eddie was calming as the exorcism took effect. ‘He started to turn on all the gas rings. Not lighting them. He looked so crazy, I helped him. I turned on the gas, just like he told me to.’
‘And then?’
‘I got out of there. I wasn’t sticking around. I thought the same as everybody else: it was for the insurance money. Till they found the body. A week later, I got a visit from Big Ger. A painful visit. The message was: never say a word, not a word about what happened.’
‘Was Big Ger there that night?’
Eddie shrugged. Damn him again! ‘I was in the kitchens. I only saw the crazy guy.’
Well, Rebus knew who that was – someone who’d seen the state of the Central kitchens. ‘Black Aengus?’ he asked.
Eddie didn’t say anything for a few minutes, just stared blearily out of the windscreen. Then: ‘Big Ger’s bound to find out I said something. Every now and then he sends another warning. Nothing physical . . . not to me, at least. Just to let me know he remembers. He’ll kill me.’ He turned his head to Rebus. ‘He’ll kill me, and all I did was turn on the gas.’
‘The man with the blood, it was Aengus Gibson, wasn’t it?’
Eddie nodded slowly, screwing shut his eyes and wringing out tears. Rebus started the car. As he was driving off, he saw the 4x4 coming towards him from the opposite direction. It was signalling to pull into the gates, and the gates themselves were opening compliantly. The car was driven by a thug whose face was new to Rebus. In the back seat sat Mo Cafferty.
It bothered him, during the short drive back to St Leonard’s, with Eddie bawling and huddled in the passenger seat. It bothered him. Could Mo Cafferty drive at all? That would be easy enough to check: a quick chat with DVLC. If she couldn’t, if she needed a chauffeur, then who was driving the 4x4 that day Rebus had seen it parked outside Bone’s? And wasn’t that quite a coincidence anyway? John Rebus didn’t believe in coincidences.
‘The Heartbreak Cafe didn’t get its meat from Bone’s, did it?’ he asked Eddie, who misinterpreted the question. ‘I mean Bone’s the butcher’s shop,’ Rebus explained. But Eddie shook his head. ‘Never mind,’ said Rebus.
Back at St Leonard’s, the very person he wanted to see was waiting for him.
‘Why aren’t you out at Gorgie?’ he asked.
‘Why aren’t you on suspension?’ Siobhan Clarke asked back.
‘That’s below the belt. Besides, I asked first.’
‘I had to come and pick up these.’ She waved a huge brown envelope at him.
‘Well, listen, I’ve got a little job for you. Several, in fact. First, we need to have Eddie Ringan’s casket back up out of the ground.’
‘What?’
‘It’s not Eddie inside, I’ve just put him in the cells. You’ll need to interview and book him. I’ll tell you all about it.’
‘I’m going to need to write all this down.’
‘No you won’t, your memory’s good enough.’
‘Not when my brain’s in shock. You mean that wasn’t Eddie in the oven?’
‘That’s what I mean. Next, check and see if Mo Cafferty has a driving licence.’
‘What for?’
‘Just do it. And do you remember telling me that when Bone won his Merc, he put up his share of the business to cover the bet? Your words: his share.’
‘I remember. His wife told me.’
Rebus nodded. ‘I want to know who owns the other half.’
‘Is that all, sir?’
Rebus thought. ‘No, not quite. Check Bone’s Merc. See if anyone owned it before him. That way, we’ll know who he won it from.’ He looked at her unblinking. ‘Quick as you can, eh?’
‘Quick as I can, sir. Now, do you want to know what’s in the envelope? It’s for the man who has everything.’
‘Go on then, surprise me.’
So she did.
Rebus was so surprised, he bought her coffee and a dough-ring in the canteen. The X-rays lay on the table between them.
‘I don’t believe this,’ he kept saying. ‘I really don’t believe this. I put out a search for these ages ago.’
‘They were in the records office at Ninewells.’
‘But I asked them!’
‘But did you ask nicely?’
Siobhan had explained that she’d been able to take a few trips to Dundee, chatting up anyone who might be useful, and especially in the chaotic records department, which had been moved and reorganised a few years before, leaving older records an ignored shambles. It had taken time. More than that, she’d had to promise a date to the young man who’d finally come up with the goods.
Rebus held up one of the X-rays again.
‘Broken right arm,’ Siobhan confirmed. ‘Twelve years ago. While he was living and working in Dundee.’
‘Tam Roberston,’ Rebus said simply. That was that then: the dead man, the man with the bullet wound through his heart, the bullet from Rebus’s Colt 45, was Tam Robertson.
‘Difficult to prove in a court of law,’ Siobhan suggested. True enough, you’d need more than hearsay and an X-ray to prove identity to a jury.
‘There are ways,’ said Rebus. ‘We can try dental records again, now we’ve got an idea who the corpse is. Then there’s superimposition. For the moment, it’s enough for me that I’m satisfied.’ He nodded. ‘Well done, Clarke.’ He started to get up.
‘Sir?’
‘Yes?’
She was smiling. ‘Merry Christmas, sir.’
He phoned Gibson’s Brewery, only to be told that ‘Mr Aengus’ was attending an ale competition in Newcastle, due back later tonight. So he called the Inland Revenue and spoke for a while to the inspector in charge of his case. If he was going to confront Tommy Greenwood, he’d need all the ammo he could gather . . . bad metaphor considering, but true all the same. He left his car at St Leonard’s while he went for a walk, trying to clear his head. Everything was coming together now. Aengus Gibson had been playing cards with Tam Robertson, and had shot him. Then set fire to the hotel to cover up the murder. It should all be tied up, but Rebus’s brain was posing more questions than answers. Was it likely Aengus carried a gun around with him, even in his wild days? Why didn’t Eck, also present, seek revenge for his brother? Wouldn’t Aengus have had to shut him up somehow? Was it likely that only three of them were involved in the poker game? And who had delivered the gun to Deek Torrance? So many questions.
As he came down onto South Clerk Street, he saw that a van was parked outside Bone’s. A new plate-glass window was being installed in the shop itself, and the van door was open at the back. Rebus walked over to the van and looked in the back. It had been a proper butcher’s van at one time, and nobody had bothered changing it. You climbed a step into the back, where there were counters and cupboards and a small fridge-freezer. The van would have had its usual rounds of the housing schemes in the city, housewives and retired folk queuing for meat rather than travelling to a shop. A man in a white apron came out of Bone’s with an ex-pig hoisted on his shoulder.
‘Excuse me,’ he said, carrying the carcass into the van.
‘You use this for deliveries?’ Rebus asked.
The man nodded. ‘Just to restaurants.’
‘I remember when a butcher’s van used to come by our way,’ Rebus reminisced.
‘Aye, it’s not economic these days, though.’
‘Everything changes,’ said Rebus. The man nodded agreement. Rebus was examining the interior again. To get behind the counter, you climbed into the van, pulled a hinged section of the counter up, and pushed open a narrow little door. Narrow: that’s what the back of the van was. He remembered Michael’s description of the van he’d been shunted about in. A narrow van with a smell. As the man came out of the van, he disturbed something with his foot. It was a piece of straw. Straw in a butcher’s van? None of the animals carried in here had seen straw for a while.
Rebus looked into the shop. A young assistant was watching the glass being installed.
‘Open for business, sir,’ he informed Rebus cheerily.
‘I was looking for Mr Bone.’
‘He’s not in this afternoon.’
Rebus nodded towards the van. ‘Do you still do runs?’
‘What, house-to-house?’ The young man shook his head. ‘Just general deliveries, bulk stuff.’
Yes, Rebus would agree with that.
He walked back up to St Leonard’s, and caught Siobhan again. ‘I forgot to say . . .’
‘More work?’
‘Not much more. Pat Calder, you’ll need to bring him in for questioning too. He’ll be back home by now and getting frantic wondering where Eddie’s sloped off to. I’m just sorry I won’t be around for the reunion. I suppose I can always catch it in court . . .’
It had been quite a day already, and it wasn’t yet six o’clock. Back in the flat, the students were cooking a lentil curry while Michael sat in the living room reading another book on hypnotherapy. It had all become very settled in the flat, very . . . well, the word that came to mind was homely. It was a strange word to use about a bunch of teenage students, a copper and an ex-con, yet it seemed just about right.
Michael had finished the tablets, and looked the better for it. He was supposed to arrange a check-up, but Rebus was dubious: they’d probably only stick him on more tablets. The scars would heal over naturally. All it took was time. He’d certainly regained his appetite: two helpings of curry.
After the meal they all sat around in the living room, the students drinking wine, Michael refusing it, Rebus supping beer from a can. There was music, the kind that never went away: the Stones and the Doors, Janis Joplin, very early Pink Floyd. It was one of those evenings. Rebus felt absolutely shattered, and blamed it on the caffeine tablets he’d been taking. Here he’d been worrying about Michael, and all the time he’d been swallowing down his own bad medicine. They’d seen him through the weekend, sleeping little and thinking lots. But you couldn’t go on like that forever. And what with the music and the beer and the relaxed conversation, he’d almost certainly fall asleep here on the sofa . . .
‘What was that?’
‘Sounds like somebody smashed a bottle or something.’
The students got up to look out of the window. ‘Can’t see anything.’
‘No, look, there’s glass on the road.’ They turned to Rebus. ‘Someone’s broken your windshield.’
Someone had indeed broken his windshield, as he found when he wandered downstairs and into the street. Other neighbours had gathered at doors and windows to check the scene. But most of them were retreating now. There was a chunk of rock on the passenger seat, surrounded by jewels of shattered glass. Nearby a car was reversing lazily out of its parking spot. It stopped in the road beside him. The passenger side window went down.
‘What happened?’
‘Nothing. Just a rock through the windscreen.’
‘What?’ The passenger turned to his driver. ‘Wait here a second.’ He got out to examine the damage. ‘Who the hell would want to do that?’
‘How many names do you want?’ Rebus reached into the car to pull out the rock, and felt something collide with the back of his head. It didn’t make sense for a moment, but by then he was being dragged away from the car into the road. He heard a car reverse and stop. He tried to resist, clawing at the unyielding tarmac with his fingernails. Jesus, he was going to pass out. His head was trying to close all channels. Each thud of his heart brought intense new pain to his skull. Someone had opened a window and was shouting something, some warning or complaint. He was alone in the middle of the road now. The passenger had run back to the car and slammed the door shut. Rebus pushed himself onto all fours, a baby resisting gravity for the first time. He blinked, trying to see out of cloudy eyes. He saw headlights, and knew what they were going to do.
They were going to drive straight over him.
Sucker punch, and he’d fallen for it. The offer of help from your attacker routine. Older than Arthur’s Seat itself. The car’s engine roared, and the tyres squealed towards him, dragging the body of the car with them. Rebus wondered if he’d get the licence number before he died.
A hand grabbed the neck of his shirt and hauled, pulling him backwards out of the road. The car caught his legs, tossing one shoe up off his foot and into the air. The car didn’t stop, or even slow down, just kept on up the slope to the top of the road, where it took a right and disappeared.
‘Are you okay, John?’
It was Michael. ‘You saved my life there, Mickey.’ Adrenalin was mixing with pain in Rebus’s body, making him feel sick. He threw up undigested lentil curry onto the pavement.
‘Try to stand up,’ said Michael. Rebus tried and failed.
‘My legs hurt,’ he said. ‘Christ, do my legs hurt!’
The X-rays showed no breaks or fractures, not even a bone chipped. ‘Just bad bruising, Inspector,’ said the woman doctor at the Infirmary. ‘You were lucky. A hit like that could have done a lot of damage.’
Rebus nodded. ‘I suppose I should have known,’ he said. ‘I’ve been due a visit here as a patient. Christ knows I’ve been here enough recently as a visitor.’
‘I’ll just fetch you something,’ said the doctor.
‘Wait a second, doctor. Are your labs open in the evening?’
She shook her head. ‘Why do you ask?’
‘Nothing.’
She left the room. Michael came closer. ‘How do you feel?’
‘I don’t know which hurts worse, my head or my left leg.’
‘No great loss to association football.’
Rebus almost smiled, but grimaced instead. Any movement of his face muscles sent electric spurts through his brain. The doctor came back into the room. ‘Here you are,’ she said. This should help.’
Rebus had been expecting painkillers. But she was holding a walking stick.
It was an aluminium walking stick, hollow and therefore lightweight, with a large rubberised grip and adjustable height courtesy of a series of holes in its shaft, into which a locking-pin could be placed. It looked like some strange wind instrument, but Rebus was glad of it as he walked out of the hospital.
Back at the flat, however, one of the solicitous students said he had something better, and came back from his bedroom with a black wooden cane with a silver and bone handle. Rebus tried it. It was a good height for him.
‘I bought it in a junk shop,’ the student said, ‘don’t ask me why.’
‘Looks like it should have a concealed sword,’ said Rebus. He tried twisting and pulling at the handle, but nothing happened. ‘So much for that.’
The police, who had talked to Rebus at the Infirmary, had also spoken to the students.
‘This constable,’ related the walking-stick owner, whose name Rebus was sure was Ed, ‘I mean, he was looking at us like we were squatters, and he was asking, was Inspector Rebus in here with you? And we were nodding, yes he was. And the constable couldn’t figure it out at all.’ He started laughing. Even Michael smiled. Someone else made a pot of herbal tea.
Great, thought Rebus. Another story that would be doing the rounds: Rebus fills his flat with students, then sits around with them of an evening with wine and beer. At the Infirmary, they’d asked if he’d recognised either of the men. The answer was no. It was a mobile profession, after all . . . One of the neighbours had caught the car’s number plate. It was a Ford Escort, stolen only an hour or so before from a car park near the Sheraton on Lothian Road. They would find it abandoned quite soon, probably not far from Marchmont. There wouldn’t be any fingerprints.
‘They must’ve been crazy,’ Michael said on the way home, Rebus having got them a lift in the back of a patrol car. ‘Thinking they could pull a stunt like that.’
‘It wasn’t a stunt, Michael. Somebody’s desperate. That story in yesterday’s paper has really shaken them up.’ After all, wasn’t that exactly what he’d wanted? He’d sought a reaction, and here it was.
From the flat he telephoned an emergency windscreen replacement firm. It would cost the earth, but he needed the car first thing in the morning. He just prayed his leg wouldn’t seize up in the night.
Which of course it did. He was up at five, practising walking across the living room, trying to unstiffen the joints and tendons. He looked at his left leg. A spectacular blood-filled bruise stretched across his calf, wrapping itself around most of the front of the leg too. If the bony front of his leg had taken the impact rather than the fleshy back, there would have been at the very least a clean break. He swallowed two paracetamol – recommended for the pain by the Infirmary doctor – and waited for morning proper to arrive. He’d needed sleep last night, but hadn’t got much. Today he’d be living on his wits. He just hoped those wits would be sharp enough.
At six-thirty he managed the tenement stairs and hobbled to his car, now boasting a windscreen worth more than the rest of it put together. Traffic wasn’t quite heavy yet coming into town, and non-existent heading out, so the drive itself was mercifully shortened. Pressing down on the clutch hurt all the way up into his groin. He took the coast road out to North Berwick, letting the engine labour rather than changing gears too often. Just the other side of the town, he found the house he was looking for. Well, an estate, actually, and not a housing estate. It must have been about thirty or forty acres, with an uninterrupted view across the mouth of the Forth to the dark lump of Bass Rock. Rebus wasn’t much good at architecture; Georgian, he’d guess. It looked like a lot of the houses in Edinburgh’s New Town, with fluted stone columns either side of the doorway and large sash windows, nine panes of glass to each half.
Broderick Gibson had come a long way since those days in his garden shed, pottering with homebrew recipes. Rebus parked outside the front door and rang the bell. The door was opened by Mrs Gibson. Rebus introduced himself.
‘It’s a bit early, Inspector. Is anything wrong?’
‘If I could just speak to your son, please.’
‘He’s eating breakfast. Why don’t you wait in the sitting-room and I’ll bring you –’
‘It’s all right, mother.’ Aengus Gibson was still chewing and wiping his chin with a cloth napkin. He stood in the dining-room doorway. ‘Come in here, Inspector.’
Rebus smiled at the defeated Mrs Gibson as he passed her.
‘What’s happened to your leg?’ Gibson asked.
‘I thought you might know, sir.’
‘Oh? Why?’ Aengus had seated himself at the table. Rebus had been entertaining an image of silver service – tureens and hot-plates, kedgeree or kippers, Wedgewood plates, and tea poured by a manservant. But all he saw was a plain white plate with greasy sausage and eggs on it. Buttered toast on the side and a mug of coffee. There were two newspapers folded beside Aengus – Mairie’s paper and the Financial Times – and enough crumbs around the table to suggest that mother and father had eaten already.
Mrs Gibson put her head round the door. ‘A cup of coffee, Inspector?’
‘No, thank you, Mrs Gibson.’ She smiled and retreated.
‘I just thought,’ Rebus said to Aengus, ‘you might have arranged it.’
‘I don’t understand.’
‘Trying to shut me up before I can ask a few questions about the Central Hotel.’
‘That again!’ Aengus bit into a piece of toast.
‘Yes, that again.’ Rebus sat down at the table, stretching his left leg out in front of him. ‘You see, I know you were there that night, long after Mr Vanderhyde left. I know you were at a poker game set up by two villains called Tam and Eck Robertson. I know someone shot and killed Tam, and I know you ran into the kitchens covered in blood and screaming for all the gas rings to be turned on. That, Mr Gibson, is what I know.’
Gibson seemed to have trouble swallowing the chewed toast. He gulped coffee, and wiped his mouth again.
‘Well, Inspector,’ he said, ‘if that’s what you know, I suggest you don’t know very much.’
‘Maybe you’d like to tell me the rest, sir?’
They sat in silence. Aengus toyed with the empty mug, Rebus waiting for him to speak. The door burst open.
‘Get out of here!’ roared Broderick Gibson. He was wearing trousers and an open-necked shirt, whose cuffs flapped for want of their links. Obviously, his wife had disturbed him halfway through dressing. ‘I could have you arrested right this minute!’ he said. ‘The Chief Constable tells me you’ve been suspended.’
Rebus stood up slowly, making much of his injured leg. But there was no charity in Broderick Gibson.
‘And stay away from us, unless you have the authority! I’ll be talking to my solicitor this morning.’
Rebus was at the door now. He stopped and looked into Broderick Gibson’s eyes. ‘I suggest you do that, sir. And you might care to tell him where you were the night the Central Hotel burnt down. Your son’s in serious trouble, Mr Gibson. You can’t hide him from the fact forever.’
‘Just get out,’ Gibson hissed.
‘You haven’t asked about my leg.’
‘What?’
‘Nothing, sir, just wondering aloud . . .’
As Rebus walked back across the large hallway, with its paintings and candelabra and fine curving stairwell, he felt how cold the house was. It wasn’t just its age or the tiled floor either; the place was cold at its heart.
He arrived in Gorgie just as Siobhan was pouring her first cup of decaf of the day.
‘What happened to your leg?’ she asked.
Rebus pointed with his stick to the man stationed behind the camera.
‘What the hell are you doing here?’
‘I’m relieving Petrie,’ said Brian Holmes.
‘I wonder what any of us is doing here,’ said Siobhan. Rebus ignored her.
‘You’re off sick.’
‘I was bored, I came back early. I spoke to the Chief Super yesterday and he okayed it. So here I am.’ Holmes looked fine but sounded dour. ‘There was an ulterior motive, though,’ he said. ‘I wanted to hear from Siobhan herself the story of Eddie and Pat. It all sounds so . . . incredible. I mean, I cried at that cemetery yesterday, and the bastard I was crying for was sitting at home playing with himself.’
‘He’ll be playing with himself in jail soon,’ said Rebus. Then, to Siobhan: ‘Give me some of that coffee.’ He drank two scalding swallows before passing the plastic cup back. ‘Thanks. Any progress?’
‘No one’s arrived yet. Not even our Trading Standards companion.’
‘I meant those other things.’
‘What did happen to your leg?’ Holmes asked. So Rebus told them all about it.
‘It’s my fault,’ Holmes said, ‘for getting you into this in the first place.’
‘That’s right, it is,’ said Rebus, ‘and as penance you can keep your eyes glued to that window.’ He turned to Siobhan. ‘So?’
She took a deep breath. ‘So I interviewed Ringan and Calder yesterday afternoon. They’ve both been charged. I also checked and Mrs Cafferty doesn’t have a driving licence, not under her married or her maiden name. Bone’s Mercedes belonged to –’
‘Big Ger Cafferty.’
‘You already knew?’
‘I guessed,’ said Rebus. ‘What about the other half of Bone’s business?’
‘Owned by a company called Geronimo Holdings.’
‘Which in turn is owned by Big Ger?’
‘And sweetly, the word Geronimo includes both his and his wife’s names. So what do you make of it?’
‘Looks to me like Ger probably won his half of the business in a bet with Bone.’
‘Either that,’ added Holmes, ‘or he got it in lieu of protection money Bone couldn’t afford.’
‘Maybe,’ said Rebus. ‘But the bet’s more likely.’
‘After all,’ said Siobhan, ‘Bone won the car in a bet with Cafferty. They’ve gambled together in the past.’
Rebus nodded. ‘Well, it all adds up to a tight connection between the two of them. And there’s a tighter connection too, though I can’t prove it just yet.’
‘Hang on,’ said Siobhan, ‘if the stabbing and the smashed window are to do with protection or gambling, then they’re to do with Cafferty. Which means, since Cafferty owns half the business, that Cafferty smashed his own window.’
Rebus was shaking his head. ‘I didn’t say they were to do with protection or gambling.’
‘And where does the cousin fit in?’ Holmes interrupted.
‘My my,’ commented Rebus, ‘you are keen to be back, aren’t you? I’m not sure exactly where Kintoul fits in, but I’m getting a fair idea.’
‘Hold on,’ said Holmes, ‘here we are.’
They all watched as a battered purple mini drove up to the taxi offices. When the driver’s door opened, the man mountain squeezed himself out.
‘Like toothpaste from the tube,’ said Rebus.
‘Christ,’ added Holmes, ‘he must’ve taken out the front seats.’
‘All alone today,’ Siobhan noted.
‘I’ll bet Cafferty drops in sometime, though,’ said Rebus, ‘just to check. He’s been ripped off badly in the past, he won’t want it happening again.’
‘Ripped off badly?’ Siobhan echoed. ‘How do you know that?’
Rebus winked at her. ‘It’s an odds-on bet,’ he said.
He had to wait till after lunch for the information he needed. He had it faxed to him at a local newsagent’s. During the long wait in Gorgie, he’d discussed the case with Holmes and Siobhan. They both were of the same mind in one particular: nobody would testify against Cafferty. And of like minds in another: they couldn’t even be sure Cafferty had anything to do with it.
‘I’ll find out this afternoon,’ Rebus told them, heading out to pick up the fax.
He was getting used to walking with the cane, and as long as he kept moving, the leg itself didn’t stiffen up. But he knew the drive to Cardenden wouldn’t do him much good. He considered the train, but ruled it out in short order. He might want to escape from Fife in a hurry; and Scotrail’s timetables just didn’t fit the bill.
It was just after two-thirty when he pushed open the door of Hutchy’s betting shop. The place was airless, smelling old and undusted. The cigarette butts on the floor were probably last week’s. There was a two-thirty-five race, and a few punters lined the walls waiting for the commentary. Rebus didn’t let the look of the place put him off. Nobody wanted to bet in a plush establishment: it meant the bookie was making too much money. These tawdry surroundings were all psychology. You might not be winning, the bookmaker was saying, but look at me, I’m not doing any better.
Except that he was.
Rebus noticed a half-familiar face studying the form on one of the newspapers pinned to the wall. But then this town was full of half-familiar faces. He approached the glass-partitioned desk. ‘I’d like a word with Mr Greenwood, please.’
‘Do you have an appointment?’
But Rebus was no longer talking to the woman. His attention was on the man who’d looked up from a desk behind her. ‘Mr Greenwood, I’m a police officer. Can we have a word?’
Greenwood thought about it, then got up, unlocked the door of the booth, and came out. ‘Round here,’ he said, leading Rebus to the rear of the shop. He unlocked another door, letting them into a much cosier and more private office.
‘Any trouble?’ he asked immediately, sitting down and reaching into his desk drawer for a bottle of whisky.
‘Not for me, sir,’ Rebus said. He sat down opposite Greenwood and stared at him. Christ, it was difficult after all these years. But Midge’s portrait wasn’t so far off the mark. A chess player would be making ready to play a pawn; Rebus decided to sacrifice his queen. ‘So, Eck,’ he said, getting comfortable, ‘how’ve things been?’
Greenwood looked around. ‘Are you talking to me?’
‘I suppose I must be. My name’s not Eck. Do you want to keep playing games? Fine then, let’s play games.’ Greenwood was pouring himself a large whisky. ‘Your name is Eck Robertson. You fled from the Cafferty gang taking with you quite a lot of Big Ger’s money. You also took another man’s identity – Thomas Greenwood. You knew Tommy wouldn’t complain because he was dead. Another one of Big Ger’s incredible disappearing acts. You took his name and his identity, and you set up for yourself in the arse-end of Fife, living out of a suitcase full of money till you got this place in profit.’ Rebus paused. ‘How am I doing?’
Greenwood, aka Eck Robertson, swallowed loudly and refilled his glass.
‘You took too much of Greenwood’s identity, though. When you set up here, Inland Revenue got onto you for an unpaid income tax bill. You wrote to them, and eventually you paid up.’ Rebus brought the faxed sheets from his pocket. ‘I’ve got a copy of your letter here, along with some earlier stuff from the real Thomas Greenwood. Wait till a handwriting expert gets hold of them in court. Have you ever seen those guys work on a jury? It’s like Perry Mason. Even I can see the signatures aren’t the same.’
‘I changed my writing style.’
Rebus smiled. ‘Changed your face too. Dyed hair, shaved off your moustache, contact lenses . . . tinted. Your eyes used to be hazel, didn’t they, Eck?’
‘I keep telling you, my name’s –’
Rebus got up. ‘Whatever you say. I’m sure Big Ger will recognise you quick enough.’
‘Wait a minute, sit down.’ Rebus sat and waited. Eck Robertson tried to smile. He flicked on his radio for a moment and listened to the race, then flicked it off again. A six-to-one shot had romped home.
‘Another win for the bookies,’ Rebus said. ‘Always liked the horses, didn’t you? Not as much as Tam, though, Tam just loved betting. He bet you he could screw money out of Big Ger without Ger noticing. Creaming it off just a little at a time, but it all mounted up. Here.’ Rebus tossed the drawing of Tam Robertson onto the desk. ‘Here’s what he might look like these days if Big Ger hadn’t found out.’
Eck Robertson stared at the drawing, tracing a finger over it.
‘You had to do a runner before Big Ger caught you, so you took the money. Then Radiator ran too. After all, he’d introduced the two of you into the gang. He’d be in for punishment too.’ Rebus paused again. ‘Or did Big Ger catch up with him?’
Robertson, eyes still on the drawing, shrugged.
‘Well, whatever,’ said Rebus. ‘I think I’ll have that whisky now.’ His leg was hurting like blazes, his knuckles white on the handle of the cane. It took Robertson a while to pour the drink. ‘So,’ Rebus asked him, ‘anything you want to add?’
‘How did you find me?’
‘Somebody spotted you.’
Robertson nodded. ‘The chef, what’s his name? Ringan? I saw him in some pub in Cowdenbeath. He looked like he was on a bender, so I got out fast. I didn’t think he’d seen me, and if he had I didn’t think he’d recognise me. I was wrong, eh?’
‘You were wrong.’ Rebus sipped the whisky like it was medicine on a spoon.
‘It was Aengus Gibson,’ Robertson said suddenly. ‘Aengus Gibson had the gun.’
And then he told the rest of the story. Tam had been cheating at poker, as usual. But Aengus was on to him, and drew the gun. Shot Tam dead.
‘We scarpered.’
‘What?’ Rebus was disbelieving. ‘No thoughts of revenge? That young drunk had just killed your brother!’
‘Nobody touched Black Aengus. He was Big Ger’s pal. They got friendly after some misunderstanding, a break-in at Mo’s flat. Big Ger had plans for him.’
‘What sort of plans?’
Robertson shrugged. ‘Just plans. You’re right about the money. I knew I had to run while I could.’
‘Why here, though?’
Robertson blinked. ‘It was the last station on the line. Big Ger’s never had much interest in Fife. It would mean tackling the Italians and the Orangemen.’
Rebus was doing some quick thinking. ‘So what did Ger do when Aengus shot Tam?’
‘How do you mean?’
‘Eck, I know Big Ger was at the poker game. So what did he do?’
‘He scarpered the same as the rest of us.’
So Big Ger had been there! Robertson’s eyes were on his brother’s portrait again. Rebus had a very good idea, too, what Cafferty’s ‘plans’ for Aengus must have been. Imagine, having such a hold over someone who’d one day control the Gibson Brewing business. Such a hold all these years . . .
‘Who took away the gun, Eck?’
Eck shrugged again. Rebus got the idea he’d stopped listening. He rapped the edge of the desk with his cane. ‘You went to a lot of trouble, Eck. Eddie Ringan appreciated that. He learned from you that it’s possible to disappear. A handy lesson when Big Ger’s after you. He really makes people disappear, doesn’t he? Dumping them at sea like that. That’s what he does, isn’t it?’
‘After a while, aye.’
Rebus frowned at this. But then Eck Robertson’s next words hit him.
‘Nobody notices a butcher’s van.’
Rebus nodded, smiling. ‘You’re right about that.’ He wet his lips. ‘Eck, would you testify against him? In closed court, keep your new identity secret? Would you?’
But Eck Robertson was shaking his head. He was still shaking it when the door burst open. Ah, the half-remembered face from the form sheets. It was the pool player from the Midden.
‘All right, Tommy?’
‘Fine, Sharky, fine.’ But ‘Tommy Greenwood’ didn’t look it.
‘Out you go, son,’ said Rebus, ‘Mr Greenwood and me have got business.’
Sharky ignored him. ‘Want me to chuck him out, Tommy?’
Tommy Greenwood never got a chance to answer. Rebus pushed the handle of his cane hard up under Sharky’s nose and then whipped it harder still against his knees. The young man crumpled. Rebus stood up. ‘Handy thing, this,’ he said. He pointed it at Eck Robertson. ‘You can keep the picture as a reminder, Eck. Meantime, I’ll be back. I want you to testify against Cafferty. Not now, not yet. Sometime after I’ve got him firm on a charge. And if you won’t testify, I can always resurrect Eck Robertson. Think about it. One way or the other, Big Ger’ll know.’
He was crossing the Forth Road Bridge when he heard the news on the radio.
‘Aw Christ,’ he said, stepping on the accelerator.
Rebus showed his ID as he drove through the brewery gates. There was only the one police car left at the scene, and no sign of an ambulance. Workers stood around in huddled, low-talking groups, passing round cigarettes and stories.
Rebus knew the detective sergeant. He worked out of Edinburgh West, and his unfortunate name was Robert Burns. This Burns was tall and bulky and red-haired, with freckles on his face. On Sunday afternoons, he could sometimes be found at the foot of the Mound, where he would lambast the strolling heathens. Rebus was glad to see Burns. You might get fire and brimstone with him, but you’d never get waffle.
Burns pointed to the huge aluminium tank. ‘He climbed to the top.’ Yes, Rebus could see all too clearly the metal stairwell which reached to the top of the tank, with walkways circling the tank every thirty feet or so. ‘And when he got to the top, he jumped. A lot of the workers saw him, and they all said the same thing. He just climbed steadily till there were no more stairs, and then he threw himself off, arms stretched out. One of them said the dive was better than anything he’d seen in the Olympics.’
‘That good, eh?’ They weren’t the only ones staring at the tank. Some of the workforce glanced up from time to time, then traced Aengus Gibson’s descent. He’d hit the tarmac and crumpled like a concertina. There was a dent in the ground as though a boulder had been lifted from the spot.
‘His father tried chasing after him,’ Burns was saying. ‘Didn’t get very far. Old boy like that, it’s a wonder his heart didn’t give out. They had to help him down from the third circle.’
Rebus counted up three walkways. ‘A bit of Dante, eh?’ he said, winking at Burns.
‘The old boy’s saying it was an accident.’
‘Of course he is.’
‘It wasn’t, though.’
‘Of course it wasn’t.’
‘I’ve got a dozen witnesses who say he jumped.’
‘A dozen witnesses,’ Rebus corrected, ‘who’ll change their minds if their jobs are on the line.’
‘Aye, right enough.’
Rebus breathed in. He’d always liked that smell of hops, but from now on he knew it would smell differently to him. It would smell like this moment, played over time and time again.
‘The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away,’ said Burns. ‘What happened to your leg, by the way?’
‘Ingrown toenails,’ said Rebus. ‘The Lord gave them, the Infirmary took them away.’
Burns was shaking his head at this easy blasphemy when a window in the building behind them opened.
‘You!’ shouted Broderick Gibson. ‘You killed him! You did it!’ His crooked finger, a finger he seemed unable to straighten, was mostly pointed at Rebus. His eyes were like wet glass, his breathing strained. Someone was trying to coax him gently back into the office, hands on his shoulders. ‘There’ll be a reckoning!’ he called to Rebus. ‘Mark my words. There’ll come a reckoning!’
The old man was finally pulled inside, the window falling shut after him. The workers were looking over towards the two policemen.
‘He must be one of yours,’ said Rebus, making for his car.
That was that then. Aengus Gibson had shot and killed Tam Robertson, and now Aengus was dead. End of story. Rebus could think of one person not in Aengus’s family who was going to be very upset: Big Ger Cafferty. Cafferty had protected Black Aengus, maybe even blackmailed him, all the time waiting for the day when the young man would take over the brewery. With Aengus dead, the whole edifice fell, and good riddance to it.
Still, there was no comeback for Cafferty, no punishment.
Back at the flat, Michael had some news.
‘The doc’s been trying to get you.’
‘Which one? I’ve seen so many recently.’
‘Dr Patience Aitken. She seems to think you’re avoiding her. Sounds like the ploy’s working, too.’
‘It’s not a ploy. I’ve just had a lot on my plate.’
‘And if you don’t finish it, you won’t get afters.’ Michael smiled. ‘She sounds nice, by the way.’
‘She is nice. I’m the arsehole.’
‘So go see her.’
Rebus flopped onto the sofa. ‘Maybe I will. What are you reading?’ Michael showed him the cover. ‘Another book on hypnotherapy. You must have exhausted the field.’
‘I’ve just been scratching the surface.’ Michael paused. ‘I’m going to take a course.’
‘Oh?’
‘I’m going to become a hypnotherapist. I mean, I know I can hypnotise people.’
‘You can certainly get them to take their trousers off and bark like dogs.’
‘Exactly, it’s about time I put it to better use.’
‘They say laughter is the best medicine.’
‘Shut up, John, I’m trying to be serious. And I’m moving back in with Chrissie and the kids.’
‘Oh?’
‘I’ve talked with her. We’ve decided to try again.’
‘Sounds romantic.’
‘Well, one of us has got to have some romance in his soul.’ Michael picked up the telephone and handed it to Rebus. ‘Now phone the doctor.’
‘Yes, sir,’ said Rebus.
Broderick Gibson had clout, there was no denying it. On Wednesday morning the newspapers reported the ‘tragic accident’ at the Gibson Brewery near Fountainbridge, Edinburgh. There were photos of Aengus, some in his Black Aengus days, others showing the later model at charity events. There wasn’t a whisper of suicide. It was another cover-up by Aengus’s father, another distortion of the truth. It had become just something Broderick Gibson did, a part of the routine.
At ten-fifteen, Rebus received a phone call. It was Chief Superintendent Watson.
‘There’s someone here to see you,’ he said. ‘I told him you’re under suspension, but he’s bloody insistent.’
‘Who is it?’ asked Rebus.
‘Some blind old duffer called Vanderhyde.’
Vanderhyde was still waiting when Rebus arrived. He looked quite at ease, concentrating on the sounds around him. Chatter and phone calls and the clacking of keyboards. He was seated on a chair facing Rebus’s desk. Rebus tiptoed painfully around him and sat down. He watched Matthew Vanderhyde for a couple of minutes. He was dressed in a dark suit, white shirt and black tie: mourning clothes. He carried a blue cardboard folder, which he rested on his thighs. His walking-stick rested against the side of his chair.
‘Well, Inspector,’ said Vanderhyde suddenly, ‘seen enough?’
Rebus gave a wry smile. ‘Good morning, Mr Vanderhyde. What gave me away?’
‘You’re carrying a cane of some kind. It hit the corner of your desk.’
Rebus nodded. ‘I was sorry to hear –’
‘No sorrier than his parents. They’ve worked hard over the years with Aengus. He has been hard work. Devilish hard at times. Now it’s all gone to waste.’ Vanderhyde leaned forward in his chair. Had he been sighted, his eyes would have been boring into Rebus’s. As it was, Rebus could see his own face reflected in the double mirror of Vanderhyde’s glasses. ‘Did he deserve to die, Inspector?’
‘He had a choice.’
‘Did he?’
Rebus was remembering the priest’s words. Can you live the rest of your life with the memories and the guilt? Vanderhyde knew Rebus wasn’t about to answer. He nodded slowly, and sat back a little in his chair.
‘You were there that night, weren’t you?’ Rebus asked.
‘Where?’
‘At the card game.’
‘Blind men make poor card-players, Inspector.’
‘A sighted person could help them.’ Rebus waited. Vanderhyde sat stiff and straight like the wax figure of a Victorian. ‘Maybe someone like Broderick Gibson.’
Vanderhyde’s fingers played over the blue folder, gripped it, and passed it over the desk.
‘Broderick wanted you to have this.’
‘What is it?’
‘He wouldn’t say. All he did say was, he hoped you’ll think it was worth it, though he himself doubts it.’ Vanderhyde paused. ‘Of course, I was curious enough to study it in my own particular way. It’s a book of some kind.’ Rebus accepted the heavy folder, and Vanderhyde took his own hand away, finding his walking-stick and resting the hand there. ‘Some keys were found on Aengus. They didn’t seem to match any known lock. Last night, Broderick found some bank statements detailing monthly payments to an estate office. He knows the head of the office, so he phoned him. Aengus, it seems, had been leasing a flat in Blair Street.’
Rebus knew it, a narrow passage between the High Street and the Cowgate, balanced precariously between respectability and low living. ‘Nobody knew about it?’
Vanderhyde shook his head. ‘It was his little den, Inspector. A real rat’s nest, according to Broderick. Mouldering food and empty bottles, pornographic videos . . .’
‘A regular bachelor pad.’
Vanderhyde ignored his levity. ‘This book was found there.’
Rebus had already opened the folder. Inside was a large ring-bound notebook. It bore no title, but its narrow lines were filled with writing. A few sentences told Rebus what it was: Aengus Gibson’s journal.
Rebus sat at his desk reading. Nobody bothered him, despite the fact that he was supposed to be suspended. The day grew sunless, and the office emptied slowly. He might as well have been in solitary confinement for all the notice he took. His phone was off its hook and his head, bowed over the journal, was hidden by his hands; a clear sign that he did not want to be disturbed.
He read the journal quickly first time through. After all, only some of the pages were germane. The early entries were full of wild parties, illicit coitus in country mansions with married women who were still ‘names’ even today, and more often with the daughters of those women. Arguments with father and mother, usually over money. Money. There was a lot of money in these early entries, money spent on travel, cars, champagne, clothes. However, the journal itself opened quite strangely:
Sometimes, mostly when I’m alone, but occasionally in company, I catch a glimpse of someone from the corner of my eye. Or think I do. When I look properly, there’s nobody there. There may be some shape there, some interesting, unconscious arrangement of the edge of an open door and the window frame beyond it, or whatever, which gives the hint of a human shape. I mention the door and the window frame because it is the most recent example.
I am becoming convinced, however, that I really am seeing things. And what I am seeing – being shown, to be more accurate – is myself. That other part of me. I went to church when I was a child, and believed in ghosts. I still believe in ghosts . . .
Rebus skipped to the start of the next entry:
I can write this journal safe in the knowledge that whoever is reading it – yes you, dear reader – does so after my death. Nobody knows it is here, and since I have no friends, no confidants or confidantes, it is unlikely that anyone will sneak a look at it. A burglar may carry it off, of course. If so, shame on you: it is the least valuable thing in this flat, though it may become more valuable the longer I write . . .
There were huge gaps in the chronology. A single year might garner half a dozen dated entries. Black Aengus, it seemed, was no more regular in keeping a diary than he was in anything else. Five years ago, though, there had been a spate of entries. The accidental break-in at Mo Johnson’s flat; Aengus becoming friendly with Mo and being introduced by her to a certain Morris Cafferty. After a while, Cafferty became simply ‘Big Ger’ as Aengus and he met at parties and in pubs and clubs.
By far the longest entry, however, belonged to the one day Rebus was really interested in:
This isn’t a bad place really. The nursing staff are understanding and ready with jokes and stories. They carry me with all gentleness back to my room when I find I’ve wandered from it. The corridors are long and mazey. I thought I saw a tree once in one corridor, but it was a painting on the window. A nurse placed my hand on the cold glass so I could be sure in my mind.
Like the rest of them, she refused to smuggle in any vodka.
From my window I can see a squirrel – a red squirrel, I think – leaping between trees, and beyond that hills covered with stunted foliage, like a bad school haircut.
But I’m not really seeing this pastoral scene. I’m looking into a room, a room where I think I’ll be spending a great deal of my time, even after I’ve left this hospital.
Why did I ever try to talk my father into going to the poker game? I know the answer now. Because Cafferty wanted him there. And father was keen enough – there’s still a spark in him, a spark of the wildness that has been his legacy to me. But he couldn’t come. Had he been there, I wonder if things would have turned out differently.
I met Uncle Matthew in the bar. God, what a bore. He thinks that because he has dabbled with demons and the hobgoblins of nationalism he has some import in the world. I could have told him, men like Cafferty have import. They are the hidden movers and shakers, the deal-makers. Simply, they get things done. And God, what things!
Tam Robertson suggested that I join the poker game which was happening upstairs. The stake money required was not high, and I knew I could always nip over to Blair Street for more cash if needed. Of course, I knew Tam Robertson’s reputation. He dealt cards in a strange manner, elbow jutting out and up. Though I couldn’t fathom how, some people reckoned he was able to see the underside of the cards as he dealt. His brother, Eck, explained it away by saying Tam had broken his arm as a young man. Well, I’m no card sharp, and I expected to lose a few quid, but I was sure I’d know if anyone tried to cheat me.
But then the other two players arrived, and I knew I would not be cheated. One was Cafferty. He was with a man called Jimmy Bone, a butcher by trade. He looked like a butcher, too – puffy-faced, red-cheeked, with fingers as fat as link sausages. He had a just-scrubbed look too. You often get that with butchers, surgeons, workers in the slaughterhouse. They like to look cleaner than clean.
Now that I think of it, Cafferty looked like that too. And Eck. And Tam. Tam was always rubbing his hands, giving off an aroma of lemon soap. Or he would examine his fingernails and pick beneath them. To look at his clothes, you would never guess, but he was pathologically hygienic. I realise now – blessed hindsight! – that the Robertson brothers were not pleased to see Cafferty. Nor did the butcher look happy at having been cajoled into playing. He kept complaining that he owed too much as it was, but Cafferty wouldn’t hear of it.
The butcher was a dreadful poker player. He mimed dejection whenever he had a bad hand, and fidgeted, shuffling his feet, when he had a good one. As the game wore on, it was obvious there was an undercurrent between Cafferty and the Robertsons. Cafferty kept complaining about business. It was slow, money wasn’t what it was. Then he turned to me abruptly and slapped his palm against the back of my hand.
‘How many dead men have you seen?’
In Cafferty’s company, I affected more bravado even than usual, an effect achieved in most part by seeming preternaturally relaxed.
‘Not many,’ I said (or something offhand like that).
‘Any at all?’ he persisted. He didn’t wait for an answer. ‘I’ve seen dozens. Yes, dozens. What’s more, Black Aengus, I’ve killed my fair share of them.’
He lifted his hand away, sat back and said nothing. The next hand was dealt in silence. I wished Mo were around. She had a way of calming him down. He was drinking whisky from the bottle, sloshing it around in his mouth before swallowing noisily. Sober, he is unpredictable; drunk, he is dangerous. That’s why I like him. I even admire him, in a strange sort of way. He gets what he wants by any means necessary. There is something magnetic about that singularity of mind. And of course, in his company I am someone to be respected, respected by people who would normally call me a stuck-up snob and, as one person did, ‘a pissed-up piece of shite’. Cafferty took exception when I told him I’d been called this. He paid the man responsible a visit.
What makes him want to spend time with me? Before that night, I’d thought maybe we saw fire in one another’s eyes. But now I know differently. He spent time with me because I was going to be another means to an end. A final, bitter end.
I was drinking vodka, at first with orange, later neat – but always from a glass and always with ice. The Robertsons drank beer. They had a crate of bottles on the floor between them. The butcher drank whisky, whenever Cafferty deigned to pour him some, which wasn’t often enough for the poor butcher. I was twenty quid down within a matter of minutes, and sixty quid down after a quarter of an hour. Cafferty placed his hand on mine again.
‘If I’d not strayed along,’ he said, ‘they’d have had the shirt off your back and the breeks off your arse.’
‘I never cheat,’ said Tam Robertson. I got the feeling Cafferty had been wanting him to say something all along. Robertson acknowledged this by biting his lip.
Cafferty asked him if he was sure he didn’t cheat. Robertson said nothing. His brother tried to calm things down, putting our minds back onto the game. But Cafferty grinned at Tam Robertson as he picked up his cards. Later, he started again.
‘I’ve killed a lot of men,’ he said, directing his eyes at me but his voice at the Robertsons. ‘But not one of those killings wasn’t justified. People who owed me, people who’d done me wrong, people who’d cheated. The way I look at it, everybody knows what he’s getting into. Doesn’t he?’
For want of any other answer, I agreed.
‘And once you’re into something, there are consequences to be faced, aren’t there?’ I nodded again. ‘Black Aengus,’ he said, ‘have you ever thought about killing someone?’
‘Many a time.’
This was true, though I wish now I’d held my tongue. I’d wanted to kill men wealthier than me, more handsome than me, men possessing beautiful women, and women who rejected my advances. I’d wanted to kill people who refused me service when drunk, people who didn’t smile back when I smiled at them, people who were paged in hotels and made movies in Hollywood and owned ranches and castles and their own private armies. So my answer was accurate.
‘Many a time.’
Cafferty was nodding. He’d almost finished the whisky. I thought something must be about to happen, some act of violence, and I was prepared for it – or thought I was. The Robertsons looked ready either to explode or implode. Tam had his hands on the edge of the table, ready to jump to his feet. And then the door opened. It was someone from the kitchens, bringing us up the sandwiches we’d ordered earlier. Smoked salmon and roast beef. The man waited to be paid.
‘Go on, Tam,’ said Cafferty quietly, ‘you’re the one with the luck tonight. Pay the man.’
Grudgingly, Tam counted out some notes and handed them over.
‘And a tip,’ said Cafferty. Another note was handed over. The waiter left the room. ‘A very nice gesture,’ said Cafferty. It was his turn to deal. ‘How much are you down now, Black Aengus?’
‘I’m not bad,’ I said.
‘I asked how much.’
‘About forty.’ I’d been a hundred down at one stage, but two decent hands had repaired some of the damage. Plus – there could be no doubt about it – the best card players around the table, by which I mean the Robertson brothers, were finding it hard to concentrate. The room was not warm, but there was sweat trickling down from Eck’s sideburns. He kept rubbing the sweat away.
‘You’re letting them cheat you out of forty?’ Cafferty said conversationally.
Tam Robertson leapt to his feet, his chair tipping over behind him.
‘I’ve heard just about enough!’
But Eck righted the chair and pulled him down into it. Cafferty had finished dealing and was studying his cards, as though oblivious to the whole scene. The butcher got up suddenly, anouncing that he was going to be sick. He walked quickly out of the room.
‘He won’t be back,’ Cafferty announced.
I said something lame to the effect that I was thinking of an early night myself. When Cafferty turned to me, he looked and sounded unlike any of his many personalities, the many I’d encountered so far.
‘You wouldn’t know an early night if it kicked you in the cunt.’ He had started to gather up the cards for a redeal. I could feel blood tingling in my cheeks. He’d spoken with something close to revulsion. I told myself that he’d just drunk too much. People often said things . . . etc. Look at me, I was one to be upset about the nasty things drunks could say!
He dealt the hand again. When it came time for him to make his initial bet, he threw a note into the pot, then laid his cards face down on the table. He reached into the waistband of his trousers. He’d worn a suit throughout; he always looks smart. He says the police are warier of picking up people wearing good clothes, and certainly more wary about punching or kicking them.
‘They don’t like to see good material ruined,’ he told me. ‘Canny Scots, you see.’
Now, when he withdrew his hand from the waistband, it was holding a pistol of some kind. The Robertsons started to object, while I just stared at the gun. I’d seen guns before, but never this close and in this kind of situation. Suddenly, the vodka, which had been having little or no effect all night, swam through me like waste through a sewer-pipe. I thought I was going to be sick, but swallowed it down. I even thought I might pass out. And all the time Cafferty was talking calm as you like about how Tam had been cheating him and where was the money.
‘And you’ve been cheating Black Aengus too,’ he said. I wanted to protest that this wasn’t true, but still thought I might be sick if I opened my mouth, so I just shook my head, after which I felt even dizzier. You can’t know the pain and frustration I’m feeling as I try to write this down candidly and exactly. Fourteen weeks have passed since that night, but every night it comes back to me, waking and sleeping. They’re giving me drugs here, and strictly no alcohol. During the day I can walk in the grounds. There are ‘encounter groups’ where I’m supposed to talk my way out of my problem. Christ, if it were only that easy! The first thing my father did was get me out of the way. I am tempted to say his way. His answer was to send me on holiday. Mother chaperoned me around New England, where an aunt has a house in Bar Harbor. I tried talking to mother, but didn’t seem to make much sense. She had that stupid sympathetic smile pasted onto her face.
I digress, not that it matters. Back to the poker game. You’ve perhaps guessed what happened next. I felt Cafferty’s hand on mine, only this time he lifted my hand up in his. Then he placed the gun in my hand. I can feel it now, cold and hard. Half of me thought the gun was fake and he was just going to scare the Robertsons. The other half knew the gun was real, but didn’t think he would use it.
Then I felt his fingers pushing mine until my index finger was around the trigger. His hand now fully enclosed mine, and aimed the gun. He squeezed his finger against mine, and there was an explosion in the room, and wisps of acrid powder. Blood freckled us all. It was warm for a moment, then cold against my skin. Eck was leaning over his brother, speaking to him. The gun clattered onto the table. Though I didn’t take it in at the time, Cafferty proceeded to wrap the gun in a polythene bag. I know that any prints on it must be mine.
I flew up from the table, panicking, hysterical. Cafferty was seated still, and looking pacified. His calm had the opposite effect on me. I threw the vodka bottle against the wall, where it smashed, dousing wallpaper and curtains in alcohol. Seeing an idea, I grabbed a lighter from the table and ignited the vodka. Only now did Cafferty get up. He was swearing at me, and tried to douse the flames, but they were licking up the curtains out of our reach, scudding across the fabric wallcovering on the ceiling. He saw the fire was moving quicker than we could. I think Eck had already forsaken his brother and fled before I ran out of the room. I took the stairs three at a time and burst into the kitchens, demanding that all the gas be turned on. If the Central was going to burn, let it take the evidence with it.
I must have looked crazy enough, for the chef followed my instructions. I think he was the same person who served us the sandwiches, only he’d changed jackets. It was late, and he was alone in the kitchen, writing something down in a book. I told him to get out. He left by the back way, and I followed, keeping my head low as I jogged back to Blair Street.
I think that’s everything. It doesn’t feel any better for the writing down. There’s no exorcism or catharsis. Maybe there never will be. You see, they’ve found the body. More than that, they know the man was shot. I don’t see how the devil they can know, but they do. Maybe someone told them. Eck Robertson would have reason to. He’s the only one who could tell. It’s all my fault. I know that Cafferty started swearing at me because I’d mucked things up by setting fire to the room. If I hadn’t, he would have seen to it that Tam Robertson’s body disappeared in the usual way. No one would have known. We would have gotten away with murder.
But ‘getting away with it’ isn’t always getting away with it. The corpse haunts me. Last night I dreamt it came back to me, charred, smouldering. Pointing a finger towards me and squeezing the trigger. Oh Christ, this is agony. And they think I’m here for alcoholism. I still haven’t told father all of it, not yet. He knows, though. He knows I was there. But he’s not saying anything. Sometimes I wish he’d hit me more as a child and not let me misbehave. He liked me to misbehave! ‘We’ll make a man of you,’ he used to say. Father, I am made.
That was that. Rebus sat back in his chair and stared at the ceiling. Eddie Ringan knew a little more than he’d been telling. He’d been a witness at the card game and could place Cafferty there. No wonder he’d been running scared. Cafferty probably hadn’t known him back then, hadn’t paid attention to a waiter who was moonlighting anyway and not one of the regular staff.
Rebus rubbed his eyes and returned to the journal. There was a bit about a holiday, then about the hospital again. And then a few months later:
I saw Cafferty today (Sunday). Not my idea. He must have been following me. He caught up on Blackford Hill. I’d come through the Hermitage, climbing the steep face of the hill. He must have thought I was trying to get away from him. He pulled on my arm, swinging me around. I think I nearly jumped out of my skin.
He told me I had to keep my nose clean from now on. He said it was a good idea, going into that hospital. I think he was trying to let me know that he knew everything I’d been up to. I think I know what he’s doing. He’s biding his time. Watching me as I take instructions in the business. Waiting for the day when I take over from my father. I think he wants it all, body and soul.
Yes, body and soul.
There was a lot more, the style and substance of the entries changing as Aengus too tried to change. He’d found it hard work. The public face, the charity face, masked a yearning for some of that wild past. Rebus flipped to the final entry, undated:
You know, dear friend or foe, I liked the feel of that gun in my hand. And when Cafferty put my finger on the trigger . . . he did squeeze it. I’m certain of that. But supposing he hadn’t? Would I still have fired, with his strong unfailing hand on mine? After all these years, all the bad dreams, the cold sweats and sudden surges, something has happened. The case is being reopened. I’ve spoken with Cafferty who tells me not to worry. He says I should concentrate my energies on the brewery. He seems to know more about our finances than I do. Father is talking of retiring next year. The business will be all mine, and all Cafferty’s. I’ve seen him at charity functions, accompanied by Mo, and at various public occasions. We’ve talked, but never since that night have we enjoyed one another’s company. I lost my usefulness that night. Perhaps I just showed my weakness by smashing the bottle. Or perhaps that had been the plan all along. He always gives me a wink when he sees me. But then he winks at just about everyone. But when he winks at me, when he closes his eye for that second, it’s as if he’s taking aim, setting me in his sights. Christ, is there no end in sight? If I weren’t so scared, I’d be praying the police would find me. But Cafferty won’t let them. He never will let them, never.
Rebus closed the journal. His heart was beating fast, hands trembling. You poor bugger, Aengus. When you read we’d got the gun, you thought we’d fingerprint it and then we’d come looking for you.
But instead, Cafferty had blown his trump trying to incriminate Rebus, just to keep him out of the picture for a while. And the irony of it all was, with the prints messed up, Black Aengus was in the clear – in the clear for a murder he didn’t really commit.
Again, though, it was all uncorroborated. Rebus imagined the field day the defence would have if he walked into the Royal Mile courts with nothing more than the journal of a recovering dipsomaniac. The Edinburgh law courts were notoriously tough at the best of times. With the sort of advocate Cafferty could afford, it was a definite loser from the word go.
Yet Rebus knew he had to do something about Cafferty. The man deserved punishment, a million punishments. Let the punishment fit the crime, he thought. But he shook the notion away. No more guns.
He didn’t go home, not right away. He walked out of the now-empty office and got into his car. And sat there, in the car park. The key was in the ignition, but he let it sit there. His hands rested lightly on the steering-wheel. After almost an hour, he started the engine, mostly because he was getting cold. He didn’t go anywhere, except inside his head, and slowly but surely, with backtracking and rerouting along the way, the idea came to him. Let the punishment fit the crime. Yes, but not Cafferty’s punishment. No, not Cafferty’s.
Andrew McPhail’s.
Rebus didn’t go near St Leonard’s for a couple of days, though he did get a message from Farmer Watson that Broderick Gibson was considering bringing an action against him, for harrying his son.
‘He’s been harrying himself for years,’ was Rebus’s only comment.
But he was waiting in his car when they released Andy Steele. The fisherman cum private eye blinked into the sun. Rebus sounded his horn, and Steele approached warily. Rebus wound down his window.
‘Oh, it’s you,’ said Steele. There was disappointment in his voice. Rebus had said he’d see what he could do for the young man, then had left him to languish, never coming near.
‘They let you out, then,’ said Rebus.
‘Aye, on bail.’
‘That’s because someone put up the money for you.’
Steele nodded, then started. ‘You?’
‘Me,’ said Rebus. ‘Now get in, I’ve got a job for you.’
‘What sort of job?’
‘Get in and I’ll tell you.’
There was a bit more life in Steele as he walked round to the passenger side and opened the door.
‘You want to be a private eye,’ stated Rebus. ‘Fair enough. I’ve got a job for you.’
Steele seemed unable to take it in for a moment, then cleared his head by shaking it briskly, rubbing his hands through his hair.
‘Great,’ he said. ‘So long as it’s not against the law.’
‘Oh, it’s nothing illicit. All I want you to do is talk to a few folk. They’re good listeners too, shouldn’t be any problem.’
‘What am I going to tell them?’
Rebus started the car. ‘That there’s a contract out on a certain individual.’
‘A contract?’
‘Come on, Andy, you’ve seen the films. A contract.’
‘A contract,’ Andy Steele mouthed, as Rebus pulled into the traffic.
There was still no sign of Andrew McPhail. Alex Maclean, Rebus discovered, was back in circulation though not yet back at work. When Rebus visited Mrs Mackenzie, she said she hadn’t seen a man with bandaged hands and face hanging around. But one of the neighbours had. Well, it didn’t matter, McPhail wouldn’t be coming back here again. He would probably write or telephone with a forwarding address, asking his landlady to send on his stuff. Rebus looked towards the school as he got back into his car. The children were in their own little world . . . and safe.
He did a lot of driving, visiting schools and playparks. He knew McPhail must be sleeping rough. Maybe he was well away from Edinburgh by now. Rebus had a vision of him climbing up onto a coal train headed slowly south. A hand reached out and helped McPhail into the wagon. It was Deek Torrance. The opening credits began to roll . . .
It didn’t matter if he couldn’t find McPhail; it would just be a nice touch. A nicely cruel touch.
Wester Hailes was a good place to get lost, meaning it was an easy place to get lost. Sited to the far west of the city, visible from the bypass which gave Edinburgh such a wide berth, Wester Hailes was somewhere the city put people so it could forget about them. The architecture was unenthusiastic, the walls of the flat-blocks finished off with damp and cracks.
People might leave Wester Hailes, or stay there all their lives, surrounded by roads and industrial estates and empty green spaces. It had never before struck Rebus that it would make a good hiding place. You could walk the streets, or the Kingsknowe golf course, or the roads around Sighthill, and as long as you didn’t look out of place you would be safe. There were places you could sleep without being discovered. And if you were of a mind, there was a school. A school and quite a few play-parks.
This was where, on the second day, he found Andrew McPhail. Never mind watching the bus and railway stations, Rebus had known where to look. He followed McPhail for three-quarters of an hour, at first in the car and then, when McPhail took a pedestrian shortcut, awkwardly on foot. McPhail kept moving, his gait brisk. A man out for a walk, that was all. A bit shabby maybe, but these days with unemployment what it was, you lost the will to shave every morning, didn’t you?
McPhail was careful not to draw attention to himself. He didn’t pause to stare at any children he saw. He just smiled towards them and went on his way. When Rebus had seen enough, he gained quickly and tapped him on the shoulder. He might as well have used a cattle-prod.
‘Jesus, it’s you!’ McPhail’s hand went to his chest. ‘You nearly gave me a heart attack.’
‘That would have saved Alex Maclean a job.’
‘How is he?’
‘Minor burns. He’s up and about and on the warpath.’
‘Christ’s sake! We’re talking about something that happened years ago!’
‘And it’s not going to happen again?’
‘No!’
‘And it was an accident you ended up living across from a primary school?’
‘Yes.’
‘And I was wrong to think I’d find you somewhere near a school or a playground . . .?’
McPhail opened his mouth, then closed it again. He shook his head. ‘No, you weren’t wrong. I still like kids. But I never . . . I’d never do anything to them. I won’t even speak to them these days.’ He looked up at Rebus. ‘I’m trying, Inspector.’
Everyone wanted a second chance: Michael, McPhail, even Black Aengus. Sometimes, Rebus could help. ‘Tell you what,’ he said. ‘There are programmes for past offenders. You could go into one of them, not in Edinburgh, somewhere else. You could sign on for social security and look for a job.’ McPhail looked ready to say something. ‘I know it takes money, a wee bit of cash to get you on your feet. But I can help with that too.’
McPhail blinked, one eye staying half closed. ‘Why?’
‘Because I want to. And afterwards, you’ll be left alone, I promise. I won’t tell anyone where you are or what’s happened to you. Is it a deal?’
McPhail thought about it – for two seconds. ‘A deal,’ he said.
‘Fine then.’ Rebus put his hand on McPhail’s shoulder again, drawing him a little closer. ‘There’s just one small thing I’d like you to do for me first . . .’
It had been quiet in the social club, and Chick Muir was thinking of heading home when the young chap at the bar asked if he could buy him a drink. Chick readily agreed.
‘I don’t like drinking on my own,’ the young man explained.
‘Who can blame you?’ said Chick agreeably, handing his empty glass to the barman. ‘Not from round here?’
‘Aberdeen,’ said the young man.
‘A long way from home. Is it still like Dallas up there?’
Chick meant the oil-boom, which had actually disappeared almost as quickly as it had begun, except in the mythology of those people not living in Aberdeen.
‘Maybe it is,’ said the young man, ‘but that didn’t stop them sacking me.’
‘Sorry to hear it.’ Chick really was too. He’d been hoping the young man was off the oil rigs with cash to burn. He was planning to tap him for a tenner, but now shrugged away the idea.
‘I’m Andy Steele, by the way.’
‘Chick Muir.’ Chick placed his cigarette in his mouth so he could shake Andy Steele’s hand. The grip was like a rubbish-crusher.
‘The money didn’t bring much luck to Aberdeen, you know,’ Steele was reminiscing. ‘Just a load of sharks and gangsters.’
‘I’ll believe it.’ Muir was already halfway through his drink. He wished he’d been drinking a whisky instead of the half-pint when he’d been asked about another. It didn’t look good exchanging a half-pint for a nip, so he was stuck with a half.
‘That’s mostly why I’m here,’ said Steele.
‘What? Gangsters?’ Muir sounded amused.
‘In a way. I’m visiting a friend, too, but I thought while I was here I might pick up a few bob.’
‘How’s that?’ Chick was beginning to feel uncomfortable, but also distinctly curious.
Steele dropped his voice, though they were alone at the bar. ‘There’s word going around Aberdeen that someone’s out to get a certain individual in Edinburgh.’
The barman had turned on the tape machine behind the bar. The low-ceilinged room was promptly filled with a folk duet. They’d played the club last week, and the barman had made a tape of them. It sounded worse now than it had then.
‘In the name of Auld Nick, turn that down!’ Chick didn’t have a loud voice, but no one could say it lacked authority. The barman turned the sound down a bit, and when Chick still glared at him turned it even lower. ‘What was that?’ he asked Andy Steele. Andy Steele, who had been enjoying his drink, put down the glass and told Chick Muir again. And a little while later, mission accomplished, he bought Chick a final drink and then left.
Chick Muir didn’t touch this fresh half pint. He stared past it at his own reflection in the mirror behind the row of optics. Then he made a few phone calls, again roaring at the barman to ‘turn that shite off!’ The third call he made was to St Leonard’s, where he was informed, a bit too light-heartedly, he thought, that Inspector Rebus had been suspended from duty pending enquiries. He tried Rebus at his flat, but no joy there either. Ach well, it wasn’t so important. What mattered was that he’d talked to the big man. Now the big man owed him, and that was quite enough for the penniless Chick Muir to be going on with.
Andy Steele gave the same performance in a meanly lit pub and a betting shop, and that evening was at Powderhall for the greyhound racing. He recited to himself the description Rebus had given him, and eventually spotted the man tucking into a meal of potato crisps at a window-seat in the bar.
‘Are you Shuggie Oliphant?’ he asked.
‘That’s me,’ said the huge thirtyish man. He was poking a finger into the farthest corner of the crisp-bag in search of salt.
‘Somebody told me you might be interested in a bit of information I’ve got.’
Oliphant still hadn’t looked at him. The bag emptied, he folded it into a thin strip, then tied it in a knot and placed it on the table. There were four other granny knots just like it in a row. ‘You don’t get paid till I do,’ Oliphant informed him, sucking on a greasy finger and smacking his lips.
Andy Steele sat down across from him. ‘That’s okay by me,’ he said.
On Sunday morning Rebus waited at the top of a blustery Calton Hill. He walked around the observatory, as the other Sunday strollers were doing. His leg was definitely improving. People were pointing out distant landmarks. Broken clouds were moving rapidly over a pale blue sky. Nowhere else in the world, he reckoned, had this geography of bumps and valleys and outcrops. The volcanic plug beneath Edinburgh Castle had been the start of it. Too good a place not to build a fortress. And the town had grown around it, grown out as far as Wester Hailes and beyond.
The observatory was an odd building, if functional. The folly, on the other hand, was just that, and served no function at all save as a thing to clamber over and a place to spraypaint your name. It was one side of a projected Greek temple (Edinburgh, after all, being ‘the Athens of the north’). The all-too-eccentric brain behind the scheme had run out of money after completion of this first side. And there it stood, a series of pillars on a plinth so tall kids had to stand on each other’s shoulders to climb aboard.
When Rebus looked towards it, he saw a woman there swinging her legs from the plinth and waving towards him. It was Siobhan Clarke. He walked over to her.
‘How long have you been here?’ he called up.
‘Not long. Where’s your stick?’
‘I can manage fine without it.’ This was true, though by ‘fine’ he meant that he could hobble along at a reasonable pace. ‘I see Hibs got a result yesterday.’
‘About time.’
‘No sign of himself?’
But Siobhan pointed to the car park. ‘Here he comes now.’
A Mini Metro had climbed the road to the top of the hill and was squeezing into a space between two shinier larger cars. ‘Give me a hand down,’ said Siobhan.
‘Watch for my leg,’ Rebus complained. But she felt almost weightless as he lifted her down.
‘Thanks,’ she said. Brian Holmes had watched the performance before locking his car and coming towards them.
‘A regular Baryshnikov,’ he commented.
‘Bless you,’ said Rebus.
‘So what’s this all about, sir?’ Siobhan asked. ‘Why the secrecy?’
‘There’s nothing secret,’ Rebus said, starting to walk, ‘about an Inspector wanting to talk with two of his junior colleagues. Trusted junior colleagues.’
Siobhan caught Holmes’s eye. Holmes shook his head: he wants something from us. As if she didn’t know.
They leaned against a railing, enjoying the view, Rebus doing most of the talking. Siobhan and Holmes added occasional questions, mostly rhetorical.
‘So this would be off our own bats?’
‘Of course,’ Rebus answered. ‘Just two keen coppers with a little bit of initiative.’ He had a question of his own. ‘Will the lighting be difficult?’
Holmes shrugged. ‘I’ll ask Jimmy Hutton about that. He’s a professional photographer. Does calendars and that sort of thing.’
‘It’s not going to be wee kittens or a Highland glen,’ replied Rebus.
‘No, sir,’ said Holmes.
‘And you think this’ll work?’ asked Siobhan.
Rebus shrugged. ‘Let’s wait and see.’
‘We haven’t said we’ll do it, sir.’
‘No,’ said Rebus, turning away, ‘but you will.’
Off their own initiative then, Holmes and Siobhan decided to spend Monday evening doing a surveillance shift on Operation Moneybags. Without heating, the room they crouched in was cold and damp, and dark enough to attract the odd mouse. Holmes had set the camera up, after taking advice from the calendar man. He’d even borrowed a special lens for the occasion, telephoto and night-sighted. He hadn’t bothered with his Walkman and his Patsy Cline tapes: in the past, there’d always been more than enough to talk about with Siobhan. But tonight she didn’t seem in the mood. She kept gnawing on her top and bottom lips, and got up every now and then to do stretching exercises.
‘Don’t you get stiff?’ she asked him.
‘Not me,’ said Holmes quietly. ‘I’ve been in training for this – years of being a couch potato.’
‘I thought you kept pretty fit.’
He watched her bend forward and lay her arms down the length of one leg. ‘And you must be double-jointed.’
‘Not quite. You should’ve seen me in my teens.’ Holmes’ grin was illuminated by the street light’s diffuse orange glow. ‘Down, Rover,’ said Siobhan. There was a scuttling overhead.
‘A rat,’ said Holmes. ‘Ever cornered one?’ She shook her head. ‘They can jump like a Tummel salmon.’
‘My parents took me to the hydro dam when I was a kid.’
‘At Pitlochry?’ She nodded. ‘So you’ve seen the salmon leaping?’ She nodded again. ‘Well,’ said Holmes, ‘imagine one of those with hair and fangs and a long thick tail.’
‘I’d rather not.’ She watched from the window. ‘Do you think he’ll come.’
‘I don’t know. John Rebus isn’t often wrong.’
‘Is that why everyone hates him?’
Holmes seemed a little surprised. ‘Who hates him?’
She shrugged. ‘People I’ve talked to at St Leonard’s . . . and other places. They don’t trust him.’
‘He wouldn’t have it any other way.’
‘Why not?’
‘Because he’s thrawn.’ He was remembering the first time Rebus had used him in a case. He’d spent a cold frustrating evening watching for a dog-fight that never took place. He was hoping tonight would be better.
The rat was moving again, to the back of the room now, over by the door.
‘Do you think he’ll come?’ Siobhan asked again.
‘He’ll come, lass.’ They both turned towards the shape in the doorway. It was Rebus. ‘You two,’ he said, ‘blethering like sweetiewives. I could have climbed those stairs in pit boots and you’d not have heard me.’ He came over to the window. ‘Anything?’
‘Nothing, sir.’
Rebus angled his watch towards the light. ‘I make it five to.’
The display on Siobhan’s digital watch was backlit. ‘Ten to, sir.’
‘Bloody watch,’ muttered Rebus. ‘Not long now. There’ll be some action by the top of the hour. Unless that daft Aberdonian’s put the kibosh on it.’
But the ‘daft Aberdonian’ wasn’t so daft. Big Ger Cafferty paid for information. Even if it was information he already knew, he tended to pay: it was a cheap way of making sure everything got back to him. For example, even though he’d already heard from two sources that the teuchters were planning to muscle in on him, he still paid Shug Oliphant a few notes for his effort. And Oliphant, who liked to keep his own sources sweet, handed over ten quid to Andy Steele, this representing two-fifths of Oliphant’s reward.
‘There you go,’ he said.
‘Cheers,’ said Andy Steele, genuinely pleased.
‘Found anything you like?’
Oliphant was referring to the videotapes which surrounded them in the small rental shop which he operated. The area behind the narrow counter was so small, Oliphant only just squeezed in there. Every time he moved he seemed to knock something off a shelf onto the floor, where it remained, since there was also no room for him to bend over.
‘I’ve got some bits and pieces under the counter,’ he went on, ‘if you’re interested.’
‘No, I don’t want a video.’
Oliphant grinned unpleasantly. ‘I’m not sure the gentleman really believed your story,’ Oliphant told Andy. ‘But I’ve heard the rumour a few times since, so maybe there’s something in it.’
‘There is,’ said Andy Steele. Rebus was right, if you told a deaf man something on Monday, by Tuesday it was in the evening paper. ‘They’ve got a watch on his hangouts, including the operation in Gorgie.’
Oliphant looked mightily suspicious. ‘How do you know?’
‘Luck, really. I bumped into one of them. I knew him in Aberdeen. He told me to get out if I didn’t want to get mixed up in it.’
‘But you’re still here.’
‘I’m on the mail train tomorrow morning.’
‘So something’s happening tonight?’ Oliphant still sounded highly sceptical, but then that was his way.
Steele shrugged. ‘All I know is, they’re keeping watch. I think maybe they just want to talk.’
Oliphant considered, running his fingers over a video-box. ‘There were two pubs last night got their windows smashed.’ Steele didn’t blink. ‘Pubs where the gentleman drank. Could be a connection?’
Steele shrugged. ‘Could be.’ If he were being honest, he’d have told how he acted as getaway driver while Rebus himself tossed the large rocks through the glass. One of the pubs had been the Firth at Tollcross, the other the Bowery at the bottom of Easter Road.
But instead he said, ‘Loon called McPhail, he’s the one watching Gorgie. He’s in charge.’
Oliphant nodded. ‘You know the way it works, come back in a day or two. There’ll be money if the gen’s on the nail.’
But Steele shook his head. ‘I’m off up to Aberdeen.’
‘So you are,’ said Oliphant. ‘Tell you what,’ he tore a sheet from a pad, ‘give me your address and I’ll send on the cash.’
Andy Steele had fun inventing the address.
Cafferty was playing snooker when he got the message. He had a quarter share in an upmarket snooker hall and leisure complex in Leith. The intended market had been yuppies, working class lads scraping their way up the greasy pole. But the yuppies had vanished in a puff of smoke. So now the complex was shifting cannily downmarket with video bingo, happy hour, an arcade full of electronic machines, and plans for a bowling alley. Teenagers always seemed to have money in their pockets. They would carve the bowling alley out of the little-used gymnasium, the restaurant next to it, and the aerobics room beyond that.
Staying in business, Cafferty had found, was all about remaining flexible. If the wind changed, you didn’t try to steer in the opposite direction. Mooted future plans included a soul club and a 1940s ballroom, the latter complete with tea dances and ‘blackout nights’. Groping nights, Cafferty called them.
He knew he was crap at snooker, but he liked the game. His theory was fine; it was the practice that was lacking. Vanity prevented him taking lessons, and his renowned lack of patience would have dissuaded all but the most foolhardy from giving them. On Mo’s advice, he’d tried a few other sports – tennis, squash, even skiing one time. The only one he’d enjoyed was golf. He loved thwacking that ball all over the place. Problem was, he didn’t know when to hold back, he was always overshooting. If he hadn’t split at least a couple of balls after nine holes, he wasn’t happy.
Snooker suited him. It had everything. Tactics, ciggies, booze, and a few sidebets. So here he was again in the hall, overhead lights flooding the green tables, dusk everywhere else. Quiet, too, therapeutic; just the clack of the balls, the occasional comment or joke, a floor-stomp with the cue to signal a worthy shot. Then Jimmy the Ear was coming towards him.
‘Phone call from the house,’ he told Cafferty. Then he gave him Oliphant’s message.
Andrew McPhail trusted Rebus about as far as he could toss a caber into a gale. He knew he should be running for cover right now, let the caber land where it might. There were several ways it could go. Rebus might be setting up a meeting between McPhail and Maclean. Well, McPhail could prepare himself against this. Or it might be some other kind of ruse, probably ending up with a beating and the clear message to get the fuck out of Edinburgh.
Or it could be straight. Aye, if the spirit-level was bent. Rebus had asked McPhail to deliver a message, a letter. He’d even handed over the envelope. The message was for a man called Cafferty, who would be leaving the taxi office on Gorgie Road around ten.
‘So what’s the message?’
‘Never you mind,’ Rebus had said.
‘Why me?’
‘It can’t come from me, that’s all you need to know. Just make sure it’s him, and give him the envelope.’
‘This stinks.’
‘I can’t make it any simpler. We’ll meet afterwards and fix up your new future. The ball’s already rolling.’
‘Aye,’ said McPhail, ‘but where the fuck’s the net?’
Yet here he was, walking up Gorgie Road. A bit cold, threatening rain. Rebus had taken him to St Leonard’s this afternoon, let him shower and shave, even provided some clean clothes which he’d picked up from Mrs Mackenzie’s.
‘I don’t want a tramp delivering my post,’ he’d explained. Ah, the letter. McPhail wasn’t donnert; he’d torn the envelope open earlier this evening. Inside was a smaller brown envelope with some writing on the front: NO PEEKING NOW, McPHAIL!
He’d thought about opening it anyway. It didn’t feel like there was much inside, a single sheet of paper. But something stopped him, a pale spark of hope, the hope that everything was going to be all right.
He didn’t have a watch, but was a good judge of time. It felt like ten o’clock. And here he was in front of the taxi office. There were lights on inside, and cabs ready and waiting outside. Their busiest shift would be starting soon, the rides home after closing time. The night air smelt like ten o’clock. Diesel from the railway lines, rain close by. Andrew McPhail waited.
He saw the headlights, and when the car – a Jag – swerved and mounted the pavement his first thought was: drunk driver. But the car braked smoothly, stopping beside him, almost pinning him to the wire fence. The driver got out. He was big. A gust of wind flapped his long hair, and McPhail saw that one ear was missing.
‘You McPhail?’ he demanded. The back door of the Jag was opening slowly, another man getting out. He wasn’t as big as the driver, but he somehow seemed larger. He was smiling unkindly.
The letter was in McPhail’s pocket. ‘Cafferty?’ he asked, forcing the word from his lungs.
The smiling man blinked lazily in acknowledgement. In McPhail’s other pocket was the broken neck of a whisky bottle he’d found beside an overflowing bottle bank. It wasn’t much of a weapon, but it was all he could afford. Even so, he didn’t rate his chances. His bladder felt painfully full. He reached for the letter.
The driver pinned his arms to his side and swung him around, so he was face to face with Cafferty, who swung a kick into his groin. The butt of a three-section snooker cue slipped expertly from Cafferty’s coat sleeve into his hand. As McPhail doubled over, the cue caught him on the side of the jaw, fracturing it, dislodging teeth. He fell further forwards and was rewarded with the cue on the back of his neck. His whole body went numb. Now the driver was pulling his head up by the hair and Cafferty was forcing his mouth open with the cue, working it past his tongue and into his throat.
‘Hold it there!’ Two of them, a man and a woman, running from across the street and holding open their IDs. ‘Police officers.’
Cafferty lifted both hands away, raising them head high. He had left the cue in McPhail’s mouth. The driver released the battered man, who remained upright on his knees. Shakily, Andrew McPhail started to pull the snooker cue out of his throat. There were sirens close by as a police car approached.
‘It’s nothing, officer,’ Cafferty was saying, ‘a misunderstanding.’
‘Some misunderstanding,’ said the male police officer. His sidekick slipped her hand into McPhail’s pocket. She felt a broken bottle. Wrong pocket. From the other pocket she produced the letter, crumpled now. She handed it to Cafferty.
‘Open this, please, sir,’ she said.
Cafferty stared at it. ‘Is this a set-up?’ But he opened it anyway. Inside was a scrap of paper, which he unfolded. The note was unsigned. He knew who it was from anyway. ‘Rebus!’ he spat. ‘That bastard Rebus!’
A few minutes later, as Cafferty and his driver were being taken away, and the ambulance was arriving for Andrew McPhail, Siobhan picked up the note which Cafferty had dropped. It said simply, ‘I hope they sell your skin for souvenirs.’ She frowned and looked up at the surveillance window, but couldn’t see anyone there.
Had she seen anything, it would have been the outline of a man making the shape of a gun from his fist, lining up the thumb so Cafferty was in its sights, and pulling the imaginary trigger.
Bang!
Nobody at St Leonard’s believed Holmes and Siobhan were there that night simply out of an exaggerated sense of duty. The more credible version had them meeting for a clandestine shag and just happening upon the beating. Lucky there was film in the surveillance camera. And didn’t the photos come out well?
With Cafferty in custody, they got the chance to take away his things and have yet another look at them . . . including the infamous coded diary. Watson and Lauderdale were poring over xeroxed sheets from it when there was a knock at the Chief Super’s door.
‘Come!’ called Watson.
John Rebus walked in and looked around admiringly at the sudden floorspace. ‘I see you got your cabinets, sir.’
Lauderdale pulled himself up straight. ‘What the hell are you doing here? You’re suspended from duty.’
‘It’s all right, Frank,’ said Watson, ‘I asked Inspector Rebus to come in.’ He turned the xeroxed pages towards Rebus. ‘Take a look.’
It didn’t take long. The problem with the code in the past was that they hadn’t known what to look for. But now Rebus had a more than fair idea. He stabbed one entry. ‘There,’ he said. ‘3TUB SCS.’
‘Yes?’
‘It means the butcher on South Clerk Street owes three thousand. He’s abbreviated ‘butcher’ and written it backwards.’
Lauderdale looked disbelieving. ‘Are you sure?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘Put the experts at Fettes onto it. They should be able to find at least a few more late-payers.’
‘Thank you, John,’ said Watson. Rebus turned smartly and left the room. Lauderdale stared at his superior.
‘I get the feeling,’ he said, ‘something’s going on here I don’t know about.’
‘Well, Frank,’ said Watson, ‘why should today be different from any other?’
Which, as the saying went, put CI Lauderdale’s gas at a very low peep.
It was Siobhan Clarke who came up with the most important piece of information in the whole case.
It was a case now. Rebus didn’t mind that the machine was in operation without him. Holmes and Clarke reported back to him at the end of each day. The code-breakers had been hard at work, as a result of which detectives were talking to Cafferty’s black book victims. It would only take one or two of them in court, and Cafferty would be going down. So far, though, no one was talking. Rebus had an idea of one person who, given enough persuasion, might.
Then Siobhan mentioned that Cafferty’s company Geronimo Holdings held a seventy-nine per cent share in a large farm in the south-west Borders, not so very far from the coastline where the bodies had been washing up until recently. A party was sent to the farm. They found plenty for the forensic scientists to start working on . . . especially the pigsties. The sties themselves were clean enough, but there was an enclosed area of storage space above each ramshackle sty. Most of the farm had turned itself over to the latest in high-tech agriculture, but not the sties. It was this which initially alerted the police. Above the pigsties, in the dark enclosures strewn with rank straw, there was a tangible reek of something unwholesome, something putrid. Strips of cloth were found; in one corner there lay a man’s trouser-belt. The area was photographed and picked over for its least congruous particles. Upstairs in the farmhouse, meanwhile, a man who claimed initially to be an agricultural labourer eventually admitted to being Derek Torrance, better known as Deek.
At the same time, Rebus was driving out to Dalkeith, to Duncton Terrace, to be precise. It was early evening, and the Kintoul family was at home. Mother, father and son took up three sides of a fold-down table in the kitchen. The chip-pan was still smouldering and spitting on the greasy gas cooker. The vinyl wallpaper was slick with condensation. Most of the food on the plates was disguised by brown sauce. Rebus could smell vinegar and washing-up liquid. Rory Kintoul excused himself and went with Rebus into the living room. Kitchen and living room were connected by a serving hatch. Rebus wondered if wife and son would be listening at the hatch.
Rebus sat in one fireside chair, Kintoul opposite him.
‘Sorry if it’s a bad time,’ Rebus began. There was a ritual to be followed, after all.
‘What is it, Inspector?’
‘You’ll have heard, Mr Kintoul, we’ve arrested Morris Cafferty. He’ll be going away for quite a while.’ Rebus looked at the photos on the mantelpiece, snapshots of gap-toothed kids, nephews and nieces. He smiled at them. ‘I just thought maybe it was time you got it off your chest.’
He kept silent for a moment, still examining the framed photos. Kintoul said nothing.
‘Only,’ said Rebus, ‘I know you’re a good man. I mean, a good man. You put family first, am I right?’ Kintoul nodded uncertainly. ‘Your wife and son, you’d do anything for them. Same goes for your other family, parents, sisters, brothers, cousins . . .’ Rebus trailed off.
‘I know Cafferty’s going away,’ said Kintoul.
‘And?’
Kintoul shrugged.
‘It’s like this,’ said Rebus. ‘We know just about all there is to know. We just need a little corroboration.’
‘That means testifying?’
Rebus nodded. Eddie Ringan would be testifying too, telling all he knew about the Central Hotel, in return for a good word from the police come his own trial. ‘Mr Kintoul, you’ve got to accept something. You’ve got to accept that you’ve changed, you’re not the same man you were a year or two ago. Why did you do it?’ Rebus asked the way a friend would, just curious.
Kintoul wiped a smear of sauce from his chin. ‘It was a favour. Jim always needed favours.’
‘So you drove the van?’
‘Yes, I did his rounds.’
‘But you were a lab technician!’
Kintoul smiled. ‘And I could earn more on the butcher’s round.’ He shrugged again. ‘Like you say, Inspector, I put family first, especially where money’s concerned.’
‘Go on.’
‘How much do you know?’
‘We know the van was used to dump the bodies.’
‘Nobody ever notices a butcher’s van.’
‘Except a poor constable in north-east Fife. He ended up with concussion.’
‘That was after my time. I was shot of it by then.’ He waited till Rebus nodded agreement, then went on. ‘Only, when I wanted out Cafferty didn’t want me out. He was putting pressure on.’
‘That’s how you got stabbed?’
‘It was that bodyguard of his, Jimmy the Ear. He lost the head. Knifed me as I was getting out of the car. Crazy bastard.’ Kintoul glanced towards the serving-hatch. ‘You know what Cafferty did when I said I wanted to stop driving the van? He offered Jason a job “driving” for him. Jason’s my son.’
Rebus nodded. ‘But why all this fuss? Cafferty could get a hundred guys to drive a van for him.’
‘I thought you knew him, Inspector. Cafferty’s like that. He’s . . . particular about his flesh.’
‘He’s off his head,’ commented Rebus. ‘How did you get sucked in in the first place?’
‘I was still driving full-time when Cafferty won half the business from Jimmy. One evening, one of Cafferty’s men turned up all smarmy, told me we’d be taking a run to the coast early next morning. Via some farm in the Borders.’
‘You went to the farm?’ So that’s why there was straw in the van.
The colour was seeping from Kintoul’s face like blood from a cut of meat.
‘Oh aye. There was something in the pigsties, tied up in fertiliser bags. Stank to high heaven. I’d been working in a butcher’s long enough to know it had been rotting in that sty for a good few weeks, months, even.’
‘A corpse?’
‘Easy to tell, isn’t it? I threw my guts up. Cafferty’s man said what a waste, I should’ve done it into the trough.’ Kintoul paused. He was still wiping at his chin, though the sauce mark had long ago been erased. ‘Cafferty liked the bodies to be rotten, less chance of them washing ashore in any recognisable state.’
‘Christ.’
‘I haven’t come to the worst part yet.’ In the next room, Kintoul’s wife and son were speaking in undertones. Rebus was in no hurry, and merely watched as Kintoul got up to stare from his back window. There was a patch of garden out there he could call his own. It was small, but it was his. He came back and stood in front of the gas fire, not looking at Rebus.
‘I was there one day when he killed someone,’ he said baldly. Then he screwed shut his eyes. Rebus was trying to control his own breathing. This guy would make a gem of a witness.
‘Killed them how?’ Still not pressing; still the friend.
Kintoul tipped his head back, feeding tears back where they had come from. ‘How? With his bare hands. We’d arrived late. The van had broken down in the middle of nowhere. It was about ten in the morning. Mist all around the farm, like driving into Brigadoon. They were both wearing business suits, that’s what got me. And they were up to their ankles in glaur.’
Rebus frowned, not quite comprehending. ‘They were in the pigsty?’
Kintoul nodded. ‘There’s a fenced run. Cafferty was in there with this man. There were other people watching through the fence.’ He swallowed. ‘I swear Cafferty looked like he was enjoying it. There with the mud lapping at him, and the pigs squealing in their boxes wondering what the hell was happening, and all the silent onlookers.’ Kintoul tried to shake the memory away, probably a daily event.
‘They were fighting?’
‘The other man looked like he’d been roughed up beforehand. Nobody’d call it a fair fight. And eventually, after Cafferty’d beaten the living shite out of him, he grabbed him by the neck and forced him down into the muck. He stood on the man’s back, balancing there, and holding the face down with his hands. He looked like it was nothing new. Then the man stopped struggling . . .’
Rebus and Kintoul were silent, blood pounding through them, both trying to cope with the vision of an early morning pigsty . . . ‘Afterwards,’ said Kintoul, his voice lower than ever, ‘he beamed at us like it was his coronation.’
Then, in complete grimacing silence, he started to weep.
Rebus was visiting the Infirmary so often he was considering taking out a season ticket. But he hadn’t expected to see Flower there.
‘Checking in? The psychiatric section’s down the hall.’
‘Ha ha,’ said Flower.
‘What are you doing here anyway?’
‘I could ask you the same question.’
‘I live here, what about you?’
‘I came to ask some questions.’
‘Of Andrew McPhail?’ Flower nodded. ‘Did nobody tell you his jaw’s wired shut?’ Flower twitched, producing a good wide grin from Rebus. ‘How come it’s your business anyway?’
‘It involves Cafferty,’ Flower said.
‘Oh aye, so it does, I’d forgotten.’
‘Looks like we’ve got him this time.’
‘Looks like it. But you never know with Cafferty.’ Rebus stared unblinking at Flower as he spoke. ‘The reason he’s lasted so long is he’s clever. He’s clever, and he’s got the best lawyers. Plus he’s got people scared of him, and he’s got people in his pocket . . . maybe even a copper or three.’
Flower had stared out the gaze; now he blinked. ‘You think I was in Cafferty’s pocket?’
Rebus had been pondering this. He had Cafferty marked down for the attack on Michael and the scam with the gun. As for the clumsy hit-and-run attempt, that was so amateurish, he guessed at Broderick Gibson for its architect. Quite simply, Cafferty would have used better men.
He’d been silent long enough, so he shook his head. ‘I don’t think you’re that smart. Cafferty likes smart people. But I do think you had a word with the Inland Revenue about me.’
‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’
Rebus grinned. ‘I do like a cliché.’ Then he walked on down the hall.
Andrew McPhail was easy to find. You just looked for the broken face. He was wired up like somebody’s first attempt at a junction box. Rebus thought he could see where they’d used two wires where one would have sufficed. But then he was no doctor. McPhail had his eyes closed.
‘Hello there,’ said Rebus. The eyes opened. There was anger there, but Rebus could cope with it. He held up a hand. ‘No,’ he said, ‘don’t bother to thank me.’ Then he smiled. ‘It’s all set up for when they let you out. Up north for rehabilitation, maybe a job, and bracing coastal walks. Man, I envy you.’ He looked around the ward. Every bed had a body in it. The nurses looked like they could use a holiday or at the very least a gin and lime with some dry-roast peanuts.
‘I said I’d leave you alone,’ Rebus went on, ‘and I keep my word. But a piece of advice.’ He rested his hands on the edge of the bed and leaned towards McPhail. ‘Cafferty’s the biggest villain in town. You’re probably the only bugger in Edinburgh who didn’t know that. Now his men know a guy called McPhail set their boss up. So don’t ever think of coming back, will you?’ McPhail still glared at him. ‘Good,’ said Rebus. He straightened up, turned, and walked away, then paused and turned. ‘Oh,’ he said, ‘and I meant to say something.’ He returned to the bed and stood at its foot, where charts showed McPhail’s temperature and medicaments. Rebus waited till McPhail’s wet eyes were on his, then he smiled sympathetically again.
‘Sorry,’ he said. This time, when he turned he kept on walking.
Andy Steele had been the necessary go-between. It was too dangerous for Rebus to put the story out first-hand. The source of the tale might have got back to Cafferty, and that would have ruined everything. McPhail hadn’t been necessary, but he’d been useful. Rebus explained the ruse twice to Andy Steele, and even then the young fisherman didn’t seem to take it all in. He had the look of a man with a dozen unaskable questions.
‘So what are you going to do now?’ Rebus asked. He’d been hoping in fact that Steele might already have left for home.
‘Oh, I’m applying for a grant,’ said Steele.
‘You mean like university?’
But Steele hooted. ‘Not likely! It’s one of those schemes to get the unemployed into business.’
‘Oh aye?’
Steele nodded. ‘I’m eligible.’
‘So what’s the business?’
‘A detective agency, of course!’
‘Where exactly?’
‘Edinburgh. I’ve made more money since I came here than I made in six months in Aberdeen.’
‘You cannot be serious,’ said Rebus. But Andy Steele was.
He had one last meeting planned, and wasn’t looking forward to it. He walked from St Leonard’s to the University library at George Square. The indifferent security man on the door glanced at his ID and nodded him towards the front desk, where Nell Stapleton, tall and broad-shouldered, was taking returned books from a duffel-coated student. She caught his eye and looked surprised. Pleased at first; but as she went through the books, Rebus saw her mind wasn’t wholly on the job. At last, she came over to him.
‘Hello, John.’
‘Nell.’
‘What brings you here?’
‘Can we have a word?’
She checked with the other assistant that it was okay to take a five-minute break. They walked as far as a book-lined corridor.
‘Brian tells me you’ve closed the case, the one he was so worried about.’
Rebus nodded.
‘That’s great news. Thanks for your help.’
Rebus shrugged.
She tilted her head slightly. ‘Is something the matter?’
‘I’m not sure,’ said Rebus. ‘Do you want to tell me?’
‘Me?’
Rebus nodded again.
‘I don’t understand.’
‘You’ve lived with a policeman, Nell. You know we deal in motives. Sometimes there isn’t much else to go on. I’ve been thinking about motives recently.’ He shut up as a female student pulled open a door, came out into the corridor, smiled briefly at Nell, and went on her way. Nell watched her go. Rebus thought she would like to swop bodies for a few minutes.
‘Motives?’ she said. She was leaning against the wall, but Rebus got no notion of calmness from her stance.
‘Remember,’ he said, ‘that night in the hospital, the night Brian was attacked. You said something about an argument, and him going off to the Heartbreak Cafe?’
She nodded. ‘That’s right. We met that night to talk over a drink. But we argued. I don’t see –’
‘Only, I’ve been thinking about the motive behind the attack. There were too many at first, but I’ve narrowed them down. They’re all motives you’d have, Nell.’
‘What?’
‘You told me you were scared for him, scared because he was scared. And he was scared because he was poking into something that could nail Big Ger Cafferty. Wouldn’t it be better if there was another body on the case, someone else to attract the fire? Me, in other words. So you got me involved.’
‘Now wait a minute –’
But Rebus held his hand up and closed his eyes, begging silence. ‘Then,’ he said, ‘there was DC Clarke. They were getting along so famously together. Jealousy maybe? Always a good motive.’
‘I don’t believe this.’
Rebus ignored her. ‘And of course the simplest motive. The two of you had been rowing about whether or not to have kids. That and the fact that he was overworking, not paying you enough attention.’
‘Did he tell you that?’
Rebus did not sound unkind. ‘You told me yourself you’d had a row that evening. You knew where he was headed – same place as always. So why not wait near his car and brain him when he came out? A nice simple revenge.’ Rebus paused. ‘How many motives does that make? I’ve lost count. Enough to be going on with, eh?’
‘I don’t believe this.’ Tears were rising into her eyes. Every time she blinked, more appeared. She ran a thumb and forefinger down her nose, clearing it, breathing in noisily. ‘What are you going to do?’ she asked at last.
‘I’m going to lend you a hankie,’ said Rebus.
‘I don’t want your fucking hankie!’
Rebus put a finger to his lips. ‘This is a library, remember?’
She sniffed and wiped away tears.
‘Nell,’ he said quietly, ‘I don’t want you to say anything. I don’t want to know. I just want you to know. All right?’
‘You think you’re so fucking smart.’
He shrugged. ‘The offer of a hankie still stands.’
‘Get stuffed.’
‘Do you really want Brian to leave the force?’
But she was walking away from him, head held high, shoulders swinging just a little exaggeratedly. He watched her go behind the desk, where her co-worker saw something was wrong and put a comforting arm around her. Rebus examined the shelves of books in front of him in the corridor, but saw nothing to delay his leavetaking.
He sat on a bench in the Meadows, the back of the library rising up behind him. He had his hands in his pockets as he watched a hastily arranged game of football. Eight men against seven. They’d come over to him and asked if he fancied making up the numbers.
‘You must be desperate,’ he’d said, shaking his head. The goalposts comprised one orange and white traffic cone, one pile of coats, one pile of folders and books, and a branch stuck in the ground. Rebus glanced at his watch more often than necessary. No one on the field was worrying too much about the time taken to play the first half. Two of the players looked like brothers though they played on opposing sides. Mickey had left the flat that morning, taking the photo of their dad and Uncle Jimmy with him.
‘To remind me,’ he’d said.
A woman in a Burberry trenchcoat sat down on the bench beside him.
‘Are they any good?’ she asked.
‘They’d give Hibs a run for their money.’
‘How good does that make them?’ she asked.
Rebus turned towards Dr Patience Aitken and smiled, reaching out to take her hand in his. ‘What kept you so long?’ he asked.
‘Just the usual,’ she said. ‘Work.’
‘I tried phoning you so often.’
‘Put my mind at rest then,’ she said.
‘How?’
She moved closer. ‘Tell me I’m not just a number in your little black book . . .’
The author wishes to acknowledge the assistance of the Chandler-Fulbright Award in the writing of this book.
Discussion points for The Black Book
The Black Book is the first time Ian Rankin moves Rebus to a real-life police station and mentions the street where he lives. Is this new level of authenticity reflected in any other areas?
When Rebus meets former Parachute Regiment colleague Deek Torrance he’s reminded of ‘the whole black comedy of his past’. Is this better in Rebus’s eyes than his past being a ‘tragedy’, or does he feel there actually might not be too much of a difference?
Is the fact that DS Brian Holmes has his own unofficial notebook with jottings on unofficial lines of enquiry indicative of the time he has spent working with Rebus? Does the ‘black book’ of the title refer more to Holmes’s notebook, to Big Ger’s diary or to Black Aengus’s journal?
Characters from previous Rebus novels reappear. Does Ian Rankin make allowances for readers who might not have read the earlier books? Discuss the different sorts of ‘ghosts from the past’.
Is Michael similar to Rebus in that he treats the thought of ‘scary’ things with humour?
‘The past was certainly important to Edinburgh. The city fed on its past like a serpent with its tail in its mouth. And Rebus’s past seemed to be circling around again too.’ How does Ian Rankin explore these notions, and why does the reader feel a sense of threat?
Ian Rankin claims that by the end of The Black Book, newcomer DC Siobhan Clarke has usurped Brian Holmes: ‘It was not in Siobhan’s mind to remain “just another colleague”; she seemed to have other ideas entirely’. How does this play out on the page, and in what ways does she prove herself to Rebus?
‘Despite being English, there was something of the Scottish Protestant in Siobhan Clarke.’ What does this mean, and is this perhaps why she and Rebus get on? What distinction does Rebus make between a Protestant work ethic and Calvinist guilt?
How does Siobhan feel that Rebus draws one into a case?
Why does Rebus find his visit to Auntie Ena so touching?
Big Ger Cafferty recognises that there are similarities between him and Rebus; why does Rebus not see this? How does Big Ger manipulate the meeting he and Rebus have?
What effect is Rebus’s behaviour having on his relationship with Patience?
Where does Rebus stand on the potential of ‘rehabilitation’ for offenders?
‘The bullets shook in the box like a baby’s toy.’ How does this simile work? And how does Rebus justify to himself the fact that he has acquired a gun?
Even though his faith is different, Rebus visits the church of Our Lady of Perpetual Hell (Help) where he has his first meeting with an unnamed Catholic priest who will reappear in later books. What does Rebus find so thought-provoking about the conversation?
Contents
Perhaps Edinburgh’s terrible inability to speak out,
Edinburgh’s silence with regard to all it should be saying,
Is but the hush that precedes the thunder,
The liberating detonation so oppressively imminent now?
Hugh MacDiarmid
We’re all gonna be just dirt in the ground.
Tom Waits
I grew up in a small coal-mining town in east-central Scotland, a long way from the Troubles in Northern Ireland. Yet each Saturday night of my childhood I would be awakened by some drunk at the end of our cul-de-sac, pausing on his route home in order to offer up a tuneless rendition of ‘The Sash’. As far as I know, no one ever left their home to remonstrate with him. Even now I wonder: was it the same man every time? Who was he? When sober, did he share his workplace with Catholics, and were they aware of his hatred? Did that hatred even exist during his periods of sobriety, or did it only come bubbling up after a long night’s imbibing? There were only one or two Catholic families in our whole street. One of the kids was my best friend until we started our separate educations, after which we drifted apart, finding other friends who shared our daily routines.
I met my future wife at university. She had grown up in Belfast during the worst of the Troubles. Over time I got to know the place, visiting her family two or three times a year, but still not fully comprehending the soul of the conflict there. It is hard to grow up working-class in many parts of Scotland without taking sides. In fact, you don’t even have to take sides: they’re pretty much preordained. Now that I had five Rebus novels under my belt, I decided it was time to tackle some of my own questions about sectarianism and religious division in Scotland. But to make things interesting, I decided that this new story would take as its backdrop the Edinburgh Festival. That way, I could show the Scots at play, as opposed to the uglier truths about my home nation’s tribal instincts.
One of my favourite jobs as a writer is coming up with titles. Previous books had been easy, but I struggled with Mortal Causes. The thing is, I need to have a title down on paper before I can start writing the story. It was my wife Miranda who came up with Mortal Causes, after a brainstorming session and countless dismissed suggestions on both sides. I liked the pun inherent in the title. The Scottish vernacular is rich in colourful euphemisms for inebriation: stocious, stotting, guttered, steaming, steamboats, wellied and hoolit are just a few. Another is ‘mortal’, as in: ‘I was fair mortal last night’ (meaning ‘I was very drunk indeed’). So Mortal Causes evoked, in my mind, the demon drink, just as surely as it did any darker and more violent imagery.
In this book, the relationship between Rebus and Edinburgh’s premier gangster, ‘Big Ger’ Cafferty, would become more complex, partly as a result of my fondness for New York writer Lawrence Block’s Matt Scudder novels. I’d discovered these during a six-month stint in the USA in the latter half of 1992. I liked the way Scudder (an ex-cop and a man with his own strict moral code) related to a tough-guy hoodlum called Mick Ballou. It was as if they understood one another, maybe even respected one another . . . yet if either got in the other’s way, only one of them would emerge standing. If you’ve yet to read Mortal Causes, I won’t spoil it for you, but suffice to say, by the end of the book the relationship between Rebus and Cafferty has changed markedly, and in ways which would continue to resonate throughout the series.
I’d moved to France in 1990 and was still living there when I wrote Mortal Causes. I visited Edinburgh several times a year for research purposes (and because there wasn’t a decent pub anywhere near my dilapidated farmhouse). Thanks to a couple of friends called Pauline and David, I was able to stay in the city during the Festival in 1993. On a previous trip that year, however, I’d decided to visit a street known as Mary King’s Close. I’d heard about the place from locals down the years, and knew that to gain entry you had to ask at the council headquarters on the High Street and hope that a tour would be forthcoming. This is because Mary King’s Close exists underground – the City Chambers has been built on top of it. These days, Mary King’s Close has been revivified as a successful tourist amenity, but back then the only way to get access was to ask the council and then wait patiently for news of a day and time when you’d be allowed in.
The evening I went down there, there were about ten of us, led by a council official. I found the unlit maze of alleys and corridors both eerie and fascinating. One room in particular startled me, with its array of rusted iron hooks hanging from a whitewashed vaulted ceiling. Call me twisted, but I could visualise a body hanging there, and came out of Mary King’s Close knowing I’d found the opening to my novel. (I left early, actually, peeling away from the group so I could do some exploring of my own: it’s possible they think I’m still down there . . .)
When Mortal Causes was published, I received an angry and anonymous letter saying I should be ashamed for lingering on the darker side of Protestantism, when everyone knew the real bad guys were the IRA. The writer ended his or her tirade with the heartfelt wish that I had died in one of the (many) IRA atrocities committed on mainland Britain. I felt that the author had missed the point, but that may indicate a failing on my part. Or maybe there are just people out there who are happiest wearing blinkers.
It was quite an unusual letter, in that most of my other correspondents had a question which did not in the least refer to my use (or misuse) of sectarianism. What they wanted to know was: what’s the punchline of the joke? If you have yet to read the book, you’ll understand this question by the time you reach the end. And if you didn’t watch the TV adverts for Fairy Liquid in the 1970s, you’ll still be bamboozled by the punchline I’m about to give. My only defence is that it’s a real joke, told to me by a school and university friend called George. Here it is:
For Hans that does dishes can feel soft as Gervase, with mild green hairy-lipped squid.
Sorry.
April 2005
He could scream all he liked.
They were underground, a place he didn’t know, a cool ancient place but lit by electricity. And he was being punished. The blood dripped off him onto the earth floor. He could hear sounds like distant voices, something beyond the breathing of the men who stood around him. Ghosts, he thought. Shrieks and laughter, the sounds of a good night out. He must be mistaken: he was having a very bad night in.
His bare toes just touched the ground. His shoes had come off as they’d scraped him down the flights of steps. His socks had followed sometime after. He was in agony, but agony could be cured. Agony wasn’t eternal. He wondered if he would walk again. He remembered the barrel of the gun touching the back of his knee, sending waves of energy up and down his leg.
His eyes were closed. If he opened them he knew he would see flecks of his own blood against the whitewashed wall, the wall which seemed to arch towards him. His toes were still moving against the ground, dabbling in warm blood. Whenever he tried to speak, he could feel his face cracking: dried salt tears and sweat.
It was strange, the shape your life could take. You might be loved as a child but still go bad. You might have monsters for parents but grow up pure. His life had been neither one nor the other. Or rather, it had been both, for he’d been cherished and abandoned in equal measure. He was six, and shaking hands with a large man. There should have been more affection between them, but somehow there wasn’t. He was ten, and his mother was looking tired, bowed down, as she leaned over the sink washing dishes. Not knowing he was in the doorway, she paused to rest her hands on the rim of the sink. He was thirteen, and being initiated into his first gang. They took a pack of cards and skinned his knuckles with the edge of the pack. They took it in turns, all eleven of them. It hurt until he belonged.
Now there was a shuffling sound. And the gun barrel was touching the back of his neck, sending out more waves. How could something be so cold? He took a deep breath, feeling the effort in his shoulder-blades. There couldn’t be more pain than he already felt. Heavy breathing close to his ear, and then the words again.
‘Nemo me impune lacessit.’
He opened his eyes to the ghosts. They were in a smoke-filled tavern, seated around a long rectangular table, their goblets of wine and ale held high. A young woman was slouching from the lap of a one-legged man. The goblets had stems but no bases: you couldn’t put them back on the table until they’d been emptied. A toast was being raised. Those in fine dress rubbed shoulders with beggars. There were no divisions, not in the tavern’s gloom. Then they looked towards him, and he tried to smile.
He felt but did not hear the final explosion.
Probably the worst Saturday night of the year, which was why Inspector John Rebus had landed the shift. God was in his heaven, just making sure. There had been a derby match in the afternoon, Hibs versus Hearts at Easter Road. Fans making their way back to the west end and beyond had stopped in the city centre to drink to excess and take in some of the sights and sounds of the Festival.
The Edinburgh Festival was the bane of Rebus’s life. He’d spent years confronting it, trying to avoid it, cursing it, being caught up in it. There were those who said that it was somehow atypical of Edinburgh, a city which for most of the year seemed sleepy, moderate, bridled. But that was nonsense; Edinburgh’s history was full of licence and riotous behaviour. But the Festival, especially the Festival Fringe, was different. Tourism was its lifeblood, and where there were tourists there was trouble. Pickpockets and housebreakers came to town as to a convention, while those football supporters who normally steered clear of the city centre suddenly became its passionate defenders, challenging the foreign invaders who could be found at tables outside short-lease cafes up and down the High Street.
Tonight the two might clash in a big way.
‘It’s hell out there,’ one constable had already commented as he paused for rest in the canteen. Rebus believed him all too readily. The cells were filling nicely along with the CID in-trays. A woman had pushed her drunken husband’s fingers into the kitchen mincer. Someone was applying superglue to cashpoint machines then chiselling the flap open later to get at the money. Several bags had been snatched around Princes Street. And the Can Gang were on the go again.
The Can Gang had a simple recipe. They stood at bus stops and offered a drink from their can. They were imposing figures, and the victim would take the proffered drink, not knowing that the beer or cola contained crushed up Mogadon tablets, or similar fast-acting tranquillisers. When the victim passed out, the gang would strip them of cash and valuables. You woke up with a gummy head, or in one severe case with your stomach pumped dry. And you woke up poor.
Meantime, there had been another bomb threat, this time phoned to the newspaper rather than Lowland Radio. Rebus had gone to the newspaper offices to take a statement from the journalist who’d taken the call. The place was a madhouse of Festival and Fringe critics filing their reviews. The journalist read from his notes.
‘He just said, if we didn’t shut the Festival down, we’d be sorry.’
‘Did he sound serious?’
‘Oh, yes, definitely.’
‘And he had an Irish accent?’
‘Sounded like it.’
‘Not just a fake?’
The reporter shrugged. He was keen to file his story, so Rebus let him go. That made three calls in the past week, each one threatening to bomb or otherwise disrupt the Festival. The police were taking the threat seriously. How could they afford not to? So far, the tourists hadn’t been scared off, but venues were being urged to make security checks before and after each performance.
Back at St Leonard’s, Rebus reported to his Chief Superintendent, then tried to finish another piece of paperwork. Masochist that he was, he quite liked the Saturday back-shift. You saw the city in its many guises. It allowed a salutory peek into Edinburgh’s grey soul. Sin and evil weren’t black – he’d argued the point with a priest – but were greyly anonymous. You saw them all night long, the grey peering faces of the wrongdoers and malcontents, the wife beaters and the knife boys. Unfocused eyes, drained of all concern save for themselves. And you prayed, if you were John Rebus, prayed that as few people as possible ever had to get as close as this to the massive grey nonentity.
Then you went to the canteen and had a joke with the lads, fixing a smile to your face whether you were listening or not.
‘Here, Inspector, have you heard the one about the squid with the moustache? He goes into a restaurant and –’
Rebus turned away from the DC’s story towards his ringing phone.
‘DI Rebus.’
He listened for a moment, the smile melting from his face. Then he put down the receiver and lifted his jacket from the back of his chair.
‘Bad news?’ asked the DC.
‘You’re not joking, son.’
The High Street was packed with people, most of them just browsing. Young people bobbed up and down trying to instil enthusiasm in the Fringe productions they were supporting. Supporting them? They were probably the leads in them. They busily thrust flyers into hands already full of similar sheets.
‘Only two quid, best value on the Fringe!’
‘You won’t see another show like it!’
There were jugglers and people with painted faces, and a cacophony of musical disharmonies. Where else in the world would bagpipes, banjos and kazoos meet to join in a busking battle from hell?
Locals said this Festival was quieter than the last. They’d been saying it for years. Rebus wondered if the thing had ever had a heyday. It was plenty busy enough for him.
Though it was a warm night, he kept his car windows shut. Even so, as he crawled along the setts flyers would be pushed beneath his windscreen wipers, all but blocking his vision. His scowl met impregnable drama student smiles. It was ten o’clock, not long dark; that was the beauty of a Scottish summer. He tried to imagine himself on a deserted beach, or crouched atop a mountain, alone with his thoughts. Who was he trying to kid? John Rebus was always alone with his thoughts. And just now he was thinking of drink. Another hour or two and the bars would sluice themselves out, unless they’d applied for (and been granted) the very late licences available at Festival time.
He was heading for the City Chambers, across the street from St Giles’ Cathedral. You turned off the High Street and through one of two stone arches into a small parking area in front of the Chambers themselves. A uniformed constable was standing guard beneath one of the arches. He recognised Rebus and nodded, stepping out of the way. Rebus parked his own car beside a marked patrol car, stopped the engine and got out.
‘Evening, sir.’
‘Where is it?’
The constable nodded towards a door near one of the arches, attached to the side wall of the Chambers. They walked towards it. A young woman was standing next to the door.
‘Inspector,’ she said.
‘Hello, Mairie.’
‘I’ve told her to move on, sir,’ the constable apologised.
Mairie Henderson ignored him. Her eyes were on Rebus’s. ‘What’s going on?’
Rebus winked at her. ‘The Lodge, Mairie. We always meet in secret, like.’ She scowled. ‘Well then, give me a chance. Off to a show, are you?’
‘I was till I saw the commotion.’
‘Saturday’s your day off, isn’t it?’
‘Journalists don’t get days off, Inspector. What’s behind the door?’
‘It’s got glass panels, Mairie. Take a keek for yourself.’
But all you could see through the panels was a narrow landing with doors off. One door was open, allowing a glimpse of stairs leading down. Rebus turned to the constable.
‘Let’s get a proper cordon set up, son. Something across the arches to fend off the tourists before the show starts. Radio in for assistance if you need it. Excuse me, Mairie.’
‘Then there is going to be a show?’
Rebus stepped past her and opened the door, closing it again behind him. He made for the stairs down, which were lit by a naked lightbulb. Ahead of him he could hear voices. At the bottom of this first flight he turned a corner and came upon the group. There were two teenage girls and a boy, all of them seated or crouching, the girls shaking and crying. Over them stood a uniformed constable and a man Rebus recognised as a local doctor. They all looked up at his approach.
‘This is the Inspector,’ the constable told the teenagers. ‘Right, we’re going back down there. You three stay here.’
Rebus, squeezing past the teenagers, saw the doctor give them a worried glance. He gave the doctor a wink, telling him they’d get over it. The doctor didn’t seem so sure.
Together the three men set off down the next flight of stairs. The constable was carrying a torch.
‘There’s electricity,’ he said. ‘But a couple of the bulbs have gone.’ They walked along a narrow passage, its low ceiling further reduced by air- and heating-ducts and other pipes. Tubes of scaffolding lay on the floor ready for assembly. There were more steps down.
‘You know where we are?’ the constable asked.
‘Mary King’s Close,’ said Rebus.
Not that he’d ever been down here, not exactly. But he’d been in similar old buried streets beneath the High Street. He knew of Mary King’s Close.
‘Story goes,’ said the constable, ‘there was a plague in the 1600s, people died or moved out, never really moved back. Then there was a fire. They blocked off the ends of the street. When they rebuilt, they built over the top of the close.’ He shone his torch towards the ceiling, which was now three or four storeys above them. ‘See that marble slab? That’s the floor of the City Chambers.’ He smiled. ‘I came on the tour last year.’
‘Incredible,’ the doctor said. Then to Rebus: ‘I’m Dr Galloway.’
‘Inspector Rebus. Thanks for getting here so quickly.’
The doctor ignored this. ‘You’re a friend of Dr Aitken’s, aren’t you?’
Ah, Patience Aitken. She’d be at home just now, feet tucked under her, a cat and an improving book on her lap, boring classical music in the background. Rebus nodded.
‘I used to share a surgery with her,’ Dr Galloway explained.
They were in the close proper now, a narrow and fairly steep roadway between stone buildings. A rough drainage channel ran down one side of the road. Passages led off to dark alcoves, one of which, according to the constable, housed a bakery, its ovens intact. The constable was beginning to get on Rebus’s nerves.
There were more ducts and pipes, runs of electric cable. The far end of the close had been blocked off by an elevator shaft. Signs of renovation were all around: bags of cement, scaffolding, pails and shovels. Rebus pointed to an arc lamp.
‘Can we plug that in?’
The constable thought they could. Rebus looked around. The place wasn’t damp or chilled or cobwebbed. The air seemed fresh. Yet they were three or four storeys beneath road level. Rebus took the torch and shone it through a doorway. At the end of the hallway he could see a wooden toilet, its seat raised. The next door along led into a long vaulted room, its walls whitewashed, the floor earthen.
‘That’s the wine shop,’ the constable said. ‘The butcher’s is next door.’
So it was. It too consisted of a vaulted room, again whitewashed and with a floor of packed earth. But in its ceiling were a great many iron hooks, short and blackened but obviously used at one time for hanging up meat.
Meat still hung from one of them.
It was the lifeless body of a young man. His hair was dark and slick, stuck to his forehead and neck. His hands had been tied and the rope slipped over a hook, so that he hung stretched with his knuckles near the ceiling and his toes barely touching the ground. His ankles had been tied together too. There was blood everywhere, a fact made all too plain as the arc lamp suddenly came on, sweeping light and shadows across the walls and roof. There was the faint smell of decay, but no flies, thank God. Dr Galloway swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple seeming to duck for cover, then retreated into the close to be sick. Rebus tried to steady his own heart. He walked around the carcass, keeping his distance initially.
‘Tell me,’ he said.
‘Well, sir,’ the constable began, ‘the three young people upstairs, they decided to come down here. The place had been closed to tours while the building work goes on, but they wanted to come down at night. There are a lot of ghost stories told about this place, headless dogs and –’
‘How did they get a key?’
‘The boy’s great-uncle, he’s one of the tour guides, a retired planner or something.’
‘So they came looking for ghosts and they found this.’
‘That’s right, sir. They ran back up to the High Street and bumped into PC Andrews and me. We thought they were having us on at first, like.’
But Rebus was no longer listening, and when he spoke it wasn’t to the constable.
‘You poor little bastard, look what they did to you.’
Though it was against regulations, he leaned forward and touched the young man’s hair. It was still slightly damp. He’d probably died on Friday night, and was meant to hang here over the weekend, enough time for any trail, any clues, to grow as cold as his bones.
‘What do you reckon, sir?’
‘Gunshots.’ Rebus looked to where blood had sprayed the wall. ‘Something high-velocity. Head, elbows, knees, and ankles.’ He sucked in breath. ‘He’s been six-packed.’
There were shuffling noises in the close, and the wavering beam of another torch. Two figures stood in the doorway, their bodies silhouetted by the arc lamp.
‘Cheer up, Dr Galloway,’ a male voice boomed to the hapless figure still crouched in the close. Recognising the voice, Rebus smiled.
‘Ready when you are, Dr Curt,’ he said.
The pathologist stepped into the chamber and shook Rebus’s hand. ‘The hidden city, quite a revelation.’ His companion, a woman, stepped forward to join them. ‘Have the two of you met?’ Dr Curt sounded like the host at a luncheon party. ‘Inspector Rebus, this is Ms Rattray from the Procurator Fiscal’s office.’
‘Caroline Rattray.’ She shook Rebus’s hand. She was tall, as tall as either man, with long dark hair tied at the back.
‘Caroline and I,’ Curt was saying, ‘were enjoying supper after the ballet when the call came. So I thought I’d drag her along, kill two birds with one stone . . . so to speak.’
Curt exhaled fumes of good food and good wine. Both he and the lawyer were dressed for an evening out, and already some white plaster-dust had smudged Caroline Rattray’s black jacket. As Rebus moved to brush off the dust, she caught her first sight of the body, and looked away quickly. Rebus didn’t blame her, but Curt was advancing on the figure as though towards another guest at the party. He paused to put on polythene overshoes.
‘I always carry some in my car,’ he explained. ‘You never know when they’ll be needed.’
He got close to the body and examined the head first, before looking back towards Rebus.
‘Dr Galloway had a look, has he?’
Rebus shook his head slowly. He knew what was coming. He’d seen Curt examine headless bodies and mangled bodies and bodies that were little more than torsos or melted to the consistency of lard, and the pathologist always said the same thing.
‘Poor chap’s dead.’
‘Thank you.’
‘I take it the crew are on their way?’
Rebus nodded. The crew were on their way. A van to start with, loaded with everything they’d need for the initial scene of crime investigation. SOC officers, lights and cameras, strips of tape, evidence bags, and of course a bodybag. Sometimes a forensic team came too, if cause of death looked particularly murky or the scene was a mess.
‘I think,’ said Curt, ‘the Procurator Fiscal’s office will agree that foul play is suspected?’
Rattray nodded, still not looking.
‘Well, it wasn’t suicide,’ commented Rebus. Caroline Rattray turned towards the wall, only to find herself facing the sprays of blood. She turned instead to the doorway, where Dr Galloway was dabbing his mouth with a handkerchief.
‘We’d better get someone to fetch me my tools.’ Curt was studying the ceiling. ‘Any idea what this place was?’
‘A butcher’s shop, sir,’ said the constable, only too happy to help. ‘There’s a wine shop too, and some houses. You can still go into them.’ He turned to Rebus. ‘Sir, what’s a six-pack?’
‘A six-pack?’ echoed Curt.
Rebus stared at the hanging body. ‘It’s a punishment,’ he said quietly. ‘Only you’re not supposed to die. What’s that on the floor?’ He was pointing to the dead man’s feet, to the spot where they grazed the dark-stained ground.
‘Looks like rats have been nibbling his toes,’ said Curt.
‘No, not that.’ There were shallow grooves in the earth, so wide they must have been made with a big toe. Four crude capital letters were discernible.
‘Is that Neno or Nemo?’
‘Could even be Memo,’ offered Dr Curt.
‘Captain Nemo,’ said the constable. ‘He’s the guy in 2,000 Leagues Beneath the Sea.’
‘Jules Verne,’ said Curt, nodding.
The constable shook his head. ‘No, sir, Walt Disney,’ he said.
On Sunday morning Rebus and Dr Patience Aitken decided to get away from it all by staying in bed. He nipped out early for croissants and papers from the local corner shop, and they ate breakfast from a tray on top of the bedcovers, sharing sections of the newspapers, discarding more than they read.
There was no mention of the previous night’s grisly find in Mary King’s Close. The news had seeped out too late for publication. But Rebus knew there would be something about it on the local radio news, so he was quite content for once when Patience tuned the bedside radio to a classical station.
He should have come off his shift at midnight, but murder tended to disrupt the system of shifts. On a murder inquiry, you stopped working when you reasonably could. Rebus had hung around till two in the morning, consulting with the night shift about the corpse in Mary King’s Close. He’d contacted his Chief Inspector and Chief Super, and kept in touch with Fettes HQ, where the forensic stuff had gone. DI Flower kept telling him to go home. Finally he’d taken the advice.
The real problem with back shifts was that Rebus couldn’t sleep well after them anyway. He’d managed four hours since arriving home, and four hours would suffice. But there was a warm pleasure in slipping into bed as dawn neared, curling against the body already asleep there. And even more pleasure in pushing the cat off the bed as you did so.
Before retiring, he’d swallowed four measures of whisky. He told himself it was purely medicinal, but rinsed the glass and put it away, hoping Patience wouldn’t notice. She complained often of his drinking, among other things.
‘We’re eating out,’ she said now.
‘When?’
‘Lunch today.’
‘Where?’
‘That place out at Carlops.’
Rebus nodded. ‘Witch’s Leap,’ he said.
‘What?’
‘That’s what Carlops means. There’s a big rock there. They used to throw suspected witches from it. If you didn’t fly, you were innocent.’
‘But also dead?’
‘Their judicial system wasn’t perfect, witness the ducking-stool. Same principle.’
‘How do you know all this?’
‘It’s amazing what these young constables know nowadays.’ He paused. ‘About lunch . . . I should go into work.’
‘Oh no, you don’t.’
‘Patience, there’s been a –’
‘John, there’ll be a murder here if we don’t start spending some time together. Phone in sick.’
‘I can’t do that.’
‘Then I’ll do it. I’m a doctor, they’ll believe me.’
They believed her.
They walked off lunch by taking a look at Carlops Rock, and then braving a climb onto the Pentlands, despite the fierce horizontal winds. Back in Oxford Terrace, Patience eventually said she had some ‘office things’ to do, which meant filing or tax or flicking through the latest medical journals. So Rebus drove out along Queensferry Road and parked outside the Church of Our Lady of Perpetual Hell, noting with guilty pleasure that no one had yet corrected the mischievous graffiti on the noticeboard which turned ‘Help’ into ‘Hell’.
Inside, the church was empty, cool and quiet and flooded with coloured light from the stained glass. Hoping his timing was good, he slipped into the confessional. There was someone on the other side of the grille.
‘Forgive me, father,’ said Rebus, ‘I’m not even a Catholic.’
‘Ah good, it’s you, you heathen. I was hoping you’d come. I want your help.’
‘Shouldn’t that be my line?’
‘Don’t be bloody cheeky. Come on, let’s have a drink.’
Father Conor Leary was between fifty-five and seventy and had told Rebus that he couldn’t remember which he was nearer. He was a bulky barrelling figure with thick silver hair which sprouted not only from his head but also from ears, nose and the back of his neck. In civvies, Rebus guessed he would pass for a retired dockworker or skilled labourer of some kind who had also been handy as a boxer, and Father Leary had photos and trophies to prove that this last was incontrovertible truth. He often jabbed the air to make a point, finishing with an upper-cut to show that there could be no comeback. In conversation between the two men, Rebus had often wished for a referee.
But today Father Leary sat comfortably and sedately enough in the deckchair in his garden. It was a beautiful early evening, warm and clear with the trace of a cool seaborne breeze.
‘A great day to go hot-air ballooning,’ said Father Leary, taking a swig from his glass of Guinness. ‘Or bungee jumping. I believe they’ve set up something of the sort on The Meadows, just for the duration of the Festival. Man, I’d like to try that.’
Rebus blinked but said nothing. His Guinness was cold enough to double as dental anaesthetic. He shifted in his own deckchair, which was by far the older of the two. Before sitting, he’d noticed how threadbare the canvas was, how it had been rubbed away where it met the horizontal wooden spars. He hoped it would hold.
‘Do you like my garden?’
Rebus looked at the bright blooms, the trim grass. ‘I don’t know much about gardens,’ he admitted.
‘Me neither. It’s not a sin. But there’s an old chap I know who does know about them, and he looks after this one for a few bob.’ He raised his glass towards his lips. ‘So how are you keeping?’
‘I’m fine.’
‘And Dr Aitken?’
‘She’s fine.’
‘And the two of you are still . . .?’
‘Just about.’
Father Leary nodded. Rebus’s tone was warning him off. ‘Another bomb threat, eh? I heard on the radio.’
‘It could be a crank.’
‘But you’re not sure?’
‘The IRA usually use codewords, just so we know they’re serious.’
Father Leary nodded to himself. ‘And a murder too?’
Rebus gulped his drink. ‘I was there.’
‘They don’t even stop for the Festival, do they? Whatever must the tourists think?’ Father Leary’s eyes were sparkling.
‘It’s about time the tourists learned the truth,’ Rebus said, a bit too quickly. He sighed. ‘It was pretty gruesome.’
‘I’m sorry to hear that. I shouldn’t have been so flippant.’
‘That’s all right. It’s a defence.’
‘You’re right, it is.’
Rebus knew this. It was the reason behind his many little jokes with Dr Curt. It was their way of avoiding the obvious, the undeniable. Even so, since last night Rebus had held in his mind the picture of that sad strung-up figure, a young man they hadn’t even identified yet. The picture would stay there forever. Everybody had a photographic memory for horror. He’d climbed back out of Mary King’s Close to find the High Street aglow with a firework display, the streets thronged with people staring up open-mouthed at the blues and greens in the night sky. The fireworks were coming from the Castle; the night’s Tattoo display was ending. He hadn’t felt much like talking to Mairie Henderson. In fact, he had snubbed her.
‘This isn’t very nice,’ she’d said, standing her ground.
‘This is very nice,’ Father Leary said now, relaxing back further into his seat.
The whisky Rebus had drunk hadn’t rubbed out the picture. If anything, it had smeared the corners and edges, which only served to highlight the central fact. More whisky would have made this image sharper still.
‘We’re not here for very long, are we?’ he said now.
Father Leary frowned. ‘You mean here on earth?’
‘That’s what I mean. We’re not around long enough to make any difference.’
‘Tell that to the man with a bomb in his pocket. Every one of us makes a difference just by being here.’
‘I’m not talking about the man with the bomb, I’m talking about stopping him.’
‘You’re talking about being a policeman.’
‘Ach, maybe I’m not talking about anything.’
Father Leary allowed a short-lived smile, his eyes never leaving Rebus’s. ‘A bit morbid for a Sunday, John?’
‘Isn’t that what Sundays are for?’
‘Maybe for you sons of Calvin. You tell yourselves you’re doomed, then spend all week trying to make a joke of it. Others of us give thanks for this day and its meaning.’
Rebus shifted in his chair. Lately, he didn’t enjoy Father Leary’s conversations so much. There was something proselytising about them. ‘So when do we get down to business?’ he said.
Father Leary smiled. ‘The Protestant work ethic.’
‘You haven’t brought me here to convert me.’
‘We wouldn’t want a dour bugger like you. Besides, I’d more easily convert a fifty-yard penalty in a Murrayfield cross-wind.’ He took a swipe at the air. ‘Ach, it’s not really your problem. Maybe it isn’t a problem at all.’ He ran a finger down the crease in his trouser-leg.
‘You can still tell me about it.’
‘A reversal of roles, eh? Well, I suppose that’s what I had in mind all along.’ He sat further forward in the deckchair, the material stretching and sounding a sharp note of complaint. ‘Here it is then. You know Pilmuir?’
‘Don’t be daft.’
‘Yes, stupid question. And Pilmuir’s Garibaldi Estate?’
‘The Gar-B, it’s the roughest scheme in the city, maybe in the country.’
‘There are good people there, but you’re right. That’s why the Church sent an outreach worker.’
‘And now he’s in trouble?’
‘Maybe.’ Father Leary finished his drink. ‘It was my idea. There’s a community hall on the estate, only it had been locked up for months. I thought we could reopen it as a youth club.’
‘For Catholics?’
‘For both faiths.’ He sat back in his chair. ‘Even for the faithless. The Garibaldi is predominantly Protestant, but there are Catholics there too. We got agreement, and set up some funds. I knew we needed someone special, someone really dynamic in charge.’ He punched the air. ‘Someone who might just draw the two sides together.’
Mission impossible, thought Rebus. This scheme will self-destruct in ten seconds.
Not least of the Gar-B’s problems was the sectarian divide, or the lack of one, depending on how you looked at it. Protestants and Catholics lived in the same streets, the same tower blocks. Mostly, they lived in relative harmony and shared poverty. But, there being little to do on the estate, the youth of the place tended to organise into opposing gangs and wage warfare. Every year there was at least one pitched battle for police to contend with, usually in July, usually around the Protestant holy day of the 12th.
‘So you brought in the SAS?’ Rebus suggested. Father Leary was slow to get the joke.
‘Not at all,’ he said, ‘just a young man, a very ordinary young man but with inner strength.’ His fist cut the air. ‘Spiritual strength. And for a while it looked like a disaster. Nobody came to the club, the windows were smashed as soon as we’d replaced them, the graffiti got worse and more personal. But then he started to break through. That seemed the miracle. Attendance at the club increased, and both sides were joining.’
‘So what’s gone wrong?’
Father Leary loosened his shoulders. ‘It just wasn’t quite right. I thought there’d be sports, maybe a football team or something. We bought the strips and applied to join a local league. But the lads weren’t interested. All they wanted to do was hang around the hall itself. And the balance isn’t there either, the Catholics have stopped joining. Most of them have even stopped attending.’ He looked at Rebus. ‘That’s not just sour grapes, you understand.’
Rebus nodded. ‘The Prod gangs have annnexed it?’
‘I’m not saying that exactly.’
‘Sounds like it to me. And your . . . outreach worker?’
‘His name’s Peter Cave. Oh, he’s still there. Too often for my liking.’
‘I still don’t see the problem.’ Actually he could, but he wanted it spelling out.
‘John, I’ve talked to people on the estate, and all over Pilmuir. The gangs are as bad as ever, only now they seem to be working together, divvying the place up between them. All that’s happened is that they’ve become more organised. They have meetings in the club and carve up the surrounding territory.’
‘It keeps them off the street.’ Father Leary didn’t smile. ‘So close the youth club.’
‘That’s not so easy. It would look bad for a start. And would it solve anything?’
‘Have you talked with Mr Cave?’
‘He doesn’t listen. He’s changed. That’s what troubles me most of all.’
‘You could kick him out.’
Father Leary shook his head. ‘He’s lay, John. I can’t order him to do anything. We’ve cut the club’s funding, but the money to keep it going comes from somewhere nevertheless.’
‘Where from?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘How much?’
‘It doesn’t take much.’
‘So what do you want me to do?’ The question Rebus had been trying not to ask.
Father Leary gave his weary smile again. ‘To be honest, I don’t know. Perhaps I just needed to tell someone.’
‘Don’t give me that. You want me to go out there.’
‘Not if you don’t want to.’
It was Rebus’s turn to smile. ‘I’ve been in safer places.’
‘And a few worse ones, too.’
‘I haven’t told you about half of them, Father.’ Rebus finished his drink.
‘Another?’
He shook his head. ‘It’s nice and quiet here, isn’t it?’
Father Leary nodded. ‘That’s the beauty of Edinburgh, you’re never far from a peaceful spot.’
‘And never far from a hellish one either. Thanks for the drink, Father.’ Rebus got up.
‘I see your team won yesterday.’
‘What makes you think I support Hearts?’
‘They’re Prods, aren’t they? And you’re a Protestant yourself.’
‘Away to hell, Father,’ said John Rebus, laughing.
Father Leary pulled himself to his feet. He straightened his back with a grimace. He was acting purposely aged. Just an old man. ‘About the Gar-B, John,’ he said, opening his arms wide, ‘I’m in your hands.’
Like nails, thought Rebus, like carpentry nails.
Monday morning saw Rebus back at work and in the Chief Super’s office. ‘Farmer’ Watson was pouring coffee for himself and Chief Inspector Frank Lauderdale, Rebus having refused. He was strictly decaf these days, and the Farmer didn’t know the meaning of the word.
‘A busy Saturday night,’ said the Farmer, handing Lauderdale a grubby mug. As inconspicuously as he could, Lauderdale started rubbing marks off the rim with the ball of his thumb. ‘Feeling better, by the way, John?’
‘Scads better, sir, thank you,’ said Rebus, not even close to blushing.
‘A grim business under the City Chambers.’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘So what do we have?’
It was Lauderdale’s turn to speak. ‘Victim was shot seven times with what looks like a nine-millimetre revolver. Ballistics will have a full report for us by day’s end. Dr Curt tells us that the head wound actually killed the victim, and it was the last bullet delivered. They wanted him to suffer.’
Lauderdale sipped from the cleaned rim of his mug. A Murder Room had been set up along the hall, and he was in charge. Consequently, he was wearing his best suit. There would be press briefings, maybe a TV appearance or two. Lauderdale looked ready. Rebus would gladly have tipped the mug of coffee down the mauve shirt and paisley-pattern tie.
‘Your thoughts, John,’ said Farmer Watson. ‘Someone mentioned the words “six-pack”.’
‘Yes, sir. It’s a punishment routine in Northern Ireland, usually carried out by the IRA.’
‘I’ve heard of kneecappings.’
Rebus nodded. ‘For minor offences, there’s a bullet in each elbow or ankle. For more serious crimes, there’s a kneecapping on top. And finally there’s the six-pack: both elbows, both knees, both ankles.’
‘You know a lot about it.’
‘I was in the army, sir. I still take an interest.’
‘You were in Ulster?’
Rebus nodded slowly. ‘In the early days.’
Chief Inspector Lauderdale placed his mug carefully on the desktop. ‘But they normally wouldn’t then kill the person?’
‘Not normally.’
The three men sat in silence for a moment. The Farmer broke the spell. ‘An IRA punishment gang? Here?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘A copycat maybe. Gangs aping what they’ve seen in the papers or on TV.’
‘But using serious guns.’
‘Very serious,’ said Lauderdale. ‘Could be a tie-in with these bomb threats.’
The Farmer nodded. ‘That’s the line the media are taking. Maybe our would-be bomber had gone rogue, and they caught up with him.’
‘There’s something else, sir,’ said Rebus. He’d phoned Dr Curt first thing, just to check. ‘They did the knees from behind. Maximum damage. You sever the arteries before smashing kneecaps.’
‘What’s your point?’
‘Two points, sir. One, they knew exactly what they were doing. Two, why bother when you’re going to kill him anyway? Maybe whoever did it changed his mind at the last minute. Maybe the victim was meant to live. The probable handgun was a revolver. Six shots. Whoever did it must have stopped to reload before putting that final bullet in the head.’
Eyes were avoided as the three men considered this, putting themselves in the victim’s place. You’ve been six-packed. You think it’s over. Then you hear the gun being reloaded . . .
‘Sweet Jesus,’ said the Farmer.
‘There are too many guns around,’ Lauderdale said matter-of-factly. It was true: over the past few years there had been a steady increase in the number of firearms on the street.
‘Why Mary King’s Close?’ asked the Farmer.
‘You’re not likely to be disturbed there,’ Rebus guessed. ‘Plus it’s virtually soundproof.’
‘You could say the same about a lot of places, most of them a long way from the High Street in the middle of the Festival. They were taking a big risk. Why bother?’
Rebus had wondered the same thing. He had no answer to offer.
‘And Nemo or Memo?’
It was Lauderdale’s turn, another respite from the coffee. ‘I’ve got men on it, sir, checking libraries and phone directories, digging up meanings.’
‘You’ve talked to the teenagers?’
‘Yes, sir. They seem genuine enough.’
‘And the person who gave them the key?’
‘He didn’t give it to them, sir, they took it without his knowledge. He’s in his seventies and straighter than a plumb-line.’
‘Some builders I know,’ said the Farmer, ‘could bend even a plumb-line.’
Rebus smiled. He knew those builders too.
‘We’re talking to everyone,’ Lauderdale went on, ‘who’s been working in Mary King’s Close.’ It seemed he hadn’t got the Farmer’s joke.
‘All right, John,’ said the Farmer. ‘You were in the army, what about the tattoo?’
Yes, the tattoo. Rebus had known the conclusion everyone would jump to. From the case notes, they’d spent most of Sunday jumping to it. The Farmer was examining a photograph. It had been taken during Sunday’s postmortem examination. The SOCOs on Saturday night had taken photos too, but those hadn’t come out nearly as clearly.
The photo showed a tattoo on the victim’s right forearm. It was a rough, self-inflicted affair, the kind you sometimes saw on teenagers, usually on the backs of hands. A needle and some blue ink, that’s all you needed; that and a measure of luck that the thing wouldn’t become infected. Those were all the victim had needed to prick the letters SaS into his skin.
‘It’s not the Special Air Service,’ said Rebus.
‘No?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘For all sorts of reasons. You’d use a capital A for a start. More likely, if you wanted an SAS tattoo you’d go for the crest, the knife and wings and “Who dares wins”, something like that.’
‘Unless you didn’t know anything about the regiment,’ offered Lauderdale.
‘Then why sport a tattoo?’
‘Do we have any ideas?’ asked the Farmer.
‘We’re checking,’ said Lauderdale.
‘And we still don’t know who he is?’
‘No, sir, we still don’t know who he is.’
Farmer Watson sighed. ‘Then that’ll have to do for now. I know we’re stretched just at the minute, with the Festival threat and everything else, but it goes without saying this takes priority. Use all the men you have to. We need to clean this up quickly. Special Branch and the Crime Squad are already taking an interest.’
Ah, thought Rebus, so that was why the Farmer was being a bit more thorough than usual. Normally, he’d just let Lauderdale get on with it. Lauderdale was good at running an office. You just didn’t want him out there on the street with you. Watson was shuffling the papers on his desk.
‘I see the Can Gang have been at it again.’
It was time to move on.
Rebus had had dealings in Pilmuir before. He’d seen a good policeman go wrong there. He’d tasted darkness there. The sour feeling returned as he drove past stunted grass verges and broken saplings. Though no tourists ever came here, there was a welcome sign. It comprised somebody’s gable-end, with white painted letters four feet high: ENJOY YOUR VISIT TO THE GAR-B.
Gar-B was what the kids (for want of a better term) called the Garibaldi estate. It was a mish-mash of early-’60s terraced housing and late-’60s tower blocks, everything faced with grey harling, with boring swathes of grass separating the estate from the main road. There were a lot of orange plastic traffic cones lying around. They would make goalposts for a quick game of football, or chicanes for the bikers. Last year, some enterprising souls had put them to better use, using them to divert traffic off the main road and into the Gar-B, where youths lined the slip-road and pelted the cars with rocks and bottles. If the drivers ran from their vehicles, they were allowed to go, while the cars were stripped of anything of value, right down to tyres, seat-covers and engine parts.
Later in the year, when the road needed digging up, a lot of drivers ignored the genuine traffic cones and as a result drove into newly dug ditches. By next morning, their abandoned vehicles had been stripped to the bone. The Gar-B would have stripped the paint if they could.
You had to admire their ingenuity. Give these kids money and opportunity and they’d be the saviours of the capitalist state. Instead, the state gave them dole and daytime TV. Rebus was watched by a gang of pre-teens as he parked. One of them called out.
‘Where’s yir swanky car?’
‘It’s no’ him,’ said another, kicking the first lazily in the ankle. The two of them were on bicycles and looked like the leaders, being a good year or two older than their cohorts. Rebus waved them over.
‘What is it?’ But they came anyway.
‘Keep an eye on my car,’ he told them. ‘Anyone touches it, you touch them, okay? There’s a couple of quid for you when I get back.’
‘Half now,’ the first said quickly. The second nodded. Rebus handed over half the money, which they pocketed.
‘Naebody’d touch that car anyway, mister,’ said the second, producing a chorus of laughter from behind him.
Rebus shook his head slowly: the patter here was probably sharper than most of the stand-ups on the Fringe. The two boys could have been brothers. More than that, they could have been brothers in the 1930s. They were dressed in cheap modern style, but had shorn heads and wide ears and sallow faces with dark-ringed eyes. You saw them staring out from old photographs wearing boots too big for them and scowls too old. They didn’t just seem older than the other kids; they seemed older than Rebus himself.
When he turned his back, he imagined them in sepia.
He wandered towards the community centre. He’d to pass some lock-up garages and one of the three twelve-storey blocks of flats. The community centre itself was no more than a hall, small and tired looking with boarded windows and the usual indecipherable graffiti. Surrounded by concrete, it had a low flat roof, asphalt black, on which lay four teenagers smoking cigarettes. Their chests were naked, their t-shirts tied around their waists. There was so much broken glass up there, they could have doubled as fakirs in a magic show. One of them had a pile of sheets of paper, and was folding them into paper planes which he released from the roof. Judging by the number of planes littering the grass, it had been a busy morning at the control tower.
Paint had peeled in long strips from the centre’s doors, and one layer of the plywood beneath had been punctured by a foot or a fist. But the doors were locked fast by means of not one but two padlocks. Two more youths sat on the ground, backs against the doors, legs stretched in front of them and crossed at the ankles, for all the world like security guards on a break. Their trainers were in bad repair, their denims patched and torn and patched again. Maybe it was just the fashion. One wore a black t-shirt, the other an unbuttoned denim jacket with no shirt beneath.
‘It’s shut,’ the denim jacket said.
‘When does it open?’
‘The night. No polis allowed though.’
Rebus smiled. ‘I don’t think I know you. What’s your name?’
The smile back at him was a parody. Black t-shirt grunted an undeveloped laugh. Rebus noticed flecks of white scale in the youth’s hair. Neither youth was about to say anything. The teenagers on the roof were standing now, ready to leap in should anything develop.
‘Hard men,’ said Rebus. He turned and started to walk away. Denim jacket got to his feet and came after him.
‘What’s up, Mr Polisman?’
Rebus didn’t bother looking at the youth, but he stopped walking. ‘Why should anything be up?’ One of the paper planes, aimed or not, hit him on the leg. He picked it up. On the roof, they were laughing quietly. ‘Why should anything be up?’ he repeated.
‘Behave. You’re not our usual plod.’
‘A change is as good as a rest.’
‘Arrest? What for?’
Rebus smiled again. He turned to the youth. The face was just leaving acne behind it, and would be good looking for a few more years before it started to decline. Poor diet and alcohol would be its undoing if drugs or fights weren’t. The hair was fair and curly, like a child’s hair, but not thick. There was a quick intelligence to the eyes, but the eyes themselves were narrow. The intelligence would be narrow too, focusing only on the main chance, the next deal. There was quick anger in those eyes too, and something further back that Rebus didn’t like to think about.
‘With an act like yours,’ he said, ‘you should be on the Fringe.’
‘I fuckn hate the Festival.’
‘Join the club. What’s your name, son?’
‘You like names, don’t you?’
‘I can find out.’
The youth slipped his hands into his tight jeans pockets. ‘You don’t want to.’
‘No?’
A slow shake of the head. ‘Believe me, you really don’t want to.’ The youth turned, heading back to his friends. ‘Or next time,’ he said, ‘your car might not be there at all.’
Sure enough, as Rebus approached he saw that his car was sinking into the ground. It looked like maybe it was taking cover. But it was only the tyres. They’d been generous; they’d only slashed two of them. He looked around him. There was no sign of the pre-teen gang, though they might be watching from the safe distance of a tower-block window.
He leaned against the car and unfolded the paper plane. It was the flyer for a Fringe show, and a blurb on the back explained that the theatre group in question were uprooting from the city centre in order to play the Garibaldi Community Centre for one night.
‘You know not what you do,’ Rebus said to himself.
Some young mothers were crossing the football pitch. A crying baby was being shaken on its buggy springs. A toddler was being dragged screaming by the arm, his legs frozen in protest so that they scraped the ground. Both baby and toddler were being brought back into the Gar-B. But not without a fight.
Rebus didn’t blame them for resisting.
Detective Sergeant Brian Holmes was in the Murder Room, handing a polystyrene cup of tea to Detective Constable Siobhan Clarke, and laughing about something.
‘What’s the joke?’ asked Rebus.
‘The one about the hard-up squid,’ Holmes answered.
‘The one with the moustache?’
Holmes nodded, wiping an imaginary tear from his eye. ‘And Gervase the waiter. Brilliant, eh, sir?’
‘Brilliant.’ Rebus looked around. The Murder Room was all purposeful activity. Photos of the victim and the locus had been pinned up on one wall, a staff rota not far from it. The staff rota was on a plastic wipe-board, and a WPC was checking names from a list against a series of duties and putting them on the board in thick blue marker-pen. Rebus went over to her. ‘Keep DI Flower and me away from one another, eh? Even if it means a slip of the pen.’
‘I could get into trouble for that, Inspector.’ She was smiling, so Rebus winked at her. Everyone knew that having Rebus and Flower in close proximity, two detectives who hated one another, would be counter productive. But of course Lauderdale was in charge. It was Lauderdale’s list, and Lauderdale liked to see sparks fly, so much so that he might have been happier in a foundry.
Holmes and Clarke knew what Rebus had been talking about with the WPC, but said nothing.
‘I’m going back down Mary King’s Close,’ Rebus said quietly. ‘Anyone want to tag along?’
He had two takers.
Rebus was keeping an eye on Brian Holmes. Holmes hadn’t tendered his resignation yet, but you never knew when it might come. When you joined the police, of course, you signed on for the long haul, but Holmes’s significant other was pulling on the other end of the rope, and it was hard to tell who’d win the tug o’ war.
On the other hand, Rebus had stopped keeping an eye on Siobhan Clarke. She was past her probation, and was going to be a good detective. She was quick, clever and keen. Police officers were seldom all three. Rebus himself might pitch for thirty per cent on a good day.
The day was overcast and sticky, with lots of bugs in the air and no sign of a dispersing breeze.
‘What are they, greenfly?’
‘Maybe midges.’
‘I’ll tell you what they are, they’re disgusting.’
The windscreen was smeared by the time they reached the City Chambers, and there being no fluid in the wiper bottle, the windscreen stayed that way. It struck Rebus that the Festival really was a High Street thing. Most of the city centre streets were as quiet or as busy as usual. The High Street was the hub. The Chambers’ small car park being full, he parked on the High Street. When he got out, he brought a sheet of kitchen-towel with him, spat on it, and cleaned the windscreen.
‘What we need is some rain.’
‘Don’t say that.’
A transit van and a flat-back trailer were parked outside the entrance to Mary King’s Close, evidence that the builders were back at work. The butcher’s shop would still be taped off, but that didn’t stop the renovations.
‘Inspector Rebus?’
An old man had been waiting for them. He was tall and fit looking and wore an open cream-coloured raincoat despite the day’s heat. His hair had turned not grey or silver but a kind of custard yellow, and he wore half-moon glasses most of the way down his nose, as though he needed them only to check the cracks in the pavement.
‘Mr Blair-Fish?’ Rebus shook the brittle hand.
‘I’d like to apologise again. My great-nephew can be such a –’
‘No need to apologise, sir. Your great-nephew did us a favour. If he hadn’t gone down there with those two lassies, we wouldn’t have found the body so fast as we did. The quicker the better in a murder investigation.’
Blair-Fish inspected his oft-repaired shoes, then accepted this with a slow nod. ‘Still, it’s an embarrassment.’
‘Not to us, sir.’
‘No, I suppose not.’
‘Now, if you’ll lead the way . . .?’
Mr Blair-Fish led the way.
He took them in through the door and down the flights of stairs, out of daylight and into a world of low-wattage bulbs beyond which lay the halogen glare of the builders. It was like looking at a stage-set. The workers moved with the studied precision of actors. You could charge a couple of quid a time and get an audience, if not a Fringe First Award. The gaffer knew police when he saw them, and nodded a greeting. Otherwise, nobody paid much attention, except for the occasional sideways and appraising glance towards Siobhan Clarke. Builders were builders, below ground as above.
Blair-Fish was providing a running commentary. Rebus reckoned he’d been the guide when the constable had come on the tour. Rebus heard about how the close had been a thriving thoroughfare prior to the plague, only one of many such plagues to hit Edinburgh. When the denizens moved back, they swore the close was haunted by the spirits of those who had perished there. They all moved out again and the street fell into disuse. Then came a fire, leaving only the first few storeys untouched. (Edinburgh tenements back then could rise to a precarious twelve storeys or more.) After which, the city merely laid slabs across what remained and built again, burying Mary King’s Close.
‘The old town was a narrow place, you must remember, built along a ridge or, if you enjoy legend, on the back of a buried serpent. Long and narrow. Everyone was squeezed together, rich and poor living cheek by jowl. In a tenement like this you’d have your paupers at the top, your gentry in the middle floors, and your artisans and commercial people at street level.’
‘So what happened?’ asked Holmes, genuinely interested.
‘The gentry got fed up,’ said Blair-Fish. ‘When the New Town was built on the other side of Nor’ Loch, they were quick to move. With the gentry gone, the old town became dilapidated, and stayed that way for a long time.’ He pointed down some steps into an alcove. ‘That was the baker’s. See those flat stones? That’s where the oven was. If you touch them, they’re still warmer than the stones around them.’
Siobhan Clarke had to test this. She came back shrugging. Rebus was glad he’d brought Holmes and Clarke with him. They kept Blair-Fish busy while he could keep a surreptitious eye on the builders. This had been his plan all along: to appear to be inspecting Mary King’s Close, while really inspecting the builders. They didn’t look nervous; well, no more nervous than you would expect. They kept their eyes away from the butcher’s shop, and whistled quietly as they worked. They did not seem inclined to discuss the murder. Someone was up a ladder dismantling a run of pipes. Someone else was mending brickwork at the top of a scaffold.
Further into the tour, away from the builders, Blair-Fish took Siobhan Clarke aside to show her where a child had been bricked up in a chimney, a common complaint among eighteenth-century chimney sweeps.
‘The Farmer asked a good question,’ Rebus confided to Holmes. ‘He said, why would you bring anyone down here? Think about it. It shows you must be local. Only locals know about Mary King’s Close, and even then only a select few.’ It was true, the public tour of the close was not common knowledge, and tours themselves were by no means frequent. ‘They’d have to have been down here themselves, or know someone who had. If not, they’d more likely get lost than find the butcher’s.’
Holmes nodded. ‘A shame there’s no record of the tour parties.’ This had been checked, the tours were informal, parties of a dozen or more at a time. There was no written record. ‘Could be they knew about the building work and reckoned the body would be down here for weeks.’
‘Or maybe,’ said Rebus, ‘the building work is the reason they were down here in the first place. Someone might have tipped them off. We’re checking everyone.’
‘Is that why we’re here just now? Giving the crew a once-over?’ Rebus nodded, and Holmes nodded back. Then he had an idea. ‘Maybe it was a way of sending a message.’
‘That’s what I’ve been wondering. But what kind of message, and who to?’
‘You don’t go for the IRA idea?’
‘It’s plausible and implausible at the same time,’ Rebus said. ‘We’ve got nothing here to interest the paramilitaries.’
‘We’ve got Edinburgh Castle, Holyrood Palace, the Festival . . .’
‘He has a point.’
They turned towards the voice. Two men were standing in torchlight. Rebus recognised neither of them. As the men came forwards, Rebus studied both. The man who had spoken, the slightly younger of the two, had an English accent and the look of a London copper. It was the hands in the trouser pockets that did it. That and the air of easy superiority that went with the gesture. Plus of course he was wearing old denims and a black leather bomber-jacket. He had close cropped brown hair spiked with gel, and a heavy pockmarked face. He was probably in his late-thirties but looked like a fortysomething with coronary problems. His eyes were a piercing blue. It was difficult to meet them. He didn’t blink often, like he didn’t want to miss any of the show.
The other man was well-built and fit, in his late-forties, with ruddy cheeks and a good head of black hair just turning silver at the edges. He looked as if he needed to shave two or even three times a day. His suit was dark blue and looked straight off the tailor’s dummy. He was smiling.
‘Inspector Rebus?’
‘The same.’
‘I’m DCI Kilpatrick.’
Rebus knew the name of course. It was interesting at last to have a face to put to it. If he remembered right, Kilpatrick was still in the SCS, the Scottish Crime Squad.
‘I thought you worked out of Stuart Street, sir,’ Rebus said, shaking hands.
‘I moved back from Glasgow a few months ago. I don’t suppose it made the front page of the Scotsman, but I’m heading the squad here now.’
Rebus nodded. The SCS took on serious crimes, where cross-force investigations were necessary. Drugs were their main concern, or had been. Rebus knew men who’d been seconded to the SCS. You stayed three or four years and came out two things: unwillingly, and tough as second-day bacon. Kilpatrick was introducing his companion.
‘This is DI Abernethy from Special Branch. He’s come all the way from London to see us.’
‘That takes the biscuit,’ said Rebus.
‘My grandad was a Jock,’ Abernethy answered, gripping Rebus’s hand and not getting the joke. Rebus introduced Holmes and, when she returned, Siobhan Clarke. From the colouring in Clarke’s cheeks, Rebus reckoned someone along the way had made a pass at her. He decided to rule out Mr Blair-Fish, which still left plenty of suspects.
‘So,’ said Abernethy at last, rubbing his hands, ‘where’s this slaughterhouse?’
‘A butcher’s actually,’ Mr Blair-Fish explained.
‘I know what I mean,’ said Abernethy.
Mr Blair-Fish led the way. But Kilpatrick held Rebus back.
‘Look,’ he whispered, ‘I don’t like this bastard being here any more than you do, but if we’re tolerant we’ll get rid of him all the quicker, agreed?’
‘Yes, sir.’ Kilpatrick’s was a Glaswegian accent, managing to be deeply nasal even when reduced to a whisper, and managing, too, to be full of irony and a belief that Glasgow was the centre of the universe. Usually, Glaswegians somehow added to all this a ubiquitous chip on their shoulder, but Kilpatrick didn’t seem the type.
‘So no more bloody cracks about biscuits.’
‘Understood, sir.’
Kilpatrick waited a moment. ‘It was you who noticed the paramilitary element, wasn’t it?’ Rebus nodded. ‘Good work.’
‘Thank you, sir.’ Yes, and Glaswegians could be patronising bastards, too.
When they rejoined the group, Holmes gave Rebus a questioning look, to which Rebus replied with a shrug. At least the shrug was honest.
‘So they strung him up here,’ Abernethy was saying. He looked around at the setting. ‘Bit melodramatic, eh? Not the IRA’s style at all. Give them a lock-up or a warehouse, something like that. But someone who likes a bit of drama set this up.’
Rebus was impressed. It was another possible reason for the choice of venue.
‘Bang-bang,’ Abernethy continued, ‘then back upstairs to melt into the crowd, maybe take in a late-night revue before toddling home.’
Clarke interrupted. ‘You think there’s some connection with the Festival?’
Abernethy studied her openly, causing Brian Holmes to straighten up. Not for the first time, Rebus wondered about Clarke and Holmes.
‘Why not?’ Abernethy said. ‘It’s every bit as feasible as anything else I’ve heard.’
‘But it was a six-pack.’ Rebus felt obliged to defend his corner.
‘No,’ Abernethy corrected, ‘a seven-pack. And that’s not paramilitary style at all. A waste of bullets for a start.’ He looked to Kilpatrick. ‘Could be a drug thing. Gangs like a bit of melodrama, it makes them look like they’re in a film. Plus they do like to send messages to each other. Loud messages.’
Kilpatrick nodded. ‘We’re considering it.’
‘My money’d still be on terrorists,’ Rebus added. ‘A gun like that –’
‘Dealers use guns, too, Inspector. They like guns. Big ones to make a big loud noise. I’ll tell you something, I’d hate to have been down here. The report from a nine-millimetre in an enclosed space like this. It could blow out your eardrums.’
‘A silencer,’ Siobhan Clarke offered. It wasn’t her day. Abernethy just gave her a look, so Rebus provided the explanation.
‘Revolvers don’t take silencers.’
Abernethy pointed to Rebus, but his eyes were on Clarke’s. ‘Listen to your Inspector, darling, you might learn something.’
Rebus looked around the room. There were six people there, four of whom would gladly punch another’s lights out.
He didn’t think Mr Blair-Fish would enter the fray.
Abernethy meantime had sunk to his knees, rubbing his fingers over the floor, over ancient dirt and husks.
‘The SOCOs took off the top inch of earth,’ Rebus said, but Abernethy wasn’t listening. Bags and bags of the stuff had been taken to the sixth floor of Fettes HQ to be sieved and analysed and God knew what else by the forensics lab.
It occurred to Rebus that all the group could now see of Abernethy was a fat arse and brilliant white Reeboks. Abernethy turned his face towards them and smiled. Then he got up, brushing his palms together.
‘Was the deceased a drug user?’
‘No signs.’
‘Only I was thinking, SaS, could be Smack and Speed.’
Again, Rebus was impressed, thoroughly despite himself. Dust had settled in the gel of Abernethy’s hair, small enough motes of comfort.
‘Could be Scott and Sheena,’ offered Rebus. In other words: could be anything. Abernethy just shrugged. He’d been giving them a display, and now the show was over.
‘I think I’ve seen enough,’ he said. Kilpatrick nodded with relief. It must be hard, Rebus reflected, being a top cop in your field, a man with a rep, sent to act as tour guide for a junior officer . . . and a Sassenach at that.
Galling, that was the word.
Abernethy was speaking again. ‘Might as well drop in on the Murder Room while I’m here.’
‘Why not?’ said Rebus coldly.
‘No reason I can think of,’ replied Abernethy, all sweetness and bite.
St Leonard’s police station, headquarters of the city’s B Division, boasted a semi-permanent Murder Room. The present inquiry looked like it had been going on forever. Abernethy seemed to favour the scene. He browsed among the computer screens, telephones, wall charts and photographs. Kilpatrick touched Rebus’s arm.
‘Keep an eye on him, will you? I’ll just go say hello to your Chief Super while I’m here.’
‘Right, sir.’
Chief Inspector Lauderdale watched him leave. ‘So that’s Kilpatrick of the Crime Squad, eh? Funny, he looks almost mortal.’
It was true that Kilpatrick’s reputation – a hard one to live up to – preceded him. He’d had spectacular successes in Glasgow, and some decidedly public failures too. Huge quantities of drugs had been seized, but a few terrorist suspects had managed to slip away.
‘At least he looks human,’ Lauderdale went on, ‘which is more than can be said for our cockney friend.’
Abernethy couldn’t have heard this – he was out of earshot – but he looked up suddenly towards them and grinned. Lauderdale went to take a phone call, and the Special Branch man sauntered back towards Rebus, hands stuffed into his jacket pockets.
‘It’s a good operation this, but there’s not much to go on, is there?’
‘Not much.’
‘And what you’ve got doesn’t make much sense.’
‘Not yet.’
‘You worked with Scotland Yard on a case, didn’t you?’
‘That’s right.’
‘With George Flight?’
‘Right again.’
‘He’s gone for retraining, you know. I mean, at his age. Got interested in computers, I don’t know, maybe he’s got a point. They’re the future of crime, aren’t they? Day’s coming, the big villains won’t have to move from their living rooms.’
‘The big villains never have.’
This earned a smile from Abernethy, or at least a lopsided sneer. ‘Has my minder gone for a jimmy?’
‘He’s gone to say hello to someone.’
‘Well tell him ta-ta from me.’ Abernethy looked around, then lowered his voice. ‘I don’t think DCI Kilpatrick will be sorry to see the back of me.’
‘What makes you say that?’
Abernethy chuckled. ‘Listen to you. If your voice was any colder you could store cadavers in it. Still think you’ve got terrorists in Edinburgh?’ Rebus said nothing. ‘Well, it’s your problem. I’m well shot of it. Tell Kilpatrick I’ll talk to him before I head south.’
‘You’re supposed to stay here.’
‘Just tell him I’ll be in touch.’
There was no painless way of stopping Abernethy from leaving, so Rebus didn’t even try. But he didn’t think Kilpatrick would be happy. He picked up one of the phones. What did Abernethy mean about it being Rebus’s problem? If there was a terrorist connection, it’d be out of CID’s hands. It would become Special Branch’s domain, M15’s domain. So what did he mean?
He gave Kilpatrick the message, but Kilpatrick didn’t seem bothered after all. There was relaxation in his voice, the sort that came with a large whisky. The Farmer had stopped drinking for a while, but was back off the wagon again. Rebus wouldn’t mind a drop himself . . .
Lauderdale, who had also just put down a telephone, was staring at a pad on which he’d been writing as he took the call.
‘Something?’ Rebus asked.
‘We may have a positive ID on the victim. Do you want to check it out?’ Lauderdale tore the sheet from the pad.
‘Do Hibs fans weep?’ Rebus answered, accepting it.
Actually, not all Hibs fans were prone to tears. Siobhan Clarke supported Hibernian, which put her in a minority at St Leonard’s. Being English-educated (another minority, much smaller) she didn’t understand the finer points of Scottish bigotry, though one or two of her fellow officers had attempted to educate her. She wasn’t Catholic, they explained patiently, so she should support Heart of Midlothian. Hibernian were the Catholic team. Look at their name, look at their green strip. They were Edinburgh’s version of Glasgow Celtic, just as Hearts were like Glasgow Rangers.
‘It’s the same in England,’ they’d tell her. ‘Wherever you’ve got Catholics and Protestants in the same place.’ Manchester had United (Catholic) and City (Protestant), Liverpool had Liverpool (Catholic) and Everton (Protestant). It only got complicated in London. London even had Jewish teams.
Siobhan Clarke just smiled, shaking her head. It was no use arguing, which didn’t stop her trying. They just kept joking with her, teasing her, trying to convert her. It was light-hearted, but she couldn’t always tell how light-hearted. The Scots tended to crack jokes with a straight face and be deadly serious when they smiled. When some officers at St Leonard’s found out her birthday was coming, she found herself unwrapping half a dozen Hearts scarves. They all went to a charity shop.
She’d seen the darker side of football loyalty, too. The collection tins at certain games. Depending on where you were standing, you’d be asked to donate to either one cause or the other. Usually it was for ‘families’ or ‘victims’ or ‘prisoners’ aid’, but everyone who gave knew they might be perpetuating the violence in Northern Ireland. Fearfully, most gave. One pound sterling towards the price of a gun.
She’d come across the same thing on Saturday when, with a couple of friends, she’d found herself standing at the Hearts end of the ground. The tin had come round, and she’d ignored it. Her friends were quiet after that.
‘We should be doing something about it,’ she complained to Rebus in his car.
‘Such as?’
‘Get an undercover team in there, arrest whoever’s behind it.’
‘Behave.’
‘Well why not?’
‘Because it wouldn’t solve anything and there’d be no charge we could make stick other than something paltry like not having a licence. Besides, if you ask me most of that cash goes straight into the collector’s pocket. It never reaches Northern Ireland.’
‘But it’s the principle of the thing.’
‘Christ, listen to you.’ Principles: they were slow to go, and some coppers never lost them entirely. ‘Here we are.’
He reversed into a space in front of a tenement block on Mayfield Gardens. The address was a top floor flat.
‘Why is it always the top floor?’ Siobhan complained.
‘Because that’s where the poor people live.’
There were two doors on the top landing. The name on one doorbell read MURDOCK. There was a brown bristle welcome-mat just outside the door. The message on it was GET LOST!
‘Charming.’ Rebus pressed the bell. The door was opened by a bearded man wearing thick wire-framed glasses. The beard didn’t help, but Rebus would guess the man’s age at mid-twenties. He had thick shoulder-length black hair, through which he ran a hand.
‘I’m Detective Inspector Rebus. This is –’
‘Come in, come in. Mind out for the motorbike.’
‘Yours, Mr Murdock?’
‘No, it’s Billy’s. It hasn’t worked since he moved in.’
The bike’s frame was intact, but the engine lay disassembled along the hall carpet, lying on old newspapers turned black from oil. Smaller pieces were in polythene bags, each bag tied at the neck and marked with an identifying number.
‘That’s clever,’ said Rebus.
‘Oh aye,’ said Murdock, ‘he’s organised is Billy. In here.’ He led them into a cluttered living area. ‘This is Millie, she lives here.’
‘Hiya.’
Millie was sitting on the sofa swathed in a sleeping bag, despite the heat outside. She was watching the television and smoking a cigarette.
‘You phoned us, Mr Murdock.’
‘Aye, well, it’s about Billy.’ Murdock began to pad around the room. ‘See, the description in the paper and on the telly, well . . . I didn’t think about it at the time, but as Millie says, it’s not like Billy to stay away so long. Like I say, he’s organised. Usually he’d phone or something, just to let us know.’
‘When did you last see him?’
Murdock looked to Millie. ‘When was it, Thursday night?’
‘I saw him Friday morning.’
‘So you did.’
Rebus turned to Millie. She had short fair hair, dark at the roots, and dark eyebrows. Her face was long and plain, her chin highlighted by a protruding mole. Rebus reckoned she was a few years older than Murdock. ‘Did he say where he was going?’
‘He didn’t say anything. There’s not a lot of conversation in this flat at that hour.’
‘What hour?’
She flicked ash into the ashtray which was balanced on her sleeping bag. It was a nervous habit, the cigarette being tapped even when there was no ash for it to surrender. ‘Seven thirty, quarter to eight,’ she said.
‘Where does he work?’
‘He doesn’t,’ said Murdock, resting his hand on the mantelpiece. ‘He used to work in the Post Office, but they laid him off a few months back. He’s on the dole now, along with half of Scotland.’
‘And what do you do, Mr Murdock?’
‘I’m a computer consultant.’
Sure enough, some of the living room’s clutter was made up of keyboards and disk drives, some of them dismantled, piled on top of each other. There were piles of fat magazines too, and books, hefty operating manuals.
‘Did either of you know Billy before he moved in?’
‘I did,’ said Millie. ‘A friend of a friend, casual acquaintance sort of thing. I knew he was looking for a room, and there was a room going spare here, so I suggested him to Murdock.’ She changed channels on the TV. She was watching with the sound turned off, watching through a squint of cigarette smoke.
‘Can we see Billy’s room?’
‘Why not?’ said Murdock. He’d been glancing nervously towards Millie all the time she’d been talking. He seemed relieved to be in movement. He took them back into where the narrow entrance hall became a wider rectangle, off which were three doors. One was a cupboard, one the kitchen. Back along the narrow hall they’d passed the bathroom on one side and Murdock’s bedroom on the other. Which left just this last door.
It led them into a very small, very tidy bedroom. The room itself would be no more than ten feet by eight, yet it managed to contain single bed, wardrobe, a chest of drawers and a writing desk and chair. A hi-fi unit, including speakers, sat atop the chest of drawers. The bed had been made, and there was nothing left lying around.
‘You haven’t tidied up, have you?’
Murdock shook his head. ‘Billy was always tidying. You should see the kitchen.’
‘Do you have a photograph of Billy?’ Rebus asked.
‘I might have some from one of our parties. You want to look at them?’
‘Just the best one will do.’
‘I’ll fetch it then.’
‘Thank you.’ When Murdock had gone, Siobhan squeezed into the room beside Rebus. Until then, she’d been forced to stay just outside the door.
‘Initial thoughts?’ Rebus asked.
‘Neurotically tidy,’ she said, the comment of one whose own flat looked like a cross between a pizza franchise and a bottle bank.
But Rebus was studying the walls. There was a Hearts pennant above the bed, and a Union Jack flag on which the Red Hand of Ulster was centrally prominent, with above it the words ‘No Surrender’ and below it the letters FTP. Even Siobhan Clarke knew what those stood for.
‘Fuck the Pope,’ she murmured.
Murdock was back. He didn’t attempt to squeeze into the narrow aisle between bed and wardrobe, but stood in the doorway and handed the photo to Siobhan Clarke, who handed it to Rebus. It showed a young man smiling manically for the camera. Behind him you could see a can of beer held high, as though someone were about to pour it over his head.
‘It’s as good a photo as we’ve got,’ Murdock said by way of apology.
‘Thank you, Mr Murdock.’ Rebus was almost sure. Almost. ‘Billy had a tattoo?’
‘On his arm, aye. It looked like one of those things you do yourself when you’re a daft laddie.’
Rebus nodded. They’d released details of the tattoo, looking for a quick result.
‘I never really looked at it close up,’ Murdock went on, ‘and Billy never talked about it.’
Millie had joined him in the doorway. She had discarded the sleeping bag and was wearing a modestly long t-shirt over bare legs. She put an arm around Murdock’s waist. ‘I remember it,’ she said. ‘SaS. Big S, small a.’
‘Did he ever tell you what it stood for?’
She shook her head. Tears were welling in her eyes. ‘It’s him, isn’t it? He’s the one you found dead?’
Rebus tried to be non-committal, but his face gave him away. Millie started to bawl, and Murdock hugged her to him. Siobhan Clarke had lifted some cassette tapes from the chest of drawers and was studying them. She handed them silently to Rebus. They were collections of Orange songs, songs about the struggle in Ulster. Their titles said it all: The Sash and other Glories, King Billy’s Marching Tunes, No Surrender. He stuck one of the tapes in his pocket.
They did some more searching of Billy Cunningham’s room, but came up with little excepting a recent letter from his mother. There was no address on the letter, but it bore a Glasgow postmark, and Millie recalled Billy saying something about coming from Hillhead. Well, they’d let Glasgow deal with it. Let Glasgow break the news to some unsuspecting family.
In one of the drawers, Siobhan Clarke came up with a Fringe programme. It contained the usual meltdown of Abigail’s Partys and Krapp’s Last Tapes, revues called things like Teenage Alsatian Orgy, and comic turns on the run from London fatigue.
‘He’s ringed a show,’ said Clarke.
So he had, a country and western act at the Crazy Hose Saloon. The act had appeared for three nights back at the start of the Festival.
‘There’s no country music in his collection,’ Clarke commented.
‘At least he showed taste,’ said Rebus.
On the way back to the station, he pushed the Orange tape into his car’s antiquated machine.
The tape played slow, which added to the grimness. Rebus had heard stuff like it before, but not for a wee while. Songs about King Billy and the Apprentice Boys, the Battle of the Boyne and the glory of 1690, songs about routing the Catholics and why the men of Ulster would struggle to the end. The singer had a pub vibrato and little else, and was backed by accordion, snare and the occasional flute. Only an Orange marching band could make the flute sound martial to the ears. Well, an Orange marching band or Iain Anderson from Jethro Tull. Rebus was reminded that he hadn’t listened to Tull in an age. Anything would be better than these songs of . . . the word ‘hate’ sprang to mind, but he dismissed it. There was no vitriol in the lyrics, just a stern refusal to compromise in any way, to give ground, to accept that things could change now that the 1690s had become the 1990s. It was all blinkered and backward-looking. How narrow a view could you get?
‘The sod is,’ said Siobhan Clarke, ‘you find yourself humming the tunes after.’
‘Aye,’ said Rebus, ‘bigotry’s catchy enough all right.’
And he whistled Jethro Tull all the way back to St Leonard’s.
Lauderdale had arranged a press conference and wanted to know what Rebus knew.
‘I’m not positive,’ was the answer. ‘Not a hundred percent.’
‘How close?’
‘Ninety, ninety-five.’
Lauderdale considered this. ‘So should I say anything?’
‘That’s up to you, sir. A fingerprint team’s on its way to the flat. We’ll know soon enough one way or the other.’
One of the problems with the victim was that the last killing shot had blown away half his face, the bullet entering through the back of the neck and tearing up through the jaw. As Dr Curt had explained, they could do an ID covering up the bottom half of the face, allowing a friend or relative to see just the top half. But would that be enough? Before today’s potential break, they’d been forced to consider dental work. The victim’s teeth were the usual result of a Scottish childhood, eroded by sweets and shored up by dentistry. But as the forensic pathologist had said, the mouth was badly damaged, and what dental work remained was fairly routine. There was nothing unusual there for any dentist to spot definitively as his or her work.
Rebus arranged for the party photograph to be reprinted and sent to Glasgow with the relevant details. Then he went to Lauderdale’s press conference.
Chief Inspector Lauderdale loved his duels with the media. But today he was more nervous than usual. Perhaps it was that he had a larger audience than he was used to, Chief Superintendent Watson and DCI Kilpatrick having emerged from somewhere to listen. Both sported faces too ruddy to be natural, whisky certainly the cause. While the journalists sat towards the front of the room, the police officers stood to the back. Kilpatrick saw Rebus and sidled over to him.
‘You may have a positive ID?’ he whispered.
‘Maybe.’
‘So is it drugs or the IRA?’ There was a wry smile on his face. He didn’t really expect an answer, it was the whisky asking, that was all. But Rebus had an answer for him anyway.
‘If it’s anybody,’ he said, ‘it’s not the IRA but the other lot.’ There were so many names for them he didn’t even begin to list them: UDA, UVF, UFF, UR . . . The U stood for Ulster in each case. They were proscribed organisations, and they were all Protestant. Kilpatrick rocked back a little on his heels. His face was full of questions, fighting their way to the surface past the burst blood vessels which cherried nose and cheeks. A drinker’s face. Rebus had seen too many of them, including his own some nights in the bathroom mirror.
But Kilpatrick wasn’t so far gone. He knew he was in no condition to ask questions, so he made his way back to the Farmer instead, where he spoke a few words. Farmer Watson glanced across to Rebus, then nodded to Kilpatrick. Then they turned their attention back to the press briefing.
Rebus knew the reporters. They were old hands mostly, and knew what to expect from Chief Inspector Lauderdale. You might walk into a Lauderdale session sniffing and baying like a bloodhound, but you shuffled out like a sleepy-faced pup. So they stayed quiet mostly, and let him have his insubstantial say.
Except for Mairie Henderson. She was down at the front, asking questions the others weren’t bothering to ask; weren’t bothering for the simple reason that they knew the answer the Chief Inspector would give.
‘No comment,’ he told Mairie for about the twentieth time. She gave up and slumped in her chair. Someone else asked a question, so she looked around, surveying the room. Rebus jerked his chin in greeting. Mairie glared and stuck her tongue out at him. A few of the other journalists looked around in his direction. Rebus smiled out their inquisitive stares.
The briefing over, Mairie caught up with him in the corridor. She was carrying a legal notepad, her usual blue fineliner pen, and a recording walkman.
‘Thanks for your help the other night,’ she said.
‘No comment.’
She knew it was a waste of time getting angry at John Rebus, so exhaled noisily instead. ‘I was first on the scene, I could have had a scoop.’
‘Come to the pub with me and you can have as many scoops as you like.’
‘That one’s so weak it’s got holes in its knees.’ She turned and walked off, Rebus watching her. He never liked to pass up the opportunity of looking at her legs.
Edinburgh City Mortuary was sited on the Cowgate, at the bottom of High School Wynd and facing St Ann’s Community Centre and Blackfriars Street. The building was low-built red brick and pebbledash, purposely anonymous and tucked in an out of the way place. Steep sloping roads led up towards the High Street. For a long time now, the Cowgate had been a thoroughfare for traffic, not pedestrians. It was narrow and deep like a canyon, its pavements offering scant shelter from the taxis and cars rumbling past. The place was not for the faint-hearted. Society’s underclass could be found there, when it wasn’t yet time to shuffle back to the hostel.
But the street was undergoing redevelopment, including a court annexe. First they’d cleaned up the Grassmarket, and now the city fathers had the Cowgate in their sights.
Rebus waited outside the mortuary for a couple of minutes, until a woman poked her head out of the door.
‘Inspector Rebus?’
‘That’s right.’
‘He told me to tell you he’s already gone to Bannerman’s.’
‘Thanks.’ Rebus headed off towards the pub.
Bannerman’s had been just cellarage at one time, and hadn’t been altered much since. Its vaulted rooms were unnervingly like those of the shops in Mary King’s Close. Cellars like these formed connecting burrows beneath the Old Town, worming from the Lawnmarket down to the Canongate and beyond. The bar wasn’t busy yet, and Dr Curt was sitting by the window, his beer glass resting on a barrel which served as table. Somehow, he’d found one of the few comfortable chairs in the place. It looked like a minor nobleman’s perch, with armrests and high back. Rebus bought a double whisky for himself, dragged over a stool, and sat down.
‘Your health, John.’
‘And yours.’
‘So what can I do for you?’
Even in a pub, Rebus would swear he could smell soap and surgical alcohol wafting up from Curt’s hands. He took a swallow of whisky. Curt frowned.
‘Looks like I might be examining your liver sooner than I’d hoped.’
Rebus nodded towards the pack of cigarettes on the table. They were Curt’s and they were untipped. ‘Not if you keep smoking those.’
Dr Curt smiled. He hadn’t long taken up smoking, having decided to see just how indestructible he was. He wouldn’t call it a death wish exactly; it was merely an exercise in mortality.
‘How long have you and Ms Rattray been an item then?’
Curt laughed. ‘Dear God, is that why I’m here? You want to ask me about Caroline?’
‘Just making conversation. She’s not bad though.’
‘Oh, she’s quite something.’ Curt lit a cigarette and inhaled, nodding to himself. ‘Quite something,’ he repeated through a cloud of smoke.
‘We may have a name for the victim in Mary King’s Close. It’s up to fingerprints now.’
‘Is that why you wanted to see me? Not just to discuss Caro?’
‘I want to talk about guns.’
‘I’m no expert on guns.’
‘Good. I’m not after an expert, I’m after someone I can talk to. Have you seen the ballistics report?’ Curt shook his head. ‘We’re looking at something like a Smith and Wesson model 547, going by the rifling marks – five grooves, right-hand twist. It’s a revolver, takes six rounds of nine millimetre parabellum.’
‘You’ve lost me already.’
‘Probably the version with the three-inch rather than four-inch barrel, which means a weight of thirty-two ounces.’ Rebus sipped his drink. There were whisky fumes in his nostrils now, blocking any other smells. ‘Revolvers don’t accept silencers.’
‘Ah.’ Curt nodded. ‘I begin to see some light.’
‘A confined space like that, shaped the way it was . . .’ Rebus nodded past the bar to the room beyond. ‘Much the same size and shape as this.’
‘It would have been loud.’
‘Bloody loud. Deafening, you might say.’
‘Meaning what exactly?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘I’m just wondering how professional all of this really was. I mean, on the surface, if you look at the style of execution, then yes, it was a pro job, no question. But then things start to niggle.’
Curt considered. ‘So what now? Do we scour the city for recent purchasers of hearing-aids?’
Rebus smiled. ‘It’s a thought.’
‘All I can tell you, John, is that those bullets did damage. Whether meant to or not, they were messy. Now, we’ve both come up against messy killers before. Usually the facts of the mess make it easier to find them. But this time there doesn’t seem to be much evidence left lying around, apart from the bullets.’
‘I know.’
Curt slapped his hand on the barrel. ‘Tell you what, I’ve got a suggestion.’
‘What is it?’
He leaned forward, as if to impart a secret. ‘Let me give you Caroline Rattray’s phone number.’
‘Bugger off,’ said Rebus.
That evening, a marked patrol car picked him up from Patience’s Oxford Terrace flat. The driver was a Detective Constable called Robert Burns, and Burns was doing Rebus a favour.
‘I appreciate it,’ said Rebus.
Though Burns was attached to C Division in the west end, he’d been born and raised in Pilmuir, and still had friends and enemies there. He was a known quantity in the Gar-B, which was what mattered to Rebus.
‘I was born in one of the pre-fabs,’ Burns explained. ‘Before they levelled them to make way for the high-rises. The high-rises were supposed to more “civilised”, if you can believe that. Bloody architects and town planners. You never find one admitting he made a mistake, do you?’ He smiled. ‘They’re a bit like us that way.’
‘By “us” do you mean the police or the Wee Frees?’ Burns was more than just a member of the Free Church of Scotland. On Sunday afternoons he took his religion to the foot of The Mound, where he spouted hellfire and brimstone to anyone who’d listen. Rebus had listened a few times. But Burns took a break during the Festival. As he’d pointed out, even his voice would be fighting a losing battle against steel bands and untuned guitars.
They were turning into the Gar-B, passing the gable end again with its sinister greeting.
‘Drop me as close as you can, eh?’
‘Sure,’ said Burns. And when they came to the dead end near the garages, he slowed only fractionally as he bumped the car up first onto the pavement and then onto the grass. ‘It’s not my car,’ he explained.
They drove beside the path past the garages and a high-rise, until there was nowhere else to go. When Burns stopped, the car was resting about twelve feet from the community centre.
‘I can walk from here,’ said Rebus.
Kids who’d been lying on the centre’s roof were standing now, watching them, cigarettes hanging from open mouths. People watched from the path and from open windows, too. Burns turned to Rebus.
‘Don’t tell me you wanted to sneak up on them?’
‘This is just fine.’ He opened his door. ‘Stay with the car. I don’t want us losing any tyres.’
Rebus walked towards the community centre’s wide open doors. The teenagers on the roof watched him with practised hostility. There were paper planes lying all around, some of them made airborne again temporarily by a gust of wind. As Rebus walked into the building, he heard grunting noises above him. His rooftop audience were pretending to be pigs.
There was no preliminary chamber, just the hall itself. At one end stood a high basketball hoop. Some teenagers were in a ruck around the grounded ball, feet scraping at ankles, hands pulling at arms and hair. So much for non-contact sports. On a makeshift stage sat a ghetto blaster, blaring out the fashion in heavy metal. Rebus didn’t reckon he’d score many points by announcing that he’d been in at the birth. Most of these kids had been born after Anarchy in the UK, never mind Communication Breakdown.
There was a mix of ages, and it was impossible to pick out Peter Cave. He could be nodding his head to the distorted electric guitar. He could be smoking by the wall. Or in with the basketball brigade. But no, he was coming towards Rebus from the other direction, from a tight group which included black t-shirt from Rebus’s first visit.
‘Can I help?’
Father Leary had said he was in his mid-twenties, but he could pass for late-teens. The clothes helped, and he wore them well. Rebus had seen church people before when they wore denim. They usually looked as if they’d be more comfortable in something less comfortable. But Cave, in faded denim jeans and denim shirt, with half a dozen thin leather and metal bracelets around his wrists, he looked all right.
‘Not many girls,’ Rebus stated, playing for a little more time.
Peter Cave looked around. ‘Not just now. Usually there are more than this, but on a nice night . . .’
It was a nice night. He’d left Patience drinking cold rose wine in the garden. He had left her reluctantly. He got no initial bad feelings from Cave. The young man was fresh-faced and clear-eyed and looked level headed too. His hair was long but by no means untidy, and his face was square and honest with a deep cleft in the chin.
‘I’m sorry,’ Cave said, ‘I’m Peter Cave. I run the youth club.’ His hand shot out, bracelets sliding down his wrist. Rebus took the hand and smiled. Cave wanted to know who he was, a not unreasonable request.
‘Detective Inspector Rebus.’
Cave nodded. ‘Davey said a policeman had been round earlier. I thought probably he meant uniformed. What’s the trouble, Inspector?’
‘No trouble, Mr Cave.’
A circle of frowning onlookers had formed itself around the two of them. Rebus wasn’t worried, not yet.
‘Call me Peter.’
‘Mr Cave,’ Rebus licked his lips, ‘how are things going here?’
‘What do you mean?’
‘A simple question, sir. Only, crime in Pilmuir hasn’t exactly dropped since you started this place up.’
Cave bristled at that. ‘There haven’t been any gang fights.’
Rebus accepted this. ‘But housebreaking, assaults . . . there are still syringes in the playpark and aerosols lying –’
‘Aerosols to you too.’
Rebus turned to see who had entered. It was the boy with the naked chest and denim jacket.
‘Hello, Davey,’ said Rebus. The ring had broken long enough to let denim jacket through.
The youth pointed a finger. ‘I thought I said you didn’t want to know my name?’
‘I can’t help it if people tell me things, Davey.’
‘Davey Soutar,’ Burns added. He was standing in the doorway, arms folded, looking like he was enjoying himself. He wasn’t of course, it was just a necessary pose.
‘Davey Soutar,’ Rebus echoed.
Soutar had clenched his fists. Peter Cave attempted to intercede. ‘Now, please. Is there a problem here, Inspector?’
‘You tell me, Mr Cave.’ He looked around him. ‘Frankly, we’re a little bit concerned about this gang hut.’
Colour flooded Cave’s cheeks. ‘It’s a youth centre.’
Rebus was now studying the ceiling. Nobody was playing basketball any more. The music had been turned right down. ‘If you say so, sir.’
‘Look, you come barging in here –’
‘I don’t recall barging, Mr Cave. More of a saunter. I didn’t ask for trouble. If Davey here can be persuaded to unclench his fists, maybe you and me can have a quiet chat outside.’ He looked at the circle around them. ‘I’m not one for playing to the cheap seats.’
Cave stared at Rebus, then at Soutar. He nodded slowly, his face drained of anger, and eventually Soutar let his hands relax. You could tell it was an effort. Burns hadn’t put in an appearance for nothing.
‘There now,’ said Rebus. ‘Come on, Mr Cave, let’s you and me go for a walk.’
They walked across the playing fields. Burns had returned to the patrol car and moved it to a spot where he could watch them. Some teenagers watched from the back of the community centre and from its roof, but they didn’t venture any closer than that.
‘I really don’t see, Inspector –’
‘You think you’re doing a good job here, sir?’
Cave thought about it before answering. ‘Yes, I do.’
‘You think the experiment is a success?’
‘A limited success so far, but yes, once again.’ He had his hands behind his back, head bowed a little. He looked like he didn’t have a care in the world.
‘No regrets?’
‘None.’
‘Funny then . . .’
‘What?’
‘Your church doesn’t seem so sure.’
Cave stopped in his tracks. ‘Is that what this is about? You’re in Conor’s congregation, is that it? He’s sent you here to . . . what’s the phrase? Come down heavy on me?’
‘Nothing like that.’
‘He’s paranoid. He was the one who wanted me here. Now suddenly he’s decided I should leave, ipso facto I must leave. He’s used to getting his way after all. Well, I don’t choose to leave. I like it fine here. Is that what he’s afraid of? Well there’s not much he can do about it, is there? And as far as I can see, Inspector, there’s nothing you can do about it either, unless someone from the club is found breaking the law.’ Cave’s face had reddened, his hands coming from behind his back so he could gesture with them.
‘That lot break the law every day.’
‘Now just a –’
‘No, listen for a minute. Okay, you got the Jaffas and the Tims together, but ask yourself why they were amenable. If they’re not divided, they’re united, and they’re united for a reason. They’re the same as before, only stronger. You must see that.’
‘I see nothing of the sort. People can change, Inspector.’
Rebus had been hearing the line all his professional life. He sighed and toed the ground.
‘You don’t believe that?’
‘Frankly, sir, not in this particular case, and the crime stats back me up. What you’ve got just now is a truce of sorts, and it suits them because while there’s a truce they can get busy carving up territory between them. Anyone threatens them, they can retaliate in spades . . . or even with spades. But it won’t last, and when they split back into their separate gangs, there’s going to be blood spilled, no way round it. Because now there’ll be more at stake. Tell me, in your club tonight, how many Catholics were there?’
Cave didn’t answer, he was too busy shaking his head. ‘I feel sorry for you, really I do. I can smell cynicism off you like sulphur. I don’t happen to believe anything you’ve just said.’
‘Then you’re every bit as naive as I am cynical, and that means they’re just using you. Which is good, because the only way of looking at this is that you’ve been sucked into it and you accept it, knowing the truth.’
Cave’s cheeks were red again. ‘How dare you say that!’ And he punched Rebus in the stomach, hard. Rebus had been punched by professionals, but he was unprepared and felt himself double over for a moment, getting his wind back. There was a burning feeling in his gut, and it wasn’t whisky. He could hear cheering in the distance. Tiny figures were dancing up and down on the community centre roof. Rebus hoped they’d fall through it. He straightened up again.
‘Is that what you call setting a good example, Mr Cave?’
Then he punched Cave solidly on the jaw. The young man stumbled backwards and almost fell.
He heard a double roar from the community centre. The youth of the Gar-B were clambering down from the roof, starting to run in his direction. Burns had started the car and was bumping it across the football pitch towards him. The car was outpacing the crowd, but only just. An empty can bounced off its rear windscreen. Burns barely braked as he caught up with Rebus. Rebus yanked the door open and got in, grazing a knee and an elbow. Then they were off again, making for the roadway.
‘Well,’ Burns commented, checking the rearview, ‘that seemed to go off okay.’ Rebus was catching his breath and examining his elbow.
‘How did you know Davey Soutar’s name?’
‘He’s a maniac,’ Burns said simply. ‘I try to keep abreast of these things.’
Rebus exhaled loudly, rolling his sleeve back down. ‘Never do a favour for a priest,’ he said to himself.
‘I’ll bear that in mind, sir,’ said Burns.
Rebus walked into the Murder Room next morning with a cup of delicatessen decaf and a tuna sandwich on wholemeal. He sat at his desk and peeled off the top from the styrofoam cup. From the corner of his eye he could see the fresh mound of paperwork which had appeared on his desk since yesterday. But he could ignore it for another five minutes.
The victim’s fingerprints had been matched with those taken from items in Billy Cunningham’s room. So now they had a name for the body, but precious little else. Murdock and Millie had been interviewed, and the Post Office were looking up their personnel flies. Today, Billy’s room would be searched again. They still didn’t know who he was really. They still didn’t know anything about where he came from or who his parents were. There was so much they didn’t know.
In a murder investigation, Rebus had found, you didn’t always need to know everything.
Chief Inspector Lauderdale was standing behind him. Rebus knew this because Lauderdale brought a smell with him. Not everyone could distinguish it, but Rebus could. It was as if talcum powder had been used in a bathroom to cover some less acceptable aroma. Then there was a click and the buzz of Lauderdale’s battery-shaver. Rebus straightened at the sound.
‘Chief wants to see you,’ Lauderdale said. ‘Breakfast can wait.’
Rebus stared at his sandwich.
‘I said it can wait.’
Rebus nodded. ‘I’ll bring you back a mug of coffee, shall I, sir?’
He took his own coffee with him, sipping it as he listened for a moment at Farmer Watson’s door. There were voices inside, one of them more nasal than the other. Rebus knocked and entered. DCI Kilpatrick was sitting across the desk from the Farmer.
‘Morning, John,’ said the Chief Super. ‘Coffee?’
Rebus raised his cup. ‘Got some, sir.’
‘Well, sit down.’
He sat next to Kilpatrick. ‘Morning, sir.’
‘Good morning, John.’ Kilpatrick was nursing a mug, but he wasn’t drinking. The Farmer meantime was pouring himself a refill from his personal machine.
‘Right, John,’ he said at last, sitting down. ‘Bottom line, you’re being seconded to DCI Kilpatrick’s section.’ Watson took a gulp of coffee, swilling it around his mouth. Rebus looked to Kilpatrick, who obliged with a confirmation.
‘You’ll be based with us at Fettes, but you’re going to be our eyes and ears on this murder inquiry, liaison if you like, so you’ll still spend most of your time here at St Leonard’s.’
‘But why?’
‘Well, Inspector, this case might concern the Crime Squad.’
‘Yes, sir, but why me in particular?’
‘You’ve been in the Army. I notice you served in Ulster in the late ’60s.’
‘That was quarter of a century ago,’ Rebus protested. An age spent forgetting all about it.
‘Nevertheless, you’ll agree there seem to be paramilitary aspects to this case. As you commented, the gun is not your everyday hold-up weapon. It’s a type of revolver used by terrorists. A lot of guns have been coming into the UK recently. Maybe this murder will connect us to them.’
‘Wait a second, you’re saying you’re not interested in the shooting, you’re interested in the gun?’
‘I think it will become clearer when I show you our operation at Fettes. I’ll be through here in –’ he looked at his watch ‘– say twenty minutes. That should give you time to say goodbye to your loved ones.’ He smiled.
Rebus nodded. He hadn’t touched his coffee. A cooling scum had formed on its surface. ‘All right, sir,’ he said, getting to his feet.
He was still a little dazed when he got back to the Murder Room. Two detectives were being told a joke by a third. The joke was about a squid with no money, a restaurant bill, and the guy from the kitchen who washed up. The guy from the kitchen was called Hans.
Rebus was joining the SCS, the Bastard Brigade as some called it. He sat at his desk. It took him a minute to work out that something was missing.
‘Which bollocks of you’s eaten my sandwich?’
As he looked around the room, he saw that the joke had come to an untimely end. But no one was paying attention to him. A message was being passed through the place, changing the mood. Lauderdale came over to Rebus’s desk. He was holding a sheet of fax paper.
‘What is it?’ Rebus asked.
‘Glasgow have tracked down Billy Cunningham’s mother.’
‘Good. Is she coming here?’
Lauderdale nodded distractedly. ‘She’ll be here for the formal ID.’
‘No father?’
‘The father and mother split up a long time ago. Billy was still an infant. She told us his name though.’ He handed over the fax sheet. ‘It’s Morris Cafferty.’
‘What?’ Rebus’s hunger left him.
‘Morris Gerald Cafferty.’
Rebus read the fax sheet. ‘Say it ain’t so. It’s just Glasgow having a joke.’ But Lauderdale was shaking his head.
‘No joke,’ he said.
Big Ger Cafferty was in prison, had been for several months, would be for many years to come. He was a dangerous man, runner of protection rackets, extortioner, murderer. They’d pinned only two counts of murder on him, but there had been others, Rebus knew there had been others.
‘You think someone was sending him a message?’ he asked.
Lauderdale shrugged. ‘This changes the case slightly, certainly. According to Mrs Cunningham, Cafferty kept tabs on Billy all the time he was growing up, made sure he didn’t want for anything. She still gets money from time to time.’
‘But did Billy know who his father was?’
‘Not according to Mrs Cunningham.’
‘Then would anyone else have known?’
Lauderdale shrugged again. ‘I wonder who’ll tell Cafferty.’
‘They better do it by phone. I wouldn’t want to be in the same room with him.’
‘Lucky my good suit’s in my locker,’ said Lauderdale. ‘There’ll have to be another press conference.’
‘Best tell the Chief Super first though, eh?’
Lauderdale’s eyes cleared. ‘Of course.’ He lifted Rebus’s receiver to make the call. ‘What did he want with you, by the way?’
‘Nothing much,’ said Rebus. He meant it too, now.
‘But maybe this changes things,’ he persisted to Kilpatrick in the car. They were seated in the back, a driver taking them the slow route to Fettes. He was sticking to the main roads, instead of the alleys and shortcuts and fast stretches unpoliced by traffic lights that Rebus would have used.
‘Maybe,’ said Kilpatrick. ‘We’ll see.’
Rebus had been telling Kilpatrick all about Big Ger Cafferty. ‘I mean,’ he went on, ‘if it’s a gang thing, then it’s nothing to do with paramilitaries, is it? So I can’t help you.’
Kilpatrick smiled at him. ‘What is it, John? Most coppers I know would give their drinking arm for an assignment with SCS.’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘But you’re not one of them?’
‘I’m quite attached to my drinking arm. It comes in handy for other things.’ Rebus looked out of the window. ‘The thing is, I’ve been on secondment before, and I didn’t like it much.’
‘You mean London? The Chief Superintendent told me all about it.’
‘I doubt that, sir,’ Rebus said quietly. They turned off Queensferry Road, not a minute’s walk from Patience’s flat.
‘Humour me,’ said Kilpatrick stiffly. ‘After all, it sounds like you’re an expert on this man Cafferty too. I’d be daft not to use a man like you.’
‘Yes, sir.’
And they left it at that, saying nothing as they turned into Fettes, Edinburgh’s police HQ. At the end of the long road you got a good view of the Gothic spires of Fettes School, one of the city’s most exclusive. Rebus didn’t know which was uglier, the ornate school or the low anonymous building which housed police HQ. It could have been a comprehensive school, not so much a piece of design as a lack of it. It was one of the most unimaginative buildings Rebus had ever come across. Maybe it was making a statement about its purpose.
The Scottish Crime Squad’s Edinburgh operation was run from a cramped office on the fifth floor, a floor shared with the city’s Scene of Crime unit. One floor above worked the forensic scientists and the police photographers. There was a lot of interaction between the two floors.
The Crime Squad’s real HQ was Stuart Street in Glasgow, with other branches in Stonehaven and Dunfermline, the latter being a technical support unit. Eighty-two officers in total, plus a dozen or so civilian staff.
‘We’ve got our own surveillance and drugs teams,’ Kilpatrick added. ‘We recruit from all eight Scottish forces.’ He kept his spiel going as he led Rebus through the SCS office. A few people looked up from their work, but by no means all of them. Two who did were a bald man and his freckle-faced neighbour. Their look wasn’t welcoming, just interested.
Rebus and Kilpatrick were approaching a very large man who was standing in front of a wall-map. The map showed the British Isles and the north European mainland, stretching east as far as Russia. Some sea routes had been marked with long narrow strips of red material, like something you’d use in dressmaking. Only the big man didn’t look the type for crimping-shears and tissue-paper cut-outs. On the map, the ports had been circled in black pen. One of the routes ended on the Scottish east coast. The man hadn’t turned round at their approach.
‘Inspector John Rebus,’ said Kilpatrick, ‘this is Inspector Ken Smylie. He never smiles, so don’t bother joking with him about his name. He doesn’t say much, but he’s always thinking. And he’s from Fife, so watch out. You know what they say about Fifers.’
‘I’m from Fife myself,’ said Rebus. Smylie had turned round to grip Rebus’s hand. He was probably six feet three or four, and had the bulk to make the height work. The bulk was a mixture of muscle and fat, but mostly muscle. Rebus would bet the guy worked out every day. He was a few years younger than Rebus, with short thick fair hair and a small dark moustache. You’d take him for a farm labourer, maybe even a farmer. In the Borders, he’d definitely have played rugby.
‘Ken,’ Kilpatrick said to Smylie, ‘I’d like you to show John around. He’s going to be joining us temporarily. He’s ex-Army, served in Ulster.’ Kilpatrick winked. ‘A good man.’ Ken Smylie looked appraisingly at Rebus, who tried to stand up straight, inflating his chest. He didn’t know why he wanted to impress Smylie, except that he didn’t want him as an enemy. Smylie nodded slowly, sharing a look with Kilpatrick, a look Rebus didn’t understand.
Kilpatrick touched Smylie’s arm. ‘I’ll leave you to it.’ He turned and called to another officer. ‘Jim, any calls?’ Then he walked away from them.
Rebus turned to the map. ‘Ferry crossings?’
‘There isn’t a ferry sails from the east coast.’
‘They go to Scandinavia.’
‘This one doesn’t.’ He had a point. Rebus decided to try again.
‘Boats then?’
‘Boats, yes. We think boats.’ Rebus had expected the voice to be basso profondo, but it was curiously high, as though it hadn’t broken properly in Smylie’s teens. Maybe it was the reason he didn’t say much.
‘You’re interested in boats then?’
‘Only if they’re bringing in contraband.’
Rebus nodded. ‘Guns.’
‘Maybe guns.’ He pointed to some of the east European ports. ‘See, these days things being what they are, there are a lot of weapons in and around Russia. If you cut back your military, you get excess. And the economic situation there being what it is, you get people who need money.’
‘So they steal guns and sell them?’
‘If they need to steal them. A lot of the soldiers kept their guns. Plus they picked up souvenirs along the way, stuff from Afghanistan and wherever. Here, sit down.’
They sat at Smylie’s desk, Smylie himself spilling from a moulded plastic chair. He brought some photographs out of a drawer. They showed machine guns, rocket launchers, grenades and missiles, armour-piercing shells, a whole dusty armoury.
‘This is just some of the stuff that’s been tracked down. Most of it in mainland Europe: Holland, Germany, France. But some of it in Northern Ireland of course, and some in England and Scotland.’ He tapped a photo of an assault rifle. ‘This AK 47 was used in a bank hold-up in Hillhead. You know Professor Kalashnikov is a travelling salesman these days? Times are hard, so he goes to arms fairs around the world flogging his creations. Like this.’ Smylie picked out another photograph. ‘Later model, the AK 74. The magazine’s made of plastic. This is actually the 74S, still quite rare on the market. A lot of the stuff travels across Europe courtesy of motorcycle gangs.’
‘Hell’s Angels?’
Smylie nodded. ‘Some of them are in this up to their tattooed necks, and making a fortune. But there are other problems. A lot of stuff comes into the UK direct. The armed forces, they bring back souvenirs too, from the Falklands or Kuwait. Kalashnikovs, you name it. Not everyone gets searched, a lot of stuff gets in. Later, it’s either sold or stolen, and the owners aren’t about to report the theft, are they?’
Smylie paused and swallowed, maybe realising how much he’d been talking.
‘I thought you were the strong silent type,’ Rebus said.
‘I get carried away sometimes.’
Rebus wouldn’t fancy being on stretcher detail. Smylie began to tidy up the photographs.
‘That’s basically it,’ he said. ‘The material that’s already here we can’t do much about, but with the help of Interpol we’re trying to stop the trafficking.’
‘You’re not saying Scotland is a target for this stuff?’
‘A conduit, that’s all. It comes through here on its way to Northern Ireland.’
‘The IRA?’
‘To whoever has the money to pay for it. Right now, we think it’s more a Protestant thing. We just don’t know why.’
‘How much evidence do you have?’
‘Not enough.’
Rebus was thinking. Kilpatrick had kept very quiet, but all along he’d thought there was a paramilitary angle to the murder, because it tied in with all of this.
‘You’re the one who spotted the six-pack?’ Smylie asked. Rebus nodded. ‘You might well be right about it. If so, the victim must’ve been involved.’
‘Or just someone who got caught up in it.’
‘That tends not to happen.’
‘But there’s another thing. The victim’s father is a local gangster, Big Ger Cafferty.’
‘You put him away a while back.’
‘You’re well informed.’
‘Well,’ said Smylie, ‘Cafferty adds a certain symmetry, doesn’t he?’ He rose briskly from his chair. ‘Come on, I’ll give you the rest of the tour.’
Not that there was much to see. But Rebus was introduced to his colleagues. They didn’t look like supermen, but you wouldn’t want to fight them on their terms. They all looked like they’d gone the distance and beyond.
One man, a DS Claverhouse, was the exception. He was lanky and slow-moving and had dark cusps beneath his eyes.
‘Don’t let him fool you,’ Smylie said. ‘We don’t call him Bloody Claverhouse for nothing.’
Claverhouse’s smile took time forming. It wasn’t that he was slow so much as that he had to calculate things before he carried them out. He was seated at his desk, Rebus and Smylie standing in front of him. He was tapping his fingers on a red cardboard file. The file was closed, but on its cover was printed the single word SHIELD. Rebus had just seen the word on another file lying on Smylie’s desk.
‘Shield?’ he asked.
‘The Shield,’ Claverhouse corrected. ‘It’s something we keep hearing about. Maybe a gang, maybe with Irish connections.’
‘But just now,’ interrupted Smylie, ‘all it is is a name.’
Shield, the word meant something to Rebus. Or rather, he knew it should mean something to him. As he turned from Claverhouse’s desk, he caught something Claverhouse was saying to Smylie, saying in an undertone.
‘We don’t need him.’
Rebus didn’t let on he’d heard. He knew nobody liked it when an outsider was brought in. Nor did he feel any happier when introduced to the bald man, a DS Blackwood, and the freckled one, DC Ormiston. They were as enthusiastic about him as dogs welcoming a new flea to the area. Rebus didn’t linger; there was a small empty desk waiting from him in another part of the room, and a chair which had been found in some cupboard. The chair didn’t quite have three legs, but Rebus got the idea: they hadn’t exactly stretched themselves to provide him with a wholesome working environment. He took one look at desk and chair, made his excuses and left. He took a few deep breaths in the corridor, then descended a few floors. He had one friend at Fettes, and saw no reason why he shouldn’t visit her.
But there was someone else in DI Gill Templer’s office. The nameplate on the door told him so. Her name was DI Murchie and she too was a Liaison Officer. Rebus knocked on the door.
‘Enter!’
It was like entering a headmistress’s office. DI Murchie was young; at least, her face was. But she had made determined efforts to negate this fact.
‘Yes?’ she said.
‘I was looking for DI Templer.’
Murchie put down her pen and slipped off her half-moon glasses. They hung by a string around her neck. ‘She’s moved on,’ she said. ‘Dunfermline, I think.’
‘Dunfermline? What’s she doing there?’
‘Dealing with rapes and sexual assaults, so far as I know. Do you have some business with Inspector Templer?’
‘No, I just . . . I was passing and . . . Never mind.’ He backed out of the room.
DI Murchie twitched her mouth and put her glasses back on. Rebus went back upstairs feeling worse than ever.
He spent the rest of the morning waiting for something to happen. Nothing did. Everyone kept their distance, even Smylie. And then the phone rang on Smylie’s desk, and it was a call for him.
‘Chief Inspector Lauderdale,’ Smylie said, handing over the receiver.
‘Hello?’
‘I hear you’ve been poached from us.’
‘Sort of, sir.’
‘Well, tell them I want to poach you back.’
I’m not a fucking salmon, thought Rebus. ‘I’m still on the investigation, sir,’ he said.
‘Yes, I know that. The Chief Super told me all about it.’ He paused. ‘We want you to talk to Cafferty.’
‘He won’t talk to me.’
‘We think he might.’
‘Does he know about Billy?’
‘Yes, he knows.’
‘And now he wants someone he can use as a punchbag?’ Lauderdale didn’t say anything to this. ‘What good will it do talking to him?’
‘I’m not sure.’
‘Then why bother?’
‘Because he’s insisting. He wants to talk to CID, and not just any officer will do. He’s asked to speak to you.’ There was silence between them. ‘John? Anything to say?’
‘Yes, sir. This has been a very strange day.’ He checked his watch. ‘And it’s not even one o’clock yet.’
Big Ger Cafferty was looking good.
He was fit and lean and had purpose to his gait. A white t-shirt was tight across his chest, flat over the stomach, and he wore faded work denims and new-looking tennis shoes. He walked into the Visiting Room like he was the visitor, Rebus the inmate. The warder beside him was no more than a hired flunkey, to be dismissed at any moment. Cafferty gripped Rebus’s hand just a bit too hard, but he wasn’t going to try tearing it off, not yet.
‘Strawman.’
‘Hello, Cafferty.’ They sat down at opposite sides of the plastic table, the legs of which had been bolted to the floor. Otherwise, there was little to show that they were in Barlinnie Jail, a prison with a tough reputation from way back, but one which had striven to remake itself. The Visiting Room was clean and white, a few public safety posters decorating its walls. There was a flimsy aluminium ashtray, but also a No Smoking sign. The tabletop bore a few burn marks around its rim from cigarettes resting there too long.
‘They made you come then, Strawman?’ Cafferty seemed amused by Rebus’s appearance. He knew, too, that as long as he kept using his nickname for Rebus, Rebus would be needled.
‘I’m sorry about your son.’
Cafferty was no longer amused. ‘Is it true they tortured him?’
‘Sort of.’
‘Sort of?’ Cafferty’s voice rose. ‘There’s no halfway house with torture!’
‘You’d know all about that.’
Cafferty’s eyes blazed. His breathing was shallow and noisy. He got to his feet.
‘I can’t complain about this place. You get a lot of freedom these days. I’ve found you can buy freedom, same as you can buy anything else.’ He stopped beside the warder. ‘Isn’t that right, Mr Petrie?’
Wisely, Petrie said nothing.
‘Wait for me outside,’ Cafferty ordered. Rebus watched Petrie leave. Cafferty looked at him and grinned a humourless grin.
‘Cosy,’ he said, ‘just the two of us.’ He started to rub his stomach.
‘What do you want, Cafferty?’
‘Stomach’s started giving me gyp. What’s my point, Strawman? My point’s this.’ He was standing over Rebus, and now leant down, his hands pressing Rebus’s shoulders. ‘I want the bastard found.’ Rebus found himself staring at Cafferty’s bared teeth. ‘See, I can’t have people fucking with my family, it’s bad for my reputation. Nobody gets away with something like that . . . it’d be bad for business.’
‘Nice to see the paternal instinct’s so strong.’
Cafferty ignored this. ‘My men are out there hunting, understood? And they’ll be keeping an eye on you. I want a result, Strawman.’
Rebus shrugged off Cafferty’s pressure and got to his feet. ‘You think we’re going to sit on our hands because the victim was your son?’
‘You better not . . . that’s what I’m saying. Revenge, Strawman, I’ll have it one way or the other. I’ll have it on somebody.’
‘Not on me,’ Rebus said quietly. He held Cafferty’s stare, till Cafferty opened his arms wide and shrugged, then went to his chair and sat down. Rebus stayed standing.
‘I need to ask you a few questions,’ he said.
‘Fire away.’
‘Did you keep in touch with your son?’
Cafferty shook his head. ‘I kept in touch with his mum. She’s a good woman, too good for me, always was. I send her money for Billy, at least I did while he was growing up. I still send something from time to time.’
‘By what means?’
‘Someone I can trust.’
‘Did Billy know who his father was?’
‘Absolutely not. His mum wasn’t exactly proud of me.’ He started rubbing his stomach again.
‘You should take something for that,’ Rebus said. ‘So, could anyone have got to him as a way of getting at you?’
Cafferty nodded. ‘I’ve thought about it, Strawman. I’ve thought a lot about it.’ Now he shook his head. ‘I can’t see it. I mean, it was my first thought, but nobody knew, nobody except his mum and me.’
‘And the intermediary.’
‘He didn’t have anything to do with it. I’ve had people ask him.’
The way Cafferty said this sent a shiver through Rebus.
‘Two more things,’ he said. ‘The word Nemo, mean anything?’
Cafferty shook his head. But Rebus knew that by tonight villains across the east of Scotland would be on the watch for the name. Maybe Cafferty’s men would get to the killer first. Rebus had seen the body. He didn’t much care who got the killer, so long as someone did. He guessed this was Cafferty’s thinking too.
‘Second thing,’ he said, ‘the letters SaS on a tattoo.’
Cafferty shook his head again, but more slowly this time. There was something there, some recognition.
‘What is it, Cafferty?’
But Cafferty wasn’t saying.
‘What about gangs, was he in any gangs?’
‘He wasn’t the type.’
‘He had the Red Hand of Ulster on his bedroom wall.’
‘I’ve got a Pirelli calendar on mine, doesn’t mean I use their tyres.’
Rebus walked towards the door. ‘Not much fun being a victim, is it?’
Cafferty jumped to his feet. ‘Remember,’ he said, ‘I’ll be watching.’
‘Cafferty, if one of your goons so much as asks me the time of day, I’ll throw him in a cell.’
‘You threw me in a cell, Strawman. Where did it get you?’
Unable to bear Cafferty’s smile, the smile of a man who had drowned people in pigshit and shot them in cold blood, a cold devious manipulator, a man without morals or remorse, unable finally to bear any of this, Rebus left the room.
The prison officer, Petrie, was standing outside, shuffling his feet. His eyes couldn’t meet Rebus’s.
‘You’re an absolute disgrace,’ Rebus told him, walking away.
While he was in Glasgow, Rebus could have talked to the boy’s mother, only the boy’s mother was in Edinburgh giving an official ID to the top half of her dead son’s face. Dr Curt would be sure she never saw the bottom half. As he’d said to Rebus, if Billy had been a ventriloquist’s dummy, he’d never have worked again.
‘You’re a sick man, doctor,’ John Rebus had said.
He drove back to Edinburgh weary and trembling. Cafferty had that effect on him. He’d never thought he’d have to see the man again, at least not until both of them were of pensionable age. Cafferty had sent him a postcard the day he’d arrived in Barlinnie. But Siobhan Clarke had intercepted it and asked if he wanted to see it.
‘Tear it up,’ Rebus had told her. He still didn’t know what the message had been.
Siobhan Clarke was still in the Murder Room when he got back.
‘You’re working hard,’ he told her.
‘It’s a wonderful thing, overtime. Besides, we’re a bit short of hands.’
‘You’ve heard then?’
‘Yes, congratulations.’
‘What?’
‘SCS, it’s like a lateral promotion, isn’t it?’
‘It’s only temporary, like a run of good games to Hibs. Where’s Brian?’
‘Out at Cunningham’s digs, talking to Murdock and Millie again.’
‘Was Mrs Cunningham up to questioning?’
‘Just barely.’
‘Who talked to her?’
‘I did, the Chief Inspector’s idea.’
‘Then for once Lauderdale’s had a good idea. Did you ask her about religion?’
‘You mean all that Orange stuff in Billy’s room? Yes, I asked. She just shrugged like it was nothing special.’
‘It is nothing special. There are hundreds of people with the same flag, the same music-tapes. Christ, I’ve seen them.’
And this was the truth. He’d seen them at close quarters, not just as a kid, hearing the Sash sung by drunks on their way home, but more recently. He’d been visiting his brother in Fife, just over a month ago, the weekend before July 12th. There’d been an Orange march in Cowdenbeath. The pub they were in seemed to be hosting a crowd of the marchers in the dance hall upstairs. Sounds of drums, especially the huge drum they called the lambeg, and flutes and penny whistles, bad choruses repeated time and again. They’d gone upstairs to investigate, just as the thing was winding down. God Save the Queen was being destroyed on a dozen cheap flutes.
And some of the kids singing along, sweaty brows and shirts open, some of them had their arms raised, hands straight out in front of them. A Nazi-style salute.
‘Nothing else?’ he asked. Clarke shook her head. ‘She didn’t know about the tattoo?’
‘She thinks he must have done it in the last year or so.’
‘Well, that’s interesting in itself. It means we’re not dealing with some ancient gang or old flame. SaS was something recent in his life. What about Nemo?’
‘It didn’t mean anything to her.’
‘I’ve just been talking to Cafferty, SaS meant something to him. Let’s pull his records, see if they tell us anything.’
‘Now?’
‘We can make a start. By the way, remember that card he sent me?’ Clarke nodded. ‘What was on it?’
‘It was a picture of a pig in its sty.’
‘And the message?’
‘There wasn’t any message,’ she said.
On the way back to Patience’s he dropped into the video store and rented a couple of movies. It was the only video store nearby that he hadn’t turned over at one time or another with vice or Trading Standards, looking for porn and splatter and various bootleg tapes. The owner was a middle-aged fatherly type, happy to tell you that some comedy was particularly good or some adventure film might prove a bit strong for ‘the ladies’. He hadn’t commented on Rebus’s selections: Terminator 2 and All About Eve. But Patience had a comment.
‘Great,’ she said, meaning the opposite.
‘What’s wrong?’
‘You hate old movies and I hate violence.’
Rebus looked at the Schwarzenegger. ‘It’s not even an 18. And who says I don’t like old films?’
‘What’s your favourite black and white movie?’
‘There are hundreds of them.’
‘Name me five. No, three, and don’t say I’m not fair.’
He stared at her. They were standing a few feet apart in the living room, Rebus with the videos still in his hands, Patience with her arms folded, her back erect. He knew she could probably smell the whisky on his breath, even keeping his mouth shut and breathing through his nose. It was so quiet, he could hear the cat washing itself somewhere behind the sofa.
‘What are we fighting about?’ he asked.
She was ready for this. ‘We’re fighting about consideration, as usual. To wit, your lack of any.’
‘Ben Hur.’
‘Colour.’
‘Well, that courtroom one then, with James Stewart.’ She nodded. ‘And that other one, with Orson Welles and the mandolin.’
‘It was a zither.’
‘Shite,’ said John Rebus, throwing down the videos and making for the front door.
Millie Docherty waited until Murdock had been asleep for a good hour. She spent the hour thinking about the questions the police had asked both of them, and thinking further back to good days and bad days in her life. She spoke Murdock’s name. His breathing remained regular. Only then did she slip out of bed and walk barefoot to Billy’s bedroom door, touching the door with her fingertips. Christ, to think he wasn’t there, would never be there again. She tried to control her breathing, fast in, slow out. Otherwise she might hyperventilate. Panic attacks, they called them. For years she’d suffered them not knowing she was not alone. There were lots of people out there like her. Billy had been one of them.
She turned the doorknob and slipped into his room. His mother had been round earlier on, hardly in a state to cope with any of it. There had been a policewoman with her, the same one who’d come to the flat that first time. Billy’s mum had looked at his room, but then shook her head.
‘I can’t do this. Another time.’
‘If you like,’ Millie had offered, ‘I can bag everything up for you. All you’d have to do is have his things collected.’ The policewoman had nodded her gratitude at that. Well, it was the least . . . She felt the tears coming and sat down on his narrow bed. Funny how a bed so narrow could be made wide enough for two, if the two were close. She did the breathing exercises again. Fast in, slow out, but those words, her instructions to herself, reminded her of other things, other times. Fast in, slow out.
‘I’ve got this self-help book,’ Billy had said. ‘It’s in my room.’ He’d gone to find it for her, and she’d followed him into his room. Such a tidy room. ‘Here it is,’ he’d said, turning towards her quickly, not realising how close behind him she was.
‘What’s all this Red Hand stuff?’ she’d asked, looking past him at his walls. He’d waited till her eyes returned to his, then he’d kissed her, tongue rubbing at her teeth till she opened her mouth to him.
‘Billy,’ she said now, her hands filling themselves with his bedcover. She stayed that way for a few minutes, part of her mind staying alert, listening for sounds from the room she shared with Murdock. Then she moved across the bed to where the Hearts pennant was pinned to the wall. She pushed it aside with a finger.
Underneath, taped flat against the wall, was a computer disk. She’d left it here, half hoping the police would find it when they searched the room. But they’d been hopeless. And watching them search, she’d become suddenly afraid for herself, and had started to hope they wouldn’t find it. Now, she got her fingernails under it and unpeeled it, looking at the disk. Well, it was hers now, wasn’t it? They might kill her for it, but she could never let it go. It was part of her memory of him. She rubbed her thumb across the label. The streetlight coming through the unwashed window wasn’t quite enough for her to read by, but she knew what the label said anyway.
It was just those three letters, SaS.
Dark, dark, dark.
Rebus recalled that line at least. If Patience had asked him to quote from a poem instead of giving her movie titles, he’d have been all right. He was standing at a window of St Leonard’s, taking a break from his deskful of work, all the paperwork on Morris Gerald Cafferty.
Dark, dark, dark.
She was trying to civilise him. Not that she’d admit it. What she said instead was that it would be nice if they liked the same things. It would give them things to talk about. So she gave him books of poetry, and played classical music at him, bought them tickets for ballet and modern dance. Rebus had been there before, other times, other women. Asking for something more, for commitment beyond the commitment.
He didn’t like it. He enjoyed the basic, the feral. Cafferty had once accused him of liking cruelty, of being attracted to it; his natural right as a Celt. And hadn’t Rebus accused Peter Cave of the same thing? It was coming back to him, pain on pain, crawling back along his tubes from some place deep within him.
His time in Northern Ireland.
He’d been there early in the history of ‘the Troubles’, 1969, just as it was all boiling over; so early that he hadn’t really known what was going on, what the score was; none of them had, not on any side. The people were pleased to see them at first, Catholic and Protestant, offering food and drink and a genuine welcome. Then later the drinks were laced with weedkiller, and the welcome might be leading you into a ‘honey trap’. The crunching in the sponge cake might only be hard seeds from the raspberry jam. Then again, it might be powdered glass.
Bottles flying through the dark, lit by an arc of flame. Petrol spinning and dripping from the rag wick. And when it fell on a littered road, it spread in an instant pool of hate. Nothing personal about it, it was just for a cause, a troubled cause, that was all.
And later still it was to defend the rackets which had grown up around that aged cause. The protection schemes, black taxis, gun-running, all the businesses which had spread so very far away from the ideal, creating their own pool.
He’d seen bullet wounds and shrapnel blasts and gashes left by hurled bricks, he’d tasted mortality and the flaws in both his character and his body. When not on duty, they used to hang around the barracks, knocking back whisky and playing cards. Maybe that was why whisky reminded him he was still alive, where other drinks couldn’t.
There was shame too: a retaliatory strike against a drinking club which had gotten out of hand. He’d done nothing to stop it. He’d swung his baton and even his SLR with the rest of them. Yet in the middle of the commotion, the sound of a rifle being cocked was enough to bring silence and stillness . . .
He still kept an interest in events across the water. Part of his life had been left behind there. Something about his tour of duty there had made him apply to join the Special Air Service. He went back to his desk and lifted the glass of whisky.
Dark, dark, dark. The sky quiet save for the occasional drunken yell.
No one would ever know who called the police.
No one except the man himself and the police themselves. He’d given his name and address, and had made his complaint about the noise.
‘And do you want us to come and see you afterwards, sir, after we’ve investigated?’
‘That won’t be necessary.’ The phone went dead on the desk officer, who smiled. It was very seldom necessary. A visit from the police meant you were involved. He wrote on a pad then passed the note along to the Communications Room. The call went out at ten to one.
When the Rover patrol car got to the community centre, it was clear that things were winding down. The officers debated heading off again, but since they were here . . . Certainly there had been a party, a function of some kind. But as the two uniformed officers walked in through the open doors, only a dozen or so stragglers were left. The floor was a mess of bottles and cigarette butts, probably a few roaches in there too if they cared to look.
‘Who’s in charge?’
‘Nobody,’ came the sharp response.
There were flushing sounds from the toilets. Evidence being destroyed, perhaps.
‘We’ve received complaints about the noise.’
‘No noise here.’
The patrolman nodded. On a makeshift stage a ghetto-blaster had been hooked up to a guitar amplifier, a large Marshall job with separate amp and speaker-bin. Probably a hundred watts, none of it built for subtlety. The amplifier was still on, emitting an audible buzz. ‘This thing belongs out at the Exhibition Centre.’
‘Simple Minds let us borrow it.’
‘Whose is it really though?’
‘Where’s your search warrant?’
The officer smiled again. He could see that his partner was itching for trouble, but though neither of them had a welter of experience, they weren’t stupid either. They knew where they were, they knew the odds. So he stood there smiling, legs apart, arms by his side, not looking for aggro.
He seemed to be having a dialogue with one of the group, a guy with a denim jacket and no shirt underneath. He was wearing black square-toed biker boots with straps and a round silver buckle. The officer had always liked that style, had even considered buying himself a pair, just for the weekends.
Then maybe he’d start saving for the bike to go with them.
‘Do we need a search warrant?’ he said. ‘We’re called to a disturbance, doors wide open, no one barring our entry. Besides, this is a community centre. There are rules and regulations. Licences need to be applied for and granted. Do you have a licence for this . . . soirée?’
‘Swaah-ray?’ the youth said to his pals. ‘Fuckin’ listen to that! Swaaah-rrray!’ And he came sashaying over towards the two uniforms, like he was doing some old-fashioned dance step. He turned behind and between them. ‘Is that a dirty word? Something I’m not supposed to understand? This isn’t your territory, you know. This is the Gar-B, and we’re having our own wee festival, since nobody bothered inviting us to the other one. You’re not in the real world now. You better be careful.’
The first officer could smell alcohol, like something from a chemistry lab or a surgery: gin, vodka, white rum.
‘Look,’ he said, ‘there has to be someone running the show, and it isn’t you.’
‘Why not?’
‘Because you’re a short-arsed wee prick.’
There was stillness in the hall. The other officer had spoken, and now his partner swallowed, trying not to look at him, keeping all his concentration on the denim jacket. Denim jacket was considering, a finger to his lips, tapping them.
‘Mmm,’ he said at last, nodding. ‘Interesting.’ He started moving back towards the group. He seemed to be wiggling his bum as he moved. Then he stooped forward, pretending to tie a shoe-lace, and let rip with a loud fart. He straightened up as his gang enjoyed the joke, their laughter subsiding only when denim jacket spoke again.
‘Well, sirs,’ he said, ‘we’re just packing everything away.’ He faked a yawn. ‘It’s well past our bedtimes and we’d like to go home. If you don’t mind.’ He opened his arms wide to them, even bowed a little.
‘I’d like to –’
‘That’ll be fine.’ The first officer touched his partner’s arm and turned away towards the doors. They were going to get out. And when they got out, he was going to have words with his partner, no doubt about that.
‘Right then, lads,’ said denim jacket, ‘let’s get this place tidy. We’ll need to put this somewhere for a start.’
The constables were near the door when, without warning, the ghetto-blaster caught both of them a glancing blow to the back of their skulls.
Rebus heard about it on the morning news. The radio came on at six twenty-five and there it was. It brought him out of bed and into his clothes. Patience was still trying to rouse herself as he placed a mug of tea on the bedside table and a kiss on her hot cheek.
‘Ace in the Hole and Casablanca,’ he said. Then he was out of the door and into his car.
At Drylaw police station, the day shift hadn’t come on yet, which meant that he heard it from the horses’ mouths, so to speak. Not a big station, Drylaw had requested reinforcements from all around, as what had started as an assault on two officers had turned into a miniature riot. Cars had been attacked, house windows smashed. One local shop had been ram-raided, with consequent looting (if the owner was to be believed). Five officers were injured, including the two men who had been coshed with a hi-fi machine. Those two constables had escaped the Gar-B by the skin of their arses.
‘It was like Northern bloody Ireland,’ one veteran said. Or Brixton, thought Rebus, or Newcastle, or Toxteth . . .
The TV news had it on now, and police heavy-handedness was being discussed. Peter Cave was being interviewed outside the youth club, saying that his had been the party’s organising hand.
‘But I had to leave early. I thought I had flu coming on or something.’ To prove it, he blew his nose.
‘At breakfast-time, too,’ complained someone beside Rebus.
‘I know,’ Cave went on, ‘that I bear a certain amount of responsibility for what happened.’
‘That’s big of him.’
Rebus smiled, thinking: we police invented irony, we live by its rules.
‘But,’ said Cave, ‘there are still questions which need answering. The police seem to think they can rule by threat rather than law. I’ve talked to a dozen people who were in the club last night, and they’ve told me the same thing.’
‘Surprise, surprise.’
‘Namely, that the two police officers involved made threats and menacing actions.’
The interviewer waited for Cave to finish. Then: ‘And what do you say, Mr Cave, to local people who claim the youth club is merely a sort of hang-out, a gang headquarters for juveniles on the estate?’
Juveniles: Rebus liked that.
Cave was shaking his head. They’d brought the camera in on him for the shot. ‘I say rubbish.’ And he blew his nose again. Wisely, the producer switched back to the studio.
Eventually, the police had managed to make five arrests. The youths had been brought to Drylaw. Less than an hour later, a mob from the Gar-B had gathered outside, demanding their release. More thrown bricks, more broken glass, until a massed charge by the police ranks dispersed the crowd. Cars and foot patrols had cruised Drylaw and the Gar-B for the rest of the night. There were still bricks and strewn glass on the road outside. Inside, a few of the officers involved looked shaken.
Rebus looked in on the five youths. They sported bruised faces, bandaged hands. The blood had dried to a crust on them, and they’d left it there, like war paint, like medals.
‘Look,’ one of them said to the others, ‘it’s the bastard who took a poke at Pete.’
‘Keep talking,’ retorted Rebus, ‘and you’ll be next.’
‘I’m quaking.’
The police had stuck a video camera onto the rioters outside the station. The picture quality was poor, but after a few viewings Rebus made out that one of the stone throwers, face hidden by a football scarf, was wearing an open denim jacket and no shirt.
He stuck around the station a bit longer, then got back in his car and headed for the Gar-B. It didn’t look so different. There was glass in the road, sounds of brittle crunching under his tyres. But the local shops were like fortresses: wire mesh, metal screens, padlocks, alarms. The would-be looters had run up and down the main road for a while in a hot-wired Ford Cortina, then had launched it at the least protected shop, a place specialising in shoe repairs and key-cutting. Inside, the owner’s own brand of security, a sleepy-eyed Alsatian, had thrown itself into the fray before being beaten off and chased away. As far as anyone knew, it was still roaming the wide green spaces.
A few of the ground floor flats were having boards hammered into place across their broken windows. Maybe one of them had made the initial call. Rebus didn’t blame the caller; he blamed the two officers. No, that wasn’t fair. What would he have done if he’d been there? Yes, exactly. And there’d have been more trouble than this if he had . . .
He didn’t bother stopping the car. He’d only be in the way of the other sight-seers and the media. With not much happening on the IRA story, reporters were here in numbers. Plus he knew he wasn’t the Gar-B’s most popular tourist. Though the constables couldn’t swear who’d thrown the ghetto-blaster, they knew the most likely suspect. Rebus had seen the description back at Drylaw. It was Davey Soutar of course, the boy who couldn’t afford a shirt. One of the CID men had asked Rebus what his interest was.
‘Personal,’ he’d said. A few years back, a riot like this would have prompted the permanent closure of the community hall. But these days it was more likely the Council would bung some more cash at the estate, guilt money. Shutting the hall down wouldn’t do much good anyway. There were plenty of empty flats on the estate – flats termed ‘unlettable’. They were kept boarded up and padlocked, but could soon be opened. Squatters and junkies used them; gangs could use them too. A couple of miles away in different directions, middle class Barnton and Inverleith were getting ready for work. A world away. They only ever took notice of Pilmuir when it exploded.
It wasn’t much of a drive to Fettes either, even with the morning bottlenecks starting their day’s business. He wondered if he’d be first in the office; that might show too willing. Well, he could check, then nip out to the canteen until everyone started arriving. But when he pushed open the office door, he saw that there was someone in before him. It was Smylie.
‘Morning,’ Rebus said. Smylie nodded back. He looked tired to Rebus, which was saying something, the amount of sleep Rebus himself had had. He rested against one of the desks and folded his arms. ‘Do you know an Inspector called Abernethy?’
‘Special Branch,’ said Smylie.
‘That’s him. Is he still around?’
Smylie looked up. ‘He went back yesterday, caught an evening plane. Did you want to see him?’
‘Not really.’
‘There was nothing here for him.’
‘No?’
Smylie shook his head. ‘We’d know about it if there was. We’re the best, we’d’ve spotted it before him. QED.’
‘Quod erat demonstrandum.’
Smylie looked at him. ‘You’re thinking of Nemo, aren’t you? Latin for nobody.’
‘I suppose I am.’ Rebus shrugged. ‘Nobody seems to think Billy Cunningham knew any Latin.’ Smylie didn’t say anything. ‘I’m not wanted here, am I?’
‘How do you mean?’
‘I mean, you don’t need me. So why did Kilpatrick bring me in? He must’ve known it’d cause nothing but aggro.’
‘Best ask him yourself.’
‘Maybe I will. Meantime, I’ll be at St Leonard’s.’
‘We’ll be pining away in your absence.’
‘I don’t doubt it, Smylie.’
‘What does the woman do?’
‘Her name’s Millie Docherty,’ said Siobhan Clarke. ‘She works in a computer retailer’s.’
‘And her boyfriend’s a computer consultant. And they shared their flat with an unemployed postie. An odd mix?’
‘Not really, sir.’
‘No? Well, maybe not.’ They were in the canteen, facing one another across the small table. Rebus took occasional bites from a damp piece of toast. Siobhan had finished hers.
‘What’s it like over at Fettes?’ she asked.
‘Oh, you know: glamour, danger, intrigue.’
‘Much the same as here then?’
‘Much the same. I read some of Cafferty’s notes last night. I’ve marked the place, so you can take over.’
‘Three’s more fun,’ said Brian Holmes, dragging over a chair. He’d placed his tray on the table, taking up all the available room. Rebus gave Holmes’s fry-up a longing look, knowing it wouldn’t square with his diet. All the same . . . Sausage, bacon, eggs, tomato and fried bread.
‘Ought to carry a government health warning,’ said the vegetarian Clarke.
‘Hear about the riot?’ Holmes asked.
‘I went out there this morning,’ Rebus admitted. ‘The place looked much the same.’
‘I heard they threw an amplifier at a couple of our lads.’
The process of exaggeration had begun.
‘So, about Billy Cunningham,’ Rebus nudged, none too subtly.
Holmes forked up some tomato. ‘What about him?’
‘What have you found out?’
‘Not a lot,’ Holmes conceded. ‘Unemployed deliverer of the royal mail, the only regular job he’s ever had. Mum was overfond of him and kept gifting him money to get by on. Bit of a loyalist extremist, but no record of him belonging to the Orange Lodge. Son of a notorious gangster, but didn’t know it.’ Holmes thought for a second, decided this was all he had to say, and cut into his sliced sausage.
‘Plus,’ said Clarke, ‘the anarchist stuff we found.’
‘Ach, that’s nothing,’ Holmes said dismissively.
‘What anarchist stuff?’ asked Rebus.
‘There were some magazines in his wardrobe,’ Clarke explained. ‘Soft porn, football programmes, a couple of those survivalist mags teenagers like to read to go with their diet of Terminator films.’ Rebus almost said something, but stopped himself. ‘And a flimsy little pamphlet called . . .’ She sought the title. ‘The Floating Anarchy Factfile.’
‘It was years old, sir,’ said Holmes. ‘Not relevant.’
‘Do we have it here?’
‘Yes, sir,’ said Siobhan Clarke.
‘It’s from the Orkneys,’ said Holmes. ‘I think it’s priced in old money. It belongs in a museum, not a police station.’
‘Brian,’ said Rebus, ‘all that fat you’re eating is going to your head. Since when do we dismiss anything in a murder inquiry?’ He picked a thin rasher of streaky from the plate and dropped it into his mouth. It tasted wonderful.
The Floating Anarchy Factfile consisted of six sheets of A4 paper, folded over with a single staple through the middle to keep it from falling apart. It was typed on an old and irregular typewriter, with hand printed titles to its meagre articles and no photographs or drawings. It was priced not in old money but in new pence: five new pence to be exact, from which Rebus guessed it to be fifteen to twenty years old. There was no date, but it proclaimed itself ‘issue number three’. To a large extent Brian Holmes was right: it belonged in a museum. The pieces were written in a style that could be termed ‘Celtic hippy’, and this style was so uniform (as were the spelling mistakes) that the whole thing looked to be the work of a single individual with access to a copying machine, something like an old Roneo.
As for the content, there were cries of nationalism and individualism in one paragraph, philosophical and moral lethargy the next. Anarcho-syndicalism was mentioned, but so were Bakunin, Rimbaud and Tolstoy. It wasn’t, to Rebus’s eye, the sort of stuff to boost advertising revenue. For example:
‘What Dalriada needs is a new commitment, a new set of mores which look to the existent and emerging youth culture. What we need is action by the individual without recourse or prior thought to the rusted machinery of law, church, state.
‘We need to be free to make our own decisions about our nation and then act self-consciously to make those decisions a reality. The sons and daughters of Alba are the future, but we are living in the mistakes of the past and must change those mistakes in the present. If you do not act then remember: Now is the first day of the rest of your strife. And remember too: inertia corrodes.’
Except that ‘mores’ was spelt ‘moeres’ and ‘existent’ as ‘existant’. Rebus put the pamphlet down.
‘A psychiatrist could have a field day,’ he muttered. Holmes and Clarke were seated on the other side of his desk. He noticed that while he’d been at Fettes, people had been using his desktop as a dumping ground for sandwich wrappers and polystyrene cups. He ignored these and turned the pamphlet over. There was an address at the bottom of the back page: Zabriskie House, Brinyan, Rousay, Orkney Isles.
‘Now that’s what I call dropping out,’ said Rebus. ‘And look, the house is named after Zabriskie Point.’
‘Is that in the Orkneys too?’ asked Holmes.
‘It’s a film,’ said Rebus. He’d gone to see it a long long time ago, just for the ’60s soundtrack. He couldn’t remember much about it, except for an explosion near the end. He tapped his finger against the pamphlet. ‘I want to know more about this.’
‘You’re kidding, sir,’ said Holmes.
‘That’s me,’ said Rebus sourly, ‘always a smile and a joke.’
Clarke turned to Holmes. ‘I think that means he’s serious.’
‘In the land of the blind,’ said Rebus, ‘the one-eyed man is king. And even I can see there’s more to this than meets your eyes, Brian.’
Holmes frowned. ‘Such as, sir?’
‘Such as its provenance, its advanced years. What would you say, 1973? ’74? Billy Cunningham wasn’t even born in 1974. So what’s this doing in his wardrobe beside up-to-date scud mags and football programmes?’ He waited. ‘Answer came there none.’
Holmes looked sullen; an annoying trait whenever Rebus showed him up. But Clarke was ready. ‘We’ll get Orkney police to check, sir, always supposing the Orkneys possess any police.’
‘Do that,’ said Rebus.
Like a rubber ball, he thought as he drove, I’ll come bouncing back to you. He’d been summoned back to Fettes by DCI Kilpatrick. In his pocket there was a message from Caroline Rattray, asking him to meet her in Parliament House. He was curious about the message, which had been taken over the phone by a Detective Constable in the Murder Room. He saw Caroline Rattray as she’d been that night, all dressed up and then dragged down into Mary King’s Close by Dr Curt. He saw her strong masculine face with its slanting nose and high prominent cheekbones. He wondered if Curt had said anything to her about him . . . He would definitely make time to see her.
Kilpatrick had an office of his own in a corner of the otherwise open-plan room used by the SCS. Just outside it sat the secretary and the clerical assistant, though Rebus couldn’t work out which was which. Both were civilians, and both operated computer consoles. They made a kind of shield between Kilpatrick and everyone else, a barrier you passed as you moved from your world into his. As Rebus passed them, they were discussing the problems facing South Africa.
‘It’ll be like on Uist,’ one of them said, causing Rebus to pause and listen. ‘North Uist is Protestant and South Uist is Catholic, and they can’t abide one another.’
Kilpatrick’s office itself was flimsy enough, just plastic partitions, see-through above waist height. The whole thing could be dismantled in minutes, or wrecked by a few judicious kicks and shoulder-charges. But it was definably an office. It had a door which Kilpatrick told Rebus to close. There was a certain amount of sound insulation. There were two filing-cabinets, maps and print-outs stuck to the walls with Blu-Tak, a couple of calendars still showing July. And on the desk a framed photograph of three grinning gap-toothed children.
‘Yours, sir?’
‘My brother’s. I’m not married.’ Kilpatrick turned the photo around, the better to study it. ‘I try to be a good uncle.’
‘Yes, sir.’ Rebus sat down. Beside him sat Ken Smylie, hands crossed in his lap. The skin on his wrists had wrinkled up like a bloodhound’s face.
‘I’ll get straight to the point, John,’ said Kilpatrick. ‘We’ve got a man undercover. He’s posing as a long-distance lorry driver. We’re trying to pick up information on arms shipments: who’s selling, who’s buying.’
‘Something to do with The Shield, sir?’
Kilpatrick nodded. ‘He’s the one who’s heard the name mentioned.’
‘So who is he?’
‘My brother,’ Smylie said. ‘His name’s Calumn.’
Rebus took this in. ‘Does he look like you, Ken?’
‘A bit.’
‘Then I dare say he’d pass as a lorry driver.’
There was almost a smile at one corner of Smylie’s mouth.
‘Sir,’ Rebus said to Kilpatrick, ‘does this mean you think the Mary King’s Close killing had something to do with the paramilitaries?’
Kilpatrick smiled. ‘Why do you think you’re here, John? You spotted it straight off. We’ve got three men working on Billy Cunningham, trying to track down friends of his. For some reason they had to kill him, I’d like to know why.’
‘Me too, sir. If you want to find out about Cunningham, try his flatmate first.’
‘Murdock? Yes, we’re talking to him.’
‘No, not Murdock, Murdock’s girlfriend. I went round there when they reported him missing. There was something about her, something not quite right. Like she was holding back, putting on an act.’
Smylie said, ‘I’ll take a look.’
‘Her and her boyfriend both work with computers. Think that might mean something?’
‘I’ll take a look,’ Smylie repeated. Rebus didn’t doubt that he would.
‘Ken thinks you should meet Calumn,’ Kilpatrick said.
Rebus shrugged. ‘Fine by me.’
‘Good,’ said Kilpatrick. ‘Then we’ll take a little drive.’
Out in the main office they all looked at him strangely, like they knew precisely what had been said to him in Kilpatrick’s den. Well, of course they knew. Their looks told Rebus he was resented more than ever. Even Claverhouse, usually so laid back, was managing a snide little grin.
DI Blackwood rubbed a smooth hand over the hairless crown of his head, then tucked a stray hair back behind his ear. His tonsure was positively monasterial, and it bothered him. In his other hand he held his telephone receiver, listening to someone on the line. He ignored Rebus as Rebus walked past.
At the next desk along, DS Ormiston was squeezing spots on his forehead.
‘You two make a picture,’ Rebus said. Ormiston didn’t appear to get it, but that wasn’t Rebus’s problem. His problem was that Kilpatrick was taking him into his confidence, and Rebus still didn’t know why.
There are lots of warehouses in Sighthill, most of them anonymous. They weren’t exactly advertising that one of them had been leased by the Scottish Crime Squad. It was a big old prefabricated building surrounded by a high wire fence and protected by a high barred gate. There was barbed wire strung out across the top of the fence and the gate, and the gatehouse was manned. The guard unlocked the gate and swung it open so they could drive in.
‘We got this place for a song,’ Kilpatrick explained. ‘The market’s not exactly thriving just now.’ He smiled. ‘They even offered to throw in the security, but we didn’t think we’d need any help with that.’
Kilpatrick was sitting in the back with Rebus, Smylie acting as chauffeur. The steering wheel was like a frisbee in his paws. But he was a canny driver, slow and considerate. He even signalled as he turned into a parking bay, though there was only one other car in the whole forecourt, parked five bays away. When they got out, the Sierra’s suspension groaned upwards. They were standing in front of a normal sized door whose nameplate had been removed. To its right were the much bigger doors of the loading bay. From the rubbish lying around, the impression was of a disused site. Kilpatrick took two keys from his pocket and unlocked the side door.
The warehouse was just that, no offices or partitions off, just one large space with an oily concrete floor and some empty packing cases. A pigeon, disturbed by their entrance, fluttered near the ceiling for a moment before settling again on one of the iron spars supporting the corrugated roof. It had left its mark more than once on the HGV’s windshield.
‘That’s supposed to be lucky,’ said Rebus. Not that the articulated lorry looked clean anyway. It was splashed with pale caked-on mud and dust. It was a Ford with a UK licence plate, K registration. The cab door opened and a large man heaved himself out.
He didn’t have his brother’s moustache and was probably a year or two younger. But he wasn’t smiling, and when he spoke his voice was high-pitched, almost cracking from effort.
‘You must be Rebus.’
They shook hands. Kilpatrick was doing the talking.
‘We impounded this lorry two months back, or rather Scotland Yard did. They’ve kindly loaned it to us.’
Rebus hoisted himself onto the running-plate and peered in the driver’s window. Behind the driving seat had been fixed a nude calendar and a dog-eared centrefold. There was space for a bunk, on which a sleeping bag was rolled up ready for use. The cab was bigger than some of the caravans Rebus had stayed in for holidays. He climbed back down.
‘Why?’
There was a noise from the back of the lorry. Calumn Smylie was opening its container doors. By the time Rebus and Kilpatrick got there, the two Smylies had swung both doors wide and were standing inside the back, just in front of a series of wooden crates.
‘We’ve taken a few liberties,’ said Kilpatrick, hoisting himself into the back beside them, Rebus following. ‘The stuff was originally hidden beneath the floor.’
‘False fuel tanks,’ explained Ken Smylie. ‘Good ones too, welded and bolted shut.’
‘The Yard cut into them from up here.’ Kilpatrick stamped his foot. ‘And inside they found what the tip-off had told them they’d find.’
Calumn Smylie lifted the lid off a crate so Rebus could look in. Inside, wrapped in oiled cloths, were eighteen or so AK 47 assault rifles. Rebus lifted one of them out by its folded metal butt. He knew how to handle a gun like this, even if he didn’t like doing it. Rifles had gotten lighter since his Army days, but they hadn’t gotten any more comfortable. They’d also gotten a deal more lethal. The wooden hand-grip was as cold as a coffin handle.
‘We don’t know exactly where they came from,’ Kilpatrick explained. ‘And we don’t even know where they were headed. The driver wouldn’t say anything, no matter how scary the Anti-Terrorist Branch got with him. He denied all knowledge of the load, and wasn’t about to point a finger anywhere else.’
Rebus put the gun back in its crate. Calumn Smylie leaned past him to wipe off any fingerprints with a piece of rag.
‘So what’s the deal?’ Rebus asked. Calumn Smylie gave the answer.
‘When the driver was pulled in, there were some phone numbers in his pocket, two in Glasgow, one in Edinburgh. All three of them were bars.’
‘Could mean nothing,’ Rebus said.
‘Or everything,’ commented Ken Smylie.
‘See,’ Calumn added, ‘could be those bars are his contacts, maybe his employers, or the people his employers are selling to.’
‘So,’ said Kilpatrick, leaning against one of the crates, ‘we’ve got men watching all three pubs.’
‘In the hope of what?’
It was Calumn’s turn again. ‘When Special Branch stopped the lorry, they managed to keep it quiet. It’s never been reported, and the driver’s tucked away somewhere under the Prevention of Terrorism Act and a few minor offences.’
Rebus nodded. ‘So his employers or whoever won’t know what’s happened?’ Calumn was nodding too. ‘And they might get antsy?’ Now Rebus shook his head. ‘You should be a sniper.’
Calumn frowned. ‘Why?’
‘Because that’s the longest shot I’ve ever heard.’
Neither Smylie seemed thrilled to hear this. ‘I’ve already overheard a conversation mentioning The Shield,’ Calumn said.
‘But you’ve no idea what The Shield is,’ Rebus countered. ‘Which pub are we talking about anyway?’
‘The Dell.’
It was Rebus’s turn to frown. ‘Just off the Garibaldi Estate?’
‘That’s the one.’
‘We’ve had some aggro there.’
‘Yes, so I hear.’
Rebus turned to Kilpatrick. ‘Why do you need the lorry?’
‘In case we can operate a sting.’
‘How long are you going to give it?’
Calumn shrugged. His eyes were dark and heavy from tension and a lack of sleep. He rubbed a hand through his uncombed hair, then over his unshaven face.
‘I can see it’s been like a holiday for you,’ Rebus said. He knew the plan must have been cooked up by the Smylie brothers. They seemed its real defenders. Kilpatrick’s part in it was more uncertain.
‘Better than that,’ Calumn was saying.
‘How so?’
‘The holiday I’m having, you don’t need to send postcards.’
Not many people know of Parliament House, home of the High Court of Justiciary, Scotland’s highest court for criminal cases. There are few signposts or identifying markers outside, and the building itself is hidden behind St Giles, separated from it by a small anonymous car park containing a smattering of Jaguars and BMWs. Of the many doors facing the prospective visitor, only one normally stands open. This is the public entrance, and leads into Parliament Hall, from off which stretch the Signet Library and Advocates Library.
There were fourteen courts in all, and Rebus guessed he’d been in all of them over the years. He sat on one of the long wooden benches. The lawyers around him were wearing dark pinstripe suits, white shirts with raised collars and white bow ties, grey wigs, and long black cloaks like those his teachers had worn. Mostly the lawyers were talking, either with clients or with each other. If with each other, they might raise their voices, maybe even share a joke. But with clients they were more circumspect. One well-dressed woman was nodding as her advocate talked in an undertone, all the while trying to stop the many files under his arm from wriggling free.
Rebus knew that beneath the large stained glass window there were two corridors lined with old wooden boxes. Indeed, the first corridor was known as the Box Corridor. Each box was marked with a lawyer’s name, and each had a slat in the top, though the vast majority of boxes were kept open more or less permanently. Here documents awaited collection and perusal. Rebus had wondered at the openness of the system, the opportunities for theft and espionage. But there had never been any reports of theft, and security men were in any case never far away. He got up now and walked over to the stained glass. He knew the King portrayed was supposed to be James V, but wasn’t sure about the rest of it, all the figures or the coats of arms. To his right, through a wooden swing door with glass windows, he could see lawyers poring over books. Etched in gold on the glass were the words PRIVATE ROOM.
He knew another private room close to here. Indeed, just on the other side of St Giles and down some flights of stairs. Billy Cunningham had been murdered not fifty yards from the High Court.
He turned at the sound of heels clicking towards him. Caroline Rattray was dressed for work, from black shoes and stockings to powder-grey wig.
‘I wouldn’t have recognised you,’ he said.
‘Should I take that as a compliment?’ She gave him a big smile, and held it as she held his gaze. Then she touched his arm. ‘I see you’ve noticed.’ She looked up at the stained glass. ‘The royal arms of Scotland.’ Rebus looked up too. Beneath the large picture there were five smaller square windows, each showing a coat of arms. Caroline Rattray’s eyes were on the central panel. Two unicorns held the shield of the red Lion Rampant. Above on a scroll were the words IN DEFENCE, and at the bottom a Latin inscription. Rebus read it.
‘Nemo me impune lacessit.’ He turned to her. ‘Never my best subject.’
‘You might know it better as “Wha daur meddle wi’ me?”. It’s the motto of Scotland, or rather, the motto of Scotland’s kings.’
‘A while since we’ve had any of them.’
‘And of the Order of the Thistle. Sort of makes you the monarch’s private soldier, except they only give it to crusty old sods. Sit down.’ She led them back to the bench Rebus had been sitting on. She had files with her, which she placed on the floor rather than the bench, though there was space. Then she gave him her full attention. Rebus didn’t say anything, so she smiled again, tipping her head slightly to one side. ‘Don’t you see?’
‘Nemo,’ he guessed.
‘Yes! Latin for nobody.’
‘We already know that, Miss Rattray. Also a character in Jules Verne and in Dickens, plus the letters make the word “omen” backwards.’ He paused. ‘We’ve been working, you see. But does it get us any further forward? I mean, was the victim trying to tell us that no one killed him?’
She seemed to puncture, her shoulders sagging. It was like watching an old balloon die after Christmas.
‘It could be something,’ he offered. ‘But it’s hard to know what.’
‘I see.’
‘You could have told me about it on the phone.’
‘Yes, I could.’ She straightened her back. ‘But I wanted you to see for yourself.’
‘You think the Order of the Thistle ganged up and murdered Billy Cunningham?’ Her eyes were holding his again, no smile on her lips. He broke free, staring past her at the stained glass. ‘How’s the prosecution game?’
‘It’s a slow day,’ she said. ‘I hear the victim’s father is a convicted murderer. Is there a connection?’
‘Maybe.’
‘No concrete motive yet?’
‘No motive.’ The longer Rebus looked at the royal arms, the more his focus was drawn to its central figure. It was definitely a shield. ‘The Shield,’ he said to himself.
‘Sorry?’
‘Nothing, it’s just . . .’ He turned back to her. She was looking eager about something, and hopeful too. ‘Miss Rattray,’ he said, ‘did you bring me here to chat me up?’
She looked horrified, her face reddening; not just her cheeks, but forehead and chin too, even her neck coloured. ‘Inspector Rebus,’ she said at last.
‘Sorry, sorry.’ He bowed his head and raised his hands. ‘Sorry I said that.’
‘Well, I don’t know . . .’ She looked around. ‘It’s not every day I’m accused of being . . . well, whatever. I think I need a drink.’ Then, reverting to her normal voice: ‘I think you’d better buy me one, don’t you?’
They crossed the High Street, dodging the leafleters and mime artists and clowns on stilts, and threaded their way through a dark close and down some worn stone steps into Caro Rattray’s preferred bar.
‘I hate this time of year,’ she said. ‘It’s such a hassle getting to and from work. And as for parking in town . . .’
‘It’s a hard life, all right.’
She went to a table while Rebus stood at the bar. She had taken a couple of minutes to change out of her gown and wig, had brushed her hair out, though the sombre clothes that remained – the accent on black with touches of white – still marked her out as a lawyer in this lawyer’s howff.
The place had one of the lowest ceilings of any pub Rebus had ever been in. When he considered, he thought they must be almost directly above some of the shops which led off Mary King’s Close. The thought made him change his order.
‘Make that whisky a double.’ But he added plenty of water.
Caroline Rattray had ordered lemonade with lots of ice and lemon. As Rebus placed her drink on the table, he laughed.
‘What’s so funny?’
He shook his head. ‘Advocate and lemonade, that makes a snowball.’ He didn’t have to explain to her. She managed a weary smile. ‘Heard it before, eh?’ he said, sitting beside her.
‘And every person who says it thinks they’ve just invented it. Cheers.’
‘Aye, slainte.’
‘Slainte. Do you speak Gaelic?’
‘Just a couple of words.’
‘I learnt it a few years ago, I’ve already forgotten most of it.’
‘Ach, it’s not much use anyway, is it?’
‘You wouldn’t mind if it died out?’
‘I didn’t say that.’
‘I thought you just did.’
Rebus gulped at his drink. ‘Never argue with a lawyer.’
Another smile. She lit a cigarette, Rebus declining.
‘Don’t tell me,’ he said, ‘you still see Mary King’s Close in your head at night?’
She nodded slowly. ‘And during the day. I can’t seem to erase it.’
‘So don’t try. Just file it away, that’s all you can do. Admit it to yourself, it happened, you were there, then file it away. You won’t forget, but you won’t harp on it either.’
‘Police psychology?’
‘Common sense, hard learnt. That’s why you were so excited about the Latin inscription?’
‘Yes, I thought I was . . . involved.’
‘You’ll be involved if we ever catch the buggers. It’ll be your job to put them away.’
‘I suppose so.’
‘Until then, leave it to us.’
‘Yes, I will.’
‘I’m sorry though, sorry you had to see it. Typical of Curt, dragging you down there. There was no need to. Are you and him . . .?’
Her whoop filled the bar. ‘You don’t think . . .? We’re just acquaintances. He had a spare ticket, I was on hand. Christ almighty, you think I could . . . with a pathologist?’
‘They’re human, despite rumours to the contrary.’
‘Yes, but he’s twenty years older than me.’
‘That’s not always a consideration.’
‘The thought of those hands on me . . .’ She shivered, sipped her drink. ‘What did you say back there about a shield?’
He shook his head. He saw a shield in his mind, and you never got a shield without a sword. With sword and shield, that was a line from an Orange song. He slapped the table with his fist, so hard that Caroline Rattray looked frightened.
‘Was it something I said?’
‘Caroline, you’re brilliant. I’ve got to go.’ He got up and walked past the bar, then stopped and came back, taking her hand in his, holding it. ‘I’ll phone you,’ he promised. Then: ‘If you like.’
He waited till she’d nodded, then turned again and left. She finished her lemonade, smoked another cigarette, and stubbed it into the ashtray. His hand had been hot, not like a pathologist’s at all. The barman came to empty her ashtray into a pail and wipe the table.
‘Out hunting again I see,’ he said quietly.
‘You know too much about me, Dougie.’
‘I know too much about everyone, hen,’ said Dougie, picking up both glasses and taking them to the bar.
Several months back, Rebus had been talking to an acquaintance of his called Matthew Vanderhyde. Their conversation had concerned another case, one involving, as it turned out, Big Ger Cafferty, and apropos of very little Vanderhyde, blind for many years and with a reputation as a white witch, had mentioned a splinter group of the Scottish National Party. The splinter group had been called Sword and Shield, and they’d existed in the late 1950s and early 1960s.
But as a phone call to Vanderhyde revealed, Sword and Shield had ceased to exist around the same time the Rolling Stones were putting out their first album. And at no time, anyway, had they been known as SaS.
‘I do believe,’ Vanderhyde said, and Rebus could see him in his darkened living room, its curtains shut, slumped in an armchair with his portable phone, ‘there exists in the United States an organisation called Sword and Shield, or even Scottish Sword and Shield, but I don’t know anything about them. I don’t think they’re connected to the Scottish Rites Temple, which is a sort of North American Freemasons, but I’m a bit vague.’
Rebus was busy writing it all down. ‘No you’re not,’ he said, ‘you’re a bloody encyclopaedia.’ That was the problem with Vanderhyde: he seldom gave you just the one answer, leaving you more confused than before you’d asked your question.
‘Is there anything I can read about Sword and Shield?’ Rebus asked.
‘You mean histories? I wouldn’t know, I shouldn’t think they’d bother to issue any as braille editions or talking books.’
‘I suppose not, but there must have been something left when the organisation was wound up, papers, documents . . .?’
‘Perhaps a local historian might know. Would you like me to do some sleuthing, Inspector?’
‘I’d appreciate it,’ said Rebus. ‘Would Big Ger Cafferty have had anything to do with the group?’
‘I shouldn’t think so. Why do you ask?’
‘Nothing, forget I said it.’ He terminated the call with promises of a visit, then scratched his nose, wondering who to take all this to: Kilpatrick or Lauderdale? He’d been seconded to SCS, but Lauderdale was in charge of the murder inquiry. He asked himself a question: would Lauderdale protect me from Kilpatrick? The answer was no. Then he changed the names around. The answer this time was yes. So he took what he had to Kilpatrick.
And then had to admit that it wasn’t much.
Kilpatrick had brought Smylie into the office to join them. Sometimes Rebus wasn’t sure who was in charge. Calumn Smylie would be back undercover, maybe drinking in The Dell.
‘So,’ said Kilpatrick, ‘summing up, John, we’ve got the word Nemo, we’ve got a Latin phrase –’
‘Much quoted by nationalists,’ Smylie added, ‘at least in its Scots form.’
‘And we’ve got a shield on this coat of arms, all of which reminds you of a group called Sword and Shield who were wound up in the early ’60s. You think they’ve sprung up again?’
Rebus visualised a spring suddenly appearing through the worn covering of an old mattress. He shrugged. ‘I don’t know, sir.’
‘And then this source of yours mentions an organisation in the USA called Sword and Shield.’
‘Sir, all I know is, SaS must stand for something. Calumn Smylie’s been hearing about an outfit called The Shield who might be in the market for arms. There’s also a shield on the Scottish royal arms, as well as a phrase with the word Nemo. I know these are all pretty weak links, but all the same . . .’
Kilpatrick looked to Smylie, who gave a look indicating he was on Rebus’s side.
‘Maybe,’ Smylie said in proof, ‘we could ask our friends in the States to check for us. They’d be doing the work, there’s nothing to lose, and with the back-up they’ve got they could probably give us an answer in a few days. As I say, we haven’t lost anything.’
‘I suppose not. All right then.’ Kilpatrick’s hands were ready for prayer. ‘John, we’ll give it a go.’
‘Also, sir,’ Rebus added, just pushing his luck a bit, ‘we might do some digging into the original Sword and Shield. If the name’s been revived, it wasn’t just plucked out of the air.’
‘Fair point, John. I’ll put Blackwood and Ormiston onto it.’
Blackwood and Ormiston: they’d thank him for this, they’d bring him flowers and chocolates.
‘Thank you, sir,’ said Rebus.
Ever since the riot, Father Leary had been trying to contact Rebus, leaving message after message at St Leonard’s. So when he got to St Leonard’s, Rebus relented and called the priest.
‘It hasn’t gone too well, father,’ he said gamely.
‘Then it’s God’s will.’
For a second, Rebus heard it as God swill. He stuck in his own apostrophe and said, ‘I knew you’d say that.’ He was watching Siobhan Clarke striding towards him. She had her thumbs up and a big grin spread across her face.
‘Got to go, father. Say one for me.’
‘Don’t I always?’
Rebus put down the receiver. ‘What’ve you got?’
‘Cafferty,’ she said, throwing the file onto his desk. ‘Buried way back.’ She produced a sheet of paper and handed it to him. Rebus read through it quickly.
Yes, buried, because it was only a suspicion, one of hundreds that the police had been unable to prove over the course of Cafferty’s career.
‘Handling dirty money,’ he said.
‘For the Ulster Volunteer Force.’
Cafferty had formed an unholy alliance with a Glasgow villain called Jinky Johnson, and between them they’d offered a service, turning dirty money into clean at the behest of the UVF. Then Johnson disappeared. Rumour had it he’d either fled with the UVF’s cash, or else he’d been skimming a bit and they’d found out and done away with him. Whatever, Cafferty broke his connection.
‘What do you think?’ Clarke asked.
‘It ties Cafferty to the Protestant paramilitaries.’
‘And if they thought he knew about Johnson, it’d mean there was no love lost.’
But Rebus had doubts about the time scale. ‘They wouldn’t wait ten years for revenge. Then again, Cafferty did know what SaS stood for. He’s heard of it.’
‘A new terrorist group?’
‘I think so, definitely. And they’re here in Edinburgh.’ He looked up at Clarke. ‘And if we’re not careful, Cafferty’s men are going to get to them first.’ Then he smiled.
‘You don’t sound overly concerned.’
‘I’m so bothered by it all, I think I’ll buy you a drink.’
‘Deal,’ said Siobhan Clarke.
As he drove home, he could smell the cigarettes and booze on his clothes. More ammo for Patience. Christ, there were those videos to take back too. She wouldn’t do it, it was up to him. There’d be extra to pay, and he hadn’t even watched the bloody things yet.
To defer the inevitable, he stopped at a pub. They didn’t come much smaller than the Oxford Bar, but the Ox managed to be cosy too. Most nights there was a party atmosphere, or at the very least some entertaining patter. And there were quarter gills too, of course. He drank just the one, drove the rest of the way to Patience’s, and parked in his usual spot near the sports Merc. Someone on Queensferry Road was trying to sing Tie a Yellow Ribbon. Overhead, the streetlighting’s orange glow picked out the top of the tenements, their chimney pots bristling. The warm air smelt faintly of breweries.
‘Rebus?’
It wasn’t dark yet, not quite. Rebus had seen the man waiting across the road. Now the man was approaching, hands deep in jacket pockets. Rebus tensed. The man saw the change and brought his hands out to show he was unarmed.
‘Just a word,’ the man said.
‘What about?’
‘Mr Cafferty’s wondering how things are going.’
Rebus studied the man more closely. He looked like a weasel with misshapen teeth, his mouth constantly open in something that was either a sneer or a medical problem. He breathed in and out through his mouth in a series of small gasps. There was a smell from him that Rebus didn’t want to place.
‘You want a trip down the station, pal?’
The man grinned, showing his teeth again. Close up, Rebus saw that they were stained so brown from nicotine they might have been made of wood.
‘What are the charges?’ the weasel said.
Rebus looked him up and down. ‘Offence against public decency for a start. They should have kept you in your cage, right at the back of the pet shop.’
‘He said you had a way with words.’
‘Not just with words.’ Rebus started to cross the road to Patience’s flat. The man followed, so close he might have been on a leash.
‘I’m trying to be pleasant,’ the weasel said.
‘Tell the charm school to give you a refund.’
‘He said you’d be difficult.’
Rebus turned on the man. ‘Difficult? You don’t know just how difficult I can get if I really try. If I see you here again, you’d better be ready to square off.’
The man narrowed his eyes. ‘That’d suit me fine. I’ll be sure to mention your co-operation to Mr Cafferty.’
‘Do that.’ Rebus started down the steps to the garden flat. The weasel leaned down over the rails.
‘Nice flat.’ Rebus stopped with his key in the lock. He looked up at the man. ‘Shame if anything happened to it.’
By the time Rebus ran back up the steps, the weasel had disappeared.
‘Have you heard from your brother?’
It was next morning, and Rebus was at Fettes, talking with Ken Smylie.
‘He doesn’t phone in that often.’
Rebus was trying to turn Smylie into someone he could trust. Looking around him, he didn’t see too many potential allies. Blackwood and Ormiston were giving him their double-act filthy look, from which he deduced two things. One, they’d been assigned to look into what, if anything, remained of the original Sword and Shield.
Two, they knew whose idea the job had been.
Rebus, pleased at their glower, decided he wouldn’t bother mentioning that Matthew Vanderhyde was looking into Sword and Shield too. Why give them shortcuts when they’d have had him run the marathon?
Smylie didn’t seem in the mood for conversation, but Rebus persisted. ‘Have you talked to Billy Cunningham’s flatmate?’
‘She kept going on about his motorbike and what was she supposed to do with it?’
‘Is that all?’
Smylie shrugged. ‘Unless I want to buy a stripped down Honda.’
‘Careful, Smylie, I think maybe you’ve caught something.’
‘What?’
‘A sense of humour.’
As Rebus drove to St Leonard’s, he rubbed at his jaw and chin, enjoying the feel of the bristles under his fingertips. He was remembering the very different feel of the AK 47, and thinking of sectarianism. Scotland had enough problems without getting involved in Ireland’s. They were like Siamese twins who’d refused the operation to separate them. Only one twin had been forced into a marriage with England, and the other was hooked on self-mutilation. They didn’t need politicians to sort things out; they needed a psychiatrist.
The marching season, the season of the Protestant, was over for another year, give or take the occasional small fringe procession. Now it was the season of the International Festival, a festive time, a time to forget the small and insecure country you lived in. He thought again of the poor sods who’d decided to put on a show in the Gar-B.
St Leonard’s looked to be joining in the fun. They’d even arranged for a pantomime. Someone had owned up to the Billy Cunningham murder. His name was Unstable from Dunstable.
The police called him that for two reasons. One, he was mentally unstable. Two, he claimed he came from Dunstable. He was a local tramp, but not without resources. With needle and thread he had fashioned for himself a coat constructed from bar towels, and so was a walking sandwich-board for the products which kept him alive and kept him dying.
There were a lot of people out there like him, shiftless until someone (usually the police) shifted them. They’d been ‘returned to the community’ – a euphemism for dumped – thanks to a tightening of the government’s heart and purse-strings. Some of them couldn’t tighten their shoe laces without bursting into tears. It was a crying shame.
Unstable was in an interview room now with DS Holmes, being fed hot sweet tea and cigarettes. Eventually they’d turf him out, maybe with a couple of quid in his hand, his technicolor beercoat having no pockets.
Siobhan Clarke was at her desk in the Murder Room. She was being talked at by DI Alister Flower.
So someone had forgotten Rebus’s advice regarding the duty roster.
‘Well,’ Flower said loudly, spotting Rebus, ‘if it isn’t our man from the SCS. Have you brought the milk?’
Rebus was too slow getting the reference, so Flower obliged.
‘The Scottish Co-Operative Society. SCS, same letters as the Scottish Crime Squad.’
‘Wasn’t Sean Connery a milkman with the Co-Op,’ said Siobhan Clarke, ‘before he got into acting?’ Rebus smiled towards her, appreciating her effort to shift the gist of the conversation.
Flower looked like a man who had comebacks ready, so Rebus decided against a jibe. Instead he said, ‘They think very highly of you.’
Flower blinked. ‘Who?’
Rebus twitched his head. ‘Over at SCS.’
Flower stared at him, then narrowed his eyes. ‘Do tell.’
Rebus shrugged. ‘What’s to tell? I’m serious. The high hiedyins know your record, they’ve been keeping an eye on you . . . that’s what I hear.’
Flower shuffled his feet, relaxing his posture. He almost became shy, colour showing in his cheeks.
‘They told me to tell you . . .’ Rebus leaned close, Flower doing likewise, ‘. . . that as soon as there’s a milk round to spare, they’ll give you a call.’
Flower showed two rows of narrow teeth as he growled. Then he stalked off in search of easier prey.
‘He’s easy to wind up, isn’t he?’ said Siobhan Clarke.
‘That’s why I call him the Clockwork Orangeman.’
‘Is he an Orangeman?’
‘He’s been known to march on the 12th.’ He considered. ‘Maybe Orange Peeler would be a better name for him, eh?’ Clarke groaned. ‘What have you got for me from our teuchter friends?’
‘You mean the Orkneys. I don’t think they’d appreciate being called teuchters.’ She tried hard to pronounce the word, but being mostly English, she just failed.
‘Remember,’ said Rebus, ‘teuch is Scots for tough. I don’t think they’d mind me calling them tough.’ He dragged a chair over to her desk. ‘So what did you get?’
She flicked open a paper pad, finding the relevant page. ‘Zabriskie House is actually a croft. There’s a small cottage, one bedroom and one other room doubling as –’
‘I’m not thinking of buying the place.’
‘No, sir. The current owners didn’t know anything about its past history, but neighbours remembered a chap renting the place for a year or two back in the ’70s. He called himself Cuchullain.’
‘What?’
‘A mythical warrior, Celtic I think.’
‘And that was all he called himself?’
‘That was all.’
It fitted with the tone of the Floating Anarchy Factfile: Celtic hippy. Rebus knew that in the early ’70s a lot of young Scots had emulated their American and European cousins by ‘dropping out’. But then years later they tended to drop back in again, and did well for themselves in business. He knew because he’d almost dropped out himself. But instead he’d gone to Northern Ireland.
‘Anything else?’ he asked.
‘Bits and pieces. A description that’s twenty-odd years old now from a woman who’s been blind in one eye since birth.’
‘This is your source, is it?’
‘Mostly, yes. A police constable went sniffing. He also talked to the man who used to run the sub-post office, and a couple of boatmen. You need a boat to get provisions across to Rousay, and the postman comes by his own boat. He kept himself to himself, grew his own food. There was talk at the time, because people used to come and go at Zabriskie House, young women with no bras on, men with beards and long hair.’
‘The locals must’ve been mortified.’
Clarke smiled. ‘The lack of bras was mentioned more than once.’
‘Well, a place like that, you have to make your own entertainment.’
‘There’s one lead the constable is still following up. He’ll get back to me today.’
‘I won’t hold my breath. Have you ever been to the Orkneys?’
‘You’re not thinking of –’ She was interrupted by her telephone. ‘DC Clarke speaking. Yes.’ She looked up at Rebus and pulled her notepad to her, starting to write. Presumably it was the Old Policeman of Hoy, so Rebus took a stroll around the room. He was reminded again just why he didn’t fit, why he was so unsuited to the career life had chosen for him. The Murder Room was like a production line. You had your own little task, and you did it. Maybe someone else would follow up any lead you found, and then someone else after that might do the questioning of a suspect or potential witness. You were a small part of a very large team. It wasn’t Rebus’s way. He wanted to follow up every lead personally, cross referencing them all, taking them through from first principle to final reckoning. He’d been described, not unkindly, as a terrier, locking on with his jaws and not letting go.
Some dogs, you had to break the jaw to get them off.
Siobhan Clarke came up to him. ‘Something?’ he asked.
‘My constable friend found out Cuchullain used to keep a cow and a pig, plus some chickens. Part of the self-sufficiency thing. He wondered what might have happened to them when Cuchullain moved away.’
‘He sounds bright.’
‘Turns out Cuchullain sold them on to another crofter, and this crofter keeps records. We got lucky, Cuchullain had to wait for his money, and he gave the crofter a forwarding address in the Borders.’ She waved a piece of paper at him.
‘Don’t get too excited,’ warned Rebus. ‘We’re still talking a twenty year old address for a man whose name we don’t know.’
‘But we do know. The crofter had a note of that too. It’s Francis Lee.’
‘Francis Lee?’ Rebus sounded sceptical. ‘Wasn’t he playing for Manchester City in the ’70s? Francis Lee . . . as in Frank Lee? As in Frank Lee, my dear, I don’t give a damn?’
‘You think it’s another alias?’
‘I don’t know. Let’s get the Borders police to take a look.’ He studied the Murder Room. ‘Ach, no, on second thoughts, let’s go take a look ourselves.’
Whenever John Rebus had cause or inclination to drive through any town in the Scottish Borders, one word came to his mind.
Neat.
The towns were simply laid out and almost pathologically tidy. The buildings were constructed from unadorned stone and had a square-built no-nonsense quality to them. The people walking briskly from bank to grocer’s shop to chemist’s were rosy cheeked and bursting with health, as though they scrubbed their faces with pumice every morning before sitting down to farmhouse fare. The men’s limbs moved with the grace of farm machinery. You could present any of the women to your own mother. She’d tell them you weren’t good enough for them.
Truth be told, the Borderers scared Rebus. He couldn’t understand them. He understood though, that placed many more miles from any large Scottish conurbation than from the English border, there was bound to be some schizophrenia to the towns and their inhabitants.
Selkirk however was definably Scots in character, architecture, and language. Its annual Lammas Fair was not yet just a memory to see the townfolk through the winter. There were still rows of pennants waiting to be taken down, flapping in the slightest breeze. There were some outside the house which abutted the kirkyard wall. Siobhan Clarke checked the address and shrugged.
‘It’s the manse, isn’t it?’ Rebus repeated, sure that they had something wrong.
‘It’s the address I’ve got here.’
The house was large with several prominent gables. It was fashioned from dull grey stone, but boasted a lush and sweet-smelling garden. Siobhan Clarke pushed open the gate. She searched the front door for a bell but found none, so resorted to the iron knocker which was shaped like an open hand. No one answered. From nearby came the sound of a manual lawnmower, its pull and push as regular as a pendulum. Rebus looked in through the front window of the house, and saw no sign of movement.
‘We’re wasting our time,’ he said. A waste of a long car journey too. ‘Let’s leave a note and get out of here.’
Clarke peered through the letterbox, then stood up again. ‘Maybe we could ask around, now we’re here.’
‘Fine,’ said Rebus, ‘let’s go talk to the lawnmower man.’
They walked round to the kirkyard gate and took the red gravel path around the perimeter of the church itself. At the back of the soot-blackened building they saw an old man pushing a mower which in Edinburgh might have graced a New Town antique shop.
The gentleman stopped his work when he saw them crossing the trimmed grass towards him. It was like walking on a carpet. The grass could not have been shorter if he’d been using nail scissors. He produced a voluminous handkerchief from his pocket and mopped his suntanned brow. His face and arms were as brown as oak, the face polished with sweat. The elderly skin was still tight across the skull, shiny like a beetle’s back. He introduced himself as Willie McStay.
‘Is it about the vandalism?’ he asked.
‘Vandalism? Here?’
‘They’ve been desecrating the graves, daubing paint on the headstones. It’s the skinheads.’
‘Skinheads in Selkirk?’ Rebus was not convinced. ‘How many skinheads are there, Mr McStay?’
McStay thought about it, grinding his teeth together as though he were chewing tobacco or a particularly tough piece of phlegm. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘there’s Alec Tunnock’s son for a start. His hair’s cropped awful short and he wears those boots wi’ the laces.’
‘Boots with laces, eh?’
‘He hasna had a job since he left school.’
Rebus was shaking his head. ‘We’re not here about the headstones, Mr McStay. We were wondering about that house.’ He pointed towards it.
‘The manse?’
‘Who lives there, Mr McStay?’
‘The minister, Reverend McKay.’
‘How long has he lived there?’
‘Gracious, I don’t know. Fifteen years maybe. Before him it was Reverend Bothwell, and the Bothwells were here for a quarter century or more.’
Rebus looked to Siobhan Clarke. A waste of time.
‘We’re looking for a man called Francis Lee,’ she said.
McStay chomped on the name, jaw chewing from side to side, cheekbones working. He reminded Rebus of a sheep. The old man shook his head. ‘Nobody I know of,’ he said.
‘Well, thanks anyway,’ said Rebus.
‘A minute,’ McStay ordered. Meaning that he wanted to think about it for a minute more. Finally he nodded. ‘You’ve got it the wrong way round.’ He leant a hand against the mower’s black rubber grip. ‘The Bothwells were a lovely couple, Douglas and Ina. Couldn’t do enough for this town. When they died, their son sold the house straight off. He wasn’t supposed to, Reverend Bothwell told me that often enough. He was supposed to keep it in the family.’
‘But it’s a manse,’ Clarke said. ‘Church of Scotland property. How could he sell it?’
‘The Bothwells loved the house so much, they bought it off the Church. They were going to live there when Reverend Bothwell retired. The thing is, the son sold it back to the Church. He was a wastrel, that one, took the money and ran. Nobody’d look after their grave if it wasn’t for me and a few other old folk here who remember them fondly.’ He shook his head. ‘Young people, they’ve no sense of history or commitment.’
‘What’s this got to do with Francis Lee?’ Siobhan Clarke asked. McStay looked at her like she was a child who’d spoken out of turn, and addressed his answer to Rebus.
‘Their son was called Lee. I think his middle name was Francis.’
Lee Francis Bothwell: Francis Lee. It was too close to be mere coincidence. Rebus nodded slowly.
‘I don’t suppose you’ve any idea,’ he said, ‘where we might find –’ He broke off. ‘Frankie Bothwell? Thanks, Mr McStay, thanks for your help.’ And he walked towards the gate. It took Siobhan Clarke a moment to catch up with him.
‘So are you going to tell me?’
‘You don’t know Frankie Bothwell?’ He watched her try out the name in her mind. She shook her head furiously. ‘He owns the Crazy Hose Saloon.’
Now she nodded. ‘That Fringe programme in Billy Cunningham’s room.’
‘Yes, with a show at the Crazy Hose circled. Nice coincidence, eh?’ They were at the car now. Rebus opened the passenger door but didn’t get in. Instead he rested his elbow on the roof and looked across at her. ‘If you believe in coincidence.’
She’d driven them twenty or thirty yards when Rebus ordered her to stop. He’d been looking in his wing mirror, and now got out of the car and started back towards the gates. Siobhan cursed under her breath, drew the car in to the kerb, and followed him. Idling by the gates was a red estate car she’d seen parked further away when they were leaving. Rebus had stopped two men who’d been walking towards Willie McStay.
Neither of the two would have looked out of place in the back of a scrum. Siobhan was in time to catch the end of her superior’s argument.
‘– and if you don’t lay off, so help me, I’ll drop you so far in it you’ll wish you’d brought a diving bell.’ To reinforce this point, Rebus jabbed his finger into the larger man’s gut, all the way up to the second joint. The man didn’t look like he was enjoying it. His face was a huge ripe plum. But he kept his hands clasped behind his back throughout. He was showing such self control, Siobhan might have taken him for a Buddhist.
Only she’d yet to come across a Buddhist with razor scars carved down both cheeks.
‘And what’s more,’ Rebus was saying, ‘you can tell Cafferty we know all about him and the UVF, so he needn’t go on acting the innocent about terrorism.’
The bigger of the two men spoke. ‘Mr Cafferty’s getting very impatient. He wants a result.’
‘I don’t care if he wants world peace. Now get out of here, and if I hear you’ve been back asking questions, I’ll see you both put away, and I don’t care what I’ve got to do, understood?’
They didn’t look overly impressed, but the two men walked away anyway, back to the gates and through them.
‘Your fan club?’ Siobhan Clarke guessed.
‘Ach, they only want me for my body.’
Which, in a sense, was true.
It was late afternoon, and the Crazy Hose was doing no trade at all.
Those in the know just called it the Hose; those not in the know would say, ‘Shouldn’t it be Horse?’ But it was the Hose because its premises were an old decommissioned fire station, left vacant when they built a new edifice just up the street. And it was the Crazy Hose Saloon because it had a wild west theme and country and western music. The main doors were painted gloss black and boasted small square barred windows. Rebus knew the place was doing no trade, because Lee Francis Bothwell was sitting on the steps outside smoking a cigarette.
Although Rebus had never met Frankie Bothwell, he knew the reputation, and there was no mistaking the mess on the steps for anything else. He was dressed like a Las Vegas act, with the face and hair of McGarrett in Hawaii 5–0. The hair had to be fake, and Rebus would lay odds some of the face was fake too.
‘Mr Bothwell?’
The head nodded without the hair moving one millimetre out of coiffeured place. He was wearing a tan-coloured leather safari jacket, tight white trousers, and an open-necked shirt. The shirt would offend all but the colour blind and the truly blind. It had so many rhinestones on it, Rebus was in no doubt the rhine mines were now exhausted as a result. Around Bothwell’s neck hung a simple gold chain, but he would have been better off with a neck-cast. A neck-cast would have disguised the lines, the wrinkles and sags which gave away Bothwell’s not insubstantial age.
‘I’m Inspector Rebus, this is Detective Constable Clarke.’ Rebus had briefed Clarke on the way here, and she didn’t look too stunned by the figure in front of her.
‘You want a bottle of rye for the police raffle?’
‘No, sir. We’re trying to complete a collection of magazines.’
‘Huh?’ Bothwell had been studying the empty street. Just along the road was Tollcross junction, but you couldn’t see it from the front steps of the Crazy Hose. Now he looked up at Rebus.
‘I’m serious,’ Rebus said. ‘We’re missing a few back issues, maybe you can help.’
‘I don’t get it.’
‘The Floating Anarchy Factfile.’
Frankie Bothwell took off his sunglasses and squinted at Rebus. Then he ground his cigarette-end under the heel of a cowboy boot. ‘That was a lifetime ago. How do you know about it?’ Rebus shrugged. Frankie Bothwell grinned. He was perking up again. ‘Christ, that was a long time ago. Up in the Orkneys, peace and love, I had some fun back then. But what’s it got to do with anything?’
‘Do you know this man?’ Rebus handed over a copy of the photo Murdock had given him, the one from the party. It had been cropped to show Billy Cunningham’s face only. ‘His name’s Billy Cunningham.’
Bothwell took a while studying the photo, then shook his head.
‘He came here to see a country and western show a couple of weeks back.’
‘We’re packed most nights, Inspector, especially this time of year. I can ask the bar staff, the bouncers, see if they know him. Is he a regular?’
‘We don’t know, sir.’
‘See, if he’s a regular, he’ll carry the Cowpoke Card. You get one after three visits in any one month, entitles you to thirty per cent off the admission.’ Rebus was shaking his head. ‘What’s he done anyway?’
‘He’s been murdered, Mr Bothwell.’
Bothwell screwed up his face. ‘Bad one.’ Then he looked at Rebus again. ‘Not the kid in that underground street?’
Rebus nodded.
Bothwell stood up, brushing dirt from his backside. ‘Floating Anarchy hasn’t been in circulation for twenty years. You say this kid had a copy?’
‘Issue number three,’ Siobhan Clarke confirmed.
Bothwell thought about it. ‘Number three, that was a big printing, a thousand or so. There was momentum behind number three. After that . . . not so much momentum.’ He smiled ruefully. ‘Can I keep the photo? Like I say, I’ll ask around.’
‘Fine, Mr Bothwell. We’ve got copies.’
‘Secondhand shops maybe.’
‘Pardon?’
‘The magazine, maybe he got it secondhand.’
‘That’s a thought.’
‘A kid that age, Christ.’ He shook his head. ‘I love kids, Inspector, that’s what this place is all about. Giving kids a good time. There’s nothing like it.’
‘Really, sir?’
Bothwell spread his hands. ‘I don’t mean anything . . . you know . . . nothing like that. I’ve always liked kids. I used to run a football team, local youth club thing. Anything for kids.’ He smiled again. ‘That’s because I’m still a kid myself, Inspector. Me, I’m Peter bloody Pan.’
Still holding the photo, he invited them in for a drink. Rebus was tempted, but declined. The bar would be an empty barn; no place for a drink. He handed Bothwell a card with his office number.
‘I’ll do my best,’ Bothwell said.
Rebus nodded and turned away. He didn’t say anything to Siobhan Clarke till they were back in her car.
‘Well, what do you think?’
‘Creepy,’ she said. ‘How can he dress like that?’
‘Years of practice, I suppose.’
‘So what do you reckon to him?’
Rebus thought about this. ‘I’m not sure. Let me think about it over a drink.’
‘That’s very kind, sir, but I’m going out.’ She made a show of checking her watch.
‘A Fringe show?’ She nodded.
‘Early Tom Stoppard,’ she said.
‘Well,’ Rebus sniffed, ‘I didn’t say you were invited anyway.’ He paused. ‘Who are you going with?’
She looked at him. ‘I’m going on my own, not that it’s any of your business . . . sir.’
Rebus shifted a little. ‘You can drop me off at the Ox.’
As they drove past, there was no sign of Frankie Bothwell on the steps of the Crazy Hose Saloon.
The Ox gave Rebus a taste. He phoned Patience, but got the answer-phone. He seemed to remember she was going out tonight, but couldn’t recall where. He took the slow route home. In Daintry’s Lounge, he stood at the bar listening in on its tough wit. The Festival only touched places like Daintry’s insofar as providing posters to advertise the shows. These were as much decoration as the place ever had. He stared at a sign above the row of optics. It said, ‘If arseholes could fly, this place would be an airport’.
‘Ready for take-off,’ he said to the barmaid, proffering his empty glass.
A little later, he found himself approaching Oxford Terrace from Lennox Street, so turned into Lennox Street Lane. What had once been stables in the Lane had now become first floor homes with ground floor garages. The place was always dead. Some of the tenements on Oxford Terrace backed onto the lane. Rebus had a key to Patience’s garden gate. He’d let himself in the back door to the flat. As shortcuts went, it wasn’t much of one, but he liked the lane.
He was about a dozen paces from the gate when somebody grabbed him. They got him from behind, pulling him by the coat, keeping the grip tight so that he might as well have been wearing a straitjacket. The coat came up over Rebus’s head, trapping him, binding his arms. A knee came up into his groin. He lashed out with a foot, which only made it all the easier to unbalance him. He was shouting and swearing as he fell. The attacker had released his grip on the coat. While Rebus struggled to get out of it, a foot caught him on the side of the head. The foot was wearing a plimsoll, which explained why Rebus hadn’t heard his attacker following him. It also explained why he was still conscious after the kick.
Another kick dug into his side. And then, just as his head was emerging from his coat, the foot caught him on the chin, and all he could see were the setts beneath him, slick and shining from what light there was. The attacker’s hands were on him, rifling pockets. The man was breathing hard.
‘Take the money,’ Rebus said, trying to focus his eyes. He knew there wasn’t much money to take, less than a fiver, all of it in small change. The man didn’t seem happy with his haul. It wasn’t much for a night’s work.
‘A’m gonny put you in the hospital.’ The accent was Glaswegian. Rebus could make out the man’s build – squat – but not yet his face. There was too much shadow. He was rearing up again, coins spilling from his hands to rain down on Rebus.
He’d given Rebus just enough time to shake off the alcohol. Rebus sprang from his crouch and hit the man square in the stomach with his head, propelling his assailant backwards. The man kept his balance, but Rebus was standing too now, and he was bigger than the Glaswegian. There was a glint in the man’s hand. A cutthroat razor. Rebus hadn’t seen one in years. It flashed in an arc towards him, but he dodged it, then saw that there were two other figures in the lane. They were watching, hands in pockets. He thought he recognised them as Cafferty’s men, the ones from the churchyard.
The razor was swinging again, the Glaswegian almost smiling as he went about his business. Rebus slipped his coat all the way off and wrapped it around his left arm. He met the blade with his arm, feeling it cut into the cloth, and lashed out with the sole of his right foot, connecting with the man’s knee. The man took a step back, and Rebus struck out again, connecting with a thigh this time. When the man attempted to come back at him, he was limping and easy to sidestep. But instead of aiming with the razor he barrelled into Rebus, pushing him hard against some garage doors. Then he turned and ran.
There was only one exit from the alley, and he took it, running past Cafferty’s men. Rebus took a deep breath, then sank to his knees and threw up onto the ground. His coat was ruined, but that was the least of his problems. Cafferty’s men were strolling towards him. They lifted him to his feet like he was a bag of shopping.
‘You all right?’ one asked.
‘Winded,’ Rebus said. His chin hurt too, but there was no blood. He puked up more alcohol, feeling better for it. The other man had stooped to pick up the money. Rebus didn’t get it.
‘Your man?’ he said. They were shaking their heads. Then the bigger one spoke.
‘He just saved us the bother.’
‘He was trying to hospitalise me.’
‘I think I’d have done the same,’ said the big man, holding out Rebus’s coins. ‘If this is all I’d found.’
Rebus took the money and pocketed it. Then he took a swing at the man. It was slow and tired and didn’t connect. But the big man connected all right. His punch took all the remaining fight out of Rebus. He fell to his knees again, palms on the cold ground.
‘That’s by way of an incentive,’ the man said. ‘Just in case you were needing one. Mr Cafferty’ll be talking to you soon.’
‘Not if I can help it,’ spat Rebus, sitting with his back to the garage. They were walking away from him, back towards the mouth of the lane.
‘He’ll be talking to you.’
Then they were gone.
A Glaswegian with a razor, Rebus thought to himself, happy to sit here till the pain went away. If not Cafferty’s man, then whose?
And why?
Rebus struggled towards consciousness, even as he picked up the telephone.
‘Heathen!’ he gasped into it.
‘Pardon?’
‘To call at this ungodly hour.’ He’d recognised DCI Kilpatrick’s voice. He ran the palm of his hand down his face, pulling open his eyelids. When he could focus, he tried finding the time on the clock, but in his struggle for the receiver he’d knocked it to the floor. ‘What do you want . . . sir?’
‘I was hoping you could come in a bit early.’
‘What? Cleaners on strike and you’re looking for a relief?’
‘He sounds like the dead, but he’s still cracking jokes.’
‘When do you want me?’
‘Say, half an hour?’
‘You say it, I’ll do what I can.’ He put down the receiver and found his watch. It was on his wrist. The time was five past six. He hadn’t so much slept as drifted into coma. Maybe it was the drink or the vomiting or the beating. Maybe it was just too many late nights catching up with him. Whatever, he didn’t feel the worse for it. He checked his side: it was bruised, but not badly. His chin and face didn’t feel too bad either, just grazed.
‘Who the hell was that?’ Patience growled sleepily from beneath her pillow.
‘Duty calls,’ said Rebus, swinging his unwilling legs out of bed.
They were seated in Kilpatrick’s office, Rebus and Ken Smylie. Rebus held his coffee cup the way a disaster victim would, cradling this smallest of comforts. He couldn’t have looked worse if there’d been a blanket around his shoulders and a reporter in front of him asking how he felt about the plane crash. His early morning buzz had lasted all the way from the bed to the bathroom. It had been an effort to look in the mirror. Unshaven, you hardly noticed the bruises, but he could feel them on the inside.
Smylie seemed alert enough, not needing the caffeine. And Rebus shouldn’t have been drinking it either; it would play merry hell with him later.
It was a minute short of seven o’clock, and they were watching Kilpatrick pretend to reread some fax sheets. At last he was ready. He put down the sheets and interlocked the fingers of both hands. Rebus and Smylie were trying to get a look at what the fax said.
‘I’ve heard from the United States. You were right, Ken, they’re quick workers. The gist is, there are two fairly widespread but above board organisations in the US, one’s called the Scottish Rites Temple.’
‘That’s a kind of masonic lodge for Scots,’ Rebus said, remembering Vanderhyde’s words.
Kilpatrick nodded. ‘The other is called Scottish Sword and Shield.’ He watched Rebus and Smylie exchange a look. ‘Don’t get excited. It’s much more low-key than Scottish Rites, but it’s not into the financing of gun-running. However,’ he picked up the fax again, ‘there’s one final group. It has its main headquarters in Toronto, Canada, but also has branches in the States, particularly in the south and the north-west. It’s called The Shield, and you won’t find it in any phone book. The FBI have been investigating the US operation for just over a year, as have the American tax people. I had a chat with an FBI agent at their headquarters in Washington.’
‘And?’
‘And, the Shield is a fund-raiser, only nobody’s quite sure what for. Whatever it is, it isn’t Catholic. The FBI agent said he’d already passed a lot of this information on to the Royal Ulster Constabulary, in the event of their becoming cognisant of the organisation.’
Ten minutes on the phone to Washington, and already Kilpatrick was aping American speech.
‘So,’ Rebus said, ‘now we talk to the RUC.’
‘I already have. That’s why I called this meeting.’
‘What did they say?’
‘They were pretty damned cagey.’
‘No surprises there, sir,’ said Smylie.
‘They did admit to having some information on what they called Sword and Shield.’
‘Great.’
‘But they won’t release it. Usual RUC runaround. They don’t like sharing things. Their line is, if we want to see it, we have to go there. Those bastards really are a law unto themselves.’
‘No point going higher up with this, sir? Someone could order the information out of them.’
‘Yes, and it could get lost, or they could lift out anything they didn’t feel like letting us see. No, I think we show willing on this.’
‘Belfast?’
Kilpatrick nodded. ‘I’d like you both to go, it’ll only be a day trip.’ Kilpatrick checked his watch. ‘There’s a Loganair flight at seven-forty, so you’d best get going.’
‘No time to pack my tour guides,’ said Rebus. Inside, two old dreads were warming his gut.
They banked steeply coming down over Belfast harbour, like one of those fairground rides teenagers take to prove themselves. Rebus still had a hum of caffeine in his ears.
‘Pretty good, eh?’ said Smylie.
‘Aye, pretty good.’ Rebus hadn’t flown in a few years. He’d had a fear of flying ever since his SAS training. Already he was dreading the return trip. It wasn’t when he was high up, he didn’t mind that. But the take-off and landing, that view of the ground, so near and yet far enough to kill you stone dead if you hit it. Here it came again, the plane dropping fast now, too fast. His fingers were sore against the armrests. There was every chance of them locking there. He could see a surgeon amputating at the wrists . . .
And then they were down. Smylie was quick to stand up. The seat had been too narrow for him, with not enough legroom. He worked his neck and shoulders, then rubbed his knees.
‘Welcome to Belfast,’ he said.
‘We like to give visitors the tour,’ Yates said.
He was Inspector Yates of the Royal Ulster Constabulary, and both he and his car were in mufti. He had a face formed of fist-fights or bad childhood infections, scar tissue and things not quite in their right place. His nose veered leftwards, one earlobe hung lower than the other, and his chin had been stitched together not altogether successfully. You’d look at him in a bar and then look away again quickly, not risking the stare he deserved. He had no neck, that was another thing. His head sat on his shoulders like a boulder on the top of a hill.
‘That’s very kind,’ said Smylie, as they sped into town, ‘but we’d –’
‘Lets you see what we’re dealing with.’ Yates kept looking in his rearview, conducting a conversation with the mirror. ‘The two cities. It’s the same in any war zone. I knew this guy, height of the trouble in Beirut, he was recruited as a croupier there. Bombs falling, gunmen on the rampage, and the casinos were still open. Now these,’ he nodded out of the windscreen, ‘are the recruiting stations.’
They had left the City Airport behind, shaved the city’s commercial centre, and were passing through a wasteland. Until now, you couldn’t have said which British city you were in. A new road was being built down by the docks. Old flats, no worse than those in the Gar-B, were being demolished. As Yates had commented, sometimes the divide was hidden.
Not far away, a helicopter hovered high in the sky, watching someone or something. Around them, whole streets had been bulldozed. The kerbstones were painted green and white.
‘You’ll see red, white and blue ones in other areas.’
On the gable-end of a row of houses was an elaborate painting. Rebus could make out three masked figures, their automatic weapons raised high. There was a tricolour above them, and a phoenix rising from flames above this.
‘A nice piece of propaganda,’ said Rebus.
Yates turned to Smylie. ‘Your man knows what he’s talking about. It’s a work of art. These are some of the poorest streets in Europe, by the way.’
They didn’t look so bad to Rebus. The gable-end had reminded him again of the Gar-B. Only there was more rebuilding going on here. New housing developments were rising from the old.
‘See that wall?’ said Yates. ‘That’s called an environmental wall built and maintained by the Housing Executive.’ It was a red brick wall, functional, with a pattern in the bricks. ‘There used to be houses there. The other side of the wall is Protestant, once you get past the wasteland. They knock down the houses and extend the wall. There’s the Peace Line too, that’s an ugly old thing, made from iron rather than bricks. Streets like these, they’re meat and drink to the paramilitaries. The loyalist areas are the same.’
Eyes were following their slow progress, the eyes of teenagers and children grouped at street corners. The eyes held neither fear nor hate, only mistrust. On a wall, someone had daubed painted messages, old references to the H Block and Bobby Sands, newer additions in praise of the IRA, and promising revenge against the loyalist paramilitaries, the UVF and UFF predominantly. Rebus saw himself patrolling these streets, or streets like them, back when there had been more houses, more people on the move. He’d often been the ‘back walker’, which meant he stayed at the back of the patrol and faced the rear, his gun pointing towards the people they’d just passed, men staring at the ground, kids making rude gestures, shows of bravado, and mothers pushing prams. The patrol moved as cautiously as in any jungle.
‘See, here we are,’ Yates was saying, ‘we’re coming into Protestant territory now.’ More gable-ends, now painted with ten-foot-high Williams of Orange riding twenty-foot-high white horses. And then the cheaper displays, the graffiti, exhorting the locals to ‘Fuck the Pope and the IRA’. The letters FTP were everywhere. Five minutes before, they had been FKB: Fuck King Billy. They were just routine, a reflex. But of course they were more. You couldn’t laugh them off as name-calling, because the people who’d written them wouldn’t let you. They kept shooting each other, and blowing each other up.
Smylie read one of the slogans aloud. ‘“Irish Out”.’ He turned to Yates. ‘What? All of them?’
Yates smiled. ‘The Catholics write “Troops Out”, so the loyalists write “Irish Out”. They don’t see themselves as Irish, they’re British.’ He looked in the mirror again. ‘And they’re getting more vicious, loyalist paramilitaries killed more civvies last year than the IRA did. That’s a first, so far as I know. The loyalists hate us now, too.’
‘Who’s us?’
‘The RUC. They weren’t happy when the UDA was outlawed. Your man, Sir Patrick Mayhew, he lit the fuse.’
‘I read about some riots.’
‘Only last month, here in the Shankill and elsewhere. They say we’re harassing them. We can’t really win, can we?’
‘I think we get the picture,’ said Smylie, anxious to get to work. But Rebus knew the point the RUC man was making: this was their work.
‘If you think you get the picture,’ Yates said, ‘then you’re not getting the picture. You’re to blame, you know.’
‘Eh?’
‘The Scots. You settled here in the seventeenth century, started pushing around the Catholics.’
‘I don’t think we need a history lesson,’ Rebus said quietly. Smylie was looking like he might explode.
‘But it’s all about history,’ Yates said levelly. ‘On the surface at least.’
‘And underneath?’
‘Paramilitaries are in the business of making money. They can’t exist without money. So now they’ve become gangsters, pure and simple, because that’s the easy way to make the money they need. And then it becomes self-perpetuating. The IRA and UDA get together now and then and discuss things. They sit around a table together, just like the politicians want them to, but instead of talking about peace, they talk about carving up the country. You can extort from these taxi firms if we can extort from the building sites. You even get cases where the stuff the one side has stolen is passed on to the other for them to sell in their areas. You get times when the tension’s high, then it’s back to business as usual. It’s like one of those mafia films, the money these bastards are making . . .’ Yates shook his head. ‘They can’t afford peace. It’d be bad for business.’
‘And bad for your business too.’
Yates laughed. ‘Aye, right enough, overtime wouldn’t be easy to come by. But then we might live to retirement age, too. That doesn’t always happen just now.’ Yates had lifted his radio transmitter. ‘Two-Six-Zero, I’m about five minutes from base. Two passengers.’ The radio spat static.
‘Received and understood.’
He put down the receiver. ‘Now this,’ he said, ‘this is Belfast too. South Belfast, you don’t hear much about it because hardly anything ever happens here. See what I mean about two cities?’
Rebus had been noticing the change in their surroundings. Suddenly it looked prosperous, safe. There were wide tree-lined avenues, detached houses, some of them very new-looking. They’d passed the university, a red-brick replica of some older college. Yet they were still only ten minutes from ‘the Troubles’. Rebus knew this face of the city, too. He’d only spent the one tour of duty here, but he remembered the big houses, the busy city centre, the Victorian pubs whose interiors were regarded as national treasures. He knew the city was surrounded by lush green countryside, winding lanes and farm tracks, at the end of which might sit silent milk-churns packed with explosives.
The RUC station on the Malone Road was a well-disguised affair, tucked away behind a wooden fence, with a discreet lookout tower.
‘We have to keep up appearances for the locals,’ Yates explained. ‘This is a nice part of town, no mesh fences and machine guns.’
The gates had been opened for them, and closed quickly again.
‘Thanks for the tour,’ Rebus said as they parked. He meant it, something Yates acknowledged with a nod. Smylie opened his door and prised himself out. Yates glanced at the upholstery, then opened the glove compartment and lifted out his holstered pistol, bringing it with him.
‘Is your accent Irish?’ Rebus asked.
‘Mostly. There’s a bit of Liverpool in there too. I was born in Bootle, we moved here when I was six.’
‘What made you join the RUC?’ Smylie asked.
‘I’ve always been a stupid bastard, I suppose.’
He had to sign both visitors into the building, and their identities were checked. Later, Rebus knew, some clerical assistant would add them to a computer file.
Inside, the station looked much like any police station, except that the windows were heavily protected and the beat patrols carried padded vests with them and wore holsters. They’d seen policemen during their drive, but had acknowledged none of them. And they’d passed a single Army patrol, young squaddies sitting at the open rear door of their personnel carrier (known as a ‘pig’ in Rebus’s day, and probably still), automatic rifles held lightly, faces trained not to show emotion. In the station, the windows might be well protected but there seemed little sign of a siege mentality. The jokes were just as blue, just as black, as the ones told in Edinburgh. People discussed TV and football and the weather. Smylie wasn’t watching any of it. He wanted the job done and out again as quick as could be.
Rebus wasn’t sure about Smylie. The man might be a wonder in the office, as efficient as the day was long, but here he seemed less sure of himself. He was nervous, and showed it. When he took his jacket off, complaining of the heat, there were large sweat marks spreading from beneath his arms. Rebus had thought he’d be the nervous one, yet he felt detached, his memories bringing back no new fears. He was all right.
Yates had a small office to himself. They’d bought beakers of tea at a machine, and now sat these on the desk. Yates put his gun into a desk drawer, draped his jacket over his chair, and sat down. Pinned above him on the wall behind the desk was a sheet of computer print-out bearing the oversized words Nil Illegitimum Non Carborundum. Smylie decided to take a poke.
‘I thought Latin was for the Catholics?’
Yates stared at him. ‘There are Catholics in the RUC. Don’t get us confused with the UDR.’ Then he unlocked another drawer and pulled out a file, pushing it across the desk towards Rebus. ‘This doesn’t leave the room.’ Smylie drew his chair towards Rebus’s, and they read the contents together, Smylie, the faster reader, fidgeting as he waited for Rebus to catch up.
‘This is incredible,’ Smylie said at one point. He was right. The RUC had evidence of a loyalist paramilitary force called Sword and Shield (usually just referred to as The Shield), and of a support group working out of the mainland, acting as a conduit through which money and arms could pass, and also raising funds independently.
‘By mainland do you mean Scotland?’ Rebus asked.
Yates shrugged. ‘We’re not really taking them seriously, it’s just a cover name for the UVF or UFF, got to be. That’s the way it works. There are so many of these wee groups, Ulster Resistance, the Red Hands Commando, Knights of the Red Hand, we can hardly keep up with them.’
‘But this group is on the mainland,’ Rebus said.
‘Yes.’
‘And we’ve maybe come up against them.’ He tapped the folder. ‘Yet nobody thought to tell us any of this.’
Yates shrugged again, his head falling further into his body. ‘We leave that to Special Branch.’
‘You mean Special Branch were told about this?’
‘Special Branch here would inform Special Branch in London.’
‘Any idea who the contact would be in London?’
‘That’s classified information, Inspector, sorry.’
‘A man called Abernethy?’
Yates pushed his chair back so he could rock on it, the front two legs coming off the floor. He studied Rebus.
‘That’s answer enough,’ Rebus said. He looked to Smylie, who nodded. They were being screwed around by Special Branch. But why?
‘I see something’s on your mind,’ said Yates. ‘Want to tell me about it? I’d like to hear what you know.’
Rebus placed the folder on the desk. ‘Then come to Edinburgh some time, maybe we’ll tell you.’
Yates placed all four legs of his chair on the floor. When he looked at Rebus, his face was stone, his eyes fire. ‘No need to be like that,’ he said quietly.
‘Why not? We’ve wasted a whole day for four sheets of filing paper, all because you wouldn’t send it to us!’
‘It’s nothing personal, Inspector, it’s security. Wouldn’t matter if you were the Chief fucking Constable. Perspectives tend to change when your arse is in the line of fire.’
If Yates was looking for the sympathy vote, Rebus wasn’t about to place a cross in his box. ‘The Prods haven’t always been as keen as the Provos, have they? What’s going on?’
‘First off, they’re loyalists, not Prods. Prods means Protestants, and we’re dealing only with a select few, not with all of them. Second, they’re Provies, not Provos. Third . . . we’re not sure. There’s a younger leadership, a keener leadership. Plus like I say, they’re not happy just to let the security forces get on with it. See, the loyalist paramilitaries have always had a problem. They’re supposed to be on the same side as the security forces, they’re supposed to be law-abiding. That’s changed. They feel threatened. Just now they’re the majority, but it won’t always be that way. Plus the British government’s more concerned with its international image than with a few hard-line loyalists, so it’s paying more attention to the Republic. Put all that together and you get disillusioned loyalists, and plenty of them. The loyalist paramilitaries used to have a bad image. A lot of their operations went wrong, they didn’t have the manpower or the connections or the international support of the IRA.
‘These days they seem to be better organised though, not so much blatant racketeering. A lot of the thugs have been put off the Road . . . that is, put off the Shankill Road, as in banished.’
‘But at the same time they’re arming themselves,’ Rebus said.
‘It’s true,’ added Smylie. ‘In the past, whenever we caught them red-handed on the mainland, we used to find gelignite or sodium chlorate, now we’re finding rocket launchers and armour-piercing shells.’
‘Red-handed.’ Yates smiled at that. ‘Oh, it’s getting heavy duty,’ he agreed.
‘But you don’t know why?’
‘I’ve given you all the reasons I can.’
Rebus wondered about that, but didn’t say anything.
‘Look, this is a new thing for us,’ Yates said. ‘We’re used to facing off the Provies, not the loyalists. But now they’ve got Kalashnikovs, RPG-7s, frag grenades, Brownings.’
‘And you’re taking them seriously?’
‘Oh yes, Inspector, we’re taking them seriously. That’s why I want to know what you know.’
‘Maybe we’ll tell you over a beer,’ Rebus said.
Yates took them to the Crown Bar. Across the street, most of the windows in the Europa Hotel were boarded up, the result of another bomb. The bomb had damaged the Crown, too, but the damage hadn’t been allowed to linger. It was a Victorian pub, well preserved, with gas lighting and a wall lined with snugs, each with its own table and its own door for privacy. The interior reminded Rebus of several Edinburgh bars, but here he drank stout rather than heavy, and whiskey rather than whisky.
‘I know this place,’ he said.
‘Been here before, eh?’
‘Inspector Rebus,’ Smylie explained, ‘was in the Army in Belfast.’
So then Rebus had to tell Yates all about it, all about 1969. He wasn’t getting it out of his system; he could still feel the pressure inside him. He remembered the republican drinking club again, and the way they’d gone in there swinging wildly, some of the toms more enthusiastic than others. What would he say if he met any of the men they’d beaten? Sorry didn’t seem enough. He wouldn’t talk about it, but he told Yates a few other stories. Talking was okay, and drinking was okay too. The thought of the return flight didn’t bother him so much after two pints and a nip. By the time they were in the Indian restaurant eating an early lunch in a private booth a long way from any other diners, Smylie had grown loquacious, but it was all mental arm-wrestling, comparing and contrasting the two police forces, discussing manpower, back-up, arrest sheets, drug problems.
As Yates pointed out, leaving aside terrorism, Northern Ireland had one of the lowest crime rates going, certainly for serious crimes. There were the usual housebreakings and car-jackings, but few rapes and murders. Even the rougher housing schemes were kept in check by the paramilitaries, whose punishments went beyond incarceration.
Which brought them back to Mary King’s Close. Were they any nearer, Rebus wondered, to finding out why Billy Cunningham had been tortured and killed and who had killed him? The letters SaS on an arm, the word Nemo on the floor, the style of the assassination and Cunningham’s own sympathies. What did it all add up to?
Yates meantime talked a little more freely, while helping Smylie polish off the remaining dishes. He admitted they weren’t all angels in the RUC, which did not exactly surprise Rebus and Smylie, but Yates said they should see some of the men in the Ulster Defence Regiment, who were so fair-minded that their patrols had to be accompanied by RUC men keeping an eye on them.
‘You were here in ’69, Inspector, you’ll remember the B Specials? The UDR was formed to replace the B Spesh. The same madmen joined. See, if a loyalist wants to do something for his cause, all he has to do is join the UDR or the RUC Reserve. That fact has kept the UDA and UVF small.’
‘Is there still collusion between the security forces and the loyalists?’
Yates pondered that one over a belch. ‘Probably,’ he said, reaching for his lager. ‘The UDR used to be terrible, so did the Royal Irish Rangers. Now, it’s not so widespread.’
‘Either that or better hidden,’ said Rebus.
‘With cynicism like that, you should join the RUC.’
‘I don’t like guns.’
Yates wiped at his plate with a final sliver of nan bread. ‘Ah yes,’ he said, ‘the essential difference between us. I get to shoot people.’
‘It’s a big difference,’ Rebus suggested.
‘All the difference in the world,’ Yates agreed.
Smylie had gone quiet. He was wiping his own plate with bread.
‘Do the loyalists get aid from overseas?’ Rebus asked.
Yates sat back contentedly. ‘Not as much as the republicans. The loyalists probably rake in £150,000 a year from the mainland, mostly to help families and convicted members. Two-thirds of that comes from Scotland. There are pockets of sympathisers abroad – Australia, South Africa, the US and Canada. Canada’s the big one. The UVF have some Ingrams submachine guns just now that were shipped from Toronto. Why do you want to know?’
Rebus and Smylie shared a look, then Smylie started to talk. Rebus was happy to let him: this way, Yates only got to know what Smylie knew, rather than what Rebus suspected. Toronto: headquarters of The Shield. When Smylie had finished, Rebus asked Yates a question.
‘This group, Sword and Shield, I didn’t see any names on the file.’
‘You mean individuals?’ Rebus nodded. ‘Well, it’s all pretty low-key. We’ve got suspicions, but the names wouldn’t mean anything to you.’
‘Try me.’
Yates considered, then nodded slowly. ‘Okay.’
‘For instance, who’s the leader?’
‘We haven’t breached their command structure . . . not yet.’
‘But you have your suspicions?’
Yates smiled. ‘Oh yes. There’s one bastard in particular.’ His voice, already low, dropped lower still. ‘Alan Fowler. He was UVF, but left after a disagreement. A right bad bastard, I think the UVF were glad to be shot of him.’
‘Can I have a photo? A description?’
Yates shrugged. ‘Why not? He’s not my problem just now anyway.’
Rebus put down his glass. ‘Why’s that?’
‘Because he took the ferry to Stranraer last week. A car picked him up and drove him to Glasgow.’ Yates paused. ‘And that’s where we lost him.’
Ormiston was waiting at the airport with a car.
Rebus didn’t like Ormiston. He had a huge round face marked with freckles, and a semi-permanent grin too close to a sneer for comfort. His hair was thickly brown, always in need of a comb or a cut. He reminded Rebus of an overgrown schoolboy. Seeing him at his desk next to the bald and schoolmasterly Blackwood was like seeing the classroom dunce placed next to the teacher so an eye could be kept on his work.
But there was something particularly wrong with Ormiston this afternoon. Not that Rebus really cared. All he cared about was the headache which had woken him on the approach to Edinburgh. A midday drinking headache, a glare behind the eyes and a stupor further back in the brain. He’d noticed at the airport, the way Ormiston was looking at Smylie, Smylie not realising it.
‘Got any paracetamol on you?’ Rebus asked.
‘Sorry.’ And he caught Rebus’s eye again, as if trying to communicate something. Normally he was a nosy bugger, yet he hadn’t asked about their trip. Even Smylie noticed this.
‘What is it, Ormiston? A vow of omerta or something?’
Ormiston still wasn’t talking. He concentrated on his driving, giving Rebus plenty of time for thought. He had things to tell Kilpatrick . . . and things he wanted to keep to himself for the time being.
When Ormiston stopped the car at Fettes, he turned to Rebus.
‘Not you. We’ve got to meet the Chief somewhere.’
‘What?’
Smylie, half out of his door, stopped. ‘What’s up?’
Ormiston just shook his head. Rebus looked to Smylie. ‘See you later then.’
‘Aye, sure.’ And Smylie got out, relieving the car’s suspension. As soon as he’d closed the door, Ormiston moved off.
‘What is it, Ormiston?’
‘Best if the Chief tells you himself.’
‘Give me a clue then.’
‘A murder,’ Ormiston said, changing up a gear. ‘There’s been a murder.’
The scene had been cordoned off.
It was a narrow street of tall tenements. St Stephen Street had always enjoyed a rakish reputation, something to do with its mix of student flats, cafes and junk shops. There were several bars, one of them catering mainly to bikers. Rebus had heard a story that Nico, ex-Velvet Underground, had lived here for a time. It could be true. St Stephen Street, connecting the New Town to Raeburn Place, was a quiet thoroughfare which still managed to exude charm and seediness in equal measures.
The tenements either side of the street boasted basements, and a lot of these were flats with their own separate stairwells and entrances. Patience lived in just such a flat not seven minutes’ walk away. Rebus walked carefully down the stone steps. They were often worn and slippy. At the bottom, in a sort of damp courtyard, the owner or tenant of the flat had attempted to create a garden of terracotta pots and hanging baskets. But most of the plants had died, probably from lack of light, or perhaps from rough treatment at the hands of the builders. Scaffolding stretched up the front of the tenement, much of it covered with thick polythene, crackling in the breeze.
‘Cleaning the façade,’ someone said. Rebus nodded. The front door of the flat faced a whitewashed wall, and in the wall were set two doors. Rebus knew what these were, they were storage areas, burrowed out beneath the surface of the pavement. Patience had almost identical doors, but never used the space for anything; the cellars were too damp. One of the doors stood open. The floor was mostly moss, some of which was being scraped into an evidence-bag by a SOCO.
Kilpatrick, watching this, was listening to Blackwood, who ran his left hand across his pate, tucking an imaginary hair behind his ear. Kilpatrick saw Rebus.
‘Hello, John.’
‘Sir.’
‘Where’s Smylie?’
Ormiston was coming down the steps. Rebus nodded towards him. ‘The Quiet Man there dropped him at HQ. So what’s the big mystery?’
Blackwood answered. ‘Flat’s been on the market a few months, but not selling. Owner decided to tart it up a bit, see if that would do the trick. Builders turned up yesterday. Today one of them decided to take a look at the cellars. He found a body.’
‘Been there long?’
Blackwood shook his head. ‘They’re doing the postmortem this evening.’
‘Any tattoos?’
‘No tattoos,’ said Kilpatrick. ‘Thing is, John, it was Calumn.’ The Chief Inspector looked genuinely troubled, almost ready for tears. His face had lost its colour, and had lengthened as though the muscles had lost all motivation. He massaged his forehead with a hand.
‘Calumn?’ Rebus shook away his hangover. ‘Calumn Smylie?’ He remembered the big man, in the back of the HGV with his brother. Tried to imagine him dead, but couldn’t. Especially not here, in a cellar . . .
Kilpatrick blew his nose loudly, then wiped it. ‘I suppose I’d better get back and tell Ken.’
‘No need, sir.’
Ken Smylie was standing at street level, gripping the gloss-black railings. He looked like he might uproot the lot. Instead he arched back his head and gave a high-pitched howl, the sound swirling up into the sky as a smattering of rain began to fall.
Smylie had to be ordered to go home, they couldn’t shift him otherwise. Everyone else in the office moved like automatons. DCI Kilpatrick had some decisions to make, chief among them whether or not to tie together the two murder inquiries.
‘He was stabbed,’ he told Rebus. ‘No signs of a struggle, certainly no torture, nothing like that.’ There was relief in his voice, a relief Rebus could understand. ‘Stabbed and dumped. Whoever did it probably saw the For Sale sign outside the flat, didn’t reckon on the body being found for a while.’ He had produced a bottle of Laphroaig from the bottom drawer of his desk, and poured himself a glass.
‘Medicinal,’ he explained. But Rebus declined the offer of a glass. He’d taken three paracetamol washed down with Irn-Bru. He noticed that the level in the Laphroaig bottle was low. Kilpatrick must have a prescription.
‘You think he was rumbled?’
‘What else?’ said Kilpatrick, dribbling more malt into his glass.
‘I’d have expected another punishment killing, something with a bit of ritual about it.’
‘Ritual?’ Kilpatrick considered this. ‘He wasn’t killed there, you know. The pathologist said there wasn’t enough blood. Maybe they held their “ritual” wherever they killed him. Christ, and I let him go out on a limb.’ He took out a handkerchief and blew his nose, then took a deep breath. ‘Well, I’ve got a murder inquiry to start up, the high hiedyins are going to be asking questions.’
‘Yes, sir.’ Rebus stood up, but stopped at the door. ‘Two murders, two cellars, two lots of builders.’
Kilpatrick nodded, but said nothing. Rebus opened the door.
‘Sir, who knew about Calumn?’
‘How do you mean?’
‘Who knew he was undercover? Just this office, or anyone else?’
Kilpatrick furrowed his brow. ‘Such as?’
‘Special Branch, say.’
‘Just this office,’ Kilpatrick said quietly. Rebus turned to leave. ‘John, what did you find out in Belfast?’
‘That Sword and Shield exists. That the RUC know it’s operating here on the mainland. That they told Special Branch in London.’ He paused. ‘That DI Abernethy probably knows all about it.’
Having said which, Rebus left the room. Kilpatrick stared at the door for a full minute.
‘Christ almighty,’ he said. His telephone was ringing. He was slow to answer it.
‘Is it true?’ Brian Holmes asked. Siobhan Clarke was waiting for an answer too.
‘It’s true,’ said Rebus. They were in the Murder Room at St Leonard’s. ‘He was working on something that might well be connected to Billy Cunningham.’
‘So what now, sir?’
‘We need to talk to Millie and Murdock again.’
‘We’ve talked to them.’
‘That’s why I said “again”. Don’t you listen? And after that, let’s fix up a little chat with some of the Jaffas.’
‘Jaffas?’
Rebus tutted at Siobhan Clarke. ‘How long have you lived here? Jaffas are Orangemen.’
‘The Orange Lodge?’ said Holmes. ‘What can they tell us?’
‘The date of the Battle of the Boyne for a start.’
‘1690, Inspector.’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘The date, of course, means more than a mere annus mirabilis. One-six-nine-o. One and six make seven, nine plus nought equals nine, seven and nine being crucial numbers.’ He paused. ‘Do you know anything of numerology, Inspector?’
‘No, sir.’
‘What about the lassie?’
Siobhan Clarke bristled visibly. ‘It’s sort of a crank science, isn’t it?’ she offered. Rebus gave her a cooling look. Humour him, the look ordered.
‘Not crank, no. It’s ancient, with the ring of truth. Can I get you something to drink?’
‘No, thanks, Mr Gowrie.’
They were seated in Arch Gowrie’s ‘front room’, a parlour kept for visitors and special occasions. The real living room, with comfortable sofa, TV and video, drinks cabinet, was elsewhere on this sprawling ground floor. The house was at least three storeys high, and probably boasted an attic conversion too. It was sited in The Grange, a leafy backwater of the city’s southern side. The Grange got few visitors, few strangers, and never much traffic, since it was not a well-known route between any two other areas of the city. A lot of the huge detached houses, one-time merchants’ houses with walled grounds and high wooden or metal gates, had been bought by the Church of Scotland or other religious denominations. There was a retirement home to one side of Gowrie’s own residence, and what Rebus thought was a convent on the other side.
Archibald Gowrie liked to be called ‘Arch’. Everyone knew him as Arch. He was the public face of the Orange Lodge, an eloquent enough apologist (not that he thought there was anything to apologise for), but by no means that organisation’s most senior figure. However, he was high enough, and he was easy to find – unlike Millie and Murdock, who weren’t home.
Gowrie had agreed readily to a meeting, saying he’d be free between seven and quarter to eight.
‘Plenty of time, sir,’ Rebus had said.
He studied Arch Gowrie now. The man was big and fiftyish and probably attractive to women in that way older men could be. (Though Rebus noticed Siobhan Clarke didn’t seem too enthralled.) Though his hair – thinning nicely – was silver, his thick moustache was black. He wore his shirt with the sleeves rolled up, showing darkly haired arms. He was always ready for business. In fact, ‘open for business’ had been his public motto, and he worked tirelessly whenever he got his teeth into a new development.
From what Rebus knew, Gowrie had made his money initially as director of a company which had nippily shifted its expertise from ships and pipelines to building exploration platforms and oil rigs for the North Sea. That was back in the early ’70s. The company had been sold at vast profit, and Gowrie had disappeared for several years before reappearing in the guise of property developer and investment guru. He was still a property developer, his name on several projects around the city as well as further afield. But he had diversified into wildly different areas: film production, hi-fi design, edible algae, forestry, two country house hotels, a woollen mill, and the Eyrie restaurant in the New Town. Probably Arch was best known for his part-ownership of the Eyrie, the city’s best restaurant, certainly its most exclusive, by far its most expensive. You wouldn’t find nutritious Hebridean Blue Algae on its menu, not even written in French.
Rebus knew of only one large loss Gowrie had taken, as money man behind a film set predominantly in Scotland. Even boasting Rab Kinnoul as its star, the film had been an Easter turkey. Still, Gowrie wasn’t shy: there was a framed poster for the film hanging in the entrance hall.
‘Annus mirabilis,’ Rebus mused. ‘That’s Latin, isn’t it?’
Gowrie was horrified. ‘Of course it’s Latin! Don’t tell me you never studied Latin at school? I though we Scots were an educated bunch. Miraculous year, that’s what it means. Sure about that drink?’
‘Maybe a small whisky, sir.’ Kill or cure.
‘Nothing for me, sir,’ said Siobhan Clarke, her voice coming from the high moral ground.
‘I won’t be a minute,’ said Gowrie. When he’d left the room, Rebus turned to her.
‘Don’t piss him off!’ he hissed. ‘Just keep your gob shut and your ears open.’
‘Sorry, sir. Have you noticed?’
‘What?’
‘There’s nothing green in this room, nothing at all.’
He nodded again. ‘The inventor of red, white and blue grass will make a fortune.’
Gowrie came back into the room. He took a look at the two of them on the sofa, then smiled to himself and handed Rebus a crystal tumbler.
‘I won’t offend you by offering water or lemonade with that.’
Rebus sniffed the amber liquid. It was a West Highland malt, darker, more aromatic than the Speysides. Gowrie held his own glass up.
‘Slainte.’ He took a sip, then sat in a dark blue armchair. ‘Well now,’ he said, ‘how exactly can I help you?’
‘Well, sir –’
‘It’s nothing to do with us, you know. We’ve told the Chief Constable that. They’re an offshoot of the Grand Lodge, less than that even, now that we’ve disbarred them.’
Rebus suddenly knew what Gowrie was talking about. There was to be a march along Princes Street on Saturday, organised by the Orange Loyal Brigade. He’d heard about it weeks ago, when the very idea had provoked attacks from republican sympathisers and anti-right wing associations. There were expected to be confrontations during the march.
‘When did you disbar the group exactly, sir?’
‘April 14th. That was the day we had the disciplinary hearing. They belonged to one of our district lodges, and at a dinner-dance they’d sent collecting tins round for the LPWA.’ He turned to Siobhan Clarke. ‘That’s the Loyalist Prisoners’ Welfare Association.’ Then back to Rebus. ‘We can’t have that sort of thing, Inspector. We’ve denounced it in the past. We’ll have no truck with the paramilitaries.’
‘And the disbarred members set up the Orange Loyal Brigade?’
‘Correct.’
Rebus was feeling his way. ‘How many do you think will be on the march?’
‘Ach, a couple of hundred at most, and that’s including the bands. I think they’ve got bands coming from Glasgow and Liverpool.’
‘You think there’ll be trouble?’
‘Don’t you? Isn’t that why you’re here?’
‘Who’s the Brigade’s leader?’
‘Gavin MacMurray. But don’t you know all this already? Your Chief Constable asked if I could intervene. But I told him, they’re nothing to do with the Orange Lodge, nothing at all.’
‘Do they have connections with the other right-wing groups?’
‘You mean with fascists?’ Gowrie shrugged. ‘They deny it, of course, but I wouldn’t be surprised to see a few skinheads on the march, even ones with Sassenach accents.’
Rebus left a pause before asking, ‘Do you know if there’s any link-up between the Orange Brigade and The Shield?’
Gowrie frowned. ‘What shield?’
‘Sword and Shield. It’s another splinter group, isn’t it?’
Gowrie shook his head. ‘I’ve never heard of it.’
‘No?’
‘Never.’
Rebus placed his whisky glass on a table next to the sofa. ‘I just assumed you’d know something about it.’ He got to his feet, followed by Clarke. ‘Sorry to have bothered you, sir.’ Rebus held out his hand.
‘Is that it?’
‘That’s all, sir, thanks for your help.’
‘Well . . .’ Gowrie was clearly troubled. ‘Shield . . . no, means nothing to me.’
‘Then don’t worry about it, sir. Have a good evening now.’
At the front door, Clarke turned and smiled at Gowrie. ‘We’ll let you get back to your wee numbers. Goodbye, sir.’
They heard the door close behind them with a solid click as they walked back down the short gravel path to the driveway.
‘I’ve only got one question, sir: what was all that about?’
‘We’re dealing with lunatics, Clarke, and Gowrie isn’t a lunatic. A zealot maybe, but not a madman. Tell me, what do you call a haircut in an asylum?’
By now Clarke knew the way her boss’s mind worked. ‘A lunatic fringe?’ she guessed.
‘That’s who I want to talk to.’
‘You mean the Orange Loyal Brigade?’
Rebus nodded. ‘And every one of them will be taking a stroll along Princes Street on Saturday.’ He smiled without humour. ‘I’ve always enjoyed a parade.’
Saturday was hot and clear, with a slight cooling breeze, just enough to make the day bearable. Shoppers were out on Princes Street in numbers, and the lawns of Princes Street Gardens were as packed as a seaside beach, every bench in full use, a carousel attracting the children. The atmosphere was festive if frayed, with the kids squealing and tiring as their ice-cream cones melted and dropped to the ground, turning instantly into food for the squirrels, pigeons, and panting dogs.
The parade was due to set off from Regent Road at three o’clock, and by two-fifteen the pubs behind Princes Street were emptying their cargo of brolly-toting white-gloved elders, bowler hats fixed onto their sweating heads, faces splotched from alcohol. There was a show of regalia, and a few large banners were being unfurled. Rebus couldn’t remember what you called the guy at the front of the march, the one who threw up and caught the heavy ornamental staff. He’d probably known in his youth. The flute players were practising, and the snare drummers adjusted their straps and drank from cans of beer.
People outside the Post Office on Waterloo Place could hear the flutes and drums, and peered along towards Regent Road. That the march was to set off from outside the old Royal High School, mothballed site for a devolved Scottish parliament, added a certain something to the affair.
Rebus had been in a couple of the bars, taking a look at the Brigade members and supporters. They were a varied crew, taking in a few Doc Marten-wearing skinheads (just as Gowrie had predicted) as well as the bowler hats. There were also the dark suit/white shirt/dark tie types, their shoes as polished as their faces. Most of them were drinking like fury, though they didn’t seem completely mortal yet. Empty cans were being kicked along Regent Road, or trodden on and left by the edges of the pavement. Rebus wasn’t sure why these occasions always carried with them the air of threat, of barely suppressed violence, even before they started. Extra police had been drafted in, and were readying to stop traffic from coming down onto Princes Street. Metal-grilled barriers waited by the side of the road, as did the small groups of protesters, and the smaller group of protesters who were protesting against the protesters. Rebus wondered, not for the first time, which maniac on the Council had pushed through the okay for the parade.
The marching season of course had finished, the main parades being on and around the 12th of July, date of the Battle of the Boyne. Even then the biggest marches were in Glasgow. What was the point of this present parade? To stir things up, of course, to make a noise. To be noticed. The big drum, the lambeg, was being hammered now. There was competition from a few bagpipe buskers near Waverley Station, but they’d be silenced by the time the parade reached them.
Rebus wandered freely among the marchers as they drank and joked with each other and adjusted their uniforms. A Union Jack was unfurled, then ordered to be rolled up again, bearing as it did the initials of the British National Party. There didn’t seem to be any collecting tins or buckets, the police having pressed for a quick march with as little interaction with the public as possible. Rebus knew this because he’d asked Farmer Watson, and the Farmer had confirmed that it would be so.
‘Here’s tae King Billy!’ A can was raised. ‘God bless the Queen and King William of Orange!’
‘Well said, son.’
The bowler hats said little, standing with the tips of their umbrellas touching the ground, hands resting lightly on the curved wooden handles. It was easy to dismiss these unsmiling men too lightly. But God help you if you started an argument with one of them.
‘Why dae yis hate Catholics?’ a pedestrian yelled.
‘We don’t!’ somebody yelled back, but she was already bustling away with her shopping bags. There were smiles, but she’d made her point. Rebus watched her go.
‘Hey, Gavin, how long now?’
‘Five minutes, just relax.’
Rebus looked towards the man who had just spoken, the man who was probably called Gavin MacMurray and therefore in charge. He seemed to have appeared from nowhere. Rebus had read the file on Gavin MacMurray: two arrests for breach of the peace and actual bodily harm, but a lot more information to his name than that. Rebus knew his age (38), that he was married and lived in Currie, and that he ran his own garage. He knew Inland Revenue had no complaints against him, that he drove a red Mercedes Benz (though he made his money from more prosaic Fords, Renaults and the like), and that his teenage son had been in trouble for fighting, with two arrests after pitched battles outside Rangers matches and one arrest after an incident on the train home from Glasgow.
So Rebus assumed the teenager standing close beside Gavin MacMurray must be the son, Jamesie. Jamesie had pretensions of all obvious kinds. He wore sunglasses and a tough look, seeing himself as his father’s lieutenant. His legs were apart, shoulders back. Rebus had never seen anyone itching so badly for action of some kind. He had his father’s low square jaw, the same black hair cut short at the front. But while Gavin MacMurray was dressed in chainstore anonymity, Jamesie wanted people to look at him. Biker boots, tight black jeans, white t-shirt and black leather jacket. He wore a red bandana around his right wrist, a studded leather strap around the left. His hair, long and curling at the back, had been shaved above both ears.
Turning from son to father was like turning from overt to covert strength. Rebus knew which he’d rather tackle. Gavin MacMurray was chewing gum with his front teeth, his head and eyes constantly in movement, checking things, keeping things in check. He kept his hands in his windcheater pockets, and wore silver-framed spectacles which magnified his eyes. There seemed little charisma about him, little of the rouser or orator. He looked chillingly ordinary.
Because he was ordinary, they all were, all these semi-inebriated working men and retired men, quiet family types who might belong to the British Legion or their local Ex-Servicemen’s Club, who might inhabit the bowling green on summer evenings and go with their families on holiday to Spain or Florida or Largs. It was only when you saw them in groups like this that you caught a whiff of something else. Alone, they had nothing but a nagging complaint; together, they had a voice: the sound of the lambeg, dense as a heartbeat; the insistent flutes; the march. They always fascinated Rebus. He couldn’t help it. It was in his blood. He’d marched in his youth. He’d done a lot of things back then.
There was a final gathering of lines, MacMurray readying his troops. A word with the policeman in charge, a conversation by two-way radio, then a nod from MacMurray. The opening fat-fry of snare drums, the lambeg pumping away, and then the flutes. They marched on the spot for a few moments, then moved off towards Princes Street, where traffic had been stopped for them, where the Castle glared down on them, where a lot of people but by no means everyone paused to watch.
A few months back, a pro-republican march had been banned from this route. That was why the protesters were particularly loud in their jeers, thumbs held down. Some of them were chanting Na-Zis, Na-Zis, and then being told to shut up by uniformed police. There would be a few arrests, there always were. You hadn’t had a good day out at a march unless there’d been at least the threat of arrest.
Rebus followed the march from the pavement, sticking to the Gardens side, which was quieter. A few more marchers had joined in, but it was still small beer, hardly worth the bother. He was beginning to wonder what he’d thought would happen. His eyes moved back through the procession from the tosser at the front, busy with his muckle stick, through the flutes and drums, past bowler hats and suits, to the younger marchers and stragglers. A few pre-teenage kids had joined in on the edges, loving every minute. Jamesie, right near the back, told them in no uncertain terms that they should leave, but they didn’t listen to him.
‘Tough’ always was a relative term.
But now one of the stragglers clutched Jamesie’s arm and they shared a few words, both of them grinning. The straggler was wearing sunglasses with mirrored lenses, and a denim jacket with no shirt beneath.
‘Hello,’ said Rebus quietly. He watched Jamesie and Davey Soutar have their conversation, saw Jamesie pat Davey on the shoulder before Davey moved away again, falling back until he left the procession altogether, squeezing between two of the temporary barriers and vanishing into the crowd.
Jamesie seemed to relax a bit after this. His walk became looser, less of an act, and he swung his arms in time to the music. He seemed to be realising that it was a bright summer’s day, and at last peeled off his leather jacket, slinging it over one shoulder, showing off his arm muscles and several tattoos. Rebus walked a bit faster, keeping close to the edge of the pavement. One of the tattoos was professional, and showed the ornately overlaid letters RFC: Rangers Football Club. But there was also the maroon emblem of Heart of Midlothian FC, so obviously Jamesie liked to play safe. Then there was a kilted, busby-wearing piper, and further down his arm towards the leather wrist-band a much more amateur job, the usual shaky greeny-blue ink.
The letters SaS.
Rebus blinked. It was almost too far away for him to be sure. Almost. But he was sure. And suddenly he didn’t want to talk to Gavin MacMurray any more. He wanted a word with his son.
He stopped on the pavement, letting the march pull away from him. He knew where they were heading. A left turn into Lothian Road, passing the windows of the Caledonian Hotel. Something for the rich tourists to get a picture of. Then another left into King’s Stables Road, stopping short of the Grassmarket. Afterwards, they’d probably head down into the Grassmarket itself for the post-march analysis and a few more beers. The Grassmarket being trendy these days, there’d be a lot of Fringe drinkers there too. A fine cocktail of cultures for a Saturday afternoon.
He followed the trail to one of the rougher pubs on the Cowgate, just the other side of Candlemaker Row from the Grassmarket. At one time, they’d hung miscreants from the gallows in the Grassmarket. It was a cheerier prospect these days, though you wouldn’t necessarily know it from a visit to the Merchant’s Bar where, at ten p.m. each night, the pint glasses were switched for flimsy plastic imposters, relieving the bar of ready weapons. It was that kind of place.
Inside, the bar was airless, a drinkers’ fug of smoke and television heat. You didn’t come here for a good time, you came out of necessity. The regulars were like dragons, each mouthful cooling the fire inside them. As he entered the bar, he saw no one he recognised, not even the barman. The barman was a new face, just out of his teens. He poured pints with an affected disdain, and took the money like it was a bribe. From the sounds of atonal song, Rebus knew the marchers were upstairs, probably emptying the place.
Rebus took his pint – still in a glass glass – and headed up to the dance hall. Sure enough, the marchers were about all there was. They’d shed jackets, ties, and inhibitions, and were milling around, singing to off-key flutes and downing pints and shorts. Getting the drink in had become a logistical nightmare, and more marchers were coming in all the time.
Rebus took a deep breath, carved a smile into his face, and waded in.
‘Magic, lads.’
‘Aye, ta, pal.’
‘Nae bother, eh?’
‘Aye, nae bother right enough.’
‘All right there, lads?’
‘Fine, aye. Magic.’
Gavin MacMurray hadn’t arrived yet. Maybe he was off elsewhere with his generals. But his son was on the stage pretending he held a microphone stand and a crowd’s attention. Another lad clambered onto the stage and played an invisible guitar, still managing to hold his pint glass. Lager splashed over his jeans, but he didn’t notice. That was professionalism for you.
Rebus watched with the smile still on his face. Eventually they gave up, as he’d known they would, there being no audience, and leapt down from the stage. Jamesie landed just in front of Rebus. Rebus held his arms wide.
‘Whoah there! That was brilliant.’
Jamesie grinned. ‘Aye, ta.’ Rebus slapped him on the shoulder.
‘Get you another?’
‘I think I’m all right, ta.’
‘Fair enough.’ Rebus looked around, then leant close to Jamesie’s ear. ‘I see you’re one of us.’ He winked.
‘Eh?’
The tattoo had been covered by the leather jacket, but Rebus nodded towards it. ‘The Shield,’ he said slyly. Then he nodded again, catching Jamesie’s eye, and moved away. He went back downstairs and ordered two pints. The bar was busy and noisy, both TV and jukebox blaring, a couple of arguments rising above even these. Half a minute later, Jamesie was standing beside him. The boy wasn’t very bright, and Rebus weighed up how much he could get away with.
‘How do you know?’ Jamesie asked.
‘There’s not much I don’t know, son.’
‘But I don’t know you.’
Rebus smiled into his drink. ‘Best keep it that way.’
‘Then how come you know me?’
Rebus turned towards him. ‘I just do.’ Jamesie looked around him, licking his lips. Rebus handed him one of the pints. ‘Here, get this down you.’
‘Ta.’ He lowered his voice. ‘You’re in The Shield?’
‘What makes you think that?’ Now Jamesie smiled. ‘How’s Davey, by the way?’
‘Davey?’
‘Davey Soutar,’ said Rebus. ‘You two know each other, don’t you?’
‘I know Davey.’ He blinked. ‘Christ, you are in The Shield. Hang on, did I see you at the parade?’
‘I bloody hope so.’
Now Jamesie nodded slowly. ‘I thought I saw you.’
‘You’re a sharp lad, Jamesie. There’s a bit of your dad in you.’
Jamesie started at this. ‘He’ll be here in five minutes. You don’t want him to see us . . .’
‘You’re right. He doesn’t know about The Shield then?’
‘Of course not.’ Jamesie looked slighted.
‘Only sometimes the lads tell their dads.’
‘Not me.’
Rebus nodded. ‘You’re a good one, Jamesie. We’ve got our eyes on you.’
‘Really?’
‘Absolutely.’ Rebus supped from his pint. ‘Shame about Billy.’
Jamesie became a statue, the glass inches from his lips. He recovered with effort. ‘Pardon?’
‘Good lad, say nothing.’ Rebus took another sup. ‘Good parade, wasn’t it?’
‘Oh aye, the best.’
‘Ever been to Belfast?’
Jamesie looked like he was having trouble keeping up with the conversation. Rebus hoped he was. ‘Naw,’ he said at last.
‘I was there a few days ago, Jamesie. It’s a proud city, a lot of good people there, our people.’ Rebus was wondering, how long can I keep this up? A couple of teenagers, probably a year or two beneath the legal drinking age, had already come to the stairs looking for Jamesie to join them.
‘True,’ Jamesie said.
‘We can’t let them down.’
‘Absolutely not.’
‘Remember Billy Cunningham.’
Jamesie put down his glass. ‘Is this . . .’ his voice had become a little less confident, ‘is this a . . . some sort of warning?’
Rebus patted the young man’s arm. ‘No, no, you’re all right, Jamesie. It’s just that the polis are sniffing around.’ It was amazing where a bit of confident bull’s keech could get you.
‘I’m no squealer,’ said Jamesie.
The way he said it, Rebus knew. ‘Not like Billy?’
‘Definitely not.’
Rebus was nodding to himself when the doors burst open and Gavin MacMurray swaggered in, a couple of his generals squeezing through the doorway in his wake. Rebus became just another punter at the bar, as MacMurray slung a heavy arm around his son’s neck.
‘Awright, Jamesie boy?’
‘Fine, Dad. My shout.’
‘Three export then. Bring them up back, aye?’
‘No bother, Dad.’
Jamesie watched the three men walk to the stairs. He turned towards his confidant, but John Rebus had already left the bar.
Every chain, no matter how strong, has one link weaker than the rest. Rebus had hopes of Jamesie MacMurray, as he walked out of the Merchant’s. He was halfway to his car when he saw Caro Rattray walking towards him.
‘You were going to call me,’ she said.
‘Work’s been a bit hectic.’
She looked back at the pub. ‘Call that work, do you?’
He smiled. ‘Do you live here?’
‘On the Canongate. I’ve just been walking my dog.’
‘Your dog?’ There was no sign of a leash, never mind the animal. She shrugged.
‘I don’t actually like dogs, I just like the idea of walking them. So I have an imaginary dog.’
‘What’s he called?’
‘Sandy.’
Rebus looked down at her feet. ‘Good boy, Sandy.’
‘Actually, Sandy’s a girl.’
‘Hard to tell at this distance.’
‘And I don’t talk to her.’ She smiled. ‘I’m not mad, you know.’
‘Right, you just go walking with a pretend dog. So what are you and Sandy doing now?’
‘Going home and having a drink. Fancy joining us?’
Rebus thought about it. ‘Sure,’ he said. ‘Drive or walk?’
‘Let’s walk,’ said Caroline Rattray. ‘I don’t want Sandy shedding on your seats.’
She lived in a nicely furnished flat, tidy but not obsessive. There was a grandfather clock in the hall, a family heirloom. Her surname was engraved on the brass face.
A dividing wall had been taken away so that the living room had windows to front and back. A book lay open on the sofa, next to a half-finished box of shortbread. Solitary pleasures, thought Rebus.
‘You’re not married?’ he said.
‘God, no.’
‘Boyfriend?’
She smiled again. ‘Funny word that, isn’t it? Especially when you get to my age. I mean, a boyfriend should be in his teens or twenties.’
‘Gentleman friend then,’ he persisted.
‘Doesn’t have the same connotations though, does it?’ Rebus sighed. ‘I know, I know,’ she said, ‘never argue with an advocate.’
Rebus looked out of the back window onto a drying-green. Overhead, the few clouds were basking in the space they had. ‘Sandy’s digging up your flower bed.’
‘What do you want to drink?’
‘Tea, please.’
‘Sure? I’ve only got decaf.’
‘That’s perfect.’ He meant it. While she made noises in the kitchen, he walked through the living room. Dining-table and chairs and wall units at the back, sofa, chairs, bookcases towards the front. It was a nice room. From the small front window, he looked down onto slow-walking tourists and a shop selling tartan teddy-bears.
‘This is a nice part of town,’ he said, not really meaning it.
‘Are you kidding? Ever tried parking round here in the summer?’
‘I never try parking anywhere in the summer.’
He moved away from the window. A flute and some sheet music sat on a spindly music-stand in one corner. On a unit were small framed photos of the usual gap-toothed kids and kind-looking old people.
‘Family,’ she said, coming back into the room. She lit a cigarette, took two deep puffs on it, then stubbed it into an ashtray, exhaling and wafting the smoke away with her hand. ‘I hate smoking indoors,’ she explained.
‘Then why do it?’
‘I smoke when I’m nervous.’ She smiled slyly and returned to the kitchen, Rebus following. The aroma of the cigarette mingled with the richer aroma of the perfume she wore. Had she just applied some? It hadn’t been this strong before.
The kitchen was small, functional. The whole flat had the look of recent but not radical redecoration.
‘Milk?’
‘Please. No sugar.’ Their conversation, he realised, was assuming a studied banality.
The kettle clicked off. ‘Can you take the mugs?’
She had already poured a splash of milk into either plain yellow mug. There wasn’t much room at all in the kitchen, something Rebus realised as he went to pick up the mugs. He was right beside her as she stirred the teabags in the pot. Her head was bent down, affording a view of the long black hairs curling from her nape, and the nape of her neck itself. She half turned her face towards him, smiling, her eyes finally finding his. Then she moved her body around too. Rebus kissed her forehead first, then her cheek. She had closed her eyes. He burrowed his face in her neck, inhaling deeply: shampoo and perfume and skin. He kissed her again, then came up for air. Caroline opened her eyes slowly.
‘Well now,’ she said.
He felt suddenly as though he’d been flung down a tunnel, watching the circle of light at the entrance shrink to a full stop. He tried desperately to think of something to say. There was perfume in his lungs.
‘Well now,’ she repeated. What did that mean? Was she pleased, shocked, bemused? She turned back to the teapot and put its lid on.
‘I better go,’ Rebus said. She became very still. He couldn’t see her face, not enough of it. ‘Hadn’t I?’
‘I’ve no commitments, John.’ Her hands were resting lightly on the work surface, either side of the pot. ‘What about you?’
He knew what she meant; she meant Patience. ‘There’s someone,’ he said.
‘I know, Dr Curt told me.’
‘I’m sorry, Caroline, I shouldn’t have done that.’
‘What?’ She turned to him.
‘Kissed you.’
‘I didn’t mind.’ She gave him her smile again. ‘I’ll never drink a whole pot of tea on my own.’
He nodded, realising he was still holding the mugs. ‘I’ll take them through.’
He walked out of the kitchen on unsteady legs, his heart shimmying. He’d kissed her. Why had he kissed her? He hadn’t meant to. But it had happened. It was real now. The photographs smiled at him as he put the mugs down on a small table which already had coffee-rings on it. What was she doing in the kitchen? He stared at the doorway, willing her to come, willing her not to come.
She came. The teapot was on a tray now, a tea-cosy in the shape of a King Charles spaniel keeping in the heat.
‘Is Sandy a King Charles?’
‘Some days. How strong do you like it?’
‘As it comes.’
She smiled again and poured, handed him a mug, then took one herself and sat in her chair. She didn’t look very comfortable. Rebus sat opposite her on the sofa, not resting against the back of it but leaning forward.
‘There’s some shortbread,’ she said.
‘No, thanks.’
‘So,’ she said, ‘any progress on Nemo?’
‘I think so.’ This was good; they were talking. ‘SaS is a loyalist support group. They’re buying and shipping arms.’
‘And the victim in Mary King’s Close, he was killed by paramilitaries, nothing to do with his father?’
Rebus shrugged again. ‘There’s been another murder. It could be linked.’
‘That man they found in the cellar?’ Rebus nodded. ‘Nobody told me they were connected.’
‘It’s being kept a bit quiet. He was working undercover.’
‘How was he found?’
‘The flat was having some building work done. One of the labourers opened the cellar door.’
‘That’s a coincidence.’
‘What?’
‘There was building work going on in Mary King’s Close too.’
‘Not the same firm.’
‘You’ve checked?’
Rebus frowned. ‘Not me personally, but yes, we’ve checked.’
‘Oh well.’ She took another cigarette from her packet and made to light it, but stopped herself. She took the cigarette from her mouth and examined it. ‘John,’ she said, ‘if you’d like to, we can make love any time you want.’
There were none of Cafferty’s men waiting for him outside Patience’s flat, nothing to delay him. He’d been hoping for the Weasel. Right now, he felt ready for some hands-on with the Weasel.
But it wasn’t Cafferty’s man he was angry with.
Inside, the long hallway was cool and dark, the only light coming from three small panes of glass above the front door. ‘Patience?’ he called, hoping she’d be out. Her car was outside, but that didn’t mean anything. He wanted to run a bath, steep in it. He turned on both taps, then went to the bedroom, picked up the phone, and rang Brian Holmes at home. Holmes’s partner Nell picked up the call.
‘It’s John Rebus,’ he told her. She said nothing, just put the receiver to one side and went off to fetch Brian. There was no love lost these days between Rebus and Nell Stapleton, something Holmes himself realised but couldn’t bring himself to query . . .
‘Yes, sir?’
‘Brian, those two building companies.’
‘Mary King’s Close and St Stephen Street?’
‘How thoroughly have we checked them?’
‘Pretty well.’
‘And we’ve cross-referenced? There’s no connection between them.’
‘No, why?’
‘Can you check them again yourself?’
‘I can.’
‘Humour me then. Do it Monday.’
‘Anything in particular I should be looking for?’
‘No.’ He paused. ‘Yes, start with casual labour.’
“I thought you wanted Siobhan and me to go see Murdock?’
‘I did. I’ll take your place. Have a nice evening.’ Rebus put down the phone and went back to the bathroom. There was good pressure in the pipes, and the bath was practically full already. He turned off the cold and reduced the hot to a trickle. The kitchen was through the living room, and he fancied some milk from the fridge.
Patience was in the kitchen, chopping vegetables.
‘I didn’t know you were here,’ Rebus said.
‘I live here, remember? This is my flat.’
‘Yes, I know.’ She was angry with him. He opened the fridge door, took out the milk, and managed to pass her without touching her. He put the milk on the breakfast table and got a glass from the draining board. ‘What are you cooking?’
‘Why the interest? You never eat here.’
‘Patience . . .’
She came to the sink, scraping peelings into a plastic container. It would all go onto her compost heap. She turned to him. ‘Running a bath?’
‘Yes.’
‘It’s Giorgio, isn’t it?’
‘Sorry?’
‘That perfume.’ She leaned close, sniffed his shirt. ‘Giorgio of Beverly Hills.’
‘Patience . . .’
‘You’ll have to tell me about her one of these days.’
‘You think I’m seeing someone?’
She threw the small sharp kitchen knife at the sink and ran from the room. Rebus stood there, listening until he heard the front door slam. He poured the milk down the sink.
He took back the videos – still unwatched – then went for a drive. The Dell Bar sat on an unlovely stretch of main road outside the Gar-B. It didn’t get much passing trade, but there was a line of cars parked outside. Rebus slowed as he drove past. He could go in, but what good would it do? Then he saw something, and pulled his car up kerbside. Next to him a van was parked, with fly-posters pasted on its sides. The posters advertised the play which was soon to go on in the Gar-B gang hut. The theatre group was called Active Resistance. Some of them must be drinking inside. A few vehicles further on was the car he wanted. He bent down at the driver’s side window. Ken Smylie tried to ignore him, then wound the window down angrily.
‘What are you doing here?’ he asked.
‘I was about to ask the same,’ said Rebus.
Smylie nodded towards the Dell. He had his hands on the steering-wheel. They weren’t just resting on it, they were squeezing it. ‘Maybe there’s someone drinking in there killed Calumn.’
‘Maybe there is,’ Rebus said quietly: he didn’t fancy being Smylie’s punchbag. ‘What are you going to do about it?’
Smylie stared at him. ‘I’m going to sit here.’
‘And then what? Break the neck of every man who comes out? You know the score, Ken.’
‘Leave me alone.’
‘Look, Ken –’ Rebus broke off as the Dell’s door swung open and two punters sauntered out, cigarettes in mouths, sharing some joke between them. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘I know how you feel. I’ve got a brother too. But this isn’t doing any good.’
‘Just go away.’
Rebus sighed, straightened up. ‘Fair enough then. But if there’s any hassle, radio for assistance. Just do that for me, okay?’
Smylie almost smiled. ‘There won’t be any trouble, believe me.’
Rebus did, the way he believed TV advertising and weather reports. He walked back towards his car. The two drinkers were getting into their Vauxhall. As the passenger yanked open his door, it nearly caught Rebus.
The man didn’t bother to apologise. He gave Rebus a look like it was Rebus’s fault, then got into his seat.
Rebus had seen the man before. He was about five-ten, broad in the chest, wearing jeans and black t-shirt and a denim jacket. He had a face shiny with drink, sweat on his forehead and in his wavy brown hair. But it wasn’t until Rebus was back in his own car and halfway home that he put a name to the face.
The man Yates had told him about, shown him a photo of, the ex-UVF man they’d lost in Glasgow. Alan Fowler. Drinking in the Gar-B like he owned the place.
Maybe he did at that.
Rebus retraced his route, cruising some of the narrow streets, checking parked cars. But he’d lost the Vauxhall. And Ken Smylie’s car was no longer outside the Dell.
Monday morning at St Leonard’s, Chief Inspector Lauderdale was having to explain a joke he’d just made.
‘See, the squid’s so meek, Hans can’t bring himself to thump it either.’ He caught sight of Rebus walking into the Murder Room. ‘The prodigal returns! Tell us, what’s it like working with the glamour boys?’
‘It’s all right,’ said Rebus. ‘I’ve already had one return flight out of them.’
Lauderdale clearly had not been expecting this . . .
‘So it’s true then,’ he said, recovering well, ‘they’re all high flyers over at SCS.’ He captured a few laughs for his trouble. Rebus didn’t mind being the butt. He knew the way it was. In a murder inquiry, you worked as a team. Lauderdale, as team manager, had the job of boosting morale, keeping things lively. Rebus wasn’t part of the team, not exactly, so he was open to the occasional low tackle with studs showing.
He went to his desk, which more than ever resembled a rubbish tip, and tried to see if any messages had been left for him. He had spent the rest of his weekend, when not avoiding Patience, trying to track down Abernethy or anyone else in Special Branch who’d talk to him. Rebus had left message after message, so far without success.
DI Flower, teeth showing, advanced on Rebus’s desk.
‘We’ve got a confession,’ he said, ‘to the stabbing in St Stephen Street. Want to talk to the man?’
Rebus was wary. ‘Who is it?’
‘Unstable from Dunstable. He’s off his trolley this time, keeps asking for a curry and talking about cars. I told him he’d have to settle for a bridie and his bus fare.’
‘You’re all heart, Flower.’ Rebus saw that Siobhan Clarke had finished getting ready. ‘Excuse me.’
‘Ready, sir?’ Clarke asked.
‘Plenty ready. Let’s go before Lauderdale or Flower can think of another gag at my expense. Not that their jokes ever cost me more than small change.’
They took Clarke’s cherry-red Renault 5, following bus after bus west through the slow streets until they could take a faster route by way of The Grange, passing the turn-off to Arch Gowrie’s residence.
‘And you said The Grange didn’t lead anywhere,’ Clarke said, powering through the gears. True enough, it was the quickest route between St Leonard’s and Morningside. It was just that as a policeman, Rebus had never had much cause to heed Morningside, that genteel backwater where old ladies in white face powder, like something out of a Restoration play, sat in tea shops and pondered aloud their next choice from the cake-stand.
Morningside wasn’t exclusive the way Grange was. There were students in Morningside, living at the top of roadside tenements, and people on the dole, in rented flats housing too many bodies, keeping the rent down. But when you thought of Morningside you thought of old ladies and that peculiar pronunciation they had, like they’d all understudied Maggie Smith in The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie. The Glaswegians joked about it. They said Morningside people thought sex was what the coal came in. Rebus doubted there were coal fires in Morningside any longer, though there would certainly be some wood-burning stoves, brought in by the young professionals who probably outnumbered the old ladies these days, though they weren’t nearly so conspicuous.
It was to serve these young professionals, as well as to cater for local businesses, that a thriving little computer shop had opened near the corner of Comiston Road and Morningside Drive.
‘Can I help you?’ the male assistant asked, not looking up from his keyboard.
‘Is Millie around?’ Rebus asked.
‘Through the arch.’
‘Thanks.’
There was a single step up to the arch, through which was another part of the shop, specialising in contract work and business packages. Rebus almost didn’t recognise Millie, though there was no one else there. She was seated at a terminal, thinking about something, tapping her finger against her lips. It took her a second to place Rebus. She hit a key, the screen went blank, and she rose from her seat.
She was dressed in an immaculate combination of brilliant white skirt and bright yellow blouse, with a single string of crystals around her neck.
‘I just can’t shake you lot off, can I?’
She did not sound unhappy. Indeed, she seemed almost too pleased to see them, her smile immense. ‘Can I fix you some coffee?’
‘Not for me, thanks.’
Millie looked to Siobhan Clarke, who shook her head. ‘Mind if I make some for myself?’ She went to the arch. ‘Steve? Cuppa?’
‘Wouldn’t say no.’
She came back. ‘No, but he might say please, just once.’ There was a cubby-hole at the back of the shop, leading to a toilet cubicle. In the cubbyhole sat a percolator, a packet of ground coffee, and several grim-looking mugs. Millie got to work. While she was occupied, Rebus asked his first question.
‘Billy’s mum tells us you were good enough to pack up all his stuff.’
‘It’s still sitting in his room, three bin liners. Not a lot to show for a life, is it?’
‘What about his motorbike?’
She smiled. ‘That thing. You could hardly call it a bike. A friend of his asked if he could have it. Billy’s mum said she didn’t mind.’
‘You liked Billy?’
‘I liked him a lot. He was genuine. You never got bullshit with Billy. If he didn’t like you, he’d tell you to your face. I hear his dad’s some kind of villain.’
‘They didn’t know one another.’
She slapped the coffee-maker. ‘This thing takes ages. Is that what you want to ask me about, Billy’s dad?’
‘Just a few general questions. Before he died, did Billy seem worried about anything?’
‘I’ve been asked already, more than once.’ She looked at Clarke. ‘You first, and then that big bastard with the voice like something caught in a mousetrap.’ Rebus smiled: it was a fair description of Ken Smylie. ‘Billy was just the same as ever, that’s all I can say.’
‘Did he get along okay with Mr Murdock?’
‘What sort of question is that? Christ, you’re scraping the barrel if you think Murdock would’ve done anything to Billy.’
‘You know what it’s like in mixed flats though, where there’s a couple plus one, jealousy can be a problem.’
An electric buzzer announced the arrival of a customer. They could hear Steve talking to someone.
‘We’ve got to ask, Millie,’ Clarke said soothingly.
‘No you don’t. It’s just that you like asking!’
So much for the good mood. Even Steve and the customer seemed to be listening. The coffee machine started dolloping boiled water into the filter.
‘Look,’ said Rebus, ‘let’s calm down, eh? If you like, we can come back. We could come to the flat –’
‘It never ends, does it? What is this? Trying to get a confession out of me?’ She clasped her hands together. ‘Yes, I killed him. It was me.’
She held her hands out, wrists prominent.
‘I’ve forgotten my cuffs,’ Rebus said, smiling. Millie looked to Siobhan Clarke, who shrugged.
‘Great, I can’t even get myself arrested.’ She sloshed coffee into a mug. ‘And I thought it was the easiest thing in the world.’
‘Are we really so bad, Millie?’
She smiled, looked down at her mug. ‘I suppose not, sorry about that.’
‘You’re under a lot of strain,’ said Siobhan Clarke, ‘we appreciate that. Maybe if we sit down, eh?’
So they sat at Millie’s desk, like customers and assistant. Clarke, who liked computers, had actually picked up a couple of brochures.
‘That’s got a twenty-five megahertz microprocessor,’ Millie said, pointing to one of the brochures.
‘What size memory?’
‘Four meg RAM, I think, but you can select a hard disk up to one-sixty.’
‘Does this one have a 486 chip?’
Good girl, thought Rebus. Clarke was calming Millie down, taking her mind off both Billy Cunningham and her recent outburst. Steve brought the customer through to show him a certain screen. He gave the three of them a look full of curiosity.
‘Sorry, Steve,’ said Millie, ‘forgot your coffee.’ Her smile would not have passed a polygraph.
Rebus waited till Steve and the customer had retreated. ‘Did Billy ever bring friends back to the flat?’
‘I’ve given you a list.’
Rebus nodded. ‘Nobody else you’ve thought of since?’
‘No.’
‘Can I try you with a couple of names? Davey Soutar and Jamesie MacMurray.’
‘Last names don’t mean much in our flat. Davey and Jamesie . . . I don’t think so.’
Rebus willed her to look at him. She did so, then looked away again quickly. You’re lying, he thought.
They left the shop ten minutes later. Clarke looked up and down the pavement. ‘Want to go see Murdock now?’
‘I don’t think so. What do you suppose it was she didn’t want us to see?’
‘Sorry?’
‘You look up, see the police coming towards you, why do you blank your computer screen pronto and then come flying off your seat all bounce and flounce?’
‘You think there was something on the computer she didn’t want us to see?’
‘I thought I just said that,’ said Rebus. He got into the Renault’s passenger seat and waited for Clarke. ‘Jamesie MacMurray knows about The Shield. They killed Billy.’
‘So why aren’t we pulling him in?’
‘We’ve nothing on him, nothing that would stick. That’s not the way to work it.’
She looked at him. ‘Too mundane?’
He shook his head. ‘Like a golf course, too full of holes. We need to get him scared.’
She thought about this. ‘Why did they kill Billy?’
‘I think he was about to talk, maybe he’d threatened to come to us.’
‘Could he be that stupid?’
‘Maybe he had insurance, something he thought would save his skin.’
Siobhan Clarke looked at him. ‘It didn’t work,’ she said.
Back at St Leonard’s, there was a message for him to call Kilpatrick.
‘Some magazine,’ Kilpatrick said, ‘is about to run with a story about Calumn Smylie’s murder, specifically that he was working undercover at the time.’
‘How did they get hold of that?’
‘Maybe someone talked, maybe they just burrowed deep enough. Whatever, a certain local reporter has made no friends for herself.’
‘Not Mairie Henderson?’
‘That’s the name. You know her, don’t you?’
‘Not particularly,’ Rebus lied. He knew Kilpatrick was fishing. If someone in the notoriously tight-lipped SCS was blabbing, who better to point the finger at than the new boy?
He phoned the news desk while Siobhan fetched them coffee. ‘Mairie Henderson, please. What? Since when? Right, thanks.’ He put the phone down. ‘She’s resigned,’ he said, not quite believing it. ‘Since last week. She’s gone freelance apparently.’
‘Good for her,’ said Siobhan, handing over a cup. But Rebus wasn’t so sure. He called Mairie’s home number, but got her answering machine. Its message was succinct:
‘I’m busy with an assignment, so I can’t promise a quick reply unless you’re offering work. If you are offering work, leave your number. You can see how dedicated I am. Here comes the beep.’
Rebus waited for it. ‘Mairie, it’s John Rebus. Here are three numbers you can get me on.’ He gave her St Leonard’s, Fettes, and Patience’s flat, not feeling entirely confident about this last, wondering if any message from a woman would reach him with Patience on the intercept.
Then he made an internal call to the station’s liaison officer.
‘Have you seen Mairie Henderson around?’
‘Not for a wee while. The paper seems to have switched her for someone else, a right dozy wee nyaff.’
‘Thanks.’
Rebus thought about the last time he’d seen her, in the corridor after Lauderdale’s conference. She hadn’t mentioned any story, or any plan of going freelance. He made one more call, external this time. It was to DCI Kilpatrick.
‘What is it, John?’
‘That magazine, sir, the one doing the story about Calumn Smylie, what’s it called?’
‘It’s some London rag . . .’ There were sounds of papers being shuffled. ‘Yes, here it is. Snoop.’
‘Snoop?’ Rebus looked to Siobhan Clarke, who nodded, signalling she’d heard of it. ‘Right, thank you, sir.’ He put the receiver down before Kilpatrick could ask any questions.
‘Want me to phone them and ask?’
Rebus nodded. He saw Brian Holmes come into the room. ‘Just the man,’ he said. Holmes saw them and wiped imaginary sweat from his brow.
‘So,’ said Rebus, ‘what did you get from the builders?’
‘Everything but an estimate for repointing my house.’ He took out his notebook. ‘Where do you want me to start?’
Davey Soutar had agreed to meet Rebus in the community hall.
On his way to the Gar-B, Rebus tried not to think about Soutar. He thought instead about building firms. All Brian Holmes had been able to tell him was that the two firms were no cowboys, and weren’t admitting to use of casual, untaxed labour. Siobhan Clarke’s call to the office of Snoop magazine had been more productive. Mairie Henderson’s piece, which they intended publishing in their next issue, had not been commissioned specially. It was part of a larger story she was working on for an American magazine. Why, Rebus wondered, would an American magazine be interested in the death of an Edinburgh copper? He thought he had a pretty good idea.
He drove into the Gar-B car park, bumped his car up onto the grass, and headed slowly past the garages towards the community hall. The theatre group hadn’t bothered with the car park either. Maybe someone had had a go at their van. It was now parked close by the hall’s front doors. Rebus parked next to it.
‘It’s the filth,’ someone said. There were half a dozen teenagers on the roof of the building, staring down at him. And more of them sitting and standing around the doors. Davey Soutar had not come alone.
They let Rebus past. It was like walking through hate. Inside the hall, there was an argument going on.
‘I never touched it!’
‘It was there a minute ago.’
‘You calling me a liar, pal?’
Three men, who’d been constructing a set on the stage, had stopped to watch. Davey Soutar was talking with another man. They were standing close, faces inches apart. Clenched fists and puffed-out chests.
‘Is there a problem?’ Rebus said.
Peter Cave, who’d been sitting with head in hands, now stood up.
‘No problem,’ he said lightly.
The third man thought there was. ‘The wee bastard,’ he said, meaning Davey Soutar, ‘just lifted a packet of fags.’
Soutar looked ready to hit something. It was interesting that he didn’t hit his accuser. Rebus didn’t know what he’d been expecting from the theatre company. He certainly hadn’t been expecting this. The accuser was tall and wiry with long greasy hair and several days’ growth of beard. He didn’t look in the least scared of Soutar, whose reputation must surely have preceded him. Nor did the workers on the stage look unwilling to enter any fray. He reached into his pocket and brought out a fresh pack of twenty, which he handed to Davey Soutar.
‘Here,’ he said, ‘take these, and give the gentleman back his ciggies.’
Soutar turned on him like a zoo leopard, not happy with its cage. ‘I don’t need your . . .’ The roar faded. He looked at the faces around him. Then he laughed, a hysterical giggling laugh. He slapped his bare chest and shook his head, then took the cigarettes from Rebus and tossed another pack onto the stage.
Rebus turned to the accuser. ‘What’s your name?’
‘Jim Hay.’ The accent was west coast.
‘Well, Jim, why don’t you take those cigarettes outside, have a ten-minute break?’
Jim Hay looked ready to protest, but then thought better of it. He gestured to his crew and they followed him outside. Rebus could hear them getting into the van. He turned his attention to Davey Soutar and Peter Cave.
‘I’m surprised you came,’ said Soutar, lighting up.
‘I’m full of surprises, me.’
‘Only, last time I saw you here, you were heading for the hills. You owe Peter an apology, by the way.’ Soutar had changed completely. He looked like he was enjoying himself, like he hadn’t lost his temper in weeks.
‘I don’t think that’s strictly necessary,’ Peter Cave said into the silence.
‘Apology accepted,’ said Rebus. He dragged over a chair and sat down. Soutar decided this was a good idea. He found a chair for himself and sat with a hard man’s slump, legs wide apart, hands stuffed into the tight pockets of his denims, cigarette hanging from his lips. Rebus wanted a cigarette, but he wasn’t going to ask for one.
‘So what’s the problem, Inspector?’
Soutar had agreed to a meeting here, but hadn’t mentioned Peter Cave would be present. Maybe it was coincidence. Whatever, Rebus didn’t mind an audience. Cave looked tired, pale. There was no question who was in charge, who had power over whom.
‘I just have a few things to ask, there’s no question of charges or anything criminal, all right?’ Soutar obliged with a grunt, examining the laces of his basketball boots. He was shirtless again, still wearing the worn denim jacket. It was filthy, and had been decorated with pen drawings and dark-inked words, names mostly. Grease and dirt were erasing most of the messages and symbols, a few of which had already been covered with fresh hieroglyphs in thicker, darker ink. Soutar slid a hand from his pocket and ran it down his chest, rubbing the few fair curling hairs over his breast bone. He was giving Rebus a friendly look, his lips slightly parted. Rebus wanted to smash him in the face.
‘I can walk any time I want?’ he said to Rebus.
‘Any time.’
The chair grated against the floor as Soutar pushed it back and stood up. Then he laughed and sat down again, wriggling to get comfortable, making sure his crotch was visible. ‘Ask me a question then,’ he said.
‘You know the Orange Loyal Brigade?’
‘Sure. That was easy, try another.’
But Rebus had turned to Cave. ‘Have you heard of it, too?’
‘I can’t say I –’
‘Hey! It’s me the questions are for!’
‘In a second, Mr Soutar.’ Davey Soutar liked that: Mr Soutar. Only the dole office and the census taker had ever called him Mr. ‘The Orange Loyal Brigade, Mr Cave, is an extreme hardline Protestant group, a small force but an organised one, based in east central Scotland.’
Soutar confirmed this with a nod.
‘The Brigade were kicked out of the Orange Lodge for being too extreme. This may give you some measure of them. Do you know what they’re committed to, Mr Cave? Maybe Mr Soutar can answer.’
Mr again! Soutar chuckled. ‘Hating the Papes,’ he said.
‘Mr Soutar’s right.’ Rebus’s eyes hadn’t moved from Cave’s since he’d first turned to him. ‘They hate Catholics.’
‘Papes,’ said Soutar. ‘Left-footers, Tigs, bogmen, Paddies.’
‘And a few more names beside,’ added Rebus. He left a measured pause. ‘You’re a Roman Catholic, aren’t you?’ As if he’d forgotten. Cave merely nodded, while Soutar slid his eyes sideways to look at him. Suddenly Rebus turned to Soutar. ‘Who’s head of the Brigade, Davey?’
‘Er . . . Ian Paisley!’ He laughed, and got a smile from Rebus.
‘No, but really.’
‘I haven’t a clue.’
‘No? You don’t know Gavin MacMurray?’
‘MacMurray? Is he the one with the garage in Currie?’
‘That’s him. He’s the Supreme Commander of the Orange Loyal Brigade.’
‘I’ll take your word for it.’
‘And his son’s the Provost-Marshall. Lad called Jamesie, be a year or two younger than you.’
‘Oh aye?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘Short term memory loss, that’s what a bad diet does.’
‘Eh?’
‘All the chips and crisps, the booze you put away, not exactly brain food, is it? I know what it’s like on estates like the Gar-B, you eat rubbish and you inject yourselves with anything you can get your paws on. Your body’ll wither and die, probably before your brain does.’
The conversation had clearly taken an unexpected turn. ‘What are you talking about?’ Soutar yelled. ‘I don’t do drugs! I’m as fit as fuck, pal!’
Rebus looked at Soutar’s exposed chest. ‘Whatever you say, Davey.’
Soutar sprang to his feet, the chair tumbling behind him. He threw off his jacket and stood there, chest inflated, pulling both arms up and in to show the swell of muscle.
‘You could punch me in the guts and I wouldn’t flinch.’
Rebus could believe it, too. The stomach was flat except for ripples of musculature, looking so solid they might have been sculpted from marble. Soutar relaxed his arms, held them in front of him.
‘Look, no tracks. Drugs are for mugs.’
Rebus held up a pacifying hand. ‘You’ve proved your point, Davey.’
Soutar stared at him for a moment longer, then laughed and picked his jacket up off the floor.
‘Interesting tattoos, by the way.’
They were the usual homemade jobs in blue ink, with one larger professional one on the right upper arm. It showed the Red Hand of Ulster, with the words No Surrender beneath. Below it the self-inflicted tattoos were just letters and messages: UVF, UDA, FTP, and SaS.
Rebus waited till Soutar had put on his jacket. ‘You know Jamesie MacMurray,’ he stated.
‘Do I?’
‘You bumped into him last Saturday when the Brigade was marching on Princes Street. You were there for the march, but you had to leave. However, you said hello to your old friend first. You knew Mr Cave was a Catholic right from the start, didn’t you? I mean, he didn’t hide the fact?’
Soutar was looking confused. The questions were all over the place, it was hard to keep up.
‘Pete was straight with us,’ he admitted. He was staying on his feet.
‘And that didn’t bother you? I mean, you came to his club, bringing your gang with you. And the Catholic gang came along too. What did Jamesie say about that?’
‘It’s nothing to do with him.’
‘You could see it was a good thing though, eh? Meeting the Catholic gang, divvying up the ground between you. It’s the way it works in Ulster, that’s what you’ve heard. Who told you? Jamesie? His dad?’
‘His dad?’
‘Or was it The Shield?’
‘I never even –’ Davey Soutar stopped. He was breathing hard as he pointed at Rebus. ‘You’re in shite up past the point of breathing.’
‘Then I must be standing on your shoulders. Come on, Davey.’
‘It’s Mr Soutar.’
‘Mr Soutar then.’ Rebus had his hands open, palms up. He was sitting back in his chair, rocking it on its back legs. ‘Come on, sit down. It’s no big deal. Everybody knows about The Shield, knows you’re part of it. Everybody except Mr Cave here.’ He turned to Peter Cave. ‘Let’s just say that The Shield is even more extreme than the Orange Loyal Brigade. The Shield collects money, mostly by violence and extortion, and it sends arms to Northern Ireland.’ Soutar was shaking his head.
‘You’re nothing, you’ve got nothing.’
‘But you’ve got something, Davey. You’ve got your hate and your anger.’ He turned to Cave again. ‘See, Mr Cave? You’ve got to be asking, how come Davey puts up with a committed worker for the Church of Rome, or the Whore of Rome as Davey himself might put it? A question that has to be answered.’
When he looked round, Soutar was on the stage. He pushed over the sets, kicking them, stomping them, then jumped down again and made for the doors. His face was orange with anger.
‘Was Billy a friend too, Davey?’ That stopped him dead. ‘Billy Cunningham, I mean.’
Soutar was on the move.
‘Davey! You’ve forgotten your fags!’ But Davey Soutar was out the door and screaming things which were unintelligible. Rebus lit a cigarette for himself.
‘That laddie’s got too much testosterone for his own good,’ he said to Cave.
‘Look who’s talking.’
Rebus shrugged. ‘Just an act, Mr Cave. Method acting, you might say.’ He blew out a plume of smoke. Cave was staring at his hands, which were clasped in his lap. ‘You need to know what you’ve gotten into.’
Cave looked up. ‘You think I condone sectarian hate?’
‘No, my theory’s much simpler. I think you get off on violence and young men.’
‘You’re sick.’
‘Then maybe all you are, Mr Cave, is misguided. Get out while you can. A policeman’s largesse never lasts.’ He walked over to Cave and bent down, speaking quietly. ‘They’ve swallowed you, you’re in the pit of the Gar-B’s stomach. You can still crawl out, but maybe there’s not as much time as you think.’ Rebus patted Cave’s cheek. It was cold and soft, like chicken from the fridge.
‘Look at yourself some time, Rebus. You might find you’d make a bloody good terrorist yourself.’
‘Thing is, I’d never be tempted. What about you?’
Cave stood up and walked past him towards the doors. Then he walked through them and kept going. Rebus blew smoke from his nose, then sat on the edge of the stage, finishing the cigarette. Maybe he’d tripped Soutar’s fuse too early. If it had come out right, he’d have learned something more about The Shield. At the moment, it was all cables and coiled springs, junctions from which spread different coloured wires. Hard to defuse when you didn’t know which wire to attack first.
The doors were opening again, and he looked up. Davey Soutar was standing there. Behind him there were others, more than a dozen of them. Soutar was breathing hard. Rebus glanced at his watch and hoped it was right. There was an Emergency Exit at the other end of the hall, but where did Rebus go from there? Instead, he climbed onto the stage and watched them advance. Soutar wasn’t saying anything. The whole procession took place in silence, except for breathing and the shuffle of feet on the floor. They were at the front of the stage now. Rebus picked up a length of wood, part of the broken set. Soutar, his eyes on the wood, began to climb onto the stage.
He stopped when he heard the sirens. He froze for a moment, staring up at Rebus. The policeman was smiling.
‘Think I’d come here without my cavalry, Davey?’ The sirens were drawing closer. ‘Your call, Davey,’ Rebus said, managing to sound relaxed. ‘If you want another riot, here’s your chance.’
But all Davey Soutar did was ease himself back off the stage. He stood there, eyes wide and unblinking, as if sheer will of thought might cause Rebus to implode. A final snarl, and he turned and walked away. They followed him, all of them. Some looked back at Rebus. He tried not to look too relieved, lit another cigarette instead. Soutar was crazy, a force gone mad, but he was strong too. Rebus was just beginning to realise how very strong he was.
He went home exhausted that evening, ‘home’ by now being a very loose term for Patience’s flat.
He was still shaking a bit. When Soutar had left the hall that first time, he’d taken it all out on Rebus’s car. There were fresh dents, a smashed headlamp, a chipped windscreen. The actors in the van looked like they’d witnessed a frenzy. Then Rebus had told them about their sets.
He’d thought about the theatre group on his way, under police escort, out of the Gar-B. They’d been parked outside the Dell the night he’d seen the Ulsterman there. He still had their flyer, the one that had doubled as a paper plane.
At St Leonard’s, he found them in the Fringe programme, Active Resistance Theatre; active as opposed to passive, Rebus supposed. He placed a couple of calls to Glasgow. Someone would get back to him. The rest of the day was a blur.
As he was locking what was left of his car, he sensed a shape behind him.
‘Damn you, weasel-face!’
But he turned to see Caroline Rattray.
‘Weasel-face?’
‘I thought you were someone else.’
She put her arms round him. ‘Well I’m not, I’m me. Remember me? I’m the one who’s being trying to phone you for God knows how long. I know you got my messages, because someone in your office told me.’
That would be Ormiston. Or Flower. Or anyone else with a grudge.
‘Christ, Caro.’ He pulled away from her. ‘You must be crazy.’
‘For coming here?’ She looked around. ‘This is where she lives?’
She sounded completely unconcerned. Rebus didn’t need this. His head felt like it was splitting open above the eyes. He needed to bathe and to stop thinking, and it would take a great effort to stop him thinking about this case.
‘You’re tired,’ she said. Rebus wasn’t listening. He was too busy looking at Patience’s parked car, at her gateway, then along the street, willing her not to appear. ‘Well, I’m tired too, John.’ Her voice was rising. ‘But there’s always room in the day for a little consideration!’
‘Keep your voice down,’ he hissed.
‘Don’t you dare tell me what to do!’
‘Christ, Caro . . .’ He squeezed shut his eyes and she relented for a moment. It was long enough to appraise his physical and psychic state.
‘You’re exhausted,’ she concluded. She smiled and touched his face. ‘I’m sorry, John. I just thought you’d been avoiding me.’
‘Who’d want to do that, Caro?’ Though he was starting to wonder.
‘What about a drink?’ she said.
‘Not tonight.’
‘All right,’ she said, pouting. A moment ago, she had been all tempest and cannon fire, and now she was a surface as calm as any doldrums could produce. ‘Tomorrow?’
‘Fine.’
‘Eight o’clock then, in the Caly bar.’ The Caly being the Caledonian Hotel. Rebus nodded assent.
‘Great,’ he said.
‘See you then.’ She leaned into him again, kissing his lips. He drew away as quickly as he could, remembering her perfume. One more waft of that, and Patience would go nuclear.
‘See you, Caro.’ He watched her get into her car, then walked quickly down the steps to the flat.
The first thing he did was run a bath. He looked at himself in the mirror and got a shock. He was looking at his father. In later years, his father had grown a short grey beard. There was grey in Rebus’s stubble too.
‘I look like an old man.’
There was a knock at the bathroom door. ‘Have you eaten?’ Patience called.
‘Not yet. Have you?’
‘No, shall I stick something in the microwave?’
‘Sure, great.’ He added foam-bath to the water.
‘Pizza?’
‘Whatever.’ She didn’t sound too bad. That was the thing about being a doctor, you saw so much pain every day, it was easy to shrug off the more minor ailments like arguments at home and suspected infidelities. Rebus stripped off his clothes and dumped them in the laundry basket. Patience knocked again.
‘By the way, what are you doing tomorrow?’
‘You mean tomorrow night?’ he called back.
‘Yes.’
‘Nothing I know of. I might be working . . .’
‘You better not be. I’ve invited the Bremners to dinner.’
‘Oh, good,’ said Rebus, putting his foot in the water without checking the temperature. The water was scalding. He lifted the foot out again and screamed silently at the mirror.
They had breakfast together, talking around things, their conversation that of acquaintances rather then lovers. Neither spoke his or her thoughts. We Scots, Rebus thought, we’re not very good at going public. We store up our true feelings like fuel for long winter nights of whisky and recrimination. So little of us ever reaches the surface, it’s a wonder we exist at all.
‘Another cup?’
‘Please, Patience.’
‘You’ll be here tonight,’ she said. ‘You won’t be working.’ It was neither question nor order, not explicitly.
So he tried phoning Caro from Fettes, but now she was the one having messages left for her: one on her answering machine at home, one with a colleague at her office. He couldn’t just say, ‘I’m not coming’, not even to a piece of recording tape. So he’d just asked her to get in touch. Caro Rattray, elegant, apparently available, and mad about him. There was something of the mad in her, something vertiginous. You spent time with her and you were standing on a cliff edge. And where was Caro? She was standing right behind you.
When his phone rang, he leapt for it.
‘Inspector Rebus?’ The voice was male, familiar.
‘Speaking.’
‘It’s Lachlan Murdock.’ Lachlan: no wonder he used his last name.
‘What can I do for you, Mr Murdock?’
‘You saw Millie recently, didn’t you?’
‘Yes, why?’
‘She’s gone.’
‘Gone where?’
‘I don’t know. What the hell did you say to her?’
‘Are you at your flat?’
‘Yes.’
‘I’m coming over.’
He went alone, knowing he should take some back-up, but loath to approach anyone. Out of the four – Ormiston, Blackwood, ‘Bloody’ Claverhouse, Smylie – Smylie would still be his choice, but Smylie was as predictable as the Edinburgh weather, even now turning overcast. The pavements were still Festival busy, but not for much longer, and as recompense September would be quiet. It was the city’s secret month, a retreat from public into private.
As if to reassure him, the cloud swept away again and the sun appeared. He wound down his window, until the bus fumes made him roll it back up again. The back of the bus advertised the local newspaper, which led him to thoughts of Mairie Henderson. He needed to find her, and it wasn’t often a policeman thought that about a reporter.
He parked the car as close to Murdock’s tenement as he could find a space, pressed the intercom button beside the main door, and got the answering buzz which unlocked the door.
Your feet made the same sound on every tenement stairwell, like sandpaper on a church floor. Murdock had opened the door to his flat. Rebus walked in.
Lachlan Murdock did not look in good fettle. His hair was sprouting in clumps from his head, and he pulled on his beard like it was a fake he’d glued on too well. They were in the living room. Rebus sat down in front of the TV. It was where Millie had been sitting the first time he’d visited. The ashtray was still there, but the sleeping bag had gone. And so had Millie.
‘I haven’t seen her since yesterday.’ Murdock was standing, and showed no sign of sitting down. He walked to the window, looked out, came back to the fireplace. His eyes were everywhere that wasn’t Rebus.
‘Morning or evening?’
‘Morning. I got back last night and she’d packed and left.’
‘Packed?’
‘Not everything, just a holdall. I thought maybe she’d gone to see a pal, she does that sometimes.’
‘Not this time?’
Murdock shook his head. ‘I phoned Steve at her work this morning, and he said the police had been to see her yesterday, a young woman and an older man. I thought of you. Steve said she was in a terrible state afterwards, she’d to come home early. What did you say to her?’
‘Just a few questions about Billy.’
‘Billy.’ The dismissive shake of the head told Rebus something.
‘She got on better with Billy than you did, Mr Murdock?’
‘I didn’t dislike the guy.’
‘Was there anything between the two of them?’
But Murdock wasn’t about to answer that. He paced the room again, flapping his arms as though attempting flight. ‘She hasn’t been the same since he died.’
‘It was upsetting for her.’
‘Yes, it was. But to run off . . .’
‘Can I see her room?’
‘What?’
Rebus smiled. ‘It’s what we usually do when someone goes missing.’
Murdock shook his head again. ‘She wouldn’t want that. What if she comes back, and sees someone’s been through her stuff? No, I can’t let you do that.’ Murdock looked ready for physical resistance if necessary.
‘I can’t force you,’ Rebus said calmly. ‘Tell me a bit more about Billy.’
This quietened Murdock. ‘Like what?’
‘Did he like computers?’
‘Billy? He liked video games, so long as they were violent. I don’t know, I suppose he was interested in computers.’
‘He could work one?’
‘Just about. What are you getting at?’
‘Just interested. Three people sharing a flat, two of them work with computers, the third doesn’t.’
Murdock nodded. ‘You’re wondering what we had in common. Look around the city, Inspector, you’ll see flats full of people who’re only there because they need a room or the rent money. In an ideal world, I wouldn’t have needed someone in the spare room at all.’
Rebus nodded. ‘So what should we do about Miss Docherty?’
‘What?’
‘You called me, I came, where do we go from here?’ Murdock shrugged. ‘Normally we’d wait another day or so before listing her missing.’ He paused. ‘Unless there’s reason to suspect foul play.’
Murdock seemed lost in thought, then recovered. ‘Let’s wait another day then.’ He started nodding. ‘Maybe I’m overreacting. I just . . . when Steve told me . . .’
‘I’m sure it wasn’t anything I said to her,’ Rebus lied, getting to his feet. ‘Can I have another look at Billy’s room while I’m here?’
‘It’s been gutted.’
‘Just to refresh my memory.’ Murdock said nothing. ‘Thanks,’ said Rebus.
The small room had indeed been gutted, the bed stripped of duvet and sheet and pillowcase, though the pillow still lay there. It was stained brown, leaking feathers. The bare mattress was pale blue with similar brown patches. There seemed a little more space in the room, but not much. Still, Rebus doubted Murdock would have any trouble finding a new tenant, not with the student season approaching.
He opened the wardrobe to a clanging of empty wire hangers. There was a fresh sheet of newspaper on the floor. He closed the wardrobe door. Between the corner of the bed and the wardrobe there was a clear patch of carpet. It lay hard up against the skirting-board beneath the still unwashed window. Rebus crouched down and tugged at the carpet’s edge. It wasn’t tacked, and lifted an inch or so. He ran his fingers underneath it, finding nothing. Still crouched, he lifted the mattress, but saw only bedsprings and the carpet beneath, thick balls of dust and hair marking the furthest reach of the hoover.
He stood up, glancing at the bare walls. There were small rips in the wallpaper where Blu-Tak had been removed. He looked more closely at one small pattern of these. The wallpaper had come away in two longer strips. Wasn’t this where the pennant had hung? Yes, you could see the hole made by the drawing-pin. The pennant had hung from a maroon cord which had been pinned to the wall. Meaning the pennant had been hiding these marks. They didn’t look so old. The lining paper beneath was clean and fresh, as though the Sellotape had been peeled off recently.
Rebus put his fingers to the two stripes. They were about three inches apart and three inches long. Whatever had been taped there, it had been square and thin. Rebus knew exactly what would fit that description.
Out in the hall, Murdock was waiting to leave.
‘Sorry to keep you waiting, sir,’ Rebus said.
The Carlton sounded like another old ladies’ tea-room, but in fact was a transport cafe with famed large helpings. When Mairie Henderson finally got back to Rebus, he suggested taking her to lunch there. It was on the shore at Newhaven, facing the Firth of Forth just about where that broad inlet became inseparable from the North Sea.
Lorries bypassing Edinburgh or heading to Leith from the north would usually pause for a break outside the Carlton. You saw them in a line by the sea wall, between Starbank Road and Pier Place. The drivers thought the Carlton well worth a detour, even if other road users and the police didn’t always appreciate their sentiments.
Inside, the Carlton was a clean well-lit place and as hot as a truck engine. For air conditioning, they kept the front door wedged open. You never ate alone, which was why Rebus phoned in advance and booked a table for two.
‘The one between the counter and the toilets,’ he specified.
‘Did I hear you right? Book a table?’
‘You heard me.’
‘Nobody’s booked a table all the years we’ve been open.’ The chef held the phone away from his face. ‘Hiy, Maggie, there’s somebody here wants tae book a table.’
‘Cut the shite, Sammy, it’s John Rebus speaking.’
‘Special occasion is it, Mr Rebus? Anniversary? I’ll bake yis a cake.’
‘Twelve o’clock,’ said Rebus, ‘and make sure it’s the table I asked for, okay?’
‘Yes, sir.’
So when Rebus walked into the Carlton, and Sammy saw him, Sammy whipped a dishtowel off the stove and came sauntering between the tables, the towel over his arm.
‘Your table is ready, sir, if you’ll follow me.’
The drivers were grinning, a few of them offering encouragement. Maggie stood there holding a pillar of empty white plates, and attempted a curtsy as Rebus went past. The small Formica-topped table was laid for two, with a bit of card folded in half and the word RESERVED written in blue biro. There was a clean sauce bottle, into the neck of which someone had pushed a plastic carnation.
He saw Mairie look through the cafe window, then come in through the door. The drivers looked up.
‘Room here, sweetheart.’
‘Hiy, hen, sit on my lap, no’ his.’
They grinned through the smoke, cigarettes never leaving their mouths. One of them ate camel-style, lower jaw moving in sideways rotation while his upper jaw chewed down. He reminded Rebus so strongly of Ormiston, he had to look away. Instead he looked at Mairie. Why not, everyone else was. They were staring without shame at her bum as she moved between the tables. True to form, Mairie had worn her shortest skirt. At least, Rebus hoped it was her shortest. And it was tight, one of those black Lycra numbers. She wore it with a baggy white t-shirt and thick black tights whose vertical seams showed pinpricks of white leg flesh. She’d pushed her sunglasses onto the top of her head, and swung her shoulder-bag onto the floor as she took her seat.
‘I see we’re in the members’ enclosure.’
‘It took money but I thought it was worth it.’
Rebus studied her while she studied the wall-board which constituted the Carlton’s menu.
‘You look good,’ he lied. Actually, she looked exhausted.
‘Thanks. I wish I could say the same.’
Rebus winced. ‘I looked as good as you at your age.’
‘Even in a mini-skirt?’ She leaned down to lift a pack of cigarettes from her bag, giving Rebus a view of her lace-edged bra down the front of her t-shirt. When she came up again he was frowning.
‘Okay, I won’t smoke.’
‘It stunts your growth. And speaking of health warnings, what about that story of yours?’
But Maggie came over, so they went through the intricacies of ordering. ‘We’re out of Moët Shandy,’ Maggie said.
‘What was that about?’ Mairie asked after Maggie had gone.
‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘You were about to tell me . . .?’
‘Was I?’ She smiled. ‘How much do you know?’
‘I know you’ve been working on a story, a chunk of which you’ve sold to Snoop but the bulk of which is destined for some US magazine.’
‘Well, you know quite a lot then.’
‘You took the story to your own paper first?’
She sighed. ‘Of course I did, but they wouldn’t print it. The company lawyers thought it was close to libel.’
‘Who were you libelling?’
‘Organisations rather than individuals. I had a blow-up with my editor about it, and handed in my resignation. His line was that the lawyers were paid to be over-cautious.’
‘I bet their fees aren’t over-cautious.’ Which reminded him: Caro Rattray. He still had to contact her.
‘I was planning on going freelance anyway, just not quite so soon. But at least I’m starting with a strong story. A few months back I got a letter from a New York journalist. His name’s Jump Cantona.’
‘Sounds like a car.’
‘Yes, a four-by-four, that’s just what I thought. Anyway, Jump’s a well known writer over there, investigations with a capital I. But then of course it’s easier in the US.’
‘How’s that?’
‘You can go further before someone starts issuing writs. Plus you’ve got more freedom of information. Jump needed someone this end, following up a few leads. His name comes first in the main article, but any spin-offs I write, I get sole billing.’
‘So what have you found?’
‘A can of worms.’ Maggie was coming with their food. She heard Mairie’s closing words and gave her a cold look as she placed the fry-up in front of her. For Rebus, there was a half-portion of lasagne and a green salad.
‘How did Cantona find you?’ Rebus asked.
‘Someone I met when I was on a journalism course in New York. This guy knew Cantona was looking for someone who could do some digging in Scotland. I was the obvious choice.’ She attacked four chips with her fork. Chewing, she reached for the salt, vinegar, and tomato sauce. After momentary consideration, she poured some brown sauce on as well.
‘I knew you’d do that,’ Rebus said. ‘And it still disgusts me.’
‘You should see me with mustard and mayonnaise. I hear you got moved to SCS.’
‘It’s true.’
‘Why?’
‘If I didn’t know better, I’d say they were keeping an eye on me.’
‘Only, they were there at Mary King’s Close, a murder that looks like an execution. Then next thing you’re off to SCS, and I know SCS are investigating gun-running with an Irish slant.’ Maggie arrived with two cans of Irn-Bru. Mairie checked hers was cold enough before opening it. ‘Are we working on the same story?’
‘The police don’t have stories, Mairie, we have cases. And it’s hard to answer your question without seeing your story.’
She slipped a hand into her shoulder-bag and pulled out several sheets of neatly typed paper. The document had been stapled and folded in half. Rebus could see it was a photocopy.
‘Not very long,’ he said.
‘You can read it while I eat.’
He did. But all it did was put a lot of speculative meat on the bones he already had. Mostly it concentrated on the North American angle, mentioning the IRA fundraising in passing, though the Orange Loyal Brigade was mentioned, as was Sword and Shield.
‘No names,’ Rebus commented.
‘I can give you a few, off the record.’
‘Gavin and Jamesie MacMurray?’
‘You’re stealing my best lines. Do you have anything on them?’
‘What do you think we’ll find, a garden shed full of grenade launchers?’
‘That could be pretty close.’
‘Tell me.’
She took a deep breath. ‘We can’t put anything in print yet, but we think there’s an Army connection.’
‘You mean stuff from the Falklands and the Gulf? Souvenirs?’
‘There’s too much of it for it to be souvenirs.’
‘What then? The stuff from Russia?’
‘Much closer to home. You know stuff walks out of Army bases in Northern Ireland?’
‘I’ve heard of it happening.’
‘Same thing happened in the ’70s in Scotland, the Tartan Army got stuff from Army bases. We think it’s happening again. At least, Jump thinks it is. He’s spoken to someone who used to be in American Shield, sending money over here. It’s easier to send money here than arms shipments. This guy told Jump the money was buying British armaments. See, the IRA has good links with the East and Libya, but the loyalist paramilitaries don’t.’
‘You’re telling me they’re buying guns from the Army?’ Rebus laughed and shook his head. Mairie managed a small smile.
‘There’s another thing. I know there’s nothing to back this up. Jump knows it too. It’s just one man’s word, and that man isn’t even willing to go public. He’s afraid American Shield would get to him. Anyway, who’d believe him: he’s being paid to tell Jump this stuff. He could be making it all up. Journalists like a juicy conspiracy, we lap them up like cream.’
‘What are you talking about, Mairie?’
‘A policeman, a detective, someone high up in The Shield.’
‘In America?’
She shook her head. ‘At the UK end, no name or anything. Like I say, just a story.’
‘Aye, just a story. How did you find out we had a man undercover?’
‘That was strange. It was a phone call.’
‘Anonymous of course?’
‘Of course. But who could have known?’
‘Another policeman, obviously.’
Mairie pushed her plate away. ‘I can’t eat all these chips.’
‘They should put up a plaque above the table.’
Rebus needed a drink, and there was a good pub only a short walk away. Mairie went with him, though she complained she didn’t have room for a drink. Still, when they got there she found space for a white wine and soda. Rebus had a half-pint and a nip. They sat by the window, with a view out over the Forth. The water was battleship grey, reflecting the sky overhead. Rebus had never seen the Forth look other than forbidding.
‘What did you say?’ He’d missed it completely.
‘I said, I forgot to say.’
‘Yes, but the bit after that?’
‘A man called Moncur, Clyde Moncur.’
‘What about him?’
‘Jump has him pegged as one of The Shield’s hierarchy in the US. He’s also a big-time villain, only it’s never been proven in a court of law.’
‘And?’
‘And he flies into Heathrow tomorrow.’
‘To do what?’
‘We don’t know.’
‘So why aren’t you down in London waiting for him?’
‘Because he’s booked on a connecting flight to Edinburgh.’
Rebus narrowed his eyes. ‘You weren’t going to tell me.’
‘No, I wasn’t.’
‘What changed your mind?’
She gnawed her bottom lip. ‘It may be I’ll need a friend sometime soon.’
‘You’re going to confront him?’
‘Yes . . . I suppose so.’
‘Jesus, Mairie.’
‘It’s what journalists do.’
‘Do you know anything about him? I mean anything?’
‘I know he’s supposed to run drugs into Canada, brings illegal immigrants in from the Far East, a real Renaissance man. But on the surface, all he does is own a fish-processing plant in Seattle.’ Rebus was shaking his head. ‘What’s wrong?’
‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I suppose I just feel . . . gutted.’
It took her a moment to get the joke.
‘Caro, thank God.’
Rebus was back in Fettes, at his desk, on the phone, having finally tracked Caroline Rattray to ground.
‘You’re calling off our drink,’ she said coldly.
‘I’m sorry, something’s cropped up. Work, you know how it is. The hours aren’t always social.’ The phone went dead in his hand. He replaced the receiver like it was spun sugar. Then, having requested five minutes of his boss’s time, he went to Kilpatrick’s office. As ever there was no need to knock; Kilpatrick waved him in through the glass door.
‘Take a seat, John.’
‘I’ll stand, sir, thanks all the same.’
‘What’s on your mind?’
‘When you spoke to the FBI, did they mention a man called Clyde Moncur?’
‘I don’t think any names were mentioned.’ Kilpatrick wrote the name on his pad. ‘Who is he?’
‘He’s a Seattle businessman, runs his own fish-processing plant. Possibly also a gangster. He’s coming to Edinburgh on holiday.’
‘Well, we need the tourist dollars.’
‘And he may be high up in The Shield.’
‘Oh?’ Kilpatrick casually underlined the name. ‘What’s your source?’
‘I’d rather not say.’
‘I see.’ Kilpatrick underlined the name one last time. ‘I don’t like secrets, John.’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘Well, what do you want to do?’
‘Put a tail on him.’
‘Ormiston and Blackwood are good.’
‘I’d prefer someone else.’
Kilpatrick threw down his pen. ‘Why?’
‘I just would.’
‘You can trust me, John.’
‘I know that, sir.’
‘Then tell me why you don’t want Ormiston and Blackwood on the tail.’
‘We don’t get on. I get the feeling they might muck things up just to make me look bad.’ Lying was easy with practice, and Rebus had years of practice at lying to superiors.
‘That sounds like paranoia to me.’
‘Maybe it is.’
‘I’ve got a team here, John. I need to know that they can work as a team.’
‘You brought me in, sir. I didn’t ask for secondment. Teams always resent the new man, it just hasn’t worn off yet.’ Then Rebus played his ace. ‘You could always move me back to St Leonard’s.’ Not that he wanted this. He liked the freedom he had, flitting between the two stations, neither Chief Inspector knowing where he was.
‘Is that what you want?’ Kilpatrick asked.
‘It’s not down to me, it’s what you want that matters.’
‘Quite right, and I want you in SCS, at least for the time being.’
‘So you’ll put someone else on the tail?’
‘I take it you’ve got people in mind?’
‘Two more from St Leonard’s. DS Holmes and DC Clarke. They work well together, they’ve done this sort of thing before.’
‘No, John, let’s keep this to SCS.’ Which was Kilpatrick’s way of reasserting his authority. ‘I know two good men over in Glasgow, no possible grudge against you. I’ll get them over here.’
‘Right, sir.’
‘Sound all right to you, Inspector?’
‘Whatever you think, sir.’
When Rebus left the office, the two typists were discussing famine and Third World debt.
‘Ever thought of going into politics, ladies?’
‘Myra’s a local councillor,’ one of them said, nodding to her partner.
‘Any chance of getting my drains cleared?’ Rebus asked Myra.
‘Join the queue,’ Myra said with a laugh.
Back at his desk Rebus phoned Brian Holmes to ask him a favour, then he went to the toilets down the hall. The toilet was one of those design miracles, like Dr Who’s time machine. Somehow two urinals, a toilet cubicle, and washhand basin had been squeezed into a space smaller than their total cubic volume.
So Rebus wasn’t thrilled when Ken Smylie joined him. Smylie was supposed to be taking time off work, only he insisted on coming in.
‘How are you doing, Ken?’
‘I’m all right.’
‘Good.’ Rebus turned from his urinal and headed for the sink.
‘You seem to be working hard,’ Smylie said.
‘Do I?’
‘You’re never here, I assume you’re working.’
‘Oh, I’m working.’ Rebus shook water from his hands.
‘Only I never see any notes.’
‘Notes?’
‘You never write down your case notes.’
‘Is that right?’ Rebus dried his hands on the cotton roller-towel. This was his lucky day: a fresh roll had just been fitted. He still had his back to Smylie. ‘Well, I like to keep my notes in my head.’
‘That’s not procedure.’
‘Tough.’
He’d just got the word out, and was preparing for another intake of breath, when Smylie’s arms gripped him with the force of a construction crane around his chest. He couldn’t breathe, and felt himself being lifted off the ground. Smylie pushed his face against the wall next to the roller-towel. His whole weight was sandwiching Rebus against the wall.
‘You’re on to something, aren’t you?’ Smylie said in his high whistling voice. ‘Tell me who it is.’ He released his bear hug just enough so Rebus could speak.
‘Get the fuck off me!’
The grip tightened again, Rebus’s face pressing harder into the wall. I’ll go through it in a minute, he thought. My head’ll be sticking out into the corridor like a hunting trophy.
‘He was my brother,’ Smylie was saying. ‘My brother.’
Rebus’s face was full of blood which wanted to be somewhere else. He could feel his eyes bulging out of their sockets, his eardrums straining. My last view, he thought, will be of this damned roller-towel. Then the door swung inwards, and Ormiston was standing there, cigarette gawping. The cigarette dropped to the floor as Ormiston flung his own arms around Smylie’s. He couldn’t reach all the way round, but enough to dig his thumbs into the soft flesh of the inner elbows.
‘Let go, Smylie!’
‘Get off me!’
Rebus felt the pressure on him ease, and used his own shoulders to throw Smylie off. There was barely room for all three men, and they danced awkwardly, Ormiston still holding Smylie’s arms. Smylie threw him off with ease. He was on Rebus again, but now Rebus was ready. He kneed the big man in the groin. Smylie groaned and slumped to his knees. Ormiston was picking himself up.
‘What the hell sparked this?’
Smylie pulled himself to his feet. He looked angry, frustrated. He nearly took the handle off the door as he pulled it open.
Rebus looked in the mirror. His face was that sunburnt cherry colour some fair-skinned people go, but at least his eyes had retreated back into their sockets.
‘Wonder what my blood pressure got up to,’ he said to himself. Then he thanked Ormiston.
‘I was thinking of me, not you,’ Ormiston retorted. ‘With you two wrestling,’ he stooped to pick up his cigarette, ‘there wasn’t room for me to have a quiet puff.’
The cigarette itself survived the mêlée, but after inspecting it Ormiston decided to flush it anyway and light up a fresh one.
Rebus joined him. ‘That may be the first time smoking’s saved someone’s life.’
‘My grandad smoked for sixty years, died in his sleep at eighty. Mind you, he was bedridden for thirty of them. So what was all that about?’
‘Filing. Smylie doesn’t like my system.’
‘Smylie likes to know everything that’s going on.’
‘He shouldn’t even be here. He should be at home, bereaving.’
‘But that’s what he is doing,’ argued Ormiston. ‘Just because he looks like a big cuddly bear, a gentle giant, don’t be fooled.’ He took a drag on his cigarette. ‘Let me tell you about Smylie.’
And he did.
Rebus was home at six o’clock, much to Patience Aitken’s surprise. He had a shower rather than a bath and came into the living room dressed in his best suit and wearing a shirt Patience had given him for Christmas. It wasn’t till he’d tried it on that they both discovered it required cuff links, so then he’d had to buy some.
‘I can never do these up by myself,’ he said now, flapping his cuffs and brandishing the links. Patience smiled and came to help him. Close up, she smelt of perfume.
‘Smells wonderful,’ he said.
‘Do you mean me or the kitchen?’
‘Both,’ said Rebus. ‘Equally.’
‘Something to drink?’
‘What are you having?’
‘Fizzy water till the cooking’s done.’
‘Same for me.’ Though really he was dying for a whisky. He’d lost the shakes, but his ribs still hurt when he inflated his lungs. Ormiston said he’d once seen Smylie bear-hug a recalcitrant prisoner into unconsciousness. He also told Rebus that before Kilpatrick had come on the scene, the Smylie brothers had more or less run the Edinburgh Crime Squad.
He drank the water with ice and lime and it tasted fine. When the preparations were complete and the table laid and the dishwasher set to work on only the first of the evening’s loads, they sat down together on the sofa and drank gin with tonic.
‘Cheers.’
‘Cheers.’
And then Patience led him by the hand out into the small back garden. The sun was low over the tops of the tenements, the birds easing off into evensong. She examined every plant as she passed it, like a general assessing her troops. She’d trained Lucky the cat well; it now went over the wall into the neighbouring garden when it needed the toilet. She named some of the flowers for him, like she always did. He could never remember them from one day to the next.
The ice clinked in Patience’s glass as she moved. She had changed into a long patterned dress, all flowing folds and squares of colour. With her hair up at the back, the dress worked well, showing off her neck and shoulders and the contours of her body. It had short sleeves to show arms tanned from gardening.
Though the bell was a long way off, he heard it. ‘Front door,’ he said.
‘They’re early.’ She looked at her watch. ‘Well, not much actually. I’d better get the potatoes on.’
‘I’ll let them in.’
She squeezed his arm as they separated, and Rebus made his way down the hallway towards the front door. He straightened himself, readying the smile he’d be wearing all evening. Then he opened the door.
‘Bastard!’
Something hissed, a spray-can, and his eyes stung. He’d closed them a moment too late, but could still feel the spray dotting his face. He thought it must be Mace or something similar, and swiped blindly, trying to knock the can out of his assailant’s hand. But the feet were already on the stone steps, shuffling upwards and away. He didn’t want to open his eyes, so staggered blindly towards the bathroom, his hands feeling the hallway walls, past the bedroom door then hitting the lightswitch. He slammed the door and locked it as Patience was coming into the hall.
‘John? John, what is it?’
‘Nothing,’ he said through his teeth. ‘It’s all right.’
‘Are you sure? Who was at the door?’
‘They were looking for the upstairs neighbours.’ He was running water into the sink. He got his jacket off and plunged his head into the warm water, letting the sink fill, wiping at his face with his hands.
Patience was still waiting on the other side of the bathroom door. ‘Something’s wrong, John, what is it?’
He didn’t say anything. After a few moments, he pried open one eye, then shut it again. Shit, that stung! He swabbed again with the water, opening his eyes underwater this time. The water seemed murky to him. And when he looked at his hands, they were red and sticky.
Oh Christ, he thought. He forced himself to look in the mirror above the sink. He was bright red. It wasn’t like earlier in the day when Smylie had attacked him. It was . . . paint. That’s what it was, red paint. From an aerosol can. Jesus Christ. He staggered out of his clothes and got into the shower, turning his face up to the spray, shampooing his hair as hard as he could, then doing it again. He scrubbed at his face and neck. Patience was at the door again, asking him what the hell he was up to. And then he heard her voice change, rising on the final syllable of a name.
The Bremners had arrived.
He got out of the shower and rubbed himself down with a towel. When he looked at himself again, he’d managed to get a lot of the colour off, but by no means all of it. Then he looked at his clothes. His jacket was dark, and didn’t show the paint too conspicuously; conspicuously enough though. As for his good shirt, it was ruined, no question about that. He unlocked the bathroom door and listened. Patience had taken the Bremners into the living room. He padded down the hall into the bedroom, noticing on the way that his hands had left red smears on the wallpaper. In the bedroom he changed quickly into chinos, yellow t-shirt and a linen jacket Patience had bought him for summer walks by the river which they never took.
He looked like a has-been trying to look trendy. It would do. The palms of his hands were still red, but he could say he’d been painting. He popped his head round the living room door.
‘Chris, Jenny,’ he said. The couple were seated on the sofa. Patience must be in the kitchen. ‘Sorry, I’m running a bit late. I’ll just dry my hair and I’ll be with you.’
‘No rush,’ said Jenny as he retreated into the hall. He took the telephone into the bedroom and called Dr Curt at home.
‘Hello?’
‘It’s John Rebus here, tell me about Caroline Rattray.’
‘Pardon?’
‘Tell me what you know about her.’
‘You sound smitten,’ Curt said, amusement in his voice.
‘I’m smitten all right. She’s just sprayed me with a can of paint.’
‘I’m not sure I caught that.’
‘Never mind, just tell me about her. Like for instance, is she the jealous type?’
‘John, you’ve met her. Would you say she’s attractive?’
‘Yes.’
‘And she has a very good career, plenty of money, a lifestyle many would envy?’
‘Yes.’
‘But does she have any beaux?’
‘You mean boyfriends, and the answer is I don’t know.’
‘Then take it from me, she does not. That’s why she can be at a loose end when I have ballet tickets to spare. Ask yourself, why should this be? Answer, because she scares men off. I don’t know what’s wrong with her, but I know that she’s not very good at relationships with the opposite sex. I mean, she has relationships, but they never last very long.’
‘You might have told me.’
‘I didn’t realise you two were an item.’
‘We’re not.’
‘Oh?’
‘Only she thinks we are.’
‘Then you’re in trouble.’
‘It looks like it.’
‘Sorry I can’t be more help. She’s always been all right with me, perhaps I could have a word with her . . .?’
‘No thanks, that’s my department.’
‘Goodbye then, and good luck.’
Rebus waited till Curt had put his receiver down. He listened to the line, then heard another click. Patience had been listening on the kitchen extension. He sat on the bed, staring at his feet, till the door opened.
‘I heard,’ she said. She had an oven glove in one hand. She knelt down in front of him, her hands on his knees. ‘You should have told me.’
He smiled. ‘I just did.’
‘Yes, but to my face.’ She paused. ‘There was nothing between the two of you, nothing happened?’
‘Nothing happened,’ he said without blinking. There was another moment’s silence.
‘What are we going to do?’
He took her hands. ‘We,’ he said, ‘are going to join our guests.’ Then he kissed her on the forehead and pulled her with him to her feet.
At nine-thirty next morning, Rebus was sitting in his car outside Lachlan Murdock’s flat.
When he’d washed his eyes last night, it had been like washing behind them as well. Always it came to this, he tried to do things by the books and ended up cooking them instead. It was easier, that was all. Where would the crime detection rates be without a few shortcuts?
He had tried Murdock’s number from a callbox at the end of the road. There was no one there, just an answering machine. Murdock was at work. Rebus got out of the car and tried Murdock’s intercom. Again, no answer. So he picked the lock, the way he’d been taught by an old lag when he’d gone to the man for lessons. Once inside, he climbed the stairwell briskly, a regular visitor rather than an intruder. But no one was about.
Murdock’s flat was on the Yale rather than a deadlock, so it was easy to open too. Rebus slipped inside and closed the door after him. He went straight to Murdock’s bedroom. He didn’t suppose Millie would have left the computer disk behind, but you never knew. People with no access to safe deposit boxes sometimes mistook their homes for one.
The postman had been, and Murdock had left the mail strewn on the unmade bed. Rebus glanced at it. There was a letter from Millie. The envelope was postmarked the previous day, the letter itself written on a single sheet of lined writing paper.
‘Sorry I didn’t say anything. Don’t know how long I’ll be away. If the police ask, say nothing. Can’t say more just now. Love you. Millie.’
Rebus left the letter lying where it was and pulled on a pair of surgical gloves stolen from Patience. He walked over to Murdock’s workdesk and switched on the computer, then started going through the computer disks. There were dozens of them, kept in plastic boxes, most of them neatly labelled. The majority had labels with spidery black handwriting, which Rebus guessed was Murdock’s. The few that remained he took to be Millie’s.
He went through these first, but found nothing to interest him. The unlabelled disks proved to be either blank or corrupted. He started searching through drawers for other disks. Parked on the floor one side of the bed were the plastic binliners containing Billy’s things. He looked through these, too. Murdock’s side of the bed was a chaos of books, ashtray, empty cigarette packets, but Millie’s side was a lot neater. She had a bedside cupboard on which sat a lamp, alarm clock, and a packet of throat lozenges. Rebus crouched down and opened the cupboard door. Now he knew why Millie’s side of the bed was so neat: the cupboard was like a wastepaper bin. He sifted through the rubbish. There were some crumpled yellow Post-It notes in amongst it. He picked them out and unpeeled them. They were messages from Murdock. The first one contained a seven-digit phone number and beneath it the words ‘Why don’t you call this bitch?’ As Rebus unpeeled the others, he began to understand. There were half a dozen telephone messages, all from the same person. Rebus had thought he recognised the phone number, but on the rest of the messages the caller’s name was printed alongside.
Mairie Henderson.
Back at St Leonard’s he was pleased to find that both Holmes and Clarke were elsewhere. He went to the toilets and splashed water on his face. His eyes were still irritated, red at their rims and bloodshot. Patience had taken a close look at them last night and pronounced he’d live. After the Bremners had gone home happy, she’d also helped him scrub the rest of the red out of his hair and off his hands. Actually, there was still some on his right palm.
‘Cuchullain of the Red Hand,’ Patience had said. She’d been great really, considering. Trust a doctor to be calm in a crisis. She’d even managed to calm him down when, late in the evening, he’d considered going round to Caroline Rattray’s flat and torching it.
‘Here,’ she’d said, handing him a whisky, ‘set fire to yourself instead.’
He smiled at himself in the toilet mirror. There was no Smylie here, about to grope him to death, no jeering Ormiston or preening Blackwood. This was where he belonged. He wondered again just what he was doing at Fettes. Why had Kilpatrick scooped him up?
He thought now that he had a bloody good idea.
Edinburgh’s Central Lending Library is situated on George IV Bridge, across the street from the National Library of Scotland. This was student territory, and just off the Royal Mile, and hence at the moment also Festival Fringe territory. Pamphleteers were out in force, still enthusing, sensing audiences to be had now that the least successful shows had packed up and headed home. For the sake of politeness, Rebus took a lurid green flyer from a teenage girl with long blonde hair, and read it as far as the first litter bin, where it joined many more identical flyers.
The Edinburgh Room was not so much a room as a gallery surrounding an open space. Far below, readers in another section of the library were at their desks or browsing among the bookshelves. Not that Mairie Henderson was reading books. She was poring over local newspapers, seated at one of the few readers’ tables. Rebus stood beside Mairie, reading over her shoulder. She had a neat portable computer with her, flipped open and plugged into a socket in the library floor. Its screen was milky grey and fllled with notes. It took her a minute to sense that there was someone standing over her. She looked round slowly, expecting a librarian.
‘Let’s talk,’ said Rebus.
She saved what she’d been writing and followed him out onto the library’s large main staircase. A sign told them not to sit on the window ledges, which were in a dangerous condition. Mairie sat on the top step, and Rebus sat a couple of steps down from her, leaving plenty of room for people to get past.
‘I’m in a dangerous condition, too,’ he said angrily.
‘Why? What’s happened?’ She looked as innocent as stained glass.
‘Millie Docherty.’
‘Yes?’
‘You didn’t tell me about her.’
‘What exactly should I have told you?’
‘That you’d been trying to talk to her. Did you succeed?’
‘No, why?’
‘She’s run off.’
‘Really?’ She considered this. ‘Interesting.’
‘What did you want to talk to her about?’
‘The murder of one of her flatmates.’
‘That’s all?’
‘Shouldn’t it be?’ She was looking interested.
‘Funny she does a runner when you’re after her. How’s the research?’ She’d told him over their drink in Newhaven that she was looking into what she called ‘past loyalist activity’ in Scotland.
‘Slow,’ she admitted. ‘How’s yours?’
‘Dead stop,’ he lied.
‘Apart from Ms Docherty’s disappearance. How did you know I wanted to talk to her?’
‘None of your business.’
She raised her eyebrows. ‘Her flatmate didn’t tell you?’
‘No comment at this time.’
She smiled.
‘Come on,’ said Rebus, ‘maybe you’ll talk over a coffee.’
‘Interrogation by scone,’ Mairie offered.
They walked the short walk to the High Street and took a right towards St Giles Cathedral. There was a coffee shop in the crypt of St Giles, reached by way of an entrance which faced Parliament House. Rebus glanced across the car park, but there was no sign of Caroline Rattray. The coffee shop though was packed, having not many tables to start with and this still being the height of the tourist season.
‘Try somewhere else?’ Mairie suggested.
‘Actually,’ said Rebus, ‘I’ve gone off the idea. I’ve got a bit of business across the road.’ Mairie tried not to look relieved. ‘I’d caution you,’ he warned her, ‘not to piss me about.’
‘Caution received and understood.’
She waved as she walked off back towards the library. Rebus watched her good legs recede from view. They stayed good-looking all the way out of his vision. Then he threaded his way between the lawyers’ cars and entered the court building. He had an idea he was going to leave a note for Caroline Rattray in her box, always supposing she had one. But as he walked into Parliament Hall he saw her talking with another lawyer. There was no chance to retreat; she spotted him immediately. She kept up the conversation for a few more moments, then put her hand on her colleague’s shoulder, said a brief farewell, and headed towards Rebus.
It was hard to reconcile her, in her professional garb, with the woman who had spray-painted him the previous night. She left her colleague with a faint smile on her lips, and met Rebus with that same smile. Under her arm were the regulation files and documents.
‘Inspector, what brings you here?’
‘Can’t you guess?’
‘Ah yes, of course, I’ll send a cheque.’
He had kept telling himself all the way across the car park that he wasn’t going to let her get under his skin. Now he found she was already there, like a half inch of syringe.
‘Cheque?’
‘For the dry cleaning or whatever.’ A passing lawyer nodded to her. ‘Hullo, Mansie. Oh, Mansie?’ She spoke with the lawyer for a few moments, her hand on his elbow.
She was offering a cheque for the dry cleaning. Rebus was glad of a few moments in which to cool off. But now someone was tapping his shoulder. He turned to find Mairie Henderson standing there.
‘I forgot,’ she said, ‘the American’s in town.’
‘Yes, I know. Have you done anything about him?’
She shook her head. ‘Biding my time.’
‘Good, no use scaring him off.’ Caroline Rattray was looking interested in this new arrival, so much so that she was losing the thread of her own conversation. She dismissed Mansie halfway through a sentence and turned to Rebus and Mairie. Mairie smiled at her, the two women waiting for an introduction.
‘See you then,’ Rebus said to Mairie.
‘Oh, right.’ Mairie walked backwards a step or two, just in case he’d change his mind, then turned. As she turned, Caroline Rattray took a step forward, her hand out as though she were about to make her own introduction, but Rebus really didn’t want her to, so he grabbed the hand and held her back. She shrugged his grip off and glared at him, then looked back through the doorway. Mairie had already left the building.
‘You seem to have quite a little stable, Inspector.’ She tried rubbing at her wrist. It wasn’t easy with the files still precariously pressed between her elbow and stomach
‘Better stable than unstable,’ he said, regretting the dig immediately. He should just have denied the charge.
‘Unstable?’ she echoed. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’
‘Look, let’s forget it, eh? I mean, forget everything. I’ve told Patience all about it.’
‘I find that difficult to believe.’
‘That’s your problem, not mine.’
‘You think so?’ She sounded amused.
‘Yes.’
‘Remember something, Inspector.’ Her voice was level and quiet. ‘You started it. And then you told the lie. My conscience is clear, what about yours?’
She gave him a little smile before walking away. Rebus turned and found himself confronting a statue of Sir Walter Scott, seated with his feet crossed and a walking-cane held between his open knees. Scott looked as though he’d heard every word but wasn’t about to pass judgment.
‘Keep it that way,’ Rebus warned, not caring who might hear.
He phoned Patience and invited her to an early evening drink at the Playfair Hotel on George Street.
‘What’s the occasion?’ she asked.
‘No occasion,’ he said.
He was restless the rest of the day. Glasgow came back to him, but only to say that they’d nothing on either Jim Hay or Active Resistance Theatre. He turned up early at the Playfair, making across its entrance hall (all faded glory, but studied faded glory, almost too perfect) to the bar beyond. It called itself a ‘wet bar’, which was okay with Rebus. He ordered a Talisker, hoisted himself onto a well-padded barstool and dipped a hand into the bowl of peanuts which had appeared at his approach.
The bar was empty, but would be filled soon enough with prosperous businessmen on their way home, other businessmen who wanted to look prosperous and didn’t mind spending money on it, and the hotel clientele, enjoying a snifter before a pre-dinner stroll. A waitress stood idly against the end of the bar, not far from the baby grand. The piano was kept covered with a dustsheet until evening, so for now there was wallpaper music, except that whoever was playing trumpet wasn’t half bad. He wondered if it was Chet Baker.
Rebus paid for his drink and tried not to think about the amount of money he’d just been asked for. After a bit, he changed his mind and asked if he could have some ice. He wanted the drink to last. Eventually a middle-aged couple came into the bar and sat a couple of seats away from him. The woman put on elaborate glasses to study the cocktail list, while her husband ordered Drambuie, pronouncing it Dramboo-i. The husband was short but bulky, given to scowling. He was wearing a white golfing cap, and kept glancing at his watch. Rebus managed to catch his eye, and toasted him.
‘Slainte.’
The man nodded, saying nothing, but the wife smiled. ‘Tell me,’ she said, ‘are there many Gaelic speakers left in Scotland?’
Her husband hissed at her, but Rebus was happy to answer. ‘Not many,’ he conceded.
‘Are you from Edinburgh?’ Head-in-burrow, it sounded like.
‘Pretty much.’
She noticed that Rebus’s glass was now all melting ice. ‘Will you join us?’ The husband hissed again, something about her not bothering people who only wanted a quiet drink.
Rebus looked at his watch. He was calculating whether he could afford to buy a round back. ‘Thank you, yes, I’ll have a Talisker.’
‘And what is that?’
‘Malt whisky, it comes from Skye. There are some Gaelic speakers over there.’
The wife started humming the first few notes of the Skye Boat Song, all about a French Prince who dressed in drag. Her husband smiled to cover his embarrassment. It couldn’t be easy, travelling with a madwoman.
‘Maybe you can tell me something,’ said Rebus. ‘Why is a wet bar called a wet bar?’
‘Could be because the beer’s draught,’ the husband offered grudgingly, ‘not just bottled.’
The wife had perched her shiny handbag on the bar and now opened it, taking out a compact so she could check her face. ‘You’re not the mystery man, are you?’ she asked.
Rebus put down his glass. ‘Sorry?’
‘Ellie!’ her husband warned.
‘Only,’ she said, putting away her compact, ‘Clyde had a message to meet someone in the bar, and you’re the only person here. They didn’t leave a name or anything.’
‘A misunderstanding, that’s all,’ said Clyde. ‘They got the wrong room.’ But he looked at Rebus anyway. Rebus obliged with a nod.
‘Mysterious, certainly.’
The fresh glass was put before Rebus, and the barman decided he merited another bowl of nuts too.
‘Slainte,’ said Rebus.
‘Slainte,’ said husband and wife.
‘Am I late?’ said Patience Aitken, running her hands up Rebus’s spine. She slipped onto the stool which separated Rebus from the tourists. For some reason, the man now removed his cap, showing a good amount of hair slicked back from the forehead.
‘Patience,’ Rebus said, ‘I’d like to introduce you to . . .’
‘Clyde Moncur,’ said the man, visibly relaxing. Rebus obviously posed no threat. ‘This is my wife Eleanor.’
Rebus smiled. ‘Dr Patience Aitken, and I’m John.’
Patience looked at him. He seldom used ‘Dr’ when introducing her, and why had he left out his own surname?
‘Listen,’ Rebus was saying, staring right past her, ‘wouldn’t we be more comfortable at a table?’
They took a table for four, the waitress appearing with a little tray of nibbles, not just nuts but green and black olives and chipsticks too. Rebus tucked in. The drinks might be expensive, but you had to say the food was cheap.
‘You’re on holiday?’ Rebus said, opening the conversation.
‘That’s right,’ said Eleanor Moncur. ‘We just love Scotland.’ She then went on to list everything they loved about it, from the skirl of the bagpipes to the windswept west coast. Clyde let her run on, taking sips from his drink, occasionally swirling the ice around. He sometimes looked up from the drink to John Rebus.
‘Have you ever been to the United States?’ Eleanor asked.
‘No, never,’ said Rebus.
‘I’ve been a couple of times,’ Patience said, surprising him. ‘Once to California, and once to New England.’
‘In the fall?’ Patience nodded. ‘Isn’t that just heaven?’
‘Do you live in New England?’ Rebus asked.
Eleanor smiled. ‘Oh no, we’re way over the other side. Washington.’
‘Washington?’
‘She means the state,’ her husband explained, ‘not Washington DC.’
‘Seattle,’ said Eleanor. ‘You’d like Washington, it’s wild.’
‘As in wilderness,’ Clyde Moncur added. ‘I’ll put that on our room, miss.’
Patience had ordered lager and lime, which the waitress had just brought. Rebus watched as Moncur took a room key from his pocket. The waitress checked the room number.
‘Clyde’s ancestors came from Scotland,’ Eleanor was saying. ‘Somewhere near Glasgow.’
‘Kilmarnock.’
‘That’s right, Kilmarnock. There were four brothers, one went to Australia, two went to Northern Ireland, and Clyde’s great-grandfather sailed from Glasgow to Canada with his wife and children. He worked his way across Canada and settled in Vancouver. It was Clyde’s grandfather who came down into the United States. There are still offshoots of the family in Australia and Northern Ireland.’
‘Where in Northern Ireland?’ Rebus asked casually.
‘Portadown, Londonderry,’ she went on, though Rebus had directed the question at her husband.
‘Ever visit them?’
‘No,’ said Clyde Moncur. He was interested in Rebus again. Rebus met the stare squarely.
‘The north west’s full of Scots,’ Mrs Moncur rattled on. ‘We have ceilidhs and clan gatherings and Highland Games in the summer.’
Rebus lifted his glass to his lips and seemed to notice it was empty. ‘I think we need another round,’ he said. The drinks arrived with their own scalloped paper coasters, and the waitress took away with her nearly all the money John Rebus had on him. He’d used the anonymous message to get Moncur down here, and Patience to put him off his guard. In the event, Moncur was sharper than Rebus had given him credit for. The man didn’t need to say a word, his wife spoke enough for two, and nothing she said could prove remotely useful.
‘So you’re a doctor?’ she asked Patience now.
‘General practice, yes.’
‘I admire doctors,’ said Eleanor. ‘They keep Clyde and me alive and ticking.’ And she gave a big grin. Her husband had been watching Patience while she’d been speaking, but as soon as she finished he turned his gaze back to Rebus. Rebus lifted his glass to his lips.
‘For some time,’ Eleanor Moncur was saying now, ‘Clyde’s grandaddy was captain of a clipper. His wife gave birth on board while the boat was headed to pick up . . . what was it, Clyde?’
‘Timber,’ Clyde said. ‘From the Philippines. She was eighteen and he was in his forties. The baby died.’
‘And know what?’ said Eleanor. ‘They preserved the body in brandy.’
‘Embalmed it?’ Patience offered.
Eleanor Moncur nodded. ‘And if that boat had been a temperance vessel, they’d’ve used tar instead of brandy.’
Clyde Moncur spoke to Rebus. ‘Now that was hard living. Those are the people who built America. You had to be tough. You might be conscientious, but there wasn’t always room for a conscience.’
‘A bit like in Ulster,’ Rebus offered. ‘They transplanted some pretty hard Scots there.’
‘Really?’ Moncur finished his drink in silence.
They decided against a third round, Clyde reminding his wife that they had yet to take their pre-prandial walk down to Princes Street Gardens and back. They exchanged handshakes outside, Rebus taking Patience’s arm and leading her downhill, as though they were heading into the New Town.
‘Where’s your car?’ he asked.
‘Back on George Street. Where’s yours?’
‘Same place.’
‘Then where are we going?’
He checked over his shoulder, but the Moncurs were out of sight. ‘Nowhere,’ he said, stopping.
‘John,’ said Patience, ‘next time you need me as a cover, have the courtesy to ask first.’
‘Can you lend me a few quid, save me finding a cashpoint?’
She sighed and dug into her bag. ‘Twenty enough?’
‘Hope so.’
‘Unless you’re thinking of returning to the Playfair bar.’
‘I’ve been up braes that weren’t as steep as that place.’
He told her he’d be back late, perhaps very late, and pecked her on the cheek. But she pulled him to her and took her fair share of mouth to mouth.
‘By the way,’ she said, ‘did you talk to the action painter?’
‘I told her to get lost. That doesn’t mean she will.’
‘She better,’ said Patience, pecking him a last time on the cheek before walking away.
He was unlocking his car when a heavy hand landed on his own. Clyde Moncur was standing next to him.
‘Who the fuck are you?’ the American spat, looking around him.
‘Nobody,’ Rebus said, shaking off the hand.
‘I don’t know what all that shit was about at the hotel, but you better stay far away from me, friend.’
‘That might not be easy,’ said Rebus. ‘This is a small place. My town, not yours.’
Moncur took a step back. He’d be in his late-60s, but the hand he’d placed on Rebus’s had stung. There was strength there, and determination. He was the sort of man who normally got his own way, whatever the cost.
‘Who are you?’
Rebus pulled open the car door. He drove away without saying anything at all. Moncur watched him go. The American stood legs apart, and raised a hand to pat his jacket at chest height, nodding slowly.
A gun, Rebus thought. He’s telling me he’s got a gun.
And he’s telling me he’d use it, too.
Mairie Henderson had a flat in Portobello, on the coast east of the city. In Victorian times a genteel bathing resort, ‘Porty’ was still used by day trippers in summer. Mairie’s tenement was on one of the streets between High Street and the Promenade. With his window rolled down, Rebus caught occasional wafts of salt air.
When his daughter Sammy was a kid they’d come to Porty beach for walks. The beach had been cleaned up by then, or at least covered with tons of sand from elsewhere. Rebus used to enjoy those walks, trouser legs rolled up past the ankles, feet treading the numbing water at the edge of the louring North Sea.
‘If we kept walking, Daddy,’ Sammy would say, pointing to the skyline, ‘where would we go?’
‘We’d go to the bottom of the sea.’
He could still see the dreadful look on her face. She’d be twenty this year. Twenty. He reached under his seat and let his hand wander till it touched his emergency pack of cigarettes. One wouldn’t do any harm. Inside the pack, nestling amongst the cigarettes, was a slim disposable lighter.
The light was still on in Mairie’s first-floor window. Her car was parked right outside the tenement’s front door. He knew the back door led to a small enclosed drying-green. She’d have to come out the front. He hoped she’d bring Millie Docherty with her.
He didn’t quite know why he thought Mairie was hiding Millie; it was enough that he thought it. He’d had wrong hunches before, enough for a convention of the Quasimodo fan club, but you always had to follow them up. If you stopped being true to instinct, you were lost. His stomach rumbled, reminding him that olives and chipsticks did not a meal make. He thought of the Portobello chip shops, but sucked on his cigarette instead. He was across the road from the tenement and about six cars down. It was eleven o’clock and dark; no chance of Mairie spotting him.
He thought he knew why Clyde Moncur was in town. Same reason the ex-UVF man was here. He just didn’t want to go public with his thoughts, not when he didn’t know who his friends were.
At quarter past eleven, the tenement door opened and Mairie came out. She was alone, wearing a Burberry-style raincoat and carrying a bulging shopping bag. She looked up and down the street before unlocking her car and getting in.
‘What are you nervous about, kid?’ Rebus asked, watching her headlights come on. He lit another cigarette, just to wash down the first, and started his engine.
She took the Portobello Road back into the city. He hoped she wasn’t going far. Tailing a car, even in the dark, wasn’t as easy as the movies made it look, especially when the person you were tailing knew your car. The roads were quiet, making things trickier still, but at least she stuck to the main routes. If she’d used side streets and rat runs, she’d have spotted him for sure.
On Princes Street, the bikers were out in summer-night force, hitting the late-opening burger bars and revving up and down the straight. He wondered if Clyde Moncur was out for a post-prandial stroll. With the burgers and bikes, he’d probably feel right at home. Moncur was tough the way old people could get; seeming to shrink as they got older but that was only because they were losing juice, becoming rock-hard as a result. There was nothing soft left of Clyde Moncur. He had a handshake like a saloon-bar challenge. Even Patience had complained of it.
The night was delicious, perfect for a walk, and that’s what most people were enjoying. Too bad for the Fringe shows: who wanted to sit in an airless, dark theatre for two hours while the real show was outside, continuous and absolutely free?
Mairie turned left at the west end, heading up Lothian Road. The street was already reeling with drunks. They’d probably be heading for a curry house or pizza emporium. Later, they’d regret this move. You saw the evidence each morning on the pavements. Just past the Tollcross lights, Mairie signalled to cross the oncoming traffic. Rebus wondered where the hell she was headed. His question was soon answered. She parked by the side of the road and turned off her lights. Rebus hurried past while she was locking her door, then stopped at the junction ahead. There was no traffic coming, but he sat there anyway, watching in his rearview.
‘Well, well,’ he said as Mairie crossed the road and went into the Crazy Hose Saloon. He put the car into reverse, brought it back, and squeezed in a few cars ahead of Mairie. He looked across at the Crazy Hose. The sign above was yellow and red flashing neon, which must be fun for the people in the tenement outside which Rebus was parked. A short flight of steps led to the main doors, and on these steps stood two bouncers. The Hose’s wild west theme had passed the bouncers by, and they were dressed in regulation black evening suits, white shirts and black bow ties. Both had cropped hair to match their IQs, and held their hands behind their backs, swelling already prodigious chests. Rebus watched them open the doors for a couple of stetson-tipping cowpokes and their mini-dressed partners.
‘In for a dime, I suppose.’ He locked his car and walked purposefully across the road, trying to look like a man looking for a good time. The bouncers eyed him suspiciously, and did not open the door. Rebus decided he’d played enough games today, so he opened his ID and stuck it in the tallest bouncer’s face. He wondered if the man could read.
‘Police,’ he said helpfully. ‘Don’t I get the door opened for me?’
‘Only on your way out,’ the smaller bouncer said. So Rebus pulled open the door and went in. The admission desk had been done up like an old bank, with vertical wooden bars in front of the smiling female face.
‘Platinum Cowpoke Card,’ Rebus said, again showing his ID. Past the desk was a fair-sized hallway where people were playing one-armed bandits. There was a large crowd around an interactive video game, where some bearded actor on film invited you to shoot him dead if you were quick enough on the draw. Most of the kids in front of the machine were dressed in civvies, though a few sported cowboy boots and bootlace ties. Big belt-buckles seemed mandatory, and both males and females wore Levi and Wrangler denims with good-sized turn-ups. The toilets were out here too, always supposing you could work out which you were, a Honcho or Honchette.
A second set of doors led to the dance hall and four bars, one in each corner of the vast arena. Plenty of money had been spent on the decor, with the choicest pieces being spotlit behind Perspex high up out of reach on the walls. There was a life-size cigar-store Indian, a lot of native headdresses and jackets and the like, and what Rebus hoped was a replica of a Gatling-gun. Old western films played silently on a bank of TV screens set into one wall, and there was a bucking bronco machine against another wall. This was disused now, ever since a teenager had fallen from it and been put in a coma. They’d nearly shut the place down for that. Rebus didn’t like to think about why they hadn’t. He kept coming up with friends in the right places and money changing hands. There was something that looked like a font near one of the bars, but Rebus knew it was a spittoon. He noticed that the bar closest to it wasn’t doing great business.
Rebus wasn’t hard to pick out in a crowd. Although there were people there his own age, they were all wearing western dress to some degree, and they were nearly all dancing. There was a stage which was spotlit and full of instruments but empty of bodies. Instead the music came through the PA. A DJ in an enclosed box next to the stage babbled between songs; you could have heard him halfway to Texas.
‘Can I help you?’
Not hard to pick out in the crowd, and of course the bouncers had sent word to the floor manager. He was in his late-twenties with slick black hair and a rhinestone waistcoat. The accent was strictly Lothian.
‘Is Frankie in tonight?’ If Bothwell were in the dancehall, he’d have spotted him. Bothwell’s clothes would have drowned out the PA.
‘I’m in charge.’ The smile told Rebus he was as welcome as haemorrhoids at a rodeo.
‘Well, there’s no trouble, son, so I can put your mind at rest straight off. I’m just looking for a friend, only I didn’t fancy paying the admission.’
The manager looked relieved. You could see he hadn’t been in the job long. He’d probably been promoted from behind the bar. ‘My name’s Lorne Strang,’ he said.
‘And mine’s Lorne Sausage.’
Strang smiled. ‘My real name’s Kevin.’
‘Don’t apologise.’
‘Drink on the house?’
‘I’d rather drink on a bar-stool, if that’s all right with you.’
Rebus had given the dance floor a good look, and Mairie wasn’t there, which meant she was either trapped in the Honchettes’ or was somewhere behind the scenes. He wondered what she could be doing behind the scenes at Frankie Bothwell’s club.
‘So,’ said Kevin Strang, ‘who are you looking for?’
‘Like I say, a friend. She said she’d be here. Maybe I’m a bit late.’
‘The place is only just picking up now. We’re open another two hours. What’ll you have?’ They were at the bar. The bar staff wore white aprons covering chest and legs and gold-coloured bands around their sleeves to keep their cuffs out of the way.
‘Is that so they can’t palm any notes?’ asked Rebus.
‘Nobody cheats the bar here.’ One of the staff broke off serving someone to attend to Kevin Strang.
‘Just a beer, please,’ Rebus said.
‘Draught? We only serve half pints.’
‘Why’s that?’
‘There’s more profit in it.’
‘An honest answer. I’ll have a bottle of Beck’s.’ He looked back to the dance floor. ‘The last time I saw this many cowboys was at a builders’ convention.’
The record was fading out. Strang patted Rebus’s back. ‘That’s my cue,’ he said. ‘Enjoy yourself.’
Rebus watched him move through the dancers. He climbed onto the stage and tapped the microphone, sending a whump through the on-stage PA. Rebus didn’t know what he was expecting. Maybe Strang would call out the steps of the next barn dance. But instead all he did was speak in a quiet voice, so people had to be quiet to hear him. Rebus didn’t think Kevin Strang had much future as floor manager at the Crazy Hose.
‘Dudes and womenfolk, it’s a pleasure to see you all here at the Crazy Hose Saloon. And now, please welcome onto the Deadwood Stage our band for this evening’s hoedown . . . Chaparral!’
There was generous applause as the band emerged through a door at the back of the stage. A few of the arcade junkies had come in from the foyer. The band was a six-piece, barely squeezing onto the stage. Guitar/vocals, bass, drums, another guitar and two backing singers. They started into their first number a little shakily, but had warmed up by the end, by which time Rebus was finishing his drink and thinking about heading back to the car.
Then he saw Mairie.
No wonder she’d had a raincoat around her. Underneath she must have been wearing a tasselled black skirt, brown leather waistcoat, white blouse cut just above the chest and up around the shoulders, leaving a lot of bare flesh. She wasn’t wearing a stetson, but there was a red kerchief around her throat and she was singing her heart out.
She was one of the backing singers.
Rebus ordered another drink and gawped at the stage. After a few songs, he could differentiate between Mairie’s voice and that of the other backing singer. He noticed that most of the men were watching this singer. She was much taller than Mairie and had long straight black hair, plus she was wearing a much shorter skirt. But Mairie was the better singer. She sang with her eyes closed, swaying from the hips, knees slightly bent. Her partner used her hands a lot, but didn’t gain much from it.
At the end of their fourth song, the male singer/guitarist gave a short spiel while the others in the band caught their breath, retuned, swigged drinks or wiped their faces. Rebus didn’t know about C&W, but Chaparral seemed pretty good. They didn’t just play mush about pet dogs, dying spouses or standing by your lover. Their songs had a harder, much urban feel, with lyrics to match.
‘And if you don’t know Hal Ketchum,’ the singer was saying, ‘you better get to know him. This is one of his, it’s called Small Town Saturday Night.’
Mairie took lead vocal, her partner patting a tambourine and looking on. At the end of the song, the cheers were loud. The singer came back to his mike and raised his arm towards Mairie.
‘Katy Hendricks, ladies and gentlemen.’ The cheers resumed while Mairie took her bow.
After this they started into their own material, two songs whose intention was always ahead of ability. The singer mentioned that both were available on the band’s first cassette, available to buy in the foyer.
‘We’re going to take a break now. So you can all go away for the next fifteen minutes, but be sure to come back.’
Rebus went into the foyer and dug six pounds out of his pocket. When he came back in, the band were at one of the bars, hoping to be bought drinks if half-time refreshments weren’t on the house. Rebus shook the cassette in Mairie’s ear.
‘Miss Hendricks, would you autograph this, please?’
The band looked at him and so did Mairie. She took him by the lapels and propelled him away from the bar.
‘What are you doing here?’
‘Didn’t you know? I’m a big country and western fan.’
‘You don’t like anything but sixties rock, you told me so yourself. Are you following me?’
‘You sang pretty well.’
‘Pretty well? I was great.’
‘That’s my Mairie, never one to hide her light under a tumbleweed. Why the false name?’
‘You think I wanted those arseholes at the paper to find out?’ Rebus tried to imagine the Hose full of drunken journos cheering their singer-scribe.
‘No, I don’t suppose so.’
‘Anyway, everyone in the band uses an alias, it makes it harder for the DSS to find out they’ve been working.’ She pointed at the tape. ‘You bought that?’
‘Well, they didn’t hand it over as material evidence.’
She grinned. ‘You liked us then?’
‘I really did. I know I shouldn’t be, but I’m amazed.’
She was almost persuaded onto this tack, but not quite. ‘You still haven’t said why you’re following me.’
He put the tape in his pocket. ‘Millie Docherty.’
‘What about her?’
‘I think you know where she is.’
‘What?’
‘She’s scared, she needs help. She might just run to the reporter who’s being wanting to see her. Reporters have been known to hide their sources away, protect them.’
‘You think I’m hiding her?’
He paused. ‘Has she told you about the pennant?’
‘What pennant?’
Mairie had lost her cowgirl singer look. She was back in business.
‘The one on Billy Cunningham’s wall. Has she told you what he had hidden behind it?’
‘What?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘I’ll make a deal,’ he said. ‘We’ll talk to her together, that way neither of us is hiding anything. What do you say?’
The bassist handed Mairie an orange juice.
‘Thanks, Duane.’ She gulped it down until only ice was left. ‘Are you staying for the second set?’
‘Will it be worth my while?’
‘Oh yes, we do a cracking version of “Country Honk”.’
‘That’ll be the acid test.’
She smiled. ‘I’ll see you after the set.’
‘Mairie, do you know who owns this place?’
‘A guy called Boswell.’
‘It’s Bothwell. You don’t know him?’
‘Never met him. Why?’
The second set was paced like a foxtrot: two slow dances, two fast, then a slow, sad rendering of ‘Country Honk’ to end with. The floor was packed for the last dance, and Rebus was flattered when a woman a good few years younger than him asked him up. But then her man came back from the Honchos’, so that was the end of that.
As the band played a short upbeat encore, one fan climbed onstage and presented the backing singers with sheriff’s badges, producing the loudest cheer of the night as both women pinned them on their chests. It was a good natured crowd, and Rebus had spent worse evenings. He couldn’t see Patience enjoying it though.
When the band finished, they went back through the door they’d first appeared through. A few minutes later, Mairie reappeared, still dressed in all her gear and with the raincoat folded up in her shopping bag along with her flat-soled driving shoes.
‘So?’ Rebus said.
‘So let’s go.’
He started for the exit, but she was making towards the stage, gesturing for him to follow.
‘I don’t really want her to see me like this,’ she said. ‘I’m not sure the outfit conveys journalistic clout and professionalism. But I can’t be bothered changing.’
They climbed onto the stage, then through the door. It led into a low-ceilinged passage of broom closets, crates of empty bottles, and a small room where in the evening the band got ready and during the day the cleaner could stop for a cup of tea. Beyond this was a dark stairwell. Mairie found the light switch and started to climb.
‘Where exactly are we going?’
‘The Sheraton.’
Rebus didn’t ask again. The stairs were steep and twisting. They reached a landing where a padlocked door faced them, but Mairie kept climbing. At the second landing she stopped. There was another door, this time with no lock. Inside was a vast dark space, which Rebus judged to be the building’s attic. Light infiltrated from the street through a skylight and some gaps in the roof, showing the solid forms of rafters.
‘Watch you don’t bump your head.’
The roofspace, though huge, was stifling. It seemed to be filled with tea chests, ladders, stacks of cloth which might have been old firemen’s uniforms.
‘She’s probably asleep,’ Mairie whispered. ‘I found this place the first night we played here. Kevin said she could stay here.’
‘You mean Lorne? He knows?’
‘He’s an old pal, he got us this residency. I told him she was a friend who’d come up for the Fringe but had nowhere to stay. I said I had eight people in my flat as it was. That’s a lie by the way, I like my privacy. Where else was she going to stay? The city’s bursting at the seams.’
‘But what does she do all day?’
‘She can go downstairs and boil a kettle, there’s a loo there too. The club itself’s off limits, but she’s so scared I don’t think she’d risk it anyway.’
She had led them past enough obstacles for a game of crazy golf, and now they were close to the front of the building. There were some small window panes here, forming a long thin arch. They were filthy, but provided a little more light.
‘Millie? It’s only me.’ Mairie peered into the gloom. Rebus’s eyes had become accustomed to the dark, but even so there were places enough she could be hiding. ‘She’s not here,’ Mairie said. There was a sleeping bag on the floor: Rebus recognised it from the first time he’d met Millie. Beside it lay a torch. Rebus picked it up and switched it on. A paperback book lay face down on the floor.
‘Where’s her bag?’
‘Her bag?’
‘Didn’t she have a bag of stuff?’
‘Yes.’ Mairie looked around. ‘I don’t see it.’
‘She’s gone,’ said Rebus. But why would she leave the sleeping-bag, book and torch? He moved the beam around the walls. ‘This place is a junk shop.’ An old red rubberised fire-hose snaked cross the floor. Rebus followed it with the beam all the way to a pair of feet.
He moved the beam up past splayed legs to the rest of the body. She was propped against the corner in a sitting position. ‘Stay here,’ he ordered, approaching the body, trying to keep the torch steady. The fire-hose was coiled around Millie Docherty’s neck. Someone had tried strangling her with it, but they hadn’t succeeded. The perished rubber had snapped. So instead they’d taken the brass nozzle and stuffed it down her throat. It was still there, looking like the mouth of a funnel. And that’s what they’d used it as. Rebus put his nose close to the funnel and sniffed.
He couldn’t be sure, but he thought they’d used acid. They’d tipped it down into her while she’d been choking on the nozzle. If he looked closer, he’d see her throat burnt away. He didn’t look. He shone the torch on the floor instead. Her bag was lying there, its contents emptied onto the floorboards. There was something small and crumpled beside a wooden chest. He picked it up and flattened it out. It was the sleeve for a computer disk. Written on it were the letters SaS.
‘Looks like they got what they wanted,’ he said.
Nobody was dancing in the Crazy Hose Saloon.
Everyone had been sent home. Because the Hose was in Tollcross, it was C Division’s business. They’d sent officers out from Torphichen Place.
‘John Rebus,’ one of the CID men said. ‘You get around more than a Jehovah’s Witness.’
‘But I never try to sell you religion, Shug.’
Rebus watched DI Shug Davidson climb onto the stage and disappear through the door. They were all upstairs; the action was upstairs. They were setting up halogen lamps on tripods to assist the photographers. No key could be found for the first floor padlock, so they’d taken a sledgehammer to it. Rebus didn’t like to ask who or what they thought they’d find hidden behind a door padlocked from the outside. He doubted it would be germane to the case. Only one thing was germane, and it was standing at the bar near the spittoon, drinking a long cold drink. Rebus walked over.
‘Have you talked to your boss yet, Kevin?’
‘I keep getting his answering machine.’
‘Bad one.’
Kevin Strang nearly bit through the glass. ‘How do you mean?’
‘Bad for business.’
‘Aye, right enough.’
‘Mairie tells me you and her are friends?’
‘Went to school together. She was a couple of years above me, but we were both in the school orchestra.’
‘That’s good, you’ll have something to fall back on.’
‘Eh?’
‘If Bothwell sacks you, you can always busk for a living. Did you ever see her? Talk to her?’
Kevin knew who he meant. He was shaking his head before Rebus had finished asking.
‘No?’ Rebus persisted. ‘You weren’t even a wee bit curious? Didn’t want to see what she looked like?’
‘Never thought about it.’
Rebus looked across to the distant table where Mairie was being questioned by one of the Torphichen squad, with a WPC in close attendance. ‘Bad one,’ he said again. He leaned closer to Kevin Strang. ‘Just between us, Kevin, who did you tell?’
‘I didn’t tell anyone.’
‘Then you’re going down, son.’
‘How do you mean?’
‘They didn’t find her by accident, Kevin. They knew she was there. Only two people could have provided that information: Mairie or you. C Division are hard bastards. They’ll want to know all about you, Kevin. You’re about the only suspect they’ve got.’
‘I’m not a suspect.’
‘She died about six hours ago, Kevin. Where were you six hours ago?’ Rebus was making this up: they wouldn’t know for sure until the pathologist took body temperature readings. But he reckoned it was a fair guess all the same.
‘I’m telling you nothing.’
Rebus smiled. ‘You’re just snot, Kevin. Worse, you’re hired snot.’ He made to pat Kevin Strang’s face, but Strang flinched, staggered back, and hit the spittoon. They watched it tip with a crash to the floor, rock to and fro, and then lie there. Nothing happened for a second, then with a wet sucking sound a thick roll of something barely liquid oozed out. Everyone looked away. The only thing Strang found to look at was Rebus. He swallowed.
‘Look, I had to tell Mr Bothwell, just to cover myself. If I hadn’t told him, and he’d found out . . .’
‘What did he say?’
‘He just shrugged, said she was my responsibility.’ He shuddered at the memory.
‘Where were you when you told him?’
‘In the office, off the foyer.’
‘This morning?’ Strang nodded. ‘Tell me, Kevin, did Mr Bothwell go check out the lodger?’
Strang looked down at his empty glass. It was answer enough for Rebus.
There were strict rules covering the investigation of a serious crime such as murder. For one, Rebus should talk to the officer in charge and tell him everything he knew about Millie Docherty. For two, he should also mention his conversation with Kevin Strang. For three, he should then leave well alone and let C Division get on with it.
But at two in the morning, he was parked outside Frankie Bothwell’s house in Ravelston Dykes, giving serious thought to going and ringing the doorbell. If nothing else, he might learn whether Bothwell’s night attire was as gaudy as his daywear. But he dismissed the idea. For one thing, C Division would be speaking with Bothwell before the night was out, always supposing they managed to get hold of him. They would not want to be told by Bothwell that Rebus had beaten them to it.
For another, he was too late. He heard the garage doors lift automatically, and saw the dipped headlights as Bothwell’s car, a gloss-black Merc with custom bodywork, bounced down off the kerb onto the road and sped away. So he’d finally got the message, and was on his way to the Hose. Either that or he was fleeing.
Rebus made a mental note to do yet more digging on Lee Francis Bothwell.
But for now, he was relieved the situation had been taken out of his hands. He drove back to Oxford Terrace at a sedate pace, trying hard not to fall asleep at the wheel. No one was waiting in ambush outside, so he let himself in quietly and went to the living room, his body too tired to stay awake but his mind too busy for sleep. Well, he had a cure for that: a mug of milky tea with a dollop of whisky in it. But there was a note on the sofa in Patience’s handwriting. Her writing was better than most doctors’, but not by much. Eventually Rebus deciphered it, picked up the phone, and called Brian Holmes.
‘Sorry, Brian, but the note said to call whatever the time.’
‘Hold on a sec.’ He could hear Holmes getting out of bed, taking the cordless phone with him. Rebus imagined Nell Stapleton awake in the bed, rolling back over to sleep and cursing his name. The bedroom door closed. ‘Okay,’ said Holmes, ‘I can talk now.’
‘What’s so urgent? Is it about our friend?’
‘No, all’s quiet on that front. I’ll tell you about it in the morning. But I was wondering if you’d heard the news?’
‘I was the one who found her.’
Rebus heard a fridge opening, a bottle being taken out, something poured into a glass.
‘Found who?’ Brian asked.
‘Millie Docherty. Isn’t that what we’re talking about?’ But of course it wasn’t; Brian couldn’t possibly know so soon. ‘She’s dead, murdered.’
‘They’re piling up, aren’t they? What happened to her?’
‘It’s not a bedtime story. So what’s your news?’
‘A breakout from Barlinnie. Well, from a van actually, stopped between Barlinnie and a hospital. The whole thing was planned.’
Rebus sat down on the sofa. ‘Cafferty?’
‘He does a good impersonation of a perforated ulcer. It happened this evening. The prison van was sandwiched between two lorries. Masks, sawn-offs and a miracle recovery.’
‘Oh Christ.’
‘Don’t worry, there are patrols all up and down the M8.’
‘If he’s coming back to Edinburgh, that’s the last road he’ll use.’
‘You think he’ll come back?’
‘Get a grip, Brian, of course he’s coming back. He’s going to have to kill whoever butchered his son.’
He didn’t get much sleep that night, in spite of the tea and whisky. He sat by the recessed bedroom window wondering when Cafferty would come. He kept his eyes on the stairwell outside until dawn came. His mind made up, he started packing. Patience sat up in bed.
‘I hope you’ve left a note,’ she said.
‘We’re both leaving, only not together. What’s the score in an emergency?’
‘My dream was making more sense than this.’
‘Say you had to go away at very short notice?’
She was rubbing her hair, yawning. ‘Someone would cover for me. What did you have in mind, elopement?’
‘I’ll put the kettle on.’
When he came back from the kitchen carrying two mugs of coffee, she was in the shower.
‘What’s happening?’ she asked afterwards, rubbing herself dry.
‘You’re going to your sister’s,’ he told her. ‘So drink your coffee, phone her, get dressed, and start packing.’
She took the mug from him. ‘In that order?’
‘Any order you like.’
‘And where are you going?’
‘Somewhere else.’
‘Who’ll feed the pets?’
‘I’ll get someone to do it, don’t worry.’
‘I’m not worried.’ She took a sip of coffee. ‘Yes I am. What is going on?’
‘A bad man’s coming to town.’ Something struck him. ‘There you are, that’s another old film I like: High Noon.’
Rebus booked into a small hotel in Bruntsfield. He knew the night manager and phoned first, checking they had a room.
‘You’re lucky, we’ve one single.’
‘How come you’re not full?’
‘The old gent who was in it, he’s been coming here for years, he died of a stroke yesterday afternoon.’
‘Oh.’
‘You’re not superstitious or anything?’
‘Not if it’s your only room.’
He climbed the steps to street level and looked around. When he was happy, he gestured for Patience to join him. She carried a couple of bags. Rebus was already holding her small suitcase. They put the stuff in the back of her car and embraced hurriedly.
‘I’ll call you,’ he said. ‘Don’t try phoning me.’
‘John . . .’
‘Trust me on this if on nothing else, Patience, please.’
He watched her drive off, then hung around to make sure no one was following her. Not that he could be absolutely sure. They could pick her up on Queensferry Road. Cafferty wouldn’t hesitate to use her, or anyone, to get to him. Rebus got his own bag from the flat, locked the flat tight, and headed for his car. On the way he stopped at the next door neighbour’s door, dropping an envelope through the letterbox. Inside were keys to the flat and feeding instructions for Lucky the cat, the budgie with no name, and Patience’s goldfish.
It was still early morning, the quiet streets unsuitable for a tail. Even so, he took every back route he could think of. The hotel was just a big family house really, converted into a small family hotel. Out front, where a garden once separated it from the pavement, tarmac had been laid, making a car park for half a dozen cars. But Rebus drove round the back and parked where the staff parked. Monty, the night manager, brought him in the back way, then led him straight up to his room. It was at the top of the house, all the way up one of the creakiest staircases Rebus had ever climbed. No one would be able to tiptoe up there without him and the woodworm knowing about it.
He lay on the solid bed wondering if lying on a dead man’s bed was like stepping into his shoes. Then he started to think about Cafferty. He knew he was taking half-measures only. How hard would it be for Cafferty to track him down? A few men staked outside Fettes and St Leonard’s and in a few well-chosen pubs, and Rebus would be in the gangster’s hands by the end of the day. Fine, he just didn’t want Patience involved, or Patience’s home, or those of his friends.
Didn’t most suicides do the same thing, come to hotels so as not to involve family and friends?
He could have gone home of course, back to his flat in Marchmont, but it was still full of students working in Edinburgh over the summer. He liked his tenants, and didn’t want them meeting Cafferty. Come to that, he didn’t want Monty the night manager meeting Cafferty either.
‘He’s not after me,’ he kept reminding himself, hands behind his head as he stared at the ceiling. There was a clock radio by the bed, and he switched it on, catching the news. Police were still searching for Morris Gerald Cafferty. ‘He’s not after me,’ he repeated. But in a sense, Cafferty was. He’d know Rebus was his best bet to finding the killers. There was a short item about the body at the Crazy Hose, though no gruesome details. Not yet, anyway.
When the news finished, he washed and went downstairs. He got a black cab to take him to St Leonard’s. Once told the destination, the driver switched off his meter.
‘On the house,’ he said.
Rebus nodded and sat back. He’d commandeer someone’s car during the course of the day, either that or find a spare car from the pool. No one would complain. They all knew who’d put Cafferty in Barlinnie. At St Leonard’s, he walked smartly into the station and went straight to the computer, tapping into Brains. Brains had a direct link to PNC2, the UK mainland police database at Hendon. As he’d expected, there wasn’t much on Lee Francis Bothwell, but there was a note referring him to files kept by Strathclyde Police in Partick.
The officer he talked to in Partick was not thrilled.
‘All that old stuff’s in the attic,’ he told Rebus. ‘I’ll tell you, one of these days the ceiling’ll come down.’
‘Just go take a look, eh? Fax it to me, save yourself a phone call.’
An hour later, Rebus was handed several fax sheets relating to activities of the Tartan Army and the Workers’ Party in the early 1970s. Both groups had enjoyed short anarchic lives, robbing banks to finance their arms purchases. The Tartan Army had wanted independence for Scotland, at any price. What the Workers’ Party had wanted Rebus couldn’t recall, and there was no mention of their objectives in the fax. The Tartan Army had been the bigger terror of the two, breaking into explosives stores and Army bases, building up an arms cache for an insurrection which never came.
Frankie Bothwell was mentioned as a Tartan Army supporter, but with no evidence against him of illegal acts. Rebus reckoned this would be just before his move to the Orkneys and rebirth as Cuchullain. Cuchullain of the Red Hand.
Arch Gowrie was probably at breakfast when Rebus caught him. He could hear the clink of cutlery on plate.
‘Sorry to disturb you so early, sir.’
‘More questions, Inspector? Maybe I should start charging a consultancy fee.’
‘I was hoping you could help me with a name.’ Gowrie made a noncommittal noise, or maybe he was just chewing. ‘Lee Francis Bothwell.’
‘Frankie Bothwell?’
‘You know him?’
‘I used to.’
‘He was a member of the Orange Lodge?’
‘Yes, he was.’
‘But he got kicked out?’
‘Not quite. He left voluntarily.’
‘Might I ask why, sir?’
‘You might.’ There was a pause. ‘He was . . . unpredictable, had a temper on him. Most of the time he was fine. He coached the youth football teams for a couple of district lodges, he seemed to enjoy that.’
‘Was he interested in history?’
‘Yes, Scottish and Irish history.’
‘Cuchullain?’
‘Amongst other things. I think he wrote a couple of articles for Ulster, that’s the magazine of the UDA. He did them under a pseudonym, so we couldn’t discipline him, but the style was his. Loyalists, Inspector, are very interested in Irish pre-history. Bothwell was writing about the Cruithin. He was very bright like that, but he –’
‘Did he have any links with the Orange Loyal Brigade?’
‘Not that I know of, but it wouldn’t surprise me. Gavin MacMurray’s interested in pre-history too.’ Gowrie sighed. ‘Frankie left the Orange Lodge because he didn’t feel we went far enough. That’s as much as I’ll say, but maybe it tells you something about him.’
‘It does, Mr Gowrie, yes. Thanks for your help.’
Rebus put the phone down and thought it over. Then he shook his head sadly.
‘You picked some place to hide her, Mairie. Some fucking place.’
His desk now looked like a skip, and he decided to do something about it. He filled his waste bin with empty cups, plates, crumpled papers and packets. Until, only slightly buried, he came to an A4-size manila envelope. His name was written on it in black marker pen. The envelope was fat. It hadn’t been opened.
‘Who left this here?’
But nobody seemed to know. They were too busy discussing another call made to the newspaper by the lunatic with the Irish accent. Nobody knew about The Shield, of course, not the way Rebus knew. The media had stuck to the theory that the body in Mary King’s Close was that of the caller, a rogue from an IRA unit who’d been disciplined by his masters. It didn’t make any sense now, but that didn’t matter. There’d been another call now, another morning headline. ‘“Shut the Whole Thing Down,” says Threat Man.’ Rebus had considered what benefit SaS could derive from disrupting the Festival. Answer: none.
He looked at the envelope a final time, then ran his finger under the flap and eased out a dozen sheets of paper, photocopies of reports, news stories. American, the lot of them, though whoever had done the copying had been careful, leaving off letter headings, addresses, phone numbers. As Rebus read, he couldn’t be sure where half the stories originated. But one thing was clear, they were all about one man.
Clyde Moncur.
There were no messages, nothing handwritten, nothing to identify the sender. Rebus checked the envelope. It hadn’t been posted. It had been delivered by hand. He asked around again, but nobody owned up to having ever seen the thing before. Mairie was the only source he could think of, but she wouldn’t have sent the stuff like this.
He read through the file anyway. It reinforced his impression of Clyde Moncur. The man was a snake. He ran drugs up into Vancouver and across to Ontario. His boats brought in immigrants from the Far East, or often didn’t, though they were known to have picked up travellers along the way. What happened to them, these people who paid to be transported to a better life? The bottom of the deep blue sea, seemed to be the inference.
There were other murky areas to Moncur’s life, like his undeclared interest in a fish processing plant outside Toronto . . . Toronto, home of The Shield. The US Internal Revenue had been trying for years to get to the bottom of it all, and failing.
Buried in all the clippings was the briefest mention of a Scottish salmon farm.
Moncur had imported Scottish smoked salmon into the USA, though the Canadian stuff was just a mite closer to hand. The salmon farm he used was just north of Kyle of Lochalsh. Its name struck home. Rebus had come across the name very recently. He went back to the files on Cafferty, and there it was. Cafferty had been legitimate part-owner of the farm in the 1970s and early 80s . . . around the time him and Jinky Johnson were washing and drying dirty money for the UVF.
‘This is beautiful,’ Rebus said to himself. He hadn’t just squared the circle, he’d created an unholy triangle out of it.
He got a patrol car to take him to the Gar-B.
From the back seat, he had a more relaxed view of the whole of Pilmuir. Clyde Moncur had talked about the early Scottish settlers. The new settlers, of course, took on just as tough a life, moving into the private estates which were being built around and even in Pilmuir. This was a frontier life, complete with marauding natives who wanted the intruders gone, border skirmishes, and wilderness experiences aplenty. These estates provided starter homes for those making the move from the rented sector. They also provided starter courses in basic survival.
Rebus wished the settlers well.
When they got to the Gar-B, Rebus gave the uniforms their instructions and sat in the back seat enjoying the stares of passers-by. They were away a while, but when they came back one of them was pulling a boy by his forearm and pushing the boy’s bike. The other one had two kids, no bikes. Rebus looked at them. He recognised the one with the bike.
‘You can let the others go,’ he said. ‘But him, I want in here with me.’
The boy got into the car reluctantly. His pals ran as soon as the officers released them. When they were far enough away, they turned to watch. They wanted to know what would happen.
‘What’s your name, son?’ Rebus asked.
‘Jock.’
Maybe it was true and maybe it wasn’t. Rebus wasn’t bothered. ‘Shouldn’t you be at school, Jock?’
‘We’ve no’ started back yet.’
This too could be true; Rebus didn’t know. ‘Do you remember me, son?’
‘It wasnae me did your tyres.’
Rebus shook his head. ‘That’s all right. I’m not here about that. But you remember when I came here?’ The boy nodded. ‘Remember you were with a pal, and he thought I was someone else. Remember? He asked me where my flash car was.’ The boy shook his head. ‘And you told him that I wasn’t who he thought I was. Who did he think I was, son?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘Yes you do.’
‘I don’t.’
‘But someone a bit like me, eh? Similar build, age, height? Fancier clothes though, I’ll bet.’
‘Maybe.’
‘What about his car, the swanky car?’
‘A custom Merc.’
Rebus smiled. There were some things boys just had eyes and a memory for. ‘What colour Merc?’
‘Black, all of it. The windows too.’
‘Seen him here a lot?’
‘Don’t know.’
‘Nice car though, eh?’
The boy shrugged.
‘Right, son, on you go.’
The boy knew from the pleased look on the policeman’s face that he’d made a mistake, that he’d somehow helped. His cheeks burned with shame. He snatched his bike from the constable and ran with it, looking back from time to time. His pals were waiting to question him.
‘Get what you were looking for, sir?’ asked one of the uniforms, getting back into the car.
‘Exactly what I was looking for,’ said Rebus.
He went to see Mairie, but a friend was looking after her and Mairie herself was sleeping. The doctor had given her a few sleeping pills. Left alone in the flat with an unconscious Mairie, he could have gone through her notes and computer files, but the friend didn’t even let him over the threshold. She had a pinched face with prominent cheeks and a few too many teeth in her quiet but determined mouth.
‘Tell her I called,’ Rebus said, giving up. He had retrieved his car from the back of the hotel. Cafferty would find him, with or without the rust-bucket to point the way. He drove to Fettes where DCI Kilpatrick had an update on the Clyde Moncur surveillance.
‘He’s acting the tourist, John, no more or less. He and his wife are admiring the sights, taking bus tours, buying souvenirs.’ Kilpatrick sat back in his chair. ‘The men I put on it are restless. Like they say, it’s hardly likely he’s here on business when his wife’s with him.’
‘Or else it’s the perfect cover.’
‘A couple more days, John, that’s all we can give it.’
‘I appreciate it, sir.’
‘What about this body at the Crazy Hose?’
‘Millie Docherty, sir.’
‘Yes, any ideas?’
Rebus just shrugged. Kilpatrick didn’t seem to expect an answer. Part of his mind was still on Calumn Smylie. They were about to open an internal inquiry. There would be questions to answer about the whole investigation.
‘I hear you had a run in with Smylie,’ Kilpatrick said.
So Ormiston had been talking. ‘Just one of those things, sir.’
‘Watch out for Smylie, John.’
‘That’s all I seem to do these days, sir, watch out for people.’ But he knew now that Smylie was the least of his problems.
At St Leonard’s, DCI Lauderdale was fighting his corner, arguing that his team should take on the Millie Docherty investigation from C Division. So he was too busy to come bothering Rebus, and that was fine by Rebus.
Officers were out at Lachlan Murdock’s flat, talking to him. He was being treated as a serious suspect now; you didn’t lose two flatmates to hideous deaths and not come under the microscope. Murdock would be on the petri dish from now till the case reached some kind of conclusion. Rebus returned to his desk. Since he’d last been there, earlier in the day, people had started using it as a rubbish bin again.
He phoned London, and waited to be passed along the line. It was not a call he could have made from Fettes.
‘Abernethy speaking.’
‘About bloody time. It’s DI Rebus here.’
‘Well well. I wondered if I’d hear from you.’
Rebus could imagine Abernethy leaning back in his chair. Maybe his feet were up on the desk in front of him. ‘I must have left a dozen messages, Abernethy.’
‘I’ve been busy, what about you?’ Rebus stayed silent. ‘So, Inspector Rebus, how can I help?’
‘I’ve got a few questions. How much stuff is the Army losing?’
‘You’ve lost me.’
‘I don’t think so.’ Someone walking past offered Rebus a cigarette. Without thinking he accepted it. But then the donor walked away, leaving Rebus without a light. He sucked on the filter anyway. ‘I think you know what I’m talking about.’ He opened the desk drawers, looking for matches or a lighter.
‘Well, I don’t.’
‘I think material has been going missing.’
‘Really?’
‘Yes, really.’ Rebus waited. He didn’t want to speculate too wildly, and he certainly didn’t want Abernethy to know any more than was necessary. But there was silence on the other end of the line. ‘Or you suspect it’s going missing.’
‘That would be a matter for Army Intelligence or the security service.’
‘Yes, but you’re Special Branch, aren’t you? You’re the public arm of the security service. I think you came up here in a hurry because you damned well know what’s going on. The question is, why did you disappear again in such a hurry too?’
‘You’ve lost me again. Maybe I’d better pack my bag for a trip, what do you say?’
Rebus didn’t say anything, he just put down the phone. ‘Anyone got a light?’ Someone tossed a box of matches onto the desk. ‘Cheers.’ He lit the cigarette and inhaled, the smoke rattling his nerves like they were dice in a cup.
He knew Abernethy would come.
He kept moving, the most difficult kind of target. He was trusting to his instincts; after all, he had to trust something. Dr Curt was in his office at the university. To get to the office you had to walk past a row of wooden boxes marked with the words ‘Place Frozen Sections Here’. Rebus had never looked in the boxes. In the Pathology building, you kept your eyes front and your nostrils tight. They were doing some work in the quadrangle. Scaffolding had been erected, and a couple of workmen were belying their name by sitting on it smoking cigarettes and sharing a newspaper.
‘Busy, busy, busy,’ Curt said, when Rebus reached his office. ‘You know, most of the university staff are on holiday. I’ve had postcards from the Gambia, Queensland, Florida.’ He sighed. ‘I am cursed with a vocation while others get a vacation.’
‘I bet you were awake all night thinking up that one.’
‘I was awake half the night thanks to your discovery at the Crazy Hose Saloon.’
‘Post-mortem?’
‘Not yet complete. It was a corrosive of some kind, the lab will tell us exactly which. I am constantly surprised by the methods murderers will resort to. The fire hose was new to me.’
‘Well, it stops the job becoming routine, I suppose.’
‘How’s Caroline?’
‘I’d forgotten all about her.’
‘You must pray that she’ll let you.’
‘I stopped praying a long time ago.’
He walked back down the stairs and out into the quadrangle, wondering if it was too soon in the day for a drink at Sandy Bell’s. The pub was just round the corner, and he hadn’t been there in months. He noticed someone standing in front of the Frozen Sections boxes. They had the flap open, like they’d just made a deposit. Then they turned around towards Rebus and smiled.
It was Cafferty.
‘Dear God.’
Cafferty closed the flap. He was dressed in a baggy black suit and open-necked white shirt, like an undertaker on his break. ‘Hello, Strawman.’ The old nickname. It was like an ice-pack on Rebus’s spine. ‘Let’s talk.’ There were two men behind Rebus, the two from the churchyard, the two who’d watched him taking a beating. They escorted him back to a newish Rover parked in the quadrangle. He caught the licence number, but felt Cafferty’s hand land on his shoulder.
‘We’ll change plates this afternoon, Strawman.’ Someone was getting out of the car. It was weasel-face. Rebus and Cafferty got into the back of the car, weasel-face and one of the heavies into the front. The other heavy stood outside, blocking Rebus’s door. He looked towards where the scaffolding stood. The workmen had vanished. There was a sign on the scaffolding, just the name of a firm and their telephone number. A light came on in practically the last dark room in Rebus’s head.
Big Ger Cafferty had made no effort at disguise. His clothes didn’t look quite right – a bit large and not his style – but his face and hair were unchanged. A couple of students, one Asian and one Oriental, walked across the quadrangle towards the Pathology building. They didn’t so much as glance at the car.
‘I see your stomach cleared up.’
Cafferty smiled. ‘Fresh air and exercise, Strawman. You look like you could do with both.’
‘You’re crazy coming back here.’
‘We both know I had to.’
‘We’ll have you inside again in a matter of days.’
‘Maybe I only need a few days. How close are you?’
Rebus stared through the windscreen. He felt Cafferty’s hand cover his knee.
‘Speaking as one father to another . . .’
‘You leave my daughter out of this!’
‘She’s in London, isn’t she? I’ve a lot of friends in London.’
‘And I’ll tear them to shreds if she so much as stubs a toe.’
Cafferty smiled. ‘See? See how easy it is to get worked up when it’s family?’
‘It’s not family with you, Cafferty, you said so yourself. It’s business.’
‘We could do a trade.’ Cafferty looked out of his window, as though thinking. ‘Say someone’s been bothering you, could be an old flame. Let’s say she’s been disrupting your life, making things awkward.’ He paused. ‘Making you see red.’
Rebus nodded to himself. So weasel-face had witnessed the little scene with the spray-can.
‘My problem, not yours.’
Cafferty sighed. ‘Sometimes I wonder how hard you really are.’ He looked at Rebus. ‘I’d like to find out.’
‘Try me.’
‘I will, Strawman, one day. Trust me on that.’
‘Why not now? Just you and me?’
Cafferty laughed. ‘A square go? I haven’t the time.’
‘You used to shuffle cash around for the UVF, didn’t you?’
The question caught Cafferty unaware. ‘Did I?’
‘Till Jinky Johnson disappeared. You were in pretty tight with the terrorists. Maybe that’s where you heard of the SaS. Billy was a member.’
Cafferty’s eyes were glassy. ‘I don’t know what you’re saying.’
‘No, but you know what I’m talking about. Ever heard the name Clyde Moncur?’
‘No.’
‘That sounds like another lie to me. What about Alan Fowler?’
Now Cafferty nodded. ‘He was UVF.’
‘Not now he isn’t. Now he’s SaS, and he’s here. They’re both here.’
‘Why are you telling me?’ Rebus didn’t answer. Cafferty moved his face closer. ‘It’s not because you’re scared. There’s something else . . . What’s on your mind, Rebus?’ Rebus stayed silent. He saw Dr Curt coming out of the Pathology building. Curt’s car, a blue Saab, was parked three cars away from the Rover.
‘You’ve been busy,’ Cafferty said.
Now Curt was looking over towards the Rover, at the big man standing there and the men seated inside.
‘Any more names?’ Cafferty was beginning to sound impatient, losing all his cool veneer. ‘I want all of them!’ His right hand lashed around Rebus’s throat, his left hand pushing him deep into the corner of the seat. ‘Tell me all of it, all of it!’
Curt had turned as though forgetting something, and was walking back towards the building. Rebus blinked away the water in his eyes. The stooge outside thumped on the bodywork. Cafferty released his grip and watched Curt going back into Pathology. He used both hands to grasp Rebus’s face, turning it towards his, holding Rebus with the pressure of his palms on Rebus’s cheekbones.
‘We’ll meet again, Rebus, only it won’t be like in the song.’ Rebus felt like his head was going to crack, but then the pressure stopped.
The heavy outside opened the door and he got out fast. As the heavy got in, the driver gunned the engine. The back window went down, Cafferty looking at him, saying nothing.
The car sped off, tyres screeching as it turned into the one-way traffic on Teviot Place. Dr Curt appeared in the Pathology doorway, then came briskly across the quadrangle.
‘Are you all right? I’ve just phoned the police.’
‘Do me a favour, when they get here tell them you were mistaken.’
‘What?’
‘Tell them anything, but don’t tell them it was me.’
Rebus started to move off. Maybe he’d have that drink at Sandy Bell’s. Maybe he’d have three.
‘I’m not a very good liar,’ Dr Curt called after him.
‘Then the practice will be good for you,’ Rebus called back.
Frankie Bothwell shook his head again.
‘I’ve already spoken with the gentlemen from Torphichen Place. You want to ask anyone, ask them.’
He was being difficult. He’d had a difficult night, what with being dragged from his bed and then staying up till all hours dealing with the police, answering their questions, explaining the stash of cased spirits they’d found on the first floor. He didn’t need this.
‘But you knew Miss Murdoch was upstairs,’ Rebus persisted.
‘Is that right?’ Bothwell wriggled on his barstool and tipped ash onto the floor.
‘You were told she was upstairs.’
‘Was I?’
‘Your manager told you.’
‘You’ve only got his word for that.’
‘You deny he said it? Maybe if we could get the two of you together?’
‘You can do what you like, he’s out on his ear anyway. I sacked him first thing. Can’t have people dossing upstairs like that, bad for the club’s image. Let them sleep on the streets like everyone else.’
Rebus tried to imagine what resemblance the kid at the Gar-B had seen between himself and Frankie Bothwell. He was here because he was feeling reckless. Plus he’d put a few whiskies away in Sandy Bell’s. He was here because he quite fancied beating Lee Francis Bothwell to a bloody mush on the dance floor.
Stripped of music and flashing lights and drink and dancers, the Crazy Hose had as much life as a warehouse full of last year’s fashions. Bothwell, appearing to dismiss Rebus from his mind, lifted one foot and began to rub some dust from a cowboy boot. Rebus feared the white trousers would either split or else eviscerate their wearer. The boot was black and soft with small puckers covering it like miniature moon craters. Bothwell caught Rebus looking at it.
‘Ostrich skin,’ he explained.
Meaning the craters were where each feather had been plucked. ‘Look like a lot of little arseholes,’ Rebus said admiringly. Bothwell straightened up. ‘Look, Mr Bothwell, all I want are a couple of answers. Is that so much to ask?’
‘And then you’ll leave?’
‘Straight out the door.’
Bothwell sighed and flicked more ash onto the floor. ‘Okay then.’
Rebus smiled his appreciation. He rested his hand on the bar and leaned towards Bothwell.
‘Two questions,’ he said. ‘Why did you kill her and who’s got the disk?’
Bothwell stared at him, then laughed. ‘Get out of here.’
Rebus lifted his hand from the bar. ‘I’m going,’ he said. But he stopped at the doors to the foyer, holding them open. ‘You know Cafferty’s in town?’
‘Never heard of him.’
‘That’s not the point. The point is, has he heard of you? Your father was a minister. Did you ever learn Latin?’
‘What?’
‘Nemo me impune lacessit.’ Bothwell didn’t even blink. ‘Never mind, it won’t worry Cafferty one way or the other. See, you didn’t just meddle with him, you meddled with his family.’
He let the doors swing shut behind him. This was the way he should have worked it throughout, using Cafferty – the mere threat of Cafferty – to do his work for him. But would Cafferty be enough to scare the American and the Ulsterman?
Somehow, John Rebus doubted it.
Back at St Leonard’s, Rebus first phoned the scaffolding company, then placed a call to Peter Cave.
‘Something I’ve been meaning to ask you, sir,’ he said.
‘Yes?’ Cave sounded tired, deep down inside.
‘Since the Church stopped supporting the youth club, how do you survive?’
‘We manage. Everyone who comes along has to pay.’
‘Is it enough?’
‘No.’
‘You’re not subsidising the place out of your own pocket?’ Cave laughed at this. ‘What then? Sponsorship?’
‘In a way, yes.’
‘What sort of way?’
‘Just someone who saw the good the club was doing.’
‘Someone you know?’
‘Never met him, as a matter of fact.’
Rebus took a stab. ‘Francis Bothwell?’
‘How did you know that?’
‘Someone told me,’ Rebus lied.
‘Davey?’
So Davey Soutar did know Bothwell. Yes, it figured. Maybe from a district lodge football team, maybe some other way. Time to change track.
‘What does Davey do by the way?’
‘Works in an abattoir.’
‘He’s not a builder then?’
‘No.’
‘One last thing, Mr Cave. I got a name from a scaffolding company: Malky Haston. He’s eighteen, lives in the Gar-B.’
‘I know Malky, Inspector. And he knows you.’
‘How’s that?’
‘Heavy metal fan, always wears a band t-shirt. You’ve spoken with him.’
Black t-shirt, thought Rebus, Davey Soutar’s pal. With white flecks in his hair that Rebus had mistaken for dandruff.
‘Thank you, Mr Cave,’ Rebus said, ‘I think that’s everything.’
Everything he needed.
A uniform approached as he put down the phone, and handed Rebus the information he’d requested on recent and not-so-recent break-ins. Rebus knew what he was looking for, and it didn’t take long. Acid wasn’t that easy to come by, not unless you had a plausible reason for wanting it. Easier to steal the stuff if you could. And where could you find acid?
Break-ins at Craigie Comprehensive School were fairly standard. It was like pre-employment training for the unrulier pupils. They learned to slip a window-catch and jemmy open a door, some graduated to lock-picking, and others became fences for the stolen goods. It was always a buyers’ market, but then economics was not a strong point with these junior careerists. Three months back, Craigie had been entered at the dead of night and the tuck shop emptied.
They’d also broken into the science rooms, physics and chemistry. The chemistry stock room had a different lock, but they took that out too, and made off with a large jar of methylated spirits, a few other choice cocktail ingredients, and three thick glass jars of various acids.
The caretaker, who lived in a small pre-fabricated house on the school grounds, saw and heard nothing. He’d been watching a special comedy night on the television. Probably he wouldn’t have ventured out of doors anyway. Craigie Comprehensive wasn’t exactly full of pupils with a sense of humour or love for their elders.
What could you expect from a school whose catchment area included the infamous Garibaldi Estate?
He was putting the pieces together when Chief Inspector Lauderdale came over.
‘As if we’re not stretched thin enough,’ Lauderdale complained.
‘What’s that?’
‘Another anonymous threat, that’s twice today. He says our time’s up.’
‘Shame, I was just beginning to enjoy myself. Any specifics?’
Lauderdale nodded distractedly. ‘A bomb. He didn’t say where. He says it’s so big there’ll be no hiding place.’
‘Festival’s nearly over,’ Rebus said.
‘I know, that’s what worries me.’ Yes, it worried Rebus too.
Lauderdale turned to walk away, just as Rebus’s phone rang.
‘Inspector, my name’s Blair-Fish, you won’t remember me . . .’
‘Of course I remember you, Mr Blair-Fish. Have you called to apologise about your grand-nephew again?’
‘Oh no, nothing like that. But I’m a bit of a local historian, you see.’
‘Yes.’
‘And I was contacted by Matthew Vanderhyde. He said you wanted some information about Sword and Shield.’
Good old Vanderhyde: Rebus had given up on him. ‘Go on, please.’
‘It’s taken me a while. There was thirty years of detritus to wade through . . .’
‘What have you got, Mr Blair-Fish?’
‘Well, I’ve got notes of some meetings, a treasurer’s report, minutes and things like that. Plus the membership lists. I’m afraid they’re not complete.’
Rebus sat forward in his chair. ‘Mr Blair-Fish, I’d like to send someone over to collect everything from you. Would that be all right?’ Rebus was reaching for pen and paper.
‘Well, I suppose . . . I don’t see why not.’
‘Let’s look on it as final atonement for your grand-nephew. Now if you’ll just give me your address . . .’
Locals called it the Meat Market, because it was sited close to the slaughterhouse. Workers from the slaughterhouses wandered in at lunchtime for pints, pies and cigarettes. Sometimes they wore flecks of blood; the owner didn’t mind. He’d been one of them once, working the jet-air gun at a chicken factory. The pistol, hooked up to a compressor, had taken the heads off several hundred stunned chickens per hour. He ran the Meat Market with the same unruffled facility.
It wasn’t lunchtime, so the Market was quiet – two old men drinking slow half pints at opposite ends of the bar, ignoring one another so studiously that there had to be a grudge between them, and two unemployed youths shooting pool and trying to make each game last, their pauses between shots the stuff of chess games. Finally, there was a man with sparks in his eyes. The proprietor was keeping a watch on him. He knew trouble when he saw it. The man was drinking whisky and water. He looked the sort of drinker, when he was mortal you wouldn’t want to get in his way. He wasn’t getting mortal just now; he was making the one drink last. But he didn’t look like he was enjoying anything about it. Finally he finished the quarter gill.
‘Take care,’ the proprietor said.
‘Thanks,’ said John Rebus, heading for the door.
Slaughterhouse workers are a different breed.
They worked amid brain and offal, thick blood and shit, in a sanitised environment of whitewash and piped radio music. A huge electrical unit reached down from the ceiling to suck the smell away and pump in fresh air. The young man hosing blood into a drain did so expertly, spraying none of the liquid anywhere other than where he wanted it. And afterwards he turned down the pressure at the nozzle and hosed off his black rubber boots. He wore a white rubberised apron round his neck and stretching down to his knees, as did most of those around him. Aprons to Rebus meant barmen, masons and butchers. He was reminded only of this last as he walked across the floor.
They were working with cattle. The cows looked young and fearful, eyes bulging. They’d probably already been injected with muscle relaxants, so moved drunkenly along the line. A jolt of electricity behind either ear numbed them, and quickly the wielder of the bolt-gun took aim with the cold muzzle hard against each skull. Their back legs seemed to crumple first. Already the light was vanishing from behind their eyes.
He’d been told Davey Soutar was working near the back of the operation, so he had to pick his way around the routine. Men and women speckled with blood smiled and nodded as he passed. They all wore hats to keep their hair off the meat.
Or perhaps to keep the meat off their hair.
Soutar was by the back wall, resting easily against it, hands tucked into the front of his apron. He was talking to a girl, chatting her up perhaps.
So romance isn’t dead, thought Rebus.
Then Soutar saw him, just as Rebus slipped on a wet patch of floor. Soutar placed him immediately, and seemed to raise his head and roll his eyes in defeat. Then he ran forward and picked something up from a shiny metal table. He was fumbling with it as Rebus advanced. It was only when Soutar took aim and the girl screamed that Rebus realised it was a bolt-gun. There was the sound of a two-pound hammer hitting a girder. The bolt flew, but Rebus dodged it. Soutar threw the gun at him and dived for the rear wall, hitting the bar of the emergency exit. The door swung open then closed again behind him. The girl was still screaming as Rebus ran towards her, pushed the horizontal bar to unlock the door, and stumbled into the abattoir’s back yard.
There were a couple of large transporters in the middle of disgorging their doomed cargo. The animals were sending out distress calls as they were fed into holding pens. The entire rear area was walled in, so nobody from the outside world could glimpse the spectacle. But if you went around the transporters, a lane led back to the front of the building. Rebus was about to head that way when the blow felled him. It had come from behind. On his hands and knees, he half-turned his head to see his attacker. Soutar had been hiding behind the door. He was holding a long metal stick, a cattle prod. It was this which he had swung at Rebus’s head, catching him on the left ear. Blood dropped onto the ground. Soutar lunged with the pole, but Rebus caught it and managed to pull himself up. Soutar kept moving forwards, but though wiry and young he did not possess the older man’s bulk and strength. Rebus twisted the pole from his hands, then dodged the kick which Soutar aimed at him. Kick-fighting wasn’t so easy with rubber boots on.
Rebus wanted to get close enough to land a good punch or kick of his own, or even to wrestle Soutar to the ground. But Soutar reached into his apron and came out with a gold-coloured butterfly knife, flicking its two moulded wings to make a handle for the vicious looking blade.
‘There’s more than one way to skin a pig,’ he said, grinning, breathing hard.
‘I like it when there’s an audience,’ Rebus said. Soutar turned for a second to take in the sight of the cattle herders, all of whom had stopped work to watch the fight. By the time he looked back, Rebus had caught the knife hand with the toe of his shoe, sending the knife clattering to the ground. Soutar came straight for him then, butting him on the bridge of the nose. It was a good hit. Rebus’s eyes filled with tears, he felt energy earth out of him into the ground, and blood ran down his lips and chin.
‘You’re dead!’ Soutar screamed. ‘You just don’t know it yet!’ He picked up his knife, but Rebus had the metal pole, and swung it in a wide arc. Soutar hesitated, then ran for it. He took a short cut, climbing the rail which funnelled the cattle into the pens, then leaping one of the cows and clearing the rail at the other side.
‘Stop him!’ Rebus called, spraying blood. ‘I’m a police officer!’ But by then Davey Soutar was out of sight. All you could hear were his rubber boots flapping as he ran.
The doctor at the Infirmary had seen Rebus several times before, and tutted as usual before getting to work. She confirmed what he knew: the nose was not broken. He’d been lucky. The cut to his ear required two stitches, which she did there and then. The thread she used was thick and black and ugly.
‘Whatever happened to invisible mending?’
‘It wasn’t a deterrent.’
‘Fair point.’
‘If it stings, you can always get your girlfriend to lick your wounds.’
Rebus smiled. Was that a chat-up line? Well, he had enough problems without adding another to the inventory. So he didn’t say anything. He acted the good patient, then went to Fettes and filed the assault.
‘You look like Ken Buchanan on a good night,’ said Ormiston. ‘Here’s the stuff you wanted. Claverhouse has gone off in a huff; he didn’t like being turned into a messenger boy.’
Ormiston patted the heavy package on Rebus’s desk. It was a large brown cardboard box, smelling of dust and old paper. Rebus opened it and took out the ledger book which served as a membership record for the original Sword and Shield. The blue fountain-ink had faded, but each surname was in capitals so it didn’t take him long. He sat staring at the two names, managing a short-lived smile. Not that he’d anything to smile about, not really. There was nothing to be proud of. His desk drawer didn’t lock, but Ormiston’s did. He took the ledger with him.
‘Has the Chief seen this?’ Ormiston shook his head.
‘He’s been out of the office since before it arrived.’
‘I want it kept safe. Can you lock it in your drawer?’ He watched Ormiston open the deep drawer, drop the package in, then shut it again and lock it.
‘Tighter than a virgin’s,’ Ormiston confirmed.
‘Thanks. Listen, I’m going out hunting.’
Ormiston drew the key out of the lock and pocketed it. ‘Count me in,’ he said.
Not that Rebus expected to find Davey Soutar at home; he doubted Soutar was quite that daft. But he did want to take a look, and now he had the excuse. He also had Ormiston, who looked threatening enough to dissuade anyone who might look like complaining. Ormiston, cheered by the story of how Rebus came by his cuts and bruises (his eyes were purpling and swelling nicely, a consequence of the head butt), was further cheered by the news that they were headed for the Gar-B.
‘They should open the place as a safari park,’ he opined. ‘Remember those places? They used to tell you to keep your car doors locked and your windows rolled up. Same advice I’d give to anyone driving through the Gar-B. You never know when the baboons will stick their arses in your face.’
‘Did you ever find anything about Sword and Shield?’
‘You never expected us to,’ Ormiston said. When Rebus looked at him, he laughed coldly. ‘I might look daft, but I’m not. You’re not daft either, are you? Way you’re acting, I’d say you think you’ve cracked it.’
‘Paramilitaries in the Gar-B,’ Rebus said quietly, keeping his eyes on the road. ‘And Soutar’s in it up to his neck and beyond.’
‘He killed Calumn?’
‘Could be. A knife’s his style.’
‘Not Billy Cunningham though?’
‘No, he didn’t kill Billy.’
‘Why are you telling me all this?’
Rebus turned to him for a moment. ‘Maybe I just want someone else to know.’
Ormiston weighed this remark. ‘You think you’re in trouble?’
‘I can think of half a dozen people who’d throw confetti at my funeral.’
‘You should take this to the Chief.’
‘Maybe. Would you?’
Ormiston thought about this. ‘I haven’t known him long, but I heard good things from Glasgow, and he seems pretty straight. He expects us to show initiative, work off our own backs. That’s what I like about SCS, the leeway. I hear you like a bit of leeway yourself.’
‘That reminds me, Lee Francis Bothwell: know him?’
‘He owns that club, the one with the body in it?’
‘That’s him.’
‘I know he should change the music.’
‘What to?’
‘Acid house.’
It was worth a laugh, but Rebus didn’t oblige. ‘He’s an acquaintance of my assailant.’
‘What is he, slumming it?’
‘I’d like to ask him, but I can’t see him answering. He’s been putting money into the youth club.’ Rebus was measuring each utterance, wondering how much to feed Ormiston.
‘Very civic minded of him.’
‘Especially for someone who got kicked out of the Orange Lodge on grounds of zeal.’
Ormiston frowned. ‘How are you doing for evidence?’
‘The youth club leader’s admitted the connection. Some kids I spoke to a while back thought I was Bothwell, only my car wasn’t flash enough. He drives a customised Merc.’
‘How do you read it?’
‘I think Peter Cave blundered with good intention into something that was already happening. I think something very bad is happening in the Gar-B.’
They had to take a chance on parking the car and leaving it. If Rebus had thought about it, he’d have brought one other man, someone to guard the wheels. There were kids loitering by the parking bays, but not the same kids who’d done his tyres before, so he handed over a couple of quid and promised a couple more when he came back.
‘It’s dearer than the parking in town,’ Ormiston complained as they headed for the high-rises. The Soutars’ high-rise had been renovated, with a sturdy main door added to stop undesirables congregating in the entrance hall or on the stairwells. The entrance hall had been decorated with a green and red mural. Not that you would know any of this to look at the place. The lock had been smashed, and the door hung loosely on its hinges. The mural had been all but blocked out by penned graffiti and thick black coils of spray paint.
‘Which floor are they on?’ Ormiston asked.
‘The third.’
‘Then we’ll take the stairs. I don’t trust the lifts in these places.’
The stairs were at the end of the hall. Their walls had become a winding scribble-pad, but they didn’t smell too bad. At each turn in the stairs lay empty cider cans and cigarette stubs. ‘What do they need a youth club for when they’ve got the stairwell?’ Ormiston asked.
‘What’ve you got against the lift?’
‘Sometimes the kids’ll wait till you’re between floors then shut off the power.’ He looked at Rebus. ‘My sister lives in one of those H-blocks in Oxgangs.’
They entered the third floor at the end of a long hallway which seemed to be doubling as a wind tunnel. There were fewer scribbles on the walls, but there were also smeared patches, evidence that the inhabitants had been cleaning the stuff off. Some of the doors offered polished brass name plaques and bristle doormats. But most were also protected by a barred iron gate, kept locked shut when the flats were empty. Each flat had a mortice deadlock as well as a Yale, and a spyhole.
‘I’ve been in jails with laxer security.’
But conspicuously, the door with the name Soutar on it had no extra security, no gate or spyhole. This fact alone told Rebus a lot about Davey Soutar, or at least about his reputation amongst his peers. Nobody was going to break into Davey’s flat.
There was neither bell nor knocker, so Rebus banged his fist against the meat of the door. After a wait, a woman answered. She peered out through a chink, then opened the door wide.
‘Fuckin’ polis,’ she said. It was a statement of fact rather than a judgment. ‘Davey, I suppose?’
‘It’s Davey,’ said Rebus.
‘He did that to you?’ She meant Rebus’s face, so he nodded. ‘And what were you doing to him?’
‘Just the usual, Mrs Soutar,’ Ormiston interrupted. ‘A length of lead pipe on the soles of the feet, a wet towel over the face, you know how it is.’
Rebus nearly said something, but Ormiston had judged her right. Mrs Soutar smiled tiredly and stepped back into her hall. ‘You’d better come in. A bit of steak would stop those eyes swelling, but all I’ve got is half a pound of mince, and it’s the economy stuff. You’d get more meat from a butcher’s pencil. This is my man, Dod.’
She had led them along the short narrow hall and into a small living room where a venerable three-piece suite took up too much space. Along the sofa, his shoeless feet resting on one arm of it, lay an unshaven man in his forties, or perhaps even badly nurtured thirties. He was reading a war comic, his lips moving with the words on the page.
‘Hiy, Dod,’ Mrs Soutar said loudly, ‘these are the polis. Davey’s just put the heid on one of them.’
‘Good for him,’ Dod said without looking up. ‘No offence, like.’
‘None taken.’ Rebus had wandered over to the window, wondering what the view was like. The window, however, was a botched piece of double glazing. Condensation had crept between the panes, frosting the glass.
‘It wasn’t much of a view to start with,’ Mrs Soutar said. He turned and smiled at her. He didn’t doubt she would see through any scheme, any lie. She was a short, strong-looking woman, big boned with a chiselled jaw but a pleasant face. If she didn’t smile often, it was because she had to protect herself. She couldn’t afford to look weak. In the Gar-B, the weak didn’t last long. Rebus wondered how much influence she’d had over her son while he was growing up here. A lot, he’d say. But then the father would be an influence too.
She kept her arms folded while she talked, unfolding them only long enough to slap Dod’s feet off the end of the sofa so she could sit herself down on the arm.
‘So what’s he done this time?’
Dod put down his comic and reached into his packet of cigarettes, lighting one for himself and handing the pack to Mrs Soutar.
‘He’s assaulted a police officer for a start,’ Rebus said. ‘That’s a pretty serious offence, Mrs Soutar. It could land him a spell in the carpentry shop.’
‘You mean the jail?’ Dod pronounced it, ‘jyle’.
‘That’s what I mean.’
Dod stood up, then half doubled over, seized by a cough which crackled with phlegm. He went into the kitchenette, separated from the living room by a breakfast bar, and spat into the sink.
‘Run the tap!’ Mrs Soutar ordered. Rebus was looking at her. She was looking sad but resilient. It took her only a moment to shrug off the idea of the prison sentence. ‘He’d be better off in jail.’
‘How’s that?’
‘This is the Gar-B, or hadn’t you noticed? It does things to you, to the young ones especially. Davey’d be better off out of the place.’
‘What has it done to him, Mrs Soutar?’
She stared at him, considering how long an answer to give. ‘Nothing,’ she said finally. Ormiston was standing by the wall unit, studying a pile of cassettes next to the cheap hi-fi system. ‘Put some music on if you like,’ she told him. ‘Might cheer us up.’
‘Okay,’ said Ormiston, opening a cassette case.
‘I was joking.’
But Ormiston just smiled, slammed the tape home, and pressed play. Rebus wondered what he was up to. Then the music started, an accordion at first, joined by flutes and drums, and then a quavering voice, using vibrato in place of skill.
The song was ‘The Sash’. Ormiston handed the cassette case to Rebus. The cover was a cheap Xeroxed drawing of the Red Hand of Ulster, the band’s name scratched on it in black ink. They were called the Proud Red Hand Marching Band, though it was hard to conceive of anyone marching to an accordion.
Dod, who had returned from the sink, started whistling along and clapping his hands. ‘It’s a grand old tune, eh?’
‘What do you want to put that on for?’ Mrs Soutar asked Ormiston. He shrugged, saying nothing.
‘Aye, a grand old tune.’ Dod collapsed onto the sofa. The woman glared at him.
‘It’s bigotry’s what it is. I’ve nothing against the Catholics.’
‘Well neither have I,’ Dod countered. He winked at Ormiston. ‘But there’s no shame in being proud of your roots.’
‘What about Davey, Mr Soutar? Does he have anything against Catholics?’
‘No.’
‘No? He seems to run around with Protestant gangs.’
‘It’s the Gar-B,’ Mr Soutar said. ‘You have to belong.’
Rebus knew what he was saying. Dod Soutar sat forward on the sofa.
‘Ye see, it’s history, isn’t it? The Protestants have run Ulster for hundreds of years. Nobody’s going to give that up, are they? Not if the other lot are sniping away and planting bombs and that.’ He realised that Ormiston had turned off the tape. ‘Well, isn’t that right? It’s a religious war, you can’t deny it.’
‘Ever been there?’ Ormiston asked. Dod shook his head. ‘Then what the fuck do you know about it?’
Dod gave a challenging look, and stood up. ‘I know, pal, don’t think I don’t.’
‘Aye, right,’ Ormiston said.
‘I thought you were here to talk about my Davey?’
‘We are talking about Davey, Mrs Soutar,’ Rebus said quietly. ‘In a roundabout way.’ He turned to Dod Soutar. ‘There’s a lot of you in your son, Mr Soutar.’
Dod Soutar turned his combative gaze from Ormiston. ‘Oh aye?’
Rebus nodded. ‘I’m sorry, but there it is.’
Dod Soutar’s face creased into an angry scowl. ‘Wait a fuckn minute, pal. Think you can walk in here and fuckn –’
‘People like you terrify me,’ Rebus said coolly. He meant it, too. Dod Soutar, hacking cough and all, was a more horrifying prospect than a dozen Caffertys. You couldn’t change him, couldn’t argue with him, couldn’t touch his mind in any way. He was a closed shop, and the management had all gone home.
‘My son’s a good boy, brought up the right way,’ Soutar was saying. ‘Gave him everything I could.’
‘Some folk are just born lucky,’ said Ormiston.
That did it. Soutar launched himself across the narrow width of the room. He went for Ormiston with his head low and both fists out in front of him, but collided with the shelf unit when Ormiston stepped smartly aside. He turned back towards the two policemen, swinging wildly, swearing barely coherent phrases. When he went for Rebus, and Rebus arched back so that the swipe missed, Rebus decided he’d had enough. He kneed Soutar in the crotch.
‘Queensferry Rules,’ he said, as the man went down.
‘Dod!’ Mrs Soutar ran to her husband. Rebus gestured to Ormiston.
‘Get out of my house!’ Mrs Soutar screamed after them. She came to the front door and kept on yelling and crying. Then she went indoors and slammed her door.
‘The cassette was a nice touch,’ Rebus said on his way downstairs.
‘Thought you’d appreciate it. Where to now?’
‘While we’re here,’ said Rebus, ‘maybe the youth club.’
They walked outside and didn’t hear anything until the vase hit the ground beside them, smashing into a thousand pieces of shrapnel. Mrs Soutar was at her window.
‘Missed!’ Rebus yelled at her.
‘Jesus Christ,’ Ormiston said, as they walked away.
The usual lacklustre teenagers sat around outside the community hall, propping their backs against its door and walls. Rebus didn’t bother to ask about Davey Soutar. He knew what the response would be; it had been drilled into them like catechism. His ear was tingling, not hurting exactly, but there was a dull throbbing pain in his nose. When they recognised Rebus, the gang got to their feet.
‘Afternoon,’ Ormiston said. ‘You’re right to stand up, by the way. Sitting on concrete gives you piles.’
In the hall, Jim Hay and his theatre group were sitting on the stage. Hay too recognised Rebus.
‘Guess what?’ he said. ‘We have to mount a guard, otherwise they rip the stuff off.’
Rebus didn’t know whether to believe him or not. He was more interested in the youth sitting next to Hay.
‘Remember me, Malky?’
Malky Haston shook his head.
‘I’ve got a few questions for you, Malky. Want to do it here or down the station?’
Haston laughed. ‘You couldn’t take me out of here, not if I didn’t want to go.’
He had a point. ‘We’ll do it here then,’ said Rebus. He turned to Hay, who raised his hands.
‘I know, you want us to take a fag break.’ He got up and led his troupe away. Ormiston went to the door to stop anyone else coming in.
Rebus sat on the stage next to Haston, getting close, making the teenager uncomfortable.
‘I’ve done nothing, and I’m saying nothing.’
‘Have you known Davey a while?’
Haston said nothing.
‘I’d imagine since you were kids,’ Rebus answered. ‘Remember the first time we met? You had bits in your hair. I thought it was dandruff, but it was plaster. I spoke to ScotScaf. They hire out scaffolding to building contractors, and when it comes back it’s your job to clean it. Isn’t that right?’
Haston just looked at him.
‘You’re under orders not to talk, eh? Well, I don’t mind.’ Rebus stood up, facing Haston. ‘There was ScotScaf scaffolding at the two murder sites, Billy’s and Calumn Smylie’s. You told Davey, didn’t you? You knew where building work was going on, empty sites, all that.’ He leaned close to Haston’s face. ‘You knew. That makes you an accessory at the very least. And that means we’re going to throw you in jail. We’ll pick out a nice Catholic wing for you, Malky, don’t worry. Plenty of the green and white.’
Rebus turned his back and lit a cigarette. When he turned back to Haston, he offered him one. Ormiston was having a bit of bother at the door. The gang wanted in. Haston took a cigarette. Rebus lit it for him.
‘Doesn’t matter what you do, Malky. You can run, you can lie, you can say nothing at all. You’re going away, and we’re the only friends you’ll ever have.’
He turned away and walked towards Ormiston. ‘Let them in,’ he ordered. The gang came crashing through the doors, fanning out across the hall. They could see Malky Haston was all right, though he was sitting very still on the edge of the stage. Rebus called to him.
‘Thanks for the chat, Malky. We’ll talk again, any time you want.’ Then he turned to the gang. ‘Malky’s got his head screwed on,’ he told them. ‘He knows when to talk.’
‘Lying bastard!’ Haston roared, as Rebus and Ormiston walked into the daylight.
Rebus met Lachlan Murdock at the Crazy Hose, despite Bothwell’s protests.
Murdock’s uncombed hair was wilder than ever, his clothes sloppy. He was waiting in the foyer when Rebus arrived.
‘They all think I had something to do with it,’ Murdock protested as Rebus led him into the dancehall.
‘Well, you did, in a way,’ Rebus said.
‘What?’
‘Come on, I want to show you something.’
He led Murdock up to the attic. In the daytime, the attic was a lot lighter. Even so, Rebus had brought a torch. He didn’t want Murdock to miss anything.
‘This,’ he said, ‘is where I found her. She’d suffered, believe me.’ Already, Murdock was close to fresh tears, but sympathy could wait, the truth couldn’t. ‘I found this on the floor.’ He handed over the disk cover. ‘This is what they killed her for. A computer disk, same size as would fit your machine at home.’ He walked up close to Murdock’s slouched figure. ‘They killed her for this!’ he hissed. He waited a moment, then moved away towards the windows.
‘I thought maybe she’d have made a copy. She wasn’t daft, was she? But I went to the shop, and there’s nothing there. Maybe in your flat?’ Murdock just sniffed. ‘I can’t believe she –’
‘There was a copy,’ Murdock groaned. ‘I wiped it.’
Rebus walked back towards him. ‘Why?’
Murdock shook his head. ‘I didn’t think it . . .’ He took a deep breath. ‘It reminded me . . .’
Rebus nodded. ‘Ah yes, Billy Cunningham. It reminded you of the pair of them. When did you begin to suspect?’
Murdock shook his head again.
‘See,’ said Rebus, ‘I know most of it. I know enough. But I don’t know it all. Did you look at the files on the disk?’
‘I looked.’ He wiped his red-rimmed eyes. ‘It was Billy’s disk, not hers. But a lot of the stuff on it was hers.’
‘I don’t understand.’
Murdock managed a weak smile. ‘You’re right, I did know about the two of them. I didn’t want to know, but I knew all the same. When I wiped the disk, I was angry, I was so angry.’ He turned to look at Rebus. ‘I don’t think he could have done it without Millie. You need quite a setup to hack into the kinds of systems they were dealing with.’
‘Hacking?’
‘They probably used the stuff in her shop. They hacked into Army and police computers, bypassed security, invaded datafiles, then marched out again without leaving any trace.’
‘So what did they do?’
Murdock was talking now, enjoying the release. He wiped tears from below his glasses. ‘They monitored a couple of police investigations and altered a few inventories. Believe me, once they were in, they could have done a lot more.’
The way Murdock went on to explain it, it was almost ludicrously simple. You could steal from the Army (with inside assistance, there had to be inside assistance), and then erase the theft by altering the computer records to show stocks as they stood, not as they had been. Then, if SCS or Scotland Yard or anyone else took an interest, you could monitor their progress or lack of it. Millie: Millie had been the key throughout. Whether or not she knew what she was doing, she got Billy Cunningham in. He placed her in the lock and turned. The disk had contained instructions on their hacking procedures, tips for bypassing security checks, the works.
Rebus didn’t doubt that the further Billy Cunningham got in, the more he wanted out. He’d been killed because he wanted out. He’d probably mentioned his little insurance policy in the hope they would let him leave quietly. Instead, they’d tried to torture its whereabouts out of him, before delivering the final silencing bullet. Of course, The Shield knew Billy wasn’t hacking alone. It wouldn’t have taken them long to get to Millie Docherty. Billy had stayed silent to protect her. She must have known. That’s why she’d run.
‘There was stuff about this group, too, The Shield,’ Murdock was saying. ‘I thought they were just a bunch of hackers.’
Rebus tried him with a few names. Davey Soutar and Jamesie MacMurray hit home. Rebus reckoned that in an interview room he could crack Jamesie like a walnut under a hammer. But Davey Soutar . . . well, he might need a real hammer for that. The final file on the computer was all about Davey Soutar and the Gar-B.
‘This Soutar,’ Murdock said, ‘Billy seemed to think he’d been skimming. That was the word he used. There’s some stuff stashed in a lock-up out at Currie.’
Currie: the lock-up would belong to the MacMurrays.
Murdock looked at Rebus. ‘He didn’t say what was being skimmed. Is it money?’
‘I underestimated you, Davey,’ Rebus said aloud. ‘All down the line. It might be too late now, but I swear I won’t underestimate you again.’ He thought of how Davey and his kind hated the Festival. Hated it with a vengeance. He thought of the anonymous threats.
‘Not money, Mr Murdock. Weapons and explosives. Come on, let’s get out of here.’
Jamesie talked like a man coming out of silent retreat, especially when his father, hearing the story from Rebus, ordered him to. Gavin MacMurray was incensed, not that his son should be in trouble, but that the Orange Loyal Brigade hadn’t been enough for him. It was a betrayal.
Jamesie led Rebus and the other officers to a row of wooden garages on a piece of land behind MacMurray’s Garage. Two Army men were on hand. They checked for booby traps and trip wires and it took them nearly half an hour to get round to going in. Even then, they did not enter by the door. Instead, they climbed a ladder to the roof and cut through the asphalt covering, then dropped through and into the lock-up. A minute later, they gave the all clear, and a police constable broke open the door with a crowbar. Gavin MacMurray was with them.
‘I haven’t been in here for years,’ he said. He’d said it before, as if they didn’t believe him. ‘I never use these garages.’
They had a good look round. Jamesie didn’t know the precise location of the cache, only that Davey had said he needed a place to keep it. The garage had operated as a motorcycle workshop – that was how Billy Cunningham had got to know Jamesie, and through him Davey Soutar, in the first place. There were long rickety wooden shelves groaning with obscure metal parts, a lot of them rusted brown with age, tools covered with dust and cobwebs, and tins of paint and solvent. Each tin had to be opened, each tool examined. If you could hide Semtex in a transistor radio, you could certainly hide it in a tool shed. The Army had offered a specialised sniffer dog, but it would have to come from Aldershot. So instead they used their own eyes and noses and instinct.
Hanging from nails on the walls were old tyres and wheels and chains. Forks and handlebars lay on the floor along with engine parts and mouldy boxes of nuts, bolts and screws. They scraped at the floor, but found no buried boxes. There was a lot of oil on the ground.
‘This place is clean,’ said a smudged Army man. Rebus nodded agreement.
‘He’s been and cleared the place out. How much was there, Jamesie?’
But Jamesie MacMurray had been asked this before, and he didn’t know. ‘I swear I don’t. I just said he could use the space. He got his own padlock fitted and everything.’
Rebus stared at him. These young hard men, Rebus had been dealing with them all his life and they were pathetic, like husks in suits of armour. Jamesie was about as hard as the Sun crossword. ‘And he never showed you?’
Jamesie shook his head. ‘Never.’
His father was staring at him furiously. ‘You stupid wee bastard,’ Gavin MacMurray said. ‘You stupid, stupid wee fool.’
‘We’ll have to take Jamesie down the station, Mr Mac-Murray.’
‘I know that.’ Then Gavin MacMurray slapped his son’s face. With a hand callused by years of mechanical work, he loosened teeth and sent blood curdling from Jamesie’s mouth. Jamesie spat on the dirt floor but said nothing. Rebus knew Jamesie was going to tell them everything he knew.
Outside, one of the Army men smiled in relief. ‘I’m glad we didn’t find anything.’
‘Why?’
‘Keeping the stuff in an environment like that, it’s bound to be unstable.’
‘Just like the guy who’s got it.’ Unstable . . . Rebus thought of Unstable from Dunstable, confessing to the St Stephen Street killing, raving to DI Flower about curry and cars . . . He walked back into the garage and pointed to the stain on the floor.
‘That’s not oil,’ he said, ‘not all of it.’
‘What?’
‘Everybody out, I want this place secured.’
They all got out. Flower should have listened to Unstable from Dunstable. The tramp had been talking about Currie, not curry. And he’d said cars because of the garages. He must have been sleeping rough nearby and seen or heard something that night.
‘What is it, sir?’ one of the officers asked Rebus.
‘If I’m right, this is where they killed Calumn Smylie.’
That evening, Rebus moved out of the hotel and back into Patience’s flat. He felt exhausted, like a tool that had lost its edge. The stain on the garage floor had been a mixture of oil and blood. They were trying to separate the two so they could DNA-test the blood against Calumn Smylie’s. Rebus knew already what they’d find. It all made sense when you thought about it.
He poured a drink, then thought better of it. Instead he phoned Patience and told her she could come home in the next day or two. But she was determined to return in the morning, so he told her why she shouldn’t. She was very quiet for a moment.
‘Be careful, John.’
‘I’m still here, aren’t I?’
‘Let’s keep it that way.’
He rang off when he heard the doorbell. The manhunt for Davey Soutar was in full swing, under the control of CI Lauderdale at St Leonard’s. Arms would be issued as and when necessary. Though they didn’t know the extent of Soutar’s cache, no chances would be taken. Rebus had been asked if he’d like a bodyguard.
‘I’ll trust to my guardian angel,’ he’d said.
The doorbell rang again. He felt naked as he walked down the long straight hall towards the door. The door itself was inch-and-a-half thick wood, but most guns could cope with that and still leave enough velocity in the bullet to puncture human flesh. He listened for a second, then put his eye to the spy-hole. He let his breath out and unlocked the door.
‘You’ve got things to tell me,’ he said, opening the door wide.
Abernethy produced a bottle of whisky from behind his back. ‘And I’ve brought some antiseptic for those cuts.’
‘Internal use only,’ Rebus suggested.
‘The money it cost me, you better believe it. Still, a nice drop of Scotch is worth all the tea in China.’
‘We call it whisky up here.’ Rebus closed the door and led Abernethy back down the hall into the living room. Abernethy was impressed.
‘Been taking a few back-handers?’
‘I live with a doctor. It’s her flat.’
‘My mum always wanted me to be a doctor. A respectable job, she called it. Got some glasses?’
Rebus fetched two large glasses from the kitchen.
Frankie Bothwell couldn’t afford to close the Crazy Hose.
The Festival and Fringe had only a couple more days to go. All too soon the tourists would be leaving. But over the past fortnight he’d really been packing them in. Advertising and word of mouth helped, as had a three-night residency by an American country singer. The club was making more money than ever before, but it wouldn’t last. The Crazy Hose was unique, every bit as unique as Frankie himself. It deserved to do well. It had to do well. Frankie Bothwell had commitments, financial commitments. They couldn’t be broken or excused because of low takings. Every week needed to be a good week.
So he was not best pleased to see Rebus and another cop walk into the bar. You could see it in his eyes and the smile as frozen as a Crazy Hose daiquiri.
‘Inspector, how can I help you?’
‘Mr Bothwell, this is DI Abernethy. We’d like a word.’
‘It’s a bit hectic just now. I haven’t had a chance to replace Kevin Strang.’
‘We insist,’ said Abernethy.
With two conspicuous police officers on the premises, trade at the bars wasn’t exactly brisk, and nobody was dancing. They were all waiting for something to happen. Bothwell took this in.
‘Let’s go to my office.’
Abernethy waved bye-bye to the crowd as he followed Rebus and Bothwell into the foyer. They went behind the admission desk and Bothwell unlocked a door. He sat behind his desk and watched them squeeze their way into the space that was left.
‘A big office is a waste of space,’ he said by way of apology. The place was like a cleaning cupboard. There were spare till rolls and boxes of glasses on a shelf above Bothwell’s head, framed cowboy posters stacked against a wall, bric-a-brac and debris like everything had just spilled out of a collision at a car boot sale.
‘We might be more comfortable talking in the toilets,’ Rebus said.
‘Or down the station,’ offered Abernethy.
‘I don’t think we’ve met,’ Bothwell said to him, affably enough.
‘I usually only meet shit when I wipe my arse.’
That took the smile off Bothwell’s face.
‘Inspector Abernethy,’ Rebus said, ‘is Special Branch. He’s here investigating The Shield.’
‘The Shield?’
‘No need to be coy, Mr Bothwell. You’re not being charged, not yet. We just want you to know we’re on to you in a big way.’
‘And we’re not about to let go,’ Abernethy said on cue.
‘Though it might help your case if you told us about Davey Soutar.’ Rebus placed his hands in his lap and waited. Abernethy lit a cigarette and blew the smoke across the strewn desk. Frankie Bothwell looked from one man to the other and back again.
‘Is this a joke? I mean, it’s a bit early for Halloween, that’s when you’re supposed to scare people without any reason.’
Rebus shook his head. ‘Wrong answer. What you should have said was, “Who’s Davey Soutar?”’
Bothwell sat back in his chair. ‘All right then, who’s Davey Soutar?’
‘I’m glad you asked me that,’ said Rebus. ‘He’s your lieutenant. Maybe he’s also your recruiting officer. And now he’s on the run. Did you know he’s been keeping back some of the explosives and guns for himself? We’ve got a confession.’ It was a blatant lie, and caused Bothwell to smile. That smile sealed Bothwell’s guilt in Rebus’s mind.
‘Why have you been funding the Gar-B youth centre?’ he asked. ‘Is it a useful recruiting station? You took the name Cuchullain when you were an anarchist. He’s the great Ulster hero, the original Red Hand. That was no accident. You were dismissed from the Orange Lodge for being a bit over-zealous. In the early ’70s your name was linked to the Tartan Army. They used to break into Army bases and steal weapons. Maybe that’s what gave you the idea.’
Bothwell was still smiling as he asked, ‘What idea?’
‘You know.’
‘Inspector, I haven’t understood a word you’ve said.’
‘No? Then understand this, we’re a bollock-hair’s breadth away from you. But more importantly, we want to find Davey Soutar, because if he’s gone rogue with rifles and plastic explosives . . .’
‘I still don’t know what you’re –’
Rebus jumped from his seat and grabbed Bothwell’s lapels, pulling him tight against the desk. Bothwell’s smile evaporated.
‘I’ve been to Belfast, Bothwell, I’ve spent time in the North. The last thing that place needs is cowboys like you. So put away your forked tongue and tell us where he is!’
Bothwell wrenched himself out of Rebus’s grip, his lapel tearing down the middle in the process. His face was purple, eyes blazing. He stood with his knuckles on the edge of the desk, leaning over it, his face close to Rebus’s.
‘Nobody meddles wi’ me!’ he spat. ‘That’s my motto.’
‘Aye,’ said Rebus, ‘and you know the Latin for it too. Did you get a kick that night in Mary King’s Close?’
‘You’re crazy.’
‘We’re the police,’ Abernethy said lazily. ‘We’re paid to be crazy, what’s your excuse?’
Bothwell considered the two of them and sat down slowly. ‘I don’t know anyone called Davey Soutar. I don’t know anything about bombs or Sword and Shield or Mary King’s Close.’
‘I didn’t say Sword and Shield,’ said Rebus. ‘I just said The Shield.’
Bothwell sat in silence.
‘But now you mention it, I see your father the minister was in the original Sword and Shield. His name’s on file. It was an offshoot of the Scottish National Party; I don’t suppose you know anything about it?’
‘Nothing.’
‘No? Funny, you were in the youth league.’
‘Was I?’
‘Did your dad get you interested in Ulster?’
Bothwell shook his head slowly. ‘You never stop, do you?’
‘Never,’ said Rebus.
The door opened. The two bouncers from the main door stood there, hands clasped in front of them, legs apart. They’d obviously been to the bouncers’ school of etiquette. And, just as obviously, Bothwell had summoned them with some button beneath the lip of his desk.
‘Escort these bastards off the premises,’ he ordered.
‘Nobody escorts me anywhere,’ said Abernethy, ‘not unless she’s wearing a tight skirt and I’ve paid for her.’ He got up and faced the bouncers. One of them made to take his arm. Abernethy grabbed the bouncer at the wrist and twisted hard. The man fell to his knees. There wasn’t much room for the other bouncer, and he looked undecided. He was still looking blank as Rebus pulled him into the room and threw him over the desk. Bothwell was smothered beneath him. Abernethy let the other bouncer go and followed Rebus outside with a real spring in his step, breathing deeply of Edinburgh’s warm summer air. ‘I enjoyed that.’
‘Aye, me too, but do you think it worked?’
‘Let’s hope so. We’re making liabilities of them. I get the feeling they’re going to implode.’
Well, that was the plan. Every good plan, however, had a fall-back. Theirs was Big Ger Cafferty.
‘Is it too late to grab a curry?’ Abernethy added.
‘You’re not in the sticks now. The night’s young.’
But as Rebus led Abernethy towards a good curry house, he was thinking about liabilities and risks . . . and dreading tomorrow’s showdown.
The day dawned bright, with blue skies and a breeze which would soon warm. It was expected to stay good all day, with a clear night for the fireworks. Princes Street would be bursting at the seams, but it was quiet as DCI Kilpatrick drove along it. He was an early riser, but even he had been caught by Rebus’s wake-up call.
The industrial estate was quiet too. After being cleared by the guard on the gate, he drove up to the warehouse and parked next to Rebus’s car. The car was empty, but the warehouse door stood open. Kilpatrick went inside.
‘Morning, sir.’ Rebus was standing in front of the HGV.
‘Morning, John. What’s with all the cloak and dagger?’
‘Sorry about that, sir. I hope I can explain.’
‘I hope so too, going without breakfast never puts me in the best of moods.’
‘It’s just that there’s something I had to tell you, and this seems as quiet a place as any.’
‘Well, what is it?’
Rebus had started walking around the lorry, Kilpatrick following him. When they were at the back of the vehicle, Rebus pulled on the lever and swung the door wide open. On top of the boxes inside sat Abernethy.
‘You didn’t warn me it was a party,’ Kilpatrick said.
‘Here, let me help you up.’
Kilpatrick looked at Rebus. ‘I’m not a pensioner.’ And he pulled himself into the back, Rebus clambering after him.
‘Hello again, sir,’ Abernethy said, putting his hand out for Kilpatrick to shake. Kilpatrick folded his arms instead.
‘What’s this all about, Abernethy?’
But Abernethy shrugged and nodded towards Rebus.
‘Notice anything, sir?’ said Rebus. ‘I mean, about the load.’
Kilpatrick put on a thoughtful face and looked around. ‘No,’ he said finally, adding: ‘I never was one for party games.’
‘No games, sir. Tell me, what happens to all this stuff if we’re not going to use it in a sting operation?’
‘It goes to be destroyed.’
‘That’s what I thought. And the papers go with it, don’t they?’
‘Of course.’
‘But since the stuff has been under our stewardship, those papers will be from the City of Edinburgh Police?’
‘I suppose so. I can’t see –’
‘You will, sir. When the stuff came here, there was a record with it, detailing what it was and how much of it there was. But we replace that record with one of our own, don’t we? And if the first record goes astray, well, there’s always our record.’ Rebus tapped one of the boxes. ‘There’s less here than there was.’
‘What?’
Rebus lifted the lid from a crate. ‘When you showed me around before with Smylie, there were more AK 47s than this.’
Kilpatrick looked horrified. ‘Are you sure?’ He looked inside the crate.
‘Yet the current inventory shows twelve AK 47s, and that’s how many are here.’
‘Twelve,’ Abernethy confirmed, as Rebus got out the sheet of paper and handed it to Kilpatrick.
‘Then you must have made a mistake,’ said Kilpatrick.
‘No, sir,’ said Rebus, ‘with all due respect. I’ve checked with Special Branch. They hold a record of the original delivery. Two dozen AK 47s. The other dozen are missing. There’s other stuff too: a rocket launcher, some of the ammo . . .’
‘You see, sir,’ said Abernethy, ‘normally nobody would bother to backtrack, would they? The stuff is going for disposal, and there’s a chitty says everything checks. No one ever looks back down the line.’
‘But it’s impossible.’ Kilpatrick still held the sheet of paper, but he wasn’t looking at it.
‘No, sir,’ said Rebus, ‘it’s dead easy. If you can alter the record. You’re in charge of this load, it’s your name on the sheet.’
‘What are you saying?’
Rebus shrugged and slipped his hands into his pockets. ‘The surveillance on the American, that was your operation too, sir.’
‘As requested by you, Inspector.’
Rebus nodded. ‘And I appreciated it. It’s just, I can’t understand a few things. Such as how your trusted team from Glasgow didn’t spot me and a friend of mine having a drink with Clyde Moncur and his wife.’
‘What?’
‘The details you gave me, sir, there was nothing about that. I didn’t think there would be. That’s partly why I did it. Nor was there any mention of a meeting between Clyde Moncur and Frankie Bothwell. All your men say is that Moncur and his wife go for walks, see the sights, act the perfect tourists. But there is no surveillance, is there? I know because I put a couple of colleagues onto Moncur myself. You see, I knew something was up the minute I met Inspector Abernethy here.’
‘You put an unofficial surveillance on Moncur?’
‘And I’ve the pictures to prove it.’ On cue, Abernethy rustled a white paper bag, one side of which was clear cellophane. The black and white photos could be seen inside.
‘There’s even one here,’ Abernethy said, ‘of you meeting Moncur in Gullane. Maybe you were talking about golf?’
‘You must have promised The Shield some of these arms before I came along,’ Rebus went on. ‘You brought me into the investigation to keep an eye on me.’
‘But why would I bring you here in the first place?’
‘Because Ken Smylie asked you to. And you didn’t want to raise his suspicions. There’s not much gets past Ken.’
Rebus had expected Kilpatrick to deflate, but he didn’t, if anything he grew bigger. He plunged his hands into his jacket pockets and slid his shoulders back. His face showed no emotion, and he wasn’t about to talk.
‘We’ve been looking at you for a while,’ Abernethy continued. ‘Those Prod terrorists you let slip through your fingers in Glasgow . . .’ He shook his head slowly. ‘That’s one reason we moved you from Glasgow, to see if you could still operate. When news of the six-pack reached me, I knew you were still lending a hand to your friends in The Shield. They’ve always relied on inside help, and by Christ they’ve been getting it.’
‘You thought it was a drugs hit,’ Kilpatrick argued.
Abernethy shrugged. ‘I’m a good actor. When you seconded Inspector Rebus, I knew it was because you saw him as a threat. You needed to keep an eye on him. Luckily he came to the same conclusion.’ Abernethy peered into the bag of photographs. ‘And here’s the result.’
‘Funny, sir,’ said Rebus, ‘when we were talking about Sword and Shield, the old Sword and Shield I mean, you never mentioned that you were a member.’
‘What?’
‘You didn’t think there were any records, but I managed to track some down. Back in the early ’60s you were in their youth league. Same time Frankie Bothwell was. Like I say, funny you never mentioned it.’
‘I didn’t think it was relevant.’
‘Then I was attacked by someone trying to put me out of the game. The man was a pro, I’d swear to that, a street-slugger with a cutthroat razor. He had a Glasgow accent. You must have met a few hard men during your stint over there.’
‘You think I hired him?’
‘With all respect,’ Rebus locked eyes with Kilpatrick, ‘you must be off your rocker.’
‘Madness comes from the head, not the blood, not the heart.’ Kilpatrick rested against a box. ‘You think you can trust Abernethy, John? Well, good luck to you. I’m waiting.’
‘For what?’
‘Your next gimmick.’ He smiled. ‘If you wanted to make a case against me, we wouldn’t be meeting like this. You know as well as I do that a filing mistake and an innocent photograph don’t make a case. They don’t make anything.’
‘You could be kicked off the force.’
‘With my record? No, I might retire early, say on health grounds, but no one’s going to sack me. It doesn’t happen that way, I thought two experienced officers would know that. Now answer me this, Inspector Rebus, you set up an illicit surveillance: how much trouble can that get you in? With your record of insubordination and bucking the rules, we could kick you off the force for not wiping your arse properly.’ He rose from the box and walked to the edge of the lorry, then dropped to the ground and turned towards them. ‘You haven’t proved anything to me. If you want to try your act with someone else, be my guests.’
‘You cold bastard,’ Abernethy said. He made it sound like a compliment. He walked to the edge of the lorry and faced Kilpatrick, then slowly began to pull his shirt out from his trousers. He lifted it up, showing bare flesh and sticking plasters and wires. He was miked up. Kilpatrick stared back at him.
‘Anything to add, sir?’ Abernethy said. Kilpatrick turned and walked away. Abernethy turned to Rebus. ‘Quiet all of a sudden, isn’t it?’
Rebus leapt from the lorry and walked briskly to the door. Kilpatrick was getting into his car, but stopped when he saw him.
‘Three murders so far,’ Rebus said. ‘Including a police officer, one of your own. That’s a madness of the blood.’
‘That wasn’t me,’ Kilpatrick said quietly.
‘Yes, it was,’ Rebus said. ‘There’d be none of it without you.’
‘I don’t know how they got to Calumn Smylie.’
‘They hack into computers. Your secretary uses one.’
Kilpatrick nodded. ‘And there’s a file on the operation in the computer.’ He shook his head slowly. ‘Look, Rebus . . .’ But Kilpatrick stopped himself. He shook his head again and got into the car, shutting the door.
Rebus bent down to the driver’s-side window, and waited for Kilpatrick to wind it down.
‘Abernethy’s told me what it’s about, why the loyalists are suddenly arming themselves. It’s Harland and Wolff.’ This being a shipyard, one of the biggest employers in the province, its workforce predominantly Protestant. ‘They think it’s going to be wound up, don’t they? The loyalists are taking it as a symbol. If the British government lets Harland and Wolff go to the wall, then it’s washing its hands of the Ulster Protestants. Basically, it’s pulling out.’ Hard to know whether Kilpatrick was listening. He was staring through the windscreen, hands on the steering wheel. ‘At which point,’ Rebus went on anyway, ‘the loyalists are set to explode. You’re arming them for civil war. But worse than that, you’ve armed Davey Soutar. He’s a walking anti-personnel mine.’
Kilpatrick’s voice was hard, unfeeling. ‘Soutar’s not my problem.’
‘Frankie Bothwell can’t help. Maybe he could control Soutar once upon a time, but not now.’
‘There’s only one person Soutar respects,’ Kilpatrick said quietly, ‘Alan Fowler.’
‘The UVF man?’
Kilpatrick had started the engine.
‘Wait a minute,’ said Rebus. As Kilpatrick moved off, Rebus kept a grip of the window-frame. Kilpatrick turned to him.
‘Nine tonight,’ he said. ‘At the Gar-B.’
Then he sped out of the compound.
Abernethy was just behind Rebus.
‘What was he telling you?’ he asked.
‘Nine o’clock at the Gar-B.’
‘Sounds like a nice little trap to me.’
‘Not if we take the cavalry.’
‘John,’ Abernethy said with a grin, ‘I’ve got all the cavalry we’ll need.’
Rebus turned to face him. ‘You’ve been playing me like a pinball machine, haven’t you? That first time we met, all that stuff you told me about computers being the future of crime. You knew back then.’
Abernethy shrugged. He pulled up his shirt again and started to pull off the wires. ‘All I did was point you in the general direction. Look at the way I got on your tits that first time. That’s how I knew I could trust you. I nettled you and you let it show. You’d nothing to hide.’ He nodded to himself. ‘Yes, I knew, I’ve known for a long time. Proving it was the bugger.’ Abernethy looked at the compound gates. ‘But Kilpatrick’s got enemies, remember that, not just you and me any more.’
‘What do you mean?’
But Abernethy just winked and tapped his nose. ‘Enemies,’ he said.
Rebus had pulled Siobhan Clarke off the Moncur surveillance and put her on to Frankie Bothwell. But Frankie Bothwell had disappeared. She apologised, but Rebus only shrugged. Holmes had kept with Clyde Moncur, but Moncur and his wife were off on some bus tour, a two-day trip to the Highlands. Moncur could always get off the bus and double back, but Rebus discontinued the tail anyway.
‘You seem a bit glum, sir,’ Siobhan Clarke told him. Maybe she was right. The world seemed upside down. He’d seen bad cops before, of course he had. But he had never before seen anything like Kilpatrick’s lack of an explanation or a decent defence. It was as if he didn’t feel he needed one, as if he’d just been doing the right thing; in the wrong way perhaps, but the right thing all the same.
Abernethy had told him how deep the suspicions went, how long they’d been accumulating. But it was hard to investigate a policeman who, on the surface, seemed to be doing nearly everything right. Investigation required co-operation, and the co-operation wasn’t there. Until Rebus had come along.
At the Gar-B lock-ups, outside the blocks of flats, police and Army experts were opening doors, just in case the stolen cache was inside one of the garages. Door to door inquiries were going on, trying to pin down Davey’s friends, trying to get someone to talk or to admit they were hiding him. Meantime, Jamesie MacMurray was already being charged. But they were minnows, their flesh not enough to merit the hook. Kilpatrick, too, had disappeared. Rebus had phoned Ormiston and found that the CI hadn’t returned to his office, and no one answered at his home.
Holmes and Clarke returned from the warrant search of Soutar’s home, Holmes toting a plain cardboard box, obviously not empty. Holmes put the box on Rebus’s desk.
‘Let’s start,’ Holmes said, ‘with a jar of acid, carefully concealed under Soutar’s bed.’
‘His mother says he never lets her in to clean his room,’ Clarke explained. ‘He’s got a padlock on the door to prove it. We had to break the lock. His mum wasn’t best pleased.’
‘She’s a lovely woman, isn’t she?’ said Rebus. ‘Did you meet the dad?’
‘He was at the bookie’s.’
‘Lucky for you. What else have you got?’
‘Typhoid probably,’ Holmes complained. ‘The place was like a Calcutta rubbish tip.’
Clarke dipped in and pulled out a few small polythene bags; everything in the box had been wrapped first and labelled. ‘We’ve got knives, most of them illegal, one still with what looks like dried blood on it.’ Some of it Calumn Smylie’s blood, Rebus didn’t doubt. She dipped in again. ‘Mogadon tablets, about a hundred of them, and some unopened cans of cola and beer.’
‘The Can Gang?’
Clarke nodded. ‘Looks like it. There are wallets, credit cards . . . it’ll take us two minutes to check. Oh, and we found this little booklet.’ She held it up for him. It was poorly Xeroxed, with its A4-sized sheets folded in half and stapled. Rebus read the title.
‘The Total Anarchy Primer. Wonder who gave him this?’
‘Looks like it’s been translated from another language, maybe German. Some of the words they couldn’t find the English for, so they’ve left them in the original.’
‘Some primer.’
‘It tells you how to make bombs,’ said Clarke, ‘in case you were wondering. Mostly fertiliser bombs, but there’s a section on timers and detonators, just in case you found yourself with any plastique.’
‘The perfect Christmas gift. Are they checking the bedroom for traces?’
Holmes nodded. ‘They were at it when we left.’
Rebus nodded. A special forensic unit had been sent in to test for traces of explosive materials. The same unit had been working at the MacMurray lock-up. They knew now that the garage had held a quantity of plastic explosive, probably Semtex. But they couldn’t say how much. Usually, as one of the team had explained, Semtex was quite difficult to prove, being colourless and fairly scentless. But it looked like Soutar had been playing with his toys, unwrapping at least one of the packages the better to have a look at it. Traces had been left on the surface of the workbench.
‘Were there detonators in the cache?’ Rebus asked. ‘That’s the question.’
Holmes and Clarke looked at one another.
‘A rhetorical one,’ Rebus added.
The city was definitely coming out to play.
It was the start of September, and therefore the beginning of that slow slide into chill autumn and long dark winter. The Festival was winding down for another year, and everyone was celebrating. It was on days like this that the city, so often submerged like Atlantis or some subaqua Brigadoon, bubbled to the surface. The buildings seemed less dour and the people smiled, as though cloud and rain were unknowns.
Rebus might have been driving through a thunderstorm for all the notice he took. He was a hunter, and hunters didn’t smile. Abernethy had just admitted being Marie’s anonymous caller, the one who’d put her on to Calumn Smylie.
‘You knew you were putting his life in danger?’ Rebus asked.
‘Maybe I thought I was saving it.’
‘How did you know about Mairie anyway? I mean, how did you know to contact her?’
Abernethy just smiled.
‘You sent me that stuff about Clyde Moncur, didn’t you?’
‘Yes.’
‘You could have warned me what I was getting into.’
‘You were more effective the way you were.’
‘I’ve been a walking punch-bag.’
‘But you’re still here.’
‘I bet you’d lose a lot of sleep if I wasn’t.’
The sun had finally given up. The street lights were on. There were a lot of people on the streets tonight. Hogmanay apart, it was the city’s biggest night of the year. The traffic was all headed into town, where most of the parking spaces had been grabbed hours ago.
‘Families,’ Rebus explained, ‘on their way to the fireworks.’
‘I thought we were on our way to the fireworks,’ Abernethy said, smiling again.
‘We are,’ said Rebus quietly.
There were never signposts to places like the Gar-B, the inference being that if you wanted to go there, you must already know the place. People didn’t just visit on a whim. Rebus took the slip-road past the gable end – ENJOY YOUR VISIT TO THE GAR-B – and turned into the access road.
‘Nine o’clock, he said.’
Abernethy checked his watch. ‘Nine it is.’
But Rebus wasn’t listening. He was watching a van roaring towards them. The road was barely wide enough for two vehicles, and the van driver didn’t seem to be paying much attention. He was crouched down, eyes on his wing mirror. Rebus slammed on the brakes and the horn and whipped the steering wheel around. The rust bucket slew sideways like it was on ice. That was the problem with bald tyres.
‘Out!’ Rebus called. Abernethy didn’t need telling twice. The driver had finally seen them. The van was skidding to an uncertain stop. It hit the driver’s side door, shuddered, and was still. Rebus pulled open the van door and hauled out Jim Hay. He’d heard of people looking white as a sheet, white as a ghost, but Jim Hay looked whiter than that. Rebus held him upright.
‘He’s gone off his fucking head!’ Hay yelled.
‘Who has?’
‘Soutar.’ Hay was looking behind him, back down the road which curled snake-like into the Gar-B. ‘I’m only the delivery man, not this . . . not this.’
Dusting himself off, Abernethy joined them. He’d lost the knees out of his denims.
‘You deliver the stuff,’ Rebus was saying to Hay, ‘the explosives, the arms?’
Hay nodded.
Yes, the perfect delivery man, in his little theatre van, all boxes and props, costumes and sets, guns and grenades. Delivered east coast to west, where another connection would be made, another switch.
‘Hold him,’ Rebus ordered. Abernethy looked like he didn’t understand. ‘Hold him!’
Then Rebus let Jim Hay go, got into the van, and reversed it out of his car’s bodywork and back into the Gar-B. When he reached the car park, he turned the van and bumped it at speed onto the grass, heading for the youth centre.
There was nobody about, not a soul. The door-to-door had been wound up for the day, having yielded nothing. The Gar-B simply didn’t speak to the ‘polis’. It was a rule of life, like remembering to breathe. Rebus was breathing hard. The garages he passed had been searched and declared safe, though one of them had contained a suspicious number of TV sets, videos, and camcorders, and another showed evidence of sniffed glue and smoked crack.
No neighbours were out discussing the day’s events. There was even silence at the community centre. He doubted the Gar-B tribe were the kind to be attracted to a firework display . . . not normally.
The doors were open, so Rebus walked in. A bright trail of blood led in an arc across the floor from the stage to the far wall. Kilpatrick was slumped against the wall, almost but not quite sitting up. He’d removed his necktie halfway across the room, maybe to help him breathe. He was still alive, but he’d lost maybe a pint of blood already. When Rebus crouched down beside him, Kilpatrick clutched at him with wet red fingers, leaving a bloody handprint on Rebus’s shirt. His other hand was protecting his own stomach, source of the wound.
‘I tried to stop him,’ he whispered.
Rebus looked around him. ‘Was the stuff hidden here?’
‘Under the stage.’
Rebus looked at the small stage, a stage he’d sat on and stood on.
‘Hay’s gone to fetch an ambulance,’ Kilpatrick said.
‘He was running like a rabbit,’ Rebus said.
Kilpatrick forced a smile. ‘I thought he might.’ He licked his lips. They were cracked, edged with white like missed toothpaste. ‘They’ve gone with him.’
‘Who? His gang?’
‘They’ll follow Davey Soutar to hell. He made those phone calls. He told me so. Just before he did this.’ Kilpatrick tried to look down at his stomach. The effort was almost too much for him.
Rebus stood up. Blood flushed around his system, making him dizzy. ‘The Fireworks? He’s going to blow up the Fireworks?’ He ran out of the hall and into the nearest tower block. The first front door he came to, he kicked it in. It took him three good hits. Then he marched into the living room, where two terrified pensioners were watching TV.
‘Where’s your phone?’
‘We dinnae have one,’ the man eventually said.
Rebus walked back out and kicked in the next door. Same procedure. This time the single mother with the two shrieking kids did have a phone. She hurled abuse at Rebus as he pressed the buttons.
‘I’m the police,’ he told her. It made her angrier still. She quietened, though, when she heard Rebus order an ambulance. She was shushing the kids as he made his second call.
‘It’s DI Rebus here,’ he said. ‘Davey Soutar and his gang are on their way to Princes Street with a load of high explosives. We need that area sealed.’
He half-smiled an apology as he left the flat and half-ran back to the van. Still nobody had come to investigate, to see what all the noise and the fuss were. Like Edinburghers of old, they could become invisible to trouble. In olden times, they’d hidden in the catacombs below the Castle and the High Street. Now they just shut their windows and turned up the TV. They were Rebus’s employers, whose taxes paid his salary. They were the people he was paid to protect. He felt like telling them all to go to hell.
When he got back to his car, Abernethy was standing there with Jim Hay, not a clue what to do with him. Rebus yanked the steering wheel and pulled the van onto the grass.
‘An ambulance is on its way,’ he said, trying to pull open his car door. It groaned like something in a scrapyard crusher, but eventually gave, and he squeezed through the gap into his seat, brushing aside the glass chippings.
‘Where are you going?’ Abernethy asked.
‘Stay here with him,’ Rebus said, starting the car and reversing back up the access road.
The Glenlivet Fireworks: every year there was a firework display from the Castle ramparts, accompanied by a chamber orchestra in Princes Street Gardens’ bandstand and watched by crowds in the Gardens and packed into Princes Street itself. The concert usually started around ten-fifteen, ten-thirty. It was now ten o’clock on a balmy dry evening. The area would be full to bursting.
Wild Davey Soutar. He and his kind detested the Festival. It took away from them their Edinburgh and propped something else in its place, a façade of culture which they didn’t need and couldn’t understand. There was no underclass in Edinburgh, they’d all been pushed out into schemes on the city boundaries. Isolated, exiled, they had every right to resent the city centre with its tourist traps and temporary playtime.
Not that that’s why Soutar was doing it. Rebus thought Soutar had some simpler reasons. He was showing off, he was showing even his elders in The Shield that they couldn’t control him, that he was the boss. He was, in fact, quite mad.
‘Make a run for it, Davey,’ Rebus said to himself. ‘Get a grip. Use your sense. Just . . .’ But he couldn’t think of the words.
He didn’t often drive fast; dangerously . . . almost never. It was car smashes that did it, being on the scene at car smashes. You saw heads so messed up you didn’t know which side was the face until it opened its mouth to scream.
Nevertheless, Rebus drove back into town like he was attempting the land-speed record.
His car seemed to sense the absolute urgency, the necessity, and for once didn’t black out or choke up. It whined its own argument, but kept moving.
Princes Street and the three main streets leading down to it from George Street had been cordoned off as a matter of course, stopping traffic from coming anywhere near the thousands of spectators. On a night like this, there’d be quarter of a million souls watching the display, the majority of them in and around Princes Street. Rebus took his car as far as he could, then simply stopped in the middle of the road, got out, and ran. Police were setting up new barriers. Lauderdale and Flower were there. He made straight for them.
‘Any news?’ he spat.
Lauderdale nodded. ‘There was a convoy of cars on West Coates, running red lights, travelling at speed.’
‘That’s them.’
‘We’ve put up a diversion to bring them here.’
Rebus looked around, wiping sweat from his eyes. The street was lined with shops at street level, offices above. Uniformed officers were moving civilians out of the area. An Army vehicle sat roadside.
‘Bomb disposal,’ Lauderdale explained. ‘Remember, we’ve been ready for this.’
More barriers were being erected, and Rebus saw van doors open and half a dozen police marksmen appear, their chests covered by black body armour.
‘Is Kilpatrick okay?’ Lauderdale asked.
‘Should be, depends on the ambulance.’
‘How much stuff does Soutar have?’
Rebus tried to remember. ‘It’s not just explosives, he’s probably toting AK 47s, pistols and ammo, maybe grenades . . .’
‘Christ almighty.’ Lauderdale spoke into his radio. ‘Where are they?’
The radio crackled to life. ‘Can’t you see them yet?’
‘No.’
‘They’re right in front of you.’
Rebus looked up. Yes, here they came. Maybe they were expecting a trap, maybe not. Whichever, it was still a suicide mission. They might get in, but they weren’t going to get out.
‘Ready!’ Lauderdale called. The marksmen checked their guns and pointed them ahead. There were police cars behind the barriers. The uniforms had stopped moving people away. They wanted to watch. More onlookers were arriving all the time, keen for this preliminary event.
In the lead car, Davey Soutar was alone. He seemed to think about ramming the barricade, then braked hard instead, bringing his car to a stop. Behind him, four other cars slowed and halted. Davey sat frozen in his seat. Lauderdale lifted a megaphone.
‘Bring your hands where we can see them.’
The car doors behind Davey were opening. Metal clattered to the ground as guns were thrown down. Some of the Gar-B started to run for it, others, seeing the armed police, got out slowly with hands held high. Others were awaiting instructions. One of them, a young kid, no older than fourteen, lost his nerve and ran straight for the police lines.
Overhead, the first fireworks burst into brief life with a noise like old-fashioned gunfire and mortar. The sky sizzled, the glow lighting the scene.
At the first noise, most people flinched instinctively. The armed police dropped to a crouch, others spread themselves on the ground. The kid who’d been running towards the barriers started screaming in fright, then fell to his hands and knees.
Behind him, Davey Soutar’s car was empty.
He’d shuffled into the passenger seat, opened the door, and made a dash to the pavement. Running low, it took him only seconds to disappear into the mass of pedestrians.
‘Did anyone see? Did he have a gun?’
The Army personnel moved in warily on the lead car, while police started rounding up the Gar-B. More weapons were jettisoned. Lauderdale moved in to supervise his men.
And John Rebus was after Soutar.
The one place there wasn’t much of a crowd was George Street: you couldn’t see the fireworks from there. So Rebus had little trouble following Soutar. The sky turned from red to green to blue, with small pops and the occasional huge explosion. Each explosion had Rebus squirming, thinking of the bomb disposal unit busy back at Soutar’s car. When the wind changed, it carried with it wafts of musical accompaniment from the orchestra in the Gardens. Chase music it wasn’t.
Soutar ran with loose energy, almost bouncing. He covered a lot of ground, but it wasn’t a straight line. He did a lot of weaving from side to side, covering most of the width of the pavement. Rebus concentrated on closing the gap, moving forwards like he was on rails. His eyes were on Soutar’s hands. As long as he could see those hands, see they weren’t carrying anything, he was content.
For all Soutar’s crazy progress, Rebus was losing ground on the younger man, except when Soutar turned to look back at his pursuer. That’s what he was doing when he ran out into the road and bounced off a taxi cab. The cab was on St Andrew’s Square. The driver stuck his head out the window, then pulled it in again fast when Soutar drew his gun.
It looked like a service revolver to Rebus. Soutar fired a shot through the cab window, then started running again. He was slower now, with a slouch announcing a damaged right leg.
Rebus glanced in at the cab driver. He’d thrown up all over his knees, but was unhurt.
Give it up, Rebus thought, his lungs on fire. Give it up.
But Soutar kept moving. He ran through the bus station, dodging the single-deckers as they moved in and out of their ranks. The few waiting passengers could see he was armed, and stared in horror as he flew past them, jacket flapping, for all the world like a scarecrow come to life.
Rebus followed him up James Craig Walk, across the top of Leith Street, and into Waterloo Place. Soutar stopped for a moment, as though trying to come to a decision. His right hand still gripped the revolver. He saw Rebus moving steadily in his direction, and dropped to one knee, taking two-handed aim with the revolver. Rebus stepped into a doorway and waited for a shot that didn’t come. When he peered out again, Soutar had vanished.
Rebus walked slowly towards where Soutar had been. He was nowhere on the street, but a couple of yards further on was a gateway, and beyond it some steps. The steps led to the top of Calton Hill. Rebus took a final deep breath and accepted the challenge.
The rough steps up to the summit were busy with people climbing and descending. Most of them were young and had been drinking. Rebus couldn’t even summon the breath to yell something, ‘Stop him’ or ‘Get out of his way’. He knew if he tried to spit, the stuff would be like paste. All he could do was follow.
At the top, Calton Hill was crowded with people sitting on the grass, all eyes turned towards the Castle. The view would have been breathtaking, had Rebus had any breath to spare. The music was being piped up here too. Smoke drifted south across the city, followed by more tinsel colour and rockets. It was like being the onlooker at a medieval siege. A lot of people were drunk. Some were stoned. It wasn’t gunpowder you could smell up here.
Rebus had a good look around. He’d lost Davey Soutar.
There was no street lighting here, and crowds of people, mostly young and dressed in denim. Easy to lose someone.
Too damned easy.
Soutar could be heading down the other side of the hill, or snaking back down the roadway to Waterloo Place. Or he could be hiding amongst people who looked just like him. Except that the night air was chill. Rebus could feel it turning his sweat cold. And Soutar was only wearing a denim jacket.
As a huge firework burst over the Castle, and everyone stared up at the sky and gasped and cheered, Rebus looked for the one person who wasn’t watching. The one person with his head down. The one person shivering like he’d never get warm again. He was sitting on the grass verge, next to a couple of girls who were drinking from cans and waving what looked like luminous rubber tubes. The girls had moved away from him a little, so that he looked the way he was: all alone in the world. Behind him on the grass was a gang of bikers, all muscle and gut. They were shouting and swearing, proclaiming hate of the English and all things foreign.
Rebus walked up to Davey Soutar, and Davey Soutar looked up.
And it wasn’t him.
This kid was a couple of years younger, strung out on something, his eyes unable to focus.
‘Hey,’ one of the bikers yelled, ‘you trying to pick up my pal?’
Rebus held up his hands. ‘My mistake,’ he said.
He turned around fast. Davey Soutar was behind him. He’d slipped off his jacket and had wound it around his right arm, all the way down to the wrist and the hand. Rebus knew what was in the hand, disguised now by the grubby denim.
‘Okay, pigmeat, let’s walk.’
Rebus knew he had to get Soutar away from the crowd. There were probably five bullets still in the revolver. Rebus didn’t want any more bodies, not if he could help it.
They walked to the car park. There was a hot-food van doing good business, and a few cars, their drivers and passengers biting into burgers. It was darker here, and quieter. There wasn’t much action here.
‘Davey,’ Rebus said, coming to a stop.
‘This as far as you want to go?’ Soutar said. He’d turned to face Rebus.
‘No point me answering that, Davey, you’re in charge now.’
‘I’ve been in charge all along!’
Rebus nodded. ‘That’s right, skimming without your bosses knowing about it. Planning all this.’ He nodded towards the fireworks. ‘Could have been quite something.’
Soutar soured his face. ‘You couldn’t let it go, could you? Kilpatrick knew you were trouble.’
‘You didn’t have to stab him.’ A car was making its way slowly up to the car park from Regent Road. Soutar had his back to it, but Rebus could see it. It was a marked police car, its headlights off.
‘He tried to stop me,’ Soutar sneered. ‘No guts.’
If the music was anything to go by, the fireworks were coming to their climax. Rebus fixed his eyes on Soutar, watching the face turn from gold to green to blue.
‘Put the gun away, Davey. It’s finished.’
‘Not till I say so.’
‘Look, enough! Just put it down.’
The police car was at the top of the rise now. Davey Soutar unwound the jacket from his arm and threw it to the ground. A girl at the hot-food van started to scream. Behind Soutar, the police driver switched his headlamps on full-beam, lighting Soutar and Rebus like they were on stage. The passenger door was open, someone leaning out of it. Rebus recognised Abernethy. Soutar pivoted, aiming the gun. It was all the incentive Abernethy needed. The report from his gun was as loud as anything from the Castle. Meantime, the crowd was applauding again, unaware of the drama behind them.
Soutar was knocked backwards, taking Rebus with him. They fell in a heap, Rebus feeling the young man’s damp hair brushing his face, his lips. He swore impressively as he pulled himself out from under the suddenly prone, suddenly still figure. Abernethy was pulling the revolver from Soutar’s hand, his foot heavy on the youth’s wrist.
‘No need for that,’ Rebus hissed. ‘He’s dead.’
‘Looks like,’ said Abernethy, putting away his own gun. ‘So here’s my story: I saw a flash, heard a bang, and assumed he’d fired. Sound reasonable?’
‘Are you authorised to carry that cannon?’
‘What do you think?’
‘I think you’re . . .’
‘As bad as him?’ Abernethy raised an eyebrow. ‘I don’t think so. And hey, don’t mention it.’
‘What?’
‘Saving your fucking life! After that stunt you pulled, leaving me in the Gar-B.’ He paused. ‘You’ve got blood on you.’
Rebus looked. There was plenty of blood. ‘There goes another shirt.’
‘Trust a Jock to make a comment like that.’
The police driver had got out of the car to look, and a useful crowd was growing, now that the fireworks had finished. Abernethy began to check Soutar’s pockets. Best get it over with while the body was warm. It was more pleasant that way. When he got to his feet again, Rebus was gone, and so was the car. He looked in disbelief at his driver.
‘Not again.’
Yes, again.
Rebus had the police radio on as he drove. The bomb disposal team were halfway through lifting five small packages from the boot of Soutar’s car. The packages had been fitted with detonators, and the Semtex was of advanced age, possibly unstable. There were pistols, automatic and bolt-action rifles too. God knew what he’d been planning to use them for.
The fireworks over, the buildings no longer glowed. They’d returned to their normal sooty hue. Crowds were moving through the streets, making their way home or towards last drinks, late suppers. People were smiling, wrapping arms around themselves to keep warm. They’d all enjoyed a good night out. Rebus didn’t like to think about how close the whole night had come to disaster.
He switched on his siren and emergency lights to clear people from the roadway, then pulled past the line of cars in front of him. It was a few minutes before he realised he was shivering. He pulled the damp shirt away from his back and turned up the heating in the car. Not that heat would stop him shivering. He wasn’t shivering from cold. He was headed for Tollcross, the Crazy Hose. He was headed for final business.
But when he arrived, siren and lights off, he saw smoke seeping out through the front doors. He pulled his car hard onto the pavement and ran to the doors, kicking them open. It wasn’t rule one in the firefighter’s manual, but he didn’t have much choice. The fire was in the dancehall. Only the smoke had so far reached the foyer and beyond. There was no one about. A sign on the front door gave abrupt notice that the club was closed ‘due to unforeseen circumstances’.
That’s me, thought Rebus, I’m unforeseen circumstances.
He headed for Frankie Bothwell’s office. Where else was he going to go?
Bothwell was sitting in his chair, prevented from movement by a sudden case of death. His neck flopped over to one side in a way necks shouldn’t. Rebus had seen broken necks before. There was bruising on the throat. Strangulation. He hadn’t been dead long, his forehead was still warm. But then it was getting warm in the office. It was getting warm everywhere.
The new fire station was at the top of the road. Rebus wondered where the fire crew was.
As he came back into the foyer, he saw that more smoke was belching from the dance hall. The door had been opened. Clyde Moncur was dragging himself into the foyer. He was still alive and wanted to stay that way. Rebus checked Moncur wasn’t carrying a gun, then got hold of him by the neck of his jacket and hauled him across the floor. Moncur was trying hard to breathe. He was having a little trouble. He felt light as Rebus dragged him. He kicked open the doors and deposited Moncur at the top of the steps.
Then he went in again.
Yes, the blaze had started here, here in the dance hall. Flames had taken control of the walls and ceiling. All Bothwell’s gewgaws and furnishings were melting or turning to ash. The carpet in the seating area had caught. The bottles of alcohol hadn’t exploded yet, but they would. Rebus looked around, but couldn’t see much. The smoke was too thick, there was too much of it. He wrapped his handkerchief around his face, but even so he couldn’t stop coughing. He could hear a rhythmic thumping sound coming from somewhere. Somewhere up ahead.
It was the little self-contained box where the DJ sat, over beyond the stage. There was someone in there now. He tried the door. It was locked, so sign of a key. He took a few steps back so he could run at it.
Then the door flew open. Rebus recognised the Ulsterman, Alan Fowler. He’s used his head to butt the door open, his arms being tied firmly to the back of a chair. They were still tied to the chair as, head low, he came barrelling from the box. He caught Rebus a blow to the stomach and Rebus went down. Rebus rolled and came to his knees, but Fowler was up too, and he was blind mad. For all he knew, it was Rebus who was trying to roast him. He butted Rebus again, this time in the face. It was a sore one, but Rebus had ridden a Glasgow Kiss before. The blow caught him on his cheek.
The power of it snapped Rebus’s head back, sending him staggering. Fowler was like a bull, the chair legs sticking up like swords from his back. Now that he was more or less upright, he went for Rebus with his feet. One caught Rebus on his damaged ear, tearing it, sending a white jab of pain bouncing through his brain. That gave Fowler time for another kick, and this one was going to shatter Rebus’s knee . . . Until a blow in the face with an empty bottle knocked him sideways. Rebus looked up to see his saviour, his knight in shining armour. Big Ger Cafferty was still wearing his funeral suit and open shirt. He was busy making sure Fowler was down and out. Then he took one look at Rebus, and produced the hint of a smile, looking every bit as amused as a butcher who finds the carcass he’s working on is still alive.
He spent a precious few seconds, life and death seconds, weighing up his options. Then he slung Rebus’s arm over his shoulder and walked with him out of the dance hall, through the foyer, and into the night air, the clean, breathable air. Rebus took in huge gulps of it, falling onto the pavement, sitting there, head bowed, his feet on the road. Cafferty sat down beside him. He seemed to be studying his own hands. Rebus knew why, too.
And now the fire engines were arriving, men leaping out of cabs, doing things with hoses. One of them complained about the police car. The keys were in the ignition, so the fireman backed it up.
At last Rebus could speak. ‘You did that?’ he asked. It was a stupid question. Hadn’t he given Cafferty nearly all the information he’d needed?
‘I saw you going in,’ Cafferty said, his voice raw. ‘You were gone a long time.’
‘You could have let me die.’
Cafferty looked at him. ‘I didn’t come in for you. I came in to stop you bringing out that bastard Fowler. As it is, Moncur’s done a runner.’
‘He can’t run far.’
‘He better try. He knows I won’t give up.’
‘You knew him, didn’t you? Moncur, I mean. He’s an old pal of Alan Fowler’s. When Fowler was UVF, the UVF laundered money using your salmon farm. Moncur bought the salmon with his good US dollars.’
‘You never stop.’
‘It’s my business.’
‘Well,’ said Cafferty, glancing back at the club, ‘this was business, too. Only, sometimes you have to cut a few corners. I know you have.’
Rebus was wiping his face. ‘Problem is, Cafferty, when you cut a corner, it bleeds.’
Cafferty studied him. There was blood on Rebus’s ear, sweat cloying his hair. Davey Soutar’s blood still spattered his shirt, mixed now with smoke. And Kilpatrick’s handprint was still there. Cafferty stood up.
‘Not thinking of going anywhere?’ Rebus said.
‘You going to stop me?’
‘You know I’ll try.’
A car drew up. In it were Cafferty’s men, the two from the kirkyard plus weasel-face. Cafferty walked to the car. Rebus was still sitting on the pavement. He got up slowly now, and walked towards the police car. He heard Cafferty’s car door shutting, and looked at it, noting the licence plate. As the car passed him, Cafferty was looking at the road ahead. Rebus opened his own car and got on the radio, giving out the licence number. He thought about starting his engine and giving chase, but just sat there instead, watching the firemen go about their business.
I played it by the rules, he thought. I cautioned him and then I called in. It didn’t say in the rules that you had to have a go when there were four of them and only one of you.
Yes, he’d played it by the rules. The good feeling started to wear off after only minutes, and damned few minutes at that.
They finally picked Clyde Moncur up at a ferry port. Special Branch in London were dealing with him. Abernethy was dealing with him. Before he’d left, Rebus had asked a simple question.
‘Will it happen?’
‘Will what happen?’
‘Civil war.’
‘What do you think?’
So much for that. The story was simple. Moncur was visiting town to see how the money from US Shield was being spent. Fowler was around to make sure Moncur was happy. The Festival had seemed the perfect cover for Moncur’s trip. Maybe Billy had been executed to show the American just how ruthless SaS could be . . .
In hospital, recovering from his stab wounds, DCI Kilpatrick was smothered to death with his pillow. Two of his ribs had been cracked from the weight of his attacker pressing down on him.
‘Must’ve been the size of a grizzly,’ Dr Curt announced.
‘Not many grizzlies about these days,’ said Rebus.
He phoned the Procurator Fiscal’s office, just to check on Caro Rattray. After all, Cafferty had spoken of her. He just wanted to know she was okay. Maybe Cafferty was out there tying up a lot of loose ends. But Caro had gone.
‘What do you mean?’
‘Some private practice in Glasgow offered her a partnership. It’s a big step up, she grabbed it, anyone would.’
‘Which office is it?’
Funny, it was the office of Cafferty’s own lawyers. It might mean something or nothing. After all, Rebus had given Cafferty some names. Mairie Henderson had gone down to London to try to follow up the Moncur story. Abernethy phoned Rebus one night to say he thought she was terrific.
‘Yes,’ said Rebus, ‘you’d make a lovely couple.’
‘Except she hates my guts.’ Abernethy paused. ‘But she might listen to you.’
‘Spit it out.’
‘Just don’t tell her too much, all right? Remember, Jump Cantona will take most of the credit anyway, and wee Mairie’s been paid upfront. She doesn’t have to bust a gut. Most of what she’d say wouldn’t get past the libel lawyers and the Official Secrets Act anyway.’
Rebus had stopped listening. ‘How do you know about Jump Cantona?’ He could almost hear Abernethy easing his feet up onto the desk, leaning back in his chair.
‘The FBI have used Cantona before to put out a story.’
‘And you’re in with the FBI?’
‘I’ll send them a report.’
‘Don’t cover yourself with too much glory, Abernethy.’
‘You’ll get a mention, Inspector.’
‘But not star billing. That’s how you knew about Mairie, isn’t it? Cantona told the FBI? It’s how you had all the stuff on Clyde Moncur to hand?’
‘Does it matter?’
Probably not. Rebus broke the connection anyway.
He shopped for a coming home meal, pushing the trolley around a supermarket close to Fettes HQ. He wouldn’t be going back to Fettes. He’d phoned his farewell to Ormiston and told him to tell Blackwood to cut off his remaining strands of hair and be done with it.
‘He’d have a seizure if I told him that,’ said Ormiston. ‘Here, what about the Chief? You don’t think . . .?’
But Rebus had rung off. He didn’t want to talk about Ken Smylie, didn’t want to think about it. He knew as much as he needed to. Kilpatrick had been on the fringe; he was more useful to The Shield that way. Bothwell was the executioner. He’d killed Billy Cunningham and he’d ordered the deaths of Millie Docherty and Calumn Smylie. Soutar had done his master’s bidding in both cases, except Millie had proved messy, and Soutar had left her where he’d killed her. Bothwell must have been furious about that, but of course Davey Soutar had other things on his mind, other plans. Bigger things.
Rebus bought the makings for the meal and added bottles of rosé champagne, malt whisky and gin to the trolley. A mile and a half to the north, the shops on the Gar-B estate would be closing for the evening, pulling down heavy metal shutters, fixing padlocks, double-checking alarm systems. He paid with plastic at the check-out and drove back up the hill to Oxford Terrace. Curiously, the rust bucket was sounding healthier these days. Maybe that knock from Hay’s van had put something back into alignment. Rebus had replaced the glass, but was still debating the doorframe.
At the flat, Patience was waiting for him, back from Perth earlier than expected.
‘What’s this?’ she said.
‘It was meant to be a surprise.’ He put down the bags and kissed her. She drew away from him slowly afterwards.
‘You look an absolute mess,’ she said.
He shrugged. It was true, he’d seen boxers in better shape after fifteen rounds. He’d seen punchbags in better shape.
‘So it’s over?’ she said.
‘Finishes today.’
‘I don’t mean the Festival.’
‘I know you don’t.’ He pulled her to him again. ‘It’s over.’
‘Did I hear a clink from one of those bags?’
Rebus smiled. ‘Gin or champagne?’
‘Gin and orange.’
They took the bags into the kitchen. Patience got ice and orange juice from the fridge, while Rebus rinsed two glasses. ‘I missed you,’ she said.
‘I missed you, too.’
‘Who else do I know who tells awful jokes?’
‘Seems a while since I told a joke. It’s a while since I heard one.’
‘Well, my sister told me one. You’ll love it.’ She arched back her head, thinking. ‘God, how does it go?’
Rebus unscrewed the top from the gin bottle and poured liberally.
‘Whoah!’ Patience said. ‘You don’t want us getting mortal.’
He splashed in some orange. ‘Maybe I do.’
She kissed him again, then pulled away and clapped her hands. ‘Yes, I’ve got it now. There’s this octopus in a restaurant, and it’s –’
‘I’ve heard it,’ said Rebus, dropping ice into her glass.
A lot of people helped me with this book. I’d like to thank the people of Northern Ireland for their generosity and their ‘crack’. Particular thanks need to go to a few people who can’t be named or wouldn’t thank me for naming them. You know who you are.
Thanks also to: Colin and Liz Stevenson, for trying; Gerald Hammond, for his gun expertise; the officers of the City of Edinburgh Police and Lothian and Borders Police, who never seem to mind me telling stories about them; David and Pauline, for help at the Festival.
The best book on the subject of Protestant paramilitaries is Professor Steve Bruce’s The Red Hand (OUP, 1992). One quote from the book: ‘There is no “Northern Ireland problem” for which there is a solution. There is only a conflict in which there must be winners and losers.’
The action of Mortal Causes takes place in a fictionalised summer, 1993, before the Shankill Road bombing and its bloody aftermath.
Discussion points for Mortal Causes
‘Edinburgh’s history was full of licence and riotous behaviour. But the Festival, especially the Festival Fringe, was different. Tourism was its lifeblood, and where there were tourists there was trouble.’ Discuss the different kinds of ‘trouble’ that Rebus encounters in Mortal Causes.
What is Rebus describing when he thinks about the ‘massive grey nonentity’? And why does it make him pray?
Rebus knows that in theory police work should be a team effort. But, ‘It wasn’t Rebus’s way. He wanted to follow up every lead personally, cross-referencing them all, taking them through from first principle to final reckoning. He’d been described, not unkindly, as a terrier, locking on with his jaws and not letting go. Some dogs you had to break the jaw to get them off.’ Discuss.
Rebus seems to like Mairie Henderson – why is this odd?
One of the themes in Mortal Causes is sectarianism and religious division in Scotland. How does Ian Rankin use narrative techniques (such as religious imagery) to add texture to this debate? Does DS Siobhan Clarke’s support of Hibs accord with her religious beliefs?
What is Clyde Moncur doing in Edinburgh?
Bearing in mind that ‘mortal’ is a Scottish euphemism for drunkenness, discuss the various implications of the word. And, bearing in mind Rebus’s own love of drink, consider how he feels about caffeine.
Why does Rebus kiss Caro Rattray? What are the implications of his actions?
The relationship between Rebus and Big Ger Cafferty is evolving, as are Rebus’s relationships with DS Siobhan Clarke and Father Leary; look at how Ian Rankin reveals these developments.
Ian Rankin employs a convoluted running joke to do with an octopus, although without the punchline; does it counterbalance the grimmer aspects of the crime story?
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Avarice, the spur of industry.
(David Hume, ‘Of Civil Liberty’)
The more sophisticated readers simply repeated the Italian proverb, ‘If it isn’t true, it’s to the point.’
(Muriel Spark, The Public Image)
Without women, life is a pub.
(Martin Amis, Money)
I first heard the Rolling Stones album Let It Bleed when I was only ten or eleven years old. I didn’t like the music – at that age I was listening to Marc Bolan and not much else; it was my sister’s boyfriend who was the Stones fan. I did find the lyrics intriguing, however. Even though I barely understood the references, I could tell that there was something ‘dirty’ about them. They hinted at sex, debauchery, violence and drugs. There was even one song (‘Midnight Rambler’) which seemed to be about a real-life serial killer. I eventually had to buy the album for myself.
By this time, however, I was in my twenties and had already written a couple of books. I was also working as a music journalist and hi-fi equipment reviewer in London. Let It Bleed, with its fantastic studio sound, soon became a constant on my Linn Sondek, and when the time came, in 1994, to write the seventh John Rebus novel, I felt emboldened to borrow the album’s title.
Though the book is set in the depths of an Edinburgh winter, it was written at my house in south-west France, mostly in blazing summer heat. (I’d long since given up the hi-fi job, but still used the Linn record deck.) I’m not sure now if working on the book provided me with some sort of internal air-conditioning, but one thing I knew was that during any cold snap in Edinburgh you would want your central heating to be working. Hence the pun in the title – what Rebus really needs to bleed in the book is a radiator.
For a little while in the 1990s, I became convinced that in order to make a decent amount of money I would have to transfer my skills to television. I had already made several attempts at scripts for the established cop show The Bill. At meetings with the production team, I learned that each Bill script had to contain three scenarios, and that none of the action could involve the cops’ private lives or show them off-duty. Somehow I couldn’t stick to this formula. At around the same time, television had shown some interest in Rebus. I attended more meetings, this time with the BBC, and tried writing a few scripts (both adaptations and original stories), but seemed to hit a series of walls. Eventually, I started pitching non-Rebus ideas at my TV contacts, but still to no avail. All of which, however, may go some way towards explaining the slam-bang action opening of Let It Bleed. It’s still something I’d love to see on the big screen, done Hollywood-style: a night-time car chase in a blizzard, with the Forth Road Bridge beckoning. Fantastic.
Let It Bleed was a political novel, in that it used local and national politics for much of its plotting. By this time I had a real-life detective on my side, a fan of the books who had pointed out various procedural errors in previous stories. And with a few published novels under my belt, I was a known commodity in Edinburgh, so could approach complete strangers (council officials, for example) with a view to aiding my research. On my trips back to Edinburgh for Let It Bleed, I slept on a friend’s sofa, asked a lot of questions at the reception desks of various government agencies, and bought a few lunches and rounds of drinks. In some ways, the new book would be a return to the Edinburgh of my second novel, Hide Seek. Both stories are concerned with the changing face of Edinburgh, its attempts to embrace new employment opportunities (meaning new technologies) while still retaining a sense of identity. Structural change to Scotland’s capital was already under way: there was a plan for one of the breweries to open a theme park near the Palace of Holyrood. Eventually, the site would house Our Dynamic Earth and the Scottish Parliament instead, but at the time I was filled with a sense of glee: a theme park built on booze! Well, why not? Several city landmarks, including the Usher Hall, had been built with cash from brewing dynasties. The least we could do in the late twentieth century was celebrate our national relationship with alcohol: hence the use of a favourite Martin Amis line at the very start of the book: ‘Without women, life is a pub.’
While there is an abundance of action in Let It Bleed, it is also, to my mind, rather a soulful book. We are allowed access to Rebus’s thoughts as never before. We learn why he likes music, and why he turns so frequently to the bottle. Memories from his childhood are revealed, adding to our sense of him as a three-dimensional human being. The book contains some of my favourite scenes and images (for example, Rebus’s visit to a dry-stane dyker, or his invitation to a Perthshire shooting party), and ends with a few loose ends left straggling. Those loose ends seemed realistic to me, but irritated my American publishers to such an extent that they asked me to consider contributing an extra final chapter for US publication. This I eventually did, though I didn’t feel it added anything to the sum of the book (which is why it’s not being reprinted here). Between times, some old friends return to the series (Rebus’s daughter Sammy; his ex-lover Gill; the reporter Mairie Henderson). This, plus the fact that Rebus is back in his old flat, having jettisoned the students he’d been renting the place to, gives the book a solid, comfortable feel. By now I was confident in my ability to write a decent crime story, and to recreate Rebus’s world . . . which probably explains why I would be at pains to make my next book so different, providing me with a fresh set of challenges.
But for now, I was happy. I knew the inside of Rebus’s head. And he was happy, too, happy with his booze, cigarettes and music:
‘After a drink he liked to listen to the Stones. Women, relationships and colleagues had come and gone, but the Stones had always been there. He put the album on and poured himself a last drink. The guitar riff, one of easily half a dozen in Keith’s tireless repertoire, kicked the album off. I don’t have much, Rebus thought, but I have this . . .’
On the album Let It Bleed there’s a song about the Boston Strangler. Mick Jagger had written about a real-life crime. And what was good enough for Mick was surely good enough for me, as my next novel would demonstrate.
May 2005
A winter night, screaming out of Edinburgh.
The front car was being chased by three others. In the chasing cars were police officers. Sleet was falling through the darkness, blowing horizontally. In the second of the police cars, Inspector John Rebus had his teeth bared. He gripped the doorhandle with one hand, and the front edge of his passenger seat with the other. In the driver’s seat, Chief Inspector Frank Lauderdale seemed to have shed about thirty years. He was a youth again, enjoying the feeling of power which came from driving fast, driving a wee bit crazy. He sat well forward, peering through the windscreen.
‘We’ll get them!’ he yelled for the umpteenth time. ‘We’ll get the bastards!’
Rebus couldn’t unlock his jaw long enough to form a reply. It wasn’t that Lauderdale was a bad driver . . . Well OK, it wasn’t just that Lauderdale was a bad driver; the weather bothered Rebus too. When they’d taken the second roundabout at the Barnton Interchange, Rebus had felt the car’s back wheels losing all grip on the slick road surface. The tyres weren’t brand new to start with; probably retreads at that. The air temperature was near zero, the sleet lying treacherously in wait. They were out of the city now, leaving traffic lights and junctions behind. A car chase here should be safer. But Rebus didn’t feel safe.
In the car in front were two young, keen uniforms, with a DS and a DC in the car behind. Rebus looked into the wing mirror and saw headlights. He looked out of the passenger-side window and saw nothing. Christ, it was dark out there.
Rebus thought: I don’t want to die in the dark.
A telephone conversation the previous day.
‘Ten grand and we let your daughter go.’
The father licked his lips. ‘Ten? That’s a lot of money.’
‘Not to you.’
‘Wait, let me think.’ The father looked at the pad, where John Rebus had just scribbled something. ‘It’s short notice,’ he told the caller. Rebus was listening on an earpiece, staring at the tape recorder’s silently turning spools.
‘That attitude could get her hurt.’
‘No . . . please.’
‘Then you’d better get the money.’
‘You’ll bring her with you?’
‘We’re not cheats, mister. She’ll be there if the money is.’
‘Where?’
‘We’ll phone tonight with details. One last thing, no police, understand? Any sign, even a distant siren, and next time you see her’ll be the Co-op funeral parlour.’
‘We’ll get them!’ Lauderdale shouted.
Rebus felt his jaw unlock. ‘All right, we’ll get them. So why not ease off?’
Lauderdale glanced at him and grinned. ‘Lost your bottle, John?’ Then he jerked the wheel and pulled out to overtake a transit van.
The phone caller had sounded young, working-class. In his mouth, ‘understand’ had become unnerstaun. He’d spoken of the Co-op. He’d used the word ‘mister’. Young working class, maybe a bit naïve. Rebus just wasn’t sure.
‘Fife Police are waiting the other side of the bridge, right?’ he persisted, shouting above the engine whine. Lauderdale had the poor gearbox pounding away in third.
‘Right,’ Lauderdale agreed.
‘Then what’s our hurry?’
‘Don’t be soft, John. They’re ours.’
Rebus knew what his superior meant. If the front car made it over the Forth Road Bridge, then it was in Fife, and Fife Constabulary were waiting, a roadblock erected. It would be a Fife collar.
Lauderdale was on the radio, talking to the car ahead. His one-handed driving was only a little worse than his two-handed, shaking Rebus from side to side. Lauderdale put the radio down again.
‘What do you reckon?’ he said. ‘Will they come off at Queensferry?’
‘I don’t know,’ Rebus said.
‘Well, those two L-plates in front think we’ll catch them at the toll booths if they decide to go all the way.’
They probably would go all the way, too, driven by fear and adrenaline. The combination tended to put blinkers on your survival mechanism. You ran straight ahead, without thought or deviation. All you knew was flight.
‘You could at least put on your seatbelt,’ Rebus said.
‘I could,’ said Lauderdale. But he didn’t. Boy racers didn’t wear seatbelts.
The final slip-road was coming up. The front car sped past it. There was nowhere to go now but the bridge. The roadlighting high overhead grew thick again as they neared the toll booths. Rebus had a crazy notion of the fugitives stopping to pay their toll, just like everyone else. Winding down the window, fumbling for the coins . . .
‘They’re slowing.’
The road was spreading out, suddenly half a dozen lanes wide. Ahead of them stood the row of toll booths, and beyond that the bridge itself, curving up towards its midpoint as the steel coils held its carriageway in suspension, so that even on a clear, bright day you couldn’t see the far end when you drove on to it.
‘They’re definitely slowing.’
Only yards separated the four cars now, and Rebus could see, for the first time in a while, the back of the car they were chasing. It was a Y-registration Ford Cortina. The overhead lighting allowed him to make out two heads, driver and passenger, both male.
‘Maybe she’s in the boot,’ he said dubiously.
‘Maybe,’ Lauderdale agreed.
‘If she’s not in the car with them, they can’t harm her.’
Lauderdale nodded, not really listening, then reached for the radio again. There was a lot of interference. ‘If they go on to the bridge,’ he said, ‘that’s it, dead end. There’s no way off for them, unless the Fifers fuck up.’
‘So we stay here?’ Rebus suggested. Lauderdale just laughed. ‘Thought not,’ said Rebus.
But now something was happening. The suspects’ car . . . red tail-lights. Were they braking? No, reversing, and at speed. They hit the front police car with force, sending it shunting into Lauderdale’s.
‘Bastards!’
Then the front car was off again, veering crazily. It headed for one of the closed booths, hitting the barrier, not snapping it off but bending it enough to squeeze through. The sound of metal sparking against metal, and then they were gone. Rebus couldn’t believe it.
‘They’re on the wrong carriageway!’
And so they were, whether by accident or design. Picking up speed, the car was racing north along the southbound lanes, its headlights switched to full beam. The front police car hesitated, then followed. Lauderdale looked ready to do the same thing, but Rebus reached out a hand and tugged with all his might on the steering-wheel, bringing them back into the northbound lane.
‘Stupid bastard!’ Lauderdale spat, slamming the accelerator hard.
It was late night, not much traffic about. Even so, the driver of the front car was taking some risk.
‘They’ll only have this carriageway blocked, won’t they?’ Rebus pointed out. ‘If those lunatics make it to the other side, they could get away.’
Lauderdale didn’t say anything. He was looking across the central reservation, keeping the other two cars in sight. When he reached out for the radio, he all but lost control. The car jolted right, then harder to the left, slamming the metal side-rails. Rebus didn’t want to think about the Firth of Forth, hundreds of feet below. But he thought of it anyway. He’d walked across the bridge a couple of times, using the footpaths either side of the roadways. That had been scary enough, the ever-present wind threatening to gust you over the side. He felt a charge in his toes: a fear of heights.
On the other carriageway, the inevitable was happening, the incredible just about to begin. An articulated lorry, up to speed after a crawl to the top of the rise, saw headlights ahead of it where no headlights should be. The suspects’ car had already squeezed past two oncoming cars, and would have slipped into the outside lane to pass the artic, but the artic’s driver panicked. He pulled into the outside lane and his hands froze, foot still hard on the accelerator. The truck hit metal and started to rise. It went up into the air, hanging over the central reservation, which was itself a network of steel lines. The trailer snagged and the cab snapped forward, breaking free of its container and sailing into the northbound lanes, sliding on sparks and a spray of water, directly into the path of the car in which Lauderdale and Rebus were travelling.
Lauderdale did his best to hit the brakes, but there was nowhere to go. The cab was sliding diagonally, taking up both lanes. Nowhere to go. Rebus had a couple of seconds to take it in. He felt his whole being contract, everything trying to be where his scrotum was. He pulled his knees up, feet and hands against the dashboard, tucking his head against his legs . . .
Whump.
With his eyes screwed shut, all Rebus had to go on were noises and feeling. Something punched him in the cheekbone, then was gone. There was a shattering of glass, like ice cracking, and the sound of metal being tortured. His gut told him the car was travelling backwards. There were other sounds too, further away. More metal, more glass.
The artic cab had lost a lot of its momentum, and contact with the car stopped it dead. Rebus thought his spine would crack. Whiplash, did they call it? More like brick-lash, slab-lash. The car stopped, and the first thing he realised was that his jaw hurt. He looked over to the driver’s seat, reckoning Lauderdale had landed one on him for some unspecified reason, and saw that his superior wasn’t there any more.
Well, his arse was there, staring Rebus in the face from its unpromising position where the windscreen used to be. Lauderdale’s feet were tucked beneath the steering-wheel. One of his shoes had come off. His legs were draped over the steering-wheel itself. As for the rest of him, that was lying on what was left of the bonnet.
‘Frank!’ Rebus cried. ‘Frank!’ He knew better than to pull Lauderdale back into the car; knew better than to touch him at all. He tried opening his door, but it wasn’t a door any more. So he undid his seatbelt and squeezed out through the windscreen. His hand touched metal, and he felt a sizzling sensation. Cursing and drawing his hand away, he saw he’d placed it on a section of uncovered engine-block.
Cars were pulling to a stop behind him. The DS and DC were running forwards.
‘Frank,’ Rebus said quietly. He looked at Lauderdale’s face, bloody but still alive. Yes, he was sure Lauderdale was alive. There was just something . . . He wasn’t moving, you couldn’t even be sure he was breathing. But there was something, some unseen energy which hadn’t departed. Not yet at any rate.
‘You all right?’ someone asked.
‘Help him,’ Rebus ordered. ‘Get an ambulance. And check the lorry-cab, see how the driver is.’
Then he looked across to the other carriageway, and what he saw froze him. He couldn’t be sure at first, not totally. So he climbed up on to the metal spars separating the two carriageways. And then he was sure.
The suspects’ car had left the carriageway. Left it altogether. They’d somehow vaulted the crash-barrier, slid across the pedestrian walkway, and had enough velocity left to send them through the final set of railings, the ones separating the walkway from that drop to the Firth of Forth. A wind was whipping around Rebus, blowing the sleet into his eyes. He narrowed them and looked again. The Cortina was still there, hanging out into space, its front wheels through the rails but its back wheels and boot still on the walkway. He thought of what might be in the boot.
‘Oh my God,’ he said. Then he started to clamber over the thick metal tines.
‘What are you doing?’ someone yelled. ‘Come back!’
But Rebus kept moving, only barely aware of the drop beneath him, the amounts of space between each metal bar and its neighbour. More space than metal. The cold metal felt good against his stinging palm. He passed the back of the lorry. It had come to rest on its side, half on the roadway, half resting on the central gap. There was a sign on its side: Byars Haulage. Jesus, it was cold. That wind, that damned eternal wind. Yet he could feel he was sweating. I should be wearing a coat, he thought. I’ll catch my death.
Then he was on the carriageway, where a line of cars had come to an untidy stop. There was a proper gap between carriageway and walkway; a short distance, but all of it fresh air. Where the Cortina had made contact it had buckled the rails. Rebus stepped on to them, then made the short leap on to the walkway.
The two teenagers had stumbled from their car.
They’d had to climb over their seats and into the back in order to get out. The front doors led only to a fall. They were looking to left and right, seized by fright. There were sirens to the north. Fife Police were on their way.
Rebus held up his hands. The two uniformed officers were behind him. The youths weren’t looking at Rebus; all they could see were uniforms. They understood simple things. They understood what uniforms meant. They looked around again, looking for an escape that wasn’t there, then one of them – fair-haired, tall, slightly older-looking – gripped the younger one’s hand and started leading him backwards.
‘Don’t do anything daft, sons,’ said one of the uniforms. But they were just words. Nobody was listening. The two teenagers were against the rails now, only ten feet or so from the crashed car. Rebus walked slowly forwards, pointing with his finger, making it clear to them that he was going to the car. The impact had caused the boot to spring open an inch. Rebus carefully lifted it and looked in.
There was nobody inside.
As he closed the boot, the car rocked on its fulcrum then came to rest again. He looked towards the older of the boys.
‘It’s freezing out here,’ he said. ‘Let’s get you into a car.’
Then things happened in slow motion. The fair-haired boy shook his head, almost smiling, and placed his arms around his friend in what looked like nothing less than an embrace. Then he leaned back against the rail and just kept leaning, taking his friend with him. There was no resistance. Their cheap trainers held against the road surface for a second, then slipped, legs flicking up and over as they fell into the darkness.
Maybe it was suicide, maybe flight, Rebus thought later. Whatever it was meant to be, it was death for sure. When you hit water from that height, it was like hitting concrete. A fall like that, through the dark, and they didn’t scream, didn’t utter a sound, and couldn’t see the water rising to meet them.
Only they didn’t hit water.
A Royal Navy frigate had just left Rosyth Dockyard and was gliding out towards the sea, and that’s what they hit, embedding themselves in the metal deck.
Which, as everyone said back at the station, saved the police frogmen from a thankless sub-zero dip.
They took Rebus to the Royal Infirmary.
He travelled in the back of a police car. Frank Lauderdale was being brought by ambulance. Nobody knew yet how bad his injuries were. The frigate had been contacted by radio from Rosyth, but the crew had already found the bodies. Some had heard them hitting the deck. The frigate was returning to base. It would take a while to hammer the deck back into shape.
‘I feel like I’ve been hit with a hammer myself,’ Rebus told the nurse at the infirmary. He knew her; she’d treated him for burns a while back, rubbed lotion on and changed the dressings. She smiled as she left the little booth where he lay on an examining table. When she’d gone, Rebus took another account of himself. His jaw hurt where Lauderdale’s fist had connected prior to flying through the windscreen. The pain seemed to be burrowing deep, like it was getting into the nerves of his teeth. Otherwise he didn’t feel too bad; just shaken. He lifted his hands and held them in front of him. Yes, he could always blame the trembling on the crash, even if he knew he trembled a lot these days, smash or no smash. His palm was blistering nicely. Before putting on a dressing, the nurse had asked how he got the burn.
‘Put my hand on a hot engine,’ he’d explained.
‘Figures.’
Rebus looked and saw what she meant: part of the engine’s serial number had been branded on his flesh.
The doctor finally put in an appearance. It was a busy night. Rebus knew the doctor. His name was George Klasser and he was Polish or something, or at least his parents were. Rebus had always assumed Klasser was a bit too senior to do the night shift, yet here he was.
‘Bitter outside, isn’t it?’ Dr Klasser said.
‘Is that supposed to be funny?’
‘Just making conversation, John. How do you feel?’
‘I think I’m getting toothache.’
‘Anything else?’ Dr Klasser was fussing with the tools of his trade: penlight and stethoscope, a clipboard and nonworking Biro. Eventually he was ready to examine the patient. Rebus didn’t put up much of a fight. He was thinking of drinking: the creamy, almost gas-free head on a pint of eighty-bob. The warming aroma from a glass of malt.
‘How’s my chief inspector?’ Rebus asked when the nurse returned.
‘They’re taking X-rays,’ she told him.
‘Car chases at your age,’ Dr Klasser muttered. ‘I blame television.’
Rebus took a good look at him, and realised he hadn’t ever really looked at the man before, not properly. Klasser was in his early forties, steel-haired with a tanned and prematurely ageing face. If you only had head and shoulders to go on, you’d guess he was taller than was actually the case. He looked quite distinguished, which was why Rebus had pegged him for a senior consultant, something like that.
‘I thought only lackeys and L-plates worked nights,’ Rebus commented, while Klasser shone a light in his eyes.
Klasser put down the light and started to squeeze Rebus’s back, prodding it like he was plumping up a cushion.
‘Any pain there?’
‘No.’
‘What about there?’
‘No more than usual.’
‘Hmm . . . In answer to your question, John, I notice you’re working nights. Does that make you lackey or L-plate?’
‘That hurts.’
Dr Klasser smiled.
‘So,’ Rebus said, easing his shirt back on, ‘what’ve I got?’
Klasser found a pen that worked and scribbled something on his clipboard. ‘By my estimate, the way you’re going, you’ve got a year, maybe two.’
The two men stared at one another. Rebus knew precisely what the doctor was talking about.
‘I’m serious, John. You smoke, you drink like a fish, and you don’t exercise. Since Patience stopped feeding you, your diet’s gone to hell. Starch and carbohydrate, saturated fat . . .’
Rebus tried to stop listening. He knew his drinking was a problem these days precisely because he’d learned self-control. As a result, few people noticed that he had a problem. He was well dressed at work, alert when the occasion demanded, and even visited the gym some lunchtimes. He ate lazily, and maybe too much, and yes, he was back on the cigs. But then nobody was perfect.
‘An uncanny prognosis, Doctor.’ He finished buttoning his shirt, started tucking it into his waistband, then thought better of it. He felt more comfortable with the shirt outside his trousers. He knew he’d feel even more comfortable with his trouser button undone. ‘And you can tell that just by prodding my back?’
Dr Klasser smiled again. He was folding up his stethoscope. ‘You can’t hide that sort of thing from a doctor, John.’
Rebus eased into his jacket. ‘So,’ he said, ‘see you in the pub later?’
‘I’ll be there around six.’
‘Fine.’
Rebus walked out of the hospital and took a deep breath.
It was two-thirty in the morning, about as cold and dark as the night could get. He thought about checking on Lauderdale, but knew it could wait till morning. His flat was just across The Meadows, but he didn’t fancy the walk. The sleet was still falling, beginning to turn to snow, and there was that stabbing wind, like a thug you meet in a narrow lane, one who won’t let you go.
Then a car horn sounded. Rebus saw a cherry-red Renault 5, and inside it DC Siobhan Clarke, waving towards him. He almost danced to the car.
‘What are you doing here?’
‘I heard,’ she said.
‘How come?’ He opened the passenger-side door.
‘I was curious. I wasn’t on shift, but I kept in touch with the station, just to find out what happened at the meet. When I heard about the crash, I got dressed and came down here.’
‘Well, you’re a sight for sore teeth.’
‘Teeth?’
Rebus rubbed his jaw. ‘Sounds crazy, but I think that dunt has given me toothache.’
She started the car. It was lovely and warm. Rebus could feel himself drifting off.
‘Bit of a disaster then?’ she said.
‘A bit.’ They turned out of the gates, heading left towards Tollcross.
‘How’s the CI?’
‘I don’t know. They’re X-raying him. Where are we going?’
‘I’m taking you home.’
‘I should go back to the station.’
She shook her head. ‘I called in. They don’t want you till morning.’
Rebus relaxed a little more. Maybe the painkillers were kicking in. ‘When’s the post-mortem?’
‘Nine-thirty.’ They were on Lauriston Place.
‘There was a shortcut you could have taken back there,’ Rebus told her.
‘It was a one-way street.’
‘Yes, but nobody uses it this time of night.’ He realised what he’d said. ‘Jesus,’ he whispered, rubbing his eyes.
‘So what was it?’ Siobhan Clarke asked. ‘I mean, was it an accident, or were they looking to escape?’
‘Neither,’ Rebus said quietly. ‘If I’d to put money on it, I’d say suicide.’
She looked at him. ‘Both of them?’
He shrugged, then shivered.
At the Tollcross lights they waited in silence until red turned to green. A couple of drunks were walking home, bodies tilted into the wind.
‘Horrible night,’ Clarke said, moving off. Rebus nodded, saying nothing. ‘Will you attend the post-mortem?’
‘Yes.’
‘Can’t say I’d fancy it.’
‘Do we know who they were yet?’
‘Not that I know of.’
‘I keep forgetting, you’re off-duty.’
‘That’s right, I’m off-duty.’
‘What about the car, have we traced that?’
She turned towards him and laughed. It sounded odd to him, there in that stuffy overheated car, that time of night, with all that had gone before. Sudden laughter, as strange a sound as you’d ever hear. He rubbed his jaw and pushed an exploratory finger into his mouth. The teeth he touched seemed solid enough.
Then he saw feet suddenly sweeping out from under two young bodies, the bodies leaning back into space and disappearing. They hadn’t made a sound. No accident, no escape attempt; something fatalistic, something agreed between them.
‘Cold?’
‘No,’ he said, ‘I’m not cold.’
She signalled to turn off Melville Drive. To the left, what he could see of The Meadows was covered in a fresh glaze of slow. To the right was Marchmont, and Rebus’s flat.
‘She wasn’t in the car,’ he said flatly.
‘There was always that possibility,’ Siobhan Clarke said. ‘We don’t even know she’s missing, not for a fact.’
‘No,’ he agreed, ‘we don’t.’
‘Just two daft laddies.’ She’d picked up the expression, but it sounded awkward given her English accent. Rebus smiled in the dark.
And then he was home.
She dropped him outside his tenement door, and refused a half-hearted offer of coffee. Rebus didn’t want her to see the dump he called home. The students had moved out in October, leaving the place not quite his. There were things not quite right, not quite the way he remembered. Cutlery was missing, and had been replaced with stuff he hadn’t seen before. It was the same with the crockery. When he’d moved back here from Patience’s, he’d brought his stuff back in boxes. Most of the boxes were in the hall, still waiting to be unpacked.
Exhausted, he climbed the stairs, opened his door, and walked past the boxes, making straight for the living room and his chair.
His chair was much the same as ever. It had remoulded itself quickly to his shape. He sat down, then got up again and checked the radiator. The thing was barely warm, and there was a racking noise from within. He needed a special key, some tool that would open the valve and let it bleed. The other radiators were the same.
He made himself a hot drink, put a tape into the cassette deck, and got the duvet off his bed. Back at his chair he took off some of his clothes and covered himself with the duvet. He reached down, unscrewed the top from a bottle of Macallan, and poured some into his coffee. He drank the first half of the mug, then added more whisky.
He could hear car engines, and metal twisting, and the wind whistling all around. He could see feet, the soles of cheap trainers, something close to a smile on the lips of a fair-haired teenager. But then the smile became darkness, and everything disappeared.
Slowly, he hugged himself to sleep.
Down at the City Mortuary in the Cowgate Dr Curt was nowhere to be seen, but Professor Gates was already at work.
‘You know,’ he said, ‘you can fall from any height you want; it’s just that last damned half-inch that’s fatal.’
With him around the slab were Inspector John Rebus, Detective Sergeant Brian Holmes, another doctor, and a pathology assistant. The Preliminary Notification of Sudden Death had already been submitted to the Procurator-Fiscal, and now the Sudden Death Report was being prepared on two deceased males, probable identities William David Coyle and James Dixon Taylor.
James Taylor – Rebus looked at the mess over which Professor Gates was fussing and remembered that final embrace. Ain’t it good to know that you’ve got a friend.
The force of the impact of the bodies upon the steel deck of Her Majesty’s naval frigate Descant had turned them from human beings into something more like hairy jam. There was some on the slab – the rest sat in gleaming steel buckets. No next of kin was going to be asked to participate in a formal identification. It was the sort of thing they could just about accomplish by DNA-testing, if such proved necessary.
‘Flatpacks, we call them,’ Professor Gates said. ‘Saw a lot at Lockerbie. Scraped them off the ground and took them to the local ice rink. Handy place, an ice rink, when you suddenly find yourself with two hundred and seventy bodies.’
Brian Holmes had seen bad deaths before, but he was not immune. He kept shuffling his feet and shifting his shoulders, and glaring with hard, judgmental eyes at Rebus, who was humming scraps of ‘You’re So Vain’.
Establishing time, date and place of death was straight-forward. Certified cause of death was easy too, though Professor Gates wasn’t sure of the precise wording.
‘Blunt force trauma?’
‘How about boating accident?’ Rebus offered. There were some smiles at that. Like most pathologists, Professor Alexander Gates MD, FRC Path, DMJ (Path), FRCPE, MRCPG, was possessed of a sense of humour as wide as his letter-heading. A quite necessary sense of humour. He didn’t look like a pathologist. He wasn’t tall and cadaverously grey like Dr Curt, but was a bossy, shuffling figure, with the physique of a wrestler rather than an undertaker. He was broad-chested, bull-necked, and had pudgy hands, the fingers of which he delighted in cracking, one at a time or all together.
He liked people to call him Sandy.
‘I’m the one issuing the death certificate,’ he told Brian Holmes, who filled in the relevant box on the rough-up Sudden Death Report. ‘My address care of Police Surgeoncy, Cowgate.’
Rebus and the others watched as Gates made his examination. He was able to confirm the existence of two separate corpses. Samples were taken of veinous blood for grouping, DNA, toxicology, and alcohol. Usually urine samples would be taken also, but that just wasn’t possible, and Gates was even doubtful about the efficacy of blood testing. Vitreous humour and stomach contents were next, along with bile and liver.
Before their eyes, he started to reconstruct the bodies: not so they became identifiable as humans, not entirely, but just so he could be satisfied he had everything the bodies had once had. Nothing missing, and nothing extraneous.
‘I used to love jigsaws when I was a youngster,’ the pathologist said quietly, bent over his task.
Outside it was a dry, freezing day. Rebus remembered liking jigsaws too. He wondered if kids still played with them. The post-mortem over, he stood on the pavement and smoked a cigarette. There were pubs to left and right of him, but none were yet open. His breakfast tot of whisky had all but evaporated.
Brian Holmes came out of the mortuary stuffing a green cardboard file into his briefcase. He saw Rebus rubbing at his jaw.
‘You all right?’
‘Toothache, that’s all.’
It was, too; it was definitely toothache, or at least gum-ache. He couldn’t positively identify any one tooth as the culprit: the pain was just there, swelling below the surface.
‘Give you a lift?’
‘Thanks, Brian, but I’ve got my car.’
Holmes nodded and tugged up his collar. His chin was tucked into a blue lambswool scarf. ‘The bridge is open again,’ he said, ‘one lane southbound.’
‘What about the Cortina?’
‘Howdenhall have it. They’re fingerprinting, just in case she ever was in the car.’
Rebus nodded, saying nothing. Holmes said nothing back.
‘Something I can do for you, Brian?’
‘No, not really. I was just wondering . . . weren’t you supposed to be at the station first thing?’
‘So?’
‘So why come here instead?’
It was a good question. Rebus looked back at the mortuary doors, remembering the scene all over again. The artic, assuming the crash position, Lauderdale spread across the bonnet, then seeing the other car . . . a final embrace . . . a fall.
He shrugged non-committally and made for his car.
Chief Inspector Frank Lauderdale was going to be all right.
That was the good news.
The bad news was that DI Alister Flower was looking for temporary promotion to fill Lauderdale’s shoes.
‘And with the funeral meats not yet cold,’ said Chief Superintendent ‘Farmer’ Watson. He blushed, realising what he’d said. ‘Not that there’s . . . I mean, no funeral or . . .’ He coughed into his bunched fist.
‘Flower’s got a point though, sir,’ said Rebus, covering his boss’s embarrassment. ‘It’s just that he’s got the tact of a tomcat. I mean, somebody’ll have to fill in. How long’s Frank going to be out of the game?’
‘We don’t know.’ The Farmer picked up a sheet of paper and read from it. ‘Both legs broken, two broken ribs, broken wrist, concussion: there’s half a page of diagnosis here.’
Rebus rubbed his bruised cheekbone, wondering if it was responsible for the broken wrist.
‘We don’t even know,’ the Farmer went on quietly, ‘whether he’ll walk again. The breaks were pretty severe. Meantime, the last thing I need is Flower and you vying for any temporary promotion it may or may not be in my power to give.’
‘Understood.’
‘Good.’ The Farmer paused. ‘So what can you tell me about last night?’
‘It’ll be in my report, sir.’
‘Of course it will, but I’d prefer the truth. What was Frank playing at?’
‘How do you mean?’
‘I mean driving around like the Dukes of Hazzard. We’ve got expendables for that sort of escapade.’
‘We were just maintaining a pursuit, sir.’
‘Of course you were.’ Watson studied Rebus. ‘Nothing you’d like to add to that?’
‘Not much, sir. Except that it was no accident, and they’d no intention of getting away. It was a suicide pact: unspoken, but suicide all the same.’
‘And why would they do that?’
‘I’ve no idea, sir.’
The Farmer sighed and sat back in his chair. ‘John, I think you should know my feelings on all of this.’
‘Yes, sir?’
‘It was an utter balls-up from start to finish.’
. . . And that was putting it mildly.
They were only there because of power, because of influence, because a favour was asked. That was how it had started: with a discreet call from the city’s Lord Provost to the deputy chief constable of Lothian and Borders Police, requesting that his daughter’s disappearance be investigated.
Not that anything unlawful was hinted at. It wasn’t that she’d been abducted, assaulted, murdered, nothing like that. It was just that she’d walked out of the house one morning and not come back. Yes, she’d left a note. It was addressed to her father and the message was simple: ‘Arseholes, I’m off.’ It was unsigned, but was in the daughter’s handwriting.
Had there been a disagreement? An argument? Strong words? Well, it was impossible to have a teenager in the house without the occasional difference of view. And how old was the Lord Provost’s daughter, little Kirstie Kennedy? There came the crux: she was seventeen, and a mature, well-educated seventeen at that, well able to look after herself and old enough legally to leave home any time she wished. Which should have taken the matter out of the police’s hands, except . . . except that it was the Lord Provost asking, the Right Honourable Cameron McLeod Kennedy, JP, Councillor for South Gyle.
So the message filtered down from the DCC: take a look for Kirstie Kennedy, but keep it quiet.
Which was, everyone agreed, next to impossible. You didn’t ask questions on the street without rumours starting, people fearing the worst for the subject of your questions. This was the excuse given when the media got hold of the story.
There was a photograph of the daughter, a photo police had been given and which somehow the media got their paws on. The Lord Provost was furious about that. It proved to him that he had enemies within the force. As Rebus could have told him, if you went demanding a favour, someone down the line could come to resent it.
So there she was, on TV and in the papers: little Kirstie Kennedy. Not a very recent photo, maybe two or three years out of date; and the difference between fourteen or fifteen and seventeen was crucial. Rebus, father of a onetime teenage daughter, knew that. Kirstie was grown up now, and the photo would be next to useless in helping trace her.
The Lord Provost quietened the media hubbub by giving a press conference. His wife was with him – his second wife, not Kirstie’s mother; Kirstie’s mother was dead – and she was asked what she’d like to say to the runaway.
‘I’d just like her to know we’re praying for her, that’s all.’
And then came the first phone call.
It wasn’t hard to phone the Lord Provost. He was in the phone book, plus his appointments number was listed alongside every other councillor in a useful pamphlet handed out to tens of thousands of Edinburgh residents.
The caller sounded young, a voice not long broken. He hadn’t given a name. All he’d said was that he had Kirstie, and that he wanted money for her return. He’d even put a girl on the phone. She’d squealed a couple of words before being pulled away. The words had been ‘Dad’ and ‘I’.
The Lord Provost couldn’t be sure it was Kirstie, but he couldn’t not be sure either. He wanted the police’s help again, and they told him to set up a drop with the kidnappers; only there wouldn’t be money waiting for them, there’d be police officers and plenty of them.
The intention wasn’t to confront but to tail. A police helicopter was brought into play, along with four unmarked cars. It should have been easy.
It should have been. But the caller had selected as drop zone a bus stop on the busy Queensferry Road. Lots of fast-moving traffic, and nowhere to stop an unmarked car inconspicuously. The caller had been clever. When it came time for the pick-up, the Cortina had stopped on the other side of the road from the bus stop. The passenger had come hurtling across the road, dodging traffic, picked up the bag full of wads of newspaper, and taken it back to the waiting car.
Three of the police cars were facing the wrong way, and it took a devil of a time to turn them round. But the fourth had radioed back with the suspect car’s whereabouts. The helicopter, of course, had been grounded earlier, the weather being impossible. All of which left Lauderdale – officer in charge – furiously gunning his car to catch up with the race, and shedding years in the process.
Rebus hoped it had been worth it. He hoped Lauderdale, lying strapped up in hospital, would get a thrill from remembering the chase. All it had given Rebus were a sick feeling in the gut, a bad dream, and this damned sore face.
There was a collection going around to buy something for the chief inspector. Pointedly and all too quickly, DI Alister Flower put in a tenner. He was walking around with his chest stuck out and a greasepaint smile on his face. Rebus loathed him more than ever.
Everybody kept looking at Rebus, wondering if he’d be promoted over Flower. Wondering what Rebus would do if Flower suddenly became his boss. The rumours piled up faster than the collection money. It wasn’t even close.
Rebus was not alone in reckoning the kidnapping for a hoax. They’d know for sure very soon, now that they had traced the car, located its owner, discovered that he’d loaned it to two friends and gone to those friends’ shared house only to find nobody home.
The car owner was downstairs in an interview room. They were telling him that if he was straight with them, they’d forget about the car’s lack of proper insurance. He was telling them story after story, the life and times of Willie Coyle and Dixie Taylor. Rebus went down to listen for a while. DS Macari and DC Allder were doing the interview.
‘Detective Inspector Rebus enters, twelve-fifteen hours,’ Macari said for the benefit of the tape recorder. ‘So,’ he said to the seated youth, ‘how did they make out, Willie and Dixie? Both on the broo, but you can always supplement the broo, eh?’
Rebus stood against the wall, trying to appear casual. He even smiled towards the car owner, nodded to let him know everything was all right. The car owner was in his late teens, presentable enough, neatly dressed and groomed. He wore a discreet silver-loop earring in his right ear, but no other jewellery, not even a watch.
‘They got along,’ he said. ‘Like, the dole money’s no’ bad, even social security, you can live on it if you’re careful.’
‘And they were careful?’ Macari paused. ‘Mr Duggan nods his head.’ This again for the tape recorder. ‘So why would they pull a stunt like this?’
Duggan shook his head. ‘I wish I knew. I never got an inkling. Willie’d never asked for a loan of the car before. He said he had something to shift.’
‘What sort of thing?’
‘He didn’t say.’
‘But you loaned him the car anyway.’
‘Like I say, Willie’s the careful sort.’
‘And Dixie?’
Duggan gave the hint of a smile. ‘Well, Dixie’s different. He needed looking after.’
‘What? Was he soft in the head like?’
‘No, he was just laid back. He didn’t . . . it was hard to get him interested.’ He looked up. ‘It’s hard to put into words.’
‘Just try your best, Mr Duggan.’
‘Ever since school, Willie and Dixie had been best pals. They liked the same music, same comics, same games. They understood one another.’
‘And they shared digs ever since they left home?’
Rebus liked Macari’s style. Around the station they called him ‘Toni’, after the character in Oor Wullie. He’d managed to get Duggan relaxed and talkative; he’d forged a relationship. Rebus wasn’t so sure of Allder; Allder was one of Flower’s men.
‘I think so,’ Duggan was saying. ‘They were right close. We had a book at school once. It had two characters like them in it, one daft and the other not.’
‘Of Mice and Men?’ Rebus offered.
‘I thought that was Burns,’ Allder said.
Rebus indicated to Macari that he was leaving.
‘Inspector Rebus leaves room, twelve-thirty hours. So, Mr Duggan, to get back to the car . . .’
As ever, Rebus timed his exit just wrong. Alister Flower was walking along the corridor towards him, whistling ‘Dixie’.
‘There’s a lad in there,’ Rebus reminded him, ‘has just lost two pals, one of them called Dixie.’
Flower stopped whistling and barked a short, unpleasant laugh. ‘Must’ve been my, you know, subconscious.’
‘You’ve got to be conscious to have one of those,’ Rebus said, moving away. ‘Which sort of disqualifies you.’
Flower wasn’t letting him off so easily. He caught up with Rebus at the double doors. ‘Things’ll be different when I’m Chief Inspector,’ he snarled.
‘Yes, they will,’ Rebus agreed. ‘Because by then they’ll have cured cancer and put a man on Mars.’
Then he pushed through the doors and was gone.
He drove out to Stenhouse. It was further out of town than he remembered, and nicer too. Quiet, once you came off Gorgie Road. Two-storey semis with tidy front gardens and swept pavements. Some of the doorsteps looked scrubbed; his mother had got down on her knees with all the other women in their cul-de-sac a couple of times a week to scrub the step with hot soapy water or bleach. A dirty front step reflected badly on the home within.
Rebus was more used to central Edinburgh, tenement city. The little suburbia managed to surprise him. Salt had been put down along the pavements and roads. In summer the neighbours would be out gossiping over fences, but this was winter and they were hibernating.
An Edinburgh winter could be a real stayer, starting early in October and lasting into April. The days were not constant: sometimes it was twilight all day; other times, with fresh snow on the ground, the sun’s glare scoured your eyes. People walked everywhere squinting, either peering into the gloom or protecting themselves from the fierce light.
Today was a twilight day, the sky a dull maroon, threatening a fall. Rebus stuffed his hands into his pockets and felt the small paper bag. He’d found an ironmonger’s on Gorgie Road, and had been directed to a specialist shop where he’d been sold a radiator key. Now he looked around, found the house he was looking for, and walked up to the front door.
‘Afternoon sir,’ said Siobhan Clarke, answering his knock. ‘How are you feeling?’
Rebus pushed his way inside. The house wasn’t much warmer than outside. In the living room, Brian Holmes was flipping through a collection of CDs.
‘Anything?’ Rebus asked.
Holmes stood up. ‘There are a few newspapers with items about the Kennedy case. Probably gave them the idea. No sign she’s ever been here. Pretty unlikely she’d run about with dossers like those two. She’s a Gillespie’s girl; Willie and Dixie were strictly comprehensive.’
‘Looks like a straightforward hoax, sir,’ Clarke agreed.
Rebus was looking around. He turned to Clarke. ‘Say you’re a well brought-up wee lassie, good school, nice lifestyle. Say you want to run away from home and just disappear for a while, maybe for ever. Would you take up with people your own class, or would you head downmarket, where nobody’d know you and nobody’d care?’
‘Down to guys like Willie and Dixie you mean?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘I’m only speculating. If you were to ask me, I’d say she’s done what every runner from Scotland does – gone to London.’
‘God help her,’ Holmes said quietly.
‘So, have you finished looking around?’
‘No, sir.’
‘Then don’t let me stop you. In fact, plug that electric fire in and I might even lend a hand.’
Brian Holmes searched in his pockets for coins for the electric meter, then they got to work.
There were two bedrooms, one tidy, the bed made, the other a mess. The tidy room belonged to Willie Coyle, as a letter from the DSS lying by the bed confirmed. There were books on a bookshelf, most of them brand new. Rebus wondered which bookshop had been losing stock recently. He pulled out something called Trainspotting, and saw that there were some sheets of paper hidden behind the row of books. The sheets were stapled at one corner, professionally word-processed with charts and graphs. They seemed to comprise a business report, a plan of some kind.
Holmes looked over his superior’s shoulder. ‘Don’t tell me Willie was an entrepreneur?’
Rebus shrugged, but rolled the report up and put it in his pocket.
‘In here!’ Siobhan Clarke called. By the time they reached her, she was pulling out her haul from beneath Dixie Taylor’s bed. Three disposable syringes, still in their wrappers, a candle burnt to a nub, and a dessert spoon blackened on its bottom.
‘No sign of any skag,’ she said, standing up and straightening her hair.
‘I’ll check beneath the other bed,’ Holmes said.
Rebus was smiling. ‘“Skag”?’ he said. ‘What sort of books have you been reading?’ Then his face turned serious. ‘Better call for backup, give this place a thorough going over.’
‘Right, sir.’
When Rebus was alone in the room, he examined the syringes. There was a fine layer of dust on the packets, and little balls of fluff lay in the spoon. Dixie obviously hadn’t used his works in some time. Rebus went to the bathroom, checking for Methodone or whatever the doctors gave you these days to wean you off. But he found only flu powders, paracetamol, mouthwash. He checked the mail again, but found nothing from any hospital or rehab centre.
Then he phoned Professor Gates and asked about the blood samples.
‘I haven’t had the results yet. Is there a problem?’
‘Possible heroin use,’ Rebus said. ‘At least by one of them.’
‘I could check the bodies again. I wasn’t really looking for puncture marks.’
‘Would you find them if they were there?’
‘Well, as you saw yourself, the bodies aren’t exactly pristine, and IV users are good at hiding their wounds. They’ll inject into the tongue, the penis –’
‘Well, see what you can do, Professor.’ Rebus put down the phone. He suddenly didn’t feel comfortable indoors, so went to get some air. He lasted thirty seconds outside, then went next door and pushed the bell. A middle-aged woman opened the door, and Rebus started to show her his ID.
‘I know who you are,’ she said. ‘It’s a crying shame, those poor wee lads. Come in, come in.’
Her name was Mrs Tweedie, and she kept a warm house. Rebus sat down on the sofa and rubbed his hands, getting some feeling back into them while avoiding the burn on his palm.
‘Did you know them well, Mrs Tweedie?’
She watched him take out his notebook and pen. ‘You don’t mind, do you?’ he asked.
‘Not at all, but I thought I might make us a cup of tea first. Is that all right?’
That was just fine with John Rebus.
He sat there for over half an hour. The room was so hot he thought he might nod off, but what Mrs Tweedie had to say brought him wide awake.
‘Nice lads, the pair of them. Helped me home with my shopping once, and wouldn’t stop for a cup of tea.’
‘You saw them often?’
‘Well, I saw them coming and going.’
‘Did they keep regular hours? I mean, were they active at night?’
‘I wouldn’t know. I’m not late to bed. They sometimes played their music a bit loud, but all I did was turn up the telly. If they were having a party, they always warned us in advance.’
Rebus brought out the Kirstie photograph. ‘Have you seen this girl before, Mrs Tweedie?’
‘Gracious, yes!’
‘Oh?’
‘I saw her in the Daily Record.’
Rebus felt his hopes sink. ‘But never round here?’
‘No, never. I saw their landlord often though.’
Rebus frowned. ‘I thought these houses were council-owned?’
Mrs Tweedie nodded. ‘So they are.’
Rebus started to get it. ‘But it’s not Willie’s and Dixie’s names in the rent book?’
‘They explained to me that they were . . . er, sub-something.’
‘Sub-letting?’
‘Aye, that’s it. From the lad who had the house before them.’
‘And what’s his name, Mrs Tweedie?’
‘Well, his first name’s Paul. I don’t know his second. Nice young lad, always smartly dressed. Only thing I didn’t like, he wore one of those . . .’ She tugged her ear and made a face. ‘Doesn’t look at all right on a man.’
‘Paul Duggan?’ Rebus suggested.
She tried the name out. ‘You know,’ she said, ‘you could be right.’
As Rebus drove out on to Gorgie Road he had a song in his head. It was an old Neil Young number, ‘The Needle and the Damage Done’. He stopped the car in front of the jail to collect his thoughts. An access road ran from Gorgie Road up to the gatehouse, the tall fence, and the solid building behind with its massive door and large clock. Though not yet five o’clock, it was dark, but the prison was well lit. Officially it was HM Prison Edinburgh; but everyone knew it as Saughton Jail. The main building looked like a Victorian workhouse.
They’d have ended up in jail, he thought to himself. They knew even a hoax kidnapping was a serious offence.
Willie Coyle, the taller, the fair-haired of the two. Rebus was imagining what had gone through Willie’s mind in those final seconds before he took the plunge. Dixie and he would go to jail. They’d almost certainly be separated: different wings if not different jails. Dixie would have no one to look after him. Rebus thought of Lenny in Of Mice and Men. Dixie had been an injector, maybe he’d been helped off, helped by his friend Willie. But in Scotland’s jails, there were plenty of drugs. Of course, you’d have to have something to trade, and a boy Dixie’s age always had something to trade.
Had Willie weighed up the options? And had he then hugged his friend, hugged him to death? Rebus was beginning to like Willie Coyle. He was wishing he wasn’t dead.
But he was, they both were. Cold and commingled on the slab, leaving not much behind except the fact that Paul Duggan was a very cool customer indeed. Rebus would be talking to Paul Duggan, sooner rather than later. But for now he had other people to see, another appointment. It was the one appointment he’d known all day he would keep, come hell or high water.
There was a gas-fire, the kind that gave out actual flames, burning in what looked like the original grate; and smoke too, though the smoke came from cigarettes and pipes. The TV was on, all but drowned out by the live music. As often happened on a winter’s evening, Edinburgh’s folk musicians managed to find themselves in the same pub at the same time. They were playing in a corner: three fiddles, a squeeze-box, a bodhran, and a flute. The flautist was the only woman. The men were bearded and ruddy-cheeked and wore thick-knit jumpers. The pints on their table were three-quarters full. The woman was thin and pale with long brown hair, but her cheeks were bright from firelight.
A few customers were up dancing, arms linked and birling in what space there was. Rebus liked to think they were just keeping warm, but in fact they looked like they were having fun.
‘Three more halfs and a couple of nips,’ he told the barman.
‘And what are your friends drinking?’
‘Ha ha,’ said Rebus. He was flanked at the bar by his drinking companions, George Klasser and Donny Dougary. While Klasser was known as ‘Doc’, Dougary was called ‘Salty’. Rebus didn’t know either of them very well outside the confines of the pub, but most evenings between six and half-seven they were the best of pals. Salty Dougary was trying to be heard above the general confusion.
‘So what I’m saying is, you can go anywhere on the superhighway, anywhere, and in future it’ll be even bigger. You’ll do your shopping by computer, you’ll watch telly on it, play games, listen to music . . . and everything will be there. I can talk to the White House if I want: I can download stuff from all over the world. I sit there at my desk and I can travel anywhere.’
‘Can you travel to the pub by computer, Salty?’ a drinker further down the bar asked.
Salty ignored him and held his thumb and forefinger a couple of inches apart. ‘Hard disks the size of credit cards, you’ll have a whole PC in the palm of your hand.’
‘You shouldn’t say that to a policeman, Salty,’ George Klasser offered, causing laughter. He turned to Rebus.
‘How’s that tooth?’
‘The anaesthetic helps,’ Rebus said, tipping the last of his whisky into his mouth.
‘I hope you’re not mixing alcohol and painkillers.’
‘Would I do that? Salty, give the man some money.’
Salty stopped talking to himself. The barman was waiting, so he pulled out a ten-pound note, watching its sad ebbing as it flowed into the till. Salty was called Salty because of salt and sauce, which were what you put on your chip-shop supper. The connection being chips, since Salty worked in an electronics factory in South Gyle. He’d been a late arrival in ‘Silicon Glen’, and was hoping the industry would continue to prosper. Six factories before this one had closed on him, leaving long periods of jobless space between them. He still remembered the days when money was tight – ‘I could have collected Social Security for Scotland’ – and watched his money accordingly. He made microchips these days, feeding an assembly plant on Clydeside and another in Gyle Park West.
‘Yé dancing?’
Rebus half turned to see a woman grinning toothlessly at him. He thought her name was Morag. She was married to the man with the tartan shoelaces.
‘Not tonight,’ he said, trying to look flattered. You could never tell with the man with the tartan shoelaces: dance with his wife and you were flirting; turn her down and you were, by implication, snubbing him. Rebus rested his foot on the polished brass bar-rail and drank his drinks.
By eight o’clock, both Doc and Salty had left, and an old guy in a shapeless bunnet was standing next to Rebus. The man had forgotten his false teeth, and his cheeks were sunken. He was telling Rebus about American history.
‘I like it, ken. Just American, not any other kind.’
‘Why’s that?’
‘Eh?’
‘Why just American?’
The man licked his lips. He wasn’t focusing on Rebus, or on anything in the bar. You couldn’t be sure he was even focusing on the present day.
‘Well,’ he said at last, ‘I suppose it’s because of the Westerns. I love Westerns. Hopalong Cassidy, John Wayne . . . I used to like Hopalong Cassidy.’
‘Could It Be Forever,’ said Rebus, ‘that was one of his.’
Then he finished his drink and went home.
The telephone was ringing. Rebus considered not answering; resistance lasted all of ten seconds.
‘Hello?’
‘Hello, Dad.’
He flopped into his chair. ‘Hello, Sammy. Where are you?’ She paused too long. ‘Still at Patience’s, eh? How are you?’
‘Fine.’
‘How’s work?’
‘You really want to know?’
‘Just being polite.’ Fatherly, he thought suddenly: I should have said fatherly, not polite. Sometimes he wished life had a rewind function.
‘Well, I won’t bore you with the details then.’
‘I take it Patience is out?’ It stood to reason: Sammy never called when she was home.
‘Yes, she’s out with . . . I mean at something. She’s out at something.’
Rebus smiled. ‘What you really mean is that she’s out with someone.’
‘I’m not very good at this.’
‘Don’t blame yourself, blame your genes. Do you want to meet?’
‘Not tonight, I’m dog-tired. Patience asked . . . she wondered if you’d like to come to tea some day. She thinks we should see more of one another.’
As usual, thought Rebus, Patience was right. ‘I’d like that. When?’
‘I’ll ask Patience and get back to you. Deal?’
‘Deal.’
‘Well, I’m off for an early night. What about you?’
Rebus looked down at his chair. ‘I’m already there. Sleep tight.’
‘You too, Dad. Love you.’
‘You too, pet,’ Rebus said quietly, but only after he’d put down the phone.
He went over to the hi-fi. After a drink, he liked to listen to the Stones. Women, relationships, and colleagues had come and gone, but the Stones had always been there. He put the album on and poured himself a last drink. The guitar riff, one of easily half a dozen in Keith’s tireless repertoire, kicked the album off. I don’t have much, Rebus thought, but I have this. He thought of Lauderdale in his hospital bed; Patience out enjoying herself; Kirstie Kennedy in a Charing Cross cardboard-box. Then he saw cheap trainers, a final embrace, and Willie Coyle’s face.
Rebus just couldn’t seem to drink him off his mind.
He remembered the report he’d found hidden in Willie’s bedroom. It was on the kitchen worktop, and he went to fetch it. It was a business plan, something to do with a computer software company called LABarum. The text explained that the dictionary definition of ‘labarum’ was ‘moral standard or guide’, and the reason the company would use upper case for the first three letters was to emphasise Lothian And Borders. The business plan discussed future development, costings, projected balance sheet, employment range. It was dry, and it was couched in the conditional. Rebus got out the phone book but found no listing anywhere for LABarum.
Someone had been working on the text, underlining some phrases, circling words, doing jotted calculations beside the graphs and bar charts. Sentences had been deleted in red pen, words changed. Some points had been ticked. Rebus couldn’t know if the handwriting was Willie Coyle’s. He didn’t know if Willie had owned such a thing as a red Biro. But he did wonder what such a document was doing hidden in Willie Coyle’s bedroom. When he turned to the last sheet, there was a word scrawled diagonally across it and underlined heavily. The word was DALGETY. He flipped through the report again but found no other mention of Dalgety. Was it a person, a place, another company? The word was scored into the paper in blue ink. It was impossible to say if it was in the same hand as the amendments and marginalia.
He poured another drink – this would be his last – and flipped the album over. He was annoyed, more with himself than anyone. It was case closed after all: a couple of desperate hoaxers fell off a bridge and died. That was all. He should have cleared it from his mind by now. Yet he couldn’t.
‘Damn you, Willie,’ he said out loud. He sat down again with his drink and picked up the business plan. There were a couple of letters in the top right-hand corner, written faintly in pencil. CK. He wondered if they were an abbreviation for ‘check’.
‘Who cares?’ he said, trying to concentrate on the music. What a shambles the band were, yet sometimes they could get it so exactly right that it hurt.
‘Here’s to you, Willie,’ Rebus said, raising his glass in the air.
It wasn’t till he woke up in the morning freezing that he remembered the radiator key in his jacket pocket. The pipes were gurgling, the boiler roaring away, yet the radiators were barely warm.
He got coffee and a bacon roll from a café and had breakfast in his car on the way to work. There was a hard frost on the ground, and the sky was leaden, threatening worse. It had taken him five minutes to scrape the ice off his windscreen, and even so it was like driving a tank, peering through the one clear slit.
A message on his desk warned of a nine-thirty meeting in the Farmer’s office. Rebus felt he deserved another coffee, and made for the canteen. A lone woman sat at a table, slowly stirring a beaker of tea.
‘Gill?’
She looked up. It was Gill Templer. Rebus’s face broke into its first grin of the year. He pulled out a chair and sat down.
‘Hello, John.’ Her eyes were on her drink.
‘I thought you were in Fife.’
‘Yes.’
‘Sex Offences Unit, isn’t it?’
‘That’s it.’
He nodded, trying to ignore the coolness in her tone. ‘You look good.’ He meant it too. Her short dark hair was feather-cut, long crescents sweeping over both ears to her cheeks. Her eyes were emerald green. She hadn’t changed a bit. Gill Templer smiled an acknowledgment but didn’t say anything.
Brian Holmes put a hand on Rebus’s shoulder. ‘Those pathology tests have come in.’
‘Oh?’
Holmes went to fetch himself coffee and a dough-ring, Rebus following. ‘So what’s the news?’ he asked.
Holmes took a bite out of his dough-ring and shrugged. ‘Nothing,’ he mumbled, swallowing. ‘The professor can’t confirm the presence of heroin or any other drug in the blood of either deceased. He thinks he may have a couple of jab marks on one corpse, but they’re not recent.’
‘Which body?’
‘The shorter.’
‘Dixie.’ Rebus lifted his coffee and left Holmes to pay for it. When he turned, Gill Templer wasn’t at the table any more. She had left the beaker of tea untouched.
‘Who was she?’ Holmes asked, tucking change back into his pocket.
‘Someone I used to know.’
‘Well, that narrows things down.’
Rebus picked a new table for them to sit at.
DI Alister Flower looked like he was on his way to a fashion shoot for one of the stores on Princes Street.
‘Run out of dummies, have they?’ Rebus asked, entering Farmer Watson’s office.
Flower was wearing a light blue suit with blue shirt and a black and white tie with a zig-zag motif. He’d set things off with polished brown loafers and what looked like white tennis socks. Rebus sat down next to him and realised his own shoes could do with a polish. There was a speck of grease from the bacon roll on his shirt.
‘I’ve called this meeting,’ the Farmer was saying, ‘to put your minds at rest.’
‘Inspector Flower’s mind’s always at rest, sir,’ Rebus said.
Flower attempted an unselfconscious laugh, and Rebus realised how desperate the man was.
‘See, John,’ said the Farmer, ‘you always have to make a joke of things.’
‘Leave them laughing, sir.’ But the Farmer wasn’t laughing, and Rebus knew what that silence meant – as long as Rebus maintained ‘an attitude’, he’d find promotion impossible.
Which left Alister Flower.
‘Aly,’ the Farmer began. Flower sat to attention; Rebus had never seen the trick before. ‘Aly, can I get you a refill?’
Flower looked at his cup, then gulped the contents down. ‘Please, sir.’
The Farmer got up from his desk, took Flower’s cup, and walked to the coffee machine. He had his back to both men when he spoke.
‘The temporary replacement for Frank Lauderdale will start immediately.’
It hit Rebus then. It was like he’d assumed a new, much greater mass.
‘Her name,’ the Farmer went on, ‘is Gill Templer.’
Flower made straight for the toilets, where he could conduct a swearing match with the mirror. Rebus walked thoughtfully back to the CID room. Gill was already there, reading a pathology report.
‘Congratulations,’ he said.
‘Thank you.’ She kept on reading. He didn’t budge till she stopped and looked up at him. ‘John?’ she said quietly.
‘Yes, boss?’
‘My office.’
Lauderdale’s name was still on the door; they wouldn’t bother with a new plaque, not yet. But Rebus noticed she’d already changed a few things.
‘Don’t bother sitting,’ she said. Rebus brought out a packet of cigarettes. ‘Come on, you know the rules: no smoking.’
He put the cigarette in his mouth. ‘I’ll just suck on it then,’ he said.
She closed the door, then went to Lauderdale’s desk, resting against it, folding her arms.
‘John, there’s a lot of history here.’ Rebus looked around the office. ‘You know what I mean. I hear you and Dr Aitken have split up.’
Rebus took the cigarette out of his mouth. ‘So?’
‘So you’re on the rebound, and I don’t want you thinking I could be your springboard. Don’t go thinking you can jump me a few times before you dive back in the pool.’
Rebus smiled. ‘Did I catch you rehearsing in the canteen?’
‘All I mean is, let’s leave the past well alone, let’s keep things professional.’
‘Fine.’ He put the cigarette back in his mouth.
She went behind the desk and sat down. ‘So, what can you tell me about these two imbeciles who shut the Forth Bridge?’
‘Hoaxers, maybe with debts or a habit to finance. Desperadoes. No sign that they ever knew the girl. Howdenhall checked the car; there are none of her prints inside.’
‘So why were you so interested in the toxicology results?’
‘Was I?’
‘Someone came looking for you in the canteen to tell you they’d arrived.’
Rebus smiled again. ‘I just wonder if maybe they were working for someone else.’
‘Do you have a name?’
‘Paul Duggan. He loaned the desperadoes his car. Plus they were sub-letting his council house.’
‘That’s illegal.’
‘Yes, it is. We might want to ask him a few follow-up questions.’
She thought this over, then nodded. ‘What else are you working on?’
He shrugged. ‘Not a lot, it’s always quiet this time of year.’
‘Let’s hope it stays that way. I know your reputation, John. It was bad enough when I knew you, but the story goes that it’s even worse these days. I don’t want trouble.’
Rebus looked out of the window. It had started snowing. ‘Weather like this,’ he said, ‘there’s never much trouble in Edinburgh, trust me.’
Hugh McAnally was universally known as Wee Shug. He didn’t know why people called Hugh always ended up nicknamed Shug. There were a lot of things he didn’t know, and never would know. He wished he’d spent his time in jail bettering himself. He supposed he’d bettered himself in some ways: he could use machine tools, and knew how a sofa was put together. But he knew he wasn’t educated, not like his cell-mate. His cell-mate had been really clever, a man of substance. Not like Shug at all; chalk and cheese, if you came down to it. But he’d taught Shug a lot. And he’d been a friend. Surrounded by people, a jail could still be a lonely place without a friend.
Then again, what difference would it have made if he’d been brainier? None at all really, not a jot.
But he was going to make a difference to his life this evening.
It was another grievous night, a wind that was like walking through razor-blades.
Councillor Tom Gillespie wasn’t expecting many souls to make the trek to his surgery. He’d get a few complaints from the regulars about frozen and burst pipes, maybe a question about the cold weather allowance, and that would be about it. The constituents in his Warrender ward tended to be self-reliant – or easily cowed, depending on your point of view. Depending on your politics. He smiled across the room towards the extravagance he called a secretary, then studied the art on the classroom walls.
He always held his surgery in this school, third Thursday of every month during term-time. Between consultations he would catch up on correspondence, dictating letters into a hand-held recorder. The Central Members’ Services Division at the City Chambers typed the letters up. For general political matters, matters relating to his party, there was a separate admin assistant.
Which was why, as Gillespie’s wife had pointed out on numerous occasions, a private secretary was such an extravagance. But as the councillor had argued (and he was very good at argument), if he was going to get ahead of the crowd he needed to be busier than the other councillors, and above all he needed to seem to be busier. Short term extravagance, long term gain. You always had to be thinking in the long term.
He used the same rationale when he resigned his job. As he explained to his wife Audrey, half the district councillors had other jobs beside the council, but this meant they could not concentrate all their energies on council or political business. He needed to seem so busy that he had no time for a day job. Council committee meetings took place during the day, and now he was free to attend them.
He had other arguments in his favour, too. By working on council business during the day, his evenings and weekends were relatively free. And besides (and here he would smile and squeeze Audrey’s hand), it wasn’t as if they needed the money. Which was just as well, since his district councillor’s basic allowance was £4,700.
Finally, he would tell her, this was the most important time in local government for twenty years. In seven weeks’ time there would be new elections and the change would begin, turning the City of Edinburgh into a single-tier authority to be called the City of Edinburgh Council. How could he afford not to be at the centre of these changes?
Audrey, though, had won one condition: his secretary should be an older woman, plain and bomely. Helena Profitt fitted that bill.
Thinking of it, he never really won an argument with Audrey, not outright. She just snarled and spat and started slamming doors. He didn’t mind. He needed her money. Her money bought him time. If only it could save him the purgatory of these Thursday nights in the near-deserted school.
His secretary brought her knitting with her, and he could measure how quiet things had been by how much she got done in the hour. He watched her needles work, then went back to the letter he was writing. It wasn’t an easy letter to write; he’d been trying for over a week now. It wasn’t the sort of thing he could trust to dictation, and so far all he’d managed were his address at the top and the date beneath.
The school was quiet, the corridors well lit, the radiators burning away. The caretaker was busy somewhere, as were four cleaners. When the cleaners and the councillor had gone home, the caretaker would lock up for the night. One of the cleaners was a lot younger than the others, and had a tidy body on her. He wondered if she lived in his ward. He looked at the clock on the wall again. Twenty minutes to go.
He heard something slam, and looked over to the classroom door. A short man was standing there, looking deathly cold in a thin bomber-style jacket and shabby trousers. He had his hands deep in his jacket pockets and didn’t look inclined to remove them.
‘You the councillor?’ the man asked.
Councillor Gillespie stood up and smiled. Then the man turned to Helena Profitt. ‘So who are you?’
‘My ward secretary,’ Tom Gillespie explained. Helena Profitt and the man seemed to be studying one another. ‘Can I help you?’
‘Aye, you can,’ the man said. Then he unzipped his jacket and drew out a sawn-off shotgun.
‘You,’ he said to Miss Profitt, ‘get the fuck out.’ He pointed the weapon at the councillor. ‘You stay.’
Helena Profitt ran screaming from the classroom and nearly knocked over the cleaners. A pail of dirty water clattered to the wooden floor.
‘I’ve just polished thon!’
‘A gun, he’s got a gun!’
The cleaners stared at her. A sound like a tyre exploding came from the classroom. Miss Profitt, who had fallen to her knees, was joined by the other women.
‘What in Christ was that?’
‘She said a gun.’
And now there was a figure in the doorway. It was the councillor, almost in control of his legs. He looked for all the world like one of the paintings on the classroom wall, only it wasn’t paint that spattered his face and his hair.
Rebus stood in the classroom and looked at the paintings. Some of them were pretty good. The colours weren’t always right, but the shapes were identifiable. Blue house, yellow sun, brown horse in a green field, and a red sky speckled with grey . . .
Oh.
The room had been cordoned off by the simple act of placing two chairs in the doorway. The body was still there, spreadeagled on the floor in front of the teacher’s desk. Dr Curt was examining it.
‘This seems to be your week for messy ones,’ he told Rebus.
It was messy all right. There wasn’t much left of the head except for the lower jaw and chin. Stick a shotgun in your gub and heave-ho with both barrels and you couldn’t expect to win Mr Glamorous Suicide. You wouldn’t even make the last sixteen.
Rebus stood beside the teacher’s desk. There was a pad of lined paper on it. Scribbled on the top sheet was the message, ‘Mr Hamilton – allotment allocation’, alongside an address and telephone number. Blood had soaked through the paper. Rebus peeled off this first sheet. The sheet below was obviously the start of a letter. Gillespie had got as far as the word ‘Dear’.
‘Well,’ Curt got to his feet, ‘he’s dead, and if you were to ask for my considered opinion, I’d say he used that.’ He nodded towards the shotgun, which lay a couple of feet from the body. ‘And now he’s gone to the other place.’
‘It’s just a shot away,’ said Rebus.
Curt looked at him. ‘Is the photographer on his way?’
‘Trouble getting his car to start.’
‘Well, tell him I want plenty of head shots – pun unavoidable. I gather we’ve a witness?’
‘Councillor Gillespie.’
‘I don’t know him.’
‘He’s councillor for my ward.’
Dr Curt was pulling on thin latex gloves. It was time to search the body. Initially, they were looking for ID. ‘Cosy as this room is,’ Dr Curt said, ‘I’d prefer my own hearth.’
In the back pocket of the deceased’s trousers, Rebus found an official-looking envelope, folded in two.
‘Mr H McAnally,’ he read. ‘An address in Tollcross.’
‘Not five minutes away.’
Rebus eased the letter out of the envelope and read it. ‘It’s from the Prison Service,’ he told Dr Curt. ‘Details of assistance open to Mr H McAnally on his release from Saughton Jail.’
Tom Gillespie had a wash in the school toilets. His hair was damp and lay in clumps against his skull. He kept rubbing a hand over his face and then checking the palm for blood. His eyes were red-rimmed from crying.
Rebus sat across from him in the headteacher’s office. The office had been locked, but Rebus had commandeered it when the head arrived at the school. The cleaning ladies were being given mugs of tea in the staffroom. Siobhan Clarke was there with them, doing her best to calm down Miss Profitt.
‘Did you know the man at all, Mr Gillespie?’
‘Never seen him in my life.’
‘You’re sure of that?’
‘Positive.’
Rebus reached into his pocket, then stopped. ‘Do you mind if I smoke?’ From the odour of stale tobacco in the room, he already knew the head wouldn’t mind.
Gillespie shook his head. ‘In fact,’ he said, ‘give me one while you’re at it.’ Gillespie lit the cigarette and inhaled deeply. ‘Gave up three years ago.’
Rebus didn’t say anything. He was studying the man. He’d seen his photo before, in election rubbish pushed through the letterbox. Gillespie was in his mid-forties. He wore red-rimmed glasses normally, but had left them on the desk. His hair was very thin and wispy on top, but curled thickly either side of his pate. His eyes had thick dark lashes, not just from the crying, and his chin was weak. Rebus couldn’t have called him handsome. There was a simple gold band on his wedding finger.
‘How long have you been a councillor, Mr Gillespie?’
‘Six years, coming up for seven.’
‘I live in your ward.’
Gillespie studied him. ‘Have we met before?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘So this man walks into the classroom . . .?’
‘Yes.’
‘Looking for you in particular?’
‘He asked if I was the councillor. Then he asked who Helena was.’
‘Helena being Miss Profitt?’
Gillespie nodded. ‘He told her to get out . . . Then he turned the shotgun around and stuck the end of it in his mouth.’ He shivered, ash falling from his cigarette. ‘I’ll never forget that, never.’
‘Did he say anything else?’ Gillespie shook his head. ‘He didn’t say anything?’
‘Not a word.’
‘Do you have any idea why he did it?’
Gillespie looked at Rebus. ‘That’s your department, not mine.’
Rebus held the stare until Gillespie broke it by looking for somewhere to stub out the cigarette.
There’s something in you, Rebus thought, something below the surface that’s a lot cooler, a lot more deliberate.
‘Just a few more questions, Mr Gillespie. How are your surgeries publicised?’
‘There’s a district council leaflet, most homes had one delivered. Plus I put up notices in doctors’ surgeries, that sort of place.’
‘They’re no secret then?’
‘What good would a councillor be if he kept his surgeries secret?’
‘Mr McAnally lived at an address in Tollcross.’
‘Who?’
‘The man who killed himself.’
‘Tollcross? That’s not in my ward.’
‘No,’ Rebus said, getting to his feet. ‘I didn’t think it was.’
DC Siobhan Clarke sat in on the interview with Helena Profitt. Miss Profitt was still bawling, her few utterances barely decipherable. She was older than the councillor, maybe by as much as ten years. She clutched a large shopping-bag on her lap as if it was a lifebuoy keeping her afloat. Maybe it was. She was short, with fair hair which had been permed a while back, most of it lost now. A pair of knitting needles protruded from her bag.
‘And then,’ she wailed, ‘he told me to get out.’
‘His exact words?’ Rebus asked.
She sniffed, calming a little. ‘He swore. He told me to get the f-u-c-k out.’
‘Did he say anything else?’
She shook her head.
‘And you left the room?’
‘I wasn’t about to stay!’
‘Of course not. What did you think he was going to do?’
She had not yet asked herself this. ‘Well,’ she said at last, ‘I don’t know what I thought. Maybe he was going to hold Tom hostage, or shoot him, something like that.’
‘But why?’
Her voice rose. ‘I don’t know. Who knows why these days?’ She collapsed into hysterical sobs again.
‘Just a couple more questions, Miss Profitt.’ She wasn’t listening. Rebus looked to Siobhan Clarke, who shrugged. She was suggesting they leave it till morning. But Rebus knew better than that; he knew the tricks the memory could play if you left things too long.
‘Just a couple more questions,’ he persisted quietly.
She sniffed, blew her nose, wiped her eyes. Then she took a deep breath and nodded.
‘Thank you, Miss Profitt. How long was there between you running out of the classroom and hearing the shots?’
‘The classroom’s at the end of the corridor,’ she said. ‘I pushed open the doors and bumped into the cleaning ladies. I fell to my knees and that’s when I heard . . . that’s when . . .’
‘So we’re talking about a matter of seconds?’
‘Just a few seconds, yes.’
‘And you didn’t hear any conversation as you left the room?’
‘Just the bang, that’s all.’
Rebus rubbed the bridge of his nose. ‘Thank you, Miss Profit, we’ll get a car to take you home.’
Dr Curt was finished in the classroom. The Scene of Crime Unit had taken over, and the photographer, who had finally arrived, was changing film.
‘We need to secure the locus,’ Rebus told the head-teacher. ‘Can this room be locked?’
‘Yes, there are keys in my desk. What about opening the school?’
‘I wouldn’t if I were you. We’ll be in and out tomorrow . . . the door might be left open . . .’
‘Say no more.’
‘And you’ll want to get the decorators in.’
‘Right.’
Rebus turned to Dr Curt. ‘Can we move him to the mortuary?’
Dr Curt nodded. ‘I’ll take a look at him in the morning. Has someone gone to that address?’
‘I’ll go myself. Like you say, it’s only five minutes away.’ Rebus looked to Siobhan Clarke. ‘See that the Procurator-fiscal gets that Preliminary Notification.’
Curt looked back into the room. ‘He’d only just been released from prison, maybe he was depressed.’
‘That might explain a suicide, but not one like this: the amount of forethought, the setting . . .’
‘Our American cousins have a phrase for it,’ Curt said.
‘What’s that?’ Rebus asked, feeling he was walking into another of the doctor’s punchlines.
‘In your face,’ Dr Curt obliged.
Rebus walked to Tollcross.
He had a taste in his lungs and a scent in his nostrils, and he hoped the cold might deaden them. He could walk into a pub and deaden them that way, but he didn’t. He remembered a winter years back, much colder than this. Minus twenty, Siberian weather. The pipes on the outside of the tenement had frozen solid, so that nobody’s waste water could run away. The smell had been bad, but you could always open a window. Death wasn’t like that; it didn’t go away just because you opened a window, or took a walk.
There was ice underfoot, and he skited a couple of times. Another good reason for not having a drink: he needed his wits about him. He’d copied McAnally’s address into his notebook. He knew the block anyway; it was a couple of streets up from the burnt-out shell of the Crazy Hose Saloon. There was an intercom at the main door. He flipped on his lighter and saw that MCANALLY was the third name up. His toes were going numb as he pressed the button. He’d been rehearsing what to say. No policeman liked to give bad news, certainly not news as bad as this. ‘Your husband’s lost the heid’ just didn’t fit the bill.
The intercom clattered to life. ‘Don’t tell me you’ve lost the keys, Shug? If you’ve been drinking and lost them, you can freeze your arse off, see if I care!’
‘Mrs McAnally?’
‘Who’s that?’
‘Detective Inspector Rebus. Can I come up?’
‘Name of God, what’s he done?’
‘Can I come up, Mrs McAnally?’
‘You better had.’ The intercom buzzed, and Rebus pushed open the door.
The McAnallys lived one floor up: for once Rebus had been hoping for the top storey. He climbed slowly, trying to prepare his speech. She was waiting at the door for him. It was a nice new-looking door, dark-stained wood with a fan-shaped glass motif. New brass knocker and letterbox too.
‘Mrs McAnally?’
‘Come in.’ She led him down a short hall into the living room. It was a tiny flat, but nicely furnished and carpeted. There was a kitchenette off the living room, both rooms adding up to about twenty feet by twelve. Estate agents would call it ‘cosy’ and ‘compact’. All three bars of the electric fire were on, and the room was stifling. Mrs McAnally had been watching television, a can of Sweetheart stout balanced on one wide arm of her chair, ashtray and cigarettes on the other.
She looked feisty; no other words would do. Cons’ wives often got that look. The prison visits hardened their jawlines and turned their eyes into distrustful slits. Her hair was dyed blonde, and though she was spending the night in, she’d still polished her nails and stuck on some eyeliner and mascara.
‘What’s he done?’ she said again. ‘Sit down if you like.’
‘I’ll stand, thanks. The thing is, Mrs McAnally . . .’ Rebus paused. That’s what you did: you lowered your voice respectfully, said a few introductory words, and then you paused, hoping the widow or widower or mother or father or son or daughter would twig.
‘The thing is what?’ she snapped.
‘Well, I’m sorry to have to tell you . . .’
Her eyes were on the television. It was a film, some noisy Hollywood adventure.
‘Could we maybe have the sound down?’ he suggested.
She shrugged and pressed the remote. The ‘mute’ sign came up on the screen. Rebus suddenly noticed how big the TV was; it filled a whole corner of the room. Don’t make me say the words, he thought. Then he saw that her eyes were glinting. Tears, he thought. She’s holding them back.
‘You know, don’t you?’ he said quietly.
‘Know what?’ she snapped.
‘Mrs McAnally, we think your husband may be dead.’ She threw the remote across the room and got to her feet. ‘A man committed suicide,’ Rebus continued. ‘He had a letter in his pocket addressed to your husband.’
She glared at him. ‘What does that mean? It means nothing. Might have dropped it, somebody might’ve picked it up.’
‘The deceased . . . the man, he was wearing a black nylon bomber jacket and some light-coloured trousers, a green jersey . . .’
She turned away from him. ‘Where? Where was this?’
‘Warrender Park.’
‘Well then,’ she said defiantly, ‘Wee Shug went down Lothian Road, his usual haunts.’
‘What time were you expecting him home?’
‘Pubs are still open, if that answers your question.’
‘Look, Mrs McAnally, I know this isn’t easy, but I’d like you to come down to the mortuary and look at some clothing. Would that be all right?’
She had her arms folded and was rocking on the balls of her feet. ‘No, it wouldn’t be all right. What’s the point? It’s not Wee Shug. He’s only been out a week, one miserable week. He can’t be dead.’ She paused. ‘Was it a car run him over?’
‘We think he took his own life.’
‘Are you mad? Took his own . . .? Get out of my house! Go on, out with you!’
‘Mrs McAnally, we need to –’
But now she was swiping at him, catching him with her solid fists, propelling him before her, out of the room and down the hall.
‘Keep away from him, do you hear? Keep away from both of us. This is nothing but harassment.’
‘I know you’re upset, Mrs McAnally, but an identification would clear things up, put your mind at rest.’
Her blows lost some of their power, then stopped altogether. Rebus’s burnt palm stung where she’d caught it.
‘I’m sorry,’ she said, breathing hard.
‘It’s only natural, you’re upset. Do you have a neighbour, a friend, someone who could be with you?’
‘There’s Maisie next door.’
‘Fine. What if I get a car to pick you up? Maybe Maisie can go with you?’
‘I’ll ask her.’ She opened the door and stepped out on to the landing, shuffling along to a door marked FINCH.
‘I’ll use your phone if that’s all right,’ Rebus called, retreating back into the flat.
He took a quick look around. Just the one bedroom and bathroom, plus a box room. He’d seen the rest of the place already. Again, the bedroom was very nicely furnished, pink ruched curtains and matching bedspread, a small dressing-table covered in bottles of perfume. He went into the hall and made a couple of calls: one to order a car, the other to make sure someone from CID would be at the mortuary to help with the ID.
The door opened and two women came in. He’d been expecting Mrs Finch to be around Mrs McAnally’s age, but she was in her early twenties, leggy with a short, tight skirt. She looked at him as if he might be some warped practical joker. He offered a smile in return which mixed compassion with interest. She didn’t smile back, so he had to content himself with the sight of her long legs as she helped Mrs McAnally down the hall and into the living room.
‘A wee Bacardi, Tresa,’ Maisie Finch was saying, ‘it’ll calm your nerves. Before we do anything else, we’ll have a wee Bacardi and Coke. Have you any valium about the place? If you haven’t, I think I’ve some in my bathroom cabinet.’
‘He can’t be dead, Maisie,’ Tresa McAnally wailed.
‘Let’s not talk about him,’ Maisie Finch replied.
Strange advice, Rebus thought, making ready to leave.
It wasn’t much of a walk from Tollcross down to C Division HQ on Torphichen Place, but Rebus knew he was getting further and further away from his own flat. He didn’t intend walking back, and hoped Torphichen would have a spare car he could use as a taxi.
There was a tall bald man in a thick shabby coat in reception. The man had his arms folded and was staring at his feet. There was no one behind the desk, so Rebus pressed the buzzer. He knew it would keep buzzing till someone arrived.
‘Been here long?’ he asked.
The man looked up and smiled. ‘Evening, Mr Rebus.’
‘Hello, Anthony.’ Rebus knew the man. He was one of Edinburgh’s homeless, one of the army who sold copies of The Big Issue every twenty yards or so along Princes Street. Rebus usually bought a copy from Anthony, whose sacred pitch was outside the St James Centre. ‘Here to help us with our enquiries?’
Anthony gave a gap-toothed grin. ‘Just keeping warm. I told the desk officer I was waiting for DC Reynolds, only I saw Mr Reynolds go into the Hopscotch Bar on Dalry Road.’
‘Which means he’s on for a sesh.’
‘And I can sit here till somebody tumbles.’
A uniform was emerging into the reception booth. Rebus showed ID and the uniform came and unlocked the door for him.
‘You know the way, sir?’
‘I know the way. Who’s on duty?’
‘It’s a bit of a graveyard up there.’
Rebus climbed the stairs anyway. Torphichen was an old station, and small, with plain stone walls and a slightly depressing air. Rebus liked it. Certainly he preferred it to the much newer and supposedly ergonomic St Leonard’s, his home base. He looked into the CID room. The very man he wanted was sitting at a long, scarred wooden table, reading the evening paper.
‘Mr Davidson,’ Rebus said.
Davidson looked up, then groaned.
‘I want a favour,’ Rebus said, walking into the room.
‘Now there’s a surprise.’
‘Have you heard about Warrender?’
‘Shotgun suicide?’ News got around. Davidson closed his paper.
‘The man with the plan was called Hugh McAnally, lived in Tollcross.’
‘I know Wee Shug. Wee Bastard’s more like it. He’d only just come out of Saughton.’
‘Maybe he was pining.’
‘Want a drink?’
‘Coffee maybe.’
But Davidson was reaching for his coat. ‘I said a drink.’
‘So long as you’re not suggesting the Hopscotch. Rat-Arse Reynolds is in there.’
Davidson knotted his tartan scarf. ‘All right, let’s scotch the Hopscotch. And since you’re buying, you get to choose.’
Rebus chose a big public house near Haymarket Station. The public bar was seething, but the saloon was quiet. They ordered doubles.
‘Too cold outside to be drinking lager,’ Davidson said. ‘Your health.’
‘And yours.’ Rebus sipped and swallowed, feeling the liquid doing its immediate, no-nonsense business. It was almost too good sometimes. ‘So,’ he said, ‘tell me about Wee Shug.’
‘Ach, he was a small-timer, used to specialise in hopeless house-breakings.’
‘Used to?’
‘He moved on to reset, counterfeiting, this and that.’
‘So how long had he been inside?’
‘This stretch, you mean? Funny that, when I heard he was out I did a quick calculation. He’s out early, served a bit under four years.’
‘Well, if all we had him on was reset . . .’
Davidson was shaking his head. ‘Sorry, you misunderstand. My fault. He wasn’t sent down for any of his usual tricks.’
‘What then?’
‘Rape of a minor.’
‘What?’
Davidson nodded. ‘Thing is, we nailed him for it, but with hand on heart I don’t know if it was a clean result.’
‘Explain.’ Rebus signalled for two more whiskies.
‘Well, the lassie was fifteen, but everyone said the same thing – fifteen going on thirty-five. Not a shy lass at all, you should read the interview transcripts. But she was adamant he’d raped her. She was a minor, and the Procurator-fiscal went ahead with the prosecution. I wasn’t too bothered; getting Wee Shug off the street was fine by me.’
‘Was he living in Tollcross at that time?’
‘That’s always been his patch.’
Rebus paid for the second round of drinks. ‘Was he the violent type?’
‘Not that I ever saw. I mean, he had a temper when roused, but who doesn’t? That was the thing about the rape, there were no physical injuries.’
‘What about corroboration?’
‘We had a bundle of circumstantial evidence. Neighbours heard raised voices, a scream, the girl herself was in a terrible state, crying and all. Plus Wee Shug admitted having sex with her, said he knew it was illegal and all but, as he put it, “only by a few months”. The girl said it wasn’t consensual, and we just about put together a case.’
‘Say, for the sake of argument, that it was consensual.’
‘Yes?’
‘Then he’s just come out of a four-year stretch for something he didn’t do.’
Davidson shrugged. ‘You’re looking for a motive behind the suicide?’
Rebus was thoughtful for a moment. ‘Suicides interest me right now.’
‘And we’re always looking for motives, eh, John?’
Rebus drank his drink. ‘What about guns? Did he ever have anything to do with firearms?’
‘Nothing. But he’s probably still got cronies out there who know where to get them.’
‘It was a sawn-off.’
‘I can believe it. You couldn’t get a full-length shotgun in your mouth and be able to pull the trigger. Far easier with something shorter.’
‘Messy though.’
‘No doubt, but it would do the job. You don’t want to go off half-cocked, do you? With a sawn-off, there’s less margin for error.’
‘No margin at all,’ said Rebus.
It was only when they were leaving that he thought to ask a question.
‘McAnally’s victim, what was her name again?’
Davidson had to think about it. ‘Mary something. Mary Finlay. ‘No . . .’ He screwed shut his eyes. ‘Mary Finch.’
Rebus stared at him. ‘Maisie Finch?’
Davidson thought again. ‘That’s it, Maisie.’
‘She lives next door to the McAnallys.’
‘Did then, too. She’d known them for years.’
‘Christ,’ Rebus said quietly. ‘I’ve just sent her down to the mortuary to help Tresa McAnally identify her husband.’
‘What?’
‘Do me a favour, will you? Lend me a car and a driver.’
‘I’ll do better than that, I’ll drive you myself.’
But by the time they reached the mortuary, it was too late. The ID had been completed and everyone had gone home. Rebus stood on the Cowgate and looked longingly back towards the Grassmarket. Some of the pubs there would still be open, the Merchant’s Bar for one. But he got back into the car instead and asked Davidson to take him home. He felt tired all of a sudden. God, he felt tired.
‘He what?’ Rebus said.
He was on the phone from St Leonard’s to Dr Curt at the university’s Pathology Department. They kept Curt and his colleagues busy, no mistake about that. On top of police work, Curt had a full teaching load in the Faculty of Medicine, and did crossover lectures to law students too.
But then Curt had an advantage over mere mortals: he never slept. You could call him out at any hour, and he was always alert. You could catch him in his office at eight in the morning.
It was actually eight-fifteen, and Rebus was nursing a large black decaf coffee from the early-opening deli on the Pleasance.
‘Morning deafness, John?’ Dr Curt said. ‘I repeat, he was dying anyway.’
‘Dying how?’
‘Great big bloody tumours. Pancreas and large colon to start with. The man must have been in agony. I’m willing to bet the toxicology tests show the presence of powerful painkillers.’
‘You mean he was out of his box?’
‘He’d have to be to stand the pain.’
Rebus frowned. ‘I don’t get it.’
‘Haven’t you heard of voluntary euthanasia, self-inflicted in this case?’
‘Yes, but with a sawn-off shotgun?’
‘Well, that’s not my department. I can give you effect, not cause.’
Rebus terminated the call and went to see his chief inspector.
Gill Templer had made more changes to Lauderdale’s office. She’d brought in a few framed photographs of nieces and nephews, and a thriving yucca plant had appeared. There were also a couple of cards wishing her well in her new job.
‘I hear you were at that suicide last night,’ she said, motioning for him to sit.
He nodded distractedly. ‘There’s something not right about it.’
‘Oh?’
So he set out what he knew. Gill Templer listened with her chin resting on both hands, a gesture he knew of old. He recognised the perfume she was wearing, too.
‘Hmm,’ she said when he’d finished, ‘a lot of questions. But are they any of our concern?’
He shrugged. ‘To be honest, I’m not sure. Give me a day or two, I might have an answer.’
‘Those two lads on the bridge,’ she said. ‘Another suicide, another connection with the district council.’
‘I know. It could just be coincidence.’
‘I don’t see how it could be anything else. OK, take a day or two, see what you come up with. But report back to me regularly – at least a couple of times a day.’
Rebus stood up. ‘That’s good,’ he said. ‘You’re already managing to sound like a chief inspector.’
‘John,’ she said warningly, ‘remember what I said.’
‘Yes, ma’am. Will there be anything else?’
Gill Templer shook her head. She was already getting down to some paperwork.
Rebus left her office – it was hers now, no doubt about it – and walked straight into Siobhan Clarke.
‘Any news on Paul Duggan?’
‘He’s coming in for a chat this afternoon.’
‘Good,’ said Rebus. ‘Need me along?’
She shook her head. ‘Brian and me have perfected our Jekyll and Hyde routine.’
‘Which one of you plays Hyde?’
She ignored this. ‘So what are you up to today?’
It was a good question. Rebus formed his answer. ‘Chasing ghosts,’ he said, making for his desk.
He phoned Tresa McAnally. She’d identified her husband’s clothes, and had been able to identify his body, albeit with the face discreetly covered. Now all that was left for her were the funeral arrangements.
‘Sorry to bother you again,’ Rebus said, after introducing himself.
‘What do you want?’
‘Just wondered how you were coping.’
‘Oh aye?’ He should’ve known she wouldn’t fall for that sort of patter.
‘You knew your husband was ill, Mrs McAnally?’
‘He told me he was.’
‘Seriously ill though?’
‘He never really said.’
‘Well, what did he tell you was wrong with him?’
‘Where do you want me to start? High blood pressure, kidney stones, ulcers, a heart murmur, emphysema . . . see, Wee Shug was a bit of a hypochondriac.’
‘But he was ill; he was on medication.’
‘You know what doctors are like, they’ll hand you a placebo and kiss you goodbye. I’ve read the stories, I know what goes on.’ She paused. ‘If you don’t mind me asking, what’s the point asking about his health now?’
‘Well, I’ve reason to believe your husband was seriously ill. Terminally ill, Mrs McAnally.’
‘I should’ve guessed,’ she said finally, her tone chastened. ‘He was different when he came out this time, quieter like. Was it the big C?’
‘Yes.’
‘Used to smoke rollies. I always told him, that’s the way my own mother went.’ Another pause as she dragged on her filter-tip. ‘Is that why he did himself in?’
‘What do you think?’
‘Makes sense, eh? Poor wee bugger.’
Rebus cleared his throat. ‘Mrs McAnally, have you any idea where he could have got the gun?’
‘Not a clue.’
‘Are you sure?’
‘What’s the difference where he got it? He only hurt himself.’
Thinking back to Councillor Gillespie and Miss Profitt, Rebus wondered about that. It seemed to him that Wee Shug McAnally had managed to hurt a lot of people . . . which brought him to thoughts of Maisie Finch.
‘The funeral’s next Tuesday, Inspector. You’d be welcome at the house.’
‘Thanks, Mrs McAnally. I’ll do my best.’
The sun was out, bathing the tired buildings in dazzling light. Edinburgh’s architecture was best suited to winter, to sharp, cold light. You got the feeling of being a long way north of anywhere, some place reserved for only the hardiest and most foolhardy.
Rebus was glad to be out of the office. He knew he worked best on the street. Besides, the office was a battleground. He knew Flower would already be plotting against Gill Templer, marshalling his forces, waiting for her defences to slip. But she was tough – the way she was handling Rebus was proof of that. He knew she would keep him at arm’s length and beyond. She was right, he did have a bad reputation. She wouldn’t want any of his failures to rub off on her. So what if they’d known one another, had been an item? She was right – it was a long time ago. Now they were colleagues; more than that, she was his acting superior. He hadn’t known many women make chief inspector. Good luck to her.
He drove past the Infirmary, chiding himself for not stopping to visit Lauderdale, and headed for Tollcross. He didn’t want Tresa McAnally this time though.
He wanted her neighbour.
He pressed the buzzer marked FINCH and waited, shuffling his feet. His tooth was acting up. He’d made the mistake of opening his mouth to take a deep breath, and the frozen air had made straight for the nerve. He pressed the buzzer again, hoping he wouldn’t have to visit a dentist.
The intercom came to life.
‘Who is it?’ The voice was neutral.
‘Miss Finch? My name’s Inspector Rebus, we sort of met last night.’
‘What do you want?’
‘Can I come up?’
The door buzzed and Rebus pushed it open. At the top of the stairs, he all but tiptoed past Tresa McAnally’s door. Maisie Finch’s door was ajar. He closed it after him.
‘Miss Finch?’
She emerged suddenly from the bathroom, wearing a short towelling-robe and brushing her hair. He could smell soap and feel the warmth from her body.
‘I was in the bath,’ she said.
‘Sorry to trouble you.’
He followed her into the living room. It wasn’t what he’d expected. Half the space was taken up with what looked like a hospital bed, with cast-iron frame, roller wheels, and a side-guard. Next to it was a liver-coloured commode. The mantelpiece was like a chemist’s display, two dozen assorted boxes and bottles standing in a row.
Maisie Finch was moving magazines from the sofa. She motioned for him to sit, and took the commode for herself, tucking one leg under the other.
‘What’s the problem, Inspector?’
Her face was too angular to be good-looking, and she had slightly protruberant eyes, yet she was undeniably . . . the word that came to his mind was charged. He shifted on the sofa.
‘Well, Miss Finch . . .’
‘I suppose it’s about Tresa?’
‘In a way, yes.’ He looked at the bed again.
‘It’s my mum’s,’ she explained. ‘She’s house-bound, I have to look after her.’ Rebus made show of looking around for the missing parent, and Maisie Finch laughed. ‘She’s in hospital.’
‘I’m sorry.’
‘Don’t be. They take her every few months, just for a few days. It’s to give me a break. This,’ she said, opening her arms wide, ‘is my winter holiday.’
Her movements had loosened her robe. She didn’t seem to notice, and Rebus tried not to look. Men, he thought, are daft bastards.
‘Want something to drink?’ she asked. ‘Or is it too early for you?’
‘One person’s early is someone else’s late.’
She went into the kitchenette. Rebus walked over to the mantelpiece and examined the array of prescription drugs. He found a bottle of paracetamol and shook two into his hand.
‘Heavy night?’ she said, coming back with two bottles.
‘Toothache,’ he explained. He took the narrow bottle. It was chilled.
‘San Miguel,’ she told him. ‘Spanish lager. Know what I do?’ She sat down again, legs apart, resting her elbows on her knees. ‘I stick the heater on as high as it’ll go, shut my eyes and imagine I’m in Spain, poolside at some posh hotel.’ She closed her eyes to prove the point, and angled her head towards an imaginary Mediterranean sun.
Rebus washed the pills down with lager. ‘I’m sorry to hear about your mum though,’ he said.
She opened her eyes, not pleased to have her reverie broken. ‘Everyone tells me what a saint I am.’ She mimicked a much older woman: ‘“There’s no’ many like you, hen.” Too right, there’s not many as daft as me. You know how some people say life’s passing them by? Well, in this case it’s a fact. I sit on the commode between her bed and the window, and just stare out at the street for hours on end, listening to her breathing, waiting for it to stop.’ She looked over at him. ‘Have I shocked you?’
He shook his head. His own mother had been bedridden; he knew the feeling. But he hadn’t come here for any of this.
‘Sitting by the window all day,’ he said, ‘you must have seen Mr McAnally coming and going?’
‘Yes, I saw him.’
‘You don’t like him, do you?’
‘No, I don’t.’ She stood up abruptly.
‘Mrs McAnally’s all right though?’
She was moving towards the kitchenette, but stopped and turned on him. ‘I’m not the saint; that woman’s the saint! She’s suffered, you wouldn’t believe how she’s suffered.’
‘I think I would.’
She wasn’t listening. ‘Married to an animal like that.’ She looked at him. ‘You know what he did to me?’ Rebus nodded, and she took a step back, recovering. ‘You do?’ she asked quietly. ‘Is that why you’re here?’
‘I’m here because I’m curious, Miss Finch. I mean, you still live next door, you’re friends with his wife.’
‘What? You think mum and me were going to move out . . . because of him?’
‘Something like that.’
‘She’s been offered sheltered accommodation, but in Granton. We’ve always lived in Tollcross. We always will.’
‘This last week, it must have been awkward.’
‘I kept out of his way. You can bet he kept out of mine.’ She was by the window now, staring down on to the street, her back resting against the wall. It was as if she didn’t want to be seen. ‘He deserved what he got.’
Rebus frowned. ‘You mean, what he did to himself?’
She looked at him, blinked. ‘That’s what I said.’ Then she smiled and put the bottle to her lips.
The Ballistics facility at Howdenhall Forensic Science Lab wasn’t Rebus’s idea of a good time. There were too many guns around for his liking. He read the report and looked up at the white-coated scientist who’d prepared it. The other thing Rebus didn’t like about Howdenhall, all the forensic boffins looked about nineteen years old. They’d been in their smart new building a year, and still looked pleased with themselves. The new facility had been financed by selling property, including police homes. Rebus didn’t want to know how many homes the lab had cost.
‘Not much, is there?’ he said.
The white coat, who liked to be called Dave, laughed. ‘You CID,’ he said, plunging his hands into his pockets, ‘you always want more. Who fired it? Where did he get it?’
‘We know who fired it, smart-arse. But your second question’s a good one. Where did he get it?’
‘I’m Ballistics, not Intelligence. It’s a common enough make of shotgun, the identifiers have been filed off. We’ve tried the usual processes, and there’s no chance of recovering them. The cartridges were common stock, too.’
‘What about the barrel?’
‘What about it?’
‘When was it filed off?’
Dave nodded. ‘The edge the file left is still shiny; say in the last couple of months.’
‘Have you checked the register?’
‘Of course.’ Dave led Rebus to a computer terminal and punched a couple of keys. ‘There are over seventy thousand shotgun certificates on issue.’
Rebus blinked. ‘Seventy thousand?’
‘Compared to thirty-odd thousand for all other firearms combined. Nobody’s really concerned about the amount of shotguns around.’ He tapped another key. ‘See? Owner-ship’s highest in rural areas – Northern, Grampian, Dumfries and Galloway. It’s not some brewhead from Gorgie that’s buying these things, it’s the establishment: farmers, landowners.’
‘What about thefts?’
‘They’re on the computer, but I’ve checked. Nobody around Edinburgh has lost a shotgun recently.’
‘Can I take a look anyway?’
‘Sure.’ Rebus sat down and Dave punched the keyboard again. The list of recently reported thefts was not large; nearly all of them were south of the border. ‘Want a print-out?’
‘Yes.’ Not that a print-out would help him.
‘What’s the big deal anyway?’ Dave asked. ‘It’s a simple suicide, isn’t it?’
‘Suicide’s still an offence.’
‘The only one we don’t prosecute after the fact. Is there something you’re not telling me?’
‘No,’ Rebus said quietly. ‘But there may be things some people aren’t telling me.’ He took the print-out and folded it into his pocket. ‘One other thing.’
‘What?’
‘The prints on the gun, were they the deceased’s?’
Dave seemed amused by the question. ‘His and his alone. What are you up to, Inspector?’
But John Rebus wasn’t about to answer that.
‘Thank you for coming in, Councillor.’
Rebus had just come into the interview room. He’d been biding his time outside the door, letting Tom Gillespie get a bit nervous. An interview room could do that; it could destroy all your pre-planning. You walked in knowing what you were going to say, the line you were going to take with the police, but then the room started to work on you.
The thing was, it was just a room – crime prevention posters on the walls, a table, three chairs, four electrical sockets. There was a tin ashtray, commandeered from a local pub. The walls were creamy matt custard, institution yellow, and there was strip lighting on the ceiling. The lights burred continuously, an almost subliminal electric hum. Rebus wondered if it was that noise that got to people. He guessed there was a simpler truth: the interview room was in a police station, and if you were there, you were going to be interviewed by the police.
And when it came down to it, everyone had something to hide.
‘Not at all,’ Gillespie said, crossing one leg over the other to let Rebus know how relaxed he was. ‘I hear the poor devil was an ex-prisoner.’
‘He’d served just under four years for the rape of a minor.’
‘Four years doesn’t seem very long.’
‘No, it doesn’t.’ They sat in silence for a moment, until Gillespie broke it.
‘I had a friend once who committed suicide. He was still at university – this is going back a while. He was worried about exams, and his girlfriend had left him.’ He paused. ‘Left him for me. I should add.’
‘Do you mind if I smoke?’ Rebus asked.
‘I thought smoking was forbidden in police stations.’
‘If it bothers you, I won’t light it.’ He stuck the cigarette in the corner of his mouth and offered one to Gillespie. The councillor shook his head.
‘I’d prefer it if you didn’t light up.’
‘Fair enough,’ said Rebus, putting away cigarettes and lighter both. Well, he thought, this is interesting. The guy’s been studying for this exam. Tells a personal story, one that doesn’t paint him in the rosiest glow, and then asserts his authority. And all it was supposed to be was a few follow-up questions.
‘How did he do it?’ Rebus asked.
‘Who?’
‘Your friend.’
‘Flung himself out of the halls of residence. Fifth floor. He was still alive, so they took him to hospital, checking for broken bones and internal bleeding. They were so busy, they didn’t notice he’d taken an overdose before the jump.’
‘Well,’ Rebus said, ‘both are fairly common roads out, aren’t they? You leap or you sleep. Mr McAnally, on the other hand . . .’
‘You were at the Forth Road Bridge, weren’t you? When those two kids jumped? I saw your name in the paper.’
‘We’re here to talk about McAnally, Councillor.’
‘Well, guns are a popular mode of suicide too, aren’t they?’
‘Maybe among gun owners, but McAnally didn’t own a gun and probably had never used one before.’
Gillespie uncrossed his legs and crossed them the other way. ‘But given his background, he’d find it easy enough to take possession of a gun.’
‘I agree,’ said Rebus. ‘All the same . . .’
‘What?’
‘Why go to all the bother? I mean, even if you’re determined to blow your head off, why walk from Tollcross to Warrender in the middle of a blizzard with this big heavy gun clutched beneath your jacket? And why walk into a school which would have been locked tight on every night of the month except one?’ Rebus had risen to his feet. He rested his buttocks against the edge of the table and folded his arms. ‘Why walk into a classroom and make sure Councillor Tom Gillespie is present? Why do that? Why did he specifically want to top himself in front of you? No other witnesses, no one else invited. It doesn’t make sense to me.’
‘Well, the man was obviously unhinged . . . maybe on drugs.’
‘I’ve just seen the toxicology results. The police lab has all these smart machines –’
‘At Howdenhall?’ Rebus nodded. ‘Yes, I know. I was there for the official opening.’
‘Well, the results show that the deceased had had a couple of drinks, but no drugs, not one single painkiller.’
‘What’s your point, Inspector?’
Rebus turned around so that his hands were resting on the table. He was leaning over Gillespie, and Gillespie wasn’t enjoying it.
‘See, Councillor, Wee Shug McAnally was dying. He didn’t have long to live at all. His insides were rotten, and he should have been doped to the eyeballs to stand the pain. Those drugs, though, they make your brain mushy, and Wee Shug didn’t want that. He wanted to be compos mentis when he pulled the trigger.’ Rebus stood up straight. ‘Makes even less sense now, eh?’ He popped the cigarette back into his mouth.
‘Look, I don’t see what any of this has to do with me.’
‘Frankly neither do I. All I know is, it has something to do with you. Now what could that be?’
‘There was a line of perspiration on Gillespie’s top lip. He took off his glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose. Rebus walked to the far wall and lit his cigarette. He didn’t think the councillor would object.
‘Look,’ Gillespie said quietly, ‘I really don’t see any connection between this man McAnally and me, none at all. I’ve never met him, never heard of him, and he didn’t live in my ward.’ He shrugged. ‘Maybe he held some sort of mad grudge, something linked to his time in prison.’
Rebus walked slowly back to the table and sat down opposite Gillespie. ‘That’s it?’ he said. ‘That’s your explanation?’
‘I don’t have an explanation! I just . . . give me a cigarette, please.’
Rebus lit the cigarette for him.
Gillespie studied the burning tip, then looked at Rebus. ‘Why are you doing this?’
‘I’ve already told you, Councillor, I’ve to prepare a report on a sudden, violent death, and there are inconsistencies.’
‘You mean you don’t know why he did it?’
‘That’s what I mean.’
‘Well, I can’t help you, I’m afraid.’ Gillespie got to his feet, making ready to leave.
‘Can’t or won’t?’
Gillespie glared at Rebus, then sat down again. ‘What does that mean?’
‘It means I think you’re hiding something.’
‘Such as?’
‘That’s what I have to find out . . . before I can finish my report.’
‘Are all policeman like you?’
‘No. Some of them you wouldn’t want to meet.’
‘I meet quite a few actually. A colleague of mine – regional councillor rather than district, but the same party – is chair of Lothian and Borders Joint Police Board.’ Gillespie drew on his cigarette and blew the smoke out in a thin stream. ‘He’s quite a good friend.’
‘It’s always nice to have friends.’ Rebus said.
Gillespie got to his feet again. ‘Look,’ he began. He swung his arms, as if he was deciding to say something he’d rather not say. ‘I promised . . .’ He sighed and sat down yet again. ‘This may mean something or nothing, Inspector.’ Rebus busied himself tidying the end of his cigarette against the ashtray. ‘It’s Helena, Helena Profitt.’
‘Your ward secretary?’
‘She . . . she told me she knew him.’
‘McAnally?’
Gillespie nodded. ‘When McAnally came into the room and saw her . . . there was a moment when he just stared. I asked her about it afterwards, and she told me she’d known him a long time ago. She wouldn’t say any more than that.’
‘What’s wrong with your mouth?’
‘Huh.’
‘You keep poking it with your finger.’
‘Nothing’s wrong with it.’ But Rebus knew something was wrong; he was just hoping it would go away. There was pressure inside his gum and top lip, a dull, unpleasant sensation that was now spreading either side of his nose. It felt as if his whole face should be swollen, but it was just a little red beneath the nose – and that could have been the drink or the weather.
‘Whose idea was this?’ he said, folding his arms around himself. They were walking on Portobello beach, the only souls mad enough in this seizure-inducing wind.
‘Mine,’ said Mairie Henderson.
Rebus had turned up at her flat expecting a hot drink and a soft couch, but instead she’d dragged him out for what she euphemistically called her ‘constitutional’.
‘You’d have to have the constitution of an ox to survive this,’ Rebus muttered to himself. The blasts of air against his ears meant he could barely hear what Mairie was saying, and every time he opened his mouth to yell something back, the malevolent air flooded in and attacked his tooth again. Mairie ran to a wall and hunkered down with her back against it. Her cheeks looked as if they’d been sandblasted; which in a sense they had.
Rebus crouched beside her, thankful for the shelter. He liked to take an interest in Mairie, especially now she was a freelance journalist. He worried about that lack of salary, but she seemed to be doing all right.
‘So,’ he asked, ‘what exactly did you come up with?’
She smiled. ‘You forget, I used to cover local government, regional and district councils. It was my first job on the paper. I didn’t have to do much digging.’ She leaned forward and drew a circle in the sand. ‘Where do you want me to start?’
‘Give me some background.’
‘District council, not regional?’
‘That’s right.’
‘Well, about the only glamorous angle attached to district councildom is the fact of a big budget, which means only the four major cities are worth the candle.’
‘From a journalist’s perspective?’
‘It’s the only perspective I can give.’ She pushed the hair out of her eyes. ‘Therefore, being a district councillor is not an attractive proposition. You’ve got long, boring working hours, requiring you to take time off from your daytime job, plus eating into your evening hours, since a lot of the meetings are evening affairs, as are surgeries if they’re not on a Saturday.’
‘OK, so I won’t be standing for councillor, unless the money compensates.’
Mairie shook her head. ‘It’s not great for such a thankless task. Of course, you can claim expenses, plus if you chair a committee there’s a bonus, but even so . . . For all these reasons and others, you find that councillors tend to fall into one of several groups: retired, unemployed, self-employed, or with an affluent spouse.’
‘The first two because they’ve got lots of time, the last two because they can make time?’
She nodded. ‘Result? A lot of councils are not what you’d call dynamic. Edinburgh’s more interesting than most.’
‘So tell me about Edinburgh.’ Rebus stared out towards Inchkeith Island.
‘Well, we’ve sixty-two wards, Labour holding most of them.’
‘No surprise.’
‘But there isn’t much of a gap between Labour and the Tories, only about seven seats. The Lib-Dems have a few, and the SNP a couple. As to what the council does, if you’d ever had to sit in on their meetings and then write them up as even vaguely interesting prose, you’d know.’
‘Boring?’
‘Most councillors could bore for Britain at the World Ennui Cup.’
‘So that’s how you pronounce that word.’ This got him a smile. She didn’t smile much these days, not since she’d led Rebus to a horror above the Crazy Hose Saloon. Rebus looked out to sea. It seemed all whitecaps as far as the horizon.
‘There are all sorts of committees and sub-committees,’ she went on, ‘and the full district council meets once a month. But despite all that, what the council basically does is house people. Glasgow District Council is the biggest landlord in Britain – one hundred and seventy thousand houses. It’s rumoured the district councils were only given the housing portfolio after local government reorganisation so they’d have something to do.’
‘You’ve lost me.’
‘The Tories wanted to keep housing out of regional council control.’ She sighed at his puzzled look. ‘It’s all to do with politics and it’s all intensely dull.’
‘And the councillors are dull too?’
‘Almost of necessity. Maybe “worthy” would be a better word.’ She looked at him. ‘We’re focusing in nicely on Councillor Tom Gillespie. He chairs an industrial planning committee, looking at economic and property development. The council has its own department – Economic Development and Estates – and mostly the committee would be checking to ensure that the department is working hard and not trying to fix anything.’
‘Fix? You don’t mean as in repair?’
‘I don’t. Land deals and building contracts can be worth millions. Even repairs to buildings can be worth hundreds of thousands. Suppose I handed you the contract to clean the windows of every council building in the city?’
‘I’d have to buy a new chamois.’
‘You could afford it. The only thing about Gillespie is that he’s ambitious, but that’s nothing new. Twenty years ago, just before the corporation became the district council, Malcolm Rifkind, George Foulkes, and Robin Cook were all councillors. That’s another thing: the district council is about to disappear with effect from April 1996. There are elections coming up so we can install a sort of shadow authority, if anyone bothers to vote.’
‘Any news of crooked deals, bent councillors?’
‘Nothing. Tom Gillespie is a diligent, hard-working councillor with no bad press, no apparent skeletons in his closet, not even any rumours. He’s not a tippler, not a gambler, and he doesn’t cheat on his wife with the secretary –’
‘What makes you say that?’
She shrugged. ‘It’s just one of those things people sometimes do.’ She touched the back of his hand. ‘Do you know something I don’t?’
Rebus stood up. ‘That’d be the day. Which is he, by the way: self-employed? Unemployed?’
‘Wealthy spouse. His wife runs her own business.’
Rebus looked around. ‘Is there a café open somewhere?’
‘We could try the Fun Park.’ She wiped her hands clean of sand. ‘Am I in for an exclusive?’
Rebus rubbed his shoe over the circle she’d made in the sand, obliterating it.
‘Well?’ she persisted.
‘Are you still singing in that country and western band?’
‘Now there’s a subtle change of subject. You were about to answer my question.’
‘What question?’
‘About the exclusive.’
‘No I wasn’t.’ They came off the beach on to the promenade. ‘Can you check a couple of other things for me?’
‘What?’
‘A company name: LABarum.’ He spelt it for her. ‘That’s all I’ve got on it. Plus another name. Dalgety.’
‘A company?’
‘I don’t know. I’ve checked, and there are companies called Dalgety, plus it’s a place name and a surname.’
‘So what do you want me to do?’
He shrugged. ‘If you find out anything about LABarum, maybe Dalgety will tie into it.’
‘I’ll see what I can do. Oh, I forgot to say, I’m talking to your daughter later on.’
Rebus stopped. ‘You forgot to say?’
‘OK, I wasn’t going to tell you. I’m interviewing her on the McAnally suicide.’ Rebus started walking again, Mairie hurrying to catch him up. ‘Any comment you’d like to make at this point, Inspector, strictly on the record?’
‘No comment, Miss Henderson,’ Rebus growled.
He’d decided the interview room might prove just too much for Helena Proffit, so made an appointment to see her at her work. She worked part-time in an office, on top of her post as Gillespie’s ward secretary. But someone from her office phoned to say Miss Proffit had been taken ill with a migraine and had gone home. He tried her home number, but got no answer. It could wait. Meantime he made another appointment, this time with the Governor of HM Prison Edinburgh. He told the governor’s secretary that it concerned the suicide of an ex-inmate. The secretary booked him in for Tuesday afternoon.
‘Sooner would be better,’ he told her.
‘Sooner isn’t possible,’ she replied.
That night, after the usual session with Doc and Salty, he drove out to the Forth Road Bridge, parked, and walked on to the bridge itself. For once there was no howling gale, hardly even a breeze. There was no moon, and the temperature was still a degree or two above freezing. The bridge had been reopened, some temporary repairs completed. Initial structural surveys had shown no real damage to the fabric, though if the car had snapped one of the thick metal support cables, it would have been different.
He stood there shivering after the warmth of the pub and his car. He was a few yards from where the boys had jumped. The area was cordoned off with metal barriers, anchored by sandbags. Two yellow metal lamps marked off the danger area. Someone had climbed over the barriers and laid a small wreath next to the broken rail, weighing it down with a rock so it wouldn’t be blown away. He looked up at the nearer of the two vast supports, red lights blinking at its summit as a warning to aircraft. He didn’t really feel very much, except a bit lonely and sorry for himself. The Forth was down there, as judgmental as Pilate. It was funny the things that could kill you: water, a ship’s hull, steel pellets from a plastic case. It was funny that some people actually chose to die.
‘I could never do it,’ Rebus said out loud. ‘I couldn’t kill myself.’
Which didn’t mean he hadn’t thought of it. It was funny the things you thought about some nights. It was all so funny, he felt a lump forming in his throat. It’s only the drink, he thought. It’s the drink makes me maudlin. It’s only the drink.
Sometimes people who knew next to nothing about them called Edinburgh’s drop-in centres drop-out centres. Rebus knew that the police weren’t the most welcome guests, so he phoned ahead first.
He knew the person who ran the centre behind Waverley Station. Rebus had done him a favour once, bringing back a heroin addict who’d suffered sudden cold turkey on Nicolson Street. Some officers would have lifted the hapless wretch and taken him to the station for a knee in the groin and a long sweat. But Rebus had taken him where he wanted to go: the drop-in centre at Waverley. Turned out he was undergoing withdrawal, doing it all on his own.
‘How is he?’ Rebus asked Fraser Leitch, the centre’s manager and guiding light.
Leitch was sitting in his mouldering office, surrounded by the usual mounds of paperwork. The shelves behind his desk were bowed under the weight of files, document boxes, magazines and books. Fraser Leitch scratched his grey-flecked beard.
‘He was doing all right, last I heard. Retrained as a chippie and actually found a job. See, Inspector, sometimes the system works.’
‘Or he’s the exception that proves the rule.’
‘The eternal pessimist.’ Leitch got up and crouched in front of a tray on the floor. He checked there was water in the kettle and switched it on. ‘I’ll make a bet with you. I’ll bet you’re here to talk about Willie Coyle and Dixie Taylor.’
‘I’d have to be daft to cover a bet like that.’
Leitch smiled. ‘You know Dixie was a user?’ Rebus nodded. ‘Well, as far as I know, with Willie’s help he’d been clean for a couple of months.’
‘His works were still under his bed.’
Leitch shrugged as he tipped coffee into two mugs. ‘The temptation’s always there. I’ll make another bet with you, I’ll bet you’ve never tried heroin yourself.’
‘You’d be right.’
‘Me neither, but the way I’ve heard it described . . . Well, like I say, the temptation never goes away. You have to take it one day at a time.’
Rebus knew Fraser Leitch used to have a drink problem. What the man was saying was that once you had it, you had it for life, because even if you dried out, the cause of your problem was still there, never quite beyond reach.
‘There’s a joke I’ve heard,’ Leitch said, as the kettle started to boil. ‘Well, it’s not much of a joke. Here it is: what kind of boat should Dixie have landed on?’
‘I give up.’
‘A sampan, because they’re both close to junk. Like I say, bad joke.’ He poured water and milk into the mugs, stirred them, and handed one to Rebus. ‘Sorry, we don’t stretch to pure Colombian.’
‘Is that another joke?’
Leitch sat down again. ‘I knew Dixie,’ he said. ‘I only met Willie a couple of times.’
‘Willie wasn’t a user?’
‘He probably toked up, maybe dropped some E.’
‘Pretty clean-living then? Were you surprised when you learned what they’d done?’
‘Surprised? I don’t know. How’s your coffee?’
‘Terrible.’
‘Terrible or not, it’s still twenty pence.’ Leitch pointed to a box on the desk. Rebus found a one-pound coin and dropped it in.
‘Keep the change.’
‘Giving a quid qualifies you as a patron.’ Leitch stuck his feet up on the edge of the desk, knees bent. He was wearing moccasins, their stitched seams coming undone. The bottoms of his denims were frayed too. He usually described himself as ‘just another old hippy’.
‘How’s the centre doing?’ Rebus asked.
‘We’re hanging on by the skin of our teeth.’
‘You get district council funding?’
‘Some.’ Leitch frowned. ‘Why do you ask?’
‘What happens when the district council is replaced?’
‘We pray the new authority keeps up our funding.’
Rebus nodded thoughtfully. ‘I was asking if you were surprised about Willie and Dixie.’
Leitch thought for a moment. ‘No,’ he said, ‘I don’t suppose I was, except that it was a dafter stunt than I would have expected from them.’
‘Because Willie was smarter than that?’
‘He must have known they’d never get away with it. Dixie was a different proposition, crazy at times, a real heid-the-ba’, but Willie could keep him under control.’
‘Like Keitel and DeNiro in Mean Streets.’
‘That’s not a bad comparison. Dixie would do something daft, and Willie would slap him about the head. Dixie wouldn’t have taken it from anyone else. You realise a lot of what I’m telling you is second-hand? Like I said, I only met Willie a couple of times.’ He paused. ‘You were there, weren’t you?’
‘I was there,’ Rebus said quietly. He shifted in his chair. ‘They just . . . Willie put his arm around Dixie and then leaned back over the rail, and Dixie went with him. There was no resistance. They didn’t jump, they just slipped away.’
‘Christ.’ Leitch took his feet off the desk.
‘Why would they do that?’
Leitch got up and walked around the desk. ‘I think you know the answer to that, or at least you have an inkling. They couldn’t go to jail.’
‘I know,’ Rebus said. Two people die rather than go to jail; another dies rather than be out. Rebus touched his mouth with a finger, feeling the pain, the pressure, almost enjoying it.
Leitch landed a hand on his shoulder. ‘Have you seen a counsellor?’
‘What?’
‘Don’t the police have counselling?’
‘Why would I want counselling?’
Leitch squeezed Rebus’s shoulder and withdrew his hand. ‘It’s up to you,’ he said, going back to his chair. They sat in silence for a while.
‘Ever come across a guy called Paul Duggan?’ Rebus asked at last.
‘Name rings a bell. I can’t put a face to it. Maybe I’ve just heard him mentioned around the centre.’
‘He loaned Willie and Dixie his car. He was their landlord.’
‘Oh, right, yes. A couple of guys who sometimes come in are tenants of his.’
‘Any idea where they live?’
‘Abbey Hill, somewhere round there.’
‘What about the name Dalgety – does it mean anything to you?’ Leitch thought about it and shook his head. Rebus dug into his pocket and brought out the photo of Kirstie Kennedy. ‘I know it’s a long shot,’ he said, ‘but have you seen her around the centre?’
‘This is the Lord Provost’s daughter. A couple of uniforms came asking about her just after she went missing.’
‘The photo’s a bit out of date, she’d look different now.’
‘Then bring me a more recent photo. Don’t tell me an out-of-date picture’s the best her parents can do?’
Rebus thought about that as he left Fraser Leitch’s office. The man had a point. Then again, how many photos did Rebus have of his own daughter? Precious few after age twelve. He was standing in the short dark hallway, half its walls taken up with noticeboards, the other half with marker-pen graffiti. Rebus studied the notices. One card was recent, its edges not yet dog-eared. It was printed, unlike its ballpoint neighbours. Altogether a very superior card.
ROOMS TO LET CHEAP.
There was a phone number and a name. The name was Paul. Rebus removed the card and put it in his pocket next to Kirstie Kennedy’s photo.
He glanced into the two open rooms. In one, a couple of rows of plastic chairs were positioned in front of a TV. The TV was a twelve-inch black and white. One lad was in there, holding the indoor aerial above his head as he stared at the screen from a distance of about thirty inches. Another kid sat on one of the chairs, sleeping. In the other room, three more teenagers, two boys and a girl, were trying to play table tennis with one cracked ball, two rubberless bats, and a paperback book. Their net was a row of upended cigarette packets. They played quietly, without enthusiasm or hope.
On the steps outside, two more clients of the centre tried to bum first money and then cigarettes off him. He handed out a couple of ciggies, and even lit them.
‘Shame about Dixie, eh?’ he said.
‘Fuck off, porker,’ they said, moving back indoors.
Back at his flat, Rebus finally bled the central heating system, catching the water in empty coffee jars. One thing about the flat when he moved back in: plenty of empty coffee jars. He’d meant to ask the students why there were cupboards and boxes full of them.
He refilled the system, wondering what the pressure gauges on the front of the boiler should read. When he turned the system back on, there was a gushing, gurgling sound from the pipes, and the boiler shuddered as the gas jets burst into life.
He went through to the living room and stood with his hand on the radiator. It got warm, but stayed only warm, even with the thermostat all the way up. And there was a drip from the bleedcock. He twisted the key as hard as he could, but the drip remained. He tied a kitchen-cloth to it and let the cloth run down into one of the coffee jars. That would collect the drips, and stop them making a noise.
Yes, John Rebus had been here before.
He sat in his chair, lights out, and looked out of his window on to Arden Street, thinking of Maisie Finch, thinking of her mother and his own mother. There was frost on the roofs and bonnets of the parked cars. A group of students were laughing their way back to their digs. Rebus poured himself a whisky and told the students how lucky they were. Everybody out there was lucky. All the people sleeping rough, and bumming cigarettes, and plotting and scheming how to get ahead. Alister Flower, twisting and gnawing in his sleep; Gill Templer, still and unperturbed in hers; Frank Lauderdale, with an itch beneath his cast; Tresa McAnally, feet up in front of the TV; Kirstie Kennedy . . . wherever she was. They were all of them lucky.
Edinburgh was a lucky fucking town.
The following Tuesday, Rebus was at work uncharacteristically early.
But not so early as to be the first to arrive. Gill Templer was already there, her door ajar, fighting her way through paperwork. Rebus knocked and pushed the door open a little further.
‘You’re early,’ she said, rubbing her eyes.
‘What about you? Have you been here all night?’
‘It feels like it. That coffee smells good.’
‘Want me to fetch you one?’
‘No, just give me half of yours.’ She handed him a clean mug, and he poured half the contents of his beaker into it. Standing over the wastebasket, he was able to see what she’d been working on. She was trying to acquaint herself with every ongoing case, everything Frank Lauderdale had left behind.
‘Tall order,’ he said.
‘You can help.’
‘How’s that, boss?’
‘You’re slow to type up your notes. The McBrane case and the Pettiford especially. I’d like to see them this morning.’
‘Do you know how fast I type?’
‘Just do it.’
‘Would you settle for one out of two? I’ve a funeral on.’
‘I want them both by lunchtime, Inspector.’
Rebus looked back at the open door. There was still no one else around. ‘You know,’ he said quietly, ‘I’m going to start taking this personally.’
She looked up from her work. ‘What’s that?’
‘The way you’ve been treating me ever since you got here. Frankly, it stinks. At first I thought it was just for show, but I’m not so sure. I know you’ve got something to prove to everybody, but that doesn’t –’
‘Tread carefully, Inspector.’
Rebus stared at her. Finally she looked down at the work in front of her. ‘Thanks for the coffee,’ she said quietly. ‘I still want those case-notes by lunchtime.’
So he went to his desk and worked on them. He didn’t like typing up case-notes, the hard slog of always using the right words, of getting everything right. No police officer liked it when a report which had been painstakingly prepared was sent back by the Procurator-fiscal because of some tiny flaw in the surface of the whole. You were waiting for news that the precognition was being prepared, and instead the case came back to you with a note – ‘unable to proceed as stands’.
The reporting officer – whose job was to liaise with the Crown – took most of the flak, and Rebus was RO on both the McBrane and Pettiford cases. It was his job to make a case that the Procurator-fiscal would accept. He supposed it was Gill Templer’s job to make sure he did the work, but her attitude still rankled. As far as he could gather, she’d been a far from popular choice as Frank Lauderdale’s replacement. If Lauderdale hadn’t been universally respected, at least he’d been a man; and more than that, he’d been ‘one of them’. Gill Templer had been brought in from Fife. And she was a woman. And she didn’t even play golf.
The female officers seemed happy enough – the ill-feeling was among the males only. Siobhan Clarke, Rebus had noticed, had a new spring in her step, working under a woman. Maybe she saw in Gill Templer a future that could be hers. But Gill would have to step carefully. Traps would be laid for her. She’d have to be careful who she trusted. Rebus had so far given her the benefit of the doubt, reckoning she was being hard on him because she couldn’t afford to be soft.
So far it looked like a one-way street.
He took his finished notes to her office, only to discover she was in conference with Farmer Watson. He left them prominently on her desk instead, and went to the washroom to change his tie, removing the blue one and replacing it with black. Brian Holmes came in as Rebus was checking himself in the mirror.
‘Off to a party then?’
‘In a manner of speaking, Brian. In a manner of speaking.’
Certainly, there was enough booze in the kitchenette to start a fair old hootenanny, but this was a wake rather than a celebration.
By the time Rebus got to Tresa McAnally’s flat, the place was bursting at the seams with middle-aged men and women and their disgruntled offspring, plus a few older souls who had the honour of being given chairs to sit on. And in the middle of the living room, dressed top to toe in black but with red gloss fingernails, sat the widow. The curtains were closed, as were those of the neighbouring flats – a sign of solidarity. The Scots always rallied round for a send-off.
Rebus squeezed his way through the whispering throng, and held out his hand. ‘Mrs McAnally,’ he said.
She took his hand and exerted the minimum of pressure. ‘Good of you to come.’
Then he was off again, backpedalling before she could turn to someone and say, ‘This is the policeman who went to the school, he saw Wee Shug flat out on the floor and missing half his head.’ Normally at these occasions the men retreated to the kitchen and got stuck into the whisky. But here there was only the kitchenette, separated from the living area by nothing more than a breakfast-bar. So the men had crammed themselves into the kitchenette, for all the world like a rush-hour busful. They passed around clean glasses, and then the whisky. Tumblers of sweet and dry sherry were passed out to the ladies. Soft drinks for the younger mourners, though you didn’t have to be too old to qualify for a nip of the harder stuff.
Rebus took a glassful and toasted the small man next to him. The man was in his seventies, and wore a wartime charcoal-and-chalkine suit. He had a pinched face and kept moving his lips, pursing and puckering them. When he spoke, it was in an undertone.
‘Here’s to you then, son.’
‘Slàinte.’ They drank for a moment, savouring the cheap whisky. Savouring was better than having to talk, one reason why so much whisky was consumed at funerals.
‘The hearse gets here in ten minutes,’ the man informed Rebus.
‘Right.’ A closed casket of course; Tresa McAnally had been denied a final peek at her husband’s blasted remains.
‘Here’s the minister.’
There was nothing wrong with the old guy’s eyesight, despite the thick smeary lenses in his glasses. Rebus watched the minister as he moved through the room towards Tresa McAnally. He wore black, with the white dog-collar, and as he moved the crush of mourners parted before him. Ministers didn’t make friends, not easily; they were like cops that way. People were always afraid they’d say the wrong thing in front of them. They had a skill though, these men of the cloth: they could conduct a conversation while remaining inaudible to all but the person they addressed.
The old man was unscrewing another whisky bottle, different brand. ‘She’s made the flat nice, hasn’t she? I haven’t been here for a couple of years.’
Rebus nodded, noticing that the huge TV set had been moved out to make more space. He guessed it was in the bedroom. He scanned the male mourners again, looking for old lags, known faces, looking for someone who could have procured a shotgun for Wee Shug.
‘Oh aye,’ the old man went on, ‘it’s lovely now. New carpets and wallpaper, really nice.’
And new TV, Rebus thought. New front door, and bedroom fittings that didn’t exactly look superannuated. Money: where the hell had the money come from?
‘New carpet in the hall, too,’ the man was saying. He lowered his voice still further. ‘I suppose she did it for Wee Shug. You know, to make his coming home a bit more welcome. I mean, after a jail cell you want something nice.’
Rebus looked at the man more closely. ‘Served time yourself?’
‘A long time ago, son. Back in the fifties. Saughton was a different place then, everything was different. And mind, I’m not saying it was worse.’ Their drinks replenished, he screwed the top back on and passed the bottle to the next man along. Rebus wondered how many more old lags there were in the crush around him. Then he saw someone else coming into the room, and he stopped with his glass half an inch from his mouth.
She was dressed in black, a small woman with a pillbox hat and a short veil which covered her eyes but not her mouth. And behind her, much taller, a younger woman wearing a simple navy suit, low-cut and tight at the hips. It looked the sort of thing you would wear a blouse under, but Maisie Finch wasn’t wearing a blouse, or anything else beneath it that Rebus could see.
For now though, he was more interested in the woman with her. It was Helena Profitt. Rebus turned towards the draining-board, where a rubicund man, hot and jacketless and sporting bright red braces, was dispensing the drinks.
‘Give us a couple of sherries,’ Rebus murmured in the man’s direction. The order was passed along and a few moments later Rebus had his sherries. He left his own whisky on the breakfast-bar and carried them into the living room.
Helena Profitt was having a muted conversation with Tresa McAnally, so Rebus tapped Maisie Finch on the shoulder. When she turned towards him, he handed her the glasses.
‘Thanks.’ She sniffed the contents before handing one glass on to Helena Profitt.
‘Funny,’ Rebus said, ‘you never mentioned knowing Miss Profitt.’
She smiled, then took a sip of sherry and screwed up her face.
‘Too sweet?’
‘It’s loupin’. Is there anything else?’
‘Whisky, dark rum, soft drinks. Maybe some vodka.’
‘A voddy would slip down.’ She surveyed the scrum in the kitchenette and changed her mind, draining the glass.
‘So,’ Rebus said in an undertone, ‘how do you know Helena Profitt?’
‘Same way most folk in this room do.’ She smiled again and turned to the widow. ‘Tresa, hen, mind if I smoke?’ The packet was already out of her pocket.
‘Go ahead, Maisie.’ A pause. ‘It’s what Wee Shug would have wanted. He liked a ciggie himself.’
Taking their signal from this, a lot of hands reached into pockets and handbags. Packs were opened, handed round. Rebus took one from Maisie, and she lit it for him.
‘Nice lighter,’ he said.
‘It was a present.’ She looked at the slim onyx and gold lighter before returning it to her pocket.
‘So,’ Rebus said, ‘Miss Profitt used to live in the tenement?’
‘Floor below this.’
As more people arrived and had to offer their condolences, or else needed to say goodbye before leaving, Rebus and Maisie found themselves moved away from the widow and Miss Profitt. They ended up by the mantelpiece. Rebus picked up a bereavement card. It was signed simply, ‘From all Shug’s pals in Saughton. We shall remember him.’
‘Touching,’ Maisie Finch said.
‘Either that or a bit sick.’
‘How’s that, Inspector?’ He noted she said ‘Inspector’ quite loudly. The nearest mourners looked him up and down, and he knew word would now go around.
‘Depends why he killed himself,’ he said. ‘Maybe it had something to do with Saughton.’
‘Tresa tells me he had the big C.’
‘That’s only one possible reason.’ He found her eyes. ‘I can think of others.’
She looked away, almost casual. ‘Such as?’
‘Guilt, shame, embarrassment.’
She smiled sourly. ‘Not in Shug McAnally’s vocabulary.’
‘Self-pity?’
‘That’d be more like it.’
Rebus saw a pillbox hat and veil moving towards the door. ‘I’ll be back,’ he said.
Helena Profitt was at the front door when he caught her.
‘Miss Profitt?’ She turned to him. ‘I think we’d better talk.’
He led her into the McAnallys’ bedroom.
‘Can’t it wait?’ she asked, looking around her, not liking the surroundings.
Rebus shook his head. The TV was in here sure enough, giving them a narrow aisle to move about in. ‘You’ve been avoiding me,’ he said.
She sighed. ‘Tom told me he’d told you.’
‘You recognised Mr McAnally that night?’
‘Of course I did.’
‘Did he recognise you?’
She nodded. ‘I’m certain he did.’
‘Did he know beforehand that you were close to the councillor?’
Now she stared at him through her veil. ‘What do you mean “close”? I’m his ward secretary, that’s all.’
‘That’s all I meant.’
‘How could he have known? No, I don’t think he knew.’ She suddenly saw what he was getting at. ‘His suicide had nothing to do with me!’
‘We have to check these things. Why didn’t you say anything at the time?’
‘I . . .’ She sat down on the edge of the bed, hands in her lap, then stood up again abruptly. Rebus watched the bedcover float, finding its level. It was a waterbed. Disconcerted, Helena Profitt patted her hat and tugged at her veil. It didn’t make much of a hiding place.
‘Is it to do with Maisie Finch?’ Rebus asked.
She thought about it, then nodded solemnly before bursting into a fit of loud sobbing. Rebus touched her shoulder, but she spun away from him. A mourner opened the door and looked in. Rebus got the feeling there were others out there, all wanting to see the tears.
‘She’ll be all right,’ he said, closing the door firmly. Helena Profitt had brought a hankie out of her sleeve and was blowing her nose. Rebus offered her his own handkerchief, and she used it to dab at her eyes. There was eyeshadow on the white cotton when she handed it back. The door was pushed open again. The man with the red braces stood there.
‘What’s going on?’
‘Nothing,’ Rebus said.
The man glowered. ‘We know who you are. Maybe you’d better leave.’
‘What are you going to do – throw me out?’
The sweaty face creased in a sneer. ‘You lot are all the same.’
‘And so are you lot.’ Rebus pushed the door hard until it closed. He turned back to Helena Profitt.
‘What is it you’re not saying?’ he asked solicitously. ‘It’ll come out eventually, you know.’
‘I moved out of this tenement four years ago,’ she said. ‘I’ve only been back a couple of times since. I should come more often. Maisie’s mother misses my little visits . . .’
Four years ago. ‘After McAnally raped Maisie?’ he guessed.
She breathed deeply a few times to calm herself. ‘You know, we didn’t do anything, none of us. We all heard a scream – I know I heard it – but nobody phoned for the police. Not until Maisie ran into Tresa’s. It was Tresa herself who phoned, to say her own husband had just raped their next door neighbour’s girl. We heard the scream, but we just went on minding our own business.’ She wiped her nose again. ‘Isn’t that typical of this bloody city?’
Rebus remembered the words he’d used so recently: guilt, shame, embarrassment.
‘You felt ashamed?’ he offered.
‘You bet I did. I couldn’t stand to live here any longer.’
He nodded. ‘Are you surprised Maisie stayed on, knowing McAnally would be back?’
She shook her head. ‘Maisie’s mum would never move. Besides, Maisie and Tresa, they’ve always been close, especially so since the . . .’
Rebus tried to imagine walking out of prison and into a situation like that. How much closer had Tresa and the younger woman grown in McAnally’s absence?
‘Tell me what happened that night.’
‘What?’ She tucked the hankie back into her sleeve.
‘The night of the assault.’
‘What’s it to you?’ Her cheeks were reddening with anger. ‘It’s none of your business. It’s long past, long forgotten.’
‘Forgotten, Miss Profitt?’ Rebus shook his head. ‘I don’t think so, not by a long chalk.’
Then he turned from her and left the room.
He looked into the living room. Smoke hung in the air like winter fog. He saw Maisie, perched on the arm of the widow’s fat armchair, one slim leg crossed over the other. She was holding Tresa McAnally’s hand and giving it a pat, and Tresa, head bowed, was listening to whatever Maisie was telling her. Listening to it, and managing to smile. Rebus would have called Tresa McAnally ‘feisty’; maybe even ‘brassy’. But neither description fitted her just now. Maybe it was just the circumstances, the funeral, but he didn’t think so.
‘Car’s here,’ someone at the window said, meaning that the hearse was arriving. The minister got to his feet to say a few words, a tumbler of whisky in one hand, cheeks redder than they had been. Rebus pushed his way back into the hall, slipped out of the open door, and made his way down the tenement stairs. The man in the braces leaned over the guard-rail.
‘I hope we meet again, pal, some place where there are no witnesses.’
The threat echoed down the stairwell. Rebus kept walking. When he drove off, he left a space kerbside for the hearse.
Rebus wasn’t the only one interested in Shug McAnally’s suicide. He’d read the newspaper article, scanning it quickly first to see if he was mentioned. He wasn’t, which was a relief. Mairie Henderson’s was one of three names sharing the by-line. It was impossible to see where her contribution started and ended except, of course, that she’d interviewed Rebus’s daughter Sammy; and though Sammy wasn’t mentioned by name, the outfit she worked for was: Scottish Welfare for Ex-Prisoners, or SWEEP as it preferred to be known.
The police called it Sooty.
SWEEP, like the other care agencies mentioned in the piece, was concerned that Hugh McAnally’s suicide only a week after his release from prison was evidence of a problem of readjustment and a lack of real concern ‘within the system’ – Sammy’s words to be sure. Police, prison staff, and Social Services were marked out for criticism. The governor of HM Prison Edinburgh could do no more than explain to the journalists how inmates were prepared for release back into society. A ‘spokesman for SWEEP’ insisted that ex-prisoners – SWEEP never called them ‘offenders’ – suffered the same psychological problems as released kidnap victims or hostages. Rebus could hear the words in Sammy’s mouth; he’d heard them from her before.
He’d been surprised to get a letter from his daughter a couple of months back, saying she’d got a job in Edinburgh and was ‘coming home’. He’d phoned her to check what this meant, and found it only meant she was returning to Edinburgh.
‘Don’t worry,’ she told him, ‘I don’t expect you to put me up.’
The job she’d landed was with SWEEP. She’d been working for some time with inmates and ex-prisoners in London, ever since she’d visited a friend in jail and had seen the conditions and, as she put it, ‘the loneliness’.
‘This friend,’ Rebus had unwisely said, ‘what were they in for?’
After which their conversation had become stilted to say the least.
She didn’t want to be met off the train, but he went to Waverley anyway. She didn’t see him watching as she flung her army-style kitbag and scuffed red rucksack on to the platform. He wanted to walk forwards to greet her, maybe throw his arms around her, or more likely stand there in the hope that she’d throw her arms around him. But she hadn’t wanted to be met, so he stood his ground, half hoping she’d see him anyway.
She didn’t; she just looked around the concourse with a good deal of pleasure, swung the rucksack on to her back, and picked up her kitbag. She was thin, dressed in clingy black leggings, Doc Marten shoes, a baggy grey T-shirt and black waistcoat. Her hair was long these days, ponytailed with pieces of bright cotton threaded through it. She sported several earrings in either ear, and a nose-stud. She was twenty years old, a woman, and her own woman at that, striding with confidence from the platform. He followed her up the ramp out of the station. A bright winter day was waiting for her. He didn’t suppose she’d worry about the cold.
Later, she’d come to Patience’s flat for a meal. Rebus had suggested vegetarian to Patience, just to be on the safe side.
‘I always cook vegetarian for the teens and twenties,’ she’d replied.
‘I might have guessed you would.’
After that visit, there had been others, Sammy and Patience growing closer as Patience and Rebus moved even further apart. Until one day Rebus had left, giving the students who rented his flat their marching orders and moving himself back in.
Two days later, his set of keys to Patience’s flat had been handed over to Sammy, and she’d moved her stuff into the guest bedroom. Not a permanent arrangement, as both women said; just something they wanted to do for now.
Sammy was still there.
That first evening, the evening of the stuffed red peppers, Rebus and Sammy had argued about prison and ex-prisoners, right and wrong, society versus the individual. Sammy kept using the words ‘the system’; Rebus niggled her by using the term ‘con’. Although he agreed with at least some of her points – well thought out, persuasively argued – he found himself setting up in opposition to her. It was something he did, not just with her. Glancing across the table at Patience, he’d seen a weary smile. She’d told him before: he liked to antagonise just to get a response.
‘Know why?’ she’d said. ‘Because conflict is more fun for you than consensus.’
‘No it isn’t,’ he’d told her. ‘I’m just the devil’s advocate, that’s all.’
So he’d ignored the weary smile and continued his joust with his daughter . . .
He closed the paper, folded it, and tossed it into a wastepaper-bin. Gill Templer came into the office. He’d been waiting there for her for close to fifteen minutes. She didn’t apologise.
‘You forgot to tell me,’ she said, ‘that your daughter works for SWEEP.’
‘It’s not an issue.’
‘You should have told me.’
He saw what she meant. ‘You mean, before you gave an interview?’
‘Some woman reporter, nice as ninepence until the end of the session, then: “and tell me, what is your feeling about one of your inspectors having a close relative so involved with SWEEP?”’
Mairie Henderson, thought Rebus. Probably not interested in the answer either, just trying to discomfit the interviewee, see if anything shook loose.
‘What did you tell her?’
‘I told her no comment. Then I went straight to Chief Superintendent Watson and asked him who the hell she’d meant.’ She paused. ‘It had to be you.’
‘Is that my cue for a song?’
She slammed a hand down on her desk. ‘It’s your cue to get the hell out of my office!’
Rebus got the hell out.
Rebus’s appointment with the governor of Saughton was in the late afternoon.
The guard-house phoned ahead, then let him through. He was met at the other side of the gate and taken to the governor’s office. There was an ante-room where the secretary sat behind a computer. She was taking a phone call, but nodded for him to take a seat.
‘You see,’ she said into the receiver, ‘control shift asterisk is supposed to clear that, but it’s not doing it.’ She listened, and tucked the receiver between cheek and shoulder so she could work on her keyboard with both hands. ‘No, that’s not working either. Hang on, that’s got it. Thanks, bye.’ She put the phone down and shook her head in exasperation. ‘Sometimes they’re more trouble than they’re worth,’ she confided to Rebus. ‘The governor will be back in a couple of minutes.’
‘Thanks,’ Rebus said. ‘Typewriters are about as high-tech as I can manage.’
‘They keep sending me on courses, but after half an hour I’m completely bamboozled.’
The door Rebus had come through opened suddenly, and the governor came in. Rebus stood up, they shook hands, and the governor led him into the inner sanctum.
‘Sit down, Inspector.’
‘I appreciate you seeing me, sir.’
The governor dismissed this with a wave of his hand. ‘It’s not often a suicide on the outside brings me into the equation, but I’ve had reporters hounding me on this one. McAnally’s death seems to have stirred up a bit of debate. They must be hard up for news.’ He sat back, resting his hands on his stomach. ‘And now,’ he said, ‘I’ve got you.’
The governor was a handsome man in his late fifties. He peered at Rebus over metal-framed glasses. He was bulky rather than fat, and his silvering hair was thick and healthy. His suit looked expensive, his shirt laundered, and his unfussy blue tie had a sheen that Rebus took for silk. He saw himself as a ‘man-manager’, and was a public voice in the drive to reform Scotland’s penal system: an end to slopping-out and cell-sharing; brighter, better equipped halls; a strong emphasis on vocational training, education and counselling. Not every sight-impaired Open University student knew that their braille text was probably transcribed by Saughton’s Braille Unit.
It wasn’t all sunny though: Saughton had its drug problems, its share of HIV-positive inmates. But at least it had a full-time medical staff to cope, or to begin to try to cope.
Rebus had never met the governor before, though he’d seen him at functions, and come across him in the media. His name was Jim Flett or, more often, just ‘Big Jim’.
‘Well, you’re right, sir,’ Rebus said, ‘I am here to talk to you about Hugh McAnally.’
‘So I gather.’ Flett tapped a manila file on his desk, the record of Prisoner 1117, C-Hall, HMP Edinburgh, McAnally, Hugh. Jim Flett opened the file. ‘I’ve had a read of this, and I’ve been to talk to some of the warders and McAnally’s fellow inmates.’ He gave Rebus a grin. ‘I think I’m prepared. By the way, something to drink?’
‘I’m fine, thanks. This won’t take long. Why was McAnally released so early?’
‘Not so early. His good behaviour was taken into account, as was his illness.’
‘You knew he was ill?’
‘Inoperable cancer. Normally, the stage of sentence he was at, we’d be readying to transfer him to the TFF hostel.’
‘What’s that?’
‘Training for Freedom. He’d have gone out unsupervised to a work placement. But Mr McAnally was a category C prisoner, and only category D’s qualify for TFF. In any event, he was due parole.’
‘What made him category C?’
Flett shrugged. ‘A bust-up with a warder.’
‘I thought you mentioned good behaviour?’
‘The bust-up was a while back. The man was dying, inspector. We knew we weren’t going to see him in here again.’
‘Did he seem suicidal?’
‘Not as far as I’m aware. I’m just glad he did away with himself on the outside: it makes him your problem rather than mine.’
‘What about aggro? Was he subject to threats or violence?’
‘How do you mean?’
‘He was a convicted rapist, his victim legally a child at the time of the offence. I hear the stories, same as everyone else: if you’re a sex offender and you’re not put in a separate wing, you get beaten up, people pish in your tea, you’re an outcast. Can’t exactly be good for the spirit.’
‘Spirit?’ Flett gave a wry smile. ‘Let’s just say I’m not aware of any incidents of that nature. If any occurred, they’d be dealt with.’
‘I don’t suppose the victims lodge complaints that often.’
‘You think you know so much about us, Inspector, maybe you should be sitting this side of the desk?’
‘No, thanks.’
‘Look, there’s nothing in his time here that made anyone think he was about to stick a shotgun in his gub.’
Rebus thought for a moment. ‘Did you know him?’
‘No, I didn’t. He’d only been here eleven months.’
‘Where was he before?’
‘Glenochil.’
‘Any problems while he was there?’
‘Not according to the files. Look, Inspector, I know what you’re thinking, what you’re trying to put together. But he didn’t commit harry-carry because of anything that happened to him in here. His cellmate was as shocked as anyone when he heard what happened. McAnally had served two previous sentences; it’s not as if incarceration was new or strange to him.’
Rebus thought again of Willie and Dixie, of what would have happened to them in prison.
‘Surely,’ Flett was saying, ‘it’s much more realistic to say that the illness wore him down and led him to kill himself.’
‘With respect, sir, his previouses weren’t for rape of a minor.’
Flett stared at Rebus, then glanced at his watch, letting him know the score.
‘Just a couple of final questions, sir. How much money did he leave prison with?’
Flett had to check that in the file. ‘There was eight pounds sixty among his effects when he came in.’
‘And other than that?’
‘Other than that, he was entitled to the same benefits as any other ex-prisoner. It seems an odd question to ask.’
‘His flat shows signs of a recent overhaul; I’m wondering where the money came from.’
‘Best ask his wife. Anything else?’
‘Who was his contact on the outside?’
‘You mean his supervising officer?’ Flett looked this up too. ‘Jennifer Benn at Social Services.’ Rebus entered the name in his notebook. ‘Well, if that’s all, inspector . . .?’ The governor was on his feet. He walked around the desk and smiled towards Rebus, and Rebus suddenly knew the man was hiding something. He’d been edgy during the conversation, as though expecting some awkward question to arise. It hadn’t, and his relief was evident in that smile, in his complete change of attitude.
Rebus tried to think what the question could be. Out in the secretary’s office, while Big Jim was shaking his hand a final time, he was still thinking about it. I’ve let him off the hook, he thought. He reran the meeting in his head as he walked back to his car.
‘Buggered if I know,’ he announced to himself. But as he sat in the idling car, he knew he was going to have to find out.
That evening, he visited one of only two drop-in centres available to ex-cons in Edinburgh. It reminded him most of Fraser Leitch’s establishment, except that here there was a colour TV rather than black and white.
Nobody could help him. Hugh McAnally hadn’t been near the place, not as far as anyone knew. He wasn’t about to press the point or outstay his lukewarm welcome, but he took a quick look round before he left.
In a corner of the main room, a woman with a huge canvas bag slung over her shoulder was crouching down in conversation with a man who sat slumped in a chair. The man stared past her, not interested. Eventually the woman gave up, wrote something on a pad, closed it, and returned it to the canvas bag. The man leaned forward then and whispered something into her ear. She listened, her cheeks reddened, and she got to her feet, turning to walk away.
Rebus was right behind her. She brought herself up short to avoid a collision.
‘You wouldn’t be Jennifer Benn, would you?’
‘That’s me.’
‘My lucky night.’ Rebus looked past her, to where the seated man was rubbing his forehead, trying not to let Rebus see his face. ‘Hiya, Pete.’
The man looked up and seemed to place Rebus. ‘Evening, Mr Rebus.’
‘How long have you been out?’
‘Three weeks two days.’
‘And you fancy another trip back already? Give the lady back her purse.’
The social worker stared in surprise as Pete slipped the bulging black leather purse out of his denim jacket. She snatched it back and checked the contents.
‘Do you want to press charges?’ Rebus asked. She shook her head. ‘Fine, then let’s have a little chat.’
By the time they reached the front door, Jennifer Benn had regained her composure.
‘Where are we going?’
‘Somewhere I’m a bit more welcome. There’s a pub across the road.’
‘I don’t like pubs.’
‘My car then?’
She turned to him. ‘Can I see some ID?’
‘I thought that scene back there would have been ID enough.’ But she wasn’t budging, so he dug out his warrant card, which she inspected slowly.
‘All right,’ she said, handing it back, ‘we can talk here.’
‘Here?’ They were on the pavement. She wrapped a woollen scarf around her neck and pulled on sheepskin mitts. She was in her late-twenties and had frizzy blonde hair and outsized glasses. ‘It’s freezing here,’ Rebus complained.
‘Then best hurry up.’
He sighed. ‘You were Shug McAnally’s social worker?’
‘That’s right.’
‘I’m investigating his suicide.’
She was shaking her head. ‘I’m afraid I can’t help. He never kept an appointment, we never met.’
‘Did you report him?’
She nodded. ‘But I didn’t think anything would come of it. What punishment do you mete out to someone with terminal cancer?’
And with that she turned and walked quickly to her car. Rebus thought that she’d asked a very good question indeed.
Next morning, he found himself summoned to Chief Superintendent Watson’s office.
Gill Templer was already there when he arrived. She was standing with her back to the filing cabinet, arms folded. There wasn’t much room: three large cardboard boxes marked ‘PanoTech’ sat on the floor by the desk.
‘My new computer,’ the Farmer explained. ‘Sit down, John.’ The Farmer looked like a man with bad news: Rebus had been here before; same look, same tone of voice.
‘I’d rather stand, sir.’
‘Been up to anything we should know about, John?’
‘No, sir.’
‘Nothing at all?’
‘Not that I know of, sir. Why?’
Watson glanced towards Gill Templer. ‘I had a phone call yesterday evening from Allan Gunner.’ Gunner: the deputy chief constable. ‘He doesn’t often call me at home.’
‘Do I take it he had bad news?’ Rebus decided to sit down after all.
‘HM Inspectorate of Constabulary are thinking of investigating us.’
‘Us?’
‘B Division.’
‘That’s us all right.’
‘It’s no joking matter.’
Nor was it. HMIC was independent of the police service; it reported directly to the Secretary of State for Scotland. HMIC’s public remit encompassed examining police standards and indicating areas for improvement. It inspected all eight regional forces each year, but only four of these were full ‘primary’ inspections. They looked at rises in crime stats, falls in detection rates, and complaints from the public. No problem there: the recorded crime rate was steady when it wasn’t falling, and recent clear-up rates were marginally improved. But HMIC could really screw up a station’s working practices, just by being on the premises. There were long lists of questions to answer, an initial pre-inspection followed by the full inspection . . . and, as everyone in the room knew, HMIC could sometimes stumble upon something better left unqueried. Or, as the Farmer put it, ‘You know those buggers, John. If they want to find dirt on us, there’s dirt to be found. We don’t exactly work in an antiseptic environment.’
‘That’s because we don’t deal with people who wash behind their ears every morning. What are you getting at, sir? So what if we’ve been picked out? It’s the luck of the draw.’
‘Ah,’ Watson said, holding up a prodigious forefinger. ‘I only said they were thinking of picking us out.’
‘I don’t get it.’
The Farmer shifted – so far as he was able – in his chair. He was not a small man; it was not a large chair. ‘To be honest, neither do I, the DCC was being bloody cagey. I think the gist was, we’re doing something naughty, and if we stop doing it, another division might find itself under scrutiny instead of us.’
‘Did he actually say that?’ Gill Templer asked.
The Farmer shrugged. ‘I’m giving my interpretation, that’s all. Now, after his phone call, I did some thinking. I asked myself: who would be getting up people’s noses? Well, I know one copper who’s like cocaine in that respect.’
‘Nobody sniffs coke these days, sir.’ Watson just sat there, unblinking. ‘OK,’ Rebus said, standing again. ‘I went to see Big Jim Flett yesterday, probably a couple of hours before Gunner called you.’
‘Why?’ Gill Templer asked. She looked furious that he hadn’t told her beforehand.
‘McAnally.’
‘The suicide?’ The Farmer frowned as Rebus nodded.
‘The thing is, sir, there’s something . . . I don’t know, I just think there’s something there. Why go all the way to Warrender School to blow your brains out in front of a councillor, a man who says he never even knew the deceased? And how come the widow’s suddenly got money to spend? Those are two questions; I’ve got a wheen more.’
‘Well,’ the Farmer said, ‘that might explain the second phone call. Also last night, and also at my home. It was from Derek Mantoni.’
‘I don’t know him.’
‘Councillor Mantoni is chair of Lothian and Borders Joint Police Board.’
Rebus saw now: Gillespie had been complaining to his friend.
‘He was asking about you, John.’
‘Nice of him.’
‘Apparently you’ve rubbed Councillor Gillespie up the wrong way. I should remind you that the councillor is a victim here, and one who’s been through a terrible experience.’ The Farmer sounded as if he was quoting Derek Mantoni.
‘Inspector Rebus,’ Gill Templer said, ‘is there any reason to believe it wasn’t a suicide?’
‘No,’ Rebus admitted. ‘I’m sure it was suicide.’
‘Then I don’t see the problem.’
Rebus turned to her. ‘Well, I do!’ He jabbed his thumb into his chest to reinforce the point. ‘And now everyone suddenly wants it covered up!’ She turned her head away from him.
‘John,’ the Farmer warned, ‘that’s out of order. I’ve been looking at the hours you’ve been putting in. You’re due some time off . . . a lot of time actually. It’s a quiet time of year.’
Rebus held the Farmer’s stare. ‘You’ve got to back me up on this, sir.’
‘I’m telling you to take some time off, that’s all.’
‘Who is it you’re scared of: the DCC? Mantoni? HMIC?’
The Farmer ignored him. ‘Take a week, ten days . . . clear your head, Inspector.’
Rebus slammed both hands down on the desktop. A framed photo of the Farmer’s family fell off and landed on a cardboard box. Gill Templer stooped to pick it up.
‘You’ve got to back me up,’ Rebus repeated. He knew Gill was a lost cause; he had eyes only for the Farmer, but the Farmer wasn’t looking.
‘I’ve given you an order, Inspector.’
Rebus gave one of the boxes a kick on his way out of the room.
When he thought it over later, Rebus didn’t blame the Farmer. He was covering his arse; so was Gill, if it came down to it. Now Rebus was a free agent, or at least a loose one. He couldn’t get anyone into trouble but himself, and that was fine with him. He’d cleared his desk, pushing everything into drawers and, when he ran out of space, the wastepaper-bin. He’d left St Leonard’s without a word to anyone.
There were just the two problems – neither of them insignificant – and he pondered them as he sat in the back room of the Oxford Bar with a half of Caledonian Eighty and a double malt.
The first problem was, police routine gave his daily life its only shape and substance; it gave him a schedule to work to, a reason to get up in the morning. He loathed his free time, dreaded Sundays off. He lived to work, and in a very real sense he worked to live, too: the much-maligned Protestant work-ethic. Subtract work from the equation, and the day became flabby, like releasing jelly from its mould. Besides, without work, what reason had he not to drink?
It worried him, because now there was nothing to stop him raising two fingers to the shade of Wee Shug McAnally, a man not exactly universally mourned, and get on with some serious bevvying instead. He could spend a seven-to-ten stretch in the Ox no problem, augmented by betting-shop gossip and nourished by pies and bridies. It would be wonderfully easy.
Then there was the second problem, not unconnected to the first.
For, now that he had so much time on his hands, what was to stop him booking a dentist’s appointment?
The only thing to do was to keep working. Besides, there were some things he needed to do in a hurry, before word got around that he was on leave. The first of these involved another visit to C Division in Torphichen Place.
DI Davidson was again on duty, to Rebus’s relief.
‘I can smell it off you,’ Davidson said, leading him to the CID room.
‘What?’
‘The drink. How can you torture me like that? There’s another two hours before I finish my shift.’
Rebus saw that they were alone in the CID room. ‘I need the casenotes on McAnally, the ones from the rape charge.’
‘What for?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘I just need to see them.’
Davidson went to a desk drawer and brought out a bunch of keys. ‘You know, John, there’s enough to be getting on with in the here-and-now.’ He went to a walk-in cupboard and opened it. ‘I don’t suppose there’ll be a copy still here. Everything’ll have been archived by now.’
There were reports packed tight along each shelf. On every spine, in fat felt-marker, was an officer’s name, depending on whose copy the report was. The spines faced upwards, the base of each report facing out. On the base was the name of the accused. There was no McAnally.
So then they’d to traipse to another part of the building, locate another set of keys, and unlock a storeroom, inside which stood a dozen tall double-doored filing cupboards. Davidson stood in thought for a moment, then pointed at one.
‘That’s probably got the year we’re after.’ He unlocked the cabinet. There was a smell of musty paper, much stronger than in the cupboard they’d tried earlier. Davidson ran his finger along each row of spines. ‘McAnally,’ he said at last, pulling out two thick files of A4 paper and handing them to Rebus. Each was loose-bound, held together by two removable metal clips. The blue covers were faded at their edges. Davidson’s surname was on the spine. Rebus read from one of the covers.
‘“The Case Against Hugh McAnally, Born 12.1.44.”’ He flipped through both files, not surprised to see their bulk consisted of witness statements.
‘Enjoy,’ said Davidson, relocking the cabinet.
Rebus stopped off on his way home and bought a jar of coffee, rolls, bacon, and two four-packs of Export. He was preparing for a long haul.
The flat was fairly warm. He emptied the jar beneath the leaking radiator and replaced it, then turned the hi-fi on. He washed three aspirin down with a swig of beer, then checked his face in the bathroom mirror. The skin around and below his nose was definitely inflamed. When he waggled one particular tooth it felt deadened, anaesthetised, while its neighbours jangled like they’d been wired to the mains. The blister on his palm had receded, and now sported only a thin strip of sticking-plaster. Beneath the plaster, the engine’s serial number was still there.
I’m in great shape, he thought. I’m the perfect fucking specimen.
He took the beer through to the living room, sat down with the reports in his chair, and started to read.
He started with the Summary of Evidence, barely glanced down the List of Productions and List of Witnesses, skipped the Annual Leave of Officers, and got to work on the Statements and Tape Transcriptions. The witnesses comprised neighbours, the victim, the accused’s wife, a couple of barmen, and the police doctor (Dr Curt, as it turned out), who had examined and taken samples from both victim and accused. Maisie Finch had been examined in hospital, where she spent the rest of the night under observation. It was noted that her mother – unaware of her daughter’s presence – was in the same hospital at the time, just one floor up.
Hugh McAnally had been examined in the medical examination room at Torphichen. During the examination he kept protesting, ‘I used a johnny, for fuck’s sake, what’s the problem?’
These words had endeared him to no one.
The story from the victim’s point of view: Maisie had been alone in the flat, her mum being in hospital for a minor operation. At this time, her mother was already all but housebound, looking after her a full-time occupation for Maisie. (Nobody had asked her how it felt to be cooped up all day with an invalid; or how it felt when her mum had been taken into hospital . . . Rebus remembered his own meeting with her – the bottles of strong lager, the ‘holiday mood’.) Maisie knew Mr McAnally very well, had known him for years. She regarded him not just as a neighbour but as a family friend.
McAnally told her he had come to ask after her mother. Though he smelled of alcohol, she’d let him into the flat and offered to make a cup of tea. He asked if she had anything stronger. She knew there was a bottle of whisky in the bottom of her mother’s wardrobe. It had been there since her father’s death. Maisie went to fetch it, and McAnally followed. He pushed her on to the bed so she was face down, and held her head down with one hand . . .
Afterwards, he mumbled something. She thought it might have been an apology, but maybe not. He went out, leaving the door to the flat ajar. She could hear him tramping noisily down the stairwell. She ran to Mrs McAnally’s door and thumped on it till she got an answer. Mrs McAnally herself called the police.
McAnally, by his own admission, left the tenement and headed for Lothian Road, drinking in a couple of pubs he frequented. This was backed up by the two barmen. Then he bought a fish supper, and was finishing it as he approached the main door of the tenement, where he was apprehended by two police officers who had been waiting in their car. He was taken to Torphichen Place police station and questioned, then charged.
McAnally’s version was: he had indeed gone to Maisie Finch’s flat to inquire about her mother, but also in the hope of having sex with Maisie. They’d had sex once before, while her mother was asleep in the other room. Both times, Maisie initiated proceedings. McAnally knew she was a ‘good girl’, but thought she got bored at home. He knew he was ‘no spring chicken’ nor yet ‘Mr Universe’, and her home life explained why Maisie wanted to have sex with him – ‘I dare say I wasn’t the only one.’ Maisie herself had never said anything, never explained, and McAnally wasn’t really bothered, ‘so long as I was getting my hole.’
After a minute or so’s conversation in the living room, Maisie suggested going through to her mother’s bedroom, her reasoning being that her mother had a double bed, while Maisie only had a single. (Asked to describe Maisie’s bedroom, McAnally was able to, though this proved nothing, since as he later acknowledged, he’d been in there the previous month to change a faulty light-fitting.)
On the night in question, they progressed to the mother’s bedroom, where – McAnally’s version – intercourse took place, ‘doggy style’. Asked why that particular position, McAnally said he thought maybe Maisie didn’t like to look at his ‘ugly old coupon’. (Rebus was glad he hadn’t interviewed McAnally; he’d probably have taken a swing at him.) McAnally said he left the flat immediately afterwards, as Maisie didn’t like him to hang about. One thing he said was that Maisie herself had provided the condom: ‘I can’t run around with johnnies in my pooch, Tresa’d be bound to find them.’
Yes, he was a choice article, Mr Hugh McAnally.
Rape cases could be difficult. Scottish law required corroboration, not just one person’s word against another’s. With allegations of rape, there was seldom absolute corroboration – rapists didn’t work to an uninvited audience. But in this case there was the girl’s cry, heard by some in the tenement (though not by all), and the fact that she made, as Davidson himself commented, a ‘stonking good witness’. She would go into the witness box – not all rape victims would, for very good emotional reasons – and she would testify. She would ‘put the old bastard behind bars’.
And she did.
Asked about the cry, McAnally at first said she was ‘a screamer’ – in other words, that she cried out at the point of climax. Davidson had added a pencilled comment in the margin, perhaps meaning to erase it later: ‘What young girl would climax with the likes of you?’ McAnally then changed his mind and said there was no scream, no cry at all. Which was excellent news for the prosecution, who had witnesses ready to testify that they had heard a cry.
Which point, Rebus mused, though tiny in the wider scheme of the case, was almost certainly what had swung the jury. Mostly it was his word against hers; but there were witnesses to the scream, witnesses like Helena Profitt.
Miss Profitt had given a statement, but had not been called to give evidence at the trial. That was probably the Procurator-fiscal’s decision. The Fiscal’s office would have precognosced Miss Proffit, and would have made a note for future reference that she was timid, nervy, and unlikely to perform well in court. Crown counsel had picked the best neighbours to show to the jury. It was part of their particular skill.
Rebus reached down for another tin of beer, and found they were all empty. He went to the fridge and found a solitary can, a couple of months past its expiry. It was freezing to the touch, but had plenty of gas when he opened it. He was drinking these days with one side of his mouth only, avoiding the painful side with anything too hot or cold. He put the can down and fried up some bacon, cutting open two rolls. He ate the rolls at the kitchen table.
It has to be serious, he thought. The governor of Saughton, the deputy chief constable . . . maybe even the Constabulary Inspectorate. They just didn’t want him around. Why not? That was the question. It had to have something to do with McAnally. It looked to Rebus very much as though it had something to do with McAnally’s time in Saughton.
He went back into the living room and got out McAnally’s list of previous convictions. Small beer, he thought, taking a drink. He’d been lucky though, landing more than his fair share of fines and tickings-off when a custodial sentence might have been more usual. He’d served a year one time, eighteen months another – both for housebreaking – and that was about it. Otherwise it was just fines and admonitions.
Rebus sat back, forgetting to swallow the beer in his mouth. He was thinking something, something he didn’t want to think. There was only one good reason he could think of why Wee Shug had been so lucky, one good reason why a judge might be so lenient time and time again.
Someone had put in a word.
And who was it usually put in a word with the judge? Answer: policemen.
And why did they do it . . .?
Rebus swallowed the beer. ‘He was a grass! Wee Shug McAnally was somebody’s bloody snitch!’
Next morning, he woke up raring to go to work – then remembered he had no work to go to, no place he would be welcome. Just when he needed to ask some of his fellow officers a few very discreet questions.
He’d lain awake half the night, watching the amber streetlight on his bedroom ceiling, tumbling configurations in his mind. He couldn’t get past the notion that McAnally had been somebody’s eyes and ears on the street. All good policemen had them; anyone who wanted to get anywhere had them: grasses, stoolies, snitches, informers. They had a hundred titles and a hundred job descriptions.
It made sense; it explained those lenient sentences. But then McAnally had crossed the line – no judge was going to listen to too many pleas for leniency in a rape case. Four years off the street and a snitch lost his usefulness: there were new bandits around, people he didn’t know and could never get to know. Four years was a long time on the street; the world moved fast down there.
Something else had occurred to Rebus in bed, around three a.m. by the blue-lit numerals on his clock. It – whatever ‘it’ was, whatever it was people were scared of – had to do with McAnally, yes, but the councillor was involved too. Rebus had let the councillor slip from the equation. He’d been busy on fractions on one half of the board, while the councillor sat untroubled on the other. And the councillor, unlike McAnally, was still alive to answer questions. Rebus was only going to get so far following the trail of the dead. It was time to concentrate on the living.
It was time to get concerned.
Councillor Tom Gillespie lived in a huge, bay-windowed semi not five minutes walk from Rebus’s flat. The house had been divided into two flats, one on the upper storey, one on the lower. Gillespie’s was the ground-floor property. There was a trim lawn in front of the house, and a low stone wall topped with black glossy railings which ended in arrow-headed points. Rebus opened the gate and walked up to the front door. Clay-coloured road-salt crunched underfoot, spread up and down the path during the worst of the snow and ice. Now the ice had melted, apart from trimmings of sooty white in corners the sun never reached, and roads and paths throughout the city were blighted by salt, as treacherous underfoot as the ice it replaced.
Rebus could see movement behind the bay window as he rang the doorbell. It was an old-fashioned pull affair, the sprung bell chiming inside. Rebus heard an inner hallway door open, then a lock being pulled. The solid main door was opened by the councillor himself.
‘Good morning, Mr Gillespie, mind if I have a word?’
‘I’m up to my eyes in it, Inspector.’
From within, Rebus heard a motorised whine, then the sound of a woman sneezing. Gillespie’s arm was across the doorway, blocking any attempt by Rebus to enter. It wasn’t exactly Costa del Sol weather on the doorstep, but the councillor was sweating.
‘I appreciate that, sir,’ Rebus said, ‘but this will only take a minute.’
‘Did you speak to Helena Profit?’
‘I did, yes. And, by the way, thanks for setting the Joint Police Board on me.’
Gillespie wasn’t about to apologise. ‘I told you I had friends.’
There was a yip from within, like a Pekinese getting a deserved kick up the arse, and then a furious female voice.
‘Tom! Tom!’
Gillespie pretended not to hear.
‘I think you’re wanted indoors,’ Rebus remarked.
‘Look, this really isn’t the time for –’
‘Tom, for Christ’s sake!’
Gillespie snarled, turned on his heel and sprinted indoors. The front door was closing on Rebus with infinite slowness. He pushed it open and walked into the hall.
‘Bloody thing’s jammed again,’ the woman was saying. ‘Why the hell can’t you do this?’
Then Gillespie, trying to keep his voice low. ‘Just don’t let him in! Go on then!’
A woman stumbled out of the front room like she’d been pushed from behind. She bumped into Rebus and some empty files clattered to the tile floor.
‘Damnation,’ she said. As the door closed behind her, Rebus could see that the bay-windowed room was some kind of office. He glimpsed a desk with a computer, chests of drawers with heaped documents slewed across their tops. He couldn’t see whatever was making the noise, and he couldn’t see Gillespie, but he heard a slap as the councillor either punched or kicked a piece of machinery.
He helped the woman retrieve the files. ‘Nice colours,’ he said.
‘What?’ She tucked some stray hairs back into place behind her ear. She was a tall, heavy-boned woman with a face full of strong features. Her thick dark hair was shoulder-length and parted to one side, a little lacking in life. Her eyes were full of life though; her eyes were blazing. She looked harassed, but was dressed with thoughtful elegance in a pearl-coloured silk blouse and a long skirt of Black Watch tartan.
‘The files,’ Rebus explained. ‘The ones I always seem to buy are blue or grey or green. These are . . . well, they’re more colourful.’
She looked at him like he was mad: they were only files.
‘A stationer’s on George Street,’ she said.
Rebus nodded, trying not to look like he was memorising the letters on the front of the file he’d been studying. Not that the letters SDA/SE were difficult to remember.
‘Something jammed?’ Rebus asked.
She had been brought up a polite girl, taught manners at home and in school. She couldn’t not answer a question so casually put, a harmless inquiry.
‘The shredder,’ she said.
Rebus nodded, confirming that he too had problems with his paper-shredder. ‘You must be Mrs Gillespie?’
‘That’s right.’
‘He’s got you helping him, eh?’
She tried to laugh. ‘Press-ganged.’
‘I thought Councillor Gillespie had a secretary.’
Her smile vanished. She was thinking up some lie to tell him when the door opened and Gillespie emerged. This time, peering into the room, Rebus saw several cardboard boxes full of long thin strips of paper. Shredded documents.
Gillespie propelled his wife gently but firmly back into the office, closing the door after her. ‘I don’t recall inviting you in, Inspector.’
‘Maybe you’ll want to talk to your friend Councillor Mantoni again.’
Gillespie pulled out a handkerchief. ‘Well, now you’re here, come into the kitchen.’ He wiped the handkerchief across his forehead. ‘I’m parched.’
He led Rebus down the long hall, past a sitting room and dining room. They took a left past the blocked-in staircase and passed through a shorter, darker passage into the kitchen. There was pine everywhere: pine units, pine tongue-and-groove covering every surface except the floor, which boasted boards freshly sanded and varnished. A conservatory had been added to the back, giving views on to the wide rear garden, mature rose bushes and laurel hedge; a small brick patio.
Gillespie busied himself with the kettle.
‘I won’t offer you a cup, Inspector. I know you’ll be keen to be on your way.’
‘I’m not that busy today actually, Mr Gillespie, but I won’t stay for coffee.’ Rebus paused. ‘Thanks for the offer.’
Gillespie opened a cupboard and glowered at the mugs and glasses within. Reflected glare, thought Rebus.
‘So what is it you want?’ Gillespie reached for a mug.
‘Dog shit,’ said Rebus.
Gillespie fumbled the mug but retrieved it. ‘What did you say?’
‘Dog shit, Councillor: on the pavements, the grass . . . everywhere. It’s a disgrace.’
‘Are you trying to tell me you’re not here in your official capacity?’
‘Did I say I was? No, I’m here as a private individual, a constituent voicing a complaint to his elected representative.’
Gillespie opened a cafetière and poured ground coffee into it from a packet. By the time he finished he’d regained his composure.
‘Well, Mr Rebus,’ he said, ‘people only usually complain in the summer. That’s when the offending article is at its softest and smelliest. I’ve never received a complaint in the winter.’
‘Then I’m speaking for the silent majority.’
Gillespie managed a smile. ‘What do you really want? If I had a mind, I could construe this visit as harassment.’
After what Rebus had seen, he didn’t really want anything else, but he was enjoying himself, and what were holidays for if you didn’t enjoy yourself?
‘Just what I say,’ he replied.
Gillespie poured boiling water over the coffee grounds. ‘Well, I’m surprised at you.’
‘Why?’
‘Because I’d have expected you of all people to know that dogs fouling the byways are a matter for the police. It’s down to the police to trace the owners and bring a prosecution.’
‘And the council doesn’t do anything?’
‘On the contrary, we’ve a Dog Warden Section whose job is to educate owners to act responsibly. The wardens also help the police in cases of prosecution. The Warden Section is part of the EHD.’
‘Environmental Health Department?’
‘Precisely. I can give you their number if you like. It’s the least I can do . . . for a constituent.’
Rebus smiled and shook his head. He put his hands in his pockets and made as if to leave. But he stopped beside the councillor and lowered his voice.
‘How scared are you?’
‘What?’
‘You look to me like you’re shitting snowballs.’
The councillor started sweating again. He opened his mouth to say something, then changed his mind and concentrated on stirring the contents of the cafetière.
‘All the shit that’s about these days,’ Rebus went on, ‘you’ve got to watch you don’t tread in it. You might end up on your arse, isn’t that right, Councillor?’
‘Just get out, will you?’
Rebus turned to leave. Gillespie put out a hand to stop him. ‘Inspector, you’re making a mistake.’ Not a threat; a simple statement of fact.
‘Talk to me.’
Gillespie thought about it, biting his bottom lip, then shook his head. Rebus stared at him, willing him to change his mind. But Gillespie was scared; it was in his eyes, in the sheen of his face.
The man was terrified.
‘I’ll let you out,’ Gillespie said, leading Rebus back down the hall. He had the cafetière in one hand, two mugs in the other. Through the office door they could hear Mrs Gillespie cursing the machine again. She sounded like she was kicking it.
‘Bit of a temper, your wife,’ Rebus commented. He saw that Gillespie didn’t have a free hand, so did the kindly thing and opened the office door for him.
‘Has he gone yet?’ Mrs Gillespie snarled.
‘Just on my way, Mrs Gillespie,’ Rebus told her, popping his head round the door, taking a good look round. ‘Nice to have met you.’
Her face was flushed, anger turning quickly to embarrassment. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said.
‘No need for that.’
And Rebus left them to it, whatever it was . . .
It took Rebus half the afternoon to decide that he was doing the right thing.
More accurately, it took him ten minutes to make up his mind, and a couple of hours to drink himself into a state where he was confident enough to follow through.
He wasn’t just drinking though, he was hunting; eyes and ears open for news of Rico Briggs.
Rico was just about the best and worst housebreaker on the east coast. It wasn’t that he was cack-handed: he could be in and out of most homes in minutes flat, be the occupants asleep, slumped in front of the TV, or making merry at a party. Rico’s problem was that he was conspicuous, and fences didn’t like that. Rico had been a big Hearts fan, not missing a fixture in seasons 1977–80, except when he’d served a wee stretch in Peterhead. One night in Leith Walk, dizzy after a trouncing of the Hibees, Rico had marched into a tattoo parlour and demanded the works.
Next morning, Rico had looked at his face in his bathroom mirror and seen that both tender cheeks now boasted the Hearts badge, a maroon heart with a cross in the middle. It took him only a day or two to start loathing his once-loved team; which was ironic, considering he was now a public poster-site for the men of Gorgie.
Not surprisingly, the tattoos were unique, and as good as fingerprints as far as the police were concerned. Realising this, Rico had started sporting a balaclava when working, which accentuated his other remarkable facial feature – a nose the dimensions of the Pyramid of Cheops. This, too, people tended to notice.
Rebus had tried talking Rico Briggs into retiring, and had been semi-successful. These days, Rico concentrated on passing his skills on to a series of apprentices; he’d even given Rebus a few clandestine lessons in lock-picking. They helped when the policeman mislaid his house-keys; and at other times too.
Rebus finally found Rico in a bar off Nicolson Street, a place whose sad-faced clients were usually in hiding after a haircut at the half-blind barber’s next door. Surrounded by bad haircuts, it was surprising how Rico blended in.
‘Hiya, Rico,’ Rebus said, sliding on to the wooden stool next to him. ‘How are you doing?’
Rico had the daily tabloid folded at the quick crossword, and was tapping it with a half-size betting-shop pen, the kind with a ten-minute lifetime guarantee.
‘Eight letters,’ Rico said in a voice like road-salt, ‘M-something-R-something-O. “On a desert island”.’ He looked to Rebus.
‘Marooned.’
‘Thanks, in that case I’ll have a double,’ Rico chuckled. ‘Not heard that one before, Mr Rebus?’
‘Not since Double Barrel was at the top of the charts.’
Rebus ordered the drinks while Rico rubbed both cheeks, the idea being that if he rubbed them often enough he’d sand the tattoos away.
‘So, Mr Rebus, is it a job?’
Rebus nodded, wary of saying too much: he might be surrounded by bad haircuts, but nobody’s ears had been severed.
‘Tell you later.’
They drank their drinks in silence. The whole bar was quiet. Further down the bar, a customer nodded to the barman for a refill and the barman nodded back. A silent order, Rebus thought. Like monks. Which, given the tonsures, wasn’t such a bad image.
They got out of the pub and walked towards the Pleasance. If they took a right, they’d come to St Leonard’s, but they went left instead and headed to the Cowgate and Canongate. They talked as they walked, then entered a howff on the High Street to toast the mission.
At six o’clock, dark overhead except for an arc of moon looking like someone had pressed their thumbnail into the sky, Rebus and Rico sat in Rebus’s parked car, engine running to keep the heater on. They were across the road from the Gillespie house, and Rebus was describing the layout. Rebus was more nervous than he would admit: if Rico were caught, if he talked, then Rebus could end up one of Big Jim Flett’s clients. Rico asked a few questions, and Rebus supplied answers where he could.
‘I’ll go in through the conservatory,’ Rico decided. ‘You’re sure about the alarm?’
‘No alarm,’ Rebus said.
People were hurrying along the pavement, faces down to avoid the icy wind which, Edinburgh fashion, was blowing horizontally just at head height. Rebus was having doubts about the whole enterprise, but could see no way round it. He thought of something else he’d wanted to ask Rico.
‘Know anyone who’s just come out of Saughton?’
‘I don’t mix with felons, Inspector.’
‘Of course you don’t, you’ve gone straight, we both know that.’ Rebus’s voice was quiet but insistent. ‘Only, if you did know anyone, I’d like to talk to them. Nothing heavy or official, just a chat, a bit of info on Saughton itself.’
‘There’d be a cash incentive?’
‘There’d be a drink in it for both of you.’
‘Well, wouldn’t do any harm to ask around.’
‘No harm at all,’ Rebus agreed. He looked over to the Gillespie house. ‘What time will you go in?’
‘Two in the morning should do it. Best not stay here much longer though – we don’t want to attract attention.’
Rico had a point: in Marchmont, you were always in somebody else’s parking space. There were barely enough gaps for the residents, never mind visitors. Rebus put the gearstick into first.
‘We’ll get a bite to eat,’ he said.
‘Hiy, hold on.’ Rico was pointing towards the house. The front door was standing open, and Mrs Gillespie suddenly appeared carrying two black binbags. Behind her, her husband carried two more. They opened their gate and deposited the bags on the pavement outside. Something wonderful dawned on Rebus. He looked up and down the street. Sure enough, a few bags were already out.
‘Rubbish day the morn?’ Rico suggested.
‘Rico, it looks like I won’t be needing you after all.’
In the end, Rico helped load the boot.
Rebus sat alone in his flat, having paid Rico off and dropped him back in the town centre. One of the binbags had contained nothing but empty tins, bags and boxes, and now it sat outside the main door of Rebus’s tenement. But the other three sat open in the middle of Rebus’s living room. He emptied the first bag on to the floor. Strands of white paper fell in a shivering heap. Rebus picked up one strand. It was the length of an A4 sheet and no more than two millimetres wide. He’d heard stories that shredded documents could be reconstructed. All it took was patience: colossal patience. He was sure there were clever ways of doing it – UV analysis or watermark-matching or batch-sorting – but all he had were his eyes. He couldn’t just march into Howdenhall and drop the stuff off. Too many questions would be asked. He sat on the floor, picked up a few strands, and tried putting them together.
It took him about four minutes to realise the job was impossible.
He sat there smoking a cigarette, staring at the strands. They might tell him everything he needed to know. He finished the cigarette, poured himself a drink, and tried again. It took him a while to lose his temper. He dragged the kitchen table through and sat at it. Then he brought the anglepoise lamp through from his bedroom and plugged it in. The machine had jammed; there was a chance not all the strips had been separated completely.
He didn’t find as many as two strips still joined at any one point.
He swore for a while and walked around the flat, emptied the coffee jar and set it back under the radiator, then put his coat on and went to buy cigarettes and whisky. The corner shop was closed when he reached it. His watch said eleven-fifteen; he couldn’t believe it was so late.
He walked on to the nearest pub and waded through the smoky, shouting throng. The barmaid gave him change for the cigarette machine but couldn’t sell him a carry-out: it was after last orders. She told him about a licensed chip shop he could try, but it was a car-run away, so he walked briskly back to the flat and sought out untried bottles. There was a quarter of Bacardi for emergency dispensation should he ever manage to drag a woman as far as his bedroom. The thought of neat Bacardi repelled him only slightly more than the thought of mixing it with anything.
Which means, he thought, I can’t be an alcoholic.
He unscrewed the top from the Bacardi anyway and sniffed it, then screwed it back on. He’d have to be a lot more desperate . . . say, come four in the morning. Then he remembered the freezer. He opened it up and chipped away at the ice until he’d broken through to two trays of ice cubes, a single fish finger . . . and a small bottle. It was Polish vodka; a neighbour had given it to him after a trip home to Lodz; a present for feeding the cat for a week.
Rebus found a glass, filled it, and belatedly toasted Solidarity before draining it. The stuff was as smooth as anything he’d ever tried. A third of a litre of eighty-four proof. He took glass and bottle into the living room and put Exile on Main Street on the hi-fi. It sounded as good as ever.
He got back into the game, then decided to leave the first bag and start on the second. He filled the first bag back up, then dumped bag two on to the floor.
And his doorbell rang.
It was a little after midnight.
The main door was sometimes left unlocked. No need for visitors, welcome or not, to announce their presence until they were outside the door of the flat.
At this time on a Thursday night?
Rebus looked at the mess on the floor, then went out into the hall and tiptoed to the front door, just as the bell rang again. He could hear two voices at least, little more than murmurs. Suddenly, fingers pushed open his letterbox. Rebus stood to the side of the door, back pressed to the wall.
‘Maybe he leaves the lights on when he’s out.’
‘Aye, and maybe he’s half-shot and sleeping it off.’
Rebus turned the snib silently and yanked open the door. Siobhan Clarke, who’d been peering through the letterbox, stood up, but Rebus’s eyes were on Brian Holmes.
‘Half-shot, is it, Brian? I’m glad you hold me in such high regard.’
Holmes just shrugged. ‘It’s what I’d do on holiday.’
Rebus filled the doorway, his arms folded. ‘So what are you doing: canvassing, polling, or maybe you were just passing?’
‘We were working,’ Brian Holmes explained. ‘We went to get something to eat afterwards, and when we ran out of interesting topics, the conversation came round to you.’
‘What about me?’
‘We wondered,’ Siobhan Clarke said, ‘what the hell’s going on.’
Rebus smiled. ‘You and me both.’ He stood back from the doorway. ‘You better come in. You’re the first to arrive; I haven’t even got the party snacks out.’ He noticed a brown carrier bag on the landing behind Brian Holmes.
‘We brought our own party with us.’ When Holmes picked up the bag, Rebus heard cans and bottles collide.
‘You’re always welcome here, Brian,’ Rebus said, leading them indoors.
They sat in the living room, staring at the pile of paper strips. Siobhan Clarke took a gulp of coffee.
‘You stole these?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘A public service; I saved the binmen a job.’
Holmes looked to Siobhan. ‘We did say we were coming here to help.’
‘Yes, but this lot . . .?’ She flapped her arms. ‘I doubt the “Blue Peter” appeal could sort this lot out. Talk about shreds of evidence.’
Rebus held up a pacifying hand. ‘Look, this is my problem, not yours. I won’t be disappointed if you scurry off home. In fact, it would be better for you if you did.’
‘We know,’ said Holmes.
Rebus looked at him. ‘What do you mean?’
Siobhan Clarke explained. ‘The Farmer spoke to us this afternoon. Basically, he warned us off. He said you were on leave, but he didn’t think that would stop you sticking your nose in.’ She looked up. ‘His words, not mine.’
‘We’ve been given new duties,’ Brian Holmes added. ‘Desk work, restructuring the filing system prior to full computerisation.’
‘To keep you busy?’
‘Yes.’
‘And away from me?’
They both nodded.
‘So naturally you come straight here?’ Rebus got to his feet. ‘You could be fucking up both your careers!’
‘I’m not in CID to sort through a lot of old paperwork,’ Siobhan Clarke retorted. Then she realised what she’d said, looked at the mound of shredded paper in front of her, and laughed.
They all did.
They hit lucky with the third bag.
‘Look,’ Siobhan Clarke said, ‘it’s not just white paper.’
Rebus took a strip from her: yellow card. ‘Files,’ he said. ‘They shredded the folders as well!’
‘Must be some machine,’ Brian Holmes added.
‘That’s a bloody good point, Brian.’
The folders were a breakthrough. The problem with the paper was that there was so much of it. There wasn’t nearly so much card, and what there was could be grouped by colour. The front of each file had a white printed label, and these were what Rebus wanted. He wanted the reconstructed labels.
But even knowing what they were looking for, it took time and effort. Rebus’s eyes were stinging, and he kept rubbing them, which only blurred his vision.
‘Get you two anything?’ he kept saying. They would only shake their heads. Rebus demolished the cans on his own. He knew he’d had too much when he polished off a tin of Irn-Bru without realising it was non-alcoholic.
The streets grew quieter after the students had slouched home on the wings of blasphemy. Around two-thirty, the central heating clocked off and Rebus turned on the gas fire. They each worked on a different colour of folder.
‘I saw one of the folders when Mrs Gillespie dropped it,’ Rebus said. ‘It was marked SDA/SE. I presume the letters stand for Scottish Development Agency and Scottish Enterprise. Scottish Enterprise took over when the SDA was wound up. Councillor Gillespie, by the way, sits on an industrial planning committee.’
‘So,’ Holmes remarked, ‘the SDA file could be completely innocent.’
‘Certainly he had a genuine reason for having a file on the SDA. But why be in such a panic to shred it?’
Holmes conceded the point.
‘I think I’ve got something,’ Siobhan Clarke said. She’d all but completed a yellow file, the label intact save for a strip or two. ‘Looks like the letters A C,’ she said, ‘then a name: Haldayne.’
Rebus fetched the phone book. There was no A C Haldayne in Edinburgh.
‘Strange spelling,’ Brian Holmes said. ‘I’ve never come across Haldayne with a y.’
‘Misspelt?’ Siobhan Clarke said. ‘The name of one of the councillor’s constituents?’
Rebus shrugged. Half an hour later, it was Holmes’s turn to complete a red file.
‘“Gyle Park West”,’ he read out.
Rebus wasn’t paying much attention; he was close to completing the last of the coloured folders, this one a lurid green.
‘“Mensung”,’ he said, looking up. ‘What the hell is Mensung?’
Siobhan Clarke yawned and rubbed at her eyes, then blinked a few times, looking around the room.
‘You know,’ she said, ‘it’s a good job this paper’s lying everywhere. Without it, this place would look like a tip.’
It was six on Friday morning when Rebus’s phone started ringing.
He fell off the chair, the duvet sliding with him. The phone was underneath one of the heaps of paper strips.
‘Whoever you are,’ he said, ‘whatever you want . . . you’re dead.’
‘It’s Siobhan, sir. I’ve been thinking about A C Haldayne.’
‘Me, too,’ Rebus lied.
‘I’ve been thinking about that funny spelling. American names are sometimes spelt differently, aren’t they?’
‘Is that why you woke me up?’
‘Well, it would tie in with AC.’
‘Would it?’
‘Christ, you’re slow, sir.’
‘It’s six in the morning, Clarke.’
‘All I mean is AC could stand for American Consulate. Haldayne could be a surname, and AC the consulate.’
Rebus sat up and opened his eyes. ‘That’s not bad.’
‘I tried phoning the consulate, but got an answering machine. It offered me a lot of options, mostly to do with visa applications, then put me through to the consulate proper, but all I got was another answering machine message telling me the opening hours.’
‘Try again in the morning.’
‘Yes, sir. Sorry for waking you.’
‘That’s all right. Listen, Siobhan . . . thanks for helping me.’
‘It’s no problem, really.’
‘Then you won’t mind doing something else?’ He could almost hear her smile.
‘What?’
‘That shredder. I’m wondering how long Gillespie’s owned it.’
‘You want me to check?’
‘Yes.’
‘Will do. Goodnight, sir.’
‘Goodnight, Clarke.’
Rebus put down the receiver and decided to get up. Half a minute later, he was asleep on the living-room carpet.
On Sunday, Rebus was invited to Oxford Terrace for afternoon tea.
He was glad of the break, having spent much of the previous forty-eight hours trying to piece together some of the strands of A4 paper. He hadn’t made any progress, but it had taken his mind off his swollen gum. By Saturday afternoon, he’d had enough and phoned a dentist, but of course by then all the dentists in Edinburgh were in the clubhouse, deciding over a second gin whether to bother with eighteen holes or, in this weather, just settle for nine.
On Sunday afternoon, dress smart but casual, he went to start his car and found it recalcitrant. Probably a loose connection. He looked under the bonnet, but was no mechanic. He was alone on the street, no one around to give him a jump-start, so he went back indoors and called for a cab, noticing too late that he had oil on his hands, a smudge of which had transferred itself to his trouser leg.
He was not in the best of moods as his driver took him north across the city.
Sammy answered the door. She was wearing thick black tights with a short jumble-sale dress falling over them. Under the dress she wore a white T-shirt.
‘You’re almost on time,’ she said. ‘We weren’t expecting you so soon.’
‘Did Patience teach you that one?’
He followed his daughter down the hall into the living room. Lucky the cat took one look at Rebus, seemed to remember him, and stalked off into the conservatory. Rebus heard the catflap rattle shut. Now it was only two against one; the odds were improving in Rebus’s favour.
He knew there were things fathers said to their daughters, little criticisms they were expected to make to show they cared. But Rebus knew what his little criticisms would sound like: they’d sound like criticisms. So he kept his counsel. Patience came out of the kitchen wiping her hands on a dish-towel.
‘John.’
‘Hello, Patience.’ They kissed the way friends did, a peck on the cheek, a hand on the shoulder.
‘Be about two minutes,’ she said, turning back into the kitchen. He didn’t think she’d really looked at him. ‘Go into the conservatory.’
Sammy again led the way. The table had a clean white cloth on it, with some dishes already laid. Patience had brought her potted plants indoors for the winter, leaving not much room for anything or anyone else. The Sunday papers were heaped on the window-ledge. Rebus chose the chair nearest the garden door. Looking out of the conservatory window, he could see in through the kitchen window. Patience was busy at the sink, her face lacking emotion. She didn’t look up.
‘Liking it all right?’ Rebus asked his daughter.
She nodded. ‘It’s great, and so’s Patience.’
‘How’s the job?’
‘Very stimulating; not easy, but stimulating.’
‘What do you do exactly?’
‘SWEEP’s pretty small, we all muck in. I’m supposed to be developing communication skills in my clients.’
Rebus nodded. ‘You mean so they can be a bit more polite next time they mug their granny?’
She glowered at him and he raised his hands. ‘Just a joke,’ he said.
‘Maybe you need some communication skills yourself.’
‘He’s as blunt as a butt to the head,’ Patience said, bringing in the teapot.
‘Can I help?’ Sammy offered.
‘You sit there, I’ll be back in a second.’
She was away far longer than a second; there was no conversation between times. Rebus watched Lucky the cat staring at him from the garden path. Patience returned with plates of cakes and biscuits. His mouth was imploring him: no hot drinks, no cakes or biscuits, no sugar, no crunching.
‘I’ll pour,’ Sammy said. There was a clatter as Lucky came back in, seeking tidbits.
‘Cake, John?’ Patience said, offering him the pick from the plate. He took the smallest item he could find, a thin end-slice of madeira. Patience regarded his choice with suspicion: he’d always preferred ginger sponge, and she, who hated it, had bought one specially.
‘Sammy,’ Patience said, ‘try the ginger.’
‘It’s a bit sweet for me,’ Sammy replied. ‘I’ll just have a biscuit.’
‘Fine.’
‘This outfit of yours,’ Rebus began.
‘It’s called SWEEP,’ Sammy reminded him.
‘Yes, SWEEP, who funds it?’
‘We’ve charitable status. We get some donations, but spend more time than we ought to thinking up fund-raising schemes. The bulk of the money drips down from the Scottish Office.’ She turned to Patience. ‘We’ve this brilliant guy, he knows just how to word an application for funding, knows what grants are available . . .’
Patience looked interested. ‘Is he nice?’
Sammy blushed. ‘He’s great.’
‘And he deals with the Scottish Office?’ Rebus asked.
‘Yes.’ Sammy couldn’t see where this was leading. She worked with people who were mistrustful of police officers and other authority figures, mistrustful of their motives. Her colleagues were careful what they said in front of her. She’d been open with them from the start; she’d stated on the application form that her father was in Edinburgh CID. But there were some people who still didn’t trust her entirely.
She knew one problem was the media. When the media learned who her father was, they sought her out for a quote – her background made it more interesting. They called it ‘personalising the issues’. There were some people in SWEEP who felt resentful of the attention she got.
She didn’t really blame them. It was the system.
‘More cake, John?’
The catflap clacked again as Lucky went back outside.
‘No, thanks, Patience,’ Rebus said.
‘I think maybe I’ll try the madeira,’ Sammy said. Which left an awful lot of ginger cake.
‘You haven’t touched your tea, John.’
‘I’m waiting ’til it cools.’ In the past, he’d always liked it scalding.
‘Why are you so interested in SWEEP all of a sudden?’ Sammy asked him.
‘I’m not, but I might be interested in the Scottish Office.’
Sammy looked like she didn’t believe him. She started to defend SWEEP, going on at length, her cheeks colouring with conviction. Rebus envied her that sense of conviction.
Then he said a couple of things, and an argument started. He couldn’t help himself; he’d just had to take a contrary point of view. He tried drawing Patience into the debate, but she only shook her head slowly and sadly. Finally, when Sammy had collapsed into a sulk, Patience was ready with her summing-up.
‘You see, Sammy, your father is the Old Testament type: retribution rather than rehabilitation. Isn’t that right, John?’
Rebus just shrugged, drank some lukewarm tea, and absent-mindedly chewed on a slice of buttered ginger cake.
‘And he’s the classic Calvinist, too,’ Patience went on. ‘Let the punishment fit the crime, and then some.’
‘That’s not Calvinism,’ Rebus said. ‘It’s Gilbert and Sullivan.’ He sat forwards in his chair. ‘Besides, the problem is that sometimes the punishment doesn’t fit the crime. Sometimes there’s punishment and no crime at all. Other times there’s crime but no punishment; and worst of all –’ he paused – ‘nearly all of the time there’s unfairness.’ He looked at Sammy, wondering what SWEEP would have done for Willie Coyle and Dixie Taylor, wondering if anything at all, anything worth a candle, would have been left of them after prison.
Eventually, they found other things to talk about. Sammy didn’t contribute much; she just kept staring at her father, as if seeing him afresh. The sky outside conceded defeat and collapsed from slate-grey to late-afternoon black. While Patience and Sammy were clearing the table, Rebus stared at Lucky through the window, then went over to the catflap and locked it shut. The cat saw what he had done. It miaowed at him once, registering its protest. Rebus waved it cheerio.
They sat in the living room, and Patience handed over a few things he’d left behind after the move: his second-best razor, some clean handkerchiefs, a pair of shoelaces, a tape of Electric Ladyland. He stuffed everything into his jacket pockets.
‘Thanks,’ he said.
‘You’re welcome.’
Sammy saw him back to the door and waved him off.
That evening, back at the flat, Rebus sat listening to Hendrix with a lined pad of paper in front of him. There were some words on it.
SDA/SE (Scottish Office?)
A C Haldayne (US Consulate?)
Mensung (?? – not in phonebook)
Gyle Park West (industrial estate)
He knew about Gyle Park West because he’d driven out there that morning. It was a low-rise sprawl of smallish industrial and commercial units, sited next to the imposing PanoTech electronics company. At the entrance to the estate there was a sign listing the various companies on the site, including Deltona. He remembered that Salty Dougary worked for Deltona, and that Deltona provided microchips for PanoTech, the PanoTech factory being more of an assembly line, constructing computers from components sourced elsewhere.
None of which seemed to tie Councillor Gillespie to Wee Shug McAnally. None of which was in itself suspicious. The councillor was on an industrial planning committee, which was excuse enough for owning files on the SDA and Scottish Enterprise and on Gyle Park West. But then why the panic, the hurry to destroy those files? That was what interested Rebus.
As he drove out of Gyle, an area of the city he didn’t really know, he realised something else. Gyle itself had boomed in the eighties, gaining new homes, industries, even its own railway station. Before then, it had just been a place near the airport. The airport had been its big advantage in the eighties, making for good fast communications. These days Gyle had an identity, and a lot of that was down to the injection of cash into the place. But there was something else in Gyle’s favour.
Its district councillor just happened to be the Lord Provost, Cameron McLeod Kennedy.
The telephone rang, bringing him out of his reverie. He snatched the receiver. ‘Hello?’
‘Hello yourself.’ It was Mairie Henderson.
‘I was beginning to think you’d forgotten me,’ Rebus said.
‘I’ve only finally managed to track down LABarum.’ Rebus picked up his pen and moved the pad closer. ‘The reason I had trouble was, it doesn’t exist.’
‘What?’
‘Not yet at any rate. It’s a PanoTech project. Do you know who they are?’
‘The computer company?’
‘That’s right. LABarum is something they’ve been toying with. See, the problem with Silicon Glen, with the whole Scottish electronics industry, is that it’s a manufacturer. It puts bits and pieces together, but that’s about all. Everything’s sourced elsewhere.’
‘Not everything, there’s Deltona.’
‘A very small cog in the machine. What we need in Scotland is a software giant, a Microsoft, somebody researching, developing and producing software to go into the machines.’
‘LABarum?’
‘That’s right. But my source tells me it’s not up and running yet. There’s a question of funding. The talent’s there, but to keep it in Scotland is going to cost money, lots and lots of money.’ She paused. ‘My source was curious, how did you hear about it?’
‘I saw a business plan.’
‘You did? Where? At PanoTech?’
‘No.’ What could he tell her? In a sub-let council house in Stenhouse? Hiding behind a teenager’s paperback collection?
‘Where then? The City Chambers?’
Rebus started. ‘Why do you . . .?’ Then he thought about it. A plan to start up a computer software company, presumably in Gyle Park West . . . He looked at the writing on his pad. The district council would want to discuss it, they’d need to be aware of it. Tom Gillespie’s committee would certainly know about it. And if it was to be sited in Gyle Park West, if it had anything to do with the district council at all, then the Lord Provost would know about it. Cameron McLeod Kennedy.
Rebus picked the business plan off the floor and looked at the initials on the front page. Mairie was telling him she’d drawn a blank with Dalgety, but he wasn’t listening.
‘CK,’ he said quietly. Cameron Kennedy. ‘Jesus, Mairie, those two kids did know Kirstie Kennedy after all!’
On Monday morning, Rebus went to the National Library on George IV Bridge. He passed through the security barrier and climbed the imposing staircase. At the main desk, he explained what he was looking for and was issued with a one-day reader’s card. Then he found a spare computer console and sat down at it, reading the instructions for using the on-line system.
His search didn’t take long. There was desperately little on the Scottish Development Agency; even less on Scottish Enterprise. He was sure that before its demise the SDA had been under the aegis of the Scottish Office, so tapped ‘Scottish Office’ into the computer. There were a lot of entries; he went through screen after screen of them: welfare, road-widening schemes, grants to the fishing industry, corporal punishment . . . But nothing new on either the SDA or Scottish Enterprise.
Across the road in the Central Library he met with similar results. The Edinburgh Room directed him to the Scottish Library downstairs, and the Scottish Library’s microfiches were every bit as unhelpful as the high-tech facilities across the way. Finally, Rebus approached one of the librarians. She sat at a desk, sorting newspaper cuttings into five distinct piles.
‘Yes?’ she whispered.
‘I’m looking for information on the Scottish Development Agency.’
‘Have you checked the fiches?’
‘Yes.’
‘Well, those are our holdings.’ She thought for a moment. ‘You might try the Scottish Office direct.’
Yes, he might at that. He walked down the High Street and across North Bridge, then made down the side of the St James Centre – noting that Anthony wasn’t on his usual pitch – to where the Scottish Office had hidden itself in a concrete box called New St Andrew’s House. He told the guard on the door what he wanted, and was pointed in the direction of the reception desk. The woman there was very pleasant, but couldn’t help. She phoned up to the Library and Publications Room, who couldn’t help either. Rebus found it hard to believe that there was no history of the SDA available.
‘They say nobody’d be interested,’ she explained, putting down the telephone.
‘Well, I’m interested.’
‘You could ask at the HMSO Bookshop.’
‘On Lothian Road?’
‘Yes.’ She saw the look on his face. ‘I’ve some other literature here you could take away with you.’
Desperate for something to show for his morning, Rebus picked out a few leaflets, one of which was an introduction to HM Inspectorate of Constabulary. Rebus wondered if it would mention anything about bribery.
‘Thanks anyway,’ he told the receptionist. There was a display in the reception area and he went over to look at it. New St Andrew’s House was about to relocate to Leith. The move was costing millions. Rebus didn’t feel any better for knowing where his taxes were headed. Sleet was coming down as he left the building.
Which gave him the excuse he needed to drop into the Café Royal. It was eleven-fifteen and he was the second customer of the day. He liked the place when it was empty. It was one of the few bars he knew which had less atmosphere the busier it got. His feet were tingling from the walk. He’d left his car at home, only expecting to walk as far as George IV Bridge.
The sleet had stopped by the time he left the bar. He walked along George Street, in order to avoid the shoppers on Princes Street, then headed up Lothian Road. A Lothian Road wind was one of nature’s wonders; people were walking into it at an angle close to forty-five degrees. The headwind could exhaust you in minutes. Rebus kept his eyes to the pavement and concentrated on putting one foot after the other, like he was getting the hang of false legs.
The new Convention Centre was up. There was a lot of recent building work around the city: the Festival Theatre, Convention Centre, court annexe, National Library annexe, not to mention the new Scottish Office HQ. He stopped in a doorway to catch his breath and to consider the scale of the building programme: new roads, new developments . . . There was talk of building another road bridge across the Forth. But where was the money coming from? He walked on, deep in thought, and entered the HMSO shop. He’d been explaining his needs to the counter assistant for about thirty seconds when the man started to shake his head.
‘I haven’t finished yet,’ Rebus snapped.
The man listened in silence, and when Rebus was finished he advised: ‘You could try Scottish Enterprise direct.’ He brought out the phonebook to find its address. The HQ_ was in Glasgow, but there was a branch in Edinburgh: LEEL, Lothian and Edinburgh Enterprise Limited, had offices in Haymarket Terrace, which wasn’t that far to walk, not compared to the distance he’d come.
The smart new building which housed LEEL boasted two very bored-looking receptionists and no guard at all on the door. He explained that he wanted general background information.
‘Agatha will bring down what we’ve got,’ he was told with a pleasant professional smile. ‘If you’d like to take a seat . . .?’
He sat down and read the bumf spread across the table in front of him. He noticed that his calves were aching. This, he thought, is called exercise. Some people did it every day.
The lift opened and a young woman walked towards him. She too had a Stepford-wifely smile for the public as she handed over a lavish folder, inside which was a set of glossy documents.
‘This is all we’ve got at the moment,’ she said.
‘Thank you, Agatha, this is fine.’
Since he was so close, he dropped into Torphichen for a coffee. Davidson wasn’t around, but DC Robert Burns was, so Rebus chewed the cud with him, enjoying the feel of being back inside a cop shop. Then he asked Burns for a favour.
‘I need a lift home, Rab,’ he said. ‘Medical reasons.’
Back in his flat, Rebus read through what little he had. He hadn’t found anything on Gyle Park West or anyone or anything called Mensung. The sum total of his recent discoveries had nothing to do with Councillor Gillespie at all. But what he did know was that Kirstie Kennedy had known Willie and Dixie in some capacity: how else to explain a document belonging to the Lord Provost turning up in Willie’s bedroom? What he didn’t yet know was why it was there. He assumed Kirstie had taken it from her parents’ house, but why? Had it meant something to her? And why had Willie hidden it?
His phone was ringing. It was Siobhan Clarke. ‘Where’ve you been?’ she asked.
‘Walking.’
‘Walking?’
‘How are things at St Leonard’s?’
‘The chief super is keeping tabs on Brian and me, and he keeps piling the work on.’
‘So you haven’t been able to do anything?’
‘On the contrary, I’ve some interesting news. Councillor Gillespie’s document shredder wasn’t bought, it was rented. There’s a business supply company in Stockbridge, they hire out all sorts of office equipment. Which reminds me, when you get back there’s a little surprise for you.’
‘What?’
‘The new PCs have arrived.’
‘Good, we could do with a few more men on the beat.’
‘Gosh,’ her voice dripped irony, ‘I’ve not heard that one today. Anyway, there’s one on your desk, plugged in and ready to run.’
‘When did Gillespie rent the shredder?’
‘Wednesday. He told the shop assistant he’d been trying to find one for a few days, but they were too expensive to buy.’
‘Thank God he’s mean with money, or we might never know he’d shredded anything.’
‘Want to hear the rest? I finally got through to the consulate and asked to speak to Haldayne.’ She paused. ‘They told me Mr Haldayne was out of the office. His first name’s Richard. I got them to spell his surname for me: it has a “y” in the middle.’
‘You’re a genius.’
‘Want to hear the rest?’
Rebus forgot all about his sore calves, his weary feet. ‘Go ahead.’
‘I ran a check on Mr Richard Haldayne. Have you ever had dealings with the diplomats in town?’
‘No.’
‘Well, I have. I handed out a few parking tickets when I was in uniform. My boss said I was wasting my time ticketing a diplomatic plate. They never pay their fines, because we’re not allowed to prosecute them.’
‘So you looked in the computer?’
‘Eighteen unpaid parking tickets dating back to 1985. That’s under two a year, which counts as law-abiding for a diplomat.’
‘It’s still a lot of tickets. An officer might want a quiet word with Mr Haldayne about them.’
‘Just don’t get caught, sir.’
‘Same goes for you, Clarke, and thanks.’
He put the phone down and tapped his fingers on the receiver. It was a start, definitely a start. He lifted the receiver again and dialled Sammy’s work number. She wasn’t there. The woman who told him this sounded upset.
‘I’m her father,’ Rebus said, ‘is anything wrong?’
‘She was in a terrible state. Someone had to take her home.’
‘Why was she in a state?’
‘Her landlady.’ The woman sniffed.
‘What about her landlady?’
‘Well, she’s upset, and she got Sammy all upset.’
Rebus stopped pretending to be calm. ‘Upset about what?’
‘I love cats,’ the woman said.
‘What?’
‘Cats. It’s her landlady’s cat. It was torn to bits last night by somebody’s dog.’
Rebus finally plucked up the courage to phone Patience’s flat, and was relieved that Sammy herself answered.
‘I heard,’ he said. ‘How’s Patience?’
‘She’s gone out. She was . . . it was horrible.’
Rebus swallowed. ‘What happened?’
‘Lucky was in the garden, and some dog must have come over the wall. Lucky ran to the catflap to get in, but the catflap was locked . . .’ Her voice fell. ‘And that was that.’
‘Oh, dear,’ said Rebus.
‘The thing is, Dad, Patience blames me.’
‘I’m sure that’s not –’
‘She says I must have locked the flap. She’s hardly spoken a word to me since I got back.’
‘The lock must have fallen by itself.’
‘I don’t know. But I know I didn’t do it.’
‘Look, Sammy, the reason I’m phoning –’
‘Yes?’
Rebus stared at the notes in front of him. ‘SWEEP’s contact at the Scottish Office: can you give me his name . . .?’
He had an appointment that afternoon with the Lord Provost.
Rebus hadn’t been specific on the telephone; he’d just told the secretary that it was part of an ‘investigation’ – he’d been careful not to preface the word with ‘official police’. The secretary had taken his home number and called him back. The Lord Provost could see him for five minutes at four o’clock.
‘Five minutes should do it,’ Rebus had said.
As he walked through the main door of the City Chambers, he looked down at the floor, aware that directly beneath it was Mary King’s Close, Edinburgh’s buried plague street. They’d covered the street up and built on it anew: that was the Edinburgh way, to bury and forget.
The Lord Provost came out of his office to meet him. He looked tired, his pale face deeply lined, his square jaw slack. He had dark hair streaked with silver, and thick black eyebrows. It was a strongly defined face, the kind that might have been found, a generation back, at the coal-face.
‘Inspector.’ They shook hands. The Lord Provost turned to his secretary. ‘My constitutional,’ he said. ‘I’ll be five or ten minutes.’ He turned back to Rebus. ‘I like to get out of here for a few minutes in the afternoon, it clears my head. Do you mind?’
Rebus said he didn’t.
No one on the street seemed to recognise Cameron Kennedy. He crossed the High Street and nodded towards St Giles’ Cathedral. Rebus followed him into the huge old church. It was empty, save for a party of three tourists who huddled around their guidebook. Rebus and the Lord Provost walked the central aisle.
‘How can I help you, Inspector?’
‘Well, sir, it’s about your daughter.’
The Lord Provost’s face became more animated. ‘Have you found her?’
‘No, sir. But I know where she’s been quite recently. You remember those two hoaxers?’
‘Don’t I just. You were in that terrible crash, weren’t you?’
Rebus nodded. ‘The thing is, it may not have been a hoax after all.’
‘How do you mean?’
‘Well, the girl you spoke to on the telephone . . .’
‘Ach, I don’t think it was Kirstie.’
‘It could have been. There’s evidence she knew the two boys who died.’
The Lord Provost looked at him. ‘Evidence?’
‘Something we found in a bedroom.’ Rebus brought out the business plan and handed it to the Lord Provost. ‘This is yours, isn’t it, sir?’
The Lord Provost studied it. ‘Where did you say you found it?’
‘It was hidden in the bedroom belonging to one of the boys. Do you know when and where you lost it?’
‘No, I . . . It was a while back. I thought I’d taken it home with me . . .’
‘Kirstie probably took it with her when she left.’
The Lord Provost nodded slowly.
‘The question is, why? I mean, did it have any significance for her?’
‘I don’t see how it could.’
‘Me neither, I was hoping you might help. Take a look at the last page, please.’
The Lord Provost turned to the last page and looked startled.
‘Did you write that, sir?’
‘No.’ He was staring wide-eyed at the name.
‘Is it Kirstie’s writing?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘Well, do you know what it means?’
The Lord Provost shook his head slowly and closed the report. ‘Inspector, I . . . it seems to me maybe I’m making too much fuss over Kirstie. I’m sure she’s managing fine.’
‘What are you saying?’
‘I’m saying I’m grateful to the police for trying to trace her, but maybe it’s time to call a halt.’
Rebus narrowed his eyes. ‘Why now?’ He made to take the report back, but the Lord Provost was folding it into his pocket.
‘Does there have to be a reason?’
‘Is it something to do with that report?’
‘You’ve read it?’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘It’s just an initial report of a possible business venture.’
‘In Gyle Park West?’ The Lord Provost nodded. ‘A new subsidiary of PanoTech?’
‘You’re well informed, Inspector.’
Rebus shrugged. ‘I’m just curious why Kirstie would take it, and why it was kept hidden, like it had some importance.’
Kennedy smiled. ‘It’s of no importance, Inspector. It’s a projection, it’s just something that might happen. God knows we could do with it.’
‘Why’s that, sir?’
‘The jobs, of course.’
‘Tell me, is the LABarum plan before any committee at present?’
The Lord Provost sat in a pew. Rebus sat one pew in front of him. ‘I don’t see what that could have to do with my daughter.’
Rebus shrugged. ‘I’m just curious.’
‘It will be discussed soon, yes.’
‘By Councillor Gillespie’s industry committee?’
‘Initially, yes. Look, I really don’t see what this has to do with Kirstie. I accept that she could have taken the document from my office at home. I’d say if it was anything, it was an act of pure rebellion – she took it because she could.’
‘Is she a rebel then, sir?’
‘Aren’t all teenagers?’
‘Not all teenagers are drug-users, sir.’
Rebus watched the colour come back to the Lord Provost’s cheeks. ‘What did you say?’
‘That’s why you didn’t have a more recent photo to give us. Junkies aren’t exactly photogenic’
The Lord Provost shot to his feet. ‘How dare you!’ The tourists stopped consulting their guidebook.
‘Then tell me I’m a liar,’ Rebus said quietly. The Lord Provost opened his mouth, then closed it again. ‘Tell me I’m a liar and I’ll take back what I said.’
Cameron Kennedy’s eyes were glistening in the half-light. He looked all around him, at the frayed standards hanging limply from the walls, at the altar and the windows and the roof. Then he looked back to Rebus, shook his head, and walked away.
Rebus sat a few minutes by himself, hands clasped in his lap. He didn’t exactly feel good about himself, but then that was nothing new.
The name of SWEEP’s contact at the Scottish Office was Rory McAllister, and he agreed to meet Rebus for lunch the next day, suggesting an Italian restaurant at the top of Leith Walk.
When Rebus arrived at twelve-thirty, McAllister was already there. He’d just about completed the Scotsman crossword with an elegant chrome ballpoint pen. He stood up long enough to shake hands. Rebus noticed he was drinking mineral water.
‘Stick to the businessman’s lunch,’ McAllister prompted, as a waiter handed Rebus an oversized menu. So Rebus stuck to the businessman’s lunch.
Rory McAllister was in his late thirties with thinning, neatly cut hair and a face which still seemed to bear traces of both puppy-fat and acne. He peered at Rebus with eyes slightly narrowed, as if he might need spectacles but was too vain to wear them. His dark wool suit went well with a cream-coloured shirt and grey tie, knotted tightly at the throat.
Every inch the civil servant, Rebus thought. McAllister’s voice was educated Edinburgh: nasal and lilting, not wanting to let go of the ends of syllables.
‘So, Inspector,’ he said, putting his newspaper out of sight under the table, ‘your call was intriguing. What is it you want exactly?’
‘I want you to tell me about the Scottish Office, Mr McAllister. I also need to know about the SDA and Scottish Enterprise.’
‘Well,’ McAllister started to unwrap a bread-stick, ‘let’s order while I collect my thoughts, shall we?’ He spoke to the waiter in a quiet, firm voice. Rebus knew the type: loud only in agreement, never in denial; when roused to anger, he’d bet McAllister’s voice would drop to a whisper.
‘The tomato soup’s not bad,’ Rebus was informed. ‘Ditto the veal, but the pollo is very good, too. And as for the wine . . .’ Rebus shrugged assent with any suggestion McAllister might make. ‘A half each of house white and red.’ The civil servant snapped shut the wine list, another piece of business brought successfully to a close. He waved to two diners across the room. Their suits were like a uniform. The restaurant was filling quickly; half the diners looked like refugees from New St Andrew’s House.
‘So.’ McAllister clapped his hands together and rubbed them. ‘You want to know about the Scottish Office. Well, shall I start at the bottom or the top? You’ve met me, so that’s the bottom taken care of.’ He smiled to let Rebus know this was a joke. Sammy had said McAllister was a high-flier, clever and dedicated.
And helpful.
‘So,’ he went on, ‘maybe I’ll start at the top – the top, of course, being one of two men, depending on your situation. You can say that the Secretary of State for Scotland is the head of the Scottish Office, and as far as the public is concerned you’d be right. But politicians come and go, the Scottish Office remains.’
‘You’re saying the real head is the most senior civil servant?’
‘Exactly, and that’s the Permanent Under-Secretary, more usually known as the Permanent Secretary.’
‘Why bother with two titles?’
McAllister laughed, a sound like a pig at the trough. ‘Don’t question; just accept.’ A basket of bread rolls arrived, and he broke one into three. ‘Now, the Scottish Office has responsibility for most functions of government in Scotland, excepting defence, foreign policy, and social security. We’ve a small outpost in Whitehall, but most of us are based here, either in St Andrew’s House or New St Andrew’s House.’
‘St Andrew’s House being . . .?’
‘It’s on Regent Road. You know, it looks like the Reichstag.’
‘Oh, the power station.’
McAllister conceded the image. ‘That’s where the Secretary of State and his advisors do their work. The rest of us are relegated to the neo-brutalism of New St Andrew’s House – until Victoria Quay is ready.’ Two bowls of thin-looking tomato soup arrived. ‘The Secretary of State’s retinue consists of the likes of the Lord Advocate and the Solicitor-General: they’re both ministers of the Crown, of course.’
‘Of course.’
‘Plus a minister of State and three pusses.’
‘Pusses?’
McAllister wiped the corners of his mouth with his napkin. ‘Don’t tell anyone I called them that: Parliamentary Under-Secretaries of State.’
‘I thought you said there was only one?’
McAllister shook his head. ‘Don’t confuse Parliamentary with Permanent: the Permanent Under-Secretary is the only one who’s a civil servant. He’s the only one who is –’
‘Permanent?’
McAllister nodded. He took some soup and chewed on his roll, preparing for another onslaught. The wine had arrived, and he poured a glass of white for himself. Rebus opted for red.
‘Now,’ McAllister said, ‘we come to the departments.’ He counted them off on his fingers: ‘SOID, SOED, SOEnD, SOHHD, SOAFD, and – shamefully prosaic – Central Services.’
Rebus smiled. ‘Mr McAllister, I think you’re purposely trying to bamboozle me.’
McAllister looked shocked. ‘No, I assure you . . .’
‘Look, what I really want is a rundown on the SDA and Scottish Enterprise.’
‘We’ll get to them, don’t worry.’ The waiter came to take their bowls. ‘Bit peppery today,’ McAllister told him; not a complaint, a simple matter of interpretation.
The civil servant was halfway through his next dissertation before Rebus realised they’d moved on to the topics he was interested in.
‘. . . so he was at SOHHD until the LECs came along. The SDA and HIDB became SE and HIE and the poor man, who’d been responsible for RDGs and RSA found himself –’
‘Keep going, you might just drift back into English.’
McAllister produced another snorted laugh. ‘Maybe I don’t have enough dealings with the public. I’m used to people who understand the codes.’
‘Well, I don’t understand the codes, so humour me.’
McAllister took a deep breath. ‘The SDA,’ he began, ‘was set up by Wilson in 1975, some say to appease the rising nationalism of that time. It had a budget of £200 million – which was not inconsiderable for the time – and took over from three old existing bodies, including the SIEC – the Scottish Industrial Estates Corporation. The SIEC brought with it twenty-five million square metres of factory space.’
‘Sounds like a lot.’
‘A hellish lot, a lot to keep occupied. The SDA got busy. It’s been estimated there were as many as five thousand projects under its aegis at any one time. And remember, the SDA didn’t cover the whole of Scotland – there was the Highlands and Islands Development Board, too. In fact, HIDB was by far the elder of the two.’ The pasta starters arrived. McAllister sprinkled parmesan cheese over his and got to work with his fork. ‘Then someone had the bright idea of getting rid of the SDA.’ He shook his head. ‘Do you know the old saying, if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it? The SDA was in good fettle. It had been investigated by several bodies and committees and given a clean bill of health. It did get into trouble over the Glasgow Garden Festival, and over a deal with a building contractor called Quinlon, but by then the blueprint for Scottish Enterprise had already been set up.
‘On the first of April – note the date – 1991, the SDA and HIDB became Scottish Enterprise and Highlands and Islands Enterprise. Basically, the changes were twofold: the new agencies took on the Scottish remit of the Training Agency and, more importantly, the central role of the SDA became more devolved.’
‘How so?’ Rebus wasn’t touching the wine; he needed all his wits about him.
‘Authority was devolved to a network of private-sector-led local enterprise companies, LECs for short.’
‘Like Lothian and Edinburgh Enterprise Limited?’
‘Yes, LEEL’s one.’
‘Is there any Scottish Office control?’
‘Oh yes, Scottish Enterprise is sponsored by SOID.’
‘The Scottish Office Industry Department?’ McAllister gave a round of silent applause. ‘Which leads us,’ Rebus said, ‘to funding.’
‘Oh, I could talk all afternoon about funding, it’s my specialty.’
‘So what’s Scottish Enterprise’s annual budget?’
McAllister puffed out his cheeks. ‘Around four hundred and fifty million.’
Rebus swallowed the last of his pasta. ‘Forgive me, that sounds like a lot.’
‘Well, the money has to be split: it covers Enterprise, environment, youth and adult training, plus admin costs.’
‘Well, put like that I can see it represents excellent value for money.’
McAllister nearly choked with laughter. ‘You sound just like a civil servant!’
‘I was being ironic. Tell me, Mr McAllister, why did you agree to meet me?’
The question took McAllister by surprise. He took time forming his answer. ‘I’ve never met a police officer before,’ he said. ‘I suppose I was curious. Besides, it’s nice to meet someone who’s actually interested in what we do, no matter what his motives. You know, only about one in three voters in this country even knows there’s such a thing as the Scottish Office. One in three!’ He sat back and opened his arms. ‘And we’ve got a budget of millions!’
‘Tell me,’ Rebus said quietly, ‘any word of any . . . impropriety?’
‘At Scottish Enterprise?’
Rebus nodded.
‘No, none at all.’
‘What about the SDA?’
One waiter removed their bowls, another set down the main course and accompanying vegetables. McAllister tucked in. He swallowed the first mouthful before answering Rebus’s question.
‘If there had been, Inspector, it would be dead and buried by now. When the SDA became Scottish Enterprise, the accounting procedures were changed: new set-up, new set of books. Like wiping the slate clean.’
‘So what would have happened if any impropriety had been found?’
McAllister made a sweeping motion with his fork. ‘Under the carpet with it.’
Rebus pondered this: wiping the slate clean, under the carpet . . . The district council was about to disappear, just as the SDA had done.
‘You know, Mr McAllister, you don’t seem very curious about why I want to know about the SDA and Scottish Enterprise.’
McAllister chewed on that. ‘I suppose you’ll tell me if and when you’re ready. Until then, I don’t see that it’s any of my business. I’m not the curious sort, Inspector. In my line of work, that’s seen as a strength.’
After a while Rebus asked: ‘Who appoints the boards?’
‘At SE and HIE, the Secretary of State.’ McAllister poured the last of the wine into his glass. ‘Not on his own, of course. He’d be advised by the Permanent Secretary. That, after all is the job of the Permanent Secretary: to advise. Though he implements too, of course.’ McAllister glanced at his watch, then signalled for the waiter. ‘I don’t know about you,’ he said to Rebus, ‘but I think I might skip pud.’ And he patted his ample stomach. When the waiter approached, McAllister ordered espresso.
‘Is that what you’re investigating, Inspector – impropriety at the SDA?’
Rebus smiled. ‘I thought you weren’t curious. Tell me, does the word Mensung mean anything to you?’
McAllister tried it out. He’d torn open a plastic toothpick, and was working on his mouth. The sight made Rebus’s teeth jangle. ‘I do seem to know it . . . can’t think why or what it is. Want me to check?’
‘I’d be grateful, sir. One other thing, any connection between the SDA or Scottish Enterprise and the US Consulate?’
Again, McAllister seemed surprised by the question. ‘Well, yes,’ he said at last, as his coffee arrived. ‘I mean, we do try to persuade American companies to locate here, so contacts at a consular level are helpful – vital, even. They were especially so in the eighties.’
‘Why was that?’
‘Microelectronics was booming. Silicon Glen. Locate in Scotland was working superbly. Did I mention LiS? It was part-SDA, part-Scottish office, with a remit to get foreign companies to locate here. Most of its successes were American, mostly in the early to mid-eighties. Rumour had it that its successes had less to do with canny persuasion and economic argument than with a kind of informal freemasonry.’
‘How do you mean?’
‘Well, a lot of top executives in American companies were and are Scottish, either born here or with Scottish roots. LiS would target those individuals and work on them, trying to get them not only to open a factory here, but to persuade other Scots in positions of influence. Look at IBM. Actually, this isn’t an example of LiS at work; IBM has had a presence in Scotland for forty years. They started in Greenock, and they’re still there – the plant’s massive, about a mile and a half long. But what took them to Greenock in the first place? I’ll tell you. It wasn’t economics or a skilled workforce – it was sentimentality. The head of IBM at that time was in love with the west coast of Scotland; and that’s all it was.’ McAllister shrugged and blew on his coffee.
Rebus wanted to go back a stage or two. ‘Is that how a lot of it works? Who you know?’
‘Oh, definitely.’
‘And bribes?’
‘Not for me to say.’
Why not? thought Rebus. You’ve said every bloody thing but. It was two-thirty, the restaurant empty save for their table.
‘I mean,’ McAllister said, ‘one man’s bribe is another’s “financial incentive”. Look at Pergau Dam. There’s always room to bend the rules without necessarily breaking them. Regional Selective Assistance, for example, was and is discretionary. Who’s to say it doesn’t make a difference if the person applying for it went to school with the person who’ll make the final decision? It’s the way the world turns, Inspector.’ He tried to find some dregs of coffee in his cup, then unwrapped the amaretto biscuit.
Rebus paid their bill, and the waiter locked the door after them. McAllister’s face was flushed, his cheeks a network of broken blood vessels. Now that he’d asked his questions, Rebus was keen to be elsewhere. There was something about McAllister he didn’t like. He knew how easy it was to cover something up by talking about it at length. One confession could be made to disguise another. He’d had cleverer men than McAllister in the interview room, but not very many . . .
The two men shook hands.
‘I appreciate you taking the time and trouble, sir,’ Rebus said.
‘Not at all, Inspector. I appreciate you paying for lunch. Besides, who knows? Maybe one day I might need a favour from you.’ McAllister winked.
‘You might at that,’ Rebus said.
After all, it was the way the world turned, the civil servant was right about that. Rebus turned and headed off in any direction that wasn’t McAllister’s.
‘All I’ve got,’ Rebus admitted, ‘are questions and loose ends, and none of it is getting me any closer to why McAnally killed himself or why the councillor’s so scared. Added to that, the Lord Provost sees the word Dalgety scrawled on a sheet of paper and suddenly doesn’t want us looking for his daughter any more.’
He was on the phone to St Leonard’s, speaking with Brian Holmes. The drip from the radiator was getting worse. His mouth was getting worse. Behind him in the living room were the binbags full of paper. All the answers, he felt, were there, just beyond his abilities.
‘So?’ said Holmes.
‘Thanks for the vote of confidence.’
‘What do you want me to say?’
Rebus pushed at the skin around his nose, feeling the pressure increase on his poor tooth. ‘The reason I phoned,’ he said, ‘is to ask what the state of play is with friend Duggan.’
Holmes rustled some papers. ‘Now there I can help you. Paul Duggan is Edinburgh’s answer to Rachman. He’s been cheating the council for years. Lives with his parents, doesn’t pay them a penny rent, but he’s applied for and been allotted four council properties . . . that’s how many we’ve traced so far, there could be others. He doesn’t mind hard-to-let flats, that’s his secret.’
‘How does he do it?’
‘A series of pseudonyms, plus girls he drags along to Housing Office interviews with a few bambinos in tow. The girls are friends of his, the kids aren’t his.’
‘But he becomes their father for the duration of the interview?’
‘And gets himself priority listed. Once he’s been allocated a place, all he does is let it out. I’m amazed he can find anyone for some of them. That place in Saughton was a palace compared to the others in his portfolio.’
Rebus dug into his back pocket and brought out the card he’d taken from the Waverley drop-in. Paul. Cheap rooms.
‘Why do you think,’ Rebus asked, ‘Willie and Dixie had the pick of Duggan’s properties? House that size, he could have squeezed a few more bodies in.’
‘Right enough, the flat I checked in Granton had sleeping-bags in the living room, kitchen, and bathroom.’
Rebus studied the telephone number on the card. ‘Maybe I’ll have a wee word with our friendly slum landlord. Is the Farmer keeping you busy?’
‘He keeps asking if I know what you’re up to.’
‘And what do you tell him?’
‘I can keep my mouth shut. I just hope you know what you’re doing, sir.’
‘Well, Brian, there’s a first time for everything.’
Rebus broke the connection and called the number on the card.
‘Hello?’ It was a woman’s voice, polite, not young.
‘Eh, is Paul there?’
‘I’ll just get him for you.’
‘Thanks.’
She put the receiver next to the phone, and he could hear her calling for her son, who was probably in his bedroom counting shillings into a sock. Finally, the receiver was picked up.
‘Aye?’
‘Paul?’
‘Who’s this?’
‘My name’s John, I saw your notice at the drop-in centre.’
‘Which one? I’ve got half a dozen notices up.’
‘The one behind Waverley.’
‘Oh aye, right.’
‘I need a room.’
‘Are you claiming social security?’
Rebus winged it. ‘I’d be paying cash, if that’s what you’re worried about.’
‘No, it’s just that you’ve caught me at a bad time, John. Bit of pressure on me at the moment, if you know what I mean.’
‘I know all about pressure.’
‘So I’m not really opening any new transactions right this minute.’ There was a pause. ‘Did you say cash? Would you need a rentbook?’
‘Cash, no rentbook.’
‘Tell you what, John, can we maybe meet?’
Rebus’s smile didn’t translate to his voice. ‘What’s the address?’
‘No address. Do you know Leith cop shop?’
Rebus stopped smiling. He’d been rumbled. But Duggan misinterpreted his silence.
‘Not keen, eh? Been in trouble, have you?’
‘A little bit.’
‘We’re only meeting outside. I can take you to a flat near there, down by the Shore. And that area’s coming up in the world, by the way.’
Rebus almost admired the cheek. ‘What time?’
‘Five on the dot.’
‘I’ll be there,’ said Rebus.
He phoned Brian Holmes back. ‘Rachman’s portfolio, anything down near the Shore?’
‘Leith? No,’ said Holmes, ‘nearest one to Leith’s the place in Granton. Why?’
‘Just that you haven’t tracked them all down yet, that’s all.’
At five minutes to five, he was across the road from the police station. He stood two steps up from the pavement in the doorway of a disused building. Leith was taking a few faltering steps towards respectability. Trendy cafés and restaurants had opened in hastily refurbished premises, usually carved out of larger blocks of unrented space. There was a temporary feel to these new businesses; they always seemed to be ‘under new management’. Leith’s revival had begun down on the Shore and had all but stopped there, with warehouse conversions and a couple of upmarket bars. Now the revival had been given fresh momentum: the new Scottish Office HQ was under construction at Victoria Dock, and a sailors’ home had been turned into a luxury hotel on Queen’s Quay.
But Leith still retained its old, unique charm: it was still just about the only part of the city where you’d see prostitutes in daytime, freezing in short skirts and skimpy jackets. Rebus had passed some on his way down Bernard Street, readying themselves for the going-home trade: one quick leap for the homeward bound.
He stood in the doorway for quarter of an hour before Paul Duggan turned up. The young man was wearing an ankle-length black woollen coat, its collar turned up. On his feet were white trainers, so new they were almost luminous when caught in the headlamps of the passing traffic.
Duggan didn’t pay any attention to Rebus as Rebus crossed the road; he was on the look-out for someone entirely different.
‘Waiting for me?’ Rebus asked.
It took Duggan a moment to place him. ‘Christ, what do you want?’
‘It was me that phoned. We didn’t know you had another place on the Shore.’
‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’
‘Come on, Paul, let’s have a chat.’
‘In there?’
Rebus looked towards the police station. ‘No,’ he said, ‘not in there. This is just between us, understood?’
Rebus started walking, a hand on the sleeve of Duggan’s coat.
‘Where are we going?’ Duggan asked.
‘We’re just walking, that’s all. I’ve got a question for you. We know about four or five of your properties, and we know the Saughton let was the best of them by a fair old margin. So how come you only picked up two rents from it?’
Duggan stopped dead. ‘Is this a trap? Are you miked up?’
Rebus laughed. ‘For a tadpole like you? Behave, son, you’re the council’s problem, not mine.’
Rebus started walking again. Duggan caught him up. ‘So what’s the game?’
‘I’m interested in Willie and Dixie, that’s all. You told me you were their friend, so now I’m a wee bit interested in you, too.’
‘That’s why I gave them the house,’ Duggan blurted out, thinking on his feet. ‘They were my pals.’
‘You gave them it? They didn’t pay rent?’
‘Oh . . . oh aye, they paid rent. What I meant was –’
‘Don’t bother, son, don’t compound one lie with another, you’ll never keep track. My guess is they worked for you. What did they do?’
Duggan bit his lip. ‘They collected the rents,’ he said at last.
‘And got free rent in return? That makes more sense. When I look at you, I see a skinny young kid, a sap. The kind of tenants you must deal with, you’d need back-up, isn’t that right? Just in case someone decided not to pay.’ Duggan nodded.
‘They’d’ve been perfect for that,’ Rebus continued. ‘Willie had brains, he could reason with the non-payers, and if that didn’t work, crazy Dixie could go to work. Is that about the score?’
‘That’s it.’
Rebus sniffed, and seemed to be thinking. ‘Whose idea was the kidnap ruse?’ he said casually.
‘I’ve told you, I didn’t know anything about that! They just asked for my car!’
‘Must have been Willie’s idea,’ Rebus went on, as if Duggan hadn’t spoken. ‘Dixie didn’t have the brains.’ He turned to Duggan. ‘Unless it was your idea, of course.’
Duggan made to protest, but thought better of it. They walked on in silence. ‘OK,’ he said at last. ‘OK, between you and me, right?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘Like I said, I’m not after you particularly, Paul, unless you lie to me. Lying to me is not advisable.’
‘I knew what they were up to.’
‘Of course you did. A tight-fisted wee bastard like you wouldn’t lend someone the steam from his breath without there being a pay-off.’ Rebus produced the photo of Kirstie Kennedy. ‘You saw her with Willie and Dixie, didn’t you?’
‘No.’
‘What about Dalgety?’
‘Eh?’ The name clearly meant nothing to Duggan.
‘Come on,’ Rebus said, ‘I know you’ve seen her. You spend a lot of time in drop-in centres –’
‘No, I don’t.’
‘You told me yourself your cards are up on half a dozen noticeboards. How do they get there: by magic?’ Rebus pushed the photo towards Duggan. ‘You’ve seen her.’
‘No.’
‘You’re lying. What are you afraid of, Paul?’
They were down on the Shore, and Duggan was just realising it. They walked close to the water’s edge, across the street from the bars. Soon they’d be up to the dock entrance. Rebus stopped and tugged on Duggan’s arm. ‘Look at her!’ he spat. Duggan averted his face. ‘Look at her!’
Duggan glanced at the photo, then away again. His eyes were glinting in the streetlight.
‘She knew Willie well enough to leave something in his bedroom. She knew him . . . and I know damned well you knew her!’
Duggan blinked. ‘What did she leave in his bedroom?’ he asked quietly.
‘Just tell me where she is.’
Duggan started to shake his head, and Rebus hauled him by the coat-sleeve to the water’s edge. The street was empty save for a line of cars whose owners were all in the howffs.
‘Fancy a dip, Paul? It can be invigorating at this time of year, if the sewage and the rats don’t get you.’
‘This coat cost a fortune!’ Duggan squealed.
‘You won’t need it in jail, son. You’ll be tucked up in bed with some big bad bastard keeping you warm.’
‘All right, all right!’
Rebus released his grip. Duggan looked up and down the street.
‘Run if you like, Paul. I’ll find you.’
‘Jesus, calm down, will you? OK, I’ve seen her. She hung around for a while with Willie and Dixie.’
‘How long?’
‘A week, maybe a bit longer.’
‘Is she still around?’
‘I haven’t seen her. I only saw her a couple of times.’
‘At the house in Saughton?’
‘No, no, at a couple of drop-in centres.’
‘But you don’t know where she is, or what she’s doing?’ Duggan shook his head. ‘Right, here’s what we’re going to do. You’re going to find her for me.’
‘What?’
‘Somebody like you, lots of contacts . . . should be easy.’
‘You don’t know what you’re asking.’
Rebus pointed to the water. ‘There’s your alternative.’ He held out the photo. ‘Take this, it might help.’
‘It won’t.’
‘Why not?’
‘That’s not what she looks like. We had a laugh when we saw that picture in all the papers. I mean, I can believe she might have looked like that before she started using.’
‘Drugs?’
‘And plenty of them by the look of her.’
Rebus frowned. ‘You think she’s been on them long?’
‘Long enough. Maybe a year or so.’
‘A year?’
Duggan shrugged. ‘Only a guess; I’m not into that scene.’
‘I’ll bet you don’t mind them as tenants though, eh?’
Duggan straightened his shoulders. ‘How about looking at it this way – I’m doing the council’s work for it, putting roofs over the heads of people who’d be on the street otherwise.’
‘Mr Social Conscience. They’ll be giving you the keys to the city next. Get out of my sight, and take the photo, it’s got my phone number on the back. If I don’t hear from you in a day or two, we’ll have another chat. Maybe at your place this time, with your mum and dad listening. How would you like that?’
Duggan didn’t answer. He rearranged his coat, which had fallen down over one shoulder, then pocketed the photograph. Rebus watched him shuffle away, back towards the traffic.
So, now he knew for certain why the Lord Provost hadn’t had a more recent photo of his daughter. He wondered why Duggan had been so curious about whatever Kirstie had left in Willie Coyle’s bedroom. But Rebus was beginning to get an idea about that, too.
He drove to the Ox, where Doc and Salty stood in their allotted places. Room was made for Rebus, and Doc ordered him a pint.
‘Oh what blessed company,’ Rebus said, lifting the glass. He turned to Salty Dougary. ‘I was out at Gyle Park West the other day.’
‘In your professional capacity?’
‘Sort of. What can you tell me about the place?’
‘It’s an industrial estate. I work there. What else is there to know?’
‘The businesses there, would they have dealings with Scottish Enterprise?’
Salty nodded. ‘LEEL,’ he said. ‘Our boss at Deltona is mad keen on “worker participation”, which means once a week we have to sit in the canteen for twenty minutes listening to him rattle on about client satisfaction, inward investment, productivity and the like. He’s always on about LEEL.’
‘So Deltona has had money from LEEL?’
‘John, everyone on that estate has had help of some kind: relocation incentives, start-up incentives, retraining incentives, you name it.’ He raised his glass. ‘God bless Scottish Enterprise.’
‘Why the interest?’ Dr Klasser asked. This was not their usual level of conversation.
‘It could be peripheral to a case I’m working on.’ Except that there was no case and he wasn’t supposed to be working.
‘Well, keep your paws off Deltona,’ Salty Dougary warned.
Rebus smiled. ‘Ever heard of Mensung?’ he asked.
‘Don’t they measure your intelligence?’
There was a snort from down the bar. ‘They’d only need a six-inch ruler to measure yours, Salty.’
Salty laughed, so the speaker would know he wasn’t amused. Rebus was still looking at him. ‘To be honest,’ Salty told him, ‘it does ring a bell, way at the back of the old brainpan. I think it was a company.’
‘On the estate?’
Dougary shrugged. The barman was taking a phone call. His eyes met Rebus’s.
‘For you, John.’ He brought the telephone over. Rebus had another question for Salty.
‘What about LABarum, ever heard of that?’
‘What is this, “Mastermind”?’
Rebus took the receiver from the barman. ‘Hello?’
‘Is that you, John?’
Rebus recognised the voice – but it couldn’t be, not calling him by his first name.
‘Is that you, Flower?’
‘Yes.’
DI Alister Flower – the Little Weed – calling Rebus ‘John’. Something was wrong.
‘What’s up?’
‘Just wondered if you could drop into the station for a chat.’
‘A chat? Will you have the tea and biscuits ready?’
Flower laughed like he hadn’t heard a better one all day. Rebus was more than curious.
‘When?’ he asked.
‘Whenever you like.’
Rebus said he’d be there in half an hour.
The station was mid-evening quiet. To keep busy, most of the CID contingent had gone off to the scene of a car smash. The smash had taken place outside one of the neighbourhood’s better Indian restaurants. So there was no one around the main office; no one but Alister Flower.
‘John, how’s the holiday?’
‘I’m having a bit of trouble getting a tan.’
Rebus studied Alister Flower. There were a hundred reasons to dislike or even thoroughly loathe the man. The fact that he was a complete prick came pretty close to the top. Flower’s eyes were always in movement, seeking out an angle or the main chance. The eyes were puffy, like the skin around them was constantly swollen. It could be genetic or to do with boozing, and it turned his eyes into slits. Rebus didn’t like the fact that he couldn’t always see those eyes.
Flower had friends around the station: spies, junior officers, who were a bit like him and would even like to be him. It scared Rebus. But there were no allies with him tonight. He sat on a desk, his feet on a chair. It wasn’t his desk, wasn’t his chair. Walking past his own desk, Rebus saw the new computer console. It didn’t interest him at all.
‘I was promised tea and biscuits,’ he said.
‘We can nip down the canteen after.’
‘After what?’
‘After I’ve shown you something. Come on.’
And he led Rebus down to the cells. There was a man in there, long-haired, unshaven, not happy.
‘So who is he?’
‘His name’s Terry Shotts,’ Flower explained. ‘He’s from Newcastle. We found him leaving a house in Prestonfield Avenue . . . with half the contents under his arm.’
‘So?’ Rebus closed the viewing-flap in the cell door.
‘So we went to his digs. There was some other stuff there, including some that we could trace immediately from the register. His scam is, he thieves here and sells in Newcastle, and what he thieves there he lays off here.’
‘It’s a tremendous feat of detection, Flower. I want to thank you for sharing it with me.’
Rebus started back upstairs, Flower following. He handed Rebus a folded sheet of paper.
‘This is a list of the stuff the Geordies found in his flat. They traced some of it to a couple of break-ins, but the lists didn’t match. Looks like he’d already sold some of the stuff on. Including a shotgun.’ Rebus began to see the point. ‘Shotts has been up here three weeks. I think he sold it to Shug McAnally.’
‘Have you asked Mr Shotts?’
‘He’s as good as admitted it.’
Rebus stopped. ‘Maybe I should talk to him.’
Flower blocked his path. ‘I don’t think that would do any good.’ Rebus wasn’t in the mood for a fight, so kept on walking. ‘I thought you’d be pleased. I mean, it ties up the loose ends, doesn’t it?’
‘It might tie up one of them, but it just unravels a couple more. Want to know what they are? Number one, why are you interested? Number two, why would you want me to be “pleased”?’
They were back in the CID room.
‘Well,’ Flower said, making for his desk, ‘I just thought you’d want to know.’
‘That’s just so much keech, Flower. What are you up to?’
Flower reached into a drawer and showed Rebus a bottle of whisky. Rebus shook his head, but Flower poured himself a measure into a broken-handled mug.
‘What are you so damned paranoid about, Rebus?’
‘You, for a start.’ Flower took a gulp of whisky, then lit a cigarette.
‘It’s a fair point,’ he conceded, through a wreath of smoke. ‘OK, I’ll tell you straight. Someone asked me to talk to you. You know I wouldn’t do it otherwise.’
‘That’s more like it.’ Rebus sat on the edge of a desk. ‘So who’s the someone?’
‘Just someone important.’
‘The Farmer?’
Flower smiled and exhaled noisily. Someone higher than the Farmer then, a lot higher.
‘And just what,’ Rebus asked, ‘does this anonymous patron want me to know?’
Flower examined the tip of his cigarette. ‘That you’re on your way out, the way you’re going.’
‘Out?’
‘Of the force.’ Flower paused. ‘At the very least.’
‘Why?’
‘You don’t need to know that.’
Which meant, thought Rebus, that it was because of something he might do rather than something already done.
‘So what should I do?’ he asked.
‘Stop being so bloody nosy.’
‘About what?’
‘McAnally, for Christ’s sake.’
‘What does –’
‘Look, I’m just the message-boy, OK?’
‘If the cap fits . . .’
Flower’s eyes narrowed still further. ‘Look,’ he said at last, ‘you know if it was up to me, I’d leave you to squat on the pan and send your career down the lavvy like the night before’s kebab. All I’m doing is a favour for someone who wants you to have a final warning. Hear me? A final warning.’ He stood up and flicked his butt into a waste-bin.
‘Pretty convenient,’ Rebus said, ‘the source of the shotgun suddenly turning up . . . Who is it, Flower? The DCC? Big Jim Flett? What have they got to hide?’ Rebus was standing inches from Flower. ‘What’s it got to do with you?’ He jabbed Flower’s chest with his finger.
‘Touch me again, you’re dead.’
‘Tell your friend, if he wants to threaten me, he should do it himself. Nobody’s scared of the message-boy.’
Then he turned and walked away. He was worried though. If they were serious – whoever they were – when he was so far from solving the puzzle, how would they react if he got any closer? He stopped at the door.
‘By the way,’ he said, ‘your fag-end just set fire to that bin.’
Flower turned and saw that the contents of the waste-bin were indeed smouldering. He reached for some liquid to douse the fire.
He’d forgotten that it was whisky, not coffee, in his mug.
Rebus’s phone was ringing as he got home. It was Rico Briggs.
‘I had a word with a friend,’ he told Rebus. Rico never liked to say too much on the phone.
‘And?’
‘Be in the bus station at eleven.’
‘Tonight?’
‘Tonight.’
‘Whereabouts in the bus station?’
‘Just be there. You’ll pay him his share and mine.’
The line went dead.
At ten to eleven, Rebus was in the St Andrew’s Square bus station. A few early drunks had assembled for the last bus home. There was a pub in the bus station; it sounded busy. A man sprinted out of it, slipped in a patch of oil, and fell like a sniper’s bullet had got him. He got back to his feet in time to see his bus pull away, and started swearing. There was a gash in the knee of his trousers.
Exhaust fumes lay in heavy strata just above ground level. Rebus tried not to breathe too deeply as he walked up and down the ranks. A few teenagers were asleep on the precarious benches. An old man, looking dazed, crossed the concourse dressed in a duffel coat, pyjamas and slippers. The slippers looked brand new, maybe a Christmas present.
‘Where are you?’ Rebus hissed, stamping his feet. He pushed his hands deeper into his pockets and walked the ranks again.
‘Sit down,’ a voice said.
Rebus looked down at the figure. He’d thought the man was asleep, arms folded, head tucked into the front of his jacket. He was sitting at the last rank. There was a bus there, but with its lights off.
Rebus sat down, and the man looked up at him. He had greasy brown hair which fell over one eye, and he could have done with a shave. There was a small scar, no more than a nick, below his right eye. The eyes were piercing blue with long lashes. When he spoke, Rebus saw there was a tooth missing from the front of his mouth.
‘Money.’
‘You’re Rico’s friend?’
The man nodded. ‘Money,’ he repeated.
Rebus showed him two twenties, then handed them over. ‘He said half for him.’
‘He’ll get half.’ The voice was a lazy west coast drawl. ‘You want to know about Saughton?’
‘A man killed himself with a shotgun. He was fresh out of Saughton.’
‘Which bit?’
‘C Hall.’
The man shook his head. ‘Can’t help you then.’
A driver had come over to the bus, cashbox in hand. He opened the doors and went inside, closing them after him. Lights came on all the way up the bus.
‘What do you mean?’
‘Just what I say. I can’t help.’
The engine started up, spewing fumes. A couple of people had joined the queue and were wondering whether to jump ahead of the two seated down-and-outs.
‘Why not?’
‘Never really knew anyone in C Hall.’ The man stood up, Rebus rising with him. ‘This is my bus.’
‘Wait a minute.’
The man turned to him. The bus doors were opening, the people behind wanting to be in the warm. ‘Ask Gerry Dip.’
‘Gerry Dip?’
‘He was in C Hall, came out a few weeks back.’
‘Where can I find him?’
‘Dipping fish, that’s how he got the name.’ The man climbed on to the platform. ‘I hear he’s working in a chip shop on Easter Road.’
Every chip shop in Scotland was at its busiest after the pubs had emptied. Even the bad ones, the ones with bony fish and rubber batter, had queues. Rebus took one look at the wares on display in the second chip shop he tried, and decided he would go without.
There was a queue almost out the door, but he walked to the front, ignoring the stares. A teenage girl was serving, mouth open in concentration.
‘Salt and sauce?’ she asked the customer.
‘Is Gerry in?’ Rebus asked.
She nodded further along the counter. There was a small man there dipping fish in a bucket of batter before tossing them into the fryer.
‘Gerry?’ Rebus asked. The man shook his head and pointed towards the back of the narrow shop, where a very tall, very skinny young man wearing a white cotton apron was playing the video machine.
It was one of those kick-and-chop games, the enemy bounding into view only long enough to be taken out again by the snarling cartoon hero.
‘Gerry Dip?’ Rebus said.
The player was in his mid-twenties, with cropped black hair and a nose-stud. His bare arms sported tattoos, and there were more on the backs of his hands. On his right wrist was a tattooed watch, the hands of which pointed to twelve. Rebus checked his own watch and saw that Gerry Dip’s was dead-on.
Rebus saw that Dip was watching him in the screen’s reflection. ‘Not many people call me that,’ he said.
‘I’m a friend of a friend, someone you knew in Saughton. He said you could maybe help me. There’d be a drink in it.’
‘How big a drink?’
Rebus had been to a cash machine. He laid a crisp twenty on the console. Maybe it affected Dip’s concentration. A landmine tore the arms and legs off his man. The Game Over message flashed, and a digitised voice said, ‘Feed . . . Money . . . Me . . . Hungry.’
Gerry Dip palmed the note. ‘Let’s retire to my office.’
He led Rebus behind the counter and told the fish batterer he’d swop places in five minutes. Then he pushed open a door and led Rebus into a kitchen-cum-storeroom. Sacks of potatoes waited to be peeled, and two large freezers hummed.
‘I hope you’re not Environmental Health,’ Gerry Dip said, getting a glass of water from the sink and gulping it. ‘Actually, I know what you are, it gets so you can smell it after a while.’
Rebus let the remark go. ‘A man was released from C Hall a couple of weeks back. He stuck a gun into his –’
‘Wee Shug.’ Dip nodded. ‘I knew him, played cards a few times, talked about telly and the football.’ Dip refilled his glass. ‘You’re up from six in the morning till nine at night, lights-out isn’t till ten. You get to know people. Plus I worked with him in the upholstery workshop. He said he’d come down the chippie and see me – then I read about him in the papers.’
‘Did you know he was ill?’
‘He saw the doctor a lot, never talked about it though. I know he had some medicine: we wanted him to hand it round so we could get a buzz. What was wrong with him?’
‘Cancer.’
‘That why he topped himself?’
‘Could be.’
‘Well, if you want to know about Wee Shug, you should talk to his cell-mate. Now there was a fucking character. Hoity-toity, stayed in his cell even when he didn’t need to.’
Big Jim Flett had mentioned a cell-mate; Rebus saw suddenly why Flett had been relieved at the end of their interview.
‘Gerry, what was Wee Shug in for?’
‘Housebreaking.’
‘You sure about that?’
‘That’s what I heard.’
‘Not rape?’
‘What?’
No, thought Rebus, because rapists are usually kept away from the other prisoners. But the governor had let it slip that Wee Shug shared a cell.
‘He wasn’t inside for rape,’ Gerry Dip said.
‘How can you be sure?’
‘We’d’ve known.’
‘He’s not likely to have told you himself.’
‘No, but the screws would have, somebody would have. It’s one secret you can’t have in the nick.’
‘Unless,’ Rebus said quietly, ‘nobody wanted you to know.’
Rebus called CID from a phone box near St Leonard’s and, without identifying himself, asked to speak to either DS Holmes or DC Clarke.
It was a morning of heavy haar, floating across the city in a wet cloud from the coast. The kind of morning where you could imagine yourself back in time, a horse and coach clopping out of the mist rather than cars with their headlights on full. Rebus’s skin and clothes were damp to the touch.
‘DC Clarke speaking.’
‘It’s me. I want you to look up a name on the computer.’
‘Well, it’s a bit chaotic here just now. There was a small fire last night, a waste-bin went up. It’s a bit of a mystery, nobody was here at the time.’
‘Dear me.’
‘The chief super’s ordered an investigation. Meantime, half the office is off limits.’
‘But the computer system’s OK?’
‘The only damage is the bin and the desk next to it. It was Inspector Flower found the blaze.’
‘Really?’
‘He threw a coat over the bin to snuff it out. It was Holmes’s coat.’
‘The one Nell gave him for Christmas?’
‘That’s the one. What’s the name you want checking?’
‘Charters.’ He spelt it for her. ‘I don’t have a first name, but he’s serving time in Saughton. I’d like his record. I’m in a callbox about a hundred yards away. There’s a café across from the DIY store, I’ll wait for you there.’
‘I’ll be as quick as I can.’
‘The dough-rings are on me.’
But when Siobhan Clarke finally turned up at the café, she ordered a fried-egg sandwich instead, then handed Rebus a manila envelope.
‘Did anyone see you at the computer?’
‘I don’t think so.’
‘Watch your back. It’s not just the Farmer – Flower’s up to something, too.’
‘What?’
‘Fire-raising for a start.’ Rebus opened the envelope and read through the contents. Clarke’s food arrived and she bit into it, dripping yolk on to the plate.
‘“Derwood Charters”,’ Rebus read aloud, ‘“age forty-six, divorced, ex-company director. Found guilty of fraud, serving three years of a six-year sentence at HMP Edinburgh. Home address in Cramond till the place had to be sold. Date of birth . . . name of solicitor . . . no wife or next of kin”.’ Rebus skipped through what little else there was. ‘It’s a bit bald, isn’t it?’
‘A bit.’
‘Like somebody’s been into the computer and shorn it. Which station dealt with him?’ He looked through the notes again. ‘Well, well: St Leonard’s.’
‘But before our time?’
Rebus nodded. ‘I was still at Great London Road. But then so was Chief Inspector Lauderdale, yet his name’s down here as part of the team.’ He was thoughtful for a moment. ‘Right, what I want you to do is –’
‘Go back to the station and pull the case-notes out of the vault?’
‘I know it’s asking a lot.’
‘Only my career.’
But he knew she’d do it anyway.
Rebus waited over an hour for Clarke to return. She carried a supermarket carrier-bag with her, and laid it on the floor next to him. He ordered her a mug of tea; his own stomach was swilling with the stuff.
‘It wasn’t where it should have been,’ she told him. ‘It had been put back out of order.’
‘Like someone wanted to hide it?’
‘But without being too obvious. There are so many reports in the vault, it’s easy for one to disappear if it’s filed in the wrong place.’
‘Did anyone see you?’
‘Brian came to see what I was up to. I got him to keep an eye out for anyone else. Meantime, the sooner you read the case-notes, the sooner I can put them back.’
The woman who ran the café brought Siobhan Clarke’s tea, and saw Rebus lift a heavy folder out of the carrier-bag.
‘Thinking of taking up residence?’ she asked him.
‘I’m doing you a favour,’ he said, glancing at all the empty tables. ‘Nobody comes into an empty café.’
‘You did,’ she replied.
Rebus just smiled and opened the case-notes, starting to read.
At lunchtime, Rebus made a dentist’s appointment.
When he explained the problem, the receptionist asked him to hold the line. When she came back, she told him Dr Keene could squeeze him in at five.
The surgery was in a substantial semi-detached property on Inverleith Row, facing the entrance to the Botanic Gardens. Rebus was in a sweat as he sat in the waiting room. There was a woman in there with him, and he was relieved when she was called first. But that left only him. His ears seemed more receptive than usual. He could hear the whine of a drill, the clatter of metal probes being dropped on to trays. When the woman patient came out, she walked to the reception desk to make another appointment. The dentist was with her. Then the dentist turned and, smiling, came to the waiting-room doorway.
‘Mr Rebus? Through here, please.’
He wore a white coat and half-moon glasses, and Rebus judged him to be in his late fifties.
‘Sit down, please,’ Dr Keene said, washing his hands. ‘Some swelling around the mouth?’
Rebus sat on the chair and swung his legs up on to it, his hands gripping the armrests. Dr Keene came over.
‘Now, just lie back and try to relax.’ Rebus could hear his own hoarse breathing. ‘That’s it.’ The dentist used an electric foot-switch to set the chair back so it was nearly flat, and to raise it up. He angled the lamp over the chair and switched it on. ‘We’ll just take a look.’ He swivelled a tray of dental tools towards him and sat down on a high chair by Rebus’s side.
‘Open wide.’
There was music playing. Radio Two, the airwaves’ answer to a placebo. Rebus opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling. There was a blown-up photograph there, a huge black and white aerial shot of Edinburgh, from Trinity in the north to as far south as the Braid Hills. He started to map out the streets in his mind.
‘Looks like a wee abscess,’ the dentist was saying. He put down one tool and reached for another, tapping it against one of Rebus’s teeth. ‘Feel anything?’ Rebus shook his head. The assistant had joined them. Dr Keene said a few things to her in a language the patient wasn’t supposed to understand, then started packing Rebus’s mouth with cotton.
‘What I’m going to do is drill into the tooth from behind, to try to drain off the poison. That’ll release the pressure. The tooth is pretty well dead anyway, I’ll do a root canal later. But for now the abscess needs to drain.’
Rebus could feel sweat on his forehead. A tube was being placed in his mouth, hoovering up what saliva there was.
‘A little injection first. It’ll take a minute or two to take.’
Rebus stared at the ceiling. There’s Calton Hill, where Davey Soutar ended up. There’s St Leonard’s . . . and Great London Road. Hyde’s Club was just down there. Ooyah! There’s Stenhouse, where Willie and Dixie lived. You could see Saughton Jail quite clearly. And Warrender School, where McAnally blew his head off. He had a sense of the way the streets interconnected, and with them the lives of the people who lived and died there. Willie and Dixie had known Kirstie Kennedy, whose father was Lord Provost. McAnally had sought out a councillor as witness to his act of self-destruction. The city might cover a fair old area, its population might be half a million, but you couldn’t deny how it all twisted together, all the crisscrossed lines which gave the structure its solidity . . .
‘Now,’ the dentist was saying, ‘you might feel some discomfort at first . . .’
Rebus raced up and down the streets. Marchmont, where he lived; Tollcross, Tresa McAnally’s home; South Gyle, only just taking off when the photograph was taken. There was no sign of the newer building work around the town. He saw holes in the ground and areas of wasteland where now there were structures and roads. And Jesus Christ Almighty it was hurting!
‘Ah,’ Dr Keene said at last, ‘there we are.’ Rebus could feel something nasty trickling down his throat. The pressure beneath his nose was easing. Like bleeding a radiator, he thought. ‘Drill into the poison,’ the dentist was saying, almost to himself, ‘and you relieve the pressure.’
Yes, Rebus thought, that was absolutely right.
The dentist gave the rest of his mouth a once-over. The assistant had a card in her hand and was writing on it as Dr Keene recited a litany of decay.
‘I won’t do any of these fillings today,’ he said to Rebus’s relief.
Eventually he was allowed to rinse and spit, and the assistant removed the elasticated bib from around his neck. Rebus ran his tongue around his mouth. There was a gaping hole in the back of one of his front teeth.
‘We’ve got to let that drain, give it a few days. Once it’s drained, I can do the root canal. All right?’ And he smiled at Rebus. ‘Incidentally, when did you last have your teeth checked?’
‘Eleven, twelve years ago.’
The dentist shook his head.
‘I’ll make up your appointments,’ the assistant said, leaving the room. Dr Keene removed his latex gloves and went to wash his hands.
‘Now that we all wear gloves,’ he said, ‘I don’t really need to wash them. But I’ve done it for thirty years, hard to break the habit.’
‘You wear the gloves because of HIV?’
‘Yes. Well, goodbye then, Mr –’
‘Inspector Rebus, actually.’
‘Oh?’
‘I wonder if I might have a word?’ Rebus knew he was mumbling – the anaesthetic had frozen his mouth. But Dr Keene had no trouble understanding him.
‘You mean officially?’
‘Sort of. I believe you know a man called Derwood Charters?’
Dr Keene snorted and started rearranging his instruments.
‘I’ll take that as a yes,’ Rebus said.
‘Very much to my cost. Like you, he walked into my surgery one day requiring treatment. Then I bumped into him socially. We met a few more times, and he put a proposition to me.’
‘A financial proposition?’
‘He needed investors for a start-up. The man had a proven track record, he’d helped finance the PanoTech start-up for one thing, and you’d hardly call that a failure. Mind, I didn’t just take his word for anything; I had my accountant look at the figures. The projections seemed sound, professionally done.’
‘What was the company?’
‘Derry was very persuasive, he always stipulated the downside of any project. Somehow, the more he talked them down, the more attractive he made them sound. He came across like he wasn’t trying to sell you anything. The scheme I invested in, the company was going to profit from the downturn in the economy. That was the downside: other people’s misery was going to make his investors money. He was offering retraining and counselling for employees who suddenly found themselves “reorganised” out of a job. He explained that once the company was up and running – it was to be called Albavise – he’d be able to draw on European Community grants, Scottish Office funding, all that. What he needed was start-up capital.’ Dr Keene paused. ‘Know what? I believed him then and I believe him now: if he’d used the money to start the company, it would have succeeded.’
‘But he didn’t set up a company, did he?’
Dr Keene sighed. ‘He used it to pay off debts, and to finance his lifestyle. He’d picked out ten investors, each handing over five thou. Fifty thousand pounds, Inspector, and he blew the lot inside three months.’
Yes, and then tried to do a runner. Only, one of his investors had an accountant who was sharper than most. Charters was arrested as he made to board the shuttle to London.
‘Once they started investigating his affairs – the Inland Revenue, Fraud Squad, what have you – they found a lot of discrepancies, none of which Derry was willing to discuss. He kept his peace all through the trial.’ He looked at Rebus. ‘Has something happened?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘Early days yet, sir.’ The stock response, but Dr Keene accepted it.
‘It wasn’t the cash that hurt, you know,’ he told Rebus. ‘It was that sense of betrayal.’
‘I can imagine.’
The Charters case-notes had made for fascinating reading. For example, Rebus now knew that Frank Lauderdale had been attached to the Fraud Squad at the time they’d been investigating Albavise and Derwood Charters’ other business interests. Thinking back on it, Rebus did recall a period when Lauderdale had been away from Great London Road. But Lauderdale was the least interesting part of it. For the man who had been head of the Fraud Squad back then, Chief Superintendent Allan Gunner, was now deputy chief constable of Lothian and Borders Police.
And that wasn’t all . . .
‘Dr Keene, do you know a man called Haldayne? Spelt with a y.’
‘I don’t think so.’
‘He’s American, works at the consulate.’
Dr Keene was shaking his head. ‘No, I don’t know him. Is it important?’
‘He’s another of the investors ripped off over Albavise. I thought you might have met, that’s all.’
‘We might have met in court, had any witnesses been called. But Charters changed his mind at the last minute and pled guilty.’
‘Really? Any idea why?’
‘None. My solicitor was amazed. The case against him was by no means watertight and, as I say, he had a very good track record. It was possible he might have gone free, or at least got off with a heavy fine. But instead, he went to jail. I’ve often wondered why he did that.’
Rebus was wondering the same thing. ‘Maybe,’ he said, ‘to protect someone or something that could have come to light at the trial.’
‘But who or what?’
Rebus just smiled and winked. He collected his coat and put it on in the hallway. The assistant had already gone home. There was an appointment card on her desk. Dr Keene picked it up and handed it to Rebus.
‘See you in a few days.’
Rebus looked at the card. There was a long column of appointments listed on its back. Six of them. Dates and times.
‘Dr Keene,’ he said, ‘exactly how many fillings do I need?’
‘Fifteen,’ the dentist said matter-of-factly. Then he saw Rebus to the door.
That night, Rebus went to see Tresa McAnally.
The tenement door wasn’t locked, so he climbed the stairs to her flat. He could hear music inside, good-time music, and the sounds of hands clapping in time. Rebus pressed the bell and waited, then pressed it again. The music was turned down. A voice came from behind the door. ‘Who is it?’
‘Inspector Rebus.’
‘Wait a minute, will you?’ She was a long time opening the door; even then she kept the chain on. ‘What do you want?’
Behind her, the door to the living room was closed. There was a case of mixed spirits on the hall carpet. Tresa McAnally was dressed casually – baggy T-shirt, tight black slacks, looped gold earrings – and she was sweating from recent exertion.
‘Can I come in?’ Rebus asked.
‘No, you can’t. What is it?’
‘It’s about Wee Shug.’
‘He’s dead, end of story.’ She made to close the door. Rebus pushed his hand against it.
‘Where did the money come from, Tresa?’
‘What money?’
‘The money you spent on the flat.’
‘You’ve no right to –’
‘Maybe not, but I’ll keep coming back till you tell me.’
‘Then you’ll be coming back till doomsday.’
Rebus smiled. ‘That may be closer than you think.’ He lifted his hand from the door, but she didn’t shut it.
‘What do you mean?’
‘Who’s in there with you?’
‘Nobody.’
‘Nobody?’
Not even Tresa McAnally was brass-necked enough to repeat the lie. She pushed the door closed.
Rebus stood for a moment, listening, then walked along to Maisie Finch’s flat. He rang her bell, but she couldn’t very well answer, not when she was busy hiding behind Tresa McAnally’s living-room door.
Next morning, Rebus called the US Consulate.
‘You’re not another recording, are you?’ Rebus asked.
‘No, I’m not.’
‘Good, can you put me through to Mr Haldayne, please?’
‘Your name?’
‘Detective Inspector John Rebus.’
‘Hold the line, Inspector.’
He didn’t have to hold long.
‘Inspector? What can I do for you?’ An American accent, smooth, urbane. Rebus wasn’t exactly sure what ‘Ivy League’ meant, but Haldayne’s voice brought to mind the image.
‘Well, sir, for one thing you can start paying your parking tickets.’
A confident chuckle. ‘Goodness, is that what this is all about? Well, certainly, if you insist. I wouldn’t want to make a diplomatic incident out of it.’
‘But you could, is that what you mean? The tickets aren’t the main reason I’m ringing. I’d like to talk to you about Derwood Charters.’
‘Jesus, what has he done this time?’ A pause. ‘Don’t tell me I’m getting back my money?’
‘Could we discuss it in person?’
‘Yeah, I guess. You want to come here?’ The US Consulate, where Haldayne would be at his most consular.
‘The North British,’ Rebus suggested, ‘for morning coffee.’
‘It’s not called the North British any more, is it?’
‘You’ve got a lot to learn about Scotland, Mr Haldayne. Ten-thirty?’
‘That’s fine, Inspector. I look forward to meeting you.’
Rebus’s next call was to St Leonard’s. He asked for Siobhan Clarke. ‘How’s life?’
‘Ms Templer had me in her office first thing, wanting to know if you’d been in touch. She was asking a lot of questions.’
‘Let her ask. As far as you know, I’m in Lanzarote.’
‘Right.’
‘Listen, Haldayne’s parking tickets, what were the exact locations?’
‘I think I jotted them down.’ He could hear her searching her notebook.
‘How goes the blaze inquiry?’
‘A non-starter. It’s down to an Act of God. They didn’t find a cigarette or a match in the bin.’
‘Of course not, Flower tidied up before he reported the fire.’
‘Here we are: Princes Street, James Craig Walk, and Royal Circus. Those are all I’ve got, and no dates. The last two were multiples.’
Rebus thanked her and hung up. He found his A-Z and looked up James Craig Walk. It was hard by New St Andrew’s House. So Haldayne did have dealings with the Scottish Office. Princes Street could just mean he was shopping. Rebus wasn’t sure what or who Royal Circus represented. He remembered the councillor’s files: SDA/SE; A C Haldayne; Gyle Park West; Mensung.
He still didn’t know anything about Mensung. He was hoping Haldayne could help.
Rebus sat in the lounge of the Balmoral Forte Grand – formerly the North British – and told staff he was waiting for a guest but he’d order anyway: coffee for two – decaffeinated – and cakes or biscuits or something.
‘Fruit scones, sir?’
‘Fine, whatever.’
‘Thank you, sir.’
Rebus was glad he was wearing one of his better suits. They’d made a good job of the hotel. Last time he’d had morning coffee here, it had been with Gill Templer, way back when they’d been ‘an item’. The walls had had cracks in them, and the whole place had seemed faded and slightly seedy.
Rebus knew the American as soon as he walked in. He was tall and exceptionally well groomed and wearing a cream-coloured Burberry raincoat. Haldayne had fair hair, so fine and thin you could see pink scalp beneath it. He was around forty, and wore glasses with tortoiseshell circular frames. His face was thin, his forehead bulbous and shiny.
‘Inspector Rebus?’ He shook Rebus’s hand, and Rebus motioned for him to sit.
‘Cold enough for you over here?’ Rebus asked.
‘I was brought up in Illinois.’ Haldayne slipped his coat off. ‘We got winters you wouldn’t believe.’ He shivered at the memory and chuckled again; it was becoming an annoying habit.
Rebus had an annoying habit too: he kept poking the tip of his tongue into the hole in his tooth and trying to suck the poison out. He was getting to like that little bore-hole.
‘Do you know a Dr Keene?’ he asked the American.
Haldayne made a sceptical mouth. ‘Care to give me a clue?’
‘He’s a dentist, and another of Derry Charters’ victims.’
Haldayne sat back in his comfortable chair. ‘Took me for five biggies. That still hurts; I’m a diplomat, not a millionaire.’
‘What do you do at the consulate?’
‘I have an industry remit. In some countries that would be a two-way process, but there aren’t too many Scottish companies thinking of setting up plants in the US, so I tend to look after American companies who’re thinking of setting up here. It’s not as busy as it was.’ He looked left and right. ‘Waiting staff are slow.’
‘I’ve already ordered. I hope you don’t mind.’ Haldayne shrugged. ‘How did you come to know Derry Charters?’
‘I was introduced to him at a party. Can’t recall now who did the introducing . . .’
‘Can you remember whose party?’
‘Oh, it was some Scottish Office thing, that’s why I was there.’
‘And Mr Charters?’
‘Well, he was a businessman. How much do you know about him before his bust?’
‘Practically nothing,’ Rebus lied, wondering what tack Haldayne might take.
‘He ran a few companies, and ran them profitably. But he was always looking to expand. I think he just got bored, simple as that. He liked to set things up, get projects running, but after that he lost interest and started looking for something new. He was good at what he did, though; that’s why I wasn’t overcautious when he asked me to be a backer.’
‘Did you know him well?’
‘Not really. When he was talking deals he was fine, but he wasn’t a social animal. I got the feeling normal polite conversation bored the hell out of him. He was a genuine product of the eighties, one of Lady Thatcher’s bulls.’
The tray arrived, with cafetière and a plate of fruit scones with butter, jam and clotted cream.
‘Hey, this looks great, thank you,’ Haldayne said to the waiter. He immediately took over, putting the cups out, serving the coffee. While he was pouring, Rebus asked a question.
‘Ever heard of something or someone called Mensung?’
‘Run it by me again.’
‘Mensung.’
Haldayne shook his head, and handed Rebus a cup and saucer. He hadn’t spilled a drop, hadn’t even paused while pouring.
‘If you help American companies, Mr Haldayne, does that mean you have dealings with Scottish Enterprise?’
‘All the time.’
‘And Locate in Scotland?’
‘I’ve had dealings with them all, Inspector. Thing is, you’re just beginning to establish a working relationship, then the government changes everything: changes the name, the rules, the players. SDA becomes Scottish Enterprise, HIDB becomes HIE, and I’ve got to start again from scratch, building up contacts, letting people know who I am.’
‘It’s a tough life.’
‘But somebody’s got to do it, right?’ Haldayne spread cream on to half a scone. ‘I love these pastries,’ he confided, before taking a huge bite.
‘You’ve been here a while?’ Rebus asked.
‘Nine years, on and off. They did send me back to the States for a couple of years in the middle, but I wangled my way back over again. I love Scotland – my ancestors came from here.’
‘I heard a rumour once,’ Rebus said, ‘about a kind of Scottish mafia at the top of some US businesses, persuading people to locate in Scotland.’
Haldayne wiped cream from his mouth with a napkin. ‘It happens,’ he said. ‘What can I say? It’s not illegal.’
‘What would be illegal, Mr Haldayne?’
‘Bribes, money changing hands.’
‘Companies can set up here very cheaply, can’t they?’
‘Some areas, some types of plant, sure. A lot of grant money swilling around, some from the European Community, some from British Government coffers.’
‘There was the DeLorean scandal,’ Rebus said.
‘But the guy did have a sensational car.’
‘And he took the British taxpayer for millions.’
‘You’d still have paid those taxes, Inspector. If DeLorean hadn’t taken them, some other guy would.’ Haldayne shrugged again. His expressions, whether vocal or physical, were always slightly exaggerated, slightly more than you’d get from a Scot.
‘So the Scottish mafia story is true?’
‘I’d guess so. I’m being as open with you as I can.’
‘I appreciate it, sir.’
‘Hey, you’re the one holding those parking tickets at my head.’ Another chuckle. ‘What kind of coffee is this?’
‘Decaf.’
‘It’s not bad actually, but I do miss that caffeine rush. Waiter!’ A teenager trotted over. ‘Can I have a double espresso? Thank you.’ Haldayne turned back to Rebus. ‘So what’s the story here, Inspector? We don’t seem to be talking about Derry Charters any more.’
‘Just part of an ongoing inquiry, sir. I’m not at liberty to –’
‘Well, that’s hardly fair, is it? Hardly British?’
‘You’re not in Britain now, Mr Haldayne.’
‘But I’ve told you mine, now you should tell me yours.’
Rebus saw that Haldayne was having a good deal of fun at his expense. Suddenly he didn’t know how much of Haldayne’s story to believe. Lies usually came gift-wrapped in a thin tissue of truth. Rebus knew he would have to examine the wrappings later.
‘Come on, Inspector,’ Haldayne persisted. ‘You’re checking up on Derry, this much I know. But he’s still serving time, right? So what has he done – set up some paper company from his cell?’
‘Paper company?’
‘You know, one that exists only on paper.’ Haldayne came to an abrupt stop and reached into his pocket for a handkerchief.
He’s stalling, thought Rebus. Why is he stalling? The espresso arrived, and Haldayne took a couple of appreciative mouthfuls, regaining his composure.
‘I came here in good faith, Inspector,’ he said at last. ‘I didn’t need to speak to a man who’s not here in his official capacity.’ Haldayne saw the look on Rebus’s face, and smiled. ‘I wanted to check that you were who you said you were. We US diplomats can’t be too careful these days. Your chief inspector told me you’re on official leave.’
Rebus took a bite from his scone, saying nothing.
‘For a man on leave, Inspector, you sure as hell look busy to me.’ Haldayne finished his cup of sludge. ‘I’d like to say it’s been a pleasure, but in fact it has been deeply frustrating.’ He started to push his arms back into the sleeves of his coat. ‘I don’t expect to be troubled by you again, Inspector. I sent a cheque off today to cover those parking fines. As far as I’m concerned, there’s no other reason for you to contact me.’
‘Who do you know who lives in Royal Circus?’
Haldayne was disconcerted by the question. ‘In the New Town?’
‘That’s the only Royal Circus I know.’
Haldayne made show of thinking about it. ‘Not a soul,’ he said brightly. ‘My superior might move in those kinds of circles, but not me.’
‘What kinds of circles?’
But Haldayne wasn’t about to answer that. He got to his feet and made a little formal bow from the waist. ‘I hope you don’t mind picking up the tab, Inspector.’ Then he turned and walked away.
Rebus let him go. He had plenty to think about, and plenty of coffee still to drink.
Rebus had two options: he could go home and wait for the Farmer or Gill to catch him; or he could go to St Leonard’s and get it done with. He chose the latter route.
He’d been in the building less than three minutes before the Farmer spotted him.
‘My office – now.’
Rebus noticed that the Farmer’s computer was up and running. It had taken over his desk. The photo of his family had been moved to the top of the filing-cabinet.
‘Getting to grips with it all right, sir?’ Rebus asked. But the Farmer was not to be deflected.
‘What the hell are you playing at? I ordered you to take a holiday!’
‘And I’m enjoying every minute, sir.’
‘Making a nuisance of yourself at a foreign consulate, that’s your idea of fun?’
‘I couldn’t afford to go abroad.’
‘The way you’re going, maybe you can’t afford not to.’
‘It was just a bit of unfinished business, sir.’
‘What sort of unfinished business?’
‘It’s not really a police matter, sir.’
The Farmer glowered at him. ‘I hope to God that’s the truth, Inspector.’
‘Cross my heart and hope to die, sir.’
‘You’re one step from an official reprimand, two steps from suspension.’
And three steps from heaven, Rebus thought. He told the Farmer he understood.
In the main office, he checked for messages. There were half a dozen, stuck on to the screen of his new PanoTech computer. Around him he could hear the soft clack-clack of muffled keyboards. He stared at his own console as if it was an unfriendly visitor. His reflection stared back at him.
Three of the messages were from Rory McAllister at the Scottish Office. Rebus picked up the telephone.
‘McAllister speaking.’
‘Mr McAllister, it’s John Rebus.’
‘Inspector, thanks for getting back to me.’ McAllister sounded relieved, but also edgy, not like himself.
‘What’s wrong?’
‘Can we meet?’
‘Sure, but give me some idea –’
‘Calton Cemetery at one o’clock.’ The phone went dead.
During the day, Calton Cemetery was more or less deserted. In summer, you’d get visitors looking for David Hume’s grave. The more knowledgeable or curious might seek out the resting places of the publisher Constable and David Allan the painter. There was a statue of Abraham Lincoln, too, if it hadn’t been sledgehammered by vandals.
At one o’clock on a crisp winter’s day, nobody was interested in headstones. Such, at least, was Rebus’s first impression as he walked through the cemetery gate. But then he saw that a gentleman was perusing the monuments, using a black rolled umbrella as a walking-cane. What hair he had mixed black with silver, and was slicked back from the forehead. His face and ears were red, maybe just from the cold, and he wore a black woollen overcoat, belted at the waist.
He saw Rebus, and gestured for him to join him. Rebus climbed the stone steps towards him.
‘Haven’t been here in years,’ the man said. His voice had been Scots once, before the inflexions and elisions had been milked out of it. ‘I take it you’re Rebus?’
Rebus studied the man. ‘That’s right.’
‘McAllister’s not coming. I’m a colleague of his.’
Close up, the man’s face was pockmarked and he had one slightly lazy eye. With his free hand, he played with the cashmere scarf tucked inside the collar of his coat.
‘What’s your name?’ Rebus asked. The man seemed both surprised and amused by the question’s bluntness.
‘My name’s Hunter.’ Something about the way he said this, and his whole bearing, told Rebus he wasn’t so much McAllister’s colleague as his superior.
‘Well, Mr Hunter, what can I do for you?’
‘I’m interested in your line of inquiry, Inspector.’
‘And what line is that, sir?’
‘You were asking certain questions of McAllister.’ A bus roared past, and Hunter raised his voice. ‘The line of those questions intrigues me.’
‘Why?’
‘Why? Because the Scottish Office likes to take an interest.’
‘In what exactly?’
The bus gone, Hunter lowered his voice again. ‘I’ll be succinct. I’d prefer it, Inspector, if you would discontinue your present line of inquiry. I don’t believe it germane.’
‘You’d prefer it?’
‘There may be a conflict of interests.’ Hunter lifted the walnut handle of his umbrella until it rested under his chin. ‘Of course, I’m a civil servant and you are a policeman: it’s not for me to interfere with your business.’
‘Good of you, I’m sure.’
‘But we are both, are we not, servants of the State?’ Hunter swung the umbrella at some leaves on the ground. ‘All I can say to you at this point, Inspector, is that your inquiries may well interfere with longstanding investigations we are pursuing.’
‘I didn’t know investigation was part of the Scottish Office’s remit, Mr Hunter. Unless you’re talking about an internal inquiry?’
‘You are a clever man, Inspector, and I appeal to your intellect.’
‘To be honest, sir, you don’t appeal to me at all.’
Hunter’s face darkened slightly. ‘Let’s not cross swords on this.’ He swung at more leaves.
‘Cooperation?’
Hunter considered this. ‘Not yet. I’m afraid. The affair is confidential. But later, definitely. Full cooperation. What do you say?’ He held out his hand. ‘A gentleman’s agreement.’
Rebus, knowing himself no gentleman, took the hand, just to put Hunter’s mind at rest. The older man didn’t look relieved, just quietly pleased that negotiations had been bloodless and – in his eyes – successful. He turned to leave.
‘I’ll call you when I’ve something I can say,’ he told Rebus.
‘Mr Hunter? Why did you get McAllister to phone me? Why not just call yourself?’
Hunter smiled with half his mouth. ‘What’s life without a little intrigue, Inspector?’ He negotiated the steps carefully, with a slight limp. Too proud to carry a cane, he used a brolly instead. Rebus waited half a minute, then walked quickly to the gate and peered along the street to the right. Hunter was walking along Waterloo Place as if he owned it. Rebus kept well behind him as he followed.
It was a short walk, only as far as the Reichstag: St Andrew’s House. Which, Rebus recalled, was where the most senior Scottish Office bureaucrats did their business. He recalled, too, that it was built on the site of the old Calton Gaol. Rebus walked past the sooty building and crossed the road. He stood outside the old Royal High School, putative HQ for any Scottish Assembly that might come along. It was mothballed, and a lone protestor had taken up residence outside, his banners arguing for devolution and a Scottish Parliament.
Rebus stared at St Andrew’s House for a couple of minutes, then walked back along Waterloo Place to where he’d illegally parked his car. It had received a ticket, but he could square that later. Over the years, he’d collected more tickets than Haldayne, a wheen more. Do as I say, he thought, not as I do. There had been other ‘fringe benefits’ along the way, too: cafés and restaurants where he ate for free, bars where his money was no good, a baker who’d slip him a dozen rolls. He wouldn’t call himself corrupt, but there were some out there who’d say he’d been bribed, or greased for a future bribe. There were those who’d say he’d been bought.
Do as I say, not as I do. And with that he tore up the parking ticket.
Back at his flat, Rebus got out all the information he had on the Scottish Office. He didn’t find the name Hunter anywhere. The documents were shy about naming names where civil servants were involved, though happy to trumpet the names of the incumbent Secretary of State, Minister of State, and Parliamentary Under-Secretaries, all of whom were either MPs or held seats in the House of Lords. As McAllister had explained, these were the temporary boys, the figureheads. When it came to the permanent force – the senior civil servants – Rebus found only silence and anonymity: modesty, he wondered, or discretion? Or maybe something else entirely.
He called Mairie Henderson at her home.
‘Got a story for me?’ she asked. ‘I could do with one.’
‘What do you know about the Scottish Office?’
‘I know a bit.’
‘Senior management?’
‘There may have been changes since I last looked. Phone the paper, talk to – who’d be best? Home Affairs or Parliament? – yes, Roddy McGurk, talk to him, say I gave you his name.’
‘Thanks, Mairie.’
‘And I’m serious about the story. Inspector . . .’
Rebus called the newspaper office and asked for Roddy McGurk. He was put through immediately.
‘Mr McGurk, I’m a friend of Mairie Henderson’s. She said maybe you could help me clarify something.’
‘Fire away.’ The voice was West Highland.
‘It’s an identity, actually. A man called Hunter, Scottish Office, late-fifties, uses an umbrella when really he should have a stick . . .’
McGurk was laughing. ‘Let me stop you there. You’re describing Sir Iain Hunter.’
‘And who’s he when he’s at home?’
McGurk laughed again. ‘He is the Scottish Office. He’s the Permanent Under-Secretary, usually known as –’
‘The Permanent Secretary,’ Rebus said, feeling queasy in his gut.
‘Policy initiator for the whole country. You might call him “Mr Scotland”.’
‘Not a very public figure though?’
‘He doesn’t need to be. In the words of the old song, he’s got the power.’
Rebus thanked McGurk and put the receiver down. He was trembling slightly. Mr Scotland . . . he’s got the power. He wondered what he’d got himself into.
Then the telephone rang.
‘I forgot to say . . .’ Mairie Henderson began.
‘Yes?’
‘Remember you asked if there was any dirt on Councillor Gillespie?’
‘Go on.’
‘Well, there wasn’t in my day, but I got talking yesterday to someone at BBC Scotland. You know I’m doing some radio stuff down at Queen Street? Anyway, it’s not really Gillespie, it’s about his wife.’
‘What about her?’
‘Word is, she’s involved with someone else.’
‘Having an affair, you mean?’
‘Yes.’
Rebus remembered his visit to the councillor’s home. There had seemed little love lost, but at the time he’d blamed other things.
‘Who’s her partner in crime?’
‘That I don’t know.’
‘So how does your source at the Beeb know?’
‘He didn’t say, it’s just some rumour he picked up when last in the City Chambers. The way it was told to him, he thinks maybe it’s another councillor.’
‘Well, let me know if you hear anything more. Bye, Mairie.’
Rebus put the phone down and tried to put his thoughts into some semblance of order. He stared at the bags of shredded paper, but they didn’t help. He ended up repeating a question to himself.
What have I got myself into?
Chief Inspector Frank Lauderdale was in an open ward of the Royal Infirmary, but his bed was in a corner by a window, with a view over the Meadows. He’d drawn the curtain between his own bed and his neighbour’s, affording some privacy. There was a vase of flowers on his bedside cabinet. They looked ready to expire in the hospital’s infernal heat.
‘You can almost see my flat from here,’ Rebus said, looking out of the window.
‘That’s been a constant source of comfort to me,’ Lauderdale said. ‘It’s taken you long enough to visit.’
‘I don’t like hospitals, Frank.’
‘Neither do I. You think I’m in here for the good of my health?’
They shared a smile, and Rebus examined the patient. ‘You look like shite, Frank.’
Lauderdale’s face looked like an infant had tried shaving it with a safety razor. There were dozens of nicks and scars where the windscreen had cut him. His eyes were bruised and swollen, and there were black ugly stitches on his nose. With all the plaster and bandages he sported, he looked like the joke patient from a comedy sketch.
‘How are the legs?’ Rebus asked.
‘Itchy.’
‘That’s supposed to be a good sign.’
‘Oh, I’ll walk again . . . so they say.’ Lauderdale smiled nervously. ‘Maybe I’ll have a limp or two.’
‘Two would be better,’ said Rebus. ‘They’d balance you up.’
‘Want to sign my stookie?’
Rebus looked at the plastercasts on Launderdale’s legs. They’d been signed by several visitors. ‘Which one?’
‘Take your pick.’
Rebus took a ballpoint pen from his pocket. It wasn’t easy to write on the coarse surface, but he did his best.
‘What does it say?’ Lauderdale asked, craning his neck.
‘“Clunk-click every trip.”’
Lauderdale lay back again. ‘What’s happened about those two?’
He meant Willie and Dixie. ‘Search me,’ said Rebus. ‘I’m on holiday.’
‘So I’d heard.’
‘Oh?’
‘Your new boss told me. Frankly, I have my doubts: if I know you, while you’re still in this city, you’ll always be working. How is she shaping up?’
He meant Gill Templer. Rebus nodded. ‘She’s doing fine.’ He wasn’t sure this was what Frank Lauderdale wanted to hear. He pulled a chair over to the bed and sat down. ‘I’ve got a problem actually, Frank.’
‘Of course you have, that’s why you’re here.’
‘It’s not the Lord Provost’s daughter . . .’
‘You haven’t found her yet?’
‘I’m getting closer. She did know those two in the car.’
‘I’d not heard that.’
Rebus shifted in the chair. ‘I haven’t exactly gone public with it.’
Lauderdale shook his head. ‘Christ, John . . .’
‘Like I say, she’s not my immediate problem. My problem is a small-time loser called Wee Shug McAnally.’
‘The one who gave himself a sawn-off haircut?’
‘Yes.’ Rebus ran his tongue over the hole in his tooth. ‘See, he shared a cell in Saughton with a fraudster called Derwood Charters. Wee Shug was moved from another jail, and just happened to end up in that cell.’ Rebus was staring hard at Lauderdale. ‘It also just happened that none of the other cons knew what McAnally was in for. It was rape, by the way. Of a minor. Now, Frank, what does all that tell you?’ Lauderdale said nothing. ‘What it tells me,’ Rebus went on, ‘is that there was collusion at the top to stop the other cons getting to know.’
‘Give me some water, will you?’
Rebus poured some for Lauderdale. ‘Why would anyone do that?’ Lauderdale asked, taking the beaker.
‘There could be a multitude of reasons. Let me try one on you: say McAnally was in there as a plant.’
Lauderdale took his time drinking the water. ‘A plant?’ he said at last.
‘Either to spy on Charters, or else to gain his trust. Now,’ Rebus pulled his chair closer, not that Lauderdale was going anywhere, ‘the reason Charters is inside is for fraud, and he was put inside by the Fraud Unit. Leading the investigation was Chief Superintendent Allan Gunner, now deputy chief constable. It so happens the DCC was the one who fixed me up with this lovely holiday. He threatened the Farmer with an HMIC inspection if I wasn’t reined in.’
‘He should have known better.’ Lauderdale paused. ‘But HMIC is an independent body, how could the DCC have control over their decisions?’
It was, Rebus conceded, a good point. The people who ran HMIC were civil servants rather than police officers.
‘Well, anyway,’ he said thoughtfully, ‘it was Gunner who applied the pressure, I’m sure it was.’
‘Other officers might have taken the hint, John.’
‘Not me. Now, on that initial investigation of Charters were at least two officers of my acquaintance: yourself and Alister Flower. And Flower’s been warning me off, too. Which makes for a nice little circle, don’t you think, Frank?’
‘Why come to me?’
‘Maybe because you’re the only person I can try. Maybe because, despite myself, I almost trust you. I mean, you’re a schemer, a chancer, and you’d like the Farmer’s office. But at heart you’re a copper.’ Rebus paused. ‘Same as me. So come on, Frank, tell me about McAnally.’
‘I can’t.’ Lauderdale saw the look on Rebus’s face. ‘I can’t, because there’s nothing to tell. You’re right, I did work on the Albavise inquiry, but that’s as far as it goes. I know this, though: if you’re crossing not only Flower but the likes of the DCC and Big Jim Flett, then you’d better watch out.’
‘I think it goes further than that even,’ Rebus confided. ‘The Scottish Office, maybe even MPs or ministers.’
‘Christ, John,’ Lauderdale whispered.
Rebus stood up. ‘So maybe as you’re packing your bags to go home, they’ll be wheeling me in to take your place.’
‘Don’t joke about it.’
‘Who said I was joking?’
‘And don’t tell me any more. The less I know the better.’
‘For you or for me?’
Lauderdale sat up as best he could. ‘Let it go,’ he advised. ‘For once in your dunder-headed life, just walk away.’
Rebus put the chair back where he’d found it. ‘I can’t do that, Frank.’ He pushed his tongue into the hole again. The poison hadn’t all drained yet.
‘Take care of yourself,’ he told Lauderdale.
‘That should probably be my line.’
Rebus was halfway down the ward when he heard Lauderdale calling for him. He walked back to the bed. Lauderdale had propped himself up and was staring out of the window.
‘Flower,’ he said, not turning to look at Rebus.
‘What about him, Frank?’
‘McAnally was Flower’s eyes and ears.’
‘His snitch?’
Lauderdale nodded, eyes still on the window.
‘I appreciate this,’ said Rebus, turning away again.
‘I hope you do, John,’ Frank Lauderdale said quietly.
There was an envelope lying on the hall carpet. The post had already been; this had been delivered by hand: no stamp, just his name in blue ink. There was an embossed official crest on the sealed flap – the lion and the unicorn holding a shield between them. Rebus knew it was the Scottish Office crest. He flexed the envelope in his hands. It was thin and light, yet fairly solid. Leaving it on the arm of the chair, he went to the kitchen and added tap-water to a glass of whisky. He found a knife in the drawer, and took both glass and knife back through to the chair. He took a mouthful of whisky before slitting open the envelope.
It was a white card, an invitation, elaborate black embossed script with a gold border.
Sir Iain Hunter
requests the pleasure of your company
Saturday 4 March
Ruthie Estate
Perthshire
Twelve Noon
Rebus’s name had been added in blue ink at the top of the card. There was no RSVP, just an address, and no telephone number. Rebus turned the card over and saw that it bore a printed map showing the location of the estate, about halfway between Perth and Auchterarder. Saturday was only two days off.
Rebus carried the invitation to his mantelpiece and leaned it against the otherwise bare wall. The only estate he’d ever been to before was the housing kind. He didn’t suppose Ruthie Estate would be very like those at all.
Rebus was still wondering if he’d go or not when he set out for his evening session at the Ox.
Dr Klasser wasn’t there. He’d telephoned to say he’d be very late, if he made it at all. The barman placed Rebus’s pint in front of him, just as Salty Dougary walked in.
‘It’s bitter out there,’ Dougary said.
‘But it’s called eighty-shilling in here. Go on, Jon, pour the man his poison.’
Dougary eased himself on to the barstool next to Rebus. ‘I’ve got something for you.’
‘What?’
‘Remember you asked me about Mensung?’
Yes, Rebus remembered. He’d asked Rory McAllister too, only McAllister had been warned off; Rebus doubted he’d ever hear from him again.
‘What about it?’
‘I’ve remembered what it was,’ Dougary said matter-of-factly. His drink had appeared, and he ordered some crisps.
‘So what is it?’ Rebus asked.
‘Salt and vinegar, Jon,’ Dougary told the barman. The volume on the TV was being turned up for some sports report. Dougary turned to Rebus. ‘It was a company.’ He took a mouthful of beer. ‘And a packet of ready salted,’ he told the barman.
‘Did you say a company?’
‘Eh?’ Dougary’s attention was already turning towards the TV. Rebus hauled him off the stool and out of the door, into the chill, dark street. Traffic rumbled past on Castle Street.
‘It’s freezing out here!’ Dougary protested.
‘Just tell me.’ Dougary looked longingly towards the pub door. ‘Tell me here,’ Rebus persisted.
‘Remember when I worked for that semiconductor company?’
‘It was called Mensung?’
‘It wasn’t called any such thing. But it had this policy of trying to retrain workers it turfed out.’
‘So?’
‘So I was a turfee, and there was this agency, outplacement sort of thing. The agency ran seminars, or was supposed to. It was supposed to have all these fancy retraining schemes and programmes, half of which never materialised. That bunch of cowboys was called Mensung.’
‘Is it still around?’
Dougary shrugged. ‘I’ve been laid off twice since, and never come across it again.’
‘Where was it based?’
‘By the Playhouse, top of Leith Walk.’
‘Do you still have any information on it, anything in writing?’
Dougary stared at him. ‘I’d have to check with my secretary.’ The irony was so heavy, you could hear it fall.
Rebus smiled. ‘Stupid question, Donny. Sorry.’
‘Can I go back in now?’
‘Sure.’
‘Is anything wrong?’
‘How do you mean?’
‘You called me Donny instead of Salty.’
‘It’s your name, isn’t it?’
‘I suppose it is,’ said Dougary, pushing open the door.
One of the reasons Rebus drank was to put him to sleep.
He had trouble sleeping when sober. He’d stare into the darkness, willing it to form shapes so that he might better understand it. He’d try to make sense of life – his early disastrous Army years; his failed marriage; his failings as father, friend, lover – and end up in tears. And if he did eventually stumble into sober sleep, there would be troubled dreams, dreams about ageing and dying, decay and blight. The dark took on shapes in his dreams, but he daren’t look at them. He’d run blindly instead, sometimes bumping into them, feeling the darkness mould itself around him.
Drunk, his sleep was dreamless, or seemed that way on waking. He might be drenched in sweat, but he wouldn’t be shaking. So he always tried to have a few drinks last thing at night, usually in his chair – and since he was already comfortable, what was the point of getting up and going through to the bedroom?
He was in the chair, dead to the world, when the buzzer sounded. He sat up and switched on the lamp, then blinked his eyes open to check his watch. It was one-thirty. He staggered into the hall like he was learning to walk, and unhooked the intercom.
‘Hello?’
‘It’s Patience.’
‘Patience?’ Without thinking, he buzzed her up, then went back into the living room to put on his trousers. When he got back to the door, she had almost reached his landing. She walked slowly, with purpose. Her head was bowed, eyes on the steps, not looking at him. Her hair was unbrushed.
‘What’s happened?’
She stood directly in front of him, and he could see how angry she was. She was so angry, she was preternaturally calm.
‘I was lying in bed,’ she said quietly, ‘and I don’t know what happened . . . I suddenly saw it.’
‘What?’
‘You know Lucky’s dead?’
‘Yes, I’m sorry.’
She nodded to herself. ‘Well, thanks for being there for me, I appreciate that. I was thinking, that’s pretty cold-hearted, even for him. Sammy told me she’d told you. I wondered why you hadn’t been in touch, and then I remembered. Stupid of me to forget. You were there on Sunday. You were sitting right next to the conservatory door.’ Her voice grew even quieter. ‘You locked Lucky out.’
‘Patience, I –’
‘Didn’t you?’
‘Look, it’s late, why don’t –’
‘Didn’t you?’
‘Christ, I don’t know . . . all right, yes, if it makes you feel any better.’ He rubbed a hand over his face. ‘Yes, the racket he was making was driving me mental, so I locked the flap and then forgot. I’m sorry.’
She had opened the shoulder bag and was lifting out a smaller plastic bag. ‘This is for you.’ And as he put out a hand to take the bag, she slapped him hard on the left cheek. Then she turned and started downstairs.
‘Patience!’
She didn’t even pause. She just kept on going. He held up the bag, then opened it and looked inside.
It was just some bits and pieces, that was all.
Bits and pieces of Lucky the cat.
In the morning, he took the bag out to the back garden.
The garden was actually a shared drying-green, with a flower border tended by Mrs Cochrane on the floor below Rebus. Just inside the back door of the tenement was a padlocked walk-in cupboard. It was communal storage space, only Rebus didn’t have anything he wanted communally stored. But he unlocked the door and lifted out the spade which had belonged to dear departed Mr Cochrane.
He sat the plastic bag down next to the flower border, looked around and up at the windows to see nobody was watching, then raised the shovel.
When it hit soil, he felt the collision all the way from his wrists to his spine. He tried again, and chipped away a sliver of frozen earth. He stooped to pick up his prize. It was like toffee, frozen toffee.
‘Jesus,’ he said, trying again. He could see his breath in the air. In the tenement across the back, someone making breakfast had come to their kitchen window. It wasn’t daylight yet, but Rebus knew they could see him clearly enough.
It was all the exposure he needed to convince him he should give up.
Instead, he drove to the Cowgate, parked the car, and carried the bag with him into the City Mortuary.
‘Inspector,’ one of the staff said. ‘What can we do for you today?’
Rebus handed over the bag, said thank you, and left.
He’d arranged to meet Holmes and Clarke in a trendy café near the university, but the place hadn’t opened for the day, so they walked along to Nicolson Street and found a clean, well-lit coffee shop.
He asked them how things were at St Leonard’s. They reckoned they were still under close scrutiny, but they could cope.
‘Good,’ he said, ‘because I’ve got something else I want you to do for me. I want to know about a company. It probably no longer exists, but it was around in ’86–’87.’
‘A limited company?’
‘No idea.’
‘Directors?’
Rebus just shrugged. ‘About all I can tell you is that it was called Mensung.’
Clarke and Holmes looked at one another. ‘The councillor’s file?’ they said as one.
‘It was a retraining company, not a very good one apparently. It had premises at the top of Leith Walk, next to the Playhouse. I want you to check Companies House, any registers you can find, any lists of retraining companies in Scotland.’ He nodded to the waitress that they were ready to order. ‘Now don’t stint yourselves,’ he told them. ‘Believe me, you’re going to earn this meal.’
He checked Leith Walk himself.
Next to the Playhouse was a pub, and then a newsagent’s, but between them was a door, not quite shut. There were a couple of business plaques on the wall outside, and spaces where other plaques had been removed. Rebus pushed open the door, noting that it was none too steady on its hinges, and entered an unlit hallway smelling worse than many a bar’s convenience. The stone steps up were deeply worn, the walls decorated with graffiti.
On the first floor, he was met by two solid doors, one with a card pinned to it saying Combined Knitwear, the other with a much older-looking nameplate: J Joseph Simpson Associates. Rebus climbed to the second floor, but the doors here were anonymous and heavily padlocked. He went back down to the first floor and knocked on the door of Simpson Associates, then pushed the door open.
He was in a hallway, much like his own flat’s. Rooms led off, and there was a Reception sign pointing into one of them. The door was already open, so Rebus walked in. Seated behind desk and typewriter, an elderly man was on the telephone. Rebus was not totally surprised to see a male secretary, but he’d never come across such a superannuated one. Paperwork slewed across desk, chairs, and the carpet.
The man looked startled by Rebus’s entry, and slammed the phone down.
‘Sorry to interrupt,’ Rebus said.
‘Quite all right, quite all right.’ The man made show of gathering up some of the sheets of paper. ‘Now, what can I do for you, sir?’
The man reminded Rebus of Charles Laughton. He was rotund, with several chins, and had puffy, worried eyes with blotched shiny skin. He wore a suit which had been in fashion forty years before, including waistcoat and watch-chain. It struck Rebus for a moment that he would pass for Sir Iain Hunter’s bloated and seedy elder brother.
Rebus showed his ID. ‘Inspector Rebus, sir. I’m interested in a company that used to have its offices here.’
‘Here?’
‘In this building. About eight years ago, were you here then?’
‘Most certainly.’
‘The company was called Mensung.’
‘Curious name.’ The man repeated it silently a few times. ‘No,’ he said, ‘I can’t say I’ve heard of it.’
‘Are you sure?’
‘Completely sure.’
‘Maybe if I could have a word with your employer?’
The man smiled. ‘I am my employer. Joe Simpson at your service.’
‘I’m sorry, Mr Simpson.’
‘You thought I was the secretary?’ Simpson looked amused. ‘Well, I suppose I am at that. My last secretary left after only two days. Hopeless, these girls the agency sends. It’s all hours with them, don’t ever try to get them to stay a minute later than five o’clock.’ He shook his head.
‘You don’t know who your secretary was eight years ago, Mr Simpson?’
Joe Simpson wagged a finger. ‘You think her memory might be better than my own, but you’d be wrong. Besides, I’ve no idea. There have been so many women at this desk.’ He shook his head again.
‘So, Mr Simpson, eight years ago, what companies were there in this building?’
‘Well, there was mine, of course, and then there was Capital Yarns.’
‘Now Combined Knitwear?’
‘The woman who ran Capital Yarns left in 1989. The place was empty the best part of a year, then a computer showroom opened – that lasted all of three months. The place was empty again until Mrs Burnett arrived. She’s Combined Knitwear.’
‘What about upstairs?’
‘Oh, years back those were offices. Now they’re just stockrooms, have been for a decade or more.’
Rebus was at a dead end, as surely as if he’d stayed on the floor above. He tried Simpson with the name Mensung again, spelt it for him, wrote it down, and all the old man did was twitch his head and say definitely and positively ‘no’. So Rebus thanked him and went back out on to the landing, resting against the banister. These small tenement businesses, there were a lot of them in Edinburgh. Small, shifting and anonymous, he didn’t see how they ever made money. It struck him that he didn’t even know what J Joseph Simpson Associates did. But he was willing to bet there were no associates, perhaps never had been.
He was about to leave when the door of Combined Knitwear opened and two women stepped out. They glanced towards him before continuing their conversation. One of the women wore a coat and carried two bulging plastic bags, which didn’t seem heavy. Wool, Rebus surmised. The other woman wore a knitted two-piece, red and black check, and a string of pearls. A pair of glasses hung by a string around her neck. She was petite, trim, probably Rebus’s age.
‘Well, thanks again,’ she said to the departing customer. Then to Rebus: ‘Can I help?’
‘Mrs Burnett?’
‘Yes.’ She sounded uneasy.
‘Inspector Rebus.’ Again he showed his ID.
‘Is it a break-in? Those stockrooms could have steel doors, they’d still find a way in.’
‘No, it’s not a break-in.’
‘Oh.’ She looked at him. ‘Look, I’m about to put the kettle on, do you fancy a cup?’
Rebus accepted her offer with pleasure.
Combined Knitwear’s premises were laid out like Joe Simpson’s: four rooms leading off a narrow hallway. One room served as an office. Mrs Burnett was in there at the sink, filling a kettle. Rebus looked into the other rooms. Wool. Lots and lots of wool. Deep shelves had been installed to display the stuff. There were boxes of knitting patterns, a Perspex case filled with pairs of needles. The walls and doors were decorated with blown-up photos from the fronts of various knitting patterns. Smiling, untroubled men. Women who looked like models from fifteen or twenty years ago. From a series of dowel-rods on one wall hung skeins of thick white wool. Rebus liked the smell of the place. It reminded him of his mother, and all his aunties and their friends. His mother used to tell him off for using her knitting needles as drumsticks.
He turned and saw that Mrs Burnett was standing in the doorway.
‘You looked very peaceful there for a minute,’ she said.
‘I felt it.’
‘Tea’s about ready.’
‘Do you happen to know what Mr Simpson next door does?’
She laughed lightly. ‘I’ve been wondering that for years.’
‘Years?’
‘Did he tell you I was a newcomer? He doesn’t remember me, but I used to work here when it was Capital Yarns. It wasn’t my business, I was staff. But when I decided to set up for myself, and saw that this place was available – well, I couldn’t help myself.’ She sighed. ‘Sentiment, Inspector. Nostalgia – never be swayed by it. Not too many customers are willing to make the trek from Princes Street. I’d be better off somewhere more central.’
Rebus recalled the story of how IBM had come to set up in Greenock: nostalgia again, but on a grand scale.
He followed Mrs Burnett through to the office. ‘So were you working here eight years ago? Around 1986 or ’87?’
She poured water into two mugs. ‘Oh yes.’
‘Was there an outfit here at that time called Mensung?’
‘Mensonge?’
He spelt it for her.
‘No,’ she said, ‘by that time there was just Mr Simpson and Capital Yarns. You’re sure it was this address?’ Rebus nodded, watching her dip the tea-bags. ‘Milk and sugar?’
‘Just milk, please.’ She handed him the cup. ‘Thanks. Why did you use that pronunciation just now?’
‘Mensonge?’
‘Yes. It sounds French.’
‘It is French. It means lie.’
‘What?’
‘As in falsehood, fib, untruth. Is there something wrong with the tea, Inspector?’
‘No, nothing at all, Mrs Burnett. The tea’s fine. Just fine.’
To make absolutely sure, Rebus asked in the newsagent’s. The owner, who had run the place eighteen years, shook his head. Then Rebus had a word with the letting agency, who confirmed that there was no record of any company called Mensung ever renting office-space at the address.
‘Can you tell me who owns the property?’ Rebus asked. ‘Just out of interest.’
The woman wasn’t sure she could. Rebus stressed again that his inquiries were part of a police investigation, and she gave in.
‘The owner’s name,’ she said, ‘is a Mr J Simpson. As an individual, Mr Simpson rents space to Simpson Associates, Combined Knitwear, and a Mr Albert Costello.’
‘Costello?’
‘The newsagent next door,’ the letting agent said.
‘Nothing so far,’ Brian Holmes said over a lunchtime drink. ‘No record the company ever existed.’
Rebus chewed on his last piece of bridie. ‘I’m beginning to think it didn’t. Where’s Siobhan, by the way?’
‘At the gym.’
‘What’s a gym?’
Brian Holmes smiled at that. He’d put on weight this past year or so, and now sported a dough-ring stomach and the beginnings of beer jowls. Perks of the job, some people said.
‘I thought you worked out some lunchtimes?’ he said.
‘Haven’t done it for ages.’
But Rebus went swimming that afternoon, managing twenty thoughtful lengths, after which he had to sit in his cubicle for a while. That was the problem with exercise: it wasn’t any fun. None of the fit and active people he saw around him seemed any happier than anyone else. No point exercising to elongate your life, when you weren’t getting any more out of life than any other poor sod. He made up for the swimming by arriving early at the Ox, waiting to have a word with Salty Dougary, but Dougary didn’t come, and Rebus decided to break the rules.
He’d visit Dougary at his home.
Dougary was divorced and rented the top floor of a sizeable house not a conversion-kick away from Murray-field Stadium. He couldn’t have looked more surprised to see Rebus if he’d found him servicing his ex-wife on the doorstep.
‘What are you doing here?’
‘I need a word, Salty.’
‘I didn’t feel like a drink tonight. Our boss is driving us like slaves, a big order with the deadline approaching, and Mathieson screaming down the telephone.’
‘Mathieson?’
‘Head honcho at PanoTech. You should see the way our boss –’
‘Salty? Sorry to bring it up, but it’s freezing out here.’
Dougary stepped aside to let Rebus in. ‘I’ll warn you,’ he said, ‘the place is a midden.’
Certainly, Rebus thought, it was no advert for the bachelor life.
‘Have you run out of binbags or something?’
‘I never seem to get time to clean up. Want a beer?’
‘Thanks.’ Rebus lifted pizza boxes, crisp bags and a couple of empty cans off the sofa and sat down. Salty came back with a couple of cans and handed one over.
‘So what’s the emergency?’
Rebus sipped froth from the top of the can. ‘You said Mensung was at the top of Leith Walk.’ Dougary nodded. ‘Next to a newsagent’s?’ Another nod. ‘Well, I took a look this morning, and nobody’s heard of them.’
‘So?’
‘So, are you sure that’s where they were?’
‘That was the address on their letter-heading.’
‘You’re sure you wouldn’t have any of their letters lying around?’ Rebus scanned the room. His meaning was clear: you seem to hang on to everything else.
‘Everything got chucked when Fiona and me split up. I mean everything. Letters, photos, I even lost my birth certificate. See, John, I never actually went to see Mensung at that address. The courses I did, they were held at a place on Corstorphine Road.’
‘Do you remember the number?’
Dougary nodded. ‘One-six-five Corstorphine Road. See, it’s the date Fiona and me got married, sixteen-five, that’s how I remember.’ His face turned wistful. ‘Two chips soldered together on the motherboard of life.’
Rebus tried to remember when he and Rhona had married. He thought it was probably June or July, but that was as much as he could recall.
First thing next morning, he drove along Corstorphine Road looking for number 165. Rebus didn’t exactly know what a paper-chase was, but this was beginning to feel like one. The American, Haldayne, had mentioned paper companies, and Rebus felt he was chasing one now, something no more substantial than the sum of its letter-heading. His visit to Corstorphine Road seemed to confirm it.
The present occupants of the office suite told him that back in ’86 and ’87 the premises had been under a short let, sometimes for only days at a time. But there were no records of the actual occupants at that time. The suites had changed ownership several times since.
‘Thanks for your help,’ Rebus said.
Dead end, he thought. Dead company. He’d have to get Councillor Gillespie to talk to him, there was no other course left open. It was either that, or drop it altogether. That, after all, was what everyone wanted, but then he’d never been a crowd pleaser. He’d never played to the gallery.
He’d talk to Councillor Tom Gillespie. But after the weekend. And meantime, he had some fast shopping to do. New clothes. For some reason, he wanted new clothes to wear to Sir Iain’s.
Two low-built stone pillars marked the start of the long, snaking driveway. Rebus turned off the main road on to the gravel track and stopped the car. There were no signs, nothing at all to tell him this was the right turning. He looked at the map on the back of his invitation and decided it was. The very anonymity of the track seemed to fit with Sir Iain Hunter. Either side of Rebus were open fields, but these soon gave way to dense woodland. Dry-stane dykes overgrown with moss separated the driveway from the trees.
Finally, after half a mile, he emerged from the shade into a bright expanse of tended lawn with greenhouses and a walled vegetable garden off. And directly in front of him stood a grey stone house in the Scots baronial style, boasting two turrets – probably ornamental – which started at the level of the first floor and tapered to slate-covered points above the roof-line. There were three cars – a Rover 800, Jaguar, and Maserati – parked on the clean pink gravel. Rebus stopped beside them and got out, trying not to be impressed. In the distance, a stream bisected the trim lawn, with a narrow humpbacked bridge across it. It reminded him of nothing so much as one of the fairways at St Andrews.
‘It’s a lovely view, isn’t it?’ The voice was Sir Iain’s. He was walking towards Rebus, leaning lightly on a carved walking-stick. At home, it would appear the brolly wasn’t necessary.
‘Just thinking I should have brought my three iron.’
‘Ah, you play golf?’
‘Only with a three iron.’
Hunter laughed and placed a hand on Rebus’s shoulder. ‘Find the place all right?’
‘No trouble.’
‘Good.’ Hunter was steering Rebus towards the house. ‘I thought we’d have a drink first, then do a spot of shooting and just have a light lunch.’
‘Shooting?’
‘I take it you’ve handled a gun, Inspector?’
‘I’ve handled a lot of things.’
‘I did wonder if we might try for pheasant or winter hare, but decided on clay pigeon.’
‘Well, it tastes nicer, doesn’t it?’
Sir Iain Hunter shook his head, amused. ‘There’s no telling what you’ll say next, Inspector.’
They entered a capacious hall with white marble floor and paintings on the walls: modern art, which surprised Rebus. A lot of the stuff looked ill at ease in a setting of wood panelling and fluted columns. A staircase with a wrought-iron balustrade climbed up the middle of the hall and peeled off to left and right.
‘In here,’ Hunter said. ‘Let me take your coat.’
Rebus slipped off his new raincoat and shrugged himself back into his sports jacket. He patted his tie flat and walked into the morning room.
A servant was dispensing drinks from a series of decanters on a trolley. So, Rebus thought, I was important enough to be met by the boss rather than the flunky. He stood there, not really looking at anyone, biding his time until Sir Iain came back into the room.
‘Hello, John,’ someone said, walking towards him, hand held out. The man held a heavy crystal tumbler in his other hand, and looked slightly embarrassed. It wasn’t until Rebus had taken the man’s hand that he recognised him.
It was Allan Gunner, the deputy chief constable.
‘Do you know everyone?’ Gunner said, leading Rebus to the drinks trolley. Rebus’s first thought, after he’d recovered from the surprise, was: at least Gunner had the grace to look embarrassed. His second thought was: I’ve walked into this, fair and square.
The servant was waiting for Rebus’s order. He was a little stooped from a lifetime’s obsequiousness, and had a trying-to-please smile on his thin lips. He wore a tight little jacket of blue nylon, all its buttons done up. It probably helped with the stoop.
‘I’ll take a malt,’ Rebus said.
‘West Highland or Strathspey, sir?’
‘Strathspey, and no water.’
Another guest laughed. ‘Sir Iain won’t allow water of any form near his whiskies.’ He held his cigar and glass in one hand so he could extend the other towards Rebus.
‘Colin Macrae,’ he said.
‘Sir Colin,’ Gunner added, ‘is Scottish Office Minister for Agriculture and the Environment.’
‘John Rebus,’ Rebus told the man.
Which left only two guests, both male, both involved in a muted discussion by the french windows. But Gunner was applying discreet pressure to Rebus’s arm, manoeuvring him away from the drinks trolley, where Sir Colin was ordering a top-up. They ended up beside a massive stone fireplace.
Gunner spoke in a fierce whisper. ‘I don’t know what you’re doing here –’
‘Me neither.’
‘But while we’re in company, we’d better show a united front, especially in front of these characters.’
‘Agreed.’
‘So first-name terms, no formalities.’
‘Fair enough, sir.’
‘The name’s Allan.’
‘Allan.’
‘Ah,’ Hunter said, entering the room and pointing at them with his stick, ‘the same old story, everyone’s got a drink but the host.’
The servant poured without being asked. A telephone sounded in the hall, and he went to answer it, head bowed as he left the room.
‘Cheers,’ said Sir Iain. He motioned for Rebus to join him. ‘Met everyone?’
The couple from the window were coming back to replenish their glasses. Rebus nodded towards them.
‘Robbie,’ Sir Iain said, ‘come and meet Detective Inspector John Rebus. John, this is Robbie Mathieson.’
Mathieson shook Rebus’s hand. He was tall, well built, and had thick black hair and a black beard. The glasses he wore sported blue tints.
‘Pleased to meet you.’ His accent was slightly American.
‘PanoTech?’ Rebus guessed.
Mathieson nodded, a bit put out by the recognition, and Sir Iain looked interested that Rebus should know Mathieson. Sir Iain turned to Allan Gunner.
‘Chief Constable, is it a wonder the crime rate is falling and the detection rate rising when you can boast men of this calibre?’ He looked back to Rebus. ‘It’s almost uncanny.’
A game was being played, and Rebus didn’t know what it was. But he knew that his knowing who Mathieson was was part of it.
Gunner was correcting Sir Iain. ‘It’s Deputy Chief Constable.’
‘A slip of the tongue,’ Hunter said, with a wink to the general assembly. ‘Perhaps I was merely looking into the future. That’s what we civil servants are good at, you know. Dugald, your glass needs a top-up.’
Dugald held out his hand for a refill. Nobody had introduced him because nobody needed to. He was quiet, thoughtful, or maybe he just didn’t waste words. Hardly surprising, when everything he said might be taken down and passed to the media, who might use it in evidence against him. He couldn’t afford to trust those he did not know.
Certainly, he didn’t know Rebus, but Rebus knew him. He was Dugald Niven, the Right Honourable Dugald Niven.
He was Secretary of State for Scotland.
‘Let’s take our drinks through to the gun room,’ Sir Iain said, ‘and get everyone kitted out.’
Rebus poured and drank another half glass before following everyone out of the room.
It was barely above zero outside – ‘bracing’ and ‘fresh’ according to Sir Iain – and they were going to have a picnic. The provisions would be waiting for them at the clay-pigeon site. To get to the site itself necessitated a walk through the woods. In the gun room, they’d been fitted with green sportsmen’s jackets, sleeveless and thickly padded with cartridge-belt attached. They were handed a shotgun each, broken open for safety’s sake.
Rebus stayed to the rear of the party, and Gunner slowed down to join him.
‘So what are you doing here?’ Gunner asked.
‘I thought you’d know.’
‘Me?’
‘You’ve had me taken off an investigation.’
‘I’ve done no such thing.’
‘OK then, you requested I be taken off.’
Gunner tucked his shotgun more firmly under his arm. ‘What’s that got to do with you being here?’
‘I wish I knew. If you’re asking me to make an inspired guess . . . ?’
‘Go on.’
‘Well, I’ve been brought here so you can work on me.’
‘What?’
‘You’re going to warn me off again, and I’ll be so impressed by the surroundings and the company, I’ll fall to my knees and plead forgiveness.’
Gunner gave him a blazing look. ‘That’s ridiculous.’
‘In that case, what are you doing here?’
‘I’m in the dark. First time I’ve been invited. Maybe Sir Iain wants to get to know me. He’s a canny diplomat, as well as being a manipulator.’ Gunner paused. ‘The chief constable will be retiring soon.’
‘Bit young for that, isn’t he?’
‘His wife’s ill, she needs looking after.’
‘So you’ll be promoted?’
‘I assume so.’
‘Always supposing you’re given a clean bill of health.’
‘What?’
‘By HMIC, for example. That kind of threat works both ways, Allan.’
Gunner narrowed his eyes. ‘What do you mean?’
‘Shug McAnally kills himself. I try to find out why. Turns out he’s recently been sharing a cell with a man called Charters. This despite the fact McAnally’s in for a sex attack. Only, none of the other inmates knows that.’
‘I still don’t see what you’re getting at.’
‘Yes you do. McAnally was Alister Flower’s grass. Flower worked under you on the case against Charters. McAnally was put in Charters’ cell to see what he could glean. Now, Flower hasn’t got the weight to set up something like that; it’d need someone more senior to have a word with Big Jim Flett – someone like yourself, sir.’ Gunner kept his eyes on the ground and said nothing. ‘And now,’ Rebus went on, ‘I’ve got the likes of Hunter warning me off, too.’
Gunner looked up at the knot of men ahead. They were picking their way over fallen branches and through stunted undergrowth between mature trees.
‘I want us to talk,’ he said.
‘Fine.’
‘But not here.’
Sir Iain had stopped and was gesturing. ‘Come on, slowcoaches! I’ve got one good leg and I’m still beating you.’ He waited for them to join him.
‘How much land have you got here, Sir Iain?’ Gunner asked, suddenly the well-mannered guest.
‘A hundred and seventy acres, but don’t worry, we’re not walking all of it.’
Soon they broke out of the woods into a rutted field of stubble. By the side of the field was a track just wide enough for the vehicle that sat there, a venerable Land Rover the same olive green as their jackets. The servant was at the back of the vehicle, unpacking a large wicker hamper. There was another man halfway across the field, standing beside some apparatus Rebus took to be the clay-pigeon release.
Rebus ended up standing next to the Secretary of State. The man didn’t seem inclined to speak. Rebus wondered what he’d been discussing with Robbie Mathieson in the morning room. Rebus turned to Mathieson.
‘A friend of mine works for one of your suppliers.’
‘Oh?’ Mathieson didn’t sound particularly interested.
‘Deltona,’ Rebus said.
Mathieson’s beard moved in what might have been a smile. ‘Then I hope he didn’t have plans this weekend. I’ve been promised that plant will work all weekend. I’m due a big order from them by midweek. I wouldn’t want to have to find a new supplier.’
‘How’s the work on LABarum progressing?’
Mathieson stared at him, then fed cartridges into the shotgun’s double chamber. ‘It’s going pretty well,’ he said. ‘Can I ask how you know about it?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘Word gets around.’
‘Does it?’ Mathieson snapped shut the gun.
‘Actually, I came across a copy of your business plan in a council house in Stenhouse.’
‘What was it doing there?’ Mathieson seemed calm enough.
‘I haven’t the faintest idea,’ Rebus told him. ‘Someone had scrawled the word “Dalgety” on it.’ Mathieson flinched and dropped a cartridge.
‘Pull!’ Sir Iain called. A clay disc sprang into the air. There was an explosion, then another, and the disc shattered. Sir Iain broke open his gun.
‘Damned good shot,’ commented Sir Colin Macrae.
‘You know, it’s unusual. Sir Iain’s Saturdays are normally corporate affairs, but today we’ve got two policemen.’ Mathieson looked like he wanted Rebus to tell him something, but Rebus didn’t know what.
‘Pull!’ More gunshots filled the air.
‘Not bad, Dugald, not bad!’
‘Tell me,’ Rebus asked Mathieson, ‘do you know a man called Derwood Charters?’
‘I don’t think so.’
‘I’ve heard he helped finance PanoTech in the early days.’
Mathieson laughed. ‘You’re misinformed.’
‘Come on, Allan, you’re next!’
When Robbie Mathieson’s turn came, he missed the target with both barrels.
‘Not like you, Robbie,’ Sir Iain laughed, glancing towards Rebus. He looked uncommonly pleased. Rebus felt he was being used; he still didn’t know why or how.
When his own turn came to shoot, he missed with both barrels. Sir Iain insisted he try again straight away.
‘You’re a tyro,’ he said, ‘you need the practice. I’m sure we all missed a few in the beginning.’
This time, Rebus chipped a bit off the disc with his second shot.
‘See?’ said Sir Iain. ‘Now you’re getting the hang of it!’
Maybe he was at that.
Ears still ringing, Rebus joined the others at the Land Rover. There were flasks of Scotch broth, sandwiches in silver foil, hip-flasks of whisky and larger flasks of tea. Rebus’s sandwich was brown bread and smoked salmon. The salmon was sliced thick, and had been sprinkled with lemon juice and pepper. He took a small nip of whisky when the hip-flask came round, then drank two mugs of strong tea. With all the games he felt were going on, he wanted to clear his head. He wasn’t sure if he was a player, a counter, or the die. He’d been shown one thing, though – the game was dangerous, at stake his professional career, which was everything he lived for. Practically every man present had it within his power to push Rebus off the playing-board and off the force. He started to get angry: angry with himself for coming; angry with Sir Iain Hunter – so smug, so manipulative – for bringing him here. Rebus knew now that he hadn’t just been brought here so he could be warned off. He swallowed the anger down and held it in his gut. It was hotter than tea, stronger than whisky.
They were almost back at the house when Sir Iain gripped Rebus’s elbow and led him towards the greenhouses.
‘We’ll catch you up!’ he called to the others. Then, to Rebus, still holding him by the elbow: ‘Have a nice chat with Robbie Mathieson?’ Rebus shrugged off Sir Iain’s hand. ‘And with Allan Gunner too, I noticed.’
‘Why am I here?’
‘I admire your directness. You’re here because I want to know if you’ve decided.’
‘Decided what?’
‘To stop your investigation.’
‘Are you willing to tell me why you’re so interested?’
Sir Iain’s gaze hardened. ‘I’m willing to tell you one thing, if you’re willing to listen.’
They were standing in front of one of the long greenhouses. Looking through the misted windows, Rebus could see trestle tables and empty flower-pots and seed-trays, but there was nothing growing in there, nothing at all.
‘I’m listening,’ he said.
‘Then I’ll tell you that Scottish jobs are at risk.’
‘At risk from what?’
‘From you, Inspector, if you continue stumbling blindly around. Let it take its course, that’s what I’m saying.’
Rebus turned to him. ‘Let what take its course? You’re not telling me anything, how am I supposed to know what to do and what not to do?’
‘You know what to do,’ Hunter said calmly: ‘stop your little private investigation. If it goes any further, hundreds of jobs could disappear. Do you hear me? Hundreds. You wouldn’t want that on your conscience, I’m sure.’
‘I don’t believe you,’ Rebus said.
Hunter looked at him with something near pity. ‘Yes, you do, Inspector.’
He did, too. It was in Hunter’s voice, in the way his frame shivered when he spoke. He believed what he was saying, believed it with a passion. Hundreds of jobs.
Sir Iain started to walk towards the house. Rebus followed, making sure he never caught up.
As agreed, Rebus and Gunner left the house separately but met up at a hotel in Auchterarder.
‘I don’t usually drink,’ Gunner confided, washing down two aspirin with an orange juice. They sat in a corner of the quiet lounge bar. For a Saturday, the main street was quiet. The shoppers would all be in Perth, keeping warm in department stores and superstores. The TV was showing Rio Bravo, John Wayne doing his John Wayne walk.
‘I don’t usually shoot,’ Rebus said.
‘So now we’ve both seen how the other half lives.’ Gunner put down his glass and took a deep breath. ‘Let’s get down to business. Whatever you think, Inspector, I wasn’t there to “scare you off”. I got my invite in the mail, same as you did. I’ve been thinking, and my conclusion is that Sir Iain wanted to play us off against one another. Or perhaps he thought that my presence would serve to unnerve you.’
Rebus nodded agreement. ‘One other option,’ he added. ‘We were both there to scare someone else. Mathieson didn’t like it that policemen were present.’
‘What are they so worried about?’
‘Hunter told me it has to do with jobs.’
‘Jobs? What kind of jobs?’
Rebus shook his head. How far could he trust Gunner? The man was the first person who’d tried to take him out of the game. ‘Are you going to own up about McAnally?’
Gunner examined his fingernails. ‘You’re right in just about every detail. I had McAnally moved to Saughton and into Charters’ cell. Then he went and got cancer, and wasn’t getting any information out of Charters, so I arranged for his early release.’
‘And he went straight to Councillor Gillespie and blew his head off in front of him.’
‘I don’t know why he did that.’
‘Why was McAnally in Charters’ cell?’
‘To see if he could talk himself into Charters’ confidence. I wanted to see what Charters was hiding. I knew he was hiding something, but couldn’t think what to do about it until Flower suggested McAnally.’
‘And what is Charters hiding exactly?’
‘Money, what else? I don’t mean he’s hiding it literally, though perhaps he is. But back in the mid-eighties he was coining it, and we weren’t sure where the cash was coming from. He had about half a dozen companies – legit, as far as the Fraud Unit could tell – but they made more money than they should have.’
‘I thought that’s what Thatcherism was all about. Was one of his companies called Mensung?’
‘Yes.’
‘And were all his companies involved in retraining?’
‘That sort of thing. Their paperwork was so convoluted – positively labyrinthine – that even our specialists couldn’t find a clear path through it. They were all agreed on one thing. Derry Charters had a genius for muddying the water. You could track a company of his for months and not get to the bottom of its financial status.’
‘I’ve heard he helped finance PanoTech at one time.’
‘Who told you that?’
‘Is it true?’
‘I don’t think so. Did one of Charters’ investors tell you?’ Rebus nodded. ‘Probably a story he spun them. He could be very persuasive.’
‘But all this was eight, nine years ago.’
‘Yes, and since then he’s cleaned up his act, or had done until he burnt people’s fingers with Albavise.’
‘So why are you still chasing him over a piece of ancient history?’
‘A couple of reasons. One, I spent a lot of my time and effort in the Fraud Unit chasing him, without getting a result. It represents probably the only blot on my record. Two, our best guess when we investigated him was that he was fiddling millions.’ He had Rebus’s full attention. ‘Millions,’ he repeated. ‘And for me, that makes him worth the chase.’
‘Where did he fiddle these millions from?’
But Gunner just shrugged. Rebus was thoughtful for a moment. The bar was filling, and the TV had been switched over to show the football scores. Not that many games were being played: the pitches were dangerously hard.
‘I’ve read the case against him on Albavise. Any chance that I can see the other paperwork?’
Gunner studied him. ‘There’s a hell of a lot, and it’s in no particular order. You think you can spot something our financial gurus couldn’t?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘Just for my peace of mind. I’d like to talk to Charters, too.’
‘What?’
‘His cellmate’s committed suicide. It looks strange if nobody’s been near to ask him about McAnally’s state of mind prior to release. I mean, who’d know better than him?’
Gunner nodded. ‘Fair point.’
‘Speaking of McAnally, how much did you pay him?’
‘What?’
‘He was working for you, feeding you information, I’m assuming he was paid.’
‘He didn’t give us anything of relevance. We gave him a few pounds here and there, nothing more.’ Rebus was seeing Tresa McAnally’s flat in his mind: new door, new décor, new TV. ‘Does it matter?’
‘It did to Wee Shug,’ Rebus said quietly. Someone had given him the money, money he’d passed on to Tresa, almost like life insurance. Who did Wee Shug know with money apart from his cellmate?
Gunner finished his drink. ‘I wonder what Sir Iain will be up to tonight.’
‘The way he was tucking into the hooch, sleeping it off, I’d imagine. Does he drive to Edinburgh and back every day?’
‘He only uses Ruthie at weekends. When he’s at work, he has a flat in the New Town.’
‘Whereabouts exactly?’
‘Royal Circus, I think.’
Royal Circus, thought Rebus, where Haldayne collected some of his parking tickets. Life was just full of coincidences, if you happened to believe, as Rebus himself did not, in coincidence.
Early Sunday morning, a sleepy-eyed detective sergeant from Lothian & Borders Police Headquarters turned up at Rebus’s flat.
‘You’d better give me a hand,’ he said.
Rebus followed him down to where a patrol car idled kerbside. He peered in through the passenger side window.
‘Maybe we’d better hire a winch.’
It took them four trips to transfer the boxes from the car to Rebus’s living-room. Rebus put the binbags behind the sofa to make room on the floor.
‘Sign here,’ the DS said. He had a typed chitty: RECEIPT OF ALL CASE-NOTES (8 BOXES) CONCERNING DERWOOD CHARTERS. Rebus signed.
‘Date and time, too,’ said the DS.
‘You’ll be wanting a tip next,’ Rebus muttered.
‘If you’re offering.’
‘Well, here’s one for you: when lifting, bend your knees, not your back.’
He phoned Siobhan Clarke.
‘Why me?’ she said.
‘Because Brian Holmes has a home life.’
‘That could be construed as discrimination. When do you want me there?’
‘Say an hour.’
He tidied the living room a bit, depositing the bin bags in the hall and setting the file boxes in a row on the floor. Then he collected up all the dirty mugs, glasses and dishes and took them through to the kitchen. He emptied the coffee-jar and put it back under the radiator, and opened the living-room window an inch to air the place. The sun was out, showing that the windows hadn’t been cleaned since the autumn. Rebus decided enough was enough.
‘She’s coming here to work,’ he told himself, ‘not for a candlelit supper.’
They got two breaks, both late in the afternoon.
The first was a client’s name: Quinlon.
‘I’ve come across that name before,’ Rebus said. It took him a while to place it. ‘The civil servant, Rory McAllister, he mentioned someone called Quinlon; a building contractor. There’d been some shady business between the SDA and him – it was one of the things held against the SDA when they were deciding its fate.’ Rebus flipped back a page in the notes. ‘And Charters’ client happened to be a building contractor.’
‘So?’
‘So, somehow the media got to hear about the SDA and Quinlon, and that story helped sink the SDA. Who was going to gain by the SDA’s demise?’
‘Charters?’
‘Yes, because the financial slate was going to be wiped clean, and there’d be no possibility of a future investigation into where the SDA millions had gone.’
‘You think Charters grassed on his client?’
‘I wouldn’t put anything past him.’
The second break came soon after.
It was clear from the case-notes that the Fraud Unit had been focusing on Charters. When his ‘associates’ were mentioned, they were dismissed as fronts or moneymen. Nobody thought the directors had anything to do with whatever swindles Charters was perpetrating.
Which was why they weren’t mentioned often, and in the case of Mensung, not at all. But then Rebus picked up the photocopy of a letter sent by Charters to the SDA. The Mensung logo was at the top, together with the non-existent Leith Walk address – referred to as ‘Mensung House’. At the foot of the letter was the company’s registration number.
‘You couldn’t find Mensung in Companies House, right?’
‘Right,’ said Clarke. ‘I had their archivist take a good look.’
‘Well, either they were registered, or this is a phony number.’
‘The records could have been mislaid.’
‘Now wouldn’t that be a coincidence.’ The final line of the sheet was blurred. Rebus peered at the row of names, the names of Mensung’s directors.
Because he knew what he was looking for, he could pick out the name Charters quite easily; the others were more difficult. It took real effort to decipher J Joseph Simpson’s name.
‘Figures,’ Rebus said. He wanted another word with Simpson anyway, but this explained why he’d lied about Mensung’s address: the company had been dodgy, under investigation, and Simpson had been a director. It wasn’t the kind of thing you wanted to publicise when you were still in business.
As for the third and last name . . .
‘Can you make that out?’ Rebus asked, passing the sheet to Siobhan Clarke.
‘Starts with an M,’ she suggested. ‘Murchieson?’
‘Murchieson?’
‘I don’t know, maybe Matthews, something like that.’
Rebus took the sheet back from her. Matthews . . . Murchieson . . . ‘Mathieson,’ he said, staring at the slewed writing. ‘Could it be Mathieson?’
She shrugged. ‘As in . . .?’
‘I met a man yesterday called Robbie Mathieson. He runs PanoTech.’
‘Silicon Glen’s homegrown success story?’
Rebus nodded. ‘We’ve all just been supplied with PanoTech computers, haven’t we?’
‘Everybody from the chief constable down.’
Which meant that Allan Gunner would have one, too. ‘Who do you suppose would decide something like that?’
‘Like what?’
‘Like which manufacturer was going to supply us?’
‘It would be the director of Corporate Services, wouldn’t it?’
‘But the DCC would have a say.’
‘Probably. Is it relevant?’
Rebus wondered. PanoTech put the computers together in Gyle Park West, and Gyle Part West was one of Councillor Gillespie’s files. Mensung was another. There was the story that Derry Charters had something to do with the early financing of PanoTech. And PanoTech’s boss just happened to be at Sir Iain Hunter’s, looking worried about something. And Allan Gunner was there too . . .
Wheels within wheels, he thought. Scotland was a machine, a big machine if you looked at it from the outside. But from the inside, it assumed a new form – small, intimate, not that many moving parts, and all of them interconnected quite intricately. Rebus knew he was still outside the machine, but he knew now that one reason why he’d been invited to the shooting party was that Sir Iain Hunter was inviting him in. They could make him part of the machine, a chip on the motherboard. All it took was friends in the right places.
After that, anything could happen.
They worked solidly till five-thirty.
‘I hope I’m being treated to dinner,’ Clarke said, stretching her spine.
‘Who’s taking you?’
‘You are,’ she said.
Rebus shook his head. ‘I’ve other plans tonight, sorry.’
‘Well, thanks a lot. I give up my precious Sunday to help you, and then you boot me out.’ She narrowed her eyes. ‘Got a date?’
She was attempting a peculiarly Scottish tactic: being serious while pretending levity.
‘I’m working,’ Rebus said.
‘Working?’
‘I’ve got to talk to someone.’
‘Anyone I know?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘But don’t think I don’t appreciate your help.’ He saw her to the door.
When the bell rang two minutes later, he thought she must have forgotten something. But it wasn’t Siobhan Clarke standing on his doorstep. It was Gill Templer.
‘Mind if I come in?’ she said, walking past him.
‘I was just on my way out.’
‘This won’t take long. I tried phoning, but it was engaged all afternoon.’
‘I had it off the hook,’ Rebus said, following her into the living room. She looked at the boxes of documents.
‘I see you’re really taking your furlough seriously.’
‘Come on, Gill, it was foisted on me. You were there, remember.’
‘I remember. The chief super had been getting incredible flak; in his shoes, I’d have done the same thing.’
‘This isn’t sounding like a social call.’
‘That’s because it isn’t one. The Lord Provost is your latest victim. He called the chief super and said you’d been rude to him.’
‘Did he mention specifics?’
‘No.’
‘I didn’t think he would.’
‘The Farmer will probably call you in the morning himself. I’d imagine it’ll be an official reprimand, maybe even a suspension.’ She turned to him, her eyes blazing. ‘How could you do this to me?’
‘What?’
‘I’m your immediate superior! I’m in the post barely a week, and already you’ve caused the most unholy ructions. How do you think that makes me look?’
‘It’s got nothing to do with you.’
‘Yes it bloody well has! It’s got everything to do with me. You’re one of my officers. How am I supposed to work, to get a feel for the job, when all the chief super does is fret about what grenade you’re going to chuck next?’
Rebus nodded his understanding. ‘That’s what this is about. You’re pissed off because the Farmer’s not paying you enough attention. You want to create a good impression, and you’re not making any impression at all.’
‘Now you’re just twisting my words.’
‘Am I?’ He grabbed her by the arms. ‘Look me in the face and tell me that. Tell me I’m not right.’
She shrugged free of his grip. ‘John,’ she said, more calmly. ‘I came here to warn you. Tomorrow morning could spell the end of your career.’
‘You think I care about that?’ He tried to sound casual.
She took a step towards him. ‘Yes,’ she said quietly, ‘I think you do.’ Her green eyes seemed to bore into him. ‘I think, beneath it all, you’re scared.’
‘Scared?’ He smiled. ‘Of course I’m scared. I wouldn’t mind if it was some big hard bastard who had me cornered in an alley, or if some kind of contract was out on me. But this is worse, this scares me to death.’
‘Then drop it. Say you’re sorry to a few people, and come back to work.’
He smiled again. ‘It would be that easy, wouldn’t it? You’d do it.’
‘Yes, I would.’
‘Well, I’ll think about it.’
She tried to measure his sincerity, but it was like measuring haar.
Big Jim Flett was nowhere to be seen.
‘Even the Big Man has to take a few hours off here and there,’ his deputy said, leading Rebus down one of the corridors inside Saughton Jail.
‘I’m sure,’ Rebus said, even though he was sure the governor was avoiding him. He had lied to Rebus, and now Rebus knew it.
‘Derry doesn’t get many visitors,’ the deputy said. He was a brisk, nervous man, ruddy-faced and jacketless with his shirt-sleeves rolled up.
‘You know him then?’
‘We’ve had conversations.’
‘I was told he didn’t mix.’
‘That’s true, but I’ve always found him pleasant enough.’
‘He hasn’t tried to sell you anything, has he?’
The deputy laughed. ‘No, not yet. He’d make a damned good salesman though.’
‘What’s he like?’
‘Quiet for the most part, never gives us any trouble.’ They were nearing a metal door, beside which stood a warden. The warden unlocked the door and swung it open.
‘You’re sure you don’t want me to stay?’ the deputy asked Rebus. Rebus shook his head, but with a gracious smile. ‘Well, Munro here will take Derry back to his cell when you’re finished.’
‘Thanks again,’ Rebus said.
The door closed after him, the key rattling in its lock. Rebus was alone with Derwood Charters.
Charters was pacing the floor, arms folded, head bowed as if he was pondering some problem.
‘Do you play chess?’ Charters asked, without looking up.
‘No.’
‘Pity.’
Rebus looked around the room. There was a table, its legs bolted to the floor, and two chairs beside it. On one wall, a blackboard provided the room’s only hint of decoration.
‘Mind if I sit?’ Rebus said.
‘Make yourself comfortable.’ Charters smiled at his little joke. He continued to pace the floor, and Rebus studied him. Charters was in his mid-forties, tall and broad-shouldered. He was immaculately groomed, his hair parted just so, his face shiny and clean-shaven. His fingernails looked manicured.
‘Do you know what zugzwang means?’
‘Sounds German,’ Rebus said.
For the first time, Charters looked at him. ‘Of course it’s German. It’s a chess position. It’s when you’ve to play, only any move you make will spell disaster. Yet you’ve got to make a move. There was a chess puzzle in today’s paper, and I’m damned if I can solve it.’
‘The solution’s easy,’ Rebus said.
Charters stopped pacing. ‘What?’
‘Take up golf instead.’
Charters considered this, then smiled. He came and sat down opposite Rebus, folding his hands on the table. ‘May I see some identification?’
Rebus took out his warrant card. Charters examined it against the light, as though it might represent a particularly brilliant forgery.
‘On a Sunday night,’ he said, handing it back.
‘Pardon?’
‘I don’t get many visitors, let alone on a Sunday night. And a police officer at that.’
‘I’m here to ask you a few questions about Wee Shug McAnally.’
‘Ah yes, Hugh.’ McAnally probably hadn’t been called ‘Hugh’ by anyone apart from the minister at his christening and the judge who pronounced sentence on him. Charters seemed to read Rebus’s mind. ‘I respect a person’s name, Inspector. It’s all we bring into this world, and it’s all we take out of it. My own name is sometimes abbreviated to Derry. In here, that has earned me the nickname “the apprentice boy”.’
Charters’ voice – quiet, atonal – had a mesmeric quality, and once his eyes had fixed on Rebus’s, they never left them.
‘You know he committed suicide, Mr Charters?’
‘Very unfortunate.’
‘Suicides have to be investigated.’
‘I didn’t know that.’
‘Whether you know it or not, it happens to be the case. Tell me, did McAnally talk to you much?’
‘All the time. To be frank, it annoyed me. Even when I was trying to read, he’d be blethering on about nothing of consequence, just filling the cell with noise. As though there wasn’t enough noise in here already. At the start, I thought he’d been allotted my cell as some subtle form of punishment. You know, psychological torture.’
‘So what did he talk about? I’m assuming these were fairly one-sided affairs?’
‘They were soliloquys. As to the substance . . . he talked about his background, his wife – interminably about his wife; I feel I know her as well as her gynaecologist must. He spoke of his affairs with other women, which I didn’t believe for one second. And every time he finished a story, he’d ask me, plead with me, to tell him something about myself.’ Charters paused. ‘What do you make of that, Inspector? I mean, Hugh was obsessed with himself, and yet every now and then he’d suddenly stop and ask me something. Don’t you think that’s strange?’
Rebus ignored the question. ‘What was he in for?’
‘You see? You’ve avoided answering! That’s what I had to do twenty times a day.’
‘Are you going to answer?’
‘He told me it was for housebreaking.’
‘And I believe you’re inside for fraud, is that correct?’
‘Interesting,’ Charters mused, patting his fingers against his mouth. ‘Why would you ask me what Hugh was inside for?’
‘I just wondered,’ Rebus improvised, ‘if the two of you ever talked about it. I’m trying to build up a picture of him.’
‘To hazard a guess as to why he killed himself?’
‘Yes.’
‘Well, obviously he killed himself because he was dying of cancer.’
‘Did he tell you that?’
Charters smiled again. ‘I’m only guessing.’
‘Well, you’re probably right, that’s probably why he did kill himself. What it doesn’t explain is the manner.’
‘You mean, why would he pick on a city councillor to witness his last rites?’ Rebus nodded. ‘Have you tried asking the councillor?’
‘Yes.’
‘And what did he say?’ Charters was trying to sound casually curious. Rebus stared at him.
‘Do you know the councillor?’ he asked.
‘Never met him.’
‘That’s not what I asked.’
Charters sat back and folded his arms. ‘Now you’re learning subtlety, Inspector. Our contest can only improve.’
‘It’s not a game of chess, Mr Charters.’
Charters looked penitent. ‘Of course not, I’m sorry.’
‘Do you know the councillor?’ Rebus repeated.
‘I read newspapers, Inspector, I keep up with events. So to a certain extent, yes, I know Councillor Gillespie.’
‘And does he know you?’
‘Why should he?’
It was Rebus’s turn to smile. Charters had used the word ‘subtlety’. Rebus was learning that he must needs be oblique.
‘You ran a company called Mensung, didn’t you?’
‘A long time ago, yes.’ Rebus noticed that though he was outwardly well groomed, Charters’ teeth were the colour of dead fish. ‘I like these tangents, Inspector. Your mind moves in mysterious ways. Difficult to zugzwang someone who plays so erratically. Why are you interested in a company I wound up seven years ago?’
‘I told a friend of mine I was coming to speak to you. He said he attended some retraining seminars held by Mensung on Corstorphine Road.’
The response seemed to satisfy Charters. ‘Which company did he work for?’
‘He didn’t say. He still works in electronics, for one of PanoTech’s subcontractors.’
‘Then maybe the seminars did him some good.’
Rebus nodded. ‘I heard a story that you helped finance PanoTech when the company was in its infancy.’
Charters raised an eyebrow. ‘Stories tend to become confused over time.’
‘You’d nothing to do with it then?’ Charters shook his head. ‘By the way, why did Mensung go bust?’
‘It didn’t “go bust” – I wound it up. I was bored with it, and couldn’t find anyone to buy me out.’ He shrugged. ‘I’m easily bored.’ He got up and started pacing the room again. ‘You know, Inspector, you told me you were here to ask a few questions about Hugh. We’ve strayed a long way from that particular topic, wouldn’t you say?’
Rebus stood up.
‘Going so soon?’
‘You’re enjoying yourself too much, Derry. This isn’t supposed to be fun. A man’s dead.’
Charters stopped pacing. ‘A man who was dying anyway. A man who chose his own route out. Luckier than most of us, I’d wager. If the doctors told me I had only a few agonising months to live, I think I’d go find myself a gun, too. But the world would look so unfair to my eyes – all those people so alive and vibrant around me, all those ill people being cured in hospitals – maybe I’d want a witness to the injustice of it all, someone representing authority in my eyes and the eyes of those around me. Maybe I’d want him to see my agony, to share in my horror. It would have to be an easy target though . . . and a councillor is such an easy target – accessible, public, approachable. I’d be making a point to the world. I would refuse to die in silence!’
The silence after Charters had finished was resonant. He had worked himself up to a pitch, and now calmed only slowly. There had been anger in his voice, and fervour, and conviction. His eyes were on Rebus’s. He’d make a damned good salesman.
‘I don’t buy it,’ Rebus said, going to the door.
‘Inspector.’ Rebus paused. ‘You called me “Derry” – that was a cheap shot. Apart from that, you did pretty well.’ He paced the floor again. ‘Hugh didn’t really talk about his wife that often. There was another woman . . . he described her so accurately, I could probably paint her for you even now. Her name was Maisie. He talked about her all the time. I think he loved her more than anyone in the world. Perhaps you should talk to her.’
‘I already have, Mr Charters.’
Rebus left the cell feeling that Charters had given a name to his own feelings about the investigation, Willie and Dixie, and life in general.
The word was zugzwang.
It was four a.m. when his phone rang. He came awake, but left it to ring. Four a.m., news just had to be bad. The caller persisted, and at last Rebus picked up the receiver.
‘Mr Rebus?’
A young voice, insolent, a bit drunk. Loud music and voices in the background: a party.
‘Yes?’
‘It’s Paul. Paul Duggan.’
‘Paul, nice of you to call.’
‘Is it late? I don’t have my watch on.’
‘It sounds like a great party, Paul. Give me the address and I’ll drop by with a few uniforms.’
‘Don’t be like that Mr Rebus. I bring glad tidings. I’ve found her.’
‘Kirstie Kennedy?’
‘Aye.’
‘Is she all right?’
‘Not bad for a junkie.’
‘Can I speak to her?’
‘Listen, she’s adamant she’s not going home. She says her stepmum’s a lunatic.’
‘I’d like to see her. There’s no question of her having to go home.’
‘I don’t know.’ Duggan sounded doubtful.
‘Paul, don’t hang up! Listen, would she talk to me if I paid her?’
‘Look, I’ll have a word with her. No promises, but I’ll have a word, see what she says.’
‘Just do me a favour. Phone in daylight next time.’
‘If you’re lucky, I might even phone when I’m sober.’
It was eight a.m. when his phone next rang.
‘Yes?’ he croaked, trying to find some saliva in his mouth.
‘John?’ It was the Farmer’s voice.
Here it comes, thought Rebus. ‘Morning, sir. What’s it to be – reprimand, suspension, or dismissal?’
‘Damn you, John. I had a hell of a weekend because of you.’
‘I’m sorry, sir. I never meant to get you into trouble.’
‘That’s your problem, Inspector – you’re selfish, no other word for it. I think you know damned well that these obsessions of yours end up damaging everyone around you, friend, foe and civilians alike.’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘But it doesn’t bother you, does it?’ Rebus didn’t answer. The Farmer had obviously been preparing his speech for a while. ‘As long as your own personal morality is satisfied, that’s all that counts. Sod everybody else, isn’t that right?’
‘It feels that way sometimes, sir,’ Rebus said quietly.
‘Well, maybe you should consider that morality of yours, because it’s no code I’d want to live with.’
‘You don’t have to live with it, sir. I do.’
‘Well, you lead a charmed existence, that’s all I can say.’
Rebus frowned. ‘How do you mean?’
‘I’ve discussed things with the DCC. He said he’d apologise to the Lord Provost on your behalf. He also said he thought HMIC would be investigating F Troop instead of us.’
F Troop: meaning F Division, Livingston. ‘What are you saying, sir?’
‘I’m saying I want you back here. The holiday’s over. Report to my office this morning.’
‘I’ve a dentist’s appointment.’
‘Well, this afternoon then.’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘Look, John, have you and the DCC had any contact?’
‘I’ve been on holiday, sir.’
‘Yes, but all the same?’
‘Well, maybe I did bump into him by the pool . . .’
It was another grim day. No snow or ice, but a freezing wind and gusts of rain, the sky oppressively weighted with cloud. It was like the city was in a box, and someone had pushed the lid on too tightly.
Rebus’s second visit to Dr Keene wasn’t so traumatic. You could get used to anything. The tooth had drained nicely, and Keene did the root canal while Rebus concentrated on the photograph on the ceiling. He plotted Paul Duggan’s property portfolio. Maybe Duggan had a point: nobody was suggesting he was overcharging his ‘tenants’ – he was making a profit out of each house and flat, but nothing outrageous. And meantime, he was putting roofs over heads. Rebus knew there might needs be a trade-off: if he wanted to see Kirstie, Duggan might want Rebus to put in a good word come trial time. Always supposing it came to trial. The district council was about to be replaced with another body. Who knew what would be written off?
Suddenly, something clicked in Rebus’s brain. He saw something he should have seen before. He was so busy thinking that he didn’t hear Dr Keene say that, while Rebus was there, he might as well start on the fillings . . .
There were no cheers, no banners or bunting as Rebus walked back into St Leonard’s and poured himself a cup of coffee.
‘A word to the wise,’ Siobhan Clarke said.
‘What?’
‘You’re pouring coffee down your tie.’
It was true: with his mouth still numb, he was dribbling. He went to the toilets and pulled out a clump of paper towels, soaked them in water and dabbed at his tie.
‘Here he is,’ said Flower, pushing open the door, ‘the proverbial bad penny.’
‘Don’t be so hard on yourself,’ Rebus retorted. Flower came to the sink and checked his hair in the mirror. ‘I see you managed to start a fire, then take credit for putting it out.’
Flower chuckled. ‘Word gets around, eh?’
‘Speaking of words that get around, I had a chat with someone about your snitch.’
‘Which one?’
‘Shug McAnally. We could all have been spared some grief if you’d told me at the start he was working for you.’
‘It’s not the sort of thing you can publicise. I mean,’ Flower looked around, ‘planting a snitch in somebody’s cell.’
‘You don’t mind telling me now though. Has the DCC had a word?’
‘He said you’d been asking.’ Flower looked unnaturally pleased with himself. Rebus could guess why.
‘You think you’re quids-in with the DCC, don’t you?’
‘Well, if it ever came out about McAnally, the DCC could get into trouble.’ Flower winked. ‘He needs to keep me sweet.’
‘What you mean is, you’ve got him either way. If the plan succeeded, it’d be because of you. If it went badly, it would need covering up – which would take your help. Gunner would still owe you. That’s why you’ve been blocking me: you didn’t want me getting to the DCC – he’s your little investment.’
Flower chuckled again, and tucked a stray hair back behind his ear. There was a sound of flushing from one of the two cubicles. Flower’s head jerked around, his mouth open, as the cubicle door opened and the Farmer came out.
This came as no surprise to Rebus: he’d seen the Farmer enter the toilets just before him.
‘Morning, sir,’ he said.
Flower didn’t say anything. The Farmer pointed at him. ‘My office, Inspector Flower, now!’ Then he opened the door and was gone. Flower turned on Rebus.
‘You knew! You bloody well knew!’
Rebus tossed the ball of sodden paper into the bin.
One-nil.
Someone was at the front desk asking for him, that was the message. But when Rebus got there, there was nobody about. Then he saw a figure outside, motioning to him. It was Paul Duggan. He was wearing his long black coat again, but it had a small tear in the sleeve, and a white smudge on one shoulder.
‘Nothing personal like,’ he said when Rebus joined him outside, ‘but I hate police stations.’
‘There’s a café across –’
Duggan was shaking his head. ‘She’s waiting for us.’
‘Kirstie?’ Duggan nodded. ‘Where?’
‘Have you got a car?’
They went to Rebus’s car.
Duggan directed him down the Pleasance and right on Holyrood Road. This was a dispiriting part of town; all empty sites and disused warehouses. The Younger Universe was under construction, and was going to make everything all right again, if you believed the publicity. Rebus hoped it would succeed; he liked the symbolism: the USA had Disneyland, and Scotland gets a theme park built by a brewery. The theme park would be a neighbour to Holyrood Palace, the monarch’s Edinburgh residence. This, too, Rebus liked.
‘Where are we going?’
‘Just park by the palace gates.’
It was easy to park this time of year; in warmer seasons, the place was a log-jam of tourist coaches. A kid was at the locked gates, peering through them at the palace beyond.
‘Toot your horn,’ Duggan ordered. Rebus did so, to no effect.
‘She’s on another planet.’ Duggan wound down his window. ‘Hiy, Kirstie!’
Slowly the ‘kid’ turned, and Rebus saw a face older than the frame which supported it. Nobody had said Kirstie Kennedy would be so scrawny, so tiny. But as she walked towards the car her face was set like cement. Lipstick, eyeshadow and panstick provided her with a mask. She wore tight black jeans, accentuating her matchstick legs, and a long shapeless black jumper whose arms stretched down past her hands. Her hair was greasy, shoulderlength, tied back with a band. A spiky fringe, dyed blood-red, fell into her eyes. She was chewing gum. She pulled open the back door and climbed in.
‘Hello, Kirstie,’ Rebus said. ‘Where do you want to go?’
‘I want ice cream.’
Rebus thought of Luca’s, but it was too far. ‘Tollcross?’ he suggested.
Tollcross would do her.
They sat in the ice-cream parlour and she ordered the biggest concoction on the menu, plus a giant Coke. The place was quiet: an old couple, smoking and drinking frothy coffee; a harassed mother hissing at her two children who were arguing over bowls of garish ice cream.
Rebus had ordered coffee, Duggan orange juice and some apple pie with cream. Rebus remembered that he used to bring Sammy in here when she was a kid. He looked at the Lord Provost’s daughter and tried to remember she was seventeen.
‘Paul says you want a word.’ Her voice was polite in a way no attitude could hide. Rebus knew that her street diction, her low-class language, had been only recently learned.
‘How long have you been on the Bob Hope, Kirstie?’
‘You mean the Merry?’
Duggan looked at Rebus. ‘Merry Mac, crack,’ he explained.
‘Long enough,’ Kirstie answered.
‘Long enough to be tired of it?’
‘Long enough to know you never get tired of it.’ Her ice cream arrived: three different flavours with chocolate sauce, nuts, tinned peaches and wafers. The sight of it made Rebus’s teeth crackle.
‘Your dad’s been worried,’ he said.
‘So what?’
‘And your mum.’
Her sudden convulsion almost sent a mouthful of ice cream on to the table. ‘My mum died when I was five. What you mean is, “that woman who lives with my dad”.’
‘OK.’
‘Have you met her?’
‘No.’
‘She’s off her trolley, praise the Lord.’
‘So you don’t get on with her. Is that why you ran away?’
‘Does there have to be a reason?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘Only, most teenagers I know who run away, they go a bit further.’
‘You mean London? I didn’t like it. My pals are all up here.’
‘You mean pals like Willie and Dixie?’
She put the spoon back on her plate and started on the Coke. ‘I liked Willie. Dixie was a nutter, you never knew what he’d do next, but Willie was all right.’
‘You heard what they did?’
She nodded.
‘You left that wreath for them on the bridge, didn’t you?’
Another nod. She dipped her finger into the chocolate sauce. She was trying not to care, but there was still a core of sentiment buried in her brain, a precious nugget of guilt.
‘Was it your idea, Kirstie?’ She looked up at him. ‘It was, wasn’t it?’
She got to her feet. ‘I have to go to the toilet.’
Rebus snatched her wrist. ‘Why did you do it, Kirstie? Just for the money? Why did you take the LABarum plans from your father’s office?’
She shook free of his grip. ‘Let me go!’ She stumbled away from the table and ran to the toilets. Rebus sat back and started to light a cigarette.
‘No smoking,’ the waitress told him.
‘Can I get a beer?’
‘We’re not licensed.’
Rebus nicked his cigarette and put it back in the packet. He looked across the table at Paul Duggan.
‘You like her, don’t you?’ Rebus said.
Duggan said nothing. He was making circles in the cream with his spoon.
‘Remember I told you she’d left something in Willie’s bedroom? It was some papers stolen from her father. Do you have any idea why she took them?’
Duggan shook his head slowly but determinedly. ‘She’s . . . go easy on her, OK?’
‘Or what?’
‘Or she’ll run.’ Duggan paused. ‘Again.’
Eventually the toilet door opened and she walked back to the table, arms hanging in a lazy slouch. Rebus looked into her eyes and saw pupils shrunk to pinheads.
‘That was stupid.’
‘So what?’ she said, starting back into her ice cream. After two mouthfuls, she pushed the plate away.
‘The kidnap,’ Rebus said, ‘the ransom demand – it was all your idea, wasn’t it?’
‘Yes.’
‘To get back at your stepmother?’
‘My dad.’
‘To get back at your dad?’
She nodded. ‘And everything he represents, the old bastard.’ She was much more together now, more confident. She didn’t care what she told him.
‘You know you committed an offence?’ Rebus asked.
‘I’d deny it in court. I’d deny it everywhere. Where’s the proof that it wasn’t just two wee boys with a daft scheme in their heads?’
‘There’s corroboration.’ Rebus glanced towards Duggan.
‘You think Paul would grass on me?’ She leaned into Duggan’s shoulder and stroked his face. ‘He wouldn’t do that.’
‘Not even if I offered him a deal on his slum landlord scam?’
Kirstie shook her head. ‘Paul wouldn’t hurt me. His mum likes me too much.’
‘Well, maybe I don’t need Paul. Maybe all I need is that LABarum document. It links you to Willie.’ He paused. ‘Did you write “Dalgety” on the last page?’ She nodded. ‘Why?’
‘It’s something I heard my dad say on the phone . . . when I was listening in. Dalgety sounded important, someone he was worried about.’
‘Dalgety’s a person then?’
‘Yes.’
‘Kirstie, why did you steal the LABarum plan?’
Her face creased in a sneer. ‘It’s my dad, don’t you see? If you look closely enough at it, if you read all the small print and between the lines, all you’ll find there is my dad’s face, smiling smugly back at you.’
‘Why is he smug?’
‘Because it’s going to make him a hero. And it’s all crooked. I heard him on the phone, they were talking about how to cover it all up. The whole fucking thing is just a lot of . . . a lot of . . . it’s all just so much shit!’
‘I can’t have language like that,’ the waitress warned. ‘There are children in here.’
‘Well, fuck them!’ Kirstie screeched, jumping to her feet. ‘Because they’re all fucked anyway, just like everybody else!’
‘I’ll have to ask you to leave.’
Rebus and Duggan were on their feet too.
‘Come on, Kirstie.’
‘That girl’s on drugs or something, I know it!’
Rebus threw money down on the table. Kirstie Kennedy’s legs had buckled, and Duggan was holding her upright.
‘Let’s get her into the car,’ Rebus said, knowing he should take her straight to St Leonard’s, angry with himself because he knew that’s the last thing he was going to do.
Instead, Duggan gave him directions back to where she was staying. It was a flat in Leith, in the maze of narrow roads behind Great Junction Street.
‘One of yours, is it?’ Rebus asked Duggan. But Duggan was busy stroking Kirstie’s forehead, even though she was asleep.
They walked her up the stairs, one on either side, arms around her back, her arms over their shoulders. Rebus could feel the swell of a small breast, and the thin rib-cage beneath.
‘You did say you wanted to see her,’ Duggan was saying, exculpating himself.
‘And I’ll want to see her again.’ He knew there was more she could tell him, more he needed to hear from her.
He was trying to figure out who or what was responsible for the deaths of Willie and Dixie. This weightless creature he carried? The lads themselves? The police for giving chase? The Lord Provost for agreeing to it all? Maybe even the stepmother for driving Kirstie away? Except that it hadn’t just been the stepmother, it had been some realisation about the Lord Provost himself . . .
Maybe it was the system, that same system Sammy so passionately attacked. A system that had failed Willie and Dixie as surely as it nurtured people like Sir Iain Hunter and Robbie Mathieson. In nature, there had to be balance; as some rose, others fell or were pushed or made the leap for themselves.
Or maybe . . . just maybe it had been Rebus himself, for crawling from the wreckage still with the need to confront them . . . standing there in front of them, forcing them to choose. My obsession, he thought. My private morality. Maybe the Farmer was right . . .
‘Will you stay with her?’ he asked Duggan when they reached the top of the stairs.
Duggan nodded. Rebus knew she’d be all right. She had someone who’d look after her.
‘What about you?’ Duggan asked. ‘What are you going to do?’
But Rebus had released his hold on the body and was heading back downstairs.
He went into a dive he knew near the foot of Leith Walk. It had a burgundy linoleum floor and matching coloured walls, and was like staring into somebody’s throat.
‘Whisky,’ Rebus said. ‘A double.’
And when the whisky came, he drank it down in two gulps.
‘Know something?’ he said to the closest drinker. ‘A couple of days ago, I was eating wild smoked salmon and shooting clay-pigeons.’
‘Better that than the other way round, son,’ the elderly drinker said, adjusting the cap on his head.
That night, Mrs Cochrane came upstairs to tell him there was a small dark patch on her living-room ceiling. Rebus had forgotten to empty the coffee-jar. Water had soaked the bare floorboard beneath.
‘Wait till it’s dried out,’ he said by way of apology, ‘and I’ll touch up the paintwork.’
He’d been asleep in his chair, but now felt wide awake. It was half past eleven, too late to do anything. Then the telephone rang, and he picked it up.
‘I’m not interested,’ he said.
‘You’ll be interested in this.’
Rebus recognised the voice of DC Robert Burns. ‘Don’t tell me West End needs my help?’
‘We’re not that desperate. I just thought I’d do you a favour. Looks like we’ve got a murder.’
Rebus’s grip tightened on the receiver. ‘Anyone I know?’
‘Identification near the body suggests the name’s Thomas Gillespie.’
‘Councillor Gillespie?’
‘I haven’t told you the best part yet. He was found in a lane connecting Dundee Street to Dalry Road.’
Rebus tried to fix the geography. ‘Next to the cemetery?’
‘Yes. The lane’s called Coffin Walk.’
Coffin Walk climbed quite steeply from Dalry Road. It had the busy Western Approach Road on one side, Dalry Cemetery on the other. It was a narrow alley, well lit but long.
‘If someone stopped you halfway,’ Burns told Rebus, leading him down the lane, ‘there’d be no escape.’
‘But you’d see an attacker, wouldn’t you? There’s no place to hide.’
Burns nodded at the cemetery wall. ‘You could stand behind there, listen for someone coming, then jump over when they got close. It’s the perfect site for an ambush.’
‘You think that’s what this was?’
Burns shrugged. They were close to the body now. Police officers with torches were in the cemetery, looking for footprints and the murder weapon. The lane had been sealed off at both ends, and though there was a knot of policemen near the body, the only person actually next to it was the pathologist, Professor Gates. Gates was telling the photographer what to do, and DI Davidson was talking to the undertaker. Even in mufti – padded jacket and jeans rather than the black suit – an undertaker was recognisable.
‘So what happened?’ Rebus asked Burns.
‘Somebody came out of the Diggers, walked up Angle Park Terrace, looked down here, and saw the body. They thought it was a tramp sleeping rough. Well, there’s a night shelter on Gorgie Road, so the guy came down here to say so.’
‘Like a good citizen.’
‘He saw the blood, knew fine well what had happened, and called us.’
Rebus pointed to a wallet, which lay a couple of feet from the body. ‘That was lying there?’
‘Yep, driver’s licence, blood donor card . . .’
‘But no cash or credit cards?’
‘Cleaned out.’
‘And nobody saw the attack?’
‘My guess is, he hoofed it back over the wall.’
Professor Gates had finished his initial examination. ‘We can wrap this one up,’ he said.
But Rebus wanted a look first. Tom Gillespie lay in a protective foetal position. He hadn’t been dead when he dropped. He’d curled himself around the pain in his gut.
‘Stab wound,’ Professor Gates said. ‘The shock probably killed him.’
‘Has his widow been notified?’
‘Are you volunteering, John?’ Davidson said.
‘This isn’t my patch, remember.’
‘No, but you knew the deceased. Anything you want to tell us?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘I will ask a question though: what was he doing here? He lives in Marchmont, chances are he’d never even heard of Coffin Walk. God knows I hadn’t. So why was he here, where was he headed?’
‘Maybe the Diggers.’
The Diggers was actually the Athletic Arms pub, but got its nickname from the gravediggers who’d used it in the past.
‘Not much of a shortcut, is it?’
‘Not much,’ Davidson agreed. ‘Lots of questions, John.’
‘I know the way your mind works, Davidson. You think it’s a simple mugging gone wrong – assailant: unknown; motive: robbery.’
‘So let’s hear your theory.’
Rebus smiled. His head was full of theories. Maybe too many for his own good. ‘Give me a cigarette,’ he said.
‘Not at the locus, John,’ Davidson warned. Rebus looked at the body again. It was being bagged. A trip to the mortuary first, and then the funeral parlour, your last journeys in the world as predictable as your first.
‘I asked if you had a theory,’ Davidson said.
‘OK, OK.’ Rebus put his hands up in surrender. ‘Take me back to your nice warm police station, give me a cigarette, and I’ll tell you a story. Just don’t blame me if it doesn’t make sense.’
He would tell Davidson what he knew, which wasn’t half as much as he suspected.
Which itself wasn’t half as much as he feared.
Next morning, when DI Davidson went to the widow’s house, Rebus went with him.
The curtains were closed, reminding Rebus of the day of McAnally’s funeral, inside Tresa’s flat. The door was answered not by Mrs Gillespie but by Helena Profitt, dressed in circumspect black – skirt, tights and shoes – and a plain white blouse.
‘I came as soon as I heard,’ she said, leading them inside. She looked surprised to see Rebus. We must, he thought, stop meeting like this.
‘Two policemen to see you, Audrey,’ Miss Profitt said, opening the living-room door.
It was a big light room, with prominence given to the floor-to-ceiling bookcases which lined two walls. The TV didn’t look much used, and though there was a video machine, Rebus couldn’t see more than half a dozen tapes. At one end of the room was a huge desk covered in paperwork, and a small table supporting a telephone and fax machine. The room, it seemed to him, was little more than an extension of the office at the front of the house, making Rebus wonder about Gillespie’s family life or, more pertinently, the lack of it.
His widow sat on the sofa, legs tucked beneath her. She’d started to rise, but Davidson had waved her back down. She looked as if she hadn’t slept. There was an empty mug on the floor, and next to it a tiny brown bottle of tablets. Despite the central heating, Audrey Gillespie was trembling.
‘Shall I make some tea?’ Helena Profitt asked.
‘Not for us, thanks,’ Davidson said.
‘Well, I’ll leave you to it. Shall I pop back later, Audrey?’
‘Only if it’s not too much trouble.’
‘Of course not.’ Her eyes were red-rimmed from crying. Rebus saw through her act, saw she was as broken up as anyone. He followed her out of the room.
‘Could you wait in the kitchen? I’d like a quick word.’
She nodded hesitantly. Rebus went back into the living room and sat down next to Davidson.
‘Remember me, Mrs Gillespie?’ Davidson was saying. ‘We met last night.’
Davidson was good, better than a lot of coppers. It was a skill, handling other people’s grief, gauging what to say and how to say it, knowing how much they could take.
Audrey Gillespie nodded, then looked at Rebus. ‘And I know you, too, don’t I?’
‘I came to talk to your husband once.’ Rebus strived for the same tone Davidson had used.
‘Has the doctor seen you, Mrs Gillespie?’ Davidson asked.
‘He gave me pills to help me sleep. Ridiculous to think I could sleep.’
‘But you’re all right?’
‘I’m . . .’ She sought the words expected of her. ‘I’m coping, thank you.’
‘Do you feel up to answering a few more questions?’
She nodded, and Davidson relaxed a little. He brought out his notebook and consulted it.
‘Now,’ he said, ‘you said last night that your husband had gone out to visit a constituent – that was what he told you?’
‘Yes.’
‘But he didn’t say where he was meeting this constituent?’
‘No.’
‘Or the constituent’s name?’
‘No.’
‘Or what they were going to discuss?’
She shrugged, remembering. ‘We ate dinner at eight as usual – I’d done chicken casserole, Tom’s favourite. He had two helpings. After that, I thought he’d either work in his office – he always has work to do – or else read the paper. Instead, he said he had to go out.’
‘You’re surprised he ended up in Dalry?’
‘Very. We don’t know anyone in that part of town. Why would he lie to me?’
‘Well,’ Rebus put in, ‘he was hiding things from you, wasn’t he?’
‘What do you mean?’
Davidson gave Rebus a warning look, and Rebus softened his voice a little.
‘I mean, the day I came here you were busy shredding documents – sackfuls of them – in a shredder your husband hired specially.’
‘Yes, I remember. Tom said he was running out of space in the office. They were ancient history. As you can see, it’s pretty cramped with all the paperwork.’ She waved a hand around the room.
‘Mrs Gillespie,’ Rebus persisted, ‘your husband headed the Industrial Planning Committee – did the documents have anything to do with that?’
‘I’ve no idea.’
‘If they were ancient history, why bother to shred them, why not just chuck them out?’
Audrey Gillespie got up and walked to the fireplace. Davidson gave Rebus an angry look.
‘Tom said they could fall into the wrong hands. Journalists, people like that. He said it was to do with confidentiality.’
‘Did you look at the files at all?’
‘I . . . I don’t remember.’ She was frantic now, her wet eyes everywhere but on the two policemen.
‘You weren’t curious?’
‘Look, I don’t see what any of this has to do with anything.’
Rebus walked over to her and took her hands in his. ‘It might have everything to do with your husband’s murder, Mrs Gillespie.’
‘Now, John,’ Davidson complained, ‘we don’t know . . .’
But Audrey Gillespie looked into Rebus’s eyes, and saw something there she could trust. She blinked away the tears. ‘He was very secretive,’ she said quietly, forcing herself to be calm. ‘I mean, about whatever it was he’d been working on. He’d been at it for months – for the best part of a year, actually. I used to curse the hours he put in. He told me it would be worth it, he said we should always focus on the long view. By that he meant he would one day be an MP, it was what he lived for.’
‘You’ve no inkling what this project of his was?’
She shook her head. ‘It was something he’d discovered while serving on the committee, and I know it was to do with accounting. I could work that much out from the kinds of things he was reading – balance sheets, profit-and-loss accounts . . . I trained as an accountant, something Tom sometimes forgot. I run a string of shops now, but I still handle the books. I could have helped him, but he always had to do everything for himself.’ She paused. ‘You know, the only reason he really needed me was my money. I’m sorry if that sounds heartless.’
‘Not at all,’ Davidson said.
‘Were these company accounts, Mrs Gillespie?’ Rebus persisted.
‘I think they must have been, the numbers involved: hundreds of millions of pounds.’
‘Hundreds of millions?’
So it wasn’t just Mensung, or even Charters’ empire. It was much bigger. Rebus thought of PanoTech, and then recalled that someone else had used the phrase ‘hundreds of millions’ . . . Rory McAllister, or someone like him.
‘Mrs Gillespie, could these figures have been to do with the SDA?’
‘I don’t know!’ She slumped back on to the sofa.
‘OK, John,’ Davidson said, ‘you’ve had your say.’
But Davidson might as well not have been there.
‘You see, Mrs Gillespie,’ Rebus said, sitting down beside her, ‘the thing is, someone tried to scare your husband, and it worked. They paid a man called McAnally to put the fear of God into him. I don’t know if they knew how far McAnally would go. McAnally confronted your husband, and I think gave him a message, a warning of some kind. Then McAnally killed himself, just to force the warning home. He was dying anyway, and he’d been paid handsomely. Your husband got scared, rightly so, and rented that shredder so he could destroy everything he’d been working on, all the evidence.’
‘Evidence of what?’ she asked.
‘Of something very big. Now, McAnally slipped up, he died too spectacularly, and that got me curious. I don’t think I’ve discovered even half what your husband knew, but that’s not the point. The point is, these people suspect either that your husband was helping me – maybe he’d given me his notes – or that he would talk to me eventually. Either way, they decided he was beyond scaring. They had to go a bit further.’
‘What you’re saying is that, if you’d left well alone, Tom might still be alive.’
Rebus bowed his head. ‘I accept what you’re saying, but I didn’t kill your husband.’ He paused. ‘I’d like to find out who did.’
‘What can I do to help?’
Rebus glanced towards Davidson. ‘You can start by telling us anything you think might help. And you could go through your husband’s papers; there might be some clue there.’
She thought for a moment. ‘Will I be in danger, too?’
Rebus laid a hand on hers. ‘Not at all, Mrs Gillespie. Look, is there no one Tom might have confided in?’
She started to shake her head. ‘No, wait . . . there is someone.’ Then she got up and left the room. Davidson was staring grimly at Rebus.
‘See,’ Rebus told him, ‘you’re great with the hearts and flowers, but weakness is there to be exploited.’
Davidson didn’t say a word.
Audrey Gillespie carried a desk diary into the room. ‘This is last year’s,’ she said, sitting down next to Rebus. ‘Tom began all this cloak-and-dagger stuff back in May, but it only really took off in October and November.’ She flipped to the pages for those months. Each day had its fill of meetings and engagements.
‘See?’ Mrs Gillespie said, pointing to a page. ‘These meetings here. Two this week –’ she flipped a couple of pages – ‘two the next –’ two more pages – ‘then three more.’
The meetings were just a series of times, plus the same two letters – CK. ‘Cameron Kennedy,’ Rebus said.
‘Yes.’
‘Who?’ Davidson asked. He’d come over to the sofa to look at the diary.
‘The Lord Provost,’ Mrs Gillespie explained. ‘They kept meeting for lunch. I remember because Tom had to have his suits dry cleaned; he had to look his smartest for the Lord Provost.’
‘He didn’t tell you why they were meeting so often?’ Rebus had taken the diary from her and was flipping through it. There were no meetings with ‘CK’ until October, after which they took place once a week at least.
‘Tom hinted there might be a good job in it come reorganisation. He’s in the same political party as the Lord Provost.’
‘This is interesting,’ Rebus said, sitting back, the better to peruse the diary.
Davidson had some questions to ask – the usual ones – so Rebus excused himself. He found Helena Profitt seated at the kitchen table, tugging at a lace handkerchief.
‘Terrible thing,’ she said.
‘Yes,’ said Rebus, sitting down opposite her. He thought of Charters’ ‘subtlety’, and the way Davidson had confronted the widow, and still he couldn’t find an easy way to ask what he wanted to ask. ‘Miss Profitt, this may not be the time . . .’ She looked at him. ‘But I was wondering if you knew . . . that is, if you had any suspicion that Mrs Gillespie and her husband . . .?’
‘You mean,’ she said softly, ‘what was their marriage like?’
‘Yes.’
Her face turned stony. ‘That’s despicable.’
‘This is a murder inquiry, Miss Profitt. I’m sorry if I’ve disturbed your sensibilities, but questions must be asked. The sooner I ask them, the sooner we may catch the killer.’
She thought that over. ‘You’re right. I suppose. But it’s still despicable.’
‘Was Mrs Gillespie having an affair?’
Helena Profitt didn’t say anything. She rose from the table and buttoned her coat.
‘All right,’ Rebus said, ‘what about the Lord Provost? Did Councillor Gillespie tell you why they kept meeting?’
‘Tom told me he had to brief him.’
‘What about?’
‘He didn’t say. Something to do with the Industry Committee, I expect. Is that all, Inspector?’
Rebus nodded, and Helena Profitt walked out of the kitchen. He heard the front door open and close. I handled that beautifully, he thought.
He got back to the living room just as Davidson was closing his notebook and thanking Audrey Gillespie for her time.
‘Not at all,’ the widow replied, polite to the last.
Rebus and Davidson sat in the car outside, talking things over. They were pulling away when Rebus saw another car cruising the street, seeking a parking space. It was a sporty Toyota the colour of ashes.
‘Stop for a second,’ Rebus said. He adjusted the rearview mirror so he could watch the Toyota manoeuvre into a space. Its door opened and Rory McAllister got out, looking anxious. He locked the car, tidied his hair, and side-stepped puddles on his way to Audrey Gillespie’s front door.
Rebus took Davidson to Arden Street and up the two flights to his flat.
‘Got something for you,’ he said, pointing to the binbags in the hall.
Davidson stared in amazement. ‘The shredded documents?’ Rebus nodded. ‘I won’t ask how you came by them.’
‘Mrs Gillespie isn’t going to kick up a fuss, especially if they help us find the killer.’
‘I’m thinking what a defence lawyer could do with them.’
‘I can think up a story between now and then.’
‘So what am I supposed to do with them?’
‘You’re heading a murder investigation, Davidson. The identities of whoever planned Gillespie’s murder are in there. So take them back to Torphichen Place and get a team working on reassembling the pages.’
‘I can’t see my boss going for it; we’re short-handed as it is. Can’t you take them to St Leonard’s?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘Know why? I don’t know who I can trust, and the last thing I want is for these bags to be conveniently mislaid. So: you tell no one what all this paper is, and you tell no one where you got it. When you’ve put together the jigsaw, I’ll bet you’ll have names and motives. Come on, I’ll help you load your car.’
‘Generous to a fault,’ said Davidson, picking up one of the bags.
They drove to the mortuary to talk with Professor Gates, but he was eating lunch in the university Staff Club, so they climbed up from the Cowgate to Chambers Street.
Rebus had been in the Staff Club before, and knew that if you looked like you belonged, you could breeze in. But the porter came out to stop them, so maybe they didn’t look the academic type. Rebus showed his ID, and that made everything all right again.
Gates was dining alone, a newspaper folded on the table beside his plate. A half-bottle of wine and a bottle of water stood in front of him.
‘What brings you here?’ he said as they sat down. ‘You’re not eating?’
‘No, thanks,’ Davidson said.
‘A drink maybe,’ Rebus prompted.
‘I can recommend the water,’ Gates said, protecting his wine.
They decided on beer, which the waitress would bring from the bar.
‘What can I do for you?’ the pathologist asked, dissecting a last floury potato.
‘Just wondered if you’d anything for us.’
‘On last night’s stabbing? Give me a chance, will you? Have you located the murder weapon?’
‘No,’ Davidson admitted. ‘We didn’t find any footprints either. The ground in the cemetery was frozen.’
‘Well, it was a long-bladed knife, serrated by the look of the skin around the wound. And that’s about as much as I can say for now. The victim had tried to protect himself, there were defence nicks on the hands. Plus he’d been eating something greasy. There was grease on his fingers.’
Rebus looked at Davidson. ‘Did you find any wrappings near the body?’
‘Nothing fresh. What’s your point?’
‘Gillespie ate a big meal at eight – chicken casserole, two helpings. Do you think he ate it with his fingers?’
‘Probably not.’
‘So how come less than three hours later he decides to visit a chip shop?’ Rebus turned to the pathologist. ‘When you look at stomach contents, I’m willing to bet you won’t find anything but chicken casserole.’
‘I did think,’ the pathologist said, ‘that it was odd. I mean, most people would wipe their fingers afterwards. But this grease or lard, it was quite solid.’
Which told Rebus everything he needed to know.
It was still lunchtime when Rebus walked into the chip shop on Easter Road, and two men in jackets and ties queued behind a teenager in a thin parka with the stuffing bursting from its seams: Rebus waited at the back of the queue, and smiled and waved towards the server, who didn’t return the greeting.
Finally it was Rebus’s turn. ‘Hello, Gerry.’ Gerry Dip wiped the work surface where some sauce had spilt. ‘Remember me?’
‘What do you want?’
Rebus leaned over the counter. ‘I want to know where you were last night between the hours of nine p.m. and eleven, and it better be the alibi to end them all.’
‘What for?’ Gerry Dip said.
Rebus just smiled. ‘Come on, let’s go for a ride.’
‘I can’t. I’m here on my own.’
‘Then switch everything off and we’ll lock the door after us, maybe put up a sign saying “Other fish to fry”.’
Gerry Dip bent down as if reaching for a switch, and then flicked something across the counter at Rebus. It was a battered fish, straight out of the fat. Rebus ducked and it flew over his head, fat spattering him. Gerry Dip was on the move, shouldering open the door to the kitchen. Rebus ran around the counter and followed. In the kitchen, Dip had hauled a sack of potatoes on to its side and was already halfway out the back door. Rebus stumbled over the potatoes, dived and just missed Dip’s ankles. He clambered to his feet and ran outside, finding himself in an alley. To his left was a dead end. To his right, Gerry Dip, running for it, the white apron flapping around his knees.
‘Stop him!’ Rebus yelled.
Davidson didn’t need telling twice. He was waiting at the mouth of the alley, hands in pockets like a casual onlooker. But as Dip ran past, he flung out an arm and caught him in the throat. Dip flew back like he was attached by elastic to the ground. His hands went to his throat and he started gagging.
‘You could have crushed his windpipe,’ Rebus said, but not in a nasty sort of way.
At four p.m., with Gerry Dip still maintaining his vow of silence in the interview room, Rebus went for a drive.
Gerry was an old hand: he knew how to play the game called Helping Police With Their Inquiries. He’d keep quiet, with or without a solicitor. All he’d said so far was that this was harassment, and that he wanted to talk to someone from SWEEP. It would take more than Rebus’s gut feeling to convict him of murder. There must needs be evidence. Rebus had explained to Davidson the complex series of connections which had brought Gerry Dip to mind. Now it was up to Davidson to convince his superiors that there was due cause for the granting of a search warrant for Gerry Dip’s digs and the chip shop itself. The chip shop’s owner had already explained that Gerry hadn’t had a shift the previous night. Rebus saw it all clearly. A meeting arranged, Gillespie turning up, Gerry Dip surprising him, Gillespie trying to defend himself from the attack, grabbing at Dip’s greasy shirt or jacket . . .
One thing nagged: Gerry Dip alone couldn’t have lured Gillespie into the trap. There must have been someone else, someone he trusted, someone he wanted to meet . . .
The Right Honourable Cameron McLeod Kennedy, JP, had a detached bungalow in what would have tried calling itself Corstorphine had South Gyle not taken off. The houses were descendants of the boxy bungalows on Queensferry Road. There weren’t many cars parked roadside; most of the bungalows boasted a garage, or at the very least a car-port. Rebus parked outside the Lord Provost’s home. The door was open before he had reached the garden gate. The Lord Provost stood in the doorway, his wife a little behind him.
‘You were so mysterious on the phone,’ Kennedy said, shaking Rebus’s hand. ‘Is there any news?’
‘The Lord will do as He sees fit,’ his wife burst out, the voice booming from her heavy frame. The Lord Provost ushered her back indoors and led Rebus to the front sitting room.
‘I’ve seen her,’ Rebus said.
‘Where is she?’ Mrs Kennedy snapped. Rebus studied her. She had wide unblinking eyes and small pudgy hands which she’d rolled into fists. Her hair had been coaxed into an untidy bun, and her cheeks blazed. Rebus guessed at West Highland stock; it wasn’t a wild stab in the dark to say she’d had a religious upbringing. For zeal, some of the Wee Frees could beat any Muslim Fundamentalists.
‘She’s safe, Mrs Kennedy.’
‘I know that! I’ve prayed for her, of course she’s safe. I’ve been praying for her soul.’
‘Beth, please . . .’
‘I’ve prayed harder than I’ve ever prayed in my life.’
Rebus looked around the room. The furniture had been positioned with exact precision on the carpet, and the ornaments looked like the distances between them had been calibrated by a professional. Net curtains covered the two small windows. There were photos of young children, but none of anyone aged twelve or over. Hard to imagine a teenager passing her evenings here.
‘Inspector,’ Cameron Kennedy said, ‘I haven’t asked you if you’d like something to drink.’
Rebus guessed that alcohol would not be on the list. ‘No, thanks.’
‘We’ve ginger cordial left from New Year,’ Mrs Kennedy barked.
‘Thanks, but no. The thing is, sir, I’m not here primarily about your daughter. I’d like to talk to you about Tom Gillespie.’
‘Terrible business,’ the Lord Provost said.
‘May the good Lord take his soul unto Him in heaven,’ his wife added.
‘I wonder,’ Rebus said pointedly, ‘if we might have a word in private.’
Kennedy looked to his wife, who didn’t look like moving. Finally, with a sniff, she turned and left. Rebus heard a radio come on through the wall.
‘A terrible business,’ the Lord Provost repeated, sitting down and gesturing for Rebus to do the same.
‘But it didn’t come altogether as a surprise, did it?’
The Lord Provost looked up. ‘Of course it did!’
‘You knew the councillor was playing with fire.’
‘Did I?’
‘There’d already been that one attempt to scare him off,’ Rebus smiled. ‘I know what Gillespie was on to, and I know he approached you with the information, and made frequent progress reports thereafter.’
‘That’s not true.’
‘Your little lunchtime meetings, we’ve records of them. He knew you’d be interested. For one thing, you’re the Lord Provost. For another, his findings related directly to Gyle Park West, which is in your ward. I don’t know what Gillespie’s idea was. If I were being charitable, I’d say he was working in the public interest and would eventually have gone public with his findings. But really, I think he was trying to pressure you into helping further his career. It could be that his findings would never have come to light, but somebody couldn’t be sure of that. Somebody tried scaring him, then decided to murder him instead.’
The Lord Provost sprang to his feet. ‘You surely don’t think I killed him?’
‘I’m pretty sure I could convince my colleagues that you’re a prime suspect. You’d have to explain the secret meetings and everything else.’
The Lord Provost’s eyes narrowed, his eyebrows meeting in the middle. ‘What is it you want?’
‘I want you to tell me all about it.’
‘You say you already know.’
‘But I’ve yet to hear anyone say the words.’
The Lord Provost considered, then shook his head.
‘Does that mean,’ Rebus said, ‘that your ward is more important than your own reputation?’
‘I can’t say anything.’
‘Because PanoTech’s involved?’
Kennedy’s face contracted as if he’d been punched. ‘It’s got nothing to do with PanoTech. That company is one of the largest employers in Lothian. We need it, Inspector.’
‘If it has nothing to do with PanoTech, does it still have to do with Robbie Mathieson?’
‘I can’t say anything.’
‘Who’s Dalgety? Why does he scare you so much? Kirstie told me she heard you talking about him with someone. And when you saw she’d written his name on the LABarum plan, you suddenly didn’t want her found.’
‘I’ve told you, I’m saying nothing!’
‘In that case,’ Rebus said, ‘I won’t trouble you any further.’ He stood up. ‘I’m sure you’ve got plenty to keep you busy, such as writing your speech of resignation.’ He walked to the door.
‘Inspector . . .’ Rebus turned. ‘About Kirstie . . . is she all right?’
Rebus walked back into the room. ‘Would you like to see her?’ The Lord Provost seemed in two minds. Weakness was there to be exploited. ‘I could bring her here, but it would have to be a trade.’
‘You don’t “trade” with an innocent life!’
‘Not so innocent, sir. I could think up half a dozen charges against your daughter, and between you and me I’d be failing in my duty if I didn’t apprehend her and put her in a cell.’
The Lord Provost turned away and walked to the window. ‘You know, Inspector, I’m no virgin, believe me. You want dirty tricks, underhand tactics, there’s a lot you can learn from politics, even at district level . . . especially at district level.’ Kennedy paused. ‘You say you can bring her here?’
‘I think so.’
‘Then do it.’
‘And we’ll have a little chat, you and me? You’ll tell me what I want to know?’
The Lord Provost turned to face him. ‘I’ll tell you,’ he said, his face ashen.
They shook hands on it, and the Lord Provost saw him to the door. Somewhere behind them in the bungalow, Mrs Kennedy was singing a hymn.
So all Rebus had to do now was persuade Kirstie Kennedy that east or west, home was still the best.
Rebus went to her flat first, but there was no one home. He tried a couple of the drop-in centres, including the one behind Waverley – no joy – then started on the burger bars on Princes Street before driving back to Leith and visiting three pubs where pushers and users were known to meet. Nothing. He took a breather in a bar where he was less likely to get himself stabbed, then went to have a word with the few chilled prostitutes plying their trade near the Inner Harbour. One of them thought she recognised the description, but she could have been lying: it was warmer in his car than outside.
Then Rebus remembered something Kirstie had said, about how Paul’s mum liked her. So he drove to Paul’s parents’ address. Duggan was embarrassed to see him, but his mother, a tiny, kindly woman, invited Rebus in.
‘No night to be yacking on the doorstep.’
It was a tidy little flat just off Abbeyhill. Duggan gave Rebus a warning look as he led him, at his mother’s insistence, into the living room. Duggan’s dad was there, smoking a pipe and reading the paper. He stood up to shake Rebus’s hand. He was small, like his wife. So here was the arch criminal, Paul Duggan, in his lair.
‘Paul’s not in any trouble, I hope,’ the father asked, teeth grinning around the stem of his pipe.
‘Not at all, Mr Duggan, I’m just looking for a friend of Paul’s.’
‘Well, Paul will help if he can, won’t you, Paul?’
‘Aye, sure,’ Paul Duggan mumbled.
‘It’s Kirstie,’ Rebus said.
‘Kirstie?’ Mr Duggan said. ‘That name’s familiar.’
‘Maybe Paul’s brought her back here once or twice, Mr Duggan.’
‘Well, Inspector, he does sometimes bring a girlfriend back – but not for hanky-panky, mind you.’ He winked. ‘We keep an eye on him.’
The two men shared a laugh. Paul Duggan was shrinking almost visibly, bowed over on the sofa, hands between his legs. The years were peeling off him like paper from a damp wall.
‘I haven’t seen her,’ he told Rebus.
‘Since when?’
‘Since the time we took her home.’
‘Any idea where she could be?’
Mr Duggan removed the pipe from his mouth. ‘I’m sure Paul would tell you if he could, Inspector.’
‘Have you tried the flat?’ Paul asked. Rebus nodded.
‘She’s not in your bedroom, is she, Paul?’
Duggan twitched, and his father sat forward in the chair. ‘Now, Inspector,’ he said, trying for another grin. Trying too hard.
‘Where’s your wife, Mr Duggan?’
Rebus got up and walked into the hall. Mrs Duggan was about to sneak Kirstie Kennedy out the front door.
‘Bring her through here instead, Mrs Duggan,’ Rebus said.
So they all sat in the living room, and the Duggans explained everything.
‘See, we know who Kirstie is’, Mrs Duggan said, ‘and she’s told us why she ran away, and I can’t say I blame her.’ The Lord Provost’s daughter sat next to her on the sofa, staring into the fire, and Mrs Duggan ran her hand through Kirstie’s hair. ‘Kirstie’s got a problem with drugs, she accepts that and so do we. We thought if she was going to fight it, she better move in here for a wee while, get right away from all the . . . from the people who live that sort of life.’
‘Is that right, Kirstie? Are you kicking it?’
She nodded, suppressing a shiver. Mrs Duggan put an arm around her. ‘Sweats and shivers,’ she said. ‘Mr Leitch told us to expect them.’ She turned to Rebus. ‘He works at the Waverley drop-in.’ Rebus nodded. ‘He told us all about cold turkey.’ She turned her attention back to the girl. ‘Cold turkey, Kirstie, like on Boxing Day, eh?’
Kirstie snuggled deeper into Mrs Duggan’s side, like she was a child again and Mrs Duggan her mother . . . Yes, thought Rebus, the mother she’s been denied. And here was a willing substitute.
‘See,’ Mr Duggan said, ‘we’re afraid you’ve come to take her away. She doesn’t want to go home.’
‘She doesn’t have to go home, Mr Duggan. The drugs apart, she’s done nothing wrong.’ Paul and Kirstie looked at him, and saw he wasn’t going to mention the hoax kidnap. ‘But the thing is,’ Rebus said, his eyes holding Kirstie’s, ‘I need a favour. I’ve seen your stepmother, and I don’t blame you for not wanting to see her . . . But what about your father? Would it hurt you to talk to him for five minutes, just to let him see you’re all right?’
There was a long silence. Mrs Duggan whispered something in Kirstie’s ear.
‘I don’t suppose so,’ Kirstie said at last. ‘Just now? Tonight?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘Tomorrow will be fine.’
‘I might be worse tomorrow.’
‘I’ll take that chance. Just one other thing: last time we met, you were telling me why you took that document from your dad’s office.’
She nodded. ‘I heard him talking on the telephone. He was talking about covering something up, some scandal. I heard him mention LABarum. He’d always told me I had to follow his example, but he turned out to be just like all the others – a liar, a cheat, a coward.’ She was bursting into tears. ‘He let me down again. So I grabbed that . . . whatever it was. I saw it was about LABarum.’ She took a deep breath. ‘Maybe I just wanted him to know I knew. It’s all rotten, all of it.’
Mrs Duggan was still trying to quiet her as Rebus left the flat.
Back home, Rebus got the feeling the phone had just stopped ringing. Two minutes later, with the Stones softly on the hi-fi, it rang again. He’d been sitting with the whisky bottle in his lap, wondering if he could resist, wondering why he bothered.
‘Yes?’
‘It’s Davidson.’
‘Still at the station?’
‘That I am. Gerry’s still not talking.’
‘Have you offered him a deal?’
‘Not yet. We’re holding him on a charge of assault, naming you as the injured party.’
‘I’ll never get the grease off that jacket. What about the search warrant?’
‘We got it. I’m just waiting for Burns to get back. Hold on, here he comes.’ Davidson put his hand over the mouthpiece. Rebus unscrewed the bottle with his free hand, but couldn’t find a glass. Davidson came back on the line. ‘It’s a result. Two credit cards, Access and Visa, in the name of Thomas Gillespie, hidden under the mattress.’
‘So now will you go for a deal?’
‘I’ll talk to his solicitor.’
‘We don’t just want Dip, remember. We want whoever ordered the hit.’
‘Sure, John.’ There wasn’t what Rebus would call fervour in Davidson’s voice. ‘Now the bad news.’
‘Listen, I’m serious – we want the paymaster!’
‘And I’m serious about it being bad news.’
Rebus quietened. ‘OK, what is it?’
‘You told me to check if Charters had had any visitors since you saw him Sunday night. Well, he had one the next morning, and then again today. She’s a regular apparently.’
‘Yes?’
‘Her name’s Samantha Rebus. Now, John, it may be nothing at all. I mean, she’s visited other prisoners too, and we know she works for SWEEP. It could just be that she –’
But John Rebus was already on his way.
‘I don’t see what the big deal is,’ Sammy said.
‘What?’
‘I don’t see what’s the big deal.’
He’d been so steamed up, he’d rung Patience’s doorbell twice before remembering the unpleasantness surrounding his last visit. But Sammy opened the door.
‘Grab your coat,’ he hissed, ‘tell Patience it’s a friend and you’re going out.’
They’d gone to a hotel just around the corner from the flat. The bar was almost deserted, just the barmaid and one regular at the corner of the bar, the hatch open so there was no barrier between them. Rebus and Sammy took their drinks to the furthest corner.
‘The big deal is,’ he said, ‘you smuggled something out of jail for him.’
‘Just a letter.’
She calmly sipped her tequila and orange. Fathers and daughters, Rebus thought. He pictured the Lord Provost and Kirstie. You knew they had to make choices, and nobody in life made the right choices all the time. Daughters never grew up; in their fathers’ eyes, all they did was become women.
‘I’ve done it before,’ Sammy was saying. ‘You know the warders read all the mail before it goes out? They censor it and leer over it and . . . and I think it’s revolting.’ She paused. ‘They can get very sniffy about gay love letters.’
‘Charters told you he was gay?’
‘He hinted at it: “a very special friend”, he said.’
Rebus shook his head. ‘Gerry Dip’s special, all right. He’s absolutely choice. Did you take the note to his flat?’
‘The only address Derwood had was the chip shop.’
‘And did you read the note?’
‘Of course not.’
‘A sealed envelope?’ She nodded. ‘Quite a fat envelope?’
She thought about it. ‘Yes,’ she said.
‘That’s because it was full of money.’
‘What have I done?’ Her face was reddening, her voice rising. ‘Broken some lousy prison rule, that’s all.’
‘I wish it were,’ Rebus said quietly.
She quietened. ‘What then?’
He couldn’t tell her. He couldn’t do that to her . . . But it would all come out eventually, wouldn’t it?
‘Sammy,’ he said, ‘I think Charters paid Gerry Dip to kill a man. That envelope you delivered contained instructions and payment.’
Her face lost all its lovely colour. ‘What?’ The way she said it turned Rebus’s gut liquid. She tried picking up her drink, but spilt it, then retched into her cupped hands. Rebus got a handerkerchief out of his pocket and handed it over.
‘You’re trying to scare me,’ she said, ‘that’s all. You don’t like my job and you’re trying to scare me off!’
‘Sammy, please . . .’
She got to her feet, spilling the rest of her drink over his trousers. He followed her to the door, watched by barmaid and customer, and called after her. But she was running: down the steps on to the pavement, and then along to the corner and around it, back into Oxford Terrace.
‘Sammy!’
He watched her run, watched her until she’d disappeared.
‘Shite!’
A drunk, walking past, wished him a belated happy new year. Rebus told the man where he could stick it.
As arranged, Rebus drove to South Gyle next morning. He parked his car around the corner from the Lord Provost’s house, then went and rang the doorbell. The Lord Provost himself opened the door, and looked to left and right as if expecting her to be there.
‘We’ll have to go for a little drive,’ Rebus informed him.
Then a figure came storming along the passage behind Cameron Kennedy and brushed him aside.
‘Where is she?’ Mrs Kennedy’s voice trembled with emotion, her nostrils flaring. ‘Where’s the lost lamb?’ She turned to her husband. ‘You said he’d bring her!’
The Lord Provost looked at Rebus, who said nothing. ‘I have to go with Inspector Rebus, Beth.’
‘I’ll fetch my coat,’ Mrs Kennedy said.
‘No, Beth.’ The Lord Provost laid a hand on her arm. ‘Best I go alone.’
An argument started. Rebus turned and walked back towards the gate. The Lord Provost came after him.
‘Don’t you want a coat?’ Rebus asked.
‘I’ll be fine.’
His wife was calling to them from the door. ‘“Thy will be blyther in heiven owre ae sinner at repents nor owre ninetie-nine saunts at need nae repentance.”’
‘She’s learned the New Testament in Scots,’ the Lord Provost explained. ‘She knows it backwards.’ It didn’t sound like a boast.
Kirstie was sitting in the back seat of Rebus’s car. Beside her was Paul Duggan. She’d had a bath, and her hair had been washed and rearranged. She was wearing clothes Mrs Duggan had bought for her – styles parents thought teenagers liked. You’d take her for a normal, sulky, shoulder-bechipped teenager, nothing more – if it wasn’t for the vomiting fits and the muscle spasms, the bolts of lightning through her bones.
Kennedy gasped when he saw her.
‘I said I’d bring her,’ Rebus told him. ‘Now get in.’
The Lord Provost’s face was like chiselled stone as they drove towards the Forth Bridges, the same route Rebus had taken that night with Lauderdale. He told himself he’d chosen the meeting place because it was nearby, open and private. But he thought maybe he had a deeper motive.
They came off the A90 and went three-quarters round the roundabout, then headed towards the Moat House Hotel, whose huge, desolate car park overlooked the Forth. At this time of day, this time of year, the car park was deserted save for a Ford Capri which looked as if it had been abandoned after a joyride. Rebus stopped the car and turned off the ignition.
‘This is where we get out,’ he told Paul Duggan.
Duggan squeezed Kirstie’s hand. ‘Will you be all right?’ he asked her.
‘I’ll be fine,’ she said coolly, watching her father in the rearview mirror, just as he was watching her.
So Rebus and Duggan got out.
Rebus walked across the tarmac and stood at the furthest edge. You got a great view of both bridges, and of the Fife coast beyond. You also took a beating from the wind, which blew from all directions. Rebus rode with it, swaying a little from the ankles. With his head tucked into his overcoat, he managed to light a cigarette at the sixth attempt. The smell of butane caused momentary nausea.
Paul Duggan was a little way off, resting one arm on a dull metal pay-view telescope. Rebus left him alone and just stared at the scenery. The clouds crawled past, looking as if they’d been hurt in too many bar room brawls. Beneath them, Fife was a slab of grey-green pavement.
Paul Duggan had finally arrived beside him. ‘Thinking about Willie and Dixie?’ he suggested. Rebus glanced at him but said nothing.
‘I’m not just a pretty face, Inspector.’
‘I was thinking that they got me into this. Their suicide. They got me thinking about things . . . asking myself questions. When McAnally killed himself, I was interested enough to want to know why.’ He smiled. ‘You don’t know what I’m talking about.’
Duggan just shrugged. ‘I’m listening though.’ There was silence between them for a while. Duggan scuffed his toes against the kerb. ‘See this trouble I’m in, with the police and council and that . . .?’
‘You think I can help?’
‘I don’t know.’
It was strange that Kirstie should have run away from one smothering household only to end up in another, but Rebus thought he knew the reason why. After the deaths of Willie and Dixie, she’d disintegrated. To her, they had represented ‘real life’, a life well away from her father and his political conspiracies. Willie and Dixie had been the other side of the coin, a side she’d come to like, maybe even admire. And she’d killed them, after which she’d spiralled downwards until she realised she needed shelter and comfort, or she too might die. Paul Duggan had been there for her, and so had his parents.
‘You know,’ Rebus said, thinking aloud, ‘I think I know why she scrawled “Dalgety” on that document. If her father had paid the ransom – maybe even if he hadn’t – she was planning to send the LABarum plan back to him. It was a warning, a message that she knew something, and that he should leave her alone if he didn’t want her to reveal it to the world.’
‘Never mind Kirstie for the moment, what about me?’
‘Everybody’s got to pay, Paul,’ Rebus said, not looking at him. ‘That’s the way it works.’
‘Aye, right,’ Duggan said dismissively. ‘And if I was some rich bastard that had been to Fettes, I’d have to pay too, is that right? I’d be treated the same as an Oxgangs drop-out? Come on, Inspector, Kirstie’s told me the way it works, the whole system.’
He turned and shuffled away.
He had a point, one Rebus would happily concede, only he had other things to think about right now. The wind had finished his cigarette in double-quick time, so he lit another. Duggan was over at the abandoned car, peering in. He tried a door, opened it, and got in. Shelter accomplished. Some people said the weather made the Scots: long drear periods punctuated by short bursts of enlightenment and cheer. There was almost certainly something to the theory. It was hard to believe this winter would end, yet he knew that it would: knew, but almost didn’t believe. A matter of faith, as the old priest would say, or maybe the reverse of faith. Rebus hadn’t been to church in a while, and missed his conversations with Father Leary. But he didn’t miss the church, or even the Church. Leary would have no problem with suicide, in either concept or practice: it was a great sin, full stop. Assisted suicide, too, was a sin, every bit as heinous.
But when Rebus’s mother had been ill that last time, she’d begged his father for release. And one day, young John had walked in and had seen his father on the edge of her bed. She was asleep, her chest making awful, liquid sounds, and his father sat there with a pillow in his hands . . . looking at that pillow, then up at his son, asking to be told what to do.
Rebus knew if he hadn’t walked in, his father might have done it, might have put her out of her misery.
Instead of which, she lingered for weeks.
He turned away from the Forth and found his vision blurred. He angled his head upwards, swallowing back the tears, and walked over to the abandoned car. Inside, Paul Duggan was crying.
‘They were my friends, too,’ he bawled. ‘And her stupid plan killed them! And yet I can’t hate her for it . . . can’t even get angry with her.’
Rebus put a hand on Duggan’s shoulder.
‘Nobody killed them,’ he said quietly. ‘They chose for themselves.’
The two of them sat there for a while, out of the wind, in shelter that wasn’t theirs.
Afterwards, Rebus drove them back into town. The teenagers in the back were both pink-eyed from crying; the two men in the front were not. He didn’t feel proud of the fact. He drove past the turn-off to Kennedy’s estate, and the Lord Provost still said nothing. Eventually, Rebus pulled the car on to the kerb outside Duggan’s Abbeyhill home.
‘Where are we?’ Kennedy asked.
‘Kirstie’s staying with some nice people,’ Rebus explained.
The Lord Provost turned to his daughter. ‘You’re not coming home?’
‘Not yet,’ she said, as if each word was costing her something.
‘You said you’d bring her back.’
‘I didn’t say she’d stay,’ Rebus said. ‘Kirstie’s got to decide if and when.’
She was already getting out of the car, as was Duggan. On the pavement, she doubled over and dry-heaved, spitting up foamy saliva.
‘Something’s wrong with her,’ Kennedy said. He made to open his door, but Rebus pulled the car abruptly off the kerb and into traffic.
‘You know what’s wrong with her,’ he said. ‘Now she’s coming off, and I think she’ll be all right.’
‘You infer,’ Kennedy said coldly, ‘that she wouldn’t be “all right” at home.’
‘What do you think?’ Rebus said, and he left it at that.
‘Where are we going?’
‘One good thing about Edinburgh, Lord Provost – there’s always a quiet spot nearby. You and me are going to have a talk. At least, you’ll be talking, I’ll be listening.’
He directed them around the base of Salisbury Crags and up to a car park near the summit of Arthur’s Seat. There were a few cars already there, parents and children out braving the gale. They would probably call it ‘blowing away the cobwebs’.
But Rebus and the Lord Provost stayed in the car, and the Lord Provost did the talking – that had been their bargain, after all. And afterwards, with the silence between them like an extra seat, Rebus drove the Lord Provost home.
There was a man at the top of the hill. He was mending a wall.
Rebus followed the line of the dry-stane dyke, climbing slowly. He was between Edinburgh and Carlops, in the foothills of the Pentland range. There was no escape from the wind and the cold up here, but Rebus was sweating as he neared the top. The man saw him coming, but didn’t stop working. He had three piles of stones close to him, varying in sizes and shapes. He would pick one up, feel it, study it, then either put it back in the pile or else add it to the wall. And with a fresh stone placed in the wall, a new challenge presented itself, and he had to study his mounds of stones all over again. Rebus stopped to catch his breath, and watched the man. It was the most painstaking work imaginable, and at the end of it the wall would be held together by nothing more than the artful arrangement of its constituent parts.
‘It must be a dying craft,’ Rebus said, having gained the summit.
‘Why do you say that?’ The man seemed amused.
Rebus shrugged. ‘Electric fences, barbed wire; not many farmers depend on dry-stane dykes.’ He paused. ‘Or dry-stane dykers, come to that.’
The man turned to look at him. He was ruddy-cheeked with a thick red beard and fair hair turning grey at the temples. He wore a baggy Aran sweater and green combat jacket, cord trousers and black boots. He wasn’t wearing gloves, and kept blowing on his hands.
‘I need to keep them bare,’ he explained. ‘I feel the stones better that way.’
‘Is your name Dalgety?’
‘Aidan Dalgety, at your service.’
‘Mr Dalgety, I’m Detective Inspector Rebus.’
‘Is that right?’
‘You don’t sound surprised.’
‘In a job like this, you don’t get many visitors. That’s one of the things I like about it. But since I started this wall, it’s been like a main thoroughfare rather than a deserted hillside.’
‘I know Councillor Gillespie visited you.’
‘Several times.’
‘He’s dead.’
‘I know.’
‘And that’s why you’re not surprised to see a detective?’
Dalgety smiled to himself and judged another stone, turning it in his hand, weighing it in his palm, feeling for its centre of gravity. He placed it on the wall, then thought better of it and moved it to another spot. The process took a couple of minutes.
Rebus looked back the way he’d come, following the wall down to the by-road where he’d parked his car. ‘Tell me, how many stones go into a wall like this?’
‘Tens of thousands,’ Dalgety said. ‘You could spend years counting them. Men took years building them.’
‘It’s a far cry from computers.’
‘Do you think so? Maybe it is. But then again, maybe there’s some connection.’
‘I understand you were Robbie Mathieson’s partner, back in the early days of PanoTech.’
‘It wasn’t called PanoTech in my day. The name belongs to Robbie.’
‘But the early designs . . . the early work was yours?’
‘Maybe it was.’ Dalgety tossed a stone from one pile to another.
‘That’s what I hear. He ran the company, but you designed the circuits. Your ideas made the company work.’ Dalgety didn’t say anything. ‘And then he bought you out.’
‘And then he bought me out,’ Dalgety echoed.
‘Is that the way it happened?’
‘It happened just the way I told it to the councillor. I had a . . . I’d been working too hard for too long. I had a breakdown. And when I came out of it, the company wasn’t mine any longer. Robbie had kissed me goodbye. And all the designs were his, too. The whole company was his. Dalmat, we were called – Dalgety and Mathieson. That was the first thing he changed.’ Dalgety was weighing another stone.
‘How did he find the money to buy you out? I take it you were bought out?’
‘Oh yes, it was all above board. He had some money invested somewhere: it paid a handsome profit and he used it to buy my share.’ He paused. ‘That’s what the lawyers told me afterwards. I didn’t remember any of it – discussions, signing the papers, none of it.’
‘You must have been bitter.’
Dalgety laughted. ‘I had another breakdown. They put me in a private nursing home. That took care of a lot of the pay-off money. When I came out, I didn’t want anything to do with the industry, or any industry like it. End of story.’
‘PanoTech’s grown since.’
‘Robbie Mathieson is good at what he does. Do you know about him?’ Rebus shook his head. ‘His family moved to the States when Robbie was eighteen. He joined one of the big boys, IBM or Hewlett Packard, someone like that. The company had operations in Europe, and Robbie was posted here. He liked Scotland. I was working on my own at the time, designing stuff, messing about with ideas, most of them impractical. We met, got to like one another, and he told me he was resigning and starting up his own computer business right here. He persuaded me along with him. We had a couple of good years . . .’ Dalgety seemed to have forgotten about the stone he was holding. The wind was hurting Rebus’s ears, but he didn’t let it show.
‘I’m not telling you the whole truth,’ Aidan Dalgety said at last. ‘I was an alcoholic; or, at least, I was on the verge of becoming one. I think that’s why Robbie wanted rid of me. Seemed to me afterwards that he must have been planning it for a while. I signed away the rights to a couple of components which went on to make PanoTech a lot of money.’ He took a deep breath. ‘But that was then and this is now.’
‘This money Mathieson used to buy you out, where did it come from again?’
‘There was a man called Derwood Charters. He got to know Robbie early on. I think he wanted to become company secretary, something like that. He had a lot of money-making schemes. Or should I say scams. Robbie told me about a couple of them. Charters would set up paper companies and then screw grants from all over the place – local authority, SDA, European Community. He had a genius for that sort of thing. I think he must have wangled development money for PanoTech somewhere down the line – the company grew so fast so quickly.’
‘And you’ve never said anything about any of this?’
‘Why should I? Good luck to them.’
‘But Mathieson practically robbed you!’
‘And now he keeps a lot of people in employment. I’m not such a high price to pay for an outcome like that.’
Rebus sat down on the cold earth, his back against the wall, and ran his hands over his head.
‘You know,’ Dalgety said. ‘I still take an interest in the industry. I don’t mean to, but I do. Thirty-five per cent of all the PCs manufactured in Europe are manufactured here, twenty-four per cent of all semi-conductors. Two million computers a year come out of IBM’s Greenock plant – that includes their world supply of screens and every IBM computer sold in Europe.’ He was laughing. ‘Fifty thousand people in the industry, and it’s growing. The Japanese come here because productivity’s so high – can you believe that?’ He stopped laughing abruptly. ‘But the root system’s shallow, Inspector. We’re big in hardware, but we need software, too, and we need to start sourcing – we source only fifteen per cent of all our components. We’re an assembly line. Maybe PanoTech can change that.’ He shrugged. ‘Good luck to them.’
‘So why did you talk to Gillespie?’
‘Maybe to get it off my chest.’ He examined the stone in his hand a final time, then threw it far into the distance. ‘Maybe because nothing I say can make any difference. No investigation of PanoTech is going to get very far.’
‘The councillor found that out.’ Aidan Dalgety looked at him, but said nothing. ‘You’re not scared?’
‘No,’ Dalgety used both hands to lift a larger rock on to the wall. ‘I’m not scared at all. This wall will be here after I’m gone, whether I live to be a hundred or drop dead tomorrow.’ He patted the wall with his hands. ‘I know what lasts.’
Rebus got to his feet. ‘Well, thanks for talking to me.’
‘No problem. I get bored sometimes just talking to the wall.’ He was laughing again as Rebus headed downhill. ‘You know that old saying about walls having ears . . .?’
It was a day for open spaces. In the late afternoon, Rebus walked in the Botanic Gardens with Sir Iain Hunter.
‘I like this place,’ Sir Iain said, striding gamely with his rolled umbrella across the grass towards Inverleith House. ‘Of course, it’s lost something since they moved the Gallery of Modern Art. What do you think?’
‘I think you’re stalling.’
Sir Iain smiled. ‘I’ve conducted meetings here before, Inspector. It’s my open-air office. I choose the Botanics for some meetings precisely because they are so open. No chance of being overheard.’ He stopped, looking around. The city centre was a panorama before them. ‘Marvellous view,’ he said.
‘Nobody’s listening in on us, if that’s what you’re worried about.’
‘Well, the thought had crossed my mind. Nowhere is safe in this age of electronic eavesdropping.’
‘I don’t need to bug conversations,’ Rebus said. ‘I’ve got Gillespie’s files.’
‘Poor Councillor Gillespie.’
‘Yes, poor Councillor Gillespie, lured to an alley and then stabbed in the guts by an ex-con hired by Derwood Charters, just as Charters paid McAnally to put a scare into Gillespie. I don’t suppose he knew how far Wee Shug would go, what he’d do . . . He went too far.’
‘And brought you scurrying to the scene, Inspector. Yes, perhaps that was a mistake. Well, I’m going to trust you. I’m going to assume you’re not recording this little tête-à-tête.’ Sir Iain tucked his cashmere scarf a little tighter around his neck. ‘Now, why did you want to meet?’
‘Because you’re at the centre of it all.’
‘Can you prove that?’
‘Like I say, I’ve got –’
‘Yes, yes, you’ve got Gillespie’s files, but what do they prove?’
‘You should know. The Lord Provost told you everything Gillespie told him. They prove that Charters’ various companies existed only as shells for the most part. The front company was legit, but the others . . . well, if anyone decided to check, Charters would rent short-term office space, pay someone to take in mail addressed to Mensung House . . . that sort of thing. And I’m assuming he had someone at the Scottish Office tipping him off about any forthcoming investigations – he couldn’t have run his scams so well for so long without help. How am I doing so far?’
Sir Iain was admiring the view. ‘Wild inaccuracies compounded by conjecture.’
‘Charters had sleeping partners. See, once the fake companies were running, he could apply for grants and other incentives, but to get the companies going in the first place required cash, working capital, and that’s where the sleeping partners came in. He could guarantee a huge return on investment, provided the grant money came through. He was a wizard at playing the system, running rings around it. He made quick money for a lot of people, including Robbie Mathieson. I’m sure Mathieson wouldn’t want anyone to know that the early money for PanoTech came from ripping off SDA and European Community schemes.
‘Then there’s Haldayne at the US Consulate. He’d met Charters socially, and was keen to make money. As an aside, I’d guess that once he was involved, you were able to pressure Haldayne into helping persuade American companies to move here. Same goes for Robbie Mathieson – he had US connections in the computer industry.’
‘That’s slanderous,’ Sir Iain remarked, his smile unimpeachable.
‘Well, Haldayne’s been to your Royal Circus pied-à-terre plenty of times – we’ve got the parking tickets. You must have had something to talk about. Charters couldn’t have got away with it, not to the same extent, without a network of friends and people he bribed. Civil servants predominantly. I’ve been asking around, Sir Iain. Eight years ago, you weren’t nearly so high up the pecking order. But then you started a string of successes bringing new business into Scotland, and you started your ascent. And Ruthie Estate must have cost a bit. I wonder, did you buy that in the past eight years?
‘The whole thing worked brilliantly for a long time. Companies came and went, and sometimes their registration documents disappeared with them. Then the SDA became Scottish Enterprise, accounting procedures changed, and nobody was going to be looking back at old projects financed by a dead organisation. But Charters couldn’t stop, and one time he got sloppy, and was caught early on. He pled guilty, protecting his friends and making sure nothing would come out at a trial, and then Gillespie caught a glimpse of something, and it got him wondering. He started digging, and word got back to Charters.’ Rebus paused. ‘You told me once that you liked a bit of intrigue: how am I doing?’
Sir Iain just shrugged, looking bemused.
‘Well,’ said Rebus, ‘I’m just getting to the best bit. Now, who passed the word back to Charters? Because whoever did is partly to blame for Gillespie’s eventual murder. Gillespie had told his story to the Lord Provost – only natural that he’d tell somebody – but he never guessed the Lord Provost would go straight to Mathieson and tell him. But what else was he going to do? Mathieson is the biggest employer in his ward; the Lord Provost thought he’d warn him what was coming.’
‘You think Mathieson told Charters?’
‘Possibly. It could have been any of you.’
‘Us?’
‘You’re in it up to your cashmere scarf.’
‘Careful what you say, Inspector. Be very careful.’
‘Why? So I don’t get a knife in the guts?’
Hunter’s cheeks coloured. ‘That was . . .’ He swallowed back the rest.
‘Charters’ doing?’ Rebus guessed. ‘Well, someone had to tell Charters in the first place, and they did so knowing he’d do something about it, something they were scared to do themselves.’
Sir Iain’s eyes were watering, but it was from the breeze, not contrition.
‘What are you going to do, Inspector?’
‘I’m going to nail as many of you as I can.’
Finally Hunter turned to him. ‘Do you recall what I said to you that day on my estate? Jobs are at risk, lives are at risk.’ He sounded grotesquely sincere.
‘It’s all just policy to you, isn’t it?’ Rebus said. ‘No right and wrong, legal and illegal, no fair and corrupt, just politics.’
‘Listen to yourself, man,’ Sir Iain Hunter spat. ‘Who are you, some Old Testament prophet? What gives you the right to hold the scales?’ He dug the tip of his umbrella into the ground, and waited for his breathing to ease. ‘If you’d look into your heart, you’d see we’re not on opposite sides.’
‘But we are,’ Rebus said determinedly.
‘If this ever became public, there’d be more than a scandal – there’d be a crisis. Trust would be lost, overseas investors and corporations would turn away from Scotland. Don’t tell me you want that.’
Rebus thought of Aidan Dalgety, busying himself with an endless wall – his only answer to frustration and anger. ‘None of it’s worth a single human life,’ he said quietly.
‘I think it is,’ Hunter said. ‘I really do think it is.’
Rebus turned to walk away.
‘Inspector? I’d like you to talk with some people.’
It was the invitation Rebus had been waiting for. ‘When?’
‘Tonight if at all possible. I’ll phone you with the details.’
‘I’ll be at St Leonard’s till six,’ Rebus said, leaving the old man to his view.
But Rebus couldn’t face the police station, so went home instead.
And found, slowly but with growing confidence, that his flat had been broken into in his absence. It was a clean, meticulous job. There were no signs of forced entry, nothing had been taken, almost nothing looked out of place. But his books had been moved. He had them in what looked like unplanned towers, but were actually the order in which he’d bought them and intended to read them. One of the towers had been knocked over and put back up again out of order. His drawers had been closed, too, though he always left them open. And his record collection had been rifled – as if he could hide sacks of shredded paper inside album sleeves . . .
He sat down with a glass of whisky and tried not to think any thoughts. If he thought, he might not act. He might drop out, like Dalgety, and let them get on with it. He loathed Sir Iain Hunter for the way he used people. But then Paul Duggan used people too, if it came down to it. Kirstie, too, had used and abused her friends. Everybody used someone. The difference was, Sir Iain and his kind had everything – heart, soul, silver and gold – only nobody knew it, never even gave it a thought.
What was more, probably nobody cared.
His phone rang at seven.
‘I did try St Leonard’s,’ Sir Iain said. ‘They told me you’d not been back this afternoon.’
‘Don’t worry, your friends had left before I got back.’
‘I beg your pardon?’
‘Nothing, forget it. But hear this: Gillespie’s files are in a safe place, and I mean safe.’
‘You’re not making much sense, Inspector.’
‘Is that for the benefit of anyone listening in?’
‘I only called to remind you of our meeting. Nine tonight, would that suit?’
‘Let me just check my social calendar.’
‘You know Gyle Park West?’
‘I know it.’
‘The PanoTech factory. You’ll be expected at nine.’
PanoTech had won awards for the design of its Gyle Park West factory, with its automated shopfloor delivery system (a series of robot fork-lifts on a network of rails), and its bulbous shape with optimised interior light. The reception area was chrome and grey metal with a black rubberised floor.
There was a security guard on the desk, but Rebus was expected. As he walked through the automatic doors, an automatic voice telling him he was entering a ‘Positively No Smoking Zone’, he saw Sir Iain Hunter standing by a display case. There was a sheet over the case, but Sir Iain had lifted it, the better to inspect the model beneath.
‘The new LABarum building,’ he explained. ‘They’ll start construction in the spring.’ He turned to Rebus. ‘New jobs, Inspector.’
‘And another feather in your cap. What’ll it be this time – Lord Hunter of Ruthie?’
Sir Iain’s smile evaporated. ‘They’re waiting for us in the boardroom.’
They took a bright elevator to the third and top floor, and emerged into a compact hallway with three doors off. Sir Iain pressed four numbers on a wall console, and pushed open one of the doors. Inside, three men were waiting, standing by the window. A light airplane was taking off from Turnhouse, so close you could almost see the exhausted executives inside.
Rebus looked at Haldayne first, then at J Joseph Simpson, and finally at Robbie Mathieson. ‘The gang’s all here,’ he commented.
‘That’s a cheap shot.’ Mathieson came forward to take Rebus’s hand. He was wearing an expensive suit, but showed he’d put aside the day’s cares by having shed his tie and undone the top button of his shirt.
‘Good of you to come,’ he told Rebus, with what some people would have taken for sincerity.
‘Good of you to ask me,’ Rebus said, playing the game.
Mathieson waved a hand around the room. It had cream walls, some blown-up photos of computer chips, and a dozen framed awards for export, industry and achievement. There was a large oval table placed centrally, black like the floor. ‘I have this place swept for bugs once a week, Inspector. Industrial espionage is a constant threat. Unfortunately, this meeting was arranged at short notice . . .’
‘So?’
‘So I don’t have any of the relevant devices to hand. How can I be sure you’re not bugged?’
‘What do you want me to do?’
Mathieson tried to look embarrassed. It was just an act. ‘I’d like you to remove your clothes.’
‘Nobody said it was going to be that sort of party.’
Mathieson smiled, but angled his head, expecting compliance.
‘Anyone want to join me?’ Rebus said, removing his jacket.
Sir Iain Hunter laughed.
Rebus studied the four men as he stripped. Simpson looked the most ill at ease; probably because he was the least of the group. Haldayne had seated himself at the table and was toying with a fat chrome pen, as if already bored with proceedings. Mathieson stood by the window, averting his eyes from the disrobing. But Sir Iain stood fast and watched.
Rebus got down to underpants and socks.
‘Thank you,’ Mathieson said. ‘Please get dressed again, and I apologise for putting you through that.’ He was using his business voice, deep and confident, the American burr touched with Scots inflexions. ‘Let’s all sit down.’
Simpson hadn’t even reached his chair before he started blurting out that he didn’t know what he was doing here, it was all such a long time ago . . .
‘You’re here, Joe,’ Mathieson reminded him firmly, ‘because you broke the law of the land. We all did.’
Then he turned to Rebus.
‘Inspector, a long time ago, almost in another age, we all profited from enterprises set up and run by Derwood Charters. Now, the question in court would be: did we know at the time that those profits were being made by fraudulent means?’ He shrugged. ‘That’s a question for the lawyers, and you know how lawyers can be, especially with questions of corporate law. They might take years and several million pounds to come to their conclusions. A lot of time, a lot of money . . .’ He opened his palms wide, a showman with his spiel. ‘And for what? The fact of the matter is, some of those profits – illicitly gained – went to build this very factory, bringing jobs to hundreds, with spin-off benefits creating and sustaining hundreds, maybe thousands more. Including, as you told me yourself, a friend of yours. Now, in law, none of this would count for anything – quite rightly so. The law is a stern mistress, that’s what they say.’ A little smile. ‘But the law, I would argue, isn’t everything. There are considerations of a moral, ethical and economic order.’ He raised a finger to stress the point, then touched it to his lips. ‘Moral law, Inspector, is something else again. If bad money is used to good purpose, can it really be called bad money? If a child stole some apples, then went on to be a life-saving surgeon, would any court convict him of the original theft?’
Mathieson had prepared his lines well. Rebus tried not to listen, but his ears were working too well. Mathieson seemed to sense a change in him, and got up to walk around the table.
‘Now, Inspector, if you want to drag up ancient history, you must do so, but the consequences will rest on your conscience. They sure as hell won’t be on mine.’
Rebus wondered if it was possible that Mathieson had compiled a dossier on him, had people watch him, talk to acquaintances. No, those methods would not have told the essential truths, they wouldn’t have revealed the man to whom Mathieson was appealing so subtly and cleverly. It had to be more than that. It had to be instinct.
‘A murder has been committed,’ Rebus said.
Mathieson had been expecting this argument. ‘Not with the knowledge of anyone in this room,’ he said.
‘You’re saying it was Charters alone?’
Mathieson nodded, stroking his beard. Rebus wondered if he’d grown it in memory of Aidan Dalgety. ‘Derwood has most to lose,’ he was explaining. ‘He’s been in prison all these years, and if you make public what you know, he’ll stay there.’
‘But Gillespie was set up by someone he knew. He wouldn’t have been in that alley otherwise.’
‘Why not?’
‘Because he was scared.’
‘Then who was it?’ Mathieson asked.
‘I would guess Sir Iain,’ Rebus said. Four pairs of eyes fixed the Permanent Secretary. ‘Maybe Charters himself will tell us. As you say, he’s got most to lose. He might be all too willing to bargain down any extension to his sentence.’
‘This is preposterous,’ Hunter said, thumping the floor with his cane.
‘Is it?’ Rebus said. ‘You like guns, Sir Iain. You’ve got a whole room full of shotguns. What if I checked them against the records? Would they all be there, or would one be missing – the one you passed on to Shug McAnally?’ Rebus turned to Mathieson. ‘I want him. I want him tonight. The rest of you, maybe later.’
‘Hold on,’ Haldayne interrupted, ‘what evidence do you have? We’ve told you we don’t know any –’
‘Save your defence, Mr Haldayne. I know Sir Iain’s been controlling you all these years.’
Mathieson was shaking his head slowly. ‘It would be very unfortunate indeed if any of this leaked out. If you arrest Sir Iain, you’ll precipitate a media circus as well as political questions. Why can’t you just charge Charters?’
‘Because then you’d all be getting away with it.’
Mathieson looked frustrated. ‘Inspector, understand one thing: I don’t care about Sir Iain, I don’t care about anyone here tonight – including myself, if it comes down to it.’ His voice was rising the way it must have at other boardroom meetings, propelling him towards victory. ‘What I care about – more deeply than you would ever understand or believe – is PanoTech.’ Now the voice fell away. ‘LABarum will be a major expansion, Inspector. A new factory, new R and D unit, meaning more suppliers, contractors, a huge injection of hard cash and confidence into the local economy. But more than that, LABarum will be Europe’s Microsoft – Scotland will be producing its own software to install in the computers it manufactures.’
‘No wonder everyone wants you kept sweet.’
‘And you’re going to put all that in jeopardy over something that happened eight years ago and hurt no one at the time; no one but the taxpayer, who wouldn’t have known anyway how his or her money was being spent. A few million was a drop in the ocean, hardly even a ripple. Do you have any idea the scale of fraud being perpetrated in mainland Europe? A non-existent training scheme for airline pilots in Naples netted seventeen million pounds. Farm products and animals are shipped to and fro across borders, netting a subsidy every time. The EC has paid a billion pounds to have vineyards destroyed, yet there are more vines every year. The Greeks lop a branch off a vine and stick it in the ground so they’ll be paid for two. I repeat, a few million hurt no one.’
‘It hurt Aidan Dalgety.’
‘Aidan hurt himself. You didn’t know him then. He was becoming so erratic, he could have dragged the company down with him.’
‘It’s hurt other people since.’ Rebus thought of Kirstie, finding out her father was no icon. He thought of her plan, a plan they all thought they could get away with because her father wasn’t going to get his daughter back – they’d been bartering for the LABarum document, and for Kirstie’s knowledge of the whole affair . . . And Willie and Dixie had died.
‘I accept,’ Mathieson was saying, ‘that a man died. Derwood’s gone crazy, that’s what it comes down to.’
‘There’s one other consideration,’ said Sir Iain, who’d had time to recover. ‘As Mr Haldayne will acknowledge, two more US companies have seen the benefits of locating their European operations in Lothian. If my name, or Mr Haldayne’s, were to be bandied about . . .’ Hunter gave a modest shrug.
‘Well,’ Rebus said, ‘this is turning into a harder sell than a Costa del Sol time-share.’ He turned to Simpson. ‘What about you, Joe?’
Simpson nearly slid from his chair. ‘What about me?’
‘Do you have any properties to bargain with in this little game of moral “Monopoly”, or have you just picked up the Go-To-Jail card?’
‘I can’t go to jail! All I did was provide an accommodation address. It’s not illegal!’
‘Then why are you here?’ Rebus looked to Mathieson, whose lips twitched.
‘An offering,’ he said.
‘Hear that, Joe?’
Simpson had heard. He rose trembling to his feet.
‘You could always testify against them,’ Rebus told him.
‘With what?’ Haldayne said.
‘Mr Haldayne has a point, Inspector.’ Mathieson was sitting down again, in his big chief executive chair at the end of the table. Tables without corners were supposed to make everyone equal, but Mathieson’s chair was a leather throne. He looked and sounded completely unruffled by events thus far, while Rebus felt as if his head would explode.
Hundreds of jobs, spin-offs; happy, smiling faces. People like Salty Dougary, pride restored, given another chance. Did Rebus have the gall to think he could pronounce sentence on the future of people like that? People who wouldn’t care who got away with what, so long as they had a pay-cheque at the end of the month?
Gillespie had died, but Rebus knew these men hadn’t killed him, not directly. At the same time he hated them, hated their confidence and their indifference, hated their certainty that what they did was ‘for the good’. They knew the way the world worked; they knew who – or, rather, what – was in charge. It wasn’t the police or the politicians, it wasn’t anyone stupid enough to place themselves in the front line. It was secret, quiet men who got on with their work the world over, bribing where necessary, breaking the rules, but quietly, in the name of ‘progress’, in the name of the ‘system’.
Shug McAnally was dead, but no one was grieving: Tresa was spending his money, and having a good time with Maisie Finch. Audrey Gillespie, too, might start enjoying life for the first time in years, maybe with her lover. A man had died – cruelly and in terror – but he was all there was on Rebus’s side of the balance sheet. And on the other was everything else.
‘Well, Inspector?’ Mathieson could see something in Rebus’s eyes – a red light that had changed to amber. He rose from the throne. ‘Let’s have a drink.’
Rebus hadn’t noticed that the far wall was a series of recessed cupboards, their doors flush and handleless. Mathieson pushed the edge of one door and it opened automatically.
‘I hope malt whisky’s all right for everyone,’ Mathieson said, as lightly as if they’d just finished a few rubbers of bridge.
‘You don’t have a drop of gin?’ Joe Simpson squawked.
‘You’re right, Joe, I don’t.’
‘Then I’ll take whisky.’
‘Yes, Joe, you will.’
‘Inspector,’ Haldayne said in reasoned tones, ‘we’re in your hands. It’s your decision now.’
‘Let the man have a drink first,’ Mathieson chided.
Sir Iain was staring levelly at Rebus, his mouth a moral pout. There was a line from a song stuck in Rebus’s head, just when he least needed it: ‘you can’t always get what you want, but if you try some time, you’ll find you get what you need’.
I need a drink, he thought. And Robbie Mathieson – caring, smiling – brought him one.
‘You’re all right anyway,’ Rebus told Haldayne. ‘You’ll have diplomatic immunity, the Get-Out-Of-Jail-Free Card.’
Haldayne snorted his porcine laugh. ‘I’m also the only one here who lost five grand to Derwood Charters over Albavise.’
‘And you should have stayed out of it,’ Sir Iain snarled.
‘Hey,’ Haldayne said, light glinting from his glasses, ‘it worked in the past, didn’t it?’
‘You know, Inspector,’ Mathieson said, rising above all this, ‘any other policeman, any other public official, I might have been tempted to try offering a financial incentive.’
They all shut up to listen. Rebus sipped from his crystal tumbler.
‘But with you,’ Mathieson went on, ‘I think that might have the opposite effect from the one intended.’
‘And how much cash would I be worth to you, Mr Mathieson?’
‘To me, nothing. But if it were a question of saving PanoTech . . . Well, it wouldn’t be a matter of actual cash, of course. Cash is messy, and you wouldn’t want any problems with the Inland Revenue.’
‘Perish the thought.’
‘But a new house with its own grounds, a trust fund for a daughter, shares in a company which is going to do extraordinarily well in the next few years . . . And then there are less tangible rewards – but no less valuable for that: friends in the right places, help when needed, a word in the right ear come promotion time . . .’ Mathieson’s voice died away as he handed out the final drink – a very mean whisky for Joe Simpson – and took one for himself. He stood behind his throne, a plane droning in the night sky behind him.
‘A little bit of bribery, eh?’ Rebus commented.
Sir Iain Hunter sat forward. He looked like he was losing patience fast. He tapped his stick on the floor as he spoke. ‘Is it wrong,’ he said, ‘to bribe rich foreign companies to come to a depressed region? I’d say, Inspector, that morally speaking, anyone who did that would be in the right.’
‘Blackmail’s blackmail,’ Rebus said.
‘I disagree.’
‘And tell me, is nobody lining their own pockets?’
Sir Iain savoured his whisky. ‘There must needs be incentives,’ he said drily.
Rebus laughed. He felt a little looser after the drink. ‘Exactly. And all this love of country and duty to the workers stuff is just so much shite. Tell me, why did you bring the DCC and me together that day?’
Sir Iain twisted in his chair. ‘I saw how dangerous Charters had become. I wanted him stopped, but my position would not allow me to . . . I felt it best to point you in the right direction rather than leading you there.’
Rebus laughed again. ‘You old fraud. We were there to put the wind up Mathieson, to stop him even thinking about talking.’ He turned to Mathieson. ‘You were sweating like a pig in the killing pen.’ Then back to Sir Iain. ‘You used us the same way Charters used McAnally. And you’ve blackmailed Haldayne into helping bring firms here. What is it, is corruption part of the job description?’
Hunter said nothing. He was too angry to speak.
‘Answer me this. Charters had a client called Quinlon, a building contractor who’d made money illicitly through a deal with someone in the SDA. Charters shopped Quinlon to the authorities so they’d think more seriously about closing down the SDA. Now, you all knew Charters back then, didn’t you? You all knew that if the SDA disappeared, all accounts would be closed and the various frauds would remain undiscovered. So did you know about Quinlon?’ He looked at Sir Iain. ‘Did Charters maybe come to you with the story, and leave you to see that the right people heard about it?’
‘This is sheer paranoia,’ Sir Iain said. ‘I refuse to discuss it.’
‘OK, let’s try this – Charters made a couple of million through his paper companies. Enough to make a stint in jail worth while. That’s why he pled guilty. And when he gets out, the money’s waiting for him. You all know that, and you’re not going to do a thing about it. You know he’s a murderer, too, but you’ve kept quiet about that as well.’
‘Inspector,’ Haldayne said, ‘we’re not leeches.’
‘I know that – leeches are medicinal. You know something?’ He was talking to all of them now. ‘Tom Gillespie said something to me. He told me I was making a mistake. At the time, I took it as a threat, but it wasn’t – it was the literal truth. I thought because he had something to hide it must be something illicit. I was wrong about him all down the line; all he was was scared. He was terrified. Those last days of his life, all he felt was fear.’ And dear God, Rebus knew what that felt like.
‘Nobody’s mourning him!’ Sir Iain snapped.
Rebus turned to him. ‘Now how do you know that?’
‘What?’
‘He’s got a widow: you don’t think she’s in mourning?’
Sir Iain studied the handle of his cane. ‘I forgot,’ he said.
‘No, you didn’t,’ Rebus said quietly.
‘So, what’s it to be, Inspector?’ Mathieson himself was beginning to look impatient. He knew he had won the argument, but might still lose the fight. He had his glass half raised, ready for a toast if Rebus gave the right answer, the answer everybody wanted. ‘Just remember, if you want it, there’s a place for you.’
Rebus was still staring at Sir Iain Hunter. He finished his whisky in one go and put the glass down. With his hands on the table, he pushed himself upright out of the chair.
‘Here’s my answer, Mr Mathieson,’ he said.
He walked out without saying another word.
Because he hadn’t decided.
His pride wouldn’t let him kowtow to people like Hunter and Mathieson – they were men, not gods. And he hated people putting one over on him, which was exactly what would be happening if he gave in. But . . . but . . . He kept seeing those hundreds of faceless workers, driving to work in their new cars, or signing on in a sweltering dole office. One man’s life against thousands . . . It wasn’t fair, it shouldn’t be down to him to decide.
Well, what was stopping him taking it elsewhere? He drove into town along Corstorphine Road, past the office suite used by Mensung, and decided to drop into Torphichen Place. Davidson probably wouldn’t be there at this hour, but he could find out what was happening with Gillespie’s files.
The duty desk officer let him through the door. Rebus walked along the silent hall and up the stairs. The only person in the CID room was Rab Burns.
‘Hiya, John, what brings you here? The urbane conversation? The ersatz coffee?’
‘Bags of rubbish, to be precise.’
‘Eh?’
So Rebus explained, and Burns shook his head. ‘I don’t know anything about them.’
‘Maybe they were locked away at close of play.’
‘They’d be in the cupboard. Hold on, I’ll fetch the key.’ But there was nothing in the cupboard. ‘You don’t suppose they could have been thrown out by mistake?’
A shiver went across Rebus’s shoulders. ‘Mind if I use your phone?’ He punched in Davidson’s number and waited until the detective answered. ‘It’s me, where are the files?’
‘John, I was going to call you.’
‘Where are the files?’
‘Orders, John.’
‘What?’
‘They were requisitioned. I was going to tell you in the morning.’
‘Who was it?’
Davidson was a long time answering. ‘The DCC’s office.’
Rebus slammed down the receiver. Allan bloody Gunner! ‘Any idea of the DCC’s home number, Rab?’
‘Oh aye, we’re close friends like.’
Rebus’s look shut him up. They found the number on the Emergency roster. Rebus rang and waited and waited. A woman picked up the receiver. There was laughter in the background. A party, maybe a dinner party.
‘Mr Gunner, please.’
‘Who shall I say?’
‘Walt Disney.’
‘Pardon?’
Rebus was shaking with anger. ‘Just get him.’
A full minute later, Gunner lifted the receiver. ‘Who is this?’
‘It’s Rebus. What the fuck are you playing at?’
‘How dare you speak to me like that!’ The words were hissed, Gunner not wanting his guests in the other room to hear.
‘All right then. With respect, sir, what the fuck are you playing at?’
‘What do you mean?’
‘The Gillespie files, where are they?’
‘In the incinerator.’
And Gunner cut the connection. Rebus tried again, but the line was busy – the receiver had been left off the hook. Rebus grabbed the Emergency roster from Burns and looked down it for Gunner’s address.
‘You can borrow my computer if you like,’ Burns said.
‘What for?’
‘To write your letter of resignation.’
‘Rab,’ Rebus said to him, ‘you stole that line from me.’
Rebus gave the bell a good long ring. Gunner didn’t look surprised as he unlocked the door.
‘Come into the study,’ he said angrily.
As Rebus followed him, he heard the sounds of the dinner party. Instead of following Gunner into the study, he walked to a closed door and opened it.
‘Evening,’ he said. ‘Sorry to drag the host away, we’ll only be a minute.’
Then he smiled at the guests, closed the door again, and went into the study. Around the table had been seated the Lord Provost and his wife, the chief constable and his wife, and Gunner’s wife. There were two other place settings, one for Gunner himself.
‘Sir Iain couldn’t make it then?’ Rebus guessed.
Gunner closed the study door. ‘He’ll be joining us for coffee.’
‘Cosy.’
‘Look, Rebus –’
‘I had a little think on the way here, and something occurred to me. Here it is. McAnally wasn’t in Charters’ cell to get to the bottom of anything; he was there so you could be sure Charters was keeping his mouth shut. And you got proof of that, because Charters paid McAnally to scare off the councillor. It was a cover-up from the beginning, whether Flower knew that’s how you were playing it or not. You wanted the whole thing kept hidden, and now that you’ve burnt those papers, that’s the way it’ll stay.’
‘That’s up to you.’
Rebus shook his head. ‘No, I’m worthless. It’s up to people like you, and you’re not going to do a damned thing. You’re going to remain Hunter’s puppet, all the way to chief constable.’
The doorbell rang again, and Gunner walked out, returning with Sir Iain Hunter.
‘Well, Inspector,’ Hunter said, removing his topcoat, ‘you do seem to pop up everywhere.’ He slipped a hand into his pocket and pulled out a cassette. ‘It’s all there,’ he said, handing it to Gunner.
Rebus felt the floor move beneath him. ‘You were bugged?’ he said.
Hunter smiled. ‘Thank God he didn’t make us all strip.’
Rebus nodded. ‘I begin to get it.’
‘Sir Iain,’ Gunner said, ‘has been gathering evidence of an embarrassing scandal.’
‘A scandal,’ Rebus added, ‘that will conveniently lack one important name. I should’ve known the Scottish Office was involved from the start. I can’t see a prison governor, especially one like Big Jim Flett, covering up McAnally’s record on the say-so of the police alone. But the DCC backed up by the Permanent Secretary . . . well, that would be a different story. After all, the Scottish Office pulls the purse-strings.’ His eyes fixed on Hunter. ‘And a lot of other strings besides.’
‘Inspector Rebus,’ Hunter said coolly, ‘it is a fact of life that you simply can’t have the Permanent Secretary mixed up in anything unsavoury. For the good of the country, he must be protected.’
‘Even if he’s in it up to his eyeballs?’
‘Even then.’
‘This stinks,’ Rebus said. ‘What’s the tape? An insurance policy?’
‘I’m preparing a file,’ Gunner said. ‘Unofficially, and to be kept under lock and key.’
‘And if anything should happen to leak out in future . . .?’
‘The file will show,’ said Hunter, ‘that Charters and others acted unlawfully.’
‘To the extent of murder?’ Hunter nodded. ‘What about Mathieson? Will he be implicated?’ Rebus smiled. ‘Sorry, daft question. Of course he will. You’d sell everything to the court to save your own neck, you –’
‘Hypocrite?’ Hunter suggested. ‘Hypocrisy is acceptable if it is for the public good.’
‘You know,’ Gunner added, ‘I could have you booted off the force.’
‘I’d fight you all the way.’
Gunner smiled. ‘I know you would.’
Hunter touched Gunner’s arm. ‘We’ve kept your guests waiting long enough, Allan.’
Gunner’s eyes were still on Rebus. ‘Under normal circumstances, you’d be welcome to join us.’
‘I wouldn’t join you if you were coming apart at the seams.’
‘The stories I hear,’ Gunner said, ‘it’s you that’s been coming apart at the seams.’
‘Bear something in mind, Inspector,’ Hunter said, examining his cane. ‘You were at that meeting, too. You’re on the tape, listening to men confess their part in illegal acts. I didn’t hear you caution them, I didn’t hear you do anything much. If questions should ever be asked, they’ll be asked of you along with everyone else.’
‘I’ll see you to the door,’ the chief constable-in-waiting told Rebus.
John Rebus did what he had to do – went on a forty-eight-hour bender.
It wasn’t difficult in Edinburgh. Even in winter, without the benefit of extended summer opening hours, if you paced things right you could drink round the clock. It was all down to permutations of late-licence restaurants, casinos, and early-opening bars. You could always drink at home, of course, but that wasn’t what a bender was about. You could hardly do your bender justice when the only person around to listen to your stories was your own sour self.
Rebus didn’t worry about missing work. He’d been on benders before, after losing cases he’d tried desperately to win. Always he did it with the blessing of his superiors, who might even chip in towards expenses. He thought maybe he’d phoned the Farmer from some pub along the way, and maybe the Farmer had said something about Allan Gunner having okayed things. Hard to tell though, hard to remember.
Still harder to forget.
He’d grab an hour’s sleep, then be awake a couple of minutes at most before the knot was in his guts, reminding him of things he’d far rather forget.
Towards the close of the first day, he was in a bar on Lothian Road, and noticed Maisie and Tresa there, having a good time to themselves. They were at a table, and Rebus was at the bar. Pairs of men kept accosting them – to no avail. Then Maisie saw Rebus and got up, weaving towards him.
‘I see the period of mourning’s over,’ Rebus said.
She smiled. ‘Ach, Wee Shug was all right.’
‘Why don’t you tell me about it?’
Her eyes were only half open, heavy-lidded. ‘See,’ she began, ‘it wasn’t him I wanted, it was Tresa.’ She lit a cigarette for herself, using the onyx and gold lighter. ‘He came to see me the day he topped himself, told me what he was going to do. He gave me this lighter. Maybe he was looking for sympathy, or someone to talk him out of it. Daft bastard: he was doing just what I wanted. I wanted Tresa. I love her, really I do.’
Rebus remembered something she’d told him before, about Wee Shug: ‘He deserved what he got.’ He realised now that she hadn’t meant it vindictively; she’d meant he deserved whatever he was paid. She’d stuck him in prison, and he’d still come back to her, telling his story . . .
‘Was it rape?’ Rebus asked.
She shrugged. ‘Not really.’
He sucked on his cigarette. ‘Did you scream?’
Now she laughed. ‘The neighbours thought I did. They wanted to have heard it, otherwise there’d be no guilt. We Scots need a bit of guilt, don’t we? It gets us through the day.’
Then she planted a kiss on his cheek, and stood back to gaze at him, before making her way back to where Tresa McAnally sat waiting for her.
She was right about the guilt, he thought. But there was more to it – the neighbours hadn’t done anything at the time, and that was typically Edinburgh. People would rather not know, even if there was nothing there – they didn’t want to be told that their body (or their country) was rotten with cancer, but nor did they want to be told that it wasn’t. And in the end they just sat there, zugzwanged, while the likes of Charters and Sir Iain Hunter got on with another game entirely.
In the middle of the second day, in the same rancid clothes as the day before, wreathed in a fug of nicotine and whisky, and in possession of a hangover he was trying to drink away, he met Kirstie Kennedy. Maybe it was halfway down Leith Walk, or at the top of Easter Road. She was shorter than him, and wanted to whisper in his ear. She didn’t need to stand on tiptoe to do it – he stooped under the weight of his skull and shoulders.
‘You should get straight,’ she told him. ‘Killing yourself’s no answer.’
He recalled her words later, when more or less seated on a bench in what purported to be a bar on Darly Road. It had the dimensions and atmosphere of a bonded warehouse. He had just been speaking to the old thin man, the one who liked American history. Rebus had started to give him a history lesson which didn’t have much to do with Hopalong Cassidy, and the man shuffled off to another part of the bar, where Tartan Shoelaces stood protectively close to his erring wife Morag. Rebus had stood them all a couple of drinks when he’d come in.
Some young turks were playing pool, and Rebus tried to concentrate on their game, but found himself yawning noisily.
‘Not keeping you up, are we, pal?’ one of the players snarled.
‘Cut it out,’ the barmaid called to them. ‘He’s polis.’
‘He’s guttered, that’s what he is. Plain mortal.’
And then Kirstie’s words came back to him. You should get straight. Killing yourself’s no answer. Well, it depended what the question was. Get straight . . . straight, as in even. Someone sat down next to him. He tried turning his head to look at them.
‘Found you at last.’
‘Sammy?’
‘I got a phone call from somebody called Kirstie. She said she was worried.’
‘I’m fine. Nothing wrong with me.’
‘You’re a mess. What’s happened?’
‘The system, that’s what’s happened. You were right, Sammy. And I knew you were right, all the time I was saying you were wrong.’
She smiled at him. ‘Well, you were right, too. I shouldn’t have smuggled that note out for Derwood Charters.’
‘Don’t worry about it. Gerry Dip isn’t talking. We’ll pin him for the credit cards if nothing else. There’ll be no mention of Charters at the trial. You won’t be involved.’
‘But I am involved.’
Rebus shook his head. ‘Just keep your mouth quiet, that’s what everyone else is doing. Nothing’s going to happen.’
‘Is that what this is about?’
Rebus straightened his back. He didn’t like Sammy seeing him like this; that thought had only just struck him.
‘Look,’ he said, ‘whether you can put this behind you or not is down to you and your conscience. That’s what I’m saying.’ He got to his feet. ‘I’m going to clean up.’
He made it to the toilets. He didn’t want the pool players coming in for a ‘Dalry Discussion’, so wedged the door shut with paper towels while he stuck his head under the cold tap. He dried himself off, then was copiously sick into the bowl. Unjamming the door, he walked back into the bar.
‘Feeling better?’ Sammy asked him.
‘Ninety-five per cent to go,’ Rebus told her, taking her hand in his.
Who could he go to?
The Lord Advocate? Hardly: he was probably on pheasant-shooting terms with Hunter. He was the Establishment, and the Establishment would be protected at all costs. The chief constable? But he was retiring, and wouldn’t want anything to tarnish his last few months in office. The media perhaps, Mairie Henderson? It was the story of the year, except there was no proof. It would be the word of an embittered policeman against . . . well, everybody.
He’d spent time steeping in the bath at home, then showering. Sammy had made him drink a couple of litres of orange juice, and about a packet of ‘Resolve’.
‘I can’t forget what I did,’ she told him quietly.
‘Maybe you got my guilt complex along with my genes,’ he told her.
After Sammy had gone back to Patience’s, Rebus had called Gill Templer. He needed advice, he told her. They arranged to meet at her health club. She had a sauna and massage booked; they could talk in the bar after that.
There was a view from the bar’s first-floor window down on to a quiet New Town street. All around Rebus sat healthy people, tanned and smiling with good teeth and trim confidence. He knew he fitted in like a paedophile in a classroom. He had trashed his bender clothes, just trashed them, and was wearing the gear he’d bought for the trip to Sir Iain’s.
Gill came in and nodded towards him, then went to the bar and bought herself something non-alcoholic. Her skin glowed as she came over to his table. ‘You look rough,’ she said.
‘You should have seen me earlier. You could have sanded doors with me.’
She picked a sliver of orange out of her glass and sucked on it. ‘So what’s the big mystery?’
He told her the whole story. She started to look uncomfortable halfway through, the look changing by degrees to simple bemusement.
‘I’ll take another orange juice, if you’re buying,’ she said when he’d finished.
She needed time to think, so Rebus didn’t hurry the barman. But when he came back to the table, she still didn’t have anything to say.
‘See, Gill, what I need is the nod on a search warrant, so I can go into Gunner’s house and seize the file and the tape. We could get one from a JP – there are enough councillors left to choose from.’
Her face darkened. ‘Why me?’ she said.
‘Why not?’
‘How good do you think I’d come out of this? Do you think anyone would forget that I was the one who’d helped you?’
‘For Christ’s sake, Gill.’
Her voice softened. She stared into her drink. ‘Sorry I’m letting you down, John.’
‘They could crucify me if they wanted to.’
She stared at him. ‘They don’t want to. You don’t know, do you? You really don’t know.’
‘Know what?’
‘You’re going to be promoted to chief inspector. There’s an opening in Galashiels. It came down to the chief super from the DCC.’ She smiled. ‘You’re trying to arrange a search warrant for his house, and he’s busy giving you a hike up. How’s that going to look in court?’
‘It’s true,’ Chief Superintendent Watson confirmed.
Rebus was in the Farmer’s office, but not sitting. He couldn’t sit, couldn’t even stand at ease.
‘I don’t want it, I won’t accept it. That’s allowed, isn’t it?’
The Farmer made a pained face. ‘If you refuse, it’s a snub no one will forget. You might never get a second chance.’
‘I don’t mind snubbing Allan Gunner.’
‘John, Gunner didn’t recommend you for promotion, I did.’
‘What?’
‘Several months back.’
‘You did?’
‘Yes.’
‘Well, it’s a damned coincidence Gunner’s held off making a decision until now. Whose idea was Galashiels?’
‘It happens to be an opening.’
‘It happens to be in the middle of nowhere. I can see they’d need a chief inspector down there, what with the farming vendettas and the Saturday night punch-up.’
‘For once in your life, John, go easy on yourself, do yourself a favour. Stop beating yourself up like you’re the Salvation Army drum. Just . . .’ The Farmer shrugged.
‘Drums don’t beat themselves,’ Rebus said. He was staring at the Farmer’s computer, not listening any more. And then he started to smile, and looked at the Farmer. ‘OK,’ he said, ‘tell Gunner I’ll take it.’
‘Good.’
But the Farmer wasn’t as pleased as he’d expected he’d be. There was something going on, some motive he couldn’t fathom. It was so bloody typical of Rebus to make him feel like a win was a draw, a draw a defeat.
‘And, John,’ he said, standing up, stretching out his hand, ‘congratulations.’
Rebus stared at the hand but didn’t take it. ‘I didn’t say I was accepting the promotion, sir, I just said to tell Gunner I was.’
And with that he left the Farmer’s office.
Flower was on night-shift again.
Rebus didn’t know why or how Flower got so many night-shifts. Maybe because at night he was more likely to see a spot of trouble. Rebus looked like trouble as he strode towards his adversary’s desk, dragging a chair over and sitting astride it.
‘Done any good fire-raising lately?’
Flower just sneered.
‘Some good it did you,’ Rebus went on.
‘What?’
‘I don’t mean setting the bin on fire. I mean letting the DCC use your man McAnally like that. Whose idea was it to put him in Charters’ cell?’
‘What’s it to you?’
‘Humour me.’ Rebus offered Flower a cigarette. Flower took it warily, and even then laid it to one side.
‘All right,’ he said, ‘it was the DCC’s.’
‘That’s what I figured. And you went along with it. I mean, who wouldn’t? It meant the DCC owed you a favour – very handy that. But it didn’t work out.’
‘You’ve lost me.’
‘I mean, the DCC had a hidden agenda. He wanted to use your man to make sure Charters wasn’t talking, because some people on the outside were getting sweaty. Charters was protecting certain people, people like the head of PanoTech, and the Permanent Secretary at the Scottish Office. But a local councillor had started sniffing. Eventually, he would have talked to Charters – maybe he already had. That worried people, they needed to know how safe they were. As it turned out, Charters knew about the councillor and paid McAnally to give him a fright.’
‘Shite.’
‘Is it? Well, no matter.’ Rebus sucked on his cigarette. He’d got Flower thinking, but that process might take weeks. ‘Tell me,’ he said, ‘your friend the DCC, he didn’t even get you Lauderdale’s job. Didn’t that make you think?’
‘It was too soon. It would have looked suspicious.’
Rebus laughed, further discomfiting Flower. ‘Is that what he told you?’
‘Never you mind.’
‘Well, bonny lad, I’ve got news for you – the DCC’s just offered me promotion to chief inspector.’
‘Away to hell.’
Rebus just shrugged. Flower picked up the cigarette he’d been given and lit it. Then he called the Farmer at home. They had a bruising conversation during which Flower brought up everything from his years in the force (three more than Rebus) to his charitable works. When he finally put the phone down, he was shaking.
‘Know who you should phone now?’ Rebus suggested. ‘Your pal Allan Gunner. Ask him why me instead of you. Know what he’ll say? Well, he might not say it, but it’s the truth. He’s promoting me because I’m dangerous to him. I’m too dangerous for the usual demotion, so instead he’s offering a bribe. And you’re being left behind because he can afford to ignore you. That’s a simple fact.’
‘Why are you telling me this?’ Flower hissed.
‘Believe me, it’s not just for the thrill of seeing you squirm.’
‘Why then?’
Rebus leaned forward. ‘How,’ he asked confidentially, ‘would you like my promotion?’ Flower just sneered. It hurt Rebus to say what he was saying, but he tried not to let that show. He would sacrifice this and much more for a single, risky shot at his quarry. Above all, though, he wouldn’t tell Flower about the move to Galashiels that went along with it . . . ‘I mean it,’ he said.
Flower saw with deep amazement that he did. ‘What do I have to do?’
Winter mornings could sap you of good intentions and foolhardy schemes. Rebus and Flower wanted to be in their separate beds, tucked beneath a nice heavy woman, but instead were sitting in Rebus’s car, across the street from Allan Gunner’s house. It was still dark. A milk van passed, and a bread van, and a few bleak souls on their way to catch the first bus of the day.
‘So this is morning,’ Flower said.
‘Not a pretty sight, is it?’
‘You think this will work?’
‘Have faith.’ Rebus looked towards the house. ‘He’s up.’
Flower peered out through the windscreen. A light had come on upstairs in the Gunner household.
‘We’ll give him five minutes,’ said Rebus.
But only two minutes later, the downstairs lights came on.
‘Could be the wife,’ Flower suggested, ‘cooking a hearty breakfast for her deserving husband.’
‘Have you ever heard the phrase “New Man”?’
‘It’s a shop, isn’t it? What do you reckon, a couple more minutes? Let him get his feet under the breakfast table?’
‘My legs are blocks of ice,’ Rebus said, opening the car door. ‘Let’s do it now.’
They rang the doorbell, and heard Gunner’s voice calling, ‘I’ll get it!’ Then the door opened, revealing the deputy chief constable in shirt but not yet necktie or cufflinks, a mug of coffee in his hand. He took a step back into the hall.
‘What the hell are you doing here?’
‘Canvassing for the Natural Law Party,’ Rebus said, stepping into the centrally heated house.
Gunner ran upstairs to have a word with his wife, and Rebus and Flower walked uninvited into the kitchen. Smoke was pouring from the electric grill. Flower lifted the grill-pan out and blew on the cremated bread. ‘New Man, eh?’
Rebus switched the kettle back on and lifted two mugs from the draining-board. He was unscrewing the lid from the coffee-jar when Gunner returned. Gunner snatched the jar from him.
‘Christ, you’ve got some gall.’ He switched the kettle off. ‘Why are you here?’ He checked his watch, saw he hadn’t put it on yet, and glanced instead at the wall-clock. ‘Half a minute, then you’re on your way.’
‘We want the file you’ve compiled,’ Rebus said, ‘and the tape Sir Iain made. I think that’ll do for now.’
Gunner looked to Flower. ‘He’s roped you in, eh? You must be mad. I could have you both up before the chief constable.’
‘We’d like nothing better,’ Flower said. He threw the remains of the toast into the bin. ‘You lied to me.’
‘If we don’t get the file and the tape,’ Rebus said, ‘we take it further anyway. We’re going to kick up such a stink, you’ll think your drains have backed up. It’ll be everywhere, believe me. There won’t be enough clothes-pegs to go round.’
‘You are mad. I’m not going to give you anything.’
‘We’ll start with the chief constable and the newspapers.’
Gunner folded his arms. ‘Be my guests. You’ve just dug yourselves a very deep hole.’
‘Holes have their uses,’ Rebus said, ‘when the bullets start to fly.’
‘Get out!’ Gunner snarled.
They got out.
‘Think we were too obliging?’ Flower muttered as they walked back down the path. ‘We could have been harder on him.’
‘It went fine. It’s down to him now. Is he watching?’
Flower glanced back. ‘Bedroom window.’
‘Right.’
They walked to Rebus’s car, got in and drove off.
A hundred yards along the road, Rebus stopped long enough to let Flower out. Flower’s own car was parked there, and he got into it quickly. Rebus checked in his rearview, but Gunner hadn’t come out of the house to check their departure, not on a morning like this. He drove on, went around the block, and ended up on the other side of Gunner’s house.
They daren’t trust to police frequencies, so had borrowed a couple of on-line cellular phones from a dealer who’d owed Rebus a favour. Rebus’s phone rang, and he picked it up.
‘Any sign of him?’ Flower said.
‘Not yet.’
‘Maybe he’s on the mark-two toast.’
‘I don’t think he’ll have much of an appetite.’
It was five minutes more before Rebus heard a door bang shut. Then Gunner’s gate opened. His Rover 800 was directly outside, and he unlocked it, got in, and started the engine.
‘Bingo,’ said Rebus.
‘Has he anything with him?’
‘A briefcase.’
‘Well, here’s hoping.’
Rebus had parked away from the street-lighting, and was careful not to start his engine until Gunner was already on the move. Smoke billowed from his exhaust, hanging in the sub-zero air. Gunner’s back windscreen was frosted over, and he hadn’t taken time to scrape it.
‘Fall in behind me,’ Rebus told Flower, just before passing his stationary car.
Soon they joined a slow-moving stream of commuter traffic heading into town. The Rover’s rear de-mister had taken care of the frost. When they came to a section of dual carriageway, Flower overtook Rebus.
‘Where’s he headed?’
‘Not to work,’ Rebus said. ‘Not this way.’
They’d discussed routes he might take, places he might go. Princes Street hadn’t figured in their calculations. There was light in the sky now, a deep bruise hanging over the Castle and the Old Town. Rebus’s heater wasn’t working properly – it only did that in the summer – and he curled his toes inside his shoes.
‘He’s signalling,’ Flower said. ‘Turning left on to Waverley Bridge. Maybe he’s got a train to catch.’
Rebus thought he knew. ‘No, but he’s headed for the station.’
A long line of black taxis crept up from the subterranean concourse of Waverley Station, waiting their turn to take the commuters to business appointments and power breakfasts. They headed past the taxis, down the steep slope until they were underground. Gunner drove past the pick-up/drop-off point, and looked for a moment as if he was going to head up the exit ramp and back on to Waverley Bridge. But he took a left instead, and found a parking bay towards the back of the station.
‘Find yourself a space,’ Rebus told Flower, ‘and follow on foot.’
‘What if he sees me?’
‘Get on to the platform, walk down it.’
‘What if he goes on to the platform?’
‘He hasn’t come here for the trains. Hey, and take your phone with you.’
Rebus parked and headed round the other side of the concourse, anti-clockwise to Gunner’s clockwise. He managed a light jog, as if he was fighting a tight schedule. He walked down a platform towards the rear of the station, the telephone up to his face, as much for camouflage as anything.
‘Oh, yes,’ Flower said. And then Rebus was in position. In the distance, he could see Flower, and halfway between them Allan Gunner. He was where Rebus had guessed he’d be – at the Left Luggage counter. Rebus stood half-hidden by a billboard advertising industrial space to let. The irony wasn’t lost on him as he watched Gunner hand over the briefcase and accept a ticket. When Gunner headed back the way he’d come, Rebus came from around the advertising hoarding and walked briskly towards Left Luggage, just in time to see the employee place the case on a rack right at the front.
‘Well?’ Flower said.
‘Let him go.’
‘Is it there?’
‘Sweet as a nut, Flower. Sweet as a nut.’
Rico Briggs took some persuading.
Between them, in their many and various ways, Rebus and Flower were expert at the art of persuasion. Well, hadn’t they panicked – persuaded – Gunner into getting rid of the evidence? If he’d had time to think, if it hadn’t been early morning, he might have thought of a better hiding place. Left Luggage was a stop-gap – he just didn’t want the stuff in his house. Rebus had read him just right, and in fact a Left Luggage office wasn’t bad, not as a stop-gap.
Rebus and Flower took turns keeping the office under surveillance. Surveillance was easy in a railway station: there were so many people just hanging around. They didn’t want Gunner coming back and lifting the case without them knowing, though Rebus’s guess was that it would stay there overnight. Gunner would work the day like any other, then go home and think about it, maybe make a few telephone calls – calls he wouldn’t want to make from his own office. With the briefcase and its contents out of the way, he’d feel more confident. He’d want to use that time to think things through.
So the briefcase would be there overnight.
Rebus called Rico and got him to come down to the station. They met in the bar. Rebus had already consumed too much coffee and junk food, and the smell of stale alcohol in the bar almost did for him. The bar smelt the way bars always did at the start of a new day’s business – of the previous day, of accumulation; too much smoke and spilt beer.
‘Pint of lager,’ Rico told the barman. The barman tried not to stare too hard at his customer’s tattooed cheeks. Rico gave them a brisk rub while his drink was poured. When he saw there was a gaming machine in the bar, he walked over to it and fed in some coins. Rebus paid for the drink and carried it over to Rico. He had his cellphone in his free hand. I look like a businessman on the way down, he thought.
Maybe he was, at that.
Rebus explained the situation to Rico while Rico played the machine. When Rico ran out of coins, Rebus gave him more. Then his cellphone beeped.
‘What does he say?’ Flower asked.
‘So far, he says no.’
‘Let me talk to him.’
So Rebus relieved Flower. He let twenty minutes pass, then phoned the bar.
‘Well?’
‘He’s just about cleaned me out of money,’ Flower reported. And in the end it was the gaming machine that was the real persuader. It persuaded Rico to borrow money from Flower – real money – and suddenly Rico owed the policeman twenty pounds.
For the promise of more money, and a clean slate on his debt, Rico said he’d meet them at one in the morning.
Which was only thirteen hours away . . .
Rebus and Flower spent the rest of the day watching Left Luggage, reading newspapers and magazines purchased from the station stall, eating overpriced sandwiches, drinking weak coffee, and generally learning a lot about the life of a mainline railway station.
The security cameras bothered Rebus, so he paid a visit to ScotRail’s security office and spoke to the staff, on the pretext of alerting them to a gang of pickpockets just up from Newcastle. It was warm in the security chief’s office, and the man was ex-CID, friendly. They traded stories, Rebus asked for a tour. Which was how he saw everything would be all right. The camera trained on Left Luggage was hazy, distant: they’d see anyone going in, but they wouldn’t get a good description. This was very much to Rico’s advantage.
Besides, no one watched after midnight. The camera would record, but that was all.
The station was locked overnight, but still open at one o’clock. There were weird night trains to deal with, freight-haulers, a sleeper bound for London. Rebus thought he’d probably caught something, he kept shivering at his core. He didn’t think it could just be nerves.
True to his word, but ten minutes late, Rico turned up.
‘I brought some balaclavas,’ he said.
‘We won’t need them.’ Rebus explained about the cameras. They’d taken their cars into Cockburn Street, parked them there. They had a quick discussion as they walked down Platform One towards Left Luggage. Rico had checked the office out earlier, and now carried the tools he needed, tiny picklocks which reminded Rebus of dental instruments. Instinctively, his tongue sought the hole, but there was no hole there, Dr Keene had seen to that.
It took Rico a very long minute, but at last they were in.
With the shutters down, the place was in utter darkness, but Rebus had a couple of torches and handed one to Flower.
‘Keep listening at the door, Rico,’ he ordered. Then they went to work.
There wasn’t much luggage to choose from, and the briefcase was just where Rebus knew it would be. Locked, but that didn’t matter. He lifted it up and walked to the door.
‘Here, Rico, see what you can do with this.’
He stood with his torch pointed at the case, while Rico brought out his picklocks. Flower, meantime, was moving luggage around, switching tags.
‘What the hell are you doing?’ Rebus hissed.
‘Maximising confusion.’
‘Well stop it. Put everything back. We don’t want anyone knowing we’ve been in here.’
Rico made a clucking sound with his tongue. They switched the torches off and stood very still in the darkness, listening. Slow footsteps, coming nearer. A whistled pop tune. Rico rested his weight against the door. Someone tried the door, pushing it a couple of times. Then the shutters jumped a quarter-inch and fell back, then jumped again. If someone shone a torch through the crack, they’d see Flower standing not three feet from them like the last dummy in the shop window. The shutters clattered down again. The footsteps moved away.
Rebus started breathing again.
‘I’m glad I thought to wear my brown underwear,’ Rico whispered. Rebus shone the light back down on to the briefcase, and Rico tried the locks. They flipped open against his fingers.
Rebus lifted the lid of the case. Inside was a single fat document file and an audio cassette. Rebus lifted both out and instructed Rico to lock the case again.
‘Is that it?’ Flower said.
It took Rebus half a paragraph to be sure, then he smiled and nodded. He placed the evidence in a carrier-bag, put the case back on its shelf, and wiped it clean with the sleeve of his jacket. Rico was looking around at the other bags and cases.
‘No way,’ Rebus said, coming to wipe the door where Rico had held it shut. ‘And don’t even think of coming back here on your own, understand?’
They relocked the door behind them, and walked up the slope just before the gates were closed for the night.
Rebus couldn’t sleep.
He sat in his chair smoking a cigarette, reading the file the DCC had prepared – maybe ‘crafted’ was a better word. He’d done a good job of making it look so thorough while leaving so much out. He played part of the tape, using headphones so he could turn the volume up. Sir Iain was right about one thing – any lawyer listening to the tape would think that the police officer present hadn’t done very much. Rebus found that his hand was shaking. He hadn’t had a drink all day, and didn’t especially want one now. He was just a bit scared, that was all. He wasn’t sure he had enough, even now . . . especially now.
Then he thought of something, something he’d almost persuaded himself to forget, and reached for the phonebook, finding the page, running his finger down the names, then along to a particular address. A flat on Dublin Street.
It was past three o’clock when Rebus got there, the streets dead, not even any taxis rippling over the setts. Rebus pressed the buzzer and waited, then pressed it again. Then a third time, keeping his finger on it this time.
The intercom crackled into life. ‘What? What?’
‘Mr McAllister?’ Rebus inquired, as if it was the middle of the day.
‘Yes?’
‘It’s Inspector Rebus. If you’re alone, I’d like to come up for a word.’
Rory McAllister was half dressed and less than half awake. He was on his own.
Rebus walked around the spacious living room, admiring the ornaments and books, while McAllister made them both a cup of coffee.
Then they sat down opposite one another. McAllister rubbed at his eyes and yawned.
‘So what is it, Inspector?’
Rebus put his mug down on the polished wooden floor. ‘Well, it’s just this, sir. That day we met for lunch, you were . . . well, how can I put it? It struck me afterwards that you were too enthusiastic, too willing to talk. Then I saw you going to see Audrey Gillespie and . . . well, I started thinking.’
McAllister tried to hide behind his steaming mug. ‘About what?’
‘You don’t deny you went to see Mrs Gillespie?’
‘Not at all. I know her, of course. I met her husband several times, professionally and socially. Mrs Gillespie accompanied her husband on those social occasions.’
Rebus nodded. ‘And the other occasions – there’s interaction between the district council and the Scottish Office?’
‘Of course, and both Councillor Gillespie and myself worked on an industry remit.’
‘Mmm,’ Rebus said. ‘And did the councillor know you were seeing his wife behind his back?’
‘Now hang on –’
‘Let me finish. You see, Mr McAllister, all this stuff Tom Gillespie found out, is it possible he could have gleaned so much unaided? Someone had to be passing him the information, perhaps anonymously.’
‘You’ve lost me.’
‘Never mind, you’ll catch up. I think you found out about Mensung and PanoTech and Charters’ other scams. Sir Iain trusted you, had you pegged as a possible successor. Maybe he had you go into Mensung to make sure there was nothing that could come to light.’ Rebus stood up. ‘Now, here’s where it gets interesting. Because you either passed the information on so you could scupper Sir Iain – in other words, for the public good. Or you did it to keep Gillespie busy and out of the way while you enjoyed a fling with his wife – which might be called the private good. Either way, I think you did it.’
‘And you were generous enough to drag me out of bed in the middle of the night to let me know your suspicions?’ McAllister sat back in his chair, hands pressed to his chin as if in prayer.
‘I came here,’ Rebus said, ‘because if you did it only to smooth your affair with Audrey Gillespie, then I’m sunk. Whereas, if you really did want to get at Sir Iain, then we could be of use to one another.’
McAllister looked up and frowned. ‘How?’
So Rebus sat down again and told him.
It was Sir Iain he wanted. He’d cancelled out all the other numbers in the equation, except Charters and Sir Iain. And Sir Iain was one possible route to Derry Charters. Rebus wanted him. He wanted him because people like Sir Iain Hunter were always in the right, even when they were wrong. Sir Iain lived and worked by the same ground rules a lot of villains swore by. He was selfish without appearing to be, full of arguments and self-justifications. He espoused the public good, but lined his pockets with the public’s money. He wasn’t so very different from the likes of Paul Duggan. If Rebus tried hard enough, he found he could blame Sir Iain for the fates of Willie Coyle and Dixie Taylor. Kirstie had run away from home because her father had been shown the city’s corrupt heart, and wasn’t going to do anything about it. But the heart was artificial, and Sir Iain Hunter was working the bellows.
When Rebus climbed the stairs to his flat, he found someone huddled in his doorway. It was Sammy. His hand on her shoulder woke her up, and she sprang to her feet.
‘What’s happened?’ he asked.
‘I’ve been phoning you all day. I was worried about you.’ There were dried tearstains down both her cheeks. ‘I thought I’d wait for you here.’
He let her in. She looked around the living room and saw the duvet on the chair. ‘Is this where you sleep?’
‘Some nights,’ Rebus said, lighting the fire.
‘You can’t get much rest there.’
‘It’s all right. Do you want anything to drink?’ She shook her head.
‘Are you all right?’ she asked.
He puffed out his cheeks, then exhaled. ‘I think so, just about.’ He sank into his chair. ‘I’m a bit scared, that’s all. I’m going to do something tomorrow; it may not turn out the way I want.’
‘One reason I wanted to see you,’ she began. ‘I can’t get it out of my mind, that note . . . and what happened. I thought maybe if you could tell me the story, it would help.’
Rebus smiled. ‘It’s not exactly a bedtime story.’
His daughter had curled up in front of the fire, and held a cushion against her chest. ‘Tell me anyway,’ she said.
So Rebus told her, leaving nothing out – it was no less than she deserved. And afterwards, she fell asleep still clutching the cushion. Rebus placed the duvet over her, turned the fire down low, and sat down in his chair again, tears falling so softly that he knew he wouldn’t wake her.
He was wearing his best suit.
Flower had phoned first thing to say he wasn’t going. He didn’t explain, didn’t need to. Rebus didn’t need any more from him. Flower was thinking tactically: if it all went wrong – as it well might – Flower would be in the foxhole. He still had Rebus’s promise: chief inspector. If it all worked out.
Sammy had helped him with his grooming. He hadn’t had much sleep, but he didn’t look too bad considering, and the suit definitely helped.
‘Patience chose it for me,’ he told his daughter.
‘She has good taste,’ Sammy agreed.
He phoned first, stressing secrecy and urgency. There were problems, but finally he was given fifteen minutes in the mid-morning. Fifteen precious minutes. He had a bit of time to kill, so paced the flat, emptied the jar and put it back under the radiator, found his dental appointment card and tore it up.
Sammy gave him a good luck kiss as he left the flat.
‘We’re not so very different,’ she told him.
‘Like father and daughter,’ he said, returning the kiss.
He parked at the front of St Andrew’s House, and a guard came out and told him he couldn’t do that. Rebus showed his warrant card, but the guard was adamant, and directed him to the visitors’ parking.
‘Tell me,’ Rebus said, ‘if I was Sir Iain Hunter, would I still have to move the car?’
‘No,’ said the guard, ‘that would be different.’
And Rebus smiled, feeling a little of the tension leaving him. The man was right: that would be different.
He walked up the steps to the building. Close up, it didn’t look so much like a power station or the Reichstag. He was signed in at the desk and given a visitor’s pass. Security had to check the contents of his bag – just some papers and a cassette. Someone came down to escort him upstairs, where he was passed on to someone else who took him to a secretary’s office. On the way, in a short narrow corridor, his escort nearly bumped into Sir Iain Hunter. She apologised, but Sir Iain wasn’t paying her any attention. Rebus winked at him and smiled as he passed. He didn’t look back, but he could feel the eyes boring into him, right between the shoulder-blades.
This, he thought, is for Willie and Dixie, and for Tom Gillespie. And for everyone who doesn’t know the way the system works, the way it makes room for lying and cheating and stealing.
But he knew, above all, that he was doing it for himself.
There was no secretary in the secretary’s office, just Rory McAllister, looking very ill-at-ease but there, as he’d promised. Rebus found another wink to spare. Then the secretary came in and ushered them into an ante-chamber. She knocked on the door in front of them and opened it.
He’d joked with the security man about the contents of his bag – ‘I’d hardly be carrying a bomb in a Spar carrier-bag’ – but now he walked into the room with the booby-trap tucked under his arm.
‘Good of you to find time to see us, sir.’
He meant it, too. Dugald Niven, Secretary of State for Scotland, had a busy schedule. Rebus was sure it would go ahead as usual, no matter what.
Grateful thanks to: Ronnie Mackintosh, for helping me with my inquiries; Councillor Devin Scobie, for steering me through local government; John Mathieson, Staff Training Officer, HM Prison Edinburgh, for his advice; The Scottish Office, especially the Publications Department, New St Andrew’s House; staff of Edinburgh City Chambers; staff of LEEL and Scottish Enterprise; staff of Edinburgh Central Lending Library and the Scottish National Library; Jon for the sofa; and the usual nod to everyone at the Oxford Bar.
All inaccuracies are, of course, my own.
The lines quoted by Mrs Kennedy are from The New Testament in Scots, translated by W. L. Lorimer (Penguin, 1985).
Discussion points for Let It Bleed
‘Rebus looked out of the window. It had started snowing. “Weather like this,” he said, “there’s never much trouble in Edinburgh, trust me.”’ To what extent should the reader trust Rebus?
The silent actions of the two youths who died suggest to Rebus ‘something fatalistic; something agreed between them’. What does Rebus feel in response? Could it be said that he’s so interested in these and other suicides generally because, aside from the very different motivations of murderers from suicides, he plays with his own well-being through the precarious way he looks after himself? Has he ever contemplated suicide himself?
Referring to the Rolling Stones, Rebus thinks, ‘What a shambles the band were, yet sometimes they could get it so right that it hurt.’ Could the same be said of Rebus’s police work?
Daughter Sammy is now back from London and living with Patience Aitken. How does this make Rebus behave? And how does Sammy’s involvement with SWEEP further affect her relationship with her father?
Rebus is ordered to take some time off. How does Ian Rankin detail his response? What happens to Rebus’s ‘Protestant work ethic’?
What lesson does Rebus learn at the hands of Rico Briggs? Why don’t Wee Shug’s actions in the surgery make sense to Rebus?
How lucky is Lucky?
Rebus feels that this case draws on connections and coincidences. Could the same be said for Ian Rankin’s intricate plotting in Let It Bleed?
‘That’s your problem, Inspector – you’re selfish, no other word for it. I think you know damned well that these obsessions of yours end up damaging everyone around you, friend, foe and civilians alike.’ Do these words from the Farmer strike a chord with Rebus, or does he brush them aside?
Ian Rankin says that in some ways Let It Bleed is a return to the Scotland of his second novel, Hide & Seek. Would you agree?
Does Let It Bleed, as Ian Rankin claims, ‘celebrate our national relationship with alcohol’? If so, what is the reader supposed to make of Rebus’s signs of alcoholism? Why does he believe he drinks? And what does Rebus actually feel about his excessive drinking?
Is much of what Rebus discovers really a crime, or could it be considered instead just a sharp way of doing business?
The US edition has a different ending that ties up some of the loose ends, although this alternative dénouement isn’t offered here. What are the loose ends left hanging? And do they worry the reader?
Contents
O would, ere I had seen the day
That treason thus could sell us,
My auld grey head had lien in clay,
Wi’ Bruce and loyal Wallace!
But pith and power, till my last hour,
I’ll mak’ this decleration;
We’re bought and sold for English gold –
Such a parcel of rogues in a nation.
Robert Burns,
‘Fareweel to a’ Our Scottish Fame’
If you have the Stones . . . to say I can rewrite history to my own specifications, you can get away with it.
James Ellroy
(Capitalisation the author’s own)
Late December 1996. After six years in France, I was back living in Edinburgh, renting a house. Problem was, the owners, who lived most of the year in London, needed it for Christmas. As a result, we were temporarily homeless. We’d spent Christmas itself with my wife’s family in Belfast, and were spending New Year with friends in Cambridge. An aunt in Bradford could put us up for a few days, as could my nephew in Lincolnshire. After Bradford, we dropped in on friends near York. It was while resting at their house that I read in The Times a teaser for a book review. It went something along the lines of ‘the best crime novel of 1997 has already been written – discover its identity next week’. My latest book was due for publication towards the end of January, so I kept my fingers crossed and bought The Times on the appointed day.
The reviewer was Marcel Berlins; sure enough, the novel he had flagged up was Black & Blue.
He wasn’t wrong, either – when November came round, my eighth Inspector Rebus adventure picked up the Gold Dagger Award for the best crime novel published in 1997. It went on to be shortlisted for the American equivalent, the Edgar (named after Edgar Allan Poe – I lost out to James Lee Burke), and also won Denmark’s Palle Rosenkrantz Prize. Eventually it would end up on the school syllabus in Scotland, and a lecturer at St Andrews University would publish a book-length critique of its themes.
So what the hell is it that made Black & Blue so different from my previous efforts?
Well, for one thing, the book looked different. My publishers, Orion, had found a spooky photo of some trees, and had added a new, bold typeface to the cover, making Black & Blue look more than a crime novel. They were also prepared to put some muscle into promoting the book, with posters and advertisements. But more than this, to my mind the book was simply bigger and better than my previous work: I felt I’d served my apprenticeship. It was as if all the previous Rebus novels had been leading to this. I would no longer confine my detective to Edinburgh and its environs. He would visit Glasgow, Aberdeen, Shetland – even an oil installation hundreds of miles out in the unforgiving North Sea. Oil would be a theme of the book, allowing me to examine Scotland’s industrial decline and reshaping. Difficult to discuss oil without bringing politics into the equation, so the book would be political too. And Rebus would swell in stature. I would put his reputation, career and life on the line. I’d have intertwined narratives, with various sub-plots dodging in and out of the main story.
And I would do all this while using as my backdrop a series of real-life unsolved murders from thirty years before – and bringing that killer into the books as a character. Almost a decade on, I still think this an audacious ploy. And Bible John has yet to sue me for libel.
Yet the book itself kicked off with a bottle or three of wine and a friend from Australia . . .
The friend’s name was Lorna. She’d been at university with me in Edinburgh, and we’d stayed in touch. She was living in the Antipodes, working as a teacher, but made occasional trips back to Europe to visit her family. And she came to stay with us for a week at our rural hovel in south-west France. One night, after a big meal and all that wine, we settled down on the sofa and she told me a story. It was something that had happened to her brother. He’d been working on an oil platform, and had returned to Edinburgh for some R&R. Met these two guys in a pub and they said they were heading to a party. He could go with them if he liked. But when they arrived at the abandoned flat . . . well, he started to sober up fast. Not fast enough, though. They tied him to a chair, taped a plastic bag over his head . . . and walked out. Eventually he was able to rip his hands free, tear the bag open, and run gasping to the nearest police station. The cops accompanied him back to the abandoned tenement flat, but couldn’t explain what had happened. He hadn’t been robbed; the modus operandi was new to the officers; there was no motive for the assault . . .
Lorna just shrugged, tipping the dregs of the bottle into her glass. ‘And that’s the story,’ she said. But I knew it wasn’t: it was only the beginning of a story. The tale gnawed away at me. I needed to know why it had happened. I needed to give the incident some closure. And if that meant composing a five-hundred-page novel around it, so be it. I had my first chapter, after all. (Though I never did find out what Lorna’s brother thought of his fictional equivalent . . .)
As I was writing it, the book went through a number of working titles, including The Whispering Rain and Dead Crude (both of which became chapter titles instead). I’d managed to find time for a research trip back to Scotland, taking in Aberdeen but not Shetland. For the Shetland scenes, I had recourse to guide books. I also didn’t get to make a helicopter flight to an oil rig, but found the next best thing in an Aberdonian author called Bill Kirton, who had worked in that field and was able to furnish me with as much detail as I needed to make Rebus’s trip on a ‘paraffin budgie’ realistic. Oil companies were generous in the amount of promotional literature they sent me, perhaps slow to realise that I was unlikely to be singing their praises in what was to be, after all, a crime novel. I’d grown up in a coal-mining town, where coal itself had been referred to as ‘black diamonds’. Oil was sometimes called ‘black gold’, and to get across this sense of the importance of the industry, I decided I needed a final title with the word ‘black’ in it. Well, my previous novel, Let It Bleed, had used the title of a Rolling Stones album, and it so happened they had another called Black & Blue: black for oil; blue for the cops (the ‘boys in blue’ of popular lore). Rebus would take at least one beating in the course of the book, too, leaving him black and blue all over.
I had my title.
One further ingredient, however, had been missing from my work up until this point – anger. My son Kit had come into the world in July 1994. There’d been no sign of any problems during Miranda’s pregnancy. But when he was three months old, we began to wonder why he didn’t move around much. At six months, our local GP in France was concerned too, and at around the age of nine months we knew Kit had some serious problems. There were long twice-weekly drives to the nearest children’s hospital for tests, and longer drives still to the main paediatric facility in Bordeaux. My French was never as good as Miranda’s. I would drive home full of questions, frustrated by my inability to use language properly, fired up at the joke God seemed to be playing on us. And I would climb the rickety wooden ladder which took me through the trapdoor and into the cobwebbed attic of our old farmhouse. Nothing up there but a computer and some maps and photos of Edinburgh. I would sit down and try to get back into the book I was writing – the book which would eventually become Black & Blue. And suddenly I was in charge of this fictional universe. I was able to play God. Language started working for me again, and I used Rebus as my punchbag, raining physical and psychological blows down on him. As a result of which, Black & Blue became a much tougher book than my previous efforts, and left me feeling better too.
The book also became a source of wish-fulfilment, which is why, when Greenpeace needed a band of world stature to front a gig in Aberdeen (see Chapter 13), they opted for the Dancing Pigs rather than U2 or REM. The Dancing Pigs, you see, had been my band, the band I’d sung with when I was nineteen. In real life, we broke up after about a year, with little to show for our efforts. But in this parallel world, we lit up the sky.
As good a reason as any to write a novel.
May 2005
Weary with centuries
This empty capital snorts like a great beast
Caged in its sleep, dreaming of freedom
But with nae belief . . .
Sydney Goodsir Smith,
‘Kynd Kittock’s Land’
‘Tell me again why you killed them.’
‘I’ve told you, it’s just this urge.’
Rebus looked back at his notes. ‘The word you used was “compulsion”.’
The slumped figure in the chair nodded. Bad smells came off him. ‘Urge, compulsion, same thing.’
‘Is it?’ Rebus stubbed out his cigarette. There were so many butts in the tin ashtray, a couple spilled over on to the metal table. ‘Let’s talk about the first victim.’
The man opposite him groaned. His name was William Crawford Shand, known as ‘Craw’. He was forty years old, single, and lived alone in a council block in Craigmillar. He had been unemployed six years. He ran twitching fingers through dark greasy hair, seeking out and covering a large bald spot at the crown of his head.
‘The first victim,’ Rebus said. ‘Tell us.’
‘Us’ because there was another CID man in the biscuit-tin. His name was Maclay, and Rebus didn’t know him very well. He didn’t know anyone at Craigmillar very well, not yet. Maclay was leaning against the wall, arms folded, eyes reduced to slits. He looked like a piece of machinery at rest.
‘I strangled her.’
‘What with?’
‘A length of rope.’
‘Where did you get the rope?’
‘Bought it at some shop, I can’t remember where.’
Three-beat pause. ‘Then what did you do?’
‘After she was dead?’ Shand moved a little in the chair. ‘I took her clothes off and was intimate with her.’
‘With a dead body?’
‘She was still warm.’
Rebus got to his feet. The grating of his chair on the floor seemed to unnerve Shand. Not difficult.
‘Where did you kill her?’
‘A park.’
‘And where was this park?’
‘Near where she lived.’
‘Where’s that?’
‘Polmuir Road, Aberdeen.’
‘And what were you doing in Aberdeen, Mr Shand?’
He shrugged, running his fingers now along the rim of the table, leaving traces of sweat and grease.
‘I wouldn’t do that,’ Rebus said. ‘The edges are sharp, you might get cut.’
Maclay snorted. Rebus walked over towards the wall and stared at him. Maclay nodded briefly. Rebus turned back to the table.
‘Describe the park.’ He rested against the edge of the table, got himself another cigarette and lit it.
‘It was just a park. You know, trees and grass, a play park for the kids.’
‘Were the gates locked?’
‘What?’
‘It was late at night, were the gates locked?’
‘I don’t remember.’
‘You don’t remember.’ Pause: two beats. ‘Where did you meet her?’
Quickly: ‘At a disco.’
‘You don’t seem the disco type, Mr Shand.’ Another snort from the machine. ‘Describe the place to me.’
Shand shrugged again. ‘Like any other disco: dark, flashing lights, a bar.’
‘What about victim number two?’
‘Same procedure.’ Shand’s eyes were dark, face gaunt. But for all that he was beginning to enjoy himself, easing into his story again. ‘Met her at a disco, offered to take her home, killed her and fucked her.’
‘No intimacy then. Did you take a souvenir?’
‘Eh?’
Rebus flicked ash on to the floor, flakes landed on his shoes. ‘Did you remove anything from the scene?’
Shand thought it over, shook his head.
‘And this was where exactly?’
‘Warriston Cemetery.’
‘Close to her home?’
‘She lived on Inverleith Row.’
‘What did you strangle her with?’
‘The bit of rope.’
‘The same piece?’ Shand nodded. ‘What did you do, keep it in your pocket?’
‘That’s right.’
‘Do you have it with you now?’
‘I chucked it.’
‘You’re not making it easy for us, are you?’ Shand squirmed with pleasure. Four beats. ‘And the third victim?’
‘Glasgow,’ Shand recited. ‘Kelvingrove Park. Her name was Judith Cairns. She told me to call her Ju-Ju. I did her same as the others.’ He sat back in the chair, drawing himself up and folding his arms. Rebus reached out a hand until it touched the man’s forehead, faith-healer style. Then he pushed, not very hard. But there was no resistance. Shand and the chair toppled backwards on to the floor. Rebus was kneeling in front of him, hauling him up by the front of his shirt.
‘You’re a liar!’ he hissed. ‘Everything you know you got straight from the papers, and what you had to make up was pure dross!’ He let go and got to his feet. His hands were damp where he’d been holding the shirt.
‘I’m not lying,’ Shand pleaded, still prone. ‘That’s gospel I’m telling you!’
Rebus stubbed out the half-smoked cigarette. The ashtray tipped more butts on to the table. Rebus picked one up and flicked it at Shand.
‘Are you not going to charge me?’
‘You’ll be charged all right: wasting police time. A spell in Saughton with an arse-bandit for a roomie.’
‘We usually just let him go,’ Maclay said.
‘Stick him in a cell,’ Rebus ordered, leaving the room.
‘But I’m him!’ Shand persisted, even as Maclay was picking him off the floor. ‘I’m Johnny Bible! I’m Johnny Bible!’
‘Not even close, Craw,’ Maclay said, quietening him with a punch.
Rebus needed to wash his hands, splash some water on his face. Two woolly suits were in the toilets, enjoying a story and a cigarette. They stopped laughing when Rebus came in.
‘Sir,’ one asked, ‘who did you have in the biscuit-tin?’
‘Another comedian,’ Rebus said.
‘This place is full of them,’ the second constable commented. Rebus didn’t know if he meant the station, Craigmillar itself, or the city as a whole. Not that there was much comedy in Craigmillar police station. It was Edinburgh’s hardest posting; a stint of duty lasted two years max, no one could function longer than that. Craigmillar was about as tough an area as you could find in Scotland’s capital city, and the station fully merited its nickname – Fort Apache, the Bronx. It lay up a cul-de-sac behind a row of shops, a low-built dour-faced building with even dourer-faced tenements behind. Being up an alley meant a mob could cut it off from civilisation with ease, and the place had been under siege numerous times. Yes, Craigmillar was a choice posting.
Rebus knew why he was there. He’d upset some people, people who mattered. They hadn’t been able to deal him a death blow, so had instead consigned him to purgatory. It couldn’t be hell because he knew it wasn’t for ever. Call it a penance. The letter telling him of his move had explained that he would be covering for a hospitalised colleague. It had also stated that he would help oversee the shutting down of the old Craigmillar station. Everything was being wound down, transferred to a brand new station nearby. The place was already a shambles of packing cases and pillaged cupboards. Staff weren’t exactly expending great energy solving ongoing cases. Nor had they put any energy into welcoming Detective Inspector John Rebus. The place felt more like a hospital ward than a cop-shop, and the patients were tranquillised to the hilt.
He wandered back to the CID room – the ‘Shed’. On the way, he passed Maclay and Shand, the latter still protesting his guilt as he was dragged to the cells.
‘I’m Johnny Bible! I fucking am and all!’
Not even close.
It was nine p.m. on a Tuesday in June and the only other person in the Shed was Detective Sergeant ‘Dod’ Bain. He glanced up from his magazine – Offbeat, the L&B newsletter – and Rebus shook his head.
‘Thought not,’ Bain said, turning a page. ‘Craw’s notorious for grassing himself up, that’s why I left him to you.’
‘You’ve as much heart as a carpet tack.’
‘But I’m as sharp as one, too. Don’t forget that.’
Rebus sat at his desk and considered writing his report of the interview. Another comedian, another waste of time. And still Johnny Bible was out there.
First there had been Bible John, terrorising Glasgow in the late 1960s. A well-dressed young man with reddish hair, who knew his Bible and frequented the Barrowland Ballroom. He picked up three women there, beat them, raped them, strangled them. Then he disappeared, right in the middle of Glasgow’s biggest manhunt, and never resurfaced, the case open to this day. Police had a cast-iron description of Bible John from the sister of his last victim. She’d spent close on two hours in his company, shared a taxi with him even. They’d dropped her off; her sister had waved goodbye through the back window . . . Her description hadn’t helped.
And now there was Johnny Bible. The media had been quick with the name. Three women: beaten, raped, strangled. That was all they’d needed to make the comparison. Two of the women had been picked up at nightclubs, discos. There were vague descriptions of a man who’d been seen dancing with the victims. Well-dressed, shy. It clicked with the original Bible John. Only Bible John, supposing he were still alive, would be in his fifties, while this new killer was described as mid-to-late twenties. Therefore: Johnny Bible, spiritual son of Bible John.
There were differences, of course, but the media didn’t dwell on those. For one thing, Bible John’s victims had all been dancing at the same dancehall; Johnny Bible ranged far and wide through Scotland in his hunt for victims. This had led to the usual theories: he was a long-distance lorry driver; a company rep. Police were ruling nothing out. It might even be Bible John himself, back after a quarter century away, the mid-to-late twenties description flawed – it had happened before with apparently watertight eyewitness testimony. They were also keeping a few things quiet about Johnny Bible – just as they had with Bible John. It helped rule out the dozens of fake confessions.
Rebus had barely started his report when Maclay swayed into the room. That was the way he walked, from side to side, not because he was drunk or drugged but because he was seriously overweight, a metabolism thing. There was something wrong with his sinuses too; his breathing often came in laboured wheezes, his voice a blunt plane against the grain of the wood. His station nickname was ‘Heavy’.
‘Escorted Craw from the premises?’ Bain asked.
Maclay nodded towards Rebus’s desk. ‘Wants him charged for wasting our time.’
‘Now that’s what I call a waste of time.’
Maclay swayed in Rebus’s direction. His hair was jet black, ringed with slick kiss-curls. He’d probably won Bonniest Bairn prizes, but not for a while.
‘Come on,’ he said.
Rebus shook his head and kept typing.
‘Fuck’s sake.’
‘Fuck him,’ Bain said, getting to his feet. He unhooked his jacket from the back of the chair. To Maclay: ‘Drinkie?’
Maclay wheezed out a long sigh. ‘Just the job.’
Rebus held his breath until they’d gone. Not that he’d been expecting to be asked along. That was their whole point. He stopped typing and reached into his bottom drawer for the Lucozade bottle, unscrewed the cap, sniffed forty-three percent malt and poured in a mouthful. With the bottle back in its drawer, he popped a mint into his mouth.
Better. ‘I can see clearly now’: Marvin Gaye.
He yanked the report from the typewriter and crumpled it into a ball, then called the desk, told them to hold Craw Shand an hour, then release him. He’d just put down the phone when it started ringing.
‘DI Rebus.’
‘It’s Brian.’
Brian Holmes, Detective Sergeant, still based at St Leonard’s. They kept in touch. His voice tonight was toneless.
‘Problem?’
Holmes laughed, no humour. ‘I’ve got the world’s supply.’
‘So tell me the latest.’ Rebus opened the packet one-handed, in mouth and lit.
‘I don’t know that I can, with you being in shit.’
‘Craigmillar’s not so bad.’ Rebus looked around the stale office.
‘I meant the other thing.’
‘Oh.’
‘See, I’m . . . I might have gotten myself into something . . .’
‘What’s happened?’
‘A suspect, we had him in custody. He was giving me a shit load of grief.’
‘You smacked him.’
‘That’s what he’s saying.’
‘Filed a complaint?’
‘In the process. His solicitor wants to take it all the way.’
‘Your word against his?’
‘Right.’
‘The rubber-heels will kick it out.’
‘I suppose so.’
‘Or get Siobhan to cover your arse.’
‘She’s on holiday. My partner for the interview was Glamis.’
‘No good then, he’s as yellow as a New York cab.’
A pause. ‘Aren’t you going to ask me if I did it?’
‘I don’t ever want to know, understood? Who was the suspect?’
‘Mental Minto.’
‘Christ, that brewhead knows more law than the procurator-fiscal. OK, let’s go talkies.’
It was good to be out of the station. He had the car windows rolled down. The breeze was almost warm. The station-issue Escort hadn’t been cleaned in a while. There were chocolate wrappers, empty crisp bags, crushed bricks of orange juice and Ribena. The heart of the Scottish diet: sugar and salt. Add alcohol and you had heart and soul.
Minto lived in one of the tenement flats on South Clerk Street, first floor. Rebus had been there on occasions past, none of them savoury to the memory. Kerbside was solid with cars, so he double-parked. In the sky, fading roseate was fighting a losing battle with encroaching dark. And below it all, halogen orange. The street was noisy. The cinema up the road was probably emptying, and the first casualties were tearing themselves away from still-serving pubs. Night-cooking in the air: hot batter, pizza topping, Indian spice. Brian Holmes was standing outside a charity shop, hands in pockets. No car: he’d probably walked from St Leonard’s. The two men nodded a greeting.
Holmes looked tired. Just a few years ago he’d been young, fresh, keen. Rebus knew home life had taken its toll: he’d been there in his own marriage, annulled years back. Holmes’s partner wanted him out of the force. She wanted someone who spent more time with her. Rebus knew all too well what she wanted. She wanted someone whose mind was on her when he was at home, who wasn’t immersed in casework and speculation, mind games and promotion strategies. Often as a police officer you were closer to your working partner than your partner for life. When you joined CID they gave you a handshake and a piece of paper.
The piece of paper was your decree nisi.
‘Do you know if he’s up there?’ Rebus asked.
‘I phoned him. He picked up. Sounded halfway to sober.’
‘Did you say anything?’
‘Think I’m stupid?’
Rebus was looking up at the tenement windows. Ground level was shops; Minto lived above a locksmith’s. There was irony there for those who wanted it.
‘OK, you come up with me, but stay on the landing. Only come in if you hear trouble.’
‘You sure?’
‘I’m only going to speak to the man.’ Rebus touched Holmes’s shoulder. ‘Relax.’
The main door was unlocked. They climbed the winding stairs without speaking. Rebus pushed at the bell and took a deep breath. Minto started to pull the door open, and Rebus shouldered it, propelling Minto and himself into the dimly lit hallway. He slammed the door shut behind him.
Minto was ready for violence until he saw who it was. Then he just snarled and strode back to the living room. It was a tiny room, half kitchenette, with a narrow floor-to-ceiling cupboard Rebus knew held a shower. There was one bedroom, and a toilet with a doll-house sink. They made igloos bigger.
‘Fuck do you want?’ Minto was reaching for a can of lager, high-alcohol. He drained it, standing.
‘A word.’ Rebus looked around the room, casually as it were. But his hands were by his sides, ready.
‘This is unlawful entry.’
‘Keep yapping, I’ll show you unlawful entry.’
Minto’s face creased: not impressed. He was mid-thirties but looked fifteen years older. He’d done most of the major drugs in his time: Billy Whizz, skag, Morningside speed. He was on a meth programme now. On dope, he was a small problem, an irritation; off dope, he was pure radge. He was Mental.
‘Way I hear, you’re fucked anyway,’ he said now.
Rebus took a step closer. ‘That’s right, Mental. So ask yourself: what have I got to lose? If I’m fucked, might as well make it good and.’
Minto held up his hands. ‘Easy, easy. What’s your problem?’
Rebus let his face relax. ‘You’re my problem, Mental. Making a charge against a colleague of mine.’
‘He laid into me.’
Rebus shook his head. ‘I was there, didn’t see a thing. I’d called in with a message for DS Holmes. I stuck around. So if he’d assaulted you, I’d’ve known, wouldn’t I?’
They stood facing one another silently. Then Minto turned and slumped into the room’s only armchair. He looked like he was going to sulk. Rebus bent down and picked something off the floor. It was the city’s tourist accommodation brochure.
‘Going somewhere nice?’ He flicked through the lists of hotels, B&Bs, self-catering. Then he waved the magazine at Minto. ‘If one single place in here gets turned, you’ll be our first stop.’
‘Harassment,’ Minto said, but quietly.
Rebus dropped the brochure. Minto didn’t look so mental now; he looked done in and done down, like life was sporting a horseshoe in one of its boxing gloves. Rebus turned to go. He walked down the hall and was reaching for the door when he heard Minto call his name. The small man was standing at the other end of the hall, only twelve feet away. He had pulled his baggy black T-shirt up to his shoulders. Having shown the front, he turned to give Rebus a view of the back. The lighting was poor – forty-watt bulb in a flyblown shade – but even so Rebus could see. Tattoos, he thought at first. But they were bruises: ribs, sides, kidneys. Self-inflicted? It was possible. It was always possible. Minto dropped the shirt and stared hard at Rebus, not blinking. Rebus let himself out of the flat.
‘Everything all right?’ Brian Holmes said nervously.
‘The story is, I came by with a message. I sat in on the interview.’
Holmes exhaled noisily. ‘That’s it then?’
‘That’s it.’
Perhaps it was the tone of voice that alerted Holmes. He met John Rebus’s stare, and was the first to break contact. Outside, he put out a hand and said, ‘Thanks.’
But Rebus had turned and walked away.
He drove through the streets of the empty capital, six-figure housing huddled either side of the road. It cost a fortune to live in Edinburgh these days. It could cost you everything you had. He tried not to think about what he’d done, what Brian Holmes had done. The Pet Shop Boys inside his head: ‘It’s a Sin’. Segue to Miles Davis: ‘So What?’
He headed in the vague direction of Craigmillar, then thought better of it. He’d go home instead, and pray there were no reporters camped outside. When he went home, he took the night home with him, and had to soak and scrub it away, feeling like an old paving slab, walked on daily. Sometimes it was easier to stay on the street, or sleep at the station. Sometimes he drove all night, not just through Edinburgh: down to Leith and past the working girls and hustlers, along the waterfront, South Queensferry sometimes, and then up on to the Forth Bridge, up the M90 through Fife, past Perth, all the way to Dundee, where he’d turn and head back, usually tired by then, pulling off the road if necessary and sleeping in his car. It all took time.
He remembered he was in a station car, not his own. If they needed it, they could come fetch it. When he reached Marchmont, he couldn’t find a parking space on Arden Street, ended up on a double yellow. There were no reporters; they had to sleep some time, too. He walked along Warrender Park Road to his favourite chip shop – huge portions, and they sold toothpaste and toilet-rolls too, if you needed them. He walked back slowly, nice night for it, and was halfway up the tenement stairs when his pager went off.
His name was Allan Mitchison and he was drinking in a hometown bar, not ostentatiously, but with a look on his face that said he wasn’t worried about money. He got talking to these two guys. One of them told a joke. It was a good joke. They bought the next round, and he bought one back. They wiped tears from their eyes when he told his only gag. They ordered three more. He was enjoying the company.
He didn’t have many pals left in Edinburgh. Some of his one-time friends resented him, the money he still made. He didn’t have any family, hadn’t had for as long as he could remember. The two men were company. He didn’t quite know why he came home, or even why he called Edinburgh ‘home’. He had a flat with a mortgage on it, but hadn’t decorated it yet or put in any furniture. It was just a shell, nothing worth coming back for. But everyone went home, that was the thing. The sixteen days straight that you worked, you were supposed to think about home. You talked about it, spoke of all the things you’d do when you got there – the booze, the minge, clubbing. Some of the men lived in or near Aberdeen, but a lot still had homes further away. They couldn’t wait for the sixteen days to end, the fourteen-day break to begin.
This was the first night of his fourteen days.
They passed slowly at first, then more quickly towards the end, until you were left wondering why you hadn’t done more with your time. This, the first night, this was the longest. This was the one you had to get through.
They moved on to another bar. One of his new friends was carrying an old-style Adidas bag, red plastic with a side pocket and a broken strap. He’d had one just like it at school, back when he was fourteen, fifteen.
‘What have you got in there,’ he joked, ‘your games kit?’
They laughed and slapped him on the back.
At the new place, they moved to shorts. The pub was heaving, wall-to-wall minge.
‘You must think about it all the time,’ one of his friends said, ‘on the rigs. Me, I’d go off my head.’
‘Or blind,’ said the other.
He grinned. ‘I get my share.’ Downed another Black Heart. He didn’t used to drink dark rum. A fisherman in Stonehaven had introduced him to the stuff. OVD or Black Heart, but he liked Black Heart best. He liked the name.
They needed a carry-out, keep the party going. He was tired. The train from Aberdeen had taken three hours, and there’d been the paraffin budgie before that. His friends were ordering over the bar: a bottle of Bell’s and one of Black Heart, a dozen cans, crisps and smokes. It cost a fortune, buying that way. They split it three ways even, so they weren’t after his cash.
Outside, there was trouble finding a taxi. Plenty about, but already taken. They had to pull him out of the road when he tried to flag one down. He stumbled a bit and went down on one knee. They helped him back up.
‘So what do you do exactly on the rigs?’ one of them asked.
‘Try to stop them falling down.’
A taxi had stopped to let a couple out.
‘Is that your mother or are you just desperate?’ he asked the male passenger. His friends told him to shut up, and pushed him into the back. ‘Did you see her?’ he asked them. ‘Face like a bag of marbles.’ They weren’t going to his flat, there was nothing there.
‘We’ll go back to our place,’ his friends had said. So there was nothing to do but sit back and watch all the lights. Edinburgh was like Aberdeen – small cities, not like Glasgow or London. Aberdeen had more money than style, and it was scary, too. Scarier than Edinburgh. The trip seemed to take for ever.
‘Where are we?’
‘Niddrie,’ someone said. He couldn’t remember their names, and was too embarrassed to ask. Eventually the taxi stopped. Outside, the street was dark, looked like the whole fucking estate had welshed on the lecky bill. He said as much.
More laughter, tears, hands on his back.
Three-storey tenements, pebble-dashed. Most of the windows were blocked with steel plates or had been infilled with breeze blocks.
‘You live here?’ he said.
‘We can’t all afford mortgages.’
True enough, true enough. He was lucky in so many ways. They pushed hard at the main door and it gave. They went in, one friend either side of him with a hand on his back. Inside, the place was damp and rotten, the stairs half-blocked with torn mattresses and lavatory seats, runs of piping and lengths of broken skirting-board.
‘Very salubrious.’
‘It’s all right once you get up.’
They climbed two storeys. There were a couple of doors off the landing, both open.
‘In here, Allan.’
So he walked in.
There was no electricity, but one of his friends had a torch. The place was a midden.
‘I wouldn’t have taken youse for down and outs, lads.’
‘The kitchen’s OK.’
So they took him through there. He saw a wooden chair which had once been padded. It sat on what was left of the linoleum floor. He was sobering up fast, but not fast enough.
They hauled him down on to the chair. He heard tape being ripped from a roll, binding him to the chair, around and around. Then around his head, covering his mouth. His legs next, all the way down to the ankles. He was trying to cry out, gagging on the tape. A blow landed on the side of his head. His eyes and ears went fuzzy for a moment. The side of his head hurt, like it had just connected with a girder. Wild shadows flew across the walls.
‘Looks like a mummy, doesn’t he?’
‘Aye, and he’ll be crying for his daddy in a minute.’
The Adidas bag was on the floor in front of him, unzipped.
‘Now,’ one of them said, ‘I’ll just get out my games kit.’
Pliers, claw-hammer, staple-gun, electric screwdriver, and a saw.
Night sweat, salt stinging his eyes, trickling in, trickling out again. He knew what was happening, but still didn’t believe it. The two men weren’t saying anything. They were laying a sheet of heavy-duty polythene out on the floor. Then they carried him and the chair on to the sheet. He was wriggling, trying to scream, eyes screwed shut, straining against his bonds. When he opened his eyes, he saw a clear polythene bag. They pulled it down over his head and sealed it with tape around his neck. He breathed in through his nostrils and the bag contracted. One of them picked up the saw, then put it down and picked up the hammer instead.
Somehow, fuelled by sheer terror, Allan Mitchison got to his feet, still tied to the chair. The kitchen window was in front of him. It had been boarded up, but the boards had been torn away. The frame was still there, but only fragments of the actual window panes remained. The two men were busy with their tools. He stumbled between them and out of the window.
They didn’t wait to watch him fall. They just gathered up the tools, folded the plastic sheet into an untidy bundle, put everything back in the Adidas bag, and zipped it shut.
‘Why me?’ Rebus had asked when he’d called in.
‘Because,’ his boss had said, ‘you’re new. You haven’t been around long enough to make enemies on the estate.’
And besides, Rebus could have added, you can’t find Maclay or Bain.
A resident walking his greyhound had called it in. ‘A lot of stuff gets chucked on to the street, but not like this.’
When Rebus arrived, there were a couple of patrol cars on the scene, creating a sort of cordon, which hadn’t stopped the locals gathering. Someone was making grunting noises in imitation of a pig. They didn’t go much for originality around here; tradition stuck hard. The tenements were mostly abandoned, awaiting demolition. The families had been relocated. In some of the buildings, there were still a few occupied flats. Rebus wouldn’t have wanted to stick around.
The body had been pronounced dead, the circumstances suspicious to say the least, and now the forensic and photography crews were gathering. A Fiscal Depute was in conversation with the pathologist, Dr Curt. Curt saw Rebus and nodded a greeting. But Rebus had eyes only for the body. An old-fashioned spike-tipped set of railings ran the length of the tenement, and the body was impaled on the fence, still dripping blood. At first, he thought the body grossly deformed, but as he stepped closer he saw what it was. A chair, half of it smashed in the fall. It was attached to the body by runs of silver tape. There was a plastic bag over the corpse’s head. The bag, once translucent, was now half-filled with blood.
Dr Curt walked over. ‘I wonder if we’ll find an orange in his mouth.’
‘Is that supposed to be funny?’
‘I’ve been meaning to phone. I was sorry to hear about your . . . well . . .’
‘Craigmillar’s not so bad.’
‘I didn’t mean that.’
‘I know you didn’t.’ Rebus looked up. ‘How many storeys did he fall?’
‘Looks like a couple. That window there.’
There was a noise behind them. One of the woolly suits was vomiting on to the road. A colleague had an arm around his shoulders, encouraging the flow.
‘Let’s get him down,’ Rebus said. ‘Get the poor bastard into a body bag.’
‘No electricity,’ someone said, handing Rebus a torch.
‘Are the floors safe to walk on?’
‘Nobody’s fallen through yet.’
Rebus moved through the flat. He’d been in dens like it a dozen times. Gangs had been in and sprayed their names and their urine around the place. Others had stripped out anything with even a whiff of monetary value: floor coverings, interior doors, wiring, ceiling roses. A table, missing one leg, had been turned upside down in the living room. There was a crumpled blanket lying on it, and some sheets of newspaper. A real home from home. There was nothing in the bathroom, just holes where the fittings had been. There was a large hole, too, in the bedroom wall. You could look right through into the adjoining flat, and see an identical scene.
The SOCOs were concentrating on the kitchen.
‘What have we got?’ Rebus asked. Someone shone their torch into a corner.
‘Bag full of booze, sir. Whisky, rum, some tinnies and nibbles.’
‘Party time.’
Rebus walked to the window. A woolly suit was standing there, looking down on to the street, where a team of four were trying to manoeuvre the body from the railings.
‘That’s just about as potted heid as you can get.’ The young constable turned to Rebus. ‘What’s the odds, sir? Alky commits suicide?’
‘Get used to that uniform, son.’ Rebus turned back into the room. ‘I want prints from the bag and its contents. If it’s from an off-licence, you’ll probably find price stickers. If not, could be from a pub. We’re looking for one, more likely two people. Whoever sold them the hooch might give a description. How did they get here? Their own transport? Bus? Taxi? We need to know. How did they know about this place? Local knowledge? We need to ask the neighbours.’ He was walking through the room now. He recognised a couple of junior CID from St Leonard’s, plus Craigmillar uniforms. ‘We’ll split the tasks later. It could all be some hideous accident or joke gone wrong, but whatever it was the victim wasn’t here on his tod. I want to know who was here with him. Thank you and good night.’
Outside, they were taking final photographs of the chair and the bonds around it, before separating chair from body. The chair would be bagged, too, along with any splinters they found. Funny how orderly it all became; order out of chaos. Dr Curt said he’d do the post mortem in the morning. That was fine by Rebus. He got back into the patrol car, wishing it were his own: the Saab had a half bottle of whisky tucked under the driver’s seat. Many of the pubs would still be open: midnight licences. Instead, he drove back to the station. It was less than a mile away. Maclay and Bain looked like they’d just got in, but they’d already heard the news.
‘Murder?’
‘Something like it,’ Rebus said. ‘He was tied to a chair with a plastic bag over his head, mouth taped shut. Maybe he was pushed, maybe he jumped or fell. Whoever was with him left in a rush – forgot to take their carry-out.’
‘Junkies? Dossers?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘New jeans by the look of them, and new Nikes on his feet. Wallet with plenty of cash, bank card and credit card.’
‘So we’ve got a name?’
Rebus nodded. ‘Allan Mitchison, address off Morrison Street.’ He shook a set of keys. ‘Anybody want to tag along?’
Bain went with Rebus, leaving Maclay to ‘hold the fort’ – a phrase overused at Fort Apache. Bain said he didn’t make a good passenger, so Rebus let him drive. DS ‘Dod’ Bain had a rep; it had followed him from Dundee to Falkirk and from there to Edinburgh. Dundee and Falkirk weren’t exactly spa towns either. He sported a nick in the skin beneath his right eye, souvenir of a knife attack. Every so often, his finger strayed to the spot; it wasn’t something he was conscious of. At five-eleven he was a couple of inches shorter than Rebus, maybe ten pounds lighter. He used to box middleweight amateur, southpaw, leaving him one ear which hung lower than the other and a nose which covered half his face. His shorn hair was salt-and-pepper. Married, three sons. Rebus hadn’t seen much at Craigmillar to justify Bain’s hardman rep; he was a regular soldier, a form-filler and by-the-book investigator. Rebus had just dispatched one nemesis – DI Alister Flower, promoted to some Borders outpost, chasing sheep-shaggers and tractor racers – and wasn’t looking to fill the vacancy.
Allan Mitchison’s flat was in a designer block in what wanted to be called ‘the Financial District’. Scrapland off Lothian Road had been transformed into a conference centre and ‘apartments’. A new hotel was in the offing, and an insurance company had grafted its new headquarters on to the Caledonian Hotel. There was room for more expansion, more road-building.
‘Desperate,’ Bain said, parking the car.
Rebus tried to remember the way the area had looked before. He only had to think back a year or two, but found the process difficult nonetheless. Was it just a big hole in the ground, or had they knocked things down? They were half a mile, maybe less, from Torphichen cop-shop; Rebus thought he knew this whole hunting-ground. But now he found that he didn’t know it at all.
There were half a dozen keys on the chain. One of them opened the main door. In the well-lit lobby there was a whole wall of letter-boxes. They found the name Mitchison – flat 312. Rebus used another key to open the box and remove the mail. There was some junk – ‘Open Now! You Could Have Scooped Life’s Jackpot!’ – and a credit-card statement. He opened the statement. Aberdeen HMV, an Edinburgh sports shop – £56.50, the Nikes – and a curry house, also in Aberdeen. A gap of just under two weeks, then the curry house again.
They took the narrow lift to the third floor, Bain shadow-boxing the full-length mirror, and found flat 12. Rebus unlocked the door, saw that an alarm panel was flashing on the wall in the small hallway, and used another key to disable it. Bain found the light-switch and closed the door. The flat smelled of paint and plaster, carpets and varnish – new, uninhabited. There wasn’t a stick of furniture in the place, just a telephone on the floor beside an unrolled sleeping-bag.
‘The simple life,’ Bain said.
The kitchen was fully equipped – washing machine, cooker, dishwasher, fridge – but the seal was still across the door of the washer-drier and the fridge contained only its instruction manual, a spare lightbulb, and a set of risers. There was a swing-bin in the cupboard beneath the sink. When you opened the door, the lid of the bin opened automatically. Inside, Rebus saw two crushed beer cans and the red-stained wrappings from what smelled like a kebab. The flat’s solitary bedroom was bare, no clothes in the built-in wardrobe, not even a coat-hanger. But Bain was dragging something out of the tiny bathroom. It was a blue rucksack, a Karrimor.
‘Looks like he came in, had a wash, changed clothes and buggered off out again pronto.’
They started emptying the rucksack. Apart from clothing, they found a personal stereo and some tapes – Soundgarden, Crash Test Dummies, Dancing Pigs – and a copy of Iain Banks’s Whit.
‘I meant to buy that,’ Rebus said.
‘Take it now. Who’s watching?’
Rebus looked at Bain. The eyes seemed innocent, but he shook his head anyway. He couldn’t go handing anyone any more ammunition. He pulled a carrier bag out of one of the side pockets: new tapes – Neil Young, Pearl Jam, Dancing Pigs again. The receipt was from HMV in Aberdeen.
‘My guess,’ Rebus said: ‘he worked in Furry Boot town.’
From the other side pocket, Bain produced a pamphlet, folded in four. He unfolded it, opened it, and let Rebus see what it was. There was a colour photograph of an oil platform on the front, beneath a headline: ‘T-BIRD OIL – STRIKING THE BALANCE’, and a sub-head: ‘Decommissioning Offshore Installations – A Modest Proposal’. Inside, besides a few paragraphs of writing, there were colour charts, diagrams and statistics. Rebus read the opening sentence:
‘“In the beginning there were microscopic organisms, living and dying in the rivers and seas many millions of years ago.”’ He looked up at Bain. ‘And they gave their lives so that millions of years on we can tank around in cars.’
‘I get the feeling Spike maybe worked for an oil company.’
‘His name was Allan Mitchison,’ Rebus said quietly.
It was getting light when Rebus finally arrived home. He turned the hi-fi on so that it was just audible, then rinsed a glass in the kitchen and poured an inch of Laphroaig, adding a dribble of water from the tap. Some malts demanded water. He sat down at the kitchen table and looked at the newspapers laid out there, cuttings from the Johnny Bible case, photocopies of old Bible John stuff. He’d spent a day in the National Library, fast-tracking the years 1968–70, winding a blur of microfilm through the machine. Stories had leapt out at him. Rosyth was to lose its Royal Navy Commander; plans were announced for a £50 million petrochemical complex at Invergordon; Camelot was showing at the ABC.
A booklet was advertised for sale – ‘How Scotland Should be Governed’ – and there were letters to the editor concerning Home Rule. A Sales and Marketing Manager was wanted, salary of £2,500 p.a. A new house in Strathalmond cost £7,995. Frogmen were searching for clues in Glasgow, while Jim Clark was winning the Australian Grand Prix. Meantime, members of the Steve Miller Band were being arrested in London on drug charges, and car parking in Edinburgh had reached saturation point . . .
1968.
Rebus had copies of the actual newspapers – purchased from a dealer for considerably more than their sixpenny cover price. They continued into ’69. August. The weekend that Bible John claimed his second victim, the shit was hitting the fan in Ulster and 300,000 pop fans were turning up (and on) at Woodstock. A nice irony. The second victim was found by her own sister in an abandoned tenement . . . Rebus tried not to think of Allan Mitchison, concentrated on old news instead, smiled over an August 20 headline: ‘Downing Street Declaration’. Trawler strikes in Aberdeen . . . an American film company seeking sixteen sets of bagpipes . . . dealings in Robert Maxwell’s Pergamon suspended. Another headline: ‘Big drop in Glasgow crimes of violence’. Tell that to the victims. By November, it was reported that the murder rate in Scotland was twice that of England and Wales – a record fifty-two indictments in the year. A debate on capital punishment was taking place. There were anti-war demos in Edinburgh, while Bob Hope entertained the troops in Vietnam. The Stones did two shows in Los Angeles – at £71,000 the most lucrative one-night stand in pop.
It was November 22 before an artist’s impression of Bible John appeared in the press. By then he was Bible John: the media had come up with the name. Three weeks between the third murder and the artist’s impression: the trail grown good and cold. There’d been an artist’s drawing after the second victim too, but only after a delay of almost a month. Big, big delays. Rebus wondered about them . . .
He couldn’t quite explain why Bible John was getting to him. Perhaps he was using one old case as a way of warding off another – the Spaven case. But he thought it went deeper than that. Bible John meant the end of the sixties for Scotland; he’d soured the end of one decade and the beginning of another. For a lot of people, he’d all but killed whatever dribble of peace and love had reached this far north. Rebus didn’t want the twentieth century to end the same way. He wanted Johnny Bible caught. But somewhere along the road, his interest in the present case had taken a turning. He’d started to concentrate on Bible John, to the point where he was dusting off old theories and spending a small fortune on period newspapers. In 1968 and ’69, Rebus had been in the army. They’d trained him how to disable and kill, then sent him on tours – including, eventually, Northern Ireland. He felt he’d missed an important part of the times.
But at least he was still alive.
He took glass and bottle through to the living room and sank into his chair. He didn’t know how many bodies he’d seen; he just knew it didn’t get any easier. He’d heard gossip about Bain’s first post mortem, how the pathologist had been Naismith up in Dundee, a cruel bastard at the best of times. He’d probably known it was Bain’s first, and had really done a job on the corpse, like a scrap merchant stripping a car, lifting out organs, sawing the skull open, hands cradling a glistening brain – you didn’t do that so lightly these days, fear of hepatitis C. When Naismith had started unpeeling the genitals, Bain had dropped deadweight to the floor. But credit where due, he’d stuck around, hadn’t bolted or hughied. Maybe Rebus and Bain could work together, once friction had smoothed their edges. Maybe.
He looked out of the bay window, down on to the street. He was still parked on a double yellow. There was a light on in one of the flats across the way. There was always a light on somewhere. He sipped his drink, not wanting to rush it, and listened to the Stones: Black and Blue. Black influences, blues influences; not great Stones, but maybe their mellowest album.
Allan Mitchison was in a fridge in the Cowgate. He’d died strapped to a chair. Rebus didn’t know why. Pet Shop Boys: ‘It’s a Sin’. Segue to the Glimmer Twins: ‘Fool to Cry’. Mitchison’s flat hadn’t been so different from Rebus’s own in some respects: under-used, more a base than a home. He downed the rest of his drink, poured another, downed that too, and pulled the duvet off the floor and up to his chin.
Another day down.
He awoke a few hours later, blinked, got up and went to the bathroom. A shower and shave, change of clothes. He’d been dreaming of Johnny Bible, getting it all mixed up with Bible John. Cops on the scene wearing tight suits and thin black ties, white bri-nylon shirts, pork-pie hats. 1968, Bible John’s first victim. To Rebus it meant Van Morrison, Astral Weeks. 1969, victims two and three; the Stones, Let It Bleed. The hunt went on into 1970, John Rebus wanting to go to the Isle of Wight Festival, not managing it. But of course Bible John had disappeared by then . . . He hoped Johnny Bible would just sod off and die.
There was nothing in the kitchen to eat, nothing but newspapers. The nearest corner shop had closed down; it wasn’t much more of a walk to the next grocer’s along. No, he’d stop somewhere on route. He looked out of the window and saw a light-blue estate double parked outside, blocking three resident cars. Equipment in the back of the estate, two men and a woman standing on the pavement, supping coffee from take-away beakers.
‘Shit,’ Rebus said, knotting his tie.
Jacketed, he walked outside and into questions. One of the men was hoisting a video camera up to his shoulder. The other man was speaking.
‘Inspector, could we have a word? Redgauntlet Television, The Justice Programme.’ Rebus knew him: Eamonn Breen. The woman was Kayleigh Burgess, the show’s producer. Breen was writer/presenter, loved himself, RPIA: Royal Pain in Arse.
‘The Spaven case, Inspector. A few minutes of your time, that’s all we need really, help everybody get to the bottom —’
‘I’m already there.’ Rebus saw the camera wasn’t ready yet. He turned quickly, his nose almost touching the reporter’s. He thought of Mental Minto breathing the word ‘harassment’, not knowing what harassment was, not the way Rebus had grown to know.
‘You’ll think you’re in childbirth,’ he said.
Breen blinked. ‘Sorry?’
‘When the surgeons are taking that camera out of your arse.’ Rebus tore a parking ticket from his windscreen, unlocked the car, and got in. The video camera was finally up and running, but all it got was a shot of a battered Saab 900 reversing at speed from the scene.
Rebus had a morning meeting with his boss, Chief Inspector Jim MacAskill. The boss’s office looked as chaotic as any other part of the station: packing cases still waiting to be filled and labelled, half-empty shelves, ancient green filing cabinets with their drawers open, displaying acre upon acre of paperwork, all of which would have to be shipped out in some semblance of order.
‘The world’s hardest jigsaw puzzle,’ MacAskill said. ‘If everything gets to the other end unscathed, it’ll be a miracle on a par with Raith Rovers winning the UEFA Cup.’
The boss was a Fifer like Rebus, born and raised in Methil, back when the shipyard had been making boats rather than rigs for the oil industry. He was tall and well-built and younger than Rebus. His handshake was not masonic, and he’d not yet married, which had caused the usual gossip that maybe the boss was a like-your-loafers. It didn’t worry Rebus – he never wore loafers himself – but he hoped that if his boss was gay there was no guilt involved. It was when you wanted a secret kept that you fell prey to blackmailers and shame merchants, destructive forces both interior and exterior. Jesus, and didn’t Rebus know about that.
Whatever, MacAskill was handsome, with plenty of thick black hair – no grey, no sign of dyeing – and a chiselled face, all angles, the geometry of eyes, nose and chin making it look like he was smiling even when he wasn’t.
‘So,’ the boss said, ‘how does it read to you?’
‘I’m not sure yet. A party gone wrong, a falling out – literally in this case? They hadn’t started on the booze.’
‘Question one in my mind: did they come together? The victim could have come alone, surprised some people doing something they shouldn’t —’
Rebus was shaking his head. ‘Taxi driver confirms dropping off a party of three. Gave descriptions, one of which matches the deceased pretty well. The driver paid him most attention, he was behaving the worst. The other two were quiet, sober even. Physical descriptions aren’t going to get us far. He picked up the fare outside Mal’s Bar. We’ve had a word with the staff. They sold them the carry-out.’
The boss ran a hand down his tie. ‘Do we know anything more about the deceased?’
‘Only that he had Aberdeen connections, maybe worked in the oil business. He didn’t use his Edinburgh flat much, makes me think he used to work heavy shifts, two weeks on, two off. Maybe he didn’t always come home between times. He was earning enough to pay off a mortgage in the Financial District, and there’s a two-week gap between his latest credit-card transactions.’
‘You think he could have been offshore during that time?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘I don’t know if that’s the way it still works, but in the early days I had friends who went to seek their fortune on the rigs. The stints lasted two weeks, seven days a week.’
‘Well, it’s worth following up. We need to check family, too, next of kin. Priority for the paperwork and formal ID. Question one in my mind: motive. Are we sticking with an argument?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘There was too much premeditation, way too much. Did they just happen to find sealing-tape and a polythene bag in that tip? I think they brought them. Do you remember how the Krays got to Jack “the Hat” McVitie? No, you’re too young. They invited him to a party. He’d been paid to do a contract, but bottled it and couldn’t pay them back. It was in a basement, so down he comes crying out for birds and booze. No birds, no booze, just Ronnie grabbing him and Reggie stabbing him to death.’
‘So these two men lured Mitchison to the derelict flat?’
‘Maybe.’
‘To what end?’
‘Well, first thing they did was tie him up and wrap a bag around his head, so they didn’t have any questions to ask. They just wanted him crapping himself and then dead. I’d say it was straight assassination, with a bit of malicious cruelty thrown in.’
‘So was he thrown or did he jump?’
‘Does it matter?’
‘Very much, John.’ MacAskill stood up, leaned against the filing cabinet with his arms folded. ‘If he jumped, that’s tantamount to suicide, even if they had been planning to kill him. With the bag over his head and the way he was trussed up, we’ve got maybe culpable homicide. Their defence would be that they were trying to scare him, he got too scared and did something they hadn’t been expecting – jumped through a window.’
‘To do which he must have been scared out of his wits.’
MacAskill shrugged. ‘Still not murder. The crux is, were they trying to scare him, or kill him?’
‘I’ll be sure to ask them.’
‘It’s got a gang feel to it: drugs maybe, or a loan he’d stopped repaying, somebody he’d ripped off.’ MacAskill returned to his chair. He opened a drawer and took out a can of Irn-Bru, opened it and started to drink. He never went to the pub after work, didn’t share the whisky when the team got a result. Soft drinks only: more ammo for the like-your-loafers brigade. He asked Rebus if he wanted a can.
‘Not while I’m on duty, sir.’
MacAskill stifled a burp. ‘Get a bit more background on the victim, John, let’s see if it leads anywhere. Remember to chase forensics for fingerprint ID on the carry-out, and pathology for the PM results. Did he do drugs, that’s question one in my mind. Make things easier for us if he did. Unsolved, and we don’t even know how to frame it – not the sort of case I want to drag to the new station. Understood, John?’
‘Unquestionably, sir.’
He turned to go, but the boss hadn’t quite finished. ‘That trouble over . . . what was the name again?’
‘Spaven?’ Rebus guessed.
‘Spaven, yes. Quietened down yet, has it?’
‘Quiet as the grave,’ Rebus lied, making his exit.
That evening – a long-standing engagement – Rebus was at a rock concert at Ingliston Showground, an American headliner with a couple of biggish-name British acts supporting. Rebus was part of a team of eight, four different city stations represented, providing back-up (meaning protection) for Trading Standards sniffers. They were looking for bootleg gear – T-shirts and programmes, tapes and CDs – and had the full support of the bands’ management. This meant backstage passes, liberal use of the hospitality marquee, a lucky-bag of official merchandising. The lackey passing out the bags smiled at Rebus.
‘Maybe your kids or grandkids . . .’ Thrusting the bag at him. He’d bitten back a remark, passed straight to the booze tent, where he couldn’t decide between the dozens of hooch bottles, so settled for a beer, then wished he’d taken a nip of Black Bush, so eased the unopened bottle into his lucky-bag.
They had two vans parked outside the arena, way back behind the stage, filling with counterfeiters and their merchandise. Maclay weaved back to the vans nursing a set of knuckles.
‘Who did you pop, Heavy?’
Maclay shook his head, wiping sweat from his brow, a Michelangelo cherub turned bad.
‘Some choob was resisting,’ he said. ‘Had a suitcase with him. I punched a hole right through it. He didn’t resist after that.’
Rebus looked into the back of a van, the one holding bodies. A couple of kids, hardening already to the system, and two regulars, old enough to know the score. They’d be fined a day’s wages, the loss of their stock just another debit. The summer was young, plenty festivals to come.
‘Fucking awful racket.’
Maclay meant the music. Rebus shrugged; he’d been getting into it, thought maybe he’d take home a couple of the bootleg CDs. He offered Maclay the bottle of Black Bush. Maclay drank from it like it was lemonade. Rebus offered him a mint afterwards, and he threw it into his mouth with a nod of thanks.
‘Post mortem results came in this afternoon,’ the big man said.
Rebus had meant to phone, hadn’t got round to it. ‘And?’
Maclay crushed the mint to powder. ‘The fall killed him. Apart from that, not much.’
The fall killed him: little chance of a straight murder conviction. ‘Toxicology?’
‘Still testing. Professor Gates said when they cut into the stomach, there was a strong whiff of dark rum.’
‘There was a bottle in the bag.’
Maclay nodded. ‘The decedent’s tipple. Gates said no initial signs of drug use, but we’ll have to wait for the tests. I went through the phone book for Mitchisons.’
Rebus smiled. ‘So did I.’
‘I know, one of the numbers I called, you’d already been on to them. No joy?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘I got a number for T-Bird Oil in Aberdeen. Their personnel manager’s going to call me back.’
A Trading Standards officer was coming towards them, arms laden with T-shirts and programmes. His face was red from exertion, his thin tie hanging loose at the neck. Behind him, an officer from ‘F Troop’ – Livingston Division – was escorting another prisoner.
‘Nearly done, Mr Baxter?’
The Trading Standards officer dumped the T-shirts, lifted one and wiped his face with it.
‘That should about do it,’ he said. ‘I’ll round up my soldiers.’
Rebus turned to Maclay. ‘I’m starving. Let’s see what they’ve laid on for the superstars.’
There were fans trying to breach security, teenagers mostly, split half and half, boys and girls. A few had managed to inveigle their way in. They wandered around behind the barriers looking for faces they would recognise from the posters on their bedroom walls. Then when they did spot one, they’d be too awed or shy to talk.
‘Any kids?’ Rebus asked Maclay. They were in hospitality, nursing bottles of Beck’s taken from a coolbox Rebus hadn’t noticed first time round.
Maclay shook his head. ‘Divorced before it became an issue, if you’ll pardon the pun. You?’
‘One daughter.’
‘Grown up?’
‘Sometimes I think she’s older than me.’
‘Kids grow up faster than in our day.’ Rebus smiled at that, Maclay a good ten years his junior.
A girl, squealing resistance, was being hauled back to the perimeter by two burly security men.
‘Jimmy Cousins,’ Maclay said, pointing out one of the security bears. ‘Do you know him?’
‘He was stationed at Leith for a while.’
‘Retired last year, only forty-seven. Thirty years in. Now he’s got his pension and a job. Makes you think.’
‘Makes me think he misses the force.’
Maclay smiled. ‘It can turn into a habit.’
‘That why you divorced?’
‘I dare say it played a part.’
Rebus thought of Brian Holmes, feared for him. Stress getting to the younger man, affecting work and personal life both. Rebus had been there.
‘You know Ted Michie?’
Rebus nodded: the man he’d replaced at Fort Apache.
‘Doctors think it’s terminal. He won’t let them cut, says knives are against his religion.’
‘I hear he was handy with a truncheon in his day.’
One of the support bands entered the marquee to scattered applause. Five males, mid-twenties, stripped to the waist with towels around their shoulders, high on something – maybe just from performing. Hugs and kisses from a group of girls at a table, whoops and roars.
‘We fucking killed them out there!’
Rebus and Maclay drank their drinks in silence, tried not to look like promoters, succeeded.
When they walked back outside, it was dark enough for the light-show to be worth watching. There were fireworks, too, reminding Rebus that it was the tourist season. Not long till the nightly Tattoo, fireworks you could hear from Marchmont, even with the windows closed. A camera crew, stalked by photographers, was itself stalking the main support band who were ready to go on. Maclay watched the procession.
‘You’re probably surprised they’re not after you,’ he said, mischief in his voice.
‘Fuck off,’ Rebus replied, making for the side of the stage. The passes were colour-coded. His was yellow, and it got him as far as the stage-wings, where he watched the entertainment. The sound system was a travesty, but there were monitors nearby and he concentrated on those. The crowd seemed to be having fun, bobbing up and down, a sea of disembodied heads. He thought of the Isle of Wight, of other festivals he’d missed, headliners who weren’t around any more.
He thought of Lawson Geddes, his one-time mentor, boss, protector, his memory rippling back through two decades.
John Rebus, mid-twenties, a detective constable, looking to put army years behind him, ghosts and nightmares. A wife and infant daughter trying to be his life. And Rebus maybe seeking out a surrogate father, finding one in Lawson Geddes, Detective Inspector, City of Edinburgh Police. Geddes was forty-five, ex-army, served in the Borneo conflict, told stories of jungle war versus The Beatles, no one back in Britain very interested in a last spasm of colonial muscle. The two men found they shared common values, common night sweats and dreams of failure. Rebus was new to CID, Geddes knew everything there was to know. It was easy to recall the first year of growing friendship, easy now to forgive the few hiccups: Geddes making a pass at Rebus’s young wife, almost succeeding; Rebus passing out at a Geddes party, waking in the dark and pissing into a dresser-drawer, thinking he’d found the toilet; a couple of fist-fights after last orders, the fists not connecting, turning into wrestling matches instead.
Easy to forgive so much. But then they landed a murder inquiry, Leonard Spaven Geddes’ chief suspect. Geddes and Lenny Spaven had been playing cat-and-mouse for a couple of years – aggravated assault, pimping, the hijacking of a couple of cigarette lorries. Even whispers of a murder or two, gangster stuff, trimming the competition. Spaven had been in the Scots Guards same time as Geddes, maybe the bad blood started there, neither man ever said.
Christmas 1976, a gruesome find on farmland near Swanston: a woman’s body, decapitated. The head turned up almost a week later, New Year’s Day, in another field near Currie. The weather was sub-zero. From the rate of decay, the pathologist was able to say that the head had been kept indoors for some time after being severed from the body, while the body itself had been dumped fresh. Glasgow police semi-interested, the file on Bible John still open six years on. Identification from clothing initially, a member of the public coming forward to say the description sounded like a neighbour who hadn’t been seen for a couple of weeks. The milkman had kept on delivering until he decided no one was home, that she had gone away for Christmas without telling him.
Police forced the front door. Unopened Christmas cards on the hall carpet; a pot of soup on the stove, speckled with mould; a radio playing quietly. Relatives were found, identified the body – Elizabeth Rhind, Elsie to her friends. Thirty-five years old, divorced from a sailor in the merchant navy. She’d worked for a brewery, shorthand and typing. She’d been well liked, the outgoing type. The ex-husband, suspect one, had a steel-toecapped alibi: his ship was in Gib at the time. Lists of the victim’s friends, especially boyfriends, and a name came up: Lenny. No surname, someone Elsie had gone out with for a few weeks. Drinking companions provided a description, and Lawson Geddes recognised it: Lenny Spaven. Geddes formed his theory quickly: Lenny had zeroed in on Elsie when he learned she worked at the brewery. He was probably looking for inside gen, maybe thinking of a truck hijack or a simple break-in. Elsie refused to help, he got angry, and he killed her.
It sounded good to Geddes, but he found it hard to convince anyone else. There was no evidence either. They couldn’t determine a time of death, leaving a twenty-four-hour margin of error, so Spaven didn’t need to provide an alibi. A search of his home and those of his friends showed no bloodstains, nothing. There were other strands they should have been following, but Geddes couldn’t stop thinking about Spaven. It nearly drove John Rebus demented. They argued loudly, more than once, stopped going for drinks together. The brass had a word with Geddes, told him he was becoming obsessed to the detriment of the inquiry. He was told to take a holiday. They even had a collection for him in the Murder Room.
Then one night he’d come to Rebus’s door, begging a favour. He looked like he hadn’t slept in a week, or changed his clothes over that time. He said he’d been following Spaven, and had tracked him to a lock-up in Stockbridge. He was probably still there if they hurried. Rebus knew it was wrong; there were procedures. But Geddes was shivering, wild-eyed. All idea of search warrants and the like evaporated. Rebus insisted on driving, Geddes giving directions.
Spaven was still in the garage. So were brown cardboard boxes, piled high: the proceeds from a South Queensferry warehouse break-in back in November. Digital clock-radios: Spaven was fitting plugs to them, preparing to hawk them around the pubs and clubs. Behind one pile of boxes, Geddes discovered a plastic carrier bag. Inside were a woman’s hat and a cream shoulder-bag, both later identified as having belonged to Elsie Rhind.
Spaven protested his innocence from the moment Geddes lifted up the carrier bag and asked what was inside. He protested all the way through the rest of the investigation, the trial, and as he was being hauled back to the cells after being handed down a life sentence. Geddes and Rebus were in court, Geddes back to normal, beaming satisfaction, Rebus just a little uneasy. They’d had to concoct a story: an anonymous tip-off on a consignment of stolen goods, a chance find . . . It felt right and wrong at the same time. Lawson Geddes hadn’t wanted to talk about it afterwards, which was strange: usually they dissected their cases – successful or not – over a drink. Then, to everyone’s surprise, Geddes had resigned from the force, with promotion only a year or two away. Instead, he’d gone to work in his father’s off-sales business – there was always a discount waiting for serving officers – made some money, and retired at a youthful fifty-five. For the past ten years, he’d been living with his wife Etta in Lanzarote.
Ten years ago Rebus had received a postcard. Lanzarote had ‘not much fresh water, but enough to temper a glass of whisky, and the Torres wines need no adulteration’. The landscape was almost lunar, ‘black volcanic ash, so an excuse not to garden!’, and that was about it. He hadn’t heard anything since, and Geddes hadn’t furnished his address on the island. That was OK, friendships came and went. Geddes had been a useful man to know at the time, he’d taught Rebus a lot.
Dylan: Don’t Look Back.
The here and now: light-show stinging Rebus’s eyes. He blinked back tears, stepped away from the stage, retreated to hospitality. Pop stars and entourage, loving the media interest. Flash-bulbs and questions. A spume of champagne. Rebus brushed flecks from his shoulder, decided it was time to find his car.
The Spaven case should have remained closed, no matter how loudly the prisoner himself protested. But in jail, Spaven had started writing, his writings smuggled out by friends or bribed jailers. Pieces had started to see publication – fiction at first, an early story picking up first prize in some newspaper competition. When the winner’s true identity and where-abouts were revealed, the newspaper got itself a bigger news story. More writing, more publication. Then a TV drama, penned by Spaven. It won an award somewhere in Germany, another in France, it was shown in the USA, an estimated audience of twenty million worldwide. There was a follow-up. Then a novel, and then the non-fiction pieces started appearing – Spaven’s early life at first, but Rebus knew where the story would lead.
By this time there was loud support in the media for an early release, nullified when Spaven assaulted another prisoner severely enough to cause brain damage. Spaven’s pieces from jail became more eloquent than ever – the man had been jealous of all the attention, had attempted to murder Spaven in the corridor outside his cell. Self-defence. And the crunch: Spaven would not have been placed in this invidious position were it not for a gross miscarriage of justice. The second instalment of Spaven’s autobiography ended with the Elsie Rhind case, and with mention of the two police officers who’d framed him – Lawson Geddes and John Rebus. Spaven reserved his real loathing for Geddes, Rebus just a bit-player, Geddes’ lackey. More media interest. Rebus saw it as a revenge fantasy, planned over long incarcerated years, Spaven unhinged. But whenever he read Spaven’s work, he saw powerful manipulation of the reader, and he thought back to Lawson Geddes on his doorstep that night, to the lies they told afterwards . . .
And then Lenny Spaven died, committed suicide. Took a scalpel to his throat and opened it up, a gash you could fit your hand inside. More rumour: he’d been murdered by jailers before he could complete volume three of his autobiography, detailing his years and depredations in several Scottish prisons. Or jealous prisoners had been allowed access to his cell.
Or it was suicide. He left a note, three drafts crumpled on the floor, maintaining to the end his innocence in the Elsie Rhind killing. The media started sniffing their story, Spaven’s life and death big news. And now . . . three things.
One: the incomplete third volume of autobiography had been published – ‘heart-breaking’ according to one critic, ‘a massive achievement’ for another. It was still on the bestseller list, Spaven’s face staring out from bookshop windows all along Princes Street. Rebus tried to avoid the route.
Two: a prisoner was released, and told reporters he was the last person to see or speak to Spaven alive. According to him, Spaven’s last words were: ‘God knows I’m innocent, but I’m so tired of saying it over and over.’ The story earned the ex-offender £750 from a newspaper; easy to see it as flannel waved at a gullible press.
Three: a new TV series was launched, The Justice Programme, a hard-hitting look at crime, the system, and miscarriages of justice. High ratings for its first series – attractive presenter Eamonn Breen scooping women viewers – so now a second series was on the blocks, and the Spaven case – severed head, accusations, and suicide of a media darling – was to be the showcase opener.
With Lawson Geddes out of the country, address unknown, leaving John Rebus to carry the film-can.
Alex Harvey: ‘Framed’. Segue to Jethro Tull: ‘Living in the Past’.
He went home by way of the Oxford Bar – a long detour, always worthwhile. The gantry and optics had a quietly hypnotic effect, the only possible explanation as to why the regulars could stand and stare at them for hours at a stretch. The barman waited for an order; Rebus did not have a ‘usual’ drink these days, variety the spice of life and all that.
‘Dark rum, and a half of Best.’
He hadn’t touched dark rum in years, didn’t think of it as a young man’s drink. Yet Allan Mitchison had drunk it. A seaman’s drink, another reason to think he worked offshore. Rebus handed over money, downed the short in one sour swallow, rinsed his mouth with the beer, found himself finishing it too quickly. The barman turned with his change.
‘Make it a pint this time, Jon.’
‘And another rum?’
‘Jesus, no.’ Rebus rubbed his eyes, bummed a cigarette from his drowsy neighbour. The Spaven case . . . it had dragged Rebus backwards through time, forcing him to confront memory, then to wonder if his memory was playing tricks. It remained unfinished business, twenty years on. Like Bible John. He shook his head, tried to clear it of history, and found himself thinking of Allan Mitchison, of falling headlong on to spiked rails, watching them rise towards you, arms held fast to a chair so there was only one choice left: did you confront doom open-eyed or closed? He walked around the bar to use the telephone, put money in and then couldn’t think who to call.
‘Forgotten the number?’ a drinker asked as Rebus got his coin back.
‘Aye,’ he said, ‘what’s the Samaritans’ again?’
The drinker surprised him, knew the number pat.
Four blinks from his answering machine meant four messages. He lifted the instruction manual. It was open at page six, the ‘Playback’ section boxed with red pen, paragraphs underlined. He followed the instructions. The machine decided to work.
‘It’s Brian.’ Brian Holmes. Rebus opened the Black Bush and poured, listening. ‘Just to say . . . well, thanks. Minto’s recanted, so I’m off the hook. Hope I can return the favour.’ No energy in the voice, a mouth tired of words. End message. Rebus savoured the whiskey.
Blip: message two.
‘I was working late and thought I’d give you a call, Inspector. We spoke earlier, Stuart Minchell, personnel manager at T-Bird Oil. I can confirm that Allan Mitchison was in our employ. I can fax through the details if you have a number. Call me at the office tomorrow. Bye.’
Goodbye and bingo. A relief to know something about the deceased other than his taste in music. Rebus’s ears were roaring: the concert and the alcohol, blood pounding.
Message three: ‘It’s Howdenhall here, thought you were in a hurry but I can’t find you. Typical CID.’ Rebus knew the voice: Pete Hewitt at the police lab, Howdenhall. Pete looked fifteen, but was probably early twenties, smart-mouthed with a brain to match. Fingerprints a speciality. ‘I got mostly partials, but a couple of beauties, and guess what? Their owner’s on the computer. Past convictions for violence. Phone me back if you want a name.’
Rebus checked his watch. Pete doing his usual tease. It was gone eleven, he’d be home or out on the ran-dan, and Rebus didn’t have a home number for him. He kicked the sofa, wished he’d stayed home: carting off bootleggers a pure waste of time. Still, he had the Black Bush and a bagful of CDs, T-shirts he’d never wear, a poster of four tykes with acne close-ups. He’d seen their faces before, couldn’t think where . . .
One message to go.
‘John?’
A woman’s voice, one he recognised.
‘If you’re home, pick up, please. I hate these things.’ Pause, waiting. A sigh. ‘OK then, look, now that we’re not . . . I mean, now I’m not your boss, how about some socialising? Dinner or something. Give me a call at home or office, OK? While there’s time. I mean, you won’t be at Fort Apache for ever. Take care.’
Rebus sat down, staring at the machine as it clicked off. Gill Templer, Chief Inspector, one-time ‘significant other’. She’d become his boss only recently, frost on the surface, no sign of anything but iceberg beneath. Rebus took another drink, toasted the machine. A woman had just asked him for a date: when had that last happened? He got up and went to the bathroom, examined his reflection in the cabinet mirror, rubbed his chin and laughed. Twilit eyes, lank hair, hands that trembled when he lifted them level.
‘Looking good, John.’ Yes, and he could fib for Scotland. Gill Templer, looking as good these days as when they’d first met, asking him out? He shook his head, still laughing. No, there had to be something . . . A hidden agenda.
Back in the living room, he emptied his lucky-bag, found that the poster of the four tykes matched the cover of one of the CDs. He recognised it: The Dancing Pigs. One of Mitchison’s tapes, their latest recording. He recalled a couple of the faces from the hospitality tent: We fucking killed them out there! Mitchison had owned at least two of their albums.
Funny he hadn’t had a ticket to the gig . . .
His front door bell: short, two rings. He walked back down the hall, checking the time. Eleven twenty-five. Put his eye to the spy-hole, didn’t believe what he saw, opened the door wide.
‘Where’s the rest of the crew?’
Kayleigh Burgess stood there, heavy bag hanging from her shoulder, hair tucked up under an oversized green beret, strands curling down past both ears. Cute and cynical at the same time: Don’t-Muck-Me-About-Unless-I-Want-You-To. Rebus had seen the model and year before.
‘In their beds, most likely.’
‘You mean Eamonn Breen doesn’t sleep in a coffin?’
A guarded smile; she adjusted the weight of the bag on her shoulder. ‘You know,’ not looking at him, fussing with the bag instead, ‘you’re doing yourself no favours refusing to even discuss this with us. It doesn’t make you look good.’
‘I was no pin-up to start with.’
‘We’re not taking sides, that’s not what The Justice Programme’s about.’
‘Really? Well, much as I enjoy a blether on the doorstep last thing at night . . .’
‘You haven’t heard, have you?’ Now she looked at him. ‘No, I didn’t think so. Too soon. We’ve had a unit out in Lanzarote, trying to interview Lawson Geddes. I got a phone call this evening . . .’
Rebus knew the face and tone of voice; he’d used them himself on many grim occasions, trying to break the news to family, to friends . . .
‘What happened?’
‘He committed suicide. Apparently he’d been suffering from depression since his wife died. He shot himself.’
‘Aw, Christ.’ Rebus swivelled from the door, legs heavy as he made for the living room, the whiskey bottle. She followed him, placed her bag on the coffee table. He motioned with the bottle and she nodded. They chinked glasses.
‘When did Etta die?’
‘About a year ago. Heart attack, I think. There’s a daughter, lives in London.’
Rebus remembered her: a cheeky-faced pre-teen with braces. Her name was Aileen.
‘Did you hound Geddes the way you’ve hounded me?’
‘We don’t “hound”, Inspector. We just want everyone to have their say. It’s important to the programme.’
‘The programme.’ Rebus shook his head. ‘Well, you’ve not got a programme now, have you?’
The drink had brought colour to her face. ‘On the contrary, Mr Geddes’ suicide could be construed as an admission of guilt. It makes a hell of a punch-line.’ She’d recovered well; Rebus wondered how much of her earlier timidity had been an act. He realised she was standing in his living room: records, CDs, empty bottles, books piled high on the floor. He couldn’t let her see the kitchen: Johnny Bible and Bible John spread across the table, evidence of an obsession. ‘That’s why I’m here . . . partly. I could have given you the news over the telephone, but I thought it was the sort of thing best done face to face. And now that you’re alone, the only living witness so to speak . . .’ She reached into the bag, produced a professional-looking tape deck and microphone. Rebus put down his glass and walked over to her, hands out.
‘May I?’
She hesitated, then handed over the equipment. Rebus walked down the hall with it. The front door was still open. He stepped into the stairwell, reached a hand over the guard-rail, and let go the recorder. It fell two flights, case splintering on impact with the stone floor. She was right behind him.
‘You’ll pay for that!’
‘Send me the bill and we’ll see.’
He walked back inside and closed the door after him, put the chain on as a hint, and watched through the spy-hole till she’d gone.
He sat in his chair by the window, thinking of Lawson Geddes. Typical Scot, he couldn’t cry about it. Crying was for football defeats, animal bravery stories, ‘Flower of Scotland’ after closing time. He cried about stupid things, but tonight his eyes remained stubbornly dry.
He knew he was in shit. They only had him now, and they’d redouble their efforts to salvage a programme. Besides, Burgess was right: prisoner suicide, policeman suicide – it was a hell of a punch-line. But Rebus didn’t want to be the man to feed them it. Like them, he wanted to know the truth – but not for the same reasons. He couldn’t even say why he wanted to know. One course of action: start his own investigation. The only problem was, the further he dug, the more he might be creating a pit for his own reputation – what was left of it – and, more importantly, that of his one-time mentor, partner, friend. Problem connected to the first: he wasn’t objective enough; he couldn’t investigate himself. He needed a stand-in, an understudy.
He picked up the telephone, pressed seven numbers. A sleepy response.
‘Yeah, hello?’
‘Brian, it’s John. Sorry to phone so late, I need that favour repaid.’
They met in the car park at Newcraighall. Lights were on in the UCI cinema complex, some late showing. The Mega Bowl was closed; so was McDonald’s. Holmes and Nell Stapleton had moved into a house just off Duddingston Park, looking across Portobello Golf Course and the Freightliner Terminal. Holmes said the freight traffic didn’t keep him awake through the night. They could have met at the golf course, but it was too close to Nell for Rebus’s liking. He hadn’t seen her in a couple of years, not even at social functions – each had a gift for knowing when the other would or wouldn’t be in attendance. Old scrapes; Nell picking at the scabs, obsessive.
So they met a couple of miles away, in a gully, surrounded by closed shops – DIY store, shoe emporium, Toys R Us – still cops, even off duty.
Especially off duty.
Their eyes darted, using wing mirrors and rearview, looking for shadows. Nobody in sight, they still talked in an undertone. Rebus explained exactly what he wanted.
‘This TV programme, I need some ammo before I talk to them. But it’s too personal with me. I need you to go back over the Spaven case – case notes, trial proceedings. Just read through them, see what you think.’
Holmes sat in the passenger seat of Rebus’s Saab. He looked what he was: a man who’d got undressed and gone to bed, only to have to get up too shortly thereafter and put dayshift clothes on again. His hair was ruffled, shirt open two buttons, shoes but no socks. He stifled a yawn, shaking his head.
‘I don’t get it. What am I looking for?’
‘Just see if anything jars. Just . . . I don’t know.’
‘You’re taking this seriously then?’
‘Lawson Geddes just killed himself.’
‘Christ.’ But Holmes didn’t even blink; beyond compassion for men he didn’t know, figures from history. He had too much on his own mind.
‘Something else,’ Rebus said. ‘You might track down an ex-con who says he was the last person to talk to Spaven. I forget the name, but it was reported in all the papers at the time.’
‘One question: do you think Geddes framed Lenny Spaven?’
Rebus made a show of thinking it over, then shrugged. ‘Let me tell you the story. Not the story you’ll find in my written notes on the case.’
Rebus began to talk: Geddes turning up at his door, the too-easy finding of the bag, Geddes frantic before, unnaturally calm after. The story they manufactured, anonymous tip-off. Holmes listened in silence. The cinema began to empty, young couples hugging, air-hopping towards their cars, walking like they’d rather be lying down. A gathering of engine-noise, exhaust fumes and headlights, tall shadows on the canyon walls, the car park emptying. Rebus finished his version.
‘Another question.’
Rebus waited, but Holmes was having trouble forming the words. He gave up finally and shook his head. Rebus knew what he was thinking. He knew Rebus had put the squeeze on Minto, while believing Minto to have a case against Holmes. And now he knew that Rebus had lied to protect Lawson Geddes and to secure the conviction. The question in his mind a double strand – was Rebus’s version the truth? How dirty was the copper sitting behind the steering wheel?
How dirty would Holmes allow himself to get before he left the force?
Rebus knew Nell nagged him every day, quiet persuasion. He was young enough for another career, any career, something clean and risk-free. There was still time for him to get out. But maybe not much time.
‘OK,’ Holmes said, opening the car door. ‘I’ll start a.s.a.p.’ He paused. ‘But if I find any dirt, anything concealed in the margins . . .’
Rebus turned on his lights, high-beam. He started the car and drove off.
Rebus woke up early. There was a book open on his lap. He looked at the last paragraph he’d read before falling asleep, didn’t recall any of it. Mail lying inside the door: who’d be a postman in Edinburgh, all those tenement stairs? His credit-card bill: two supermarkets, three off-licences, and Bob’s Rare Vinyl. Impulse buys one Saturday afternoon, after a lunchtime sesh in the Ox – Freak Out on single vinyl, mint; The Velvet Underground, peel-off banana intact; Sergeant Pepper in mono with the sheet of cut-outs. He’d yet to play any of them, already had scratchy copies of the Velvets and Beatles.
He shopped on Marchmont Road, ate breakfast at the kitchen table with the Bible John/Johnny Bible material for a cloth. Johnny Bible headlines: ‘Catch This Monster!’; ‘Baby-Faced Killer Claims Third Victim’; ‘Public Warned: Be Vigilant’. Much the same banners Bible John was earning a quarter century before.
Johnny Bible’s first victim: Duthie Park, Aberdeen. Michelle Strachan came from Pittenweem in Fife, so of course all her Furry Boot pals called her Michelle Fifer. She didn’t look like her near-namesake: short and skinny, mousy shoulder-length hair, front teeth prominent. She was a student at Robert Gordon University. Raped, strangled, one shoe missing.
Victim two, six weeks later: Angela Riddell, Angie to her friends. In her time she’d worked at an escort agency, been arrested in a slapper sweep near Leith docks, and fronted a blues band, husky-voiced but trying too hard. A record company had now released the band’s only demo as a CD single, making money from ghouls and the curious. Edinburgh CID had spent a lot of hours – thousands of man hours – trawling through Angie Riddell’s past, seeking out old clients, friends, fans of the band, looking for a prozzy punter turned killer, an obsessed blues fan, whatever. Warriston Cemetery, where the body was found, was a known haunt of Hell’s Angels, amateur black magicians, perverts and loners. In the days following the discovery of the body, at dead of night you were more likely to trip over a snoozing surveillance team than a crucified cat.
A month-long gap, during which the first two murders had been connected – Angie Riddell not only raped and strangled, but missing a distinctive necklace, a row of two-inch metal crosses, bought in Cockburn Street – then a third killing, this time in Glasgow. Judith Cairns, ‘Ju-Ju’, was on the dole, which hadn’t stopped her working in a chip shop late evenings, a pub some lunchtimes, and as a hotel chambermaid weekend mornings. When she was found dead, there was no sign of her backpack, which friends swore she took everywhere, even to clubs and warehouse raves.
Three women, aged nineteen, twenty-four and twenty-one, murdered within three months. It was two weeks since Johnny Bible had struck. A six-week gap between victims one and two had been whittled to a calendar month between two and three. Everyone was waiting, waiting for the worst possible news. Rebus drank his coffee, ate his croissant, and examined photos of the three victims, culled from the newspapers, blown-up grainy, all the young women smiling, the way you only usually did for a photographer. The camera always lied.
Rebus knew so much about the victims, so little about Johnny Bible. Though no police officer would admit it in public, they were impotent, all but going through the motions. It was his play; they were waiting for him to slip up: overconfidence, or boredom, or a simple desire to be caught, the knowledge of what was right and wrong. They were waiting for a friend, a neighbour, a loved one to come forward, maybe an anonymous call – one that would prove not merely malicious. They were all waiting. Rebus ran a finger over the biggest photo of Angie Riddell. He’d known her, had been part of the team that had arrested her and a lot of other working girls that night in Leith. The atmosphere had been good, a lot of jokes, jibes at married officers. Most of the prostitutes knew the routine, those who did calming those who were new to the game. Angie Riddell had been stroking the hair of a hysterical teenager, a druggie. Rebus had liked her style, had interviewed her. She’d made him laugh. A couple of weeks later, he’d driven down Commercial Street, asked how she was doing. She’d told him time was money, and talk didn’t come cheap, but offered him a discount if he wanted anything more substantial than hot air. He’d laughed again, bought her tea and a bridie at a late-opening café. A fortnight later, he found himself down in Leith again, but according to the girls she hadn’t been around, so that was that.
Raped, beaten, strangled.
It all reminded him of the World’s End killings, of other murders of young women, so many of them left unsolved. World’s End: October ’77, the year before Spaven, two teenagers drinking in the World’s End pub on the High Street. Their bodies turned up next morning. Beaten, hands tied, strangled, bags and jewellery missing. Rebus hadn’t worked the case, but knew men who had: they carried with them the frustration of a job left undone, and would carry it to the grave. The way a lot of them saw it, when you worked a murder investigation, your client was the deceased, mute and cold, but still screaming out for justice. It had to be true, because sometimes if you listened hard enough you could hear them screaming. Sitting in his chair by the window, Rebus had heard many a despairing cry. One night, he’d heard Angie Riddell and it had pierced his heart, because he’d known her, liked her. In that instant it became personal for him. He couldn’t not be interested in Johnny Bible. He just didn’t know what he could do to help. His curiosity about the original Bible John case was probably no help at all. It had sent him back in time, spending less and less time in the present. Sometimes it took all his strength to pull him back to the here and now.
Rebus had telephone calls to make. First: Pete Hewitt at Howdenhall.
‘Morning, Inspector, and isn’t she a beauty?’
Voice dripping irony. Rebus looked out at milky sunshine. ‘Rough night, Pete?’
‘Rough? You could shave a yak with it. I take it you got my message?’ Rebus had pen and paper ready. ‘I got a couple of decent prints off the whisky bottle: thumb and forefinger. Tried lifting from the polythene bag and the tape binding him to the chair, but only a few partials, nothing to build a case on.’
‘Come on, Pete, get to the ID.’
‘Well, all that money you complain we spend on computers . . . I got a match within quarter of an hour. The name is Anthony Ellis Kane. He has a police record for attempted murder, assault, reset. Ring any bells?’
‘Not a one.’
‘Well, he used to operate out of Glasgow. No convictions these past seven years.’
‘I’ll look him up when I get to the station. Thanks, Pete.’
Next call: the personnel office at T-Bird Oil. A long-distance call; he’d wait and make it from Fort Apache. A glance out of the window: no sign of the Redgauntlet crew. Rebus put his jacket on and made for the door.
He stopped in at the boss’s office. MacAskill was guzzling Irn-Bru.
‘We have a fingerprint ID, Anthony Ellis Kane, previous convictions for violence.’
MacAskill tossed the empty can into his waste-basket. His desk was stacked with old paperwork – drawer one of the filing cabinet. There was an empty packing case on the floor.
‘What about the decedent’s family, friends?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘Deceased worked for T-Bird Oil. I’m going to call the personnel manager for details.’
‘Make that job one, John.’
‘Job one, sir.’
But when he got to the Shed and sat at his desk, he thought about phoning Gill Templer first, decided against it. Bain was at his desk; Rebus didn’t want an audience.
‘Dod,’ he said, ‘run a check on Anthony Ellis Kane. Howdenhall found his prints on the carry-out.’ Bain nodded and started typing. Rebus phoned Aberdeen, gave his name and asked to be put through to Stuart Minchell.
‘Good morning, Inspector.’
‘Thanks for leaving a message, Mr Minchell. Do you have Allan Mitchison’s employment details?’
‘Right in front of me. What do you want to know?’
‘A next of kin.’
Minchell shuffled paper. ‘There doesn’t appear to be one. Let me check his CV.’ A long pause, Rebus happy not to be making the call from home. ‘Inspector, it seems Allan Mitchison was an orphan. I have details of his education, and there’s a children’s home mentioned.’
‘No family?’
‘No mention of a family.’
Rebus had written Mitchison’s name on a sheet of paper. He underlined it now, the rest of the page a blank. ‘What was Mr Mitchison’s position within the company?’
‘He was . . . let’s see, he worked for Platform Maintenance, specifically as a painter. We have a base in Shetland, maybe he worked there.’ More paper shuffling. ‘No, Mr Mitchison worked on the platforms themselves.’
‘Painting them?’
‘And general maintenance. Steel corrodes, Inspector. You’ve no idea how fast the North Sea can strip paint from steel.’
‘Which rig did he work on?’
‘Not a rig, a production platform. I’d have to check that.’
‘Could you do that, please? And could you fax me through his personnel file?’
‘You say he’s dead?’
‘Last time I looked.’
‘Then there should be no problem. Give me your number there.’
Rebus did so, and terminated the call. Bain was waving him over. Rebus crossed the room and stood by Bain’s side, the better to see the computer screen.
‘This guy’s pure mental,’ Bain said. His phone rang. Bain picked up, started a conversation. Rebus read down the screen. Anthony Ellis Kane, known as ‘Tony El’, had a record going back to his youth. He was now forty-four years old, well known to Strathclyde police. The bulk of his adult life had been spent in the employ of Joseph Toal, a.k.a. ‘Uncle Joe’, who practically ran Glasgow with muscle provided by his son and by men like Tony El. Bain put down the receiver.
‘Uncle Joe,’ he mused. ‘If Tony El is still working for him, we could have a very different case.’
Rebus was remembering what the boss had said: it’s got a gang feel to it. Drugs or a default on a loan. Maybe MacAskill was right.
‘You know what this means?’ Bain said.
Rebus nodded. ‘A trip to weegie-land.’ Scotland’s two main cities, separated by a fifty-minute motorway trip, were wary neighbours, as though years back one had accused the other of something and the accusation, unfounded or not, still rankled. Rebus had a couple of contacts in Glasgow CID, so went to his desk and made the calls.
‘If you want info on Uncle Joe,’ he was told during the second call, ‘best talk to Chick Ancram. Wait, I’ll give you his number.’
Charles Ancram, it turned out, was a Chief Inspector based in Govan. Rebus spent a fruitless half hour trying to find him, then went for a walk. The shops in front of Fort Apache were the usual metal shutters and mesh grille affairs, Asian owners mostly, even if the shops were staffed with white faces. Men hung around on the street outside, T-shirted, sporting tattoos, smoking. Eyes as trustworthy as a weasel in a hen-house.
Eggs? Not me, pal, can’t stand them.
Rebus bought cigarettes and a newspaper. Walking out of the shop, a baby buggy caught his ankles, a woman told him to mind where he was fucking going. She bustled away, hauling a toddler behind her. Twenty, maybe twenty-one, hair dyed blonde, two front teeth missing. Her bared forearms showed tattoos, too. Across the road, an advertising hoarding told him to spend £20k on a new car. Behind it, the discount supermarket was doing no business, kids using its car park as a skateboard rink.
Back in the Shed, Maclay was on the telephone. He held the receiver out to Rebus.
‘Chief Inspector Ancram, returning your call.’ Rebus rested against the desk.
‘Hello?’
‘Inspector Rebus? Ancram here, I believe you want a word.’
‘Thanks for getting back to me, sir. Two words really: Joseph Toal.’
Ancram snorted. He had a west coast drawl, nasal, always managing to sound a little condescending. ‘Uncle Joe Corleone? Our own dear Godfather? Has he done something I don’t know about?’
‘Do you know one of his men, a guy called Anthony Kane?’
‘Tony El,’ Ancram confirmed. ‘Worked for Uncle Joe for years.’
‘Past tense?’
‘He hasn’t been heard of in a while. Story is he crossed Uncle Joe, and Uncle Joe got Stanley to see to things. Tony El was all cut up about it.’
‘Who’s Stanley?’
‘Uncle Joe’s son. It’s not his real name, but everyone calls him Stanley, on account of his hobby.’
‘Which is?’
‘Stanley knives, he collects them.’
‘You think Stanley topped Tony El?’
‘Well, the body hasn’t turned up, which is usually proof enough in a perverse way.’
‘Tony El’s very much alive. He was through here a few days ago.’
‘I see.’ Ancram was quiet for a moment. In the background Rebus could hear busy voices, radio transmissions, police station sounds. ‘Bag over the head?’
‘How did you know?’
‘Tony El’s trademark. So he’s back in circulation, eh? Inspector, I think you and me better have a talk. Monday morning, can you find Govan station? No, wait, make it Partick, 613 Dumbarton Road. I’ve a meeting there at nine. Can we say ten?’
‘Ten’s fine.’
‘See you then.’
Rebus put down the telephone. ‘Monday morning at ten,’ he told Bain. ‘I’m off to Partick.’
‘You poor bastard,’ Bain replied, sounding like he meant it.
‘Want us to put out Tony El’s description?’ Maclay asked.
‘Pronto. Let’s see if we can lassoo him before Monday.’
Bible John flew back into Scotland on a fine Friday morning. The first thing he did at the airport was pick up some newspapers. In the kiosk, he saw that a new book had been published on World War Two, so bought that too. Sitting in the concourse, he flicked through the newspapers, finding no new stories concerning the Upstart. He left the papers on his seat and went to the carousel, where his luggage was waiting.
A taxi took him into Glasgow. He had already decided not to stay in the city. It wasn’t that he had anything to fear from his old hunting-ground, but that a stay there would bring little profit. Of necessity, Glasgow brought back bittersweet memories. In the late sixties, it had been reinventing itself: knocking down old slums, building their concrete equivalents on the outskirts. New roads, bridges, motorways – the place had been an enormous building site. He got the feeling the process was still ongoing, as if the city still hadn’t acquired an identity it could be comfortable with.
A problem Bible John knew something about.
From Queen Street station, he took a train to Edinburgh, and used his cellphone to reserve a room at his usual hotel, placing it on his corporate account. He called his wife to tell her where he’d be. He had his laptop with him, and did some work on the train. Work soothed him; a busy brain was best. Go therefore now, and work; for there shall no straw be given you, yet shall ye deliver the tale of bricks. The Book of Exodus. The media back then had done him a favour, and so had the police. They’d issued a description saying his first name was John and he was ‘fond of quoting from the Bible’. Neither was particularly true: his middle name was John, and he had only occasionally quoted aloud from the good book. In recent years, he’d started attending church again, but now regretted it, regretted thinking he was safe.
There was no safety in this world, just as there would be none in the next.
He left the train at Haymarket – in summer it was easier to catch a taxi there – but when he stepped out into sunshine, he decided to walk to the hotel: it was only five or ten minutes away. His case had wheels, and his shoulder-bag was not particularly heavy. He breathed deeply: traffic fumes and a hint of brewery hops. Tired of squinting, he paused to put on sunglasses, and immediately liked the world better. Catching his reflection in a shop window he saw just another businessman tired of travelling. There was nothing memorable about either face or figure, and the clothes were always conservative: a suit from Austin Reed, shirt by Double 2. A well-dressed and successful businessman. He checked the knot of his tie, and ran his tongue over the only two false teeth in his head – necessary surgery from a quarter-century before. Like everyone else, he crossed the road at the lights.
Check-in at his hotel took a matter of moments. He sat at the room’s small circular table and opened his laptop, plugging it into the mains, changing the adaptor from 110v to 240. He used his password, then double-clicked on the file marked UPSTART. Inside were his notes on Johnny Bible so-called, his own psychological profile of the killer. It was building nicely.
Bible John reflected that he had something the authorities didn’t have: inside knowledge of how a serial killer worked, thought and lived, the lies he had to tell, the guile and disguises, the secret life behind the everyday face. It put him ahead in the game. With any luck, he’d get to Johnny Bible before the police did.
He had avenues to follow. One: from his working habits, it was clear the Upstart had prior knowledge of the Bible John case. How did he gain this knowledge? The Upstart was in his twenties, too young to remember Bible John. Therefore he’d heard about it somewhere, or read about it, and then had gone on to research it in some detail. There were books – some of them recent, some not – about the Bible John killings or with chapters on them. If Johnny Bible were being meticulous, he would have consulted all the available literature, but with some of the material long out of print he must have been searching secondhand bookshops, or else must have used libraries. The search was narrowing nicely.
Another connected avenue: newspapers. Again, it was unlikely the Upstart had open access to papers from a quarter century ago. That meant libraries again, and very few libraries held newspapers for that length of time. Search narrowing nicely.
Then there was the Upstart himself. Many predators made errors early on, mistakes executed due to a lack either of proper planning or of simple nerve. Bible John himself was unusual: his real mistake had come with victim three, with sharing a taxi with her sister. Were there victims around who had escaped the Upstart? That meant looking through recent newspapers, seeking out attacks on women in Aberdeen, Glasgow, Edinburgh, tracking down the killer’s false starts and early failures. It would be time-consuming work. But therapeutic, too.
He stripped and had a shower, then put on a more casual outfit: navy blazer and khaki trousers. He decided not to risk using the telephone in his room – the numbers would be logged by reception – so headed out into the sunshine. No phone boxes these days held directories, so he walked into a pub and ordered tonic water, then asked for the phone book. The barmaid – late teens, nose-stud, pink hair – handed it over with a smile. At his table, he took out notebook and pen and jotted down some numbers, then went to the back of the bar where the telephone was kept. It was next to the toilets – private enough for the purpose, especially just now with the pub all but empty. His calls were to a couple of antiquarian booksellers and three libraries. The results were, to his mind, satisfactory if by no means revelatory, but then he’d decided weeks back that this might be a drawn-out process. After all, he had self-knowledge on his side, but the police had hundreds of men and computers and a publicity machine. And they could investigate openly. He knew his own investigation into the Upstart had to be undertaken with more discretion. But he also knew he needed help, and that was risky. Involving others was always a risk. He’d considered the dilemma over long days and nights – on one side of the scales, his wish to track down the Upstart; on the other, the risk that in so doing, he would be putting himself – his identity – in danger.
So he’d asked himself a question: how badly did he want the Upstart?
And had answered it: very badly. Very badly indeed. He spent the afternoon on and around George IV Bridge – the National Library of Scotland and the Central Lending Library. He had a reader’s card for the National Library, had done research there in the past – business; plus some reading on the Second World War, his main hobby these days. He browsed in local secondhand bookshops too, asking if they had any true-life crime. He told staff the Johnny Bible murders had kindled his interest.
‘We only have half a shelf of true crime,’ the assistant in the first shop said, showing him where it was. Bible John feigned interest in the books, then returned to the assistant’s desk.
‘No, nothing there. Do you also search for books?’
‘Not as such,’ the assistant said. ‘But we keep requests . . .’ She pulled out a heavy old-style ledger and opened it. ‘If you put down what you’re looking for, your name and address, if we happen across the book we’ll get in touch.’
‘That’s fine.’
Bible John took out his pen, wrote slowly, checking recent requests. He flicked back a page, eyes running down the list of titles and subjects.
‘Don’t people have such varied interests?’ he said, smiling at the assistant.
He tried the same ploy at three further shops, but found no evidence of the Upstart. He then walked to the National Library’s annexe on Causewayside, where recent newspapers were kept, and browsed through a month’s worth of Scotsmans, Heralds and Press and Journals, taking notes from certain stories: assaults, rapes. Of course, even if there was an early, failed victim, it didn’t mean the attempt had gone reported. The Americans had a word for what he was doing. They called it shitwork.
Back in the National Library proper, he studied the librarians, looking for someone special. When he thought he’d found what he was looking for, he checked the library’s opening hours, and decided to wait.
At closing time, he was standing outside the National Library, sunglasses on in the mid-evening light, crawling lines of traffic separating him from the Central Library. He saw some of the staff leave, singly and in groups. Then he spotted the young man he was looking for. When the man headed down Victoria Street, Bible John crossed the road and followed. There were a lot of pedestrians about, tourists, drinkers, a few people making their way home. He became just another of them, walking briskly, his eyes on his quarry. In the Grassmarket, the young man turned into the first available pub. Bible John stopped and considered: a quick drink before heading home? Or was the librarian going to meet friends, maybe make an evening of it? He decided to go inside.
The bar was dark, noisy with office workers: men with their suit jackets draped over their shoulders, women sipping from long glasses of tonic. The librarian was at the bar, alone. Bible John squeezed in beside him and ordered an orange juice. He nodded to the librarian’s beer glass.
‘Another?’
When the young man turned to look at him, Bible John leaned close, spoke quietly.
‘Three things I want to tell you. One: I’m a journalist. Two: I want to give you £500. Three: there’s absolutely nothing illegal involved.’ He paused. ‘Now, do you want that drink?’
The young man was still staring at him. Finally he nodded.
‘Is that yes to the drink or yes to the cash?’ Bible John was smiling too.
‘The drink. You better tell me a little more about the other.’
‘It’s a boring job or I’d do it myself. Does the library keep a record of books consulted and borrowed?’
The librarian thought about it, then nodded. ‘Some computerised, some still on cards.’
‘Well, the computer will be quick, but the cards may take you a while. It’ll still be easy money, believe me. What about if someone came in to consult old newspapers?’
‘Should be on record. How long ago are we talking about?’
‘It would be in the past three to six months. The papers they’d be looking at would be from 1968 to ’70.’
He paid for two drinks with a twenty, opened his wallet so the librarian could see plenty more.
‘It might take a while,’ the young man said. ‘I’ll have to cross-reference between Causewayside and George IV Bridge.’
‘There’s another hundred if you can hurry things along.’
‘I’ll need details.’ Bible John nodded, handed over a business card. It stated name and a phony address, but no phone number.
‘Don’t try to get in touch. I’ll phone you. What’s your name?’
‘Mark Jenkins.’
‘OK, Mark.’ Bible John lifted out two fifties, tucked them into the young man’s breast pocket. ‘Here’s something on account.’
‘What’s it all about anyway?’
Bible John shrugged. ‘Johnny Bible. We’re checking a possible connection with some old cases.’
The young man nodded. ‘So what books are you interested in?’
Bible John handed him a printed list. ‘Plus newspapers. Scotsmans and Glasgow Heralds, February ’68 to December ’69.’
‘And what do you want to know?’
‘People who’ve been looking at them. I’ll need names and addresses. Can you do it?’
‘Actual newspapers are held at Causewayside, we only stock microfilm.’
‘What are you saying?’
‘I may need to ask a colleague at Causewayside to help.’
Bible John smiled. ‘My paper’s not short of a bob or two, as long as we get results. How much would your friend want . . .?’
Mind me when mischief befalls me from the cruel and the vain
The Bathers,
‘Ave the Leopards’
The Scots language is especially rich in words to do with the weather: ‘dreich’ and ‘smirr’ are only two of them.
It had taken Rebus an hour to drive to Raintown, but another forty minutes to find Dumbarton Road. He hadn’t been to the station before: Partick cop-shop had relocated in ’93. The old station, the ‘Marine’, he’d been there, but not the new place. Driving in Glasgow could be a nightmare for the uninitiated, a maze of one-way streets and ill-signposted intersections. Rebus twice had to leave his car and call in for instructions, both times queuing outside phone boxes in the rain. Only it wasn’t real rain, it was smirr, a fine spray-mist which drenched you before you knew it. It was blowing in from the west, moisture straight from the Atlantic Ocean. It was all Rebus needed first thing on a dreich Monday morning.
When he got to the station, he noticed a car in the car park, two figures inside, smoke billowing from an open window, radio playing. Reporters, had to be. They were the graveyard shift. At this point in a story, reporters divvied the hours into shifts, so they could go off and be somewhere else. Whoever was left on recce was on a promise to buzz any breaks in the story to the other journalists pronto.
When he finally pushed open the station door, there was scattered applause. He walked up to the desk.
‘Finally made it, then?’ the Duty Sergeant asked. ‘Thought we were going to have to send out search parties.’
‘Where’s CI Ancram?’
‘In a meeting. He said for you to go up and wait.’
So Rebus went upstairs, and found that the CID offices had become a sprawling Murder Room. There were photographs on the walls: Judith Cairns, Ju-Ju, in life and in death. More photos of the locus – Kelvingrove Park, a sheltered spot surrounded by bushes. A work rota had been posted – interview grind mostly, shoe-leather stuff, no big breaks expected but you had to make the effort. Officers clattered at keyboards, maybe using the SCRO computer, or even HOLMES – the major enquiry database. All murder cases – excluding those solved straight off – were put on the Home Office Large Major Enquiry System. There were dedicated teams – detectives and uniforms – who operated the system, typing in data, checking and cross-referencing. Even Rebus – no great fan of new technology – could see the advantages over the old card-index system. He stopped by a computer terminal and watched someone entering a statement. Then, looking up, he saw a face he recognised, walked up to its owner.
‘Hiya, Jack, thought you were still in Falkirk?’
DI Jack Morton turned, his eyes opening wide in disbelief. He rose from his desk, took Rebus’s hand and pumped it.
‘I am,’ he said, ‘but they’re short-handed here.’ He looked around the room. ‘Understandably.’
Rebus looked Jack Morton up and down, couldn’t believe what he saw. Last time they’d met, Jack had been a couple of stone overweight, a heavy smoker with a cough that could crack patrol-car windscreens. Now he’d shed the excess weight, and the perennial ciggie was missing from his mouth. More, his hair was professionally groomed and he was dressed in an expensive-looking suit, polished black shoes, crisp shirt and tie.
‘What happened to you?’ Rebus asked.
Morton smiled, patted his near-flat stomach. ‘Just looked at myself one day and couldn’t understand why the mirror didn’t break. Got off the booze and the cigs, joined a health club.’
‘Just like that?’
‘Life and death decisions. You can’t afford to hem and haw.’
‘You look great.’
‘Wish I could say the same, John.’
Rebus was thinking up a comeback when CI Ancram entered the room.
‘DI Rebus?’ They shook hands. The Chief Inspector didn’t seem keen to let go. His eyes were soaking up Rebus. ‘Sorry to keep you.’
Ancram was in his early fifties, and every bit as well-dressed as Jack Morton. He was bald mostly, but with Sean Connery’s style and a thick dark moustache to match.
‘Has Jack been giving you the tour?’
‘Not exactly, sir.’
‘Well, this is the Glasgow end of the Johnny Bible operation.’
‘Is this the nearest station to Kelvingrove?’
Ancram smiled. ‘Proximity to the locus was just one consideration. Judith Cairns was his third victim, by then the media had already hit on the Bible John connection. And this is where all the Bible John files are stored.’
‘Any chance I can see them?’
Ancram studied him, then shrugged. ‘Come on, I’ll show you.’
Rebus followed Ancram along the corridor to another suite of offices. There was a musty smell in the air, more library than cop-shop. Rebus saw why: the room was full of old cardboard boxes, box-files with spring hinges, packets of curl-edged paper bound with string. Four CID officers – two male, two female – were working their way through everything and anything to do with the original Bible John case.
‘We had this lot stashed in a storeroom,’ Ancram said. ‘You should have seen the stoor that came off when we brought them out.’ He blew on a folder, fine powder rising from it.
‘You do think there’s a connection then?’
It was a question every police officer in Scotland had asked every other police officer, for there was always the chance that the two cases, the two killers, had nothing in common, in which event hundreds of man-hours were being wasted.
‘Oh yes,’ Ancram said. Yes: it was what Rebus felt, too. ‘I mean, the modus operandi is close enough to start with, then there are the souvenirs he takes from the scene. The description of Johnny Bible may be a fluke, but I’m sure he’s copying his hero.’ Ancram looked at Rebus. ‘Aren’t you?’
Rebus nodded. He was looking at all the material, thinking how he’d like to have a few weeks with it, how he might find something no one else had spotted . . . It was a dream, of course, a fantasy, but on slow nights sometimes it was motivation enough. Rebus had his newspapers, but they told only as much of the story as the police had wanted made public. He walked over to a row of shelves, read the spines of the box-files: Door to Door; Taxi Firms; Hairdressers; Tailors’ Shops; Hairpiece Suppliers.
‘Hairpiece suppliers?’
Ancram smiled. ‘His short hair, they thought maybe it was a wig. They talked to hairdressers to see if anyone recognised the cut.’
‘And to tailors because of his Italian suit.’
Again Ancram stared at him.
Rebus shrugged. ‘The case interests me. What’s this?’ He pointed to a wall chart.
‘Similarities and dissimilarities between the two cases,’ Ancram said. ‘Dancehalls versus the club scene. And the descriptions: tall, skinny, shy, auburn hair, well dressed . . . I mean, Johnny could almost be Bible John’s son.’
‘That’s something I’ve been asking myself. Supposing Johnny Bible is basing himself on his hero, and supposing Bible John’s still out there somewhere . . .’
‘Bible John’s dead.’
Rebus kept his eyes on the chart. ‘But just supposing he isn’t. I mean, is he flattered? Is he pissed off? What?’
‘Don’t ask me.’
‘The Glasgow victim hadn’t been to a club,’ Rebus said.
‘Well, she wasn’t last seen in a club. But she’d been to one earlier that evening, he could have followed her from there to the concert.’
Victims one and two had been picked up by Johnny Bible in nightclubs, the nineties equivalent of a sixties dancehall: louder, darker, more dangerous. They’d been in parties, who were able to furnish only the vaguest descriptions of the man who had walked off into the night with their friend. But victim three, Judith Cairns, had been picked up at a rock concert in a room above a pub.
‘We’ve had others too,’ Ancram was saying. ‘Three unsolveds in Glasgow in the late seventies, all three missing some personal item.’
‘Like he never went away,’ Rebus muttered.
‘There’s too much to go on, yet not nearly enough.’ Ancram folded his arms. ‘How well does Johnny know the three cities? Did he pick the clubs at random, or did he know them to start with? Was each locus chosen beforehand? Could he be a brewery delivery-man? A DJ? Music journalist? Maybe he writes fucking travel guides for all I know.’ Ancram started a joyless laugh, and rubbed at his forehead.
‘Could always be Bible John himself,’ Rebus said.
‘Bible John’s dead and buried, Inspector.’
‘You really think so?’
Ancram nodded. He wasn’t alone. There were plenty of coppers who thought they knew who Bible John was, and knew him to be dead. But there were others more sceptical, and Rebus was among them. A DNA match probably wouldn’t have been enough to change his mind. There was always the chance that Bible John was out there.
They had a description of a man in his late twenties, but witness evidence was notoriously uneven. As a result, the original photofits and artists’ impressions of Bible John had been dusted off and put back into circulation with the media’s help. The usual psychological ploys were being used too – pleas in the press for the killer to come forward: ‘You obviously need help, and we’d like you to contact us.’ Bluff, with silence the retort.
Ancram pointed to photos on one wall: a photofit from 1970, aged by computer, beard and glasses added, the hair receding at crown and temples. They’d been made public too.
‘Could be anybody, couldn’t it?’ Ancram stated.
‘Getting to you, sir?’ Rebus was waiting for an invitation to call Ancram by his first name.
‘Of course it’s getting to me.’ Ancram’s face relaxed. ‘Why the interest?’
‘No real reason.’
‘I mean, we’re not here for Johnny Bible, are we? We’re here to talk about Uncle Joe.’
‘Ready when you are, sir.’
‘Come on then, let’s see if we can find two empty chairs in this fucking building.’
They ended up standing in the corridor, with coffee bought from a machine further along.
‘Do we know what he strangles them with?’ Rebus asked.
Ancram’s eyes widened. ‘More Johnny Bible?’ He sighed. ‘Whatever it is, it doesn’t leave much of an impression. The latest theory is a length of washing-line; you know, the nylon stuff, plastic-coated. The forensic labs have tested about two hundred possibles, everything from rope to guitar strings.’
‘What do you think about the souvenirs?’
‘I think we should go public with them. I know keeping them hush-hush helps us rule out the nutters who walk in to confess, but I honestly think we’d be better off asking the public for help. That necklace, I mean, you couldn’t get more distinctive. If someone out there has found it, or seen it . . . housey-housey.’
‘You’ve got a psychic working the case, haven’t you?’
Ancram looked nettled. ‘Not me personally, some arsehole further up the ranks. It’s a newspaper stunt, but the brass went for it.’
‘He hasn’t helped?’
‘We told him we needed a demonstration, asked him to predict the winner of the two-fifteen at Ayr.’
Rebus laughed. ‘And?’
‘He said he could see the letters S and P, and a jockey dressed in pink with yellow spots.’
‘That’s impressive.’
‘Thing is though, there was no two-fifteen at Ayr, or anywhere else for that matter. All this voodoo and profiling, a waste of time if you ask me.’
‘So you’ve nothing to go on?’
‘Not much. No saliva at the locus, not so much as a hair. Bastard uses a johnny, then takes it with him – wrapper included. My bet is, he wears gloves too. We’ve a few threads from a jacket or the like, forensics are still busy with them.’ Ancram raised his cup to his lips, blew on it. ‘So, Inspector, do you want to hear about Uncle Joe or not?’
‘That’s why I’m here.’
‘I’m beginning to wonder.’ Rebus just shrugged, so Ancram took a deep breath. ‘OK, then listen. He controls a lot of the muscle-work – and I mean that literally; he has a share in a couple of bodybuilder gyms. In fact, he has a share in just about everything that’s the least bit dodgy: money-lending, protection, prozzy pitches, betting.’
‘Drugs?’
‘Maybe. There are a lot of maybes with Uncle Joe. You’ll see that when you read the files. He’s as slippery as a Thai bath – he owns massage parlours too. Then he’s got a lot of the taxi cabs, the ones that don’t switch their meters on when you get in; or if they do, the rate-per-mile’s been hiked. The cabbies are all on the broo, claiming benefit. We’ve approached several of them, but they won’t say a word against Uncle Joe. Thing is, if the DSS start sniffing around for scroungers, the investigators receive a letter. It details where they live, spouse’s name and daily movements, kids’ names, the school they go to . . .’
‘I get the picture.’
‘So they start requesting a transfer to another department, and meantime go to their doctor because they’re having trouble sleeping at night.’
‘OK, Uncle Joe isn’t Glasgow’s Man of the Year. Where does he live?’
Ancram drained his cup. ‘This is a beauty. He lives in a council house. But just remember: Robert Maxwell lived in a council house, too. You have to see this place.’
‘I intend to.’
Ancram shook his head. ‘He won’t talk to you, you won’t get past the door.’
‘Want a bet?’
Ancram narrowed his eyes. ‘You sound confident.’
Jack Morton walked past them, rolling his eyes: a general comment on life. He was searching his pockets for coins. As he waited for the machine to pour his drink, he turned to them.
‘Chick, The Lobby?’
Ancram nodded. ‘One o’clock?’
‘Braw.’
‘What about associates?’ Rebus asked. He noticed Ancram hadn’t yet said he could call him by his nickname.
‘Oh, he has plenty of those. His guards are bodybuilders, hand-picked. Then he has some nutters, real headbangers. The bodybuilders might look the business, but these others are the business. There was Tony El, poly-bag merchant with a penchant for power tools. Uncle Joe still has one or two like him. Then there’s Joe’s son, Malky.’
‘Mr Stanley knife?’
‘Emergency rooms all over Glasgow can testify to that particular hobby.’
‘But Tony El hasn’t been around?’
Ancram shook his head. ‘But I’ve had my grasses out sniffing on your behalf; I should hear back today.’
Three men pushed open the doors at the end of the hall.
‘Aye, aye,’ Ancram said in an undertone, ‘it’s the man with the crystal balls.’
Rebus recognised one of the men from a magazine photograph: Aldous Zane, the American psychic. He’d helped a US police force in their hunt for Merry Mac, so called because someone passing the scene of one of his murders – without realising what was happening on the other side of the wall – had heard deep gurgling laughter. Zane had given his impressions of where the killer lived. When police finally arrested Merry Mac, the media pointed out that the location bore a striking resemblance to the picture Zane had drawn.
For a few weeks, Aldous Zane was newsworthy all around the world. It was enough to tempt a Scottish tabloid to pay for him to offer his impressions in the Johnny Bible hunt. And the police brass were just desperate enough to offer their cooperation.
‘Morning, Chick,’ one of the other men said.
‘Morning, Terry.’
‘Terry’ was looking at Rebus, awaiting an introduction.
‘DI John Rebus,’ Ancram said. ‘DCS Thompson.’
The man stuck out his hand, which Rebus shook. He was a mason, like every second cop on the force. Rebus wasn’t of the brotherhood, but had learned to mimic the handshake.
Thompson turned to Ancram. ‘We’re taking Mr Zane along to have another look at some of the physical evidence.’
‘Not just a look,’ Zane corrected. ‘I need to touch it.’
Thompson’s left eye twitched. Obviously he was as sceptical as Ancram. ‘Right, well, this way, Mr Zane.’
The three men walked off.
‘Who was the silent one?’ Rebus asked.
Ancram shrugged. ‘Zane’s minder, he’s from the newspaper. They want to be in on everything Zane does.’
Rebus nodded. ‘I know him,’ he said. ‘Or I used to, years back.’
‘I think his name’s Stevens.’
‘Jim Stevens,’ Rebus said, still nodding. ‘By the way, there’s another difference between the two killers.’
‘What?’
‘Bible John’s victims were all menstruating.’
Rebus was left alone at a desk with the available files on Joseph Toal. He didn’t learn much more from them except that Uncle Joe seldom saw the inside of a court. Rebus wondered about that. Toal always seemed to know when police had him or his operations under surveillance, when the shit was heading fanwards. That way, they never found any evidence, or not enough to put him away. A couple of fines, that was about the sum total. Several big pushes had been made, but they’d always been abandoned for lack of hard evidence or because a surveillance was blown. As if Uncle Joe had a psychic of his own. But Rebus knew there was a more likely explanation: someone in CID was feeding gen back to the gangster. Rebus thought of the fancy suits everyone seemed to be wearing, the good watches and shoes, the general air of prosperity and superiority.
It was west coast dirt, let them sweep it up or push it into the corner. There was a hand-written notation towards the end of the file; he guessed it was Ancram’s writing:
‘Uncle Joe doesn’t need to kill people any more. His rep is weapon enough, and the bastard’s getting stronger all the time.’
He found a spare telephone, made a call to Barlinnie Prison, then, no sign of Chick Ancram, went walkabout.
As he’d known he would, he ended up back in the musty-smelling room dominated by the old monster, Bible John. People in Glasgow still talked about him, had done even before Johnny Bible had come along. Bible John was the bedtime bogeyman made flesh, a generation’s scare story. He was your creepy next-door neighbour; the quiet man who lived two flights up; he was the parcel courier with the windowless van. He was whoever you wanted him to be. Back in the early seventies, parents had warned their children, ‘Behave, or Bible John will get you!’
Bogeyman made flesh. Now reproducing.
The shift of detectives looked to have taken a collective break. Rebus was alone in the room. He left the door open, not sure why, and pored over the documents. Fifty thousand statements had been taken. Rebus read a couple of the newspaper headlines: ‘The Dance Hall Don Juan With Murder on his Mind’; ‘100 Day Hunt for Ladykiller’. In the first year of the hunt, over five thousand suspects had been interviewed and eliminated. When the third victim’s sister gave her detailed description, police knew so much about the killer: blue-grey eyes; straight teeth except for one on the upper-right which overlapped its neighbour; his preferred brand of cigarette was Embassy; he spoke of a strict upbringing, and he quoted passages from the Bible. But by then it was too late. Bible John was history.
Another difference between Bible John and Johnny Bible: the gaps between the killings. Johnny was killing every few weeks, while Bible John had killed to no pattern of weeks or even months. His first victim had been February ’68. There followed a gap of nearly eighteen months – August ’69, victim number two. And then two and a half months later, his third and final outing. Victims one and three had been killed on a Thursday night, the second victim on a Saturday. Eighteen months was a hell of a gap – Rebus knew the theories: that he’d been overseas, perhaps as a merchant seaman or navy sailor, or on some army or RAF posting; that he’d been in jail, serving time for some lesser offence. Theories, that’s all they were. All three of his victims were mothers of children: so far, none of Johnny Bible’s was. Was it important that Bible John’s victims had been menstruating, or that they had children? He’d tucked a sanitary towel under his third victim’s armpit – a ritual act. A lot had been read into that action by the various psychologists involved in the case. Their theory: the Bible told Bible John that women were harlots, and he was offered proof when married women left a dancehall with him. The fact that they were menstruating angered him somehow, fed his bloodlust, so he killed them.
Rebus knew there were those out there – always had been – who believed there to be no connection, other than pure circumstance, between the three killings. They posited three murderers, and it was true that only strong coincidences connected the murders. Rebus, no great champion of coincidence, still believed in a single, driven killer.
Some great policemen had been involved: Tom Goodall, the man who’d gone after Jimmy Boyle, who’d been there when Peter Manuel confessed; then when Goodall died, there’d been Elphinstone Dalgliesh and Joe Beattie. Beattie had spent hours staring at photos of suspects, using a magnifying glass sometimes. He’d felt that if Bible John walked into a crowded room, he would know him. The case had obsessed some officers, sent them spiralling downwards. All that work, and no result. It made a mockery of them, their methods, their system. He thought of Lawson Geddes again . . .
Rebus looked up, saw he was being watched from the doorway. He got up as the two men walked into the room.
Aldous Zane, Jim Stevens.
‘Any luck?’ Rebus asked.
Stevens shrugged. ‘Early days. Aldous came up with a couple of things.’ He put out his hand. Rebus took it. Stevens smiled. ‘You remember me, don’t you?’ Rebus nodded. ‘I wasn’t sure, back there in the hallway.’
‘I thought you were in London.’
‘I moved back three years ago. I’m mainly freelance now.’
‘And doing guard duty, I see.’
Rebus glanced towards Aldous Zane, but the American wasn’t listening. He was moving his palms over the paperwork on the nearest desk. He was short, slender, middle-aged. He wore steel-framed glasses with blue-tint lenses, and his lips were slightly parted, showing small, narrow teeth. He reminded Rebus a little of Peter Sellers playing Dr Strange-love. He wore a cagoule over his jacket, and made swishing sounds when he moved.
‘What is this?’ he said.
‘Bible John. Johnny Bible’s ancestor. They brought in a psychic on his case, too, Gerard Croiset.’
‘The paragnost,’ Zane said quietly. ‘Was there any success?’
‘He described a location, two shopkeepers, an old man who could help the inquiry.’
‘And?’
‘And,’ Jim Stevens interrupted, ‘a reporter found what looked like the location.’
‘But no shopkeepers,’ Rebus added, ‘and no old man.’
Zane looked up. ‘Cynicism is not helpful.’
‘Call me par-agnostic’
Zane smiled, held out his hand. Rebus took it, felt tremendous heat in the man’s palm. A tingle ran up his arm.
‘Creepy, isn’t it?’ Jim Stevens said, as though he could read Rebus’s mind.
Rebus waved a hand over the material on all four desks. ‘So, Mr Zane, do you feel anything?’
‘Only sadness and suffering, an incredible amount of both.’ He picked up one of the later photofits of Bible John. ‘And I thought I could see flags.’
‘Flags?’
‘The Stars and Stripes, a swastika. And a trunk filled with objects . . .’ He had his eyes shut, the lids fluttering. ‘In the attic of a modern house.’ The eyes opened. ‘That’s all. There’s a lot of distance, a lot of distance.’
Stevens had his notebook out. He wrote quickly in shorthand. There was someone else in the doorway, looking surprised at the assembly.
‘Inspector,’ Chick Ancram said, ‘time for lunch.’
They took one of the duty cars into the west end, Ancram driving. There was something different about him; he seemed at the same time more interested in Rebus and warier of him. Their conversation collapsed into point-scoring.
Eventually, Ancram pointed to a striped traffic-cone kerbside, protecting the only space left on the street.
‘Get out and move that, will you?’
Rebus obliged, placing the cone on the pavement. Ancram reversed the car inch-perfect into the space.
‘Looks like you’ve had practice.’
Ancram straightened his tie. ‘Patrons’ parking.’
They walked into The Lobby. It was a trendy-looking bar with too many high uncomfortable-looking bar-stools, black and white tiled walls, electric and acoustic guitars suspended from the ceiling.
There was a chalkboard menu behind the bar. Three staff were busy with the lunchtime crush; more perfume than alcohol in the air. Office girls, screeching over the slam of the music, nursing gaudy drinks; sometimes one or two men with them, smiling, saying nothing, older. They wore suits that said ‘management’: the banshees’ bosses. There were more cellphones and pagers on the tables than there were glasses; even the staff seemed to carry them.
‘What do you want?’
‘Pint of eighty,’ Rebus said.
‘To eat?’
Rebus ran down the menu. ‘Is there anything with meat?’
‘Game pie.’
Rebus nodded. They were a row back from the bar, but Ancram had caught a barman’s attention. He stood on tiptoe and yelled the order over the straw-perm heads of the teenagers in front. They turned, gave hostile looks: he’d jumped the queue.
‘All right, ladies?’ Ancram leered. They turned away again.
He led Rebus through the bar to a far corner, where a table groaned with green food: salads, quiche, guacamole. Rebus got himself a chair; there was one already waiting for Ancram. Three CID officers sat there, not one with a pint glass in front of him. Ancram made introductions.
‘Jack you already know.’ Jack Morton nodded, chewing pitta bread. ‘That’s DS Andy Lennox, and DI Billy Eggleston.’ The two men gave curt greetings, more interested in their food. Rebus looked around.
‘What about the drinks?’
‘Patience, man, patience. Here they come.’
The barman was approaching with a tray: Rebus’s pint and game pie; Ancram’s smoked salmon salad and gin and tonic.
‘Twelve pounds ten,’ the barman said. Ancram handed over three fives, told him to keep the change. He raised his glass to Rebus.
‘Here’s tae us.’
‘Wha’s like us,’ Rebus added.
‘Gey few, and they’re a’ deid,’ Jack Morton said, raising his own glass of what looked suspiciously like water. They all drank, got down to eating, exchanging the day’s gossip. There was a table of office girls nearby; Lennox and Eggleston tried intermittently to engage them in conversation. The girls got on with their own gossip. Clothes, Rebus reflected, did not necessarily make the man. He felt stifled, uncomfortable. There wasn’t enough space on the table; his chair was too close to Ancram’s; the music was using him as a punchbag.
‘So what do you reckon to Uncle Joe?’ Ancram asked at last.
Rebus chewed on a tough crescent of pastry. The others seemed to be waiting for his answer.
‘I reckon I’ll be visiting him some time today.’
Ancram laughed. ‘Let me know if you’re serious, we’ll lend you some armour.’ The others laughed too, and started eating again. Rebus wondered just how much of Uncle Joe’s money was floating around Glasgow CID.
‘John and me,’ Jack Morton was saying, ‘worked the Knots and Crosses case together.’
‘Is that right?’ Ancram looked interested.
Rebus shook his head. ‘Ancient history.’
Morton caught the tone of voice, lowered his head to his food, reached for the water.
Ancient history; and far, far too painful.
‘Speaking of history,’ Ancram said, ‘sounds like you’ve got a bit of trouble with the Spaven case.’ He smiled mischievously. ‘I read about it in the papers.’
‘It’s all hype for the TV show,’ was Rebus’s only comment.
‘We’ve got more problems with the DNAs, Chick,’ Eggleston was saying. He was tall, skinny, starched. He reminded Rebus of an accountant; he’d bet he was good with paperwork, lousy on the street – every station needed at least one.
‘They’re an epidemic,’ Lennox snarled.
‘Society’s problem, gentlemen,’ Ancram said, ‘which makes them our problem too.’
‘DNAs?’
Ancram turned to Rebus. ‘Do Not Accommodate. The council’s been turfing out a lot of “problem clients”, refusing to house them, even in the night shelters – druggies mostly, headers, the “psychologically disturbed” who’ve been returned to the community. Only the community’s telling them to fuck right off again. So they’re on the streets, making mischief, causing us grief. Kitting up in public, ODing on mainline Temazepam, you name it.’
‘Fucking shocking,’ Lennox offered. He had tight-curled ginger hair and crimson cheeks, his face heavily freckled, eyebrows and eyelashes fair. He was the only one smoking at the table. Rebus lit one up to join him: Jack Morton gave a reproachful look.
‘So what can you do?’ Rebus asked.
‘I’ll tell you,’ Ancram said. ‘We’re going to round them up next weekend, into a fleet of buses, and we’re going to drop the whole lot of them off on Princes Street.’
More laughter at the table, directed at the visitor – Ancram waving the baton. Rebus checked his watch.
‘Somewhere to be?’
‘Yes, and I’d better get going.’
‘Well, look,’ Ancram said, ‘if you do get an invite to Uncle Joe’s abode, I want to know about it. I’ll be here this evening, seven until ten. OK?’
Rebus nodded, waved a general goodbye, and got out.
Once outside, he felt better. He began to walk, not very sure in which direction he was headed. The city centre was laid out American-style, a grid system of one-way streets. Edinburgh might have its monuments, but Glasgow was built to monumental scale, making the capital seem like Toytown. Rebus walked until he saw something that looked more his kind of bar. He knew he needed shoring up for the trip he was about to take. A TV was playing quietly, but no music. And what conversation there was was muffled, low-key. He couldn’t make out what the two men nearest him were saying, their accents were so thick. The only woman in the place was the barmaid.
‘What’ll it be today?’
‘Grouse, make it a double. And a half-bottle to take out.’
He trickled water into the glass, reflected that if he’d eaten a couple of pies here and had a couple of whiskies, it wouldn’t have been half as expensive as The Lobby. But then Ancram had paid at The Lobby; three crisp fivers from the pocket of a sleek suit.
‘Just a Coke, please.’
Rebus turned to the new customer: Jack Morton.
‘You following me?’
Morton smiled. ‘You look rough, John.’
‘And you and your cronies look too good.’
‘I can’t be bought.’
‘No? Who can?’
‘Come on, John, I was making a joke.’ Morton sat down next to him. ‘I heard about Lawson Geddes. Does that mean the stooshie’ll die down?’
‘Some hope.’ Rebus drained his glass. ‘Look at that,’ he said, pointing out a machine on the corner of the bar. ‘Jelly bean dispenser, twenty pence a throw. Two things the Scots are famous for, Jack: our sweet tooth and alcohol consumption.’
‘Two more things we’re famous for,’ Morton said.
‘What?’
‘Avoiding the issue and feeling guilty all the time.’
‘You mean Calvinism?’ Rebus chuckled. ‘Christ, Jack, I thought the only Calvin you knew these days was Mr Klein.’
Jack Morton was staring at him, seeking eye-to-eye contact. ‘Give me another reason why a man would let himself go.’
Rebus snorted. ‘How long have you got?’
Morton to Rebus: ‘As long as it takes.’
‘Not nearly enough, Jack. Here, have a proper drink.’
‘This is a proper drink. That stuff you’re drinking, that’s not really a drink.’
‘What is it then?’
‘An escape clause.’
Jack said he’d drive Rebus to Barlinnie, didn’t ask why he wanted to go there. They took the M8 to Riddrie; Jack knew all the routes. They didn’t say much during the trip, until Jack asked the question which had been hanging between them.
‘How’s Sammy?’
Rebus’s daughter, now grown up. Jack hadn’t seen her in nearly ten years.
‘She’s fine.’ Rebus had a change of subject ready. ‘I’m not sure Chick Ancram likes me. He keeps . . . studying me.’
‘He’s a shrewd customer, be nice to him.’
‘Any particular reason?’
Jack Morton bit back an answer, shook his head. They turned off Cumbernauld Road, approached the jail.
‘Look,’ Jack said, ‘I can’t hang around. Tell me how long you’ll be and I’ll send a patrol car for you.’
‘An hour should do it.’
Jack Morton checked his watch. ‘An hour it is.’ He held out his hand. ‘Good to see you again, John.’
Rebus took the hand, squeezed.
‘Big Ger’ Cafferty was waiting when he reached the Interview Room.
‘Well, Strawman, this is an unexpected pleasure.’
Strawman: Cafferty’s name for Rebus. The prison guard who had brought Rebus seemed disinclined to leave, and there were already two guards in the room keeping an eye on Cafferty. He’d already escaped once from Barlinnie, and now that they had him back, they were intent on keeping him.
‘Hello, Cafferty.’ Rebus sat down across from him. Cafferty had aged in prison, losing his tan and some musculature, putting on weight in all the wrong places. His hair was thin and greying quickly, and there was stubble on chin and cheekbones. ‘I’ve brought you something.’ He looked at the guards, eased the half-bottle out of his pocket.
‘Not allowed,’ one guard snapped.
‘Don’t worry, Strawman,’ Cafferty said. ‘I’ve plenty of hooch, this place is practically swimming in the stuff. It’s the thought that counts, eh?’
Rebus dropped the bottle back into his pocket.
‘I take it you’ve a favour to ask?’
‘Yes.’
Cafferty crossed his legs, utterly at ease. ‘What is it?’
‘You know Joseph Toal?’
‘Everyone and their dog knows Uncle Joe.’
‘Yes, but you know him.’
‘So?’ There was an edge to Cafferty’s smile.
‘I want you to phone him, get him to speak to me.’
Cafferty considered the request. ‘Why?’
‘I want to ask him about Anthony Kane.’
‘Tony E1? I thought he was dead.’
‘He left his prints at a murder scene in Niddrie.’ Never mind what the boss said, Rebus was treating this as murder. And he knew the word would make more of an impression on Cafferty. It did. His lips rounded into an O, and he whistled.
‘That was stupid of him. Tony E1 didn’t used to be so stupid. And if he was still working for Uncle Joe . . . There could be fallout.’ Rebus knew that connections were being made in Cafferty’s mind, and they all led to Joseph Toal becoming his Barlinnie neighbour. There would be reasons for Cafferty to want Toal inside: old scores, debts unpaid, territory encroached. There were always old scores to be settled. Cafferty came to his decision.
‘You’ll need to get me a phone.’
Rebus got up, walked over to the guard who’d barked ‘Not allowed’, slipped the whisky into the man’s pocket.
‘We need to get him a phone,’ he said.
They marched Cafferty left and right through corridors until they reached a payphone. They’d had to pass through three sets of gates.
‘This is as near to the outside as I’ve been in a while,’ Cafferty joked.
The guards weren’t laughing. Rebus provided the money for the call.
‘Now,’ said Cafferty, ‘let’s see if I remember . . .’ He winked at Rebus, pressed seven digits, waited.
‘Hello?’ he said. ‘Who’s that?’ He listened to the name. ‘Never heard of you. Listen, tell Uncle Joe that Big Ger wants a word. Just tell him that.’ He waited, glanced at Rebus, licked his lips. ‘He says what? Tell him I’m phoning from the Bar-L and money’s short.’
Rebus pushed another coin home.
‘Well,’ Cafferty growing angry, ‘tell him he’s got a tattoo on his back.’ He covered the mouthpiece. ‘Not something Uncle Joe goes blabbing about.’
Rebus got as close as he could to the earpiece, heard a dull rasp of a voice.
‘Morris Gerald Cafferty, is that you? I thought someone was winding me up.’
‘Hello, Uncle Joe. How’s business?’
‘Loupin’. Who’s listening in?’
‘At the last count, three monkeys and a dick.’
‘You always liked an audience, that was your problem.’
‘Sound advice, Uncle Joe, but years too late.’
‘So what do they want?’ They: Rebus the dick and the three monkey guards.
‘The dick’s from Edinburgh CID, he wants to come talk to you.’
‘What about?’
‘Tony El.’
‘What’s to tell? Tony hasn’t worked for me in a twelvemonth.’
‘Then tell the nice policeman that. Seems Tony’s been up to his old tricks. There’s a cold one in Edinburgh, and Tony’s prints on the scene.’
A low growl: human.
‘You got a dog there, Uncle Joe?’
‘Tell the cop I don’t have anything to do with Tony.’
‘I think he wants to hear it for himself.’
‘Then put him on.’
Cafferty looked to Rebus, who shook his head.
‘And he wants to look you in the eye while you’re telling him.’
‘Is he a poof or what?’
‘He’s old school, Uncle Joe. You’ll like him.’
‘Why did he come to you?’
‘I’m his Last Chance Saloon.’
‘And why the fuck did you agree?’
Cafferty didn’t miss a beat. ‘A half-bottle of usquebaugh.’
‘Jesus, the Bar-L must be drier than I thought.’ The voice not so rough.
‘Send a whole bottle over and I’ll tell him to go fuck himself.’
A croaky laugh. ‘Christ, Cafferty, I miss you. How long to go?’
‘Ask my lawyers.’
‘Are you still keeping your hand in?’
‘What do you think?’
‘It’s what I hear.’
‘Nothing wrong with your hearing.’
‘Send the bastard over, tell him he gets five minutes. Maybe I’ll come see you one of these days.’
‘Better not, Uncle Joe, when visiting time ends they might have misplaced the key.’
More laughter. The line went dead. Cafferty put down the receiver.
‘You owe me, Strawman,’ he growled, ‘so here’s my favour: put that old bastard away.’
But Rebus was already walking towards freedom.
The car was waiting for him, Morton keeping his word. Rebus gave the address he’d memorised from the Toal files. He was sitting in the back, two woolly suits in the front. The passenger turned in his seat.
‘Isn’t that where Uncle Joe lives?’
Rebus nodded. The woolly suits exchanged a look.
‘Just get me there,’ Rebus ordered.
The traffic was heavy, people heading home. Elastic Glasgow, stretching in four directions. The housing scheme, when they reached it, was much like any scheme its size in Edinburgh: grey pebbledash, barren play areas, tarmac and a smattering of fortified shops. Kids on bikes stopping to watch the car, eyes as keen as sentries’; brisk baby buggies, shapeless mothers with dyed blonde hair. Further into the estate, driving slowly: people watching from behind their windows, men at pavement corners, muttered confabs. A city within a city, uniform and enervating, energy sapped, nothing left but obstinacy: the words NO SURRENDER on a gable-end, a message from Ulster just as relevant here.
‘Are you expected?’ the driver asked.
‘I’m expected.’
‘Thank Christ for that at least.’
‘Any other patrol cars around?’
The passenger laughed nervously. ‘This is the frontier, sir. The frontier has a way of keeping its own law and order.’
‘If you had his money,’ the driver said, ‘would you live here?’
‘He was born here,’ Rebus said. ‘And I believe his house is a bit special.’
‘Special?’ The driver snorted. ‘Well, judge for yourself.’
He brought the car to a stop at the entrance to a cul-de-sac. Rebus saw at the end of the cul-de-sac two houses which stood out from their neighbours for a single reason: they boasted stone cladding.
‘One of those?’ Rebus asked.
‘Pick either door.’
Rebus got out of the car, leaned back in. ‘Don’t you dare drive away.’ He slammed his door shut and walked up the cul-de-sac. He chose the left-hand of the two identical semi-detacheds. The door was opened from within, and an oversized man in a bulging T-shirt ushered him in.
‘You the rozzer?’ They were standing in a cramped hallway. Rebus nodded. ‘Through there.’
Rebus opened the door to the living room, and did a double-take. The connecting wall between the two semis had been knocked through, providing a double-sized living space, open plan. The room also went further back than should have been feasible. Rebus was reminded of Dr Who’s Tardis, and, alone in the room, walked towards the back of the house. A large extension had been added, including a sizeable conservatory. This should have minimised the space left for a garden, but the lawn outside was plentiful. There were playing-fields backing on to the house, and Rebus saw that Uncle Joe had taken a chunk out of these fields for his garden.
Planning permission, of course, was out of the question.
But then who needed planning permission?
‘I hope your ears don’t need cleaning,’ a voice said. Rebus turned and saw that a small, stooped man had entered the room. He held a cigarette in one hand, while his other was busy with a walking-stick. He shuffled in carpet slippers towards a well-used armchair and fell into it, hands gripping the greasy anti-macassars, walking-stick lying across his lap.
Rebus had seen photographs of the man, but they hadn’t prepared him for the reality. Joseph Toal really did look like someone’s uncle. He was in his seventies, stocky, with the hands and face of a one-time coalminer. His forehead was all rippled flesh, and his thin grey hair was swept back and Brylcreemed. His jaw was square, eyes watery, and his glasses hung from a string around his neck. When he raised the cigarette to his lips, Rebus saw nicotine fingers, bruised ingrown nails. He was wearing a shapeless cardigan over an equally shapeless sports shirt. The cardigan was patched, loose threads hanging from it. His trousers were brown and baggy, stained at the knees.
‘Nothing wrong with my ears,’ Rebus said, coming forward.
‘Good, because I’ll say it only once.’ He sniffed, controlling his breathing. ‘Anthony Kane worked for me twelve, thirteen years, not all the time – short-term contracts. But then a year ago, maybe a little over, he told me he was walking, wanted to be his own boss. We parted on amicable terms, I haven’t seen him since.’
Rebus gestured to a chair. Toal nodded to let him know he could sit. Rebus took his time getting comfortable.
‘Mr Toal –’
‘Everybody calls me Uncle Joe.’
‘As in Stalin?’
‘You think that’s a new joke, son? Ask your question.’
Go: ‘What was Tony planning to do when he left your employ?’
‘He didn’t go into specifics. Our parting conversation was . . . curt.’
Rebus nodded. He was thinking: I had an uncle who looked very much like you; I can’t even remember his name.
‘Well, if that’s everything . . .’ Toal made a show of starting to rise.
‘Do you remember Bible John, Uncle Joe?’
Toal frowned, understanding the question but not its intent. He reached down to the floor for an ashtray, stubbed his cigarette into it. ‘I remember fine. Hundreds of coppers on the street, it was bad for business. We cooperated a hundred per cent, I had men out hunting the bugger for months. Months! And now this new bastard turns up.’
‘Johnny Bible?’
Pointing to himself: ‘I’m a businessman. The slaughter of innocents sickens me. I’ve had all my taxi drivers –’ he paused – ‘I have interests in a local taxi firm – and I’ve instructed every single driver: keep your eyes peeled and your ears open.’ He was breathing heavily. ‘If anything comes to me, it’ll go straight to the cops.’
‘Very public spirited.’
Toal shrugged. ‘The public is my business.’ Another pause, a frown. ‘What’s all this to do with Tony El?’
‘Nothing.’ Toal looked unconvinced. ‘Call it tangential. Is it OK to smoke?’
‘You’re not staying long enough to enjoy it.’
Rebus lit up anyway, staying put. ‘Where did Tony El go?’
‘He didn’t send a postcard.’
‘You must have some idea.’
Toal thought about it, when he shouldn’t have needed to. ‘Somewhere south, I think. Maybe London. He had friends down there.’
‘London?’
Toal wouldn’t look at Rebus. He shook his head. ‘I heard he headed south.’
Rebus stood up.
‘Is it that time already?’ Toal showed effort getting to his feet, steadying himself with the walking-stick. ‘And here we were just getting to know one another. How’s Edinburgh these days? Know what we used to say about it? Fur coat and nae knickers, that’s Edinburgh.’ A hacking laugh turned into a hacking cough. Toal gripped the walking-stick with both hands, knees almost buckling.
Rebus waited until he’d finished. The old man’s face was puce, sweat breaking out. ‘That may be true,’ he said, ‘but I don’t see too many fur coats around here, never mind the knickers.’
Toal’s face broke into a grin, showing yellow dentures. ‘Cafferty said I’d like you, and you know what?’
‘What?’
The grin turned to a scowl. ‘He was wrong. And now I’ve seen you, I’m wondering more than ever why he sent you here. Not just for the price of a half-bottle, not even Cafferty’s that cheap. You better get yourself back to Edinburgh, laddie. And take care of yourself, I hear it’s not as safe as it used to be.’
Rebus walked to the far end of the living room, deciding to leave by the other front door. There was a staircase next to it, and someone came bounding down, nearly colliding with him. A big man in bad clothes, a face that said he wasn’t too bright, arms tattooed with thistles and pipers. He’d be about twenty-five, and Rebus recognised him from the photos in the file: Mad Malky Toal, a.k.a. ‘Stanley’. Joseph Toal’s wife had died in childbirth, too old really to be having kids. But their first two had died, one in infancy, one in a car smash. So now there was only Stanley, heir apparent, and towards the back of the queue when the IQs were being divvied.
He gave Rebus a long look, full of grudge and threat, then loped towards his father. He was wearing the trousers from a pinstripe suit with T-shirt, white socks, trainers – Rebus had yet to meet a gangster with dress sense: they spent money, but with no style – and his face sported half a dozen good-sized warts.
‘Hey, Da, I’ve lost my keys to the beamer, where’s the spare set?’
Rebus let himself out, relieved to see that the patrol car was still there. Boys were circling it on bikes, a cherokee party with scalps on their minds. Leaving the cul-de-sac, Rebus checked the cars: a nice new Rover; BMW 3 Series; an older Merc, one of the big ones, and a couple of less serious contenders. Had it been a used car lot, he’d have kept his money and looked elsewhere.
He squeezed between two bikes, opened the back door, got in. The driver started the engine. Rebus looked back to where Stanley was making for the BMW, bouncing on his heels.
‘Now,’ the passenger said, ‘before we leave, have you counted that you still have all your fingers and toes?’
‘West end,’ Rebus said, leaning back in his seat and closing his eyes. He needed another drink.
The Horseshoe Bar first, a jolt of malt, and then outside for a taxi. He told the driver he wanted Langside Place in Battlefield. From the moment he’d walked into the Bible John room, he’d known he would make this trip. He could have had the patrol car take him, but didn’t want to have to explain his interest.
Langside Place was where Bible John’s first victim had lived. She’d worked as a nurse, lived with her parents. Her father looked after her small son while she went out dancing. Rebus knew her original destination had been the Majestic Ballroom in Hope Street, but somewhere along the way she’d decided on the Barrowland instead. If only she’d stuck to her first choice. What force had nudged her towards the Barrowland? Could you just call it fate and be done with it?
He told the driver to wait, got out of the cab and walked up and down the street. Her body had been found nearby, outside a garage in Carmichael Lane, clothing and handbag missing. Police had spent a lot of time and effort searching for them. They’d also done their best to interview people who’d been at the Barrowland that night, only there was a problem: Thursday night there was notorious. It was Over Twenty-fives night, and a lot of married men and women went, leaving spouses and wedding rings behind. A lot of people shouldn’t have been there, and made unwilling material as witnesses.
The taxi’s engine was still running – and so was its meter. Rebus didn’t know what he’d expected to find here, but he was still glad he’d come. It was hard to look at the street and see the year 1968, hard to get any feel for that era. Everything and everyone had changed.
He knew the second address: Mackeith Street, where the second victim had lived and died. Here was one thing about Bible John: he’d taken the victims so close to their homes, a sign either of confidence or indecision. By August 1969 police had all but given up the initial investigation, and the Barrowland was thriving again. It was a Saturday night, and the victim left her three children with her sister, who lived across the landing. In those days, Mackeith Street was tenements, but as the taxi reached its destination Rebus saw terraced housing, satellite dishes. The tenements had long gone; in 1969 they’d been awaiting demolition, many of them empty. She’d been found in one of the derelict buildings, strangled with her tights. Some of her things were missing, including her handbag. Rebus didn’t get out of the taxi, didn’t see the point. His driver turned to him.
‘Bible John, is it?’
Surprised, Rebus nodded. The driver lit a cigarette. He’d be about fifty, thick curling grey hair, his face ruddy, a boyish gleam to the blue eyes.
‘See,’ he said, ‘I was a cabbie back then as well. Never really seem to have got out the rut.’
Rebus remembered the box-file with ‘Taxi Firms’ on its spine. ‘Did the police question you?’
‘Oh aye, but it was more that they wanted us to be on the lookout, you know, in case we ever got him in the back. But he looked like any other punter, there were dozens fit the description. We almost had a few lynchings. They had to give out cards to some of them: “This man is not Bible John”, signed by the Chief Constable.’
‘What do you think happened to him?’
‘Ach, who knows? At least he stopped, that’s the main thing, eh?’
‘If he stopped,’ Rebus said quietly. The third address was Earl Street in Scotstoun, the victim’s body found on Hallowe’en. The sister, who had accompanied the victim all evening, had painted a very full picture of that night: the bus to Glasgow Cross, the walk up the Gallowgate . . . shops they stopped at . . . drinks in the Traders’ Tavern . . . then the Barrowland. They both met men called John. The two men didn’t seem to hit it off. One went to catch a bus, the other stayed, sharing their taxi. Talking. It gnawed at Rebus, as it had at so many before him: why would Bible John leave such a good witness behind? Why had he gone on to kill his third victim, knowing her sister would be able to draw such a vivid portrait of him: his clothes, what he’d talked about, his overlapping front teeth? Why had he been so reckless? Had he been taunting the police, or was there some other reason? Maybe he was heading away from Glasgow, so could afford this casual exit. But heading where? Somewhere his description would mean nothing – Australia, Canada, the USA?
Halfway to Earl Street, Rebus said he’d changed his mind and directed his driver to the ‘Marine’ instead. The old Partick station – which had been the heart of the Bible John inquiry – was empty and near-derelict. It was still possible to gain access to the building if you unlocked the padlocks, and no doubt kids had found they could get in without undoing any locks at all. But all Rebus did was sit outside and stare. A lot of men were taken to the Marine, questioned, and put in a line-up. There were five hundred formal identity parades, and many more informal ones. Joe Beattie and the third victim’s sister would stand there and concentrate on faces, physiques, speech. Then there’d be a shake of the head, and Joe would be back to square one.
‘You’ll want to see the Barrowland next, eh?’ his driver said. Rebus shook his head. He’d had enough. The Barrowland wouldn’t tell him anything he didn’t already know.
‘Do you know a bar called The Lobby?’ he said instead. The driver nodded. ‘Let’s go there then.’
He paid off the cabbie, adding a fiver as a tip, and asked for a receipt.
‘No receipts, sorry, pal.’
‘You don’t happen to work for Joe Toal, do you?’
The man glared at him. ‘Never heard of him.’ Then he shifted into first and sped off.
Inside The Lobby, Ancram was standing at the bar, looking relaxed, the focus of a lot of attention: two men and two women in a huddle around him. The bar was full of after-work suits, careerists plotting furtively, women on the scent.
‘Inspector, what’ll it be?’
‘My shout.’ He pointed to Ancram’s glass, then to the others, but Ancram laughed.
‘You don’t buy them drinks, they’re journos.’
‘It’s my round anyway,’ one of the women said. ‘What’ll you have?’
‘My mother told me never to accept drinks from strangers.’
She smiled: lip gloss, eye-shadow, tired face trying for enthusiasm. ‘Jennifer Drysdale.’ Rebus knew why she was tired: it was hard work acting like ‘one of the boys’. Mairie Henderson had told him about it – the pattern was changing only slowly; a lot of surface gloss about equality sloshed over the same old wallpaper.
Jeff Beck on the sound system: ‘Hi-Ho Silver Lining’. Stupid lyric, and a hook that had lasted two decades and more. It comforted him that a place with The Lobby’s pretensions should still cling to old hooks.
‘Actually,’ Ancram was saying, ‘we should be making tracks. Right, John?’
‘Right.’ The use of his first name a hint: Ancram wanted out.
The reporters didn’t look so happy any more. They flung questions at Ancram: Johnny Bible. They wanted a story, any story.
‘I would if I could, but there’s nothing to give.’ Ancram had his hands up, trying to placate the foursome. Rebus saw that someone had placed a recording Walkman on top of the bar.
‘Anything,’ one of the men said. He even glanced towards Rebus, but Rebus was staying out of it.
‘If you want a story,’ Ancram said, pushing through the bodies, ‘get yourselves a psychic detective. Thanks for the drinks.’
Outside, the smile fell from Ancram’s face. An act, it had been no more than that. ‘Bastards are worse than leeches.’
‘And like leeches, they have their uses.’
‘True, but who would you rather have a drink with? I’ve no car, do you mind walking?’
‘Where to?’
‘The next bar we find.’
But in fact they had to walk past three pubs – not places a policeman could drink in safely – until they hit one Ancram liked the look of. It was still raining, but mild. Rebus could feel sweat glueing his shirt to his back. Despite the rain, Big Issue sellers were out in force, not that anyone was buying: good-cause fatigue.
They shook themselves dry and settled on stools at the bar. Rebus ordered – malt, gin and tonic – and lit a cigarette, offering one to Ancram, who shook his head.
‘So where have you been?’
‘Uncle Joe’s.’ Among other places.
‘How did you get on?’
‘I spoke to the man.’ And paid my respects . . .
‘Face to face?’ Rebus nodded; Ancram appraised him. ‘Where?’
‘At his house.’
‘The Ponderosa? He let you in without a search warrant?’
‘The place was immaculate.’
‘He’d probably spent half an hour before you got there sticking all the booty upstairs.’
‘His son was upstairs when I got there.’
‘Standing guard on the bedroom door, no doubt. Did you see Eve?’
‘Who’s she?’
‘Uncle Joe’s clippie. Don’t be fooled by the wheezing old pensioner routine. Eve’s around fifty, still in good nick.’
‘I didn’t see her.’
‘You’d’ve remembered. So, did anything rattle loose from the shaky old bugger?’
‘Not much. He swore Tony El’s been off the payroll for a year, and he hasn’t seen him.’
A man came into the bar, saw Ancram, and was about to do a U-turn. But Ancram had already spotted him in the bar mirror, so the man walked up to him, brushing rain off his hair.
‘Hiya, Chick.’
‘Dusty, how’s things?’
‘No’ bad.’
‘You’re doing away then?’
‘You know me, Chick.’ The man kept his head low, spoke in an undertone, shuffled off to the far end of the bar.
‘Just someone I know,’ Ancram explained: meaning, a snitch. The man was ordering a half and a ‘hauf’: whisky with a half-pint of beer to chase it down. He opened a packet of Embassy, made too much of a point of not looking along the bar.
‘So was that all Uncle Joe gave you?’ Ancram asked. ‘I’m intrigued, how did you get to him?’
‘A patrol car dropped me, I walked the rest of the way.’
‘You know what I mean.’
‘Uncle Joe and I have a mutual friend.’ Rebus finished his malt.
‘Same again?’ Ancram asked. Rebus nodded. ‘Well, I know you visited the Bar-L.’ Jack Morton talking? ‘And I can’t think of too many people there who have Uncle Joe’s ear . . . Big Ger Cafferty?’ Rebus gave silent applause. Ancram laughed for real this time, not a show for reporters. ‘And the old sod didn’t tell you anything?’
‘Just that he thought Tony El had moved south, maybe to London.’
Ancram picked the lemon out of his drink, discarded it. ‘Really? That’s interesting.’
‘Why?’
‘Because I’ve had my friends reporting in.’ Ancram made the slightest movement with his head, and the snitch from the far end of the bar slid off his stool and came towards them. ‘Tell Inspector Rebus what you told me, Dusty.’
Dusty licked non-existent lips. He looked the kind who snitched to feel important, not just for money or revenge.
‘Word is,’ he said, face still bowed so Rebus was looking at the top of his head, ‘Tony El’s been working up north.’
‘North?’
‘Dundee . . . north-east.’
‘Aberdeen?’
‘Up that way, aye.’
‘Doing what?’
A fast shrug of the shoulders. ‘Independent operator, who knows. He’s just been seen around.’
‘Thanks, Dusty,’ Ancram said. Dusty sloped back to his end of the bar. Ancram signalled for the barmaid. ‘Two more,’ he said, ‘and whatever Dusty’s drinking.’ He turned to Rebus. ‘So who do you believe, Uncle Joe or Dusty?’
‘You think he lied just to wind me up?’
‘Or wind you down.’
Yes, down as far as London, a false trail that could have eaten into the investigation: wasted time, manpower, effort.
‘The victim worked out of Aberdeen,’ Rebus said.
‘All roads leading to.’ The drinks had arrived. Ancram handed over a twenty. ‘Don’t bother with change, keep it to pay for whatever else Dusty drinks, and give him what’s left at the end. Plus one for yourself.’
She nodded, knew the routine. Rebus was thinking hard, routes leading north. Did he want to go to Aberdeen? It would keep him away from The Justice Programme, maybe keep him from thinking about Lawson Geddes. Today had been like a holiday in that respect. Edinburgh was too full of ghosts; but then so was Glasgow – Jim Stevens, Jack Morton, Bible John and his victims . . .
‘Did Jack tell you I’d been to the Bar-L?’
‘I pulled rank on him, don’t blame Jack.’
‘He’s changed a lot.’
‘Has he been nagging you? I wondered why he chased after you at lunchtime. The zeal of the converted.’
‘I don’t get it.’ Rebus lifted the glass to his lips, poured it in smoothly.
‘Didn’t he say? He’s joined AA, and I don’t mean breakdown insurance.’ Ancram paused. ‘Come to think of it though, maybe I do.’ He winked, smiled. There was something annoying about his smile; it was like he was party to secrets and motives – a patronising smile.
A very Glaswegian sort of smile.
‘He was an alcoholic,’ Ancram went on. ‘I mean, he still is. Once an alky, always an alky, that’s what they say. Something happened to him in Falkirk, he ended up in hospital, nearly in a coma. Sweats, spewing, slime dripping off the ceiling. Gave him a hell of a fright. First thing he did when he got out was look up the phone number for Samaritans, and they put him on to the Juice Church.’ He looked at Rebus’s glass. ‘Christ, that was quick. Here, have another.’ The barmaid already had a glass in her hand.
‘Thanks, I will,’ said Rebus, wishing he didn’t feel so calm. ‘Since you seem to be so loaded. Nice suit, too.’
The humour left Ancram’s eyes. ‘There’s a tailor on Argyle Street, ten per cent discount for serving officers.’ The eyes narrowed. ‘Spit it out.’
‘No, it’s nothing really, just that when I was going through the files on Toal, I couldn’t help noticing that he always seemed to have inside info.’
‘Careful, laddie.’
The ‘laddie’ rankled; it was meant to.
‘Well,’ Rebus went on, ‘everyone knows the west coast is open to bungs. Not always cash, you understand. Could be watches, ID bracelets, rings, maybe even a few suits . . .’
Ancram looked around the bar, as though begging for witnesses to Rebus’s remarks.
‘Would you care to name any names, Inspector, or is hearsay good enough for Edinburgh CID? The way I hear it, there’s no cupboard-space left in Fettes, they’re so jam-packed with skeletons.’ He picked up his drink. ‘And half those skeletons seem to have your fingerprints all over them.’
The smile again, sparkling eyes, laughter lines. How did he know? Rebus turned to go. Ancram’s voice followed him out of the pub.
‘We can’t all go running to friends in Barlinnie! I’ll see you around, Inspector . . .’
Aberdeen.
Aberdeen meant away from Edinburgh; no Justice Programme, no Fort Apache, no shite for him to skite in. Aberdeen looked good.
But Rebus had things to do in Edinburgh. He wanted to see the locus in daylight, so drove out there, not risking his own Saab; leaving it at Fort Apache and taking the spare Escort. Jim MacAskill wanted him on the case because he hadn’t been around long enough to make enemies; Rebus was wondering how you ever made friends in Niddrie. The place was if anything bleaker by day: blocked-in windows, glass like shrapnel on the tarmac, kids playing in the sunshine with no real enthusiasm, eyes and mouths narrowing as his car cruised past.
They’d knocked a lot of the estate down; behind it was better housing, semi-detached. Satellite dishes a status symbol: the owners’ status – unemployed. The estate boasted a derelict pub – insurance job blaze – and one all-purpose corner shop, its window full of video posters. The kids made this last their base. BMX bandits blowing bubble-gum. Rebus drove past slowly, his eyes on them. The death flat wasn’t quite on the edge of the estate, not quite visible from Niddrie Mains Road. Rebus was thinking: Tony El didn’t come from round here, and if he’d picked the spot by chance, there were other derelict flats nearer the main road.
Two men plus the victim. Tony El and an accomplice.
The accomplice had local knowledge.
Rebus climbed the stairs to the flat. The place had been sealed, but he had keys to both padlocks. The living room as before, upside-down table, blanket. He wondered who’d slept there, maybe they’d seen something. He reckoned his chances of finding them were one per cent; of getting them to talk, slightly less. Kitchen, bathroom, bedrooms, hallway. He kept close to the walls, so as not to fall through the floor. There was no one living in the block, but the next block along had glass in a couple of its windows: one on the first storey, one on the second. Rebus knocked on the first door. A dishevelled woman answered, an infant clinging round her neck. He didn’t need to introduce himself.
‘I don’t know anything, and I didn’t see or hear anything.’ She made to close the door.
‘You married?’
She opened the door again. ‘What’s it to you?’
Rebus shrugged; good question.
‘He’s down the boozer, most likely,’ she said.
‘How many kids have you got?’
‘Three.’
‘Must be pushed for space.’
‘That’s what we keep telling them. All they’ll say is our name’s on the list.’
‘What age is your oldest?’
Eyes narrowing. ‘Eleven.’
‘Any chance he saw something?’
She shook her head. ‘He’d’ve told me.’
‘What about your man?’
She smiled. ‘He’d have seen everything twice.’
Rebus smiled too. ‘Well, if you hear anything . . . from the kids or your man . . .’
‘Aye, right.’ Slowly, so as not to cause offence, she shut the door on him.
Rebus climbed the next flight. Dog shit on the landing, a used condom: he tried not to connect the two. Felt-marker graffiti on the door – Wanker, HMFC, cartoon coitus. The occupier had given up trying to wipe it off. Rebus pushed the doorbell. No answer; he tried again.
A voice from within: ‘Bugger off!’
‘Could I have a word?’
‘Who is it?’
‘CID.’
A chain rattled, and the door opened two inches. Rebus saw half a face: an old woman, or maybe an old man. He showed his warrant card.
‘You’re not moving me out. I’ll be here when they pull the place down.’
‘I don’t want to move you out.’
‘Eh?’
Rebus raised his voice. ‘Nobody wants to move you out.’
‘Aye they do, but I’m not moving, you can tell them that.’ Rebus caught foul breath, a meaty smell.
‘Look, have you heard what happened next door?’
‘Eh?’
Rebus peered through the gap. The hallway was littered with sheets of newspaper, empty cat-food tins. One more try.
‘Someone was killed next door.’
‘Don’t try your tricks with me, boyo!’ Anger in the voice.
‘I’m not trying any . . . ach, to hell with it.’ Rebus turned, started back downstairs. Suddenly the outside world looked good to him in the warm sunshine. It was all relative. He walked over to the corner shop, asked the kids a few questions, handed out mints to anyone who wanted one. He didn’t learn anything, but ended up with an excuse to go inside. He bought a packet of extra-strong, put it in his pocket for later, asked the Asian behind the counter a couple of questions. She was fifteen, maybe sixteen, extraordinarily pretty. A video was playing on the TV, high up on one wall. Hong Kong gangsters shooting chunks out of each other. She didn’t have anything to tell him.
‘Do you like Niddrie?’ he asked.
‘It’s all right.’ Her voice was pure Edinburgh, eyes on the TV.
Rebus drove back to Fort Apache. The Shed was empty. He drank a cup of coffee and smoked a cigarette. Niddrie, Craigmillar, Wester Hailes, Muirhouse, Pilton, Granton . . . They all seemed to him like some horrible experiment in social engineering: scientists in white coats sticking families down in this maze or that, seeing what would happen, how strong they’d have to become to cope, whether or not they’d find the exit . . . He lived in an area of Edinburgh where six figures bought you a three-bedroom flat. It amused him that he could sell up and be suddenly rich . . . except, of course, that he’d have nowhere to live, and couldn’t afford to move anywhere nicer in the city. He realised he was just about as trapped as anyone in Niddrie or Craigmillar, nicer model of trap, that was all.
His phone rang. He picked it up and wished he hadn’t.
‘Inspector Rebus?’ A woman’s voice: administrative. ‘Could you attend a meeting tomorrow at Fettes?’
Rebus felt a chill run the length of his spine. ‘What sort of meeting?’
A cool smiling voice. ‘I don’t have that information. The request comes from the ACC’s office.’
The Assistant Chief Constable, Colin Carswell. Rebus called him the ‘CC Rider’. A Yorkshireman – as close to a Scot as the English got. He’d been with Lothian and Borders two and a half years, and so far nobody had a bad word to say about him, which should have put him in the Guinness Book of Records. There had been a hairy few months after the last Deputy Chief Constable resigned and before they appointed a new one, but Carswell had coped. Some were of the opinion that he was just too good, and therefore would never make it to Chief Constable. Lothian and Borders used to boast one DCC and two ACCs, but one of the ACC posts had now become ‘Director of Corporate Services’, about which no one on the force seemed to know anything at all.
‘What time?’
‘Two o’clock, it shouldn’t take long.’
‘Will there be tea and biccies? I’m not coming otherwise.’
A shocked pause, then a release of breath as she realised he was joking. ‘We’ll see what we can manage, Inspector.’
Rebus put down the phone. It rang again and he picked it up.
‘John? It’s Gill, did you get my message?’
‘Yes, thanks.’
‘Oh. I thought you might have tried to call me.’
‘Mmm.’
‘John? Is something wrong?’
He shook himself. ‘I don’t know. The CC Rider wants to see me.’
‘Whatever for?’
‘Nobody’s saying.’
A sigh. ‘What have you been up to this time?’
‘Absolutely nothing, Gill, that’s the God’s honest truth.’
‘Made any enemies yet at your new posting?’ As she spoke, Bain and Maclay walked through the door. Rebus nodded a greeting.
‘No enemies. Do you think I’m doing something wrong?’ Maclay and Bain were shedding jackets, pretending not to be interested.
‘Listen, about that message I left . . .?’
‘Yes, Chief Inspector?’ Maclay and Bain dropped the pretence.
‘Can we meet?’
‘I don’t see why not. Dinner tonight?’
‘Tonight . . . yes, why not?’
She lived in Morningside, Rebus in Marchmont . . . make it a Tollcross rendezvous.
‘Brougham Street,’ Rebus said, ‘that Indian place with the slat blinds. Half eight?’
‘Sure.’
‘See you there, Chief Inspector.’
Bain and Maclay went about their business, said nothing for a minute or two. Then Bain coughed, swallowed, spoke.
‘How was Raintown?’
‘I got out alive.’
‘Find out anything about Uncle Joe and Tony El?’ Bain’s finger went to the nick below his eye.
Rebus shrugged. ‘Maybe something, maybe nothing.’
‘All right, don’t tell us,’ Maclay said. He looked funny, sitting at his desk. An inch had been sawn off each of the legs of his chair, so his thighs would fit under the lip of the desk. When Rebus had first arrived, he’d asked why Maclay hadn’t just lifted the table legs up an inch. Until then, Maclay hadn’t thought of it – sawing the chair legs had been Bain’s idea.
‘Nothing to tell,’ Rebus argued. ‘Except this – word is, Tony El’s a free agent, working out of the north-east, so we need to contact Grampian CID and ask about him.’
‘I’ll fax them his details,’ Maclay said.
‘I take it there’s been no sign?’ Rebus asked.
Bain and Maclay shook their heads.
‘I’ll let you into the secret though,’ Bain said.
‘What?’
‘There are at least two Indians on Brougham Street with slatted blinds.’
Rebus watched them have a good laugh about that, then asked what the background check on the decedent had produced.
‘Not much,’ Bain said, leaning back in his chair and waving a sheet of paper. Rebus got up, took the paper from him.
Allan Mitchison. Only child. Born in Grangemouth. His mother died in childbirth; his father went into decline, followed her two years later. Infant Allan was taken into care – no other kin found. Children’s home, then a foster family. Put up for adoption, but was an unruly kid, a trouble-maker. Screaming fits, tantrums, then long sulks. He always ran away eventually, always found his way back to the children’s home. Grew up into a quiet teenager, still prone to black sulks, the occasional outburst, but talented in some school subjects – English, geography, art, music – and mostly docile. Still preferred the children’s home to foster life. Left school at seventeen. Having seen a documentary on life on a North Sea platform, decided he liked the look of it. Miles from anywhere, and an existence not unlike the children’s home – regimented. He liked group life, dormitories, shared rooms. Painter. His work pattern was uneven – he’d spent time onshore as well as off – a spell of training at RGIT-OSC . . .
‘What’s RGIT-OSC?’
Maclay had been waiting for the question. ‘Robert Gordon Institute of Technology’s Offshore Survival Centre.’
‘Is that the same as Robert Gordon’s University?’
Maclay and Bain looked at one another, shrugged.
‘Never mind,’ Rebus said, thinking: Johnny Bible’s first victim had attended RGU.
Mitchison had also worked at the Sullom Voe terminal on Shetland, a few other locations. Friends and workmates: plenty of the latter, precious few of the former. Edinburgh had proved a dead end: none of his neighbours had ever clapped eyes on him. And the word from Aberdeen and points north was only a little more encouraging. A couple of names: one on a production platform, one at Sullom Voe . . .
‘Are these two willing to be interviewed?’
Bain: ‘Christ, you’re not thinking of going up there? First Glasgow, now teuchter-land – didn’t you get a holiday this year?’
Maclay’s high-pitched laughter.
Rebus: ‘I seem to be a sitting target down here. I had a thought today – whoever picked out that flat knew the area. I’m thinking a local. Either of you have snitches in Niddrie?’
‘Of course.’
‘Then get talking to them, a man answering Tony El’s description, he might’ve been hanging around the pubs and clubs, looking for local talent. Is there anything on decedent’s employer?’
Bain lifted another sheet, waved it, smiling. Rebus had to get up again, go fetch it.
T-Bird Oil got its name from Thom Bird, who had been co-founder with ‘Major’ Randall Weir.
‘Major?’
Bain shrugged. ‘That’s what they call him: Major Weir.’
Weir and Bird were both Americans, but with strong Scottish roots. Bird had died in 1986, leaving Weir in charge. It was one of the smaller companies hoovering up oil and gas from below the sea bed . . .
Rebus realised that he knew almost nothing about the oil industry. He had some pictures in his head, mostly disasters – Piper Alpha, the Braer.
T-Bird had its UK base in Aberdeen, near Dyce Airport, but the global HQ was in the US, and the company held other oil and gas interests in Alaska, Africa, and the Gulf of Mexico.
‘Boring, eh?’ Maclay offered.
‘Is that meant to be a joke?’
‘Just making conversation.’
Rebus got to his feet, put his jacket on. ‘Well, much as I could listen to your dulcet tones all day . . .’
‘Where are you going?’
‘Station to station.’
No one seemed very interested in his return to St Leonard’s; a couple of woolly suits stopped to say hello – it turned out they didn’t even know he’d been transferred.
‘I don’t know who that says more about – me or you.’
In the CID offices he saw Siobhan Clarke at her desk. She was on the phone, and waved her pen at him as he passed. She wore a white short-sleeved blouse, and her bare arms were deeply tanned, as were her neck and face.
Rebus kept looking, and acknowledged a few lukewarm greetings. Jings, but it was rare to be ‘home’. He thought of Allan Mitchison and his empty flat: he’d come back to Edinburgh because it was as close to a home as he had.
Eventually he spotted Brian Holmes, chatting up a WPC, giving it plenty.
‘Hello, Brian, how’s the wife?’
The WPC turned red, mumbled some excuse and left.
‘Ha fucking ha,’ Holmes said. Now that the WPC had gone, he looked dead done in, shoulders slumped, skin grey, specks of stubble left behind by a too-casual razor.
‘That favour . . .’ Rebus prompted.
‘I’m on it.’
‘And?’
‘I’m on it!’
‘Go easy, son, we’re all friends here.’
Holmes seemed to deflate. He rubbed his eyes, clawed fingers through his hair.
‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I’m beat, that’s all it is.’
‘Would coffee help?’
‘Only if you can buy it by the vat.’
The canteen could stretch to an ‘Extra Large’. They sat down, Holmes tearing open sachets of sugar and pouring them in.
‘Look,’ he said, ‘about the other night, Mental Minto . . .’
‘We don’t talk about that,’ Rebus said firmly. ‘It’s history.’
‘Too much history around here.’
‘What else have the Scots got?’
‘You two look about as happy as nuns on a Club 18–30.’ Siobhan Clarke pulled out a chair and sat down.
‘Nice holiday?’ Rebus asked.
‘Relaxing.’
‘I see the weather was lousy.’
She ran a hand up one arm. ‘Took hours of work on the beach to get this.’
‘You’ve always been conscientious.’
She sipped Diet Pepsi. ‘So why’s everyone so down in the dumps?’
‘You don’t want to know.’
She raised an eyebrow, but didn’t say anything. Two tired, grey men; one young woman, tanned and brimming with life. Rebus knew he’d have to gee himself up for his evening date.
‘So,’ he asked Holmes casually, ‘that thing I asked you to look into . . .?’
‘It’s slow going. If you want my opinion,’ he looked up at Rebus, ‘whoever wrote up the notes was a master of circumlocution. There’s a lot of circling around the subject. I’d guess most casual readers would give up rather than plough on.’
Rebus smiled. ‘Why would the writer have done that?’
‘To put people off reading it. He probably thought they’d flick to the summing-up, miss out all the rubbish in the middle. Thing is, you can lose things that way, bury them in the text.’
‘Excuse me,’ Siobhan said, ‘have I walked into a masonic meeting by mistake? Is this some code I’m not supposed to get?’
‘Not at all, Brother Clarke,’ Rebus said, getting to his feet. ‘Maybe Brother Holmes will tell you about it.’
Holmes looked to Siobhan. ‘Only if you promise not to show me any holiday snaps.’
‘I wasn’t intending to.’ Siobhan straightened her back. ‘I know naturist beaches aren’t your thing.’
Rebus was purposely early for the rendezvous. Bain hadn’t been lying: there were two restaurants with wood-slatted blinds. They were eighty yards apart, and Rebus walked relays between the two. He saw Gill rounding the corner at Tollcross and waved to her. She hadn’t over-dressed for the occasion: new-looking denims, plain cream blouse, and a yellow cashmere jumper tied around her neck. Sunglasses, gold-chain necklace, and two-inch heels – she liked to make a noise when she walked.
‘Hello, John.’
‘Hiya, Gill.’
‘Is this the place?’
He looked at the restaurant. ‘There’s another one just up the road if you’d prefer. Or there’s French, Thai . . .’
‘This is fine.’ She pulled open the door, walked in ahead of him. ‘Did you book a table?’
‘Didn’t think they’d be busy,’ Rebus said. The restaurant wasn’t empty, but there was a spare table for two by the window, directly beneath a distorting loudspeaker. Gill removed her brown leather shoulder-bag and laid it under her chair.
‘Something to drink?’ their waiter asked.
‘Whisky and soda for me,’ Gill said.
‘Whisky, no additives,’ Rebus ordered. As the first waiter left, another appeared with menus, popadums and pickles. After he’d gone, Rebus looked around, saw that no one at the other tables was paying attention, and reached up to tug at the speaker-cable, disconnecting it. The music above them stopped.
‘Better,’ Gill said, smiling.
‘So,’ Rebus said, laying his napkin across his thighs, ‘is this business or social?’
‘Both,’ Gill admitted. She broke off as the drinks arrived. The waiter knew something was wrong, eventually placed it. He looked up at the silent speaker.
‘It can be easily mended,’ he told them. They shook their heads, then studied the menus. Having ordered, Rebus raised his glass.
‘Slàinte.’
‘Cheers.’ Gill took a gulp of her drink, exhaled afterwards.
‘So,’ Rebus said, ‘niceties taken care of . . . to business.’
‘Do you know how many women make chief inspector in the Scottish force?’
‘I know we’re talking the fingers of a blind carpenter’s hand.’
‘Exactly.’ She paused, realigned her cutlery. ‘I don’t want to screw up.’
‘Who does?’
She glanced at him, smiled. Rebus: world’s supply of fuck-ups, his life a warehouse filled to the rafters with them. Harder to shift than eight-track cartridges.
‘OK,’ he said, ‘so I’m an authority.’
‘And that’s good.’
‘No.’ He shook his head. ‘Because I’m still fucking up.’
She smiled. ‘Five months, John, and I haven’t made a good collar yet.’
‘But that’s about to change?’
‘I don’t know.’ Another gulp of courage. ‘Someone’s passed me some information about a drug deal . . . a biggie.’
‘Which protocol dictates you should pass on to the Scottish Crime Squad.’
She gave him a look. ‘And hand those lazy bastards the glory? Come on, John.’
‘I’ve never been a great believer in protocol myself. All the same . . .’ All the same: he didn’t want Gill fucking up. He could see this was important to her: maybe too important. She needed perspective, same as he needed on Spaven.
‘So who passed you the info?’
‘Fergus McLure.’
‘Feardie Fergie?’ Rebus pursed his lips. ‘Wasn’t he one of Flower’s snitches?’
Gill nodded. ‘I took over Flower’s list when he moved.’
‘Jesus, how much did he screw out of you?’
‘Never you mind.’
‘Most of Flower’s grasses are worse than anyone they could possibly snitch on.’
‘Nevertheless, he gave me his list.’
‘Feardie Fergie, eh?’
Fergus McLure had been in and out of private hospitals half his life. A nervous wreck, he drank nothing stronger than Ovaltine, and couldn’t watch anything more exciting than Pets Win Prizes. His constant supply of prescription drugs bolstered the profits of the British pharmaceutical industry. This said, he ran a nice little empire which just bordered on the legal: jeweller by trade, he also put on sales of Persian rugs, fire-damaged and water-damaged merchandise, receivership auctions. He lived in Ratho, a village on the edge of the city. Feardie Fergie was a known homosexual, but lived quietly – unlike some judges of Rebus’s acquaintance.
Gill crunched on a popadum, dribbled chutney on the remaining piece.
‘So what’s the problem?’ Rebus asked.
‘How well do you know Fergus McLure?’
Rebus shrugged, lied. ‘Reputation only. Why?’
‘Because I want this watertight before I act on it.’
‘Problem with snitches, Gill, you can’t always have corroboration.’
‘No, but I can have a second opinion.’
‘You want me to talk to him?’
‘John, for all your flaws –’
‘For which I am famous.’
‘– you’re a good judge of character, and you know enough about informers.’
‘My back-up subject for Mastermind.’
‘I just want to know if you think he’s on the level. I don’t want to go to all the trouble and effort of opening an investigation, maybe setting up surveillance, taps, even a sting operation, only to have the carpet pulled out from under me.’
‘Understood, but you know the Squaddies will be peeved if you keep them in the dark. They’ve got the manpower and experience for this sort of thing.’
She just stared at him. ‘Since when did you start going by the book?’
‘We’re not talking about me. I’m the L&B bad apple – doubtless they think one’s more than enough.’
Their food arrived, the table filling with platters and dishes, a nan bread big enough to be plotting world domination. They looked at one another, realising they didn’t feel that hungry any more.
‘A couple more of the same,’ Rebus said, handing the waiter his empty glass. To Gill: ‘So tell me Fergie’s story.’
‘It’s sketchy. Some drugs are coming north in a consignment of antiques. They’re going to be handed over to the dealers.’
‘The dealers being . . .?’
She shrugged. ‘McLure thinks they’re Americans.’
Rebus frowned. ‘Who? The sellers?’
‘No, the buyers. The sellers are German.’
Rebus went through the major Edinburgh dealers, couldn’t think of a single American.
‘I know,’ Gill said, reading his thoughts.
‘New boys trying to break in?’
‘McLure thinks the stuff’s headed further north.’
‘Dundee?’
She nodded. ‘And Aberdeen.’
Aberdeen again. Jesus. A town called malice. ‘So how’s Fergie involved?’
‘One of his sales would be the perfect cover.’
‘He’s fronting?’
Another nod. She chewed on a piece of chicken, dipped nan bread into the sauce. Rebus watched her eat, remembering little things about her: the way her ears moved when she chewed, the way her eyes flicked over the different dishes, the way she rubbed her fingers together afterwards . . . There were rings around her neck that hadn’t been there five years ago, and maybe when she visited her hairdresser they added some colour to her roots. But she looked good. She looked great.
‘So?’ she asked.
‘Is that all he told you?’
‘He’s scared of these dealers, too scared to tell them to get lost. But the last thing he wants is us catching on and putting him in jail as an accessory. That’s why he’s grassing.’
‘Even though he’s scared?’
‘Mm-hm.’
‘When’s all this supposed to happen?’
‘When they phone him.’
‘I don’t know, Gill. If it were a peg, you couldn’t hang a fucking hankie on it, never mind your coat.’
‘Colourfully put.’
She was staring at his tie as she said it. It was a loud tie, purposely so: it was supposed to distract attention from his unironed shirt with the missing button.
‘OK, I’ll go talkies tomorrow, see if I can wring any more out of him.’
‘But gently.’
‘He’ll be putty in my hands.’
They ate only half the food, still felt bloated. Coffee and mints came: Gill put both mints into her bag for later. Rebus had a third whisky. He was looking ahead, seeing them standing outside the restaurant. He could offer to walk her home. He could ask her back to his flat. Only she couldn’t stay the night: there might be reporters outside in the morning.
John Rebus: presumptuous bastard.
‘Why are you smiling?’ she asked.
‘Use it or lose it, they say.’
They split the bill, the drinks coming to as much as the food. And then they were outside. The night had grown cool.
‘What are my chances of finding a taxi?’ Gill was looking up and down the street.
‘Pubs aren’t out yet, you should be OK. My car’s back at the flat . . .’
‘Thanks, John, I’ll be all right. Look, here’s one.’ She waved to it. The driver signalled and pulled over with a squeak of brakes. ‘Tell me how you get on,’ she said.
‘I’ll phone you straight after.’
‘Thanks.’ She pecked his cheek, a hand on his shoulder to steady herself. Then she got into the taxi and closed the door, giving her address to the driver. Rebus watched the cab execute a slow U-turn into the traffic heading for Tollcross.
Rebus stood there for a moment, looking at his shoes. She’d wanted a favour, that was all. Good to know he was still useful for some things. ‘Feardie Fergie’, Fergus McLure. A name from the past; one-time friend of a certain Lenny Spaven. Worth a morning trip to Ratho for definite.
He heard another taxi coming – unmistakable engine sound. Its yellow light was on. He waved it down, got in.
‘The Oxford Bar,’ he said.
The more Bible John thought about the Upstart . . . the more he learned about him . . . the surer he felt that Aberdeen was the key.
He sat in his study, door locked against the outside world, and stared at the UPSTART file on his laptop. The gap between victims one and two was six weeks, between victims two and three only four. Johnny Bible was a hungry little devil, but so far he hadn’t killed again. Or if he had, he was still playing with the body. But that wasn’t the Upstart’s way. He killed them quick, then presented the bodies to the world. Bible John had worked back, and had found two newspaper stories – both in the Aberdeen Press and Journal. A woman attacked on her way home from a nightclub, a man attempting to drag her into an alley. She’d screamed, he’d panicked and fled. Bible John had driven out to the scene one night. He stood in the alley and thought of the Upstart standing there, biding his time till the nightclub emptied. There was a housing scheme nearby, and the route home passed the mouth of the alley. Superficially, it was the perfect spot, but the Upstart had been nervous, ill-prepared. He’d probably been waiting there for an hour or two, standing back in the shadows, afraid someone would stumble upon him. His nerve had come and gone. When he’d finally picked a victim, he hadn’t disabled it quickly enough. A scream was all it had taken to send him running.
Yes, it could well be the Upstart. He’d studied his failure, come up with a better plan: go into the nightclub, get talking to the victim . . . put the victim at its ease, then strike.
Second newspaper item: a woman complaining of a peeper in her back garden. When police were called, they found marks on her kitchen door, clumsy attempts at entering. Maybe connected to the first story, maybe not. Story one: eight weeks before the first murder. Story two: a further four weeks back. A pattern of months establishing itself. And another pattern on top of the first: peeper becoming attacker. Of course, there could be other stories he’d missed, ones from other cities, making for different theories, but Bible John was happy to go with Aberdeen. First victim: often the first victim was local. Once the killer’s confidence was up, he would range further afield. But that first success was so very important.
A timid knock at the study door. ‘I’ve made coffee.’
‘I’ll be out soon.’
Back to his computer. He knew the police would be busy compiling their own composites, their psychological profiles, remembered the one a psychiatrist had compiled of him. You knew he was ‘an authority’ because of all the letters after his name: BSc, BL, MA, MB, ChB, LLB, DPA, FRCPath. Meaningless in the wider scheme, as was his report. Bible John had read it in a book years back. The few things about him it got right, he attempted to remedy. The serial murderer was supposedly withdrawn, with few close friends, so he had forced himself to become gregarious. The type was known for a lack of drive and fear of adult contacts, so he took a job where drive and contacts were crucial. As for the rest of the thesis . . . rubbish, mostly.
Serial killers not infrequently had a history of homosexual activity – not guilty.
They were usually unmarried – tell that to the Yorkshire Ripper.
They often heard two voices inside their heads, one good and the other evil. They collected weapons, and gave them pet names. Many dressed up in women’s clothes. Some showed an interest in black magic or in monsters, and collected sadistic pornography. Many had a ‘private place’ where objects such as hoods, dolls and rubber diving-suits would be kept.
He looked around his study and shook his head.
There were only a few points where the psychiatrist got it right. Yes, he would say he was egocentric – like half the population. Yes, he was neat and tidy. Yes, he had an interest in the Second World War (but not solely Nazism or concentration camps). Yes, he was a plausible liar – or rather, people were gullible listeners. And yes, he planned his culls well in advance, as it appeared the Upstart was now doing.
The librarian had not yet finished compiling his newspaper list. A check of requests for Bible John literature had drawn a blank. That was the bad news. But there was good news too. Thanks to the recent upsurge of interest in the original Bible John case, he had newspaper details of other unsolved murders, seven of them. Five took place in 1977, one in ’78, and one much more recently. These gave him a second thesis. The first had the Upstart just beginning his career; the second had him recommencing it after a long gap. He might have been out of the country, or in some institution, or even in a relationship where he did not feel it necessary to kill. If the police were being meticulous – which he doubted – they’d be looking at recent divorces of men who had married in ’78 or ’79. Bible John did not have the means at his disposal to do this, which was frustrating. He got up and stared at his shelves of books, not really seeing them. There was an opinion that the Upstart was Bible John, that the eyewitness descriptions were flawed. As a result, the police and the media had dusted off their photofits and artists’ impressions.
Dangerous. He knew the only way to quash such speculation was to locate the Upstart. Imitation was not the sincerest form of flattery. It was potentially lethal. He had to find the Upstart. Either that or lead the police to him. One way or another, it would be done.
He was in a six a.m. opener, drinking off a good sleep.
He’d woken up way too early, got dressed, and decided to go for a walk. He crossed the Meadows, headed down George IV Bridge and the High Street, left on to Cockburn Street. Cockburn Street: shopping mecca to teenagers and hippies; Rebus remembered Cockburn Street market when it was a damned sight more disreputable than these days. Angie Riddell had bought her necklace in a shop on Cockburn Street. Maybe she’d worn it the day he’d taken her to the café, but he didn’t think so. He switched off the thought, turned down a passageway, a steep flight of steps, and took another left on Market Street. He was opposite Waverley Station, and there was a pub open. It catered to night-shift workers, a drink or two before home and bed. But you saw businessmen in it too, bracing themselves for the day ahead.
With newspaper offices nearby, the regulars were print-workers and subs, and there were always first editions available, the ink just dry. Rebus was known here, and no one ever bothered him. Even if a reporter was having a drink, they didn’t hassle him for stories or quotes – it was an unwritten rule, never breached.
This morning, three teenagers sat slumped at a table, barely touching their drinks. Their dishevelled and sleepy state told Rebus they’d just completed a ‘twenty-four’: round-the-clock drinking. The daytime was easy: you started at six in the morning – somewhere like this – and the pubs were licensed till midnight or one o’clock. After that, it had to be clubs, casinos, and you finished the marathon at a pizza parlour on Lothian Road, open till six a.m., at which point you returned here for the last drink of the session.
The bar was quiet, no TV or radio, the fruit machine not yet plugged in: another unwritten rule. At this time of day, what you did in this place was drink. And read the papers. Rebus poured a helping of water into his whisky, took it and a paper to a table. The sun outside the windows was skin-tone pink against a milky sky. It had been a good walk; he liked the city quiet: taxis and early risers, first dogs being exercised, clear, clean air. But the night before still clung to the place: a litter-bin upturned, a bench on the Meadows with a broken back, traffic cones hoisted on to bus shelter roofs. It was true of the bar too: last night’s fug had not had time to dissipate. Rebus lit a cigarette and read his paper.
A story on the inside page caught his attention: Aberdeen was hosting an international convention on offshore pollution and the role of the oil industry. Delegates from sixteen countries were expected to attend. There was a smaller story tacked on to the article: the Bannock oil and gas field, 100 miles north-east of Shetland, was coming to the end of its ‘useful economic life’, and was about to undergo decommissioning. Environmentalists were making an issue of Bannock’s main production platform, a steel and concrete structure weighing 200,000 tonnes. They wanted to know what the owners, T-Bird Oil, planned to do with it. As required by law, the company had submitted an Abandonment Programme to the Oil and Gas Division of the Department of Trade and Industry, but its contents had not been made public.
The environmentalists were saying that there were over 200 oil and gas installations on the UK Continental Shelf, and they all had a finite production life. The government seemed to be backing an option which would leave the majority of the deep-water platforms in place, with only minimal maintenance. There was even talk of selling them off for alternative use – plans included prisons and casino/hotel complexes. The government and the oil companies were talking cost-effectiveness, and about striking a balance between cost, safety and the environment. The protesters’ line was: the environment at any cost. Stoked up from their victory over Shell with the Brent Spar, the pressure groups were planning to make Bannock an issue too, and would be holding marches, rallies, and an open-air concert close to the site of the Aberdeen convention.
Aberdeen: fast becoming the centre of Rebus’s universe.
He finished his whisky, decided against a second, then changed his mind. Flicked through the rest of the paper: nothing new on Johnny Bible. There was a property section; he checked the Marchmont/Sciennes prices, then laughed at some of the New Town specs: ‘luxurious townhouse, elegant living on five floors . . .’; ‘garage for sale separately, £20,000’. There were still a few places in Scotland where £20,000 would buy you a house, maybe with the garage thrown in. He looked down the ‘Country Property’ list, saw more wild prices, flattering photos attached. There was a place on the coast south-east of the city, picture windows and sea views, for the price of a Marchmont flat. Dream on, sailor . . .
He walked home, got in his car, and drove out to Craigmillar, one area of the city not yet represented in the property section, and not likely to be for some time to come.
The night shift was just about to come off. Rebus saw officers he hadn’t seen before. He asked around: it had been a quiet night; the cells were empty, ditto the biscuit-tins. In the Shed, he sat at his desk and saw new paperwork staring up at him. He fetched himself a coffee and picked up the first sheet.
More dead ends on Allan Mitchison; the head of his children’s home interviewed by local CID. A check of his bank account, nothing amiss. Nothing from Aberdeen CID on Tony El. A woolly suit came in with a package addressed to Rebus. Postmarked Aberdeen, a printed label: T-Bird Oil. Rebus opened it. Publicity material, a compliment slip from Stuart Minchell, Personnel Dept. Half a dozen A4 pamphlets, quality layout and paper, colour throughout, facts kept to a minimum. Rebus, author of five thousand reports, knew waffle when he saw it. Minchell had enclosed a copy of ‘T-BIRD OIL – STRIKING THE BALANCE’, identical to the one in the side pocket of Mitchison’s rucksack. Rebus opened it, saw a map of the Bannock field, laid out across a grid showing which blocks it occupied. A note explained that the North Sea had been divided into blocks of 100 square miles apiece, and oil companies initially made bids for exploration rights to these blocks. Bannock was slap-bang up against the international boundary – a few miles east and you came to more oil fields, but this time Norwegian rather than British.
‘Bannock will be the first T-Bird field to undergo rigorous decommissioning,’ Rebus read. There seemed to be seven options available, from Leave In Place to Total Removal. The company’s ‘modest proposal’ was for mothballing: leaving the structure to be dealt with at a later date.
‘Surprise, surprise,’ Rebus muttered, noting that mothballing ‘would leave funds available for future exploration and development’.
He put the pamphlets back in their envelope and shoved it in a drawer, returning to his paperwork. A sheet of fax paper was hidden near the bottom. He pulled it out. It was from Stuart Minchell, sent the previous day at seven in the evening: further details on Allan Mitchison’s two workmates. The one who worked at the Sullom Voe terminal was called Jake Harley. He was on a walking/birdwatching holiday somewhere on Shetland, and probably hadn’t yet heard of his friend’s demise. The one who worked offshore was called Willie Ford. He was halfway through a sixteen-day stint, and ‘of course’ had learned about Allan Mitchison.
Rebus picked up his telephone, reached into the drawer for Minchell’s compliment slip. He got the number from it and pushed the buttons. It was early; all the same . . .
‘Personnel.’
‘Stuart Minchell, please.’
‘Speaking.’ Bingo: Minchell a company man, early starter.
‘Mr Minchell, it’s Inspector Rebus again.’
‘Inspector, you’re lucky I picked up the phone. Usually I just let it ring, only way I can get some work done before the rush.’
‘Your fax, Mr Minchell – why did you say “of course” Willie Ford had learned of Allan Mitchison’s death?’
‘Because they worked together, didn’t I tell you?’
‘Offshore?’
‘Yes.’
‘Which platform, Mr Minchell?’
‘Didn’t I tell you that either? Bannock.’
‘The one that’s being mothballed?’
‘Yes. Our Public Relations team’s got its work cut out there.’ A pause. ‘Is it important, Inspector?’
‘Probably not, sir,’ Rebus said. ‘Thanks anyway.’ Rebus put down the receiver, drummed his fingers against it.
He went out to the shops, bought a filled roll for breakfast – corned beef and onion. The roll was too floury, and stuck to the roof of his mouth. He bought himself a coffee to wash it down. When he got back to the Shed, Bain and Maclay were at their desks, feet up, tabloid reading. Bain was eating a dough-ring; Maclay burping sausage-meat.
‘Snitch reports?’ Rebus asked.
‘Nothing so far,’ Bain said, not taking his eyes from the paper.
‘Tony El?’
Maclay’s turn: ‘Description’s gone out to every Scottish force, nothing’s come back.’
‘I phoned Grampian CID myself,’ Bain added, ‘told them to check out Mitchison’s Indian restaurant. Looks like he was a regular, they might know something.’
‘Nice one, Dod,’ Rebus said.
‘Not just a pretty face, is he?’ Maclay said.
The weather forecast was for sunshine and showers. It seemed to Rebus, as he drove out to Ratho, that they were coming at ten-minute intervals. Brisk black clouds, shafts of sunlight, blue skies, then clouds gathering again. At one point, it started raining when there didn’t seem to be a cloud in the sky.
Ratho was surrounded by farmland, with the Union Canal bordering it to the north. It was popular in the summer: you could take a boat trip on the canal, or feed the ducks, or eat at a waterfront restaurant. Yet it was less than a mile from the M8, two miles from Turnhouse Airport. Rebus drove out along Calder Road, trusting to his sense of direction. Fergus McLure’s house was on Hallcroft Park. He knew he could find it: there were only a dozen streets in the whole village. McLure was known to work from home. Rebus had decided against phoning ahead: he didn’t want Fergie forewarned.
When he reached Ratho, it took him five minutes to locate Hallcroft Park. He found Fergie’s address, stopped the car, and walked up to the door. There was no sign of life. He rang the bell a second time. Net curtains stopped him peering through the window.
‘Should have phoned,’ Rebus muttered.
A woman was walking past, terrier straining on its leash. The small dog made terrible choking sounds as it sniffed the pavement.
‘Is he not in?’ she asked.
‘No.’
‘Funny, his car’s here.’ She had time to nod in the direction of a parked Volvo before the dog hauled her away. It was a blue 940 estate. Rebus looked in through the windows, but all he saw was how clean the interior looked. He checked the mileage: low. A new car. The tyre-walls hadn’t even had time to lose their shine.
Rebus got back into his own car – mileage to date fifty times the Volvo’s – and decided to head back into town by the Glasgow Road. But as he made to drive over the canal bridge, he saw a police car at the far end of the restaurant car park, sitting on the slip-road down to the canal. There was an ambulance parked next to it. Rebus braked, reversed, and turned into the car park, crawling towards the scene. A woolly suit came to warn him off, but Rebus had his warrant card ready. He parked and got out.
‘What is it?’ he asked.
‘Somebody went for a dip with their clothes on.’
The constable followed Rebus down to the jetty. There were cruise boats moored there, and a couple of tourist-types who looked like they’d come for a trip on one of them. The rain had started again, pockmarking the surface of the canal. The ducks were keeping their distance. A body had been hauled out of the water, clothes sodden, and laid on the wooden slats that constituted the jetty. A man who looked like a doctor was checking for signs of life, no real hope in his face. The back door to the restaurant was open, staff members standing there, faces interested but full of horror.
The doctor shook his head. One of the tourists, a woman, began to cry. Her companion, a man, cradled his video camera and put an arm around her.
‘He must’ve slipped and fallen in,’ someone said, ‘banged his head.’
The doctor checked the corpse’s head, found a clean gash.
Rebus looked up towards the staff. ‘Anyone see anything?’ Headshakes. ‘Who reported it?’
‘I did.’ The woman tourist, English accent.
Rebus turned to the doctor. ‘How long has he been in the water?’
‘I’m just a GP, not an expert. All the same, if you want a guess . . . not long. Certainly not overnight.’ Something had rolled out of the drowned man’s jacket pocket and wedged between two of the slats. A small brown bottle with white plastic top. Prescription pills. Rebus looked at the bloated face, fixed it to a much younger man, a man he’d interviewed in 1978 about his connection to Lenny Spaven.
‘He’s a local,’ Rebus told the company. ‘His name’s Fergus McLure.’
He tried phoning Gill Templer, couldn’t track her down, ended up leaving messages for her in half a dozen different places. Back home, he polished his shoes and changed into his best suit, picked out the shirt with the fewest creases, and found the most sober tie he had (excepting his funeral one).
He looked at himself in the mirror. He’d showered and shaved, dried his hair and combed it. The knot in his tie looked OK, and for once he’d found a matching pair of socks. He looked fine, felt anything but.
It was half past one, time to go to Fettes.
The traffic wasn’t too bad, the lights with him, like they didn’t want to hold up his appointment. He was early at L&B HQ thought of driving around, but knew it would only make him more nervous. Instead, he went inside, and sought out the Murder Room. It was on the second floor, a large central office space with smaller compartments off for the senior officers. This was the Edinburgh side of the triangle Johnny Bible had created, the heart of the Angie Riddell investigation. Rebus knew some of the faces on duty, smiled, nodded. The walls were covered with maps, photographs, charts – an attempt at order. So much of police work was putting things in some kind of order: fixing chronology, getting the details right, tidying up after the mess of people’s lives as well as their deaths.
Most of the people on duty this afternoon looked tired, lacking enthusiasm. They were waiting by telephones, waiting for the elusive tip-off, the missing link, a name or a sighting, waiting for the man . . . They’d been waiting a long time. Someone had mocked up a photofit of Johnny Bible: horns curling from the head, wisps of smoke from the flared nostrils, fangs and a serpent’s forked tongue.
The Bogeyman.
Rebus looked closer. The photofit had been done on computer. The starting-point had been an old photofit of Bible John. With the horns and fangs, he bore a vague likeness to Alister Flower . . .
He examined the photographs of Angie Riddell in life, kept his eyes away from her autopsy pics. He remembered her the night he’d arrested her, remembered her sitting in his car talking, almost too full of life. Her hair seemed to be dyed a different colour in almost every picture, like she was never quite happy with herself. Maybe she’d just needed to keep changing, running from the person she’d been, laughing to stop herself crying. Circus clown, painted smile . . .
Rebus checked his watch. Fuck it: it was time.
There was just the CC Rider himself, Colin Carswell, waiting for Rebus in the comfortable and carpeted office.
‘Take a seat, won’t you?’ Carswell had half-risen to welcome Rebus, now sat down again. Rebus sat opposite him, studying the desktop, looking for clues. The Yorkshireman was tall, with a body that sagged towards a beer drinker’s gut. His hair was brown, thinning, his nose small, almost flat like a pug’s. He sniffed. ‘Sorry, can’t oblige with your request for biscuits, but there’s tea or coffee if you want it.’
Rebus remembered the phone call: Will there be tea and biccies? I’m not coming otherwise. The remark had been passed along.
‘I’m fine, thanks, sir.’
Carswell opened a folder, picked something up, a newspaper clipping. ‘Damned shame about Lawson Geddes. I hear he was an exceptional officer in his day.’
The story concerned Geddes’ suicide.
‘Yes, sir,’ Rebus said.
‘They say it’s a coward’s way out, but I know I wouldn’t have the guts.’ He looked up. ‘What about you?’
‘I hope I never have to find out, sir.’
Carswell smiled, put the cutting back, closed the folder. ‘John, we’re getting flak from the media. At first it was just that TV crew, but now everyone seems to want to join the circus.’ He stared at Rebus. ‘Not good.’
‘No sir.’
‘So we’ve decided – the Chief Constable and myself – that we should make an effort.’
Rebus swallowed. ‘You’re reopening the Spaven case?’
Carswell brushed invisible dust off the folder. ‘Not straight away. There’s no new evidence, therefore no real need to.’ He looked up quickly. ‘Unless you know some reason why we should?’
‘It was cut and dried, sir.’
‘Try telling the media that.’
‘I have, believe me.’
‘We’re going to open an internal inquiry, just to satisfy ourselves that nothing was overlooked or . . . untoward . . . at the time.’
‘Putting me under suspicion.’ Rebus could feel his hackles rising.
‘Only if you’ve got something to hide.’
‘Come on, sir, you reopen an investigation, everyone begins to look dirty. And with Spaven and Lawson Geddes dead, I’m left carrying the can.’
‘Only if there’s a can to carry.’
Rebus leapt to his feet.
‘Sit down, Inspector, I’ve not finished with you yet!’
Rebus sat down, made his hands grip the sides of the chair. He felt if he let go, he might fly clean through the ceiling. Carswell was taking a second to regain his own composure.
‘Now, to keep things objective, the inquiry will be headed by someone from outside Lothian and Borders, reporting directly to me. They’ll go through the original files . . .’
Warn Holmes.
‘. . . do any follow-up interviews deemed necessary, and compile their report.’
‘Is this going to be made public?’
‘Not until I have the finished report. It can’t look like a whitewash, that’s all I’ll say. If any breach of the rules has taken place anywhere down the line, it’ll be dealt with. Is that clear?’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘Now, is there anything you’d like to tell me?’
‘Just between us, or do you want to bring the strongarm in?’
Carswell allowed this as a joke. ‘I’m not sure you could call him that.’
Him.
‘Who’s in charge, sir?’
‘An officer from Strathclyde, DCI Charles Ancram.’
Oh dear Jesus fucking Christ. His goodbye to Ancram: an accusation of graft. And Ancram had known, all that day he’d known this was coming, the way he’d smiled, like he had secrets, the way he’d studied Rebus, like they might well become adversaries.
‘Sir, there may be some bad blood between CI Ancram and myself.’
Carswell stared at him. ‘Care to elucidate?’
‘No, sir, with respect.’
‘Well, I suppose I could get Chief Inspector Flower instead. He’s the bee’s knees just now, nabbing that MP’s son for cannabis growing . . .’
Rebus swallowed. ‘I’d prefer CI Ancram, sir.’
Carswell glowered. ‘It’s not your bloody decision, is it, Inspector?’
‘No, sir.’
Carswell sighed. ‘Ancram’s already been briefed. Let’s stick with him . . . if that’s all right with you?’
‘Thank you, sir.’ How did I get here, Rebus thought: thanking the man for putting Ancram on my tail . . . ‘Can I go now, sir?’
‘No.’ Carswell was looking in the folder again, while Rebus tried to get his heart-rate down. Carswell read a note, spoke without looking up.
‘What were you doing in Ratho this morning?’
‘Sir?’
‘A body was hauled out of the canal. I’ve had word you were there. Not exactly Craigmillar, is it?’
‘I was just in the area.’
‘Apparently you ID’d the body?’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘You’re a handy man to have around.’ Heavy with irony. ‘How did you know him?’
Blurt it out or clam up? Neither. Dissemble. ‘I recognised him as one of our snitches, sir.’
Carswell looked up. ‘Whose in particular?’
‘DI Flower’s.’
‘Were you looking to poach him?’ Rebus kept his mouth shut, letting Carswell draw his own conclusions. ‘On the very morning he took a tumble into the canal . . . strange coincidence?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘These things happen, sir.’ He fixed his eyes on Carswell’s. They stared one another out.
‘Dismissed, Inspector,’ Carswell said.
Rebus didn’t blink until he was back in the corridor.
He phoned St Leonard’s from Fettes, his hand shaking. But Gill wasn’t there, and nobody seemed to know where she was. Rebus asked the switchboard to page her, then asked to be put through to CID. Siobhan answered.
‘Is Brian there?’
‘I haven’t seen him for a couple of hours. Are you two cooking something up?’
‘The only thing cooking around here is my fucking goose. When you see him, tell him to call. And pass the same message along to Gill Templer.’
He broke the connection before she could say anything. Probably she’d have offered to help, and the one thing Rebus didn’t want right now was anyone else involved. Lying to protect himself . . . lying to protect Gill Templer . . . Gill . . . he had questions for her, urgent questions. He tried her home number, left a message on the answering machine, then tried Holmes’s home number: another machine, same message. Call me.
Wait. Think.
He’d asked Holmes to read up on the Spaven case, and that meant going through the files. When Great London Road police station had been burnt to the ground, a lot of files had gone up with it, but not the older stuff, because by then the older files had been shipped out to make space. They were stored with all the other ancient cases, all the clanking old skeletons, in a warehouse near Granton Harbour. Rebus had guessed Holmes would sign them out, but maybe not . . .
It was a ten-minute drive from Fettes to the warehouse. Rebus did it in seven. He allowed himself a grin when he saw Holmes’s car in the car park. Rebus walked over to the main door, pulled it open, and was in a vast, dark, echoing space. Regimented rows of green metal shelves ran the length of the warehouse, filled with heavy-duty cardboard boxes, inside which lay the mouldering history of the Lothian and Borders force – and the City of Edinburgh force until its demise – from the 1950s to the 1970s. Documents were still arriving: tea-chests with labels hanging from them sat waiting to be unpacked, and it looked like a changeover was taking place – lidded plastic boxes replacing heavy-duty board. A small elderly man, very trim, with a black moustache and jam-jar glasses, was marching towards Rebus.
‘Yes, can I help you?’
The man defined ‘clerical’. When he wasn’t looking at the floor, he was staring off somewhere past Rebus’s right ear. He wore a grey nylon overall over a white shirt with frayed collar and green tweed tie. Pens and pencils protruded from his top pocket.
Rebus showed his warrant card. ‘I’m looking for a colleague, DS Holmes, I think he may be looking through some old casenotes.’
The man was studying the warrant card. He walked over to a clipboard and wrote down Rebus’s name and rank, plus date and time of arrival.
‘Is that necessary?’ Rebus asked.
The man looked like he’d never in his life been asked such a thing. ‘Paperwork,’ he snapped, looking around at the warehouse’s contents. ‘It’s all necessary, or I wouldn’t be here.’
And he smiled, the overhead lighting glinting from his lenses. ‘This way.’
He led Rebus down an alleyway of boxes, then took a right turn and finally, after a moment’s hesitation, a left. They came into a clearing, where Brian Holmes sat at what looked like an old school desk, inkwell intact. There was no chair, so he was using an upturned box. His elbows rested on the desk, head in hands. There was a lamp on the desk, bathing the scene in light. The clerk coughed.
‘Someone to see you.’
Holmes turned, stood up when he saw who it was. Rebus turned quickly to the clerk.
‘Thanks for your help.’
‘No trouble. I don’t get many visitors.’
The little man shuffled away, footsteps receding into the distance.
‘Don’t worry,’ Holmes said. ‘I’ve laid a trail of breadcrumbs so we can find our way back.’ He looked around. ‘Isn’t this the creepiest place you’ve ever been?’
‘It’s straight into the top five. Listen, Brian, there’s a problem.’ He held up his right hand. ‘Fan.’ Then his left. ‘Shit.’ He clapped both hands together. The sound reverberated through the warehouse.
‘Tell me.’
‘The CC Rider’s opening an inquiry into the Spaven case, prior to reopening the case itself. And he’s managed to put in charge someone I recently rubbed up the wrong way.’
‘Silly you.’
‘Silly me. So no doubt they’ll be down here some day soon to lift the casenotes. And I don’t want them lifting you.’
Holmes looked at the bulging files, the faded black ink on each cover. ‘The files could get lost, couldn’t they?’
‘They could. Two problems. One, that would look highly suspicious. Two, I’m assuming Mr Clipboard knows which files you’ve been consulting.’
‘That’s true,’ Holmes conceded. ‘And it went down on his sheet.’
‘Along with your name.’
‘We could try slipping him some cash.’
‘He doesn’t look the type. He’s not in this for money, is he?’
Holmes looked thoughtful. He also looked terrible: unevenly shaven, his hair uncombed and needing a trim. The bags under his eyes could have carried half a hundredweight of coal.
‘Look,’ he said at last, ‘I’m halfway through . . . more than halfway. If I burn the candle tonight, maybe speed up my reading, I could have it finished by tomorrow.’
Rebus nodded slowly. ‘What do you think so far?’ He was almost scared to touch the files, to flip through them. It wasn’t history, it was archaeology.
‘I think your typing hasn’t improved. Straight answer: there’s something dodgy going on, that much I can read between the lines. I can see exactly where you’re covering up, rewriting the true story to fit your version. You weren’t quite so subtle in those days. Geddes’ version reads better, more confident. He glosses over stuff, he’s not afraid to understate. What I’d like to know is, what was the story with him and Spaven in the first place? I know you told me they served together in Burma or somewhere; how did they come to fall out? See, if we knew that, we’d know how valid the chip on Geddes’ shoulder was, and maybe how far it would take him.’
Rebus clapped his hands again, this time in muffled applause.
‘That’s good going.’
‘So give me another day, see what else I come up with. John, I want to do this for you.’
‘And if they catch you?’
‘I’ll talk my way out, don’t worry.’
Rebus’s pager sounded. He looked to Holmes.
‘Sooner you go,’ Holmes said, ‘sooner I can get back to it.’
Rebus patted him on the shoulder and headed back along the stacks. Brian Holmes: friend. Difficult to equate with the person who had roughed up Mental Minto. Schizophrenia, the policeman’s ally: a dual personality came in handy . . .
He asked the clerk if he could use a telephone. There was one on the wall. He called in.
‘DI Rebus.’
‘Yes, Inspector, apparently you’ve been trying to reach DCI Templer.’
‘Yes.’
‘Well, I have a location for her. She’s in Ratho, at some restaurant.’
Rebus slammed down the phone, cursing himself for not thinking of it sooner.
The wooden walkway where McLure’s body had lain had been blown dry by the wind, leaving nothing to indicate that a death had occurred so recently. The ducks were skimming the water; one of the boats had just left with half a dozen passengers; diners in the restaurant chewed on their food and stared out at the two figures on the canal bank.
‘I was in meetings half the day,’ Gill said. ‘I didn’t hear about it until an hour ago. What happened?’
She had her hands deep in coat pockets, the coat a cream Burberry. She looked sad.
‘Ask the pathologist. There was a cut on McLure’s head, but that doesn’t tell us a lot. He could have hit it when he slipped.’
‘Or he could have been whacked and pushed in.’
‘Or he could have jumped.’ Rebus shivered; the death reminded him of the Mitchison options. ‘My guess is, all the autopsy will tell us is whether he was alive when he hit the water. Right now I’ll tell you he was probably alive, which still doesn’t answer the question: accident, suicide, or a whack and a push?’ He watched Gill turn away, begin to walk the towpath. He caught up with her. It was starting to rain again, small drops, sparse. He watched them land on her coat, darkening it by degrees.
‘Bang goes my big collar,’ she said, an edge to her voice. Rebus turned up the collar of her coat, and she caught the joke, smiled.
‘There’ll be others,’ he told her. ‘Meantime, a man’s dead – don’t forget that.’ She nodded. ‘Listen,’ he said, ‘the ACC had me on the carpet this afternoon.’
‘The Spaven case?’
He nodded. ‘Plus he wanted to know what I was doing out here this morning.’
She glanced towards him. ‘What did you say?’
‘I didn’t say anything. But the thing is . . . McLure ties in to Spaven.’
‘What?’ He had her full attention now.
‘They palled around years back.’
‘Jesus, why didn’t you tell me?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘It didn’t seem an issue.’
Gill was thinking hard. ‘But if Carswell links McLure to Spaven . . .?’
‘Then my being out here on the very morning Feardie Fergie met the big cheerio is going to look just a tad suspicious.’
‘You have to tell him.’
‘I don’t think so.’
She turned to him, her hands gripping his lapels. ‘You’re protecting me from the fallout.’
The rain was growing heavier, drops sparkling in her hair. ‘Let’s just say I’m radiation-proof,’ he said, leading her by the hand into the bar.
They ate a snack, neither of them bringing an appetite with them. Rebus’s came with a whisky; Gill’s with Highland spring water. They sat facing one another at an alcove table. The place was a third full, nobody near enough to overhear.
‘Who else knew?’ Rebus said.
‘You’re the first person I’ve told.’
‘Well, they could find out anyway. Maybe Fergie’s nerve went, maybe he owned up. Maybe they just guessed.’
‘Plenty of maybes.’
‘What else have we got?’ He paused, chewing. ‘What about the other snitches you inherited?’
‘What about them?’
‘Snitches hear things, maybe Fergie wasn’t the only one who knew about this drugs thing.’
Gill was shaking her head. ‘I asked him at the time. He seemed confident it was being kept very quiet. You’re assuming he was killed. Remember, he has a history of bad nerves, mental problems. Maybe the fear just got too much for him.’
‘Do us both a favour, Gill, stick close to the investigation. See what the neighbours say: did he have any visitors this morning? Anyone out of the ordinary or suspicious? See if you can check his phone calls. My bet is it’ll go down as an accident, which means no one’s going to be working too hard on it. Push them, ask favours if you have to. Did he normally go for morning walks?’
She was nodding. ‘Anything else?’
‘Yes . . . who’s got the keys to his house?’
Gill made the calls, and they drank coffee until a DC turned up with the keys, fresh from the mortuary. Gill had asked about the Spaven case, Rebus giving only vague answers. Then they’d talked about Johnny Bible, Allan Mitchison . . . all shop-talk, steering a wide berth around anything personal. But at one point they’d locked eyes, shared a smile, knowing the questions were there, whether they asked them or not.
‘So,’ Rebus said, ‘what do you do now?’
‘About the gen McLure gave me?’ she sighed. ‘There’s nowhere to go with it, it was all so vague – no names or details, no date for the meeting . . . it’s gone.’
‘Well, maybe.’ Rebus lifted the keys, shook them. ‘Depends whether you want to come snooping or not.’
The pavements in Ratho were narrow. To keep his distance from Gill, Rebus walked on the road. They didn’t say anything, didn’t need to. This was their second evening together; Rebus felt comfortable sharing everything but close proximity.
‘That’s his car.’
Gill walked around the Volvo, peered in through the windows. On the dashboard a small red light was blinking: the automatic alarm. ‘Leather upholstery. Looks straight out of the showroom.’
‘Typical Feardie Fergie car though: nice and safe.’
‘I don’t know,’ Gill mused. ‘It’s the turbo version.’
Rebus hadn’t noticed. He thought of his own aged Saab. ‘Wonder what’ll happen to it . . .’
‘Is this his house?’
They walked up to the door, used a mortise and a yale to open it. Rebus turned on the hall lights.
‘Do you know if any of our lot has been in here?’ Rebus asked.
‘As far as I know, we’re the first. Why?’
‘Just trying out a scenario or two. Say someone came to see him here, and they frightened him. Say they told him to take a walk . . .’
‘Yes?’
‘Well, he still had the presence of mind to double-lock the door. So either he wasn’t that scared . . .’
‘Or whoever was with him double-locked the door, assuming that’s what McLure would normally do.’
Rebus nodded. ‘One more thing. Alarm system.’ He pointed to a box on the wall, its light a steady green. ‘It hasn’t been switched on. If he was in a flap, he might forget. If he thought he wasn’t coming back alive, he wouldn’t bother.’
‘He might not bother for a short stroll either though.’
Rebus conceded the point. ‘Final scenario: whoever double-locked the door forgot or plain didn’t know the alarm was there. See, door double-locked but alarm system off – it’s not consistent. And someone like Fergie, Volvo driver, my guess is he’d always be consistent.’
‘Well, let’s see if he had anything worth nicking.’
They walked into the living room. It was crammed to bursting with furniture and nick-nacks, some modern, a lot looking like they’d been handed down the generations. But though overfilled, the room was neat, dust-free, with expensive-looking rugs on the floor – far from fire-damaged stock.
‘Supposing someone did come to see him,’ Gill said. ‘Maybe we should dust for prints.’
‘Definitely maybe. Get forensics on to it first thing.’
‘Yes, sir.’
Rebus smiled. ‘Sorry, ma’am.’
They kept their hands in their pockets as they walked through the room: the reflex to touch things was always strong.
‘No signs of a struggle, and nothing looks like it’s been put back in the wrong place.’
‘Agreed.’
Past the living room there was another, shorter hallway, leading to a guest bedroom and what had probably once been the lounge: only used when visitors called. Fergus McLure had turned it into an office. There was paperwork everywhere, and on a fold-out dining table sat a new-looking computer.
‘I suppose someone’s going to have to go through this lot,’ Gill said, not relishing the task.
‘I hate computers,’ Rebus said. He had noticed a fat notepad beside the keyboard. He slipped a hand from his pocket and picked it up by its edges, angling it into the light. There were indents in the paper from the last written sheet. Gill came over to see.
‘Don’t tell me.’
‘Can’t make it out, and I don’t think the pencil trick would help.’
They looked at one another, spoke their thoughts together.
‘Howdenhall.’
‘Check the bins next?’ Gill said.
‘You do it, I’ll look upstairs.’
Rebus went back into the front hall, saw more doors, tried them: a small old-fashioned kitchen, family pictures on the walls; a toilet; a box room. He climbed the stairs, his feet sinking into deep-pile carpeting which muffled all sound. It was a quiet house; Rebus got the feeling it had been quiet even when McLure had been there. Another guest bedroom, large bathroom – unmodernised like the kitchen – and main bedroom. Rebus gave his attention to the usual places: beneath the bed, mattress and pillows; bedside cabinets, chest of drawers, wardrobe. Everything was obsessively arranged: cardigans folded just so and layered by colour; slippers and shoes in a row – all the browns together, then the blacks. There was a small bookcase boasting an uninspired collection: histories of carpets and Eastern art; a photographic tour of the vineyards of France.
A life without complications.
Either that or the dirt on Feardie Fergie was elsewhere.
‘Found anything?’ Gill called up the stairs. Rebus walked back along the corridor.
‘No, but you might want to have someone check his business premises.’
‘First thing tomorrow.’
Rebus came back down. ‘What about you?’
‘Nothing. Just what you’d expect to find in bins. Nothing saying, “Dope deal, two-thirty Friday at the carpet auction”.’
‘Pity,’ Rebus said with a smile. He checked his watch. ‘Fancy another drink?’
Gill shook her head, stretched. ‘I’d better get home. It’s been a long day.’
‘Another long day.’
‘Another long day.’ She angled her head and looked at him. ‘What about you? Are you heading off for another drink?’
‘Meaning?’
‘Meaning you drink more than you used to.’
‘Meaning?’
Her look was intent. ‘Meaning I wish you wouldn’t.’
‘So how much should I drink, doctor?’
‘Don’t take it like that.’
‘How do you know how much I drink? Who’s been squealing?’
‘We went out last night, remember?’
‘I only had two or three whiskies.’
‘And after I left?’
Rebus swallowed. ‘Straight home to bed.’
She smiled sadly. ‘You liar. And you were back at it first thing: a patrol car saw you leaving that pub behind Waverley.’
‘I’m under surveillance!’
‘There are people out there who’re worried about you, that’s all.’
‘I don’t believe this.’ Rebus threw open the door.
‘Where are you going?’
‘I need a fucking drink. You can come if you like.’
As he drove into Arden Street, he saw a group of people outside the main door to his tenement. They were shuffling their feet and cracking jokes, trying to keep morale up. One or two were eating chips from newspaper – a nice irony, since they had the look of reporters.
‘Shit.’
Rebus drove past and kept going, watching in his rearview. There was nowhere to park anyway. He turned right at the junction, then next left, and ended up in a parking space outside Thirlestane Baths. He turned off the ignition and punched the steering-wheel a few times. He could always drive away, maybe head for the M90, race up to Dundee and back, but he didn’t feel like it. He took a few deep breaths, feeling the blood pound through him, a rushing noise in his ears.
‘Let’s do it,’ he said, getting out of the car. He walked down Marchmont Crescent to his chippie, then headed home, feeling the fried fat burning his palm through the layers of paper. He took his time walking up Arden Street itself. They weren’t expecting him to be on foot, and he was almost on them before someone recognised him.
There was a camera crew, too: Redgauntlet – cameraman, Kayleigh Burgess, and Eamonn Breen. Caught on the hop, Breen flicked a cigarette on to the road and grabbed his microphone. The videocam had a spot attached. Spotlights always made you squint, which in turn made you look guilty, so Rebus kept his eyes nice and wide.
A journalist got in the first question.
‘Inspector, any comment on the Spaven inquiry?’
‘Is it true the case is being reopened?’
‘How did you feel when you heard Lawson Geddes had killed himself?’
At that question, Rebus glanced towards Kayleigh Burgess, who had the grace to look down at the pavement. He was halfway up the path now, only feet from the tenement’s main door, but surrounded by reporters. It was like wading through broth. He stopped and turned to face them.
‘Ladies and gentlemen of the press, I have a short statement I’d like to make.’
They looked at each other, eyes registering surprise, then held out their tape recorders. A couple of older hacks near the back, who’d been here too often to raise any enthusiasm, were using pen and notepad.
The noise died down. Rebus held his wrapped package aloft.
‘On behalf of the chip-eaters of Scotland, I’d like to thank you for providing our nightly wrappings.’
He was inside the door before they could think of anything to say.
In the flat, he left the lights off and walked over to the living-room window, peering down on to the scene outside. A few of the reporters were shaking their heads, calling in on mobile phones to see if they’d be allowed home. One or two were already making for their cars. Eamonn Breen was talking to camera, looking full of himself as usual. One of the younger journalists raised two fingers above Breen’s head, turning them into rabbit’s ears.
Looking across the road, Rebus saw a man standing against a parked car, arms folded. He was gazing up at Rebus’s window, a smile on his face. He unfolded his arms long enough to give Rebus a silent round of applause, then got into his car and started the engine.
Jim Stevens.
Rebus turned back into the room, switched on an Anglepoise lamp, sat down in his chair to eat the chips. But he still didn’t have much of an appetite. He was wondering who had leaked the story to the vultures. The CC Rider had only told him this afternoon, and he’d told no one except Brian Holmes and Gill Templer. The answering machine was blinking furiously: four messages. He managed to work the machine without recourse to the manual, and was feeling pleased until he heard the Glaswegian accent.
‘Inspector Rebus, it’s CI Ancram here.’ Brisk and businesslike. ‘Just to let you know I’ll probably arrive in Edinburgh tomorrow to get the inquiry underway, sooner we start, sooner it’ll be over with. Best for all concerned, eh? I did leave a message at Craigmillar for you to phone me, but you don’t seem to have been around to act on it.’
‘Thank you and good night,’ Rebus growled.
Beep. Message two.
‘Inspector, it’s me again. It would be very useful to know your planned movements for the next week or so, just to maximise my time effectively. If you could type out as full a breakdown as possible, I’d appreciate it.’
‘I feel like I’m having a fucking breakdown.’
He went back to the window. They were clearing off. The Redgauntlet camera was being loaded into the estate car. Message three. At the sound of the voice, Rebus turned slack-jawed to watch the machine.
‘Inspector, the inquiry will be based at Fettes. I’ll probably bring one of my own men with me, but otherwise will utilise officers and civilian staff from Fettes. So as from tomorrow morning you can contact me there.’
Rebus walked over to the machine and stared down at it, daring it . . . daring it . . .
Beep. Message four.
‘Two tomorrow afternoon for our first meeting, Inspector. Let me know if this —’
Rebus snatched up the machine and flung it at the wall. The lid flew open, ejecting the tape.
His doorbell rang.
He checked through the spyhole. Could not believe it. Opened the door wide.
Kayleigh Burgess took a step back. ‘Christ, you look fierce.’
‘I feel fierce. What the hell do you want?’
She brought a hand from behind her back, showing a bottle of Macallan. ‘Peace offering,’ she said.
Rebus looked at the bottle, then at her. ‘Is this your idea of entrapment?’
‘Absolutely not.’
‘Any microphones or cameras about your person?’
She shook her head. Strands of curling brown hair came to rest against her cheeks and the sides of her eyes. Rebus stepped back into the hall.
‘Lucky for you I’ve a drouth on me,’ he said.
She walked ahead of him into the living room, giving him the chance to study her body. It was every bit as tidy as Feardie Fergie’s house.
‘Listen,’ he said, ‘I’m sorry about your tape machine. Send me the bill, I mean it.’
She shrugged, then saw the answering machine. ‘What is it with you and technology?’
‘Ten seconds, and already the questions have started. Wait here, I’ll get the glasses.’ He went into the kitchen and closed the door behind him, then gathered up the press cuttings and newspapers from the table, flinging them into a cupboard. He rinsed two glasses, and took his time drying them, staring at the wall above the sink. What was she after? Information, naturally. Gill’s face came into his mind. She’d asked him for a favour, and a man had died. As for Kayleigh Burgess . . . maybe she’d been responsible for Geddes’ suicide. He took the glasses through. She was crouched in front of the hi-fi, studying album spines.
‘I’ve never owned a record player,’ she said.
‘I hear they’re the next big thing.’ He opened the Macallan and poured. ‘I’ve no ice, though I could probably chip a block off the inside of the freezer.’
She stood up, took her glass from him. ‘Neat’s fine.’
She was wearing tight black denims, faded at bum and knees, and a denim jacket with fleece lining. Her eyes, he noticed, were slightly bulbous, her eyebrows arched – natural, he thought, not plucked. Sculpted cheekbones, too.
‘Sit down,’ he said.
She sat on the sofa, legs slightly apart, elbows on knees, holding the drink up to her face.
‘It’s not your first today, is it?’ she asked him.
He sipped, put the glass on the arm of his chair. ‘I can stop any time I want.’ He held his arms wide. ‘See?’
She smiled, drank, watching him above the rim of the glass. He tried to read the signals: coquette, minx, relaxed, sharp-eyed, calculating, amused . . .
‘Who tipped you off about the inquiry?’ he asked.
‘You mean who tipped the media in general, or me personally?’
‘Whichever.’
‘I don’t know who started the story, but one journalist told another and it spread from there. A friend of mine on Scotland on Sunday phoned me; she knew we were covering the Spaven case already.’
Rebus was thinking: Jim Stevens, standing on the sideline like the team manager. Stevens, Glasgow-based. Chick Ancram, Glasgow-based. Ancram knowing Rebus and Stevens went way back, spilling the story . . .
Bastard. No wonder he hadn’t invited Rebus to call him Chick.
‘I can almost hear the cogs turning.’
A thin smile. ‘Pieces falling into place.’ He reached for the bottle – had left it within grabbing distance. Kayleigh Burgess rested against the back of the sofa, sliding her legs under her, looking around.
‘Nice room. Big.’
‘It needs redecorating.’
She nodded. ‘Cornices for definite, maybe around the window. I’d turf that out though.’ She was referring to a painting above the fireplace: a fishing-boat in a harbour. ‘Where’s it supposed to be?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘Somewhere that’s never existed.’ He didn’t like the painting either, but couldn’t conceive of throwing it out.
‘You could strip the door,’ she went on, ‘it’d come up well from the look of it.’ She saw his look. ‘I’ve just bought my own place in Glasgow.’
‘Nice for you.’
‘The ceilings are too high for my liking, but –’ His tone of voice caught her. She stopped.
‘Sorry,’ Rebus said, ‘I’m a bit rusty on chit-chat.’
‘But not on irony.’
‘I get plenty of practice. How’s the programme going?’
‘I thought you didn’t want to discuss it.’
Rebus shrugged. ‘Got to be more interesting than DIY.’ He got up to refill her glass.
‘It’s going OK.’ She looked up at him; he kept his eyes on her glass. ‘Be better if you agreed to be interviewed.’
‘No.’ He went back to his chair.
‘No,’ she echoed. ‘Well, with you or without you, the programme will go out. It’s already scheduled. Have you read Mr Spaven’s book?’
‘I’m not a great one for fiction.’
She turned to stare at the piles of books near the hi-fi. They called him a liar.
‘I’ve seldom met a prisoner who didn’t profess his or her innocence,’ Rebus went on. ‘It’s a survival mechanism.’
‘I don’t suppose you’ve ever come across a miscarriage of justice either?’
‘I’ve seen plenty. But the thing is, usually the “miscarriage” was that the criminal was getting away with it. The whole legal system is a miscarriage of justice.’
‘Can I quote you on that?’
‘This conversation is strictly off the record.’
‘You’re supposed to make that clear before you say anything.’
He wagged a finger at her. ‘Off the record.’
She nodded, raised her glass in a toast. ‘Here’s to off the record remarks.’
Rebus put his glass to his lips, but didn’t drink. The whisky was loosening him up, mixing with the exhaustion and a brain that seemed full to bursting. A dangerous cocktail. He knew he’d have to be more careful, starting straight away.
‘Want some music?’ he asked.
‘Is that a subtle change of subject?’
‘Questions, questions.’ He went over to the hi-fi, slotted in a tape of Meddle.
‘Who is it?’ she asked.
‘Pink Floyd.’
‘Oh, I like them. Is it a new album?’
‘Not exactly.’
He got her talking about her job, how she got into it, her life all the way back to childhood. Now and again she asked a question about his past, but he’d shake his head and lead her back into her own story.
She needs a break, he thought, as in a rest. But she was obsessed with her job, maybe this was as close as she could allow herself to come to a respite: she was with him, so it counted as work. It came down to guilt again, guilt and the work ethic. He thought of a story: World War One, Christmastime, the opposing sides emerging from their trenches to shake hands, play a game of football, then back into the trenches, picking up their guns again . . .
After an hour and four whiskies, she was lying on the sofa with one hand behind her head, the other resting on her stomach. She’d taken her jacket off, and was wearing a white sweatshirt beneath. She’d rolled the sleeves up. The lamplight made golden filaments of the hairs on her arms.
‘Better get a taxi . . .’ she said quietly, Tubular Bells in the background. ‘Who’s this again?’
Rebus didn’t say anything. There was no need to: she was asleep. He could wake her, help her into a taxi. He could drive her home, Glasgow under an hour away at this time of night. But instead he covered her with his duvet, left the music on so low he could barely hear Viv Stanshall’s intros. He sat in his chair by the window, a coat covering him. The gas fire was on, warming the room. He’d wait till she woke up in her own time. Then he’d offer a taxi or his services as driver. Let her choose.
He had a lot of thinking to do, a lot of planning. He had an idea about tomorrow and Ancram and the inquiry. He was turning it, shaping it, adding layers. A lot of thinking to do . . .
He awoke to streetlamp sodium and the feeling that he hadn’t been asleep long, looked at the sofa and saw Kayleigh had gone. He was about to close his eyes again when he noticed her denim jacket still lying on the floor where she’d thrown it.
He got up from the chair, still groggy and suddenly not wanting to be. The hall light was on. The kitchen door was open. The light was on in there too . . .
She was standing by the table, paracetamol in one hand, a glass of water in the other. The newspaper clippings were spread in front of her. She started when she saw him, then looked at the table.
‘I was looking for coffee, thought it might sober me up. I found these instead.’
‘Casework,’ Rebus said simply.
‘I didn’t know you were attached to the Johnny Bible inquiry.’
‘I’m not.’ He gathered up the sheets and put them back in the cupboard. ‘There isn’t any coffee, I’ve run out.’
‘Water’s fine.’ She swallowed the tablets.
‘Hangover?’
She gulped water, shook her head. ‘I think maybe I can head it off.’ She looked at him. ‘I wasn’t snooping, it’s important to me that you believe that.’
Rebus shrugged. ‘If it finds its way into the programme, we’ll both know.’
‘Why the interest in Johnny Bible?’
‘No reason.’ He saw she couldn’t accept that. ‘It’s hard to explain.’
‘Try me.’
‘I don’t know . . . call it the end of innocence.’
He drank a couple of glasses of water, let her wander back into the living room by herself. She came out again with her jacket on, pulling her hair out from behind the collar.
‘I’d better go.’
‘Do you want me to run you somewhere?’ She shook her head. ‘What about the bottle?’
‘Maybe we can finish it another time.’
‘I can’t guarantee it’ll still be here.’
‘I can live with that.’ She walked to the front door, opened it, turned back towards him.
‘Did you hear about the drowning in Ratho?’
‘Yes,’ he said, face expressionless.
‘Fergus McLure, I interviewed him recently.’
‘Really?’
‘He was a friend of Spaven.’
‘I didn’t know that.’
‘No? Funny, he told me you pulled him in for questioning during the original case. Anything to say to that, Inspector?’ She smiled coldly. ‘Thought not.’
He locked the door and heard her walking downstairs, then went back into the living room and stood beside the window, looking down. She turned right, heading for The Meadows and a taxi. There was one light on across the road; no sign of Stevens’ car. Rebus fixed his eyes on his own reflection. She knew about the Spaven-McLure connection, knew Rebus had interviewed McLure. It was just the kind of ammo Chick Ancram needed. Rebus’s reflection stared back at him, mockingly calm. It took all his willpower to stop him punching out the glass.
Rebus was on the run – moving target and all that – morning hangover failing to slow him down. He’d packed first thing, a suitcase only half full, left his pager lying on the mantelpiece. The garage where he usually had his MOT done managed to give the Saab a once-over: tyre pressure, oil level. Fifteen minutes for fifteen quid. Only problem they found, the steering was slack.
‘So’s my driving,’ Rebus told them.
He had calls to make, but avoiding his flat, Fort Apache, or any other cop-shop. He thought of the early-opening pubs, but they were like offices – he was known to work out of them. Too big a chance that Ancram would find him. So he used his local launderette, shaking his head at the offer of a service wash – ten per cent discount this week. A ‘promotional offer’. Since when did launderettes need promotional offers?
He used the change machine to turn a five-pound note into coins, got coffee and a chocolate biscuit from another machine, and dragged a chair over to the wall-phone. First call: Brian Holmes at his house, a final red card on the ‘investigation’. No answer. He didn’t leave a message. Second call: Holmes at work. He disguised his voice and listened to a young DC tell him Brian was a no-show so far.
‘Is there any message?’
Rebus put down the receiver without saying anything. Maybe Brian was working from home on the ‘investigation’, not answering the phone. It was possible. Third call: Gill Templer at her office.
‘DCI Templer speaking.’
‘It’s John.’ Rebus looked around the launderette. Two customers with their faces in magazines. Soft motor sound of washers and tumble driers. The smell of fabric conditioner. The manageress was loading powder into a machine. Radio on in the background: ‘Double Barrel’, Dave & Ansel Collins. Idiot lyric.
‘You want an update?’
‘Why else would I be phoning?’
‘You’re a smooth operator, DI Rebus.’
‘Tell that to Sade. What have you done about Fergie?’
‘The notepad’s at Howdenhall, no result yet. A forensic team is going into the house today, checking for prints and anything else. They wondered why they were needed.’
‘You didn’t tell them?’
‘I pulled rank. After all, that’s what it’s for.’
Rebus smiled. ‘What about the computer?’
‘I’m going back there this afternoon, look through the disks myself. I’ll also question the neighbours about visitors, strange cars, all that.’
‘And Fergie’s business premises?’
‘I’m off to his salesroom in half an hour. How am I doing?’
‘So far, I can’t complain.’
‘Good.’
‘I’ll phone you later, see how it’s going.’
‘You sound funny.’
‘Funny how?’
‘Like you’re up to something.’
‘I’m not the type. Bye, Gill.’
Next call: Fort Apache, direct line to the Shed. Maclay picked up.
‘Hello, Heavy,’ Rebus said. ‘Any messages for me?’
‘Are you kidding? I need asbestos mitts for this phone.’
‘DCI Ancram?’
‘How did you guess?’
‘ESP. I’ve been trying to reach him.’
‘Where are you anyway?’
‘Laid low, flu or something.’
‘You don’t sound too bad.’
‘I’m putting on a brave face.’
‘Are you at home?’
‘At a friend’s. She’s nursing me.’
‘Oh aye? Tell me more.’
‘Not just now, Heavy. Look, if Ancram phones again . . .’
‘Which he will.’
‘Tell him I’m trying to reach him.’
‘Does your Florence Nightingale have a number?’
But Rebus had hung up. He called his own flat, checking the answerphone was still working after the abuse he’d given it. There were two messages, both from Ancram.
‘Give me a break,’ Rebus said under his breath. Then he finished his coffee and ate the chocolate biscuit, and sat there staring at the windows of the tumble driers. His head felt like he was inside one, looking out.
He made two more calls – T-Bird Oil and Grampian CID – then decided to take a quick run out to Brian Holmes’s, chancing that Nell wouldn’t be there. It was a narrow terraced house, a nice size for two people. There was a tiny patch of garden out front, in desperate need of work. Hanging baskets were sited either side of the door, gasping for water. He’d thought Nell a keen gardener.
No one answered the door. He went to the window and looked in. They didn’t have net curtains; some younger couples didn’t bother these days. The living room was a bomb-site, the floor littered with newspapers and magazines, food wrappings, plates and mugs and empty pint glasses. The wastepaper-bin was spilling beer cans. The TV played to an empty room: daytime soap, a tanned couple face to face. They looked more convincing when you couldn’t hear them.
Rebus decided to ask next door. A toddler opened the door to him.
‘Hiya, cowboy, is your mum in?’
A young woman was coming from the kitchen, wiping her hands on a dishtowel.
‘Sorry to bother you,’ Rebus said. ‘I was looking for Mr Holmes, he lives next door.’
She looked out of the door. ‘His car’s gone, he always has the same spot.’ She pointed to where Rebus’s Saab was parked.
‘You haven’t seen his wife this morning, have you?’
‘Not for ages,’ the woman said. ‘She used to drop by with sweets for Damon.’ She rubbed the kid’s hair. He shrugged her off and galloped back into the house.
‘Well, thanks anyway,’ Rebus said.
‘He should be back this evening, he doesn’t go out much.’
Rebus nodded. He was still nodding when he got to his car. He sat in the driver’s seat, hands rubbing the wheel. She’d walked out on him. How long ago? Why hadn’t the stubborn sod said anything? Oh sure, cops were famous for releasing their emotions, talking out their personal crises, Rebus himself a case in point.
He drove to the warehouse: no sign of Holmes, but the clerical clerk said he’d been working right up until closing time last night.
‘Did he look like he was finished?’
The clerk shook his head. ‘Said he’d see me today.’
Rebus thought about leaving a message, decided he couldn’t risk it. He got back into the car and drove.
He drove through Pilton and Muirhouse, didn’t want to cut too early on to the busy Queensferry Road. Traffic wasn’t bad heading out of town – at least it was moving. He got change ready for the toll at the Forth Bridge.
He was going north. Not just to Dundee this trip. He was going to Aberdeen. He didn’t know if he was running away, or heading for a confrontation.
No reason it couldn’t be both. Cowards made good heroes sometimes. He stuck a tape into the cassette player. Robert Wyatt, Rock Bottom.
‘Been there, Bob,’ he said. And later: ‘Cheer up, it might never happen.’
Saying which he switched tapes. Deep Purple playing ‘Into the Fire’. The car accelerated just enough.
It was a couple of years since Rebus had been in Aberdeen, and then only for an afternoon. He’d been visiting an aunt. She was dead now; he’d found out only after the funeral. She’d lived near Pittodrie Stadium, her old house surrounded by new developments. The house was probably gone now, flattened. For all the associations with granite, Aberdeen had a feeling of impermanence. These days it owed almost everything it had to oil, and the oil wouldn’t be there for ever. Growing up in Fife, Rebus had seen the same thing with coal: no one planned for the day it would run out. When it did, hope ran out with it.
Linwood, Bathgate, the Clyde: nobody ever seemed to learn.
Rebus recalled the early oil years, the sound of Lowlanders scurrying north looking for hard work at high wages: unemployed shipbuilders and steelworkers, school-leavers and students. It was Scotland’s Eldorado. You sat in Saturday afternoon pubs in Edinburgh and Glasgow, the racing pages folded open, dream horses circled, and spoke of the great escape you could make. There were jobs going spare, a mini-Dallas was being constructed from the husk of a fishing port. It was unbelievable, incredible. It was magic.
People watching J.R. scheme his way through another episode found it easy to fantasise that the same scenario was being played out on the north-east coast. There was an American invasion, and the Americans – roughnecks, bears, roustabouts – didn’t want a quiet, self-contained coastal town; they wanted to raise hell, and started building from the ground up. So the initial stories of Eldorado turned into tales from the darkside: brothels, blood-baths, drunken brawls. Corruption was everywhere, the players spoke millions of dollars, and the locals resented the invasion at the same time as they took the cash and available work. For working-class males based south of Aberdeen, it seemed like the word made flesh, not just a man’s world but a hardman’s world, where respect was demanded and bought with money. It took only weeks for the switch: fit men came back shaking their heads, muttering about slavery, twelve-hour shifts, and the nightmare North Sea.
And somewhere in the middle, between Hell and Eldorado, sat something approximating the truth, nothing like as interesting as the myths. Economically the north-east had profited from oil, and relatively painlessly at that. Like Edinburgh, commercial development had not been allowed to scar the city centre too deeply. But on the outskirts you saw the usual industrial estates, the low-rise factory units, a lot of them with names connecting them to the offshore industry: On-Off; Grampian Oil; PlatTech . . .
However, before this there was the glory of the drive itself. Rebus stuck as far as possible to the coastal route, and wondered at the mind-set of a nation who would design a golf course along a clifftop. When he stopped at a petrol station for a break, he bought a map of Aberdeen and checked the location of Grampian Police HQ. It was on Queen Street, in the city centre. He hoped the one-way system wasn’t going to be a problem. He’d been to Aberdeen maybe half a dozen times in his life, three of those for childhood holidays. Even though it was a modern city, he still joked about it the way a lot of Lowlanders did: it was full of teuchters, fish-gutters with funny accents. When they asked you where you were from, it sounded like they were saying ‘Furry boot ye frae?’ Thus, Furry Boot Town, while Aberdonians stuck to ‘Granite City’. Rebus knew he was going to have to keep the jokes and jibes in check, at least until he had a feel for the place.
Traffic was bottle-necked heading into the centre, which was fine – it meant he had time to study both map and street names. He found Queen Street and parked, walked into Police HQ and told them who he was.
‘I spoke to someone on the phone earlier, a DC Shanks.’
‘I’ll try CID for you,’ the uniform on reception said. She told him to take a seat. He sat down and watched the movement of bodies in and out of the station. He could tell the plainclothes officers from ordinary punters – when you made eye contact, you knew. A couple of the men sported CID moustaches, bushy but neatly trimmed. They were young, trying to look older. Some kids were sitting across from him, looking subdued but with a gleam in their eyes. They were fresh-faced and freckly, with bloodless lips. Two of them were fair-haired, one red-headed.
‘Inspector Rebus?’
The man was standing over to his right, could have been there a couple of minutes or more. Rebus stood up and they shook hands.
‘I’m DS Lumsden, DC Shanks passed your message on. Something about an oil company?’
‘Based up here. One of their employees took a flight out of an Edinburgh tenement.’
‘Jumped?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘There were others on the scene, one of them’s a known villain called Anthony Ellis Kane. I’ve had word he’s working up here.’
Lumsden nodded. ‘Yes, I heard Edinburgh CID were asking about that name. Doesn’t mean a thing to me, sorry. Normally, we’d assign the Oil Liaison Officer to look after you, but he’s on holiday and I’m filling in, which makes me your guide for the duration.’ Lumsden smiled. ‘Welcome to Silver City.’
Silver for the River Dee which ran through it. Silver for the colour of the buildings in sunlight – grey granite transformed into shimmering light. Silver for the money the oil boom had brought. Lumsden explained as Rebus drove them back down on to Union Street.
‘Another myth about Aberdeen,’ he said, ‘is that the folk are mean. Wait till you see Union Street on a Saturday afternoon. It must be the busiest shopping street in Britain.’
Lumsden wore a blue blazer with shiny brass buttons, grey trousers, black slip-on shoes. His shirt was an elegant blue and white stripe, his tie salmon-pink. The clothes made him look like the secretary of some exclusive golf club, but the face and body told another story. He was six feet two, wiry, with cropped fair hair emphasising a widow’s peak. His eyes weren’t so much red-rimmed as chlorinated, the irises a piercing blue. No wedding ring. He could have been anywhere between thirty and forty years old. Rebus couldn’t quite place the accent.
‘English?’ he asked.
‘From Gillingham originally,’ Lumsden acknowledged. ‘The family moved around a bit. My dad was in the forces. You did well to spot the accent, most people think I’m a Borderer.’
They were driving to a hotel, Rebus having declared that he’d probably be staying at least the one night, maybe more.
‘No problem,’ Lumsden had said. ‘I know just the place.’
The hotel was on Union Terrace, overlooking the gardens, and Lumsden told him to park outside the entrance. He took a piece of card from his pocket and pressed it to the inside of the windscreen. It stated OFFICIAL GRAMPIAN POLICE BUSINESS. Rebus got his case out of the boot, but Lumsden insisted on carrying it. And Lumsden took care of the details at reception. A porter took the case upstairs, Rebus following.
‘Just make sure you like the room,’ Lumsden told him. ‘And I’ll see you in the bar.’
The room was on the first floor. It had the tallest windows Rebus had ever seen, and gave him a view down on to the gardens. The room was baking hot. The porter closed the curtains.
‘It’s always like this when we get the sun,’ he explained. Rebus gave the rest of the room a once-over. It was probably the fanciest hotel room he’d ever been in. The porter was watching him.
‘What, no champagne?’
The porter didn’t get the joke, so Rebus shook his head and handed him a pound note. The porter explained how the in-house movies worked, told him about room service, the restaurant, and other facilities, then handed Rebus his key. Rebus followed the man back downstairs.
The bar was quiet, the lunchtime crowd having disappeared back to work, leaving their plates, bowls and glasses behind. Lumsden was perched on a stool at the bar, munching peanuts and watching MTV. There was a pint of beer in front of him.
‘Forgot to ask your tipple,’ he said as Rebus sat down next to him.
‘A pint of the same,’ Rebus told the barman.
‘How’s the room?’
‘A bit rich for my taste, to be honest.’
‘Don’t worry, Grampian CID will pick up the tab.’ He winked. ‘It’s a courtesy thing.’
‘I must visit more often.’
Lumsden smiled. ‘So tell me what you want to do while you’re here.’
Rebus glanced at the TV screen, saw the Stones hamming it up in their latest production. Jesus, they looked old. Stonehenge with a blues riff.
‘Talk to the oil company, maybe see if I can track down a couple of the deceased’s friends. Find out if there’s any sign of Tony El.’
‘Tony El?’
‘Anthony Ellis Kane.’ Rebus reached into his pocket for his cigarettes. ‘Do you mind?’
Lumsden shook his head twice: once to say he didn’t mind, and again to refuse Rebus’s offer of one.
‘Cheers,’ Rebus said, taking a mouthful of beer. He smacked his lips, it was OK. Beer was fine. But the row of optics kept trying to attract his attention. ‘So how’s the Johnny Bible case going?’
Lumsden scooped more peanuts into his mouth. ‘It isn’t. Dead slow to stop. Are you attached to the Edinburgh side?’
‘Only by association. I’ve interviewed a few nutters.’
Lumsden nodded. ‘Me, too. I’d like to throttle some of them. I had to interview some of our RPOs, too.’ He made a face. RPOs: Registered Potential Offenders. These were the ‘usual suspects’, a list of known perverts, sex attackers, flashers and peepers. In a case like Johnny Bible, they all had to be interviewed, alibis provided and checked.
‘I hope you took a bath afterwards.’
‘Half a dozen at least.’
‘No new leads then?’
‘Nothing.’
‘You think he’s local?’
Lumsden shrugged. ‘I don’t think anything: you need to keep an open mind. Why the interest?’
‘What?’
‘The interest in Johnny Bible.’
It was Rebus’s turn to shrug. They sat in silence for a moment, until Rebus thought of a question. ‘What does an Oil Liaison Officer do?’
‘Blunt answer: liaises with the oil industry. It’s a major player up here. The thing is, Grampian Police isn’t just a dry-land force – our beat includes the offshore installations. If there’s a theft on a platform, or a fight, or whatever, anything they bother to report, it’s down to us to investigate. You can end up flying three hours out to the middle of hell on a paraffin budgie.’
‘Paraffin budgie?’
‘Helicopter. Three hours out, chucking your guts up along the way, so you can investigate some minor complaint. Thank Christ we don’t usually get involved. It’s a real frontier out there, with frontier policing.’
One of the Glasgow uniforms had said the same about Uncle Joe’s estate.
‘You mean they police themselves?’
‘It’s a bit naughty, but effective. And if it saves me a six-hour round trip I won’t say I’m sorry.’
‘What about Aberdeen itself?’
‘Reasonably quiet, except at weekends. Union Street on a Saturday night can be like downtown Saigon. There are a lot of frustrated kids around. They’ve grown up with money and stories of money. Now they want their share, only it’s not there any more. Christ, that was quick.’ Rebus saw that he’d finished his pint; only the top inch was missing from Lumsden’s. ‘I like a man who’s not afraid to bevvy.’
‘I’ll get this one,’ Rebus said. The barman was standing ready. Lumsden didn’t want another, so Rebus ordered an abstemious half. First impressions and all that.
‘The room’s yours for as long as you need it,’ Lumsden said. ‘Don’t pay cash for that drink, charge it to the room. Meals aren’t included, but I can let you have a few addresses. Tell them you’re a cop, you’ll find the bill pretty reasonable.’
‘Tut tut,’ Rebus said.
Lumsden smiled again. ‘Some fellow officers I wouldn’t tell that to, but somehow I think we’re on the same wavelength. Am I right?’
‘You could be.’
‘I’m not often wrong. Who knows, my next posting could be Edinburgh. A friendly face is always an asset.’
‘Speaking of which, I don’t want my presence here broadcast.’
‘Oh?’
‘The media are after me. They’re making a programme about a case, ancient history, and they want to talk to me.’
‘I get the idea.’
‘They may try tracking me down, phoning up pretending to be colleagues . . .’
‘Well, no one knows you’re here except me and DC Shanks. I’ll try to keep it that way.’
‘I’d appreciate it. They may try using the name Ancram. That’s the reporter.’
Lumsden winked, finished the bowl of peanuts. ‘Your secret’s safe with me.’
They finished their drinks and Lumsden said he had to get back to the station. He gave Rebus his telephone numbers – office and home – and took note of Rebus’s room number.
‘Anything I can do, give me a call,’ he said.
‘Thanks.’
‘You know how to get to T-Bird Oil?’
‘I’ve got a map.’
Lumsden nodded. ‘What about tonight? Fancy going for a meal?’
‘Great.’
‘I’ll drop by about seven-thirty.’
They shook hands again. Rebus watched him leave, then headed back to the bar for a whisky. As advised, he charged it to the room, and took it upstairs. With the curtains closed, the room was cooler but still airless. He looked to see if he could open the windows, but couldn’t. They had to be twelve feet high. With the curtains closed, he lay on the bed and slipped off his shoes, then replayed his conversation with Lumsden. It was something he did, usually finding things he could have said, better ways of saying them. Suddenly he sat up. Lumsden had mentioned T-Bird Oil, but Rebus couldn’t recall telling him the name of the company. Maybe he had . . . or maybe he’d mentioned it to DC Shanks over the phone, and Shanks had told Lumsden.
He didn’t feel relaxed any more, so prowled the room. In one of the drawers he found material about Aberdeen, tourist stuff, PR stuff. He sat down at the dressing table and started to go through it. The facts came with a zealot’s force.
Fifty thousand people in the Grampian region worked in the oil and gas industry, twenty per cent of total employment. Since the early seventies, the area’s population had increased by sixty thousand, housing stock had increased by a third, creating major new suburbs around Aberdeen. A thousand acres of industrial land had been developed around the city. Aberdeen Airport had seen a tenfold increase in passenger numbers, and was now the world’s busiest heliport. There wasn’t a negative comment anywhere in the literature, except for the minor mention of a fishing village called Old Torry, which had been granted its charter three years after Columbus landed in America. When oil came to the north-east, Old Torry was flattened to make way for a Shell supply base. Rebus raised his glass and toasted the memory of the village.
He showered, changed his clothes, and headed back to the bar. A flustered-looking woman in long tartan skirt and white blouse came bustling up to him.
‘Are you with the convention?’
He shook his head, and remembered reading about it: pollution in the North Sea or something. Eventually the woman shepherded three corpulent businessmen out of the hotel. Rebus went into the lobby and watched a limo take them away. He checked his watch. Time to go.
Finding Dyce was easy, he just followed signs to the airport. Sure enough, he saw helicopters in the sky. The area around the airport was a mix of farming land, new hotels, and industrial complexes. T-Bird Oil had its headquarters in a modest three-storey hexagon, most of it smoked glass. There was a car park at the front, and landscaped gardens with a path meandering through them to the building itself. In the distance, light aircraft were taking off and landing.
The reception area was spacious and light. Under glass there were models of the North Sea oilfields and of some of T-Bird’s production platforms. Bannock was the biggest as well as the oldest. A scale-sized double-decker bus had been placed beside it, dwarfed by the rig. There were huge colour photos and diagrams on the walls, along with a slew of framed awards. The receptionist told him he was expected, and should take the lift to the first floor. The lift was mirrored, and Rebus examined himself. He remembered taking the lift up to Allan Mitchison’s flat, Bain shadow-boxing his reflection. Rebus knew if he tried that just now, his reflection would probably win. He crunched down on another mint.
A pretty girl was waiting for him. She asked him to follow her, not exactly an onerous task. They moved through an open plan office, only half the desks in current use. There were TVs switched on to Teletext news, share indices, CNN. They came out of the office into another corridor, much quieter, deep carpeting underfoot. At the second door, which was open, the girl gestured for Rebus to enter.
Stuart Minchell’s name was on the door, so Rebus assumed the man rising to his feet to shake hands was Minchell.
‘Inspector Rebus? Nice to meet you at last.’
It was true what they said about voices, you could seldom pin the right face and body to them. Minchell spoke with authority, but looked too young – mid-twenties tops, with a sheen to his face, red cheeks, short slicked-back hair. He wore round metal-framed glasses and had thick dark eyebrows, making the face seem mischievous. He still affected wide red braces with his trousers. When he half-turned, Rebus saw his hair at the back had been coaxed into the beginnings of a ponytail.
‘Coffee or tea?’ the girl was asking.
‘No time, Sabrina,’ Minchell said. He opened his arms wide to Rebus in apology. ‘Change of plan, Inspector. I have to be at the North Sea Conference. I did try reaching you to warn you.’
‘That’s all right.’ Rebus was thinking: shit. If he called Fort Apache, that means they’ll know I’m up here.
‘I thought we could take my car, talk on the way out there. I should only be half an hour or so. If you’ve any questions, we can talk afterwards.’
‘That’ll be fine.’
Minchell was shrugging into his jacket.
‘Files,’ Sabrina reminded him.
‘Check.’ He picked up half a dozen, stuffed them into a briefcase.
‘Business cards.’
He opened his Filofax, saw he had a supply. ‘Check.’
‘Cellphone.’
He patted his pocket, nodded. ‘Is the car ready?’
Sabrina said she’d check, and went to find her phone.
‘We may as well wait downstairs,’ Minchell said.
‘Check,’ said Rebus.
They waited for the lift. When it came, there were already two men inside, which still left room. Minchell hesitated. He looked like he was about to say they’d wait, but Rebus had already stepped into the lift, so he followed, with a slight bow to one of the men, the elder of the two.
Rebus watched in the mirror, saw the elder man staring back at him. He had long yellow-silver hair swept back from his forehead and behind both ears. He rested his hands on a silver-topped cane and wore a baggy linen suit. He looked like a character out of Tennessee Williams, his face chiselled and frowning, gait only slightly stooped despite his years. Rebus looked down and noticed the man was wearing a pair of well-worn trainers. The man brought a notepad out of his pocket, scribbled something on it while still holding his cane, tore the sheet off and handed it to the second man, who read it and nodded.
The lift opened at the ground floor. Minchell physically held Rebus back until the other two had got out. Rebus watched them march to the front door of the building, the man with the note veering off to make a call at reception. There was a red Jaguar parked directly outside. A liveried chauffeur held the back door open for Big Daddy.
Minchell was rubbing his brow with the fingers of one hand.
‘Who was that?’ Rebus asked.
‘That was Major Weir.’
‘Wish I’d known, I’d’ve asked him why I can’t get Green Shield stamps with my petrol any more.’
Minchell wasn’t in the mood for a joke.
‘What was the note all about?’ Rebus asked.
‘The Major doesn’t say much. He communicates better on paper.’ Rebus laughed: communication breakdown. ‘I’m serious,’ Minchell said. ‘I don’t think I’ve heard him say more than a couple of dozen words all the time I’ve worked for him.’
‘Something wrong with his voice?’
‘No, he sounds fine, a little croaky, but that’s to be expected. Thing is, his accent is American.’
‘So?’
‘So he wishes it was Scottish.’
With the Jag gone, they walked out to the car park. ‘He’s got this obsession with Scotland,’ Minchell went on. ‘His parents were Scots migrants, used to tell him stories about the “old country”. He got hooked. He only spends maybe a third of the year here – T-Bird Oil stretches around the globe – but you can tell he hates to leave.’
‘Anything else I should know?’
‘He’s a strict teetotaller, one whiff of alcohol from an employee and they’re out.’
‘Is he married?’
‘Widower. His wife’s buried on Islay or somewhere like that. This is my car.’
It was a midnight-blue Mazda racing model, low-slung with just enough room for two bucket seats. Minchell’s briefcase all but filled the back. He hooked his phone up before turning the ignition.
‘He had a son,’ Minchell went on, ‘but I think he died, too, or was disinherited. The Major won’t talk about him. Do you want the good news or the bad?’
‘Let’s try the bad.’
‘Still no sign of Jake Harley, he hasn’t returned from his walking holiday. He’s due back in a couple of days.’
‘I’d like to head up to Sullom Voe anyway,’ Rebus said. Especially if Ancram were going to be able to track him to Aberdeen.
‘No problem with that. We’ll get you up there on a chopper.’
‘What’s the good news?’
‘Good news is, I’ve arranged for you to take another chopper out to Bannock to talk to Willie Ford. And as it’s a day-trip, you won’t need any survival training. Believe me, that’s good news. Part of the training, they belt you into a simulator and tip you into a swimming pool.’
‘You’ve been there?’
‘Oh, yes. Anyone making more than ten day-trips a year has to. Scared the hell out of me.’
‘But the helicopters are safe enough?’
‘Don’t worry about that. And you’re lucky just now: a nice window.’ He saw Rebus’s blank look. ‘A window in the weather, no major storms brewing. See, oil is an all-year industry, but it’s also seasonal. We can’t always get to and from the platforms, it depends on the weather. If we want to tow a rig out to sea, we need to plot a window, then hope for the best. The weather out there . . .’ Minchell shook his head. ‘Sometimes it can make you believe in the Almighty.’
‘Old Testament variety?’ Rebus guessed. Minchell smiled and nodded, then made a call on his phone.
They came out of Dyce and into Bridge of Don, following signs to the Aberdeen Exhibition and Conference Centre. Rebus waited until Minchell had finished his call before asking a question.
‘Where was Major Weir headed?’
‘Same place we are. He’s got to make a speech.’
‘I thought you said he doesn’t speak.’
‘He doesn’t. That man with him was his PR guru, Hayden Fletcher. He’ll read the speech. The Major will sit beside him and listen.’
‘Does that count as eccentric?’
‘Not when you’re worth a hundred million dollars.’
The Conference Centre car park was full of upper-tier management models: Mercs, Beamers, Jags, the occasional Bentley or Roller. A huddle of chauffeurs smoked cigarettes and swapped anecdotes.
‘Might have been better PR if you’d all come on bikes,’ Rebus said, getting his first view of a demo outside the prism-shaped dome which marked the entrance to the Centre. Someone had unfurled a huge banner from the roof, painted green on white: DON’T KILL OUR OCEANS! Security personnel were up there, trying to haul it in while still retaining their balance and dignity. Someone with a megaphone was leading the chant. There were demonstrators in full combat kit and radiation hoods, and others dressed up as mermaids and mermen, plus an inflatable whale which, gusted by the wind, was in danger of snapping its moorings. Uniformed police patrolled the demo, speaking into their shoulder radios. Rebus guessed there’d be a wagon nearby with the heavier artillery: riot shields, visors, US-style defence batons . . . It didn’t look like that kind of demo, not yet.
‘We’re going to have to go through them,’ Minchell said. ‘I hate this. We’re spending millions on environmental protection. I’m even a member of Greenpeace, Oxfam, you name it. But every bloody year it’s the same.’ He grabbed his briefcase and cellphone, remote-locked the car and set its alarm, then headed for the doors.
‘You’re supposed to have a delegate badge to get in,’ he explained. ‘But just show a warrant card or something. I’m sure it won’t be a problem.’
They were close to the main demo now. There was background music through a portable PA, a song about whales, or maybe it was Wales. Rebus recognised the vocal style: The Dancing Pigs. People were shoving flyers at him. He took one of each and thanked them. A young woman was pacing in front of him like a caged leopard. She controlled the megaphone. Her voice was nasal and North American.
‘Decisions made now will affect your children’s grandchildren! You can’t put a price on the future! Put the future first, for everybody’s sake!’
She looked at Rebus as he passed her. Her face was blank, no hate, no recrimination, just working. Her bleached hair was rat-tailed, threaded with bright braids, one of which fell down the middle of her forehead.
‘Kill the oceans and you kill the planet! Put Mother Earth before profits!’
Rebus was convinced even before he reached the door.
There was a bin inside, where the flyers were being dumped. But Rebus folded his and put them in his pocket. Two guards wanted to see ID, but his warrant card, as predicted, was effective. There were more guards patrolling the concourse – private security, uniformed, wearing shiny caps which meant nothing. They’d probably had a one-day crash course in menacing pleasantry. The concourse itself was full of suits. Messages were being relayed over a PA system. There were static displays, tables piled high with literature, sales pitches for God knows what. Some of the booths looked to be doing good business. Minchell excused himself and said he’d meet Rebus at the main doors in about half an hour. He said he had to do some ‘schmoozing’. This seemed to mean shaking hands with people, smiling, giving them a few words and in some cases his business card, then moving on. Rebus quickly lost him.
Rebus didn’t see too many pictures of rigs, and those he did see were tension legs and semi-submersibles. The real excitement seemed to be FPSOs – Floating Production, Storage and Offloading Systems – which were like tankers, but did away with the need for a platform altogether. Flowlines connected straight to the FPSO, and it could store 300,000 barrels of oil.
‘Impressive, isn’t she?’ a Scandinavian in a salesman’s suit asked Rebus. Rebus nodded.
‘No need for a platform.’
‘And easier to scrap when the time comes. Cheap and environmental.’ The man paused. ‘Interested in leasing one?’
‘Where would I park it?’ He walked off before the salesman could translate.
Maybe it was his tracker’s nose, but he found the bar with no difficulty and settled at the far end with a whisky and a bowl of nibbles. Lunch had been a petrol station sandwich, so he tucked in. A man came and stood next to him, wiped his face with a huge white handkerchief and asked for a soda water with lots of ice.
‘Why do I still come to these things?’ the man growled. His accent was pitched somewhere in mid-Atlantic. He was tall and thin, his reddish hair thinning. The flesh around his neck was slack, putting him in his early fifties, though he could have passed for five years younger. Rebus didn’t have an answer for him, so said nothing. The drink arrived, and he downed it in one, then ordered another. ‘Want one?’ he asked.
‘No, thanks.’
The man noticed that Rebus’s photocard was missing. ‘Are you a delegate?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘Observer.’
‘The newspaper?’
Rebus shook his head again.
‘Thought not. Oil’s only news when something goes wrong. It’s bigger than the nuclear industry, but gets half the coverage.’
‘That’s good, isn’t it, if the news they’re printing is all bad?’
The man thought about this, then laughed, showing perfect teeth. ‘You’ve got me there.’ He wiped his face again. ‘So what exactly are you observing?’
‘I’m off duty right now.’
‘Lucky you.’
‘So what do you do?’
‘I work my guts out. But I have to tell you, my company’s just about given up trying to sell to the oil industry. They’d rather buy Yank or Scandinavian. Well, fuck them. No wonder Scotland’s down the pan . . . and we want independence.’ The man shook his head, then leaned forwards over the bar. Rebus did likewise: co-conspirator. ‘Mostly what I do is, I attend boring conventions like this. And I go home at night and wonder what it’s all about. You sure about that drink?’
‘Go on then.’
So Rebus let the man buy him a drink. The way he had said ‘fuck them’ made Rebus think he didn’t swear that often. It was just something he did to break the ice, to show he was speaking man to man; off the record, as it were. Rebus offered a cigarette, but his friend shook his head.
‘Gave them up years ago. Don’t think I’m not still tempted.’ He paused, looked around the bar. ‘Know who I’d like to be?’ Rebus shrugged. ‘Go on, guess.’
‘I wouldn’t know where to start.’
‘Sean Connery.’ The man nodded. ‘Think about it, with what he earns per film, he could give a pound to every man, woman and child in this country, and still have a couple of mill left over. Isn’t that incredible?’
‘So if you were Sean Connery, you’d give everyone a pound?’
‘I’d be the world’s sexiest man, what would I need money for?’
It was a good point, so they drank to it. Only thing was, talking about Sean reminded Rebus of Ancram, Sean’s lookalike. He checked his watch, saw that he had to leave.
‘Can I buy you one before I go?’
The man shook his head, then produced his business card, doing so in a slick movement, like a magician. ‘In case you ever need it. My name’s Ryan, by the way.’ Rebus read the card: Ryan Slocum, Sales Manager, Engineering Division, and a company masthead: Eugene Construction.
‘John Rebus,’ he said, shaking Slocum’s hand.
‘John Rebus,’ Slocum said, nodding. ‘No business card, John?’
‘I’m a police officer.’
Slocum’s eyes widened. ‘Did I say anything incriminating?’
‘Wouldn’t bother me if you did. I’m based in Edinburgh.’
‘A long way from home. Is it Johnny Bible?’
‘Why do you say that?’
‘He’s killed in both cities, hasn’t he?’
Rebus nodded. ‘No, it’s not Johnny Bible. Take care, Ryan.’
‘You too. It’s a mad bad world out there.’
‘Isn’t it just?’
Stuart Minchell was waiting for him at the doors. ‘Anything else you’d like to see, or shall we head back?’
‘Let’s go.’
Lumsden called up to his room, and Rebus came downstairs to meet him. Lumsden was well-dressed, but casual – the blazer swapped for a cream jacket, yellow shirt open at the neck.
‘So,’ Rebus said, ‘do I call you Lumsden all night?’
‘First name’s Ludovic.’
‘Ludovic Lumsden?’
‘My parents had a sense of humour. Friends call me Ludo.’
The evening was warm and still light. Birds were noisy in the gardens, and fat seagulls were picking their way along the pavements.
‘It’ll stay light till ten, maybe eleven,’ Lumsden explained.
‘Those are the fattest seagulls I’ve ever seen.’
‘I hate them. Look at the state of the pavements.’
It was true, the slabs underfoot were speckled with birdshit. ‘Where are we going?’ Rebus asked.
‘Call it a mystery tour. It’s all within walking distance. You like mystery tours?’
‘I like having a guide.’
Their first stop was an Italian restaurant, where Lumsden was well known. Everyone seemed to want to shake his hand, and the proprietor took him aside for a quiet word, apologising to Rebus beforehand.
‘The Italians up here are docile,’ Lumsden explained later. ‘They never quite managed to run the town.’
‘So who does?’
Lumsden considered the question. ‘A mixture.’
‘Any Americans?’
Lumsden looked at him, nodded. ‘They run a lot of the clubs and some of the newer hotels. Service industry stuff. They arrived in the seventies, never moved away. Do you want to go to a club later?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘It sounds almost respectable.’
Lumsden laughed. ‘Oh, you want sleaze? That’s supposed to be what Aberdeen’s about, right? You’ve got the wrong idea. The city is strictly corporate. Later on, if you really want, I’ll take you down by the docks: strippers and hard drinkers, but a tiny minority.’
‘Living down south, you hear stories.’
‘Of course you do: high-class brothels, dope and porn, gambling and alcohol. We hear the stories, too. But as for seeing the stuff . . .’ Lumsden shook his head. ‘The oil industry’s pretty tame really. The roughnecks have all but disappeared. Oil’s gone legit.’
Rebus was almost convinced, but Lumsden was trying too hard. He kept talking, and the more he talked the less Rebus believed. The owner came over for another word, drew Lumsden away to a corner of the restaurant. Lumsden kept a hand on the man’s back, patting it. He flattened his tie as he sat down again.
‘His son’s running wild,’ Lumsden explained. He shrugged, as if there were nothing more to say, and told Rebus to try the meatballs.
Afterwards, there was a nightclub, where businessmen vied with young turks for the attentions of the daytime shop-workers turned Lycra vixens. The music was loud and so were the clothes. Lumsden nodded his head to the pulse, but didn’t look like he was enjoying himself. He looked like a tour guide. Ludo: player of games. Rebus knew he was being sold a line, the same line any tourists to the north would be sold – this was the country of Baxter’s soups, men in skirts, and granny’s hieland hame; oil was just another industry, the city and its people had risen above it. There was still a sense of Highland perspective.
There was no down side.
‘I thought you might find this place interesting,’ Lumsden yelled over the music.
‘Why?’
‘It’s where Michelle Strachan met Johnny Bible.’
Rebus tried to swallow, couldn’t. He hadn’t noticed the name of the club. He looked with new eyes, saw dancers and drinkers, saw proprietorial arms around unwilling necks. Saw hungry eyes and money used for mating. He imagined Johnny Bible standing quietly by the bar, ticking off possibles in his mind, narrowing the options down to one. Then asking Michelle Fifer for a dance . . .
When Rebus suggested they move on, Lumsden didn’t disagree. So far, they’d paid for one round of drinks: the restaurant meal had been ‘taken care of, and the bouncer on the door of the club had nodded them through, bypassing the cash desk.
As they left, a man escorted a young woman past them. Rebus half-turned his head.
‘Someone you know?’ Lumsden asked.
Rebus shrugged. ‘Thought I recognised the face.’ He’d seen it only that afternoon: dark curly hair, glasses, olive complexion. Hayden Fletcher, Major Weir’s ‘PR guru’. He was looking like he’d had a good day. Fletcher’s companion glanced back at Rebus and smiled.
Outside, there were still slants of purple light in the sky. In a cemetery across the road, starlings were mobbing a tree.
‘Where now?’ Lumsden said.
Rebus stretched his spine. ‘Actually, Ludo, I think I’ll just head back to the hotel. Sorry to wimp out like this.’
Lumsden tried not to look relieved. ‘So what’s your itinerary tomorrow?’
Suddenly Rebus didn’t want him to know. ‘Another meeting with the deceased’s employer.’ Lumsden seemed satisfied.
‘And then home?’
‘In a couple of days.’
Lumsden tried not to let his disappointment show. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘get a good night’s sleep. You know your way back?’
Rebus nodded and they shook hands. Lumsden headed off one way, Rebus the other. He kept walking in the direction of the hotel, taking his time, window-shopping, checking behind him. Then he stopped and consulted his map, saw that the harbour area was almost walking distance. But the first taxi that came along, he flagged it down.
‘Where to?’ the driver asked.
‘Somewhere I can get a good drink. Somewhere down by the docks.’ He thought: ‘Down Where the Drunkards Roll.’
‘How rough do you want?’
‘As rough as it gets.’
The man nodded, started off. Rebus leaned forward in his seat. ‘I thought the city would be livelier.’
‘Ach, it’s a bit early yet. And mind, the weekends are wild. Pay-packets coming off the rigs.’
‘A lot of drinking.’
‘A lot of everything.’
‘I hear all the clubs are owned by Americans.’
‘Yanks,’ the driver said. ‘They’re everywhere.’
‘Illegal as well as legal?’
The driver stared at him in his rearview. ‘What were you after in particular?’
‘Maybe something to get me high.’
‘You don’t look the type.’
‘What does the type look like?’
‘It doesn’t look like a copper.’
Rebus laughed. ‘Off-duty and playing away from home.’
‘Where’s home?’
‘Edinburgh.’
The driver nodded thoughtfully. ‘If I wanted to get high,’ he said, ‘I’d maybe think about Burke’s Club on College Street. This is us.’
He pulled the cab to a stop. The meter read just over two pounds; Rebus handed over five and told him to keep the change. The driver leaned out of his window.
‘You weren’t a hundred yards from Burke’s when I picked you up.’
‘I know.’ Of course he knew: Burke’s was where Johnny Bible had met Michelle.
As the cab drew away, he took stock of his surroundings. Right across the road was the harbour, boats moored there, lights showing where men were still working – maintenance crews probably. This side of the road was a mix of tenements, shops and pubs. A couple of girls were working the street, but traffic was quiet. Rebus was outside a place called the Yardarm. It promised karaoke nights, exotic dancers, a happy hour, guest beers, satellite TV, and ‘a warm welcome’.
As Rebus pushed open the door, he felt the warmth straight off. It was broiling inside. It took him a full minute to work his way to the bar, by which time the smoke was stinging even his hardened eyes. Some of the customers looked like fishermen – cherry faces, slick hair and thick jerseys. Others had hands blackened with oil – dockside mechanics. The women had eyes drooping from drunkenness, faces either too heavily made-up or else needing to be. At the bar, he ordered a double whisky. Now that the metric system had taken over, he could never remember whether thirty-five mils was less or more than a quarter gill. Last time he’d seen so many drunks in the same place had been after a Hibs/Hearts match. He’d been drinking down Easter Road, and Hibs had won. Pandemonium.
It took him five minutes to engage in conversation with his neighbour, who used to work on the rigs. He was short and wiry, already completely bald in his thirties, and wore Buddy Holly glasses with jam-jar lenses. He had worked in the canteen.
‘Best of fucking food every day. Three menus, two shifts. Top quality. The new arrivals always stuffed themselves, but they soon learned.’
‘Did you work two weeks on, two off?’
‘Everybody did. Seven-day weeks at that.’ The man’s face was pointing down at the bar as he spoke, like his head was too heavy to lift. ‘You got hooked on it. The time I spent on land, I couldn’t settle, couldn’t wait to get back offshore.’
‘So what happened?’
‘Times got tougher. I was surplus to requirements.’
‘I hear the rigs are hoaching with dope. Did you ever see any?’
‘Fuck aye, all over the place. Just for relaxation, understand? Nobody was daft enough to go out to work wired up. One false move, a pipe can have your hand off – I know, I’ve seen it. Or if you lose your balance, I mean, it’s a two-hundred fucking foot drop to the water. But there was plenty of dope, plenty of booze. And I’ll tell you, there might not have been any women, but we had scud mags and films up to our ears. Never seen the like. All tastes catered for, and some of them were pretty disgusting. That’s a man of the world talking, so you know what I mean.’
Rebus thought he did. He bought the wee man a drink. If his companion leaned any lower over the bar, his nose would be in the glass. When someone announced that the karaoke would start in five minutes, Rebus knew it was time to leave. Been there, done that. He used his map to guide him back towards Union Street. The night was growing livelier. Groups of teenagers were roaming, police wagons – plain blue Transits – checking them out. There was a strong uniformed presence, but nobody seemed intimidated. People were roaring, singing, clapping their hands. Midweek Aberdeen was like Edinburgh on a bad Saturday night. A couple of woolly suits were discussing something with two young men, while girlfriends stood by chewing gum. A wagon was parked next to them, its back doors open.
I’m just a tourist here, Rebus told himself, walking past.
He took a wrong turn somewhere, ended up approaching his hotel from the opposite direction, passing a large statue of William Wallace brandishing a claymore.
‘Evening, Mel,’ Rebus said.
He climbed the hotel steps, decided on a nightcap, one to take up to his room. The bar was full of conventioneers, some of them still wearing their delegate badges. They sat at tables awash with empty glasses. A lone woman was perched at the bar, smoking a black cigarette, blowing the smoke ceiling-wards. She had peroxide hair and wore a lot of gold. Her two-piece suit was crimson, her tights or stockings black. Rebus looked at her and decided they were stockings. Her face was hard, the hair pulled back and held with a large gold clasp. There was powder on her cheeks, and dark gloss lipstick on her lips. Maybe Rebus’s age; maybe even a year or two older – the sort of woman men called ‘handsome’. She’d had a couple of drinks, which was perhaps why she smiled.
‘Are you with the convention?’ she asked.
‘No.’
‘Thank Christ for that. I swear every one of them’s tried chatting me up, but all they can talk about is crude.’ She paused. ‘As in crude oil – dead crude and live crude. Did you know there was a difference?’
Rebus smiled, shook his head and ordered his drink. ‘Do you want another, or does that count as a chat-up line?’
‘It does and I will.’ She saw him looking at her cigarette. ‘Sobranie.’
‘Does the black paper make them taste any better?’
‘The tobacco makes them taste better.’
Rebus got out his own pack. ‘I’m a wood-shavings man myself.’
‘So I see.’
The drinks arrived. Rebus signed the chit to charge them to his room.
‘Are you here on business?’ Her voice was deep, west coast or thereabouts, working-class educated.
‘Sort of. What about you?’
‘Business. So what do you do?’
World’s worst reply to a chat-up: ‘I’m a police officer.’
She raised one eyebrow, interested. ‘CID?’
‘Yes.’
‘Are you working on the Johnny Bible case?’
‘No.’
‘The way the papers tell it, I thought every policeman in Scotland was.’
‘I’m the exception.’
‘I remember Bible John,’ she said, sucking on the cigarette. ‘I was brought up in Glasgow. For weeks my mum wouldn’t let me out of the house. It was like being in the clink.’
‘He did that to a lot of women.’
‘And now it’s all happening again.’ She paused. ‘When I said I remembered Bible John, your line should have been, “You don’t look old enough”.’
‘Which proves I’m not chatting you up.’
She stared at him. ‘Pity,’ she said, reaching for her drink. Rebus used his own glass as a prop, too, buying time. She’d given him all the information he needed. He had to decide whether to act on it or not. Ask her up to his room? Or plead . . . what exactly? Guilt? Fear? Self-loathing?
Fear.
He saw the way the night could go, trying to extract beauty from need, passion from a certain despair.
‘I’m flattered,’ he said at last.
‘Don’t be,’ she said quickly. His move again, an amateur chess player thrown against a pro.
‘So what do you do?’
She turned to him. Her eyes said that she knew every tactic in this game. ‘I’m in sales. Products for the oil industry.’ She angled her head towards the rest of the men in the bar. ‘I may have to work with them, but nobody says I have to share my time off with them.’
‘You live in Aberdeen?’
She shook her head. ‘Let me get you another.’
‘I’ve an early start tomorrow.’
‘One more won’t hurt.’
‘It might,’ Rebus said, holding her gaze.
‘Well,’ she said, ‘bang goes the perfect end to a perfectly shitty day.’
‘Sorry.’
‘Don’t worry about it.’
He felt her eyes on him as he walked out of the bar towards reception. He had to force his feet up the stairs towards his room. Her pull was strong. He realised he didn’t even know her name.
He switched on the TV while he got undressed. Some sub-Hollywood garbage: the women looked like skeletons with lipstick; the men acted with their necks – he’d seen barbers with more Method. He thought of the woman again. Was she on the game? Definitely not. But she’d hit on him quick. He’d told her he was flattered; in truth, he was bemused. Rebus had always found relationships with the opposite sex difficult. He’d grown up in a mining village, a bit behind the times when it came to things like promiscuity. You stuck your hand in a girl’s blouse and next thing her father was after you with a leather belt.
Then he’d joined the army, where women were by turns fantasy figures and untouchables: slags and madonnas, there seemed no middle ground. Released from the army, he’d joined the police. Married by then, but his job had proved more seductive, more all-consuming than the relationship – than any relationship. Since then, his affairs had lasted months, weeks, mere days sometimes. Too late now, he felt, for anything more permanent. Women seemed to like him – that wasn’t the problem. The problem lay somewhere inside him, and it hadn’t been eased by things like the Johnny Bible case, by women abused and then killed. Rape was all about power; killing, too, in its way. And wasn’t power the ultimate male fantasy? And didn’t he sometimes dream of it, too?
He’d seen the post mortem photos of Angie Riddell, and the first thought that had come to him, the thought he’d had to push past, was: good body. It had bothered him, because in that instant she’d been just another object. Then the pathologist had got to work, and she had stopped being even that.
He was asleep as soon as his head touched the pillow. His prayer, as every night, was that there would be no dreams. He woke up in darkness, his back drenched in sweat, and to a ticking noise. It wasn’t a clock, not even his watch. His watch was on the cabinet. This was closer, much more intimate. Was it coming from the wall? The headboard? He switched the light on, but the sound had stopped. Woodworm maybe? He couldn’t find any holes in the headboard’s wooden surround. He switched the lamp off and closed his eyes. There it was again: more geiger counter than metronome. He tried to ignore it, but it was too close. It was inescapable. It was the pillow, his feather pillow. There was something inside, something alive. Would it want to crawl into his ear? Lay its eggs there? Mutate or pupate or just enjoy a snack of wax and eardrum? Sweat cooled on his back and on the sheet beneath him. There was no air in the room. He was too tired to get up, too nervy to sleep. He did what he had to do – tossed the pillow towards the door.
No more ticking, but still he couldn’t sleep. The ringing phone came as a relief. Maybe it was the woman from the bar. He’d tell her, I’m an alcoholic, a fuck-up, I’m no good for any other human being.
‘Hello?’
‘It’s Ludo here, sorry to wake you.’
‘I wasn’t asleep. What’s the problem?’
‘A patrol car’s coming to pick you up.’ Rebus grimaced: had Ancram tracked him down already?
‘What for?’
‘A suicide in Stonehaven. Thought you might be interested. The name appears to be Anthony Ellis Kane.’
Rebus shot out of bed. ‘Tony El? Suicide?’
‘Looks like. The car should be there in five minutes.’
‘I’ll be ready.’
Now that John Rebus was in Aberdeen, things were more dangerous.
John Rebus.
The librarian’s list had first thrown up the name, along with an address in Arden Street, Edinburgh EH9. With a short-term reader’s ticket, Rebus had consulted editions of The Scotsman from February 1968 to December 1969. Four others had consulted the same sets of microfilm during the previous six months. Two were known to Bible John as journalists, the third was an author – he’d written a chapter on the case for a book on Scottish murderers. As for the fourth . . . the fourth had given his name as Peter Manuel. It would have meant nothing to the librarian writing out another short-term reader’s ticket. But the real Peter Manuel had killed up to a dozen people in the 1950s, and been hanged for it at Barlinnie Prison. It became clear to Bible John: the Upstart had been reading up on famous murderers, and in the course of his studies had come across both Manuel and Bible John. Narrowing his search, he’d decided to concentrate his research on Bible John, learning more about the case by reading newspapers from the period. ‘Peter Manuel’ had requested not only Scotsmans from 1968–70, but Glasgow Heralds too.
His was to be thorough research. And the address on his reader’s ticket was as fictitious as his name: Lanark Terrace, Aberdeen. The real Peter Manuel had carried out his killing spree in Lanarkshire.
But though the address be false, Bible John wondered about Aberdeen. His own investigations had already led him to site the Upstart in the Aberdeen area. This seemed a further connection. And now John Rebus was in Aberdeen, too . . . Bible John had been pondering John Rebus, even before he knew who he was. He was at first an enigma, and now a problem. Bible John had scanned some of the Upstart’s most recent cuttings into the computer, and browsed through them while he wondered what to do about the policeman. He read another policeman’s words: ‘This person needs help, and we would ask him to come forward so that we can help him.’ Followed by more speculation. They were whistling in the dark.
Except that one of them was in Aberdeen.
And Bible John had given him his business card.
He’d always known that it would be dangerous, tracking down the Upstart, but he could hardly have expected to bump into a policeman along the way. And not just any officer, but someone who’d been looking at the Bible John case. John Rebus, policeman, based in Edinburgh, address in Arden Street, currently in Aberdeen . . . He decided to open a new file on his computer, dedicated to Rebus. He had looked through some recent papers, and thought he’d found why Rebus was in Aberdeen: an oil-worker had fallen from a tenement window in Edinburgh, foul play suspected. Reasonable to conclude that Rebus was working that case rather than any other. But there was still the fact that Rebus had been reading up on the Bible John case. Why? What business was it of his?
And a second fact, more problematical still: Rebus now had his business card. It wouldn’t mean anything to him, couldn’t, not yet. But there might come a time . . . the closer he came to the Upstart, the more risks he would face. The card might mean something to the policeman sometime down the road. Could Bible John risk that? He seemed to have two options: quicken his hunt for the Upstart.
Or take the policeman out of the game.
He would think it over. Meantime, he had to concentrate on the Upstart.
His contact at the National Library had informed him that a reader’s ticket required proof of identity: driver’s licence, something like that. Maybe the Upstart had forged himself a whole new identity as ‘Peter Manuel’, but Bible John doubted it. More likely he had managed to talk himself past proving his identity. He would be good at talking. He’d be ingratiating, wheedling. He wouldn’t look like a monster. His would be a face women – and men – could trust. He was able to walk out of night clubs with women he’d met only an hour or two before. Getting round a security check would have posed him few problems.
He stood up and examined his face in the mirror. The police had issued a series of photofits, computer generated, ageing the original photofit of Bible John. One of them wasn’t a bad likeness, but it was one amongst many. Nobody had so much as looked at him twice; none of his colleagues had remarked on any resemblance. Not even the policeman had seen anything. He rubbed his chin. The bristles showed through red where he hadn’t shaved. The house was silent. His wife was elsewhere. He’d married her because it had seemed expedient, one more lie to the profile. He unlocked the study door, walked to the front door and made sure it was locked. Then he climbed the stairs to the upstairs hall, and pulled down the sliding ladder which led up into the attic. He liked it up here, a place only he visited. He looked at a trunk, on top of which sat a couple of old boxes – camouflage. They hadn’t been moved. He lifted them off now and took a key from his pocket, unlocked the trunk and snapped open the two heavy brass clasps. He listened again, hearing only silence past the dull beat of his own heart, then lifted the lid of the trunk.
Inside, it was filled with treasure: handbags, shoes, scarves, trinkets, watches and purses – nothing with any means of identifying the previous owner. The bags and purses had been emptied, checked thoroughly for telltale initials or even blemishes and distinguishing marks. Any letters, anything with a name or address, had been incinerated. He settled on the floor in front of the open trunk, not touching anything. He didn’t need to touch. He was remembering a girl who’d lived on his street when he’d been eight or nine – she’d been a year younger. They’d played a game. They would take it in turns to lie very still on the ground, eyes closed, while the other one tried to remove as much of their clothing as they could without the one being stripped feeling anything.
Bible John had been quick to feel the girl’s fingers on him – he’d played by the rules. But when the girl had lain there, and he’d started working at buttons and zips . . . her eyelids had fluttered, a smile on her lips . . . and she’d lain there uncomplaining, even though he knew she must be able to feel his clumsy fingers.
She’d been cheating, of course.
Now his grandmother came to him, with her constant warnings: beware women who wear too much perfume; don’t play cards with strangers on trains . . .
The police hadn’t said anything about the Upstart taking souvenirs. No doubt they wanted to keep it quiet; they’d have their reasons. But the Upstart would be taking souvenirs. Three so far. And he’d be hoarding them in Aberdeen. He’d slipped just a little, giving Aberdeen as his address on the reader’s card . . . Bible John stood up suddenly. He saw it now, saw the transaction between the librarian and ‘Peter Manuel’. The Upstart claiming that he needed the use of a reference library. The librarian asking for details, for proof of identity . . . The Upstart flustered, saying he’d left all that sort of thing at home. Could he go and fetch it? Impossible, he’d come down from Aberdeen for the day. A long way to travel, so the librarian had relented, issued the ticket. But now the Upstart was obliged to give Aberdeen as his address.
He was in Aberdeen.
Revived, Bible John locked the trunk, replaced the boxes exactly as they had been, and went back downstairs. It grieved him that with John Rebus so close, he might have to move the trunk . . . and himself with it. In his study, he sat at his desk. Have the Upstart based in Aberdeen but mobile. Have him learn from his first mistakes. So now he plans each cull well in advance. Are the victims chosen at random, or is there some pattern there? Easier to choose prey that wasn’t random; but then easier, too, for the police to establish a pattern and eventually catch you. But the Upstart was young: maybe that was one lesson he hadn’t yet learned. His choice of ‘Peter Manuel’ showed a certain cockiness, teasing anyone who was able to track him that far. He either knew his victims or he didn’t. Two routes to follow. Route one: say he did know them, say there existed some pattern linking all three to the Upstart.
One profile: the Upstart was a travelling man – lorry driver, company rep, a job like that. Lots of travel throughout Scotland. Travelling men could be lonely men, sometimes they used the services of a prostitute. The Edinburgh victim had been a prostitute. Often they stayed in hotels. The Glasgow victim had worked as a chambermaid. The first victim – the Aberdeen cull – failed to fit that pattern.
Or did she? Was there something the police had missed, something he might find? He picked up his telephone, called Directory Enquiries.
‘It’s a Glasgow number,’ he told the voice on the other end.
In the middle of the night, Stonehaven was only twenty minutes south of Aberdeen, especially with a maniac at the wheel.
‘He’ll still be dead when we get there, pal,’ Rebus told the driver.
And so he was, dead in a bed & breakfast bathroom, one arm over the side of the bath Marat-style. He’d slashed his wrists by the book – up and down rather than across. The water in the bath looked cold. Rebus didn’t get too close – the arm over the side had leaked blood all across the floor.
‘The landlady didn’t know who was in the bathroom,’ Lumsden explained. ‘She just knew whoever it was had been in there long enough. She got no answer, so went to fetch one of her “boys” – this place caters to oil-workers. She tells me she thought Mr Kane was an oil-worker. Anyway, one of her lodgers got the door open and they found this.’
‘Nobody saw or heard anything?’
‘Suicide tends to be a quiet affair. Follow me.’
They went along narrow passages and up two short flights of stairs to Tony El’s bedroom. It was fairly tidy. ‘The landlady vacuums and dusts twice a week, sheets and towels are changed twice a week too.’ There was a bottle of cheap whisky with the top unscrewed, about a fifth of the bottle left. An empty glass stood beside it. ‘Look over here.’
Rebus looked. On the dressing table sat a full set of works: syringe, spoon, cotton wool, lighter, and a tiny polythene bag of brown powder.
‘I hear heroin’s back in a big way,’ Lumsden said.
‘I didn’t see marks on his arms,’ Rebus said. Lumsden nodded that they were there, but Rebus went back to the bathroom to make sure. Yes, a couple of pinpricks on the inside left forearm. He went back to the bedroom. Lumsden was seated on the bed, flicking through a magazine.
‘He hadn’t been using long,’ Rebus said. ‘His arms are pretty clean. I didn’t see the knife.’
‘Look at this stuff,’ Lumsden said. He wanted to show Rebus the magazine. A woman with a plastic bag over her head was being entered from behind. ‘Some people have sick minds.’
Rebus took the magazine from him. It was called Snuff Babes. On the front inside page it stated that it was printed ‘with pride’ in the USA. It wasn’t just illegal; it was the hardest core Rebus had ever seen. Pages and pages of mock-up deaths with sex attached.
Lumsden had reached into his pocket, drew out an evidence bag. Inside was a blood-stained knife. But no ordinary knife: a Stanley.
‘I’m not so sure this was suicide,’ Rebus said quietly.
So then he had to explain his reasons: the visit to Uncle Joe, how Uncle Joe’s son came by his nickname, and the fact that Tony El used to be one of Uncle Joe’s henchmen.
‘The door was locked from the inside,’ Lumsden said.
‘And it hadn’t been forced when I got here.’
‘So?’
‘So how did the landlady’s “boy” get in?’ He took Lumsden back to the bathroom and they examined the door: with the turn of a screwdriver, it could be locked and unlocked from the outside.
‘You want us to treat this as murder?’ Lumsden said. ‘You think this guy Stanley walked in here, spiked Mr Kane, dragged him along to the bathroom, and sliced his wrists open? We just passed half a dozen bedroom doors and came up two flights of stairs – don’t you think somebody might have noticed?’
‘Have you asked them?’
‘I’m telling you, John, no one saw anything.’
‘And I’m telling you this has Joseph Toal written all over it.’
Lumsden was shaking his head. He’d rolled up the magazine. It was sticking out of his jacket pocket. ‘All I see here is a suicide. And from what you’ve told me, I’m glad to see the back of the fucker, end of story.’
The same patrol car took Rebus back into the city, still keeping the wrong side of the speed limit.
Rebus felt wide awake. He paced his room, smoked three cigarettes. The city outside his cathedral windows was finally asleep. The adult pay-movie channel was still available. The only other thing on offer was beach volleyball from California. For want of any other distraction he got out the flyers from the demo. They made depressing reading. Mackerel and other species of fish were now ‘commercially extinct’ in the North Sea, while others, including haddock – staple of the fish supper – wouldn’t survive the millennium. Meantime, there were 400 oil installations out there which would one day become redundant, and if they were simply dumped along with their heavy metals and chemicals . . . bye-bye fishies.
Of course, it might be that the fish were for the crow road anyway: nitrates and phosphates from sewage, plus agricultural fertilisers . . . all drained into the seas. Rebus felt worse than ever, tossed the flyers into the bin. One of them didn’t make it, and he picked it up. It told him there was going to be a march and rally on Saturday, with a benefit concert headlined by the Dancing Pigs. Rebus binned it and decided to check his answering machine at home. There were two calls from Ancram, agitated verging on furious, and one from Gill, telling him to call her whatever the hour. So he did.
‘Hello?’ She sounded like someone had gummed up her mouth.
‘Sorry it’s so late.’
‘John.’ She paused to check the time. ‘It’s so late it’s practically early.’
‘Your message said . . .’
‘I know.’ She sounded like she was struggling to sit up in bed, yawned mightily. ‘Howdenhall worked on that message pad, used ESDA on it, electrostatics.’
‘And?’
‘Came up with a phone number.’
‘Whereabouts?’
‘Aberdeen code.’
Rebus felt his spine tingle. ‘Where in Aberdeen?’
‘It’s the payphone in some discotheque. Hang on, I’ve got the name here . . . Burke’s Club.’
Clickety-click.
‘Does it mean anything to you?’ she said.
Yes, he thought, it means I’m up here working at least two cases, maybe three.
‘You said a payphone?’
‘A public phone. I know because I called it. Not far from the bar by the sound of it.’
‘Give me the number.’ She did. ‘Anything else?’
‘The only fingerprints found belonged to Fergie himself. Nothing interesting on his home computer, except that he was trying a few tax dodges.’
‘Hold the front page. And his business premises?’
‘Nothing so far. John, are you OK?’
‘Fine, why?’
‘You sound . . . I don’t know, sort of distant.’
Rebus allowed himself a smile. ‘I’m right here. Get some sleep, Gill.’
‘Night, John.’
‘Night-night.’
He decided to try phoning Lumsden at the cop-shop. Conscientious: nearly three a.m. and he was there.
‘You should be in the land of Nod,’ Lumsden told him.
‘Something I meant to ask earlier.’
‘What?’
‘That club we were in, the one where Michelle Strachan met Johnny Bible.’
‘Burke’s?’
‘I just wondered,’ Rebus said. ‘Is it above board?’
‘Moderately.’
‘Meaning what?’
‘It skates on thin ice sometimes. There’s been a bit of drug dealing on the premises. The owners tried to clean it up, I think they’ve done a pretty good job.’
‘Who owns it?’
‘A couple of Yanks. John, what’s this about?’
Rebus took less than a second constructing his lie. ‘The Edinburgh jumper, he had a book of matches in his pocket. They were from Burke’s.’
‘It’s a popular spot.’
Rebus made a sound of agreement. ‘These owners, what were their names again?’
‘I didn’t say.’ Cagey now.
‘Is it a secret?’
A humourless laugh. ‘No.’
‘Maybe you don’t want me bothering them?’
‘Jesus, John . . .’ A theatrical sigh. ‘Erik-with-a-k Stemmons, Judd Fuller. I don’t see the point in talking to them.’
‘Me neither, Ludo. I just wanted their names.’ Rebus attempted an American accent. ‘Ciao, baby.’ He was smiling when he put down the receiver. He looked at his watch. Ten past three. It was a five-minute walk to College Street. But would the place still be open? He got out the phone book, looked up Burke’s – the number listed was the same one Gill had given him. He tried it: no answer. He decided to leave it at that . . . for the moment.
Spinning in a narrowing gyre: Allan Mitchison . . . Johnny Bible . . . Uncle Joe . . . Fergus McLure’s drug deal.
Beach Boys: ‘God Only Knows’. Segue to Zappa and the Mothers: ‘More Trouble Every Day’. Rebus picked his pillow off the floor, listened to it for a full minute, threw it back on to the bed, then lay him down to sleep.
He was awake early and didn’t feel like breakfast, so went for a walk instead. It was a glorious morning. The seagulls were busy hoovering up the night before’s leftovers, but the streets were otherwise uncrowded. He walked up to the Mercat Cross, then left along King Street. He knew he was heading in the vague direction of his aunt’s house, but doubted he could find it on foot. Instead, he came to something looking like an old school building but calling itself RGIT Offshore. He knew RGIT was Robert Gordon’s Institute of Technology, and that Allan Mitchison had studied for a time at RGIT-OSC. He knew Johnny Bible’s first victim had studied at Robert Gordon’s University, but not what she had studied. Had she taken classes here? He stared at the grey granite walls. The first murder was in Aberdeen. Only later did Johnny Bible move to Glasgow and Edinburgh. Meaning what? Did Aberdeen hold some particular significance for the killer? He’d walked the victim from a nightclub to Duthie Park, but that didn’t mean he was local: Michelle herself could have shown him the way. Rebus got out his map again, found College Street, then traced a finger from Burke’s Club to Duthie Park. A long walk, residential, nobody had seen them the whole length of the route. Had they taken especially quiet back roads? Rebus folded the map and put it away.
He headed past the City Hospital and ended up on the Esplanade: a long expanse of grass links with bowling green, tennis and putting. There were amusements, all closed this early. People were on the Esplanade – jogging, walking their dogs, morning constitutionals. Rebus joined them. Groynes divided the mostly sandy beach into neat compartments. It was as clean a part of the city as he’d seen, excepting the graffiti – an artist called Zero had been hard at work, making this his or her personal gallery.
Zero the Hero: a character from somewhere . . . Gong. Jesus, he hadn’t thought of them for years. Pot-head pixies with stoned synths. Floating anarchy.
At the end of the Esplanade, next to the harbour, stood a couple of squares of housing, a village within the city. The squares themselves comprised drying greens and garden sheds. Dogs barked a warning as he passed. It reminded him of the east neuk of Fife, fishermen’s cottages, brightly painted but unpretentious. A taxi was cruising the harbour. Rebus waved it down. The R&R was over.
There was a demo outside the headquarters of T-Bird Oil. The young woman with the braided hair who’d been so persuasive the previous day was sitting cross-legged on the grass, smoking a roll-up, looking like she was on her break. The young man currently on the megaphone didn’t have half her anger or eloquence, but his friends cheered him on. Maybe he was new to the demonstrating game.
Two young woolly suits, no older than the activists, were in consultation with three or four environmentalists in red boiler-suits and gas masks. The policemen were saying that if they took the gas masks off, conversation might be less of a chore. They were also asking that the demonstration move off land owned by T-Bird Oil. Namely, the patch of grass in front of the main entrance. The demonstrators were saying something about the laws of trespass. Legal knowledge came with the territory these days. It was like rules of unarmed combat to a squaddie.
Rebus was offered the same literature as the day before.
‘I already took,’ he said with a smile. Braid-hair looked up at him and squinted, like she was taking a photograph.
In the reception area, someone was videoing the demo through the windows. Maybe for police intelligence; maybe for T-Bird’s own files. Stuart Minchell was waiting for Rebus.
‘Isn’t it unbelievable?’ he said. ‘I hear there are groups like that one outside each of the Six Sisters, plus smaller operations like ours.’
‘The Six Sisters?’
‘The big North Sea players. Exxon, Shell, BP, Mobil . . . I forget the other two. So, ready for the trip?’
‘I’m not sure. What are my chances of getting a kip?’
‘It might be pretty bumpy. Good news is, we’ve a plane heading up, so you’ll be spared a budgie – at least for today. You’ll fly in to Scatsta. It used to be an RAF base. Saves the hassle of changing at Sumburgh.’
‘And it’s near Sullom Voe?’
‘Right next door. Someone’ll be there to meet you.’
‘I appreciate this, Mr Minchell.’
Minchell shrugged. ‘Ever been to Shetland?’ Rebus shook his head. ‘Well, you’re probably not going to see much of it, except from the air. Just remember, when that plane takes off, you’re not in Scotland any more. You’re a “Sooth-Moother” heading for miles and miles of bugger all.’
Minchell drove Rebus to Dyce Airport. The plane was a twin-propeller model with seats for fourteen, but today carrying only half a dozen passengers, all men. Four of them wore suits, and were quick to open their briefcases, disgorging sheafs of paper, ring-bound reports, calculators, pens and laptops. One wore a sheepskin jacket and lacked what the others would probably call ‘proper grooming’. He kept his hands in his pockets and stared out of the window. Rebus, who didn’t mind an aisle seat, decided to sit beside him.
The man tried to stare him elsewhere. His eyes were bloodshot, grey stubble covering cheeks and chin. In reply, Rebus fastened his seat-belt. The man growled, but shifted upright, allowing Rebus half an arm-rest. Then he went back to window-watching. A car was drawing up outside.
The engine started up, propellers turning. There was a stewardess at the back of the cramped compartment. She hadn’t closed the door yet. The man in the window-seat turned to the assembly of suits.
‘Prepare to shite yourselves.’ Then he started laughing. Whisky fumes from the night before wafted over Rebus, making him glad he’d skipped breakfast. Someone else was boarding the plane. Rebus peered down the aisle. It was Major Weir, dressed in a kilt, sporran attached. The suits froze. Sheepskin was still chuckling. The door slammed shut. Seconds later, the plane began to taxi.
Rebus, who hated flying, tried to think himself into a nice Intercity 125, speeding along terra firma, no intention of suddenly pushing skywards.
‘Grab that arm-rest any harder,’ his neighbour said, ‘and you’ll uproot the fucking thing.’
The ascent was like an unpaved road. Rebus thought he could feel fillings popping loose and hear the plane’s various bolts and soldered joins snapping. But then they were levelling out, and things settled down. Rebus started breathing again, noticed sweat on his palms and brow. He adjusted the air-intake above him.
‘Better?’ the man said.
‘Better,’ Rebus agreed. The wheels retracted, covers closing. The sheepskin explained what the sounds were. Rebus nodded his thanks. He could hear the stewardess behind them.
‘I’m sorry, Major, if we’d known you were coming we’d have arranged for coffee to be served.’
She got a grunt for her trouble. The suits were staring at their work, but couldn’t concentrate. The plane hit some turbulence, and Rebus’s hands went to the arm-rests again.
‘Fear of flying,’ sheepskin said with a wink.
Rebus knew he had to get his mind off the flight. ‘Do you work at Sullom Voe?’
‘Practically run the place.’ He nodded towards the suits. ‘I don’t work for this lot you know. I’m just cadging a lift. I work for the consortium.’
‘The Six Sisters?’
‘And the rest. Thirty-odd at the last count.’
‘You know, I don’t know a damned thing about Sullom Voe.’
Sheepskin gave him a sidelong look. ‘You a reporter?’
‘I’m a CID detective.’
‘Just so long as you’re not a reporter. I’m the relief Maintenance Manager. We’re always getting grief in the press about cracked pipes and spills. I’ll tell you, the only leaks around my terminal are the ones to the fucking papers!’ He stared out of the window again, as if their conversation had reached a natural end. But a full minute later he turned to Rebus.
‘There are two pipelines into the terminal – Brent and Ninian – plus we offload from tankers. Four jetties in near-constant use. I was here from the start, 1973. That’s only four years after the first exploration ships chugged into Lerwick. By Christ, I’d have loved to’ve seen the looks on the fishermen’s faces. They probably thought it was the start of bugger all. But oil came and oil stayed, we got to fuck with the islands, and they screwed every penny they could out of the consortium. Every last penny.’
As sheepskin talked, his mouth began to relax. Rebus thought he might still be drunk. He spoke quietly, mostly with his face to the window.
‘You should have seen the place in the seventies, kiddo. It was like the Klondike – trailer parks, shanty towns, the roads churned to mud. We had power cuts, not enough fresh water, and the locals fucking hated us. I loved it. There was about one pub we could all drink in. The consortium were choppering in supplies like we were at war. Fuck, maybe we were.’
He turned to Rebus.
‘And the weather . . . the wind’ll strip the skin off your face.’
‘So I needn’t have brought a razor?’
The big man snorted. ‘What takes you to Sullom Voe?’
‘A suspicious death.’
‘On Shetland?’
‘In Edinburgh.’
‘How suspicious?’
‘Maybe not very, but we have to check.’
‘I know all about that. It’s like at the terminal, we run hundreds of checks every day, whether they’re needed or not. The LPG chilldown area, we had a suspected problem there, and I stress suspected. I’ll tell you, we had more men on standby than God knows what. See, it’s not that far from the crude oil storage.’
Rebus nodded, not sure what the man was getting at. He seemed to be drifting off again. Time to reel him in.
‘The man who died worked for a while at Sullom Voe. Allan Mitchison.’
‘Mitchison?’
‘He might’ve been on maintenance. I think that was his speciality.’
Sheepskin shook his head. ‘Name doesn’t . . . no.’
‘What about Jake Harley? He works at Sullom Voe.’
‘Oh aye, I’ve come across him. Don’t much like him, but I know the face.’
‘Why don’t you like him?’
‘He’s one of those Green bastards. You know, ecology.’ He almost spat the word. ‘What the fuck’s ecology ever done for us?’
‘So you know him.’
‘Who?’
‘Jake Harley?’
‘I said so, didn’t I?’
‘He’s off on some walking holiday.’
‘On Shetland?’ Rebus nodded. ‘Aye, sounds about right. He’s always on about archaeology and whatsit, bird-watching. The only birds I’d spend all day watching don’t have fucking feathers on them, let me tell you.’
Rebus to himself: I thought I was bad, but this guy redefines all the terms.
‘So he’s off walking and bird-watching: any idea where he’d go?’
‘The usual places. There are a few bird-watchers at the terminal. It’s like pollution control. We know we’re doing all right as long as the birds don’t suddenly start turning up their toes. Like with the Negrita.’ He almost bit off the end of the word, swallowed hard. ‘Thing is, the wind’s so fierce, and the currents are fierce too. So you get dispersal, like with the Braer. Somebody told me Shetland has a complete change of air every quarter hour. Perfect dispersal conditions. And fuck it, they’re only birds. What are they good for, when it comes down to it?’
He rested his head against the window.
‘When we get to the terminal, I’ll get a map for you, mark some of the places he might go . . .’ Seconds later, his eyes were closed. Rebus got up and went to the back of the cabin, where the toilet was. As he passed Major Weir, who was seated in the very back row, he saw he was deep in the Financial Times. The toilet was no smaller than a child’s coffin. If Rebus had been any wider, they’d have had to starve him out. He flushed, thinking of his urine splashing into the North Sea – as far as pollution went, a mere drop in the ocean – and tugged open the accordion doors. He slid into the seat across the aisle from the Major. The stewardess had been sitting there, but he could see her up front in the cockpit.
‘Any chance of a keek at the racing results?’
Major Weir lifted his eyes from the newsprint, swivelled his head to take in this strange new creature. The whole process couldn’t have taken longer than half a minute. He didn’t say anything.
‘We met yesterday,’ Rebus told him. ‘My name’s Detective Inspector Rebus. I know you don’t say much . . .’ he patted his jacket . . . ‘I’ve a notepad in my pocket if you need one.’
‘In your spare time, Inspector, are you some sort of comedian?’ The voice was a cultured drawl; urbane just about summed it up. But it was also dry, a little rusty.
‘Can I ask you something, Major? Why did you name your oilfield after an oatcake?’
Weir’s face reddened with sudden rage. ‘It’s short for Bannockburn!’
Rebus nodded. ‘Did we win that one?’
‘Don’t you know your history, laddie?’ Rebus shrugged. ‘I swear, sometimes I despair. You’re a Scot.’
‘So?’
‘So your past is important! You need to know it so you can learn.’
‘Learn what, sir?’
Weir sighed. ‘To borrow a phrase from a poet – a Scots poet, he was talking about words – that we Scots are “creatures tamed by cruelty”. Do you see?’
‘I think I’m having trouble focusing.’
Weir frowned. ‘Do you drink?’
‘Teetotal is my middle name.’ The Major grunted his satisfaction. ‘Trouble is,’ Rebus went on, ‘my first name’s Not-at-all.’
He got it eventually and grudged a frowning smile, the first time Rebus had seen the trick.
‘The thing is, sir, I’m up here —’
‘I know why you’re up here, Inspector. When I saw you yesterday, I had Hayden Fletcher find out who you were.’
‘Can I ask why?’
‘Because you stared back at me in the elevator. I’m not used to that sort of behaviour. It meant you didn’t work for me, and since you were with my personnel manager . . .’
‘You thought I was after a job?’
‘I meant to see to it you didn’t get one.’
‘I’m flattered.’
The Major looked at him again. ‘So why is my company flying you to Sullom Voe?’
‘I want to talk to a friend of Mitchison’s.’
‘Allan Mitchison.’
‘You knew him?’
‘Don’t be ridiculous. I had Minchell report to me yesterday evening. I like to know everything that’s going on in my company. I have a question for you.’
‘Go ahead.’
‘Could Mr Mitchison’s death have anything to do with T-Bird Oil?’
‘At the moment . . . I don’t think so.’
Major Weir nodded, lifted his newspaper to eye level. The interview was over.
Welcome to the Mainland,’ Rebus’s guide said, meeting him on the tarmac.
Major Weir had already been installed in a Range Rover and was speeding from the airfield. A row of helicopters stood in repose nearby. The wind was . . . well, the wind was serious. It was flapping the helicopters’ rotor blades, and it was singing in Rebus’s ears. The Edinburgh wind was a pro; sometimes you walked out your front door and it was like being punched in the face. But the Shetland wind . . . it wanted to pick you up and shake you.
The descent had been rocky, but before that he’d had his first sighting of Shetland proper. ‘Miles and miles of bugger all’ didn’t do it justice. Hardly any trees, plenty of sheep. And spectacular barren coastline with white breakers crashing into it. He wondered if erosion was a problem. The islands weren’t exactly large. They’d crossed to the east of Lerwick, then passed some dormitory towns, which, according to Sheepskin’s commentary, had been mere hamlets in the 1970s. He’d woken up by then, and had come armed with a few more facts and fancies.
‘Know what we did? The oil industry, I mean? We kept Maggie Thatcher in power. Oil revenue paid for all those tax cuts. Oil revenue paid for the Falklands War. Oil was pumping through the veins of her whole fucking reign, and she never thanked us once. Not once, the bitch.’ He laughed. ‘You can’t help liking her.’
‘Apparently there are pills you can take.’ But Sheepskin wasn’t listening.
‘You can’t separate oil and politics. The sanctions against Iraq, whole point was to stop him flooding the market with cheap oil.’ He paused. ‘Norway, the bastards.’
Rebus felt he’d missed something. ‘Norway?’
‘They’ve got oil, too, only they’ve banked the money, used it to kickstart other industries. Maggie used it to pay for a war and a bloody election . . .’
As they swung out to sea past Lerwick, Sheepskin had pointed out some boats – bloody big boats.
‘Klondikers,’ he said. ‘Factory ships. They’re busy processing fish. Probably doing more environmental damage than the whole North Sea oil industry. But the locals just let them get on with it, they don’t give a bugger. Fishing’s a heritage thing with them . . . not like oil. Aah, fuck the lot of them.’
Rebus still hadn’t learned the man’s name when they parted on the runway. There was someone waiting for Rebus, a slight grinning man with too many teeth in his head. And he said, ‘Welcome to the Mainland.’ Then explained what he meant in the car, during the short trip to the Sullom Voe terminal. ‘That’s what Shetlanders call the main island: Mainland, as opposed to mainland with a small m, which means . . . well, the mainland.’ A snort for a laugh. He had to wipe his nose on the sleeve of his jacket. He drove the way a kid would when seated in its father’s car: bent forward, hands overly busy on the steering-wheel.
His name was Walter Rowbotham, and he was a new recruit to the Sullom Voe Public Relations Department.
‘I’d be happy to show you around, Inspector,’ he said, still grinning, trying too hard to please.
‘Maybe if there’s time,’ Rebus conceded.
‘My pleasure entirely. You know, of course, that the terminal cost one thousand three hundred million just to construct. That’s pounds, not dollars.’
‘Interesting.’
Rowbotham’s face practically lit up, encouraged now. ‘The first oil flowed into Sullom Voe in 1978. It is a major employer and has helped contribute greatly to Shetland’s low unemployment rate, currently around four per cent or half the Scottish average.’
‘Tell me something, Mr Rowbotham.’
‘Walter, please. Or Walt if you like.’
‘Walt.’ Rebus smiled. ‘Had any more trouble with the LPG chilldown?’
Rowbotham’s face turned pickled baby beet. Jesus, Rebus thought, the media were going to love him . . .
They ended up driving through half the installation to get to where Rebus wanted to be, so he heard most of the tour narration anyway and learned more than he hoped he’d ever have to know about debutanising, de-ethanising and depropanising, not to mention surge tanks and integrity meters. Wouldn’t it be great, he thought, if you could fit integrity meters to human beings?
At the main administration building they’d been told that Jake Harley worked in the process control room, and that his colleagues were waiting there and knew a police officer was coming to talk to them. They passed the incoming crude lines, the pigging station, and the final holding basin, and at one point Walt thought they were lost, but he had a little orientation map with him.
Just as well: Sullom Voe was huge. It had taken seven years to build, breaking all sorts of records in the process (and Walt knew every one of them), and Rebus had to admit that it was an impressive monster. He’d been past Grangemouth and Mossmorran dozens of times, but they just weren’t in the picture. And if you looked out past the crude oil tanks and the unloading jetties, you saw water – the Voe itself to the south; then Gluss Isle over to the west, doing a good impression of unspoilt wilderness. It was like a sci-fi city transported to prehistory.
For all of which, the process control room was about as peaceful a place as Rebus had ever been. Two men and a woman sat behind computer consoles in the centre of the room, while the walls were taken up with electronic charts, softly flashing lights indicating the oil and gas flows. The only sounds were those of fingers on keyboards, and the occasional muted conversation. Walt had decided that it was his job to introduce Rebus. The atmosphere had quieted him, as if he’d walked into the middle of a church service. He went to the central console and spoke in an undertone to the trinity seated there.
The elder of the two men stood up and came to shake Rebus’s hand.
‘Inspector, my name’s Milne. How can we help?’
‘Mr Milne, I really wanted to speak to Jake Harley. But since he’s made himself scarce, I thought maybe you could tell me a little about him. Specifically, about his friendship with Allan Mitchison.’
Milne wore a check shirt, its sleeves rolled up. He scratched at one arm while Rebus spoke. He was in his thirties, with tousled red hair and a face pitted from teenage acne. He nodded, half-turning to his two colleagues, assuming the role of spokesman.
‘Well, we all work beside Jake, so we can tell you about him. Personally, I didn’t know Allan very well, though Jake introduced us.’
‘I don’t think I’ve ever met him,’ the woman said.
‘I met him once,’ the other man added.
‘Allan only worked here for two or three months,’ Milne went on. ‘I know he struck up a friendship with Jake.’ He shrugged. ‘Really, that’s about it.’
‘If they were friends, they must have had something in common. Was it bird-watching?’
‘I don’t think so.’
‘Green issues,’ the woman said.
‘That’s true,’ Milne said, nodding. ‘Of course, in a place like this, we always end up talking about ecology sooner or later – sensitive subject.’
‘Is it a big thing with Jake?’
‘I wouldn’t go that far.’ Milne looked to his colleagues for support. They shook their heads. Rebus realised that nobody was talking much above a whisper.
‘Jake works right here?’ he asked.
‘That’s right. We alternate shifts.’
‘So sometimes you’re working together . . .’
‘And sometimes we’re not.’
Rebus nodded. He was learning nothing; wasn’t sure he’d ever actually thought he would learn anything. So Mitchison had been into ecology – big deal. But it was pleasant here, relaxing. Edinburgh and all his troubles were a long way away, and felt it.
‘This looks like a cushy job,’ he said. ‘Can anyone apply?’
Milne smiled. ‘You’ll have to hurry, who knows how long the oil will last?’
‘A while yet surely?’
Milne shrugged. ‘It’s down to the economics of retrieval. Companies are beginning to look west – Atlantic oil. And oil from west of Shetland is being landed at Flotta.’
‘On Orkney,’ the woman explained.
‘They won the contract from us,’ Milne went on. ‘Five or ten years from now, the profit margin may be bigger out there.’
‘And they’ll mothball the North Sea?’
All three nodded, like a single beast.
‘Have you talked to Briony?’ the woman asked suddenly.
‘Who’s Briony?’
‘Jake’s . . . I don’t know, she’s not his wife, is she?’ She looked to Milne.
‘Just a girlfriend, I think.’
‘Where does she live?’ Rebus asked.
‘Jake and her share a house,’ Milne said. ‘In Brae. She works at the swimming pool.’
Rebus turned to Walt. ‘How far is it?’
‘Six or seven miles.’
‘Take me.’
They tried the baths first, but she wasn’t on shift, so they tracked down her house. Brae looked to be suffering a crisis of identity, like it had suddenly plopped into being and didn’t know what to make of itself. The houses were new but anonymous; there was obviously money around, but it couldn’t buy everything. It couldn’t turn Brae back into the village it had been in the days before Sullom Voe.
They found the house. Rebus told Walt to wait in the car. A woman in her early twenties answered his knock. She was wearing jogging bottoms and a white singlet, her feet bare.
‘Briony?’ Rebus asked.
‘Yes.’
‘Sorry, I don’t know your last name. Can I come in?’
‘No. Who are you?’
‘I’m Detective Inspector John Rebus.’ Rebus showed his warrant card. ‘I’m here about Allan Mitchison.’
‘Mitch? What about him?’
There were a lot of answers to that question. Rebus picked one. ‘He’s dead.’ Then he watched the colour drain from her face. She clung on to the door as if for support, but she still wasn’t letting him in.
‘Would you like to sit down?’ Rebus hinted.
‘What happened to him?’
‘We’re not sure, that’s why I want to talk to Jake.’
‘You’re not sure?’
‘Could be an accident. I’m trying to fill in some background.’
‘Jake isn’t here.’
‘I know, I’ve been trying to reach him.’
‘Somebody from personnel keeps phoning.’
‘On my behalf.’
She nodded slowly. ‘Well, he’s still not here.’ She hadn’t taken her hand off the jamb.
‘Can I get a message to him?’
‘I don’t know where he is.’ As she spoke, the colour started to return to her cheeks. ‘Poor Mitch.’
‘You’ve no idea where Jake is?’
‘He sometimes goes off on a walk. He doesn’t know himself where he’ll end up.’
‘He doesn’t phone you?’
‘He needs his space. So do I, but I find mine when I swim. Jake walks.’
‘He’s due back tomorrow though, or the day after?’
She shrugged. ‘Who knows?’
Rebus reached into a pocket, wrote on a page of his notebook, tore it out. He held it out to her. ‘It has a couple of phone numbers. Will you tell him to call me?’
‘Sure.’
‘Thanks.’ She was staring dully at the piece of paper, her eyes just short of tears. ‘Briony, is there anything you can tell me about Mitch? Anything that might help?’
She looked up from the card to him.
‘No,’ she said. Then, slowly, she closed the door on his face. In that final glimpse of her before the door separated them, Rebus had found her eyes, and seen something there. Not just bewilderment or grief.
Something more like fear. And behind it, a degree of calculation.
It struck him that he was hungry, and gasping for coffee. So they ate in the Sullom Voe canteen. It was a clean white space with potted plants and no smoking signs. Walt was rattling on about how Shetland remained more Norse than Scots; nearly all the place names were Norwegian. To Rebus, it was like the edge of the world, and he liked that. He told Walt about the man on the plane, the one in sheepskin.
‘Oh, that sounds like Mike Sutcliffe.’
Rebus asked to be taken to him.
Mike Sutcliffe had changed out of his sheepskin and was dressed in crisp work clothes. They finally found him in heated conversation beside the ballast water tanks. Two underlings were listening to him complain that they could be replaced by gibbons and nobody would notice. He pointed up at the tanks, then out towards the jetties. There was a tanker moored at one of them, it couldn’t have been any bigger than half a dozen football pitches. Sutcliffe saw Rebus and lost the thread of his argument. He dismissed the workers and began to move away, only he had to get past Rebus first.
Rebus had a smile ready. ‘Mr Sutcliffe, did you get me that map?’
‘What map?’ Sutcliffe kept walking.
‘You said you might have an idea where I could find Jake Harley.’
‘Did I?’
Rebus was almost having to jog to keep up with him. He wasn’t wearing the smile any more. ‘Yes,’ he said coldly, ‘you did.’
Sutcliffe stopped so suddenly, Rebus ended up in front of him. ‘Look, Inspector, I’m up to my gonads in thistles right now. I don’t have time for this.’
And he walked, his eyes not meeting Rebus’s. Rebus marched alongside, keeping silent. He kept it up for a hundred yards, then stopped. Sutcliffe kept going, looking like he might walk right along the jetty and across the water if he had to.
Rebus went back to where Walt was standing. He took his time, thoughtful. The bum’s rush and then some. What or who had changed Sutcliffe’s mind? Rebus pictured an old white-haired man in kilt and sporran. The picture seemed to fit.
Walt took Rebus back to his office in the main admin building. He showed Rebus where the phone was, and said he’d be back with two coffees. Rebus closed the office door, and sat down behind the desk. He was surrounded by oil platforms, tankers, pipelines, and Sullom Voe itself – huge framed photos on the walls; PR literature stacked high; a scale model of a super tanker on the desk. Rebus got an outside line and telephoned Edinburgh, weighing up diplomacy against bullshit and deciding it might save time to just tell the truth.
Mairie Henderson was at home.
‘Mairie, John Rebus.’
‘Oh, Christ,’ she said.
‘You’re not working?’
‘Haven’t you heard of the portable office? Fax-modem and a telephone, that’s all you need. Listen, you owe me.’
‘How so?’ Rebus tried to sound aggrieved.
‘All that work I did for you, and no story at the end of it. That’s not exactly quid pro quo, is it? And journalists have longer memories than elephants.’
‘I gave you Sir Iain’s resignation.’
‘A full ninety minutes before every other hack knew. And it wasn’t exactly the crime of the century to begin with. I know you held back on me.’
‘Mairie, I’m hurt.’
‘Good. Now tell me this is purely a social call.’
‘Absolutely. So how are you keeping?’
A sigh. ‘What do you want?’
Rebus swung ninety degrees in the chair. It was a comfortable chair, good enough to sleep in. ‘I need some digging.’
‘I am completely and utterly surprised.’
‘The name’s Weir. He calls himself Major Weir, but the rank may be spurious.’
‘T-Bird Oil?’
Mairie was a very good journalist. ‘That’s the one.’
‘He just made a speech at that convention.’
‘Well, he had someone else read it out.’
A pause. Rebus flinched. ‘John, you’re in Aberdeen?’
‘Sort of,’ he confessed.
‘Tell me.’
‘Later.’
‘And if there’s a story . . .?’
‘You’re in pole position.’
‘With something longer than a ninety-minute lead time?’
‘Absolutely.’
Silence on the line: she knew he could be lying. She was a journalist; she knew these things.
‘OK, so what do you want to know about Weir?’
‘I don’t know. Everything. The interesting stuff.’
‘Business or personal life?’
‘Both, mainly business.’
‘Do you have a number in Aberdeen?’
‘Mairie, I’m not in Aberdeen. Especially if anyone asks. I’ll get back to you.’
‘I hear they’re reopening the Spaven case.’
‘An internal inquiry, that’s all.’
‘Preliminary to a reopening?’
Walt opened the door, brought in two beakers of coffee. Rebus stood up. ‘Look, I have to go.’
‘Cat got your tongue?’
‘Bye, Mairie.’
‘I checked,’ Walt said, ‘your plane leaves in an hour.’ Rebus nodded and took the coffee. ‘I hope you’ve enjoyed your visit.’
Christ, Rebus thought, he means it, too.
That evening, once he’d recovered from the flight back to Dyce, Rebus ate at the same Indian restaurant Allan Mitchison had frequented: no coincidence. He didn’t know why he wanted to see the place for himself; he just did. The meal was decent, a chicken dopiaza neither better nor worse than he could find in Edinburgh. The diners were couples, young and middle-aged, their conversations quiet. It didn’t look the sort of restaurant you’d raise hell in after sixteen days offshore. If anything, it was a place for contemplation, always supposing you were dining alone. When Rebus’s bill came, he recalled the sums on Mitchison’s credit-card statement – they were about double the present figure.
Rebus showed his warrant card and asked to speak to the manager. The man came bounding up to his table, nervous smile in place.
‘Is there some problem, sir?’
‘No problem,’ Rebus said.
The manager lifted the bill from the table and was about to tear it up, but Rebus stopped him.
‘I’d prefer to pay,’ he said. ‘I only want to ask a couple of questions.’
‘Of course, sir.’ The manager sat down opposite him. ‘What can I do to help?’
‘A young man called Allan Mitchison used to eat here regularly, about once a fortnight.’
The manager nodded. ‘A policeman came in to ask me about him.’
Aberdeen CID: Bain had asked them to check up on Mitchison, their report back an almost total blank.
‘Do you remember him? The customer, I mean?’
The manager nodded. ‘Very nice man, very quiet. He came maybe ten times.’
‘Alone?’
‘Sometimes alone, sometimes with a lady.’
‘Can you describe her?’
The manager shook his head. There was a clatter from the kitchen, distracting him. ‘I just remember he was not always alone.’
‘Why didn’t you tell the other policeman this?’
The man didn’t seem to understand the question. He got to his feet, the kitchen decidedly on his mind. ‘But I did,’ he said, moving away.
Something Aberdeen CID had conveniently left out of their report . . .
There was a different bouncer on the door at Burke’s Club, and Rebus paid his entrance money the same as everybody else. Inside, it was seventies night, with prizes for the best period costume. Rebus watched the parade of platform shoes, Oxford bags, midis and maxis, kipper ties. Nightmare stuff: it all reminded him of his wedding photos. There was a Saturday Night Fever John Travolta, and a girl who was doing a passable imitation of Jodie Foster in Taxi Driver.
The music was a mix of kitsch disco and regressive rock: Chic, Donna Summer, Mud, Showaddywaddy, Rubettes, interspersed with Rod Stewart, the Stones, Status Quo, a blast of Hawkwind and bloody ‘Hi-Ho Silver Lining’.
Jeff Beck: up against the wall now!
The odd song clicked with him, had the power to send him reeling in the years. The DJ somehow still had a copy of Montrose’s ‘Connection’, one of the very best cover versions of a Stones song. Rebus in the army listened to it in his billet late at night, playing on an early Sanyo cassette player, an earpiece plugged in so nobody else could hear. Next morning, he’d be deaf in one ear. He switched the earpiece about each night so he wouldn’t suffer long-term damage.
He sat at the bar. That seemed to be where the single men congregated in silent appraisal of the dance floor. The booths and tables were for couples and office parties, squawks of women who genuinely looked to be enjoying themselves. They wore low-cut tops and short tight skirts, and in the shadowy half-light they all looked terrific. Rebus decided he was drinking too quickly, poured more water into his whisky and asked the barman for more ice, too. He was seated at the corner of the bar, less than six feet from the payphone. Impossible to use it when the music was pounding, and there hadn’t been much of a let-up yet. Which made Rebus think – the only sensible time to use the payphone would be out of hours, when the place was quiet. But at that time there’d be no punters on the premises, just staff . . .
Rebus slipped off his stool and circuited the dance floor. The toilets were signposted down a passageway. He went inside and listened to someone in one of the cubicles snorting something. Then he washed his hands and waited. The toilet flushed, the lock clicked, and a young man in a suit came out. Rebus had his warrant card ready.
‘You’re under arrest,’ he said. ‘Anything you say –’
‘Hey, wait a minute!’ The man still had flecks of white powder in his nostrils. He was mid-twenties, lower management struggling to be middle. His jacket wasn’t expensive, but at least it was new. Rebus pushed him against the wall, angled the hand-drier and pushed the button so the hot air blew across his face.
‘There,’ he said, ‘blow some of that talc away.’
The man turned his face away from the heat. He was shaking, his whole body limp, beaten before they really got started.
‘One question,’ Rebus said, ‘and then you walk out of here . . . how does the song go? As free as a bird. One question.’ The man nodded. ‘Where did you get it?’
‘What?’
Rebus pushed a bit harder. ‘The stuff.’
‘I only do this on a Friday night!’
‘Last time: where did you get it?’
‘Just some guy. He’s here sometimes.’
‘Is he here tonight?’
‘I haven’t seen him.’
‘What does he look like?’
‘Nothing special. Mr Average. You said one question.’
Rebus let the man go. ‘I lied.’
The man sniffed, straightened his jacket. ‘Can I go?’
‘You’re gone.’
Rebus washed his hands, loosened the knot in his tie so he could undo his top button. The sniffer might go back to his booth. He might decide to leave. He might complain to the management. Maybe they paid their way so busts like this wouldn’t happen. He left the toilet and went looking for the office, couldn’t find one. Out in the foyer, there was a staircase. The bouncer was parked in front of it. Rebus told the tux he wanted to speak to the manager.
‘No can do.’
‘It’s important.’
The bouncer shook his head slowly. His eyes didn’t move from Rebus’s face. Rebus knew what he saw: a middle-aged lush, a pathetic figure in a cheap suit. It was time to disabuse him. He opened his warrant card.
‘CID,’ he told the tux. ‘People are selling drugs on these premises and I’m a heartbeat away from calling in the Drugs Squad. Now do I get to talk to the boss?’
He got to talk to the boss.
‘My name’s Erik Stemmons.’ The man came around from his desk to shake Rebus’s hand. It was a small office, but well furnished. Good sound-proofing too: the bass from the dance floor was as much as you could hear. But there were video screens, half a dozen of them. Three showing the main dance floor, two the bar, and one a general view of the booths.
‘You want to put one in the bogs,’ Rebus said, ‘that’s where the action is. You’ve got two on the bar: staff problems?’
‘Not since we put the cameras in.’ Stemmons was dressed in jeans and a white T-shirt, the arms of which he’d rolled up to his shoulders. He had long curling locks, maybe permed, but his hair was thinning and there were tell-tale lines down his face. He wasn’t much younger than Rebus, and the younger he tried to look the older he seemed.
‘Are you with Grampian CID?’
‘No.’
‘Thought not. We get most of them in here, good customers. Sit down, won’t you?’
Rebus sat down. Stemmons got comfortable behind his desk. It was covered with paperwork.
‘Frankly I’m surprised by your allegation,’ he went on. ‘We cooperate fully with the local police, and this club is as clean as any in the city. You know of course that it’s impossible to rule narcotics out of the equation.’
‘Someone was snooking up in the toilet.’
Stemmons shrugged. ‘Exactly. What can we do? Strip search everyone as they enter? Have a sniffer dog roaming the premises?’ He laughed a short laugh. ‘You see the problem.’
‘How long have you lived here, Mr Stemmons?’
‘I came over in ’78. Saw a good thing and stayed. That’s nearly two decades. I’m practically integrated.’ Another laugh; another no reaction from Rebus. Stemmons placed his palms on the desktop. ‘Wherever Americans go in the world – Vietnam, Germany, Panama – entrepreneurs follow. And so long as the pickings stay good, why should we leave?’ He looked down at his hands. ‘What do you really want?’
‘I want to know what you can tell me about Fergus McLure.’
‘Fergus McLure?’
‘You know, dead person, lived near Edinburgh.’
Stemmons shook his head. ‘I’m sorry, that name means nothing to me.’
Oh, Vienna, Rebus nearly sang. ‘You don’t seem to have a phone in here.’
‘Excuse me?’
‘A phone.’
‘I carry a mobile.’
‘The portable office.’
‘Open twenty-four hours. Look, if you’ve a beef, take it up with the local cops. I don’t need this grief.’
‘You haven’t seen grief yet, Mr Stemmons.’
‘Hey.’ Stemmons pointed a finger. ‘If you’ve got something to say, say it. Otherwise, the door’s the thing behind you with the brass handle.’
‘And you’re the thing in front of me with the brass neck.’ Rebus stood up and leaned across the desk. ‘Fergus McLure had information on a drug ring. He died suddenly. Your club’s phone number was lying on his desk. McLure wasn’t exactly the clubbing type.’
‘So?’
Rebus could see Stemmons in a court of law, saying the exact same thing. He could see a jury asking itself the question too.
‘Look,’ Stemmons said, relenting. ‘If I was setting up a drug deal, would I give this guy McLure the number of the club’s payphone, which anyone might pick up, or would I give him my mobile number? You’re a detective, what do you think?’
Rebus saw a judge tossing the case out.
‘Johnny Bible met his first victim here, didn’t he?’
‘Jesus, don’t drag that up. What are you, a ghoul or something? We had CID hassling us for weeks.’
‘You didn’t recognise his description?’
‘Nobody did, not even the bouncers, and I pay them to remember faces. I told your colleagues, maybe he met her after she left the club. Who’s to say?’
Rebus went to the door, paused.
‘Where’s your partner?’
‘Judd? He’s not in tonight.’
‘Does he have an office?’
‘Next door.’
‘Can I see it?’
‘I don’t have a key.’
Rebus opened the door. ‘Does he have a mobile phone too?’
He’d caught Stemmons off guard. The American coughed a response.
‘Didn’t you hear the question?’
‘Judd doesn’t have a mobile. He hates telephones.’
‘So what does he do in an emergency? Send up smoke signals?’
But Rebus knew damned well what Judd Fuller would do.
He’d use a payphone.
He thought he’d earned a last drink before home, but froze halfway to the bar. There was a new couple in one of the booths, and Rebus recognised both of them. The woman was the blonde from his hotel bar. The man sitting beside her, arms draped along the back of the booth, was her junior by about twenty years. He wore an open-necked shirt and a lot of gold chains around his neck. He’d probably seen someone dressed that way in a film once. Or maybe he was going in for the fancy-dress contest: seventies villain. Rebus knew the warty face straight away.
Mad Malky Toal.
Stanley.
Rebus made the connection, made almost too many of them. He felt dizzy, and found himself leaning against the wall-phone. So he picked up the receiver and slammed home a coin. He had the phone number in his notebook. Partick police station. He asked for DI Jack Morton, waited an age. He pushed more money home, only to have someone come on and tell him Morton had left the office.
‘This is urgent,’ Rebus said. ‘My name’s DI John Rebus. Do you have his home number?’
‘I can get him to call you,’ the voice said. ‘Would that do, Inspector?’
Would it? Glasgow was Ancram’s home turf. If Rebus handed over his number, Ancram could get to hear of it, and would know where he was . . . Fuck it, he was only here another day. He reeled the number off and put down the receiver, thanking God the DJ had been playing a slow number: Python Lee Jackson, ‘In a Broken Dream’.
Rebus had those to spare.
He sat at the bar, his back to Stanley and his woman. But he could see them distorted in the mirror behind the optics. Dark distant figures, coiling and uncoiling. Of course Stanley was in town: hadn’t he killed Tony El? But why? And two bigger questions: was he here in Burke’s Club by coincidence?
And what was he doing with the blonde from the hotel?
Rebus was starting to get inklings. He kept an ear out for the telephone, prayed for another slow record. Bowie, ‘John, I’m Only Dancing’. A guitar like sawing through metal. It didn’t matter: the phone didn’t ring.
‘Here’s one we’d all rather forget,’ the DJ drawled. ‘But I want to see you up dancing to it anyway, otherwise I might just have to play it again.’
Lieutenant Pigeon: ‘Mouldy Old Dough’. The telephone rang. Rebus leapt to it.
‘Hello?’
‘John? Got the hi-fi loud enough?’
‘I’m at a disco.’
‘At your age? Is this the emergency – you want me to talk you out of there?’
‘No, I want you to describe Eve to me.’
‘Eve?’
‘Uncle Joe Toal’s woman.’
‘I’ve only seen her in photos.’ Jack Morton thought about it. ‘Blonde out of a bottle, face that could bend nails. Twenty or thirty years ago she might have looked like Madonna, but I’m probably being generous.’
Eve, Uncle Joe’s lady – chatting Rebus up in an Aberdeen hotel. Coincidence? Hardly. Readying to pump him for information? Nap hand. And up here with Stanley, the two of them looking pretty cosy . . . He remembered her words: ‘I’m in sales. Products for the oil industry.’ Yes, Rebus could guess now what kind of products . . .
‘John?’
‘Yes, Jack?’
‘This phone number, is that an Aberdeen code?’
‘Keep it to yourself. No grassing me up to Ancram.’
‘Just one question . . .?’
‘What?’
‘Can I really hear “Mouldy Old Dough”?’
Rebus closed the conversation, finished his drink and left. There was a car parked on the other side of the road. The driver lowered his window so Rebus could see him. It was DS Ludovic Lumsden.
Rebus smiled, waved, started to cross the road. He was thinking: I don’t trust you.
‘Hiya, Ludo,’ he said. Just a man who’d been out for a drink and a dance. ‘What brings you here?’
‘You weren’t in your room. I guessed you might be here.’
‘Some guess.’
‘You lied to me, John. You told me about a book of matches from Burke’s Club.’
‘Right.’
‘They don’t do books of matches.’
‘Oh.’
‘Can I give you a lift?’
‘The hotel’s only two minutes away.’
‘John.’ Lumsden’s eyes were cold. ‘Can I give you a lift?’
‘Sure, Ludo.’ Rebus walked around the car and got into the passenger seat.
They drove down to the harbour, parked on an empty street. Lumsden turned off the ignition and turned in his seat.
‘So?’
‘So what?’
‘So you went to Sullom Voe today and didn’t bother to tell me. So why has my patch suddenly become your patch? How would you like it if I started creeping around Edinburgh behind your back?’
‘Am I a prisoner here? I thought I was one of the good guys.’
‘It’s not your town.’
‘I’m beginning to see that. But maybe it’s not your town either.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘I mean who really runs the place, behind the scenes? You’ve got kids going mad with frustration, you’ve got a ready audience for dope and anything else that might give their life a kick. In that club tonight, I saw the lunatic I told you about, Stanley.’
‘Toal’s son?’
‘That’s him. Tell me, is he up here for the floral displays?’
‘Did you ask him?’
Rebus lit a cigarette, wound down the window so he could flick the ash out. ‘He didn’t see me.’
‘You think we should question him about Tony El.’ A statement of fact, no answer required. ‘What would he tell us – “sure, I did it”? Come on, John.’
A woman was knocking on the window. Lumsden lowered it, and she was into her spiel.
‘Two of you, well, I don’t normally do threesomes but you look like nice . . . Oh, hello Mr Lumsden.’
‘Evening, Cleo.’
She looked at Rebus, then Lumsden again. ‘I see your tastes have changed.’
‘Lose yourself, Cleo.’ Lumsden wound the window back up. The woman disappeared into the darkness.
Rebus turned to face Lumsden. ‘Look, I don’t know just how bent you are. I don’t know whose money will be paying for my stay at the hotel. There’s a lot I don’t know, but I’m beginning to get the feeling I know this city. I know it because it’s much the same as Edinburgh. I know you could live here for years without glimpsing what’s beneath the surface.’
Lumsden started to laugh. ‘You’ve been here – what? – a day and a half? You’re a tourist here, don’t presume to know the place. I’ve been here a hell of a lot longer, and even I couldn’t claim that.’
‘All the same, Ludo . . .’ Rebus said quietly.
‘Is this leading somewhere?’
‘I thought you were the one who wanted to talk.’
‘And you’re the one who’s talking.’
Rebus sighed, spoke slowly as to a child. ‘Uncle Joe controls Glasgow, including – my guess – a fair bit of the drug trade. Now his son’s up here, drinking in Burke’s Club. An Edinburgh snitch had some gen on a consignment headed north. He also had the phone number of Burke’s. He ended up dead.’ Rebus held up a finger. ‘That’s one strand. Tony El tortured an oil-worker, who consequently died. Tony El scurried back up here but neatly passed away. That’s three deaths so far, every one of them suspicious, and nobody’s doing much about it.’ A second finger. ‘Strand two. Are the two connected? I don’t know. At the moment, all that connects them is Aberdeen itself. But that’s a start. You don’t know me, Ludo, a start is all I need.’
‘Can I change the subject slightly?’
‘Go ahead.’
‘Did you get anything on Shetland?’
‘Just a bad feeling. A little hobby of mine, I collect them.’
‘And tomorrow you’re going out to Bannock?’
‘You’ve been busy.’
‘A few phone calls, that’s all it took. Know something?’ Lumsden started the car. ‘I’ll be glad to see the back of you. My life was simple until you came along.’
‘Never a dull moment,’ Rebus said, opening the door.
‘Where are you going?’
‘I’ll walk. Nice night for it.’
‘Suit yourself.’
‘I always do.’
Rebus watched the car move off, turn a corner. He listened to the engine fade, flicked his cigarette on to the tarmac and started to walk. The first place he passed was the Yardarm. It was Exotic Dancer night, with a scarecrow on the door charging admission. Rebus had been there, done that. The heyday of the exotic dancer had been the late seventies, every pub in Edinburgh seemed to have them: men watching from behind pint glasses, the stripper selecting her three records from the jukebox, a collection afterwards if you wanted her to go a bit further.
‘Only two quid, pal,’ the scarecrow called, but Rebus shook his head and kept walking.
The same nighttime sounds were around him: drunken whoops, whistles, and the birds who didn’t know how late it was. A prowl of woolly suits was questioning two teenagers. Rebus passed by, just another tourist. Maybe Lumsden was right, but Rebus didn’t think so. Aberdeen felt so much like Edinburgh. Sometimes, you visited a town or city and couldn’t get a handle on it, but this wasn’t one of those.
On Union Terrace a low stone wall separated him from the gardens, which were in a gully below. He saw his car still parked across the road, directly outside the hotel. He was about to cross when hands grabbed at his arms and hauled him backwards. He felt the small of his back hit the wall, felt himself tipping backwards, up and over.
Falling, rolling . . . Skidding down the steep slope into the gardens, not able to stop himself, so going with the roll. He hit bushes, felt them tear at his shirt. His nose gouged the earth, tears springing into his eyes. Then he was on the flat. Clipped grass. Lying winded on his back, adrenalin masking any immediate damage. More sounds: crashing through bushes. They were following him down. He half rose to his knees, but a foot caught him, sent him sprawling on to his front. The foot came down hard on his head, held it there, so he was sucking grass, his nose feeling ready to break. Someone wrenched his hands behind his back and up, the pressure just right: excruciating pain couldn’t overcome the knowledge that if he moved, he’d pop an arm out of its socket.
Two men, at least two. One with the foot. One working the arms. The alcoholic streets seemed a long way off, traffic a distant drone. Now something cold against his temple. He knew the feeling – a handgun, colder than dry ice.
A voice hissing, close to his ear. Blood pounding there, so he had to strain to hear it. A hiss close to a whisper, hard to identify.
‘There’s a message, so I hope you’re listening.’
Rebus couldn’t speak. His mouth was full of dirt.
He waited for the message, but it didn’t come. Then it did.
Pistol-whipped to the side of his head, just above the ear. An explosion of light behind his eyes. Then darkness.
He woke up and it was still night. Sat up and looked around. His eyes hurt when he moved them. He touched his head – no blood. It hadn’t been that kind of thwack. Blunt, not sharp. Just the one by the feel of things. After he’d lost consciousness they’d left him. He searched his pockets, found money, car keys, warrant card and all his other cards. But of course it hadn’t been a robbery. It had been a message, hadn’t they told him so themselves?
He tried standing. His side hurt. He checked, saw that he’d grazed it coming down the slope. A graze on his forehead too, and his nose had bled a little. He checked the ground around him, but they hadn’t left anything. It wouldn’t have been professional. All the same, he tried as best he could to trace the route they’d come down, just in case something had been left behind.
Nothing. He hauled himself back over the wall. A taxi driver looked at him in disgust and pressed harder on the accelerator. He’d seen a drunk, a tramp, a loser.
Last year’s man.
Rebus limped across the road into the hotel. The woman behind the reception desk was reaching for the phone, ready to summon back-up, but then recognised him from earlier.
‘Whatever happened to you?’
‘Fell down some steps.’
‘Do you want a doctor?’
‘Just my key, please.’
‘We’ve a first aid kit.’
Rebus nodded. ‘Have it sent up to my room.’
He took a bath, a good long soak, then towelled off and examined the damage. His temple was swollen where the butt had connected, and he had a headache worse than half a dozen hangovers. Some thorns had lodged in his side, but he was able to pick them out with his fingernails. He cleaned the graze, no need for plasters. He might ache in the morning, but he’d probably sleep, so long as the ticking noise didn’t come back. A double brandy had arrived with the first aid; he sipped it, hand trembling. He lay on his bed and phoned home, checking the machine. Ancram, Ancram, Ancram. It was too late to phone Mairie, but he tried Brian Holmes’s number. A lot of rings later, Holmes picked up.
‘Aye?’
‘Brian, it’s me.’
‘What can I do you for?’
Rebus had his eyes screwed shut; difficult to think past the pain. ‘Why didn’t you tell me Nell had walked out?’
‘How do you know?’
‘I came by your house. I know a batch pad when I see one. Do you want to talk about it?’
‘No.’
‘Is it the same problem as before?’
‘She wants me to leave the force.’
‘And?’
‘And maybe she’s right. But I’ve tried before, and it’s hard.’
‘I know.’
‘Well, there’s more than one way of leaving.’
‘How do you mean?’
‘Nothing.’ And he wouldn’t say any more about it. He wanted to talk about the Spaven case. The bottom line from his reading of the notes: Ancram would smell collusion, a certain economy with the truth; which wasn’t to say there was anything he could do about it.
‘I also notice you interviewed one of Spaven’s friends at the time, Fergus McLure. He’s just died, you know.’
‘Dearie me.’
‘Drowned in the canal, out Ratho way.’
‘What did the post mortem say?’
‘He received a nasty bump to the head some time before entering the water. It’s being treated as suspicious, so . . .’
‘So?’
‘So if I were you, I’d steer clear. Don’t want to hand Ancram any more ammo.’
‘Speaking of Ancram . . .’
‘He’s looking for you.’
‘I sort of missed our first interview.’
‘Where are you?’
‘Laying low.’ With his eyes closed and three paracetamol in his stomach.
‘I don’t think he went for your flu story.’
‘That’s his problem.’
‘Maybe.’
‘So you’re finished on Spaven?’
‘Looks like.’
‘What about that prisoner? The one who was the last to speak to Spaven?’
‘I’m on it, but I think he’s no fixed abode, could take a while.’
‘I really appreciate it, Brian. Do you have a story ready if Ancram finds out?’
‘No problem. Take care, John.’
‘You too, son.’ Son? Where had that come from? Rebus put down the phone, picked up the TV remote. Beach volleyball would just about do him for tonight . . .
Oil: black gold. The North Sea’s exploration and exploitation rights had been divvied up long ago. The oil companies spent a lot of money on that initial exploration. A block might yield no oil or gas at all. Vessels were sent out laden with scientific equipment, their data studied and discussed – all this before a single test well was sunk. The reserves might lie three thousand metres beneath the sea bed – Mother Nature not keen to give up the hidden trove. But the plunderers had ever more technical expertise; water depths of two hundred metres no longer bothered them. In fact, the latest discoveries – Atlantic oil, two hundred kilometres west of Shetland – involved a water depth of between four and six hundred metres.
If the test drilling proved successful, showing reserves worth the game, a production platform would be built, along with all the various modules to accompany it. In some parts of the North Sea the weather was too unpredictable for tanker loading, so pipelines would have to be installed – the Brent and Ninian pipelines took crude directly to Sullom Voe, while other pipelines carried gas to Aberdeenshire. All this, and still the oil proved stubborn. In many fields, you could expect to recover only forty or fifty per cent of the available reserve, but then the reserve might consist of one and a half billion barrels.
Then there was the platform itself, sometimes three hundred metres high, a jacket weighing forty thousand tonnes, covered in eight hundred tonnes of paint, and with additional weight of modules and equipment totalling thirty thousand tonnes. The figures were staggering. Rebus tried to take them in, but gave up after a while and decided just to be awestruck. He’d only ever once seen a rig, when he’d been visiting relatives in Methil. The street of prefab bungalows led down to the construction yard, where a three-dimensional steel grid lay on its side, towering into the sky. From a distance of a mile, it had been spectacular enough. He recalled it now, staring at the glossy photographs in the brochure, a brochure all about Bannock. The platform, he read, carried fifteen hundred kilometres of electrical cable, and could accommodate nearly two hundred workers. Once the jacket had been towed out to the oilfield and anchored there, over a dozen modules were placed atop it, everything from accommodation to oil and gas separation. The whole structure had been designed to withstand winds of one hundred knots, and storms with hundred-foot waves.
Rebus was hoping for calm seas today.
He was sitting in a lounge at Dyce Airport, only a little nervous about the flight he was about to take. The brochure assured him that safety was paramount in ‘such a potentially hazardous environment’, and showed him photos of fire-fighting teams, a safety and support vessel on constant standby, and fully equipped lifeboats. ‘The lessons of Piper Alpha have been learned.’ The Piper Alpha platform, north-east of Aberdeen: over a hundred and sixty fatalities on a summer’s night in 1988.
Very reassuring.
The flunkey who’d handed him the brochure had said he hoped Rebus had brought something to read.
‘Why?’
‘Because the flight can take three hours total, and most of the time it’s too noisy for chit-chat.’
Three hours. Rebus had gone into the terminal’s shop and bought himself a book. He knew the journey comprised two stages – Sumburgh first, and then a Super Puma helicopter out to Bannock. Three hours out, three hours back. He yawned, checked his watch. It wasn’t quite eight o’clock yet. He’d skipped breakfast – didn’t like the idea of boaking it back up on the flight. His total consumption this morning: four paracetamol, one glass of orange juice. He held his hands out in front of him: tremors he could put down to aftershock.
There were two anecdotes he liked in the brochure: he learned that a ‘derrick’ was named after a seventeenth-century hangman; and that the first oil had come ashore at Cruden Bay, where Bram Stoker once took his holidays. From one kind of vampirism to another . . . only the brochure didn’t put it like that.
There was a television on in front of him, playing a safety video. It told you what to do if your helicopter went down into the North Sea. It all looked very slick on the video: nobody panicked. They slid out of their seats, located the inflatable life-rafts and launched them on to the calm waters of an indoor pool.
‘Holy God, what happened to you?’
He looked up. Ludovic Lumsden was standing there, newspaper folded in his jacket pocket, a beaker of coffee in his hand.
‘Mugged,’ Rebus said. ‘You wouldn’t know anything about it, would you?’
‘Mugged?’
‘Two men were waiting for me last night outside the hotel. Threw me over the wall into the gardens, then stuck a gun against my head.’ Rebus rubbed the lump on his temple. It felt worse than it looked.
Lumsden sat down a couple of seats away, looked aghast. ‘Did you get a look at them?’
‘No.’
Lumsden put his coffee on the floor. ‘Did they take anything?’
‘They weren’t after anything. They just had a message for me.’
‘What?’
Rebus tapped his temple. ‘A thumping.’
Lumsden frowned. ‘That was the message?’
‘I think I was supposed to read between the lines. You wouldn’t be any good at translating, would you?’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Nothing.’ Rebus stared at him hard. ‘What are you doing here?’
Lumsden was staring at the tiled floor, mind elsewhere. ‘I’m coming with you.’
‘Why?’
‘Oil Liaison. You’re visiting a rig. I should be there.’
‘Keeping an eye on me?’
‘It’s procedure.’ He looked towards the television. ‘Don’t worry about ditching, I’ve had the training. What it boils down to is, you’ve got about five minutes from the time you hit the water.’
‘And after five minutes?’
‘Hypothermia.’ Lumsden lifted his coffee cup, drank from it. ‘So pray we don’t hit a storm out there.’
After Sumburgh Airport, there was nothing but sea and a sky wider than any Rebus had seen before, thin clouds strung across it. The twin-engined Puma flew low and loud. The interior was cramped, and so were the survival suits they’d been made to put on. Rebus’s was a bright orange one-piece with a hood, and he’d been ordered to keep it zipped up to his chin. The pilot wanted him to keep his hood up, too, but Rebus found that sitting down with the hood tight across his head, the legs of the suit threatened to dissect his scrotum. He’d been in choppers before – back in army days – but for short hops only. Designs might have changed over the years, but the Puma didn’t sound any quieter than the old buckets the army had used. Everyone, however, wore ear-protectors, through which the pilot could talk to them. Two other men, contract engineers, flew with them. From flying height, the North Sea looked tranquil, a gentle rise and fall showing the currents. The water looked black, but that was just cloud cover. The brochure had gone into great detail concerning anti-pollution measures. Rebus tried to read his book, but couldn’t. It juddered on his knees, blurring the words, and he couldn’t keep his mind on the story anyway. Lumsden was looking out of the window, squinting into the light. Rebus knew Lumsden was keeping an eye on him, and he was doing so because Rebus had touched a nerve last night. Lumsden tapped his shoulder, pointed through the window.
There were three rigs below them, off to the east. A tanker was moving away from one of them. Tall flares sent bright yellow flames licking into the sky. The pilot told them they would pass to the west of the Ninian and Brent fields before reaching Bannock. Later, he came back on the radio.
‘This is Bannock coming up now.’
Rebus looked past Lumsden’s shoulder, saw the single platform coming into view. The tallest structure on it was the flare, but there were no flames. That was because Bannock was coming to the end of its useful life. Very little gas and oil were left to exploit. Next to the flare was a tower, like a cross between an industrial chimney and a space rocket. It was painted with red and white stripes, like the flare. It was probably the drilling tower. Rebus made out the words T-Bird Oil on the jacket below it, along with the block number – 211/7. Three large cranes stood against one edge of the platform, while a whole corner was given over to a helipad, painted green with a yellow circle surrounding the letter H. Rebus thought: one gust could have us over the side. There was a two hundred foot drop to the waiting sea. Orange lifeboats clung to the underside of the jacket, and in another corner sat layers of white portacabins, like bulk containers. A ship sat alongside the platform – the safety and support vessel.
‘Hello,’ said the pilot, ‘what’s this?’
He’d spotted another boat, circling the platform at a distance of maybe half a mile.
‘Protesters,’ he said. ‘Bloody idiots.’
Lumsden looked out of his window, pointing. Rebus saw it: a narrow boat painted orange, its sails down. It looked to be very close to the safety ship.
‘They could get themselves killed,’ Lumsden said. ‘And good riddance.’
‘I do like a copper with a balanced view.’
They swept out to sea again and banked sharply, then headed for the heliport. Rebus was deep in prayer as they seemed to weave wildly, only fifty feet or so above the deck. He could see the helipad, then whitecapped water, then the helipad again. And then they were down, landing on what looked like a fishing net, covering the white capital H. The doors opened and Rebus removed his ear-protectors. The last words he heard were, ‘Keep your head down when you get out.’
He kept his head down when he got out. Two men in orange overalls, wearing yellow hard hats and ear-protectors, led them off the helipad and handed out hard hats. The engineers were led one way, Rebus and Lumsden another.
‘You’ll probably want a mug of tea after that,’ their guide said. He saw that Rebus was having trouble with the hat. ‘You can adjust the strap.’ He showed him how. There was a fierce wind blowing, and Rebus said as much. The man laughed.
‘This is dead calm,’ he yelled into the wind.
Rebus felt like he wanted to hang on to something. It wasn’t just the wind, it was the feeling of how fragile this whole enterprise was. He’d expected to see and smell oil, but the most obvious product around here wasn’t oil – it was seawater. The North Sea surrounded him, massive compared to this speck of welded metal. It insinuated itself into his lungs; the salt gusts stung his cheeks. It rose in vast waves as if to engulf him. It seemed bigger than the sky above it, a force as threatening as any in nature. The guide was smiling.
‘I know just what you’re thinking. I thought the same thing myself first time I came out here.’
Rebus nodded. The Nationalists said it was Scotland’s oil, the oil companies had the exploitation rights, but the picture out here told a different story: oil belonged to the sea, and the sea wouldn’t give it up without a fight.
Their guide led them to the relative safety of the canteen. It was clean and quiet, with brick troughs filled with plants, and long white tables ready for the next shift. A couple of orange overalls sat drinking tea at one table, while at another three men in checked shirts ate chocolate bars and yoghurt.
‘This place is mad at mealtimes,’ the guide said, grabbing a tray. ‘Tea all right for you?’
Lumsden and Rebus agreed that tea was fine. There was a long serving-hatch, and a woman at the far end smiling at them.
‘Hello, Thelma,’ their guide said. ‘Three teas. Lunch smells good.’
‘Ratatouille, steak and chips, or chilli.’ Thelma poured tea from a huge pot.
‘Canteen’s open twenty-four hours,’ the guide told Rebus. ‘Most guys, when they first arrive, they overeat. The puddings are lethal.’ He slapped his stomach and laughed. ‘Isn’t that right, Thelma?’ Rebus recalled the man in the Yardarm telling him much the same thing.
Even seated, Rebus’s legs felt shaky. He put it down to the flight. Their guide introduced himself as Eric, and said that seeing how they were police officers, they could skip the introductory safety video.
‘Though by rights I’m supposed to show you it.’
Lumsden and Rebus shook their heads, and Lumsden asked how close the platform was to decommissioning.
‘Last oil’s already been pumped out,’ Eric said. ‘Pump a final load of seawater into the reservoir and most of us will ship out. Maintenance crew only, until they decide what to do with her. They’d better make up their minds soon, manning this even just with maintenance shifts is an expensive business. You still have to get the supplies out here, the shift changeovers, and you still need the safety ship. It all costs money.’
‘Which is all right so long as Bannock is producing oil?’
‘Exactly,’ said Eric. ‘But when it’s not producing . . . well, the accountants start having palpitations. We lost a couple of days’ worth last month, some problem with the heat exchangers. They were out here, waving their calculators about . . .’ Eric laughed.
He was nothing like the roustabout of legend, the myth of the roughneck. He was a skinny five and a half feet and wore steel-rimmed glasses above a sharp nose and pointed chin. Rebus looked at the other men in the canteen and tried to equate them with the picture of the oil ‘bear’, face blackened with crude, biceps expanding as he fought to contain a gusher. Eric saw him looking.
‘The three over there,’ meaning the checked shirts, ‘work in the Control Room. Nearly everything these days is computerised: logic circuits, computer monitoring . . . You should ask for a look round, it’s like NASA or something, and it only takes three or four people to work the whole system. We’ve come a long way from “Texas Tea”.’
‘We saw some protesters in a boat,’ Lumsden said, scooping sugar into his mug.
‘They’re off their noggins. These are dangerous waters for a craft that size. Plus they circle too close, all it’d take is a gust to blow them into the platform.’
Rebus turned to Lumsden. ‘You’re the Grampian Police presence here, maybe you should do something.’
Lumsden snorted and turned to Eric. ‘They haven’t done anything illegal yet, have they?’
‘All they’re breaking so far are the unwritten maritime rules. When you’ve finished your tea, you’ll want to see Willie Ford, is that right?’
‘Right,’ Rebus said.
‘I told him we’d meet him in the recky room.’
‘I’d like to see Allan Mitchison’s room, too.’
Eric nodded. ‘Willie’s room: the cabins here are twin berths.’
‘Tell me,’ Rebus said, ‘the decommissioning – any idea what T-Bird are going to do with the platform?’
‘Might still end up sinking it.’
‘After the trouble with Brent Spar?’
Eric shrugged. ‘The accountants are in favour. They only need two things: the government on their side, and a good public relations campaign. The latter’s already well under way.’
‘With Hayden Fletcher in charge?’ Rebus guessed.
‘That’s the man.’ Eric picked up his hard hat. ‘All finished?’
Rebus drained his mug. ‘Lead the way.’
Outside, it was now ‘blustery’ – Eric’s description. Rebus held on to a rail as he walked. Some workers were leaning over the side of the platform. Beyond them, Rebus could see a huge spume of water. He went up to the rail. The support ship was sending jets of water in the direction of the protest boat.
‘Trying to scare them off,’ Eric explained. ‘Keep them from getting too close to the legs.’
Christ, thought Rebus, why today? He could just see the protest boat ramming the platform, forcing an evacuation . . . The jets continued their work, all four of them. Someone passed him a pair of binoculars and he trained them on the protest vessel. Orange oilskins – half a dozen figures on the deck. Banners tied to the rails. NO DUMPING. SAVE OUR OCEANS.
‘That boat doesn’t look too healthy to me,’ someone said.
Figures were going below, reappearing, waving their arms as they explained something.
‘Stupid buggers, they’ve probably let the engine flood.’
‘She can’t be left to drift.’
‘Could be a Trojan horse, lads.’
They all laughed at that. Eric moved off, Rebus and Lumsden following. They climbed up and down ladders. At certain points, Rebus could see clear through the latticework of steel flooring to the churning sea below. There were cables and pipes everywhere, but nowhere you could trip over them. Eventually, Eric opened a door and led them down a corridor. It was a relief to be out of the wind; Rebus realised they’d been outdoors for all of eight minutes.
They passed rooms with pool tables in them, and table-tennis tables, dart boards, video games. The video games seemed popular. Nobody was playing table-tennis.
‘Some platforms have swimming pools,’ Eric said, ‘but not us.’
‘Is it my imagination,’ Rebus asked, ‘or did I just feel the floor move?’
‘Oh aye,’ Eric said, ‘there’s a bit of give, has to be. In a swell, you’d swear she was going to break free.’ And he laughed again. They kept walking along the corridor, passing a library – no one in it – and a TV room.
‘We’ve three TV rooms,’ Eric explained. ‘Satellite telly only, but mostly the lads prefer videos. Willie should be in here.’
They entered a large room with a couple of dozen stiff-backed chairs and a large-screen TV. There were no windows, and the lights had been dimmed. Eight or nine men sat, arms folded, in front of the screen. They were complaining about something. A man was standing at the video recorder, holding a tape in his hand, turning it over. He shrugged.
‘Sorry about this,’ he said.
‘That’s Willie,’ Eric said.
Willie Ford was in his early forties, well built but slightly hunched, with a regulation number one haircut: down to the wood. His nose covered a quarter of his face, a beard protected most of the rest. With more of a tan, he might have passed for a Muslim fundamentalist. Rebus walked up to him.
‘Are you the policeman?’ Willie Ford asked. Rebus nodded.
‘The natives look restless.’
‘It’s this video. It was supposed to be Black Rain, you know, Michael Douglas. But instead it’s some Jap flick with the same name, all about Hiroshima. Close but no cigar.’ He turned to the audience. ‘Some you win, guys. You’ll have to settle for something else.’ Then shrugged and moved away, Rebus following. The four of them went back along the corridor and into the library.
‘So you’re in charge of entertainment, Mr Ford?’
‘No, I just like videos. There’s a place in Aberdeen does fortnight rentals. I usually bring some out with me.’ He was still holding the video. ‘I can’t believe this. The last foreign language film that lot watched was probably Emmanuelle.’
‘You get porn films?’ Rebus asked, like he was just making conversation.
‘Dozens of them.’
‘How strong?’
‘It varies.’ An amused look. ‘Inspector, did you fly out here to ask me about dirty videos?’
‘No, sir, I came to ask you about Allan Mitchison.’
Ford’s face clouded like the sky outside. Lumsden was watching from the window, maybe wondering if they’d have to stay the night . . .
‘Poor Mitch,’ Ford said. ‘I still can’t believe it.’
‘You shared a room?’
‘These past six months.’
‘Mr Ford, we don’t have too much time, so you’ll forgive me if I’m blunt.’ Rebus paused to let him digest this. His mind was half on Lumsden. ‘Mitch was killed by a man called Anthony Kane, a thug for hire. Kane used to work for a Glasgow ganglord, but recently he’s apparently been operating freelance out of Aberdeen. The night before last, Mr Kane turned up dead, too. Do you know why Kane would kill Mitch?’
Ford looked stunned, blinked a few times and let his jaw drop open. Eric was looking disbelieving, too, while Lumsden affected a look of merely professional interest. Finally Ford was able to speak.
‘I’ve . . . I’ve no idea,’ he said. ‘Could it be a mistake?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘It could be anything. That’s why I’m trying to compose a picture of Mitch’s life. For that, I need his friends’ help. Will you help me?’
Ford nodded. Rebus sat down on a chair. ‘Then you can start,’ he said, ‘by telling me about him, tell me anything and everything you can.’
At some point, Eric and Lumsden wandered off for lunch. Lumsden brought sandwiches back for Rebus and Willie Ford. Ford talked, pausing only to take drinks of water. He told Rebus what Allan Mitchison had told him of his background – the parents who weren’t his real parents; the special school with its dorms. That was why Mitch liked the rigs – the sense of fellowship, and the shared accommodation. Rebus began to see why his flat in Edinburgh had remained unloved. Ford knew a lot about Mitch, knew that his hobbies included hill-walking and ecology.
‘Is that how he came to be friends with Jake Harley?’
‘Is he the one at Sullom Voe?’ Rebus nodded. Ford nodded with him. ‘Yes, Mitch told me about him. They were both keen on ecology.’
Rebus thought of the demo boat outside . . . thought of Allan Mitchison working in an industry that was a target for Green protest.
‘How involved was he?’
‘He was pretty active. I mean, the work schedule here, you can’t be active all the time. Sixteen days out of every month, he was offshore. We get TV news, but not much in the way of newspapers – not the kind Mitch liked to read. But that didn’t stop him organising that concert. Poor sod was looking forward to it.’
Rebus frowned. ‘What concert?’
‘In Duthie Park. Tonight, I think, if the weather holds.’
‘The protest concert?’ Ford nodded. ‘Allan Mitchison organised it?’
‘Well, he did his bit. Contacted a couple of the bands to see if they’d play.’
Rebus’s head birled. The Dancing Pigs were playing that gig. Mitchison was a big fan of theirs. Yet he hadn’t had a ticket for their Edinburgh gig . . . No, because he hadn’t needed one – he would be on the guest list! Which meant what exactly?
Answer: bugger all.
Except that Michelle Strachan had been murdered in Duthie Park . . .
‘Mr Ford, weren’t Mitch’s employers worried about his . . . loyalty?’
‘You don’t have to be in favour of raping the world to get a job in this industry. In fact, as industries go it’s a lot cleaner than some.’
Rebus mulled this over. ‘Mr Ford, can I take a look at your cabin?’
‘Sure.’
The cabin was small. You wouldn’t want to suffer claustrophobia of a night. There were two narrow single beds. Above Ford’s bed were pinned pictures; nothing above the other bed but holes where the drawing-pins had been.
‘I packed away all his stuff,’ Ford explained. ‘Do you know if there’s anyone . . .?’
‘There’s no one.’
‘Oxfam then, maybe.’
‘Whatever you like, Mr Ford. Let’s call you the unofficial executor.’
That did it. Ford slumped on his bed, head in hands. ‘Oh, Jesus,’ he said, rocking. ‘Jesus, Jesus.’
Tactful, John. The silver-tongued clarion of bad news. With tears in his eyes, Ford excused himself and left the room.
Rebus got to work.
He opened drawers and the small built-in wardrobe, but eventually found what he wanted beneath Mitchison’s bed. A bin-bag and a series of carrier bags: the deceased’s worldly goods.
They didn’t amount to much. Maybe Mitchison’s background had something to do with it. If you didn’t burden yourself with stuff, you could high-tail it out of anywhere, any time. There were some clothes, some books – sci-fi, political economics, The Dancing Wu-Li Masters. The last one sounded to Rebus like a ballroom competition. He found a couple of envelopes of photographs, went through them. The platform. Workmates. The budgie and its crew. Other groups, onshore this time: trees in the background. Only these didn’t look like workmates – long hair, tie-dye T-shirts, reggae hats. Friends? Friends of the Earth? The second packet seemed light. Rebus counted the photos: fourteen. Then he pulled out the negatives: a count of twenty-five. Eleven short. He held the negs up to the light, but couldn’t make out much. The missing photos seemed more of the same; group portraits, a couple of them with only three or four figures. Rebus put the negs in his pocket, just as Willie Ford came back into the room.
‘Sorry about that.’
‘My fault, Mr Ford. I spoke without thinking. You know earlier I asked you about porn?’
‘Yes.’
‘What about drugs?’
‘I don’t use them.’
‘But if you did . . .’
‘It’s a closed circle, Inspector. I don’t use, and no one’s offered me any. As far as I’m concerned, people could be shooting up round the corner and I’d never know, because I’m not in the loop.’
‘But there is a loop?’
Ford smiled. ‘Maybe. But on R&R time only. I’d know if I was working beside someone who was wired. They know better than to do that. Working on a platform, you need all the wits you’ve got and any you can borrow.’
‘Have there been accidents?’
‘One or two, but our safety record’s good. They weren’t drug-related.’
Rebus looked thoughtful. Ford seemed to remember something.
‘You should see what’s happening outside.’
‘What?’
‘They’re bringing the protesters aboard.’
So they were. Rebus and Ford went out to take a look. Ford donned his hard hat, but Rebus carried his: he couldn’t get it to sit right, and the only thing threatening to fall from the skies was rain. Lumsden and Eric were already there, along with a few other men. They watched the bedraggled figures climb the last few steps. Despite their oilskins, they looked soaked – courtesy of the power hoses. Rebus recognised one of them: it was braid-hair again. She looked glum verging on furious. He moved towards her, until she was looking at him.
‘We must stop meeting like this,’ he said.
But she wasn’t paying him any attention. Instead, she yelled ‘NOW!’ and snaked to her right, bringing her hand out of her pocket. She already had one half of the handcuffs clamped around her wrist, and now attached the other firmly around the top rail. Two of her companions did likewise, and started yelling protests at the tops of their voices. Two others were hauled back before they could complete the process. The cuffs were snapped shut on themselves.
‘Who’s got the keys?’ an oil-worker was yelling.
‘We left them on the mainland!’
‘Christ.’ The oilman turned to a colleague. ‘Go fetch the oxy-acetylene.’ He turned to braid-hair. ‘Don’t worry, the sparks may burn, but we’ll have you out of there in a jiffy.’
She ignored him, kept on chanting with the others. Rebus smiled: you had to admire it. Trojan horse with knobs on.
The torch arrived. Rebus couldn’t believe they were really going to do it. He turned to Lumsden.
‘Don’t say a word,’ the policeman warned. ‘Remember what I said about frontier justice. We’re well out of it.’
The torch was lit, a little flare of its own. There was a helicopter overhead. Rebus had half a mind – maybe more than half – to throw the torch over the side.
‘Christ, it’s the telly!’
They all looked up. The helicopter was hovering low, a video camera pointed straight at them.
‘Fucking TV news.’
Oh great, Rebus thought. That’s just spot on. Really low-key, John. National television news. Maybe he should just send Ancram a postcard . . .
Back in Aberdeen, he thought he could still feel the deck moving beneath him. Lumsden had headed off home, carrying with him a promise from Rebus that he’d be packed and off the following morning.
Rebus hadn’t mentioned he might be back.
It was early evening, cool but bright, the streets busy with last shoppers trudging home and Saturday night revellers starting early. He walked down to Burke’s Club. A different bouncer again, so no grief there. Rebus paid his money like a good boy, waded through the music until he reached the bar. The place hadn’t been open long, only a few punters in, looking like they’d be moving on if things didn’t start happening. Rebus bought an overpriced short loaded with ice, gave the place a once-over in the mirror. No sign of Eve and Stanley. No sign of any obvious dealers. But Willie Ford was right about that: what did dealers look like? Leave aside the junkies and they looked much like anyone else. Their trade was in eye contact, in a shared knowledge with the person whose eyes they were meeting. A cross between a transaction and a chat-up.
Rebus imagined Michelle Strachan dancing in here, beginning the last movements of her life. As he sloshed the ice around his glass, he decided to walk a route from the club to Duthie Park. It might not be the route she took, and he doubted it would throw up anything like a clue, but he wanted to do it, same as he’d driven down to Leith to pay his respects to Angie Riddell’s patch. He started off down South College Street, saw from his map that if he kept to this route he’d be walking a main thoroughfare alongside the Dee. Lots of traffic: he decided Michelle would have cut through Ferryhill, so did likewise. Here the streets were narrower and quieter; big houses, leafy. A comfortable middle-class enclave. A couple of corner shops were still doing business – milk, ice-lollies, evening papers. He could hear children playing in back gardens. Michelle and Johnny Bible had walked down here at two a.m. It would have been deserted. If they’d been making any noise, it would have been noted behind the net curtains. But no one had reported anything. Michelle couldn’t have been drunk. Drunk, her student friends said, she got loud. Maybe she was a bit merry; just enough to have lost her survival instinct. And Johnny Bible . . . he’d been quiet, sober, his smile failing to betray his thoughts.
Rebus turned on to Polmuir Road. Michelle’s digs were halfway down. But Johnny Bible had persuaded her to keep walking down to the park. How had he managed it? Rebus shook his head, trying to clear it of jumble. Maybe her digs were strict, she couldn’t invite him in. She liked it there, didn’t want to be kicked out for an infraction of the rules. Or maybe Johnny had commented on the nice mild night, how he didn’t want it to end, he liked her so much. Couldn’t they just walk down to the park and back? Maybe walk through the park, just the two of them. Wouldn’t that be perfect?
Did Johnny Bible know Duthie Park?
Rebus could hear something approximating music, then silence, then applause. Yes: the protest concert. The Dancing Pigs and friends. Rebus went into the park, passed a children’s play area. Michelle and her beau had come this way. Her body had been found near here, not far from the Winter Gardens and the tea-room . . . There was a huge open space at the heart of the park, and a stage had been erected. Several hundred kids comprised the audience. Bootleggers had spread out their merchandise on the grass, alongside tarot readers, hairbraiders, and herbalists. Rebus forced a smile: it was the Ingliston concert in miniature. People were passing through the crowd, rattling collecting tins. The banner which had adorned the roof of the Conference Centre – DON’T KILL OUR OCEANS! – was now flapping atop the stage. Even the inflatable whale was there. A girl in her mid-teens approached Rebus.
‘Souvenir T-shirts? Programmes?’
Rebus shook his head, then changed his mind. ‘Give me a programme.’
‘Three pounds.’
It was a stapled Xerox with a colour cover. The paper was recycled, and so was the text. Rebus flicked through it. Right at the back there was a list of Thank Yous. His eye caught a name a third of the way down: Mitch, ‘with love and gratitude’. Allan Mitchison had played his part organising the gig, and here was his reward – and memorial.
‘I’ll see if I can do better,’ Rebus said, rolling the programme into his pocket.
He made for the area behind the stage, which had been cordoned off by means of arranging lorries and vans into a semi-circle, inside which the bands and their entourages moved like zoo exhibits. His warrant card got him where he wanted to be, as well as a few dirty looks.
‘You in charge?’ he asked the overweight man in front of him. The man was in his fifties, Jerry Garcia with red hair and a kilt, sweat showing through a stained white vest. Beads of perspiration dripped from his overhanging brow.
‘Nobody’s in charge,’ he told Rebus.
‘But you helped organise —’
‘Look, what’s your problem, man? The concert’s licensed, the last thing we need is grief.’
‘I’m not giving any. I just have a question about the organisation.’
‘What about it?’
‘Allan Mitchison – Mitch.’
‘Yes?’
‘Did you know him?’
‘No.’
‘I hear he was responsible for getting the Dancing Pigs to play.’
The man thought about it, nodded. ‘Mitch, right. I don’t know him, I mean, I’ve seen him around.’
‘Anyone I could ask about him?’
‘Why, man, what’s he done?’
‘He’s dead.’
‘Bad number.’ He shrugged. ‘Wish I could help.’
Rebus made his way back to front-of-stage. The sound system was the usual travesty, and the band didn’t sound nearly as good as on their studio album. Notch one up for the producer. The music stopped suddenly, the momentary silence sweeter than any tune. The singer stepped up to the mike.
‘We’ve got some friends we’d like to bring on. A few hours back they were fighting the good fight, trying to save our seas. Put your hands together for them.’
Applause, cheering. Rebus watched two figures walk onstage, still dressed in orange oilskins: he recognised their faces from Bannock. He waited, but there was no sign of braid-hair. When they started their speeches, he turned to go. There was one last collecting tin to be avoided, but he thought better of it, folded a fiver in through the slot. And decided to treat himself to dinner in his hotel: putting it on the room, of course.
Insistent noise.
Rebus folded it into his dream, then gave up. One eye open: chinks of light through the heavy curtains. What fucking time was it? Bedside lamp: on. He clawed at his watch, blinked. Six a.m. What? Did Lumsden want rid of him that badly?
He swung out of bed, walked stiff-legged to the door, working his muscles. He’d washed a great dinner down with a bottle of wine. In itself the wine would have posed no problem, but as a digestif he’d put away four malts, in flagrant disregard of the drinker’s rule: never mix the grape and the grain.
Thump, thump, thump.
Rebus pulled open the door. Two woolly suits stood there, looking like they’d been up for hours.
‘Inspector Rebus?’
‘Last time I looked.’
‘Will you get dressed, please, sir?’
‘You don’t like the outfit?’ Y-fronts and a T-shirt.
‘Just get dressed.’
Rebus looked at them, decided to comply. When he walked back into the room, they followed, looked around the way cops always do.
‘What have I done?’
‘Tell them at the station.’
Rebus looked at him. ‘Tell me you’re fucking joking.’
‘Language, sir,’ the other uniform said.
Rebus sat on the bed, pulled on clean socks. ‘I’d still like to know what this is all about. You know, on the q.t., officer to officer.’
‘Just a few questions, sir. Quick as you can.’
The second uniform tugged open the curtains, light stabbing Rebus’s eyeballs. He seemed impressed by the view.
‘We had a brawl in the gardens a few nights ago. Remember, Bill?’
His colleague joined him at the window. ‘And someone jumped off the bridge a fortnight back. Whee, smack on to Denburn Road.’
‘Woman in the car got an awful fright.’
They smiled at the memory.
Rebus stood up, looked around him, wondering what to take.
‘Shouldn’t be too long, sir.’
They were smiling at him now. Rebus’s stomach did a back-flip. He tried not to think about timbale of haggis . . . cranachan with a fruit coulis . . . wine and whisky . . .
‘Feeling a bit rough, sir?’
The uniform looked about as solicitous as a razor blade.
‘My name’s Chief Inspector Edward Grogan. We’ve a few questions for you, Inspector Rebus.’
So everyone keeps telling me, Rebus thought. But he didn’t say anything, just sat there with arms folded and a wronged man’s smouldering look. Ted Grogan: Rebus had heard of him. Hard bastard. He looked it, too: bull-necked and bald, his physique more Frazier than Ali. Thin eyes and thick lips; a street-taught fighter. Jutting forehead; simian.
‘You already know DS Lumsden.’ Sitting over by the door, head bowed, legs apart. He looked exhausted, embarrassed. Grogan sat down opposite Rebus at the table. They were in a biscuit-tin, though they probably had another name for it in Furry Boot Town.
‘No point beating around the bush,’ Grogan said. He looked about as comfortable on the chair as a prize Aberdeen Angus. ‘How did you get the bruises?’
‘I told Lumsden.’
‘Tell me.’
‘I was mugged by a couple of message-boys. Their message was a pistol whipping.’
‘Any other scars?’
‘They pushed me over a wall, I hit a thorn-bush on the way down. My side’s scratched.’
‘Is that it?’
‘That’s it. Look, I appreciate your concern, but —’
‘But that’s not our concern, Inspector. DS Lumsden says he dropped you off down by the docks, night before last.’
‘That’s right.’
‘I believe he offered you a lift to your hotel.’
‘Probably.’
‘But you didn’t want that.’
Rebus looked over at Lumsden. What the fuck is going on? But Lumsden’s gaze was still concentrated floorwards. ‘I felt like a walk.’
‘Back to your hotel?’
‘Right.’
‘And on the way, you were beaten up?’
‘With a pistol.’
A smile, mixing sympathy with disbelief. ‘In Aberdeen, Inspector?’
‘There’s more than one Aberdeen. I don’t see what this has to do with anything.’
‘Bear with me. So you walked home?’
‘To the very expensive hotel Grampian Police provided for me.’
‘Ah, the hotel. We’d pre-booked for a visiting Chief Constable, only he cancelled at the last minute. We’d have ended up paying anyway. I believe DS Lumsden used his initiative and decided you might as well stay there. Highland courtesy, Inspector.’
Highland fabrication more like.
‘If that’s your story.’
‘It’s not my story that’s important here. On this walk home of yours, did you see anyone, speak to anyone?’
‘No.’ Rebus paused. ‘I saw a crew of your finest in discussion with a couple of teenagers.’
‘You spoke to them?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘Didn’t want to interfere. This isn’t my patch.’
‘From what DS Lumsden tells me, you’ve been acting like it was.’
Rebus caught Lumsden’s eyes. They stared right through him.
‘Did a doctor look at your injuries?’
‘I fixed myself up. Hotel reception had a first aid kit.’
‘They asked you if you wanted a doctor.’ A statement.
‘I said it wasn’t necessary. Lowland self-reliance.’
A cool smile from Grogan. ‘You spent yesterday on an oil rig, I believe.’
‘With DS Lumsden at my heels.’
‘And last night?’
‘I had a drink, went for a walk, ate dinner at the hotel. I put it on the tab, by the way.’
‘Where did you drink?’
‘Burke’s Club, a dope-dealer’s paradise on College Street. My bet is, my attackers started life there. What’s the going rate up here for hiring hard men? Fifty for a duffing? Seventy-five per broken limb?’
Grogan sniffed, rose to his feet. ‘Those prices might be a wee bit on the high side.’
‘Look, with respect, I’m about two hours from out of here. If this is some kind of warning, it’s too much too late.’
Grogan spoke very quietly. ‘It’s not a warning, Inspector.’
‘What is it then?’
‘You say when you left Burke’s you went for a walk?’
‘Yes.’
‘Where?’
‘Duthie Park.’
‘A fair hike.’
‘I’m a big Dancing Pigs fan.’
‘Dancing Pigs?’
‘A band, sir,’ Lumsden said, ‘they were playing a concert last night.’
‘It talks.’
‘No need for that, Inspector.’ Grogan was standing behind Rebus. The invisible interrogator: did you turn to face him, or did you stare at the wall? Rebus had played the trick himself many a time. Objective: unnerve the prisoner.
Prisoner – Jesus.
‘You’ll remember, sir,’ Lumsden said, voice almost atonal, ‘that’s the route Michelle Strachan took.’
‘That’s true, isn’t it, Inspector? I expect you knew that.’
‘How do you mean?’
‘Well, you’ve been taking a great interest in the Johnny Bible case, haven’t you?’
‘I’ve been involved tangentially, sir.’
‘Oh, tangentially?’ Grogan came back into view, showing yellow teeth that looked like they’d been filed short. ‘Well, that’s one way of putting it. DS Lumsden says you seemed very interested in the Aberdeen side of the case, kept asking him questions.’
‘With respect, that’s DS Lumsden’s interpretation.’
‘And what’s yours?’ Leaning over the desk, fists resting on it. Getting in close. Objective: cow the suspect, show him who’s boss.
‘Mind if I smoke?’
‘Answer the question!’
‘Stop treating me like a fucking suspect!’
Rebus regretted the outburst immediately – sign of weakness, sign he was rattled. In army training, he’d survived days on end of interrogation techniques. Yes, but back then his head had been emptier; there’d been less to feel guilty about.
‘But, Inspector,’ Grogan sounding hurt by the flare-up, ‘that’s precisely what you are.’
Rebus grabbed at the edge of the table, feeling its rough metal edge. He tried to stand, but his legs failed him. He probably looked like he was crapping himself, forced his hands to release the table.
‘Yesterday evening,’ Grogan said coolly, ‘a woman’s body was found in a crate on the dockside. Pathologist reckons she was killed some time the previous night. Strangled. Raped. One of her shoes is missing.’
Rebus was shaking his head. Sweet Jesus, he was thinking, not another one.
‘There’s no sign that she fought back, no skin beneath the fingernails, but she could have lashed out with her fists. She had the look of a strong woman, tenacious.’
Involuntarily, Rebus touched the bruise on his temple.
‘You were down near the docks, Inspector, and in a foul mood according to DS Lumsden.’
Rebus was on his feet. ‘He’s trying to stitch me up!’ Attack, they said, was the best form of defence. Not necessarily true, but if Lumsden wanted to play dirty, Rebus would give as good as he got.
‘Sit down, Inspector.’
‘He’s trying to protect his fucking clients! How much do you take a week, Lumsden? How much do they slip you?’
‘I said sit down!’
‘Sod you,’ said Rebus. It was like a boil had burst; he couldn’t halt the outpour. ‘You’re trying to tell me I’m Johnny Bible! I’m nearer Bible John’s age, for Christ’s sake.’
‘You were at the docks around the time she was murdered. You arrived back at your hotel cut and bruised, your clothes a mess.’
‘This is bullshit! I don’t have to listen to this!’
‘Yes you do.’
‘Charge me then.’
‘We’ve a few more questions, Inspector. This can be as painless as you like, or it can be absolute bastarding agony. You choose, but before you do that – sit down!’
Rebus stood there. His mouth was open, and he wiped saliva from his chin. He looked over at Lumsden, who was still seated, albeit tensed, ready to jump if words became deeds. Rebus wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. He sat down.
Grogan took a deep breath. The air in the room – what was left of it – was beginning to smell bad. It wasn’t even half past seven.
‘Bovril and oranges at half time?’ Rebus asked.
‘That might be a long way off.’ Grogan walked to the door, opened it and stuck his head out. Then he held the door wide open so someone outside could come in.
Chief Inspector Chick Ancram.
‘Saw you on the news, John. Not exactly telegenic, are you?’ Ancram slipped off his jacket and placed it carefully over the back of a chair. He looked like he was about to enjoy himself. ‘You weren’t wearing your hard hat, mightn’t have recognised you otherwise.’ Grogan walked over to where Lumsden was sitting, like a tag-team wrestler leaving the ring. Ancram started rolling up his sleeves.
‘Going to be a hot one, John, eh?’
‘A scorcher,’ Rebus muttered. Now he knew why CID liked dawn raids: he felt exhausted already. Exhaustion played tricks with your mind; it made you make mistakes. ‘Any chance of a coffee?’
Ancram looked to Grogan. ‘I don’t see why not. How about you, Ted?’
‘I could do with a cup myself.’ He turned to Lumsden. ‘On you go, son.’
‘Fucking message-boy,’ Rebus couldn’t help saying.
Lumsden sprang to his feet, but Grogan had a restraining hand out.
‘Easy, son, just go get those coffees, eh?’
‘And DS Lumsden?’ Ancram called. ‘Make sure Inspector Rebus gets decaf, we don’t want him getting all jumpy.’
‘Any jumpier and I’d be a kangaroo. Lumsden? I like hundred per cent decaf, no pissing or howking into it, OK?’
Lumsden left the room in silence.
‘Now then.’ Ancram sat down across from Rebus. ‘You’re a hard man to catch.’
‘You’ve gone to a lot of trouble.’
‘I think you’re worth it, don’t you? Tell me something about Johnny Bible.’
‘Like what?’
‘Anything. His methods, background, profile.’
‘That could take all day.’
‘We’ve got all day.’
‘Maybe you have, but my room’s got to be vacated by eleven, or else it’s another day’s rate.’
‘Your room’s already empty,’ Grogan said. ‘Your stuff’s in my office.’
‘Inadmissible as evidence: you should have had a search warrant.’
Ancram shared a laugh with Grogan. Rebus knew why they were laughing, he’d’ve been doing it too if he’d been where they were. But he wasn’t. He was where a lot of men and women, some of them barely adult, had been before him. Same chair, same sweaty room, same set-up. Hundreds and thousands of them, suspects. In the eyes of the law, innocent until proven guilty. In the eyes of the interrogator, the other way round. Sometimes to prove to yourself that a suspect was innocent you had to break them. Sometimes you had to go that far before you were sure in your mind. Rebus didn’t know how many sessions like this he’d sat in on . . . hundreds, certainly. He’d broken maybe a dozen suspects only to find they were innocent. He knew where he was, knew why he was there, but that didn’t make it any easier.
‘I’ll tell you something about Johnny Bible,’ Ancram said. ‘His profile can fit several professions, and one of those is serving or retired police officer, someone who knows our methods and is careful not to leave trace evidence.’
‘We’ve a physical description of him. I’m too old.’
Ancram screwed up his face. ‘IDs, John, we all know their failings.’
‘I’m not Johnny Bible.’
‘Doesn’t mean you’re not a copycat. Mind, we’re not saying you are. All we’re saying is, there are questions that have to be asked.’
‘So ask them.’
‘You came to Partick.’
‘Correct.’
‘Ostensibly to talk to me about Uncle Joe Toal.’
‘Uncannily astute.’
‘Yet if memory serves, you ended up asking me a lot of questions about Johnny Bible. And you seemed to know a lot about the Bible John case.’ Ancram waited to see if Rebus had a smart comeback. None came. ‘While in Partick, you spent a lot of time in the room where the original Bible John files were being checked.’ Ancram paused again. ‘And now a TV reporter tells me you have cuttings and notes about Bible John and Johnny Bible stashed in your kitchen cupboards.’
Bitch!
‘Now wait a minute,’ Rebus said.
Ancram sat back. ‘I’m waiting.’
‘Everything you’ve said is true. I am interested in the two cases. Bible John . . . that takes a bit of explaining. And Johnny Bible . . . well, for one thing, I knew one of the victims.’
Ancram sat forward. ‘Which one?’
‘Angie Riddell.’
‘In Edinburgh?’ Ancram and Grogan exchanged a look. Rebus knew what they were thinking: another connection.
‘I was part of the team that picked her up once. I saw her again after that.’
‘Saw her?’
‘Drove down to Leith, passed the time of day.’
Grogan snorted. ‘There’s a euphemism I’ve not heard before.’
‘We talked, that’s all. I bought her a cup of tea and a bridie.’
‘And you didn’t tell anyone? Do you know how that looks?’
‘Another black mark against me. I’ve got so many, I could play Al Jolson on stage.’
Ancram got up. He wanted to pace the room, but it wasn’t big enough. ‘This is bad,’ he said.
‘How can the truth be bad?’ But Rebus knew Ancram was right. He didn’t want to agree with Ancram about anything – that would be to fall into the interrogator’s trap: empathy – but he couldn’t make himself disagree on this one point. This was bad. His life was turning into a Kinks song: ‘Dead End Street’.
‘You’re up to your oxters, pal,’ Ancram said.
‘Thanks for reminding me.’
Grogan lit a cigarette for himself, offered one to Rebus, who refused the ploy with a smile. He had his own if he wanted one.
He wanted one – but not enough yet. Instead, he scratched at his palms, clawing his nails across them, a wake-up call to his nerve-endings. There was silence in the room for a minute or so. Ancram rested his backside against the table.
‘Christ, is he waiting for the coffee beans to grow or what?’
Grogan shrugged. ‘Shift changeover, the canteen’ll be busy.’
‘You just can’t get the staff these days,’ Rebus said. Head down, Ancram smiled into his chest. Then he gave a sideways look at the seated figure.
Here we go, thought Rebus: the sympathy routine. Maybe Ancram read his mind, changed his own accordingly.
‘Let’s talk a bit more about Bible John,’ he said.
‘Fine with me.’
‘I’ve started on the Spaven casenotes.’
‘Oh aye?’ Had he got to Brian Holmes?
‘Fascinating reading.’
‘We had a few publishers interested at the time.’
No smile for that one. ‘I didn’t know,’ the inquisitor said quietly, ‘that Lawson Geddes worked on Bible John.’
‘No?’
‘Or that he was kicked off the inquiry. Any idea why that was?’
Rebus didn’t say anything. Ancram spotted the flaw in the armour, stood up and leaned over him.
‘You didn’t know?’
‘I knew he’d worked the case.’
‘But you didn’t know he’d been ordered off it. No, because he didn’t tell you. I found that particular nugget in the Bible John files. But no mention of why.’
‘Is this going anywhere other than up the garden path?’
‘Did he talk to you about Bible John?’
‘Maybe once or twice. He talked a lot about his old cases.’
‘I’m sure he did, the two of you were close. And from what I hear, Geddes liked to shoot his mouth off.’
Rebus glared at him. ‘He was a good copper.’
‘Was he?’
‘Believe it.’
‘But even good coppers make mistakes, John. Even good coppers can cross the line once in their lives. Little birdies tell me you’ve crossed that line more than a few times yourself.’
‘Little birdies shouldn’t shit in their own nests.’
Ancram shook his head. ‘Your past conduct isn’t an issue here.’ He straightened up and turned away, letting that remark sink in. He still had his back to Rebus when he spoke. ‘You know something? This media interest in the Spaven case, it coincided with the first Johnny Bible killing. Know what that might make people think?’ Now he turned round, held up a finger. ‘A copper obsessed with Bible John, remembering stories his old sparring partner told him about the case.’ Second finger. ‘The dirt on the Spaven case is about to be uncovered, years after said copper thought it was buried.’ Third finger. ‘Copper snaps. There’s been this time-bomb in his brain, and now it’s activated . . .’
Rebus got to his feet. ‘You know it’s not true,’ he said quietly.
‘Convince me.’
‘I’m not sure I need to.’
Ancram looked disappointed in him. ‘We’ll want to take samples – saliva, blood, prints.’
‘What for? Johnny Bible hasn’t left any clues.’
‘I also want a forensic lab to look at your clothes, and a team to give your flat the once-over. If you haven’t done anything, there should be nothing to object to.’ He waited for a reply, got none. The door opened. ‘About fucking time,’ he said.
Lumsden bearing a tray swimming with spilled coffee.
Break-time. Ancram and Grogan went into the corridor for a chat. Lumsden stood by the door, arms folded, thinking he was on guard duty, thinking Rebus wasn’t pumped-up enough to rip his head off.
But Rebus just sat there drinking what was left of his coffee. It tasted disgusting, so probably was unleaded. He took out his cigarettes, lit one, inhaled like it might be his last. He held the cigarette vertical, wondered how something so small and brittle could have taken such a hold over him. Not so very different from this case . . . The cigarette wavered: his hands were shaking.
‘This is you,’ he told Lumsden. ‘You’ve sold your boss a story. I can live with that, but don’t think I’ll forget.’
Lumsden stared at him. ‘Do I look scared?’
Rebus stared back, smoked his cigarette, said nothing. Ancram and Grogan came back into the room, all business-like.
‘John,’ Ancram said, ‘CI Grogan and I have decided this would be best dealt with in Edinburgh.’
Meaning they couldn’t prove a thing against him. If there was the slightest possibility, then Grogan would want a home collar.
‘There are disciplinary matters here,’ Ancram went on. ‘But they can be dealt with as part of my inquiry into the Spaven case.’ He paused. ‘Shame about DS Holmes.’
Rebus went for it, had to. ‘What about him?’
‘When we went to pick up the Spaven casenotes, some clerk told us there’d been a lot of interest in them recently. Holmes had consulted them three days in a row, apparently for hours at a time – when he should have been on regular duties.’ Another pause. ‘Your name was down, too. Apparently you visited him. Going to tell me what he was up to?’
Silence.
‘Removing evidence?’
‘Fuck off.’
‘That’s the way it looks. Stupid move, whatever it was. He’s refusing to talk, facing disciplinary action. He could be out on his ear.’
Rebus kept his face a blank; not so easy to blank his heart.
‘Come on,’ Ancram said, ‘let’s get you out of here. My driver can take your car, we’ll take mine, maybe have a wee chat on the road.’
Rebus stood up, walked over to Grogan, who straightened his shoulders as if expecting physical assault. Lumsden clenched his fists, ready. Rebus stopped with his face inches from Grogan’s.
‘Are you on the take, sir?’ It was fun to watch the balloon fill with blood, highlighting burst veins and ageing lines.
‘John . . .’ Ancram warned.
‘It’s an honest question,’ Rebus went on. ‘See, if you’re not, you could do a lot worse than put a surveillance on two Glasgow hoods who seem to be holidaying up here – Eve and Stanley Toal, only his real name’s Malky. His dad’s called Joseph Toal, Uncle Joe, and he runs Glasgow, where CI Ancram works, lives, splashes out money and buys his suits. Eve and Stanley drink at Burke’s Club, where coke isn’t something in a long glass with ice. DS Lumsden took me there, looked like he’d been before. DS Lumsden reminded me that Johnny Bible had picked out his first victim there. DS Lumsden drove me down to the harbour that night, I didn’t ask to be taken there.’ Rebus looked over at Lumsden. ‘He’s a canny operator, DS Lumsden. The games he plays, no wonder he’s called Ludo.’
‘I won’t have malicious comments made about my men.’
‘Surveillance on Eve and Stanley,’ Rebus stressed. ‘And if it’s blown, you know where to look.’ Same place he was looking now.
Lumsden flew at him, hands at his throat. Rebus threw him off.
‘You’re as dirty as bilge-water, Lumsden, and don’t think I don’t know it!’
Lumsden swung a punch; it didn’t connect. Ancram and Grogan pulled the two of them apart. Grogan pointed to Rebus, but spoke to Ancram.
‘Maybe we’d better keep him here after all.’
‘I’m taking him back with me.’
‘I’m not so sure about that.’
‘I said I’m taking him back, Ted.’
‘Long time since I had two men fighting over me,’ Rebus said with a smile.
The two Aberdeen officers were looking ready to plough a field with him. Ancram slapped a proprietorial hand on to his shoulder.
‘Inspector Rebus,’ he said, ‘I think we’d best be going, don’t you?’
‘Do me one favour,’ Rebus said.
‘What?’ They were in the back of Ancram’s car, heading for Rebus’s hotel, where they’d pick up his car.
‘A quick detour down to the docks.’
Ancram glanced at him. ‘Why?’
‘I want to see where she died.’
Ancram looked at him again. ‘What for?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘To pay my respects,’ he said.
Ancram had only a vague idea where the body had been found, but it didn’t take long to find the runs of bright police tape which were there to secure the scene. The docks were quiet, no sign of the crate in which the body had been discovered. It would be in a police lab somewhere. Rebus kept the right side of the cordon, looked around him. Huge white gulls strutted at a safe distance. The wind was fresh. He couldn’t tell how close this was to the spot where Lumsden had dropped him off.
‘What do you know about her?’ he asked Ancram, who stood, hands in pockets, studying him.
‘Name’s Holden, I think. Twenty-seven, twenty-eight.’
‘Did he take a souvenir?’
‘Just one of her shoes. Listen, Rebus . . . all this interest is because you once bought a prostitute a cup of tea?’
‘Her name was Angie Riddell.’ Rebus paused. ‘She had beautiful eyes.’ He gazed towards a rusting hulk chained dockside. ‘There’s a question I’ve been asking myself. Do we let it happen, or do we make it happen?’ He looked at Ancram. ‘Any idea?’
Ancram frowned. ‘I’m not sure I understand.’
‘Me neither,’ Rebus admitted. ‘Tell your driver to be careful with my car. The steering’s a bit loose.’
They were chasing him up and down monkey-puzzle ladders, the tumorous sea raging beneath, buckling weakened metal. Rebus lost his grip, tumbled down steel steps, gashed his side and dabbed a hand there, finding oil instead of blood. They were twenty feet above him and laughing, taking their time: where was there for him to go? Maybe he could fly, flap his arms and leap into space. The only thing to fear was the drop.
Like landing on concrete.
Was that better or worse than landing on spikes? He had decisions to make; his pursuers weren’t far behind. They were never far behind, yet he always stayed in front of them, even wounded. I could get out of this, he thought.
I could get out of this!
A voice directly behind him: ‘In your dreams.’ Then a push out into space.
Rebus started awake so suddenly his head hit the car roof. His body surged with fear and adrenalin.
‘Christ,’ Ancram said from the driver’s seat, regaining control of the steering-wheel, ‘what happened?’
‘How long was I asleep?’
‘I didn’t realise you were.’
Rebus looked at his watch: maybe only a couple of minutes. He rubbed his face, told his heart it could stop hammering any time it liked. He could tell Ancram it was a bad dream; he could tell him it was a panic attack. But he didn’t want to tell him anything. Until proven otherwise, Ancram was the enemy as surely as any gun-toting thug.
‘What were you saying?’ he said instead.
‘I was outlining the deal.’
‘The deal, right.’ The Sunday papers had slid from Rebus’s lap. He picked them off the floor. Johnny Bible’s latest outrage had made only one front page; the others had been printed too early.
‘Right now, I’ve enough against you to have you suspended,’ Ancram said. ‘Not such an unusual situation for you, Inspector.’
‘I’ve been there before.’
‘Even if I overlook the Johnny Bible questions, there’s still the matter of your distinct lack of cooperation with my inquiries into the Spaven case.’
‘I had flu.’
Ancram ignored this. ‘We both know two things. First, a good cop is going to get into trouble from time to time. I’ve had complaints made against me in the past. Second, these TV programmes almost never uncover new evidence. It’s all speculation and maybes, whereas a police investigation is meticulous, and the gen we gather is passed to the Crown Office and pored over by what are supposed to be some of the finest criminal lawyers in the country.’
Rebus turned in his seat to study Ancram, wondering where this was leading. In the mirror, he could see his own car being driven with due care and attention by Ancram’s lackey. Ancram kept his eyes on the road.
‘See, John, what I’m saying is, why run when you’ve nothing to fear?’
‘Who says I’ve nothing to fear?’
Ancram smiled. The old pals routine was just that – a routine. Rebus trusted Ancram the way he’d trust a paedophile in a play-park. All the same, when Uncle Joe had lied about Tony El, it was Ancram who’d come up with the Aberdeen info . . . Whose side was the man on? Was he playing a double game? Or had he just thought Rebus wouldn’t get anywhere, info or no info? Was it a way of covering up that he was in Uncle Joe’s pocket?
‘If I’m hearing you right,’ Rebus said, ‘you’re saying I’ve nothing to fear from the Spaven case?’
‘This could be true.’
‘You’d make it true?’ Ancram shrugged. ‘In return for what?’
‘John, you’ve ruffled more feathers than a puma in a parrot-house, and you’ve been about as subtle.’
‘You want me to be more subtle?’
Ancram’s voice tightened. ‘I want you to sit on your arse for once.’
‘Drop the Mitchison inquiry?’ Ancram didn’t say anything. Rebus repeated the question.
‘You might find it does you the world of good.’
‘And you’d have done Uncle Joe Toal another good turn, eh, Ancram?’
‘Wake up to reality. This isn’t a linoleum floor, big squares of black and white.’
‘No, it’s grey silk suits and crisp green cash.’
‘It’s give and take. People like Uncle Joe don’t go away: you get rid of him and a young pretender starts making claims.’
‘Better the devil you know?’
‘Not a bad motto.’
John Martyn: ‘I’d Rather Be the Devil’.
‘Here’s another,’ Rebus said, ‘don’t rock the boat. Sounds like that’s what you’re telling me.’
‘I’m advising you for your own good.’
‘Don’t think I don’t appreciate it.’
‘Christ, Rebus, I begin to see why you’re always out on a limb: you’re not easy to like, are you?’
‘Mr Personality six years running.’
‘I don’t think so.’
‘I even cried on the catwalk.’ A pause. ‘Did you ask Jack Morton about me?’
‘Jack has a bizarrely high opinion of you, something I put down to sentiment.’
‘Big of you.’
‘This is getting us nowhere.’
‘No, but it’s passing the time.’ Rebus saw signs for a service area. ‘Are we stopping for lunch?’
Ancram shook his head.
‘You know, there’s one question you haven’t asked me.’
Ancram considered not asking, then caved in. ‘What?’
‘You haven’t asked what Stanley and Eve were doing in Aberdeen.’
Ancram signalled to pull into the service area, braking hard. The driver in Rebus’s Saab nearly missed the slip-road, tyres squealing on tarmac.
‘Trying to lose him?’ Rebus enjoyed seeing Ancram rattled.
‘Coffee break,’ Ancram snarled, opening his door.
Rebus sat with the tabloid on the table in front of him, reading about Johnny Bible. The victim this time was Vanessa Holden, twenty-seven and married – none of the others had been married. She was director of a company which put on ‘corporate presentations’: Rebus wasn’t entirely sure what that meant. The photo in the paper was the usual smile-for-the-camera job, taken by a friend. She had shoulder-length wavy hair, nice teeth, probably hadn’t thought about dying much short of her eightieth birthday.
‘We’ve got to catch this monster,’ Rebus said, echoing the last sentence of the story. Then he crumpled the paper and reached for his coffee. Glancing down at the table, he caught a sideways glimpse of Vanessa Holden, and got the feeling he’d seen her before somewhere, just a fleeting glance. He covered her hair with his hand. Old photo; maybe she’d changed hairstyle. He tried to see her face with a few more miles on its clock. Ancram wasn’t watching, was talking to the lackey, so he didn’t see the shock of recognition hit Rebus’s face.
‘I have to make a phone call,’ Rebus said, rising. The public phone was beside the front door; he’d be in view of the table. Ancram nodded.
‘What’s the problem?’ he said.
‘Today’s Sunday, I should’ve been at church. The minister will be worried.’
‘This bacon’s easier to swallow than that.’ Ancram stabbed his fork at the offending article. But he let Rebus go.
Rebus made the call, hoped he’d have enough change: Sunday, cheap rate. Someone at Grampian Police HQ picked up.
‘DCI Grogan, please,’ Rebus said, his eyes on Ancram. The restaurant was busy with Sunday drivers and their families; no chance of Ancram hearing him.
‘I’m afraid he’s busy at the moment.’
‘This is about Johnny Bible’s latest victim. I’m in a phone-box and money’s tight.’
‘Hold on, please.’
Thirty seconds. Ancram watching him, frowning. Then: ‘DCI Grogan speaking.’
‘It’s Rebus.’
Grogan sucked in breath. ‘What the hell do you want?’
‘I want to do you a favour.’
‘Oh aye?’
‘It could make your career.’
‘Is this your idea of a joke? Because let me tell you —’
‘No joke. Did you hear what I said about Eve and Stanley Toal?’
‘I heard.’
‘Are you going to do anything?’
‘Maybe.’
‘Make it a definite . . . as a favour to me.’
‘And then you’ll do me this premier-league favour of yours?’
‘That’s right.’
Grogan coughed, cleared his throat. ‘All right,’ he said.
‘For real?’
‘I keep my promises.’
‘Then listen. I’ve just seen a photo of Johnny’s latest victim.’
‘And?’
‘And I’ve seen her before.’
A moment’s silence. ‘Where?’
‘She was walking into Burke’s Club one night as Lumsden and I were leaving.’
‘So?’
‘So she was on the arm of someone I knew.’
‘You know a lot of people, Inspector.’
‘Which doesn’t mean I’m connected to Johnny Bible. But maybe the man on her arm is.’
‘Do you have a name for him?’
‘Hayden Fletcher, works for T-Bird Oil. Public relations.’
Grogan was writing it down. ‘I’ll look into it,’ he said.
‘Don’t forget your promise.’
‘Did I make a promise? I don’t recall.’ The line went dead. Rebus wanted to hammer the receiver, but Ancram was watching, and besides there were children nearby, drooling over a toy display and devising plans of attack on their parents’ pockets. So he replaced the receiver just like any other human being and walked back to the table. The driver got up and went outside, didn’t once look at Rebus, so Rebus knew he was under orders.
‘Everything OK?’ Ancram asked.
‘Hunky dory.’ Rebus sat down opposite Ancram. ‘So when does the inquisition begin?’
‘As soon as we can find a vacant torture chamber.’ They both ended up smiling. ‘Look, Rebus, personally I don’t give a midge’s IQ what happened twenty years ago between your pal Geddes and this Lenny Spaven. I’ve seen villains stitched up before: you can’t nail them for the thing you know they did, so you nail them for something else, something they didn’t do.’ He shrugged. ‘It happens.’
‘There were rumours it happened to Bible John.’
Ancram shook his head. ‘I don’t think so. But see, here’s the crux of the matter. If your chum Geddes became obsessed with Spaven, and stitched him up – with your help, wittingly or unwittingly . . . Well, you know what that means?’
Rebus nodded, but couldn’t say the words: they’d been choking him for weeks. They’d choked him back then for a few weeks, too.
‘It means,’ Ancram went on, ‘the real killer got away with it. Nobody’s ever tried looking for him, he’s scot free.’ He smiled at this last phrase, then sat back in his chair. ‘Now I’m going to tell you something about Uncle Joe.’ He had Rebus’s attention. ‘He’s probably involved in drug dealing. Big profits, unlikely he wouldn’t want some. But Glasgow was sewn up years ago, and rather than get into a war we think he’s been casting his net wider.’
‘As far as Aberdeen?’
Ancram nodded. ‘We’re compiling a file prior to setting up a surveillance op in conjunction with the Squaddies.’
‘And every surveillance you’ve tried in the past has failed.’
‘There’s a double loop to this one: if someone leaks word to Uncle Joe, we’ll know where the leak started.’
‘So you end up with either Uncle Joe or the grass? It might work . . . if you don’t go around telling everyone about it.’
‘I’m trusting you.’
‘Why?’
‘Because you could fuck things up, pure and simple.’
‘You know, I’ve been here before, people telling me to lay off, leave everything to them.’
‘And?’
‘And they’ve usually had something to hide.’
Ancram shook his head. ‘Not this time. But I do have something to offer. Like I say, personally I’ve no interest in the Spaven case, but professionally I’m duty bound to do my job. Thing is, there are ways and ways of presenting a report. I could minimise your part in the whole thing, I could leave you out altogether. I’m not telling you to drop any investigation; I’m just asking you to freeze it for a week or so.’
‘And let the trail grow cold, maybe enough time for a few more suicides and accidental deaths?’
Ancram looked exasperated.
‘Just do your job, Chief Inspector,’ Rebus said. ‘And I’ll do mine.’ Rebus got to his feet, looked for the paper with the Johnny Bible story, stuffed it in his pocket.
‘Here’s the deal,’ Ancram said, smouldering. ‘I’m going to have a man with you at all times, reporting back to me. It’s either that or a suspension.’
Rebus jerked his thumb towards the window. ‘Him out there?’ The driver was enjoying a smoke in the sunshine. Ancram shook his head.
‘Someone who knows you better.’
Rebus came up with the answer a second before Ancram spoke.
‘Jack Morton.’
He was waiting for Rebus outside the flat. Water was dribbling down the dishels from where neighbours were cleaning their cars. Jack had been sitting in his own car, windows rolled down, his paper open at the crossword. Now he was out of the car and had his arms folded, head inclined to the sun’s rays. He was dressed in a short-sleeved shirt and faded jeans, newish white trainers on his feet.
‘Sorry to muck up your weekend,’ Rebus told him, as he got out of Ancram’s car.
‘Remember,’ Ancram called to Jack, ‘don’t let him out of your sight. If he goes for a dump, I want you keeking through the key-hole. If he says he’s putting the rubbish out, I want you inside one of the bags. Understood?’
‘Yes, sir,’ Jack said.
The police driver was asking Rebus where he should park the Saab. Rebus pointed to the double yellow line at the bottom of the street. The windscreen still boasted its Grampian Police Business sign. Rebus was in no hurry to tear it off. Ancram got out of his driving seat and opened the rear door. His driver handed Rebus the keys to the Saab and his suitcase out of the boot, and got into his boss’s car, adjusting the seat and the rearview. Rebus and Jack watched Ancram being driven away.
‘So,’ Rebus said, ‘I hear you’re with the Juice Church these days.’
Jack wrinkled his nose. ‘I can take or leave the holy roller stuff, but it’s helped me give up the hooch.’
‘That’s great.’
‘How come I never know when you’re being serious?’
‘Years of practice.’
‘Nice holiday?’
‘Nice doesn’t begin to describe it.’
‘I see your face took a dunt.’
Rebus touched his temple. The swelling was going down. ‘Some people get temperamental when you beat them to the sunbeds.’
They climbed the stairwell, Jack a couple of steps behind Rebus.
‘Are you seriously not going to let me out of your sight?’
‘That’s what the boss wants.’
‘And what he wants he gets?’
‘If I know what’s good for me. It’s taken me a lot of years to come to the conclusion that I do want what’s good for me.’
‘So speaks the philosopher.’ Rebus put his key in the lock, pushed the door open. There was some mail on the hall carpet, but not much. ‘You realise this is probably against a couple of dozen laws. I mean, you can’t just follow me around if I don’t want you to.’
‘So take it to the Court of Human Rights.’ Jack followed Rebus into the living room. The suitcase stayed out in the hall.
‘Fancy a drink?’ Rebus asked.
‘Ha ha.’
Rebus shrugged, found a clean glass and poured himself some of Kayleigh Burgess’s whisky. It went down without touching the sides. He exhaled noisily. ‘You must miss it though?’
‘All the time,’ Jack admitted, slumping on to the sofa.
Rebus poured another. ‘I know I would.’
‘That’s half the battle.’
‘What?’
‘Admitting you’d have a problem without it.’
‘I didn’t say that.’
Jack shrugged, got to his feet again. ‘Mind if I make a phone call?’
‘My home is your home.’
Jack walked over to the telephone. ‘Looks like you’ve got some messages. Want to play them?’
‘They’ll all be from Ancram.’
Jack lifted the receiver, pressed seven digits. ‘It’s me,’ he said at last. ‘We’re here.’ Then he put the telephone down.
Rebus looked at him above the rim of the glass.
‘There’s a team on its way,’ Jack explained. ‘To look the place over. Chick said he’d tell you.’
‘He told me. No search warrant, I suppose?’
‘If you want it, we can get one. But if I were you, I’d just sit back and let it happen – quick and painless. Plus . . . if anything ever comes to court, you’ll have the prosecution on a technicality.’
Rebus smiled. ‘Are you on my side, Jack?’ Jack sat down again, but didn’t say anything. ‘You told Ancram I’d phoned you, didn’t you?’
Jack shook his head. ‘I kept my trap shut when maybe I shouldn’t.’ He sat forward. ‘Chick knows we go back, you and me, that’s why I’m here.’
‘I don’t get it.’
‘It’s a loyalty thing, he’s testing my loyalty to him, pitting the past – that’s you and me – against my future.’
‘And how loyal are you, Jack?’
‘Don’t push it.’
Rebus drained his glass. ‘This is going to be an interesting few days. What happens if I get lucky winching? Are you going to want to hide beneath the bed, like a piss-pot or the fucking bogeyman?’
‘John, don’t get —’
But Rebus was on his feet. ‘This is my home, for Christ’s sake! The one place I can hide from all the shite flying around out there! Am I supposed to just sit here and take it? You standing guard, forensics sniffing around like mongrels at a lamp-post – am I supposed to sit here and let you get on with it?’
‘Yes.’
‘Well fuck that, Jack, and fuck you, too.’ The doorbell rang. ‘You get it,’ Rebus said. ‘They’re your dogs.’
Jack looked hurt as he made for the door. Rebus went into the hall, grabbed his case and took it into his bedroom. He threw it on the bed and opened it. Whoever had packed it had just stuffed everything in, clean and dirty. The whole lot would have to go to the launderette. He lifted out his wash-bag. There was a note folded below it. It told him that ‘certain items of clothing’ had been held back by Grampian Police for forensic ‘exploration’. Rebus looked: his grass-stained trousers and torn shirt from the night he’d been attacked, they were missing. Grogan was having them tested, just in case Rebus had killed Vanessa Holden. Fuck him, fuck them all. Fuck the whole fucking lot of them. Rebus threw the open case across the room, just as Jack came to the doorway.
‘John, they say they won’t be long.’
‘Tell them to take as long as they like.’
‘And tomorrow morning there’ll be blood tests and a saliva sample.’
‘I’ll have no trouble with the latter. Just stand Ancram in front of me.’
‘He didn’t ask for this job, you know.’
‘Fuck off, Jack.’
‘I wish I could.’
Rebus pushed past him into the hall. He glanced into the living room. There were men in there, some of them he knew, all dressed in white boilersuits and polythene gloves. They were lifting the cushions from his sofa, ruffling the pages of his books. They didn’t look like they were enjoying it: small consolation. It made sense that Ancram would use local people: easier than hauling a consignment from weegie-land. The one crouching in front of the corner cupboard got up, turned. Their eyes met.
‘Et tu, Siobhan?’
‘Afternoon, sir,’ Siobhan Clarke said, ears and cheeks reddening. It was about all Rebus needed. He grabbed his jacket, headed for the door.
‘John?’ Jack Morton called after him.
‘Catch me if you can,’ Rebus said. Halfway down the stairs, Jack did just that.
‘Where are we going?’
‘We’re going to a pub,’ Rebus told him. ‘We’ll take my car. You won’t be drinking, so you can drive me home afterwards. That way we stay the right side of the law.’ Rebus pulled the door open. ‘Now let’s see just how strong your Juice Church really is.’
Outside, Rebus almost collided with a tall man with black curly hair, turning grey. He saw the microphone, heard the man rattle off a question. Eamonn Breen. Rebus ducked his head just enough to catch Breen on the bridge of his nose: no power in the ‘Glasgow kiss’, just enough to let Rebus past.
‘Bastard!’ Breen spluttered, dropping the mike and cupping both hands over his nose. ‘Did you catch that? Did you?’
Rebus glanced back, saw blood dripping between Breen’s fingers, saw the cameraman nodding, saw Kayleigh Burgess over to one side, a pen in her mouth, looking at Rebus with half a smile.
‘She probably thought you’d prefer to have a friendly face around,’ Jack Morton said.
They were standing in the Oxford Bar, and Rebus had just told him about Siobhan.
‘Given the circumstances, I know I would.’ Jack was halfway down a pint of fresh orange and lemonade. Ice rattled in the glass when he tipped it. Rebus was on his second pint of Belhaven Best, motoring in fifth: nice and smooth. Sunday evening in the Ox, only twenty minutes after opening time, the place was quiet. Three regulars stood beside them at the bar, heads angled up towards the television, some quiz programme. The quizmaster had topiary where his haircut should have been and teeth transplanted from a Steinway. His job was to hold a card up to just below his face, read out the question, stare at the camera, then repeat the question as though nuclear disarmament depended on the answer.
‘So, Barry,’ he intoned, ‘for two hundred points: which character plays the Wall in Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream?’
‘Pink Floyd,’ said the first regular.
‘Snout,’ said the second.
‘Cheerio, Barry,’ said the third, waving his fingers at the television, where Barry was clearly in trouble. A buzzer sounded. The quizmaster opened the question to the other two contestants.
‘No?’ he said. ‘No takers?’ He seemed surprised, but had to refer to his card to find the answer. ‘Snout,’ he said, looking at the hapless trio, then repeating the name just so they’d remember next time. Another card. ‘Jasmine, for a hundred and fifty points: in which American state would you find the town of Akron?’
‘Ohio,’ said the second regular.
‘Isn’t he a character in Star Trek?’ asked the first.
‘Cheerio, Jasmine,’ said the third.
‘So,’ Jack asked, ‘are we talking?’
‘It takes more than my home being raided, my clothes confiscated, and a suspicion of multiple murder hanging over my head to put me in the huff. Of course we’re fucking talking.’
‘Well, that’s all-fucking-right then.’
Rebus snorted into his drink, then had to wipe foam off his nose. ‘I can’t tell you how much I enjoyed nutting that wanker.’
‘He probably enjoyed the fact that the whole thing was being filmed.’
Rebus shrugged, reached into his pocket for cigarettes and lighter.
‘Go on then,’ Jack said, ‘give me one.’
‘You’ve stopped, remember?’
‘Aye, but there’s no AA for smokers. Come on.’
But Rebus shook his head. ‘I appreciate the gesture, Jack, but you’re right.’
‘About what?’
‘About looking out for your future. You’re dead right. So don’t cave in, stick to it. No booze, no cigs, and report my doings back to Chick Ancram.’
Jack looked at him. ‘You mean that?’
‘Every word of it,’ Rebus drained his glass. ‘Except the bit about Ancram, of course.’
Then he ordered another round.
‘The answer’s Ohio,’ the quizmaster said, no surprise to anyone in the bar.
‘I think,’ Jack said a little later on, halfway down his second pint of juice, ‘we’re about to hit our first crisis of faith.’
‘You need a piss?’ Jack nodded. ‘Well forget it,’ Rebus said, ‘I’m not going in there with you.’
‘Give me your word you’ll stay put.’
‘Where would I go?’
‘John . . .’
‘OK, OK. Would I get you into trouble, Jack?’
‘I don’t know, would you?’
Rebus winked at him. ‘Off you go to the bog and find out.’
Jack stood his ground as long as he could, then turned and fled. Rebus leaned his elbows on the bar, smoking his cigarette. He was wondering what Jack would do if he ran out on him right now: would he report it to Ancram, or would he keep quiet? Would he be doing himself any favours by reporting it? After all, it showed him in a bad light, and he wouldn’t want that. So maybe he’d keep quiet. Rebus could go about his business without Ancram knowing.
Except that Ancram had ways of knowing. The man wasn’t solely dependent on Jack Morton. It was an interesting point, nevertheless: a point of faith, apt enough on a Sunday night. Maybe Rebus would drag Jack along to see Father Conor Leary later on. Jack used to be a real hun, a blue-nose, maybe still was. A drink with a Catholic priest might send him scurrying into the night. He looked round and saw Jack at the top of the steps, looking relieved – in both senses of the word.
Poor bastard, Rebus thought. Ancram wasn’t being fair on him. You could see the strain around Jack’s mouth. Rebus felt tired suddenly, remembered he’d been up since six, and had been on the rack ever since. He drained his glass and gestured towards the door. Jack seemed only too glad to be leaving.
When they got outside, Rebus asked him, ‘How close were you in there?’
‘To what?’
‘Ordering a real drink.’
‘As close as I ever get.’
Rebus leaned on the roof of the car, waiting for Jack to unlock it. ‘Sorry I did that to you,’ he said quietly.
‘What?’
‘Brought you here.’
‘I should have the willpower to go into a pub without drinking.’
Rebus nodded. ‘Thanks,’ he said.
And he had a little smile to himself. Jack would be OK. Jack wouldn’t shop him. The man had lost too much self-respect already.
‘There’s a spare room,’ Rebus said, getting into the car, ‘but no sheets or anything. We’ll make up the sofa if that’s OK.’
‘That’ll be fine,’ Jack said.
Fine for Jack, yes, but not so fine for Rebus. It meant he’d have to sleep in his bed. No more nights half-dressed on the chair by the window. No more Stones at two a.m. He knew he had to get busy, had to finish this as fast as he could, one way or another.
Beginning tomorrow.
As they left the Ox, Rebus decided on a detour, directed Jack down towards Leith, let him drive them around for a bit, then pointed to a darkened shop doorway.
‘That was her pitch,’ he said.
‘Whose?’ Jack stopped the car. The street was lifeless, the working girls busy elsewhere.
‘Angie Riddell’s. I knew her, Jack. I mean, I’d met her a couple of times. First time, it was business, I was pulling her in. But then I came down here looking for her.’ He looked at Jack, expecting a jokey comment, but Jack’s face was serious. He was listening. ‘We sat and talked. Next thing I knew, she was dead. It’s different when you know someone. You remember their eyes. I don’t mean the colour or anything, I mean all the things their eyes told you about them.’ He sat in silence for a moment. ‘Whoever killed her, he couldn’t have been looking at her eyes.’
‘John, we’re not priests, you know. I mean, this is a job, right? You have to be able to lay it aside sometimes.’
‘Is that what you do, Jack? Home after a shift, and suddenly everything’s OK? Doesn’t matter what you’ve seen out there, your home is your castle, eh?’
Jack shrugged, hands rubbing the steering-wheel. ‘It’s not my life, John.’
‘Good for you, pal.’ He looked towards the doorway again, expecting to see something of her there, the trace of a shadow, something left behind. But all he saw was darkness.
‘Get me home,’ he told Jack, closing his eyes with both thumbs.
The Fairmount Hotel was situated in Glasgow’s west end, just off the main traffic routes. From the outside, it was an unassuming slab of concrete. Inside, it was a middle-management sort of place, its main business taking place during the week. Bible John booked for the Sunday night only.
News of the Upstart’s latest victim had broken on Sunday morning, too late for coverage in the quality press. Instead, he caught the hourly news bulletins on the radio in his room, tuning between half a dozen stations, and watched what TV news he could, making notes between times. The Teletext flashes were brief paragraphs. Almost all he knew was that the victim, a married woman in her late twenties, had been found near the harbour in Aberdeen.
Aberdeen again. It was all fitting together. At the same time, if it was the Upstart, he was breaking his pattern – his first married victim, and perhaps his oldest. Which might mean that the pattern had never been there in the first place. It didn’t of necessity negate an existing pattern; it just meant that that pattern had yet to be established.
Which was what Bible John was counting on.
Meantime, he opened the UPSTART file on his laptop and read the notes on the third victim. Judith Cairns, known to her friends as Ju-Ju. Twenty-one years old, shared a rented flat in Hillhead, just across Kelvingrove Park – he could almost see Hillhead from his window. Although she was registered unemployed, Judith Cairns had worked the black economy – some bar work at lunchtimes; a chip shop in the evenings; and weekend mornings as a chambermaid at the Fairmount Hotel. Which was, Bible John was guessing, how the Upstart had come to meet her. A travelling man frequented hotels: he should know. He wondered how close he was to the Upstart – not physically, but mentally. He didn’t want to feel close in any way to this brash pretender, this usurper. He wanted to feel unique.
He paced his room, wanting to be back in Aberdeen while the latest inquiry unfolded, but he had work here in Glasgow, work he could not accomplish until the middle of the night. He stared out of the window, imagining Judith Cairns crossing Kelvingrove Park: she must have done it dozens of times. And one time she did it with the Upstart. Once was all he needed.
During the course of the afternoon and evening, more news filtered down of the latest victim. She was now being described as a ‘successful twenty-seven-year-old company director’. The word businessman was like a shriek in Bible John’s head. Not a lorry driver or any other profession; a simple businessman. The Upstart. He sat down at his computer and scrolled back to his notes on the first victim, the student at Robert Gordon’s University, studying geology. He needed to know more about her, but couldn’t think which route to take. And now there was a fourth victim to occupy him. Perhaps study of number four would mean he wouldn’t need the first cull to complete his picture. Tonight might point the way.
He went out late for a walk. It was very pleasant, balmy night air, not much traffic about. Glasgow wasn’t such a bad place: he’d been to cities in the States that could eat it for brunch. He remembered the city of his youth, stories of razor gangs and bare-knuckle bouts. Glasgow had a violent history, but that didn’t tell the full story. It could be a beautiful city, too, a city for photographers and artists. A place for lovers . . .
I didn’t want to kill them. He would like to be able to tell Glasgow that, but of course it would be a lie. At the time . . . at the last moment . . . all he’d wanted in the world was their death. He had read interviews with killers, sat through trial testimony a couple of times, too, wanting someone to explain his feelings to him. No one came close. It was impossible either to describe or to understand.
There were many who especially didn’t understand his choice of third victim. It felt pre-ordained, he could have told them. It didn’t matter about the witness in the taxi. Nothing mattered, it had all been decided by some higher power.
Or some lower one.
Or merely by some collision of chemicals in his brain, by a genetic mismatch.
And afterwards, there’d been his uncle’s offer of a job in the States, so he could afford to leave Glasgow. Leave the whole life behind him and create a new one, a new identity . . . as if marriage and a career could ever take the place of what he’d left behind . . .
He bought the next morning’s edition of the Herald at a street corner and retired to a bar to devour it. He drank orange juice and sat in a corner. No one paid him any attention. There were more details about the Upstart’s latest victim. She worked in corporate presentations, which meant putting together packages for industry: videos, displays, speech-writing, trade stands . . . He studied the photo again. She’d worked in Aberdeen, and there was really only one industry in Aberdeen. Oil. He didn’t recognise her, felt sure they’d never met. All the same, he wondered why the Upstart had chosen her: could he be sending Bible John a message? Impossible: it would mean he knew who Bible John was. Nobody knew. Nobody.
It was midnight when he returned to the hotel. Reception was deserted. He went up to his room, dozed for a couple of hours, and had the alarm wake him at half past two. He took the carpeted stairs down to reception, which was still deserted. Breaking into the office took thirty seconds. He closed the door after him and sat down in darkness at the computer. It was switched on and in screen saver mode. He nudged the mouse to activate the screen, then got to work. He searched back six weeks from the date of Judith Cairns’s murder, checking room registrations and payment methods. He was looking for accounts charged to companies based in or near Aberdeen. His feeling was that the Upstart hadn’t come to this hotel looking for a victim, but had been here on business, and had found her by chance. He was looking for the elusive pattern to start emerging.
Fifteen minutes later, he had a list of twenty companies, and of the individuals who had paid with a company credit card. For now, that was all he needed, but he was left with a dilemma: delete the files from the computer, or leave them? With the information deleted, he would have every chance of beating the police to the Upstart. Yes, but someone from the hotel staff would notice, and would be curious. They might contact the police. There would probably be back-ups on floppy. He would actually be helping the police, alerting them to his presence . . . No, leave well alone. Do no more than is necessary. The maxim had served him well in the past.
Back in his room, he pored over the list in his notebook. It would be easy to check where each company was based, what it did – work for later. He had a meeting in Edinburgh tomorrow, and would use the trip to do something about John Rebus. He checked Teletext one last time before retiring for the night. After turning off the lights, he opened the curtains, then lay down on the bed. There were stars in the sky, a few of them bright enough to be visible through the streetlight. Dead, a lot of them, or so the astronomers said. So many dead things around, what difference would another one make?
None at all. Not one jot.
They took Jack’s car to Howdenhall, Rebus sitting in the back, calling Jack his ‘chauffeur’. It was a gloss-black Peugeot 405, three years old, turbo version; Rebus disregarded the No Smoking sticker and lit up, but kept the window open beside him. Jack didn’t say anything, didn’t even look in the rearview. Rebus hadn’t slept well in the bed; night sweats, the sheets like a straitjacket. Chase dreams waking him every hour or so, sending him shooting out of bed to stand naked and trembling in the middle of the floor.
Jack for his part had complained first thing of a stiff neck. His second complaint: the kitchen, bare fridge and all. He couldn’t go out to the shops, not without Rebus, so they’d made straight for the car.
‘I’m gutting,’ he complained.
‘So stop and we’ll eat something.’
They stopped at a bakery in Liberton: sausage rolls, beakers of coffee, a couple of macaroon cakes. Sat eating them in the car, parked double yellow by a bus stop. Buses rattled them as they passed, hinting they should shift. There were messages on the backs of some of them: Please Give Way to This Bus.
‘I don’t mind the buses,’ Jack said. ‘It’s their drivers I object to. Half of them couldn’t pass the time of day, never mind a PSV test.’
Rebus’s comment: ‘It’s not buses that have the choke-hold on this place.’
‘You’re cheery this morning.’
‘Jack, just shut your gub and drive.’
They were ready for him at Howdenhall. The team last night at his flat had taken away all his shoes, so the forensic bods could check for footprints and fail to match them against any left at the scene of Johnny Bible’s murders. First thing Rebus had to do this morning was remove the shoes he was wearing. They gave him plastic overshoes to wear, and said his own would be returned to him before he left. The overshoes were too big, uncomfortable – his feet slid around inside them, and he had to curl his toes to keep them from slipping off.
They decided against a saliva test – it was the least reliable – but plucked hairs from his head.
‘Could you graft them on to my temples when you’re finished?’
The woman with the tweezers smiled, went about her business. She explained that she had to get the roots – PCR analysis wouldn’t work on shed hair. There was a test available in some places, but . . .
‘But?’
She didn’t answer, but Rebus knew what she’d meant: but they were just going through the motions with him. Neither Ancram nor anyone else was expecting the expensive tests to yield any positive result. The only result would be a nettled, unsettled Rebus. That’s what the whole thing was about. Forensics knew it; Rebus knew it.
Blood sample – the need for a warrant had been waived – and fingerprints next, plus they wanted some strands and threads from his clothes. I’m going on the computer, Rebus thought. For all that I’m not guilty, I’ll still be a suspect in the eyes of history. Anyone digging the files out in twenty years’ time will see that a policeman was interviewed, and gave samples . . . It was a grim feeling. And once they had his DNA on record . . . well, that was him on the register. The Scottish DNA database was just beginning to be compiled. Rebus started to wish he’d insisted on a warrant.
Throughout each process Jack Morton stood by, averting his face. And afterwards, Rebus got his shoes back. It felt like the forensic science staff were staring at him; maybe they were, maybe they weren’t. Pete Hewitt wandered past – he hadn’t been present at the fingerprinting – and made a crack about the biter bit. Jack grabbed Rebus’s arm, stopped him from swinging. Hewitt shuffled off double quick.
‘We’re due at Fettes,’ Jack reminded Rebus.
‘I’m ready.’
Jack looked at him. ‘Maybe we’ll stop off somewhere first, get another coffee.’
Rebus smiled. ‘Afraid I’ll take a swing at Ancram?’
‘If you do, bear in mind he’s a southpaw.’
‘Inspector, do you have any objections to this interview being recorded?’
‘What happens to the recording?’
‘It’ll be dated and timed, copies made: one for you. Transcripts ditto.’
‘No objections.’
Ancram nodded to Jack Morton, who set the machine running. They were in an office on the third floor of Fettes. It was cramped, and looked like it had hastily been vacated by a disgruntled tenant. There was a wastepaper-bin by the desk, waiting to be emptied. Paper-clips littered the floor. The walls still bore marks where Sellotaped pictures had been yanked down. Ancram sat behind the scratched desk, the Spaven casenotes piled to one side. He was wearing a formal dark-blue pinstripe with pale blue shirt and tie, and looked like he’d been for a haircut first thing. There were two pens in front of him on the desk – a blue fine-nib Bic with yellow casing, and an expensive-looking lacquered rollerball. His buffed and filed nails tapped against a clean pad of A4 paper. A typed list of notes, queries and points to be raised sat to the right of the pad.
‘So, doctor,’ Rebus said, ‘what are my chances?’
Ancram merely smiled. When he spoke, it was for the benefit of the tape machine.
‘DCI Charles Ancram, Strathclyde CID. It’s –’ he consulted a thin wristwatch – ‘ten forty-five on Monday the twenty-fourth of June. Preliminary interview with Detective Inspector John Rebus, Lothian and Borders Police. This interview is taking place in office C25, Lothian Police Headquarters, Fettes Avenue, Edinburgh. Also present is —’
‘You forgot the postcode,’ Rebus said, folding his arms.
‘That was the voice of DI Rebus. Also present is DI Jack Morton, Falkirk CID, currently on secondment to Strathclyde Police, Glasgow.’
Ancram glanced at his notes, picked up the Bic and ran through the first couple of lines. Then he picked up a plastic beaker of water and sipped from it, watching Rebus over the rim.
‘Any time you’re ready,’ Rebus told him.
Ancram was ready. Jack sat by the table on which the tape machine sat. Two mikes ran from it to the desk, one pointing towards Ancram, one towards Rebus. From where he was sitting, Rebus couldn’t quite see Jack. It was just him and Ancram, the chessboard set for play.
‘Inspector,’ Ancram said, ‘you know why you’re here?’
‘Yes, sir. I’m here because I’ve refused to give up an investigation into possible links between Glaswegian gangster Joseph Toal, the Aberdeen drug market, and the murder of an oil-worker in Edinburgh.’
Ancram flicked through the casenotes, looking bored.
‘Inspector, you know that interest in the Leonard Spaven case has been revived?’
‘I know the TV sharks have been circling. They think they can smell blood.’
‘And can they?’
‘Just a leaky old ketchup bottle, sir.’
Ancram smiled; it wouldn’t come over on the recording.
‘CI Ancram smiles,’ Rebus said, for the record.
‘Inspector,’ referring to his notes, ‘what started this media interest?’
‘Leonard Spaven’s suicide, added to his public notoriety.’
‘Notoriety?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘The media get a vicarious thrill from reformed thugs and murderers, especially when they show some artistic leaning. The media often aspire to art themselves.’
Ancram seemed to expect more. They sat in silence for a moment. Cassette whirr; motor noise. Someone along the corridor sneezed. No sunshine today: iron-clad skies forecasting rain; a bitter wind off the North Sea.
Ancram sat back in his chair. His message to Rebus: I don’t need the notes, I know this case. ‘How did you feel when you heard Lawson Geddes had killed himself?’
‘Gutted. He was a good officer, and a good friend to me.’
‘You had your differences though?’
Rebus tried to hold the stare; ended up blinking first. Thought: of such accumulated setbacks were battles lost.
‘Did we?’ Old trick, answer a question with a question. Ancram’s look said it was a tired move.
‘I’ve had my men talk to some serving officers from the time.’ A glance towards Jack, not even lasting a second. Drawing Jack in. Good tactics, sowing doubt.
‘We had minor disagreements, same as everybody else.’
‘You still respected him?’
‘Present tense.’
Ancram bowed his head, acknowledging this. Fingered his notes, like stroking a woman’s arm. Possessive. But doing it for comfort too, for reassurance.
‘So, you worked well together?’
‘Pretty well. Mind if I smoke?’
‘We’ll have a break at . . .’ checking his watch, ‘eleven forty-five. Fair enough?’
‘I’ll try to survive.’
‘You’re a survivor, Inspector. Your record speaks for itself.’
‘So talk to my record.’
A quick smile. ‘When did you find out that Lawson Geddes had it in for Leonard Spaven?’
‘I don’t understand the question.’
‘I think you do.’
‘Think again.’
‘Do you know why Geddes was kicked off the Bible John inquiry?’
‘No.’ It was the one question that had power, real power: it could get to Rebus.
Because he wanted to know the answer.
‘You don’t? He never told you?’
‘Never.’
‘But he talked about Bible John?’
‘Yes.’
‘See, it’s all a bit vague . . .’ Ancram went into a drawer, hefted two more bulging files on to the desk. ‘I’ve got Geddes’s personnel file and reports here. Plus some stuff from the Bible John inquiry, bits and pieces he was involved in. Seems he grew obsessed.’ Ancram opened one file, turned pages idly, then looked at Rebus. ‘Does that sound familiar?’
‘You’re saying he was obsessed with Lenny Spaven?’
‘I know he was.’ Ancram let that sink in, nodding his head. ‘I know it from interviews with officers from the time, but more importantly I know it because of Bible John.’
The bastard had hooked Rebus. They were only twenty minutes into the interview. Rebus crossed his legs, tried to look unconcerned. His face was so taut, he knew the muscles were probably visible beneath the skin.
‘See,’ Ancram went on, ‘Geddes tried to tie Spaven to the Bible John case. Now, the notes aren’t complete. Either they were destroyed or lost, or else Geddes and his superior didn’t write down everything. But Geddes was going after Spaven, no doubt about that. Tucked away in one of the files I found some old photographs. Spaven’s in them.’ Ancram held the photos up. ‘They’re from the Borneo campaign. Geddes and Spaven were in the Scots Guards together. My feeling is that something happened out there, and from then on Geddes was out for Spaven’s blood. How am I doing so far?’
‘Filling the time nicely till the ciggie break. Can I see those photos?’
Ancram shrugged, handed them over. Rebus looked. Old black and whites with crimped edges, a couple of them no bigger than two inches by an inch and a half, the rest four by sixes. Rebus picked Spaven out straight away, the raptor grin hauling him into history. There was a minister in the photos, army uniform and dog collar. Other men posing, dressed in baggy shorts and long socks, faces sweat-shiny, eyes almost scared. Some of the faces were blurred; Rebus couldn’t make out Lawson Geddes in any of them. The photos were exteriors, bamboo huts in the background, an old jeep nosing into one shot. He turned them over, read an inscription – Borneo, 1965 – and some names.
‘Did these come from Lawson Geddes?’ Rebus asked, handing them back.
‘I’ve no idea. They were just in with all the other Bible John junk.’ Ancram slipped them back into the file, counting them as he did so.
‘They’re all there,’ Rebus said. Jack Morton’s chair scraped the floor: he was checking how long till the tape had to be switched.
‘So,’ Ancram said, ‘we’ve got Geddes and Spaven serving together in the Scots Guards; we’ve got Geddes chasing Spaven during the Bible John inquiry – and getting booted off the case; then we wind forwards a few years and what do we have? Geddes still chasing Spaven, but this time for the murder of Elizabeth Rhind. And getting booted off the case again.’
‘Spaven definitely knew the victim.’
‘No argument there, Inspector.’ Pause: four beats. ‘You knew one of the Johnny Bible victims – does it mean you killed her?’
‘Come up with her necklace in my flat and ask me again.’
‘Ah, well this is where it gets interesting, isn’t it?’
‘Oh good.’
‘You know the word serendipity?’
‘I pepper my speech with it.’
‘Dictionary definition: the ability to make happy chance finds. Useful word.’
‘Absolutely.’
‘And Lawson Geddes had the gift, didn’t he? I mean, you get an anonymous tip-off about a consignment of stolen clock-radios. So you hoof it over to a garage, no search warrant, no nothing, and what do you find? Leonard Spaven, the clock-radios, and a hat and shoulder-bag – both belonging to the murder victim. I’d call that a very happy chance find. Except it wasn’t chance, was it?’
‘We had a warrant.’
‘Signed retrospectively by a tame JP.’ Ancram smiled again. ‘You think you’re doing all right, don’t you? You think I’m doing all the talking, which means you’re saying nothing incriminating. Well listen, I’m talking because I want you to know where we stand. Afterwards, you’ll have every opportunity for rebuttal.’
‘I’ll look forward to that.’
Ancram referred to his notes. Rebus’s mind was still half on Borneo and those photographs: what the hell could they have to do with Bible John? He wished he’d looked at them a bit harder.
‘I’ve been reading your own version of events, Inspector,’ Ancram went on, ‘and I begin to see why you had your pal Holmes take a good look at them.’ He looked up. ‘That was the idea, wasn’t it?’
Rebus said nothing.
‘See, you weren’t quite a seasoned officer back then, for all Geddes had taught you. You wrote a good report, but you were too conscious of the lies you were telling and the gaps you were having to create. I’m good at reading between the lines, practical criticism if you like.’
Rebus had a picture in his mind: Lawson Geddes shivering and wild-eyed on his doorstep.
‘So here’s how I think it went. Geddes was following Spaven – out on a limb by this time; he’d been ordered off the case. He tracked him to the lock-up one day, waited until Spaven was gone and then broke in. Liked the look of what he saw, and decided to plant some evidence.’
‘No.’
‘So he breaks in again, only this time he has some of the victim’s stuff with him. Now, he didn’t get it from an evidence locker, because according to the records nobody removed a hat or a bag from the victim’s abode. So how did he get it? Two possibilities. One, he waltzed back into her home and took it. Two, he already had it on him, because right from the start he had the idea of fitting up Spaven.’
‘No.’
‘To the first or to the second?’
‘To both.’
‘You’ll stand by that?’
‘Yes.’
Ancram had been leaning further over the desk as he’d made each point. Slowly he sat back again, glanced at his watch.
‘Cigarette break?’ Rebus asked.
Ancram shook his head. ‘No, I think that’s enough for today. You made so many cock-ups in the course of that false report, it’s going to take me time to list them all. We’ll go through them next meeting.’
‘I’m excited already.’ Rebus got up and reached into a pocket for his cigarettes. Jack had switched off the recorder and ejected the tape. He handed it to Ancram.
‘I’ll have a copy made immediately and sent to you for verification,’ Ancram told Rebus.
‘Thanks.’ Rebus inhaled, wished he could hold his breath for ever. Some people, when they exhaled no smoke came out. He wasn’t that selfish. ‘One question.’
‘Yes?’
‘What am I supposed to tell my colleagues when I drag Jack here into the office with me?’
‘You’ll think of something. You’re a more practised liar these days.’
‘I wasn’t fishing for a compliment, but thanks anyway.’ He made to leave.
‘A little birdie tells me you put the nut on a TV reporter.’
‘I tripped, fell into him.’
Ancram almost smiled. ‘Tripped?’ Waited till Rebus had nodded. ‘Well, it’s going to look good, isn’t it? They got the whole thing on video.’
Rebus shrugged. ‘This little birdie of yours . . . anyone in particular?’
‘Why do you ask?’
‘Well, you have your sources, don’t you? In the press, I mean. Jim Stevens for one. Nice little friendship the two of you have got.’
‘No comment, Inspector.’ Rebus laughed, turned away. ‘One more thing,’ Ancram said.
‘What?’
‘When Geddes was trying to pin the murder on Spaven, you interviewed some of Spaven’s friends and associates, including . . .’ Ancram made show of looking for the name in his notes. ‘Fergus McLure.’
‘What of it?’
‘Mr McLure’s recently deceased. I believe you went to see him the morning he died?’
Who’d been talking?
‘So?’
Ancram shrugged, looked satisfied. ‘Just another . . . coincidence. By the way, DCI Grogan called me this morning.’
‘It must be love.’
‘Do you know a pub in Aberdeen called the Yardarm?’
‘It’s down by the docks.’
‘Yes, it is. Ever been inside?’
‘Maybe.’
‘A drinker in there says definitely. You bought him a drink, talked about the rigs.’
The wee man with the heavy cranium. ‘So?’
‘So it shows you were at the docks the night before Vanessa Holden was murdered. Two nights in a row, Inspector. Grogan’s beginning to sound very edgy. I think he wants you back in his custody.’
‘Are you going to hand me over?’ Ancram shook his head. ‘No, you wouldn’t want that, would you?’
Rebus almost blew some smoke in Ancram’s face. Almost. Maybe he was more selfish than he thought . . .
‘That went as well as could be expected,’ Jack Morton said. He was in the driver’s seat, Rebus electing to sit in the front with him.
‘Only because you thought there’d be a bloodbath.’
‘I was trying to remember my first aid training.’
Rebus laughed, releasing tension. He had a headache.
‘Aspirin in the glove compartment,’ Jack told him. Rebus opened it. There was a little plastic bottle of Vittel there, too. He washed down three tablets.
‘Were you ever in the Scouts, Jack?’
‘I was a sixer in the Cubs, never made the transfer to Scouts. I had other hobbies by then. Are the Scouts still going?’
‘Last I heard.’
‘Remember Bob-a-Job week? You had to go round the neighbours, washing windows, digging their gardens. Then at the end, you handed all the cash over to Akela.’
‘Who promptly stuck half in his pocket.’
Jack looked at him. ‘There’s a touch of the cynic in you, isn’t there?’
‘Maybe just a touch.’
‘So where to now? Fort Apache?’
‘After what I’ve just been through?’
‘The Ox?’
‘You’re learning.’
Jack opted for tomato juice – watching his weight, he said – while Rebus had a half-pint and, after a moment’s thought, a nip. The lunchtime trade wasn’t in yet, but the pies and bridies were heating in preparation. Maybe the barmaid had been in the Girl Guides. They took their drinks through to the back room, settled at a corner table.
‘It’s funny being back in Edinburgh,’ Jack said. ‘Never used to drink here, did we? What was the name of the local along Great London Road?’
‘I don’t remember.’ It was true; he couldn’t even recall the pub’s interior, yet must have been in there two or three hundred times. It was just a place for drink and discussion; what life it had the drinkers brought with them.
‘Jesus, the money we wasted in there.’
‘There speaks the reformed drinker.’
Jack forced a smile, lifted his glass. ‘John, tell me though, why do you drink?’
‘It kills my dreams.’
‘It’ll kill you in the end, too.’
‘Something’s got to.’
‘Know what someone said to me? They said you were the world’s longest surviving suicide victim.’
‘Who said that?’
‘Never mind.’
Rebus was laughing. ‘Maybe I should apply to the Guinness Book of Records.’
Jack drained his glass. ‘So what’s the itinerary?’
‘There’s someone I’m supposed to call, a journalist.’ He looked at his watch. ‘I suppose she might be home. I’m going back to the bar to use the phone. Are you coming?’
‘No, I’ll trust you.’
‘You sure?’
‘Fairly.’
So Rebus went to call Mairie, but all he got was her answering machine. He left a brief message, and asked the barmaid if there was a photographer’s within walking distance. She nodded, gave him directions, then went back to wiping glasses. Rebus summoned Jack, and they drifted out of the pub into a day that was growing warmer. There was still a blanket of cloud overhead, oppressive, almost thundery. But you just knew the sun was pummelling it, like a child with its pillow. Rebus took his jacket off, slung it over his shoulder. The photographer’s was one street further along, so they cut through Hill Street.
The shop carried a window display of portraits – wedding couples seeming to radiate light, young children beaming smiles. Frozen moments of happiness – the great deception – to frame and put in pride of place in your cabinet or on top of the television.
‘Holiday snaps, is it?’ Jack asked.
‘Just don’t ask how I got them,’ Rebus warned. He explained to the assistant that he wanted reprints made of each negative. She jotted down the instructions and told him it would be next day.
‘No chance of one-hour?’
‘Not with reprints, sorry.’
Rebus took the receipt from her and folded it into his pocket. Outside again, the sun had given up. It was raining. Rebus kept his jacket off, sweating enough as it was.
‘Look,’ Jack said, ‘you don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to, but I wouldn’t mind knowing a bit about all this.’
‘All what?’
‘Your trip to Aberdeen, all the little coded messages between Chick and you, just, well, everything.’
‘Probably best you don’t know.’
‘Why? Because I’m working for Ancram?’
‘Maybe.’
‘Come on, John.’
But Rebus wasn’t listening. Two shops down from the photographer’s was a small DIY store: paint and brushes and wallpaper rolls. It gave Rebus an idea. Back at the car, he gave directions, telling Jack they were on a mystery tour – remembering Lumsden saying the same thing to him his first night in Furry Boot Town. Near St Leonard’s Rebus told Jack to make a left.
‘Here?’
‘Here.’
It was a do-it-yourself superstore. The car park was almost empty, so they parked close to the doors. Then Rebus hopped out and found a trolley with four working wheels.
‘You’d think in a place like this they’d have someone who could fix them.’
‘What are we doing here?’
‘I need a few things.’
‘You need provisions, not bags of plaster.’
Rebus turned to him. ‘That’s just where you’re wrong.’
He bought paint, rollers and brushes, turps, a couple of ground-sheets, plaster, a hot-air gun, sandpaper (coarse and fine), and varnish, sticking it all on his credit card. Then he treated Jack to lunch at a nearby café, a haunt of his from St Leonard’s days.
And afterwards: home. Jack helped him carry everything upstairs.
‘Brought any old clothes with you?’ Rebus asked.
‘I’ve a boilersuit in the boot.’
‘Better bring it up.’ Rebus stopped, stared at his open door, dropped the paint and ran into the flat. A quick check told him there was no one there. Jack was examining the jamb.
‘Looks like someone took a crowbar to it,’ he said. ‘What’s missing?’
‘The hi-fi and telly are still there.’
Jack walked in, checked the rooms. ‘Looks much the same as when we left it. Want to call it in?’
‘Why? We both know this is Ancram trying to rattle me.’
‘I don’t see that.’
‘No? Funny I get a break-in when I’m being interrogated by him.’
‘We should call it in, that way the insurance will cover you for a new door-frame.’ Jack looked around him. ‘Surprised nobody heard it.’
‘Deaf neighbours,’ Rebus said. ‘Edinburgh’s famous for them. All right, we’ll call it in. You go back to the store and fetch another lock or something.’
‘And what will you be doing?’
‘Sitting here, minding the fort. I promise.’
The minute Jack was out of the door, Rebus headed for the telephone. He asked to be put through to DCI Ancram. Then he waited, looking around the room. Somebody breaks in, then leaves without taking the hi-fi. It was almost an insult.
‘Ancram.’
‘It’s me.’
‘Something on your mind, Inspector?’
‘My flat’s been broken into.’
‘I’m sorry to hear it. What did they take?’
‘Nothing. That’s where they slipped up. I thought you should tell them.’
Ancram laughed. ‘You think I had something to do with it?’
‘Yes.’
‘Why?’
‘I was hoping you’d tell me. The word “harassment” springs to mind.’ As soon as he said it, he thought of The Justice Programme: how desperate were they? Desperate enough for a spot of housebreaking? He couldn’t see it, not Kayleigh Burgess. Eamonn Breen, however, was another matter entirely . . .
‘Look, this is a pretty serious allegation. I’m not sure I want to listen to it. Why not calm down and think it over?’
Rebus was doing just that. He hung up on Ancram, got his wallet out of his jacket pocket. It was full of scraps of paper, receipts, business cards. He plucked out Kayleigh Burgess’s, phoned her office.
‘I’m afraid she’s not here this afternoon,’ a secretary told him. ‘Can I take a message?’
‘What about Eamonn?’ Trying to sound like a friend. ‘Is he in by any chance?’
‘I’ll just check. What’s the name?’
‘John Rebus.’
‘Hold the line.’ Rebus held. ‘No, sorry, Eamonn’s out as well. Shall I tell him you called?’
‘No, it’s all right, I’ll catch up with him later. Thanks anyway.’
Rebus went through the flat again, more carefully this time. His first thought had been a straight break-in; his second some sort of ruse to wind him up. But now he was thinking of other things someone could have been looking for. It wasn’t easy to tell: Siobhan and her friends hadn’t exactly left the place as they’d found it. But nor had they been particularly thorough. For instance, they hadn’t spent time in the kitchen, hadn’t opened the cupboard where he kept all his cuttings and newspapers.
But someone had. Rebus knew which cutting he’d last read, and it was no longer on top of the pile. Instead, it had migrated south three or four layers. Maybe Jack . . . no, he didn’t think Jack had been snooping.
But someone had. Someone most definitely had.
By the time Jack got back, Rebus had changed into jeans and a gaudy T-shirt bearing the legend DANCING PIGS. A couple of woolly suits had been round to inspect the damage and scribble some notes. They gave Rebus a reference number. His insurers would want it.
Rebus had already moved some of the furniture out of the living room into the hall, and placed a ground-sheet over everything else. The other sheet went on the carpet. He lifted the fishing-boat painting off the wall.
‘I like that,’ Jack said.
‘Rhona gave it to me, the first birthday I had after we were married. Bought it at a craft fair, thought it’d remind me of Fife.’ He was studying the painting and shaking his head.
‘I take it it didn’t?’
‘I come from west Fife – mining villages, rough – not the East Neuk.’ All fishing creels, tourists and retirement homes. ‘I don’t think she ever understood.’ He took the painting through to the hall.
‘I can’t believe we’re doing this,’ Jack said.
‘And on police time. Which would you rather do, paint the walls, strip the door, or fit the lock?’
‘Paint.’ With his blue boilersuit on, Jack looked the part. Rebus handed him the roller, then reached under the sheet to put the hi-fi on. Stones, Exile on Main Street. Just right. The two of them got to work.
They took a break and walked up Marchmont Road, buying groceries. Jack kept his boilersuit on, said he felt like he was undercover. He had a smudge of paint on his face, but didn’t bother wiping it off. He was enjoying himself. He’d sung along to the music, even though he didn’t always know the words. They bought junk food mostly, carbohydrate, but added four apples and a couple of bananas. Jack asked if Rebus was going to buy any beer. Rebus shook his head, chose Irn-Bru and bricks of orange juice instead.
‘What’s all this in aid of?’ Jack asked as they sauntered home.
‘Clearing the mind,’ Rebus answered, ‘giving me time to think . . . I don’t know. Maybe I’m thinking of selling.’
‘Selling the flat?’
Rebus nodded.
‘And doing what exactly?’
‘Well, I could buy a round-the-world ticket, couldn’t I? Take off for six months. Or stick the money in the bank and live off the interest.’ He paused. ‘Or maybe buy myself a place outside town.’
‘Whereabouts?’
‘Somewhere by the sea.’
‘That’d be nice.’
‘Nice?’ Rebus shrugged. ‘Yes, I suppose so. I just fancy a change.’
‘Right next to the beach?’
‘Could be a cliff-top, who knows?’
‘What’s brought this on?’
Rebus thought about it. ‘My home doesn’t feel like my castle any longer.’
‘Yes, but we bought all the painting stuff before the break-in.’
Rebus didn’t have an answer to that.
They worked the rest of the afternoon, windows open to let out the paint fumes.
‘Am I supposed to sleep in here tonight?’ Jack asked.
‘The spare room,’ Rebus told him.
The phone rang at half past five. Rebus got to it just as the answering machine cut in.
‘Hello?’
‘John, it’s Brian. Siobhan told me you were back.’
‘Well, she should know. How are you?’
‘Shouldn’t I be asking you that?’
‘I’m fine.’
‘Me, too.’
‘You’re not pick of the week with DCI Ancram.’
Jack Morton started to take an interest in the call.
‘Maybe not, but he’s not my boss.’
‘He has pull, though.’
‘So let him pull.’
‘Brian, I know what you’re up to. I want to talk to you about it. Can we come round there?’
‘We?’
‘It’s a long story.’
‘Maybe I could come see you.’
‘This place is a building site. We’ll be there in about an hour, all right?’
Holmes hesitated, then said that would be fine.
‘Brian, this is Jack Morton, an old friend of mine. He’s with Falkirk CID, currently seconded to DI John Rebus.’
Jack winked at Brian. He’d washed the paint off his face and hands. ‘What he means is, I’m supposed to keep him out of trouble.’
‘UN Peacekeeper, eh? Well, come in.’
Brian Holmes had spent the hour tidying the living room. He saw Rebus’s appraisal.
‘Just don’t go into the kitchen – looks like an Apache raiding party’s ridden through.’
Rebus smiled and sat on the sofa, Jack next to him. Brian asked if they wanted anything to drink. Rebus shook his head.
‘Brian, I’ve told Jack a wee bit about what’s happened. He’s a good man, we can speak in front of him. OK?’
Rebus was taking a calculated risk, hoping the afternoon’s bonding had worked. If not, at least they’d made progress on the room: three walls with first coats, and half of one side of the door stripped. Plus a new lock on the door.
Brian Holmes nodded and sat down on a chair. There were photos of Nell on top of the gas fire. It looked like they’d been newly framed and placed there: a makeshift shrine.
‘Is she at her mum’s?’ Rebus asked.
Brian nodded. ‘But mostly working late shifts at the library.’
‘Any chance she’s coming back?’
‘I don’t know.’ Brian made to bite a fingernail, discovered there was nothing there to bite.
‘I’m not sure this is the answer.’
‘What?’
‘You can’t make yourself resign, so you’re going to let Ancram kick you out: not cooperating, acting the mule.’
‘I had a good teacher.’
Rebus smiled. It was true, after all. He’d had Lawson Geddes; and Brian had had him.
‘This happened to me once before,’ Brian went on. ‘At school, I had this really good friend, and we were going to go to university together, only he’d decided to go to Stirling, so I said I’d go there, too. But my first choice had been Edinburgh, and to knock Edinburgh’s offer on the head I had to fail Higher German.’
‘And?’
‘And I sat in the exam hall . . . knowing if I just sat there and didn’t answer any of the questions, that would be it.’
‘But you answered them?’
Brian smiled. ‘Couldn’t help myself. I got a C pass.’
‘Same problem now,’ Rebus said. ‘If you go this way, you’ll always regret it, because in your heart you don’t want to leave. You like what you’re doing. And beating yourself up about it . . .’
‘What about beating other people up?’ Brian looked straight at him as he asked the question. Mental Minto, sporting bruises.
‘You lost the head once.’ Rebus held up a finger for emphasis. ‘It was once too often, but you got away with it. I don’t think you’ll do that to anyone ever again.’
‘I hope you’re right.’ Holmes turned to Jack Morton. ‘I had this suspect in the biscuit-tin, I gave him a smack.’
Jack nodded: Rebus had told him all about it. ‘I’ve been there myself, Brian,’ Jack said. ‘I mean, it’s never come to blows, but I’ve been close. I’ve skinned my knuckles on a few walls.’
Holmes held up ten fingers: scrapes all across them.
‘See,’ Rebus said, ‘like I say, you’re beating yourself up. Mental’s got a few marks, but they’ll fade.’ He tapped his head. ‘But when the bruises are in here . . .’
‘I want Nell back.’
‘Of course you do.’
‘But I want to be a copper.’
‘You’ve got to make both those clear to her.’
‘Christ.’ Brian rubbed his face. ‘I’ve tried explaining it . . .’
‘You’ve always written a good, clear report, Brian.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘If the words aren’t coming out right, try writing them down.’
‘Send her a letter?’
‘Call it that if you like. Just put down what it is you want to say, maybe try explaining why you feel that way.’
‘Have you been reading Cosmopolitan or something?’
‘Only the problem page.’
They had a laugh at that, though it didn’t really merit one. Brian stretched in his chair. ‘I need a sleep,’ he said.
‘Get an early night, write the letter first thing tomorrow.’
‘Maybe I will, aye.’
Rebus started to get to his feet. Brian watched him rise.
‘Don’t you want to hear about Mick Hine?’
‘Who he?’
‘Ex-con, the last man to speak to Lenny Spaven.’
Rebus sat down again.
‘I had a job tracking him down. Turns out he was here in town all the time, sleeping rough.’
‘And?’
‘And I had a word with him.’ Brian paused. ‘And I think you should, too. You’ll get a very different picture of Lenny Spaven, believe me.’
Rebus believed him, whatever he meant. He didn’t want to, but he did.
Jack was utterly opposed to the idea.
‘Look, John, my boss is going to want to talk to this guy Hine, right?’
‘Right.’
‘How’s it going to look when he finds out not just that your pal Brian’s been there first, but that you’ve followed up?’
‘It’s going to look bad, but he hasn’t told me not to.’
Jack growled his frustration. They’d dropped his car back at the flat, and were now walking down on to Melville Drive. One side of the road was Bruntsfield Links, the other the Meadows, a flat grassy stretch which could be wonderful on a hot summer’s afternoon – a place to relax, to play football or cricket – but scary at night. The paths were lamp-lit, but it was like the wattage had been turned down. Some nights, the walk was positively Victorian. But this was summer, the sky still pink. There were squares of light shining from the Royal Infirmary and a couple of the tall university buildings huddled around George Square. Female students crossed the Meadows in packs, a lesson learned from the animal world. Maybe there were no predators out there tonight, but the fear was just as real. The government had pledged to combat ‘the fear of crime’. It was reported on the TV news just before the latest Hollywood shoot-’em-up.
Rebus turned to Jack. ‘You going to grass me up?’
‘I should.’
‘Yes, you should. But will you?’
‘I don’t know, John.’
‘Well, don’t let our friendship stand in your way.’
‘That helps me a lot.’
‘Look, Jack, the water I’m in is so deep, I’d probably die of the bends coming back up. So I might just as well stay down here.’
‘Ever heard of the Marianas Trench? Ancram probably has one just like it waiting for you.’
‘You’re slipping.’
‘What?’
‘He was Chick before, now he’s “Ancram”. You better watch yourself.’
‘You’re sober, aren’t you?’
‘As a judge.’
‘Can’t be Dutch courage then, which means it’s plain insanity.’
‘Welcome to my world, Jack.’
They were headed for the back of the Infirmary. There were benches provided just this side of the perimeter wall. Dossers, travellers, down-and-outs . . . whatever you wanted to call them . . . they used these benches as beds in the summer. There used to be one old guy, Frank, Rebus saw him every summer, and at the end of every summer he disappeared like a migrating bird, only to reappear the next year. But this year . . . this year Frank hadn’t appeared. The homeless people Rebus saw were a lot younger than Frank, his spiritual children, if not grandchildren; only they were different – tougher and more frightened, wired and tired. Different game, different rules. Edinburgh’s ‘gentlemen of the road’: twenty years ago you could have measured them in mere dozens. But not these days. Not these days . . .
They woke up a couple of sleepers, who denied being Mick Hine and said they didn’t know who he was, and then hit lucky with the third bench. He was sitting upright, a pile of newspapers beside him. He had a tiny transistor radio, which he held hard to his ear.
‘Are you deaf or does it just need new batteries?’ Rebus asked.
‘Not deaf, not dumb, not blind. He said another copper might want to talk to me. Do you want a seat?’
Rebus sat down on the bench. Jack Morton rested against the wall behind it, like he’d rather be somewhere out of earshot. Rebus drew out a fiver.
‘Here, get some batteries.’
Mick Hine took the money. ‘So you’re Rebus?’ He gave Rebus a long look. Hine was early forties, balding, with a slight squint. He wore a decent enough suit, only it had holes in both knees. Beneath the jacket was a baggy red T-shirt. Two supermarket carrier bags sat on the ground beside him, bulging with worldly goods. ‘Lenny talked about you. I thought you’d be different.’
‘Different?’
‘Younger.’
‘I was younger when Lenny knew me.’
‘Aye, that’s true. Only film stars get younger, have you noticed that? The rest of us get wrinkled and grey.’ Not that Hine was either. His face was lightly tanned, like polished brass, and what hair he had was jet black and worn long. He had grazes on his cheeks and chin, forehead, knuckles. Either a stumble or a beating.
‘Did you fall over, Mick?’
‘I get dizzy sometimes.’
‘What does the doctor say?’
‘Eh?’
No doctor consulted. ‘You know there are hostels, you don’t need to be out here.’
‘Full up. I hate queueing, so I’m always at the back. Your concern has been noted by Michael Edward Hine. Now, do you want to hear the story?’
‘In your own time.’
‘I knew Lenny in prison, we shared a cell for maybe four months. He was the quiet type, thoughtful. I know he’d been in trouble before, and yet he didn’t fit with prison life. He taught me how to do crosswords, sort out all the jumbled letters. He was patient with me.’ Hine seemed to be drifting off, but pulled himself back. ‘The man he wrote about is the man he was. He told me himself, he’d done wickedness and never been punished for it. But that didn’t make it any easier on his soul, being punished for a crime he didn’t commit. Time and again he told me, “I didn’t do it, Mick, I swear to God and anybody else who’s up there.” It was an obsession with him. I think if he hadn’t had his writing, he might have done away with himself sooner.’
‘You don’t think he was got at?’
Hine thought it over before shaking his head firmly. ‘I believe he took his own life. That last day, it was like he’d come to a decision, made peace with himself. He was calmer, almost serene. But his eyes . . . he wouldn’t look at me. It was like he couldn’t deal with people any more. He talked, but he was conversing with himself. I liked him such a lot. And his writing was beautiful . . .’
‘The last day?’ Rebus prompted. Jack was peering through the railings at the hospital.
‘The last day,’ Hine repeated. ‘That last day was the most spiritual of my life. I really felt touched by . . . grace.’
‘Lovely girl,’ Jack muttered. Hine didn’t hear him.
‘You know what his last words were?’ Hine closed his eyes, remembering. ‘ “God knows I’m innocent, Mick, but I’m so tired of saying it over and over.”’
Rebus was fidgeting. He wanted to be flippant, ironic, his usual self – but now he found he could identify all too easily with Spaven’s epitaph; even perhaps – just a little – with the man himself. Had Lawson Geddes really blinded him? Rebus hardly knew Spaven at all, yet had helped put him in jail for murder, breaching rules and regulations in the process, aiding a man who was feverish with hatred, spellbound by revenge.
But revenge for what?
‘When I heard he’d cut his throat, it didn’t surprise me. He’d been stroking his neck all day.’ Hine leaned forward suddenly, his voice rising. ‘And to his dying day he insisted you set him up! You and your friend!’
Jack turned towards the bench, ready for trouble. But Rebus wasn’t worried.
‘Look at me and tell me you didn’t!’ Hine spat. ‘He was the best friend I ever had, the kindest, gentlest man. All gone now, all gone . . .’ Hine held his head in his hands and wept.
Of all the options open to him, Rebus knew which he favoured – flight. And that’s exactly the option he took, Jack working hard to keep up with him as he fled across the grass, back towards Melville Drive.
‘Wait up!’ Jack called. ‘Hold on there!’ They were halfway across the playing-field, in the twilit centre of a triangle bordered by footpaths. Jack tugged at Rebus’s arm, tried to slow him. Rebus turned and threw the arm off, then swung a punch. It caught Jack on the cheek, spinning him. There was shock on his face, but he was ready for the second blow, blocked it with a forearm, then threw a right of his own – no southpaw. He feinted, made Rebus think he was aiming for the head, then landed one hard into yielding gut. Rebus grunted, felt the pain but rode with it, took two steps back before launching himself. The two men hit the ground in a roll, their blows lacking force, wrestling for supremacy. Rebus could hear Jack saying his name, over and over. He pushed him off, and came up into a crouch. A couple of cyclists had stopped on one of the paths and were watching.
‘John, what the fuck are you doing?’
Teeth bared, Rebus swung again, even more wildly, giving his friend plenty of time to dodge and launch a punch of his own. Rebus almost defended himself, but thought better of it. Instead, he waited for the impact. Jack hit him low, the sort of blow that could wind a man without doing damage. Rebus doubled over, fell to hands and knees, and spewed on to the ground, spitting out mostly liquid. He went on trying to cough everything out, even when there was nothing left to expel. And then he started crying. Crying for himself and for Lawson Geddes, and maybe even for Lenny Spaven. And most of all for Elsie Rhind and all her sisters, all the victims he couldn’t help and would never ever be able to help.
Jack was sitting a yard or so away, forearms resting on his knees. He was breathing hard and sweating, pulling off his jacket. The crying seemed to take for ever, bubbles of snot escaping from Rebus’s nose, fine lines of saliva from his mouth. Then he felt the shuddering lessen, stop altogether. He rolled on to his back, his chest rising and falling, an arm across his brow.
‘Christ,’ he said, ‘I needed that.’
‘I haven’t had a fight like that since I was a teenager,’ Jack said. ‘Feel better?’
‘Much.’ Rebus got a handkerchief out, wiped eyes and mouth, then blew his nose. ‘Sorry it had to be you.’
‘Rather me than some innocent bystander.’
‘That’s pretty accurate.’
‘Is that why you drink? To stop this happening?’
‘Christ, Jack, I don’t know. I drink because I’ve always done it. I like it; I like the taste and the sensation, I like standing in pubs.’
‘And you like sleep without dreams?’
Rebus nodded. ‘That most of all.’
‘There are other ways, John.’
‘Is this where you try to sell me the Juice Church?’
‘You’re a big boy, make up your own mind.’ Jack got to his feet, pulled Rebus to his.
‘I bet we look like a couple of dossers.’
‘Well, you do. I don’t know about me.’
‘Elegant, Jack, you look cool and elegant.’
Jack touched a hand to Rebus’s shoulder. ‘OK now?’
Rebus nodded. ‘It’s daft, but I feel better than for ages. Come on, let’s go for a walk.’
They turned and headed back towards the Infirmary. Jack didn’t ask where they were going. But Rebus had a destination in mind: the university library in George Square. It was just closing as they walked in, the departing students, folders huddled to chests, giving them plenty of room as they walked up to the main desk.
‘Can I help you?’ a man asked, looking them up and down. But Rebus was walking around the desk to where a young woman was bowed over a pile of books.
‘Hello, Nell.’
She looked up, couldn’t place him at first. Then the blood left her face.
‘What’s happened?’
Rebus held up a hand. ‘Brian’s fine. Jack here and me . . . well, we . . .’
‘Tripped and fell,’ Jack said.
‘You shouldn’t drink in pubs with stairs.’ Now she knew Brian was all right, she was regaining her composure fast, and with it her wariness. ‘What do you want?’
‘A word,’ Rebus said. ‘Maybe outside?’
‘I’ll be finished here in five minutes.’
Rebus nodded. ‘We’ll wait.’
They went outside. Rebus went to light a cigarette but found the packet crushed, its contents useless.
‘Christ, just when I could do with one.’
‘Now you know how it feels to give up.’
They sat on the steps and stared at George Square Gardens and the buildings surrounding it, a mishmash of old and new.
‘You can almost feel all that brain power in the air,’ Jack commented.
‘Half the force has been to university these days.’
‘And I bet they don’t go swinging punches at their friends.’
‘I’ve said I’m sorry.’
‘Did Sammy ever go to uni?’
‘College. I think she did something secretarial. She works for a charity now.’
‘Which one?’
‘SWEEP.’
‘Working with ex-cons?’
‘That’s it’
‘Did she do it to have a dig at you?’
Rebus had asked himself the same question many times. He shrugged.
‘Fathers and daughters, eh?’
The door swung open behind them. It was Nell Stapleton. She was tall, with short dark hair and a defiant face. No earrings or jewellery.
‘You can walk me to the bus stop,’ she told them.
‘Look, Nell,’ Rebus started, realising that he should have thought this through, should have rehearsed, ‘all I want to say is, I’m sorry about you and Brian.’
‘Thanks.’ She was walking quickly. Rebus’s knee hurt as he kept up.
‘I know I’m unlikely material as marriage guidance, but there’s something you have to know: Brian’s a born copper. He doesn’t want to lose you – it’s killing him – but leaving the force would be a slow death in itself. He can’t make himself leave, so instead he’s trying to get into trouble, so the high hiedyins will have no alternative but to boot him out. That’s no way to sort a problem.’
Nell didn’t say anything for a while. They headed for Potterrow, crossed the road at the lights. They were headed for Greyfriars, plenty of bus stops there.
‘I know what you’re saying,’ she said at last. ‘You’re saying it’s a no-win situation.’
‘Not at all.’
‘Please, just listen to me.’ Her eyes were glistening in the sodium light. ‘I don’t want to spend the rest of my life waiting for the phone call, the one that tells me there’s bad news. I don’t want to plan weekends off and holidays away only to have them cancelled because some case or court appearance takes precedence. That’s asking too much.’
‘It’s asking a hell of a lot,’ Rebus conceded. ‘It’s a high-wire act without the safety net. But all the same . . .’
‘What?’
‘You can make it work. A lot of people do. Maybe you can’t plan things too far in advance, maybe there’ll be cancellations and tears. When the chances come, you take them.’
‘Have I wandered into a Dr Ruth show by mistake?’ Rebus sighed, and she stopped walking, took his hand. ‘Look, John, I know why you’re doing this. Brian’s hurting, and you don’t like to see it. I don’t like it either.’ A distant siren wailed, down towards the High Street, and Nell shivered. Rebus saw it, looked into her eyes, and found himself nodding. He knew she was right; his own wife had said the same things. And the way Jack was standing, the look on his face, he’d been here before, too. Nell started walking again.
‘He’ll leave the force, Nell. He’ll make them dump him. But for the rest of his life . . .’ He shook his head. ‘It won’t be the same. He won’t be the same.’
She nodded. ‘I can live with that.’
‘You don’t know for sure.’
‘No, I don’t.’
‘You’ll take that risk, but you won’t risk him staying put?’ Her face hardened, but Rebus didn’t give her time for a comeback. ‘Here’s your bus. Just think about it, Nell.’
He turned and walked back towards the Meadows.
They’d made up a bed for Jack in the spare room – Sammy’s old bedroom, complete with Duran Duran and Michael Jackson posters. They’d washed themselves and shared a pot of tea – no alcohol, no ciggies. Rebus lay in bed and stared at the ceiling, knew sleep wouldn’t come for ages, and that when it did his dreams would be fierce. He got up and tiptoed through to the living room, keeping the lights off. The room was cool, they’d kept the windows open late, but the fresh paint and the old scorched paint from the door left a nice smell. Rebus uncovered his chair and dragged it over to the bay window. He sat down and pulled his blanket over him, felt himself relax. There were lights on across the way and he concentrated on them. I’m a peeper, he thought, a voyeur. All cops are. But he knew he was more than that: he liked to get involved in the lives around him. He had a need to know which went beyond voyeurism. It was a drug. And the thing was, when he had all this knowledge, he then had to use booze to blank it out. He saw his reflection in the window, two-dimensional, ghostly.
I’m almost not here at all, he thought.
Rebus woke up and knew something was wrong. He showered and dressed and still couldn’t put a name to it. Then Jack came slouching through to the kitchen and asked if he’d slept well.
And he had. That was what was different. He’d slept very well indeed, and he’d been sober.
‘Any word from Ancram?’ Jack asked, staring into the fridge.
‘No.’
‘Then you’re probably clear for today.’
‘He must be in training for the next bout.’
‘So do we crack on with the decorating, or actually go to work?’
‘Let’s do an hour’s painting,’ Rebus said. So that’s what they did, Rebus keeping half an eye on the street outside. No reporters, no Justice Programme. Maybe he’d scared them off; maybe they were biding their time. He hadn’t heard anything about an assault charge: Breen was probably too happy with the video footage to consider any further action. Plenty of time to file a complaint after the programme went out . . .
After the painting, they took Jack’s car to Fort Apache. Jack’s initial response did not disappoint Rebus.
‘What a shit-hole.’
Inside, the station was a frenzy of packing and moving. Vans were already taking crates and boxes to the new station. The desk sergeant had become a shirt-sleeved foreman, making sure the cases were labelled and the moving crew knew where they were to go once they reached their destination.
‘It’ll be a miracle if it goes to plan,’ he said. ‘And I notice CID aren’t giving a hand.’
Jack and Rebus gave him a round of applause: an old joke, but well intentioned. Then they went to the Shed.
Maclay and Bain were in situ.
‘The prodigal son!’ Bain exclaimed. ‘Where the hell have you been?’
‘Helping CI Ancram with his inquiries.’
‘You should have called in. MacAskill wants a word, toot-sweet.’
‘I thought I told you never to call me that.’
Bain smirked. Rebus introduced Jack Morton. There were nods, handshakes, grunts: the usual procedure.
‘You better go see the Boss,’ Maclay said. ‘He’s been fretting.’
‘I’ve been missing him, too.’
‘Did you bring us back anything from Aberdeen?’
Rebus searched his pockets. ‘Must have slipped my mind.’
‘Well,’ Bain said, ‘you were probably busy.’
‘Busier than you two, but that wouldn’t be hard.’
‘Go see the Boss,’ Maclay told him.
Bain was wagging a finger. ‘And you should be nice to us, otherwise we might not tell you what our snitches came up with.’
‘What?’ Local snitches: word out for Tony El’s accomplice.
‘After you’ve talked to MacAskill.’
So Rebus went to see his boss, leaving Jack Morton outside the door.
‘John,’ Jim MacAskill said, ‘what have you been playing at?’
‘Different games, sir.’
‘So I hear, and you’ve not proved proficient at any of them, eh?’
MacAskill’s office was emptying, but there was some way to go. His filing cabinet stood with its drawers gutted, the files themselves spread across the floor.
‘Nightmare,’ he said, noticing Rebus’s look. ‘How’s your own packing coming?’
‘I travel light, sir.’
‘I forget, you’ve not been with us long. Sometimes it seems like for ever.’
‘I have that effect on people.’
MacAskill smiled. ‘Question one in my mind, this reopening of the Spaven case: is it going to go anywhere?’
‘Not if I have my way.’
‘Well, Chick Ancram’s pretty persistent . . . and thorough. Don’t depend on him overlooking something.’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘I’ve had a word with your boss at St Leonard’s. He tells me this is par for the course.’
‘I don’t know, sir, seems like I’m playing under a handicap.’
‘Well, anything I can do, John . . .’
‘Thank you, sir.’
‘I know the way Chick will play it: attrition. He’ll sweat the arse off you, run you in circles. He makes it easier for you to lie and say you’re guilty than to keep telling the truth. Watch out for that.’
‘Will do.’
‘Meantime, question one: how are you feeling?’
‘I’m all right, sir.’
‘Well, there’s not much happening around here that we can’t handle. So any time off you need, take it.’
‘I appreciate that.’
‘Chick’s west coast, John. He shouldn’t be over here.’ MacAskill shook his head, went to his drawer for a can of Irn-Bru. ‘Bugger,’ he said.
‘Problem, sir?’
‘I’ve gone and bought the diet stuff.’ He opened it anyway. Rebus left him to his packing.
Jack was right outside the door.
‘Did you catch any of that?’
‘I wasn’t listening.’
‘My boss just told me I can bunk off whenever I like.’
‘Which means we can finish doing up the living room.’
Rebus nodded, but he was thinking of finishing something else instead. He went into the Shed and stood in front of Bain’s desk.
‘Well?’
‘Well,’ Bain said, sitting back, ‘we did what you asked, put word out with our snitches. And they came up with a name.’
‘Hank Shankley,’ Maclay added.
‘He’s not got much of a record, but he’s game to make a few quid where he can, no scruples attached. And he gets around. Word is, he’s had a windfall and after a couple of drinks he was boasting about his “Glasgow connection”.’
‘Have you talked to him?’
Bain shook his head. ‘Bided our time.’
‘Waiting for you to turn up,’ Maclay added.
‘Have you been rehearsing this routine? Where can I find him?’
‘He’s a keen swimmer.’
‘Anywhere in particular?’
‘The Commie Pool.’
‘Description?’
‘Big building at the top of Dalkeith Road.’
‘I meant Shankley.’
‘You can’t miss him,’ Maclay said. ‘Late thirties, six feet tall and skinny as a pole, short fair hair. Nordic looking.’
‘The description we got,’ Bain corrected, ‘was albino.’
Rebus nodded. ‘I owe you for this, gents.’
‘You haven’t heard who it was spilled the beans.’
‘Who?’
Bain grinned. ‘Remember Craw Shand?’
‘Claimed to be Johnny Bible?’ Bain and Maclay nodded. ‘Why didn’t you tell me he was a snitch of yours?’
Bain shrugged. ‘Didn’t want it broadcast. But Craw’s a big fan of yours. See, he likes it rough now and then . . .’
Outside, Jack made for the car, but Rebus had other plans. He went into a shop and came out with six cans of Irn-Bru, not diet, then marched back into the station. The desk sergeant was sweating. Rebus handed him the carrier bag.
‘You shouldn’t have,’ the sergeant said.
‘They’re for Jim MacAskill,’ Rebus said. ‘I want at least five to reach him.’
Now he was ready to go.
The Commonwealth Pool, which had been built for the Commonwealth Games in 1970, was sited at the top of Dalkeith Road, at the foot of Arthur’s Seat, and just over quarter of a mile from St Leonard’s police station. In the days when he swam, Rebus used the Commie Pool at lunchtimes. You found yourself a lane – never an empty lane, it was like easing out of a slip-road on to a motorway – and you swam, pacing yourself so you didn’t catch up with the person in front, or let the person behind gain on you. It was OK, but a bit too regimented. The other option was to swim breadths in the open pool, but then you were in with the kids and their parents. There was a separate pool for infants, plus three flumes Rebus had never been down, and elsewhere in the building were saunas, gym, and a café.
They found a space in the overflow car park and went in by the main entrance. Rebus showed ID at the kiosk and gave a description of Shankley.
‘He’s a regular,’ the woman told him.
‘Is he here just now?’
‘I don’t know. I’ve only just come on.’ She turned to ask the other woman in the booth, who was counting coins into polythene bank-bags. Jack Morton tapped Rebus’s arm and nodded.
Beyond the kiosk there was a wide open space, with windows looking down on to the main pool. And standing there, glugging Coke from the can, stood a very tall, very thin man with damp, bleached hair. He had a rolled-up towel under one arm. When he turned, Rebus saw that his eyebrows and lashes were fair. Shankley saw two men examining him, placed them immediately. When Rebus and Morton started towards him, he ran.
He turned a corner into the open-plan café, but couldn’t see an exit from there, so kept running, ended up beside the children’s play area. This was a large netted enclosure totalling three storeys, with slides and walkways and other challenges – a toddler assault course. Rebus liked sometimes to sit with a post-swim coffee watching the kids playing, wondering which would make the best soldier.
Shankley was cornered and knew it. He turned to face them: Rebus and Jack were smiling. The impulse to flee was still too strong: Shankley pushed past the attendant, opened the door to the play area, ducked and went in. Two huge padded rollers stood directly in front of him, like a giant mangle. He was thin enough to squeeze between them.
Jack Morton laughed. ‘Where’s he going to go from there?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘Let’s grab a cup of tea and wait for him to get fed up.’
Rebus shook his head. He’d heard a noise from the top storey. ‘There’s a kid in there.’ He turned to the attendant. ‘Isn’t there?’
She nodded. Rebus turned to Jack. ‘Possible hostage. I’m going in. Stay out here, tell me where Shankley is.’
Rebus took off his jacket and went in.
The rollers were the first obstacle. He was too big to squeeze through, but managed to push his way through the gap between them and the side netting. He remembered his SAS training: assault courses you wouldn’t believe. Kept going. A pool of coloured plastic balls to wade through, and then a tube curving upwards, leading to the first floor. A slide nearby – he climbed that. Through the netting he could see Jack, pointing up and towards the far corner. Rebus stayed in a crouch, looked around. Punch-bags, a net across a yawning gap, a cylinder to crawl through . . . more slides and climbing-ropes. There: far corner, wondering what to do next. Hank Shankley. People in the café were watching, no longer interested in swimming. One floor further up was the kid. Rebus had to get there before Shankley; either that or grab Shankley first. Shankley didn’t know anyone was in here with him. Jack was shouting up, distracting him.
‘Hey, Hank, we can wait here all day! All night too if we have to! Come on out, we only want a chat! Hank, you look ridiculous in there. Maybe we’ll just padlock it shut and keep you for an exhibit.’
‘Shut up!’ Flecks of foam from Shankley’s mouth. Skinny, gaunt . . . Rebus knew it was crazy to worry about HIV, but found himself worrying anyway. Edinburgh was still HIV city. He was about fifteen feet from Shankley when he heard a swooshing sound coming towards him fast. He was passing the exit to one of the tubes when a pair of feet hit him, toppling him on to his side. A boy about eight years old stared at him.
‘You’re too big for in here, mister.’
Rebus got up, saw Shankley coming for them, and started dragging the kid by the scruff of his neck. He backed up to the slide, then dropped the boy down it. He was turning to confront Shankley when another foot hit him – the albino’s. He bounced off the mesh wall and tumbled down the padded slide. The boy was making his way to the entrance, where the attendant gestured for him to hurry. Shankley slid down, both fists out, and clubbed Rebus on the neck. He was sprinting for the kid, but the boy was already through the rollers. Rebus dived at Shankley, brought him down into the plastic balls, caught him with a decent punch. Shankley’s arms were tired from swimming; he pummelled Rebus’s sides, but it was like being hit by a rag doll. Rebus grabbed a ball, stuffed it into Shankley’s mouth, where it wedged, the lips taut and bloodless. Then he hit Shankley in the groin, twice, and that just about did it.
Jack came to help him drag the unresisting figure out. ‘You all right?’ he asked.
‘The kid hurt me more than he did.’
The boy’s mother was hugging her son, checking he was all right. She gave Rebus a dirty look. The boy was complaining he still had ten minutes left. The attendant came after Rebus.
‘Excuse me,’ she said, ‘could I have our ball back?’
St Leonard’s being so close, they took Shankley there, asked for and were given an empty biscuit-tin, only recently vacated by the smell of it.
‘Sit there,’ Rebus told Shankley. Then he took Jack outside, spoke in an undertone.
‘To fill you in, Tony El killed Allan Mitchison – I still don’t know why exactly. Tony had local help.’ He tilted his head towards the door. ‘I want to know what Hank knows.’
Jack nodded. ‘Do I stay dumb, or is there a part for me?’
‘You’re the good guy, Jack.’ Rebus patted his shoulder. ‘Always have been.’
They went back into the room as a team, like in the old days.
‘Well, Mr Shankley,’ Rebus opened, ‘so far we’ve got resisting arrest and assaulting a police officer. Plenty of witnesses, too.’
‘I haven’t done nothing.’
‘Double negative.’
‘Eh?’
‘If you haven’t done nothing, you must have done something.’
Shankley just looked glum. Rebus had him pegged already: Bain’s ‘no scruples attached’ had given him the clue. Shankley lived to no code whatsoever, except perhaps ‘Look after number one’. He didn’t give a toss for anything or anyone. There was no intelligence other than a root instinct to survive. Rebus knew he could play on that.
‘You don’t owe Tony El anything, Hank. Who do you think grassed you up?’
‘Tony who?’
‘Anthony Ellis Kane. Glasgow hardman relocated to Aberdeen. He was down here to do a job. He needed an associate. Somehow he ended up with you.’
‘Not your fault,’ Jack chipped in, hands in pockets, ‘you’re an accessory. We’re not doing you for murder.’
‘Murder?’
‘That young guy Tony El was after,’ Rebus explained. ‘You scouted out somewhere to take him. That was about the sum of your part, wasn’t it? The rest was down to Tony.’
Shankley bit his top lip, showing a bottom row of narrow uneven teeth. His eyes were pale blue with dark flecks in them, his pupils contracted to pencil dots.
‘Of course,’ Rebus said, ‘there’s another way we can play it. We could say you tossed him out that window.’
‘I don’t know nothing.’
‘Don’t know anything,’ Rebus reminded him. Shankley folded his arms, spread his long legs.
‘I want a lawyer.’
‘Been watching the Kojak repeats, Hank?’ Jack asked. He looked to Rebus, who nodded: no more Mr Nice Guy.
‘I’m bored with this, Hank. Know what? We’re going to take you for fingerprinting now. You left prints all over that squat. You even left behind the carry-out. Prints all over it. You remember touching the bottles? The cans? The bag they were in?’ Shankley was trying hard to remember. Rebus’s voice grew quieter. ‘We’ve got you, Hank. You’re fucked. I’ll give you ten seconds to start talking, and that’s it – promise. Don’t think you can talk to us later, we won’t be listening. The judge will have his hearing-aid switched off. You’ll be on your own. Know why?’ He waited till he had Shankley’s attention. ‘Because Tony El croaked. Someone sliced him open in a bathtub. Could be you next.’ Rebus nodded. ‘You need friends, Hank.’
‘Listen . . .’ The Tony El story had woken Shankley up. He sat forward in his chair. ‘Look, I’m . . . I . . .’
‘Take your time, Hank.’
Jack asked him if he wanted something to drink. Shankley nodded. ‘Cola or something.’
‘Fetch me one, too, Jack,’ Rebus said. Jack went down the hall to the machine. Rebus bided his time, pacing the room, giving Shankley time to decide how much he was going to tell and with how much gloss. Jack came back, tossed one can at Shankley, handed the other to Rebus, who pulled it open and drank. It wasn’t a real drink. It was cold and way too sweet, and the only kick it would give him was from caffeine rather than alcohol. He saw Jack watching him, screwed up his face in reply. He wanted a cigarette, too. Jack read the look, shrugged.
‘Now then,’ Rebus said. ‘Do you have a story for us, Hank?’
Shankley burped, nodded. ‘It’s like you said. He told me he was here to do a job. Said he had Glasgow connections.’
‘What did he mean by that?’
Shankley shrugged. ‘Never asked.’
‘Did he mention Aberdeen at all?’
Shankley shook his head. ‘Glasgow was what he said.’
‘Continue.’
‘He offered me fifty notes to find him a place where he could take someone. I asked him what he was going to do, and he said ask a few questions, maybe give them a doing. That was all. We waited outside this block of flats, quite posh.’
‘The Financial District?’
Another shrug. ‘Between Lothian Road and Haymarket.’ That was it. ‘Saw this young guy come out, and we followed him. For a while, we just watched, then Tony said it was time to strike up his acquaintance.’
‘And?’
‘Well, we got chatting to him, like. I got to enjoying myself, forgot what was happening. Tony looked like he’d forgotten, too. I thought maybe he was going to call it off. Then we went outside for a taxi, and when the young guy couldn’t see us, he gave me a look, and I knew it was still on. But I swear, I only thought the kid was for a kicking.’
‘Not so.’
‘No.’ Shankley’s voice dropped. ‘Tony had a bag with him. When we got to the flat, he brought out tape and stuff. Tied the kid to the chair. He had a plastic sheet, put a bag over the kid’s head.’ Shankley’s voice cracked. He cleared his throat, took another swallow of cola. ‘Then he started taking stuff out of the bag, tools, you know, like a joiner would use. Saws and screwdrivers and that.’
Rebus looked to Jack Morton.
‘And that’s when I realised the plastic sheet was to catch the blood, the kid wasn’t just getting a kicking.’
‘Tony planned to torture him?’
‘I suppose so. I don’t know . . . maybe I’d’ve tried to stop him. I’ve never done anything like that before. I mean, I’ve doled it out in my time, but never . . .’
The next question used to be the one that counted; Rebus wasn’t so sure any more. ‘Did Allan Mitchison jump, or what?’
Shankley nodded. ‘We had our backs turned. Tony was taking the tools out, and I was just staring at them. The kid had a bag over his head, but I think he saw them. He got between us and went out the window. Must’ve been scared to death.’
Looking at Shankley, and remembering Anthony Kane, Rebus sensed again how bland monstrosity could be. Faces and voices didn’t give any clue; no one sported horns and fangs, dripping blood and all slouching malevolence. Evil was almost . . . it was almost child-like: naive, simplistic. A game you played and then woke up from, only to find it wasn’t pretend. The real-life monsters weren’t grotesques: they were quiet men and women, people you passed on the street and didn’t notice. Rebus was glad he couldn’t read people’s minds. It would be pure hell.
‘What did you do?’ he asked.
‘Packed up and shipped out. We went back to my place first, had a couple of drinks. I was shaking. Tony kept saying it was a mess, but he didn’t seem worried. We realised we’d left the hooch – couldn’t remember if our dabs were on it. I thought they were. That’s when Tony took off. He left me my share, I’ll give him that.’
‘How far do you live from the flat, Hank?’
‘About two minutes’ walk. I’m not there much; the kids call me names.’
Life can be cruel, Rebus thought. Two minutes: when he’d arrived at the scene, Tony El might have been only two minutes away. But they’d ended up meeting in Stonehaven . . .
‘Didn’t Tony give you any idea why he was after Allan Mitchison?’ Shankley shook his head. ‘And when did he first approach you?’
‘Couple of days before.’
Therefore premeditated. Well, of course it was premeditated, but more than that it meant Tony El had been in Edinburgh, preparing the scheme, while Allan Mitchison had still been in Aberdeen. The night of his death had been his first day of leave. So Tony El hadn’t followed him south from Aberdeen . . . yet he knew what Allan Mitchison looked like, knew where he lived – there was a telephone in the flat, but unlisted.
Allan Mitchison had been set up by someone who’d known him.
It was Jack Morton’s turn. ‘Hank, think carefully now, didn’t Tony say anything about the job, about who was paying him?’
Shankley thought, then nodded slowly. He looked pleased with himself: he’d remembered something.
‘Mr H.,’ he said. ‘Tony said something about Mr H. He clammed up afterwards, like he hadn’t meant to.’ Shankley almost danced in his seat. He wanted Rebus and Morton to like him. Their smiles told him they did. But Rebus was thinking furiously; the only Mr H. he came up with was Jake Harley. It didn’t fit.
‘Good man,’ Jack cajoled. ‘Now think again, tell us something else.’
But Rebus had a question. ‘Did you see Tony El jacking up?’
‘No, but I knew he was doing it. When we were following the kid, first bar we went in, Tony went to the bog. He came out, and I knew he was on something. Living where I do, it gets so you can tell.’
Tony El a shooter. It didn’t mean he wasn’t killed. All it meant was, maybe he’d made Stanley’s job easier. Tony El sky-high easier to murder than Tony El with defences up. Drugs to Aberdeen . . . Burke’s Club a magnet for them . . . Tony El using – and selling? He wished he’d asked Erik Stemmons about Tony El.
‘I need the toilet,’ Shankley said.
‘We’ll get a uniform to take you. Stay here.’ Rebus and Morton left the room.
‘Jack, I want you to trust me.’
‘How far?’
‘I want you to stay here and take Shankley’s statement.’
‘While you do what?’
‘Take someone to lunch.’ Rebus checked his watch. ‘I’ll be back here by three.’
‘Look, John . . .’
‘Call it parole. I go to lunch, I come back. Two hours.’ Rebus held up two fingers. ‘Two hours, Jack.’
‘Which restaurant?’
‘What?’
‘Tell me where you’re going. I’ll phone every quarter of an hour, you better be there.’ Rebus looked disgusted. ‘And I want to know who your guest is.’
‘It’s a woman.’
‘Name?’
Rebus sighed. ‘I’ve heard of driving a hard bargain, but you’ve got your HGV.’
‘Name?’ Jack was smiling.
‘Gill Templer. Chief Inspector Gill Templer. OK?’
‘OK. Now the restaurant.’
‘I don’t know. I’ll tell you when I get there.’
‘Phone me. If you don’t, Chick gets to know, OK?’
‘It’s back to “Chick”, is it?’
‘He gets to know.’
‘All right, I’ll phone.’
‘With the restaurant’s number?’
‘With the number. Know what, Jack? You’ve put me right off eating.’
‘Order plenty and bring me a doggie bag.’
Rebus went in search of Gill, found her in her office. She told him she’d already eaten.
‘So come and watch me.’
‘An offer I can’t refuse.’
There was an Italian restaurant on Clerk Street. Rebus ordered a pizza: he could take anything he couldn’t eat back to Jack. Then he phoned St Leonard’s and left the pizzeria’s number, told them to pass it on.
‘So,’ Gill said when he was seated again, ‘been busy?’
‘Plenty busy. I went to Aberdeen.’
‘What for?’
‘That phone number on Feardie Fergie’s pad. Plus a few other things.’
‘What other things?’
‘Not necessarily connected.’
‘Tell me, did the trip pass without incident?’ She picked up a piece of the garlic bread which had just arrived.
‘Not exactly.’
‘You surprise me.’
‘They say it keeps a relationship on its toes.’
Gill took a bite of bread. ‘So what did you find out?’
‘Burke’s Club is dirty. It’s also where Johnny Bible’s first victim was last seen alive. The place is run by two Yanks; I only spoke with one of them. I think probably his partner’s the grubbier of the two.’
‘And?’
‘And, also in Burke’s I saw a couple of members of a Glaswegian crime family. You know Uncle Joe Toal?’
‘I’ve heard of him.’
‘I think he’s delivering dope to Aberdeen. From there, I’d guess some of it goes to the rigs – a captive market; a lot of boredom on a rig.’
‘You’d know, of course?’ she joked. Then she saw the look on his face, and her eyes narrowed. ‘You went on a rig?’
‘Most terrifying experience of my life, but cathartic with it.’
‘Cathartic?’
‘An old girlfriend used to use words like that; they rub off on you after a while. The club’s owner, Erik Stemmons, denied knowing Fergie McLure. I almost believe him.’
‘Which puts his partner in the frame?’
‘To my mind.’
‘And that’s as far as it’s got – your mind? I mean, there’s no evidence?’
‘Not a shred.’
His pizza arrived. Chorizo, mushroom and anchovy. Gill had to look away. The pizza was pre-cut into six fat slices. Rebus lifted one on to his plate.
‘I don’t know how you can face that.’
‘Me neither,’ said Rebus, sniffing the surface. ‘But it’ll make a hell of a doggie bag.’
There was a cigarette machine. If he looked over Gill’s right shoulder he could see it there on the wall. Five brands, any of which would suffice. There was a book of matches waiting in the ashtray. He’d ordered a glass of house white, Gill spring water. The wine – ‘delicately bouqueted’ as the menu put it – arrived, and he gave it the nose test before sipping. It was chilled and sour.
‘How’s the bouquet?’ Gill asked.
‘Any more delicate and it’d need Prozac.’ The drinks card was in front of him, standing erect in its little holder, listing aperitifs and cocktails and digestifs, plus wines, beers, lagers, spirits. It was the most reading Rebus had done in a couple of days. As soon as he’d finished, he read it again. He wanted to shake the author’s hand.
One segment of pizza was enough.
‘Not hungry?’ Gill asked.
‘I’m dieting.’
‘You?’
‘I want to be fit for my walks along the beach.’
She wasn’t following him, shook her head clear of seeming non-sequiturs.
‘The thing is, Gill,’ he said after another sip of wine, ‘I think you were on to something big. And I think it can be salvaged. I just want to be sure it’s your collar.’
She looked at him. ‘Why?’
‘Because of all the Christmas presents I’ve never given you. Because you deserve it. Because it’ll be your first.’
‘It doesn’t count if you’ve done all the work.’
‘It’ll count all right, all I’m doing is reconnaissance.’
‘You mean you’re not finished?’
Rebus shook his head, asked the waiter to put the rest of the pizza in a box. He lifted the last piece of garlic bread.
‘I’m not nearly finished,’ he told her. ‘But I might need your help.’
‘Oh-oh. Here it comes.’
Rebus spoke quickly. ‘Chick Ancram’s got me set up for a series of grillings. I’ve already had one, and between ourselves he didn’t cook me more than medium rare. But they take up time, and I might want to head north again.’
‘John . . .’
‘All I need you to do . . . might need you to do, is telephone Ancram some day and tell him I’m working for you on something urgent, so we’ll have to reschedule the interview. Just charm the socks off him and give me some time. That’s all I need. I’ll try to keep you out of it if I can.’
‘So, to recap, all you need is for me to lie to a fellow officer who is carrying out an internal investigation? And meantime, lacking any physical or verbal evidence, you’ll be solving the drug-running case?’
‘Nicely summarised. I can see why you’re the CI instead of me.’ He shot to his feet, ran to the payphone. He’d heard it ringing before anyone in the restaurant. It was Jack, checking on him. He reminded Rebus about the doggie bag.
‘Being brought to the table as I speak.’
When he got to the table, Gill was checking the bill.
‘This is on me,’ Rebus said.
‘At least let me leave the tip. I ate most of the bread. And besides, my water cost more than your wine.’
‘You got the better deal. What’s it to be, Gill?’
She nodded. ‘I’ll tell him anything you like.’
Jack still had the power to surprise his old friend: wolfed the pizza. His only comment: ‘You didn’t eat much.’
‘Bit bland for me, Jack.’
Rebus was itching now: for a cigarette and Aberdeen both. There was something up there he wanted; he just didn’t know quite what it was.
The truth maybe.
He should have been itching for a drink too, but the wine had put him off. It slopped in his stomach, liquid heartburn. He sat at a desk and read through Shankley’s statement. The big man was in a cell downstairs. Jack had worked fast; Rebus couldn’t see anything missing.
‘So,’ he said, ‘I’m back from parole. How did I do?’
‘Let’s not make it a regular date, my heart couldn’t take it.’
Rebus smiled, picked up a phone. He wanted to check his machine at home, see if Ancram had plans for him. He did: nine tomorrow morning. There was another message. It was from Kayleigh Burgess. She needed to talk with him.
‘I’m seeing someone in Morningside at three, so how about four at that big hotel in Bruntsfield? We can have afternoon tea.’ She said it was important. Rebus decided to go out there and wait. He’d have preferred to leave Jack behind . . .
‘Know what, Jack? You’re severely cramping my style.’
‘How do you mean?’
‘With women. There’s one I want to see, but I bet you’re going to tag along, aren’t you?’
Jack shrugged. ‘I’ll wait outside the door if you like.’
‘It’ll be a comfort to know you’re there.’
‘It could be worse,’ stuffing his face with the last of the pizza, ‘just think, how do Siamese twins arrange their love lives?’
‘Some questions are best left unanswered,’ Rebus said.
He thought: Good question though.
It was a nice hotel, quietly upmarket. Rebus worked out a possible dialogue in his head. Ancram knew about the clippings in his kitchen, and Kayleigh was the only possible source. He’d been furious at the time, less angry now. It was her job after all: information, and using that information to elicit other information. It still rankled. Then there was the Spaven-McLure connection: Ancram had picked up on it; Kayleigh knew about it. And finally, above all, there was the break-in.
They waited for her in the lounge. Jack flicked through Scottish Field and kept reading out descriptions of estates for sale: ‘seven thousand acres in Caithness, with hunting lodge, stabling, and working farm’. He looked up at Rebus.
‘Some country this, eh? Where else could you lay your hands on seven thousand acres at knockdown prices?’
‘There’s a theatre group called 7:84 – know what it means?’
‘What?’
‘Seven per cent of the population controls eighty-four per cent of the wealth.’
‘Are we in the seven?’
Rebus snorted. ‘Not even close, Jack.’
‘I wouldn’t mind a taste of the high life, though.’
‘At what cost?’
‘Eh?’
‘What would you be willing to trade?’
‘No, I mean like winning the lottery or something.’
‘So you wouldn’t take back-handers to drop a charge?’
Jack’s eyes narrowed. ‘What are you getting at?’
‘Come on, Jack. I was in Glasgow, remember? I saw good suits and jewellery, I saw something approaching the smug.’
‘They just like to dress nice, makes them feel important.’
‘Uncle Joe’s not doling out freebies?’
‘I wouldn’t know if he was.’ Jack lifted the magazine to shield his face: matter closed. And then Kayleigh Burgess walked in through the door.
She saw Rebus immediately, and a blush started creeping up her neck. By the time she’d walked over to where he was rising from his chair, it had climbed as far as her cheeks.
‘Inspector, you got my message.’ Rebus nodded, eyes unblinking. ‘Well, thanks for coming.’ She turned to Jack Morton.
‘DI Morton,’ Jack said, shaking her hand.
‘Do you want some tea?’
Rebus shook his head, gestured towards the free chair. She sat down.
‘So?’ he said, determined to make nothing easy for her, not ever again.
She sat with her shoulder-bag in her lap, twisting the strap. ‘Look,’ she said, ‘I owe you an apology.’ She glanced up at him, then away, took a deep breath. ‘I didn’t tell CI Ancram about those cuttings. Or about Fergus McLure knowing Spaven, come to that.’
‘But you know he knows?’
She nodded. ‘Eamonn told him.’
‘And who told Eamonn?’
‘I did. I didn’t know what to make of it . . . I wanted to bounce it off someone. We’re a team, so I told Eamonn. I made him promise it’d go no further.’
‘But it did.’
She nodded. ‘He was straight on the phone to Ancram. See, Eamonn . . . he’s got a thing about police brass. If we’re investigating someone at Inspector level, Eamonn always wants to go over their heads, talk to their superiors, see what gets stirred up. Besides, you haven’t exactly made a favourable impression with my presenter.’
‘It was an accident,’ Rebus said. ‘I tripped.’
‘If that’s your story.’
‘What does the footage say?’
She thought about it. ‘We were shooting from behind Eamonn. Mostly, what we’ve got is his back.’
‘I’m off the hook then?’
‘I didn’t say that. Just stick to your story.’
Rebus nodded, getting her drift. ‘Thanks. But why did Breen go to Ancram? Why not my boss?’
‘Because Eamonn knew Ancram was to lead the inquiry.’
‘And how did he know that?’
‘The grapevine.’
A grapevine with few grapes attached. He saw Jim Stevens again, staring up at the window of his flat . . . Stirring it . . .
Rebus sighed. ‘One last thing. Do you know anything about a break-in at my flat?’
Her eyebrows rose. ‘Should I?’
‘Remember the Bible John stuff in the cupboard? Someone took a crowbar to my front door, and all they wanted was to rifle through it.’
She was shaking her head. ‘Not us.’
‘No?’
‘Housebreaking? We’re journalists, for Christ’s sake.’
Rebus had his hands up in a gesture of appeasement, but he wanted to push it a little further. ‘Any chance Breen would go out on a limb?’
Now she laughed. ‘Not even for a story the size of Watergate. Eamonn fronts the programme, he doesn’t do any digging.’
‘You and your researchers do?’
‘Yes, and neither of them seems the crowbar type. Does that leave me in the frame?’
As she crossed one leg over the other, Jack studied them. His eyes had been running all over her like a kid’s over a Scalextric set.
‘Consider the matter closed,’ Rebus said.
‘But it’s true? Your flat was broken into?’
‘Matter closed,’ he repeated.
She almost pouted. ‘How’s the inquiry going anyway?’ She held up a hand. ‘I’m not snooping, call it personal interest.’
‘Depends which inquiry you mean,’ Rebus said.
‘The Spaven case.’
‘Oh, that.’ Rebus sniffed, considering his response. ‘Well, CI Ancram is the trusting sort. He has real faith in his officers. If you plead innocent, he’ll take it at face value. It’s a comfort to have superiors like that. For instance, he trusts me so much he’s got a minder on me like a limpet on a rock.’ He nodded towards Jack. ‘Inspector Morton here is supposed to not let me out of his sight. He even sleeps at my flat.’ He held Kayleigh’s gaze. ‘How’s that sound?’
She could hardly form the words. ‘It’s scandalous.’
Rebus shrugged, but she was reaching into her bag, bringing out notebook and pen. Jack glowered at Rebus, who winked back. Kayleigh had to flick through a lot of pages to find a fresh sheet.
‘When did this start?’ she said.
‘Let’s see . . .’ Rebus pretended to be thinking. ‘Sunday afternoon, I think. After I’d been interrogated in Aberdeen and dragged back here.’
She looked up. ‘Interrogated?’
‘John . . .’ Jack Morton warned.
‘Didn’t you know?’ Rebus’s eyes widened. ‘I’m a suspect in the Johnny Bible case.’
On the drive back to the flat, Jack was furious.
‘What did you think you were up to?’
‘Keeping her mind off Spaven.’
‘I don’t get it.’
‘She’s trying to make a programme about Spaven, Jack. She’s not doing one on policemen being nasty to other policemen, and she’s not doing one on Johnny Bible.’
‘So?’
‘So now her head’s swimming with everything I told her – and not a jot of it has to do with Spaven. It’ll keep her . . . what’s the word?’
‘Preoccupied?’
‘Good enough.’ Rebus nodded, looked at his watch. Five-twenty. ‘Shit,’ he said. ‘Those pictures!’
Traffic was at a crawl as they detoured into the centre of town. Rush-hour Edinburgh was a nightmare these days. Red lights and chugging exhausts, frayed nerves and drumming fingers. By the time they reached the shop it had closed for the night. Rebus checked the opening hours: nine tomorrow. He could pick up the photos on his way to Fettes and only be a little late for Ancram. Ancram: the very thought of the man was like voltage passing through him.
‘Let’s go home,’ he told Jack. Then he remembered the traffic. ‘No, second thoughts: we’ll stop off at the Ox.’ Jack smiled. ‘Did you think you’d cured me?’ Rebus shook his head. ‘I sometimes come off for a couple of days at a stretch, it’s no big thing.’
‘It could be though.’
‘Another sermon, Jack?’
Jack shook his head. ‘What about the ciggies?’
‘I’ll buy a packet from the machine.’
He stood at the bar, resting one shoe on the foot-rail, one elbow on the polished wood. In front of him sat four objects: a packet of cigarettes with seal unbroken; a box of Scottish Bluebell matches; a thirty-five millilitre measure of Teacher’s whisky; and a pint of Belhaven Best. He was staring at them with the concentration of a psychic willing them to move.
‘Three minutes dead,’ a regular commented from along the bar, like he’d been timing Rebus’s resistance. A profound question was running through Rebus’s mind: did he want them, or did they want him? He wondered how David Hume would have got on with that. He picked the beer up. No wonder you called it ‘heavy’: that’s just what it was. He sniffed it. It didn’t smell too enticing; he knew it would taste OK, but other things tasted better. The aroma of the whisky was fine though – smoky, filling nostrils and lungs. It would sear his mouth, burn going down, and melt through him, the effect lasting not long.
And the nicotine? He knew himself that when he took a few days off the ciggies, he could sense how bad they made you smell – your skin, clothes, hair. Disgusting habit really: if you didn’t give yourself cancer, chances were you were giving it to some poor bastard whose only misfortune was in getting too close to you. Harry the barman was waiting for Rebus to act. The whole bar was. They knew something was happening; it was written on Rebus’s face – there was almost pain there. Jack stood beside him, holding his breath.
‘Harry,’ Rebus said, ‘take those away.’ Harry lifted the two drinks, shaking his head.
‘I wish we could get a picture of this,’ he said.
Rebus slid the cigarettes along the bar towards the smoker. ‘Here, take them. And don’t leave them lying too close to me, I might change my mind.’
The smoker lifted the packet, amazed. ‘Payback for the singles you’ve nicked off me in the past.’
‘With interest,’ Rebus said, watching Harry pour the beer down the sink.
‘Does it go straight back into the barrel, Harry?’
‘So, do you want anything else, or did you just come in for a seat?’
‘Coke and crisps.’ He turned to Jack. ‘I’m allowed crisps, right?’
Jack was resting a hand on his back, patting him softly. And he was smiling.
They stopped in at a shop on the way to the flat, came out again with the makings of a meal.
‘Can you remember the last time you cooked?’ Jack asked.
‘I’m not that cack-handed.’ The answer to the question was ‘no’.
Jack, it turned out, enjoyed cooking, but he found Rebus’s kitchen lacking the finer tools of his craft. No lemon zester, no garlic crusher.
‘Give the garlic here,’ Rebus offered, ‘I’ll stamp on it.’
‘I used to be lazy,’ Jack said. ‘When Audrey left, I tried cooking bacon in the toaster. But cooking’s a doddle once you get your head round it.’
‘What’s it going to be anyway?’
‘Low-fat spagbog, with salad if you’ll get your arse in gear.’
Rebus got his arse in gear, but found he had to nip out to the deli for the makings of the dressing. He didn’t bother with a jacket: it was mild out.
‘Sure you can trust me?’ he said.
Jack tasted the sauce, nodded. So Rebus went out on his own, and thought about not going back. There was a pub on the next corner, its doors open. But of course he was going back: he hadn’t eaten yet. The way Jack slept, if Rebus ever wanted to high-tail it that would be the time.
They set the table in the living room – the first time it had been used for a meal since Rebus’s wife had left. Could that be true? Rebus paused, a fork and spoon in his hand. Yes, it was true. His flat, his refuge, suddenly seemed emptier than ever.
Maudlin again: another reason he drank.
They shared a bottle of Highland spring water, chinked glasses.
‘Shame it’s not fresh pasta,’ Jack said.
‘It’s fresh food,’ Rebus replied, filling his mouth. ‘Rare enough in this flat.’
They ate the salad afterwards – French-style, Jack said. Rebus was reaching for seconds when the phone rang. He picked it up.
‘John Rebus.’
‘Rebus, it’s CI Grogan here.’
‘CI Grogan,’ Rebus looked to Jack, ‘what can I do for you, sir?’ Jack came to the phone to listen.
‘We’ve run preliminary tests on your shoes and clothing. Thought you’d like to know you’re in the clear.’
‘Was there ever any doubt?’
‘You’re a copper, Rebus, you know there are procedures.’
‘Of course, sir. I appreciate you phoning.’
‘Something else. I had a word with Mr Fletcher.’ Hayden Fletcher: PR at T-Bird. ‘He admitted knowing the latest victim. Gave us a detailed breakdown of his movements the night she was killed. He even offered blood for DNA analysis if we thought it would help.’
‘He sounds cocky.’
‘That just about sums him up. I took an instant dislike to the man, something I don’t often do.’
‘Not even with me?’ Rebus smiled at Jack. Jack mouthed the words ‘Go easy’.
‘Not even with you,’ Grogan said.
‘So that’s two suspects eliminated. Doesn’t get you much further, does it?’
‘No.’ Grogan sighed. Rebus could imagine him wiping tired eyes.
‘What about Eve and Stanley, sir? Did you heed my advice?’
‘I did. Mindful of your mistrust of DS Lumsden – an excellent officer, by the way – 1 set two men on it off my own bat, reporting directly to me.’
‘Thank you, sir.’
Grogan coughed. ‘They were staying in a hotel near the airport. Five-star, usually an oil company hang-out. Driving a BMW.’ The one from Uncle Joe’s cul-de-sac no doubt. ‘I’ve a description of the car and licence details.’
‘Not needed, sir.’
‘Well, my men followed them to a couple of nightclubs.’
‘During business hours?’
‘Daylight hours, Inspector. They went in carrying nothing, and came out the same way. However, they also paid visits to several banks in the city centre. One of my men got close enough in one bank to see that they were making a cash deposit.’
‘In a bank?’ Rebus frowned. Was Uncle Joe the type to trust to banks? Would he let strangers get within a mile of his ill-gained assets?
‘That’s about it, Inspector. They ate a few meals together, went for a drive down to the docks, then left town.’
‘They’ve gone?’
‘Left tonight. My men followed them as far as Banchory. I’d say they were headed for Perth.’ And after that, Glasgow. ‘The hotel confirms they’ve checked out.’
‘Did you ask the hotel if they’re regulars?’
‘We did and they are. They started using it about six months ago.’
‘How many rooms?’
‘They always book two.’ There was a smile in Grogan’s voice. ‘But the story is, the maids only ever had to clean one of them. Seems they were sharing one room, and leaving the other untouched.’
Bingo, Rebus thought. Housey-housey and fucking click-ety-click.
‘Thanks, sir.’
‘Does this help you in something?’
‘It might help a lot, I’ll be in touch. Oh, something I meant to ask . . .’
‘Yes?’
‘Hayden Fletcher: did he say how he came to know the victim?’
‘A business acquaintance. She organised the stand for T-Bird Oil at the North Sea Convention.’
‘Is that what “corporate presentations” means?’
‘Apparently. Ms Holden designed a lot of the stands, then her company did the actual construction and setting-up. Fletcher met her as part of that process.’
‘Sir, I appreciate all of this.’
‘Inspector . . . if you’re coming north again any time, call to let me know, understood?’
Rebus understood that it wasn’t an invitation to afternoon tea.
‘Yes, sir,’ he said, ‘good night.’
He put the phone down. Aberdeen beckoned, and he was damned if he’d give anyone prior notice. But Aberdeen could wait another day. Vanessa Holden connected to the oil industry . . .
‘What is it, John?’
Rebus looked up at his friend. ‘It’s Johnny Bible, Jack. I just got a strange feeling about him.’
‘What?’
‘That he’s an oilman . . .’
They tidied everything away and washed up, then made mugs of coffee and decided to go back to the decorating. Jack wanted to know more about Johnny Bible, and about Eve and Stanley, but Rebus didn’t know where to start. His head felt clogged. He kept filling it with new information, and nothing drained away. Johnny Bible’s first victim had been a geology student at a university with close ties to the oil industry. Now his fourth victim made stands for conventions, and working in Aberdeen, he could guess who her best clients had been. If there was a connection between victims one and four, was there something he was missing, something linking two and three? A prostitute and a barmaid, one in Edinburgh, the other Glasgow . . .
When the telephone rang, he put down his sandpaper – the door was looking good – and picked it up. Jack was using a ladder to reach the cornices.
‘Hello?’
‘John? It’s Mairie.’
‘I’ve been trying to reach you.’
‘Sorry, another assignment – a paying one.’
‘Did you find out anything about Major Weir?’
‘A fair bit. How was Aberdeen?’
‘Bracing.’
‘It’ll do that to you. These notes . . . probably too much to read over the phone.’
‘So let’s meet.’
‘Which pub?’
‘Not a pub.’
‘There must be something wrong with the line. Did you just say “not a pub”?’
‘How about Duddingston Village? That’s about halfway. I’ll park by the loch.’
‘When?’
‘Half an hour?’
‘Half an hour it is.’
‘We’ll never get this room finished,’ Jack said, stepping down off the ladder. He had traces of white paint in his hair.
‘Grey suits you,’ Rebus told him.
Jack rubbed at his head. ‘Is it another woman?’ Rebus nodded. ‘How do you manage to keep them apart?’
‘The flat has a lot of doors.’
Mairie was waiting when they got there. Jack hadn’t been around Arthur’s Seat in years, so they took the scenic route; not that there was much to see at night. The huge hump of a hill, looking like nothing so much as – even kids could see it – a crouched elephant, was a great place to blow off the cobwebs – and anything else you might have on you. At night, though, it was poorly lit and a long way from anywhere. Edinburgh had lots of these glorious empty spaces. They were fine and private places right up until the moment you met your first junkie, mugger, rapist or gay-basher.
Duddingston Village was just that – a village in the midst of a city, sheltering beneath Arthur’s Seat. Duddingston Loch – more outsize pond than true loch – looked down on to a bird sanctuary and a path known as the Innocent Railway: Rebus wished he knew where it got the name.
Jack stopped the car and flashed his lights. Mairie switched hers off, unlocked her door, and came loping towards them. Rebus leaned into the back to open the door, and she got in. He introduced her to Jack Morton.
‘Oh,’ she said, ‘you worked the Knots and Crosses case with John.’
Rebus blinked. ‘How do you know that? It was before your time.’
She winked at him. ‘I’ve done my research.’
He wondered what else she might know, but hadn’t time to speculate. She handed him a brown A4 envelope.
‘Thank God for e-mail. I’ve a contact on the Washington Post and he got me most of what’s there.’
Rebus switched on the interior light. There was a spot-lamp specially for reading by.
‘Usually he wants to meet me in pubs,’ Mairie told Jack, ‘right seedy ones at that.’
Jack smiled at her, turned in his seat with his arm hanging down over the headrest. Rebus knew Jack liked her. Everyone liked Mairie from the off. He wished he knew her secret.
‘Seedy pubs suit his personality,’ Jack said.
‘Look,’ Rebus interrupted, ‘will you two bugger off and go look at the ducks or something?’
Jack shrugged, checked it was OK with Mairie, and opened his door. Alone, Rebus settled deeper into his seat and started to read.
Number one: Major Weir was not a Major. It was a nickname, earned in adolescence. Two, his parents had handed on to him their love of all things Scottish – up to and including a craving for national independence. There were a lot of facts about his early years in industry, latterly the oil industry, and reports of Thom Bird’s demise – nothing suspicious about it. A journalist in the States had started writing an unauthorised biography of Weir, but had given up – rumour had it he was paid not to finish the book. A couple of stories, unsubstantiated: Weir left his wife amid much acrimony – and later, much alimony. Then something about Weir’s son, either deceased or disinherited. Maybe off in some ashram or feeding the African hungry, maybe working in a burger parlour or Wall Street futures. Rebus turned to the next sheet, only to find there wasn’t one. The story had finished mid-sentence. He got out of the car, walked to where Mairie and Jack were in huddled conversation.
‘It’s not all here,’ he said, waving what sheets he had.
‘Oh, yes.’ Mairie reached into her jacket, brought out a single folded sheet and handed it over. Rebus stared at her, demanding an explanation. She shrugged. ‘Call me a tease.’
Jack started laughing.
Rebus stood in the glare of the headlights and read. His eyes widened and his mouth fell open. He read it again, then for a third time, and had to run a hand through his hair to make sure the top of his head hadn’t just blown off.
‘Everything all right?’ Mairie asked him.
He stared at her for a moment, not really seeing anything, then pulled her to him and planted a kiss on her cheek.
‘Mairie, you’re perfect.’
She turned to Jack Morton.
‘I second that,’ he said.
Sitting in his car, Bible John had watched Rebus and friend drive out of Arden Street. His business had kept him an extra day in Edinburgh. Frustrating, but at least he’d been able to take another look at the policeman. It was hard to tell from a distance, but Rebus seemed to sport bruises on his face, and his clothes were dishevelled. Bible John couldn’t help but feel a little disappointed: he’d been hoping for a more worthy adversary. The man looked dead done in.
Not that he thought them adversaries, not really. Rebus’s flat had not thrown up much, but it had revealed that Rebus’s interest in Bible John was connected to the Upstart. Which went some way towards explaining it. He hadn’t stayed as long in the flat as he would have liked. Being unable to pick the lock, he’d been forced to break the door. He couldn’t know how long it would take for neighbours to spot something. So he had been swift, but then there’d been so little in the flat worth his attention. It told him something about the policeman. He felt now that he knew Rebus, at least to a degree – he felt the loneliness of his life, the gaps where sentiment and warmth and love should have been. There was music, and there were books, but neither in great quantity nor of great quality. The clothes were utilitarian, one jacket much like another. No shoes. He found that bizarre in the extreme. Did the man possess only one pair?
And the kitchen: lacking in utensils and produce. And the bathroom: needing redecorating.
But back in the kitchen, a small surprise. Newspapers and cuttings hastily hidden, easily found. Bible John, Johnny Bible. And evidence that Rebus had gone to some trouble: the original papers must have been bought from a dealer. An investigation within the official investigation, that was what it looked like. Which made Rebus more interesting in Bible John’s eyes.
Paperwork in the bedroom: boxes of old correspondence, bank statements, very few photographs – but enough to show that Rebus had once been married, and had a daughter. Nothing recent though: no photos of the daughter grown-up, no recent photos at all.
But the one thing he’d come here for . . . his business card . . . no sign of it at all. Which meant either that Rebus had thrown it away, or that he carried it with him still, in a jacket pocket or wallet.
In the living room, he noted Rebus’s telephone number, then closed his eyes, making sure he had committed the flat’s layout to memory. Yes, easy. He could come back here at dead of night and walk through the place without disturbing anything or anyone. He could take John Rebus any time he wanted to. Any time at all.
He wondered about Rebus’s friend though. The policeman didn’t seem the gregarious type. They’d been painting the living room together. He couldn’t know if it was connected to the break-in; probably not. A man Rebus’s age, maybe a little younger, quite a tough-looking individual. Another police man? Perhaps. The man’s face had lacked Rebus’s intensity. There was something in Rebus – he had noticed it during their first meeting, and it had been reinforced this evening – a singleness of purpose, a sense of determination. Physically, Rebus’s friend seemed the superior, but that wouldn’t make Rebus a pushover. Physical strength could take a person only so far.
After that, it was down to attitude.
They were waiting outside the photo shop when it opened next morning. Jack looked at his watch for only the fifteenth time.
‘He’ll kill us,’ he said for the ninth or tenth. ‘No, I mean it, really he will.’
‘Relax.’
Jack looked about as relaxed as a headless chicken. When the manager started unlocking the shop, they sprinted from the car. Rebus had the stub ready in his hand.
‘Give me a minute,’ the manager said.
‘We’re late for something.’
Coat still on, the manager browsed through a box of photograph packets. Rebus imagined family days out, holidays abroad, red-eyed birthdays and blurred wedding receptions. There was something faintly desperate and yet touching about collections of photographs. He’d looked through a lot of photo albums in his time – usually seeking clues to a murder, a victim’s acquaintances.
‘You’ll have to wait anyway while I unlock the till.’ The manager handed over the packet. Jack glanced at the price, slapped down more than enough to cover it, and dragged Rebus out of the shop.
He drove to Fettes like there was a murder scene waiting there. Traffic honked and squealed as he did his stunt-driver routine. They were still twenty minutes late for the meeting. But Rebus didn’t mind. He had his reprints, the missing photos from Allan Mitchison’s cabin. They were similar to the other pictures: group shots, but with fewer figures. And in all of them, braid-hair, standing right next to Mitchison. In one, she had an arm around him; in another, they were kissing, grinning as their lips met.
Rebus wasn’t surprised, not now.
‘I hope they were bloody well worth it,’ Jack said.
‘Every penny, Jack.’
‘That’s not what I meant.’
Chick Ancram sat with hands clasped, his face the colour of rhubarb crumble. The files were in front of him, as though they hadn’t been moved since the previous meeting. His voice had a slight vibrato. He was in control, but only just.
‘I had a phone call,’ he said, ‘from someone called Kayleigh Burgess.’
‘Oh yes?’
‘She wanted to ask me a few questions.’ He paused. ‘About you. About the role DI Morton is currently playing in your life.’
‘It’s gossip, sir. Jack and myself are just good friends.’
Ancram slapped both hands down on the desk. ‘I thought we had a deal.’
‘Can’t say I remember.’
‘Well, let’s hope your long-term memory’s better.’ He opened a file. ‘Because now the fun really begins.’ He nodded for a sheepish Jack to switch on the tape recorder, then started off by giving date and time, officers present . . . Rebus felt as if he’d explode. He really thought if he sat there a second longer, his eyeballs would fly from their sockets like those jokeshop glasses with spring-loaded eyes. He’d felt like this before, just before a panic attack. But he wasn’t panicking now; he was just charged. He stood up. Ancram broke off what he’d been saying.
‘Something the matter, Inspector?’
‘Look,’ Rebus rubbed at his forehead, ‘I can’t think straight . . . not about Spaven. Not today.’
‘That’s for me to decide, not you. If you’re feeling ill, we can call for a doctor, but otherwise . . .’
‘I’m not ill. I just . . .’
‘Then sit down.’ Rebus sat down, and Ancram went back to his notes. ‘Now, Inspector, on the night referred to, your report states that you were at Inspector Geddes’ house, and there was a telephone call?’
‘Yes.’
‘You didn’t actually hear the conversation?’
‘No.’ Braid-hair and Mitchison . . . Mitch the organiser, protester. Mitch the oil-worker. Killed by Tony El, henchman to Uncle Joe. Eve and Stanley, working Aberdeen, sharing a room . . .
‘But DI Geddes told you it was to do with Mr Spaven? A tip-off?’
‘Yes.’ Burke’s Club, police hang-out, maybe an oil-workers’ hang-out too. Hayden Fletcher drinking there. Ludovic Lumsden drinking there. Michelle Strachan meets Johnny Bible there . . .
‘And Geddes didn’t say who the call was from?’
‘Yes.’ Ancram looked up, and Rebus knew he’d given the wrong answer. ‘I mean, no.’
‘No?’
‘No.’
Ancram stared at him, sniffed, concentrated on his notes again. There were pages and pages of them, specially prepared for this session: questions to be asked, ‘facts’ double-checked, the whole case stripped down and rebuilt.
‘Anonymous tip-offs are pretty rare in my experience,’ Ancram said.
‘Yes.’
‘And they’re almost always made to a police station’s general desk. Would you agree?’
‘Yes, sir.’ Was Aberdeen the key then, or did the answers lie further north? What did Jake Harley have to do with it? And Mike Sutcliffe – Mr Sheepskin – hadn’t Major Weir warned him off? What was it Sutcliffe had said? He’d said something on the plane, then stopped suddenly . . . Something about a boat . . .
And did any of it connect to Johnny Bible? Was Johnny Bible an oilman?
‘So it would be rational to deduce that DI Geddes knew the caller, wouldn’t it?’
‘Or they knew him.’
Ancram shrugged this aside. ‘And this tip-off just happened to concern Mr Spaven. Didn’t that strike you at the time as a bit of a coincidence, Inspector? Seeing as Geddes had been warned off Spaven already? I mean, it must have been clear to you that your boss was obsessed with Spaven?’
Rebus got up again and started pacing the small room as best he could.
‘Sit down!’
‘With respect, sir, I can’t. If I sit there any longer, I’m going to stick my fist in your face.’
Jack Morton covered his eyes with one hand.
‘What did you say?’
‘Wind the tape back and take a listen. And that’s why I’m up and walking: crisis management if you like.’
‘Inspector, I’d caution you —’
Rebus laughed. ‘Would you? That’s big of you, sir.’ Ancram was rising to his feet. Rebus turned away and walked to the far wall, turned round again and stopped.
‘Look,’ he said, ‘a simple question: do you want to see Uncle Joe fucked?’
‘We’re not here to —’
‘We’re here to put on a show – you know that as well as I do. The brass are sweaty about the media; they want the force to look good if that programme ever gets made. This way, everyone sits back and says there was an inquiry. TV seems to be about the only thing brass are afraid of. Villains don’t scare them, but ten minutes of negative coverage, dearie me, no. Can’t have that. All for a programme which will be stared at by a few million, half of them with the sound down, the other half not taking it in, then forgotten about the very next day. So,’ he took a deep breath, ‘simple yes or no.’ Ancram didn’t say anything, so Rebus repeated the question.
Ancram signalled for Jack to turn off the machine. Then he sat back down.
‘Yes,’ he said quietly.
‘I can see that it happens.’ Rebus kept his voice level. ‘But I don’t want you getting sole credit. If it’s anyone’s, the collar belongs to CI Templer.’ Rebus went back to his chair, propped himself on the edge of it. ‘Now I have a couple of questions.’
‘Was there a phone call?’ Ancram asked, surprising Rebus. They stared at one another. ‘Tape’s off, this is between the three of us. Was there ever a phone call?’
‘I answer yours and you answer mine?’ Ancram nodded. ‘Of course there was a phone call.’
Ancram almost smiled. ‘You liar. He came to your house, didn’t he? What did he tell you? Did he say you wouldn’t need a search warrant? You must’ve known he was lying.’
‘He was a good cop.’
‘Every time you come out with that line, it sounds thinner. What’s the matter: stopped finding it convincing?’
‘He was.’
‘But he had a problem, a little personal demon called Lenny Spaven. You were his friend, Rebus, you should have stopped him.’
‘Stopped him?’
Ancram nodded, eyes gleaming like moons. ‘You should have helped him.’
‘I tried,’ Rebus said, his voice a whisper. It was another lie: Lawson by that time had been a junkie with a craving, and only one thing would help – the taste itself.
Ancram sat back, trying not to look satisfied. He thought Rebus was cracking. The inner doubts had been sown – not for the first time. Ancram could now water them with sympathy.
‘You know,’ he said, ‘I’m not blaming you. I think I know what you were going through. But there was a cover-up. There was that one central lie: the tip-off.’ He lifted his notes an inch off the desk. ‘It’s written all over these, and it throws everything else into the pot, because if Geddes had been following Spaven, what was to stop him planting a little evidence along the way?’
‘It wasn’t his style.’
‘Not even when pushed to the limit? Had you seen him there before?’
Rebus couldn’t think of a thing to say. Ancram had been leaning forward in his seat again, palms against the desk. He sat back. ‘What did you want to ask?’
When Rebus was a child, they’d lived in a semi-detached with a close separating it from the next house along. The close had led to both back gardens. Rebus played football there with his dad. Sometimes he placed a foot against either wall and pushed his way up towards the roof of the close. And sometimes he’d just stand in the middle and throw a small hard rubber ball as hard as he could against the stone floor. The ball would bounce like anything, zipping back and forth, floor to roof to wall to floor to roof . . .
His head felt like that now.
‘What?’ he said.
‘You said you had a couple of questions.’
Slowly, Rebus’s head came back to the here and now. He rubbed his eyes. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘First off, Eve and Stanley.’
‘What about them?’
‘Are they close?’
‘You mean how do they get on? All right.’
‘Just all right?’
‘No flare-ups to report.’
‘I was thinking more of jealousy.’
Ancram cottoned on. ‘Uncle Joe and Stanley?’
Rebus nodded. ‘Is she clever enough to play one off against the other?’ He’d met her, thought he already knew the answer. Ancram just shrugged. The conversation had obviously taken an unexpected turn.
‘Only,’ Rebus said, ‘in Aberdeen they were sharing a hotel room.’
Ancram narrowed his eyes. ‘You’re sure of this?’ Rebus nodded. ‘They must be mad. Uncle Joe’ll kill them both.’
‘Maybe they don’t think he can.’
‘How do you mean?’
‘Maybe they think they’re stronger than him. Maybe they reckon in a war the muscle-men would change sides. Stanley’s the one people are scared of these days, you said as much yourself. Especially with Tony El gone.’
‘Tony was history anyway.’
‘I’m not so sure.’
‘Explain.’
Rebus shook his head. ‘I need to talk to a couple of people first. Have you heard of Eve and Stanley working together in the past?’
‘No.’
‘So this Aberdeen jaunt . . .?’
‘I’d say it’s a newish excursion.’
‘Hotel records say the past six months.’
‘So the question is, what’s Uncle Joe setting up?’
Rebus smiled. ‘I think you know the answer to that: drugs. He’s lost the market in Glasgow, it’s already been divvied up. So he can fight for a piece, or he can play away from home. Burke’s will take the stuff and sell it on, especially with someone from CID in their pocket. Aberdeen’s still a nice market, not the hotbed of fifteen or twenty years ago, but a market nonetheless.’
‘So tell me, what are you going to do that the rest of us can’t?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘I still don’t know if you’re on the level; I mean, you might be see-sawing.’
This time Ancram really did smile. ‘I could say the same about you and the Spaven case.’
‘Probably.’
‘I won’t be satisfied until I know. I think maybe that makes us similar.’
‘Look, Ancram, we walked into that lock-up and the bag was there. Does it matter how we came to be there?’
‘It could have been planted.’
‘Not with my knowledge.’
‘Geddes never confided? I thought the two of you were close?’
Rebus was on his feet. ‘I may not be around for a day or two. All right?’
‘No, it’s not all right. I’ll expect you here tomorrow, same time.’
‘For Christ’s sake . . .’
‘Or we can turn the machine back on right now and you can tell me what you know. That way, you’ll have all the time in the world. And I think you’ll find it easier to live with yourself, too.’
‘Living with myself has never been the problem. Breathing the same air as people like you – that’s my problem.’
‘I’ve already told you, Strathclyde Police and the Squaddies are planning an operation . . .’
‘One that’ll get nowhere, because for all we know half the Glasgow force is in Uncle Joe’s pocket.’
‘I’m not the one who goes visiting him at home, with a word put in by a certain Morris Cafferty.’
There was a sudden tightening around Rebus’s chest. Coronary, he thought. But it was only Jack Morton, arms holding him, stopping him moving in on Ancram.
‘Tomorrow morning, gentlemen,’ Ancram said, like they’d had a useful session.
‘Yes, sir,’ Jack said, hustling Rebus out of the room.
Rebus told his friend to get them on to the M8.
‘No way, José.’
‘Then park near Waverley, we’ll take the train.’
Jack didn’t like the way Rebus looked: like his wiring was shorting out. You could almost see the sparks behind his eyes.
‘What are you going to do in Glasgow? Walk up to Uncle Joe and say, “Oh, by the way, your woman’s shagging your son”? Even you can’t be that stupid.’
‘Of course I’m not that stupid.’
‘Glasgow, John,’ Jack pleaded. ‘It’s not our territory. I’ll be back in Falkirk in a few weeks, and you . . .’
Rebus smiled. ‘Where’ll I be, Jack?’
‘God and the Devil know.’
Rebus was still smiling; thought to himself: I’d rather be the devil.
‘You’ve always got to be the hero, haven’t you?’ Jack asked.
‘Time loves a hero, Jack,’ Rebus told him.
On the M8, halfway between Edinburgh and Glasgow, slowed by syrupy traffic, Jack tried again.
‘This is crazy. I mean really crazy.’
‘Trust me, Jack.’
‘Trust you? The guy who tried to lay me out two nights back? With friends like you . . .’
‘. . . you’ll never be short of enemies.’
‘There’s still time.’
‘Not really, you just think there is.’
‘You’re talking out your arse.’
‘Maybe you’re just not listening.’ Rebus felt calmer now they were on the road. To Jack, he looked like someone had pulled the plug on him: no more sparks. He almost preferred the model with the faulty wiring. The lack of emotion in his friend’s voice was chilling, even in the overheated car. Jack slid his window down a little further. The speedometer was steady on forty, and that was them in the outside lane. Traffic to their left was really crawling. If he could find a space, he’d move to the inside – anything to delay their arrival.
He’d oftentimes admired John Rebus – and heard him praised by other officers – for his tenacity, the way he worried at a case terrier-style, more often than not tearing it open, spilling out secret motives and hidden bodies. But that same tenacity could also be a weakness, blinding him to danger, making him impatient and reckless. Jack knew why they were headed for Glasgow, thought he knew pretty well what Rebus would want to do there. And, as ordered by Ancram, Jack would be close by when the crap came tumbling down.
It was a long time since Rebus and Jack had worked together. They’d been an effective team, but Jack had been glad enough of the posting out of Edinburgh. Too claustrophobic – the town and his partner both. Rebus had seemed even then to spend more time living in his own head than in the company of others. Even the pub he chose to haunt was one with fewer than usual distractions: TV, one fruit machine, one cigarette machine. And when group activities were arranged – fishing trips, golf competitions, bus runs – Rebus never signed up. He was an irregular regular, a loner even in company, his brain and heart only fully engaged when he was working a case. Jack knew the score only too well. Work had a way of wrapping itself around you, so you were cut off from the rest of the world. People you met socially tended to treat you with suspicion or outright hostility – so you ended up mixing only with other cops, which bored your wife or girlfriend. They began to feel isolated too. It was a bastard.
There were plenty of people on the force who coped, of course. They had understanding partners; or they could shut work out whenever they went home; or it was just a job to them, a way of keeping up with the mortgage. Jack would guess CID was split fifty-fifty between those for whom it was a vocation, and those who could fit into any other type of office life, anywhere, any time.
He didn’t know what else John Rebus could do. If they kicked him off the force . . . he’d probably drink his pension dry, become just another old ex-cop hanging on to a fund of stories, telling them too often to the same people, trading one form of isolation for another.
It was important that John should stay on the force. It was therefore important to keep him off Shit Street. Jack wondered why nothing in life was ever easy. When he’d been told by Chick Ancram that he’d be ‘keeping an eye’ on Rebus, he’d been pleased. He’d seen them going out together, reminiscing about cases and characters, haunts and high points. He should have known better. He might have changed – become a ‘yes man’, a pencil-pusher, a careerist – but John was the same as always . . . only worse. Time had seasoned his cynicism. He wasn’t a terrier now: he was a fighting dog with locking jaws. You just knew that no matter how bloody he got, how much pain there was behind the eyes, the grip was there to the death . . .
‘Traffic’s beginning to shift,’ Rebus said.
It was true; whatever the problem had been, it was clearing. The speedo was up to fifty-five. They’d be in Glasgow in no time at all. Jack glanced over at Rebus, who winked without moving his eyes from the road ahead. Jack had a sudden image of himself propping up a bar, dipping into his pension for another drink. Fuck that. For his friend’s sake, he’d go the ninety minutes, but no more: no extra time, no penalties. Definitely no penalties.
They made for Partick police station, since their faces were known there. Govan had been another possibility, but Govan was Ancram’s HQ and not a place they could do business on the q.t. The Johnny Bible investigation had picked up some momentum from the most recent murder, but all the Glasgow squad were really doing was reading through and filing material sent from Aberdeen. It made Rebus shiver to think he’d walked past Vanessa Holden in Burke’s Club. For all that Lumsden had been trying to stitch him up, Aberdeen CID had one thing right: quite a string of coincidences tied Rebus to the Johnny Bible inquiry. So much so that Rebus was beginning to doubt coincidence had much to do with it. Somehow, he couldn’t yet say how exactly, Johnny was connected to one of Rebus’s other investigations. At present it was no more than a hunch, nothing he could do anything about. But it was there, niggling him. It made him wonder if he knew more about Johnny Bible than he thought . . .
Partick, new and bright and comfortable – basically your state of the art cop-shop – was still enemy territory. Rebus couldn’t know how many friendly ears Uncle Joe might have on-site, but he thought he might know a quiet spot, a place they could make their own. As they wandered through the building, a few officers nodded or greeted Jack by name.
‘Base camp,’ Rebus said at last, turning into the deserted office which was temporary home to Bible John. Here he was, spread out across tables and the floor, pinned and taped to the walls. It was like standing in the middle of an exhibition. The last photofit of Bible John, the one compiled by his third victim’s sister, was repeated around the room, along with her description of him. It was as if by repetition, by piling image upon image, they could will him into physical being, turn wood pulp and ink into flesh and blood.
‘I hate this room,’ Jack said as Rebus closed the door.
‘So does everyone else by the look of things. Long tea-breaks and other business to attend to.’
‘Half the force weren’t alive when Bible John was on the go. He’s lost any sort of meaning.’
‘They’ll be telling their grandkids about Johnny Bible though.’
‘True enough.’ Jack paused. ‘Are you going to do it?’
Rebus saw mat his hand was lying on the receiver. He picked it up, punched in the numbers. ‘Did you doubt me?’ he asked.
‘Not for a minute.’
The voice that answered was gruff, unwelcoming. Not Uncle Joe, not Stanley. One of the body-builders. Rebus gave as good as he got.
‘Malky there?’
Hesitation: only his close friends called him Malky. ‘Who wants to know?’
‘Tell him it’s Johnny.’ Rebus paused. ‘From Aberdeen.’
‘Haud on.’ Clatter as the receiver was dropped on to a hard surface. Rebus listened closely, heard television voices, game-show applause. Watching: Uncle Joe maybe, or Eve. Stanley wouldn’t like game-shows; he’d never get a question right.
‘Phone!’ the body-builder called.
A long wait. Then a distant voice: ‘Who is it?’
‘Johnny.’
‘Johnny? Johnny who?’ The voice closer.
‘From Aberdeen.’
The receiver was picked up. ‘Hello?’
Rebus took a deep breath. ‘For your own sake you better sound natural. I know about you and Eve, know what you’ve been up to in Aberdeen. So if you want to keep it quiet, sound natural. Don’t want Muscle Man to get even the slightest suspicion.’
A rustling sound, Stanley turning away for privacy, tucking the phone into his chin.
‘So what’s the story?’
‘You’ve got a nice scam going, and I don’t want to fuck it up unless I have to, so don’t do anything that would make me do that. Understood?’
‘No bother.’ The voice was not used to attempting levity when its brain demanded bloody restitution.
‘You’re doing all right, Stanley. Eve’ll be proud of you. Now we need to talk, not just you and me, the three of us.’
‘My dad?’
‘Eve.’
‘Oh, right.’ Calming again. ‘Eh . . . no problem with that.’
‘Tonight?’
‘Eh . . . OK.’
‘Partick police station.’
‘Wait a minute . . .’
‘That’s the deal. Just to talk. You’re not walking into anything. If you’re worried, keep your gob shut until you hear the deal. If you don’t like it, you can walk. You won’t have said anything, so there’s nothing to fear. No charges, no tricks. It’s not you I’m interested in. Are we still on?’
‘I’m not sure. Can I call you back?’
‘I need a yes or no right now. If it’s no, you might as well pass me across to your dad.’
Condemned men laughed with more humour. ‘Look, for myself, there’s no problem. But there are other parties involved.’
‘Just tell Eve what I’ve told you. If she won’t come, that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t. I’ll get some visitors’ passes for you. False names.’ Rebus looked down at a book open in front of him, found two straight off. ‘William Pritchard and Madeleine Smith. Can you remember that?’
‘I think so.’
‘Repeat them.’
‘William . . . something.’
‘Pritchard.’
‘And Maggie Smith.’
‘Close enough. I know you can’t just sneak off, so we’ll leave the time open. Get here when you can. And if you start thinking of bottling it, just remember all those bank accounts and how lonely they’ll be without you.’
Rebus put down the phone. His hand was hardly trembling.
They notified the front desk and got visitors’ passes made up, and after that there was nothing to do but wait. Jack said the room felt cold and musty at the same time; he had to get out. He suggested the canteen or a corridor or anywhere, but Rebus shook his head.
‘You go. I think I’ll stay here, see if I can decide what to say to Bonnie and Clyde. Bring me back a coffee and maybe a filled roll.’ Jack nodded. ‘Oh, and a bottle of whisky.’ Jack looked at him. Rebus smiled.
He tried to remember his last drink. He recalled standing in the Ox with two glasses and a packet of cigs. But before that . . . Wine with Gill?
Jack had said the room was cold; it felt stifling to Rebus. He took off his jacket, loosened his tie and undid the top button of his shirt. Then he wandered around the office, peering into desk drawers and grey cardboard boxes.
He saw: interview transcripts, their covers faded and curling at the edges; hand-written reports; typed reports; evidence summaries; maps, mostly hand-drawn; duty logs; ream after ream of witness statements – descriptions of the man seen in the Barrowland Ballroom. Then there were the photographs, matt black and whites, ten by eight and smaller. The Ballroom itself, interior and exterior. It looked more modern than the word ‘ballroom’ conjured up, reminded Rebus a bit of his old school – flat building panels with the occasional window. Three spots sat atop a concrete canopy, pointing up towards the windows and the sky. And on the canopy itself – a useful shelter from the rain while you were waiting either to be admitted or, afterwards, for your lift – the words ‘Barrowland Ballroom’ and ‘Dancing’. Most of the exterior pictures had been taken on a wet afternoon, women caught on the periphery with plastic rain-mates, men in bunnets and long coats. More photographs: police frogmen searching the river; the loci, CID in their trademark pork-pie hats and raincoats – a back lane, the back court of a tenement, another back court. Typical locations for a cuddle and a feel-up, maybe going a wee bit further. Too far for the victims. There was a photo of Superintendent Joe Beattie, holding out an artist’s impression of Bible John. Looking between the portrait and Beattie, the men’s expressions seemed similar. Several members of the public had commented on it. Mackeith Street and Earl Street – victims two and three were killed on the streets where they lived. He’d taken them so close to their homes: why? So they’d relax their defences? Or had he been vacillating, putting off the attacks? Nervous to ask for a kiss and a cuddle, or just plain scared and with his conscience battling his deep desire? The files were full of such aimless speculation, and more structured theories from professional psychologists and psychiatrists. In the end they’d been as helpful as Croiset the psychic detective.
Rebus thought of meeting Aldous Zane in this very room. Zane had been in the papers again – he’d inspected the latest locus, given the same rambling spiel, and been flown home. Rebus wondered what Jim Stevens was up to now. He remembered Zane’s handshake, the way it had tingled. And Zane’s impressions of Bible John – though Stevens had been present, the paper hadn’t bothered printing them. A trunk in the attic of a modern house. Well, Rebus could have come up with better than that himself, if some paper had put him up in a posh hotel.
Lumsden had put him up in a posh hotel, probably thinking CID would never know. Lumsden had tried to get pally with him, telling him they were alike, showing Rebus that he had stature in the city – free meals and drinks, free entrance to Burke’s Club. He’d been testing Rebus, seeing how open he’d be to a bung. But at whose behest? The club’s owners? Or Uncle Joe himself . . .?
More photos. There seemed no end to them. It was the onlookers who interested Rebus, the people who didn’t know they’d been snapped for posterity. A woman in high heels, good legs – all you could see of her were heels and legs, the rest hidden behind a WPC taking part in a reconstruction. Woolly suits searching the back courts off Mackeith Street, looking for the victim’s handbag. The courts looked like bomb-sites – drying-poles poking up out of stunted grass and rubble. Roadside motor cars: Zephyrs, Hillman Imps, Zodiacs. A world ago. A bundle of posters sat in one box, the rubber band long ago perished. Photofits of Bible John along with varying descriptions: ‘Speaks with a polite Glasgow accent and has an erect posture’. Very helpful. The phone number of the inquiry HQ. They’d received thousands of phone calls, boxes of them. Brief details of every one, with more detailed back-up notes if the call seemed worth checking.
Rebus’s eyes moved over the remaining boxes. He chose one at random – a big flat cardboard box, inside which were newspapers from the time, intact and unread for quarter of a century. He examined front pages, then turned to the back to look at the sports. A few of the crosswords had been half-done, probably by a bored detective. Slips of paper stapled to each banner-head gave page numbers with Bible John coverage. But Rebus wasn’t going to find anything there. He looked at the other stories instead and smiled at some of the adverts. Some seemed artless by today’s standards; others hadn’t aged at all. In the personal ads, people were selling lawnmowers, washing machines, and record players at knockdown prices. In a couple of papers, Rebus found the same ad, framed like a public notice: ‘Find a New Life and a Good Job in America – Booklet Tells You How’. You had to send off a couple of stamps to an address in Manchester. Rebus sat back, wondering if Bible John had got that far.
In October ’69, Paddy Meehan had been sentenced at the High Court in Edinburgh and had shouted out, ‘You’ve made a terrible mistake – I’m innocent!’ That made Rebus think of Lenny Spaven; he shook the thought away and turned to a new paper. November 8: gales forced the evacuation of the Staflo oil rig; November 12: a report that the owners of the Torrey Canyon had paid out £3 million in compensation after losing 5,000 tons of Kuwaiti crude into the English Channel. Elsewhere, Dunfermline had decided to allow The Killing of Sister George to be shown in the town, and a brand new Rover three-and-a-half litre would cost you £1,700. Rebus turned to late December. The SNP chairman was predicting that Scotland stood ‘on the threshold of a decade of destiny’. Nice one, sir. December 31: Hogmanay. The Herald wished its readers a happy and prosperous 1970, and led with the story of a shootout in Govanhill: one constable dead, three wounded. He put the paper down, the gust blowing some photos off the desk. He picked them up: the three victims, so full of life. Victims one and three shared some facial similarities. All three looked hopeful, like the future just might bring them everything they were dreaming of. It was good to have hope, and never to give up. But Rebus doubted many people managed that. They might smile for the camera, but if caught unawares they’d more likely look bedraggled and exhausted, like the bystanders in the photos.
How many victims were there? Not just Bible John or Johnny Bible, but all the killers, the punished and the never found. The World’s End murders, Cromwell Street, Nilsen, the Yorkshire Ripper . . . And Elsie Rhind . . . If Spaven hadn’t killed her, then the murderer must have been hooting with laughter all through the trial. And he was still out there, maybe with other scalps added to his tally, other unsolveds. Elsie Rhind lay in her grave unavenged, a forgotten victim. Spaven had committed suicide because he couldn’t bear the weight of his innocence. And Lawson Geddes . . . had he killed himself over grief for his wife, or because of Spaven? Had cold realisation finally crept over him?
The bastards were all gone; only John Rebus was left. They wanted to shift their burdens on to him. But he was refusing, and he’d go on refusing, denying. He didn’t know what else he could do. Except drink. He wanted a drink, wanted one desperately. But he wasn’t going to have one, not yet. Maybe later, maybe sometime. People died and you couldn’t bring them back. Some of them died violently, cruelly young, without knowing why they’d been chosen. Rebus felt surrounded by loss. All the ghosts . . . yelling at him . . . begging him . . . shrieking . . .
‘John?’
He looked up from the desk. Jack was standing there with a mug in one hand and a roll in the other. Rebus blinked, his vision was going: it was like he was looking at Jack through a heat haze.
‘Christ, man, are you all right?’
His nose and lips were wet. He wiped at them. The photos on the desk were wet too. He knew he’d been crying and pulled out a handkerchief. Jack put the mug and roll down and rested an arm along his shoulders, squeezing gently.
‘Don’t know what’s up with me,’ Rebus said, blowing his nose.
‘Yes you do,’ Jack said quietly.
‘Yes, I do,’ Rebus acknowledged. He gathered up the photographs and newspapers and stuffed them all back into their boxes. ‘Stop looking at me like that.’
‘Like what?’
‘I wasn’t talking to you.’
Jack lifted his backside on to a desk. ‘Not many defences left, have you?’
‘Doesn’t look like it.’
‘Time to get your act together.’
‘Ach, Stanley and Eve won’t be here for a while yet.’
‘You know that’s not —’
‘I know, I know. And you’re right: time to get my act together. Where do I start? No, don’t tell me – the Juice Church?’
Jack just shrugged. ‘Your decision.’
Rebus picked up the roll and bit into it. A mistake: the block in his throat made it hard to swallow. He gulped at the coffee, managed to finish the roll – bland ham and wet tomato. Then remembered he had to make another call: a Shetland number.
‘I’ll be back in a minute,’ he told Jack.
In the toilets he washed his face. Tiny red veins had burst in the whites of his eyes; he looked like he’d been on a bender.
‘Stone cold sober,’ he told himself, heading back to the telephone.
Briony, Jake Harley’s girlfriend, picked up.
‘Is Jake there?’ Rebus asked.
‘No, sorry.’
‘Briony, we met the other day, DI Rebus.’
‘Oh, yes.’
‘Has he been in touch?’
A long pause. ‘Sorry, I missed that. The line’s not great.’
It sounded just fine to Rebus. ‘I said, has he been in touch?’
‘No.’
‘No?’
‘That’s what I said.’ Edgy now.
‘OK, OK. Aren’t you a bit worried?’
‘What about?’
‘Jake.’
‘Why should I be?’
‘Well, he’s been off on his own longer than intended. Maybe something’s happened.’
‘He’s all right.’
‘How do you know?’
‘I just do!’ Almost shouting now.
‘Calm down. Look, why don’t I get —’
‘Just leave us alone!’ The phone died on him.
Us. Leave us alone. Rebus stared at the receiver.
‘I could hear her from over here,’ Jack said. ‘Sounds like she’s cracking up.’
‘I think she is.’
‘Boyfriend trouble?’
‘Boyfriend in trouble.’ He put the receiver down. There was an incoming call.
‘DI Rebus.’
It was the front desk, telling him the first of his visitors had arrived.
Eve looked much as she had that night in the bar of Rebus’s hotel – dressed for business in a two-piece suit, conservative blue rather than vamp red, and with the gold jewellery on wrists, fingers and neck, and the same gold clasp pulling back her peroxide hair. She had a handbag with her, and tucked it under her arm as she clipped on her visitor’s pass.
‘Who’s Madeleine Smith?’ she asked as they climbed the stairs.
‘I got her name out of a book, I think she was a murderess.’
She gave Rebus a look which managed to be hard and amused at the same time.
‘This way,’ Rebus said. He led her to the Bible John room, where Jack was waiting. ‘Jack Morton,’ Rebus said, ‘Eve . . . I don’t know your last name. It’s not Toal, is it?’
‘Cudden,’ she said coldly.
‘Sit down, Ms Cudden.’
She sat down, reached into her bag for the black cigarettes. ‘Do you mind?’
‘Actually, there’s no smoking allowed,’ Jack said, sounding apologetic. ‘And neither Inspector Rebus nor myself are smokers.’
She looked at Rebus. ‘Since when?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘Where’s Stanley?’
‘He’ll be here. We thought it wise to leave separately.’
‘Uncle Joe won’t suspect?’
‘Well, that’s our problem, not yours. As far as Joe knows, Malky’s going out on the ran-dan, and I’m visiting a friend. She’s a good friend, she’ll not let on.’
Her tone told Rebus she’d used the friend before – other times, other assignations.
‘Well,’ he said, ‘I’m glad you arrived first. I wanted to have a private word.’ He rested against a desk, folded his arms to stop his hands shaking. ‘That night in the hotel, you were setting me up, yes?’
‘Tell me what you know.’
‘About you and Stanley?’
‘Malky.’ Her face creased. ‘I hate that nickname.’
‘OK then, Malky. What do I know? I know just about everything. The two of you head north every now and then on business for Uncle Joe. I’d guess you’re go-betweens. He needs people he can trust.’ He gave a twist to the last word. ‘People who won’t share their hotel bedroom, leaving the other one vacant. People who won’t rip him off.’
‘Are we ripping him off?’ Disregarding Jack, she’d lit up. There were no ashtrays in sight, so Rebus placed a wastepaper-bin beside her, inhaling the smoke as he did so. Wonderful smoke. Almost a contact high.
‘Yes,’ he said, retreating to the desk. They’d placed Eve’s chair in the middle of the floor, Rebus to one side of her, Jack the other. She looked comfortable enough with the arrangement. ‘I don’t see Uncle Joe as a bank account kind of villain. I mean, he probably wouldn’t trust the banks in Glasgow, never mind Aberdeen. Yet there you are, you and Malky, dumping wads of cash into several accounts. I have dates, times, bank details.’ An exaggeration, but he reckoned he could wing it. ‘I’ve got statements from hotel employees, including maids who never need to clean Malky’s room. Funny, he doesn’t strike me as the tidy sort.’
Eve exhaled smoke down her nostrils, managed a smile. ‘All right,’ she said.
‘Now,’ Rebus went on, wanting to rid her of the confident smile, ‘what would Uncle Joe say to all this? I mean, Malky’s blood, but you’re not, Eve. I’d say you were expendable.’ Pause. ‘And I’d say you know it, have done for a while.’
‘Meaning?’
‘Meaning I don’t see you and Malky as an item, not long-term. He’s too thick for you, and he’ll never be rich enough to make up for that. I can see what he sees in you: you’re an accomplished seducer.’
‘Not that accomplished.’ Her eyes found his.
‘Pretty good though. Good enough to hook Malky. Good enough to talk him into skimming from the Aberdeen money. Let me guess: your story was that the two of you would bugger off together when there was enough set by?’
‘My language may not have matched yours.’ Her eyes were calculating slits, but the smile had gone. She knew Rebus was going to deal; she wouldn’t be here otherwise. She was wondering what she could get away with.
‘But you wouldn’t, right? Just between us, you were planning to clear off by yourself.’
‘Was I?’
‘I’m banking on it.’ He stood up, walked towards her. ‘I don’t want you, Eve. Good fucking luck to you, I say. Take the money and run.’ He lowered his voice. ‘But I want Malky. I want him for Tony El. And I want the answers to some questions. When he gets here, you’re going to talk to him. You’re going to persuade him to cooperate. Then we’ll talk, and it’ll go down on tape.’ Her eyes widened. ‘The story is, it’s my insurance in case you decide to stick around.’
‘But in reality?’
‘It’ll take Malky down, and Uncle Joe with him.’
‘And I walk away?’
‘Promise.’
‘How do I know I can trust you?’
‘I’m a gentleman, remember? You said as much in the bar.’
She smiled again, her eyes not moving from his. She looked like a cat: same morals, same instinct. Then she nodded her head.
Malcolm Toal arrived at the station fifteen minutes later, and Rebus left him with Eve in an interview room. The station was evening quiet, not yet late enough for pub rowdies, knife fights, blow-ups before bed. Jack asked Rebus how he wanted to play it.
‘Just sit there and look like everything I say is the word of God, that’ll be good enough for me.’
‘And if Stanley makes a move?’
‘We can handle him.’ He’d already told Eve to find out if Malky was carrying. If he was, Rebus wanted the weaponry on the table by the time he returned. He went into the toilets again, just to steady his breathing and look at himself in the mirror. He tried to relax his jaw muscles. In the past, he’d have been reaching for the quarter-bottle of whisky in his pocket. But tonight there was no quarter-bottle, no Dutch courage. Which meant for once he’d be relying on the real thing.
Back in the interview room, Malky looked at him with eyes like lasers, proof that Eve had said her piece. Two Stanley knives lay on the table. Rebus nodded, satisfied. Jack was busy setting up the recorder and breaking the seals on a couple of tapes.
‘Has Ms Cudden explained the situation, Mr Toal?’ Malky nodded. ‘I’m not interested in the pair of you, but I am interested in everything else. You slipped up, but you can still get out of this, same as you’ve been planning all along.’ Rebus tried not to look at Eve, who was looking anywhere but at lovelorn Stanley. Christ, she was a tough one. Rebus really had taken a liking to her; he almost liked her better now than he had that night in the bar. Jack nodded that the recorder was running.
‘OK, now we’re recording I’d like to make it clear that this is for my own personal insurance, and won’t be used against the pair of you at any time, so long as you clear off afterwards. I’d like you to introduce yourselves.’ They did, Jack checking the levels and adjusting them.
‘I’m Detective Inspector John Rebus,’ Rebus said, ‘and with me is Detective Inspector Jack Morton.’ He paused, pulled out the third chair at the table and sat down, Eve to his right, Toal to his left. ‘Let’s start with that night in the hotel bar, Ms Cudden. I’m not a great believer in coincidence.’
Eve blinked. She’d expected the questions to relate to Malky alone. Now she saw that Rebus really was going to have some insurance.
‘It wasn’t coincidence,’ she said, fumbling for another Sobranie. The packet slipped, and Toal picked it up, taking out a cigarette, lighting it for her, then handing it over. She could hardly bear to take it – or else wanted Rebus to think that. But Rebus was looking at Toal, surprised by the gesture. There was unexpected affection in ‘Mad Malky’, a real joy at being close to his lover, even in the present situation. He seemed very different from the scowling complainer Rebus had met at the Ponderosa: younger now, face shining, eyes wide. Hard to believe he could kill in cold blood – but not impossible. He was dressed in the same awful non-style of their previous meeting – the trousers from a shell-suit with an orange leather jacket and a blue patterned shirt, set off with scuffed black slip-on shoes. His mouth moved like he was chewing gum, even though he wasn’t. He sat low in the chair, legs open, hands resting between his thighs, high up near the crotch.
‘It was planned,’ Eve went on. ‘Well, sort of. I thought there was a good chance you’d hit the bar before you went to bed.’
‘How come?’
‘The word is, you like to drink.’
‘Says who?’
She shrugged.
‘How did you know which hotel I’d be in?’
‘I was told.’
‘Who by?’
‘The Yanks.’
‘Tell me their names.’ By the book, John.
‘Judd Fuller, Erik Stemmons.’
‘They both told you?’
‘Stemmons specifically.’ She smiled. ‘Coward that he is.’
‘Go on.’
‘I think he thought handing you to us was a better option than putting Fuller on to you.’
‘Because Fuller would have been harder on me?’
She shook her head. ‘He was thinking of himself. If we went after you, the two of them were in the clear. Judd’s difficult to control sometimes.’ Toal snorted at that. ‘Erik would rather he didn’t get worked up.’
Probably Stemmons had reined in Fuller, so all Fuller’s men had done was pistol-whip Rebus rather than put him out of the game. One yellow card: he couldn’t see Fuller giving a second. Rebus wanted to ask her more. He wanted to know how far she’d have gone to find out what he knew . . . But somehow he thought that line of questioning might blow all Malky’s fuses.
‘Who told the Yanks where I was staying?’
He already knew the answer – Ludovic Lumsden – but wanted it on tape if possible. But Eve shrugged, and Toal shook his head.
‘Tell me what you were doing in Aberdeen.’
Eve busied herself with her cigarette, so Toal cleared his throat.
‘Working for my dad.’
‘Doing what specifically?’
‘Selling an’ that.’
‘Selling?’
‘Dope – speed, skag, anything and everything.’
‘You sound very relaxed, Mr Toal.’
‘Mibbe resigned would be nearer the mark.’ Toal sat up in his chair. ‘Eve says we can trust you. I wouldn’t know about that, but I know what my dad’ll do when he finds out we’ve been skimming.’
‘So I’m the lesser of two evils?’
‘You said it, not me.’
‘All right, let’s get back to Aberdeen. You were supplying drugs?’
‘Aye.’
‘Who to?’
‘Burke’s Club.’
‘The individuals’ names?’
‘Erik Stemmons and Judd Fuller. Specifically Judd, though Erik knows the score, too.’ He smiled at Eve. ‘Score,’ he repeated. She nodded, letting him know she got the joke.
‘Why specifically Judd Fuller?’
‘Erik runs the club, does the business side of things. Doesnae’ like getting his hands dirty, you know, pretends everything’s above board.’
Rebus remembered Stemmons’ office – paperwork everywhere. Mr Businessman.
‘Can you give me a description of Fuller?’
‘You’ve met him: he gave you that beating.’ Toal grinned. The man with the pistol: had he sounded American? Had Rebus been listening that hard?
‘I didn’t see him though.’
‘Well, he’s six feet, black hair, it always looks wet. Brylcreem or something. Back-combs it, long, like that Saturday Night Fever guy.’
‘Travolta?’
‘Aye, in that other film. You know.’ Toal made like he was spraying the room with bullets.
‘Pulp Fiction?’
Toal clicked his fingers.
‘Except Judd’s face is thinner,’ Eve added. ‘In fact, he’s thinner all round. He does like wearing dark suits though. And there’s a scar on the back of one of his hands, looks like it was sewn together too tight.’
Rebus nodded. ‘Does Fuller deal only drugs?’
Toal shook his head. ‘Naw, he’s got fingers in every pie: prozzies, porn, casinos, a bit of reset, fake designer stuff – watches and shirts an’ that.’
‘All-round entrepreneur,’ Eve added, flicking ash into the waste-bin. She was being careful to say nothing that would incriminate her.
‘And Judd and Erik aren’t the only ones. There are some Yanks in Aberdeen worse than they are: Eddie Segal, Moose Maloney . . .’ Toal saw the look on Eve’s face and ground to a halt.
‘Malcolm,’ she said sweetly, ‘we do want to get out of this alive, don’t we?’
Toal’s face reddened. ‘Forget I said that,’ he told Rebus. Rebus nodded, but the machine wouldn’t forget.
‘So,’ Rebus said, ‘why did you kill Tony El?’
‘Me?’ Toal said, going into his act. Rebus sighed and looked at the tips of his shoes.
‘I think,’ Eve prodded, ‘that means the Inspector wants everything. We don’t talk to him, he has a word with your dad.’
Toal stared at her, but she held it; he broke off first. His hands went back to his crotch. ‘Yeah,’ he said, ‘well, I was under orders.’
‘Who from?’
‘Dad, of course. See, Tony was still working for us. He was day-to-day running of the Aberdeen end. All that stuff about him leaving, that was just a story. But after you came and spoke to Dad . . . he went through the fucking roof, because Tony had been doing outside hits, endangering the operation. And now you were on to him, so . . .’
‘So Tony had to go?’ Rebus was remembering that Tony El had bragged to Hank Shankley about his ‘Glasgow connections’ – he hadn’t been lying.
‘That’s right.’
‘And I don’t suppose you were too upset to see the back of him?’
Eve smiled. ‘Not particularly upset, no.’
‘Because to save his own neck, Tony might have grassed the two of you?’
‘He didn’t know we were skimming, but he found out about the hotel arrangements.’
‘Biggest mistake he ever made,’ Toal said, grinning again. He was getting cockier by the minute, enjoying telling the story, basking in the knowledge that everything was going to be fine. As he grew cockier, so Eve seemed to regard him with less and less good grace. She’d be relieved to be free of him, Rebus could see that. The poor little bastard.
‘You had CID fooled, they thought it was suicide.’
‘Well, when you’ve a cop or two in your pocket . . .’
Rebus looked at Toal. ‘Say that again.’
‘A cop or two on the payroll.’
‘Names?’
‘Lumsden,’ Toal said. ‘Jenkins.’
‘Jenkins?’
‘He’s something to do with the oil industry,’ Eve explained.
‘Oil Liaison Officer?’
She nodded.
Who’d been on holiday when Rebus had arrived, Lumsden standing in for him. With those two on your side, you’d have no trouble supplying the production platforms with whatever they needed – a real captive market. And when the workers came ashore, you had further delights for them: clubs, prozzies, booze and gambling. The legit and the illicit working side by side, each feeding the other. No wonder Lumsden had tagged along on the trip out to Bannock; he was protecting his investment.
‘What do you know about Fergus McLure?’
Toal looked to Eve, ready to talk but seeking permission. She nodded, keeping her own mouth shut.
‘He had a little accident, got too close to Judd.’
‘Fuller killed him?’
‘Hands on, that’s what Judd said.’ There was a hint of hero worship in Toal’s voice. ‘Told McLure they had to talk somewhere private, said walls had ears. Moseyed down to the canal with him, a dunt to the head with his gun, and into the water.’ Toal shrugged. ‘He was back in Aberdeen in time for a late breakfast.’ He smiled at Eve. ‘Late.’ Presumably another joke, but she was beyond smiling back. She just wanted out of there.
Rebus had other questions, but he was beginning to tire. He decided to leave it at that. He got up and nodded for Jack to switch off the machine, then told Eve she could go.
‘What about me?’ Toal asked.
‘You don’t leave together,’ Rebus reminded him. Toal seemed to accept this. Rebus saw Eve along the corridor and down the stairs. Neither of them said a word, not even goodbye. But he watched her leave before asking the desk officer for a couple of uniforms, a.s.a.p. at the interview room.
When he got back, Jack had just finished rewinding the tapes, and Toal was on his feet, doing some stretching exercises. There was a knock, and the two uniforms came in. Toal stood up straight, sensing something was wrong.
‘Malcolm Toal,’ Rebus said, ‘I am charging you with the murder of Anthony Ellis Kane on the night of —’
With a roar, Mad Malky flew at Rebus, hands scrabbling at his neck.
The woolly suits eventually got him into a cell, and Rebus sat on a chair in the interview room, watching his hands shaking.
‘You OK?’ Jack asked.
‘Know what, Jack? You’re like a broken record.’
‘Know what, John? You’re always needing it asked.’
Rebus smiled and rubbed his neck. ‘I’m fine.’
As Toal had run at him, Rebus had kneed the young man in the groin with enough force to lift him off his feet. After that, the uniforms had found him just about manageable, especially with a Vulcan death grip to his carotid.
‘What do you want to do?’ Jack asked.
‘One copy of the tape goes to CID here. It’ll give them enough to go on until we get back.’
‘From Aberdeen?’ Jack guessed.
‘And points north.’ Rebus pointed to the machine. ‘Stick the copy back in and turn it on.’ Jack did so. ‘Gill, here’s a little present for you. I hope you’ll know what to do with it.’ He nodded, and Jack stopped recording and ejected the tape.
‘We’ll drop it off at St Leonard’s.’
‘So we are going back to Edinburgh?’ Jack was thinking of tomorrow’s meeting with Ancram.
‘Only long enough for a change of clothes and a doctor’s line.’
Outside in the car park, a solitary figure was waiting: Eve.
‘Going my way?’ she asked.
‘How did you know?’
She smiled her most feline smile. ‘Because you’re like me – you’ve got unfinished business in Aberdeen. I’m only going to be there as long as it takes to visit a few banks and close a few accounts, but there are those two hotel rooms . . .’
A good point: they’d need a base, preferably one Lumsden didn’t know about.
‘He’s in a cell?’ she asked.
‘Yes.’
‘How many men did you need?’
‘Just the two.’
‘I’m surprised.’
‘We all surprise ourselves some time,’ Rebus said, opening the back door of Jack’s car for her.
Rebus wasn’t surprised to find Gill Templer’s office locked up for the night. He looked around the night shift and saw Siobhan Clarke trying to make herself inconspicuous, dreading their first meeting since she’d been part of the search team at his flat. He walked up to her, the yellow padded envelope in his hand.
‘It’s OK,’ he said, ‘I know why you were there. I think I should thank you.’
‘I just thought . . .’
He nodded. The relief on her face made him wonder what she’d been going through.
‘Working on anything?’ he asked, figuring she was owed a minute’s conversation. Jack and Eve were downstairs in the car, getting to know one another.
‘I’ve been on Johnny Bible background: deadly dull.’ She perked up. ‘One thing though. I was going through the old newspapers in the National.’
‘Yes?’ Rebus had been there, too: he wondered if that were her story.
‘One of the librarians told me someone was looking at recent newspapers and asking about people calling up ones from 1968 to ’70. I thought the combination was a bit odd. The recent papers were all from just before the first Johnny Bible murder.’
‘And the others were the years Bible John was operating?’
‘Yes.’
‘A journalist?’
‘That’s what the librarian says. Only, the card he handed over was a fake. He contacted the librarian by telephone.’
‘Did the librarian have anything?’
‘A few names. I took them down, on the off chance. A couple of them are journalists. One is you. The others, God knows.’
Yes, Rebus had spent a long day poring over the old stories, arranging for photocopies to be made of the relevant pages . . . building his collection.
‘And the mysterious journalist?’
‘No idea. I got a physical description, but it doesn’t help much. Early fifties, tall, fair-haired . . .’
‘Doesn’t rule too many people out, does it? Why the interest in recent papers? No, wait . . . Looking for cock-ups.’
Siobhan nodded. ‘That’s what I thought. And at the same time asking about people who’d shown an interest in the original Bible John case. It might sound crazy, but maybe Bible John’s out there looking for his offspring. Thing is, whoever he was . . . he’s got your name now, and your address.’
‘Nice to have a fan.’ Rebus thought for a moment. ‘Those other names . . . can I see?’
She found the relevant page in her notebook. One name leapt out: Peter Manuel.
‘Something?’ she asked.
Rebus pointed. ‘Not his real name. Manuel was a killer back in the fifties.’
‘Then who . . .?’
Reading up on Bible John, using a killer’s name as an alias. ‘Johnny Bible,’ Rebus said quietly.
‘I’d better have another word with that librarian.’
‘First thing in the morning,’ Rebus advised. ‘Speaking of which . . .’ He handed her the envelope. ‘Can you see to it that Gill Templer gets this?’
‘Sure.’ She shook it. The cassette rattled. ‘Anything I should know about?’
‘Definitely not.’
She smiled. ‘Now you’ve whetted my curiosity.’
‘Then unwhet it.’ He turned to leave. He didn’t want her to see how shaken he was. Someone else was hunting Johnny Bible, someone who now had Rebus’s name and address. Siobhan’s words: Bible John . . . looking for his offspring. Description: tall, fair-haired, early fifties. The age was right for Bible John. Whoever it was knew Rebus’s address . . . and his flat had been broken into, nothing stolen, but his newspapers and cuttings disturbed.
Bible John . . . looking for his offspring.
‘How’s the inquiry?’ Siobhan called.
‘Which one?’
‘Spaven.’
‘A doddle.’ He stopped, turned back to her. ‘By the way, if you’re really bored . . .?’
‘Yes?’
‘Johnny Bible: there could just be an oil connection. The last victim worked for oil companies and drank with oilmen. First victim studied at RGIT, geology, I think. Find out if there’s any connection to oil, see if there’s something we can link to victims two and three.’
‘You think he lives in Aberdeen?’
‘Right now, I think I’d lay money on it.’
Then he was gone. One more stop to make before the long haul north.
Bible John was driving through the streets of Aberdeen.
The town was quiet. He liked it that way. The trip to Glasgow had been useful, but the fourth victim had proved more useful still.
From the hotel computer, he had his list of twenty companies. Twenty guests of the Fairmount Hotel who had paid by corporate credit card in the weeks before Judith Cairns’s murder. Twenty companies based in the north-east. Twenty individuals he needed to check, any one of whom could be the Upstart.
He’d played with the connection between the victims, and numbers one and four had given him his answer: oil. Oil was at the heart of it. Victim one had studied geology at Robert Gordon’s, and in the north-east the study of geology was in so many ways connected to the subject of oil exploration. Victim four’s company numbered oil companies and their ancillaries among its best clients. He was looking for someone connected to the oil industry, someone so very like himself. The realisation had shaken him. On the one hand, it made it even more imperative he track down the Upstart; on the other, it made the game that much more dangerous. It wasn’t physical danger – he had long since conquered that particular fear. It was the danger of losing his hard-fought-for identity as Ryan Slocum. He almost felt he was Ryan Slocum. But Ryan Slocum was just a dead man, a newspaper obituary he’d come across. So he’d applied for a duplicate birth certificate, pleading the original’s loss in a house fire. This had been in pre-computer days, easy to get away with.
So his own past ceased to exist . . . for a time, at least. The trunk in the attic told a different story, of course. It gave the lie to his change of identity: you couldn’t change the man you were. His trunk full of souvenirs, most of them American . . . He had made arrangements for the trunk to be moved soon, when his wife was out of the house. A moving company would send a Transit. The trunk would be taken to a self-storage warehouse. It made sense as a precaution, but he still regretted it; it was like saying the Upstart had won.
No matter what the outcome.
Twenty companies to check. So far he had dismissed four possible suspects as being too old. A further seven companies were not involved in the oil industry in any way that he could see – they went to the bottom of the list. Leaving nine names. It was a slow business. He’d used guile during telephone calls to the companies’ offices, but guile would only go so far. He’d also had recourse to the telephone book, finding addresses for the names, watching their homes, waiting for a glimpse of a face. Would he know the Upstart when he saw him? He felt he would; at least, he’d recognise the type. But then Joe Beattie had said the same about Bible John – that he’d recognise him in a crowded room. As if a man’s heart showed in the creases and contours of his face, a sort of phrenology of sin.
He parked the car outside another house, called his office to check for messages. In his line of work, they expected him to be out of the office for long periods of the day, if not for days and weeks at a time. It was the perfect career, really. No messages, nothing for him to think about but the Upstart . . . and himself.
In the early days, he had lacked patience. This was no longer the case. This slow stalking of the Upstart would only make the final confrontation sweeter. But this thought was tempered with another: that the police could be closing in, too. After all, the information was there for them to find: it was just a matter of making the connections. So far only the Edinburgh prostitute failed to fit the pattern, but if he could connect three out of four, he’d be satisfied. He could bet, too, that once he knew the Upstart’s identity he could place him in Edinburgh at the time she was killed: hotel records maybe; or a receipt for petrol from an Edinburgh filling station . . . Four victims. One more already than the Bible John of the sixties. It was galling, he had to say it. It rankled.
And someone would pay for it. Very soon.
‘Scotland will be reborn the day the last minister is strangled with the last copy of the Sunday Post.’
Tom Nairn
It was after midnight when they reached the hotel. It was situated near the airport, one of the shiny new constructions Rebus had passed on his way to T-Bird Oil. There was too much glare in the lobby, too many mirrors reflecting full-length portraits of three weary figures with meagre luggage. Maybe they would have provoked suspicion, but Eve was a regular and had a business account, so that was that.
‘It all goes through the taxi firm,’ she explained, ‘so this is my treat. Just sign out of the rooms when you’re finished, they’ll send the bill to Joe’s Cabs.’
‘Your usual rooms, Ms Cudden,’ the clerk said, handing over the keys, ‘plus one a few doors further along.’
Jack had been looking through the hotel directory. ‘Sauna, health club, weight gym. We should fit right in, John.’
‘It’s all oil execs,’ Eve said, leading them to the lifts. ‘They like that kind of thing. Keeps them fit enough to handle the hokey-cokey. And I don’t mean the dance.’
‘Do you sell everything direct to Fuller and Stemmons?’ Rebus asked.
Eve stifled a yawn. ‘You mean, do I deal myself?’
‘Yes.’
‘Would I be that stupid?’
‘What about the punters – any names?’
She shook her head, smiled tiredly. ‘You never stop, do you?’
‘It takes my mind off things.’ Specifically: Bible John, Johnny Bible . . . out there somewhere, and maybe not so very far away . . .
She handed their room keys to Rebus and Jack. ‘Sleep well, boys. I’ll probably be long gone when you wake up . . . and I won’t be coming back.’
Rebus nodded. ‘How much will you be taking with you?’
‘About thirty-eight thou.’
‘A decent skim.’
‘Decent profits all round.’
‘How soon till Uncle Joe finds out about Stanley?’
‘Well, Malcolm won’t be in a hurry to tell him, and Joe’s used to him disappearing for a day or two on the trot . . . With any luck, I won’t even be in the country when the bomb goes off.’
‘You look the lucky type to me.’
They left the lift at the third floor and checked the numbers on their keys. Rebus ended up next door to Eve: Stanley’s old room. Jack was two doors further down.
Stanley’s old room was a good size and boasted what Rebus guessed were the usual corporate embellishments: mini-bar, trouser press, a little saucer of chocolates on the pillow, a bathrobe laid out on the turned-down bed. There was a notice clipped to the robe. It asked him not to take it home with him. If he wanted to, he could purchase one from the health club. ‘Thank you for being a considerate guest.’
The considerate guest made himself a cup of Café Hag. There was a price list on top of the mini-bar, detailing the delights within. He stuck it in a drawer. The wardrobe boasted a mini-safe, so he took the mini-bar key and locked it inside. Another barrier for him to get past, another chance to change his mind if he really wanted that drink.
Meantime, the coffee tasted fine. He had a shower, wrapped himself in the bathrobe, then sat on his bed and stared at the connecting door. Of course, there would have to be a connecting door: couldn’t have Stanley hopping around the corridor at all hours. There was a simple lock his side, as there would be on the other. He wondered what he would find if he unlocked the door: would Eve’s be standing open? If he knocked, would she let him in? What about if she knocked? He turned his eyes from the door, and they settled on the mini-bar. He felt peckish – there would be nuts and crisps inside. Maybe he could . . .? No, no, no. He turned his attention back to the connecting door, listened hard, couldn’t hear any movement from Eve’s room. Maybe she was already asleep – early start and all that. He found he wasn’t feeling tired any more. Now he was here, he wanted to get to work. He pulled open his curtains. It had started to rain, the tarmac glistening and black like the back of a huge fat beetle. Rebus pulled a chair over to the window. Wind was driving the rain, making shifting patterns in the sodium light. As he stared, the rain began to resemble smoke, billowing out of the darkness. The car park below was half full, the cars huddled like cattle while their owners stayed snug and dry.
Johnny Bible was out there, probably in Aberdeen, probably connected to the oil industry. He thought about the people he’d met these past days, everyone from Major Weir to Walt the tour guide. It was ironic that the person whose case had brought him here – Allan Mitchison – was not only connected to oil but was also the only candidate he could rule out, being long dead by the time Vanessa Holden met her killer. Rebus felt guilty about Mitchison. His case was becoming swamped by the serial killings. It was a job, something Rebus had to do. But it wasn’t wedged in his throat the way the Johnny Bible case was, something he had either to cough up or choke on.
But he wasn’t the only one with an interest in Johnny. Someone had broken into his flat. Someone had been checking library records. Someone using a false identity. Someone with something to hide. Not a reporter, not another policeman. Could Bible John really be out there still? Dormant somewhere until brought to life by Johnny Bible? Enraged by the act of imitation, by its temerity and the cold fact that it brought the original case back up into the light? Not only enraged, but feeling endangered, too – externally and internally: fear of being recognised and caught; fear of not being the bogeyman any longer.
A new bogeyman for the nineties, someone to be scared of again. One mythology erased and replaced by another.
Yes, Rebus could feel it. He could sense Bible John’s hostility to the young pretender. No flattery in imitation, none at all . . .
And he knows where I live, Rebus thought. He’s been there, touched my obsession, and wondered how far I’m willing to take it. But why? Why would he place himself in danger like that, breaking into a flat in the middle of the day? Looking for what exactly? Looking for something in particular? But what? Rebus turned the question over in his mind, wondered if a drink would help, got as far as the safe before turning back, standing there in the middle of the room, his whole body crackling with need.
The hotel felt asleep; easy to imagine the whole country asleep and dreaming blameless dreams. Stemmons and Fuller, Uncle Joe, Major Weir, Johnny Bible . . . everyone was innocent in sleep. Rebus walked over to the connecting door and unlocked it. Eve’s door was slightly ajar. Silently, he pushed it wide open. Her room was in darkness, curtains closed. Light from his own room lay like an arrow along the floor, pointing towards the king-size bed. She lay on her side, one arm on top of the covers. Her eyes were closed. He took one step into her room, not merely a voyeur now but an intruder. Then he just stood there, watching her. Maybe he’d have stayed that way for long minutes.
‘Wondered how long it would take you,’ she said.
Rebus walked across to her bed. She reached both arms up to him. She was naked beneath the covers, warm and sweet-smelling. He sat down on the bed, took her hands in his.
‘Eve,’ he said quietly, ‘I need one favour from you before you go.’
She sat up. ‘Not counting this?’
‘Not counting this.’
‘What?’
‘I want you to phone Judd Fuller. Tell him you need to see him.’
‘You should stay away from him.’
‘I know.’
She sighed. ‘But you can’t?’ He nodded, and she touched his cheek with the back of her hand. ‘OK, but now I want a favour in return.’
‘What?’
‘Take the rest of the night off,’ she said, pulling him towards her.
He woke up alone in her bed, and it was morning. He checked to see if she’d left a note or anything, but of course she hadn’t: she wasn’t the type.
He walked through the open doorway and locked his door after him, then switched off the lights in his room. There was a knock at his door: Jack. Rebus pulled on pants and trousers and was halfway to the door when he remembered something. He walked back to the bed and removed the chocolates from the pillow, then pulled the covers down, messing them up. He surveyed the scene, punched a head-shaped dent in one pillow, then answered the door.
And it wasn’t Jack at all. It was one of the hotel staff, carrying a tray.
‘Morning, sir.’ Rebus stood aside to let him in. ‘Sorry if I woke you. Miss Cudden specified the time.’
‘That’s OK.’ Rebus watched the young man slide the tray on to the table by the window.
‘Would you like me to open it?’ Meaning the half bottle of champagne resting in an ice-bucket. There was a jug of fresh orange juice, a crystal glass, and a folded copy of the morning’s Press & Journal. In a slim porcelain vase stood a single red carnation.
‘No.’ Rebus lifted the bucket. ‘This, you can take away. The rest is fine.’
‘Yes, sir. If you’ll just sign . . .?’
Rebus took the proffered pen, and added a hefty tip to the bill. Fuck it, Uncle Joe was paying. The young man broke into a big grin, making Rebus wish he was this generous every morning.
‘Thank you, sir.’
When he’d gone, Rebus poured a glass of juice. The fresh-squeezed stuff, cost a fortune in the supermarket. Outside, the roads were still damp, and there was plenty of cloud overhead, but the sky looked like it might break into a grin of its own before the morning was out. A light aircraft took off from Dyce, probably Shetland-bound. Rebus looked at his watch, then called Jack’s room. Jack answered with a noise somewhere between an inquiry and an oath.
‘Your morning alarm call,’ Rebus trilled.
‘Fuck off.’
‘Come by for orange juice and coffee.’
‘Give me five minutes.’
Rebus said that was the least he could do. Next he tried phoning Siobhan at home – got her machine. Tried her at St Leonard’s, but she wasn’t there. He knew she wouldn’t be slow in going about the work he’d given her, but he wanted to stick close to her, needed to know when she got a result. He put down the phone and looked at the tray again, then smiled.
Eve had left him a message after all.
The dining room was quiet, most tables taken by single men, some of them already at work on portable phones and laptops. Rebus and Jack got stuck in – juice and cornflakes, then the Full Highland Breakfast with a big pot of tea.
Jack tapped his watch. ‘Quarter of an hour from now, Ancram’s going to hit the roof.’
‘Might knock some sense into him.’ Rebus scraped a pat of butter on to his toast. Five-star hotel, but the toast was still cold.
‘So what’s our plan of attack?’
‘I’m looking for a girl, she’s in photos with Allan Mitchison, an environmental protester.’
‘Where do we start?’
‘You sure you want in on this?’ Rebus looked around the dining room. ‘You could spend the day here, try the health club, watch a film . . . It’s all on Uncle Joe.’
‘John, I’m sticking by you.’ Jack paused. ‘As a friend, not Ancram’s dog’s-body.’
‘In that case, our first port of call’s the Exhibition Centre. Now eat up, it’s going to be a long day, believe me.’
‘One question.’
‘What?’
‘How come you got the orange juice this morning?’
The Exhibition Centre was almost deserted. The various stalls and stands – many of them, as Rebus now knew, designed by Johnny Bible’s fourth victim – had been dismantled and taken away, the floors hoovered and polished. There were no demonstrators outside, no inflatable whale. They asked to speak to someone in charge, and were eventually taken to an office where a brisk, bespectacled woman introduced herself as ‘the Deputy’ and asked them how she could help.
‘The North Sea Conference,’ Rebus explained, ‘you had a bit of trouble with protesters.’
She smiled, her mind on other things. ‘Bit late to do anything about that, isn’t it?’ She moved some papers around her desk, looking for something.
‘I’m interested in one particular protester. What was the name of the group?’
‘It wasn’t that organised, Inspector. They came from all over: Friends of the Earth, Greenpeace, Save the Whale, God alone knows.’
‘Did they cause any trouble?’
‘Nothing we couldn’t handle.’ Another frozen smile. But she was looking harassed: she really had misplaced something. Rebus got to his feet.
‘Well, sorry to trouble you.’
‘No trouble. Sorry I can’t help.’
‘Don’t worry about it.’
Rebus turned to go. Jack bent down and retrieved a sheet of paper from the floor, handed it to her.
‘Thanks,’ she said. Then she followed them out of her office. ‘Look, a local pressure group was responsible for the march on the Saturday.’
‘What march?’
‘It ended at Duthie Park, there was some music afterwards.’
Rebus nodded: Dancing Pigs. The day he’d visited Bannock.
‘I can give you their phone number,’ she said. The smile was human now.
Rebus telephoned the group’s headquarters.
‘I’m looking for a friend of Allan Mitchison’s. I don’t know her name, but she’s got short fair hair, with some of it braided, you know, with beads and stuff. One braid hangs down past her forehead to her nose. Sort of an American accent, I think.’
‘And who might you be?’ The voice was cultured; for some reason, Rebus visualised the speaker sporting a beard, but it wasn’t the kilted Jerry Garcia, different accent.
‘My name’s Detective Inspector John Rebus. You know Allan Mitchison is dead?’
A pause, then an exhalation: cigarette smoke. ‘I heard. Bloody shame.’
‘Did you know him well?’ Rebus was trying to recall the faces in the photographs.
‘He was the shy type. Only met him a couple of times. Big fan of Dancing Pigs, that’s why he tried so bloody hard to get them to top the bill. I was amazed when it worked. He bombarded them with letters, you know. Maybe a hundred or more, probably wore down their resistance.’
‘And his girlfriend’s name?’
‘Not given out to strangers, I’m afraid. I mean, I’ve only your word for it you’re a police officer.’
‘I could come over —’
‘I don’t think so.’
‘Look, I’d really like to talk to you . . .’
But the telephone was dead.
‘Want to take a run down there?’ Jack suggested.
Rebus shook his head. ‘He won’t tell us anything he doesn’t want to. Besides, I’ve got the feeling by the time we got there he’d have gone out for the day. Can’t afford to waste time.’
Rebus tapped his pen against his teeth. They were back in his bedroom. The telephone had a speaker, and he’d kept it on so Jack could hear. Jack was helping himself to last night’s chocolates.
‘Local cops,’ Rebus said, picking up the receiver. ‘That gig was probably licensed, maybe Queen Street will have records of other organisers.’
‘Worth a go,’ Jack agreed, plugging in the kettle.
So Rebus spent twenty minutes knowing how a pinball feels, as he was shunted from one office to another. He was pretending to be a Trading Standards Officer, interested in bootleggers, following up on an operation at an earlier Dancing Pigs concert. Jack nodded his approval: not a bad story.
‘Yes, John Baxter here, City of Edinburgh Trading Standards. I was just explaining to your colleague . . .’ And off he went again. When he was passed on to yet another voice, and recognised it as belonging to the first person he’d spoken to, he slammed down the phone.
‘They couldn’t organise the proverbial piss-up.’
Jack handed him a cup of tea. ‘End of the road?’
‘No chance.’ Rebus consulted his notebook, picked up the phone again and was put through to Stuart Minchell at T-Bird Oil.
‘Inspector, what a pleasant surprise.’
‘Sorry to keep pestering you, Mr Minchell.’
‘How’s your investigation?’
‘To be honest, I could use a bit of help.’
‘Fire away.’
‘It’s about Bannock. The day I went out there, some protesters were brought aboard.’
‘Yes, I heard. Handcuffed themselves to the rails.’ Minchell sounded amused. Rebus remembered the platform, the strong gusts, the way his hard-hat wouldn’t stay on, and the helicopter overhead, filming everything . . .
‘I was wondering what happened to the protesters. I mean, were they placed under arrest?’ He knew they weren’t: a couple of them had been at the concert.
‘Best person to ask would be Hayden Fletcher.’
‘Do you think you could ask for me, sir? On the quiet, as it were.’
‘I suppose so. Give me your number in Edinburgh.’
‘That’s all right, I’ll call you back . . . say, twenty minutes?’ Rebus glanced towards the window: he could almost see the T-Bird headquarters from here.
‘Depends if I can find anyone.’
‘I’ll try again in twenty minutes. Oh, and Mr Minchell?’
‘Yes?’
‘If you should need to speak to Bannock, could you put a question from me to Willie Ford?’
‘What’s the question?’
‘I want to know if he knew Allan Mitchison had a girlfriend, blonde with braided hair.’
‘Braided hair.’ Minchell was writing it down. ‘Can do.’
‘If so, I’d like her name, and an address if possible.’ Rebus thought of something else. ‘When the protesters came to your headquarters, you had them videoed, didn’t you?’
‘I don’t remember.’
‘Could you find out? It would be security, wouldn’t it?’
‘Do I still have twenty minutes for all this?’
Rebus smiled. ‘No, sir. Let’s make it half an hour.’
Rebus put down the phone and drained his tea.
‘How about another phone call now?’ Jack asked.
‘Who to?’
‘Chick Ancram.’
‘Jack, look at me.’ Rebus pointed to his face. ‘Could a man this ill possibly pick up the telephone?’
‘You’ll swing.’
‘Like a pendulum do.’
Rebus gave Stuart Minchell forty minutes.
‘You know, Inspector, you make working for the Major seem like a picnic by comparison.’
‘Glad to be of service, sir. What have you got?’
‘Just about everything.’ A rustle of paper. ‘No, the protesters weren’t arrested.’
‘Isn’t that a bit generous, under the circumstances?’
‘It would only have generated more bad publicity.’
‘Something you don’t need right now?’
‘The company did get names out of the protesters, but they were false. At least, I’m assuming Yuri Gagarin and Judy Garland are aliases.’
‘Sound reasoning.’ Judy Garland: Braid-Hair. Interesting choice.
‘So they were detained, given something hot to drink, and flown back to the mainland.’
‘Very decent of T-Bird.’
‘Yes, isn’t it?’
‘And the video recording?’
‘That was, as you guessed, our security staff. Precautionary, I’m told. If there’s trouble, we have physical evidence.’
‘They don’t use the film to identify the protesters?’
‘We’re not the CIA, Inspector. We’re an oil company.’
‘Sorry, sir, go on.’
‘Willie Ford says he knew Mitch had been seeing someone in Aberdeen – past tense. But they never discussed her. Mitch was – quote – “a dark horse on the question of his love life” – unquote.’
Dead ends everywhere.
‘Is that everything?’
‘That’s it.’
‘Well, thank you, sir, I really appreciate this.’
‘My pleasure, Inspector. But next time you want a favour, try not to make it on a day when I’m due to sack a dozen of our workforce.’
‘Hard times, Mr Minchell?’
‘A book by Dickens, Inspector Rebus. Goodbye.’
Jack was laughing. ‘Good line,’ he said approvingly.
‘So it should be,’ Rebus said, ‘he was less than a mile away.’ He walked over to the window, watched another plane taking off in the near-distance, the roar of its jets fading as it headed north.
‘Had enough for one morning?’
Rebus didn’t say anything. He’d been expecting Eve to call. There was that favour. He wondered if she’d do it. She owed him, but crossing Judd Fuller didn’t sound like the wisest move on the dance floor. She’d been dancing her own little steps for years: why trip up now?
Jack repeated his question.
‘One option left,’ Rebus said, turning to face him.
‘What’s that?’
‘Flight.’
At Dyce Airport, Rebus showed his warrant card and asked if there were any flights out to Sullom Voe.
‘Not for a while,’ he was told. ‘Maybe in four or five hours.’
‘We’re not fussy who we fly with.’
Shrugs, shakes of the head.
‘It’s important.’
‘You could always hitch a ride to Sumburgh.’
‘That’s miles from Sullom Voe.’
‘Only trying to be helpful. You could rent a car.’
Rebus thought about it, then had a better idea. ‘How soon could we be out of here?’
‘To Sumburgh? Half an hour, forty minutes. There’s a helicopter stopping there on its way out to Ninian.’
‘Fine.’
‘Let me talk to them.’ She picked up her telephone.
‘We’ll be back in five minutes.’
Jack followed Rebus over to the public telephones, where Rebus made a call to St Leonard’s. He was put through to Gill Templer.
‘I’m halfway through listening to the tape,’ she said.
‘Better than Saturday Night Theatre, isn’t it?’
‘I’m going through to Glasgow later on. I want to talk to him myself.’
‘Good idea, I’ve left a copy of the tape with Partick CID. Have you seen Siobhan this morning?’
‘I don’t think so. Which shift is she working? If you like, I can try to find her.’
‘Don’t bother, Gill, long distance doesn’t come cheap.’
‘Oh hell, where are you now?’
‘Ill in bed, if Ancram comes asking.’
‘And looking for that favour?’
‘A phone number, actually. Lerwick police station. I’m assuming such a thing exists.’
‘It does,’ she said. ‘Under the auspices of Northern Division. There was a conference in Inverness last year, they were complaining about keeping tabs on Orkney and Shetland.’
‘Gill . . .’
‘I’ve been looking it up while I talk.’ She reeled the number off; it went into his notebook.
‘Thanks, Gill. Bye.’
‘John!’
But he’d cut her off. ‘How are you for change, Jack?’ Jack showed him some coins. Rebus took most of them, then called Lerwick and asked if they could lend a car for half a day. He explained it was a murder inquiry, Lothian and Borders. Nothing to get het up about, they’d only be interviewing a friend of the victim.
‘Well now, a car . . .’ the voice drawled, like Rebus had asked for a spaceship. ‘When would you be arriving?’
‘We’re on a chopper out of here in about half an hour.’
‘Two of you?’
‘Two of us,’ Rebus said, ‘which rules out a motorbike.’
His reward: a deep gurgling laugh. ‘Not necessarily.’
‘Can you do it?’
‘Well, I can do something. Only problem might be if the cars are out elsewhere. Some of our calls are to the back of beyond.’
‘If there’s no one to meet us at Sumburgh, I’ll phone again.’
‘You do that now. Cheerio.’
Back at the desk, they found they were on the flight in thirty-five minutes.
‘I’ve never been on a helicopter,’ Jack said.
‘An experience you’ll never forget.’
Jack frowned. ‘Can you try that again with a bit more enthusiasm?’
There were half a dozen planes on the ground at Sumburgh Airport, and the same number of helicopters, most of them connected as if by umbilical cord to neighbouring fuel tankers. Rebus walked into the Wilsness Terminal, unzipping his survival suit as he went, then saw that Jack was still outside, taking in the coastal scenery and bleak inland plain. There was a fierce wind rising, and Jack had his chin tucked into his suit. Post-flight, he looked pale and slightly queasy. Rebus for one had spent the entire time trying not to remember his outsized breakfast. Jack eventually saw him signalling, and came in from the cold.
‘Doesn’t the sea look blue?’
‘Same colour you’d turn after two more minutes out there.’
‘And the sky . . . incredible.’
‘Don’t go New Age on me, Jack. Let’s get these suits off. I think our escort with the Escort has just arrived.’
Only it was an Astra, snug with three of them inside, especially when the uniformed driver was built like a rock formation. His head – minus the diced cap – brushed the roof of the car. The voice was the same as on the telephone. He’d shaken Rebus’s hand as though greeting some foreign emissary.
‘Have you been to Shetland before?’
Jack shook his head; Rebus admitted he’d been once, but added no further details.
‘And where would you like me to take you?’
‘Back to your base,’ Rebus said from the cramped back seat. ‘We’ll drop you off and turn the car in when we’re finished.’
The woolly suit – whose name was Alexander Forres – boomed his disappointment. ‘But I’ve been two decades on the force.’
‘Yes?’
‘This would be my first murder inquiry!’
‘Look, Sergeant Forres, we’re only here to talk to a friend of the victim. It’s background – routine and boring as hell.’
‘Ach, all the same . . . I was quite looking forward to it.’
They were heading up the A970 to Lerwick, twenty-odd miles north of Sumburgh. The wind buffeted them, Forres’ huge hands tight on the steering-wheel, like an ogre choking an infant. Rebus decided to change the subject.
‘Nice road.’
‘Paid for with oil money,’ Forres said.
‘How do you like being ruled from Inverness?’
‘Who says we are? You think they come checking up on us every week of the year?’
‘I’d guess not.’
‘You’d guess right, Inspector. It’s like Lothian and Borders – how often does someone from Fettes bother travelling down to Hawick?’ Forres looked at Rebus in the rearview. ‘Don’t go thinking we’re all idiots up here, with just enough sense to set light to the boat come Up-Helly-Aa.’
‘Up-Helly what?’
Jack turned towards him. ‘You know, John, where they burn a longboat.’
‘Last Tuesday in January,’ Forres said.
‘Odd form of central heating,’ Rebus muttered.
‘He’s a born cynic,’ Jack told the sergeant.
‘Well, it’d be sad for him if he died one.’ Forres’ eyes were still on the rearview.
On the outskirts of Lerwick, they passed ugly pre-fabricated buildings which Rebus guessed were connected to the oil industry. The police station itself was in the New Town. They dropped Forres off, and he went in to fetch them a map of Mainland.
‘Not that you could get very lost,’ he’d told them. ‘There are only the three big roads to worry about.’
Rebus looked at the map and saw what he meant. Mainland comprised a shape in the vague form of a cross, the A970 its spine, the 971 and 968 its arms. Brae was as far north again as they’d just come. Rebus was going to be driving, Jack navigating – Jack’s decision; he said it would give him a chance to sight-see.
The drive was by turns awe-inspiring and bleak: coastal vistas giving way to interior moorland, scattered settlements, a lot of sheep – many of them on the road – and few trees. Jack was right though, the sky was amazing. Forres had told them this season was ‘simmer dim’ – a time of year without true darkness. But in winter, daylight became a precious commodity. You had to respect people who chose to live miles from everything you took for granted. Easy enough to be a hunter-gatherer in a city, but out here . . . It wasn’t the sort of scenery to inspire conversation. They found their dialogues crumbling into grunts and nods. As close as they were in the speeding car, they were in isolation each from the other. No, Rebus was damned sure he couldn’t survive out here.
They took a left fork towards Brae, and found themselves suddenly on the island’s west coast. It was still hard to know what to make of the place – Forres was the only born and bred Shetlander they’d met. What architecture they’d seen in Lerwick had been a mix of Scottish and Scandinavian styles, a sort of Ikea baronial. Out in the country, the crofts were the same as any in the Western Isles, but the names of the settlements showed Scandinavian influence. As they drove through Burravoe and into Brae, Rebus realised he felt just about as foreign as he ever had in his life.
‘Where to now?’ Jack asked.
‘Give me a minute. When I was here before, we came into town the other way . . .’ Rebus got a fix on where they were, and eventually led them to the house Jake Harley shared with Briony. Neighbours looked out at the police car like they’d never seen one before; maybe they hadn’t. Rebus tried Briony’s door – no answer. He knocked harder, the sound echoing emptily. A look in through the living-room window: untidy, but not a mess. A woman’s untidiness, not quite professional enough. Rebus went back to the car.
‘She works at the swimming pool, let’s give it a shot.’
The pool, with its blue metal roof, was hard to miss. Briony was pacing the edge of the pool, watching children at play. She wore the same uniform of singlet and jogging bottoms as when they’d last met, but now had tennis shoes on her feet. Her ankles were bare: lifesavers didn’t bother with socks. She had a referee’s tin whistle strung around her neck, but the kids were behaving themselves. Briony saw Rebus and recognised him. She put the whistle in her mouth and gave three short blasts: a recognised signal – another staff member took her place poolside. She walked up to Rebus and Jack. The temperature was getting on for tropical, with humidity to match.
‘I told you,’ she said, ‘Jake’s still not shown up.’
‘I know, and you said you weren’t worried about him.’
She shrugged. She had short dark hair which fell straight most of the way before ending in kiss-curls. The style took half a dozen years off her, turning her into a teenager, but her face was older – slightly hardened, whether by climate or circumstance Rebus couldn’t say. Her eyes were small, as were nose and mouth. He tried not to think of a hamster, but then she twitched her nose and the picture was complete.
‘He’s a free agent,’ she said.
‘But you were worried last week.’
‘Was I?’
‘When you closed the door on me. I’ve seen the look enough times to know.’
She folded her arms. ‘So?’
‘So one of two things, Briony. Either Jake’s in hiding because he’s in fear of his life.’
‘Or?’
‘Or he’s already dead. Either way, you can help.’
She swallowed. ‘Mitch . . .’
‘Did Jake tell you why Mitch was killed?’
She shook her head. Rebus tried not to smile: so Jake had been in touch since they’d last spoken.
‘He’s alive, isn’t he?’
She bit her lip, then nodded.
‘I’d like to talk to him. I think I can get him out of this mess.’
She tried to gauge the truth of this, but Rebus’s face was a mask. ‘Is he in trouble?’ she asked.
‘Yes, but not with us.’
She looked back at the pool, saw everything was under control. ‘I’ll take you,’ she said.
They drove back through the moorland and down past Lerwick, heading for a place called Sandwick on the eastern side of Mainland, just ten miles north of where their helicopter had originally landed.
Briony didn’t want to talk during the drive, and Rebus guessed she didn’t know much anyway. Sandwick turned out to be a spread of land taking in older settlements and oil-era housing. She directed them to Leebotten, a nestling of sea-front cottages.
‘Is this where he is?’ Rebus asked as they got out of the car. She shook her head and pointed out to sea. There was an island out there, no sign of habitation. Cliffs and rocky approaches. Rebus looked to Briony.
‘Mousa,’ she said.
‘How do we get there?’
‘Boat, always supposing somebody’s willing to take us.’ She knocked on a cottage door. It was opened by a middle-aged woman.
‘Briony,’ the woman said simply, more statement of fact than greeting.
‘Hello, Mrs Munroe. Is Scott in?’
‘He is.’ The door opened a little wider. ‘Come in, won’t you?’
They entered one decent-sized room which seemed kitchen and living room both. A large wooden table took up most of the space. By the fireplace were two armchairs. A man was rising from one of them, unhooking wire reading-glasses from his ears. He folded them and put them in his waistcoat pocket. The book he’d been reading lay open on the floor: it was a family-sized Bible, black leather cover and brass clasps.
‘Well now, Briony,’ the man said. He was middle-aged or a little after, but his weatherbeaten face was that of an old man. His hair was silver, cut short with the careful simplicity of a home barber. His wife had gone to the sink to fill the kettle.
‘No thanks, Mrs Munroe,’ Briony said, before turning back to the man. ‘Have you seen Jake lately, Scott?’
‘I was over there a couple of days back, he seemed fine.’
‘Could you take us across?’
Scott Munroe looked to Rebus, who stuck out a hand.
‘Detective Inspector Rebus, Mr Munroe. This is DI Morton.’
Munroe shook both hands, putting no power into it: what had he to prove?
‘Well, the wind’s dropped a bit,’ Munroe said, rubbing the grey stubble on his chin. ‘So I suppose that’s all right.’ He turned to his wife. ‘Meg, what about some bread and ham for the lad?’
Mrs Munroe nodded and silently set about her work, while her husband readied himself. He found oilskins for all of them and waterproof boots for himself, by which time a parcel of sandwiches and flask of tea sat waiting. Rebus stared at the flask, knowing Jack was doing the same, both gasping for a drink.
But there was no time for that. They were off.
It was a small boat, freshly painted and with an outboard motor. Rebus had had visions of them rowing across.
‘There’s a jetty,’ Briony said when they were underway, rising and falling against the choppy water. ‘A ferry usually takes visitors across. We’ll have a bit of a hike, not much.’
‘It’s a bleak spot to choose,’ Rebus yelled above the wind.
‘Not that bleak,’ she said with the ghost of a smile.
‘What’s that?’ Jack said, pointing.
It stood on the edge of the island, next to where sloping strata of rock eased down into the dark water. Sheep grazed on the grass around the structure. To Rebus, it looked like some gigantic sandcastle or upturned flower-pot. As they got closer he saw it had to be over forty feet high, maybe fifty feet in diameter at its base, and was constructed from large flat stones, thousands of them.
‘Mousa Broch,’ Briony said.
‘What is it?’
‘Like a fort. They lived there, it was easy to defend.’
‘Who lived there?’
She shrugged. ‘Settlers. Maybe a hundred years BC.’ There was a low-walled area behind the broch. ‘That was the Haa; it’s just a shell now.’
‘And where’s Jake?’
She turned to him. ‘Inside the broch, of course.’
They landed, Munroe saying he’d circle the island and be back for them in an hour. Briony carried the bag of provisions, and struck out towards the broch, watched by the slow-chewing sheep and a few strutting birds.
‘You live in a country all your life,’ Jack was saying, the hood of his oilskin up to protect him from the wind, ‘and you never even know stuff like this is out there.’
Rebus nodded. It was an extraordinary place. The feel of his feet on the grass wasn’t like walking across lawn or field; it was like he was the first person ever to walk there. They followed Briony through a passageway and into the heart of the broch itself, sheltered from the wind but with no roof to protect them from threatening rain. Munroe’s ‘one hour’ was a warning: any later and they’d be in for a rough if not dangerous crossing.
The blue nylon one-man tent looked incongruous pitched in the broch’s central court. A man had risen out of it to hug Briony. Rebus bided his time. Briony handed over the bag of tea and sandwiches.
‘God,’ Jake Harley said, ‘I’ve got too much food here as it is.’
He didn’t look surprised to see Rebus. ‘I thought she’d crack under pressure,’ he said.
‘No pressure necessary, Mr Harley. She’s worried about you, that’s all. I was worried too for a while there – thought you might have had an accident.’
Harley managed a smile. ‘By which you don’t really mean “accident”?’ Rebus nodded. He was staring at Harley, trying to see him as ‘Mr H.’, the person who had ordered Allan Mitchison’s execution. But that seemed way off the mark.
‘I don’t blame you for going into hiding,’ Rebus said. ‘Probably the safest thing you could have done.’
‘Poor Mitch.’ Harley looked down at the ground. He was tall, well built, with short, thinning black hair and metal-rimmed glasses. His face had retained a touch of the schoolboy, but he was badly needing a shave and to wash his hair. The tent’s flaps were open, showing ground-mat, sleeping bag, a radio and some books. Leaning against the interior wall of the broch was a red rucksack, and nearby a camping-stove and carrier bag filled with rubbish.
‘Can we talk about it?’ Rebus asked.
Jake Harley nodded. He saw that Jack Morton was more interested in the broch itself than in their conversation. ‘Isn’t it incredible?’
‘Bloody right,’ Jack said. ‘Did it ever have a roof?’
Harley shrugged. ‘They built lean-tos in here, so maybe they didn’t need a roof up there. The walls are hollow, double-thick. One of the galleries still leads to the top.’ He looked around. ‘There’s a lot we don’t know.’ Then he looked at Rebus. ‘It’s been here two thousand years. It’ll be here long after the oil’s gone.’
‘I don’t doubt that.’
‘Some people can’t see it. Money’s made them short-sighted.’
‘You think this is all about money, Jake?’
‘Not all of it, no. Come on, I’ll show you the Haa.’
So they walked back out into the wind, crossing the grazing land and coming to the low wall around what had been a good-sized stone-built house, only the shell of which remained. They circuited the boundary, Briony walking with them, Jack further back, reluctant to leave the broch.
‘Mousa Broch has always been lucky for the hunted. There’s a story in the Orkneyinga Saga, an eloping couple took shelter here . . .’ He smiled at Briony.
‘You found out Mitch was dead?’ Rebus asked.
‘Yes.’
‘How?’
‘I phoned Jo.’
‘Jo?’
‘Joanna Bruce. Mitch and her had been seeing one another.’ So at last Braid-Hair had a name.
‘How did she know?’
‘It was in the Edinburgh paper. Jo’s a media checker – she reads all the papers first thing every morning to see if there’s anything the various pressure groups should know.’
‘You didn’t tell Briony?’
Jake took his girlfriend’s hand and kissed it. ‘You’d only have worried,’ he told her.
‘Two questions, Mr Harley: why do you think Mitch was killed, and who was responsible?’
Harley shrugged. ‘As to who did it . . . I’d never be able to prove anything. But I know why he was killed – it was my fault.’
‘Your fault?’
‘I told him what I suspected about the Negrita.’
The ship Sheepskin had mentioned on the flight to Sullom Voe; afterwards clamming up.
‘What happened?’
‘It was a few months back. You know Sullom Voe has some of the strictest procedures going? I mean, time was tankers would swill out their dirty bilges as they approached the coast – it saved pumping them ashore at the terminal . . . saved time, which meant money. We used to lose black guillemots, great northern divers, shags, eider ducks, even the otters. That doesn’t happen now – they tightened up. But mistakes still happen. That’s all the Negrita was, a mistake.’
‘An oil spill?’
Harley nodded. ‘Not a big one, not by the standards we’ve managed to set with Braer and Sea Empress. The first mate, who should have been in charge, was in the sick bay – bad hangover apparently. A crew member who hadn’t done the job before hit the wrong sequence of levers. The thing was, the crew member didn’t have any English. That’s not unusual these days: the officers might be British, but the hired help is the cheapest the company can get, which usually means Portuguese, Filipino, a hundred other nationalities. My guess is, the poor sod just didn’t understand the instructions.’
‘It was hushed up?’
Harley shrugged. ‘Never really news in the first place, not a big enough spill.’
Rebus frowned. ‘So what’s the problem?’
‘Like I say, I told Mitch the story . . .’
‘How did you know?’
‘The crew landed at the terminal. They were in the canteen. I got talking to one of them, he looked awful – I can speak a bit of Spanish. He told me he did it.’
Rebus nodded. ‘And Mitch?’
‘Well, Mitch found out something that had been covered up. Namely the tanker’s real owners. It’s not easy with these boats – they’re registered here, there and everywhere, leaving a real paper trail in their wake. Not always easy to get details from some of the registration ports. And sometimes the name on the papers doesn’t mean much – companies own other companies, more countries are involved . . .’
‘A real maze.’
‘Purposely so: a lot of the tankers out there are in shocking condition. But maritime law is international – even if we wanted to stop them landing, we couldn’t, not without the say-so of all the other signatories.’
‘Mitch found out that T-Bird Oil owned the tanker?’
‘How did you know?’
‘An educated guess.’
‘Well, that’s what he told me.’
‘And you think someone at T-Bird had him killed? But why? Like you say, it wasn’t a newsworthy spill.’
‘It would be with T-Bird in the frame. They’re going all out to persuade the government to let them dump their platforms at sea. They’re talking up the environment and their record in that area. We’re Mr Clean, so let us do what we want.’ Harley showed bright white teeth as he spoke, the words almost a sneer. ‘So tell me, Inspector, am I being paranoid? Just because Mitch gets thrown out of a window doesn’t mean he was assassinated, right?’
‘Oh, he was assassinated all right. But I’m not sure the Negrita had much to do with it.’ Harley stopped walking and looked at him. ‘I think you’d be quite safe going back home, Jake,’ Rebus said. ‘In fact, I’m sure of it. But first, there’s something I need.’
‘What?’
‘An address for Joanna Bruce.’
The trip back was a real follicle transplant – hairier even than the trip out. They’d taken Jake and Briony back to Brae, then dropped the car off at Lerwick and begged a lift to Sumburgh. Forres was still in the huff, but relented eventually and checked the flights back, one of which gave them enough time for a Cup-a-Soup at the station.
At Dyce, they climbed back into Jack’s car and sat there for a couple of minutes, adjusting to being back on the ground. Then they headed south on the A92, using the directions Jake Harley had given them. It was the same road Rebus had been taken on the night Tony El had been killed. They had Stanley for that – no matter what. Rebus wondered what else the young psychopath might spill, especially now he’d lost Eve. He’d know she’d flown; he’d know she wouldn’t have left the loot behind. Maybe Gill would have twisted more stories out of him.
It could be the making of her.
They saw signposts to Cove Bay, followed Harley’s instructions and came to a lay-by, behind which were parked a dozen vans, caravans, buses and campers. Bumping over ineffectual earth mounds, they came into a clearing in front of a forest. Dogs were barking, kids out playing with a punctured football. Clothes-lines hung between branches, and someone had lit a bonfire. A few adults had parked themselves around the fire, passing joints, one woman strumming a guitar. Rebus had been to travellers’ camps before. They came in two designs. There was the old-style gypsy camp, with smart caravans and builders’ lorries, the inhabitants – Romanies – olive-skinned and lapsing into a tongue Rebus couldn’t understand. Then there were the ‘New Age travellers’: usually with buses which had passed their last MOT on a wing and a prayer. They were young and savvy, cut dead wood for fuel, and worked the social security system, despite government attempts to render it unworkable. They gave their kids names the kids would kill them for when they grew up.
Nobody paid Rebus and Jack any heed as they walked towards the camp-fire. Rebus kept his hands in his pockets, and tried not to make fists of them.
‘Looking for Jo,’ he said. He recognised the guitar chords: ‘Time of the Preacher’. He tried again. ‘Joanna Bruce.’
‘Bummer,’ someone said.
‘That could be arranged,’ Jack cautioned.
The joint went from hand to hand. ‘Decade from now,’ someone else said, ‘this won’t be illegal. It might even be on prescription.’
Smoke billowed from grinning mouths.
‘Joanna,’ Rebus reminded them.
‘Warrant?’ the guitarist asked.
‘You know better than that,’ Rebus told her. ‘I only need a warrant if I want to bust this place. Want me to fetch one?’
‘Macho Man!’ someone sang.
‘What do you want?’
There was a small white caravan hooked up to an antiquated Land Rover. She’d opened the caravan door – just the top half – and was leaning out.
‘Can you smell the bacon, Jo?’ the guitarist asked.
‘Need to talk to you, Joanna,’ Rebus said, walking towards the caravan, ‘about Mitch.’
‘What about him?’
‘Why he died.’
Joanna Bruce looked at her fellow travellers, saw that Rebus had their attention, and unlocked the bottom half of her door. ‘Better come in,’ she said.
The caravan was cramped and unheated. There was no TV, but untidy stacks of magazines and newspapers, some of them with articles clipped out, and on the small folding table – benches either side, the whole thing convertible into a bed – a laptop computer. Standing, Rebus’s head touched the caravan roof. Joanna shut down the computer, then gestured for Rebus and Jack to take the bench seats, while she balanced atop a pile of magazines.
‘So,’ she said, folding her arms, ‘what’s the story?’
‘My question exactly,’ Rebus replied. He nodded towards the wall behind her, where some photos had been pinned for decoration. ‘Snap.’ She looked round at the pictures. ‘I’ve just had another lot of those developed,’ Rebus explained: they were the originals missing from Mitch’s envelope. She sat there with a face like stone, giving nothing away. There was kohl around her eyes and her hair was white fire in the glow from the gas lighting. For a full half-minute, the soft roar of igniting gas was the only sound in the caravan. Rebus was giving her time to change her mind, but she was using that time to erect further barricades, her eyes closing to slits, mouth pressed shut.
‘Joanna Bruce,’ Rebus mused. ‘Interesting choice of name.’ She half-opened her mouth, closed it again.
‘Is Joanna your real first name, or did you change that too?’
‘What do you mean?’
Rebus looked at Jack, who was sitting back, trying to look the part of the relaxed visitor, telling her it wasn’t two against one, that she’d no need to be afraid. When Rebus spoke, he spoke to Jack’s face.
‘Your real surname’s Weir.’
‘How . . . who told you that?’ Trying to laugh it off.
‘Nobody needed to. Major Weir had a daughter; they fell out; he disowned her.’ And changed her sex to a son, maybe to muddy the water. Mairie’s source had said as much.
‘He didn’t disown her! She disowned him!’
Rebus turned to her. Her face and body were animated now, clay come to life. Her fists gouged at her knees.
‘Two things put me on track,’ he said quietly. ‘One, that surname: Bruce, as in Robert the . . . as any student of Scottish history would know. Major Weir is daft on Scots history, he even named his oilfield after Bannockburn, which as we know was won by Robert the Bruce. Bruce and Bannock. I’m guessing you picked the name because you thought it would rile him?’
‘It riles him all right.’ Half a smile.
‘The second thing was Mitch himself, once I knew you two were friends. Jake Harley tells me Mitch had gleaned some gen on Negrita, top-secret stuff. Well, Mitch might have been resourceful in some areas, but I couldn’t see how he’d manage to work his way back through a paper trail. He travelled light, no sign of any notes or anything like that, either in his flat or in his cabin. I’m assuming he got the gen from you?’ She nodded. ‘And you’d have to seriously have it in for T-Bird Oil to bother with that sort of labyrinth in the first place. But we already know you’ve got something against T-Bird – the demo outside their HQ; chaining yourself to Bannock in full view of the TV cameras. I thought maybe it was something personal . . .’
‘It is.’
‘Major Weir’s your father?’
Her face turned sour and strangely childlike. ‘Only in the biological sense. Even then, if you could get a gene transplant I’d be at the front of the queue.’ Her voice sounded more American than ever. ‘Did he kill Mitch?’
‘Do you think he did?’
‘I’d like to think so.’ She stared at Rebus. ‘I mean, I’d like to think he’d sink that low.’
‘But?’
‘But nothing. Maybe he did, maybe he didn’t.’
‘You reckon he had the motive?’
‘Sure.’ Not aware she was doing it, she picked at a nail and then bit it, before starting on another. ‘I mean, Negrita and the way T-Bird’s culpability was hushed up . . . and now the dumping. He had plenty of economic reasons.’
‘Was Mitch threatening to go to the media with the story?’
She removed a sliver of nail from her tongue. ‘No, I think he was trying blackmail first. Keep quiet about everything, so long as T-Bird went for ecological scrapping of Bannock.’
‘Everything?’
‘What?’
‘You said “everything”, like there was more.’
She shook her head. ‘No.’ But she wasn’t looking at him.
‘Joanna, let me ask you something: why didn’t you go to the media, or try blackmail on your father? Why did it have to be Mitch?’
She shrugged. ‘He had the chutzpah.’
‘Did he?’
Another shrug. ‘What else?’
‘See, the way it looks to me . . . you don’t mind tormenting your father – as publicly as possible. You’re at the front of every demo, you make sure your picture’s on TV . . . but if you actually came forward and let the world know who you are, that would be even more effective. Why the secrecy?’
Her face turned childlike again, her mouth busy with fingers, knees together. The single braid fell between her eyes, like she wanted to hide from the world but be caught at the same time – a child’s game.
‘Why the secrecy?’ Rebus repeated. ‘Seems to me it’s precisely because this is so personal between you and your father, like some sort of private game. You like the idea of torturing him, letting him wonder when you’ll go public with any of this.’ He paused. ‘Seems to me maybe you were using Mitch.’
‘No!’
‘Using him to get at your father.’
‘No!’
‘Which means he had something you found useful. What could that be?’
She got up. ‘Get out!’
‘Something that drew the two of you together.’
She clamped her hands over her ears, shaking her head.
‘Something from your past . . . your childhoods. Something like blood between you. How far back does it go, Jo? Between you and your father – how far into the past does it stretch?’
She swung around and slapped his face. Hard. Rebus rode it, but it still stung.
‘So much for non-violent protest,’ he said, rubbing the spot.
She slumped down on the magazines again, ran a hand over her head. It came to rest on one of her braids, which she twirled nervously. ‘You’re right,’ she said, so quietly Rebus almost didn’t hear.
‘Mitch?’
‘Mitch,’ she said, remembering him at last. Allowing herself that pain. Behind her, lighting flickered over the photographs. ‘He was so uptight when we met. Nobody could believe it when we started seeing one another – chalk and cheese they said. They were wrong. It took a while, but one night he opened up to me.’ She looked up. ‘You know his background?’
‘Orphaned,’ Rebus said.
She nodded. ‘Then institutionalised.’ She paused. ‘Then abused. He said there were times he’d thought of coming forward, telling people, but after all this time . . . he wondered what good it would do.’ She shook her head, tears forming. ‘He was the most unselfish person I’ve ever met. But inside, it was like he was eaten away, and Jesus, I know that feeling.’
Rebus got it. ‘Your father?’
She sniffed. ‘They call him “an institution” in the oil world. Me, I was institutionalised . . .’ A deep breath, nothing theatrical about it: a necessity. ‘And then abused.’
‘Christ,’ Jack said quietly. Rebus’s heart was racing; he had to fight to keep his voice level.
‘For how long, Jo?’
She looked up angrily. ‘You think I’d let the prick get away with it twice? I ran as soon as I could. Kept running for years, then thought: fuck it, I’m not to blame. I’m not the one who should be doing this.’
Rebus nodded understanding. ‘So you saw a bond between Mitch and you?’
‘That’s right.’
‘And you told him your own story?’
‘Quid pro quo.’
‘Including your father’s identity?’ She started to nod, but stopped, swallowed instead. ‘That’s what he was blackmailing your father with – the incest story?’
‘I don’t know. Mitch was dead before I could find out.’
‘But that was his intention?’
She shrugged. ‘I guess.’
‘Jo, I think we’ll need a statement from you. Not now, later. All right?’
‘I’ll think about it.’ She paused. ‘We can’t prove anything, can we?’
‘Not yet.’ Maybe not ever, he was thinking. He slid out of the seat, Jack following.
Outside, there were more songs around the camp-fire. Candles danced inside Chinese lanterns strung from the trees. Faces had turned shiny orange, like pumpkins. Joanna Bruce watched from her doorway, leaning against the bottom half of the door as before. Rebus turned to say goodbye.
‘Will you be camped here a while?’
She shrugged. ‘The way we live, who knows?’
‘You like what you’re doing?’
She gave the question serious thought. ‘It’s a life.’
Rebus smiled, moved away.
‘Inspector!’ she called. He turned back to her. Kohl was dribbling down her cheeks. ‘If everything’s so wonderful, how come everything’s so fucked up?’
Rebus didn’t have an answer to that. ‘Don’t let the sun catch you crying,’ he told her instead.
On the drive back, he tried answering her question for himself, found he couldn’t. Maybe it all had to do with balance, cause and effect. Where there was light, there must needs be dark. It sounded like the start of a sermon, and he hated sermons. He tried out his own personal mantra instead: Miles Davis, ‘So What?’ Only, it didn’t sound so clever now.
It didn’t sound clever at all.
Jack was frowning. ‘Why didn’t she come forward with any of this?’ he asked.
‘Because as far as she’s concerned, it’s got nothing to do with us. It didn’t even have anything to do with Mitch, he just blundered in.’
‘Sounded more like he was invited.’
‘An invitation he should have refused.’
‘You think Major Weir did it?’
‘I’m not sure. I’m not even sure it matters. He’s not going anywhere.’
‘How do you mean?’
‘He’s in this little private hell she’s constructed for the two of them. As long as he knows she’s out there, demonstrating against everything he holds dear . . . that’s his punishment and her revenge. No getting away from it for either of them.’
‘Fathers and daughters, eh?’
‘Fathers and daughters,’ Rebus agreed. And past misdemeanours. And the way they refused to go away . . .
They were beat when they got back to the hotel.
‘Round of golf?’ Jack suggested.
Rebus laughed. ‘I could just about manage coffee and a round of sarnies.’
‘Sounds good to me. My room in ten minutes.’
Their rooms had been made up, fresh chocolates on the pillows, clean bathrobes laid out. Rebus changed quickly, then phoned reception to ask if there were any messages. He hadn’t checked before – hadn’t wanted Jack to know he was expecting one.
‘Yes, sir,’ the receptionist trilled. ‘I’ve a phone message for you here.’ Rebus’s heart rose: she hadn’t just upped and run. ‘Shall I read it to you?’
‘Please.’
‘It says, “Burke’s, half an hour after closing. Tried another time, another place, but he wasn’t having any.” There’s no name.’
‘That’s fine, thanks.’
‘You’re welcome, sir.’
Of course he was welcome: business account. The whole world sucked up to you if you were corporate. He got the outside line, tried Siobhan at home, got her machine again. Tried St Leonard’s, was told she wasn’t there. Tried her at home again, deciding this time to leave his telephone number on her machine. Halfway through, she picked up.
‘What’s the use of an answering machine when you’re home?’ he asked.
‘Call filtering,’ she said. ‘I get to check if you’re a heavy breather or not before I talk to you.’
‘My breathing’s under control, so talk to me.’
‘First victim,’ she said. ‘I spoke to someone at Robert Gordon’s. Deceased was studying geology, and it included time spent offshore. People who study geology up there almost always get a job in the oil industry, the whole course is geared towards it. Because she spent time offshore, deceased did a survival module.’
Rebus was thinking: chopper simulator, ducked in a swimming pool.
‘So,’ Siobhan went on, ‘she spent time at OSC.’
‘The Offshore Survival Centre.’
‘Which deals with nothing but oil people. I got them to fax me staff and student rolls. So much for the first victim.’ She paused. ‘Victim two seemed completely different: older, different set of friends, different city. But she was a prostitute, and we know that a lot of businessmen use that sort of service when they’re away from home.’
‘I wouldn’t know.’
‘Victim four worked closely with the oil industry, which left Judith Cairns, the Glasgow victim. Variously employed, including part-time cleaning at a city-centre hotel.’
‘Businessmen again.’
‘So tomorrow they begin faxing me names. They weren’t keen, client confidentiality and all that.’
‘But you can be persuasive.’
‘Yes.’
‘So what are we hoping for? A guest at the Fairmount who’s got a connection with Robert Gordon’s?’
‘It’ll be in my prayers.’
‘How soon tomorrow will you know?’
‘That’s down to the hotel. I may have to drive over there and gee them up.’
‘I’ll phone you.’
‘If you get the machine, leave a number where I can reach you.’
‘Will do. Cheers, Siobhan.’ He put the telephone down, went along to Jack’s room. Jack was wearing his robe.
‘I might have to splash out on one of these,’ he said. ‘Sarnies are on their way up, ditto a big pot of coffee. I’m just going to take a shower.’
‘Fine. Listen, Siobhan might be on to something.’ He filled Jack in.
‘Sounds promising. Then again . . .’ Jack shrugged.
‘Christ, and I thought I was cynical.’
Jack winked, went into the bathroom. Rebus waited till he could hear the shower running, and Jack humming what sounded like ‘Puppy Love’. Jack’s clothes were on a chair. Rebus fished in the jacket pockets, came up with car keys, pocketed them for himself.
He wondered what time Burke’s closed on a Thursday night. He wondered what he was going to say to Judd Fuller. He wondered how badly Fuller would take it, whatever it was.
The shower stopped. ‘Puppy Love’ segued into ‘What Made Milwaukee Famous’. Rebus liked a man with catholic tastes. Jack emerged, wrapped in his robe and doing prize-fighter impressions.
‘Back to Edinburgh tomorrow?’
‘First thing,’ Rebus agreed.
‘To face the music.’
Rebus didn’t say he might well be facing the music long before that. But when the sandwiches arrived, he found he’d lost his appetite. Thirsty though: four cups of coffee. He needed to stay awake. Long night coming, no moon in the sky.
Darkness on the short drive in, thin rain falling. Rebus felt jolted by coffee, loose wires sparking where his nerves should be. One-fifteen in the morning: he’d rung Burke’s, the bar-side payphone, asked a punter what time the place shut.
‘Party’s nearly finished, ya radge!’ Phone slammed home. Background music: ‘Albatross’, so it was moon-dance time. Two or three slows, your last chance to grab a breakfast partner. Desperate times on the dance floor; as desperate in your forties as in your teens.
Albatross.
Rebus tried the radio – vacuous pop, pounding disco, telephone chat. Then jazz. Jazz was OK. Jazz was fine, even on Radio Two. He parked near Burke’s, watched a dumb-show as two bouncers took on three farm-boys whose girlfriends were trying to pull them away.
‘Listen to the ladies,’ Rebus muttered. ‘You’ve proved yourselves for tonight.’
The fight dissolved into pointed fingers and swearing, the bouncers, arms not touching their sides, waddling back inside. A final kick at the doors, saliva hitting the porthole-styled windows, then hauled away and up the road. Opening curtain on another north-east weekend. Rebus got out and locked the car, breathed the city air. Shouts and sirens up on Union Street. He crossed the road and headed for Burke’s.
The doors were locked. He kicked at them, but nobody answered: probably thinking the farm-boys were back. Rebus kept kicking. Someone poked a head round the interior doors, saw he didn’t look like a punter, shouted something back into the club. Now a bouncer came out, jangling a chain of keys. He looked like he wanted to go to bed, day’s work done. The door rattled, and he opened it an inch.
‘What?’ he growled.
‘I’ve an appointment with Mr Fuller.’
The bouncer stared at him, pulled the door wide. The lights were on in the main bar, staff emptying ashtrays and wiping down tables, collecting an enormous number of glasses. With the lights up, the interior looked as bleak as any moorland vista. Two men who looked like DJs – ponytails, black sleeveless T-shirts – sat smoking at the bar, sinking bottles of beer. Rebus turned to the bouncer.
‘Mr Stemmons around?’
‘I thought your appointment was with Mr Fuller.’
Rebus nodded. ‘Just wondered if Mr Stemmons was available.’ Talk to him first – the sane member of the cast; businessman, therefore a listener.
‘He might be upstairs.’ They went back into the foyer, climbed to where Stemmons and Fuller had their offices. The bouncer opened a door. ‘In you go.’
In Rebus went, ducking too late. The hand hit his neck like a side of beef, flooring him. Fingers sought his throat, probing for the carotid artery, applying pressure. No brain damage, Rebus thought, as the edges of his vision darkened. Please, God, let there be no damage . . .
He woke up drowning.
Sucking foam and water in through his nose, his mouth. Fizzing taste – not water, beer. He shook his head wildly, opened his eyes. Lager trickled down his throat. He tried coughing it out. Someone was standing behind him, holding the now-empty bottle, chuckling. Rebus tried turning and found his arms were on fire. Literally. He could smell whisky, see a shattered bottle on the floor. His arms had been doused in the stuff and set alight. He cried out, wriggled. A bar towel flapped at the flames and they died. The smouldering towel fell with a slap on to the floor. Laughter echoing around the walls.
The place reeked of alcohol. It was a cellar. Bare lightbulbs and aluminium kegs, boxes of bottles and glasses. Half a dozen brick pillars supporting the ceiling. They hadn’t tied Rebus to one of these. Instead, he hung suspended from a hook, the rope fraying his wrists, arms readying to pop from sockets. Rebus shifted more weight on to his feet. The figure from behind tossed the beer-bottle into a crate and came round to stand in front of him. Slick black hair with a kiss-curl at the front, and a large hooked nose in the centre of a face lush with corruption. A diamond glinted in one of the teeth. Dark suit, white T-shirt. Rebus took a wild guess – Judd Fuller – but reckoned the time for introductions was past.
‘Sorry I don’t have Tony El’s ingenuity with power tools,’ Fuller said. ‘But I do what I can.’
‘From where I’m standing, you’re doing fine.’
‘Thanks.’
Rebus looked around. They were alone in the cellar, and nobody’d thought to tie his legs together. He could kick Fuller in the balls and . . .
The punch came low, hitting him just above the groin. It would have doubled him up, if his arms had been free. As it was, he instinctively raised his knees, lifting his feet off the floor. His shoulder-joints told him this was not the brightest move.
Fuller was walking away, flexing the fingers of his right hand. ‘So, cop,’ he said, his back to Rebus, ‘how do you like it so far?’
‘I’m ready for a break if you are.’
‘Only break you’re going to get is your goddamn neck.’ Fuller turned to him, grinned, then picked up another beer-bottle, smacked it open against a wall and gulped half the contents.
The smell of the alcohol was overpowering, and the few mouthfuls Rebus had swallowed seemed already to be having an effect. His eyes stung; so did his hands where the flames had licked them. His wrists were already blistering.
‘We have a nice club here,’ Fuller was saying. ‘Everybody has fun. You can ask around, it’s a popular spot. What gives you the right to spoil the party?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘You made Erik upset the night you talked to him.’
‘Does he know about this?’
‘He’ll never get to know about this. Erik’s happier not knowing. He has an ulcer, you know. He worries.’
‘Can’t think why that is.’ Rebus stared at Fuller. If you caught his face in the right kind of shadow, he resembled a young Leonard Cohen, the Travolta comparison way off.
‘You’re a nuisance, that’s all you are, an itch that needs to be scratched.’
‘You don’t get it, Judd. You’re not in America. You can’t just hide a body here and hope nobody stumbles across it.’
‘Why not?’ Fuller opened his arms wide. ‘Boats head out of Aberdeen all the time. Weight you down and tip you into the North Sea. Know how hungry the fish are out there?’
‘I know it’s overfished – do you want some trawler netting me?’
‘Option two,’ Fuller said, raising two fingers, ‘the mountains. Let the fucking sheep find you, nibble you clean to the bone. Plenty of options, don’t think we haven’t used them before.’ He paused. ‘Why did you come here tonight? What did you ever hope you were going to do?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘When Eve phoned . . . she couldn’t hide it, it was in her voice – I knew she was shitting me, setting me up. But I have to admit, I was expecting something a little more challenging.’
‘Sorry to disappoint you.’
‘I’m glad it’s you, though, I’ve been wanting to see you again.’
‘Well, here I am.’
‘What did Eve tell you?’
‘Eve? She didn’t tell me anything.’
A roundhouse kick took time: Rebus did what he could, turned sideways on to it, caught it in the ribs. Fuller followed up with a punch to the face, his hand moving so slowly Rebus could see the scar on its back – a long ugly welt. A tooth split in half, one of his root-canal jobs. Rebus spat the tooth and some blood at Fuller, who backed off a little, impressed at the damage.
Rebus knew he was dealing with someone who at best could be termed unpredictable, at worst psychotic. Without Stemmons to keep him in check, Judd Fuller looked capable of anything.
‘All I did,’ Rebus lisped, ‘was do a deal with her. She set up the meeting with you, and I let her go.’
‘She must have told you something.’
‘She’s a hard nut to crack. I got even less from Stanley.’ Rebus tried to sound defeated: not difficult. He wanted Fuller to go for the whole story.
‘Stanley and her have gone off together?’ Fuller chuckled again. ‘Uncle Joe’s going to shit monkeys.’
‘Putting it mildly.’
‘So tell me, cop, how much do you know? Make it good, maybe we can work something out.’
‘I’m open to offers.’
Fuller shook his head. ‘I don’t think so. Ludo already sniffed you out about that.’
‘He didn’t exactly have the cards you’ve got.’
‘Well, that’s true.’ Fuller took a swipe at Rebus’s face with the jagged neck of his bottle. Instead of connecting, Rebus felt air brush his cheek. ‘Next time,’ Fuller said, ‘I might get careless. You could lose your looks.’
As if the condemned man cared for beauty. But Rebus was shaking.
‘Do I look like martyr material? All I was doing was my job. It’s what they pay me for, I’m not married to it!’
‘But you’re persistent.’
‘Blame fucking Lumsden, he got right up my back!’ A memory came to him unbeckoned: closing time at the Ox, nights when they’d stumbled out into the cold, joking about getting locked in the cellar and drinking the place dry. Now all Rebus wanted was out.
‘How much do you know?’ The jagged glass was an inch from his nose. Fuller stretched his arm until the bottle was beneath Rebus’s nostrils. Lager fumes, the cold touch of glass, pressing upwards. ‘Remember the old joke?’ Fuller asked. ‘Ask yourself how you’d smell without a nose.’
Rebus sniffed. ‘I know the lot,’ he spat.
‘And how much is that?’
‘The dope comes up from Glasgow, straight to here. You sell it, and ship it out to the rigs. Eve and Stanley collected the cash, Tony El was Uncle Joe’s man on the spot.’
‘Proof?’
‘Almost non-existent, especially with Tony El dead and Eve and Stanley on the run. But —’ Rebus swallowed.
‘But what?’
Rebus kept his mouth shut. Fuller flicked the bottle up and pulled it away. Rebus’s nose dribbled fresh blood.
‘Maybe I’ll just bleed you dry! “But what?’”
‘But it doesn’t matter,’ Rebus said, trying to wipe his nose on his shirt. His eyes were watering. He blinked, tears streaking both cheeks.
‘Why not?’ Fuller interested.
‘Because people are blabbing.’
‘Who?’
‘You know I can’t —’
The bottle flew to his right eye. Rebus screwed his eyes shut. ‘All right, all right!’ The bottle stayed where it was, so close he had to focus past it. He took a deep breath. Time to stir the shit. His big plan. ‘How many cops on your payroll?’
Fuller frowned. ‘Lumsden?’
‘He’s been talking . . . and someone’s been talking to him.’
Rebus could almost hear the cogs creaking inside Fuller’s head, but even he had to work it out eventually.
‘Mr H?’ Fuller’s eyes widened. ‘Mr H. talked to Lumsden, I heard about that. But it was supposed to be about the woman who got herself killed . . .’ Fuller busied himself thinking.
Mr H. – the man who’d paid Tony El. And now Rebus knew who Mr H. was – Hayden Fletcher, interviewed by Lumsden about Vanessa Holden. Fletcher had paid Tony El to take care of Allan Mitchison – the two men had probably met right here. Maybe Fuller himself had introduced them.
‘It’s not just you. They’ve been grassing up Eddie Segal, Moose Maloney . . .’ Rebus pulling out the names Stanley had mentioned.
‘Fletcher and Lumsden?’ Fuller said to himself. He shook his head, but Rebus could see he was halfway convinced. He stared at Rebus, who tried to look as beaten as a man could be – no great acting required.
‘There’s a Scottish Crime Squad operation coming,’ Rebus said. ‘Lumsden and Fletcher are in their pockets.’
‘They’re dead men,’ Fuller said at last.
‘Why stop when you’re having fun?’
A cold, wicked smile. Fletcher and Lumsden were for the future: but Rebus was right here.
‘We’ll go for a little ride,’ Fuller said. ‘Don’t worry, you did all right. I’ll make it quick. One bullet to the back of the head. You won’t go out screaming.’ He let the bottle drop to the floor and crunched glass on his way to the stairs. Rebus looked around fast, no way of knowing how long he had. The hook looked pretty solid – it had held his weight so far, no problem. If he could stand on a box, get some height, then he could unhook the ropes. There was the empties’ crate, not three feet away. Rebus stretched, his arms in agony, felt with his shoe, just touched the rim of the crate and started to drag it. Fuller had climbed up through a trapdoor, but left it open. Rebus could hear a voice echoing in the bar. Maybe Fuller wanted a bouncer, someone to witness the policeman’s demise. The crate caught in a dip in the floor, wouldn’t budge. Rebus tried to lift it with the toe of his shoe, couldn’t. He was soaked: blood, booze and sweat. The box gave, and he hauled it beneath him, climbed on to it and pushed with his knees. He freed the rope from the hook and brought his arms down slowly, trying to enjoy the pain, feeling blood tingle its way back along them. His fingers stayed numb and cold. He chewed at the knots in the rope, couldn’t budge them. There was plenty of broken glass around, but sawing through would take too long. He bent down, picked up a broken bottle, then saw something even better.
A cheap pink plastic lighter. Fuller had probably used it to ignite the whisky on Rebus’s arms, dropped it afterwards. Rebus picked it up, looked around. There was a lot of booze down here. No way out except the ladder. He found a rag, opened a bottle of whisky and stuffed it into the neck. Not quite a petrol bomb, but a weapon at any rate. One option: ignite it and toss it into the club, get the fire alarm going and wait for the cavalry. Supposing they came. Supposing that would stop Judd Fuller . . .
Option two: think again.
He looked around. CO2 cylinders; plastic crates; runs of rubber tubing. Hanging on the wall: a small fire extinguisher. He grabbed the fire extinguisher, primed it, got it under one arm so he could carry the whisky bottle up the steps.
The club looked dead, dimly lit. Someone had left a glitterball turning, throwing glass jewels across walls and ceiling. He was halfway across the dance floor when the door flew open, Fuller standing there, lit from behind by the foyer. He had a set of car keys between his teeth, dropped them as his mouth opened. He was reaching into his jacket pocket when Rebus got the rag lit, tossed the bottle two-handed. It turned in the air, shattered in front of Fuller. A pool of blue flame spread across the floor. Rebus was still coming, fire extinguisher ready. The gun was in Fuller’s hand as the spray caught him full in the face. Rebus followed it up with a head-butt to the bridge of Fuller’s nose and a knee hard into the groin. Not exactly textbook stuff, but powerfully effective. The American sank to his knees. Rebus kicked him in the face and ran, pulled open the door to the outside world and almost fell into Jack Morton.
‘Christ Almighty, man, what have they done to you?’
‘He’s got a gun, Jack, let’s get the fuck out of here.’
They sprinted for the car. Jack got the keys from Rebus’s pocket. Into the car and accelerating away, Rebus feeling a bewildering mix of emotions, chief among them elation.
‘You smell like a brewery,’ Jack said.
‘Jesus, Jack, how did you get here?’
‘Took a taxi.’
‘No, I mean . . .’
‘You can thank Shetland.’ Jack sniffed. ‘That wind up there, I’ve got a cold coming. Went to get the hankie out of my trouser pocket . . . no car keys. No car in the car park, and no John Rebus tucked up in bed.’
‘And?’
‘And reception repeated the message they gave you, so I phoned for a taxi. What the hell happened?’
‘I took a beating.’
‘I’d say that was an understatement. Who’s got the gun?’
‘Judd Fuller, the American.’
‘We’ll stop at the nearest phone, get an armed response unit over there.’
‘No.’
Jack turned. ‘No?’ Rebus was shaking his head. ‘Why not?’
‘I was taking a calculated risk, Jack.’
‘Time to buy a new calculator.’
‘I think it worked. Now all we need to do is give it a bit of time.’
Jack thought about it. ‘You want them turning on each other?’ He nodded. ‘Never were one to play by the book, were you? The note was from Eve?’ Rebus nodded. ‘And you thought you’d leave me out. Know something? When I saw the keys were gone, I was so angry, I almost said “Stuff it, let him do what he wants, it’s his neck”.’
‘It almost was.’
‘You’re a stupid bastard.’
‘Years of dedicated practice, Jack. Can you stop and untie me?’
‘I like you better tied up. Casualty or a doctor call-out?’
‘I’ll be fine.’ The nosebleed had already stopped; there was no pain from the dead tooth.
‘So what did you do there?’
‘I fed Fuller a line, and I found out Hayden Fletcher hired Allan Mitchison’s killer.’
‘And you’re telling me there wasn’t an easier way?’ Jack shook his head slowly. ‘If I live to be a hundred, I swear I’ll never understand you.’
‘I’ll take that as a compliment,’ Rebus said, leaning his head back against the seat.
Back at the hotel, they decided it was time to leave Aberdeen. Rebus had a bath first, and Jack checked his injuries.
‘Strictly an amateur sadist, our Mr Fuller.’
‘He did apologise at the start.’ Rebus checked his gap-toothed smile in the mirror.
Every bit of his body ached, but he’d live, and he didn’t need a doctor to agree with him. They loaded the car, signed out without fuss, and got back on the road.
‘What an end to our holidays,’ Jack commented. But his audience of one was already asleep.
When he had narrowed the list to four individuals, four companies, it was time to use the ‘key’ – Vanessa Holden herself.
More of the suspects had turned out to be too old, or not right in some other way: one, first name Alex, had turned out to be a woman.
Bible John made the call from his own office, door closed. He had his notepad in front of him. Four companies, four individuals.
Eskflo | James Mackinley |
LancerTech | Martin Davidson |
Gribbin’s | Steven Jackobs |
Yetland | Oliver Howison |
The call was to Vanessa Holden’s company. A receptionist answered.
‘Hello,’ he told her, ‘Queen Street CID here, Detective Sergeant Collier. General question: I was wondering if you’d ever undertaken any work for Eskflo Fabrication?’
‘Eskflo?’ The receptionist sounded dubious. ‘Let me put you through to Mr Westerman.’
Bible John wrote the name on his notepad, circled it. When Westerman answered, he repeated his question.
‘Is this to do with Vanessa?’ the man asked.
‘No, sir, though I was sorry to hear about Ms Holden. You have my deepest sympathies – same goes for everyone here.’ He looked around the walls of his office. ‘And I’m sorry to have to call at such a distressing time.’
‘Thank you, Detective Sergeant. It’s been a great shock.’
‘Of course, and rest assured, we’re following up several lines of inquiry concerning Ms Holden. But my present request concerns a suspected fraud.’
‘Fraud?’
‘Nothing to do with yourselves, Mr Westerman, but we’re investigating several companies.’
‘Including Eskflo?’
‘Indeed.’ Bible John paused. ‘You’ll appreciate that I’m telling you this in the strictest confidence?’
‘Oh, of course.’
‘Now, the companies I’m concerned with are . . .’ He made show of shuffling some papers, eyes on the notepad. ‘Here we are: Eskflo, LancerTech, Gribbin’s, and Yetland.’
‘Yetland,’ said Westerman, ‘we did some work for them recently. No, wait . . . We pitched for a contract, didn’t get it.’
‘And the others?’
‘Look, can I get back to you? I’m going to have to go to the files. I seem to be having trouble concentrating.’
‘I understand, sir. I’m due out on a call . . . how about if I phone again in an hour?’
‘Perhaps if I call you when I’m ready?’
‘I’ll phone again in an hour, Mr Westerman. I do appreciate this.’
He put the phone down, bit a fingernail. Would Westerman try phoning Queen Street CID, asking for a DS Collier? He’d give him forty minutes.
But in the end, he gave him thirty-five.
‘Mr Westerman? That call didn’t take as long as I thought. I wonder if you’ve come up with anything for me?’
‘Yes, I think I’ve got what you need.’
Bible John concentrated on the tone of voice, listening for any doubt or suspicion, any inkling Westerman might have that he was not talking to a policeman. He found none.
‘As I said,’ Westerman continued, ‘we pitched for a Yetland contract but didn’t get it. That was in March this year. Lancer . . . we did a panel display for them in February. They had a stand at the Safety at Sea conference.’
Bible John consulted his list. ‘Do you happen to know who your contact was?’
‘I’m sorry, Vanessa handled it. She was very good with clients.’
‘The name Martin Davidson doesn’t ring any bells?’
‘I’m afraid not.’
‘Not to worry, sir. And the other two companies . . .?’
‘Well, we’ve worked for Eskflo in the past, but not for a couple of years. And Gribbin’s . . . well, to be honest, I’ve never heard of them.’
Bible John ringed Martin Davidson’s name. Put a question mark beside James Mackinley: a lag-time of a couple of years? Doubtful, but possible. Decided that Yetland was a distant third, but just to be sure . . .
‘Would Yetland have dealt with yourself or Ms Holden?’
‘Vanessa was on holiday around then. It was just after Safety at Sea, she was exhausted.’
Bible John scored both Yetland and Gribbin’s off his list.
‘Mr Westerman, you’ve been a big help. I appreciate it.’
‘Glad to help. Just one thing, Detective Sergeant?’
‘Yes, sir?’
‘If you ever find the bastard who killed Vanessa, give him one from me.’
Two M. Davidsons in the phone book, one James Mackinley and two J. Mackinleys. Addresses noted.
Then another phone call, this time to Lancer Technical Support.
‘Hello, it’s the Chamber of Commerce here, just a general question. We’re compiling a database on local companies connected to the oil business. That would include LancerTech, wouldn’t it?’
‘Oh, yes,’ the receptionist said. ‘Definitely.’ She sounded a bit frazzled. Background noise: staff talking, a photocopier, another phone ringing.
‘Can you give me a thumbnail sketch?’
‘Well . . . we, erm, we design safety aspects into oil platforms, support vessels . . .’ She sounded like she was reading from a crib-sheet. ‘That sort of thing.’ Her voice trailed off.
‘I’m just writing that down,’ Bible John told her. ‘If you work in safety design, can I take it you have links to RGIT?’
‘Oh yes, close links. We cooperate on half a dozen projects. A couple of our staff are partly based there.’
Bible John underlined the name Martin Davidson. Twice.
‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘Goodbye.’
Two M. Davidsons in the phone book. One might be a woman. He could telephone, but that would be to give the Upstart advance warning . . . What would he do with him? What did he want to do with him? He had begun his task in anger, but was now composed . . . and more than a little curious. He could call the police, an anonymous tip-off, that’s what they were waiting for. But he knew now that he wasn’t going to do that. At one point, he’d assumed he could simply dispatch the wretch and resume his life as before, but that just wasn’t possible. The Upstart had changed everything. His fingers went to his tie, checked the knot. He ripped the sheet from his notepad and tore it into tiny pieces, letting them flutter into the waste-bin.
He wondered if he should have stayed in the States. No, there would always have been the craving for home. He remembered one of the early theories about him – that he had been a member of the ‘Exclusive Brethren’. And in a sense, he had been and still was. And intended to remain a member.
Good understanding giveth favour, but the way of transgressors is hard.
Hard it was, hard would always be. He wondered if he had ‘good understanding’ of the Upstart? He doubted it, and wasn’t sure he wanted to understand.
The truth was, now he was here, he didn’t know what he wanted.
But he knew what he needed.
They crash-landed in Arden Street at breakfast time, neither of them feeling much like breakfast. Rebus had taken over the driving at Dundee, so Jack could crawl into the back seat for an hour. It was like driving back after one of his all-nighters, the roads quiet, rabbits and pheasant in the fields. The cleanest time of day, before everyone got busy messing it up again.
There was mail behind the door of the flat, and so many messages on his machine the red indicator was almost solid.
‘Don’t you dare leave,’ Jack said, before shuffling into the guest room, leaving the door open. Rebus made a mug of coffee, then slumped into his chair by the window. The blisters on his wrists looked like nettle-rash. His nostrils were crusted with blood.
‘Well,’ he said to the waking world, ‘that went as well as could be expected.’ He closed his eyes for five minutes. The coffee was cold when he opened them again.
His phone was ringing. He got to it before the machine.
‘Hello?’
‘CID awakes. It’s like a Ray Harryhausen film.’ Pete Hewitt from Howdenhall. ‘Look, I shouldn’t be doing this, but strictly off the record . . .’
‘What?’
‘All those forensic checks we ran on you – nothing. I expect they’ll get round to telling you officially, but I thought I’d put your mind at rest.’
‘If only you could, Pete.’
‘Hard night?’
‘Another one for the record books. Thanks, Pete.’
‘Bye, Inspector.’
Rebus didn’t put down the receiver; called Siobhan instead. Got her answering machine. Told her he was at home. Another home number, this time answered.
‘What?’ The voice groggy.
‘Morning, Gill.’
‘John?’
‘Alive and kicking. How did it go?’
‘I talked with Malcolm Toal, I think he’s good as gold – that is, when he’s not hitting his head against the cell wall – but . . .’
‘But?’
‘But I’ve passed everything on to the Squaddies. They’re the experts, after all.’ Silence. ‘John? Look, I’m sorry if you think I bottled out . . .’
‘You can’t see me smiling. You played it just right, Gill. You’ll get your share of the glory, but let them do the dirty work. You’ve learned.’
‘Maybe I had a good teacher.’
He laughed quietly. ‘No, I don’t think so.’
‘John . . . thanks . . . for everything.’
‘Want to know a secret?’
‘What?’
‘I’m on the wagon.’
‘Good for you. I’m really impressed. What happened?’
Jack slouched into the room, yawning and scratching his head.
‘I had a good teacher,’ Rebus said, replacing the receiver.
‘I heard the phone,’ Jack said. ‘Any coffee on the go?’
‘In the kettle.’
‘Want one?’
‘Go on then.’ Rebus went into the hall and picked up his mail. One envelope was fatter than the others. London postmark. He tore it open as he walked through to the kitchen. There was another envelope inside, fat, with his name and address printed on it. There was also a single sheet of notepaper. Rebus sat down at the table to read it.
It was from Lawson Geddes’ daughter.
My father left the enclosed envelope with instructions that it should be sent on to you. I’m just back from Lanzarote, having had to arrange not only the funeral but the sale of my parents’ house and the sorting out and removal of all their things. As you may remember, Dad was a bit of a magpie. Apologies for the slight delay in sending this on, which I trust you will understand. Hoping all is well with you and your family.
She’d signed it Aileen Jarrold (née Geddes).
‘What is it?’ Jack asked as Rebus tore open the second envelope. He read the first couple of lines, then looked up at Jack.
‘It’s a very long suicide note,’ he said. ‘From Lawson Geddes.’
Jack sat down and they read it together.
John, I’m sitting here writing this in the full and certain knowledge that I’m about to top myself: we always called it the coward’s way out, remember? I’m not so sure about that now, but I get the feeling I’m maybe being more selfish than cowardly exactly, selfish because I know the telly are looking at Spaven again – they’ve even sent a team to the island. This isn’t about Spaven, it’s about Etta. I miss her, and I want to be with her, even if all the afterlife consists of is my bones lying next to hers somewhere.
As Rebus read, the years melted away again. He could hear Lawson’s voice, and see him swaggering into the station, or marching into a pub like he was the landlord, a word for everybody whether he knew them or not . . . Jack got up for a minute and returned with two mugs of coffee. They read on.
With Spaven dead and me out of the way, there’ll only be you left for the telly people to hassle. I don’t like to think of that – I know you’d nothing to do with any of it. So here’s this letter, after all these years, and maybe it’ll explain things. Shorn it to whoever you need to. They say dying men tell no lies, and maybe they’ll accept that the following is the truth as I know it.
I knew Lenny Spaven back in the Scots Guards. He was always getting into trouble, finding himself consigned to jankers or even on occasion the glass-house. He was a skiver, too, and that’s how he came to be involved with the minister. Spaven used to attend the Sunday church service (I say ‘church’ – in Borneo it was a tent, back home it was a Nissen hut). But I suppose a lot of places can be churches in the sight of God. Maybe I’ll ask him when I see him. It’s ninety-odd degrees outside, and I’m drinking firewater – the old usquebaugh. It tastes better than ever.
Rebus caught the sudden tang of whisky at the back of his mouth: memory playing tricks. Lawson used to drink Cutty Sark.
Spaven helped the minister out, laying hymnaries on the chairs, then counting them back in at the end. You know yourself there are some buggers in the army would steal a hymnary as soon as anything else. There weren’t many regular attenders. If things got hairy, a few more souls would turn up, praying it wouldn’t be them being nailed into a box at the end of play. Well, like I say, Spaven had it cushy. I didn’t have much to do with him, or with any of the church types.
The thing is, John, there was a murder – a prostitute near our camp. A native girl from the kampong. The villagers blamed it on us, and even the Gurkhas knew it was probably a British soldier. There was an investigation – civil and military. Funny really, I mean, there we were going hell for leather killing people – it was what we got paid for – and there they were looking into a single murder. Anyway, they never found anyone for it. Thing is though, that prozzy was strangled, and one of her sandals was never recovered.
Rebus turned a page.
Well, all that was behind me. I was a bobby, back in Scotland and happy with my lot. Then I got roped into the Bible John case. You’ve got to remember, we didn’t know him as ‘Bible John’ until very late on. It was after the third victim that we got the description of him quoting from the Bible. That’s when the papers came up with the name. Well, when I thought about someone quoting from the Bible, a strangler and rapist, I remembered Borneo. I went to my boss and told him all about it. He said it was a long shot of Olympic standards, but that I could chase it up in my own time if I liked. You know me, John, never one to resist a challenge. Besides, I had a shortcut planned – Lenny Spaven. I knew he was back in Scotland, and he’d have info on all the church-goers. So I got in touch with him, but he’d gone from bad to rotten, didn’t want anything to do with it. I’m the persistent type, and he complained about me to my boss. That got me a warning to ease off, but I wasn’t about to ease off. I knew what I wanted: I reckoned Lenny might have photos from his days in Borneo, maybe with him and the rest of the flock. I wanted to show them to the woman who’d shared the taxi with Bible John. I wanted to see if she recognised anyone. But bloody Spaven kept standing in my way. Eventually, I did manage to get some photos – going the long way round, talking to the army first, then tracking down the minister from the time. It took weeks.
Rebus looked at Jack. ‘The photos Ancram showed us.’ Jack nodded.
We showed the photos to the eye-witness. Mind, they were eight or nine years out of date, and not very good to start with, water damaged some of them. She said she couldn’t be sure, she thought one of them ‘was like him’ – her words. But as my boss said, there were hundreds of men out there in the big wide world who bore a physical resemblance to the killer: we’d interviewed most of them. That wasn’t good enough for me. I got the man’s name, he was called Ray Sloane – an unusual enough name, and it wasn’t hard to track him down. Only he’d cleared out. He’d been living in a bedsit in Ayr, working as a toolmaker. But he’d recently given notice and moved on, nobody knew where. I was convinced in my mind that he could be the man we were looking for, but I couldn’t convince my boss to go all-out on finding him.
See, John, that delay while I was dealing with the army, it was all down to Spaven. If he’d helped, I’d have been on to Sloane before he’d had a chance to pack up and ship out. I know it, I can feel it. I might have had him. Instead of which, I had nothing but my anger and frustration, both of which I vented too publicly. The boss kicked me off the inquiry, and that was that.
‘Your coffee’s getting cold,’ Jack said. Rebus took a gulp, turned another page.
Or at least it was until Spaven came back into my life, moving to Edinburgh much the same time I did. It was like he was haunting me, and I couldn’t forgive him for what he’d done. If anything, as time passed I grew to despise him even more. That’s why I wanted him for the Elsie Rhind killing. I admit it, to you and to anyone else reading this, I wanted him so badly it was like a hard ball in my stomach, something only surgery would remove. When I was told to ease off on him, I didn’t. When I was told to steer clear, I steered closer. I followed him – on my own time – I tracked him every day and every night. I went without sleep for the best part of three days. But it was worth it when I saw him make for that lock-up, somewhere we didn’t know about. I was elated, ecstatic. I didn’t know what we’d find inside, but I had the feeling we’d find something. That’s why I came rushing over to your house, why I dragged you back there with me. You asked me about a search warrant, and I told you not to be so stupid. I put a lot of pressure on you, using our long friendship as blackmail – I was feverish, I’d have done anything, and that surely included breaking rules I now saw as being there to punish the police and protect the villains. So in we went, and found the heaps of boxes, all that knock-off from the factory job in Queensferry. Plus the bag. Elsie Rhind’s, as it turned out. I nearly dropped to my knees to thank God for finding it.
I know what a lot of people thought – yourself included. They thought I’d planted it there. Well, I swear on my deathbed (except I’m writing this at the table) that I did not. I found it fair and square, even though I made us break the rules to accomplish it. But you see, that one crucial piece of evidence would have been ruled inadmissible because of the way we’d come to find it, which is why I persuaded you – against your better judgement – to stick to the story I invented. Am I sorry I did it? Yes and no. It can’t be very comfortable for you just now, John, and it can’t have been a nice thing to have lived with all these years. But we got the murderer, and in my mind – and I’ve spent God knows how long thinking about it, reliving it, running through the way I played it – that’s what really counts.
John, I hope all this fuss dies down. Spaven’s not worth it. Nobody’s giving much thought to Elsie Rhind, are they? The victim can never win. Chalk this one up to Elsie Rhind. Just because a villain can write doesn’t make him less of a villain. I read that the commandants at the concentration camps used to put their feet up at night and read the classics while listening to a bit of Beethoven. Monsters can do that. I know this now. I know because of Lenny Spaven.
Your friend, Lawson.
Jack patted Rebus’s back. ‘He’s just cleared you, John. Wave this in Ancram’s face and that’s the end of that.’
Rebus nodded, wishing he could feel relief, or any other sensible emotion.
‘What’s wrong?’ Jack asked.
Rebus tapped the paper. ‘This is,’ he said. ‘I mean, most of it is probably right, but it’s still a lie.’
‘What?’
Rebus looked at him. ‘The stuff we found in the lock-up . . . I saw it in Elsie Rhind’s house the first time we went round there. Lawson must have lifted it later.’
Jack looked uncomprehending. ‘Are you sure?’
Rebus flew to his feet. ‘No, I’m not sure, and that’s the real bastard of it! I’ll never be sure.’
‘I mean, it was twenty years ago, your mind plays tricks.’
‘I know. Even at the time, I wasn’t a hundred per cent sure I’d seen them before – maybe I saw a different bag, different hat. I went round to her place, took another look. This was when we had Spaven in custody. I looked for the hat and the bag I’d seen there . . . and they were gone. Ah, shit, maybe I didn’t see them at all, only thought I did. It doesn’t change the fact that I think I saw them. I think Lenny Spaven was set up, and I’ve always thought it . . . and I’ve never done a thing about it.’ He sat down again. ‘Never even told anyone till now.’ He tried to pick up his mug but his hand was shaking. ‘DTs,’ he said, forcing a smile.
Jack was thoughtful. ‘Does it matter?’ he said at last.
‘You mean whether I’m right or not? Jesus, Jack, I don’t know.’ Rebus rubbed his eyes. ‘It was all so long ago. Does it matter if the killer got away? Even if I’d come forward at the time, it would have maybe cleared Spaven but it wouldn’t have got us the real killer, would it?’ He let out a breath. ‘I’ve been spinning it in my head all these years, the grooves are worn almost to nothing.’
‘Time to buy a new record?’
Rebus smiled for real this time. ‘Maybe you’re right.’
‘One thing I don’t understand . . . why didn’t Spaven himself explain any of this? I mean, he never touches on it in his book. He could have just said why Geddes had it in for him.’
Rebus shrugged. ‘Look at Weir and his daughter.’
‘You mean it was personal?’
‘I don’t know, Jack.’
Jack picked up the letter, turning its pages. ‘Interesting about the Borneo pics though. Ancram thought they were relevant because they showed Spaven. Now we find it was this guy Sloane that Geddes was after.’ Jack checked his watch. ‘We should nip over to Fettes, show this to Ancram.’
Rebus nodded. ‘Let’s do it. But first, I want a photocopy of Lawson’s letter. Like you say, Jack, I might not believe it, but it’s here in black and white.’ He looked up at his friend. ‘Which should be good enough for The Justice Programme.’
Ancram looked like he should have been fitted with a pressure valve. He was so angry he’d almost swung all the way round to calm. His voice was the first wisp of smoke from a sleeping volcano.
‘What is it?’
Rebus was trying to hand him a sheet of paper, folded in half. They were in Ancram’s office. Ancram was seated, Rebus and Jack standing.
‘Look and see,’ Rebus said.
Ancram stared at him, then unfolded the headed note.
‘It’s a doctor’s line,’ Rebus explained. ‘Forty-eight-hour stomach bug. Dr Curt was very clear that I should isolate myself. He said it could be catching.’
When he spoke, Ancram’s voice was little more than whisper. ‘Since when do pathologists hand out sick notes?’
‘You haven’t seen the queues at my health centre.’
Ancram crunched the note into a ball.
‘It’s dated and everything,’ Rebus said. Of course it was: Dr Curt had been their last call before heading north with Eve.
‘Shut up, sit down, and listen to me while I tell you why you’re on an official reprimand. And don’t think a reprimand’s going to be the end of the affair.’
‘Maybe you should read this first, sir,’ Jack said, handing over Geddes’ letter.
‘What is it?’
‘Not so much the end of the affair, sir,’ Rebus told him, ‘more like the heart of the matter. While you’re digesting it, maybe I could have a browse through the files.’
‘Why?’
‘Those Borneo pics, I’d like another look.’
After the first few sentences of Lawson Geddes’ confession, Ancram was hooked. Rebus could have walked out unnoticed with the files under his arm. But instead he slipped the photos out of their packet and went through them, checking the back of each for identifying names.
In one photo, third from the left was marked as Pvt. Sloane, R. Rebus stared at the face. Slightly blurred, with some water damage and fading. A fresh-faced young man, not long out of teens, his smile slightly crooked, maybe the fault of his teeth.
Bible John had one tooth which overlapped another, according to the eye-witness.
Rebus shook his head. That really was stretching the evidence, and Lawson Geddes had done enough of that in his time for both of them. Without knowing exactly why, and checking first that Ancram was still immersed in the letter, Rebus slid the photo into his pocket.
‘Well,’ Ancram said at last, ‘this will obviously have to be discussed.’
‘Obviously, sir. No interview today then?’
‘Just a couple of questions. Number one, what the devil happened to your nose and tooth?’
‘I got too close to a fist. Anything else, sir?’
‘Yes, what the hell have you been doing with Jack?’
Rebus turned, saw what Ancram meant: Jack fast asleep on a chair by the wall.
‘So,’ Jack said, ‘this is the big challenge.’
They’d come to the Oxford Bar, just for somewhere to be. Rebus ordered two orange juices, then turned to Jack. ‘You want some breakfast?’ Jack nodded. ‘And four packets of crisps, any flavour,’ Rebus told the barmaid.
They raised their glasses, said ‘Cheers’, and drank.
‘Fancy a smoke?’ Jack asked.
‘I’d kill for one,’ Rebus said, laughing.
‘So,’ Jack said, ‘what’s been achieved?’
‘Depends on your point of view,’ Rebus said. He’d been asking himself the same question. Maybe the Squaddies would nab all the drug players: Uncle Joe, Fuller, Stemmons. Maybe before that happened, Fuller would have done something with Ludovic Lumsden and Hayden Fletcher. Maybe. Hayden Fletcher was a regular at Burke’s. He met Tony El there, maybe even scored nose-talc from him. Maybe Fletcher was the type who liked to hang out with gangsters – some people were like that. Seeing the Major was worried, and learning that Allan Mitchison was the problem . . . it would have been easy to talk it over with Tony El, and for Tony to see the chance of some easy cash . . . Maybe Major Weir himself ordered Mitch’s death. Well, his was the one certain punishment, his daughter would make sure of that. And had Tony El ever actually intended to kill Mitch? Rebus couldn’t even be sure of that. Maybe he’d have torn the bag from Mitch’s head at the last minute. Then maybe he’d have warned him to forget all about T-Bird Oil.
It seemed part of some larger pattern, accidents forming themselves into a dance of association. Fathers and daughters, fathers and sons, infidelities, the illusions we sometimes call memory. Past errors harped on, or made good by spurious confession. Bodies littered down the years, mostly forgotten except by the perpetrators. History turning sour, or fading away like old photographs. Endings . . . no rhyme or reason to them. They just happened. You died, or disappeared, or were forgotten. You became nothing more than a name on the back of an old photo, and sometimes not even that.
Jethro Tull: ‘Living in the Past’. Rebus had been a slave to that rhythm for far too long. It was the work that did it. As a detective, he lived in people’s pasts: crimes committed before he arrived on the scene; witnesses’ memories ransacked. He had become a historian, and the role had bled into his personal life. Ghosts, bad dreams, echoes.
But maybe now he had a chance. Look at Jack: he’d reinvented himself. Good news week.
The phone rang, was answered by the barmaid, who nodded towards Rebus. He took the receiver.
‘Hello?’
‘I tried your first home, decided to try your second home.’
Siobhan. Rebus straightened up.
‘What did you get?’
‘A name: Martin Davidson. Stayed at the Fairmount three weeks before the Judith Cairns murder. The room was charged to his employer, a firm called LancerTech, as in technical support. Based in Altens, just outside Aberdeen. They design the safety elements into platform equipment, that sort of thing.’
‘You’ve talked to them?’
‘Soon as I got his name. Don’t worry, I didn’t mention him. I just asked a couple of general questions. Receptionist said I was the second person in two days to ask her the same thing.’
‘Who was the other person?’
‘Chamber of Commerce, she said.’ They were quiet for a moment.
‘And Davidson fits with Robert Gordon’s?’
‘He hosted some seminars earlier this year. His name was down on the staff roll.’
A solid connection. Rebus could feel it like a punch. His knuckles were white on the receiver.
‘There’s more,’ Siobhan said. ‘You know how businesses sometimes stay faithful to one hotel chain? Well, the Fairmount has a sister establishment here. Martin Davidson of LancerTech was in town the night Angie Riddell was killed.’
Rebus saw her picture again: Angie. Hoped she was getting ready to rest.
‘Siobhan, you’re a genius. Have you told anyone else?’
‘You’re the first. After all, you gave me the tip.’
‘I gave you a hunch, that’s all. It might not have paid off. This is down to you. Now take it to Gill Templer – she’s your boss – tell her what you’ve just told me, let her pass it on to the Johnny Bible team. Stick to procedure.’
‘It’s him, isn’t it?’
‘Pass the news along, and make sure you get the credit. Then we’ll wait and see. All right?’
‘Yes, sir.’
He put down the receiver, told Jack what she’d just told him. Then they just stood there, drinking their drinks, staring at the mirror behind the bar. Calmly at first, then with more agitation. Rebus was the first to say what they both knew.
‘We need to be there, Jack. I need to be there.’
Jack looked at him, nodded. ‘Your turn to drive or mine?’
British Telecom had listings for two Martin Davidsons in Aberdeen. But Friday afternoon, he was most likely still at work.
‘Doesn’t mean we’ll find him at Altens,’ Jack said.
‘Let’s go there anyway.’ Practically Rebus’s only thought the whole drive: he needed to see Martin Davidson, not necessarily speak to him, just clap eyes on him. Eye contact: Rebus wanted that memory.
‘He could be working at OSC, or anywhere else for that matter,’ Jack went on. ‘He might not even be in Aberdeen.’
‘Let’s go there anyway,’ Rebus repeated.
Altens Industrial Estate was south of the city, signposted off the A92. They found a map at the entrance to the estate, and used it to wind their way in towards LTS – Lancer Technical Support. There was what looked like a jam at one point, cars blocking the road, nobody going anywhere. Rebus got out to take a look, and almost wished he hadn’t. They were police cars, unmarked but with tell-tale static coming from their radios. Siobhan had passed on the info, and someone had been fast to act.
A man was bearing down on Rebus. ‘What the hell are you doing here?’
Rebus shrugged, hands in pockets. ‘Informal observer?’
DCI Grogan narrowed his eyes. But his mind was elsewhere; he’d no time or inclination for argument.
‘Is he inside?’ Rebus asked, nodding towards the LTS building, a typical industrial unit of windowless white corrugation.
Grogan shook his head. ‘We came steaming down here, now it seems he hasn’t come in today.’
Rebus frowned. ‘Day off?’
‘Not officially. The switchboard tried his home, no answer.’
‘Is that where you’re headed?’
Grogan nodded.
Rebus didn’t ask if they could tag along; Grogan would only say no. But once the convoy was moving, no one would notice an extra car at the tail.
He got back into the Peugeot and told Jack about it, while Jack reversed and found a parking spot out of the way. They watched the police cars execute three-point turns and head back out of the estate, then eased their way in behind the last of them.
They headed north over the Dee and along Anderson Drive, passing more buildings belonging to Robert Gordon’s University, and several oil company HQs. At last they headed off Anderson Drive, past Summerhill Academy, and into a tight maze of suburban streets with green-field sites beyond.
A couple of the cars left the convoy, probably to circle around and come at Davidson’s house from the other direction, blocking him in. Brake lights came on, the cars stopping in the middle of the road. Doors opened, officers appearing. Quick confabs, Grogan issuing orders, pointing to left and right. Most eyes were on a single house, its curtains closed.
‘Reckon he’s flown?’ Jack asked.
‘Let’s find out.’ Rebus undid his seat-belt and opened the door.
Grogan was sending men to the neighbouring houses, some to ask questions, some to nip out the back door and work their way round the back of the suspect’s house.
‘Hope this isn’t a wild goose chase,’ Grogan muttered. He saw Rebus, but still barely registered his presence.
‘Men in position, sir.’
People had come out of their houses, wondering what was going on. Rebus could hear the distant chimes of an ice-cream van.
‘Armed Response Unit standing by, sir.’
‘I don’t think we’ll need them.’
‘Right you are, sir.’
Grogan sniffed, ran a finger under his nose, then selected two men to go with him to the suspect’s door. He pressed the bell, and there was a collective holding of breath while they waited. Grogan rang again.
‘What can they see round the back?’
One of Grogan’s men radioed to ask. ‘Curtains are closed upstairs and down, no sign of life.’
Just like at the front.
‘Buzz a JP, say we need a warrant.’
‘Right, sir.’
‘And meantime, take a sledgehammer to that bloody door.’
The officer nodded, gave a signal, and a car boot was opened. Inside was like the back of a builder’s van. Out came the sledgehammer. Three blows and the door was open. Ten seconds later there were cries for an ambulance. Ten seconds after that, someone suggested a hearse instead.
Jack was a good copper: the boot of his car held scene of crime equipment, including overshoes and gloves, and the all-over plastic boilersuits which made you look like a walking condom. Officers were being kept out of the house so as not to contaminate the scene. They stood crammed in the doorway, trying to see what they could. When Rebus and Jack stepped forward, no one recognised them, so took them for forensics. The crowd parted for a moment, and both men were inside.
The rules on contamination didn’t seem to extend to senior officers and their flunkeys: Grogan stood in the living room, hands in pockets, examining the scene. The body of a young man lay on the black leather sofa. His fair hair was matted over a deep cut. More blood had dried on his face and neck. There were signs of a struggle: the glass and chrome coffee table overturned, magazines crumpled underfoot. A black leather jacket had been thrown over the man’s chest, a gentle act after the bloodshed. Stepping closer, Rebus saw marks on the neck, visible below the blood-lines. On the floor in front of the body sat a large green holdall, the sort you took to the gym or for a weekend trip. Rebus peered inside, saw a backpack, a single shoe, Angie Riddell’s necklace . . . and a length of plastic-covered clothes-line.
‘I think we can rule out suicide,’ Grogan muttered.
‘Knocked unconscious, then strangled,’ Rebus guessed.
‘You reckon it’s him?’
‘That bag isn’t just sitting there for fun. Whoever did this, they knew who he was, and wanted us to know, too.’
‘An accomplice?’ Grogan asked. ‘A mate, someone he blabbed to?’
Rebus shrugged again. He was intent on the corpse’s face, felt cheated by it: the closed eyes, the repose. I’ve come all this way, thanks to you, you bastard ... He stepped closer, lifted the jacket a couple of inches and peered beneath. A black slip-on shoe had been stuffed into Martin Davidson’s left armpit.
‘Oh, Christ,’ Rebus said, turning to Grogan and Jack. ‘Bible John did this.’ He saw disbelief mingled with horror in their faces. Rebus lifted the jacket a little higher so they could see the shoe. ‘He’s been here all the time,’ he said. ‘He never went away . . .’
The Scene of Crime team did their business, photographing and videoing, bagging and taping potential evidence. The pathologist examined the body, then said it could be removed and taken to the mortuary. There were reporters outside, kept at a distance by police cordons. Once the SOC team had finished upstairs, Grogan took Rebus and Jack up for a look. He didn’t seem to mind them being there, probably wouldn’t have minded if he’d had Jack the Ripper himself for an audience: Grogan was the man who’d be on TV tonight, the man who tracked down Johnny Bible. Only he hadn’t, of course – someone had beaten them to it.
‘Tell me again,’ Grogan said, as they climbed the stairs.
‘Bible John took souvenirs – shoes, clothes, handbags. But he also placed a sanitary towel in the left armpit. Downstairs . . . that was him letting us know who did this.’
Grogan shook his head. He would take some convincing. Meantime, he had things to show them. The main bedroom was just that, but beneath the bed were boxes of magazines and videos – hard core S&M, similar to the stuff in Tony El’s bedroom, text in English and several other languages. Rebus wondered if one of the American gangs had brought it to Aberdeen.
There was a small guest bedroom with a padlock on it. Crowbarred open, it gave the lie to one area of speculation. A couple of the CID men had been wondering if Johnny Bible were tricking them – killing an innocent man and setting him up to look like the killer. The guest bedroom said Martin Davidson was Johnny Bible. It had been turned into a shrine to Bible John and other killers: dozens of scrapbooks, cuttings and photos pinned to the cork boards which lined the walls, videos of documentaries about serial killers, paperback books, heavily annotated, and at the centre of it all a blow-up of one of the Bible John flyers: the face almost smiling, a kindly face, and above it the same basic question: Have You Seen This Man?
Rebus almost answered yes; there was something about the shape of the face, he’d seen it before somewhere . . . somewhere recently. He took the Borneo photo from his pocket, looked at Ray Sloane, then back at the poster. They were very alike, but that wasn’t the similarity that was niggling Rebus. There was something else, someone else . . .
Then Jack asked him something from the doorway, and Rebus lost it.
They followed everyone back to Queen Street. Rebus and Jack had, by association, become part of the team. There was quiet jubilation, tempered with the knowledge that another murderer was in their midst. But as at least one officer put it, ‘If he did for that bastard, good luck to him.’
Which, Rebus guessed, would be the reaction Bible John would be hoping for. He’d be hoping they wouldn’t try too hard to find him. If he’d come out of retirement, then it had been to one end only – the killing of his impersonator. Johnny Bible had taken the glory, the achievement away from his predecessor; now there’d come the revenge.
Rebus sat in the CID office, staring into space, thinking. When someone handed him a cup, he raised it to his lips. But then Jack’s hand stopped him.
‘It’s whisky,’ he warned. Rebus looked down, saw sweet liquid the colour of honey, gazed at it for a moment, then put the cup down on the desk. There was laughter in the office, cheering and singing, like a football crowd after a result: same songs, same chants.
‘John,’ Jack said, ‘remember Lawson.’ It sounded like a warning.
‘What about him?’
‘He became obsessed.’
Rebus shook his head. ‘This is different. I know it was Bible John.’
‘What if it was?’
Rebus shook his head slowly. ‘Come on, Jack, after everything I told you? After Spaven and everything else? You know better than to ask that.’
Grogan was waving Rebus over to a telephone. Smiling, with whisky breath, he handed Rebus the receiver.
‘Someone wants a word.’
‘Hello?’
‘What in God’s name are you doing there?’
‘Oh, hello, Gill. Congratulations, looks like everything’s coming right for once.’
She melted a little. ‘Siobhan’s doing, not mine. I only passed the info along.’
‘Make sure that goes on record.’
‘I will.’
‘I’ll talk to you later.’
‘John . . . when are you coming back?’ Not what she’d wanted to ask.
‘Tonight, maybe tomorrow.’
‘OK.’ She paused. ‘See you then.’
‘Fancy doing something on Sunday?’
She sounded surprised by the question. ‘What sort of thing?’
‘I don’t know. A drive, a walk, somewhere down the coast?’
‘Yes, OK.’
‘I’ll call you. Bye, Gill.’
‘Bye.’
Grogan was refilling a cup. There were at least a couple of crates of whisky, and three of bottled beer.
‘Where do you get this stuff?’ Rebus asked.
Grogan smiled. ‘Oh, you know.’
‘Pubs? Clubs? Places you’re owed a favour?’
Grogan just winked. More officers were arriving all the time – uniforms, civilian staff, even people who looked to be off-duty: all had heard, and all wanted to be part of it. The top brass looked stiff but smiling, declining refills.
‘Maybe Ludovic Lumsden gets it for you?’
Grogan’s face creased. ‘I know you think he shafted you, but Ludo’s a good copper.’
‘Where is he?’
Grogan looked around. ‘No idea.’
In fact, no one knew where Lumsden was; he hadn’t been seen all day. Someone had called him at home, but only got an answering machine. His bleeper was turned on, but he wasn’t responding. A patrol car, detouring past his house, reported no sign of him, though his car was outside. Rebus got an idea, and went downstairs to the comms room. There were people at work here – taking incoming calls, keeping communications open with patrol cars and beat officers. But they had a bottle of whisky of their own, and plastic cups to go round. Rebus asked if he could see the day’s sheets.
He only had to look back an hour. A call from a Mrs Fletcher, reporting her husband missing. He’d gone to work that morning as usual, but hadn’t arrived, and hadn’t come home since. The sheet listed details of his car and a brief description. Patrols had been requested to keep a look-out. In another twelve hours or so, they’d start to deal with it more seriously.
Christian name of missing spouse: Hayden.
Rebus recalled Judd Fuller talking about dumping bodies at sea, or inland, places they’d never be found because no one ever went there. He wondered if that would be the fate of Lumsden and Fletcher . . . No, he couldn’t do it. He wrote a message on the back of one of the sheets and handed it to the duty officer, who read it silently before reaching for the mike.
‘Any patrol in the vicinity of the city centre, to College Street, Burke’s Club. Apprehend Judd Fuller, co-owner, and bring to Queen Street for questioning.’ The comms officer turned to Rebus, who nodded. ‘And check the cellar,’ he continued, ‘persons possibly being held there against their will.’
‘Please repeat,’ one patrol car said. The message was repeated. Rebus went back upstairs.
In spite of the party, some work was still being done. Rebus saw Jack manoeuvring one of the secretaries into a corner, chatting her up twenty to the dozen. Near them, a couple of desk-bound officers were making phone calls. Rebus picked up a spare receiver, called Gill.
‘It’s me.’
‘What’s happened?’
‘Nothing. Listen, you passed all the stuff about Toal and Aberdeen on to the Scottish Crime Squad?’
‘Yes.’
‘Who’s your contact there?’
‘Why?’
‘Because whoever it is, I’ve a message for them. I think Judd Fuller has picked up DS Ludovic Lumsden and a man called ‘Hayden Fletcher, and intends to make sure they’re not seen again.’
‘What?’
‘A patrol car’s gone out to the club, God knows what they’ll find, but the Squaddies should keep an eye on it. If they’re found, they’ll be brought back to Queen Street. The Squaddies might want someone on the scene.’
‘I’ll get on it. Thanks, John.’
‘Any time.’
I’m getting soft in my old age, he thought. Or maybe I’ve just relocated my conscience.
He went walkabout, asked a few drinkers the same question, and eventually had the Oil Liaison officer, DI Jenkins, pointed out to him. Rebus just wanted to look at him. His name was mentioned in Stanley’s confession, along with Lumsden. The Squaddies would be wanting a word with him. He was smiling, looking unconcerned, tanned and rested after his holiday. It gave Rebus a warm glow to realise the man would soon be sweating under an internal inquiry.
Maybe he wasn’t getting so soft after all.
He walked over to the working officers, looked down over their shoulders. They were doing the preliminary work on the murder of Martin Davidson, collating information from neighbours and employer, trying to track down a next of kin, and all the time keeping the media at bay.
One of them slammed his phone down and suddenly had a big grin on his face. He reached for his mug of whisky and drained it.
‘Something?’ Rebus asked.
A balled-up piece of paper hit the officer on the head. Laughing, he threw it back.
‘Neighbour came off the night shift,’ he said, ‘found a car blocking his drive. Had to park on the street. Says he hadn’t seen the car before, and took a good look so he’d know it again. Woke up around lunchtime, and it was gone. Metallic blue BMW, 5 Series. He even got part of the licence plate.’
‘Hell’s bells.’
The officer was reaching for his phone. ‘Shouldn’t take too long.’
‘It better not,’ Rebus replied, ‘or DCI Grogan may not be sober enough to take it in.’
Grogan caught Rebus in the hallway, slapped an arm around him. He was missing his tie, and the top two buttons of his shirt were open, showing tufts of wiry grey hair. He’d danced a jig with a couple of WPCs and was sweating profusely. The shift had changed; or rather, a new shift had come on, while the old shift stayed put, not wanting to break the spell. There was occasional talk of pubs and restaurants, nightclubs and bowling alleys, but nobody seemed to leave, and there was communal applause when an Indian restaurant nearby delivered boxes and bags full of food – courtesy of the brass, who by then actually had left the scene. Rebus had helped himself to pakora, keema nan, and chicken tikka, while one CID officer tried to explain to another why his saying ‘Bhajis, we don’ need no steenking bhajis’ was a joke.
Judging by Grogan’s breath, he hadn’t taken a meal break. ‘My wee Lowland laddie,’ he said. ‘How are you doing? Enjoying our Highland hospitality?’
‘It’s a great party.’
‘So why the face like a thistle?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘It’s been a long day.’ And a long night before it, he could have added.
Grogan patted his back. ‘You’re welcome back here any time, any time at all.’ Grogan made towards the toilets, paused and turned. ‘Any sign of Ludo?’
‘He’s in the City Hospital, next bed along from a man called Hayden Fletcher.’
‘What?’
‘There’s a Crime Squad officer on the ward, too, waiting for them to wake up and give their statements. That’s how clean Lumsden is. About time you woke up to the fact.’
Rebus went downstairs to the interview rooms, opened the door of the one he’d been interviewed in. There were two more Squaddies inside. And smoking a cigarette at the table, Judd Fuller. Rebus had come down earlier, just for a look, and to explain to the officers what had happened, referring them back to Gill’s tapes and notes.
‘Evening, Judd,’ Rebus said now.
‘Do I know you?’
Rebus walked up to him. ‘You stupid bastard, you let me get away but you still went on using the cellar.’ He shook his head. ‘Erik will be disappointed.’
‘Screw Erik.’
Rebus nodded. ‘Every man for himself now, eh?’
‘Let’s get it over with.’
‘What?’
‘Why you’re here.’ Fuller looked up at him. ‘You want a free hit at me, this is the only chance you’re ever going to get. So make it good.’
‘I don’t need to hit you, Judd.’ Rebus grinned, showing the stunted tooth.
‘Then you’re yellow.’
Rebus shook his head slowly. ‘I used to be, but not any more.’
He turned his back and walked.
Back in CID, the party was in full swing. A cassette player had been wired up, accordion reels at distorted volume. Only two couples were dancing, and then not very well: there was barely room between the desks for professional ceilidh enthusiasts. Three or four bodies lay slumped at their desks, heads on arms. Someone else lay prone on the floor. Rebus counted nine empty whisky bottles, and someone had been sent out for more cases of beer. Jack was still talking with the secretary, his cheeks red from the heat in the room. The place was beginning to smell like a changing room at full-time.
Rebus walked around the room. The walls were still covered with material pertaining to Johnny Bible’s local victims: maps, diagrams, duty rosters, photographs. He studied the photos, as if memorising the smiling faces. He saw that the fax machine had just finished spewing something out. Car ownership details, metallic blue BMWs. Four in Aberdeen, but only one with the same sequence of letters the witness recalled. Registered to a company called Eugene Construction with a Peterhead address.
Eugene Construction? Eugene Construction?
Rebus emptied his pockets on to a desktop, finding petrol receipts, notebook, scraps of paper with telephone numbers, Rennies, a book of matches . . . there: business card. Given to him by the man he’d met at the convention. Rebus studied the card. Ryan Slocum, Sales Manager, Engineering Division. The parent company: Eugene Construction, with a Peterhead address. Trembling, Rebus lifted the Borneo photo and looked at it, remembering the man he’d met that day in the bar.
‘No wonder Scotland’s down the pan. And we want independence.’
He’d handed over his business card, then Rebus had announced that he was a policeman.
‘Did I say anything incriminating . . .? Is it Johnny Bible?’
The face, the eyes, the height . . . close to the man in the photograph. Close. Ray Sloane . . . Ryan Slocum. Someone had broken into Rebus’s flat, looking for something, taking nothing. Looking for something that might incriminate them? He looked again at the business card, then reached for a phone, eventually tracked Siobhan down at home.
‘Siobhan, the guy you talked to at the National Library . . .?’
‘Yes?’
‘He gave you a description of the so-called journalist?’
‘Yes.’
‘Give it to me again.’
‘Hang on.’ She went to fetch her notebook. ‘What’s this about anyway?’
‘I’ll tell you later. Read it out.’
‘“Tall, fair-haired, early fifties, longish face, no distinguishing features.”’
‘Anything about the accent?’
‘Nothing down here.’ She paused. ‘Oh, yes, he did say something. He said it was twangy.’
‘Like American?’
‘But Scottish.’
‘It’s him.’
‘Who?’
‘Bible John, just like you said.’
‘What?’
‘Stalking his offspring . . .’ Rebus rubbed his forehead, pinched the bridge of his nose. He had his eyes screwed shut. Was it or wasn’t it? Was he obsessed? How different was Johnny Bible’s shrine from the scene in his own kitchen, the table covered in cuttings?
‘I don’t know,’ he said. But he did know. He did. ‘Talk to you later,’ he told Siobhan.
‘Wait!’
But that was the one thing he couldn’t do. He needed to know. He needed to know right now. He looked round the room, saw dissolution and reverie, nobody who could drive, no back-up.
Except Jack.
Who had one arm around the secretary now, and was whispering in her ear. She was smiling, holding her cup with a steady hand. Maybe she was drinking the same thing Jack was: cola. Would Jack give him the keys? Not without an explanation, and Rebus wanted to do this alone, needed to. His motive: confrontation, and maybe exorcism. Besides, Bible John had cheated him out of Johnny Bible.
Rebus called downstairs. ‘Any cars going begging?’
‘Not if you’ve been drinking.’
‘Try me with a breath test.’
‘There’s an Escort parked outside.’
Rebus searched desk drawers, found a phone book. Peterhead . . . Slocum R. No listing. He could try BT, but an unlisted check would take time. Another option: get on the road. It was what he wanted anyway.
The city streets were wild: another Friday night, young souls at play. Rebus was singing ‘All Right Now’. Segue into: ‘Been Down So Long’. Thirty miles north to Peterhead, deep-water port. Tankers and platforms went there for servicing. Rebus wound the motor up, not much traffic heading out of the city. Sky glowing dull pink. Simmer dim, as the Shetlanders called it. Rebus tried not to think about what he was doing. Breaking rules he’d advised others not to break. No back-up. No real authority up here, a long way from home.
He had the address for Eugene Construction, got it from Ryan Slocum’s business card. I stood next to Bible John in a bar. He bought me a drink. Rebus shook his head. Probably a lot of other people could say the same, if only they knew; Rebus wasn’t so special. The company’s phone number was on the card, but all he’d got was an answering machine. It didn’t mean no one was there: security wouldn’t necessarily answer the phones. The card also had a pager number for Slocum, but Rebus wasn’t about to use that.
The company was housed behind a tall mesh fence. It took twenty minutes of driving around and asking questions before he found it. It wasn’t dockside, which was where he’d expected it to be. There was a country business park on the edge of town, and Eugene Construction bordered that. Rebus drove up to the gates. They were locked. He sounded his horn. There was a gatehouse, its lights on, but nobody in. Past the gates were barriers, painted red and white. His headlamps picked them out, and then behind them, coming forwards, a sauntering figure in guard’s uniform. Rebus left the car running, walked up to the gate.
‘What is it?’ the guard asked.
He pressed his warrant card to the mesh. ‘Police. I need a home address for one of your employees.’
‘Can’t it wait till morning?’
Gritted teeth. ‘Afraid not.’
The guard – sixties, retirement age, low-slung paunch – rasped at his chin. ‘I don’t know,’ he said.
‘Look, who do you contact in an emergency?’
‘My office.’
‘And they contact someone from the company?’
‘I suppose so. Haven’t had to test it. Some kids tried to scale the fence a few months back, but they –’
‘Could you phone in?’
‘– heard me coming and ran away sharpish. What?’
‘Could you phone in?’
‘I suppose so, if it’s an emergency.’ The guard walked towards his hut.
‘And could you let me in while you’re at it? I’ll need to use your phone afterwards.’
The guard scratched his head, muttered something, but shook a chain of keys from his pocket and walked up to the gate.
‘Thanks,’ Rebus told him.
The hut was sparsely furnished. Kettle, mug, coffee and a little jar of milk sat on a rusted tray. There was a one-bar electric heater, two chairs, and a paperback novel on the desk: a western. Rebus took the telephone and explained the situation to the guard’s supervisor, who asked to speak to the guard again.
‘Yes, sir,’ the guard said, ‘ID and everything.’ Staring at Rebus like he might be leader of a heist gang. He put Rebus back on, and the supervisor handed him the name and phone number he needed. Rebus made the call, waited.
‘Hello?’
‘Is that Mr Sturges?’
‘Speaking.’
‘Sir, I’m sorry to disturb you at this hour. My name’s Detective Inspector John Rebus. I’m calling from your company’s gatehouse.’
‘Not a break-in or something?’ The man sighed. A break-in meant he’d have to get dressed and go down there.
‘No, sir, I just need some information on one of your employees.’
‘Can’t it wait till morning?’
‘Afraid not.’
‘Who is it anyway?’
‘Ryan Slocum.’
‘Ryan? What’s wrong?’
‘A serious illness, sir.’ Rebus had used the lie before. ‘An elderly relative. They need Mr Slocum’s permission to operate.’
‘Good God.’
‘That’s why it’s urgent.’
‘Yes, I see, I see.’ It always worked: grandmas in peril. ‘Well, it’s not every employee whose address I know off the top of my head.’
‘But you know Mr Slocum’s?’
‘Been to dinner there a few times.’
‘He’s married?’ Enter a spouse into the equation. Rebus hadn’t imagined Bible John married.
‘Wife’s name’s Una, lovely couple.’
‘And the address, sir?’
‘Well, it’s the phone number you’ll be wanting?’
‘Both actually. That way, if no one’s home, we can send someone round to wait.’
Rebus copied the details into his notebook, thanked the man and put down the phone.
‘Any idea how to get to Springview?’ he asked the guard.
Springview was a modern development on the coast road south of town. Rebus parked outside Three Rankeillor Close, shut off the engine, and took a good long look at the house. There was a landscaped garden to the front – clipped lawn, rockery, shrubs and flower beds. No fence or hedge separated the garden from the pavement in front. The other properties were the same.
The house itself was a newish two-storey with gabled roof. To the right of the house was an integral garage. There was an alarm box above one of the bedroom windows. A light was on behind the living-room curtains. The car parked on the gravel driveway was a white Peugeot 106.
‘Now or never, John,’ Rebus told himself, taking a deep breath as he got out of the car. He walked up to the front door and rang the bell, then stepped back off the doorstep. If Ryan Slocum himself answered, Rebus wanted a bit of distance. He remembered his army training – unarmed combat – and an old maxim: shoot first, ask questions later. Something he should have remembered when he’d gone to Burke’s Club.
A woman’s voice came through the door. ‘Yes? What is it?’
Rebus realised he was being watched through a spy-hole. He stepped back up on to the doorstep, so she could get a close look. ‘Mrs Slocum?’ Holding his warrant card up in front of him. ‘CID, madam.’
The door was flung open. A small, slender woman stood there, black cusps beneath her eyes, her hair short and dark and untidy.
‘Oh my God,’ she said, ‘what’s happened?’ Her accent was American.
‘Nothing, madam.’ Relief washed over her face. ‘Why should there be?’
‘Ryan,’ she said, sniffing back tears. ‘I don’t know where he is.’ She sought a handkerchief, realised the box was back in the living room, and told Rebus he’d better come in. He followed her into the large, well-furnished room, and while she was pulling out paper hankies took the opportunity to open the curtains a little. If a blue BMW turned up, he wanted to know about it.
‘Working late maybe?’ he said, already knowing the answer.
‘I tried his office.’
‘Yes, but he’s a sales manager, could he be entertaining a client?’
‘He always phones, he’s very dutiful that way.’
Dutiful: odd choice of word. The room looked the sort that got cleaned before it was ever dirty; Una Slocum looked like the cleaner. Her hands twitched with the bundle of tissues, her whole face drawn with tension.
‘Try to calm down, Mrs Slocum. Is there anything you could take?’ He’d bet she had a doctor’s prescription somewhere in the house.
‘In the bathroom, but I don’t want any. They make me dopey.’
Towards the far end of the room, a large mahogany dining table and six straight-backed chairs sat in front of a trio of wall units. China dolls behind glass, bathed by recessed lighting. Some silverware. No family photographs . . .
‘Maybe a friend who could . . .?’
Una Slocum sat down, got up again, remembering she had a guest. ‘Some tea, Mr . . .?’
‘Rebus, Inspector Rebus. Tea would be great.’
Give her something to do, keep her mind busy. The kitchen was only slightly smaller than the living room. Rebus peered out into the back garden. It looked enclosed, no easy way for Ryan Slocum to sneak up on the house. Rebus’s ears were primed for car noises . . .
‘He’s gone,’ she said, stopping suddenly in the middle of the floor with the kettle in one hand, teapot in the other.
‘What makes you say that, Mrs Slocum?’
‘A suitcase, some clothes . . . they’re gone.’
‘Business, maybe? Something at the last minute?’
She shook her head. ‘He’d have left a note or something, a message on the machine.’
‘You’ve checked?’
She nodded. ‘I was in Aberdeen all day, shopping, walking around. When I got back, the house felt different somehow, emptier. I think I knew right off.’
‘Has he said anything about leaving?’
‘No.’ The ghost of a smile. ‘But a wife gets to know, Inspector. Another woman.’
‘A woman?’
Una Slocum nodded. ‘Isn’t it always? He’s been so . . . I don’t know, just different lately. Short-tempered, distracted . . . spending time away from home when I knew he’d no business meetings.’ She was still nodding, confirming it to herself. ‘He’s gone.’
‘And you’ve no idea where he could be?’
She shook her head. ‘Wherever she is, that’s all.’
Rebus walked back through to the living room, checked the window: no BMW. A hand touched his arm, and he spun. It was Una Slocum.
‘Jesus,’ he said. ‘I nearly died.’
‘Ryan always complains I never make any noise. It’s the carpet.’
Half-inch Wilton, yards of it.
‘Have you any children, Mrs Slocum?’
She shook her head. ‘I think Ryan would have liked a son. Maybe that was the problem . . .’
‘How long have you been married?’
‘A long time, fifteen years, nearer sixteen.’
‘Where did you meet?’
She smiled, drifting back. ‘Galveston, Texas. Ryan was an engineer, I was a secretary in the same company. He’d emigrated from Scotland some time before. I could tell he missed home, I always knew we’d end up coming back.’
‘How long have you been here?’
‘Four and a half years.’ And no killings during that time, so maybe Bible John had come out of retirement for this one job . . . ‘Of course,’ Una Slocum said, ‘we go back now and then to see my folks. They’re in Miami. And Ryan goes over three or four times a year on business.’
Business. Rebus added a rider to his previous thought: or maybe not.
‘Is he a churchgoer, Mrs Slocum?’
She stared at him. ‘He was when we met. It tailed off, but he’s been attending again.’
Rebus nodded. ‘Any chance I could look around? He may have left a clue where he was headed.’
‘Well . . . I suppose that would be all right.’ The kettle came to the boil and clicked off. ‘I’ll make the tea.’ She turned to go, paused, turned back. ‘Inspector, what are you doing here?’
Rebus smiled. ‘A routine inquiry, Mrs Slocum, to do with your husband’s work.’
She nodded as though this explained everything, then walked silently back to the kitchen.
‘Ryan’s study’s to the left,’ she called. So Rebus started there.
It was a small room, made smaller by the furniture and bookshelves. There were dozens of books about the Second World War, a whole wall covered with them. Papers were laid out neatly on the desk – stuff from Slocum’s work. In the drawers were more work files, plus others for tax, house and life insurance, pension. A life put into compartments. There was a small radio, and Rebus turned it on. Radio Three. He turned it off again, just as Una Slocum put her head round the door.
‘Tea’s in the living room.’
‘Thank you.’
‘Oh, another thing, he’s taken his computer.’
‘Computer?’
‘You know, a laptop. He used it a lot. He kept this door locked while he worked, but I could hear the clatter of keys.’
There was a key on the inside of the door. When she’d gone, Rebus closed the door and locked himself in, then turned and tried to imagine this as the den of a murderer. He couldn’t. It was a workspace, nothing more. No trophies, and no place to hide them. No bag filled with souvenirs, like Johnny Bible had collected. And no shrine, no scrapbooks of horror. No indication at all that this person lived a double life . . .
Rebus unlocked the door, went through to the living room, checked the window again.
‘Find anything?’ Una Slocum was pouring tea into fine china cups. A Battenberg cake had been sliced on a matching plate.
‘No,’ Rebus admitted. He took a cup and a slice of cake from her. ‘Thank you.’ Then retreated to the window again.
‘When your husband’s a salesman,’ she went on, ‘you get used to seeing him irregularly, to having to attend boring parties and gatherings, to being hostess at dinner parties where the guests are not ones you’d have chosen for yourself.’
‘Can’t be easy,’ Rebus agreed.
‘But I never complained. Maybe Ryan would have paid me more attention if I had.’ She looked at him. ‘You’re sure he’s not in trouble?’
Rebus put on his most sincere face. ‘I’m positive, Mrs Slocum.’
‘I suffer from nerves, you know. I’ve tried everything – pills, potions, hypnosis . . . But if something’s in you, there’s not much they can do, is there? I mean, if it’s there from the time you’re born, a little ticking time bomb . . .’ She looked around. ‘Maybe it’s this house, so new and all, nothing for me to do.’
Aldous Zane had predicted a house like this, a modern house . . .
‘Mrs Slocum,’ Rebus said, eyes on the window, ‘this might sound like a daft request, and I’ve no way to explain it, but do you think I could take a look at your attic?’
A chain on the first-floor landing. You tugged at it and the trapdoor opened, the wooden steps sliding down to meet you.
‘Clever,’ Rebus said. He began to climb, Una Slocum staying on the landing.
‘The light switch is just to your right when you get up,’ she called.
Rebus poked his head into space, half-expecting a shovel to come crashing down on it, and fumbled for the switch. A single bare bulb illuminated the floored attic.
‘We talked about converting it,’ Una Slocum called. ‘But why bother? The house is too big for us as it is.’
The attic was a few degrees cooler than the rest of the house, testament to modern insulation. Rebus looked around, not sure what he might find. What had Zane said? Flags: the Stars and Stripes and a swastika. Slocum had lived in the US, and seemed fascinated by the Third Reich. But Zane had also seen a trunk in the attic of a large, modern house. Well, Rebus couldn’t see anything like that. Packing cases, boxes of Christmas decorations, a couple of broken chairs, a spare door, a couple of hollow-sounding suitcases . . .
‘I haven’t been up here since last Christmas,’ Una Slocum said. Rebus helped her up the last couple of steps.
‘It’s big,’ Rebus said. ‘I can see why you thought of converting it.’
‘Planning permission would have been the problem. All the houses here are supposed to stay the same. You spend a fortune on a place, then you aren’t allowed to do anything with it.’ She lifted a folded piece of red cloth from one of the suitcases, brushed dust from it. It looked like a tablecloth, maybe a curtain. But when she shook it, it unfurled into a large flag, black on a white circle with red border. A swastika. She saw the shock on Rebus’s face.
‘He used to collect this sort of stuff.’ She looked around, her face creasing into a frown. ‘That’s odd.’
Rebus swallowed. ‘What?’
‘The trunk’s gone.’ She pointed to a space on the floor. ‘Ryan must have moved it.’ She looked around, but it obviously wasn’t anywhere in the attic.
‘Trunk?’
‘A big old thing, he’s had it for ever. Why would he move it? Come to that, how would he move it?’
‘What do you mean?’
‘It was heavy. He kept it locked, said it was full of old stuff, mementoes of his life before we met. He promised he’d show me some day . . . Do you think he took it with him?’
Rebus swallowed again. ‘A possibility,’ he said, making for the stairs. Johnny Bible had a holdall, but Bible John needed a whole trunk. Rebus began to feel queasy.
‘There’s more tea in the pot,’ Mrs Slocum said as they went back down to the living room.
‘Thanks, but I really must be going.’ He saw her try to hide a look of disappointment. It was a cruel life when the only company you had was a policeman chasing your husband.
‘I’m sorry,’ he said, ‘about Ryan.’ Then he glanced out of the window one last time.
And there was a blue BMW parked by the kerb.
Rebus’s heart kicked at his chest. He couldn’t see anyone in the car, no one moving towards the house . . .
Then the doorbell rang.
‘Ryan?’ Mrs Slocum was making for the door. Rebus caught her and pulled her back. She squealed.
He put a finger to his lips, motioned for her to stay where she was. His gorge was rising, as if he might bring up the curry from earlier. His whole body felt electric. The bell went again. Rebus took a deep breath, ran to the door and hauled it open.
A young man stood there, denim jacket and jeans, spiky gelled hair, acne. He was holding out a set of car keys.
‘Where did you get it?’ Rebus roared. The youth took a step back, stumbled off the step. ‘Where did you get the car?’ Rebus was out of the door now and looming over him.
‘Work,’ the youth said. ‘P-part of the s-service.’
‘What is?’
‘Returning your c-car. From the airport.’ Rebus stared at him, demanding more. ‘We do valet cleaning, all that. And if you drop your car off and want it taking back to your house, we do that, too. Sinclair Car Rentals . . . you can check!’
Rebus held out a hand, pulled the youth to his feet.
‘I was only going to ask if you wanted it put away,’ the youth said, ashen-faced.
‘Leave it where it is.’ Rebus tried to control his trembling. Another car had drawn up, a horn sounded.
‘My lift,’ the youth explained, the terror still not completely gone from his face.
‘Where was Mr Slocum headed?’
‘Who?’
‘The car’s owner.’
The youth shrugged. ‘How should I know?’ He put the keys in Rebus’s hand, headed back down the drive. ‘We’re not the gestapo,’ his parting shot.
Rebus handed the keys to Mrs Slocum, who was staring at him like she had questions, like she wanted to start again from the beginning. Rebus shook his head, marched off. She looked at the keys in her hand.
‘What am I going to do with two cars?’
But Rebus was gone.
He told his story to Grogan.
The Chief Inspector was almost sober – and very ready to go home. He’d already been talked to by the Crime Squad. They’d said they’d have more questions for him tomorrow, all to do with Ludovic Lumsden. Grogan listened with growing impatience, then asked what evidence there was. Rebus shrugged. They could place Slocum’s car near the scene of the murder, and at a curious hour of the morning. But they couldn’t do more than that. Maybe forensics would throw up some connection, but they both guessed Bible John was too smart to allow that to happen. Then there was the story outlined in Lawson Geddes’ letter – a dead man’s tale – and the photo from Borneo. But that meant nothing without a confession from Ryan Slocum that he’d once been Ray Sloane, had lived in Glasgow in the late sixties and had been – and still was – Bible John.
But Ryan Slocum had disappeared.
They contacted Dyce Airport, but there was no record of his having taken a plane out of there, and no taxi or car rental company would admit seeing him. Had he already left the country? What had he done with the trunk? Was he lying low in some hotel nearby, waiting for the fuss to die?
Grogan said they’d make enquiries, put out an alert to ports and airports. He didn’t see what else they could do. They’d send someone out to talk with Mrs Slocum, maybe go through the house with a fine-toothed comb . . . Tomorrow maybe, or the day after. Grogan didn’t sound too enthusiastic. He’d found his serial killer for today, and had little inclination to go chasing ghosts.
Rebus found Jack in the canteen, drinking tea and eating chips and beans.
‘Where did you get to?’
Rebus sat down beside him. ‘Thought maybe I was cramping your style.’
Jack shook his head. ‘Tell you what though, I nearly asked her back to that hotel.’
‘Why didn’t you?’
Jack shrugged. ‘She told me she could never trust a man who didn’t drink. Do you feel like heading back?’
‘Why not?’
‘John, where did you get to?’
‘I’ll tell you on the way back. It might help keep you awake . . .’
Next morning, after a few hours’ sleep on the chair, Rebus telephoned Brian Holmes. He wanted to know how he was doing, and whether Ancram’s threats had evaporated in the light of Lawson Geddes’ letter. The call was answered quickly.
‘Hello?’ A woman’s voice: Nell’s. Softly, Rebus put the receiver down. So she was back. Did that mean she’d come to terms with Brian’s work? Or had he promised to give it up? Rebus was sure to find out later.
Jack wandered through. He reckoned his job of ‘minder’ was finished, but had stayed the night anyway – too tired to contemplate the miles home to Falkirk.
‘Thank God it’s the weekend,’ he said, rubbing both hands through his hair. ‘Any plans?’
‘I thought I might nip down to Fettes, see what the score is with Ancram.’
‘Good idea, I’ll come with you.’
‘You don’t need to.’
‘But I want to.’
They took Rebus’s car for a change. But when they got to Fettes, Ancram’s office was bare, no sign of it ever having been occupied. Rebus telephoned Govan, and was put through.
‘Is that it finished?’ he asked.
‘I’ll write up my report,’ Ancram said. ‘No doubt your boss will want to discuss it with you.’
‘What about Brian Holmes?’
‘It’ll all be in the report.’
Rebus waited. ‘All of it?’
‘Tell me something, Rebus, are you clever or just spawny?’
‘Is there a difference?’
‘You’ve really mucked things up. If we’d gone ahead against Uncle Joe, we could have had the mole.’
‘You’ll have Uncle Joe instead.’ Ancram grunted a response. ‘You know who the mole is?’
‘I have a hunch. Lennox, you met him that day in The Lobby.’ DS Andy Lennox: freckles and ginger curls. ‘Thing is, I’ve no hard evidence.’
Same old problem. In law, knowing was not enough. Scots law was stricter still: there must needs be corroboration.
‘Maybe next time, eh?’ Rebus offered, putting down the phone.
They drove back to the flat so Jack could pick up his car, but then he had to climb the stairs with Rebus, having forgotten some of his kit.
‘Are you ever going to leave me alone?’ Rebus asked.
Jack laughed. ‘Starting any minute.’
‘Well, while you’re here you can help me shift the stuff back into the living room.’
It didn’t take long. The last thing Rebus did was hook the fishing-boat back on the wall.
‘So what now?’ Jack asked.
‘I suppose I could see about getting this tooth fixed. And I said I’d meet up with Gill.’
‘Business or pleasure?’
‘Strictly off-duty.’
‘A fiver says you end up talking shop.’
Rebus smiled. ‘Five says you’re on. What about you?’
‘Ach, I thought while I’m in town I might check out the local AA, see if there’s a meeting. It’s been too long.’ Rebus nodded. ‘Want to tag along?’
Rebus looked up, nodded. ‘Why not?’ he said.
‘The other thing we could do is keep on with the decorating.’
Rebus wrinkled his nose. ‘The mood’s passed.’
‘You’re not going to sell?’ Rebus shook his head. ‘No cottage by the sea?’
‘I think I’ll settle for where I am, Jack. It seems to suit me.’
‘And where’s that exactly?’
Rebus considered his answer. ‘Somewhere north of hell.’
He got back from his Sunday walk with Gill Templer and stuck a fiver in an envelope, addressed it to Jack Morton. Gill and he had talked about the Toals and the Americans, about how they’d go down on the strength of the tape. Rebus’s word might not be enough to convict Hayden Fletcher of conspiracy to murder, but he’d have a damned good go. Fletcher was being brought south for questioning. Rebus had a busy week ahead. His telephone rang as he was tidying the living room.
‘John?’ the voice said. ‘It’s Brian.’
‘Everything all right?’
‘Fine.’ But Brian’s voice was hollow. ‘I just thought I’d . . . the thing is . . . I’m putting in my papers.’ A pause. ‘Isn’t that what they say?’
‘Jesus, Brian . . .’
‘Thing is, I’ve tried to learn from you, but I’m not sure you were the right choice. A bit too intense maybe, eh? See, whatever it is you’ve got, John, I just don’t have it.’ A longer pause. ‘And I’m not sure I even want it, to be honest.’
‘You don’t have to be like me to be a good copper, Brian. Some would say you should strive to be what I’m not.’
‘Well . . . I’ve tried both sides of the fence, hell, I’ve even tried sitting on the fence. No good, any of it.’
‘I’m sorry, Brian.’
‘Catch you later, eh?’
‘Sure thing, son. Take care.’
He sat down in his chair, stared out of the window. A bright summer’s afternoon, a good time to go for a walk through the Meadows. Only Rebus had just come back from a walk. Did he really want another? His phone rang again and he let the machine take it. He waited for a message, but all he could hear was static crackle, background hiss. There was someone there; they hadn’t broken the connection. But they weren’t about to leave a message. Rebus placed a hand on the receiver, paused, then lifted it.
‘Hello?’
He heard the other receiver being dropped into its cradle, then the hum of the open line. He stood for a moment, then replaced the receiver and walked into the kitchen, pulled open the cupboard and lifted out the newspapers and cuttings. Dumped the whole lot of them into the bin. Grabbed his jacket and took that walk.
The genesis of this book was a story I heard very early in 1995, and I worked on the book all through that year, finishing a satisfactory draft just before Christmas. Then on Sunday January 29 1996, just as my editor was settling down to read the manuscript, the Sunday Times ran a story headlined ‘Bible John “living quietly in Glasgow’”, based on information contained in a book to be published by Main-stream in April. The book was Power in the Blood by Donald Simpson. Simpson claimed that he had met a man and befriended him, and that eventually this man had confessed to being Bible John. Simpson also claimed that the man had tried to kill him at one point, and that there was evidence the killer had struck outside Glasgow. Indeed, there remain many unsolved west-coast murders, plus two unsolveds from Dundee in 1979 and 1980 – both victims were found stripped and strangled.
It may be coincidence, of course, but the same day’s Scotland on Sunday broke the story that Strathclyde Police had new evidence in the ongoing Bible John investigation. Recent developments in DNA analysis had given them a genetic fingerprint from a trace of semen left on the third victim’s tights, and police had been asking as many of the original suspects as they could find to come forward to have a blood sample taken and analysed. One such suspect, John Irvine McInnes, had committed suicide in 1980, so a member of his family had given a blood sample instead. This seems to have proved a close enough match to warrant exhuming McInnes’ body so as to carry out further tests. In early February, the body was exhumed (along with that of McInnes’ mother, whose coffin had been placed atop her son’s). For those interested in the case, the long wait began.
As I write (June 1996), the wait is still going on. But the feeling now is that police and their scientists will fail – indeed, already have failed – to find incontrovertible proof. For some, the seed has been sown anyway – John Irvine McInnes will remain the chief suspect in their minds – and it is true that his personal history, compared alongside the psychological profile of Bible John compiled at the time, makes for fascinating reading.
But there is real doubt, too – some of it also based on offender profiling. Would a serial killer simply cease to kill, then wait eleven years to commit suicide? One newspaper posits that Bible John ‘got a fright’ because of the investigation, and this stopped him killing again, but according to at least one expert in the field, this simply fails to fit the recognised pattern. Then there’s the eye-witness, in whom chief investigator Joe Beattie had so much faith. Irvine McInnes took part in an identity parade a matter of days after the third murder. Helen Puttock’s sister failed to pick him out. She had shared a taxi with the killer, had watched her sister dance with him, had spent hours in and out of his company. In 1996, faced with photos of John Irvine McInnes, she says the same thing – the man who killed her sister did not have McInnes’ prominent ears.
There are other questions – would the killer have given his real first name? Would the stories he told the two sisters during the taxi ride be true or false? Would he have gone ahead and killed his third victim, knowing he was leaving a witness behind? There are many out there, including police officers and numbering people like myself, who would refuse to be convinced even by a DNA match. For us, he’s still out there, and – as the Robert Black and Frederick West cases have shown – by no means alone.
Thanks to: Chris Thomson, for permission to quote from one of his songs; Dr Jonathan Wills for his views on Shetland life and the oil industry; Don and Susan Nichol, for serendipitous help with the research; the Energy Division of the Scottish Office Industry Department; Keith Webster, Senior Public Affairs Officer, Conoco UK; Richard Grant, Senior Public Affairs Officer, BP Exploration; Andy Mitchell, Public Affairs Advisor, Amerada Hess; Mobil North Sea; Bill Kirton, for his offshore safety expertise; Andrew O’Hagan, author of The Missing; Jerry Sykes, who found the book for me; Mike Ripley, for the video material; the inebriated oil-worker Lindsey Davis and I met on a train south of Aberdeen; Colin Baxter, Trading Standards Officer extraordinaire; my researchers Linda and Iain; staff of the Caledonian Thistle Hotel, Aberdeen; Grampian Regional Council; Ronnie Mackintosh; Ian Docherty; Patrick Stoddart; and Eva Schegulla for the e-mail. Grateful thanks as ever to the staffs of the National Library of Scotland (especially the South Reading Room) and Edinburgh Central Library. I’d also like to thank the many friends and authors who got in touch when the Bible John case hit the headlines again early in 1996, either to commiserate or to offer suggestions for tweaks to the plot. My editor, Caroline Oakley, had faith throughout, and referred me to the James Ellroy quote at the start of my own book . . . Finally, a special thank you to Lorna Hepburn, who told me a story in the first place . . .
Any ‘implags’ will be from the following: Fool’s Gold by Christopher Harvie; A Place in the Sun by Jonathan Wills; Innocent Passage: The Wreck of the Tanker Braer by Jonathan Wills and Karen Warner; Blood on the Thistle by Douglas Skelton; Bible John: Search for a Sadist by Patrick Stoddart; The Missing by Andrew O’Hagan.
Major Weir’s quote – ‘creatures tamed by cruelty’ – is actually the title of Ron Butlin’s first poetry collection.
Discussion points for Black & Blue
Ian Rankin feels that Black & Blue is the book that all the previous Rebus novels had been leading to. Would you agree?
DS Brian Holmes makes a return – how innocent is he, and does Rebus believe him?
Black & Blue abounds with personal vendettas. Do they have parallels and patterns between them? How does Ian Rankin employ them in the structure of the story?
Rebus is himself being hunted by the journalists; do they make him feel guilty? Does he realise that what’s happening to him is not dissimilar to how he tracks down criminals?
DS Siobhan Clarke is now more confident, even telling jokes. In what other ways does this more mature attitude manifest itself?
For much of the story, Bible John is more effective at hunting Johnny Bible than the police are. Why is this?
How does Ian Rankin use the oil industry to examine Scotland’s industrial development? What does oil mean to Scotland, and to Black & Blue?
What does Rebus think about the idea of the ‘frontier police’ who keep order on the oil platforms?
How does Ian Rankin show Aberdeen to be a different type of city from Edinburgh?
Ian Rankin claims that because of frustrations in his own personal life, in Black & Blue he used Rebus as his personal ‘punchbag’. Is this apparent?
Considering the difficulties he has sustaining loving relationships with women, Rebus goes on to acknowledge that the problem lies somewhere within himself: ‘Rape was all about power; killing too, In Its way. And wasn’t power the ultimate male fantasy? And didn’t he sometimes dream of it too?’ How revealing are these comments?
Consider the ways in which Ian Rankin might use the weather as a metaphor for what is happening in the story.
Where does Rebus stand on the assertion that oil and politics cannot be separated?
What is the message that Rebus receives on the streets of Aberdeen?
Bible John makes a huge mistake and gives Rebus his business card. Should Rebus berate himself for not realising earlier the clue he’d been gifted?
Is Bible John more concerned by physical strength or attitude? Why might that be?
What is Rebus thinking when he finds himself crying? What do the people he’s identifying with say about him as a person?
What are daughter Sammy’s motives for working with ex-cons?
For Miranda
Contents
‘If all time is eternally present
All time is unredeemable.’
T.S. Eliot, ‘Burnt Norton’
‘I went to Scotland and found nothing
there that looks like Scotland’
Arthur Freed, Producer Brigadoon
Having lived in France for six years, in the autumn of 1996 I moved back to Edinburgh with my family. I had left Scotland ten years previously, newly married and fresh from university. I was returning with two children and a full-time career as a novelist. Okay, so I wasn’t earning enough for the mortgage on a three-bedroom flat, but some of the uncertainties of the past had gone. I felt like a proper, grown-up writer, able to take on big moral themes under the guise of writing whodunits. Academe and literary circles might not take the form seriously, but I knew that the crime novel could say as much about human nature and the state of the world as any other branch of writerly endeavour. My next project was already well under way as we unpacked and started coming to terms with driving on the left (in our French-registered Peugeot). The genesis of this project had been a day-trip I’d made to a place called Oradour – a town which had, quite literally, died.
All the six years I’d spent in France, I’d heard of this place, knew it was just over an hour’s drive away from our home in north-east Dordogne. Friends’ children went there on school trips, but I’d never made the effort. Then I remembered London. We’d lived there for four years before making the move to France. After we’d left, I’d thought with regret of all the things I hadn’t done, places I hadn’t bothered to visit. So, towards the end of our time in France, I took the drive north to Oradour.
And was stunned.
The town has been kept as a shrine to its victims. No one knows how many died there, the day the 3rd Company of the SS ‘Der Führer’ Regiment marched in and started rounding people up. Not far short of a thousand, the histories say. Corpses were set alight, or dropped down wells. Men, women, children: almost no one escaped the slaughter. During my time there, peering through windows into kitchens and living rooms, passing burned-out cars and the rusty carcass of the local tram, the overcast sky gave way to steady rain. I sought shelter in the church, but its roof was missing – torched by the Nazis. I got in close to one of its walls, and realised there were bullet-holes in the plaster all around me. This was where the women had been brought, a machine-gun pointed at them. So I headed for the small museum instead, with its displays of everyday objects: hairbrushes, pairs of spectacles . . . mementoes of the dead.
But what really affected me about Oradour was the fact that the man responsible – the general who’d given the order for the massacre – had been captured by the Allies, but was then sent back to Germany to live out the rest of his days in industry and comfort. What sort of justice was that? There would be reasons for it, of course: probably to do with politics, with diplomacy, with secret deals and information traded. There were usually reasons for these things. I started doing some research, and along the way learned of a network called the Rat-Line (which you’ll read about in this book). I also became intrigued that the lessons of the past had not been learned. Atrocities were a daily occurrence in ex-Yugoslavia at this time. The West knew the identities of the men responsible, the men in charge – they were on our TV screens nightly, going about their butchers’ business. Yet little or nothing was being done to stop them.
This sense of history repeating would form the basis for The Hanging Garden. Most of the book was written in France, but when I arrived in Edinburgh I knew I needed to do some final research on war criminals and how we have dealt with them in the past. So I went to the National Library on Edinburgh’s George IV Bridge – a place I’d haunted as a student, back when I’d been writing my first two novels – and did a search.
And found something.
Having decided, months before, that I wanted to write about Oradour, I’d scratched my head for a while. The sticking point was: how could I do so from the point of view of Detective Inspector John Rebus? The answer came eventually: I would have Rebus investigate an alleged Nazi war criminal who has been living quietly in Edinburgh for forty years or more. In this way, I could question the validity of prosecuting old men for their crimes of half a century before.
Perfect, I thought.
But that day in the National Library, I found information on an alleged war criminal . . . a real one . . . living quietly in Edinburgh. A TV documentary had been made about him, and he’d taken legal action against the producers. And though he hadn’t been successful, I knew I would have to be careful that he couldn’t see himself in my portrait of a suspected monster . . .
The book went on to win the Cognac Prix du Roman Policier – not bad, considering I hadn’t managed to find a French publisher during my long sojourn in that country! It also sneaked on to the margins of the bestseller lists in the UK, and was the third biggest-selling title in Scotland in 1999 (after two of the Harry Potter instalments). Having managed critical success with Black & Blue, I was now beginning to see some sales success, too. The mortgage on that three-bedroom flat couldn’t be too far away . . .
Having borrowed from a song by The Cure for the title of The Hanging Garden, I decided I wanted to preface each section of my book with a couple of lines from the song. I had no idea how to go about seeking permission, so turned to the band’s fan club for help. Eventually, I received a phone call from someone on the management side. They had, they told me, talked it over with Robert – meaning Robert Smith, the band’s lyricist. Robert said it would be okay, but of course there would be a fee. I sucked in some air and asked how much.
‘A few signed copies when the book comes out.’
I laughed – from relief, but also because it showed what a gentleman Mr Smith was – and was quick to accept. Only later did it dawn on me that I had no address to send the books to, and no record of the name of the person who’d phoned me. So if anyone out there knows Robert Smith, tell him to get in touch. There’s a first edition waiting here with his name on. I’d like him to see the book some time, if only for the smile it might raise when he finds out what I’ve done with other songs of his – most notably ‘Fascination Street’ and ‘Mr Pink Eyes’ . . .
Now read on . . .
May 2005
They were arguing in the living-room.
‘Look, if your bloody job’s so precious . . .’
‘What do you want from me?’
‘You know bloody well!’
‘I’m working my arse off for the three of us!’
‘Don’t give me that crap.’
And then they saw her. She was holding her teddy bear, Pa Broon, by one well-chewed ear. She was peering round the doorway, thumb in her mouth. They turned to her.
‘What is it, sweetie?’
‘I had a bad dream.’
‘Come here.’ The mother crouched down, opening her arms. But the girl ran to her father, wrapped herself around his legs.
‘Come on, pet, I’ll take you back to bed.’
He tucked her in, started to read her a story.
‘Daddy,’ she said, ‘what if I fall asleep and don’t wake up? Like Snow White or Sleeping Beauty?’
‘Nobody sleeps forever, Sammy. All it takes to wake them up is a kiss. There’s nothing the witches and evil queens can do about that.’
He kissed her forehead.
‘Dead people don’t wake up,’ she said, hugging Pa Broon. ‘Not even when you kiss them.’
John Rebus kissed his daughter.
‘Sure you don’t want a lift?’
Samantha shook her head. ‘I need to walk off that pizza.’
Rebus put his hands in his pockets, felt folded banknotes beneath his handkerchief. He thought of offering her some money – wasn’t that what fathers did? – but she’d only laugh. She was twenty-four and independent; didn’t need the gesture and certainly wouldn’t take the money. She’d even tried to pay for the pizza, arguing that she’d eaten half while he’d chewed on a single slice. The remains were in a box under her arm.
‘Bye, Dad.’ She pecked him on the cheek.
‘Next week?’
‘I’ll phone you. Maybe the three of us . . .?’ By which she meant Ned Farlowe, her boyfriend. She was walking backwards as she spoke. One final wave, and she turned away from him, head moving as she checked the evening traffic, crossing the road without looking back. But on the opposite pavement she half-turned, saw him watching her, waved her hand in acknowledgement. A young man almost collided with her. He was staring at the pavement, the thin black cord from a pair of earphones dribbling down his neck. Turn round and look at her, Rebus commanded. Isn’t she incredible? But the youth kept shuffling along the pavement, oblivious to her world.
And then she’d turned a corner and was gone. Rebus could only imagine her now: making sure the pizza box was secure beneath her left arm; walking with eyes fixed firmly ahead of her; rubbing a thumb behind her right ear, which she’d recently had pierced for the third time. He knew that her nose would twitch when she thought of something funny. He knew that if she wanted to concentrate, she might tuck the corner of one jacket-lapel into her mouth. He knew that she wore a bracelet of braided leather, three silver rings, a cheap watch with black plastic strap and indigo face. He knew that the brown of her hair was its natural colour. He knew she was headed for a Guy Fawkes party, but didn’t intend staying long.
He didn’t know nearly enough about her, which was why he’d wanted them to meet for dinner. It had been a tortuous process: dates rejigged, last-minute cancellations. Sometimes it was her fault, more often his. Even tonight he should have been elsewhere. He ran his hands down the front of his jacket, feeling the bulge in his inside breast pocket, his own little time-bomb. Checking his watch, he saw it was nearly nine o’clock. He could drive or he could walk – he wasn’t going far.
He decided to drive.
Edinburgh on firework night, leaves blown into thick lines down the pavement. One morning soon he would find himself scraping frost from his car windscreen, feeling the cold like jabs to his kidneys. The south side of the city seemed to get the first frost earlier than the north. Rebus, of course, lived and worked on the south side. After a stint in Craigmillar, he was back at St Leonard’s. He could make for there now – he was still on shift after all – but he had other plans. He passed three pubs on his way to his car. Chat at the bar, cigarettes and laughter, a fug of heat and alcohol: he knew these things better than he knew his own daughter. Two out of the three bars boasted ‘doormen’. They didn’t seem to be called bouncers these days. They were doormen or front-of-house managers, big guys with short hair and shorter fuses. One of them wore a kilt. His face was all scar tissue and scowl, the scalp shaved to abrasion. Rebus thought his name was Wattie or Wallie. He belonged to Telford. Maybe they all did. Graffiti on the wall further along: Won’t Anyone Help? Three words spreading across the city.
Rebus parked around the corner from Flint Street and started walking. The street was in darkness at ground level, except for a café and amusement arcade. There was one lamppost, its bulb dead. The council had been asked by police not to replace it in a hurry – the surveillance needed all the help it could get. A few lights were shining in the tenement flats. There were three cars parked kerbside, but only one of them with people in it. Rebus opened the back door and got in.
A man sat in the driver’s seat, a woman next to him. They looked cold and bored. The woman was Detective Constable Siobhan Clarke, who had worked with Rebus at St Leonard’s until a recent posting to the Scottish Crime Squad. The man, a Detective Sergeant called Claverhouse, was a Crime Squad regular. They were part of a team keeping twenty-four-hour tabs on Tommy Telford and all his deeds. Their slumped shoulders and pale faces bespoke not only tedium but the sure knowledge that surveillance was futile.
It was futile because Telford owned the street. Nobody parked here without him knowing who and why. The other two cars parked just now were Range Rovers belonging to Telford’s gang. Anything but a Range Rover stuck out. The Crime Squad had a specially adapted van which they usually used for surveillance, but that wouldn’t work in Flint Street. Any van parked here for longer than five minutes received close and personal attention from a couple of Telford’s men. They were trained to be courteous and menacing at the same time.
‘Undercover bloody surveillance,’ Claverhouse growled. ‘Only we’re not undercover and there’s nothing to survey.’ He tore at a Snickers wrapper with his teeth and offered the first bite to Siobhan Clarke, who shook her head.
‘Shame about those flats,’ she said, peering up through the windscreen. ‘They’d be perfect.’
‘Except Telford owns them all,’ Claverhouse said through a mouthful of chocolate.
‘Are they all occupied?’ Rebus asked. He’d been in the car a minute and already his toes were cold.
‘Some of them are empty,’ Clarke said. ‘Telford uses them for storage.’
‘But every bugger in and out of the main door gets spotted,’ Claverhouse added. ‘We’ve had meter readers and plumbers try to wangle their way in.’
‘Who was acting the plumber?’ Rebus asked.
‘Ormiston. Why?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘Just need someone to fix a tap in my bathroom.’
Claverhouse smiled. He was tall and skinny, with huge dark bags under his eyes and thinning fair hair. Slow-moving and slow-talking, people often underestimated him. Those who did sometimes discovered that his nickname of ‘Bloody’ Claverhouse was merited.
Clarke checked her watch. ‘Ninety minutes till the changeover.’
‘You could do with the heating on,’ Rebus offered. Claverhouse turned in his seat.
‘That’s what I keep telling her, but she won’t have it.’
‘Why not?’ He caught Clarke’s eyes in the rearview. She was smiling.
‘Because,’ Claverhouse said, ‘it means running the engine, and running the engine when we’re not going anywhere is wasteful. Global warming or something.’
‘It’s true,’ Clarke said.
Rebus winked at her reflection. It looked like she’d been accepted by Claverhouse, which meant acceptance by the whole team at Fettes. Rebus, the perennial outsider, envied her the ability to conform.
‘Bloody useless anyway,’ Claverhouse continued. ‘The bugger knows we’re here. The van was blown after twenty minutes, the plumber routine didn’t even get Ormiston over the threshhold, and now here we are, the only sods on the whole street. We couldn’t blend in less if we were doing panto.’
‘Visible presence as a deterrent,’ Rebus said.
‘Aye, right, a few more nights of this and I’m sure Tommy’ll be back on the straight and narrow.’ Claverhouse shifted in his seat, trying to get comfortable. ‘Any word of Candice?’
Sammy had asked her father the same thing. Rebus shook his head.
‘You still think Tarawicz snatched her? No chance she did a runner?’
Rebus snorted.
‘Just because you want it to be them doesn’t mean it was. My advice: leave it to us. Forget about her. You’ve got that Adolf thing to keep you busy.’
‘Don’t remind me.’
‘Did you ever track down Colquhoun?’
‘Sudden holiday. His office got a doctor’s line.’
‘I think we did for him.’
Rebus realised one of his hands was caressing his breast pocket. ‘So is Telford in the café or what?’
‘Went in about an hour ago,’ Clarke said. ‘There’s a room at the back, he uses that. He seems to like the arcade, too. Those games where you sit on a motorbike and do the circuit.’
‘We need someone on the inside,’ Claverhouse said. ‘Either that or wire the place.’
‘We couldn’t even get a plumber in there,’ Rebus said. ‘You think someone with a fistful of radio mikes is going to fare any better?’
‘Couldn’t do any worse.’ Claverhouse switched on the radio, seeking music.
‘Please,’ Clarke pleaded, ‘no country and western.’
Rebus stared out at the café. It was well-lit with a net curtain covering the bottom half of its window. On the top half was written ‘Big Bites For Small Change’. There was a menu taped to the window, and a sandwich board on the pavement outside, which gave the café’s hours as 6.30 a.m. – 8.30 p.m. The place should have been closed for an hour.
‘How are his licences?’
‘He has lawyers,’ Clarke said.
‘First thing we tried,’ Claverhouse added. ‘He’s applied for a late-night extension. I can’t see the neighbours complaining.’
‘Well,’ Rebus said, ‘much as I’d love to sit around here chatting . . .’
‘End of liaison?’ Clarke asked. She was keeping her humour, but Rebus could see she was tired. Disrupted sleep pattern, body chill, plus the boredom of a surveillance you know is going nowhere. It was never easy partnering Claverhouse: no great fund of stories, just constant reminding that they had to do everything ‘the right way’, meaning by the book.
‘Do us a favour,’ Claverhouse said.
‘What?’
‘There’s a chippy across from the Odeon.’
‘What do you want?’
‘Just a poke of chips.’
‘Siobhan?’
‘Irn-Bru.’
‘Oh, and John?’ Claverhouse added as Rebus stepped out of the car. ‘Ask them for a hot-water bottle while you’re at it.’
A car turned into the street, speeding up then screeching to a halt outside the café. The back door nearest the kerb opened, but nobody got out. The car accelerated away, door still hanging open, but there was something on the pavement now, something crawling, trying to push itself upright.
‘Get after them!’ Rebus shouted. Claverhouse had already turned the ignition, slammed the gear-shift into first. Clarke was on the radio as the car pulled away. As Rebus crossed the street, the man got to his feet. He stood with one hand against the café window, the other held to his head. As Rebus approached, the man seemed to sense his presence, staggered away from the café into the road.
‘Christ!’ he yelled. ‘Help me!’ He fell to his knees again, both hands scrabbling at his scalp. His face was a mask of blood. Rebus crouched in front of him.
‘We’ll get you an ambulance,’ he said. A crowd had gathered at the window of the café. The door had been pulled open, and two young men were watching, like they were onlookers at a piece of street theatre. Rebus recognised them: Kenny Houston and Pretty-Boy. ‘Don’t just stand there!’ he yelled. Houston looked to Pretty-Boy, but Pretty-Boy wasn’t moving. Rebus took out his mobile, called in the emergency, his eyes fixing on Pretty-Boy: black wavy hair, eyeliner. Black leather jacket, black polo-neck, black jeans. Stones: ‘Paint it Black’. But the face chalk-white, like it had been powdered. Rebus walked up to the door. Behind him, the man was beginning to wail, a roar of pain echoing into the night sky.
‘We don’t know him,’ Pretty-Boy said.
‘I didn’t ask if you knew him, I asked for help.’
Pretty-Boy didn’t blink. ‘The magic word.’
Rebus got right up into his face. Pretty-Boy smiled and nodded towards Houston, who went to fetch towels.
Most of the customers had returned to their tables. One was studying the bloody palmprint on the window. Rebus saw another group of people, watching from the doorway of a room to the back of the café. At their centre stood Tommy Telford: tall, shoulders straight, legs apart. He looked almost soldierly.
‘I thought you took care of your lads, Tommy!’ Rebus called to him. Telford looked straight through him, then turned back into the room. The door closed. More screams from outside. Rebus grabbed the dishtowels from Houston and ran. The bleeder was on his feet again, weaving like a boxer in defeat.
‘Take your hands down for a sec.’ The man lifted both hands from his matted hair, and Rebus saw a section of scalp rise with them, like it was attached to the skull by a hinge. A thin jet of blood hit Rebus in the face. He turned away and felt it against his ear, his neck. Blindly he stuck the towel on to the man’s head.
‘Hold this.’ Rebus grabbing the hands, forcing them on to the towel. Headlights: the unmarked police car. Claverhouse had his window down.
‘Lost them in Causewayside. Stolen car, I’ll bet. They’ll be hoofing it.’
‘We need to get this one to Emergency.’ Rebus pulled open the back door. Clarke had found a box of paper hankies and was pulling out a wad.
‘I think he’s beyond Kleenex,’ Rebus said as she handed them over.
‘They’re for you,’ she said.
It was a three-minute drive to the Royal Infirmary. Accident & Emergency was gearing up for firework casualties. Rebus went to the toilets, stripped, and rinsed himself off as best he could. His shirt was damp and cold to the touch. A line of blood had dried down the front of his chest. He turned to look in the mirror, saw more blood on his back. He had wet a clump of blue paper towels. There was a change of clothes in his car, but his car was back near Flint Street. The door of the toilets opened and Claverhouse came in.
‘Best I could do,’ he said, holding out a black t-shirt. There was a garish print on the front, a zombie with demon’s eyes, wielding a scythe. ‘Belongs to one of the junior doctors, made me promise to get it back to him.’
Rebus dried himself off with another wad of towels. He asked Claverhouse how he looked.
‘There’s still some on your brow.’ Claverhouse wiped the bits Rebus had missed.
‘How is he?’ Rebus asked.
‘They reckon he’ll be okay, if he doesn’t get an infection on the brain.’
‘What do you think?’
‘Message to Tommy from Big Ger.’
‘Is he one of Tommy’s men?’
‘He’s not saying.’
‘So what’s his story?’
‘Fell down a flight of steps, cracked his head at the bottom.’
‘And the drop-off?’
‘Says he can’t remember.’ Claverhouse paused. ‘Eh, John . . .?’
‘What?’
‘One of the nurses wanted me to ask you something.’
His tone told Rebus all he needed to know. ‘AIDS test?’
‘They just wondered.’
Rebus thought about it. Blood in his eyes, his ears, running down his neck. He looked himself over: no scratches or cuts. ‘Let’s wait and see,’ he said.
‘Maybe we should pull the surveillance,’ Claverhouse said, ‘leave them to get on with it.’
‘And have a fleet of ambulances standing by to pick up the bodies?’
Claverhouse snorted. ‘Is this sort of thing Big Ger’s style?’
‘Very much so,’ Rebus said, reaching for his jacket.
‘But not that nightclub stabbing?’
‘No.’
Claverhouse started laughing, but there was no humour to the sound. He rubbed his eyes. ‘Never got those chips, did we? Christ, I could use a drink.’
Rebus reached into his jacket for the quarter-bottle of Bell’s.
Claverhouse didn’t seem surprised as he broke the seal. He took a gulp, chased it down with another, and handed the bottle back. ‘Just what the doctor ordered.’
Rebus started screwing the top back on.
‘Not having one?’
‘I’m on the wagon.’ Rebus rubbed a thumb over the label.
‘Since when?’
‘The summer.’
‘So why carry a bottle around?’
Rebus looked at it. ‘Because that’s not what it is.’
Claverhouse looked puzzled. ‘Then what is it?’
‘A bomb.’ Rebus tucked the bottle back into his pocket. ‘A little suicide bomb.’
They walked back to A&E. Siobhan Clarke was waiting for them outside a closed door.
‘They’ve had to sedate him,’ she said. ‘He was up on his feet again, reeling all over the place.’ She pointed to marks on the floor – airbrushed blood, smudged by footprints.
‘Do we have a name?’
‘He’s not offered one. Nothing in his pockets to identify him. Over two hundred in cash, so we can rule out a mugging. What do you reckon for a weapon? Hammer?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘A hammer would dent the skull. That flap looked too neat. I think they went for him with a cleaver.’
‘Or a machete,’ Claverhouse added. ‘Something like that.’
Clarke stared at him. ‘I smell whisky.’
Claverhouse put a finger to his lips.
‘Anything else?’ Rebus asked. It was Clarke’s turn to shrug.
‘Just one observation.’
‘What’s that?’
‘I like the t-shirt.’
Claverhouse put money in the machine, got out three coffees. He’d called his office, told them the surveillance was suspended. Orders now were to stay at the hospital, see if the victim would say anything. The very least they wanted was an ID. Claverhouse handed a coffee to Rebus.
‘White, no sugar.’
Rebus took the coffee with one hand. In the other he held a polythene laundry-bag, inside which was his shirt. He’d have a go at cleaning it. It was a good shirt.
‘You know, John,’ Claverhouse said, ‘there’s no point you hanging around.’
Rebus knew. His flat was a short walk away across The Meadows. His large, empty flat. There were students through the wall. They played music a lot, stuff he didn’t recognise.
‘You know Telford’s gang,’ Rebus said. ‘Didn’t you recognise the face?’
Claverhouse shrugged. ‘I thought he looked a bit like Danny Simpson.’
‘But you’re not sure?’
‘If it’s Danny, a name’s about all we can hope to get out of him. Telford picks his boys with care.’
Clarke came towards them along the corridor. She took the coffee from Claverhouse.
‘It’s Danny Simpson,’ she confirmed. ‘I just got another look, now the blood’s been cleaned off.’ She took a swallow of coffee, frowned. ‘Where’s the sugar?’
‘You’re sweet enough already,’ Claverhouse told her.
‘Why did they pick on Simpson?’ Rebus asked.
‘Wrong place, wrong time?’ Claverhouse suggested.
‘Plus he’s pretty low down the pecking order,’ Clarke added, ‘making it a gentle hint.’
Rebus looked at her. Short dark hair, shrewd face with a gleam to the eyes. He knew she worked well with suspects, kept them calm, listened carefully. Good on the street, too: fast on her feet as well as in her head.
‘Like I say, John,’ Claverhouse said, finishing his coffee, ‘any time you want to head off . . .’
Rebus looked up and down the empty corridor. ‘Am I in the way or something?’
‘It’s not that. But your job’s liaison – period. I know the way you work: you get attached to cases, maybe even over-attached. Look at Candice. I’m just saying . . .’
‘You’re saying, don’t butt in?’ Colour rose to Rebus’s cheeks: Look at Candice.
‘I’m saying it’s our case, not yours. That’s all.’
Rebus’s eyes narrowed. ‘I don’t get it.’
Clarke stepped in. ‘John, I think all he means is –’
‘Whoah! It’s okay, Siobhan. Let the man speak for himself.’
Claverhouse sighed, screwed up his empty cup and looked around for a bin. ‘John, investigating Telford means keeping half an eye on Big Ger Cafferty and his crew.’
‘And?’
Claverhouse stared at him. ‘Okay, you want it spelling out? You went to Barlinnie yesterday – news travels in our business. You met Cafferty. The two of you had a chinwag.’
‘He asked me to go,’ Rebus lied.
Claverhouse held up his hands. ‘Fact is, as you’ve just said, he asked you and you went.’ Claverhouse shrugged.
‘Are you saying I’m in his pocket?’ Rebus’s voice had risen.
‘Boys, boys,’ Clarke said.
The doors at the end of the corridor had swung open. A young man in dark business suit, briefcase swinging, was coming towards the drinks machine. He was humming some tune. He stopped humming as he reached them, put down his case and searched his pockets for change. He smiled when he looked at them.
‘Good evening.’
Early-thirties, black hair slicked back from his forehead. One kiss-curl looped down between his eyebrows.
‘Anyone got change of a pound?’
They looked in their pockets, couldn’t find enough coins.
‘Never mind.’ Though the machine was flashing EXACT MONEY ONLY he stuck in the pound coin and selected tea, black, no sugar. He stooped down to retrieve the cup, but didn’t seem in a hurry to leave.
‘You’re police officers,’ he said. His voice was a drawl, slightly nasal: Scottish upper-class. He smiled. ‘I don’t think I know any of you professionally, but one can always tell.’
‘And you’re a lawyer,’ Rebus guessed. The man bowed his head in acknowledgement. ‘Here to represent the interests of a certain Mr Thomas Telford.’
‘I’m Daniel Simpson’s legal advisor.’
‘Which adds up to the same thing.’
‘I believe Daniel’s just been admitted.’ The man blew on his tea, sipped it.
‘Who told you he was here?’
‘Again, I don’t believe that’s any of your business, Detective . . .?’
‘DI Rebus.’
The man transferred his cup to his left hand so he could hold out his right. ‘Charles Groal.’ He glanced at Rebus’s t-shirt. ‘Is that what you call “plain clothes”, Inspector?’
Claverhouse and Clarke introduced themselves in turn. Groal made great show of handing out business cards.
‘I take it,’ he said, ‘you’re loitering here in the hope of interviewing my client?’
‘That’s right,’ Claverhouse said.
‘Might I ask why, DS Claverhouse? Or should I address that question to your superior?’
‘He’s not my –’ Claverhouse caught Rebus’s look.
Groal raised an eyebrow. ‘Not your superior? And yet he manifestly is, being an Inspector to your Sergeant.’ He looked towards the ceiling, tapped a finger against his cup. ‘You’re not strictly colleagues,’ he said at last, bringing his gaze back down to focus on Claverhouse.
‘DS Claverhouse and myself are attached to the Scottish Crime Squad,’ Clarke said.
‘And Inspector Rebus isn’t,’ Groal observed. ‘Fascinating.’
‘I’m at St Leonard’s.’
‘Then this is quite rightly part of your division. But as for the Crime Squad . . .’
‘We just want to know what happened,’ Rebus went on.
‘A fall of some kind, wasn’t it? How is he, by the way?’
‘Nice of you to show concern,’ Claverhouse muttered.
‘He’s unconscious,’ Clarke said.
‘And likely to be in an operating theatre fairly soon. Or will they want to X-ray him first? I’m not very up on the procedures.’
‘You could always ask a nurse,’ Claverhouse said.
‘DS Claverhouse, I detect a certain hostility.’
‘Just his normal tone,’ Rebus said. ‘Look, you’re here to make sure Danny Simpson keeps his trap shut. We’re here to listen to whatever bunch of shite the two of you eventually concoct for our delectation. I think that’s a pretty fair summary, don’t you?’
Groal cocked his head slightly to one side. ‘I’ve heard about you, Inspector. Occasionally stories can become exaggerated but not, I’m pleased to say, in your case.’
‘He’s a living legend,’ Clarke offered. Rebus snorted and headed back into A&E.
There was a woolly-suit in there, seated on a chair, his cap on his lap and a paperback book resting on the cap. Rebus had seen him half an hour before. The constable was sitting outside a room with its door closed tight. Quiet voices came from the other side. The woolly-suit was called Redpath and he worked out of St Leonard’s. He’d been in the force a bit under a year. Graduate recruit. They called him ‘The Professor’. He was tall and spotty and had a shy look about him. He closed the book as Rebus approached, but kept a finger in his page.
‘Science fiction,’ he explained. ‘Always thought I’d grow out of it.’
‘There are a lot of things we don’t grow out of, son. What’s it about?’
‘The usual: threats to the stability of the time continuum, parallel universes.’ Redpath looked up. ‘What do you think of parallel universes, sir?’
Rebus nodded towards the door. ‘Who’s in there?’
‘Hit and run.’
‘Bad?’ The Professor shrugged. ‘Where did it happen?’
‘Top of Minto Street.’
‘Did you get the car?’
Redpath shook his head. ‘Waiting to see if she can tell us anything. What about you, sir?’
‘Similar story, son. Parallel universe, you could call it.’
Siobhan Clarke appeared, nursing a fresh cup of coffee. She nodded a greeting towards Redpath, who stood up: a courtesy which gained him a sly smile.
‘Telford doesn’t want Danny talking,’ she said to Rebus.
‘Obviously.’
‘And meantime he’ll want to even the score.’
‘Definitely.’
She caught Rebus’s eyes. ‘I thought he was a bit out of order back there.’ Meaning Claverhouse, but not wanting to name names in front of a uniform.
Rebus nodded. ‘Thanks.’ Meaning: you did right not to say as much at the time. Claverhouse and Clarke were partners now. It wouldn’t do for her to upset him.
A door slid open and a doctor appeared. She was young, and looked exhausted. Behind her in the room, Rebus could see a bed, a figure on the bed, staff milling around the various machines. Then the door slid closed.
‘We’re going to do a brain scan,’ the doctor was telling Redpath. ‘Have you contacted her family?’
‘I don’t have a name.’
‘Her effects are inside.’ The doctor slid open the door again and walked in. There was clothing folded on a chair, a bag beneath it. As the doctor pulled out the bag, Rebus saw something. A flat white cardboard box.
A white cardboard pizza box. Clothes: black denims, black bra, red satin shirt. A black duffel-coat.
‘John?’
And black shoes with two-inch heels, square-toed, new-looking except for the scuff marks, like they’d been dragged along the road.
He was in the room now. They had a mask over her face, feeding her oxygen. Her forehead was cut and bruised, the hair pushed away from it. Her fingers were blistered, the palms scraped raw. The bed she lay on wasn’t really a bed but a wide steel trolley.
‘Excuse me, sir, you shouldn’t be in here.’
‘What’s wrong?’
‘It’s this gentleman –’
‘John? John, what is it?’
Her earrings had been removed. Three tiny pin-pricks, one of them redder than its neighbours. The face above the sheet: puffy blackened eyes, a broken nose, abrasions on both cheeks. Split lip, a graze on the chin, eyelids which didn’t even flutter. He saw a hit and run victim. And beneath it all, he saw his daughter.
And he screamed.
Clarke and Redpath had to drag him out, helped by Claverhouse who’d heard the noise.
‘Leave the door open! I’ll kill you if you close that door!’
They tried to sit him down. Redpath rescued his book from the chair. Rebus tore it from him and threw it down the hall.
‘How could you read a fucking book?’ he spat. ‘That’s Sammy in there! And you’re out here reading a book!’
Clarke’s cup of coffee had been kicked over, the floor slippy, Redpath going down as Rebus pushed at him.
‘Can you jam that door open?’ Claverhouse was asking the doctor. ‘And what about a sedative?’
Rebus was clawing his hands through his hair, bawling dry-eyed, his voice hoarse and uncomprehending. Staring down at himself, he saw the ludicrous t-shirt and knew that’s what he’d take away from this night: the image of an Iron Maiden t-shirt and its grinning bright-eyed demon. He hauled off his jacket and started tearing at the shirt.
She was behind that door, he thought, and I was out here chatting as casual as you like. She’d been in there all the time he’d been here. Two things clicked: a hit and run; the car speeding away from Flint Street.
He grabbed at Redpath. ‘Top of Minto Street. You’re sure?’
‘What?’
‘Sammy . . . top of Minto Street?’
Redpath nodded. Clarke knew straight away what Rebus was thinking.
‘I don’t think so, John. They were headed the opposite way.’
‘Could have doubled back.’
Claverhouse had caught some of the exchange. ‘I just got off the phone. The guys who did Danny Simpson, we picked up the car. White Escort abandoned in Argyle Place.’
Rebus looked at Redpath. ‘White Escort?’
Redpath was shaking his head. ‘Witnesses say dark-coloured.’
Rebus turned to the wall, stood there with his palms pressed to it. Staring at the paintwork, it was like he could see inside the paint.
Claverhouse put a hand on his shoulder. ‘John, I’m sure she’s going to be fine. The doctor’s gone to fetch you a couple of tablets, but meantime what about one of these?’
Claverhouse with Rebus’s jacket folded in the crook of his arm, the quarter-bottle in his hand.
The little suicide bomb.
He took the bottle from Claverhouse. Unscrewed its top, his eyes on the open doorway. Lifted the bottle to his lips.
Drank.
‘In the Hanging Garden/No one sleeps’
A seaside holiday: caravan park, long walks and sandcastles. He sat in a deck-chair, trying to read. Cold wind blowing, despite the sun. Rhona rubbed suntan lotion on Sammy, said you couldn’t be too careful. Told him to keep an eye open, she was going back to the caravan for her book. Sammy was burying her father’s feet in the sand.
He was trying to read, but thinking about work. Every day of the holiday, he sneaked off to a phone-box and called the station. They kept telling him to go and enjoy himself, forget about everything. He was halfway through a spy thriller. The plot had already lost him.
Rhona was doing her best. She’d wanted somewhere foreign, a bit of glamour and heat to go with the sunshine. Finances, however, were on his side. So here they were on the Fife coast, where he’d first met her. Was he hoping for something? Some memory rekindled? He’d come here with his own parents, played with Mickey, met other kids, then lost them again at the end of the fortnight.
He tried the spy novel again, but case-work got in the way. And then a shadow fell over him.
‘Where is she?’
‘What?’ He looked down. His feet were buried in sand, but Sammy wasn’t there. How long had she been gone? He stood up, scanned the seashore. A few tentative bathers, going in no further than their knees.
‘Christ, John, where is she?’
He turned round, looked at the sand dunes in the distance.
‘The dunes . . .?’
They warned her. There were hollows in the dunes where the sand was eroding. Small dens had been created – a magnet for kids. Only they were prone to collapse. Earlier in the season, a ten-year-old boy had been dug out by frantic parents. He hadn’t quite choked on the sand . . .
They were running now. The dunes, the grass, no sign of her.
‘Sammy!’
‘Maybe she went into the water.’
‘You were supposed to be keeping an eye on her!’
‘I’m sorry. I . . .’
‘Sammy!’
A small shape in one of the dens. Hopping on its hands and knees. Rhona reached in, pulled her out, hugged her.
‘Sweetie, we told you not to!’
‘I was a rabbit.’
Rebus looked at the fragile roof: sand meshed with the roots of plants and grasses. Punched it with a fist. The roof collapsed. Rhona was looking at him.
End of holiday.
John Rebus kissed his daughter.
‘See you later,’ he said, watching her as she left the coffee shop. Espresso and a slice of caramel shortbread – that’s all she’d had time for – but they’d fixed another date for dinner. Nothing fancy, just a pizza.
It was October 30th. By mid-November, if Nature were feeling bloody, it would be winter. Rebus had been taught at school that there were four distinct seasons, had painted pictures of them in bright and sombre colours, but his native country seemed not to know this. Winters were long, outstaying their welcome. The warm weather came suddenly, people stripping to t-shirts as the first buds appeared, so that spring and summer seemed entwined into a single season. And no sooner had the leaves started turning brown than the first frost came again.
Sammy waved at him through the cafe window then was gone. She seemed to have grown up all right. He’d always been on the lookout for evidence of instability, hints of childhood traumas or a genetic predisposition towards self-destruction. Maybe he should phone Rhona some day and thank her, thank her for bringing Samantha up on her own. It couldn’t have been easy: that was what people always said. He knew it would be nice if he could feel some responsibility for the success, but he wasn’t that hypocritical. The truth was, while she’d been growing up, he’d been elsewhere. It was the same with his marriage: even when in the same room as his wife, even out at the pictures or around the table at a dinner party . . . the best part of him had been elsewhere, fixed on some case or other, some question that needed answering before he could rest.
Rebus lifted his coat from the back of his chair. Nothing left for it but to go back to the office. Sammy was headed back to her own office; she worked with ex-convicts. She had refused his offer of a lift. Now that it was out in the open, she’d wanted to talk about her man, Ned Farlowe. Rebus had tried to look interested, but found that his mind was half on Joseph Lintz – in other words, same problem as always. When he’d been given the Lintz case, he’d been told he was well-suited to it: his Army background for one thing; and his seeming affinity for historical cases – by which Farmer Watson, Rebus’s chief superintendent, had meant Bible John – for another.
‘With respect, sir,’ Rebus had said, ‘that sounds like a load of balls. Two reasons for me getting lumbered with this: one, no other bugger will touch it with a barge-pole; two, it’ll keep me out of the way for a while.’
‘Your remit,’ the Farmer had said, unwilling to let Rebus rile him, ‘is to sift through what there is, see if any of it amounts to evidence. You can interview Mr Lintz if it’ll help. Do whatever you think necessary, and if you find enough to warrant a charge . . .’
‘I won’t. You know I won’t.’ Rebus sighed. ‘Sir, we’ve been through this before. It’s the whole reason the War Crimes section was shut down. That case a few years back – lot of hoo-haa about bugger all.’ He was shaking his head. ‘Who wants it all dragged up, apart from the papers?’
‘I’m taking you off the Mr Taystee case. Let Bill Pryde handle that.’
So it was settled: Lintz belonged to Rebus.
It had started with a news story, with documents handed over to a Sunday broadsheet. The documents had come from the Holocaust Investigation Bureau based in Tel Aviv. They had passed on to the newspaper the name of Joseph Lintz, who had, they said, been living quietly in Scotland under an alias since the end of the war, and who was, in fact, Josef Linzstek, a native of Alsace. In June 1944, Lieutenant Linzstek had led the 3rd Company of an SS regiment, part of the 2nd Panzer Division, into the town of Villefranche d’Albarede in the Corrèze region of France. 3rd Company had rounded up everyone in the town – men, women, children. The sick were carried from their beds, the elderly pulled from their armchairs, babies hoisted from their cots.
A teenage girl – an evacuee from Lorraine – had seen what the Germans were capable of. She climbed into the attic of her house and hid there, watching from a small window in the roof-tiles. Everyone was marched into the village square. The teenager saw her schoolfriends find their families. She hadn’t been in school that day: a throat infection. She wondered if anyone would tell the Germans . . .
There was a commotion as the mayor and other dignitaries remonstrated with the officer in charge. While machine guns were aimed at the crowd, these men – among them the priest, lawyer, and doctor – were set upon with rifle butts. Then ropes were produced, and strung over half a dozen of the trees which lined the square. The men were hauled to their feet, their heads pushed through the nooses. An order was given, a hand raised then dropped, and soldiers pulled on each rope, until six men were hanging from the trees, bodies writhing, legs kicking uselessly, the movements slowing by degrees.
As the teenager remembered it, it took an age for them to die. Stunned silence in the square, as if the whole village knew now, knew that this was no mere check of identity papers. More orders were barked. The men, separated from the women and children, were marched off to Prudhomme’s barn, everyone else shepherded into the church. The square grew empty, except for a dozen or so soldiers, rifles slung over their shoulders. They chatted, kicked up dust and stones, shared jokes and cigarettes. One of them went into the bar and switched the radio on. Jazz music filled the air, competing with the rustle of leaves as a breeze twisted the corpses in the trees.
‘It was strange,’ the girl later said. ‘I stopped seeing them as dead bodies. It was as if they’d become something else, parts of the trees themselves.’
Then the explosion, smoke and dust billowing from the church. A moment’s silence, as though a vacuum had been created in the world, then screams, followed immediately by machine-gun fire. And when it finally stopped, she could still hear it. Because it wasn’t just inside the church: it was in the distance, too.
Prudhomme’s barn.
When she was finally found – by people from surrounding villages – she was naked except for a shawl she had found in a trunk. The shawl had belonged to her grandmother, dead the previous year. But she was not alone in escaping the massacre. When the soldiers had opened fire in Prudhomme’s barn, they’d aimed low. The first row of men to fall had been wounded in the lower body, and the bodies which fell on them shielded them from further fire. When straw was strewn over the mound and set alight, they’d waited as long as they could before starting to claw their way out from beneath, expecting at any moment to be shot. Four of them made it, two with their hair and clothes on fire, one dying later from his wounds.
Three men, one teenage girl: the only survivors.
The death toll was never finalised. No one knew how many visitors had been in Villefranche that day, how many refugees could be added to the count. A list was compiled of over seven hundred names, people who had most likely been killed.
Rebus sat at his desk and rubbed his eyes with his knuckles. The teenage girl was still alive, a pensioner now. The male survivors were all dead. But they’d been alive for the Bordeaux trial in 1953. He had summaries of their evidence. The summaries were in French. A lot of the material sitting on his desk was French, and Rebus didn’t speak French. That was why he’d gone to the Modern Languages department at the university and found someone who could. Her name was Kirstin Mede, and she lectured in French, but also had a working knowledge of German, which was handy: the documents which weren’t in French were in German. He had a one-page English summary of the trial proceedings, passed on from the Nazi hunters. The trial had opened in February 1953 and lasted just under a month. Of seventy-five men identified as having been part of the German force at Villefranche, only fifteen were present – six Germans and nine French Alsatians. Not one of them was an officer. One German received the death sentence, the others jail terms of between four and twelve years, but they were all released as soon as the trial finished. Alsace hadn’t been enjoying the trial, and in a bid to unite the nation, the government had passed an amnesty. The Germans, meantime, were said to have already served their sentences.
The survivors of Villefranche had been horrified.
Even more extraordinary to Rebus’s mind, the British had apprehended a couple of German officers involved in the massacre, but had refused to hand them over to the French authorities, returning them to Germany instead, where they lived long and prosperous lives. If Linzstek had been captured then, there would have been none of the present commotion.
Politics: it was all down to politics. Rebus looked up and Kirstin Mede was standing there. She was tall, deftly constructed, and immaculately dressed. She wore make-up the way women usually did only in fashion adverts. Today she was wearing a check two-piece, the skirt just touching her knees, and long gold-coloured earrings. She had already opened her briefcase and was pulling out a sheaf of papers.
‘Latest translations,’ she said.
‘Thanks.’
Rebus looked down at a note he’d made to himself: ‘Corrèze trip necessary??’ Well, the Farmer had said he could have whatever he wanted. He looked up at Kirstin Mede and wondered if the budget would stretch to a tour guide. She was sitting opposite him, putting on half-moon reading glasses.
‘Can I get you a coffee?’ he asked.
‘I’m a bit pushed today. I just wanted you to see these.’ She laid two sheets of paper on his desk so that they faced him. One sheet was the photocopy of a typed report, in German. The second sheet was her translation. Rebus looked at the German.
‘– Der Beginn der Vergeltungsmassnahmen hat ein merkbares Aufatmen hervorgerufen und die Stimmung sehr günstig beeinflusst.’
‘The beginning of reprisals,’ he read, ‘has brought about a marked improvement in morale, with the men now noticeably more relaxed.’
‘It’s supposed to be from Linzstek to his commander,’ she explained.
‘But no signature?’
‘Just the typed name, underlined.’
‘So it doesn’t help us identify Linzstek.’
‘No, but remember what we were talking about? It gives a reason for the assault.’
‘A touch of R&R for the lads?’
Her look froze him. ‘Sorry,’ he said, raising his hands. ‘Far too glib. And you’re right, it’s almost like the Lieutenant is trying to justify the whole thing in print.’
‘For posterity?’
‘Maybe. After all, they’d just started being the losing side.’ He looked at the other papers. ‘Anything else?’
‘Some further reports, nothing too exciting. And some of the eyewitness testimony.’ She looked at him with pale grey eyes. ‘It gets to you after a while, doesn’t it?’
Rebus looked at her and nodded.
The female survivor of the massacre lived in Juillac, and had been questioned recently by local police about the man in charge of the German troops. Her story hadn’t changed from the one she’d told at the trial: she’d seen his face only for a few seconds, and looking down from the attic of a three-storey house. She’d been shown a recent photo of Joseph Lintz, and had shrugged.
‘Maybe,’ she’d said. ‘Yes, maybe.’
Which would, Rebus knew, be turfed out by the Procurator-Fiscal, who knew damned well what any defence lawyer with half a brain would do with it.
‘How’s the case coming?’ Kirstin Mede asked. Maybe she’d seen some look cross his face.
‘Slowly. The problem is all this stuff.’ He waved towards the strewn desk. ‘On the one hand I’ve got all this, and on the other I’ve got a wee old man from the New Town. The two don’t seem to go together.’
‘Have you met him?’
‘Once or twice.’
‘What’s he like?’
What was Joseph Lintz like? He was cultured, a linguist. He’d even been a Professor at the university, back in the early 70s. Only for a year or two. His own explanation: ‘I was filling a vacuum until they could find someone of greater standing’. He’d been Professor of German. He’d lived in Scotland since 1945 or ’46 – he was vague about exact dates, blaming his memory. His early life was vague, too. He said papers had been destroyed. The Allies had had to create a duplicate set for him. There was only Lintz’s word that these new papers were anything but an official record of lies he’d told and which had been believed. Lintz’s story – birth in Alsace; parents and relatives all dead; forced enlistment in the SS. Rebus liked the touch about joining the SS. It was the sort of admission that would make officials decide: he’s been honest about his involvement with that, so he’s probably being honest about the other details. There was no actual record of a Joseph Lintz serving with any SS regiment, but then the SS had destroyed a lot of their own records once they’d seen the way the war was headed. Lintz’s war record was vague, too. He mentioned shell-shock to explain the gaps in his memory. But he was vehement that he had never been called Linzstek and had never served in the Corrèze region of France.
‘I was in the east,’ he would say. ‘That’s where the Allies found me, in the east.’
The problem was that there was no convincing explanation as to how Lintz had found himself in the United Kingdom. He said he’d asked if he could go there and start a new life. He didn’t want to return to Alsace, wanted to be as far away from the Germans as possible. He wanted water between him and them. Again, there was no documentation to back this up, and meantime the Holocaust investigators had come up with their own ‘evidence’, which pointed to Lintz’s involvement in the ‘Rat Line’.
‘Have you ever heard of something called the Rat Line?’ Rebus had asked at their first meeting.
‘Of course,’ Joseph Lintz had said. ‘But I never had anything to do with it.’
Lintz: in the drawing-room of his Heriot Row home. An elegant four-storey Georgian edifice. A huge house for a man who’d never married. Rebus had said as much. Lintz had merely shrugged, as was his privilege. Where had the money come from?
‘I’ve worked hard, Inspector.’
Maybe so, but Lintz had purchased the house in the late-1950s on a lecturer’s salary. A colleague from the time had told Rebus everyone in the department suspected Lintz of having a private income. Lintz denied this.
‘Houses were cheaper back then, Inspector. The fashion was for country properties and bungalows.’
Joseph Lintz: barely five foot tall, bespectacled. Parchment hands with liver spots. One wrist sported a prewar Ingersoll watch. Glass-fronted bookcases lining his drawing-room. Charcoal-coloured suits. An elegant way about him, almost feminine: the way he lifted a cup to his lips; the way he flicked specks from his trousers.
‘I don’t blame the Jews,’ he’d said. ‘They’d implicate everyone if they could. They want the whole world feeling guilty. Maybe they’re right.’
‘In what way, sir?’
‘Don’t we all have little secrets, things we’re ashamed of?’ Lintz had smiled. ‘You’re playing their game, and you don’t even know it.’
Rebus had pressed on. ‘The two names are very similar, aren’t they? Lintz, Linzstek.’
‘Naturally, or they’d have absolutely no grounds for their accusations. Think, Inspector: wouldn’t I have changed my name more radically? Do you credit me with a modicum of intelligence?’
‘More than a modicum.’ Framed diplomas on the walls, honorary degrees, photos taken with university chancellors, politicians. When the Farmer had learned a little more about Joseph Lintz, he’d cautioned Rebus to ‘ca’ canny’. Lintz was a patron of the arts – opera, museums, galleries – and a great giver to charities. He was a man with friends. But also a solitary man, someone who was happiest when tending graves in Warriston Cemetery. Dark bags under his eyes, pushing down upon the angular cheeks. Did he sleep well?
‘Like a lamb, Inspector.’ Another smile. ‘Of the sacrificial kind. You know, I don’t blame you, you’re only doing your job.’
‘You seem to have no end of forgiveness, Mr Lintz.’
A careful shrug. ‘Do you know Blake’s words, Inspector? “And through all eternity/ I forgive you, you forgive me.” I’m not so sure I can forgive the media.’ This last word voiced with a distaste which manifested itself as a twist of facial muscles.
‘Is that why you’ve set your lawyer on them?’
‘“Set” makes me sound like a hunter, Inspector. This is a newspaper, with a team of expensive lawyers at its beck and call. Can an individual hope to win against such odds?’
‘Then why bother trying?’
Lintz thumped both arms of his chair with clenched fists. ‘For the principle, man!’ Such outbursts were rare and short-lived, but Rebus had experienced enough of them to know that Lintz had a temper . . .
‘Hello?’ Kirstin Mede said, angling her head to catch his gaze.
‘What?’
She smiled. ‘You were miles away.’
‘Just across town,’ he replied.
She pointed to the papers. ‘I’ll leave these here, okay? If you’ve any questions . . .’
‘Great, thanks.’ Rebus got to his feet.
‘It’s okay, I know my way out.’
But Rebus was insistent. ‘Sorry, I’m a bit . . .’ He waved his hands around his head.
‘As I said, it gets to you after a while.’
As they walked back through the CID office, Rebus could feel eyes following them. Bill Pryde came up, preening, wanting to be introduced. He had curly fair hair and thick blond eyelashes, his nose large and freckled, mouth small and topped with a ginger moustache – a fashion accessory he could well afford to lose.
‘A pleasure,’ he said, taking Kirstin Mede’s hand. Then, to Rebus: ‘Makes me wish we’d swopped.’
Pryde was working on the Mr Taystee case: an ice-cream man found dead in his van. Engine left running in a lockup, looking initially like suicide.
Rebus steered Kirstin Mede past Pryde, kept them moving. He wanted to ask her out. He knew she wasn’t married, but thought there might be a boyfriend in the frame. Rebus was thinking: what would she like to eat – French or Italian? She spoke both those languages. Maybe stick to something neutral: Indian or Chinese. Maybe she was vegetarian. Maybe she didn’t like restaurants. A drink then? But Rebus didn’t drink these days.
‘. . . So what do you think?’
Rebus started. Kirstin Mede had asked him something.
‘Sorry?’
She laughed, realising he hadn’t been listening. He began to apologise, but she shook it off. ‘I know,’ she said, ‘you’re a bit . . .’ And she waved her hands around her head. He smiled. They’d stopped walking. They were facing one another. Her briefcase was tucked under one arm. It was the moment to ask her for a date, any kind of date – let her choose.
‘What’s that?’ she said suddenly. It was a shriek, Rebus had heard it, too. It had come from behind the door nearest them, the door to the women’s toilets. They heard it again. This time it was followed by some words they understood.
‘Help me, somebody!’
Rebus pushed open the door and ran in. A WPC was pushing at a cubicle door, trying to force it with her shoulder. From behind the door, Rebus could hear choking noises.
‘What is it?’ he said.
‘Picked her up twenty minutes ago, she said she needed the loo.’ The policewoman’s cheeks wore a flush of anger and embarrassment.
Rebus grabbed the top of the door and hauled himself up, peering over and down on to a figure seated on the pan. The woman there was young, heavily made-up. She sat with her back against the cistern, so that she was staring up at him, but glassily. And her hands were busy. They were busy pulling a streamer of toilet-paper from the roll, stuffing it into her mouth.
‘She’s gagging,’ Rebus said, sliding back down. ‘Stand back’. He shouldered the door, tried again. Stood back and hit the lock with the heel of his shoe. The door flew open, catching the seated woman on the knees. He pushed his way in. Her face was turning purple.
‘Grab her hands,’ he told the WPC. Then he started pulling the stream of white paper from her mouth, feeling like nothing so much as a cheap stage-show magician. There seemed to be half a roll in there, and as Rebus caught the WPC’s eye, both of them let out a near-involuntary laugh. The woman had stopped struggling. Her hair was mousy-brown, lank and greasy. She wore a black skiing jacket and a tight black skirt. Her bare legs were mottled pink, bruising at one knee where the door had connected. Her bright red lipstick was coming off on Rebus’s fingers. She had been crying, was crying still. Rebus, feeling guilty about the sudden laughter, crouched down so that he could look into her makeup-streaked eyes. She blinked, then held his gaze, coughing as the last of the paper was extracted.
‘She’s foreign,’ the policewoman was explaining. ‘Doesn’t seem to speak English.’
‘So how come she told you she needed the toilet?’
‘There are ways, aren’t there?’
‘Where did you find her?’
‘Down the Pleasance, brazen as you like.’
‘That’s a new patch on me.’
‘Me, too.’
‘Nobody with her?’
‘Not that I saw.’
Rebus took the woman’s hands. He was still crouching in front of her, aware of her knees brushing his chest.
‘Are you all right?’ She just blinked. He made his face show polite concern. ‘Okay now?’
She nodded slightly. ‘Okay,’ she said, her voice husky. Rebus felt her fingers. They were cold. He was thinking: junkie? A lot of the working girls were. But he’d never come across one who couldn’t speak English. Then he turned her hands, saw her wrists. Recent zigzag scar tissue. She didn’t resist as he pushed up one sleeve of her jacket. The arm was a mass of similar inflictions.
‘She’s a cutter.’
The woman was talking now, babbling incoherently. Kirstin Mede, who had been standing back from proceedings, stepped forward. Rebus looked to her.
‘It’s not anything I understand . . . not quite. Eastern European.’
‘Try her with something.’
So Mede asked a question in French, repeating it in three or four other languages. The woman seemed to understand what they were trying to do.
‘There’s probably someone at the uni who could help,’ Mede said.
Rebus started to stand up. The woman grabbed him by the knees, pulled him to her so that he nearly lost his balance. Her grip was tight, her face resting against his legs. She was still crying and babbling.
‘I think she likes you, sir,’ the policewoman said. They wrested her hands free, and Rebus stepped back, but she was after him at once, throwing herself forwards, like she was begging, her voice rising. There was an audience now, half a dozen officers in the doorway. Every time Rebus moved, she came after him on all fours. Rebus looked to where his exit was blocked by bodies. The cheap magician had become straight man in a comedy routine. The WPC grabbed her, pulled her back on to her feet, one arm twisted behind her back.
‘Come on,’ she said through gritted teeth. ‘Back to the cell. Show’s over, folks.’
There was scattered applause as the prisoner was marched away. She looked back once, seeking Rebus, her eyes pleading. For what, he did not know. He turned towards Kirstin Mede instead.
‘Fancy a curry some time?’
She looked at him like he was mad.
‘Two things: one, she’s a Bosnian Muslim. Two, she wants to see you again.’
Rebus stared at the man from the Slavic Studies department, who’d come here at Kirstin Mede’s request. They were talking in the corridor at St Leonard’s.
‘Bosnian?’
Dr Colquhoun nodded. He was short and almost spherical, with long black hair which was swept back either side of a bald dome. His puffy face was pockmarked, his brown suit worn and stained. He wore suede Hush Puppies – same colour as the suit. This, Rebus couldn’t help feeling, was how dons were supposed to look. Colquhoun was a mass of nervous twitches, and had yet to make eye contact with Rebus.
‘I’m not an expert on Bosnia,’ he went on, ‘but she says she’s from Sarajevo.’
‘Does she say how she ended up in Edinburgh?’
‘I didn’t ask.’
‘Would you mind asking her now?’ Rebus gestured back along the corridor. The two men walked together, Colquhoun’s eyes on the floor.
‘Sarajevo was hit hard in the war,’ he said. ‘She’s twenty-two, by the way, she told me that.’
She’d looked older. Maybe she was; maybe she was lying. But as the door to the Interview Room opened and Rebus saw her again, he was struck by how unformed her face was, and he revised her age downwards. She stood up abruptly as he came in, looked like she might rush forward to him, but he held up a hand in warning, and pointed to the chair. She sat down again, hands cradling the mug of sweetened black tea. She never took her eyes off him.
‘She’s a big fan,’ the WPC said. The policewoman – same one as the toilet incident – was called Ellen Sharpe. She was sitting on the room’s other chair. There wasn’t much space in the Interview Room: a table and two chairs just about filled it. On the table were twin video recorders and a twin cassette-machine. The video camera pointed down from one wall. Rebus gestured for Sharpe to give her seat to Colquhoun.
‘Did she give you a name?’ he asked the academic.
‘She told me Candice,’ Colquhoun said.
‘You don’t believe her?’
‘It’s not exactly ethnic, Inspector.’ Candice said something. ‘She’s calling you her protector.’
‘And what am I protecting her from?’
The dialogue between Colquhoun and Candice was gruff, guttural.
‘She says firstly you protected her from herself. And now she says you have to continue.’
‘Continue protecting her?’
‘She says you own her now.’
Rebus looked at the academic, whose eyes were on Candice’s arms. She had removed her skiing jacket. Underneath she wore a ribbed, short-sleeved shirt through which her small breasts were visible. She had folded her bare arms, but the scratches and slashes were all too apparent.
‘Ask her if those are self-inflicted.’
Colquhoun struggled with the translation. ‘I’m more used to literature and film than . . . um . . .’
‘What does she say?’
‘She says she did them herself.’
Rebus looked at her for confirmation, and she nodded slowly, looking slightly ashamed.
‘Who put her on the street?’
‘You mean . . .?’
‘Who’s running her? Who’s her manager?’
Another short dialogue.
‘She says she doesn’t understand.’
‘Does she deny working as a prostitute?’
‘She says she doesn’t understand.’
Rebus turned to WPC Sharpe. ‘Well?’
‘A couple of cars stopped. She leaned in the window to talk with the drivers. They drove off again. Didn’t like the look of the goods, I suppose.’
‘If she can’t speak English, how did she manage to “talk” to the drivers?’
‘There are ways.’
Rebus looked at Candice. He began to speak to her, very softly. ‘Straight fuck, fifteen, twenty for a blow job. Unprotected is an extra fiver.’ He paused. ‘How much is anal, Candice?’
Colour flooded her cheeks. Rebus smiled.
‘Maybe not university tuition, Dr Colquhoun, but someone’s taught her a few words of English. Just enough to get her working. Ask her again how she got here.’
Colquhoun mopped his face first. Candice spoke with her head lowered.
‘She says she left Sarajevo as a refugee! Went to Amsterdam, then came to Britain. The first thing she remembers is a place with lots of bridges.’
‘Bridges?’
‘She stayed there for some time.’ Colquhoun seemed shaken by the story. He handed her a handkerchief so she could wipe her eyes. She rewarded him with a smile. Then she looked at Rebus.
‘Burger chips, yes?’
‘Are you hungry?’ Rebus rubbed his stomach. She nodded and smiled. He turned to Sharpe. ‘See what the canteen can come up with, will you?’
The WPC gave him a hard stare, not wanting to leave. ‘Would you like anything, Dr Colquhoun?’
He shook his head. Rebus asked for another coffee. As Sharpe left, Rebus crouched down by the table and looked at Candice. ‘Ask her how she got to Edinburgh.’
Colquhoun asked, then listened to what sounded like a long tale. He scratched some notes on a folded sheet of paper.
‘The city with the bridges, she says she didn’t see much of it. She was kept inside. Sometimes she was driven to some rendezvous . . . You’ll have to forgive me, Inspector. I may be a linguist, but I’m no expert on colloquialisms.’
‘You’re doing fine, sir.’
‘Well, she was used as a prostitute, that much I can infer. And one day they put her in the back of a car, and she thought she was going to another hotel or office.’
‘Office?’
‘From her descriptions, I’d say some of her . . . work . . . was done in offices. Also private apartments and houses. But mostly hotel rooms.’
‘Where was she kept?’
‘In a house. She had a bedroom, they kept it locked.’ Colquhoun pinched the bridge of his nose. ‘They put her in the car one day, and next thing she knew she was in Edinburgh.’
‘How long was the trip?’
‘She’s not sure. She slept part of the way.’
‘Tell her everything’s going to be all right.’ Rebus paused. ‘And ask her who she works for now.’
The fear returned to Candice’s face. She stammered, shaking her head. Her voice sounded more guttural than ever. Colquhoun looked like he was having trouble with the translation.
‘She can’t tell you,’ he said.
‘Tell her she’s safe.’ Colquhoun did so. ‘Tell her again,’ Rebus said. He made sure she was looking at him while Colquhoun spoke. His face was set, a face she could trust. She reached a hand out to him. He took it, squeezed.
‘Ask her again who she works for.’
‘She can’t tell you, Inspector. They’d kill her. She’s heard stories.’
Rebus decided to try the name he’d been thinking of, the man who ran half the city’s working girls.
‘Cafferty,’ he said, watching for a reaction. There was none. ‘Big Ger. Big Ger Cafferty.’ Her face remained blank. Rebus squeezed her hand again. There was another name . . . one he’d been hearing recently.
‘Telford,’ he said. ‘Tommy Telford.’
Candice pulled her hand away and broke into hysterics, just as WPC Sharpe pushed open the door.
Rebus walked Dr Colquhoun out of the station, recalling that just such a walk had got him into this in the first place.
‘Thanks again, sir. If I need you, I hope you won’t mind if I call?’
‘If you must, you must,’ Colquhoun said grudgingly.
‘Not too many Slavic specialists around,’ Rebus said. He had Colquhoun’s business card in his hand, a home phone number written on its back. ‘Well,’ Rebus put out his free hand, ‘thanks again.’ As they shook, Rebus thought of something.
‘Were you at the university when Joseph Lintz was Professor of German?’
The question surprised Colquhoun. ‘Yes,’ he said at last.
‘Did you know him?’
‘Our departments weren’t that close. I met him at a few social functions, the occasional lecture.’
‘What did you think of him?’
Colquhoun blinked. He still wasn’t looking at Rebus. ‘They’re saying he was a Nazi.’
‘Yes, but back then . . .?’
‘As I say, we weren’t close. Are you investigating him?’
‘Just curious, sir. Thanks for your time.’
Back in the station, Rebus found Ellen Sharpe outside the Interview Room door.
‘So what do we do with her?’ she asked.
‘Keep her here.’
‘You mean charge her?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘Let’s call it protective custody.’
‘Does she know that?’
‘Who’s she going to complain to? There’s only one bugger in the whole city can make out what she’s saying, and I’ve just packed him off home.’
‘What if her man comes to get her?’
‘Think he will?’
She thought about it. ‘Probably not.’
‘No, because as far as he’s concerned, all he has to do is wait, and we’ll release her eventually. Meantime, she doesn’t speak English, so what can she give us? And she’s here illegally no doubt, so if she talks, all we’d probably do is kick her out of the country. Telford’s clever . . . I hadn’t realised it, but he is. Using illegal aliens as prossies. It’s sweet.’
‘How long do we keep her?’
Rebus shrugged.
‘And what do I tell my boss?’
‘Direct all enquiries to DI Rebus,’ he said, going to open the door.
‘I thought it was exemplary, sir.’
He stopped. ‘What?’
‘Your knowledge of the charge-scale for prostitutes.’
‘Just doing my job,’ he said, smiling.
‘One last question, sir . . . ?’
‘Yes, Sharpe?’
‘Why? What’s the big deal?’
Rebus considered this, twitched his nose. ‘Good question,’ he said finally, opening the door and going in.
And he knew. He knew straight away. She looked like Sammy. Wipe away the make-up and the tears, get some sensible clothes on her, and she was the spitting image.
And she was scared.
And maybe he could help her.
‘What can I call you, Candice? What’s your real name?’
She took hold of his hand, put her face to it. He pointed to himself.
‘John,’ he said.
‘Don.’
‘John.’
‘Shaun.’
‘John.’ He was smiling; so was she. ‘John.’
‘John.’
He nodded. ‘That’s it. And you?’ He pointed at her now. ‘Who are you?’
She paused. ‘Candice,’ she said, as a little light died behind her eyes.
Rebus didn’t know Tommy Telford by sight, but he knew where to find him.
Flint Street was a passageway between Clerk Street and Buccleuch Street, near the university. The shops had mostly closed down, but the games arcade always did good business, and from Flint Street Telford leased gaming machines to pubs and clubs across the city. Flint Street was the centre of his eastern empire.
The franchise had until recently belonged to a man called Davie Donaldson, but he’d suddenly retired on ‘health grounds’. Maybe he’d been right at that: if Tommy Telford wanted something from you and you weren’t forthcoming, predictions of your future health could suddenly change. Donaldson was now in hiding somewhere: hiding not from Telford but from Big Ger Cafferty, for whom he had been holding the franchise ‘in trust’ while Cafferty bided his time in Barlinnie jail. There were some who said Cafferty ran Edinburgh as effectively from inside as he ever had done outside, but the reality was that gangsters, like Nature, abhorred a vacuum, and now Tommy Telford was in town.
Telford was a product of Ferguslie Park in Paisley. At eleven he’d joined the local gang; at twelve a couple of woolly-suits had visited him to ask about a spate of tyre slashings. They’d found him surrounded by other gang members, nearly all of them older than him, but he was at the centre, no doubt about it.
His gang had grown with him, taking over a sizeable chunk of Paisley, selling drugs and running prostitutes, doing a bit of extortion. These days he had shares in casinos and video shops, restaurants and a haulage firm, plus a property portfolio which made him landlord to several hundred people. He’d tried to make his mark in Glasgow, but had found it sealed down tight, so had gone exploring elsewhere. There were stories he’d become friendly with some big villain in Newcastle. Nobody could remember anything like it since the days when London’s Krays had rented their muscle from ‘Big Arthur’ in Glasgow.
He’d arrived in Edinburgh a year ago, moving softly at first, buying a casino and hotel. Then suddenly he was inescapably there, like the shadow from a raincloud. With the chasing out of Davie Donaldson he’d given Cafferty a calculated punch to the gut. Cafferty could either fight or give up. Everyone was waiting for it to get messy . . .
The games arcade called itself Fascination Street. The machines were all flashing insistence, in stark contrast to the dead facial stares of the players. Then there were shoot-’em-ups with huge video screens and digital imprecations.
‘Think you’re tough enough, punk?’ one of them challenged as Rebus walked past. They had names like Harbinger and NecroCop, this latter reminding Rebus of how old he felt. He looked at the faces around him, saw a few he recognised, kids who’d been pulled into St Leonard’s. They’d be on the fringes of Telford’s gang, awaiting the call-up, hanging around like foster children, hoping The Family would take them. Most of them came from families who weren’t families, latchkey kids grown old before their time.
One of the staff came in from the café.
‘Who ordered the bacon sarnie?’
Rebus smiled as the faces turned to him. Bacon meant pig meant him. A moment’s examination was all he warranted. There were more pressing demands on their attention. At the far end of the arcade were the really big machines: half-size motorbikes you sat astride as you negotiated the circuit on the screen in front of you. A small appreciative coterie stood around one bike, on which sat a young man dressed in a leather jacket. Not a market-stall jacket, something altogether more special. Quality goods. Shiny sharp-toed boots. Tight black denims. White polo neck. Surrounded by fawning courtiers. Steely Dan: ‘Kid Charlemagne’. Rebus found a space for himself in the midst of the glaring onlookers.
‘No takers for that bacon sarnie?’ he asked.
‘Who are you?’ the man on the machine demanded.
‘DI Rebus.’
‘Cafferty’s man.’ Said with conviction.
‘What?’
‘I hear you and him go back.’
‘I put him inside.’
‘Not every cop gets visiting rights though.’ Rebus realised that though Telford’s gaze was fixed on the screen, he was watching Rebus in its reflection. Watching him, talking to him, yet still managing to control the bike through hairpin bends.
‘So is there some problem, Inspector?’
‘Yes, there’s a problem. We picked up one of your girls.’
‘My what?’
‘She calls herself Candice. That’s about as much as we know. But foreign lassies are a new one on me. And you’re fairly new around here, too.’
‘I’m not getting your drift, Inspector. I supply goods and services to the entertainment sector. Are you accusing me of being a pimp?’
Rebus stuck out a foot and pushed the bike sideways. On the screen, it spun and hit a crash barrier. A moment later, the screen changed. Back to the start of the race.
‘See, Inspector,’ Telford said, still not turning round. ‘That’s the beauty of games. You can always start again after an accident. Not so easy in real life.’
‘What if I cut the power? Game over.’
Slowly, Telford swivelled from the hips. Now he was looking at Rebus. Close up, he looked so young. Most of the gangsters Rebus had known, they’d had a worn look, undernourished but overfed. Telford had the look of some new strain of bacteria, not yet tested or understood.
‘So what is it, Rebus? Some message from Cafferty?’
‘Candice,’ Rebus said quietly, the slight tremor in his voice betraying his anger. With a couple of drinks in him, he’d have had Telford on the floor by now. ‘From tonight, she’s off the game, understood?’
‘I don’t know any Candice.’
‘Understood?’
‘Hang on, let’s see if I’ve got this. You want me to agree with you that a woman I’ve never met should stop touting her hole?’
Smiles from the spectators. Telford turned back to his game. ‘Where’s this woman from anyway?’ he asked, almost casually.
‘We’re not sure,’ Rebus lied. He didn’t want Telford knowing any more than was necessary.
‘Must have been a great little chat the two of you had.’
‘She’s scared shitless.’
‘Me, too, Rebus. I’m scared you’re going to bore me to death. This Candice, did she give you a taste of the goods? I’m betting it’s not every scrubber would get you this het up.’
Laughter, Rebus its brunt.
‘She’s off the game, Telford. Don’t think about touching her.’
‘Not with a bargepole, pal. Myself, I’m a clean-living sort of individual. I say my prayers last thing at night.’
‘And kiss your cuddly bear?’
Telford looked at him again. ‘Don’t believe all the stories, Inspector. Here, grab a bacon sarnie on your way out, I think there’s one going spare.’ Rebus stood his ground a few moments longer, then turned away. ‘And tell the mugs out front I said hello.’
Rebus walked back through the arcade and out into the night, heading for Nicolson Street. He was wondering what he was going to do with Candice. Simple answer: let her go, and hope she had the sense to keep moving. As he made to pass a parked car, its window slid down.
‘Fucking well get in,’ a voice ordered from the passenger seat. Rebus stopped, looked at the man who’d spoken, recognised the face.
‘Ormiston,’ he said, opening the back door of the Orion. ‘Now I know what he meant.’
‘Who?’
‘Tommy Telford. I’m to tell you he said hello.’
The driver stared at Ormiston. ‘Rumbled again.’ He didn’t sound surprised. Rebus recognised the voice.
‘Hello, Claverhouse.’
DS Claverhouse, DC Ormiston: Scottish Crime Squad, Fettes’s finest. On surveillance. Claverhouse: as thin as ‘twa ply o’ reek’, as Rebus’s father would have said. Ormiston: freckle-faced and with Mick McManus’s hair – slick, pudding-bowl cut, unfeasibly black.
‘You were blown before I walked in there, if that’s any consolation.’
‘What the fuck were you doing?’
‘Paying my respects. What about you?’
‘Wasting our time,’ Ormiston muttered.
The Crime Squad were out for Telford: good news for Rebus.
‘I’ve got someone,’ he said. ‘She works for Telford. She’s frightened. You could help her.’
‘The frightened ones don’t talk.’
‘This one might.’
Claverhouse stared at him. ‘And all we’d have to do is . . .?’
‘Get her out of here, set her up somewhere.’
‘Witness relocation?’
‘If it comes to that.’
‘What does she know?’
‘I’m not sure. Her English isn’t great.’
Claverhouse knew when he was being sold something. ‘Tell us,’ he said.
Rebus told them. They tried not to look interested.
‘We’ll talk to her,’ Claverhouse said.
Rebus nodded. ‘So how long has this been going on?’
‘Ever since Telford and Cafferty squared off.’
‘And whose side are we on?’
‘We’re the UN, same as always,’ Claverhouse said. He spoke slowly, measuring each word and phrase. A careful man, DS Claverhouse. ‘Meantime, you go charging in like some bloody mercenary.’
‘I’ve never been a great one for tactics. Besides, I wanted to see the bastard close up.’
‘And?’
‘He looks like a kid.’
‘And he’s as clean as a whistle,’ Claverhouse said. ‘He’s got a dozen lieutenants who’d take the fall for him.’
At the word ‘lieutenants’, Rebus’s mind flashed to Joseph Lintz. Some men gave orders, some carried them out: which group was the more culpable?
‘Tell me something,’ he said, ‘the teddy bear story . . . is it true?’
Claverhouse nodded. ‘In the passenger seat of his Range Rover. A fucking huge yellow thing, sort they raffle in the pub Sunday lunchtime.’
‘So what’s the story?’
Ormiston turned in his seat. ‘Ever hear of Teddy Willocks? Glasgow hardman. Carpentry nails and a claw-hammer.’
Rebus nodded. ‘You welched on someone, Willocks came to see you with the carpentry bag.’
‘But then,’ Claverhouse took over, ‘Teddy got on the wrong side of some Geordie bastard. Telford was young, making a name for himself, and he very badly wanted an in with this Geordie, so he took care of Teddy.’
‘And that’s why he carries a teddy around with him,’ Ormiston said. ‘A reminder to everyone.’
Rebus was thinking. Geordie meant someone from Newcastle. Newcastle, with its bridges over the Tyne . . .
‘Newcastle,’ he said softly, leaning forward in his seat.
‘What about it?’
‘Maybe Candice was there. Her city of bridges. She might link Telford to this Geordie gangster.’
Ormiston and Claverhouse looked at one another.
‘She’ll need a safe place to stay,’ Rebus told them. ‘Money, somewhere to go afterwards.’
‘A first-class flight home if she helps us nail Telford.’
‘I’m not sure she’ll want to go home.’
‘That’s for later,’ Claverhouse said. ‘First thing is to talk to her.’
‘You’ll need a translator.’
Claverhouse looked at him. ‘And of course you know just the man . . . ?’
She was asleep in her cell, curled under the blanket, only her hair visible. The Mothers of Invention: ‘Lonely Little Girl’. The cell was in the women’s block. Painted pink and blue, a slab to sleep on, graffiti scratched into the walls.
‘Candice,’ Rebus said quietly, squeezing her shoulder. She started awake, as if he’d administered an electric shock. ‘It’s okay, it’s me, John.’
She looked round blindly, focused on him slowly. ‘John,’ she said. Then she smiled.
Claverhouse was off making phone calls, squaring things. Ormiston stood in the doorway, appraising Candice. Not that Ormiston was known to be choosy. Rebus had tried Colquhoun at home, but there’d been no answer. So now Rebus was gesturing, letting her know they wanted to take her somewhere.
‘A hotel,’ he said.
She didn’t like that word. She looked from him to Ormiston and back again.
‘It’s okay,’ Rebus said. ‘It’s just a place for you to sleep, that’s all, somewhere safe. No Telford, nothing like that.’
She seemed to soften, came off the bed and stood in front of him. Her eyes seemed to say, I’ll trust you, and if you let me down I won’t be surprised.
Claverhouse came back. ‘All fixed,’ he said, his examination falling on Candice. ‘She doesn’t speak any English?’
‘Not as practised in polite society.’
‘In that case,’ Ormiston said, ‘she should be fine with us.’
Three men and a young woman in a dark blue Ford Orion, heading south out of the city. It was late now, past midnight, black taxis cruising. Students were spilling from pubs.
‘They get younger every year.’ Claverhouse was never short of a cliché.
‘And more of them end up joining the force,’ Rebus commented.
Claverhouse smiled. ‘I meant prossies, not students. We pulled one in last week, said she was fifteen. Turned out she was twelve, on the run. All grown up about it.’
Rebus tried to remember Sammy at twelve. He saw her scared, in the clutches of a madman with a grievance against Rebus. She’d had lots of nightmares afterwards, till her mother had taken her to London. Rhona had phoned Rebus a few years later. She just wanted to let him know he’d robbed Sammy of her childhood.
‘I phoned ahead,’ Claverhouse said. ‘Don’t worry, we’ve used this place before. It’s perfect.’
‘She’ll need some clothes,’ Rebus said.
‘Siobhan can fetch her some in the morning.’
‘How is Siobhan?’
‘Seems fine. Hasn’t half cut into the jokes and the language though.’
‘Ach, she can take a joke,’ Ormiston said. ‘Likes a drink, too.’
This last was news to Rebus. He wondered how much Siobhan Clarke would change in order to blend with her new surroundings.
‘It’s just off the bypass,’ Claverhouse said, meaning their destination. ‘Not far now.’
The city ended suddenly. Green belt, plus the Pentland Hills. The bypass was quiet, Ormiston doing the ton between exits. They came off at Colinton and signalled into the hotel. It was a motorist’s stop, one of a nationwide chain: same prices, same rooms. The cars which crowded the parking area were salesmen’s specials, cigarette packets littering the passenger seats. The reps would be sleeping, or lying in a daze with the TV remote to hand.
Candice seemed reluctant to get out of the car, until she saw that Rebus was coming, too.
‘You light up her life,’ Ormiston offered.
At reception, they signed her in as one half of a couple – Mrs Angus Campbell. The two Crime Squad cops had the routine off pat. Rebus watched the hotel clerk, but a wink from Claverhouse told him the man was okay.
‘Make it the first floor, Malcolm,’ Ormiston said. ‘Don’t want anyone peeking in the windows.’
Room number 20. ‘Will someone be with her?’ Rebus asked as they climbed the stairs.
‘Right there in the room,’ Claverhouse said. ‘The landing’s too obvious, and we’d freeze our bums off in the car. Did you give me Colquhoun’s number?’
‘Ormiston has it.’
Ormiston was unlocking the door. ‘Who’s on first watch?’
Claverhouse shrugged. Candice was looking towards Rebus, seeming to sense what was being discussed. She snatched at his arm, jabbering in her native tongue, looking first to Claverhouse and then to Ormiston, all the time waving Rebus’s arm.
‘It’s okay, Candice, really. They’ll take care of you.’
She kept shaking her head, holding him with one hand and pointing at him with the other, prodding his chest to make her meaning clear.
‘What do you say, John?’ Claverhouse asked. ‘A happy witness is a willing witness.’
‘What time’s Siobhan expected?’
‘I’ll hurry her up.’
Rebus looked at Candice again, sighed, nodded. ‘Okay.’ He pointed to himself, then to the room. ‘Just for a little while, okay?’
Candice seemed satisfied with this, and went inside. Ormiston handed Rebus the key.
‘I don’t want you young things waking the neighbours now . . .’
Rebus closed the door on his face.
The room was exactly as expected. Rebus filled the kettle and switched it on, dumped a tea-bag into a cup. Candice pointed to the bathroom, made turning motions with her hands.
‘A bath?’ He gestured with his arm. ‘Go ahead.’
The curtain over the window was closed. He parted it and looked out. A grassy slope, occasional lights from the bypass. He made sure the curtains were closed tight, then tried adjusting the heating. The room was stifling. There didn’t seem to be a thermostat, so he went back to the window and opened it a fraction. Cold night air, and the swish of nearby traffic. He opened the pack of custard creams, two small biscuits. Suddenly he felt ravenous. He’d seen a snack machine in the lobby. Plenty of change in his pockets. He made the tea, added milk, sat down on the sofa. For want of any other distractions, he turned the TV on. The tea was fine. The tea was absolutely fine, no complaints there. He picked up the phone and called Jack Morton.
‘Did I wake you?’
‘Not really. How’s it going?’
‘I wanted a drink today.’
‘So what’s new?’
Rebus could hear his friend making himself comfortable. Jack had helped Rebus get off the booze. Jack had said he could phone any time he liked.
‘I had to talk to this scumbag, Tommy Telford.’
‘I know the name.’
Rebus lit a cigarette. ‘I think a drink would have helped.’
‘Before or after?’
‘Both.’ Rebus smiled. ‘Guess where I am now?’
Jack couldn’t, so Rebus told him the story.
‘What’s your angle?’ Jack asked.
‘I don’t know.’ Rebus thought about it. ‘She seems to need me. It’s been a long time since anyone’s felt like that.’ As he said the words, he feared they didn’t tell the whole story. He remembered another argument with Rhona, her screaming that he’d exploited every relationship he’d ever had.
‘Do you still want that drink?’ Jack was asking.
‘I’m a long way from one.’ Rebus stubbed out his cigarette. ‘Sweet dreams, Jack.’
He was on his second cup of tea when she came back in, wearing the same clothes, her hair wet and hanging in rat’s-tails.
‘Better?’ he asked, making the thumbs-up sign. She nodded, smiling. ‘Do you want some tea?’ He pointed to the kettle. She nodded again, so he made her a cup. Then he suggested a trip to the snack machine. Their haul included crisps, nuts, chocolate, and a couple of cans of Coke. Another cup of tea finished off the tiny cartons of milk. Rebus lay along the sofa, shoes off, watching soundless television. Candice lay on the bed, fully-clothed, sliding the occasional crisp from its packet, flicking channels. She seemed to have forgotten he was there. He took this as a compliment.
He must have fallen asleep. The touch of her fingers on his knee brought him awake. She was standing in front of him, wearing the t-shirt and nothing else. She stared at him, fingers still resting on his knee. He smiled, shook his head, led her back to bed. Made her lie down. She lay on her back, arms stretched. He shook his head again and pulled the duvet over her.
‘That’s not you any more,’ he told her. ‘Goodnight, Candice.’
Rebus retreated to the sofa, lay down again, and wished she would stop saying his name.
The Doors: ‘Wishful Sinful’ . . .
A tapping at the door brought him awake. Still dark outside. He’d forgotten to close the window, and the room was cold. The TV was still playing, but Candice was asleep, duvet kicked off, chocolate wrappers strewn around her bare legs and thighs. Rebus covered her up, then tiptoed to the door, peered through the spyhole, and opened up.
‘For this relief, much thanks,’ he whispered to Siobhan Clarke.
She was carrying a bulging polythene bag. ‘Thank God for the twenty-four-hour shop.’ They went inside. Clarke looked at the sleeping woman, then went over to the sofa and started unpacking the bag.
‘For you,’ she whispered, ‘a couple of sandwiches.’
‘God bless the child.’
‘For sleeping beauty, some of my clothes. They’ll do till the shops open.’
Rebus was already biting into the first sandwich. Cheese salad on white bread had never tasted finer.
‘How am I getting home?’ he asked.
‘I called you a cab.’ She checked her watch. ‘It’ll be here in two minutes.’
‘What would I do without you?’
‘It’s a toss-up: either freeze to death or starve.’ She closed the window. ‘Now go on, get out of here.’
He looked at Candice one last time, almost wanting to wake her to let her know he wasn’t leaving for good. But she was sleeping so soundly, and Siobhan could take care of everything.
So he tucked the second sandwich into his pocket, tossed the room-key on to the sofa, and left.
Four-thirty. The taxi was idling outside. Rebus felt hungover. He went through a mental list of all the places he could get a drink at this time of night. He didn’t know how many days it had been since he’d had a drink. He wasn’t counting.
He gave his address to the cabbie, and settled back, thinking again of Candice, so soundly asleep, and protected for now. And of Sammy, too old now to need anything from her father. She’d be asleep too, snuggling into Ned Farlowe. Sleep was innocence. Even the city looked innocent in sleep. He looked at the city sometimes and saw a beauty his cynicism couldn’t touch. Someone in a bar – recently? years back? – had challenged him to define romance. How could he do that? He’d seen too much of love’s obverse: people killed for passion and from lack of it. So that now when he saw beauty, he could do little but respond to it with the realisation that it would fade or be brutalised. He saw lovers in Princes Street Gardens and imagined them further down the road, at the crossroads where betrayal and conflict met. He saw valentines in the shops and imagined puncture wounds, real hearts bleeding.
Not that he’d voiced any of this to his public bar inquisitor.
‘Define romance,’ had been the challenge. And Rebus’s response? He’d picked up a fresh pint of beer and kissed the glass.
He slept till nine, showered and made some coffee. Then he phoned the hotel, and Siobhan assured him all was well.
‘She was a bit startled when she woke up and saw me instead of you. Kept saying your name. I told her she’d see you again.’
‘So what’s the plan?’
‘Shopping – one quick swoop on The Gyle. After that, Fettes. Dr Colquhoun’s coming in at noon for an hour. We’ll see what we get.’
Rebus was at his window, looking down on a damp Arden Street. ‘Take care of her, Siobhan.’
‘No problem.’
Rebus knew there’d be no problem, not with Siobhan. This was her first real action with the Crime Squad, she’d be doing her damnedest to make it a success. He was in the kitchen when the phone rang.
‘Is that Inspector Rebus?’
‘Who’s speaking?’ A voice he didn’t recognise.
‘Inspector, my name is David Levy. We’ve never met. I apologise for calling you at home. I was given this number by Matthew Vanderhyde.’
Old man Vanderhyde: Rebus hadn’t seen him in a while.
‘Yes?’
‘I must say, I was astonished when it transpired he knew you.’ The voice was tinged with a dry humour. ‘But by now nothing about Matthew should surprise me. I went to him because he knows Edinburgh.’
‘Yes?’
Laughter on the line. ‘I’m sorry, Inspector. I can’t blame you for being suspicious when I’ve made such a mess of the introductions. I am a historian by profession. I’ve been contacted by Solomon Mayerlink to see if I might offer assistance.’
Mayerlink . . . Rebus knew the name. Placed it: Mayerlink ran the Holocaust Investigation Bureau.
‘And exactly what “assistance” does Mr Mayerlink think I need?’
‘Perhaps we could discuss it in person, Inspector. I’m staying in a hotel on Charlotte Square.’
‘The Roxburghe?’
‘Could we meet there? This morning, ideally.’
Rebus looked at his watch. ‘An hour?’ he suggested.
‘Perfect. Goodbye, Inspector.’
Rebus called into the office, told them where he’d be.
They sat in the Roxburghe’s lounge, Levy pouring coffee. An elderly couple in the far corner, beside the window, pored over sections of newspaper. David Levy was elderly, too. He wore black-rimmed glasses and had a small silver beard. His hair was a silver halo around a scalp the colour of tanned leather. His eyes seemed constantly moist, as if he’d just chewed on an onion. He sported a dun-coloured safari suit with blue shirt and tie beneath. His walking-stick rested against his chair. Now retired, he’d worked in Oxford, New York State, Tel Aviv itself, and several other locations around the globe.
‘I never came into contact with Joseph Lintz, however. No reason why I should, our interests being different.’
‘So why does Mr Mayerlink think you can help me?’
Levy put the coffee pot back on its tray. ‘Milk? Sugar?’ Rebus shook his head to both, then repeated his question.
‘Well, Inspector,’ Levy said, tipping two spoonfuls of sugar into his own cup, ‘it’s more a matter of moral support.’
‘Moral support?’
‘You see, many people before you have been in the same position in which you now find yourself. I’m talking about objective people, professionals with no axe to grind, and no real stake in the investigation.’
Rebus bristled. ‘If you’re suggesting I’m not doing my job . . .’
A pained look crossed Levy’s face. ‘Please, Inspector, I’m not making a very good job of this, am I? What I mean is that there will be times when you will doubt the validity of what you are doing. You’ll doubt its worth.’ His eyes gleamed. ‘Perhaps you’ve already had doubts?’
Rebus said nothing. He had a drawerful of doubts, especially now that he had a real, living, breathing case – Candice. Candice, who might lead to Tommy Telford.
‘You could say I’m here as your conscience, Inspector.’ Levy winced again. ‘No, I didn’t put that right, either. You already have a conscience, that’s not under debate.’ He sighed. ‘The question you’ve no doubt been pondering is the same one I’ve asked myself on occasions: can time wash away responsibility? For me, the answer would have to be no. The thing is this, Inspector.’ Levy leaned forward. ‘You are not investigating the crimes of an old man, but those of a young man who now happens to be old. Focus your mind on that. There have been investigations before, half-hearted affairs. Governments wait for these men to die rather than have to try them. But each investigation is an act of remembrance, and remembrance is never wasted. Remembrance is the only way we learn.’
‘Like we’ve learned with Bosnia?’
‘You’re right, Inspector, as a species we’ve always been slow to take in lessons. Sometimes they have to be hammered home.’
‘And you think I’m your carpenter? Were there Jews in Villefranche?’ Rebus couldn’t remember reading of any.
‘Does it matter?’
‘I’m just wondering, why the interest?’
‘To be honest, Inspector, there is a slight ulterior motive.’ Levy sipped coffee, considering his words. ‘The Rat Line. We’d like to show that it existed, that it operated to save Nazis from possible tormentors.’ He paused. ‘That it worked with the tacit approval – the more than tacit approval – of several western governments and even the Vatican. It’s a question of general complicity.’
‘What you want is for everyone to feel guilty?’
‘We want recognition, Inspector. We want the truth. Isn’t that what you want? Matthew Vanderhyde would have me believe it is your guiding principle.’
‘He doesn’t know me very well.’
‘I wouldn’t be so sure of that. Meantime, there are people out there who want the truth to stay hidden.’
‘The truth being . . .?’
‘That known war criminals were brought back to Britain – and elsewhere – and offered new lives, new identities.’
‘In exchange for what?’
‘The Cold War was starting, Inspector. You know the old saying: My enemy’s enemy is my friend. These murderers were protected by the secret services. Military Intelligence offered them jobs. There are people who would rather this did not become general knowledge.’
‘So?’
‘So a trial, an open trial, would expose them.’
‘You’re warning me about spooks?’
Levy put his hands together, almost in an attitude of prayer. ‘Look, I’m not sure this has been a completely satisfactory meeting, and for that I apologise. I’ll be staying here for a few days, maybe longer if necessary. Could we try this again?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘Well, think about it, won’t you?’ Levy extended his right hand. Rebus took it. ‘I’ll be right here, Inspector. Thank you for seeing me.’
‘Take care, Mr Levy.’
‘Shalom, Inspector.’
At his desk, Rebus could still feel Levy’s handshake. Surrounded by the Villefranche files, he felt like the curator of some museum visited only by specialists and cranks. Evil had been done in Villefranche, but had Joseph Lintz been responsible? And even if he had, had he perhaps atoned during the past half-century? Rebus phoned the Procurator-Fiscal’s office to let them know how little progress he was making. They thanked him for calling. Then he went to see the Farmer.
‘Come in, John, what can I do for you?’
‘Sir, did you know the Crime Squad had set up a surveillance on our patch?’
‘You mean Flint Street?’
‘So you know about it?’
‘They keep me informed.’
‘Who’s acting as liaison?’
The Farmer frowned. ‘As I say, John, they keep me informed.’
‘So there’s no liaison at street level?’ The Farmer stayed silent. ‘By rights there should be, sir.’
‘What are you getting at, John?’
‘I want the job.’
The Farmer stared at his desk. ‘You’re busy on Villefranche.’
‘I want the job, sir.’
‘John, liaison means diplomacy. It’s never been your strongest suit.’
So Rebus explained about Candice, and how he was already tied into the case. ‘And since I’m already in, sir,’ he concluded, ‘I might as well act as liaison.’
‘What about Villefranche?’
‘That remains a priority, sir.’
The Farmer looked into his eyes. Rebus didn’t blink. ‘All right then,’ he said at last.
‘You’ll let Fettes know?’
‘I’ll let them know.’
‘Thank you, sir.’ Rebus turned to leave.
‘John . . .?’ The Farmer was standing behind his desk. ‘You know what I’m going to say.’
‘You’re going to tell me not to tread on too many toes, not to go off on my own little crusade, to keep in regular contact with you, and not betray your trust in me. Does that just about do it, sir?’
The Farmer shook his head, smiling. ‘Bugger off,’ he said.
Rebus buggered off.
When he walked into the room, Candice rose so quickly from her chair that it fell to the floor. She came forward and gave him a hug, while Rebus looked at the faces around them – Ormiston, Claverhouse, Dr Colquhoun, and a WPC.
They were in an Interview Room at Fettes, Lothian and Borders Police HQ. Colquhoun was wearing the same suit as the previous day and the same nervous look. Ormiston was picking up Candice’s chair. He’d been standing against one wall. Claverhouse was seated at the table beside Colquhoun, a pad of paper in front of him, pen poised above it.
‘She says she’s happy to see you,’ Colquhoun translated.
‘I’d never have guessed.’ Candice was wearing new clothes: denims too long for her and turned up four inches at the ankle; a black woollen v-neck jumper. Her skiing jacket was hanging over the back of her chair.
‘Get her to sit down again, will you?’ Claverhouse said. ‘We’re pushed for time.’
There was no chair for Rebus, so he stood next to Ormiston and the WPC. Candice went back to the story she’d been telling, but glanced regularly towards him. He noticed that beside Claverhouse’s pad of paper sat a brown folder and an A4-sized envelope. On top of the envelope sat a black and white surveillance shot of Tommy Telford.
‘This man,’ Claverhouse asked, tapping the photo, ‘she knows him?’
Colquhoun asked, then listened to her answer. ‘She . . .’ He cleared his throat. ‘She hasn’t had any direct dealings with him.’ Her two-minute commentary reduced to this. Claverhouse dipped into the envelope, spread more photos before her. Candice tapped one of them.
‘Pretty-Boy,’ Claverhouse said. He picked up the photo of Telford again. ‘But she’s had dealings with this man, too?’
‘She’s . . .’ Colquhoun mopped his face. ‘She’s saying something about Japanese people . . . Oriental businessmen.’
Rebus shared a look with Ormiston, who shrugged.
‘Where was this?’ Claverhouse asked.
‘In a car . . . more than one car. You know, a sort of convoy.’
‘She was in one of the cars?’
‘Yes.’
‘Where did they go?’
‘They headed out of town, stopping once or twice.’
‘Juniper Green,’ Candice said, quite clearly.
‘Juniper Green,’ Colquhoun repeated.
‘They stopped there?’
‘No, they stopped before that.’
‘To do what?’
Colquhoun spoke with Candice again. ‘She doesn’t know. She thinks one of the drivers went into a shop for some cigarettes. The others all seemed to be looking at a building, as if they were interested in it, but not saying anything.’
‘What building?’
‘She doesn’t know.’
Claverhouse looked exasperated. She wasn’t giving him much of anything, and Rebus knew that if there was nothing she could trade, Crime Squad would dump her straight back on the street. Colquhoun was all wrong for this job, completely out of his depth.
‘Where did they go after Juniper Green?’
‘Just drove around the countryside. For two or three hours, she thinks. They would stop sometimes and get out, but just to look at the scenery. Lots of hills and . . .’ Colquhoun checked something. ‘Hills and flags.’
‘Flags? Flying from buildings?’
‘No, stuck into the ground.’
Claverhouse gave Ormiston a look of hopelessness.
‘Golf courses,’ Rebus said. ‘Try describing a golf course to her, Dr Colquhoun.’
Colquhoun did so, and she nodded agreement, beaming at Rebus. Claverhouse was looking at him, too.
‘Just a guess,’ Rebus said with a shrug. ‘Japanese businessmen, it’s what they like about Scotland.’
Claverhouse turned back to Candice. ‘Ask her if she . . . accommodated any of these men.’
Colquhoun cleared his throat again, colour flooding his cheeks as he spoke. Candice looked down at the table, moved her head in the affirmative, started to speak.
‘She says that’s why she was there. She was fooled at first. She thought maybe they just wanted a pretty woman to look at. They had a nice lunch . . . the beautiful drive . . . But then they came back into town, dropped the Japanese off at a hotel, and she was taken up to one of the hotel rooms. Three of them . . . she, as you put it yourself, DS Claverhouse, she “accommodated” three of them.’
‘Does she remember the name of the hotel?’
She didn’t.
‘Where did they have lunch?’
‘A restaurant next to flags and . . .’ Colquhoun corrected himself. ‘Next to a golf course.’
‘How long ago was this?’
‘Two or three weeks.’
‘And how many of them were there?’
Colquhoun checked. ‘The three Japanese, and maybe four other men.’
‘Ask her how long she’s been in Edinburgh,’ Rebus asked.
Colquhoun did so. ‘She thinks maybe a month.’
‘A month working the street . . . funny we haven’t picked her up.’
‘She was put there as a punishment.’
‘For what?’ Claverhouse asked. Rebus had the answer.
‘For making herself ugly.’ He turned to Candice. ‘Ask her why she cuts herself.’
Candice looked at him and shrugged.
‘What’s your point?’ Ormiston asked.
‘She thinks the scars will deter punters. Which means she doesn’t like the life she’s been leading.’
‘And helping us is her only sure ticket out?’
‘Something like that.’
So Colquhoun asked her again, then said: ‘They don’t like that she does it. That’s why she does it.’
‘Tell her if she helps us, she won’t ever have to do anything like that again.’
Colquhoun translated, glancing at his watch.
‘Does the name Newcastle mean anything to her?’ Claverhouse asked.
Colquhoun tried the name. ‘I’ve explained to her that it’s a town in England, built on a river.’
‘Don’t forget the bridges,’ Rebus said.
Colquhoun added a few words, but Candice only shrugged. She looked upset that she was failing them. Rebus gave her another smile.
‘What about the man she worked for?’ Claverhouse asked. ‘The one before she came to Edinburgh.’
She seemed to have plenty to say about this, and kept touching her face with her fingers while she talked. Colquhoun nodded, made her stop from time to time so he could translate.
‘A big man . . . fat. He was the boss. Something about his skin . . . a birthmark maybe, certainly something distinctive. And glasses, like sunglasses but not quite.’
Rebus saw Claverhouse and Ormiston exchange another look. It was all too vague to be much use. Colquhoun checked his watch again. ‘And cars, a lot of cars. This man crashed them.’
‘Maybe he got a scar on his face,’ Ormiston offered.
‘Glasses and a scar aren’t going to get us very far,’ Claverhouse added.
‘Gentlemen,’ Colquhoun said, while Candice looked towards Rebus, ‘I’m afraid I’m going to have to leave.’
‘Any chance of coming back in later, sir?’ Claverhouse asked.
‘You mean today?’
‘I thought maybe this evening . . .?’
‘Look, I do have other commitments.’
‘We appreciate that, sir. Meantime, DC Ormiston will run you back into town.’
‘My pleasure,’ Ormiston said, all charm. They needed Colquhoun, after all. They had to keep him sweet.
‘One thing,’ Colquhoun said. ‘There’s a refugee family in Fife. From Sarajevo. They’d probably take her in. I could ask.’
‘Thank you, sir,’ Claverhouse said. ‘Maybe later on, eh?’
Colquhoun seemed disappointed as Ormiston led him away.
Rebus walked over to Claverhouse, who was shuffling his photos together.
‘Bit of an oddball,’ Claverhouse commented.
‘Not used to the real world.’
‘Not much help either.’
Rebus looked towards Candice. ‘Mind if I take her out?’
‘What?’
‘Just for an hour.’ Claverhouse stared at him. ‘She’s been cooped up here, and only her hotel room to look forward to. I’ll drop her back there in an hour, hour and a half.’
‘Bring her back in one piece, preferably with a smile on her face.’
Rebus motioned for Candice to join him.
‘Japanese and golf courses,’ Claverhouse mused. ‘What do you think?’
‘Telford’s a businessman, we know that. Businessmen do deals with other businessmen.’
‘He runs bouncers and slot machines: what’s the Japanese connection?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘I leave the hard questions to the likes of you.’ He opened the door.
‘And, John?’ Claverhouse warned, nodding towards Candice. ‘She’s Crime Squad property, okay? And remember, you came to us.’
‘No bother, Claverhouse. And by the way, I’m your B Division liaison.’
‘Since when?’
‘With immediate effect. If you don’t believe me, ask your boss. This might be your case, but Telford works out of my territory.’
He took Candice by the arm and marched her from the room.
He stopped the car on the corner of Flint Street.
‘It’s okay, Candice,’ he said, seeing her agitation. ‘We’re staying in the car. Everything’s all right.’ Her eyes were darting around, looking for faces she didn’t want to see. Rebus started the car again and drove off. ‘Look,’ he told her, ‘we’re leaving.’ Knowing she couldn’t understand. ‘I’m guessing this is where you started from that day.’ He looked at her. ‘The day you went to Juniper Green. The Japanese would be staying in a central hotel, somewhere pricey. You picked them up, then headed east. Along Dalry Road maybe?’ He was speaking for his own benefit. ‘Christ, I don’t know. Look, Candice, anything you see, anything that looks familiar, just let me know, okay?’
‘Okay.’
Had she understood? No, she was smiling. All she’d heard was that final word. All she knew was that they were heading away from Flint Street. He took her down on to Princes Street first.
‘Was it a hotel here, Candice? The Japanese? Was it here?’ She gazed from the window with a blank look.
He headed up Lothian Road. ‘Usher Hall,’ he said. ‘Sheraton . . . Any of it ring a bell?’ Nothing did. Out along the Western Approach Road, Slateford Road, and on to Lanark Road. Most of the lights were against them, giving her plenty of time to study the buildings. Each newsagent’s they passed, Rebus pointed it out, just in case the convoy had paused there to buy cigarettes. Soon they were out of town and entering Juniper Green.
‘Juniper Green!’ she said, pointing at the signpost, delighted to have something to show him. Rebus attempted a smile. There were plenty of golf courses around the city. He couldn’t hope to take her to every one of them, not in a week never mind an hour. He stopped for a few moments by the side of a field. Candice got out, so he followed, lit a cigarette. There were two stone gateposts next to the road, but no sign of a gate between them, or any sort of path behind them. Once there might have been a track, and a house at the end of it. Atop one of the pillars sat the badly worn representation of a bull. Candice pointed towards the ground behind the other pillar, where another lump of carved stone lay, half-covered by weeds and grass.
‘Looks like a serpent,’ Rebus said. ‘Maybe a dragon.’ He looked at her. ‘It’ll all mean something to somebody.’ She looked back at him blankly. He saw Sammy’s features, reminded himself that he wanted to help her. He was in danger of letting that slip, of focusing on how she might help them get to Telford.
Back in the car, he branched off towards Livingston, intending to head for Ratho and from there back into town. Then he noticed that Candice had turned to look out of the back window.
‘What is it?’
She came out with a stream of words, her tone uncertain. Rebus turned the car anyway, and drove slowly back the way they’d just come. He stopped at the side of the road, opposite a low dry-stone wall, beyond which lay the undulations of a golf course.
‘Recognise it?’ She mumbled more words. Rebus pointed. ‘Here? Yes?’
She turned to him, said something which sounded apologetic.
‘It’s okay,’ he told her. ‘Let’s take a closer look anyway.’ He drove to where a vast iron double-gate stood open. A sign to one side read POYNTINGHAME GOLF AND COUNTRY CLUB. Beneath it: ‘Bar Lunches and A La Carte, Visitors Welcome’. As Rebus drove through the gates, Candice started nodding again, and when an oversized Georgian house came into view she almost bounced in her seat, slapping her hands against her thighs.
‘I think I get the picture,’ Rebus said.
He parked outside the main entrance, squeezing between a Volvo estate and a low-slung Toyota. Out on the course, three men were finishing their round. As the final putt went in, hands went to wallets and money changed hands.
Two things Rebus knew about golf: one, to some people it was a religion; two, a lot of players liked a bet. They’d bet on final tally, each hole, even every shot if they could.
And didn’t the Japanese have a passion for gambling?
He took Candice’s arm as he escorted her into the main building. Piano music from the bar. Panatella smoke and oak-panelling. Huge portraits of self-important unknowns. A few old wooden putters, framed behind glass. A poster advertised a Halloween dinner-dance for that evening. Rebus walked up to reception, explained who he was and what he wanted. The receptionist made a phone call, then led them to the Chief Executive’s office.
Hugh Malahide, bald and thin, mid-forties, already had a slight stammer, which intensified when Rebus asked his first question. By throwing it back at the questioner, he seemed to be playing for time.
‘Have we had any Japanese visitors recently? Well, we do get a few golfers.’
‘These men came to lunch. Maybe a fortnight, three weeks back. There were three of them, plus three or four Scottish men. Probably driving Range Rovers. The table may have been reserved in the name of Telford.’
‘Telford?’
‘Thomas Telford.’
‘Ah, yes . . .’ Malahide wasn’t enjoying this at all.
‘You know Mr Telford?’
‘In a manner of speaking.’
Rebus leaned forward in his chair. ‘Go on.’
‘Well, he’s . . . look, the reason I seem so reticent is because we don’t want this made common knowledge.’
‘I understand, sir.’
‘Mr Telford is acting as go-between.’
‘Go-between?’
‘In the negotiations.’
Rebus saw what Malahide was getting at. ‘The Japanese want to buy Poyntinghame?’
‘You understand, Inspector, I’m just the manager here. I mean, I run the day-to-day business.’
‘But you’re the Chief Executive.’
‘With no personal share in the club. The actual owners were set against selling at first. But an offer has been made, and I believe it’s a very good one. And the potential buyers . . . well, they’re persistent.’
‘Have there been any threats, Mr Malahide?’
He looked horrified. ‘What sort of threats?’
‘Forget it.’
‘The negotiations haven’t been hostile, if that’s what you mean.’
‘So these Japanese, the ones who had lunch here . . . ?’
‘They were representing the consortium.’
‘The consortium being . . . ?’
‘I don’t know. The Japanese are always very secretive. Some big company or corporation, I’d guess.’
‘Any idea why they want Poyntinghame?’
‘I’ve wondered that myself.’
‘And?’
‘Everyone knows the Japanese love golf. It might be a prestige thing. Or it could be that they’re opening a plant of some kind in Livingston.’
‘And Poyntinghame would become the factory social club?’
Malahide shivered at the thought. Rebus got to his feet.
‘You’ve been very helpful, sir. Anything else you can tell me?’
‘Look, this has been off the record, Inspector.’
‘I’ve no problem with that. I don’t suppose you’ve got any names?’
‘Names?’
‘Of the diners that day.’
Malahide shook his head. ‘I’m sorry, not even credit card details. Mr Telford paid cash as usual.’
‘Did he leave a big tip?’
‘Inspector,’ smiling, ‘some secrets are sacrosanct.’
‘Let’s keep this conversation that way, too, sir, all right?’
Malahide looked at Candice. ‘She’s a prostitute, isn’t she? I thought as much the day they were here.’ There was revulsion in his voice. ‘Tarty little thing, aren’t you?’
Candice stared at him, looked to Rebus for help, said a few words neither man understood.
‘What’s she saying?’ Malahide asked.
‘She says she once had a punter who looked just like you. He dressed in plus-fours and made her whack him with a mashie-niblick.’
Malahide showed them out.
Rebus telephoned Claverhouse from Candice’s room.
‘Could be something or nothing,’ Claverhouse said, but Rebus could tell he was interested, which was good: the longer he stayed interested, the longer he’d want to hang on to Candice. Ormiston was on his way to the hotel to resume babysitting duties.
‘What I want to know is, how the hell did Telford land something like this?’
‘Good question,’ Claverhouse said.
‘It’s way out of his previous sphere, isn’t it?’
‘As far as we know.’
‘A chauffeur service for Jap companies . . .’
‘Maybe he’s after the contract to supply their gaming machines.’
Rebus shook his head. ‘I still don’t get it.’
‘Not your problem, John, remember that.’
‘I suppose so.’ There was a knock at the door. ‘Sounds like Ormiston.’
‘I doubt it. He’s just left.’
Rebus stared at the door. ‘Claverhouse, wait on the line.’
He left the receiver on the bedside table. The knock was repeated. Rebus motioned for Candice, who’d been flicking through a magazine on the sofa, to move into the bathroom. Then he crept up to the door and put his eye to the spy-hole. A woman: the day-shift receptionist. He unlocked the door.
‘Yes?’
‘Letter for your wife.’
He stared at the small white envelope which she was trying to hand him.
‘Letter,’ she repeated.
There was no name or address on the envelope, no stamp. Rebus took it and held it to the light. A single sheet of paper inside, and something flat and square, like a photograph.
‘A man handed it in at reception.’
‘How long ago?’
‘Two, three minutes.’
‘What did he look like?’
She shrugged. ‘Tallish, short brown hair. He was wearing a suit, took the letter out of a briefcase.’
‘How do you know who it’s for?’
‘He said it was for the foreign woman. He described her to a T.’
Rebus was staring at the envelope. ‘Okay, thanks,’ he mumbled. He closed the door, went back to the telephone.
‘What is it?’ Claverhouse asked.
‘Someone’s just dropped off a letter for Candice.’ Rebus tore open the envelope, holding the receiver between shoulder and chin. There was a Polaroid photo and a single sheet, handwritten in small capitals. Foreign words.
‘What does it say?’ Claverhouse asked.
‘I don’t know.’ Rebus tried a couple of words aloud. Candice had emerged from the bathroom. She snatched the paper from him and read it quickly, then fled back into the bathroom.
‘It means something to Candice,’ Rebus said. ‘There’s a photo, too.’ He looked at it. ‘She’s on her knees gamming some fat bloke.’
‘Description?’
‘The camera’s not exactly interested in his face. Claverhouse, we’ve got to get her away from here.’
‘Hang on till Ormiston arrives. They might be trying to panic you. If they want to snatch her, one cop in a car isn’t going to cause much of a problem. Two cops just might.’
‘How did they know?’
‘We’ll think about that later.’
Rebus was staring at the bathroom door, remembering the locked cubicle at St Leonard’s. ‘I’ve got to go.’
‘Be careful.’
Rebus put down the receiver.
‘Candice?’ He tried the door. It was locked. ‘Candice?’ He stood back and kicked. The door wasn’t as strong as the one in St Leonard’s; he nearly took it off its hinges. She was seated on the toilet, a plastic safety razor in her hand, slashing it across her arms. There was blood on her t-shirt, blood spraying the white tiled floor. She started screaming at him, the words collapsing into monosyllables. Rebus grabbed the razor, nicked his thumb in the process. He pulled her off the toilet, flushed the razor, and started wrapping towels around her arms. The note was lying in the bath. He waved it in her face.
‘They’re trying to scare you, that’s all.’ Not even half-believing it himself. If Telford could find her this quickly, if he had the means of writing to her in her own language, then he was much stronger, much cleverer than Rebus had suspected.
‘It’s going to be okay,’ he went on. ‘I promise. It’s all okay. We’ll look after you. We’ll get you out of here, take you somewhere he can’t get to you. I promise, Candice. Look, this is me talking.’
But she was bawling, tears dripping from her cheeks, head shaking from side to side. For a time, she’d actually believed in knights on white chargers. Now, she was realising how stupid she’d been . . .
The coast seemed to be clear.
Rebus took her in his car, Ormiston tucked in behind. No other way to play it. It was a trade-off: a speedy exit versus hanging around for a cavalry escort. And the way Candice was bleeding, they couldn’t afford to wait. The drive to the hospital was nerve-tingling, then there was the wait while her wounds were checked and some of them sewn up. Rebus and Ormiston waited in A&E, drinking coffee from beakers, asking one another questions they couldn’t answer.
‘How did he know?’
‘Who did he get to write the note?’
‘Why give us a warning? Why not just grab her?’
‘What does the note say?’
It struck Rebus that they were near the university. He took Dr Colquhoun’s card from his pocket and phoned his office. Colquhoun was in. Rebus read the message out to him, spelling some of the words.
‘They sound like addresses,’ Colquhoun said. ‘Untranslatable.’
‘Addresses? Are any towns named?’
‘I don’t think so.’
‘Sir, we’ll be taking her to Fettes if she’s well enough . . . any chance you could meet us there? It’s important.’
‘Everything with you chaps is important.’
‘Yes, sir, but this is important. Candice’s life may be in danger.’
Colquhoun took time answering. ‘I suppose in that case . . .’
‘I’ll send a car for you.’
After an hour, she was well enough to leave. ‘The cuts weren’t too deep,’ the doctor said. ‘Not life-threatening.’
‘They weren’t meant to be.’ Rebus turned to Ormiston. ‘She thinks she’s going back to Telford, that’s why she did it. She knows she’s going back to him.’
Candice looked as though all the blood had been drained from her. Her face seemed more skeletal than before, and her eyes darker. Rebus tried to recall what her smile looked like. He doubted he’d be seeing one for a while. She kept her arms folded protectively in front of her, and wouldn’t meet his eyes. Rebus had seen suspects act that way in custody: people for whom the world had become a trap.
At Fettes, Claverhouse and Colquhoun were already waiting. Rebus handed over the note and photo.
‘As I said, Inspector,’ Colquhoun stated, ‘addresses.’
‘Ask her what they mean,’ Claverhouse demanded. They were in the same room as before. Candice knew her place, and was already seated, her arms still folded, showing cream-coloured bandages and pink plasters. Colquhoun asked, but it was as though he’d ceased to exist. Candice stared at the wall in front of her, unblinking, her only motion a slight rocking to and fro.
‘Ask her again,’ Claverhouse said. But Rebus interrupted before Colquhoun could start.
‘Ask her if people she knows live there, people who are important to her.’
As Colquhoun formed the question, the rocking grew slightly in intensity. There were fresh tears in her eyes.
‘Her mother and father? Brothers and sisters?’
Colquhoun translated. Candice tried to stop her mouth trembling.
‘Maybe she left a kid behind . . .’
As Colquhoun asked, Candice flew from her chair, shouting and screaming. Ormiston tried to grab her, but she kicked out at him. When she’d calmed, she subsided in a corner of the room, arms over her head.
‘She’s not going to tell us anything,’ Colquhoun translated. ‘She was stupid to believe us. She just wants to go now. There’s nothing she can help us with.’
Rebus and Claverhouse shared a look.
‘We can’t hold her, John, not if she wants to leave. It’s been dodgy enough keeping her away from a lawyer. Once she starts asking to go . . .’ He shrugged.
‘Come on, man,’ Rebus hissed, ‘she’s shit-scared, and with good reason. And now you’ve got all you’re going to get out of her, you’re just going to hand her back to Telford?’
‘Look, it’s not a question of –’
‘He’ll kill her, you know he will.’
‘If he was going to kill her, she’d be dead.’ Claverhouse paused. ‘He’s cleverer than that. He knows damned well all he had to do was give her a fright. He knows her. It sticks in my craw, too, but what can we do?’
‘Just keep her a few days, see if we can’t . . .’
‘Can’t what? You want to hand her over to Immigration?’
‘It’s an idea. Get her the hell away from here.’
Claverhouse pondered this, then turned to Colquhoun. ‘Ask her if she wants to go back to Sarajevo.’
Colquhoun asked. She slurred some answer, choking back tears.
‘She says if she goes back, they’ll kill everyone.’
Silence in the room. They were all looking at her. Four men, men with jobs, family ties, men with lives of their own. In the scheme of things, they seldom realised how well off they were. And now they realised something else: how helpless they were.
‘Tell her,’ Claverhouse said quietly, ‘she’s free to walk out of here at any time, if that’s what she really wants. If she stays, we’ll do our damnedest to help her . . .’
So Colquhoun spoke to her, and she listened, and when he’d finished she pushed herself back on to her feet and looked at them. Then she wiped her nose on her bandages, pushed the hair out of her eyes, and walked to the door.
‘Don’t go, Candice,’ Rebus said.
She half-turned towards him. ‘Okay,’ she said.
Then she opened the door and was gone.
Rebus grabbed Claverhouse’s arm. ‘We’ve got to pull Telford in, warn him not to touch her.’
‘You think he needs telling?’
‘You think he’d listen?’ Ormiston added.
‘I can’t believe this. He scared her half to death, and as a result we let her walk? I really can’t get my head round this.’
‘She could always have gone to Fife,’ Colquhoun said. With Candice out of the room, he seemed to have perked up a bit.
‘Bit late now,’ Ormiston said.
‘He beat us this time, that’s all,’ Claverhouse said, his eyes on Rebus. ‘But we’ll take him down, don’t worry.’ He managed a thin, humourless smile. ‘Don’t think we’re giving up, John. It’s not our style. Early days yet, pal. Early days . . .’
She was waiting for him out in the car park, standing by the passenger-door of his battered Saab 900.
‘Okay?’ she said.
‘Okay,’ he agreed, smiling with relief as he unlocked the car. He could think of only one place to take her. As he drove through The Meadows, she nodded, recognising the tree-lined playing fields.
‘You’ve been here before?’
She said a few words, nodded again as Rebus turned into Arden Street. He parked the car and turned to her.
‘You’ve been here?’
She pointed upwards, fingers curled into the shape of binoculars.
‘With Telford?’
‘Telford,’ she said. She made a show of writing something down, and Rebus took out his notebook and pen, handed them over. She drew a teddy bear.
‘You came in Telford’s car?’ Rebus interpreted. ‘And he watched one of the flats up there?’ He pointed to his own flat.
‘Yes, yes.’
‘When was this?’ She didn’t understand the question. ‘I need a phrasebook,’ he muttered. Then he opened his door, got out and looked around. The cars around him were all empty. No Range Rovers. He signalled for Candice to get out and follow him.
She seemed to like his living-room, went straight to the record collection but couldn’t find anything she recognised. Rebus went into the kitchen to make coffee and to think. He couldn’t keep her here, not if Telford knew about the place. Telford . . . why had he been watching Rebus’s flat? The answer was obvious: he knew the detective was linked to Cafferty, and therefore a potential threat. He thought Rebus was in Cafferty’s pocket. Know your enemy: it was another rule Telford had learned.
Rebus phoned a contact from the Scotland on Sunday business section.
‘Japanese companies,’ Rebus said. ‘Rumours pertaining to.’
‘Can you narrow that down?’
‘New sites around Edinburgh, maybe Livingston.’
Rebus could hear the reporter shuffling papers on his desk. ‘There’s a whisper going round about a microprocessor plant.’
‘In Livingston?’
‘That’s one possibility.’
‘Anything else?’
‘Nope. Why the interest?’
‘Cheers, Tony.’ Rebus put down the receiver, looked across at Candice. He couldn’t think where else to take her. Hotels weren’t safe. One place came to mind, but it would be risky . . . Well, not so very risky. He made the call.
‘Sammy?’ he said. ‘Any chance you could do me a favour . . . ?’
Sammy lived in a ‘colonies’ flat in Shandon. Parking was almost impossible on the narrow street outside. Rebus got as close as he could.
Sammy was waiting for them in the narrow hallway, and led them into the cramped living-room. There was a guitar on a wicker chair and Candice lifted it, setting herself on the chair and strumming a chord.
‘Sammy,’ Rebus said, ‘this is Candice.’
‘Hello there,’ Sammy said. ‘Happy Halloween.’ Candice was putting chords together now. ‘Hey, that’s Oasis.’
Candice looked up, smiled. ‘Oasis,’ she echoed.
‘I’ve got the CD somewhere . . .’ Sammy examined a tower of CDs next to the hi-fi. ‘Here it is. Shall I put it on?’
‘Yes, yes.’
Sammy switched the hi-fi on, told Candice she was going to make some coffee, and beckoned for Rebus to follow her into the kitchen.
‘So who is she?’ The kitchen was tiny. Rebus stayed in the doorway.
‘She’s a prostitute. Against her will. I don’t want her pimp getting her.’
‘Where’s she from again?’
‘Sarajevo.’
‘And she doesn’t have much English?’
‘How’s your Serbo-Croat?’
‘Rusty.’
Rebus looked around. ‘Where’s your boyfriend?’
‘Out working.’
‘On the book?’ Rebus didn’t like Ned Farlowe. Partly it was that name: ‘Neds’ were what the Sunday Post called hooligans. They robbed old ladies of their pension books and walking-frames. Those were the Neds of this world. And Farlowe meant Chris Farlowe: ‘Out of Time’, a number one that should have belonged to the Stones. Farlowe was researching a history of organised crime in Scotland.
‘Sod’s law,’ Sammy said. ‘He needs money to buy the time to write the thing.’
‘So what’s he doing?’
‘Just some freelance stuff. How long am I babysitting?’
‘A couple of days at most. Just till I find somewhere else.’
‘What will he do if he finds her?’
‘I’m not that keen to find out.’
Sammy finished rinsing the mugs. ‘She looks like me, doesn’t she?’
‘Yes, she does.’
‘I’ve got some time off coming. Maybe I’ll phone in, see if I can stay here with her. What’s her real name?’
‘She hasn’t told me.’
‘Has she any clothes?’
‘At a hotel. I’ll get a patrol car to bring them.’
‘She’s really in danger?’
‘She might be.’
Sammy looked at him. ‘But I’m not?’
‘No,’ her father said. ‘Because it’ll be our secret.’
‘And what do I tell Ned?’
‘Keep it short, just say you’re doing your dad a favour.’
‘You think a journalist’s going to be content with that?’
‘If he loves you.’
The kettle boiled, clicked off. Sammy poured water into three mugs. Through in the living-room, Candice’s interest had shifted to a pile of American comic books.
Rebus drank his coffee, then left them to their music and their comics. Instead of going home, he made for Young Street and the Ox, ordering a mug of instant. Fifty pee. Pretty good deal, when you thought about it. Fifty pence for . . . what, half a pint? A pound a pint? Cheap at twice the price. Well, one-point-seven times the price, which would take it to the price of a beer . . . give or take.
Not that Rebus was counting.
The back room was quiet, just somebody scribbling away at the table nearest the fire. He was a regular, a journalist of some kind. Rebus thought of Ned Farlowe, who would want to know about Candice, but if anyone could keep him at bay, Sammy could. Rebus took out his mobile, phoned Colquhoun’s office.
‘Sorry to bother you again,’ he said.
‘What is it now?’ The lecturer sounded thoroughly exasperated.
‘Those refugees you mentioned. Any chance you could have a word with them?’
‘Well, I . . .’ Colquhoun cleared his throat. ‘Yes, I suppose I could talk to them. Does that mean . . .?’
‘Candice is safe.’
‘I don’t have their number here.’ Colquhoun sounded fuddled again. ‘Can it wait till I go home?’
‘Phone me when you’ve talked to them. And thanks.’
Rebus rang off, finished his coffee, and called Siobhan Clarke at home.
‘I need a favour,’ he said, feeling like a broken record.
‘How much trouble will it get me in?’
‘Almost none.’
‘Can I have that in writing?’
‘Think I’m stupid?’ Rebus smiled. ‘I want to see the files on Telford.’
‘Why not just ask Claverhouse?’
‘I’d rather ask you.’
‘It’s a lot of stuff. Do you want photocopies?’
‘Whatever.’
‘I’ll see what I can do.’ Voices were raised in the front bar. ‘You’re not in the Ox, are you?’
‘As it happens, yes.’
‘Drinking?’
‘A mug of coffee.’
She laughed in disbelief and told him to take care. Rebus ended the call and stared at his mug. People like Siobhan Clarke, they could drive a man to drink.
It was 7 a.m. when the buzzer sounded, telling him there was someone at his tenement’s main door. He staggered along the hall to the intercom, and asked who the bloody hell it was.
‘The croissant man,’ a rough English voice replied.
‘The what?’
‘Come on, dick-brain, wakey-wakey. Memory’s not so hot these days, eh?’
A name tilted into Rebus’s head. ‘Abernethy?’
‘Now open up, it’s perishing down here.’
Rebus pushed the buzzer to let Abernethy in, then jogged back to the bedroom to put on some clothes. His mind felt numb. Abernethy was a DI in Special Branch, London. The last time he’d been in Edinburgh had been to chase terrorists. Rebus wondered what the hell he was doing here now.
When the doorbell sounded, Rebus tucked in his shirt and walked back down the hall. True to his word, Abernethy was carrying a bag of croissants. He hadn’t changed much: same faded denims and black leather bomber, same cropped brown hair spiked with gel. His face was heavy, pockmarked, and his eyes an unnerving, psychopath’s blue.
‘How’ve you been, mate?’ Abernethy slapped Rebus’s shoulder and marched past him into the kitchen. ‘Get the kettle on then.’ Like they did this every day of the week. Like they didn’t live four hundred miles apart.
‘Abernethy, what the hell are you doing here?’
‘Feeding you, of course, same thing the English have always done for the Jocks. Got any butter?’
‘Try the butter-dish.’
‘Plates?’
Rebus pointed to a cupboard.
‘Bet you drink instant: am I right?’
‘Abernethy . . .’
‘Let’s get this ready first, then talk, okay?’
‘The kettle boils quicker if you switch it on at the plug.’
‘Right.’
‘And I think there’s some jam.’
‘Any honey?’
‘Do I look like a bee?’
Abernethy smirked. ‘Old Georgie Flight sends his love, by the way. Word is, he’ll be retiring soon.’
George Flight: another ghost from Rebus’s past. Abernethy had unscrewed the top from the coffee jar and was sniffing the granules.
‘How fresh is this?’ He wrinkled his nose. ‘No class, John.’
‘Unlike you, you mean? When did you get here?’
‘Hit town half an hour ago.’
‘From London?’
‘Stopped a couple of hours in a lay-by, got my head down. That A1 is murder though. North of Newcastle, it’s like coming into a third-world country.’
‘Did you drive four hundred miles just to insult me?’
They took everything through to the table in the living-room, Rebus shoving aside books and notepads, stuff about the Second World War.
‘So,’ he said, as they sat down, ‘I’m assuming this isn’t a social call?’
‘Actually it is, in a way. I could have just telephoned, but I suddenly thought: wonder how the old devil’s getting on? Next thing I knew, I was in the car and heading for the North Circular.’
‘I’m touched.’
‘I’ve always tried to keep track of what you’re up to.’
‘Why?’
‘Because last time we met . . . well, you’re different, aren’t you?’
‘Am I?’
‘I mean, you’re not a team player. You’re a loner, bit like me. Loners can be useful.’
‘Useful?’
‘For undercover, jobs that are a bit out of the ordinary.’
‘You think I’m Special Branch material?’
‘Ever fancied moving to London? It’s where the action is.’
‘I get action enough up here.’
Abernethy looked out of the window. ‘You couldn’t wake this place with a fifty-megaton warhead.’
‘Look, Abernethy, not that I’m not enjoying your company or anything, but why are you here?’
Abernethy brushed crumbs from his hands. ‘So much for the social niceties.’ He took a gulp of coffee, squirmed at its awfulness. ‘War Crimes,’ he said. Rebus stopped chewing. ‘There’s a new list of names. You know that, because you’ve got one of them living on your doorstep.’
‘So?’
‘So I’m heading up the London HQ. We’ve established a temporary War Crimes Unit. My job’s to collate gen on the various investigations, create a central register.’
‘You want to know what I know?’
‘That’s about it.’
‘And you drove through the night to find out? There’s got to be more to it.’
Abernethy laughed. ‘Why’s that?’
‘There just has. A collator’s job is for someone good at office work. That’s not you, you’re only happy in the field.’
‘What about you? I’d never have taken you for a historian.’ Abernethy tapped one of the books on the table.
‘It’s a penance.’
‘What makes you think it’s any different with me? So, what’s the score with Herr Lintz?’
‘There’s no score. So far all the darts have missed the board. How many cases are there?’
‘Twenty-seven originally, but eight of those are deceased.’
‘Any progress?’
Abernethy shook his head. ‘We got one to court, trial collapsed first day. Can’t prosecute if they’re ga-ga.’
‘Well, for your information, here’s where the Lintz case stands. I can’t prove he was and is Josef Linzstek. I can’t disprove his story of his participation in the war, or how he came to Britain.’ Rebus shrugged.
‘Same tale I’ve been hearing up and down the country.’
‘What did you expect?’ Rebus was picking at a croissant.
‘Shame about this coffee,’ Abernethy said. ‘Any decent caffs in the neighbourhood?’
So they went to a café, where Abernethy ordered a double espresso, Rebus a decaf. There was a story on the front of the Record about a fatal stabbing outside a nightclub. The man reading the paper folded it up when he’d finished his breakfast and took it away with him.
‘Any chance you’ll be talking to Lintz today?’ Abernethy asked suddenly.
‘Why?’
‘Thought I might tag along. It’s not often you get to meet someone who might have killed seven hundred Frenchies.’
‘Morbid attraction?’
‘We’re all a bit that way inclined, aren’t we?’
‘I’ve nothing new to ask him,’ Rebus said, ‘and he’s already been muttering to his lawyer about harassment.’
‘He’s well-connected?’
Rebus stared across the table. ‘You’ve done your reading.’
‘Abernethy the Conscientious Cop.’
‘Well, you’re right. He has friends in high places, only a lot of them have been hiding behind the curtains since this all started.’
‘Sounds like you think he’s innocent.’
‘Until proven guilty.’
Abernethy smiled, lifted his cup. ‘There’s a Jewish historian been going around. Has he contacted you?’
‘What’s his name?’
Another smile. ‘How many Jewish historians have you been in touch with? His name’s David Levy.’
‘You say he’s been going around?’
‘A week here, a week there, asking how the cases are going.’
‘He’s in Edinburgh just now.’
Abernethy blew on his coffee. ‘So you’ve spoken with him?’
‘Yes, as it happens.’
‘And?’
‘And what?’
‘Did he try his “Rat Line” story?’
‘Again, why the interest?’
‘He’s tried it with everyone else.’
‘What if he has?’
‘Jesus, do you always answer a question with a question? Look, as collator, this guy Levy’s name has popped up on my computer screen more than once. That’s why I’m interested.’
‘Abernethy the Conscientious Cop.’
‘That’s right. So shall we go see Lintz?’
‘Well, seeing you’ve come all this way . . .’
On the way back to the flat, Rebus stopped at a newsagent’s and bought the Record. The stabbing had taken place outside Megan’s Nightclub, a new establishment in Portobello. The fatality had been a ‘doorman’, William Tennant, aged 25. The story had made the front page because a Premier League footballer had been on the periphery of the incident. A friend who’d been with him had received minor cuts. The attacker had fled on a motorbike. The footballer had offered no comment to reporters. Rebus knew him. He lived in Linlithgow and a year or so back had been caught speeding in Edinburgh, with – in his own words – a ‘wee bitty Charlie’, meaning cocaine, on his person.
‘Anything interesting?’ Abernethy asked.
‘Someone killed a bouncer. Quiet little backwater, eh?’
‘A story like that, in London it wouldn’t rate a column inch.’
‘How long are you staying here?’
‘I’ll be off today, want to drop in on Carlisle. They’re supposed to have another old Nazi. After that, it’s Blackpool and Wolverhampton before home.’
‘A sucker for punishment.’
Rebus drove them the tourist route: down The Mound and across Princes Street. He double parked in Heriot Row, but Joseph Lintz wasn’t home.
‘Never mind,’ he said. ‘I know where he’ll probably be.’ He took them down Inverleith Row and turned right into Warriston Gardens, stopping at the cemetery gates.
‘What is he, a gravedigger?’ Abernethy got out of the car and zipped his jacket.
‘He plants flowers.’
‘Flowers? What for?’
‘I’m not sure.’
A cemetery should have been about death, but Warriston didn’t feel that way to Rebus. Much of it resembled a rambling park into which some statuary had been dropped. The newer section, with stone driveway, soon gave way to an earthen path between fading inscriptions. There were obelisks and Celtic crosses, lots of trees and birds, and the electric movements of squirrels. A tunnel beneath a walkway took you to the oldest part of the cemetery, but between tunnel and driveway sat the heart of the place, with its roll-call of Edinburgh’s past. Names like Oven-stone, Cleugh, and Flockhart, and professions such as actuary, silk merchant, ironmonger. There were people who’d died in India, and some who’d died in infancy. A sign at the gate informed visitors that the place had been the subject of a compulsory purchase by the City of Edinburgh, because previous private owners had let it fall into neglect. But that same neglect was at least part of its charm. People walked their dogs here, or came to practise photography, or just mused among the tombstones. Gays came looking for company, others for solitude.
After dark, of course, the place had another reputation entirely. A Leith prostitute – a woman Rebus had known and liked – had been found murdered here earlier in the year. Rebus wondered if Joseph Lintz knew about that . . .
‘Mr Lintz?’
He was trimming the grass around a headstone, doing so with a half-sized pair of garden shears. There was a sheen of sweat on his face as he forced himself upright.
‘Ah, Inspector Rebus. You have brought a colleague?’
‘This is DI Abernethy.’
Abernethy was examining the headstone, which belonged to a teacher called Cosmo Merriman.
‘They let you do this?’ he asked, his eyes finally finding Lintz’s.
‘No one has tried to stop me.’
‘Inspector Rebus tells me you plant flowers, too.’
‘People assume I am a relative.’
‘But you’re not, are you?’
‘Only in so far as we are the family of man, Inspector Abernethy.’
‘You’re a Christian then?’
‘Yes, I am.’
‘Born and bred?’
Lintz took out a handkerchief and wiped his nose. ‘You’re wondering if a Christian could commit an atrocity like Villefranche. It’s perhaps not in my interest to say this, but I think it entirely possible. I’ve been explaining this to Inspector Rebus.’
Rebus nodded. ‘We’ve had a couple of talks.’
‘Religious belief is no defence, you see. Look at Bosnia, plenty of Catholics involved in the fighting, plenty of good Muslims, too. “Good” in that they are believers. And what they believe is that their faith gives them the right to kill.’
Bosnia: Rebus saw a sharp image of Candice escaping the terror, only to end up more terrified still, and more trapped than ever.
Lintz was stuffing the large white handkerchief into the pocket of his baggy brown cord trousers. In the outfit – green rubber overshoes, green woollen jersey, tweed jacket – he did look like a gardener. Little wonder he attracted so little attention in the cemetery. He blended in. Rebus wondered how artful it was, how deeply he’d learned the skill of invisibility.
‘You look impatient, Inspector Abernethy. You’re not a man for theories, am I right?’
‘I wouldn’t know about that, sir.’
‘In that case, you must not know very much. Now Inspector Rebus, he listens to what I have to say. More than that, he looks interested. Whether he is or not, I can’t judge, but his performance – if performance it be – is exemplary.’ Lintz always spoke like this, like he’d been rehearsing each line. ‘Last time he visited my home, we discussed human duality. Would you have any opinion on that, Inspector Abernethy?’
The look on Abernethy’s face was cold. ‘No, sir.’
Lintz shrugged: case against the Londoner proven. ‘Atrocities, Inspector, occur by an effort of the collective will.’ Spelling it out; sounding like the lecturer he had once been. ‘Because sometimes all it takes to turn us into devils is the fear of being an outsider.’
Abernethy sniffed, hands in pockets. ‘Sounds like you’re justifying war crimes, sir. Sounds to me like you might even have been there yourself.’
‘Do I need to be a spaceman to imagine Mars?’ He turned to Rebus, gave him the fraction of a smile.
‘Well, maybe I’m just a bit too simple, sir,’ Abernethy said. ‘I’m also a bit parky. Let’s walk back to the car and carry on our discussion there, all right?’
While Lintz packed his few small tools into a canvas bag, Rebus looked around, saw movement in the distance, between headstones. The crouched figure of a man. Split-second glimpse of a face he recognised.
‘What is it?’ Abernethy asked.
Rebus shook his head. ‘Nothing.’
The three men walked in silence back to the Saab. Rebus opened the back door for Lintz. To his surprise, Abernethy got into the back, too. Rebus took the driver’s seat, felt warmth returning slowly to his toes. Abernethy had his arm along the back of the seat, his body twisted towards Lintz.
‘Now, Herr Lintz, my role in all this is quite straightforward. I’m collating all the information on this latest outbreak of alleged old Nazis. You understand that with allegations such as these, very serious allegations, we have a duty to investigate?’
‘Spurious allegations rather than “serious” ones.’
‘In which case you’ve nothing to worry about.’
‘Except my reputation.’
‘When you’re exonerated, we’ll take care of that.’
Rebus was listening closely. None of this sounded like Abernethy. The hostile graveside tone had been replaced by something much more ambiguous.
‘And meantime?’ Lintz seemed to be picking up whatever the Londoner was saying between the lines. Rebus felt deliberately excluded from the conversation, which was why Abernethy had got into the back seat in the first place. He’d placed a physical barrier between himself and the officer investigating Joseph Lintz. There was something going on.
‘Meantime,’ Abernethy said, ‘co-operate as fully as you can with my colleague. The sooner he’s able to reach his conclusions, the sooner this will all be over.’
‘The problem with conclusions is that they should be conclusive, and I have so little proof. This was wartime, Inspector Abernethy, a lot of records destroyed . . .’
‘Without proof either way, there’s no case to answer.’
Lintz was nodding. ‘I see,’ he said.
Abernethy hadn’t voiced anything Rebus himself didn’t feel; the problem was, he’d voiced it to the suspect.
‘It would help if your memory improved,’ Rebus felt obliged to add.
‘Well, Mr Lintz,’ Abernethy was saying, ‘thanks for your time.’ His hand was on the elderly man’s shoulder: protective, comforting. ‘Can we drop you somewhere?’
‘I’ll stay here a little longer,’ Lintz said, opening the door and easing himself out. Abernethy handed the bag of tools to him.
‘Take care now,’ he said.
Lintz nodded, gave a small bow to Rebus, and shuffled back towards the gate. Abernethy climbed into the passenger seat.
‘Rum little bugger, isn’t he?’
‘You as good as told him he was off the hook.’
‘Bollocks,’ Abernethy said. ‘I told him where he stands, let him know the score. That’s all.’ He saw the look on Rebus’s face. ‘Come on, do you really want to see him in court? An old professor who keeps cemeteries tidy?’
‘It doesn’t make it any easier if you sound like you’re on his side.’
‘Even supposing he did order that massacre – you think a trial and a couple of years in clink till he snuffs it is the answer? Better to just give them all a bloody good scare, stuff the trial, and save the taxpayer millions.’
‘That’s not our job,’ Rebus said, starting the engine.
He took Abernethy back to Arden Street. They shook hands, Abernethy trying to sound like he wanted to stay a little longer.
‘One of these days,’ he said. And then he was gone. As his Sierra drew away, another car pulled into the space he’d just vacated. Siobhan Clarke got out, bringing with her a supermarket carrier-bag.
‘For you,’ she said. ‘And I think I’m owed a coffee.’
She wasn’t as fussy as Abernethy, accepted the mug of instant with thanks and ate a spare croissant. There was a message on the answering machine, Dr Colquhoun telling him the refugee family could take Candice tomorrow. Rebus jotted down the details, then turned his attention to the contents of Siobhan’s carrier-bag. Maybe two hundred sheets of paper, photocopies.
‘Don’t get them out of order,’ she warned. ‘I didn’t have time to staple them.’
‘Fast work.’
‘I went back into the office last night. Thought I’d get it done while no one was about. I can summarise, if you like.’
‘Just tell me who the main players are.’
She came to the table and pulled a chair over beside him, found a sequence of surveillance shots. Put names to the faces.
‘Brian Summers,’ she said, ‘better known as “Pretty-Boy”. He runs most of the working girls.’ Pale, angular face, thick black lashes, a pouting mouth. Candice’s pimp.
‘He’s not very pretty.’
Clarke found another picture. ‘Kenny Houston.’
‘From Pretty-Boy to Plug-Ugly.’
‘I’m sure his mother loves him.’ Prominent teeth, jaundiced skin.
‘What does he do?’
‘He runs the doormen. Kenny, Pretty-Boy and Tommy Telford grew up on the same street. They’re at the heart of The Family.’ She sifted through more photos. ‘Malky Jordan . . . he keeps the drugs flowing. Sean Haddow . . . bit of a brainbox, runs the finances. Ally Cornwell . . . he’s muscle. Deek McGrain . . . There’s no religious divide in The Family, Prods and Papes working together.’
‘A model society.’
‘No women though. Telford’s philosophy: relationships get in the way.’
Rebus picked up a sheaf of paper. ‘So what have we got?’
‘Everything but the evidence.’
‘And surveillance is supposed to provide that?’
She smiled over the top of her mug. ‘You don’t agree?’
‘It’s not my problem.’
‘And yet you’re interested.’ She paused. ‘Candice?’
‘I don’t like what happened to her.’
‘Well, just remember: you didn’t get this stuff from me.’
‘Thanks, Siobhan.’ He paused. ‘Everything going all right?’
‘Fine. I like Crime Squad.’
‘Bit livelier than St Leonard’s.’
‘I miss Brian.’ Meaning her one-time partner, now out of the force.
‘You ever see him?’
‘No, do you?’
Rebus shook his head, got up to show her out.
He spent about an hour sifting through the paperwork, learning more about The Family and its convoluted workings. Nothing about Newcastle. Nothing about Japan. The core of The Family – eight or nine of them – had been at school together. Three of them were still based in Paisley, taking care of the established business. The rest were now in Edinburgh, and busy prying the city away from Big Ger Cafferty.
He went through lists of nightclubs and bars in which Telford had an interest. There were incident reports attached: arrests in the vicinity. Drunken brawls, swings taken at bouncers, cars and property damaged. Something caught Rebus’s eye: mention of a hot-dog van, parked outside a couple of the clubs. The owner questioned: possible witness. But he’d never seen anything worth the recall. Name: Gavin Tay.
Mr Taystee.
Recent dodgy suicide. Rebus gave Bill Pryde a bell, asked how that investigation was going.
‘Dead end street, pal,’ Pryde said, not sounding too concerned. Pryde: too long the same rank, and not going anywhere. Beginning the long descent into retirement.
‘Did you know he ran a hot-dog stall on the side?’
‘Might explain where he got the cash from.’
Gavin Tay was an ex-con. He’d been in the ice-cream business a little over a year. Successful, too: new Merc parked outside his house. His financial records hadn’t hinted at money to spare. His widow couldn’t account for the Merc. And now: evidence of a job on the side, selling food and drink to punters stumbling out of nightclubs.
Tommy Telford’s nightclubs.
Gavin Tay: previous convictions for assault and reset. A persistent offender who’d finally gone straight . . . The room began to feel stuffy, Rebus’s head clotted and aching. He decided to get out.
Walked through The Meadows and down George IV Bridge, took the Playfair Steps down to Princes Street. A group was sitting on the stone steps of the Scottish Academy: unshaven, dyed hair, torn clothes. The city’s dispossessed, trying their best not to be ignored. Rebus knew he had things in common with them. In the course of his life, he’d failed to fit several niches: husband, father, lover. He hadn’t fit in with the Army’s ideas of what he should be, and wasn’t exactly ‘one of the lads’ in the police. When one of the group held out a hand, Rebus offered a fiver, before crossing Princes Street and heading for the Oxford Bar.
He settled into a corner with a mug of coffee, got out his mobile, and called Sammy’s flat. She was home, all was well with Candice. Rebus told her he had a place for Candice, she could move out tomorrow.
‘That’s fine,’ Sammy said. ‘Hold on a second.’ There was a rustling sound as the receiver was passed along.
‘Hello, John, how are you?’
Rebus smiled. ‘Hello, Candice. That’s very good.’
‘Thank you. Sammy is . . . uh . . . I am teaching how to . . .’ She broke into laughter, handed the receiver back.
‘I’m teaching her English,’ Sammy said.
‘I can tell.’
‘We started with some Oasis lyrics, just went from there.’
‘I’ll try to come round later. What did Ned say?’
‘He was so shattered when he came home, I think he barely noticed.’
‘Is he there? I’d like to talk to him.’
‘He’s out working.’
‘What did you say he was doing again?’
‘I didn’t.’
‘Right. Thanks again, Sammy. See you later.’
He took a swig of coffee, washed it around his mouth. Abernethy: he couldn’t just let it go. He swallowed the coffee and called the Roxburghe, asked for David Levy’s room.
‘Levy speaking.’
‘It’s John Rebus.’
‘Inspector, how good to hear from you. Is there something I can do?’
‘I’d like to talk to you.’
‘Are you in your office?’
Rebus looked around. ‘In a manner of speaking. It’s a two-minute walk from your hotel. Turn right out of the door, cross George Street, and walk down to Young Street. Far end, the Oxford Bar. I’m in the back room.’
When Levy arrived, Rebus bought him a half of eighty-bob. Levy eased himself into a chair, hanging his walking-stick on the back of it. ‘So what can I do for you?’
‘I’m not the only policeman you’ve spoken to.’
‘No, you’re not.’
‘Someone from Special Branch in London came to see me today.’
‘And he told you I’d been travelling around?’
‘Yes.’
‘Did he warn you against speaking to me?’
‘Not in so many words.’
Levy took off his glasses, began polishing them. ‘I told you, there are people who’d rather this was all relegated to history. This man, he came all the way from London just to tell you about me?’
‘He wanted to see Joseph Lintz.’
‘Ah.’ Levy was thoughtful. ‘Your interpretation, Inspector?’
‘I was hoping for yours.’
‘My utterly subjective interpretation?’ Rebus nodded. ‘He wants to be sure of Lintz. This man works for Special Branch, and as everyone knows Special Branch is the public arm of the secret services.’
‘He wanted to be confident I wasn’t going to get anything out of Lintz?’
Levy nodded, staring at the smoke from Rebus’s cigarette. This case was like that: one minute you could see it, the next you couldn’t. Like smoke.
‘I have a little book with me,’ Levy said, reaching into his pocket. ‘I’d like you to read it. It’s in English, translated from the Hebrew. It’s about the Rat Line.’
Rebus took the book. ‘Does it prove anything?’
‘That depends on your terms.’
‘Concrete proof.’
‘Concrete proof exists, Inspector.’
‘In this book?’
Levy shook his head. ‘Under lock and key in Whitehall, kept from scrutiny by the Hundred Year Rule.’
‘So there’s no way to prove anything.’
‘There’s one way . . .’
‘What?’
‘If someone talks. If we can get just one of them to talk . . .’
‘That’s what this is all about: wearing down their resistance? Looking for the weakest link?’
Levy smiled again. ‘We have learned patience, Inspector.’ He finished his drink. ‘I’m so grateful you called. This has been a much more satisfactory meeting.’
‘Will you send your bosses a progress report?’
Levy chose to ignore this. ‘We’ll talk again, when you’ve read the book.’ He stood up. ‘The Special Branch officer . . . I’ve forgotten his name?’
‘I didn’t give it.’
Levy waited a moment, then said, ‘Ah, that explains it then. Is he still in Edinburgh?’ He watched Rebus shake his head. ‘Then he’s probably on his way to Carlisle, yes?’
Rebus sipped coffee, offered no comment.
‘My thanks again, Inspector,’ Levy said, undeterred.
‘Thanks for dropping by.’
Levy took a final look around. ‘Your office,’ he said, shaking his head.
The Rat Line was an ‘underground railway’, delivering Nazis – sometimes with the help of the Vatican – from their Soviet persecutors. The end of the Second World War meant the start of the Cold War. Intelligence was necessary, as were intelligent, ruthless individuals who could provide a certain level of expertise. It was said that Klaus Barbie, the ‘Butcher of Lyons’, had been offered a job with British Intelligence. It was rumoured that high-profile Nazis had been spirited away to America. It wasn’t until 1987 that the United Nations released its full list of fugitive Nazi and Japanese war criminals, forty thousand of them.
Why so late in releasing the list? Rebus thought he could understand. Modern politics had decreed that Germany and Japan were part of the global brotherhood of capitalism. In whose interests would it be to reopen old wounds? And besides, how many atrocities had the Allies themselves hidden? Who fought a war with clean hands? Rebus, who’d grown to adulthood in the Army, could comprehend this. He’d done things . . . He’d served time in Northern Ireland, seen trust disfigured, hatred replace fear.
Part of him could well believe in the existence of a Rat Line.
The book Levy had given him went into the mechanics of how such an operation might have worked. Rebus wondered: was it really possible to disappear completely, to change identity? And again, the recurring question: did any of it matter? There did exist sources of identification, and there had been court cases – Eichmann, Barbie, Demjanjuk – with others ongoing. He read about war criminals who, rather than being tried or extradited, were allowed to return home, running businesses, growing rich, dying of old age. But he also read of criminals who served their sentences and became ‘good people’, people who had changed. These men said war itself was the real culprit. Rebus recalled one of his first conversations with Joseph Lintz, in the drawing-room of Lintz’s home. The old man’s voice was hoarse, a scarf around his throat.
‘At my age, Inspector, a simple throat infection can feel like death.’
There didn’t seem to be many photographs around. Lintz had explained that a lot had gone missing during the war.
‘Along with other mementoes. I do have these photos though.’
He’d shown Rebus half a dozen framed shots, dating back to the 1930s. As he’d explained who the subjects were, Rebus had suddenly thought: what if he’s making it up? What if these are just a bunch of old photos he picked up somewhere and had framed? And the names, the identities he now gave to the faces – had he invented them? He’d seen in that instant, for the first time, how easy it might be to construct another life.
And then, later in their conversation that day, Lintz, sipping honeyed tea, had started discussing Villefranche.
‘I’ve been thinking a lot about it, Inspector, as you might imagine. This Lieutenant Linzstek, he was in charge on the day?’
‘Yes.’
‘But presumably under orders from above. A lieutenant is not so very far up the pecking order.’
‘Perhaps.’
‘You see, if a soldier is under orders . . . then they must carry out those orders, no?’
‘Even if the order is insane?’
‘Nevertheless, I’d say the person was at the very least coerced into committing the crime, and a crime that very many of us would have carried out under similar circumstances. Can’t you see the hypocrisy of trying someone, when you’d probably have done the same thing yourself? One soldier standing out from the crowd . . . saying no to the massacre: would you have made that stand yourself?’
‘I hope so.’ Rebus thinking back to Ulster and the ‘Mean Machine’ . . .
Levy’s book didn’t prove anything. All Rebus knew was that Josef Linzstek’s name was on a list as having used the Rat Line, posing as a Pole. But where had the list originated? In Israel. Again, it was highly speculative. It wasn’t proof.
And if Rebus’s instincts told him Lintz and Linzstek were one and the same, they were still failing to tell him whether it mattered.
He dropped the book back to the Roxburghe, asked the receptionist to see that Mr Levy got it.
‘I think he’s in his room, if you’d like to . . .’
Rebus shook his head. He hadn’t left any message with the book, knowing Levy might interpret this as a message in itself. He went home for his car, drove down to Haymarket and along to Shandon. As usual, parking near Sammy’s flat was a problem. Everyone was home from work and tucked in front of their televisions. He climbed the stone steps, wondering how treacherous they’d get when the frosts came, and rang the bell. Sammy herself led him into the living room, where Candice was watching a game show.
‘Hello, John,’ she said. ‘Are you my wonderwall?’
‘I’m nobody’s wonderwall, Candice.’ He turned to Sammy. ‘Everything all right?’
‘Just fine.’
At that moment, Ned Farlowe walked in from the kitchen. He was eating soup from a bowl, dunking a folded slice of brown bread into it.
‘Mind if I have a word?’ Rebus said.
Farlowe shook his head, then jerked it in the direction of the kitchen.
‘Can I eat while we talk? I’m starving.’ He sat down at the foldaway table, got another slice of bread from the packet and spread margarine on it. Sammy put her head round the doorway, saw the look on her father’s face, and made a tactical retreat. The kitchen was about seven foot square and too full of pots and appliances. Swinging a cat, you could have done a lot of damage.
‘I saw you today,’ Rebus said, ‘skulking in Warriston Cemetery. Coincidence?’
‘What do you think?’
‘I’m asking you.’ Rebus leaned his back against the sink unit, folded his arms.
‘I’m watching Lintz.’
‘Why?’
‘Because I’m being paid to.’
‘By a newspaper?’
‘Lintz’s lawyer has interim interdicts flying around. Nobody can afford to be seen near him.’
‘But they still want him watched?’
‘If there’s a court case coming, they want to know as much as possible, stands to reason.’
By court case, Farlowe didn’t mean any trial of Lintz, but rather of the newspapers themselves, for libel.
‘If he catches you . . .’
‘He doesn’t know me from Adam. Besides, there’d always be somebody to take my place. Now do I get to ask a question?’
‘Let me say something first. You know I’m investigating Lintz?’ Farlowe nodded. ‘That means we’re too close. If you find out anything, people might think it came from me.’
‘I haven’t told Sammy what I’m doing, specifically so there’s no conflict of interests.’
‘I’m just saying others might not believe it.’
‘A few more days, I’ll have enough money to fund the book for another month.’ Farlowe had finished his soup. He carried the empty bowl over to the sink, stood next to Rebus.
‘I don’t want this to be a problem, but the bottom line is: what can you do about it?’
Rebus stared at him. His instinct was to stuff Farlowe’s head into the sink, but how would that look with Sammy?
‘Now,’ Farlowe said, ‘do I get to ask my question?’
‘What is it?’
‘Who’s Candice?’
‘A friend of mine.’
‘So what’s wrong with your flat?’
Rebus realised he was no longer dealing with his daughter’s boyfriend. He was confronted with a journalist, someone with a nose for a story.
‘Tell you what,’ said Rebus, ‘say I didn’t see you in the cemetery. Say we didn’t just have this little chat.’
‘And I don’t ask about Candice?’ Rebus stayed quiet. Farlowe considered the deal. ‘Say I get to ask you a few questions for my book.’
‘What sort of questions?’
‘About Cafferty.’
Rebus shook his head. ‘I could talk about Tommy Telford though.’
‘When?’
‘When we’ve got him behind bars.’
Farlowe smiled. ‘I could be on the pension by then.’ He waited, saw Rebus was going to give him nothing.
‘She’s only here till tomorrow anyway,’ Rebus said.
‘Where’s she off to?’
Rebus just winked. Left the kitchen, returned to the living-room. Talked to Sammy while Candice’s game show reached its climax. Whenever she heard audience laughter, she joined in. Rebus made arrangements for the following day, then left. There was no sign of Farlowe. He’d either hidden himself in the bedroom or else gone back out. It took Rebus a few moments to remember where he’d parked his car. He drove home carefully; stopped for all the lights.
The parking spaces were all taken in Arden Street. He left the Saab on a yellow line. As he approached his tenement door, he heard a car door open and spun towards the sound.
It was Claverhouse. He was on his own. ‘Mind if I come in?’
Rebus thought of a dozen reasons for saying yes. But he shrugged and made for the door. ‘Any news of the stabbing at Megan’s?’ he asked.
‘How did you know we’d be interested?’
‘A bouncer gets stabbed, the attacker flees on a waiting motorbike. It was premeditated. And the majority of the bouncers work for Tommy Telford.’
They were climbing the stairs. Rebus’s flat was on the second floor.
‘Well, you’re right,’ Claverhouse said. ‘Billy Tennant worked for Telford. He controlled the traffic in and out of Megan’s.’
‘Traffic as in dope?’
‘The footballer’s friend, the one who got wounded, he’s a known dealer. Works out of Paisley.’
‘Therefore connected to Telford, too.’
‘We’re speculating he was the target, Tennant just got in the way.’
‘Leaving only one question: who was behind it?’
‘Come on, John. It was Cafferty, obviously.’
‘Not Cafferty’s style,’ Rebus said, unlocking his door.
‘Maybe he’s learned a thing or two from the Young Pretender.’
‘Make yourself at home,’ Rebus said, walking down the hall. The breakfast things were still on the dining table. Siobhan’s bag of goodies was down the side of a chair.
‘A guest.’ Claverhouse had noticed the two mugs, two plates. He looked around. ‘She’s not here now though?’
‘She wasn’t here for breakfast either.’
‘Because she’s at your daughter’s.’
Rebus froze.
‘I went to settle up with the hotel. They said a police car had come and taken all her things away. So then I asked around, and the driver gave me Samantha’s address as the drop-off.’ Claverhouse sat down on the sofa, crossed one leg over the other. ‘So what’s the game, John, and how come you’ve seen fit to leave me on the bench?’ He sounded calm now, but Rebus could tell there’d been a storm.
‘Do you want a drink?’
‘I want an answer.’
‘When she walked out . . . she waited beside my car. I couldn’t think where to take her, so I brought her here. But she recognised the street. Telford had been watching my flat.’
Claverhouse looked interested. ‘Why?’
‘Maybe because I know Cafferty. I couldn’t let Candice stay here, so I took her to Sammy’s.’
‘Is she still there?’ Rebus nodded. ‘So what happens now?’
‘There’s a place she can go, the refugee family.’
‘For how long?’
‘What do you mean?’
Claverhouse sighed. ‘John, she’s . . . the only life she’s known here is prostitution.’
Rebus went over to the hi-fi for something to do, looked through his tapes. He needed to do something.
‘What’s she going to do for money? Are you going to provide? What does that make you?’
Rebus dropped a CD, turned on his heels. ‘Nothing like that,’ he spat.
Claverhouse had his hands up, palms showing. ‘Come on, John, you know yourself there’s –’
‘I don’t know anything.’
‘John . . .’
‘Look, get out, will you?’ It wasn’t just that it had been a long day, more that it felt like the day would never end. He could feel the evening stretch to infinity, no rest available to him. In his head, bodies were swaying gently from trees while smoke engulfed a church. Telford was on his arcade motorbike, cannoning off spectators. Abernethy was touching an old man’s shoulder. Soldiers were rifle-butting civilians. And John Rebus . . . John Rebus was in every frame, trying hard to remain an onlooker.
He put Van Morrison on the hi-fi: Hardnose the Highway. He’d played this music on East Neuk beaches and tenement stakeouts. It always seemed to heal him, or at least patch the wounds. When he turned back into the room, Claverhouse was gone. He looked out of his window. Two kids lived in the second-floor flat across from his. He’d watched them often from this window, and they never once saw him, for the simple reason that they never so much as glanced outside. Their world was complete and all-absorbing, anything outside their window an irrelevance. They were in bed now, their mother closing the shutters. Quiet city. Abernethy was right about that. There were large chunks of Edinburgh where you could live your whole life and never encounter a spot of bother. Yet the murder rate in Scotland was double that of its southern neighbour, and half those murders took place in the two main cities.
Not that the statistics mattered. A death was a death. Something unique had disappeared from the world. One murder or several hundred . . . they all meant something to the survivors. Rebus thought of Villefranche’s sole existing survivor. He hadn’t met her, probably never would. Another reason it was hard to get passionate about a historical case. In a contemporary one, you had many of the facts to hand, and could talk to witnesses. You could gather forensic evidence, question people’s stories. You could measure guilt and grief. You became part of the whole story. This was what interested Rebus. The people interested him; their stories fascinated him. When part of their lives, he could forget his own.
He noticed the answering-machine was flashing: one message.
‘Oh, hello there. I’m . . . um, I don’t know how to put this . . .’ Placed the voice: Kirstin Mede. She sighed. ‘Look, I can’t do this any more. So please don’t . . . I’m sorry, I just can’t. There are other people who can help you. I’m sure one of them . . .’
End of message. Rebus stared down at the machine. He didn’t blame her. I can’t do this any more. That makes two of us, Rebus thought. The only thing was, he had to keep going. He sat down at his table and pulled the Villefranche paperwork towards him: lists of names and occupations, ages and dates of birth. Picat, Mesplede, Rousseau, Deschamps. Wine merchant, china painter, cartwright, housemaid. What did any of it mean to a middle-aged Scot? He pushed it aside and lifted Siobhan’s paperwork on to the table.
Off with Van the Man; on with side one of Wish You Were Here. Scratched to hell. He remembered it had come in a black polythene wrapper. When opened, there’d been this smell, which afterwards he’d learned was supposed to be burning flesh . . .
‘I need a drink,’ he said to himself, sitting forward in his chair. ‘I want a drink. A few beers, maybe with whiskies attached.’ Something to smooth the edges . . .
He looked at his watch; not even near to closing time. Not that it mattered much in Edinburgh, the land that closing time forgot. Could he make it to the Ox before they shut up shop? Yes, too easily. It was nicer to have a challenge. Wait an hour or so and then repeat the debate.
Or call Jack Morton.
Or go out, right now.
The telephone rang. He picked it up.
‘Hello?’
‘John?’ Making it sound like ‘Sean’.
‘Hello, Candice. What’s up?’
‘Up?’
‘Is there a problem?’
‘Problem, no. I just wanting . . . I say to you, see you tomorrow.’
He smiled. ‘Yes, see you tomorrow. You speak very good English.’
‘I was chained to a razor blade.’
‘What?’
‘Line from song.’
‘Oh, right. But you’re not chained to it now?’
She didn’t seem to understand. ‘I’m . . . uh . . .’
‘It’s okay, Candice. See you tomorrow.’
‘Yes, see you.’
Rebus put down the receiver. Chained to a razor blade . . . Suddenly he didn’t want a drink any more.
He picked Candice up the next afternoon. She had two carrier bags, her worldly belongings. She gave Sammy as much of a hug as her bandaged arms would allow.
‘See you again, Candice,’ Sammy said.
‘Yes, see you. Thanks . . .’ Lost for an ending to the sentence, Candice opened her arms wide, bags swinging.
They stopped off at McDonald’s (her choice) for something to eat. Zappa and the Mothers: ‘Cruising for Burgers’. The day was bright and crisp, just right for crossing the Forth Bridge. Rebus took it slowly, so Candice could take in the view. He was heading towards Fife’s East Neuk, a cluster of fishing villages popular with artists and holidaymakers. Out of season, Anstruther seemed practically deserted. Though Rebus had an address, he stopped to ask directions. Finally, he parked in front of a small terraced house. Candice stared at the red door until he gestured for her to follow him. He hadn’t been able to make her understand what they were doing here. Hoped Mr and Mrs Drinic would make a better job of it.
The door was opened by a woman in her early forties. She had long black hair, and peered at him over half-moon glasses. Then her attention shifted to Candice, and she said something in a language both women understood. Candice replied, looking a little shy, not sure what was going on.
‘Come in, please,’ Mrs Drinic said. ‘My husband is in the kitchen.’
They sat around the kitchen table. Mr Drinic was heavily built, with a thick brown moustache and wavy brown and silver hair. A pot of tea was produced, and Mrs Drinic drew her chair beside Candice’s and began talking again.
‘She’s explaining to the girl,’ Mr Drinic said.
Rebus nodded, sipped the strong tea, listened to a conversation he could not understand. Candice, cautious at first, grew more animated as she told her story, and Mrs Drinic was a skilled listener, sympathising, showing shared horror and exasperation.
‘She was taken to Amsterdam, told there would be a job there for her,’ Mr Drinic explained. ‘I know this has happened to other young women.’
‘I think she left a child behind.’
‘A son, yes. She’s telling my wife about him.’
‘What about you?’ Rebus asked. ‘How did you end up here?’
‘I was an architect in Sarajevo. No easy decision, leaving your whole life behind.’ He paused. ‘We went to Belgrade first. A refugee bus brought us to Scotland.’ He shrugged. ‘That was nearly five years ago. Now I am a carpenter.’ A smile. ‘Distance no object.’
Rebus looked at Candice, who had started crying, Mrs Drinic comforting her.
‘We will look after her,’ Mrs Drinic said, staring at her husband.
Later, at the door, Rebus tried to give them some money, but they wouldn’t take it.
‘Is it all right if I come and see her sometime?’
‘But of course.’
He stood in front of Candice.
‘Her real name is Karina,’ Mrs Drinic said quietly.
‘Karina.’ Rebus tried out the word. She smiled, her eyes softer than Rebus remembered them, as if some transformation were beginning. She bent forward.
‘Kiss the girl,’ she said.
A peck on both cheeks. Her eyes filling with tears again. Rebus nodded, to let her know he understood everything.
At his car, he waved once, and she blew him another kiss. Then he drove around the corner and stopped, gripping the steering-wheel hard. He wondered if she’d cope. If she’d learn to forget. He thought again of his ex-wife’s words. What would she think of him now? Had he exploited Karina? No, but he wondered if that was only because she hadn’t been able to give him anything on Telford. He felt he had somehow failed to do the right thing. So far, the only choice she’d had to make was when she’d waited for him by his car rather than going back to Telford. Before then and after, all the decisions had been taken for her. In a sense, she was still as trapped as ever, because the locks and chains were in her mind; they were what she expected from life. It would take time for her to change, to begin trusting the world again. The Drinics would help her.
Heading south down the coast, thinking about families, he decided to visit his brother.
Mickey lived on an estate in Kirkcaldy, his red BMW parked in the driveway. He was just home from work and suitably surprised to see Rebus.
‘Chrissie and the kids are at her mum’s,’ he said. ‘I was going to grab a curry for dinner. How about a beer?’
‘Maybe just a coffee,’ Rebus said. He sat in the lounge until Mickey returned, toting a couple of old shoe-boxes.
‘Look what I dug out of the attic last weekend. Thought you might like a look. Milk and sugar?’
‘A spot of milk.’
While Mickey went to the kitchen to fetch the coffee, Rebus examined the boxes. They were filled with packets of photographs. The packets had dates on them, some with questionmarks. Rebus opened one at random. Holiday snaps. A fancy dress parade. A picnic. Rebus didn’t have any pictures of his parents, and the photos startled him. His mother had thicker legs than he remembered, but a tidy body, too. His father used the same grin in every shot, a grin Rebus shared with Mickey. Digging further into the box, he found one of himself with Rhona and Sammy. They were on a beach somewhere, the wind playing havoc. Peter Gabriel: ‘Family Snapshot’. Rebus couldn’t place it at all. Mickey came back through with a mug of coffee and a bottle of beer.
‘There are some,’ he said, ‘I don’t know who the people are. Relatives maybe? Grandma and Grandad?’
‘I’m not sure I’d be much help.’
Mickey handed over a menu. ‘Here,’ he said, ‘best Indian in town. Pick what you want.’
So Rebus chose, and Mickey phoned the order in. Twenty minutes till delivery. Rebus was on to another packet. These photos were older still, the 1940s. His father in uniform. The soldiers wore hats like McDonald’s counter staff. They also wore long khaki shorts. ‘Malaya’ written on the backs of some, ‘India’ on the others.
‘Remember, the old man got himself wounded in Malaya?’ Mickey said.
‘No, he didn’t.’
‘He showed us the wound. It was in his knee.’
Rebus was shaking his head. ‘Uncle Jimmy told me it was a cut Dad got playing football. He kept picking the scab off, ended with a scar.’
‘He told us it was a war wound.’
‘He was fibbing.’
Mickey had started on the other box. ‘Here, look at these . . .’ Handing over an inch-thick collection of postcards and photographs, secured with an elastic band. Rebus pulled the band off, turned the cards over, saw his own writing. The photos were of him, too: posed snaps, badly taken.
‘Where did you get these?’
‘You always used to send me a card or a photo, don’t you remember?’
They were all from Rebus’s own Army days. ‘I’d forgotten,’ he said.
‘Once a fortnight, usually. A letter to Dad, a card for me.’
Rebus sat back in his chair and started to go through them. Judging by the postmarks, they were in chronological sequence. Training, then service in Germany and Ulster, more exercises in Cyprus, Malta, Finland, and the desert of Saudi Arabia. The tone of each postcard was breezy, so that Rebus failed to recognise his own voice. The cards from Belfast consisted of almost nothing but jokes, yet Rebus remembered that as one of the most nightmarish periods of his life.
‘I used to love getting them,’ Mickey said, smiling. ‘I’ll tell you, you almost had me joining up.’
Rebus was still thinking of Belfast: the closed barracks, the whole compound a fortress. After a shift out on the streets, there was no way to let off steam. Booze, gambling and fights – all taking place within the same four walls. All culminating in the Mean Machine . . . And here were these postcards, here was the image of Rebus’s past life that Mickey had lived with these past twenty-odd years.
And it was all a lie.
Or was it? Where did the reality lie, other than in Rebus’s own head? The postcards were fake documents, but they were also the only ones in existence. There was nothing to contradict them, nothing except Rebus’s word. It was the same with the Rat Line, the same with Joseph Lintz’s story. Rebus looked at his brother and knew he could break the spell right now. All he had to do was tell him the truth.
‘What’s the matter?’ Mickey asked.
‘Nothing.’
‘Ready for that beer yet? The food’ll be here any second.’
Rebus stared at the cooling mug of coffee. ‘More than ready,’ he said, putting the rubber band back around his past. ‘But I’ll stick to this.’ He lifted the mug, toasted his brother.
Next morning, Rebus went to St Leonard’s, telephoned the NCIS centre at Prestwick and asked if they had anything connecting British criminals to European prostitution. His reasoning: someone had brought Candice – she was still Candice to him – from Amsterdam to Britain, and he didn’t think it was Telford. Whoever it was, Rebus would get to them somehow. He wanted to show Candice her chains could be broken.
He got NCIS to fax him what information they had. Most of it concerned the ‘Tippelzone’, a licensed car park where drivers went for sex. It was worked by foreign prostitutes mainly, most of them lacking work permits, many smuggled in from Eastern Europe. The main gangs seemed to be from former Yugoslavia. NCIS had no names for any of these kidnappers-cum-pimps. There was nothing about prostitutes making the trip from Amsterdam to Britain.
Rebus went into the car park to smoke his second cigarette of the day. There were a couple of other smokers out there, a small brotherhood of social pariahs. Back in the office, the Farmer wanted to know if there was any progress on Lintz.
‘Maybe if I brought him in and slapped him around a bit,’ Rebus suggested.
‘Be serious, will you?’ the Farmer growled, stalking back to his office.
Rebus sat down at his desk and pulled forward a file.
‘Your problem, Inspector,’ Lintz had said to him once, ‘is that you’re afraid of being taken seriously. You want to give people what you think they expect. I mention the Ishtar gate, and you talk of some Hollywood movie. At first I thought this was meant to rouse me to some indiscretion, but now it seems more a game you are playing against yourself.’
Rebus: seated in his usual chair in Lintz’s drawing-room. The view from the window was of Queen Street Gardens. They were kept locked: you had to pay for a key.
‘Do educated people frighten you?’
Rebus looked at the old man. ‘No.’
‘Are you sure? Don’t you perhaps wish you were more like them?’ Lintz grinned, showing small, discoloured teeth. ‘Intellectuals like to see themselves as history’s victims, prejudiced against, arrested for their beliefs, even tortured and murdered. But Karadzic thinks himself an intellectual. The Nazi hierarchy had its thinkers and philosophers. And even in Babylon . . .’ Lintz got up, poured himself more tea. Rebus declined a refill.
‘Even in Babylon, Inspector,’ Lintz continued, getting comfortable again, ‘with its opulence and its artistry, with its enlightened king . . . do you know what they did? Nebuchadnezzar held the Jews captive for seventy years. This splendid, awe-inspiring civilisation . . . Do you begin to see the madness, Inspector, the flaws that run so deep in us?’
‘Maybe I need glasses.’
Lintz threw his cup across the room. ‘You need to listen and to learn! You need to understand!’
The cup and saucer lay on the carpet, still intact. Tea was soaking into the elaborate design, where it would become all but invisible . . .
He parked on Buccleuch Place. The Slavic Studies department was housed in one of the tenements. He tried the secretary’s office first, asked if Dr Colquhoun was around.
‘I haven’t seen him today.’
When Rebus explained what he wanted, the secretary tried a couple of numbers but didn’t find anyone. Then she suggested he take a look in their library, which was one floor up and kept locked. She handed him a key.
The room was about sixteen feet by twelve, and smelled stuffy. The shutters across the windows were closed, giving the place no natural light. A No Smoking sign sat on one of four desks. On another sat an ashtray with three butts in it. One entire wall was shelved, filled with books, pamphlets, magazines. There were boxes of press cuttings, and maps on the walls showing Yugoslavia’s changing demarcation lines. Rebus lifted down the most recent box of cuttings.
Like a lot of people he knew, Rebus didn’t know much about the war in ex-Yugoslavia. He’d seen some of the news reports, been shocked by the pictures, then had got on with his life. But if the cuttings were to be believed, the whole region was being run by war criminals. The Implementation Force seemed to have done its damnedest to avoid confrontation. There had been a few arrests recently, but nothing substantial: out of a meagre seventy-four suspects charged, only seven had been apprehended.
He found nothing about slave traders, so thanked the secretary and gave her back her key, then crawled through the city traffic. When the call came on his mobile, he nearly went off the road.
Candice had disappeared.
Mrs Drinic was distraught. They’d had dinner last night, breakfast this morning, and Karina had seemed fine.
‘There was a lot she said she couldn’t tell us,’ Mr Drinic said, standing behind his seated wife, hands stroking her shoulders. ‘She said she wanted to forget.’
And then she’d gone out for a walk down to the harbour, and hadn’t returned. Lost maybe, though the village was small. Mr Drinic had been working; his wife had gone out, asking people if they’d seen her.
‘And Mrs Muir’s son,’ she said, ‘he told me she’d been taken away in a car.’
‘Where was this?’ Rebus asked.
‘Just a couple of streets away,’ Mr Drinic said.
‘Show me.’
Outside his home on Seaford Road, Eddie Muir, aged eleven, told Rebus what he’d seen. A car stopping beside a woman. A bit of chat, though he couldn’t hear it. The door opening, the woman getting in.
‘Which door, Eddie?’
‘One of the back ones. Had to be, there were two of them in the car already.’
‘Men?’
Eddie nodded.
‘And the woman got in by herself? I mean, they didn’t grab her or anything?’
Eddie shook his head. He was straddling his bike, keen to be going. One foot kept testing a pedal.
‘Can you describe the car?’
‘Big, a bit flash. Not from round here.’
‘And the men?’
‘Didn’t really get a good look. Driver was wearing a Pars shirt.’
Meaning a football shirt, Dunfermline Athletic. Which would mean he was from Fife. Rebus frowned. A pick-up? Could that be it? Candice back to her old ways so soon? Not likely, not in a place like this, on a street like this. It was no chance encounter. Mrs Drinic was right: she’d been snatched. Which meant someone had known where to find her. Had Rebus been followed yesterday? If he had, they’d been invisible. Some device on his car? It seemed unlikely, but he checked wheel-arches and the underbody: nothing. Mrs Drinic had calmed a little, her husband having administered medicinal vodka. Rebus could use a shot himself, but turned down the offer.
‘Did she make any phone calls?’ he asked. Drinic shook his head. ‘What about strangers hanging around the street?’
‘I would have noticed. After Sarajevo, it’s hard to feel safe, Inspector.’ He opened his arms. ‘And here’s the proof – nowhere’s safe.’
‘Did you tell anyone about Karina?’
‘Who would we tell?’
Who knew? That was the question. Rebus did. And Claverhouse and Ormiston knew about the place, because Colquhoun had mentioned it.
Colquhoun knew. The nervy old Slavic Studies specialist knew . . . On the way back to Edinburgh, Rebus tried phoning him at office and home: no reply. He’d told the Drinks to let him know if Candice came back, but he didn’t think she’d be coming back. He remembered the look she’d given him early on when he’d asked her to trust him. I won’t be surprised if you let me down. Like she’d known back then that he’d fail. And she’d given him a second chance, waiting for him beside his car. And he’d let her down. He got back on his mobile and called Jack Morton.
‘Jack,’ he said, ‘for Christ’s sake, talk me out of having a drink.’
He tried Colquhoun’s home address and the Slavic Studies office: both locked up tight. Then he drove to Flint Street and looked for Tommy Telford in the arcade. But Telford wasn’t there. He was in the café’s back office, surrounded as usual by his men.
‘I want to talk to you,’ Rebus said.
‘So talk.’
‘Without the audience.’ Rebus pointed to Pretty-Boy. ‘That one can stay.’
Telford took his time, but finally nodded, and the room began to empty. Pretty-Boy stood against a wall, hands behind his back. Telford had his feet up on his desk, leaning back in his chair. They were relaxed, confident. Rebus knew what he looked like: a caged bear.
‘I want to know where she is.’
‘Who?’
‘Candice.’
Telford smiled. ‘Still on about her, Inspector? How should I know where she is?’
‘Because a couple of your boys grabbed her.’ But as he spoke, Rebus realised he was making a mistake. Telford’s gang was a family: they’d grown up together in Paisley. Not many Dunfermline supporters that distant from Fife. He stared at Pretty-Boy, who ran Telford’s prostitutes. Candice had arrived in Edinburgh from a city of bridges, maybe Newcastle. Telford had Newcastle connections. And the Newcastle United strip – vertical black and white lines – was damned close to Dunfermline’s. Probably only a kid in Fife could make the mistake.
A Newcastle strip. A Newcastle car.
Telford was talking, but Rebus wasn’t listening. He walked straight out of the office and back to the Saab. Drove to Fettes – the Crime Squad offices – and started looking. He found a contact number for a DS Miriam Kenworthy. Tried the number but she wasn’t there.
‘Fuck it,’ he told himself, getting back into his car.
The Al was hardly the country’s fastest road – Abernethy was right about that. Still, without the daytime traffic Rebus made decent time on his way south. It was late evening when he arrived in Newcastle, pubs emptying, queues forming outside clubs, a few United shirts on display, looking like prison bars. He didn’t know the city. Drove around it in circles, passing the same signs and landmarks, heading further out, just cruising.
Looking for Candice. Or for girls who might know her.
After a couple of hours, he gave up, headed back into the centre. He’d had the idea of sleeping in his car, but when he found a hotel with an empty room, the thought of en-suite facilities suddenly seemed too good to miss.
He made sure there was no mini-bar.
A long soak with his eyes closed, mind and body still racing from the drive. He sat in a chair by his window and listened to the night: taxis and yells, delivery lorries. He couldn’t sleep. He lay on the bed, watching soundless TV, remembering Candice in the hotel room, asleep under sweet wrappers. Deacon Blue: ‘Chocolate Girl.’
He woke up to breakfast TV. Checked out of the hotel and had breakfast in a café, then called Miriam Kenworthy’s office, relieved to find she was an early starter.
‘Come right round,’ she said, sounding bemused. ‘You’re only a couple of minutes away.’
She was younger than her telephone voice, face softer than her attitude. It was a milkmaid’s face, rounded, the cheeks pink and plump. She studied him, swivelling slightly in her chair as he told her the story.
‘Tarawicz,’ she said when he’d finished. ‘Jake Tarawicz. Real name Joachim, probably.’ Kenworthy smiled. ‘Some of us around here call him Mr Pink Eyes. He’s had dealings – meetings anyway – with this guy Telford.’ She opened the brown folder in front of her. ‘Mr Pink Eyes has a lot of European connections. You know Chechnia?’
‘In Russia?’
‘It’s Russia’s Sicily, if you know what I mean.’
‘Is that where Tarawicz comes from?’
‘It’s one theory. The other is that he’s Serbian. Might explain why he set up the convoy.’
‘What convoy?’
‘Running aid lorries to former Yugoslavia. A real humanitarian, our Mr Pink.’
‘But also a way of smuggling people out?’
Kenworthy looked at him. ‘You’ve been doing your homework.’
‘Call it an educated guess.’
‘Well, it gets him noticed. He got a papal blessing six months ago. Married to an Englishwoman – not for love. She was one of his girls.’
‘But it gives him residency here.’
She nodded. ‘He hasn’t been around that long, five or six years . . .’
Like Telford, Rebus thought.
‘But he’s built himself a rep, muscled in where there used to be Asians, Turks . . . Story is, he started with a nice line in stolen icons. A ton of stuff has been lifted out of the Soviet bloc. And when that operation started drying, he moved into prossies. Cheap girls, and he could keep them docile with a bit of crack. The crack comes up from London – the Yardies control that particular scene. Mr Pink spreads their goods around the north-east. He also deals heroin for the Turks and sells some girls to Triad brothels.’ She looked at Rebus, saw she had his attention. ‘No racial barriers when it comes to business.’
‘So I see.’
‘Probably also sells drugs to your friend Telford, who distributes them through his nightclubs.’
‘“Probably”?’
‘We’ve no hard proof. There was even a story going around that Pink wasn’t selling to Telford, he was buying.’
Rebus blinked. ‘Telford’s not that big.’
She shrugged.
‘Where would he get the stuff?’
‘It was a story, that’s all.’
But it had Rebus thinking, because it might help explain the relationship between Tarawicz and Telford . . .
‘What does Tarawicz get out of it?’ he asked, making his thoughts flesh.
‘You mean apart from money? Well, Telford trains a good bouncer. Jock bouncers get respect down here. Then, of course, Telford has shares in a couple of casinos.’
‘A way for Tarawicz to launder his cash?’ Rebus thought about this. ‘Is there anything Tarawicz doesn’t have a finger in?’
‘Plenty. He likes businesses which are fluid. And he’s still a relative newcomer.’
Eagles: ‘New Kid in Town’.
‘We think he’s been dealing arms: a lot of stuff crossing into Western Europe. The Chechens seem to have weaponry to spare.’ She sniffed, gathered her thoughts.
‘Sounds like he’s one step ahead of Tommy Telford.’ Which would explain why Telford was so keen to do business with him. He was on a learning curve, learning how to fit into the bigger picture. Yardies and Asians, Turks and Chechens, and all the others. Rebus saw them as spokes on a huge wheel which was trundling mercilessly across the world, breaking bones as it went.
‘Why “Mr Pink Eyes”?’ he asked.
She’d been awaiting the question, slid a colour photo towards him.
It was the close-up of a face, the skin pink and blistered, white lesions running through it. The face was puffy, bloated, and in its midst sat eyes hidden by blue-tinted glasses. There were no eyebrows. The hair above the jutting forehead was thin and yellow. The man looked like some monstrous shaved pig.
‘What happened to him?’ he asked.
‘We don’t know. That’s the way he looked when he arrived.’
Rebus remembered the description Candice had given: sunglasses, looks like a car-crash victim. Dead ringer.
‘I want to talk to him,’ Rebus said.
But first, Kenworthy gave him a guided tour. They took her car, and she showed him where the street girls worked. It was mid-morning, no action to speak of. He gave her a description of Candice, and she promised she’d put the word out. They spoke with the few women they met. They all seemed to know Kenworthy, weren’t hostile towards her.
‘They’re the same as you or me,’ she told him, driving away. ‘Working to feed their kids.’
‘Or their habit.’
‘That too, of course.’
‘In Amsterdam, they’ve got a union.’
‘Doesn’t help the poor sods who’re shipped there.’ Kenworthy signalled at a junction. ‘You’re sure he has her?’
‘I don’t think Telford does. Someone knew addresses back in Sarajevo, addresses that were important to her. Someone shipped her out of there.’
‘Sounds like Mr Pink all right.’
‘And he’s the only one who can send her back.’
She looked at him. ‘Why would he do a thing like that?’
Just as Rebus was thinking their surroundings couldn’t get any grimmer – all industrial decay, gutted buildings and pot-holes – Kenworthy signalled to turn in at the gates of a scrapyard.
‘You’re kidding?’ he said.
Three Alsatians, tethered by thirty-foot chains, barked and bounded towards the car. Kenworthy ignored them, kept driving. It was like being in a ravine. Either side of them stood precarious canyon walls of car wrecks.
‘Hear that?’
Rebus heard it: the sound of a collision. The car entered a wide clearing, and he saw a yellow crane, dangling a huge grab from its arm, pluck up the car it had dropped and lift it high, before dropping it again on to the carcass of another. A few men were standing at a safe distance, smoking cigarettes and looking bored. The grab dropped on to the roof of the top car, denting it badly. Glass shimmered on the oily ground, diamonds against black velvet.
Jake Tarawicz – Mr Pink Eyes – was in the crane, laughing and roaring as he picked up the car again, worrying it the way a cat might play with a mouse without noticing it was dead. If he’d seen the new additions to his audience, it didn’t show. Kenworthy hadn’t got out of her car immediately. First, she’d fixed on a face from her repertoire. When finally she was ready, she nodded to Rebus and they opened their doors simultaneously.
As Rebus stood upright, he saw that the grab had dropped the car and was swinging towards them. Kenworthy folded her arms and stood her ground. Rebus was reminded of those arcade games where you had to pick up a prize. He could see Tarawicz in the cab, manipulating the controls like a kid with a toy. He remembered Tommy Telford on his arcade bike, and saw at once something the two men had in common: neither had ever really grown up.
The motorised hum stopped suddenly, and Tarawicz dropped from the cab. He was wearing a cream suit and emerald shirt, open at the neck. He’d borrowed a pair of green wellies from somewhere, so as to keep his trousers clean. As he walked towards the two detectives, his men stepped into line behind him.
‘Miriam,’ he said, ‘always a pleasure.’ He paused. ‘Or so the rumour goes.’ A couple of his men grinned. Rebus recognised one face: ‘The Crab’, that’s what he’d been called in central Scotland. His grip could crush bones. Rebus hadn’t seen him in a long time, and had never seen him so smartly groomed and dressed.
‘All right, Crab?’ Rebus said.
This seemed to disconcert Tarawicz, who half-turned towards his minion. The Crab stayed quiet, but colour had risen to his neck.
Up close, it was hard not to stare at Mr Pink Eyes’s face. His eyes demanded that you meet them, but you really wanted to study the flesh in which they sat.
He was looking at Rebus now.
‘Have we met?’
‘No.’
‘This is Detective Inspector Rebus,’ Kenworthy explained. ‘He’s come all the way from Scotland to see you.’
‘I’m flattered.’ Tarawicz’s grin showed small sharp teeth with gaps between them.
‘I think you know why I’m here,’ Rebus said.
Tarawicz made a show of astonishment. ‘Do I?’
‘Telford needed your help. He needed a home address for Candice, a note to her in Serbo-Croat . . .’
‘Is this some sort of riddle?’
‘And now you’ve taken her back.’
‘Have I?’
Rebus took a half-step forward. Tarawicz’s men fanned out either side of their boss. There was a sheen on Tarawicz’s face which could have been sweat or some medical cream.
‘She wanted out,’ Rebus told him. ‘I promised I’d help her. I never break a promise.’
‘She wanted out? She told you that?’ Tarawicz’s voice was teasing.
One of the men behind cleared his throat. Rebus had been wondering about this man, so much smaller and more reticent than the others, better dressed and with sad drooping eyes and sallow skin. Now he knew: lawyer. And the cough was his way of warning Tarawicz that he was saying too much.
‘I’m going to take Tommy Telford down,’ Rebus said quietly. ‘That’s my promise to you. Once he’s in custody, who knows what he’ll say?’
‘I’m sure Mr Telford can look after himself, Inspector. Which is more than can be said for Candice.’ The lawyer coughed again.
‘I want her kept off the streets,’ Rebus said.
Tarawicz stared at him, tiny black pupils like spots of absolute darkness.
‘Can Thomas Telford go about his daily business unfettered?’ he said at last. Behind him, the lawyer almost choked.
‘You know I can’t promise that,’ Rebus said. ‘It’s not me he has to worry about.’
‘Take a message to your friend,’ Tarawicz said. ‘And afterwards, stop being his friend.’
Rebus realised then: Tarawicz was talking about Cafferty. Telford had told him that Rebus was Cafferty’s man.
‘I think I can do that,’ Rebus said quietly.
‘Then do it.’ Tarawicz turned away.
‘And Candice?’
‘I’ll see what I can do.’ He stopped, slid his hands into his jacket pockets. ‘Hey, Miriam,’ he said, his back still to them, ‘I like you better in that red two-piece.’
Laughing, he walked away.
‘Get in the car,’ Kenworthy said through gritted teeth. Rebus got into the car. She looked nervous, dropped her keys, bent to retrieve them.
‘What’s wrong?’
‘Nothing’s wrong,’ she snapped.
‘The red two-piece?’
She glared at him. ‘I don’t have a red two-piece.’ She did a three point-turn, hitting brakes and accelerator with a little more force than necessary.
‘I don’t get it.’
‘Last week,’ she said, ‘I bought some red underwear . . . bra and pants.’ She revved the engine. ‘Part of his little game.’
‘So how does he know?’
‘That’s what I’m wondering.’ She shot past the dogs and out of the gate. Rebus thought of Tommy Telford, and how he’d been watching Rebus’s flat.
‘Surveillance isn’t always one-way,’ he said, knowing now who’d taught Telford the skill. A little later he asked about the scrapyard.
‘He owns it. He’s got a compacter, but before the cars get squashed he likes to play with them. And if you cross him, he welds your seatbelt shut.’ She looked at him. ‘You become part of his game.’
Never get personally involved: it was the golden rule. And practically every case he worked, Rebus broke it. He sometimes felt that the reason he became so involved in his cases was that he had no life of his own. He could only live through other people.
Why had he become so involved with Candice? Was it down to her physical resemblance to Sammy? Or was it that she had seemed to need him? The way she’d clung to his leg that first day . . . Had he wanted – just for a little while – to be someone’s knight in shining armour, the real thing, not some mockery?
John Rebus: complete bloody sham.
He phoned Claverhouse from his car, filled him in. Claverhouse told him not to worry.
‘Thanks for that,’ Rebus said. ‘I feel a whole lot better now. Listen, who’s Telford’s supplier?’
‘For what? Dope?’
‘Yes.’
‘That’s the real joker in the pack. I mean, he does business with Newcastle, but we can’t be certain who’s dealing and who’s buying.’
‘What if Telford’s selling?’
‘Then he’s got a line from the continent.’
‘What do Drugs Squad say?’
‘They say not. If he’s landing the stuff from a boat, it means transporting it from the coast. Much more likely he’s buying from Newcastle. Tarawicz has the contacts in Europe.’
‘Makes you wonder why he needs Tommy Telford at all . . .’
‘John, do yourself a favour, switch off for five minutes.’
‘Colquhoun seems to be keeping his head down . . .’
‘Did you hear me?’
‘I’ll talk to you soon.’
‘Are you heading back?’
‘In a manner of speaking.’ Rebus cut the call and drove.
‘Strawman,’ said Morris Gerald Cafferty, as he was escorted into the room by two prison guards.
Earlier in the year, Rebus had promised Cafferty he would put a Glasgow gangster, Uncle Joe Toal, behind bars. It hadn’t worked, despite Rebus’s best efforts. Toal, pleading old age and illness, was still a free man, like a war criminal excused for senility. Ever since then, Cafferty had felt Rebus owed him.
Cafferty sat down, rolled his neck a few times, loosening it.
‘So?’ he asked.
Rebus nodded for the guards to leave, waited in silence until they’d gone. Then he slipped a quarter-bottle of Bell’s from his pocket.
‘Keep it,’ Cafferty told him. ‘From the look of you, I’d say your need was greater than mine.’
Rebus put the bottle back in his pocket. ‘I’ve brought a message from Newcastle.’
Cafferty folded his arms. ‘Jake Tarawicz?’
Rebus nodded. ‘He wants you to lay off Tommy Telford.’
‘What does he mean?’
‘Come on, Cafferty. That bouncer who got stabbed, the dealer wounded . . . There’s war breaking out.’
Cafferty stared at the detective. ‘Not my doing.’
Rebus snorted, but looking into Cafferty’s eyes, he found himself almost believing.
‘So who was it?’ he asked quietly.
‘How do I know?’
‘Nevertheless, war is breaking out.’
‘That’s as may be. What’s in it for Tarawicz?’
‘He does business with Tommy.’
‘And to protect that, he needs to have me warned off by a cop?’ Cafferty was shaking his head. ‘You really buy that?’
‘I don’t know,’ Rebus said.
‘One way to finish this.’ Cafferty paused. ‘Take Telford out of the game.’ He saw the look on Rebus’s face. ‘I don’t mean top him, I mean put him away. That should be your job, Strawman.’
‘I only came to deliver a message.’
‘And what’s in it for you? Something in Newcastle?’
‘Maybe.’
‘Are you Tarawicz’s man now?’
‘You know me better than that.’
‘Do I?’ Cafferty sat back in his chair, stretched out his legs. ‘I wonder about that sometimes. I mean, it doesn’t keep me awake at night, but I wonder all the same.’
Rebus leaned on the table. ‘You must have a bit salted away. Why can’t you just be content with that?’
Cafferty laughed. The air felt charged; there might have been only the two of them left in the world. ‘You want me to retire?’
‘A good boxer knows when to stop.’
‘Then neither of us would be much cop in the ring, would we? Got any plans to retire, Strawman?’
Despite himself, Rebus smiled.
‘Thought not. Do I have to say something for you to take back to Tarawicz?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘That wasn’t the deal.’
‘Well, if he does come asking, tell him to get some life insurance, the kind with death benefits.’
Rebus looked at Cafferty. Prison might have softened him, but only physically.
‘I’d be a happy man if someone took Telford out of the game,’ Cafferty went on. ‘Know what I mean, Strawman? It’d be worth a lot to me.’
Rebus stood up. ‘No deal,’ he said. ‘Personally, I’d be happy if you wiped one another out. I’d be jumping for joy at ring-side.’
‘Know what happens at ring-side?’ Cafferty rubbed at his temples. ‘You tend to get spattered with blood.’
‘As long as it’s someone else’s.’
The laughter came from deep within Cafferty’s chest. ‘You’re not a spectator, Strawman. It’s not in your nature.’
‘And you’re some kind of psychologist?’
‘Maybe not,’ said Cafferty. ‘But I know what gets people excited.’
‘Cover my face as the animals cry.’
Running through the hospital, stopping nurses to ask directions. Sweat dripping off him, tie hanging loose around his neck. Taking right turns, left turns, looking for signs. Whose fault? He kept asking himself that. A message which failed to reach him. Because he was on a surveillance. Because he wasn’t in radio contact. Because the station didn’t know how important the message was.
Now running, a stitch in his side. He’d run all the way from the car. Up two flights of stairs, down corridors. The place was quiet. Middle of the night.
‘Maternity!’ he called to a man pushing a trolley. The man pointed to a set of doors. He pushed through them. Three nurses in a glass cubicle. One of them came out.
‘Can I help?’
‘I’m John Rebus. My wife . . .’
She gave him a hard look. ‘Third bed along.’ Pointing . . . Third bed along, curtains closed around it. He pulled the curtains open. Rhona lay on her side, face still flushed, hair sticking to her brow. And beside her, nuzzling into her, a tiny perfection with wisps of brown hair and black, unfocused eyes.
He touched the nose, ran a finger round the curves of an ear. The face twitched. He bent past it to kiss his wife.
‘Rhona . . . I’m really sorry. They didn’t get the message to me until ten minutes ago. How did it . . . ? I mean . . . he’s beautiful.’
‘He’s a she,’ his wife said, turning away from him.
Rebus was sitting in his boss’s office. It was nine-fifteen and he had slept for probably forty-five minutes the previous night. There’d been the hospital vigil and Sammy’s operation: something about a blood clot. She was still unconscious, still ‘critical’. He’d called Rhona in London. She’d told him she’d catch the first train she could. He’d given her his mobile number, so she could let him know when she arrived. She’d started to ask . . . her voice had cracked. She’d put down the receiver. He’d tried to find some feeling for her. Richard and Linda Thompson: ‘Withered and Died’.
He’d called Mickey, who said he’d drop by the hospital some time today. And that was it for the family. There were other people he could call, people like Patience, who had been his lover for a time, and Sammy’s landlady until far more recently. But he didn’t. He knew in the morning he’d call the office where Sammy worked. He wrote it in his notebook so he wouldn’t forget. And then he’d called Sammy’s flat and given Ned Farlowe the news.
Farlowe had asked a question nobody else had: ‘How about you? Are you all right?’
Rebus had looked around the hospital corridor. ‘Not exactly.’
‘I’ll be right there.’
So they’d spent a couple of hours in one another’s company, not really saying very much at first. Farlowe smoked, and Rebus helped him empty the pack. He couldn’t reciprocate with whisky – there was nothing in the bottle – but he’d bought the young man several cups of coffee, since Farlowe had spent nearly all his money on the taxi from Shandon . . .
‘Wakey-wakey, John.’
Rebus’s boss was shaking him gently. Rebus blinked, straightened in his chair.
‘Sorry, sir.’
Chief Superintendent Watson went around the desk and sat down. ‘Hellish sorry to hear about Sammy. I don’t really know what to say, except that she’s in my prayers.’
‘Thank you, sir.’
‘Do you want some coffee?’ The Farmer’s coffee had a reputation throughout the station, but Rebus accepted a mug gladly. ‘How is she anyway?’
‘Still unconscious.’
‘No sign of the car?’
‘Not the last I heard.’
‘Who’s handling it?’
‘Bill Pryde started the ball rolling last night. I don’t know who’s taken it from him.’
‘I’ll find out.’ The Farmer made an internal call, Rebus watching him over the rim of his mug. The Farmer was a big man, imposing behind a desk. His cheeks were a mass of tiny red veins and his thin hair lay across the dome of his head like the lines of a well-furrowed field. There were photos on his desk: grandchildren. The photos had been taken in a garden. There was a swing in the background. One of the children was holding a teddy bear. Rebus felt his throat start to ache, tried to choke it back.
The Farmer put down the receiver. ‘Bill’s still on it,’ he said. ‘Felt if he worked straight through we might get a quicker result.’
‘That’s good of him.’
‘Look, we’ll let you know the minute we get something, but meantime you’ll probably want to go home . . .’
‘No, sir.’
‘Or to the hospital.’
Rebus nodded slowly. Yes, the hospital. But not right this minute. He had to talk to Bill Pryde first.
‘And meantime, I’ll reassign your cases.’ The Farmer started writing. ‘There’s this War Crimes thing, and your liaison on Telford. Are you working on anything else?’
‘Sir, I’d prefer it if you . . . I mean, I want to keep working.’
The Farmer looked at him, then leaned back in his chair, pen balanced between his fingers.
‘Why?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘I want to keep busy.’ Yes, there was that. And he didn’t want anyone else taking his work. It was his. He owned it; it owned him.
‘Look, John, you’re going to want some time off, right?’
‘I can handle things, sir.’ His gaze met the Farmer’s. ‘Please.’
Across the hall in the CID room he nodded as everyone came up to say how sorry they were. One person stayed at their desk – Bill Pryde knew Rebus was coming to see him.
‘Morning, Bill.’
Pryde nodded. They’d met in the wee small hours at the Infirmary. Ned Farlowe had been napping in a chair, so they’d stepped into the corridor to talk. Pryde looked tireder now. He had loosened the top button of his dark green shirt. His brown suit looked lived-in.
‘Thanks for sticking with it,’ Rebus said, drawing over a chair. Thinking: I’d rather have had someone else, someone sharper . . .
‘No problem.’
‘Any news?’
‘A couple of good eyewitnesses. They were waiting to cross at the lights.’
‘What’s their story?’
Pryde considered his reply. He knew he was dealing with a father as well as a cop. ‘She was crossing the road. Looked like she was heading down Minto Street, maybe making for the bus stop.’
Rebus shook his head. ‘She was walking, Bill. Going to a friend’s in Gilmour Road.’
She’d said as much over the pizza, apologising that she couldn’t stay longer. Just one more coffee at the end of the meal . . . one more coffee and she wouldn’t have been there at that moment. Or if she’d accepted his offer of a lift . . . When you thought about life, you thought of it as chunks of time, but really all it was was a series of connected moments, any one of which could change you completely.
‘The car was heading south out of town,’ Pryde went on. ‘Looks like he ran a red light. Motorist sitting behind him seemed to think so.’
‘Reckon he was drunk?’
Pryde nodded. ‘Way he was driving. I mean, could be he just lost control, but in that case why didn’t he stop?’
‘Description?’
Pryde shook his head. ‘We’ve got a dark car, a bit sporty. Nobody caught the licence plate.’
‘It’s a busy enough street, must’ve been other cars around.’
‘A couple of people have called in.’ Pryde flicked through his notes. ‘Nothing helpful, but I’m going to interview them, see if I can jog a memory or two.’
‘Could the car have been nicked? Maybe that’s why he was in a hurry.’
‘I can check.’
‘I’ll help you.’
Pryde considered this. ‘You sure?’
‘Try and stop me, Bill.’
‘No skid marks,’ Pryde said, ‘no sign that he tried braking, either before or after.’
They were standing at the junction of Minto Street and Newington Road. The cross-streets were Salisbury Place and Salisbury Road. Cars, vans and buses queued at the traffic lights as pedestrians crossed the road.
It could have been any one of you, Rebus thought. Any one of them could have taken Sammy’s place . . .
‘She was about here,’ Pryde went on, pointing to a spot where, just past the lights, a bus lane started. The carriageway was wide, a four-lane road. She hadn’t crossed at the lights. She’d been lazy, carrying on down Minto Street a few strides, then crossing in a diagonal. When she’d been a child, they’d taught her about crossing the road. Green Cross Code, all of that. Drummed it into her. Rebus looked around. At the top of Minto Street were some private houses and Bed & Breakfasts. On one corner stood a bank, on another a branch of Remnant Kings, with a takeaway next door.
‘The takeaway would have been open,’ Rebus said, pointing. On the third corner stood a Spar. ‘That place, too. Where did you say she was?’
‘The bus lane.’ She’d crossed three lanes, been only a yard or two from safety. ‘Witnesses say she was nearly at the kerb when he hit her. I think he was drunk, lost it for a second.’ Pryde nodded towards the bank. There were two phone boxes in front of it. ‘Witness called from there.’ The wall behind the phone boxes had a poster glued to it. Grinning maniac behind a steering-wheel, and some writing: ‘So many pedestrians, so little time’. A computer game . . .
‘It would have been so easy to avoid her,’ Rebus said quietly.
‘Sure you’re okay? There’s a café up the road.’
‘I’m fine, Bill.’ He looked around, took a deep breath. ‘Looks like offices behind the Spar, doubtful anyone would have been there. But there are flats above Remnant Kings and the bank.’
‘Want to talk to them?’
‘And the Spar and the kebab shop. You take the B&Bs and the houses, meet back here in half an hour.’
Rebus talked to everyone he could find. In the Spar, there was a new shift on, but he got home phone numbers from the manager and called up the workers from the previous night. They hadn’t seen or heard anything. First they’d known had been the flashing lights of the ambulance. The kebab shop was closed, but when Rebus banged on the door a woman came through from the back, wiping her hands on a tea-towel. He pressed his warrant card to the glass door, and she let him in. The shop had been busy last night. She didn’t see the accident – she called it that, ‘the accident’. And that’s what it was: the word really hadn’t sunk in until she said it. Elvis Costello: ‘Accidents Will Happen’. Was the next line really ‘It’s only hit and run’?
‘No,’ the woman said, ‘the first thing that caught my attention was the crowd. I mean, only three or four people, but I could see they were standing around something. And then the ambulance came. Will she be all right?’
The look in her eyes was one Rebus had encountered before. It almost wanted the victim dead, because then there was a story to be told.
‘She’s in hospital,’ he said, unable to look at the woman any longer.
‘Yes, but the paper said she’s in a coma.’
‘What paper?’
She brought him the first edition of the day’s Evening News. There was a paragraph on one of the inside pages – ‘Hit and Run Coma Victim’.
It wasn’t a coma. She was unconscious, that was all. But Rebus was thankful for the story. Maybe someone would read it and come forward. Maybe guilt would begin to press down on the driver. Maybe there’d been a passenger . . . It was hard to keep secrets, usually you told someone.
He tried Remnant Kings, but of course they had been closed last night, so he climbed to the flats above. There was no one home at the first flat. He wrote a brief message on the back of a business card and pushed it through the letterbox, then jotted down the surname on the door. If they didn’t call him, he’d call them. A young man answered the second door. He was just out of his teens and pushed a thick lock of black hair away from his eyes. He wore Buddy Holly glasses and had acne scars around his mouth. Rebus introduced himself. The hand went to the hair again, a backward glance into the flat.
‘Do you live here?’ Rebus asked.
‘Mm, yeah. Like, I’m not the owner. We rent it.’
There were no names on the door. ‘Anyone else in at the moment?’
‘Nope.’
‘Are you all students?’
The young man nodded. Rebus asked his name.
‘Rob. Robert Renton. What’s this about?’
‘There was an accident last night, Rob. A hit and run.’ So many times he’d been in this situation, passing on the bland news of another changed life. It was a whole hour since he’d telephoned the hospital. In the end, they’d taken his mobile number, said it might be easier if they phoned him whenever there was news. They meant easier for them, not him.
‘Oh, yes,’ Renton was saying, ‘I saw it.’
Rebus blinked. ‘You saw it?’
Renton was nodding, hair bobbing in front of his eyes. ‘From the window. I was up changing a CD, and –’
‘Is it okay if I come in for a minute? I want to see what kind of view you had.’
Renton puffed out his cheeks, exhaled. ‘Well, I suppose . . .’
And Rebus was in.
The living-room was fairly tidy. Renton went ahead of him, crossed to where a hi-fi rack sat between two windows. ‘I was putting on a new CD, and I looked out of the window. You can see the bus stop, and I wondered if I might catch Jane coming off a bus.’ He paused. ‘Jane’s Eric’s girlfriend.’
The words washed over Rebus. He was looking down on the street, where Sammy had been walking. ‘Tell me what you saw.’
‘This girl was crossing the road. She was nice-looking . . . I thought so anyway. Then this car came through the lights, swerved and sent her flying.’
Rebus closed his eyes for a second.
‘She must have gone ten feet in the air, hit that hedge, bounced back on to the pavement. She didn’t move after that.’
Rebus opened his eyes. He was at the window, Renton standing just behind his left shoulder. Down on the street, people were crossing the road, walking over the spot where Sammy had been hit, the spot where she’d landed. Flicking ash on to the pavement where she’d lain.
‘I don’t suppose you saw the driver?’
‘Not from this angle.’
‘Any passengers?’
‘Couldn’t tell.’
He wears glasses, Rebus thought. How reliable is he?
‘When you saw it happen, you didn’t go down?’
‘I’m not a medical student or anything.’ He nodded towards an easel in the corner, and Rebus noticed a shelf of paints and brushes. ‘Someone ran to the phone box, so I knew help was coming.’
Rebus nodded. ‘Anyone else see it?’
‘They were in the kitchen.’ Renton paused. ‘I know what you’re thinking.’ Rebus doubted it. ‘You’re thinking I wear specs, so maybe I didn’t see it right. But he definitely swerved. You know . . . deliberately. I mean, like he was aiming for her.’ He nodded to himself.
‘Aiming for her?’
Renton made a movement with his hand, imitating a car gliding off one course and on to another. ‘He steered straight for her.’
‘The car didn’t lose control?’
‘That would have been jerkier, wouldn’t it?’
‘What colour was the car?’
‘Dark green.’
‘And the make?’
Renton shrugged. ‘I’m hopeless with cars. Tell you what though . . .’
‘What?’
Renton took off his glasses, started polishing them. ‘Why don’t I try sketching it for you?’
He moved the easel over to the window and got to work. Rebus went into the hall and called the hospital. The person he got through to didn’t sound too surprised.
‘No change, I’m afraid. She’s got a couple of visitors with her.’
Mickey and Rhona. Rebus terminated the call, made another to Pryde’s mobile.
‘I’m in one of the flats over Remnant Kings. I’ve got an eyewitness.’
‘Yes?’
‘He saw the whole thing. And he’s an art student.’
‘Yes?’
‘Come on, Bill. Do you want me to draw it for you?’
There was silence for a moment, then Pryde said ‘Ah’.
Rebus held the mobile to his ear as he walked through the hospital.
‘Joe Herdman’s put together a list,’ Bill Pryde was saying. ‘Rover 600 series, the newer Ford Mondeos, Toyota Celica, plus a couple of Nissans. Rank outsider is the BMW 5-series.’
‘It narrows things down a bit, I suppose.’
‘Joe says the Rover, Mondeo and Celica are favourites. He’s given me a few more details – chrome around the number-plates, stuff like that. I’m going to call our artist friend, see if anything clicks.’
A nurse was glaring at Rebus as he walked towards her.
‘Let me know what he says. Talk to you later, Bill.’ Rebus slipped the phone back into his pocket.
‘You’re not supposed to use those things in here,’ the nurse snapped.
‘Look, I’m in a bit of a hurry . . .’
‘They can interfere with the machines.’
Rebus pulled up, colour leaving his face. ‘I forgot,’ he said. He put a shaking hand to his forehead.
‘Are you all right?’
‘Fine, fine. Look, I won’t do it again, okay?’ He started to move off. ‘You can rely on that.’
Rebus took a photocopy of Renton’s drawing from his pocket. Joe Herdman was a desk sergeant who knew everything about cars. He’d been useful before, turning a vague description into something more concrete. Rebus looked at the drawing as he walked. All the details were there: buildings in the background, the hedge, the onlookers. And Sammy, caught at the point of impact. She’d half-turned, was stretching out her hands as if she could push the car to a stop. But Renton had drawn fine lines issuing from the back of the car, representing the air being pushed, representing speed. Where there should have been a face, he had left a blank oval. The back half of the car was very clearly defined, the front a blur of disappearing perspective. Renton said he’d left out anything he couldn’t be sure of. He promised he hadn’t let his imagination fill in the blanks.
It was the face, or the lack of it . . . it disturbed Rebus more than anything else in the picture. He drew himself into the scene, wondered what he’d have done. Would he have concentrated on the car, caught its licence plate? Or would his attention have been focused on Sammy? Which would have prevailed: cop instincts or fatherhood? Someone at the station had said, ‘Don’t worry, we’ll get him.’ Not, ‘Don’t worry, she’ll be all right.’ Which brought it all down to two things: him – meaning the driver – and retribution, rather than her – the victim – and recovery.
‘I’d just have been another witness,’ Rebus said quietly. Then he folded the drawing and put it away.
Sammy had a room to herself, all tubes and machinery, the way he’d seen it in films and on TV. Only here the room was dingier, paint flaking from the walls and around the window-frames. The chairs had metal legs and rubber feet and moulded plastic seats. A woman rose as he came in. They embraced. He kissed the side of her forehead.
Aiming for her. Didn’t anyone say that?
‘Hello, Rhona.’
‘Hello, John.’
She looked tired, of course, but her hair was stylishly cut and dyed the colour of a dull golden harvest. Her clothes were smart and she wore jewellery. He studied her eyes. Their colour was wrong. Coloured contacts. Not even her eyes were going to betray her past.
‘Christ, Rhona, I’m sorry.’
He was whispering, not wanting to disturb Sammy. Which was ludicrous, because right now all he wanted in the world was for her to wake up.
‘How is she?’ he asked.
‘Much the same.’
Mickey stood up. There were three chairs arranged in a sort of semi-circle. Mickey and Rhona had been sitting with an empty chair between them. As Rhona broke from Rebus’s embrace, his brother took her place.
‘This is so fucking awful,’ Mickey said, his voice low. He looked the same as ever: a party animal who’d stopped getting the invites.
Niceties dispensed with, Rebus went to Sammy’s bedside. Her face was still bruised, and now he could place the probable cause of each abrasion: hedge, wall, pavement. One leg was broken, both arms heavily bandaged. A teddy bear, missing one ear, lay by her head. Rebus smiled.
‘You brought Pa Broon.’
‘Yes.’
‘Do they know yet if there’s any . . . ?’ His eyes were on Sammy as he spoke.
‘What?’ Rhona wanted him to spell it out. No hiding place.
‘Brain damage,’ he said.
‘Nobody’s told us anything,’ she said, sounding snubbed.
Aiming for her. Didn’t anyone say that? No, none of the other onlookers had even hinted as much, but then they hadn’t had Renton’s grandstand view.
‘Has nobody been in?’
‘Not since I got here.’
‘And I was here before Rhona,’ Mickey added. ‘Haven’t seen a soul.’
It was enough. Rebus strode from the room. A doctor and two nurses were standing chatting at the end of the corridor. One of the nurses was leaning against a wall.
‘What’s going on?’ Rebus exploded. ‘Nobody’s been near my daughter all morning!’
The doctor was young, male. Blond hair cut short with a parting.
‘We’re doing everything we can.’
‘What does that mean?’
‘I can appreciate that you’re –’
‘Fuck you, pal. Why hasn’t the big man been to look at her? Why’s she just lying there like a –’ Rebus choked back the words.
‘Your daughter was seen by two specialists this morning,’ the doctor said quietly. ‘We’re waiting for some test results to determine whether to operate again. There’s some brain swelling. The tests take a little time to process, there’s nothing we can do about it.’
Rebus felt cheated: still angry, but nothing to feel angry about, not here. He nodded, turned away.
Back in the room, he explained the situation to Rhona. A suitcase and large holdall were sitting behind one of the machines.
‘Listen,’ he told her, ‘it’d make sense if you stayed at the flat. It’s only ten minutes away, and I could let you have the car.’
She was shaking her head. ‘We’re booked into the Sheraton.’
‘The flat’s nearer, and I tend not to charge . . .’ We? Rebus looked at Mickey, whose eyes were on the bed. Then the door opened and a man came in. Short, thickly built, breathing hard. He was rubbing his hands to let everyone know he’d been to the toilet. Loose folds of flesh furrowed his brow and bulged from his shirt collar. His hair was thick and black, like an oil-slick. He stopped when he saw Rebus.
‘John,’ Rhona said, ‘this is a friend of mine, Jackie.’
‘Jackie Platt,’ the man said, reaching out a plump hand.
‘When Jackie heard, he insisted on driving me up.’
Platt shrugged, his head almost disappearing into his shoulders. ‘Couldn’t have her training it up on her ownio.’
‘Hell of a drive,’ Mickey said, his tone hinting at repetition.
‘Could have done without the roadworks,’ Jackie Platt agreed. Rebus’s eyes caught Rhona’s; she looked away quickly, dodging reproach.
To Rebus, this bulk didn’t belong. It was as if a character had wandered on to the wrong set. Platt hadn’t been in the script.
‘She looks so peaceful, don’t she?’ the Londoner was saying, making for the bed. He touched her arm, Sammy’s bandaged arm, grazing it with the back of his hand. Rebus’s fingernails dug into his palms.
Then Platt yawned. ‘You know, Rhona, it might not be good manners, but I think I’m about to crash. See you back at the hotel?’ She nodded, relieved. Platt picked up the suitcase. As he passed her, his hand went into his trouser pocket, came out with a fold of banknotes.
‘Get a cab back, all right?’
‘All right, Jackie. See you later.’
‘Cheers, pet.’ And he squeezed her hand. ‘Take care, Mickey. All the best, John.’ A huge, face-creasing wink, then he was gone. They waited in silence for a few seconds. Rhona held up her free hand, the one without the wad of notes.
‘Not a word, okay?’
‘Furthest thing from my mind,’ Rebus said, sitting down. ‘“Think I’m about to crash”. Tactful or what?’
‘Come on, Johnny,’ Mickey said. Johnny: only Mickey could do that, using the name so that the years fell from both of them. Rebus looked at his brother and smiled. Mickey was a therapist by profession; he knew the things to say.
‘Why the cases?’ Rebus asked Rhona.
‘What?’
‘You’re going to a hotel, why not leave them in his car?’
‘I thought about staying here. They said I could if I wanted to. Only then I saw her . . . and I changed my mind.’ Tears started down her face, smudging already-smudged mascara. Mickey had a handkerchief ready.
‘John, what if she . . . ? Oh, Jesus Christ, why did this have to happen?’ She was wailing now. Rebus went over to her chair, crouched in front of it, his hands resting on hers. ‘She’s all we’ve got, John. She’s all we ever had.’
‘She’s still here, Rhona. She’s right here.’
‘But why her? Why Samantha?’
‘I’ll ask him when I find him, Rhona.’ He kissed her hair, his eyes on Mickey. ‘And believe me, I’m going to find him.’
Later, when Ned Farlowe visited, Rebus took him outside. There was drizzle falling, but the air felt good.
‘One of the eye-witnesses,’ Rebus said, ‘thinks it was deliberate.’
‘I don’t understand.’
‘He thinks the driver meant to hit Sammy.’
‘I still don’t get it.’
‘Look, there are two scenarios. One, he was intent on hitting a pedestrian, and anyone would have done. Two, Sammy was his target. He’d been following her, saw his chance when she crossed the road, only the lights were against him so he had to jump them. Then she was so close to the kerb he had to switch lanes.’
‘But why?’
Rebus stared at him. ‘This is Sammy’s dad and her lover, right? For the purposes of what follows, I want you to stop being a reporter.’
Farlowe stared back, nodded slowly.
‘I’ve had a few run-ins with Tommy Telford,’ Rebus said. He was seeing teddy bears: Pa Broon, and the one Telford kept in his car. ‘This might have been a message for me.’ Telford or Tarawicz: flip a coin. ‘Or for you, if you’ve been asking questions about Telford.’
‘You think my book . . .’
‘I’m keeping an open mind. I’ve been working the Lintz case . . . and so have you.’
‘Someone warning us off Lintz?’
Rebus thought of Abernethy, shrugged. ‘Then there’s Sammy’s job, working with ex-cons. Maybe one of them had a grudge.’
‘Jesus.’
‘She hadn’t mentioned anyone following her? Nobody odd in the area?’ Same question he’d put to the Drinics, only different victim . . .
Farlowe shook his head. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘until five minutes ago I thought this was an accident. Now you’re saying it was attempted murder. Are you sure?’
‘I’m trusting a witness.’ But he knew what Bill Pryde thought: a drunk driver, a crazy man. And a grandstand spectator who wore glasses and had read it wrong. He took out the drawing again.
‘What’s that?’
Rebus handed it over. ‘This is what someone saw last night.’
‘What kind of car is it?’
‘Rover 600, Ford Mondeo, something like that. Dark green. Ring any bells?’
Ned Farlowe shook his head, then looked at Rebus. ‘Let me help. I can ask around.’
‘One kid in a coma’s enough.’
The rest of the office had packed up and gone home. Now there were only Rebus and Sammy’s boss, a woman called Mae Crumley. The light from half a dozen desk-lamps illuminated the haphazard office, which was on the top floor of an old four-storey building off Palmerston Place. Rebus knew Palmerston Place: there was a church there where the AA held meetings. He’d been to a couple. He could still taste whisky at the back of his throat. Not that he’d had any so far today, not in daylight hours. But then he hadn’t phoned Jack Morton either.
The address might have been posher than Rebus was expecting, but the accommodation was cramped. The office was in the eaves of the building, so that you couldn’t stand up in half the available space, which hadn’t stopped desks being sited in the most awkward corners.
‘Which is hers?’ Rebus asked. Mae Crumley pointed to the desk next to her own. There was a computer there somewhere, but only its screen was showing. Loose sheets of paper, books and pamphlets and reports, the whole lot spilled on to the chair and from there down on to the floor.
‘She works too hard,’ Crumley said. ‘We all do.’
Rebus sipped the coffee she’d made him. Cafe Hag.
‘When Sammy came here,’ she went on, ‘the first thing she said was that her father was CID. She never tried to hide it.’
‘And you’d no qualms about taking her on?’
‘None at all.’ Crumley folded her arms. They were big arms; she was a big woman. Her hair was a fiery red, long and frizzy and tied back with a black ribbon. She wore an oatmeal linen shirt with a denim jacket over the top of it. Her eyebrows had been plucked into thin arches over pale grey eyes. Her desk was relatively tidy, but only, as she’d explained to Rebus, because she tended to stay later than anyone else.
‘What about her clients?’ Rebus asked. ‘Could any of them have held a grudge?’
‘Against her or against you?’
‘Against me through her.’
Crumley considered this. ‘To the extent that they’d run her over just to make a point? I very much doubt it.’
‘I’d be interested to see her client list.’
She shook her head. ‘Look . . . you shouldn’t be doing this. It’s too personal, you know that. I mean, who am I talking to here: Sammy’s father, or a copper?’
‘You think I’ve a score to settle?’
‘Well haven’t you?’
Rebus put down the coffee mug. ‘Maybe.’
‘And that’s why you shouldn’t be doing this.’ She sighed. ‘Number one on my wish list: Sammy back on her feet and back here. But what about if meantime I do a bit of poking around? I stand a better chance of getting them to talk than you do.’
Rebus nodded. ‘I’d appreciate that.’ He got to his feet. ‘Thanks for the coffee.’
Outside, he checked the list the Juice Church had given him. He kept it in his pocket, didn’t refer to it often. There was a meeting at Palmerston Place in about an hour and a half. No good. He knew he’d spend the time beforehand in a pub. Jack Morton had introduced him to Al-Anon, but Rebus hadn’t really taken to it, though the stories had affected him.
‘See,’ one man had told the group, ‘I had problems at work, problems with my wife, my kids. I had money problems and health problems and everything else. Practically the only problem I didn’t have was with the drink. And that’s because I was a drunk.’
Rebus lit himself a cigarette and drove home.
He sat in his chair and thought about Rhona. They’d shared so much over so many years . . . and then it had all stopped. He’d chosen his job over his marriage, and that could not be forgiven. Last time he’d seen her had been in London, wearing her new life like armour. Nobody had warned him about Jackie Platt. His phone rang, and he snatched it from the floor.
‘Rebus.’
‘It’s Bill.’ Pryde sounded halfway to excited, which was as far as he ever ventured.
‘What have you got?’
‘Dark green Rover 600 – I think the owner called it “Sherwood Green” – stolen yesterday evening about an hour before the collision.’
‘Where from?’
‘Metered parking on George Street.’
‘What do you reckon?’
‘My advice is, keep an open mind. Having said that, at least now we’ve got a licence plate. Owner reported it at six-forty last night. It hasn’t turned up anywhere, so I’ve upped the alert status.’
‘Give me the reg.’ Pryde read out the letters and numbers. Rebus thanked him and put down the phone. He was thinking of Danny Simpson, dumped outside Fascination Street around the time Sammy was being hit. Coincidence? Or a double message, Telford and Rebus. Which put Big Ger Cafferty in the frame. He called the hospital, was told there was no change. Farlowe was in visiting. The nurse said he had his laptop with him.
Rebus recalled Sammy growing up – a series of isolated images. He hadn’t been there for her. He saw her in a series of fast jerky impressions, as if the film had been spliced. He tried not to think about the hell she had gone through at the hands of Gordon Reeve . . .
He saw good people doing bad things and bad people doing good, and he tried dividing the two into groups. He saw Candice and Tommy Telford and Mr Pink Eyes. And encompassing it all, he saw Edinburgh. He saw the mass of the people just getting on with their lives, and he saluted them. They knew things and felt things, things he’d never feel. He used to think he knew things. As a kid, he’d known everything. Now he knew differently. The only thing you could be sure of was the inside of your head, and even that could deceive you. I don’t even know myself, he thought. So how could he ever hope to know Sammy? And with each year, he understood less.
He thought of the Oxford Bar. Even on the wagon, he’d stayed a regular, drinking cola and mugs of coffee. A pub like the Ox was about so much more than just the hooch. It was therapy and refuge, entertainment and art. He checked his watch, thinking he could head down there now. Just a couple of whiskies and a beer, something to make him feel good about himself until the morning.
The phone rang again. He picked it up.
‘Evening, John.’
Rebus smiled, leaned back in his chair. ‘Jack, you must be a bloody mind reader . . .’
Mid-morning, Rebus walked through the cemetery. He’d been to the hospital to check on Sammy – no change. Now, he felt he had time to kill . . .
‘A bit cooler today, Inspector.’ Joseph Lintz rose from his knees and pushed his glasses back up to the bridge of his nose. There were damp patches on his trousers from where he’d been kneeling. He dropped his trowel on to a white polythene bag. Beside the bag stood pots of small green plants.
‘Won’t the frost get them?’ Rebus asked. Lintz shrugged.
‘It gets all of us, but we’re allowed to bloom for a while.’
Rebus turned away. Today, he wasn’t in the mood for games. Warriston Cemetery was vast. In the past, it had been a history lesson to Rebus – headstones telling the story of nineteenth-century Edinburgh – but now he found it a jarring reminder of mortality. They were the only living souls in the place. Lintz had pulled out a handkerchief.
‘More questions?’ he asked.
‘Not exactly.’
‘What then?’
‘Truth is, Mr Lintz, I’ve got other things on my mind.’
The old man looked at him. ‘Maybe all this archaeology is beginning to bore you, Inspector?’
‘I still don’t get it, planting things before the first frost?’
‘Well, I can’t plant very much afterwards, can I? And at my age . . . any day now I could be lying in the ground. I like to think there might be a few flowers surviving above me.’ He’d lived in Scotand the best part of half a century, but there was still something lurking beneath the local accent, peculiarities of phrasing and tone that would be with Joseph Lintz until he died, reminders of his far less recent history.
‘So,’ he said now, ‘no questions today?’ Rebus shook his head. ‘You’re right, Inspector, you do seem preoccupied. Is it something I can help with?’
‘In what way?’
‘I don’t really know. But you’ve come here, questions or no. I take it there’s a reason?’
A dog was bounding through the long grass, crunching on the fallen leaves, nose brushing the ground. It was a yellow labrador, short-haired and overweight. Lintz turned towards it and almost growled. Dogs were the enemy.
‘I was just wondering,’ Rebus was saying, ‘what you’re capable of.’ Lintz looked puzzled. The dog began to paw at the ground. Lintz reached down, picked up a stone, and hurled it. It didn’t reach the dog. The labrador’s owner was rounding the corner. He was young, crop-haired and skinny.
‘That thing should be kept on its lead!’ Lintz roared.
‘Jawohl!’ the owner snapped back, clicking his heels. He was laughing as he passed them.
‘I am a famous man now,’ Lintz reflected, back to his old self after the outburst. ‘Thanks to the newspapers.’ He looked up at the sky, blinked. ‘People send me hate by the Royal Mail. A car was parked outside my home the other night . . . they put a brick through the windscreen. It wasn’t my car, but they didn’t know that. Now my neighbours keep clear of that spot, just in case.’
He spoke like the old man he was, a little tired, a little defeated.
‘This is the worst year of my life.’ He stared down at the border he’d been tending. The earth, newly turned, looked dark and rich, like crumbs of chocolate cake. A few worms and wood lice had been disturbed and were still looking for their old homes. ‘And it’s going to get worse, isn’t it?’
Rebus shrugged. His feet were cold, the damp seeping in through his shoes. He was standing on the rough roadway, Lintz six inches above him on the grass. And still Lintz didn’t reach his height. A little old man: that’s what he was. And Rebus could study him, talk with him, go to his home and see what few photographs remained – according to Lintz – from the old days.
‘What did you mean back there?’ he said. ‘What was it you said? Something about what I was capable of?’
Rebus stared at him. ‘It’s okay, the dog just showed me.’
‘Showed you what?’
‘What you’re like with the enemy.’
Lintz smiled. ‘I don’t like dogs, it’s true. Don’t read too much into it, Inspector. That’s the journalists’ job.’
‘Your life would be easier without dogs, wouldn’t it?’
Lintz shrugged. ‘Of course.’
‘And easier without me, too?’
Lintz frowned. ‘If it weren’t you, it would be someone else, a boor like your Inspector Abernethy.’
‘What do you think he was telling you?’
Lintz blinked. ‘I’m not sure. Someone else came to see me. A man called Levy. I refused to talk to him – one privilege still open to me.’
Rebus shuffled his feet, trying to get some warmth into them. ‘I have a daughter, did I ever tell you that?’
Lintz looked baffled. ‘You might have mentioned it.’
‘You know I have a daughter?’
‘Yes . . . I mean, I think I knew before today.’
‘Well, Mr Lintz, the night before last, someone tried to kill her, or at least do her some serious damage. She’s in hospital, still unconscious. And that bothers me.’
‘I’m so sorry. How did it . . . ? I mean, how do you . . . ?’
‘I think maybe someone was trying to send me a message.’
Lintz’s eyes widened. ‘And you believe me capable of such a thing? My God, I thought we had come to understand one another, at least a little.’
Rebus was wondering. He was wondering how easy it would be to put on an act, when you’d spent half a century practising. He was wondering how easy it would be to steel yourself to killing an innocent . . . or at least ordering their death. All it took was an order. A few words to someone else who would carry out your bidding. Maybe Lintz had it in him. Maybe it wouldn’t be any more difficult than it had been for Josef Linzstek.
‘Something you should know,’ Rebus said. ‘Threats don’t scare me off. Quite the opposite.’
‘It’s good that you are so strong.’ Rebus looked for meaning behind the words. ‘I’m on my way home. Can I offer you some tea?’
Rebus drove, and then sat in the drawing-room while Lintz busied himself in the kitchen. Started flicking through a pile of books on a desk.
‘Ancient History, Inspector,’ Lintz said, bringing in the tray – he always refused offers of help. ‘Another hobby of mine. I’m fascinated by that intersection at which history and fiction meet.’ The books were all about Babylonia. ‘Babylon is an historical fact, you see, but what about the Tower of Babel?’
‘A song by Elton John?’ Rebus offered.
‘Always making jokes.’ Lintz looked up. ‘What is it you’re afraid of?’
Rebus took one of the cups. ‘I’ve heard of the Gardens of Babylon,’ he admitted, putting the book down. ‘What other hobbies do you have?’
‘Astrology, hauntings, the unknown.’
‘Have you ever been haunted?’
Lintz seemed amused. ‘No.’
‘Would you like to be?’
‘By seven hundred French villagers? No, Inspector, I wouldn’t like that at all. It was astrology that first brought me to the Chaldeans. They came from Babylonia. Have you ever heard of Babylonian numbers . . . ?’
Lintz had a way of turning conversations in directions he wanted them to take. Rebus wasn’t going to be deflected this time. He waited till Lintz had the cup to his lips.
‘Did you try to kill my daughter?’
Lintz paused, then sipped, swallowed.
‘No, Inspector,’ he said quietly.
Which left Telford, Tarawicz and Cafferty. Rebus thought of Telford, surrounded by his Family but wanting to play with the big boys. How different was a gang war from any other kind? You had soldiers, and orders given to them. They had to prove themselves, or lose face, show themselves cowards. Shoot a civilian, run down a pedestrian. Rebus realised that he didn’t want the driver as such – he wanted the person who’d driven them to do it. Lintz’s defence of Linzstek was that the young lieutenant had been under orders, that war itself was the real culprit, as though humans had no say in the matter . . .
‘Inspector,’ the old man was saying, ‘do you think I’m Linzstek?’
Rebus nodded. ‘I know you are.’
A wry smile. ‘Then arrest me.’
‘Here comes the blue-nose,’ Father Conor Leary said. ‘Out to steal Ireland’s God-given Guinness.’ He paused, eyes narrowing. ‘Or are you still on that abstention kick?’
‘I’m trying,’ Rebus said.
‘Well, I won’t tempt you then.’ Leary smiled. ‘But you know me, John. I’m not one to judge, but a wee drop never harmed a soul.’
‘Problem is, you put lots of wee drops together and you get a bloody big fall.’
Father Leary laughed. ‘But aren’t we all the fallen? Come away in.’
Father Leary was priest of Our Lady of Perpetual Help. Years back, someone had defaced the board outside to turn ‘Help’ into ‘Hell’. The board had been corrected many times, but Rebus always thought of the place as ‘Perpetual Hell’: it was what the followers of Knox and Calvin would have believed. Father Leary took him through to the kitchen.
‘Here, man, sit yourself down. I haven’t seen you in so long, I thought you’d renounced me.’ He went to the fridge and lifted out a can of Guinness.
‘Are you operating a pharmacy on the side?’ Rebus asked. Father Leary looked at him. Rebus nodded towards the fridge. ‘The shelves of medicine.’
Father Leary rolled his eyes. ‘At my age, you go to the doctor with angina and they dose you for every conceivable ailment. They think it makes old folk feel better.’ He brought a glass to the table, placed it next to his can. Rebus felt a hand fall on his shoulder.
‘I’m hellish sorry about Sammy.’
‘How did you hear?’
‘Her name was in one of the rags this morning.’ Father Leary sat down. ‘Hit and run, they said.’
‘Hit and run,’ Rebus echoed.
Father Leary shook his head wearily, one hand rubbing slowly over his chest. He was probably in his late-sixties, though he’d never said. Well-built, with a thatch of silver hair. Tufts of grey sprouted from his ears, nose and dog-collar. His hand seemed to smother the can of Guinness. But when he poured, he poured gently, almost with reverence.
‘It’s a terrible thing,’ he said quietly. ‘Coma, is it?’
‘Not until the doctors say so.’ Rebus cleared his throat. ‘It’s only been a day and a half.’
‘You know what we believers say,’ Father Leary went on. ‘When something like this happens, it’s a test for all of us. It’s a way of making us stronger.’ The head on his Guinness was perfect. He took a swallow, licked his lips thoughtfully. ‘That’s what we say; it may not be what we think.’ He looked into his drink.
‘It didn’t make me strong. I went back to the whisky.’
‘I can understand that.’
‘Until a friend reminded me it was the lazy way out, the cowardly way.’
‘And who’s to say he’s not right?’
‘“Faint-Heart and the Sermon”,’ Rebus said with a smile.
‘What’s that?’
‘A song. But maybe it’s us, too.’
‘Get away, we’re just two old boys having a natter. So how are you holding up, John?’
‘I don’t know.’ He paused. ‘I don’t think it was an accident. And the man I think is behind it . . . Sammy isn’t the first woman he’s tried to destroy.’ Rebus looked into the priest’s eyes. ‘I want to kill him.’
‘But so far you haven’t?’
‘I haven’t even talked to him.’
‘Because you’re worried what you might do?’
‘Or not do.’ Rebus’s mobile sounded. He gave a look of apology and switched it on.
‘John, it’s Bill.’
‘Yes, Bill?’
‘Green Rover 600.’
‘Yes?’
‘We’ve got it.’
The car had been parked illegally on the street outside Piershill Cemetery. There was a parking ticket on its windscreen, dated the previous afternoon. If anyone had checked, they’d have found the driver’s-side door unlocked. Maybe someone had: the car was empty, no coins, no map-books or cassettes. The fascia had been removed from the radio/cassette. There were no keys in the ignition. A car transporter had arrived, and the Rover was being winched aboard.
‘I called in a favour at Howdenhall,’ Bill Pryde was saying, ‘they’ve promised to fingerprint it today.’
Rebus was studying the front passenger side. No dents, nothing to suggest this car had been used as a battering-ram against his daughter.
‘I think maybe we need your permission, John.’
‘What for?’
‘Someone should go to the Infirmary and print Sammy.’
Rebus stared at the front of the car, then got out the drawing. Yes, she’d put out a hand. Her prints might be there, invisible to him.
‘Sure,’ he said. ‘No problem. You think this is it?’
‘I’ll tell you once we print it.’
‘You steal a car,’ Rebus said, ‘then you hit someone with it, and leave it a couple of miles away.’ He looked around. ‘Ever been on this street before?’ Pryde shook his head. ‘Me neither.’
‘Someone local?’
‘I’m wondering why they stole it in the first place.’
‘Stick false plates on and sell it,’ Pryde suggested. ‘Spot of joy-riding maybe.’
‘Joy-riders don’t leave cars looking like this.’
‘No, but they’d had a fright. They’d just knocked someone down.’
‘And they drove all the way over here before deciding to dump it?’
‘Maybe it was stolen for a job, turn over a petrol station. Then they hit Sammy and decide to jump ship. Maybe the job was this side of town.’
‘Or Sammy was the job.’
Pryde put a hand on his shoulder. ‘Let’s see what the boffins turn up, eh?’
Rebus looked at him. ‘You don’t go for it?’
‘Look, it’s a feeling you’ve got, and that’s fair enough, but right now all you’ve got is that student’s word for it. There were other witnesses, John, and I asked them all again, and they told me the same thing: it looked like the driver lost control, that’s all.’
There was an edge of irritation to Pryde’s voice. Rebus knew why: long hours.
‘Will Howdenhall let you know tonight?’
‘They promised. And I’ll phone you straight away, okay?’
‘On my mobile,’ Rebus said. ‘I’m going to be on the move.’ He looked around. ‘There was something about Piershill Cemetery recently, wasn’t there?’
‘Kids,’ Pryde said, nodding. ‘They pushed over a load of gravestones.’
Rebus remembered now. ‘Just the Jewish headstones, wasn’t it?’
‘I think so.’
And there, sprayed on the wall near the gates, the same piece of graffiti: Won’t Anyone Help?
It was late evening, and Rebus was driving. Not the M90 into Fife: tonight, he was on the M8, heading west, heading for Glasgow. He’d spent half an hour at the hospital, followed by an hour and a half with Rhona and Jackie Platt, their guest for dinner at the Sheraton. He’d worn a fresh suit and shirt. He hadn’t smoked. He’d drunk a bottle of Highland Spring.
They were planning yet more tests on Sammy. The neurologist had taken them into his office and talked them through the procedures. There would probably be another operation at the end of it. Rebus could barely remember what the man had said. Rhona had asked for the occasional explanation, but these seemed no more lucid than what had gone before.
Dinner had been a subdued affair. Jackie Platt, it turned out, sold second-hand cars.
‘See, John, where I really score is the obituaries. Check the local paper, hare round there and see if they’ve left a car behind. Quick cash offer.’
‘Sammy doesn’t drive, sorry,’ Rebus had said, causing Rhona to drop her cutlery on to her plate.
At the end of the meal, she’d seen him out to his car, gripped one of his arms hard.
‘Get the bastard, John. I want to look him in the face. Just get the bastard who did this to us.’ Her eyes were blazing.
He nodded. Stones: ‘Just Wanna See His Face’. Rebus wanted it, too.
The M8, which could be a nightmare at rush-hour, was a quiet drive in the evenings. Rebus knew he was making good time, and that he would soon see the outline of the Easterhouse estate against the sky. When his phone sounded, he didn’t hear it at first: blame Wishbone Ash. As Argus finished, he picked up.
‘Rebus.’
‘John, it’s Bill.’
‘What’ve you got?’
‘Forensics were good as gold. There are prints all over the car, interior and exterior. Several sets.’ He paused, and Rebus thought the connection had gone. ‘One good palm and finger set on the front of the bonnet . . .’
‘Sammy’s?’
‘For definite.’
‘So we’ve got our car.’
‘The owner’s given us a set so we can eliminate him. When we’ve done that . . .’
‘We’re still not home and dry, Bill. The car sat unlocked outside that cemetery, we don’t know someone didn’t clean it out.’
‘Owner says the radio/cassette fascia was there when he left it. Also half a dozen tapes, a packet of Paracetamol, receipts for petrol and a road map. So someone cleaned it out, whether it’s the bastard we want or just some scavenger.’
‘At least we know it’s the car.’
‘I’ll check again with Howdenhall tomorrow, collect any other prints and start trying to match them. Plus I’ll ask around Piershill, see if anyone saw someone dumping it.’
‘Meantime get some sleep, eh?’
‘Try and stop me. What about you?’
‘Me?’ Two cups of espresso after dinner. And with the knowledge of what lay ahead. ‘I’ll get my head down soon enough, Bill. Talk to you tomorrow.’
On the outskirts of Glasgow, headed for Barlinnie Prison.
He’d phoned ahead, made sure they were expecting him. It was way outside any visiting hours, but Rebus had made up a story about a murder inquiry. ‘Follow-up questions,’ was what he’d said.
‘At this time of night?’
‘Lothian and Borders Police, pal. Motto: Justice Never Sleeps.’
Morris Gerald Cafferty probably didn’t sleep much either. Rebus imagined him lying awake at night, hands under his head, staring into the darkness.
Scheming.
Running things through his mind: how to keep his empire from falling, how best to combat threats like Tommy Telford. Rebus knew that Cafferty employed a lawyer – a middle-aged pinstripe from the New Town – to carry messages back to his gang in Edinburgh. He thought of Charles Groal, Telford’s lawyer. Groal was young and sharp, like his paymaster.
‘Strawman.’
He was waiting in the Interview Room, arms folded, chair set well away from the table. And of course his opening gambit was his nickname for Rebus.
‘A lovely surprise, two visits in a week. Don’t tell me you’ve another message from the Pole?’
Rebus sat down opposite Cafferty. ‘Tarawicz isn’t Polish.’ He glanced towards the guard who stood by the door, lowered his voice. ‘Another of Telford’s boys got a doing.’
‘How clumsy.’
‘He was all but scalped. Are you looking for war?’
Cafferty drew his chair in to the table, leaned across towards Rebus. ‘I’ve never backed down from a fight.’
‘My daughter got hurt. Funny that, so soon after we’d had our little chat.’
‘Hurt how?’
‘Hit and run.’
Cafferty was thoughtful. ‘I don’t pick on civilians.’
Yes, Rebus thought, but she wasn’t a civilian, because he had lured her on to the battlefield.
‘Convince me,’ Rebus said.
‘Why should I bother?’
‘The conversation we had . . . What you asked me to do.’
‘Telford?’ A whisper. Cafferty sat back for a moment to consider. When he leaned forward again, his eyes bored into Rebus’s. ‘There’s something you’ve forgotten. I lost a son, remember. Think I could do that to another father? I’d do a lot of things, Rebus, but not that, never that.’
Rebus held the stare. ‘All right,’ he said.
‘You want me to find who did it?’
Rebus nodded slowly.
‘That’s your price?’
Rhona’s words: I want to look him in the face. Rebus shook his head. ‘I want them delivered to me. I want you to do that, whatever it takes.’
Cafferty placed his hands on his knees, seemed to take his time positioning them just so. ‘You know it’s probably Telford?’
‘Yes. If it’s not you.’
‘You’ll be going after him then?’
‘Any way I can.’
Cafferty smiled. ‘But your ways aren’t my ways.’
‘You might get to him first. I want him alive.’
‘And meantime, you’re my man?’
Rebus stared at him. ‘I’m your man,’ he said.
Rebus got a phone call early the next morning from Leith CID, telling him Joseph Lintz was dead. The bad news was, it looked like murder: the body found hanging from a tree in Warriston Cemetery.
By the time Rebus appeared at the scene, they were cordoning it off, the doctor having concluded that most suicides wouldn’t have bothered administering a violent blow to their own head before commencing with operations.
The corpse of Joseph Lintz was being zipped into a body bag. Rebus got a look at the face. He’d seen elderly corpses before, and mostly they’d looked wonderfully at peace, their faces shiny and child-like. But Joseph Lintz looked like he’d suffered. He didn’t look to be at rest at all.
‘You’ll have come to thank us, no doubt,’ a man said, walking towards Rebus. His shoulders were hunched inside a navy raincoat and he walked with head bowed, hands in pockets. His hair was thick and silver and wiry, his skin an almost jaundiced yellow – the remains of an autumn holiday tan.
‘Hiya, Bobby,’ Rebus said.
Bobby Hogan was Leith CID.
‘To get back to my initial observation, John . . .’
‘What am I supposed to be thanking you for?’
Hogan nodded towards the body bag. ‘Taking Mr Lintz off your hands. ‘Don’t tell me you were enjoying digging into all that?’
‘Not exactly.’
‘Any idea who might have wanted him dead?’
Rebus puffed out his cheeks. ‘Where do you want me to start?’
‘I mean, I’m right to rule out the usual, aren’t I?’ Hogan held up three fingers. ‘It wasn’t suicide, muggers aren’t quite this creative, and it surely wasn’t an accident.’
‘Someone was making a point, no doubt about it.’
‘But what sort of point?’
Scene of Crime officers were busying themselves, filling the locus with noise and movement. Rebus gestured for Hogan to walk with him. They were deep in the cemetery, the part Lintz had loved so much. As they walked, the place grew wilder, more overgrown.
‘I was here with him yesterday morning,’ Rebus said. ‘I don’t know if he had a routine exactly, but he came here most days.’
‘We found a bag of gardening tools.’
‘He planted flowers.’
‘So if someone knew he’d be coming, they could have been waiting?’
Rebus nodded. ‘An assassination.’
Hogan was thoughtful. ‘Why hang him?’
‘It’s what happened at Villefranche. The town elders were strung up in the square.’
‘Jesus.’ Hogan stopped walking. ‘I know you’ve got other stuff on the go, but can you help out on this, John?’
‘Any way I can.’
‘A list of possibles would do for a start.’
‘How about an old woman living in France, and a Jewish historian who walks with a stick?’
‘Is that all you’ve got?’
‘Well, there’s always me. Yesterday I as good as accused him of trying to kill my daughter.’ Hogan stared at him. ‘I don’t think he did it.’ Rebus paused, thinking of Sammy: he’d called the hospital first thing. She was still unconscious; they still weren’t using the word ‘coma’. ‘One more thing,’ he said. ‘Special Branch, a guy called Abernethy. He was here talking to Lintz.’
‘What’s the connection?’
‘Abernethy’s co-ordinating the various war crimes investigations. He’s street-tough, not your typical desk-jockey.’
‘A strange choice for the job?’ Rebus nodded. ‘Which hardly makes him a suspect.’
‘I’m doing my best, Bobby. We could check Lintz’s house, see if we can turn up any of the hate mail he claimed he’d been getting.’
‘“Claimed”?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘You were never sure where you were with Lintz. Do you have any idea what happened?’
‘From what you’ve told me, I’d guess he came down here as usual to do his gardening stint – he’s certainly dressed for it. Someone was waiting. They smacked him over the head, stuck his neck in a noose, and hauled him up into the tree. The rope was tied around a headstone.’
‘Did the hanging kill him?’
‘Doctor says yes. Haemorrhages in the eyes. What do you call them?’
‘Tardieu spots.’
‘That’s it. The blow to the head was just to knock him out. Something else – bruising and cuts on the face. Looks like someone kicked him when he was down.’
‘Knock him cold, thump him in the face, then string him up.’
‘Big-time grudge.’
Rebus looked around. ‘Someone with a flair for theatre.’
‘And not afraid to take risks. This place might never get exactly crowded, but it’s a public space and that tree’s in open view. Anyone could have walked past.’
‘What time are we talking about?’
‘Eight, eight-thirty. I’m guessing Mr Lintz would have wanted to do his digging in daylight.’
‘Could have been earlier,’ Rebus suggested. ‘A prearranged meeting.’
‘Then why the tools?’
‘Because by the time it got light, the meeting would be over.’
Hogan looked doubtful.
‘And if it was a meeting,’ Rebus said, ‘there might be some record of it at Lintz’s home.’
Hogan looked at him, nodded. ‘My car or yours?’
‘Better get his keys first.’
They started back up the slope.
‘Searching through a dead man’s pockets,’ Hogan said to himself. ‘Why is that never mentioned during recruitment?’
‘I was here yesterday,’ Rebus said. ‘He invited me back for tea.’
‘No family?’
‘None.’
Hogan looked around the hallway. ‘Big place. What happens to the money when it’s sold?’
Rebus looked at him. ‘We could split it two ways.’
‘Or we could just move ourselves in. Basement and ground for me, you can have first and second.’
Hogan smiled, tried one of the doors off the hall. It opened on to an office. ‘This could be my bedroom,’ he said, going in.
‘When I came here before, he always took me upstairs.’
‘On you go. We’ll take a floor each, then swop.’
Rebus headed up the staircase, running his hand over the varnished banister: not a speck of dust. Cleaning ladies could be invaluable informants.
‘If you find a chequebook,’ he called down to Hogan, ‘look for regular payments to a Mrs Mop.’
Four doors led off the first-floor landing. Two were bedrooms, one a bathroom. The last door led into the huge drawing-room, where Rebus had asked his questions and listened to the stories and philosophy that Lintz had used in place of answers.
‘Do you think guilt has a genetic component, Inspector?’ he’d asked one time. ‘Or are we taught it?’
‘Does it matter, so long as it’s there?’ Rebus had said, and Lintz had nodded and smiled, as if the pupil had given some satisfactory answer.
The room was big, not too much furniture. Huge sash windows – recently cleaned – looked down on to the street. There were framed prints and paintings on the walls. They could have been priceless originals or junk-store stuff – Rebus was no expert. He liked one painting. It showed a ragged white-haired man seated on a rock, surrounded by a barren plain. He had a book open on his lap, but was staring skywards in horror or awe as a shining light appeared there, picking him out. It had a Biblical look, but Rebus couldn’t quite place it. He knew the look on the man’s face though. He’d seen it before when some suspect’s carefully crafted alibi had suddenly come tumbling down.
Over the marble fireplace was a large gilt-framed mirror. Rebus studied himself in it. Behind him he could see the room. He knew he didn’t fit here.
One bedroom was for guests, the other was Lintz’s. A faint smell of embrocation, half a dozen medicine bottles on the bedside table. Books, too, a pile of them. The bed had been made, a dressing-gown draped across it. Lintz was a creature of habit; he’d been in no special hurry this morning.
The next floor up, Rebus found two further bedrooms and a toilet. There was a slight smell of damp in one room, and the ceiling was discoloured. Rebus didn’t suppose Lintz got many visitors; no impetus to redecorate. Out on the landing again, he saw that one of the stair-rails was missing. It had been propped against the wall, awaiting repair. A house this size, things would always be going wrong.
He went back downstairs. Hogan was in the basement. The kitchen had a door on to a back garden – stone patio, lawn covered in rotting leaves, an ivy-covered wall giving privacy.
‘Look what I found,’ Hogan said, coming back from the utility room. He was holding a length of rope, frayed at one end where it had been cut.
‘You think it’ll match with the noose? That would mean the killer got it from here.’
‘Meaning Lintz knew them.’
‘Anything in the office?’
‘It’s going to take a bit of time. There’s an address book, lots of entries, but most of them seem to go back a while.’
‘How can you tell?’
‘Old STD codes.’
‘Computer?’
‘Not even a typewriter. He used carbons. Lots of letters to his solicitor.’
‘Trying to shut the media up?’
‘You get a couple of mentions, too. Anything upstairs?’
‘Go take a look. I’ll check the office.’
Rebus climbed upstairs and stood in the office doorway, looking around. Then he sat down at the desk and imagined the room was his. What did he do here? He conducted his daily business. There were two filing-cabinets, but to get to them he’d have to stand up from the desk. And he was an old man. Say the cabinets were for dead correspondence. More recent stuff would be closer to hand.
He tried the drawers. Found the address book Hogan had mentioned. A few letters. A small snuff-box, its contents turned solid. Lintz hadn’t even allowed himself that small vice. In a bottom drawer were some files. Rebus lifted out the one marked ‘General/Household’. It comprised bills and guarantees. A large brown envelope was marked BT. Rebus opened it and took out the phone bills. They went back to the beginning of the year. The most recent bill was at the front. Rebus was disappointed to find that it wasn’t itemised. Then he noticed that all the other statements were. Lintz had been meticulous, placing names beside calls made, double-checking British Telecom’s totals at the foot of each page. The whole year was like that . . . right up until recently. Frowning, Rebus realised that the penultimate statement was missing. Had Lintz mislaid it? Rebus couldn’t see him mislaying anything. A missing bill would have hinted at chaos in his ordered world. No, it had to be somewhere.
But Rebus was damned if he could find it.
Lintz’s correspondence was all business, either to lawyers or else to do with local charities and committees. He’d been resigning from his committees. Rebus wondered if pressure had been applied. Edinburgh could be cruel and cold that way.
‘Well?’ Hogan said, sticking his head round the door.
‘I’m just wondering . . .’
‘What?’
‘Whether to add on a conservatory and knock through from the kitchen.’
‘We’d lose some garden space,’ Hogan said. He came in, rested against the desk. ‘Anything?’
‘A missing phone bill, and a sudden change from being itemised.’
‘Worth a call,’ Hogan admitted. ‘I found a chequebook in his bedroom. Stubs show payments of £60 a month to E. Forgan.’
‘Where in the bedroom?’
‘Marking his place in a book.’ Hogan reached into the desk’s top drawer, lifted out the address book.
Rebus got up. ‘Pretty rich street this. Wonder how many of them do their own dusting.’
Hogan shut the book. ‘No listing for an E. Forgan. Think the neighbours will know?’
‘Edinburgh neighbours know everything. It’s just that they most often keep it to themselves.’
Joseph Lintz’s neighbours: an artist and her husband on one side; a retired advocate and his wife on the other. The artist used a cleaning lady called Ella Forgan. Mrs Forgan lived in East Claremont Street. The artist gave them a telephone number.
Conclusions drawn from the two interviews: shock and horror that Lintz was dead; praise for the quiet, considerate neighbour. A Christmas card every year, and an invitation to drinks one Sunday afternoon each July. Hard to tell when he’d been at home and when he’d been out. He went off on holiday without telling anyone except Mrs Forgan. Visitors to his home had been few – or few had been noticed, which wasn’t quite the same thing.
‘Men? Women?’ Rebus had asked. ‘Or a mixture?’
‘A mixture, I’d say,’ the artist had replied, measuring her words. ‘Really, we knew very little about him, to say we’ve been neighbours these past twenty-odd years . . .’
Ah, and that was Edinburgh for you, too, at least in this price bracket. Wealth was a very private thing in the city. It wasn’t brash and colourful. It stayed behind its thick stone walls and was at peace.
Rebus and Hogan held a doorstep conference.
‘I’ll call the cleaning lady, see if I can meet her, preferably here.’ Hogan looked back at Lintz’s front door.
‘I’d love to know where he got the money to buy this place,’ Rebus said.
‘That could take some excavating.’
Rebus nodded. ‘Solicitor would be the place to start. What about the address book? Worth tracking down some of these elusive friends?’
‘I suppose so.’ Hogan looked dispirited at the prospect.
‘I’ll follow up on the phone bills,’ Rebus said. ‘If that’ll help.’
Hogan was nodding. ‘And remember to get me copies of your files. Are you busy otherwise?’
‘Bobby, if time was money, I’d be in hock to every lender in town.’
Mae Crumley reached Rebus on his mobile.
‘I thought you’d forgotten me,’ he told Sammy’s boss.
‘Just being methodical, Inspector. I’m sure you’d want no less.’ Rebus stopped at traffic lights. ‘I’ve been in to see Sammy. Is there any news?’
‘Nothing much. So you’ve talked to her clients?’
‘Yes, and they all seemed genuinely upset and surprised. Sorry to disappoint you.’
‘What makes you think I’m disappointed?’
‘Sammy has a good rapport with all her clients. None of them would have wanted her hurt.’
‘What about the ones who didn’t want to be her clients?’
Crumley hesitated. ‘There was one man . . . When he was told Sammy had a police inspector for a father, he’d have nothing to do with her.’
‘What’s his name?’
‘It couldn’t have been him though.’
‘Why not?’
‘Because he killed himself. His name was Gavin Tay. He used to drive an ice-cream van . . .’
Rebus thanked her for her call, and put down the phone. If someone had tried to kill Sammy on purpose, the question was: why? Rebus had been investigating Lintz; Ned Farlowe had been following him. Rebus had twice confronted Telford; Ned was writing a book about organised crime. Then there was Candice . . . Could she have told Sammy something, something which might have threatened Telford, or even Mr Pink Eyes? Rebus just didn’t know. He knew the most likely culprit – the most vicious – was Tommy Telford. He remembered their first meeting, and the young gangster’s words to him: That’s the beauty of games. You can always start again after an accident. Not so easy in real life. At the time it had sounded like bravado, a performance for the troops. But now it sounded like a plain threat.
And now there was Mr Taystee, connecting Sammy to Telford. Mr Taystee had worked Telford’s clubs; Mr Taystee had rejected Sammy. Rebus knew he’d have to talk to the widow.
There was just the one problem. Mr Pink Eyes had intimated that if Telford wasn’t left alone, Candice would suffer. He kept seeing images of Candice: torn from home and homeland; used and abused; abusing herself in the hope of respite; clinging to a stranger’s legs . . . He recalled Levy’s words: Can time wash away responsibility? Justice was a fine and noble thing, but revenge . . . revenge was an emotion, and so much stronger than an abstract like justice. He wondered if Sammy would want revenge. Probably not. She’d want him to help Candice, which meant yielding to Telford. Rebus didn’t think he could do that.
And now there was Lintz’s murder, unconnected but resonant.
‘I’ve never felt comfortable with the past, Inspector,’ Lintz had said once. Funny, Rebus felt the same way about the present.
Joanne Tay lived in Colinton: a newish three-bedroomed semi with the Merc still parked in the drive.
‘It’s too big for me,’ she explained to Rebus. ‘I’ll have to sell it.’
He wasn’t sure if she meant the house or the car. Having declined her offer of tea, he sat in the busy living-room, ornaments on every flat surface. Joanne Tay was still in mourning: black skirt and blouse, dark grooves beneath her eyes. He’d interviewed her back at the start of the inquiry.
‘I still don’t know why he did it,’ she said now, reluctant to see her husband’s death as anything other than suicide.
But the pathology and forensic tests had cast this into doubt.
‘Have you ever heard,’ Rebus asked, ‘of a man called Tommy Telford?’
‘He runs a nightclub, doesn’t he? Gavin took me there once.’
‘So Gavin knew him?’
‘Seemed to.’
Yes: because no way was Mr Taystee setting up his hot-dog pitch outside Telford’s premises without Telford’s okay. And Telford’s okay almost certainly meant payment of some kind. A percentage maybe . . . or a favour.
‘The week before Gavin died,’ Rebus went on, ‘you said he’d been busy?’
‘Working all hours.’
‘Days as well as nights?’ She nodded. ‘The weather was lousy that week.’
‘I know. I told him: you’ll never get them buying ice-cream, a day like this. Pelting down outside. But still he went out.’
Rebus shifted in his chair. ‘Did he ever mention SWEEP, Mrs Tay?’
‘He had some woman would visit him . . . red hair.’
‘Mae Crumley?’
She nodded, eyes staring at the coal-effect fire. She asked him again if he wanted some tea. Rebus shook his head and made to leave. Did pretty well: knocked over just the two ornaments on his way to the door.
The hospital was quiet. When he pushed open the door to Sammy’s room, he saw that another bed had been added, a middle-aged woman sleeping in it. Her hands lay on the bedcovers, a white identity tag around one wrist. She was hooked up to a machine, and her head was bandaged.
Two women were sitting by Sammy’s bed. Rhona, and Patience Aitken. Rebus hadn’t seen Patience in a while. The women were sitting close together. Their whispered conversation stopped as he came in. He lifted a chair and placed it beside Patience’s. She leaned over and squeezed his hand.
‘Hello, John.’
He smiled at her, spoke to Rhona. ‘How is she?’
‘The specialist says those last tests were very positive.’
‘What does that mean?’
‘It means there’s brain activity. She’s not in deep coma.’
‘Is that his version?’
‘He thinks she’ll come out of it, John.’ Her eyes were bloodshot. He noticed a handkerchief gripped in one hand.
‘That’s good,’ he said. ‘Which doctor was it?’
‘Dr Stafford. He’s just back from holiday.’
‘I can’t keep track of them all.’ Rebus rubbed his forehead.
‘Look,’ Patience said, checking her watch, ‘I really should be going. I’m sure the two of you . . .’
‘Stay as long as you like,’ Rebus told her.
‘I’m already late for an appointment, actually.’ She got to her feet. ‘Nice to meet you, Rhona.’
‘Thanks, Patience.’ The two women shook hands a little awkwardly, then Rhona got up and they hugged, and the awkwardness vanished. ‘Thanks for coming.’
Patience turned to Rebus. She looked radiant, he decided. Light really seemed to emanate from her skin. She was wearing her usual perfume, and had had her hair restyled.
‘Thanks for looking in,’ he said.
‘She’s going to be fine, John.’ She took his hands in hers, leaned towards him. A peck on the cheek, a kiss between friends. Rebus saw Rhona watching them.
‘John,’ she said, ‘see Patience out, will you?’
‘No, that’s all –’
‘Of course, yes,’ Rebus said.
They left the room together. Walked the first few steps in silence. Patience spoke first.
‘She’s great, isn’t she?’
‘Rhona?’
‘Yes.’
Rebus was thoughtful. ‘She’s terrific. Have you met her paramour?’
‘He’s gone back to London. I’ve . . . I asked Rhona if she wanted to come stay with me. Hotels can be . . .’
Rebus smiled tiredly. ‘Good idea. Then all you’d have to do is invite my brother over and you’d have the whole set.’
Her face cracked into an embarrassed grin. ‘I suppose it must look a bit like I’m collecting you all.’
‘The perfect hand of Unhappy Families.’
She turned to him. They were at the main doors of the hospital. She touched his shoulder. ‘John, I’m really sorry about Sammy. Anything I can do, you’ve only got to ask.’
‘Thanks, Patience.’
‘But asking for things has never been your strong point, has it? You just sit in silence and hope they come to you.’ She sighed. ‘I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I miss you. I think that’s why I took in Sammy. If I couldn’t be close to you, at least I could be close to someone who was. Does that make any sense? Is this where you say something about not deserving me?’
‘You’ve seen the script.’ He pulled back a little from her, just so he could look at her face. ‘I miss you, too.’
All the nights slumped at the bar, or in his chair at home, the long midnight drives so he could keep his restlessness alive. He’d have the TV and the hi-fi on at the same time, and the flat would still feel empty. Books he tried reading, finding he was ten pages in and couldn’t remember anything. Gazing from his window at the darkened flats across the street, imagining lives at rest.
All because he didn’t have her.
They embraced in silence for a while. ‘You’re going to be late,’ he said.
‘God, John, what are we going to do?’
‘See one another?’
‘That sounds like a start.’
‘Tonight? Mario’s at eight?’ She nodded and they kissed again. He squeezed her hand. Her head was turned to look at him as she pushed open the doors.
Emerson, Lake and Palmer: ‘Still . . . You Turn Me On.’
Rebus felt a little giddy as he walked back to Sammy’s room. Only it wasn’t any more, wasn’t ‘Sammy’s room’. Now there was another patient there. They’d said there was always that possibility – shortage of space, cutbacks. The woman was still asleep or unconscious, breathing noisily. Rebus ignored her and sat where Patience had been sitting.
‘I’ve got a message for you,’ Rhona said. ‘From Dr Morrison.’
‘Who’s he when he’s at home?’
‘I’ve no idea. All he said was, could he have his t-shirt back?’
The ghoul with the scythe . . . Rebus picked up Pa Broon, turned the bear in his hands. They sat in silence for a while, until Rhona shifted in her chair. ‘Patience is really nice.’
‘Did the two of you have a good chat?’ She nodded. ‘And you told her what a perfect husband I’d been?’
‘You must be crazy, walking out on her.’
‘Sanity’s never exactly been my strong point.’
‘But you used to know a good thing when you saw it.’
‘Trouble is, that’s never what I see when I look in the mirror.’
‘What do you see?’
He looked at her. ‘Sometimes I don’t see anything at all.’
Later, they took a coffee-break, went to the machine.
‘I lost her, you know,’ Rhona said.
‘What?’
‘Sammy, I lost her. She came back here. She came back to you.’
‘We hardly see one another, Rhona.’
‘But she’s here. Don’t you get it? It’s you she wants, not me.’ She turned away from him, fumbled for her handkerchief. He stood close behind her, then couldn’t think of anything to say. He was all out of words; every line of sympathy rang hollow to him, just another cliché. He touched the back of her neck, rubbed it. She lowered her head a little, didn’t resist. Massage: there’d been a lot of massage early on in their relationship. By the end, he hadn’t even given her time for a handshake.
‘I don’t know why she came back, Rhona,’ he said at last. ‘But I don’t think she was running away, and I don’t think it had much to do with seeing me.’
A couple of nurses ran past, urgency in their movements.
‘I’d better get back,’ Rhona said, rubbing a hand over her face, pulling it into something resembling composure.
Rebus went with her to the room, then said he had to be going. He bent down to kiss Sammy, feeling the breath from her nostrils against his cheek.
‘Wake up, Sammy,’ he cajoled. ‘You can’t stay in bed all your life. Time to get up.’
When there was no movement, no response, he turned and left the room.
David Levy was no longer in Edinburgh. At least, he wasn’t at the Roxburghe Hotel. Rebus could think of only one way of contacting him. Seated at his desk, he called the Holocaust Investigation Bureau in Tel Aviv and asked to speak with Solomon Mayerlink. Mayerlink wasn’t available, but Rebus identified himself and said he needed to contact him as a matter of urgency. He got a home telephone number.
‘Is there news on Linzstek, Inspector?’ Mayerlink’s voice was a harsh rasp.
‘Of a kind, yes. He’s dead.’
Silence on the line, then a slow release of breath. ‘That’s a pity.’
‘It is?’
‘People die, a little bit of history dies with them. We would have preferred to see him in court, Inspector. Dead, he’s worthless.’ Mayerlink paused. ‘I take it this ends your inquiry?’
‘It changes the nature of the investigation. He was murdered.’
Static on the line; an eight-beat pause. ‘How did it happen?’
‘He was hung from a tree.’
There was a longer silence on the line. ‘I see,’ Mayerlink said at last. There was a slight echo on his voice. ‘You think the allegations led to his murder?’
‘What would you say?’
‘I’m not a detective.’
But Rebus knew Mayerlink was lying: detection was exactly the role he’d chosen in life. A detective of history.
‘I need to talk to David Levy,’ Rebus said. ‘Do you have his address and phone number?’
‘He came to see you?’
‘You know he did.’
‘It’s not that simple with David. He doesn’t work for the Bureau. He’s self-motivated. I ask him for help occasionally. Sometimes he helps, sometimes he doesn’t.’
‘But you do have some way of contacting him?’
It took Mayerlink a full minute to come up with the details. An address in Sussex, plus telephone number.
‘Is David your number one suspect, Inspector?’
‘Why do you ask?’
‘I could tell you you’re barking up the wrong tree.’
‘The same tree Joseph Lintz swung from?’
‘Can you really see David Levy as a murderer, Inspector?’
Safari suit, walking stick. ‘It takes all sorts,’ Rebus said, putting down the phone.
He tried Levy’s number. It rang and rang. He gave it a couple of minutes, drank a coffee, tried again. Still no answer. He called British Telecom instead, explained what he needed, was finally put through to the right person.
‘My name’s Justine Graham, Inspector. How can I help?’
Rebus gave her Lintz’s details. ‘He used to get itemised bills, then he switched.’
He heard her fingers hammer a keyboard. ‘That’s right,’ she told him. ‘The customer asked for itemised billing to be discontinued.’
‘Did he say why?’
‘No record of that. You don’t need to give an excuse, you know.’
‘When was this?’
‘A couple of months back. The customer had requested monthly billing several years previously.’
Monthly billing: because he was meticulous, kept his accounts by the month. A couple of months back – September – the Lintz/Linzstek story had blown up in the media. And, suddenly, he hadn’t wanted his phone calls to be a matter of record.
‘Do you have records of his calls, even the unitemised ones?’
‘Yes, we should have that information.’
‘I’d like to see a list. Everything from the first unitemised call through to this morning.’
‘Is that when he died – this morning?’
‘Yes.’
She was thoughtful. ‘Well, I’ll need to check.’
‘Please do. But remember, Ms Graham, this is a murder inquiry.’
‘Yes, of course.’
‘And your information could be absolutely crucial.’
‘I’m quite aware of –’
‘So if I could have that by the end of today . . . ?’
She hesitated. ‘I’m not sure I can promise that.’
‘And one last thing. The bill for September is missing. I’d like a copy of it. Let me give you the fax number here, speed things up.’
Rebus congratulated himself with another cup of coffee and a cigarette in the car park. She might or might not deliver later in the day, but he was confident she’d be trying her best. Wasn’t that all you could ask of anybody?
Another call: Special Branch in London. He asked for Abernethy.
‘I’ll just put you through.’
Someone picked up: a grunt in place of an acknowledgement.
‘Abernethy?’ Rebus asked. He heard liquid being swallowed. The voice became clearer.
‘He’s not here. Can I help?’
‘I really need to speak to him.’
‘I could have him paged, if it’s urgent.’
‘My name’s DI Rebus, Lothian and Borders Police.’
‘Oh, right. Have you lost him or something?’
Rebus’s expression turned quizzical. His voice carried a false note of humour. ‘You know what Abernethy’s like.’
A snort. ‘Don’t I just.’
‘So any help appreciated.’
‘Yeah, right. Look, give me your number. I’ll get him to call you.’
Have you lost him or something? ‘You’ve no idea where he is then?’
‘It’s your city, chum. Take your best shot.’
He’s up here, Rebus thought. He’s right here.
‘I bet the office is quiet without him.’
Laughter on the line, then the sounds of a cigarette being lit. A long exhalation. ‘It’s like being on holiday. Keep him as long as you like.’
‘So how long have you been without him?’
A pause. As the silence lengthened, Rebus could feel the change of atmosphere.
‘What did you say your name was?’
‘DI Rebus. I was only asking when he left London.’
‘This morning, soon as he heard. So what have I won: the hatchback or the hostess trolley?’
Rebus’s turn to laugh. ‘Sorry, I’m just nosy.’
‘I’ll be sure to tell him that.’ A single click, then the sound of an open line.
Later that afternoon, Rebus chased up British Telecom, then tried Levy’s house again. This time he got through to a woman.
‘Hello, Mrs Levy? My name’s John Rebus. I was wondering if I could have a word with your husband?’
‘You mean my father.’
‘I’m sorry. Is your father there?’
‘No, he’s not.’
‘Any idea when . . . ?’
‘Absolutely none.’ She sounded peeved. ‘I’m just his cook and cleaner. Like I don’t have a life of my own.’ She caught herself. ‘Sorry, Mr . . . ?’
‘Rebus.’
‘It’s just that he never says how long he’s going to be away.’
‘He’s away just now?’
‘Has been for the best part of a fortnight. He rings two or three times a week, asks if there’ve been any calls or letters. If I’m lucky, he might remember to ask how I’m doing.’
‘And how are you doing?’
A smile in her voice. ‘I know, I know. I sound like I’m his mother or something.’
‘Well, you know, fathers . . .’ Rebus stared into the middle distance . . . ‘if you don’t tell them anything’s wrong, they’re happy to assume the best and hold their peace.’
‘You speak from experience?’
‘Too much experience.’
She was thoughtful. ‘Is it something important?’
‘Very.’
‘Well, give me your name and number, and next time he calls I’ll have him phone you.’
‘Thanks.’ Rebus reeled off two numbers: home and mobile.
‘Got that,’ she said. ‘Any other message?’
‘No, just have him call me.’ Rebus thought for a moment. ‘Has he had any other calls?’
‘You mean, people trying to reach him? Why do you ask?’
‘I just . . . no real reason.’ He didn’t want to say he was a policeman; didn’t want her spooked. ‘No reason,’ he repeated.
As he came off the phone, someone handed him another coffee. ‘That receiver must be red hot.’
He touched it with the tips of his fingers. It was pretty warm. Then it rang and he picked it up again.
‘DI Rebus,’ he said.
‘John, it’s Siobhan.’
‘Hiya, how’s tricks?’
‘John, you remember that guy?’ Her tone was warning him of something.
‘What guy?’ The humour was gone from his voice.
‘Danny Simpson.’ He of the flappy skull; Telford’s lackey.
‘What about him?’
‘I’ve just found out he’s HIV positive. His GP let the hospital know.’
Blood in Rebus’s eyes, his ears, dribbling down his neck . . .
‘Poor guy,’ he said quietly.
‘He should have said something at the time.’
‘When?’
‘When we got him to the hospital.’
‘Well, he had other things on his mind, and some of them were in danger of falling off.’
‘Christ, John, be serious for a minute!’ Her voice was loud enough to have people glance up from their desks. ‘You need to get a blood test.’
‘Fine, no problem. How is he, by the way?’
‘Back home but poorly. And sticking to his story.’
‘Do I detect the influence of Telford’s lawyer?’
‘Charles Groal? That one’s so slimy, he’s practically primordial.’
‘Saves you the cost of a valentine.’
‘Look, just phone the hospital. Talk to a Dr Jones. She’ll fix an appointment. They can do a test right away. Not that it’ll be the last word – there’s a three-month incubation.’
‘Thanks, Siobhan.’
Rebus put down the receiver, drummed his fingers against it. Wouldn’t that be a nice irony? Rebus out to get Telford, does the Good Samaritan bit for one of his men, gets AIDS and dies. Rebus stared at the ceiling.
Nice one, Big Man.
The phone rang again. Rebus snatched it up.
‘Switchboard,’ he said.
‘Is that you, John?’ Patience Aitken.
‘The one and only.’
‘Just wanted to check we’re still on for tonight.’
‘To be honest, Patience, I’m not sure I’ll be at my most sparkling.’
‘You want to cancel?’
‘Absolutely not. But I have something to take care of. At the hospital.’
‘Yes, of course.’
‘No, I don’t think you understand. It’s not Sammy this time, it’s me.’
‘What’s wrong?’
So he told her.
She went with him. Same hospital Sammy was in, different department. Last thing he wanted was to bump into Rhona, have to explain everything to her. Possibly HIV-infected: chances were, she’d red-card him from the bedside.
The waiting room was white, clean. Lots of information on the walls. Leaflets on every table, as if paperwork was the real virus.
‘I must say, it’s very pleasant for a leper colony.’
Patience didn’t say anything. They were alone in the room. Someone on reception had dealt with him first, then a nurse had come out and taken some details. Now another door opened.
‘Mr Rebus?’
A tall thin woman in a white coat, standing in the doorway: Dr Jones, he presumed. Patience took his arm as they walked towards her. Halfway across the floor, Rebus turned on his heels and bolted.
Patience caught up with him outside, asked what was wrong.
‘I don’t want to know,’ he told her.
‘But, John . . .’
‘Come on, Patience. All I got was a bit of blood splashed on me.’
She didn’t look convinced. ‘You need to take the test.’
He looked back towards the building. ‘Fine.’ Started walking away. ‘But some other time, eh?’
It was one in the morning when he drove back into Arden Street. No dinner date with Patience: instead, they’d visited the hospital, sat with Rhona. He’d made a silent pact with the Big Man: bring her back and I’ll keep off the booze. He’d driven Patience home. Her last words to him: ‘Take that test. Get it over and done with.’
As he locked his car, a figure appeared from nowhere.
‘Mr Rebus, long time no see.’
Rebus recognised the face. Pointy chin, misshapen teeth, the breathing a series of small gasps. The Weasel: one of Cafferty’s men. He was dressed like a down-and-out, perfect camouflage for his role in life. He was Cafferty’s eyes and ears on the street.
‘We need to talk, Mr Rebus.’ His hands were deep in the pockets of a tweed coat meant for someone eight inches taller. He glanced towards the tenement door.
‘Not in my flat,’ Rebus stated. Some things were sacrosanct.
‘Cold out here.’
Rebus just shook his head, and the Weasel sniffed hard.
‘You think it was a hit?’ he said.
‘Yes,’ Rebus answered.
‘She was meant to die?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘A pro wouldn’t fuck up.’
‘Then it was a warning.’
‘We could do with seeing your notes.’
‘Can’t do that.’
The Weasel shrugged. ‘Thought you wanted Mr Cafferty’s help?’
‘I can’t give you the notes. What about if I summarise?’
‘It’d be a start.’
‘Rover 600, stolen from George Street that afternoon. Abandoned on a street by Piershill Cemetery. Radio and some tapes lifted – not necessarily by the same person.’
‘Scavengers.’
‘Could be.’
The Weasel was thoughtful. ‘A warning . . . That would mean a professional driver.’
‘Yes,’ Rebus said.
‘And not one of ours . . . Doesn’t leave too many candidates. Rover 600 . . . what colour?’
‘Sherwood Green.’
‘Parked on George Street?’
Rebus nodded.
‘Thanks for that.’ The Weasel made to turn away, then paused. ‘Nice doing business with you again, Mr Rebus.’
Rebus was about to say something, then remembered he needed the Weasel more than the Weasel needed him. He wondered how much crap he’d take from Cafferty . . . how long he’d have to take it. All his life? Had he made a contract with the devil?
For Sammy, he’d have done much, much worse . . .
In his flat, he stuck on the CD of Rock ’n’ Roll Circus, skipping to the actual Stones tracks. His answering machine was flashing. Three messages. The first: Hogan.
‘Hello, John. Just thought I’d check, see if there’s been any word from BT.’
Not by the time Rebus had left the office. Message two: Abernethy.
‘Me again, bad penny and all that. Heard you’ve been trying to catch me. I’ll call you tomorrow. Cheers.’
Rebus stared at the machine, willing Abernethy to say more, to give some hint of a location. But the machine was on to the final message. Bill Pryde.
‘John, tried you at the office, left a message. But I thought you’d want to know, we’ve had final word on those prints. If you want to try me at home, I’m on . . .’
Rebus took down the number. Two in the morning, but Bill would understand.
After a minute or so, a woman picked up. She sounded groggy.
‘Sorry,’ Rebus said. ‘Is Bill there?’
‘I’ll get him.’
He heard background dialogue, then the receiver being hoisted.
‘So what’s this about prints?’ he asked.
‘Christ, John, when I said you could call, I didn’t mean the middle of the night!’
‘It’s important.’
‘Yes, I know. How’s she doing anyway?’
‘Still out cold.’
Pryde yawned. ‘Well, most of the prints inside the car belong to the owner and his wife. But we found one other set. Problem is, looks like they belong to a kid.’
‘What makes you so sure?’
‘The size.’
‘Plenty of adults around with small hands.’
‘I suppose so . . .’
‘You sound sceptical.’
‘More likely to be one of two scenarios. One, Sammy was hit by a joyrider. I know what you think, but it does happen. Two, the prints belong to whoever rifled the car after it was left at the cemetery.’
‘The kid who took the cassette player and tapes?’
‘Exactly.’
‘No other prints? Not even partials?’
‘The car was clean, John.’
‘Exterior?’
‘Same three sets on the doors, plus Sammy’s on the bonnet.’ Pryde yawned again. ‘So what about your grudge theory?’
‘Still holds. A pro would be wearing gloves.’
‘That’s what I was thinking. Not too many pros out there though.’
‘No.’ Rebus was thinking of the Weasel: I’m dealing with slime to catch a slug. Nothing he hadn’t done before, only this time there were personal reasons.
And he didn’t think there’d be a trial.
Breakfast was on Hogan: bacon rolls in a brown paper bag. They ate them in the CID room at St Leonard’s. A Murder Room had been established in Leith, and that’s where Hogan should have been.
Only he wanted Rebus’s files, and he knew better than to trust Rebus to deliver them.
‘Thought I’d save you the hassle,’ was what he said.
‘You’re a gentleman,’ Rebus answered, examining the interior of his roll. ‘Tell me, are pigs an endangered species?’
‘I lifted half a slice from you.’ Hogan pulled a string of fat from his mouth, tossed it into a bin. ‘Thought I was doing you a favour: cholesterol and all that.’
Rebus put the roll to one side, took a swig from the can of Irn-Bru – Hogan’s idea of a morning beverage – and swallowed. What was sugar consumption compared to HIV? ‘What did you get from the cleaning lady?’
‘Grief. Soon as she heard her employer was dead, the taps were on.’ Hogan brushed flour from his fingers: mealtime over. ‘She never met any of his friends, never had occasion to answer his telephone, hadn’t noticed any change in him recently, and doesn’t think he was a mass murderer. Quote: “If he’d killed that many people, I’d have known”.’
‘What is she, psychic or something?’
Hogan shrugged. ‘About all I got from her was a glowing character reference and the fact that as she was paid in advance, she owes his estate a partial refund.’
‘There’s your motive.’
Hogan smiled. ‘Speaking of motives . . .’
‘You’ve got something?’
‘Lintz’s lawyer has come up with a letter from the deceased’s bank.’ He handed Rebus a photocopy. ‘Seems our man made a cash withdrawal of five grand ten days ago.’
‘Cash?’
‘We found ten quid on his person, and about another thirty bar in the house. No five grand. I’m beginning to think blackmail.’
Rebus nodded. ‘What about his address book?’
‘Slow work. A lot of old numbers, people who’ve moved on or died. Plus a few charities, museums . . . an art gallery or two.’ Hogan paused. ‘What about you?’
Rebus opened his drawer, pulled out the fax sheets. ‘Waiting for me this morning. The calls Lintz wanted kept secret.’
Hogan looked down the list. ‘Calls plural, or one in particular?’
‘I’ve just started going through them. Best guess: there’ll be callers he spoke to regularly. Those numbers will show up on the other statements. We’re looking for anomalies, one-offs.’
‘Makes sense.’ Hogan looked at his watch. ‘Anything else I should know?’
‘Two things. Remember I told you about the Special Branch interest?’
‘Abernethy?’
Rebus nodded. ‘I tried calling him yesterday.’
‘And?’
‘According to his office, he was on his way up here. He’d already heard the news.’
‘So I’ve got Abernethy sniffing around, and you don’t trust him? Terrific. What’s the other thing?’
‘David Levy. I spoke with his daughter. She doesn’t know where he is. He could be anywhere.’
‘With a grudge against Lintz?’
‘It’s possible.’
‘What’s his phone number?’
Rebus patted the topmost file on his desk. ‘Ready for you to take away.’
Hogan studied the foot-high pile, looking glum.
‘I whittled it down to what’s absolutely necessary,’ Rebus told him.
‘There’s a month’s reading there.’
Rebus shrugged. ‘My case is your case, Bobby.’
With Hogan gone, Rebus went back to the British Telecom list. It was as detailed as he could have wished for. Lots of calls to Lintz’s solicitor, a few to one of the city’s taxi firms. Rebus tried a couple of numbers, found himself connected to charity offices: Lintz would have been phoning to tender his resignation. There were a few calls that stood out from the crowd: the Roxburghe Hotel – duration four minutes; Edinburgh University – twenty-six minutes. The Roxburghe had to mean Levy. Rebus knew Levy had talked to Lintz – Lintz himself had admitted it. Talking to him – being confronted by him – was one thing; calling him at his hotel quite another.
The number for Edinburgh University connected Rebus to the main switchboard. He asked to be put through to Lintz’s old department. The secretary was very helpful. She’d been in the job over twenty years, was due to retire. Yes, she remembered Professor Lintz, but he hadn’t contacted the department recently.
‘Every call that comes through here, I know about it.’
‘He might have got straight through to a tutor though?’ Rebus suggested.
‘No one’s mentioned speaking to him. There’s nobody here from the Professor’s day.’
‘He doesn’t keep in touch with the department?’
‘I haven’t spoken to him in years, Inspector. Too many years for me to remember . . .’
So who had he been talking to for over twenty minutes? Rebus thanked the secretary and put down the phone. He went through the other numbers: a couple of restaurants, a wine shop, and the local radio station. Rebus told the receptionist what he was after, and she said she’d do her best. Then he went back to the restaurants, asked them to check if Lintz had been making a reservation.
Within half an hour, the calls started coming in. First restaurant: a booking for dinner, just the one cover. The radio station: they’d asked Lintz to appear on a programme. He’d said he’d consider it, then had called back to decline. Second restaurant: a lunch reservation, two covers.
‘Two?’
‘Mr Lintz and one other.’
‘Any idea who the “other” might have been?’
‘Another gentleman, quite elderly, I think . . . I’m sorry, I don’t really remember.’
‘Did he walk with a stick?’
‘I wish I could help, but it’s a madhouse here at lunchtime.’
‘You remember Lintz though?’
‘Mr Lintz is a regular . . . was a regular.’
‘Did he usually eat alone, or with company?’
‘Mostly alone. He didn’t seem to mind. He’d bring a book with him.’
‘Do you happen to recall any of his other guests?’
‘I remember a young woman . . . his daughter maybe? Or granddaughter?’
‘So when you say “young” . . .?’
‘Younger than him.’ A pause. ‘Maybe much younger.’
‘When was this?’
‘I really don’t remember.’ The voice impatient now.
‘I appreciate your help, sir. Just one more minute of your time . . . This woman, did he bring her more than once?’
‘I’m sorry, Inspector. The kitchen needs me.’
‘Well, if you think of anything else . . .’
‘Of course. Goodbye.’
Rebus put the phone down, made some notes. Just one number left. He waited for an answer.
‘Yeah?’ The voice grudging.
‘Who’s this?’
‘This is Malky. Who the fuck are you?’
A voice in the background: ‘Tommy says that new machine’s fucked.’ Rebus put the phone down. His hand was shaking. That new machine . . . Tommy Telford on his arcade motorbike. He remembered The Family mugshots: Malky Jordan. Tiny nose and eyes in a balloon of a face. Joseph Lintz talking to one of Telford’s men? Phoning Telford’s office?? Rebus found the number of Hogan’s mobile.
‘Bobby,’ he said. ‘If you’re driving, better slow down right now . . .’
Hogan’s notion: five in cash was just Telford’s style. Blackmail? But where was the connection? Something else . . .?
Hogan’s play: he’d talk to Telford.
Rebus’s notion: five was a bit steep for a hit-man. All the same, he wondered about Lintz . . . paying five thou’ to Telford to set up the ‘accident’. Motive: give Rebus a fright, scare him off? It put Lintz back in the frame, potentially.
Rebus had fixed up another meeting, one he didn’t want anyone knowing about. Haymarket Station was nice and anonymous. The bench on platform one. Ned Farlowe was already waiting. He looked tired: worry over Sammy. They talked about her for a couple of minutes. Then Rebus got down to business.
‘You know Lintz has been murdered?’
‘I didn’t think this was a social call.’
‘We’re looking at a blackmail angle.’
Farlowe looked interested. ‘And he didn’t pay up?’
Oh, he paid up all right, Rebus thought. He paid up, and someone still took him out of the game.
‘Look, Ned, this is all off the record. By rights I should take you in for questioning.’
‘Because I followed him for a few days?’
‘Yes.’
‘And that makes me a suspect?’
‘It makes you a possible witness.’
Farlowe thought about it. ‘One evening. Lintz left his house, walked down the road, made a call from a phone-box, then went straight back home.’
Not wanting to use his home phone . . . afraid it was bugged? Afraid of the number being traced? Telephone bugging: a favourite ploy of Special Branch.
‘And something else,’ Farlowe was saying. ‘He met this woman on his doorstep. Like she was waiting for him. They had a few words. I think she was crying when she left.’.
‘What did she look like?’
‘Tall, short dark hair, well-dressed. She had a briefcase with her.’
‘Wearing?’
Farlowe shrugged. ‘Skirt and jacket . . . matching. Black and white check. You know . . . elegant.’
He was describing Kirstin Mede. Her phone message to Rebus: I can’t do this any more . . .
‘There’s something I want to ask you,’ Farlowe was saying. ‘That girl Candice.’
‘What about her?’
‘You asked me if anything unusual had happened just before Sammy got hit.’
‘Yes?’
‘Well, she happened, didn’t she?’ Farlowe’s eyes narrowed. ‘Does she have anything to do with it?’
Rebus looked at Farlowe, who started nodding.
‘Thanks for the confirmation. Who was she?’
‘One of Telford’s girls.’
Farlowe leaped to his feet, paced the platform. Rebus waited for him to sit down again. When he did, there could be no doubting the fury in his eyes.
‘You hid one of Telford’s girls with your own daughter?’
‘I didn’t have much choice. Telford knows where I live. I . . .’
‘You were using us!’ He paused. ‘Telford did this, didn’t he?’
‘I don’t know,’ Rebus said. Farlowe leaped to his feet again. ‘Look, Ned, I don’t want you –’
‘Quite frankly, Inspector, I don’t think you’re in any position to give advice.’ He started walking, and though Rebus called after him, he never once looked back.
As Rebus walked into the Crime Squad office, a paper plane glided past and crashed into the wall. Ormiston had his feet up on the desk. Country and western music was playing softly in the background, its source a tape player on the window ledge behind Claverhouse’s desk. Siobhan Clarke had pulled a chair over beside him. They were poring over some report.
‘Not exactly the “A-Team” in here, is it?’ Rebus retrieved the plane, straightened its crumpled nose, and sent it back to Ormiston, who asked what he was doing there.
‘Liaising,’ Rebus told him. ‘My boss wants a progress report.’
Ormiston glanced towards Claverhouse, who was tipping himself back in his chair, hands behind his head.
‘Want to take a guess at the headway we’ve made?’
Rebus sat down opposite Claverhouse, nodded a greeting to Siobhan.
‘How’s Sammy?’ she asked.
‘Just the same,’ Rebus answered. Claverhouse looked abashed, and Rebus suddenly realised that he could use Sammy as a lever, play on people’s sympathy. Why not? Hadn’t he used her in the past? Wasn’t Ned Farlowe on the nail there?
‘We’ve pulled the surveillance,’ Claverhouse said.
‘Why?’
Ormiston snorted, but it was Claverhouse who answered.
‘High maintenance, low returns.’
‘Orders from above?’
‘It isn’t as if we were close to getting a result.’
‘So we just let him get on with getting on?’
Claverhouse shrugged. Rebus wondered if news would get back to Newcastle. Jake Tarawicz would be happy. He’d think Rebus was fulfilling his part of the bargain. Candice would be safe. Maybe.
‘Any news on that nightclub killing?’
‘Nothing to link it to your chum Cafferty.’
‘He’s not my chum.’
‘Whatever you say. Stick the kettle on, Ormie.’ Ormiston glanced towards Clarke, then rose grudgingly from his chair. Rebus had thought the tension in the office was all to do with Telford. Not a bit of it. Claverhouse and Clarke close together, involved. Ormiston off on his own, a kid making paper planes, seeking attention. An old Status Quo song: ‘Paper Plane’. But the status quo here had been disturbed: Clarke had usurped Ormiston. The office junior was absolved from making the tea.
Rebus could see why Ormiston was pissed off.
‘I hear Herr Lintz was a bit of a swinger,’ Claverhouse said.
‘Now there’s a joke I haven’t heard before.’ Rebus’s pager sounded. The display gave him a number to call.
He used Claverhouse’s phone. It sounded like he was connected to a pay-phone. Street sounds, heavy traffic close by.
‘Mr Rebus?’ Placed the voice at once: the Weasel.
‘What is it?’
‘A couple of questions. The tape player from the car, any idea of the make?’
‘Sony.’
‘The front bit detachable?’
‘That’s right.’
‘So all they got was the front bit?’
‘Yes.’ Claverhouse and Clarke, back at their report, pretending they weren’t listening.
‘What about the tapes? You said some tapes got stolen?’
‘Opera – The Marriage of Figaro and Verdi’s Macbeth.’ Rebus squeezed his eyes shut, thinking. ‘And another tape with film music on it, famous themes. Plus Roy Orbison’s Greatest Hits.’ This last the wife’s. Rebus knew what the Weasel was thinking: whoever took the stuff, they’d try flogging it round the pubs or at a car boot sale. Car boot sales were clearing houses for knock-off. But getting whoever had lifted the stuff from the unlocked car wasn’t going to nail the driver . . . Unless the kid – the one who’d lifted the stuff, whose prints were on the car – had seen something: been hanging around on the street, watched the car screeching to a stop, a man getting out and hoofing it . . .
An eye witness, someone who could describe the driver.
‘The only prints we got were small, maybe a kid’s.’
‘That’s interesting.’
‘Anything else I can do,’ Rebus said, ‘just let me know.’
The Weasel hung up.
‘Sony’s a good make,’ Claverhouse said, fishing.
‘Some stuff lifted from a car,’ Rebus told him. ‘It might have turned up.’
Ormiston had made the tea. Rebus went to fetch himself a chair, saw someone walk past the open doorway. He dropped the chair and ran into the corridor, grabbed at an arm.
Abernethy spun quickly, saw who it was and relaxed.
‘Nice one, son,’ he said. ‘You almost had knuckles for teeth.’ He was working on a piece of chewing gum.
‘What are you doing here?’
‘Visiting.’ Abernethy looked back at the open door, walked towards it. ‘What about you?’
‘Working.’
Abernethy read the sign on the door. ‘Crime Squad,’ he said, sounding amused, taking in the office and the people in it. Hands in pockets, he sauntered in, Rebus following.
‘Abernethy, Special Branch,’ the Londoner said by way of introduction. ‘That music’s a good idea: play it at interrogations, sap the suspect’s will to live.’ He was smiling, surveying the premises like he was thinking of moving in. The mug meant for Rebus was on the corner of the desk. Abernethy picked it up and slurped, made a face, started chewing again. The three Crime Squad officers were like a frozen tableau. Suddenly they looked like a unit: it had taken Abernethy to do that.
Had taken him all of ten seconds.
‘What you working on?’ No one answered. ‘Must’ve got the sign on the door wrong,’ Abernethy said. ‘Should be Mime Squad.’
‘Is there something we can do for you?’ Claverhouse asked, his voice level, hostility in his eyes.
‘I don’t know. It was John pulled me in here.’
‘And I’m pulling you out again,’ Rebus said, taking his arm. Abernethy shrugged free, bunched his fists. ‘A word in the corridor . . . please.’
Abernethy smiled. ‘Manners maketh the man, John.’
‘What does that maketh you?’
Abernethy turned his head slowly, looked at Siobhan Clarke who’d just spoken.
‘I’m just a regular guy with a heart of gold and twelve big inches of ability.’ He grinned at her.
‘To go with your twelve big points of IQ,’ she said, going back to the report. Ormiston and Claverhouse weren’t trying too hard to conceal their laughter as Abernethy stormed out of the room. Rebus hung back long enough to watch Ormiston pat Clarke on the back, then headed off after the Special Branch man.
‘What a bitch,’ Abernethy said. He was making for the exit.
‘She’s a friend of mine.’
‘And they say you can choose your friends . . .’ Abernethy shook his head.
‘What brings you back?’
‘You have to ask?’
‘Lintz is dead. Case closed as far as you’re concerned.’
They emerged from the building.
‘So?’
‘So,’ Rebus persisted, ‘why come all the way back here? What is there that couldn’t be done with a phone or fax?’
Abernethy stopped, turned to face him. ‘Loose ends.’
‘What loose ends?’
‘There aren’t any.’ Abernethy gave a cheerless smile and took a key from his pocket. As they approached his car, he used the remote to unlock it and disable the alarm.
‘What’s going on, Abernethy?’
‘Nothing to worry your pretty little head about.’ He opened the driver’s-side door.
‘Are you glad he’s dead?’
‘What?’
‘Lintz. How do you feel about him being murdered?’
‘I’ve no feelings either way. He’s dead, which means I can cross him off my list.’
‘That last time you came up here, you were warning him.’
‘Not true.’
‘Was his phone bugged?’ Abernethy just snorted. ‘Did you know he might be killed?’
Abernethy turned on Rebus. ‘What’s it to you? I’ll tell you: nothing. Leith CID are on the murder, and you’re out of it. End of story.’
‘Is it the Rat Line? Too embarrassing if it all came to light?’
‘Christ, what is it with you? Just give it a rest.’ Abernethy got into the car, closed the door. Rebus didn’t move. The engine turned and caught, Abernethy’s window slid down. Rebus was ready.
‘They sent you four hundred miles just to check there were no loose ends.’
‘So?’
‘So there’s rather a large loose end, isn’t there?’ Rebus paused. ‘Unless you know who Lintz’s killer was.’
‘I leave that sort of thing to you guys.’
‘Heading down to Leith?’
‘I have to talk to Hogan.’ Abernethy stared at Rebus. ‘You’re a hard bastard, aren’t you? Maybe even a bit selfish.’
‘How’s that?’
‘If I’d a daughter in hospital, police work would be the last thing on my mind.’
As Rebus lunged towards the open window, Abernethy gunned the car. Footsteps behind: Siobhan Clarke.
‘Good riddance,’ she said, watching the car speed off. A finger appeared from Abernethy’s window. She gave a two-fingered reply. ‘I didn’t want to say anything in the office . . .’ she began.
‘I took the test yesterday,’ Rebus lied.
‘It’ll be negative.’
‘Are you positive?’
She smiled a little longer than the joke merited. ‘Ormiston chucked your tea away, said he was going to disinfect the mug.’
‘Abernethy has that effect on people.’ He looked at her. ‘Remember, Ormiston and Claverhouse go back years.’
‘I know. I think Claverhouse has a crush on me. It’ll pass, but until it does . . .’
‘Tread carefully.’ They started walking back towards the main entrance. ‘And don’t let him tempt you into the broom cupboard.’
Rebus went back to St Leonard’s, saw that the office was coping quite well without him, and headed over to the hospital with Dr Morrison’s Iron Maiden t-shirt in a plastic bag. A third bed had been moved into Sammy’s room. An elderly woman lay in it. Though awake, she stared fixedly at the ceiling. Rhona was at Sammy’s bedside, reading a book.
Rebus stroked his daughter’s hair. ‘How is she?’
‘No change.’
‘Any more tests planned?’
‘Not that I know of.’
‘That’s it then? She just stays like this?’
He lifted a chair over, sat down. It had turned into a sort of ritual now, this bedside vigil. It felt almost . . . the word he wanted to use was ‘comfortable’. He squeezed Rhona’s hand, sat there for twenty minutes, saying almost nothing, then went to find Kirstin Mede.
She was in her office at the French Department, marking scripts. She sat at a big desk in front of the window, but moved from this to a coffee-table with half a dozen chairs arranged around it.
‘Sit down,’ she said. Rebus sat down.
‘I got your message,’ he told her.
‘Hardly matters now, does it? The man’s dead.’
‘I know you spoke with him, Kirstin.’
She glanced towards him. ‘I’m sorry?’
‘You waited for him outside his house. Did the two of you have a nice chat?’
Colour had risen to her cheeks. She crossed her legs, tugged the hem of her skirt towards her knee. ‘Yes,’ she said at last, ‘I went to his house.’
‘Why?’
‘Because I wanted to see him close up.’ Her eyes were on his now, challenging him. ‘I thought maybe I could tell from his face . . . the look in his eyes. Maybe something in his tone of voice.’
‘And could you?’
She shook her head. ‘Not a damned thing. No window to the soul.’
‘What did you say to him?’
‘I told him who I was.’
‘Any reaction?’
‘Yes.’ She folded her arms. ‘His words: “My dear lady, will you kindly piss off.’
‘And did you?’
‘Yes. Because I knew then. Not whether he was Linzstek or not, but something else.’
‘What?’
‘That he was at the end of his tether.’ She was nodding. ‘Absolutely at breaking point.’ She looked at Rebus again. ‘And capable of anything.’
The problem with the Flint Street surveillance was that it had been so open. A hidden operation – deep cover – that’s what was needed. Rebus had decided to scout out the territory.
The tenement flats across the road from Telford’s café and arcade were served by a single main door. It was locked, so Rebus chose a buzzer at random – marked HETHERINGTON. Waited, pushed again. An elderly voice came on the intercom.
‘Who is it, please?’
‘Mrs Hetherington? Detective Inspector Rebus, I’m your Community CID officer. Can I talk to you about home security? There’ve been a few break-ins around here, especially with elderly victims.’
‘Gracious, you’d better come up.’
‘Which floor?’
‘The first.’ The door buzzed, and Rebus pushed it open.
Mrs Hetherington was waiting for him in her doorway. She was tiny and frail-looking, but her eyes were lively and her movements assured. The flat was small, well-maintained. The sitting-room was heated by a two-bar electric fire. Rebus wandered over to the window, found himself looking down on to the arcade. Perfect location for a surveillance. He pretended to check her windows.
‘These seem fine,’ he said. ‘Are they always locked?’
‘I open them a bit in the summer,’ Mrs Hetherington said, ‘and when they need washing. But I always lock them again afterwards.’
‘One thing I should warn you about, and that’s bogus officials. People coming to your door, telling you they’re so-and-so. Always ask to see some ID, and don’t open up until you’re satisfied.’
‘How can I see it without opening the door?’
‘Ask them to push it through the letterbox.’
‘I didn’t see your identification, did I?’
Rebus smiled. ‘No, you didn’t.’ He took it out and showed her. ‘Sometimes the fake stuff can look pretty convincing. If you’re unsure, keep the door locked and call the police.’ He looked around. ‘You have a phone?’
‘In the bedroom.’
‘Any windows in there?’
‘Yes.’
‘Can I take a look?’
The bedroom window also looked out on to Flint Street. Rebus noticed travel brochures on the dressing-table, a small suitcase standing near the door.
‘Off on holiday, eh?’ With the flat empty, maybe he could move the surveillance in.
‘Just a long weekend,’ she said.
‘Somewhere nice?’
‘Holland. Wrong time of year for the bulb-fields, but I’ve always wanted to go. It’s a nuisance flying from Inverness, but so much cheaper. Since my husband died . . . well, I’ve done a bit of travelling.’
‘Any chance of taking me with you?’ Rebus smiled. ‘This window’s fine, too. I’ll just check your door, see if it could do with more locks.’ They went into the narrow hall.
‘You know,’ she said, ‘we’ve always been very lucky here, no break-ins or anything like that.’
Hardly surprising with Tommy Telford as proprietor.
‘And with the panic button, of course . . .’
Rebus looked at the wall next to the front door. A large red button. He’d assumed it was for the stairhead lights or something.
‘Anyone who calls, anyone at all, I’m supposed to press it.’
Rebus opened the door. ‘And do you?’
Two very large men were standing right outside.
‘Oh, yes,’ Mrs Hetherington said. ‘I always do.’
For thugs, they were very polite. Rebus showed them his warrant card and explained the nature of his visit. He asked them who they were, and they told him they were ‘representatives of the building’s owner’. He knew the faces though: Kenny Houston, Ally Cornwell. Houston – the ugly one – ran Telford’s doormen; Cornwell, with his wrestler’s bulk, was general muscle. The little charade was carried out with humour and good nature on both sides. They accompanied him downstairs. Across the street, Tommy Telford was standing in the café doorway, wagging his finger. A pedestrian crossed Rebus’s line of vision. Too late, Rebus saw who it was. Had his mouth open to shout something, then saw Telford hang his head, hands going to his face. Screeching.
Rebus ran across the road, pulled the pedestrian round: Ned Farlowe. A bottle dropped from Farlowe’s hand. Telford’s men were closing in. Rebus held tight to Farlowe.
‘I’m placing this man under arrest,’ he said. ‘He’s mine, understood?’
A dozen faces glaring at him. And Tommy Telford down on his knees.
‘Get your boss to the hospital,’ Rebus said. ‘I’m taking this one to St Leonard’s . . .’
Ned Farlowe sat on the ledge in one of the cells. The walls were blue, smeared brown near the toilet-pan. Farlowe was looking pleased with himself.
‘Acid?’ Rebus said, pacing the cell. ‘Acid? All this research must have gone to your head.’
‘It’s what he deserved.’
Rebus glared at him. ‘You don’t know what you’ve done.’
‘I know exactly what I’ve done.’
‘He’ll kill you.’
Farlowe shrugged. ‘Am I under arrest?’
‘You’d better believe it, son. I want you kept out of harm’s way. If I hadn’t been there . . .’ But he didn’t want to think about that. He looked at Farlowe. Looked at Sammy’s lover, who’d just staged a full-frontal assault on Telford, the kind of assault Rebus knew wouldn’t work.
Now Rebus would have to redouble his efforts. Because otherwise, Ned Farlowe was a dead man . . . and when Sammy came round, he didn’t want news like that to be waiting for her.
He drove back towards Flint Street, parked at a distance from it, and headed there on foot. Telford had the place sewn up, no doubt about it. Letting his flats to old folk might have been a charitable act but he’d made damned sure it served its purpose. Rebus wondered if, given the same circumstances, Cafferty would have been clever enough to think of panic-buttons. He suspected not. Cafferty wasn’t thick, but most of what he did he did by instinct. Rebus wondered if Tommy Telford had ever made a rash move in his life.
He was staking out Flint Street because he needed an in, needed to find the weak link in the chain around Telford. After ten minutes of windchill, he thought of a better idea. On his mobile, he called one of the city’s taxi firms. Identified himself and asked if Henry Wilson was on shift. He was. Rebus told the switchboard to put a call out to Henry. It was as simple as that.
Ten minutes later, Wilson turned up. He drank in the Ox occasionally, which was his problem really. Drunk in charge of a taxi-cab. Luckily Rebus had been around to smooth things over, as a result of which Wilson owed him a lifetime of favours. He was tall, heavily built, with short black hair and a long black beard. Ruddy-faced, and he always wore check shirts. Rebus thought of him as ‘The Lumberjack’.
‘Need a lift?’ Wilson said, as Rebus got into the front passenger-seat.
‘First thing I need is a blast of the heater.’ Wilson obliged. ‘Second thing I need is to use your taxi as cover.’
‘You mean, sit here?’
‘That’s what I mean.’
‘With the meter running?’
‘You’ve got an engine problem, Henry. Your cab’s out of the game for the rest of the afternoon.’
‘I’m saving up for Christmas,’ Wilson complained. Rebus stared him out. The big man sighed and lifted a newspaper from the side of his seat. ‘Help me pick a few winners then,’ he said, turning to the racing pages.
They sat for over an hour at the end of Flint Street, and Rebus stayed in the front of the cab. His reasoning: a cab parked with a passenger in the back looked suspicious. A cab parked with two guys in the front, and you’d just think they were on their break, or at shift’s end – two cabbies sharing stories and a flask of tea.
Rebus took one sip from the plastic cup and winced. Half a bag of sugar in the flask.
‘I’ve always had a sweet tooth,’ Wilson explained. He had a packet of crisps open on his lap: pickled onion flavour.
Finally, Rebus saw two Range Rovers being driven into Flint Street. Sean Haddow – Telford’s money man – was driving the lead car. He got out and went into the arcade. On the passenger seat, Rebus could see a huge yellow teddy bear. Haddow was coming out again, bringing Telford with him. Telford: back from the hospital already, hands bandaged, gauze patches on his face like he’d had a particularly ropey shave. But not about to let a little thing like an acid attack get in the way of business. Haddow held the back door open, and Telford got in.
‘This is us, Henry,’ Rebus said. ‘You’re going to be following those two Range Rovers. Stay back as far as you like. Those things are so high off the ground, we’ll be able to see them over anything smaller than a double-decker.’
Both Range Rovers headed out of Flint Street. The second car carried three of Telford’s ‘soldiers’. Rebus recognised Pretty-Boy. The other two were younger recruits, well-dressed with groomed hair. One hundred percent business.
The convoy headed for the city centre, stopped outside a hotel. Telford had a word with his men, but entered the building alone. The cars stayed where they were.
‘Are you going in?’ Wilson asked.
‘I think I’d be noticed,’ Rebus said. The drivers of both Range Rovers had got out and were enjoying a smoke, but keeping a keen eye on people entering and leaving the hotel. A couple of prospects looked into the cab, but Wilson shook his head.
‘I could be making a mint here,’ he muttered. Rebus offered him a Polo. Wilson accepted with a snort.
‘Brilliant,’ Rebus said. Wilson looked back towards the hotel. A parking warden was talking to Haddow and Pretty-Boy. She had her notebook out. They were tapping their watches, attempting charm. Double yellow lines kerbside: no parking any time.
Haddow and Pretty-Boy held up their hands in surrender, had a quick confab, then it was back into the Range Rovers. Pretty-Boy made circling motions with one hand, letting his passengers know they were going to circle the block. The warden stood her ground till they’d moved off. Haddow was on his mobile: doubtless letting his boss know the score.
Interesting: they hadn’t tried to strongarm the warden, or bribe her, nothing like that. Law-abiding citizens. Telford’s rules, no doubt. Again, Rebus couldn’t see any of Cafferty’s men giving in so quickly.
‘You going in then?’ Wilson asked.
‘Not much point, Henry. Telford will already be in a bedroom or somebody’s suite. If he’s doing business, it’ll be behind closed doors.’
‘So that was Tommy Telford?’
‘You’ve heard of him?’
‘I’m a taxi driver, we hear things. He’s after Big Ger’s cab business.’ Wilson paused. ‘Not that Big Ger has a cab business, you understand.’
‘Any idea how Telford plans to wrest it away from Cafferty?’
‘Scare off the drivers, or get them to switch sides.’
‘What about your company, Henry?’
‘Honest, legal and decent, Mr Rebus.’
‘No approach by Telford?’
‘Not yet.’
‘Here they come again.’ They watched as the two Range Rovers turned back into the street. There was no sign of the warden. A couple of minutes later, Telford emerged from the hotel, bringing with him a Japanese man with spiky hair and a shiny aquamarine suit. He carried a briefcase but didn’t look like a businessman. Maybe it was the sunglasses, worn in late-afternoon twilight; maybe it was the cigarette slouching from the corner of the downturned mouth. Both men got into the back of the lead car. The Japanese leaned forward and ruffled the teddy bear’s ears, making some joke. Telford didn’t look amused.
‘Do we follow them?’ Wilson asked. He saw the look on Rebus’s face, turned the key in the ignition.
They were heading west out of town. Rebus already had an inkling of their ultimate destination, but he wanted to know what route they’d take. Turned out it was much the same route he’d taken with Candice. She hadn’t recognised anything until Juniper Green, but it wasn’t as if there were many landmarks. On Slateford Road the back car signalled that it was pulling over.
‘What do I do?’ Wilson asked.
‘Keep going. Make the first left you can, and turn the cab round. We’ll wait for them to go past us.’
Haddow had gone into a newspaper shop. Same story as with Candice. Strange, during what was a business trip, that Telford would allow a stop. And what about the building which, according to Candice, he’d seemed so interested in? There it was: an anonymous brick edifice. A warehouse maybe? Rebus could think of reasons why a warehouse might be of interest to Tommy Telford. Haddow stayed in the shop three minutes – Rebus timed him. No one else came out, so it wasn’t as if he’d had to queue. Back into the car, and the little convoy set off again. They were heading for Juniper Green, and after that Poyntinghame Country Club. Little point in tagging along: the further they got out of town, the more conspicuous the cab would be. Rebus told Henry to turn around.
He got the cabbie to drop him off at the Oxford Bar. Wilson slid down his window as he was about to move off.
‘Are we square now?’ he called.
‘Till next time, Henry.’ Rebus pushed open the door and walked into the pub.
Perched on a stool, daytime TV and Margaret the barmaid for company, Rebus ordered a mug of coffee and a corned beef and beetroot roll. For his main course Margaret suggested a bridie.
‘Excellent choice,’ Rebus agreed. He was thinking about the Japanese businessman. Who hadn’t really looked like a businessman at all. He’d been all sharp edges, chiselled face. Fortified, Rebus walked from the Ox back to the hotel, and kept watch on it from an overpriced bar across the street. He passed the time making calls on his mobile. By the time the battery died, he’d spoken with Hogan, Bill Pryde, Siobhan Clarke, Rhona and Patience, and had been about to call Torphichen cop-shop, see if anyone there could identify the building on Slateford Road. Two hours crawled by. He broke his ‘personal best’ for slow drinking: two Cokes. The bar wasn’t exactly crowded; no one seemed to mind. The music was on a tape-loop. ‘Psycho Killer’ was coming round for the third time when the Range Rovers stopped outside the hotel. Telford and the Jap shook hands, made slight bows. Telford and his men drove off.
Rebus left the bar, crossed the road, and entered the hotel. The lift doors were closing on Mr Aquamarine. Rebus walked up to reception, showed his ID.
‘The guest who just came in, I need his name.’
The receptionist had to check. ‘Mr Matsumoto.’
‘First name?’
‘Takeshi.’
‘When did he arrive?’
She checked the register again. ‘Yesterday.’
‘How long’s he staying?’
‘Three more days. Look, I should call my supervisor . . .’
Rebus shook his head. ‘That’s all I needed to know, thanks. Mind if I sit in the lounge for a while?’
She shook her head, so Rebus wandered into the residents’ lounge. He settled on a sofa – perfect view of the reception area through the glass double-doors – and picked up a newspaper. Matsumoto was in town on Poyntinghame business, but Rebus had a whiff of something altogether less savoury. Hugh Malahide’s story had been that a corporation wanted to buy the club, but Matsumoto didn’t look like he worked in any above-board business. When he finally emerged into reception, he’d changed into a white suit, black open-necked shirt, and Burberry trenchcoat, topped off with a woollen tartan scarf. He had a cigarette in his mouth, but didn’t light it until he was outside the hotel. With the collar of his coat turned up, he started walking. Rebus followed him for the best part of a mile, and kept checking that no one was following him. It was possible, after all, that Telford would want to keep tabs on Matsumoto. But if there was surveillance, it was exceptional. Matsumoto wasn’t playing the tourist, wasn’t dawdling. He kept his head down, protecting his face from the wind, and seemed to have some destination in mind.
When he disappeared into a building, Rebus paused, studying the glass door behind which stood a flight of red-carpeted stairs. He knew where he was, didn’t need the sign above the door to tell him. He was outside the Morvena Casino. The place used to be owned by a local villain called Topper Hamilton and managed by a man called Mandel-son. But Hamilton was in retirement, and Mandelson had scarpered. The new owner was still an unknown quantity – or had been till now. Rebus guessed he wouldn’t be far wrong if he placed Tommy Telford and his Japanese friends in the frame. He looked around, checking the parked cars: no Range Rovers.
‘What the hell,’ he said to himself, pushing open the door and starting to climb the stairs.
In the upstairs foyer he was eyeballed by security: two of them looking uncomfortable in their black suits and bowties, white shirts. One skinny – he’d be all about speed and manoeuvres; one a real heavyweight – slow muscle to back up the fast moves. Rebus seemed to pass whatever test they’d just given him. He bought a twenty’s worth of chips and walked into the gaming room.
At one time, it would have been the drawing-room of a Georgian house. There were two huge bay windows, and ornate cornicing connected the twenty-foot-high cream walls to the pastel-pink ceiling. Now it was home to gaming tables: blackjack, dice, roulette. Hostesses moved between the tables, taking orders for drinks. There was very little noise: the gamblers took their work seriously. Rebus wouldn’t have called the place busy, but what clientele there was comprised a veritable United Nations. Matsumoto’s coat had disappeared into the cloakroom, and he was seated at the roulette table. Rebus sat down beside two men at the blackjack table, nodded a greeting. The dealer – young, but obviously sure of himself – smiled. Rebus won with his first hand. Lost with his second and third. Won again with his fourth. There was a voice just behind his right ear.
‘Something to drink, sir?’
The hostess had bent forward to speak to him, showing plenty of cleavage.
‘Coke,’ he told her. ‘Ice and lemon.’ He pretended to watch her move away. Really, he was scoping the room. He’d sat in on the game quickly: walking around the room would have attracted everyone’s interest, and he couldn’t be sure if there’d be anyone here who’d know him.
He needn’t have worried. The only person he recognised was Matsumoto, rubbing his hands as the croupier pushed chips towards him. Rebus stuck on eighteen. The dealer got twenty. Rebus had never been a great gambler. He’d tried the football pools, sometimes the horses, and now occasionally the lottery. But fruit machines didn’t interest him; the poker sessions organised in the office didn’t interest him. He had other ways of losing money.
Matsumoto lost and gave what sounded like a curse, a little bit louder than the room liked. The skinny security ape put his head around the door, but Matsumoto ignored him, and when Mr Skinny saw who was making the noise, he retreated fast. Matsumoto laughed: he might not have much English, but he knew he had power in this place. He told everyone something in a stream of Japanese, nodding, trying for eye contact. Then a hostess brought him a big tumbler of whisky and ice. He handed her a couple of chips as a tip. The croupier was telling everyone to place their bets. Matsumoto quietened down and went back to work.
Rebus’s drink was a while coming, Coke the unlikely beverage of the high roller. He’d won a couple of hands, felt a bit better. Stood up to accept the drink. The table knew to leave him out of the next deal.
‘Where are you from?’ he asked the hostess. ‘I can’t place your accent.’
‘I am from Ukraine.’
‘You speak good English.’
‘Thank you.’ She turned away. Conversation was not house policy, it kept the punters away from their games. Ukraine: Rebus wondered if she was another of Tarawicz’s imports. Like Candice . . . A few things seemed clear to him. Matsumoto was comfortable here, therefore known. And the staff were wary of him, therefore he had clout, had Telford behind him. Telford wanted him kept sweet. It wasn’t much return for all Rebus’s work, but it was something.
Then someone walked in. Someone Rebus knew. Dr Colquhoun. He saw Rebus immediately and fear jumped into his face. Colquhoun: with his sick line to the university; his enforced holiday; no forwarding address. Colquhoun: who’d known Rebus was taking Candice to the Drinics.
Rebus watched him back towards the doors. Watched him turn and run.
Options: go after him, or stay with Matsumoto? Which was the more important to him now, Candice or Telford? Rebus stayed. But now Colquhoun was back in town, he’d track him down.
For definite.
After an hour and a quarter’s play, he was considering cashing a cheque for more chips. Twenty quid down in a little over an hour, and Candice fighting for some space in his crowded head. He took a break, moved to a row of fruit machines, but the lights and buttons defeated him. He wasted three nudges and ran out of time on some accumulator. Another two quid gone – this time in a couple of minutes. Little wonder clubs and pubs wanted slot machines. Tommy Telford was in the right business. His hostess came to see him again, asked if he wanted another drink.
‘I’m fine,’ he said. ‘Not much action tonight.’
‘It’s early,’ she told him. ‘Wait till after midnight . . .’
No way was he sticking around that long. But Matsumoto surprised him, threw up his hands and came out with another rush of Japanese, nodding and grinning, gathering up his chips. He cashed them and left the casino. Rebus waited all of thirty seconds, then followed. He said a breezy goodnight to the security men, felt their eyes on him all the way back down the stairs.
Matsumoto was buttoning his coat, wrapping the scarf tight around his neck. He was headed back in the direction of the hotel. Rebus, suddenly bone-tired, stopped in his tracks. He was thinking of Sammy and Lintz and the Weasel, thinking of all the time he seemed to be wasting.
‘Fuck this for a game of soldiers.’
Turned on his heels and went to collect his car. Ten Years After: ‘Goin’ Home’.
It was a twenty-minute walk to Flint Street, a lot of it uphill and with the wind doing nobody any favours. The city was quiet: people huddled at bus stops; students munching on baked potatoes, chips with curry sauce. A few souls marching home with the concentrated tread of the sozzled. Rebus stopped, frowned, looked around. This was where he’d left the Saab. He was positive . . . no, not ‘positive’ – the word had taken on malign overtones. He was sure, yes, sure he’d left the Saab right here. Where now a black Ford Sierra was parked, and behind that a Mini. But no sign of Rebus’s car.
‘Aw, Christ,’ he exploded. There were no signs of glass by the roadside, which meant they hadn’t taken a brick to one of his windows. Oh, there’d be jokes in the office about this though, whether he got the car back or not. A taxi came along and he flagged it down, then remembered he’d no cash, so waved it off again.
His flat in Arden Street wasn’t that far off, but had he been a camel, he’d have been keeping well clear of any straw.
He was asleep in his chair by the living-room window, duvet pulled up to his neck, when the buzzer sounded. He couldn’t remember setting the alarm. Consciousness brought the dawning realisation that it was his door. He staggered to his feet, found his trousers and put them on.
‘All right, all right,’ he called, heading for the hall. ‘Keep your hair on.’
He opened the door and saw Bill Pryde.
‘Jesus, Bill, is this some sort of twisted revenge?’ Rebus looked at his watch: two-fifteen.
‘Afraid not, John,’ Pryde said. His face and voice told Rebus something bad had happened.
Something very bad indeed.
‘I’ve been off the booze for weeks.’
‘Sure about that?’
‘Definite.’ Rebus’s eyes burned into those of DCI Gill Templer. They were in her office at St Leonard’s. Pryde was there, too. His jacket was off and his sleeves rolled up. Gill Templer looked bleary from interrupted sleep. Rebus was pacing what floor there was, unable to stay seated.
‘I’ve had nothing to drink all day but coffee and Coke.’
‘Really?’
Rebus ran his hands through his hair. He felt groggy, and his head was throbbing. But he couldn’t ask for Paracetamol and water: they’d assume hangover.
‘Come on, Gill,’ he said, ‘I’m being shafted here.’
‘Who authorised your surveillance?’
‘Nobody. I did it in my own time.’
‘How do you work that out?’
‘The Chief Super said I could take a bit of time off.’
‘He meant so you could visit your daughter.’ She paused. ‘Is that what this was all about?’
‘Maybe.’
‘This Mr . . .’ she checked her notes ‘. . . Matsumoto, he was connected to Thomas Telford. And your theory is that Telford was behind the attack on your daughter?’
Rebus thumped the wall with his fists. ‘It’s a set-up, oldest trick in the book. I’ve yet to see one perfected. There’s got to be something at the scene . . . something out of kilter.’ He turned to his colleagues. ‘You’ve got to let me go there, take a look around.’
Templer looked to Bill Pryde. Pryde folded his arms, shrugged assent. But it was Templer’s play, she was the senior officer here. She tapped her pen against her teeth, then dropped it on to the desk.
‘Will you submit to a blood test?’
Rebus swallowed. ‘Why not?’ he said at last.
‘Come on then,’ she said, getting to her feet.
The story was: Matsumoto had been on his way back to his hotel. Crossing the road, he’d been hit by a car travelling at speed. The driver hadn’t stopped, not right away. But the car had travelled only another couple of hundred yards before mounting the pavement with its front wheels. It had been abandoned there, driver’s door open.
A Saab 900, its identity known to half the Lothian and Borders force.
The interior reeked of whisky, the screw-top from a bottle lying on the passenger seat. No sign of the bottle, no sign of the driver. Just the car, and two hundred yards further back, the body of the Japanese businessman, growing cold by the roadside.
Nobody had seen anything. Nobody had heard anything. Rebus could believe it: never one of the city centre’s busier routes, at this hour the place was dead.
‘When I followed him from his hotel, he didn’t come this way,’ Rebus told Templer. She stood with shoulders hunched, hands deep in her coat pockets, keeping out the cold.
‘So?’ she asked.
‘Long way round for a short-cut.’
‘Maybe he wanted to see the sights,’ Pryde suggested.
‘What time’s this supposed to have happened?’ Rebus asked.
Templer hesitated. ‘There’s a margin of error.’
‘Look, Gill, I know this is awkward. You shouldn’t have brought me here, you shouldn’t answer my questions. I’m the number one suspect, after all.’ Rebus knew how much she had to lose. Over two hundred male Chief Inspectors in Scotland; only five women. Bad odds, and a lot of people waiting for her to fail. He held up his hands. ‘Look, if I was blind drunk and I hit somebody, think I’d leave the car at the scene?’
‘You might not know you’d hit anyone. You hear a thunk, lose control and mount the kerb, and some survival instinct tells you it’s time to get out and walk.’
‘Only I hadn’t been drinking. I left the car near Flint Street, and that’s where they took it from. Any signs it was broken into?’
She didn’t say anything.
‘I’ll guess not,’ Rebus went on. ‘Because professionals don’t leave marks. But to get it started, they must have wired it or got into the steering column. That’s what you should be looking for.’
The car had been towed. First thing in the morning, forensics would be all over it.
Rebus laughed, shaking his head. ‘It’s nice though, isn’t it? First they make Sammy look like a hit and run, and now they try to pin me for the same thing.’
‘Who’s “they”?’
‘Telford and his men.’
‘I thought you said they were doing business with Matsumoto?’
‘They’re all gangsters, Gill. Gangsters fall out.’
‘What about Cafferty?’
Rebus frowned. ‘What about him?’
‘He’s got an old grudge against you. This way, he stitches you up and annoys Telford.’
‘So you do think I’m being stitched up?’
‘I’m giving you the benefit of the doubt.’ She paused. ‘Not everyone will. What was Matsumoto’s business with Telford?’
‘Something to do with a country club – on the surface at least. Some Japanese were buying it, and Telford was clearing the way.’ He shivered: should have worn a coat over his jacket. He rubbed his arm where the blood sample had been taken to test his alcohol level. ‘Of course, a check of the deceased’s hotel room might throw up something.’
‘We’ve already been there,’ Pryde said. ‘Nothing out of the ordinary.’
‘Which deadbeat did you send?’
‘I went myself,’ Gill Templer said, voice as icy as the wind. Rebus bowed his head in apology. She had a point though: Matsumoto and Telford had been doing business. There had been nothing about their farewell to one another to suggest a break-up, and Matsumoto had seemed happy and confident at the casino. What had Telford to gain by bumping him off?
Apart from maybe getting Rebus off his back.
Templer had mentioned Cafferty: was Big Ger capable of such a move? What did he stand to gain? Apart from settling a long-held grudge against Rebus, giving Telford a headache, and maybe gaining Poyntinghame and the Japanese deal for himself.
Balance the two – Telford against Cafferty. Cafferty’s side tipped, went clunk as it hit the ground.
‘Let’s get back to the station,’ Templer said. ‘I’m reaching the early stages of frostbite.’
‘Can I go home then?’
‘We’re not done with you yet, John,’ she said, getting into the car. ‘Not by a long chalk.’
But eventually they had to let him go. He wasn’t being charged, not yet. There was work still to be done. He knew they could make a case against him if they wanted to, knew it only too well. He’d followed Matsumoto out of the club. He was the one with the grudge against Telford. He was the one who’d see poetic justice in sending Telford a message by driving over one of his associates.
He, John Rebus, was firmly in the frame. It was tightly constructed and quite elegant in its way. The scales suddenly tipped back towards Telford again, so much subtler than Cafferty.
Telford.
Rebus visited Farlowe in his cell. The reporter wasn’t asleep.
‘How long do I have to stay here?’ he asked.
‘As long as possible.’
‘How’s Telford?’
‘Minor burns. Don’t expect him to press charges. He’ll want you on the outside.’
‘Then you’ll have to let me go.’
‘Don’t bet on it, Ned. We can press charges. We don’t need Telford.’
Farlowe looked at him. ‘You’re going to prosecute me?’
‘I saw the whole thing. Unwarranted attack on an innocent man.’
Farlowe snorted, then smiled. ‘Ironic, isn’t it? Charging me for my own good.’ He paused. ‘I won’t be able to see Sammy, will I?’
Rebus shook his head.
‘I didn’t think of that. Fact is, I didn’t think.’ He looked up from his ledge. ‘I just did. And right up until the moment I did it, it felt . . . brilliant.’
‘And afterwards?’
Farlowe shrugged. ‘What does afterwards matter? It’s only the rest of my life.’
Rebus didn’t go home, knew he wouldn’t sleep. And he’d no car, so he couldn’t go driving. Instead, he visited the hospital, sat down by Sammy’s bedside. He took her hand, rested it against his face.
When a nurse came in and asked if he wanted anything, he asked if she’d any Paracetamol.
‘In a hospital?’ she said, smiling. ‘I’ll see what I can do.’
Rebus was due for further questioning at St Leonard’s at ten o’clock, so when his pager sounded at eight-fifteen, he assumed it was a reminder. But the phone number it wanted him to call was the mortuary down in the Cowgate. He called from the hospital payphone, and was put through to Dr Curt.
‘Looks like I’ve drawn the short straw,’ Curt told him.
‘You’re about to start work on Matsumoto?’
‘For my sins. Look, I’ve heard the stories . . . don’t suppose there’s any truth in them?’
‘I didn’t kill him.’
‘Glad to hear it, John.’ Curt seemed to be struggling to say something. ‘There are questions of ethics, of course, so I can’t suggest that you come down here . . .’
‘There’s something you think I should see?’
‘That I can’t say.’ Curt cleared his throat. ‘But if you happened to be here . . . and the place is always very quiet this time of the morning . . .’
‘I’m on my way.’
The Infirmary to the mortuary: a ten-minute walk. Curt himself was waiting to lead Rebus to the body.
The room was all white tile, bright light and stainless steel. Two of the dissecting-tables lay empty. Matsumoto’s naked body lay on the third. Rebus walked around it, stunned by what he saw.
Tattoos.
And not just the kilted piper on a sailor’s arm. These were works of art, and they were massive. A scaly green dragon, breathing pink and red fire, covered one shoulder and crept down the arm towards the wrist. Its back legs reached around the body’s neck, while its front ones rested on the chest. There were other smaller dragons, and a landscape – Mount Fuji reflected in water. There were Japanese symbols and the visored face of a kendo champion. Curt put on rubber gloves, and had Rebus do the same. Then the two men rolled the body over, displaying a further gallery across Matsumoto’s back. A masked actor, something out of a Noh play, and a warrior in full armour. Some delicate flowers. The effect was mesmerising.
‘Stunning, aren’t they?’ Curt said.
‘Phenomenal.’
‘I’ve visited Japan a few times, given papers at conferences.’
‘So you recognise some of these?’
‘A few of the references, yes. Thing is, tattoos – especially on this scale – usually mean you’re a gang member.’
‘Like the Triads?’
‘The Japanese are called Yakuza. Look here.’ Curt held up the left hand. The pinkie had been severed at the first joint, the skin healed in a rough crust.
‘That’s what happens when they screw up, isn’t it?’ Rebus said, the word ‘Yakuza’ bouncing around in his head. ‘Someone cuts off a finger every time.’
‘I think so, yes,’ Curt said. ‘Just thought you might like to know.’
Rebus nodded, eyes glued to the corpse. ‘Anything else?’
‘Well, I haven’t started on him yet, really. All looks fairly standard: evidence of impact with a moving vehicle. Crushed ribcage, fractures to the arms and legs.’ Rebus noticed that a bone was protruding from one calf, obscenely white against the skin. ‘There’ll be a lot of internal damage. Shock probably killed him.’ Curt was thoughtful. ‘I must let Professor Gates know. Doubt he’ll have seen anything like it.’
‘Can I use your phone?’ Rebus asked.
He knew one person who might know about the Yakuza – she’d seemed knowledgeable about every other country’s criminal gangs. So he spoke to Miriam Kenworthy in Newcastle.
‘Tattoos and missing fingers?’ she said.
‘Bingo.’
‘That’s Yakuza.’
‘Actually, it’s only the top bit missing from one little finger. That’s done to them when they step out of line, isn’t it?’
‘Not quite. They do it to themselves as a way of saying they’re sorry. I’m not sure I know much more than that.’ There was the sound of papers being shifted. ‘I’m just looking for my notes.’
‘What notes?’
‘When I was connecting all these gangs, different cultures, I did some research. Might be something on the Yakuza . . . Look, can I call you back?’
‘How long?’
‘Five minutes.’
Rebus gave her Curt’s number, then sat and waited. Curt’s room wasn’t so much an office as a walk-in cupboard. Files were stacked high on his desk, and a dictaphone lay on top of them, along with a fresh pack of tapes. The room reeked of cigarettes and bad ventilation. On the walls: schedules of meetings, postcards, a couple of framed prints. The place was a bolt-hole, a necessity; Curt spent most of his time elsewhere.
Rebus took out Colquhoun’s business card, tried home and office. As far as his secretary was concerned, Dr Colquhoun was still off sick.
Maybe, but he was well enough to visit a casino. One of Telford’s casinos. No coincidence surely . . .
Kenworthy was good as gold.
‘Yakuza,’ she said, sounding like she was lifting from her script. ‘Ninety thousand members split into something like two and a half thousand groupings. Utterly ruthless, but also highly intelligent and sophisticated. Very hierarchical structure, almost impenetrable to outsiders. Like a secret society. They even have a sort of middle management level, called the Sokaiya.’
Rebus was writing it all down. ‘How do you spell that?’
She told him. ‘Back in Japan they run pachinko parlours – that’s a sort of gaming thing – and have fingers in most other illegal pies.’
‘Unless they’ve lopped them off. What about outside Japan?’
‘Only thing I’ve got down here is that they ship expensive designer stuff back home to sell on the black market, also stolen art, ship it back to wealthy buyers . . .’
‘Wait a minute, you told me Jake Tarawicz started out smuggling icons out of Russia.’
‘You’re saying Pink Eyes might connect to the Yakuza?’
‘Tommy Telford’s been chauffeuring them around. There’s a warehouse everyone seems interested in, plus a country club.’
‘What’s in the warehouse?’
‘I don’t know yet.’
‘Maybe you should find out.’
‘It’s on my list. Something else, these pachinko parlours . . . would those be like amusement arcades?’
‘Pretty much.’
‘Another connection with Telford: he puts gaming machines into half the pubs and clubs on the east coast.’
‘You think the Yakuza saw someone they could do a deal with?’
‘I don’t know.’ He tried stifling a yawn.
‘Too early in the morning for big questions?’
He smiled. ‘Something like that. Thanks for your help, Miriam.’
‘No problem. Keep me posted.’
‘Sure. Anything new on Tarawicz?’
‘Nothing I’ve heard. No sign of Candice either, sorry.’
‘Thanks again.’
‘’Bye.’
Curt was standing in the doorway. He’d stripped off gown and gloves, and his hands smelled of soap.
‘Not much I can do till my assistants get in.’ He looked at his watch. ‘Fancy a spot of breakfast?’
‘You have to appreciate how this looks, John. The media could be all over us. I can think of a few journalists who’d give their drinking-arm to nail you.’
Chief Superintendent Watson was in his element. Seated behind his desk, hands folded, he had the serenity of a large stone Buddha. The occasional crises with which John Rebus presented him had hardened the Farmer to life’s lesser knocks and taught him calm acceptance.
‘You’re going to suspend me,’ Rebus stated with conviction – he’d been here before. He finished the coffee his boss had given him, but kept his hands locked around the mug. ‘Then you’re going to open an investigation.’
‘Not straight away,’ Watson surprised him by saying. ‘What I want first of all is your statement – and I mean a full and frank explanation – of your recent movements, your interest in Mr Matsumoto and Thomas Telford. Bring in anything you want about your daughter’s accident, any suspicions you’ve had, and above all the validity of those suspicions. Telford already has a lawyer asking awkward questions about our Japanese friend’s untimely end. The lawyer . . .’ Watson looked to Gill Templer, seated by the door, mouth a thin unimpressed line.
‘Charles Groal,’ she said flatly.
‘Groal, yes. He’s been asking at the casino. He got a description of a man who came in just after Matsumoto, and left immediately after him. He seems to think it’s you.’
‘Are you telling him otherwise?’ Rebus asked.
‘We’re telling him nothing, not until our own inquiries have established . . . et cetera. But I can’t hold him off forever, John.’
‘Have you asked anyone what Matsumoto was doing here?’
‘He works for a firm of management consultants. He was here at a client’s behest, finalising the takeover of a country club.’
‘With Tommy Telford in tow.’
‘John, let’s not lose sight of . . .’
‘Matsumoto was a member of the Yakuza, sir. The closest I’ve come to one of those before has been on a TV screen. Now suddenly they’re in Edinburgh.’ Rebus paused. ‘Don’t you find that just a wee bit curious? I mean, doesn’t it worry you at all? I don’t know, maybe I’m getting my priorities all wrong, but it seems to me we’re splashing about in puddles while a tidal wave’s coming in!’
The pressure of his hands around the mug had been increasing by degrees. Now the thing broke, a piece falling to the floor as Rebus winced. He picked one ceramic shard out of his palm. Drops of blood hit the carpet. Gill Templer had come forward, was reaching for his hand.
‘Here, let me.’
He spun away from her. ‘No!’ Way too loud. Fumbling in his pocket for a handkerchief.
‘I’ve got some paper ones in my bag.’
‘It’s all right.’ Blood dripping on to his shoes. Watson was saying something about the mug having a crack; Templer was staring at him. He wrapped white cotton around the wound.
‘I’ll go wash it,’ he said. ‘With your permission, sir?’
‘On you go, John. Sure you’re all right?’
‘I’ll be fine.’
It wasn’t a bad cut. Cold water helped. He dried off with paper towels, which he flushed down the toilet, waiting to see they’d gone. A first aid box next: half a dozen plasters, cover the nick good and proper. He bunched his fist, saw no sign of leakage. Had to be content with that.
Back at his desk, he started on his memoirs – as ordered by Watson. Gill Templer came past, decided he needed a few soft words.
‘None of us thinks you did it, John. But something like this . . . questions being asked by the Japanese consul . . . it has to be done by the book.’
‘It all comes down to politics in the end, eh?’ He was thinking of Joseph Lintz.
At lunchtime he dropped in on Ned Farlowe, asked him if he needed anything. Farlowe wanted sandwiches, books, newspapers, company. He looked drawn, weary of imprisonment. Maybe soon he’d think to ask for a lawyer. A lawyer – any lawyer – would get him out.
Rebus handed his report to Watson’s secretary and headed out of the station. He’d gone fifty yards when a car pulled up alongside. Range Rover. Pretty-Boy telling him to get in. Rebus looked into the back of the car.
Telford. Ointment on his blistered face. Looking like a scaled-down Jake Tarawicz . . .
Rebus hesitated. The cop shop was a short sprint away.
‘Get in,’ Pretty-Boy repeated. Sucker for a free offer, Rebus got in.
Pretty-Boy turned the car. The giant yellow teddy had been strapped into the passenger seat.
‘I don’t suppose,’ Rebus said, ‘it’s worth my while asking you to leave Ned Farlowe be?’
Telford’s mind was on other things. ‘He wants war, he’s going to get war.’
‘Who?’
‘Your boss.’
‘I don’t work for Cafferty.’
‘Don’t give me that.’
‘I’m the one who put him inside.’
‘And you’ve been snuggling up ever since.’
‘I didn’t kill Matsumoto.’
Telford looked at him for the first time, and Rebus could see he was itching for violence.
‘You know I didn’t,’ Rebus went on.
‘What do you mean?’
‘Because you did it, and you want me to –’
Telford’s hands were around Rebus’s neck. Rebus shrugged them off, tried pinning Telford down. Impossible with the car in motion, cramped in the back seat. Pretty-Boy stopped the car and got out, opened Rebus’s door and dragged him on to the pavement. Telford followed, face beetroot-red, eyes bulging.
‘You’re not going to pin this on me!’ he roared. Drivers slowed to watch. Pedestrians crossed the road to safety.
‘Who else?’ Rebus’s voice was shaky.
‘Cafferty!’ Telford screeched. ‘It’s you and Cafferty, trying to shut me down!’
‘I’m telling you, I didn’t do it.’
‘Boss,’ Pretty-Boy was saying, ‘let’s screw the head, eh?’ He was looking around, nervous of the attention they were attracting. Telford saw his point, let his shoulders relax a little.
‘Get in the car,’ he said to Rebus. Rebus just stared at him. ‘It’s okay. Just get in. I want to show you a couple of things.’
Rebus, world’s craziest cop, got back in.
There was silence for a couple of minutes, Telford rearranging the dressings on his fingers, which had come loose during the fight.
‘I don’t think Cafferty wants war,’ Rebus said.
‘What makes you so sure?’
Because I’ve done a deal with him – it’s me who’s going to shut you down. They were heading west. Rebus tried not to think about possible destinations.
‘You were in the Army, weren’t you?’ Telford asked.
Rebus nodded.
‘Paratroops, then the SAS.’
‘I didn’t get past training.’ Rebus thinking: he’s well-informed.
‘So you decided to become a cop instead.’ Telford was completely calm again. He’d brushed down his suit and checked the knot in his tie. ‘Thing is, working for structures like those – Army, cops – you need to obey orders. I hear you’re not very good at it. You wouldn’t last long with me.’ He looked out of the window. ‘What’s Cafferty planning?’
‘No idea.’
‘Why were you watching Matsumoto?’
‘Because he tied into you.’
‘Crime Squad pulled their surveillance.’ Rebus said nothing. ‘But you kept yours going.’ Telford turned towards him. ‘Why?’
‘Because you tried to kill my daughter.’
Telford stared at him, unblinking. ‘Is that what this is about?’
‘It’s why Ned Farlowe tried to blind you. He’s her boyfriend.’
Telford choked out a disbelieving laugh, started to shake his head. ‘I’d nothing to do with your daughter. Where’s the reason?’
‘To get at me. Because she helped me with Candice.’
Telford was thoughtful. ‘Okay,’ he said, nodding, ‘I can see your thinking, and I don’t suppose my word’s going to count for much, but for what it’s worth, I know absolutely nothing about your daughter.’ He paused. Rebus could hear sirens nearby. ‘Is that what took you to Cafferty?’
Rebus said nothing, which seemed, to Telford’s mind, to confirm his suspicions. He smiled again.
‘Pull over,’ Telford said. Pretty-Boy stopped the car. The road ahead was blocked anyway, police diverting traffic down side-streets. Rebus realised he’d been smelling smoke for some time. The tenements had hidden it from view, but now he could see the fire. It was in the lot where Cafferty kept his taxis. The shed used as an office had been reduced to ash. The garage behind, where the cabs were worked on and cleaned up, was about to lose its corrugated roof. A row of vehicles was burning nicely.
‘We could have sold tickets,’ Pretty-Boy said. Telford turned from the spectacle to Rebus.
‘Fire Brigade’s going to be stretched. Two of Cafferty’s offices are spontaneously combusting . . .’ he checked his watch . . . ‘right about now, as is that beautiful house of his. Don’t worry, we waited till his wife was out shopping. Final ultimatums have been delivered to his men – they can shuffle out of town or off this mortal coil.’ He shrugged. ‘Makes no odds to me. Go tell Cafferty: he’s finished in Edinburgh.’
Rebus licked his lips. ‘You’ve just said I’m wrong about you, that you had nothing to do with my daughter. What if you’re wrong about Cafferty?’
‘Wake up, will you? The stabbing at Megan’s, then Danny Simpson . . . Cafferty’s not exactly subtle.’
‘Did Danny say it was Cafferty’s men?’
‘He knows, same as I do.’ Telford tapped Pretty-Boy’s shoulder. ‘Back to base.’ To Rebus: ‘Another little message for you to take to Barlinnie. Here’s what I told Cafferty’s men – any of them left in this city after midnight are fair game . . . and I don’t take prisoners.’ He sniffed, seemed pleased with himself, settled back in the seat. ‘You won’t mind if I drop you at Flint Street? Only I’ve a business meeting in fifteen minutes.’
‘With Matsumoto’s bosses?’
‘If they want Poyntinghame, they’ll keep dealing with me.’ He looked at Rebus. ‘You should deal with me, too. Think about this: who’d want you pissed off with me? It comes back to Cafferty: hitting your daughter, setting up Matsumoto . . . It all comes back to Cafferty. Think it over, then maybe we should talk again.’
After a couple of minutes, Rebus broke the silence.
‘You know a man called Joseph Lintz?’
‘Bobby Hogan mentioned him.’
‘He phoned your office in Flint Street.’
Telford shrugged. ‘I’ll tell you what I told Hogan. Maybe it was a wrong number. Whatever it was, I didn’t speak to any old Nazi.’
‘You’re not the only one uses that office though.’ Rebus saw Pretty-Boy watching him in the rearview mirror. ‘What about you?’
‘Never heard of the cat.’
A car was parked in Flint Street – a huge white limousine with blackened windows. There was a TV aerial on the boot, and the hubcaps were painted pink.
‘Christ,’ Telford said in amusement, ‘look at his latest toy.’ He seemed to have forgotten all about Rebus. He was out of the car and loping towards the man who was emerging from the back of the limo. White suit, panama hat, big cigar, and a bright red paisley shirt. None of which stopped you staring at the scarred face and blue-tinted glasses. Telford was commenting on the attire, the car, the audacity, and Mr Pink Eyes was loving it. He put a hand around Telford’s shoulder, steering him towards the amusement arcade. But then he stopped, clicked his fingers, turned back to the limo and reached out a hand.
And now a woman was emerging. Short black dress and black tights, fur jacket keeping out the chills. Tarawicz rubbed a hand over her backside; Telford kissed her on the neck. She smiled, eyes slightly glazed. Then Tarawicz and Telford turned towards the Range Rover. They were both staring at Rebus.
‘Trip’s over, Inspector,’ Pretty-Boy said, telling Rebus it was time to get out. He did so, his eyes on Candice. But she wasn’t looking at him. She was snuggling into Mr Pink Eyes, head on his chest. He was still rubbing her backside, the dress rising and falling. He was watching Rebus, eyes alight, face pulled into a latex grin. Rebus walked over to them, and now Candice saw him, and looked frightened.
‘Inspector,’ Tarawicz said, ‘good to see you again. Come to whisk the damsel away to safety?’
Rebus ignored him. ‘Come on, Candice.’ His hand, not quite steady, held out towards her.
She looked at him and shook her head. ‘Why would I want that?’ she said, and was rewarded with another kiss from Tarawicz.
‘You were abducted. You can press charges.’
Tarawicz was laughing, leading her into the café.
‘Candice.’ Rebus reached for her arm, but she pulled away and followed her master inside.
Two of Telford’s men were blocking the door. Pretty-Boy was behind Rebus.
‘No cheap heroics?’ he asked, making to pass the policeman.
Back at St Leonard’s, Rebus took Farlowe his food and newspapers, then hitched a lift in a patrol car to Torphichen. The man he wanted was DI ‘Shug’ Davidson, and Davidson was in the CID office, looking frazzled.
‘Somebody torched a taxi rank,’ he told Rebus.
‘Any idea who?’
Davidson’s eyes narrowed. ‘The rank was owned by Jock Scallow. Is there something you’re trying to tell me?’
‘Who really owned the outfit, Shug?’
‘You know damned well.’
‘And who’s muscling in on Cafferty’s patch?’
‘I’ve heard rumours.’
Rebus rested against Davidson’s desk. ‘Tommy Telford’s going into combat, unless we can stop him.’
‘“We”?’
‘I want you to take me somewhere,’ Rebus said.
Shug Davidson was happily married to an understanding wife, and had kids who didn’t see as much of him as they deserved. A year back, he’d won forty grand on the Lottery. Everyone in his station got a drink. The rest of the money had been salted away.
Rebus had worked with him before. He wasn’t a bad cop, maybe lacking a little in imagination. They had to work their way around the scene of the fire. A further mile and a half on, Rebus told him to stop.
‘What is it?’ Davidson asked.
‘That’s what I want you to tell me.’ Rebus was looking towards the brick building, the same one which so interested Tommy Telford.
‘It’s Maclean’s,’ Davidson said.
‘And what’s Maclean’s when it’s at home?’
Davidson smiled. ‘You really don’t know?’ He opened his car door. ‘Come on, I’ll show you.’
They had to have their identities checked at the main entrance. Rebus noticed a lot of security, albeit subtle: cameras trained down from the corners of the building, catching every angle of approach. A phone call was made, and a man in a white coat came down to sign them in. They pinned visitor’s badges to their jackets, and the tour began.
‘I’ve been here before,’ Davidson confided. ‘If you ask me, it’s the best kept secret in the city.’
They climbed steps, walked down passageways. Everywhere there was security: guards checked their badges; doors had to be unlocked; cameras charted their progress. Which puzzled Rebus, for it was such an unassuming building, really. And nothing spectacular was happening.
‘What is it, Fort Knox?’ he asked. But then their guide handed them white coats to put on, before pushing open the door to a laboratory, and Rebus started to understand.
People were working with chemicals, examining test-tubes, writing notes. There were all sorts of weird and wonderful machines, but in essence it was a school chemistry-lab on a slightly grander scale.
‘Welcome,’ Davidson said, ‘to the world’s biggest drugs factory.’
Which wasn’t quite correct, for Maclean’s was only the world’s largest legal producer of heroin and cocaine, something the guide explained.
‘We’re licensed by the government. Back in 1961 there was an international agreement: every country in the world was allowed just one producer, and we’re it for Britain.’
‘So what do you make?’ Rebus was staring at the rows of locked fridges.
‘All sorts of things: methadone for heroin addicts, pethedine for women in labour. Diamorphine to ease terminal illnesses and cocaine for use in medical procedures. The company started out supplying laudanum to the Victorians.’
‘And these days?’
‘We produce about seventy tonnes of opiates a year,’ the guide said. ‘And around two million pounds’ worth of pure cocaine.’
Rebus rubbed his forehead. ‘I begin to see the need for security.’
The guide smiled. ‘The MoD has asked us for advice – that’s how good our security is.’
‘No break-ins?’
‘A couple of attempts, nothing we couldn’t deal with.’
No, Rebus thought, but then you’ve never had to deal with Tommy Telford and the Yakuza ... not yet.
Rebus walked around the lab, smiled and nodded at a woman who just seemed to be standing there, not doing anything.
‘Who’s she?’ he asked the guide.
‘Our nurse. She’s on stand-by.’
‘What for?’
The guide nodded towards where a man was operating one of the machines. ‘Etorphine,’ he said. ‘Forty thousand pounds a kilo, and extremely potent. The nurse has the antidote, just in case.’
‘So what’s it used for, this etorphine?’
‘Knocking out rhinos,’ the guide said, like the answer should have been obvious.
The cocaine was produced from coca leaves flown in from Peru. The opium came from plantations in Tasmania and Australia. The pure heroin and cocaine were kept in a strongroom. Each lab had its share of locked safes. The storage warehouse boasted infrared detectors and movement sensors. Five minutes in the place told Rebus exactly why Tommy Telford was interested in Maclean’s. And he’d brought the Yakuza in on the plan either because he needed their help – which was unlikely – or to brag about the exploit.
Back at the car, Davidson asked the obvious question.
‘What’s this all about, John?’
Rebus pinched the bridge of his nose. ‘I think Telford’s planning to hit this place.’
Davidson snorted. ‘He’d never get in. Like you said yourself, it’s Fort bloody Knox.’
‘It’s a prestige thing, Shug. If he can empty the place, it’ll make his name. He’ll have beaten Cafferty hands down.’ It was the same with the fire-bombings: they weren’t just a message to Cafferty, but a sort of ‘red carpet’ for Mr Pink Eyes – welcome to Edinburgh, and look what I can do.
‘I’m telling you,’ Davidson said, ‘there’s no way in. Christ, that’s cheap!’ Davidson’s attention had been diverted by signs on the window of the corner shop. Rebus looked, too. Cut-price cigarettes. Cheap sandwiches and hot rolls. Plus five pence off any morning paper.
‘Competition around here must be crippling,’ Davidson said. ‘Fancy a roll?’
Rebus was watching workers leaving the gates of Maclean’s. Afternoon break maybe. Saw them cross the road, dodging traffic. Counting small change from their pockets as they pushed open the door to the shop.
‘Yes,’ Rebus said quietly, ‘why not?’
The small shop was packed out. Davidson got in the queue, while Rebus looked at the rack of papers and magazines. The workers were sharing jokes and gossip. Two staff worked behind the counter – young males, mixing banter with less-than-efficient service.
‘What do you fancy, John? Bacon?’
‘Fine,’ Rebus said. Remembered he hadn’t had lunch. ‘Make it two.’
Two bacon rolls came in at one pound exactly. They sat in the car to eat.
‘You know, Shug, the usual ploy with a shop like that is to take a beating on one or two necessities to get the punters in.’ Davidson nodded, attacked his roll. ‘But that place looked like Bargain City.’ Rebus had stopped eating. ‘Do us both a favour: find out the shop’s history, who owns it, who those two are behind the counter.’
Davidson’s chewing slowed. ‘You think ... ?’
‘Just check it out, all right?’
Back at St Leonard’s, his telephone was ringing. He sat down and prised the lid from a beaker of coffee. On the drive back he’d been thinking about Candice. Two swigs of coffee and he lifted the receiver.
‘DI Rebus,’ he said.
‘What the fuck is that little shite up to?’ The voice of Big Ger Cafferty.
‘Where are you?’
‘Where do you think I am?’
‘Sounds like a mobile.’
‘Amazing the things that find their way into Barlinnie. Now tell me, what is happening over there?’
‘You’ve heard then.’
‘He torched my house! My house! Am I supposed to let him get away with that?’
‘Look, I think I may have found a way to get to him.’
Cafferty calmed a little. ‘Tell me?’
‘Not yet, I want to –’
‘And all my taxis,’ Cafferty exploded again. ‘The little bastard!’
‘Look, the point is: what’s he expecting you to do? He’s waiting for instant retaliation.’
‘And he’s going to get it.’
‘He’ll be ready. Wouldn’t it be better to catch him off-guard?’
‘That little bastard hasn’t been off-guard since he was lifted from the cradle.’
‘Shall I tell you why he did it?’
Cafferty’s anger ebbed again. ‘Why?’
‘Because he says you killed Matsumoto.’
‘Who?’
‘A business acquaintance. Whoever did it made it look like I was behind the wheel.’
‘It wasn’t me.’
‘Try telling Telford that. He thinks you ordered me to do it.’
‘We know differently.’
‘That’s right. We know someone was setting me up, trying to get me out of the way.’
‘What was his name again, the dead one?’
‘Matsumoto.’
‘Is that Japanese?’
Rebus wished he could see Cafferty’s eyes. Even then, it was hard to tell when the man was playing games.
‘He was Japanese,’ Rebus stated.
‘What the hell did he have to do with Telford?’
‘Sounds to me like your intelligence has gone to pot.’
There was silence on the line. ‘About your daughter ...’
Rebus froze. ‘What about her?’
‘A secondhand shop in Porty.’ Meaning Portobello. ‘The owner bought some stuff from a seller. Including opera tapes and Roy Orbison. Stuck in his mind. They don’t naturally go together.’
Rebus’s hand tightened on the receiver. ‘Which shop? What did the seller look like?’
Cold laughter. ‘We’re working on it, Strawman, just leave everything to us. Now, about this Japanese fellow ...?’
‘I said I’d put Telford out of the game. That was the agreement.’
‘I’ve yet to see any action.’
‘I’m working on it!’
‘I want to hear about him anyway.’
Rebus paused.
‘How is Samantha anyway?’ Cafferty asked. ‘That’s her name, isn’t it?’
‘She’s ...’
‘Because it looks like I’ll be fulfilling my side of our bargain any day. While you, on the other hand ...’
‘Matsumoto was Yakuza: heard of them?’
A moment’s silence. ‘I’ve heard of them.’
‘Telford’s helping them buy a country club.’
‘What in God’s name do they want with that?’
‘I’m not sure.’
Cafferty was silent again. Rebus almost thought his mobile had died. Then: ‘He’s got big ideas, hasn’t he?’ Like there was just a touch of respect there, battling the sense of territorial breach.
‘We’ve both seen people overreach themselves.’ An idea formed in Rebus’s mind, a sudden notion of where everything was headed.
‘Looks like Telford’s got plenty of stretch left in him though,’ Cafferty was saying. ‘And me, I’m not even halfway through my stretch.’
‘Know something, Cafferty? Every time you start to sound beaten, that’s when I know you’re just coming to the boil.’
‘You know I’m going to have to retaliate, whether I want to or not. A little ritual we have to go through, like shaking hands.’
‘How many men have you got?’
‘More than enough.’
‘Listen, one last thing ...’ Rebus couldn’t believe he was telling his arch-enemy this. ‘Jake Tarawicz arrived here today. I think the fireworks were meant to impress him.’
‘Telford torched my house just so he’d have something to show that ugly Russian bastard?’
Like a kid showing off to his elders, Rebus was thinking. Overreaching himself ...
‘That’s it, Strawman!’ Cafferty was back to being furious. ‘All bets are off. Those two want to get dirty with Morris Gerald Cafferty, I’ll give them both anthrax. I’ll infect the pair of them. They’ll think they’ve caught full-blown fucking AIDS by the time I’m finished!’
Which was about as much as Rebus could take. He put down the phone, drank his cold coffee, checked his messages. Patience wondered if he could make it to supper. Rhona said they’d carried out another scan. Bobby Hogan wanted a word.
He called the hospital first. Rhona said something about a new scan to assess the amount of damage done to the brain.
‘Then why the hell didn’t they give her that scan straight away?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘Did you ask?’
‘Why don’t you come down here? Why don’t you ask? Seems like when I’m not here, you’re happy enough spending time with Samantha, even sleeping in the chair. What is it – do I scare you off?’
‘Look, Rhona, I’m sorry. It’s been a rough day.’
‘For you and everyone else.’
‘I know. I’m a selfish bastard.’
The rest of their conversation was predictable. It was a relief to say goodbye. He tried Patience, got her answering machine, and told it he’d be happy to accept the invitation. Then he called Bobby Hogan.
‘Hiya, Bobby, what’ve you got?’
‘Not much. I had a word with Telford.’
‘I know, he told me.’
‘You’ve been speaking to him?’
‘Says he never knew Lintz. Did you talk to The Family?’
‘The ones who frequent the office. Same story.’
‘Did you mention the five thou’?’
‘Think I’m stupid? Listen, I thought you might be able to help me.’
‘Fire away.’
‘Lintz’s address book, I found a couple of addresses for a Dr Colquhoun. Thought at first it must be his GP.’
‘He’s a Slavic Studies lecturer.’
‘Only Lintz seems to have been keeping track of him. Three changes of address, going back twenty years. First two addresses have phone numbers with them, but not the most recent. I checked, and Colquhoun’s only been at this latest address three years.’
‘So?’
‘So Lintz didn’t have his home phone number. So if he wanted to speak to him ...’
Rebus twigged. ‘He’d phone the university.’ The call on Lintz’s bill: twenty-odd minutes. Rebus was remembering what Colquhoun had said about Lintz.
I met him at a few social functions ... our departments weren’t that close ... As I say, we weren’t close ...
‘They weren’t in the same department,’ Rebus said. ‘Colquhoun told me they’d barely met ...’
‘So how come Lintz has been keeping up with Colquhoun’s various moves around the city?’
‘Beats me, Bobby. Have you asked him?’
‘No, but I intend to.’
‘He’s lying low. I’ve been trying to talk to him for a week.’ Last seen at the Morvena: did Colquhoun link Telford to Lintz?
‘Well, he’s back now.’
‘What?’
‘I’ve an appointment with him at his office.’
‘Count me in,’ Rebus said, getting to his feet.
As Rebus parked in Buccleuch Place – he was in an unmarked Astra, courtesy of St Leonard’s – he saw the car in the neighbouring bay make to leave. He waved, but Kirstin Mede didn’t see him, and by the time he’d found the horn, she’d pulled away. He wondered how well she knew Colquhoun. After all, she’d been the one to suggest him as a translator ...
Hogan, standing by the railings, had seen Rebus’s attempts at communication.
‘Someone you know?’
‘Kirstin Mede.’
Hogan placed the name. ‘The one who did those translations?’
Rebus looked up at the Slavic Studies building. ‘Have you tracked down David Levy?’
‘Daughter still hasn’t heard from him.’
‘How long has that been?’
‘Long enough to seem suspicious in itself, only she doesn’t seem too bothered.’
‘How do you want to play this?’ Rebus asked.
‘Depends what he’s like.’
‘You ask your questions. Me, I just want to be there.’
Hogan looked at him, then shrugged and pushed open the door. They started to climb the worn stone steps. ‘Hope they haven’t put him in the penthouse.’
Colquhoun’s name was on a piece of card stuck to a door on the second floor. They pushed it open, and were confronted with a short hallway and another five or six doors. Colquhoun’s office was first on the right, and he was already standing in the doorway.
‘Thought I heard you. Sound carries in this place. Come in, come in.’ He wasn’t expecting Hogan to have company. His words dried up when he saw Rebus. He walked back into his office, motioned for both officers to sit, then fussed about moving their chairs around so they’d be facing his desk.
‘Terrible muddle,’ he said, kicking over a pile of books.
‘Know the feeling, sir,’ Hogan said.
Colquhoun peered in Rebus’s direction. ‘My secretary says you used the library.’
‘Filling in some of the gaps, sir.’ Rebus kept his voice level.
‘Yes, Candice ...’ Colquhoun was thoughtful. ‘Is she ... ? I mean, did she ... ?’
‘But today, sir,’ Hogan interrupted, ‘we want to talk to you about Joseph Lintz.’
Colquhoun sat down heavily in his wooden chair, which creaked under the weight. Then he sprang to his feet again. ‘Tea, coffee? You must excuse the mess. Not normally this disorganised ...’
‘Not for us, sir,’ Hogan said. ‘If you’d just take a seat?’
‘Of course, of course.’ Again, Colquhoun collapsed on to his chair.
‘Joseph Lintz, sir,’ Hogan prompted.
‘Terrible tragedy ... terrible. They think it’s murder, you know.’
‘Yes, sir, we do know.’
‘Of course you do. Apologies.’
The desk in front of Colquhoun was venerable and spotted with woodworm. The shelves were bowed under the weight of textbooks. There were old framed prints on the walls, and a blackboard with the single word CHARACTER on it. University paperwork was piled on the window ledge, all but blacking out the bottom two panes. The smell in the room was that of intellect gone awry.
‘It’s just that Mr Lintz had your name in his address book, sir,’ Hogan continued. ‘And we’re talking to all his friends.’
‘Friends?’ Colquhoun looked up. ‘I wouldn’t call us “friends” exactly. We were colleagues, but I don’t think I met him socially more than three or four times in twenty-odd years.’
‘Funny, he seems to have taken an interest in you, sir.’ Hogan flipped open his notebook. ‘Starting with your address in Warrender Park Terrace.’
‘I haven’t lived there since the seventies.’
‘He also has your telephone number there. After that, it’s Currie.’
‘I thought I was ready for the rural life ...’
‘In Currie?’ Hogan sounded sceptical.
Colquhoun tipped his head. ‘I eventually realised my mistake.’
‘And moved to Duddingston.’
‘Not at first. I rented a few properties while I was looking for a place to buy.’
‘Mr Lintz has your telephone number in Currie, but not for the Duddingston address.’
‘Interesting. I went ex-directory when I moved.’
‘Any reason for that, sir?’
Colquhoun swayed in his chair. ‘Well, I’m sure it sounds awful ...’
‘Try us.’
‘I didn’t want students bothering me.’
‘Did they do that?’
‘Oh, yes, phoning to ask questions, advice. Worried about exams or wanting deadlines extended.’
‘Do you remember giving Mr Lintz your address, sir?’
‘No, I don’t.’
‘You’re sure of that?’
‘Yes, but it wouldn’t have been hard for him to find out. I mean, he could just have asked one of the secretaries.’
Colquhoun was beginning to look more agitated than ever. The little chair could barely contain him.
‘Sir,’ Hogan said, ‘is there anything you want to tell us about Mr Lintz, anything at all?’
Colquhoun just shook his head, staring at the surface of his desk.
Rebus decided to use their joker. ‘Mr Lintz made a phone call to this office. He was talking for over twenty minutes.’
‘That’s ... simply not true.’ Colquhoun mopped his face with a handkerchief. ‘Look, gentlemen, I’d like to help, but the fact is, I barely knew Joseph Lintz.’
‘And he didn’t phone you?’
‘No.’
‘And you’ve no idea why he’d keep note of your Edinburgh addresses for the past three decades?’
‘No.’
Hogan sighed theatrically. ‘Then we’re wasting your time and ours.’ He got to his feet. ‘Thank you, Dr Colquhoun.’
The look of relief on the old academic’s face told both detectives all they needed to know.
They said nothing as they walked back downstairs – like Colquhoun had said, sound could travel. Hogan’s car was nearest. They rested against it as they talked.
‘He was worried,’ Rebus said.
‘Hiding something. Think we should go back up?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘Let him sweat for a day or so, then hit him.’
‘He didn’t like the fact you were there.’
‘I noticed.’
‘That restaurant ... Lintz dining with an elderly gent.’
‘We could tell him we’ve got a description from the restaurant staff.’
‘Without going into specifics?’
Rebus nodded. ‘See if it flushes him out.’
‘What about the other person Lintz took to lunch, the young woman?’
‘No idea.’
‘Posh restaurant, old man, young woman ...’
‘A call girl?’
Hogan smiled. ‘Do they still call them that?’
Rebus was thoughtful. ‘It might explain the phone call to Telford. Only I doubt Telford’s daft enough to discuss business like that from his office. Besides, his escort agency runs from another address.’
‘Fact is, he called Telford’s office.’
‘And nobody’s owned up to talking to him.’
‘Escort agency stuff, could be very innocent. He doesn’t want to eat alone, hires some company. Afterwards, a peck on the cheek and separate taxis.’ Hogan exhaled. ‘This one’s running in circles.’
‘I know the feeling, Bobby.’
They looked up at the second-floor windows. Saw Colquhoun staring down, handkerchief to his face.
‘Let’s leave him to it,’ Hogan said, unlocking his car.
‘I’ve been meaning to ask: how did you get on with Abernethy?’
‘He didn’t give me too much trouble.’ Hogan avoided Rebus’s eyes.
‘So he’s gone?’
Hogan had disappeared into the driver’s seat. ‘He’s gone. See you, John.’
Leaving Rebus on the pavement, a frown on his face. He waited till Hogan’s car had turned the corner, then went back into the stairwell and climbed the steps again.
Colquhoun’s office door was open, the old man fidgeting behind his desk. Rebus sat down opposite him, said nothing.
‘I’ve been ill,’ Colquhoun said.
‘You’ve been hiding.’ Colquhoun started shaking his head. ‘You told them where to find Candice.’ Head still shaking. ‘Then you got worried, so they hid you away, maybe in a room at the casino.’ Rebus paused. ‘How am I doing?’
‘I’ve no comment to make,’ Colquhoun snapped.
‘What if I just keep talking then?’
‘I want you to leave now. If you don’t go, I’ll have to call my lawyer.’
‘Name of Charles Groal?’ Rebus smiled. ‘They might have spent the last few days tutoring you, but they can’t change what you’ve done.’ Rebus stood up. ‘You sent Candice back to them. You did that.’ He leaned down over the desk. ‘You knew all along who she was, didn’t you? That’s why you were so nervous. How come you knew who she was, Dr Colquhoun? How come you’re so chummy with a turd like Tommy Telford?’
Colquhoun picked up the receiver, his hands shaking so badly he kept missing the digits.
‘Don’t bother,’ Rebus said. ‘I’m going. But we’ll talk again. And you will talk. You’ll talk because you’re a coward, Dr Colquhoun. And cowards always talk eventually ...’
The Crime Squad office at Fettes: home of country and western; Claverhouse terminating a phone call. No sign of Ormiston and Clarke.
‘They’re out on a call,’ Claverhouse said.
‘Any progress on that stabbing?’
‘What do you think?’
‘I think there’s something you should know.’ Rebus seated himself behind Siobhan Clarke’s desk, admiring its tidy surface. He opened a drawer: it was tidy, too. Compartments, he thought to himself. Clarke was very good at dividing her life into separate compartments. ‘Jake Tarawicz is in town. He’s got this outrageous white limo, hard to miss.’ Rebus paused. ‘And he’s brought Candice with him.’
‘What’s he doing here?’
‘I think he’s here for the show.’
‘What show?’
‘Cafferty and Telford, fifteen rounds of bare-knuckle and no referee.’ Rebus leaned forward, arms on the desk. ‘And I’ve got an idea where it’s headed.’
Rebus went home, called Patience and told her he might be late.
‘How late?’ she asked.
‘How late can I be without us falling out?’
She thought about it. ‘Half-nine.’
‘I’ll be there.’
He checked his answering machine: David Levy, saying he could be reached at home.
‘Where the hell have you been?’ Rebus asked, when Levy’s daughter had put her father on.
‘I had business elsewhere.’
‘You know your daughter’s been worried. You might have phoned her.’
‘Does this counselling service come free?’
‘My fee cancels out when you answer a few questions. You know Lintz is dead?’
‘I’ve heard.’
‘Where were you when you heard?’
‘I’ve told you, I had business ... Inspector, am I a suspect?’
‘Practically the only one we’ve got.’
Levy gave a harsh laugh. ‘This is preposterous. I’m not a ...’ He couldn’t say the word. Rebus guessed his daughter was within hearing distance. ‘Hold on a moment, please.’ The receiver was muffled: Levy ordering his daughter out of the room. He came back on, voice lower than before.
‘Inspector, for the record, I feel I must let you know how angry I felt when I heard the news. Justice may have been done or not done – 1 can’t argue those points just now – but what is absolutely certain is that history has been cheated here!’
‘Of the trial?’
‘Of course! And the Rat Line, too. With each suspect who dies, we’re that much less likely to prove its existence. Lintz isn’t the first, you know. One man, the brakes failed on his car. Another fell from an upstairs window. There’ve been two apparent suicides, six more cases of what look like natural causes.’
‘Am I going to get the full conspiracy theory?’
‘This isn’t a joke, Inspector.’
‘Did you hear me laughing? What about you, Mr Levy? When did you leave Edinburgh?’
‘Before Lintz died.’
‘Did you see him?’ Rebus knowing he had, but seeking a lie.
Levy paused. ‘Confronted would be a more apposite term.’
‘Just the once?’
‘Three times. He wasn’t keen to talk about himself, but I stated my case nonetheless.’
‘And the phone call?’
Levy paused. ‘What phone call?’
‘When he called you at the Roxburghe.’
‘I wish I’d recorded it for posterity. Rage, Inspector. Foul-mouthed rage. I’m positive he was mad.’
‘Mad?’
‘You didn’t hear him. He’s very good at seeming perfectly normal – he must be, or he wouldn’t have gone undetected for so long. But the man is ... was ... mad. Truly mad.’
Rebus was remembering the crooked little man in the cemetery, and how he’d suddenly let fly at a passing dog. Poise, to rage, to poise again.
‘The story he told ...’ Levy sighed.
‘Was this in the restaurant?’
‘What restaurant?’
‘Sorry, I thought the two of you went out to lunch.’
‘I can assure you we didn’t.’
‘So what story is this then?’
‘These men, Inspector, they come to justify their actions by blanking them out, or by transference. Transference is the more common.’
‘They tell themselves someone else did it?’
‘Yes.’
‘And that was Lintz’s story?’
‘Less believable than most. He said it was all a case of mistaken identity.’
‘And who did he think you were mistaking him for?’
‘A colleague at the university ... a Dr Colquhoun.’
Rebus called Hogan, gave him the story.
‘I told Levy you’d want to speak to him.’
‘I’ll phone him right now.’
‘What do you think?’
‘Colquhoun a war criminal?’ Hogan snorted.
‘Me, too,’ Rebus said. ‘I asked Levy why he didn’t think any of this worth telling us.’
‘And?’
‘He said as he gave it no credence, it was worthless.’
‘All the same, we’d better talk to Colquhoun again. Tonight.’
‘I’ve other plans for tonight, Bobby.’
‘Fair enough, John. Look, I really appreciate all your help.’
‘You’re going to talk to him alone?’
‘I’ll have someone with me.’
Rebus hated being left out. If he cancelled that late supper ...
‘Let me know how you get on.’ Rebus put the telephone down. On the hi-fi: Eddie Harris, upbeat and melodic. He went and soaked in a bath, facecloth across his eyes. Everyone, it seemed to him, lived their lives out of little boxes, opening different ones for different occasions. Nobody ever gave their whole self away. Cops were like that, each box a safety mechanism. Most people you met in the course of your life, you never even learned their names. Everybody was boxed off from everybody else. It was called society.
He was wondering about Joseph Lintz, always questioning, turning every conversation into a philosophy lesson. Stuck in his own little box, identity blocked off elsewhere, his past a necessary mystery ... Joseph Lintz, furious when cornered, possibly clinically mad, driven there by ... what? Memories? Or the lack of them? Driven there by other people?
The Eddie Harris CD was on its last track by the time he emerged from the bathroom. He put on the clothes he’d be wearing to Patience’s. Only he had a couple of stops to make first: check on Sammy at the hospital, and then a meeting at Torphichen.
‘The gang’s all here,’ he said, walking into the CID room.
Shug Davidson, Claverhouse, Ormiston, and Siobhan Clarke, all seated around the one big desk, drinking coffee from identical Rangers mugs. Rebus pulled a chair over.
‘Have you filled them in, Shug?’
Davidson nodded.
‘What about the shop?’
‘I was just getting to that.’ Davidson picked up a pen, played with it. ‘The last owner went out of business, not enough passing trade. The shop was shut the best part of a year, then suddenly reopened – under new management and with prices that stopped the locals looking elsewhere.’
‘And got the workers at Maclean’s interested, too,’ Rebus added. ‘So how long’s it been going?’
‘Five weeks, selling cut-price everything.’
‘No profit motive, you see.’ Rebus looked around the table. This was mostly for the benefit of Ormiston and Clarke; he’d given Claverhouse the story already.
‘And the owners?’ Clarke asked.
‘Well, the shop’s run by a couple of lads called Declan Delaney and Ken Wilkinson. Guess where they come from?’
‘Paisley,’ Claverhouse said, keen to hurry things on.
‘So they’re part of Telford’s gang?’ Ormiston asked.
‘Not in so many words, but they’re connected to him, no doubt about that.’ Davidson blew his nose loudly. ‘Of course, Dec and Ken are running the shop, but they don’t own it.’
‘Telford does,’ Rebus stated.
‘Okay,’ Claverhouse said. ‘So we’ve got Telford owning a loss-making business, in the hope of gathering intelligence.’
‘I think it goes further than that,’ Rebus said. ‘I mean, listening in on gossip is one thing, but I don’t suppose any of the workers are standing around talking about the various security systems and how to beat them. Dec and Ken are garrulous, perfect for the job Telford’s given them. But it’s going to look suspicious if they start asking too many questions.’
‘So what’s Telford looking for?’ Ormiston asked. Siobhan Clarke turned to him.
‘A mole,’ she said.
‘Makes sense,’ Davidson went on. ‘That place is well-protected, but not impregnable. We all know any break-in’s going to be a lot easier with someone on the inside.’
‘So what do we do?’ Clarke asked.
‘We fight Telford’s sting with our own,’ Rebus explained. ‘He wants a man on the inside, we give him one.’
‘I’m seeing the head of Maclean’s later on tonight,’ Davidson said.
‘I’ll come with you,’ Claverhouse said, keen not to be left out.
‘So we put someone of our own inside the factory.’ Clarke was working it out for herself. ‘And they shoot their mouth off in the shop, making them an attractive proposition. And we sit and pray that Telford approaches them rather than anyone else?’
‘The less luck we have to rely on the better,’ Claverhouse said. ‘Got to do this right.’
‘Which is why we work it like this.’ Rebus said. ‘There’s a bookie called Marty Jones. He owes me one big favour. Say our man’s just been into Telford’s shop. As he’s coming out, a car pulls up. Marty and a couple of his men. Marty wants some bets paid off. Big argy-bargy, and a punch in the guts as warning.’
Clarke could see it. ‘He stumbles back into the shop, sits down to catch his breath. Dec and Ken ask him what’s going on.’
‘And he gives them the whole sorry story: gambling debts, broken marriage, whatever.’
‘To make him more attractive still,’ Davidson said, ‘we make him a security guard.’
Ormiston looked at him. ‘You think Maclean’s will go for it?’
‘We’ll persuade them,’ Claverhouse said quietly.
‘More importantly,’ Clarke asked, ‘will Telford go for it?’
‘Depends how desperate he is,’ Rebus answered.
‘A man on the inside ...’ Ormiston’s eyes were alight. ‘Working for Telford – it’s what we’ve always wanted.’
Claverhouse nodded. ‘Just one thing.’ He looked at Rebus and Davidson. ‘Who’s it going to be? Telford knows us.’
‘We get someone from outside,’ Rebus said. ‘Someone I’ve worked with before. Telford won’t have heard of him. He’s a good man.’
‘Is he willing?’
There was silence around the table.
‘Depends who’s asking,’ a voice called from the doorway. A stocky man with thick, well-groomed hair and narrow eyes. Rebus got up, shook Jack Morton’s hand, made the introductions.
‘I’ll need a history,’ Morton said, all business. ‘John’s explained the deal, and I like it. But I’ll need a flat, something scruffy and local.’
‘First thing tomorrow,’ Claverhouse said. ‘Look, we need to talk to our bosses about this, make sure it’s cleared.’ He looked at Morton. ‘What did you tell your own boss, Jack?’
‘I’ve got a few days off, didn’t think it was worth mentioning.’
Claverhouse nodded. ‘I’ll talk to him as soon as we get the go-ahead.’
‘We need that go-ahead tonight,’ Rebus said. ‘Telford’s men may already have lined someone up. If we hang around, we might lose it.’
‘Agreed,’ Claverhouse said, checking his watch. ‘I’ll make a few phone calls, interrupt a few post-prandial whiskies.’
‘I’ll back you up if need be,’ Davidson said.
Rebus looked at Jack Morton – his friend – and mouthed the word ‘thanks’. Morton shrugged it off. Then Rebus got to his feet.
‘I’m going to have to leave you to it,’ he told the assembly. ‘You’ve got my pager number and mobile if you need me.’
He was halfway down the hall when Siobhan Clarke caught him.
‘I just wanted to say thanks.’
Rebus blinked. ‘What for?’
‘Ever since you got Claverhouse excited, the tape machine’s stayed off.’
Supper was fine. He talked to Patience about Sammy, Rhona, his obsession with sixties music, his ignorance of fashion. She talked about work, an experimental cookery class she’d been taking, a trip to Orkney she was thinking of. They ate fresh pasta with a homemade mussel and prawn sauce, and shared a bottle of Highland Spring. Rebus tried his damnedest to forget about the sting operation, Tarawicz, Candice, Lintz ... She could see at least half his mind was elsewhere; tried not to feel betrayed. She asked him if he was going home.
‘Is that an invitation?’
‘I’m not sure ... I suppose so.’
‘Let’s pretend it wasn’t, then I won’t feel like complete scum when I turn it down.’
‘That sounds reasonable. Things on your mind?’
‘I’m surprised you can’t see them leaking out of my ears.’
‘Do you want to talk about any of it? I mean, you may not have noticed, but we’ve talked about practically everything tonight except us.’
‘I don’t think talking would help.’
‘But bottling it up does?’ She threw out an arm. ‘Behold the Scottish male, at his happiest when in denial.’
‘What am I denying?’
‘For a start, you’re denying me access to your life.’
‘Sorry.’
‘Christ, John, get the word put on a t-shirt.’
‘Thanks, maybe I will.’ He got up from the sofa.
‘Oh, hell, I’m sorry.’ She smiled. ‘Look, you’ve got me at it now.’
‘Yes, it’s catching, all right.’
She stood up, touched his arm. ‘You’re worried about taking the test?’
‘Right now, believe it or not, that’s the least of my worries.’
‘It should be. Everything’s going to be fine.’
‘Hunky dory.’
‘Hunky dory,’ she repeated, smiling again. She pecked him on the cheek. ‘You know, I’ve never quite understood what that meant.’
‘Hunky Dory?’
She nodded.
‘It’s a David Bowie album.’ He kissed her brow.
He would never know what instinct made him decide on the detour, but he was glad he’d made it. For there, parked outside the Morvena casino, stood the white stretch limo. The driver leaned against it, smoking a cigarette, looking bored. From time to time he took out a mobile phone and had a short conversation. Rebus stared at the Morvena, thinking: Tommy Telford has a slice of the place; the hostesses come from Eastern Europe, provided by Mr Pink Eyes. Rebus wondered how closely entwined the two empires – Telford’s and Tarawicz’s – really were. And add a third strand: the Yakuza. Something refused to add up.
What was Tarawicz getting out of it?
Miriam Kenworthy had suggested muscle: Scottish hardmen trained in Telford’s organisation then shipped south. But it wasn’t enough of a trade. There had to be more. Was Mr Pink Eyes due a share of the Maclean’s payout? Was Telford tempting him with some Yakuza action? What about the theory that Telford was Tarawicz’s supplier?
At quarter to midnight, another phone call had the driver springing into action. He flicked his cigarette on to the road, started opening doors. Tarawicz and his entourage breezed out of the casino looking like they owned the world. Candice was wearing a black full-length coat over a shimmering pink dress which didn’t quite reach her knees. She was carrying a bottle of champagne. Rebus counted three of Tarawicz’s men, remembering them from the scrapyard. Two no-shows: the lawyer, and the Crab. Telford was there, too, with a couple of minders, one of them Pretty-Boy. Pretty-Boy was making sure his jacket hung right, trying to decide whether it would look better buttoned. But his eyes raked the darkened street. Rebus had parked away from the street-lights, confident he was invisible. They were piling into the limo. Rebus watched it move off, waited until it had signalled and turned a corner before switching on his own headlamps and starting the engine.
They drove to the same hotel Matsumoto had stayed at. Telford’s Range Rover was parked outside. Pedestrians – late-night couples hurrying home from the pub – turned to stare at the limo. Saw the entourage spill out, probably mistook them for pop stars or film people. Rebus as casting director: Candice’s starlet being mauled by sleazy producer Tarawicz. Telford a sleek young operator on his way up, looking to learn from the producer before toppling him. The others were bit players, except maybe Pretty-Boy, who was hanging on to his boss’s coattails, maybe readying himself for his own big break ...
If Tarawicz had a suite, there might be room for them all. If not, they’d be in the bar. Rebus parked, followed them inside.
The lights hurt his eyes. The reception area was all mirrors and pine, brass and pot-plants. He tried to look like he’d been left behind by the party. They were settling down in the bar, through a double set of swing-doors with glass panels. Rebus hung back. Sitting target in the empty reception; bigger target in the bar. Retreat to the car? Someone was standing up, shrugging off a long black coat. Candice. Smiling now, saying something to Tarawicz, who was nodding. Took her hand and planted a kiss in the palm. Went further: a slow lick across the palm and up her wrist. Everyone laughing, whistling. Candice looking numb. Tarawicz got to the inside of her elbow and took a bite. She squealed, pulled back, rubbed her arm. Tarawicz had his tongue out, playing to the gallery. Give Tommy Telford credit: he wasn’t grinning along with everyone else.
Candice stood there, a stooge to her owner’s little act. Then he waved her off with a flick of his hand. Permission granted, she started for the doors. Rebus moved back into a recess where the public telephones sat. She turned right out of the doors, disappeared into the ladies’. At the table, they were busy ordering more champagne – and an orange juice for Pretty-Boy.
Rebus looked around, took a deep breath. Walked into the ladies’ toilets like it was the most natural thing in the world.
She was splashing her face with water. A little brown bottle sat next to the sink. Three yellow tablets lying ready. Rebus swept them on to the floor.
‘Hey!’ She turned, saw him, put a hand to her mouth. She tried backing away, but there was nowhere to go.
‘Is this what you want, Karina?’ Using her real name as a weapon: friendly fire.
She frowned, shook her head: incomprehension on her face. He grabbed her shoulders, squeezed.
‘Sammy,’ he hissed. ‘Sammy’s in hospital. Very ill.’ He pointed towards the hotel bar. ‘They tried to kill her.’
The gist got through. Candice shook her head. Tears were smudging her mascara.
‘Did you tell Sammy anything?’
She frowned again.
‘Anything about Telford or Tarawicz? Did you talk to Sammy about them?’
A slow, determined shake of the head. ‘Sammy ... hospital?’
He nodded. Turned his hands into a steering-wheel, made engine noises, then slammed a fist into his open palm. Candice turned away, grabbed the sink. She was crying, shoulders jerking. She scrabbled for more tablets. Rebus tore them from her hand.
‘You want to blank it all out? Forget it.’ He threw them on to the floor, crushed them under his heel. She crouched down, licked a finger and dabbed at the powder. Rebus hauled her to her feet. Her knees wouldn’t lock; he had to keep holding her upright. She wouldn’t look him in the eyes.
‘It’s funny, we first met in a toilet, remember? You were scared. You hated your life so much you’d slashed your arms.’ He touched her scarred wrists. ‘That’s how much you hated your life. And now you’re straight back in it.’
Her face was against his jacket, tears dropping on to his shirt.
‘Remember the Japanese?’ he cooed. ‘Remember Juniper Green, the golf club?’
She drew back, wiped her nose on her bare wrist. ‘Juniper Green,’ she said.
‘That’s right. And a big factory ... the car stopped, and everyone looked at the factory.’
She was nodding.
‘Did anyone talk about it? Did they say anything?’
She was shaking her head. ‘John ...’ Her hands on his lapels. She sniffed, swiped at her nose again. She slid down his jacket, his shirt. She was on her knees, looking up at him, blinking tears, while her damp fingers scored white powder from the tiles. Rebus crouched down in front of her.
‘Come with me,’ he said. ‘I’ll help you.’ He pointed towards the door, towards the world outside, but she was busy in her own world now, fingers going to her mouth. Someone pushed open the door. Rebus looked up.
A woman: young, drunk, hair falling into her eyes. She stopped and studied the two people on the floor, then smiled and headed for a cubicle.
‘Save some for me,’ she said, sliding the lock.
‘Go, John.’ There was powder at the corners of Candice’s mouth. A tiny piece of tablet had lodged between her front two teeth. ‘Please, go now.’
‘I don’t want you getting hurt.’ He sought her hands, squeezed them.
‘I do not hurt any more.’
She got to her feet and turned from him. Checked her face in the mirror, wiped away the powder and dabbed at her mascara. Blew her nose and took a deep breath.
Walked out of the toilets.
Rebus waited a moment, time enough for her to reach the table. Then he opened the door and made his exit. Walked back to his car on legs that seemed to belong to someone else.
Drove home, not quite crying.
But not quite not.
Four in the morning, the blessed telephone pulled him out of a nightmare.
Prison-camp prostitutes with teeth filed to points were kneeling in front of him. Jake Tarawicz, in full SS regalia, held him from behind, telling him resistance was useless. Through the barred window, Rebus could see black berets – the maquis, busy freeing the camp but leaving his billet till last. Alarm bells ringing, everything telling him that salvation was at hand ...
... alarm becoming his telephone ... he staggered from his chair, picked it up.
‘Yes.’
‘John?’ The Chief Super’s voice: Aberdonian, instantly recognisable.
‘Yes, sir?’
‘We’ve got a spot of bother. Get down here.’
‘What kind of bother?’
‘I’ll tell you when you get here. Now shift.’
Night shift, to be precise. The city asleep. St Leonard’s was lit up, the tenements around it dark. No sign of the Farmer’s ‘spot of bother’. The Chief Super’s office: the Farmer in conference with Gill Templer.
‘Sit down, John. Coffee?’
‘No, thanks, sir.’
While Templer and the Chief Super were deciding who should speak, Rebus helped them out.
‘Tommy Telford’s businesses have been hit.’
Templer blinked. ‘Telepathy?’
‘Cafferty’s offices and taxis got firebombed. So did his house.’ Rebus shrugged. ‘We knew there’d be payback.’
‘Did we?’
What could he say? I did, because Cafferty told me. He didn’t think they’d like that. ‘I just put two and two together.’
The Farmer poured himself a mug of coffee. ‘So now we’ve got open war.’
‘What got hit?’
‘The arcade on Flint Street,’ Templer said. ‘Not too much damage: the place has a sprinkler system.’ She smiled: an amusement arcade with a sprinkler system ... not that Telford was careful or anything.
‘Plus a couple of nightclubs,’ the Farmer added. ‘And a casino.’
‘Which one?’
The Chief Super looked to Templer, who answered: ‘The Mor vena.’
‘Any injuries?’
‘The manager and a couple of friends: concussion and bruising.’
‘Which they got ...?’
‘Falling over each other as they ran down the stairs.’
Rebus nodded. ‘Funny how some people have trouble with stairs.’ He sat back. ‘So what does all this have to do with me? Don’t tell me: having disposed of Telford’s Japanese partner, I decided to take up fire-raising?’
‘John ...’ The Farmer got up, rested his backside against the desk. ‘The three of us, we know you had nothing to do with that. Tell me, we found an untouched half-bottle of malt under your driver’s seat ...’
Rebus nodded. ‘It’s mine.’ Another of his little suicide bombs.
‘So why would you be drinking a supermarket blend?’
‘Is that what the screw-top was? The cheap bastards.’
‘No alcohol in your blood either. Meantime, as you say, Cafferty’s in the frame for this. And Cafferty and you ...’
‘You want me to talk to him?’
Gill Templer leaned forward in her chair. ‘We don’t want war.’
‘Takes two to make a ceasefire.’
‘I’ll talk to Telford,’ she said.
‘He’s a sharp little bugger, watch out for him.’
She nodded. ‘Will you talk to Cafferty?’
Rebus didn’t want a war. It would take Telford’s mind off the Maclean’s heist. He’d need all the troops he could get; the shop might even have to close. No, Rebus didn’t want a war.
‘I’ll talk to him,’ he said.
Breakfast-time at Barlinnie.
Rebus jangling after the drive, knowing a whisky would smooth out his nerve-endings. Cafferty waiting for him, same room as before.
‘Top of the morning, Strawman.’ Arms folded, looking pleased with himself.
‘You’ve had a busy night.’
‘On the contrary, I slept as well as I ever have done in this place. What about you?’
‘I was up at four o’clock, checking damage reports. I could have done without driving all the way here. Maybe if you gave me the number of your mobile ...?’
Cafferty grinned. ‘I hear the nightclubs were gutted.’
‘I think your boys are making themselves look good.’ Cafferty’s grin tightened. ‘Telford’s premises seem to have state of the art fire prevention. Smoke sensors, sprinklers, fire-doors. The damage was minimal.’
‘This is just the start,’ Cafferty said. ‘I’ll have that little arse-wipe.’
‘I thought that was supposed to be my job?’
‘I’ve seen precious little from you, Strawman.’
‘I’ve got something in the pipeline. If it comes off, you’ll like it.’
Cafferty’s eyes narrowed. ‘Give me details. Make me believe you.’
But Rebus was shaking his head. ‘Sometimes, you just have to have faith.’ He paused. ‘Deal?’
‘I must have missed something.’
Rebus spelled it out. ‘Back off. Leave Telford to me.’
‘We’ve been through this. He hits me and I do nothing, I look like something you’d step around on the pavement.’
‘We’re talking to him, warning him off.’
‘And meantime I’m supposed to trust you to get the job done?’
‘We shook hands on it.’
Cafferty snorted. ‘I’ve shaken hands with a lot of bastards.’
‘And now you’ve met an exception to the rule.’
‘You’re an exception to a lot of rules, Strawman.’ Cafferty looked thoughtful. ‘The casino, the clubs, the arcade ... they weren’t badly hit?’
‘My guess is the sprinklers will have done as much damage as anything.’
Cafferty’s jaw hardened. ‘Makes me look even more of a mug.’
Rebus sat in silence, waiting for him to finish whatever chess-game was being played inside his head.
‘Okay,’ the gangster said at last, ‘I’ll call off the troops. Maybe it’s time to do some recruiting anyway.’ He looked up at Rebus. ‘Time for some fresh blood.’
Which reminded Rebus of another job he’d been putting off.
Danny Simpson lived at home with his mother in a terraced house in Wester Hailes.
This bleak housing-scheme, designed by sadists who’d never had to live anywhere near it, had a heart which had shrivelled but refused to stop pumping. Rebus had a lot of respect for the place. Tommy Smith had grown up here, practising with socks stuffed into the mouth of his sax, so as not to disturb the neighbours through the thin walls of the high-rise. Tommy Smith was one of the best sax players Rebus had ever heard.
In a sense, Wester Hailes existed outside the real world: it wasn’t on a route from anywhere to anywhere. Rebus had never had cause to drive through it – he only went there if he had business there. The city bypass flew past it, offering many drivers their only encounter with Wester Hailes. They saw: high-rise blocks, terraces, tracts of unused playing field. They didn’t see: people. Not so much concrete jungle as concrete vacuum.
Rebus knocked on Danny Simpson’s door. He didn’t know what he was going to say to the young man. He just wanted to see him again. He wanted to see him without the blood and the pain. Wanted to see him whole and of a piece.
Wanted to see him.
But Danny Simpson wasn’t in, and neither was his mother. A neighbour, lacking her top set of dentures, came out and explained the situation.
The situation took Rebus to the Infirmary, where, in a small, gloomy ward not easily found, Danny Simpson lay in bed, head bandaged, sweating like he’d just played a full ninety minutes. He wasn’t conscious. His mother sat beside him, stroking his wrist. A nurse explained to Rebus that a hospice would be the best place for Danny, supposing they could find him a bed.
‘What happened?’
‘We think infection must have set in. When you lose your resistance ... the world’s a lethal place.’ She shrugged, looked like she’d been through it all once too often. Danny’s mother had seen them talking. Maybe she thought Rebus was a doctor. She got up and came towards him, then just stood there, waiting for him to speak.
‘I came to see Danny,’ he said.
‘Yes?’
‘The night he ... the night of his accident, I was the one who brought him here. I just wondered how he was doing.’
‘See for yourself.’ Her voice was breaking.
Rebus thought: a five-minute walk from here, he’d be in Sammy’s room. He’d thought her situation unique, because it was unique to him. Now he saw that within a short radius of Sammy’s bed, other parents were crying, and squeezing their children’s hands, and asking why.
‘I’m really sorry,’ he said. ‘I wish ...’
‘Me, too,’ the woman said. ‘You know, he’s never been a bad laddie. Cheeky, but never bad. His problem was, he was always itching for something new, something to stop him getting bored. We all know where that can lead.’
Rebus nodded, suddenly not wanting to be here, not wanting to hear Danny Simpson’s life story. He had enough ghosts to contend with as it was. He squeezed the woman’s arm.
‘Look,’ he said, ‘I’m sorry, but I have to go.’
She nodded distractedly, wandered off in the direction of her son’s bed. Rebus wanted to curse Danny Simpson for the mere possibility that he’d passed on the virus. He realised now that if they’d met on the doorstep, that’s the way their conversation would have gone, and maybe Rebus would have gone further.
He wanted to curse him ... but he couldn’t. It would be every bit as efficacious as cursing the Big Man. A waste of time and breath. So instead he went to Sammy’s room, to find that she was back on her own. No other patients, no nursing staff, no Rhona. He kissed her forehead. It tasted salty. Sweat: she needed wiping down. There was a smell he hadn’t noticed before. Talcum powder. He sat down, took her warm hands in his.
‘How are you doing, Sammy? I keep meaning to bring in some Oasis, see if that would bring you round. Your mum sits here listening to classical. I wonder if you can hear it. I don’t even know if you like that sort of stuff. Lots of things we’ve never got round to talking about.’
He saw something. Stood up to be sure. Movement behind her eyelids.
‘Sammy? Sammy?’
He hadn’t seen her do that before. Pushed the button beside her bed. Waited for a nurse to come. Pushed it again.
‘Come on, come on.’
Eyelids fluttering ... then stopping.
‘Sammy!’
Door opening, nurse coming in.
‘What is it?’
Rebus: ‘I thought I saw ... she was moving.’
‘Moving?’
‘Just her eyes, like she was trying to open them.’
‘I’ll fetch a doctor.’
‘Come on, Sammy, try again. Wakey-wakey, sweetheart.’ Patting her wrists, then her cheeks.
The doctor arrived. He was the same one Rebus had shouted at that first day. Lifted her eyelids, shone a thin torch into them, pulling it away, checking her pupils.
‘If you saw it, I’m sure it was there.’
‘Yes, but does it mean anything?’
‘Hard to say.’
‘Try anyway.’ Eyes boring into the doctor’s.
‘She’s asleep. She has dreams. Sometimes when you dream you experience REM: Rapid Eye Movement.’
‘So it could be ...’ Rebus sought the word ‘... involuntary?’
‘As I say, it’s hard to tell. Latest scans show definite improvement.’ He paused. ‘Minor improvement, but certainly there.’
Rebus nodding, trembling. The doctor saw it, asked if he needed anything. Rebus shaking his head. The doctor checking his watch, other places to be. The nurse shuffling her feet. Rebus thanked them both and headed out.
HOGAN: You agree to this interview being taped, Dr Colquhoun?
COLQUHOUN: I’ve no objections.
HOGAN: It’s in your interests as well as ours.
COLQUHOUN: I’ve nothing to hide, Inspector Hogan. (Coughs.)
HOGAN: Fine, sir. Maybe we’ll just start then?
COLQUHOUN: Might I ask a question? Just for the record, you want to ask me about Joseph Lintz – nothing else?
HOGAN: What else might there be, sir?
COLQUHOUN: I just wanted to check.
HOGAN: You wish to have a solicitor present?
COLQUHOUN: No.
HOGAN: Right you are, sir. Well, if I can begin ... it’s really just a question of your relationship with Professor Joseph Lintz.
COLQUHOUN: Yes.
HOGAN: Only, when we spoke before, you said you didn’t know Professor Lintz.
COLQUHOUN: I think I said I didn’t know him very well.
HOGAN: Okay, sir. If that’s what you said ...
COLQUHOUN: It is, to the best of my recollection.
HOGAN: Only, we’ve had some new information ...
COLQUHOUN: Yes?
HOGAN: That you knew Professor Lintz a little better than that.
COLQUHOUN: And this is according to ...?
HOGAN: New information in our possession. The informant tells us that Joseph Lintz accused you of being a war criminal. Anything to say to that, sir?
COLQUHOUN: Only that it’s a lie. An outrageous lie.
HOGAN: He didn’t think you were a war criminal?
COLQUHOUN: Oh, he thought it all right! He told me to my face on more than one occasion.
HOGAN: When?
COLQUHOUN: Years back. He got it into his head ... the man was mad, Inspector. I could see that. Driven by demons.
HOGAN: What did he say exactly?
COLQUHOUN: Hard to remember. This was a long time ago, the early 1970s, I suppose.
HOGAN: It would help us if you could ...
COLQUHOUN: He came out with it in the middle of a party. I believe it was some function to welcome a visiting professor. Anyway, Joseph insisted on taking me to one side. He looked feverish. Then he came out with it: I was some sort of Nazi, and I’d come to this country by some circuitous route. He kept on about it.
HOGAN: What did you do?
COLQUHOUN: Told him he was drunk, babbling.
HOGAN: And?
COLQUHOUN: And he was. Had to be taken home in a taxi. I said no more about it. In academic circles, one becomes used to a certain amount of ... eccentric behaviour. We’re obsessive people, it can’t be helped.
HOGAN: But Lintz persisted?
COLQUHOUN: Not really, no. But every few years ... there’d ... he’d say something, allege some atrocity ...
HOGAN: Did he approach you outside the university?
COLQUHOUN: For a time, he telephoned my home.
HOGAN: You moved?
COLQUHOUN: Yes.
HOGAN: To an unlisted phone number?
COLQUHOUN: Eventually.
HOGAN: To stop him calling you?
COLQUHOUN: I suppose that was part of it.
HOGAN: Did you speak to anyone about Lintz?
COLQUHOUN: You mean the authorities? No, no one. He was a nuisance, nothing more.
HOGAN: And then what happened?
COLQUHOUN: Then these stories started appearing in the papers, saying Joseph might be a Nazi, a war criminal. And suddenly he was on my back again.
HOGAN: He phoned you at your office?
COLQUHOUN: Yes.
HOGAN: You lied to us about that?
COLQUHOUN: I’m sorry. I panicked.
HOGAN: What was there to panic about?
COLQUHOUN: Just ... I don’t know.
HOGAN: So you met him? To straighten things out?
COLQUHOUN: We had lunch together. He seemed ... lucid. Only what he was saying, it was the stuff of madness. He had a whole history mapped out, only it wasn’t mine. I kept saying to him, ‘Joseph, when the war ended I wasn’t out of my teens.’ Besides, I was born and raised here. It’s all on record.
HOGAN: What did he say to that?
COLQUHOUN: He said records could be faked.
HOGAN: Faked records ... one way Josef Linzstek could have gone undetected.
COLQUHOUN: I know.
HOGAN: You think Joseph Lintz was Josef Linzstek?
COLQUHOUN: I don’t know. Maybe the stories got to him ... he started to believe ... I don’t know.
HOGAN: Yes, but these accusations, they began before the media circus – decades before.
COLQUHOUN: That’s true.
HOGAN: So he was hounding you. Did he say he would go to the media with his version of events?
COLQUHOUN: He may have ... I can’t remember.
HOGAN: Mmm.
COLQUHOUN: You’re looking for a motive, aren’t you? You’re looking for reasons why I’d want him dead.
HOGAN: Did you kill him, Dr Colquhoun?
COLQUHOUN: Emphatically not.
HOGAN: Any idea who did?
COLQUHOUN: No.
HOGAN: Why didn’t you tell us? Why tell lies?
COLQUHOUN: Because I knew this would happen. These suspicions. Stupidly, I thought I could circumvent them.
HOGAN: Circumvent?
COLQUHOUN: Yes.
HOGAN: A young woman was seen dining with Lintz, same restaurant he took you to. Any idea who she might be?
COLQUHOUN: None.
HOGAN: You knew Professor Lintz a long time ... what did you think were his sexual proclivities?
COLQUHOUN: Never thought about it.
HOGAN: No?
COLQUHOUN: No.
HOGAN: What about yourself, sir?
COLQUHOUN: I don’t see what that ... well, for the record, Inspector, I’m monogamous and heterosexual.
HOGAN: Thank you, sir. I appreciate your frankness.
Rebus switched off the tape.
‘I’ll bet you did.’
‘What do you think?’ Bobby Hogan asked.
‘I think you mistimed the did-you-do-it. Otherwise, not bad.’ Rebus tapped the tape machine. ‘Is there much more?’
‘Not a lot.’
Rebus switched it back on.
HOGAN: When you met in the restaurant, it was the same routine as before?
COLQUHOUN: Oh, yes. Names, dates ... countries I was taken through on my way into Britain from the continent.
HOGAN: He told you how this was achieved?
COLQUHOUN: He called it the Rat Line. Said it was operated by the Vatican, if you can believe that. And all the western governments were in cahoots to get the top Nazis – the scientists and intellectuals – away from the Russians. I mean, really ... it’s Ian Fleming meets John Le Carré, isn’t it?
HOGAN: But he was very detailed?
COLQUHOUN: Yes, but it can be that way with obsessives.
HOGAN: There have been books written alleging the same thing Professor Lintz was talking about.
COLQUHOUN: Have there?
HOGAN: Nazis smuggled overseas ... war criminals rescued from the gallows.
COLQUHOUN: Well, yes, but those are just stories. You don’t seriously think ...?
HOGAN: I’m just collecting information, Dr Colquhoun. In my job, we don’t throw anything away.
COLQUHOUN: Yes, I can see that. The problem is, sorting out the wheat from the chaff.
HOGAN: You mean the truths from the lies? Yes, that’s one problem.
COLQUHOUN: I mean, the stories you hear about Bosnia and Croatia ... slaughterhouses, mass torture, the guilty being spirited away ... It’s hard to know what’s true.
HOGAN: Just before we finish ... any idea what happened to the money?
COLQUHOUN: What money?
HOGAN: The withdrawal Lintz made from his bank. Five thousand pounds in cash.
COLQUHOUN: This is the first I’ve heard of it. Another motive?
HOGAN: Thank you for your time, Dr Colquhoun. It might be necessary for us to talk again. I’m sorry, but you shouldn’t have lied to us, it makes our job that much more difficult.
COLQUHOUN: I’m sorry, Inspector Hogan. I quite understand, but I hope you can comprehend why I did it. HOGAN: My mum always told me never to lie, sir. Thanks again for your time.
Rebus looked at Hogan. ‘Your mum?’
Hogan shrugged. ‘Maybe it was my granny.’
Rebus drained his coffee. ‘So we know one of Lintz’s mealtime companions.’
‘And we know he was hounding Colquhoun.’
‘Is he a suspect?’
‘I’m not exactly snowed under with them.’
‘Fair point, but all the same ...’
‘You think he’s on the level?’
‘I don’t know, Bobby. He sounded like he had it rehearsed. And he was relieved at the end.’
‘You don’t think I got it all? I could bring him in again.’
Rebus was thinking: stories you hear ... the guilty being spirited away. Not stories you read, but ones you hear ... Who might he have heard them from? Candice? Jake Tarawicz?
Hogan rubbed the bridge of his nose. ‘I need a drink.’
Rebus dropped his beaker into a waste-bin. ‘Message received and understood. By the way, any word from Abernethy?’
‘He’s a bloody nuisance,’ Hogan said, turning away.
‘He’s in place,’ Claverhouse said, when Rebus phoned him to ask about Jack Morton. ‘Got him a little one-bedroom shit-hole in Polwarth. Measured him up for his uniform, and he’s now officially a member of on-site security.’
‘Is anyone else in on it?’
‘Just the big boss. His name’s Livingstone. We had a long session with him last night.’
‘Won’t the other security men find it a bit odd, a stranger arriving in their midst?’
‘It’s down to Jack to put them at ease. He was pretty confident.’
‘What’s his cover?’
‘Secret drinker, open gambler, busted marriage.’
‘He doesn’t drink.’
‘Yes, he told me. Doesn’t matter, so long as everyone thinks he does.’
‘Is he in character?’
‘Getting there. He’s going to be working double shifts. That way he makes more trips to the shop, some in the evening when the place is quieter. More chance to get to know Ken and Dec. We’ve no contact with him during the day. Debriefing takes place once he’s reached home. Telephone only, can’t risk too many meetings.’
‘You think they’ll watch him?’
‘If they’re being thorough. And if they fall for the plan.’
‘Did you talk to Marty Jones?’
‘That’s set for tomorrow. He’ll bring a couple of heavies, but they’ll go easy on Jack.’
‘Isn’t tomorrow a bit soon?’
‘Can we afford to wait? They might already have someone in mind.’
‘We’re asking a lot of him.’
‘He was your idea.’
‘I know.’
‘You don’t think he’s up to it?’
‘It’s not that ... but he’s stepping into a war.’
‘Then get the ceasefire sorted out.’
‘It is.’
‘That’s not what I hear ...’
Rebus heard it too, as soon as he got off the phone. He knocked on the Chief Super’s door. The Farmer was in conference with Gill Templer.
‘Did you talk to him?’ the Farmer asked.
‘He agreed to a ceasefire,’ Rebus said. He was looking at Templer. ‘What about you?’
She took a deep breath. ‘I spoke to Mr Telford – his solicitor was present throughout. I kept telling him what we wanted, and the lawyer kept telling me I was blackening his client’s name.’
‘And Telford?’
‘Just sat there, arms folded, smiling at the wall.’ Colour was creeping up her face. ‘I don’t think he looked at me once.’
‘But you gave him the message?’
‘Yes.’
‘You said Cafferty would comply?’
She nodded.
‘Then what the hell’s happening?’
‘We can’t let it get out of control,’ the Farmer said.
‘Looks to me like it already is.’
The latest score-line: two of Cafferty’s men, their faces mashed to something resembling fruit-pulp.
‘Lucky they’re not dead,’ the Farmer went on.
‘You know what’s happening?’ Rebus said. ‘It’s Tarawicz, he’s the problem. Tommy’s playing up to him.’
‘It’s times like this you yearn for independence,’ the Farmer agreed. ‘Then we could just extradite the bugger.’
‘Why don’t we?’ Rebus suggested. ‘Tell him his presence here is no longer acceptable.’
‘And if he stays?’
‘We shadow him, make sure everyone knows we’re doing it. We make nuisances of ourselves.’
‘You think that would work?’ Gill Templer sounded sceptical.
‘Probably not,’ Rebus agreed, slumping into a chair.
‘We’ve no real leverage,’ the Farmer said, glancing at his watch. ‘Which isn’t going to please the Chief Constable. He wants me in his office in half an hour.’ He got on the phone, ordered a car, rose to his feet.
‘Look, see if you can thrash something out between you.’
Rebus and Templer exchanged a look.
‘I’ll be back in an hour or two.’ The Farmer looked around, as if he were suddenly lost. ‘Lock the door when you leave.’ With that and a wave of his hand, he left. There was silence in the room.
‘Has to keep his office locked,’ Rebus said, ‘to stop people stealing the secret of his terrible coffee.’
‘Actually, it’s been getting better recently.’
‘Maybe your taste buds are being corroded. So, Chief Inspector ...’ Rebus turned his chair to face hers. ‘What about thrashing it out then, eh?’
She smiled. ‘He thinks he’s losing it.’
‘Is he in for a bollocking?’
‘Probably.’
‘So it’s down to us to come to the rescue?’
‘I don’t really see us as the Dynamic Duo, do you?’
‘No.’
‘Then there’s always that part of you that says, let them tear each other apart. So long as no civilians get caught in the crossfire.’
Rebus thought of Sammy, of Candice. ‘Thing is,’ he said, ‘they always do.’
She looked at him. ‘How are you doing?’
‘Same as ever.’
‘As bad as that?’
‘It’s my calling.’
‘You’re done with Lintz though?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘There’s half a chance he ties in to Telford.’
‘You still think Telford was behind the hit-and-run?’
‘Telford or Cafferty.’
‘Cafferty?’
‘Setting up Telford, the way someone tried to set me up for Matsumoto.’
‘You know you’re not out of the woods?’
He looked at her. ‘An internal inquiry? The men with rubber soles?’ She nodded. ‘Bring them on.’ He sat forward in his chair, rubbed his temples. ‘No reason they should be left out of the party.’
‘What party?’
‘The one inside my head. The party that never stops.’ Rebus leaned across the desk to answer the phone. ‘No, he’s not here. Can I take a message? This is DI Rebus.’ A pause; he was looking at Gill Templer. ‘Yes, I’m working that case.’ He found pen and paper, started writing. ‘Mmm, I see. Yes, sounds like. I’ll let him know when he gets back.’ Eyes boring into hers. Then the punchline: ‘How many did you say were dead?’
Just the one. Another fled the scene, holding his arm, all but severed from the shoulder. He turned up at a local hospital later, needing surgery and a huge transfusion of blood.
In broad daylight. Not in Edinburgh, but Paisley. Telford’s hometown, the town he still ruled. Four men, dressed in council work jackets, like a road team. But in place of picks and shovels, they’d toted machetes and a large-calibre revolver. They’d chased two men into a housing scheme. Kids playing on tricycles; kicking a ball up the street. Women hanging out of their windows. And grown men itching to hurt one another. A machete swung overhead, coming down hard. The wounded man kept running. His friend tried hurdling a fence, wasn’t agile enough. Three inches higher and he’d have made it. As it was, his toe caught, and he fell. He was pushing himself back up when the barrel of the gun touched the back of his head. Two shots, a fine drizzle of blood and brain. The children not playing any more, the women screaming for them to run. But something had been satisfied by those two shots. The chase was over. The four men turned and jogged back down the street, towards a waiting van.
A public execution, in Tommy Telford’s heartland.
The two victims: known money-lenders. The one in hospital was called ‘Wee’ Stevie Murray, age twenty-two. The one in the mortuary was Donny Draper – known since childhood as ‘Curtains’. They’d be making jokes about that. Curtains was two weeks shy of his twenty-fifth birthday. Rebus hoped he’d made the most of his short time on the planet.
Paisley police knew about Telford’s move to Edinburgh, knew there were some problems there. A courtesy call had been placed to Chief Superintendent Watson.
The caller said: the men were two of Telford’s brightest and best.
The caller said: descriptions of the attackers were vague.
The caller said: the children weren’t talking. They were being shielded by their parents, fearful of reprisals. Well, they might not be talking to the police, but Rebus doubted they’d be so reticent when Tommy Telford came calling, armed with his own questions and determined to have answers.
This was bad. This was escalation. Fire-bombings and beatings: these could be remedied. But murder ... murder put the grudge-match on to a much higher plane.
‘Is it worth talking to them again?’ Gill Templer asked. They were in the canteen, sandwiches untouched in front of them.
‘What do you think?’
He knew what she thought. She was talking because she thought talking was better than doing nothing. He could have told her to save her breath.
‘They used a machete,’ he said.
‘Same thing they took to Danny Simpson’s scalp.’ Rebus nodded. ‘I’ve got to ask ...’ she said.
‘What?’
‘About Lintz ... what you said?’
He drained the last inch of his cold coffee. ‘Fancy another?’
‘John ...’
He looked at her. ‘Lintz had some phone calls he was trying to hide. One of them was to Tommy Telford’s office in Flint Street. We don’t know how it ties in, but we think it does tie in.’
‘What could Lintz and Telford have had in common?’
‘Maybe Lintz went to him for help. Maybe he rented prossies off him. Like I say, we don’t know. Which is why we’re keeping it under the table.’
‘You want Telford very badly, don’t you?’
Rebus stared at her, thought about it. ‘Not as much as I did. He’s not enough any more.’
‘You want Cafferty, too?’
‘And Tarawicz . . . and the Yakuza . . . and anybody else who’s along for the ride.’
She nodded. ‘This is the party you were talking about?’
He tapped his head. ‘They’re all in here, Gill. I’ve tried kicking them out, but they won’t leave.’
‘Maybe if you stopped playing their kind of music?’
He smiled tiredly. ‘Now there’s an idea. What do you reckon: ELP? The Enid? How about a Yes triple album?’
‘Your department, not mine, thank God.’
‘You don’t know what you’re missing.’
‘Yes, I do: I was there first time round.’
Old Scottish proverb: he who has had knuckles rapped will want to rap someone else’s. Which is why Rebus found himself back in Watson’s office. The Farmer’s cheeks were still red from his meeting with the Chief Constable. When Rebus made to sit, Watson told him to get back on his feet.
‘You’ll sit when you’re told and not before.’
‘Thank you, sir.’
‘What the bloody hell’s going on, John?’
‘Pardon, sir?’
The Farmer looked at the note Rebus had left on his desk. ‘What’s this?’
‘One dead, one seriously wounded in Paisley, sir. Telford’s men. Cafferty’s hitting him where it hurts. Probably reckons that Telford’s territory’s spun a bit thin. Leaves him open to breaches.’
‘Paisley.’ The Farmer stuffed the note in his drawer. ‘Not our problem.’
‘It will be, sir. When Telford hits back, it’ll be right here.’
‘Never mind that, Inspector. Let’s talk about Maclean’s Pharmaceuticals.’
Rebus blinked, relaxed his shoulders. ‘I was going to tell you, sir.’
‘But instead I had to hear it from the Chief Constable?’
‘Not really my baby, sir. Crime Squad are pushing the pram.’
‘But who put the baby in the pram?’
‘I was going to tell you, sir.’
‘Know how it makes me look? I walk into Fettes and I don’t know something one of my junior officers knows? I look like a mug.’
‘With respect, sir, I’m sure that’s not the case.’
‘I look like a mug!’ The Farmer slammed the desk with both palms. ‘And it’s not as though this was the first time. I’ve always tried to do my best for you, you know that.’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘Always been fair.’
‘Absolutely, sir.’
‘And you pay me back like this?’
‘It won’t happen again, sir.’
The Farmer stared at him; Rebus held it, returned it.
‘I bloody well hope not.’ The Farmer leaned back in his chair. He’d calmed down a little. Bollocking as therapy. ‘Nothing else you want to tell me, is there, while I’ve got you here?’
‘No, sir. Except . . . well . . .’
‘Go on.’ The Farmer sat forward again.
‘It’s the man in the flat above me, sir,’ Rebus said. ‘I think he might be Lord Lucan.’
Leonard Cohen: ‘There is a War’.
They were waiting for Telford’s retaliatory strike. The Chief Constable’s idea: ‘visible presence as deterrent’. It came as no surprise to Rebus: probably even less so to Telford, who had Charles Groal ready, claiming harassment the minute the patrol cars turned up in Flint Street. How was his client supposed to carry on with his legitimate and substantial business interests, as well as his many community developments, under the pressure of unwarranted and intrusive police surveillance? ‘Community developments’ meaning the pensioners and their rent-free flats: Telford wouldn’t hesitate to use them as pawns. The media would love it.
The patrol cars would be pulled, it was just a matter of time. And afterwards: firework night all over again. That’s what everyone was expecting.
Rebus went to the hospital, sat with Rhona. The room, so familiar to him now, was an oasis where calm and order reigned, where each hour of the day brought its comforting rituals.
‘They’ve washed her hair,’ he said.
‘She’s had another scan,’ Rhona explained. ‘They had to get the gunk off afterwards.’ Rebus nodded. ‘They said you’d noticed eye movement?’
‘I thought I did.’
Rhona touched his arm. ‘Jackie says he might manage to come up again at the weekend. Call this fair warning.’
‘Received and understood.’
‘You look tired.’
He smiled. ‘One of these days someone’s going to tell me how terrific I’m looking.’
‘But not today,’ Rhona said.
‘Must be all the booze, clubbing and women.’
Thinking: Coke, the Morvena Casino, and Candice.
Thinking: why do I feel like piggy in the middle? Are Cafferty and Telford both playing games with me?
Thinking: I hope Jack Morton’s okay.
The phone was ringing when he got back to Arden Street. He picked up just as the answering machine was cutting in.
‘Hold on till I stop this thing.’ Found the right button and hit it.
‘Technology, eh, Strawman?’
Cafferty.
‘What do you want?’
‘I’ve heard about Paisley.’
‘You mean you’ve been talking to yourself?’
‘I had nothing to do with it.’
Rebus laughed out loud.
‘I’m telling you.’
Rebus fell into his chair. ‘And I’m supposed to believe you?’ Games, he was thinking.
‘Whether you believe me or not, I wanted you to know.’
‘Thanks, I’m sure I’ll sleep better for that.’
‘I’m being set up, Strawman.’
‘Telford doesn’t need to set you up.’ Rebus sighed, stretched his neck to left and right. ‘Look, have you considered another possibility?’
‘What?’
‘Your men have lost it. They’re going behind your back.’
‘I’d know.’
‘You’d know what your own lieutenants tell you. What if they’re lying? I’m not saying it’s the whole gang, could be just two or three gone rogue.’
‘I’d know.’ The emotion had drained from Cafferty’s voice. He was thinking it over.
‘Fine, okay, you’d know: who’d be the first to tell you? Cafferty, you’re on the other side of the country. You’re in prison. How hard would it be to keep stuff from you?’
‘These are men I’d trust with my life.’ Cafferty paused. ‘They’d tell me.’
‘If they knew. If they hadn’t been warned not to tell you. See what I’m saying?’
‘Two or three gone rogue . . .’ Cafferty echoed.
‘You must have candidates?’
‘Jeffries would know.’
‘Jeffries? Is that the Weasel’s name?’
‘Don’t let him hear you call him that.’
‘Give me his number. I’ll talk to him.’
‘No, but I’ll get him to call you.’
‘And if he’s part of the breakaway?’
‘We don’t know there is one.’
‘But you admit it makes sense?’
‘I admit Tommy Telford’s trying to put me in a box.’
Rebus stared from his window. ‘You mean literally?’
‘I’ve heard word of a contract.’
‘But you’ve got protection?’
Cafferty chuckled. ‘Strawman, you almost sound concerned.’
‘You’re imagining things.’
‘Look, there are only two ways out of this. One, you deal with Telford. Two, I deal with him. Are we agreed on that? I mean, I’m not the one who went poaching players and territory and putting out frighteners.’
‘Maybe he’s just more ambitious than you. Maybe he reminds you of the way you used to be.’
‘Are you saying I’ve gone soft?’
‘I’m saying it’s adapt or die.’
‘Have you adapted, Strawman?’
‘Maybe a little.’
‘Aye, a fucking speck, if that.’
‘We’re not talking about me though.’
‘You’re as involved as anyone. Remember that, Strawman. And sweet dreams.’
Rebus put down the phone. He felt exhausted, and depressed. The kids across the way were in bed, shutters closed. He looked around the room. Jack Morton had helped him paint it, back when Rebus was thinking of selling. Jack had helped him off the sauce, too . . .
He knew he wouldn’t be able to sleep. Got back into the car and headed for Young Street. The Oxford Bar was quiet. A couple of philosophers in the corner, and through in the back-room three musicians who’d packed up their fiddles. He drank a couple of cups of black coffee, then drove to Oxford Terrace. Parked the car outside Patience’s flat, turned off the ignition and sat there for a while, jazz on the radio. He hit a good streak: Astrid Gilberto, Stan Getz, Art Pepper, Duke Ellington. Told himself he’d wait till a bad record came on, then go knock on Patience’s door.
But by then it was too late. He didn’t want to turn up unannounced. It would be . . . it wouldn’t look right. He didn’t mind that it smacked of desperation, but he didn’t want her to think he was pushing. He started the engine again and moved off, drove around the New Town and down to Granton. Sat by the edge of the Forth, window down, listening to water and the nighttime traffic of HGVs.
Even with eyes closed, he couldn’t shut out the world. In fact, in those moments before sleep came, his images were at their most vivid. He wondered what Sammy dreamed about, or even if she dreamed at all. Rhona said that Sammy had come north to be with him. He couldn’t think what he’d done to deserve her.
Back into town for an espresso at Gordon’s Trattoria, then the hospital: easy to find a parking space this time of night. A taxi was idling outside the entrance. He made his way to Sammy’s room, was surprised to see someone there. His first thought: Rhona. The only illumination in the room was that given through the closed curtains. A woman, kneeling by the bed, head resting on the covers. He walked forwards. She heard him, turned, face glistening with tears.
Candice.
Her eyes widened. She stumbled to her feet.
‘I wanting see her,’ she said quietly.
Rebus nodded. In shadows, she looked even more like Sammy: same build, similar hair and shape to her face. She wore a long red coat, fished in the pocket for a paper hankie.
‘I like her,’ she said. He nodded again.
‘Does Tarawicz know where you are?’ he asked.
She shook her head.
‘The taxi outside?’ he guessed.
She nodded. ‘They went casino. I said sore head.’ She spoke falteringly, checking each word was right before using it.
‘Will he find out you’ve gone?’
She thought about it, shook her head.
‘You sleep in the same room?’ Rebus asked.
She shook her head again, smiled. ‘Jake not liking women.’
This was news to Rebus. Miriam Kenworthy had said something about him marrying an Englishwoman . . . but put that down to immigration. He remembered the way Tarawicz had pawed Candice, realised now it had been for Telford’s benefit. He’d been showing Telford that he could control his women. While Telford . . . well, Telford had let her get arrested, then be taken in by the Crime Squad. A small sign of rivalry between the two partners. Something to be exploited?
‘Is she . . . will she . . .?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘We hope so, Candice.’
She looked down at the floor. ‘My name is Karina.’
‘Karina,’ he echoed.
‘Sarajevo was . . .’ She looked up at him. ‘You know, like really. I was escaping . . . lucky. They all said to me: “You lucky, you lucky”.’ She stabbed at her chest with a finger. ‘Lucky. Survivor.’ She broke down again, and this time he held her.
The Stones: ‘Soul Survivor’. Only sometimes it was the body alone that survived, the soul eaten into, chewed up by experience.
‘Karina,’ he said, repeating her name, reinforcing her true identity, trying to get through to the one part of her she’d kept hidden since Sarajevo. ‘Karina, sshhh. It’s going to be all right. Sshhh.’ And stroking her hair, her face, his other hand on her back, feeling her tremble. Blinking back his own tears, and watching Sammy’s body. The atmosphere in the room crackled like electricity: he wondered if any part of it was reaching Sammy’s brain.
‘Karina, Karina, Karina . . .’
She pulled away, turned her back on him. He wouldn’t let her go. Walked up to her and rested his hands on her shoulders.
‘Karina,’ he said, ‘how did Tarawicz find you?’ She seemed not to understand. ‘In Anstruther, his men found you.’
‘Brian,’ she said quietly.
Rebus frowned. ‘Brian Summers?’ Pretty-Boy . . .
‘He tell Jake.’
‘He told Tarawicz where you were?’ But why not just take her back to Edinburgh? Rebus thought he knew: she was too dangerous; she’d been too close to the police. Best get her out of the way. Not a killing: that would have implicated all of them. But Tarawicz could control her. Mr Pink Eyes bailing out his friend one more time . . .
‘He brought you here so he could gloat over Telford.’ Rebus was thoughtful. He looked at Candice. What could he do with her? Where would be safe? She seemed to sense his thoughts, squeezed his hand.
‘You know I have a . . .’ She made a cradling motion with her hands.
‘A boy,’ Rebus said. She nodded. ‘And Tarawicz knows where he is?’
She shook her head. ‘The lorries . . . they took him.’
‘Tarawicz’s refugee lorries?’ She nodded again. ‘And you don’t know where he is?’
‘Jake knows. He says his man . . .’ she made scuttling motions with her hands ‘. . . will kill my boy if . . .’
Scuttling motions: the Crab. Something struck Rebus. ‘Why isn’t the Crab up here with Tarawicz?’ She was looking at him. ‘Tarawicz here,’ he said, ‘Crab in Newcastle. Why?’
She shrugged, looked thoughtful. ‘He don’t come.’ She was remembering some snippet of conversation. ‘Danger.’
‘Dangerous?’ Rebus frowned. ‘Who for?’
She shrugged again. Rebus took her hands.
‘You can’t trust him, Karina. You have to leave him.’
She smiled up at him, eyes glinting. ‘I tried.’
They looked at one another, held one another for a while. Afterwards, he walked her back out to her taxi.
In the morning he called the hospital, found out how Sammy was doing, then asked to be transferred.
‘How’s Danny Simpson getting on?’
‘I’m sorry, are you family?’
Which told him everything. He identified himself, asked when it had happened.
‘In the night,’ the nurse said.
Body at its lowest ebb: the dying hours. Rebus called the mother, identified himself again.
‘Sorry to hear the news,’ he said. ‘Is the funeral . . .?’
‘Just family, if you don’t mind. No flowers. We’re asking for donations to be sent to an . . . to a charity. Danny was well thought of, you know.’
‘I’m sure.’
Rebus took down details of the charity – an AIDS hospice; the mother couldn’t bring herself to say the word. Terminated the call. Got an envelope out and put in ten pounds, plus a note: ‘In memory of Danny Simpson’. He wondered about going for that test . . . His phone rang and he picked it up.
‘Hello?’
Lots of static and engine noise: car-phone, on the move at speed.
‘This takes persecution to new levels.’ Telford.
‘What do you mean?’ Rebus trying to compose himself.
‘Danny Simpson’s been dead six hours, and already you’re on the phone to his mum.’
‘How do you know?’
‘I was there. Paying my respects.’
‘Same reason I phoned then. Know what, Telford? I think you’re taking persecution complexes to new levels.’
‘Yes, and Cafferty’s not out to shut me down.’
‘He says he didn’t have anything to do with Paisley.’
‘I bet you believed in the Tooth Fairy when you were a kid.’
‘I still do.’
‘You’ll need more than a good fairy if you side with Cafferty.’
‘Is that a threat? Don’t tell me: Tarawicz is in the car with you?’ Silence. Bingo, Rebus thought. ‘You think Tarawicz will respect you because you bad-mouth cops? He’s got no respect for you whatsoever – look how he’s waving Candice in your face.’
Mixing levity with fury: ‘Hey, Rebus, you and Candice in that hotel – what was she like? Jake tells me she’s vindaloo.’ Background laughter: Mr Pink Eyes, who, according to Candice, had never touched her. For ‘laughter’ read ‘bravado’. Telford and Tarawicz, playing games between themselves, playing games with the world.
Rebus found the tone of voice he wanted. ‘I tried to help her. If she’s too stupid to know that, she deserves the likes of you and Tarawicz.’ Telling them he had no further interest in her. ‘Anyway, Tarawicz didn’t have any trouble taking her off your hands.’ Rebus jabbing away, looking for gaps in the armour of the Telford/Tarawicz relationship.
‘What if Cafferty wasn’t behind Paisley?’ he asked into the silence.
‘It was his men.’
‘Gone rogue.’
‘He can’t control them, that’s his look-out. He’s a joke, Rebus. He’s finished.’
Rebus didn’t say anything; listened instead to a muted conversation. Then Telford again: ‘Mr Tarawicz wants a word.’ The phone was handed over.
‘Rebus? I thought we were civilised men?’
‘In what way?’
‘When we met in Newcastle . . . I thought we came to an understanding?’
The unspoken agreement: leave Telford alone, have nothing more to do with Cafferty, and Candice and her son would be safe. What was Tarawicz getting at?
‘I’ve kept my side.’
A forced chuckle. ‘You know what Paisley represents?
‘What?’
‘The beginning of the end of Morris Gerald Cafferty.’
‘And I bet you’d send flowers to the grave.’
Dead flowers at that.
Rebus went into St Leonard’s, got settled in front of his computer screen, and took a look at the Crab.
The Crab: William Andrew Colton. Plenty of form. Rebus decided he’d like to read the files. Phoned in and requested them, backed up the request in writing. Buzzed from downstairs: a man to see him, no name supplied. Description: the Weasel.
Rebus went downstairs.
The Weasel was outside, smoking a cigarette. He was wearing a green waxed jacket, torn at both pockets. A lumberjack hat with its flaps down protected his ears from the wind.
‘Let’s walk,’ Rebus said. The Weasel got into step with him. They wandered through an estate of new flats: satellite dishes and windows picked from Lego boxes. Behind the flats sat Salisbury Crags.
‘Don’t worry,’ Rebus said, ‘I’m not in the mood for rock-climbing.’
‘I’m in the mood for indoors.’ The Weasel tucked his chin into the upturned collar of his coat.
‘What’s the news on my daughter?’
‘We’re close, I told you.’
‘How close?’
The Weasel measured his response. ‘We’ve got the tapes from the car, the guy who sold them. He says he got them from another party.’
‘And he is . . .?’
A sly smile: the Weasel knew he had control over Rebus. He’d play it out as long as possible.
‘You’re going to be meeting him fairly shortly.’
‘Even so . . . say the tapes got taken from the car after it was abandoned?’
The Weasel was shaking his head. ‘That’s not how it was.’
‘Then how was it?’ He wanted to pull his tormentor down on to the ground and start hammering his skull on the pavement.
‘Give us a day or two, we’ll have everything you need.’ The wind gusted some grit towards them. They turned their faces. Rebus saw a heavy-set man loitering sixty yards behind.
‘Don’t worry,’ the Weasel said, ‘he’s with me.’
‘Getting jittery?’
‘After Paisley, Telford’s out for blood.’
‘What do you know about Paisley?’
The Weasel’s eyes became slits. ‘Nothing.’
‘No? Cafferty’s beginning to suspect some of his own men might have gone rogue.’ Rebus watched the Weasel shake his head.
‘I don’t know the first thing about it.’
‘Who’s your boss’s main man?’
‘Ask Mr Cafferty.’ The Weasel was looking around, as if bored by the conversation. He made a signal to the backmarker, who passed it along. Seconds later, a newish Jaguar – arterial-red paint-job – cruised to a stop beside them. Rebus saw: a driver itching for a less sedentary occupation; cream leather interior; the back-marker jogging forwards, opening the door for the Weasel.
‘It’s you,’ Rebus said. The Weasel: Cafferty’s eyes and ears on the street; the man with the look and dress-code of a down-and-out. The Weasel was running the show. All the lieutenants in the various outposts . . . all the tailor-made suits . . . the collective which, according to police intelligence, ran Cafferty’s kingdom in their master’s absence . . . they were a smokescreen. The hunched man pulling off his lumberjack hat, the man with bad teeth and a blunt razor, he was in charge.
Rebus actually laughed. The bodyguard got into the car’s passenger seat, having made sure his boss was comfortable in the back. Rebus tapped on the window. The Weasel lowered it.
‘Tell me,’ Rebus asked, ‘have you got the bottle to wrest it away from him?’
‘Mr Cafferty trusts me. He knows I’ll do right by him.’
‘What about Telford?’
The Weasel stared at him. ‘Telford’s not my concern.’
‘Then who is?’
But the window was rising again, and the Weasel – Cafferty had called him Jeffries – had turned his face away, dismissing Rebus from his mind.
He stood there, watching the car drive off. Was Cafferty making a big mistake, putting the Weasel in charge? Was it just that his best men had scarpered or gone over to the other side?
Or was the Weasel every bit as sly, clever and vicious as his namesake?
Back at the station, Rebus sought out Bill Pryde. Pryde was shrugging his shoulders even before Rebus had reached his desk.
‘Sorry, John, no news.’
‘Nothing at all? What about the stolen tapes?’ Pryde shook his head. ‘That’s funny, I’ve just been talking to someone who claims to know who sold them on, and who he got them from.’
Pryde sat back in his chair. ‘I wondered why you hadn’t been chasing me up. What’ve you done, hired a private eye?’ Blood was rising to his face. ‘I’ve been working my arse off on this, John, you know I have. Now you don’t trust me to do the job?’
‘It’s not like that, Bill.’ Rebus suddenly found himself on the defensive.
‘Who’ve you got working for you, John?’
‘Just people on the street.’
‘Well-connected people by the sound of it.’ He paused. ‘Are we talking villains?’
‘My daughter’s in a coma, Bill.’
‘I’m well aware of that. Now answer my question!’
People around them were staring. Rebus lowered his voice. ‘Just a few of my grasses.’
‘Then give me their names.’
‘Come on, Bill . . .’
Pryde’s hands gripped the table. ‘These past days, I’ve been thinking you’d lost interest. Thinking maybe you didn’t want an answer.’ He was thoughtful. ‘You wouldn’t go to Telford . . . Cafferty?’ His eyes widened. ‘Is that it, John?’
Rebus turned his head away.
‘Christ, John . . . what’s the deal here? He hands over the driver, what do you hand him?’
‘It’s not like that.’
‘I can’t believe you’d trust Cafferty. You put him away, for Christ’s sake!’
‘It’s not a question of trust.’
But Pryde was shaking his head. ‘There’s a line we don’t cross.’
‘Get a grip, Bill. There’s no line.’ Rebus spread his arms. ‘If there is, show me it.’
Pryde tapped his forehead. ‘It’s up here.’
‘Then it’s a fiction.’
‘You really believe that?’
Rebus sought an answer, slumped against the desk, ran his hands over his head. He remembered something Lintz had once said: when we stop believing in God, we don’t suddenly believe in ‘nothing’ . . . we believe anything.
‘John?’ someone called. ‘Phone call.’
Rebus stared at Pryde. ‘Later,’ he said. He walked across to another desk, took the call.
‘Rebus here.’
‘It’s Bobby.’ Bobby Hogan.
‘What can I do for you, Bobby?’
‘For a start, you can help get that Special Branch arsehole off my back.’
‘Abernethy?’
‘He won’t leave me alone.’
‘Keeps phoning you?’
‘Christ, John, aren’t you listening? He’s here.’
‘When did he get in?’
‘He never went away.’
‘Whoah, hold on.’
‘And he’s driving me round the twist. He says he knows you from way back, so how about having a word?’
‘Are you at Leith?’
‘Where else?’
‘I’ll be there in twenty minutes.’
‘I got so pissed off, I went to my boss – and that’s something I seldom have to resort to.’ Bobby Hogan was drinking coffee like it was something best taken intravenously. The top button of his shirt was undone, tie hanging loose.
‘Only,’ he went on, ‘his boss had a word with my boss’s boss, and I ended up with a warning: co-operate or else.’
‘Meaning?’
‘I wasn’t to tell anyone he was still around.’
‘Thanks, pal. So what’s he actually doing?’
‘What isn’t he doing? He wants to be in on any interviews. He wants copies of tapes and transcripts. He wants to see all the paperwork, wants to know what I’m planning to do next, what I had for breakfast . . .’
‘I don’t suppose he’s managing to be helpful in any shape or form?’
Hogan’s look gave Rebus his answer.
‘I don’t mind him taking an interest, but this verges on the obstructive. He’s slowing the case to a dead stop.’
‘Maybe that’s his plan.’
Hogan looked up from his cup. ‘I don’t get it.’
‘Neither do I. Look, if he’s being obstructive, let’s put on a show, see how he reacts.’
‘What sort of show?’
‘What time will he be in?’
Hogan checked his watch. ‘Half an hour or so. That’s when my work stops for the day, while I fill him in.’
‘Half an hour’s enough. Mind if I use your phone?’
When Abernethy arrived, he didn’t manage not to look surprised. The space put aside for the investigation – Hogan’s space – now contained three bodies, and they were working at the devil’s own pace.
Hogan was on the telephone to a librarian. He was asking for a run-down of books and articles about the ‘Rat Line’. Rebus was sorting through paperwork, putting it in order, cross-referencing, laying aside anything he didn’t think useful. And Siobhan Clarke was there, too. She appeared to be on the phone to some Jewish organisation, and was asking them about lists of war criminals. Rebus nodded towards Abernethy, but kept on working.
‘What’s going on?’ Abernethy asked, taking off his raincoat.
‘Helping out. Bobby’s got so many leads to work on . . .’ He nodded towards Siobhan. ‘And Crime Squad are interested, too.’
‘Since when?’
Rebus waved a piece of paper. ‘This might be bigger than we think.’
Abernethy looked around. He wanted to speak to Hogan, but Hogan was still on the phone. Rebus was the only one with time to talk.
Which was just the way Rebus had planned it.
He’d only had five minutes in which to brief Siobhan, but she was a born actress, even holding a conversation with the dialling tone. Hogan’s fantasy librarian, meantime, was asking him all the right questions. And Abernethy was looking glazed.
‘What do you mean?’
‘In fact,’ Rebus said, putting down a file, ‘you might be able to help.’
‘How?’
‘You’re Special Branch, and Special Branch has access to the secret services.’ Rebus paused. ‘Right?’
Abernethy licked his lips and shrugged.
‘See,’ Rebus went on, ‘we’re beginning to wonder something. There could be a dozen reasons why someone would want to kill Joseph Lintz, but the one we’ve been practically ignoring’ (ignoring at Abernethy’s suggestion, according to Hogan) ‘is the one that just might provide the answer. I’m talking about the Rat Line. What if Lintz’s murder had something to do with that?’
‘How could it?’
It was Rebus’s turn to shrug. ‘That’s why we need your help. We need any and all information we can get on the Rat Line.’
‘But it never existed.’
‘Funny, a lot of books seem to say it did.’
‘They’re wrong.’
‘Then there are all these survivors . . . except they haven’t survived. Suicides, car crashes, a fall from a window. Lintz is just one of a long line of dead men.’
Siobhan Clarke and Bobby Hogan had finished their calls and were listening.
‘You’re climbing the wrong tree,’ Abernethy said.
‘Well, you know, if you’re in a forest, climbing any tree will give you a better view.’
‘There is no Rat Line.’
‘You’re an expert?’
‘I’ve been collating . . .’
‘Yes, yes, all the investigations. And how far have you got? Is any one of them going to make it to trial?’
‘It’s too early to tell.’
‘And soon it may be too late. These men aren’t getting any younger. I’ve seen the same thing all around Europe: delay the trial until the defendants are so old they snuff it or go doolally. Result’s the same: no trial.’
‘Look, this has nothing to do with . . .’
‘Why are you here, Abernethy? Why did you come up that time to speak to Lintz?’
‘Look, Rebus, it’s not . . .’
‘If you can’t tell us, talk to your boss. Get him to do it. Otherwise, the way we’re digging, we’re bound to throw up an old bone sooner or later.’
Abernethy stood back a pace. ‘I think I get it,’ he said. And he began to smile. ‘You’re trying to stiff me.’ He was looking at Hogan. ‘That’s what this is.’
‘Not at all,’ Rebus answered. ‘What I’m saying is: we’ll redouble our efforts. We’ll sniff into every little corner. The Rat Line, the Vatican, turning Nazis into cold war spies for the allies . . . it could all count as evidence. The other men on your list, the other suspects . . . we’ll need to talk to all of them, see if they knew Joseph Lintz. Maybe they met him on the trip over.’
Abernethy was shaking his head. ‘I’m not going to let you do that.’
‘You’re going to obstruct the investigation?’
‘That’s not what I said.’
‘No, but it’s what you’ll do.’ Rebus paused. ‘If you think we’re climbing the wrong tree – and, incidentally, that should be barking up – go ahead and prove it. Give us everything you’ve got on Lintz’s past.’
Abernethy’s eyes were fierce.
‘Or we go on digging and sniffing.’ Rebus opened another file, lifted out the first sheet. Hogan picked up his telephone, made another call. Siobhan Clarke looked at a list of numbers and chose one.
‘Hello, is that the City Synagogue?’ Hogan was saying. ‘Yes, it’s Detective Inspector Hogan here, Leith CID. Do you by any chance have information on a Joseph Lintz?’
Abernethy grabbed his coat, turned on his heels and left. They waited thirty seconds, then Hogan put the receiver down.
‘He looked nettled.’
‘That’s one Christmas wish I can chalk off,’ Siobhan Clarke said.
‘Thanks for your time, Siobhan,’ Rebus said.
‘Happy to oblige. But why did it have to be me?’
‘Because he knows you’re Crime Squad. I wanted him to think interest was escalating. And because the two of you didn’t exactly hit it off last time you met. Antagonism always helps.’
‘And what did we accomplish?’ Bobby Hogan asked, beginning to gather together the files, half of which belonged to other cases.
‘We rattled his cage,’ Rebus said. ‘He’s not up here for the good of his health – or yours, come to that. He’s here because Special Branch in London want to know all about the investigation. And to me, that means they’re scared of something.’
‘The Rat Line?’
‘That would be my guess. Abernethy’s been keeping an eye on all the new cases nationwide. Someone in London is getting a bit sweaty.’
‘They’re worried this Rat Line will connect to whoever killed Lintz?’
‘I’m not sure it goes that far,’ Rebus said.
‘Meaning?’
He looked at Clarke. ‘Meaning I’m not sure it goes that far.’
‘Well,’ Hogan said, ‘looks like he’s off my back for a little while at least, for which I’m grateful.’ He got to his feet. ‘Get anyone a coffee?’
Clarke checked her watch. ‘Go on then.’
Rebus waited till Hogan was gone, then thanked Siobhan again. ‘I wasn’t sure you’d be able to spare the time.’
‘We’re giving Jack Morton a wide berth,’ she explained. ‘Nothing to do but bite our fingernails and wait. What about you, what are you up to?’
‘Keeping my nose clean.’
She smiled. ‘I’ll bet.’
Hogan came back with three coffees. ‘Powdered milk, sorry.’
Clarke wrinkled her nose. ‘Actually, I’ve got to be getting back.’ She stood up and put on her coat.
‘That’s one I owe you,’ Hogan said, shaking her hand.
‘I won’t let you forget.’ She turned to Rebus. ‘See you later.’
‘Cheers, Siobhan.’
Hogan put her cup beside his own. ‘So we got Abernethy off my back, but did we get anything else?’
‘Wait and see, Bobby. I didn’t exactly have much time to devise a strategy.’
The phone rang, just as Hogan took a mouthful of scalding coffee. Rebus picked up.
‘Hello?’
‘Is that you, John?’ Country and western twanging in the background: Claverhouse.
‘You’ve just missed her,’ Rebus told him.
‘It’s not Clarke I wanted, it’s you.’
‘Oh?’
‘Something I thought you might be interested in. It’s just filtered down from NCIS.’ Rebus heard Claverhouse pick up a sheet of paper. ‘Sakiji Shoda . . . I think I’ve pronounced that right. Flew into Heathrow from Kansai Airport yesterday. South-East Regional Crime Squad were apprised.’
‘Terrific.’
‘He didn’t hang around, caught a connection to Inverness. Stayed the night in a local hotel, and now I hear he’s in Edinburgh.’
Rebus looked out of the window. ‘Not exactly golfing weather.’
‘I don’t think he’s up here for the golf. According to the original report, Mr Shoda is a high-ranking member of the . . . can’t make it out on the fax. Socky-something.’
‘Sokaiya?’ Rebus sat up.
‘That looks about right.’
‘Where is he now?’
‘I tried a couple of hotels. He’s staying at the Caly. What’s the Sokaiya?’
‘It’s the upper echelons of the Yakuza.’
‘How does it read to you?’
‘I was going to suggest he’s Matsumoto’s replacement, but it sounds to me like he’s a few grades higher.’
‘Matsumoto’s boss?’
‘Which means he’s probably here to find out what happened to his boy.’ Rebus tapped a pen against his teeth. Hogan was listening, but not getting any of it. ‘Why Inverness? Why not direct to Edinburgh?’
‘I’ve been wondering that.’ Claverhouse sneezed. ‘How pissed off will he be?’
‘Somewhere between “mildly” and “very”. More importantly, how are Telford and Mr Pink Eyes going to react?’
‘You think Telford will drop Maclean’s?’
‘On the contrary, I think he’ll want to show Mr Shoda that he can do some things right.’ Rebus thought back to something Claverhouse had said. ‘South-East Crime Squad?’
‘Yes.’
‘Rather than Scotland Yard?’
‘Maybe the two are the same?’
‘Maybe. Do you have a contact number?’
Claverhouse gave it to him.
‘You’ll speak to Jack Morton tonight?’ Rebus asked.
‘Yes.’
‘Better tell him about this.’
‘Talk to you again.’
Rebus put down the receiver, picked it up again, got an outside line and made the call. Explained his reason for calling and asked if there was anyone who could help him.
He was told to hold.
‘Is this to do with Telford?’ Hogan asked. Rebus nodded.
‘Hey, Bobby, did you ever talk to Telford again?’
‘I tried a couple of times. He just kept saying: “It must’ve been a wrong number”.’
‘And this was echoed by his staff?’
Hogan nodded, smiled. ‘Tell you a funny thing. I walked into Telford’s office, and someone was at his desk, back to me. I apologised, said I’d come back when he’d finished with the lady. Well, the “lady” turns, face like fury . . .’
‘Pretty-Boy?’
Hogan nodded. ‘And pretty fucking angry the last I saw him.’ Hogan laughed.
‘Putting you through,’ the switchboard told Rebus.
‘How can I help you?’ The voice sounded Welsh.
‘My name’s DI Rebus, Scottish Crime Squad.’ Rebus winked at Hogan: the lie would give him more clout.
‘Yes, Inspector?’
‘And you are . . .?’
‘DI Morgan.’
‘We had this message this morning . . .’
‘Yes?’
‘Concerning Sakiji Shoda.’
‘That would be my boss has sent you that.’
‘What I’m wondering is, what’s your interest?’
‘Well, Inspector, I’m more of an expert on vory v zakone.’
‘That clears things up then.’
Morgan chuckled. ‘“Thieves within the code”. Meaning mafiya.’
‘Russian mafia?’
‘That’s it.’
‘You’ll have to help me here. What’s that got to do with . . .?’
‘Why do you want to know?’
Rebus took a sip of coffee. ‘We’ve had a spot of bother with the Yakuza up here. One victim so far. My guess is that Shoda is the victim’s boss.’
‘And he’s up there for a sort of unofficial committal?’
‘We don’t have the committal stage in Scotland, DI Morgan.’
‘Well, pardon me for breathing.’
‘Thing is, we’ve also got a Russian gangster up here. I say he’s Russian, word is he’s Chechen.’
‘Is it Jake Tarawicz?’
‘You’ve heard of him?’
‘That’s my job, sonny boy.’
‘Well, anyway, with the Yakuza and the Chechens in town . . .’
‘You’ve got a nightmare scenario. Understood. Well, look . . . What about if you give me your number there, and I’ll call back in five minutes? Need to put some facts together first.’
Rebus gave him the number, then waited ten minutes for the call back.
‘You were checking me out,’ he told the Welshman.
‘Got to be careful. Bit naughty of you to say you were Crime Squad.’
‘Let’s just say I’m the next best thing. So is there anything you can tell me?’
Morgan took a deep breath. ‘We’ve been chasing a lot of dirty money around the world.’
Rebus couldn’t find a clean sheet of paper to write on. Hogan gave him a pad.
‘See,’ Morgan was saying, ‘the old Soviet Asia is now the biggest supplier of raw opium in the world. And wherever there’s drugs, there’s money needs laundering.’
‘And this money makes its way to Britain?’
‘On its way elsewhere. Companies in London, private banks in Guernsey . . . the money gets filtered down, getting cleaner all the time. Everyone wants to do business with the Russians.’
‘Why?’
‘Because they make everyone money. Russia’s one giant bazaar. You want weapons, counterfeit goods, money, fake passports, even plastic surgery? You want any of that, it’s in Russia. The place has open borders, airports nobody knows exist . . . it’s ideal.’
‘If you happen to be an international mobster.’
‘Exactly. And the mafiya have made links with their Sicilian cousins, with the Camorra, the Calabrians . . . I could go on forever. British villains go shopping there. They all love the Russians.’
‘And now they’re here?’
‘Oh, they’re here all right. Running protection and prossies, dealing drugs . . .’
Prostitutes, drugs: Mr Pink Eyes’s territory; Telford’s territory.
‘Any evidence of a hook-up with the Yakuza?’
‘Not that I know of.’
‘But if they moved into Britain . . .?’
‘They’d be trying to control drugs and prostitution. They’d be laundering money.’
Ways to launder money: through legitimate businesses such as country clubs and the like; by swopping dirty money for casino chips at an establishment like the Morvena.
Rebus already knew that the Yakuza liked to smuggle artworks back into Japan. Rebus already knew Mr Pink had made his early money smuggling icons out of Russia. Put the two together.
Then add Tommy Telford to the equation.
Did they need the haul from Maclean’s? It didn’t sound to Rebus like they did. So why was Tommy Telford doing it? Two possible reasons: one, to show off; two, because they’d told him to. Some rite of passage . . . If he wanted to play with the big boys, he had to prove himself. He had to wipe out Cafferty, and pull off what would be the biggest heist in Scottish history.
Something hit Rebus between the eyes.
Telford wasn’t meant to succeed. Telford was meant to fail.
Telford was being set up by Tarawicz and the Yakuza.
Because he had something they wanted: a steady supply of drugs; a kingdom waiting to be plucked from his grasp. Miriam Kenworthy had said as much: rumour was, the drugs were going south from Scotland. Which meant Telford had a supply . . . something nobody knew about.
With Cafferty out of the way, there’d be no competition. The Yakuza would have their British base – solid, respectable, reliable. The electronics factory would act as perfect cover, maybe even as a laundering operation itself. Every way Rebus looked at it, Telford was unnecessary to the equation, like a zero that could be safely cancelled out.
Which was where Rebus wanted Telford . . . only not at the price being asked.
‘Thanks for your help,’ he said. He noticed that Hogan had stopped listening and was staring into space. Rebus put the phone down.
‘Sorry to have bored you.’
Hogan blinked. ‘No, nothing like that. It’s just that I thought of something.’
‘What?’
‘Pretty-Boy. I mistook him for a woman.’
‘You’re probably not the first.’
‘Exactly.’
‘I’m not sure I follow you?’
‘In the restaurant . . . Lintz and a young woman.’ Hogan shrugged. ‘It’s a long shot.’
Rebus saw it. ‘Talking business?’
Hogan nodded. ‘Pretty-Boy runs Telford’s stable.’
‘And takes a personal interest in the higher-price models. It’s worth a try, Bobby.’
‘What do you think – bring him in?’
‘Definitely. Beef up the restaurant angle. Say there’s a positive ID. See what he says to that.’
‘Same gag we pulled with Colquhoun? Pretty-Boy’s bound to deny it.’
‘Doesn’t mean it ain’t so.’ Rebus patted Hogan on the shoulder.
‘What about your call?’
‘My call?’ Rebus looked at his scrawled notes. Gangsters preparing to carve up Scotland. ‘It wasn’t the worst news I’ve ever had.’
‘And is that saying much?’
‘Afraid not, Bobby,’ Rebus said, putting on his jacket. ‘Afraid not.’
By the end of play, Rebus still hadn’t received the files on the Crab, but he had fielded a frank and foul-mouthed call from Abernethy, accusing him of everything from obstruction – which was pretty rich, considering – to racism, which Rebus thought nicely ironic.
They’d given him back his car. Someone had run their finger through the dirt crusted on the boot, creating two messages: TERMINAL CASE, and WASHED BY STEVIE WONDER. The Saab, affronted, started first time and seemed to have shrugged off some of its repertoire of clanks and thunks. On the drive home, Rebus kept the windows open so he wouldn’t smell the whisky that had soaked into the upholstery.
The evening had turned out fine, the sky clear, temperature dropping sharply. The low red sun, curse of the city’s drivers, had disappeared behind the rooftops. Rebus left his coat unbuttoned as he walked down to the chip shop. He bought a fish supper, two buttered rolls, and a couple of cans of Irn-Bru, then returned to the flat. Nothing on the TV, so he put on a record. Van Morrison: Astral Weeks. The record had more scratches than a dog with eczema.
The opening track contained the refrain ‘To be born again’. Rebus thought of Father Leary, shored up by a fridge full of medicine. Then he thought of Sammy, crowned with electrodes, machines rising either side of her, like she was being offered to them in sacrifice. Leary often talked of faith, but it was hard to have faith in a human race that never learned, that seemed ready to accept torture, murder, destruction. He opened his newspaper: Kosovo, Zaire, Rwanda. Punishment beatings in Northern Ireland. A young girl found murdered in England, another girl’s disappearance termed ‘a cause for concern’. The predators were out there, no doubt about it. Strip the veneer, and the world had moved only a couple of steps from the cave.
To be born again . . . But sometimes only after a baptism of fire.
Belfast, 1970. A sniper’s bullet blew open the skull of a British squaddie. The victim was nineteen, came from Glasgow. Back in the barracks, there’d been little mourning, just an overspill of anger. The assassin would never be caught. He’d slipped back into the shadows of a tower-block, and from there deep into the Catholic housing estate.
Leaving one more newspaper story, one early statistic in the ‘Troubles’.
And anger.
The ring-leader went by the nickname of ‘Mean Machine’. He was a lance-corporal, came from somewhere in Ayrshire. Cropped blond hair, looked like he’d played rugby, liked to work out, even if it was just press-ups and sit-ups in the barracks. He started the campaign for retribution. It was to be covert – meaning behind the backs of the ‘brass’. It was to be a release-valve for the frustration, the pressure that was building in the cramped confines of the barracks. The world outside was enemy terrain, everyone a potential foe. Knowing there was no way to punish the sniper, Mean Machine had decided to hold the entire community to blame: collective responsibility, for which there would be collective justice.
The plan: a raid on a known IRA bar, a place where sympathisers drank and colluded. The pretext: a man with a handgun, chased into the bar, necessitating a search. Maximum harassment, ending with the beating of the local IRA fundraiser.
And Rebus went along with it . . . because it was collective. You were either part of the team, or you were dead meat. And Rebus wasn’t in the market for pariah status.
But all the same, he knew the line between ‘good guys’ and ‘bad guys’ had become blurred. And during the incursion, it disappeared altogether.
Mean Machine went in hardest, teeth bared, eyes ablaze. He swung with his rifle, cracking skulls. Tables flew, pint glasses shattered. Initially the other soldiers seemed shocked by the sudden violence. They looked to each other for guidance. Then one of them lashed out, and the others fell in beside him. A mirror dissolved into glittering stars, stout and lager washed over the wooden floor. Men were shouting, begging, crawling on hands and knees across the glass minefield. Mean Machine had the IRA man pinned to a wall, kneeing him in the groin. He twisted his body, threw him to the floor, then started pummelling him with the rifle-butt. More soldiers were pouring into the drinking-club: armoured cars arriving outside. A chair crashed into the row of optics. The smell of whisky was almost overpowering.
Rebus tried to shut it out, his own teeth bared not in anger but anguish. Then he aimed his rifle at the ceiling and let loose a single shot, and everything froze . . . A final kick to the bloodied figure on the floor and Mean Machine turned and walked out of the club. The others hesitated again, then followed. He’d proved something to the other men: for all his lowly rank, he’d become their leader.
They enjoyed themselves that night in the barracks, chiding Rebus for letting his trigger-finger slip. They cracked open cans of beer and told stories, stories which were already being exaggerated, turning the event into a myth, giving it a grandeur it had lacked.
Turning it into a lie.
A few weeks later, the same IRA man was found shot dead in a stolen car south of the city, on a farm road with a view of hills and grazing land. Protestant paramilitaries took the blame, but Mean Machine, though he admitted nothing, would wink and grin when the incident was mentioned. Bravado or confession – Rebus was never sure. All he knew was that he wanted out, away from Mean Machine’s newly minted code of ethics. So he did the one thing he could – applied to join the SAS. Nobody would think him a coward or a turncoat for applying to join the elite.
To be born again.
Side one had finished; Rebus turned the record over, switched off the lights and went to sit in his chair. He felt a chill run through him. Because he knew how events like Villefranche could come to be. Because he knew how the world’s continuing horrors could come to be perpetrated at the cusp of the twentieth century. He knew that mankind’s instinct was raw, that every act of bravery and kindness was countered by so many acts of savagery.
And he suspected that if his daughter had been that sniper’s victim, he’d have run into the bar with his trigger-finger already working.
Telford’s gang ran in a pack, too, trusted their leader. But now he wanted to run with an even bigger gang . . .
The phone rang and he picked up.
‘John Rebus,’ he said.
‘John, it’s Jack.’ Jack Morton. Rebus put down his can.
‘Hello, Jack. Where are you?’
‘In the poky one-bedroomed flat our friends at Fettes so graciously provided.’
‘It has to fit the image.’
‘Aye, I suppose so. Got a phone though. Coin job, but you can’t have everything.’ He paused. ‘You okay, John? You sound . . . not all there.’
‘That just about sums me up, Jack. What’s it like being a security guard?’
‘A dawdle, pal. Should have taken it up years ago.’
‘Wait till your pension’s safe.’
‘Aye, right.’
‘And it went okay with Marty Jones?’
‘Oscars all round. They were just heavy enough. I stumbled back into the shop, said I had to sit down. The Gruesome Twosome were very solicitous, then started asking me all these questions . . . Not very subtle.’
‘You don’t think they twigged?’
‘Like you, I was a bit dubious about setting it up so fast, but I think they fell for it. Whether their boss goes along is a different story.’
‘Well, he’s under a lot of pressure.’
‘With the war going on?’
‘I don’t think that’s the whole story, Jack. I think he’s under pressure from his partners.’
‘The Russian and the Japs?’
‘I think they’re setting him up for a fall, and Maclean’s is the precipice.’
‘Evidence?’
‘Gut feeling.’
Jack was thoughtful. ‘So where do I stand?’
‘Just ca’ canny, Jack.’
‘I never thought of that.’
Rebus laughed. ‘When do you think they’ll make contact?’
‘They followed me home – that’s how desperate they are. They’re sitting outside right now.’
‘They must think you’re a good thing.’
Rebus could see the way it was going. Dec and Ken getting panicky, needing a quick result – feeling vulnerable so far away from Flint Street, not knowing if they’d be Cafferty’s next victims. Telford, pressure applied by Tarawicz, and now with the Yakuza boss in town . . . needing a result, something to show he was top dog.
‘What about you, John? It’s been a while.’
‘Yes.’
‘How are you holding up?’
‘I’m on soft drinks only, if that’s what you mean.’ And a car doused in whisky . . . he could taste it in his lungs.
‘Hang on,’ Jack said. ‘Someone’s at the door. I’ll call you back.’
‘Be careful.’
The phone went dead.
Rebus gave it an hour. When Jack hadn’t called, he got on the blower to Claverhouse.
‘It’s okay,’ Claverhouse told him from his mobile. ‘Tweedledee and Tweedledum came calling, took him off somewhere.’
‘You’re watching the flat?’
‘Decorator’s van parked down the street.’
‘So you’ve no idea where they’ve taken him?’
‘I’d guess he’s at Flint Street.’
‘With no back-up?’
‘That’s how we all wanted it.’
‘Christ, I don’t know . . .’
‘Thanks for the vote of confidence.’
‘It’s not you in the firing line. And I’m the one who volunteered him.’
‘He knows the score, John.’
‘So now you wait for him either to come home or end up on a slab?’
‘Christ, John, Calvin was Charlie Chester compared to you.’ Claverhouse had lost all patience. Rebus tried to think of a comeback, slammed the phone down instead.
Suddenly he couldn’t be doing with Van the Man; put on Bowie instead, Aladdin Sane: nicely discordant, Mike Garson’s piano in key with his thoughts.
Empty juice cans and a dead pack of cigarettes stared up at him. He didn’t know Jack’s address. The only person who’d give it to him was Claverhouse, and he didn’t want to pick up their conversation. He took Bowie off halfway through side one, substituted Quadrophenia. Liner notes: ‘Schizophrenic? I’m bleeding Quadrophenic’. Which was just about right.
Quarter past midnight, the phone rang. It was Jack Morton.
‘Back home safe and sound?’ Rebus asked.
‘Right as nails.’
‘Have you spoken to Claverhouse?’
‘He can wait his turn. I said I’d phone you back.’
‘So what did you get?’
‘The third degree, basically. Some guy with dyed black hair, frizzy . . . tight jeans.’
‘Pretty-Boy.’
‘Wears mascara.’
‘Looks like. So what was the gist?’
‘Second hurdle passed. Nobody’s mentioned what the job is yet. Tonight was a sort of preface. Wanted to know all about me, told me my money worries could be over. If I could help them with a “little problem” – Pretty-Boy’s words.’
‘You asked what the problem was?’
‘He wasn’t saying. If you ask me, he goes to Telford, talks it through. Then there’s another meeting, and that’s where they tell me the plan.’
‘And you’ll be miked up?’
‘Yes.’
‘And if they strip you?’
‘Claverhouse has access to some miniaturised stuff, cuff-links and the like.’
‘And your character would obviously wear cuff-links.’
‘True enough. Maybe fit a transmitter into a bookie’s pencil.’
‘Now you’re thinking.’
‘I’m thinking I’m wiped out.’
‘What was the mood like?’
‘Fraught.’
‘Any sign of Tarawicz or Shoda?’
‘Nope, just Pretty-Boy and the Gruesome Twosome.’
‘Claverhouse calls them Tweedledum and Tweedledee.’
‘He’s obviously classically educated.’ Morton paused. ‘You’ve spoken to him?’
‘When you didn’t call back.’
‘I’m touched. Do you think he’s up to it?’
‘Claverhouse?’ Rebus thought about it. ‘I’d feel better if I was in charge. But that probably puts me in a minority.’
‘I didn’t say that.’
‘You’re a pal, Jack.’
‘They’re running a check on me. But that’s all in place. With luck, I’ll pass.’
‘What did they say to your sudden arrival at Maclean’s?’
‘I’ve been transferred from another plant. If they go looking, I’m in the personnel files.’ Morton paused again. ‘One thing I want to know . . .’
‘What?’
‘Pretty-Boy handed me a hundred quid on account: what do I do with it?’
‘That’s between you and your conscience, Jack. See you soon.’
‘Night, John.’
For the first time in a while, Rebus actually made it as far as his bed. His sleep was deep and dreamless.
Doctors in white coats were doing things to Sammy when Rebus arrived at the hospital next morning: taking her pulse, shining lights in her eyes. They were setting up another scanner, a nurse trying to untangle the thin coloured leads. Rhona looked like she’d lost some sleep. She jumped up and ran towards him.
‘She woke up!’
It took him a second to take it in. Rhona was holding his arms, shaking him.
‘She woke up, John!’
He pushed his way to the bedside.
‘When?’
‘Last night.’
‘Why didn’t you phone me?’
‘I tried three, four times. You were engaged. I tried Patience, but there was no answer there.’
‘What happened?’ To him, Sammy looked the same as ever.
‘She just opened her eyes . . . No, first off, it was like she was moving her eyeballs. You know, with her eyelids closed. Then she opened her eyes.’
Rebus could see that the medical personnel were finding their work hampered. Half of him wanted to lash out – We’re her fucking parents! The other half wanted them to do all they could to bring her round again. He took Rhona by the shoulder and guided her out into the hallway.
‘Did she . . . Did she look at you? Did she say anything?’
‘She was just staring at the ceiling, where the strip-light is. Then I thought she was going to blink, but she closed her eyes again and they stayed shut.’ Rhona burst into tears. ‘It was like . . . I lost her all over again.’
Rebus took her in his arms. She hugged him back.
‘She did it once,’ he whispered into her ear, ‘she’ll do it again.’
‘That’s what one of the doctors said. He said they’re “very hopeful”. Oh, John, I wanted to tell you! I wanted to tell every one!’
And he’d been busy with work: Claverhouse, Jack Morton. And he’d got Sammy into all this in the first place. Sammy and Candice – pebbles dropped into a pool. And now the ripples had grown so that he’d all but forgotten about the centre, the starting point. Just like when he was married, work consuming him, becoming an end in itself. And Rhona’s words: You’ve exploited every relationship you ever had.
To be born again . . .
‘I’m sorry, Rhona,’ he said.
‘Can you let Ned know?’ She started crying again.
‘Come on,’ he said, ‘let’s get some breakfast. Have you been here all night?’
‘I couldn’t leave.’
‘I know.’ He kissed her cheek.
‘The person in the car . . .’
‘What?’
She looked at him. ‘I don’t care any more. I don’t care who they were or whether they get caught. All I want is for her to wake up.’
Rebus nodded, told her he understood. Told her breakfast was on him. He kept the talk going, his mind not really on it. Instead, her words bounced around in his head: I don’t care who they were or whether they get caught . . .
Whichever stress he put on it, he couldn’t make it sound like surrender.
At St Leonard’s, he broke the news to Ned Farlowe. Farlowe wanted to go to the hospital, but Rebus shook his head. Farlowe was crying as Rebus left his cell. Back at his desk, the files on the Crab were waiting.
The Crab: real name, William Andrew Colton. He had form going back to his teens, celebrated his fortieth birthday on Guy Fawkes Day. Rebus hadn’t had many dealings with him during his time in Edinburgh. Looked like the Crab had lived in the city for a couple of years in the early-80s, and again in the early-90s. 1982: Rebus gave evidence against him in a conspiracy trial. Charges dropped. 1983: he was in trouble again – a fight in a pub left one man in a coma and his girlfriend needing sixty stitches to her face. Sixty stitches: you could knit a pair of mittens with less.
The Crab had held various jobs: bouncer, bodyguard, general labourer. The Inland Revenue had a go at him in 1986. By ’88, he was on the West Coast, which was presumably where Tommy Telford had found him. Knowing good muscle when he saw it, he’d put the Crab on the doors of his club in Paisley. More blood-spilling; more accusations. Nothing came of them. The Crab had lived a charmed life, the sort of life that niggled at cops the world over: witnesses too scared to testify; withdrawing or refusing to give evidence. The Crab didn’t often make it to trial. He’d served three adult sentences – a total of twenty-seven months – in a career that was now entering its fourth decade. Rebus went through the paperwork again, picked up the phone and called CID in Paisley. The man he wanted to speak to had been transferred to Motherwell. Rebus made the call, eventually got through to Detective Sergeant Ronnie Hannigan, and explained his interest.
‘It’s just that reading between the lines, you suspected the Crab of a lot more than ever got put down on paper.’
‘You’re right.’ Hannigan cleared his throat. ‘Never got close to proving anything though. You say he’s south of the border now?’
‘Telford placed him with a gangster in Newcastle.’
‘Have criminal tendencies, will travel. Well, let’s hope they keep him. He was a one-man reign of terror, and that’s no exaggeration. Probably why Telford palmed him off on someone else: the Crab was getting out of control. My theory is, Telford tried him out as a hit-man. Crab wasn’t suitable, so Telford needed to jettison him.’
‘What was the hit?’
‘Down in Ayr. Must’ve been . . . four years ago? Lot of drugs swilling around, most of them inside a dance-club . . . can’t remember its name. I don’t know what happened: maybe a deal went sour, maybe someone was skimming. Whatever, there was a hit outside the club. Guy got his face half torn off with a carving knife.’
‘You put the Crab in the frame?’
‘He had an alibi, of course, and the eye-witnesses all seemed to have suffered temporary blindness. Could be a plot for the X-Files in that.’
A knife attack outside a nightclub . . . Rebus tapped his desk with a pen. ‘Any idea how the attacker got away?’
‘On a motorbike. The Crab likes bikes. Crash helmet makes a good disguise.’
‘We had an almost identical attack recently. Guy on a motorbike went for a drug dealer outside one of Tommy Telford’s nightclubs. Killed a bouncer instead.’
And Cafferty denied any involvement . . .
‘Well, like you say, the Crab’s in Newcastle.’
Yes, and staying put . . . scared to come north. Warned off by Tarawicz. Because Edinburgh was too dangerous . . . people might remember him.
‘Do you know how far away Newcastle is?’
‘A couple of hours?’
‘No distance at all by bike. Anything else I should know?’
‘Well, Telford tried the Crab in the van, but he wasn’t much good.’
‘What van?’
‘The ice-cream van.’
Rebus nearly dropped the phone. ‘Explain,’ he said.
‘Easy: Telford’s boys were selling dope from an ice-cream van. The “five-pound special”, they called it. You handed over a fiver and got back a cone or wafer with a wee plastic bag tucked inside . . .’
Rebus thanked Hannigan and terminated the call. Five-pound specials: Mr Taystee with his clients who ate ice-cream in all weathers. His daytime pitches: near schools. His nighttime pitches: outside Telford’s clubs. Five-pound specials on the menu, Telford taking his cut . . . The new Merc: Mr Taystee’s big mistake. Telford’s moneymen wouldn’t have taken long to work out their boy was skimming. Telford would have decided to turn Mr Taystee into a lesson . . .
It was coming together. He spun his pen, caught it, and made another call, this time to Newcastle.
‘Nice to hear from you,’ Miriam Kenworthy said. ‘Any sign of your lady friend?’
‘She’s turned up here.’
‘Great.’
‘In tow with Mr Pink Eyes.’
‘Not so great. I wondered where he’d gone.’
‘And he’s not here to see the sights.’
‘I’ll bet he isn’t.’
‘Which is really why I’m calling.’
‘Mmm?’
‘I’m just wondering if he’s ever been linked to machete attacks.’
‘Machetes? Let me think . . .’ She was so quiet for so long, he thought the connection had failed. ‘You know, that does ring a bell. Let me put it up on the screen.’ Clackety-clack of her keyboard. Rebus was biting his bottom lip, almost drawing blood.
‘God, yes,’ she said. ‘A year or so back, a battle on an estate. Rival gangs, that was the story, but everyone knew what was behind it: namely, drugs and pitch incursions.’
‘And where there’s drugs, there’s Tarawicz?’
‘There was a rumour his men were involved.’
‘And they used machetes?’
‘One of them did. His name’s Patrick Kenneth Moynihan, known to all and sundry as “PK”.’
‘Can you give me a description?’
‘I can fax you his picture. But meantime: tall, heavy build, curly black hair and a black beard.’
He wasn’t part of the Tarawicz retinue. Two of Mr Pink’s best muscle-men had been left behind in Newcastle. For safety’s sake. Rebus put PK down as one of the Paisley attackers – Cafferty again in the clear.
‘Thanks, Miriam. Listen, about that rumour . . .’
‘Remind me.’
‘Telford supplying Tarawicz rather than the other way round: anything to back it up?’
‘We tracked Pink Eyes and his men. A couple of jaunts to the continent, only they came back clean.’
‘Leading you up the garden path?’
‘Which made us start reassessing.’
‘Where would Telford be getting the stuff?’
‘We didn’t reassess that far.’
‘Well, thanks again . . .’
‘Hey, don’t leave me hanging: what’s the story?’
‘Morning Glory. Cheers, Miriam.’
Rebus went and got a coffee, put sugar in it without realising, had finished half the cup before he noticed. Tarawicz was attacking Telford. Telford was blaming Cafferty. The resulting war would destroy Cafferty and weaken Telford. Then Telford would pull off the Maclean’s break-in but be grassed up . . .
And Tarawicz would fill the vacuum. That had been the plan all along. Bluesbreakers: ‘Double-Crossing Time’. Christ, it was beautiful: set the two rivals against one another and wait for the carnage to end . . .
The prize: something Rebus didn’t yet know. There had to be something big. Tarawicz, the theory went, was sourcing his drugs not from London but from Scotland. From Tommy Telford.
What did Telford know? What was it that made his supply so valuable? Did it have something to do with Maclean’s? Rebus got another coffee, washed down three Paracetamol with it. His head felt ready to explode. Back at his desk, he tried Claverhouse, couldn’t get him. Paged him instead, and got an immediate call back.
‘I’m in the van,’ Claverhouse said.
‘I’ve something to tell you.’
‘What?’
Rebus wanted to know what was happening. Wanted in on the action. ‘It’s got to be face to face. Where are you parked?’
Claverhouse sounded suspicious. ‘Down from the shop.’
‘White decorator’s van?’
‘This definitely isn’t a good idea . . .’
‘You want to hear what I’ve got?’
‘Sell me the idea.’
‘It clears everything up,’ Rebus lied.
Claverhouse waited for more, but Rebus wasn’t obliging. Theatrical sigh: life was hard on Claverhouse.
‘I’ll be there in half an hour,’ Rebus said. He put down the phone, looked around the office. ‘Anyone got a set of overalls?’
‘Nice disguise,’ Claverhouse said, as Rebus squeezed into the front seat.
Ormiston was in the driver’s seat, plastic piece-box open in front of him. A flask of tea had been opened, steaming up the windscreen. The back of the van was full of paint-tins, brushes and other paraphernalia. A ladder was strapped to the roof, and another was leaning against the wall of the tenement beside which the van had been parked. Claverhouse and Ormiston were in white overalls, daubed with swatches of old paint. The best Rebus could come up with was a blue boilersuit, tight at the waist and chest. He pulled the first few studs open as he settled in.
‘Anything happening?’
‘Jack’s been in twice this morning.’ Claverhouse looked towards the shop. ‘Once for ciggies and a paper, once for a can of juice and a filled roll.’
‘He doesn’t smoke.’
‘He does for this operation: perfect excuse to nip to the shop.’
‘He hasn’t given you any signal?’
‘You expecting him to put the flags out?’ Ormiston exhaled fish-paste.
‘Just asking.’ Rebus checked his watch. ‘Either of you want a break?’
‘We’re fine,’ Claverhouse said.
‘What’s Siobhan up to?’
‘Paperwork,’ Ormiston said with a smile. ‘Ever come across a woman house painter?’
‘Done much house painting yourself, Ormie?’
This brought a smile from Claverhouse. ‘So, John,’ he said, ‘what is it you’ve got for us?’
Rebus filled them in quickly, noting Claverhouse’s mounting interest.
‘So Tarawicz is planning to double-cross Telford?’ Ormiston said at the end.
Rebus shrugged. ‘That’s my guess.’
‘Then why the hell are we bothering to set up a sting? Just let them get on with it.’
‘That wouldn’t give us Tarawicz,’ Claverhouse said, his eyes slitted in concentration. ‘If he sets up Telford for a fall, he’s home and dry. Telford gets put away, and all we’ve done is replace one villain with another.’
‘And an altogether nastier species at that,’ Rebus said.
‘What? And Telford’s Robin Hood?’
‘No, but at least with him, we know what we’re dealing with.’
‘And the old dears in his flats love him,’ Claverhouse said.
Rebus thought of Mrs Hetherington, readying herself for her trip to Holland. The only drawback: she had to fly from Inverness . . . Sakiji Shoda had flown from London to Inverness . . .
Rebus started laughing.
‘What’s so funny?’
He shook his head, still laughing, wiping his eyes. It wasn’t funny, not really.
‘We could let Telford know what we know,’ Claverhouse said, studying Rebus. ‘Set him against Tarawicz, let them eat each other alive.’
Rebus nodded, took a deep breath. ‘That’s certainly one option.’
‘Give me another.’
‘Later,’ Rebus said. He opened the door.
‘Where are you off to?’ Claverhouse asked.
‘Got to fly.’
But in fact he was driving. A long drive, too. North through Perth and from there into the Highlands, taking a route which could be cut off during the worst of the winter. It wasn’t a bad road, but traffic was heavy. He’d get past one slow-moving lorry only to catch up with another. He knew he should be thankful for small mercies: in the summer, caravans could end up fronting mile-long tailbacks.
He did pass a couple of caravans outside Pitlochry. They were from the Netherlands. Mrs Hetherington had said it was out of season for a trip to Holland. Most people her age would go in the spring, ready to fill their senses with the bulb-fields. But not Mrs Hetherington. Telford’s offer: go when I say. Telford probably provided spending money, too. Told her to have a good time, not worry about a thing . . .
As he neared Inverness, Rebus hit dual carriageway again. He’d been on the road well over two hours. Sammy might be coming round again; Rhona had his mobile number. Inverness Airport was signposted from the road into town. Rebus parked and got out, stretched his legs and arched his back, feeling the vertebrae pop. He went into the terminal and asked for security. He got a small balding man with glasses and a limp. Rebus introduced himself. The man offered coffee, but Rebus was jumpy enough after the drive. Hungry though: no lunch. He gave the man his story, and eventually they tracked down a representative of Her Majesty’s Customs. During his tour of the facilities, Rebus got the impression of a low-key operation. The Customs official was in her early thirties, rosy-cheeked and with black curly hair. There was a purple birthmark, the size of a small coin, in the middle of her forehead, looking for all the world like a third eye.
She took Rebus into the Customs area and found a room they could use for their conversation.
‘They’ve just started direct international flights,’ she said, in answer to his question. ‘It’s shocking really.’
‘Why?’
‘Because at the same time, they’ve cut back on manpower.’
‘You mean in Customs?’
She nodded.
‘You’re worried about drugs?’
‘Of course.’ She paused. ‘And everything else.’
‘Are there flights to Amsterdam?’
‘There will be.’
‘But as of now . . . ?’
She shrugged. ‘You can fly to London, make the connection there.’
Rebus was thoughtful. ‘There was a guy a few days ago, flew from Japan to Heathrow, then got a flight to Inverness.’
‘Did he stop off in London?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘Caught the first connection.’
‘That counts as an international connection.’
‘Meaning?’
‘His luggage would be put on the plane in Japan, and he wouldn’t see it again until Inverness.’
‘So you’d be the first Customs point?’
She nodded.
‘And if his flight came in at some horrible hour . . .?’
She shrugged again. ‘We do what we can, Inspector.’
Yes, Rebus could imagine: a lone, bleary-eyed Customs official, wits not at their sharpest . . .
‘So the bags change planes at Heathrow, but no one checks them there?’
‘That’s about it.’
‘And if you were flying from Holland to Inverness via London?’
‘Same deal.’
Rebus knew now, knew the brilliance of Tommy Telford’s thinking. He was supplying drugs for Tarawicz, and Christ knew how many others. His little old ladies and men were bringing them in past early-morning or late-night Customs posts. How difficult would it be to slip something into a piece of luggage? Then Telford’s men would be on hand to take everyone back to Edinburgh, carry their luggage upstairs . . . and surreptitiously remove each package.
Old age pensioners as unwitting drugs couriers. It was stunning.
And Shoda hadn’t flown into Inverness so he could check out the local tourist amenities. He’d flown in so he could see how easy it was, what a brilliant route Telford had found, quick and efficient with a minimum of risk. Rebus had to laugh again. The Highlands had its own drugs problem these days: bored teenagers and cash-rich oil-workers. Rebus had smashed one north-east ring back in early summer, only to have Tommy Telford come along . . .
Cafferty would never have thought of it. Cafferty would never have been so daring. But Cafferty would have kept it quiet. He wouldn’t have sought to expand, wouldn’t have brought partners into the scheme.
Telford was still a kid in some respects. The passenger-seat teddy bear was proof of that.
Rebus thanked the Customs official and went in search of food. Parked in the middle of town and grabbed a burger, sat at a window table and thought it all through. There were still aspects that didn’t make sense, but he could cope with that.
He made two calls: one to the hospital; one to Bobby Hogan. Sammy hadn’t woken up again. Hogan was interviewing Pretty-Boy at seven o’clock. Rebus said he’d be there.
The weather was kind on the trip south, the traffic manageable. The Saab seemed to enjoy long drives, or maybe it was just that at seventy miles an hour the engine noise disguised all the rattles and bumps.
He drove straight to Leith cop-shop, looked at his watch and found he was quarter of an hour late. Which didn’t matter, since they were just starting the interview. Pretty-Boy was there with Charles Groal, all-purpose solicitor. Hogan was sitting with another CID officer, DC James Preston. A tape-recorder had been set up. Hogan looked nervous, realising how speculative this whole venture was, especially with a lawyer present. Rebus gave him a reassuring wink and apologised for having been detained. The burger had given him indigestion, and the coffee he’d had with it had done nothing for his frayed nerves. He had to shake his head clear of Inverness and all its implications and concentrate on Pretty-Boy and Joseph Lintz.
Pretty-Boy looked calm. He was wearing a charcoal suit with a yellow t-shirt, black suede winkle-picker boots. He smelt of expensive aftershave. In front of him on the desk: a pair of tortoiseshell Ray-Bans and his car keys. Rebus knew he’d own a Range Rover – it was mandatory for Telford employees – but the key-ring boasted the Porsche marque, and on the street outside Rebus had parked behind a cobalt blue 944. Pretty-Boy showing a touch of individuality . . .
Groal had his briefcase open on the floor beside him. On the desk in front of him: an A4 pad of ruled paper, and a fat black Mont Blanc pen.
Lawyer and client oozed money easily made and just as easily spent. Pretty-Boy used his money to buy class, but Rebus knew his background: working-class Paisley, a granite-hard introduction to life.
Hogan identified those present for the benefit of the tape-recorder, then looked at his own notes.
‘Mr Summers . . .’ Pretty-Boy’s real name: Brian Summers. ‘Do you know why you’re here?’
Pretty-Boy made an O of his glossy lips and stared ceilingwards.
‘Mr Summers,’ Charles Groal began, ‘has informed me that he is willing to co-operate, Inspector Hogan, but that he’d like some indication of the accusations against him and their validity.’
Hogan stared at Groal, didn’t blink. ‘Who said he’s accused of anything?’
‘Inspector, Mr Summers works for Thomas Telford, and your police force’s harassment of that individual is on record . . .’
‘Nothing to do with me, Mr Groal, or this station.’ Hogan paused. ‘Nothing at all to do with my present inquiries.’
Groal blinked half a dozen times in quick succession. He looked at Pretty-Boy, who was now studying the tips of his boots.
‘You want me to say something?’ Pretty-Boy asked the lawyer.
‘I’m just . . . I’m not sure if . . .’
Pretty-Boy cut him off with a wave of his hand, then looked at Hogan.
‘Ask away.’
Hogan made show of studying his notes again. ‘Do you know why you’re here, Mr Summers?’
‘General vilification as part of your witch-hunt against my employer.’ He smiled at the three CID men. ‘Bet you didn’t think I’d know a word like “vilification”.’ His gaze rested on Rebus, then he turned to Groal.
‘DI Rebus isn’t based at this station.’
Groal took the hint. ‘That’s true, Inspector. Might I ask by what authority you’ve been allowed to sit in on this interview?’
‘That will become clear,’ Hogan said, ‘if you’ll allow us to begin?’
Groal cleared his throat, but said nothing. Hogan let the silence lie for a few moments, then began.
‘Mr Summers, do you know a man called Joseph Lintz?’
‘No.’
The silence stretched out. Summers recrossed his feet. He looked up at Hogan, and blinked, the blink deteriorating into a momentary twitch of one eye. He sniffed, rubbed at his nose – trying to make out that the twitch meant nothing.
‘You’ve never met him?’
‘No.’
‘The name means nothing to you?’
‘You’ve asked me about him before. I’ll tell you same as I told you then: I never knew the cat.’ Summers sat up a bit straighter in his chair.
‘You’ve never spoken to him by telephone?’
Summers looked at Groal.
‘Hasn’t my client made himself clear, Inspector?’
‘I’d like an answer.’
‘I don’t know him,’ Summers said, forcing himself to relax again, ‘I’ve never spoken to him.’ He gave Hogan his stare again, and this time held it. There was nothing behind the eyes but naked self-interest. Rebus wondered how anyone could ever think him ‘pretty’, when his whole outlook on life was so fundamentally ugly.
‘He didn’t phone you at your . . . business premises?’
‘I don’t have any business premises.’
‘The office you share with your employer.’
Pretty-Boy smiled. He liked those phrases: ‘business premises’; ‘your employer’. They all knew the truth, yet played this little game . . . and he liked playing games.
‘I’ve already said, I never spoke to him.’
‘Funny, the phone company says differently.’
‘Maybe they made a mistake.’
‘I doubt that, Mr Summers.’
‘Look, we’ve been through this before.’ Summers sat forward in his chair. ‘Maybe it was a wrong number. Maybe he spoke to one of my associates, and they told him he had a wrong number.’ He opened his arms. ‘This is going nowhere.’
‘I agree with my client, Inspector,’ Charles Groal said, scribbling something down. ‘I mean, is this leading anywhere?’
‘It’s leading, Mr Groal, to an identification of Mr Summers.’
‘Where and by whom?’
‘In a restaurant with Mr Lintz. The same Mr Lintz he claims never to have met, never to have spoken to.’
Rebus saw hesitation cross Pretty-Boy’s face. Hesitation, rather than surprise. He made no immediate denial.
‘An identification made by a member of staff at the restaurant,’ Hogan continued. ‘Corroborated by another diner.’
Groal looked to his client, who wasn’t saying anything, but the way he was staring at the table, Rebus wondered a smoking hole didn’t start appearing in it.
‘Well,’ Groal went on, ‘this is fairly irregular, Inspector.’
Hogan wasn’t interested in the lawyer. It was Pretty-Boy and him now.
‘What about it, Mr Summers? Care to revise your version of events? What were you talking about with Mr Lintz? Was he looking for female company? I believe that’s your particular area of expertise.’
‘Inspector, I must insist . . .’
‘Insist away, Mr Groal. It won’t change the facts. I’m just wondering what Mr Summers will say in court when he’s asked about the phone call, the meeting . . . when the witnesses identify him. I’m sure he’s got a fund of stories, but he’ll have to find a bloody good one.’
Summers slapped the desk with both palms, half-rose to his feet. There wasn’t an ounce of fat on him. Veins stood out on the backs of his hands.
‘I told you, I’ve never met him, never talked to him. Period, end of story, finito. And if you’ve got witnesses, they’re lying. Maybe you’ve told them to lie. And that’s all I’ve got to say.’ He sat back down, put his hands in his pockets.
‘I’ve heard,’ Rebus said, as though attempting to liven up a flagging conversation between friends, ‘that you run the more upmarket girls, the three-figure jobs rather than the gam-and-bam merchants.’
Summers snorted and shook his head.
‘Inspector,’ Groal said, ‘I can’t allow these accusations to continue.’
‘Was that what Lintz wanted? Did he have expensive tastes?’
Summers continued shaking his head. He seemed about to say something, but caught himself, laughed instead.
‘I would like to remind you,’ Groal went on, unheeded by anyone, ‘that my client has co-operated fully throughout this outrageous . . .’
Rebus caught Pretty-Boy’s eyes, held their stare. There was so much he wasn’t telling . . . so much he very nearly wanted to tell. Rebus thought of the length of rope in Lintz’s house.
‘He liked to tie them up, didn’t he?’ Rebus asked quietly.
Groal stood up, yanking Summers to his feet.
‘Brian?’ Rebus asked.
‘Thank you, gentlemen,’ Groal said. He was stuffing his notepad into his case, closing its brass locks. ‘If you should find yourselves with any questions worth my client’s time, we’ll be pleased to assist. But otherwise, I’d advise you to . . .’
‘Brian?’
DC Preston had turned off the tape recorder and gone to open the door. Summers picked up his car keys, slipped his sunglasses on.
‘Gentlemen,’ he said, ‘it’s been educational.’
‘S&M,’ Rebus persisted, getting in Pretty-Boy’s face. ‘Did he tie them up?’
Pretty-Boy snorted, shook his head again. He paused as his lawyer led him past Rebus.
‘It was for him,’ he said in an undertone.
It was for him.
Rebus drove to the hospital. Sat with Sammy for twenty minutes. Twenty minutes of meditation and head-clearing. Twenty reviving minutes, at the end of which he squeezed his daughter’s hand.
‘Thanks for that,’ he said.
Back at the flat, he thought of ignoring the answering-machine until after he’d had a bath. His shoulders and back were aching from the drive to Inverness. But something made him press the button. Jack Morton’s voice: ‘I’m on for a meeting with TT. Let’s meet after. Half-ten at the Ox. I’ll aim for that, but can’t promise. Wish me luck.’
He walked in at eleven.
There was folk music in the back room. The front would have been quiet if it weren’t for two loud-mouths who looked like they’d been at it since their office closed for the night. They still wore work-suits, newspapers rolled in their pockets. They were drinking G&T.
Rebus asked Jack Morton what he wanted.
‘A pint of orange and lemonade.’
‘So how did it go?’ Rebus ordered the drink. In forty minutes, he’d managed to put away two Cokes, and was now on coffee.
‘They seem keen.’
‘So who was at the meeting?’
‘My sponsors from the shop, plus Telford and a couple of his men.’
‘The transmitter worked okay?’
‘Sound as a pound.’
‘Did they search you?’
Morton shook his head. ‘They were sloppy, seemed really sweaty about something. Want to hear the plan?’ Rebus nodded. ‘Middle of the night, truck arrives at the factory, and I let it through the gates. My story is, I had a phone call from the boss okaying the delivery. So I wasn’t suspicious.’
‘Only your boss never made the call?’
‘That’s right. So I was duped by a voice. And that’s all I need to tell the police.’
‘We’d sweat the truth out of you.’
‘Like I say, John, the whole plan’s half-baked. I’ll give them this though – they did check my background. Seemed satisfied.’
‘Who’s going to be in the truck?’
‘Ten men, armed to the teeth. I’m to get a rough plan of the place to Telford tomorrow, let him know how many people will be around, what the alarm system’s like . . .’
‘What’s in it for you?’
‘Five grand. He’s judged that right: five gets my debts repaid and puts a wedge in my pocket.’
Five grand: the amount Joseph Lintz had taken out of his bank . . .
‘Your story’s holding?’
‘They’ve staked out my flat.’
‘And they didn’t follow you here?’
Morton shook his head, and Rebus filled him in on what he’d learned and what he suspected. While Morton was taking it in, Rebus threw a question at him.
‘How does Claverhouse want to play it?’
‘The tape evidence is good: Telford talking, me making sure I called him “Mr Telford” and “Tommy” a few times. It’s obviously him on the recording. But . . . Claverhouse wants Telford’s crew caught red-handed.’
‘“Got to do it right”.’
‘That seems to be his catch-phrase.’
‘Is there a date?’
‘Saturday, all being well.’
‘What’s the betting we get a tip-off on Friday?’
‘If your theory’s right.’
‘If I’m right,’ he agreed.
The tip-off didn’t come until Saturday lunchtime, but when it did, Rebus knew his hunch had been right.
Claverhouse was the first to congratulate him, which surprised Rebus, because Claverhouse had a lot on his plate and had acted very casually when the call had come. Pinned to the walls of the Crime Squad office were detailed maps of the drugs plant, along with staff rosters. Coloured stickers showed where personnel would be stationed. During the night, it was security only, unless some big order was demanding overtime. Tonight, the usual security staff would be augmented by Lothian & Borders Police. Twenty people inside the plant, with marksmen stationed on roofs and at certain key windows. A dozen cars and vans as back-up. It was the biggest operation of Claverhouse’s career; a lot was expected of him. He kept saying ‘it has to be done right’. He said he would leave ‘nothing to chance’. Those two phrases had become his mantra.
Rebus had listened to a recording of the snitch call: ‘Be at Maclean’s factory in Slateford tonight. Two in the morning, it’s going to be turned over. Ten men, tooled up, driving a lorry. If you’re canny, you can catch all of them.’
Scots accent, but sounding long distance. Rebus smiled, looked at the turning spools, and said ‘Hello again, Crab’ out loud.
No mention of Telford, which was interesting. Telford’s men were loyal: they’d go down without saying a word. And Tarawicz wasn’t grassing up Telford. He couldn’t know the police already had taped evidence of Telford’s involvement. Which meant he was planning on letting Telford go . . . No, think it through. With the plan dead in the water and ten of his best men in custody, Tarawicz didn’t need Telford under lock and key. He wanted him out in the open and worried, Yakuza breathing down his neck, all his frailties exposed. He could be picked off at any time, or made to hand over everything. No blood-letting required; it would be a simple business proposition.
‘It has to be . . .’
‘Done right,’ Rebus said. ‘Claverhouse, we know, okay?’
Claverhouse lost it. ‘You’re only here because I tolerate you! So let’s get that straight for a start. I snap my fingers and you’re out of the game, understood?’
Rebus just stared at him. A line of sweat was running down Claverhouse’s left temple. Ormiston was looking up from his desk. Siobhan Clarke, briefing another officer beside a wall-chart, stopped talking.
‘I promise I’ll be a good boy,’ Rebus said quietly, ‘if you’ll promise to stop with the broken record routine.’
Claverhouse’s jaw was working, but eventually he produced a near-smile of apology.
‘Let’s get on with it then.’
Not that there was much for them to do. Jack Morton was working a double shift, wouldn’t start till three o’clock. They’d be watching the place from then on, just in case Telford changed the game-plan. This meant personnel were going to miss the big match: Hibs against Hearts at Easter Road. Rebus had his money on a 3–2 home win.
Ormiston’s summing-up: ‘Easiest quid you’ll ever lose.’
Rebus retired to one of the computers and got back to work. Siobhan Clarke had already come round snooping.
‘Writing it up for one of the tabloids?’
‘No such luck.’
He tried to keep it simple, and when he was happy with the finished product he printed off two copies. Then he went out to buy a couple of nice, bright folders . . .
He dropped off one of the folders, then returned home, too restless to be much use at Fettes. Three men were waiting in his tenement stairwell. Two more came in behind him, blocking the only escape route. Rebus recognised Jake Tarawicz and one of his muscle-men from the scrapyard. The others were new to him.
‘Up the stairs,’ Tarawicz ordered. Rebus was a prisoner under escort as they climbed the steps.
‘Unlock the door.’
‘If I’d known you were coming, I’d have got in some beers,’ Rebus said, searching his pockets for keys. He was wondering which was safer: let them in, or keep them out? Tarawicz made the decision for him, nodded some signal. Rebus’s arms were grabbed, hands went into his jacket and trousers, found his keys. He kept his face blank, eyes on Tarawicz.
‘Big mistake,’ he said.
‘In,’ Tarawicz ordered. They pushed Rebus into the hallway, walked him to the living room.
‘Sit.’
Hands pushed Rebus on to the sofa.
‘At least let me make a pot of tea,’ he said. Inside he was trembling, knowing everything he couldn’t afford to give away.
‘Nice place,’ Mr Pink Eyes was saying. ‘Lacks the feminine touch though.’ He turned to Rebus. ‘Where is she?’ Two of the men had peeled off to search the place.
‘Who?’
‘I mean, who else would she turn to? Not your daughter . . . not now she’s in a coma.’
Rebus stared at him. ‘What do you know about that?’ The two men returned, shook their heads.
‘I hear things.’ Tarawicz pulled out a dining-chair and sat down. There were two men behind the sofa, two in front.
‘Make yourselves at home, lads. Where’s the Crab, Jake?’ Reasoning: a question he might be expected to ask.
‘Down south. What’s it to you?’
Rebus shrugged.
‘Shame about your daughter. Going to make a recovery, is she?’ Rebus didn’t answer. Tarawicz smiled. ‘National Health Service . . . I wouldn’t trust it myself.’ He paused. ‘Where is she, Rebus?’
‘Using my finely honed detective’s skills, I’ll assume you mean Candice.’ Meaning she’d done a runner. Trusting to herself for once. Rebus was proud of her.
Tarawicz snapped his fingers. Arms grabbed Rebus from behind, pinning back his shoulders. One man stepped forward and punched him solidly on the jaw. Stepped back again. Second man forward: gut punches. A hand tugged his hair, forcing his eyes up to the ceiling. He didn’t see the flat-handed chop aiming for his throat. When it came, he thought he was going to cough out his voice-box. They let him go, and he pitched forward, hands going to his throat, retching for breath. A couple of teeth felt loose, and the skin inside his cheek had burst. He got out a handkerchief, spat blood.
‘Unfortunately,’ Tarawicz was saying, ‘I have no sense of humour. So I hope you’ll understand I’m not joking when I say that I’ll kill you if I have to.’
Rebus shook his head free of all the secrets he knew, all the power he held over Tarawicz. He told himself: you don’t know anything.
He told himself: you’re not going to die.
‘Even . . . if . . . I did know . . .’ Fighting for breath. ‘I wouldn’t tell you. If the two of us were standing in a minefield, I wouldn’t let you know. Want me . . . to tell you why?’
‘Sticks and stones, Rebus.’
‘It’s not because of who you are, it’s what you are. You trade in human beings.’ Rebus dabbed at his mouth. ‘You’re no better than the Nazis.’
Tarawicz put a hand to his chest. ‘I’m struck to the quick.’
‘Chance would be a fine thing.’ Rebus coughed again. ‘Tell me, why do you want her back?’ Rebus knowing the answer: because he was about to head south, leaving Telford in Shit Street. Because to return to Newcastle without her was a small but palpable defeat. Tarawicz wanted it all. He wanted every last crumb on the plate.
‘My business,’ Tarawicz said. Another signal, and the hands grabbed him again, Rebus resisting this time. Packing-tape was being wound around his mouth.
‘Everybody tells me how genteel Edinburgh is,’ Tarawicz was saying. ‘Can’t have the neighbours complaining about the screams. Put him on a chair.’
Rebus was lifted up. He struggled. A kidney punch buckled his knees. They forced him down on to a dining-chair. Tarawicz was removing his jacket, undoing gold cufflinks so he could roll up the sleeves of his pink and blue striped shirt. His arms were hairless, thick, and the same mottled colour as his face.
‘A skin complaint,’ he explained, removing his blue-tinted glasses. ‘Some distant cousin of leprosy, they tell me.’ He loosened his top button. ‘I’m not as pretty as Tommy Telford, but I think you’ll find me his master in every other respect.’ A smile to his troops, a smile Rebus wasn’t supposed to understand. ‘We can start anywhere you want, Rebus. And you get to choose when we stop. Just nod your head, tell me where she is, and I walk out of your life forever.’
He got in close to Rebus, the sheen on his face like a protective seal. His pale blue eyes had tiny black pupils. Rebus thought: consumer as well as pusher. Tarawicz waited for a nod which didn’t come, then retreated. Found an anglepoise lamp next to Rebus’s chair. Planted both feet on its base and yanked on the mains cable, ripping it free.
‘Bring him over here,’ he ordered. Two men pulled both Rebus and chair over towards where Tarawicz was checking that the cable was plugged into the wall and that the socket was switched on. Another man closed the curtains: no free show for the kids across the way. Tarawicz was dangling the cable, letting Rebus see the loose wires – the very live wires. Two-hundred-and-forty volts just waiting to make his acquaintance.
‘Believe me,’ Tarawicz said, ‘this is nothing. The Serbs had torture down to a fine art. Much of the time, they weren’t even looking for a confession. I’ve helped a few of the more intelligent ones, the ones who knew when it was time to run. There was money to be made in the early days, power for the taking. Now the politicians are moving in, bringing trial-judges with them.’ He looked at Rebus. ‘The intelligent ones always know when it’s time to quit. One last chance, Rebus. Remember, a nod of the head . . .’ The wires were inches from his cheek. Tarawicz changed his mind, moved them towards his nostrils, then his eyeballs.
‘A nod of the head . . .’
Rebus was twisting, arms holding him down – his legs, arms, shoulders. Hands holding his head, chest. Wait! The shock would pass straight through Tarawicz’s men! Rebus saw it for a bluff. His eyes met Tarawicz’s, and they both knew. Tarawicz pulled back.
‘Tape him to the chair.’ Two-inch-wide runs of tape, fixing him in place.
‘This time for real, Rebus.’ To his men: ‘Hold him till I get close. Pull away when I say.’
Rebus thinking: there’d be a split-second after they let go . . . A moment in which to break free. The tape wasn’t the strongest he’d seen, but there was plenty of it. Maybe too much. He flexed his chest against it, felt no sign that it would break.
‘Here we go,’ Tarawicz said. ‘First the face . . . then the genitals. You will tell me, we both know it. How much bravado you want to show is up to you, but don’t think it means anything.’
Rebus said something behind the gag.
‘No point talking,’ Tarawicz said. ‘The only thing I want from you is a nod, understood?’
Rebus nodded.
‘Was that a nod?’
Forcing a smile, Rebus shook his head.
Tarawicz didn’t look impressed. His mind was on business. That was all Rebus was to him. He aimed the wire at Rebus’s cheek.
‘Let go!’
The pressure on Rebus fell away. He pushed against his bonds, couldn’t budge them. Electricity flashed through his nervous system, and he went rigid. His heart felt like it had doubled in size, his eyeballs bulged, tongue pushing against the gag. Tarawicz lifted the cable away.
‘Hold him.’
Arms fell on Rebus again, finding less resistance than before.
‘Doesn’t even leave a mark,’ Tarawicz said. ‘And the real beauty is, you end up paying for it from your own electric bill.’
His men laughed. They were beginning to enjoy themselves.
Tarawicz crouched down, face to face. His eyes sought Rebus’s.
‘For your information, that was a five-second jolt. Things only start to get interesting at the half-minute mark. How’s your heart? For your sake, I hope it’s in good condition.’
Rebus felt like he’d just mainlined adrenaline. Five seconds: it had seemed much longer. He was changing strategies, trying to think up some new lies Mr Pink might believe, anything to get him out of the flat . . .
‘Undo his trousers,’ Tarawicz was saying. ‘Let’s see what a jolt down there will do.’
Behind the gag, Rebus started screaming. His tormentor was looking around the room again.
‘Definitely lacks the feminine touch.’
Hands were loosening his trouser-belt. They stopped when a buzzer sounded. There was someone at the main door.
‘Just wait,’ Tarawicz said quietly. ‘They’ll go away.’
The buzzer sounded again. Rebus wrestled with his bonds. Silence. Then the buzzer again, more insistent now. One of the men went for the window.
‘Don’t!’ Tarawicz snapped.
Buzzer again. Rebus hoped it would go on forever. Couldn’t think who it might be: Rhona? Patience? A sudden thought . . . what if they persisted, and Tarawicz decided to allow them inside? Rhona or Patience . . .
Time stretched. No more buzzing. They’d gone away. Tarawicz was beginning to relax, focusing his mind on his work once more.
Then there was a knock at the flat door. The person had got into the tenement. Now they were on the landing outside. Knocking again. Lifting the flap of the letterbox.
‘Rebus!’
A male voice. Tarawicz looked to his men, nodded another signal. Curtains were opened; Rebus’s bonds cut; the tape ripped from his face. Tarawicz rolled down his sleeves, put his jacket back on. Left the flex lying on the floor. One last word to Rebus: ‘We’ll speak again.’ Then he marched his men to the door, opened it.
‘Excuse us.’
Rebus was left sitting on the chair. He couldn’t move, felt too shaky to stand up.
‘Hang on a minute, chief!’
Rebus placed the voice: Abernethy. It didn’t sound as if Tarawicz was heeding the Special Branch man.
‘What’s the score?’ Now Abernethy was in the living-room, looking around.
‘Business meeting,’ Rebus croaked.
Abernethy came forward. ‘Funny old business where you have to unzip your flies.’
Rebus looked down, started to make repairs.
‘Who was that?’ Abernethy persisted.
‘A Chechen from Newcastle.’
‘Likes to travel mob-handed, does he?’ Abernethy walked around the room, found the bare flex and tut-tutted, unplugged it at the socket. ‘Fun and games,’ he said.
‘Don’t worry,’ Rebus told him, ‘it’s under control.’
Abernethy laughed.
‘What do you want anyway?’
‘Brought someone to see you.’ He nodded towards the doorway. A distinguished-looking man was standing there, dressed in three-quarter-length black woollen coat and white silk scarf. He was completely bald, with a huge dome of a head and cheeks reddened from cold. He had a sniffle, and was wiping his nose with a handkerchief.
‘Thought we might pop out somewhere,’ the man said, locution impeccable, his eyes everywhere but on Rebus. ‘Get a spot to eat, if you’re hungry.’
‘I’m not,’ Rebus said.
‘Something to drink then.’
‘There’s whisky in the kitchen.’
The man looked reluctant.
‘Look, pal,’ Rebus told him, ‘I’m staying right here. You can join me or you can bugger off.’
‘I see,’ the man said. He put the handkerchief away and stepped forward, stretched out a hand. ‘Name’s Harris, by the way.’
Rebus took the hand, expecting sparks to leap from his fingertips.
‘Mr Harris, let’s sit at the dining-table.’ Rebus got to his feet. He was shaky, but his knees held till he’d crossed the floor. Abernethy appeared from the kitchen with the bottle and three glasses. Left again, and returned with a milk-jug of water.
Ever the host, Rebus poured, sizing up the trembling in his right arm. He felt disoriented. Adrenaline and electricity coursing through him.
‘Slainte,’ he said, lifting the glass. But he paused with it at his nostrils. Pact with the Big Man: no drinking, and Sammy back. His throat hurt when he swallowed, but he put the glass down untouched. Harris was pouring too much water into his own glass. Even Abernethy looked disapproving.
‘So, Mr Harris,’ Rebus said, rubbing his throat, ‘just who the hell are you?’
Harris affected a smile. He was playing with his glass.
‘I’m a member of the intelligence community, Inspector. I know what that probably conjures up in your mind, but I’m afraid the reality is far more prosaic. Intelligence-gathering means just that: lots of paperwork and filing.’
‘And you’re here because of Joseph Lintz?’
‘I’m here because DI Abernethy says you’re determined to link the murder of Joseph Lintz with the various accusations which have been made against him.’
‘And?’
‘And that, of course, is your prerogative. But there are matters not necessarily germane which might prove . . . embarrassing, if brought into the open.’
‘Such as that Lintz really was Linzstek, and was brought to this country by the Rat Line, probably with help from the Vatican?’
‘As to whether Lintz and Linzstek were the same man . . . I can’t tell you. A lot of the documentation was destroyed just after the war.’
‘But “Joseph Lintz” was brought to this country by the Allies?’
‘Yes.’
‘And why did we do that?’
‘Lintz was useful to this country, Inspector.’
Rebus poured a fresh whisky for Abernethy. Harris hadn’t touched his. ‘How useful?’
‘He was a reputable academic. As such he was invited to attend conferences and give guest lectures all round the world. During this time, he did some work for us. Translation, intelligence-gathering, recruitment . . .’
‘He recruited people in other countries?’ Rebus stared at Harris. ‘He was a spy?’
‘He did some dangerous and . . . influential work for this country.’
‘And got his reward: the house in Heriot Row?’
‘He earned every penny in the early days.’
Harris’s tone told Rebus something. ‘What happened?’
‘He became . . . unreliable.’ Harris lifted the glass to his nose, sniffed it, but put it down again untouched.
‘Drink it before it evaporates,’ Abernethy chided. Harris looked at him, and the Londoner mumbled an apology.
‘Define “unreliable”,’ Rebus said, pushing aside his own glass.
‘He began to . . . fantasise.’
‘He thought a colleague at the university had been in the Rat Line?’
Harris was nodding. ‘He became obsessed with the Rat Line, began to imagine that everyone around him had been involved in it, that we were all culpable. Paranoia, Inspector. It affected his work and eventually we had to let him go. This was years back. He hasn’t worked for us since.’
‘So why the interest? What does it matter if any of this comes out?’
Harris sighed. ‘You’re right, of course. The problem is not the Rat Line per se, or the notion of Vatican involvement or any of the other conspiracy theories.’
‘Then what is . . . ?’ Rebus broke off, realised the truth. ‘The problem is the personnel,’ he stated. ‘The other people brought in by the Rat Line.’ He nodded to himself. ‘Who are we talking about? Who might be implicated?’
‘Senior figures,’ Harris admitted. He’d stopped playing with the glass. His hands were flat on the table. He was telling Rebus: this is serious.
‘Past or present?’
‘Past . . . plus people whose children have gone on to achieve positions of power.’
‘MPs? Government ministers? Judges?’
Harris was shaking his head. ‘I can’t tell you, Inspector. I haven’t been trusted with that knowledge myself.’
‘But you could hazard a guess.’
‘I don’t deal in guesswork.’ He looked at Rebus. There was steel behind the eyes. ‘I deal in known quantities. It’s a good maxim – one you should try.’
‘But whoever killed Lintz did so because of his past.’
‘Are you sure?’
‘It doesn’t make sense otherwise.’
‘DI Abernethy tells me there’s a link with some criminal elements in Edinburgh, perhaps a question of prostitution. It all sounds sordid enough to be believable.’
‘And if it’s believable, that’s good enough for you?’
Harris stood up. ‘Thank you for listening.’ He blew his nose again, looked to Abernethy. ‘Time to go, I believe. DI Hogan is waiting for us.’
‘Harris,’ Rebus said, ‘you said yourself, Lintz had gone loopy, become a liability. Who’s to say you didn’t have him killed?’
Harris shrugged. ‘If we’d arranged it, his demise would not have been quite so obvious.’
‘Car crash, suicide, falling from a window . . .?’
‘Goodbye, Inspector.’
As Harris walked to the door, Abernethy stood up and locked eyes with Rebus. He didn’t say anything, but the message was there.
This is deeper water than either of us wants to be in. So do yourself a favour, swim for shore.
Rebus nodded, reached out a hand. The two men shook.
Two in the morning.
Frost on the car windscreens. They couldn’t clear them: had to blend in with the other cars on the street. Back-up – four units – parked in a builder’s yard just round the corner. Bulbs had been removed from street-lights, leaving the area in almost total darkness. Maclean’s was like a Christmas tree: security lights, every window blazing, same as every other night.
No heating in the unmarked cars: heat would melt the frost; exhaust fumes a dead giveaway.
‘This all seems very familiar,’ Siobhan Clarke said. The surveillance on Flint Street seemed a lifetime ago to Rebus. Clarke was in the driving seat, Rebus in the back. Two to each car. That way, they had space to duck should anyone come snooping. Not that they expected anyone to do that: the whole heist was half-baked. Telford desperate and with his mind on other things. Sakiji Shoda was still in town – a quiet word with the hotel manager had revealed a Monday morning check-out. Rebus was betting Tarawicz and his men had already gone.
‘You look pretty snug,’ Rebus said, referring to her padded ski-jacket. She brought a hand out of her pocket, showed him what it was holding. It looked like a slim lighter. Rebus lifted it from her palm. It was warm.
‘What the hell is it?’
Clarke smiled. ‘I got it from one of those catalogues. It’s a handwarmer.’
‘How does it work?’
‘Fuel rods. Each one lasts up to twelve hours.’
‘So you’ve got one warm hand?’
She brought her other hand out, showed him an identical rod. ‘I bought two,’ she said.
‘You might have said.’ Rebus closed his fingers around the handwarmer, stuck it deep into his pocket.
‘That’s not fair.’
‘Call it a privilege of rank.’
‘Lights,’ she warned. They dived for cover, surfaced again when the car had sped past: false alarm.
Rebus checked his watch. Jack Morton had been told to expect the truck some time between one-thirty and two-fifteen. Rebus and Clarke had been in the car since just after midnight. The snipers on the roof, poor bastards, had been in position since one o’clock. Rebus hoped they had a good supply of fuel rods. He still felt jittery from the afternoon’s events. He didn’t like that he owed Abernethy such a huge favour; indeed, maybe owed him his life. He knew he could cancel it out by agreeing – along with Hogan – to soft-pedal on the Lintz inquiry. He didn’t like the idea, but all the same . . . And the day’s silver lining: Candice had made the break from Tarawicz.
Clarke’s police radio was silent. They had maintained silence since before midnight. Claverhouse’s words: ‘The first person to speak will be me, understood? Anyone uses a radio before me, they’re in farmyard shit. And I won’t utter a sound until the truck’s entered the compound. Is that clear?’ Nods all around. ‘They could be listening in, so this is important. We’ve got to do this right.’ Averting his eyes from Rebus as he said it. ‘I’d wish us all luck, but the less luck’s involved the better I’ll like it. A few hours from now, if we stick to the plan, we should have broken up Tommy Telford’s gang.’ He paused. ‘Just let that sink in. We’ll be heroes.’ He swallowed, realising the immensity of the prize.
Rebus couldn’t get so excited. The whole enterprise had shown him a simple truth: no vacuum. Where you had society, you had criminals. No belly without an underbelly.
Rebus knew his own criteria came cheaply: his flat, books, music and clapped-out car. And he realised that he had reduced his life to a mere shell in recognition that he had completely failed at the important things: love, relationships, family life. He’d been accused of being in thrall to his career, but that had never been the case. His work sustained him only because it was an easy option. He dealt every day with strangers, with people who didn’t mean anything to him in the wider scheme. He could enter their lives, and leave again just as easily. He got to live other people’s lives, or at least portions of them, experiencing things at one remove, which wasn’t nearly as challenging as the real thing.
Sammy had brought home to him these essential truths: that he was not only a failed father but a failed human being; that police work kept him sane, yet was a substitute for the life he could have had, the kind of life everyone else seemed to lead. And if he became obsessed with his casework, well, that was no different from being obsessed with train numbers or cigarette cards or rock albums. Obsession came easy – especially to men – because it was a cheap way of achieving control, albeit control over something practically worthless. What did it matter if you could reel off the track listing to every ’60s Stones album? It didn’t matter a damn. What did it matter if Tommy Telford got put away? Tarawicz would take his place, and if he didn’t, there was always Big Ger Cafferty. And if not Cafferty, then someone else. The disease was endemic, no cure in sight.
‘What are you thinking about?’ Clarke asked, switching her rod from left hand to right.
‘My next cigarette.’ Patience’s words: happiest when in denial . . .
They heard the truck before they saw it: changing gears noisily. Slid down into their seats, then up again as it made to pull into Maclean’s. A wheeze of air-brakes as it jolted to a stop at the gates. A guard came out to talk to the driver. He carried a clip-board.
‘Jack really suits a uniform,’ Rebus said.
‘Clothes maketh the man.’
‘You reckon your boss has got it right?’ He meant Claverhouse’s plan: when the truck was in the compound, they’d use a megaphone and show the marksmen to whoever was in the driver’s cab, tell them to come out. The rest of the men could stay locked in the back of the vehicle. They’d have them toss out any arms and then come out one at a time.
It was either that or wait until they were all out of the truck. Merit of this second plan: they’d know what they were dealing with. Merit of the first: most of the gang would be nicely stowed in the truck, and could be dealt with as and when.
Claverhouse had plumped for plan one.
Marked and unmarked cars were to move in as soon as the truck had come to a stop – engine off – in the compound. They would block the exit, then watch from safety while Claverhouse, at a first-floor window with his megaphone, and the marksmen (roof; ground-floor windows) did their stuff. ‘Negotiation with force’ was how Claverhouse had described it.
‘Jack’s opening the gates,’ Rebus said, peering through the side window.
Engine roar, and the truck jerked forward.
‘Driver seems a bit nervous,’ Clarke commented.
‘Or isn’t used to HGVs.’
‘Okay, they’re in.’
Rebus stared at the radio, willing it to burst into life. Clarke had turned the ignition one click away from starting. Jack Morton was watching the truck move into the compound. He turned his head towards the line of cars parked across the way.
‘Any second . . .’
The truck’s brake-lights came on, then went off again. Air-brakes sounded.
The radio fizzed a single word: ‘Now!’
Clarke turned the engine, revved hard. Five other cars did the same. Exhaust smoke billowed suddenly into the night air. The noise was like the start of a stock-car race. Rebus wound his window down, the better to hear Claverhouse’s megaphone diplomacy. Clarke’s car leaped forward, first to the gates. Both she and Rebus jumped out, keeping their heads down, the car a shield between themselves and the truck.
‘Engine’s still running,’ Rebus hissed.
‘What?’
‘The truck. Its engine’s still running!’
Claverhouse’s voice, warbling – partly nerves, partly megaphone quality: ‘Armed police. Open the cab doors slowly and come out one at a time, hands held high. I repeat: armed police. Discard weapons before coming out. I repeat: discard weapons.’
‘Do it!’ Rebus hissed. Then: ‘Tell them to switch off the bloody engine!’
Claverhouse: ‘The gate is blocked, there’s no escape, and we don’t want anyone getting hurt.’
‘Tell them to throw out the keys.’ Cursing, Rebus dived back into the car, grabbed the handset. ‘Claverhouse, tell them to ditch the bloody keys!’
Windscreen frosted over; he couldn’t see a thing. Heard Clarke’s yell: ‘Get out!’
Saw: dim white lights. The truck was reversing. At speed. A roar from its engine, veering crazily but heading for the gates.
Heading straight for him.
An explosion: bricks flying from the factory’s front wall.
Rebus dropped the handset, got his arm stuck in the seatbelt. Clarke was screaming as he leaped clear.
A second later, truck and car connected in a rending of metal and smashing of glass. Domino effect: Clarke’s car hit the one behind, throwing officers off balance. The road was like a skating rink, the truck pushing one car, two cars, then three cars back on to the highway.
Claverhouse was on the megaphone, choking on dust: ‘No shooting! Officers too close! Officers too close!’
Yes, all they needed now was to be pinned down by sniper fire. Men and women were slipping, losing their footing, clambering from their cars. Some of them armed, but dazed. The truck’s back doors, buckled by the initial collision, flew open, seven or eight men hit the ground running. Two of them had handguns, and loosed off three or four shots apiece.
Shouts, screams, the megaphone. The glass wall of the gatehouse exploded as a bullet hit it. Rebus couldn’t see Jack Morton . . . couldn’t see Siobhan. He was lying on his front on a section of grass verge, hands over his head: classic defence/defeat posture and bloody useless with it. The whole area was picked out by floodlights, and one of the gunmen – Declan from the shop – was now aiming at those. Other members of the gang had headed out into the street and were running for it. They carried shotguns, pickaxe handles. Rebus recognised a few more faces: Ally Cornwell, Deek McGrain. The streetlights were dead, of course, giving them all the cover they could want. Rebus hoped the backup cars from the builder’s yard were coming.
Yes: turning the corner now, all lights blazing, sirens howling. Tenement curtains were twitching, palms rubbing at windows. And right in front of Rebus, about an inch from his nose, a thickly rimed blade of grass. He could make out each sliver of frost, and the complex patterns which had formed. But he realised it was melting fast as his breath hit it. And his front was growing cold. And the marksmen were running from the building, lit up like a firing-range.
And Siobhan Clarke was safe: he could see her lying beneath a car. Good girl.
And one policewoman, also lying low, had been wounded in the knee. She kept touching it with her hand, then pulling the hand away to stare at the blood.
And there was still no sign of Jack Morton.
The gunmen were returning fire, scattering shots, smashing windscreens. Uniforms were ordered out of the front back-up car. Four of the gang got in.
Second car: uniforms out, three of the gang got in. No windscreens, but they were rolling. Yelling and whooping, waving their weapons. The two remaining gunmen were cool. They were taking a good look round, assessing the situation. Did they want to be here when the marksmen arrived? Maybe they did. Maybe they fancied their chances in that arena, too. Their luck had held this far, after all. Claverhouse: the less luck’s involved, the better I’ll like it.
Rebus got on to his knees, then his feet, staying at a crouch. He felt moderately safe. After all, his luck had held today, too.
‘You okay, Siobhan?’ Voice low, eyes on the gunmen. The two getaway cars added up to seven men. Two still left. Where was number ten?
‘Fine,’ Clarke said. ‘What about you?’
‘I’m okay.’ Rebus left her, worked his way round to the front of the truck. The driver was unconscious behind his wheel, head bleeding where it had connected after the collision. There was some kind of grenade launcher on the seat beside him. It had left a bloody great hole in the wall of Maclean’s. Rebus checked the driver for firearms, found none. Then checked the pulse: steady. Recognised the face: one of the arcade regulars; looked about nineteen, twenty. Rebus took out his handcuffs, hooked the driver to the steering-wheel, threw the grenade launcher on to the road.
Then headed for the gatehouse. Jack Morton, in uniform but missing his cap, prone on the floor, covered by a glass shroud. The bullet had pierced his right breast-pocket. Pulse was weak.
‘Christ, Jack . . .’
There was a telephone in the booth. Rebus punched 999 and asked for ambulances.
‘Police officers down at the Maclean’s factory on Slateford Road!’ Staring down at his friend.
‘Whereabouts on Slateford Road?’
‘Believe me, they won’t be able to miss it.’
Five marksmen, dressed in black, aimed rifles at Rebus from outside. Saw him on the phone, saw him shake his head, moved on. Saw their targets out on the road, getting into a patrol car. Yelled the order to stop, warning that they would fire.
Response: muzzle-flash. Rebus ducked again. Fire was returned, the noise deafening but momentary.
Shouts from the road: ‘Got them!’
A plaintive wail: one of the gunmen wounded. Rebus looked. The other was lying quite still on the road. Marksmen yelling to the wounded man: ‘Drop the weapon, turn on to your front, hands behind your back.’
Response: ‘I’m shot!’
Rebus to himself: ‘Bastard’s only wounded. Finish him off.’
Jack Morton unconscious. Rebus knew better than to move him. He could staunch the bleeding, that was all. Removed his jacket, folded it and pressed it to his friend’s chest. Must’ve hurt, but Jack was out of it. Rebus dug the fuel rod out of his own pocket, the tiny canister still warm. Pressed it into Jack’s right hand, curled the fingers around it.
‘Stick around, pal. Just keep sticking around.’
Siobhan Clarke at the doorway, tears welling in her eyes.
Rebus pushed past her, slid his way across the road to where the Armed Response Team were cuffing the wounded man. Nobody much bothering with his dead partner. A little group of onlookers, keeping their distance. Rebus walked right up to the corpse, prised the handgun from its fingers, walked back around the front of the car. Heard someone call out: ‘He’s got a gun!’
Rebus bending down until the barrel of the gun touched the back of the wounded man’s neck. Declan from the shop: breath coming in short gasps, hair matted with sweat, burrowing his face into the tarmac.
‘John . . .’
Claverhouse. No megaphone needed. Standing right behind him. ‘You really want to be like them?’
Like them . . . Like Mean Machine. Like Telford and Cafferty and Tarawicz. He’d crossed the line before, made several trips forth and back. His foot was on Declan’s neck, the gun barrel so hot it was singeing nape-skin.
‘Please, no . . . oh, Christ, please . . . don’t . . . don’t . . .’
‘Shut up,’ Rebus hissed. He felt Claverhouse’s hand close over his, flick on the safety.
‘My responsibility, John. My fuck-up, don’t make it yours, too.’
‘Jack . . .’
‘I know.’
Rebus’s vision blurred. ‘They’re getting away.’
Claverhouse shook his head. ‘Road blocks. Back-up are already on it.’
‘And Telford?’
Claverhouse checked his watch. ‘Ormie will be picking him up right about now.’
Rebus grabbed Claverhouse’s lapels. ‘Nail him!’
Sirens nearing. Rebus shouted for the drivers to move their cars, make room for the ambulance. Then he ran back to the gatehouse. Siobhan Clarke was kneeling beside Jack, stroking his forehead. Her face was streaked with tears. She looked up at Rebus and shook her head.
‘He’s gone,’ she said.
‘No.’ But he knew the truth. Which didn’t stop him saying the word over and over again.
They divided the gang between two different locations – Torphichen and Fettes – and took Telford and a few of his ‘lieutenants’ to St Leonard’s. Result: a logistical nightmare. Claverhouse was washing Pro-Plus down with double-strength coffee, part of him wanting to do things right, the other part knowing he was answerable for the blood-bath at Maclean’s. One officer dead, six wounded or otherwise injured – one of them seriously. One gunman dead, one wounded – not seriously enough to some people’s minds.
The getaway cars had been apprehended and arrests made – shots exchanged but no bloodshed. None of the gang was saying anything, not a single damned word.
Rebus was sitting in an empty Interview Room at St Leonard’s, arms on the table, head resting on arms. He’d been sitting there for a while, just thinking about loss, about how suddenly it could strike. A life, a friendship, just snatched away.
Irretrievable.
He hadn’t cried, and didn’t think he would. Instead, he felt numb, as if his soul had been spiked with novocaine. The world seemed to have slowed, like the mechanism was running down. He wondered if the sun would have the energy to rise again.
And I got him into it.
He had wallowed before in feelings of guilt and inadequacy, but nothing to measure up to this. This was overwhelming. Jack Morton, a copper with a quiet patch in Falkirk . . . murdered in Edinburgh because a friend had asked a favour. Jack Morton, who’d brought himself back to life by swearing off cigarettes and booze, getting into shape, eating right, taking care of himself . . . Lying in the mortuary, deep-body temperature dropping.
And I put him there.
He jumped up suddenly, threw the chair at the wall. Gill Templer walked into the room.
‘All right, John?’
He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.
‘Fine.’
‘My office is empty if you want to get your head down.’
‘No, I’ll be fine. Just . . .’ He looked around. ‘Is this place needed?’
She nodded.
‘Right. Okay.’ He picked up the chair. ‘Who is it?’
‘Brian Summers,’ she said.
Pretty-Boy. Rebus straightened his back.
‘I can make him talk.’
Templer looked sceptical.
‘Honest, Gill.’ Hands trembling. ‘He doesn’t know what I’ve got on him.’
She folded her arms. ‘And what’s that?’
‘I just need . . .’ He checked his watch. ‘An hour or so; two hours tops. Bobby Hogan needs to be here. And I want Colquhoun brought in pronto.’
‘Who’s he?’
Rebus found the business card and handed it over. ‘Pronto,’ he repeated. He worked at his tie, making himself presentable. Smoothed back his hair. Said nothing.
‘John, I’m not sure you’re in any state to . . .’
He pointed at her, turned it into a wagging finger. ‘Don’t presume, Gill. If I say I can break him, I mean it.’
‘No one else has said a single word.’
‘Summers will be different.’ He stared at her. ‘Believe me.’
Looking back at him, she believed. ‘I’ll hold him back till Hogan gets here.’
‘Thanks, Gill.’
‘And, John?’
‘Yes?’
‘I’m really sorry about Jack Morton. I didn’t know him, but I’ve heard what everyone’s saying.’
Rebus nodded.
‘They’re saying he’d be the last one to blame you.’
Rebus smiled. ‘Right at the back of the queue.’
‘There’s only one person in the queue, John,’ she said quietly. ‘And you’re it.’
Rebus phoned the night-desk at the Caledonian Hotel, learned that Sakiji Shoda had checked out unexpectedly, less than two hours after Rebus had dropped off the green folder which had cost him fifty-five pence at a stationer’s on Raeburn Place. Actually, the folders had come in three-packs at one sixty-five. He had the other two in his car, only one of them empty.
Bobby Hogan was on his way. He lived in Portobello. He said to give him half an hour. Bill Pryde came over to Rebus’s desk and said how sorry he was about Jack Morton, how he knew the two of them had been old friends.
‘Just don’t get too close to me, Bill,’ Rebus told him. ‘The people closest to me tend to lose their health.’
He got a message from reception: someone there to see him. He headed downstairs, found Patience Aitken.
‘Patience?’
She had all her clothes on, but not necessarily in the right order, like she’d dressed in a power-cut.
‘I heard on the radio,’ she said. ‘I couldn’t sleep, so I had the radio on, and they said about this police raid and how people were dead . . . And you weren’t in your flat, so I . . .’
He hugged her. ‘I’m okay,’ he whispered. ‘I should have called you.’
‘It’s my fault, I . . .’ She looked at him. ‘You were there, I can see it on your face.’ He nodded. ‘What happened?’
‘I lost a friend.’
‘Oh, Christ, John.’ She hugged him again. She was still warm from the bedclothes. He could smell shampoo on her hair, perfume on her neck. The people closest to me . . . He pulled away gently, planted a kiss on her cheek.
‘Go get some sleep,’ he told her.
‘Come for breakfast.’
‘I just want to go home and crash.’
‘You could sleep at my place. It’s Sunday. We could stay in bed.’
‘I don’t know what time I’ll finish here.’
She found his eyes. ‘Don’t feed on it, John. Don’t keep it all inside.’
‘Okay, Doc.’ He pecked her cheek again. ‘Now vamoose.’
He managed a smile and a wink: both felt treacherous. He stood at the door and watched her leave. A lot of times while he’d been married, he’d thought of just walking. There were times when all the responsibilities and the shite at work and the pressure and the need would make him dream of escape.
He was tempted again now. Push open the door and head off to somewhere that wasn’t here, to do something that wasn’t this. But that, too, would be treachery. He had scores to settle, and a reason to settle them. He knew Telford was somewhere in the building, probably consulting with Charles Groal, saying nothing to anyone else. He wondered how the team were playing it. When would they let Telford know about the tape? When would they tell him the security guard had been a plant? When would they tell him that same man was now dead?
He hoped they were being clever. He hoped they were rattling Telford’s cage.
He couldn’t help wondering – and not for the first time – if it was all worth it. Some cops treated it like a game, others like a crusade, and for most of the rest it was neither, just a way of earning their daily bread. He asked himself why he’d invited Jack Morton in. Answers: because he’d wanted a friend involved, someone who’d keep him in the game; because he’d thought Jack was bored, and would enjoy the challenge; because tactics had demanded an outsider. There were plenty of reasons. Claverhouse had asked if Morton had any family, anyone who should be informed. Rebus had told him: divorced, four kids.
Did Rebus blame Claverhouse? Easy to be wise after the event, but then Claverhouse’s reputation had been built on being wise before the event. And he’d failed . . . monumentally.
Icy roads: they’d needed the gates closed. The blockade had been too easy to move with the horsepower available to a truck.
Marksmen in the building: fine in the enclosed space of the yard, but they’d failed to keep the truck there, and the marksmen had been ineffectual once the truck had reversed out.
More armed officers behind the truck: producing little but a crossfire hazard.
Claverhouse should have got them to turn off the ignition, or – better still – waited for it to be turned off before making his presence known.
Jack Morton should have kept his head down.
And Rebus should have warned him.
Only, a shout would have turned the gunmen’s attention towards him. Cowardice: was that what was at the bottom of his feelings? Simple human cowardice. Like in the bar in Belfast, when he hadn’t said anything, fearing Mean Machine’s wrath, fearing a rifle-butt turned on him. Maybe that was why – no, of course that was why – Lintz had got beneath Rebus’s skin. Because when it came down to it, if Rebus had been in Villefranche . . . drunk on failure, the dream of conquest over . . . if he’d been under orders, just a lackey with a gun . . . if he’d been primed by racism and the loss of comrades . . . who was to say what he’d have done?
‘Christ, John, how long have you been out here?’
It was Bobby Hogan, touching his face, prising the folder from frozen fingers.
‘You’re like ice, man, let’s get you inside.’
‘I’m fine,’ Rebus breathed. And it had to be true: how else to explain the sweat on his back and his brow? How else to explain that he only started shivering after Bobby led him indoors?
Hogan got two mugs of sweet tea into him. The station was still buzzing: shock, rumour, theories. Rebus filled Hogan in.
‘They’ll have to let Telford walk, if nobody talks.’
‘What about the tape?’
‘They’ll want to spring that later . . . if they’re being canny.’
‘Who’s in with him?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘Farmer Watson himself, last time I heard. He was doing a double-act with Bill Pryde, but I saw Bill later, so they’ve either taken a break or else done a swop.’
Hogan shook his head. ‘What a fucking business.’
Rebus stared at his tea. ‘I hate sugar.’
‘You drank the first mug all right.’
‘Did I?’ He took a mouthful, squirmed.
‘What the hell did you think you were doing out there?’
‘Catching a breath.’
‘Catching your death more like.’ Hogan patted down an unruly clump of hair. ‘I had a visit from a man called Harris.’
‘What are you going to do?’
Hogan shrugged. ‘Let it go, I suppose.’
Rebus stared at him. ‘You might not have to.’
Colquhoun didn’t look happy to be there.
‘Thanks for coming in,’ Rebus told him.
‘I didn’t have much choice.’ He had a solicitor sitting beside him, a middle-aged man: one of Telford’s? Rebus couldn’t have cared less.
‘You might have to get used to not having choices, Dr Colquhoun. Know who else is in here tonight? Tommy Telford; Brian Summers.’
‘Who?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘You’re getting your script wrong. It’s okay for you to know who they are: we talked about them in front of Candice.’
Colquhoun’s face flushed.
‘You remember Candice, don’t you? Her real name’s Karina: did I ever tell you that? She’s got a son somewhere, only they took him away. Maybe she’ll find him one day, maybe not.’
‘I don’t see what this –’
‘Telford and Summers are going to be spending a while behind bars.’ Rebus sat back. ‘If I want to, I could have a damned good go at putting you in there with them. How would you like that, Dr Colquhoun? Conspiracy to pervert, et cetera.’
Rebus could feel himself relaxing into his work; doing it for Jack.
The solicitor was about to say something, but Colquhoun got in first. ‘It was a mistake.’
‘A mistake?’ Rebus hooted. ‘One way of putting it, I suppose.’ He sat forward, resting his elbows on the table. ‘Time to talk, Dr Colquhoun. You know what they say about confession . . .’
Brian ‘Pretty-Boy’ Summers looked immaculate.
He had a lawyer with him, too, a senior partner who looked like an undertaker and wasn’t taking kindly to being kept waiting. As they settled at the table in the Interview Room, and Hogan slotted tapes into cassette machine and video recorder, the lawyer started the protest he’d spent the past hour or two preparing in his head.
‘On behalf of my client, Inspector, I feel duty bound to say that this is some of the most appalling behaviour I’ve –’
‘You think you’ve seen appalling behaviour?’ Rebus answered. ‘In the words of the song, you ain’t seen nothing yet.’
‘Look, it’s clear to me that you –’
Rebus ignored him, slapped the folder down on to the table, slid it towards Pretty-Boy.
‘Take a look.’
Pretty-Boy was wearing a charcoal suit and purple shirt, open at the neck. No sunglasses or car-keys. He’d been brought in from his flat in the New Town. Comment from one of the men who’d gone to fetch him: ‘Biggest hi-fi I’ve seen in my life. Bugger was wide awake, listening to Patsy Cline.’
Rebus started whistling ‘Crazy’: that got Pretty-Boy’s attention and a wry smile, but he kept his arms folded.
‘I would if I were you,’ Rebus said.
‘Ready,’ Hogan said, meaning he had the tapes running. They went through the formalities: date and time, location, individuals present. Rebus looked towards the lawyer and smiled. He looked pretty expensive. Telford would have ordered the best, same as always.
‘Know any Elton John, Brian?’ Rebus asked. ‘He’s got this song: “Someone Saved My Life Tonight”. You’ll be singing it to me once you’ve looked inside.’ He tapped the folder. ‘Go on, you know it makes sense. I’m not playing some trick, and you don’t have to say anything. But you really should do yourself a favour . . .’
‘I’ve got nothing to say.’
Rebus shrugged. ‘Just open the folder, take a look.’
Pretty-Boy looked to his lawyer, who seemed uncertain.
‘Your client won’t be incriminating himself,’ Rebus explained. ‘If you want to read what’s in there first, that’s fine. It might not mean much to you, but go ahead.’
The lawyer opened the folder, found a dozen sheets of paper.
‘Sorry in advance for any mistakes,’ Rebus said. ‘I typed it in a bit of a rush.’
Pretty-Boy didn’t so much as glance towards the material. He kept his eyes on Rebus, while the lawyer sifted through the papers.
‘These allegations,’ the lawyer finally said, ‘you must realise they’re worthless?’
‘If that’s your opinion, fair enough. I’m not asking Mr Summers to admit or deny anything. Like I said, he can do a deaf and dumb routine for all I care, so long as he uses his eyes.’
A smile from Pretty-Boy, then a glance towards his lawyer, who shrugged his shoulders, saying there was nothing here to fear. A glance back at Rebus, and Pretty-Boy unfolded his arms, picked up the first sheet, and started reading.
‘Just so we have a record for the tape,’ Rebus said, ‘Mr Summers is now reading a draft report prepared by myself earlier today.’ Rebus paused. ‘Actually, I mean yesterday, Saturday. He’s reading my interpretation of recent events in and around Edinburgh, events concerning his employer, Thomas Telford, a Japanese business consortium – which is really, in my opinion, a Yakuza front – and a gentleman from Newcastle by the name of Jake Tarawicz.’
He paused. The lawyer said: ‘Agreed, thus far.’ Rebus nodded and continued.
‘My version of events is as follows. Jake Tarawicz became an associate of Thomas Telford only because he wanted something Telford had: namely, a slick operation to bring drugs into Britain without raising suspicion. Either that or it was only later on, once their relationship had become established, that Tarawicz decided he could move in on Telford’s turf. To facilitate this, he manufactured a war between Telford and Morris Gerald Cafferty. This was easily accomplished. Telford had moved in aggressively on Cafferty’s territory, probably with Tarawicz egging him on. All Tarawicz had to do was make sure things escalated. To this end, he had one of his men attack a drug dealer outside one of Telford’s night-clubs, Telford immediately placing the blame on Cafferty. He also had some of his men attack a Telford stronghold in Paisley. Meanwhile, there were attacks on Cafferty’s territory and associates, retaliation by Telford for perceived wrongs.’
Rebus cleared his throat, took a sip of tea – a fresh cup, no sugar.
‘Does this sound familiar, Mr Summers?’ Pretty-Boy said nothing. He was busy reading. ‘My guess is that the Japanese were never meant to become involved. In other words, they had no knowledge of what was happening. Telford was showing them around, easing the way for them as they tried to buy a country club. Rest and recreation for their members, plus a good way of laundering money – less suspect than a casino or similar operation, especially when an electronics factory is about to open, so that the Yakuza slip into the country as just a few more Japanese businessmen.
‘I think when Tarawicz saw this, he began to worry. He didn’t want to get rid of Tommy Telford just to leave the way open for other competitors to muscle in. So he decided they’d have to become part of his plan. He had Matsumoto followed. He had him killed, and in a nice twist made me the chief suspect. Why? Two reasons. First, Tommy Telford had me pegged as Cafferty’s man, so by fingering me, Tarawicz was fingering Cafferty. Second, he wanted me out of the game, because I’d gone to Newcastle, and had met one of his men, a guy called William ‘The Crab’ Colton. I knew the Crab of old, and it so happened Tarawicz had used him for the hit on the drug dealer. He didn’t want me putting two and two together.’
Rebus paused again. ‘How’s it sounding, Brian?’
Pretty-Boy had finished reading. His arms were folded again, eyes on Rebus.
‘We’ve yet to see any evidence, Inspector,’ the lawyer said.
Rebus shrugged. ‘I don’t need evidence. See, the same file you’ve got there, I delivered a copy to a Mr Sakiji Shoda at the Caledonian Hotel.’ Rebus watched Pretty-Boy’s eyelids flutter. ‘Now, the way I see it, Mr Shoda is going to be a bit pissed off. I mean, he’s already pissed off, that’s why he was here. He’d seen Telford screw up, and wanted to see if he could do anything right. I don’t suppose the raid on Maclean’s will have given him any renewed sense of confidence. But he was also here to find out why one of his men had been killed, and who was responsible. This report tells him Tarawicz was behind it, and if he chooses to believe that, he’ll go after Tarawicz. In fact, he checked out of his hotel yesterday evening – seems he was in a bit of a rush. I’m wondering if he was on his way home via Newcastle. Doesn’t matter. What matters is that he’ll still be pissed off at Telford for letting it happen. And meantime Jake Tarawicz is going to be wondering who shopped him to Shoda. The Yakuza are not nice people, Brian. You lot are nursery school by comparison.’ Rebus sat back in his chair.
‘One last point,’ he said. ‘Tarawicz’s base is Newcastle. I’m betting he had eyes and ears here in Edinburgh. In fact, I know he did. I’ve just been having a chat with Dr Colquhoun. You remember him, Brian? You’d heard about him from Lintz. Then when Tarawicz offered East Europeans as working girls, you reckoned maybe Tommy should have a few foreign phrases to hand. Colquhoun did the teaching. You told him stories about Tarawicz, about Bosnia. Catch was, he’s the only person round these parts who knew the subject, so when we picked up Candice, we ended up using him, too. Colquhoun sussed straight off what was happening. He wasn’t sure if he had anything to fear: he’d never met her, and her answers were reassuringly vague – or he kept them that way. All the same, he came to you. Your solution: ship Candice to Fife, then snatch her, and take Colquhoun out of the game till the heat died.’
Rebus smiled. ‘He told you about Fife. Yet it was Tarawicz who got Candice. I think Tommy will find that a bit odd, don’t you? So, here we sit. And I can tell you that the minute you walk out of here, you’re going to be a marked man. Could be the Yakuza, could be Cafferty, could be your own boss or Tarawicz himself. You haven’t got any friends, and nowhere’s safe any more.’ Rebus paused. ‘Unless we help you. I’ve talked to Chief Superintendent Watson, and he’s agreeing to witness protection, new identity, whatever you want. There may be a short sentence to serve – just so it looks right – but it’ll be a soft option, room of your own, no other prisoners allowed near. And afterwards, you’ll be home and dry. That’s a big commitment on our part, and we’ll need a big commitment from you. We’ll want everything.’ Rebus counted off on his fingers. ‘The drug shipments, the war with Cafferty, the Newcastle connection, the Yakuza, the prostitutes.’ He paused again, drained his tea. ‘Tall order, I know. Your boss had a meteoric rise, Brian, and he nearly made it. But that’s all over. Best thing you can do now is talk. It’s either that or spend the rest of your days waiting for the bullet or the machete to strike . . .’
The lawyer started to protest. Rebus held up a hand.
‘We’ll need all of it, Brian. Including Lintz.’
‘Lintz,’ Pretty-Boy said dismissively. ‘Lintz is nothing.’
‘So where’s the harm?’
The look in Pretty-Boy’s eyes was a mix of anger, fear and disorientation. Rebus stood up.
‘I need something else to drink. What about you gentlemen?’
‘Coffee,’ the lawyer said, ‘black, no sugar.’
Pretty-Boy hesitated, then said, ‘Get me a Coke.’ And at that point – for the very first time – Rebus knew a deal might be done. He stopped the interview, Hogan switched off the tapes, and both men left the room. Hogan patted him on the back.
Farmer Watson was coming along the corridor towards them. Rebus moved to meet him, leading them away from the door.
‘I think we might be in with a shout, sir,’ Rebus said. ‘He’ll try to twist the deal, give us less than we want, but I think there’s a chance.’
Watson beamed a smile, as Rebus leaned against the wall, eyes closed. ‘I feel about a hundred years old.’
‘Experience tells,’ Hogan said.
Rebus growled at him, then they went to fetch the drinks.
‘Mr Summers,’ the lawyer said, as Rebus handed him his cup, ‘would like to tell you the story of his relationship with Joseph Lintz. But first we’ll need some assurances.’
‘What about everything else I mentioned?’
‘These can be negotiated.’
Rebus stared at Pretty-Boy. ‘You don’t trust me?’
Pretty-Boy picked up his can, said ‘No’, and drank.
‘Fine.’ Rebus walked over to the far wall. ‘In that case, you’re free to go.’ He checked his watch. ‘Soon as you’ve finished your drinks, I want you out of here. Interview Rooms are at a premium tonight. DI Hogan, mark up the tapes, will you?’
Hogan ejected both cassettes. Rebus sat down beside him and they started discussing work, as though Pretty-Boy had been dismissed from their minds. Hogan examined a sheet of paper, checking who was due to be interviewed next.
From the corner of his eye, Rebus saw Pretty-Boy leaning in towards his lawyer, whispering something. He turned on them.
‘Can you do that outside, please? We need to vacate this room.’
Pretty-Boy knew Rebus was bluffing . . . knew the policeman needed him. But he realised, too, that Rebus was not bluffing about giving the file to Shoda, and he was far too intelligent not to be scared. He didn’t move from the chair, and held his lawyer’s arm so he had to stay and listen. Eventually the lawyer cleared his throat.
‘Inspector, Mr Summers is willing to answer your questions.’
‘All my questions?’
The lawyer nodded. ‘But I must insist on hearing more of the “deal” you’re proposing.’
Rebus looked at Hogan. ‘Go get the Chief Super.’
Rebus left the room, stood in the hallway while Hogan was away. Cadged a cigarette off a passing uniform. He’d just got it lit when Farmer Watson came barrelling towards him, Hogan behind as though attached to Watson by an invisible leash.
‘No smoking, John, you know that.’
‘Yes, sir,’ Rebus said, crimping the tip. ‘I was just holding it for Inspector Hogan.’
Watson nodded towards the door. ‘What do they want?’
‘We’ve been talking possible immunity from prosecution. At the very least, he’ll want a soft sentence, and a safe one, plus new ID afterwards.’
Watson was thoughtful. ‘We haven’t had a cheep out of any of them. Not that it matters greatly. There’s the gang we caught red-handed, plus Telford on the audio tape . . .’
‘Summers is a real insider, knows Telford’s organisation.’
‘So how come he’s willing to spill?’
‘Because he’s scared, and his fear is overwhelming his loyalty. I’m not saying we’ll get every last detail out of him, but we’ll probably get enough to start pressing the other members. Once they know someone’s yapping, they’ll all want a trade.’
‘What’s his lawyer like?’
‘Expensive.’
‘No point shilly-shallying then.’
‘I couldn’t have put it better myself, sir.’
The Chief Super pinned back his shoulders. ‘All right, let’s do a deal.’
‘When did you first meet Joseph Lintz?’
Pretty-Boy’s arms were no longer folded. He was resting them on the desk, head in his hands. His hair flopped forward, making him look younger than ever.
‘About six months ago. We’d spoken on the phone before that.’
‘He was a punter?’
‘Yes.’
‘Meaning what exactly?’
Pretty-Boy looked at the turning spools. ‘You want me to explain for all our listeners?’
‘That’s right.’
‘Joseph Lintz was a client of the escort service for which I worked.’
‘Come on, Brian, you were a bit more than a flunkey. You ran it, didn’t you?’
‘If you say so.’
‘Anytime you want to walk, Brian . . .’
Eyes burning. ‘Okay, I ran it for my employer.’
‘And Mr Lintz phoned wanting an escort?’
‘He wanted one of our girls to go to his home.’
‘And?’
‘And that was it. He’d sit there opposite her and just stare for half an hour.’
‘Both of them fully clothed?’
‘Yes.’
‘Nothing else?’
‘Not at first.’
‘Ah.’ Rebus paused. ‘You must have been curious.’
Pretty-Boy shrugged. ‘Takes all sorts, doesn’t it?’
‘I suppose it does. So how did your business relationship progress?’
‘Well, on a gig like that, there’s always a chaperone.’
‘Yourself?’
‘Yes.’
‘You didn’t have better things to do?’
Another shrug. ‘I was curious.’
‘About what?’
‘The address: Heriot Row.’
‘Mr Lintz had . . . class?’
‘Coming out his ears. I mean, I’ve met plenty fat cats, corporate types looking for a shag in their hotel, but Lintz was a long way from that.’
‘He just wanted to look at the girls.’
‘That’s right. And this huge house he had . . .’
‘You went in? You didn’t just wait in the car?’
‘Told him it was company policy.’ A smile. ‘Really, all I wanted was to snoop.’
‘Did you talk to him?’
‘Later, yes.’
‘You became friends?’
‘Not really . . . maybe. He knew things, had a real brain on him.’
‘You were impressed.’
Pretty-Boy nodded. Yes, Rebus could imagine. His previous role model had always been Tommy Telford, but Pretty-Boy had aspirations. He wanted class. He wanted people to acknowledge him for his mind. Rebus knew how seductive Lintz’s storytelling could be. How much more seductive would Pretty-Boy have found it?
‘Then what happened?’
Pretty-Boy shifted. ‘His tastes changed.’
‘Or his real tastes started to emerge?’
‘That’s what I wondered.’
‘So what did he want?’
‘He wanted the girls . . . he had this length of rope . . . he’d made it into a noose.’ Pretty-Boy swallowed. His lawyer had stopped writing, was listening intently. ‘He wanted the girls to slip it over their heads, then lie down like they were dead.’
‘Dressed or naked?’
‘Naked.’
‘And?’
‘And he’d . . . he’d sit on his chair and get off. Some of the girls wouldn’t go along. He wanted the works: bulging eyes, tongue sticking out, neck twisted . . .’ Pretty-Boy rubbed his hands through his hair.
‘Did you ever talk about it?’
‘With him? No, never.’
‘So what did you talk about?’
‘All sorts of things.’ Pretty-Boy looked up at the ceiling, laughed. ‘He told me once, he believed in God. Said the problem was, he wasn’t sure God believed in him. That seemed clever at the time . . . he always managed to get me thinking. And this was the same guy who tossed himself off over bodies with ropes round their necks.’
‘All this personal attention you were giving him,’ Rebus said, ‘you were sizing him up, weren’t you?’
Pretty-Boy looked into his lap, nodded.
‘For the tape, please.’
‘Tommy always wanted to know if a punter was worth squeezing.’
‘And . . .?’
Pretty-Boy shrugged. ‘We found out about the Nazi stuff, realised we couldn’t hurt him any more than he was already being hurt. Turned into a bit of a joke. There we were, thinking of threatening him with exposure as a perv, and at the same time the papers were saying he was a mass murderer.’ He laughed again.
‘So you dropped that idea?’
‘Yes.’
‘But he paid you five grand?’ Rebus fishing.
Pretty-Boy licked his lips. ‘He’d tried topping himself. He told me that. Tying the rope to the top of his banister and jumping off. Only it didn’t work. Banister snapped and he fell half a flight.’
Rebus remembering: the broken stair-rail.
Rebus remembering: Lintz with a scarf around his neck, his voice hoarse. Telling Rebus he had a throat bug.
‘He told you this?’
‘He phoned the office, said we had to meet. That was unusual. In the past, he’d always used phone boxes and got me on my mobile. Safe old bugger, I’d always thought. Then he calls from home, right to the office.’
‘Where did you meet?’
‘In a restaurant. He bought me lunch.’ The young woman . . . ‘Told me he’d tried killing himself and couldn’t do it. He kept saying he’d proved himself a “moral coward”, whatever that means.’
‘So what did he want?’
Pretty-Boy stared up at Rebus. ‘He needed someone to help him.’
‘You?’
Pretty-Boy shrugged.
‘And the price was right?’
‘No haggling necessary. He wanted it done in Warriston Cemetery.’
‘Did you ask him why?’
‘I knew he liked the place. We met at his house, really early. I drove him down there. He seemed the same as ever, except he kept thanking me for my “resolve”. I wasn’t sure what he meant by that. To me, Resolve is something you take after a hard night.’
Rebus smiled, as was expected. ‘Go on,’ he said.
‘Not much more to tell, is there? He put the noose over his head. He told me to pull on the rope. I had a last go at talking him out of it, but the bugger was determined. It’s not murder, is it? Assisted suicide: a lot of places, it’s legal.’
‘How did the dunt get on his head?’
‘He was heavier than I thought. First time I hauled him up, the rope slipped and he fell, thumped himself on the ground.’
Bobby Hogan cleared his throat. ‘Brian, did he say anything . . . right at the end?’
‘Famous last words and all that?’ Pretty-Boy shook his head. ‘All he said was “thank you”. Poor old sod. One thing: he wrote it all down.’
‘What?’
‘About me helping him. A sort of insurance, in case anyone ever linked us. Letter says he paid me, begged me to help.’
‘Where is this?’
‘In a safe. I can get it for you.’
Rebus nodded, stretched his back. ‘Did you ever talk about Villefranche?’
‘A little bit, mostly about the way the papers and TV were hounding him, how difficult it made it when he wanted . . . company.’
‘But not the massacre itself?’
Pretty-Boy shook his head. ‘Know something else? Even if he had told me, I wouldn’t tell you.’
Rebus tapped his pen against the desk. He knew the Lintz story was as closed as it was ever going to be. Bobby Hogan knew it, too. They had the secret at last, the story of how Lintz had died. They knew he’d been helped by the Rat Line, but they’d never know whether he’d been Josef Linzstek or not. The circumstantial evidence was overwhelming, but so was the evidence that Lintz had been hounded to death. He’d started putting the escorts into nooses only after the accusations had been made.
Hogan caught Rebus’s eye and shrugged, as if to say: what does it matter? Rebus nodded back. Part of him wanted to take a break, but now that Pretty-Boy was rolling it was important to keep up the steam.
‘Thanks for that, Mr Summers. We may come back to Mr Lintz if we think of any more questions. But meantime, let’s move on to the relationship between Thomas Telford and Jake Tarawicz.’
Pretty-Boy shifted, as if trying to get comfortable. ‘This could take a while,’ he said.
‘Take as long as you like,’ Rebus told him.
They got it all, in time.
Pretty-Boy had to rest, and so did they. Other teams came in, worked on different areas. The tapes were filling up, being listened to elsewhere, notes and transcripts made. Back-up questions were forwarded to the Interview Room. Telford wasn’t talking. Rebus went and took a look at him, sat across from him. Telford didn’t blink once. He sat ramrod-straight, hands on knees. And all the while, Pretty-Boy’s confession was being used to squeeze other gang members – without letting slip who was singing.
The ranks broke, slowly at first and then in a cataract of accusation, self-defence and denial. And they got it all.
Telford and Tarawicz: European prostitutes heading north; muscle and dope heading south.
Mr Taystee: taking more than his fair share; dealt with accordingly.
The Japanese: using Telford as their introduction to Scotland, finding it a good base of operations.
Only now Rebus had scuppered that. In his folder to Shoda he’d warned the gangster to leave Poyntinghame alone, or he’d be ‘implicated in ongoing criminal investigations’. The Yakuza weren’t stupid. He doubted they’d be back ... for a while at least.
His last trip of the night: Rebus went down to the cells, unlocked one of the doors and told Ned Farlowe he was free. Told him he had nothing to fear ...
Unlike Mr Pink Eyes. The Yakuza had a score to settle. And it didn’t stay unsettled long. He was found in his car-crusher, seatbelt welded shut. His men had started running.
Some of them were running still.
Rebus sat in his living-room, staring at the door Jack Morton had stripped and varnished. He was thinking about the funeral, about how the Juice Church would be there in force. He wondered if they’d blame him. Jack’s kids would be there, too. Rebus had never met them; didn’t think he wanted to see them.
Wednesday morning, he was back in Inverness, meeting Mrs Hetherington off her flight. She’d been delayed in Holland, answering Customs questions. They’d laid a little trap, caught a man called De Gier – a known trafficker – planting the kilo package of heroin in Mrs Hetherington’s luggage: a secret compartment in her suitcase, the suitcase itself a gift from her landlord. Several of Telford’s other elderly tenants were enjoying short breaks in Belgium. They’d be questioned by local police.
Home again, Rebus telephoned David Levy.
‘Lintz committed suicide,’ he told him.
‘That’s your conclusion?’
‘It’s the truth. No conspiracy, no cover-up.’
A sigh. ‘It’s of little consequence, Inspector. What matters is that we’ve lost another one.’
‘Villefranche doesn’t mean a thing to you, does it? The Rat Line, that’s all you care about.’
‘There’s nothing we can do about Villefranche.’
Rebus took a deep breath. ‘A man called Harris came to see me. He works for British Intelligence. They’re protecting some big names, high-level people. Rat Line survivors, maybe their children. Tell Mayerlink to keep digging.’
There was silence for a moment. ‘Thank you, Inspector.’
Rebus was in a car. It was the Weasel’s Jag. The Weasel was in the back with him. Their driver was missing a big chunk of his left ear. The shape made him resemble a pixie – but only from the side, and you wouldn’t want to tell him to his face.
‘You did well,’ the Weasel was saying. ‘Mr Cafferty’s pleased.’
‘How long have you been holding him?’
The Weasel smiled. ‘Nothing gets past you, Rebus.’
‘Rangers have offered me a trial in goal. How long have you had him?’
‘A few days. Had to be sure we had the right one, didn’t we?’
‘And now you’re sure?’
‘Absolutely positive.’
Rebus looked out of the window at the passing parade of shops, pedestrians, buses. The car was heading down towards Newhaven and Granton. ‘You wouldn’t be setting up some loser to take the blame?’
‘He’s genuine.’
‘You could have spent the past few days making sure he was going to say the right things.’
The Weasel seemed amused. ‘Such as?’
‘Such as that he was in Telford’s pay.’
‘Rather than Mr Cafferty’s, you mean?’ Rebus glared at the Weasel, who laughed. ‘I think you’ll find him a pretty convincing candidate.’
The way he said it made Rebus shiver. ‘He’s still alive, isn’t he?’
‘Oh, yes. How long he remains so is entirely up to you.’
‘You think I want him dead?’
‘I know you do. You didn’t go to Mr Cafferty because you wanted justice. You went out of revenge.’
Rebus stared at the Weasel. ‘You don’t sound like yourself.’
‘You mean I don’t sound like my persona – different thing entirely.’
‘And do many people get behind the persona?’ The Who: ‘Can You See the Real Me?’
The Weasel smiled again. ‘I thought you deserved it, after all the trouble you’ve gone to.’
‘I didn’t break Telford just to please your boss.’
‘Nevertheless ...’ The Weasel slid across his seat towards Rebus. ‘How’s Sammy, by the way?’
‘She’s fine.’
‘Recuperating?’
‘Yes.’
‘That’s good news. Mr Cafferty will be pleased. He’s disappointed you haven’t been to see him.’
Rebus took a newspaper from his pocket. It was folded at a story: FATAL STABBING AT JAIL.
‘Your boss?’ he said, handing the paper over.
The Weasel made show of reading it. ‘“Aged twenty-six, from Govan ... stabbed through the heart in his cell ... no witnesses, no weapon recovered despite a thorough search.”’ He tutted. ‘Bit careless.’
‘He’d taken up the contract on Cafferty?’
‘Had he?’ The Weasel looked amazed.
‘Fuck off,’ Rebus said, turning back to his window.
‘By the way, Rebus, if you decide not to go to trial with the driver ...’ The Weasel was holding something out. A homemade screwdriver, filed to a point, grip covered in packing-tape. Rebus looked at it in disgust.
‘I washed the blood off,’ the Weasel assured him. Then he laughed again. Rebus felt like he was being ferried straight to hell. In front of him he could see the grey expanse of the Firth of Forth, and Fife beyond it. They were coming into an area of docks, gas-plant and warehouses. It had been earmarked for a development spill-over from Leith. The whole city was changing. Traffic routes and priorities were altered overnight, cranes were kept busy on building-sites, and the council, who always complained about being broke, had all manner of schemes underway to further alter the shape and scope of his chosen home.
‘Nearly there,’ the Weasel said.
Rebus wondered if there’d be any turning back.
They stopped at the gates to a warehouse complex. The driver undid the padlock, pulled the chain free. The gates swung open. In they went. The Weasel ordered the driver to park around the back. There was a plain white van there, more rust than metal. Its back windows had been painted over, turning it into a suitable hearse should occasion demand.
They got out into a salt wind. The Weasel shuffled over towards a door and banged once. The door was pushed open from within. They stepped inside.
A huge open space, filled with only a few packing cases, a couple of pieces of machinery covered with oil-cloth. And two men: the one who’d let them in, and another at the far end. This man was standing in front of a wooden chair. There was a figure tied to the chair, half-hidden by the man. The Weasel led the procession. Rebus tried to control his breathing, which was growing painfully shallow. His heart was racing, nerves jangling. He pushed back the anger, wasn’t sure he could hold it.
When they were eight feet from the chair, the Weasel nodded and the man stood away, revealing to Rebus the terrified figure of a kid.
A boy.
Nine or ten, no older.
One black eye, nose caked with blood, both cheeks bruised and a graze on his chin. Burst lip beginning to heal, trousers torn at the knees, one shoe missing.
And a smell, as if he’d wet himself, maybe even worse.
‘What the hell is this?’ Rebus asked.
‘This,’ the Weasel said, ‘is the little bastard who stole the car. This is the little bastard who lost his nerve at a red light and gunned through it, losing control of the pedals because he could barely reach them. This ...’ The Weasel stepped forward, planted a hand on the kid’s shoulder. ‘This is the culprit.’
Rebus looked at the faces around him. ‘Is this your idea of a joke?’
‘No joke, Rebus.’
He looked at the boy. Dried tear-tracks. Eyes bloodshot from crying. Shoulders trembling. They’d tied his arms behind him. Tied his ankles to the chair-legs.
‘Puh-please, mister ...’ Dry, cracked voice. ‘I ... help me, puh-please ...’
‘Nicked the car,’ the Weasel recited, ‘then did the hit and run, got scared, and dumped the car near where he lives. Took the cassette and the tapes. He wanted the car for a race. That’s what they do, race cars around the schemes. This little runt can start an engine in ten seconds flat.’ He rubbed his hands together. ‘So ... here we all are.’
‘Help me ...’
Rebus recalling the city’s graffiti: Won’t Anyone Help? The Weasel nodding towards one of his men, the man producing a pickaxe-handle.
‘Or the screwdriver,’ the Weasel said. ‘Or whatever you like, really. We are at your command.’ And he gave a little bow.
Rebus could hardly speak. ‘Cut the ropes.’
Silence in the warehouse.
‘Cut those fucking ropes!’
A sniff from the Weasel. ‘You heard the man, Tony.’
Ca-chink of a flick-knife opening. Ropes severed like cutting through butter. Rebus walked to within inches of the boy.
‘What’s your name?’
‘J-Jordan.’
‘Is that your first name or your second?’
The boy looked at him. ‘First.’
‘Okay, Jordan.’ Rebus leaned down. The boy flinched, but did not resist as Rebus picked him up. He weighed almost nothing. Rebus started walking with him.
‘What now, Rebus?’ the Weasel asked. But Rebus didn’t answer. He carried the boy to the threshold, kicked open the door, stepped out into sunshine.
‘I’m ... I’m really sorry.’ The boy had a hand across his eyes, unused to the light. He was starting to cry.
‘You know what you did?’
Jordan nodded. ‘I’ve been ... ever since that night. I knew it was bad ...’ Now the tears came.
‘Did they say who I was?’
‘Please don’t kill me.’
‘I’m not going to kill you, Jordan.’
The boy blinked, trying to clear tears from his eyes, the better to know whether he was being lied to.
‘I think you’ve been through enough, pal,’ Rebus said. Then added: ‘I think we both have.’
So after everything, it had come to this. Bob Dylan: ‘Simple Twist of Fate’. Segue to Leonard Cohen: ‘Is This What You Wanted?’
Rebus didn’t know the answer to that.
Clean and sober, he went to the hospital. An open ward this time, set hours for visitors. No more darkened vigils. No return visit by Candice, though nurses spoke of regular phone calls by someone foreign-sounding. No way of knowing where she was. Maybe out there searching for her son. It didn’t matter, so long as she was safe. So long as she was in control.
When he reached the ward’s far end, two women rose from their chairs so he could kiss them: Rhona and Patience. He had a carrier-bag with him, magazines and grapes. Sammy was sitting up, supported by three pillows, Pa Broon propped beside her. Her hair had been washed and brushed, and she was smiling at him.
‘Women’s magazines,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘They should be on the top-shelf.’
‘I need a few fantasies to sustain me in here,’ Sammy said. Rebus beamed at her, said hello, then bent down and kissed his daughter.
The sun was shining as they walked through The Meadows – a rare day off for both. They held hands and watched people sunbathing and playing football. He knew Rhona was excited, and thought he knew why. But he wasn’t going to spoil things with speculation.
‘If you had a daughter, what would you call her?’ she asked.
He shrugged. ‘Haven’t really thought about it.’
‘What about a son?’
‘I quite like Sam.’
‘Sam?’
‘When I was a kid, I had a bear called Sam. My mum knitted it for me.’
‘Sam...” She tried the name out. ‘It would work both ways, wouldn’t it?’
He stopped, circled his arms around her waist. ‘How do you mean?’
‘Well, it could be Samuel or Samantha. You don’t get many of those – names that work both ways.’
‘I suppose not. Rhona, is there ...?’
She put a finger to his lips, then kissed him. They walked on. There didn ‘t seem to be a cloud in the whole damned sky.
My fictional French village of Villefranche d’Albarede owes its existence to the real village of Oradour-sur-Glâne, which was the subject of an attack by the 3rd Company of the SS ‘Der Führer’ regiment.
On the afternoon of Saturday 10 June 1944, 3rd Company – known as ‘Das Reich’ – entered the village and rounded up everyone. The women and children were herded into the church, while the men were split into groups and marched to various barns and other buildings around the village. Then the slaughter began.
Some 642 victims have been accounted for, but the estimate is that up to a thousand people may have perished that day. Only fifty-three corpses were ever identified. One boy from Lorraine, having first-hand knowledge of SS atrocities, managed to flee when the troops entered the village. Five men escaped the massacre in Laudy’s barn. Wounded, they were able to crawl from the burning building and hide until the next day. One woman escaped from the church, climbing out of a window after playing dead beside the corpse of her child.
Soldiers went from house to house, finding villagers too sick or elderly to leave their beds. These people were shot and their houses set alight. Some of the bodies were hidden in mass graves, or dumped down wells and in bread ovens.
General Lammerding was the commanding officer. On 9 June he’d ordered the deaths of ninety-nine hostages in Tulle. He also gave the order for the Oradour massacre. Later on in the war, Lammerding was captured by the British, who refused his extradition to France. Instead, he was returned to Düsseldorf, where he ran a successful company until his death in 1971.
In the general euphoria of the Normandy landings, the tragedy at Oradour went almost unnoticed. Eventually, in January 1953, the trial opened in Bordeaux of sixty-five men identified as having been involved in the massacre. Of these sixty-five, only twenty-one were present: seven Germans, and fourteen natives of French Alsace. None of the men was of officer rank.
Every individual found guilty at the Bordeaux trial left court a free man. A special Act of Amnesty had been passed, in the interests of national unity. (People in Alsace were disgruntled that their countrymen had been picked out for condemnation.) Meantime, the Germans were said to have already served their terms.
As a result, Oradour broke off all relations with the French state, a rupture which lasted seventeen years.
In May 1983, a man stood trial in East Berlin, charged with having been a lieutenant in ‘Das Reich’ during the Oradour massacre. He admitted everything, and was sentenced to life imprisonment.
In June 1996, it was reported that around 12,000 foreign volunteers to the Waffen SS are still receiving pensions from the Federal German government. One of these pensioners, a former Obersturmbannführer, was a participant at Oradour ...
Oradour still stands as a shrine. The village has been left just the way it was on that day in June 1944.
Discussion points for The Hanging Garden
Regarding the time frame in The Hanging Garden, the most ambitious novel in the Rebus series so far, what is the effect of his reminiscences on the time when Sammy was a child? Does the reader link them emotionally to the memories of the only female survivor of the village massacre?
What are Rebus’s thoughts on the politics behind the German officers who were apprehended by the Allies being returned to Germany in the 1950s to live ordinary lives?
There are several sorts of ‘war’ in The Hanging Garden – discuss how they differ from one another, and what the similarities are.
‘Most of the gangsters Rebus had known, they’d had a worn look, undernourished but overfed. Telford had the look of some new strain of bacteria, not yet tested or understood.’ How does the reader respond to such a comment?
Why had Rebus been so absent in his marriage, and in Sammy’s upbringing?
Could it be claimed that Rebus is so drawn to Candice because she makes him feel useful (as well as the fact that looks-wise she reminds him of Sammy), while Sammy remains resolutely independent in her dealings with her father? Is Rebus exploiting Candice as much as other people are, only in a different way?
‘Each investigation is an act of remembrance, and remembrance is never wasted. Remembrance is the only way we learn.’ Would Rebus agree with this statement from David Levy, who is assisting the Holocaust Investigation Bureau?
Why doesn’t Rebus like Ned Farlowe?
Rebus has had a period of sobriety: does this help him to understand how easy it might be for a man to construct another life for himself?
Initially Rebus’s instincts tell him that Lintz and Linzstek are one and the same person, but not whether it matters. Does this change as the plot unfolds?
Similarly to Big Ger Cafferty, Lintz has the ability to connect on a deep emotional level with Rebus. Is this a good thing as far as Rebus is concerned?
‘Never get personally involved: it was the golden rule. And practically every case he worked, Rebus broke it. He sometimes felt that the reason he became so involved in his cases was that he had no life of his own. He could only live through other people.’ Does this characteristic make Rebus a good policeman?
Is Rebus selling his soul to the devil when he does a deal with Cafferty?
Rebus thinks of himself, in some senses, as a religious man, yet he doesn’t seek solace in that way when Sammy is hurt. Why might that be?
When Jack Morton is killed does Rebus lose his emotional ballast? And does he blame himself?
There are lots of musical references; does it matter if the reader isn’t familiar with them? What sort of extra dimension do they add to the narrative?
To my long-suffering editor, Caroline Oakley
Contents
The world is full of missing persons, and their numbers increase all the time. The space they occupy lies somewhere between what we know about the ways of being alive and what we hear about the ways of being dead. They wander there, unaccompanied and unknowable, like shadows of people.
Andrew O’Hagan, The Missing
Once I caught a train to Cardenden by mistake . . . When we reached Cardenden we got off and waited for the next train back to Edinburgh. I was very tired and if Cardenden had looked more promising, I think I would have simply stayed there. And if you’ve ever been to Cardenden you’ll know how bad things must have been.
Kate Atkinson, Behind the Scenes at the Museum
Dead Souls was wholly conceived and written in Edinburgh – the first time this had happened since Rebus’s initial outing in Knots & Crosses. The intervening novels had been written during my four-year stint in London, or else in the further six years spent in rural France. Now I was back in Edinburgh . . . and worried that I would no longer be able to write about the place. This was a realistic fear, too: I had used geographical distance to help me recreate Edinburgh as a fictionalised city. How would I cope now that I could take a short stroll and see what I’d been getting wrong all those years?
I needn’t have worried.
Dead Souls is named after a song by Joy Division. As its title might suggest, it’s not a number you would dance to at weddings, unless you count the Addams Family among your in-laws. I was aware, of course, of Joy Division’s source material – the unfinished novel Dead Souls by Russian writer Nikolai Gogol. The phrase ‘tortured genius’ might have been coined with Gogol in mind. Having published the first half of Dead Souls, he ended up burning the drafts of its second half. Later on, he started work on the book again, until his religious teacher persuaded him to renounce literature altogether. So the latest version of the second half went up in flames again, and Gogol died ten days later.
My own book is divided into two parts, entitled ‘Lost’ and ‘Found’. Both begin with an italicised quotation from Gogol’s work, the one accompanying ‘Found’ being the last words recorded by him. The title of the book came to me early. I knew I wanted to write about MisPers – missing persons. I had become interested in them when doing research for Black & Blue. In a non-fiction work entitled The Missing (which I had read because it contained passages about the Bible John murders), journalist Andrew O’Hagan had discussed the phenomenon of loss and the hole left in the fabric of our lives when someone vanishes. Inspired by O’Hagan’s work, I’d written a seventy-page novella called Death Is Not The End (itself a Bob Dylan title, but known to me through a contemporary reworking by Nick Cave). This novella had been written at the behest of an American publisher, who then seemed to find no immediate market for it. Worried that it might never see the light of day, I decided to ‘cannibalise’ parts of the story for my next full-length novel – which is why two versions of the story exist, albeit with different outcomes.
Okay, so I was ready to rework my novella into a novel. But another real-life story had caught my eye in the interim. On a rough housing estate in Stirling, the locals had been roused by news that a convicted paedophile was living quietly in their midst. The vigilante instinct took over, and the man was chased out. Two things struck me about this. One was that it continued the theme I’d touched on in my previous novel The Hanging Garden – namely, how do we begin to measure right and wrong? The other was that Rebus’s knee-jerk reaction to news of a ‘hidden’ paedophile would be the same as that of many people of his generation, class and philosophy: he’d ‘out’ the bugger, and damn the consequences. Well, I’ve seldom shirked a challenge: I wanted to see if I could change his mind about a few things . . .
I also wanted to take him home, back to where he grew up in central Fife. Although many of my books have had cause to send Rebus to Fife, Dead Souls is my most personal investigation of my own background. When high-school ‘flame’ Janice reminisces with Rebus, she is using my own memories and anecdotes. We learn more, too, about Rebus’s childhood, including that he was born in a pre-fab (as I was) but soon moved to a terraced house in a cul-de-sac (as I did). We find out that, like me, he drank in his home town’s Goth pub (Goth being short for Gothenburg), and that his father brought a silk scarf back from World War II (as did mine). Much of this is reflected in the names I give to Rebus’s school friends: Brian and Janice Mee. They’re ‘me’, you see, as are characteristics of many of my other creations, Rebus chief among them.
There are plenty of in-jokes in the book, despite the sombre tone of its material. We meet Harry, ‘the rudest barman in Edinburgh’ (who, in real life, is now landlord of the Oxford Bar and can afford to be rude only to a select few of us who expect no less of him). The nightclub in the book is called Gaitano’s, after the American crime writer Nick Gaitano, who also wrote under his real name of Eugene Izzi. He’d been found dead shortly before I started work on the book, in what appeared, at least initially, to be mysterious circumstances. The headless coachman mentioned at the start of the book (and later on, as the name of a pub) is actually Major Weir, a real-life character from Edinburgh’s dark side. Weir and his sister were accused in 1678 of being warlock and witch. Both were eventually executed, despite having lived lives of exemplary piety, and with only the Major’s rambling and befuddled confession as ‘proof’.
The modern equivalent of a witch-hunt? Look no further than the popular media’s treatment of suspected paedophiles . . .
Dead Souls was a landmark of sorts for me, being the first time I had allowed a charity to auction off the right for someone to appear as a character in one of my books. These days, I do this up to six times per book, but there was just the one instance in Dead Souls. The prize was won by a friend, but she didn’t want the honour for herself. Oh no, she wanted it for another of her friends in the USA, a woman called Fern Bogot.
‘It doesn’t sound very Scottish,’ I complained.
In the end, I decided that ‘Fern’ sounded like an assumed name. Who might not want to use their real name as they went about their business? Of course: a prostitute! So it was, and with some little reluctance on her part, that clean-living Fern Bogot became an Edinburgh hooker . . .
One last thing about Dead Souls. A fan at a question-and-answer session once picked me up on my use of the phrase ‘trellis tables’ when what I actually meant was ‘trestle tables’. She was right, and I’ve left the error intact for your enjoyment. But she also told me that I use trestle tables a lot in my books . . . and in rereading the series as preparation for writing all the new introductions, I can confirm that she was right in this particular also. Don’t ask me what it is about them; I just can’t stop writing the words down . . .
Trestle tables.
There, I did it again.
May 2005
From this height, the sleeping city seems like a child’s construction, a model which has refused to be constrained by imagination. The volcanic plug might be black Plasticine, the castle balanced solidly atop it a skewed rendition of crenellated building bricks. The orange street lamps are crumpled toffee-wrappers glued to lollipop sticks.
Out in the Forth, the faint bulbs from pocket torches illuminate toy boats resting on black crêpe paper. In this universe, the jagged spires of the Old Town would be angled matchsticks, Princes Street Gardens a Fuzzy-Felt board. Cardboard boxes for the tenements, doors and windows painstakingly detailed with coloured pens. Drinking straws could become guttering and downpipes, and with a fine blade – maybe a scalpel – those doors could be made to open. But peering inside . . . peering inside would destroy the effect.
Peering inside would change everything.
He shoves his hands in his pockets. The wind is stropping his ears. He can pretend it is a child’s breath, but the reality chides him.
I am the last cold wind you’ll feel.
He takes a step forward, peers over the edge and into darkness. Arthur’s Seat crouches behind him, humped and silent as though offended by his presence, coiled to pounce. He tells himself it is papier-mâché. He smooths his hands over strips of newsprint, not reading the stories, then realises he is stroking the air and withdraws his hands, laughing guiltily. Somewhere behind him, he hears a voice.
In the past, he’d climbed up here in daylight. Years back, it would have been with a lover maybe, climbing hand in hand, seeing the city spread out like a promise. Then later, with his wife and child, stopping at the summit to take photos, making sure no one went too close to the edge. Father and husband, he would tuck his chin into his collar, seeing Edinburgh in shades of grey, but getting it into perspective, having risen above it with his family. Digesting the whole city with a slow sweep of his head, he would feel that all problems were containable.
But now, in darkness, he knows better.
He knows that life is a trap, that the jaws eventually spring shut on anyone foolish enough to think they could cheat their way to a victory. A police car blares in the distance, but it’s not coming for him. A black coach is waiting for him at the foot of Salisbury Crags. Its headless driver is becoming impatient. The horses tremble and whinny. Their flanks will lather on the ride home.
‘Salisbury Crag’ has become rhyming slang in the city. It means skag, heroin. ‘Morningside Speed’ is cocaine. A snort of coke just now would do him the world of good, but wouldn’t be enough. Arthur’s Seat could be made of the stuff: in the scheme of things, it wouldn’t matter a damn.
There is a figure behind him in the darkness, drawing nearer. He half-turns to confront it, then quickly looks away, suddenly fearful of meeting the face. He begins to say something.
‘I know you’ll find it hard to believe, but I’ve . . .’
He never finishes the sentence. Because now he’s sailing out across the city, jacket flying up over his head, smothering a final, heartfelt cry. As his stomach surges and voids, he wonders if there really is a coachman waiting for him.
And feels his heart burst open with the knowledge that he’ll never see his daughter again, in this world or any other.
We commit all sorts of injustices at every step without the slightest evil intention. Every minute we are the cause of someone’s unhappiness . . .
John Rebus was pretending to stare at the meerkats when he saw the man, and knew he wasn’t the one.
For the best part of an hour, Rebus had been trying to blink away a hangover, which was about as much exercise as he could sustain. He’d planted himself on benches and against walls, wiping his brow even though Edinburgh’s early spring was a blood relative of midwinter. His shirt was damp against his back, uncomfortably tight every time he rose to his feet. The capybara had looked at him almost with pity, and there had seemed a glint of recognition and empathy behind the long-lashed eye of the hunched white rhino, standing so still it might have been a feature in a shopping mall, yet somehow dignified in its very isolation.
Rebus felt isolated, and about as dignified as a chimpanzee. He hadn’t been to the zoo in years; thought probably the last time had been when he’d brought his daughter to see Palango the gorilla. Sammy had been so young, he’d carried her on his shoulders without feeling the strain.
Today, he carried nothing with him but a concealed radio and set of handcuffs. He wondered how conspicuous he looked, walking such a narrow ambit while shunning the attractions further up and down the slope, stopping now and then at the kiosk to buy a can of Irn-Bru. The penguin parade had come and gone and seen him not leaving his perch. Oddly, it was when the visitors moved on, seeking excitement, that the first of the meerkats appeared, rising on its hind legs, body narrow and wavering, scouting the territory. Two more had appeared from their burrow, circling, noses to the ground. They paid little attention to the silent figure seated on the low wall of their enclosure; passed him time and again as they explored the same orbit of hard-packed earth, jumping back only when he lifted a handkerchief to his face. He was feeling the poison fizz in his veins: not the booze, but an early-morning double espresso from one of the converted police boxes near The Meadows. He’d been on his way to work, on his way to learning that today was zoo patrol. The mirror in the cop-shop toilet had lacked any sense of diplomacy.
Greenslade: ‘Sunkissed You’re Not’. Segue to Jefferson Airplane: ‘If You Feel Like China Breaking’.
But it could always be worse, Rebus had reminded himself, applying his thoughts instead to the day’s central question: who was poisoning the zoo animals of Edinburgh? The fact of the matter was, some individual was to blame. Somebody cruel and calculating and so far missed by surveillance cameras and keepers alike. Police had a vague description, and spot-checks were being made of visitors’ bags and coat pockets, but what everyone really wanted – except perhaps the media – was to have someone in custody, preferably with the tainted tidbits locked away as evidence.
Meantime, as senior staff had indicated, the irony was that the poisoner had actually been good for business. There’d been no copycat offences yet, but Rebus wondered how long that would last . . .
The next announcement concerned feeding the sea-lions. Rebus had sauntered past their pool earlier, thinking it not overly large for a family of three. The meerkat den was surrounded by children now, and the meerkats themselves had disappeared, leaving Rebus strangely pleased to have been accorded their company.
He moved away, but not too far, and proceeded to untie and tie a shoelace, which was his way of marking the quarter-hours. Zoos and the like had never held any fascination for him. As a child, his roll-call of pets had seen more than its fair share of those listed ‘Missing in Action’ or ‘Killed in the Line of Duty’. His tortoise had absconded, despite having its owner’s name painted on its shell; several budgies had failed to reach maturity; and ill-health had plagued his only goldfish (won at the fair in Kirkcaldy). Living as he did in a tenement flat, he’d never been tempted in adulthood by the thought of a cat or dog. He’d tried horse-riding exactly once, rubbing his inside legs raw in the process and vowing afterwards that the closest he’d come in future to the noble beast would be on a betting slip.
But he’d liked the meerkats for a mixture of reasons: the resonance of their name; the low comedy of their rituals; their instinct for self-preservation. Kids were dangling over the wall now, legs kicking in the air. Rebus imagined a role reversal – cages filled with children, peered at by passing animals as they capered and squealed, loving the attention. Except the animals wouldn’t share a human’s curiosity. They would be unmoved by any display of agility or tenderness, would fail to comprehend that some game was being played, or that someone had skinned a knee. Animals would not build zoos, would have no need of them. Rebus was wondering why humans needed them.
The place suddenly became ridiculous to him, a chunk of prime Edinburgh real estate given over to the unreal . . . And then he saw the camera.
Saw it because it replaced the face that should have been there. The man was standing on a grassy slope sixty-odd feet away, adjusting the focus on a sizeable telescopic lens. The mouth below the camera’s body was a thin line of concentration, rippling slightly as forefinger and thumb fine-tuned the apparatus. He wore a black denim jacket, creased chinos, and running shoes. He’d removed a faded blue baseball cap from his head. It dangled from a free finger as he took his pictures. His hair was thinning and brown, forehead wrinkled. Recognition came as soon as he lowered the camera. Rebus looked away, turning in the direction of the photographer’s subjects: children. Children leaning into the meerkat enclosure. All you could see were shoe-soles and legs, girls’ skirts and the smalls of backs where T-shirts and jerseys had ridden up.
Rebus knew the man. Context made it easier. Hadn’t seen him in probably four years but couldn’t forget eyes like that, the hunger shining on cheeks whose suffused redness highlighted old acne scars. The hair had been longer four years ago, curling over misshapen ears. Rebus sought for a name, at the same time reaching into his pocket for his radio. The photographer caught the movement, eyes turning to match Rebus’s gaze, which was already moving elsewhere. Recognition worked both ways. The lens came off and was stuffed into a shoulder-bag. A lens-cap was clipped over the aperture. And then the man was off, walking briskly downhill. Rebus yanked out his radio.
‘He’s heading downhill from me, west side of the Members’ house. Black denim jacket, light trousers . . .’ Rebus kept the description going as he followed. Turning back, the photographer saw him and broke into a trot, hindered by the heavy camera bag.
The radio burst into life, officers heading for the area. Past a restaurant and cafeteria, past couples holding hands and children attacking ice-creams. Peccaries, otters, pelicans. It was all downhill, for which Rebus was thankful, and the man’s unusual gait – one leg slightly shorter than the other – was helping close the gap. The walkway narrowed just at the point where the crowd thickened. Rebus wasn’t sure what was causing the bottleneck, then heard a splash, followed by cheers and applause.
‘Sea-lion enclosure!’ he yelled into his radio.
The man half-turned, saw the radio at Rebus’s mouth, looked ahead of him and saw heads and bodies, camouflaging the approach of any other officers. There was fear in his eyes now, replacing the earlier calculation. He had ceased to be in control of events. With Rebus just about within grabbing distance, the man pushed two spectators aside and clambered over the low stone wall. On the other side of the pool was a rock outcrop atop which stood the female keeper, stooping over two black plastic pails. Rebus saw that there were hardly any spectators behind the keeper, since the rocks obstructed any view of the sea-lions. By dodging the crowd, the man could clamber back over the wall at the far side and be within striking distance of the exit. Rebus cursed under his breath, lifted a foot on to the wall, and hauled himself over.
The onlookers were whistling, a few even cheering as video cameras were hoisted to record the antics of two men cautiously making their way along the sharp slopes. Glancing towards the water, Rebus saw rapid movement, and heard warning yells from the keeper as a sea-lion slithered up on to the rocks near her. Its sleek black body rested only long enough for a fish to be dropped accurately into its mouth, before turning and slipping back into the pool. It looked neither too big nor too fierce, but its appearance had rattled Rebus’s quarry. The man turned back for a moment, his camera bag sliding down his arm. He moved it so it was hanging around his neck. He looked ready to retreat, but when he saw his pursuer, he changed his mind again. The keeper had reached for a radio of her own, alerting security. But the pool’s occupants were becoming impatient. The water beside Rebus seemed to flex and sway. A wave foamed against his face as something huge and ink-black rose from the depths, obliterating the sun and slapping itself down on the rocks. The crowd screamed as the male sea-lion, easily four or five times the size of its offspring, landed and looked around for food, loud snorts belching from its nose. As it opened its mouth and let out a ferocious wail, the photographer yelped and lost his balance, plunging into the pool and taking the camera bag with him.
Two shapes in the pool – mother and child – nosed towards him. The keeper was blowing the whistle strung around her neck, for all the world like the referee at a Sunday kickabout faced with a conflagration. The male sea-lion looked at Rebus a final time and plunged back into its pool, heading for where its mate was prodding the new arrival.
‘For Christ’s sake,’ Rebus shouted, ‘chuck in some fish!’
The keeper got the message and kicked a pail of food into the pool, at which all three sea-lions sped towards the scene. Rebus took his chance and waded in, closing his eyes and diving, grabbing the man and hauling him back towards the rocks. A couple of spectators came to help, followed by two plain-clothes detectives. Rebus’s eyes stung. The scent of raw fish was heavy in the air.
‘Let’s get you out,’ someone said, offering a hand. Rebus let himself be reeled in. He snatched the camera from around the drenched man’s neck.
‘Got you,’ he said. Then, kneeling on the rocks, starting to shiver, he threw up into the pool.
Next morning, Rebus was surrounded by memories.
Not his own, but those of his Chief Super: framed photographs cluttering the tight space of the office. The thing with memories was, they meant nothing to the outsider. Rebus could have been looking at a museum display. Children, lots of children. The Chief Super’s kids, their faces ageing over time, and then grandchildren. Rebus got the feeling his boss hadn’t taken the photos. They were gifts, passed on to him, and he’d felt it necessary to bring them here.
The clues were all in their situation: the photos on the desk faced out from it, so anyone in the office could see them with the exception of the man who used the desk every day. Others were on the window-ledge behind the desk – same effect – and still more on top of a filing cabinet in the corner. Rebus sat in Chief Superintendent Watson’s chair to confirm his theory. The snapshots weren’t for Watson; they were for visitors. And what they told visitors was that Watson was a family man, a man of rectitude, a man who had achieved something in his life. Instead of humanising the drab office, they sat in it with all the ease of exhibits.
A new photo had been added to the collection. It was old, slightly out of focus as though smeared by a flicker of camera movement. Crimped edges, white border, and the photographer’s illegible signature in one corner. A family group: father standing, one hand proprietorially on the shoulder of his seated wife, who held in her lap a toddler. The father’s other hand gripped the blazered shoulder of a young boy, cropped hair and glaring eyes. Some pre-sitting tension was evident: the boy was trying to pull his shoulder from beneath his father’s claw. Rebus took the photo over to the window, marvelled at the starched solemnity. He felt starched himself, in his dark woollen suit, white shirt and black tie. Black socks and shoes, the latter given a decent polish first thing this morning. Outside it was overcast, threatening rain. Fine weather for a funeral.
Chief Superintendent Watson came into the room, lazy progress belying his temperament. Behind his back they called him ‘the Farmer’, because he came from the north and had something of the Aberdeen Angus about him. He was dressed in his best uniform, cap in one hand, white A4 envelope in the other. He placed both on his desk, as Rebus replaced the photograph, angling it so it faced the Farmer’s chair.
‘That you, sir?’ he asked, tapping the scowling child.
‘That’s me.’
‘Brave of you to let us see you in shorts.’
But the Farmer was not to be deflected. Rebus could think of three explanations for the red veins highlighted on Watson’s face: exertion, spirits, or anger. No sign of breathlessness, so rule out the first. And when the Farmer drank whisky, it didn’t just affect his cheeks: his whole face took on a roseate glow and seemed to contract until it became puckish.
Which left anger.
‘Let’s get down to it,’ Watson said, glancing at his watch. Neither man had much time. The Farmer opened the envelope and shook a packet of photographs on to his desk, then opened the packet and tossed the photos towards Rebus.
‘Look for yourself.’
Rebus looked. They were the photos from Darren Rough’s camera. The Farmer reached into his drawer to pull out a file. Rebus kept looking. Zoo animals, caged and behind walls. And in some of the shots – not all of them, but a fair proportion – children. The camera had focused on these children, involved in conversations among themselves, or chewing sweets, or making faces at the animals. Rebus felt immediate relief, and looked to the Farmer for a confirmation that wasn’t there.
‘According to Mr Rough,’ the Farmer was saying, studying a sheet from the file, ‘the photos comprise part of a portfolio.’
‘I’ll bet they do.’
‘Of a day in the life of Edinburgh Zoo.’
‘Sure.’
The Farmer cleared his throat. ‘He’s enrolled in a photography night-class. I’ve checked and it’s true. It’s also true that his project is the zoo.’
‘And there are kids in almost every shot.’
‘In fewer than half the shots, actually.’
Rebus slid the photos across the desk. ‘Come on, sir.’
‘John, Darren Rough has been out of prison the best part of a year and has yet to show any sign of reoffending.’
‘I heard he’d gone south.’
‘And moved back again.’
‘He ran for it when he saw me.’
The Farmer just stared the comment down. ‘There’s nothing here, John,’ he said.
‘A guy like Rough, he doesn’t go to the zoo for the birds and the bees, believe me.’
‘It wasn’t even his choice of project. His tutor assigned it.’
‘Yes, Rough would have preferred a play-park.’ Rebus sighed. ‘What does his lawyer say? Rough was always good at roping in a lawyer.’
‘Mr Rough just wants to be left in peace.’
‘The way he left those kids in peace?’
The Farmer sat back. ‘Does the word “atonement” mean anything to you, John?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘Not applicable.’
‘How do you know?’
‘Ever seen a leopard change its spots?’
The Farmer checked his watch. ‘I know the two of you have a history.’
‘I wasn’t the one he made the complaint against.’
‘No,’ the Farmer said, ‘Jim Margolies was.’
They left that in the air for a moment, lost in their own thoughts.
‘So we do nothing?’ Rebus queried at last. The word “atonement” was flitting about inside his skull. His friend the priest had been known to use it: reconciliation of God and man through Christ’s life and death. A far cry from Darren Rough. Rebus wondered what Jim Margolies had been atoning for when he’d pitched himself off Salisbury Crags . . .
‘His sheet’s clean.’ The Farmer reached into his desk’s deep bottom drawer, pulled out a bottle and two glasses. Malt whisky. ‘I don’t know about you,’ he said, ‘but I need one of these before a funeral.’
Rebus nodded, watching the man pour. Cascading sound of mountain streams. Usquebaugh in the Gaelic. Uisge: water; beatha: life. Water of life. Beatha sounding like ‘birth’. Each drink was a birth to Rebus’s mind. But as his doctor kept telling him, each drop was a little death, too. He lifted the glass to his nose, nodded appreciation.
‘Another good man gone,’ the Farmer said.
And suddenly there were ghosts swirling around the room, just on the periphery of Rebus’s vision, and chief amongst them Jack Morton. Jack, his old colleague, now three months dead. The Byrds: ‘He Was a Friend of Mine’. A friend who refused to stay buried. The Farmer followed Rebus’s eyes, but saw nothing. Drained his glass and put the bottle away again.
‘Little and often,’ he said. And then, as though the whisky had opened some bargain between them: ‘There are ways and means, John.’
‘Of what, sir?’ Jack had melted into the windowpanes.
‘Of coping.’ Already the whisky was working on the Farmer’s face, turning it triangular. ‘Since what happened to Jim Margolies . . . well, it’s made some of us think more about the stresses of the job.’ He paused. ‘Too many mistakes, John.’
‘I’m having a bad patch, that’s all.’
‘A bad patch has its reasons.’
‘Such as?’
The Farmer left the question unanswered, knowing perhaps that Rebus was busy answering it for himself: Jack Morton’s death; Sammy in a wheelchair.
And whisky a therapist he could afford, at least in monetary terms.
‘I’ll manage,’ he said at last, not even managing to convince himself.
‘All by yourself?’
‘That’s the way, isn’t it?’
The Farmer shrugged. ‘And meantime we all live with your mistakes?’
Mistakes: like pulling men towards Darren Rough, who wasn’t the man they wanted. Allowing the poisoner open access to the meerkats – an apple tossed into their enclosure. Luckily a keeper had walked past, picked it up before the animals could. He’d known about the scare, handed it in for testing.
Positive for rat poison.
Rebus’s fault.
‘Come on,’ the Farmer said, after a final glance at his watch, ‘let’s get moving.’
So that once again Rebus’s speech had gone unspoken, the one about how he’d lost any sense of vocation, any feeling of optimism about the role – the very existence – of policing. About how these thoughts scared him, left him either sleepless or scarred by bad dreams. About the ghosts which had come to haunt him, even in daytime.
About how he didn’t want to be a cop any more.
Jim Margolies had had it all.
Ten years younger than Rebus, he was being tipped for accelerated advancement. They were waiting for him to learn the final few lessons, after which the rank of detective inspector would have been shed like a final skin. Bright, personable, a canny strategist with an eye to internal politics. Handsome, too, keeping fit playing rugby for his old school, Boroughmuir. He came from a good background and had connections to the Edinburgh establishment, his wife charming and elegant, his young daughter an acknowledged beauty. Liked by his fellow officers, and with an enviable ratio of arrests to convictions. The family lived quietly in The Grange, attended a local church, seemed the perfect little unit in every way.
The Farmer kept the commentary going, voice barely audible. He’d started on the drive to the church, kept it up during the service, and was closing with a graveside peroration.
‘He had it all, John. And then he goes and does something like that. What makes a man . . . I mean, what goes through his head? This was someone even older officers looked up to – I mean the cynical old buggers within spitting distance of their pension. They’ve seen everything in their time, but they’d never seen anyone quite like Jim Margolies.’
Rebus and the Farmer – their station’s representatives – were towards the back of the crowd. And it was a good crowd, too. Lots of brass, alongside rugby players, churchgoers, and neighbours. Plus extended family. And standing by the open grave, the widow dressed in black, managing to look composed. She’d lifted her daughter off the ground. The daughter in a white lace dress, her hair thick and long and ringlet-blonde, face shining as she waved bye-bye to the wooden casket. With the blonde hair and white dress, she looked like an angel. Perhaps that had been the intention. Certainly, she stood out from the crowd.
Margolies’ parents were there, too. The father looking ex-forces, stiff-backed as a grandfather clock but with both trembling hands gripping the silver knob of a walking-stick. The mother teary-eyed, fragile, a veil falling to her wet mouth. She’d lost both her children. According to the Farmer, Jim’s sister had killed herself too, years back. History of mental instability, and she’d slashed her wrists. Rebus looked again at the parents, who had now outlived both their offspring. His mind flashed to his own daughter, wondering how scarred she was, scarred in places you couldn’t see.
Other family members nestled close to the parents, seeking comfort or ready to offer support – Rebus couldn’t tell which.
‘Nice family,’ the Farmer was whispering. Rebus almost perceived a whiff of envy. ‘Hannah’s won competitions.’
Hannah being the daughter. She was eight, Rebus learned. Blue-eyed like her father and perfect-skinned. The widow’s name was Katherine.
‘Dear Lord, the sheer waste.’
Rebus thought of the Farmer’s photographs, of the way individuals met and interlaced, forming a pattern which drew in others, colours merging or taking on discernible contrasts. You made friends, married into a new family, you had children who played with the children of other parents. You went to work, met colleagues who became friends. Bit by bit your identity became subsumed, no longer an individual and yet stronger somehow as a result.
Except it didn’t always work that way. Conflicts could arise: work perhaps, or the slow realisation that you’d made a wrong decision some time back. Rebus had seen it in his own life, had chosen profession over marriage, pushing his wife away. She’d taken their daughter with her. He felt now that he’d made the right choice for the wrong reasons, that he should have owned up to his failings from the start. His work had merely given him a reasonable excuse for bailing out.
He wondered about Jim Margolies, who had thrown himself to his death in the dark. He wondered what had driven him to that final stark decision. No one seemed to have a clue. Rebus had come across plenty of suicides over the years, from bungled to assisted and all points in between. But there had always been some kind of explanation, some breaking point reached, some deep-seated sense of loss or failure or foreboding. Leaf Hound: ‘Drowned My Life in Fear’.
But when it came to Jim Margolies . . . nothing clicked. There was no sense to it. His widow, parents, workmates . . . no one had been able to offer the first hint of an explanation. He’d been declared A1 fit. Things had been fine on the work front and at home. He loved his wife, his daughter. Money was not a problem.
But something had been a problem.
Dear Lord, the sheer waste.
And the cruelty of it: to leave everyone not only grieving but questioning, wondering if they were somehow to blame.
To erase your own life when life was so precious.
Looking towards the trees, Rebus saw Jack Morton standing there, seeming as young as when the two had first met.
Earth was being tossed down on to the coffin lid, a final futile wake-up call. The Farmer started walking away, hands clasped behind his back.
‘As long as I live,’ he said, ‘I’ll never understand it.’
‘You never know your luck,’ said Rebus.
He stood atop Salisbury Crags. There was a fierce wind blowing, and he turned up the collar of his coat. He’d been home to change out of his funeral clothes and should have been heading back for the station – he could see St Leonard’s from here – but something had made him take this detour.
Behind and above him, a few hardy souls had achieved the summit of Arthur’s Seat. Their reward: the panoramic view, plus ears that would sting for hours. With his fear of heights, Rebus didn’t get too close to the edge. The landscape was extraordinary. It was as though God had slapped his hand down on to Holyrood Park, flattening part of it but leaving this sheer face of rock, a reminder of the city’s origins.
Jim Margolies had jumped from here. Or a sudden gust had taken him: that was the less plausible, but more easily digested alternative. His widow had stated her belief that he’d been ‘walking, just walking’, and had lost his footing in the dark. But this raised unanswerable questions. What would take him from his bed in the middle of the night? If he had worries, why did he need to think them out at the top of Salisbury Crags, several miles from his home? He lived in The Grange, in what had been his wife’s parents’ house. It was raining that night, yet he didn’t take the car. Would a desperate man notice he was getting soaked . . .?
Looking down, Rebus saw the site of the old brewery, where they were going to build the new Scottish parliament. The first in three hundred years, and sited next to a theme park. Nearby stood the Greenfield housing scheme, a compact maze of high-rise blocks and sheltered accommodation. He wondered why the Crags should be so much more impressive than the man-made ingenuity of high-rises, then reached into his pocket for a folded piece of paper. He checked an address, looked back down on to Greenfield, and knew he had one more detour to make.
Greenfield’s flat-roofed tower blocks had been built in the mid-1960s and were showing their age. Dark stains bloomed on the discoloured harling. Overflow pipes dripped water on to cracked paving slabs. Rotting wood was flaking from the window surrounds. The wall of one ground-floor flat, its windows boarded up, had been painted to identify the one-time tenant as ‘Junky Scum’.
No council planner had ever lived here. No director of housing or community architect. All the council had done was move in problem tenants and tell everyone central heating was on its way. The estate had been built on the flat bottom of a bowl of land, so that Salisbury Crags loomed monstrously over the whole. Rebus rechecked the address on the paper. He’d had dealings in Greenfield before. It was far from the worst of the city’s estates, but still had its troubles. It was early afternoon now, and the streets were quiet. Someone had left a bicycle, missing its front wheel, in the middle of the road. Further along stood a pair of shopping trolleys, nose to nose as though deep in local gossip. In the midst of the six eleven-storey blocks stood four neat rows of terraced bungalows, complete with pocket-handkerchief gardens and low wooden fences. Net curtains covered most of the windows, and above each door a burglar alarm had been secured to the wall.
Part of the tarmac arena between the tower blocks had been given over to a play area. One boy was pulling another along on a sledge, imagining snow as the runners scraped across the ground. Rebus called out the words ‘Cragside Court’ and the boy on the sledge waved in the direction of one of the blocks. When Rebus got up close to it, he saw that a sign on the wall identifying the building had been defaced so that ‘Cragside’ read ‘Crap-site’. A window on the second floor swung open.
‘You needn’t bother,’ a woman’s voice boomed. ‘He’s not here.’
Rebus stood back and angled his head upwards.
‘Who is it I’m supposed to be looking for?’
‘Trying to be smart?’
‘No, I just didn’t know there was a clairvoyant on the premises. Is it your husband or your boyfriend I’m after?’
The woman stared down at him, made up her mind that she’d spoken too soon. ‘Never mind,’ she said, pulling her head back in and closing the window.
There was an intercom system, but only the numbers of flats, no names. He pulled at the door; it was unlocked anyway. He waited a couple of minutes for the lift to come, then let it shudder its way slowly up to the fifth floor. A walkway, open to the elements, led him past the front doors of half a dozen flats until he was standing outside 5/14 Cragside Court. There was a window, but curtained with what looked like a frayed blue bedsheet. The door showed signs of abuse: failed break-ins maybe, or just people kicking at it because there was no bell or knocker. No nameplate, but that didn’t matter. Rebus knew who lived here.
Darren Rough.
The address was new to Rebus. When he’d helped build the case against Rough four years before, Rough had been living in a flat on Buccleuch Street. Now he was back in Edinburgh, and Rebus was keen for him to know just how welcome he was. Besides, he had a couple of questions for Darren Rough, questions about Jim Margolies . . .
The only problem was, he got the feeling the flat was empty. He tried one half-hearted thump at both door and window. When there was no response, he leaned down to peer through the letterbox, but found it had been blocked from inside. Either Rough didn’t want anyone looking in, or else he’d been getting unwelcome deliveries. Straightening up, Rebus turned and rested his arms on the balcony railing. He found himself staring straight down on to the kids’ playground. Kids: an estate like Greenfield would be full of kids. He turned back to study Rough’s abode. No graffiti on walls or door, nothing to identify the tenant as ‘Pervo Scum’. Down at ground level, the sledge had taken a corner too fast, throwing off its rider. A window below Rebus opened noisily.
‘I saw you, Billy Horman! You did that on purpose!’ The same woman, her words aimed at the boy who’d been pulling the sledge.
‘Never did!’ he yelled back.
‘You fucking did! I’ll murder you.’ Then, tone changing: ‘Are you all right, Jamie? I’ve told you before about playing with that wee bastard. Now get in here!’
The injured boy rubbed a hand beneath his nose – as close as he was going to get to defiance – then made his way towards the tower block, glancing back at his friend. Their shared look lasted only a second or two, but it managed to convey that they were still friends, that the adult world could never break that bond.
Rebus watched the sledge-puller, Billy Horman, shuffle away, then walked down three floors. The woman’s flat was easy to find. He could hear her shouting from thirty yards away. He wondered if she constituted a problem tenant; got the feeling few would dare to complain to her face . . .
The door was solid, recently painted dark blue, and boasting a spy-hole. Net curtains at the window. They twitched as the woman checked who her caller was. When she opened the door, her son darted back out and along the walkway.
‘Just going to the shop, Mum!’
‘Come back here, you!’
But he was pretending not to have heard; disappeared around a corner.
‘Give me the strength to wring his neck,’ she said.
‘I’m sure you love him really.’
She stared hard at him. ‘Do we have any business?’
‘You never answered my question: husband or boyfriend?’
She folded her arms. ‘Eldest son, if you must know.’
‘And you thought I was here to see him?’
‘You’re the police, aren’t you?’ She snorted when he said nothing.
‘Should I know him then?’
‘Calumn Brady,’ she said.
‘You’re Cal’s mum?’ Rebus nodded slowly. He knew Cal Brady by reputation: regal chancer. He’d heard of Cal’s mother, too.
She stood about five feet eight in her sheepskin slippers. Heavily built, with thick arms and wrists, her face had decided long ago that make-up wasn’t going to cure anything. Her hair, thick and platinum-coloured, brown at the roots, fell from a centre parting. She was dressed in regulation satin-look shell suit, blue with a silver stripe up the arms and legs.
‘You’re not here for Cal then?’ she said.
Rebus shook his head. ‘Not unless you think he’s done something.’
‘So what are you doing here?’
‘Ever have any dealings with one of your neighbours, youngish lad called Darren Rough?’
‘Which flat’s he in?’ Rebus didn’t answer. ‘We get a lot of coming and going. Social Work stuff them in here for a couple of weeks. Christ knows what happens to them, they go AWOL or get shifted.’ She sniffed. ‘What’s he look like?’
‘Doesn’t matter,’ Rebus said. Jamie was back down in the playground, no sign of his friend. He ran in circles, pulling the sledge. Rebus got the idea he could run like that all day.
‘Jamie’s not in school today?’ he asked, turning back towards the door.
‘None of your bloody business,’ Mrs Brady said, closing it in his face.
Back at St Leonard’s police station, Rebus looked up Calumn Brady on the computer. At age seventeen, Cal already had impressive form: assault, shoplifting, drunk and disorderly. There was no sign as yet that Jamie was following in his footsteps, but the mother, Vanessa Brady, known as ‘Van’, had been in trouble. Disputes with neighbours had become violent, and she’d been caught giving Cal a false alibi for one of his assault charges. No mention anywhere of a husband. Whistling ‘We Are Family’, Rebus went to ask the desk sergeant if he knew who the community officer was for Greenfield.
‘Tom Jackson,’ he was told. ‘And I know where he is, because I saw him not two minutes ago.’
Tom Jackson was in the car park at the back of the station, finishing a cigarette. Rebus joined him, lit one for himself and made the offer. Jackson shook his head.
‘Got to pace myself, sir,’ he said.
Jackson was in his mid-forties, barrel-chested and silver-haired with matching moustache. His eyes were dark, so that he always looked sceptical. He saw this as a decided bonus, since all he had to do was keep quiet and suspects would offer up more than they wanted to, just to appease that look.
‘I hear you’re still working Greenfield, Tom.’
‘For my sins.’ Jackson flicked ash from his cigarette, then brushed a few flecks from his uniform. ‘I was due a transfer in January.’
‘What happened?’
‘The locals needed a Santa for their Christmas do. They have one every year at the church. Underprivileged kids. They asked muggins here.’
‘And?’
‘And I did it. Some of those kids . . . poor wee bastards. Almost had me in tears.’ The memory stopped him for a moment. ‘Some of the locals came up afterwards, started whispering.’ He smiled. ‘It was like the confessional. See, the only way they could think to thank me was to furnish a few tip-offs.’
Rebus smiled. ‘Shopping their neighbours.’
‘As a result of which, my clear-up rate got a sudden lift. Bugger is, they’ve decided to keep me there, seeing how I’m suddenly so clever.’
‘A victim of your own success, Tom.’ Rebus inhaled, holding the smoke as he examined the tip of his cigarette. Exhaling, he shook his head. ‘Christ, I love smoking.’
‘Not me. Interviewing some kid, warning him off drugs, and all the time I’m gasping for a draw.’ He shook his head. ‘Wish I could give it up.’
‘Have you tried patches?’
‘No good, they kept slipping off my eye.’
They shared a laugh at that.
‘I’m assuming you’ll get round to it eventually,’ Jackson said.
‘What, trying a patch?’
‘No, telling me what it is you’re after.’
‘Am I that transparent?’
‘Maybe it’s just my finely honed intuition.’
Rebus flicked ash into the breeze. ‘I was out at Greenfield earlier. You know a guy called Darren Rough?’
‘Can’t say I do.’
‘I had a run-in with him at the zoo.’
Jackson nodded, stubbed out his cigarette. ‘I heard about it. Paedophile, yes?’
‘And living in Cragside Court.’
Jackson stared at Rebus. ‘That I didn’t know.’
‘Neighbours don’t seem to know either.’
‘They’d murder him if they did.’
‘Maybe someone could have a word . . .’
Jackson frowned. ‘Christ, I don’t know about that. They’d string him up.’
‘Bit of an exaggeration, Tom. Run him out of town maybe.’
Jackson straightened his back. ‘And that’s what you want?’
‘You really want a paedophile on your beat?’
Jackson thought about it. He brought out his pack of cigarettes and was reaching into it when he checked his watch: ciggie break over.
‘Let me think on it.’
‘Fair enough, Tom.’ Rebus flicked his own cigarette on to the tarmac. ‘I bumped into one of Rough’s neighbours, Van Brady.’
Jackson winced. ‘Don’t get on the wrong side of that one.’
‘You mean she has a right side?’
‘Best seen when retreating.’
Back at his desk, Rebus put a call in to the council offices and was eventually put through to Darren Rough’s social worker, a man called Andy Davies.
‘Do you think it was a wise move?’ Rebus asked.
‘Care to give me some clue what you’re talking about?’
‘Convicted paedophile, council flat in Greenfield, nice view of the children’s playground.’
‘What’s he done?’ Sounding suddenly tired.
‘Nothing I can pin him for.’ Rebus paused. ‘Not yet. I’m phoning while there’s still time.’
‘Time for what?’
‘To move him.’
‘Move him where exactly?’
‘How about Bass Rock?’
‘Or a cage at the zoo maybe?’
Rebus sat back in his chair. ‘He’s told you.’
‘Of course he’s told me. I’m his social worker.’
‘He was taking photos of kids.’
‘It’s all been explained to Chief Superintendent Watson.’
Rebus looked around the office. ‘Not to my satisfaction, Mr Davies.’
‘Then I suggest you take it up with your superior, Inspector.’ No hiding the irritation in the voice.
‘So you’re going to do nothing?’
‘It was your lot wanted him here in the first place!’
Silence on the line, then Rebus: ‘What did you just say?’
‘Look, I’ve nothing to add. Take it up with your Chief Superintendent. OK?’
The connection was broken. Rebus tried Watson’s office, but his secretary said he was out. He chewed on his pen, wishing plastic had a nicotine content.
It was your lot wanted him here.
DC Siobhan Clarke was at her desk, busy on the phone. He noticed that on the wall behind her was pinned up a postcard of a sea-lion. Walking up to it, he saw someone had added a speech balloon, issuing from the creature’s mouth: ‘I’ll have a Rebus supper, thanks.’
‘Ho ho,’ he said, pulling the card from the wall. Clarke had finished her call.
‘Don’t look at me,’ she said.
He scanned the room. DC Grant Hood reading a tabloid, DS George Silvers frowning at his computer screen. Then DI Bill Pryde walked into the office, and Rebus knew he had his man. Curly fair hair, ginger moustache: a face just made for mischief. Rebus waved the card at him and watched Pryde’s face take on a look of false wounded innocence. As Rebus walked towards him, a phone began sounding.
‘That’s yours,’ Pryde said, retreating. On his way to the phone, Rebus tossed the card into a bin.
‘DI Rebus,’ he said.
‘Oh, hello. You probably won’t remember me.’ A short laugh on the line. ‘That used to be a bit of a joke at school.’
Rebus, immune to every kind of crank, rested against the edge of the desk. ‘Why’s that?’ he asked, wondering what kind of punch-line he was walking into.
‘Because it’s my name: Mee.’ The caller spelled it for him. ‘Brian Mee.’
Inside Rebus’s head, a fuzzy photograph began to develop – mouthful of prominent teeth; freckled nose and cheeks; kitchen-stool haircut.
‘Barney Mee?’ he said.
More laughter on the line. ‘I never knew why everyone called me that.’
Rebus could have told him: after Barney Rubble in The Flintstones. He could have added: because you were a dense wee bastard. Instead, he asked Mee what he could do for him.
‘Well, Janice and me, we thought . . . well, it was my mum’s idea actually. She knew your dad. Both my parents knew him, only my dad passed away, like. They all drank at the Goth.’
‘Are you still in Bowhill?’
‘Never quite escaped. I work in Glenrothes though.’
The photo had become clearer: decent footballer, bit of a terrier, the hair reddish-brown. Dragging his satchel along the ground until the stitching burst. Always with some huge hard sweet in his mouth, crunching down on it, nose running.
‘So what can I do for you, Brian?’
‘It was my mum’s idea. She remembered you were in the police in Edinburgh, thought maybe you could help.’
‘With what?’
‘It’s our son. Mine and Janice’s. He’s called Damon.’
‘What’s he done?’
‘He’s vanished.’
‘Run away?’
‘More like a puff of smoke. He was in this club with his pals, see—’
‘Have you tried calling the police?’ Rebus caught himself. ‘I mean Fife Constabulary.’
‘Thing is, the club’s in Edinburgh. Police there say they looked into it, asked a few questions. See, Damon’s nineteen. They say that means he’s got a right to bugger off if he wants.’
‘They’ve got a point, Brian. People run away all the time. Girl trouble maybe.’
‘He was engaged.’
‘Maybe he got scared.’
‘Helen’s a lovely girl. Never a raised voice between them.’
‘Did he leave a note?’
‘I went through this with the police. No note, and he didn’t take any clothes or anything.’
‘You think something’s happened to him?’
‘We just want to know he’s all right . . .’ The voice fell away. ‘My mum always speaks well of your dad. He’s remembered in this town.’
And buried there, too, Rebus thought. He picked up his pen. ‘Give me a few details, Brian, and I’ll see what I can do.’
A little later, Rebus visited Grant Hood’s desk and retrieved the discarded newspaper from the bin. Turning the pages, he found the editorial section. At the bottom, in bold script, were the words ‘Do you have a story for us? Call the newsroom day or night.’ They’d printed the telephone number. Rebus jotted it into his notebook.
The silent dance resumed. Couples writhed and shuffled, threw back their heads or ran hands through their hair, eyes seeking out future partners or past loves to make jealous. The video monitor gave a greasy look to everything.
No sound, just pictures, the tape cutting from dancefloor to main bar to second bar to toilet hallway. Then the entrance foyer, exterior front and back. Exterior back was a puddled alley boasting rubbish bins and a Merc belonging to the club’s owner. The club was called Gaitano’s, nobody knew why. Some of the clientele had come up with the nickname ‘Guiser’s’, and that was the name by which Rebus knew it.
It was on Rose Street, started to get busy around ten thirty each evening. There’d been a stabbing in the back alley the previous summer, the owner complaining of blood on his Merc.
Rebus was seated in a small uncomfortable chair in a small dimly lit room. In the other chair, hand on the video’s remote, sat DC Phyllida Hawes.
‘Here we go again,’ she said. Rebus leaned forward a little. The view jumped from back alley to dancefloor. ‘Any second.’ Another cut: main bar, punters queuing three deep. She froze the picture. It wasn’t so much black and white as sepia, the colour of dead photographs. Interior light, she’d explained earlier. She moved the action along one frame at a time as Rebus moved in on the screen, bending so one knee touched the floor. His finger touched a face.
‘That’s him,’ she agreed.
On the desk was a slim file. Rebus had taken from it a photograph, which he now held to the screen.
‘All right,’ he said. ‘Forward at half-speed.’
The security camera stayed with the main bar for another ten seconds, then switched to second bar and all points on the compass. When it returned to the main bar, the crush of drinkers seemed not to have moved. She froze the tape again.
‘He’s not there,’ Rebus said.
‘No chance he got served. The two ahead of him are still waiting.’
Rebus nodded. ‘He should be there.’ He touched the screen again.
‘Next to the blonde,’ Hawes said.
Yes, the blonde: spun-silver hair, dark eyes and lips. While those around her were intent on catching the eyes of the bar staff, she was looking off to one side. There were no sleeves to her dress.
Twenty seconds of footage from the foyer showed a steady stream entering the club, but no one leaving.
‘I went through the whole tape,’ Hawes said. ‘Believe me, he’s not on it.’
‘So what happened to him?’
‘Easy, he walked out, only the cameras didn’t pick him up.’
‘And left his pals gasping?’
Rebus studied the file again. Damon Mee had been out with two friends, a night in the big city. It had been Damon’s shout – two lagers and a Coke, this last for the designated driver. They’d waited for him, then gone looking. Initial reaction: he’d scored and slunk off without telling them. Maybe she’d been a dinosaur, not something to brag about. But then he hadn’t turned up at home, and his parents had started asking questions, questions no one could answer.
Simple truth: Damon Mee had, as the timer on the camera footage showed, vanished from the world between 11.44 and 11.45 p.m. the previous Friday night.
Hawes switched off the machine. She was tall and thin and knew her job; hadn’t liked Rebus appearing at Gayfield cop shop like this; hadn’t liked the implication.
‘There’s no hint of foul play,’ she said defensively. ‘Quarter of a million MisPers every year, most turn up again in their own sweet time.’
‘Look,’ Rebus assured her, ‘I’m doing this for an old friend, that’s all. He just wants to know we’ve done all we can.’
‘What’s to do?’
Good question, and one Rebus was unable to answer right that minute. Instead, he brushed dust from the knees of his trousers and asked if he could look at the video one last time.
‘And something else,’ he said. ‘Any chance we can get a print-out?’
‘A print-out?’
‘A photo of the crush at the bar.’
‘I’m not sure. It’s not going to be much use though, is it? And we’ve decent photos of Damon as it is.’
‘It’s not him I’m interested in,’ Rebus said as the tape began to play. ‘It’s the blonde who watched him leave.’
That evening, he drove north out of Edinburgh, paid his toll at the Forth Road Bridge, and crossed into Fife. The place liked to call itself ‘the Kingdom’ and there were those who would agree that it was another country, a place with its own linguistic and cultural currency. For such a small place, it seemed almost endlessly complex, had seemed that way to Rebus even when he’d been growing up there. To outsiders the place meant coastal scenery and St Andrews, or just a stretch of motorway between Edinburgh and Dundee, but the west central Fife of Rebus’s childhood had been very different, ruled by coal mines and linoleum, dockyard and chemical plant, an industrial landscape shaped by basic needs and producing people who were wary and inward-looking, with the blackest humour you’d ever find.
They’d built new roads since Rebus’s last visit, and knocked down a few more landmarks, but the place didn’t feel so very different from thirty-odd years before. It wasn’t such a great span of time after all, except in human terms, and maybe not even then. Entering Cardenden – Bowhill had disappeared from road-signs in the 1960s, even if locals still knew it as a village distinct from its neighbour – Rebus slowed to see if the memories would turn out sweet or sour. Then he caught sight of a Chinese takeaway and thought: both, of course.
Brian and Janice Mee’s house was easy enough to find: they were standing by the gate waiting for him. Rebus had been born in a pre-fab but brought up in a terrace much like this one. Brian Mee practically opened the car door for him, and was trying to shake his hand while Rebus was still undoing his seat-belt.
‘Let the man catch his breath!’ his wife snapped. She was still standing by the gate, arms folded. ‘How have you been, Johnny?’
And Rebus realised that Brian had married Janice Playfair, the only girl in his long and trouble-strewn life who’d ever managed to knock John Rebus unconscious.
The narrow low-ceilinged room was full to bursting – not just Rebus, Brian and Janice, but Brian’s mother and Mr and Mrs Playfair, plus a billowing three-piece suite and assorted tables and units. Introductions had to be made and Rebus guided to ‘the seat by the fire’. The room was overheated. A pot of tea was produced, and on the table by Rebus’s armchair sat enough slices of cake to feed a football crowd.
‘He’s a brainy one,’ Janice’s mother said, handing Rebus a framed photograph of Damon Mee. ‘Plenty of certificates from school. Works hard. Saving to get married.’
The photo showed a smiling imp, not long out of school.
‘We gave the most recent pictures to the police,’ Janice explained. Rebus nodded: he’d seen them in the file. All the same, when a packet of holiday snaps was handed to him, he went through them slowly: it saved having to look at the expectant faces. He felt like a doctor, expected to produce both immediate diagnosis and remedy. The photos showed a face more careworn than in the framed print. The impish smile remained, but noticeably older: some effort had gone into it. There was something behind the eyes, disenchantment maybe. Damon’s parents were in a few of the photos.
‘We all went together,’ Brian explained. ‘The whole family.’
Beaches, a big white hotel, poolside games. ‘Where is it?’
‘Lanzarote,’ Janice said, handing him his tea. ‘Do you still take sugar?’
‘Haven’t done for years,’ Rebus said. In a couple of the pictures she was wearing her bikini: good body for her age, or any age come to that. He tried not to linger.
‘Can I take a couple of the close-ups?’ he asked. Janice looked at him. ‘Of Damon.’ She nodded and he put the other photos back in the packet.
‘We’re really grateful,’ someone said: Janice’s mum? Brian’s? Rebus couldn’t tell.
‘You said his girlfriend’s called Helen?’
Brian nodded. He’d lost some hair and put on weight, his face jowly. There was a row of cheap trophies above the mantelpiece: darts and pool, pub sports. He reckoned Brian kept in training most nights. Janice . . . Janice looked the same as ever. No, that wasn’t strictly true. She had wisps of grey in her hair. But all the same, talking to her was like stepping back into a previous age.
‘Does Helen live locally?’ he asked.
‘Practically round the corner.’
‘I’d like to talk to her.’
‘I’ll give her a bell.’ Brian got to his feet, left the room.
‘Where does Damon work?’ Rebus asked, for want of a better question.
‘Same place as his dad,’ Janice said, lighting a cigarette. Rebus raised an eyebrow: at school, she’d been anti-tobacco. She saw his look and smiled.
‘He got a job in packaging,’ her dad said. He seemed frail, chin quivering. Rebus wondered if he’d had a stroke. One side of his face looked slack. ‘He’s learning the ropes. It’ll be management soon.’
Working-class nepotism, jobs handed down from father to son. Rebus was surprised it still existed.
‘Lucky to find any work at all around here,’ Mrs Playfair added.
‘Are things bad?’
She made a tutting sound, dismissing the question.
‘Remember the old pit, John?’ Janice asked.
Of course he remembered it, and the bing and the wilderness around it. Long walks on summer evenings, stopping for kisses that seemed to last hours. Wisps of coal-smoke rising from the bing, the dross within still smouldering.
‘It’s all been levelled now, turned into parkland. They’re talking about building a mining museum.’
Mrs Playfair tutted again. ‘All it’ll do is remind us what we once had.’
‘Job creation,’ her daughter said.
‘They used to call Cowdenbeath the Chicago of Fife,’ Brian Mee’s mother added.
‘The Blue Brazil,’ Mr Playfair said, giving a croaking laugh. He meant Cowdenbeath football club, the nickname a self-imposed piece of irony. They called themselves the Blue Brazil because they were rubbish.
‘Helen’ll be here in a minute,’ Brian said, coming back in.
‘Are you not eating any cake, Inspector?’ added Mrs Playfair.
On the drive back to Edinburgh, Rebus thought back to his chat with Helen Cousins. She hadn’t been able to add much to Rebus’s picture of Damon, and hadn’t been there the night he’d vanished. She’d been out with friends. It was a Friday ritual: Damon went out with ‘the lads’, she went out with ‘the girls’. He’d spoken with one of Damon’s companions; the other had been out. He’d learned nothing helpful.
As he crossed the Forth Road Bridge, he thought about the symbol Fife had decided upon for its ‘Welcome to Fife’ signs: the Forth Rail Bridge. Not an identity so much as an admission of failure, recognition that Fife was for many people a conduit or mere adjunct to Edinburgh.
Helen Cousins had worn black eyeliner and crimson lipstick and would never be pretty. Acne had carved cruel lines into her sallow face. Her hair had been dyed black and fell to a gelled fringe. When asked what she thought had happened to Damon, she’d just shrugged and folded her arms, crossing one leg over the other in a refusal to take any blame he might be trying to foist on her.
Joey, who’d been at Guiser’s that night, had been similarly reticent.
‘Just a night out,’ he’d said. ‘Nothing unusual about it.’
‘And nothing different about Damon?’
‘Like what?’
‘I don’t know. Was he maybe preoccupied? Did he look nervous?’
A shrug: the apparent extent of Joey’s concern for his friend . . .
Rebus knew he was headed home, meaning Patience’s flat. But as he stop-started between the lights on Queens-ferry Road, he thought maybe he’d go to the Oxford Bar. Not for a drink, maybe just for a cola or a coffee, and some company. He’d drink a soft drink and listen to the gossip.
So he drove past Oxford Terrace, stopped at the foot of Castle Street. Walked up the slope towards the Ox. Edinburgh Castle was just over the rise. The best view you could get of it was from a burger place on Princes Street. He pushed open the door to the pub, feeling heat and smelling smoke. He didn’t need cigarettes in the Ox: breathing was like killing a ten-pack. Coke or a coffee, he was having trouble making up his mind. Harry was on duty tonight. He lifted an empty pint glass and waved it in Rebus’s direction.
‘Aye, OK then,’ Rebus said, like it was the easiest decision he’d ever made.
He got in at quarter to midnight. Patience was watching TV. She didn’t say much about his drinking these days: silence every bit as effective as lectures had ever been. But she wrinkled her nose at the cigarette smoke clinging to his clothes, so he dumped them in the washing basket and took a shower. She was in bed by the time he got out. There was a fresh glass of water his side of the bed.
‘Thanks,’ he said, draining it with two paracetamol.
‘How was your day?’ she asked: automatic question, automatic response.
‘Not so bad. Yours?’
A sleepy grunt in reply. She had her eyes closed. There were things Rebus wanted to say, questions he’d like to ask. What are we doing here? Do you want me out? He thought maybe Patience had the same questions or similar. Somehow they never got asked; fear of the answers, perhaps, and what those answers would mean. Who in the world relished failure?
‘I went to a funeral,’ he told her. ‘A guy I knew.’
‘I’m sorry.’
‘I didn’t really know him that well.’
‘What did he die of?’ Head still on the pillow, eyes closed.
‘A fall.’
‘Accident?’
She was drifting away from him. He spoke anyway. ‘His widow, she’d dressed their daughter to look like an angel. One way of dealing with it, I suppose.’ He paused, listening to Patience’s breathing grow regular. ‘I went to Fife tonight, back to the old town. Friends I haven’t seen in years.’ He looked at her. ‘An old flame, someone I could have ended up married to.’ Touched her hair. ‘No Edinburgh, no Dr Patience Aitken.’ His eyes turned towards the window. No Sammy . . . maybe no job in the police either.
No ghosts.
When she was asleep, he went back through to the living room and plugged headphones into the hi-fi. He’d added a record deck to her CD system. In a bag under the bookshelf he found his last purchases from Backbeat Records: Light of Darkness and Writing on the Wall, two Scottish bands he vaguely remembered from times past. As he sat to listen, he wondered why it was he was only ever happy on rewind. He thought back to times when he’d been happy, realising that at the time he hadn’t felt happy: it was only in retrospect that it dawned on him. Why was that? He sat back with eyes closed. Incredible String Band: ‘The Half-Remarkable Question’. Segue to Brian Eno: ‘Everything Merges with the Night’. He saw Janice Playfair the way she’d been the night she’d laid him out, the night that had changed everything. And he saw Alec Chisholm, who’d walked away from school one day and never been seen again. He didn’t have Alec’s face, just a vague outline and a way of standing, of composing himself. Alec the brainy one, the one who was going to go far.
Only nobody’d expected him to go the way he did.
Without opening his eyes, Rebus knew Jack Morton was seated in the chair across from him. Could Jack hear the music? He never spoke, so it was hard to know if sounds meant anything to him. He was waiting for the track called ‘Bogeyman’; listening and waiting . . .
It was nearly dawn when, on her way back from the toilet, Patience removed the headphones from his sleeping form and threw a blanket over him.
There were three men in the room, all in uniform, all wanting to hit Cary Oakes. He could see it in their eyes, in the way they stood half-tensed, cheekbones working at wads of gum. He made a sudden movement, but only stretching his legs out, shifting his weight on the chair, arching his head back so it caught the full glare of the sun, streaming through the high window. Bathed in heat and light, he felt the smile stretch across his face. His mother had always told him, ‘Your face shines when you smile, Cary.’ Crazy old woman, even back then. She’d had one of those double sinks in the kitchen, with a mangle you could fix between them. Wash the clothes in one sink, then through the mangle into the other. He’d stuck the tips of his fingers against the rollers once, started cranking the handle until it hurt.
Three prison guards: that’s what they reckoned Cary Oakes was worth. Three guards, and chains for his legs and arms.
‘Hey, guys,’ he said, pointing his chin at them. ‘Take your best shot.’
‘Can it, Oakes.’
Cary Oakes grinned again. He’d forced a reaction: of such small victories were his days made. The guard who’d spoken, the one with the tag identifying him as SAUNDERS, did tend towards the excitable. Oakes narrowed his eyes and imagined the moustached face pressed against a mangle, imagined the strength needed to force that face all the way through. Oakes rubbed his stomach; not so much as an ounce of flab there, despite the food they tried to serve him. He stuck to vegetables and fruit, water and juices. Had to keep the brain in gear. A lot of the other prisoners, they’d slipped into neutral, engines revving but heading nowhere. A stretch of confinement could do that to you, make you start believing things that weren’t true. Oakes kept up with events, had magazine and newspaper subscriptions, watched current affairs on TV and avoided everything else, except maybe a little sport. But even sport was a kind of novocaine. Instead of watching the screen, he watched the other faces, saw them heavy-lidded, no need to concentrate, like babies being spoon-fed contentment, bellies and brains filled to capacity with warmed-over gunk.
He started whistling a Beatles song: ‘Good Day, Sunshine’, wondering if any of the guards would know it. Potential for another reaction. But then the door opened and his attorney came in. His fifth lawyer in sixteen years, not a bad average, batting .300. This lawyer was young – mid-twenties – and wore blue blazers with cream slacks, a combination which made him look like a kid trying on his dad’s clothes. The blazers had brass-effect buttons and intricate designs on the breast pocket.
‘Ahoy, shipmate!’ Oakes cried, not shifting in his chair.
His lawyer sat down opposite him at the table. Oakes put his hands behind his head, rattling the chains.
‘Any chance of removing those from my client?’ the lawyer asked.
‘For your own protection, sir.’ The stock response.
Oakes used both hands to scratch his shaved head. ‘Know those divers and spacemen? Use weighted boots, necessary tool of the trade. I reckon when I lose these chains, I’m going to float up to the ceiling. I can make my living in freak shows: the human fly, see him scale the walls. Man, imagine the possibilities. I can float up to second-floor windows and watch all the ladies getting ready for bed.’ He turned his head to the guards. ‘Any of you guys married?’
The lawyer was ignoring this. He had his job to do, opening the briefcase and lifting out the paperwork. Wherever lawyers went, paper went with them. Lots of paper. Oakes tried not to look interested.
‘Mr Oakes,’ the lawyer said, ‘it’s just a matter of detail now.’
‘I’ve always enjoyed detail.’
‘Some papers that have to be signed by various officials.’
‘See, guys,’ Oakes called to the guards, ‘I told you no prison could hold Cary Oakes! OK, so it’s taken me fifteen years, but, hey, nobody’s perfect.’ He laughed, turning to his lawyer. ‘So how long should all these . . . details take?’
‘Days rather than weeks.’
Inside, Oakes’s heart was pumping. His ears were hissing with the intensity of it, the swell of apprehension and anticipation. Days . . .
‘But I haven’t finished painting my cell. I want it left pretty for the next tenant.’
Finally the attorney smiled, and Oakes knew him in that instant: working his way up in Daddy’s practice; reviled by his elders, mistrusted by his peers. Was he spying on them, reporting back to the old man? How could he prove himself? If he joined them for drinks on a Friday night, loosening his tie and mussing up his hair, they felt uncomfortable. If he kept his distance, he was a cold fish. And what about the father? The old man couldn’t have anyone accusing him of nepotism, the boy had to learn the hard way. Give him the shitty-stick cases, the no-hopers, the ones that left you needing a shower and change of clothes. Make him prove himself. Long hours of thankless toil, a shining example to everyone else in the firm.
All this discerned from a single smile, the smile of a half-shy, self-conscious drone who dreamt of being King Bee, who perhaps even harboured little fantasies of patricide and succession.
‘You’ll be deported, of course,’ the prince was saying now.
‘What?’
‘You were in this country illegally, Mr Oakes.’
‘I’ve been here nearly half my life.’
‘Nevertheless . . .’
Nevertheless . . . His mother’s word. Every time he had an excuse prepared, some story to explain the situation, she’d listen in silence, then take a deep breath, and it was like he could see the word forming in the air that issued from her mouth. During his trial, he’d rehearsed little conversations with her.
‘Mother, I’ve been a good son, haven’t I?’
‘Nevertheless . . .’
‘Nevertheless, I killed two people.’
‘Really, Cary? You’re sure it was only two . . .?’
He sat up in his chair. ‘So let them deport me, I’ll come straight back.’
‘It won’t be so easy. I can’t see you securing a tourist visa this time, Mr Oakes.’
‘I don’t need one. You’re behind the times.’
‘Your name will be on record . . .’
‘I’ll walk across from Canada or Mexico.’
The lawyer shifted in his seat. He didn’t like to hear this.
‘I have to come back and see my pals,’ nodding towards the guards. ‘They’ll miss me when I’m gone. And so will their wives.’
‘Fuck you, slime.’ Saunders again.
Oakes beamed at his lawyer. ‘Isn’t that nice? We have nicknames for each other.’
‘I don’t think any of this is very helpful, Mr Oakes.’
‘Hey, I’m the model prisoner. That’s the way it works, right? I learned a fast lesson: use the same system they used to put you where you are. Read up on the law, go back over everything, know the questions to ask, the objections that should have been made at the original trial. The lawyer they had representing me, I’ll tell you, he couldn’t have presented a school prize, never mind my case.’ He smiled again. ‘You’re better than him. You’re going to be all right. Remember that next time your pop is chewing you out. Just say to yourself: I’m better than that, I’m going to be all right.’ He winked. ‘No charge for my time, son.’
Son: as if he was fifty rather than thirty-eight. As if the knowledge of the ages was his for the dispensing.
‘So I get a free flight back to London?’
‘I’m not sure.’ The lawyer looked through his notes. ‘You’re from Lothian originally?’ Pronouncing it loathing.
‘As in Edinburgh, Scotland.’
‘Well, you might end up back there.’
Cary Oakes rubbed at his chin. Edinburgh might do for a while. He had unfinished business in Edinburgh. Was going to leave it till the heat had died down, but nevertheless . . . He leaned forward over the table.
‘How many murders did they pin on me?’
The lawyer blinked, sat there with palms flat on the table. ‘Two,’ he said at last.
‘How many did they start with?’
‘I believe it was five.’
‘Six actually.’ Oakes nodded slowly. ‘But who’s counting, eh?’ A chuckle. ‘They ever catch anyone for the others?’
The lawyer shook his head. There were beads of perspiration at his temples. He’d be making a detour home for a shower and fresh clothes.
Cary Oakes sat back again and angled his face into the sun, turning his head so every part felt the warmth. ‘Two’s not much of a tally, is it, in the scheme of things? You kill your old man, you’ll only be one behind.’
He was still chuckling to himself as his lawyer was led out of the room.
Younger runaways tended to take the same few routes: by bus, train or hitching, and to London, Glasgow or Edinburgh. There were organisations who would keep an eye open for runaways, and even if they wouldn’t always reveal their whereabouts to the anxious families, at least they could confirm that someone was alive and unharmed.
But a nineteen-year-old, someone with money to hand . . . could be anywhere. No destination was too distant – his passport hadn’t turned up. He took it with him to clubs as proof of age. Damon had a current account at the local bank, complete with cashcard, and an interest-bearing account with a building society in Kirkcaldy. The bank might be worth trying. Rebus picked up the telephone.
The manager at first insisted that he’d need something in writing, but relented when Rebus promised to fax him later. Rebus held while the manager went off to check, and had doodled half a village, complete with stream, parkland and pit-head, by the time the man came back.
‘The most recent withdrawal was a cash machine in Edinburgh’s West End. One hundred pounds on the fifteenth.’
The night Damon had gone to Gaitano’s. A hundred seemed a lot to Rebus, even for a good night out.
‘Nothing since then?’
‘No.’
‘How up to date is that?’
‘Up to the close of play yesterday.’
‘Could I ask you a favour, sir? I’d like tabs kept on that account. Any new withdrawals, I’d like to know about them pronto.’
‘I’d need that in writing, Inspector. And I’d probably also need the approval of my head office.’
‘I’d appreciate it, Mr Brayne.’
‘It’s Bain,’ the bank manager said coldly, putting down the phone.
Rebus called the building society and endured the same rigmarole before learning that Damon hadn’t touched his account in more than a fortnight. He made one last call to Gayfield police station and asked for DC Hawes. She didn’t sound too thrilled when he identified himself.
‘What’s the word on Gaitano’s?’ he asked.
‘Everyone calls it Guiser’s. Pretty choice establishment. Two stabbings last year, one in the club itself, one in the alley out back. Been quieter this year, which is probably down to a stricter door policy.’
‘You mean bigger bouncers.’
‘Front-of-house managers, if you please. Locals still complain about the noise at chucking-out time.’
‘Who owns it?’
‘Charles Mackenzie, nicknamed “Charmer”.’
A couple of uniforms had talked to Mackenzie about Damon Mee, and he’d offered up the security tape which had languished in Gayfield ever since.
‘Know how many MisPers there are every year?’ Hawes said with a sigh.
‘You told me.’
‘Then you should know that if there’s no suspicion of foul play, they’re not exactly a white-hot priority. God knows there are times I’ve felt like doing a runner myself.’
Rebus thought of his night-time car-rides, long, directionless hours, just filling in the blank spaces of his life. ‘Haven’t we all?’ he said.
‘Look, I know you’re doing this as a favour . . .’
‘Yes?’
‘But we’ve done all we can, haven’t we?’
‘Pretty much.’
‘So what’s the point?’
‘I’m not sure.’ Rebus could have told her that it had to do with the past, with some debt he felt he owed to Janice Playfair and Barney Mee – and to the memory of a friend he’d once had called Mitch. Somehow, he didn’t think explaining it to an outsider would help. ‘One last thing,’ he asked instead. ‘Did you get me a still of that woman?’
Gaitano’s was little more than a solid black door with a neon sign above it, flanked either side by pubs and with a hi-fi shop across the road. There were valve amplifiers and an outsized record deck in the shop window. The deck had an outsized price-tag to match. One of the pubs was called The Headless Coachman. It had changed its name a couple of years back and was touting for tourists.
Rebus pushed the door-buzzer to Gaitano’s and a woman opened it for him. She was the cleaner, and Rebus didn’t envy her the job. Glasses had been cleared from the tables, but the place still looked like a wreck. There was an industrial vacuum cleaner on the carpet which encircled the dance floor. The floor was littered with cigarette stubs, cellophane, the occasional empty bottle. She’d finished cleaning the foyer, but was only halfway through the main dance area. There were mirrors on all the walls, and in the right light the place would look many times its actual size. In bare white light and with no music, no punters, it looked and felt desolate. There was a fug of stale sweat and beer in the air. Rebus saw a security camera in one corner and gave it a wave.
‘Inspector Rebus.’
The man walking towards him across the dancefloor was about five feet four inches and as thin as a swizzle-stick. Rebus placed him in his mid-fifties. He wore a powder-blue suit and open-necked white shirt to show off his suntan and gold jewellery. His hair was silver and thinning, but as well-cut as the suit. They shook hands.
‘Do you want a drink?’
He was leading Rebus towards the bar. Rebus looked at the row of optics.
‘No thank you, sir.’
Charmer Mackenzie went behind the bar and poured himself a cola.
‘Sure?’ he said.
‘Same as you’re having,’ Rebus said. He examined one of the bar stools for cigarette ash, then pulled himself up on to it. They faced one another across the bar.
‘Not your normal tipple?’ Mackenzie guessed. ‘In my trade, you get a nose for these things.’ And he tapped his nose for effect. ‘The kid hasn’t turned up then?’
‘No, sir.’
‘Sometimes they get a notion . . .’ He shrugged, dismissing the foibles of a generation.
‘I’ve got a photograph.’ Rebus reached into his pocket, handed it over. ‘The missing person is second row.’
Mackenzie nodded, not really interested.
‘See just behind him?’
‘Is that his doll?’
‘Do you know her?’
Mackenzie snorted. ‘Wish I did.’
‘You haven’t seen her before?’
‘Picture’s not the best, but I don’t think so.’
‘What time do the staff clock on?’
‘Not till tonight.’
Rebus took the photo back, put it in his pocket.
‘Any chance of getting my video back?’ Mackenzie asked.
‘Why?’
‘Those things cost money. Overheads, that’s what can cripple a business like this, Inspector.’
Rebus wondered how he’d merited the nickname ‘Charmer’. He had all the charm of sandpaper. ‘We wouldn’t want that now, would we, Mr Mackenzie?’ he said, getting to his feet.
Back at the office, he played the tape again, watching the blonde. The way her head was angled, strong jawline, mouth open slightly. Could she be saying something to Damon? A minute later, he was gone. Had she said she’d meet him somewhere? After he’d gone, she’d stayed at the bar, ordering a drink for herself. At dead on midnight, fifteen minutes after Damon had vanished, she’d left the nightclub. The final shot was from a camera mounted on the club’s exterior wall. It showed her turning left along Rose Street, watched by a few drunks who were trying to get into Gaitano’s.
Someone put their head round the door and told him he had a call. It was Mairie Henderson.
‘Thanks for getting back to me,’ he said.
‘I take it you’ve a favour to ask?’
‘Quite the reverse.’
‘In that case, lunch is on me. I’m in the Engine Shed.’
‘How convenient.’ Rebus smiled: the Engine Shed was just behind St Leonard’s. ‘I’ll be there in five minutes.’
‘Make it two, or all the meatballs will have gone.’
Which was a joke of sorts, in that there was no meat in the meatballs. They were savoury balls of mushroom and chickpea with a tomato sauce. Though a one-minute walk from his office, Rebus had never eaten in the Engine Shed. Everything about it was too healthy, too nutritious. The drink of the day was organic apple juice, and smoking was strictly forbidden. He knew it was run by some sort of charity, and staffed by people who needed a job more than most. Typical of Mairie to choose it for a meeting. She was seated by a window, and Rebus joined her with his tray.
‘You look well,’ he said.
‘It’s all this salad.’ She nodded towards her plate.
‘Lifestyle still suit you?’
He meant her decision to quit the local daily paper and go freelance. They’d helped one another out on occasion, but Rebus was aware he owed her more brownie points than she owed him. Her face was all clean, sharp lines, her eyes quick and dark. She’d restyled her hair to early Cilia Black. On the table beside her sat her notebook and cellphone.
‘I get the occasional story picked up by the London papers. Then my old paper has to run its own version the next day.’
‘That must annoy them.’
She beamed. ‘Have to let them know what they’re missing.’
‘Well,’ Rebus said, ‘they’ve been missing a story that’s right under their noses.’ He pushed another forkful of food into his mouth, having to admit to himself that it wasn’t at all bad. Looking around the other tables, he realised all the other diners were women. Some of them were tending to kids in high chairs, some were involved in quiet gossip. The restaurant wasn’t big, and Rebus kept his voice down when he spoke.
‘What story’s that?’ Mairie said.
Rebus’s voice went lower. ‘Paedophile living in Greenfield.’
‘Convicted?’
Rebus nodded. ‘Served his time, now they’ve plonked him in a flat with a lovely view of a kids’ play-park.’
‘What’s he been up to?’
‘Nothing yet, nothing I can pin him for. Thing is, his neighbours don’t know what’s living next door to them.’
She was staring at him.
‘What is it?’ he said.
‘Nothing.’ She munched on more salad, chewing slowly. ‘So where’s the story?’
‘Come on, Mairie . . .’
‘I know what you want me to do. She pointed her fork at him. ‘I know why you want it.’
‘And?’
‘And what has he done?’
‘Christ, Mairie, do you know what the reoffending rate is? It’s not something you cure by slapping them in prison for a few years.’
‘We’ve got to take a chance.’
‘We? It’s not us he’ll be after.’
‘All of us, we’ve all got to give them a chance.’
‘Look, Mairie, it’s a good story.’
‘No, it’s your way of getting to him. Does this all come back to Shiellion?’
‘It’s got bugger all to do with Shiellion.’
‘I hear they’ve got you down to give evidence.’ She stared at him again, but all he did was shrug. ‘Only,’ she went on, ‘the knives are out as it is. If I do a story on a paedophile living in Greenfield of all places . . . it’d be incitement to murder.’
‘Come on, Mairie . . .’
‘Know what I think, John?’ She put down her knife and fork. ‘I think something’s gone bad inside you.’
‘Mairie, all I want . . .’
But she was on her feet, unhooking her coat from the back of the chair, collecting her phone, notebook, bag.
‘I don’t have much of an appetite any more,’ she said.
‘Time was, you’d have gnawed a story like this to the bone.’
She looked thoughtful for a moment. ‘Maybe you’re right,’ she said. ‘I hope to God you’re not, but maybe you are.’
She walked the length of the restaurant’s wooden floorboards on noisy heels. Rebus looked down at his lunch, at the untouched glass of juice. There was a pub not three minutes away. He pushed the plate away. He told himself Mairie was wrong: it had nothing to do with Shiellion. It was down to Jim Margolies, to the fact that Darren Rough had once made a complaint against him. Now Jim was dead, and Rebus wanted something back. Could he lay Jim’s ghost to rest by tormenting Jim’s tormentor? He reached into his pocket, found the sliver of paper there, the telephone number still perfectly legible.
I think something’s gone bad inside you.
Who was he to disagree?
Four years before, Jim Margolies had been passing through St Leonard’s, seconded to help with a staff shortfall. Three of the CID were down with flu, and another was in hospital for a minor op. Margolies, whose usual beat was Leith, came highly recommended, which made his new colleagues wary. Sometimes a recommendation was made so a station could offload dead weight elsewhere. But Margolies had proved himself quickly, handling a paedophile inquiry with dedication and tact. Two boys had been interfered with on The Meadows during, of all things, a children’s festival. Darren Rough was already in police files. At twelve, he’d interfered with a neighbour’s son, aged six at the time. He’d had counselling, and spent time in a children’s home. At fifteen, he’d been caught peeping in at windows at the student residences in Pollock Halls. More counselling. Another mark in his police file.
The schoolboys’ description of their attacker had taken police to the house Rough shared with his father. At nine in the morning, the father was drunk at the kitchen table. The mother had died the previous summer, which looked to be the last time the house had been cleaned. Soiled clothes and mouldy dishes were everywhere. It looked like nothing ever got thrown out: burst and rotting binbags stood inside the kitchen door; mail was piled high in a corner of the front hall, where damp had turned it into a single sodden mass. In Darren Rough’s bedroom, Jim Margolies found clothing catalogues, crude penned additions made to the child models. There were collections of teen magazines under the bed, stories about – and pictures of – teenage girls and boys. And best of all from the police point of view, tucked under a corner of rotting carpet was Darren’s ‘Fantasy League’, detailing his sexual proclivities and wish lists, with his Meadows exploit dated and signed.
For all of which the Procurator Fiscal was duly grateful. Darren Rough, by now twenty years old, was found guilty and sent to jail. A crate of beer was opened at St Leonard’s, and Jim Margolies sat at the top of the table.
Rebus was there, too. He’d been part of the shift team interviewing Rough. He’d spent enough time with the prisoner to know that they were doing the right thing locking him up.
‘Not that it ever helps with those bastards,’ DI Alistair Flower had said. ‘Reoffend as soon as they’re out.’
‘You’re suggesting treatment replaces incarceration?’ Margolies had asked.
‘I’m suggesting we throw away the fucking key!’ To which there had been cheers of agreement. Siobhan Clarke had been too canny to add her own view, but Rebus knew what she’d been thinking. Nothing was said of the complaint Rough had made. Bruising to his face and body: he’d told his solicitor Jim Margolies had given him a beating. No witnesses. Self-inflicted was the consensus. Rebus knew he’d felt like giving Rough a couple of slaps himself, but Margolies had no history of aggression against suspects.
There’d been an internal inquiry. Margolies had denied the accusation. A medical examination had been unable to determine whether Rough’s bruises were self-inflicted. And that’s where it had ended, with the faintest of blots on Margolies’ record, the faintest doubt hanging over the rest of his career.
Rebus closed the case file and walked back to the vault with it.
Mairie: I think something’s gone bad inside you.
Rough’s social worker: Your lot wanted him here.
Rebus went to the Farmer’s office, knocked on the door, entered when told.
‘What can I do for you, John?’
‘I had a word with Darren Rough’s social worker, sir.’
The Farmer looked up from his paperwork. ‘Any particular reason?’
‘Just wanted to know why Rough had been given a flat with a view of a kiddies’ playground.’
‘I bet they loved you for that.’ Not sounding disapproving. Social workers rated only a rung or two above paedophiles on the Farmer’s moral stepladder.
‘They told me that we wanted him here in the first place.’
The Farmer’s face furrowed. ‘Meaning what?’
‘They suggested I ask you.’
‘I haven’t the faintest idea.’ The Farmer sat back in his chair. ‘We wanted him here?’
‘That’s what they said.’
‘Meaning Edinburgh?’
Rebus nodded. ‘I’ve just been through the file on Rough. He was in a children’s home for a while.’
‘Not Shiellion?’ The Farmer was looking interested.
Rebus shook his head. ‘Callstone House, other side of the city. Just for a short spell. Both parents were alcoholic, neglecting him. There was nowhere else for him to go.’
‘What happened?’
‘Mother dried out, Rough went back home. Then, later on, she was diagnosed with liver disease, only nobody bothered moving Rough.’
‘Why?’
‘Because by that time, he was looking after his father.’
The Farmer looked towards his collection of family snaps. ‘The way some people live . . .’
‘Yes, sir,’ Rebus agreed.
‘So where’s this leading?’
‘Only this: Rough comes back to Edinburgh, apparently because we want him here. Next thing, the officer who put him away ends up walking off Salisbury Crags.’
‘You’re not suggesting a connection?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘Jim goes out to dinner at some friends’ with his wife and kid. Drives home. Goes to bed. Next morning he’s dead. I’m looking for reasons why Jim Margolies would take his own life. Thing is, I’m not finding any. And I’m also wondering who’d want Darren Rough back here and why.’
The Farmer was thoughtful. ‘You want me to talk to Social Work?’
‘They wouldn’t talk to me.’
The Farmer reached for paper and a pen. ‘Give me a name.’
‘Andy Davies is Rough’s social worker.’
The Farmer underlined the words. ‘Leave it with me, John.’
‘Yes, sir. Meantime, I’d like to take a look at Jim’s suicide.’
‘Mind if I ask why?’
‘To see if it does tie in with Rough.’ And maybe, he could have added, to satisfy his own curiosity.
The Farmer nodded. ‘On the subject of Shiellion . . . when do you give evidence?’
‘Tomorrow, sir.’
‘Got your spiel rehearsed?’
Rebus nodded.
‘Remember the secret of a good court appearance, John.’
‘Presentation, sir?’
The Farmer shook his head. ‘Make sure you take plenty of reading matter with you.’
That evening, on his way home, he dropped in to see his daughter. Sammy had moved out of her first-floor colony flat into a newish ground-floor flat in a brick-built block off Newhaven Road.
‘Downhill all the way to the coast,’ she’d told her father. ‘And you should see this thing with the brakes off.’
Referring to her wheelchair. Rebus had wanted to put his hand in his pocket for a motorised one, but she’d waved away the offer.
‘I’m building up my muscles,’ she’d said. ‘And besides, I won’t be in this thing for long.’
Perhaps not, but the road back to full mobility was proving hard going. She was receiving physio only twice a week, spending the rest of her time concentrating on home exercises. It was as if the accident had affected both her spine and her legs.
‘My brain tells them what to do, but they don’t always listen.’
There was a little wooden ramp at the main door to her block. A friend of a friend had constructed it for her. One of the bedrooms in the flat had been turned into a makeshift gym, a large mirror placed against one wall, and parallel bars taking up most of the available space. The doorways were narrow, but Sammy had proved adept at manoeuvring her wheelchair in and out without grazing knuckles or elbows.
When Rebus arrived, Ned Farlowe opened the door. He had a job subbing for one of the local freesheets. The hours were short, which gave him time to help Sammy with her workouts. The two men still didn’t trust one another – did fathers ever really come to trust the men who were sleeping with their daughters? – but Ned seemed to be doing his damnedest for Sammy.
‘Hi there,’ he said. ‘She’s working out. Fancy a cuppa?’
‘No thanks.’
‘I’m just making some dinner.’ Ned was already retreating to the long, narrow kitchen. Rebus knew he’d only be in the way.
‘I’ll just go and . . .’
‘Fine.’
The smells from the kitchen were like those in the Engine Shed: aromatic and vegetarian. Rebus walked down the hall, noting graze-marks on the walls where the wheelchair had connected. Music was coming from the spare bedroom, a disco beat. Sammy was lying on the floor in her black leotard and tights, trying to get her legs to do things. Her face was flushed with effort, hair matted to her forehead. When she saw her father, she rested her head against the floor.
‘Turn that thing off, will you?’ she said.
‘I could just watch.’
But she shook her head. She didn’t like him watching her at work. This was her fight, a private battle with her own body. Rebus switched off the tape machine.
‘Recognise it?’ she asked.
‘Chic, “Le Freak”. I went to enough bad discos in the seventies.’
‘I can’t imagine you in flares.’
‘Distress flares.’
She had pushed herself up to sitting. He made just the one step forward to help her, knowing if he got any closer she’d shoo him away.
‘How’s your claim for disability going?’
She rolled her eyes, reached a hand out for a towel, starting wiping her face. ‘I thought I knew all about bureaucracy. Thing is, I’m going to get better.’
‘Sure.’
‘So there are all kinds of complications. Plus my job at SWEEP’s still open.’
‘But the office is three floors up.’ He sat on the floor beside her.
‘I can work from home.’
‘Really?’
‘Only I don’t want to. I don’t want to become dependent on just these four walls.’
Rebus nodded. ‘If there’s anything you need . . .’
‘Got any disco tapes?’
He smiled. ‘I was more Rory Gallagher and John Martyn.’
‘Well, nobody’s perfect,’ she said, wrapping the towel around her neck. ‘Speaking of which, how’s Patience?’
‘She’s fine.’
‘I talk to her on the phone.’
‘Oh?’
‘She says I speak to her more than you do.’
‘I don’t think that’s true.’
‘Don’t you?’
Rebus looked at his daughter. Had she always had this edge to her? Was it something to do with the accident?
‘We get along fine,’ he said.
‘On whose terms?’
He stood up. ‘I think your dinner’s nearly ready. Want me to help you into the chair?’
‘Ned likes to do it.’
He nodded slowly.
‘You didn’t answer my question.’
‘I’m a policeman. Usually we ask the questions.’
She draped the towel over her head. ‘Is it because of me?’
‘What?’
‘Ever since . . .’ She looked down at her legs. ‘It’s like you blame yourself.’
‘It was an accident.’ He wasn’t looking at her.
‘It pushed the two of you back together. Do you see what I’m saying?’
‘You’re saying I’m busy blaming myself for your accident, while you’re busy blaming yourself for Patience and me.’ He glanced towards her. ‘Does that just about sum it up?’
She smiled. ‘Stay and have something to eat.’
‘Don’t you think I should head home to Patience?’
She lifted the towel from her eyes. ‘Is that where you’re going?’
‘Where else?’ He gave her a wave as he left the room.
Being down Newhaven Road, he stopped off at a couple of waterfront bars, a pint in one, nip of whisky in the other. Plenty of water in the whisky. It was dark, but he could see streetlights across the Forth in Fife. He thought of Janice and Brian Mee, who had never left their home town. He wondered how he’d have turned out if he’d stayed. He thought again of Alec Chisholm, the boy who had never been found. They’d scoured the countryside, sent men down into disused coal-shafts, dredged the river. A long hot summer, the Beatles and the Stones on the café jukebox, ice-cold bottles of Coke from the machine. Glass coffee cups topped with frothed milk. And questions about Alec, questions which showed that none of them had ever really known him, not deep down, not the way they thought they knew each other. And Alec’s parents and grandparents, walking the streets late at night, stopping to ask strangers the same thing: have you seen our boy? Until the strangers became acquaintances, and they ran out of people to stop.
Now Damon Mee had stepped away from the world, or had been yanked out of it by some irresistible force. Rebus got back in his car and drove along the coast, came up on to the Forth Bridge, and headed into Fife. He tried telling himself he wasn’t escaping – from Sammy’s words and Patience and Edinburgh, from all the ghosts. From thoughts of paedophiles and suicide leaps.
When he got to Cardenden, he slowed the car, finally coming to a stop on the main drag. There seemed to be flyers in every shop window: Damon’s picture and the word MISSING. There were more taped to lamp-posts and the bus shelter. Rebus started the car again and headed for Janice’s house. But there was no one at home. A neighbour supplied the information Rebus needed, information which sent him straight back to Edinburgh and Rose Street, where he found Janice and Brian sticking more flyers on to lamp-posts and walls, pushing them through letterboxes. Photocopied sheets of A4. Holiday photo of Damon, and handwritten plea: DAMON MEE IS MISSING: HAVE YOU SEEN HIM? Physical description, including the clothes he’d been wearing, and the Mees’ telephone number.
‘We’ve covered the pubs,’ Brian Mee said. He looked tired, eyes dark, face unshaven. The roll of sellotape he held was nearly finished. Janice leaned against a wall. Looking at the pair of them was far from like stepping into the past – present worries had scarred them.
‘The one place they don’t want to know,’ Janice said, ‘is that club.’
‘Gaitano’s?’
She nodded. ‘Bouncers wouldn’t let us in. Wouldn’t even take flyers from us. I stuck one on the door but they took it down.’ She was almost in tears. Rebus looked back along the street towards the flashing neon sign above Gaitano’s.
‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Let’s try the magic word this time.’
And when he got to the door, he flashed his ID and said, ‘Police.’ The three were ushered inside while someone got on the phone to Charmer Mackenzie. Rebus looked to Janice and winked.
‘Open Sesame,’ he said. She was looking at him as if he’d done something wonderful.
‘Mr Mackenzie’s not here,’ one of the bouncers said.
‘So who’s in charge?’
‘Archie Frost. He’s assistant manager.’
‘Lead me to him.’
The bouncer looked unhappy. ‘He’s having a drink at the bar.’
‘No problem,’ Rebus said. ‘We know our way.’
Bass music was pulsing, the club’s interior dark and hot. Couples were hitting the dancefloor, others smoking furiously, knees pumping as they scanned the dimness for action. Rebus leaned towards Janice, so his mouth was an inch from her ear.
‘Go round the tables, ask your questions.’
She nodded, passed the message along to Brian, who was looking uncomfortable with the noise.
Rebus walked towards the bar, walked through beams of indigo light. There were people waiting for drinks, but only two men actually drinking at the bar. Well, one of them was drinking. The other – who looked thirsty – was listening to what was being said to him.
‘Sorry to butt in,’ Rebus said.
The speaker turned to him. ‘You will be in a minute.’
Maybe twenty or twenty-one, black hair pulled back into a ponytail. Stocky, wearing a suit with no lapels and a dazzling white T-shirt. Rebus pushed his warrant card into the face, identified himself.
‘Been taking charm-school lessons from your boss?’ he asked. Archie Frost said nothing, just finished his drink. ‘I want a word, Mr Frost.’
‘They don’t look like polis,’ Frost said, nodding towards where Janice and Brian Mee were working the room.
‘That’s because they’re not. Their son went missing. Disappeared from here, in fact.’
‘I know.’
‘Well then, you’ll know why I’m here.’ Rebus brought out the photograph of the mystery blonde. ‘Seen her before?’
Frost shook his head automatically.
‘Take a closer look.’
Frost took the photo grudgingly, and angled it towards the light. Then he shook his head and tried handing it back.
‘What about your pal?’
‘What about him?’
The ‘pal’ in question, the young man without a drink, had half-turned from them, so he was watching the dancefloor.
‘He’s not in here much,’ Frost said.
‘All the same,’ Rebus persisted. So Frost stuck the photo in front of his friend’s nose. An immediate shake of the head.
‘I’m going to take this around your punters,’ Rebus said, lifting the photo from Frost’s hand, ‘see if their memories are any better.’ He wasn’t looking at Frost; he was looking at his companion. ‘Do I know you from somewhere, son? Your face looks familiar.’
The young man snorted, kept his eyes on the dancing.
‘I’ll let you get back to your business then,’ Rebus said. He did a circuit of the room, following behind Janice and Brian. They’d left flyers on most of the tables. A couple had already been crumpled up. Rebus fixed the culprits with a stare. He wasn’t faring any better with his own picture, but saw that ahead of him Janice and Brian had seated themselves at a table and were deep in conversation with two girls there. Eventually, he caught up with them. Janice looked up at him.
‘They say they saw Damon,’ she yelled, fighting the music.
‘He was getting into a taxi,’ one of the girls repeated for the newcomer’s benefit.
‘Where?’ Rebus asked.
‘Outside The Dome.’
‘Other side of the road,’ her friend corrected. They were wearing too much make-up, trying for a look they’d probably call ‘sophisticated’, trying to look older than their years. Soon enough, they’d be reversing the process. They wore incredibly short skirts. Rebus could see Brian trying not to stare.
‘What time was this?’
‘About quarter past twelve. We were late for a party.’
‘You’re sure about the date?’ Rebus asked. Janice looked at him accusingly, not wanting this fragile bubble to burst.
One girl got a diary out of her handbag, tapped a page. ‘That’s the party.’
Rebus looked: it was the same date Damon had disappeared. ‘How come you noticed him?’
‘We’d seen him in here earlier.’
‘Just standing at the bar,’ her friend added. ‘Not dancing or anything.’
A couple of young men, still in their day-job suits, had peeled off from an office party and were approaching, ready to ask for a dance. The girls tried to look disinterested, but a glower from Rebus sent the suitors back in the direction they’d come.
‘We were after a taxi ourselves,’ one girl explained. ‘Saw them waiting across the road. Only they got lucky, we ended up walking.’
‘“They”?’
‘Him and his girl.’
Rebus looked to Janice, then handed over the photo.
‘Yeah, that looks like her.’
‘Blonde out of a bottle,’ the other agreed.
Janice took the photo from them, looked at it herself.
‘Who is she, John?’
Rebus shook his head, telling her he didn’t know. Glancing towards the bar, he saw two things. One was that Archie Frost was watching him intently over the rim of a fresh glass. The other was that his non-drinking friend had gone.
‘Maybe they’ve run off together,’ one of the girls was saying, trying hard to be helpful. ‘That would be romantic, wouldn’t it?’
Janice and Brian hadn’t eaten, so Rebus took them to an Indian on Hanover Street, where he explained the little he knew about the woman in the photograph. Janice kept the photo in one hand as she ate.
‘It’s a start, isn’t it?’ Brian said, pulling apart a nan bread.
Rebus nodded agreement.
‘I mean,’ Brian went on, ‘we know now he left with someone. He’s probably still with her.’
‘Only he didn’t go off with her,’ Janice said. ‘John’s already told us, Damon left on his own.’
In fact, Rebus hadn’t even gone that far. They only had the girls’ word for it that Damon had left the club at all . . .
‘Well,’ Brian stumbled on, ‘thing is, he wouldn’t want his mates seeing them together, not when he was supposed to be engaged.’
‘I can’t believe it of Damon.’ Janice’s eyes were on Rebus. ‘He loves Helen.’
Rebus nodded. ‘But it happens, doesn’t it?’
She gave a rueful smile. Brian saw a look passing between them, but chose to ignore it.
‘Anyone want any more rice?’ he asked instead, lifting the salver from its hotplate.
‘We should be getting home,’ his wife said. ‘Damon might have tried phoning.’ She was getting to her feet. Rebus gestured towards the photo, and she handed it back. It was smudged, creased at the corners. Brian was looking down at the food still on his plate.
‘Brian . . .’ Janice said. He sniffed and got up from his chair. ‘Get the bill, will you?’
‘This is on me,’ Rebus said. ‘They’ll stick it on my tab.’
‘Thanks again, John.’ She held out her hand and he took it. It was long and slender. Rebus remembered holding it when they danced, remembered the way it would be warm and dry, unlike other girls’ hands. Warm and dry, and his heart pounding in his chest. She’d been so slender at the waist, he’d felt he could encircle her with just his hands.
‘Yes, thanks, Johnny.’ Brian Mee laughed. ‘You don’t mind me calling you Johnny?’
‘Why should I mind?’ Rebus said, still looking into Janice’s eyes. ‘It’s my name, isn’t it?’
First thing, Rebus looked through the newspapers, but he didn’t find anything to interest him.
He headed down to Leith police station, where Jim Margolies had been stationed. He’d told the Farmer he was looking for a connection between Rough’s reappearance and Jim’s death, but he wasn’t particularly confident of finding one. Still, he really did want to know why Jim had done it, had done something Rebus had thought about doing more than once – taking the high walk. He was met in Leith by a wary Detective Inspector Bobby Hogan.
‘I know I owe you a favour or two, John,’ Hogan began. ‘But do you mind telling me what it’s all about? Margolies was a good man, we’re missing him badly.’
They were walking through the station, making for CID. Hogan was a couple of years younger than Rebus, but had been on the force for longer. He could take retirement any time he wanted, but Rebus doubted the man would ever want it.
‘I knew him, too,’ Rebus was saying. ‘I’m probably just asking myself the same question all of you have been asking.’
‘You mean why?’
Rebus nodded. ‘He was headed for the top, Bobby. Everyone knew it.’
‘Maybe he got vertigo.’ Hogan shook his head. ‘The notes aren’t going to tell you anything, John.’
They had stopped outside an interview room.
‘I just need to see them, Bobby.’
Hogan stared at him, then nodded slowly. ‘This makes us even, pal.’
Rebus touched him on the shoulder, walked into the room. The manila file was sitting on the otherwise empty desk. There were two chairs in the room.
‘Thought you’d like some privacy,’ Hogan said. ‘Look, if anyone wonders . . .’
‘My lips are sealed, Bobby.’ Rebus was already sitting down. He examined the folder. ‘This won’t take long.’
Hogan fetched a cup of coffee, then left him to it. It took Rebus precisely twenty minutes to sift through everything: initial report and back-up, plus Jim Margolies’ history. Twenty minutes wasn’t long for a CV. Of course, there was little about his home life. Speculation was for after-work drinks, for cigarette breaks and coffee-machine meetings. The bare facts, set down between double margins, gave no clues at all. His father was a doctor, now retired. Comfortable upbringing. The sister who’d committed suicide in her teens . . . Rebus wondered if his sister’s death had been at the back of Jim Margolies’ mind all these years. There was no mention of Darren Rough, no mention of Margolies’ short time at St Leonard’s. His last night on earth, Jim had been out to dinner at some friends’ house. Nothing out of the ordinary. But afterwards, in the middle of the night, he’d slipped from his bed, got dressed again, and gone walking in the rain. All the way to Holyrood Park . . .
‘Anything?’ Bobby Hogan asked.
‘Not a sausage,’ Rebus admitted, closing the file.
Walking in the rain . . . A long walk, from The Grange to Salisbury Crags. No one had come forward to say they’d seen him. Inquiries had been made, cabbies questioned. Perfunctory for the most part: you didn’t want to linger over a suicide. Sometimes you could find out things that were better left undisturbed.
Rebus drove back into town, parked in the car park behind St Leonard’s and went into the station. He knocked on Farmer Watson’s door, obeyed the command to enter. Watson looked like the day had started badly.
‘Where have you been?’
‘I had a bit of business down at D Division, looking at Jim Margolies’ file.’ Rebus watched the Farmer pace behind his desk. He cradled a mug of coffee in both hands. ‘Did you speak to Andy Davies, sir?’
‘Who?’
‘Andy Davies. Darren Rough’s social worker.’
The Farmer nodded.
‘And, sir?’
‘And he told me I’d have to speak to his boss.’
‘What did his boss say?’
The Farmer swung round. ‘Christ, John, give me time, will you? I’ve got more to deal with than your little . . .’ He exhaled, his shoulders slumping. Then he mumbled an apology.
‘No problem, sir. I’ll just . . .’ Rebus headed for the door.
‘Sit down,’ the Farmer ordered. ‘Now you’re here, let’s see if you can come up with any clever ideas.’
Rebus sat down. ‘To do with what, sir?’
The Farmer sat too, then noticed that his mug was empty. He got up again to fill it from the pot, pouring for Rebus too. Rebus examined the dark liquid suspiciously. Over the years, the Farmer’s coffee had definitely improved, but there were still days . . .
‘To do with Cary Dennis Oakes.’
Rebus frowned. ‘Should I know him?’
‘If you don’t, you soon will.’ The Farmer tossed a newspaper in Rebus’s direction. It fell to the floor. Rebus picked it up, saw that it was folded to a particular story, a story Rebus had missed because it wasn’t the one he’d been looking for.
KILLER IS SENT ‘HOME’.
‘Cary Oakes,’ Rebus read, ‘convicted of two murders in Washington State, USA, will today board a flight back to the United Kingdom after serving a fifteen-year sentence in a maximum-security prison in Walla Walla, Washington. It is believed that Oakes will make his way back to Edinburgh, where he lived for several years before going to the United States.’
There was a lot more. Oakes had flown to the States toting a rucksack and a tourist visa, and then had simply stayed put, taking a series of short-term jobs before embarking on a mugging and robbery spree which had climaxed with two killings, the victims clubbed and strangled to death.
Rebus put down the paper. ‘Did you know?’
The Farmer slammed his fists down on the table. ‘Of course I didn’t know!’
‘Shouldn’t we have been told?’
‘Think about it, John. You’re a cop in Wallumballa or whatever it’s called. You’re sending this murderer back to Scotland. Who do you tell?’
Rebus nodded. ‘Scotland Yard.’
‘Not realising for one minute that Scotland Yard might actually be in another country altogether.’
‘And the brainboxes in London decided not to pass the message on?’
‘Their version is, they got their wires crossed, thought Oakes was only travelling as far as their patch. In fact, his ticket only goes as far as London.’
‘So he’s their problem.’ But the Farmer was shaking his head. ‘Don’t tell me,’ Rebus said, ‘they’ve had a whip-round and added the fare to Edinburgh?’
‘Bingo.’
‘So when does he get here?’
‘Later on today.’
‘And what do we do?’
The Farmer stared at Rebus. He liked that we. A problem shared – even if with a thorn like Rebus – was a problem that could be dealt with. ‘What would you suggest?’
‘High-visibility surveillance, let him know we’re watching. With any luck he’ll get fed up and slope off somewhere else.’
The Farmer rubbed at his eyes. ‘Take a look,’ he said, sliding a folder across the desk. Rebus looked: sheets of fax paper, about twenty of them. ‘The Met took pity on us at the last, sent what they’d been sent by the Americans.’
Rebus started reading. ‘How come he’s been released? I thought in America “life” meant till death.’
‘Some technicality to do with the original trial. So arcane, even the American authorities aren’t sure.’
‘But they’re letting him go?’
‘A retrial would cost a fortune, plus there’s the problem of tracing the original witnesses. They offered him a deal. If he gave it up, signed away the right to any retrial or compensation, they’d fly him home.’
‘In the news story, “home” had inverted commas.’
‘He hasn’t spent much time in Edinburgh.’
‘So why here?’
‘His choice, apparently.’
‘But why?’
‘Maybe the fax will tell you.’
The message of the fax was clear and simple. It said Cary Oakes would kill again.
The psychologist had warned the authorities of this. The psychologist said, Cary Oakes has little concept of right and wrong. There were lots of psychological terms applied to this. The word ‘psychopath’ wasn’t used much any more by the experts, but reading between the lines and the jargon, Rebus knew that was what they were dealing with. Anti-social tendencies . . . deep-seated sense of betrayal . . .
Oakes was thirty-eight years old. There was a grainy photo of him included with the file. His head had been shaved. The forehead was large and jutting, the face thin and angular. He had small eyes, like little black beads, and a narrow mouth. He was described as above-average intelligence (self-taught in prison), interested in health and fitness. He’d made no friends during his incarceration, kept no pictures on his walls, and his only correspondence was with his team of lawyers (five different sets in total).
The Farmer was on the telephone, finding out Oakes’s flight schedule, liaising with the Assistant Chief Constable at Fettes. When he’d finished, Rebus asked what the ACC thought.
‘He thinks we should ca’ canny.’
Rebus smiled: it was a typical response.
‘He’s right in a way,’ the Farmer continued. ‘The media will be all over this. We can’t be seen to be harassing the man.’
‘Maybe we’ll get lucky and the reporters will scare him off.’
‘Maybe.’
‘It says here he was originally questioned about another four murders.’
The Farmer nodded, but seemed distracted. ‘I don’t need this,’ he said at last, staring at his desk. The desk was a measure of the man: always carefully ordered, reflecting the room as a whole. No piles of paperwork, no mess or clutter, not so much as a single stray paperclip on the carpet.
‘I’ve been at this job too long, John.’ The Farmer sat back in his chair. ‘You know the worst kind of officers?’
‘You mean ones like me, sir?’
The Farmer smiled. ‘Quite the opposite. I mean the ones who’re biding their time till pension day. The clock-watchers. Recently, I’ve been turning into one. Another six months, that’s what I was giving myself. Six more months till retirement.’ He smiled again. ‘And I wanted them quiet. I’ve been praying for them to be quiet.’
‘We don’t know this guy’s going to be a problem. We’ve been here before, sir.’
The Farmer nodded: so they had. Men who’d done time in Australia and Canada, and hardmen from Glasgow’s Bar-L, all of them settling in Edinburgh, or just passing through. All of them with pasts carved into their faces. Even when they weren’t a problem, they were still a problem. They might settle down, live quietly, but there were people who knew who they were, who knew the reputation they carried with them, something they’d never shake off. And eventually, after too many beers down the pub, one of these people would decide it was time to test himself, because what the hardman brought with him was a parameter, something you could measure yourself against. It was pure Hollywood: the retired gunslinger challenged by the punk kid. But to the police, all it was was trouble.
‘Thing is, John, can we afford to play a waiting game? The ACC says we can have funding for partial surveillance.’
‘How partial?’
‘Two teams of two, maybe a fortnight.’
‘That’s big of him.’
‘The man likes a nice tight budget.’
‘Even when this guy might kill again?’
‘Even murder has a budget these days, John.’
‘I still don’t get it.’ Rebus picked up the fax. ‘According to the notes, Oakes wasn’t born here, doesn’t have family here. He lived here for, what, four or five years. Went to the States at twenty, he’s been almost half his life there. What’s for him back here?’
The Farmer shrugged. ‘A fresh start?’
A fresh start: Rebus was thinking of Darren Rough.
‘There has to be more to it than that, sir,’ Rebus said, picking up the file again. ‘There has to be.’
The Farmer looked at his watch. ‘Aren’t you due in court?’
Rebus nodded agreement. ‘Waste of time, sir. They won’t call me.’
‘All the same, Inspector . . .’
Rebus got up. ‘Mind if I take this stuff?’ Waving the sheets of fax paper. ‘You told me I should take something to read.’
Rebus sat with other witnesses, other cases, all of them waiting to be called to give evidence. There were uniforms, attentive to their notebooks, and CID officers, arms folded, trying to be casual about the whole thing. Rebus knew a few faces, held quiet conversations. The members of the public sat there with hands clasped between knees, or with heads angled to the ceiling, bored out of their minds. Newspapers – already read, crosswords finished – lay strewn around the room. A couple of dog-eared paperbacks had attracted interest, but not for long. There was something about the atmosphere that sucked all the enthusiasm out of you. The lighting gave you a headache, and all the time you were wondering why you were here.
Answer: to serve justice.
And one of the court officers would wander in and, looking at a clipboard, call your name, and you’d creak your way to the court, where your numbed memory would be poked and prodded by strangers playing to a judge, jury, and public gallery.
This was justice.
There was one witness, seated directly across from Rebus, who kept bursting into tears. He was a young man, maybe mid-twenties, corpulent and with thin strands of black hair plastered to his head. He kept emptying his nose loudly into a stained handkerchief. One time, when he looked up, Rebus gave him a reassuring smile, but that only started him off again. Eventually, Rebus had to get out. He told one of the uniforms that he was going for a ciggie.
‘I’ll join you,’ the uniform said.
Outside, they smoked furiously and in silence, watching the ebb and flow of people from the building. The High Court was tucked in behind St Giles’ Cathedral, and occasionally tourists would wander towards it, wondering what it was. There were few signs about, just Roman numerals above the various heavy wooden doors. A guard on the car park would sometimes point them back towards the High Street. Though members of the public could enter the court building, tourists were actively discouraged. The Great Hall was enough of a cattle market as it was. But Rebus liked it: he liked the carved wooden ceiling, the statue of Sir Walter Scott, the huge stained-glass window. He liked peering through the glass door into the library where the lawyers sought precedents in large dusty tomes.
But he preferred the fresh air, setts below him and grey stone above, and the inhalation of nicotine, and the illusion that he could walk away from all this if he chose. For the thing was, behind the splendour of the architecture, and the weight of tradition, and the high concepts of justice and the law, this was a place of immense and continual human pain, where brutal stories were wrenched up, where tortured images were replayed as daily fare. People who thought they’d put the whole thing behind them were asked to delve into the most secret and tragic moments of their past. Victims rendered their stories, the professionals laid down cold facts over the emotions of others, the accused wove their own versions in an attempt to woo the jury.
And while it was easy to see it as a game, as some kind of cruel spectator sport, still it could not be dismissed. Because for all the hard work Rebus and others put into a case, this was where it sank or swam. And this was where all policemen learned an early lesson that truth and justice were far from being allies, and that victims were something more than sealed bags of evidence, recordings and statements.
It had probably all been simple enough once upon a time; the concept still was fairly simple. There is an accused, and a victim. Lawyers speak for both sides, presenting the evidence. A judgment is made. But the whole thing was a matter of words and interpretation, and Rebus knew how facts could be twisted, misrepresented, how some evidence sounded more eloquent than others, how juries could decide from the off which way they’d vote, based on the manner or styling of the accused. And so it turned into theatre, and the cleverer the lawyers became, the more arcane became their games with language. Rebus had long since given up fighting them on their own terms. He gave his evidence, kept his answers short, and tried not to fall for any of the tried and tested tricks. Some of the lawyers could see it in his eyes, could see that he’d been here too often before. They detained him only briefly, before moving on to more amenable subjects.
That was why he didn’t think they’d call him today. But all the same, he had to sit it out, had to waste his time and energy in the great name of justice.
One of the guards came out. Rebus knew him, and offered a cigarette. The man took it with a nod, accepting Rebus’s box of matches.
‘Fucking awful in there today,’ the guard said, shaking his head. All three men were staring across the car park.
‘We’re not allowed to know,’ Rebus reminded him with a sly smile.
‘Which court are you in?’
‘Shiellion,’ Rebus said.
‘That’s the one I’m talking about,’ the guard said. ‘Some of the testimony . . .’ And he shook his head, a man who’d heard more horror stories than most in his working life.
Suddenly, Rebus knew why the man across from him had been crying. And if he couldn’t put a name to the man, at least now he knew who he was: he was one of the Shiellion survivors.
Shiellion House lay just off the Glasgow Road at Ingliston Mains. Built in the 1820s for one of the city’s Lord Provosts, after his death and various family wranglings it had passed into the care of the Church of Scotland. As a private residence it was found to be too big and draughty, its isolation – distant farms its only neighbours – driving away most of its residents. By the 1930s it had become a children’s home, dealing with orphans and the impoverished, teaching them Christianity with hard lessons and early rises. Shiellion had finally closed the previous year. There was talk of it becoming a hotel or a country club. But in its later years, Shiellion had garnered something of a reputation. There had been accusations from former residents, similar stories told by different intakes about the same two men.
Stories of abuse.
Physical and mental abuse to be sure, but eventually sexual abuse too. A couple of cases had come to the attention of the police, but the accusations were one-sided – the word of aggressive children against their quietly spoken carers. The investigations had been half-hearted. The Church had carried out its own internal inquiries, which had shown the children’s stories to be tissues of vindictive lies.
But these inquiries, it now transpired, had been fixed from the start, comprising little more than cover-ups. Something had been happening in Shiellion. Something bad.
The survivors formed a pressure group, and got some media interest. A fresh police investigation was implemented, and it had led to this – the Shiellion trial; two men up on charges ranging from assault to sodomy. Twenty-eight counts against either man. And meantime, the victims were readying to sue the Church.
Rebus didn’t wonder that the guard was pale-faced. He’d heard whispers about the stories being retold in court number one. He’d read some of the original transcripts, details of interviews held at police stations up and down the country, as children who’d been held in Shiellion were traced – adults now – and questioned. Some of them had refused to have anything to do with it. ‘That’s all behind me,’ was an oft-used excuse. Only it was more than an excuse: it was the simple truth. They’d worked hard to lock out the nightmares from their childhood: why would they want to relive them? They had whatever peace would ever be available to them in life: why change that?
Who would face terror across a courtroom, if they could choose to avoid it?
Who indeed.
The survivors’ group comprised eight individuals who had chosen the more difficult path. They were going to see to it that after all these years justice was finally done. They were going to lock away the two monsters who’d ripped apart their innocence, monsters who were still there in the world whenever they woke from their nightmares.
Harold Ince was fifty-seven, short and skinny and bespectacled. He had curly hair, turning grey. He had a wife and three grown children. He was a grandfather. He hadn’t worked in seven years. He had a dazed look to him in all the photographs Rebus had seen.
Ramsay Marshall was forty-four, tall and broad, hair cut short and spiky. Divorced, no children, had until recently been living and working (as a chef) in Aberdeen. Photographs showed a scowling face, jutting chin.
The two men had met at Shiellion in the early 1980s, formed a friendship or at the very least an alliance. Found they shared a common interest, one that could, it seemed, be carried out with impunity in Shiellion House.
Abusers. Rebus was sickened by them. They couldn’t be cured or changed. They just went on and on. Released into the community, they’d soon revert to type. They were control junkies, weak-minded, and just awful. They were like addicts who couldn’t be weaned off their fix. There were no prescription drugs, and no amount of psychotherapy seemed to work. They saw weakness and had to exploit it; saw innocence and had to explore it. Rebus had had a bellyful of them.
Like with Darren Rough. Rebus knew he’d snapped in the zoo because of Shiellion, because of the way it wasn’t going away. The trial had lasted two weeks so far, heading into week three, and still there were stories to be told, still there were people crying in the waiting room.
‘Chemical castration,’ the guard said, stubbing out his cigarette. ‘It’s the only way.’
Then there was a cry from the courthouse door: one of the ushers.
‘Inspector Rebus?’ she called. Rebus nodded, flicked his cigarette on to the setts.
‘You’re up,’ she called. He was already moving towards her.
Rebus didn’t know why he was here. Except that he’d interviewed Harold Ince. Which was to say, he’d been part of the team interviewing Ince. But only for one day – other work had pulled him away from Shiellion. Only for one day, early on in the inquiry. He’d shared the sessions with Bill Pryde, but it wasn’t Bill Pryde the defence wanted to examine. It was John Rebus.
The public gallery was half-empty. The jury of fifteen sat with glazed expressions, the effect of sharing someone else’s nightmare, day in, day out. The judge was Lord Justice Petrie. Ince and Marshall sat in the dock. Ince leaned forward, the better to hear the evidence, his hands twisting the polished brass rail in front of him. Marshall leaned back, looking bored by proceedings. He examined his shirt-front, then would turn his neck from side to side, cracking it. Clear his throat and click his tongue and go back to studying himself.
The defence lawyer was Richard Cordover, Richie to his friends. Rebus had had dealings with him before; he’d yet to be invited to call the lawyer ‘Richie’. Cordover was in his forties, hair already grey. Medium height and with a muscular neck, face tanned. Health club regular, Rebus guessed. Prosecution was a fiscal-depute nearly half Rebus’s age. He looked confident but careful, browsing through his case notes, jotting points down with a fat black fountain pen.
Petrie cleared his throat, reminding Cordover that time was passing. Cordover bowed to the judge and approached Rebus.
‘Detective Inspector Rebus . . .’ Pausing immediately for effect. ‘I believe you interviewed one of the suspects.’
‘That’s right, sir. I was present at the interview of Harold Ince on October the twentieth last year. Others present included—’
‘This was where exactly?’
‘Interview Room B, St Leonard’s police station.’
Cordover turned away from Rebus, walked slowly towards the jury. ‘You were part of the investigating team?’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘For how long?’
‘Just over a week, sir.’
Cordover turned to Rebus. ‘How long did the investigation last in total, Inspector?’
‘A matter of some months, I believe.’
‘Some months, yes . . .’ Cordover went as if to check his notes. Rebus noticed a woman seated on a chair near the door. She was a CID detective called Jane Barbour. Though she sat with arms folded and legs crossed, she looked as tense as Rebus felt. Normally, she worked out of Fettes, but halfway through Shiellion she’d been put in charge: after Rebus’s time; he hadn’t had any dealings with her.
‘Eight and a half months,’ Cordover was saying. ‘A decent period of gestation.’ He smiled coldly at Rebus, who said nothing. He was wondering where this was leading; knew now that the defence had some bloody good reason for bringing him here. Only he didn’t yet know what.
‘Were you pulled from the inquiry, Inspector Rebus?’ Asked casually, as if to satisfy curiosity only.
‘Pulled? No, sir. Something else came up—’
‘And someone was needed to deal with it?’
‘That’s right.’
‘Why you, do you think?’
‘I’ve no idea, sir.’
‘No?’ Cordover sounded surprised. He turned towards the jury. ‘You’ve no idea why you were pulled from that inquiry after just one—’
The prosecution counsel was on his feet, arms spread. ‘The detective inspector has already stated that the word “pulled” is an inaccuracy, Your Honour.’
‘Well then,’ Cordover went on quickly, ‘let’s say you were transferred. Would that be more accurate, Inspector?’
Rebus just shrugged, unwilling to agree to anything. Cordover was persistent.
‘Yes or no will do.’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘Yes, you were transferred from a major inquiry after one week?’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘And you’ve no idea why?’
‘Because I was needed elsewhere, sir.’ Rebus was trying not to look towards the fiscal-depute: any glance in that direction would have Cordover scenting blood, scenting someone who needed rescuing. Jane Barbour was shifting in her seat, still with arms folded.
‘You were needed elsewhere,’ Cordover repeated in a flat tone of voice. He returned to his notes. ‘How’s your disciplinary record, Inspector?’
The fiscal-depute was on his feet. ‘Inspector Rebus is not on trial here, Your Honour. He has come to give evidence, and so far I can’t see any point to the—’
‘I withdraw the remark, Your Honour,’ Cordover said airily. He smiled at Rebus, approached again. ‘You conducted how many interviews with Mr Ince?’
‘Two sessions over a single day.’
‘Did they go well?’ Rebus looked blank. ‘Did my client co-operate?’
‘His answers were deliberately obtuse, sir.’
‘“Deliberately”? Are you some kind of expert, Inspector?’
Rebus fixed his eyes on the advocate. ‘I can tell when someone’s being evasive.’
‘Really?’ Cordover was making for the jury again. Rebus wondered how many miles of floor he covered in a day. ‘My client is of the opinion that you were “a threatening presence” – his words, not mine.’
‘The interviews were recorded, sir.’
‘Indeed they were. And videotaped, too. I’ve watched them several times, and I think you’d have to agree that your method of questioning is aggressive.’
‘No, sir.’
‘No?’ Cordover raised his eyebrows. ‘My client was obviously terrified of you.’
‘The interviews followed every procedure, sir.’
‘Oh, yes, yes,’ Cordover said dismissively, ‘but let’s be honest here, Inspector.’ He was in front of Rebus now, close enough to hit. ‘There are ways and ways, aren’t there? Body language, gestures, ways of phrasing a question or statement. You may or may not be expert at divinating obtuse answers, but you’re certainly a ruthless questioner.’
The judge peered over the top of his glasses. ‘Is this leading somewhere, other than to an attempt at character assassination?’
‘If you’ll bear with me a moment longer, Your Honour.’ Cordover bowed again, consummate showman. Not for the first time, Rebus was struck by the utter ridiculousness of the whole enterprise: a game played by well-paid lawyers using real lives as the pieces.
‘A few days ago, Inspector,’ Cordover went on, ‘were you part of a surveillance team at Edinburgh Zoo?’
Oh, hell. Rebus knew now exactly where Cordover was leading, and like a bad chess-player put against a master, he could do little to forestall the conclusion.
‘Yes, sir.’
‘You ended up in pursuit of a member of the public?’
The fiscal-depute was on his feet again, but the judge waved him aside.
‘I did, yes.’
‘You were part of an undercover team trying to catch our notorious poisoner?’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘And the man you chased . . . I believe it was into the sea-lion enclosure?’ Cordover looked up for confirmation. Rebus nodded dutifully. ‘Was this man the poisoner?’
‘No, sir.’
‘Did you suspect him of being the poisoner?’
‘He was a convicted paedophile . . .’ There was anger in Rebus’s voice, and he knew his face had reddened. He broke off, but too late. He’d given the defence lawyer everything he wanted.
‘A man who had served his sentence and been released into the community. A man who has not reoffended. A man who was enjoying the pleasures of a trip to the zoo until you recognised him and chased after him.’
‘He ran first.’
‘He ran? From you, Inspector? Now why would he do a thing like that?’
All right, you sarky bastard, get it over with.
‘The point I’m making,’ Cordover said to the jury, approaching them with something close to reverence, ‘is that there is prejudice against anyone even suspected of crimes against children. The Inspector happened to catch sight of a man who had served a single custodial sentence, and immediately suspected the worst, and acted on that suspicion – quite wrongly, as it turned out. No charges were made, the poisoner struck again, and I believe the innocent party is considering suing the police for wrongful arrest.’ He nodded. ‘Your tax money, I’m afraid.’ He took a deep breath. ‘Now, it may be that we can all understand the Inspector’s feelings. The blood rises where children are involved. But I’d ask you: is it morally right? And does it contaminate the entire case against my clients, seeping down through the tools of the investigation, coming to rest with the very officers who conducted the inquiry?’ He pointed towards Rebus, who felt now that he was in the dock rather than the witness box. Seeing his discomfort, Ramsay Marshall’s eyes were twinkling with pleasure. ‘Later, I shall produce further evidence that the initial police investigation was flawed from the outset, and that Detective Inspector Rebus here was not the only culprit.’ He turned to Rebus. ‘No more questions.’
And Rebus was dismissed.
‘That was a tough one.’
Rebus looked up at the figure walking slowly towards him. He was lighting a cigarette, inhaling deeply. He offered one over, but she shook her head.
‘Have you come across Cordover before?’ Rebus asked.
‘We’ve had our run-ins,’ Jane Barbour said.
‘Sorry I couldn’t . . .’
‘Not much you could have done about it.’ She exhaled noisily, clutching a briefcase to her chest. They were outside the court building. Rebus felt gritty and exhausted. He noticed she was looking pretty tired herself.
‘Fancy a drink?’
She shook her head. ‘Things to do.’
He nodded. ‘Think we’ll win?’
‘Not if Cordover has anything to do with it.’ She scraped the heel of one shoe across the ground. ‘I seem to be losing more than I’m winning lately.’
‘You still at Fettes?’
She nodded. ‘Sex Offences.’
‘Still a DI?’
She nodded again. Rebus remembered a rumour about a promotion. So Gill Templer remained the only female chief inspector in Lothian. Rebus studied her from behind his cigarette. She was tall, what his mother would have called ‘big-boned’. Shoulder-length brown hair fashioned into waves. Mustard-coloured two-piece with a light silk blouse. She sported a mole on one cheek and another on her chin. Mid-thirties . . .? Rebus was hopeless with ages.
‘Well . . .’ she said, ready to leave but looking for an excuse not to.
‘Goodbye then.’ A voice sounded behind them. They turned and watched Richard Cordover walking to his car. It was a red TVR with personalised plate. By the time he was unlocking the car, he seemed to have forgotten about them.
‘One cold bastard,’ Barbour muttered.
‘Must have saved him a few bob.’
She looked at Rebus. ‘How’s that?’
‘He could skip the TVR’s air-conditioning option. Sure about that drink? There’s something I wanted to ask you . . .’
They bypassed Deacon Brodie’s – too many ‘clients’ drank there – and headed for the Jolly Judge. Rebus had once had a drink there with an advocate who drank advocaat. Now Rangers had signed a Dutch manager called Advocaat and the jokes were being dusted off . . . He bought a Virgin Mary for Barbour and a half of Eighty for himself. They sat at a table below the stairs, well out of the way.
‘Cheers,’ she said.
Rebus raised his glass to her, then to his lips.
‘So what can I do for you?’
He put down the glass. ‘Just some background. You used to work MisPers, didn’t you?’
‘For my sins, yes.’
‘What did you do exactly?’
‘Collect, collate, stick them all into filing cabinets and computer memories. A bit of liaison, punting our MisPers to other forces and receiving theirs in return. Lots of meetings with the various charities . . .’ She puffed out her cheeks. ‘Lots of meetings with families, too, trying to help them understand what had happened.’
‘Job satisfaction?’
‘Up there with sewing mailbags. Why the interest?’
‘I’ve got a missing person.’
‘How old?’
‘He’s nineteen. Still lives at home; his parents are worried.’
She was shaking her head. ‘Needle in a haystack.’
‘I know.’
‘Did he leave a note?’
‘No, and they say he’d no reason to leave.’
‘Sometimes there aren’t reasons, not any that would make sense to the family.’ She straightened in her chair. ‘Here’s the checklist.’ She counted fingers as she spoke. ‘Bank accounts, building society, anything like that. You’re looking for withdrawals.’
‘Done.’
‘Check with hostels. Local, plus the usual cities – anything between Aberdeen and London. Some of them have charities who deal with the homeless and runaways: Centrepoint in London, for example. Get a description out. Then there’s the National Missing Persons Bureau in London. Fax any details to them. You might ask the Sally Army to keep their eyes open too. Soup kitchens, night shelters, you never know who’ll turn up.’
Rebus was jotting in his notebook. He looked up, watched her shrug.
‘That’s about it.’
‘Is it a big problem?’
She smiled. ‘Thing is, it’s not a problem at all, not unless you’re the one who’s lost somebody. A lot of them turn up, some don’t. Last estimate I saw said there could be as many as a quarter of a million MisPers out there. People who’ve just dropped out, changed their identity, or been dumped by the so-called “caring” services.’
‘Care in the community?’
She gave her bitter smile again, drank some of her drink, checked her watch.
‘I can see Shiellion must have come as a welcome break.’
She snorted. ‘Oh yes, like a camping trip. Abuse cases are always a breeze.’ She turned thoughtful. ‘I had a double rapist a few weeks back, he ended up walking. Crown cocked it up, prosecuted it as a summary case.’
‘Maximum sentence three months?’
She nodded. ‘He wasn’t up for rape this time, just indecent exposure. The Sheriff was furious. By the time remand was taken into account, the bastard had under two weeks to serve, so the Sheriff put him back on the streets.’ She looked at Rebus. ‘Psych report said he’d do it again. Probation and community service, with a bit of counselling thrown in. And he’ll do it again.’
He’ll do it again. Rebus was thinking of Darren Rough, but of Cary Oakes too. He checked his own watch. Soon Oakes would be touching down at Turnhouse. Soon he’d be a problem . . .
‘Sorry I can’t be more help about your MisPer,’ she said, beginning to stand. ‘Is it someone you know?’
‘Son of some friends.’ She was nodding. ‘How did you know?’
‘No offence, John, but you probably wouldn’t be bothering otherwise.’ She lifted up her briefcase. ‘He’s one out of quarter of a million. Who’s got the time?’
There were reporters waiting inside the terminal building. Most carried mobile phones with which they kept in touch with the office. Photographers chatted to each other about lenses and film speeds and the impact digital cameras would eventually have. There were three TV crews: Scottish, BBC and Edinburgh Live. Everyone seemed to know everyone else; they were all pretty relaxed, maybe even looking a bit tired by the wait.
The flight was subject to a twenty-minute delay.
Rebus knew the reason why. The reason was that the Met officers at Heathrow had taken their time transferring Cary Oakes. Oakes had spent over an hour in Heathrow. He’d visited the toilet, had a drink in one of the bars, bought a newspaper and a couple of magazines, and taken a telephone call.
The telephone call had intrigued Rebus.
‘He was paged,’ the Farmer had informed him. ‘Someone got a call through to him.’
‘Who would that be?’
The Farmer had shaken his head.
Now Oakes was bound for Edinburgh. Detectives had accompanied him on to the flight, then had left again, keeping their eyes on the plane right up until it left London air space. Then they’d called their colleagues at Lothian and Borders HQ.
‘He’s all yours,’ was the message.
The ACC (Crime) was putting the Farmer in charge. The Farmer didn’t usually stray from his office: he was happy to delegate; trusted his team. But tonight . . . tonight was a bit special. So he was seated alongside Rebus in the squad car. DC Siobhan Clarke sat in the back. It was a marked car: they wanted Oakes to know about it. Rebus had been out to recce the scene, reporting back with news of the journos.
‘Anyone we know?’ Clarke asked.
‘Usual faces,’ Rebus said, accepting another piece of chewing gum from her. This was the bargain they’d made: he wouldn’t smoke so long as she bought the gum. His reconnaissance had been an excuse for a ciggie.
The dashboard clock said the plane would be touching down any minute. They heard it before they saw it: a dull whine, lights flashing in the dark sky. They had one window down, stopping the car from steaming up.
‘Could be the one,’ the Farmer stated.
‘Could be.’
Siobhan Clarke had all the paperwork beside her; she’d been doing her reading on Cary Dennis Oakes. She wasn’t sure that they were serving any purpose here other than curiosity. Still, she was curious.
‘Shouldn’t take long,’ she said.
‘Don’t bet on it,’ Rebus said, opening his door again. He was digging in his pocket for a cigarette as he made towards the terminal doors.
He circumvented the huddle of pressmen and made for a No Entry sign. Showing his ID, he made his way towards the arrivals hall. He’d already had a word, and Customs and Immigration were waiting for him. He knew what happened with international transfers: there were no checks at Heathrow. Often, there were no checks at Edinburgh either: it depended on staff rotas; the cutbacks had bitten hard. But there’d be the full panoply of checks tonight. Rebus watched as the passengers from the Heathrow flight filtered into the terminal and began the wait for baggage. Businessmen mostly, carrying briefcases and newspapers. Half the flight carried hand-luggage only. They made their way briskly through Customs, cars waiting in the car park, families waiting at home.
Then there was the man wearing casual clothes: denims and trainers, red and black check shirt, white baseball cap. He carried a sports holdall. It didn’t look particularly full. Rebus nodded to the Customs officer, who stepped out and stopped the man, bringing him over to the counter.
‘Passport, please,’ the Immigration officer said.
The man dug into his shirt-breast pocket and produced a new-looking passport. It had been applied for over a month back, when the Americans had known they’d be freeing him. The Immigration officer flipped through it, finding little but empty pages.
‘Where are you travelling from, sir?’
Cary Oakes’s eyes were on the man in the background, the man who’d arranged all this.
‘United States,’ he said. His voice was an odd mix of transatlantic inflexions.
‘And what were you doing there, sir?’
Oakes smirked. He had the face of a weathered schoolboy, the classroom joker. ‘Passing time,’ he said.
The Customs officer had decanted the contents of his bag on to the counter. Washbag, change of clothes, a couple of razzle mags. A manila folder was full of drawings and photos clipped from magazines. They looked like they’d been pinned to a wall for a long time. There was a good luck card, too, telling him to ‘fly high and straight’ and signed by ‘your buddies on the wing’. Another folder contained trial notes and newspaper court reports. There were two paperback books, one a Bible, the other a dictionary. Both looked well-used.
‘Travel light, that’s my motto,’ Oakes informed them.
The Customs officer looked to Rebus, who nodded, keeping his stare fixed on Oakes. Everything was put back into the bag.
‘This is actually pretty low-key,’ Oakes said. ‘And don’t think I don’t appreciate it. Quiet life’s going to suit me for a while.’ He was nodding to himself.
‘Don’t plan on sticking around,’ Rebus said quietly.
‘I don’t think we’ve been introduced, Officer.’ Oakes thrust out a hand. Rebus saw that the back of it was dotted with ink tattoos: initials, crosses, a heart. After a moment, Oakes withdrew the hand, laughing to himself. ‘Not so easy to make new friends, I guess,’ he mused. ‘I’ve lost the old social skills.’
The Customs officer was zipping the holdall. Oakes grabbed its handles.
‘Now, gentlemen, if you’ve had your fun . . .?’
‘Where are you headed?’ the Immigration man asked.
‘A nice hotel in the city. Hotels for me from now on. They wanted to put me in some palace out in the country, but I said no, I want lights and action. I want some buzz.’ He laughed again.
‘Who’s they?’ Rebus couldn’t help asking.
Oakes just grinned and winked. ‘You’ll find out, partner. Won’t even have to do much detecting.’ He hefted the bag and slung it over his shoulder, whistling as he walked away, joining the throng headed for the exit.
Rebus followed. The reporters outside were getting their photos and footage, even if Oakes had slid the baseball cap down over his face. Questions were hurled at him. And then an overweight man was pushing his way through, cigarette dangling from his mouth. Rebus recognised him: Jim Stevens. He worked for one of the Glasgow tabloids. He grabbed Oakes by the arm and said something into his ear. They shook hands, and then Stevens was in charge, manoeuvring Oakes through the huddle, proprietorial hand on his shoulder.
‘Oh, Jim, for Christ’s sake,’ one of the other reporters cried.
‘No comment,’ Stevens said, the cigarette flapping at one corner of his mouth. ‘But you can read our exclusive serialisation, starting tomorrow.’
And with a final wave, he was through the doors and off. Rebus made for another exit, got into the car beside the Farmer.
‘Looks like he’s made a friend,’ Siobhan Clarke commented, watching Stevens put Oakes’s bag into the boot of a Vauxhall Astra.
‘Jim Stevens,’ Rebus told her. ‘He works out of Glasgow.’
‘And Oakes is now his property?’ she guessed.
‘So it would seem. I think they’re heading into town.’
The Farmer slapped the dashboard. ‘Should have guessed one of the papers would nab him.’
‘They won’t hang on to him forever. Soon as the story’s done . . .’
‘But till then, they’ve got their lawyers.’ The Farmer turned to Rebus. ‘So we can’t do anything that could be construed as harassment.’
‘As you wish, sir,’ Rebus said, starting the engine. He turned to the Farmer. ‘So do we head home now?’
The Farmer nodded. ‘Just as soon as we’ve tailed them. Let Stevens know the score.’
‘There’s a cop car after us,’ Cary Oakes warned.
Jim Stevens reached for the cigarette lighter. ‘I know.’
‘Welcoming committee at the airport, too.’
‘He’s called Rebus.’
‘Who is?’
‘Detective Inspector John Rebus. I’ve had a few run-ins with him. What did he say to you?’
Oakes shrugged. ‘Just stood there trying to look mean. Guys I met in prison, they’d have given him a nervous breakdown.’
Stevens smiled. ‘Save it till the recorder’s running.’
Oakes had the passenger-side window open all the way, angling his head into the fierce cold air.
‘Does smoking bother you?’ Stevens said.
‘No.’ Oakes moved his head to and fro, as if under a hair dryer. ‘Clever of you to have me paged at Heathrow.’
‘I wanted to be the first to make you an offer.’
‘Ten grand, right?’
‘I think we can manage ten.’
‘Exclusive rights?’
‘Got to be, for that price.’
Oakes brought his head back into the car. ‘I’m not sure how good I’ll be.’
‘You’ll be fine. You’re a Scot, aren’t you? We’re born storytellers.’
‘I guess Edinburgh’s changed.’
‘You’ve been away a while.’
‘Oh, yes.’
‘Do you still know anyone here?’
‘I can think of a couple of names.’ Oakes smiled. ‘Jim Stevens, John Rebus. That’s two, and I’ve only been in the country half an hour.’ Jim Stevens started to laugh. Oakes rolled the window back up, leaned down to switch off the music. Turned in his seat so Stevens had his full attention. ‘So tell me about Rebus. I’d like to get to know him.’
‘Why?’
Oakes’s eyes never left the reporter’s. ‘Someone takes an interest in me,’ he said, ‘I take an interest back.’
‘Does that put me in the frame too?’
‘You never know your luck, Jim. You just never know your luck.’
Stevens had wanted Oakes out of Edinburgh. He’d wanted him in seclusion for as long as it took to do the interviews. But Oakes had told him on the phone: it has to be Edinburgh. It just has to be. So Edinburgh it was; a discreet hotel in a New Town terrace. Stevens had to smile at ‘New Town’: everywhere else in Scotland, it meant the likes of Glenrothes and Livingston, places built from nothing in the fifties and sixties. But in Edinburgh, the New Town dated back to the eighteenth century. That was about as new as the city liked things. The hotel would have been a private residence at one time, spread over four floors. Understated elegance; a quiet street. Oakes took one look at it and decided it wouldn’t do. He didn’t say why, just stood on the steps outside, taking in the air, while Stevens made a couple of frantic calls on his mobile.
‘It would help if I knew what you wanted.’
Oakes just shrugged. ‘I’ll know when I see it.’ He waved a little wave towards where the police car had parked, its lights still on.
‘Right,’ Stevens said at last. ‘Back in the motor.’
They headed down Leith Walk, towards the port of Leith itself.
‘This still a rough part of town?’ Oakes said.
‘It’s changing. New developments, Scottish Office. New restaurants and a couple of hotels.’
‘But it’s still Leith, right?’
Stevens nodded. ‘Still Leith,’ he conceded. But when they hit the waterfront and Oakes saw their hotel, he started nodding straight away.
‘Atmosphere,’ he said, looking out across the docks. There was a container ship tied up there, arc lights on as men worked around it. A couple of pubs, both with restaurants attached. Across the basin was a permanent mooring, a boat which had become a floating nightclub. New flats being built across there too.
‘Scottish Office is just down there,’ Stevens said, pointing.
‘How long do you think they’ll keep this up?’ Oakes asked, watching the police car come to a stop.
‘Not long. If they try it on, I’ll phone our lawyers. I need to call them anyway, get your contract sorted.’
‘Contract.’ Oakes tried out the word. ‘Long time since I’ve had a job.’
‘Just talking into a microphone, posing for a few pictures.’
Oakes turned to him. ‘For ten thou, I’ll do re-enactments for you.’
Some of the colour slid from Stevens’ face. Oakes was watching him intently, measuring the reaction.
‘That probably won’t be necessary,’ Stevens said.
Oakes laughed, liking that ‘probably’.
Inside the hotel, he approved of his room. Stevens couldn’t get one next door, had to settle for down the hall. Stuck the rooms on plastic and said they’d need them for a few days. He found Oakes lying on the bed in his room, shoes still on, holdall on the bed beside him. He’d taken one item from it: a battered Bible. It lay on the bedside table. Nice touch: Stevens would use it in his intro.
‘You a religious man, Jim?’ Oakes asked.
‘Not especially.’
‘Shame on you. Bible’ll teach you a lot of things. I got my first taste in prison. Time was, I’d no time for the Good Book.’
‘Did you go to church?’
Oakes nodded, seeming distracted. ‘We had Sunday service in the jail. I was a regular.’ He looked to Stevens. ‘I’m not a prisoner, right? I mean, I can come and go?’
‘Last thing I want is for you to feel like a prisoner.’
‘Makes two of us.’
‘But there are a few rules, so long as I’m paying your way. If you go out, I want to know. In fact, I’d like to tag along.’
‘Afraid the competition will hook me?’
‘Something like that.’
Oakes turned his head, grinned. ‘Supposing I want a woman? You going to be sitting in the corner while I hump her?’
‘Listening at the door will be fine,’ Stevens said.
Oakes laughed, wriggled on the mattress. ‘Softest bed I ever had. Smells nice too.’ He lay a moment longer, then swung swiftly to his feet. Stevens was surprised at the turn of speed.
‘Come on then,’ Oakes told him.
‘Where?’
‘Out, man. But don’t fret, I’m not going more than fifty yards.’
Stevens followed him outside, but stayed by the hotel, could see where Oakes was headed.
The police car; lights still on; three figures inside. Oakes peered through the windscreen, headed for the driver’s side, tapped on the glass. The one he now knew as Rebus wound down the window.
‘Hey,’ Oakes said by way of greeting, nodding his head to the other two – young woman, and a senior-looking man with a huge scowl on his face. He gestured towards the hotel. ‘Nice place, huh? Any of you ever stay someplace like that?’ They said nothing. He leaned one arm on the roof of the car, the other on the door panel.
‘I was . . .’ All at once he looked a little shy. ‘Yeah,’ knowing now how to put it, ‘I was real sorry to hear about your daughter. Man, that’s got to be a bitch.’ Looking at Rebus with liquid, soulless eyes. ‘One of the killings they pinned me for, girl would have been about the same age. I mean, same age as your daughter. Sammy, that’s her name, right?’
Rebus pushed open his door so hard, it propelled Oakes back almost to the water’s edge. The other man – Rebus’s boss – was calling out a warning; the young woman was coming out of the car behind Rebus. Rebus himself was up in Cary Oakes’s face. Jim Stevens was sprinting from the hotel.
Oakes had his hands raised high over his head. ‘You touch me, it’s assault.’
‘You’re a liar.’
‘Say again?’
‘They didn’t charge you with anybody my daughter’s age.’
Oakes laughed, rubbed his chin. ‘Well, you’ve got something there. Guess that gives you the first round, huh?’
The woman officer was gripping one of Rebus’s arms. Jim Stevens was panting after the short jog. The chief stayed sitting in the car, watching.
Oakes bent a little to peer in. ‘Too important for all this, huh? Or no stomach for it? Your call, man.’
Stevens grabbed him by the shoulder. ‘Come on.’
Oakes shrugged free. ‘Nobody touches me, that’s rule one.’ But he allowed himself to be steered back across the road towards the hotel. Stevens turned round, found Rebus staring at him hard, knowing who’d told Oakes about him, about his family.
Oakes started laughing, laughed all the way to the hotel’s glass doors. He stood on the inside, looking out.
‘That Rebus,’ he said quietly. ‘He’s not exactly what you’d call a slow burner, now is he?’
Back at Patience’s flat in Oxford Terrace, Rebus poured himself a whisky and added water from a bottle in the fridge. She came through from the bedroom, eyes slanted in the sudden light, a pale yellow nightdress falling to her ankles.
‘Sorry if I woke you,’ Rebus said.
‘I wanted a drink anyway.’ She took grapefruit juice from the fridge door, poured herself a large glass. ‘Good day?’
Rebus didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. They took the drinks into the living room, sat together on the sofa. Rebus picked up a copy of The Big Issue: Patience always bought it, but he was the one who read it. Inside, there were fresh appeals for MisPer information. He knew if he turned on the TV and went to Teletext, there was a listing for missing persons. He’d watched it from time to time, scanning a few pages. It was run by the National MisPer Helpline. Janice had said she’d contact them . . .
‘What about you?’ he asked.
Patience tucked her feet beneath her. ‘Same old story. Sometimes, I almost think a robot could do the work. Same symptoms, same prescriptions. Tonsils, measles, dizzy spells . . .’
‘Maybe we could go away.’ She looked at him. ‘Just for a weekend.’
‘We tried it, remember? You got bored.’
‘Ach, that was the country.’
‘So which romantic interlude did you have in mind? Dundee? Falkirk? Kirkcaldy?’
He got up for a refill, asked her if she wanted one. She shook her head, her eyes on his empty glass.
‘Second one today,’ he said, making for the kitchen.
‘What’s brought this on anyway?’ She was following him.
‘What?’
‘The sudden notion of a holiday.’
He glanced towards her. ‘I went to see Sammy yesterday. She said she speaks to you more than I do.’
‘A bit of an exaggeration . . .’
‘That’s what I said. But she has a point all the same.’
‘Oh?’
He poured less water into the glass this time. And maybe a drop more whisky too. ‘I mean, I know I can be . . . distracted. I know I’m a pretty lousy proposition.’ He closed the fridge, turned to her and shrugged. ‘That’s about it, really.’
Kept his eyes on the glass as he spoke, wondering why it was that as he said the words, a holiday snap of Janice Mee flashed across his mind.
‘I keep thinking you’ll come back,’ Patience said. He looked at her. She tapped her own head. ‘From wherever it is you’ve gone.’
‘I’m right here.’
She shook her head. ‘No you’re not. You’re not really here at all.’ She turned away, walked back through to the living room.
A little later, she went to bed. Rebus said he’d stay up a bit longer. Flipped TV channels, finding nothing. Went to Teletext, page 346. Stuck the headphones on so he could listen to Genesis: ‘For Absent Friends’. Jack Morton sitting on the arm of the sofa as screen after screen of missing persons appeared. No sign of Damon yet. Rebus lit a cigarette, blew smoke at the television, watching it dissolve. Then remembered this was Patience’s flat, and she didn’t like smoking. Back into the kitchen to extinguish his guilty pleasure. After Genesis, he switched to Family: ‘Song for Sinking Loves’.
Something’s gone bad inside you.
It was your lot wanted him here.
Saw two men in the dock, their lawyer working on the jury. Saw Cary Oakes leaning into the car.
He’ll do it again.
Saw Jim Margolies take that final flight into darkness. Maybe there was no way to understand any of it. He turned to Jack. Often he’d phoned Jack – didn’t matter what time of night it was, Jack never complained. They’d talk around subjects, share worries and depressions.
‘How could you do that to me, Jack?’ Rebus said quietly, drinking his drink as the room filled with ghosts.
It was late, but Jim Stevens knew his editor wouldn’t mind. He tried the mobile number first. Bingo: his boss was at a dinner party in Kelvingrove. Politicos, the usual movers and shakers. Stevens’s boss liked all that crowd. Maybe he was the wrong man for a tabloid.
Or maybe, all these years down the road, it was Jim Stevens who was out of touch. He seemed surrounded by journalists younger, brighter, and keener than him. These days, you could be washed up at fifty. He wondered how long it would be till the cheque for services rendered was being countersigned at his editor’s desk, how long before the young bloods in the office were having a whip-round to see off ‘good old Jim’. He knew the drill, even knew the speeches they’d make – stuff any self-respecting sub would block and delete. He knew because he’d been there himself, back in the days when he’d been a young blood and the old-timers had been complaining about falling standards and the changing world of journalism.
Soon as Jim had heard about Cary Oakes, he’d taken his boss aside for a private word, then had checked flight schedules, brown-nosing Heathrow Information so they’d page the prodigal son.
‘It’s yours, Jim,’ his editor had said, but with a warning finger. ‘Could be the cream on the cake. Just make sure it doesn’t turn sour.’
Now the boss was giving him a couple of snippets of gossip from the dinner party. He’d obviously had a few drinks. They wouldn’t stop him heading into the newsroom afterwards. Twelve-hour days: a while since Jim Stevens had worked any of those.
‘So what can I do you for, Jim?’
At last. Stevens took a deep breath. ‘I’ve got us settled in at the hotel.’
‘How does he seem?’
‘All right.’
‘Not a slavering monster or anything?’
‘No, pretty quiet really.’ Stevens deciding his boss needn’t know about the blow-up with Rebus.
‘And ready to give us the exclusive?’
‘Yes.’ Stevens lit a cigarette for himself.
‘You might try to sound a bit more enthusiastic.’
‘Just been a long day, boss, that’s all.’
‘Sure you’ve got the stamina, Jim? I could lend you one of the newsroom crew . . .?’
‘Thanks but no thanks.’ Stevens heard his boss laughing. Ha bloody ha. ‘That’s not the kind of back-up that worries me.’
‘You mean corroboration?’
‘Lack of it, more like.’
‘Mmm.’ Thoughtful now. ‘Got a game plan?’
‘You worked for a year or two in the States, didn’t you?’
‘While back.’
‘Still got friends there?’
‘Might have one or two.’
‘I need to hook up with someone on a Seattle paper, see if I can talk to one of the cops who worked the Oakes case.’
‘One guy I knew now works news for CBS.’
‘That’d be a start.’
‘Soon as I get to the office, OK, Jim?’
‘Thanks.’
‘And Jim? Don’t worry too much about confirmation. First thing you need to get from our friend Oakes is a bloody good story. Whatever it takes.’
Stevens put the phone down, lay back on his bed. Part of him wanted to chuck the job right now. But the other part was still hungry. It wanted those kids in the office to stare at him, wondering if they’d ever be as good, as sharp. It wanted Oakes’s story. Afterwards, he could walk away if he liked: crowning glory and all that. He thought again of Rebus. Wondered what Oakes had to gain from sparring with him. From what Stevens knew, no one had ever got into the ring with Rebus and come away without at least a few cuts and bruises. And sometimes . . . sometimes there’d be traction and a hospital waiting.
But Oakes had looked keen. Oakes had looked ready, making Rebus come at him like that.
Jim Stevens was supposed to be Oakes’s baby-sitter. But it seemed to him that Oakes had either an agenda or a death wish. Difficult to baby-sit either one.
‘This is your last job, Jim,’ Stevens promised himself. Decided a raid on the mini-bar would seal the contract.
The surveillance budget was so tight, they were reduced to singles. Four in the morning, Rebus couldn’t sleep, so he drove down to the waterfront, stopping off at an all-night garage. Siobhan Clarke was in an unmarked Rover 200. She’d dressed for a mountain trek: trousers tucked into thick socks and climbing boots; thermal jacket and bobble hat. On the passenger seat: notebook and pen; three empty packets of lo-fat crisps; two flasks. Rebus climbed into the back and offered a microwaved pasty and beaker of coffee.
‘Cheers,’ she said.
Rebus looked out at the hotel. ‘Any movement?’
She shook her head, chewed and swallowed. ‘I’m a bit worried though. There are service exits to the back of the building. No way I can cover those.’
‘He’s probably jet-lagged anyway.’
‘Meaning awake all night, asleep all day?’
‘I hadn’t thought of that.’ Rebus leaned forward. ‘He hasn’t been out at all?’
She shook her head. ‘All those years in jail, maybe he’s turned agoraphobic.’
‘Maybe.’ Rebus knew she might have a point. He’d known ex-cons who just couldn’t cope with the outside world – all that space and light. They ended up reoffending, only way they could get put away again.
‘He ate dinner in the restaurant.’ She nodded towards the plate-glass windows of the hotel’s dining room.
‘Did he spot you?’
‘Not sure. His room’s on the second floor. That window at the far end.’
Rebus looked. Twelve small square panes of glass. The window was open an inch at the bottom. ‘How do you know?’
‘I asked the manager.’
Rebus nodded: orders from the Farmer – no need to be subtle. ‘How did the manager take it?’
‘He seemed uncomfortable.’ She took a final bite of pasty.
‘Don’t want to make Oakes’s stay too pleasant, do we?’
‘No, sir,’ Clarke said.
Rebus opened his door. ‘Just going for a recce.’ He paused. ‘What do you do when you need to . . .?’
She lifted one of the flasks, reached to the floor for a kitchen funnel.
‘And what if . . .?’
‘Self-control, sir.’
He nodded. ‘Don’t get your flasks mixed up, will you?’
Outside, the air was fresh. Sounds of night traffic at the port, the occasional taxi cruising past the end of the road. Taxis: he had to ask them about Damon and the woman. He walked around the side of the hotel, wandered into the car park. The service exits were locked. Beside them were four rubbish skips, separated by a high wooden fence from the guests’ cars. Jim Stevens’s Astra was easy to spot. Rebus tore a page from his notebook, scribbled a couple of words, folded the sheet and fixed it beneath a wiper blade. Back at the service doors, Rebus checked they couldn’t be opened from outside. He left satisfied that even if Oakes used them to get out of the hotel, he’d have to use the front entrance to get back in.
Always supposing he’d come back. Maybe he’d just scarper: wasn’t that what they wanted? No, not exactly: they wanted to be certain he’d left Edinburgh. Oakes missing from his hotel wasn’t quite the same thing. Rebus went back to Clarke’s car, got out his mobile and made a call. Hotel reception answered.
‘Good evening,’ Rebus said. ‘Could you put me through to Mr Oakes’s room, please?’
‘One moment.’
Rebus winked at Clarke. He held the mobile between them so she could listen. A buzzing noise repeated three or four times. Then the pick-up.
‘Yeah? What is it?’ Sounding authentically groggy.
‘Tommy, is that you?’ Mock-Glaswegian. ‘We’re having a bit of a bevvy in my room. Thought you were coming up.’
Silence for a moment. Then: ‘What room is it again?’
Rebus pondered an answer, cut the connection instead. ‘At least we know he’s there.’
‘And awake now.’
Rebus checked his watch. ‘Your shift ends at six.’
‘If Bill Pryde doesn’t sleep in.’
‘I’ll give him an alarm call for you.’ Rebus made to leave the car again.
‘Look, sir.’ Clarke was nodding towards the hotel.
Rebus looked: second-floor window, right at the far end. No light on, but curtains open and a face at the window, peering out. Looking straight at them. Rebus gave Cary Oakes a wave as he made for his own car.
No need to be subtle.
At eight sharp he was in the office, typing up details of Damon Mee, preparing a blitz on charities, hostels and organisations for the homeless. At nine there was a message from the front desk. Someone to see him.
Janice.
‘You must be psychic,’ Rebus told her. ‘I was just working on Damon. Any news?’
He was guiding her down Rankeillor Street. They’d find a café on Clerk Street. He didn’t want to talk to her in the cop-shop. A bundle of motives: didn’t want anyone to suspect he was working on a case that wasn’t official L&B business; didn’t want her seeing some of the stuff in St Leonard’s – photos of MisPers and suspects, cases dealt with without emotion or (often) enthusiasm; and maybe, just maybe, he didn’t want to share her. Didn’t want the part of her that belonged to his past intruding on his here and now, his workplace.
‘No news,’ she said. ‘I thought I’d spend the day in Edinburgh, see if I couldn’t . . . I don’t know. I have to do something.’
Rebus nodded. There were dark half-moons beneath her eyes. ‘Are you getting much sleep?’ he asked.
‘The doctor gave me some pills.’
Rebus remembered the way her replies to questions could sometimes only seem to be answers.
‘Do you take them?’ She smiled, glanced at him. ‘Thought not,’ he said. It wasn’t that Janice would lie to you, but you had to know how to phrase a question to make sure of getting a truthful response.
‘We used to have these conversations all the time, didn’t we?’
She was right, they did. Rebus wondering if she fancied any of his friends, trying to find ways of asking without seeming jealous. She telling him versions of her life before they’d started dating. Dialogues of the left-unsaid.
He guided her into the café. They took a corner table. The owner, recently arrived, had only unlocked the door because he recognised Rebus.
‘I can’t cook anything,’ he warned them.
‘Coffee’s fine for me,’ Rebus said. He looked to Janice, who nodded. Their eyes stayed on one another as the café owner walked away.
‘Have you ever forgiven me?’ she asked.
‘For what?’
‘I think you know.’
He nodded. ‘But I want to hear you say it.’
She smiled. ‘For knocking you out.’
He looked around. ‘Keep your voice down, someone might hear.’
She laughed, the way he’d meant her to. ‘You were always the joker, Johnny.’
‘Was I’ He tried to remember.
‘Did you keep in touch with Mitch?’
He puffed out his cheeks. ‘Now there’s a name from the past.’
‘The two of you were like this.’ She twisted two fingers together.
‘I’m not sure that’s legal these days.’
She smiled, looked down at the tabletop. ‘Always the joker.’ There were spots of red high on her cheeks. Yes, he’d been able to make her blush back then too.
‘What about you?’ he asked.
‘What about me?’
‘You and Barney.’
‘Nobody calls him Barney these days.’ She sat back in her chair. ‘We were just friendly, stayed that way for a few years. One night he asked me out. Started seeing one another.’ She shrugged. ‘That’s how it works sometimes. No Cupid’s arrow, no fireworks. Just . . . nice.’ She looked up at him, smiled again. ‘As for the rest of the crew . . . Billy and Sarah are still around. They got married but split up, three kids. Tom’s still around, got some industrial injury, hasn’t been back to work in years. Cranny – you remember her?’ Rebus nodded. ‘Some moved away . . . a few died.’
‘Died?’
‘Car smashes, accidents. Wee Paula got cancer. Midge had a heart attack.’ She paused as their coffees arrived, topped with a froth of milk.
‘I’ve got some biscuits . . .?’ the café owner suggested. They shook their heads.
Janice blew on the coffee, sipped. ‘Then there was Alec . . .’
‘Never turned up?’ Alec Chisholm, who’d gone to play football. Alec, who’d never reached the park.
‘His mum’s still alive, you know. She’s in her eighties. Still wonders what happened to him.’
Rebus said nothing. He could see what she was thinking: maybe that’s my future too. He leaned across the table, squeezed her hand. It was warm, pliant.
‘You can help me,’ he said.
She looked in her bag for a handkerchief. ‘How?’
Rebus took out the list he’d printed that morning. ‘Hostels and charities,’ he told her. She blew her nose and examined the list. ‘They all need contacting. I was going to do it myself, but we’d save time if you made a start.’
‘OK.’
‘Then there are the taxis. That means putting the word out, visiting each rank and letting them know what we need. Damon and the blonde, across the road from The Dome.’
Janice was nodding. ‘I can do that,’ she said.
‘I’ll give you a list of where to find them.’
The café owner was standing by the counter, smoking a breakfast cigarette and opening the morning’s paper. Rebus caught a headline, knew he had to buy the paper for himself. Janice was checking in her purse.
‘I’ll get these,’ Rebus told her.
‘I’ll need coins for the phone,’ she said.
Rebus thought for a moment. ‘Why not use my flat as a base? It’s not that much more comfortable than most phone boxes, but at least you can sit down, have a cup of coffee . . .’ He held out a bunch of keys to her. She looked at him.
‘Are you sure?’
‘Sure I’m sure.’ He wrote his address on a page of his notebook, added his work and mobile phone numbers, tore the page out and handed it to her. She studied it.
‘No secrets there you don’t want anyone to see?’
He smiled. ‘I don’t use the place much, to be honest. There’s a couple of local shops if you need—’
‘So where do you usually stay?’
He cleared his throat. ‘With a friend.’
Her turn to smile. ‘That’s nice.’
Why had he said ‘friend’ rather than ‘lover’? Rebus wondered if they sounded as awkward as he felt: kids again, language the clumsiest form of communication.
‘I’ll give you a lift,’ he said.
‘Remember the list of taxi ranks,’ she told him. ‘And an A to Z if you’ve got one.’
Rebus went to pay. The owner rang it up on the till. His paper was open at a court headline: previous day’s testimony from the Shiellion case. KIDS’ BOSS BRANDED MONSTER. There was a photograph of Harold Ince being led to a police van by the court guard Rebus had shared a smoke with. Ince looked tired, ordinary.
That was the trouble with monsters. They could be every bit as ordinary as anyone else.
Jim Stevens couldn’t hide the relief on his face when he walked into the dining room. He made for one of the window tables. A couple of guests nodded and smiled at him as he passed them. He got the idea they’d been in the bar last night.
‘Morning, Jim,’ Cary Oakes said, wiping egg yolk from the corners of his mouth. He gazed out of the window. ‘Grey old day, just the way I remember.’ He picked up the last triangle of fried bread and started working on it. ‘Cops are still out there.’
Jim Stevens looked out of the window. An unmarked car, but unmistakable. A man in the driver’s seat, chewing on a roll.
‘How long do you think they’ll keep it up?’ Oakes asked.
Stevens looked at him. ‘I tried phoning your room.’
‘When?’
‘Fifteen, twenty minutes ago.’
‘I was down here, partner, soaking up the ambience.’
Stevens looked around for a waiter.
‘You help yourself to fruit juices and cereals,’ Oakes explained, nodding towards a self-serve area. ‘Then they take your order for the hot breakfast.’
Stevens looked at Oakes’s greasy plate. ‘After last night, I think I’ll stick to orange juice and coffee.’
Oakes laughed. ‘That’s why I don’t drink.’ Last night he’d been on pints of orange and lemonade: Stevens remembered now. ‘Besides,’ Oakes said, leaning over the table towards the reporter, ‘when I drink I do crazy things.’
‘Save it for the tape machine, Cary.’
When the waiter came, Oakes asked if he could have another cooked breakfast. ‘Just the bits I missed out on last time.’ He studied the menu. ‘Uh, how about fried liver, some onions and maybe some fried haggis and black pudding.’ He patted his stomach, smiling at Stevens. ‘Just today, you understand. The fitness regime recommences tomorrow.’
When the food arrived, Stevens, who’d been knocking back orange juice and trying to steel himself for toast, took one look at the plate and made his excuses. He drifted outside, lit a cigarette. There was a cold breeze blowing in from the docks. Just through the dock gates, he could see the Scot FM building. Turning his head, he saw the cop in the car watching him. He didn’t recognise the face. Through the dining room window, Oakes was tucking in with exaggerated relish, teasing the detective. Smiling, Stevens walked around to the car park, examined the executive motors: Beamers, Rover 600s, an Audi. Noticed something on the windscreen of his own car. At first he took it for a piece of rubbish, gusted there. Then thought maybe it was a flyer for a carpet sale or antique show. But when he unfolded it, he knew who it was from. Two words:
DROP HIM.
Stevens tucked the note in his pocket, headed back to the hotel. Oakes had finished breakfast and was sitting on one of the sofas in reception, flicking through a newspaper: one of the broadsheets.
‘I’m hurt,’ he said. ‘After that scrum at the airport . . .’
‘Try the tabloids,’ Stevens said, sitting down opposite him. ‘Plenty of coverage there. I think my favourite is “Killer Cary Comes Home”.’
‘Well, isn’t that nice?’ Oakes tossed the paper aside. ‘So when do we get down to work?’
‘Let’s say fifteen minutes in your room?’
‘Fine by me. Before that, though, I’ve another favour to ask.’
‘What?’
‘Someone I want to find. His name’s Archibald.’
‘Plenty of those around.’
‘That’s his surname. First name, Alan.’
‘Alan Archibald? Should I know him?’
Oakes shook his head.
‘Care to tell me who he is?’
‘He was a policeman – maybe still is. Got to be getting on a bit, though.’
‘And?’
Oakes shrugged. ‘For now, that’s all you need. If you’re a good boy, I’ll maybe tell you the story.’
‘For what we’re paying you, we want all the stories.’
‘Just find him, Jim. You’ll make me happy.’
Stevens studied his charge, wondering just who was pulling the strings. He knew it should be him. But all the same . . .
‘I can make a couple of calls,’ he conceded.
‘That’s my boy.’ Oakes got to his feet. ‘Fifteen minutes in my room. Bring all the papers with you. I like being the day’s news.’
And with that he set off towards the stairs.
It was Jamie’s job to fetch milk, papers and breakfast rolls from the shop. He’d turned it into an art, skimming cash by lying about the prices. His mum complained, knew they could be found cheaper elsewhere, but ‘elsewhere’ wasn’t walking distance for Jamie. She didn’t like him straying too far. That was fine: whenever he wanted to wander the city, he had Billy Boy to say he’d been round at his house.
Jamie thought he was pretty smart.
He stopped outside the shop for a cigarette. He didn’t buy them there – it was against the law and the Paki owner wouldn’t let him. Instead, he had a deal with an older kid at school, who supplied packets of twenty in exchange for scud mags. Jamie got the mags from under Cal’s bed. There were so many of them, Cal never seemed to notice. Even in freezing weather, Jamie liked his smoke outside the shop. Early-rise kids on their way to school would stare at him. Friends would sometimes join him. He got noticed.
A neighbour once told his mum, and she’d tried whacking him, but he was super-fast and dodged beneath her arm, spinning out of the door, laughing at her curses. One time she’d really gone for him had been when the school had sent the letter home. He’d been skiving, whole weeks at a time. His mum had belted him purple and sent him crying to his room, face red with shame at his own tears.
He’d probably go to school some time today. Cal was good at forging letters. He’d been doing it so long, the school thought his signature was their mum’s, and when she’d signed some note about going on a school trip, the headmaster had quizzed Jamie about its origins. He’d even picked up the phone to talk to Jamie’s mum, which had made Jamie smile: they didn’t have a telephone in the flat. About two dozen ashtrays, most of them from holidays or nicked from pubs, but no telephone. Cal had a mobile, and that’s what they used in emergencies – when Cal was in a mood to let them.
That was the problem with Cal. He could be great . . . and then he could lose the rag. Boom: like a bottle exploding against a wall. Or he’d get all quiet and lock himself in his room and refuse to write notes to the school. Jamie would go out and get him something, maybe nick it from a shop: peace offerings for some wrong he hadn’t done. On good days, Cal would rub knuckles hard against Jamie’s head, tell him he was the peacemaker: Jamie liked the sound of that. Cal would say he was the United Nations, sustaining an uneasy truce. He got stuff like that from the papers: ‘United Nations’; ‘uneasy truce’. Jamie asked him once: ‘If nations are supposed to be united, how come we want to split away?’
‘How do you mean, pal?’
‘Split from England.’
Cal had folded the newspaper on his lap, flicked ash into an ashtray on the arm of his chair. ‘Because we don’t like the English.’
‘How no?’
‘Because they’re English.’ An edge to Cal’s voice, telling Jamie to back off.
‘We’ve got cousins in England, haven’t we? We don’t hate them, do we, Cal?’
‘Look . . .’
‘And fighting the Germans, we fought with the English, didn’t we?’
‘Look, Jamie, we want to run our own country, OK? That’s all it is. Scotland’s a country, isn’t it?’ He’d waited for Jamie’s nod. ‘Then who should be in charge of it? London or Edinburgh?’
‘Edinburgh, Cal.’
‘Right then.’ Picking up the paper: discussion adjourned.
Jamie had a lot more questions, but never seemed to get answers. His mum was useless: ‘Don’t talk to me about politics,’ she’d say. Or ‘Don’t talk to me about religion.’ Or anything, really. As if she’d done all the hard thinking in her life, found satisfactory answers, and wasn’t about to start over again for his benefit.
‘That’s why you’ve got teachers,’ she’d say.
Which was fair enough, but at school Jamie had a rep to maintain. He was Cal Brady’s brother. He couldn’t go asking the teachers questions. They’d begin to wonder about him. Cal had told him a long time ago: ‘With school, Jamie, it’s definitely “us” and “them”, know what I mean? A battlefield, pal, take no prisoners, understood?’
And Jamie had nodded, understanding nothing.
As he stood at the shop, tapping the toe of one shoe against a rubbish bin, along came Billy Horman. Jamie straightened a bit.
‘All right, Billy Boy?’
‘No’ bad. Got a fag?’
Jamie handed over one of his precious cigarettes.
‘See the football last night?’
Jamie shook his head, sniffed. ‘Not bothered,’ he said.
‘Hearts, ya beauties.’ The way Billy looked at him as he said this, seeking approval or something, Jamie knew Billy had heard it from someone else, maybe his mum’s boyfriend, and wasn’t sure about it.
‘They’re doing OK,’ Jamie conceded as Billy mimed a blazing shot at goal.
‘You going home?’ Billy asked.
Jamie tapped the paper and rolls, held under one of his arms.
‘Wait a minute, I’ll come with you.’ Billy marched into the shop, came out again with milk and a carton of marge. ‘Mum went spare this morning. Her new man got in from the pub and had about ten slices of toast.’ He tossed the marge and caught it. ‘Finished the tub.’
Jamie didn’t say anything. He was thinking about fathers, how it was funny neither Billy nor he had one. Jamie wondered where his was, which story about him to believe.
‘Who was that you were with yesterday?’ he asked as they began walking.
‘Eh?’
‘Bottom of St Mary’s Street. An uncle or somebody?’
‘Aye, that’s it. My Uncle Bill.’
But Billy Boy was lying. His ears always went red when he lied . . .
Back at the flat, Jamie took the paper into Cal’s bedroom.
‘About fucking time, wee man.’ Cal lying in bed, portable telly on. The room smelled stale. Jamie sometimes tried to hold his breath. Cal had a mug of tea on the floor beside his ashtray.
‘Switch the channel, will you?’
The TV was on a chest of drawers at the bottom of the bed. It didn’t have a remote. Cal had just brought it home one night, said he won it in a bet at the pub. There was a little square beside the panel of buttons. It said ‘Remote Sensor’. So Jamie knew there should be a remote with it. He had to jump over a pile of Cal’s clothes on the floor to get to the TV. Pressed the button for Channel 4. You got some dolls on the breakfast show – Cal had taught him the word: dolls.
Jamie leapt back over the clothes and fled the room, letting out a huge exhalation in the hallway. Twenty-five seconds: not even near his record for breath-holding. His mum was buttering rolls at the kitchen table. She handed him one. He got himself a mug of milk and sat down. He’d told his mum that because of cutbacks, his school didn’t start till half past nine. Either she’d believed him, or hadn’t been up to arguing. She looked tired, his mum, looked like she needed a treat. But he knew looks could deceive: she could go from tired to mental in two seconds flat. He’d seen her do it with one of the old hoors from upstairs who’d come to complain about the noise. Pure mental. Same thing with the old guy who’d complained of the ball landing in his garden.
‘Next time I’ll put a garden fork through it, so help me.’
‘Do that,’ Jamie’s mum had said, ‘and I’ll take your fucking fork and stick it through your balls.’ Right up close to him, growing huge as he seemed to shrink.
Jamie had a lot of respect for his mum. Last time she’d clipped him, it had been because he’d tried calling her Van. Cal called her Van, but that was all right because he was grown up, same as she was. Jamie couldn’t wait to grow up.
With a mug of tea in her hand, his mum went through her morning ritual: trying to remember where she’d put her cigarettes.
‘Maybe Cal’s got them,’ Jamie suggested.
‘Finish what’s in your mouth before you speak.’ She yelled towards Cal’s room, got a yelled denial back. In the living room, she pulled cushions off the sofa and chair, kicked the pile of car and music magazines sitting on the floor. Found half a packet on top of the hi-fi. The top of the flip-pack was missing. Cal used them for his ‘special roll-ups’. His mum pulled out a cigarette, but most of it was missing too. She sighed heavily, stuck it in her mouth anyway and lit it with the lighter she found inside the packet.
She didn’t have any pockets, so put the cigarettes on the arm of her chair. She was wearing silver-grey shell-suit bottoms with a purple zip-up jogging top. The top was old, the lettering on its back – SPORTING NATION – cracked and peeling. Jamie wondered if Sporting Nation meant Scotland.
Roll and milk finished, he slid off his chair. He had plans for today: Princes Street maybe, or a bus out to The Gyle. On his own, or with anyone he could round up. Problem with The Gyle was, it was in the middle of nowhere. There was a games arcade on Lothian Road, he liked it there, but there were other regulars who were better than him at the games, and even if he didn’t want to play against them, they’d stand and watch him on his machine, then tell him what mistakes he was making and say they could do better with their wrists in plaster.
Just as well, he knew he should tell them, because the way you’re going, your whole body’s going to end up in plaster. But he never did: most of them were bigger than him. And they didn’t know Cal, so he was no use as a threat. Which was why Jamie didn’t go in there so much any more . . .
Cal’s bedroom door flew open and he stalked into the kitchen. He had his jeans on, but had forgotten to zip them up or buckle his belt. No shoes or socks, no T-shirt. He had nicks and bruises on his chest and arms. You could see the muscles moving beneath his skin. He flung the paper on to the table and slapped a hand down on it.
‘Look at this,’ he hissed, face pink with anger. ‘Just take a look at this.’
Jamie looked: double-page story. SEX OFFENDER WITH PLAYGROUND VIEW. There were photos. One showed a block of flats, an arrow pointing to one of the storeys. The other showed a patch of tarmac and a couple of kids playing.
‘That’s here,’ he said, amazed. He’d never seen Greenfield in the papers before, never seen photos of the place. His mum came over.
‘What is it?’ she asked.
‘Fucking pervert living right under our noses,’ Cal spat. ‘Nobody told us.’ He stabbed the paper. ‘Says so right here. Nobody bothered to tell us.’
Van studied the story. ‘There’s no picture of him.’
‘No, but they as good as point at the bastard’s door.’
She remembered something. ‘Cops came round the other day. I thought they were looking for you.’
‘What did they want?’
‘Just the one of them. Asked if I knew somebody called . . .’ She squeezed shut her eyes. ‘Darren something-or-other.’
‘Darren Rough,’ Jamie said. Cal stared at him.
‘You know him?’
Jamie didn’t know what answer would please Cal. He shrugged. ‘Seen him around the place.’
‘How do you know his name?’ Eyes burning into him.
‘He . . . I don’t know.’
‘He what?’ Cal was facing him now, fists bunched. ‘Which flat’s he in?’ Jamie started to tell him, but Cal snatched the neck of his shirt. ‘Better still, show me.’
But as they walked along the landing to Darren Rough’s flat, they saw that others had the same idea. A group of seven or eight residents stood outside Rough’s door. Most of them had the morning paper with them, rolled up and brandished like a weapon. Cal was disappointed they weren’t the first.
‘Is he no’ in?’
‘No’ answering anyway.’
Cal kicked at the door, saw from the looks around him that they were impressed. Stood back and shouldered the door, kicked it again. Two locks: Yale and mortice. No way to see inside: letterbox was blocked up; a sheet pinned across the window. Everyone was talking about it.
‘Wake up, ya bastardin’ pervert!’ Cal Brady shouted at the window. ‘Come and meet your fan club!’ There were smiles around him.
‘Maybe he works shifts,’ someone offered. Cal couldn’t think of a smart remark to make back. He thumped on the window instead, then went back to kicking the door. A few more residents arrived, but more began to drift away. Soon there were just a couple of kids, plus Cal and Jamie.
‘Jamie,’ Cal said, ‘go get me a spray can. Try under my bed.’
Jamie already knew there were a couple of cans under there. ‘Blue or black?’ he asked, before he realised what he’d done.
But Cal didn’t notice. He was busy staring at the door. ‘Doesn’t matter,’ he said. Jamie went off to fetch the can. His mum was outside, arms folded, talking with a couple of women from the landing. Jamie trotted past them.
‘Well?’ his mum said.
‘Nobody’s in.’
She turned back to her friends. ‘Could be anywhere. Scum like that, there’s no telling.’
‘What we need’s a petition,’ one of the women said.
‘Aye, get the council to rehouse him.’
‘Think they’ll listen to us?’ Van said. ‘Direct action, that’s what we want. Our problem, we deal with it, never mind what anyone else says.’
‘People’s Republic of Greenfield,’ another woman offered.
‘I’m serious, Michele,’ Van said, ‘deadly serious.’ Behind her, Jamie disappeared into the flat.
‘Mum and me, we seemed to move around a lot in the early days.’
Cary Oakes was in a chair by his bedroom window, feet up on the table in front of him. Jim Stevens sat on a corner of the bed, holding the tape recorder at arm’s length.
‘Places? Dates?’
Oakes looked at him. ‘I don’t remember the names of towns, people we stayed with. When you’re a kid, that sort of thing doesn’t matter, does it? I had my own life, my own little fantasy world. I’d be a soldier or a fighter pilot. Scotland would be full of aliens, and I’d be out to get them, a vigilante sort of scenario.’ He gazed out of the window. ‘Because we moved so much, I never really made any friends. Not close friends.’ He saw that Stevens was about to interrupt. ‘Again, I can’t give any names. I remember coming to Edinburgh, though.’ He paused, stretched to rub his thumb across the toe of one shoe, removing a trace of dirt. ‘Yes, Edinburgh sticks in my mind. We stayed with family. My aunt and her husband. Don’t remember which part of town they lived in. There was a park nearby. I went there a lot. Maybe we could get a picture of me there.’
Stevens nodded. ‘If you can remember where it is.’
Oakes smiled. ‘Any park would do, wouldn’t it? We’d just pretend. That’s what I did in that park. It was my universe. Mine. I could do whatever the hell I liked there. I was God.’
‘So what did you do?’ Stevens was thinking: this is easy, fluid. Oakes was either a born storyteller or else . . . or else he’d been rehearsing. But something had jarred, something about family: my aunt and her husband. A strange way of putting it.
‘What did I do? I played games, same as every other kid. I had an imagination, I’ll tell you that. When you’re a kid, nobody minds if you run around shooting up the world, know what I’m saying? In your head, you can kill whole populations. I’ll bet there isn’t one damned person on this planet hasn’t thought about murdering someone at some time. I’ll bet you have.’
‘I’ll show you my collection of voodoo dolls.’
Oakes smiled. ‘My mum, she did her best for me.’ He paused. ‘I’m sure of that.’
‘What happened to her?’
‘She died, man.’ His eyes bored into the reporter’s. ‘But then everybody dies.’
‘You played these games by yourself?’
Oakes shook his head. ‘The other kids got to know me. I joined a gang, rose through the ranks.’
‘See much action?’
Oakes shrugged. ‘There were a few fights. Mostly we just played football and glowered at strangers. Offed a few of the neighbourhood cats too.’
‘How?’
‘Sprayed them with lighter fluid, torched them.’ Oakes’s eyes fixed on Stevens. ‘Typical start to your basic serial killer. I read about it in jail. Loner who torches animals.’
‘But you weren’t alone, you were with your gang.’
Oakes smiled again. ‘But I was the one with the lighter, Jim. And that made all the difference.’
When they took a break, Stevens returned to his own room. Two sachets of coffee into a cup of boiling water. He’d been wakened at four that morning by the telephone. His boss had worked a miracle, and Stevens found himself speaking to a Seattle journalist who’d followed the Oakes case all the way along. The journalist, Matt Lewin, confirmed that Oakes had attended regular Sunday services in the Walla Walla penitentiary.
‘A lot of them do, doesn’t mean they’ve seen the light.’
Now Stevens lay back on the bed and sipped his coffee. He wanted to track down Oakes’s teenage gang. It would be good background, another insight into Cary Oakes. If they ran the story, maybe someone from the gang would read it and come forward. Then Stevens could interview them for the book. He’d asked Matt Lewin if any American publishers would be interested.
‘Not when he’s not one of ours. We like home-grown product. Besides, Jim, serial killers went out of fashion a while back.’
Stevens was hoping for a fashion revival. The book deal would be his gold watch, a little retirement gift to himself. He knew he should do some research, try to check the stories Oakes had been telling. But he felt so tired, and his boss had told him: get the story first, confirm it later. He finished his coffee and reached for a cigarette. Swung his legs off the bed.
Showtime.
Janice Mee took a break, ate at the restaurant at the top of John Lewis’s. From one window, the view was of Calton Hill. They’d climbed it with Damon one day, back when he was seven or eight. She had photos of the trip in one of her albums: Calton Hill, the Castle, Museum of Childhood . . . There were dozens of albums. She kept them in the bottom of the wardrobe. She’d taken them out recently, brought the whole lot downstairs so she could go through them, reviving memories of holiday camps and days at the seaside, birthday parties and sports days. From one of the restaurant’s other windows, she had a good view of the Fife coastline. She couldn’t see as far inland as her home town. There were times in the course of her life when she’d contemplated a move: south to Edinburgh, north to Dundee. But there was something comfortable about the place where you were born, where your family and friends were. Her parents and grandparents had been born in Fife, the history of the place inextricably linked to her own. Her mother had been a little girl at the time of the General Strike, but remembered them putting up barricades around Lochgelly. Her father had clung to a lamp-post to watch Johnny Thomson’s funeral. The way a family stretched back in time could be measured. But that sense of history misled you into thinking the future would be the same. As Janice was finding out, the thread of continuity could be snapped at any point along the way.
She ate the roll, filled with prawn mayonnaise, without any pleasure or sense of taste. She knew she’d drunk her coffee only because the cup was empty. One pale prawn sat on the rim of the plate, where it had fallen from the roll. She left it where it was and got up from the table.
Outside the St James’ Centre she crossed Princes Street and headed for Waverley Station. A line of taxi cabs snaked from the underground concourse back up on to Waverley Bridge. The drivers sat behind their wheels, some reading or eating or listening to their radios. Others staring into space or sharing news with fellow drivers. She started at the back of the queue and worked her way forwards. John Rebus had given her some names. One of them was Henry Wilson. The drivers all seemed to know him, called him ‘The Lumberjack’. They put out a call to him. Meantime, she showed them her pictures of Damon and explained that he’d been picked up on George Street.
‘Anyone with him, love?’ one driver asked.
‘A woman . . . short blonde hair.’
The driver shook his head. ‘I’ve a good memory for blondes,’ he said, handing back the flyer.
The problem was, a couple of trains had just arrived – London and Glasgow. The taxis were moving faster than she could, heading down to where their passengers waited. She looked back up the slope. More taxis were joining the back of the queue. She couldn’t tell who she’d talked to and who was new. Engines were starting, fumes getting into her lungs. Cars sounding their horns as they moved past her, heading down into the station, wondering what she was doing on the roadway when there was a pavement the other side. Day-trippers looked at her, too. They knew she’d never get a taxi here, knew the system: you queued at the rank.
Her mouth felt sour and gritty. The coffee had been strong: she could feel her heart pounding. And then another car sounded its horn.
‘All right, all right,’ she said, passing down the line to the next taxi, which was already moving off. The car-horn sounded again: right behind her. She turned on it, glowering, saw it was another black cab, window open. Nobody in the back, just the driver, leaning towards her. Short black hair, long black beard, green tartan shirt.
‘Lumberjack?’ she said.
He nodded. ‘That’s what they call me.’
She smiled. ‘John Rebus gave me your name.’ Cars were held up behind him. One flashed its lights.
‘You better get in,’ he said. ‘Before they have my licence off me for obstruction.’
Janice Mee got in.
The taxi went down into the station, and took the exit ramp back up, then turned right and crossed the traffic, settling at the back of the queue of cabs. Henry Wilson pulled on the handbrake and turned in his seat.
‘So what does the Inspector want this time?’
And Janice Mee told him.
It had to be serious: instead of summoning him, the Farmer had come looking for Rebus, who was out in the car park having a cigarette and thinking about Janice Playfair aged fifteen . . .
‘Is it the surveillance?’ Rebus asked, thinking maybe something had happened.
‘No, it bloody well isn’t.’ The Farmer stuck his hands in his pockets: he meant business.
‘What have I done this time?’
‘The press have got hold of Darren Rough. One paper printed the story this morning, the rest are busy catching up. My secretary’s fielded so many calls, she doesn’t know if she’s in St Leonard’s or St Pancras.’
‘How did they get the story?’ Rebus asked, ditching his cigarette.
The Farmer narrowed his eyes. ‘That’s what Rough’s social worker wants to know. He’s ready to make a formal complaint.’
Rebus rubbed at his nose. ‘He thinks I did it?’
‘John, I know bloody well you did it.’
‘With respect, sir—’
‘John, just shut up, will you? The reporter you spoke to, first thing he did when you’d put the phone down was hit 1471. He got the number you were calling from.’
‘And?’
‘And it was The Maltings.’ Public house: almost directly across the street from St Leonard’s. ‘But better than that, our intrepid reporter asked the punter who answered about the person who’d last used the phone. Want me to read you the description?’
‘Male, white, middle-aged?’ Rebus guessed. ‘Could be a thousand blokes.’
‘Could be. Which hasn’t stopped Rough’s social worker thinking it’s you.’
Rebus looked out towards Salisbury Crags. ‘I’m glad somebody shopped him.’ He paused. ‘If that was what it was going to take.’
‘Take to do what? To run him out of town? To get a mob baying for his blood? John, I’d hate to see what you’d do to Ince and Marshall.’
Ince and Marshall: the Shiellion accused.
‘You wouldn’t have to watch,’ Rebus said. He squared up to his boss. ‘What do you want me to do?’
‘Steer clear of Rough, that’s number one. Stay on the Oakes surveillance, at least that way you’ll keep out of trouble for six hours at a stretch. And give Jane Barbour a bell.’ He handed Rebus a slip of paper with a phone number on it.
‘Barbour? What does she want?’
‘No idea. Probably something to do with Shiellion House.’
Rebus stared at the phone number. ‘Probably,’ he said.
The Farmer left him to it, and instead of going back into the station, Rebus walked down the lane towards the main road, checked for traffic and walked briskly across. Stepped into The Maltings. It was quiet most daytimes. When he’d made the call, there’d only been one other drinker in the place. A minute after opening time, the same man was alone at the bar with a half-pint and a whisky in front of him.
‘Alexander,’ Rebus said, ‘a word with you, please.’ He pulled the drinker by his arm towards the gents’ toilets: didn’t want the barmaid listening in.
‘Christ, man, what is it?’ The drinker’s name was Alexander Jessup. He didn’t like Alex or Alec or Sandy or Eck: it had to be Alexander. He’d run his own business at one time: a printer’s. Did headed paper, account books, raffle tickets and the like. Sold it on and was quietly drinking the proceeds away. As a man about town, he heard things, but never gave Rebus much that proved useful. He did like to talk though; he’d talk to anyone who’d listen.
‘Any reporters been after you?’ Rebus asked.
Jessup looked at him with rheumy eyes, like those of an old dog. He shook his head. His face was a mess of puffiness and burst capillaries.
‘You spoke to one on the phone,’ Rebus reminded him.
‘Was he a reporter?’ Jessup looked stung. ‘He never said.’
‘You gave him my description.’
‘I might’ve done.’ He thought about it, nodded, then held up a finger. ‘But no names, you know me, John. I never gave him your name.’
Rebus kept his voice low. ‘If anyone comes looking, keep the description as vague as you can, understood? You never saw the guy on the phone before, he’s not a regular.’ He waited for the message to sink in. Jessup gave him an enormous wink.
‘Message received.’
‘And understood?’
‘And understood,’ Jessup confirmed. ‘I didn’t get you into trouble, did I?’ Dying to know. ‘You know I’d never do something like that.’
Rebus patted his shoulder. ‘I know, Alexander. Just remember who brings you your breakfast when they’ve put you in the cells for the night.’
‘Right enough, John.’ Jessup gave an ‘OK’ sign with his hand. ‘Sorry if I got you into any bother.’
Rebus pulled open the door. ‘Here, let me buy you one, eh?’
‘Only if you’ll take one back.’
‘It’s tempting,’ Rebus said, as they headed for the bar. ‘I’d be lying if I said that it wasn’t.’
‘Have you been drinking?’ Janice Mee asked.
Rebus didn’t reply straight away; he was too busy looking around his living room. Janice laughed.
‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘Couldn’t help myself.’
The place had been tidied: newspapers and magazines now took up space on the bottom bookshelf. Books which had been scattered across the floor were on the second and third shelves up. Mugs and plates had vanished into the kitchen, takeaway wrappers and beer cans deposited in the bin. Even the ashtray had been cleaned. Rebus picked it up.
‘I think that’s the first time I’ve been able to make out what it says.’
It was lifted from a pub, advertising some new beer which hadn’t made the grade.
Janice smiled. ‘It’s something I do when I’m nervous.’
‘You should be nervous round here more often.’
She gave him a punch.
‘Careful,’ he said, ‘last time you tried that, I was out cold for ten minutes.’
‘I bought teabags and milk while I was out,’ she told him, making for the kitchen. ‘Do you want a cup?’
‘Please.’ He followed the trail of her perfume. He hadn’t brought Patience here in over a year; had never entertained many women here. ‘So how did it go?’
‘I liked The Lumberjack.’
‘But was he any help?’
She made herself busy with the kettle. ‘Oh, you know . . .’
‘Did you get round all the cab ranks?’
‘Your friend said I didn’t need to. He’d do it for me.’
‘Which left you feeling useless again?’
She tried to smile. ‘I thought . . . I thought coming here I could . . .’ She bowed her head, voice dropping to a whisper. ‘I’d have been better off staying at home.’
‘Janice.’ He turned her so she was facing him. ‘You’re doing your best.’ Her height, her softness and slenderness. They stood as close together now as they had done when they’d danced at the school leaving party, their last night as a couple. Formal dances: waltzes and military two-steps and the Gay Gordons. She wanting each dance to last; he wanting to take her round the back of the school, to their secret place – the same secret place everyone else used.
‘You’re doing your best,’ he repeated.
‘But it’s not helping. Know what I found myself thinking today? I thought: I’ll kill him for putting me through this.’ Bitter twist of a smile. ‘Then I thought: what if he’s already dead?’
‘He’s not dead,’ Rebus said. ‘Trust me on this. He’s not.’
They took the tea through to the living room, sat at the dining table.
‘What time are you headed back?’ he asked.
‘I thought six. There’s a train around then.’
‘I’ll drive you.’
She shook her head. ‘Even a country girl like me knows what the traffic’s like that time of day. I’d be quicker on the train.’
Which was true. ‘I’ll run you to the station then.’ What else had he to do before his shift started, other than try to doze for a while?
She placed her hands around the mug. ‘Why a policeman, Johnny?’
‘Why?’ He tried to form an answer she’d accept. ‘I’d been in the army, didn’t like it, didn’t know what I wanted to do.’
‘It’s not exactly the kind of job you drift into.’
‘For some of us it is. See, I really got into it.’
‘And you’re good at what you do?’
He shrugged. ‘I get results.’
‘Is that not the same thing?’
‘Not exactly. Keeping your head down and your nose clean, being good at the office politics . . . I fall down there.’ He shifted in his chair. ‘You always said you were going to be a teacher.’
‘I was a teacher . . . for a while.’
Rebus refrained from saying that his ex-wife had been a teacher too.
‘Then you married Brian?’ he asked instead.
‘The two aren’t connected.’ She looked down into her tea, seemed relieved when the phone rang. Rebus picked it up.
‘Evening, Mr Rebus.’
‘Henry,’ Rebus said for Janice’s benefit, ‘got anything for us?’
‘Might have. Two fares, picked up on George Street. Driver remembered the blonde. Distinctive face, he said. Kind of hard. Cold eyes. He thought maybe she was a pro.’
‘Where did he take them?’ Rebus looking at Janice, who had stood up, still clutching the mug.
‘Down to Leith, dropped them by The Shore.’
Leith: where the city’s working girls plied their trade. The Shore: where Cary Oakes’s hotel was.
‘Did he see where they went?’
‘The lad wasn’t a big tipper. My mate got straight back on the road. Someone had tried flagging him down on Bernard Street. Not many places they could have been going. That time of night, the pubs would be on last orders if they weren’t already shut. There are flats down there, though.’
Rebus agreed. Flats . . . and the hotel.
‘Unless they were going to that boat,’ Wilson said.
‘What boat?’
“The one that’s tied up down there.’ Yes: Rebus had seen it, looked like a semi-permanent mooring. ‘They use it for parties,’ Wilson was saying. ‘Not that I’ve ever been to one . . .’
He dropped Janice off at Waverley’s concourse. They’d arranged to meet the next afternoon, go look at the boat.
‘May be something or nothing,’ Rebus had felt obliged to warn her.
‘I’ll settle for that,’ she’d said.
As she made to leave the car, she hesitated, then leaned towards him and planted a kiss on his cheek.
‘What, no tongues?’ he said, smiling. She made to thump his arm, thought better of it. ‘Say hello to Brian from me.’
‘I will. If he’s not out with his pals.’ Something in her tone made Rebus want to pursue the subject, but she was out of the car, closing the door. She waved, blew him a kiss, turned and walked towards her platform with the look of a woman who knows she’s being watched. Rebus realised he had one hand on his door handle.
‘Forget it,’ he told himself. Instead, he picked up his mobile, told Patience’s machine that he was on night shift and was headed back to his own flat for a bit of kip.
But first, a pit-stop at the Oxford Bar: whisky with plenty of water. Just the one: responsible car-driver. He caught up on the gossip, adding little to the conversation. George Klasser chastised him for a lapse of faith.
‘You’re becoming an irregular regular, John.’
‘I always was, Doc.’
Further along the bar, a rugby argument was developing, drawing other drinkers in. Everyone had an opinion, everyone but Rebus himself. He stared at a print on the wall: portrait of Robert Burns. There was another on the far wall: Burns meeting a young Walter Scott. It looked like a fairly awkward affair, the artist working with benefit of hindsight. It was as if Burns knew the child before him was destined to outsell him, knew the runt would get a knighthood, build Abbotsford and cosy up to the King.
It was a great thing, hindsight.
He looked into his glass and saw the leavers’ dance. Saw a gangly kid called Johnny leading his girlfriend out of the hall, out the school doors and down the steps. Making like it was a game, but tugging her hard by both hands. Both of them pretending it was all right, because that was part of the whole ritual. And back in the hall, Johnny’s pal Mitch – best friends; always sticking up for one another – not realising he was being stalked by three boys who’d become his enemies. Boys who knew this might be their last chance for revenge. Revenge for what? They probably didn’t know themselves. Maybe for some ugly feeling that life had already short-changed them; that people like Mitch were going to succeed where they’d taste only failure.
Three against one.
While Johnny Rebus played out another fate entirely.
Rebus finished his drink, drove home. Sank into his chair, a double malt in his fist. Listened to Tommy Smith, The Sound of Love. Pondered whether or not you really could hear love.
Fell asleep in the orange sodium glow of the streetlights.
As close to being at peace as he got.
It had taken them a while to find a church with an unlocked door.
‘No one has any trust these days,’ Cary Oakes had said, ‘not even God.’
They’d walked through Leith and up the Walk to Pilrig. It was a Catholic church, nobody around but them. Cool and dark inside. There were plenty of windows, but the church was surrounded on three sides by tenement buildings. Time was, as Stevens recalled, you weren’t allowed to build anything higher than a church. Oakes was sitting in a pew near the front, head bowed. He didn’t look exactly peaceful or contemplative: his neck and shoulders were tensed, his breathing fast and shallow. Stevens wasn’t comfortable. The door might not have been locked, but he felt like a trespasser. A Catholic church, too: he didn’t think he’d been in one of those his whole life. Didn’t look much different from the Presbyterian model: no smell of incense. Confession boxes, but he’d seen those before in films. One of them, the curtain was open. He glanced in, trying not to think that it looked like a Photo-Me booth. He tried to take soundless steps; didn’t want a priest appearing, having to explain what they were doing there.
Oakes’s request: ‘I’d like to go to church.’
Stevens: ‘Can’t it wait till Sunday?’
But Oakes’s eyes had told him it was no joking matter. So they’d headed off on foot, the surveillance car following at a crawl, drawing attention to itself and to them.
‘They want to play it that way,’ Oakes had said, ‘that’s fine by me.’
Ten, fifteen minutes passed. Stevens wondered if maybe Oakes had nodded off. He walked down the aisle, stopped beside him. Oakes looked up.
‘A couple more minutes, Jim.’ Oakes motioned with his head. ‘Take a break, if you like.’
Stevens didn’t need telling twice. Stepped outside for a cigarette. Cop car parked at the end of the street, driver watching him. He’d just got one lit when the thought struck him: you’re a reporter on a story. You should be in there, trying to find an angle, running phrases through your head. Oakes in church: it could open one of the book chapters. So he nipped the cigarette, slipped it back into the packet. Pushed open the door and went inside.
There was no sign of Oakes in any of the pews. Sound of running water. Stevens peered into the gloom, eyes adjusting slowly. A shape over by the confessional. Oakes standing there, looking over his shoulder towards Stevens, body arched as he urinated through the curtain. Oakes grinned, winked. Finished his business and zipped himself up. He was walking back up the aisle, back to where Stevens stood, face failing to disguise his shock. Oakes pointed up towards the ceiling.
‘Got to remind Him just who’s boss, Jim.’ He moved past Stevens and out into daylight. Stevens stood there a moment longer. Pissing into the confessional: a message to God, or to the reporter himself? Stevens turned and left the church, wondering how the hell his world had come to this.
A young DS called Roy Frazer was the fourth member of the surveillance team. He’d arrived at St Leonard’s the previous month, a rare recruit from F Division, based in Livingston. Edinburgh city cops knew the Livingston operation as ‘F Troop’. They’d had a few digs at Frazer, but he’d been able – or at least willing – to take them. The Farmer had chosen Frazer for the team. The Farmer thought Frazer was a bit special.
Rebus sat beside him in the Rover, listening to his report.
‘Only real highlight,’ Frazer was saying, ‘that restaurant next to the pub back there, they took pity on me, brought me out a meal.’
‘You’re kidding.’ Rebus looked back towards the pub in question. Just past closing time, and drinkers were taking their grudging leave.
‘Carrot soup, then some chicken thing in puff pastry. Wasn’t bad at all.’
Rebus looked down at the carrier bag he’d brought with him: flask of strong coffee; two filled rolls (corned beef and beetroot); chocolate and crisps; some tapes and his Walkman; an evening paper and a couple of books.
‘Brought it out on a tray, came back half an hour later with some coffee and mints.’
‘You want to be careful, son,’ Rebus cautioned. ‘No such thing as a free dinner. Once you start taking bribes . . .’ He shook his head ruefully. ‘I mean, it might have been the done thing in Livingston, but you’re not in the sticks now.’
Frazer saw at last that he was joking, produced a grin which was two parts relief to one part humour. He was strong-looking, played rugby for the police team. Cropped black hair, square-jawed. When he’d arrived at St Leonard’s, he’d sported a thick moustache, but had shaved it off for some reason. The skin beneath still looked pink and delicate. Rebus knew he came from farming stock – somewhere between West Calder and the A70. His father still farmed there. Something he had in common with The Farmer, whose family had worked the land around Stonehaven. Another thing the two men shared: regular church-going. Rebus, too, went to churches, but seldom on a Sunday. He liked them empty except for his thoughts.
‘Have you got the log?’ Rebus asked. Frazer produced the A4-sized notebook. Bill Pryde had taken over from Siobhan Clarke at 6 a.m., recorded that Oakes and Stevens had stayed in the hotel until eleven. Up till then, they hadn’t come downstairs – he’d checked with the front desk. Morning coffee for two had been ordered for Oakes’s room. Pryde’s interpretation: they were working. A cab had arrived at eleven, and both men had come out of the hotel. Stevens had handed a large envelope to the cabbie, who’d driven off again. Pryde’s guess: tape of first interview, heading for the newspaper office.
With the taxi gone, Stevens and Oakes had walked into Leith Docks, Pryde following on foot. They looked like they were killing time, taking a breather. Then it was back to the hotel. Siobhan Clarke took over at noon: Rebus had persuaded her to change shifts with him. Not that it had been difficult: ‘I like my own bed at night,’ she’d admitted.
The afternoon had gone much as the morning: the two men ensconced in the hotel; taxi taking delivery of an envelope; the two men taking a break. Except this time they’d headed into town, stopping at a church in Pilrig. Rebus looked at Frazer.
‘A church?’
Frazer just shrugged. After the church, they’d headed to the top of the Walk and John Lewis’s, where they shopped for clothes for Oakes. New shoes, too. Stevens put everything on his plastic. Then they’d hit a couple of pubs: the Café Royal, Guildford Arms. Clarke had stayed outside: ‘Didn’t know whether to go in or not. It’s not as if they didn’t know I was there.’
Back to the hotel, Oakes giving her a wave as she pulled up outside.
Relieved by Frazer at 6 p.m. The two men, Stevens and Oakes, had walked to one of the new restaurants built facing the Scottish Office. One wall was all glass, affording them a view of Frazer as he kicked his heels outside. Apart from his own surprise dinner – not mentioned in the notebook – that was about it.
‘Would I be right in thinking this is a complete waste of time?’ Frazer stated when Rebus had finished reading.
‘Depends on your parameters,’ Rebus said. He’d lifted the line from a training course at Tulliallan.
‘Well, they’re obviously here for the duration, aren’t they?’
‘We just want Oakes to know.’
‘Yes, but surely the time to let him know is when he’s left to his own devices. Once he’s found himself a place to live, and all the media stuff’s finished.’
Frazer had a point. Rebus conceded as much with a slow nod of his head. ‘Don’t tell me,’ he said, ‘tell the Chief Super.’
‘That’s just what I did.’ Rebus looked at him, waiting for more. ‘He turned up about nine o’clock, wanting to know how things were going.’
‘And you told him?’
Frazer nodded; Rebus laughed.
‘What did he say?’
‘He said to give it a few more days.’
‘You know they think Oakes might kill again?’
‘Only person within range at the moment is that reporter. Anything happened to him, I’d be heartbroken.’
Rebus burst out laughing again. ‘Know something, Roy? You’re going to be all right.’
‘The power of prayer, sir.’
Rebus had been in the car by himself for an hour, cold seeping inside his three pairs of socks, when he saw someone push open the door of the hotel and step outside. The hotel bar was still open, wouldn’t close till the last guest had had enough. Stevens wore his tie loose around his neck, top two shirt buttons open. He was blowing cigarette smoke up into the sky, shuffling his feet to keep his balance. Been there, done that, Rebus thought. Eventually, Stevens focused on the police car, seemed to find it amusing. Chuckled to himself, bending forward at the waist, shaking his head slowly. Came walking towards the car. Rebus got out, waited for him.
‘So we meet at last, Moriarty,’ Stevens said. Rebus folded his arms, leaned against the car.
‘How’s the baby-sitting?’
Stevens puffed out his cheeks. ‘To tell you the truth, I’m having trouble getting a handle on him.’
‘How do you mean?’
‘All that time behind bars – no pun intended – you’d think he might want to celebrate.’
‘I’m guessing he doesn’t drink.’
‘Your guess is correct. Says drink contaminates his mind, makes him feel dangerous.’ A humourless laugh.
‘How much longer?’ Rebus could smell the whisky on Stevens’ breath. Give him a minute or two, he’d place the brand.
‘Couple more days. It’s good stuff, wait till you read it.’
‘Know what the Yanks told us? They said he’ll kill again.’
‘Really?’
‘Has he said anything?’
Stevens nodded. ‘Gave me a list of his next victims. Nice tie-in with the story.’ Stevens grinned lopsidedly, saw the look on Rebus’s face. ‘Sorry, sorry. Not in very good taste. I’ve got a publisher interested, did I tell you? Coming back to me tomorrow or the day after with an offer.’
‘How can you do it?’ Rebus asked quietly.
Stevens got his balance back. ‘Do what?’
‘Do what you do.’
‘Sounds like a Motown line.’ He sniffed, coughed. ‘It’s an interesting story, Rebus. That’s what he means to me: a story. What does he mean to you?’ He awaited a response, didn’t get one, wagged a finger. ‘That note you left me: “Drop him”. Think I’d suddenly see the light, hand him over to somebody else, some other paper? No chance, pal. This isn’t the Damascus Road.’
‘I’d noticed.’
‘And my boy’s not the only ex-offender in the news, is he? I see someone outed a paedophile. Word is, it was a cop.’ He tutted, wagged his finger again. ‘Any comment to make, Inspector?’
‘Go fuck yourself, Stevens.’
‘Ah, now there’s another thing. Guy’s been in the nick fourteen years, and here we are in Leith, Edinburgh’s knocking-shop, and he’s not interested. Can you credit that?’
‘Maybe he’s got other things on his mind.’
‘Wouldn’t bother me if he preferred chickens, just so long as he gets me a book deal.’ He rubbed his hands together. ‘Look at us, eh? You out here, me in that big hotel. Makes you think.’
‘Go to bed, Stevens. You need all the beauty sleep you can get.’
Stevens turned away, remembered something and turned back. ‘OK for a wee photo-shoot tomorrow night? Photographer’s coming anyway, and I thought it’d make a nice sidebar: cop who’ll never sleep while killer’s at large.’
Rebus said nothing, waited till the reporter had turned away again. ‘What did he want in the church?’ The question stopped Stevens cold. Rebus repeated it. Stevens half-turned towards him, shook his head slowly, then walked back across the road. There was something tired in the walk now, something Rebus couldn’t interpret. He reached into the car for his cigarettes, lit one. Closed the driver’s door and walked fifty yards to the end of the road, then across the bridge to the other side of the basin, where a boat was moored. There was a sign telling patrons to respect the neighbours and keep the noise down late at night. But the boat wasn’t being used tonight, no private party or celebration. Nearby, they were building more ‘New York loft-style apartments’ for young professionals, part of Leith’s revival. Rebus crossed back to the pub, but it was closed now. The bar staff would probably be inside, enjoying a drink as they replayed the evening’s highlights. Rebus walked back to the car.
An hour later, a taxi pulled up outside the hotel. His first thought: another tape for the newspaper. But someone was in the taxi. They paid the driver, got out. Rebus checked his watch. Two fifteen. One of the guests who’d been out on the town. He took a nip from his quarter-bottle, slipped the headphones back on to his ears. String Driven Thing: ‘Another Night in This Old City’.
That’s all it ever was . . .
Forty minutes later, the man from the taxi exited the hotel. He waved back to the night porter. Window down, Rebus heard him say, ‘Good night.’ He stood outside, glanced at his watch, looked up and down the street. Looking for a taxi, Rebus thought. Who would be visiting a hotel this time of night? Who would he be visiting?
The man’s gaze fell on the police car. Rebus wound the window down further, flicked ash on to the roadway. The man was making his way towards the car. Rebus opened his door, got out.
‘Inspector Rebus?’ The man held out his hand. Rebus gave him a once-over. Late fifties, well-dressed. Didn’t look the type to pull a stunt, but you could never be sure. The man read his thoughts, smiled.
‘I don’t blame you. Middle of the night, stranger wants to make friends, already knows your name . . .’
Rebus narrowed his eyes. ‘We’ve met before, haven’t we?’
‘A while back. You’ve got a good memory. My name’s Archibald. Alan Archibald.’
Rebus nodded, finally shook Archibald’s hand. ‘You had a posting at Great London Road.’
‘For a couple of months, yes. Before I retired, I was based at Fettes, pushing paper around a desk.’
Alan Archibald: tall, cropped salt-and-pepper hair. A face full of strong features, a body resisting the ageing process.
‘I heard you’d retired.’
Archibald shrugged. ‘Twenty years in, I thought it was time.’ His look said: what about you? Rebus’s mouth twitched.
‘It’s warmer in the car. I can’t offer you a lift, but I could probably . . .’
‘I know,’ Alan Archibald was saying. ‘Cary Oakes told me.’
‘He what?’
Archibald nodded towards the car. ‘I’ll take you up on your offer, though. I’m not used to night shifts these days.’
So they got into the car, Archibald tucking his black woollen overcoat around him. Rebus ran the engine, stuck the heating on, offered Archibald a cigarette.
‘I don’t, thanks all the same. But don’t let me stop you.’
‘You’d need heavy artillery to stop me,’ Rebus said, lighting another for himself. ‘So what’s the story with Oakes?’
Archibald touched his fingers to the dashboard. ‘He called me, told me where he was.’ He looked at Rebus. ‘He knows all about you.’
Rebus shrugged. ‘That’s the point.’
‘Yes, he knows that too. But he knew you were on the late shift.’
‘Not difficult. He can see me from his bedroom window.’ Rebus pointed towards it. ‘Or maybe his minder told him.’
‘The journalist? I didn’t meet him.’
‘Probably in bed.’
‘Yes, I had to ring up to Oakes’s bedroom. He wasn’t sleeping, though, told me it’s jet-lag.’
‘How did he get your number?’
‘It’s unlisted.’ Archibald paused. ‘I’m guessing the journalist pulled a few strings.’
Rebus inhaled smoke, let it pour down his nostrils. ‘So what’s the story?’
‘My guess is, Oakes wants to play some game.’
Rebus looked at his passenger. ‘What sort of game?’
‘The sort that gets me out of bed at one in the morning. That’s when he phoned, said we had to meet now or never at all.’
‘What about?’
‘The murder.’
Rebus frowned. ‘Murder singular?’
‘Not one of the ones he committed in the States. This happened right here in Edinburgh. More specifically, out at Hillend.’
Hillend: at the northern tip of the Pentland Hills – hence the name. Known locally for its artificial ski-slope. From the bypass, you could see the lights at night. Suddenly, Rebus remembered the case. An outcrop of rocks, a woman’s body. Young woman: student at a teacher-training college. Rebus had helped with the initial search. The search had taken him from Hillend to Swanston Cottages, an extraordinary cluster of homes, seemingly untouched by modernity. All at once he’d wanted to buy a place there, but it had been too isolated for his wife – and outwith their means anyway.
‘This was fifteen years ago?’ Rebus said.
Archibald shook his head. He’d slipped his hands into his pockets, was staring at the windscreen. ‘Seventeen years,’ he told Rebus. ‘Seventeen years this month. Her name was Deirdre Campbell.’
‘Were you on the case?’
Archibald shook his head again. ‘Wasn’t possible at the time.’ He took a deep breath. ‘Never found the killer.’
‘She was strangled?’
‘Beaten about the head, then strangled.’
Rebus remembered Oakes’s modus operandi. Again, it was as if Archibald could read his mind.
‘Similar,’ he said.
‘Was Oakes here at the time?’
‘It was just before he left for the States.’
Rebus gave a low whistle. ‘He’s owned up?’
Archibald shifted in his seat. ‘Not exactly. When he was arrested in the States, I followed his trial, noticed similarities. I went out there to interview him.’
‘And?’
‘And he played his little games. Hints, smiles and half-truths and stories. He led me a merry little dance.’
‘I thought you weren’t on the case?’
‘I wasn’t. Not officially.’
‘I don’t get it.’
Archibald examined his fingertips. ‘All these years he’s been inside, we’ve played his games. Because I know I can wear him down. He doesn’t know how persistent I can be.’
‘And now he phones you in the middle of the night?’
‘And feeds me more stories.’ A half-smile. ‘But he doesn’t seem to realise, the gameboard has changed. He’s in Scotland now. My rules.’ A pause. ‘I’ve asked him to come out to Hillend with me.’
Rebus stared at Archibald. ‘The man’s a killer. Psych reports say he’ll do it again.’
‘He kills the weak. I’m not weak.’
Rebus wondered about that. ‘Maybe he’s switched games,’ he said.
Archibald shook his head. He looked like a man obsessed. Jesus, Rebus could write the book on that one: cases which grabbed you and wouldn’t let go; unsolveds which stayed with you all the long sleepless nights. You sifted through them time and again, examining the grains of sand, seeking anomalies . . .
‘I still don’t get it,’ Rebus said. ‘You weren’t on the original case . . . how come you’re . . .’
Then he remembered. It should have come to him sooner. The story had gone around at the time, had been passed between the searchers on the hillside.
‘Oh shit,’ Rebus said. ‘She was your niece . . .’
It had been easy, finding an unoccupied room in the hotel. Simplicity itself to pick the door lock. So it was that Cary Oakes sat in darkness at the window, a window unwatched by Detective Inspector John Rebus. He had to smile: the watcher had become the watched, without realising it.
There was an A-Z on his lap. He’d told Stevens he needed it so he could reacquaint himself with his city. Earlier, Stevens had let slip that Rebus used to live in Arden Street, and maybe still did. Arden Street in Marchmont. Page 15, square 6G. Alan Archibald lived in Corstorphine, or had done when he’d written to Oakes in prison. All those letters, he’d never once let the prisoner know his phone number. It had taken Oakes less than a day to discover it. Strength in knowledge; always surprise your opponent – that’s how games were played.
Oakes watched the two men talking in the car. He felt a certain pride, almost like running a dating agency. He’d brought the two of them together; he felt sure they’d get along. They sat there for an hour, even sharing a hot drink from a flask. Then a patrol car turned up – Rebus must have radioed for it. Wasn’t that thoughtful: a free ride home for the retired detective. Archibald had aged well, maybe out of spite. Oakes knew he didn’t look as fresh as the day he’d been incarcerated. Flesh sagged from his face, and there was a dead look to his eyes, despite the regular vitamins and exercise regime.
He slipped a hand into his pocket, felt a fold of banknotes there. He’d been drinking at the bar, spinning a line to some business types, Stevens his quiet partner. Stevens had given up eventually, left them to it. Oakes had learned many trades during his time inside. Lock-picking was one; pocket-picking another. He’d left the credit cards alone: that was the sort of thing that could be traced, get him in trouble. He let cash alone be his guide. He knew Stevens wanted him to be dependent on the paper, knew that was why Stevens was holding back payment. Well, for now he needed Stevens, but that would change. And meantime, he had work to do.
And the money would be his means.
He left the room and made his way down the stairs to the first-floor landing. At the end was a window which opened on to a line of lock-up garages. Eight-foot drop to the roof of the nearest garage. He crouched on the windowledge, waited for the taxi to come. Heard its engine as it rolled towards the hotel. He’d given the name and room number of one of his drinking companions. He listened for the moment when the taxi would pass Rebus’s car, the moment when the detective would be least likely to hear anything, then dropped through the darkness on to the roof, sliding down and on to solid tarmac. Not even pausing for breath or to dust himself off, immediately jogging towards the wall which would take him into the lane, the lane which would take him away from the hotel.
With any luck, he’d pick up a taxi. There’d be one coming along in a minute, its driver disgruntled and seeking a fare . . .
Four in the morning, Darren Rough reckoned it would be safe. Everyone would be asleep. He counted himself lucky: out late the night before this, picking up an early edition of his paper on the way home, seeing his story twisted there. He’d been in the flat, Radio Two playing quietly so as not to disturb the neighbours: they had kids, kids needed sleep, everyone knew that. Radio barely audible, tea and toast, sitting by the gas fire.
Then coming upon those pages. Reading just the first couple of paragraphs, enough to make him screw the paper up, pace the floor, start hyperventilating. He breathed into a paper bag until the attack passed. Felt weak, crawling into the bathroom on hands and knees. Splashed water from the toilet on to his face and neck. Hauled himself up on to the pan, sat there for a while, head bowed under its massive weight. When he got back the use of his legs, he uncrumpled the paper, spread it out on the floor. Read the story through.
So it starts again, he thought to himself.
Knew he had to get out before morning. Spent the rest of the night walking the streets, bones cold and aching with tiredness. A café first thing for breakfast. His social worker didn’t get into the office till nine, said he’d talk to a solicitor, see what grounds they had for a complaint. Said everything would be fine.
‘We just have to ride it out.’
Easy words from a warm office; warm family probably waiting at home too. The car his social worker drove was an estate; kids’ football boots in the back. Family man, doing his nine-to-five.
The rest of that day, Darren kept his distance from Greenfield. Walked as far as the Botanics, pretended to be interested in the plants. Kept warm in the hothouses: did about a dozen circuits. Back into town, Princes Street Gardens: he managed an hour’s kip on a bench, until a policeman told him to move on. His plight was remarked on by a group of travellers. They offered him cigarettes and strong lager. He stayed with them for an hour, but didn’t like them: too scruffy; not his kind of people at all.
Art galleries; churches: there was a lot that was free in Edinburgh. By evening, he reckoned he could write his own guidebook. Ate in a fast-food restaurant, taking as long as he could over the meal. Then a pub on Broughton Street. Waiting for a day to pass . . . it made you realise why people needed goals, needed work. He liked a structure to his day. Liked not to feel hunted.
After closing time, he’d met some more travellers, listened to more of their stories. Then had made his way carefully back towards Greenfield, turning away three times before finally confronting his own fear and overcoming it. Goal achieved.
He crept up the stairwell, expecting at every turn to find a waiting face, a knife-blade. Nothing. Just shadows. Along the landing, past closed doors, sleeping windows. His key sounded like a wood-saw as he slipped it into the lock. Then he noticed his hands were sticky. Stood back, noticed for the first time that his door was smeared with mud . . . No, not mud: excrement. He could smell it on the back of his hand, his knuckles, fingers. And beneath the shit, something in black paint, some writing. He crouched, wiped his hands on the concrete flooring, looked up at the message.
MONSTER YOU DIE.
The word DIE was underlined twice, just so he wouldn’t miss it.
This was the park.
It hadn’t changed. They’d installed some swings and a roundabout, but the roundabout was gone, leaving only a metal stump. The swings were thick rubber tyres. Tarmac underfoot, playing field off to the left. Trees had been planted, but looked stunted. His aunt’s house . . . you could see a thin vertical slice of the park from the upstairs bathroom window, peering between two blocks of terraced housing. The house was still there, in darkness, curtains closed. He’d shared a bedroom with his mother at the back of the house, with a view down on to a small neglected garden, the hut which had become his refuge.
There hadn’t been much refuge in the park. The local gang hung out there, and Cary was never allowed to join. He was an ‘incomer’, an ‘outsider’, the two terms sounding like opposites. He stayed on the periphery, clinging to the park railings, until one of them, fed up of cursing him, would come over to administer a kicking.
And he’d take it. Because it was better than nothing.
The one time he’d stalked a cat, squirting lighter fluid on it, watching the tail catch fire . . . there’d been no one there to see him. Police had questioned the gang, but no one had bothered with Cary Oakes. No one had bothered to ask ‘the runt’.
He stood by the fence now. Half of it was missing. Middle of the night, no one was about. No cars passed. No one to see him as his hands worked at the rusted railings, turning them in their sockets.
Then a sound: drunken laughter. Three of them, young, wandering, not bothered who heard them, whose sleep they might be disturbing. The teenage Cary had lain awake late into the night, hearing above his mother’s breathing the sounds of revellers as they headed home, some singing songs about King Billy and the Sash.
Three of them, not worried about waking anyone because they ruled this place. They ran in the local gang. They were all that mattered.
They were on the other side of the road, but saw Oakes, saw him looking at them.
‘What you staring at?’
No answer. They started a conversation among themselves, didn’t seem to be stopping.
‘One of them paedophiles.’
‘Always hang out in parks.’
‘Or maybe a poof like.’
‘This time of night, just standing there . . .’
Now they’d stopped. Turning back, crossing the road. Three of them.
Excellent odds.
‘Hiy, pal, what you up to, eh?’
‘Thinking about things,’ Oakes said quietly, one hand still working at the railing. The three youths looked at each other. They’d spent the night in town, pubbing and clubbing. Booze and some drugs maybe. A mix to up the aggression and confidence. While they were still considering what to do with this stranger, and which one of them should take the lead, Oakes hauled the steel rail up out of the fence and swung it. Caught the first one across the nose, which burst open like a flower in one of those speeded-up film jobs. Hands went to face as the young man screeched and dropped to his knees. As the rail finished one arc, Oakes swung it back again, pendulum-style, caught number two on the ear. Number three swung a kick, but the rail whacked against his shin, then swung upwards to smash into his mouth, breaking teeth. Oakes dropped the weapon. Broken Nose he felled with a kick to the throat. Eardrum he smashed with his fist. Shin and Teeth was limping away, but Oakes walked after him, tripped him, then sent a flurry of kicks to his head.
He stood up straight afterwards, got his breathing under control. Looked around at the houses he remembered so well. No one had moved from bed. No one had seen him in his moment of victory. He wiped the toes of his shoes against the prone figure’s shirt, examined them to make sure they hadn’t been scuffed in the fight. Walked over to Eardrum and pulled him up by the hair. Another squeal. Oakes put his lips close to the ear that wasn’t bleeding.
‘This is my place now, understood? Anyone fucks with me gets tenfold back.’
‘We didn’t—’
Oakes pressed his thumb hard against the bleeding ear.
‘None of you would ever listen.’ He was looking towards the gap in the terrace, where his aunt’s house stood. He threw the youth’s head hard against the ground. Patted it once, then turned to walk away.
At twenty past six, Rebus crept into Patience’s flat on Oxford Terrace, armed with bread still warm from the oven, fresh milk and newspaper. He made himself a mug of tea and sat in the kitchen, reading the sports pages. At six forty-five he put the radio on, just as the central heating was kicking in. Made a fresh pot of tea, poured out a glass of orange juice for Patience. Sliced the bread and got a tray ready. Took it into the bedroom. Patience peered at him with one eye.
‘What’s this?’
‘Breakfast in bed.’
She sat up, arranged the pillows behind her. He laid the tray on her lap.
‘Have I forgotten some anniversary?’
He pushed a strand of hair back from her eyes. ‘I just didn’t want you oversleeping.’
‘Why not?’
‘Because as soon as you get up, I’m into that bed and asleep.’
He dodged the butter-knife as she swiped it at him. They were both laughing as he started to unbutton his shirt.
Jim Stevens went down to breakfast, expecting to find Cary Oakes halfway through another fry-up. But there was no sign of him. He asked at reception, but nobody had seen him. He called up to Oakes’s room: no answer. He went up and banged on the door: ditto.
He was back in reception, ready to demand a duplicate key, when Cary Oakes came walking in through the hotel door.
‘Where the hell have you been?’ Stevens asked, feeling almost dizzy with relief.
‘No caffeine for you this morning, Jim,’ Oakes said. ‘Look at you, you’ve got the shakes already.’
‘I asked where you’d been.’
‘Got up early. Guess I’m still on US time. Walked down by the docks.’
‘Nobody here saw you leave.’
Oakes looked over towards the reception desk, then back to Stevens. ‘Is there a problem? I’m here now, aren’t I?’ He opened his arms wide. ‘Isn’t that what counts?’ He placed a hand on Stevens’ shoulder. ‘Come on, let’s eat.’ Started leading them towards the dining room. ‘Have I got some great stuff for you this morning. Your editor’s going to offer to blow you when he reads it . . .’
‘Just another day at the office then,’ Stevens said, wiping sweat from his brow.
The businessman who owned the Clipper Night-Ship asked Rebus if he wanted to make him an offer.
‘I’m serious. I’d be happy to make a loss, only no one wants to buy her.’
He explained that the Clipper had brought him little but headaches. Licensing hassles, complaints from local residents, a council investigation, police visits . . .
‘All that so punters can have a piss-up on a boat. I could run a pub with less grief and bigger takings.’
‘So why don’t you?’
‘I used to: the Apple Tree in Morningside. But at that time it seemed like every pub had to have a gimmick. God knows what it’s all about with Irish pubs: whoever came up with the notion they’re any better than Scottish ones? Then there’s the other theme pubs – Sherlock Holmes or Jekyll and Hyde, or pubs for Australians and South Africans.’ He shook his head. ‘I took one look at the Clipper and thought I was on a winner. Maybe I am, only sometimes it seems like a lot of hard work and sweet FA to show for it.’
They were seated in the offices of PJP: Preston-James Promotions. Rebus and Janice Mee were one side of the desk, Billy Preston the other side. Rebus didn’t think Preston would appreciate being informed that his namesake used to play keyboards for the Beatles and the Stones.
Billy Preston was in his mid-thirties, immaculately turned out in a grey collarless suit with a metallic shine to it. You got the feeling nothing would stick to him, a regular Teflon Man. His head was shaved, but his long square chin sported a Frank Zappa beard. The offices of PJP took up two rooms on the first floor of a building halfway down Canongate. Below was a shop specialising in antiquarian maps.
‘We’d move,’ Preston had told them, ‘find somewhere bigger, somewhere with parking, only my partner says to hold fire.’
‘Why?’ Rebus had asked.
‘The Parliament.’ Preston had pointed out of the window. ‘Two hundred yards that way. Property around here is rocketing. We’d be mugs to sell.’ He kept playing with his computer mouse, running it over its mat, clicking and double-clicking. It annoyed Rebus, who couldn’t see the screen. ‘Now if they’d chosen Leith instead of Holyrood . . .’ Preston rolled his eyes.
‘The Clipper wouldn’t be causing you this grief?’ Rebus guessed.
‘Bingo. We’d have bided our time, waited for the MPs and their staff, all on healthy salaries and looking to spend.’
‘The Clipper’s like a private club?’ Janice asked.
‘Not exactly. She’s for hire. If you guarantee me a minimum of forty punters on a week day, sixty at weekends, she’s yours gratis, so long as they’re drinking at the ship’s bar. You pay for the disco, that’s it.’
‘You say a minimum of forty. What’s the maximum?’
‘Public Safety regulations stipulate seventy-five.’
‘But forty guarantees you a profit?’
‘Just barely,’ Preston said. ‘I’ve got staff, overheads, power . . .’
‘So some nights you don’t open?’
‘It comes in waves, if you’ll pardon the pun. We’ve had good times. Now we’re in . . .’
‘The doldrums?’ Rebus offered.
Preston snorted, reached into a drawer for a ledger book. ‘So what date is it you’re interested in?’
Janice told him. She had both hands cupped around a mug of coffee. It had been tepid and stewed on delivery. Rebus wondered at the qualifications of the tall blonde secretary in the outer office. Paperwork all over the floor, unopened mail . . . If Preston wasn’t helpful, Rebus could foresee a phone call to the VAT inspectors.
But in fact he flicked quickly through the ledger. ‘Found this here when we moved in,’ he explained. ‘Thought I’d try to find a use for it.’ He looked up. ‘You know, a continuity kind of thing.’
His finger found the date, ran along the line.
‘Booking that night, private party. Fancy dress.’ He looked up at Janice. ‘Sure your son was headed for the Clipper?’
She shrugged. ‘It’s possible.’
‘Whose party was it?’ Rebus asked. He was already out of his chair. Preston, eyes on the ledger, didn’t seem to notice Rebus coming around the side of the desk. Rebus’s first impulse: look at the screen. A game of patience, sitting waiting for the player to start.
‘Amanda Petrie,’ Preston said. ‘I was there that night. I remember it. There was a theme . . . pirates or something.’ He rubbed his chin. ‘No, it was Treasure Island. Some arsehole turned up dressed as a parrot. By the end of the night, he was as sick as one.’ He looked at Janice. ‘Can I see those photos again?’
She handed them over: Damon and the blonde from the security cameras; then Damon in a holiday snap.
‘They weren’t in fancy dress?’ Preston asked.
Janice shook her head.
Preston’s hands were busy with the ledger and the photos. Rebus, leaning over to examine the ledger, found that his elbow had nudged the mouse up the screen, to where it could close the game. Slight pressure on the mouse, and the screen changed. From a game of patience to the image of a woman on all fours. The photo had been taken from behind, the model turning her head to pout at the photographer. She was wearing white stockings and suspenders, nothing else. The pout was exaggerated. On the floor nearby, an empty champagne bottle. Rebus looked up to the windowsill, where an empty champagne bottle sat.
‘But is she any good at shorthand?’ Rebus said. Preston saw what he was looking at, switched the screen off. Rebus took the opportunity to lift the heavy ledger from the desk, walk back around to his chair with it.
‘So you were there that night?’ he asked.
Preston looked flustered. ‘Keeping an eye on things.’
‘And you didn’t see either Damon or the blonde?’
‘I don’t remember seeing them.’
Rebus glanced up. ‘Not quite the same thing, is it?’
‘Look, Inspector, I’m trying to help . . .’
‘Amanda Petrie,’ Rebus said. Then he saw her address, recognised it. He looked up at Preston again.
‘The judge’s daughter?’
Preston was nodding. ‘Ama Petrie.’
‘Ama Petrie,’ Rebus echoed. He turned to Janice, saw the question in her eyes. ‘Edinburgh’s original wild child.’ Back to Preston: ‘I see you didn’t charge her for the boat.’
‘Ama always brings a good crowd.’
‘She uses the Clipper a lot?’
‘Maybe once a month, usually fancy dress of some kind.’
‘Does everyone play along?’
Preston saw what he was getting at. ‘Not all the time.’
‘So this night, there’d have been guests in normal clothes?’
‘Some, yes.’
‘And they wouldn’t have been quite as eye-catching as pirates and parrots?’
‘Agreed.’
‘So it’s possible . . .?’
‘It’s possible,’ Preston said with a sigh. ‘Look, what do you want me to say? Want me to lie and say I saw them there?’
‘No, sir.’
‘Best person to talk to is Ama herself.’
‘Yes,’ Rebus said thoughtfully. Thinking of Amanda Petrie, her reputation. Thinking too of her father, Lord Justice Petrie.
‘She runs with a pretty fast bunch,’ Preston said.
Rebus nodded. ‘Pretty rich too.’
‘Oh yes.’
‘The kind of customers you could do with more of.’
Preston glared at him. ‘I wouldn’t lie for her. Besides, I’m not sure the old ticker could cope with more than one Ama. Takes an age to clean up after her – more expense for me. And I always seem to get the bulk of complaints after Ama’s parties. God knows, they’re loud enough when they arrive . . .’
‘Anything out of the ordinary that night?’
Preston stared at Rebus. ‘Inspector, this was Ama Petrie. With her, there is no “ordinary”.’
Rebus was copying her phone number from the ledger into his notebook. His eyes ran down other bookings, saw nothing to interest him.
‘Well, thanks for your time, Mr Preston.’ A final glance towards the computer. ‘We’ll let you get back to your game.’
Outside, Janice turned to him. ‘I get the feeling I missed something back there.’
Rebus shrugged, shook his head. The car was parked on a sideroad. Drizzle was being blown into their faces as they walked.
‘Ama Petrie,’ Rebus said, keeping his head bowed. ‘She doesn’t fit my picture of Damon.’
‘The mystery blonde,’ Janice stated.
‘Friend of hers, you reckon?’
‘Let’s ask Ms Petrie.’
Rebus tried the number from his cellphone: got an answering machine, and didn’t leave a message. Janice looked at him.
‘Sometimes it helps not to give too much advance warning,’ he explained.
‘Gives people time to concoct a story?’
He nodded. ‘Something like that.’
She was still looking at him. ‘You’re good at this, aren’t you?’
‘I used to be.’ He thought of Alan Archibald: all those years on the force, all that persistence, pursuing Deirdre Campbell’s killer . . . It might be a kind of madness, but you had to admire it. It was what Rebus liked about cops. Only thing was, most of them weren’t like that at all . . .
‘Back to Arden Street,’ he told Janice. There were calls she still had to make; his flat was still her base.
‘What about you?’ she asked.
‘Things to do, people to see.’
She took his hand, squeezed it. ‘Thanks, John.’ Then reached up to touch his face. ‘You look tired.’ Rebus removed her fingers from his cheek, held them to his mouth, kissed them. Reached down with his free hand to turn the ignition.
The first instalment of Cary Oakes’s ‘Lifer Story’ was perfunctory: a couple of paragraphs about his return to Scotland, a couple more about his incarceration, and then early biography. Rebus noted that place-names were kept to a minimum. Oakes’s explanation: ‘I don’t want anywhere getting a bad rep just because Cary Oakes once spent a wet winter there.’
Thoughtful of him.
Several times, revelations were hinted at – teasers to keep the audience coming back for more – but on the whole it looked like whatever the paper had paid Oakes, they’d got themselves a pig in a poke. Rebus doubted Stevens’ editor would be chuffed. There were photos: Oakes at the airport; Oakes on his release from the penitentiary; Oakes as a baby. A small photo too of ‘reporter James Stevens’, alongside his byline. Rebus noted that the photographs took up more space than the actual story. Looked like the reporter would be struggling to get a book’s worth.
He folded the paper and looked out of his car window. He was parked at the gateway to a Do-It-Yourself superstore, one of those thinly disguised warehouses which, cheaply and quickly built, seemed to surround the city. There were only four cars in the capacious car park. He didn’t know this part of the city well: Brunstane. Just to the west was The Jewel, with its mandatory shopping centre; to the east stood Jewel and Esk College. The message Jane Barbour had left for him at the office had been perfunctory: time and place, telling him to meet her. Rebus lit another cigarette, wondering if she was ever coming. Then a car pulled up alongside him, sounded its horn, and proceeded into the car park. Rebus started his engine and followed.
DI Jane Barbour drove a cream-coloured Ford Mondeo. She was getting out as Rebus parked alongside her. She reached back into the car for an A4 envelope.
‘Nice car,’ Rebus said.
‘Thanks for coming.’
Rebus closed the car door for her. ‘What’s up? Run out of rawl-plugs?’
‘Have you been here before?’
‘Can’t say that I have.’
The wind blew her hair across her face. ‘Come on,’ she said, all businesslike, verging on the hostile.
He let himself be led round the side of the building. This was where staff parked their cars and bikes. There were two fire-exit doors, painted a green as drab as the grey of the corrugated walls. The back of the warehouse was a waste and delivery area. Skips spilled out flattened cardboard boxes. A dozen terracotta pots waited to be taken inside and displayed for sale. A low brick wall surrounded the area.
‘Is this where you mug me?’ Rebus asked, sticking his hands in his pockets.
‘Why have you got it in for Darren Rough?’
‘What’s it to you?’
‘Just tell me.’
He tried for eye contact, but she wasn’t playing. ‘Because of what he is, what he was doing at the zoo. Because he slandered a fellow officer. Because of . . .’
‘Shiellion?’ she guessed, her eyes meeting his at last. ‘You couldn’t touch Ince and Marshall, but suddenly there was someone you could replace them with.’
‘It wasn’t like that.’
Barbour reached into the envelope, lifted out a black and white photograph. It looked old, showed a three-storey Georgian house. A family posed in front of it, proud of their new motor car. The car was a 1920s model.
‘They knocked it down six years ago,’ Barbour explained. ‘It was either that or wait for it to disintegrate of its own accord.’
‘Nice-looking house.’
‘The patriarch there,’ Barbour said, tapping the man with one foot on the car’s running-board, ‘he went bankrupt. Mr Callstone, he was called. Worked in jute or something. The family home had to be sold. Church of Scotland snapped it up. But part of the deal was, they had to retain the family’s name. So it stayed Callstone House.’
She waited for him to get the name. ‘Children’s home,’ he said at last, watching her nod.
‘Ramsay Marshall worked there, prior to his transfer to Shiellion. He already knew Harold Ince before the move.’ She handed him more photos.
Rebus looked through them. Callstone House as a children’s home, run by the Church of Scotland. Kids grouped outside the same front door, kids photographed inside, seated at long tables, looking hungry. Dormitory beds. Some photos of stern-looking staff. Rebus’s mind was working now. ‘Darren Rough spent some time at Callstone . . .’
‘Yes, he did.’
‘During Ramsay Marshall’s reign?’
She nodded again.
‘You . . .’ he said, suddenly getting it. ‘It was you that wanted Darren Rough back here.’
‘That’s right.’
‘For the trial?’
She nodded. ‘Arranged a flat for him, wanted him amenable. Worked on him for weeks.’
‘He was abused?’ Rebus frowned. ‘He’s not on the list.’
‘The Procurator Fiscal didn’t think he’d make a good witness.’
Rebus nodded. ‘Criminal record. Couldn’t risk cross-examination.’
‘That’s right.’
Rebus handed back the photographs. He knew where this was leading now. ‘So what happened to him?’
She busied herself putting the photos back in their envelope. ‘One night, Marshall went into the dorm. Darren wasn’t asleep. Marshall said they were going on a drive. He took Darren to Shiellion.’
‘Proving that Marshall and Ince were already in cahoots?’
‘That’s how it looks. The two of them and a third man took turns.’
‘Christ.’ Rebus stared at the warehouse, imagining it as a children’s home, a supposed refuge. He wondered what Mr Callstone’s ghost would be making of it. ‘Who was the third man?’
Barbour shrugged. ‘They had Darren in a blindfold.’
‘How come?’
‘The thing is, John, I made certain promises to him.’
‘To a convicted paedophile,’ Rebus felt bound to add.
‘Ever heard of environment working on character?’
‘The abused becoming the abuser? You think that’s a reasonable excuse?’
‘I think it’s a reason.’ She was calmer now. ‘Professor Calder in Glasgow, he has this test. It shows how likely it is someone will reoffend. Darren came out low-risk. All his time inside, he went to the meetings, kept the therapy going.’
Rebus wrinkled his nose. ‘How come he’s not registered?’ He’d checked: forty-nine sex offenders registered with police in Edinburgh; Rough wasn’t among them.
‘That was part of the deal. He’s terrified they’ll get him.’
‘“They”?’
‘Ince and Marshall. I know they’re locked up, but he still has nightmares about them.’ She waited for him to say something, but Rebus was thoughtful. ‘What’s happening down at Greenfield,’ she pressed on, ‘it’s not right. Is that your answer: hound them, chase them out? They’ll end up somewhere, John. We need to deal with them, not hand them to the mob.’
Rebus looked down at his shoes. As ever, they needed a clean. ‘Did Rough tell you?’
She shook her head. ‘When I saw the paper, I tried to find him. Then I spoke to his social worker. Andy Davies is pretty sure it was you.’
‘You believe him?’
She shrugged. They were walking back towards their cars. ‘So what do you want?’ Rebus asked. ‘An apology?’
‘I just want you to understand.’
‘Well, thanks for the therapy. I think I’m ready to be released back into the community.’
‘I’m glad you can make a joke of it,’ she said coldly.
He turned to her. ‘Rough comes back to Edinburgh, and Jim Margolies, the cop he accused of beating him up, decides to take a walk from Salisbury Crags. I think there might be a connection. That’s why I’m interested in . . .’ He saw her face change at Jim Margolies’ name. ‘What?’ he asked. She shook her head. Rebus narrowed his eyes. ‘You spoke to Jim, didn’t you? Had the same conversation we’ve just had?’
She hesitated, then nodded. ‘I was bringing Darren back to Edinburgh. He was reluctant, wanted to know if DI Margolies was still around.’
‘So you met with Jim, explained it all?’
‘I wanted to know there’d be no . . . conflict, I suppose.’
‘So Margolies knew Rough was coming back?’ Rebus was thoughtful. A mobile phone sounded: hers. She lifted it from her pocket, listened for a moment.
‘I’ll head straight there,’ she said, terminating the call. Then to Rebus: ‘You’d better come too.’
He looked at her. ‘What is it?’
She opened her car door. ‘Ugly scenes in Greenfield. Looks like Darren’s finally gone home.’
There was a mob on the landing outside Darren Rough’s flat, and the only thing standing between them and it was PC Tom Jackson. Van Brady was at the front of the queue, brandishing a crowbar. Other women crowded behind her. A local TV crew jockeyed for position. A news photographer was snapping a cluster of kids holding up a banner. The banner was homemade: half a bedsheet and black spray-paint. The message read: SAVE US FROM THE BEAST.
‘Lovely,’ Jane Barbour said.
People in the other blocks were watching from their windows, or had opened them to shout encouragement. Rebus saw that paint had been daubed on the door of the flat. Eggs and grease had been smeared on the window. The crowd was baying for blood, and more people seemed to be joining in all the time.
Rebus thought: What in God’s name have I done?
Tom Jackson glanced in Rebus’s direction. His face was red, lines of sweat trickling from both temples. Jane Barbour was pushing her way to the front.
‘What’s going on here?’ she shouted.
‘Just bring the bastard out here,’ Van Brady yelled back. ‘We’ll bloody well lynch him!’
There were cries of agreement – ‘String him up!’; ‘Hanging’s too good!’ Barbour held up both hands, appealing for quiet. She saw that most of the protestors were wearing white sticky labels on their jackets and jumpers. Plain labels on which had been written three letters – GAP.
‘What’s that?’ she asked.
‘Greenfield Against Perverts,’ Van Brady told her.
Rebus saw a kid handing the labels out. Recognised him as Jamie Brady, Van’s youngest.
‘Since when was it your job to stick up for sick bastards like him?’ one woman asked.
‘Everybody’s got certain rights,’ Barbour replied.
‘Even sickos?’
‘Darren Rough served his sentence,’ Barbour went on. ‘He’s now on a rehab programme.’ She saw the film crew getting close, whispered something to Tom Jackson. He pushed his way to the camera, held a hand in front of it.
‘We want answers,’ Van Brady was shouting. ‘Why was he put here? Who knew about it? Why weren’t we told?’
‘And we want him out!’ a male voice called. A newcomer, the sea of bodies parting to let him through. A young man, chiselled face, bare-armed. He stood shoulder to shoulder with Van Brady, ignoring Barbour and directing his comments towards the film crew.
‘This is our community here, not the police’s.’ Applause and cheers. ‘If they can’t deal with scum,’ jerking his thumb back towards Rough’s front door, ‘no problem – we’ll deal with it ourselves. We’ve always been tidy that way in Greenfield.’
More cheers; nods of agreement.
One protestor: ‘You said it, Cal.’
Cal Brady, standing next to his mum, who looked on with pride at her son’s oratory. Cal Brady: Rebus’s first sighting in the flesh.
Well, not exactly: first sighting with the knowledge of who he was. But Rebus had seen Cal Brady before. At Gaitano’s nightclub, standing at the bar with the under-manager, Archie Frost. Frost with his pigtail and bad manners; his friend saying nothing, then making himself scarce . . .
‘Could we talk about it?’ Jane Barbour asked.
‘What’s there to talk about?’ Van Brady asked, folding her arms.
‘This whole situation.’
Cal Brady ignored her, spoke to his mother. ‘Is he in there?’
‘One of his neighbours heard sounds.’
Cal Brady thumped on the window, then had to wipe grease off on his jeans.
‘Look,’ Jane Barbour was saying, ‘if we could all—’
‘Right you are,’ Cal Brady said. Then, swiping the crowbar from his mother, he swung it at the window, shattering the glass. Grabbed at the soiled sheet, pulling it down from where drawing-pins held it in place. He was halfway over the windowsill and into the room, crowbar still in his hand. Rebus grabbed him by the feet, pulled him back. Glass shards ripped the front from Brady’s T-shirt.
‘Hey, you!’ Van Brady yelled, swinging a punch at Rebus. Cal Brady wriggled free, pulled himself up and got into Rebus’s face.
‘You want it, do you?’ Brandishing the crowbar. Not recognising the policeman.
‘I want you to calm down,’ Rebus said quietly. He turned to Van. ‘And you, behave yourself.’
The crowd had formed around the window, keen for a view of the flat’s interior. It looked much like any other: emulsioned walls, sofa, chair, bookcase. No TV, no hi-fi. Books piled on the sofa: photography texts; fiction titles. Newspapers on the floor, empty pot noodle containers, a pizza box. Cans and lemonade bottles on the bookcase. They all looked disappointed with this haul.
‘He’s polis,’ Van warned her son.
‘Listen to your mother, Cal,’ Rebus said.
Cal Brady was lowering the crowbar as half a dozen uniforms came out of the stairwell.
First thing they did was disperse the crowd. Van Brady shouted that there’d be a GAP meeting in her flat. The TV crew looked ready to follow. The photographer lingered to take shots of Darren Rough’s living room, until uniforms moved him on too. Barbour was on her mobile, calling for someone to come and board up the window.
‘And pronto, before someone tips a can of petrol into the place.’
Tom Jackson, mopping his brow, came over to where Rebus was standing.
‘Christ almighty,’ he said. ‘I think I preferred it the way it was before.’
When Rebus looked up, Jackson’s eyes were on him.
‘You’re blaming me for this?’ Rebus asked.
‘Did I say that?’ Jackson was still busy with his handkerchief. ‘I don’t remember saying that.’ He turned and walked away.
Rebus looked in through the window. There was a musty smell from the room; hardly surprising, when it got neither fresh air nor sunlight. In for a penny, he thought to himself, lifting a foot on to the sill and pulling himself up.
Broken glass crunched underfoot. No sign of Darren Rough.
This is what you wanted, John. The voice in his head: not his own, but Jack Morton’s. This is what you wanted, and now you’ve got it . . .
No, he thought, I didn’t want this.
But Jack was right to a degree: here it was anyway.
A narrow archway from the living room led into the kitchenette. Rebus felt the electric kettle: a trace of warmth. Looked in the fridge: bread, marge, jam. No milk. In the swing-top bin: empty milk carton, baked bean tins.
Jane Barbour looked in at him. ‘Anything?’
‘Nothing much.’
‘How about opening the door?’
‘Sure.’ He opened the door to the hall, which was in darkness. Fumbled and found a light switch. Bare forty-watt bulb. He tried opening the door, but the mortice had been locked, no sign of a key anywhere. The letterbox was protected by a block of wood. Not that Rough would get much mail. He went back to the window, let Barbour know she’d have to climb in if she wanted the tour.
‘No thanks,’ she said. ‘Once was enough.’ Rebus looked at her. ‘When I first brought him here.’
Rebus nodded, went back into the hall. Just the two bedrooms, plus bathroom and separate toilet. The first bedroom contained a sleeping bag on the floor. Bedtime reading: the Bible, Good News version. Empty crisp packets. Rebus picked them up. There was a used condom inside one. Curtain across the window: Rebus pulled it open, looked down on to a roadway. Second bedroom was empty, not even a lightbulb. Same view as bedroom one. The bathroom needed a clean. There was mould on the walls. The only towel was a pitifully small and frayed affair, hospital knock-off or similar. Rebus tried the toilet door. It was locked. He pushed harder, definitely locked. He tapped on the wood.
‘Rough? You in there?’ No way of locking the door from the outside. ‘Police,’ Rebus called. ‘Look, we’re about to move out, and your front window’s smashed. Minute we’re gone, the barbarians will be back.’ Silence. ‘Fine and dandy,’ Rebus said, turning away. ‘By the way, DI Barbour’s outside. Cheers, Darren.’
Rebus was half out of the window when he heard the noise behind him. Turned and saw Darren Rough standing in the doorway, face gaunt, eyes flickering in terrified expectation. Looking both haunted and hunted. He held shivering hands up to his chest, like they’d protect him from a crowbar’s blows.
Rebus, immune to most things, felt a sudden stab of pity. Jane Barbour was out on the walkway, talking to Tom Jackson. She saw Rebus’s look, broke off the conversation.
‘DI Barbour,’ he called. ‘One of yours, I believe.’
Jim Stevens tried to put from his mind the sight of Cary Oakes urinating in the church. Now that he had Oakes, he needed the story, needed it to be big. His boss had complained about the first instalment, called it a ‘cock-tease’, hoped there was better to come. Stevens had given him his word.
Oakes had a Bible beside his bed. Yet in the church . . . Stevens didn’t want to think about what it might mean. There was something about Oakes . . . you looked into his eyes sometimes and saw it, and if he caught you watching, he was able to blink it away. But for seconds at a time, his mind would be somewhere else, somewhere the reporter didn’t want to be.
Just do your job, he kept telling himself. A few more days, plenty of time to score maximum brownie points with his boss, show the other rags that he could still cut it, and put together a proposal for whichever publisher made the highest bid. He was already in negotiation with two London houses, but four more had turned the idea down.
‘Killers’ life stories,’ one editor had said dismissively, ‘been there, done that.’
To get a bidding war going, he needed more offers. Two interested parties barely qualified as a tiff.
And now this.
Oakes had said he was going to his room for half an hour after lunch. The morning session had been good; not brilliant, but all right. Enough nuggets for the next instalment. But Oakes had complained of a headache, said he wanted to soak in a bath. After half an hour, Stevens had tried his room: no one answering. Reception hadn’t seen him. Stevens had thought about going out and asking the surveillance, but that would have been rash. He persuaded the manager that he was worried about his colleague’s health. A skeleton key got them into the room. No one there, no one at all. Stevens had apologised to the manager, gone back to his own room. Where he now sat, nipping at his fingernails and wondering where his story had gone.
It had to be bravado.
Caught snivelling and shivering like that by the police . . . The only way for Darren Rough to scrape together any self-esteem was to turn down Barbour’s offer of a move. She could offer a police cell until something better came up; could no longer guarantee his safety in Greenfield.
Rough had smiled as she said ‘no longer’, both of them knowing she was playing with words.
‘I’m staying,’ he’d said. ‘Got to stop running some time, might as well be here and now.’ And he’d chuckled. ‘Like some old Western, isn’t it? Whatsisface, John Wayne.’ He made his fingers into a six-shooter, blasted the air. Then he looked around and sniffed, his face losing its animation.
‘I don’t think it’s a good idea,’ Barbour said.
‘I agree,’ Andy Davies said. It was the first time Rebus had met Darren Rough’s social worker. He was tall and thin and bearded, red hair going bald at the dome. Laughter lines around his eyes; small pink mouth.
‘There is something you could do for me,’ Rough said.
Davies leaning forward on the sofa, hands pressed between his knees. ‘What’s that, Darren?’
‘A dustpan and brush, so I can clear up all this shit.’ Kicking at a fragment of glass.
A council workman had arrived to put boards across the window. There was a dull loathing in his eyes. Someone down below had pressed a GAP label on to his toolbox. He used a cordless screwdriver, saw and hammer to fix the sheets of board to the windowframe, blotting out the last of the daylight.
When Rough went into the kitchenette, Rebus made to follow. The social worker stood up.
‘It’s OK,’ Rebus told him, ‘I just want a word.’ The two men fixed one another with a stare. Rebus motioned for Davies to sit back down, but instead Davies walked to the window. Rebus made his way to the kitchenette’s archway. Rough was opening and closing cupboards, not really sure what he was doing or why. He knew Rebus was there, but wouldn’t look at him.
‘Got what you wanted,’ he muttered.
‘What I want are some answers.’
‘Funny way to go about it.’
Rebus slid his hands into his pockets. ‘How long have you been back?’
‘Three, four weeks.’
‘I don’t suppose you’ve seen DI Margolies?’
‘He’s dead. I saw it in the paper.’
‘Yes, but before then.’
Rough slammed shut one of the doors, turned on Rebus, voice shaking. ‘Christ, what now? He topped himself, didn’t he?’
‘Maybe.’
Rough rubbed a hand over his forehead. ‘You think I . . .?’
Andy Davies had come over. ‘What the hell is it now?’
‘He’s trying to set me up,’ Rough blurted out.
‘Look, Inspector, I don’t know what you think—’
‘That’s right,’ Rebus snapped back, ‘you don’t. So why don’t you just keep out of it?’
‘I can’t handle this,’ Rough bawled, on the verge of tears.
Jane Barbour came in from the hall. Rebus read her look: four parts accusation to one part disappointment. He remembered what she’d told him about Rough. The man was sniffing now, rubbing the back of his hand beneath his nose. His knees looked like they were about to give way. The workman was nearly finished, leaving the room in twilight. Each screw that went home was like fixing the lid on a coffin.
‘Did DI Margolies come to see you?’ Rebus persisted.
Rough fixed him with a defiant look. ‘No.’
Rebus stared him out. ‘I think you’re lying.’
‘So slap me around a bit.’
Rebus took a step towards him. The social worker was pleading with Barbour.
‘DI Rebus,’ Barbour warned.
Rebus got right up into Rough’s face. Rough had backed all the way into the kitchenette, nowhere else to go.
‘Did he come to see you?’
Rough looked away, bit his lip.
‘Did he?’
‘Yes!’ Darren Rough screamed. He bowed his head, pulled a hand through his hair. Incessant hammering of nails into wood. He pushed both palms against his ears. Rebus pulled them away, using as little force as possible. Kept his voice quiet when he spoke.
‘What did he want?’
‘Shiellion,’ Rough groaned. ‘It’s always been Shiellion.’
Rebus frowned. ‘DI Rebus . . .’ Barbour’s voice growing taut, breaking point almost reached.
‘What about Shiellion?’
Rough looked to Jane Barbour, his words directed at her. ‘You told him what happened to me.’
‘And?’ Rebus probed.
‘He wanted to know why they’d blindfolded me . . . kept asking who else was there.’
‘Who else was there, Darren?’
Through gritted teeth: ‘I don’t know.’
‘That what you told him?’
A slow nod. ‘Could have been anyone.’
‘Someone they didn’t want you to see. Maybe you knew them.’
Rough nodded. His voice was calmer. ‘I’ve often wondered. Maybe I’d have recognised . . . I don’t know, a uniform or something. Priest’s dog collar.’ He looked up. ‘Maybe even one of your lot.’
But Rebus had stopped listening. ‘Priest?’ he said. ‘Callstone and Shiellion were run by the Church of Scotland. They don’t have priests.’
But Rough nodded. ‘We had one.’
Barbour, looking intrigued now, frowned. ‘You had a priest?’
‘Visited for a while, then stopped coming. I liked him. Father Leary, his name was.’ A weak smile. ‘Told us to call him Conor.’
When Rebus headed downstairs, Jane Barbour followed.
‘What do you make of it?’ she asked.
Rebus shrugged. ‘Why was Jim Margolies interested in Shiellion?’
Her turn to shrug.
‘You told Jim that Rough was abused there?’
She nodded. ‘You think it has something to do with his suicide?’
‘If it was suicide.’
She blew air from her cheeks. ‘I’d better talk to the vigilantes,’ she told him. ‘Keep the lid on the pressure cooker.’
‘Tom Jackson’s already had a word.’
They turned, hearing footsteps behind them on the stairwell: Andy Davies.
‘We should move him,’ Davies said. ‘It’s not safe for him to stay here.’
‘He doesn’t want to leave.’
‘We could insist.’
‘If that mob up there couldn’t make him leave, what chance have we got?’
‘You could arrest him.’
Rebus burst out laughing. ‘A couple of days back—’
Davies turned on him. ‘I’m talking about protecting him, not harassment.’
‘We’ll keep someone in the vicinity,’ Barbour said.
‘Tom Jackson’s got to go home some time,’ Rebus commented.
‘I’ll do guard duty myself if need be.’ She turned to Davies. ‘At the moment, I’m not sure what more we can be expected to do.’
‘And if he’d proved useful to you in court . . .?’
‘I’ll ignore that remark, Mr Davies.’ Said with ice in her voice, and eyes like weaponry.
‘They’ll kill him,’ the social worker said. ‘And I don’t suppose you’ll be shedding too many tears.’
Barbour looked to Rebus, wondering if he would respond. All Rebus did was shake his head and light up a cigarette.
Rebus had known Father Conor Leary for years. For a time, he’d visited the priest regularly, sharing conversation and cans of Guinness. But when Rebus called Leary’s number, another priest answered.
‘Conor’s in hospital,’ the young priest explained.
‘Since when?’
‘A few days ago. We think it was a heart attack. Fairly mild, I think he’ll be fine.’
So Rebus drove to the hospital. Last time he’d visited Leary, there’d been a fridge full of medicine. The priest had explained that they were for minor ailments.
‘How long have you known?’ Rebus asked, drawing a chair over to his friend’s bedside. Conor Leary looked old and pale, his skin slack.
‘No grapes, I notice,’ Leary said, his voice lacking its usual gruff power. He was sitting up in the bed, surrounded by flowers and get-well cards. On the wall above his head Christ on the cross gazed down.
‘I only heard half an hour ago.’
‘Nice of you to drop by. Can’t offer you a drink, I’m afraid.’
Rebus smiled. ‘They say you’ll be out in no time.’
‘Ah, but did they say whether I’d be leaving in a box?’
Rebus managed a smile. Inside, he saw a carpenter, hammering home nails.
‘I’ve a favour to ask,’ he said. ‘If you’re up to it.’
‘You want to turn Catholic?’ Leary joked.
‘Think the confessional could cope?’
‘True enough. We’d need a relay team of priests for a sinner like yourself.’ He rested his eyes. ‘So what is it then?’
‘Sure you’re up to it? I could come back . . .’
‘Cut it out, John. You know you’re going to ask me anyway.’
Rebus leaned forward in his chair. His old friend had flecks of white at the corners of his mouth. ‘A name you might remember,’ he said. ‘Darren Rough.’
Leary thought for a moment. ‘No,’ he said. ‘You’ll need to give me a clue.’
‘Callstone House.’
‘Now that was a while back.’
‘You spent time there?’
Leary nodded. ‘One of those multi-faith things. God knows whose idea it was, but it wasn’t mine. A minister would visit Catholic homes, and I got to spend time in Callstone.’ He paused. ‘Was Darren one of the kids?’
‘He was.’
‘The name doesn’t mean anything. I spoke with a lot of them.’
‘He remembers you. Says you told him to call you Conor.’
‘I’m sure he’s right. Is he in trouble, this Darren?’
‘You haven’t heard?’
‘This place tends to swaddle you. No newspapers, no news.’
‘He’s a paedophile, released into the community. Only the community doesn’t want him.’
Conor Leary nodded, eyes still closed. ‘Did he abuse another child?’
‘When he was twelve. The victim was six.’
‘I remember him now. Whey-faced, wouldn’t say boo to a goose. The man who ran Callstone . . .’
‘Ramsay Marshall.’
‘He’s on trial, isn’t he?’
‘Yes.’
‘Did he . . .? With Darren?’
‘Afraid so.’
‘Ah, dear Lord. Probably going on under my very nose.’ He opened his eyes. ‘Maybe the boys . . . maybe they tried to tell me, and I couldn’t hear what they were saying.’ When the priest’s eyes closed again, a tear escaped from one and trickled down his cheek.
Rebus felt bad, which hadn’t been his intention in coming here. He squeezed his friend’s hand. ‘We’ll talk again, Conor. But you need to rest now.’
‘John, when do the likes of you and me ever rest?’
Rebus got up, looked down at the figure on the bed. Priest’s dog collar . . . Maybe, but never Conor Leary. Even one of your lot . . . Someone in uniform. Rebus didn’t want to think about it, but Jim Margolies had put some thought into it. And soon afterwards, he’d died.
‘John,’ the priest was saying, ‘remember me in your prayers, eh?’
‘Always, Conor.’
Hadn’t the heart to admit he’d stopped praying long ago.
Back at his flat, he made two mugs of coffee and took them through to the living room. Janice was on the phone to yet another charity, giving them details of Damon. Rebus sat at the dining table. It was a big room, twenty-two feet by fourteen. Bay window (still with the original shutters). High ceiling – maybe eleven feet – with cornicing. Rhona, his ex-wife, had loved the room, even with the original wallpaper from when they’d bought it (purple wavy lines which made Rebus feel seasick whenever he walked past). The wallpaper had gone, as had the brown carpet with matching paintwork.
He thought of Darren Rough’s flat. He’d seen worse in his time, of course, but not much worse. Janice put down the receiver and scratched at her hair with a pen, before scribbling a note on a pad of paper. Having scored a line through the charity’s phone number, she threw the pen on to the table.
‘Coffee,’ Rebus told her. She took the mug with a smile of thanks.
‘You look glum.’
‘My natural disposition,’ he said. ‘Mind if I use the phone?’
She shook her head, so he moved over to the chair, sat down and picked it up. A cordless model; he’d only had it a few months. He called Ama Petrie’s number again. A flustered male voice told him to try one of the function rooms at the Marquess Hotel, told him what he’d find there.
‘You got a message from Damon’s bank manager,’ Janice told him, when the call was finished.
‘Oh yes?’
‘Head office approval. If there are any debits from Damon’s account, he’ll let you know.’
‘Nothing so far?’
‘No.’
‘Night he vanished, he took out a hundred.’
‘How far does that go these days?’
‘If he’s sleeping rough, quite a way.’
‘We’re talking as if he’s a runaway.’
‘Until proved otherwise, that’s what he is.’
‘But why would he . . .?’ She broke off, smiled. ‘Same old questions. You must be sick of hearing them.’
‘The only one who can explain is Damon himself. Doing your head in isn’t going to help in the interim.’
She looked at him. ‘Right as ever, Johnny.’
He shrugged. ‘Pleased to be of service.’
When Janice had finished her coffee, using the last mouthfuls to wash down two paracetamol tablets, he told her they were going out.
‘Where?’ she asked, looking around for her jacket.
‘A beauty contest,’ Rebus told her. Then he winked. ‘Brought your swimsuit with you?’
‘No.’
‘Doesn’t matter, you wouldn’t be eligible anyway: too old.’
‘Thanks very much.’
‘You’ll see,’ he said, leading her to the door.
Cary Oakes had a newspaper cutting. It was old and fragile. These days, he didn’t look at it much for fear that it would crumble between his fingers. But today was a special occasion, sort of, so in the café he withdrew it from his pocket and read it through. Faded words on grey paper. A report of his trial and verdict, clipped from one British tabloid. And words of hate: ‘He should have had the electric chair.’ A simple statement of belief.
But they hadn’t given him ‘Old Sparky’, and here he was, back in the same town as the person who’d wanted them to fry him. The anger rising in him again, his hands trembled a little as he folded the cutting along its well-creased lines, slipping it back into his pocket. One day very soon, he’d make someone eat those words. He’d sit there watching them chew, seeing fear and knowledge in their eyes.
And then he’d spark out their life.
Leaving the café, he headed uphill, wandering past bungalows, along quiet pavements. Until he reached his destination. Stared at the building.
He was in there. Oakes could almost taste and smell him. Maybe he was alone in his room, resting or asleep. Or reading the newspaper, catching up on the exploits of Cary Oakes.
‘Soon,’ Oakes said quietly to himself, turning away, not wanting to seem conspicuous. ‘Soon,’ he repeated, beginning to walk back down the hill towards the town.
The hotel was a 1930s design, next to a roundabout on the western edge of Edinburgh.
‘Looks like the Rex, doesn’t it?’ Janice said.
She had a point. The Rex had been one of Cardenden’s three cinemas, perched on a prominent site on the town’s main street. As a kid, it had looked to Rebus like one of those state buildings you saw in films about the Iron Curtain: forbidding, all straight lines and right angles. This hotel was an elongated version of the Rex, as though someone had gripped its sides and pulled. The spaces in the car park were taken, so Rebus did what others before him had done: bumped the Saab up on to the grass verge so that its nose touched the flower beds.
There was a large noticeboard in the middle of the hotel lobby. It told them that Our Little Angels could be found in the Devonshire Suite. Through a double set of doors and along a corridor, hearing a smattering of applause. At the door to the Devonshire Suite was a large woman in a fuchsia two-piece. She sat behind a small table with half a dozen name-tags left lying on it. She asked them their names.
‘We’re not expected,’ Rebus told her, taking out his warrant card. Her eyes widened, and stayed that way as Rebus led Janice into the room.
There was a temporary stage at one end, rows of chairs arranged in front of it, pink and blue drapes hanging behind it. Burgeoning vases of flowers sat along the front of the stage and at the ends of each row of chairs. The room was about half-full. Around the walls sat bags and coats. Mothers and daughters were busy at work, primping and preening. Hair was brushed and teased, make-up perfected, a dress straightened or a ribbon retied. The daughters looked around the room, studying the competition nervously – or occasionally with a hint of contempt. None of them could have been older than eight or nine.
‘It’s like a dog show,’ Janice whispered to Rebus.
A man at a microphone was reading from a prompt-card, introducing the next contestant.
‘Molly comes from Burntisland and attends the local primary school. Her hobbies are pony-trekking and dress-designing. She designed her own dress for today’s competition.’ He looked up at his audience. ‘How about that, eh, folks? The next Dior. Please welcome Molly.’
The mother patted her daughter on the shoulder, and with hesitant tread Molly made her way up the three wooden steps to the stage. The compère crouched down, microphone in hand. Fake tan and hair-weave – or maybe Rebus was just jealous. The judges were in the front row, trying to hide their voting papers from prying eyes.
‘And how old are you, Molly?’
‘Seven and three-quarters.’
‘Seven and three-quarters? You’re sure it’s not seven-eighths?’ The compère was smiling, but Molly’s face had turned panicky, unsure how to respond. ‘Not to worry, my darling,’ the compère went on. ‘So tell us about that lovely dress you’re wearing.’
Rebus looked around him. Make-up applied to faces not yet ready for it, so that the girls looked like clowns. Hair spun into grown-up shapes. Mothers fussing, looking fraught and expectant. The mothers wore make-up too, and bright clothes. Some of them had dyed hair. A few had probably been under the knife. Nobody was paying any attention to Rebus and Janice: there were plenty of couples in evidence. But this was a mother-and-daughter show, no doubt about that.
No sign of Ama Petrie, and he’d no idea what she’d be doing here anyway. The voice on the phone hadn’t had time to explain. Then he saw two figures he recognised. Hannah Margolies, long blonde hair curling past her shoulders. At her father’s funeral she’d worn white lace. Today she was in a pale-blue dress with white tights and glossy red shoes. There were blue bows in her hair, her mouth a glistening crimson button. Her mother, Katherine Margolies, was kneeling in front of her, giving a final pep-talk. Hannah kept her eyes on her mother’s, nodding slightly from time to time. Katherine took her hands and squeezed them, then stood up.
Jim Margolies’ widow had looked composed at the funeral; she looked more nervous now. She was still wearing black – skirt and jacket over a white silk blouse. She glanced towards the stage where Molly, aided by tape-recorded backing, was singing ‘Sailor’, a song Rebus associated with Petula Clark. Janice, who had found a seat at the end of a row, turned to look up at Rebus with disbelieving eyes. When he looked back at Hannah, he saw Katherine Margolies studying him, as if trying to work out where she’d met him before. Molly was finishing her act, taking the applause with a curtsey. She fairly skipped off the stage, grinning to show wide-spaced teeth.
‘Our next contestant,’ the compère was saying, ‘is Hannah, who lives right here in Edinburgh . . .’
When Hannah had taken the stage, Rebus wandered across to her mother.
‘Hello, Mrs Margolies.’
She put a finger to her lips, her concentration focused on the stage. She pressed her hands together in something like prayer as she watched Hannah’s performance, her mouth twisting when the compère asked what seemed to her a tricky question. Finally, the mother reached down into one of her bags and walked to the stage with a recorder, handing it to her daughter with a smile. Unaccompanied, Hannah played a tune which Rebus suspected was classical. He’d heard it on an advert somewhere, couldn’t think what the advert was for. Looking towards Janice, Rebus saw that seated next to her were an elderly couple, beaming at the stage. They held hands. In the man’s free hand was a walking stick. Rebus recognised them: Jim Margolies’ parents.
Finally: applause, and Hannah came back to her mother, who kissed her hair.
‘You were perfect,’ Katherine Margolies said. ‘Just perfect.’
‘I played a wrong note.’
‘I didn’t hear it.’
Hannah turned to Rebus. ‘Did you hear it?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘Sounded fine to me.’
Hannah’s face relaxed a little. She whispered something to her mother.
‘Off you go then.’
As Hannah made her way to her grandparents, Katherine Margolies got slowly to her feet, watching her leave.
‘We haven’t actually met, Mrs Margolies,’ Rebus said, ‘but I was at Jim’s funeral. I used to work with him. My name’s John Rebus.’
She nodded distractedly. ‘You must think I’m . . .’ She sought the words. ‘I mean, so soon after Jim’s accident. But I thought it might take Hannah’s mind off things.’
‘Of course.’
‘She’s been so upset.’
‘I’m sure.’ He noticed that she was now studying the judges, the members of the audience, as if looking for some clue as to Hannah’s success. ‘You think Jim fell?’ he asked.
She looked at him. ‘What?’
‘People seem to think it was suicide.’
‘Let them think what they like,’ she snapped. Then she turned to him. ‘You want me to tell Hannah her father took his own life?’
‘Of course not . . .’
‘He was out walking, got too close to the edge. It was dark . . . a gust of wind maybe.’
‘Is that what you believe?’ She didn’t reply. ‘Did Jim often go out walking at night?’
‘What business is it of yours?’
He looked down at the carpet. ‘Frankly, none.’
‘Well then.’
‘It’s just that I’ve been trying to make sense of it.’
She looked at him again. ‘Why?’
‘For my own satisfaction.’ He held her stare. She was beautiful. Black hair pulled back to show the geometry of her face. Thin arched eyebrows, good cheekbones. Hannah’s eyes were blue, same as her father’s, but Katherine Margolies’ were hazel. ‘And because,’ Rebus went on, ‘I thought it might have something to do with Darren Rough.’
‘Who’s he?’
‘Didn’t Jim mention him?’
She shook her head, sighed with impatience, and turned her gaze towards the judges again. One of them was having a conversation with the compère, who had switched his microphone off.
Rebus thought she was about to say something. When she didn’t, he tried another question.
‘He didn’t take his car, did he?’
‘What?’
‘It was raining that night.’
‘When you go for a walk, do you take your car?’
‘I wouldn’t head up Salisbury Crags in a downpour, day or night.’
‘Well, Jim did, didn’t he?’
‘Yes, he did . . . and I still don’t understand why.’
‘Well, Mr Rebus, I’ve enough to worry about, so if you’ll excuse me . . .’ She looked over his shoulder and her face brightened.
‘Amanda, darling!’
A young woman had breezed through the door, completely ignoring the woman at the desk. She now came forward with arms open, shopping bags swinging from both hands, and embraced Katherine Margolies.
‘Sorry I’m late, Katy. Traffic was murder. Tell me I haven’t missed her.’
‘Afraid so.’
‘Oh, fuck it!’ Loud enough for heads to turn. From a distance of four feet, Rebus could smell the cigarettes and booze. The shopping bags: Jenners, Cruise, Body Shop. ‘How was she? I’ll bet she was brilliant . . .’ Looking around. ‘Where is she anyway?’
Hannah was coming towards them, leading her grandmother by the hand, her grandfather following. Her face lit up at the sight of her new visitor. Amanda crouched down and opened her arms again, and Hannah ran into them.
‘Careful with her make-up, Ama,’ Katherine Margolies warned.
‘You look like an angel,’ Amanda told Hannah. ‘Not that angels ever wore lipstick.’
Katherine Margolies was looking at Rebus. ‘I’m sorry, I thought we’d finished chatting.’ A polite dismissal.
‘We had,’ Rebus said. ‘But it’s Miss Petrie I’ve come here to see.’
Amanda Petrie stood up. She was wearing a clinging black mini-dress and black leather jacket with zips to spare. Black high heels and bare legs. She looked Rebus up and down.
‘Who do I owe money to?’ she asked. Her attention shifted to Dr and Mrs Margolies. ‘Hello, you two.’ She kissed and embraced both of them. ‘How are you bearing up?’
‘Well, you know, dear,’ Mrs Margolies said.
‘Hannah was splendid,’ Dr Margolies said. ‘We haven’t been introduced.’ He held a hand towards Rebus.
‘DI Rebus,’ Rebus said, watching the old man’s face fall. And now Ama Petrie was studying him. He smiled. ‘I’ve been taken for worse things than a loan-shark’s muscle,’ he told her. ‘Maybe we could have a drink at the bar . . .?’
But Amanda Petrie wasn’t that stupid. Rebus’s thinking: a couple more drinks would loosen her up even more. Amanda, however, had insisted on a pot of tea and several glasses of orange juice. Rebus, Janice and Ama Petrie: just the three of them, seated in the hotel lounge. Ama tucking a strand of blonde hair behind one ear. Rebus looking at her, knowing what Janice was thinking: could she be the mystery blonde? He didn’t think so; her build was different, not so tall, narrower at the shoulders. He couldn’t see any resemblance to her father . . .
She played with one of the shoulders of her dress. Her eyes kept scanning the lounge, looking for anyone more interesting, more glamorous, anyone she should know.
‘I want to be back for the judging,’ she reminded them. ‘Hannah’s bound to win.’
‘Why do you say that?’
‘She’s got breeding. It’s not something you can paint on to a face or run up with a sewing-machine.’
‘Ever done any sewing yourself?’ Rebus asked.
She pulled her attention back to him. ‘Needlework and home economics. My school wanted to make little women of us.’ She lit a cigarette, tucked her legs under her. Since she hadn’t offered, Rebus made a show of taking out his own pack, lighting one for himself and offering another to Janice.
‘Sorry,’ Ama Petrie said, offering them her pack. Rebus waved his already lit cigarette at her. ‘How did you find me?’ she asked.
‘Phoned your number.’
‘You probably spoke to Nick.’ She blew out smoke. ‘He’s my brother. Always ready to shop his sis to the filth.’
Rebus let that one go. ‘How do you know Hannah?’ he asked.
‘We’re cousins or something. Twice removed, you know how it is with families.’
Rebus knew Jim Margolies had married someone with ‘society connections’. He hadn’t known Katherine was related to Lord Justice Petrie.
‘Not that I’d have anything to do with most of my family,’ Ama Petrie went on, ‘but Hannah’s just adorable, don’t you think?’ She asked the question of Janice, who nodded.
‘I’m not sure about these shows, though,’ Janice said.
Ama seemed to agree. ‘Yes, but Katy loves them, and I think Hannah does too.’
‘All those mothers . . .’ Janice mused. ‘Pushing their daughters.’
‘Yes, well . . .’ Ama tapped her cigarette against the ashtray. ‘What is it you want, anyway?’
Rebus explained the situation. As he talked, Ama’s attention moved to Janice. At one point, she leaned forward and took her hand, squeezing it.
‘You poor dear.’
An agony aunt’s look on her face; someone who’d been touched by loss only at one remove.
‘I did have a party that night,’ she agreed. ‘Not that I remember it too well. Bit too much to drink, too many people . . . as per. Word gets around, I do get the occasional gatecrasher. I don’t mind, so long as they’re interesting, but the boat’s owner goes on about overcrowding. He’s always asking me if I know this or that person, did I invite them?’ She drained her second glass of orange. ‘Christ knows why I bother.’
‘Why do you bother?’
A smirk. ‘Because it’s fun, I suppose. And because while I’m doing it, I’m somebody.’ She thought about this, shrugged the thought aside as if it were the wrong jacket. ‘You’re sure he was coming to my party?’
‘It’s the last time he was seen,’ Janice confirmed.
Rebus got out the photographs: Damon; Damon and the mystery blonde. As Ama studied them, he asked casually if she’d ever been to Gaitano’s.
‘Do people call it Guiser’s?’ He nodded confirmation. ‘Yes, once or twice. Lots of sweaty job-creation-schemers and dole-fiddlers. Off their faces on happy-hour cocktails, dropping E in the lavs.’ She smiled. ‘Not my scene, I’m afraid.’ She handed back the photos. ‘Sorry, don’t mean a thing to me.’
‘Not even the woman?’
She wrinkled her nose. ‘Looks a bit tarty.’
‘It couldn’t be someone you know?’
‘Inspector.’ A throaty laugh. ‘That’s hardly narrowing things down. I know everybody.’
‘But you don’t know my son,’ Janice said grimly.
‘No,’ Ama said, face making a show of contrition. ‘I’m very much afraid I don’t.’ She sprang to her feet. ‘I’d better get back. They’ll have started the judging.’
Rebus and Janice followed her, stood in the doorway as the prizes were handed out. Hannah was runner-up. As the winner was announced, and went forward to receive a sparkling tiara, everyone clapped and cheered. Everyone except Ama Petrie, who bounced on her toes, booing at the top of her voice as she gave an enthusiastic thumbs-down to the little girl With voluminous black hair, shimmering with glitter.
Katherine Margolies tried to stop Ama making a scene, but to Rebus’s eyes she didn’t try very hard . . .
‘Where the hell have you been?’
Stevens found Cary Oakes in the bar, where he was drinking orange juice and talking to the staff.
‘Walking, thinking.’ Oakes looked at him. ‘Want to make sure I don’t forget anything.’
Stevens picked up Oakes’s glass. ‘Then don’t forget this: that’s my juice you’re drinking, my money paying for it. We’ve lost a whole session.’
‘I’ll make it up to you.’ Oakes blew Stevens a kiss, grinned and winked at the barman. Turned back to Stevens. ‘Look at you, man, all trembling and sweating. A cardiac arrest’s having your name paged as we speak. You got to slow down, Jim. Go with the flow.’
‘My editor wants better copy.’
‘You could give him Kennedy’s assassin, he’d say he wanted better copy. You and I know, Jim, the best stuff has to wait for the book, right? The book’s what’s going to make us rich.’
‘If I find a publisher.’
‘It’ll happen, trust me. Now sit down here beside me and let me buy you one. Hell, I don’t mind putting my hand in my pocket for a friend.’ He wrapped an arm around Stevens’ shoulders. ‘You’re with Cary now, Jim. You’re part of my exclusive circle. Nothing bad’s going to happen.’ Oakes made eye contact, held it. ‘You can depend on that,’ he said. ‘Cross my heart.’
‘Just drop me off at Haymarket,’ Janice said. They were back in the car, heading into town.
‘You sure? I could drive you—’
She was shaking her head.
‘Look, Janice, a trail like this . . . we’re bound to run into dead ends. Maybe a lot of them. It’s something you’ll have to accept.’
She shook her head. ‘I was thinking of all those kids . . . wondering what they’ll be like when they grow up. If I’d had a daughter . . .’ She shook her head again.
‘It was pretty ghastly,’ Rebus agreed.
She looked at him. ‘Did you think so? I thought so too, at first. But then I kept looking . . . and they all looked so beautiful.’ She took out a handkerchief, dabbed at her eyes.
‘I think I’d better drive you home,’ he said.
‘No, I don’t want that.’ She paused, put a hand on his arm. ‘I just mean . . . I don’t want to put you . . . Oh Christ, I don’t know what I want any more.’
‘You want Damon back.’
‘Yes, I want that.’
‘What else?’
She seemed to consider the question. But in the end she made no answer, just turned to him again and smiled, eyes shiny from crying.
‘In a funny way, it’s like you’ve never been away,’ she told him.
He nodded. ‘Just the thirty-odd years. What’s that between friends?’
They shared the laughter; he touched the back of her hand with his fingers. Parked outside Haymarket station, they sat in silence for a while. Then she opened the door, got out. Smiled one last time and walked away.
Rebus sat for another minute or two, imagining himself running down to the platform, seeking her amongst the crowds . . . Like in a film. Real life was never like that. In films, there was nothing you couldn’t do; in the real world . . . in the real world it always got messy.
He went back to Oxford Terrace. Patience wasn’t home. They’d passed beyond the stage of leaving notes. He soaked in a bath for half an hour, drifting off to sleep, startling himself awake as his chin dipped beneath the water. He saw the headline: dog-tired cop in bathtime tragedy. One for Jim Stevens to relish.
He lay on the sofa, put some music on. Pete Hammill: ‘Two or Three Spectres’. He knew they were there, his ghosts, settling around him, getting comfortable. More comfortable than he could ever be. Patience, Sammy, Janice . . . A point was coming, between Patience and him. A crisis point maybe, but then they’d been there before. But was there some point coming between Janice and him too? Something very different . . .? He picked up a book, covered his eyes with it.
Slept.
Ama Petrie wasn’t the only one who’d thought the mystery blonde looked ‘tarty’ or a bit like a pro. On his way down to The Shore that evening, Rebus decided on a slight detour.
A few of the working girls still plied their trade dockside. Most of the city’s prostitutes worked in licensed premises masquerading as saunas, but a few still took risks by walking the streets. Sometimes it was because they were desperate or unemployable – which meant they had an obvious drug habit – while others just liked to do their own thing, despite the dangers. Over in Glasgow, there were fewer saunas and more girls on the street. Result: seven murders in as many years.
Rebus’s thinking: street girls worked Leith; the blonde looked ‘tarty’; the taxi had brought her and Damon to Leith. It was another possibility. Say they hadn’t been making for the Clipper. Say they’d been heading for her room.
Her room, or maybe a hotel . . .
There were only three women out this evening on Coburg Street, but he knew one of them. Stopped the car and called her over. She got into the passenger seat, bringing waves of perfume with her.
‘Long time no see,’ she said. Her name was Fern. Punters assumed it was made up, but Rebus knew from her records that she’d been born Fern Bogot. He knew too that she worked the streets because she liked to be her own boss. In saunas, the proprietor was always taking a cut. She had her regulars; didn’t often go with strangers. Mature gentlemen preferred. She found them less aggressive.
Her mane of red hair was a wig, though it looked natural enough. Rebus put the car into gear and signalled to move off. She took her punters to some waste ground in Granton. If Rebus stuck around, he wasn’t a punter, and that made everyone uneasy. Looking in his rearview, he saw one of the remaining women peering at the car, then turning to scrawl something on a wall.
‘What’s she doing?’ he asked.
Fern turned back. ‘Good old Lesley,’ she said. ‘She’s taking your registration. That way, if my body turns up, there’s something for the cops to go on. We call it our insurance policy. Can’t be too careful these days.’
Rebus nodded agreement, drove them around the streets, asking his questions. She studied the photographs in detail, but was forced to shake her head.
‘Nobody like that works down here.’
‘What about the lad?’
‘Sorry.’ She handed the photos back. Rebus exchanged them for one of Janice’s flyers.
‘Just in case,’ he said.
When he dropped her back at her patch, he got out of the car and went to look at the wall. Sure enough, there were rows of car registration numbers scrawled there, most of them in various shadings of lipstick, some worn away by the elements. His own was at the bottom of the last column. He looked up the column, started to frown. At the top was a number he thought he recognised. Where did he know it from . . .?
Suddenly it dawned on him: he’d seen it in a file at Leith police station. Leith: where Jim Margolies had been stationed. It was mentioned in the file on Jim’s suicide.
It was the registration number of his car.
‘What is it?’ Fern asked.
Rebus tapped the wall. ‘This one. Belongs to a guy called Jim. A cop.’
She frowned in concentration, then shrugged. ‘Not one of mine,’ she said. ‘But it’s orange lipstick.’
‘So?’
‘Lesley has a code, her way of telling who’s gone in which car.’
‘And who does orange lipstick mean?’
She was shaking her head. ‘Not a who so much as a what. Orange means whoever it was, he liked them young . . .’
Roy Frazer wasn’t the only one waiting for Rebus down at The Shore. Sitting in the car alongside him was the Farmer.
‘Checking up on us, sir?’ said Rebus, getting into the back seat. As he got in, Frazer got out, closing the door after him.
‘Where the hell have you been?’ the Farmer said. ‘I’ve spent half the day trying to find you.’ He handed Rebus the day’s surveillance notes. ‘First entry,’ he snapped.
Rebus looked. Bill Pryde recorded himself taking over from Rebus at 0600. His next entry: ‘Cary Oakes entered hotel at 0745.’
‘Which means,’ the Farmer said, ‘he left the hotel at some point, and one of you missed him.’
‘I saw his bedroom light go off,’ Rebus said.
‘That’s right, you did. It’s in the log.’
‘Which means he sneaked out on my shift?’ Rebus’s fingernails dug into his palms.
‘Or during the first hour of Bill Pryde’s.’
‘Either’s possible. We’re only covering the front of the building. Plenty of access points at the rear.’
The Farmer turned to face him. ‘Access isn’t our problem, John. Our problem is that he seems to be able to leave whenever he likes.’
‘Yes, sir. But a single-officer surveillance . . .’
‘Is no bloody use at all if we’re not keeping tabs on him.’
‘I thought the point was to needle him, let him know we can make things difficult.’
‘And does it look to you like we’re succeeding, Inspector?’
‘No, sir,’ Rebus conceded. ‘Thing is, if he’s got a way of getting out undetected, why not go back the same way?’
‘Because the doors at the back can only be opened from within.’
‘That’s one possibility, sir.’
‘And the other?’
‘He’s playing with us, having a little joke at our expense. He wants us to know what he’s been doing.’
‘And what has he been doing, all the time he’s been out roaming?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘I don’t know, sir. Why don’t we ask him?’
When Frazer and the Farmer had left, Rebus decided to follow his own advice. He found Cary Oakes in the bar: no sign of Jim Stevens. Oakes was sitting on a stool, chatting with the two barmen. There were a few other drinkers scattered round the tables, business types, discussing deals even in their cups.
Oakes waved for Rebus to join him, asked him what he was drinking.
‘Whisky,’ Rebus said. ‘A malt.’
‘Take your pick, Mr Stevens is paying.’ Oakes allowed himself a little chuckle, chin tucked into his neck. He looked like he’d had a few, but Rebus saw he was drinking cola. ‘What about something to chase it down?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘And I pay for my own,’ he said.
There was plenty of choice behind the bar. Rebus decided on something fiery: Laphroaig, with a splash of water to damp the flames. Cary Oakes tried signing for the drink, but Rebus was insistent.
‘Your good health then,’ Oakes said, lifting his own glass.
‘You like playing games, don’t you?’ Rebus asked.
‘Not much else to do in jail. I taught myself chess.’
‘I don’t mean board games.’
‘What then?’ Oakes’ eyes were heavy-lidded.
‘Well, you’re playing a game right now.’
‘Am I?’
‘Bar-room raconteur. A couple too many, telling stories to anyone who’ll listen.’ He nodded towards the barmen, who’d moved to the far end to wash glasses. ‘Just another piece of play-acting.’
‘You could go on TV with this stuff. No, I mean it. You’re so shrewd. Guess you have to be in your profession.’
‘Is Jim Stevens falling for it?’
‘For what?’
‘The stories you’re telling him. How much of the truth are you giving him?’
Oakes narrowed his eyes. ‘How much truth do you think he can take? If I went into details, think his newspaper would publish them?’ He shook his head slowly. ‘People can only take so much truth, John.’ He leaned towards Rebus. ‘Want me to tell you about it, John? Want me to tell you how many I really did kill?’
‘Tell me about Deirdre Campbell.’
Oakes sat back, took a sip of his drink. ‘Alan Archibald thinks I killed her.’
‘And did you?’ Rebus tried to keep the question casual. Lifted his glass to his lips.
‘Does it matter?’ Oakes smiled. ‘It matters to Alan, doesn’t it? Why else would he have come running when I called?’
‘He wants the truth – all of it.’
‘Maybe you’re right. And what do you want, John? What brought you running in here? Shall I tell you?’ He made himself comfortable on the stool. ‘The morning shift saw me coming back. I wasn’t sure he was awake: arms folded, head over on one shoulder. I thought he’d nodded off.’ He tutted. ‘I’m not sure his heart’s in it. The job, I mean, police work. He looks the type who’s coasting to retirement.’
Which just about summed up Bill Pryde; not that Rebus was about to admit it.
‘I think you have problems with your job, too, but not in the same way.’
‘Taught yourself psychology along with the chess?’
‘When there were no new books to read, I started reading people.’
‘You killed Deirdre Campbell, didn’t you?’
Oakes put a finger to his lips. Then: ‘Did you kill Gordon Reeve?’
Gordon Reeve: another ghost; a case from years back . . . Jim Stevens had been shooting his mouth off.
‘Tell me,’ Rebus said, ‘do you trade with Stevens? You tell him a story, he has to tell you one?’
‘I’m just interested in you.’
‘Then you’ll know I killed Gordon Reeve.’
‘Did you mean to?’
‘No.’
‘Are you sure about that? You stabbed a drug-dealer . . . he died.’
‘Self-defence.’
‘Yes, but did you want him dead?’
‘Let’s talk about you, Oakes. What made you pick Deirdre Campbell?’
Oakes gave another wry smile. Rebus wanted to rip his lips from his face. ‘See, John? See how easy it is to play the game? Stories, that’s all they are. Way back in the past, things we’d like to think we can forget.’ He slipped off the stool. ‘I’m going to my room now. A nice hot bath, I think, then maybe one of the in-room movies. I might call down for a sandwich later. Would you like something sent out to the car?’
‘I don’t know, what’s the menu like?’
‘No menu, you just order what you like.’
‘Then I’ll have your head on a plate, no garnish required.’
Cary Oakes was laughing as he left the bar.
There was someone in the car.
Rebus started forward, saw they were in the passenger seat. As he got close, he saw it was Alan Archibald. Rebus opened the driver’s-side door and got in.
‘Car wasn’t locked,’ Archibald said.
‘No.’
‘Didn’t think you’d mind.’
Rebus shrugged, lit a cigarette.
‘Have you been talking to him?’ Archibald needed no confirmation. ‘What did he say?’
‘He’s playing a game with you, Alan. That’s all it is to him.’
‘He told you that?’
‘He didn’t need to. It’s what he does. Stevens, you, me . . . we’re how he gets his kicks.’
‘You’re wrong there, John. I’ve seen how he gets his kicks.’ He leaned down to the floor, brought out a green folder. ‘Thought you might like something to read.’
Alan Archibald’s file on Cary Dennis Oakes.
Cary Oakes had travelled to the USA on a tourist visa. His biography prior to this time was sketchy: a father who’d died when he was young; a mother who’d had psychological problems. Cary had been born in Nairn, where his father had worked as a green-keeper at one of the local golf courses, and his mother as a maid at a hotel in the town. Rebus knew Nairn as a windswept coastal resort, the kind of destination that had lost out as cheap foreign holidays had prospered.
When Oakes’s father had died following a stroke, the mother had experienced a breakdown. Her employers had let her go, and she’d headed south with her son, finally stopping in Edinburgh, where she had a half-sister. They’d never been particularly close, but there was no one else, no other family, so mother and son had been squeezed into a room in the house in Gilmerton. Soon afterwards, Cary had started running away. His school had notified his mother that his attendance was irregular at best. There were nights and weekends when he just didn’t bother going home at all. His mother was beyond caring, and her half-sister preferred him out of the house anyway, since her husband had taken a furious dislike to the boy.
Where did the money come from for his trip to the States? Alan Archibald had done some digging, uncovering a series of muggings and break-ins in Edinburgh, unsolved, but tailing off at about the time Cary Oakes made his trip. The mystery of his niece’s murder made for a file in itself. Archibald had interviewed Oakes’s mother and half-sister (both now deceased) and the husband (still alive; living alone in sheltered accommodation in East Craigs). They hadn’t remembered anything specific about the night of the murder, couldn’t even be sure that Cary had been near the house that day or the next.
Deirdre Campbell had been out dancing in town, ending up at a club on the corner of Rose Street – not a hundred yards from where Gaitano’s was now sited. She’d been picked by one particular man, had danced the last four or five dances with him. She’d introduced him to her friends. She had exams coming up, shouldn’t have been there in the first place. The club was for over-twenty-ones only, and Deirdre had been underage. The owner had got into trouble afterwards. His defence: ‘If she hadn’t come in here, they’d have let her in someplace else.’ Which was true: make-up, choice of clothes and hairstyle could add half a dozen years to a teenage girl. After the club, the group had headed out to Lothian Road, trying hard not to let the night die. A pizza restaurant, and then taxis. Deirdre had said she’d walk. She lived in Dalry, it would only take her twenty minutes.
Police questioned the young man who’d been with her, the one she’d danced with. He’d asked if he could see her home, but she’d shaken her head. He lived way out at Comiston, so had accepted a ride in one of the taxis. Deirdre had started walking home.
Only to end up murdered on a hillside. Clothing interfered with, but no sign of rape or assault. A blow to the head, then strangulation.
Three days later, Cary Oakes had been heading out of Scotland, taking with him a rucksack and sports holdall. None of his family knew what he was up to. First they’d heard was when he’d been arrested, over two months later.
They hadn’t bothered contacting police, registering him as missing.
‘He was old enough to make his mind up what he wanted to do,’ his uncle had told Alan Archibald. ‘We knew he’d taken some clothes and stuff, figured he’d just took off.’
Archibald had used police reports and trial evidence to piece together Cary Oakes’s American travels. From New York he’d taken a bus cross-country. At his trial, Oakes stated that he did this ‘because it’s what all the pioneers did: headed west’. He spent a week in Chicago, just crisscrossing the city on foot and by means of public transport. Then, hitching rides west, he stopped at Minneapolis, where he decided he needed more money and tried his hand at mugging. A couple of minor successes, and one major setback: picked on a woman with Mace in her coat pocket and a lethal left hook. He left Minneapolis with a swollen left eye and the right bloodshot and stinging. He ate at truck stops along I-94, passing through Fargo and Billings, making it as far as Spokane before his need for dollars became desperate. He broke into a couple of houses, tried pawning his meagre findings. The brokers knew swag when they saw it, offered him a few dollars, then, when he bad-mouthed them, called his description in to the police.
He’d taken to sleeping rough, finding like-minded individuals. Joined a little shoplifting gang. With his ‘funny accent’, he’d keep the staff busy and interested while the others went about their work undetected. Already, he was boasting that he was on the run, that he’d ‘offed’ someone back in Scotland. No details, the assertion taken for bravado. Everyone on the street hid behind a shield of lies and fantasies. They’d all tasted the good life; all fallen from a state of grace.
In Spokane, he’d murdered Dorothy Anne Wreiss, a forty-two-year-old divorcee who taught kindergarten three days a week. She lived in a sprawling suburban tract. It was thought Oakes had spotted her at the mall, followed her home or trawled the neighbourhood until he’d spotted her station wagon parked in the drive.
She was found in her kitchen, groceries still in their bags on the breakfast bar. Her two cats had curled up on her back and were sleeping. She’d been beaten with a rock, then strangled with a dishtowel. Her purse had been emptied, as had the jewellery box in her bedroom. Next day, Oakes had tried pawning her watch. At the trial, he’d say it had been gifted to him by one of his drifter friends, the one called Otis. But no one who’d known him had known anyone called Otis.
He ran towards Seattle, stayed there over a week. There was one unsolved they’d tried pinning on him: man found unconscious in the car park of the King Dome. He’d been beaten around the head, his car stolen. Died in hospital of his injuries. The car turned up in Ballard, as did Cary Oakes. By now, the police forces of several states were interested in the ‘Scottish drifter’. A couple of serious assaults in Chicago; a known homosexual found dead in his car in the La Grange district of the city. A woman attacked and left for dead in a mall on the outskirts of Bloomington, Minneapolis. The death of a seventy-eight-year-old following a break-in at her home in Tacoma, Washington. Sometimes, police had physical descriptions of someone at or near the scene; sometimes all they had was an MO. No useful fingerprints, no positive IDs of Cary Oakes.
The final killing: another homosexual, Willis Chadaran, age sixty. The attack had taken place in the master bedroom of his home in Bellevue. A heavy statuette, which Chadaran had won for his editing work on a documentary film back in 1982, was the weapon. He’d been beaten senseless with it, then finished off with the belt from his red silk yakuta. Cary Oakes’s fingerprints were found on the headboard. When arrested and presented with the fingerprint match-up, he admitted he’d been to Chadaran’s home, but denied killing him. Detectives had asked how his prints had ended up on the headboard. Oakes said he’d sneaked into the room looking for stuff to steal, maybe he’d touched it then.
He was finally arrested at Pike Place Market. Traders had complained that he’d looked ready to swipe something. Police had asked for his ID. He’d offered his passport, with its invalid tourist visa, then made a run for it. They’d caught him, taken him in, and someone had connected him to various descriptions which had been coming in from all across the country.
At the trial, the prosecution’s summing-up had been succinct.
‘This is a man for whom brutal murder has become a way of life, a commonplace. If he needs something, wants something, covets something . . . he kills for it. He sees us all as potential victims. We’re not fellow humans to him; he’s ceased to think of us in those terms, the terms by which we co-ordinate and validate our society, terms without which we cannot call ourselves civilised. His soul has shrivelled to the size of a walnut, maybe not even that big. Cary Oakes, ladies and gentlemen of the jury, has stepped outside our society, our laws, our civilisation, and he must pay the price.’
The price being two life sentences.
Rebus put down the file. ‘Lots of circumstantial evidence,’ he mused.
‘It all adds up though. More than enough to make a case.’
Rebus nodded agreement. ‘But I can see where he found his loopholes.’ He tapped the folder, thought of the summing-up. ‘Wonder how big a soul usually is . . .’ He turned to Archibald. ‘He plays games.’
‘I know that. The version Jim Stevens’ paper is printing . . . Oakes is spinning them a line.’
‘He told me one of his victims was the same age as my daughter. Nobody in here fits with that.’
Alan Archibald shrugged. ‘Your daughter’s mid-twenties, Deirdre was eighteen.’ He paused. ‘Maybe there are others we don’t know about.’
Yes, thought Rebus, and maybe it had been just another lie. ‘So what are you going to do?’ he asked.
‘Keep at him.’
‘Play along with him?’
‘I don’t see it that way.’
‘I know you don’t; that’s what worries me.’
‘She wasn’t your niece.’
Rebus looked into Alan Archibald’s eyes; saw courage and grit, the vital energies which had stayed with him all his working years, not about to be jettisoned now.
‘How can I help?’
‘What makes you think I want any help?’
‘Because you came back tonight. Not to talk to him, but to see me.’
Alan Archibald smiled. ‘I know a bit about you, John. I know we’re not so very different.’
‘So how can I help?’
‘Help me make him come to Hillend.’
‘What good do you think it would do?’
‘He ran from the crime, John. Ran as far as he could from the memory of it. Take him back there, back to his first killing . . . I think it would bring it all back: the terror, the uncertainty. I think he’d start to unravel.’
‘Is that what we want?’ Rebus thinking: He’ll kill again . . .
‘It’s what I want. I just need to know if I’ll have your help.’
Rebus rubbed his hands over the steering-wheel. ‘I’ll need to think.’
‘Well, don’t be too long about it. I get the feeling maybe you need this as much as I do.’
Rebus looked at him.
‘We can’t always live by faith alone,’ Archibald went on. ‘Now and then, there has to be something more.’
After a further hour of conversation, Archibald left, saying he’d find himself a taxi. He’d talked about his niece, his memories of her, the way her murder had affected the family.
‘We disintegrated,’ he’d said. ‘So slowly, I don’t think anybody noticed. I think we felt guilty whenever we met, like we were to blame. Because when we got together, there was only one possible subject, one thing on our minds, and we didn’t want that.’
He’d talked too about his work on the case: weeks spent in police archives; months spent piecing together Cary Oakes’s history; trips to the US.
‘It must all have cost a lot,’ Rebus had said.
‘Worth every penny, John.’
Rebus hadn’t added that money wasn’t his point. He knew all about obsession, knew how it could rob you of everything. He’d been given a jigsaw one year as a Christmas present, back when Sammy was just a kid. He’d cleared a table and started work on it, found he worked late into the night, even though he knew the picture he was making – knew because it was right there on the box. Only he tried not to look at it, wanting to complete the puzzle without any help.
And one piece was missing. He’d asked Rhona, questioned Sammy: had she taken it? Rhona told him maybe it wasn’t in the box to start with, but he couldn’t accept that. He’d stripped the sofa and chairs, pulled up the carpet, gone over the room inch by inch, then the rest of the flat – just in case Sammy had put it somewhere. Never found it. Even years later, he would find himself wondering if maybe it had slipped between the floorboards, or under the skirting-board . . .
Police work could affect you like that, if you let it. Unsolved cases; questions that niggled; people you knew were the culprits but couldn’t incriminate . . . He’d had more than his fair share of those. But eventually he let them go, even if it meant drinking them into oblivion. Alan Archibald didn’t look capable of putting Cary Oakes behind him. Rebus got the feeling that even if Oakes were proved innocent, Archibald would go on believing in his guilt. It was in the nature of obsession.
Alone with his thoughts, Rebus reached into his pocket for the quarter-bottle, drained it dry.
Proved innocent . . . He thought of Darren Rough, shaking with fear, holed up in his locked toilet. All because Social Work had put him in a flat above a kids’ playground. And because John Rebus had placed on Rough’s shoulders the sins of others – the sins of men who had themselves abused Rough.
Rebus rubbed at his eyes. It wasn’t unusual for him to feel a weight of guilt. He carried Jack Morton’s death with him. But something had changed. In the old days, he wouldn’t have given much thought to Darren Rough. He’d have told himself Rough deserved what he got, for being what he so evidently was. But go back further . . . back to the cop he had once been, so long ago now, and he wouldn’t have taken Rough’s story to the tabloids. Maybe Mairie Henderson was right: something’s gone bad inside you.
He admired Alan Archibald’s persistence, but wondered what would happen if he were proved wrong. Would he still pursue Cary Oakes? Would he take things further than mere pursuit . . .? Rebus stared out at the night sky.
It’s all pretty tricky down here, isn’t it, Big Man?
He wondered what point the surveillance was serving. Oakes seemed to be turning it to his own advantage, coming and going as he pleased, letting them know he could do it. So that all their efforts seemed so much waste. He closed his eyes, listened to the occasional message on the police radio, his thoughts turning to Damon Mee. The boat looked like another dead end. Damon had walked out of the world, given his life the slip. Thoughts of Damon took him to Janice, and from there to his schooldays, when everything had just started to get complicated in his life.
Alec Chisholm had disappeared one day; never found.
Rebus had gone to the school leaving dance, with something he wanted to tell Mitch.
Then Janice had knocked him cold, a gang had descended on Mitch, and suddenly Rebus’s whole life was decided . . .
A noise brought him out of his reverie. He thought it had come from the back of the hotel. He decided to investigate. The car park and service entrance in darkness, but he swept his torch around. Looked up at the hotel windows. You could tell the corridors: lights still burned in those windows. One of the windows was open, curtains flapping. Rebus moved his torch in a downward arc, its beam landing on the roof of a lock-up garage, one of a row of three. They were separated from the hotel property by a wall. Rebus pulled himself up and over it. A narrow alley, puddles and rubbish underfoot. No sign of life, but footprints in the mud. He followed the path. It led him around the back of a factory unit and tenement, then up on to the busy thoroughfare of Bernard Street, where late-night cars and taxis idled at traffic lights. Where drunks stumbled their way home. One man was doing an elaborate dance and providing his own musical accompaniment. The woman with him thought he was hilarious. Can: ‘Tango Whiskyman’.
There was no sign of Cary Oakes, no sign at all, but Rebus got the feeling he was out there. He retraced his steps, stopped at a rubbish skip parked next to one of the service doors, took the empty bottle from his pocket and tossed it in.
Felt his head jerk forward as a blow hit him from behind. Searing pain, his eyes screwing shut. He raised a hand, half-turned. A second blow laid him out cold.
It was pitch black, and when he moved there was a dull steel echo.
And a smell.
He was lying on something soft. Voices above him, then blinding light.
‘Dear oh dear.’
Second voice, amused: ‘Sleeping it off, sir?’
Rebus shielded his eyes, peered up at sheer walls. Two heads bobbing over the rim. He pulled his knees up, slithered as he tried to stand. His hands were tingling. His head pulsed with pain.
He was . . . he knew where he was. In a rubbish skip, the one behind the hotel. Wet cardboard boxes beneath him, and Christ knew what else. Hands were helping him to his feet.
‘Come on then, sir. Let’s . . .’ The voice died as the torch found his face again. Two uniforms, probably from Leith cop shop. And one of them had recognised him.
‘DI Rebus?’
Rebus: dishevelled, whisky on his breath, being helped from a skip. Supposedly on surveillance. He knew how it must look.
‘Christ, sir, what happened to you?’
‘Get that torch out of my face, son.’ Their faces were shadows to him, no way to tell if he knew them. He asked the time, worked out that he’d been unconscious only ten or fifteen minutes.
‘Call from a public box on Bernard Street,’ one of the uniforms was explaining. ‘Said there was a fight going on at the back of the hotel.’
Rebus examined the back of his head: no blood on his palm. Hands still tingling. He rubbed at the fingers. They hurt when he worked them. Lifted them into the torchlight. One of the uniforms whistled.
The knuckles were grazed, bruised. A couple of the joints seemed to be swelling.
‘Gave him a sore one, whoever he was,’ the uniform said.
Rebus studied the scrapes. Like he’d been punching concrete. ‘I didn’t hit anyone,’ he said. The uniforms shared a glance.
‘If you say so, sir.’
‘I suppose it’s asking too much to tell you to keep this to yourselves.’
‘We won’t breathe a word, sir.’
An outright lie; it didn’t do to beg favours from uniforms.
‘Anything else we can do, sir?’
Rebus started to shake his head, felt a wave of nausea as the pain slammed in. Steadied himself with a hand on the skip.
‘My car’s round the corner,’ he said, voice brittle.
‘You’ll want a shower when you get home.’
‘Thank you, Sherlock.’
‘Only trying to help,’ the uniform muttered.
Rebus walked slowly around the building. The receptionist looked ready to call security until Rebus produced ID and asked her to buzz Oakes’s room. There was no reply.
‘Will there be anything else, sir?’
Rebus was looking in his wallet. His cards were there, but the cash had gone.
‘Any idea where Mr Oakes is?’ he asked.
She shook her head. ‘I didn’t see him leave.’
Rebus thanked her and walked over to a sofa, fell down on to it. A little later, he asked for aspirin. When she brought them, she had to shake his shoulder to wake him up.
He headed for Patience’s: sod the surveillance. Oakes wasn’t in his room. He was out on the streets. Rebus needed clean clothes, a shower, and more painkillers. As he stumbled through the door, Patience came into the hall, blinking her eyes sleepily. He held up both hands to pacify her.
‘It’s not what you think,’ he said.
She came forward, held his hands, looking at the swelling.
‘Explain,’ she said. So Rebus did just that.
He lay in the bath, a cold compress on the back of his skull. Patience had rigged it up from a sandwich bag, some ice cubes, and a bandage. She was treating his hands with antiseptic cream, having cleaned them and established nothing was broken.
‘This man Oakes,’ she said, ‘I’m still not sure why he’d do it.’
Rebus adjusted the ice-pack. ‘To humiliate me. He made sure I’d be found by uniforms, out cold in a rubbish skip.’
‘Yes?’ She dabbed on more ointment.
‘Knuckles bruised like I’d been fighting. And whoever I’d fought had whipped me. Found like that at the back of the hotel, there’s only one real candidate. By morning, it’ll be round every station in the city.’
‘Why would he do that?’
‘To show me he can. Why else?’ He tried not to flinch as she rubbed cream into a cut.
‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Maybe to distract you.’
He looked at her. ‘From what?’
She shrugged. ‘You’re the detective here.’ She examined her handiwork. ‘I need to wrap your hands.’
‘So long as I can still drive.’
‘John . . .’ Knowing he’d pay no attention.
‘Patience, if I go round with hands looking like a mummy’s, he’s won this round.’
‘Not if you refuse to play.’
He saw the depth of concern in her eyes, brushed her cheek with the back of his hand. Saw Janice doing the self-same thing to him, and withdrew his hand guiltily.
‘Hurts, does it?’ Patience asked, misreading the gesture. He nodded, not trusting himself to speak.
Later, he sat on the sofa with a mug of weak tea. He’d washed down two more painkillers, prescription-strength. His soiled clothes had been bundled into a black bin-liner, ready for a trip to the cleaner’s. Such a shame, he thought, that his soiled thoughts couldn’t be steam-pressed so easily.
When his mobile phone sounded, he stared at it hard. It lay on the coffee table in front of him, alongside his keys and small change. Patience was standing in the doorway as he finally picked the phone up. There was a little smile on her lips, but no humour in her eyes. She’d known all along he would answer it.
Cal Brady came home from Guiser’s feeling pretty good. The buzz lasted all of ten seconds. As he flopped on to his bed, he remembered about the pervert. His mum was in her bedroom with some bloke; walls were so thin they’d have been as well having it off in front of him. All the flats were like that, so that things you wanted done in secrecy you had to do quietly. He put his ear to one wall, then another: his mum and her bloke; a couple of television stations – Jamie was still awake, watching the box in the living room, and the portable was on in Van’s room, a weak attempt to mask other sounds. He put his ear to the floor. He could still hear all of it, plus the people below’s movements, coughs and conversations. He’d gone to the doctor a while back, asked if maybe he had ears that were more sensitive than the norm.
‘I keep hearing things I don’t want to.’
When he’d explained that he lived in one of the high-rises in Greenfield, the doctor had suggested a personal stereo.
But it was the same on the street: he overheard snippets of conversation, stuff the talkers didn’t think he could hear. Sometimes he thought it was getting worse, thought he could hear people’s hearts beating, the quick flow of blood around their bodies. He thought he could hear their thoughts. Like at Guiser’s, when girls looked at him and he smiled back. They were thinking: he might not look much, but he’s with Archie Frost, so he must be important in some way. They’d think: if I dance with him, let him buy me a drink, I’ll be closer to the power.
Which was why he seldom did anything, just stayed by the bar, affecting a cool poise and saying nothing. But listening, always listening.
Always hearing things . . . Things about Charmer, things about the clients – Ama Petrie, her brother and the rest. His own version of the power.
It had been quiet in the club tonight. If it hadn’t been for a busload from Tranent, the place would have been dead. They hadn’t looked too impressed: nobody to dance with but themselves. Archie doubted they’d be back. Archie was already looking for other work: plenty more clubs in the city. Cal hadn’t started looking though. Cal believed in loyalty.
‘I know Charmer’s trying to collect on some debts,’ Archie had said, ‘but the problem is, he’s got debts of his own. Only a matter of time before people come calling . . .’
Cal had straightened his back, as if to say: fine by me.
He wanted to think things through, get them straight in his head, which was why he’d come into his bedroom rather than sitting up with Jamie. But even before he’d reached that sanctuary, his thoughts had turned to Darren Rough. The hall was half-full of placards. They sat against the wall, still smelling of fresh paint. Cardboard boxes had been cut up flat, messages written on their blank sides. DESTROY ALL MONSTERS; KEEP AWAY FROM OUR KIDS; LET’S PLAY HANG THE PERV.
Destroy all monsters, Cal was thinking, lying on his bed, smoking a cigarette. He got up abruptly, thumped on the far wall.
‘Will you fucking well shut up, the pair of you!’
Silence, then muffled laughter. For a moment, Cal was ready to burst in on them, but he knew what his mum would do to him. And besides, last thing he wanted was to see her like that.
Destroy all monsters.
The doorbell. Who the fuck at this time of night . . .? Cal went to see. Recognised the woman. She looked agitated, rubbing her hands like she was doing the washing-up.
‘You haven’t seen our Billy, have you?’ She was Joanna Horman, Billy’s mum. Billy was one of Jamie’s pals. Cal called for him and Jamie came out of the living room.
‘Have you seen Billy Boy?’ Cal asked. Jamie shook his head. He had a packet of crisps in his hand. Cal turned back to Joanna Horman. Some of his friends reckoned she looked all right. Right now, though, she looked a mess.
‘What’s up?’ he asked.
‘He went out to play about seven, I haven’t seen him since. I thought maybe he’d gone to his gran’s, but when I checked she hadn’t clapped eyes on him.’
‘I’m just in. Hold on a minute.’ He went and banged on Van’s door: as good an excuse as any to break things up in there. ‘Hiy, Maw, has Billy Horman been round here the night?’
Noises from within. Joanna Horman was leaning against the door, looking ready to fall down. Not a bad body, Cal decided. Bit squishy, but he didn’t like them all skin and bones. His mother’s bedroom door opened. Van was wearing her dress, arranging it over her. Nothing on underneath, he’d bet. She closed the door quickly behind her; no way to tell who else was in the room.
‘Something the matter, Joanna?’ Pushing past Cal, ignoring him altogether.
‘It’s wee Billy, Van. He’s disappeared.’
‘Aw, Christ. Come into the living room.’
‘I just don’t know what to do.’
‘Where have you looked?’
Cal followed the two women into the living room.
‘Everywhere. I think maybe it’s time I called the police.’
Van snorted. ‘Oh aye, they’d be round here like a shot. Only thing those buggers are interested in is protecting perverts . . .’ Her voice died away; for the first time, she looked at her son. They knew one another so well, no words were needed.
‘Joanna, pet,’ Van said quietly, ‘you stay there. I’m going to round up the troops. If your Billy’s anywhere on the estate, we’ll find him, don’t you worry.’
Within half an hour, Van Brady had the search parties organised. People were going from door to door, asking questions, getting new volunteers. Jamie had been sent to bed, but wasn’t asleep, and Joanna Horman was in the living room with a tumbler of rum and Coke. Cal had offered to keep an eye on her. She was on the sofa, and he was in the chair. He couldn’t think of anything to say. Wasn’t normally this tongue-tied. He found himself aroused by her grief, the way it softened her. But he felt ashamed to be so affected by her, and his brain was spinning the way it did when he’d drunk too much or taken some speed.
He got up, opened the door to Jamie’s room.
‘Get up, you, and keep an eye on Billy’s mum. I’ve got to go out.’
Then he opened the main door and stalked down the hallway. Down the stairwell and out into the night. There were some lock-ups across the way. He had the key to one of them. He was keeping some stuff there. Jerry Langham’s lock-up it was, but Jerry was serving three-to-five in Saughton, another six months before he’d have even a whiff of roly-paroley. He kept his car in the lock-up. It was a 1970s Merc with rusty sills and a custard-yellow paint job, but Jerry loved it.
‘I don’t keep my missus under lock and key, but no way am I letting any bastard near my Merc.’
This was by way of a warning: use the lock-up, keep an eye on the motor, but never think of touching it. Not that Cal had heeded the advice. He unlocked the car sometimes and sat in it, pretending to be driving. And he’d opened the boot once, too, so he knew what was inside.
He unlocked it now, lifted out the jerrycan and gave it a shake. He was sure there’d been more than that; it was barely half-full now. Evaporation or something. He supposed petrol could do that. On a stack of shelves he found some oily rags. Stuffed them into his pockets and he was ready.
Back to the block of flats, taking the steps two at a time. He had a purpose now, jerrycan making quiet sloshing sounds. Close your eyes, you could almost be at the seaside. Crept along to Darren Rough’s flat. Fresh lengths of board across his window. The kids had already been busy with their aerosols. GAP had made the flat their first stop tonight: no answer, nobody home. Cal opened the mouth of the can, held it high so the petrol trickled out of it, running it the length of the boarded window, then across the door. Took a ball of rag from his pocket and doused it in petrol. Stuffed it into the narrow gap between board and wall. Then another and another. Chucked the empty can over the balcony, then cursed to himself: there’d be prints on it. And besides, Jerry might want it. He’d go retrieve it in a minute.
Took out his cigarette lighter, the one Jamie had given him for Christmas. Jamie . . . he was doing this for Jamie and his pals, for all the kids. Jamie was bright. Didn’t like school, but then who did? Didn’t make him thick. He could go places, do things with his life: a couple of times when drunk, Cal had tried to tell him as much. He got the feeling it hadn’t come out right, had come out like he was envious. Maybe he was, just a little. A kid like Jamie, the world was his oyster. Cal looked at the lighter. Another thing about his wee brother: he had shoplifting down to an art.
When Rebus got to Greenfield, half the estate was out watching the fire, or what was left of it.
Rebus knew one of the firemen, guy called Eddie Dickson. Dickson nodded a greeting. He was in full uniform, standing guard by his engine.
‘If I move, they’ll be in about it.’ Meaning the local kids; meaning they’d strip it of anything they could find. ‘We got bottled coming in.’
‘Who by?’
Dickson shrugged. ‘Came flying out of the dark. I get the feeling we weren’t wanted.’
Uniforms from St Leonard’s were trying to get the spectators to go back to bed.
‘Any casualties?’
Dickson shrugged again. ‘You mean from the bottles?’
Rebus stared at him. ‘I mean in there.’ Pointing towards Darren Rough’s flat.
‘Place was empty when we got here.’
‘Door open?’
Dickson shook his head. ‘Had to kick in what was left of it. Grudge thing, is it?’
‘Don’t you read the papers?’
‘When do I get the time, John?’
‘Paedophile.’
Dickson nodded. ‘Remember it now. Frying’s too good for them, eh?’
Rebus left him to his guard duty, headed for Cragside Court. The uniform in the lobby told him not to bother with the lifts.
‘One’s buggered, the other’s a toilet.’
Rebus would have taken the stairs anyway. Nothing left of the boards across Rough’s window but a few charred scraps clinging to their screws. The door had been torched, too. DC Grant Hood was standing in the hallway of the flat. Rebus toed open the toilet door: nobody home.
‘Your pal,’ Hood said. He was young, bright. Followed Glasgow Rangers with a passion, but nobody was perfect.
‘Wasn’t me,’ Rebus commented. ‘But thanks for the call.’
Hood shrugged. ‘Thought you might be interested.’ He nodded towards Rebus’s bandaged hands. ‘Had an accident yourself?’
Rebus ignored the question. ‘No chance this was an accident, I suppose?’
‘Bits of rag hanging from the windowframe. Petrol spilt on the walkway . . .’
‘No sign of the occupier?’
Hood shook his head. ‘Any ideas?’
‘Look around, Grant. It’s the Wild West out here. Any one of them’s capable.’ Rebus had walked back through what remained of the door, was leaning over the balcony. ‘But if it was me, I’d be asking Van Brady and her eldest son.’
Hood jotted the names down. ‘I don’t suppose Mr Rough will be coming back.’
‘No,’ Rebus said. Which had been the point all along. But now that they’d come to that point, Rebus wondered why he felt so lousy inside . . . Jane Barbour’s words came back to him: low chance of reoffending . . . abused as a child himself . . . need to give him a chance.
Then he saw Cal Brady, down amongst the thinning crowd. He was fully clothed, looked like he hadn’t yet been to bed. Rebus went back downstairs. Cal was handing out GAP stickers to anyone who didn’t have one. Women with coats thrown over their nighties were getting them. Cal placed each one on its recipient with exaggerated gentleness, causing some of the women – not exactly coy maidens – to blush.
‘All right, Cal?’ Rebus said. Cal looked round at him, peeled off a sticker and slapped it on Rebus’s jacket.
‘I hope you’re with us, Inspector.’
Rebus started removing the sticker. Cal put out a hand to stop him, and Rebus caught it, lifted it to his nose. Cal pulled away quickly, but not quickly enough.
‘Soap and water’s usually a good idea,’ Rebus told him.
‘I haven’t done anything.’
‘You stink of petrol.’
‘Not guilty, Your Honour.’
‘I’m not one to prejudge, Cal—’
‘Not what I hear.’
‘But in your case I’ll definitely make an exception.’ Thinking: who had Cal been talking to? Who’d been telling him about Rebus? ‘DC Hood’s going to want to ask you some questions. Be nice to him.’
‘Fuck the lot of you.’
‘Think your dick’s long enough?’ Said with a smile.
Cal stared him out; then broke off and laughed. ‘You’re a clown. Go home to your circus.’
‘What do you think you are, Cal? The ringmaster?’ Rebus shook his head. ‘No, son, you’ll do tricks for whoever’s cracking the whip.’ Rebus turned away. ‘Whether it’s your mum or Charmer Mackenzie.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘You work for him, don’t you?’
‘What’s it to do with you?’
Rebus just shrugged and went back to his car. He’d parked it right next to the fire engine: didn’t want to find it up on bricks.
‘Hey, John,’ Eddie Dickson said, ‘won’t it be perfect?’
‘What?’
‘When they build the Parliament.’ He swept an arm before him. ‘Right next door to all this.’
Rebus looked up, saw the dark form of Salisbury Crags. Once more he felt like he was in a canyon of some kind, sheer walls affording no escape. Your fingers would be raw and bleeding from trying.
Either that or stained with four-star.
Hood came running up as Rebus was flexing his hands. ‘I think we’ve got a problem.’
‘Be a miracle if we didn’t.’
‘There’s a kid missing. They weren’t even going to tell us.’
Rebus was thoughtful. ‘It’s UDI,’ he said. Hood looked puzzled. ‘A Unilateral Declaration of Independence, son. So who spilt the beans?’
‘I went to Van Brady’s flat. Door was open, young woman in the lounge.’ He checked his notebook. ‘Name’s Joanna Horman. Kid’s name is Billy.’
Rebus remembered his first visit to Greenfield, Van Brady leaning out of her window: I saw you, Billy Horman! He couldn’t remember much about the kid, only that he’d been playing with Jamie Brady.
‘Now we know why they torched the flat,’ Hood went on.
‘A brilliant deduction, Grant. Maybe we better go talk to the lady in question.’
‘The kid’s mum?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘Van Brady.’
Having opened negotiations with Van Brady, her kitchen providing an unpromising table for such a high-powered summit, Rebus called for reinforcements. They’d organise more search parties, police and residents working together.
‘This is your patch,’ Rebus had conceded, washing down more pills with a mug of cheap chicory coffee. ‘You know the place better than any of us: any hidey-holes, gang huts, anywhere he might stop the night. If his mum gives us a list of his school pals, we can contact their parents, see if he’s maybe staying with one of them. There are things we can do best, and things you can do.’ He’d kept his voice level, and maintained eye-contact throughout. There were eight bodies in the kitchen, and more in the hallway and living room.
‘What about the pervert?’ Van Brady had asked.
‘We’ll find him, don’t worry. But right now, I think we should concentrate on Billy, don’t you?’
‘What if he’s the one who’s got Billy?’
‘Let’s wait and see, eh? First thing is to get the search going again. We’re not going to find anyone sitting here.’
Meeting over, Rebus had sought out Grant Hood.
‘This is yours, Grant,’ he said. ‘I shouldn’t even be here.’
Hood nodded. ‘Sorry I got you involved.’
‘Don’t be. But keep yourself straight: wake up DI Barbour and let her know the score.’
‘What happens if they find him first?’ Meaning Darren Rough rather than the kid.
‘Then he’s dead,’ Rebus said. ‘It’s as simple as that.’
He drove out of Greenfield, wondering at what point Darren Rough had vacated his flat. Wondering where the young man would go. Holyrood Park: once, centuries back, it had been sanctuary for convicts. As long as you didn’t cross the boundary, you were on Crown Estate and couldn’t be touched by the law. Debtors would flee there, live there for years, existing on charity, fish from the lochs and wild rabbits. When their debts were finally paid or written off, they’d cross the boundary, step back into society. The park had provided them with an illusion of freedom; in reality, they’d merely been in an open prison.
Holyrood Park: a road wound its way around the base of Salisbury Crags and Arthur’s Seat. There were car parks near the lochs, popular with families and dog-owners during the day. At night, couples drove there for sex. The Royal Parks Police made irregular patrols. There had been talk of their disbanding, of the park falling within Lothian and Borders jurisdiction. It hadn’t happened yet.
Rebus made three circuits of the park. Driving slowly, not really interested in the few parked cars he passed. Then, by St Margaret’s Loch, just as he was readying to exit at Royal Park Terrace, he thought he caught shadow play at the edge of his vision. Decided to stop the car. Maybe just the headache and the pills, tricking his vision. He kept the engine running, wound down the window and lit a cigarette. Foxes, maybe even badgers . . . he could have been mistaken. There were all kinds of shadows in the city.
But then a face appeared at the open window.
‘Any chance of a ciggie?’
‘No problem.’ Rebus averted his face as he searched his pockets.
‘Eh . . . look, I’m not sure . . .’ A clearing of the throat. ‘I mean, you’re not looking for company, are you?’
‘As a matter of fact, I am.’ Now Rebus looked up. ‘Get in, Darren.’
Shock hit Darren Rough’s face as he recognised Rebus. His face was blackened. He coughed again, doubling over.
‘Smoke inhalation,’ Rebus observed. ‘You left it pretty late getting out.’
Rough wiped his mouth. The sleeves of his green raincoat were singed where he’d held them in front of his face.
‘I thought they’d be waiting for me outside. I kept listening for a fire engine.’
‘Somebody called one eventually.’
He snorted. ‘Probably afraid it would spread to their flat.’
‘Nobody was waiting outside?’
Rough shook his head. No, Rebus thought, because they’d all been out searching for Billy Horman. Cal Brady had torched the flat alone, and hadn’t stuck around to be spotted.
It had started to rain; sudden gobbets which bounced off Rough’s shoulders. He lifted his face to the sky, opened his scorched mouth to the drops.
‘You better get in,’ Rebus told him.
He angled his head, stared at Rebus. ‘What am I charged with?’
‘A kid’s gone missing.’
Rough lowered his eyes. Said something like ‘I see’, but so quietly Rebus didn’t catch it. ‘They think I . . .?’ He stopped. ‘Of course they think I did it. In their shoes, I’d think the same.’
‘But it wasn’t you?’
Rough shook his head. ‘I don’t do that any more. That’s not me.’ He was getting soaked.
‘Get in,’ Rebus repeated. Rough got into the passenger seat. ‘But you still think about it,’ Rebus said, watching for a response.
Rough stared at the windscreen, his eyes glinting. ‘I’d be a liar if I said I didn’t.’
‘So what’s changed?’
Rough turned to him. ‘Are you charging me?’
‘No charge,’ Rebus said, putting the car into gear. ‘Tonight, you ride for free.’
Rebus took Darren Rough to St Leonard’s.
‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘Call it protective custody. I just want to make your answers on the missing kid official.’
They sat in an interview room with the recording machine running and a uniform on the door, drinking watery tea and with the rest of the station practically empty. All the spare bodies were down at Greenfield, looking for Billy Horman.
‘So you don’t know anything about a missing child?’ Rebus asked. Because there was no one around to tell him not to, he’d lit himself a cigarette. Rough didn’t want one, but then changed his mind.
‘Cancer’s probably the least of my problems right now,’ he surmised. Then he told Rebus that all he knew was what he’d heard from the detective himself.
‘But the locals warned you off, and you stayed put. There must have been a reason.’
‘Nowhere else to go. I’m a marked man.’ Glancing up. ‘Thanks to you.’ Rebus stood up. Rough flinched, but all Rebus did was lean against the wall, so he was facing the video camera. Not that it mattered: the camera wasn’t on.
‘You’re a marked man because of what you are, Mr Rough.’
‘I’m a paedophile, Inspector. I suppose I’ll always be one. But I have ceased to be a practising paedophile.’ A shrug. ‘Society’s going to have to get used to it.’
‘I don’t think your neighbours would agree.’
Rough allowed himself a condemned man’s smile. ‘I think you’re right.’
‘What about friends?’
‘Friends?’
‘Others who share your interests.’ Rebus flicked ash on to the carpet; the cleaners would be in before morning. ‘Had any of them round to the flat?’
Rough was shaking his head.
‘Sure about that, Mr Rough?’
‘Nobody knew I was there till the papers splashed me across a double-page spread.’
‘But afterwards . . . nobody from the old days got in touch?’
Rough didn’t answer. He was staring into space, still thinking of newspapers. ‘Ince and Marshall . . . I see the stories about them. Where they are . . . in the cells . . . do they get to see the news?’
‘Sometimes,’ Rebus admitted.
‘So they’ll know about me?’
Rebus nodded. ‘Don’t worry about them. They’re on remand in Saughton Prison.’ He paused. ‘You were going to testify against them.’
‘I wanted to.’ He stared into space again, his face tightening with memories. Rebus knew the story: the abused became abusers themselves. He’d always found it easy to discard. Not every victim turned abuser.
‘That time they took you to Shiellion . . .’ Rebus began.
‘Marshall took me. Ince told him to.’ His voice was trembling. ‘Didn’t pick on me specially or anything – could have been any one of us. Only I think I was the quietest, the least likely to do anything about it. Marshall was right under Ince’s thumb at that time, loved the way Ince ordered him about. I saw a photo of Ince, he hasn’t changed. Marshall’s got a lot tougher-looking, like he’s grown an extra skin.’
‘And the third man?’
‘I told you, could have been anybody.’
‘But he was already there, waiting at Shiellion when you arrived.’
‘Yes.’
‘So probably a friend of Ince, rather than Marshall.’
‘They took it in turns.’ Rough’s hands were holding the edge of the desk. ‘Afterwards, I tried telling people, but nobody would listen. It was: “You mustn’t say that”; “Don’t tell such stories.” Like it was all my fault. I’d touched up a neighbour’s kid, so I deserved everything I got . . . Even worse, some of them thought I was lying, and I never lied . . . never.’ He closed his eyes, rested his forehead on his hands. He muttered something that might have been ‘Bastards.’ And then he started to cry.
Rebus knew he had choices. Phone Social Work and have them take Rough somewhere. Put him in a cell. Or drop him off somewhere . . . anywhere. But when he tried the Social Work emergency number, no one answered. They’d be out on a call. The recorded message told him to keep trying the number every ten minutes or so. It told him not to panic.
There were empty cells in the station, but Rebus knew word would get out, and when it came time to release Darren Rough, there’d be a crowd waiting. So he lit another cigarette and went back to the interview room.
‘Right,’ he said, opening the door, ‘you’re coming with me.’
‘Nice room,’ Darren Rough said. He looked around, examining the high cornicing. ‘Big,’ he added, nodding to himself. He was trying to be pleasant, make conversation. He was wondering what Rebus was going to do with him, here in Rebus’s own flat.
Rebus handed over a mug of tea and told him to sit down. He offered Rough another cigarette, the offer refused this time. Rough was sitting on the sofa. Rebus wanted to tell him to move on to one of the dining chairs. It was as if Rough could contaminate everything he touched.
‘Your social worker better find you something in the morning,’ Rebus said. ‘Something far from Edinburgh.’
Rough looked at him. His eyes were dark-ringed, his hair needing a wash. The green raincoat was draped over the back of the sofa. He wore a check suit-jacket with jeans and baseball boots, white nylon shirt. He looked like he’d won a ninety-second dash through an Oxfam shop.
‘Keep moving, eh?’
‘A moving target’s harder to hit,’ Rebus told him.
Rough smiled tiredly. ‘I see you’ve been hitting a target yourself.’
Rebus flexed his fingers again, trying to stop them seizing up.
Rough sipped his tea. ‘He did beat me up, you know.’
‘Who?’
‘Your friend.’
‘Jim Margolies?’
Rough nodded. ‘All of a sudden he got this look in his eyes. Next thing the fists were flying.’ He shook his head. ‘When he killed himself, I read the obituaries. They all said he was a “fine officer”, a “loving father”. Attended church regularly.’ A half-smile. ‘When he laid into me, he must have been demonstrating muscular Christianity.’
‘Careful what you say,’
‘Yes, he was your friend, you worked with him. But I wonder if you knew him.’
He didn’t say as much, but Rebus was beginning to wonder the same thing. Orange lipstick, meaning he liked them young. He’d asked Fern how young. Nothing illegal, she’d told him.
‘Why do you think he died?’ Rebus asked.
‘How should I know?’
‘When the two of you talked . . . how did he seem?’
Rough was thoughtful. ‘Not angry with me or anything. Just wanting to know about Shiellion. How often I’d been . . . you know. And who by.’ He glanced towards Rebus. ‘Some people get a kick that way, listening to stories.’
‘You think that’s why he was asking?’
‘Why are you asking all these questions, Inspector? Outing me to the papers, then coming to the rescue. I think maybe that’s how you get your kicks, fucking with people’s heads.’
Rebus thought of Cary Oakes and his games. ‘I think you had something to do with Jim Margolies’ death,’ he said. ‘Whether you know it or not.’
They sat in silence after that, until Rough asked if there was anything he could eat. Rebus went through to the kitchen, stared at one of the cupboard doors, wanting to punch it. But his knuckles wouldn’t thank him for that. He looked at them. He knew what Oakes had done, rubbed them hard over the floor of the car park, maybe bunched them into fists and driven them into the steel skip. Twisted little bastard that he was. And Patience wondered if it was all a blind, some way of diverting Rebus from some other scheme. His head seemed full of diversions. How could he trust what Rough was telling him? He didn’t see Rough as a schemer; too weak. But Jim Margolies . . . had he been playing some game?
And had it killed him?
Rebus opened the cupboard door, called out that he could do beans on toast. Rough said that would be fine. There was no marge for the toast, but Rebus reckoned the tomato sauce would soften it up. He emptied the beans into a pot, stuck the bread under the grill, and went to sort out the sleeping accommodation.
Not his own room; definitely not his own room. He opened the door to what had been the guest room, and – long before that – Sammy’s room. Her single bed was still there; posters on the walls; teenage girls’ annuals on a bookshelf. One of the last people to use the room had been Jack Morton. No way was Darren Rough sleeping there.
Rebus opened the wardrobe, found an old blanket and pillow, took them through to the living room.
‘You can have the sofa,’ he said.
‘Fine. Whatever.’ Rough was standing at the window. Rebus crossed over to him. A couple of kids lived across the street, but their shutters were closed, no peep-show available.
‘It’s so quiet here,’ Rough said. ‘In Greenfield, there always seems to be a row going on. Either that or a party, and most of the parties turn into a row.’
‘But you’re a good neighbour, eh?’ Rebus said. ‘Quiet, keep yourself to yourself?’
‘I try to.’
‘What about when the kids are noisy: don’t you want to do something about them?’
Rough closed his eyes, pressed his forehead to the glass. ‘I won’t make any excuses,’ he whispered.
‘And no apologies either?’
Another smile, eyes still shut. ‘I can apologise until the cows come home. It doesn’t change anything. It doesn’t change how I feel.’ He opened his eyes, turned to Rebus. ‘But you don’t want to hear about that, do you?’
Rebus stared at him. ‘The toast’s burning,’ he said, turning away.
At five o’clock, with Rough hidden under the blanket on the sofa, Rebus telephoned Bill Pryde.
‘Sorry to wake you, Bill.’
‘The alarm was about to go off anyway. What’s up?’
‘The surveillance car.’
‘What about it?’
‘It’s not at The Shore.’ He explained where it was.
‘Christ, John, what about Oakes?’
‘He comes and goes as he likes, Bill. The only thing we were doing there was keeping him amused.’
‘You better tell that to the Farmer.’
‘I will.’
‘Meantime, you want me to pick up the car from your flat?’
‘I’ve filled in the log, explained everything.’
‘What about the keys?’
‘Under the front seat, same place the log is. I’ve left it unlocked.’
‘And now you’re about to get your head down?’
‘Something like that.’ He stared at Darren Rough, watching the rise and fall of the blanket. He looked about as dangerous as pastry dough. Rebus cut the connection, tried the station. There was still no sign of Billy Horman. They’d looked everywhere. The search was being called off until daylight. Rebus called the hotel, asked for Cary Oakes’s room: still no answer. He put down the phone, went into his bedroom. Lay on his bed – a mattress on the floor. He’d thought about going back to Patience’s, but didn’t like the thought of Rough being here by himself. He might explore, find Sammy’s room. Pull open drawers, touch things. As soon as feasible, Rebus wanted him out.
You brought him here, a voice in his head seemed to say. You brought him to this. Sticks and crowbars and angry voices. The residents of Greenfield roused to a mob. Cal Brady with his petrol and denials. He worked for Charmer Mackenzie, worked the door at Guiser’s. Damon Mee had left there, got into a taxi with a blonde. Last seen in the vicinity of the Clipper, the night of one of Ama Petrie’s parties. Her father was presiding over Shiellion, where Darren Rough should have given evidence, where Rebus had been steamrollered by Richard Cordover. Lord Justice Petrie . . . who was related to Katherine Margolies.
Ama, Hannah, Katherine . . . Sammy, Patience, Janice . . . The never-ending dance of relationships and criss-crossings which took up so much space in his head. The party that never stopped, the invitations guilt-edged.
Life and death in Edinburgh. And space still left over for a few ghosts, their numbers increasing.
If I’d stuck around Fife, he thought, not joined the army . . . what would I be thinking now? Who would I be?
The voice in his head again – was it Jack Morton’s? It was never going to happen. This is where you were always headed. He looked around the room for whisky, but he was all cleaned out. Closed his eyes instead. Still that dull pain at the back of his skull. Please, Lord, let my sleep be dreamless.
His first prayer in a while.
Cary Oakes had been in Arden Street for Rebus’s return, had seen him get out of his car with another man, lead the man into his tenement. He wondered who this stranger was, wondered where Rebus had met him. He’d been standing across the road, hidden in the shadow of a tenement doorway. He had a plastic bag with him, a paperback book inside to give it weight. If anyone saw him, he had his story ready: working shifts, waiting for his lift to turn up. They were late, he’d say.
Only no one saw him. No one entered or left the building. But he saw the lights come on in Rebus’s living room. Saw the stranger approach the window, put his head to it. Saw Rebus over the man’s shoulder, staring down. Oakes stood his ground, felt he hadn’t been spotted. The beauty was, even if Rebus did see him, well, that was all right too. Then Rebus had come out of the tenement, gone to his car to fetch something: a book of some kind. Way he was moving, acting, Oakes hadn’t done too much damage. Rebus took the book upstairs with him, then came back down half an hour later, put it back in the car. When he’d gone back up again, Oakes crossed to where the car was parked, tried the driver’s door. It wasn’t locked. He got in, felt on the floor for where Rebus had put the book. Found it. And the car keys. Smiled to himself. He turned the ignition, powered up the police radio: easy listening while he perused the surveillance notes. Rebus hadn’t put in anything about Alan Archibald. That was interesting.
Fifty minutes later, when the tenement door rattled open, he slid down in his seat, rose up again to watch the stranger walk away from the building. He looked dirty and dishevelled. Some secret little vice of Rebus’s? Oakes didn’t think so. But it intrigued him all the same. He waited till the man had rounded the corner, then started the engine and began to follow . . .
At six o’clock, Rebus was wakened by the front buzzer. He went to the door, pushed the intercom.
‘Who is it?’
‘It’s me.’ Bill Pryde, not sounding happy.
‘What’s the matter?’
‘This car I’m supposed to pick up. Just where exactly have you hidden it?’
‘Hang on.’
Rebus walked into the living room, glanced at the sofa. Saw the blanket had been folded neatly; no sign of Darren Rough. Peered out of the window. A space where the car had been. He cursed under his breath. Put his shoes on and headed downstairs.
‘I think someone took it,’ he told Bill Pryde.
‘This isn’t my fuck-up, John.’ Pryde: ticking off the days till retirement.
‘I know,’ Rebus said, unwilling to add that he might know who’d taken it: Darren Rough.
Pryde pointed at his hands. ‘Word’s out you lost the punch-up. How does Oakes look?’
‘That’s not what happened,’ Rebus said.
‘You were found KO’d in a skip, way I heard it.’
Rebus stared at him. ‘You want to walk to work, Bill?’
Pryde shook his head. ‘I want to be ringside for the main bout: you telling the Farmer how you came to lose the car.’
Rebus stared up and down the road again. ‘Better slip a horseshoe into my glove for that one,’ he said, turning back into the tenement.
Rebus drove them to St Leonard’s in his Saab and reported the theft, cheering up the day shift who’d just come on. At quarter to nine, he was in the Farmer’s office, explaining the whole thing yet again, including the scrapes on his hands. The Farmer busied himself at his coffee machine all the time Rebus was making his report. It was an espresso-maker with a spout for steamed milk. He hadn’t offered Rebus a cup. When Rebus stopped talking, the Farmer poured the foamy milk into his mug, switched off the machine, and sat behind his desk. Holding the mug in both hands, he looked at Rebus.
‘I always thought surveillance was a fairly simple procedure. Once more, you’ve managed to prove me wrong.’
‘It wasn’t going anywhere, sir.’
‘Unlike the missing car.’
Rebus looked down at the floor.
‘So let me see where we stand,’ the Farmer continued, taking another sip. ‘I tell you to lay off Darren Rough. You go out looking for him. I tell you to keep an eye on a man whom experts say may murder someone. You end up unconscious in a rubbish skip.’ The Farmer’s voice was rising. ‘You find Darren Rough and take him to your flat. He then leaves, taking one of our cars with him, along with the surveillance log. Does that just about cover it?’ His face was growing red with anger.
‘Clear and concise, sir.’
‘Don’t you dare be amused!’ The Farmer slapped a hand down on the desk.
‘I’m anything but, sir.’ Rebus gritted his teeth. ‘But I thought I was doing the right thing at the time.’
‘No, Inspector. As usual, what you were doing was following your own agenda, and to hell with the rest of us. Isn’t that nearer the mark?’
‘With respect, sir—’
‘Don’t give me that. You’ve no respect for me, no respect for the job we’re supposed to be doing here!’
‘Maybe you’re right, sir,’ Rebus said quietly, his head beginning to throb again.
The Farmer looked at him, leaned back in his chair and took another mouthful of coffee. ‘So what are we going to do about that?’
‘I don’t know, sir. I mean, you’re right: I’ve been having doubts about the job for months. Ever since Jack Morton . . .’
‘Maybe even before then?’ Sounding calmer now.
‘Maybe, sir. More than once, I’ve thought about chucking it.’ He looked at his boss. ‘Make your life a bit easier.’
‘But you haven’t chucked it.’
‘No, sir.’
‘Must be a reason.’
‘Maybe a bit of me still believes, sir. And funnily enough, that part’s been growing.’
‘Oh?’
Alan Archibald; Darren Rough: he hadn’t mentioned Archibald to the Farmer, hadn’t seen the point.
‘I was wrong about Rough, I admit that. Well . . . I’m not sure I was wrong, to tell you the truth. But I know now why he’s in Edinburgh. I know a bit more about his background.’
‘What are you saying?’ The Farmer narrowed his eyes. ‘You understand him, is that it?’ A smile with an edge of cruelty to it. ‘Compassion? You, John? I didn’t know dinosaurs could evolve.’
‘Either that or the species dies,’ Rebus said, pressing his hands to his knees. How could he explain it, explain what he was learning: that the past shapes the present, that free will is a fantasy, that a force we could call Fate or God controls the paths we take? Janice throwing a punch . . . young Darren Rough in a car on the way to Shiellion . . . Alan Archibald and his niece. All seemed connected in some strange and intricate way.
‘You’ll want a full report,’ Rebus said, straightening in his chair.
The Farmer nodded. ‘I was about to pull the surveillance anyway.’ He put down his mug. ‘Do you think Cary Oakes is dangerous?’
‘Definitely. But I think he’s changed.’
‘Changed how?’
‘His spree in the States, it wasn’t planned. There was a lack of deliberation, and it always seemed to be part of some other strategy.’
‘Explain.’
‘He killed because he needed things: money, a car, whatever. But towards the end, I think he was really getting a taste for it. Then he got caught. He’s been all these years in jail, remembering that buzz.’
‘So now he might kill for no other reason than the buzz?’
‘I’m not sure. I think he has some sort of plan, something that involves Edinburgh.’ And Alan Archibald, he might have added. ‘I think he’s getting all sorts of tingly feelings just planning it.’
‘Maybe he’ll put it off indefinitely.’
Rebus smiled. ‘I don’t think so. This is foreplay to him.’
The Farmer seemed embarrassed by the image, relieved when his phone sounded. He picked up the receiver, listened.
‘Good,’ he said at last. ‘I’ll let him know.’
He put down the receiver, looked up at Rebus. ‘The car’s turned up.’
‘Great.’
‘Handily parked, too.’
Rebus asked what the Farmer meant. The answer gave him the shock of his life.
A couple of uniforms were already on the scene when Rebus, the Farmer and Bill Pryde arrived at The Shore. The Rover was sitting in its usual spot, opposite the hotel.
‘I don’t believe it,’ Rebus said for the fifth or sixth time.
‘This isn’t some joke of yours?’ Bill Pryde asked.
The Farmer looked inside. ‘Where’s the log?’
‘It was under the seat, sir.’
The Farmer reached in, pulled out the log and a set of car keys.
‘Did you say anything to Rough about the surveillance?’ he asked. Rebus shook his head. ‘So can we assume Rough did not take the car?’ Rebus shrugged.
‘Looks like it was someone who knew what we were up to,’ Bill Pryde admitted.
‘Or simply read about it in the log,’ Rebus said. ‘Anyone finding the keys would have found the log.’
‘True,’ Pryde conceded.
‘Which might put Rough back in the frame,’ the Farmer said. ‘Thing is, it also means whoever stole the car read the surveillance notes.’
‘Red faces all round, sir,’ Pryde said.
‘More than that if Fettes get to hear about it.’
‘Who’s going to tell them?’
The Farmer had flipped through the notes, coming to Rebus’s final section – or what should have been the final section. He opened the book wide, held it out so Rebus and Pryde could see it.
‘What’s this?’
Rebus looked. Written in big capitals, red felt pen. Someone had added a postscript to Rebus’s thoughts on the case:
NAUGHTY, NAUGHTY. WHERE’S MR ARCHIBALD????
The Farmer was staring at him.
‘Who’s Mr Archibald?’
Pryde was shrugging. ‘Search me.’
But the Farmer had eyes only for John Rebus.
‘Who’s Mr Archibald?’ he repeated, red rising to his cheeks. Rebus said nothing, crossed the street and looked in through the large windows of the restaurant. They were serving late breakfasts, tables half-hidden behind potted plants and hanging baskets. But there, at a window table and enjoying the show, sat Cary Oakes. He waved a fork at Rebus, sat beaming a grin as he lifted a glass of orange juice and toasted him. Rebus made for the hotel door, pushed it open, strode inside. Cooking smells were wafting from the restaurant. A waiter asked if he wanted a table for one. Rebus ignored him, walked straight up to the table where Cary Oakes was seated.
‘Care to join me, Inspector?’
‘Not even if you were coming apart at the seams.’ Rebus pushed his knuckles into Oakes’s face. ‘Remember these?’
‘Looks nasty,’ Oakes said. ‘I’d get a doctor to look at them. Lucky you already know one.’
‘You know where I live,’ Rebus hissed. ‘Jim Stevens told you.’
‘Did he?’ Oakes started cutting up a sausage. Rebus noticed that he sliced it lengthwise first, as though dissecting it.
‘You took the car.’
‘Bit early for riddles.’ Oakes lifted a morsel of meat to his lips. Rebus flung out a hand, sent fork and sausage flying. Then he hoisted Cary Oakes to his feet.
‘What the fuck are you up to?’
‘Shouldn’t that be my line?’ Oakes said, grinning. There was a sudden explosion of light. Rebus half-turned his head. Jim Stevens was behind him. Next to him stood a photographer.
‘Now,’ Stevens was saying, ‘if we could have the two of you shaking hands in the next one.’ He winked at Rebus. ‘Told you I wanted some pictures.’
Rebus dropped Oakes, flew towards the journalist.
‘Inspector!’
The Farmer’s voice. He was in the restaurant doorway, face like fury. ‘A word with you outside, if you don’t mind.’ A voice not to be disobeyed. Rebus stared hard at Jim Stevens, letting him know this wasn’t the end of anything. Then he walked out of the dining room and into reception. The Farmer was after him.
‘I’m still waiting for an answer. Who is Mr Archibald?’
‘A man with a mission,’ Rebus told him. In his mind, he could still see the grin on Oakes’s face. ‘Problem is, he’s not the only one.’
Rebus spent till lunchtime ‘in conference’ with the Farmer. Just before midday, Archibald himself joined them, the Farmer having dispatched a squad car to Corstorphine to pick him up. The two men knew one another of old.
‘Thought you’d have had the gold watch by now,’ Archibald said, shaking the Farmer’s hand. But the Farmer was not to be mollified.
‘Sit down, Alan. For a retired copper, you haven’t half been busy.’
Archibald glanced at Rebus, who was staring at the window-blind.
‘I’m going to nail him, that’s all.’
‘Oh, that’s all, is it?’ The Farmer looked mock-astonished. ‘John tells me you’ve seen the files on Cary Oakes. In fact, you’ve got more gen on him than we have. So you should know who you’re dealing with.’
‘I know what I’m dealing with.’
The Farmer’s gaze went from Archibald to Rebus and back again. ‘It’s bad enough I’m lumbered with this one,’ he said, nodding towards Rebus. ‘Last thing I need is yet another headcase out there trying to take the law into his own hands. You think Oakes killed your niece, show me the evidence.’
‘Come on, man . . .’
‘Show me the evidence!’
‘I would if I could.’
‘Would you, Alan?’ The Farmer paused. ‘Or would you want to keep it personal, right to the bitter end?’ He turned to Rebus. ‘What about you, John? Were you going to lend a hand burying the body?’
‘If I’d wanted him dead,’ Archibald said, ‘he’d be in the ground by now.’
‘But what if he confesses, Alan? Just you and him, no third party.’ The Farmer shook his head. ‘Wouldn’t be enough to go to court with, so what would you do?’
‘It’d be enough,’ Archibald said quietly.
‘For what?’
‘For me. For Deirdre’s memory.’
The Farmer waited, turned to Rebus. ‘Do you buy that? You think Alan here would listen to Oakes’s confession and then just walk away?’
‘I don’t know him well enough to comment.’ Rebus still seemed mesmerised by the window-blind.
‘Two peas in a pod,’ the Farmer said. Rebus glanced at Archibald, who was looking at him. There was a knock at the door. The Farmer barked an order to enter. It was Siobhan Clarke.
‘Come to intercede?’ the Farmer asked.
‘No, sir.’ She seemed unwilling to come in; stood with only her head showing round the door.
‘Well?’
‘Suspicious death, sir. Up on Salisbury Crags.’
‘How suspicious?’
‘First reports say very.’
The Farmer pinched the bridge of his nose. ‘This is one of those weeks that seem to last a fortnight.’
‘Thing is, sir, from the description, I’d say we have an ID.’
He looked at her, hearing something in her tone. ‘Someone we know?’
Clarke was looking towards Rebus. ‘I’d say so, sir.’
‘This isn’t a parlour game, DC Clarke.’
She cleared her throat. ‘I think it might be Darren Rough.’
‘Start any time you’re ready.’
Jim Stevens’ room was beginning to look messy and lived-in, just the way he liked. But they weren’t in Stevens’ room, they were in Oakes’s, and it looked like its occupant hadn’t spent any time there at all. There were two chairs at a small circular table by the window. The complimentary book of matches still sat folded open in its ashtray. Two magazines of interest to visitors to Edinburgh sat beside it, and lying on top of them was the guests’ comment card, yet to be filled in, or even perused.
Most people, Stevens guessed, even people who’d spent a third of their life enjoying the facilities of a foreign country’s prison service, would do what he’d done in his own room: explore it, try out and touch everything, flick through every piece of literature.
But not Cary Oakes, who now cleared his throat.
‘Aren’t you curious about what Rebus wanted?’
Stevens looked at him. ‘I just want this finished.’
‘Lost the old vigour and vim, eh, Jim?’
‘You have that effect on people.’
‘Tracked down any of my old teenage gang?’ Oakes laughed at the look on Stevens’ face. ‘Thought not. Probably scattered to the four winds by now.’
‘Last time we broke off,’ Stevens said coldly, checking the spools were turning, ‘you were crossing America.’
Oakes nodded. ‘I got to a place called, believe it or not, Opportunity, a ratty little truck-stop on the Washington-Idaho border. That’s where I met the trucker, Fat Boy. I never learned his real name; I think even the ID he carried was fake.’
‘What name was on the ID?’
Oakes ignored the question. ‘Fat Boy had these notions about a government conspiracy, told me he kept his home booby-trapped whenever he was working long-distance. He said truckers got a real good view of the world – by which he meant the USA; that’s as far as his world stretched – a real good view from behind the wheel of a truck. He knew a trucker would make a damned good President.
‘So that was Fat Boy. My introduction to him. Opportunity, Washington. Lots of names like that in the States. Lots of Fat Boys, too. We got talking about murder. The radio was on, and every other station had news flashes about unlawful killing. He said the word “unlawful” was a misnomer. There was “wrong” killing and “right” killing, and which was which was down to the individual, not the lawmakers.’
‘And what kind did you do?’
Oakes didn’t like his flow being interrupted. ‘I’m talking about Fat Boy, not me.’
‘How long did you travel with him?’ Stevens was trying to keep the chronology right.
‘Three, four days. We headed south to make a delivery, then back up on to 1-90.’
‘What was he carrying?’
‘Electrical goods. He worked for General Electric. Meant he travelled all over. He said that was good, considering his hobby. His hobby was killing people.’ Oakes looked to Stevens. ‘It was supposed to unnerve me, him saying something like that while we’re travelling fifty-five on an interstate. Maybe if it had, that would have been it: he’d have tried skinning me. But I just looked at him, told him that was interesting.’ A laugh. ‘Mild understatement, right? Someone tells you they’re a serial killer and you say “Mm, that’s interesting.”’
‘But you believed him?’
‘After a while, yes. And I thought: all this stuff he’s telling me, no way is he letting me go. Every time we stopped, I thought he was about to whack me.’
‘You were ready for him?’ Stevens was staring at Oakes, trying to gauge how much of the story was true. Did it relate in some way to the relationship between Oakes and the reporter himself?
‘You know the strange part? I just let myself relax into it. Like, if he was going to kill me, OK, that’s what was going to happen. It was as if I didn’t care; I could have died right then, and it would have been poetic justice or something.’
‘Did he kill anyone while you were on the road?’
‘No.’
‘But he convinced you he wasn’t lying?’
‘You think he was lying, Jim?’
‘When they arrested you, did you tell the police about him?’
‘Why the hell would I do that?’
‘Might have scored you some points.’
‘Truth is, I never thought about it.’
‘But he made you think about killing?’
‘He knew what he was talking about. I mean, you can always tell when someone’s making it up, can’t you?’ Oakes beamed a smile. ‘“Can the world really be like this?” I remember asking myself that as I listened to him. And the answer came back: yes, of course. Why should it be any different?’
‘You’re saying Fat Boy made you feel all right about killing?’
‘Am I?’
‘Then what are you saying?’
‘Just telling you my story, Jim. It’s up to you how you read it.’
‘What about in jail, Cary? All that time to yourself, thoughts that you’re thinking . . .?’
‘Jim, you get no time to yourself. There’s always noise, disruption, routine. You sit there trying to think, they send you for psychiatric evaluation.’ Oakes took a final sip of orange juice. ‘But I see what you’re getting at.’ He examined his empty glass. ‘How’s the background check going, by the way? Spoken to anyone at Walla Walla?’ Turned the empty glass in his hand. ‘Take away the juice and the ice, you’re left with a lethal weapon.’ He pretended to smash the glass against the edge of the table, and then laughed a laugh which sent a shiver right along Jim Stevens’ arms.
Climbing back up Salisbury Crags, Rebus kept his hands in his pockets and his thoughts to himself. He knew what the Farmer was thinking. This morning, Darren Rough had been in Rebus’s flat. As far as they knew, Rebus was the last person to have seen him alive.
And Rebus had been his tormentor, his nemesis. The Farmer wouldn’t make anything of it, but others might: Jane Barbour; Rough’s social worker.
Radical Road was a stony footpath which led around the Crags. You could start near the student residences at Pollock Halls and end up at Holyrood. Along the way, you had the city skyline for company, stretching from the south and west to the city centre and beyond. All spires and crenellations. Manfred Mann: ‘Cubist Town’. With Greenfield almost directly below.
‘You picked him up here, didn’t you?’ the Farmer asked as they walked.
Rebus shook his head. ‘St Margaret’s Loch.’ Which lay around a long curve in the rock and down an impossibly steep bank. ‘Tell you what, though,’ he added. ‘Jim Margolies jumped from up there.’ And he pointed with his finger, way up to where the rock-face ended in something akin to a clifftop. People took their dogs for walks across the plateau, not straying too close to the edge. Edinburgh was prone to sudden, malevolent gusts, any one of which could have you over the side.
The Farmer was breathing hard. ‘You still see a connection between Rough and Jim Margolies?’
‘Now more than ever, sir.’
The body lay a little further along the path, cordoned off by warning tape. A few walkers, wrapped up against the weather, had gathered at the cordon, stretching their necks for a view. A white plastic contraption like a windbreak had been placed around the body, so that only those who needed to see it would. A woman with a black springer spaniel was being interviewed: she’d been the one to find the body. Out walking the dog, a daily ritual which both had looked forward to. From now on, she’d find another route, a long way from Salisbury Crags.
‘Hard to believe they’re putting our Parliament there,’ the Farmer commented, looking down towards Holyrood Road. ‘A real old backwater. Traffic’s going to be a nightmare.’
‘And it’s on our patch.’
‘Not my problem, thank God.’ The Farmer sniffed. ‘I’ll have that gold watch on one hand and a golfing glove on the other.’
They passed through the cordon. The scene-of-crime team was at work, securing the locus and ensuring what they liked to call its ‘purity’. This meant Rebus and the Farmer had to don coveralls and overshoes, so they’d leave no trace elements at the scene.
‘The wind up here will probably have scattered them to the four corners anyway,’ Rebus said. But it was a half-hearted grouch: he knew the worth of scene-of-crime work, knew that science and forensics were his friends. A police doctor had declared the victim deceased. Dr Curt was the usual pathologist, but he was in Miami to give a paper at some convention. His superior, Professor Gates, had stepped in, and was examining the body in situ. He was a large man with thick brown hair slicked back from his forehead. He carried a hand-held tape recorder, talking into it as he moved around. He was forced to jostle for space: a photographer and video cameraman both wanted shots of the corpse.
DS George Silvers came over. He nodded a greeting to his Chief Superintendent, but took it further, so that it turned into something more akin to a ceremonial bow. That was typical of Silvers, whose station nickname was ‘Hi-Ho’. He was in his late thirties, always smartly dressed and coiffed, always on the eye for promotion without the necessary concomitant of hard work. His black hair and deep-set eyes gave him the look of football pundit Alan Hansen.
‘We think we’ve got the murder weapon, sir. A rock with some blood and hair on it.’ He pointed up the path. ‘Forty yards or so that way.’
‘Who found it?’
‘A dog, sir.’ One eye twitching. ‘Licked most of the blood off before we could get to it.’
Professor Gates looked up from his work. ‘So if the lab gets a match,’ he said, ‘and tells you the victim had a lovely shiny coat, you’ll know what the problem is.’
He laughed, and Rebus laughed with him. It was like that at the locus, everyone pretending nothing was out of the ordinary, erecting barriers to separate them from the glaring fact that everything was out of the ordinary.
‘I’m told you might manage an informal ID,’ Gates said. Rebus nodded, took a deep breath and stepped forward. The body was lying where it had fallen, the back of the skull smashed open and caked with blood. The face rested against the jagged path, one leg bent at the knee, the other straight. One arm was trapped beneath the body, the other stretching so the fingers could claw at the cold earth. Rebus could tell from the clothes, but crouched down to study what could be seen of the face. Gates lifted it a little to help. Light had died behind the eyes; the three-day growth of beard would need to be shaved by the undertaker. Rebus nodded.
‘Darren Rough,’ he said, his voice growing thick.
Having taken a break from recording, Jim Stevens sat naked on the edge of his bed, discarded clothes strewn around him, two empty miniatures of whisky on his bedside cabinet. The empty glass was clutched in one hand, and he stared at it and through it, focusing on things the world couldn’t see . . .
I invite you to examine more closely your duty and the obligations of your earthly service because that is something which all of us are only dimly aware of, and we scarcely . . .
One of Rough’s shoes had come off at some point, about halfway between the spot where his body had fallen and where the rock had been found. One early theory: someone had thumped him hard. He’d stumbled, staggered on, trying to get away from his attacker. His shoe had come off and been discarded. Finally, he’d fallen to the ground, where he’d died from the earlier blows. A barking dog approaching had alerted the attacker to the need to flee.
Another theory: after being hit, Rough had died instantly. His attacker had then dragged him along the path, the shoe coming free. Maybe intending to set things up so it looked like Rough had jumped or fallen from the Crags. But the dog-walker had come along, scaring off the killer.
‘What was he doing up there anyway?’ someone back at the station asked.
‘I think he liked it there,’ Rebus said. He was now officially the St Leonard’s expert on Darren Rough. ‘It was like a sanctuary, somewhere he felt safe. And he could look down on Greenfield from there, see what was happening.’
‘So someone followed him? Sneaked up on him?’
‘Or persuaded him to go there.’
‘Why?’
‘To make it look like suicide. Maybe they read about Jim Margolies in the paper.’
‘It’s a thought . . .’
There were plenty of thoughts, plenty of theories. One thought was: good riddance to the bastard. A week ago, it would have been Rebus’s view, too.
The murder room was being prepared, computers moved from other parts of the building into the room set aside for such work. The Farmer had put Chief Inspector Gill Templer in charge. Rebus had been her lover for a time, so long ago now it might have been in some past life. Her hair was a dark-streaked feather-cut. Her eyes were emerald green. She moved confidently across the room, checking preparations.
‘Good luck,’ Rebus told her.
‘I want you on the team,’ she said.
Rebus thought he could understand. She was circling the wagons, and it was better to have him in the ring shooting out, than outside shooting in.
‘And I want a report on my desk: everything you can tell me about you and the deceased.’
Rebus nodded, got to work on one of the computers. Everything you can tell me: Rebus liked her wording, it gave him an escape clause – not everything he knew necessarily, but all he felt able to divulge. He looked across to where Siobhan Clarke was compiling a wall-mounted duty roster. She saw him and made a T sign with her hands. He nodded, and five minutes later she was back with two scalding beakers.
‘Here you go.’
‘Thanks,’ he said. She was looking over his shoulder at the screen.
‘Nothing but the truth?’ she asked.
‘What do you think?’
She blew on her cup. ‘Any idea who’d want him dead?’
‘I can’t think of many who didn’t. We’ve got half the population of Greenfield to start with.’ Especially Cal Brady, with his previous convictions; and not forgetting his mother . . .
‘Chasing him out and killing him aren’t quite in the same league.’
‘No, but something like that can escalate. Maybe Billy Horman was all it took.’
She rested against the corner of the desk. ‘Hit with a rock . . . doesn’t sound premeditated, does it?’
Hit with a rock . . . Deirdre, Alan Archibald’s niece, had been killed in a similar way: smashed over the head with a rock and then strangled. Clarke could read his mind.
‘Cary Oakes?’
‘Have we got a time of death yet?’ Rebus asked, reaching for a telephone.
‘Not that I know of. Body was found at eleven thirty.’
‘And we’re guessing the killer heard someone coming and ran for it.’ Rebus had pressed the digits and was waiting. Connected. ‘Hello, could you put me through to James Stevens, please?’
Clarke looked at him. He put his hand over the mouthpiece. ‘I want to know what happened after breakfast.’ He listened again, took his hand away. ‘Could you try Cary Oakes’s room for me?’ Shook his head to let Clarke know Stevens wasn’t in his own room. This time the call was answered.
‘Oakes, is that you? It’s Rebus here, put Stevens on.’ He waited a moment. ‘One question: what happened after breakfast?’ Listened again. ‘Was he out of your sight? You’ve been there all morning?’ Listened. ‘No, it’s all right. You’ll find out soon enough.’
Replaced the receiver.
‘They’ve been working all morning.’
‘No chance it was Oakes then.’ She looked at the computer screen. ‘What would be his motive anyway?’
‘Christ knows. But he was at my flat. He took the patrol car. Maybe he saw Rough leave, worked out he was connected to me.’
‘Can you prove that?’
‘No.’
‘Then all he has to do is deny it.’
Rebus exhaled noisily. ‘It’s all games with him.’
Gill Templer was staring at them from across the room.
‘I’d better get back to work,’ Clarke said, taking her tea with her. Rebus finished his report, printed it out, handed it personally to Gill Templer.
‘When’s the post-mortem?’
She checked her watch. ‘I was just about to head over there.’
‘Need a driver?’
She studied him. ‘Has your driving improved?’
‘I’ll let you be the judge, ma’am.’
The city mortuary wasn’t in business. Health and Safety; changes needed to be made. Meantime, they were using the Western General Hospital. Because they couldn’t find any relatives or friends, Andy Davies had been called to verify Rebus’s identification. The social worker was waiting when Rebus and Gill Templer arrived. He made the ID, said nothing to Rebus but shot him a cold look before leaving.
‘Bad blood?’ Templer asked.
‘Better than none at all, Gill.’
Professor Gates was already at work by the time they’d got their gowns and masks on. For the official ID, Rough’s corpse had worn a shroud. Now, lying on the stainless-steel bench, it wore nothing at all. Prominent ribs, Rebus noted. He was thinking of the meal he’d made for Rough. Grudgingly made. Beans on toast. Probably the man’s last meal ever. And eventually, Gates would reveal it to the world again. Rebus half-turned his face.
‘Seasick, Inspector?’ Gates asked.
‘I’ll be fine so long as we keep out of the bilges.’
Gates chuckled. ‘But below decks is the most interesting part.’ He was measuring, muttering his findings to his assistant, a young man with a face the colour of a cancer bed.
‘And how are you, Gill?’ he asked at last.
‘Overworked.’
Gates glanced up. ‘Fine lassie like you should be at home, bringing up strong healthy bairns.’
‘Thanks for the vote of confidence.’
Gates chuckled again. ‘Don’t tell me you lack suitors?’
She chose to ignore the remark.
‘What about you, John?’ Gates persisted. ‘Love life satisfactory? Maybe I should play Cupid, put the two of you together. What do you say to that now, eh?’
Rebus and Templer shared a look.
‘Professions like ours,’ Gates drawled on, ‘aren’t the same as being a lawyer or a novelist, are they? Not much of an ice-breaker at parties.’ He nodded towards his assistant. ‘Bear that in mind, Jerry. No nookie unless you lie about what you do.’ Gates’s final chuckle turned into a choking bark, a bronchial cough which almost doubled him over. He wiped his eyes afterwards.
‘Time to stop smoking,’ Templer warned him.
‘I can’t do that. It would spoil the bet.’
‘What bet?’
‘Dr Curt and myself: who’ll live the longer on twenty a day.’
‘That’s . . .’ Templer had been about to say ‘sick’, but then she saw that the body had been opened up almost without her noticing, and she realised why Gates kept the conversation going: it was to take everyone’s mind off the task at hand. And for a few moments, it had worked.
‘I’ll tell you one thing straight off,’ the pathologist said. ‘His clothes were damp, and to me that means rain. I’ve checked: we had a short shower early this morning and nothing since.’
‘Could he have got wet lying on the path?’
‘He was lying on his front. The back of his clothing was damp. So he was out in that shower, whether alive or dead I can’t say. But his hair was wet, too. Now, if you’re caught in a sudden downpour, wouldn’t you usually pull your jacket up over your head?’
‘Depends on your state of mind,’ Rebus said.
Gates shrugged. ‘I’m only surmising. But one thing I’m sure of.’ He ran a finger along the body, tracing patches of pale bluish markings. ‘Livor mortis. It was present at the scene. I arrived forty-five minutes after the body was discovered.’
‘But lividity starts . . .?’
‘Well, it starts from the moment the heart stops pumping, but it becomes visible somewhere between half an hour and an hour after death. This was well-established by the time I arrived.’
‘What about rigor mortis?’
‘Eyelids had stiffened, as had the jaw. I’ll take a potassium sample from the eye, to get a better idea of timing, but right now I’d guess the body had been lying there for three hours, maybe more.’
Rebus took a step forward. If Gates was right – and he invariably was – the dog-walker had not disturbed the killer. The killer had been long gone by the time the spaniel and its owner had arrived, and Darren Rough had died around seven or eight in the morning. At five he’d been asleep on Rebus’s couch; by six he’d gone . . .
‘Did he die where we found him?’ Rebus asked, wanting to be sure.
‘Judging by the patterns of lividity, I’d say it’s a racing certainty.’ The pathologist paused. ‘Of course, I’ve lost a few pounds on horses in my time.’
‘We need a more specific time of death.’
‘I know you do, Inspector. You always do. I’ll do what tests the budget will stretch to.’
‘And ASAP.’
Gates nodded. He was about ready to begin removing the inner organs. Jerry was fussing with the necessary tools.
Rebus was thinking: three, maybe four hours.
Thinking: Cary Oakes was back in the running.
They took him in for questioning, Rebus keeping out of the way, listening to the tapes afterwards. Stevens’ paper had provided their client with a solicitor from one of the city’s top firms, despite Templer’s insistence that all they had were a few questions, easily cleared up. But Oakes was saying nothing. Templer was good, and she had Pryde with her: their routine was well-honed, but Rebus got the feeling Oakes had seen all the moves before. He’d been examined and cross-examined and called to the stand again, he’d been through all that in an American courtroom. He just sat there and said he knew nothing about the patrol car, nothing about where Rebus lived, and nothing about any dead paedophile. His final comment:
‘What’s all the fuss about a kiddie-fucker?’
Pryde, listening to the tape, folded his arms at that and puckered his lips, most of him agreeing with the sentiment. When Pryde asked if Rebus was heading outside for a smoke, Rebus, inwardly gasping for one, shook his head. Later, he went out into the car park alone, pacing as he sucked hungrily on first one Silk Cut and then a second. Ten a day, he was keeping to ten a day. And if he went as high as twelve today, that meant only eight tomorrow. Eight was fine, he could handle that. It gave him a margin for today, a margin he reckoned he’d need.
Only thing was, he was already in arrears for the week; for the whole month, truth be told.
Tom Jackson came out, lit one of his own. They didn’t speak for the first couple of minutes. Jackson scuffed his shoes on the tarmac and broke the silence.
‘I hear you took him in.’
Rebus blew smoke from his nose. ‘That’s right.’
‘Rescue act, let him stay the night.’
‘So?’
‘So not everyone would have been so charitable.’
‘I’m not sure it was charity.’
‘What then?’
What then? It was a good question.
‘Thing is,’ Jackson went on, ‘a few days back, you were all for stringing him up.’
‘Don’t exaggerate.’
‘You set that pack of wild dogs on him.’
‘You mean the papers or his neighbours?’
‘Both.’
‘Careful, Tom. You’re their community officer. That’s your flock you’re talking about.’
‘I’m talking about you: what happened?’
‘He only slept on my couch, Tom. It’s not like I gave him a gam or anything.’ Rebus flicked his third cigarette on to the ground, stubbed it out. Only half-smoked, so he’d count two and a half; round it down to two.
‘We still haven’t turned up the kid.’
‘How’s his mother doing?’
Jackson knew the question’s subtext, answered accordingly. ‘Nobody seems to think she’s a suspect.’
‘What’s her history?’
‘Billy’s her only kid. Had him at nineteen.’
‘Is the father around?’
‘Did the usual vanishing act before the baby was born. Ran off to Ulster to join the paramilitaries.’
‘He’ll be running for office now then.’
Jackson snorted. ‘She’s had half a dozen blokes since; been living with the latest for the past few weeks.’
‘The three of them in the flat together?’
Jackson nodded. ‘He’s being interviewed. We’re digging into his history.’
‘A fiver says he’s got form.’
‘What? Living in Greenfield?’ Jackson smiled. ‘Keep your money in your pocket.’ He paused. ‘You really don’t think this connects to our deceased friend?’
‘It might do, Tom. But just maybe not in the way we think.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Be seeing you,’ Rebus said, moving away.
Thinking of an old Gravy Train song: ‘Won’t Talk About It’.
He told Patience he wouldn’t be seeing her. There must have been something in his tone of voice.
‘Out on the ran-dan?’ she said.
‘You know me too well.’ He put the receiver down before she could say anything else. He started at The Maltings, headed up Causewayside to Swany’s, then took a taxi to the Ox. His car was back at St Leonard’s: no problem, he could walk into work next morning. Salty Dougary, one of the Young Street regulars, had just been in hospital: a coronary; they’d operated, angioplasty or something like that. He was telling the bar all about it. For some reason Rebus couldn’t fathom, the operation had apparently started at Dougary’s groin.
‘Way to a man’s heart,’ Rebus commented, sinking another whisky. He was diluting them with water, but not overly so. He felt fine, as in not drunk; mellow, kind of. But he knew if he walked out of the bar, he’d start to feel the alcohol. A good excuse to stay put, like that character in Apocalypse Now: ‘Never get out of the boat.’ It was only when you left the boat that you got into trouble. The same thing, in Rebus’s experience, was true of pubs, which was why he was still in the Ox at half past midnight. The back room had been taken over by musicians, a dozen or more of them; guitars mostly, twelve-bar blues. One guy with a beard was playing the harmonica like he was in front of a Madison Garden crowd. Janis Joplin: ‘Buried Alive in the Blues’.
Rebus was talking with George Klasser, a doctor at the Infirmary. Klasser usually left early – sevenish or a little after. When he stayed late, it was a sign things were fraught at home. He’d started the evening advising Salty Dougary to regulate his alcohol intake.
‘The pot calling the kettle black,’ had been Dougary’s riposte. Dougary looking like he’d just been on holiday rather than in surgery: face tanned, ciggies cut down from forty a day to ten. Klasser with dark shadows under his eyes, a slight trembling to the hand when he picked up his glass. Rebus had had an uncle who’d smoked a pack of cigarettes every day of his life and lived to be eighty. His own father had died younger, having given up cigarettes two decades previously.
You never could tell.
There were only four of them in the front bar, five including Harry. Dougary, who’d drunk in every pub in the city, reckoned Harry was Edinburgh’s rudest barman, which was quite a feat, considering the competition.
‘I wish youse lot would bugger off home,’ Harry said, not for the first time that evening.
‘Night’s young yet, Harry,’ Dougary said.
‘How come they let you out of intensive care?’
Dougary winked. ‘Intensive care’s what I come in here for.’ He toasted them with his glass and raised it to his lips. Twenty minutes before, Rebus had told Klasser about Darren Rough. Now Klasser turned to him, eyes heavy-lidded.
‘There was a famous murder case. Turn of the century, I think it was. German couple came here on their honeymoon, only it turned out he wanted her money rather than love. He planned to kill her, make it look like suicide. So they went for a walk up on Arthur’s Seat, and he pushed her off the Crags.’
‘But he didn’t get away with it?’
‘Obviously not, or there’d be no story to tell.’
‘So how was he caught?’
Klasser stared into his glass. ‘I can’t recall.’
Dougary laughed. ‘Don’t let him start telling any jokes, he always forgets the punchline.’
‘I’ll punch you in a minute, Salty.’
‘Get in the queue,’ Harry commented.
Some nights it was like that in the Oxford Bar. When the guitar-players packed up, Rebus put his coat on. There was a stiff breeze outside, and it had been raining again, the streets black and shiny as a beetle’s back. He’d meant to phone Janice, but what would he have said? There was no news of Damon. He walked along Princes Street, deciding he liked the city best like this: all the visitors tucked up in bed. Outside the Balmoral Hotel, a line of Jags and Rovers sat, their chauffeurs waiting for some function to finish. A young couple walked past, sharing a bottle of cheap cider. The male wore a jacket with a badge on it. The badge said Stockholm Film Festival. Rebus had never heard of it. Maybe it was the name of a band: you couldn’t be sure these days.
He walked up the Bridges, stopped at some railings so he could look down on to the Cowgate. There were clubs still open down there, teenagers spilling on to the road. The police had names for the Cowgate when it got like this: Little Saigon; the blood bank; hell on earth. Even the patrol cars went in twos. Whoops and yells: a couple of girls in short dresses. One lad was down on his knees in the road, begging to be noticed.
Pretty Things: ‘Cries from the Midnight Circus’.
In Edinburgh, sometimes it could be midnight in the middle of the day . . .
He didn’t know where he was going, what he was doing. If he was going home, he was doing so only by degrees. When a taxi came, he flagged it down. On sudden impulse, he named his destination.
‘The Shore.’
The idea was . . .
The idea was to stand in the freezing cold outside the hotel, call up to Oakes’s room on the mobile. Get him downstairs . . . no crack to the back of the head this time. Face to face. But it was the drink, that was all. Rebus knew he wouldn’t do it; knew Oakes wouldn’t fall for it anyway. Looking across from The Shore, he saw there were lights from the Clipper, and a minder on the door. So Rebus crossed the bridge, introduced himself. The minder was wiping sweat from his face. From within, Rebus could hear raised voices, laughter.
‘Party?’ he asked.
‘Don’t tell me there’ve been complaints,’ the minder growled. His accent was Liverpudlian. From his size, Rebus would bet his family had worked dockside. ‘That’s all I need right now.’
‘What’s up?’
‘Buggers don’t want to leave, do they?’
‘Have you tried asking nicely?’
The man snorted.
‘Nobody here to help you?’
‘When we turned the music off, looked like they weren’t going to stick around. DJ packed up and sodded off home. So did Mr Frost – my boss. Told me all I had to do was switch off the lights and lock up after me.’
‘You’re new to this game.’
The bouncer smiled. ‘Does it show?’
‘I take it you’ve got a mobile about your person. Why not call Mr Frost?’
‘Don’t have his home number.’
Rebus rubbed his chin. ‘Is that as in Archie Frost?’
‘That’s him.’
Rebus was thoughtful for a moment. ‘Want me to talk to them?’ He nodded towards the boat. ‘See if I can get them to pack up?’
The minder stared at him. He was well-educated in the relationship that should exist between his profession and Rebus’s: a favour done now might mean a favour asked later. He turned towards a noise. One of the revellers had come up on deck and was preparing to urinate off the side. He sighed.
‘Why not?’ he said.
And Rebus was in.
One guy had pegged out on the deck, champagne bottle held to his chest. His bow tie was hanging from his neck; his watch was a gold Rolex. The guest using the Albert Basin as his own private loo rocked to and fro on his heels. He was humming the chorus of some pop song. Seeing Rebus, he beamed a smile. Rebus ignored him, headed down the steps into the main body of the boat. It was set up for a party: chairs and tables around a long narrow dancefloor. Bar at one end, makeshift stage at the other. There was a lighting rig, a mirror-ball over the dancefloor. Shutters had been brought down across the bar and fixed with a padlock, which another drunk was trying to pick with a plastic toothpick. A couple of the tables had been knocked over, along with a dozen or so chairs. There were forgotten items of clothing strewn across the floor, along with crisps, peanuts, empty bottles, and bits of sandwich and squashed quiche. The main action was centred on two tables which had been pushed together. Fourteen or fifteen people sat here. Women sat on men’s laps, kissing deeply. A few couples were indulging in muted conversations. One or two individuals were fast asleep. A hard core of five – three men, two women – were telling slurred stories, detailing the party highlights, mostly involving drink, vomit and snogging.
‘Hello again,’ Rebus said to Ama Petrie. ‘This your do, is it?’
She had her head on the shoulder of the young man next to her. Her mascara was smeared, making her look tired. Her short dress was a meshing of black gauzy layers. Her bare feet were in the lap of the man on the other side of her. He was playing with her toes.
‘Oh, Christ,’ this man said, eyes drooping, ‘they’ve sent in the heavy brigade. Look, my good man, we’ve paid for this evening – cash, and upfront. So kindly bugger off and—’
‘Oscar, you arse, he’s a policeman,’ Ama Petrie said. Then, to Rebus: ‘Nice to see you again.’ It was an automatic greeting, something she couldn’t help but say, even though her eyes told a different story. Her eyes told Rebus she wasn’t in the least pleased to see him.
‘Well,’ Oscar said, smiling to the assembly, ‘in that case, it’s a fair cop, guv, but society’s to blame. I never had a chance.’ He slipped into the role effortlessly, drawing smiles and laughter from his audience. Rebus looked at the faces around him: the faces of Edinburgh’s rich young things. They’d have their own flats in the New Town, gifts from indulgent parents. They had their parties and their nights out. Maybe by day they shopped or lunched or attended a couple of lectures at the university. Maybe they drove their sports cars out to the country. Their lives were predestined: a job in the family business, or something ‘arranged’ – a position they could cope with, something requiring inbred charm and minimal effort. Everything would fall into their laps, because that’s the way the world was.
‘Shame he’s not in uniform, eh, Nicky?’
‘What have we done, Officer?’ another of the men asked.
‘Well, you’ve overstayed your welcome,’ Rebus said. ‘But that doesn’t really concern me. Might I ask whose party this is?’ He was looking at Ama.
‘Mine, actually,’ the man with the toothpick said, turning away from the bar. He pushed his thick fair hair back from his forehead. A thin face, soft-featured. ‘I’m Nicol Petrie, Ama’s brother.’ Rebus guessed this was ‘Nicky’: Shame he’s not in uniform, eh, Nicky?
He was in his early twenties, fashionably unshaven so his face shone a spiky gold. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘I’ll move this lot off the boat, promise.’ And to his friends: ‘We’ll go back to my place. Plenty of drink there.’
‘I want to go to a casino,’ one woman complained. ‘You said we’d go.’
‘Darling, he only said that so you’d give him a blow job.’
Hoots of laughter, pointed fingers. Ama had her eyes closed but was chuckling, her feet grinding against her companion’s groin.
Everyone seemed to have forgotten Rebus. The conversations were starting up again. He reached into his pocket, handed two photographs to Nicol Petrie.
‘His name’s Damon Mee. He left a nightclub with the blonde woman. We think they were on their way to a party on this boat, hosted by your sister.’
‘Yes,’ Nicol Petrie said, ‘Ama told me.’ He studied the photos, shook his head. ‘Sorry.’ Handed them back.
‘You were at the party in question?’ Petrie nodded. ‘All of you?’
They looked to Ama, who told them which party it had been. A couple hadn’t been present – previous commitments. Rebus handed the photos out anyway. Nobody paid much attention to them; they kept talking to each other as they passed them round.
‘I could just go some smoked salmon.’
‘Alison’s bash next Friday: are you going?’
‘Hair extensions, they change your whole face instantly . . .’
‘Thought about putting a consortium together, buy a racehorse . . .’
Ama Petrie didn’t even glance at the pictures, just passed them along.
‘Sorry,’ the last of the group said, handing them back to Rebus before continuing a conversation. Nicol Petrie looked apologetic.
‘I promise we’ll leave soon, assemble some taxis.’
‘Right, sir.’
‘And I’m sorry we couldn’t be more help.’
‘Not to worry.’
‘I ran away from home once . . .’
‘Nick, you were only twelve,’ Ama Petrie drawled.
‘All the same, I know how much it hurt our mother and father.’
Ama disagreed. ‘They hardly noticed you were gone.’ She looked up at him. ‘It was me who called the police.’
‘What happened?’ Rebus asked.
‘I’d been staying at a friend’s house,’ Nicol Petrie explained. ‘When his parents heard I was supposed to be missing, they drove me home.’ He shrugged. A couple of his friends laughed.
‘Right,’ he said, raising his voice slightly. ‘Back to my place. The night is still young, and so are we!’
There were cheers at this. Rebus got the feeling Nicol had roused the troops like this before.
‘Where’s Alfie?’ Ama asked.
‘Taking a leak,’ she was told.
Rebus made for the stairs. ‘Thanks anyway,’ he said to her brother. Nicol Petrie shot out a hand, which Rebus shook.
Shame he’s not in uniform . . . What the hell had that meant? Some private joke? Rebus climbed back up into fresh air. The man who’d been relieving himself – Alfie – was sitting on the floor of the boat, legs splayed. He’d forgotten to button his flies.
‘Leaving so soon?’ he asked.
‘Everyone’s going back to Nicky’s,’ Rebus said, like he was one of the gang.
‘Good old Nicky,’ Alfie said.
‘You’re Alfie, aren’t you?’
The young man looked up, trying to place Rebus. ‘Sorry,’ he said, ‘can’t seem to . . .’
‘John,’ Rebus said.
‘Of course, John.’ Nodding briskly. ‘Never forget a face. You’re in the finance sector?’
‘Securities.’
‘Never forget a face.’ Alfie started to get up. Rebus helped him. He still had his photos in one hand.
‘Here,’ he said. ‘Take a look.’ Didn’t say any more than that, just handed them over.
‘Photographer must have been pissed,’ Alfie said.
‘Not very good, are they?’
‘Bloody awful. I’ve got a friend who’s a photographer. Let me give you his number.’ Reaching into his jacket.
‘You’ll know his face, though,’ Rebus said, tapping the holiday snap of Damon.
Alfie squinted at the photo, brought it close to his nose, moved it to pick up the available light.
‘I pride myself,’ he said, ‘on never forgetting a face. But in this chap’s case, I’ll make an exception.’ Smiled crookedly at his own little joke. ‘Now the lady, on the other hand . . .’
‘Alfie!’ Ama Petrie was standing at the top of the stairs, arms folded against the chill. ‘Come on, we’re getting ready to go.’
‘Super idea, Ama.’ Alfie blinked so slowly, Rebus thought he’d nodded off.
‘About the blonde . . .’ Rebus persisted.
Ama had come up to them, was tugging on Alfie’s sleeve. Alfie patted Rebus’s arm. ‘See you at Nicky’s, old boy.’
‘Come on, Alfie.’ Ama pecked his cheek, led him to the stairs. A quick backward glance towards Rebus. Looking . . . angry? Relieved? A mix of the two? When they disappeared from view, Rebus walked off the boat.
‘They’re on their way,’ he told the minder.
‘Cheers.’
‘That’s one you owe me,’ Rebus said, waiting till the minder had nodded. ‘To square things, I want you to tell me what Archie Frost has to do with Billy Preston.’
‘He just works for him, same as I do.’
‘But he runs Gaitano’s for Charmer Mackenzie.’
The minder was nodding. ‘That’s right.’
‘No conflict of interests?’
‘Should there be?’
Rebus narrowed his eyes. ‘Mackenzie owns this boat?’
The minder licked his lips. ‘Part-owns. Mr Preston has the other half.’
Charmer Mackenzie had a half-share in the Clipper. And he owned Gaitano’s. Damon had been at Gaitano’s, and was last seen near the Clipper. Rebus was beginning to wonder . . .
‘That’s us quits,’ the minder said, as the party-goers did a conga towards the gangway.
He went back to his flat but couldn’t sleep. The blanket Darren Rough had slept under was still folded on the sofa. He couldn’t bring himself to move it. Instead, he sat in his chair, waiting for the ghosts to come. Maybe Darren would be with them, or maybe he’d have other souls to haunt.
But no ghosts came. Rebus dozed, came awake with a start. Decided he’d be better off out of doors. He cut through The Meadows, past the Infirmary. It was due to move out of town, south to Little France. There was talk the old Infirmary site would be turned into upmarket flats, or maybe a hotel. Prime city-centre site, but who’d want a flat where a hospital ward had been?
He paused at the statue of Greyfriars Bobby. When you thought of it, Bobby was just a dog with nowhere better to go, nothing better to be doing. Rebus reached out and patted the statue’s head.
‘Stay,’ he said, heading down George IV Bridge. A couple of taxis slowed beside him, touting for custom, but he waved them on, took the Playfair Steps down to the National Gallery and Royal Academy. He passed a couple of people sleeping rough, watched the Castle beginning to assume shape again against the sky as night segued into morning. He thought of his grandfathers, whose names were buried somewhere in the Castle’s Books of Remembrance. He couldn’t even recall what regiments they’d served in. Both had died in the 1914–18 campaign, long before Rebus’s parents had even met.
Princes Street had the usual haphazard look to it. The pavements seemed plenty wide when there was no one else about. He nipped up the side of Burger King and into the Penny Black, which opened for business at five. There were a couple of drinkers already in. Rebus ordered a whisky, added plenty of water.
‘Man, you’re drowning it,’ one drinker commented.
Rebus just smiled; didn’t tell the man that water was his lifeline. An early edition of the Scotsman sat on the bar. Rebus flicked through it. A report of the previous day’s doings in the Shiellion trial, plus the ‘suspicious death’ of Darren Rough and the disappearance of Billy Horman. There was an anonymous quote from a member of GAP, to the effect that they blamed Rough for the boy’s disappearance.
‘And we’re just glad and relieved that one piece of vermin has departed this earth. May all the others do the same.’
Van Brady in preaching mode. There was talk of a residents’ committee, of new arrivals in Greenfield being vetted by their neighbours. There was going to be discussion of neighbourhood patrols, spot checks, and even some kind of barrier to stop ‘undesirables’ from entering Greenfield and ‘defacing’ it.
Rebus knew Scotland was gearing up for self-rule, but this was taking it to extremes.
‘We’ve got a computer in the community centre,’ the spokesperson said, ‘and now we want to get hooked up to the Internet so we can ask the Guardian Angels for advice. We’re hoping a lottery grant will get us the software. This community deserves no less.’
If there was going to be a private police force in Greenfield, Rebus wondered who’d be best placed to operate it. The name Cal Brady came readily to mind . . .
He finished his drink and decided to have breakfast down in Leith, where there was a café open at six with huge portions and little fuss. He walked the length of Leith Walk, found the café and settled down. With the paper already read, he’d nothing to do but chew on a half-slice of fried bread and stare out of the window. When a taxi stopped at the lights outside the café, Rebus caught a glimpse of the passenger. He tried for a better look, but the taxi was already on the move, taking Cary Oakes back to his hotel. He got the licence number, jotted it on the back of his hand. A mouthful of scalding tea helped him wash down the bread, then he asked to use the owner’s phone. Called a cab company and asked about the reg.
‘You kidding? Know how many cabs we’ve got?’
‘Do your best, eh?’ He gave them his mobile number, then tried the other companies in the city. They all seemed to think he was asking a lot, but by the time he got to St Leonard’s, he had a result. The cabbie was actually back at base, his shift over. Rebus spoke to him.
‘You took a fare down to Leith, I’m guessing The Shore. About an hour ago.’
‘Yeah, last pick-up I had.’
‘Where exactly did you pick him up?’
‘Out Corstorphine way, just before the Maybury roundabout. What’s he done?’
Corstorphine: where Alan Archibald lived. Rebus thanked the driver and terminated the call. He went to the toilets for a wash and shave, swallowed two paracetamol with some coffee. The murder room was empty, no one yet at work. He examined the photos on the wall. Archibald’s niece had been murdered on a hillside; Darren Rough had been murdered on a hillside. Was it a connection? He thought of Cary Oakes, roaming freely through the city. Picked up one of the phones and called Patience.
‘Morning,’ she said sleepily.
‘This is your alarm call.’
He could hear her stretch her back, sitting up in bed. ‘What time is it?’
He told her. ‘I couldn’t get back for breakfast, thought I’d phone instead.’
‘Where are you?’
‘St Leonard’s.’
‘Did you sleep at Arden Street?’
‘I managed a nap.’
‘I don’t know how you do it.’ She was probably pushing hair out of her eyes. ‘I need eight hours minimum.’
‘They say it’s the sign of a clear conscience.’
‘What does that say about you?’ She knew he wasn’t going to answer that, asked instead if she’d see him for dinner.
‘Sure,’ he told her. ‘Unless you don’t, of course.’
‘Of course,’ she said. Then: ‘How’s the head?’
‘Fine.’
‘You liar. Try one day off the booze, John, just for me. One day, and tell me you don’t feel better in the morning.’
‘I know I’ll feel better in the morning. Problem is, as soon as I have a drink, I forget.’
‘Bye, John.’
‘Bye, Patience.’
Patience: more than living up to her name . . .
Rebus and Gill Templer, in Interview Room B with Cal Brady.
Interview Room B: same room Rebus had taken Darren Rough. Same room he’d first met Harold Ince during the Shiellion inquiry. They were talking to Cal Brady again because Templer had a few things to clear up.
‘You started that fire,’ she said.
‘Did I?’ Brady looked around, wide-eyed. ‘Maybe we better get a solicitor in here then.’
‘Don’t try to be funny, Mr Brady.’
‘Only jokers I see around here are you lot.’
‘Billy Horman is reported missing, next thing you’re out torching Darren Rough’s flat. If I was of a mind, I might think you had something to gain from that.’ She paused, shifting the paperwork in front of her. ‘Or something to hide.’
‘Such as?’ Brady sat back in his chair, arms folded.
‘That’s what I’m wondering.’
Brady snorted, looked to where Rebus was standing. ‘Lost your voice or what?’
Rebus didn’t rise to it. Gill Templer was quite capable of dealing with the likes of Cal Brady.
‘Everyone else went out looking for Billy,’ she continued, ‘but you held back. Why’s that, Mr Brady?’
Brady shifted in his seat. ‘Kept an eye on Billy Boy’s mum.’
Templer made a show of checking her notes. ‘Joanna Horman?’ She waited for Brady to nod agreement. ‘That’s women’s work, isn’t it, Calumn? Holding the mother’s hand, offering sympathy and a rum and Coke. Thought you were more of an Action Man.’
‘Someone had to do it.’
‘But why you, that’s what I’m getting at? Maybe you fancied her. Maybe the two of you know one another . . .?’ She paused. ‘Or could it be that you already knew there was no point looking for Billy Horman . . .?’
Brady thumped the desk. ‘Don’t you start on this!’ Quick to ignite. ‘Everybody knows what happened to Billy Boy. He got snatched by Rough or one of his cronies.’
‘Then where is he?’
‘How the hell should I know?’
‘And who killed Darren Rough?’
‘If it had been me, he’d’ve been missing some bits.’
‘What if I tell you he was?’ Templer playing a little game.
Brady looked surprised. ‘Was he? Nobody said . . .’
Templer looked at her notes. Then: ‘DI Rebus, I believe you have a few more questions for Mr Brady.’
Rebus having cleared things with her first, explaining his interest. He moved towards the desk, rested his knuckles on it.
‘How do you come to know Archie Frost?’
‘Archie?’ Brady looked at Templer. ‘What’s this got to do with anything?’
‘Another inquiry, Mr Brady. Unconnected to the other two, except, perhaps, by you.’
‘I don’t get it.’
‘You want that solicitor now?’
He thought about it, shrugged his shoulders. ‘I do some work for him.’
‘For Mr Frost?’
‘That’s right. I work on the door some nights.’
‘You’re a bouncer?’
‘I keep an eye out for trouble.’
Rebus produced the photographs again. They had curled and creased at the edges, and were smeared with fingerprints.
‘Do you remember me asking about these people?’
Brady looked at the photos, nodded. ‘I wasn’t on the door that night.’
‘And which night is that?’ Brady looked up from the photos. Rebus was smiling. ‘I don’t recall giving Mr Frost any particular night.’
‘If I’d been working that night I’d have spotted him. I had a run-in with him once before. No way he would have got past the door with me there.’
Rebus narrowed his eyes. ‘What sort of run-in?’
Brady shrugged. ‘Nothing much. He was just a bit pissed, making too much noise. I told him to calm down and he didn’t, so a couple of us escorted him off the premises.’
Brady liked this last phrase; smiled at it. A nice official ring to it: ‘escorted’, ‘premises’.
‘You ever do any door work at the Clipper?’
Brady shook his head.
‘But you work for its owner.’
‘Mr Mackenzie has a share of the boat, that’s all.’
‘But he provides the bouncers too.’
‘I tried it once, didn’t like it.’
‘Why not?’
‘All these stuck-up tarts and Hooray Henries, thinking they could walk all over you because they had a bit of cash.’
‘I know what you mean.’ Brady looked at him. ‘No, really. I’ve seen them for myself.’ Rebus was still thinking about Brady’s run-in with Damon Mee. He’d thought it was Damon’s first visit to Gaitano’s; no one had told him any different. ‘Thing is, Cal, Damon’s a missing person, and I’m a bit like Gulliver in one of Lilliput’s toilets.’
‘Eh?’
‘I’ve not got much to go on.’ Gill Templer groaned at the joke, while Rebus counted off on his fingers. ‘I’ve got Damon going missing, last seen with a blonde being dropped by taxi outside the Clipper. The boat’s part-owned by Charmer Mackenzie, who also owns Guiser’s, which is where Damon and the blonde seemed to meet. See, there’s a connection there. Right now, it’s the only thing I’ve got, which is why I’m going to keep working away at it until I’ve got some answers.’ He paused. ‘Only you don’t have any of the answers, do you?’
Brady stared at him. Rebus turned to Templer.
‘No further questions, m’lud.’
‘All right, Mr Brady,’ she said. ‘You can go now.’
Brady walked to the door, opened it, turned his head back towards Rebus.
‘Gulliver,’ he said. ‘Is he the one in the cartoon with the little people?’
‘That’s him,’ Rebus acknowledged.
Brady nodded thoughtfully. ‘I still don’t get it,’ he said, closing the door after him.
At lunchtime, Rebus sat in his car and slept for half an hour, before heading back to the office with a beaker of tomato soup and a cheese and Branston sandwich.
‘We’ve got something,’ Roy Frazer informed him. ‘Sighting of a white saloon car, exiting Holyrood Park at the Dalkeith Road end. Someone from maintenance at the Commonwealth Pool noticed it. Early morning, no traffic about. This car was doing a fair lick, went through a red light. He’s a cyclist, pays attention to that sort of thing.’
‘And a model citizen too, I’ll bet. Never sneaks through a red on his bike when nobody’s watching.’ Rebus thought for a moment. ‘Any surveillance cameras that might have caught it?’
‘I’ll check.’
‘Clear it with DCI Templer first. She’s in charge.’
‘Yes, sir.’ Frazer bounded off in search of her. He reminded Rebus of a pet spaniel, always ready for attention and praise. White saloon car . . . Something was niggling Rebus. He put in a call to Bobby Hogan at Leith police station.
‘If I say the words “white saloon car” to you, what would you say to me?’
‘I’d say my brother’s got one, a Ford Orion.’
‘I’m thinking of Jim Margolies.’
‘Something in the notes?’
‘Yes. I’m sure there was a white saloon.’
‘Can I call you back?’
‘Soon as poss.’ He put down the receiver, scribbled circles within circles on his pad, then sent lines radiating out from the centre. He couldn’t decide if it looked more like a spider’s web or a dartboard, came to the answer: neither. The telescopic sight from a warplane maybe? Or a section through a tree-trunk? All possibilities, but really all it was in the end was a meaningless squiggle. And when he ran over it a few times with the pen, it became clotted past interpretation.
His phone rang and he picked up.
‘Is it important?’ Bobby Hogan asked.
‘I don’t know. Might connect to something else.’
‘Want to tell me what?’
‘You go first.’
He seemed to be considering the offer, then began to recite from the case-notes. ‘Light-coloured saloon car, possibly white or cream. Seen parked on Queen’s Drive.’
‘Where on Queen’s Drive?’ Queen’s Drive being the roadway that wound around Holyrood Park.
‘You know The Hawse?’
‘Not by name.’
‘It’s at the foot of the Crags, near where the path starts. This car was parked there, lights on, apparently nobody in it. Someone came forward when they heard about the suicide. But the timing was wrong. They spotted it at around ten thirty that night. It was gone by the time a patrol went past at midnight. Margolies didn’t head up there until later.’
‘According to his widow.’
‘Well, she should know, shouldn’t she? So are you going to tell me what this is all about?’
‘Another sighting of a white saloon, the morning Darren Rough was killed. Seen haring out of Holyrood Park.’
‘What’s that got to do with Jim’s suicide?’
‘Probably nothing,’ Rebus said, thinking of the doodle again. ‘Maybe I’m just seeing things,’ He saw the Farmer standing in the doorway, beckoning. ‘Thanks anyway,’ he said.
‘Any other fantasies you get, they’ve got special phone numbers these days.’
Rebus put down the receiver, started towards the door.
‘My office,’ the Farmer said, moving away before Rebus could reach him. There was a mug of coffee already sitting on the Farmer’s desk. He poured Rebus one, handed it over.
‘What have I done this time?’ Rebus asked.
The Farmer motioned for him to sit. ‘It’s Darren Rough’s social worker. He’s made an official complaint.’
‘About me?’
‘He reckons you “outed” his client, and brought this whole thing on. He’s asking questions about how closely you tie in to Rough’s death.’
Rebus rubbed his eyes, managed a tired smile. ‘He’s welcome to his opinions.’
‘No danger he can back them up with hard proof?’
‘Not a chance in hell, sir.’
‘It’s still not going to look good. You were the last person Rough had any contact with.’
‘Only if you discount the killer. Have forensics turned up anything?’
‘Only that the killer probably got some of Rough’s blood on him.’
‘What if I put forward a proposal?’
The Farmer picked up a pen, studied it. ‘What sort of proposal?’
‘That we bring in Cary Oakes again. I’m positive he nicked my car, which puts him in Arden Street around the time Darren Rough was leaving. What was he doing there in the first place? Staking the place out? In which case, he’d been there a while, maybe saw us going in, took Rough for a friend of mine . . .’
The Farmer was shaking his head. ‘We can’t bring in Oakes, not without something solid.’
‘How about a mallet?’
It was the Farmer’s turn to smile. ‘Stevens’ paper has lawyers, John. And you’ve said yourself, Oakes is a pro. He’ll sit there keeping schtum till they spring him. At which point, the daily rags have got themselves another story about police harassment.’
‘I thought we were trying to harass him?’
The Farmer dropped the pen on the floor, stooped to pick it up. ‘We’ve been through all this.’
‘I know.’
‘So now we’re going in circles. Bottom line, a complaint from Social Work has to be followed up.’
‘And meantime, I can’t work the investigation.’
‘It would look bloody odd under the circumstances. What other work have you got?’
‘Officially, not a lot.’
‘I heard you had a MisPer.’
‘I was working it in my own time.’
‘So spend a bit more time on it. But – and this is off the record, mind – keep close to Gill and the team. You seem to know more about Rough and Greenfield than most.’
‘In other words, you need me, but can’t afford to be seen with me?’
‘You always had a way with words, John. Off you go now. POETS day, you know, weekend coming up. Go and enjoy yourself.’
Janice Mee turned up at Arden Street for want of anything more constructive to do. She had all this time to herself, and over in Fife she felt she was accomplishing nothing. If she sat at home, the patterns on the wallpaper started swirling, and the clock’s tick seemed amplified beyond all enduring. But if she went out, there were questions to be answered by neighbours and passers-by – ‘Is he no’ back yet?’; ‘Where do you think he’d have went?’ – and comments to be fielded – usually to do with having patience or keeping fingers crossed. Besides, she had a feeling whenever she stepped off the train at Waverley that Damon was nearby. It was true people had a sixth sense: you could feel when someone was creeping up behind you. And every time she stepped on to the platform, stopping there while the workers and shoppers made to pass her, hurried lives they had to be getting on with . . . when she stopped there, it was as if her world stopped turning, and everything became still and peaceful. In those moments, with the city hushed and the blood singing in her heart, she could almost hear him, smell him – everything but reach out and touch his arm. She saw herself pulling him to her, scolding him as she poured kisses on his face, and him all grown-up and trying to resist, but pleased, too, to be wanted like this and loved like this, loved the way no one in the universe would ever love him.
Since he’d gone missing, she’d been sleeping in his room. At first, she’d reasoned to Brian that Damon might sneak back in the night for his things. This way, she’d be there to confront him, to snare him. But then Brian had said he’d move into the room too, and she’d pointed out there was just the single bed, and he’d countered that he’d sleep on the floor. On and on the discussion had gone, until she’d lost it and blurted out that she’d rather be on her own.
The first time she’d spoken the words.
‘Frankly, Brian, I’d much rather be on my own . . .’
His face had lost all rigidity, had folded in on itself, and she’d felt sick in her stomach. But she’d been right to say the words, wrong to keep them inside the past months and years.
‘It’s Johnny, isn’t it?’ Brian, face averted, had plucked up the courage to ask.
And in a way it was, though not quite the way Brian meant. It was that Johnny had shown her another road she might have taken, and in doing so had opened up the possibility of all the other roads left untravelled, all the places she’d never been. Places like Emotion and High and Elation. Places like Myself and Free and Aware. She knew she’d never say these things to anyone; they sounded too much like stuff from the magazines. But that didn’t stop her feeling they were true. Born and bred in the town, lived most of her days there: did she really want to die there? Did she want it that thirty-odd years of her life could be summarised in five minutes to a friend she hadn’t seen since secondary school?
She wanted more.
She wanted out.
Of course, she knew what people would say: you’re just emotional, dear. It’s bound to be upsetting, something like this. And it was. Oh, Jesus sweet Christ almighty, it was. Yet she felt more powerless and aimless than ever. She’d told her story to all the charities, she’d done her bit talking to the taxi drivers, but what was left? She knew there must be something she hadn’t tried, but couldn’t think what. All she knew was, this was where she had to be.
Now that she had a feel for the city, she enjoyed the walk to Marchmont. The steep climb up Cockburn Street, full of ‘alternative’ shops – some of them had even taken her flyers. Then up the High Street to George IV Bridge, and down past libraries and bookshops to Greyfriars Bobby. Past the university and the milling students, carrying books with them or pushing their bicycles. Then The Meadows, flat and green and with Marchmont rising in the distance. She liked the shops near Johnny’s flat; liked the tenement itself and all the streets around it. The roofs seemed to her like castle turrets. Johnny said the area was full of students. She’d always imagined students living in poorer places.
She opened the main door and climbed to Johnny’s landing. There was mail behind his door. She picked it up, took it through to the living room. It looked like bills and junk; no real letters. No photos in his living room; gaps in the wall-units which she would have filled with ornaments. Books tidied away into piles: before she moved them, they’d been lying everywhere. There was a time Brian wouldn’t have stood for it if she’d moved his stuff around; these days, he probably wouldn’t even notice. Johnny had noticed when she’d tidied up, but she wasn’t sure he’d been pleased, even though he’d said ‘Thanks.’
She took mugs, plate and ashtray through to the kitchen. Took a blanket from the sofa and put it on the bed in the spare room. When everything was to her satisfaction, she wondered what to do next. Clean the windows? With what? Make herself a cup of something? Listen to some music . . . when had she last sat down and listened to music? When had she last had time? She looked through Johnny’s collection. Pulled out an album – one of the first by the Rolling Stones. It looked the same copy he’d had when they’d been going out together. On the back she found an ink doodle: JLJ – Janice Loves Johnny. She’d put it there one night, wondering if he’d notice. He always liked to study his LP sleeves. And when he had noticed, he hadn’t been too thrilled, had tried taking a rubber to it. You could still see the smudge . . .
Summers in the café, long evenings with the Coke machine and the jukebox. Then a bag of chips, salt and vinegar. Maybe a film some nights, or just a stroll in the park. The youth club was run by the local church. Johnny hadn’t liked that; hadn’t been churchy. Yet here was a copy of the Bible, sitting alone on the mantelpiece. And other books that looked religious: The Confessions of St Augustine; The Cloud of Unknowing. She liked the sound of that last one. Lots of books, yet he didn’t seem much of a reader, and the books looked brand new, most of them.
His bedroom . . . she’d sneaked a peek in there. Not the most inviting of rooms: mattress on the floor, clothes in piles in a corner, waiting to be decanted into the chest of drawers. Odd socks: what was it with men and odd socks? The whole flat had an unloved feel to it, despite some redecoration in the living room. His chair, positioned next to the bay window, phone on the floor next to it – the whole flat seemed to revolve around that one space. Kitchen cupboards: bottles of whisky and brandy and vodka and gin. More vodka in the freezer; beer in the fridge, along with cheese, marge, and an unpromising quarter of corned beef. Jars of beetroot and raspberry jam on the worktop, breadbin with two stale rolls and the heel of a loaf.
They said you could tell a lot about a man from his home. She got the feeling Johnny was lonely, but how could that be when he had the doctor, Patience whatser-name?
The doorbell. She wondered who it could be. Went and opened the door, not even bothering with the spy-hole. A man standing there, smiling.
‘Hiya,’ he said. ‘Is John in?’
‘No, I’m afraid not.’
The smile disappeared; the man checked his watch. ‘I hope he’s not going to stand me up again.’
‘Well, in his job . . .’
‘Oh, that’s true enough. You’ll know all about it, I suppose.’
She felt herself blushing under his gaze. ‘I’m not his girlfriend or anything.’
‘No? And here I was thinking he’d struck lucky, the old devil.’
‘No, I’m just a friend.’
‘Just good friends, eh?’ He tapped his nose. ‘You can trust me, I won’t tell Patience.’
Her blush spread. ‘We were at school, Johnny and me. Met up again recently.’ She was babbling, and knew it, but somehow couldn’t stop herself.
‘That’s nice: old friends getting together. Plenty to catch up on, eh?’
‘Plenty.’
‘I know the feeling. I was out of touch with John for years too.’
‘Really?’
‘Working in the States.’
‘How interesting. Were you there long . . .?’ She caught herself. ‘Sorry, I can’t keep you standing out there, can I?’
‘I was beginning to wonder.’
She opened the door wider, took a step back. ‘You better come in. My name’s Janice, by the way.’
‘You’ll laugh when I tell you my name. All I can say is, nobody consulted me.’
‘Why, what’s your name?’ Laughing now as he stepped past her into the hall.
‘Cary,’ he told her. ‘After the actor. Only I’ve never managed to be quite so suave.’
He was winking at her as she closed the door.
The flat was empty when Rebus got home, but he sensed someone had been there: things moved, things tidied. Janice again. He looked for a note, but she hadn’t left one. He took a beer from the fridge, then turned on the hi-fi. The Stones: ‘Goat’s Head Soup’. On the album cover, David Bailey had photographed them with their made-up faces covered by some diaphanous material, making Jagger look more feminine than ever. Rebus turned the volume down and called Alan Archibald’s number. Nobody home but the answering machine. Archibald’s voice sounded clipped and distant.
‘It’s John Rebus here. A simple message: ca’ canny. A taxi driver picked Oakes up near your home. I can’t think of any other reason he’d have been in the neighbourhood. He’s also been in my street. I don’t know what his thinking is, maybe he just wants to rattle us. Anyway, consider yourself forewarned.’
He put down the phone. Forewarned is forearmed, he thought, wondering how Alan Archibald would arm himself.
He turned up the volume, sat by the window and stared out at the opposite tenement. The kids were home from school, playing at their living room table. Some card game, it looked like. Happy Families maybe. Rebus had never been much good at that. When he turned from the window, he saw a shape in the doorway.
‘Christ,’ he said, putting a hand to his chest, ‘don’t do that to me.’
‘Sorry,’ Janice said, smiling. She raised a carton of milk for him to see. ‘You were running out.’
‘Thanks.’ He followed her through to the kitchen, watched her put the milk in the fridge.
‘Did you forget your appointment?’ she asked.
‘Appointment?’ Rebus was thinking: doctor? Dentist?
‘You stood your friend up. He was round here an hour ago. I went with him for a coffee.’ She tutted at Rebus’s fecklessness.
‘You’ve lost me,’ he said.
‘Cary,’ she told him. ‘The two of you were going out for a drink.’
Rebus felt his spine turn cold. ‘He came here?’
‘Looking for you, yes.’
‘And you went out with him?’
She’d been wiping the worktop, but turned towards him, saw the look on his face.
‘What is it?’ she asked.
He looked towards the cupboards, made a show of opening one to check for something. He couldn’t tell her. She’d have a fit. He closed the cupboard door.
‘Have a nice chat, the two of you?’
‘He told me about his job in the States.’
‘Which one? I think he had a couple.’
‘Did he?’ She frowned. ‘Well, the only one he told me about was being a prison guard.’
‘Oh, right.’ Rebus nodded. ‘I suppose you told him about us?’
She gave him a sly glance. There were spots of red on her cheeks. ‘What’s to tell?’
‘I mean, told him about yourself, how we know one another . . .?’
‘Oh, yes, all that.’
‘And Fife?’
‘He seemed really interested in Cardenden. I told him off, thought he was taking the mickey.’
‘No, Cary’s always interested in people.’
‘That’s exactly what he said.’ She paused. ‘Sure you’re all right?’
‘Fine. It’s just . . . work-related problems.’ Namely, Cary Oakes, who had now pulled Janice into his game. And Rebus, himself in the middle of the board, had yet to be told the rules.
‘Want some coffee or something?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘We’re going somewhere.’ We? If Cary Oakes had gone to Fife, it was safer for Janice to stay in Edinburgh. But stay where? Rebus’s flat was proving no sanctuary. She was safer with Rebus, and Rebus had somewhere he needed to be.
‘Where?’
‘Back to Fife. I’ve a few more questions for Damon’s friends.’ And terrain to scout, seeking signs of contamination by Oakes.
She stared at him. ‘Have you . . . are you on to something?’
‘Hard to tell.’
‘Try me.’
He was shaking his head. ‘I don’t want to raise your hopes. It might turn out to be nothing.’ He started to move out of the kitchen. ‘Give me a minute to do some packing.’
‘Packing?’
‘Weekend’s coming, Janice. Thought I might stay over till tomorrow. Is there still a hotel in town?’
She hesitated for a moment. ‘You can stay with us.’
‘A hotel will be fine.’
But she shook her head. ‘You’ll understand, I couldn’t let you have Damon’s room, but there’s always the couch.’
Rebus pretended to be torn. ‘OK then,’ he said at last. Thinking: I want to be there overnight; I want to be close to her. Not for any obvious reasons – reasons he might have put to himself a day or two ago – but because he wanted to know if Cary Oakes would travel to Cardenden, stake out her home. Whatever Oakes was planning, it was moving apace. If he was going to move on Janice, Rebus reckoned it would be at the weekend.
If anything happened, Rebus needed to be there.
‘I’ll just throw some stuff in a bag,’ he said, heading for his bedroom.
Rebus took Janice to Sammy’s first of all. He just wanted to check on her. She was doing pull-ups with the help of her parallel bars, hoisting herself to standing, locking her knees, then easing herself back into the wheelchair. The front door was unlocked: she kept it that way when Ned wasn’t home. Rebus had been worried, until she’d explained her reasoning.
‘I had to weigh up the chances, Dad: me needing help, versus someone breaking in. If I’m lying paralysed on my back, I want any Good Samaritans to be able to get in.’
She wore a grey sleeveless T-shirt, its back turned a darker grey by sweat. There was a towel around her shoulders, and her hair was matted to her forehead.
‘God knows if this is helping my legs,’ she said, ‘but I’m getting a shot-putter’s biceps.’
‘And not an anabolic steroid in sight,’ he said, leaning down to kiss her. ‘This is Janice, old school-pal of mine.’
‘Hello, Janice,’ Sammy said. When she looked back at her father, he felt embarrassed, and wasn’t sure why.
‘Her son’s disappeared,’ he explained. ‘I’m trying to help.’
Sammy wiped her face with the towel.
‘I’m sorry,’ she said. Janice smiled and shrugged.
‘Janice still lives in Cardenden,’ Rebus went on. ‘We’re headed back there, in case you were thinking of phoning me tonight.’
‘Right,’ Sammy said, her face still busy in the towel. Now that he was here, he knew he’d made some kind of mistake, knew Sammy was jumping to all the wrong conclusions, and couldn’t think of a way out without embarrassing Janice.
‘So I’ll see you some time,’ he said.
‘I’m not going anywhere.’ She had finished with the towel; was studying the bars, the extent of her current universe.
‘We’ll have to go through there some day. I can show you my old hunting-ground.’
She nodded. ‘We can take Patience, too. I’m sure she wouldn’t want to be left out.’
‘Have a nice weekend, Sammy,’ he said, making for the door.
She neglected to tell him to do the same.
‘I’ll just phone Patience,’ he said, easing his mobile out of his pocket. They were back in the car, heading for the A90. Patience sometimes went out with friends on a Friday night; it was a regular thing – drinks and a meal, maybe a play or concert. Three other women doctors: two of them divorced, one still apparently happily married. She answered on the fourth ring.
‘It’s me,’ he said.
‘What have I told you about using that thing when you’re driving?’
‘I’m stalled at lights,’ he lied, giving Janice a conspirator’s wink. She looked uncomfortable.
‘Got plans?’
‘I have to go to Fife, couple of interviews I want to get out of the way. I’ll probably stay the night. Are you going out?’
‘In about twenty minutes.’
‘Say hello to the gang from me.’
‘John . . . when are we going to see one another?’
‘Soon.’
‘This weekend?’
‘Almost certainly.’
‘I’m going over to Sammy’s tomorrow.’
‘Right,’ he said. Sammy would tell Patience about Janice. Patience would know Janice had been in the car when he’d called her. ‘I’m staying the night with some friends: Janice and Brian.’
‘The ones you were at school with?’
‘That’s right. I didn’t realise I’d mentioned them.’
‘You hadn’t. Thing is, as far as I’m aware you haven’t made any friends since school.’
‘Bye, Patience,’ he said, easing into the outside lane and putting his foot down.
Dr Patience Aitken had a taxi ordered. When it arrived, the driver pushed open her gate, headed down the steep and winding set of stone steps which led to her garden flat. He rang the doorbell and waited, scuffing his feet on the flagstones. He liked the New Town’s garden flats, the way they were below street level at the front, but had gardens at the back. And they had these little courtyards at the front, with cellars built into the facing wall. Not that you’d use the cellars for much; too damp. Certainly not for keeping wine in. He’d taken the wife to the Loire the previous summer, learned all about the wines. He had three mixed cases now, stored in the cupboard beneath his stairs. Far from ideal conditions: a modern two-storey semi out at Fairmilehead. Too dry, too warm. What he needed was a flat like this one – he’d bet there’d be cupboards inside just right for laying down wine, cool and dryish with thick stone walls.
He noticed that the doctor had tried for a sort of garden feel in the courtyard: hanging baskets, terracotta pots. Nothing down here would get too much light, that was the thing. First thing he’d done with his front garden when he’d moved in: put flagstones over most of it, leaving just a square of earth in the middle, couple of roses planted in there. Minimum maintenance.
The door opened and the doctor stepped out, pulling a shawl around her shoulders. Perfume wafted out with her: nothing too overbearing.
‘Sorry I’ve kept you,’ she said, pulling the door closed and making for the steps.
‘I’d double-lock it if I were you,’ he suggested.
‘What?’
‘Yales,’ he explained, shaking his head. ‘A kid could be inside in ten seconds flat.’
She thought about it, shrugged her shoulders. ‘What’s life without a bit of a risk?’
‘As long as you’re insured,’ he said, studying her ankles as he climbed the steps after her.
Jim Stevens lay on his bed, one hand covering his eyes, the other holding the telephone receiver to his ear. He was listening to Matt Lewin, who had just told him how good the weather was in Seattle. Stevens had faxed him portions of Cary Oakes’s ‘confession’, and Lewin was giving his views.
‘Well, Jim, bits of it seem to tally all right. The truck driver story is new, and frankly, I don’t think it’s worth chasing.’
‘You think he made it up?’
‘Not my problem, thank God. I tell you, Jim, no disrespect, but I wouldn’t trust anything that bastard told me, and I sure as hell wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of seeing it in print.’
Which seemed to be Stevens’ boss’s view, too. The projected eight-parter had been cut to just five.
‘I’m sure as hell glad he’s your problem now and not ours,’ Lewin went on.
‘Thanks.’
‘He giving you any trouble?’
Stevens didn’t see the point in telling Lewin that Oakes was proving more awkward by the day. He’d slipped away from the hotel again that afternoon, stayed out the best part of three hours and wouldn’t say where he’d been.
‘It’s nearly over anyway,’ Stevens said, rubbing his hand over his brow.
‘Good riddance, that’s my advice.’
‘Yes.’ But Stevens couldn’t help but worry. He worried about what Oakes would do with himself afterwards, once he was out on the street. No way was Stevens’ paper going to come up with ten K, not for the scraps Oakes had given them. Stevens still had to break that news to Oakes.
He worried for himself too. He was part of Oakes’s sphere now, and was just hoping Oakes would let him go.
He got the feeling, God help him, that it might not be all that easy . . .
Cary Oakes watched the taxi leave. Dr P, he presumed. Getting on a bit, but then the state Rebus was in, he doubted he’d be complaining. Basement apartment too: perfect for what he had in mind. He came out from behind the parked car and looked up and down the street. The place was dead. Half of Edinburgh seemed dead to him: you could wander around for ages and not go noticed, never mind raise suspicion.
Jim Stevens had been in a foul mood, watching the Cary Oakes story relegated as the editor decided to run a special on vigilanteism. Stevens blamed the paedophile murder.
‘Bloody Rebus again,’ he’d muttered, and Oakes had asked him to explain.
Stevens’ theory: Rebus had outed Darren Rough, raised the mob against him. And now one of them had taken it too far. Everything Oakes learned about the detective made Rebus seem more interesting, more complicated.
‘What sort of code does he live by, do you think?’ he’d asked.
Stevens had snorted. ‘Could be Morse or Highway for all I know.’
‘Some people make up their own rules,’ Oakes had mused.
‘You mean like the serial killer?’
‘Hmm?’
‘The one who picked you up in his truck.’
‘Oh, him . . . Well, yes, of course.’
And Stevens had looked at him. And Cary Oakes had stared back.
He crossed the road now. No houses across the street from where he’d be working, just a wrought-iron fence, a bank of grass behind it. No neighbours to spot him as he went about his business.
He expected no interruptions at all.
The batteries were fading anyway, Rebus rationalised, and he didn’t have the recharger with him. So he switched off his mobile.
‘The weekend starts here,’ he said, as they crossed the Forth Road Bridge into Fife.
Later: ‘Roads have changed,’ as they came off the dual carriageway outside Kirkcaldy. But the old Kirkcaldy–Cardenden road seemed much the same, same twists and turns, potholes and bumps.
‘Remember we walked to Kirkcaldy once to go to the pictures?’ Janice said.
Rebus smiled. ‘I’d forgotten that. Why didn’t we just take the bus?’
‘I think we didn’t have enough money.’
He frowned. ‘Was it just us?’
‘Mitch and his girlfriend too. Can’t remember who he was dating at the time.’
‘He went through them, all right.’
‘Maybe they got fed up of him.’
‘Maybe.’ They sat in silence for a minute. ‘What was the film?’
‘Which film?’
‘The one we walked six miles to see.’
‘I don’t recall watching much of it.’
They glanced at one another, burst out laughing.
Brian Mee heard the car, came out to meet them.
‘This is a surprise,’ he said, shaking Rebus’s hand.
‘I need to talk to Damon’s pals,’ Rebus explained.
Janice touched her husband’s arm. ‘He said he wanted to go to the hotel.’
‘Rubbish, you can stay with us. Damon’s room’s . . .’
‘I thought maybe the sofa,’ Janice interjected.
Brian recovered well. ‘Oh aye, it’s not that old. Comfy too. I should know: I nod off on it most nights myself.’
‘That’s settled then,’ Janice said. She had a man on either arm as she walked up the front path.
They ordered Chinese from the takeaway, opened a couple of bottles of wine. Old stories, rekindled memories. Half-remembered names; the exploits of those who’d grown old in the town; changes to the fabric of the place. Rebus had phoned Damon’s friends, the ones who’d been with him at Gaitano’s, but neither of them was in. He’d left messages, saying he had to see them in the morning.
‘We could go out for a drink,’ he told his hosts. His eyes were on Janice as he spoke. ‘Be the first time we had a drink together in the Goth without being underage.’
‘The Goth’s shut, John,’ Brian said.
‘Since when?’
‘They’re turning it into a centre for the unemployed.’
‘Isn’t that what it always was?’
They smiled at that. The Goth closed: his dad’s watering-hole; the first place John Rebus had ever bought a round.
‘Railway Tavern’s still going,’ Brian added. ‘We’ll be there tomorrow night for the karaoke.’
‘You’ll stay for that, won’t you?’ Janice asked.
‘I’m kind of allergic to karaokes, actually.’ Rebus was once again in the ‘seat by the fire’, the one he’d been made to sit in on his first visit. The TV was playing, sound turned down. It was like a magnet, their eyes sliding towards it throughout the conversation. Janice cleared away the dishes – they’d eaten with the plates on their laps. He helped her take the things through to the kitchen, saw it was too small for three people to eat in. There was a dining table in front of the living room window, but set with ornaments, its leaves folded. Used for special occasions only. With the leaves opened, it would all but fill the room. They ate all their meals on their laps, in front of the TV. He imagined the three of them – mother, father, son – staring at the screen, using it to excuse the lengthening gaps in conversation.
After coffee, Janice said she was going up to bed. Brian said he’d be up in a while. She brought down blankets and a pillow for Rebus, told him where the bathroom was. Told him where the light-switch was in the hall. Told him there was plenty of hot water if he wanted a bath.
‘See you in the morning.’
Brian reached for the remote, switched off the TV, then caught himself.
‘There wasn’t something you wanted to . . .?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘I’m not a big fan.’
‘And what would you say to a wee whisky?’
‘More my cup of tea altogether,’ Rebus acknowledged with a smile.
They sipped the whisky in silence. It wasn’t a malt: maybe Teacher’s or Grant’s. Brian had added a dollop of water to his, but Rebus hadn’t bothered.
‘Where do you think he is?’ Brian asked at last, swirling the drink around the rim of his glass. ‘Just between us, like.’
As if Janice couldn’t take it; as if he were stronger than her.
‘I don’t know, Brian. I wish I did.’
‘They normally go to London, though.’
‘Yes.’
‘And most of them do OK for themselves?’
Rebus nodded, not wanting any of this, wishing of a sudden that he was back in his flat with his own whisky, his music and books. But Brian had a need to talk.
‘I blame us, you know.’
‘I’d guess most parents do.’
‘I think he picked up on the atmosphere, and it drove him away.’ He sat on the edge of the sofa, hands squeezing his glass. He was looking at the floor as he spoke. ‘I got the feeling Janice was just waiting for Damon to go. You know, get a place of his own. That’s what she was waiting for.’
‘And then what?’
Brian glanced up at him. ‘Then she’d have no reason to stay. Every time she goes to Edinburgh, I think that’s it: she won’t be back.’
‘But she always comes back.’
He nodded. ‘But it’s different now. She comes back in case Damon’s here. Nothing to do with me.’ He coughed, cleared his throat, drained the whisky. ‘Want a refill?’ Rebus shook his head. ‘No, suppose not. Time for kip, eh?’ Brian got to his feet, managed a smile. ‘Schooldays, eh, Johnny?’
‘Schooldays, Brian,’ Rebus agreed. He watched something brighten behind Brian Mee’s eyes, then die again.
Rebus brushed his teeth in the kitchen – didn’t want to intrude upstairs, not with Brian readying for bed. He laid the blankets out on the sofa. Sat there with the lights out, then got up and went to the window. Peered through the curtains. Outside, the street-lamps cast a faint orange glow. The street itself was empty. He crept into the hall, opened the front door quietly, leaving it on the latch. Five minutes outside told him Cary Oakes wasn’t in the vicinity. He headed back indoors, needed the toilet. The kitchen sink seemed inappropriate, so he listened at the foot of the stairs then headed up. He knew the bathroom door, went in and did his business. One bedroom door was closed, the other slightly open. The open door had a football scarf pinned to it, and half a dozen used concert tickets from a few years before. Rebus pushed his head around the door: saw the outlines of posters, a wardrobe and chest of drawers. Saw the window with the curtains drawn. Saw the single bed, and Janice sleeping in it, her breathing regular.
Crept downstairs again feeling like a housebreaker.
Next morning after breakfast, he had a meeting with Damon’s friends.
They came round to the house, while Janice and Brian were out shopping. Joey Haldane was tall and skinny with closely cropped bleached hair and dark bushy eyebrows. He wore all denim – jeans, shirt, jacket – with black Dr Marten shoes. Rebus noticed that his mouth hung open most of the time, as though he had trouble breathing through his nose.
Pete Mathieson was as tall as Joey but a lot broader, the kind of son a farmer would be proud of (and probably exploit). He wore red jogging pants and a blue sweatshirt, Nike trainers with the soles almost rubbed away. They sat on the sofa. Rebus’s sheets and pillow had disappeared upstairs before breakfast, while he’d been soaking in the bath.
‘Thanks for coming,’ Rebus began. Instead of one of the overstuffed armchairs, he was seated on a straight-backed dining chair, planted in the middle of the room. Below him, the boys sank into the sofa. He’d turned his chair so he could straddle it, leaning his arms on its back.
‘I know we’ve talked before, Joey, but I’ve got a couple of back-up questions. So-called because when I think someone’s not playing straight with me, it tends to get my back up.’
Joey wet his lips with his tongue, Pete twitched a shoulder, angled his head and tried to look bored.
‘See,’ Rebus went on, ‘I was told the three of you had gone just that once to Edinburgh for your night out. But now I think I know differently. I think you’d been there before. I think maybe it was a regular thing, which makes me wonder why you’d lie. What is it you’re trying to hide? Remember, this is a missing person investigation. No way you’re not going to be found out.’
‘We haven’t done nothing.’ This from Joey, his voice a hoarse local accent, the sound of carpentry work.
‘Know what a double negative is, Joey?’
‘Should I?’ Holding Rebus’s stare for the briefest of moments.
‘If you say you haven’t done nothing, it means you’ve done something.’
‘I’ve told you, we haven’t done nothing.’
‘You haven’t lied about that night? You hadn’t been to Edinburgh for a night out before . . .?’
‘We’d been before,’ Pete Mathieson said.
‘Hello there, Pete,’ Rebus said. ‘Thought you’d lost the power of speech for a minute there.’
‘Pete,’ Joey spat, ‘for fuck’s—’
Mathieson gave his friend a look, but when he spoke it was for Rebus’s benefit.
‘We’d been before.’
‘To Guiser’s?’
‘And other places – pubs, clubs.’
‘How often?’
‘Four, five nights.’
‘Without telling your girlfriends?’
‘They thought we were down Kirkcaldy, same as always.’
‘Why not tell them?’
‘That would have spoiled it,’ Joey said, folding his arms. Rebus thought he knew what he meant. It was only an adventure if it was furtive. Men liked to have their little secrets and tell their little lies. They liked a sense of the illicit. All the same, he got the feeling it went further. It was the way Joey was leaning back in the sofa, crossing one ankle over the other. He was thinking of something, something about the nights out, and the thought was making him feel good . . .
‘Was it just you that was cheating, Joey, or was it all of you?’
Joey’s face grew darker. He turned to his friend.
‘I never said nothing!’ Pete blurted out.
‘He didn’t need to, Joey,’ Rebus said. ‘It’s written on your face.’
Joey wriggled in his seat, less comfortable by the second. Eventually he sat forward, arms on knees. ‘If Alice finds out she’ll kill me.’
So much for the thrill of the illicit.
‘Your secret’s safe with me, Joey. I just need to know what happened that night.’
Joey glanced towards Pete, as though giving him permission to do the talking.
‘Joey met a girl,’ Pete began. ‘Three weeks before. So every time we went across, he hooked up with her.’
‘You weren’t in Guiser’s?’
Joey shook his head. ‘Went back to her flat for an hour.’
‘The plan was,’ Pete explained, ‘we’d all meet up later at Guiser’s.’
‘You weren’t there either?’
Pete shook his head. ‘We were in a pub beforehand, I got chatting to this lassie. I think Damon was a bit bored.’
‘More likely jealous,’ Joey added.
‘So he headed off to Guiser’s on his own?’ Rebus asked.
‘By the time I got there,’ Pete said, ‘there was no sign of him.’
‘So he wasn’t at the bar for a round of drinks? You made that up so nobody would know you were busy elsewhere?’ He was looking at Joey.
‘That’s about it,’ Pete answered. ‘Didn’t think it made any difference.’
Rebus was thoughtful. ‘What about Damon? Did he ever hook up with anyone?’
‘Never seemed to get lucky.’
‘It wasn’t because he was thinking of Helen?’
Joey shook his head. ‘He was just useless with birds.’
And he’d gone off to Guiser’s on his own . . . thinking what? Thinking about how of the three, he was the only one who couldn’t pick up a girl for the night. Thinking he was ‘useless’. Yet somehow he’d ended up sharing a taxi with the mystery blonde . . .
‘Does it matter?’ Pete asked.
‘It might. I’ll have to think about it.’ It mattered because Damon had been there alone. It mattered because now Rebus had no idea what had happened to him between leaving Pete in the pub and standing at the bar in Guiser’s waiting to be served, with a blonde at his shoulder. They might have met en route. Something might have happened. And Rebus couldn’t know. Just when the picture should have been becoming clearer, it had been torn apart.
When Janice and Brian started bringing bags in from the car, Rebus dismissed Pete and Joey. Something else they’d said: Damon wouldn’t have minded finding a girl for the night. What did that say about his relationship with Helen?
‘All right, John?’ Janice said, smiling.
‘Fine,’ he replied.
After lunch, Brian invited him to the pub. It was a regular thing – Saturday afternoon, football commentary on the radio or TV. A few drinks with the lads. But Rebus declined. He had the excuse that Janice had offered to take a walk around the town with him. Rebus didn’t want to be out drinking with Brian, a time when bonds could be made or tightened, secrets could dribble out ‘in confidence’. Now that he’d seen Janice sleeping in a separate room, Rebus felt he knew things he shouldn’t.
Of course, she might be sleeping there because of Damon, because she missed him. But Rebus didn’t think that was it.
So Brian went off to the pub, and Janice and Rebus went walking. Rain was falling, but lightly. She wore a red duffel coat with a hood. She offered Rebus an umbrella, but he declined, explaining that ever since he’d seen someone almost get their eye taken out with one on Princes Street, he’d regarded them as offensive weapons.
‘Where we’re walking won’t be quite so crowded,’ she told him.
And it was true. The streets were empty. Locals went to Kirkcaldy or Edinburgh for their shopping. When Rebus had been young his family hadn’t owned a car. The shops on the main street had catered for all their needs. The needs these days seemed to be videos and takeaway food. The Goth was indeed closed, its windows boarded up, reminding Rebus of Darren Rough’s flat. The flats on Craigside Road had been demolished, new houses replacing them. Some of them were owned by the local housing association, the others were private.
‘Nobody owned their own house when we were growing up,’ Janice stated. Then she laughed. ‘I must sound about seventy-eight.’
‘The good old days,’ Rebus agreed. ‘Places do change, though.’
‘Yes.’
‘And people are allowed to change too.’
She looked at him, but didn’t ask what he meant. Maybe she already knew.
They climbed up to The Craigs, a high ridge of wilderness above Auchterderran, and walked along it until they could see the old school.
‘Not that it’s used as a school any more,’ Janice explained. ‘Kids these days go to Lochgelly. Remember the school badge?’
‘I remember it.’ Auchterderran Secondary School: ASS. Kids from other schools used to bray at them, poking fun.
‘Why do you keep looking round?’ she asked. ‘Think someone’s following us?’
‘No.’
‘Brian’s not like that, if that’s what you’re thinking.’
‘No, no, nothing—’
‘Sometimes I wish he was.’ She strode ahead of him. He took his time catching up.
They walked back into town past the Auld Hoose pub. Cardenden as it now was had at one time been four distinct parishes known as the ABCD – Auchterderran, Bowhill, Cardenden and Dundonald. When they’d been going out together, Rebus had lived in Bowhill, Janice in Dundonald. He would take this route walking her home, going the longest way round they could think of. Crossing the River Ore at the old humpbacked bridge – now long replaced by a tarmac road. Sometimes, in summer, say, cutting through the park, crossing the river further up at one of the wide-diameter pipes. Those pipes had provided a test for the local kids. Rebus had known boys freeze halfway across, until their parents had to be fetched. He’d known one boy pee in his trousers with fear, but keep on moving his feet inch by inch along the pipe, while the river surged below him. Others took the crossing at a canter, hands in their pockets, needing no help with balancing.
Rebus had been one of the cautious ones.
The same pipe ran the length of the park before disappearing into the undergrowth beyond. You could follow it all the way to the bing – the hill-sized mound of dross and coal-shavings which the local colliery had deposited. Fires started on the bing could smoulder for months, wisps of smoke rising from the surface as from a volcano. In time, trees and grass had grown on the slopes, so that more than ever the bing came to resemble a natural hill. But if you climbed to the top, there was a plateau, an alien landscape, wired off for safety’s sake. It was like a small loch, its surface oily, thick-looking, and black. Nobody knew what it was, but they respected it – kept their distance and threw stones, watching them sink slowly from view as they were sucked beneath the surface.
Boys and girls went into the wild areas behind the park and found secret places, flattened areas of fields which they could call their own. And that had been Janice and Johnny, too, once upon a time . . .
The Kinks: ‘Young and Innocent Days’.
Now, the place had changed. The bing had gone, the whole area landscaped. The colliery had been demolished. Cardenden had grown up around coal, hurried streets constructed in the twenties and thirties to house the incoming miners. These streets hadn’t even been given names, just numbers. Rebus’s family had moved into 13th Street. Relocation had taken the family to a pre-fab in Cardenden, and from there to a terraced house in a cul-de-sac in Bowhill. But by the time Rebus had been at secondary school, the coal was proving difficult to mine: fractured strata, so that a face might yield low tonnage. The colliery had become uneconomic. The daily siren signalling the change of shifts had been silenced. School-friends of Rebus, boys whose fathers and grandfathers had been miners, were left wondering what to do.
And Rebus too had been asking himself questions. But with Mitch’s help he’d come to a decision. They’d both join the army. It had seemed so simple back then . . .
‘Is Mickey still around?’ Janice asked.
‘Lives in Kirkcaldy.’
‘He was a pest, your wee brother. Remember him charging into the bedroom? Or opening the bowley-hole all of a sudden so he could catch us?’
Rebus laughed. Bowley-hole: a word he hadn’t heard in years. The serving-hatch between kitchen and living room. He could see Mickey now. He’d be up on the worktop in the kitchen, trying to spy on Rebus and Janice while they were alone in the living room.
Rebus looked around again. He didn’t think Cary Oakes was in town. A place this size, where everyone knew everyone, it was hard to hide. He’d already had a couple of people come up and say hello, like they’d seen him just the other day, rather than a dozen or more years ago. And Janice had been stopped by half a dozen people – neighbours or the plain curious – and asked about Damon. It was hard to escape him: every wall, lamp-post and window seemed to have his picture stuck to it.
‘I was here a few years back,’ he told Janice. ‘Hutchy’s betting shop.’
‘You were after Tommy Greenwood?’
He nodded. ‘And I bumped into Cranny.’ Their old nickname for Heather Cranston.
‘She’s still around. So’s her son.’
Rebus sought the name. ‘Shug?’
‘That’s it,’ Janice said. ‘If you’re lucky, you might see Heather tonight.’
‘Oh?’
‘She often comes to the karaoke.’
Rebus asked Janice if they could turn back. ‘I want to see the cemetery,’ he explained. And backtracking, he might have added, as he’d learned in the army, was a good way to find if you were being followed. So they headed back through Bowhill, and up the cemetery brae. He was thinking of all the stories buried in the graveyard: mining tragedies; a girl found drowned in the Ore; a holiday car crash which had wiped out a family. Then there was Johnny Thomson, Celtic goalkeeper, fatally injured during an Old Firm derby, only in his twenties when he died.
Rebus’s mother had been cremated, but his father had insisted on a ‘proper burial’. His headstone was over by the end wall. Loving husband to . . . and father of . . . And at the bottom, the words Not Dead, But at Rest in the Arms of the Lord. But as they approached, Rebus saw that something was wrong.
‘Oh, John,’ Janice gasped.
White paint had been poured down the headstone, covering most of the lettering.
‘Bloody kids,’ Janice said.
Rebus saw tracks of paint on the grass, but no sign of the empty tin.
‘This wasn’t kids,’ he said. Too much of a coincidence.
‘Who then?’
He touched his finger to the headstone: the paint was still viscous. Oakes had been in town. Janice was squeezing his arm.
‘I’m so sorry.’
‘It’s only a bit of stone,’ he said quietly. ‘It can be fixed.’
They drank tea in the living room. Rebus had tried Oakes’s hotel – Stevens’ room, the bar, no one was there.
‘We’ve had phone calls,’ Janice told him.
‘Cranks?’ he guessed.
She nodded. ‘Telling us Damon’s dead, or we killed him. Thing is, the callers . . . their voices sound local.’
‘Probably are local then.’
She offered him a cigarette. ‘It’s pretty sick, isn’t it?’
Rebus, looking around, nodded his agreement.
They were still sitting in the living room when Brian came back from the pub.
‘I’ll just take a shower,’ he said.
Janice explained that he always did this. ‘Clothes in the washing basket, and a good wash. I think it’s the cigarette smoke.’
‘He doesn’t like it?’
‘Hates it,’ she said. ‘Maybe that’s why I started.’ The front door was opened again. It was Janice’s mum. ‘I’ll fetch a cup,’ Janice said, getting to her feet.
Mrs Playfair nodded a greeting towards Rebus and sat down opposite him.
‘You haven’t found him yet?’
‘Not for want of trying, Mrs Playfair.’
‘Ach, I’m sure you’re doing your best, son. He’s our only grandchild, you know.’
Rebus nodded.
‘A good laddie, wouldn’t harm a fly. I can’t believe he’d get into trouble.’
‘What makes you think he’s in trouble?’
‘He wouldn’t do this to us otherwise.’ She was studying him. ‘So what happened to you, son?’
‘How do you mean?’ Wondering if she’d read his thoughts.
‘I don’t know . . . the way your life’s gone. Are you happy enough?’
‘I never really think about it.’
‘Why not?’
He shrugged his shoulders. ‘I like looking into people’s lives. That’s what detective work is.’
‘The army didn’t work out?’
‘No,’ he said simply.
‘Sometimes things don’t work out,’ she said, as Janice came back into the room. She watched her daughter pour the tea. ‘A lot of marriages break up round here.’
‘Do you think Damon and Helen would have made a go of it?’
She took a long time thinking about it, accepted the cup from Janice. ‘They’re young, who knows?’
‘What odds would you give them?’
‘You’re talking to Damon’s gran, John,’ Janice said. ‘No girl in the world’s good enough for Damon, eh, Mum?’ She smiled to let him know she was half-joking. Then, to her mother again: ‘Johnny’s had a shock.’ Describing the vandalised grave. Brian came in rubbing his hair. He’d changed his clothes. Janice repeated the story for him.
‘Wee bastards,’ Brian said. ‘It’s happened before. They push the stones over, break them.’
‘I’ll fetch you a mug,’ Janice said, making to get up again.
‘I’m fine,’ Brian said, waving her back. He looked towards Rebus. ‘Probably don’t feel like eating out then? Only we were going to treat you.’
After a moment’s thought, Rebus said, ‘I’d like to get out. But I should be paying.’
‘You can pay next time,’ Brian said.
‘Judging on past history,’ Rebus said, ‘that’ll be roughly thirty years from now.’
Rebus drank nothing but mineral water with his curry. Brian was on the beers, and Janice managed two large glasses of white wine. Mr and Mrs Playfair had been invited, but had declined.
‘We’ll let you young things get on with it,’ Mrs Playfair had said.
From time to time, when Janice wasn’t looking, Brian would glance in her direction. Rebus thought he was worried: worried his wife was going to leave him, and wondering what he was doing wrong. His life was falling apart, and he was on the lookout for clues as to why.
Rebus considered himself something of an expert on break-ups. He knew sometimes a perspective could shift, one partner could start wanting things that seemed outwith their reach as long as they stayed married. It hadn’t been that way with his own marriage. There, it had been down to the fact that he never should have married in the first place. When work had begun to consume him, there hadn’t been much left to sustain Rhona.
‘Penny for them,’ Janice said at one point, tearing apart a nan bread.
‘I’m wondering about getting the headstone clean.’
Brian said he knew a man who could do it: worked for the council, took graffiti off walls.
‘I’ll send you the money,’ Rebus told him. Brian nodded.
After the meal, he drove them back to Cardenden. The karaoke night was held in a back room at the Railway Tavern. The equipment sat on a stage, but the singers stayed on the dancefloor, eyes on the TV monitor with its syrupy videos and the words appearing along the bottom of the screen. Sheets came round, printed with all the songs. You wrote your choice on a slip of paper and handed it to the compère. A skinhead got up and did ‘My Way’. A middle-aged woman had a go at ‘You to Me are Everything’. Janice said she always took ‘Baker Street’. Brian switched between ‘Satisfaction’ and ‘Space Oddity’, depending on his mood.
‘So most people sing the same song every week?’ Rebus asked.
‘That guy getting up just now,’ she said, nodding towards the corner of the room, where people were shifting their seats to allow someone out, ‘he always chooses REM.’
‘So he’s probably pretty good at it by now?’
‘Not bad,’ she agreed. The song was ‘Losing My Religion’.
Drinkers were wandering through from the front bar, standing in the doorway to watch. There was a small bar specially for the karaoke: a hatch, manned by a teenager who kept testing the acne on his cheeks. People seemed to have their regular tables. Rebus, Janice and Brian were seated near one of the loudspeakers. Brian’s mum was there, alongside Mr and Mrs Playfair. An elderly man came over to talk to them. Brian leaned towards Rebus.
‘That’s Alec Chisholm’s dad,’ he said.
‘I wouldn’t have known him,’ Rebus admitted.
‘They don’t like talking to him. He’s always on about how long Alec’s been gone.’
It was true that the Playfairs and Mrs Mee sat stony-faced as they listened to Chisholm. Rebus got up to get a round in. He felt numb, remembering the scene which had greeted him in the cemetery, Oakes letting him know he was one step ahead, making it personal. Rebus saw it as another part of the test, knew Oakes was trying to break him. Rebus was more determined than ever not to let that happen.
Janice’s mum was drinking Bacardi Breezes, watermelon flavour. Rebus doubted she’d ever seen a watermelon in her life. He saw Helen Cousins standing in the doorway with a couple of friends, went up to say hello.
‘Any news?’ she asked.
He shook his head, and she just shrugged, like she’d already given up on Damon. So much for the big romance. She was holding a bottle of Hooch, lemon flavour. All these sugary drinks, perfect for Scotland: a sweet tooth and a kick. Through in the saloon, he’d noticed they kept the bottles of mixers – lemonade and Irn Bru – on the bar, to be used freely by the punters. Not many pubs did that any more. Another thing: cheap beer. A lesson in economics: where you had a depressed area, you had to make your beer affordable. He’d spotted Heather Cranston through in the bar, seated on a stool, eyes drooping as some man talked into her ear and rested his hand on the back of her neck.
Helen handed her bottle to one of her friends, said she was off to the loo. Rebus hung around. The two girls were staring at him, wondering who he was.
‘She must be taking it hard,’ he said.
‘What?’ the one chewing gum asked, face creasing into puzzlement.
‘Damon disappearing.’
The girl shrugged.
‘More embarrassed than anything,’ her friend commented. ‘Doesn’t do much for your morale, does it, your boyfriend doing a runner?’
‘I suppose not,’ Rebus said. ‘I’m John, by the way.’
‘Corinne,’ the gum-chewer said. She had long black hair crimped with curling-tongs. Her pal was called Jacky and was tiny with dyed platinum hair.
‘So what do you think of Damon?’ he asked. He meant about Damon disappearing, but they didn’t take it that way.
‘Ach, he’s all right,’ Jacky said.
‘Just all right?’
‘Well, you know,’ Corinne said. ‘Damon’s heart’s in the right place, but he’s a bit thick. A bit slow, like.’
Rebus nodded, as if this were his impression too. But the way Damon’s family had spoken of him, he’d been more of a genius in waiting. Rebus realised suddenly just how superficial his own portrait of Damon was. So far, he’d heard only one side of the story.
‘Helen likes him, though?’ he asked.
‘I suppose so.’
‘They’re engaged.’
‘It happens, doesn’t it?’ Jacky said. ‘I’ve got girlfriends who got engaged just so they could throw a party.’ She looked at her pal for support, then leaned towards Rebus to utter a confidentiality. ‘They used to have some mega arguments.’
‘What about?’
‘Jealousy, I suppose.’ She waited till Corinne had nodded confirmation. ‘She’d see him notice someone, or he’d say she’d been letting some guy chat her up. Just the usual.’ She looked at him. ‘You think he’s gone off with someone?’ Rebus saw behind her eyeliner to a sharp intelligence.
‘It’s possible,’ he said.
But Corinne was shaking her head. ‘He wouldn’t have had the guts.’
Looking along the corridor, Rebus saw that Helen hadn’t made it to the toilets. She was chatting to some guy, her back to the wall, hands behind her. Rebus asked Corinne and Jacky what they were drinking. Two Bacardi-Cokes. He added them to the shopping list.
When he got back to his table, Janice was taking the floor. She sang ‘Baker Street’ with real emotion, eyes closed, knowing the words by heart. Brian watched her, his face giving away little. He probably didn’t realise he spent the whole song tearing a beer-mat into tinier and tinier pieces, piling them on the table before sweeping them on to the floor as the number finished.
Rebus stepped outside, took deep gulps of the crisp night air. He was sticking to whisky, heavily watered. There were shouts in the distance, football chants. UVF spray-painted on the side wall of the pub. A man was urinating there. Afterwards, he reeled towards Rebus, asked if he could borrow a cigarette. Rebus gave him one, lit it.
‘Cheers, Jimmy,’ the drunk said. Then he studied Rebus’s face. ‘I knew your father,’ he said, walking away before Rebus could quiz him further.
Rebus stood there. This wasn’t where he belonged, he knew that now. The past was a place you could visit, but it didn’t do to linger there. He’d drunk too much to drive, but first thing . . . first thing he would head back. Cary Oakes wasn’t here. He’d visited only long enough to leave a message. Rebus felt sorry for Janice and Brian, the way things had gone for them. But right now they were the least important of his many problems. He’d allowed his perspective to skew, and Oakes had made far too much capital from that.
Back indoors, no one tried to press the microphone on him. By now they all knew who he was, knew about the act of desecration. Stories passed quickly through a town the size of Cardenden. What else was history made up of?
It was still dark when he awoke. He dressed, folded the blankets, left a note on the dining table. Then headed out to his car, drove through the quiet streets and quieter countryside, hitting dual carriageway and giving the Saab’s engine a proper work-out as he sped south towards Edinburgh.
He found a space round the corner from Oxford Terrace and walked back to Patience’s flat. It was still too dark to see the door; he ran his fingers over it, found the lock and keyed it open. The hall was in darkness too. He walked on tiptoe, headed for the kitchen, poured water into the kettle. When he turned round, Patience was standing in the doorway.
‘Where the hell have you been?’ she said, tiredness failing to dampen her irritation.
‘Fife.’
‘You didn’t call.’
‘I told you I was going.’
‘I tried your mobile.’
He switched the kettle on. ‘I had it turned off.’ He saw pain suddenly crease her face. Took her by the arms. ‘What is it, Patience?’
She shook her head. There were tears in her eyes. She sniffed them back, took him by the hand into the hallway, where she switched on the light. He saw marks on the floor, a trail of them leading to the front door.
‘What happened?’ he asked.
‘Paint,’ she said. ‘It was dark, I didn’t see I was treading it in. I’ve tried cleaning it off.’
A white snail’s trail of footprints . . . Rebus thought of the white tracks leading to his father’s grave. He stared at her, then went to the front door and opened it. Behind him, she reached for the light-switch, illuminating the patio. Rebus saw the paint. Words daubed in foot-long letters on the paving-stones. He angled his head to read them.
YOUR COP LOVER KILLED DARREN.
The whole message underlined.
‘Christ,’ he gasped.
‘Is that all you can say?’ Her voice trembled. ‘I’ve been trying to get you all weekend!’
‘I was . . . When did it happen?’ He was walking around the message.
‘Friday night. I came home late, went to bed. About three, I woke up with a headache. Went to get some water, put the hall light on . . .’ She was pulling back her hair with her hands, her face stretching, tightening. ‘I saw the paint, came out here, and . . .’
‘I’m sorry, Patience.’
‘What does it mean?’
‘I’m not sure.’ Oakes again. All the time Rebus had been in Fife, Oakes had been right here, making his next move. He didn’t just know about Janice, he knew about Patience too. And had told Rebus as much, telling him it was lucky he knew a doctor.
He’d telegraphed the move, and Rebus hadn’t read it.
‘You’re lying,’ Patience said. ‘You know damned well. It’s him, isn’t it?’
Rebus tried putting his arms round her, but she shrugged him off.
‘I called St Leonard’s,’ she said. ‘They sent someone round. Two kids in uniform. In the morning, Siobhan turned up.’ She smiled. ‘She took me out for breakfast. I think she knew I hadn’t been to sleep. It made me realise how vulnerable this place is. Garden at the back: anyone could scale the wall, get in through the conservatory. Or break down the front door: who’s going to notice?’ She looked at him. ‘Who am I going to call?’
He made again to put his arms around her. This time she allowed it, but he could feel resistance.
‘I’m sorry,’ he repeated. ‘If I’d known . . . if there’d been any way . . .’ Friday night he’d switched off his mobile. Now he asked himself why. To conserve the battery? It was what he’d told himself back then, but maybe he’d been trying to block Fife off from everything else in his life; so busy thinking about Janice, he’d ignored Oakes’s more obvious move. He kissed Patience’s hair. Skewed perspectives, not thinking straight. Oakes was winning every fucking round. The bond Rebus felt with Janice was undeniable, but was all about failed chances. In the here and now, Patience was his lover. Patience was the one he was holding and kissing.
‘It’ll be all right,’ he told her. ‘Everything’s going to be OK.’
She pulled away from him, wiped her eyes with the sleeve of her gown. ‘Something funny’s happened to your voice. You’ve gone all Fife.’
He smiled. ‘I’ll make us some tea. You go back to bed. If you need me, you know where I’ll be.’
‘And where’s that?’
‘Ben the scullery, hen.’
‘It’s got to be Oakes,’ he said.
He’d called Siobhan to thank her. Patience had told him to ask her to lunch. So now, with the sun overhead, they were seated at the table in the conservatory. The Sunday papers lay unread in a pile in the corner. They ate Scotch broth, cooked ham and salad. A couple of bottles of wine had taken a pasting.
‘Know what she did last night?’ Patience had said – meaning Siobhan; talking to Rebus. ‘Phoned to check I was all right. Said if I wasn’t, I could sleep round at her place.’ A lazy half-drunken smile, and she got up to make the coffee. It was then that Rebus voiced his suspicions to Siobhan.
‘Evidence?’ she replied, before finishing her wine: just the two glasses – she was driving.
‘Gut feeling. He’s been watching my flat. He knows I was the last person to see Rough alive. He took Janice out, and now it’s Patience’s turn.’
‘What has he got against you?’
‘I don’t know. Maybe it could have been any one of us; just so happens I got the short straw.’
‘From what you say, he’s more calculating than that.’
‘Yes.’ Rebus pushed a cherry tomato around the bed of lettuce on his plate. ‘Patience said something a while back. She said it all could be some kind of tactic to keep us from seeing what he’s really up to.’
‘And what might that be?’
Rebus sighed. ‘I wish to God I knew.’ He studied the salad again. ‘Remember when you could only get one kind of lettuce? One kind of tomato?’
‘I’m too young.’
Rebus nodded thoughtfully. ‘Do you think she’ll be OK?’ Meaning Patience.
‘She’ll be fine.’
‘I should have been here.’
‘She said you were in Fife. What were you doing there?’
‘Living in the past,’ he said, finally stabbing the tomato with his fork.
He spent the rest of the day with Patience. They took a walk in the Botanic Gardens, then dropped in on Sammy. Patience hadn’t gone to see her on Saturday – had phoned to say something had come up, not elaborating. She had a lie prepared for their visit, briefed Rebus so he’d back her up. Another walk: this time with Sammy in the wheelchair. Rebus still felt awkward, going out with her in public. She teased him about it.
‘Ashamed to be seen with a cripple?’
‘Don’t talk like that.’
‘What is it then?’
But he had no answer for her. What was it? He didn’t know himself. Maybe it was other people, the way they stared. He wanted to say: she’s going to get better, she won’t be in this thing forever. He wanted to explain how it had happened and how well she’d taken it. He wanted to tell them she was normal.
With Sammy in a wheelchair . . . it was like she was a toddler again, and he felt himself watching for bumps and dips in the pavement, for awkward kerbs and safe crossing-places. He was insistent they wait for the green man, even when there was no traffic in sight.
‘Dad,’ she would say, ‘what are the odds of me getting hit again?’
‘Don’t forget, the bookies had us odds-on for Culloden.’
And she would laugh.
Her boyfriend Ned was with them, but Sammy insisted on pushing herself, leaning back to do wheelies and show her mastery of the vehicle. Ned laughed with her, walked alongside with hands in pockets. Patience slipped her hand into Rebus’s.
A Sunday outing: that’s what it was.
And afterwards, back at the flat there were cream cakes and mugs of Darjeeling, football highlights on the TV with the sound turned down. Sammy talking to Patience about her latest exercise regime. Ned talking to Rebus. Rebus not listening, his eyes half-turned to the window, wondering if Cary Oakes was out there . . .
That evening, he told Patience he had to go home. ‘Couple of things I need. I’ll be back later.’ He kissed her. ‘You all right here, or do you want to come with me?’
‘I’ll stay,’ she said.
So Rebus got into his car and drove. Not to Arden Street but down to Leith. He walked into the hotel and asked to speak to Cary Oakes. Reception tried his room: no answer.
‘Maybe he’s in the bar,’ the woman said.
But Cary Oakes was not in the bar – Jim Stevens was.
‘Let me get you a drink,’ he said. Rebus shook his head, noticed Stevens was on large G and Ts.
‘Where’s your boy?’
Stevens just shrugged.
‘I thought you’d want to keep tabs on him,’ Rebus said, trying to control his anger.
‘I do, believe me. But he’s a slippery little bugger.’
‘How much more can you milk out of him?’
Stevens smiled, shaking his head. ‘Something strange and wonderful has happened. You know me, Rebus, I’m what they call a seasoned hack, meaning I’m tough and I’m relentless and I don’t take shit.’
‘And?’
‘And I think he’s been giving me shit.’ Stevens shrugged. ‘It’s not bad stuff, don’t get me wrong. But where’s the corroboration?’
‘Since when has that stopped you?’
Stevens bowed his head, acknowledging the point. ‘For my own satisfaction,’ he added, ‘I’d like to know. And along the way, dear old Cary seems to have managed to weasel almost as many stories out of me as I’ve had from him.’
‘Oh, you’ve always been known for your reticence.’
‘I don’t mind telling stories . . . bit of repartee at the bar. But Oakes . . . I don’t know. It’s not the stories themselves that interest him so much as what they say about the people involved.’ He picked up his drink. There were three empty glasses beside it. He’d decanted all the lemon slices into the most recent arrival. ‘That probably makes no sense. I don’t care: I’m off duty.’
‘So are you finished with him?’
Stevens smacked his lips. ‘I’d say we’re getting there. The question is: is he finished with me?’
Rebus took out a cigarette and lit it, offered one to the reporter. ‘He’s been tailing me, people I know.’
‘What for?’
‘Maybe he wants another story for you.’ Rebus moved closer. ‘Listen, off the record, just two old bastards talking . . .’
Stevens blinked away some of the alcohol. ‘Yes?’
‘Has he said anything about Deirdre Campbell?’ Stevens couldn’t place the name. ‘Alan Archibald’s niece.’
‘Oh, right.’ An exaggerated nod, face dipping towards the gin glass, then a frown of concentration. ‘He did say something about clear-up rates. Said that’s what happened when they pinned you for something: they tried to tidy away a few unsolveds by sweeping them into your case-file.’
Rebus had eased himself on to a stool. ‘He didn’t mention specifics?’
‘You think there’s something I’ve missed?’
Rebus was thoughtful. ‘You’ve said it yourself: you think he’s using you.’
‘By putting clues in his story that I’m not going to get? Give me a bit of credit.’
‘He likes games,’ Rebus hissed. ‘That’s all we are to him.’
‘Not me, pal. I’m his sugar daddy.’
‘Sugar daddies get cheated on.’
‘John . . .’ Stevens sat up straight, took a reviving lungful of air. ‘This story’s put me back on the map. I got to him first. Me, washed-up old Jim Stevens, gold-watch contestant. Even if he buggered off tonight, I’d have the best part of a book’s-worth.’ He nodded to himself, eyes on the glass he was picking up. Rebus found himself not believing the reporter. ‘See, when I make a toast these days,’ Stevens went on, raising his glass, ‘it’s only ever to Number One. As far as I’m concerned, pal, the rest of you can go straight to hell, no Just Visiting and no Free Parking.’ He drank, drained the glass dry.
He was ordering another as Rebus made for the door.
When Rebus left Patience’s next morning, she was out on the patio, discussing with two workmen how best to clean the paint off the flagstones. As he walked into St Leonard’s and made for the CID suite, he could feel that something had happened. There was activity around him and the air felt charged. Siobhan Clarke was first with the news.
‘Joanna Horman’s lover.’ She handed Rebus a report. ‘He’s dirty.’
Rebus glanced down the sheet. The lover’s name was Ray Heggie. He’d done time for housebreaking and assorted acts of drunken violence. He was ten years older than Joanna. He’d been living with her for six weeks.
‘Roy Frazer’s got him in the interview room.’
‘How come?’ Rebus handed back the report.
‘A previous girlfriend of Heggie’s. She read about the kid going missing, phoned to tell us he’d abused her little girl. That was why they broke up.’
‘She didn’t think to tell us before?’
Clarke shrugged. ‘She’s told us now.’
Rebus twitched his nose. ‘How old’s the girl?’
‘Eleven. Someone from Sex Offences is talking to her at home.’ She looked at him. ‘You’re not buying it, are you?’
‘Caveat emptor, Siobhan. I’ll decide after the test drive.’ He winked, moved away. An old girlfriend with a grudge, probably all it was. Saw a chance to make mischief . . . All the same, if Heggie was an abuser, maybe he’d known Darren Rough. Rebus knocked on the interview room door.
‘Detective Inspector Rebus enters the room,’ Frazer said, for the benefit of the recording tape. He was following procedure: audio- and video-taping. ‘Hi-Ho’ Silvers sat beside him at one side of the table, arms folded, looking unimpressed by everything he’d heard. That was Silvers’s role: say nothing, but make the suspect uncomfortable. Across the table sat a man in his forties, black curly hair with a pronounced bald spot. He hadn’t shaved for a couple of days. His eyes were dark-ringed. He wore a black T-shirt, and ran his hands over thickly haired arms.
‘Join the party,’ was his comment to Rebus. The room was so small, Rebus stood by the wall, folding his own arms and preparing to listen.
‘The locals organised a search party,’ Frazer went on, ‘you weren’t part of it. How come?’
‘I wasn’t there.’
‘Where were you?’
‘Glasgow. I went out drinking with a mate, stayed the night at his place. Ask him, he’ll tell you.’
‘I’m sure he will. Mates are good that way, aren’t they?’
‘It’s the truth.’
Frazer scribbled a note to himself. ‘You went out drinking, that means there’ll be witnesses.’ He looked up from his notebook. ‘So name me some.’
‘Give me a break. Look, the pubs were all dead, so we got a carry-out and went back to his flat. Sat watching some videos.’
‘Anything good?’
‘Top-shelf stuff.’ Heggie winked. Frazer just glared back.
‘Porn?’
‘That’s what I said.’
‘Straight?’
‘I’m not a poof.’ Heggie stopped rubbing his arms.
‘I meant, was there any lezzie action?’
‘Might have been.’
‘Bondage? Animals? Kids?’
Heggie saw where this was leading. ‘I’m not into any of that, I’ve told you.’
‘Your ex says different.’
‘That slut’d say anything. Wait till I see her . . .’
‘Anything happens to her, Mr Heggie, if she so much as catches a cold, I’ll have you back in here. Understood?’
‘I didn’t mean anything. It’s just a saying, isn’t it? But she’s been slagging me off, telling people I’ve got AIDS, you name it. Vindictive, she is. Any chance of a cuppa?’
Frazer made a show of checking his watch. ‘We’ll take a break in five minutes.’ Rebus had to stifle a smile, knowing they’d only break when Frazer was good and ready. ‘You’ve got a record of violence, Mr Heggie. My thinking is: you lost patience with the kid, didn’t mean to hurt him. But a valve blew, and next thing you knew he was dead.’
‘No.’
‘So you had to hide him somewhere.’
‘No. I keep telling you—’
‘Where is he then? How come he goes missing and you turn out to have a record of hurting kids?’
‘All you’ve got is Belinda’s word for it!’ Belinda: the ex. ‘I’m telling you, get a doctor to look at Fliss.’ Fliss: the ex’s daughter. ‘And even if it turns out someone’s been poking her, no way it was me. No fucking way. Ask her.’ He scratched at his hair with one hand.
‘We’re doing that, Mr Heggie.’
‘And if she says I did anything, her mum’s put her up to it.’ He was growing more agitated. ‘I don’t believe this, really I don’t.’ He shook his head. ‘You lot told Joanna. Now what’s she going to think?’
‘Why do you always shack up with single mothers?’
Heggie raised his eyes to the ceiling. ‘Tell me this is a bad dream.’
Frazer, who’d been resting his arms on the table, now sat back, glanced towards Rebus. It was the signal Rebus had been waiting for. It meant Frazer was finished for the moment.
‘Did you know Darren Rough, Mr Heggie?’ Rebus asked.
‘He’s the one that got topped?’ He waited for Rebus to nod confirmation. ‘Never knew him.’
‘Never spoke to him?’
‘We weren’t in the same block.’
‘You knew where he lived then?’
‘It’s been all over the papers. Perverted little bastard, whoever did it deserves a medal.’
‘Why do you say he was “little”? He was, by the way. Not tall, at any rate. But it wasn’t in the papers.’
‘It’s just . . . it’s something you say, isn’t it?’
‘It’s certainly something you say. Makes me think you’d seen him.’
‘Maybe I had. It’s not that big a scheme.’
‘No, it’s not,’ Rebus said quietly. ‘Everyone knows everyone else.’
‘Until the council move in bastards they can’t put anywhere else.’
Rebus nodded. ‘So you might have seen Darren Rough around?’
‘What difference does it make?’
‘It’s just that he liked young kids too. Paedophiles seem to be good at recognising one another.’
‘I’m not a paedophile!’ Losing it. His voice was trembling as he got to his feet. ‘I’d kill every last one of them.’
‘Did you start with Darren?’
‘What?’
‘Get rid of him, you’d be a hero.’
A burst of nervous laughter. ‘So now I didn’t just do in Billy, I topped the pervert as well?’
‘Is that what you’re telling us?’ Rebus asked.
‘I haven’t killed anyone!’
‘How did you get on with Billy, by the way? Must’ve been awkward, having him around, you wanting Joanna all to yourself.’
‘He’s a nice kid.’
‘Sit down, Mr Heggie,’ Frazer commanded.
Eventually Heggie sat down, but then leapt up again, his finger pointing at Rebus. ‘He’s trying to set me up!’
Rebus shook his head, gave a wry smile. He pushed off from the wall.
‘I’m just after the truth,’ he said, making to leave the room.
‘Inspector Rebus leaving the interview room,’ he could hear Frazer saying behind him.
Later, Frazer stopped off at Rebus’s desk. ‘You don’t really make him for Darren Rough, do you?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘Do you make him for the kid?’
‘Maybe if Sex Offences come up with something. From what I hear, her mum’s sticking to her like glue, answering for her, putting words in her mouth.’
‘Doesn’t mean she’s lying.’
‘No.’ Frazer was thoughtful. ‘Heggie doesn’t give a shit about Billy Horman. All he’s worried about is that Joanna will boot him out.’ He shook his head slowly. ‘People like him, you never get through to them, do you?’
‘No.’
‘And you can’t get them to change.’ He looked at Rebus. ‘That’s what you think too, isn’t it?’
‘Welcome to my world, Roy,’ Rebus said, reaching for the telephone.
He had to keep working; had to stop letting thoughts of Cary Oakes consume him. So Rebus phoned Phyllida Hawes at Gayfield station.
‘Has your MisPer turned up?’ she asked.
‘Not a bloody sign of him.’
‘Well, that can be good news too, can’t it? Means he’s probably still alive.’
‘Or the body’s been well-hidden.’
‘I do like an optimist.’
Another time, Rebus might have kept the banter going. ‘You know Gaitano’s?’ he said instead, getting to the point.
‘Yes.’ Sounding curious, wondering what he was after.
‘As owned by Charmer Mackenzie?’
‘The same.’
‘What have you got on him?’
Silence for a moment. ‘Is he connected to your MisPer?’
‘I’m not sure.’ Rebus told her about the boat.
‘Yes, I knew about that,’ she said. ‘But it’s strictly a money thing. I mean, Mackenzie has a share, but he doesn’t interfere with the business. You’ve met Billy Preston?’ Rebus admitted he had. ‘Charmer leaves him to get on with it.’
‘Not quite. The under manager at Gaitano’s, young guy called Archie Frost, he keeps an eye on the Clipper. Plus provides muscle for the door.’
‘Is that so?’ Rebus could hear her scribbling a note to herself.
‘Does he have any other interests?’ he asked.
‘You might want to take this conversation to NCIS.’
NCIS: the National Criminal Intelligence Service. Rebus leaned forward in his chair. ‘They have something on Mackenzie?’
‘They have a file, yes.’
‘So he’s got dirt under his fingernails: what is it exactly?’
‘Farmyard mud for all I know. Go talk to NCIS.’
‘I will.’ Rebus put the phone down, logged on at one of the computer terminals and entered Mackenzie’s details. At the bottom of the screen there was a reference number and an officer’s name. Rebus called NCIS and asked to speak to the name: Detective Sergeant Paul Carnett.
‘That’s a misprint,’ the switchboard told him. ‘It’s not Paul, it’s Pauline.’ She put him through anyway, where a male voice told Rebus DS Carnett would be in a meeting for another hour, maybe an hour and a half. Rebus checked his watch.
‘Has she anything after that?’
‘Not that I can see.’
‘Then I’d like to make a reservation: table for two, the name’s DI Rebus.’
The Scottish office of NCIS was based at Osprey House in Paisley, not far off the M8. Last time Rebus had been this way had been to drop his ex-wife off at Glasgow Airport. She’d come up from London to see Sammy, and all the Edinburgh flights had been full. He couldn’t remember what they’d talked about on the drive.
Osprey House was supposed to be the future of high-profile policing in Scotland, housing as it did the Scottish Crime Squad and Customs and Excise as well as NCIS and the Scottish Criminal Intelligence Office. Its remit was intelligence-gathering. Having started with just the two officers, NCIS now had a staff of ten. There had been bad feeling when the office had opened, due to the fact that the Scottish NCIS team reported not to a Scottish chief constable but to the London-based director of the whole UK operation, who in turn reported to the Scottish Secretary. NCIS dealt with counterfeiting, money-laundering, organised drug and vehicle crime, and, if Rebus remembered correctly, paedophile gangs. Rebus had heard the officers at NCIS called ‘anoraks’ and ‘computer nerds’, but not by anyone who’d actually met them.
‘It’s fairly irregular,’ Pauline Carnett said, as Rebus explained why he was there.
They were seated in an open-plan office, around them the incessant humming of computer fans and quiet telephone conversations. The occasional flurry of keyboard strokes. Young men in shirtsleeves and ties; two women, both dressed for business. Pauline’s desk was at the opposite end of the room from the other woman officer. Rebus wondered if there was any significance in this.
Pauline Carnett was in her mid-thirties with short blonde hair brushed out from a centre parting. Tall and broad-shouldered, she had offered a handshake firmer than most Masons Rebus knew. She had a gap between her two front teeth and seemed overly conscious of the fact, which made Rebus want to make her smile.
Like all the others, her desk was L-shaped, with one surface given over to a computer, the other to paperwork. The office shared a printer. It was churning out work, a young man standing beside it, looking bored.
‘So this is the heart of the machine,’ had been Rebus’s comment on entering the room.
Carnett put her cup down on a mouse pad stained with dozens of coffee rings. Rebus set his own cup on the worktop.
‘Irregular,’ she said again, as if he might be persuaded to leave. Instead, he just shrugged. ‘Information is usually requested by telephone or fax.’
‘I’ve always preferred the personal touch,’ Rebus said. He handed her a scrap of paper on which he’d jotted the reference number concerning Charmer Mackenzie. She slid her chair closer to the desk and hammered on the keys, as if meaning to do violence to the keyboard. Then she slid the mouse around the pad, expertly avoiding the coffee cup, and double-clicked.
Charmer Mackenzie’s file came up. Rebus saw straight away that there was a lot of stuff there. He moved his own chair closer to hers.
‘Initially,’ she said, ‘it looks like we got on to him because Crime Squad had him hosting private parties for someone called Thomas Telford.’
‘I know Telford,’ Rebus said. ‘I helped put him away.’
‘Good for you. Telford used Mackenzie’s club for meetings, and also rented a boat part-owned by Mackenzie. The boat was used for parties. Crime Squad kept tabs on it because you never knew who might turn up. Didn’t get much joy, though: operation suspended.’ She hit the return key, bringing up another page. ‘Ah, here we go,’ she said, leaning in towards the screen. ‘Money-lending.’
‘Mackenzie?’
She nodded. Rebus read over her shoulder. NCIS suspected Mackenzie of running a little business on the side, fronting money for criminal schemes – guaranteed payback, one way or another – but also loaning cash sums to people who either couldn’t get the money elsewhere or had reasons not to go walking into a bank or building society.
‘How accurate is this?’ Rebus asked.
‘It wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t one hundred per cent.’
‘All the same . . .’
‘All the same, there’s obviously not enough to go on, or we’d have had him in court.’ She pointed to an icon at the foot of the screen. ‘Case-notes went to the Procurator Fiscal, who decided there wasn’t enough for a prosecution.’
‘So is the case ongoing?’
She shook her head. ‘We have patience, we can wait. We’ll see what else filters down to us, decide when the time’s right to try again.’ She glanced at him. ‘Robert the Bruce and all that.’
Rebus was still studying the screen. ‘Have you got names?’
‘You mean people who’ve borrowed from him?’
‘Yes.’
‘Hang on.’ She hit more keys, studied the information as it came up on the screen. ‘Hard copies,’ she mumbled at last. Then she got up from her seat and told him to follow her. They went to a storeroom filled with filing cabinets.
‘So much for the paperless office,’ Rebus said.
‘I’m with you on that.’ She found the cabinet she was looking for, pulled out the top drawer and started riffling through the file-holders, found the one she was looking for and pulled it out.
Inside the green file were about three dozen sheets of paper. Two of the sheets listed ‘suspected’ users of Charmer Mackenzie’s loan scheme.
‘No statements,’ Rebus said, sifting the sheets.
‘Case probably didn’t get that far.’
‘I thought it was your case.’
She shrugged. ‘We get sent a lot of stuff from Crime Squad, Customs, wherever. It goes into the computer and into a drawer – that’s my job.’
‘You’re a filing clerk?’ Rebus suggested. Her eyes narrowed aggressively. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Trying to make a joke.’ He went back to the file. ‘So how did you come by these names?’
‘Probably one or two people talked.’
‘But didn’t make reliable witnesses?’
She nodded. ‘People who need to go to a loan shark, we’re not talking public-minded citizens here.’
Rebus recognised a couple of names: known house-breakers. Maybe looking to finance some bigger scheme.
‘Others on the list,’ Carnett was saying, ‘could be they got thumped by Mackenzie or his men, and Crime Squad got wind of it.’
‘And nobody would talk?’ Rebus guessed. She nodded again. He’d come across this before; they both had. It was fine to have seven bells knocked out of you, but a black mark to talk to the filth about it. You’d get ‘GRASS’ sprayed on your front door. People would cross the road to avoid you. Rebus started jotting down names and addresses, sure none of it was going to be any use. But he’d come all this way, after all.
‘I can make copies,’ Carnett suggested.
Rebus nodded. ‘I’m a bit of a dinosaur, need to have the gist in my wee book.’ He tapped one entry. No name, just a series of numbers. ‘Is this what we’re supposed to call Prince now?’
She smiled, covered it quickly with her hand. ‘Looks like another reference,’ she said. ‘I’ll check it back at my desk.’
So they went back there, and while Rebus finished his cold coffee, he watched her work.
‘Interesting,’ she said at last, leaning back in her chair. ‘It’s our way of keeping certain names quiet. Computers aren’t always safe from prowlers.’
‘Hackers.’
She looked at him. ‘Not quite a dinosaur,’ she commented. ‘Wait here a minute.’
She was actually gone three minutes, long enough for her screen-saver to activate. When she returned, she had a single sheet of paper with her, which she handed to Rebus.
‘We use numbers as codes when a name is judged too hot: that means someone we don’t want everyone knowing about. Any idea who he is?’
Rebus was looking at the name on the sheet. There was nothing else printed there.
‘Yes,’ he said at last. ‘He’s a judge’s son.’
‘That would explain it then,’ Pauline Carnett said, lifting her cup.
The name on the sheet was Nicol Petrie.
When they delved a little deeper, they found a Crime Squad report detailing a mugging attack. Nicol Petrie had been found unconscious in one of the shadowy back lanes off Rose Street – about a hundred yards from Gaitano’s nightclub. Petrie had been taken by ambulance to hospital, a uniformed officer waiting to talk to him. But when he’d regained consciousness, he had had nothing to say.
‘I can’t remember,’ had been his refrain. He couldn’t even say if anything had been stolen from him. But a couple of eye-witnesses gave descriptions of two men leaving the lane. They were laughing, lighting cigarettes. One of them even complained that he’d scraped his knuckles. Police got as far as holding an ID parade for the witnesses, but by then they’d long since sobered up and wanted nothing to do with it, refused to identify anyone.
Two bouncers from Gaitano’s had been in the parade: one of them was named as Calumn Brady.
Rebus went through the witness statements. The descriptions of the attackers were vague. He could just about see one of them – the shorter of the two – as Cal Brady. But it didn’t matter. Nicol Petrie wasn’t about to say anything, and the witnesses had either been warned off, paid off, or had just come to their senses.
Crime Squad put it down to a ‘warning’ from Mackenzie, and let it go at that. Speculation: that’s all it was. But Rebus was willing to go along with it. All the same . . . something refused to click into place.
‘Nicol’s dad’s a judge, plenty of money. Why didn’t he just borrow from him?’
Pauline Carnett didn’t have an answer for that.
Later, he asked if he could speak to someone from the paedophile unit. He was introduced to a woman officer called DS Whyte. He asked her about Darren Rough. She brought the details up on her screen.
‘What about him?’ she said.
‘Known associates.’
She hammered keys, shook her head. ‘He was a loner. NKA.’
NKA: No Known Associates. Rebus scratched his chin. ‘How about Ray Heggie.’
She hit more keys. ‘No record,’ she said at last. ‘Is he someone I should know about?’
Rebus shrugged.
‘In that case . . .’ she said, adding the name to her screen. Rebus’s name went there too. ‘Just so I know where I first heard of him.’
Rebus nodded. ‘Have you been following Shiellion?’
‘I hear the jury’s out. Looking good for guilty.’
‘Not if Richie Cordover has anything to do with it.’
‘He’s good, but I’ve come across Lord Justice Petrie before, and if there’s one thing he can’t stand, it’s a paedophile. The way Petrie summed up, Ince and Marshall are fucked.’
‘Not before time,’ Rebus added, getting up to go.
Back in Edinburgh, he was wanted at Fettes – by the ACC, no less.
The Assistant Chief Constable (Crime) was known to be scrupulous, fair, and to have no record of suffering fools gladly. He had a nice fat file on Rebus which told him the officer was ‘difficult but useful’. Rebus had made a career out of making enemies. The ACC, whose name was Colin Carswell, liked to think of himself as not among them.
There was an identifying plaque on the door, and the room number below it: 278. The room itself was large, with institutional carpet and curtains, and a bowl of flowers on the windowsill. There was little other decoration. Carswell, tall and thin with a good head of salt-and-pepper hair and moustache to match, rose from his chair just long enough to shake Rebus’s hand. Typically, he didn’t sit behind his desk for interviews, but conducted them in two chairs by the window. The chairs were swivel designs and sat on castors, so that unwary officers could find themselves spinning a hundred and eighty degrees or sliding backwards towards Carswell’s desk. After an interview like that, most agreed they’d have settled for the old-fashioned kind.
Which, the ACC might have told them, was the whole point of the exercise.
The dark eyes spoke of lost sleep. Despite his advancing years, the ACC had recently become a father for the fourth time. As his other kids were all grown-up, the conclusion reached by every station in the city was that the new addition was an accident, which would make it practically the only thing in the ACC’s life that he’d not been able to orchestrate or control.
‘How are you, John?’ he asked.
‘Not bad, sir. How’s the wee one?’
‘Fit as a fiddle. Look, John . . .’ Carswell never wasted time on preliminaries. ‘I’ve been asked to look into this murder case.’
‘Darren Rough?’
‘That’s the one.’
‘Social Work, was it, sir?’ Rebus settled his hands on the arm rests.
‘Fellow called Andrew Davies. Made a sort of complaint.’
‘Sort of?’
‘Couched fairly ambiguously.’
‘He’s probably got a point, sir.’
The ACC held his breath for a second. ‘Am I hearing you right?’
‘I chased Rough through the zoo without probable cause, giving our poisoner the chance to strike again. Then when I found out Rough was living upstairs from a playground, I put word out on the street.’
Carswell put his hands together, as if in prayer. Knowing Rebus’s reputation, a confession was the last thing he’d been expecting. ‘You outed him?’
‘Yes, sir. I wanted him off my patch. At the time . . .’ Rebus paused. ‘I didn’t work through the consequences. Later on, I helped him get away from Greenfield – at least, that was the plan. Only he left my flat and got himself murdered. Right at the end, though . . . I think I did try to make amends.’
‘I see. You want me to take this to Social Work?’
‘That’s up to you, sir.’
‘Then what do you want?’
Rebus looked at him. It was bright outside: another ploy of the ACC’s – he tended to use the chair trick when it was sunny. All Rebus could see of his superior was a haze of light.
‘For a while, I thought I wanted out, sir. Maybe that was in my mind when I went after Rough: if I went after him hard, I might end up kicked off the force, but still feel all right about it.’
‘But that didn’t happen.’
‘It hasn’t happened yet, sir, no.’
Carswell was thoughtful. ‘How do you feel now?’
Rebus squinted into the light. ‘I’m not sure. Tired, mostly.’ He managed a smile.
‘A long time back, John – I know you all like to think I’ve spent my whole life behind a desk – but a long time back there was this man got himself into a fight down in Leith. Clean-cut type, suit and everything. Wife and kids at home. And he’d walked into a pub by the dockside, looked for the biggest, meanest-looking bugger he could find, and started having a go at him. I was young back then, they sent me to interview him in hospital. Turned out he’d been trying to commit suicide, hadn’t had the guts. So he’d gone looking for someone to do the job for him. Sounds a bit like what you were up to with Darren Rough: assisted career suicide.’
Rebus smiled again, but he was thinking: Suicide again . . . like with Jim Margolies. Assisted career suicide . . .
‘I don’t think I’m going to give this to our friends in Social Work,’ the ACC said finally. ‘I think I’m going to sit on it for a while. Maybe there’s room for some sort of apology . . . that’ll be up to you.’
‘Thank you, sir.’
‘And John,’ rising to his feet, taking Rebus’s hand again, ‘I appreciate you not trying to spin me some yarn.’
‘Yes, sir.’ Rebus was on his feet, too. ‘And maybe, with respect, sir, there’s a way you could show your appreciation . . .’
Nicol Petrie lived in a West End flat, sprawling over the top two floors of a Georgian pile. There was a shared entrance hall with occasional tables and rugs. The tables had vases and things on them. It was a far cry from the tenement stairwells Rebus was used to.
And there was a lift, its mirrored interior highly polished, the wooden surrounds gleaming. Beside the buttons for each floor were printed labels listing the occupants. There were two Petries: N and A. Rebus guessed that A stood for Amanda.
The lift brought Rebus out on to a landing, glass cupola above. Pot plants surrounded him. And more carpeting. Nicol Petrie opened the door and gave a little nod, leading Rebus inside.
Rebus had been expecting antiquity, but was disappointed. The flat’s walls were painted an almost luminous white and were devoid of paintings or posters. The floors had been stripped and varnished. It was like stepping into an Ikea catalogue. An internal stairway led up to the top floor, but Nicol led Rebus past it and into the living room, fully thirty-five feet long and twelve high, and with double sash windows giving uninterrupted views across Dean Valley and the Water of Leith. The Fife coastline was visible in the distance. Walking into the room, taking it all in, Rebus missed the doll on the floor and ended up giving it a kick, sending it flying towards its owner.
‘Jessica!’ the little girl squealed, moving on hands and knees to pick up her property and nurse it to her bosom. Then she slid back across the floor to where a toys’ tea-party was in progress. Rebus apologised, but Hannah Margolies wasn’t listening.
‘Hello again,’ Hannah’s mother said. She was seated on a white sofa. ‘Sorry about that. Hannah’s toys get everywhere.’ She sounded tired. Rebus noted that she still wore black, albeit a short black dress with black tights. Mourning as fashion statement.
‘Sorry,’ he said to Nicol Petrie, ‘I didn’t know you had company.’
‘You know one another?’ Petrie bowed his head at the stupidity of the question. ‘Through Jim, of course. Sorry.’
It seemed to Rebus that all anyone had done so far was make apologies. Katherine Margolies got to her feet in a sudden elegant movement.
‘Come on, Han-Han. Time to go.’
Hannah didn’t argue or complain, just rose to her feet and joined her mother.
‘Nicky,’ Katherine said, kissing both his cheeks, ‘thanks as ever for listening.’
Nicol Petrie embraced her, then crouched down for a kiss from Hannah. Katherine Margolies lifted Hannah’s coat from the back of the sofa.
‘Goodbye, Inspector.’
‘Bye, Mrs Margolies. Bye, Hannah.’
Hannah gave him a look. ‘You think I should have won, don’t you?’
Katherine stroked her daughter’s hair. ‘Everyone knows you were robbed, sweetheart.’
Hannah was still staring at Rebus. ‘Someone stole my father,’ she said.
Nicol Petrie made a fuss of her as he showed mother and daughter to the door. When he returned to the room, Rebus was standing at one of the windows, looking down into the street immediately below. Petrie began tidying the toys into a cardboard box.
‘Sorry again if I disturbed you, sir,’ Rebus said, not managing much enthusiasm for the lie.
‘That’s all right. Katy often pops in unannounced. Especially since . . . well, you know.’
‘Do you make a good listener, Mr Petrie?’
‘No more than most, I don’t suppose. Usually it’s because I can’t think of anything helpful to say, so all I do is fill the gaps with questions.’
‘You’d make a good detective then.’
Petrie laughed. ‘I rather doubt that, Inspector.’ He opened one of the doors leading off the living room. It led to a walk-in cupboard. There were shelves inside, and he placed the box of toys on one of them. Everything tidied away. Rebus would bet the box always went back on the same shelf, always the same spot. He’d known people like that, people who managed their lives by compartments. Siobhan Clarke was just the same: if you wanted to annoy her, you only had to move something of hers from one desk-drawer to its neighbour.
Below him, Katherine Margolies and her daughter emerged from the building. Their car had remote locking. It was a Mercedes saloon, new-looking. The number plate was the same one he’d seen lipsticked on the wall in Leith.
It was a white Mercedes.
White . . .
‘Has it hit her hard?’ he asked, still watching from the window.
‘Devastated, I should think.’
‘And the little one?’
‘I’m not sure Han-Han’s taken it in yet. Like she said, she thinks he’s been stolen from her.’
‘She’s right in a way.’
‘I suppose so.’ Petrie came to the window, watched with Rebus as the car drove off. ‘Nobody could fail to be shocked by something like that.’
‘Why do you think he did it?’
Petrie looked at him. ‘I haven’t the faintest idea.’
‘His widow hasn’t said anything?’
‘That’s between her and me.’
‘Sorry,’ Rebus said. ‘It’s just curiosity. I mean, someone like Jim Margolies . . . it makes you ask questions of yourself, doesn’t it?’
‘I think I know what you mean.’ Petrie turned back into the room. ‘If you’ve got it all and you’re still unhappy, what’s the point of everything?’ He slumped into a chair. ‘Maybe it’s a Scottish thing.’
Rebus took a seat on the sofa. ‘What is?’
‘We’re just not supposed to have it all, are we? We’re supposed to fail gloriously. Anything we succeed at, we keep low-profile. It’s our failures we’re allowed to trumpet.’
Rebus smiled. ‘Might be something in that.’
‘It runs right through our history.’
‘And ends at the national football team.’
It was Petrie’s turn to smile. ‘I’ve been very rude: can I offer you something to drink?’
‘What are you having?’
‘I thought maybe a glass of wine. I’d opened a bottle for Katy, thinking she’d come by taxi. Parking around here is hellish.’ He left the room, Rebus following. The kitchen was long and narrow and spotless. The hob looked like it had never been used. Petrie went to the fridge, lifted out a bottle of Sancerre.
‘Lovely flat,’ Rebus said, as Petrie reached into a cupboard for two glasses.
‘Thank you. I like it.’
‘What do you work at, Mr Petrie?’
Petrie glanced at him. ‘I’m a student, second year into my PhD.’
‘Was your first degree at Edinburgh?’
‘No, St Andrews.’ Pouring now.
‘Not many students with flats as grand as this – or am I behind the times?’
‘It’s not mine.’
‘Your father’s?’ Rebus guessed.
‘That’s right.’ Pouring the second glass; looking a little less serene now.
‘He must like you.’
‘He loves his children, Inspector. I’d assume most parents do.’
Rebus thought of himself and Sammy. ‘Not always a two-way thing, though, is it?’
‘I don’t know what you mean.’
Rebus shrugged, accepted the glass. ‘Cheers.’ He took a sip. Petrie was at the end of the narrow kitchen: no way out of there except past Rebus. And Rebus wasn’t moving. ‘Funny thing is, if I’d a father who loved me, who’d spent a fortune on a flat for me, any time I got into trouble I’d probably turn to him to bail me out.’
‘Look, what’s—’
‘Say, if I needed money. I wouldn’t go to a loan shark.’ Rebus paused, took another sip. ‘How about you, Mr Petrie?’
‘Christ, is that what this is about? Those two thugs giving me a kicking?’
‘Maybe it wasn’t about money. Maybe they just didn’t like your looks.’ Nicol Petrie: face unblemished, thin dark eyebrows, high cheekbones. A face so perfect you might just want to damage it.
‘I don’t know what they wanted.’
Rebus smiled. ‘Yes you do. That handy amnesia of yours, you let it slip. You shouldn’t have known there were two of them.’
‘The police said as much at the time.’
‘Two men employed by Charmer Mackenzie. We call them “frighteners”, and believe me, I’d have been frightened too. He’s a hard bastard, Cal Brady, isn’t he?’
‘Who?’
‘Cal Brady. You must have come across him.’
Petrie shook his head. ‘I don’t think so.’
‘How much was it you owed? I’m assuming you’ve paid it off by now. And why didn’t you tap your dad for a loan in the first place? See, I’m curious, Mr Petrie, and when I start asking questions, I tend not to give up till I’ve found answers.’
Petrie put his glass down on the worktop. He wasn’t looking at Rebus when he spoke. ‘This is strictly between us? No way I’m taking this any further.’
‘Fair enough,’ Rebus said.
Petrie folded his arms around himself, looking skinnier than ever. ‘I did borrow money from Mackenzie. We knew, those of us who frequented the Clipper, knew he’d lend money. And I found myself needing some. My father can be generous when it suits him, Inspector, but I’d managed to fritter away a good deal of his money. I didn’t want him knowing. So I went to Mackenzie instead.’
‘Surely you could have arranged an overdraft?’
‘I dare say I could.’ Petrie looked away. ‘But there was something . . . the idea of dealing with Mackenzie was so much more appealing.’
‘How so?’
‘The danger, the whiff of the illicit.’ He turned back towards Rebus. ‘You know Edinburgh society loves that sort of thing. Deacon Brodie didn’t need to break into people’s houses, but that didn’t stop him. Strait-laced old town, how else are we going to get our thrills?’
Rebus stared at him. ‘Know something, Nicky? I almost believe you. Almost, but not quite.’ He raised a hand towards Petrie, who flinched. But all Rebus did was place a fingertip against the young man’s temple. It came away with a bead of perspiration clinging to it. The droplet fell, splashed onto the worktop.
‘Better wipe that up,’ Rebus said, turning away. ‘You wouldn’t want anything marking that stainless surface of yours, would you?’
There was still no sign of Billy Horman.
His mother Joanna had cried at the press conference, ensuring TV coverage. Ray Heggie, Joanna’s lover, had sat beside her, saying nothing. When the crying started, he’d tried to comfort her, but she’d pushed him away. Rebus knew he’d drift away eventually, as long as he was innocent.
GAP was as active as ever. They were holding a vigil outside the High Court while the jury retired to reach a verdict in the Shiellion case. They’d lit candles and tied placards to the railings. The placards detailed child-killers and paedophiles and their victims. The police were instructed not to move the protesters on. Meantime, there were fresh news reports of paedophiles being released from prison. GAP sent members to the relevant towns. It had become a movement now, Van Brady its unlikely figurehead. She hosted her own news conferences, blown-up photos of Billy Horman and Darren Rough on the wall behind her.
‘The world,’ she’d said at one meeting, ‘should be a green field without limits, where our children can play free from harm, and where parents can leave their children without fear. That is the purpose and intention of the Green Field Project.’
Rebus wondered who was writing her speeches for her. GFP was a departure for GAP, a funding application to set up patrolled play areas with security cameras and the like. To Rebus, it sounded less like the world as green field, more like the world as prison camp. They were applying to the Lottery and the EC for cash. Other housing schemes had made successful bids in the past, and were lending a hand to Greenfield. They wanted something like two million quid. Rebus shuddered to think of Van and Cal Brady in charge of such a fund.
But then it wasn’t his problem, was it?
His immediate problem, as he knew when he picked up the ringing phone, was Cary Oakes.
The voice on the line belonged to Alan Archibald. ‘He’s agreed.’
‘Agreed to what?’
‘To go out to Hillend with me. To walk across the hills.’
‘He’s admitted it?’
‘As good as.’ Archibald’s voice shook with excitement.
‘But has he said anything specific?’
‘Once we get out there, John, I know he’ll tell me, one way or the other.’
‘You’re going to torture him, are you?’
‘I don’t mean it like that. I mean once he’s there, the scene of the crime, I think he’ll crack.’
‘I wouldn’t be so sure. What if it’s a trap?’
‘John, we’ve been through this.’
‘I know.’ Rebus paused. ‘And you’re still going.’
The voice quiet now, calm. ‘I’ve got to, whatever happens.’
‘Yes,’ Rebus said. Of course Archibald would go. It was his destiny. ‘Well, count me in.’
‘I’ll ask him—’
‘No, Alan, you’ll tell him. It’s both of us or no go.’
‘What if he—’
‘He won’t. Trust me on this. I think he’ll want me out there too.’
The tape was still running, but Cary Oakes hadn’t spoken for a couple of minutes. Jim Stevens was used to it, used to long pauses as Oakes gathered his thoughts. He let another sixty seconds spool on before asking: ‘Anything else, Cary?’
Oakes looked surprised. ‘Should there be?’
‘That’s it then?’ Still Stevens left the tape running. Oakes only nodded, and reached his hands behind his head, job done. Stevens checked his watch, spoke the time into the machine, then squeezed the Stop button. He slipped the recorder into the breast pocket of his pale mauve shirt. It was pale because it had been through about three hundred washes in the five years since Stevens had bought it. He knew the other reporters thought he’d filled out in the past half-decade. The shirt could have proved them wrong, but would also have proved how seldom he bought new clothes.
‘Satisfied?’ Oakes said, getting to his feet, stretching as if after a long day at the coal-face.
‘Not really. Journalists never are.’
‘Why’s that?’
‘Because no matter how much we’re told, we know we’re not getting everything.’
Oakes held his hands out. ‘I’ve given you blood, Jim. I feel like you’ve taken a transfusion from me.’ That unnerving grin again; so lacking in humour. Stevens wrote date and time on a sticker, peeled it off and placed it down one edge of the cassette case. He made this tape number eleven. Eleven hours of Cary Oakes. It wasn’t enough for a book, but it might get him the contract, and the rest of the book could be padded: trial reports, interviews, photographs.
Only thing was, he didn’t think he was going to find a publisher. He wasn’t even going to try.
‘What are you thinking, big man?’ Oakes asked. He’d taken to calling Stevens ‘big man’. Stevens wasn’t naive enough to take it as a compliment; at best it was weighted with irony.
‘I’m . . . not really thinking at all.’ Stevens shrugged. ‘Just that it’s over, that’s all.’
‘So now it’s pay-off time for old Cary.’
‘You’ll get your cheque.’
‘What good’s a cheque? I said cash.’
Stevens shook his head. ‘A cheque, has to be or our accounts department would have a breakdown. You can use it to open a bank account.’
‘And sit around how long waiting for it to clear?’ Oakes had been pacing the room. Now he came to Stevens’ chair and leaned down over him, staring him out. Stevens blinked first, which seemed victory enough for Oakes. He propelled himself back upright and angled his head to the ceiling, letting out a whoop of laughter. Then he leaned down again long enough to pat one of Stevens’ resilient cheeks.
‘It’s OK, Jim, really it is. I never really needed the money anyway. What I needed was for you to think you had me by the balls.’
‘I never ever thought that, Oakes.’
‘No more first names, huh? Did I upset you or something?’
Stevens shook the tape box. ‘How much of this is crap?’
Oakes grinned again. ‘How much do you think, partner?’
‘I don’t know. That’s why I’m asking.’ He saw Oakes glance towards the clock by the bed. ‘Going somewhere?’
‘My work here’s finished. Nothing to keep me.’
‘Where are you going?’ Stevens didn’t know why, but while Oakes had been laughing, he’d switched the recorder back on. Situated as it was in his shirt pocket, he didn’t know how much it would pick up. He could hear its small motor working, feel it grinding against his chest.
‘Why should you care?’
‘I’m a reporter. You’re still a story.’
‘You haven’t seen the best of it, Jimmy baby.’
Stevens ran a dry tongue over his lips.
‘Do I scare you, Jim?’
‘Sometimes,’ Stevens admitted.
‘You’re bigger than me, heavier anyway. You could take me, couldn’t you?’
‘It’s not always down to size.’
‘True, true. Sometimes it’s down to just how rip-roaring crazy and ferocious your opponent is. Is there a touch of madness in me, Jimbo?’
Stevens nodded slowly. ‘And ferocity too,’ he added.
‘You better believe it.’ Oakes was examining himself in the wall-mirror, running a hand over his cropped head. ‘And it’s a hungry madness, Jim. It wants me to eat people up.’ A sly sideways look. ‘Not you, though, don’t worry on that score.’
‘What score should I worry on?’
‘You’ll find out soon enough.’ He studied himself in the mirror again. ‘I have a date with my past, Jim. A date with destiny, as you and your fellow hacks might put it. With someone who never listened to me.’ He was nodding to himself. ‘Just one last thing, Jim.’ Turning towards the journalist. ‘I knew when I came out I’d be telling my story. I’ve had a long time to get it straight.’
‘“Straight” rather than true?’
‘You’re smarter than you look, Jimbo.’ Oakes laughed.
Stevens’ heart beat a little faster. It was what he’d suspected for some days, but that didn’t make it any easier to hear.
‘Some of it must have been accurate,’ he managed to utter.
‘Scots are a nation of storytellers, Jim, isn’t that right?’ He patted Stevens’ cheek again, then headed for the door. ‘It was all shit, Jim. Remember that till the day you die.’
After the door had closed on Oakes, Stevens put his head in his hands and sat there for a few moments, relieved it was all over, whatever the outcome. When his phone rang, he remembered the recorder in his pocket. Removed it and switched it off, rewound and hit Play.
Oakes’s voice had grown small and tinny, but no less devilish. It was all shit, Jim. He turned off the tape and went to answer the phone. Cleared his throat first, sat down on the edge of the bed.
‘Hello?’ he said into the receiver.
‘Jim, is that you? Peter Barclay here.’
Barclay worked for a rival tabloid. ‘What do you want, Peter?’
‘Caught you at a bad time?’ Barclay chuckled. He always spoke with a cigarette in his mouth. It made him sound like a bad ventriloquist.
‘You might say that.’
‘I do say that. Your boy’s been telling tales out of school.’
‘What?’ Stevens stopped rubbing the back of his neck.
‘He’s sent a letter to all your lovely competitors, saying his “autobiography” is complete bollocks. Any comment to make, Jim? On the record, naturally.’
Stevens slammed the receiver back into its cradle, then swiped the apparatus off the bedside table and on to the floor.
‘Number disconnected,’ he said, giving it a kick for good measure.
There was mist on the Pentland Hills, leaching colour from the landscape and threatening to cut Hillend and Swanston off from the city just north of them.
‘I don’t like it,’ Rebus said as they parked.
‘Afraid we’ll get lost?’ Cary Oakes smiled. ‘Wouldn’t that be a blow to humanity?’
He was sitting in the passenger seat, Alan Archibald in the back. Rebus hadn’t wanted Oakes in the back; had wanted him where he could see him. Before setting off, he’d insisted on patting Oakes down. Oakes had asked if Rebus would reciprocate.
‘I’m not the killer here,’ Rebus had said.
‘I’ll take that as a no.’ Oakes had turned to Archibald. ‘I thought it would just be the two of us. More intimate that way.’ Nodding towards Rebus. ‘No need for outsiders, Mr Archibald.’
‘You’re going nowhere without me,’ Rebus had said.
And here they were. Archibald seemed nervous. Getting out of the car, he dropped his Ordnance Survey map. Oakes picked it up for him.
‘Maybe we should leave a little trail of breadcrumbs,’ he suggested.
‘Let’s just get on with it,’ Archibald answered, nerves lending his voice an edge of irritation.
Rebus was looking around. No other cars in the vicinity; no hill-walkers; no sounds of dogs being exercised.
‘Creepy, isn’t it?’ Oakes said. He was donning a cheap green kagoul.
Rebus’s jacket had an integral hood. He rolled it out but didn’t put it over his head. He knew it would work like a pair of blinkers, and didn’t want to be deprived of his peripheral vision. Archibald had a flat tweed cap with him, and was wearing hiking boots. Cap and boots looked brand new: they’d been waiting on this day for a while.
‘Drinkie anyone?’ Oakes said, taking out a hip flask. Rebus stared at him. ‘You going to be scowling like that all day?’ Oakes laughed. ‘Got something you want to get off your mind, maybe?’
‘Plenty.’ Rebus’s fists were clenched.
‘Not here, John,’ Archibald pleaded. ‘Not now.’
Eyes on Rebus, Oakes held out the flask to Archibald, who shook his head. Oakes tipped the flask to his own mouth, showing them the liquid trickling in. He swallowed noisily.
‘See,’ he said, ‘it’s not poisoned.’ He made the offer again, and this time Archibald took a sip. ‘I had them fill it at the hotel bar.’ He took the flask back from Archibald. ‘And yourself, Inspector?’
Rebus took the flask, sniffed its contents. Christ, it did smell good, but he handed it back untouched.
‘Balvenie,’ he said. ‘If I’m not mistaken.’
Oakes laughed again; Archibald forced a smile.
‘I thought you didn’t drink,’ Rebus said.
‘I don’t, but this is in the nature of a special occasion, wouldn’t you say?’
Then Archibald started unfolding the map, and it became business, Oakes studying the area intently, aware of Rebus immediately behind him, and finally saying: ‘I’m not sure this is going to be much use.’ He looked around. ‘I think I’m going to have to follow my nose.’ He glanced at Archibald. ‘Sorry about that.’
‘Just take me to where she was killed,’ the older man said.
‘Maybe you should lead the way,’ Oakes said. ‘After all, I’ve never been here before.’ And he gave a wink.
They started walking.
Eventually Rebus said: ‘Another game, Oakes?’
Oakes stopped walking, caught his breath. ‘You know how the song goes, Inspector: we can’t go on together, if you’re going to have a suspicious mind. Far as I’m concerned, we’re just out for a breath of country air. Besides, I’m curious to see where the body was found.’
‘You know damned well where the body was found!’ Alan Archibald snapped.
Oakes turned his lips into a pout. Rebus wanted to see blood there, wanted teeth dislodged and a gushing nose. Instead, his fingernails bit more deeply into his palms.
‘Did you kill her?’ he asked.
‘Kill her when?’
Rebus felt his voice rising. ‘Did you kill her?’
Oakes wagged a finger. ‘I might not have been back that long, but don’t think I don’t know how it’s played. There are two of you. Anything I admit, you’ve got corroboration.’
‘This is between ourselves,’ Alan Archibald said. ‘It’s gone beyond anything I’d take to the police.’
Oakes smiled. ‘How long have you been chasing ghosts? If I say I killed her, will you rest easy in your bed?’ Archibald didn’t answer. ‘How about you, Inspector: any ghosts keeping you awake at night?’
As if he knew. Rebus tried not to show anything, but Oakes was nodding, smiling to himself. ‘A career littered with bodies, man,’ Oakes went on, ‘and I’m the one they lock up.’ He paused. ‘Tell me something,’ folding his arms, eyes on Archibald now, ‘how did the killer get her up here? Long way to bring a victim.’
‘She was terrified.’
‘What if she wasn’t? What if she was willing? She’d been out drinking, right? Feeling a bit horny . . .’
‘Shut up, Oakes.’
‘I thought you wanted me to talk?’ He opened his arms wide. ‘I might just be speculating here, but say he picked her up, drove her up here. Say it’s exactly what she wanted. I mean, this is a complete stranger she’s in the car with, but tonight she’s in the mood for danger. She feels reckless. Who knows, maybe she even wants it to happen.’
Archibald turned on him, waving his fist. ‘Don’t talk about her like that.’
‘I’m just—’
‘You abducted her. Knocked her cold and dragged her up here.’
‘Any signs of a struggle, Al? Huh? Did the post-mortem show she’d been dragged anywhere?’
Archibald looked at him. ‘You know it didn’t.’
More laughter. ‘No, Al, I don’t know jack-shit. I’m just guessing, that’s all. Same as you are.’
Oakes started walking again. The wind was rising, a fine rain blowing into their faces, threatening to drench them. Rebus looked back. Already the car was lost to view.
‘It’s OK,’ Archibald assured him. ‘I’m marking our route as we go.’ He had the map folded, tapped a pen against one of the contour lines.
Rebus took the map from him, wanting to be sure. He’d done map-reading in the army. It looked like Archibald knew what he was doing. Rebus nodded and handed the map back. But the look in Archibald’s eyes, that mix of fear and expectation . . . Rebus patted his shoulder.
‘Come on, slowcoaches,’ Oakes said, waiting till they caught up.
‘You took it too far,’ Rebus told him.
‘Huh?’
‘Your little joke with the skip, I didn’t mind that so much. But the cemetery, the patio . . . no way you’re getting away with those.’
‘You’re forgetting your old flame.’ Oakes turned towards him. There wasn’t more than a foot or two between them. ‘I talked to her, remember? How come she’s not on your little hit-list? She told me the two of you might be hooking up again.’ He tutted. ‘Don’t tell me you’re going to let her down? Does she know?’
Rebus caught Oakes a glancing blow. Fist barely connected with cheek, Oakes arching back on the balls of his feet. Fast, he was hellish fast. Didn’t change his stance, so confident, so sure of his opponent. Archibald’s arms wrapped themselves around Rebus, but Rebus shrugged them off.
‘I’m fine,’ he said, voice lacking emotion.
‘Want some more?’ Oakes threw open his arms. ‘I’m right here, man.’ There was a graze on his cheek, but he paid it no notice.
Rebus knew he couldn’t afford to lose it; had to stay calm. But Oakes had crawled all the way under his skin. Laughing at him now, putting a theatrical hand to his face.
‘Ouch! That stings.’ Laughing all the time. Then walking away, and now it was Archibald’s turn to pat Rebus’s shoulder.
‘I’m OK,’ Rebus told him, making after Oakes.
A little later, Oakes stopped. Visibility was down to a hundred yards, maybe less. ‘Where’s Swanston Village from here?’ he asked. He seemed to have forgotten all about Rebus. Archibald checked the map, pointed with his finger. He was pointing into swirling smoke, pointing into nothingness.
‘It’s like bloody Brigadoon,’ Rebus said, lighting a cigarette. Oakes took a bar of chocolate from his pocket, offered it around.
‘You know,’ he said, ‘I’m amazed you’re trusting me. Not you, Mr Archibald, you’ve got no choice. But the Inspector here.’ Oakes fixed Rebus with his dark, peering eyes. ‘You’re a hard man to figure.’
‘And you’re full of shite.’
‘Please, John . . .’ Archibald had a hand on Rebus’s shoulder. Despite his clothing, he looked cold and tired and suddenly so very old. Rebus realised what this meant to him: an answer, one way or another. Either Oakes had killed his niece – in which case there could be proper grieving – or someone else had, in which case he’d wasted these years with his pet theory, and her killer was still out there somewhere . . .
‘OK, Alan,’ Rebus said. The three of them out here: an old man, a nutter with shorn head and piercing eyes, and John bloody Rebus. Oakes enjoying every moment, Archibald looking as brittle as the chocolate bar.
And Rebus? Trying hard not to add another body to the hill’s death toll.
Oakes offered Archibald his flask, and Archibald took a grateful drink. Rebus declined, and Oakes screwed the top back on.
‘Not having one yourself?’ Rebus asked.
Oakes ignored him, offered him chocolate instead. Rebus again refused.
‘So where exactly are we going?’ Oakes asked.
‘It’s not far now,’ Archibald told him.
Oakes saw Rebus studying him. ‘Got any questions for me yourself, John? Any unsolveds you want to pin on me?’
‘Anything in particular you want me to ask?’
‘Nicely put, sir. I see someone killed Darren Rough.’
‘You were outside my flat that night.’
‘Was I?’
‘You took the car.’ Rebus paused. ‘You saw Rough leave.’
‘Man, I was busy that night, wasn’t I?’ Rebus stared him out. Oakes came close, leaned in towards him as if to speak confidentially. Rebus moved away. ‘I’m not going to bite,’ Oakes said.
‘Say what you were going to say.’
Oakes put on a wounded look. ‘I don’t know if I want to now.’ Then he grinned. ‘But I will anyway. I saw him leave your place, even followed him for a while. I wondered who he was, only found out later when I saw his picture in the paper.’
‘What happened?’
‘You tell me. I lost him.’ Oakes shrugged. ‘He cut across The Meadows. No way to follow in a car.’ He gave another wink.
‘This is all just another part of your little—’
‘Don’t say it!’ Alan Archibald screeched. ‘Don’t say it’s a game! It’s not a game, not to me!’ He was shaking.
Rebus pointed to Oakes, but spoke to Archibald. ‘This is what he wants. You thought by bringing him up here you’d have the upper hand. Don’t you think he knew that, played on it? Look at him, Alan, he’s laughing at you. He’s laughing at all of us!’
‘I’m not laughing.’ And it was true: Oakes was stony-faced, his eyes on Archibald. He walked up to him, touched his arm. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Come on, you’re right – we’ve got work to do.’
He started walking again. Archibald made to apologise to Rebus, but Rebus waved it aside. Oakes was moving off at a brisk pace, as if determined to finish things. That look on his face . . . Rebus couldn’t read it. There had been something there, a gloss of sympathy. But beneath it he thought he detected something more feral, itself mixed with something like the curiosity of the scientist when faced with some unexpected result.
Visibility was decreasing as they climbed.
‘You’ve been playing a little game with me, haven’t you, Al?’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Come on, Al, the route you’ve brought us, we’ve already been past the spot where she was killed. I bet you’ve got it all planned so we’ll end up circling it. You want me rattled, don’t you, Al? It’s not going to happen.’
‘How do you know where she was killed?’ Rebus asked.
‘I got all the newspapers. Plus Al kept sending me stuff, didn’t you, Al?’
‘You said you never read any of it,’ Archibald said, trying to catch his breath.
‘So I lied. Thing is, I’m getting a picture in my head . . . They had sex further up the slope. Then she panicked, ran back down. That’s when he hit her. But where they had sex . . . he left something behind.’
‘What?’
‘Hidden.’
‘What?’
‘Alan, he’s—’
Archibald turned on Rebus. ‘Shut up!’ he hissed.
‘I’m seeing three hillocks,’ Oakes called back. ‘If there’s a line of hillocks anywhere nearby, I’d be interested to see them.’
‘Hillocks . . .?’ Archibald broke into a trot, trying to reach Oakes. He had the map in front of his face, seeking the corresponding contours. ‘Maybe just to the west.’
Rebus hadn’t seen him mark anything on the map with his pen, not for a while.
‘How’s our position, Alan?’
But Archibald wasn’t listening, not to Rebus.
‘Maybe three-quarters of the way up the slope,’ Oakes was saying. ‘A line of three . . . maybe four . . . but three distinct outcrops, similar heights.’
‘Hang on a second,’ Archibald said. His finger scratched over the map. He folded it smaller, brought it closer to his face, blinked so as to focus better. ‘Yes, just to the west. That way, about a hundred yards.’
He started to climb. Oakes was already on his way, Rebus bringing up the rear. He looked behind him: couldn’t see a damned thing. It was a landscape out of time. Kilted warriors might have emerged from that mist and he wouldn’t have been surprised. He rounded some bracken and kept moving, his joints aching, a slight burning in his chest. Archibald was moving faster, moving with the zeal of the possessed.
Rebus wanted to tell him: you’ve got a map, what’s to say Oakes didn’t buy one too? What’s to say he didn’t study it, looking for certain features? He might even have been here already on a recce – he’d given his minders the slip plenty of times.
‘Hang on!’ he called, quickening his pace.
‘John!’ Archibald called back, his form ghostlike up ahead. ‘You try that way, we’ll take the other two!’ Meaning Rebus was to explore the easternmost outcrop.
‘Will I need to dig?’ he called out. Receiving laughter in reply: Oakes’s laughter. The more unsettling for the fact he could barely be seen.
‘Will we?’ he heard Archibald asking Oakes.
‘Oh, I don’t think so,’ Oakes answered. ‘We’ll just leave the bodies where they fall.’
Rebus was still wondering if he’d misheard when he heard the dull sound of an impact, and a distant groan.
‘Oakes!’ he roared, upping his pace. He could make out the shadowy silhouette: Oakes standing over the fallen Archibald, a rock in his hand, raised to strike again.
‘Oakes!’ he repeated.
‘I hear you!’ Oakes yelled back, bringing the rock down on to Archibald’s head.
By now Rebus was almost upon him. Oakes tossed the rock on to the ground and was licking his lips as Rebus reached him. ‘You’ll never know the satisfaction,’ he said. ‘A flea’s been biting me for years, and now I’ve squashed it.’ He slipped a hand into his waistband and brought out a folding knife.
‘Amazing what the human body can hide,’ Oakes said, grinning now. ‘A rock was good enough for the old man, but I thought maybe you deserved something with a bit more bite.’ He lunged. Rebus jumped back, lost his footing and was skidding back down the slope. Above him, he saw Oakes in pursuit, bounding like a mountain goat.
‘I’m going to enjoy this!’ Oakes called. ‘You’ll never know how much!’
Rebus kept himself rolling until bracken stopped him. He clambered to his feet, picking up a stone and hurling it. His aim was wild. Oakes dodged it easily, only ten yards away now and slowing his descent.
‘Ever skinned a rabbit?’ Oakes said, breathing heavily, sweat glistening on his skull.
‘You’re just where I want you,’ Rebus hissed.
Oakes gave a look of mock surprise. ‘And where’s that?’
‘Committing an offence. Now I get to arrest you, and it’s clean.’
‘You get to arrest me?’ Spluttering laughter. He was so close, his saliva hit Rebus’s face. ‘Man, you’ve got balls.’ Moving the knife. ‘Enjoy them while you can.’
‘All these games,’ Rebus was saying. ‘There’s something else, isn’t there? Something you don’t want us to know. Keeping us all busy so we don’t go looking.’
‘No shit?’
‘What is it?’
But Oakes was shaking his head, working the knife. Rebus turned and ran. Oakes was after him, whooping, bounding through bracken. Rebus looking around, seeing nothing but hillside and a killer with a knife. He stumbled, came to a stop and turned to face Oakes.
‘Gotcha,’ Oakes called out.
Rebus, almost out of breath, just nodded.
‘Know what you are, man?’ Oakes asked. ‘You’re my spot of R&R, that’s all.’
Rebus, walking backwards, started tugging his shirt out of his waistband. Oakes looked puzzled, until Rebus pulled the shirt up, revealing a tiny mike taped to his chest. Oakes looked at him, Rebus holding the stare. Then looked around, seeking shapes.
Voices approaching at speed.
‘Thanks for all that shouting,’ Rebus said. ‘Better than a trail of breadcrumbs any day.’
With a roar, Oakes took a final lunge at him. Rebus sidestepped it, and Oakes was past him and running. Downhill to start with, then changing his mind and making an arc, climbing now, further into the hills. The first uniforms appeared out of the mist. Rebus pointed after Oakes.
‘Get him!’ he called. Then he started climbing too, making his way back to where Alan Archibald lay, still conscious but with blood pouring from his wounds. Rebus crouched beside him as more uniforms ran past.
‘Radio down for help!’ Rebus called out to them. One of the uniforms turned back to him.
‘Don’t need to, sir. You’ve already done it.’
Rebus looked at the mike on his chest and realised this was true.
‘Where did the cavalry come from?’ Archibald asked, his voice faint.
‘I got them from the ACC,’ Rebus told him. ‘He promised me a chopper too, but it would have needed X-ray eyes.’
Archibald managed a smile. ‘Do you think . . .?’
‘I’m sorry, Alan,’ Rebus said. ‘It was all crap, that’s what I think. He just wanted a couple more scalps.’
Archibald touched shaking fingers to his head. ‘He nearly got one,’ he said, closing his eyes to rest.
Alan Archibald went to hospital, and Rebus went in search of Jim Stevens. He’d already checked out of the hotel, and wasn’t at the newspaper office. Eventually, Rebus tracked him down to The Hebrides, a furtive little bar behind Waverley station. Stevens was sitting alone in a corner with only a full ashtray and glass of whisky for company.
Rebus got himself a whisky and water, gulped it down, ordered another and went to join him.
‘Come to gloat?’ Stevens asked.
‘About what?’
‘That wee shite set me up.’ He told Rebus what had happened.
‘Then I’m an angel straight from heaven,’ Rebus said.
Stevens blinked. ‘How do you make that out?’
‘I bring glad tidings. Or more accurately, a news story, and I’d say you’re ahead of the pack.’
Rebus had never seen a man sober up so quickly. Stevens pulled a notebook from his pocket and folded it open. His pen ready, he looked up at Rebus.
‘It’ll have to be a trade,’ Rebus told him.
‘I need this,’ Stevens said.
Rebus nodded, told him the story. ‘And I’d have been next if he got his way.’
‘Jesus Christ.’ Stevens exhaled, took a gulp of whisky. ‘There are probably dozens of questions I should be asking you, but right now I can’t think of any.’ He took out a mobile phone. ‘Mind if I call this in?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘Then we talk,’ he said.
While Stevens read from his notes, turning them into sentences and paragraphs, Rebus listened, nodding confirmation when it was demanded of him. Stevens listened while the story was read back to him. He made a few changes, then finished the call.
‘I owe you,’ he said, putting the phone on the table. ‘What’ll it be?’
‘Another whisky,’ Rebus said, ‘and the answers to some questions.’
Half an hour later he had a pair of headphones on and was listening to the tape of Oakes’s last interview.
‘“A date with my past”,’ he recited, slipping the headphones off his ears. ‘“A date with destiny”.’
‘That’s Archibald, isn’t it? Archibald’s been hassling him for years.’
Rebus thought back to Alan Archibald . . . the way he’d looked as they’d lifted him into the ambulance. He’d looked spent and stunned, as if his dearest possession had been torn from him. Easy to steal away a dream, a hope . . . Cary Oakes had done that.
And had gotten away.
‘They didn’t catch him then?’ Stevens asked, not for the first time.
‘He ran into the hills, could be anywhere.’
‘It’s a hell of an area to search,’ Stevens conceded. ‘What made you take reinforcements?’
Rebus shrugged.
‘You know, John, once upon a time you wouldn’t have thought you needed them.’
‘I know, Jim. Things change.’
Stevens nodded. ‘I suppose they do.’
Rebus rewound the tape, listened to the last half again. ‘A date with destiny, as you and your fellow hacks might put it. With someone who never listened to me . . .’ This time, he was frowning when he finished.
‘You know,’ he said, ‘I’m not sure he means Archibald and me. He called us his spot of R&R.’
Stevens had drained his glass. ‘What else could it be?’
Rebus shook his head slowly. ‘There was some reason for him coming back here.’
‘Yes, me and my chequebook.’
‘Something more than that. More than the chance to play games with Alan Archibald . . .’
‘What?’
‘I don’t know.’ He looked at Stevens. ‘You could find out.’
‘Me?’
‘You know the city inside out. It has to be something from his past, something from before he went to America.’
‘I’m not an archaeologist.’
‘No? Think of all the years you’ve spent digging dirt. And Alan Archibald has a lot of stuff on Oakes, better than anything the bastard gave you.’
Stevens snorted, then smiled. ‘Maybe . . .’ he said to himself. ‘It would be a way of getting back at him.’
Rebus was nodding. ‘He’s given you a tissue of lies, you bounce back with a whole boxful of truth.’
‘The truth about Cary Oakes,’ Stevens said, measuring it up for a headline. ‘I’ll do it,’ he said at last.
‘And anything you find, you share with me.’ Rebus reached for Stevens’ notepad. ‘I’ll give you my mobile number.’
‘Jim Stevens and John Rebus, working together.’ Stevens grinned.
‘I won’t tell if you don’t.’
There were messages for Rebus. Janice had called three times; Damon’s bank manager once. Rebus spoke to the bank manager first.
‘We have a transaction,’ the man said.
‘What, when and where?’ Rebus reached for paper and pen.
‘Edinburgh. A cash machine on George Street. Withdrawal of one hundred pounds.’
‘Today?’
‘Yesterday afternoon at one forty precisely. It’s good news, isn’t it?’
‘I hope so.’
‘I mean, it proves he’s still alive.’
‘It proves someone’s used his card. Not quite the same thing.’
‘I see.’ The manager sounded a little dispirited. ‘I suppose you have to be cautious.’
Rebus had a thought. ‘This cash machine, it wouldn’t be under surveillance, would it?’
‘I can check for you.’
‘If you wouldn’t mind.’ Rebus wound up the call and phoned Janice.
‘What’s up?’ he asked.
‘Nothing.’ She paused. ‘It’s just you ran off so early that morning. I wondered if it was something we’d . . .’
‘Nothing to do with you, Janice.’
‘No?’
‘I just needed to get back here.’
‘Oh.’ Another pause. ‘Well, I was just worried.’
‘About me?’
‘That you were disappearing from my life again.’
‘Would I do that?’
‘I don’t know, John: would you?’
‘Janice, I know things are a bit rocky between you and Brian . . .’
‘Yes?’
He smiled, eyes closed. ‘That’s it really. I’m not exactly an expert on marriage guidance.’
‘I’m not in the market for one.’
‘Look,’ he said, rubbing his eyes, ‘there’s a bit of news about Damon.’
A longer pause. ‘Were you planning on telling me?’
‘I just did tell you.’
‘Only so you could change the subject.’
Rebus felt like he was in the boxing-ring, cornered on the ropes. ‘It’s just that his bank account’s been used.’
‘He’s taken out?’
‘Someone’s used his card.’
Her voice was rising, filling with hope. ‘But nobody else knows his number. It has to be him.’
‘There are ways of using cards . . .’
‘John, don’t you dare take this away from me!’
‘I just don’t want you getting hurt.’ He saw Alan Archibald again, saw that look of final inescapable defeat.
‘When was this?’ Janice said; she was barely listening to him now.
‘Yesterday afternoon. I got word about ten minutes ago. It was a bank on George Street.’
‘He’s still in Edinburgh.’ A statement of belief.
‘Janice . . .’
‘I can feel it, John. He’s there, I know he’s there. What time’s the next train?’
‘I doubt he’s still hanging around George Street. The withdrawal was a hundred pounds. Might have been travelling money.’
‘I’m coming anyway.’
‘I can’t stop you.’
‘That’s right, you can’t.’ She put down the telephone. Seconds later, it rang again. Damon’s bank manager.
‘Yes,’ he said, ‘there’s a camera.’
‘Trained on the machine?’
‘Yes. I’ve already asked: the tape’s waiting for you. Talk to a Miss Georgeson.’
As Rebus finished the call, George Silvers brought him a cup of coffee. ‘Thought you’d have gone home,’ he said: Hi-Ho’s way of showing he cared.
‘Thanks, George. No sign of him yet?’
Silvers shook his head. Rebus stared at the paperwork on his desk. There were cases to write up, he could barely recall them. Names swimming in front of him. All of them demanding an ending.
‘We’ll catch him,’ Silvers said. ‘Don’t you worry about that.’
‘You’ve always been a comfort to me, George,’ Rebus said. He handed back the cup. ‘And one of these days you’ll remember that I don’t take sugar.’
He went to talk to Miss Georgeson. She was plump and fiftyish and reminded Rebus of a school dinner-lady he’d once dated. She had the videotape ready for him.
‘Would you like to view it here?’ she asked.
Rebus shook his head. ‘I’ll take it back to the station, if you’ve no objection.’
‘Well, really I should make you a copy . . .’
‘I don’t intend losing it, Miss Georgeson. And I will bring it back.’
He left the bank with the tape held tightly in one hand. Checked his watch, then headed down to Waverley. He sat on one of the benches on the concourse, drinking a milky coffee – or caffe latte as the vendor had called it – and keeping an eye open. He had the tape in his raincoat pocket; no way he was leaving it in the car. He flicked through the evening paper. Nothing about Cary Oakes – it would be an exclusive in Stevens’ paper first thing in the morning, and Stevens would have answered his detractors with one mighty two-fingered salute.
A date with destiny . . .
What the hell did that mean? Was Oakes laying yet another false trail? Rebus would put nothing past him. He’d sold Stevens, Archibald, and himself dummies like he was vintage George Best and they were Sunday league.
Finally he saw her. Late-afternoon trains into Edinburgh weren’t busy; the traffic was all the other way. She was walking against the crowds as she came off the platform. He got into step beside her before she’d noticed him.
‘Needing a taxi?’ he said.
She looked surprised, then bemused. ‘John,’ she said. ‘What brings you here?’
For answer, he took the video out and held it in front of her.
‘A peace offering,’ he said, leading her back to his car.
They sat in the CID suite. It too was quiet. Most people had gone home for the day. Those who were left were trying to finish reports or catch up with themselves. No one was in the mood to dawdle. The video monitor sat in one corner. Rebus pulled two chairs over. He’d fetched them coffee. Janice was looking excited and fearful at the same time. Again, he was reminded of Alan Archibald on the hillside.
‘Look, Janice,’ he warned her, ‘if it’s not him . . .’
She shrugged. ‘If it’s not him, it’s not him. I won’t blame you.’ She flashed him a momentary smile. He started the tape. Miss Georgeson had explained that the camera was motion-sensitive, and would only begin recording when someone approached the machine. Back at the bank, Rebus had taken a look at the cash machine. The camera was above it, shooting from behind one of the bank’s glass windows. When the first face came on the tape, Rebus and Janice were looking at it from above. The time-counter said 08.10. Rebus used the remote to fast forward.
‘We’re looking for one forty,’ he explained. Janice was sitting on the edge of her chair, the coffee cup held in both hands.
This, Rebus thought, was the way it had started: with security footage, grainy pictures. Towards the middle of the day, more people were using the machine. There was a lot of tape to get through. Lunchtime queues built up, but by one thirty it was a little quieter.
The time-counter said 13.40.
‘Oh, dear Lord, there he is,’ Janice said. She’d placed her cup on the floor, clapped her hands to her face.
Rebus looked. The face was angled down, looking at the machine’s keypad. Then it turned away, as if staring down the street. Fingers were tapped impatiently against the screen of the cash machine. The card was retrieved, a hand went to the slot to extract the notes. Didn’t linger; didn’t wait for a receipt. The next customer was already moving forward.
‘Are you sure?’ he asked.
A tear was falling from Janice’s cheek. ‘Positive,’ she said, nodding.
Rebus found it hard to tell. All he had were photos of Damon and the footage from Gaitano’s; he’d never met him. The hair looked similar . . . maybe the nose too, the shape of the chin. But it wasn’t as though they were unusual. The person on view now, they looked much like the customer who’d just left. But Janice was blowing her nose. She was satisfied.
‘It’s him, I’d swear to it.’ She saw uncertainty on his face. ‘I wouldn’t say it was if it wasn’t.’
‘Of course not.’
‘It’s not just the face or hair or clothes . . . it’s the way he stood, the way he held himself. And those little twitches of impatience.’ She used a corner of the hankie to wipe her eyes. ‘It was him, John. It was him.’
‘OK,’ Rebus said. He rewound the tape, played the minutes leading up to 13.40. He was studying the background to see if he could spot Damon making for the machine. He wanted to know if he’d been alone. But he entered the picture suddenly, and from the side. That look again, towards where he’d just come from. Was there a slight nod of the head . . . some signal to another person just out of shot . . .? Rebus rewound and watched again.
‘What are you looking for?’ Janice asked.
‘Anyone who might have been with him.’
But there was nothing. So he let the tape play on, and was rewarded a minute or two later by legs moving across the top of the picture, just behind the person at the machine. Two pairs, one male, one female. Rebus pressed freeze-frame, but couldn’t get the picture to stay absolutely still and focused. So instead, he rewound and played it again, following the feet with his finger.
‘Recognise the trousers, the shoes?’
But Janice shook her head. ‘They’re just a blur.’
And so they were.
‘Could be anybody,’ she added.
And so it could.
She got to her feet. ‘I’m going to George Street.’ He made to say something but she cut him off. ‘I know he won’t be there, but there are shops, pubs – I can show them his picture at least.’
Rebus nodded. She gripped his forearm.
‘He’s still here, John. That’s something.’
As she left, she held the door open to someone just coming in: Siobhan Clarke.
‘Any sign of him?’ Rebus asked.
Siobhan slumped into a chair. ‘Billy Horman?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘Cary Oakes.’
She stretched her neck. He heard the snap. ‘Another day down,’ he told her.
She nodded. ‘I’m not working Oakes. I’m on Billy Boy.’
‘No progress?’
She shook her head. ‘We need another dozen officers. Maybe a couple of dozen.’
‘I can see the budget stretching to that.’
‘Maybe if we got rid of a few of the bean-counters.’
‘Careful, Siobhan. That’s anarchist talk.’
She smiled. ‘How are you? I hear Oakes was ready to kill the pair of you.’
‘The tremors have stopped,’ he told her. ‘Buy you a drink?’
‘Not tonight. I’ve a date with a hot bath and a takeaway. What about you?’
‘Straight home, same as yourself.’
‘Well . . .’ She stood up as though the effort was costing her. ‘See you tomorrow.’
‘Night, Siobhan.’
She waved fingers over her shoulder as she left.
Rebus was almost as good as his word – just the one stop-off to make beforehand. He climbed the stairwell of Cragside Court. Darkness was falling, but there were still children out playing, albeit supervised by a member of GAP. They’d had T-shirts printed up with a logo on the front, getting more organised by the day. The woman in the T-shirt had studied Rebus, knowing she’d seen him somewhere before, but not recognising him as a resident.
He stood looking out over Greenfield. On one side, Holyrood Park; on the other, the Old Town, and the site of the new Parliament. He wondered if the estate would be allowed to survive. He knew that if the council wanted it run down, they would work by stealth. Repairs would not be carried out, or would be botched. Flats would be found to be uninhabitable, tenants rehoused, windows and doors blocked and padlocked. Things would slowly deteriorate, causing residents to rethink their options. More of them would move out. The state of the high-rises would become a ‘cause for concern’. There’d be a media outcry about conditions. The council would move in with offers of help – meaning relocation: cheaper than shoring up the estate. And eventually it would be deserted, a demolition site from which new buildings could rise. Expensive pieds-à-terre for parliamentarians, perhaps. Or offices and select shops. It was a prime site, no doubt about it.
As for Salisbury Crags . . . he didn’t doubt there’d be people who would build on it too, given the chance. But that chance would be a long time coming. All the centuries of change, and the park was much as it ever had been. It made no judgements on the work around it, but merely sat there, above it all. And the people who tramped over it were minor irritations, dead by the age of seventy if not before. They made no impression on it, not when measured in millennia.
Rebus was outside Darren Rough’s flat now. Darren had come home to give evidence against two evil men. As recompense, he’d been harried, cursed and eventually killed. Rebus didn’t feel proud that he’d been the first player. He hoped Darren might one day forgive him. He almost said as much to the ghostly shape at the end of the walkway, but when it came towards him, he saw it was flesh and blood, very much alive.
It was Cal Brady, his face an angry scowl.
‘What do you want?’
‘Just taking a look.’
‘I thought you were another pervert.’
Rebus nodded towards the mobile phone in Brady’s hand. ‘Did the playground guard tell you?’ He nodded to himself. ‘Nice little operation you’ve got here, Cal. Anything in it for you?’
‘It’s my public duty,’ Brady said, puffing out his chest.
Rebus took a step closer, hands in coat pockets. ‘Cal, the day people like you are deciding what’s right and what’s wrong, we’re all in Queer Street.’
‘You calling me a poof?’ Cal Brady yelled, but Rebus was already past him and heading for the stairs.
‘Tell me about Janice,’ Patience said.
They were seated in the living room, a bottle of red wine open on the carpet between them. Patience was lying along the sofa. There was a paperback novel folded open on her chest. She had placed it there some time ago; had been staring into space, listening to the music on the hi-fi. Nick Drake, ‘Pink Moon’. Rebus was in the armchair, legs hanging over its side. He had kicked off his shoes and socks, was catching up with the football news in that day’s paper.
‘What?’
‘Janice, I’d like to know about her.’
‘We were at school together.’ Rebus stopped reading. ‘She’s married with just the one son. She used to work as a teacher. I was at school with her husband, too. His name’s Brian.’
‘You went out with her?’
‘At school, yes.’
‘Sleep together?’
Rebus looked at her. ‘Didn’t quite get that far.’
She nodded to herself. ‘Are you curious about what it would have been like?’
He shrugged.
‘I think I would be,’ she went on. Her glass was empty, and she leaned over to refill it. The book slid on to the floor, but she paid it no heed. Rebus was still on his first helping of the Rioja. The bottle was nearly empty.
‘Anyone would think you were the one with the drink problem,’ he said, making sure he was smiling as he spoke.
She was getting comfortable again. A splash of wine fell on to the back of her hand, and she put her mouth to it.
‘No, I just like a little bit too much now and again. So, have you thought about sleeping with her?’
‘Christ, Patience . . .’
‘I’m interested, that’s all. Sammy says Janice had a look about her.’
‘What sort of look?’
Patience frowned, as if trying to recall the exact words. ‘Hungry. Hungry and a little desperate, I think. How’s the marriage?’
‘Rocky,’ Rebus admitted.
‘And you going to Fife . . . did that help?’
‘I didn’t sleep with her.’
Patience wagged a finger. ‘Don’t go defending yourself before an accusation’s made. You’re a detective, you know how it looks.’
He glared at her. ‘Am I a suspect?’
‘No, John, you’re a man. That’s all.’ She took another sip of wine.
‘I wouldn’t hurt you, Patience.’
She smiled, stretched out a hand as if to squeeze his, but he was too far away. ‘I know that, sweetheart. But the thing is, you wouldn’t even be thinking of me at the time, so the idea of hurting me or not hurting me wouldn’t enter into it.’
‘You’re so sure.’
‘John, I get it every single day. Wives coming into the surgery, wanting anti-depressants. Wanting anything that’ll help them get through the bloody awful marriages they’ve found themselves in. They tell me things. It all spills out. Some of them turn to drink or drugs, some slash their wrists. It’s bizarre how seldom they just walk out. And the ones who do walk out are usually the ones married to the violent cases.’ She looked at him. ‘Do you know what they do?’
‘End up going back?’ he guessed.
She focused on him. ‘How do you know?’
‘I get them too, Patience. The domestics, the neighbours who complain of screams and punches. The same wives you get, only further down the road. They won’t press charges. They get put into a hostel. And later, they walk back to the only life they really know.’
She blinked away a tear. ‘Why does it have to be like that, John?’
‘I wish I knew.’
‘What’s in it for us?’
He smiled. ‘A paycheque.’
She had stopped looking at him. Picked her book off the floor, put down her wine glass. ‘The man who painted that message . . . What was he trying to do?’
‘I’m not sure. Maybe he wanted me to know he’d been here.’
She had found her page, stared at the words without moving her eyes. ‘Where is he now?’
‘Lost on the hills and freezing to death.’
‘You really think so?’
‘No,’ he admitted. ‘Someone like Oakes . . . that would be too easy.’
‘Will he come after you?’
‘I’m not at the top of his list.’ No, because Alan Archibald was still alive. X-rays had shown a skull fracture; Archibald would be in hospital a little longer. There was a police guard on his bed.
‘Will he come here?’ Patience asked.
The CD had finished; there was silence in the room. ‘I don’t know.’
‘If he tries painting my flagstones again, I’ll give him a bloody good kicking.’
Rebus looked at her, then began laughing.
‘What’s so funny?’ she said.
Rebus was shaking his head. ‘Nothing really. I’m just glad you’re on my side, that’s all.’
She raised the wine glass to her lips again. ‘What makes you so sure of that, Inspector?’
Rebus raised his own glass to her, pleased that until Patience had mentioned her, he hadn’t thought once that evening of Janice Mee. He hit ‘Replay’ on the CD remote. ‘This guy sounds like he needs help,’ Patience said.
‘He did,’ Rebus told her. ‘He OD’d.’ She looked at him and he shrugged. ‘Just another casualty,’ he said.
Later, he headed outside for a cigarette. The message was still there on the patio: YOUR COP LOVER KILLED DARREN. The workmen would start cleaning it off tomorrow. Oakes said he’d followed Darren but lost him. Well, someone had found him. Rebus wasn’t going to take the blame for that. Cigarette lit, he climbed the steps. There was a marked patrol car parked directly outside, a message to Cary Oakes should he think about paying a visit. Rebus had a word with the two officers inside, finished his cigarette and headed back indoors.
‘Fancy a run?’ Siobhan Clarke offered.
‘I trust you mean “run” as in “drive”?’
‘Don’t worry, I don’t have you down as the jogging type.’
‘Perceptive as ever. Where are you going?’
It was morning in St Leonard’s. The weather up on the Pentlands had cleared, and Rebus had made sure the helicopter would be out scanning the area for signs of Cary Oakes. Villages and farms in the foothills had been warned to be on the look out.
‘Don’t try to corner him,’ the message had gone. ‘Just let us know if you see him.’
So far, no one had called in.
Rebus felt like dead weight. He’d made breakfast for Patience – orange juice and two sachets of Resolve – and had been complimented on both his diagnosis and his bedside manner. She’d said she’d make the surgery OK.
‘I just hope no one expects me to do my Agony Aunt bit today.’
And now Rebus was in the CID suite with his coffee and a Mars Bar.
‘Breakfast of coronaries,’ he said, noting Siobhan’s distaste.
‘We’ve had a sighting of Billy Boy. It’ll probably turn out to be a waste of time . . .’
‘And you’d rather waste it with me?’ Rebus smiled. ‘Isn’t that thoughtful?’
‘Never mind,’ she said, turning away.
‘Whoa, hold on. What side of the bed did you fall out of?’
‘I didn’t quite reach bed last night,’ she snapped. Then she melted a little. ‘It’s a long story.’
‘Just right for a car-ride then,’ he said. ‘Come on, you’ve got me hooked.’
The story was, her upstairs neighbours’ washing-machine had sprung a leak. They’d been out, and hadn’t noticed. And she’d only found out when she’d gone into her bedroom.
‘Their washing-machine’s above your bedroom?’ Rebus asked.
‘That’s another bone of contention. Anyway, I noticed this stain on the ceiling, and when I touched the bed it was soaked through. So I ended up on the couch in a smelly old sleeping-bag.’
‘Poor you.’ Rebus was thinking of all the times he’d slept in his chair – but that had been voluntary. He looked in the wing mirror as they crawled westwards out of town. ‘Tell me something: why are we going to Grangemouth? Couldn’t the locals handle it?’
‘I’m reluctant to delegate.’
Rebus smiled: she’d stolen one of his lines. ‘What you mean is, you don’t trust anyone to do the job thoroughly.’
‘Something like that,’ she said, glancing at him. ‘I had a good teacher.’
‘Siobhan, it’s been quite some time since I could teach you anything.’
‘Thanks.’
‘But that’s because you’ve stopped listening.’
‘We are not amused.’ She craned her neck. ‘What is with this traffic?’
The vehicles ahead were barely moving.
‘It’s part of the new council initiative. Make things bloody awful for drivers, and they’ll stop coming into town and making everything look untidy.’
‘They want a conservation village.’
Rebus nodded. ‘And just the half a million villagers.’
Eventually they got moving. Grangemouth lay out to the west along the Forth estuary. Rebus hadn’t been to the town in years. As they approached, Rebus’s first impression was that they’d wandered on to the set of Blade Runner. A vast petrochemical complex dominated the skyline, throwing up jagged chimneys and weird configurations of pipes. The complex looked like some encroaching alien life-form, about to throw its many mechanical arms around the town and squeeze the life out of it.
In fact, the contrary was true: the complex and all that went with it had brought employment to Grangemouth. The streets they eventually drove through were dark and narrow, with architecture from much earlier in the century.
‘Two worlds collide,’ Rebus muttered, taking it all in.
‘I feel they’ve spoiled their chances in the conservation village stakes.’
‘I’m sure the townsfolk are grieving.’ He was peering at the street names. ‘Here we go.’ They parked outside a row of cottage-type houses, all of which had added bedrooms and windows to their roof-space.
‘Number eleven,’ Siobhan said. ‘Woman’s name is Wilkie.’
Mrs Wilkie had been waiting for them. She seemed the type of neighbour every street has: interested to the point of nosiness. Her kind could be a distinct asset, but Rebus would bet some of her neighbours didn’t see it that way.
Her living room was a tiny box, overheated and with pride of place given to a large and ornate doll’s-house. When Siobhan, out of politeness, showed interest in it, Mrs Wilkie delivered a ten-minute speech concerning its history. Rebus could swear she didn’t once draw breath, giving neither of her prisoners the chance to jump in and take the conversation elsewhere.
‘Well, isn’t that lovely?’ Siobhan said, glancing towards Rebus. The look on his face had her sucking in her cheeks to stop from laughing. ‘Now, about this boy you saw, Mrs Wilkie . . .?’
They all sat down, and Mrs Wilkie told her story. She’d seen the laddie’s picture in the paper, and as she was coming back from the shops around two, caught him playing football in the street.
‘Kicking the ball against the wall of Montefiore’s Garage. There’s this low stone wall around the . . .’ She made motions with her hands. ‘What do you call it?’
‘Forecourt?’ Siobhan suggested.
‘That’s the word.’ She smiled at Siobhan. ‘I’ll bet you’re a dab hand at crosswords, brain like that.’
‘Did you say anything to the boy, Mrs Wilkie?’
‘It’s Miss Wilkie actually. I never married.’
‘Really?’ Rebus managed to put on a surprised look. Siobhan coughed into her hand, then handed some snaps of Billy Horman over to Miss Wilkie.
‘Well, these certainly look like him,’ the old woman said, sorting through the photos. She lifted one out. ‘Except for this, that is.’
Siobhan took the proffered photo, stuck it back in her folder. Rebus knew she’d sneaked in a picture of a different kid to assess how alert her witness actually was. Miss Wilkie had passed.
‘To answer your question,’ Miss Wilkie said, ‘no, I didn’t say anything. I came back here and took another look at the paper. Then I phoned the number it said to call. Spoke to a very nice young man at the police station.’
‘This was yesterday?’
‘That’s right, and I haven’t seen the laddie today.’
‘And you just saw him the once?’
Miss Wilkie nodded. ‘Playing all by himself. He looked so lonely.’ She had handed back the photos, and got up to look out of her window. ‘You notice strangers on a street like this.’
‘I’m sure not much gets past you,’ Rebus said.
‘All these cars nowadays . . . I’m surprised you found a space.’
Rebus and Siobhan looked at one another, thanked Miss Wilkie for her time, and left.
Outside, they looked to left and right. There was a garage on the corner at the far end of the street. They walked towards it.
‘What did she mean about the cars?’ Siobhan asked.
‘My guess is, there’s always someone parked outside her window. Makes it harder for her to see everything that’s going on.’
‘I’m impressed.’
‘Not that I speak from experience, you understand.’
But back in the cottage, Rebus had felt a sudden depression. He, too, was a watcher. All the nights he sat in his flat, lights off, watching from the window . . . As he got older, would he turn into a Miss Wilkie: the street’s nosy neighbour?
Montefiore’s Garage consisted of a single line of petrol pumps, a shop, and a double work-bay. A man in blue overalls was in one of the work-bays, his head just visible as he stood in the pit, a blue Volkswagen Polo above him. There was another, older man behind the counter in the shop. Rebus and Siobhan stopped on the pavement.
‘Might as well ask if they saw him,’ Siobhan said.
‘Suppose so,’ Rebus replied, with little enthusiasm.
‘I told you it was a wild shot.’
‘Could be a neighbourhood kid. New family moved in, hasn’t had time to make friends.’
‘It was two o’clock she saw him. He should have been at school.’
‘True,’ Rebus said. ‘She seemed so certain, didn’t she?’
‘Some people do. They want to be helpful, even if it means making up a story.’
Rebus tutted. ‘You didn’t learn cynicism like that from me.’ He looked around at the bumper-to-bumper parking. ‘I wonder . . .’
‘What?’
‘He was kicking the ball off the forecourt wall.’
‘Yes.’
‘Not much of a game if all these cars were here. Pavement’s not wide enough.’
Siobhan looked at the wall, the pavement. ‘Maybe the cars weren’t here.’
‘According to Miss Wilkie, that would be unusual.’
‘I can’t see what you’re getting at.’
Rebus pointed to the forecourt. ‘What if he was in there? Plenty of space so long as no cars are using the pumps.’
‘They’d chase him off.’ She looked at him. ‘Wouldn’t they?’
‘Let’s go ask them.’
They went to the shop first, identified themselves to the man behind the counter.
‘I’m not the owner,’ he said. ‘I’m his brother.’
‘Were you here yesterday?’
‘Been here the past ten days. Eddie and Flo are on their hols.’
‘Somewhere nice?’ Siobhan asked, making out they were just having a normal conversation.
‘Jamaica.’
‘Do you remember a young boy?’ Rebus asked. Siobhan held up one of the photographs. ‘Playing kickabout in the forecourt?’
The owner’s brother nodded. ‘Gordon’s nephew.’
Rebus tried to keep his voice level. ‘Gordon who?’
The man laughed. ‘Gordon Howe, actually.’ He spelt the name for them, and they laughed along with him.
‘Bet he gets jokes about that,’ Siobhan said, wiping an imaginary tear from her eye. ‘Any idea where we could find Mr Howe?’
‘Jock will know.’
Siobhan nodded. ‘And who’s Jock?’
‘Sorry,’ the man said. ‘Jock’s the other mechanic.’
‘Under the Polo?’ Rebus asked. The man nodded.
‘So Mr Howe works for the garage?’
‘Yes, he’s a mechanic. He’s got the day off today. Well, we’re not busy, and with him looking after young Billy . . .’ He waved the picture of Billy Horman.
‘Billy?’ Siobhan said.
Sixty seconds later they were out on the forecourt again and Siobhan was using Rebus’s mobile. She got through to St Leonard’s and asked if Billy Horman had an uncle called Gordon Howe. Listening to the answer, she shook her head to let Rebus know what she was hearing. They walked towards the work-bay.
‘Could we have a word?’ Rebus called. They had their IDs ready as the mechanic called Jock crawled out from under the Polo and started wiping his hands on an impossibly oil-blackened rag.
‘What have I done?’ He had ginger hair, curling to the nape of his neck, and a long earring dangling from one ear. The backs of his hands were tattooed, and Rebus noticed he was missing the pinkie on his left hand.
‘Where can we find Gordon Howe?’ Siobhan asked.
‘Lives on Adamson Street. What’s the matter?’
‘Will he be there just now, do you think?’
‘How should I know?’
‘He’s got the day off,’ Rebus said, taking a step closer. ‘Maybe he told you how he planned to spend it?’
‘Taking Billy out.’ The mechanic’s eyes flicked from one detective to the other.
‘Billy being . . .?’
‘His sister’s kid. She’s been poorly, one-parent family and that. Billy either went into care for the duration or Gordy looked after him. Is it Billy? Has he been up to something?’
‘Do you think he’s the type?’
‘Not at all.’ The mechanic smiled. ‘Very quiet kid, actually. Didn’t want to talk about his mum . . .’
‘Didn’t want to talk about his mum,’ Siobhan repeated, as they walked up the path to the house in Adamson Street. It was a sixties-built semi in an estate on the edge of town. Council-owned for the most part. You could tell the homes that had been purchased by their tenants: replacement windows and better doors. But they all had the same grey harled walls.
‘Uncle Gordon’s orders, no doubt.’
They rang the bell and waited. Rebus thought he detected movement at an upstairs window. Took a step back to look, but couldn’t see anything.
‘Try again,’ he said, opening the letterbox while Siobhan pushed the doorbell. There was a door at the end of the corridor, half-open. He saw shadows beyond it, snapped the letterbox shut.
‘Round the back,’ he said, heading for the side of the house. As they entered the back garden, a man was disappearing over a high bark fence.
‘Mr Howe!’ Rebus shouted.
By way of response, the man called out, ‘Run for it!’ to the boy who was with him. Rebus let Siobhan climb the fence. He headed back round to the front, ran down the road, wondering where the two would appear.
Suddenly they were ahead of him. Howe was limping, clawing at one leg. The boy was off like a shot, Howe spurring him on. But when the boy looked back, saw the distance widening between himself and Howe, his pace slowed.
‘No! Keep running, Billy! Keep running!’
But the boy wasn’t listening to Howe. He came to a dead stop, waited for the man to catch up. Siobhan came into view, a rip in the knee of her trousers. Howe saw he was going nowhere and put up his hands.
‘All right,’ he said, ‘all right.’
He looked despairingly at Billy, who was walking back towards him.
‘Billy, will you never listen?’
As Gordon Howe dropped to his knees, Billy slid his arms around his neck, man and boy embracing.
‘I’ll tell them,’ Billy was wailing. ‘I’ll tell them it’s all right.’
Rebus looked down at them, saw the tattoos on Gordon Howe’s bare arms: No Surrender; UDA; the Red Hand of Ulster. He recalled Tom Jackson’s story: ran off to Ulster to join the paramilitaries . . .
‘You’ll be Billy’s dad then,’ Rebus guessed. ‘Welcome back to Scotland.’
On the way back into Edinburgh, Rebus sat in the back with Howe, while Billy sat in the front with Siobhan.
‘You read about Greenfield in the paper?’ Rebus guessed. Gordon Howe nodded. ‘What’s your real name?’
‘Eddie Mearn.’
‘How long have you been back from Northern Ireland?’ Siobhan asked.
‘Three months.’ He reached out a hand to ruffle his son’s hair. ‘I wanted Billy back.’
‘Did his mother know?’
‘That cow? It was our secret, wasn’t it, Billy?’
‘Aye, Dad,’ Billy said.
Mearn turned to Rebus. ‘I used to visit him on the quiet. If his mum had found out, she’d’ve put a stop to it. But we kept it hush-hush.’
‘Then you read about Darren Rough?’ Rebus added.
Mearn nodded. ‘Looked too good to be true. I knew if I snatched Billy, they’d just assume that wanker had him – at least for a while. Give us a chance to get settled. We were getting on fine, weren’t we, Billy?’
‘Grand,’ his son agreed.
‘Your mum’s been at her wits’ end, Billy,’ Siobhan said.
‘I hate Ray,’ Billy said, tucking his chin into his neck. Ray Heggie: Joanna Horman’s lover. ‘He hits her.’
‘Why do you think I wanted Billy out of there?’ Mearn said. ‘It’s not right for a kid to have to deal with. It’s not right.’ He bent forward to kiss the top of his son’s head. ‘We were all fixed up, though, weren’t we, Billy Boy? We’d’ve managed.’
Billy turned in his seat, tried to hug his father, the seatbelt restricting him. Looking in the rearview, Siobhan fixed her eyes on Rebus’s. Both knew what would happen: Billy would go back to Greenfield; Mearn would probably be charged. Neither officer felt especially great about it.
As they headed into central Edinburgh, Rebus asked Siobhan to make a detour along George Street. There was no sign of Janice . . .
‘You know something?’ Rebus asked Mearn.
They were in an interview room at St Leonard’s. Mearn had a cup of tea in front of him. A doctor had looked at his leg: just a sprain.
‘What?’
‘You said you knew they’d all blame Billy’s disappearance on Darren Rough, and that would give you some time to get settled.’
‘That’s right.’
‘But I can think of a better way, a plan that would mean they’d give up looking for Billy.’
Mearn looked interested. ‘What’s that then?’
‘If Rough was dead,’ Rebus said quietly. ‘I mean, we’d look for Billy for a while, even if all we expected to find was a body hidden somewhere. But we’d call a halt eventually.’
‘I thought of that.’
Rebus sat down. ‘You did?’
Mearn was nodding. ‘You know, after I read about him being topped. I thought it was the answer to our prayers.’
Rebus was nodding. ‘And that’s why you did it?’
Mearn frowned. ‘Did what?’
‘Killed Darren Rough.’
The two men stared at one another. Then a look of horror spread across Mearn’s face. ‘N-n-no,’ he stammered. ‘No way, no way . . .’ His hands gripped the edge of the table. ‘Not me, I didn’t do it.’
‘No?’ Rebus looked surprised. ‘But you’ve got the perfect motive.’
‘Christ, I was starting a new life. How could I contemplate that if I’d topped someone?’
‘Lots of people do it, Eddie. I see them in here several times a year. I’d’ve thought it would be easy for someone with paramilitary training.’
Mearn laughed. ‘Where did you get that idea?’
‘It’s what they’re saying on the estate. When Joanna got pregnant with Billy, you ran off to join the terrorists.’
Mearn calmed down, looked around. ‘I think I want a solicitor,’ he said quietly.
‘One’s on its way,’ Rebus explained.
‘What about Billy?’
‘They’ve phoned his mum. She’s on her way too. Probably smartening herself up for the press conference.’
Mearn squeezed his eyes shut. ‘Shit,’ he whispered. Then: ‘Sorry, Billy.’ He was blinking back tears as he looked towards Rebus. ‘What gave us away?’
A nosy old lady and a line of parked cars, Rebus could have told him. But he hadn’t the heart.
There were cameras and microphones outside St Leonard’s; so many that the journalists were spilling on to the road. Cars and vans were sounding their horns, making it hard to hear Joanna Horman speaking of her emotional reunion with her son. No sign of Ray Heggie: Rebus wondered if she’d given him the push. And not much sign of emotion from young Billy Boy. His mother kept hugging him to her, almost smothering him as the cameramen bayed for another shot. She pockmarked his face with lipstick kisses. As she made to answer another question, Rebus noticed Billy trying to wipe his face clean.
There were civilians mixed in with the reporters: passers-by and the curious. A woman in a GAP T-shirt was trying to hand out leaflets: Van Brady. Across the road, a kid sat balanced on his bike, one hand touching a lamp-post for support. Rebus recognised him: Van’s youngest. No leaflets; no T-shirt – Rebus wondered about that. Was the boy less easily swayed than those around him?
‘And I’d like to thank the police for all their hard work,’ Joanna Horman was saying. You’re welcome, Rebus thought to himself, pushing through the scrum and crossing the road. ‘But most of all, I’d like to thank everyone at GAP for their support.’
A loud roar of agreement went up from Van Brady . . .
‘It’s Jamie, isn’t it?’
The boy on the bike nodded. ‘And you’re the cop who came looking for Darren.’
Darren: first name only. Rebus took out a cigarette, offered one to Jamie, who shook his head. Rebus lit up, exhaled.
‘I suppose you saw Darren around a bit?’
‘He’s dead.’
‘But before then. Before the story got out.’
Jamie nodded, eyes guarded.
‘Did he ever try anything?’
Now Jamie shook his head. ‘He just said hello, that’s all.’
‘Did he hang around the playground?’
‘Not that I saw.’ He was staring at the scene across the road.
‘Looks like Billy’s the centre of attention, eh?’ Rebus got the feeling Jamie was jealous, but trying not to let it show.
‘Yeah.’
‘I bet you’re glad he’s back.’
Jamie looked at him. ‘Cal’s moved in with his mum.’
Rebus took another draw on his cigarette. ‘She’s booted Ray out then?’ Jamie nodded again.
‘And moved your brother in?’ Rebus looked impressed. ‘That’s fast work.’
Jamie just grunted. Rebus saw an opening.
‘You don’t sound too chuffed: are you going to miss him?’
Jamie shrugged. ‘Not bothered.’ But he was. His brother had moved out; his mother was busy with GAP; and now Billy Boy Horman was getting all the attention.
‘You ever see Darren with anyone? I don’t mean kids, I mean visitors.’
‘Not really.’
Rebus angled his face so Jamie had little choice but to look at him. ‘You don’t sound too sure.’
‘Someone came looking for him.’
‘When?’
‘When all the stuff about GAP started.’
‘Friend of Darren’s?’
Another shrug. ‘He didn’t say.’
‘Well, what did he say, Jamie?’
‘Said he was looking for the guy from the newspaper. He had the paper with him.’ The paper: the story outing Darren Rough.
‘Were those his exact words: “the guy from the newspaper”?’
Jamie smiled. ‘I think he said “chap”.’
‘Chap?’
Jamie put on a posh voice. ‘“The chap who was in the newspaper.”’
‘Not a local then?’
Now Jamie let out a stuttering laugh.
‘What did he look like?’
‘Old, quite tall. He had a moustache. His hair was grey, but the moustache was black.’
‘You’d make a good detective, Jamie.’
Jamie wrinkled his nose in distaste. His mother had spotted the conversation, was making to cross the road towards them.
‘Jamie!’ she called, trying to weave between traffic.
‘What did you tell him, Jamie?’
‘I pointed to Darren’s flat. Told him I knew Darren wasn’t in.’
‘What did the man do?’
‘Gave me a fiver.’ He looked around, almost furtively. ‘I followed him back to his car.’
Rebus smiled. ‘You really would make a detective.’
Another shrug. ‘It was a big white car. I think it was a Merc.’
Rebus backed off as Van Brady reached them.
‘What’s he been saying, Jamie?’ she asked, staring daggers at Rebus. But Jamie looked at her defiantly.
‘Nothing,’ he said.
She looked at Rebus, who just shrugged. When she turned back to her son, Rebus winked at him. Jamie gave the flicker of a smile. For a few moments, he’d been the centre of someone’s attention.
‘I was just asking about Cal,’ Rebus told Van Brady. ‘I’ve heard he’s moving in with Joanna.’
She turned on him. ‘What’s it to you?’
He nodded towards the leaflet in her hand. ‘Got one of those for me?’
‘If you did your job right,’ she sneered, ‘we wouldn’t need GAP.’
‘What makes you think we need it anyway?’ Rebus asked her, turning to walk away.
Rebus got on the computer, and decided to cover his bets by talking to the area’s Merc dealerships. He already knew one person who drove a white Merc: the widow Margolies. Rebus tapped his pen against his desk, started calling. He got lucky with the first number he tried.
‘Oh, yes, Dr Margolies is a regular customer. He’s been buying nothing but Mercedes for donkey’s years.’
‘Sorry, I’m talking about a Mrs Margolies.’
‘Yes, his daughter-in-law. Dr Margolies bought that car, too.’
Dr Joseph Margolies . . . ‘He bought one for his son and daughter-in-law?’
‘That’s right. Last year, was it?’
‘And for himself?’
‘He likes to part-ex: keeps the model a year or two, then trades for something brand new. That way you don’t get the same scale of depreciation.’
‘So what’s he driving just now?’
The sales manager turned cautious. ‘Why don’t you ask him yourself?’
‘Maybe I’ll do that,’ Rebus said. ‘And I’ll be sure to tell him you could have saved me the trouble.’
Rebus listened to the receiver making a sighing sound. Then: ‘Hang on a sec.’ He heard fingers on a keyboard. A pause, then: ‘An E200, purchased six months ago. Happy?’
‘As a kid on Christmas morning.’ Rebus scribbled the details down. ‘And the colour?’
Another sigh. ‘White, Inspector. Dr Margolies always buys white.’
As Rebus put down the phone, Siobhan Clarke came over. She rested against the corner of his desk.
‘Looks like someone got lazy,’ she said.
‘How do you mean?’
‘Eddie Mearn. As far as the inquiry was concerned, he was still in Northern Ireland. Someone made a phone call to Lisburn, and took it as gospel when he was told Mearn was still around.’
‘Who made the call?’
‘Roy Frazer, I’m sorry to say.’
‘It’s the only way he’ll learn.’
‘Sure, like you’ve learned from past mistakes.’
He smiled. ‘That’s why I never make the same one twice.’
She folded her arms. ‘You think Mearn had this planned all along?’
Rebus nodded slowly. ‘I’d say it’s likely. Moved back from Lisburn, maybe it’s true he didn’t tell anyone there he was leaving. Sets up a new identity for himself in Grangemouth – striking distance of Edinburgh. Why lie about who he was? Only reason I can think of is, he was going to snatch Billy. New life for both of them.’
‘Would that have been so bad?’ Siobhan asked.
‘No worse than where Billy is now,’ Rebus admitted. He looked at her. ‘Careful there, Siobhan. You’re in danger of thinking the law’s an ass. That’s only one step away from making up your own rules.’
‘The way you’ve done.’ It was statement rather than question.
‘The way I’ve done,’ Rebus was forced to agree. ‘And look where it’s got me.’
‘Where’s that?’
He tapped his sheet of notes. ‘Seeing white cars everywhere.’
A white car had been spotted the night Jim Margolies had flown from Salisbury Crags. Fair enough, Jim himself owned a white car, but according to his wife the car had stayed in the garage. He’d walked all the way to the Crags. How likely was that? Rebus didn’t know.
Another white car had been spotted in Holyrood Park around the time Darren Rough was bludgeoned to death.
And prior to this, someone in a white car had been looking for Darren.
Rebus told the story to Siobhan, and she pulled over a chair so they could work through some theories.
‘You’re thinking they’re all the same car?’ she asked.
‘All I know is, they’re in the park when two apparently unconnected deaths occur.’
She scratched her head. ‘I’m not seeing anything. Any other owners of white Mercs?’
‘You mean, have any serial killers bought or hired one lately?’ She smiled at this. ‘I’m checking,’ Rebus went on. ‘So far, the only name I have is Margolies.’ He was thinking: Jane Barbour drove a cream-coloured car, a Ford Mondeo . . .
‘But there are more white Mercs than that out there?’
Rebus nodded. ‘But Jamie’s description of the man sounds awfully like Jim’s father.’
‘You saw him at the funeral?’
Rebus nodded. And at a children’s beauty show, he might have added. ‘He’s a retired doctor.’
‘Racked with grief at his son’s suicide, he decides to become a vigilante?’
‘Ridding the world of corruption to protest at the iniquity of life.’
Her smile broadened. ‘You don’t see it, do you?’
‘No, I don’t.’ He tossed his pen on to the desk. ‘To tell you the truth, I’m not seeing anything at all. Which must make it time for a break.’
‘Coffee?’ she suggested.
‘I was thinking of something stronger.’ He saw the look on her face. ‘But coffee will do in the meantime.’
He went out to the car park for a cigarette, but ended up jumping into the Saab and heading down The Pleasance, across the High Street and past Waverley station. He drove west along George Street, then made an illegal turn to head back east along it. Janice was sitting on the kerb, head in her hands. People were looking at her, but no one stopped to ask if they could help. Rebus pulled up alongside and got her into the car.
‘I know he’s here,’ she kept repeating. ‘I know it.’
‘Janice, this isn’t doing either of you any good.’
Her eyes were bloodshot, looking sore from all the crying. ‘What would you know about it? Have you ever lost a child?’
‘I nearly lost Sammy.’
‘But you didn’t!’ She turned away from him. ‘You’ve never been any good, John. Christ, you couldn’t even help Mitch, and he was supposed to be your best friend. They nearly blinded him!’
She had plenty left to say, plenty of poison. He let her talk, resting his hands lightly on the steering-wheel. At one point, she tried to get out, but he pulled her back into the car.
‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Give me more. I’m listening to you.’
‘No!’ she spat. ‘Know why? Because so help me, I think you’re enjoying it!’ This time when she opened the door, he didn’t try to stop her. She took a left at the corner, heading down into the New Town. Rebus turned the car again, took a right into Castle Street and a left into Young Street. Stopped outside the Oxford Bar and walked in. Doc Klasser was standing in his usual spot. The afternoon drinkers were in: most of them would clear out by five or six, when the place filled with office workers. Harry the barman saw Rebus and lifted a pint glass. Rebus shook his head.
‘A nip, Harry,’ he said. ‘Better make it a large one.’
He sat in the back room. Nobody there but the writer, the one with the big bag of books. He seemed to use the place as an office. A couple of times Rebus had asked him what books he should be reading. He’d bought the suggestions, but hadn’t read them. Today, neither man seemed in need of company. Rebus sat with his drink and his thoughts. He was thinking back over thirty years, back to the last school party. His own version of the story . . .
Mitch and Johnny had a plan. They’d join the army, see some action. Mitch had sent away for the literature, then had dropped into the Army Careers Office in Kirkcaldy. The following week, he’d taken Johnny with him. The recruiting sergeant told them jokes and stories from his time ‘in the field’. He told them they’d breeze through basic training. He had a moustache and a paunch and told them there’d be ‘shagging and boozing galore’: ‘two good-looking lads like you, it’ll be dripping out of your ears’.
Johnny Rebus hadn’t been sure what that meant exactly, but Mitch had rubbed his hands together and chuckled with the Sarge.
So that was that. All Johnny had to do was tell his dad and Janice.
His dad, it turned out, wasn’t keen. He’d done some time in the Far East in World War II. He had some photographs and a black silk scarf with the Taj Mahal sewn into it. He had a scar on his knee that wasn’t really a bullet wound, even though he said it was.
‘You don’t want that,’ Johnny’s dad said. ‘You want a proper job.’ They kicked it back and forth between them. His dad’s final shot at goal: ‘What will Janice say?’
Janice didn’t say anything; Rebus kept putting off telling her. And then one day she learned from her mum, who’d been talking to Johnny’s dad, learned Johnny was thinking of leaving.
‘It’s not like I’m going for good,’ he argued. ‘I’ll have plenty of home visits.’
She folded her arms, the way her mother did when she had right on her side. ‘And am I supposed to just wait for you?’
‘Please yourself,’ Johnny said, kicking a stone.
‘That’s the plan,’ she said, walking off.
Later, they made it up. He went to her house, went up to her bedroom with her: it was the only place they could talk. Her mum brought up juice and biscuits; gave them ten minutes then came up again to check they didn’t need anything. Johnny said he was sorry.
‘Does that mean you’ve changed your mind?’ Janice asked.
He shrugged. He wasn’t sure. Who did he want to let down: Janice or Mitch?
By the night of the dance, he’d made his mind up. Mitch could go alone. Johnny would stay behind, get a job of some kind and marry Janice. It wouldn’t be a bad life. Plenty before him had done the same thing. He would tell Janice, tell her at the dance. And Mitch too, of course.
But first they had a drink. Mitch had got some bottles and an opener. They sneaked into the churchyard next to the school, drank a couple each, lay there in the grass, the headstones rising all around them. And it felt good, felt comfortable. Johnny swallowed back his confession. It could wait; he couldn’t spoil this moment. It was like their whole lives had been sorted out, and everything was going to be fine. Mitch talked about the countries they’d visit, the things they’d see and do.
‘And they’ll all be gutted, just you wait.’ Meaning everyone who stayed in Bowhill, all their friends who were going off to college or down the pit or into the dockyard. ‘We’ll see the whole fucking world, Johnny. And all they’ll ever see is this place.’ And Mitch stretched his arms out until his fingertips brushed the rough surfaces of two headstones. ‘All they’ll ever have to look forward to is this . . .’
They were untouchable as they marched into the playground. A teacher and the deputy head were on the door, collecting tickets.
‘I smell beer,’ the deputy head said, catching them off guard. Then he winked. ‘You might have saved one for me.’
Johnny and Mitch were laughing, all grown-up now, as they walked into the assembly hall. There was music playing, people up dancing. Soft drinks and sandwiches on trellis tables in the dining hall. Chairs around the perimeter of the assembly hall; huddles of conversation, eyes darting everywhere. It felt – just for a moment – as if everyone was looking at the new arrivals . . . looking at them, envying them. Mitch slapped Johnny’s arm, headed towards his girlfriend Myra. Johnny knew he’d tell him at the end of the dance.
He looked for Janice, couldn’t see her. He had to tell her . . . had to find the words. Then someone told him there was whisky in the toilets, and he decided to stop there first. Two cubicles, side by side. Three boys in each, passing the bottle back and forth over the partition. Keeping silent so they wouldn’t be caught. The stuff tasted like fire. Its fumes came rolling down Johnny’s nostrils. He felt drunk; elated; unstoppable.
Back in the hall, it was ladies’ choice. A girl called Mary McCutcheon asked him up. They danced well together. But the reel made Johnny light-headed. He had to sit down. He hadn’t noticed some recent arrivals – three boys from his year; boys who had over time become Mitch’s implacable enemies. The leader of the three, Alan Protheroe, had gone one-on-one with Mitch. Mitch had pulverised him, eventually. Johnny didn’t see them eyeing up Mitch. Didn’t think that the last dance of schooldays might be a time for settling scores, for ending things as well as beginning them.
Because now Janice was in the hall. Seated next to him. And they were kissing, even when Miss Dysart stood in front of them clearing her throat in warning. When Janice drew away eventually, Johnny stood up, pulling her to her feet.
‘I’ve something to tell you,’ he said. ‘But not here. Come on.’
And had led her outside, round the back of the old building to where the bike-sheds – now largely unused – still stood. Smokers’ Corner, they called it. But it was a place for lovers too, for quick snogs at lunchtime. Johnny sat Janice down on a bench.
‘Aren’t you going to tell me how lovely I look?’
He drank her in. She did look lovely. Light from the school windows made her skin seem to glow. Her eyes were dark invitations, her dress rustled with layers waiting to be unpeeled. He kissed her again. She tried to break away, asked him what it was he wanted to tell her. But now he knew that could wait. He was light-headed and full of dreams and desire. He touched her neck where it was bare at the shoulders. He ran his hand down her back, slipping it beneath the material. Her mum had made the dress; he knew it had taken hours. When he pressed harder, he felt the stitching in the zip give way. Janice gave a gasp and pushed him away.
‘Johnny . . .’ Craning her neck to try to assess the damage. ‘You silly bugger, see what you’ve done.’
His hands on her legs, sliding the dress up past the knee. ‘Janice.’
She was standing now. He stood, too, pressing in on her for another kiss. She turned her face away. He seemed all limbs, sliding up her legs, slithering around her neck and down her back . . . She knew he tasted of beer and whisky. Knew she didn’t like it. When she felt his hand trying to prise her legs apart, she pushed him away again, and he stumbled. Regaining balance, he wasn’t so much smiling as leering as he moved in on her again.
And she swung back her hand, made a fist of it, and hit him a solid blow, almost dislocating her wrist in the process. She rubbed her knuckles, mouthing silent words of pain. He was flat out on the ground; knocked cold. She sat down again on the bench and waited for him to get up. Then heard what sounded like a commotion, and felt she’d much rather investigate than stay out here . . .
It was a fight. Slaughter might have been nearer the mark. The gang of three had somehow got Mitch on his own. They were at the edge of the playing-field, The Craigs silhouetted behind them. The sky was dark blue, bruise-coloured. Maybe Mitch had felt that tonight of all nights, he could take all three. Maybe they’d offered him a rematch, promising one-on-one. But it was three against one, and Mitch was on his hands and knees as the kicks rained in on his face and ribs. Janice was running forward, but a small, wiry figure beat her to it, legs and arms working like a windmill, head smashing into an unprotected nose, teeth bared with determination. She was amazed to identify the figure as Barney Mee, everyone’s joker. What he lacked in elegance and precision, he more than made up for in sheer bloody-mindedness. He was like a machine. It only lasted a minute, maybe less, and at the end he was exhausted, but three figures were slouching off into the encroaching darkness as Barney slumped to the ground and lay on his back, staring up at the moon and the stars.
Mitch had pulled himself into a sitting position, one hand on his chest, the other covering an eye. Both hands were smeared with his own blood. His lip was split, and his nose was dripping red. When he spat, half a tooth was attached to the string of thick saliva. Janice stood above Barney Mee. He didn’t seem so small, lying stretched out like that. He seemed . . . compact, but heroic. He opened his eyes and saw her, gave her one of his toothy grins.
‘Lie down here,’ he told her. ‘There’s something you should see.’
‘What?’
‘You won’t see it standing up. You’ve got to lie down.’
She didn’t believe him, but she lay down anyway. What did it matter if her dress got mucky: it was already split at the back. Her face was inches from his.
‘What am I supposed to be looking at?’ she asked.
‘Up there,’ he said, pointing.
And she looked. The sky wasn’t black, that was the first strange thing. It was dark, certainly, but streaked with seams of white stars and clouds. And the moon seemed huge and orange rather than yellow.
‘Isn’t it amazing?’ Barney Mee said. ‘Every time I look at it, I can’t help saying that.’
She turned to him. ‘You’re amazing,’ she said.
He smiled at the compliment. ‘What are you going to do?’
‘You mean when I leave?’ She shrugged. ‘Don’t know. Look for a job, I suppose.’
‘You should go to college.’
She looked at him more closely. ‘Why?’
‘You’d make a good teacher.’
She laughed out loud, but only for a second. ‘What makes you say that?’
‘I watch you in class. You’d be good, I know you would. Kids would listen to you.’ He was looking at her now. ‘I know I would,’ he said.
Mitch cleared some blood from the back of his throat. ‘Where’s Johnny?’ he asked.
Janice shrugged. Mitch eased his hand away from his eye. ‘I’m fucking blind,’ he said. ‘And it hurts.’ He bent over and began to cry. ‘It hurts inside my head.’
Janice and Barney got up, helped him to his feet. They got one of the teachers to drive him to hospital. By the time Johnny Rebus came round, the show was over. He didn’t even notice Janice dancing with Barney Mee. He just wanted a lift to the hospital.
‘There’s something I need to tell him.’
Eventually Mitch’s parents came, and gave Johnny a lift to Kirkcaldy.
‘What in God’s name happened?’ Mitch’s mum asked.
‘I don’t know. I wasn’t there.’
She turned to look at him. ‘Weren’t there?’ He shook his head, ashamed. ‘Then how did you get that bruise . . .?’
His cheekbone, all the way down to his chin: a long purple trail. And he couldn’t tell anyone how he’d come by it.
They had a long wait at the hospital. X-rays were mentioned. Cracked ribs.
‘When I find whoever did this . . .’ Mitch’s dad said, balling his fists.
And then later, the bad news: a retina had been dislodged, maybe even worse. Mitch would lose the sight in one eye.
And by the time Johnny was allowed in to see him – with warnings not to stay too long, not to wear him out – Mitch had heard the news and was in tears.
‘Christ, Johnny. Blind in one eye, how about that?’
There was a gauze patch over the eye in question.
‘Long John fucking Silver and no mistake.’ One of the patients on the ward coughed at the swear-word. ‘And you can fuck off too!’ Mitch yelled at him.
‘Jesus, Mitch,’ Johnny whispered. Mitch grabbed his wrist, squeezed it hard.
‘It’s you now. For both of us.’
Johnny licked his lips. ‘How do you mean?’
‘They won’t take me, not blind in one eye. I’m sorry, pal. You know I am.’
Johnny was shaking, trying to think his way out. ‘Right,’ he said, nodding. It was all he could say, and he kept repeating it.
‘You’ll come back and see us, though, eh?’ Mitch was saying. ‘Tell me all about it. That’s what I’d like . . . as if I was there with you.’
‘Right, right.’
‘You’re going to have to live it for me, Johnny.’
‘Sure, right.’
A smile from Mitch. ‘Thanks, pal.’
‘Least I can do,’ said Johnny.
So he’d joined up. Janice hadn’t seemed to mind. Mitch had waved him off at the station. And that was that. He sent Mitch and Janice letters; received none in return. By the time of his first leave, Mitch was nowhere to be found, and Janice was on holiday with her parents. Later, he found out Mitch had run off somewhere, no one seemed to know why or where. Johnny had half an idea: those letters, the visits home – reminders of the life Mitch could now never have . . .
Then his brother Mickey wrote to him, told him Janice had said to tell him she was going out with Barney Mee. And Johnny hadn’t gone home after that for a while, had found other places to be when he was on leave, writing lies home so his father and brother wouldn’t suspect, coming to think of the army as his home now . . . the only place he could be understood.
Drifting further in his mind from Cardenden and the friends he’d once had, and the dreams he’d once thought were within his reach . . .
It was dark and Cary Oakes was hungry and the game still wasn’t over.
In prison, he’d been given lots of good advice about evading capture, all of it from men who’d been caught. He knew he needed to change his appearance: easily achieved with a visit to a charity shop. A new outfit of jacket, shirt and trousers for less than £20, topped off with a flat tweed cap. After all, he couldn’t suddenly make his hair grow. When he saw his likeness in the newspaper, he made further adjustments, shaving himself scrupulously in a public convenience. He found a few stray carrier bags and filled them with rubbish. Examining himself in a shop window, he saw an unemployed man, a little bitter but still with enough money to buy the shopping.
He found the places where the down-and-outs spent their days: drop-in centres in the Grassmarket; the bench beside the toilets at the Tron Kirk; the foot of The Mound. These were safe places for him. People shared a can and a cigarette and didn’t ask questions he couldn’t make up answers to.
He was shivery and achy, made soft from his stay in the hotel. The windswept night on the hills had skimmed off some of his strength. It hadn’t played the way he’d wanted it to. Archibald was still alive. Two spirits needed cleansing from his life: both were still to be dealt with.
And Rebus . . . Rebus had turned out to be something more than the ‘wild operator’ described by Jim Stevens. The way the reporter had talked, Oakes had expected Rebus to turn up naked to do battle. But Rebus had brought a whole goddamned army with him. Oakes had escaped by dint of good fortune and the weather. Or because the gods wanted his mission to succeed.
He knew things now would be difficult. In the centre of the city, he could remain anonymous, but further out there’d be more danger of discovery. The suburbs of Edinburgh remained places where strangers did not go undetected for long. It was as if people sat with their chairs at their windows in a constant state of alert. Yet one such suburb was his ultimate destination, as it had been all along.
He could have taken a bus, but in the end he walked. It took him well over an hour. He passed Alan Archibald’s bungalow: 1930s styling with a bow window and white harled walls. There was no sign of life within. Archibald was in a hospital bed, and – according to one newspaper – under police guard. For the moment, Oakes had scratched him from his plans. Maybe the old bastard would die in hospital anyway. No, he was heading uphill and along another winding road into East Craigs. He’d been here just twice before, knowing people would get suspicious if he suddenly started frequenting the area. Two trips, one at night, one in the daytime. Both times he’d taken taxis from the foot of Leith Walk, making sure he was dropped off a few streets from his destination, not wanting the cabbies to know. In the dead of night, he’d walked right up to the walls of the building and touched trembling fingers to the stonework, trying to feel for a single life-force within.
He knew he was in there.
Couldn’t stop shaking.
Knew he was in there, because he’d called to ask, identifying himself as the son of a friend. Asked if he could keep his call a secret: he wanted his visit to be a surprise.
He wondered if it would be a surprise . . .
Now, he was level with the car park. He sauntered past, just another tired worker on his way home. From the corner of his eye, he checked for police cars. Not that he thought they’d have guessed, but he wasn’t going to underestimate Rebus again.
And saw instead a car he thought he recognised. Stopped and put his bags down, making to change hands, making out they were heavier than they were. And studied the car. A Vauxhall Astra. Numberplate the same. Oakes bared his teeth and let out a hiss of air. This was too much, the bastards were determined to wreck his plans.
Only one thing for it. He fingered the knife in his pocket, knowing he’d have to do some killing.
He had ditched the carrier bags and was lying beneath the car when he heard footsteps. Turned his head to watch them coming closer. He reckoned he’d been lying on the ground for a good hour and a half. His back was chilled, and the shivers were starting again. When he heard the clunk of the locks disengaging, he slid out from his hiding-place and tugged open the passenger door. Seeing him, the driver made to get out again, but Cary Oakes had the knife in his right hand while his left grabbed at Jim Stevens’s sleeve.
‘Thought you’d be pleased to see me again, Jimbo,’ Oakes said. ‘Now close the door and get this thing moving.’ He took off his jacket, tossed it on to the back seat.
‘Where are we going?’
‘Just drive, man.’ His shirt followed.
‘What are you doing?’ Stevens asked. But Oakes ignored him, loosed his trousers and threw them into the back too.
‘This is all a bit sudden for me, Cary.’
‘A man who likes a joke, huh?’ As they left the car park, Oakes realised he was sitting on something. Pulled out the reporter’s notebook and pen.
‘Been working, Jim?’ He opened the notebook, and was disappointed to see Stevens had used shorthand.
‘Why’d you go see him?’ Oakes asked, beginning to tear each page of the notebook into four.
‘See who? I was visiting an old neighbour of mine, and—’
The knife arced into Stevens’s side. He took his hands off the wheel, and the car veered towards the kerb. Oakes straightened it up.
‘Keep your foot down, Jim! If this car stops, you’re a dead man!’
Stevens examined his palm. It was wet with blood. ‘Hospital,’ he croaked, face twisted with pain.
‘You’ll get a hospital after I’ve had my answers! What made you go to see him?’
Stevens hunched over the wheel, taking control again. Oakes thought he was going to pass out, but it was just the pain.
‘I was checking details.’
‘That all?’ Ripping at the notebook.
‘What else would I be doing?’
‘Well, that’s why I’m asking, Jim-Bob. And if you don’t want knifing again, you’ll convince me.’ Oakes reached for the heater switch, slid it to full.
‘It’s for the book.’
‘The book?’ Oakes narrowed his eyes.
‘I don’t have enough material with just the interviews.’
‘You should have asked me first.’ Oakes was silent for a minute.
‘Where are we going?’ Stevens had one hand on the steering-wheel, one pressed to his side.
‘Turn right at the roundabout, head out of town.’
‘The Glasgow road? I need a hospital.’
Oakes wasn’t listening. ‘What did he say?’
‘What?’
‘What did he say about me?’
‘Probably what you’d expect.’
‘He’s compos mentis then?’
‘Pretty much.’
Oakes wound down the window, scattering the scraps of paper. When he turned round again, Stevens was scrabbling on the floor with his hand.
‘What are you doing?’ Oakes brandished the knife.
‘Paper hankies. I thought I’d a box somewhere.’
Oakes examined his handiwork. ‘Just between you and me, Jim, I don’t think paper tissues are going to do the job.’
‘I feel faint. I’ve got to stop.’
‘Keep going!’
Stevens’ eyelids looked heavy. ‘See if they’re in the back.’
‘What?’
‘The box of hankies.’
So Oakes turned in his seat, pushed his clothes around. ‘Nothing here.’
Stevens was rooting in his pockets. ‘Must be something . . .’ Eventually he found a large cotton handkerchief, eased it inside his shirt.
‘Take the airport exit,’ Oakes commanded.
‘You leaving us, Cary?’
‘Me?’ Oakes grinned. ‘When I’m just beginning to enjoy myself?’ He sneezed, spraying the windscreen with spittle.
‘Bless you,’ Stevens said. There was silence in the car for a moment, then both men laughed.
‘That’s funny,’ Oakes said, wiping an eye. ‘You blessing me.’
‘Cary, I’m losing a lot of blood.’
‘It’s all right, Jimbo. I’ve seen people bleed to death before. You’ve got hours left in you.’ He sat back in his seat. ‘So you were out there all by yourself, checking background . . .? Who knew you were going?’
‘Nobody.’
‘Not your editor?’
‘No.’
‘And John Rebus?’
Stevens snorted. ‘Why would I tell him?’
‘Because I made you mad.’ Oakes pushed out his bottom lip. ‘Sorry about that, by the way.’
‘Was it really all lies?’
‘That’s between me and my conscience, man.’
The car hit a bump and Stevens grimaced.
‘Know what they say about pain, Jim? They say it makes you see colour for the very first time. Makes everything really vivid.’
‘The blood certainly looks vivid.’
‘There’s nothing like it,’ Oakes said quietly, ‘not in the whole world.’
They were coming to another roundabout. Off to their left sat Ingliston Showground, unused for the most part of the year. Unused tonight.
‘Airport?’ Stevens asked.
‘No, take a left.’
So Stevens did, and found himself approaching a building site. Another new hotel was being thrown up, to complement the one at the airport exit. Around it lay farmland, the dwellings few and far between. There were no visible lights at all, not even from planes landing and taking off.
‘No hospitals near here,’ Stevens said, dread overcoming him.
‘Pull over.’
Stevens did as he was told.
‘They’ll have a doctor at the airport,’ Oakes told him. ‘I’ll need your car, but you can walk it.’
‘Better still, you could drop me off.’ Jim Stevens licked his dry lips.
‘Or better yet . . .’ Cary Oakes said. And his hand flew, and the knife went into Stevens’ side again.
And again and again, as the journalist’s words became twisted sounds, finding a new vocabulary of terror, resignation and pain.
Oakes dragged the corpse out and dumped it behind a mound of earth. Searched in the pockets and found Stevens’ cassette recorder. There wasn’t much light, but he was able to prise it open, remove the tape. Left the recorder behind; took the tape. Little money in Stevens’ wallet: credit cards, but he wanted neither to use them nor be caught with them in his possession. He bent down again, wiped the recorder on Stevens’ jacket, getting rid of prints.
The wind was cutting through him. If he tried concealing the body, he might die of hypothermia. He raced back to the car, got into the driver’s seat and headed off. The heater wouldn’t go any higher. The blood was sticking his underpants to the seat. He could feel it against his skin. Couldn’t put his clothes on yet: had to keep them clean. Couldn’t go wandering around Edinburgh with bloodstained clothes.
Another trick from prison. Maybe his fellow inmates hadn’t been so stupid after all.
On the way back into town, he stopped in a deserted supermarket car park, threw the tape into a bin.
Then he was on his way. Knew he had at least one night before the body was found. One night when he’d have some shelter, courtesy of Jim Stevens’ car.
Anything out west was a Torphichen call, but news travelled fast. Roy Frazer drove Rebus out to the scene. The whole drive, Rebus only said one thing to the young man.
‘You screwed up about Eddie Mearn. It happens. Best to have it happen young when you can still learn from it. Otherwise you get intimations of infallibility, which translates to your colleagues as “smart-arse”.’
‘Yes, sir,’ Frazer said, frowning as though trying to memorise the advice. Then he reached into his pocket. ‘Message from DS Clarke.’ He handed over the note. Rebus unfolded the piece of paper. At first he didn’t take it in. His brain was overloaded as it was. But eventually the words hit him with the force of electricity.
I did a bit of digging. Joseph Margolies wasn’t just a doctor. He worked for the council for a time, had special responsibility for children’s homes. Don’t know if it means anything, but I get the feeling you had him down as a GP. Cheers, S.
He read the note half a dozen times. He wasn’t sure if it did mean anything. But he could see definite connections beginning to appear. And connections could always be exploited . . .
The DI from Torphichen was Shug Davidson. He offered a brief smile as Rebus got out of the car.
‘They say the culprit always returns to the scene of the crime.’
‘That’s not funny, Shug.’
‘Way I hear it, you and the deceased weren’t exactly bosom buddies.’
‘Maybe towards the end,’ Rebus said. ‘Have they moved him yet?’
Davidson shook his head. Work on the construction site had stopped. There were faces at the portakabin windows. Other workers milled around outside, wearing hard hats, drinking tea from their flasks. Their gaffer was complaining that work was a fortnight behind as it was.
‘Then a few more hours isn’t going to make much of a dent, is it?’ Davidson said.
Rebus had ducked beneath the locus tape. The victim had been pronounced dead. They were photographing the body. Forensics had already completed taping it. Uniforms were spreading out from the locus, seeking clues. Davidson had the whole situation under control.
‘Any ideas?’ Davidson asked Rebus.
‘One fairly big one.’
‘Oakes?’ Rebus looked at Davidson, who smiled. ‘I read the papers too, John. Friend of a friend told me Oakes had dumped on Stevens. Next thing, Oakes is on the run after the attack on Alan Archibald.’ He broke off. ‘How is he, by the way?’
‘Doing better than this poor bugger,’ Rebus said, moving closer to the body. Professor Gates was crouched – or as Gates himself liked to say, on his ‘cuddy-hunkers’ – at Stevens’ head. He nodded a greeting towards Rebus, but carried on with his initial appraisal of the scene. One of the forensics team held out a clear plastic bag, into which Jim Stevens’ possessions were being dropped.
‘No car keys?’ Rebus asked. The forensics woman shook her head.
‘No car either,’ Davidson added.
‘Stevens drives a Vauxhall Astra.’
‘I know, John. It’s being hunted.’
‘Must have been brought here in a car. Oakes doesn’t have one.’
‘Probably lost a lot of blood en route,’ Gates said. ‘His shirt and trousers are soaked, but there’s not that much lying beneath him.’
‘You think he was stabbed somewhere else?’
‘That would be my guess.’ Gates turned to the forensics officer. ‘Let Inspector Rebus see the machine.’
She lifted a small metal box from the bag. Rebus looked at it closely, but knew better than to touch.
‘It’s his recorder.’
‘Yes,’ Gates said. ‘And in his right-hand pocket, well away from the wounds and the blood.’
‘But there’s blood on it,’ Rebus said.
Gates nodded. ‘And no tape inside.’
‘The killer took the tape?’
‘Or it was important enough for the deceased to take time to remove it, even though by that time he’d already been stabbed and was probably entering a state of shock.’
Rebus turned to Davidson. ‘Any sign of it?’
‘That’s what they’re looking for.’ Davidson motioned towards the uniforms. ‘John, have you any idea what Stevens was up to?’
‘Last time I spoke to him, he was going to look into Oakes’s past.’
‘Wonder what he found.’
Rebus shrugged. ‘Bringing in Oakes has to be the priority.’
‘After his attack on you, it already was.’
Rebus stared down at the lifeless body of Jim Stevens. Stevens, who had been Rebus’s shadow for so long, and who had come back into his life only recently.
‘I’d only just started liking him,’ Rebus said. ‘That’s the funny thing.’ He looked at Davidson. ‘I get the feeling the game’s not over, Shug. Not by a long chalk.’
One of Davidson’s officers sprinted towards them. ‘Car’s been found,’ he called.
‘Where?’ Rebus was first to ask.
The officer blinked, shook his head. ‘You’re not going to like it . . .’
Jim Stevens’ Astra sat on a single yellow line on a street called St Leonard’s Bank, just round the corner from St Leonard’s cop shop. St Leonard’s Bank boasted a single row of higgledy-piggledy houses, all of them facing a wrought-iron fence behind which sat Holyrood Park and Salisbury Crags. The car was parked outside a double-fronted three-storey house painted a vivid pink. The key was in the ignition. This was what had first alerted one of the neighbours. They’d gone next door to ask if anyone there had left their keys in their car. Heading out to investigate, they’d found the doors to be unlocked. On opening the driver’s side, they’d noticed how wet and stained the seat seemed to be. Pressing fingers down into the fabric, lifting them away to find them stained viscous red . . .
‘Is he taking the piss or what?’ Roy Frazer said. A crowd from St Leonard’s had gathered, though more, it seemed, out of curiosity than from a desire to help. Rebus started shooing most of them away. He’d brought three of the forensics team with him; the rest would follow when they’d finished at the construction site. Chief Superintendent Watson came to gawp, and to make sure everything was ‘under control’.
‘It’s Shug Davidson’s call really, sir,’ Rebus informed him. ‘He’s on his way.’
The Farmer nodded. ‘Fair enough, John. But let’s get the car moved ASAP, even if only into our car park. It’s already been on Lowland Radio. Leave it much longer, we can start selling tickets.’
It was true that the crowd around the car was swelling. Rebus recognised a few faces from Greenfield. The estate was only a short walk away.
Roy Frazer was repeating his question.
‘He’s taunting us,’ Rebus answered. He went to see how the forensics team was doing.
‘Found this on the floor under the driver’s seat,’ one of them said. Inside a plastic bag he had a cassette tape, unlabelled. There was a single bloody thumb print clearly visible on its casing.
‘I need this,’ Rebus said.
‘We need to print it.’
Rebus shook his head. ‘The print belongs to the victim.’ He was managing to smile. You clever bugger, Jim, he was thinking. He didn’t get your tape . . .
At least, that was what he hoped.
‘Something else,’ another of the team said, pointing to show Rebus a spread of tiny spots on the windscreen. ‘These are on the inside. The way the pattern is . . . it’s like someone coughed or sneezed. If it was the killer . . .’
‘Is there enough for DNA?’
‘It’s a hell of a long shot, but you never know. Don’t know if this is relevant.’ Now he pointed to a notebook on the floor of the passenger side. It had a tin spiral holding the loose-leaf pages in place. Shreds of paper clung to the spiral, showing where pages had been torn out.
Rebus patted the man’s shoulder. He didn’t like to say It doesn’t matter. I know who killed him . . . I may even know why . . . When he turned away, he was carrying the cassette tape in its little poly-bag, for all the world like a solemn kid who’d won a goldfish at the fair.
Because it was quieter there, Rebus used one of the interview rooms. He’d slotted the tape into one of the recorders, being careful to hold it by its edges. No point destroying trace evidence. He had a pair of Sennheiser headphones on, and spread out in front of him the contents of Cary Oakes’s file, as well as cuttings of his recent newspaper interviews. He’d telephoned Stevens’ old employer, and they were faxing over the unused portions of transcript. Every now and then, a uniform would stick his or her head round the door and hand him the latest fax sheets, so that the table became covered.
Siobhan Clarke went so far as to bring him a mug of coffee and a BLT, but otherwise left him to it, which was just what he wanted. His mind was on nothing but the interview he was listening to.
‘Little bugger came to us with his mum . . . my wife’s sister, she was. Right little runt he was.’ The man’s voice sounded old, wheezy.
‘You didn’t get on with him?’ Jim Stevens’ voice, making the hairs rise on Rebus’s arms. He looked around but Stevens’ ghost was nowhere to be seen; not yet . . . Occasional background noises: coughs, voices, a television playing. An audience . . . no, spectators. Spectators at what sounded like a football match. Rebus went through to CID and dug in bins, looked through the papers sitting folded and forgotten on window ledges, until he found one for the previous day. Seven thirty: UEFA Cup action. That seemed to fit the bill. He tore out the TV page, took it back with him to the interview room, turned the tape on again.
‘I hated him, to be frank with you. Bloody disruption, that’s all it was. I mean, we had ourselves sorted out, everything going smoothly, everything just so . . . and then the two of them come waltzing in. Couldn’t very well kick them out, being family and all, but I made sure they knew I wasn’t happy. Oi, I’m watching that!’
Someone had changed channels. Studio laughter. Rebus checked the paper: a sitcom on the BBC.
Back to the sound of crowd and commentator.
‘We had some high old ding-dongs, him and me.’
‘What about?’
‘Everything: him staying out, him thieving. Money kept disappearing. I laid a few traps, but I never caught him, he was too canny for that.’
‘Did your fights ever become physical?’
‘I should say so. Tough little runt, I’ll give him that. You see me the way I am now, but back then I was fighting fit.’ He coughed loudly; sounded like his lungs were being turned inside out. ‘Give me that water, will you?’ The old man took a drink, then broke wind. ‘Anyway,’ he went on, not bothering to apologise, ‘I made sure he knew who was boss. It was my house, remember.’ As if Stevens were accusing him.
‘You were the boss,’ Stevens reassured him.
‘I was and all. Take my word for it.’
‘And if you thumped him, it was just so he’d understand.’
‘That’s what I’m telling you. And he was no angel, believe you me. Mind you, try telling the women that.’
‘His mother and her sister?’
‘My wife, aye. She never saw any harm in anyone, did Aggie. But I’d have to say, even back then I knew there was badness in him. Deep-rooted badness.’
‘You tried knocking it out of him.’
‘I’d have needed a sledgehammer, son. Did use a hammer on him once, as it happens. Bastard was tough by then, ready to give as good as he got.’ Rebus thinking: The poison passed from one generation to the next. As with abuse, so with violence.
‘Did he run with a gang?’
‘Gang? Nobody would have him, son. What did you say your name was?’
‘Jim.’
‘And you’re with the papers? I spoke to some of your lot when he was put away.’
‘What did you tell them?’
‘That he should’ve had the electric chair. We could do a lot worse ourselves than bring back hanging.’
‘You think it’s a deterrent?’
‘Once they’re dead, son, they don’t do it again, do they? What more proof do you want?’
There were sounds of someone bringing Stevens a cup of coffee or tea.
‘Aye, they’re good to me in here.’
Nursing home . . . Cary Oakes’s uncle . . . What was his name? Rebus found it in the notes: Andrew Castle. Alongside it, the name of his nursing home. Rebus got on the phone, found a number for the home and rang them.
‘You’ve got a resident called Andrew Castle.’
‘Yes?’
‘He had a visitor last night.’
‘He did, yes.’
‘Did you see him leave?’
‘I’m sorry, who is this?’
‘My name’s Detective Inspector Rebus. Only Mr Castle’s visitor has turned up dead, and we’re trying to trace his last movements.’
There was a tapping at the door. Shug Davidson came in. Rebus nodded for him to sit.
‘Gracious,’ the woman at the nursing home was saying. ‘You mean the reporter?’
‘That’s who I mean. What time did he leave?’
‘It must have been . . .’ She broke off. ‘How did he die?’
‘He was stabbed, madam. Now, what time did he leave?’
Davidson, seated across the table from Rebus, turned some of the fax sheets round so he could read them.
‘Just before bedtime . . . say, nine o’clock.’
‘Did he have a car with him?’
‘I think so, yes. He parked it outside.’
‘Was anyone seen hanging around?’
She sounded puzzled. ‘No, I don’t think so.’
‘Any suspicious sightings the past day or two?’
‘Gracious me, Inspector, what’s this about?’
Rebus thanked her for her time, said someone would be coming to get her statement. Then he put down the phone, checked the home’s address against an A–Z.
‘Shug,’ he said, ‘I’ve got Stevens at a nursing home near the Maybury roundabout, probably from around seven thirty last night till nine.’
‘Maybury’s on the road out to the airport.’
Rebus nodded. ‘I think Oakes was already there.’
‘Where?’
‘The nursing home.’
‘Who was Stevens seeing there?’
‘Oakes’s uncle. The questions Jim used on the tape . . . I think he’d already talked to the uncle, already made up his mind about him.’
‘How do you mean?’
‘The questions were angled a certain way, letting the uncle show himself as a sadist.’
‘You’re going to tell me this uncle turned Cary Oakes into a psychopath?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘That’s you talking, not me. What I do think is, Oakes has a grudge.’ He thought for a moment. I have a date with my past. A date with destiny . . . with someone who wouldn’t listen . . . Oakes’s words to Stevens at the end of their last interview . . . ‘Alan Archibald lives out that way.’ He opened the A–Z again, pointed to Archibald’s street, then the cul-de-sac which housed the nursing home. They were barely half a dozen streets apart. ‘I thought Oakes went there to scope out Alan Archibald.’
‘Now you think different?’
‘He came back to Edinburgh to settle old scores. There’s none older than his uncle.’ He looked up at Davidson. ‘I think he’ll try to kill him.’
Davidson rubbed a palm over his jaw. ‘And Jim Stevens?’
‘Was in the wrong place at the wrong time. If Oakes thought Jim was on to his plan, he’d have to deal with him. Oakes took the tape from Jim’s recorder, only Jim had switched tapes. Then Oakes tore out the pages from Jim’s notebook. He didn’t want us knowing.’
‘But we were bound to find out where Stevens had been.’
‘Eventually, yes.’ Rebus tapped the tape machine. ‘But without this, it would have taken a while.’
Davidson was starting to rise. ‘Long enough to let him carry out his plan?’
‘Which means it’s got to be soon.’ Rebus was on his feet too.
As Davidson reached for the phone, Rebus sprinted from the room.
They had undercover officers on the scene. It was difficult to blend in: most of the staff were middle-aged women. Young, wary-looking men with CID haircuts looked out of place. The officers came from the Scottish Crime Squad. Andrew Castle was confined to his room. There were two men in there with him: one participating in a game of cards – twopenny bets – while the other sat in the corner, affording the best view of door and window. The window was curtained. There was another man in a parked car outside.
‘Would he try a sniper shot?’ had been one of the questions at the briefing. Rebus had doubted it: he’d no known access to guns, and besides, it was personal with him. His uncle would have to know the why and the who before any killing could be done.
One of the other officers was pushing a mop up and down the corridor outside. Rebus and Davidson were satisfied.
Another question from the briefing: ‘What if all we do is scare him off?’
Rebus’s response: ‘Then we’ve saved an old man’s life . . . for now.’
He’d listened once more to the whole tape, and didn’t doubt that Oakes’s uncle had been – and probably still was – rotten to the marrow, despite his senility and frailty. Now he had questions.
If Cary had ended up in a home where he’d been loved, would everything have been changed? Were people programmed from birth to become killers, or did other people – and sets of circumstances – conspire to make killers of them, turning the potential that was in most people into something more tangible?
They weren’t new questions, certainly not to him. He thought of Darren Rough, the abused becoming abuser. Not all abuse victims took that road, but plenty did . . . And what about Damon Mee? What had made him leave home? His parents’ failing marriage? Fear of getting married himself? Or had he been coerced away, forcibly stopped from returning?
And why had Jim Margolies died?
And would Cary Oakes walk into the trap?
My, my, my, said the spider to the fly . . .
Oakes had been the spider for far too long.
Rebus dropped into hospital to check on Alan Archibald. There was nothing for him to do at the nursing home. In fact, as one of the Crime Squad officers had succinctly put it, he was ‘a positive hindrance’. Meaning that because Oakes knew Rebus, his presence on the scene could spoil everything.
‘Soon as anything happens, we’ll call.’
Rebus had made the officer write his mobile number on the back of his hand. Then had handed him a business card anyway: ‘Just in case you wash it off by mistake.’
Archibald was at the far end of an open ward, with a screen around his bed. Bobby Hogan from Leith CID was sitting bedside, flicking through a copy of Mass Hibsteria.
‘Your team’s going down, Bobby,’ Rebus told him.
Hogan looked up. ‘It’s not mine.’ He waved the football fanzine at Rebus. ‘Someone left it on the ward.’
The two men shook hands, and Rebus went to fetch another chair. Alan Archibald was snoring gently, head propped up on three pillows.
‘How is he?’ Rebus asked. Archibald’s head was bandaged and there was a gauze compress taped to one ear.
‘Thumping headache.’
‘Well, his head did take a thumping.’
‘They did some tests, say he’ll be fine.’ Hogan smiled. ‘They tried testing his memory, but as Alan said, at his age he’s lucky to remember which day it is, dunt on the heid or no’.’
Rebus smiled too. ‘You know him then?’
‘Worked together years ago. That’s why I asked for this detail.’
‘Were you with him when his niece was murdered?’
Hogan stared at the sleeping figure. ‘It took all the juice out of him, like his batteries were flat after that.’
‘He wanted it to be Cary Oakes.’
Hogan nodded. ‘I think anyone would have done as far as Alan was concerned, but Oakes was the obvious choice.’
‘Still could be.’
Hogan looked at him. ‘Not according to Alan.’
‘I wouldn’t trust anything Oakes said. Everything in his world has to be twisted round.’
‘But he thought he was going to kill Alan . . . why bother lying to him?’
‘To amuse himself.’ Rebus crossed one leg over the other. ‘That seems to be what he’s been doing ever since he hit town, spinning stories . . .’ And now Rebus was surplus to requirements; other officers would bring in Cary Oakes.
‘Did you ever get anywhere with Jim’s suicide?’
Rebus looked at Hogan. ‘I was beginning to. I got sidetracked.’
‘So what can you tell me?’
Alan Archibald grunted, and his lips started moving as though savouring something. Slowly his eyes opened. He looked to his left and saw his two visitors.
‘Any sign of him?’ he asked, voice dry and brittle. Hogan poured him some water.
‘Do you want any more tablets, Alan?’
Archibald made to shake his head, then screwed shut his eyes with the sudden pain. ‘No,’ he said instead. As Hogan trickled the water into his mouth, it dribbled either side of the plastic cup and down his chin. Hogan dabbed it with a napkin.
‘He’d make a great nurse.’ Archibald winked at Rebus. His eyes looked unfocused; Rebus wondered what kind of painkillers they had him on. ‘They haven’t caught him?’
‘Not yet,’ Rebus admitted.
‘But he’s been busy, hasn’t he?’
Rebus didn’t know if it was pure instinct or whether something in his voice had alerted Archibald. He nodded, told Archibald about Jim Stevens, about the nursing home and Oakes’s uncle.
‘I remember the uncle,’ Archibald said. ‘I interviewed him a while back. I think he hated Oakes almost more than I did.’
‘You didn’t happen to mention him to Oakes, did you?’
Archibald was thoughtful for a moment. ‘Not for a while. He might have been in one of the letters I sent.’ His eyes widened. ‘How did Oakes know where he was? You think I . . .?’ Pain coursed across his face. ‘I should have twigged. But I wasn’t thinking like a copper, that’s the bottom line. I had my own motives. I wasn’t really interested in the uncle, only in what he could tell me about Oakes. There was that one question always at the back of my mind . . . that one question I needed the answer to.’
‘Yes,’ Rebus agreed.
‘Everything I’d learned went out the window.’ Tears were welling in Archibald’s eyes.
‘Don’t blame yourself,’ Hogan said, touching his shoulder.
Archibald was looking past him, towards the seated figure of John Rebus. ‘Whether he killed her or not . . . I’ll never know for sure, will I?’
Tears dropped on to Archibald’s cheeks and down his chin. Bobby Hogan dabbed at them with the already damp napkin.
‘All these years not knowing . . . damned fool to think I could . . .’ He closed his eyes, crying softly. In the other beds, no one stirred. Crying in the night maybe wasn’t so unusual here. Bobby Hogan had taken hold of both the old man’s hands. It looked like Archibald was squeezing with all his might.
Alan Archibald was in hospital because he’d become obsessed with an idea. Rebus, knowing what he knew now, was wondering if Jim Margolies had become obsessed too. With nothing else to do, he headed back to St Leonard’s. It took a couple of hours, several phone calls, and a lot of grudging help before Rebus got what he wanted.
He sat at his desk scoring through points on his notepad. The people he’d spoken to from the Health Board and Social Work had all asked if it couldn’t wait till morning. Rebus had insisted it could not.
‘It’s a murder inquiry,’ had been his only line of attack. When pressed for details, he’d said he couldn’t add anything ‘at the present moment in time’, trying to sound like the sort of detective they’d expect him to be: a bureaucrat, a man following a preordained path of investigation where no overnight rest-stops could be taken.
In the end, he’d had to drive to the various offices himself to pick up the information he’d asked for. On each occasion, he’d been met by the official he’d spoken to on the phone. They’d all stared at him with ill-will and irritation. But they’d all handed over the documents. Which gave Rebus little to do but head back to St Leonard’s and plough through the field of information on Dr Joseph Margolies.
Dr Margolies had been born in Selkirk, and educated in the Borders and at Fettes. His medical degree was completed at the University of Edinburgh, with stints working in Africa for a Christian charity. He’d become a general practitioner, then had taken to lecturing, specialising in paediatrics. And eventually, as Siobhan’s note had said, he’d been employed to ‘look after’ the council-run children’s homes in Lothian, a job which also took him into private homes licensed by the council – such as those owned and operated by churches and charities.
What his job meant in effect was that he checked the children for signs of abuse, and would be brought in to make a physical examination should any accusations of abuse be made. Also, some of the kids were classed as ‘difficult cases’, and a medical prognosis would be part of their ongoing record. Dr Margolies might recommend psychiatric consultation, or a move to some other type of institution. He could prescribe treatments and medication. His powers, in effect, were almost without limit. His word was law.
About halfway through his reading, Rebus began to get a queasy feeling in his gut. He hadn’t eaten for hours, but didn’t think that had anything to do with it. Nevertheless, he forced himself to get some fresh air, visited Brattisani’s for a fish supper with buttered bread and tea. Afterwards, he knew he’d been away from the station for the best part of an hour, but couldn’t recall any of that time: no faces, no voices. Brain busy with other things.
He remembered a recent case, a priest who’d abused children for years. The children had been in the care of nuns, and when any of them complained they were thrashed by the nuns, told they were liars, and made to attend confession – where, listening to them, would be the same priest they’d just accused of abuse.
He knew that oftentimes paedophiles were well able to hide their true natures for months and years as they trained for positions in children’s homes and the like. They would pass all the checks and psychological tests, only later for the mask to slip. Their need was so great, they would go to extraordinary lengths to fulfil it. And sometimes it might have remained latent had they not encountered at some point a fellow traveller, each spurring the other on . . .
Like Harold Ince and Ramsay Marshall. Rebus could believe that either one, left in isolation, would never have found the strength to begin their eventual programme of systematic abuse. But together, working as a team, the effect had been to intensify their lusts and desires, making the eventual abuse so much more appalling.
Rebus looked back through all the paperwork on Dr Joseph Margolies, until he was sure of what he saw.
That Margolies had been attached to the city’s children’s homes at the time of the Shiellion scandal.
That he had retired soon afterwards – and prematurely – on ‘health grounds’.
That he was considered courageous by those he worked with for the way he’d kept going following his daughter’s suicide.
Rebus didn’t find much about the daughter. She’d killed herself at fifteen, hadn’t left a note. She’d been a quiet child, withdrawn. Adolescence had done her few favours. She’d been worried about upcoming exams. Her brother Jim had been devastated by her death . . .
She hadn’t leapt from some high spot. She’d slashed her wrists in the bathroom of her home. Her father had kicked open the door and found her there. It was believed she’d done the deed in the dead of night. Her father was always the first to rise in the morning.
Rebus put a call through to Jane Barbour. By dint of white lies and stubbornness, he secured her mobile number. When she picked up, he could hear loud music and cheering in the background.
‘Good party, is it?’
‘Who’s this?’
‘DI Rebus.’
Another wave of cheering behind her. ‘Hang on, I’ll just take this outside.’ The sounds died away. Barbour exhaled noisily. She sounded drunk. ‘We’re at the Police Club.’
‘What’s the celebration?’
‘Take a guess.’
‘Guilty verdicts?’
‘On both the bastards. Not a single juror went against us.’
Rebus sat back in his chair. ‘Congratulations.’
‘Thanks.’
‘Cordover must be seething.’
‘Bugger Cordover. Petrie pronounces tomorrow. He’ll stick them away for ever and a day.’
‘Well, congratulations again. It’s a hell of a result.’
‘Why don’t you come down? We’ve enough booze here—’
‘Thanks all the same. But it’s a coincidence, I’m phoning about Ince and Marshall.’
‘Oh?’
‘Indirectly anyway. Dr Joseph Margolies.’
‘Yes?’
‘You know who he is?’
‘Yes.’
‘Was he called to give evidence?’
‘No, he wasn’t. Christ, it’s so mild out here tonight.’
Rebus wondered if she was on anything other than a natural high. ‘Why wasn’t he called?’
‘Because of the facts of the case. It’s true a few of the Shiellion kids made accusations at the time, but they weren’t believed.’
‘There’d be a medical check, though.’
‘Of course, carried out by Dr Margolies. I interviewed him several times. But the boys were known to be gay, insofar as they worked as occasional rent boys around Calton Hill. If they ran from Shiellion, that’s where everyone knew to find them. So you see, evidence of anal sex was not in itself evidence of abuse – I’m quoting the Procurator Fiscal’s line. To my mind, these kids were underage and in care, and anyone who had sex with them was guilty of abuse.’ She paused. ‘End of rant.’
‘Sooner you’re free of this case the better.’
‘So why are you dragging it all up again?’
‘I’m trying to get a fix on Dr Margolies.’
‘Why?’
‘When you talked to him, was he helpful?’
‘As much as he could be. He said himself the kids had been caught lying before, so who was going to believe them next time? And a lot of the abuse claims referred to oral sex and masturbation . . . not many medical tests for those, Inspector.’
‘No,’ Rebus said thoughtfully. ‘So he didn’t give evidence?’
‘Not in court. Fiscal said it would be a waste of time. Might even have harmed our case by casting doubt in the jury’s mind.’
‘In which case Cordover might have wanted the doctor as a witness.’
‘Yes, but he didn’t, and I wasn’t about to give him a hand.’ She paused. ‘You think Margolies was involved in a cover-up?’
‘What makes you ask?’
‘I wondered about it myself. I mean, chances are there were people working at Shiellion who had a good idea what was happening. But nobody stuck their head above the parapet.’
‘Afraid to cause trouble?’
‘Or warned off by the Church. It’s not been unknown in the past. Of course, there’s an even worse scenario.’
Rebus dreaded to think what it might be. But he asked anyway.
‘Just this,’ she said. ‘People knew it was happening, but they just didn’t care. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m heading back indoors to get blisteringly drunk.’
Rebus thanked her and rang off. Sat with his head in his hands, staring at his desk.
People knew . . . they just didn’t care . . .
Just as during their actual trial, Ince and Marshall were being held in Saughton Prison. The difference was, now they’d been found guilty they were no longer on remand. As remand prisoners, they’d been able to wear their own clothes, phone out for food, and go about their business. Now they’d be getting used to prison garb and all the other comforts of the prison regime proper.
They were being held in separate cells, with an empty cell between so there was less chance of them communicating. Rebus didn’t know why anyone bothered: they’d probably end up in the same sex offender programme.
He had a difficult choice to make: Ince or Marshall? Of course, if one failed him, there was nothing to stop him trying the other. But that would mean going through the same process again, asking the same questions, playing the same games. The right choice might save him all that grief.
He chose Ince. His reasoning: Ince was the elder, with the higher IQ. And though early on in the relationship, there was no doubt that he’d been the leader, the pupil had soon become the master. In the courtroom, Marshall had been the one who’d scowled and grunted and played to the gallery; the one who’d looked as though the trial had nothing to do with him.
The one with no visible show of shame, even as his victims told their stories.
The one who’d fallen down the stairs a couple of times on his way back to the cells.
Yes, Marshall had learned a lot from Harold Ince, but he’d added ingredients of his own. He was the more savage, the more amoral, the less penitent. He was the one who thought it was the world’s problem, not his. At the trial, he’d tried quoting Aleister Crowley, to the effect that only he had the right to judge his actions right or wrong.
The court hadn’t thought much of that.
Rebus sat in the visitors’ room and smoked a cigarette. He’d called Patience, got the machine: a message telling callers to try her mobile. He did so, found she was at a friend’s. Another woman doctor, off on prenatal leave.
‘I might stay the night,’ Patience told him. ‘Ursula’s offered.’
‘How is she?’
‘Sick.’
‘Oh dear.’
‘You misunderstand: she’s sick she can’t drink. Never mind, I’m drinking for two.’
Rebus smiled. ‘I’ll go to Arden Street,’ he said. ‘If you’re going home, let me know.’
‘You think I should stay away?’
‘It might be an idea.’ He meant until Cary Oakes was caught. When he rang off, he got through to St Leonard’s, who confirmed that the patrol car was now stationed outside Patience’s friend’s.
‘Safe as houses, John.’
So he sat in the visitors’ room and smoked a cigarette, defying the sign on the wall, flicking ash on to the carpet. The uniform brought Harold Ince in. Rebus thanked him, told him to wait just outside. Not that Rebus expected anything from Ince: no violence, no escape attempt. He looked resigned to his fate. Since Rebus had seen him at the trial, his face had grown longer and thinner, the pallid skin hanging from it. His stomach bulged, but his chest seemed to have caved in, as though the heart had been removed. Rebus knew that at least one of Ince’s victims had committed suicide. There was a smell from the man: sulphur mixed with Germolene.
Rebus offered him a cigarette. Ince, slumping into a chair, shook his head.
‘You gave evidence, didn’t you?’ The voice was thin and reedy.
Rebus nodded, flicked ash. ‘Your lawyer tried carving me up.’
The brief flicker of a smile. ‘I remember now. Didn’t work, did it?’
‘And now you’ve been found guilty.’
‘Come to rub it in?’ Ince’s eyes found Rebus’s for the briefest moment.
‘No, Mr Ince, I’ve come to ask for your help.’
Ince snorted, folded his arms. ‘Yeah, I’m well in the mood to help the police.’
‘I wonder if he’s already made up his mind?’ Rebus asked, as if wondering aloud.
Ince’s forehead creased. ‘Who?’
‘Lord Justice Petrie. He’s a tough old buzzard.’
‘So I’ve heard.’
But soft on his kids, Rebus thought to himself. Or is he . . .?
‘My money’s on Peterhead for the pair of you,’ he said. ‘You’ll be there a long time. That’s where they take the sex offenders.’ Rebus sat forward. ‘It’s also where a lot of the real hard cases are kept, the ones who rate kiddie-fuckers slightly lower than the amoeba on the evolutionary ladder.’
‘Ahh . . .’ Ince sat back, nodded. ‘So that’s it: you’ve come to scare me. Let me save you the effort: the guards at the trial told me what I could expect, whichever jail I’m sent to. A couple of them said they’d be coming to see me themselves.’ Another glance at Rebus. ‘Isn’t that thoughtful?’
Behind the show of bravado, Rebus could tell Ince was terrified. Terrified of the unknown. Every bit as scared as the kids must have been, every time they heard him approaching . . .
‘I don’t want to scare you, Mr Ince. I want you to help me. But I’m not stupid, I know I have to offer something in return.’
‘And what would that be, Inspector?’
Rebus stood up, walked over to where the video camera covered the room.
‘You’ll notice I’m not taping this,’ he said. ‘Good reason for that. This stays off the record, Mr Ince. Anything you tell me, it’s for my own satisfaction only. Nothing to do with building a case. If I ever tried using it, it would be my word against yours: inadmissible.’
‘I know the law, Inspector.’
Rebus turned towards him. ‘Me too. What I’m saying is, this is strictly between us. I could get into trouble just for making you an offer.’
‘What offer?’ Sounding interested now.
‘Peterhead, I know a few of the villains up there. I’m owed favours.’
There was silence while Ince digested this. ‘You’d put in a word on my behalf?’
‘That’s right.’
‘But they might choose not to heed it.’
Rebus shrugged, sat down again, arms resting along the edge of the desk. ‘It’s the best I can do.’
‘And I only have your word that you’d do it anyway.’
Rebus nodded slowly. ‘That’s right, you do.’
Ince was studying the backs of his own hands, his fingers gripping the desk.
‘Well, I must say, that’s a very generous offer.’ A touch of humour in the voice.
‘It could save your life, Harold.’
‘Or it could be totally meaningless.’ He paused. ‘What is it you want to ask me?’
‘I need to know who the third man was.’
‘Wasn’t it Orson Welles?’
Rebus made himself smile. ‘I mean the night Ramsay Marshall brought Darren Rough to Shiellion.’
‘Long time ago. I was on the drink back then.’
‘You made Darren wear a mask.’
‘Did we?’
‘Because of the other man. Maybe it was his idea. Didn’t want Darren recognising him.’ Rebus lit another cigarette. ‘You’d been drinking. Maybe with this man. Chatting about this and that. Eventually telling him your secret.’ Rebus studied Ince. ‘Because you thought you could see something . . .’
Ince licked his lips. ‘What?’ Said so quietly it was barely above a whisper. Rebus lowered his own voice.
‘You thought he was like you. You could see a potential. The more you talked, the clearer you saw it. You told him Marshall was bringing some kid along. Maybe you suggested he stay.’
‘You’re making this up, aren’t you?’
Rebus nodded. ‘Insofar as I can’t prove any of it, yes, I’m making it up.’
‘This potential you speak of . . . I’d contend it’s in every one of us.’ Now Ince looked at Rebus, and his eyes seemed harder. He held Rebus’s gaze, returned it. ‘Do you have any children, Inspector?’
‘I’ve a daughter,’ Rebus admitted, knowing the danger of letting Ince into his personal life, letting him inside his head. But Ince was no Cary Oakes. ‘She’s grown up now.’
‘I bet at some point in your relationship you’ve thought about what it would be like to bed her, to have sex with her. Haven’t you?’
Rebus could feel the pressure behind his eyes: anger and revulsion. Strong enough to make him blink away the smoke.
‘I don’t think so.’
Ince grinned. ‘That’s what you tell yourself. But I think you’re lying, even if you don’t know it. It’s human instinct, nothing to be ashamed of. She might have been fifteen, or twelve, or ten.’
Rebus got to his feet. Had to keep moving, otherwise he’d pound Ince’s head into the desk. He wanted to light another cigarette, but was only halfway through the current one.
‘This isn’t about me,’ he said. Even to his ears, it sounded weak.
‘No? Perhaps . . .’
‘It’s about Darren Rough.’
‘Ah . . .’ Ince leaned back on his chair. ‘Poor Darren. They had him down on the list of witnesses, but didn’t use him. I’d have liked to see him again.’
‘Not possible. Someone murdered him.’
‘What? Before the trial?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘During it. I’ve been trying to find a motive, only now I think I was looking in all the wrong places.’ He rested a hand on the desk, leaned down over Ince. ‘I had a look at the charge sheets, the evidence. Just you and Marshall; none of the other victims mention a third abuser. Was it just that one night? Someone who tried it just the once . . .?’ Rebus sat back down in his seat. He’d finished the cigarette at last; lit himself another from its stub, chain-smoking now. ‘I found Darren at the zoo. Found out where he lived. It leaked to the newspapers. This third man . . . he knew you weren’t going to mention him in court. I don’t know why, but I can guess. But the one thing he was scared of was Darren. Which was fine – as far as he knew, Darren Rough was well out of things. Then suddenly he reads that Darren’s here, and he can guess why: Darren’s helping with Shiellion. There’s half a chance he saw something or heard something, maybe without knowing it. There’s half a chance our third man’s picture might end up in the paper after the trial, and Darren will recognise it.
‘Suddenly there’s danger. So he has to strike.’ Rebus blew a thin column of smoke at Ince. ‘We both know who I’m talking about. But for my own satisfaction, I’d be happier to hear a name.’
“That’s why Darren died?’
Rebus nodded. ‘I think so.’
‘But you’ve no proof?’
Rebus shook his head. ‘And I’m unlikely to find it. With you or without you.’
‘I’d like a mug of coffee,’ Harold Ince said. ‘Milk, two sugars. If you order it, it might come sans saliva.’
Rebus looked at him. ‘Anything to eat?’
‘I’m partial to a chicken korma curry. Nan bread, no rice. Sag aloo as a side dish.’
‘I can phone out for it.’
‘Again, I’d prefer it unadulterated.’ There was confidence in Ince’s voice now. He’d made a decision.
‘And meantime we’ll talk?’ Rebus asked.
‘For your own peace of mind, Inspector . . . yes, we’ll talk.’
Rebus sat in the darkness of his living room, sipping from a glass of whisky and water. The street outside was night-time quiet, interrupted by the occasional dull crunching sound of car tyres passing over the setts. He didn’t know how long he’d been sitting there, maybe a couple of hours. He’d put a CD on, but hadn’t bothered getting up to change it. It had been on the repeat function for three or four plays. ‘Stray Cat Blues’ had never felt so sordid. It affected him more than the literate and well-mannered ‘Sympathy for the Devil’, which had an air of desperation to it. There was no desperation in ‘Stray Cat Blues’, just the certainty of underage sex . . .
When the phone rang, he was slow to answer. It was Siobhan, relaying a message. Patience’s flat had been broken into.
‘Did they get anyone?’
‘No. A couple of uniforms are still there. They’re waiting for someone who can deal with the alarm . . .’
Rebus called St Leonard’s, and a patrol car arrived to take him to Oxford Terrace. The driver could smell whisky on Rebus’s breath.
‘Been out partying, sir?’
‘Your basic party animal, that’s me.’ Rebus’s tone ensured no more questions came from the front of the car.
The alarm was still ringing. Rebus went down the steps and pushed open the front door. The two uniforms were in the kitchen, far away from the noise. They’d made themselves tea, and were searching the cupboards for biscuits.
‘Milk, no sugar,’ Rebus told them. Then he went back into the hall and used his key to disable the alarm. One of the uniforms handed him a mug.
‘Thank God for that. It was driving us mental.’
Rebus was at the front door, examining it.
‘Clean job,’ the uniform said. ‘Looks like they had a key.’
‘More likely he picked it.’ Rebus went back into the hall. ‘But he couldn’t pick the alarm box . . .’ He walked from room to room.
‘Anything missing, sir?’
‘Yes, son: some hot water from the kettle, two tea-bags and a spot of milk.’
‘Maybe the alarm scared him off.’
‘If he picked one lock, why not another?’ Rebus thought he knew the answer: because the very fact the alarm was set had told the intruder something.
Told him no one was home.
And he wanted someone to be home – Rebus or Patience – that was the whole point of the exercise. Cary Oakes hadn’t broken in with the intention of stealing anything. He’d had other plans altogether . . .
When they left, Rebus reset the alarm and made sure the mortice lock was engaged as well as the Yale.
In the trade, it was known as shutting the stable door.
He got the patrol car to take him home by way of Sammy’s. Not that he went into her flat – he just wanted to see everything was OK. She wouldn’t be on her own; Ned would be sleeping beside her. Not that Ned would give Oakes many problems . . .
‘Do me a favour, will you?’ Rebus asked the driver. ‘Arrange for a car to come past here once an hour until morning.’
‘Will do, sir. You think he’ll try it again?’
Rebus didn’t even know if Oakes knew Sammy’s address. He didn’t know if Stevens had known it. He used the car’s two-way to talk to the nursing home.
‘Quiet as the grave here,’ he was told.
Then he tried the hospital, got one of the night staff, who assured him there was someone with Mr Archibald and, yes, they were wide awake. From her description, Rebus guessed it was still Bobby Hogan.
Everyone was safe. Everyone was covered.
The patrol car dropped him off, and he climbed the stairs to his flat. Unlocking the door, he thought he heard a sound on the stairwell below him. He peered over the banister, but couldn’t see anything. Mrs Cochrane’s tabby probably, rattling the cat-flap as it went in or out.
He closed the door after him, didn’t bother with the light in the hallway. He knew it well enough in the dark. Switched the light on in the kitchen and boiled the kettle. His head was thick from the whisky. He made tea, took it through to the living room. Too late for music, really. He walked over to the window and stood there, blowing on the tea.
Saw a shape move. On the pavement across the road. The outline of a man. He cupped his hands to the window, put his face between them, trying to block out the light from the streetlamp.
It was Cary Oakes. He was swaying slightly, like he could hear music. And he had a huge smile on his face. Rebus turned from the window, looked for his phone. Couldn’t see it anywhere. He kicked books across the floor. Where the hell was it?
His mobile then: where was that? He’d forgotten to take it with him; probably in a coat pocket. He went to the hall cupboard: no sign of it. Kitchen? No. Bedroom? Not there either.
Cursing, he ran back to the window to check if Oakes had gone. No, he was still there, only now he had his hands raised, as though in surrender. Then Rebus saw he was holding two small dark objects. He knew what they were.
His cordless phone and his mobile.
‘Bastard!’ Rebus roared. Oakes had been in the flat; picked the stairwell Yale and the front door.
‘Bastard,’ Rebus hissed. He ran to the door, yanked it open. He was halfway down the stairs when he heard the main door creaking open. Had it been locked? If so, Oakes had dealt with it quickly.
Suddenly Oakes was there at the foot of the stairwell, backlit by a single bulb on the wall. All the walls were painted a weak-custard yellow, making his face seem jaundiced. His teeth were bared, mouth open to expose his tongue. He dropped the phones on the stone floor, reached into his waistband.
‘Remember this?’
He was holding the knife. Purposefully, eyes on Rebus, he started climbing the steps, his feet making the sound of sandpaper on wood.
Rebus turned and ran.
‘Where you going, Rebus?’ He was laughing, not worried about keeping his voice down. The neighbours were students and old-age pensioners: he probably fancied his luck against the whole lot of them.
Mrs Cochrane had a telephone. Rebus thumped on her door as he passed, knowing it to be a futile gesture. She was stone deaf. The students on his landing: would they have a phone? Would they even be home? He ran in through his own door, shut it after him. The Yale clicked, but he knew it would take more than that to keep Oakes out. He slid the chain across, knew a good kick would probably smash it and the Yale both. Where was the key for the mortice? It was usually in its lock. He looked on the floor, then realised Oakes must have taken it. He’d studied the locks, known the mortice would keep him out . . . Rebus put his eye to the spy-hole. Oakes’s face appeared from nowhere. Rebus could hear what he was saying.
‘Little pigs, little pigs, let me in.’
Lines from The Shining.
Rebus went into the kitchen, opened the cutlery drawer. He found a twelve-inch-long Sabatier with a riveted black handle. He didn’t think it had ever been used. He ran his thumb over its blade and cut himself.
It would do.
Rebus had come up against knife attackers before. But he’d been able to reason with most of them. The others, he’d been able to deal with . . . But that was then and this was altogether different. Back out in the hall, he decided to take the fight to Oakes. With the carving-knife in his fist, he slid the chain off, threw open the door. He was expecting an immediate attack, but none came. He craned his neck, couldn’t see Oakes on the landing.
‘Piggy going walkies.’
Oakes’s voice: halfway down to the first landing. Rebus was out of the door, not hurrying, trying to keep calm. Eyes boring into Oakes’s, peripheral vision fixed on Oakes’s knife.
‘Ooh, that is a big one,’ Oakes mocked. He was moving backwards down the stairs, seeming sure of himself. ‘Let’s take it outside, Rebus. Let’s give it some air.’
He turned and jogged out of the tenement. Rebus thought for a moment. His telephones were lying there. He should pick up his mobile and call in, get officers here pronto. Then he thought of Alan Archibald and Patience and Janice . . . and of his parents’ grave. Of Jim Stevens. Time to end it. He had to keep Oakes in his sight, couldn’t let him slip away again.
He reached down, pocketed the mobile, and headed for the door.
Oakes was standing on the pavement, nodding.
‘That’s right. Just the two of us.’
He started walking. Rebus followed. The pace was brisk, without either man ever breaking into a jog. Oakes kept his head angled back towards his pursuer. He looked pleased that things were turning out this way. Rebus couldn’t see the logic, but he was wary. So far, Oakes had done nothing without good reason. Bouncing around Rebus’s head, the words Finish it! This is the last round . . .
‘Good for the arteries, an early-morning constitutional. Helps make up for the Scottish diet. I looked in your fridge, man. I had more food in my fucking cell back in Walla Walla. Whisky by the chair in the lounge, though: I have to give you credit for that.’ He laughed. ‘What are you, Sam Spade or something?’
Rebus said nothing. Oakes was a lot younger than him, and fitter too. Last thing Rebus wanted was to tire himself out yapping.
They were crossing Marchmont Road, heading along Sciennes and past the Sick Kids Hospital. Rebus cursed himself for living in such a quiet area. The pubs had all emptied; the chip shops were closed. There were no clubs, not so much as a massage parlour. Then, on the other side of the road: two young men walking home, knees just locking and no more – the end of a good night’s drinking. One of them was demolishing a kebab. They looked at the strange pursuit. Oakes’s knife was in his pocket, but Rebus brandished his.
‘Call the police!’ he called out.
Oakes just laughed, as if his buddy was drunk and joking, waving his rubber dagger around.
One man grinned; the other, the one with kebab sauce on his chin, stared, still chewing.
‘I’m not joking!’ Rebus shouted, not caring who he woke up. ‘Call the cops!’
He couldn’t stop to show them ID, couldn’t risk letting Oakes out of his sight: there were too many potential victims out there. And he couldn’t take his eyes off Oakes for a second.
So they kept moving, leaving the two young men far behind.
‘By the time they get home,’ Oakes said, ‘they’ll have forgotten the whole thing. It’ll be drinks from the fridge and Jerry Springer on TV. That’s how it is these days, Rebus. Nobody gives a shit.’
‘Nobody but me.’
‘Nobody but you. Ever wondered why that is?’
Rebus shook his head. He didn’t mind Oakes talking: while Oakes was talking, he was using up energy.
‘You never think about it? It’s because you’re a fucking dinosaur, man. Everyone knows it – you, your bosses, the people you work with. Probably even your doctor friend. What’s with her: she likes to screw prehistoric things?’ Oakes laughed again. ‘In case you’re wondering, I kept fit in the pen. I can bench-press your ass. I can keep this pace up all day and night. How about you? You look about as fit as something extinct.’
‘Sometimes all you need is attitude.’
They were cutting through narrow passageways now, coming out on Causewayside.
‘Where are we going?’
‘Nearly there, Rebus. Wouldn’t want to tire you out . . . what’s the Scots word again: puggle?’ He laughed. There were cars on Causewayside. Rebus made sure they saw him holding the knife. Maybe they’d stop at a phone box or flag down a patrol car. But he knew the odds weren’t good – not many patrol cars round here. Probably no foot patrols either. They’d drive home, and then maybe they’d phone to report it.
And maybe someone from St Leonard’s would come to investigate.
It would be too late. Whatever was being played out, he got the feeling it was coming to its conclusion right now. For some reason, it had to do with . . . no . . . he knew where they were. The far end of Salisbury Place: they were at the junction with Minto Street.
‘It was here, wasn’t it?’ Oakes asked, stopping because Rebus had stopped too. ‘She was crossing the road or something?’
Sammy . . . crossing the road when the driver hit her. Twenty yards down Minto Street.
Rebus stared at Oakes. ‘Why?’
Oakes just shrugged. Rebus was trying to focus again on this moment. This was what counted; he could think about Sammy later. He had to stop letting Oakes play with him.
‘He sent her flying, huh?’ Oakes was saying. He had his hands in his pockets, as if they were just stopping to chat. Rebus couldn’t remember which pocket the knife was in. His own weapon hung from his right hand, useless for the moment. Crossing the road and she . . . she never had a chance.
He realised he hadn’t been here since the day after the collision. He’d been avoiding the place.
And somehow Oakes had known the effect this place would have on him. Rebus blinked a few times, tried clearing his head.
‘You’ve been to check on her, haven’t you?’ Oakes asked.
‘What?’ Rebus narrowed his eyes.
‘You went to your girlfriend’s flat, knew I’d been there. Next thing you did was go to your daughter’s. But you didn’t go in, did you?’
It was like staring into a devil’s eyes. ‘How do you know?’
‘You wouldn’t be here otherwise.’
‘Why not?’
‘Because I’ve been there, Rebus. Earlier tonight.’
‘You’re lying.’ Rebus’s voice was dry, his throat acrid. Trying to get you off your guard, same trick worked with Archibald . . .
Oakes just shrugged. They were at the corner. Diagonally across from them, two cars had drawn up side by side at a red light. Taxi on the inside lane; boy racer revving beside him. The taxi driver was watching what looked like a fight about to break out: nothing he hadn’t seen before.
‘You’re lying,’ Rebus repeated. He slipped his free hand into his pocket, brought out the mobile. Used his thumb to press the digits, holding the phone to his face so he could watch it and Oakes at the same time.
‘She didn’t need her legs anyway,’ Oakes was saying. The phone was ringing. ‘There’s no answer, is there?’
Sweat was trickling into Rebus’s eyes. But if he shook his head to clear the drops, Oakes would think he was answering his question.
The phone stopped ringing.
‘Hello?’ Ned Farlowe’s voice.
‘Ned! Is Sammy there? Is she all right?’
‘What? Is that you, John?’
‘Is she all right?’ Knowing the answer; needing to hear it anyway.
‘Of course she’s—’
Oakes flew at him, the knife emerging from his right-hand pocket. Missing Rebus’s chest by centimetres. Rebus stepped back, dropped the phone. He had the longer reach. The taxi driver had his window down.
‘Cut that out, the pair of you!’
‘I’ll cut it out all right,’ Oakes hissed. ‘I’ll dice it and slice it.’ He made another sweep with the knife. Rebus tried to kick it away, almost lost his footing. Oakes laughed at him. ‘You’re no Nureyev, pal.’ A quick thrust took the knife into Rebus’s arm. Rebus felt his nerves go dull: prelude to agony. Finish it.
Rebus took a step forward, feinted with the knife, so that Oakes had to move position. On the edge of the pavement now. Rebus saw the traffic lights behind Oakes were changing. Oakes leaned forward, slashed at his chest. Thin whistling sound as Rebus’s shirt split. Blood warm on his arm, more blood trickling from the fresh wound. Red to red/amber.
To green.
Rebus charged in with his foot up and hit Oakes solid in the chest with his sole. Oakes got in a swipe before he was propelled back into the road, where the boy racer, oblivious to the fight, radio on full-blast and his girl with her arm around him, was showing off his car’s acceleration from a flat start. The car clipped Oakes, sent him flying, breaking his hip and, Rebus hoped, a few more bones to boot. The car screeched to a halt, the young man’s head appeared through the window. He saw knives. He pulled his foot off the clutch and roared off.
Rebus didn’t bother to catch the licence plate. He stood on Oakes’s knife-hand, forcing the fingers open, then lifted the knife and pocketed it. The taxi driver was still at the lights.
‘Phone for police assistance!’ Rebus called to him. He held his injured arm to his chest.
Oakes was rolling on the ground, hand to his thigh and side, teeth bared not in a grin now but in a grimace of pain.
Rebus stood up, took a step back, and kicked him in the groin. As Oakes groaned and retched, Rebus gave him another kick, then crouched down again.
‘I’d like to say that was for Jim Stevens,’ he said. ‘But if I’m being entirely honest with you, really it was for me.’
Rebus spent an hour in the casualty department – four stitches to his arm, eight to his chest. The arm wound was deepest, but both were clean. Oakes was somewhere nearby, being treated for breaks and fractures. Six of Crime Squad’s finest on guard detail.
A patrol car took Rebus back to his flat, where he retrieved his cordless phone – didn’t want any of the students pocketing it – and had a mouthful of whisky. Then another after that.
The rest of the night he spent at St Leonard’s, typing his report one-handed, giving an additional verbal briefing to Chief Superintendent Watson, who’d been summoned from bed and whose hair sported a cow’s-lick which flapped when he moved his head.
There was little certainty that Oakes could be charged with Jim Stevens’ murder. It would depend on forensic evidence: fingerprints, fibres, saliva. Stevens’ cassette had been bagged and handed over to the white-coat brigade.
‘But he’ll go down for the attack on me and Alan Archibald?’ Rebus asked his superior.
Farmer Watson nodded. ‘For the Pentland attack, yes.’
‘What about the attempted murder of three hours ago?’
The Farmer shuffled paperwork. ‘You’ve said yourself, most of the witnesses will have seen you with the knife, not him.’
‘But the taxi driver . . .’
The Farmer nodded. ‘He’ll be crucial. Let’s hope he gets his story straight.’
Rebus saw what his boss was getting at. ‘Sir, you do believe I acted in self-defence?’
‘Of course, John. Goes without saying.’ But the Farmer wouldn’t meet his eyes.
Rebus tried to think of something to say; decided it wasn’t worth his breath.
‘Crime Squad are pissed off,’ the Farmer added with a smile. ‘They hate an anti-climax.’
‘I might not look it, but inside I’m crying for them.’ Rebus turned to leave the room.
‘No going back to the hospital, John,’ the Farmer warned. ‘Don’t want him falling out of bed and saying he was pushed.’
Rebus snorted, went downstairs and into the car park. It would be growing light soon. He dry-swallowed some more painkillers, lit a cigarette and stared in the direction of Holyrood Park. They were there – Arthur’s Seat, Salisbury Crags – it was just, you couldn’t always see them. It didn’t mean they weren’t there.
Easy to lose your footing in the dark . . . Easy for someone to come up behind you . . .
Rebus left the car park and headed into St Leonard’s Bank. Stevens’ car had been taken away for examination at Howdenhall. At the end of the road, there was a gap in the fence, allowing passage into the park itself. Rebus headed down the slope towards Queen’s Drive. Once across it, he started to climb. Away from the street-lighting now, his steps were more tentative. He sensed more than saw the starting-point of Radical Road, above which loomed the irregular rockface of the Crags themselves. Rebus ignored the path, kept climbing until he was on top of the Crags, the city spread out below him in a grid of orange sodium and yellow-white halogen. The beast was definitely beginning to awake: cars heading into the city. Turning round, he saw that the sky was a lighter shade of black than the mass of rock below it. Some people said Arthur’s Seat looked like a crouched lion, ready to pounce. It never did pounce, though. There was a lion on the Scottish flag too – not crouched but rampant . . .
Had Jim Margolies come up here with the express intention of leaping off? Rebus thought he knew the answer now. And he knew because of the Margolies’ dinner engagement that evening, across the park from where they lived.
That, and the fact of a white saloon car . . .
Dr Joseph Margolies lived with his wife in a detached house in Gullane, with an uninterrupted view of Muirfield golf course. Rebus didn’t play golf. He’d tried a few times as a kid, dragging a half-set of clubs around his local course, losing half a dozen balls in Jamphlars Pond. He knew some of his colleagues had taken up the game thinking it would help their careers, making sure to concede defeat to their superiors.
That didn’t sound like a game to Rebus.
Siobhan Clarke parked the car, and switched off the radio news. It was ten in the morning. Rebus had managed a couple of hours’ shut-eye in his Arden Street flat, and had phoned Patience to let her know Cary Oakes was behind bars.
‘Stay in the car,’ he told Clarke, manoeuvring himself out of the door. Not easy with one arm strapped up and his chest giving him grief every time he stretched.
Mrs Margolies answered the door. Close up, she resembled her son. Same flat chin, same narrow eyes. She even had the same smile.
Rebus introduced himself and asked if he could have a word with her husband.
‘He’s in the greenhouse. Is there a problem, Inspector?’
He smiled at her. ‘No problem, madam. Just a couple of questions, that’s all.’
‘I’ll show you the way,’ she said, standing back to let him in. She’d glanced at his arm, but wasn’t going to comment on it. Some people were like that: didn’t like to ask questions . . . As he followed her down the corridor, he glanced through open doorways, seeing domestic order everywhere: knitting on a chair; magazines in a paper-rack; dusted ornaments; gleaming windows. The house dated from the 1930s. From the outside, it seemed to be all eaves and gables. Rebus asked her how long they’d lived there.
‘Over forty years,’ Mrs Margolies replied, proud of the fact.
So this was the house Jim Margolies had grown up in. And his sister too. From the notes, Rebus knew she’d committed suicide in the family bathroom. Often, in a situation like that, the families elected to sell up and move somewhere new. But he knew other families would elect to stay, because something of their loved one still remained in the home, and would be lost forever if they abandoned it.
The kitchen was tidy too, not so much as a cup and saucer drying on the draining-board. A message-list had been fixed to the fridge with a magnet in the shape of a teapot. But the list remained blank. Mrs Margolies asked him if he’d like some tea. He shook his head.
‘I’m fine, thanks anyway.’ Still smiling, but studying her. Thinking: The wife often knows . . . Thinking: Some people just don’t ask questions . . .
Outside the kitchen door was a short hall with two walk-in cupboards – both open to display garden tools – and the back door, which also stood open. They stepped outside and into a walled garden, obviously much worked-on. There was a rockery, and next to it some flowerbeds. These were separated by a trimmed lawn from a long, narrow vegetable bed. Towards the bottom of the garden were trees and bushes, and tucked away in one corner a small greenhouse with a figure moving around inside.
Rebus turned to his guide. ‘Thank you, I’ll be fine.’
And he walked across the lawn. It was like walking across luxury Wilton. He looked back once, saw Mrs Margolies watching him from the doorway. In a neighbouring garden, someone was having a bonfire. Smoke crackled over the wall, white and pungent. Rebus walked through it as he neared the greenhouse. A black labrador pricked up its ears at his approach, then pushed itself up to sitting and gave a half-hearted bark. Its nose and whiskers were grey, and it had about it a pampered look: overfed and, in its declining years, underexercised. The door of the greenhouse slid open and an elderly man peered through half-moon glasses at his visitor. Tall, grey hair, black moustache – just the way Jamie Brady had described him: the man who’d gone to Greenfield looking for Darren Rough.
‘Yes? Can I help you?’
‘Dr Margolies, I’m Detective Inspector John Rebus.’
Margolies held up his hands. ‘You’ll forgive me for not shaking.’ The hands were blackened with soil.
‘Me too,’ Rebus said, gesturing to his arm.
‘Looks nasty. What happened?’ Not sharing his wife’s reticence. But then maybe she’d had half a lifetime of biting back questions. Rebus leaned down to rub the labrador’s head. Its heavy tail thumped the ground in appreciation.
‘Got into a fight,’ Rebus explained.
‘Line of duty, eh? We’ve met before, I think.’
‘Hannah’s competition.’
‘Ah, yes.’ Nodding slowly. ‘You wanted to speak to Ama.’
‘I did then, yes.’
‘Is this something to do with her?’ Margolies was retreating back into the greenhouse. Rebus followed, and saw that the old man was potting seedlings. It was warm in the greenhouse, despite the day being overcast. Margolies asked Rebus to close the door.
‘Keep the heat in,’ he explained.
Rebus slid the door shut. Most of the available space was taken up with work surfaces, trays of seedlings laid along them in rows. A bag of potting compost lay open on the ground. Dr Margolies was scooping a black plastic flowerpot into it.
‘How does it feel to get away with murder?’ Rebus asked.
‘I’m sorry?’ Margolies took a seedling, pushed it into its new pot.
‘You murdered Darren Rough.’
‘Who?’
Rebus took the pot from Margolies’ fingers. ‘It’s going to be a devil trying to prove it. In fact, I don’t think it will happen. I really do think you’ve got away with it.’
Margolies met his eyes, reached to take his pot back.
‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I haven’t the faintest idea what you’re talking about.’
‘You were seen in Greenfield. You were asking about Darren Rough. Then off you drove in your white Mercedes. A white saloon car was seen in Holyrood Park around the time Darren was killed. I think he went there for sanctuary, but you found it an ideal site for a murder.’
‘These riddles, Inspector . . . Do you know who I am?’
‘I know exactly who you are. I know both your children committed suicide. I know you were part of the Shiellion set-up.’
‘I beg your pardon?’ A slight trembling in the voice now. A seedling slipped from parchment fingers.
‘Don’t worry, Harold Ince is going to keep his side of the bargain. He talked to me, but it wouldn’t be admissible, and he won’t tell anyone else. He told me you were at Shiellion that night. Ince had talked with you often, had come to know you. He’d told you what he did to the kids in his care. He knew you wouldn’t say anything, because the two of you were alike. He knew how useful it would be to him if a doctor, the man responsible for examining the children, were part of the whole enterprise.’ Rebus leaned close to Margolies’ ear. ‘He told me all of it, Dr Margolies.’
The after-hours drinking, loosening up the doctor. Then the arrival of Ramsay Marshall with a fresh new kid, Darren Rough. Making the kid wear a blindfold so he wouldn’t recognise Margolies – this at the doctor’s insistence. Sweating and trembling . . . knowing this night changed everything . . .
And afterwards: self-loathing perhaps; or maybe just fear of exposure. He hadn’t been able to cope, had feigned ill-health, opting for early retirement.
‘But you could never loose Ince’s grip on you. He’d been blackmailing you, him and Marshall both.’ Rebus’s voice was little more than a whisper, his lips almost touching the old man’s ear. ‘Know what? I’m so fucking glad he’s been sucking you dry all these years.’ Rebus stood back.
‘You don’t know anything.’ Margolies’ face was blood-red. Beneath the checked shirt, he was breathing hard.
‘I can’t prove anything, but that’s not quite the same thing. I know, and that’s what matters. I think your daughter found out. The shame of it killed her. You were always the first one awake in the morning; she knew you’d be the one to find her. And then somehow Jim found out, and he couldn’t live with it either. How come you can live with it, Dr Margolies? How come you can live with the deaths of both your children, and the murder of Darren Rough?’
Margolies lifted a gardening fork, held it to Rebus’s throat. His face was squeezed into a mask of anger and frustration. Beads of perspiration dripped from his forehead. And outside, the billowing smoke seemed to be cutting them off from everything.
Margolies didn’t say anything, just made sounds from behind gritted teeth. Rebus stood there, hand in pocket.
‘What?’ he said. ‘You’re going to kill me too?’ He shook his head. ‘Think about it. Your wife’s seen me. There’s another officer waiting for me out front. How will you talk your way out of it? No, Dr Margolies, you’re not going to kill me. Like I say, I can’t prove anything I’ve just said. It’s between you and me.’ Rebus lifted the hand from his pocket, pushed the fork aside. The black lab was watching through the door, seemed to sense all was not well. It frowned at Rebus, looking disappointed in him.
‘What do you want?’ Margolies spluttered, gripping the work-bench with both hands.
‘I want you to live the rest of your life knowing that I know.’ Rebus shrugged. ‘That’s all.’
‘You want me to kill myself?’
Rebus laughed. ‘I don’t think you’ve got it in you. You’re an old man, you’re going to die soon enough. Once you’re dead, maybe Ince and Marshall will rethink their loyalty to you. You won’t be left with any reputation at all.’
Margolies turned towards him, and now there was clear, focused hatred in his eyes.
‘Of course,’ Rebus said, ‘if any evidence does turn up, you can be assured I’ll be back here at the double. You might be celebrating the millennium, you might be getting your card from the Queen, and then you’ll see me walking through the door.’ He smiled. ‘I’ll never be very far away, Dr Margolies.’
He slid open the greenhouse door, manoeuvred his way past the dog. Walked away.
It didn’t feel like any sort of victory. Unless something turned up, there’d be no justice for Darren Rough, no public trial. But Rebus knew he’d done what he could. Mrs Margolies was in the kitchen, making no pretence of doing anything other than waiting for him to return.
‘Everything all right?’ she asked.
‘Fine, Mrs Margolies.’ He headed down the hall, making for the front door. She was right behind him.
‘Well, I just was wondering . . .’
Rebus opened the door, turned to her. ‘Why not ask your husband, Mrs Margolies?’
The wife often knows, never brings herself to ask.
‘Just one thing, Mrs Margolies . . .?’
‘Yes?’
Your husband’s a cold-blooded murderer. His mouth opened and closed, but no words came. He shook his head, started down the garden path.
Clarke drove him to Katherine Margolies’ house, in the Grange area of Edinburgh. It was a three-storey Georgian semi in a street half of whose homes had been turned into bed-and-breakfast establishments. The white Merc was parked in front of the gate. Rebus turned to Clarke.
‘I know,’ she said: ‘stay in the car.’
Katherine Margolies looked less than thrilled to see him.
‘What do you want?’ She seemed ready to keep him on the doorstep.
‘It’s about your husband’s suicide.’
‘What about it?’ Her face was narrow and hard, hands long and thin like butcher’s knives.
‘I think I know why he did it.’
‘And what makes you think I’d want to know?’
‘You already do know, Mrs Margolies.’ Rebus took a deep breath. Well, if she didn’t mind them talking like this on her doorstep . . . ‘When did he find out his father was a paedophile?’
Her eyes widened. A woman emerged from the neighbouring house, preparing to walk her Jack Russell terrier. ‘You better come in,’ Katherine Margolies said sharply, eyes darting up and down the street. After he walked in, she closed the door and stood with her back to it, arms folded.
‘Well?’ she said.
Rebus looked around. The hall had a grey marble floor veined with black lines. A stone staircase swept upwards. There were paintings on the walls: Rebus got the feeling they weren’t prints. She didn’t seem to have noticed his arm, had no interest in him that way.
‘Hannah not home?’ he asked.
‘She’s at school. Look, I don’t know what it is—’
‘Then I’ll tell you. It’s been gnawing at me, Jim’s death. And I’ll tell you why. I’ve been there myself, standing at the top of a very high place, wondering if I’d have the guts to jump off.’
Her face softened a little.
‘Usually it was the booze doing it,’ he went on. ‘These days, I think I’ve got that under control. But I learned two things. One, you have to be incredibly brave to pull it off. Two, there’s got to be some crunch reason for you not to go on living. See, when it comes to it, going on living is the easier of the two options. I couldn’t see any reason why Jim would take his life, no reason at all. But there had to be one. That’s what got to me. There had to be one.’
‘And now you think you’ve found it?’ Her eyes were liquid in the cool dimness of the hall.
‘Yes.’
‘And you felt it worth sharing with me?’
He shook his head. ‘All I need from you is confirmation that I’m right.’
‘And then you’ll have contentment?’ She waited till he’d nodded. ‘And what right do you have to that, Inspector Rebus? What gives you the right to sleep easy?’
‘I never find sleep very easy, Mrs Margolies.’ It seemed to him then – and maybe it was a trick of the light – that he was seeing her at the end of a long dark tunnel, so that while she stood out clearly, everything between and around them was a blur of indistinct shading. And things were moving and gathering on the periphery: the ghosts. They were all here, providing a ready-made audience. Jack Morton, Jim Stevens, Darren Rough . . . even Jim Margolies. They felt so alive to him he could scarcely believe Katherine Margolies couldn’t make them out.
‘The night Jim died,’ Rebus went on, ‘you’d been out to dinner with friends in Royal Park Terrace. I wondered about that . . . Royal Park Terrace to The Grange.’
‘What about it?’ Looking bored now more than anything. Rebus thought it was bravado.
‘Easiest route is to cut through Holyrood Park. Is that the way you drove home?’
‘I suppose so.’
‘In your white Mercedes?’
‘Yes.’
‘And Jim stopped the car, got out . . .’
‘No.’
‘Someone saw the car.’
‘No.’
‘Because something had been making his life hell, something he’d maybe just discovered about his father . . .’
‘No.’
Rebus took a step towards her. ‘It was bucketing down that night. He wouldn’t have gone out walking. That’s your version, Mrs Margolies: in the middle of the night he got up, got dressed, and went out walking. He walked all the way to Salisbury Crags in the rain, just so he could throw himself off.’ Rebus was shaking his head. ‘My version makes more sense.’
‘Maybe to you.’
‘I’m not about to go shouting from the chimney-pots, Mrs Margolies. I just need to know that that’s how it happened. He’d been talking to one of the Shiellion victims. He found out his father was involved in the Shiellion abuse and he was afraid it would come out, afraid the shame would rebound on to him.’
She exploded. ‘Christ, you couldn’t be more wrong! It had nothing to do with that. What’s any of this got to do with Shiellion?’
Rebus collected himself. ‘You tell me.’
‘Don’t you see?’ She was crying now. ‘It was Hannah . . .’
Rebus frowned. ‘Hannah?’
‘Hannah was his sister’s name. Our Hannah was named after her. Jim did it to get back at his father.’
‘Because Dr Margolies had . . .’ Rebus couldn’t bring himself to say the word. ‘With Hannah?’
She rubbed the back of her hand across her face, smudging mascara. ‘He interfered with his own daughter. God knows whether it was just once. It might have been going on for years. When she killed herself . . .’
‘She did so knowing who’d be first to find her?’
She nodded. ‘Jim knew what had happened . . . knew why she’d done it. But of course nobody ever talks about it.’ She looked at him. ‘You just don’t, do you? Not in polite society. Instead he tried shutting it out, accepting that there was no remedy.’
‘I’m not sure I understand.’ But he understood something, knew now why Jim had beaten up Darren Rough. Displaced anger: he hadn’t been hitting Rough; he’d been hitting his father.
She slid down the door until she was crouching, arms hugging her knees. Rebus lowered himself on to the bottom step of the staircase, tried to make sense of it: Joseph Margolies had abused his own daughter . . . what would have made him turn to a boy like Darren Rough? Ince’s insistence, perhaps; or simple lust and curiosity, the thought of more forbidden fruit . . .
Katherine Margolies’ voice was calm again. ‘I think Jim joined the police as another way of telling his father something, telling him he’d never forget, never forgive.’
‘But if he knew all along about his father, why did he kill himself?’
‘I’ve told you! Because of Hannah.’
‘His sister?’
She gave a wild, humourless laugh. ‘Of course not.’ Paused for breath. ‘Our daughter, Inspector. I mean Hannah, our daughter. Jim had . . . he’d been worried for some time.’ She took a deep breath. ‘I’d noticed he wasn’t sleeping. I’d wake in the night and he’d be lying there in the darkness, eyes open, staring at the ceiling. One night he told me. He felt I ought to know.’
‘What was he worried about?’
‘That he was turning into his father. That there was some genetic component, something he had no control over.’
‘You mean Hannah?’
She nodded. ‘He said he tried not to have the thoughts, but they came anyway. He looked at her and no longer saw his daughter.’ Her eyes were on the pattern in the floor. ‘He saw something else, something to be desired . . .’
Finally Rebus saw it. Saw all Jim Margolies’ fears, saw the past which had haunted him and the expectation of recurrence. Saw why the man had turned to young-looking prostitutes. Saw the dread of history. Not in polite society. If families like the Margolies and the Petries represented polite society, Rebus wanted nothing to do with it.
‘He’d been quiet all evening,’ Katherine Margolies went on. ‘Once or twice I caught him looking at Hannah, and I could see how scared he was.’ She rubbed the palm of either hand over her eyes, looked up to the ceiling, demanding something more from it than the comfort of cornice and chandelier. The noise that escaped from her throat was like something from a caged animal.
‘On the way home, he stopped the car and ran. I went after him, and he was just standing there. At first, I didn’t realise he was at the very edge of the Crags. He must have heard me. Next thing, he’d vanished. It was like a stunt, something a stage magician would do. Then I realised what it was. He’d jumped. I felt . . . well, I don’t know what I felt. Numb, betrayed, shocked.’ She shook her head, unsure even now what her feelings were towards the man who had killed himself rather than give in to his most feral craving. ‘I walked back to the car. Hannah was asking where her daddy was. I said he’d gone for a walk. I drove us home. I didn’t go down to help him. I didn’t do anything. Christ knows why.’ Now she ran her hands through her hair.
Rebus got up, pushed open a door. It led into a formal dining room. Decanters on a polished sideboard. He sniffed one, poured a large glass of whisky. Took it through to the hall and handed it to Katherine Margolies. Went back to fetch another for himself. He saw the sequence now: Jane Barbour telling Jim that Rough was coming back to town; Jim dusting off the case, becoming intrigued by the third man. Knowing his father had been working in children’s homes. Wanting to know, quizzing Darren Rough, his world collapsing in on him . . .
‘You know,’ his widow was saying, ‘Jim wasn’t scared of dying. He said there was a coachman.’
‘Coachman?’
‘He took you to wherever it was you went when you died.’ She looked up at him. ‘Do you know that story?’
Rebus nodded. ‘An old Edinburgh ghost story, that’s all it is.’
‘You don’t believe in ghosts then?’
‘I wouldn’t say that necessarily.’ He raised his glass. ‘Here’s to Jim,’ he said. When he looked around, there wasn’t a ghost to be seen.
A week later, Rebus received a phone call from Brian Mee.
‘What’s up, Brian?’ Rebus already guessing from the tone of voice.
‘Ah, shite, John, she’s left me.’
‘I’m sorry to hear that, Brian.’
‘Are you?’ There was a hint of disbelief in the laugh that followed.
‘I really am, I’m sorry.’
‘She told you, though?’
‘In a roundabout sort of way.’ Rebus paused. ‘So do you know where she is?’
‘Cut the crap, John. She’s at your flat.’
‘What?’
‘You heard me. She’s biding with you.’
‘First I’ve heard of it.’
‘She doesn’t know anybody else over there.’
‘There are bed and breakfasts, rooms to rent . . .’
‘You’re not putting her up?’
‘You’ve got my word for it.’
There was a long silence on the line. ‘Christ, man, I’m sorry. I’m off my head with worry here.’
‘Only to be expected, Brian.’
‘Think it’s worth my while coming to look for her?’
Rebus exhaled. ‘What do you think?’
‘I think she used to love me.’
‘But not any more?’
‘She wouldn’t have left otherwise.’
‘True enough.’
‘Even if she finds Damon, I don’t think she’s coming back.’
‘Give her some time, Brian.’
‘Aye, sure.’ Brian Mee sniffed. ‘Know something? I used to like it that folk called me Barney. I know how I got the name, you know.’
‘I thought you said you didn’t?’
‘Oh aye, but I know all the same. Barney Rubble. Because folk thought I was like him. Somebody said it to me once, not just “Barney” but “Barney Rubble”.’
Rebus smiled. ‘But you liked the name anyway?’
‘I didn’t say that. I said I liked that I had a nickname. It was a sort of identity, wasn’t it? And that’s better than nothing.’
Rebus’s smile stretched. He was seeing Barney Mee, the tough little battler, wading in to save Mitch. The years separating the present from that long-ago event seemed to fall away. It was as if the two could live side by side, the past a ghostly presence forever of the here and now. Nothing lost; nothing forgotten; redemption always a possibility.
But if that was true, how could he explain that Dr Margolies would never see a court of law, his crimes known only to the few? And how to explain that the Procurator Fiscal seemed able to prosecute Cary Oakes only for the attempted murder of Alan Archibald? All the forensic evidence connecting him to Jim Stevens could be explained away: fingerprints and fibres in Stevens’ car – Oakes had ridden in it before. Hell, three police officers had watched him being driven away from the airport in it. The Stevens file would be kept open, but no one would be investigating. Everyone knew who’d done it. But short of a confession, there was nothing they could do.
‘Let’s stick to our strongest suit,’ the fiscal depute had said. This meant discarding the attack on Rebus, too, even though the taxi driver had been willing to testify.
‘Too many possible arguments for the defence,’ the fiscal depute had said. Rebus tried not to take it personally. He knew prosecution was a game all to itself, where the best player might lose, the cheat prosper. He knew it was the job of the police to investigate and present the facts. It was the job of lawyers like Richie Cordover to then twist everything around until they could persuade juries and witnesses that Celtic fans sang ‘The Sash’ and Cowdenbeath was an ideal holiday location.
‘Hey, John?’ Brian Mee was saying.
‘Yes, Barney?’
Brian laughed at that. ‘What about coming through some weekend, just you and me, eh? Double-act at the karaoke, and see if we can dust off some chat-up lines.’
‘Sounds tempting, Barney. I’ll give you a bell some time.’ Both men knowing he wouldn’t.
‘Right then, that’s you on a promise.’
‘Cheers, Barney.’
‘Bye, John. It was good to catch up with you . . .’
Another paedophile had been released from prison, this time in Glasgow. GAP had organised a bus and headed off for Renfrew, where he was rumoured to be holed up. Some of the younger males in the company had gone for a night on the town, which had ended with a full-scale battle raging through the streets.
It was hoped, at least in some quarters, that the resulting negative publicity would sound the organisation’s death knell. But Van Brady was still giving interviews and getting her picture in the papers, still applying to the Lottery for funding. Journalists liked that she talked almost exclusively in sound-bites, even if half of them had to be toned down for publication.
There was a memorial service for Jim Stevens. Rebus went along. He suspected that in his day Stevens had probably fallen out with at least three-quarters of the mourners. But there were eulogies and sombre faces, and Rebus couldn’t help feeling that Jim wouldn’t have wanted it that way. Afterwards, he held a little wake of his own in the Oxford Bar’s back room with three or four of the loudest, rudest, and funniest hacks around. They drank till well after midnight, their laughter almost drowning out the music from the ceilidh band in the corner.
Rebus stumbled down the road to Oxford Terrace, dumped his clothes in the washing basket and had a shower.
‘You still reek,’ Patience told him as he climbed into bed.
‘I’m keeping up traditions,’ Rebus said. ‘Edinburgh’s not called “Auld Reekie” for nothing.’
He thought it curious that Cal Brady should want to speak to him. Cal was out on bail, awaiting trial for various offences against the person on the night of the Renfrew stramash. The morning phone call was so unexpected, Rebus walked out of the station without telling anyone where he was going. They met up on Radical Road. Cal had wanted somewhere not too far from home, but not a cop-shop, somewhere they could talk without anyone hearing.
The wind was flying, stinging Rebus’s ears. There were occasional blasts of sunshine as the fast-moving clouds broke, only to blot out the sun again moments later. Cal Brady had deep bruises beneath both eyes, and a burst lip. His left hand sported a bandage and he seemed to limp ever so slightly as he walked.
‘Bad one, was it?’ Rebus asked.
‘Those weegies . . .’ Cal shook his head.
‘I thought it was Renfrew?’
‘Renfrew, Glasgow . . . all the same, man. Mad bastards, each and every one. Their idea of a square go is to rip your face off with their teeth.’ He shivered, pulled his denim jacket tighter around him.
‘You could button it up,’ Rebus told him.
‘Eh?’
‘The jacket . . . if you’re cold.’
‘Aye, but it looks stupid when you do that. Levi jackets are only cool when they’re open.’ Rebus had no answer to that. ‘I hear you got a bit of a scrape yourself.’
Rebus looked at his arm. No sling now, just a taped compress. Another week or so, the stitches would dissolve. ‘What did you want to see me for, Cal?’
‘These fucking charges.’
‘What about them?’
‘I’ll probably end up going down, record I’ve got.’
‘So?’
‘So, I could do without it.’ He twitched a shoulder. ‘Gonny help me out?’
‘You mean put in a good word?’
‘Aye.’
Rebus stuck his hands in his pockets, as if relaxing. In truth, he’d been on his guard ever since arriving at the meeting-point five minutes before Brady: on the lookout for traps or a possible ambush. Lessons learned from Cary Oakes. ‘Why should I do that?’ he asked.
‘Look, I’m no fucking snitch, right?’
Rebus nodded agreement, as seemed to be expected.
‘But I hear things.’ He paused. ‘Try not to, but sometimes I can’t help it.’
‘Such as?’
‘So you’ll put a word in?’
Rebus stopped walking. He seemed to be admiring the vista. ‘I could tell them you’re one of mine. I could make you sound important.’
‘But I wouldn’t be your grass, right? That’s the crux.’
Rebus nodded. ‘But you’ve got something to trade?’
Cal looked around, as if even here he might be overheard. When he lowered his voice, Rebus had to move close to him to hear what he was saying over the noise of the wind.
‘You know I work for Mr Mackenzie?’
‘You’re his enforcer.’
Brady prickled at that. ‘Sometimes he’s owed money. Happens to a lot of businesses.’
‘Sure.’
‘I make sure his debtors know the risks they’re taking.’
Rebus smiled. ‘A nice way of putting it.’
Brady looked around again. ‘Petrie,’ he said, like this would explain everything.
‘I know,’ Rebus said. ‘Nicky Petrie owed Charmer money, got beaten up in lieu of a final reminder.’
But Brady was shaking his head. ‘It was his sister owed the money.’
‘Ama?’ Brady nodded. ‘So why thump Nicky?’
Brady snorted. ‘She’s a cold, hard bitch. Maybe you haven’t noticed. But she likes her little brother. She loves little Nicky . . .’
‘So you were sending the message to her?’ Rebus thought about it, remembered something Ama had said to him at the beauty contest: Who do I owe money to? ‘Why didn’t she get the money from her father?’
‘Story is, she wouldn’t ask him for the time of day, and he wouldn’t give it to her if he’d a watch on either arm.’
‘I still don’t know what this has to do with me.’
‘That flat of theirs.’
‘What about it?’
‘She lives there. The blonde you were looking for.’
Rebus stared at Brady. ‘She’s in that flat?’ Brady was nodding. ‘What’s her name?’
‘I think it’s Nicola.’
‘How do you know all this?’
Brady shrugged. ‘They can’t help talking, that little gang.’
Rebus thought of the scene on the boat . . . the way the drunk had been about to say something until warned off by Ama Petrie . . .
‘They know about this Nicola?’
‘They all know.’
Which meant they’d all lied to Rebus . . . including the brother and sister, Nicky and Ama.
‘Is she Nicky’s girlfriend?’
Brady shrugged again.
‘Or Ama’s maybe?’
‘I don’t get involved,’ Brady said, waving his hand as though to cut the discussion dead.
‘How about you, Cal? Still living with Joanna?’
‘Nothing to do with you.’
‘How’s Billy Boy? Don’t you think he’d be better off with his dad?’
‘That’s not what Joanna wants.’
‘Has anyone asked Billy what he wants?’
Brady’s voice rose. ‘He’s just a kid. How’s he supposed to know what’s best for him?’
‘I bet when you were his age you knew what you wanted.’
‘Maybe,’ Brady conceded after a moment’s thought. ‘But I’ll give you odds-on I didn’t get it.’ He laughed. ‘Maybe I’m still not getting it. Know what I think about that?’
‘What?’
‘Just watch.’
And Rebus did watch, as Cal Brady unzipped his fly, took out his penis, and began to urinate off the edge of Radical Road. Standing well back from the performance, it seemed to Rebus that he was pissing on Holyrood and Greenfield and St Leonard’s, pissing in a giant arc over the whole city.
And if Rebus had been able, at that exact moment he might have joined him.
Returning to St Leonard’s with Siobhan Clarke after a call-out, Rebus made a detour to the New Town. Clarke knew better than to ask why: he’d tell her in his own good time and not before.
It was late afternoon, and he sat kerbside, indicators flashing, wondering about Nicky Petrie. To pay a visit, or not to pay a visit? Would the girlfriend be there? Would Petrie string together another series of lies and half-truths? Clarke was about to open her mouth to say something when she saw his hands tighten on the steering-wheel.
A woman was coming down the steps from Petrie’s building. Rebus saw for the first time that a taxi was waiting. She stepped into it. He’d caught only a glimpse of her: tall, willowy. A blonde pageboy cut. Black dress and tights beneath a billowing black wool coat. Rebus switched off the indicators, made to follow the cab, started explaining the situation to Clarke.
‘Where do you think she’s going?’
‘Only one way to find out.’
The taxi headed towards Princes Street, crossed it and crawled up The Mound. Through traffic lights at the top and took a right down Victoria Street. Grassmarket was the destination. Nicola paid the driver, got out. She looked around, somewhat uncertainly. Her face was like a mask.
‘Bit heavy on the make-up,’ Clarke commented. Rebus was trying to find a parking space. Finding none, he left the car on a single yellow line. If he got a ticket, it could join the others in the glove compartment.
‘Where did she go?’ he asked, getting out of the car.
‘Down Cowgate, I think,’ Clarke said.
‘Hell does she want down there?’
While Grassmarket itself had been gentrified, the area immediately to the east was still Hostel City: a place the city’s dispossessed could, for the moment, call its own. Things would doubtless be different once the politicians moved in down the road.
They stood on street corners, or sat on the steps of disused churches – baggy-trousered and grim-bearded, with too few teeth, and stooped backs. As Rebus and Clarke rounded the corner, they saw that the woman was walking with exaggerated slowness through a phalanx of admirers, only a smattering of whom bothered asking her for spare change and cigarettes.
‘Likes to show off,’ Clarke said.
‘And not too fussy with it.’
‘Just one thing bothering me, sir . . .’
But Nicola had turned to acknowledge a wolf-whistle, and as she did so she saw them. She turned again quickly and upped her pace, keeping a tight hold of her zebra-skin shoulder-bag.
‘Not the world’s greatest surveillance,’ Clarke said.
‘She knows us,’ Rebus hissed. They broke into a trot, ran along the pavement below George IV Bridge. She wore flat-heeled shoes, ran well despite the tangle of her long coat. She found a gap in the traffic and darted across the road. Cowgate was horrible: a narrow canyon, with high-sided buildings. When traffic built up, the carbon monoxide had no place to go. The stitches in Rebus’s chest slowed him down.
‘Guthrie Street,’ Clarke said. That was where Nicola was headed. It would bring her up on to Chambers Street, where she could more easily lose her pursuers. But as she turned into the steep wynd, she bumped into someone. The collision sent her spinning. Something fell to the ground, but she kept running. Rebus paused to scoop it up. A short blonde wig.
‘What the hell?’
‘That’s what I was trying to tell you, sir,’ Clarke said. Ahead of them, Nicola was tiring, holding the wall for support as she hauled herself up the incline. Limping, too, an ankle twisted in the collision. Eventually, just as she reached Chambers Street, her hair short and merely fair now rather than blonde, she gave up, stood with her back to the wall, panting noisily. Perspiration was streaking the make-up. Behind the mask, Rebus saw someone he knew only too well.
Not Nicola, Nicky. Nicky Petrie.
Petrie’s words: Straitlaced old town, how else are we going to get our thrills . . .?
Rebus’s heart was on fire as he stopped in front of him. He could hardly get the words out.
‘It’s story time, Mr Petrie.’ He slapped the wig down on Nicky Petrie’s head. Petrie, with a show of disgust, removed the wig, held it to his face. It was hard to make out now what was sweat and what was tears.
‘Oh God, oh God, oh God,’ he kept saying.
‘Where’s Damon Mee?’
‘Oh God, oh God, oh God.’
‘I don’t think He’s in a position to help you, Nicky.’
Rebus looked at the clothes. They could belong to Ama Petrie: brother and sister were of similar build, Nicky slightly taller and broader. The black dress looked tight on him.
‘This is what you like to do, Nicky? Dress up as a woman?’
‘No harm in it,’ Clarke added quickly. ‘We’re all different.’
Nicky looked at her, blinking to refocus his eyes.
‘You could do with a makeover, sweetheart,’ he said.
She smiled. ‘You’re probably right.’
‘Who does your make-up, Nicky?’ Rebus asked. ‘Ama?’
He straightened up. ‘All my own work.’
‘And then you head for this side of town? Walk up and down and soak up the admiration?’
‘I don’t expect you to—’
‘Nobody’s asking what you expect, Mr Petrie.’ He turned to Clarke. ‘Go fetch the car.’ Handed her the keys. ‘We’ll need to take Mr Petrie here to the station.’
Petrie’s eyes widened with fear. ‘Why?’
‘To answer a few questions about Damon Mee. And to explain why you’ve been lying to us all along.’
Petrie made to say something, then bit his lip.
‘Suit yourself,’ Rebus told him. Then, to Clarke: ‘Go get the car.’
Rebus questioned Nicky Petrie for half an hour. He made sure that anyone who wanted to gawp had the chance to come into the interview room. Petrie sat there with his head in his hands, not looking up, while a parade of CID and uniforms commented on his shoes, tights and dress.
‘I can get you some trousers and a shirt,’ Rebus offered.
‘I know what you’re trying to do,’ Petrie said when they were alone. ‘Humiliate me all you like, this lady’s not for talking.’ He managed a small defiant smile.
‘I’m sure your dad will come riding to the rescue anyway,’ Rebus commented, pleased to see some of the colour leave the young man’s lips.
‘I don’t need my father.’
‘That’s as may be, but we’ll need to contact him. Best for us to do it rather than the papers.’
‘Papers?’
Rebus barked a laugh. ‘Think they’ll let something like this pass them by? No, sir, you’re going to be cover-boy for a day, Nicky. Congratulations. Bit of pan-stick and a wig, they might even pay you for the privilege.’
‘They don’t need to know,’ Petrie said quietly.
Rebus shrugged. ‘Cop-shops are like sieves, Nicky. All these people who’ve seen you here . . . I can’t promise they won’t talk.’
‘Bastard.’
‘If you like, Nicky.’ Rebus leaned forward. ‘All I want to know is where I can find Damon Mee.’
‘Then I can’t help you,’ Nicky Petrie said, with all the defiance he could muster.
Plan Two: Ama Petrie.
She flew into the station like a whirlwind. Cal Brady was right: she had a soft spot for her little brother.
‘Where is he? What have you done with him?’
Rebus looked at her with a façade of utter calm. ‘Shouldn’t those be my questions?’
She didn’t seem to understand.
‘Damon Mee,’ Rebus explained. ‘Nicky met him at Gaitano’s, took him to the boat where you were having one of your parties. That’s the last time he was seen alive, Ms Petrie.’
‘It’s got nothing to do with Nicky.’
They were seated in the same interview room, Nicky Petrie having been taken down to the cells. It was also the same interview room where Harold Ince had first been questioned. Ince had been sentenced to twelve years, Marshall to eight, the bulk of both sentences to be served at Peterhead. Had Rebus known anyone there, he might have put in a word for Ince. But he didn’t know a single damned soul . . .
‘What’s got nothing to do with Nicky?’ he asked.
‘It’s my fault, not his.’
Rebus understood: she thought Nicky had talked, had somehow incriminated himself. She was underestimating him. The chink in her armour which Cal Brady had detected: she loved her brother too much.
Rebus sat back, knew how to play this. He asked her if she wanted anything to drink. She shook her head violently.
‘I want to make a statement,’ she blurted out.
‘You’ll probably want a solicitor, Ms Petrie.’
‘Bugger that.’ She stopped suddenly. ‘Is Nicky here? In this station?’
‘Safely in the cells.’
‘Safely?’ Her voice trembled. ‘Poor Nicky . . .’ She was dry-eyed but her face was tense.
‘Did Damon Mee know Nicky wasn’t really a woman?’
‘How could he not?’
Rebus shrugged. ‘Your brother’s pretty convincing.’
She allowed herself a brief smile. ‘He always said he should have been the girl and I the boy.’
Rebus knew Nicky had run away from home aged twelve. He’d been running ever since . . .
‘So what happened on the boat?’
‘We’d all been drinking.’ She looked at him. ‘You know what parties are like.’
She was trying to win him round to her side. Too late for that, but he nodded anyway.
‘Then Nicky brought this piece of rough below decks.’
‘Piece of rough?’
‘As in rough and ready. I’m not being a snob, Inspector.’
‘Of course not. I take it all of you knew Nicky’s . . . preferences?’
‘The gang of us, yes. A few couples were up dancing. Nicky and this Damon joined them.’ Her eyes went unfocused; she was picturing the scene. ‘Nicky had his head on Damon’s shoulder, and just for a moment our eyes met . . . and he looked so happy.’ She screwed shut her eyes.
‘Then what happened?’
She opened her eyes again, staring at the desk. ‘Alfie and Cherie were one of the other couples. Alfie was as drunk as I’ve ever seen him. For a joke, he leaned over and snatched Nicky’s wig. Nicky chased him round the room. And Damon just stood there, like he was thunderstruck. He looked . . . it really seemed hilarious at the time. His face was a picture. Then he ran for the stairs. Nicky saw what was happening and went after him . . .’
‘They had a fight?’
She looked at him. ‘Is that what he told you?’ She smiled. ‘Dear Nicky . . . You’ve seen him, Inspector. He couldn’t hurt a fly. No, by the time I came up on deck, this Damon person had Nicky down on the ground. He was strangling the life out of him, at the same time thumping his head against the deck. Lifting it . . . thudding it back down. I grabbed an empty wine bottle, swung it at the side of his head. It didn’t knock him cold or anything. The bottle didn’t even break, not like in the films. But he let go of Nicky, staggered to his feet.’
‘And?’
‘And seemed to lose his balance. He fell over the side and into the water. It’s funny . . . the deck’s not that high above the water line . . . he hardly made a sound as he fell.’
‘What did you do?’
‘I had to make sure Nicky was all right. I took him back down below. His throat hurt, but I got a brandy down him.’
‘I meant, what did you do about Damon?’
‘Oh, him . . .’ She thought it over. ‘Well, by the time I went back up, there was no sign of him. I assumed he’d swum ashore.’
Rebus stared at her. ‘Are you quite sure that’s what you assumed?’
‘To be honest . . . I’m not sure I thought anything at all. He was gone, and he couldn’t hurt Nicky, that was all that mattered. That’s all that ever matters to me. So you see, whatever Nicky’s told you, he only did in order to protect me. I’m the one you should put in the cell. Nicky should go home.’
‘Thanks for the advice.’
‘You will let him go, won’t you?’
He stood up, leaned across the desk towards her. ‘I know Damon’s family. I’ve seen the way they’ve been suffering. Your precious brother doesn’t know the half of it.’
She glowered at him. ‘And why should he?’
He thought of a thousand answers, knew she’d rebut every one of them. Instead, he told her he’d need a written statement. He’d send someone in to take it. He made for the door.
‘And then you’ll let Nicky out, won’t you, Inspector?’
His one little victory: he left without saying a word.
Later that night, he found himself in Cowgate again, further to the east this time, past the mothballed mortuary, walking towards the building site on Holyrood. Behind it, he could make out a couple of the Greenfield tower-blocks, and behind those Salisbury Crags. The sun had set, but it wasn’t quite dark. The twilight could last an age at this time of year. Demolition work had stopped for the day. He couldn’t be sure where everything would go, but he knew there’d be a newspaper building, a theme park, and the Parliament building. They’d all be ready for the twenty-first century, or so the predictions went. Taking Scotland into the new millennium. Rebus tried to raise within himself a tiny cheer of hope, but found it stifled by his old cynicism.
No longer twilight now. Darkness had fallen. Shadows seemed to rise all around him as a bell tolled in the distance. The blood that had seeped into stone, the bones that lay twisting in their eternity, the stories and horrors of the city’s past and present . . . he knew they’d all come rising in the digger’s steel jaws, bubbling to the surface as the city began its slow ascent towards being a nation’s capital once again.
Forget it, John, he told himself. It’s the Old Town, that’s all.
Cary Oakes sat in the visitors’ room at Saughton Prison. They hadn’t put any cuffs on him, and there was just the one guard. One guard was almost demeaning. Then the door opened and his solicitor walked in. That’s what they were called here – solicitors. Cary smiled, bowed his head in greeting. The lawyer was young, looked eager but flustered. First time, probably, but that was OK. Youngsters, working hard to make the grade . . . they’d put in the hours for you, go the extra yard. Cary had nothing against fresh blood.
He waited till the guy was seated and ready, notepad out, pen held in his right hand. Then he began his spiel.
‘I’m innocent, man, so help me. And you’ve got to do that: you’ve got to help me. Between us, we can prove I didn’t do anything.’ He leaned forward, rested his elbows on the table. ‘It’ll make your career. You’re my man, I can sense it.’
Gave a big open smile.
Discussion points for Dead Souls
The musical commentary is very obvious in the narrative of Dead Souls. Discuss its subtext.
Unexpected connections abound between the characters – between the criminals themselves, and also between Rebus and old friends, or Rebus and ‘ghosts’ from the past – how does Ian Rankin keep them all to the forefront of the reader’s mind?
Is it fair to say that with the retirement of the Farmer, Rebus will lose a valiant comic opponent?
Consider the manner in which Ian Rankin builds the menace surrounding Cary Oakes. Is the role of journalist Jim Stevens integral to this? What is one supposed to make of Oakes’s behaviour in the Catholic church he visits? Why does he make his baiting of Rebus so ‘personal’?
Oakes says, ‘That Rebus. He’s not exactly what you’d call a slow burner, now is he?’ Is this a valid comment?
How is Rebus’s relationship with Dr Patience Aitken progressing?
‘That was the trouble with monsters. They could be every bit as ordinary as anyone else.’ This comment is made about Harold Ince, but does it encapsulate a theme that Ian Rankin keeps returning to in his series of Rebus books? There is a theme of ‘stepping away from the world’: consider the various ways that Ian Rankin explores this.
When Rebus asks himself, ‘What in God’s name have I done?’, what has he done? Would he see his actions as justified? And what about the consequences?
Where is Rebus now positioned on questions of religious belief?
Rebus returns to his childhood stomping-ground of Fife. Is it because he’s out of his Edinburgh environs that he can flirt with Janice Mee?
What does Rebus believe history is made of? How does Ian Rankin explore this concept?
What does Rebus claim that obsession can do to one? Is he speaking from personal experience?
How does Rebus’s inability to separate work from his private life manifest itself in his treatment of Darren Rough?
What is it about this case that, in part at least, restores some of Rebus’s lost faith in policing?
This is the most personal portrayal so far of Ian Rankin’s own background; would a reader who doesn’t know this be able to guess?
Ian Rankin claims he wanted to change Rebus’s mind about issues connected with paedophilia – does he succeed, and, if so, how does he manage this?
Introduction to DI John Rebus
The first novels to feature Rebus, a flawed but resolutely humane detective, were not an overnight sensation, and success took time to arrive. But the wait became a period that allowed Ian Rankin to come of age as a writer, and to develop Rebus into a thoroughly believable, flesh-and-blood character straddling both industrial and post-industrial Scotland; a gritty yet perceptive man coping with his own demons. As Rebus struggled to keep his relationship with daughter Sammy alive following his divorce, and to cope with the imprisonment of brother Michael, while all the time trying to strike a blow for morality against a fearsome array of sinners (some justified and some not), readers began to respond in their droves. Fans admired Ian Rankin’s re-creation of a picture-postcard Edinburgh with a vicious tooth-and-claw underbelly just a heartbeat away, his believable but at the same time complex plots and, best of all, Rebus as a conflicted man trying always to solve the unsolvable, and to do the right thing.
As the series progressed, Ian Rankin refused to shy away from contentious issues such as corruption in high places, paedophilia and illegal immigration, combining his unique seal of tight plotting with a bleak realism, leavened with brooding humour.
In Rebus the reader is presented with a rich and constantly evolving portrait of a complex and troubled man, irrevocably tinged with the sense of being an outsider and, potentially, unable to escape being a ‘justified sinner’ himself. Rebus’s life is intricately related to his Scottish environs too, enriched by Ian Rankin’s attentive depiction of locations, and careful regard to Rebus’s favourite music, watering holes and books, as well as his often fraught relationships with colleagues and family. And so, alongside Rebus, the reader is taken on an often painful, sometimes hellish journey to the depths of human nature, always rooted in the minutiae of a very recognisable Scottish life.
The Oxford Bar – Rebus and many of the characters who appear in the novels are regulars of the Ox – as is Ian Rankin himself. The pub is now synonymous with the Rebus novels to the extent that one of the regular medical examiners called in to assist with investigations is named after the pub’s owner, John Gates.
Edinburgh plays an important role throughout the Rebus novels; a character itself, as brooding and as volatile as Rebus. The Edinburgh depicted in the novels is far short of the beautiful city that tourists in their thousands flood to visit. Hidden behind the historic buildings and elegant façades is the world that Rebus inhabits.
For general discussion regarding the Rebus series
How does Ian Rankin reveal himself as an author interested in using fiction to ‘tell the truths the real world can’t’?
There are similarities between the lives of the author and his protagonist – for instance, both Ian Rankin and Rebus were born in Fife, lost their mothers at an early age, have children with physical problems – so is it useful therefore to think of John Rebus and Ian Rankin as each other’s alter egos?
Could it be said that Rebus is trying to make sense in a general way of the world around him, or is he seeking answers to the ‘big questions’? And is it relevant therefore that he is a believer in God and comes from a Scottish Presbyterian background? Would Rebus see confession in both the religious and the criminal sense as similar in any way?
How does Ian Rankin explore notions of Edinburgh as a character in its own right? In what way does he contrast the glossy public and seedy private faces of the city with the public and private faces of those Rebus meets?
How does Ian Rankin use musical sources – the Elvis references in The Black Book, for instance, or the Rolling Stones allusions in Let It Bleed – as a means of character development through the series? What does Rebus’s own taste in music and books say about him as a person?
What do you think about Rebus as a character? If you have read several or more novels from the series, discuss how his character is developed.
If Rebus has a problem with notions of ‘pecking order’ and the idea of authority generally, what does it say about him that he chose careers in hierarchical institutions such as the Army and then the police?
How does Rebus relate to women: as lovers, flirtations, family members and colleagues?
Do the flashes of gallows humour as often shown by the pathologists but sometimes also in Rebus’s own comments increase or dissipate narrative tension? Does Rebus use black comedy for the same reasons the pathologists do?
Do Rebus’s personal vulnerabilities make him understanding of the frailties of others?
How does the characterisation of Rebus compare to other long-standing popular detectives from British authors such as Holmes, Poirot, Morse or Dalgleish? And are there more similarities or differences between them?
Ian Rankin is the internationally bestselling author of the Inspector Rebus and Detective Malcolm Fox novels, as well as a string of standalone thrillers. His books have been translated into thirty-six languages and are bestsellers on several continents. Ian is the recipient of four CWA Dagger Awards and in 2004 won America’s celebrated Edgar Award. He is also the recipient of honorary degrees from the universities of Abertay, St Andrews, Hull and Edinburgh, and received the OBE for services to literature, opting to receive the prize in his home city of Edinburgh, where he lives with his partner and two sons.
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