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    The woman walked, at a steady unhurried pace, down the middle of the village road.
  


  
    She was wearing the wig and gown of one of Her Majesty’s Counsel, a formal, enveloping uniform which served to emphasise, rather than mask, her advanced years. She was small, and bird-like in her features, with a few grey whiskers sprouting among her wrinkles; clearly, she was very old.
  


  
    Yet for all that, she walked straight-backed and steadily in front of the hearse, and its burden, as she led it down the main street, down the short distance from the great grey castellated house to Aberlady’s churchyard, and to the grave which awaited. As she approached, in the doorway of the church a lone piper played a lament.
  


  
    ‘Who is she?’ asked Pamela Masters.
  


  
    Beside her, at the wheel of the white BMW as they sat at the head of the queue of waiting traffic, Deputy Chief Constable Bob Skinner smiled.
  


  
    ‘Don’t you know, Sergeant?’ He paused. ‘But then I don’t suppose you would. It’s been a long time since even I’ve seen her in action.
  


  
    ‘She is Christabel Innes Dawson, QC; in her heyday, the only woman silk in Scotland, and one of the very finest too.’
  


  
    ‘And who’s . . .’
  


  
    ‘Who’s in the chest? That is Lord Orlach, Senator of the College of Justice, and Lord Justice Clerk for what seemed like about a hundred years. Old Orlach was the last of the Supreme Court judges not to be subject to compulsory retirement. He finally did step down though, last year.’
  


  
    ‘And Christabel’s his widow?’
  


  
    Skinner drew in his breath, and shook his head. ‘Christ no! Orlach’s wife died donkeys’ years ago, but he and she never married. He had his town house in Heriot Row, and latterly his country seat out here, while she had her establishment in India Street, with the brass plate on the door saying “Miss Dawson, Advocate”. They had a relationship though, that lasted fifty years, until the old boy died last week.
  


  
    ‘When he was plain John Stevenson KC . . .’
  


  
    ‘KC?’ Pamela interrupted.
  


  
    ‘Aye, King’s Counsel; it was that far back . . . and she was a junior, admitted to the Faculty of Advocates almost over the dead body of the Dean of the time; he took her on to assist him in a capital murder trial. Their affair began back then.’
  


  
    He glanced across at the pretty, dark-haired woman in the passenger seat. ‘It was never admitted, or discussed, though.’ He smiled at a memory. ‘They really did think they were being discreet, too. There’s a story about Orlach, that once, in the New Club, an Outer House judge asked him how Christabel was . . . as innocently as that. Orlach froze him with a look, and afterwards, every time one of that judge’s decisions came before him on appeal, the old boy would reverse it.’
  


  
    ‘Why didn’t they marry?’ she asked him.
  


  
    Skinner laughed again, softly. ‘Well at first, Mrs Stevenson wouldn’t have approved. Then, by the time of her death, Orlach was on the Bench. It was never said of course, but the feeling was that if they had got hitched, Christabel would have had to leave the Bar. The rules were such that you could never have been sure that she wouldn’t have wound up pleading a case before her husband, and that wouldn’t have done at all.’
  


  
    He smiled at the black-gowned figure as she drew nearer, then suddenly and spontaneously stepped out of the car and stood beside it. As she turned to lead the hearse into the churchyard, Christabel Innes Dawson, QC, glanced sideways and gave him the briefest nod of recognition.
  


  
    ‘Of course,’ he said as he folded himself back into the driver’s seat, ‘the fact that they didn’t marry meant that she could and did appear before him without restraint.’ He laughed again, out loud this time. ‘I remember she cross-examined me once in a criminal trial, with Orlach as presiding judge. Andy Martin too. He was raw at the time and she knew it. At the end she was screaming at him like a banshee, and old Orlach let her get on with it.’
  


  
    ‘Did she try it on with you too?’ Pamela asked.
  


  
    ‘No, fortunately. She had a degree of respect for DI rank and above, but detective constables and sergeants . . . she chewed ’em up and spat out the bits.’
  


  
    He looked at her mischievously. ‘She still appears, you know. A few times a year she’ll take on the defence in a High Court trial. More often than not she gets an acquittal. Maybe we can fix it for you to be a police witness in one of them.’
  


  
    She snorted, and flounced her dark hair. ‘No thank you!’
  


  
    As the hearse passed through the churchyard gates, the uniformed police officer who had stopped the traffic turned to Skinner, saluted and waved him on. The DCC nodded an acknowledgement and slipped the car into gear.
  


  
    He glanced to his left as he passed the church, as the old lady moved to join the congregation inside.
  


  
    ‘All these years maintaining their discreet front,’ he murmured, ‘yet when the time comes she leads him to the grave. There’s a nobility about that, though, Pam, is there not?’
  


  
    She looked at him, as the BMW snaked though the chicane exit from Aberlady, heading for Gullane. ‘Maybe there is. What I can see though is a situation that’s a bit close to home. I’m as big a secret as old Christabel there . . . or so you think.’
  


  
    ‘What d’you mean . . . so I think? I haven’t told anyone, not even Andy. So who would know?’
  


  
    ‘Ruth McConnell, your secretary, for a start. D’you think she hasn’t guessed? DCI Rose for another. God, her eyebrows went up when you made me your Exec six months ago!’
  


  
    Skinner shrugged his shoulders. ‘But I replaced you with Neil McIlhenney after two months.’
  


  
    ‘Sure, and DCS Martin was delighted to have me added to his personal staff, wasn’t he?’ she said ironically.
  


  
    He raised his eyebrows. ‘He never said a word to me. I told him that we had agreed you’d be better working for him and he accepted that at face value.’
  


  
    She twisted in her seat to look at him. ‘Okay, so tell me why, when she called into the office two days ago to see Mr Martin, your daughter . . . his fiancée . . . froze me like a block of ice with a single look. Not, I suggest, because she thinks I fancy Andy.’
  


  
    Skinner frowned at her. ‘You don’t think Ruth’s been talking, do you?’ He sounded genuinely shocked.
  


  
    ‘Of course not,’ she said at once. ‘DCS Martin’s figured it out, and told Alex. He’d do that, wouldn’t he?’
  


  
    Her companion sighed. ‘Well they live together, so I guess so. Those two have no secrets from each other. But, hold on. Even if Andy and Alex have guessed, they wouldn’t let on to anyone else.’
  


  
    ‘Mmm,’ said Pamela, demurely. ‘But are you as confident of Sergeant Boyd, from the Haddington nick, who stopped the traffic back there in Aberlady, and recognised both you and me: in casual clothes heading towards Gullane, where you have a cottage . . . and on a Friday afternoon to boot? Even a plonker like him will have put two and two together from that. Jesus, he’s probably been on the radio to HQ already.’
  


  
    He nodded. ‘Touché. You’ve got me there.’ He fell silent as he swung the car round a long left-handed bend, and drove them past the small stone cairn, marking the entrance to Luffness Golf Club, settling deep into brooding thought, until long after he had closed the door of the cottage behind them.
  


  
    Finally, as they sat on wooden chairs in the secluded garden, enjoying the warm summer sun, he turned to her.
  


  
    ‘So,’ he said, with the beginning of a frown, ‘are you giving me the message, Pam, love? Do you want me to put us on an official footing? Or do you just want out?’
  


  
    She shook her head. ‘No, out is certainly not what I want . . . unless you’ve decided you want your wife back. If that’s the case then I’m off like a shot. To tell you the truth, when you went off to the States in May for your wee boy’s first birthday, I was more than half expecting you to bring them back with you.’
  


  
    Bob frowned more heavily, and fell silent once more. ‘To be as honest with you,’ he said at last, ‘I thought that might have happened too, despite what you and I have together. Coming home and leaving the wee fella behind was one of the toughest things I’ve ever had to do. But there’s a wall between Sarah and me that we couldn’t break down. I guess she’s gone native again, gone back to being an American. Somehow she isn’t the woman I met and married.’
  


  
    Pamela laughed, suddenly and with a trace of mockery. ‘Nonsense!’ she said. ‘Of course she is. It’s just that you’ve never seen her in her native environment before. Also, for the first time in your lives you’re seeing her take up a position which isn’t exactly in support of yours. You can add to that the fact that she’s probably never seen you on the defensive before.’
  


  
    ‘Well okay,’ he said, wearily. ‘So we’ve both seen each other in a new light, and neither of us could handle it. Whatever the case, I won’t get back together with her just for the baby’s sake. That wouldn’t be right for any of us. Anyway, she’s made it clear where she wants to be. Remember what she said in her goodbye note about not wanting to be stuck in Edinburgh for the rest of her life. She has a hospital job in the States now, and she’s doing scene-of-crime work for the local police.’
  


  
    ‘Is she seeing anyone, do you think?’ she asked, softly.
  


  
    The question took him by surprise, so much that he was unable to keep the hurt from showing in his eyes. ‘Possibly,’ he said, quietly. ‘I’m not sure, but I think she could be.’
  


  
    ‘But you didn’t tell her about us?’
  


  
    ‘No. Like I said, I didn’t. I thought it was maybe too soon for that.’
  


  
    ‘You mean you thought you’d keep your options open?’
  


  
    ‘No! I didn’t want to kick her in the teeth, that’s all.’ He drew a deep breath. ‘Or maybe I was just chicken.’
  


  
    She raised an eyebrow, a gesture denoting scepticism. ‘Chicken? The great Bob Skinner was chicken?’
  


  
    He shrugged his shoulders. ‘We all run from something,’ he said quietly. ‘Come on, what are you saying to me, Pamela? Like I asked you before. Is all this too heavy for you? Do you want us to chuck it?’
  


  
    She pushed herself out of her chair, knelt on the concrete paving, at his feet, and laid her head in his lap for a few seconds, rubbing her face from side to side against his thighs. Finally she looked up at him, still shaking her head. ‘No I don’t want that . . . although God knows I should. You’re the DCC; I’m a sergeant. You’re married, even if you are legally separated. Madness, sheer madness.
  


  
    ‘But no, what I am saying is that you and I don’t have the option of being like Old Christabel and Lord So and So. We can’t keep that sort of secret.’
  


  
    He frowned at her again, knitting his brows heavily, accentuating the deep vertical line above the bridge of his nose, and the scar which ran alongside it. ‘Why not? I always tell my troops that their private lives are their own as long as it’s consistent with duty and discipline. We’re not working together any more, so why are we different?’
  


  
    She squeezed his thighs, hard. ‘Because we are, man! Look, are you or are you not the Secretary of State’s security adviser? Were you or were you not a candidate for the top job in the Met until Sir Derrick Raymond agreed to do another two years? Do you or do you not want Chief Constable rank somewhere? Three Yes’s: don’t you tell me differently.
  


  
    ‘Bob, you’ve got that ambition, and that potential, and here you are, sleeping with a detective sergeant under your command!’
  


  
    ‘Not in the office, I ain’t,’ he said doggedly. He almost added, ‘Besides, maybe I care more about you than about all that stuff,’ but something held him back.
  


  
    She shrugged her shoulders. ‘Fine. So why haven’t you told your daughter about me? Or Andy Martin? Or the Chief? Or am I wrong? Have you briefed the Command Corridor, off the record?’
  


  
    He threw up his hands. ‘Okay! Okay! Okay!’
  


  
    ‘Well!’ She sighed, and paused. ‘Look, I’m not asking for a public declaration of undying love. I like it the way it is, as long as you’re completely and genuinely separated from Sarah. I love being with you. You excite me more than anyone I’ve ever known. But your companionship . . . and great sex, of course . . . for now that’s enough for me. As long as it doesn’t do you harm, and as long as it doesn’t compromise your future career. So think about it, eh?’
  


  
    Skinner sighed. ‘Okay sweetheart. I know you’re right, and I’ll do something about it. I’ll tell the Chief, Andy and Alex . . . probably in reverse order. But in my own time . . .’ He pointed a finger at her, suddenly, ‘. . . and mind, I won’t be seeking their advice or approval.’
  


  
    ‘What if Andy Martin wants me off his staff once you’ve told him?’ she asked him.
  


  
    ‘I’ll deal with that if it happens.’ Abruptly he stood up, gathering her in his arms. ‘Meantime . . . what was that you were saying about great sex?’
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    The telephone rang four times, before the automatic answering machine picked up the call. As she heard Bob’s recorded voice giving the response, Pamela sat up in bed, a sheen of perspiration glistening lightly on her back.
  


  
    A few seconds later, the caller left the invited message. Neither she nor Bob could hear what was said, but both recognised the inflections of Detective Chief Superintendent Andy Martin’s even, steady baritone.
  


  
    She nodded in the direction of the bedside telephone. ‘Go on, pick it up,’ she urged him.
  


  
    He grinned at her, tugging at her arm to draw her back down beside him. ‘Later. Chances are it’s work. If it is, I’m not letting it in here.’
  


  
    She pulled herself free from his light grasp, shaking her head. ‘No! It’s as if he’s in the house with us. If you don’t answer it, I will.’ As the muffled voice continued to float through to them from the living room, she twisted and threw herself across the recumbent Skinner, reaching out with her left hand. She was smiling, but he took her threat seriously enough to grab her and pull her neat little body back down towards him, holding her away from the phone.
  


  
    ‘All right,’ he said. ‘But you keep quiet. I’ve said I’ll tell him, but in my own time.’ He reached behind him with his free hand and picked up the telephone.
  


  
    ‘I’ll try the mobile,’ he heard Andy Martin say, ‘but if you get this first, call me . . .’
  


  
    ‘Andy! Sorry, mate. I was in the garden. What can I do for you?’
  


  
    ‘Did you get any of that?’
  


  
    Involuntarily, Skinner shook his head. ‘No, not a bit of it.’ The coiled-spring tension in Martin’s voice grasped him at once. Releasing Pam from his grasp, he swung his legs from beneath the duvet and sat on the edge of the bed. ‘What’s up?’ he growled.
  


  
    ‘Bob, you’re going to hate this. I’m at Leona McGrath’s place, down in Trinity.’ There was a pause. ‘Leona’s dead. She’s been raped, battered and strangled.’
  


  
    ‘Jesus!’ Skinner shuddered, so suddenly and violently that, to Pamela, the bed seemed to shake. He ran his fingers through his tousled, steel-grey hair, grasping a clump as he fought to control his shock. Behind him, the mattress squeaked as Pam sat up once more. He waved her to silence over his shoulder.
  


  
    ‘When?’ he asked, hoarsely.
  


  
    ‘She was found about an hour ago. She’d been due to attend a constituency event. When she didn’t turn up, the local party chairwoman called round to ask why. There was no reply to the bell, but the back door had been forced. The woman had a look around, and found Mrs McGrath upstairs.’
  


  
    Skinner sat stunned. As she looked at him, wondering and fearful, Pamela saw that the battle scars on his back and thigh were standing out vivid purple, and realised that he had gone pale. She gripped his arm again, squeezing.
  


  
    ‘And her son?’ the DCC asked at last. ‘Wee Mark. What about him?’
  


  
    ‘There’s no-one else here, Bob. Neil McIlhenney, Sammy Pye and I have been over the place ourselves. We’ve been everywhere. There’s no sign of the kid.’
  


  
    ‘Mark!’ said Skinner sharply. ‘His name is Mark.’
  


  
    He squeezed his eyes tight shut, partly to stem the hot tears which he felt springing up, and partly to try to stop himself shaking with tension.
  


  
    ‘After what that woman’s endured, and done,’ he murmured, when he had calmed himself. ‘For it to end like this . . .’
  


  
    He stood up, still holding the phone and turned to face Pam, his back to the muslin-draped window. ‘You say Neil and Sammy are there?’
  


  
    ‘That’s right. Sammy was with me when the call came in. And I thought you’d want the big fella here.
  


  
    ‘I tried to raise Sergeant Masters, but she’s on a day off.’ Skinner searched for an undertone in his friend’s remark, but found none.
  


  
    ‘Forget Pam,’ he said. ‘She doesn’t need to be there. I’ll be with you in Edinburgh inside an hour. Meantime, I suggest you contact the grandparents. Mark’s very close to Roland’s father. Let’s pray that he’s with him.’
  


  
    He replaced the phone in its cradle and looked down at Pamela.
  


  
    ‘What . . .’ she began, before Skinner forestalled her question.
  


  
    ‘A very good friend,’ he said. ‘Leona McGrath. The MP for Edinburgh Dean. You must remember her. Her husband was killed in the plane crash last year. She fought the seat, and won it.’ Pam nodded.
  


  
    ‘Well, now it’s her time to die. She’s been murdered.’
  


  
    He stood there before her, naked, and heaved a huge sigh. ‘Oh my girl,’ he said, ‘when you live with me, you find that some terrible things force their way into your life. Even in the quietest moments, you’re never safe from them.
  


  
    ‘Think you can cope with it?’ He reached for his clothes and began to dress.
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