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One

‘Up with the bloody lark?’ she murmured. ‘I don’t hear the little bastard among that lot. He’s still sat on the nest, sensible bird that he is.’

She was on the move so early that the dawn chorus was still singing at full volume; robins, blackbirds, wrens, pigeons and even the occasional seagull, all doing their best to wake the elegant old grey city from its slumbers.

Not that Randall Mosley relied on nature for her morning call; like much of the developed world, she set the alarm on her mobile phone to haul her back to life. Back home in Murrayfield, Denzel would be making the most of her absence, grabbing an extra couple of hours’ sleep before switching on his computer and starting work on his project.

The morning was bright and the sky was a very pale blue, promising one of the dry, warm days for which she and her staff had prayed during the second half of August, those seventeen days around which her world had become focused, in what was the first year of her new role. She pressed the button to lock her car. If she had taken the direct route into Charlotte Square, through her basement office at Number 5a, it would have meant cancelling and resetting the alarm system, so instead she headed out of the park, shielding her eyes against the low sun as she turned into St Colme Street, and until she could turn out of its glare into North Charlotte Street. She saw not a single moving vehicle as she  walked, only those in the residents’ bays, and the overnighters hoping to stay where they were for free throughout Sunday.

She was breathing heavily as she reached the top of the steep pavement alongside Number 1 Charlotte Square, and cursing the few spare kilos that made all the difference. Weight-watching had become a constant in her life, and it was made none the easier by the round of receptions and parties at which her attendance was an unspoken obligation. She liked to believe that she was a strong-willed woman, but she had discovered that her resistance was low when it came to the trays of canapés that seemed to pass constantly before her during the summer months. They had culminated in her own launch event, from which she and Denzel had escaped just after midnight . . . six and a half hours earlier . . . once the last trio of her journalist guests had headed off along Young Street, in the hope that the Oxford Bar would still be open.

The main entrance to Charlotte Square Gardens was still closed and under guard, but she used her key to open the small, squeaking gate in the north-east corner of the iron retaining fence. As she stepped inside, one of the night security staff, alerted by the sound, appeared from a small igloo-shaped tent; it served as the press pod during opening hours, and was pitched on the left of the wooden walkway on which she stood.

‘Morning, Randy,’ the man greeted her, with a Welsh lilt, as she approached him. He was clean-shaven, and his uniform was military sharp, but his spectacles failed to mask the dark circles under his eyes.

‘Hi, Gwyn,’ she replied, her accent flat and cosmopolitan. ‘All quiet during the night?’

‘Eventually,’ he told her. ‘Things never really settle down from the Saturday frenzy until about two in the morning, given all the pubs there are around here. We had no bother, though, unless you count a couple of drunks taking a piss through the railings on the far side of the site.’

Mosley frowned. ‘I count them; the smell tends to linger, unless it rains. Mind you,’ she conceded, ‘I suppose I’d rather have a mild smell of urine than the quagmire that I’m told my predecessor had for the last couple of years.’

‘So far so good then,’ said the senior guard. ‘Have you checked the long-range weather forecast?’

She smiled. ‘Every day, Mr Richards, every single day. Currently they’re promising warm and sunny for the first half of this week, with a good chance of it continuing through the month.’

‘Pray to God,’ he muttered.

The director of the Edinburgh International Book Festival did not believe in God, but she allowed herself a small compromise. ‘Amen,’ she muttered, as she moved on, towards the big rectangular module that served as her on-site office.

She knew that it would be empty; at that hour of the morning some of her people would be struggling into wakefulness, many would still be asleep, and one or two of the younger brigade might have just made it home from a night in the clubs. Still, she let herself in, moving methodically from desk to desk, checking that nobody had left without putting everything in place for the day to come. Everything was as it should have been; she knew that her fussiness was unnecessary, and that her morning ritual would upset her more senior staff had they known of it, but it was something she had to do if she was not to spend much of the day fretting about things that might go wrong.

When she had finished her round, she moved across to her own desk, took her laptop from her rucksack and pressed the ‘on’ button. When it had booted up, she logged on to the internet through the wireless network, and opened her mailbox. As usual it was stacked with incoming. She had banned the Festival staff from communicating with her by email, reminding them that the vocal method was still best, but that had only removed a small percentage of the total. Of the survivors,  most came from authors, their publicists, their agents and, in a couple of cases, from the family members who managed their diaries. She worked her way through them as quickly as she could, forwarding the majority to the people who could deal with them best, until all she was left with were four, one from her chairman congratulating her on the success of the opening day and offering a far too belated apology for his absence from the Welcome Party, two others from people she felt were too important (or, in one case, who felt himself too important) to be delegated, and another that had caught her eye.

She opened the first and swore, yelling, ‘Now he tells me!’ loud enough to draw a quick glance from Gwyn Richards, as he passed by the window.

The message was from Micah Sodje, an African novelist who had won the previous year’s Man Booker and who was rumoured to be a hot tip for the Nobel Prize, soon to be announced. He was her top attraction for the following Sunday and his event had sold out within hours. ‘Dear Mrs Mosley,’ it began inaccurately, ignoring her doctorate, ‘I am afraid that I find that progress on my next work has been slower than anticipated, owing to the effect of my success last year. If I am to meet my delivery date and keep my editor happy, something has to go, and I fear that it has to be Edinburgh. Please accept my withdrawal, with regret.’

‘Son-of-a-bitch!’ she shouted, wondering whether she knew enough members of the Swedish Academy to turn the Nobel vote against the defaulting author. ‘Now I’ve got three hundred and fifty tickets to be refunded and event sponsors to be smoothed! Who the hell does he think he is?’

Fuming, she searched through her contacts list until she found the address of Sodje’s publicist, then forwarded the cancellation with no message other than a long black line of exclamation marks.

Controlling herself with an effort, she moved on to the next item.  The screen name adma was showing. It gave little away, but she knew whose it was, and that it was personal rather than business. Aileen de Marco was Scotland’s First Minister, and a neighbour, as her official residence, Bute House, stood next door to the Book Festival’s more modest office. Not long after she had taken office, she had invited the equally newly appointed director for coffee, to canvass her opinion on the way the arts had been handled by the administration of her own inglorious predecessor. Mosley had been struck by the politician’s frankness, and de Marco by her guest’s global knowledge and evident enthusiasm for her subject; the two women had become regular correspondents. She opened the message.

‘Hi Randy’ it began. ‘Bob and I are finally holding that informal dinner party for four that I asked you about. You said you might manage an evening off next Thursday; 7:30 for 8, ambulances at midnight. We hope that you and Denzel will be able to join us. Nothing fancy on the table, nobody posh around it, just the four of us. Cheers, Aileen.’

Mosley’s normally even temper was restored immediately. She had been anticipating the invitation since de Marco had mentioned it a few days before. She was looking forward also to meeting ‘Bob’, the First Minister’s partner. Deputy Chief Constable Robert Skinner was something of a legend in Edinburgh. Aileen had never said much about him, but Mosley had heard stories of him from others; ‘formidable’ was the most cautious adjective that had been used to describe the man. The others had ranged from ‘charismatic’ to ‘ruthless’. She had been told that the relationship had taken the city by surprise when whispers of it had begun to circulate, since Skinner’s past had included several confrontations with politicians. But she had learned by her own experience that the First Minister was a one-off, and she suspected that he was also. She typed a one-word acceptance, ‘Absolutely,’ and sent it off into cyberspace, then moved on to the last remaining item in the mailbox.

She was puzzled by it, not least by its timing; the display on her screen showed that it had been received at the very start of that very day. But Ainsley Glover had been at the party to the bitter end; she had met him when he arrived, and had spoken to him later, just before he had been commandeered by that boozy Glasgow journalist, Ryan McCool, and she could not recall his carrying anything as conspicuous as a laptop bag. She pondered and eventually decided that his internet service provider was one of those that was guilty of delays in forwarding messages to recipients, but that left the unanswered, nagging question. Why should he have sent her an email, knowing that he would be seeing her at the reception?

Trust a crime writer, she told herself, to come up with a mystery; and trust Ainsley, in particular. He was one of those guys who, everyone assumed, saw himself as the main character in one of his own books, and he made no attempt to dissuade them of that notion; his sleuth was a rough-cut Glaswegian detective inspector called Walter Strachan, and Glover had a terrible habit of adopting an appropriate accent when reading from his work on public platforms, even though he had been born in Edinburgh and educated at Loretto School, among the privileged. Still, she frowned, murmuring, ‘What the hell could this be?’ as she clicked the ‘Read’ icon.

The message was as short as it was to the point. Three words: ‘randy yurt dying’. Followed by a few more, informative, explanatory: ‘Sent from my BlackBerry wireless device.’ The mystery solved.

Mosley’s mouth set in a tight line as she considered the message. She checked the sender address: Allyg@wattiestrachan.com. No mistake; it was him. She pushed back her chair, spun it and rose to her feet in a single flowing movement, then headed for the door. Gwyn Richards was standing a few yards away, on the walkway in front of the signing tent, in conversation with one of his night staff. She called to him, and waved him towards her as he looked round. He frowned at  her peremptory summons, but headed in her direction.

‘Do you have a key for the author tent on you?’ she asked him.

He reached into his trouser pocket and produced a ring, attached by a cord to a loop on his belt. ‘I’ve got all the bloody keys,’ he replied. ‘You know that.’

‘Yes, of course. Sorry, Gwyn. I need you to open it.’

‘What’s the rush?’ he grumbled. ‘The caterers won’t be here for an hour and a half yet.’

‘I know, but I need to get in there now.’

‘No worries. Come on.’ He led the way past the office and round a corner to an area that was fenced off from the rest of the site, containing and giving privacy to a tented complex, centred on a large round tent, with smaller circles to the left, right and front. The director stood back as he unlocked the padlock that secured the double doors, then stepped past him as he threw them wide open.

The interior was neat and tidy: the people who staffed the hospitality centre at which Festival guests were greeted all knew that their last duty of each day was to leave the place set up for the following morning. The reception desk was clear, apart from the boxes that held complimentary tickets requested by participants, notepads, and several pens in a tin. At the further point of the central tent a glass-fronted drinks fridge stood, empty but for a couple of bottles, ready to be re-stocked for the day. The only relics of the day before were the inevitable curly sandwiches, and the last few plates and glasses, left for washing up.

‘What is it?’ the guard asked Mosley as she stared ahead of her.

‘I don’t know,’ she murmured, letting him step past her and move beyond the desk, into the main area. She watched him as he peered around, first to his left, then to his right. Suddenly he seemed to freeze. His knees seemed to buckle slightly, but he recovered himself in an instant.

She moved alongside him, her gaze following his . . . and saw what  had made him react. In the side pod, with the sign at its entrance that read ‘Quiet area for event preparation’, a man was sprawled on his back along a cushioned bench. A small splash of vomit lay on the floor beside him, and there was more on his shirt and on his suit. His head was pressed forward by a wooden support, chin digging into his chest, so that he seemed to be staring directly at them.

But Gwyn Richards had served in the first Gulf War, in the First Armoured Division during the uncompromising advance into Kuwait. He had seen the strange postures that death can contrive, and he knew full well that those milky eyes were seeing nothing. He stepped closer, and as he did came recognition. ‘Is that who I . . .’ he began.

‘Yes,’ said Randall Mosley, ‘it is. It surely is.’ She began to move forward as if to help, but the security chief put out a hand to restrain her.

‘No point,’ he told her. ‘You’d better call the police.’




Two

In common with most uniformed officers, if he had to work on Sundays, Sergeant Ian McCall preferred the early shift. OK, maybe it did curtail Saturday night, but he and his wife were no carousers, so that was a burden that could be borne. The upside was that the best part of the afternoon and all the evening was his; that meant he could catch the football on telly . . . if there was a game that took his fancy.

He was in Lothian Road when the call came in, in the passenger seat with his rookie partner at the wheel. ‘Police attendance required at a sudden death at Charlotte Square Gardens.’

‘Got it,’ he radioed back to the communications centre. ‘Sergeant McCall and PC Knight are in the area, will respond. We should be there in two minutes.’ He paused. ‘Isn’t that the Book Festival site?’ he asked.

‘No idea,’ the operator replied.

‘Yes it is, Sarge,’ said Kylie Knight. (‘You know you’re getting old,’ McCall, who was forty-three, had declared to a colleague, ‘when we start to recruit coppers called Kylie.’) ‘I was at an event there last night. The speaker was Bruce Anderson; remember that politician who was Secretary of State for Scotland a few years back, the one whose wife was murdered?’

‘Big audience, was it?’ asked McCall, the question heavily layered with sarcasm. He was not a man with time in his life for politics and he had little understanding of those who had.

‘The tent was full,’ she told him. ‘I know,’ she added, seeing his reaction. ‘I was surprised myself. It was quite lively, though.’

‘Forgive me, Kylie, but you don’t seem the sort to give up a Saturday night to listen to a guy like that.’

‘I’m not, but my boyfriend’s a politics student, and he wanted to go. He says that Anderson’s interesting. Apparently he’s been threatening to switch to the Nationalists, and he’s written a book, attacking the government that he was a part of.’

‘Did you enjoy it?’

‘Not much, but Byron did; he was on his feet at the end, and afterwards he couldn’t stop talking about the way the man’s reinvented himself . . . like Al Gore, he said, whoever he is.’

‘American footballer, I think,’ McCall ventured. ‘What did you think of him?’

‘I can’t honestly say I took to him. He struck me as an angry man. Byron says that he is; he says that he feels the Labour Party didn’t give him the support he should have had after he lost his wife, that they used it as an excuse to shove him on to the sidelines, and to keep him out there.’

‘Was the DCC there?’

Knight frowned. ‘Mr Skinner? Not that I saw. Why should he have been?’

‘Because if you go far enough back, you’ll find that he was Anderson’s security adviser, when he was Secretary of State.’

The young constable shrugged. ‘His name wasn’t mentioned. Aileen de Marco’s was, though. Anderson said that she was . . . How did he put it? He was so pumped up when he said it that he made me laugh . . . a Westminster poodle at the head of a government with no authority, and that she had sold her soul to her coalition partners to stay in power after the last election.’

‘The DCC will not like that,’ the sergeant grunted. ‘All the same . . .’  He took out his mobile and called his base at Gayfield Square. ‘Put me through to Inspector Varley,’ he said as he was answered. ‘Jock,’ Knight heard him say. ‘It’s Ian here; we’ve just taken a shout for a sudden death at the Book Festival site. No idea who, but it’s a pretty high-profile venue, so I thought you’d best know about it.’ Pause. ‘Yes, OK, see you there.’

As he spoke, Knight swung the car from Princes Street into South Charlotte Street. ‘Where do I park?’ she asked. ‘At the entrance?’

‘No, because there are traffic lights there. Take a left turn into the square.’

‘Can I do that, Sarge? Isn’t it one-way?’

McCall sighed. ‘Kylie, this is a police car. You can do pretty much what you like, short of blocking the chief constable’s driveway. Go round the square and park on the far side. It’s no through road there, apart from taxis . . . and us.’

The constable followed his direction; there were several empty bays on the far side of the square and she pulled into the one closest to the entrance, and in front of the side gate. It was being held open by a middle-aged man in a security uniform, with thinning red hair and a goatee beard. The older police officer recognised him from previous meetings. ‘Hello, Mr Richards,’ he called out as he climbed from the patrol vehicle.

As he did so, he was aware of a tall, tanned figure, with close-cropped, steel-grey hair, his muscles sharply defined in a red T-shirt and tight black shorts. He saw him run along the pavement to McCall’s left, then down the ramp that provided wheelchair passage between the roadway and the Festival site, heading towards North Charlotte Street. As the man’s eye took in the scene, his stride seemed to falter momentarily; but if he had considered stopping, he put the idea to one side and carried on, loping across the roadway, down the slope and out of sight.

‘He’s up early,’ Knight exclaimed. ‘Shouldn’t we have stopped him?’

The sergeant smiled as he shook his head. ‘We’ll hear from him soon enough, I’ll bet.’




Three

The top hinge of the bedroom door creaked as he eased it open. Bob Skinner winced. That’s the trouble with historic buildings, he thought. They can never quite keep up with the maintenance. He held his breath in the hope that the sleeper would not wake, but after a few seconds she stirred, and peered out from under the covering sheet.

‘Thanks,’ Aileen de Marco mumbled. ‘I might as well have come out with you. What time is it?’

‘About ten to seven,’ he replied, as he peeled off his T-shirt and tossed it into the furthest corner of the bedroom.

‘Bob!’

‘Sorry, babe. I couldn’t sleep, so . . .’

‘So you went out for a run. This is becoming a habit. You should take something to help: pills, or even alcohol.’

He shook his head as he stepped out of his shorts. ‘Pills, I never will; as for alcohol, if I did that at my age I’d be up in the middle of the bloody night anyway.’

She propped herself up on her elbows and gazed at him. ‘At your age? Is that what this is about? You’ve got a big birthday creeping up on you and it’s getting to you?’ She smiled. ‘Bob, my love, you don’t have to prove anything, you know; not to me, not to anyone else, and certainly not to yourself. You don’t have to get up at six and go running round the streets, or along the beach like you do when we’re in Gullane.’

‘It doesn’t do me any harm,’ he said, his tone unusually defensive. ‘I like to keep in shape.’

‘You’re already in terrific shape, for . . .’ She paused, and he grinned.

‘For a man of my age, you were going to say?’

‘No, I wasn’t,’ she protested, lying. ‘But it’s true. Look at those scars on your body. You have a stab wound there,’ she pointed to his side, ‘you’ve been shot in the leg. Then there’s the pacemaker in your chest, for . . . what’s the name again of the condition you have? I can never remember.’

‘Sinus bradycardia.’

‘Sounds like a runny nose.’

He tapped his left pectoral muscle, just below the collarbone, where the pacemaker was located. ‘With this thing it’s less of a problem than a runny nose.’

‘Then why are you trying to use up the battery?’

‘I’m not. It doesn’t work like that anyway. The device is insurance against a recurrence, no more than that.’

‘Fine, but it’s there, and you’ve come through the experience like you came through the others, because you’re so damn fit.’

‘And I have to work to stay that way,’ he countered, turning and walking naked into the en-suite bathroom, twisting the shower’s mixer tap to reach the customary temperature, and stepping under the power spray.

Aileen slipped out of bed and followed him. ‘But not that hard. I think it’s got to the stage where you aren’t going running because you can’t sleep, you’re making yourself wake up so you can get out there and flog yourself.’

‘That’s what you reckon, is it?’ he said, raising his voice above the water sound. As she nodded, he reached out, took her arm, gently, and drew her into the cubicle and under the shower head, pulling the glass door closed after her. ‘Then you’re wrong,’ he told her. ‘I’m not  sleeping very well just now because I’ve got a lot on my mind, and I run because I do some of my best thinking on the move.’

She picked a bar of soap from its dish and began to rub it over his body. ‘And what are you thinking about?’ she asked. ‘Not about going back on our deal, I hope.’

He chuckled. ‘No danger, my love. You and I will be married. I was thinking about asking our friend Jim Gainer if he’d perform the ceremony. I know you say you’re an atheist, but you’re baptised, so . . .’

‘The Archbishop?’ she exclaimed. ‘Friend or not, he’d have difficulty with that, Bob; you’re not a Catholic, and even if you were, you’re divorced, remember.’

‘But I wasn’t married in his church.’

‘I don’t think that would make any difference. Besides, you’re an atheist too.’

‘I’m not so sure about that any more,’ he said.

She grinned. ‘In that case you’re an agnostic.’

‘I’m not even sure if I’m one of them. But going back to Jim, I do realise that a full-blown nuptial Mass would be a non-runner, for both those reasons. However . . .’ he paused, with a small intake of breath as she reached a sensitive area, ‘. . . I have spoken to him, and if we have a civil wedding, he’d be prepared to bless it afterwards at a small private ceremony, families only, that sort of thing; if you’d like it, that is.’

She frowned. ‘Bob, I’d love that, if you’re prepared to go through with it. For my parents’ sake if nothing else; they go to church still.’ He took the soap, and reached behind her. ‘But when I mentioned our deal, I wasn’t talking about the wedding. I meant you putting your name forward for the chief’s job.’ She wriggled. ‘And don’t think you can distract me that way either.’

‘I promised you that I’d apply, didn’t I?’ She nodded. ‘Well, I’ve also promised my daughter, Archbishop Gainer, and the chief himself. So even if you’d changed your mind about your end of our bargain, I’d  have some job backing out now. My form has gone in, all duly signed, it’s been acknowledged and I’ll take my chances with the interview board.’

‘Which is absolutely apolitical, and will judge you on your record. So you’re a certainty.’

‘I wouldn’t go that far. I’ve no idea who the other candidates will be; all I know is who won’t be contenders, and they include Andy Martin, Willie Haggerty, Brian Mackie and most other chief officers in Scotland. I’m the bookies’ favourite, I concede that much, but the job should be open to applicants from England, so I’m taking nothing for granted. But going back to your original question, I’ve got two things on my mind. One is the immediacy of Jimmy’s departure. In two days’ time he goes off on pre-retirement leave; that means that when I go into the office on Wednesday, it’ll be as acting chief constable. You’ll concede that’s worth thinking about.’

‘Granted,’ she said. ‘Now what’s the other thing?’

‘You.’

‘Me? Why me?’

He put the soap back on the dish, and picked up a tube of shampoo. ‘I’m worried about you,’ he told her, as he began to massage it into his hair.

‘Why, in God’s name?’

‘I’m concerned about the effect your job’s having on you.’

‘I’m fine, Bob. Do you think I can’t handle it?’

‘Far from it. In the circumstances, I can’t think of anyone else who could handle it half as well as you do, not even our worthy Prime Minister, or his sainted predecessor. But it’s those very circumstances I’m talking about. Your crowd squeezed back into office by the skin of its teeth; in truth, every political journalist I know tells me it was you that won the election, in spite of your party rather than because of it. As a result you’re spending the bulk of your working day watching your  back; much of what you do is a compromise. It’s not, “What do I believe we should do?” It’s got to be, “What do I believe my coalition partners will go along with?” You’re not that sort of operator, Aileen. Although you never use the phrase, you’re a conviction politician, with a clear moral compass, far more so than those people who proclaim out loud that’s what they are. It’s getting to you; I can see that.’

She watched him as he rinsed foam from his scalp. ‘We all have to live in the real world, love.’ If he had been defensive earlier, now it was her turn. ‘I have to do what I can with the mandate the people gave me. The coalition has a majority of one, and we as a party have one seat more than the Nationalists. My convictions, or most of them, were expressed in our manifesto, but the voters didn’t exactly endorse them. Yes, I’ll grant you, I find the present circumstances difficult, but there’s nothing I can do about them. The Scottish Parliament is elected for a fixed four-year term, other than in exceptional circumstances. Even if I wanted to I can’t go bleating to the electorate and ask it to take my handcuffs off.’

Bob stepped from the shower, leaving her under the spray, and picked up a big white towel. ‘No,’ he agreed, ‘but you do have another option.’

She stared at him. ‘What? Are you saying that I should resign as First Minister?’

‘If that’s what you wanted to do, I would support you. Hell, whatever you want to do, I’ll support you. But that’s not what I’m saying. I’m suggesting that you could wash your hands of those vacillating wankers you’re in coalition with. The way the numbers lie, they’ve only got a few seats in the Parliament, yet they’re puffed up with their own importance, and they’re treating you like . . . They’re treating you in a way I don’t like. So maybe you should tell them that their services are no longer required.’

‘Bob, that’s the only possible coalition out there.’ She turned off the shower and he tossed her the second towel from the rail.

‘I know that.’

‘Are you saying we should go it alone?’ she asked. ‘Form a minority executive?’

‘I’m saying you could. But please, call it a government, love. That’s one thing the Nats have got right. You could boot out all the coalition ministers, appoint your own people, then put your manifesto before the Parliament and say you’re going to look to implement it, point by point. You’ll lose on some issues, but you’ll win some too. What do you have at the moment? The policy equivalent of orange squash . . . diluted to taste by the ball and fucking chain you’ve got fastened around your ankle.’

She looked up at him as she began to dry herself. ‘I couldn’t do that off my own bat, even if I wanted to. I’d have to get party approval before I did it.’

‘Your parliamentary party will back you, and you know it. The anti-Aileen movement, the old Tommy Murtagh sympathisers, they were pretty much wiped out at the election.’

A slow smile spread across her face. ‘Maybe you should keep on with your running after all,’ she chuckled. ‘You’ve given me something to think about this morning, and that’s for sure.’

‘So you will think about it?’

‘Oh yes, you can be sure of that. I’ll think about it, and I’ll even talk to a couple of close colleagues. For example, Gavin Johnson, the Lord Advocate: I’ll need his opinion on the constitutional position, whether I have a right to form a government . . . as you’ll have me call it . . . as the head of the largest single party. I’d look pretty daft if I sacked all the hangers-on and they trotted off and formed a coalition with the Nats.’

‘That’s not going to happen. The Nationalists will only get into bed with people who’re as committed to independence as they are.’

‘Don’t be so sure. There are opportunists in every political party.’

‘Not their leader, though, and he’s as much in control of his lot as you are of yours. As you said, your coalition is the only possible one out there. But that doesn’t mean it’s desirable. Our country’s had enough of coalitions, Aileen, for a while at least. That’s what I’m trying to say to you; that’s my gut feeling.’

‘Point made and taken.’ She wrapped the towel around herself. ‘Now, since we’re up, will we get back to Gullane? Or, since Trish and the kids are due back from Sarah’s at midday, and you’ve got to be at the airport to meet them, do you want to wait, and go from here?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘I’ll take you back home. We’ll have breakfast there and then I’ll go; otherwise, it’ll be a hell of a crowd in the car. Besides, I don’t really like hanging about in the official residence; it’s all right for crashing out after we’ve been to a function, but I don’t feel comfortable here. However . . .’ he paused, ‘before we go I want to nip across the road. I saw one of our patrol cars pull up outside the Book Festival when I was out. I think I’ll go across and check it out, just in case your pal Randy’s had a bit of bother overnight.’

‘Can’t keep your hands off, can you?’ She smiled at him again. ‘You see?’ she challenged. ‘You’re going to be no ordinary chief constable.’
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