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Once again, this is for my lady, my gem, my lovely wife, the impeccable Eileen, who never did anything remotely bad enough to warrant ending up with me, but who tolerates me nonetheless. Thank you now and always, honey.




One

‘Where did we get to?’

Bob Skinner blinked as he spoke. ‘I’m sorry, Kevin, what was that? I let myself drift away there. It must be too damned warm in here. Is that one of your head-shrinker’s tricks?’

The man opposite gazed back at him, a half-smile flicking a corner of his mouth. He made a faint sound that might have been a sigh; but then again, probably not, more likely only a simple drawing of breath. Kevin O’Malley was famous for his patience, that unshakeable, remorseless patience which made it virtually impossible to evade his questions, or to answer them in anything other than direct terms.

The deputy chief constable envied him: his own interrogation technique, successful as it had proved over the years, was based on relentless psychological pressure, rather than compassion. He guessed that in the weeks to come, he might find himself trying to adopt some of the consultant psychiatrist’s methods.

‘I asked you to think back to the other times you’ve had to use a firearm on duty.’

‘Times?’

‘We’ve had this conversation before, remember.’

‘Sure, I remember.’ Skinner scowled at him. ‘They say I’m smart, Kevin, but when I drafted the standing order that requires all officers to have counselling whenever they’ve been involved in a shooting incident, I didn’t have the bloody wit to add, “apart from me”!’

‘What have you got against counselling, Bob?’

‘You know bloody well, for I’ve told you often enough. I don’t like anyone rummaging inside my head.’

‘Maybe not, but . . .’

‘But nothing . . .’

O’Malley’s smile seemed slightly at odds with the look in his eye. ‘But plenty: you’ve had a crisis with buried secrets in the past. There were things in there that you weren’t admitting, even to yourself.’

‘That’s in the past. There’s nothing I can’t cope with, not any more.’

‘So answer my last question.’

‘It wasn’t a question. You asked me to think back.’

‘So do it.’

‘I’m doing it.’

O’Malley waited.

‘There was the time when we had the Syrian president in Edinburgh and some people had a go at him.’

‘Yes. And you shot one of them.’

‘I did. Not long after that there was an incident in the castle. I was there and armed, and I had to fire again. I hit him too.’

‘Both these people died?’

‘The first one died at the scene; the second was only wounded, but he died later in hospital, not directly of his  wounds, something to do with the treatment . . . something about an embolism, as I recall.’

‘But were you trying to kill him?’

‘I was trying to render him harmless. Since he was pointing a fucking Uzi at me at the time, that did call for something pretty terminal.’

‘And this most recent episode?’

‘There was a situation; I had no choice but to fire.’

‘Were you in mortal danger yourself?’

‘No, but someone else was. I fired, I hit, the captive got away.’

‘The person you shot this time, did he die?’

‘Yes, but I’m not sure whether I killed him or not. His group escaped in a boat, which was later taken out by RAF action. They found three bodies, but it was a Humpty Dumpty situation.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean that putting all the pieces back together was an impossible job.’

‘I see.’

Uncharacteristically, O’Malley frowned, as if the words had conjured up a vision that he would rather not have seen. He took a sip from the coffee cup on his table as he looked at his patient.

‘What are you thinking, Kevin?’ Skinner asked him.

‘You tell me.’

‘You’re thinking that for someone who’s admitting to having shot three human beings, I’m remarkably self-possessed. You’re thinking that you’ve examined psychopaths who reacted to their actions much as I have.’

‘Crimes.’

‘What?’

‘Who reacted to their crimes: you avoided the use of the word.’

‘So?’

‘Do you feel remorse for these three deaths? Do you ever have nightmares?’

‘Do their faces come back to haunt me, d’you mean?’

‘Something like that.’

‘In truth, Kevin, I don’t remember what any of them even looked like. The last one I never saw, other than through a night-sight . . . and then only the back of him.’ The DCC paused. ‘Look, I have the odd bad dream, but they’re not like I’m haunted. My nightmares are usually about what would have happened if things had gone the other way, if my gun had jammed, or if I’d missed my shot.’

‘Doesn’t that make you worry that you might be a psychopathic personality?’

A ball of almost tangible tension seemed to hang in the air as Skinner stared at his inquisitor . . . Then it vanished, as he laughed.

‘Bollocks, man, I’m no such thing. I react to situations in the way I’m trained to; that doesn’t make me a psycho. And you know why it doesn’t just as well as I do . . . at least I hope you do. It’s because I care, Kevin. I care about society, I love my family, and I fear the impact on them if anything happened to me. That’s what gives me the strength to deal with these things, not some inner voice that says, “Hey, I’ve got a gun and a licence to shoot that bastard!” Don’t be fucking crazy, man.’

‘I’m a psychiatrist,’ O’Malley retorted. ‘Of course I’m crazy, we all get that way in the end. Don’t worry, Bob, your self-analysis is spot on. If it wasn’t, I’d be in a difficult position, for when I report to the chief constable I’d have to recommend that you never had a firearm placed in your hand again, and maybe even that you were compulsorily retired.’

‘Some might thank you for that, but Sir James Proud wouldn’t . . . I hope.’

‘It’s not long to his own retirement, so I guess that losing you is the last thing he’d want.’ The psychiatrist paused. ‘Getting back on topic, Bob, we’ve dealt with the effect this and other incidents have had on you, but what about your family? How has your wife dealt with them, and Alex, your daughter?’

Skinner’s eyes narrowed. ‘I’m not sure that it is “on topic”. Why do you ask?’

Again, O’Malley seemed to lose a little of his self-possession; he shifted in his chair. ‘Come on, Bob,’ he protested. ‘My concern is with your total welfare, and your ability to function in a very responsible job. If people close to you are damaged by what’s happening to you, it’s relevant.’

‘Like hell it is. My family life is my own business, for better or worse. Did you ask Neil McIlhenney or Bandit Mackenzie that same question when you interviewed them?’

‘Yes, I did, and they both gave me straight answers, unlike you.’

‘What did they say?’

‘Don’t try to shift the ground. That’ll be included in my reports to you, as far as it’s relevant. It’s you I want to talk about.’

‘Why?’ Skinner demanded again. ‘Have you been hearing things?’ From nowhere, there was suspicion in his voice. ‘Has Jimmy been talking to you?’

‘Bob, I haven’t a clue what you mean by that.’ O’Malley  seemed genuinely surprised. ‘Maybe we should move on from psychopathology and consider paranoia.’

‘No, let’s not do that. You just touched on a sensitive area in my private life, that’s all.’

‘Do you want to talk about it? Indeed, can you talk about it?’

‘Ah, you know both of us, so I don’t see why not. The fact is, Kevin, that Sarah and I are splitting up; she’s leaving me and going to set up a medical practice in New York. Mind you,’ he rushed to add, ‘her decision has nothing to do with the stuff you’re talking about. This is something that’s been brewing for a while.’

‘What about your children? I assume they’ll be going with their mother.’

‘Then you’re assuming wrong. We’re sharing custody; Mark, James Andrew, and Seonaid will live with me during the school term and spend their holidays with Sarah.’

‘How do you feel about this?’

Skinner shrugged his shoulders, an awkward movement since he was seated. ‘I feel as well as can be expected: that would sum it up. I hate failure in any form, but failing at marriage is just about the worst. We’re both being very civilised about it, though. A confrontational divorce wouldn’t help anyone.’

‘You mean it wouldn’t help your career?’

‘Do me a favour, mate! That hasn’t occurred to me at all. Since you ask, I don’t think it would harm it, but that’s not an issue. Neither is the fact that Sarah’s a hell of a lot wealthier than I am since her parents died. If we do a conventional property split, I’d be the winner, but we won’t. No, the kids come first and that’s it.’

‘You’re quite sure this has nothing to do with the areas we’ve been discussing?’

‘I said so, didn’t I?’ the DCC snapped irritably. ‘Things have happened between us.’

‘There’s been a third party?’

‘Over the years? Third parties, on both sides, to be honest: mine even made the lower end of the tabloid market, remember.’

‘I was trying not to. Okay, you haven’t been a paragon. Is that why Sarah’s going?’

The big man shook his grey-maned head. ‘No, she’s much better at forgiving than I am. I suppose that’s it. She had an affair in the States a while back. I’ve had trouble dealing with that.’

‘Why?’

‘Why have I had trouble?’ Skinner’s voice had an air of incredulity.

‘No, no. That’s a male ego thing, typical behaviour, nothing unusual about that. Why did Sarah have an affair?’

‘Ask her. Ask her about the other times as well.’

‘How many?’

‘Okay, just one other . . . that I know of. It happened that first time we were separated, and I was, I was . . . Let’s just say I don’t blame her too much for that. This one? Why? I don’t know why. She found the other fellow attractive, and they were far from strangers to each other. They’d been close at college, then gone their separate ways. Maybe she’d been carrying an Ever Ready for him all along. Or maybe it was just like she said, that I’d left her out there on her own when she needed me.’

‘Or maybe she just found him safe,’ said O’Malley, quietly.

‘Safe?’

‘Yes, Bob, safe. I’ve interviewed more than a few police officers’ wives in my time. Their stories all have the same thread running through them. “When he goes out the door in the morning in that uniform, I can never be one hundred per cent sure that he’s coming back.” That’s what they all wind up saying, one way or another. Okay, there may be little or no statistical basis for their anxiety, but that doesn’t make it any the less real.’

‘If she was after safety, she got it wrong, big-time. He’s dead.’

‘That’s too bad, but it doesn’t affect what I’m saying.’ He paused again. ‘Bob, the women I’m talking about, they’re the wives of ordinary officers, people on the beat, in office jobs, even. You are not one of those people. Look at the things that have happened to you; man, you’re a lightning rod for trouble, and still you go charging out into the worst thunderstorms. But the irony of it is that you don’t have to. You’re a deputy chief constable, for God’s sake. You’re in the Command Corridor; you have a desk job, yet you still go out there, whenever you can from what I gather, into the line of fire. You go on about how much you care for your family, and I believe you, but did you ever stop to consider how much the professional choices you’ve been taking might be harming Sarah?’ The psychiatrist let out a long sigh. ‘I wasn’t going to bring this up, but you did. She left you once before, as you’ve just said. Didn’t you get the message then? Not at all?’

Skinner started out of his chair. For a moment, it seemed that he would explode in anger, but he settled back down, with a calm, sad look in his eyes.

‘If not me, who?’ he asked.

‘Pardon?’

‘Don’t go dumb on me, Kevin. The operation I’ve just been on: how much do you know about it?’

‘I know as much as was in my brief for these interviews, and what I’ve read in the papers. Why? Was there more to it than that?’

‘That’s irrelevant. My question is, if I hadn’t been there to lead it, who else could have done it and seen it through to success?’

‘The army?’

‘No time: it all happened too fast.’

‘Andy Martin?’

‘He wasn’t there.’

‘McIlhenney?’

‘Close, but no; there was only me, Kevin. And if I hadn’t stood up, then and on all those other times you mentioned, what would the consequences have been? Innocent lives would have been lost for a start, lives that I’ve sworn an oath to protect. You’re telling me that’s had an effect on my wife? Of course it bloody has: it’s had an effect on me too. But it’s my job. Yes, I do it my way, but it’s the only way I know how to, and I cannot run away from it before my time is up. As I said, if I do have a nightmare, it’s about not living to see my kids grow up. But if I turn my back on my duty . . . that’s what it is, Kevin, my duty, not just another job . . . who’s going to protect them, and others like them?’

‘Come on, man, you’re part of a team.’

‘No, I’m the leader of a team, a very special team, and I do my best to lead by example; always have, always will.’

‘You’re addicted to it, to the danger.’

‘Maybe I am, but if so, that’s what makes me so fucking good at it.’

The unexpected grin made O’Malley blink. ‘Maybe you’re thinking,’ Skinner chuckled, ‘that you could save my marriage by declaring me off the wall, by giving me a psychological red card. If so, forget it; if Sarah can’t live with me in the job, then without it I couldn’t live with her, for a bit of me . . . no, all of me . . . would always blame her for forcing me out of it while there was still work for me to do. Anyway, she doesn’t love me any more.’

‘You’re not the man she married, you mean?’

‘Ah, but I am, that’s the problem.’

‘Do you love her?’

‘No, not the way I should. Kevin, we’ve had this discussion, Sarah and me; we know where each other stands, and we’re content with that and with what we’ve agreed. I understand your professional interest, and I appreciate your concern as a friend, but there’ll be no going back.’

‘Okay,’ O’Malley conceded. ‘If that’s the way it is, so be it, and good luck to you both.’ He frowned again. ‘This session is over, but there is one other thing. Earlier you asked me about my interviews with McIlhenney and Mackenzie.’

‘Yes.’

‘I’ll let you have my reports on them, which are fine, but you won’t find what I’m going to say in McIlhenney’s. You’re very close to the man, Bob, I know that, almost as close as you are to Andy Martin. Just don’t try to mould him in your image, that’s all.’

‘Who says I am? Neil?’

‘No, I do. That’s how it seems to me, and I’m usually right about these things. He’s an exceptional officer, and a strong man, but there’s something in him that isn’t in you, and vice versa. You have a quality he hasn’t.’

‘What’s that?’

‘To boil it all down, he won’t always pull the trigger in time.’

It was Skinner’s turn to frown.

‘I believe that you’re going to London soon, on special assignment, and you’re taking him with you.’

‘Yes, but it’s very far from common knowledge. Did Neil tell you that?’

‘It came up during our discussion. Of course, that makes it a privileged communication, so you don’t have to worry about confidentiality. Bob, he will never tell you this himself, but he doesn’t want to go.’

‘Why not?’

‘Jesus, man, you can’t guess? Because his wife is pregnant and because she was scared to death by his involvement in what just happened.’

Skinner whistled. ‘Bloody hell! I should have considered that.’ He leaned back and stared at the ceiling for a few seconds. ‘My problem is,’ he said, ‘that I’m taking Neil because he’s in the loop, so to speak.’

‘Do you have another option?’

‘No, but it looks as if I’ll have to find one. Thanks for marking my card, though. And thanks for our chat. It’s always good to talk to you.’

‘Indeed? Why?’

Skinner winked. ‘It reminds me how sane I really am.’




Two

There were days when Sir James Proud could not help but agree, reluctantly though it may have been, with his wife. He could retire at any time he chose, with a pension that would fund a lifestyle that would be the envy of most, and with the certainty that he would be able to top it up by accepting one or two of the offers of directorships that would be bound to come his way.

He could have gone, honourably, after the warning shot of his coronary incident. Instead he had lost weight, taken sensible exercise, and resumed his duties.

Proud Jimmy had been a police officer for all of his adult life, and had been the chief constable of Scotland’s capital city, of which his father had been Lord Provost, and of the green lands around it for far longer than any of his predecessors. Indeed, only one of them was still alive, and he was in his mid-eighties.

In his heart of hearts, he had never expected to make it to the highest rank in the service, and certainly not to the command of Scotland’s second largest force. When he was appointed there had been whispers that his elevation owed much to his connections to people of influence, but he had ignored them.  He knew his strengths: he was a good administrator, a first-class personnel manager, and he had an authoritative appearance, with bearing to match, that made him stand out in a crowd. Strangely, the virtue which he valued least, the natural diplomacy he had inherited from his father, was the one that had been crucial in taking him to the top. Never, at any time in his service, had he been known to upset anyone, other than certain members of the police advisory board, and even then, only when it had been absolutely necessary.

On the other hand he was aware of his weaknesses: he was old fashioned in his attitudes, almost his entire career, after four years of beat-pounding, had been spent behind a desk, and he had no background in detective work. He had spent his early years protecting public order and preventing crime, usually from a distance, but he had never been a thief-catcher and, in truth, had never really understood what made a good one stand out, not, at least, until he had met Bob Skinner.

He had understood from the outset that there was something exceptional about the young man, whose very early promotion to detective sergeant had been sent to his office for approval. He had seen it first in his personnel file. Graduate officers were unusual in those days, but one who came from an affluent professional family was unique in Proud’s experience. And then, of course, there was his father. The young Skinner’s promotion would be likely to take him into sensitive areas, and so, without his knowledge, he had been vetted. The screening had revealed that William Skinner was far more than an ordinary Scottish solicitor. During the Second World War he had been a member of the Special Operations Executive, and although the Ministry of Defence had refused to divulge any  details of his service, they did reveal that he had been decorated three times, the last being the award of the George Cross. Because of the nature of the SOE’s work, none of the citations had been made public, and there had been no mention of them on the younger Skinner’s original application to join the police service. At the time, Proud had found this slightly strange: it was some years later that he discovered that Skinner himself had been unaware of his father’s distinctions until after his death.

His imposing deputy was on the chief constable’s mind as he sat at his desk that Friday morning, staring at Kevin O’Malley’s ‘Eyes Only’ report. The psychiatrist was not one to mince his words.

 

Deputy Chief Constable Skinner [Proud read] has come through another testing operational situation with flying colours. He shows no sign of emotional or psychological damage; indeed, the calmness and detachment which he showed in discussing the events which led to his discharging his weapon mark him out once more as an exceptional person.

In my years in practice, during which I have counselled many officers following potentially traumatic experiences, I have never encountered an individual, not one as rational as he is, at any rate, with such self-control. And yet, that in itself gives me cause for concern. Every person has an emotional breaking point. With most, it is easy to predict when this is likely to occur. With someone who is as tightly wrapped as DCC Skinner it is virtually impossible.

I am aware, since he was willing to discuss it during our  session, that he is facing the imminent, and apparently irreversible, break-up of his marriage. I have to say that he appears to be handling this with the same calmness that he shows in professional situations. He and his wife seem to have reached an amicable parting of the ways in which the interests of their children will be paramount, and this is to be welcomed. Nevertheless, the arrangements which he described mean that he is about to become, for the second time in his life, a single parent, throughout the school term at least. Even with domestic assistance, this will impose a further burden upon him.

Mr Skinner has done a great deal in his career, for his force and indeed for his country. He is at an age and in a position of seniority where any other individual would be content to stand back entirely from any operational role that might place him at risk. Yet he is unwilling to do this, arguing that if a situation similar to that with which he has just dealt were to arise again, it would be his duty to assume field command in the absence of anyone with equal experience and skill. It would be easy to say that it is unlikely that such a crisis will occur again in this area, but given the times in which we live such a prediction would be foolish.

I have known Mr Skinner for many years. I would not like to be in a position of having to counsel or, worse, treat him, after he has found where his breaking point lies. I believe that it is in his interests for him to be taken away for a period from any chance that he might have to lead another active operation. I understand from our discussion that he is about to go, for a short period, on special assignment to London. This is timely, and may serve the purpose, but from what I  gather it is not likely to be enough. Short of a complete reorganisation of your command structure, and reallocation of responsibilities, I recommend that DCC Skinner, on his return to Edinburgh, be given sabbatical leave for a period of six months.



 

Proud Jimmy sighed as he finished the report and tossed it into his pending tray. ‘Certainly, Kevin.’ He groaned. ‘Maybe you’d like to try telling him.’

Yes, this was a Chrissie moment, all right, one of those times when his wife’s wish, unspoken but crystal clear nonetheless, seemed very attractive. He enjoyed gardening. His golf clubs were gathering dust in his locker at the Royal Burgess . . . not that they had ever seen much use, but he had always promised himself that there would be a time when they did. There was the book that he wanted to write, the one about the history of policing in the city of Edinburgh. And there was Lady Proud herself, above all, and the time that he knew he owed her.

The moment when he would have no choice but to retire would come soon enough, in a little more than a year, in fact. Christmas was on the way: he would have, potentially, one more of them in post, but by the Easter after that, he would have to be gone. What more could he achieve, he asked himself, between now and then?

Nothing, he answered.

Nothing, other than his most cherished wish: to see Bob Skinner appointed his successor. Normally a deputy would never succeed in his own force, but Proud’s diplomacy had overcome that hurdle years before, by having Skinner’s spell as  security adviser to the Secretary of State recognised officially as outside experience.

So what had kept him in the job? Paradoxically, it was Skinner himself, and his ambivalence, his refusal to commit himself to applying for the position. For a while it seemed that he had decided firmly against it, but a wise counsellor had persuaded him to consider where his duty really lay. But still, Proud could not be sure whether, when he did give up the baton, his anointed successor would pick it up.

And now here was Kevin O’Malley, throwing a spanner into the works. Sabbatical leave, indeed; he respected O’Malley, and he saw the merit in his proposal, but the timing was just plain wrong. It was an open secret that the name of Willie Haggerty, his assistant chief constable, was pencilled in for the newly announced vacancy in Dumfries. When that happened a successor would have to be appointed, and he would want to consult his deputy about the candidates. Then there was the unexpected vacancy in the head of CID’s office, brought about by Dan Pringle’s retirement. That would accelerate an intended shake-up of the divisional CID commanders, and Bob would want to be around for that. Indeed, he had already mentioned turning down the London assignment, but Proud had been able to persuade him that it was too important.

He looked at Chrissie’s photograph on his desk. ‘Sorry, love,’ he whispered.

He had just turned back to his morning’s workload when Gerry Crossley, his secretary, buzzed him. ‘Sorry to interrupt, Sir James,’ the young man began. ‘I have a caller on the line who’s asking if she can speak to you, personally.’

‘Police or civilian?’

‘Civilian, sir. She says her name is Trudi Friend, and that it’s a highly sensitive personal matter.’

The chief constable gasped. ‘I’ve never heard of the woman. She’s asking for me personally, you say?’

‘Yes, sir. I asked her if she could give me a little more detail, but she declined. She says that because of the nature of her request she can only explain it to you.’

‘Tell her to explain it in writing, in that case: if it’s a complaint against one of my officers it has to be handled formally.’

‘I’ve told her that already. She assures me that it isn’t; she says that the matter is private and not professional.’

‘How does she sound? Is she hysterical in any way?’

‘Not at all: she’s perfectly calm, and perfectly polite.’

Proud sighed, then looked at the pile of work before him. What was getting him down, if not the routine? ‘In that case, Gerry,’ he said, ‘I’d better be the same. Put her through.’

As he waited, he realised that he was curious. It was an unusual feeling for him. He spent his life being bombarded by briefings, reports, committee minutes, and assorted other facts. Most of the time, people told him things that he already knew. He was protected, expertly, by his secretary and others, from callers outside his circle. He tried to remember the last question he had needed to ask at work, before the three that he had just put to Gerry, and failed.

‘Mrs Friend,’ Crossley announced. He heard the usual click on the line.

‘Sir James?’ The woman’s voice sounded fresh and vigorous.

‘It is. How can I help you?’

‘It’s very complicated, but what it boils down to is this: I’m trying to find my mother.’

The chief constable felt a bristle of indignation, but he controlled it. ‘Mrs Friend,’ he said, ‘there are routine channels for reporting missing persons. You can approach them directly, and save yourself quite a bit of time.’

‘It’s not like that, I assure you; it’s not that simple. I’ve come to you because I believe that you are the person best placed to help me.’

‘How long has your mother been missing?’

‘Forty-one years.’

‘Forty-one . . .’

Trudi Friend cut across his exclamation. ‘I know it sounds ridiculous, but there are circumstances. Sir James, does the name Annabelle Gentle mean anything to you?’

The chief constable frowned as his mind travelled back to his teenage years. ‘Annabelle Gentle? No, I’m afraid that it doesn’t.’

‘How about Claude Bothwell?’

Claude Bothwell? he thought, and as he did, a face appeared before his mind’s eye. Claude? No, but Adolf, that’s another matter.

‘Where are you calling from, Mrs Friend?’ he asked.

‘I’m in Peebles.’

‘Can you get to Edinburgh easily?’

‘Yes. I can come up tomorrow, if necessary. Why?’

‘Because I think we should meet. I’d like to hear your story in person.’
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A big gamble, a bad deal, the odds are you could be..
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