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Playback

It was the perfect murder.

Perfect, that is, so far as the Lothian and Borders Police were concerned. The murderer had telephoned in to confess, had then panicked and attempted to flee, only to be caught leaving the scene of the crime. End of story.

Except that now he was pleading innocence. Pleading, yelling and screaming it. And this worried Detective Inspector John Rebus, worried him all the way from his office to the four-storey tenement in Leith’s trendy dockside area. The tenements here were much as they were in any working-class area of Edinburgh, except that they boasted colour-splashed roller blinds or Chinese-style bamboo affairs at their windows, and their grimy stone facades had been power-cleaned, their doors now boasting intruder-proof intercoms. A far cry from the greasy Venetian blinds and kicked-in passageways of the tenements in Easter Road or Gorgie, or even in nearby parts of Leith itself, the parts the developers were ignoring as yet.

The victim had worked as a legal secretary, this much Rebus knew. She had been twenty-four years old. Her name was Moira Bitter. Rebus smiled at that It was a guilty smile, but at this hour of the morning any smile he could raise was something of a miracle.

He parked in front of the tenement, guided by a uniformed officer who had recognised the badly dented front bumper of Rebus’s car. It was rumoured that the dent had come from knocking down too many old ladies, and who was Rebus to deny it? It was the stuff of legend and it gave him prominence in the fearful eyes of the younger recruits.

A curtain twitched in one of the ground-floor windows and Rebus caught a glimpse of an elderly lady. Every tenement, it seemed, tarted up or not, boasted its elderly lady. Living alone, with one dog or four cats for company, she was her building’s eyes and ears. As Rebus entered the hallway, a door opened and the old lady stuck out her head.

“He was going to run for it,” she whispered. “But the bobby caught him. I saw it. Is the young lass dead? Is that it?” Her lips were pursed in keen horror. Rebus smiled at her but said nothing. She would know soon enough. Already she seemed to know as much as he did himself. That was the trouble with living in a city the size of a town, a town with a village mentality.

He climbed the four flights of stairs slowly, listening all the while to the report of the constable who was leading him inexorably towards the corpse of Moira Bitter. They spoke in an undertone: stairwell walls had ears.

“The call came at about 5 a.m., sir,” explained PC MacManus. “The caller gave his name as John MacFarlane and said he’d just murdered his girlfriend. He sounded distressed by all accounts, and I was radioed to investigate. As I arrived, a man was running down the stairs. He seemed in a state of shock.”

“Shock?”

“Sort of disorientated, sir.”

“Did he say anything?” asked Rebus.

“Yes, sir, he told me, ‘Thank God you’re here. Moira’s dead.’ I then asked him to accompany me upstairs to the flat in question, called in for assistance, and the gentleman was arrested.”

Rebus nodded. MacManus was a model of efficiency, not a word out of place, the tone just right. Everything by rote and without the interference of too much thought. He would go far as a uniformed officer, but Rebus doubted the young man would ever make CID. When they reached the fourth floor, Rebus paused for breath then walked into the flat.

The hall’s pastel colour scheme extended to the living-room and bedroom. Mute colours, subtle and warming. There was nothing subtle about the blood though. The blood was copious. Moira Bitter lay sprawled across her bed, her chest a riot of colour. She was wearing apple-green pyjamas, and her hair was silky blonde. The police pathologist was examining her head.

“She’s been dead about three hours,” he informed Rebus. “Stabbed three or four times with a small sharp instrument, which, for the sake of convenience, I’m going to term a knife. I’ll examine her properly later on.”

Rebus nodded and turned to MacManus, whose face had a sickly grey tinge to it.

“Your first time?” Rebus asked. The constable nodded slowly. “Never mind,” Rebus continued. “You never get used to it anyway. Come on.”

He led the constable out of the room and back into the small hallway. ‘This man we’ve arrested, what did you say his name was?”

“John MacFarlane, sir,” said the constable, taking deep breaths. “He’s the deceased’s boyfriend apparently.”

“You said he seemed in a state of shock. Was there anything else you noticed?”

The constable frowned, thinking. “Such as, sir?” he said at last.

“Blood,” said Rebus coolly. “You can’t stab someone in the heat of the moment without getting blood on you.”

MacManus said nothing. Definitely not CID material and perhaps realising it for the very first time. Rebus turned from him and entered the living-room. It was almost neurotically tidy. Magazines and newspapers in their rack beside the sofa. A chrome and glass coffee table bearing nothing more than a clean ashtray and a paperback romance. It could have come straight from an Ideal Home exhibition. No family photographs, no clutter. This was the lair of an individualist. No ties with the past, a present ransacked wholesale from Habitat and Next. There was no evidence of a struggle. No evidence of an encounter of any kind: no glasses or coffee cups. The killer had not loitered, or else had been very tidy about his business.

Rebus went into the kitchen. It, too, was tidy. Cups and plates stacked for drying beside the empty sink. On the draining-board were knives, forks, teaspoons. No murder weapon. There were spots of water in the sink and on the draining-board itself, yet the cutlery and crockery were dry. Rebus found a dishtowel hanging up behind the door and felt it. It was damp. He examined it more closely. There was a small smudge on it. Perhaps gravy or chocolate. Or blood. Someone had dried something recently, but what?

He went to the cutlery drawer and opened it. Inside, amidst the various implements was a shortbladed chopping knife with a heavy black handle. A quality knife, sharp and gleaming. The other items in the drawer were bone dry, but this chopping knife’s wooden handle was damp to the touch. Rebus was in no doubt: he had found his murder weapon.

Clever of MacFarlane though to have cleaned and put away the knife. A cool and calm action. Moira Bitter had been dead three hours. The call to the police station had come an hour ago. What had MacFarlane done during the intervening two hours? Cleaned the flat? Washed and dried the dishes? Rebus looked in the kitchen’s swing-bin, but found no other clues, no broken ornaments, nothing that might hint at a struggle. And if there had been no struggle, if the murderer had gained access to the tenement and to Moira Bitter’s flat without forcing an entry . . . if all this were true, Moira had known her killer.

Rebus toured the rest of the flat, but found no other clues. Beside the telephone in the hall stood an answering machine. He played the tape, and heard Moira Bitter’s voice.

“Hello, this is Moira. I’m out, I’m in the bath, or I’m otherwise engaged.” (A giggle.) “Leave a message and I’ll get back to you, unless you sound boring.”

There was only one message. Rebus listened to it, then wound back the tape and listened again.

“Hello, Moira, it’s John. I got your message. I’m coming over. Hope you’re not ‘otherwise engaged.’ Love you.”

John MacFarlane: Rebus didn’t doubt the identity of the caller. Moira sounded fresh and fancy-free in her message. But did MacFarlane’s response hint at jealousy? Perhaps she had been otherwise engaged when he’d arrived. He lost his temper, blind rage, a knife lying handy. Rebus had seen it before. Most victims knew their attackers. If that were not the case, the police wouldn’t solve so many crimes. It was a blunt fact. You double bolted your door against the psychopath with the chainsaw, only to be stabbed in the back by your lover, husband, son or neighbour.

John MacFarlane was as guilty as hell. They would find blood on his clothes, even if he’d tried cleaning it off. He had stabbed his girlfriend, then calmed down and called in to report the crime, but had grown frightened at the end and had attempted to flee.

The only question left in Rebus’s mind was the why? The why and those missing two hours.

 

Edinburgh through the night. The occasional taxi rippling across setts and lone shadowy figures slouching home with hands in pockets, shoulders hunched. During the night hours, the sick and the old died peacefully, either at home or in some hospital ward. Two in the morning until four: the dead hours. And then some died horribly, with terror in their eyes. The taxis still rumbled past, the night people kept moving. Rebus let his car idle at traffic lights, missing the change to green, only coming to his senses as amber turned red again. Glasgow Rangers were coming to town on Saturday. There would be casual violence. Rebus felt comfortable with the thought. The worst football hooligan could probably not have stabbed with the same ferocity as Moira Bitter’s killer. Rebus lowered his eyebrows. He was rousing himself to fury, keen for confrontation. Confrontation with the murderer himself.

 

John MacFarlane was crying as he was led into the interrogation room, where Rebus had made himself look comfortable, cigarette in one hand, coffee in the other. Rebus had expected a lot of things, but not tears.

“Would you like something to drink?” he asked. MacFarlane shook his head. He had slumped into the chair on the other side of the desk, his shoulders sagging, head bowed, and the sobs still coming from his throat. He mumbled something.

“I didn’t catch that,” said Rebus.

“I said I didn’t do it,” MacFarlane answered quietly. “How could I do it? I love Moira.”

Rebus noted the present tense. He gestured towards the tape machine on the desk. “Do you have any objections to my making a recording of this interview?” MacFarlane shook his head again. Rebus switched on the machine. He flicked ash from his cigarette onto the floor, sipped his coffee, and waited. Eventually, MacFarlane looked up. His eyes were stinging red. Rebus stared hard into those eyes, but still said nothing. MacFarlane seemed to be calming. Seemed, too, to know what was expected of him. He asked for a cigarette, was given one, and started to speak.

“I’d been out in my car. Just driving, thinking.”

Rebus interrupted him. “What time was this?”

“Well,” said MacFarlane, “ever since I left work, I suppose. I’m an architect. There’s a competition on just now to design a new art gallery and museum complex in Stirling. Our partnership’s going in for it. We were discussing ideas most of the day, you know, brainstorming.” He looked up at Rebus again, and Rebus nodded. Brainstorm: now there was an interesting word.

“And after work,” MacFarlane continued, “I was so fired up I just felt like driving. Going over the different options and plans in my head. Working out which was strongest—”

He broke off, realising perhaps that he was talking in a rush, without thought or caution. He swallowed and inhaled some smoke. Rebus was studying MacFarlane’s clothes. Expensive leather brogues, brown corduroy trousers, a thick white cotton shirt, the kind cricketers wore, open at the neck, a tailor-made tweed jacket. MacFarlane’s 3-Series BMW was parked in the police garage, being searched. His pockets had been emptied, a Liberty print tie confiscated in case he had ideas about hanging himself. His brogues, too, were without their laces, these having been confiscated along with the tie. Rebus had gone through the belongings. A wallet, not exactly bulging with money but containing a fair spread of credit cards. There were more cards, too, in MacFarlane’s personal organiser. Rebus flipped through the diary pages, then turned to the sections for notes and for addresses. MacFarlane seemed to lead a busy but quite normal social life.

Rebus studied him now, across the expanse of the old table. MacFarlane was well-built, handsome if you liked that sort of thing. He looked strong, but not brutish. Probably he would make the local news headlines as “Secretary’s Yuppie Killer.” Rebus stubbed out his cigarette.

“We know you did it, John. That’s not in dispute. We just want to know why.”

MacFarlane’s voice was brittle with emotion. “I swear I didn’t, I swear.”

“You’re going to have to do better than that.” Rebus paused again. Tears were dripping onto MacFarlane’s corduroys. “Go on with your story,” he said.

MacFarlane shrugged. “That’s about it,” he said, wiping his nose with the sleeve of his shirt.

Rebus prompted him. “You didn’t stop off anywhere for petrol or a meal or anything like that?” He sounded sceptical. MacFarlane shook his head.

“No, I just drove until my head was clear. I went all the way to the Forth Road Bridge. Turned off and went into Queensferry. Got out of the car to have a look at the water. Threw a few stones in for luck.” He smiled at the irony. “Then drove round the coast road and back into Edinburgh.”

“Nobody saw you? You didn’t speak to anyone?”

“Not that I can remember.”

“And you didn’t get hungry?” Rebus sounded entirely unconvinced.

“We’d had a business lunch with a client. We took him to The Eyrie. After lunch there, I seldom need to eat until the next morning.”

The Eyrie was Edinburgh’s most expensive restaurant. You didn’t go there to eat, you went there to spend money. Rebus was feeling peckish himself. The canteen did a fine bacon buttie.

“When did you last see Miss Bitter alive?”

At the word “alive,” MacFarlane shivered. It took him a long time to answer. Rebus watched the tape revolving. “Yesterday morning,” MacFarlane said at last. “She stayed the night at my flat.”

“How long have you known her?”

“About a year. But I only started going out with her a couple of months ago.”

“Oh? And how did you know her before that?”

MacFarlane paused. “She was Kenneth’s girlfriend,” he said at last.

“Kenneth being—”

MacFarlane’s cheeks reddened before he spoke. “My best friend” he said. “Kenneth was my best friend. You could say I stole her from him. These things happen, don’t they?”

Rebus raised an eyebrow. “Do they?” be said. MacFarlane bowed his head again.

“Can I have a coffee?” he asked quietly. Rebus nodded, then lit another cigarette.

 

MacFarlane sipped the coffee, holding it in both hands like a shipwreck survivor. Rebus rubbed his nose and stretched, feeling tired. He checked his watch. Eight in the morning. What a life. He had eaten two bacon rolls and a string of rind curled across the plate in front of him. MacFarlane had refused food, but finished the first cup of coffee in two gulps and gratefully accepted a second.

“So,” Rebus said, “you drove back into town.”

“That’s right.” MacFarlane took another sip of coffee. “I don’t know why, but I decided to check my answering machine for calls.”

“You mean when you got home?”

MacFarlane shook his head. “No, from the car. I called home from my car-phone and got the answering machine to play back any messages.”

Rebus was impressed. “That’s clever,” he said.

MacFarlane smiled again, but the smile soon vanished. “One of the messages was from Moira,” he said. “She wanted to see me.”

“At that hour?” MacFarlane shrugged. “Did she say why she wanted to see you?”

“No. She sounded . . . strange.”

“Strange?”

“A bit . . . I don’t know, distant maybe.”

“Did you get the feeling she was on her own when she called?”

“I’ve no idea.”

“Did you call her back?”

“Yes. Her answering machine was on. I left a message.”

“Would you say you’re the jealous type, Mr. MacFarlane?”

“What?” MacFarlane sounded surprised by the question. He seemed to give it serious thought. “No more so than the next man,” he said at last.

“Why would anyone want to kill her?”

MacFarlane stared at the table, shaking his head slowly.

“Go on,” said Rebus, sighing, growing impatient. “You were saying how you got her message.”

“Well, I went straight to her flat. It was late, but I knew if she was asleep I could always let myself in.”

“Oh?” Rebus was interested. “How?”

“I had a spare key,” MacFarlane explained.

Rebus got up from his chair and walked to the far wall and back, deep in thought.

“I don’t suppose,” he said, “you’ve got any idea when Moira made that call?”

MacFarlane shook his head. “But the machine will have logged it,” he said. Rebus was more impressed than ever. Technology was a wonderful thing. What’s more, he was impressed by MacFarlane. If the man was a murderer, then he was a very good one, for he had fooled Rebus into thinking him innocent. It was crazy. There was nothing to point to him not being guilty. But all the same, a feeling was a feeling, and Rebus most definitely had a feeling.

“I want to see that machine,” he said. “And I want to hear the message on it. I want to hear Moira’s last words.”
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It was interesting how the simplest cases could become so complex. There was still no doubt in the minds of those around Rebus—his superiors and those below him—that John MacFarlane was guilty of murder. They had all the proof they needed, every last bit of it circumstantial.

MacFarlane’s car was clean: no bloodstained clothes stashed in the boot. There were no prints on the chopping-knife, though MacFarlane’s prints were found elsewhere in the flat, not surprising given that he’d visited that night, as well as on many a previous one. No prints either on the kitchen sink and taps, though the murderer had washed a bloody knife. Rebus thought that curious. And as for motive: jealousy, a falling-out, a past indiscretion discovered. The CID had seen them all.

Murder by stabbing was confirmed and the time of death narrowed down to a quarter of an hour either side of three in the morning. MacFarlane claimed that at that time he was driving towards Edinburgh, but had no witnesses to corroborate the claim. There was no blood to be found on MacFarlane’s clothing, but, as Rebus himself knew, that didn’t mean the man wasn’t a killer.

More interesting, however, was that MacFarlane denied making the call to the police. Yet someone—in fact, whoever murdered Moira Bitter—had made it. And more interesting even than this was the telephone answering machine.

Rebus went to MacFarlane’s flat in Liberton to investigate. The traffic was busy coming into town, but quiet heading out. Liberton was one of Edinburgh’s many anonymous middle-class districts, substantial houses, small shops, a busy thoroughfare. It looked innocuous at mid-night, and was even safer by day.

What MacFarlane had termed a “flat” comprised, in fact, the top two storeys of a vast, detached house. Rebus roamed the building, not sure if he was looking for anything in particular. He found little. MacFarlane led a rigorous and regimented life and had the home to accommodate such a lifestyle. One room had been turned into a makeshift gymnasium, with weightlifting equipment and the like. There was an office for business use, a study for private use. The main bedroom was decidedly masculine in taste, though a framed painting of a naked woman had been removed from one wall and tucked behind a chair. Rebus thought he detected Moira Bitter’s influence at work.

In the wardrobe were a few pieces of her clothing and a pair of her shoes. A snapshot of her had been framed and placed on MacFarlane’s bedside table. Rebus studied the photograph for a long time, then sighed and left the bedroom, closing the door after him. Who knew when John MacFarlane would see his home again?

 

The answering machine was in the living-room. Rebus played the tape of the previous night’s calls. Moira Bitter’s voice was clipped and confident, her message to the point: “Hello.” Then a pause. “I need to see you. Come round as soon as you get this message. Love you.”

MacFarlane had told Rebus that the display unit on the machine showed time of call. Moira’s call registered at 3:50 a.m., about forty-five minutes after her death. There was room for some discrepancy, but not three-quarters of an hour’s worth. Rebus scratched his chin and pondered. He played the tape again. “Hello.” Then the pause. “I need to see you.” He stopped the tape and played it again, this time with the volume up and his ear close to the machine. That pause was curious and the sound quality on the tape was poor. He rewound and listened to another call from the same evening. The quality was better, the voice much clearer. Then he listened to Moira again. Were these recording machines infallible? Of course not. The time displayed could have been tampered with. The recording itself could be a fake. After all, whose word did he have that this was the voice of Moira Bitter? Only John MacFarlane’s. But John MacFarlane had been caught leaving the scene of a murder. And now Rebus was being presented with a sort of an alibi for the man. Yes, the tape could well be a fake, used by MacFarlane to substantiate his story, but stupidly not put into use until after the time of death. Still, from what Rebus had heard from Moira’s own answering machine, the voice was certainly similar to her own. The lab boys could sort it out with their clever machines. One technician in particular owed him a rather large favour.

Rebus shook his head. This still wasn’t making much sense. He played the tape again and again.

“Hello.” Pause. “I need to see you.”

“Hello.” Pause. “I need to see you.”

“Hello.” Pause. “I need—”

And suddenly it became a little clearer in his mind. He ejected the tape and slipped it into his jacket pocket, then picked up the telephone and called the station. He asked to speak to Detective Constable Brian Holmes. The voice, when it came on the line, was tired but amused.

“Don’t tell me,” Holmes said, “let me guess. You want me to drop everything and run an errand for you.”

“You must be psychic, Brian. Two errands really. Firstly, last night’s calls. Get the recording of them and search for one from John MacFarlane, claiming he’d just killed his girlfriend. Make a copy of it and wait there for me. I’ve got another tape for you, and I want them both taken to the lab. Warn them you’re coming—”

“And tell them it’s priority, I know. It’s always priority. They’ll say what they always say: give us four days.”

“Not this time,” Rebus said. “Ask for Bill Costain and tell him Rebus is collecting on his favour. He’s to shelve what he’s doing. I want a result today, not next week.”

“What’s the favour you’re collecting on?”

“I caught him smoking dope in the lab toilets last month.”

Holmes laughed. “The world’s going to pot,” he said. Rebus groaned at the joke and put down the receiver. He needed to speak with John MacFarlane again. Not about lovers this time, but about friends.

 

Rebus rang the doorbell a third time and at last heard a voice from within.

“Jesus, hold on! I’m coming.”

The man who answered the door was tall, thin, with wire-framed glasses perched on his nose. He peered at Rebus and ran his fingers through his hair.

“Mr. Thomson?” Rebus asked. “Kenneth Thomson?”

“Yes,” said the man, “that’s right.”

Rebusflipped open his ID. “Detective Inspector John Rebus,” he said by way of introduction. “May I come in?”

Kenneth Thomson held open the door. “Please do,” he said. “Will a cheque be all right?”

“A cheque?”

“I take it you’re here about the parking tickets,” said Thomson. “I’d have got round to them eventually, believe me. It’s just that I’ve been hellish busy, and what with one thing and another . . .”

“No, sir,” said Rebus, his smile as cold as a church pew, “nothing to do with parking fines.”

“Oh?” Thomson pushed his glasses back up his nose and looked at Rebus. “Then what’s the problem?”

“It’s about Miss Moira Bitter,” said Rebus.

“Moira? What about her?”

“She’s dead, sir.”

Rebus had followed Thomson into a cluttered room overflowing with bundles of magazines and newspapers. A hi-fi sat in one corner, and covering the wall next to it were shelves filled with cassette tapes. These had an orderly look to them, as though they had been indexed, each tape’s spine carrying an identifying number.

Thomson, who had been clearing a chair for Rebus to sit on, froze at the detective’s words.

“Dead?” he gasped. “How?”

“She was murdered, sir. We think John MacFarlane did it.”

“John?” Thomson’s face was quizzical, then sceptical, then resigned. “But why?”

“We don’t know that yet, sir. I thought you might be able to help.”

“Of course I’ll help if I can. Sit down, please.”

Rebus perched on the chair, while Thomson pushed aside some newspapers and settled himself on the sofa.

“You’re a writer, I believe,” said Rebus.

Thomson nodded distractedly. “Yes,” he said. “Freelance journalism, food and drink, travel, that sort of thing. Plus the occasional commission to write a book. That’s what I’m doing now, actually. Writing a book.”

“Oh? I like books myself. What’s it about?”

“Don’t laugh,” said Thomson, “but it’s a history of the haggis.”

“The haggis?” Rebus couldn’t disguise a smile in his voice, warmer this time: the church pew had been given a cushion. He cleared his throat noisily, glancing around the room, noting the piles of books leaning precariously against walls, the files and folders and newsprint cuttings. “You must do a lot of research,” he said appreciatively.

“Sometimes,” said Thomson. Then he shook his head. “I still can’t, believe it. About Moira, I mean. About John.”

Rebus took out his notebook, more for effect than anything else. “You were Miss Bitter’s lover for a while,” he stated.

“That’s right, Inspector.”

“But then she went off with Mr. MacFarlane.”

“Right again.” A hint of bitterness had crept into Thomson’s voice. “I was very angry at the time, but I got over it.”

“Did you still see Miss Bitter?”

“No.”

“What about Mr. MacFarlane?”

“No again. We spoke on the telephone a couple of times. It always seemed to end in a shouting match. We used to be like, well, it’s a cliche, I suppose, but we used to be like brothers.”

“Yes,” said Rebus, “so Mr. MacFarlane told me.”

“Oh?” Thomson sounded interested. “What else did he say?”

“Not much really.” Rebus rose from his perch and went to the window, holding aside the net curtain to stare out onto the street below. “He said you’d known each other for years.”

“Since school,” Thomson added.

Rebus nodded. “And he said you drove a black Ford Escort. That’ll be it down there, parked across the street?”

Thomson came to the window. “Yes,” he agreed, uncertainly, “that’s it. But I don’t see what—”

“I noticed it as I was parking my own car,” Rebus continued, brushing past Thomson’s interruption. He let the curtain fall and turned back into the room. “I noticed you’ve got a car alarm. I suppose you must get a lot of burglaries around here.”

“It’s not the most salubrious part of town,” Thomson said. “Not all writers are like Jeffrey Archer.”

“Did money have anything to do with it?” Rebus asked. Thomson paused.

“With what, Inspector?”

“With Miss Bitter leaving you for Mr. MacFarlane. He’s not short of a bob or two, is he?”

Thomson’s voice rose perceptibly. “Look, I really can’t see what this has to do with—”

“Your car was broken into a few months ago, wasn’t it?” Rebus was examining a pile of magazines on the floor now. “I saw the report. They stole your radio and your car phone.”

“Yes.”

“I notice you’ve replaced the car phone.” He glanced up at Thomson, smiled, and continued browsing.

“Of course,” said Thomson. He seemed confused now, unable to fathom where the conversation was leading.

“A journalist would need a car phone, wouldn’t he?” Rebus observed. “So people could keep in touch, contact him at any time. Is that right?”

“Absolutely right, Inspector.”

Rebus threw the magazine back onto the pile and nodded slowly. “Great things, car phones.” He walked over towards Thomson’s desk. It was a small flat. This room obviously served a double purpose as study and living-room. Not that Thomson entertained many visitors. He was too aggressive for many people, too secretive for others. So John MacFarlane had said.

On the desk there was more clutter, though in some appearance of organisation. There was also a neat word processor, and beside it a telephone. And next to the telephone sat an answering machine.

“Yes,” Rebus repeated. “You need to be in contact.” Rebus smiled towards Thomson. “Communication, that’s the secret. And I’ll tell you something else about journalists”

“What?” Unable to comprehend Rebus’s direction, Thomson’s tone had become that of someone bored with a conversation. He shoved his hands deep into his pockets.

“Journalists are hoarders.” Rebus made this sound like some great wisdom. His eyes took in the room again. “I mean, near-pathological hoarders. They can’t bear to throw things away, because they never know when something might become useful. Am I right?”

Thomson shrugged.

“Yes,” said Rebus, “I bet I am. Look at these cassettes, for example.” He went to where the rows of tapes were neatly displayed. “What are they? Interviews, that sort of thing?”

“Mostly, yes,” Thomson agreed.

“And you still keep them, even though they’re years old?”

Thomson shrugged again. “So I’m a hoarder.”

But Rebus had noticed something on the top shelf, some brown cardboard boxes. He reached up and lifted one down. Inside were more tapes, marked with months and years. But these tapes were smaller. Rebus gestured with the box towards Thomson, his eyes seeking an explanation.

Thomson smiled uneasily. “Answering machine messages,” he said.

“You keep these, too?” Rebus sounded amazed.

“Well,” Thomson said, “someone may agree to something over the phone, an interview or something, then deny it later. I need them as records of promises made.”

Rebus nodded, understanding now. He replaced the brown box on its shelf. He still had his back to Thomson when the telephone rang, a sharp electronic sound.

“Sorry,” Thomson apologised, going to answer it.

“Not at all.”

Thomson picked up the receiver. “Hello?” He listened, then frowned. “Of course,” he said finally, holding the receiver out towards Rebus. “It’s for you, Inspector.”

Rebus raised a surprised eyebrow and accepted the receiver. It was, as he had known it would be, Detective Constable Holmes.

“Okay,” Holmes said. “Costain no longer owes you that favour. He’s listened to both tapes. He hasn’t run all the necessary tests yet, but he’s pretty convinced.”

“Go on.” Rebus was looking at Thomson, who was sitting, hands clasping knees, on the arm of the chair.

“The call we received last night,” said Holmes, “the one from John MacFarlane admitting to the murder of Moira Bitter, originated from a portable telephone.”

“Interesting,” said Rebus, his eyes on Thomson. “And what about the other one?”

“Well, the tape you gave me seems to be twice-removed.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means,” said Holmes, “that according to Costain it’s not just a recording, it’s the recording of a recording.” Rebus nodded, satisfied.

“Okay, thanks, Brian.” He put down the receiver. “Good news or bad?” Thomson asked.

“A bit of both,” answered Rebus thoughtfully. Thomson had risen to his feet.

“I feel like a drink, Inspector. Can I get you one?”

“It’s a bit early for me, I’m afraid,” Rebus said, looking at his watch. It was eleven o’clock: opening time. “All right,” he said, “just a small one.”

“The whisky’s in the kitchen,” Thomson explained. “I’ll just be a moment.”

“Fine, sir, fine.”

Rebus listened as Thomson left the room and headed off towards the kitchen. He stood beside the desk, thinking through what he now knew. Then, hearing Thomson returning from the kitchen, floorboards bending beneath his weight, he picked up the wastepaper basket from below the desk, and, as Thomson entered the room, proceeded to empty the contents in a heap on the sofa.

Thomson stood in the doorway, a glass of whisky in each hand, dumbstruck. “What on earth are you doing?” he spluttered at last. But Rebus ignored him and started to pick through the now strewn contents of the bin, talking as he searched.

“It was pretty close to being fool-proof, Mr. Thomson. Let me explain. The killer went to Moira Bitter’s flat and talked her into letting him in despite the late hour. He murdered her quite callously, let’s make no mistake about that. I’ve never seen so much premeditation in a case before. He cleaned the knife and returned it to its drawer. He was wearing gloves, of course, knowing John MacFarlane’s fingerprints would be all over the flat, and he cleaned the knife precisely to disguise the fact that he had worn gloves. MacFarlane, you see, had not.”

Thomson took a gulp from one glass, but otherwise seemed rooted to the spot. His eyes had become vacant, as though picturing Rebus’s story in his mind.

“MacFarlane,” Rebus continued, still rummaging, “was summoned to Moira’s flat. The message did come from her. He knew her voice well enough not to be fooled by someone else’s voice. The killer sat outside Moira’s flat, sat waiting for MacFarlane to arrive. Then the killer made one last call, this one to the police, in the guise of a hysterical MacFarlane. We know this last call was made on a car phone. The lab boys are very clever that way. The police are hoarders, too, you see, Mr. Thomson. We make recordings of emergency calls made to us. It won’t be hard to voice-print that call and try to match it to John MacFarlane. But it won’t be John MacFarlane, will it?” Rebus paused for effect. “It’ll be you.”

Thomson gave a thin smile, but his grip on the two glasses had grown less steady, and whisky was dribbling from the angled lip of one of them.

“Ah-ha.” Rebus had found what he was looking for in the contents of the bin. With a pleased-as-punch grin on his unshaven, sleepless face, he pinched forefinger and thumb together and lifted them for his own and Thomson’s inspection. He was holding a tiny sliver of brown recording tape.

“You see,” he continued, “the killer had to lure MacFarlane to the murder scene. Having killed Moira, he went to his car, as I’ve said. There he had his portable telephone and a cassette recorder. He was a hoarder. He had kept all his answering machine tapes, including messages left by Moira at the height of their affair. He found the message he needed and he spliced it. He played this message to John MacFarlane’s answering machine. All he had to do after that was wait. The message MacFarlane received was ‘Hello. I need to see you.’ There was a pause after the ‘hello.’ And that pause was where the splice was made in the tape, excising this.” Rebus looked at the sliver of tape. “The one word ‘Kenneth.’ ‘Hello, Kenneth, I need to see you.’ It was Moira Bitter talking to you, Mr. Thomson, talking to you a long time ago.”

Thomson hurled both glasses at once, so that they arrowed in towards Rebus, who ducked. The glasses collided above his head, shards raining down on him. Thomson had reached the front door, had hauled it open even, before Rebus was on him, lunging, pushing the younger man forwards through the doorway and onto the tenement landing. Thomson’s head hit the metal rails with a muted chime and he let out a single moan before collapsing. Rebus shook himself free of glass, feeling one or two tiny pieces nick him as he brushed a hand across his face. He brought a hand to his nose and inhaled deeply. His father had always said whisky would put hairs on his chest. Rebus wondered if the same miracle might be effected on his temples and the crown of his head . . .

 

It had been the perfect murder.

Well, almost. But Kenneth Thomson had reckoned without Rebus’s ability actually to believe someone innocent despite the evidence against him. The case against John MacFarlane had been overwhelming. Yet Rebus, feeling it to be wrong, had been forced to invent other scenarios, other motives and other means to the fairly chilling end. It wasn’t enough that Moira had died—died at the hands of someone she knew. MacFarlane had to be implicated in her murder. The killer had been out to tag them both. But it was Moira the killer hated, hated because she had broken a friendship as well as a heart.

Rebus stood on the steps of the police station. Thomson was in a cell somewhere below his feet, somewhere below ground level. Confessing to everything. He would go to jail, while John MacFarlane, perhaps not realising his luck, had already been freed.

The streets were busy now. Lunchtime traffic, the reliable noises of the everyday. The sun was even managing to burst from its slumber. All of which reminded Rebus that his day was over. Time, all in all he felt, for a short visit home, a shower and a change of clothes, and, God and the Devil willing, some sleep.


The Dean Curse

The locals in Barnton knew him either as “the Brigadier” or as “that Army type who bought the West Lodge.” West Lodge was a huge but until recently neglected detached house set in a walled acre and a half of grounds and copses. Most locals were relieved that its high walls hid it from general view, the house itself being too angular, too gothic for modern tastes. Certainly, it was very large for the needs of a widower and his unsmiling daughter. Mrs. MacLennan, who cleaned for the Brigadier, was pumped for information by curious neighbours, but could say only that Brigadier-General Dean had had some renovations done, that most of the house was habitable, that one room had become a library, another a billiard-room, another a study, another a makeshift gymnasium and so on. The listeners would drink this in deeply, yet it was never enough. What about the daughter? What about the Brigadier’s background? What happened to his wife?

Shopkeepers too were asked for their thoughts. The Brigadier drove a sporty open-topped car which would pull in noisily to the side of the road to allow him to pop into this or that shop for a few things, including, each day at the same time, a bottle of something or other from the smarter of the two offlicences.

The grocer, Bob Sladden, reckoned that Brigadier-General Dean had been born nearby, even that he had lived for a few childhood years in West Lodge and so had retired there because of its carefree connections. But Miss Dalrymple, who at ninety-three was as old as anyone in that part of Barnton, could not recall any family named Dean living at West Lodge. Could not, indeed, recall any Deans ever living in this “neck” of Barnton, with the exception of Sam Dean. But when pressed about Sam Dean, she merely shook her head and said, “He was no good, that one, and got what he deserved. The Great War saw to him.” Then she would nod slowly, thoughtfully, and nobody would be any further forward.

Speculation grew wilder as no new facts came to light, and in The Claymore public bar one afternoon, a bar never patronised by the Brigadier (and who’d ever heard of an Army man not liking his drink?), a young out-of-work plasterer named Willie Barr came up with a fresh proposition.

“Maybe Dean isn’t his real name.”

But everyone around the pool table laughed at that and Willie just shrugged, readying to play his next shot. “Well,” he said, “real name or not, I wouldn’t climb over that daughter of his to get to any of you lot.”

Then he played a double off the cushion, but missed. Missed not because the shot was difficult or he’d had too many pints of Snakebite, but because his cue arm jerked at the noise of the explosion.

 

It was a fancy car all right, a Jaguar XJS convertible, its bodywork a startling red. Nobody in Barnton could mistake it for anyone else’s car. Besides, everyone was used to it revving to its loud roadside halt, was used to its contented ticking-over while the Brigadier did his shopping. Some complained—though never to his face—about the noise, about the fumes from the exhaust. They couldn’t say why he never switched off the ignition. He always seemed to want to be ready for a quick getaway. On this particular afternoon, the getaway was quicker even than usual, a squeal of tyres as the car jerked out into the road and sped past the shops. Its driver seemed ready actually to disregard the red stop light at the busy junction. He never got the chance. There was a ball of flames where the car had been and the heart-stopping sound of the explosion. Twisted metal flew into the air, then down again, wounding passers-by, burning skin. Shop windows blew in, shards of fine glass finding soft targets. The traffic lights turned to green, but nothing moved in the street.

For a moment, there was a silence punctuated only by the arrival on terra firma of bits of speedometer, headlamp, even steering-wheel. Then the screaming started, as people realised they’d been wounded. More curdling still though were the silences, the dumb horrified faces of people who would never forget this moment, whose shock would disturb each wakeful night.

And then there was a man, standing in a doorway, the doorway of what had been the wine merchant’s. He carried a bottle with him, carefully wrapped in green paper, and his mouth was open in surprise. He dropped the bottle with a crash when he realised his car was not where he had left it, realising that the roaring he had heard and thought he recognised was that of his own car being driven away. At his feet, he saw one of his driving gloves lying on the pavement in front of him. It was still smouldering. Only five minutes before, it had been lying on the leather of his passenger seat. The wine merchant was standing beside him now, pale and shaking, looking in dire need of a drink. The Brigadier nodded towards the carcass of his sleek red Jaguar.

“That should have been me,” he said. Then: “Do you mind if I use your telephone?”

 

John Rebus threw The Dain Curse up in the air, sending it spinning towards his living-room ceiling. Gravity caught up with it just short of the ceiling and pulled it down hard, so that it landed open against the uncarpeted floor. It was a cheap copy, bought secondhand and previously much read. But not by Rebus; he’d got as far as the beginning of the third section, “Quesada,” before giving up, before tossing what many regard as Hammett’s finest novel into the air. Its pages fell away from the spine as it landed, scattering chapters. Rebus growled. The telephone had, as though prompted by the book’s demise, started ringing. Softly, insistently. Rebus picked up the apparatus and studied it. It was six o’clock on the evening of his first rest-day in what seemed like months. Who would be phoning him? Pleasure or business? And which would he prefer it to be? He put the receiver to his ear.

“Yes?” His voice was non-committal.

“DI Rebus?” It was work then. Rebus grunted a response. “DC Coupar here, sir. The Chief thought you’d be interested.” There was a pause for effect. “A bomb’s just gone off in Barnton.”

Rebus stared at the sheets of print lying all around him. He asked the Detective Constable to repeat the message.

“A bomb, sir. In Barnton.”

“What? A World War Two leftover you mean?”

“No, sir. Nothing like that. Nothing like that at all.”

 

There was a line of poetry in Rebus’s head as he drove out towards one of Edinburgh’s many quiet middle-class districts, the sort of place where nothing happened, the sort of place where crime was measured in a yearly attempted break-in or the theft of a bicycle. That was Barnton. The line of poetry hadn’t been written about Barnton. It had been written about Slough.

It’s my own fault, Rebus was thinking, for being disgusted at how far-fetched that Hammett book was. Entertaining, yes, but you could strain credulity only so far, and Dashiell Hammett had taken that strain like the anchor-man on a tug-o’-war team, pulling with all his might. Coincidence after coincidence, plot after plot, corpse following corpse like something off an assembly line.

Far-fetched, definitely. But then what was Rebus to make of his telephone call? He’d checked: it wasn’t 1st April. But then he wouldn’t put it past Brian Holmes or one of his other colleagues to pull a stunt on him just because he was having a day off, just because he’d carped on about it for the previous few days. Yes, this had Holmes’ fingerprints all over it. Except for one thing.

The radio reports. The police frequency was full of it; and when Rebus switched on his car radio to the local commercial channel, the news was there, too. Reports of an explosion in Barnton, not far from the roundabout. It is thought a car has exploded. No further details, though there are thought to be many casualties. Rebus shook his head and drove, thinking of the poem again, thinking of anything that would stop him focussing on the truth of the news. A car bomb? A car bomb? In Belfast, yes, maybe even on occasion in London. But here in Edinburgh? Rebus blamed himself. If only he hadn’t cursed Dashiell Hammett, if only he hadn’t sneered at his book, at its exaggerations and its melodramas, if only . . . Then none of this would have happened.

But of course it would. It had.

 

The road had been blocked off. The ambulances had left with their cargo. Onlookers stood four deep behind the orange and white tape of the hastily erected cordon. There was just the one question: how many dead? The answer seemed to be: just the one. The driver of the car. An Army bomb disposal unit had materialised from somewhere and, for want of anything else to do, was checking the shops either side of the street. A line of policemen, aided so far as Rebus could judge by more Army personnel, was moving slowly up the road, mostly on hands and knees, in what an outsider might regard as some bizarre slow-motion race. They carried with them polythene bags, into which they dropped anything they found. The whole scene was one of brilliantly organised confusion and it didn’t take Rebus longer than a couple of minutes to detect the mastermind behind it all—Superintendent “Farmer” Watson. “Farmer” only behind his back, of course, and a nickname which matched both his north-of-Scotland background and his at times agricultural methods. Rebus decided to skirt around his superior officer and glean what he could from the various less senior officers present.

He had come to Barnton with a set of preconceptions and it took time for these to be corrected. For example, he’d premised that the person in the car, the as-yet-unidentified deceased, would be the car’s owner and that this person would have been the target of the bomb attack (the evidence all around most certainly pointed to a bomb, rather than spontaneous combustion, say, or any other more likely explanation). Either that or the car might be stolen or borrowed, and the driver some sort of terrorist, blown apart by his own device before he could leave it at its intended destination. There were certainly Army installations around Edinburgh: barracks, armouries, listening posts. Across the Forth lay what was left of Rosyth naval dockyard, as well as the underground installation at Pitreavie. There were targets. Bomb meant terrorist meant target. That was how it always was.

But not this time. This time there was an important difference. The apparent target escaped, by dint of leaving his car for a couple of minutes to nip into a shop. But while he was in the shop someone had tried to steal his car, and that person was now drying into the tarmac beneath the knees of the crawling policemen. This much Rebus learned before Superintendent Watson caught sight of him, caught sight of him smiling wryly at the car thief’s luck. It wasn’t every day you got the chance to steal a Jaguar XJS . . . but what a day to pick.

“Inspector!” Farmer Watson beckoned for Rebus to join him, which Rebus, ironing out his smile, did.

Before Watson could start filling him in on what he already knew, Rebus himself spoke.

“Who was the target, sir?”

“A man called Dean.” Meaningful pause. “Brigadier-General Dean, retired.”

Rebus nodded. “I thought there were a lot of Tommies about.”

“We’ll be working with the Army on this one, John. That’s how it’s done, apparently. And then there’s Scotland Yard, too. Their anti-terrorist people.”

“Too many cooks if you ask me, sir.”

Watson nodded. “Still, these buggers are supposed to be specialised.”

“And we’re only good for solving the odd drunk driving or domestic, eh, sir?”

The two men shared a smile at this. Rebus nodded towards the wreck of the car. “Any idea who was behind the wheel?”

Watson shook his head. “Not yet. And not much to go on either. We may have to wait till a mum or girlfriend reports him missing.”

“Not even a description?”

“None of the passers-by is fit to be questioned. Not yet anyway.”

“So what about Brigadier-General Whassis-name?”

“Dean.”

“Yes. Where is he?”

“He’s at home. A doctor’s been to take a look at him, but he seems all right. A bit shocked.”

“A bit? Someone rips the arse out of his car and he’s a bit shocked?” Rebus sounded doubtful. Watson’s eyes were fixed on the advancing line of debris collectors.

“I get the feeling he’s seen worse.” He turned to Rebus. “Why don’t you have a word with him, John? See what you think.”

Rebus nodded slowly. “Aye, why not,” he said. “Anything for a laugh, eh, sir?”

Watson seemed stuck for a reply, and by the time he’d formed one Rebus had wandered back through the cordon, hands in trouser pockets, looking for all the world like a man out for a stroll on a balmy summer’s evening. Only then did the Superintendent remember that this was Rebus’s day off. He wondered if it had been such a bright idea to send him off to talk to Brigadier-General Dean. Then he smiled, recalling that he had brought John Rebus out here precisely because something didn’t quite feel right. If he could feel it, Rebus would feel it too, and would burrow deep to find its source—as deep as necessary and, perhaps, deeper than was seemly for a Superintendent to go.

Yes, there were times when even Detective Inspector John Rebus came in useful.

 

It was a big house. Rebus would go further. It was bigger than the last hotel he’d stayed in, though of a similar style: closer to Hammer Films than House and Garden. A hotel in Scarborough it had been; three days of lust with a divorced school-dinner lady. School-dinner ladies hadn’t been like that in Rebus’s day . . . or maybe he just hadn’t been paying attention.

He paid attention now. Paid attention as an Army uniform opened the door of West Lodge to him. He’d already had to talk his way past a mixed guard on the gate—an apologetic PC and two uncompromising squaddies. That was why he’d started thinking back to Scarborough—to stop himself from punching those squaddies in their square-chinned faces. The closer he came to Brigadier-General Dean, the more aggressive and unlovely the soldiers seemed. The two on the gate were like lambs compared to the one on the main door of the house, yet he in his turn was meekness itself compared to the one who led Rebus into a well-appointed living-room and told him to wait.

Rebus hated the Army—with good reason. He had seen the soldier’s lot from the inside and it had left him with a resentment so huge that to call it a “chip on the shoulder” was to do it an injustice. Chip? Right now it felt like a whole transport cafe! There was only one thing for it. Rebus made for the sideboard, sniffed the contents of the decanter sitting there and poured himself an inch of whisky. He was draining the contents of the glass into his mouth when the door opened.

Rebus had brought too many preconceptions with him today. Brigadier-Generals were squat, ruddy-faced men, with stiff moustaches and VSOP noses, a few silvered wisps of Brylcreemed hair and maybe even a walking stick. They retired in their seventies and babbled of campaigns over dinner.

Not so Brigadier-General Dean. He looked to be in his mid- to late-fifties. He stood over six feet tall, had a youthful face and vigorous dark hair. He was slim too, with no sign of a retirement gut or a port drinker’s red-veined cheeks. He looked twice as fit as Rebus felt and for a moment the policeman actually caught himself straightening his back and squaring his shoulders.

“Good idea,” said Dean, joining Rebus at the sideboard. “Mind if I join you?” His voice was soft, blurred at the edges, the voice of an educated man, a civilised man. Rebus tried hard to imagine Dean giving orders to a troop of hairy-fisted Tommies. Tried, but failed.

“Detective Inspector Rebus,” he said by way of introduction. “Sorry to bother you like this, sir, but there are a few questions—”

Dean nodded, finishing his own drink and offering to replenish Rebus’s.

“Why not?” agreed Rebus. Funny thing though: he could swear this whisky wasn’t whisky at all but whiskey—Irish whiskey. Softer than the Scottish stuff, lacking an edge.

Rebus sat on the sofa, Dean on a well-used armchair. The Brigadier-General offered a toast of slainte before starting on his second drink, then exhaled noisily.

“Had to happen sooner or later, I suppose,” he said.

“Oh?”

Dean nodded slowly. “I worked in Ulster for a time. Quite a long time. I suppose I was fairly high up in the tree there. I always knew I was a target. The Army knew, too, of course, but what can you do? You can’t put bodyguards on every soldier who’s been involved in the conflict, can you?”

“I suppose not, sir. But I assume you took precautions?”

Dean shrugged. “I’m not in Who’s Who and I’ve got an unlisted telephone number. I don’t even use my rank much, to be honest.”

“But some of your mail might be addressed to Brigadier-General Dean?”

A wry smile. “Who gave you that impression?”

“What impression, sir?”

“The impression of rank. I’m not a Brigadier-General. I retired with the rank of Major.”

“But the—”

“The what? The locals? Yes, I can see how gossip might lead to exaggeration. You know how it is in a place like this, Inspector. An incomer who keeps himself to himself. A military air. They put two and two together then multiply it by ten.”

Rebus nodded thoughtfully. “I see.” Trust Watson to be wrong even in the fundamentals. “But the point I was trying to make about your mail still stands, sir. What I’m wondering, you see, is how they found you.”

Dean smiled quietly. “The IRA are quite sophisticated these days, Inspector. For all I know, they could have hacked into a computer, bribed someone in the know, or maybe it was just a fluke, sheer chance.” He shrugged. “I suppose we’ll have to think of moving somewhere else now, starting all over again. Poor Jacqueline.”

“Jacqueline being?”

“My daughter. She’s upstairs, terribly upset. She’s due to start university in October. It’s her I feel sorry for.”

Rebus looked sympathetic. He felt sympathetic. One thing about Army life and police life—both could have a devastating effect on your personal life.

“And your wife, sir?”

“Dead, Inspector. Several years ago.” Dean examined his now empty glass. He looked his years now, looked like someone who needed a rest. But there was something other about him, something cool and hard. Rebus had met all types in the Army—and since. Veneers could no longer fool him, and behind Major Dean’s sophisticated veneer he could glimpse something other, something from the man’s past. Dean hadn’t just been a good soldier. At one time he’d been lethal.

“Do you have any thoughts on how they might have found you, sir?”

“Not really.” Dean closed his eyes for a second. There was resignation in his voice. “What matters is that they did find me.” His eyes met Rebus’s. “And they can find me again.”

Rebus shifted in his seat. Christ, what a thought. What a, well, time-bomb. To always be watching, always expecting, always fearing. And not just for yourself.

“I’d like to talk to Jacqueline, sir. It may be that she’ll have some inkling as to how they were able to—”

But Dean was shaking his head. “Not just now, Inspector. Not yet. I don’t want her—well, you understand. Besides, I’d imagine that this will all be out of your hands by tomorrow. I believe some people from the Anti-Terrorist Branch are on their way up here. Between them and the Army . . . well, as I say, it’ll be out of your hands.”

Rebus felt himself prickling anew. But Dean was right, wasn’t he? Why strain yourself when tomorrow it would be someone else’s weight? Rebus pursed his lips, nodded, and stood up.

“I’ll see you to the door,” said the Major, taking the empty glass from Rebus’s hand.

As they passed into the hallway, Rebus caught a glimpse of a young woman—Jacqueline Dean presumably. She had been hovering by the telephone-table at the foot of the staircase, but was now starting up the stairs themselves, her hand thin and white on the bannister. Dean, too, watched her go. He half-smiled, half-shrugged at Rebus.

“She’s upset,” he explained unnecessarily. But she hadn’t looked upset to Rebus. She had looked like she was moping.

 

The next morning, Rebus went back to Barnton. Wooden boards had been placed over some of the shop windows, but otherwise there were few signs of yesterday’s drama. The guards on the gate to West Lodge had been replaced by beefy plainclothes men with London accents. They carried portable radios, but otherwise might have been bouncers, debt collectors or bailiffs. They radioed the house. Rebus couldn’t help thinking that a shout might have done the job for them, but they were in love with technology; you could see that by the way they held their radio-sets. He’d seen soldiers holding a new gun the same way.

‘The guvnor’s coming down to see you,” one of the men said at last. Rebus kicked his heels for a full minute before the man arrived.

“What do you want?”

“Detective Inspector Rebus. I talked with Major Dean yesterday and—”

The man snapped. “Who told you his rank?” “Major Dean himself. I just wondered if I might—”

“Yes, well there’s no need for that, Inspector. We’re in charge now. Of course you’ll be kept informed.”

The man turned and walked back through the gates with a steady, determined stride. The guards were smirking as they closed the gates behind their “guvnor.” Rebus felt like a snubbed schoolboy, left out of the football game. Sides had been chosen and there he stood, unwanted. He could smell London on these men, that cocky superiority of a self-chosen elite. What did they call themselves? C13 or somesuch, the Anti-Terrorist Branch. Closely linked to Special Branch, and everyone knew the trade name for Special Branch—Smug Bastards.

The man had been a little younger than Rebus, well-groomed and accountant-like. More intelligent, for sure, than the gorillas on the gate, but probably well able to handle himself. A neat pistol might well have been hidden under the arm of his close-fitting suit. None of that mattered. What mattered was that the captain was leaving Rebus out of his team. It rankled; and when something rankled, it rankled hard.

Rebus had walked half a dozen paces away from the gates when he half-turned and stuck his tongue out at the guards. Then, satisfied with this conclusion to his morning’s labours, he decided to make his own inquiries. It was eleven-thirty. If you want to find out about someone, reasoned a thirsty Rebus, visit his local.

The reasoning, in this case, proved false: Dean had never been near The Claymore.

“The daughter came in though,” commented one young man. There weren’t many people in the pub at this early stage of the day, save a few retired gentlemen who were in conversation with three or four reporters. The barman, too, was busy telling his life story to a young female hack, or rather, into her tape recorder. This made getting served difficult, despite the absence of a lunchtime scrum. The young man had solved this problem, however, reaching behind the bar to refill his glass with a mixture of cider and lager, leaving money on the bartop.

“Oh?” Rebus nodded towards the three-quarters full glass. “Have another?”

“When this one’s finished I will.” He drank greedily, by which time the barman had finished with his confessions—much (judging by her face) to the relief of the reporter. “Pint of Snakebite, Paul,” called the young man. When the drink was before him, he told Rebus that his name was Willie Barr and that he was unemployed.

“You said you saw the daughter in here?” Rebus was anxious to have his questions answered before the alcohol took effect on Barr.

“That’s right. She came in pretty regularly.”

“By herself?”

“No, always with some guy.”

“One in particular, you mean?”

But Willie Barr laughed, shaking his head. “A different one every time. She’s getting a bit of a name for herself. And,” he raised his voice for the barman’s benefit, “she’s not even eighteen, I’d say.”

“Were they local lads?”

“None I recognised. Never really spoke to them.” Rebus swirled his glass, creating a foamy head out of nothing.

“Any Irish accents among them?”

“In here?” Barr laughed. “Not in here. Christ, no. Actually, she hasn’t been in for a few weeks, now that I think of it. Maybe her father put a stop to it, eh? I mean, how would it look in the Sunday papers? Brigadier’s daughter slumming it in Barnton.”

Rebus smiled. “It’s not exactly a slum though, is it?”

“True enough, but her boyfriends . . . I mean, there was more of the car mechanic than the estate agent about them. Know what I mean?” He winked. “Not that a bit of rough ever hurt her kind, eh?” Then he laughed again and suggested a game or two of pool, a pound a game or a fiver if the detective were a betting man.

But Rebus shook his head. He thought he knew now why Willie Barr was drinking so much: he was flush. And the reason he was flush was that he’d been telling his story to the papers—for a price. Brigadier’s Daughter Slumming It. Yes, he’d been telling tales all right, but there was little chance of them reaching their intended audience. The Powers That Be would see to that.

Barr was helping himself to another pint as Rebus made to leave the premises.

 

It was late in the afternoon when Rebus received his visitor, the Anti-Terrorist accountant.

“A Mr. Matthews to see you,” the Desk Sergeant had informed Rebus, and “Matthews” he remained, giving no hint of rank or proof of identity. He had come, he said, to “have it out” with Rebus.

“What were you doing in The Claymore?”

“Having a drink.”

“You were asking questions. I’ve already told you, Inspector Rebus, we can’t have—”

“I know, I know.” Rebus raised his hands in a show of surrender. “But the more furtive you lot are, the more interested I become.”

Matthews stared silently at Rebus. Rebus knew that the man was weighing up his options. One, of course, was to go to Farmer Watson and have Rebus warned off. But if Matthews were as canny as he looked, he would know this might have the opposite effect from that intended. Another option was to talk to Rebus, to ask him what he wanted to know.

“What do you want to know?” Matthews said at last.

“I want to know about Dean.”

Matthews sat back in his chair. “In strictest confidence?”

Rebus nodded. “I’ve never been known as a clipe.”

“A clipe?”

“Someone who tells tales,” Rebus explained. Matthews was thoughtful.

“Very well then,” he said. “For a start, Dean is an alias, a very necessary one. During his time in the Army Major Dean worked in Intelligence, mostly in West Germany but also for a time in Ulster. His work in both spheres was very important, crucially important. I don’t need to go into details. His last posting was West Germany. His wife was killed in a terrorist attack, almost certainly IRA. We don’t think they had targeted her specifically. She was just in the wrong place with the wrong number plates.”

“A car bomb?”

“No, a bullet. Through the windscreen, point-blank. Major Dean asked to be . . . he was invalided out. It seemed best. We provided him with a change of identity, of course.”

“I thought he looked a bit young to be retired. And the daughter, how did she take it?”

“She was never told the full details, not that I’m aware of. She was in boarding school in England.” Matthews paused. “It was for the best.”

Rebus nodded. “Of course, nobody’d argue with that. But why did—Dean—choose to live in Barnton?”

Matthews rubbed his left eyebrow, then pushed his spectacles back up his sharply sloping nose. “Something to do with an aunt of his,” he said. “He spent holidays there as a boy. His father was Army, too, posted here, there and everywhere. Never the most stable upbringing. I think Dean had happy memories of Barnton.”

Rebus shifted in his seat. He couldn’t know how long Matthews would stay, how long he would continue to answer Rebus’s questions. And there were so many questions.

“What about the bomb?”

“Looks like the IRA, all right. Standard fare for them, all the hallmarks. It’s still being examined, of course, but we’re pretty sure.”

“And the deceased?”

“No clues yet. I suppose he’ll be reported missing sooner or later. We’ll leave that side of things to you.”

“Gosh, thanks.” Rebus waited for his sarcasm to penetrate, then, quickly: “How does Dean get on with his daughter?”

Matthews was caught off-guard by the question. He blinked twice, three times, then glanced at his wristwatch.

“All right, I suppose,” he said at last, making show of scratching a mark from his cuff. “I can’t see what . . . Look, Inspector, as I say, we’ll keep you fully informed. But meantime—”

“Keep out of your hair?”

“If you want to put it like that.” Matthews stood up. “Now I really must be getting back—”

‘To London?”

Matthews smiled at the eagerness in Rebus’s voice. ‘To Barnton. Don’t worry, Inspector, the more you keep out of my hair, the quicker I can get out of yours. Fair enough?” He shot a hand out towards Rebus, who returned the almost painful grip.

“Fair enough,” said Rebus. He ushered Matthews from the room and closed the door again, then returned to his seat. He slouched as best he could in the hard, uncomfortable chair and put his feet up on the desk, examining his scuffed shoes. He tried to feel like Sam Spade, but failed. His legs soon began to ache and he slid them from the surface of the desk. The coincidences in Dashiell Hammett had nothing on the coincidence of someone nicking a car seconds before it exploded. Someone must have been watching, ready to detonate the device. But if they were watching, how come they didn’t spot that Dean, the intended victim, wasn’t the one to drive off?

Either there was more to this than met the eye, or else there was less. Rebus was wary—very wary. He’d already made far too many prejudgments, had already been proved wrong too many times. Keep an open mind, that was the secret. An open mind and an inquiring one. He nodded his head slowly, his eyes on the door.

“Fair enough,” he said quietly. “I’ll keep out of your hair, Mr. Matthews, but that doesn’t necessarily mean I’m leaving the barber’s.”

 

The Claymore might not have been Barnton’s most salubrious establishment, but it was as Princes Street’s Caledonian Hotel in comparison with the places Rebus visited that evening. He began with the merely seedy bars, the ones where each quiet voice seemed to contain a lifetime’s resentment, and then moved downwards, one rung of the ladder at a time. It was slow work; the bars tended to be in a ring around Edinburgh, sometimes on the outskirts or in the distant housing schemes, sometimes nearer the. centre than most of the population would dare to think.

Rebus hadn’t made many friends in his adult life, but he had his network of contacts and he was as proud of it as any grandparent would be of their extended family. They were like cousins, these contacts; mostly they knew each other, at least by reputation, but Rebus never spoke to one about another, so that the extent of the chain could only be guessed at. There were those of his colleagues who, in Major Dean’s words, added two and two, then multiplied by ten. John Rebus, it was reckoned, had as big a net of “snitches” as any copper on the force bar none.

It took four hours and an outlay of over forty pounds before Rebus started to catch a glimpse of a result. His basic question, though couched in vague and imprecise terms, was simple: have any car thieves vanished off the face of the earth since yesterday?

One name was uttered by three very different people in three distinct parts of the city: Brian Cant. The name meant little to Rebus.

“It wouldn’t,” he was told. “Brian only shifted across here from the west a year or so ago. He’s got form from when he was a nipper, but he’s grown smart since then. When the Glasgow cops started sniffing, he moved operations.” The detective listened, nodded, drank a watered-down whisky, and said little. Brian Cant grew from a name into a description, from a description into a personality. But there was something more.

“You’re not the only one interested in him,” Rebus was told in a bar in Gorgie. “Somebody else was asking questions a wee while back. Remember Jackie Hanson?”

“He used to be CID, didn’t he?”

“That’s right, but not anymore . . .”

Not just any old banger for Brian Cant: he specialised in “quality motors.” Rebus eventually got an address: a third-floor tenement flat near Powderhall race-track. A young man answered the door. His name was Jim Cant, Brian’s younger brother. Rebus saw that Jim was scared, nervous. He chipped away at the brother quickly, explaining that he was there because he thought Brian might be dead. That he knew all about Cant’s business, but that he wasn’t interested in pursuing this side of things, except insofar as it might shed light on the death. It took a little more of this, then the brother opened up.

“He said he had a customer interested in a car,” Jim Cant explained. “An Irishman, he said.”

“How did he know the man was Irish?”

“Must have been the voice. I don’t think they met. Maybe they did. The man was interested in a specific car.”

“A red Jaguar?”

“Yeah, convertible. Nice cars. The Irishman even knew where there was one. It seemed a cinch, that’s what Brian kept saying. A cinch.”

“He didn’t think it would be hard to steal?”

“Five seconds’ work, that’s what he kept saying. I thought it sounded too easy. I told him so.” He bent over in his chair, grabbing at his knees and sinking his head between them. “Ach, Brian, what the hell have you done?”

Rebus tried to comfort the young man as best he could with brandy and tea. He drank a mug of tea himself, wandering through the flat, his mind thrumming. Was he blowing things up out of all proportion? Maybe. He’d made mistakes before, not so much errors of judgment as errors of jumping the gun. But there was something about all of this . . . something.

“Do you have a photo of Brian?” he asked as he was leaving. “A recent one would be best” Jim Cant handed him a holiday snap.

“We went to Crete last summer,” he explained. “It was magic.” Then, holding the door open for Rebus: “Don’t I have to identify him or something?”

Rebus thought of the scrapings which were all that remained of what may or may not have been Brian Cant. He shook his head. “I’ll let you know,” he said. “If we need you, we’ll let you know.”

 

The next day was Sunday, day of rest. Rebus rested in his car, parked fifty yards or so along the road from the gates to West Lodge. He put his radio on, folded his arms and sank down into the driver’s seat. This was more like it. The Hollywood private eye on a stakeout. Only in the movies, a stakeout could be whittled away to a few minutes’ footage. Here, it was measured in a slow ticking of seconds . . . minutes . . . quarter hours.

Eventually, the gates opened and a figure hurried out, fairly trotting along the pavement as though released from bondage. Jacqueline Dean was wearing a denim jacket, short black skirt and thick black tights. A beret sat awkwardly on her cropped dark hair and she pressed the palm of her hand to it from time to time to stop it sliding off altogether. Rebus locked his car before following her. He kept to the other side of the road, wary not so much from fear that she might spot him but because C13 might have put a tail on her, too.

She stopped at the local newsagent’s first and came out heavy-laden with Sunday papers. Rebus, making to cross the road, a Sunday-morning stroller, studied her face. What was the expression he’d thought of the first time he’d seen her? Yes, moping. There was still something of that in her liquid eyes, the dark shadows beneath. She was making for the corner shop now. Doubtless she would appear with rolls or bacon or butter or milk. All the things Rebus seemed to find himself short of on a Sunday, no matter how hard he planned.

He felt in his jacket pockets, but found nothing of comfort there, just the photograph of Brian Cant. The window of the corner shop, untouched by the blast, contained a dozen or so personal ads, felt-tipped onto plain white postcards. He glanced at these, and past them, through the window itself to where Jacqueline was making her purchases. Milk and rolls: elementary, my dear Conan Doyle. Waiting for her change, she half-turned her head towards the window. Rebus concentrated on the postcards. “Candy, Masseuse” vied for attention with “Pram and carry-cot for sale,” “Babysitting considered,” and “Lada, seldom used.” Rebus was smiling, almost despite himself, when the door of the shop tinkled open.

“Jacqueline?” he said. She turned towards him. He was holding open his ID. “Mind if I have a word, Miss Dean?”

 

Major Dean was pouring himself a glass of Irish whiskey when the drawing-room door opened.

“Mind if I come in?” Rebus’s words were directed not at Dean but at Matthews, who was seated in a chair by the window, one leg crossed over the other, hands gripping the arm-rests. He looked like a nervous businessman on an airplane, trying not to let his neighbour see his fear.

“Inspector Rebus,” he said tonelessly. “I thought I could feel my scalp tingle.”

Rebus was already in the room. He closed the door behind him. Dean gestured with the decanter, but Rebus shook his head.

“How did you get in?” Matthews asked.

“Miss Dean was good enough to escort me through the gate. You’ve changed the guard detail again. She told them I was a friend of the family”

Matthews nodded. “And are you, Inspector? Are you a friend of the family?”

“That depends on what you mean by friendship.”

Dean had seated himself on the edge of his chair, steadying the glass with both hands. He didn’t seem quite the figure he had been on the day of the explosion. A reaction, Rebus didn’t doubt. There had been a quiet euphoria on the day; now came the aftershock.

“Where’s Jacqui?” Dean asked, having paused with the glass to his lips.

“Upstairs,” Rebus explained. “I thought it would be better if she didn’t hear this.”

Matthews’ fingers plucked at the arm-rests. “How much does she know?”

“Not much. Not yet. Maybe she’ll work it out for herself.”

“So, Inspector, we come to the reason why you’re here.”

“I’m here,” Rebus began, “as part of a murder inquiry. I thought that’s why you were here, too, Mr. Matthews. Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe you’re here to cover up rather than bring to light.”

Matthews’ smile was momentary. But he said nothing.

“I didn’t go looking for the culprits,” Rebus went on. “As you said, Mr. Matthews, that was your department. But I did wonder who the victim was. The accidental victim, as I thought. A young car thief called Brian Cant, that would be my guess. He stole cars to order. A client asked him for a red open-top Jag, even told him where he might find one. The client told him about Major Dean. Very specifically about Major Dean, right down to the fact that every day he’d nip into the wine-shop on the main street.” Rebus turned to Dean. “A bottle of Irish a day, is it, sir?”

Dean merely shrugged and drained his glass.

“Anyway, that’s what your daughter told me. So all Brian Cant had to do was wait near the wine-shop. You’d get out of your car, leave it running, and while you were in the shop he could drive the car away. Only it bothered me that the client—Cant’s brother tells me he spoke with an Irish accent—knew so much, making it easy for Cant. What was stopping this person from stealing the car himself?”

“And the answer came to you?” Matthews suggested, his voice thick with irony.

Rebus chose to avoid his tone. He was still watching Dean. “Not straightaway, not even then. But when I came to the house, I couldn’t help noticing that Miss Dean seemed a bit strange. Like she was waiting for a phone call from someone and that someone had let her down. It’s easy to be specific now, but at the time it just struck me as odd. I asked her about it this morning and she admitted it’s because she’s been jilted. A man she’d been seeing, and seeing regularly, had suddenly stopped calling. I asked her about him, but she couldn’t be very helpful. They never went to his flat, for example. He drove a flashy car and had plenty of money, but she was vague about what he did for a living.”

Rebus took a photograph from his pocket and tossed it into Dean’s lap. Dean froze, as though it were some hair-trigger grenade.

“I showed her a photograph of Brian Cant. Yes, that was the name of her boyfriend—Brian Cant. So you see, it was small wonder she hadn’t heard from him.”

Matthews rose from the chair and stood before the window itself, but nothing he saw there seemed to please him, so he turned back into the room. Dean had found the courage to lift the photograph from his leg and place it on the floor. He got up too, and made for the decanter.

“For Christ’s sake,” Matthews hissed, but Dean poured regardless.

Rebus’s voice was level. “I always thought it was a bit of a coincidence, the car being stolen only seconds before exploding. But then the IRA use remote control devices, don’t they? So that someone in the vicinity could have triggered the bomb any time they liked. No need for all these long-term timers and what have you. I was in the SAS once myself.”

Matthews raised an eyebrow. “Nobody told me that,” he said, sounding impressed for the first time.

“So much for Intelligence, eh?” Rebus answered. “Speaking of which, you told me that Major Dean here was in Intelligence. I think I’d go further. Covert operations, that sort of thing? Counter-intelligence, subversion?”

“Now you’re speculating, Inspector.”

Rebus shrugged. “It doesn’t really matter. What matters is that someone had been spying on Brian Cant, an ex-policeman called Jackie Hanson. He’s a private detective these days. He won’t say anything about his clients, of course, but I think I can put two and two together without multiplying the result. He was working for you, Major Dean, because you were interested in Brian Cant. Jacqueline was serious about him, wasn’t she? So much so that she might have forsaken university. She tells me they were even talking of moving in together. You didn’t want her to leave. When you found out what Cant did for a . . . a living, I suppose you’d call it, you came up with a plan.” Rebus was enjoying himself now, but tried to keep the pleasure out of his voice.

“You contacted Cant,” he went on, “putting on an Irish accent. Your Irish accent is probably pretty good, isn’t it, Major? It would need to be, working in counter-intelligence. You told him all about a car—your car. You offered him a lot of money if he’d steal it for you and you told him precisely when and where he might find it. Cant was greedy. He didn’t think twice.” Rebus noticed that he was sitting very comfortably in his own chair, whereas Dean looked . . . the word that sprang to mind was “rogue.” Matthews, too, was sparking internally, though his surface was all metal sheen, cold bodywork.

“You’d know how to make a bomb, that goes without saying. Wouldn’t you, Major? Know thine enemy and all that. Like I say, I was in the SAS myself. What’s more, you’d know how to make an IRA device, or one that looked like the work of the IRA. The remote was in your pocket You went into the shop, bought your whiskey, and when you heard the car being driven off, you simply pressed the button.”

“Jacqueline.” Dean’s voice was little more than a whisper. “Jacqueline.” He rose to his feet, walked softly to the door and left the room. He appeared to have heard little or nothing of Rebus’s speech. Rebus felt a pang of disappointment and looked towards Matthews, who merely shrugged.

“You cannot, of course, prove any of this, Inspector”

“If I put my mind to it I can.”

“Oh, I’ve no doubt, no doubt.” Matthews paused. “But will you?”

“He’s mad, you’ve got to see that.”

“Mad? Well, he’s unstable. Ever since his wife . . .”

“No reason for him to murder Brian Cant.” Rebus helped himself to a whiskey now, his legs curiously shaky. “How long have you known?”

Matthews shrugged again. “He tried a similar trick in Germany, apparently. It didn’t work that time. So what do we do now? Arrest him? He’d be unfit to plead.”

“However it happens,” Rebus said, “he’s got to be made safe.”

“Absolutely.” Matthews was nodding agreement. He came to the sideboard. “A hospital, somewhere he can be treated. He was a good soldier in his day. I’ve read his record. A good soldier. Don’t worry, Inspector Rebus, he’ll be ‘made safe’ as you put it. He’ll be taken care of.” A hand landed on Rebus’s forearm. “Trust me.”

 

Rebus trusted Matthews—about as far as he could spit into a Lothian Road headwind. He had a word with a reporter friend, but the man wouldn’t touch the story. He passed Rebus on to an investigative journalist who did some ferreting, but there was little or nothing to be found. Rebus didn’t know Dean’s real name. He didn’t know Matthews’ first name or rank or even, to be honest, that he had been C13 at all. He might have been Army, or have inhabited that indefinite smear of operations somewhere between Army, Secret Service and Special Branch.

By the next day, Dean and his daughter had left West Lodge and a fortnight later it appeared in the window of an estate agent on George Street. The asking price seemed surprisingly low, if your tastes veered towards The Munsters. But the house would stay in the window for a long time to come.

Dean haunted Rebus’s dreams for a few nights, no more. But how did you make safe a man like that? The Army had designed a weapon and that weapon had become misadjusted, its sights all wrong. You could dismantle a weapon. You could dismantle a man, too, come to that But each and every piece was still as lethal as the whole. Rebus put aside fiction, put aside Hammett and the rest and of an evening read psychology books instead. But then they too, in their way, were fiction, weren’t they? And so, too, in time became the case that was not a case of the man who had never been.
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